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      An inhuman shriek sliced through the pre-dawn darkness, stabbing at the haze of sleep coating my brain. My keys slipped from my fingers and clattered to the porch’s wooden floor. Cursing, I bent to retrieve them and dropped my backpack in the process. I shook my head, willing myself to wake up.

      Another furious wail echoed over the pasture behind Memaw’s house. Anger shooed away the last of my early morning fog. I glared at the lights blazing from the sixteen-foot travel trailer at the back of the pasture. A crash shook the trailer, and a male voice cried out in protest. A few coyotes in the pine forest howled at the disturbance. They had the right idea.

      “You can’t tell me what to do, you…you wall-eyed baboon.” She was so loud Rae could have been standing right next to me. Damn, that girl has a big mouth. And a nasty talent for insults.

      The muscles between my shoulder blades rolled into hard knots. My cousin was a pimple on the ass of my existence. If she kept it up, she’d wake Memaw, our paternal grandmother. If I went out there to tell her to shut up, she’d want to fight. Both options sounded almost as fun as running from an angry alligator. Almost.

      On cue, Rae let out another furious howl followed by a string of curse words.

      I left my stuff on the porch, vaulted the broken chain-link fence, and jogged across the pasture. My steel-toed work boots squelched and slapped on the mud, splashing my clean blue jeans. Of all the crappy ways to start a day. Rae couldn’t have driven me crazier if she brainstormed ways to do it.

      Halfway to the trailer, a light began to glow in the pine forest behind it. It stopped me in my tracks, but only for a moment. Rae picked that moment to escalate things.

      The trailer’s door slammed open and banged against the aluminum siding. Chase Fischer, sans pants, stumbled out. His naked ass glowed in the waning moonlight. I groaned. This can’t end well.

      I ran the last few yards to the travel trailer, doing my best to ignore the sounds and sights coming from the woods behind it. The odor of sweat and alcohol surrounded Chase, my earliest childhood and lifelong friend. It hurt to see him associating with my trashy cousin; I couldn’t even lie to myself about that.

      Rae charged from the trailer, her platinum hair a wild halo backlit by the trailer’s interior lights. Chase and I both took a step away from her.

      “Just go.” Her sandpaper smoker’s voice echoed against the pines. “You’re a clown and a monkey’s ass.”

      “Come on, sugar,” Chase slurred. “This dew’s cold on my bare feet. You don’t want me here, just let me have my pants.”

      He wasn’t the only one uncomfortable. There was no way to un-see this crazy scene. I redirected my gaze to the tree line, hoping to lessen the shock of it. Wrong choice. The air rippled with a cacophony of whispers as ghosts of the Palmore family clamored for attention. The lights in the woods glowed brighter, and a silhouette stepped to the edge of the forest, watching us. Fear crawled up my back and sat on my shoulders, so heavy it crushed the breath out of me. Coming so close to this part of the property was a serious error in judgment, Peri Jean. I usually avoided the place where the Palmore family perished over a century ago.

      I dragged my attention from the woods and stepped into the light spilling from the trailer’s open door. Knowing Rae would attack at the first show of weakness, I shoved my trembling hands into my pockets. How she felt okay acting this way mystified me. I was no prize, but I didn’t have drunken screaming matches in my grandmother’s backyard at the ass-crack of dawn. It all boiled down to respect. Rae possessed none. Not for herself or anybody else.

      “Your grandmother is still asleep, Raelene Georgia Mace.” I stated the obvious, but I knew no other way to convince her to stop yelling. “It’s not even dawn, yet.”

      Rae ignored me and ducked back inside the trailer. She returned holding Chase’s jeans and slung them at him with a grunt. The jeans crumpled at my feet. Stinging embarrassment prickled the back of my neck. I squeezed my eyes shut and wished myself out of the situation. When I opened my eyes, nothing had changed. I picked the jeans up and tossed them to Chase. He mumbled thanks, but I couldn’t even look at him. Why, you dumbass? Why?

      The air around the trailer cooled. That could only mean one thing. The ghosts responsible for the light show in the woods had found me. Fear stirred the coffee bubbling in my gut. I groaned at the tiny strip of pink and orange lighting the horizon’s edge. Full dawn, the only thing capable of chasing these nasties away, couldn’t come fast enough.

      Rae stomped to the edge of the wooden deck pushed against the travel trailer, every step screeching as the metal and wood rubbed together. Her loosely belted robe hung open, displaying her enviable, though fake, breasts. She twisted her mouth into a feral snarl and said, “What do you want, Looney Tunes?”

      “I want you to hold it down.” That only covered half of it. I wanted to run back home with my tail between my legs. With the ghosts here, I cursed myself for deciding to confront Rae.

      Rae looked down her nose at me and thrust out her jaw. I halfheartedly returned her glare, too distracted by the spirits swirling around me to put my heart into it. Ghosts gravitated to me like bugs to a bug light. Too bad I couldn’t zap them and make them go away. Instead, I lived a freakish horror show of feeling dead people’s emotions and seeing their grisly spirits.

      Rae and I squared off, each trying to intimidate the other into backing down. Chase took a few steps away from us and shimmied into his dew-wet jeans. He patted the pockets, evidently searching for his keys and cursed when he realized they weren’t there.

      “You know this stuff upsets Memaw.” Breaking the silence first lost me a little ground, but I needed to speed things up. A ghost from the long ago fire stood not six feet from me. His tattered clothes fluttered and flapped in the early morning breeze. I smelled the reek of charbroiled flesh so acrid I bit back a gag. Every muscle in my body knotted with tension. I couldn’t stop my teeth from chattering. A scream built in my chest, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold it back much longer.

      “You’re not the boss of me, Peri Jean Mace.” Rae propped her hands on her hips.

      A million replies, all smart-assed, came to mind. I swallowed them for the sake of brevity.

      “That’s true.” I let Rae win a small victory just so I could get away from the woods and the ghosts sooner. “Just do this for me, all right? I’ll owe you one.”

      “You mean a favor?” Rae slouched in her robe and looked exactly like what she was—an ex-con pushing thirty and living on her grandmother’s grace. Not that I’m any younger. Or that much more successful. Maybe I didn’t have much room to judge Rae. What I said next reflected my weakening resolve.

      “I’ll do you a favor if you’ll keep it down.” Oh, I know I’m going to regret this. How much remains to be seen. “Starting now.”

      Rae pulled out a pack of cigarettes and offered them to me. My nicotine demon, which I’d been starving for the past two weeks, begged and pleaded. I shook my head anyway.

      “That’s right, you quit. I gotta quit now, too.” She lit her cigarette. The dim flame from her disposable lighter revealed bruises on her cheeks and underneath her eyes. I gasped, skin tightening, as I imagined how much a beating like that would hurt.

      “I told her to call the cops.” Chase kept a safe distance from us.

      “And I said I’d take care of it...boy toy.” Rae’s tone brooked no argument. Chase developed a sudden interest in staring at his bare feet. I averted my eyes, too. His love life had nothing to do with me and hadn’t for some time. It didn’t make minding my own business any easier. My heart ached for him and the stupid choices he made.

      The sun, at last, peeked over the horizon. The burned ghost man faded away with a scream in my head, although the stench of fire and roasted human flesh lingered in the air. Relief loosened my tight muscles and left me feeling giddy. If only all ghosts faded away at daybreak.

      The growing daylight illuminated more damage on Rae’s face and my throat constricted. A raised patch with a crisscross pattern decorated one cheek. Both eyes were black and puffy. Handprint bruises laced her neck, and her nose looked broken. Rae watched me look her over.

      “Who did that to you?” Despite my current irritation at Rae, fury filled me at the idea of someone beating her so cruelly. I wonder what she did to deserve it. Oh, Peri Jean, how shitty to even think that way.

      “Go inside and fix me some orange juice.” Rae jerked her head at the trailer. “I need to talk to Peri Jean.”

      Chase hung his head and slouched into the trailer to do his mistress’s bidding. It caught my attention Rae hadn’t asked for gin or vodka in her orange juice. No telling what’s going on. I bet my pinky toe I’ll be in the middle of it soon enough. I glared at her after Chase shut the door.

      “What?” She smirked, and that pissed me off.

      “Don’t talk to him that way.” Even as I spoke, the logical part of my brain pleaded with me to shut up. Let Rae and Chase do whatever they want back here. Not my business.

      “You don’t own him just because y’all are best friends.” She put “best friends” in air quotes. “I bet you’re all bent out of shape because you’re jealous. That’s right, ain’t it?” Her grin reminded me of a shit-eating possum.

      “When did you get like this? You were a kind person once upon a time.” Rae opened her mouth to speak, but I talked over her. “He’s someone’s son. He has people who love him. How would you like it if people treated someone you love like shit? Wouldn’t it hurt you?”

      I braced myself for her fury. Instead, she shifted foot to foot, dropping those hard eyes to look at her polished toenails.

      “Life ain’t no cakewalk. You don’t let everybody know you’re the boss, they’ll try to run over you.” She said all this without taking her eyes off her toenails. I’d embarrassed her, and it stung me. I had no business looking down my nose at anybody, not even Rae.

      “I need that favor yesterday, cousin.” Rae took a hard pull on her cigarette. She squinted at me through the cloud of smoke. Calling me cousin meant she wanted something big.

      “All right.” A promise was a promise, and I’d keep my word. But I never doubted I’d regret this favor. Had I known how much, I’d have run right then and there. “I can’t this morning. I have to clean Mrs. Rudie’s house in town. Jolene wants it over and done with.”

      Rae muttered some words under her breath. They sounded an awful lot like, “Stingy old bitch.”

      I didn’t ask. None of Chase’s family was thrilled about his fascination with Rae. His late grandmother, Mrs. Rudie Rushing, had never minced words. No telling what kind of exchanges she and Rae had.

      “So you’ll keep it down if I do you this favor?” The terms had to be clear; otherwise Rae would twist things around to suit herself.

      “All right.” Rae tossed her cigarette butt at the deck’s edge. I told myself she didn’t almost hit me on purpose. “Before you go, tell me what you know about the Mace Treasure.”

      The change in subject caught me by surprise, although the thought of Rae digging around for a non-existent treasure didn’t. “It’s a load of bullshit the Chamber of Commerce uses to drum up tourist dollars.”

      “Awww, come on.” Rae arranged her mouth into a pout. “That money’s got to be somewhere. Our great-great…” she counted on her fingers, “…hell, I don’t know how many greats…grandfather couldn’t have just lost it.”

      “You sound like that stupid documentary those Hollywood people came here to make.” I swept my arms wide and put on a big, phony smile. “In today’s money, the Mace Treasure would have been worth at least one hundred million dollars.” I dropped my arms and my smile. “But they were full of shit. And so are you if you believe in that mess.”

      Rae flipped me the one-fingered salute. I rolled my eyes. The formalities complete, she went inside the trailer and slammed the door behind her. The sound of her yammering at Chase shook the thin walls.

      I hustled back to the house and retrieved my backpack from where I’d dropped it on the porch. A tension headache sang harmony with my worries over what I’d gotten myself into with Rae. At least Memaw’s bedroom light is still off. If this little episode didn’t wake her, it’s worth it.

      Now off to help Jolene clean out old Mrs. Rudie’s house. A sourpuss in life, I had no reason to expect Chase’s grandmother to be any different in death. The upcoming task held less appeal than taking a trip to Disneyland with my ex-husband.
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      The speedometer hovered at eighty miles per hour as I drove the short distance to Gaslight City. I thought of nothing but the scene at the trailer. Rae acted like a braying jackass, and I promised her a favor. She had me whipped. Memaw, too. I couldn’t suggest we ask her to move elsewhere. The property belonged to Memaw, not me. Something had to change, but I didn’t know what.

      To add to the fun, now I was obligated to deliver a favor of Rae’s choice. I imagined myself doing her laundry, cleaning that pigsty of a trailer, or loaning her money she’d never repay. She didn’t dare ask me to hunt that stupid treasure with her. No way. I’d eat dog food first. The canned kind.

      “Fifteen minutes late because of my idiot cousin,” I mumbled as I eased into Mrs. Rudie’s driveway. Jolene wouldn’t care. Though I never let Chase con me into marrying him, his mother treated me like family, patronizing my odd-jobs business every chance she got.

      As I climbed out of my car, a shadow moved in an upstairs window. Not every person comes back as a ghost, but it looked like Mrs. Rudie did. That mean old cuss just won’t die. I’m in for a long day. I steeled myself for the morning’s second close encounter with the spirit realm. Pretending not to see a parade of dead folks was hard work. But I knew the consequences if I didn’t.

      Dying had not improved Mrs. Rudie’s disposition. Hell’s fury had nothing on Mrs. Rudie’s as Jolene and I cleaned out her house. The ghost pinched me—often—to express her displeasure. An hour after I started work, welts rose on my arms and back from her abuse. She pulled my short pixie-cut hair until it stood in tousled spikes. Jolene, the poor dear, thought the welts were caused by allergies and offered me an antihistamine.

      “I apologize again for being late.” I sprinkled some packing peanuts into the bottom of a box and gently set a stack of ornamental plates wrapped in newspaper on top of it. “Rae is running us ragged. Last week, during her Sunday barbecue, she started a fire back there. I managed to put it out before we had to call the VFD, but I was worried.”

      “Child, if you apologize to me one more time, I’ll…” Jolene paused while she tried to think of an appropriate punishment and shook her head. “I don’t know what I’ll do. You were almost my daughter-in-law. I love you like family. You say she and Chase were outside hollering at one another? Before dawn?”

      “Naw. They were inside the trailer, but I could hear them up at the house.” I taped the box closed, wrote the contents in black marker, and set it aside. “And it wasn’t even Chase. He never said much.”

      Every once in a while, I saw a flash of the specter in my peripheral vision. Mrs. Rudie’s rage burrowed into my emotions, using my energy to continue her antics. The conversation with Jolene helped me pretend I saw and felt nothing. For that, I was grateful. Jolene and I never discussed my loathsome supernatural talent. Just like everybody else in town, she knew. The details of my craziness were etched permanently in the annals of Gaslight City lore. But, like most folks, Jolene’s politeness quelled her curiosity about my weirdness.

      “Next time my son is in the middle of some drama over there, you send his butt home.” Jolene shook her head as she handed me an ornate wooden box. “Drunk or not.”

      “I can’t make Chase do anything. If I could, things would have been different.” I traced the raised carvings on the box. My mind flitted through the highlights of my long relationship with her errant son.

      “It would have been yours if you had married Chase. Mama loved you.” Jolene reached across me and opened the box. The recently polished silver gleamed.

      “Mrs. Rudie most certainly did not love me. She tolerated me.”

      “Well, honey, that’s all Mama really did with everyone.” Jolene threw her head back and laughed, even though her eyes brimmed with tears. “Mama was one of a kind.”

      Whatever tolerance Mrs. Rudie had for me died with her body. Her ghost gave me another sharp pinch, this time in the sensitive area near my neck. I bit back my gasp and forced myself to admire the old bat’s silver with her sweet-natured daughter.

      “It’s not too late.” Jolene’s brown eyes found mine and held them. “Chase talks about you all the time. He’s hardly mentioned Rae even though he’s dated her all summer. If you want to call it dating.”

      “I didn’t end things.” I packed the silver in a cardboard box labeled “dining room” in Jolene’s careful schoolteacher’s handwriting.

      “I know. I just wish…” Jolene broke off and shrugged. “You always want the best for your kids. You’ll see.”

      Pushing thirty and still unwilling to be a single mother, I wasn’t so sure. After growing up with neither parent on hand, I wanted to give my child the benefit of two parents who loved each other. Maybe I want too much. White picket fences only exist in movies and children’s books. Even so, I couldn’t give up hope one would show up in my life.

      “Mama’s china needs to go, too.” Jolene opened the china cabinet and grabbed a teacup. She wrapped it in a sheet of newspaper and placed it in an empty box. Mrs. Rudie hovered around us, cooling the room better than air conditioning.

      Mrs. Rudie’s upset over the dismantling of her life turned the antique-filled room into a damp, unpleasant place. Jolene, if her darting eyes and shaking hands were any indication, sensed it. If asked, she’d have blamed it on nerves—too much to do on a day filled with grief.

      “I appreciate you coming out so early and on a Sunday.” Jolene shivered and looked around. “With Mama gone, my sisters want to split things up.”

      Why then did Jolene’s sisters head back to Houston and Dallas the day of the funeral? The survival of my business depended on knowing when to keep my mouth shut, and so I did. The whole thing made me angry for Jolene. She had a good heart, and people took advantage of her. She ought to tell her sisters to suck lemons.

      Mrs. Rudie hovered near. As I wrapped her prized china in newspaper, a wave of grief came from her. Confusion and sadness over the loss of her life had her stirred up. She’d move on once Jolene closed up her house for good. I knew those things because the spirits’ feelings existed right alongside my own. I learned early to untangle the two sets of emotions and to keep them to myself.

      Tears swam in Jolene’s eyes as she arranged the china in cardboard boxes. She swiped at them and gave me a weak smile. This day couldn’t be anything but hard for her. I waited for her to tell me what to do next. I knew from experience she needed to feel in control of this process.

      “Look here.” Jolene indicated a plain wooden box with brass accents. She grinned at me expectantly, as though I should recognize it. On the lid of the box, which sat on a cherry wood pedestal, was a monogrammed brass plaque. RM? Then, it hit me.

      “This wouldn’t be…” I trailed off in case I was wrong. I needed Jolene’s money. I couldn’t afford to offend her if this thing had belonged to somebody famous.

      “Your many-greats grandfather—Reginald Mace. The founder of our little town.” Jolene pulled out a drawer in the pedestal and extracted a skeleton key but stopped short of using it on the box. Staring at the wall above the antique, she wrinkled her nose. “And there’s that damned ugly horseshoe. Mama always displayed both pieces together. Never understood why. Mama’s gone. Let’s get rid of that horseshoe.”

      I said nothing as she dragged a chair from the table and pushed it against the wall underneath the horseshoe. I agreed about the horseshoe’s lack of attractiveness, but I wondered if Mrs. Rudie had a more practical reason for keeping the two pieces together. The bottle tree in front of Memaw’s house, though pretty, was there to ward off ghosts. I had a half-formed memory of folklore having to do with iron and ghosts, but couldn’t quite recall it.

      “Would you climb up and get that ugly thing, shug? I’d do it myself, but I’m too fat.” She patted her behind and gave me a sheepish grin. “Mama can’t scold me now for getting rid of it.”

      Oh, if only she knew. I climbed onto the chair, bracing for Mrs. Rudie’s retaliation. This reeked of bad idea, but damned if I knew a sane reason why. I pulled the horseshoe off the nail easily enough and stepped off the chair. While I hovered off balance, Mrs. Rudie struck, slamming me into the wall. Jolene’s shriek scared me more than the short fall.

      “I’m all right.” I got to my feet and examined a scrape on my arm.

      “Are you sure?” Jolene tossed the horseshoe into a garbage can and approached me, clucking over the scrape. I waved her off and made a big show of emptying the garbage can, still feeling I’d done the wrong thing. By the time I got back, she’d unlocked the box but had not opened it. She wanted to share this with me. I pasted an interested expression on my face and stood beside her.

      Jolene lifted the antique box’s lid.

      A dark shadow rose and floated toward the ceiling. The shadow swirled and coiled in a corner; so dark it obscured the hand-carved molding. Its energy spread through the room, clammy and dreadful. The air grew heavy and close. I fought the urge to leave the room, the house, the city. What the hell?

      Even Mrs. Rudie’s formidable spirit retreated from this old nasty. I decided that iron horseshoe must have kept the ghost at bay and knew Jolene and I had screwed up. Was this dark shadow my long-dead, reputedly crazy ancestor? If so, he had some bad mojo.

      Jolene and I peered inside the box. It was as plain as the outside and featured a flat surface covered with tattered green material and two inkwells with dried ink in them. The box rang with bad vibes. Why did Mrs. Rudie hold onto it all these years? I’d have sold that thing first chance I got. Forget that iron horseshoe. I wouldn’t have this in my home. A tremor worked its way through my body, and I shivered.

      “Isn’t this a beautiful writing slope, shug?” Jolene’s habit of calling all women shug instead of sugar made her sound less like a retired teacher and more like a southern belle. “A gentleman like Reginald Mace would have taken this on his travels.”

      Jolene tactfully didn’t rehash the story of how Reginald Mace went from being the richest man in town to a penniless lunatic. My ancestor lost his mind after his only son, William, joined the Alaska Gold Rush. Some folks believed he squandered his fortune trying to entice the boy to come home. Others theorized Reginald hid his fortune for William to find and went too crazy to remember where he hid it. Through the latter group, the Mace Treasure legend remained alive and well years after Reginald was dead and buried.

      Jolene’s family likely bought the writing slope in the early nineteen hundreds when Burns County auctioned off the entire Mace estate for unpaid taxes. People who considered me mentally ill—a great number of people in Gaslight City—theorized I inherited my “mental instability” from Reginald Mace. Oh, I’d heard all the whispers. A famously crazy ancestor and a family treasure added an extra layer of unpleasantness to my childhood, repressing any interest in the treasure or researching my family tree.

      I swallowed the bad feelings left over from my childhood and smiled. I couldn’t lie to save my life, but sometimes politeness didn’t require a lie. “It has to be close to one hundred fifty years old. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Do you think we could fit it in a box? I’d hate for it to get scratched up in my SUV.” Jolene removed the writing slope from its pedestal and handed it to me.

      A painful current of energy burned through my arms as soon as it made contact with my skin. The dark shadow floated down from the ceiling and swirled around me. My head swam. The air around me grew so cold, my breath puffed out in clouds of vapor. I couldn’t understand how Jolene didn’t see it. Maybe she didn’t want to. Cycling like a whirlwind, the dark shadow floated back into the writing slope. I bet Jolene doesn’t keep this thing a week. I know I wouldn’t.

      I concentrated on keeping my poker face and packaged the antique into a cardboard box and duct taped it closed, hands trembling. My skin crawled and tingled with the need to get it far away from me. A hand closed over my shoulder, and I screamed and spun around.
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        * * *

      

      Chase stood behind me with a dumb grin on his face. I searched for evidence of his night of debauchery with Rae but found none other than bloodshot eyes. He smelled of soap, deodorant, and shaving cream. His hands were steady as he took the box containing the freaky writing slope from my hands and set it on top of our growing box pile. As soon as I released my hold on the box, the tension drained away so quickly my head swam.

      “I see y’all waited on me.” Chase’s baritone voice didn’t have even the hint of a slur. It sounded just as beautiful as when we were kids, back when Chase swore he’d be a rock star. Even though his partying long ago superseded the music—and everything else—his voice still curled female toes.

      Rather than answering, Jolene rushed to him and wrapped him in a grateful hug. Chase hugged her back, winking at me over her shoulder. I shook my head at him and glanced out the window to see his old truck with a flatbed trailer attached to it.

      “Daddy’ll be along in a few hours.” Chase released Jolene and looked around the living room. “He took some folks fishing.”

      “Oh, it’ll be late afternoon before he gets around to messing with this.” Jolene planted her chubby hands on her ample hips.

      “Don’t matter. Me and Peri Jean can get most of this stuff loaded. I’ll call him, and he can meet me at the storage place.”

      Jolene harrumphed but said nothing. Chase poked me in the ribs.

      “You ready for a workout, Short Stuff?” Without waiting for my answer, he studied the room’s furnishings, probably calculating what I could realistically carry. Chase had helped me with many heavy-lifting jobs over the years.

      “Don’t call me Short Stuff.” I protested for form only. I knew I was a shrimp. “I think the only thing I can’t pick up is the dining room table.”

      “Wimp.” Chase made a pained face as he studied the solid oak monstrosity. “Want to start with the living room?”

      Chase and I did our share of grunting and straining as we loaded the couches, chairs, end tables, and the grandfather clock onto the flatbed trailer. When we took a break, Chase lit up a cigarette and offered me one. I shook my head, and he chuckled.

      “How long this time?”

      “Two weeks.” I made a face at him. This was only my third quit that year.

      Chase laughed harder. “Is that a record?”

      “No. Last year when I quit for two months was a record.” I watched my old friend out of the corner of my eye. Though only a year older than me, working construction in the unforgiving Texas sun had aged his fair skin. Deep lines creased the skin around his eyes and mouth. He still looked good, but in a weathered, rugged way. Since he and Rae became an item, a tired, defeated air hung about him. It scared me. “This morning’s drama. Is it really worth getting a piece of ass from her?”

      “I thought we agreed a year and a half ago that we would never be more than friends again.” Chase finished his cigarette and ground it out under one of his work boots. “That means my love life ain’t none of your business.”

      “This isn’t me trying to butt into your love life. This is concern over what you’re doing to yourself. Your body isn’t going to tolerate this kind of abuse forever.” I put my hand on his back, wanting to hug him but not wanting to give him the wrong message. He was right. We could never be a couple again. But that didn’t erase our bond. “I love you and worry that she’s going to get you in trouble.”

      Chase shrugged, keeping his eyes averted. “You’re the only one who gives a shit.”

      I snorted. “Spare me the self-pity. Nobody forces you to run around playing trailer park stud.” I squeezed his arm to make him look at me. “Your son needs you to be a father to him. Do you want him to grow up thinking you don’t care enough to do that?”

      “Don’t matter if I try or not.” He shook his head when I tried to interrupt. “Last time it was my weekend with Kansas, Felicia sent him fishing with his stepfather. Haven’t seen him in months.”

      My chief tormenter during my school years, Felicia Brent, convinced Chase to dump me and take her to the prom a million years ago when we were all teenagers. I charged into the dance and beat the snot out of Felicia in front of everybody. Chase and Felicia bonded over the drama and shared a brief marriage, which produced Chase’s only child—a boy named Kansas. They divorced soon after his birth.

      The trials and tribulations of adulthood changed most of us, beat the arrogance out of us. Felicia just got meaner. It didn’t surprise me she used Kansas to hurt Chase, but the injustice of it infuriated me.

      “Can’t a judge enforce the custody ruling?”

      “Judge told me to straighten out and come back.” He slumped forward, digging his elbows into his knees and resting his chin on his knuckles. “Plus, last time I took them to court, Scott started harassing me. Wrote me three speeding tickets in a month. My insurance went up higher than a cat’s ass.”

      Scott Holze, Felicia’s second husband, worked as a Burns County Sheriff’s Deputy. His father, the Sheriff, ran the county whatever way suited him. Scott executed his job duties the same way. My heart ached for Chase, but babying him would only encourage his mood. I scooted closer and leaned my shoulder against his.

      “Listen to me. Kansas is the most positive thing you’ve got going for you. Do whatever it takes to get in his life.” I gave him an extra squeeze for emphasis. “I’ll beat Felicia up again. See how she likes that.”

      I’d wanted to make Chase laugh, but he slumped again, frowning.

      “Maybe he’s better off just knowing Scott as a father.”

      I looked at the sky and held out my hand, rubbing my thumb and forefinger together.

      “All right,” he said. “I’ll play. What’s that supposed to be?”

      “World’s littlest violin playing my heart pumps purple piss for your pitiful ass.”

      Chase draped his arm over my shoulder and pulled me against him. We sat in silence for several minutes, basking in the comfort of our long friendship. Without warning, Chase tightened his grip and used his other hand to muss my hair. I flopped and wiggled and finally jerked away.

      “You just wait. When you least expect it, I’ll get you back.” I smoothed my hair down with both hands.

      “Sometimes, I don’t know what I did to deserve you.” He met my eyes and held them.

      “Same here.” I planned to convince Rae she wanted to dump Chase. Even if that meant slipping her a few bucks.

      “Long as we’re solving the world’s problems, what was wrong with you when I got here? You looked like you’d seen a ghost.” Chase had known about my link to the spirit world since we were children. Back then, I didn’t know better than to tell people. That got me accused of being everything from a devil worshiper to an untreated schizophrenic over the years, but Chase never treated me any different.

      “That box I had when you first came in?” I looked at Chase for confirmation he knew what I meant. After he nodded, I said, “Convince your mother to get rid of it. She doesn’t want it in her house.”

      Chase frowned but nodded to confirm he’d do what I asked.

      Jolene picked that moment to hustle outside with a pitcher of iced tea and three glasses. Chase and I turned our conversation to lighter topics. The three of us sat in the steadily increasing heat, sucking down cold, sweet tea.

      “What else needs doing?” I set my tea glass back on the tray. As much as I enjoyed Jolene and Chase’s company, I wanted to get home. Anticipation of negotiating a favor with Rae gnawed at me. She would ask for the moon and act cheated if I couldn’t deliver. I wished time would speed up and the whole thing blow over without any high drama. About as much chance of that happening as a pile of hot garbage picking itself up.

      Jolene rubbed the corner of her mouth with one finger, her face creasing into a frown as she thought. My cellphone rang. Jolene jumped, and Chase laughed.

      I frowned at him as I removed the offending instrument from its dorky belt holster and checked the caller ID. Memaw. I cringed. She wouldn’t call just to say howdy-do. Drama was afoot, and no doubt, Rae danced at its center.

      “Yes, ma’am?” My imagination helpfully supplied every horrible event that could have taken place. Rae burning down the travel trailer. A drug dealer or other shady type knocking on Memaw’s front door.

      “She’s playing her music loud again.” A sad lilt polluted Memaw’s husky voice.

      This wasn’t a real catastrophe. Memaw, however, was at her wit’s end. Maybe we need to kick Rae off the property.

      “Aren’t you going to your Sunday morning devotional? You love Pastor Gage’s stories about his missionary work.” I didn’t like it when people tried to divert my anger, but this situation helped me see why they did it. Memaw’s best course of action—get away from Rae. If she went out to gripe at Rae about the music, it would end up ruining her entire Sunday.

      “I am, but that’s—”

      “Not the point,” I finished for her. “I know. Let it go for now. Rae and I have an appointment to talk when I get home.”

      The smile faded off Chase’s face as he listened. Jolene turned away, pretending not to hear. My toes curled as embarrassment heated my face.

      “I’m telling her to hit the road.” Memaw’s voice wavered. She always put family first. She had a hard time admitting she couldn’t help Rae, but by this time both of us knew the girl was too crooked to go straight. Painful, but true.

      The silence stretched out between us. I knew she wanted me to tell her not to send Rae packing. I wanted the friendship Rae and I shared as kids but knew it was lost. Too many bad miles covered the road between then and now. The three of us played at an unwinnable tug-of-war.

      “I bet Pastor Gage has coffee and pastries already set out.” I pitched my voice low and soothing. “Why don’t you go on early? I’ll talk to her when I get home. Things will be fine.”

      “I guess I could.” Weariness dragged through Memaw’s voice. When she spoke again, she sounded more like her usual self. “We’ll have lunch when I get home from church, so don’t eat.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The call went dead in my ear.

      “Is everything all right at your house?” Jolene peered into my eyes.

      “It’s nothing we can’t handle.” Even as fantasies of punching Rae in the face floated through my mind, I forced a smile. “Perhaps Rae will decide to move on soon.”

      Jolene engulfed me in one of her hugs. I hugged her back. Chase was lucky to have such a normal mother. I would never understand why he courted disaster the way he did.

      Chase and I filled his flatbed trailer with Mrs. Rudie’s furniture. He refused my offer to help him unload it at the storage facility. As Chase climbed into his truck and cranked it, he flashed me a smile. “Want me to help you talk to Rae?”

      “As if.” I waved him off and went back into the house as he drove away.

      Jolene and I spent an hour loading boxes into her gargantuan SUV. Mrs. Rudie’s spirit gave off sad, subdued vibes. She didn’t pinch me again.

      Mrs. Rudie’s retreat left me with plenty of time to think about all the ways Rae got under my skin. By the time Jolene dismissed me, my anger boiled. Rae’s bullshit was about to end one way or the other. I drove home, muscles rigid and jaw clenched, trying my best to figure out how to save the day. I suspected I’d go to bed with a fat lip. Turned out, I was right.
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      I heard the bass buzzing and thumping as soon as I turned off Farm Road 4077 into Memaw’s driveway. The music couldn’t have been louder at a full-out concert. My hands tightened on the steering wheel until my knuckles turned white. My brazen, silicone-stuffed turd of a cousin cared not a whit about other people’s feelings. Not for the first time, I questioned Rae’s end goal. Did she aim to drive Memaw and me off the property and have the whole spread for herself? Or did she have no purpose and simply delight in torturing others? If only I could figure out what she wanted, I could negotiate with her.

      As my car moved under the row of towering pine trees lining Memaw’s driveway, sunlight and shadow strobed over my face. The sky had already darkened from the white hue it carried in summer to the blue topaz of fall. Had Rae’s drama not interfered, I’d have spent this exquisite day outside doing chores, feeling the sun on my face and the cool wind at my back. Another day ruined, courtesy of Miss Trouble Maker. Fun, fun, fun.

      I parked my vintage Nova under the open-air carport and leaned my head on the steering wheel. Patience. No telling what Rae endured over the course of her childhood or in the years I lost contact with her, and how it affected her. I climbed out of my car and trekked across the pasture to the trailer.

      Rae’s car sat in front with all four doors open, the largest portable stereo in the world. Surprisingly, hers was the only car out there. She usually entertained a bevy of beer-drinking, thirty-year-old teenagers on Sundays. I had expected her to embarrass me before granting me an audience. At close range, the music vibrated the dirt under my work boots and ground out any sympathy for my cousin. This sucks. It sucks to play warden. It sucks that she can’t behave. I leaned into the car and turned off the eardrum-shattering noise.

      The sudden silence, though glorious at first, soon made my skin crawl. No birds chirped in the woods. No frogs hollered for rain. No crickets hummed in the grass. It was too quiet.

      “Rae?” I called her name just to break that awful, dead silence. The wooden steps on the deck Chase built her a few months earlier squealed under my feet as I climbed them. The fine hairs on the back of my neck rose. Something felt wrong, but I couldn’t put my finger on what. I stopped at the far edge of the wooden platform. “It’s Peri Jean.”

      No answer. Rae never quit making some kind of noise. She didn’t seem comfortable without it. Surely, she realized her music had been cut off. That alone should have brought her raging out of her nest.

      A branch popped in the woods behind the trailer. I jumped, heart racing with the urge to run. This was silly. I grew up in these woods, knew them like the back of my hand. The Palmore ghosts were gone until dark. An animal made the noise. The woods were full of animals, and they meant no harm.

      Despite my pep talk, I cringed at each squeak from the unsteady wooden deck as I crossed it. Its piercing bleats shattered the stillness and jangled my nerves. Raising one shaking fist, I beat on the flimsy door. The noise boomed through the trailer and an awful silence followed.

      “Rae?” My voice sounded high and childish. Scared. I bet Rae is crouching on the other side of that door laughing at me. My fear mixed with irritation and came out pissed off.

      I knocked harder, rattling the small dwelling. “I know you’re in there!” I hollered at the door, bracing for Rae to slam it open in my face. “Get out here now or I’m not doing a damned thing for you.”

      A squirrel chuffed curses at me for making so much racket. Other than that, my rage-infused words got no answer.

      “Rae, come on.” I gave the door three hard raps, bouncing it in its frame. What happened next was not on purpose. Really. When my hand came down, I bumped the doorknob. The door opened a crack. Without thinking, I swung the door all the way open, ready to give Rae the what-for.

      My mind registered the red goop covering everything but quickly explained it away. Maybe she spilled some food. Red stains covered the floor, the walls, even the ceiling. A still form lay on the little foldout table. Maybe a pile of clothes.

      Then, a drop of blood slid off the edge of the table, grew pregnant, and plopped onto the floor. Under the table was a pool of blood from which smaller trails of blood ran. A low hum filled my head. My stomach lurched and prepared to upend its contents. I bailed off the deck and heaved into the bushes at the tree line. Finished, I dragged a hand over my mouth. My body quaked with unspent fear.

      What the hell had I just seen? A dead person. Sweat broke out all over my body. That thing on the table couldn’t be my cousin. It didn’t even look human. Had she overdosed? Or hurt herself? What if she needed help? Steeling myself, I staggered back to the trailer’s open door.

      My shock turned to grim realism as I took in the form on the table. I recognized the toe ring Rae always wore in the hazy light. That meant the bloody mess spread out on the table was my cousin. I forced myself to look at her face. Eyes wide, her mouth hung open in either a silent scream or a final gasp. Rae’s cellphone blared its annoying ring tone.

      It broke me out of the trance. Someone did this to her. I needed to call 911. I didn’t want to be alone with my cousin’s corpse. Through my shock, I realized I couldn’t shield Memaw from this horror. I need to get the sheriff’s office out here so Memaw doesn’t see Rae like this. But I needed to get away from the sight of Rae on that table before I did anything else. I stepped back out onto the wooden deck and took out my cellphone. Rae’s phone stopped ringing.

      A branch cracked, this time nearer the trailer. Leaves rustled behind me. My breath caught in my throat. Somebody was with me. The killer. My throat closed. Fight or flight, my mind chanted idiotically. I spun around with my fists up.

      The man in green came at me fast, charging up the wooden steps to join me on the deck. I threw a sloppy roundhouse. My weak punch hit him in the shoulder and bounced off. My knees went loose and liquid. They weren’t going to hold me up long enough to fight off my cousin’s killer.

      My horrified mind took in flashes of detail. Camo hunting mask. Camo coveralls. Camo boots. Bigger than me.

      I staggered and swung my fist again. The punch connected with his middle. Years of schoolyard fights paid off. He let out a pained grunt. I reared back again, leaving my torso unprotected.

      He punched me in the gut and that was it. The air whooshed out my lungs. Time stopped. The slam of my pounding heart filled my head. Crows cawed in the distance. The pine trees around me blurred.

      My mind kept taking little pictures. Latex gloves. He wore latex gloves. Oh, no. I knew why people wore those. The masked man took a step toward me. Long and lean with narrow shoulders like a woman’s. Long hands and long feet. He could have been a tall woman if it hadn’t been for the way he walked. Women don’t walk like that.

      My legs wouldn’t work, and my empty lungs screamed for air. I flopped around uselessly until he reached me.

      The masked man leaned over me and doubled up his fist. The latex glove squeaked as it rubbed against itself. Balloons. The sound reminded me of balloons. The fist hurtled toward me in slow motion.

      Poor Memaw. She would find both her granddaughters dead. I didn’t want her to see that. The punch connected with my face, shattering my thought process. I flew off the deck and heard the thud as my body hit the dirt. The world jumped track, and I floated into a haze of oblivion.
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        * * *

      

      My vision slowly came into blurry focus. My head pounded, and I tasted blood. I whimpered. Footsteps crunched through the grass and leaves toward me. I braced myself to endure whatever the future held.

      An indistinct face loomed over mine. I blinked hard. Memaw’s face, red from crying, snapped into focus. I reached out to touch her, and she snatched my hand, grinding the bones together.

      “Oh, thank God. You’re gonna live. I was afraid they’d got you, too.” Memaw’s voice sounded thick and stuffy with her tears. I realized with a jolt of horror she must have seen Rae. Of course she did. I never called 911 because that man hit me. No doubt, Memaw came home from church and found us both. She pulled a cloth handkerchief out of her sleeve and dabbed at my face. “Your lip’s bleeding.”

      “She awake?” A male voice called. Memaw nodded, and more footsteps crunched through the grass. The man who joined Memaw wore a Burns County Sheriff’s uniform. He’d taken off the uniform hat, but a band where it had rested dented his light brown hair. He knelt, peering at me with intense, bottomless blue eyes. Those eyes held all the world’s sorrows in them.

      The guy looked familiar. Why should I know him? I didn’t go for the starched uniform type, so not a one-night-stand. Then, it came to me.

      “I’ve seen you jogging early in the mornings.” My words sounded mushy, sort of unformed, as though I was talking around a mouthful of food. I reached up to touch my face and found a swollen lump where my lips used to be.

      “Peri Jean, I’m Dean Turgeau.” He pronounced it two-joe. Dean reached into his pocket, pulled out a small notebook and a pen, and smiled. The smile never touched his sad, world-weary eyes. “I’m the jogger you wave to in the mornings.”

      And the jogger whose butt I stared at in the rearview mirror after I passed him. He had moved into Gaslight City within the last few months. I kept meaning to find out his name, maybe make our paths cross, but I hadn’t. So this hottie is Sheriff Joey Holze’s new hire. Too bad. I kept my thoughts to myself and rolled to my knees.

      “Don’t move,” said the hottie. What did he say his name was? Dean. That was it. “I’ve called this in, and the ambulance’ll be here soon.” He reached out a hand but stopped just short of touching me.

      “I don’t need a doctor.” I tried to stand but staggered. Dean gripped my arm to steady me as the ground surged upward. His touch delivered a pleasant jolt, entirely inappropriate under the circumstances. I pulled away but couldn’t quit looking at him.

      “You look like you need the hospital,” Dean said. Memaw nodded.

      “I’m fine.” I spat to clear the metallic tang of blood from my mouth.

      “How’d y’all find me out here?” I pretty much guessed how things played out, but I had to talk to convince them I didn’t need the hospital. The talking made my head throb worse. I reached up with both hands to hold my head together.

      “I saw the trailer door hanging open and someone laid out on the ground when I got home from church,” Memaw said. “I thought you and Rae got into a fight, so I came out here and saw…her. I called 911.”

      “I was patrolling the area,” Dean said. “Got here less than five minutes after the call came in.” He paused and frowned. “Your turn. What were you doing back here?”

      “Rae and I had an appointment to talk after I finished work.” The world around me lurched and sizzled with an unnatural crispness. I need to sit down.

      “Where is work?”

      I rattled off the address of Mrs. Rudie’s former residence. “The house’s owner died. Her daughter and I cleaned it out so the family can sell it.”

      “Was Rae alive when you found her?”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t touch her or try to revive her. She looked dead.”

      Memaw dragged me into a tight embrace. I broke off staring at Dean to hug her back. Her body trembled. I stroked her back and assured her I was all right.

      “I’m confused about what happened here.” Dean edged closer, his pen poised. “Your cousin was dead, but her killer was still here?”

      “He wasn’t in the trailer when I got here.” If I didn’t sit soon, I would collapse. “I found her and puked. Then, he was just there.”

      “Did you know him?” When I shook my head, Dean asked, “Can you describe him?”

      “He wore one of those camo hunting masks.” I gestured at my face. “I never saw his face.”

      “Your attacker was male?” Dean raised his eyebrows. “You sure?”

      “He walked like a man.” I thought things over. “He had bigger feet than women usually have.”

      “Did you see his vehicle?” Dean scribbled on the notepad, his pen scratching its surface.

      “The only car here was Rae’s old LTD.” I pointed at the car.

      “Then where did he come from? And how did he leave?” Dean said the words under his breath, maybe to himself. I answered anyway.

      “There’s an old path that runs through those woods. You can get out to Beulah Church Road from it or onto the Longstreet property behind us.”

      “Or you can cut through the Longstreet land and get to the Fischer place,” Memaw said.

      Dean quit writing when a sheriff’s cruiser, blue and reds flashing, drove through our yard and cut across the pasture. It rolled to a stop a few feet from us. I noticed Dean clenching his jaw and grinding his teeth. The cruiser’s door creaked open and Sheriff Joey Holze grunted as he hoisted his too many pounds from the driver’s seat. The car rose a few inches when it no longer had to bear its burden.

      Holze waddled over to stand with us, breathing hard as though he’d just run a marathon. “Just got off the phone with the Sheriff next county over. He’s loaning us his crime scene van. They’ll be here shortly.”

      “Thanks for driving out to let me know.” Dean’s face went still and expressionless.

      “I’m gonna stay and observe.” Holze hitched up his pants and stared at the trailer. “She in there?”

      “Yes, sir.” Dean closed his eyes and rubbed his temple. He turned back to me, seemingly ready to resume our conversation.

      Holze looked me over and shook his head. “You would be in the middle of this.”

      Dean tilted his head as he studied me. Probably trying to figure out what kind of trouble I caused. He wouldn’t have to wait long. His mean-spirited boss would fill him in first chance he got.

      “What the hell does that mean, Joseph?” Memaw’s stare could have brought down armies. Sheriff Joey’s jowls turned purple.

      “Miss Leticia, your granddaughter has a mental illness––”

      “Don’t you say one more word.” Memaw shook her finger at Sheriff Joey. The fat man cowered. Under other circumstances, I might have bit back a laugh. My head hurt too bad to do anything but stand there swaying like a drunk at closing time.

      I glanced at Dean. His handsome profile turned away from me, a few feet of distance now between us. A pang of disappointment surprised me. This guy isn’t my type anyway. Who cares what he thinks of me?

      “I’m going back to the house. I need to sit down, and I’m not doing it in that trailer.” I spun on my heels and almost fell. Memaw steadied me, slightly ruining my dramatic exit.

      Dean Turgeau’s voice cut into my thoughts. “Don’t run off. I’ll come up to the house to talk to you soon as we process the crime scene.”

      Clammy sweat cooled my skin as I imagined Dean’s questions and what I’d have to remember to answer them. Sour nausea bubbled up, and I leaned over and dry heaved. Memaw caught my arm and led me away. Two sets of eyes burned at my back.
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      An hour later, Burns County Sheriff’s cruisers, ambulances, and anybody who could find a reason to show up crawled all over Memaw’s land. Deputy Brittany Watson—who I used to babysit—vibrated with excitement as she stood outside the crime scene holding a clipboard and checking people in and out.

      Burns County, one of the smallest counties in East Texas, had a population of less than twenty thousand. Murders, when they happened, were pretty clear-cut. A wife got angry enough to shoot her two-timing husband. A drunk ran through a stop sign and plowed over a kid on his bike. Tragic, but certainly not the stuff of true crime novels. Rae’s murder was different, gruesome enough to be on TV.

      My jaw throbbed fit to kill, but according to Dr. Nathan Longstreet, it wasn’t broken. Camo Man must have pulled his punch at the last second. If he hadn’t, I’d have been in the Gaslight City ER getting my jaw wired instead of preparing iced tea in Memaw’s kitchen. It’s important to be thankful for the small things. A childhood experience left me with a terror of hospitalization so intense I’d do just about anything to avoid it. Like working in the kitchen after almost having my jaw broken. Nothing sounded better than a handful of pain relievers and sleep. But if I gave in to the impulse, I’d have to admit the extent of my injuries. Then, Memaw would make Dr. Longstreet try to convince me to spend the night at the hospital. No way in hell. So I did kitchen duty.

      Somewhere between boiling water and adding the insane amount of sugar Memaw insisted on to the tea, a question occurred to me. Why didn’t the camo man kill me along with Rae? The latex gloves implied a willingness to kill me. Didn’t they? I thought it over as I stirred the syrupy tea. Not necessarily. They only implied a desire to mask his identity.

      The camo man returned to the trailer after he killed Rae. If he wanted to kill me, he would have. Why else would he come back? Maybe he left something behind. He wore the latex gloves to make damn sure he left no prints while he retrieved…what? I just got in the way of him covering up his crime.

      Cold droplets of tea sprayed my forearm, startling me out of my thoughts. My vigorous stirring had slopped it out of the pitcher. Disgusted, I wiped the sweet mess off my skin with a damp paper towel. I balanced the glass pitcher and two glasses on a tray and took it out to the back porch.

      Memaw sat in a creaking wooden rocking chair, a blanket draped over her shoulders. She stared out at the crime scene with a blank expression on her face. Dr. Longstreet, who also served as Justice of the Peace, squatted next to her, murmuring something I couldn’t quite hear. He quit speaking when I came close.

      They both accepted tall glasses of the quintessential Southern elixir. I put down the tray and sat on the porch swing next to Dr. Longstreet. The horror of what I’d seen in the trailer wouldn’t leave me. It kept circling back to haunt me. The need to cry—to let some emotion out—tightened my chest. I saved stuff like that for when I was alone, though.

      “How does this work?” I spoke to keep from crying. A little explosion of pain in my jaw rewarded the effort. I put my hand to my face and probed the sore area.

      “You sure you don’t want to go to the hospital?” Dr. Longstreet leaned in close and looked into my eyes. When I shook my head no, he nodded. He knew I’d sooner submit to a public demonstration of my ability to see the spirit world than agree to confinement in a hospital.

      “As for how this works, your guess is as good as mine.” He rubbed his white mustache. “I ordered an autopsy at the investigator’s request.”

      “Him?” I pointed at Dean Turgeau. He stood in the middle of the crime scene anthill pointing and giving orders. Every so often, he reached up to rub his temple. He was the only member of law enforcement who didn’t look excited.

      “Yep.” Dr. Longstreet took a long sip of his tea, carefully removed a cloth hanky from his pocket, and wiped his mouth. He fixed his gaze on the pasture. The old doctor did a good job of keeping his mouth shut and would only supply information if I asked for it.

      “Where’s he from?” I couldn’t hide my curiosity. Dean Turgeau’s sweaty, defined muscles and pretty-boy face had been my daily eye candy for nearly two months. I pegged him as a transplant, but figured he was temporary—perhaps doing contract work for King Ranch Chicken or Longstreet Lumber, the county’s two biggest businesses. It shocked me to learn he worked for Sheriff Joey.

      “He moved here from South Louisiana. East Baton Rouge Parish. Why do you ask?” The corner of Dr. Longstreet’s mouth quirked into what might have been a smile had the circumstances been appropriate.

      “He was first on the scene.” My words rushed out too fast. I sounded defensive. “He—”

      “He and Peri Jean noticed each other.” Memaw grinned, but only a shadow of her usual smile.

      “We did not notice each other.” My reply dripped with overplayed outrage. Memaw loved to joke about my love life. She called it a fiasco.

      “Isn’t he a little long in the tooth for you?” Dr. Longstreet raised his bushy white eyebrows.

      Memaw chuckled and slapped her thigh. “Yeah, this one’s probably old enough to buy beer.”

      “You make it sound like I date kids.” I folded my arms over my chest and sniffed. “I’ll have you both know they’re all out of high school, well over eighteen.”

      Memaw and Dr. Longstreet hooted in delight and kept the barbs coming. I played straight man because we all needed the diversion. They were right about one thing, though. Dean Turgeau was too old and too straight for me.

      It didn’t take long for the condolence callers, or insanely curious to be more accurate, to pile in on us. Memaw and I migrated inside. Everybody wanted iced tea. I played waitress. On one of my trips to the kitchen, I saw Dean Turgeau outside our yard struggling with the latch on the gate. My libido hopped a giddy little leap.

      Why this guy? He was glaringly wrong for me. The uniform only represented the tip of the iceberg. He worked for Joey Holze, who hated me ever since I could remember. He worked in law enforcement, and my best friend spent most of his time on the wrong side of the law.

      The TV people say death makes survivors want to have sex because it affirms they’re still alive. Maybe that’s where the sudden bolt of lust originated. A tryst with Dean Turgeau had the potential to stir up a shitstorm of epic proportions. I needed him like I needed another encounter with my camo-attired assailant. Even so, I brushed a hand over my hair—as though the action would make my hair not look like I’d just found a dead body and had my butt kicked—and stepped out onto the back porch.
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      The swarm of law enforcement and emergency personnel had vacated our property, and the trailer stood alone out in the pasture. Dean promised he’d come to finish the talk Sheriff Joey Fatbutt Holze interrupted, and here he was. Seeing me on the porch, he gave me that smile—which didn’t touch his eyes—and rattled the gate again. I jumped off the porch, ran down the brick walk, and unwound the wire.

      “Thank you.” Turgeau’s eyes were tight around the corners, and his full lips were white.

      I held the gate open. Turgeau limped through, wincing with each step.

      “You okay?” I asked. “Need some aspirin or an ice pack?”

      “Naw.” He limped past me and climbed the porch steps. “Leg just gets tired at the end of the day.”

      “What happened to it?”

      Turgeau turned to face me. His blue eyes darkened to the gray of storm clouds. “Long story. Not pertinent to this situation.”

      This was exactly why I stayed away from guys over twenty-five. Too complicated. Too full of old war wounds and baggage. They could turn nasty and lash out over nothing at any time.

      “Feel well enough to answer questions about…” Turgeau waved a hand at the trailer sitting in the pasture and tried to smile. He couldn’t quite get his face to cooperate. The anger still hovered right at the surface of his emotions.

      I shrugged.

      “You’ve had some time to think. Any idea who beat you up?” Turgeau sat on the porch swing, closed his eyes, and sighed in relief. I wanted to offer him some of the bourbon Memaw kept for medicinal purposes, but didn’t want to risk his wrath again.

      “Nope.” There had been something familiar about the camo man, but I couldn’t quite articulate it. “I did some thinking about why he didn’t kill me along with Rae.”

      “What’s your theory?” He raised his eyebrows, mischief dancing in those amazing eyes. Despite the visual effect, I prickled at his amusement.

      “He came back for something linking him to the trailer and Rae. Can’t you agree to that?”

      “Maybe he just came back to make sure she was dead.” A hint of smart-ass flickered in his grin.

      “Why the hell come talk to me if you think what I have to say is silly?” I shoved my hands into my pockets and glanced through the window at the tidy kitchen, wishing I were back inside.

      “It’s not silly.” Turgeau shrugged. “But the two of us figuring out what he came back to get is like looking for a needle in a haystack.”

      That made sense, and I’d been stupid. Now he knew I cared what he thought.

      “Was your cousin seeing anyone?”

      “Chase Fischer.” I leaned against one of the wooden supports. No matter how badly I wanted to sit, I wouldn’t share the porch swing with him.

      “The same one who lives through the woods?” Turgeau’s face was no longer pinched with pain or amused. He leaned forward, his features keen with interest.

      I nodded, even though I knew this couldn’t be good for Chase. “He was over there this morning, but he didn’t do that to Rae. I’ve known Chase since—”

      “Back up a second.” Turgeau took the notebook and a pen out of his pocket and scribbled on the page. “The two of you talked this morning?”

      “Yes. Rae was arguing with Chase. I went out there to tell ‘em to shut up.”

      “Was Mr. Fischer…” Turgeau stared at his pad and frowned, probably too tired to think of a nice way to say it.

      “Hitting her?”

      Turgeau jerked a nod in response to my question and motioned me to continue.

      “Not that I saw. They were arguing about whether she should report whoever beat her up.”

      “You’re saying the beating had already happened?” Turgeau’s brow creased in a frown as his pen moved across his notepad at a fast pace. I nodded, wondering if he ever got writing cramps. “Did she say who hit her?”

      “No, I—”

      “You didn’t ask? Why not?”

      “As I was about to say”—I made eye contact with Turgeau and held it—“I planned to speak with her this afternoon. I would have asked her about it then.” I knew this conversation was necessary, but this man was starting to jump all over my nerves.

      “What were the two of you going to talk about?”

      “When I asked them to shut up, she wanted a favor in return. We were supposed to talk about what that favor entailed this afternoon.”

      “And you never did.” He chewed on his lip. “No idea what it was?”

      “Not really—wait a minute. She asked me what I knew about the Mace Treasure.”

      “Which is?”

      “My umpteenth great-grandfather founded this town. Supposedly he went crazy and hid his fortune—“

      “No, no. I know about the Mace Treasure. I watched the TV documentary. What do you know about the Mace Treasure? Or, even better, what did you tell Rae you knew?”

      I sighed. “That it’s bunk. My grandfather died looking for it. My uncle killed my father over it. Their best friend hung himself over it.” I relished the way Turgeau’s face flushed at my recitation. “But there’s no money. Never was. That crazy old man they think hid the money probably ground it up, smoked it, and danced naked out in those woods.”

      “Okay.” Turgeau shook off my grisly history lesson smoothly. “Go back to this afternoon when you found your cousin. When you walked back to her trailer, you only saw her car? No sign of another vehicle?”

      “No other vehicles.” I explained about reaching into her car and turning off the radio. Turgeau mumbled something about fingerprints. I wanted to tell him to French kiss my butthole.

      “The camo man came through the woods. Had to.” I explained how I’d heard him coming but didn’t pay attention. “We told you about that trail back there.”

      “And Mr. Fischer—the boyfriend—lives back that way. Does he ever come to see your cousin that way? Instead of driving?”

      What the hell was this guy trying to say? Chase? “Well, yeah, but Chase wasn’t the man who beat me up.”

      “You said he had on a camouflage hunting mask.” Turgeau leaned back and watched me. “You don’t know who beat you up. When I first saw you, you barely knew where you were.”

      “But I know Chase had nothing to do with this,” I insisted.

      Turgeau blew out a long sigh. “Okay. How?”

      “Because I’ve known him since I was five.” My certainty was hard to articulate. “He doesn’t even hunt. He cried when his mother’s Chihuahua got run over on the driveway. Besides, he came to help his mother and I clean out his grandmother’s house this morning.”

      Turgeau sat up straight. “When was that?”

      “This morning.” I said the words louder than necessary, but it sounded like I was being accused of something, and it sure seemed Chase was, too. “I told you that I had to work this morning cleaning out Mrs. Rudie Rushing’s house. Remember?”

      Turgeau nodded and waved his hand at me to continue.

      “Chase showed up between ten and eleven. He might have come earlier than that—”

      I stopped speaking as Turgeau shook his head.

      “I suspect she laid in there like that for a long time. Injuries like that…” He grimaced and swallowed.

      The horror of this situation crashed over me. Turgeau wanted to pin the murder on Chase. And I could see him succeeding. I couldn’t let that happen. He was one of the only friends I had.
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      Anger rose from the well of hurt and darkness I kept buried, overriding the shock of Turgeau’s accusing my best friend. “Chase did not do this terrible thing. He struggles with substance abuse, and he parties hard. That does not make him a murderer.”

      “Least you got part of it right. From what I hear, he’s a dope head who barely pays his child support.” Turgeau read in monotone from his notepad.

      “Bet you got that from Sheriff Blubber Butt,” I said. “His daughter-in-law is Chase’s ex-wife and the mother of Chase’s son, Kansas. And he’s not behind on his child support—“

      “He’s been taken in for drunk and disorderly conduct—”

      “But that was just a bar fight.” My breath came in pants, and my heart kicked hard. I was fresh out of patience and ready to fight.

      Turgeau held up his hand. “Calm down. Mr. Fischer will be investigated because he’s a logical suspect given the nature of the crime. He will not be arrested unless we find evidence connecting him to your cousin’s murder. Let’s move on.”

      My cheeks burned. I resented Turgeau’s dismissive little shutdown. And I craved a cigarette so I could blow toxic smoke in his face. He might enjoy acting like one of those pretty-boy TV cops, but I had news for him. There was nothing prestigious about Gaslight City, Burns County, or anything to do with them. This was one of those places you went when nobody else wanted your sorry ass. Dean Turgeau would figure that out soon enough.

      “Did you know any of Rae’s friends?” Perhaps sensing my hostility, Turgeau stood. Even though he couldn’t have been more than five-ten or so, he towered over me. Times like this, I hated being short.

      “Just about every party animal in the county.” I focused on a dirt dauber nest in the corner of the porch’s ceiling and tried to let my anger go. It served no purpose other than getting me in trouble. “Look, Detective Turgeau—”

      “No, ma’am. It’s Deputy. Burns County Sheriff’s Office is too small to have a dedicated homicide division.”

      “Okay, Deputy Turgeau. Rae partied a lot. I can’t tell you how many different cars, trucks, and motorcycles I saw back there.”

      “And you didn’t know any of her friends? Come on. You two were close to the same age.” He gave me a knowing grin that made me want to whap him.

      “You’re right. We were three months apart in age.” I cringed at telling him my age. No woman wants a man who looked like Dean Turgeau to know her age. Especially if it’s over twenty-three. “Even so, Rae and I didn’t have a lot in common. Not since we were kids, anyway.”

      “Why not?”

      “Who gives a shit? She’s dead. Talking about our problems won’t bring her back.” Saying those words tore a hole in my heart. Why had I been so petty? I could have talked Memaw down more than once when she got upset at Rae’s antics. Instead, I went along with her, even encouraged her. “Ain’t none of your business anyway.”

      “You have such a ladylike way of speaking.” He curled his lip at me.

      “I figured I’d take my cues from the gentlemanly way you’ve been staring at my tits for the last thirty seconds.” I stood a little straighter as Deputy Dean’s face darkened.

      “There is a reason I am asking these questions, Ms. Mace,” he said through clenched teeth. “My job is to figure out why somebody got angry enough with your cousin to do that to her. It took her a long time to die, Peri Jean. And she was likely conscious for most of it. The more I know about her, the easier it is for me to solve her murder.”

      Snapshots of Rae’s last moments formed in my imagination. Had she made those smears on the walls when she tried to push herself to a sitting position but couldn’t because it hurt too badly? Had she thought someone would come rescue her up to the very last minute? She probably hoped I’d come home and help her. But I didn’t. Tears stung my throat and eyes. I sucked them down.

      “After Rae’s dad went to prison for murdering my father, Rae’s mother moved them to San Antonio. Every time I saw her, she got a little bit wilder and nastier.” Memories flooded, but I condensed them for the sake of the situation. “I didn’t see her for about ten years. Next I heard, she was coming to the end of a prison sentence and wanted to know if she could move here.”

      “And the two of you didn’t resume your childhood friendship?” Turgeau’s eyes burned into me. His notepad lay forgotten on his lap, and he twirled his pen between his fingers.

      “Nope. She got mean in prison—maybe before that.” I picked at the paint on the wooden supports. My words spilled out, even though I knew I needed to shut up. At least we had left the subject of Chase’s possible involvement in the murder. “Everything was a con with her, a way to see if she could take advantage of a situation or run over Memaw and me.”

      “So the two of you had some disagreements.” Turgeau’s voice had an understanding lilt to it. That lilt invited me to confide in him, assured me he was a good guy to talk to. But I had enough sense to understand every word I said could paint me as a suspect.

      “We did.” I zipped my lips.

      Turgeau stared at me, waiting to see what else I’d say. When I stayed quiet, one corner of his mouth quirked up.

      “And you were with Mr. Fischer’s mother all morning?” Turgeau’s eyes were unreadable in the falling darkness. Does he really suspect me? Good thing I have a rock-solid alibi.

      “Yep. I worked for Jolene Fischer from about seven until noon.” I waited for Turgeau to ask why I’d worked on a Sunday morning, but he didn’t. A wave of fatigue worked its way through my body. This day had to end, and soon. I needed a good long cry and a shower, and I wanted to do those things as privately as possible.

      A shadow moved across Dean’s face. Glancing around the yard, I saw nothing to cause it. Wordless whispers filled my head, and deep, bone-wrenching despair swelled in me. Body quivering, I stared harder at the empty yard and found the ghost near the gate. Shoulders shaking with sobs, the apparition covered her face with her hands. Still, I’d know Rae and her tangle of bleached blonde hair anywhere.

      Fear, primal and irrational, bolted through me. Rae’s ghost scared me because I had never before encountered my own flesh and blood in spirit form. Why now? I had a feeling I’d hate the answer.

      Turgeau looked to see what had my attention. “You okay? You’ve had a big shock today. That doctor still here?”

      I shook my head. “I’m fine. It’s just starting to sink in. I won’t see her again.”

      Turgeau pressed his lips together and put away his notepad. He shook his head. “No. Not alive.”

      “I’ll miss her…sort of.” My eyes burned with tears. I struggled to hold them in, but one ran down my cheek. Rae’s ghost watched us from the gate. She stood right next to the bottle tree, which I hoped would prevent her coming closer.

      Southern yard art, bottle trees are not really trees at all. They are made of a wooden pole studded with pegs to represent the branches. Each branch holds a colored bottle. The bottles are supposed to trap spirits at night, and then the morning sun burns away the trapped spirits. This bottle tree had been a gift from my surrogate father, Eddie Kennedy, when I was a little girl. Because I never saw ghosts in Memaw’s house, I presumed it worked.

      Turgeau squeezed my arm. “Peri Jean? You all right?”

      I jumped and shivered. Turgeau leaned close and looked into my eyes.

      “Where did that guy hit you? Did that doctor check you for a concussion?” Turgeau took my elbow and guided me to the porch swing and forced me to sit.

      I pushed him away. “I’m all right. Just…”

      “No need to explain. It’s shocking. Listen, I just want to get some justice for your dead cousin. Nothing personal. It’s not an attack on you or your family…or your friends.” He took a card out of his uniform shirt pocket and wrote on the back before he handed it to me. “My cellphone number’s on the back. Call me if you think of anything else, no matter how silly it seems.”

      I took the card and slid it into my back pocket.

      “Sometimes…sometimes” —Dean looked out at the two-lane road in front of the house as though the right words might be there— “people surprise us. We think we know them, but we don’t.”

      “Chase didn’t—”

      “He may not have.” Turgeau held up his hand for me to stop. “But let me lay out an idea for you. We agree that the man who attacked you could have killed you. Both of us understand there’s a reason he let you live. What if he let you live because he’s Chase, and you guys have been friends since before you could talk?”

      “That’s not what happened—“

      “Just be careful, okay?” Turgeau put his hand on my shoulder. He was trying to be nice, but he was also accusing my oldest and dearest friend of the unthinkable. I shook him off.

      “Memaw needs my help inside.” And I needed to get away from both Dean Turgeau and Rae’s spirit. They were more than I could handle at that moment. I didn’t want any part of whatever Rae wanted from me. Dean gave me too many mixed feelings. His looks appealed to me, but his complexity didn’t. I didn’t want his niceness or his concern. That could lead to more, and more scared me. More meant I could get hurt.

      He descended the porch steps and strode down the concrete walk. As he passed through the gate—and Rae’s ghost—he jerked as though something had touched him. He glanced back at me and jerked a nod. I gave him a return nod and watched him go. Nice butt.

      I went inside but not because Memaw had any immediate need for me. She and her friends sat talking in the living room. I grabbed my cellphone and called Chase to warn him. The call went straight to voicemail. I left a terse message that the sheriff’s office would be around to question him.
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      The evening passed with even more people stopping by the house to pay their respects and condolences. Most of them probably even meant it. Many brought food, as though the gesture brought them a front row ticket to the drama. Memaw entertained them with graciousness I never could have managed.

      The only visitor I had was Eddie Kennedy. My father’s childhood best friend, Eddie had always been a fixture in my life. He heard the news about Rae late because he’d spent the day delivering handmade furniture to Shreveport, Louisiana. He stayed only fifteen minutes before leaving, telling me he couldn’t stand the cackling from Memaw’s fellow church ladies. I agreed with him but couldn’t leave. I hid out in the kitchen, brewing pot after pot of coffee and longing for the moment I could go in my room and shut the door.

      Voices rose in the living room, and I peeked around the wall from the kitchen. Pastor Michael Gage stood right inside the front door smiling and shaking hands. I jerked back inside the kitchen, heart slamming against my ribcage. What a perfect end to a horrible day.

      Michael Gage had blown into town and taken over pastor duties at Gaslight City First Baptist four years earlier. He took an immediate interest in me, which delighted Memaw. I didn’t share her enthusiasm.

      Memaw poked her head into the kitchen. “Come out and say hello to Pastor Gage.”

      I shook my head and busied myself washing coffee cups. Memaw came to stand next to me.

      “He’s good-looking, and he likes you,” she whispered.

      “He’s too old for me,” I whispered back. “He’s fifty if he’s a day.”

      “So? You’ve dated young guys, and you can date older men. He might treat you better.”

      “He pumps me for information about what it’s like to…” I paused here. Memaw didn’t like talking about my connection with paranormal. “See the things I see.”

      Memaw’s eyes widened, and she wrinkled her nose. “Maybe he’s thinks he’s being polite. He won’t do that today. Just come out and speak to him. He’s already asked about you.”

      “Let me finish this round of dishes.” I turned my attention back to the sink full of coffee cups and silverware.

      Someone knocked on the door, and Memaw hurried back into the living room to greet them. I sagged with relief. No way I’d go out there and chat with Gage. The man creeped me out. I finished the dishes and tiptoed out to the back porch. I adopted a stooped duck walk as I skirted the house so nobody could see me through the windows. By some miracle, I made it to my window without incident and climbed inside my sanctuary.

      It would irritate Memaw when she realized I had jumped ship. She’d just have to be upset. After finding my cousin murdered and tangling with her murderer, I couldn’t suffer Michael Gage’s attentions without screaming.

      Gage’s soothing words drifted in from the living room and fell into a meaningless murmur. Good. Nobody saw or heard my escape and relocation. I opened my closet and looked for a dress fit for my cousin’s funeral. As my room cooled with the onset of evening, the dampness of tears on my cheeks became noticeable. I hadn’t been aware of crying.

      Guilt cast the sharpest stone at my feelings—guilt that I didn’t try harder to rekindle my childhood camaraderie with Rae. I told Deputy Turgeau the truth about the way time and separate paths eroded my friendship with Rae. I’d thought I didn’t care, but I was wrong. I knelt on the floor near my closet, covered my face with my hands, and let the sobs come.

      As the sky darkened to the color of spilled ink, the last car pulled out of the driveway. I wanted a shower in the worst way. I gathered my pajamas and robe and snuck down the hallway to the bathroom. Being in the shower gave me too much time to think. My last glimpse of Rae recurred every time I closed my eyes to rinse my face. Someone had done that to her, made her look like that. Turgeau’s words about how it took her a long time to die ran through my head. The running water masked my sobs, and I lingered until the hot water ran out.

      When I pulled back the shower curtain, humid fog hung thick in the room. I cracked the door to allow some steam to escape. Voices drifted from the living room. Memaw had company. Who the heck had come by so late?

      “That Turgeau guy contacted me.” Benny Longstreet’s nasal voice and rapid speech were impossible to mistake. “Now they’re trouncing all over my property, looking for who knows what. Probably running off my damn deer.”

      Benny was the much younger half-brother of Dr. Longstreet. While Nathan doctored, Benny ran the family logging business. It employed the largest number of people countywide. Benny played the role of small town big shot to the hilt with his expensive cowboy suits and his luxury trucks. Never cars. Always monstrous trucks.

      Memaw made a similar complaint of the garbage now littering the pasture near the trailer. Her voice sounded shaky, and I knew she wouldn’t hold out much longer. The day had worn us both down. My instinct was to go out and shoo Benny home, but I didn’t quite dare. Memaw loved both Longstreet brothers like family and might not appreciate my meddling.

      “I can’t believe someone attacked Peri Jean,” Benny said. “Does she have any idea who did it?”

      “I don’t guess,” Memaw said. “She was pretty confused. Slipped off to her room when the house got too crowded.”

      “That girl’s always been a loner.” Benny’s chair creaked as he shifted. “If I ever find out who did that to her, I’ll whup his ass myself.”

      I bit my lip as I pictured Benny—who resembled a male Olive Oyl—flailing at some opponent.

      “Brittany Watson said they’re going to talk to Chase Fischer.” Memaw blew out a tired sigh. “She’s excited because Joey Holze picked her to assist that good-looking new Deputy. But I sure hate to see Chase dragged into this.”

      “Joey’s hiring that Turgeau feller created some grumbling in the ranks.” He skillfully sidestepped mentioning Chase. Benny’s cowboy boots clopped across the hardwood floor, and the front door squeaked as he opened it.

      “That so?” Memaw’s old recliner squealed as she stood to see Benny out.

      “Yep. Joey hired Turgeau because he had homicide experience. But I heard he had some trouble back in Louisiana. The kind that nearly got him fired.” Benny would know. He had a finger in everything that went on in Burns County.

      “So he decided to run away to backwoods Texas?” Memaw opened the door.

      “Yep. Got shot in the leg back in Louisiana. Wife left him, and—”

      Memaw closed the front door and cut off Benny’s words. Crap. Dean Turgeau interested me, and I wanted to know more.

      The heat had escaped the old bathroom while I stood there with the door cracked. Chill bumps as big as anthills stood at attention all over my body. I yanked on my pajamas and hoped for no more visitors tonight.

      Condensation covered the mirror, rendering my reflection vague and blurry. Behind me stood another shadow. I gasped and spun around to see Rae’s specter. My skin tightened at the sight of her. She still bore the injuries that caused her death, her white wife beater stained dark maroon with blood. Vertical slits where the knife had gone in made a random pattern across her chest. One cheek was slit open, revealing her gum and teeth. Her smoke-colored eyes stared straight ahead, the same way they had when I found her. A scream built inside me, but I cut it off. No need to alarm Memaw.

      Rae’s energy pulled at mine, wanting contact, wanting my help. The room’s temperature dropped, and all the oxygen seemed to leave the room. My chest ached as I hyperventilated and fought to stay conscious. I put my shaking hands over my face and took deep breaths. When I dropped my hands, Rae was still there. This can’t be. The bottle tree outside the house always kept the spirits out before.

      “What do you want?” I whispered.

      In the condensation covering the mirror, a line appeared. Then another, and another. The word “FAVOR” took shape like a scene in one of those straight-to-DVD horror movies. It had been a stupid question. Of course, she wanted her favor. Only now, whatever she’d originally wanted had changed. Now, she wanted me to solve her murder.

      “I don’t know how.” I swayed on my feet. A thief in death as life, Rae had used my life force to power her little magic trick. Dizziness set in, and my lips tingled.

      Rae appeared in front of me, close enough to kiss me if she’d been alive. Black spots danced before my eyes as panic took root. Rae drew so close it seemed she’d stepped into me. I shivered in the intense cold, my fingers aching with it. The bathroom lights winked out. The only sounds were my teeth chattering and my whistling gasps.

      The interior of an old building came into focus. Its gray wooden walls buckled with age. It was so real, the air smelled musty and unused. This vision through a spirit wasn’t my first, but that didn’t make it any easier to understand.

      Junk filled the room in my vision. A sheet-covered rocking chair rocked by itself. A steamer trunk sat next to the chair. Someone’s handprints smeared the thick coat of dust covering the trunk. The setting was familiar, but I couldn’t place it. The smell of dust tickled my nose. I sneezed and broke free of the vision and found myself laid out on the chilly bathroom floor.

      The clock radio on the counter crackled to life, blaring War’s “Low Rider.” I scrambled to my feet and saw that the radio was set on off. I unplugged it to stop the racket. No more cowbell.

      The throb of a headache worked its way up my neck and around my head and exploded behind my eyes. Something cool and wet dripped across my upper lip. Sweat? I pressed the towel to my face.

      The front door closed as Memaw came back inside. She thumped down the hallway and pushed the bathroom door open. Her eyes widened at the sight of me.

      “Your nose is bleeding.” She grabbed the towel from me and used it to dab my face. “What happened?”

      I shook my head. Memaw and I never discussed my weird little talent. It upset her if I mentioned it. Over the years, I adopted a don’t-ask-don’t-tell policy.

      “I’ll call Dr. Longstreet.” Memaw turned toward the door.

      “What if I promise to go see him tomorrow? I have to clean his office anyway.” I washed the blood off my face and stood up straight.

      Memaw frowned, but nodded. She had something else on her mind. “I’m sure you overheard my conversation with Benny.” She waited a beat for me to deny or confirm. When I did neither, she continued. “He wants to buy that trailer and Rae’s car.”

      “Aren’t they part of a crime scene?” I leaned into the mirror and checked my face for any remaining blood.

      “Benny says only until they finish processing it. Once they finish collecting evidence, they have to release it back to the family.”

      I rummaged underneath the counter and found a bottle of cleaner. I sprayed the mirror and polished it until it gleamed. Then, I started on the sink faucet. Memaw frowned but said nothing about my compulsive cleaning.

      “How do you feel about selling it?” I asked. I had no interest in ever using the trailer again. I didn’t want to get anywhere near it, to be honest.

      “I want it out of here as soon as possible. Don’t want to ever see it again.” Memaw’s mouth worked, and her dark eyes filled with tears. “But you did pay half for it.”

      “We could apply whatever we get to her funeral. Offset the expense.” I scrubbed toothpaste spots off a porcelain ring holder. The cleaning, as always, soothed me. “How do we find out when the sheriff’s office has released the trailer?”

      “I’ll do it.” A sob distorted Memaw’s words, and she left the bathroom. A few seconds later, I heard her bedroom door close.

      I went to bed, but sleep eluded me. Rae wanted her favor enough to cross the veil between the living and the dead to collect. No way in hell she’d just go away. Unless Dean Turgeau solved her murder, Rae would hound me until I did what she wanted.

      Turgeau’s interest in Chase Fischer as a suspect sent icy fear through my veins. Chase flirted with the wrong side of the law before this, but nothing serious. This could get him sent to death row. Each hour that passed without a call from him solidified the lump of dread weighing me down.
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      The next morning, I started to view events as Before the Murder or After the Murder. Before the murder, things had been business as usual. That meant hard work and the occasional date for me. After the murder, I didn’t know what to do with myself.

      In East Texas, life paused when a relative as close as Rae passed on. The family put their lives on hold until the funeral where they screamed and wailed and did whatever it took to say goodbye. Rae’s body was at autopsy, though, and since we didn’t know when they’d return her remains, funeral arrangements were delayed.

      Meanwhile, if I didn’t take jobs when they came in, people would call someone else. Next time something came up, they might decide not to call me at all.

      I told Memaw all this about six times, and she told me I needed to keep busy each time. Both of us tactfully kept our mouths shut about money. Rae had no life insurance or savings to cover a funeral.

      Even so, guilt consumed me as I got ready for work. A poem by W. H. Auden mentioned stopping everything when someone died. But nothing had stopped for Rae. Life just kept marching forward with little acknowledgement she’d ever existed. I fully expected Rae’s ghost to show up and punish me for not properly observing her death. Or at least trying to solve her murder.

      Problem was, I had no idea how to solve a murder. TV mysteries made it look simple, but TV lied. Someone other than Chase killed her. Beyond that, I had no idea where to begin. The way Rae died suggested she pissed off the wrong person. Her grating insults or her attempts to con people could have done that.

      I remembered our conversation about the Mace Treasure. As I told Turgeau, plenty of people—some in my own family—had died over it. While I doubted the treasure’s existence, I knew people murdered over money all the time. Money as the motive for Rae’s murder didn’t clear Chase as a suspect. He didn’t make much money to begin with. His partying made matters worse.

      I searched my memory and compiled a list of people I remembered seeing at Rae’s trailer. Did I think any of them murdered her? Not really. They were just a bunch of adults who acted like teenagers. But if giving Turgeau a list of names got him off Chase’s ass, it would solve one of my worries.

      Memaw cracked open the bathroom door as I brushed my teeth. I jumped and threw my toothbrush across the room. It hit the wall and splattered toothpaste all over the wallpaper. Memaw winced. I grabbed a towel to wipe up the mess.

      “Don’t bother. I’ll get it later. Come out here to the living room. We’ve got company.” She shut the door and her footsteps receded down the hall.

      I slid my feet into flip-flops and slapped down the hallway. The old wood creaked beneath my feet. The pictures on the wall slid past me, so familiar I didn’t need to look at them. Just knowing they were there, seeing them in my periphery, made this place home. Some were of Memaw when she and my grandfather, George, were young. A couple of pictures showed my father and his twin brother Jesse. Closer to the hallway’s end hung shots of my father and uncle with their brides, including pictures of both Rae and me as babies.

      Jolene Fischer sat on the love seat picking at a cookie. Tears streaked her face.

      The butterflies in my stomach danced the two-step. She was about to say something bad, and After the Murder would get even worse. I didn’t know how I could take much more.

      Jolene’s voice shook when she spoke. “Have you seen Chase, baby?”

      “No, ma’am,” I said. “I’ve tried to call him quite a few times. No answer.”

      Chase’s father, Darren Fischer, stepped out of the kitchen holding a steaming cup of coffee. He was tall, lanky, and fair-skinned like Chase. His skin hadn’t fared any better in the sun than Chase’s. Darren wore a t-shirt advertising his fishing guide service. He gave me a one-armed hug and leaned down to kiss the top of my head. “That’s all right, sugar. We hoped, but…”

      Memaw insisted Darren and I sit down.

      “Those damned sheriffs come out to the house at the ass crack of dawn with a search warrant.” Darren blew on his coffee but didn’t take a drink. His soft brown eyes—so like Chase’s—brimmed with tears. “They found a bloody knife wrapped in a t-shirt under his trailer.”

      The news slammed into me, cold and unwelcome. It shocked me enough the racket of my heart pounding drowned out all other sound. I couldn’t speak.

      “You don’t know it’s the murder weapon.” Memaw sat with her legs crossed and her foot hooked around her calf. Her foot jittered.

      “It’s all right, Leticia.” Darren hung his head. “If Chase has run off, it’s because he’s hiding something.”

      “He’s not hiding anything.” I stood and went to the area behind the couch, which was my usual pacing spot. As I walked back and forth, I said, “He didn’t do it.”

      Jolene sobbed into a white, linen hanky with a purple flower embroidered into it.

      “They said the knife was enough to get an arrest warrant for him.” Darren spoke without inflection, never taking his eyes off the shiny hardwood at his feet.

      Jolene stopped crying long enough to choke out a few words. “I can’t get him to answer his cellphone, and he didn’t show up for work this morning.”

      “Them sheriffs told Jolene that Chase would get the lethal injection for sure if he tried to flee.” Darren held his coffee mug in a white-knuckled grip, and a muscle worked in his jaw. “Sheriff Holze said if we were helping him, we’d go to jail, too.”

      “Sheriff Joey Holze is a nitwit.” I stood on my tiptoes and grabbed the pack of cigarettes I’d stashed on top of the armoire. Oh, well. Two weeks of no smoking was better than no break at all. My hands shook as I tore off the cellophane and popped a cancer stick into my mouth. Darren took his lighter out of his pocket and held it out to me. I lit up and inhaled with gusto.

      “Peri Jean Mace!” Memaw’s dark eyes were round. “I thought you quit.”

      “I will. Just not today.” I held the pack out to Memaw who had quit with me. She shook her head and waved me away. That surprised me. Memaw had smoked all my life, and it had been my idea to quit.

      “That Dean Turgeau told us Chase used the ATM to draw all the money out of his account.” Darren Fischer took a sip of his coffee and grimaced.

      “They said Chase’s running makes him look even more guilty.” Jolene put her face in her hands and sobbed. “They said if we talk to him to tell him to come in and confess. That’ll be the only way to avoid the death penalty.”

      I paced back and forth. The knife found at Chase’s was undoubtedly the murder weapon. It didn’t matter if he ran or not. If Chase was caught, he’d likely be tried and convicted of Rae’s murder. But he didn’t do it, and I’d fight until I could fight no more to find out who did it and make them pay.

      The Fischers went home, both crying. I smoked several more cigarettes and dressed for work. The nicotine high slammed into me, more intense than I remembered. One of the reasons I loved quitting for a while. I grabbed the backpack where I kept a few dollars in small bills, a receipt book, and my checkbook and went into the living room.

      I found Memaw sitting in front of the silent TV, her brow wrinkled. In her lap, she folded and unfolded a paper napkin.

      “I’m out of here,” I said. “Got a full day. I won’t be home until after dark.”

      “Be careful. Nothing feels right about this whole thing.” She re-folded the napkin. “I have the feeling this isn’t over.”

      I nodded because I had the same feeling. “I’ll be careful. Call me if you need anything.” That really meant for her to call if she got worried about me. She waved me out the door.

      I called Chase’s cellphone seven times that day and got no answer.
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      My Mondays always ended with cleaning Dr. Longstreet’s offices at the hospital. We had an agreement I would clean his offices in exchange for medical care. Because the hospital employed a full-time janitorial staff, the job never took more than an hour. I suspected I came out on the winning end of our deal.

      I whipped into a back parking lot at the hospital and snuck in using a side door hidden where the old part of the hospital met the new section. Gaslight City’s rumor mill had the speed and tenacity of a jaguar chasing down prey. It could turn my weekly cleaning appointment into a nervous breakdown resulting in a return to the loony bin before bedtime. The fewer people I encountered, the better. I kept my head down and hurried.

      “Peri Jean Mace? Girl, are you all right?”

      I turned to see Mrs. Watson, grandmother of Deputy Brittany Watson, dressed in her Sunday best. Her outfit included an old-fashioned hat, which I loved. Mrs. Watson spent her days wandering the hospital and Gaslight City’s nursing homes visiting people, whether they wanted her company or not.

      “Yes, ma’am.” I accepted her hug and held my breath against the odor of mothballs. That hat must have dated back quite a few years.

      “I sure am sorry to hear about that cousin of yours. You look pale. Why don’t you get Dr. Longstreet to check you into the hospital for a rest? I’ll come visit you.”

      The rest of the conversation followed a similar vein. I escaped with an excuse about my appointment with Dr. Longstreet. That satisfied Mrs. Watson. I hurried away from her, walking as fast as my short legs would go. Intent on my destination, I almost ran into a person who stepped into my path. I looked up and groaned. I couldn’t help myself.

      Felicia Brent Fischer Holze stood in front of me, smirking. Chase’s ex-wife wore her mousy brown hair in a highlighted bob. She had attractive, angular features, but her glittery, mean eyes and downturned mouth ruined the effect. Her athletic high school figure had degenerated to pudge after having three kids. Her unfortunate habit of wearing fashions suited to a much thinner figure accentuated the change.

      “You look terrible.” Her predatory smile hadn’t changed in the twelve years since high school. “Too skinny. And you need a haircut.”

      I ground my teeth and bit back a sharp response. “Thanks for your concern. I’m on my way to the doctor’s office.”

      She snorted. “If you see my ex, give him a message for me: I’m not bringing my son to prison to see him.”

      My body tensed, and I imagined my fist connecting with her face. I dropped my eyes. If I kept looking at her, I’d hit her. “Fine, Felicia. I’ll tell him if I see him.”

      I shoved around her and fumed the rest of the way to Dr. Longstreet’s office. What had Chase ever seen in that mean-spirited bitch? I wished I had dragged her into a restroom and held her head in the toilet. She deserved no better. I slipped into Dr. Longstreet’s office and closed my eyes, willing away the anger. It served no purpose.

      The glass separating the waiting room from the receptionist’s area was dark. Good. That meant one more well-meaning person I wouldn’t have to talk to.

      “Peri Jean? That you?” Dr. Longstreet’s voice floated from his personal office.

      “It’s me.” I locked the door and retrieved my cleaning supplies from the closet next to the tiny restroom. I cleaned the examining rooms first. The hospital’s janitorial staff, used to me doing half the work, did a slapdash job but were at least consistent. The windows and the baseboards belonged to me. I lost myself in scrubbing and buffing as the angle of the sun changed. The hospital grew quiet with the day workers gone home and the evening visitors yet to arrive.

      Other than a quick wave as I passed Dr. Longstreet’s office, we didn’t interact. He spent the evenings catching up on paperwork and didn’t want me cleaning his office anyway. He claimed I hid things.

      I clicked on the lights to the reception area. The receptionist had left the surfaces clear for me to wipe down. I pulled her chair away from the long counter, and the appointment book fell off its seat and hit the floor, fanning open.

      I crouched to pick up the book and flipped pages to find the correct date. The book opened to the Thursday before Rae died. Rae Mace was listed for an appointment at 3:00 p.m. In the column for reason was scrawled “pregnancy test” in Rae’s childish penmanship.

      The appointment book slipped from my fingers and fell to the scarred linoleum with a dull slap. My lunch sat in my stomach like a poisonous rock as I picked up the book again and reread the appointment. Pregnant? I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was.

      Had the pregnancy been at the heart of her request for a favor? I raced through the possibilities, reminding myself that none of it mattered now. Chase drifted into my thoughts again. Had he known? Too bad the jerk wouldn’t answer his phone so I could ask him.

      Dr. Longstreet coughed in his office. Though I couldn’t ask Chase about Rae’s possible pregnancy, I could ask Dr. Longstreet. I took a few steps toward his office and stopped. He might not tell me. What about doctor-patient confidentiality? It might be against the law for him to talk about Rae’s health. Then I remembered promising Memaw I’d see him about my nosebleed.

      I walked down the short hall and knocked on the doorframe of his office. Dr. Longstreet glanced up from his paperwork and set down his pen. I wiped my hands on my pants and forced myself to cross the threshold.

      “I promised Memaw I’d see you about—“

      “That’s right.” He nodded. “Leticia called me earlier today. Said not to let you leave without talking to you. So you had a headache along with a nosebleed last night?”

      Dr. Longstreet approached me and tilted my head back. He shined his penlight into my eyes without waiting for an answer.

      “It’s not a big deal,” I told him. “It’s just stress.”

      “Headache along with a nosebleed can be a symptom of some pretty serious things. Especially when you’ve been hit in the head recently.” Dr. Longstreet stared me down, concern evident in his bottle-green eyes.

      “Last night was first time I ever had a nosebleed without getting into a fight.” I squirmed, uncomfortable under the scrutiny.

      “You’re telling the truth, aren’t you?”

      I nodded.

      “Have you been…seeing things? At all?” Dr. Longstreet mashed his lips together and cocked his head to one side while he studied me.

      I said nothing. Talking about seeing ghosts landed me in the loony bin once upon a time. Never again.

      Evidently understanding my reluctance to speak, Dr. Longstreet tried a different tactic. “Have you had headaches? Ones that won’t go away?”

      “No.” I desperately wanted this part of my talk with the doctor to end. “But I can call you if I do.”

      “Do you promise? Your grandmother needs you right now, more than ever.”

      “I know.”

      A worry line appeared on Dr. Longstreet’s brow, and he took a breath to speak but stopped. His eyes, usually so calm and comforting, swam with something I couldn’t identify.

      It was now or never if I wanted to ask about Rae. I screwed up my courage. “Was Rae pregnant?”

      “I can’t tell you.” Dr. Longstreet dropped his gaze and studied my dusty work boots.

      “She’s dead. Why not?” I doubted this was a sound argument, but it was all I had.

      Dr. Longstreet slowly raised his head.

      “Well,” I said, “was she?”

      Dr. Longstreet dropped his head, but nodded an affirmative.

      “Did she act upset?” I remembered Rae sounded sober Sunday morning and saying she was going to quit smoking.

      “Quite the opposite.” Dr. Longstreet touched his throat and grimaced as though he drank a shot of vinegar. “She knew she was pregnant. Those drugstore tests are as accurate as anything I can do here. She wanted confirmation so she could hit the father up for money. She had a lot of questions about proving paternity and what courts do in these situations.”

      Pure Rae. Always looking for an angle to dupe people. I closed my eyes and shook my head. “Thank you for telling me.”

      “You call me if the nosebleeds persist, hear me?” he said.

      “Yes, sir. I will.”

      My mind swarmed with speculation as I walked to my car. Chase Fischer was already liable for child support on his son, and he had trouble paying that. Jolene donated a portion of it more months than not to keep Chase out of legal trouble. No, Chase’s child support money wouldn’t have made much difference in Rae’s life.

      Rae’s interest in paternity proceedings and her interest in the treasure both came back to money. My cousin spent her final days alive looking for a way to get her hands on some cash. Maybe she had wanted to leave town, start over somewhere else. But nobody would have killed her over that. Her owing someone money made more sense.

      I thought about Rae’s partying. Had she gotten into debt with a local drug dealer? Possible. But all drug trade in Burns County traced back to Tubby Tubman. He didn’t kill women over drug debt. He forced them into prostitution. They didn’t last long after that.

      That left one possibility. Rae had someone in mind to blame her pregnancy on. Someone she thought had money. Had he killed her for it?
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      Mulling over Rae’s pregnancy, I pointed my car toward Memaw’s house and drove fast. My 1971 Nova was the only thing I had left of my father Paul, who died—more accurately, was murdered—when I was four years old. Paul was a big mystery to me. Not much more than a blur in my memory. Now older than he ever got to be, I was haunted by Paul’s memory, but not his ghost. I knew my daddy drove his Nova like a hotrod. But that was about it.

      Halfway down Farm Road 4077 to Memaw’s house, the speedometer read ninety miles an hour. Lined with pine trees, the two-lane blacktop stretched out in front of me for what seemed like eternity. The tension drained out of my body as I drove. Times like this, I fantasized about driving away from everything and everybody. I’d never do it because of Memaw. It would hurt her too much. But the fantasy gave me a much-needed break from reality.

      A set of headlights appeared in my rearview and bore down on me in seconds. I eased off the accelerator so Mr. or Ms. I’m in a Big Hurry could pass. The approaching vehicle slowed down and tailgated me. My face stretched into a smile.

      The white pickup truck belonged to Chase. Relief made me lightheaded. Chase was okay. He flashed his headlights and honked three times.

      I swerved off the road and bolted out of my Nova as soon as I had it in park. Chase slid out of his truck and ambled toward me. He held out his arms as I ran at him. I slammed into him, wrapping my arms around his waist. We hugged hard and stepped back to look at each other. Chase touched the cheek where the camo man’s fist had made contact.

      “That looks like a sunset.” Chase squinted at the bruise. I pushed his hand away.

      “It’s not all that bad.” It was, though. My jaw still hurt when I chewed food. But I had more important things to discuss with Chase. “What the blue hell are you doing here? The cops are after you. They’ll arrest you if they catch you.”

      “I know.” The evening wind blew Chase’s shaggy, sun bleached hair back from his face. The dusk made shadows on his face, creating the momentary illusion of extreme age. His hand shook as he lit a cigarette. “Tubby told me.”

      Tommy Tubman would know. His main income came from selling drugs, but he bought and sold information, too. And prostituted women. And ran an illegal gambling operation.

      “How much do you know?” I asked.

      “I know you found Rae’s body.” He squeezed my arm, maybe to comfort me or maybe to tell me he was glad I wasn’t dead too. “And I know some man wearing a camouflage mask beat you up. Did you catch him killing Rae?”

      “No.” I shook my head, my body tensing as I remembered what happened. “I found Rae’s body. I barfed. Then he was just there. I think he killed her and took off but realized he forgot something and came back. I was in the way.”

      “Forgot what?” Chase cocked his head to one side.

      I shrugged and shook my head. “How did you know not to go home?”

      “I was unloading Gramma Rudie’s stuff at the storage buildings. When that loud-assed parade of cop cars rolled past, I figured some bad shit had gone down. I called Felicia.” Chase stared at his faded work boots and kicked at the gravel.

      I shook my head. That bitch never even mentioned she’d talked to Chase. And why had he called her instead of me? No way I’d pass along her message. It would do nothing but upset and hurt Chase. For the millionth time, I wondered why he ever hooked up with her.

      Even in school, Felicia loved being in the know. She cozied up to teachers, offering to do small tasks for them, which put her in the position of knowing the behind-the-scenes drama. As an adult, she found even better ways to get information. Her job at the most popular beauty salon in town and her marriage to Scott Holze, Sheriff Joey Holze’s only son, gave her a direct line to everything happening in Burns Country and beyond.

      “So what did Felicia say?” I used every ounce of self-control I possessed to keep my voice empty of anything for Chase to get defensive about.

      “What you already know. That you found Rae murdered,” he said. “Felicia still can’t keep anything to herself. She told me the sheriff wanted to talk to me.”

      My mind put the pieces together, and it was all I could do not to roll my eyes. “So you went out to Tubby’s and got stoned.”

      “I didn’t know what else to do.” Chase put his hands out palms up in silent mime for “duh.”

      “When did you draw your money out of the ATM?”

      Chase’s mouth dropped open.

      “The sheriff’s office got a search warrant for your house. I guess they accessed your bank accounts.” I waited a beat for it to sink in. “They found a bloody knife at your trailer, and they’re pretty sure it’s the murder weapon.”

      “Oh, shit.” Chase squeezed his eyes shut. “You know that buck knife I carry? I left it at Rae’s Sunday morning. I was slicing limes with it. I just left it open on the table. Was that the knife they found?”

      “I don’t know.” My chest was tight, like I needed to cry or scream. I dug in my pocket and got out my cigarettes. Despite the dire circumstances, Chase grinned when he saw them. “If it was your knife they found—with your prints all over it—you’re going to have a hard time proving you didn’t do it. So you better figure out who did kill Rae.”

      Chase looked the same way he did the day his mother’s dog got run over. His mouth worked, but he said nothing and turned away from me. The man has more of a flare for the dramatic than most women. It had probably fueled attraction between him and Rae.

      “Come on. Who did this? You spent more time with Rae than anybody else.” I gripped his arm and pulled him around to face me.

      The roar of glass pack mufflers interrupted me, so loud it drowned out anything else I said. I let go of Chase and turned to watch the car approach.

      It was an old GTO, restored and glossed to the nines. The white moon of the driver’s face turned to stare at Chase and me standing on the roadside. The engine gave a throaty roar as it picked up speed, and the taillights disappeared into the deepening twilight.

      The hair on the back of my neck stood up. Chase, wanted by the law, shouldn’t be out in the open. I started to suggest we go somewhere else, but Chase began talking as soon as the muffler’s roar faded.

      “Rae had another boyfriend.” He snorted at the expression on my face. “Come on. We were just, you know, partying together. It wasn’t true love. You saw her all beat up.” Chase frowned. “She wouldn’t say who did it, but I got my ideas.”

      “Did she say what instigated the beating?”

      “Instigated? Oh, no. She just kept saying everything was ruined.” Chase paced back and forth.

      Ruined. The drama level sounded about right. But what had Rae meant? She had needed money. She confirmed her pregnancy on Thursday. She might have tried to squeeze the baby’s father for money. Maybe he beat her. Then, Sunday morning, she asked me about the treasure. For her to be interested in such a long shot, she must have been desperate.

      “Do you know if she owed anybody money? Or needed money for something?”

      “Rae owed somebody money?” Chase shook his head. That was answer enough.

      “Well, who was the other boyfriend?” I asked. Even giving Deputy Turgeau someone other than Chase to investigate would help.

      “No clue. I saw them together once, didn’t know the guy. He wore a leather vest and cap. I never mentioned it to Rae because—”

      “She wasn’t the love of your life,” I finished for him.

      “Hell, Peri Jean, you don’t have to say it that way.” His mouth twisted. “You make it sound like I’m glad she’s dead.”

      “I know you’re not glad.” I paced too, massaging my temples. “Can you tell me anything that would help find this other boyfriend?”

      “He used to text message her all the time.” Chase shrugged. “She’d get all secretive and brush me off when one came in.”

      “So his number has to be on her cellphone.” Then, I remembered. “You know, her cellphone was ringing when I found her.”

      “If that nutsack who hit you did come back for something, it could have been the phone. ‘Cuz he knew his number was on it.” Chase resumed pacing.

      Numb disgust spread through me. Even though I had no idea if Rae’s cellphone had been found and taken into evidence, I knew in my gut Chase was right. The phone was gone. The camo man took it after he beat me up. The one easy out for Chase had dried up before I even knew about it.

      “Did she have an address book or a journal? Anything that might have his name in it?” I scanned the road for more cars. We needed to wrap this up. Anybody—including Sheriff Joey Fatbutt—could drive by and spot us.

      “No. But won’t the cops pull her cellphone records?” Chase had a sad, hopeful look on his face.

      “Rae had one of those pay-as-you-go phones you buy at the gas station. I know because I bought it for her. The sheriff’s office probably can’t even obtain her records.” I closed my eyes and ran my hands through my hair. Jeezum crow. These dead ends would send Chase to death row.

      “Sunday morning, after you left, Rae got a text message. Right after that, she wanted me to leave.” All that was visible of Chase was the glow of his cigarette. I couldn’t see the expression on his face, which would have told me a great deal more than his words.

      “She didn’t say what was up?”

      “Nope. She just said I had to go right then.” Chase dragged hard on his cigarette and crushed the butt under his work boot. Red embers flew up around his boot and went dark in an instant. “I saw who sent the text message.”

      My heart picked up speed. Why hadn’t he told me straight away? “So who was it?”

      “It was a nickname.” Chase blew out a long sigh. “Low Ryder.”

      Another ugly nickname. Maybe someone had killed her over those. Her code name for Chase had been John Holmes.

      “Wait a second. You said Low Rider? Like the song by War?” The first night Rae appeared to me popped into my memory. That night, the clock radio came on by itself and played that very song.

      “No,” Chase said. “All one word separated by a line and spelled with y.”

      I was out of ideas and told Chase so. Finding out this Low_Ryder character’s identity was key, but I didn’t know where to start.

      “They catch me, I’ll get the lethal injection.” Chase interrupted my train of thought.

      “You won’t either. Even if I have to help you escape the country.” My oldest friend was definitely not going to be convicted of a murder he didn’t commit.

      Chase pulled me into a hug. He stank of fear. I hugged him back, my memory replaying the highlights of our long relationship. He was both an albatross and a blessing. I considered mentioning Rae’s pregnancy but decided against it. If he didn’t know, he didn’t need to.

      “Listen to me.” I pulled back from Chase. “You stay out of sight. I’ll work on this. Call me if you think of anything that will help.” I gripped his shoulders and shook him. “Stop ignoring my calls.”

      “I’ve got a better idea,” he said.

      “What?”

      “Let’s just get in your car and drive.” He grabbed both my hands. “Start over somewhere. We could try again…you know, being together. Take that forever road.”

      Chase and I emerging from the ashes of our teenage romance as friends was a fluke. The fact our friendship survived our most recent attempt at romance tested fate. Chase couldn’t clean his life up for me or anybody else, and I wasn’t going to give my heart to a man who partied like a teenager. Hell, I could find a guy a lot younger than Chase if I wanted to settle for that.

      “You don’t want to spend the rest of your life hiding.” I hoped this response would divert the topic from Chase and I running away together. “And neither do I.”

      “You’re right.” Chase nodded. “We’ll save running away for a last resort.”

      He didn’t understand when I snorted laughter, and I suppose it was part of his charm. I hugged him again, and we said our goodbyes.

      As I drove the rest of the way to Memaw’s, I mulled over what little I knew. Low_Ryder. Rae’s quest for money. Her pregnancy. The rocking chair and the trunk from my vision. None of it tied together in a way that made sense.

      A few times, movement flickered in the seat beside me. I didn’t turn my head to look beside me because I knew it was Rae. A cold wave of horror crept over me and stayed for the trip’s duration. The idea of her never going away scared me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      Gaslight City dated back to the early days of Texas’s statehood. A great deal of effort was made to preserve the city’s older structures. The Chamber of Commerce played up the historic angle, selling it and tales of the Mace Treasure to tourists.

      Once a year, Gaslight City hosted an event called Heritage and History Week—better known by the residents as H & H Week. Events always ran the final week of October through the first weekend of November.

      Visitors took candlelight tours of the historic homes, ghost tours, participated in mock treasure hunts, silent auctions, and perused classic car shows. At all these events, there would be many opportunities to spend money. The festivities culminated with a costume party and street dance in the downtown area on Saturday night.

      People came from all over the United States to revisit their roots or imagine having roots in East Texas, where the atmosphere was just as much the Deep South as it was Old West.

      As luck would have it, Rae had been murdered exactly one week before the kickoff of H & H Week. This was my busiest time of year. If things went right, I’d make more during this two-week period than I usually cleared in three months. Rae’s murder made it hard to concentrate on earning money I’d need and hustling the way I usually did.

      Tuesday morning, I had an early appointment to clean one of the town’s many bed and breakfasts. Afterward, I canvassed the downtown area and left a flyer advertising my services with every business owner who would take one.

      I purposefully planned my route so I’d end up in front of Dottie’s Burgers and Rings. Dottie served the crispiest onion rings I had ever eaten. By the time I headed down the alley leading to Dottie’s entrance, my stomach grumbled in anticipation. Just as I reached for the door, it opened in my face. I jumped out of the way.

      “Excuse me.”

      Deputy Dean Turgeau stepped onto the sidewalk. We hadn’t spoken since the day of Rae’s murder.

      “Hey.” In Dottie’s plate glass window, I watched my reflected face stretch into a big, stupid grin. The five days since Rae’s murder hadn’t changed the way Dean filled out his uniform. It never hurt to look, and when a man looked like Dean Turgeau, it might even be considered medicinal.

      Whatever reaction I expected from Dean was a far cry from the one I got. As soon as he realized it was me, the expectant smile faded off his face. His lips thinned, and his eyes narrowed. He shoved his hands in his pockets and completed his transformation with a scowl.

      “Ms. Mace.” Turgeau’s voice was downright icy. So much for the mild attraction I’d sensed the day of Rae’s murder. Now ain’t that a shame.

      “Is there a problem?” My tennis shoes scraped on the sidewalk. I shuffled foot-to-foot. Damn me for letting this guy intimidate me. We hadn’t even slept together.

      “A problem?” He barked out a hateful laugh and cupped his chin between his thumb and forefinger, pretending to think. After a beat, he widened his eyes. “I know! You didn’t tell me you and Chase Fischer were each other’s booty call.”

      “What?” I knew what he meant, but I didn’t understand why he was so upset about it. In a town the size of Gaslight City, people had histories.

      “Y’all were real hot and heavy lovers in high school. And you got insanely jealous when he broke up with you. Charged into the prom, shoved his date into a wall headfirst, and kicked her after she fell down. Lucky you didn’t do jail time for that.”

      Words failed me. That whole nasty scene was twelve years in the past. Losing my first love to my chief tormenter intensified my first taste of rejection. I reacted badly.

      “No snappy reply?” Turgeau’s grin was more like a grimace. “I’ve got more for you. You bailed Chase out of jail two years ago in Shreveport, Louisiana.”

      “It was just a public intoxication and a fight.”

      “Yeah, but it proves you’ve still got your old boyfriend’s back.” Turgeau loomed over me.

      “So what? Look, I can’t help it if you’re too obtuse to understand how Chase and I remained friends after our relationship didn’t work out.” I straightened my spine and stood my ground. Backing down was not an option. Chase and I had done nothing wrong by continuing our friendship after our teen romance crashed and burned. We’d been neighbors and friends long before we were lovers.

      “But did your relationship really end? The two of you went on vacation together summer before last.” Turgeau put his hands on his hips and cocked out his elbows like a rooster getting ready to attack.

      My mouth went dry, and my left eye twitched. Chase and I kept that trip quiet. Or so we thought. Our long relationship had evolved into a romance one last time. The vacation together proved it would never work. Chase’s issues with drugs and alcohol killed us. Turgeau’s knowing about it beslimed an already hurtful memory.

      “So here’s what I see.” His lips curved into a smirk. “You and your lover boy were on the skids. Your pretty, big-tittied cousin gets out of the pen and takes up residence in the back pasture. She and your lover boy get all hot and heavy. You get pissed. And everybody in this town knows what happens when you get pissed.”

      “Sounds like you’ve been overdosing on the Gaslight City rumor mill.” I struggled to keep my voice even. “If that’s what you think happened, why aren’t you questioning me officially?” I waited a beat, widened my eyes, and snapped my fingers. “Oh, is it because you have no proof of anything?”

      “Oh, there’s proof out there somewhere. I just need to find it.” He narrowed his eyes. “And, when I do, your ass is going away forever.”

      “Want some advice? Don’t believe everything those old men playing dominoes in there”—I pointed at Dottie’s— “tell you. They’re worse than a bunch of old women at a sewing circle. It’s just talk, Deputy. Don’t let rumors make a fool of you.”

      Turgeau’s tanned skin flushed to boiling red. “You wanna talk about gossip? Let’s do that. What’s this I hear about you seeing ghosts?” Turgeau raised his eyebrows. His gaze drifted over me, and his nostrils flared. “Is that real or is it just another excuse to feel sorry for yourself?”

      “Don’t mess with me, you braying jackass.” The air between us tightened. He’d gone to no man’s land, and I’d do the same. “That ugly mess of trouble you had back in Louisiana can become common knowledge here.”

      “Don’t fuck with me, you little freak.” Turgeau leaned into my face. Fury ate up the miniscule amount of self-control I possessed.

      “Get the hell out of my face!” My words echoed off the old brick buildings. People on the other side of Houston Street glanced at Turgeau and me standing too close together on the sidewalk yelling at each other. We each took a step backward.

      “Where is Chase?” Turgeau checked his watch.

      “Late for your ass-kissing session with Sheriff Holze?” I couldn’t quit. My pride smarted, and I wanted revenge. “You two are a hell of a pair—stupid is and stupid does.”

      Turgeau picked that moment to deliver the deathblow. “We found the knife Fischer used to murder your cousin. Her blood and his prints were all over the knife. If I can connect you to the murder, I’ve got a slam dunk.”

      Terror crawled over my skin, leaving an aftershock of goose bumps. I suspected the knife would have Chase’s prints on it. Having the worst-case scenario confirmed scared the life out of me.

      Dean watched me, drinking in my reaction. When he spoke, he sounded nice, like a guy who’d never call me a little freak. “Tell me where to find Chase, and I’ll help you all I can.”

      “I don’t know where he is.” Though I told the truth, I’d have never given Chase up to this puffed up pile of monkey vomit. “Please listen to me. Chase didn’t do this. You’re looking for a guy named Low_Ryder.”

      “Who told you that?”

      I could barely breathe, much less answer. I’d thrown my cards on the table, and Turgeau knew Chase and I had talked at some point in the last few days.

      “Listen to me, Ms. Mace.” Turgeau spoke so softly I barely heard him. He took a step closer, and the heat of his words warmed my face. “I know in my bones you’ve been in touch with Fischer. You may not have helped him kill your cousin. But if you’re helping him evade the law, you’re going to jail with him.”

      What I said next, I said way too loud. It started with an f and ended with you.

      Turgeau squared his shoulders, turned and marched away from me. I watched his cute little butt retreat, but the fear beating in my chest kept me from really enjoying it. I peeked into the plate glass window of Dottie’s. A dozen sets of wide eyes watched me, waiting to see what crazy thing I did next. To hell with having a burger and rings. I turned away and walked the few blocks to my car.

      As I passed the museum, I heard the doors squeal open and slap shut. I tensed. Only one person was likely to come out of the museum to talk to me, and I didn’t want to talk to her.
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      “Hey, Peri Jean!” Hannah’s shoes clattered on the walk behind me.

      I kept walking toward my Nova. Maybe she’d give up. We had nothing to say to each other. The sooner she understood that, the sooner we could both get on with our lives. Her hand closed around my arm. Reluctantly, I turned to face her.

      “Long time no see,” she said, smiling ear to ear. Hannah came back to town six months ago after a very public divorce from an MLB Hall of Famer. As the wife of a famous person, a small amount of fame rubbed off on her. She appeared in an issue of Sports Illustrated, had a walk-on part in a TV show, and even did a stint on the Home Shopping Network. Hannah’s life away from Gaslight City may have been impressive, but her return seemed less than victorious.

      Twenty years ago, we were best friends. When we were both eight years old, Hannah’s father died. I knew all about dead fathers and the way it made mothers distant. I tried extra hard to be a good friend to Hannah to keep her from being lonely.

      When her father’s ghost appeared to me, I knew what he was. But I didn’t understand it was taboo to see him and interact with him. He showed me where he’d hidden Hannah’s Christmas gifts. Hoping to cheer my friend, I told her where to find them. Hannah’s mother, who hadn’t known about the gifts, wanted to know how her daughter found them. Hannah told.

      I ended up in a children’s mental hospital where they tested me for schizophrenia. Memaw fought to get me released while my own mother did a great impression of a pile of shit. Hannah never spoke to me again after that day. Her mother moved them to Houston soon after. On their infrequent visits, her uncle—none other than Sheriff Joey Fatass—kept her sequestered. The times we met in public, Hannah wouldn’t even make eye contact with me.

      After all that, how exactly did she expect me to respond to her jaunty greeting? Her smile faded as she took in my less than thrilled countenance.

      “I saw you talking with Dean Turgeau.” Hannah stepped out of my personal space and shoved her hands into the pockets of her linen slacks.

      “That what you call it? Talking? And what business is it of yours?”

      She flushed. “Dean is one of those cops who genuinely wants to see justice served. Underneath the bluster, he’s pretty tenderhearted.” When I said nothing, she took another step away from me. “I’m the one who told him about the job opening at the sheriff’s office.”

      Still I said nothing. I didn’t know what to say. Dean Turgeau wanted to charge my best friend with a murder he didn’t commit and see him sentenced to the death penalty. If possible, he would connect me to that crime and send me to prison, too.

      “I-I wanted to invite you up to my apartment for a drink…or whatever you’d like.” Hannah stood almost ten feet from me now. Her eyes darted between the museum and me. I could tell she really wanted to go back inside, leave this ugly scene behind her.

      “Not today,” I said. Excuses flitted through my mind, but I saw no need to give her any of them. Before she could recover and suggest an alternate plan, I turned and walked away.

      The entire drive home, I bitched to the empty car about Hannah Kessler. She pushed my buttons like nobody else. My tirade cut off in mid-sentence when I pulled into Memaw’s yard.

      Jolene’s SUV sat beside the carport. My throat tightened as my heart tried to crawl out of my chest. She might have news about Chase. With the police looking for him in connection to Rae’s murder, it couldn’t be anything but bad.
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      I hurried into the living room to find Jolene sitting on the loveseat and Memaw in her recliner. Their silence scared me worse than finding them wailing and crying would have.

      “Sit down, baby.” Memaw didn’t look at me. The top of my head prickled. Memaw always made eye contact when she spoke to me. Whatever she had to say couldn’t be good.

      “What’s going on?” The old brocade covered wing chair squeaked as I sat down. I gripped the arm and watched as my fingers turned white.

      “Deputy Turgeau called after you left this morning. Your cousin’s remains are being released Friday.” Memaw grabbed the box of tissues on the end table and hugged them to her. I noticed for the first time she wore her Sunday clothes. “I talked to Hooty at the funeral home. Long as you’re fine with it, we’ll cremate her and have a memorial service here at the house on Friday or Saturday.”

      I nodded. “I’ll pay half the costs.”

      “You most certainly will not.” Memaw locked eyes with me, and we engaged in a short, silent battle. It was a sign of her grief that she surrendered first. “Hell. I’ll leave everything to you when I’m dead. Pay yourself back then.”

      “Don’t talk like that,” I said.

      Jolene took a crumpled tissue out of her purse and dabbed at her eyes with it. She couldn’t be this upset over Rae. It had to be something with Chase. The hush in the room added to my paranoia.

      “Where’s Chase?”

      Jolene shook her head and shrugged. Tears welled in her eyes and slid down her cheeks. The tension in my back let up, and I sat back in the chair. Chase hadn’t been apprehended. One less thing to worry about.

      “Well, what’s wrong then?”

      “Darren got into a fight today.” Jolene took a hitching breath.

      Chase’s father was not a fighting man. All the years I’d known him, he’d been quiet and easygoing.

      “Someone at Dottie’s told him they’d be cheering when Chase got the death penalty for murdering Rae.” Memaw spoke the words tonelessly. She had the glassy-eyed stare of someone at her wit’s end. I didn’t know what to do for her.

      “Who said that?” I directed the question at Jolene. She glanced at Memaw, who shook her head.

      “Let it drop, shug.” Jolene reached over and patted my knee. “We’ve got to worry about burying your cousin now.”

      My throat tightened. This signaled the end. I’d have to tell Rae goodbye, and we had so much unfinished business. I tried to swallow past the painful lump lodged in my throat.

      “Dean Turgeau said Rae bled to death and it took some time. Hours. . .” Memaw fiddled with a hole in the tissue box. “If someone had found her sooner, she might have…” Memaw’s face twisted. She wept into a handful of Kleenex.

      “He didn’t need to tell you that.” My irritation with Deputy Dean went up a few notches. He had no right to talk that way to my grandmother.

      “He was angry,” Jolene said to me, tears streaking down her face. “He said he would nail the ass of whoever did this.”

      That explained some of Turgeau’s fury outside Dottie’s. He had an unpleasant job. I didn’t forgive him, but I understood.

      I pushed myself out of the old wing chair, knelt beside Memaw’s cracked old recliner, and wrapped my arms around her thin body. She seemed to be nothing more than skin and bones. When had she gotten so skinny?

      Memaw and I put our heads together and cried. Rae had been a turd, but she’d been our turd. There would be no replacing her. Feeling Jolene’s gaze on me, I glanced up. Her son—and my best friend—was missing. She had to be near a breakdown.

      “Honey,” Jolene said, “if you do hear from Chase, please get him to come home. We’ve already talked to Rainey Bruce, and she says she can do plenty for him.”

      Major ouch on the Fischer checkbook. I cleaned Rainey’s office and did light filing when she needed it. Her invoices were staggering, but she was the best attorney in this part of Texas. If I wanted to confess I’d seen Chase, I needed to do it now. But I couldn’t make myself. It would put Jolene and Memaw at risk of legal trouble. If anybody got in trouble, it would be me and me alone. I slumped into the loveseat, ignoring the desire to spill my guts.

      The atmosphere in the room stilled, the hum of the electric lights and the ticking clock suddenly strident. A shadow flew across the room, and Rae materialized behind Jolene’s chair. The ghost looked even worse than before, her eyes sunken and dark-ringed. Defensive wounds on her hands and arms gaped open. Her hands rested on the chair’s back, showing her blackened nail beds. A chill enveloped the room.

      “Must be a cool front coming through.” Jolene shivered. She gave her arms a brisk rub and stood. “I need to go anyway, let you two get some rest.”

      As Jolene gathered her things, Memaw rushed into the kitchen and grabbed a foil-covered dish off the counter. She came back into the living room and pushed it at Jolene, who immediately began to argue.

      “Peri Jean,” Memaw said, “get the chocolate pie Elaine Watson brought.”

      I jumped up to obey, only half-listening to Jolene’s protests and Memaw’s convincing Jolene she should take some food. I grabbed a jug of store-bought sweet tea for good measure and exited the kitchen carrying both items.

      Rae’s ghost remained behind the chair where Jolene sat a few seconds earlier. Fear tingled at the base of my spine. I couldn’t handle Rae’s continued presence in the house. Aside from her appearance, she no longer belonged in this world. I had to solve her murder so she could move on. I had to save my best friend from being framed for a murder he didn’t commit. My life had gone from status quo to shitstorm in less than a week.

      “I’ll help you carry this stuff out,” I said. Memaw held open the door. Jolene led the way to her SUV. We set the food inside the cavernous vehicle.

      “Thank you for always being there for my son.” Jolene didn’t look at me as she arranged the food in the back of her SUV.

      Guilt for not giving Jolene the comfort of knowing I had seen Chase ate at me, twisting my guts.

      “I’m gonna tell you something.” Jolene’s voice lost its usual twang. “I saw something the Saturday morning before Rae’s murder.”

      Jolene’s nearly accent free words raised the hair on the back of my neck. Though highly educated, she enjoyed playing the part of East Texas good old girl to the hilt. She wore her Texas pride like a favorite dress.

      “Darren got up Saturday morning with heartburn. I ran to Thomas’s Git and Go to buy some antacids. An older model black car sat in the parking lot. I noticed it because Darren wants to buy something like it to take around to these antique car shows.

      “When I got out of the SUV, I heard two people arguing inside the car. It had tinted windows, and the sun was barely up, so I couldn’t tell who was in there. I went in the store and bought what I wanted. When I came back out, Rae had gotten out of the car. She was all beat to hell and crying. She walked around the side of the building and went in the bathroom.” Jolene clasped her hands in front of her and stared at them.

      “What did you do?” Remembering the black car passing Chase and I as we stood talking on the roadside, I shivered. It had to be the same one.

      “God help me, I left.” Jolene’s eyes brimmed with tears. “I know the Christian thing would have been to follow that girl into the bathroom and call the police for her. But I didn’t. She scared me. I resented her influence in my son’s life. And so I left.”

      “Did you tell Deputy Turgeau about this?” I asked. This could only help me prove someone other than Chase needed investigating.

      “I did. He wrote it down on his notebook, but then he went right back to acting like Chase murdered Rae.” Jolene bared her teeth as she remembered. The flinty-eyed woman in front of me might chew up Dean Turgeau and spit him out for messing with her son.

      Jolene’s seeing that black car bothered me. I flashed back on the argument I had with Dean Turgeau on the sidewalk a few hours earlier. Parked cars had lined the street. Intent on giving Deputy Dean a piece of my mind, I paid them no attention. Now that I thought about it, I remembered the black GTO had been one of the parked cars.
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      Back at the house, I found Memaw warming up funeral food for our lunch. She heaped each plate with a large variety. Covered dishes crammed both the refrigerator and the counter. Most of it would likely spoil before we could finish it.

      “Have you called Barbie to see if she’d like to fly out for the funeral?” Memaw asked as soon as we sat down to eat.

      I kept my eyes on my plate as a tornado of emotion raged inside. I didn’t understand why Memaw would ask such a thing. We rarely discussed the woman who gave birth to me. Her lack of interest in having a daughter ached like nothing else ever had.

      “No.” I hoped my terse answer would satisfy Memaw. I didn’t want to talk about Barbie. She made me feel worthless, as though nobody could ever possibly want me. The feelings of worthlessness pissed me off. If I got angry, Memaw would too.

      “Why not?”

      “She won’t be interested, and she’ll manage to make me mad.” I ate a forkful of pasta salad, barely tasting it, and chewed carefully, forcing myself to swallow.

      “You need to call her. She should know what happened.” Memaw said this as though it settled the matter. It did not.

      “If you want her to know, you call her.” The rage from Barbie’s years of rejecting me tightened my voice, made it harsh and defensive.

      “Don’t use that tone with me, Peri Jean Mace. You’re not too big to switch.” Memaw thrust her jaw out and stabbed a dumpling with her fork.

      “She’s not interested in anything down here.” I struggled to keep my voice even. Memaw’s bullheadedness on this subject baffled me. She never talked bad about Barbie, but she didn’t need to. Her feelings on the matter were obvious.

      “Well, you need to make an effort.” Memaw nearly shouted, not her usual approach. “Once I’m gone, she’s the only close family you’ll have.”

      “That’s the same as having none.” I gulped down my food and took my plate to the sink. Memaw huffed and puffed after me, red-faced and mad. Once Leticia Gregson Mace’s temper was out of the bottle, bad stuff happened. But I was mad, too, dammit. My mother doesn’t care if I drop off the face of the earth. Memaw knows that. Why pressure me to contact Barbara?

      “Why are you so insistent on me calling her? This is something you could do if you want it done. But I can save you the time and effort. She’s going to blow you off.” I said all this in a breezy tone of voice, which I knew would only stoke Memaw’s anger.

      “Because the call has to come from you or it won’t mean anything to her.”

      “It won’t mean anything no matter which of us calls her.” I shrugged and went into the laundry room. I shut the door behind me out of habit. The machines heated up the house, and we kept the door shut to combat their effect.

      “Don’t you walk off from me, young lady.” Memaw stomped after me and slammed the door open. The force of her anger surprised and confused me. She had always shown sympathy when I spoke to her about the way my mother’s indifference hurt me. “You can’t just ignore your connection to her.”

      Without another word, she slammed the door closed. Her footsteps pounded through the house. I finished loading the washer, started it, and returned to the kitchen to clean up our lunch. Nobody stuck by me other than Memaw, and I did everything I could to make things easy for her because I wanted to. Could I do this? It would only cost me some pride. And isn’t Memaw worth a little pride?

      Memaw’s footsteps thumped down the hallway. She had changed clothes and now wore khaki pants and a t-shirt. To my surprise, she seemed calm. She set about making coffee.

      “Barbie—I mean Barbara—was still a teenager when she had you.” Memaw didn’t look at me as she scooped grounds into a filter and filled the carafe with water. “After your daddy died, she just didn’t know what to do with herself.”

      “So she ran off with a traveling country singer and dumped me on you to raise?”

      Memaw stomped her foot. “Why do you have to be so unforgiving? We all do stupid things when we’re young. People can change.” She raised her eyebrows at me.

      My face heated. I had my own history of idiotic choices. My short, first marriage. The reason I understood Chase’s romance with drugs and alcohol. All the times I raised my fists instead of letting insults roll off my shoulders. People can learn from mistakes and change. But not Barbara. Not in my experience, anyway.

      “Because,” I said, “all she has ever done is hurt me. I’m the one who is crazy if I keep giving her the chance to do it.”

      “But you’ll never know if you don’t try.”

      I didn’t argue any more. I’d call Barbara, and Memaw knew it. It was no secret between the two of us that I longed for a relationship with my mother. I wished I could change the thing about me she couldn’t stand, but I could no more stop seeing dead people than an elephant can un-grow his trunk.

      After we put the kitchen to rights, Memaw called a local homeless ministry. They agreed to take the surplus of food off our hands. Memaw said she’d have it to them within the hour.

      “I forgot to mention Deputy Turgeau said to go ahead and sell the trailer to Benny,” Memaw said as we loaded casserole after casserole into her old sedan. “While I’m out, I’ll stop by his office and see when he wants to pick it up.”

      “I’ll go ahead and clean it out this afternoon.” I didn’t look forward to the upcoming chore, but I owed it to Rae. “The obvious junk can just be thrown away, right? I’ll only put aside things we might want for keepsakes.”

      Memaw’s eyes filled with tears, and her chin trembled as she nodded. She drove away without another word. I waited until she pulled out of the driveway before I wiped my own tears off my cheeks. It helped my feelings to take care of this last piece of business for Rae. But that didn’t mean I looked forward to it.

      All that blood had been baking in the closed up trailer for two days. My hastily eaten lunch might come back for a sequel. I didn’t look forward to going in there, but I did look forward to seeing if I could find any clues to Low_Ryder’s identity.
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      I went inside to change into work clothes and gather boxes and garbage bags. Just as I pulled on my bra, someone banged on the front door.

      “Just a second,” I yelled. Whoever was out front only knocked harder. I fastened my bra with shaking hands, pulled on a t-shirt, and stomped through the house. I opened the front door to a leathery-skinned blonde who had plenty of gray at her roots and a lot of tattoos on her arms.

      “Hi. You must be Peri Jean.” She grinned, showing me a mouthful of yellow, Chiclet shaped teeth. “I’m a friend of Rae’s.”

      “I’m Peri Jean.” I desperately brainstormed humane ways to tell this woman her friend was dead. She beat me to the punch.

      “I just heard about Rae and wanted to pay my respects. Sorry it took me so long to get over here. I had to work.”

      “That’s okay. She would have understood.” Sometimes the best thing to do was lie. Rae had been incapable of actually sympathizing with her fellow man’s plight.

      “That’s sweet of you to say, no matter how untrue it is.” The woman’s eyes crinkled into a smile.

      We shared a laugh.

      “Listen, girl, Rae had something of mine when she died. What can I do about getting it back?”

      “Tell me what it is and give me your phone number.” The laughter had me feeling good, and I wanted to help this friend of Rae’s. “I can meet you with it or you can come pick it up.”

      “I thought I’d just go back there and look for it.” Blondie gestured toward the back pasture, her smile gone.

      “I don’t think so.” Alarm bells went off in my head. A trembly feeling shook me, warned me to get rid of this woman fast. “She died back there, and I’d rather you didn’t see the mess.”

      “But she had one of my belongings. I want it back.” Blondie’s creased, smoker’s face came with a smoker’s voice to match. Eau de ashtray hung around her in a cloud. Looking at her and smelling her made me decide to quit smoking again as soon as I solved Rae’s murder.

      “Just tell me what it was and give me a way to reach you. I’ll be happy to return it to you.”

      “I think I went about this the wrong way.” The woman grinned, giving me another view of her awful teeth. She held out her hand to shake mine. “I’m Veronica. I know Rae from way back.”

      I shook her hand, holding her bloodshot gray gaze. She squeezed too hard. I squeezed right back, enjoying the way her eyes widened.

      “I know you want your belongings.” I worked to keep my voice non-confrontational. “I haven’t had time to clean out her trailer. I don’t know what all’s back there.”

      “That’s all right. I can just dig through until I find what I want.” I’d seldom seen eyes hard as granite, like hers. They chilled me. Veronica was more than just a bully. Her eyes hinted at true craziness.

      “No.” I kept emotion out of my voice, leaving no room for negotiation or an opening to try to talk me into caving.

      “If that’s how you gonna be, fine.” She gave me the finger and walked backward down the steps.

      I laughed at her, but I had to force it. My heart beat so hard I could barely breathe. The encounter over, my adrenaline spike gave way to dizziness. I leaned against the doorjamb.

      Veronica turned her back on me and stomped out to her ratty, midsize car. She gave me another hard look before she got inside. Roaring the engine, she spun the car around, throwing gravel, and raced down the driveway.

      The visit shook me up enough to dig out my cellphone. My fingers hovered over the buttons, but I couldn’t quite make myself dial the sheriff’s office. An encounter with sourpuss Dean Turgeau might be worse than Veronica and her teeth.

      While I thought it over, my cellphone’s screen tiled and then went blank. “Damned worn out piece of technology belongs in the trash,” I muttered. I checked our landline and found it working. By then, I decided against calling the law. What would they do anyway?

      Time to get about my business. In a plastic box in the pantry, I found a padlock and hasp. I’d clean out the trailer and secure it. Make it a little harder for Veronica to break in if she decided to take matters into her own hands.

      I loaded my supplies into a wheelbarrow and started the journey across the pasture. As I trudged, I thought about Veronica’s visit. Had she been the one Rae owed money? If so, what on earth for? Toothpaste?
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        * * *

      

      The trailer’s reek assaulted me when I opened the door. I put my hand to my mouth and gagged. A clutter of magazines and paper plates littered the floor, mashed down by dozens of trampling feet. A half-eaten TV dinner on the counter crawled with flies. Blood stained the entire place.

      Memaw and I bought this trailer for fishing vacations at Lake Sam Rayburn, a couple of hours south. Neither of us would want to use it again. The smell alone was enough to turn me off for life.

      Once my stomach behaved, I opened the trailer’s windows and got to work. Into a garbage bag went the make-up, costume jewelry, and flashy clothes. A few magazines and DVDs of romantic comedies joined them. Everything had been stepped on or had blood on it.

      I opened a cabinet and backpedaled when I saw the contents. The type sold in toy stores, the Ouija board looked innocent. But I didn’t care to touch it. I needed no help contacting the spirit world. Why did Rae have this? I grabbed the thing with a towel-covered hand, dropping it in the trash bag.

      Before too long, I decided any hints to the murderer’s identity were sitting in a crime lab somewhere. The remaining items in the trailer were junk. It had to be packed up, though.

      The odor inside worsened as the temperature rose. My rising gorge threatened to make me quit. Maroon smears of blood covered the table where Rae’s body had lain. The bench seat’s cushions were ruined and the source of most of the odor.

      I threw them outside and forced myself to get back to work. Underneath the cushions, I found storage bins containing a small tool kit, a water hose, a can of fix-a-flat, an extension cord, and several cheap plastic tarps.

      The crime scene investigators had rifled through the whole mess, leaving it in a tangle. Blood had seeped through the cushion, trickled through a crack and left a crusty brown coating on the junk. I tore the contents from the bins and tossed it outside with the cushions.

      Back inside the trailer, Eau de Dollar Store competed with the stench of death. I rummaged in the garbage bag, making sure I hadn’t broken a bottle of Rae’s noxious perfume. Frigid fingers gripped my arm. I shrieked and spun around. Rae’s apparition, now green-faced, stood behind me. A mournful moan filled the trailer, raising the fine hairs on my arms.

      “If you left something in here,” I said to the empty trailer, “you need to help me find it.”

      A cheap porcelain bowl Rae had been using for an ashtray jumped off the windowsill and clattered into the storage bin, breaking into a few pieces and scattering cigarette butts, marijuana roaches, and ash.

      “Son of a donkey-loving bitch,” I yelled and knelt to clean up the mess, all the while muttering colorful swear words I bet would have impressed even Tubby Tubman. I wiped up the ash and threw the butts and roaches into a trash bag before I noticed something wrong with the wall.

      The cheap particleboard siding had come loose where the storage bin met the trailer’s exterior wall. I tried to push it back into place. When it wouldn’t pop into place, I lost my temper and gave it a hard slam. The siding fell to one side, revealing a thin sketchbook.

      I picked it up and flipped through. It held page after page of pen and ink sketches. One drawing depicted me sitting on the back porch smoking a cigarette. It captured me thinking, with arms wrapped around my knees.

      “Oh, no.” I whispered. I never knew Rae could draw like this. Now that I did, her loss hit me all over again.

      In another sketch, Memaw squatted in her flowerbed, her big sun hat covering most of her face. The detail of veins covering the backs of her hands showed Rae had possessed real talent. A lump formed in my throat, and a wave of sadness stung my heart. What could she have been if life had been kinder or if she’d made better decisions?

      A sketch of Chase made me stop and smile. He squinted against the sun, shirtless and holding a beer bottle. Rae had focused on what still made him handsome—the cleft chin, his expressive eyes, and his six-pack abs.

      The next sketch took my breath away. A man in a bar with liquor bottles lined up behind him. He wore one of those leather biker caps that fold over the bill, the kind Marlon Brando made famous. He held his cigarette between the index finger and thumb, which drew attention to his hand and the large, fuzzily detailed ring he wore. The man’s face hid in shadow under the bill of the cap.

      Was this the man who sent Rae a text message the day she died? Low_Ryder? Had to be. It sucked I found this after seeing Chase. He could have confirmed the drawing depicted Rae’s other boyfriend. A shadow moved in front of me. Rae again.

      “Is this him? The other boyfriend?” Silence answered my question. “Can you knock twice if it’s him?”

      A cabinet door opened and slammed twice. Louder and harder than necessary. Death hadn’t changed Rae. I thought back to my conversation with Memaw about Barbara. If death couldn’t change Rae, could time change Barbara?

      I snapped the book shut and tucked it into the cardboard box. It held shamefully few keepsakes. The evidence of Rae’s time on earth filled only one box and two garbage bags. Tears welled up in my eyes. Her end had been abrupt, leaving so much unfinished business and potential behind. A lump clogged my throat, and I allowed myself the luxury of a few half-hearted sobs.

      The door to a narrow closet space gaped open. Inside hung a man’s cotton button down shirt. I pulled it off the hanger. The smell identified it as Chase’s. I held the shirt to my nose and breathed deeply, staining the cloth with my tears. How had things gotten so messed up so fast?

      I gathered the box and garbage bags and toted them outside. The small space cleaned out, I could tell I had missed nothing. Rae’s life had been packed away.

      The door’s hollow slam had a kind of finality to it. The factory lock would do nothing to keep Rae’s friend Veronica out, but I was too stubborn not to try. My cordless drill screamed as I installed a hasp on the cheap aluminum door. I locked it with the padlock and tucked the key inside Rae’s sketchbook.

      Inside the house, I showered and lay down. I woke up in the late evening to find Memaw left a plastic bag of baked goodies on my night table. My stomach rumbled in anticipation, and I wished I had told Memaw that Barbara could not have been a better mother than she’d been.
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        * * *

      

      At eleven p.m. Texas time, I forced myself to call Barbara. I never thought of her as my mother. It was always Barbara with ever-changing last names. When especially angry at her, I called her Barbie, which I knew she loathed.

      From the ages of eight through fifteen, I didn’t even see her. On a summer day in my fifteenth year, Barbara turned up laughing and newly married to a hunky construction worker. I thought they would invite me to live with them in their Galveston home. Memaw did, too. Barbara and the hunk stayed through supper. I sat taut with fear and excitement. Memaw looked sad. Neither of us should have worried.

      At the end of supper, Barbara announced her husband had a job in Louisiana starting the following week. They were driving there to look for a short lease apartment. Barbara gave me a swift kiss on the cheek, the hunk shook my hand, and they drove off as quickly as they’d come. Three years later, I sent Barbara a letter asking if she’d come to my high school graduation. I sent the letter in March, months before graduation because I didn’t want her to say I didn’t give her enough warning. Six months later, I received a card from Barbara. She apologized for missing my graduation, but she had moved. She sent me a hundred bucks, which I blew on my first tattoo. She probably had no idea I didn’t graduate. They wouldn’t let me come back after I beat up Felicia, and I needed a change of scenery. I moved to Nacogdoches County, got a GED, and applied to the junior college in neighboring Angelina County.

      Calling Barbara was not high on my list of want-tos, but Memaw would have my ass if I didn’t. I punched Barbara’s number into my cellphone before I could stop myself. The phone rang once, twice, three times.

      “Hel-looo?” Barbara’s voice always sounded giddy, girlish, and giggly. A hum of conversation murmured in the background. I could practically hear the cocktail glasses clinking.

      “It’s Peri Jean.” I waited while Barbara processed who had called her.

      “Well…uh…hi, Peri Jean.” Barbara tittered. “What’s up?”

      “Rae was murdered.” I could have led up to it, but I went for shock value.

      “In prison? Didn’t she get sent away for forgery?” The background noise faded away, and a door clicked shut.

      “Hot checks and possession with intent. She got released and moved here about eight months ago.”

      Barbara was quiet, probably thinking up excuses to say no to whatever I asked.

      “Her funeral—actually memorial service—is Saturday.” My emotions writhed as I waited for her answer even though I had a good idea what she’d say. I wished I could get tough enough for her rejections not to matter.

      Barbara exhaled. She finally knew what I wanted. Now she could figure out a way to proceed. “Well, baby, Ron is having an opening next week. I’m sure I can’t come all the way down there.”

      Ron was Barbara’s rich, artist husband. He’d lasted longer than the others. I suspected they’d stayed married because Barbara was getting older and couldn’t swing man-to-man anymore.

      “Don’t worry about it.” A spiteful edge crept into my voice, but I couldn’t drop it. “I told Memaw you wouldn’t want to come, but she wanted me to make sure. How’s your life, Barbara?”

      “It’s good.” Her giggle had a shrill edge to it. “I’m working in a boutique. Ron’s still painting...of course. Dingle—that’s our Labrador—is, well, dingy.”

      “Good to hear. You take care, okay?”

      “Sure, honey. You, too.” She hung up.

      No invitation to visit sometime. No asking me how I was doing. I sat on my bed and wiped the tears off my face with the heel of my hand. Why did I let Barbara do this to me? It was stupid to get so upset. Nothing changed with her, and it never would. I wished for the nerve to tell Barbara to go to hell, but I wouldn’t. No matter how much she deserved it.

      When I had myself under control, I retrieved supplies for dusting. Back in the living room, I cleared off surfaces, dusted, and applied lemon oil. Memaw wordlessly watched my activity.

      Glitter dusted the bookcase. Rae had worn glittery body lotion that got all over everything. What had she been doing near the bookcase? She certainly hadn’t been the literary type. I wiped away the glitter.

      “What’d she say?” Memaw muted the canned laughter on the television.

      “She said Ron has an opening next week and for us to take care.” My eyes stung with tears.

      Memaw’s eyes widened until the whites were visible. A ring of white appeared around her lips, and her dainty little hands clenched into fists. She said a few choice words rarely heard from a Sunday school teacher and fled to her bedroom.

      I polished the armoire we used for a coat closet until I saw my reflection in it. Hard work gave me a place to hide. I didn’t have to think about disappointments and how to handle them when I worked hard. I could just work and work until I got too tired to think.
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      “Pastor Gage called while you were in the shower. He wondered if you’d spiff up his house for the candlelight tour of homes next week.” Memaw casually took a bite of her oatmeal as she said this. She kept her eyes focused on the window where some squirrels fought over the corn we put out for them. Only the slight twitch in her cheek gave away her delight in delivering this bit of news.

      “I’ll call him and decline.” Michael Gage had brass. He’d taken a pretty bold step, going through Memaw to get me into his house with him. Those boyish dimples and that trim physique didn’t change my lack of interest in him.

      “You’ll do no such thing.” Memaw wouldn’t look at me. “I accepted for you, even negotiated you a good price for your services.”

      “Next week will pay enough without me having to work for him.” The idea of being alone with Michael Gage and his fascination with my link to the spirit world weirded me out. I remembered hearing his wife died tragically. What if he wanted me to try to contact her? No way. Or—and this idea nauseated me—what if he had some kinky paranormal sex fetish? Ewww.

      “But you can do this today. I looked at your schedule and told him you had today free.” Memaw’s dark eyes danced. She would never insist I date Michael Gage, but she wouldn’t object. She laughed about my mini-romances with guys unable to be more than Mr. Right Now, but I knew they puzzled her. Our forty-five year age difference gave us different perspectives on affairs of the heart.

      “Memaw,” I spoke through clenched teeth, “I don’t take jobs for him because he comes onto me.”

      “I know.” Memaw wouldn’t look at me. “But you should think about giving him a chance. He’s a nice man. But if that doesn’t work for you, then this will: it’s good money. You’ll need it if you’re going to buy me a computer for Christmas.”

      I choked on my grapefruit juice. Memaw shoved her glass of water at me as I whooped and sputtered. “How did you know?”

      “Sugar, you could never play poker.” Memaw gave my arm an affectionate pat. “I do wish you wouldn’t buy something that expensive for me.”

      “But you need a computer for your tutoring.”

      “You treat me like something special, and I appreciate it.” Memaw’s dark eyes glistened with tears. “I couldn’t have asked for a better granddaughter.”

      Unshed tears stung my own eyes. Memaw expected me to know she loved me. Despite her gruff ways, I’d never doubted it. I needed to hear her kind words after the phone call with Barbara. It helped to know I mattered to at least one person in my family.

      “Pastor Gage is expecting you in about an hour.” Memaw knuckled the moisture out of her eyes. “You better hustle. Skip the deodorant if you want to quell his interest.”

      Memaw stood and gathered the breakfast dishes while I guffawed. I wanted to work for Michael Gage almost as much as I wanted to eat road kill. If Memaw said she’d negotiated a good fee for me, I trusted her judgment. But I didn’t look forward to the job.
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        * * *

      

      My resolve firmly in place and sans deodorant, I parked my Nova in the graceful, old house’s driveway and marched up the wide, brick steps. Michael Gage opened the high arched door before I could knock. He wore pressed jeans and a starched shirt buttoned at the collar. A dark, five o’clock shadow—that might have been sexy on someone else—was the only sign he was an actual man and not some sort of robot.

      “Peri Jean.” He managed to sound surprised to see me.

      “Memaw said you’d be expecting me?”

      “Yes, yes. I’ve got some snacks for us. Come right in.” He stood aside for me to enter.

      Mace House was awe inspiring, and I didn’t try to hide my appreciation. My ancestor Reginald Mace had been the richest man in town when he built his dream house. As the years passed, it fell into ruin. Michael Gage bought the decrepit old wreck two years earlier and announced his plan to fully renovate it. It had been a slow, painstaking process since Gage used old photographs of Mace House to guide his efforts. Rumor had it he spent over a million dollars. It showed.

      “Straight through to the kitchen.” Gage led me through a wide area, open to the ceilings two stories above. Rooms stood open on either side and were visible around an interior balcony on the second floor.

      “This is amazing.” I stopped to turn a slow circle. The highest windows had stained glass panes. A crystal chandelier’s hanging prisms sparkled, dancing rainbows on the walls. Gage smiled, but motioned me along. He walked close enough for me to smell his cologne. I tried hard to understand his interest in me but couldn’t. We had nothing in common.

      The kitchen, a twentieth century addition, stood at the far end of the house. It was modern, with gleaming stainless steel appliances and granite countertops. Gage had set out a tray of cheese and crackers. A bottle of wine and two glasses sat next to it. Van Morrison played softly. I bit my cheek to hide the smile tugging at my lips and choked down the laughter I wanted to bray at Gage’s idea of a seduction scene.

      Gage grabbed the wine bottle and tipped it over one of the glasses.

      “It’s nine in the morning. Besides, I don’t really drink.” The words came out rushed and sounded like some language in a fantasy novel. I put my palm over the wine glass to illustrate my point.

      Gage glanced at me, surprise evident on his face. He recovered in seconds and nonchalantly poured his own glass of wine. It surprised me. The early hour, not the alcohol itself. Baptists traditionally abstained from drinking alcohol. In recent years, however, fewer completely abstained but most who drank did so in moderation. I wondered what Memaw would make of it but knew I’d never tell.

      “I suppose Leticia told you I wanted the house deep cleaned for the Heritage and History Week candlelight tours.”

      “She did.” I ate a cracker and some fancy tasting cheese. “I’m surprised you don’t have maid service.”

      “I did.” Gage took a sip of wine and leaned against the counter. “I had to let her go. She did a poor job.”

      “So you’re looking for sparkling chandeliers, clean baseboards…” I trailed off, hoping he’d fill in the blanks.

      “That sort of thing. Just whatever you can get done in one day. Leticia told me I was lucky to secure your services this close to the kickoff of H & H Week.”

      I struggled to keep my expression neutral as I listened to Gage’s vague instructions. Most people had a to-do list so long I had trouble finishing it. The cynic in me suspected this dirty old man just wanted me in his house.

      “This time of year is busy for me.” I’d give Gage his money’s worth on the cleaning, but he’d better not try any hanky-panky. He’d think he got hold of a feral cat with rabies.

      “How about a tour? You can get started after that.” Gage drained his wine and motioned me to come along. As I drew abreast of him, he put his arm around me. I fought the urge to slap it away and, instead, stepped out of his reach. I exited the kitchen ahead of him.

      “I watched a television program about some college kids who are real life ghost busters.” Gage’s tone was innocent, conversational even. “Have you seen it?”

      “Nope. Memaw controls the TV.” I kept my tone light, but, inside, I seethed. Michael Gage never failed to bring it up. What the hell was his problem? Did he think we’d bond over this? If he did, he knew very little about me.

      In my silence, Gage took on the role of tour guide and told me what he knew about the house and the items in it. Gage had chosen scratchy fringe and stiff-patterned upholstery for the antique furniture. Prissy angels adorned every surface. Too la-di-da for me. That is, until we got to the last room.

      “I saved the best for last.” Gage took my arm and led me into a room tucked away in a dark alcove on the second floor.

      My ooh was one of real appreciation. The study almost made me forgive Gage’s talent for touching me every chance he got. The low wood ceiling lent the tiny room a cozy glow. The room’s size surprised me. Judging by the rest of the house’s layout, I expected this room to be larger. Its size created a charm the rest of the house lacked.

      A small fireplace hugged one corner. Crammed bookshelves lined the walls. Huge leather chairs invited someone to spend a lazy day sitting in them reading. Bay windows with cushioned seats looked out on the backyard, which Gage had landscaped with flagstones and controlled, manicured flowerbeds. I sat down on one the brightly colored cushions and gazed out the window.

      “You like the study.”

      “It’s the best room in the house.” Sunlight glinted off the carriage house’s stained glass windows. The sparkling sun glinting off all those colors mesmerized me. “Did you restore the carriage house, too?”

      “I did.” Gage joined me at the window and draped his arm over my shoulders. I casually reached up and pushed his arm off. I needed the tour to end soon so I could get to work. My reserve of patience ran dangerously low.

      A silhouette appeared at one of the carriage house windows. I bit back a gasp and turned from the sight. Of course the Mace House would be haunted. What historic home isn’t? Because my family once owned the property, I had to wonder just who haunted it and why.

      “Have the police come any closer to locating Chase Fischer?” Gage spoke as though my rebuff hadn’t happened.

      I shrugged. “I wish they’d look for the real killer. Chase didn’t do that.”

      “I hate to say this”—Gage’s facial features shifted into an apologetic grimace—“but Chase Fischer is an alcoholic and a drug addict. My mother was a heroin addict. All the signs are there. Addicts are rather unpredictable.”

      My skin burned as anger sprang to life. I bit back a tart retort. I was just here to do a job. Sooner I started, the sooner I could leave. Michael Gage had just ensured I’d never return his interest.

      “Besides, there are no other suspects. From what I’ve heard, it’s pretty open and shut.”

      “There are other people the sheriff’s office needs to find and interview. One of Rae’s contacts on her cellphone was someone named Low Ryder. I’ve heard…” I stopped just short of saying Chase’s name. “Rae had another boyfriend. This Low Ryder guy.”

      Gage lifted an eyebrow and shook his head. “What an odd name. Low Ryder. Sounds made up. If this person is real, the authorities will find him soon enough. Tell me something. Why are you doing this? I mean, taking such an interest in Rae’s murder. From what Leticia told me, you two were far from close.”

      “The day Rae died, I promised her a favor.” This was as close to the truth as I’d get with Mr. Paranormal Fan.

      “Be careful.” Gage frowned. “If you snoop too much, you might find out things you were better off not knowing.”

      My skin tingled as a sweat broke over my body. I glanced at Gage, only to see the same genial smile and twinkling eyes I always saw. Had that been a threat? Surely not. I just needed some rest.

      Gage showed me where he kept his cleaning supplies, and I got to work.
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        * * *

      

      The cleaning went more quickly than I expected. Whomever Gage had hired for maid service hadn’t done that poor a job. I again wondered if this whole thing was just a ruse to get me alone. If so, what a loser. I hoped Memaw’s idea of good money and mine were close. Putting up with Gage wouldn’t be worth it otherwise.

      On one hand, I’d never been offered more refreshments at a job. When I asked if he kept a particular brand of furniture polish, Gage raced out to get a bottle. On the other hand, the man barely let me work.

      The King of the Castle entered the study as I did my final sweep, making sure all the woodwork was dust free and the scent of lemon furniture oil hung in the air. Gage held his mail in one hand and his checkbook in the other. I rose and wiped my sweaty face on the hem of my t-shirt. That is, until I saw Gage’s eyes trained on my bared belly.

      “I’ve got a question.” I strode to Gage’s achievement wall and pointed to the picture of Gage in prep school. “Which one of these kids is you?”

      Gage raised his eyebrows, at once surprised and pleased. He moved in next to me—too close—and pointed to a scrawny kid with a black crew cut.

      “It doesn’t look like you at all.” It was true. I had studied the picture on and off while I cleaned in the study and didn’t see a speck of resemblance between Gage and any of these kids. Just went to show how much people changed as they aged.

      “How’s the house coming? Everything, including the attic windows, looks fantastic.”

      “I’m done. If you want a quick run-through before the first candlelight tour, give me a call.” I gathered my cleaning materials into the plastic crate I used to tote them around. “I’ve got to tell you, I saved this room for last because I like it so much.”

      “You’re a mysterious woman, Peri Jean.” His gaze oozed over me. “I find the rumors about your clairvoyance stimulating. Would you be willing to—”

      The phone rang and cut him off. Gage frowned and answered. I seized the opportunity to slip away. I returned Gage’s cleaning supplies and took the rest of my stuff out to my car. Gage’s boldness disturbed me. He’d never before referred to my scary little talent so directly. I glanced back at the house, weighing the idea of just driving away without my pay. But running away wasn’t the answer. I worked for money, not for fun. Gage would pay me my money, and I’d get away from him. I marched toward the house.

      The door to the study stood half-open, exactly the way I left it. I peeked around the door to find Gage looking through his mail. Just as I started to alert him to my presence, his face twisted into a mask of rage. He crumpled the letter in his hand and threw it into the garbage can with enough force for it to bounce around. He rearranged his face in a flash when he saw me standing there. His eyes scared me.

      “Would you mind emptying the trash in here before you leave?” Gage opened his leather bound checkbook and wrote without waiting for my answer. Well, la-di-da.

      I grabbed the trashcan and left the room. Gage, usually so charming, had done a Jekyll and Hyde switcheroo. Curiosity about the letter’s contents tugged at me, begging me to snoop. I tried to avoid giving in to my voyeuristic tendencies on the job. A reputation as a meddler would put me out of business in short order.

      I retrieved an industrial sized garbage bag from the pantry and made a garbage sweep of the entire house. When I got back to the kitchen, the wastebasket from the study sat there waiting for me. The offending letter sat right on top. I knew I needed to trash it and forget it. But I wanted to know what made Michael Gage tick, what drove his weird attraction to me. I snatched the letter and stuffed it into my jeans. I took Gage’s wastebasket back to his study.

      Gage sat at his desk waiting for me. In my absence, he’d produced a single long stemmed rose. It sat on top of my check. It took every ounce of my self-control not to shriek laughter. I had never seen anything so cheesy.

      Then, out of nowhere he said, “Now that our business is finished, will you go on a date with me?” Gage handed me the rose.

      Memories of growing up the kid who got picked last for everything killed my mirth. Michael Gage did not deserve to be humiliated. His olive skin, dimples, and salt and pepper hair were far from homely. He did a good job as pastor of First Baptist Church. I just didn’t feel a spark of attraction to him. His interest in my psychic ability gave me the outright willies, and I didn’t want to date a man old enough to be my father.

      “So what’s your answer?” Gage held out my check. I took it and nearly gasped. Had Memaw quoted this price? That explained her insistence I do the job. Unless…this was even more than Memaw told him I’d charge. In that case, he was trying to buy me. I squirmed, eager to leave.

      “Pastor Gage—“

      “Michael. Call me Michael.” Gage watched me intently. His hazel eyes were hypnotic. I tore my gaze away.

      “Michael, I’ve had a failed marriage. One where I got a divorce.” I stared at the ceiling as I tried to gather my thoughts and noticed a crack above one of the bookshelves. Foundation problems? I refocused. “I married Tim on impulse. Deep down, I knew it was a bad idea…but he wanted me, and I wanted someone to want me, so I married him anyway.”

      “So that’s a no?”

      “I think it is.”

      That rage I’d seen a few minutes earlier flared for a brief second. He covered it with one of his smiles. It never touched his eyes.

      The back of my neck stung with nervousness and embarrassment as Gage escorted me to the front door. I’d never earned more for a day’s work, but I’d never accept another job from Michael Gage. There was a reason he was single.
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        * * *

      

      As I sat down in my Nova’s well-worn seat, something scratched at my hip. The letter. In my haste to get away from Gage, I’d forgotten all about the letter. I couldn’t very well sit in his driveway and read it—especially not when I could see him watching me from a window.

      I drove away and cut through downtown, planning to gas up before I went home.

      A pink and orange sunset streamed between the old buildings. The streets held only a few pedestrians. The huge spire of the Gaslight City First Baptist Church stood over it all, gleaming gold with the sun’s last rays. I slowed almost to a crawl as I enjoyed the beauty of this magical time of day.

      The museum had a closed sign on the door, but bright light streamed from the fourth floor windows. Hannah Kessler lived up there. Chase did the remodel and said she had expensive tastes. Of course she did. Anyone who had enough money to buy a museum was used to getting what she wanted.

      An old Trans Am rumbled up the quiet street. It caught my eye because the old ones with the big gold bird on the hood were rare. The car parked in front of the museum. Dean Turgeau got out and went to the museum’s door and knocked. Hannah let him in. He gave her a peck on the cheek and a hug. The two went inside laughing, their arms around each other.

      Up in Hannah’s apartment, the light cast Dean and Hannah’s shadows in silhouette as they moved around the apartment. They laughed a lot. No wonder Hannah made a point to tell me Dean was a good guy. They were a couple.

      Small towns and secrets don’t mix. Hannah, of all people, knew that. I drove on, irritated she hadn’t told me she and Dean were lovers. Of course, beautiful, rich Hannah Kessler was bumping uglies with the hot new guy in town. Nothing else would be good enough for her.

      “Who gives a shit?” I said aloud to the empty car. “They deserve each other.” Dean was an uptight lawman. Hannah was a privileged snob. Rae’s death had my whole life feeling out of whack. Soon as things calmed down, I’d find a gorgeous idiot and have a meaningless fling with him. The idea failed to make me feel better.

      At the gas station, I read the letter I’d stolen from Gage by the dome light while I waited for my tank to fill.

      Mikey,

      I hope this is the same Michael Gage who spreads the word of God. If it is, then I’m sure you remember your good friends Jerry and Chelsea Bower from the years you spent doing missionary work in Guatemala. After thirty years of ministering to the Guatemalan people, it is time for Chelsea and me to retire. At the end of this year, we will move home to New Mexico and begin a ministry there.

      I was surprised I never heard from you and Sharon after you returned to the States. People move through our lives at the will of the Lord Jesus. Sami, who is all grown up now, found this address on the internet. She’ll be accompanying us to the states with plans to attend college in New Mexico.

      As we packed for our move, we rediscovered some pictures of you and Sharon. Chelsea, Sami, and I had so much fun remembering the fellowship we shared. The three of us had such good times.

      Chelsea and I will be in contact when we get back to the States. I hope we can renew our friendship.

      Yours in the Lord,

      Jerry and Chelsea Bower

      And Sami Carranza. This was signed in curlicue writing with a heart over the i.

      Michael Gage’s fury over this letter made no sense to me. I didn’t know the whole story, but Gage’s reaction stuck with me. Pulling into Memaw’s driveway, I realized why: it had scared me. His anger, about both the letter and my refusing his offer of a date, had scared me.

      The living room light still shone through the curtains when I pulled into the carport. I found Memaw sitting on the couch with a bowl of ice cream. A sitcom brayed obnoxious cuteness on TV.

      “How did your job for Pastor Gage go?” Memaw looked better than she had in several days. She got up and motioned me into the kitchen where she fixed me a bowl of ice cream and poured both strawberry and chocolate syrup over it. We sat at the table to eat.

      “It went well. You were right about the pay. He asked me out on a date.”

      “Well?” Memaw’s sly grin made me think she’d encouraged Gage to ask me out.

      “I refused.”

      “How come?”

      “Didn’t feel right.” I labored to keep my tone light. “Didn’t you say he’d been married and widowed?”

      “He told me his wife died in childbirth while they were out of the country on a mission. Their poor little baby died, too. Why do you ask?”

      “Just curious, I guess.” Maybe the old friend who contacted Gage brought back bad memories. Then something hit me. The letter’s author implied he thought Gage’s wife was still alive. If the guy had forgotten his wife’s death, Gage had good reason to be upset. Even that explanation didn’t satisfy me. The situation flipped and turned in my mind, unable to find a comfortable spot in my thoughts.

      Memaw changed the subject when she noticed my contemplative mood. We talked about the festivities scheduled for H & H Week as we ate our ice cream. I rinsed the bowls while Memaw turned off the TV and went to bed.

      I went to my room and paced restlessly. I wanted to discuss my life with someone. I wanted Chase. I wanted to call him and go over to his trailer and sit on his couch and talk while he listened. In return, he’d tell me his latest woes, usually something with Felicia barring him access to their son. After, we’d watch old Westerns and make fun of the actors.

      Chase had to be okay. If he wasn’t, I didn’t know what I’d do without him. Whose life would I share in such an amiable way?

      I powered up my laptop knowing I had to find something to do or I’d worry about Chase all night. As soon as the computer was ready, I ran a Google search on Michael Gage. First Baptist Church of Gaslight City’s website popped up. I had never looked at the website before.

      Michael Gage blogged. I couldn’t believe it. He had posted before and after pictures of his renovations of Mace House. He posted a daily devotional with corresponding Bible verses to study. I noted his picture was conspicuously absent from the website. I hit my browser’s back button and looked at the other search results.

      Some results had to do with a radio show on which Gage appeared occasionally. There was also a link to a newspaper article about a gospel television program, which had approached Gage about appearing in a reality gospel show. Gage had declined. I clicked through two more pages of results and found a teenage Michael Gage on an older social media site and a genealogy site, which listed a Michael Gage born in the eighteen hundreds.

      I gave up on Gage and ran a search on Jerry Bower in Guatemala. I found Jerry’s Facebook page. Best I could tell, he used Facebook to communicate with other missionaries and his grown children in New Mexico. I wanted to send Jerry Bower a message but what could I ask him? There was no way to describe my actions other than meddling. Michael Gage hadn’t done anything but act interested in me.

      I closed Jerry Bower’s Facebook page and ran a search on Sharon Gage. I did a quick read through of each hit, but no Sharon Gage was the correct age or seemed...right. I searched death records and had no luck there, either. Granted, I had no experience with the databases. I was about to give up when one of the hits caught my eye.

      Help me find my sister. Sharon Gage…Guatemala…missionary.

      I clicked on the link and a full color website came up. It featured a large picture of a light haired woman squinting into the sun. She wore a maternity shirt and looked to be in early pregnancy. The caption underneath the picture read “last known picture of Sharon Zeeman Gage.” I scanned through the website, my body tightening as I read. Sharon Zeeman had married Michael Gage against her family’s wishes in 2000. The couple, in lieu of a honeymoon, went straight to Guatemala to start work as missionaries.

      Michael and Sharon stayed in Guatemala for about five years, during which time Sharon was estranged from her family. During the fifth year of the couple’s stay in Guatemala, Sharon sent her parents a letter containing the picture featured on the website. In the letter, Sharon said she was pregnant and wanted to bury their differences for the sake of her unborn child. She and her husband planned to move back to the states in late 2005 to prepare for the birth. Nobody heard from Sharon again.

      I clicked through the rest of the website and found no pictures of Sharon with Michael Gage. The Michael Gage I knew had to be around fifty years old. He’d have been forty in 2000. Sharon Zeeman Gage looked to be about my age—pushing thirty. It was possible she married a man ten years her senior.

      There was an email link at the bottom of the page. I knew I had a piece of the puzzle of Sharon Gage’s disappearance in Jerry Bower’s letter, but I needed to think things through before I contacted Sharon’s family. I could be opening a can of stink I’d regret.
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      Thursday started out bad. I woke to an empty house and someone banging on the front door. I stumbled through the house and answered the door yawning. Dean Turgeau stood on our front porch.

      “Remember what you said about me needing proof?” Dean said. His mouth had a grim set to it, and he held his sheriff’s issue uniform cowboy hat in front of him like a shield. He took one look at me and redirected his gaze to the front porch’s bead board ceiling.

      “Good morning to you too. About what?” I rubbed the sleep out of my face and became aware of my attire. Or lack of it. I slept in a cami and short-short set. It featured little cartoon teddy bears. Rather skimpy, and I didn’t sleep in a bra.

      “The other day, you said I had no proof you know the whereabouts of Fischer. And you said if I did have proof, I’d haul your ass in to question you.” Dean’s eyes roamed over me before he focused on the area over my left shoulder. “Well, guess what? I’ve got what I need to take you in for questioning. Come on.”

      “I’m not going to the sheriff’s office.” My heart did a few half-hearted somersaults before it kicked into overdrive. Sweat broke out on my scalp, itching and tingling. Was this how my Uncle Jesse felt the day they arrested him for murdering his brother, my father?

      Something flickered in Dean’s deep blue eyes, and his bluster disappeared. “Let’s not make this harder than it has to be. Just get in the car.”

      “No. I want to know—”

      “We got a tip from somebody who saw you with Fischer.” Dean leaned on the doorjamb. “You’re lucky I didn’t come out here with an arrest warrant.”

      “Are you arresting me?” The words caught in my throat and I coughed hard, nearly gagging.

      “Not yet.” Dean stood very still, his body tensed. “But that’s what Sheriff Holze wanted me to do. I assured him you’d come in voluntarily.”

      I didn’t understand Dean’s reluctance to arrest me. In front of Dottie’s Burgers and Rings, he indicated nothing would please him more. Why the change of heart? Maybe I should do as he asked.

      “I have a job in town later this morning. Let me put on some clothes and brush my teeth.” Desperate for normalcy, I focused on my work schedule.

      Dean mumbled something under his breath about maybe canceling the job but gave me an exasperated nod. “Go get dressed. If you run, our relationship is going to take a turn for the worse. Way worse.”

      In my bedroom, my hands shook as I pulled on blue jeans and a t-shirt. In the bathroom, I could barely make my trembling hands squeeze toothpaste onto my toothbrush. Finally, I got my teeth brushed and my hair combed. I went to face Dean at the front door. He looked me up and down and shook his head.

      “I’ll follow you to the sheriff’s office.” I grabbed my purse off Memaw’s antique buffet and followed Dean outside to where our cars were parked.

      “You’re not going to try to run from me in that hunk of junk, are you?” Dean tried to smile as he stood with his door open.

      My lips and cheeks tingled. A roaring started in my ears. Afraid my words would come out garbled, I just shook my head and got into my car.
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        * * *

      

      Numb with fear, I stared at the gold lettering on the door to the sheriff’s office. Dean reached past me and held the door open as though chivalry mattered at a time like this. I took a step inside, tripped over the doorjamb, and nearly went sprawling. He caught me by the arm and righted me. Before that moment, I had wondered what it would feel like to have his hands on me. My fantasies bore little resemblance to this moment. Dean’s hard, impersonal grip left me shivering.

      Heads popped up and eyes widened as we walked through an open area full of desks and cubicles. The smell of burned coffee mixed with body odor assaulted my senses as a couple dozen eyes drilled into me. All the while, the endlessly ringing telephone threatened my sanity. Dean led me past a row of glassed-in offices situated around the perimeter of the room. We stopped in front of one with an open door.

      The office’s occupants made my skin crawl. Joey Holze and bigmouth Hannah Kessler both turned to look at me. Hannah’s expression morphed into wide-eyed, open-mouthed curiosity. Joey—the galling son-of-a-bitch—grinned.

      “Sheriff, do you still want to sit in on this interview?” Dean’s tone held a note of sarcasm I recognized from my run-ins with him. I saw a muscle jump in his jaw. Was Burns County’s newest sheriff’s deputy less than enamored with his boss? Interesting.

      Joey Holze hefted his bulk from behind his desk. He gave Hannah a one-armed hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Get on to the house, baby. Your Aunt Carly is cooking fried chicken tonight. She’d be mighty happy for you to join us.”

      Hannah said nothing. She just goggled at me, her mouth opening and closing in surprise. Sheriff Joey pushed past her and shut the door on her deer-in-the-headlights expression. She disappeared from my sight as Turgeau and Holze hustled me into a small room with a table and three chairs.

      “Miz Mace, we got an anonymous tip that you were seen on rural farm road talking to Chase Fischer.” Holze looked down at his notes. “Three days ago.”

      “So?” The roar in my ears had softened to a ringing. I tried to reason this out, figure out if they could arrest me. But I couldn’t think. My nervous sweat had dampened my clothes, and I could concentrate on nothing other than feeling cold. I couldn’t quit shivering.

      “You’re not denying that you’ve seen Mr. Fischer? Spoken to him?” Dean Turgeau leaned across the table and frowned. I expected to see smug satisfaction in his expression but only saw curiosity and concern. That surprised me.

      “I didn’t say that. I just asked why it mattered if I have.” I clasped my hands in front of me, hoping to hide their tremors. It didn’t work.

      “It matters, Peri Jean, because that means I can finally get your sorry ass out of my town.” Holze bared his tobacco stained teeth in a shit-eating grin. “That loser killed your trashy cousin, and now you’re aiding and abetting. For all I know, you did the killing. We all know you’re capable of beating up defenseless girls at the senior prom for fooling with Chase Fischer. Even if you didn’t do the killing, I can charge you as an accessory after the fact. That’ll carry the same charges as whatever Chase ends up getting.”

      “You don’t have any proof I talked to anybody.” My bluffing skills sucked. I’d never admit they had me. But they did. Hadn’t it always been this way? After the whole town found out about my seeing ghosts, they ostracized me and sent me to a mental hospital. My sense of injustice kindled into rage. I sat back in my chair, fuming.

      “Proof? We got this anonymous witness.” Holze tapped the sheaf of papers in front of him. Dean Turgeau crossed his arms over his chest and scowled.

      “Well, if your source is anonymous, then you don’t know who it is. If you don’t know who it is, you’re not going to get them to testify in court.” A little ray of hope shone on my gloomy disposition. “And I bet you don’t have pictures of me on the roadside with Chase Fischer, do you?”

      Sheriff Joey Holze turned the color of cooked beets. His fat fists clenched. He started to sputter out a comeback, but Dean Turgeau interrupted him.

      “What did you and Chase Fischer talk about? That’s all we need to know. It will help us find Chase. If we don’t find him soon, it’ll be too late.” Dean uncrossed his arms and held his hands out palms up, imploring.

      “Too late for what?” The stupid questions bought me a second or two to think, and I desperately needed to think before I spoke. My life depended on what I said here in this dingy, sweat-scented room. I just knew it.

      “Too late for us to help him if he really is innocent. If this turns into a manhunt, no telling what’ll happen. He might end up getting hurt. Maybe dead.” Turgeau let that hang in the air.

      “How can you help him if you’ve found the murder weapon at his house?” I spat out. “Don’t you want to charge him with murder? Send him to death row?”

      “If he deserves to go to death row—” Sheriff Joey Holze’s eyes sparkled with anger.

      “Peri Jean, we are doing everything we can to investigate this case fairly.” Dean didn’t even look at Holze as he interrupted him. “If you’ll just tell us what you and Mr. Fischer talked about, I know—”

      A commotion rose outside the interview room. The three of us glanced toward the door. A strident voice neared the interview room. “You can’t just go in there. I don’t care if you’re President of the United States—”

      The door to the interview room swung open. Glenda Robbins, secretary to Holze, tried to block it with her body. “I said—”

      “Move please, Mrs. Robbins.” That honey rich voice belonged to Rainey Bruce, the same lawyer the Fischers had retained for Chase. Rainey was not only the youngest lawyer in town, but also the most expensive. The former Miss Texas and model towered over petite Glenda Robbins. Glenda, seeming to realize she was at a disadvantage, stepped out of Rainey’s path.

      “Sheriff Holze, Deputy Turgeau.” Rainey greeted the men as though she hadn’t just been part of an undignified ruckus. “Have you arrested my client?”

      Sheriff Joey Holze wheezed and gasped. Between the gasps, he said a few words, none of which made any sense. “Been seen with Fischer…she’s a bad kid anyway…always been trouble.”

      “Ms. Mace came here to answer some questions on her own accord.” Dean stood and squared his shoulders.

      “That so?” Rainey raised her eyebrows at him. With her high cheekbones and glowing mahogany skin, she resembled an ancient queen more than a small town lawyer. She had the upper hand and knew it. Before Dean formulated an answer, she turned to me. “Do you want to stay here? Answer more questions?”

      “She don’t have no money to pay you.” Joey had rallied and now stood next to Turgeau. His massive chest rose and fell as the excitement took its toll on him. I wished he’d have a heart attack.

      “I’ll front her the money.” The voice came from outside the door, but I recognized it all the same. Bigmouth Hannah Kessler had come to my rescue.

      Joey turned to her, his eyes widening. His mouth opened with a pop as he tried to think of words for the kind of traitor his niece had just turned into.

      “I won’t let you railroad her again.” Hannah stared down her uncle, who had the good grace to hang his head.

      “Get up.” Rainey grabbed my arm and dragged me from the chair. My body went limber as relief flooded through it. I wanted to hug Rainey, but settled for letting her drag me from the sheriff’s office. Behind us, Holze could be heard screaming at poor Glenda for letting Rainey into the interview room.

      Once we were out on the sidewalk, Rainey hustled me to my car. Hannah followed close behind.

      “Get in this car and drive away from here. Do not ever go anywhere with them alone again. Call me if they arrest you.” Rainey looked down her nose at me. “And if they do arrest you, keep those fists to yourself.”

      I glanced down at my battle-scarred hands, my trophy from the years I’d endured schoolyard bullying. Rainey pressed a card into my hand and turned to Hannah.

      “My bill will be in the mail.” The former Miss Texas’s smile reminded me of a lioness watching a gazelle at dinnertime. Embarrassing Holze and Turgeau had not sated her ruthless side.

      Hannah gave her a stiff nod. Rainey stomped down the sidewalk and cut across the street to her office on the courthouse square, probably on her way to find someone to terrorize. She earned her reputation as the most formidable lawyer in town. Hannah turned to me, eyes wide, and her cheekbones bore hectic spots of red. I tried to imagine how Dean would feel about her taking my side. Might make for interesting pillow talk.

      “Thank you. I won’t forget this.” I held my hand out for Hannah to shake. She closed her long, slender fingers around mine, and I wondered if I should let go of the negative parts of our past.

      “Maybe we can go to lunch?” Hannah’s smile had less confidence this time.

      I shook my head. “Got work. Gonna be late if I don’t get my butt in gear.”

      A deep flush spread out of Hannah’s collar and darkened her face. She walked away from me. My face heated, the skin tightening. What a crappy way to reward someone who had just gotten me out of a serious jam. I wrapped my arms around myself as I watched Hannah retreat. All these years, I considered Hannah a jerk. But maybe I was the jerk.

      I went to the job I had scheduled and worked on autopilot, insides jittering from the close call at the sheriff’s office. My boss for the day noticed my distraction and showed her unhappiness by engaging me every chance she got. It didn’t matter. I couldn’t focus.

      Razor sharp terror for Chase hacked away at my nerves. Finding Low_Ryder was the key to getting him out of this mess, and I was stuck. I still didn’t understand the vision I had the day Rae died. That picture in the sketchbook had to be Low_Ryder. Had to be. Turgeau might be interested, but with no name to go with the picture, what could he do? Continue hunting for Chase is what. And after the scene at the sheriff’s office, I didn’t look forward to our next encounter.

      Hannah’s help confused and surprised me. She hadn’t meant to hurt me when she told people how I’d found her Christmas presents. But she had. Then she ignored me for twenty years. I didn’t understand what she wanted from me now, but I didn’t want her to hurt me again.

      I finished the work, collected my pay, and headed home, my head buzzing with problems that had no immediate fix.
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        * * *

      

      Memaw called while I was on my way home and said Benny Longstreet wanted to pick up the travel trailer within the hour. He’d lined up a cleaning service to make it usable again, but he needed to get it to them before day’s end.

      Benny, a born wheeler-dealer, loved his role as the richest man in Burns County. He had either incredible business acumen or hellacious good luck. Everything he touched seemed to turn to gold. I didn’t know what he was paying Memaw for the travel trailer, but I bet it wasn’t much, and he’d surely double, if not triple, his money.

      Though I’d agreed to sell the travel trailer to Benny, I had a little resentment brewing. I worked my ass off for not much pay, and my half of the travel trailer wiped out my savings account the year we bought it. I sucked it up. I knew Memaw was hurting, and she needed some closure. I reminded myself we wouldn’t have used it again anyway.

      I dug through Memaw’s file cabinet for the paperwork on the trailer and got wrapped up looking through my old report cards. My grades had been atrocious, not because the work was hard, but because being a social pariah was distracting. Something caught my eye.

      I plucked an old picture from the jumble and stared at a young woman almost unrecognizable as Memaw. Those impossibly dark eyes cued me to her identity. They hadn’t changed much, other than more wisdom lurking in their depths. She was possibly not even eighteen.

      This was the first time I’d seen any picture of Memaw before she married my grandfather. We had a few faded, old photos of my grandfather’s growing up years, but none of Memaw. She always said her family was too poor for pictures. Now I wondered.

      Memaw didn’t look poor. She looked like a young Elizabeth Taylor with her dark hair and bow lips. She wore a long skirt with a wide belt. Her top, while modest, did not look cheap. A jeweled barrette pulled one side of her dark curls off her face, and she wore a ring on her right hand and a bracelet on her left arm. Why had Memaw said her family was poor?

      The noise of a rumbling diesel engine broke into my thoughts. I looked out the window to see Benny’s big red Dodge dually jouncing through Memaw’s pasture. I snatched the trailer’s ownership papers and jogged down there to meet him. We spent the next few minutes getting the trailer hitched to his truck.

      “It’s a reeking mess in there,” I said. “I don’t envy whoever cleans it up.”

      “That crime scene cleanup crew is used to it. That’s all they do,” Benny said. He jiggled the padlock I had put on the door. “Got the key to this?”

      I slapped my forehead. “It’s in the house with her personal effects. I’ll run down there and get it.”

      “Nonsense. You’ll ride down there with me in Big Red.” Benny patted the huge red truck’s side as though it was a pet.

      Benny had to help me into the monstrosity on wheels. Being short sucked. The bumpy pasture bounced us around so hard walking might have been more pleasant. When we got to the house, I expected Benny to wait in the truck, but he followed me inside. I dragged the box of Rae’s effects out and removed the key from the sketchbook where I’d stowed it. Benny leaned too close to me, looking at the pictures. He wore some loud cologne I’d have never expected a man of his social standing to wear.

      “Did Rae draw these?”

      “Far as I know.” I didn’t want Benny hanging over me, so I handed the book to him and let him look by himself.

      Benny leafed through the pictures, smiling, until he reached the final page. A look of horror crossed his face. I craned my neck to see what he’d found. I had to slap a hand over my mouth.

      I missed this picture during my one and only perusal of the sketchbook. On the final page, it depicted a naked man standing at the sink in the travel trailer. The man had his back turned, looking out the tiny window. He was long and lean with little stick legs and a thatch of hair over his buttocks. A giggle slipped through my fingers. Benny, unamused, grimaced and wrinkled his nose. He tossed the sketchbook back in the box.

      “That garbage?”

      “No. Of course not.” I planned to buy a protective sleeve for the sketchbook. I wanted to show it to my future children, to share Rae’s talent with them. She deserved to have something good associated with her.

      Benny took a deep breath and started to speak, but instead shook his head. I waited for him to leave, but he stood looking at the cardboard box containing Rae’s effects. He twirled his key ring from one finger and shifted his weight.

      “Benny, I hate to run you off, but I have an appointment. You’ve got the keys and all the papers we had. If you need anything else…”

      Benny jerked and turned his eyes to me. They darted from me to the box and back again. “Of course.”

      I saw him to the door and almost had to push him outside. He left the house with one last strange look over his shoulder. Icy fingers tickled at my spine.

      I lied. I had nowhere to go. Benny acted so oddly after he saw the drawings in Rae’s sketchbook, I just wanted him out of the house. I grabbed the sketchbook and looked at the sketch of the naked man again. Could it be Benny? Of course, I’d never seen him naked, thank God, so I had no way to know. The naked man’s physique was similar enough to Benny’s for me to believe they were one and the same.

      Again, I considered telling Dean about the sketchbook. He really needed to see it. I wanted to tell someone about Benny Longstreet’s reaction to the sketch. Dean was the logical choice. I took out my cellphone and Dean’s business card but couldn’t make myself call him.

      I dreaded enduring his fury after the scene at the sheriff’s office. Then, I thought back to his demeanor. He hadn’t acted too excited. The more I thought about it, Sheriff Joey had maneuvered himself into the master of ceremonies position. And he showed the most emotion when Rainey rescued me. I remembered the way Dean acted every time Joey opened his mouth. I had the feeling Dean didn’t like Joey any better than I did.

      That settled it. I punched in Dean’s number but stopped when I saw Memaw’s headlights coming down the driveway.

      She had stayed away until the shadows lengthened in the onset of full dark. I turned on the porch light and met her at the door. Lines of fatigue were etched into her face. She walked with a little drag to her step and tripped coming in the front door. I grabbed her arm and steadied her.

      “Is it done?”

      “It’s gone.” I took her tote bag and helped her out of her jacket. “I’ve made a stew and some onion cornbread. Why don’t you go wash your hands while I dish it up?”

      Memaw nodded and stumbled down the hall. She grabbed the frame of the bathroom door to balance herself. I worried the tutoring was getting to be too much for her. Even if I wanted to, which I did, I couldn’t suggest she do less of it. She said it kept her from becoming one of those old people who barely knew their own names.

      I ladled the stew into bowls and cut wedges of steaming cornbread for both of us. Memaw dragged back into the kitchen wearing her housecoat and pajamas.

      Rae’s sketchbook lay on the table. As I cleared the dishes, Memaw leafed through the pages, tears brimming in her eyes. She wore a soft, proud smile. When she got to the last picture of the naked man with the thatch of hair over his buttocks, she burst out laughing. I noticed she covered her mouth the same way I had, as though embarrassed, but too amused not to laugh. I couldn’t help smiling.

      “I’ll miss that girl.”

      I turned my back and scrubbed the pots and pans in the sink. I didn’t want Memaw to see my grimace. Despite the heat coming off the hot oven, the room had a ghostly chill to it. Rae lurked somewhere near. I didn’t have to miss her. She never left for me. I dreaded our next encounter, which I imagined would happen pretty soon.
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        * * *

      

      Memaw took out her Bible and a study guide and began working through a chapter. I went to my room and called Dean Turgeau. The call went straight to voicemail. More disappointed than the situation warranted, I left my number and asked him to call me back about some information I’d like to share with him. This was the one chance he’d get from me. If he acted like an ass, we could stay enemies.

      I waited fifteen minutes for Dean to return my call before I decided he wasn’t going to respond to me. I yawned. The day had been a doozy. Maybe a good night’s sleep would put a new spin on things. I put on my pajamas and got under the cover and realized my exhaustion didn’t equal sleepiness. I sat up in bed and opened the book I had been reading.

      The lamp beside my bed flickered on and off, and the door to my closet swung open. My heart kicked into gear as adrenaline entered my bloodstream. Footsteps rang on the hardwood and abruptly cut off to swish over the rug next to my bed. I scooted as far to the other side of the bed as I could without falling out, moaning as I scrabbled to turn on the other bedside lamp. The bed moved, and the indention of a butt appeared next to my legs.

      Rae’s ghost no longer wore the bloody garments in which she had died. She now wore a white dress fashioned to look like the one Marilyn Monroe wore in that famous picture of her standing over a grate, the breeze from the subway underneath making her dress fly up. Rae’s version of the dress covered a lot less skin.

      “I can’t do this by myself. I don’t know how. You have to help me,” I whispered. I didn’t need Memaw to hear me talking to myself. An icy breeze picked up in my room. A clump of papers blew off my dresser and littered the floor. The wind stopped swirling.

      “That helped a lot.” I got out of bed and stooped to pick up the papers. They fluttered out away from me. Irritated, I chased the papers around the room. Each time I got close and bent to pick them up, they moved out of my reach. Rae’s amusement filled the room, malicious as when she was alive. Finally, I slammed my foot down on the papers. The wind in the room died down, and Rae faded from sight.

      The papers were nothing more than a mish-mash of junk I had collected over the week. One was a mock-up of the program Memaw planned to hand out at Rae’s memorial service Saturday. It featured a picture of Rae and me as children, smiling gap-toothed smiles with our arms around each other. Another was a flyer from the museum—which meant Hannah Kessler sent it—calling for volunteer tour guides well-versed in the lore surrounding the Mace Treasure. The last item was the letter I’d stolen from Michael Gage the day I cleaned Mace House.

      I made a mental note not to ask for Rae’s help again and sat down to reread Gage’s letter. I still found the whole mystery pretty chilling, what with the missing persons entry for his wife online, or at least someone who could have been his wife.

      I turned on my laptop and searched for Jerry Bower again and found a website connected with his Facebook account. I visited it and noted his email address. My common sense told me to drop the matter and mind my own business, but I couldn’t quit thinking about Sharon Gage and her big smile in that picture. I didn’t believe for one minute she just blew off her family after contacting them. Most likely, something bad had happened to her.

      Besides that, I wanted to know more about Michael Gage. I didn’t understand him. He could have had his pick of any number of women in Gaslight City. Why the fascination with me? I didn’t even attend his church regularly. Most of all, I couldn’t get over the fury I saw in his eyes. It contrasted sharply with the image he presented to the world.

      Before I could talk myself out of it, I set up a fake email account and sent Jerry Bower the following letter:

      Mr. Bower,

      I am Michael Gage’s secretary at First Baptist Church of Gaslight City. Pastor Gage was thrilled to get your letter. He started telling us all about his adventures in Guatemala. It sounded so exciting.

      I decided to do a special program to pass out next service showing Pastor Gage’s history. I wanted to include some of his Guatemala pictures if possible. You can send them to this email as a .jpg, and I’ll do the rest.

      Please, Mr. Bower, don’t put yourself to any trouble about this request. I know you and your family are getting ready to move, and this is not the most important thing in the world.

      Thank you,

      Patti Harrison

      I closed Jerry Bower’s webpage and looked up Sharon Zeeman Gage’s missing page. I stared into the smiling, freckled face of the woman in the pictures and hoped I could help her.
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      Friday morning, I had an early appointment to help one of the bed and breakfast proprietors. She had so many bookings she rented out the carriage house where she and her husband kept an apartment and camped at her daughter’s home. I helped serve breakfast to thirty guests and then worked with housekeeping to get the old house back in shape again. The mess people left in a rented room never failed to amaze me. I knew they didn’t do stuff like that at home. At least, I hoped not.

      My next appointment was not until much later in the day, so I went home to rest. Rae’s memorial service was tomorrow. I suspected it would tire me out more than working nonstop for twelve hours.

      Memaw sat at the table, a sheaf of papers before her. She scribbled comments in red, grumbling under her breath.

      “Lazy kids,” she said in greeting. “I’m glad you’re getting me a computer for Christmas. That old piece of junk in there locks up when I try to use the comments function.”

      I made a mental note to go ahead and order her computer and give it to her early. It went against tradition, but she needed it now.

      “The program you made for the memorial service looks great. Where did you find that old picture of Rae and me?”

      “Oh, I’ve got a box of them. I’ll never forget that day.” Her smile turned wistful, and her eyes filled with tears. “The two of you and Hannah Kessler played hide and seek. You hid in an old trunk in the barn. The girls found you, but they couldn’t get the trunk open. You were pounding on that trunk, screaming and hollering, so the girls came and got me. Luckily, I had the key to that stupid thing in my jewelry box.”

      I had forgotten all about that day. A little girl wearing an old-fashioned dress had shown me where to hide. Once I got into the trunk, she closed it. It locked by itself. My child’s mind didn’t recognize her as a ghost. As an adult, I’d have noticed she had no shadow. Analyzing the memory for the first time in over twenty years, I wondered if she tried to kill me.

      “I remember that. You got so angry.”

      “Well, I told you girls not to play in that barn.” She set down her pen and took off her glasses. “Want to hear a weird story? I bought the trunk at an estate sale when your grandfather and I first moved to Gaslight City. Then I decided I didn’t like it and tried to sell it in my own yard sale.

      “One of the ladies at the yard sale asked me where it came from. When I told her, she said the family who owned it before me had a daughter who suffocated in it. I did some research. Sure enough, a picture of my trunk was right there in the Gaslight City Gazette in an issue from the 1930s. After that, I didn’t try to sell it again. I put it out at the barn and left it there. Of course, that was long before you were even thought of. Then, as luck would have it, you found it.”

      Yeah. Luck. A chill sank into me as I remembered that day. The little girl who convinced me to hide in there had looked funny, but I hadn’t thought anything of it. Now I realized her lips had been blue. As the memory took shape in my mind, it hit me the barn and that trunk had been the setting of the vision I had the day Rae died.

      My heart froze, then picked up speed. I had almost given up on deciphering the vision, but now I had it. My face tingled with excitement. I couldn’t wait to get out there, but I had to play it cool with Memaw. She never wanted to discuss my ability to see ghosts, not even before it got me sent to the children’s mental hospital. After she retrieved me from the mental hospital and won custody of me from Barbara, she advised me to never speak of it again to anybody.

      “I haven’t been out to the barn in ages,” I said. “I think I might go out there and look around.”

      “Better take an allergy tablet,” Memaw said. “It’s full of dust, mold, and pollen out there. And be careful. Don’t get in that trunk again.”

      “Give me a little credit.” I did take her advice on the allergy pill.
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        * * *

      

      Despite the sunny fall day, the barn interior resembled a black hole. Electricity had never been run to the old structure. My flashlight’s glow barely made a dent in the darkness. Junk, junk, and more junk filled every available spot. The barn still smelled of horse dung and hay, even though horses never occupied the barn in my lifetime.

      As I picked my way to the room’s center, where I last remembered seeing the trunk, the air inside the barn cooled. Rae was with me. I shined my flashlight over the covered shapes, searching for the rocking chair in the vision. I didn’t see it.

      I waded deeper into the barn, opening the horse stalls and shining the light around. Nothing. I went back to the main room and picked my way around the junk. I couldn’t believe I’d been wrong, but was about ready to admit defeat and go back to the house.

      A hollow-eyed face appeared in the darkness, right at the edge of my flashlight’s beam. I screamed and dropped my light. It rolled, splashing light over the walls.

      Cursing, I picked up the flashlight. Rae—or at least her specter—stood near the middle of the room. The hair on my arms stood up, but I walked toward her anyway. Next to Rae sat the trunk. I lifted the lid. Empty.

      My heart sank until I noticed the artillery box next to the trunk. I lifted it and slid the top backward. An envelope lay inside. I grinned and snatched it up. This was it, the key to the identity of Rae’s murderer. I looked up and said to the empty air, “This is it. We’ll get him.”

      For an answer, I got a swift rush of frustration and despair. It eroded my elation and left only the weight of depression. Was she angry? I didn’t know why. I’d found the stuff she showed me in the vision. I didn’t know what else she wanted me to do.

      A noise above caught my attention. I looked up at the hayloft just in time to see an object hurtling toward me.

      I leapt out of the way and fell into a pile of junk, scraping my arms and banging my head. The object crashed on top of the old trunk, splintering into a dozen pieces. I used my flashlight to see what had fallen. An old record player. I looked back up at the hayloft and found Rae watching me from above.

      Still just as much of a bitch in death as in life. Anger replaced my fear. “You go fuck yourself, Raelene Georgia Mace.”

      Back in my room, I opened the envelope with trembling hands and unfolded a thin sheaf of pages with entry after entry of items and dollar figures in faded spidery script. Someone had highlighted several items in yellow: a roll top desk, some kind of chest, and a traveling slope. Augustine Dial bought the traveling slope. That interested me.

      Jolene Fischer’s mother, the infamous Rudie Rushing, was descended from the Dials. I had a strong suspicion the traveling slope was the same haunted writing slope I helped Jolene pack away. Why had Rae been looking for that thing? The treasure? Oh, please. Not that again.

      I tossed the pages and the envelope down on my bed. Something rattled inside the envelope. I upturned the envelope and shook it. A business card fell out. I took one look at it and groaned. It belonged to Hannah Kessler.

      Of course. Hannah Kessler had to show up in all this. I needed more time with her like I needed a meal of ground glass. I gathered up the ledger pages, planning to cram them back into the envelope, and saw a handwritten note on the back. It had lots of cross-outs and corrections. It read:

      I will gladly disappear if you give me half a million dollars. Don’t try and tell me you ain’t good for it, cuz I know you are. Don’t be resentful, neither. I got trouble on my ass, too. Otherwise, I wouldn’t do you this way. We had fun together.

      Well, well. Now I knew how Rae tried to cash in on her pregnancy. I suspected her blackmail scheme had backfired. That made more sense than something to do with that stupid, nonexistent treasure. If only I understood why she needed money. I had a sneaking suspicion Veronica played into it, but couldn’t believe Rae owed her money. What would that disgusting crone have that Rae wanted?

      Rae might have simply been looking for a big enough score to get out of Gaslight City and on the road to somewhere more glamorous. Had she been trying to escape someone, maybe Veronica? Or did it all boil down to Low_Ryder and the havoc the wrong man can wreak in the right woman’s life?

      As I pulled the envelope open to shove the pages back inside, I noticed a phone number written on the inside of the envelope. It had a Tyler area code. Tyler, Texas was only an hour and some change from Gaslight City. Rae could have known someone who lived there.

      I fired up my laptop. A reverse search identified it as a cellphone number. I dragged out my cellphone, restarted it—again—and called the number.

      Disconnected. Another dead end. Disappointment flooded through me and re-emerged as irritation. I didn’t have to be a fortuneteller to see a visit to Hannah Kessler in my future. I could think of nothing I’d rather do less than talk to her. Then I looked out the window and changed my mind.

      A sheriff’s cruiser rolled down the driveway and parked next to the carport. Dean Turgeau got out and stretched. I still dreaded facing him. If I had misjudged his feelings, I might have an antagonistic few minutes ahead of me.
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        * * *

      

      Dean knocked on the front door. I waved Memaw off and answered it.

      “You called my cellphone.” Dean’s eyes swept over me, lingering a second too long on my chest. He flushed when he met my eyes and realized I saw him.

      “What’s going on?” Memaw spoke from behind me.

      “I don’t know,” Dean said. “Your granddaughter left a cryptic message on my voicemail. Said she had some information I’d be interested in.”

      I stepped aside and motioned Dean into the house. I spoke to both him and Memaw at the same time. “When I cleaned out Rae’s trailer, I found a sketchbook. It had a picture of two men she may have been seeing—other than Chase.”

      “That sketchbook?” Memaw’s smile went south. “I don’t want him to take it away. That’s the last thing we’ve got left of her.”

      “We can make a copy of the pages Dean wants on the printer, Memaw.”

      “That’d be fine.” Memaw went into the kitchen and sat at the table.

      Dean gave me a puzzled look, and I shrugged to let him know this was odd behavior. Memaw always acted so self-assured. Lately, she’d seemed so helpless and confused. Maybe I needed to talk to Dr. Longstreet about her. It would infuriate her, but I could tell something was wrong.

      I took out the box of Rae’s things and let Dean look through the sketchbook. He marked the pages he wanted copied.

      As I made copies, Dean moved in behind me, close enough I smelled aftershave and soap. A bolt of arousal warmed me in all the right places for all the wrong reasons. I would never steal Hannah Kessler’s boyfriend away. I turned and shoved the copies at him. He glanced at them, holding the one of the biker dude close to his face and squinting at some detail.

      “This it?” His tone pissed me off.

      “No.” I did my best to match his snotty tone. “This is not it. The rest is in my bedroom. I just found it out in the barn.” I dropped my voice. “Memaw doesn’t know about it.”

      I led the way back to my bedroom and shut the door behind us. Dean took in my room, his eyes lingering on the bed. I handed him the pages from the barn, and our fingers brushed. Both of us jerked back our hands. Dean turned his attention to the papers, raising his eyebrows as he read the blackmail note.

      “If Rae’s body was autopsied, you know she was pregnant.”

      “Who the hell told you that?” Dean’s voice held an edge of anger.

      “It’s true, isn’t it?” Dr. Longstreet didn’t need to get into trouble.

      Dean shrugged in response. “Tell me about the rest of this stuff.”

      “The pages with the highlighting are—I think—proof she was hunting the Mace Treasure.”

      “You said the treasure didn’t exist.”

      “No. I don’t think it does. But I also told you about people dying trying to find it.”

      Dean nodded. “And this phone number?”

      “Disconnected.”

      “This is not TV. Don’t you know you can get hurt playing detective?” His nostrils flared as we stared each other down.

      “Somebody has to do it,” I said, getting angry. “Because I know you’re not following up on all the leads you have. Jolene Fischer told me about seeing Rae all beat up the Saturday before she died.”

      Dean rolled his eyes and snorted. “I’m sure your crystal ball keeps you apprised of my activities.”

      I flushed with heat, and not the good kind. I wanted to kick this ignorant dog’s butt right in the gonads. Some of what I shared had to be useful. I took a deep breath, planning the insults I’d lay on him. My bedroom door opened, and Dean and I stepped away from each other.

      “I brought the deputy some lemonade.” Memaw’s gaze darted between us. She knew she had interrupted something.

      Dean smiled and thanked her for the lemonade. Memaw grinned and offered him some homemade banana nut muffins. They walked down the hall together, chatting. I followed, wishing Dean would say something rude so I’d have the chance to kick his ass into a second set of shoulders. Crystal ball. I’d show him.
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        * * *

      

      Dean scarfed down every kind of food Memaw offered. He knew Memaw had taught school and asked her questions that got her talking more than I’d seen since Rae’s death. His transformation from flaming horse’s ass to charming conversationalist shocked me. He told a self-effacing story about falling into alligator infested waters while fishing in Louisiana, which had both Memaw and me laughing.

      Realizing he didn’t quite dare treat me rudely, I snapped up the papers I found in the barn and made copies. I might need them if I didn’t figure out a way around talking to Hannah. Dean frowned as he watched me. I gave him a huge grin. I had him, and he knew it.

      Finally, he announced he had to get back to work and told Memaw he enjoyed the chat. Turning to me, he held out his hand to shake. He winked at me as his fingers closed around mine. The whole thing left me too stunned for more than a mumbled goodbye. Deputy Dean confused the hell out of me.

      Watching his cruiser drive off our property, I thought about his crystal ball remarks. Those stung and brought back years of schoolyard nightmares. Joey Holze must have filled Dean’s head with all kinds of bull. His strong reaction surprised me. Most people branded me as a kook and moved on. Dean acted downright offended.

      On the flip side, how could I forget his reluctance to arrest me? Or the genuine concern he showed the day of Rae’s murder? I suspected a nice guy lurked beneath that trollish demeanor. Then there was the way he looked at me. I knew that look, and it did not fit my conclusions about Dean and Hannah being a couple. Talk about mixed signals. Maybe it’s just that time of month for Deputy Dean.

      My cellphone interrupted my thought. I snatched it, thinking for one silly moment that it might be Dean calling to apologize. But I didn’t recognize the number. I accepted the call and said hello.

      “Um, who is this?” The voice was high and lilting with a thick hick accent.

      I took the phone away from my ear and glanced at the display again. The number had a Tyler area code. It couldn’t be the number on Rae’s envelope. It had been out of service.

      “Who is this?”

      “You called this number.” The caller sounded like a sassy five-year-old. “You tell me who you are.”

      “This is Peri Jean Mace,” I said. “I’m calling on behalf of Rae Mace.”

      “On behalf of? You a lawyer?” She giggled. “Just joking. I know who you are. Rae talks about you all the time. I just use that disconnect message as my voice mail to fool the bill collectors.” Bill had two syllables. “Don’t tell me Rae’s standing me up tonight. I just got back into town. Got lots to tell her.”

      “I, um, didn’t get your name.” I dreaded telling this chick Rae would be standing her up for a lot of nights to come.

      “I’m Dara Wyler, Peri Jean. I keep telling Rae we all need to get together.”

      “Dara, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but Rae died almost a week ago. We’re having her memorial service tomorrow if you’d like to come.”

      Dara gasped. When she spoke, her voice quavered. “What happened?”

      “She was murdered at her home.”

      Dara said nothing for so long I thought she’d hung up. I asked, “You still there?”

      “I’m here,” she said and sniffled.

      “Listen, you wouldn’t happen to know who Rae was dating would you? Any men in her life?”

      “I don’t think I want to get involved. Rae was into a lot of things.”

      “I’m not going to get you into trouble.” I tried to make my voice as soothing as possible. “I just want to know what happened to my cousin.”

      “I can meet you at eleven tonight at The Chameleon.” Dara sounded uncertain, as though she might take back her offer at any second.

      “What’s The Chameleon?”

      Dara giggled. “It’s…a dance club. Both Rae and I work there. Well, I guess Rae doesn’t any more, but I do.”

      I glanced at the time. I had an afternoon job that ended at seven. I’d have plenty of time to change clothes and get to The Chameleon by eleven.

      I asked Dara for the address, told her I’d see her at eleven, and hung up.

      “Where are you going at eleven tonight?” Memaw’s voice, which came from behind me, nearly scared me out of my skin.

      “To see a friend of Rae’s in Tyler. She didn’t know Rae had passed on.”

      “You’re going all the way over there to meet someone you don’t know?”

      I didn’t dare tell Memaw I was meeting this someone at a strip club. What else could The Chameleon be?

      “It’s going to be okay.” I hoped it would; otherwise, I’d have all eternity to feel guilty.
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      I spent the afternoon serving tea and cucumber sandwiches to the big spenders of Silver Dream Antiques. Julie Woodson, daughter of Dottie, paid me well for my time, so I wanted to impress her. But I struggled to keep my mind off my plans for that evening.

      I didn’t make a habit of hanging out at buck-naked dance clubs. Matter of fact, this was a first for me. As conversations about carnival glass and art deco furniture buzzed all around me, I wondered if Dara Wyler would talk to me between dancing sets. Would she be clad in some eye-averting attire?

      Something else to consider: her information might come with a price tag. Rae would have tried to dupe me for every penny I had regardless if she knew anything useful. I needed to keep the conversation focused on the identity of Rae’s boyfriends and anybody Rae owed money.

      I raced home to get ready and found I had no clue what to wear to a strip club. I dressed in my usual worn out jeans and cowboy boots. To commemorate the occasion, I wore a purple silk top and actually took more than five minutes on my makeup. I spiked my short hair with gel and, not for the first time, wished I were more of a girly girl.

      At the last minute, I got out Rae’s sketchbook and made copies of the drawing I suspected was Low_Ryder and the drawing of the naked man. Anybody recognizing the latter drawing was a long shot, but I thought it worth a try.

      Out of Gaslight City, I drove west until I hit State Highway 155. From there, I sped south, at a rate of speed I’d rather not disclose, until I hit Tyler city limits. Using directions from online, I found The Chameleon with no problem, parked in a huge parking lot, and paid too much to get in the door.

      My first glimpse of The Chameleon’s interior took my breath away. The roar of noise, the crush of bodies, and the underlying stench of humanity’s darker side overloaded my senses. The room was a cavernous circus of flashing lights and naked flesh. On a raised dance floor at its center, a topless girl shook it for a cawing group of men waving dollar bills. Classy.

      A scantily clad woman wearing heels so high they could have been stilts tottered toward me. “Can I get you a drink?”

      “Is Dara here?”

      “Sure she is.” Her eyes darted to the back of the club. “There’s a two drink per hour minimum if you want to stay.”

      “Dara and I have an appointment. Can you let her know Peri Jean is here?” I asked.

      “Oh, she’ll be out anytime now.” Stilts’s pen hovered over her order pad, prompting me.

      I ordered a club soda and nearly dropped when the waitress asked for twenty dollars. She waited an extra beat for a tip. I pretended ignorance.

      “You have a good time, now,” she snarled and tottered away.

      She probably wouldn’t even bring my twenty-dollar club soda. Evidently, I’d have to look for Dara myself. I trekked into the bowels of the merrymaking establishment, fending off unwanted hands and invitations, until I reached a door marked “Employees Only.”

      Before I could reach out a tentative hand, the door slammed open. I backpedaled several steps. A glittery woman wearing a feather boa and not much else strode out. She seemed seven feet tall with the super high heels she’d crammed her feet into.

      “Thank Gawd.” Her West Texas twang was thick enough to fill a canyon. “You here with Maybelline’s makeup, I hope?”

      “Uh, yeah.” I don’t know how she thought I had makeup with me. I didn’t even have a purse.

      “Go on in.” She snorted and held the door open. “Maybe she’ll quit caterwauling and get up on stage and shake her booty.”

      I scooted through the open door. A dimly lit hall with doors on both sides stretched out before me. I’d have to knock on one of these doors. If I picked the wrong one, I’d be out on my butt without talking to Dara.

      A door opened at the far end of the hall and several women walked out. Their style of dress was similar to the woman who’d let me in. They scrutinized me, their eyes lingering on my less than voluptuous body.

      “You here to audition?” one asked. Another giggled.

      A dozen lies scrambled through my head, but I told a version of the truth. “I’m looking for Dara.”

      “What you want? You ain’t here on behalf of her sorry ex, are you?” The woman narrowed her eyes at me. Her dusky complexion shone nearly silver with the glitter she had smeared on her skin. At least I knew where Rae had picked up the habit.

      “No. I have an appointment with her.”

      “Dara took off to Honolulu for two weeks without telling nobody. Got her ass fired for it.” The girl who spoke up had cartoon heroine, big, blue eyes and pouty lips. All the other women turned and glared at her for giving me any information.

      I slumped. So much for that.

      “What you meeting Dara about?” The glitter-skinned girl raised her pencil thin eyebrows at me.

      One of these girls might know something about Rae, but I didn’t belong in their world. They’d join a convent and take a vow of silence before they helped me. Still, I had to try.

      “Dara promised to help me get Rae’s things out of her locker.” I made this up on the spot. Maybe Rae left something here.

      “Why don’t Rae come get her own things?” The thickly accented words came from behind me. I turned and faced the tallest woman I’d ever seen and bit my lip to keep from smiling. She wore a Cleopatra getup, complete with the gold headdress and gold armbands.

      Her question opened up two possibilities. I could tell them Rae quit and didn’t want to show her face or tell the truth. I went with the truth because it left fewer reasons they could refuse me.

      “She died.” The hallway went still and silent.

      “Whoa, whoa, wait a minute.” The glitter-skinned girl held out a long fingered hand. “Rae’s dead?”

      “Murdered,” I said.

      “And who are you?” Glitter Girl asked.

      “Peri Jean Mace. Her cousin.”

      They all nodded as though they knew my name. Dara had known who I was when we spoke on the phone. Had Rae made fun of me to these people? They seemed more interested than put off. Had she simply mentioned me in the natural course of conversation because I was part of her life? The idea hurt. In all the months Rae lived with us, I viewed her as an unwelcome intrusion. I never mentioned her name other than to complain about her. I dropped my head to stare at my feet as the overdressed girls watched me like a TV melodrama.

      “Well, well, well. It all caught up with her, did it?” Glitter Girl shook her head. “Was it that crazy lady who came here to whup her ass?”

      Veronica wanted to beat Rae up? So much for them being friends. Why had Veronica been after Rae? I opened my mouth to ask, but couldn’t get a word in over the din.

      “No! That old horse-faced boyfriend of hers did her in.” A girl who had been quiet grinned at her cleverness. Trollish laughter greeted her statement.

      “I don’t give a damn who did it,” said Cleopatra. “Rae always mean to me. She call me Bratwurst Girl, and I am not German. I am Russian.”

      That explained the accent.

      She looked down at me. “You don’t have my makeup?”

      So this was Maybelline whose missing makeup got me into this alternate universe. I shook my head.

      “Shit!” Cleopatra-Maybelline slammed back into the dressing room.

      I knew these women could tell me a lot. “Why was the other woman angry with Rae?”

      They ignored me, whispering among themselves.

      “You want the stuff out of Rae’s locker?” Glitter Girl, who seemed to be the group’s leader, had her hands on her hips.

      “If you could help me, that would be great.” I said.

      “Two hundred dollars.” She tipped up her chin in challenge.

      “I don’t have two hundred dollars.” And I didn’t. I had maybe another thirty.

      “Well then, Peri Jean Mace,” Glitter Girl tried out the name, “you are out of luck. I can’t open that locker for less than, say, hundred-fifty.”

      “I don’t have that either.” This sucked. My gut said if I had the two hundred, I could get anything out of these girls.

      “Then we can’t help you. This sounds like a po-lice matter, and you probably shouldn’t be snooping in it at all.”

      The other girls murmured their agreement. They walked single file toward the pulsing music.

      “Some of you have to have seen this guy.” I pulled the copy of Rae’s sketch from my pocket as the women pushed past me. None of them even looked at me. I tried again. “Maybe one of you knows where Dara lives?”

      They kept walking. Great. All the way over here for nothing. The Nova gulped gas and cost a fortune to drive long distances. The dressing room door opened, and the Amazon who hated Rae peeped out.

      “I give you tip. There’s nothing in that locker. Come. I show you.” She held open the door and motioned me inside.
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      The dressing room stank of sweat, hairspray, and desperation. The Amazon walked past a rolling clothes rack full of feathery outfits. Sure enough, a row of beat-up lockers lined one wall. I cheered my luck.

      “That Keesha is scammer. She sell me movie she filmed in movie theater with her phone. Ten dollars!”

      “What’s your name?” I asked, realizing some of my mistake with Glitter Girl. I hadn’t made it personal. The Amazon smiled, revealing a mouth full of crooked, stained teeth. Not her best feature.

      “Lloyd say my stage name is Maybelline. But my real name is Magdalene.”

      “Nice to meet you.” We shook hands.

      Magdalene swept her arm at the row of lockers. Only two had locks. I hoped Rae’s was one of the locked ones. If not, this bunch would have taken whatever she had the first night she didn’t show up to dance.

      “If Rae had anything here is gone,” she said. “But I am sure she took whatever she had with her the last night she worked.”

      “Why’s that?” Disappointment jabbed my grinding gut. My luck sucked.

      “If you want to lock up your things, you bring your own lock. And you take it all home at the end of night or Lloyd cut off lock and take what’s inside.” Magdalene pinched her face into a scowl and lowered her voice to imitate a man. “You leave it; you lose it.”

      So much for the locker idea. But now that I had Magdalene talking, she might answer the questions I’d hoped to ask Dara.

      “Do you know anything about the woman Rae argued with or the boyfriend your co-workers mentioned?”

      “Co-workers.” Magdalene laughed. “The woman I never saw. But the man…he used to take all the girls out after closing. He had money.”

      I pulled the sketches out of my pocket again and unfolded them. “Do either of these look familiar to you?”

      Magdalene took them. She frowned at the one I thought to be of Low_Ryder and shook her head. She giggled at the one of the naked man and handed both back to me. “I am sorry, but no.”

      “Was the man who took all of you out young or old?”

      “Neither. He was in middle. Homely. Big horse teeth. Rae call him BJ. But that not his name. Because she always had to call him twice before he answer.”

      This was good stuff.

      “What about the biker guy?” Madgalene just looked puzzled, so I flashed the picture again.

      “Never saw anybody like him. Sure not same as BJ. This BJ wore cowboy clothes. Like somebody on TV.”

      That only included about a third of Texas.

      “Rae said this BJ was her ace in hole. She said she always had a plan B and C and D. And even E.”

      “Did she say what she hoped to achieve?”

      Magdalene shrugged. “Something other than this, I guess.”

      “Do you know if she owed anybody money? Maybe they were trying to force her to pay?”

      “Everybody here owes somebody money. Why else would you do this?”

      I took a long look at Madgalene’s getup. She had a point. Why would anybody subject herself to that for fun?

      “What the blue blazes is going on here? Are you the girl who called earlier about an audition?” A bald-headed man with a perma-frown stomped into the dressing room. He wasn’t much taller than I was and wore pressed jeans and a t-shirt the color of brains. I knew this must be the owner of the “you leave it; you lose it” edict.

      “No. I came here to see Dara.”

      “I fired her.” Baldy pointed at Magdalene. “You get back to work, or you’re fired.”

      The poor woman click-clacked down the long hallway, wobbling a bit on her impossibly high heels. Baldy watched her go with a half-smile on his face. He turned back to me and looked me up and down. His face pinched into a disgusted scowl.

      “I don’t need to see you dance,” he said. “You can’t work here.”

      “But I’m here for—“ I scrambled for an explanation, but Baldy grabbed the belt loop of my jeans in one hand and my arm in the other. He dragged me from the dressing room and back into the long hallway.

      Only it was no longer empty. Dean Turgeau stood in it. He wore plain clothes but had his badge on his belt. As soon as he saw me, he began to laugh. His mirth stung, and I didn’t fight much as Baldy shoved me out the fire exit. Relief came when the door slammed, cutting off Dean’s guffaws.

      What the hell was he doing there? I wondered if Sheriff Stick Up His Ass was down for a good time or on the same trail I was. Not that I cared about the first part. Oh, hell, who was I kidding? I was curious enough to get myself in trouble.

      I drove home in silence. The radio would only pick up a scratchy recording of War’s “Low Rider.” Same song I kept hearing. Coincidence or interference from the spirit world? My mind sifted through the little I learned at The Chameleon.

      The woman who threatened Rae had to be the same woman who showed up at Memaw’s demanding access to the trailer. Veronica. She never did give me her last name.

      I couldn’t help comparing BJ to Benny Longstreet. Benny’s odd response to Rae’s sketchbook kept flitting around my mind. I wanted to fit him into the puzzle but had a hard time picturing him slumming with low rent strippers. Benny cultivated the image of a very religious man. He and his wife, both attendees of Michael Gage’s church, involved themselves in all church activities, especially the ones involving charity work.

      I didn’t think all men cheated, but I thought anybody was capable of infidelity. And the churchgoers were no different than other folk. But if Benny were going to cheat on his wife, I wouldn’t have picked Rae as his choice. He liked identifying himself as a rich person too much. The idea of him slumming just didn’t work.

      Wrapped up in my thoughts, I took no notice of the headlights hovering in my rearview mirror until the car moved in too close, flooding my car with blinding light. The road had narrowed to a two-lane highway a few miles back, and I hadn’t passed another car for many miles. National forest bordered the road on both sides. I was alone with the jackass riding my bumper.
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      I considered and rejected the idea it might be Chase. He would have flashed his lights or honked to get my attention. Besides, the vehicle behind me was a car, not a truck. The other driver began a game of dropping back several feet and then racing forward to slam on his brakes right before he hit me. Maybe it was just a jerk who wanted to pass.

      I let off the gas and slowed down, watching as the speedometer dropped to a ten-mile-per-hour crawl. The car, rather than blowing around me, simply stayed a few feet from my bumper. Fear fluttered in my belly and climbed up to my heart. My cheeks tingled with it.

      I punched the gas, and my car surged forward. I leaned over the wheel as my speed picked up, glancing often into the rearview mirror. A sharp curve flew toward me. Maybe I could lose the car there. The yellow warning sign came into my vision and flashed past. I pushed hard on the accelerator. The car stayed right on my bumper.

      This curve jogged right and then broke to the left. I took it, tires squealing. The other car never missed a trick and stayed right on my bumper. The sharp odor of my own sweat hit me. I couldn’t win, not like this. I’d probably kill myself instead. Something had to change.

      I rolled to a stop. The other car did the same. My heart slammed in my chest as I waited for something to happen. Nothing did. I put the car in park and waited, my hand trembling on the gearshift.

      Just as I’d hoped, the door on the car behind me opened with a groan. I waited until I could see the silhouette of a person getting out. I popped the clutch, slammed the car into gear, and took off.

      My car’s engine screamed as I pushed it the last few miles to Memaw’s house. Headlights appeared in my rearview mirror. I didn’t dare try to fumble with my cellphone. The only thing I knew to do was get home and get inside. Once there, I could call Dean Turgeau. To hell with the humiliating scene at The Chameleon.

      I barely slowed enough to make the sharp turn into Memaw’s driveway. Those few seconds allowed my tormentor to catch up. It blew past, never slowing. That’s when I recognized the black GTO. Dizziness numbed my lips, and I barely controlled the car enough to pull into the carport. I stood in the yard for a second, listening for the engine to turn around and come back. It simply faded into the distance.

      I called Dean’s cellphone and got no answer. He couldn’t have done much anyway. I didn’t see the license plate or know who owned the car. Needing someone to know what happened, I called Chase. He didn’t answer either. I hung up without leaving a message.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday came, and with it Rae’s memorial service. Housecleaning kept Memaw and me busy most of the morning. I dodged her questions about the previous night’s activities. She gave me a suspicious frown but didn’t press.

      Around noon, ladies from church arrived with long tables and folding chairs. After they made it clear my help was not needed, I wandered outside to be alone with my cigarettes and my thoughts.

      Rae’s death reminded me my life ought to mean more. In the seven years since my divorce and moving back in with Memaw, I filled my life with busywork. Now, I had a harder time ignoring the emptiness. Problem was, the right ingredient to fill the void kept escaping me.

      The right ingredient didn’t seem to be a man. They were entertaining enough. Once that part was over, the uncomfortable silence descended and I always found a reason to cut things off. Children sounded great, but I didn’t want to do it alone. It was a vicious cycle.

      I liked having my own business but didn’t consider what I did especially important. It paid a little money and suited me better than working for someone else.

      Seeing the spirit world and feeling the emotions of its inhabitants crippled me. I hated the imposition of the dead. No matter where I went, they climbed all over me, wanting and needing. The expectation from the living that I keep it to myself pushed at me from the other side. Both sides trapped and tortured me. It ground away at my emotions until I wanted to scream. But I couldn’t because that might upset Memaw.

      I lived as though in waiting for something. I made no commitments. I had nothing I couldn’t walk away from. Perhaps some unsung part of me hoped I’d get a do-over. With Rae dead, I knew I wouldn’t.

      Gravel crunched and cut off my thoughts as a Burns County Sheriff’s cruiser rolled down the driveway and parked. Dean Turgeau slid out and stretched. Brittany Watson, the youngest member of the Burns County Sheriff’s Office, got out of the passenger side. She looked like a proud kid playing dress up in her uniform. I strode to Brittany, hugged her, and thanked her for coming.

      Dean’s intense gaze followed my actions, but he didn’t speak or otherwise acknowledge me.

      “Why didn’t you answer my call last night? I could have had an emergency.” I wasn’t about to let him get away with ignoring me. “And who the hell invited you to my cousin’s memorial service?”

      Dean took a deep breath to speak, but Brittany broke in.

      “We’re here to see who shows up. Dean says sometimes the murderer comes to the funeral.”

      Dean shot her a death glare. The poor kid wilted. It pissed me off, and I had a bone to pick with Deputy Dean anyway.

      “As for who invited me, your grandmother did.” Dean took in my black dress and high heels. His eyes lingered on my legs. “I didn’t answer your call last night because I was too sick of you meddling in my investigation to mess with you, and I figured you had sense enough to call 911 if you had a real emergency.”

      His zinger heated my anger, but I didn’t have a good comeback. He was right. I should have just called 911, but the idea of Joey Holze knowing I had called for help had been too much for my pride.

      “Judging from what I saw last night, I’m guessing they didn’t hire you for your cousin’s old job.”

      “I bet I found out more than you did.” I wanted to add an insult but didn’t.

      “I doubt that,” he said. “Stay out of my case. Or I’ll think of some reason to arrest you.”

      “I’ve got a question for you, Deputy Turgeau.”

      “Why not ask your crystal ball? Isn’t that what psychics do? Or do they just scam people and lie to them?” He crossed his arms. I couldn’t help but notice how his biceps flexed and his pecs bunched underneath the khaki uniform shirt. Where was the man who kept me from falling down at the sheriff’s office?

      Brittany winced and gave me a sympathetic glance. I shrugged and shook my head to let her know it was okay. Turgeau wanted to play hot and cold. Fine. I could do it, too. We’d either have some really hot sex or get into a public fistfight. Either one was fine with me.

      Dean tried to stare me down. When that didn’t work, he developed a sudden interest in his highly polished shoes. “Go on and ask.”

      “What the hell did I ever do to you?”

      “You tell the truth when it suits you. You lie when it suits you.” Dean ticked off his points on his fingers. “You go around doing whatever you please without caring it could derail my investigation and jeopardize my job. And I suspect you lie about having psychic abilities to get attention.”

      So, he wanted to throw down, did he? “Your public relations skills suck, Deputy Dean. A bug in this red dirt out here has more detective skills than you.” The man’s face went slack with shock. “No wonder they ran your sour ass out of South Louisiana. Too bad we ended up with you.”

      Brittany gasped, and I winked at her. Turgeau’s mouth moved, but no sound came out.

      “Y’all take care now, and thanks for coming.” I walked to the house without a backward glance. Had I turned, Dean would have seen my smile. Two could play at this game.
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        * * *

      

      A quiet corner of the living room provided a hiding place where I could observe and not be easily noticed. Turgeau wasn’t the only one who had a responsibility to Rae. I wanted to find her killer too. Speaking of the devil, Rae hadn’t made her appearance yet. No doubt she would, most likely at the wrong moment.

      Guests trickled in, and I put Rae out of my mind. We set the inexpensive urn holding Rae’s ashes and a recent, framed snapshot of her on an accent table near the door. Even with the hard lines already forming around her eyes, she’d been stunning in a platinum bombshell way. Most of our guests stopped and took a good, long look at the guest of honor. I watched them with interest. Most of them had never even spoken to Rae.

      Our little living room filled quickly. The church ladies had moved Memaw’s well-worn furniture to the room’s edges and set out metal folding chairs with “Gaslight City First Baptist” written in black marker on their backs. Those chairs were all taken. Even more people lined the walls.

      Either a lot of people wanted to pay their last respects to Rae, or they didn’t want to miss a good show. When most folks had a plate of finger food and a plastic cup filled with a soft drink or iced tea, Memaw stood and rang a little bell to get their attention. She spoke in her schoolteacher voice. “Pastor Michael Gage will say a few words.”

      Gage took center stage near Rae’s urn. Despite the casual setting, he wore a three-piece suit. It looked expensive and fell just so on his neat, wiry frame. His olive skin glowed with good health, and his salt and pepper hair was neatly clipped.

      He gave me a quick glance. The fury that scared me the day I cleaned Mace House was gone. Only his usual interest remained. I inclined my head to him. I had checked the phony email account that morning. No response from Jerry Bower. Maybe he decided to ignore me.

      Despite his lack of romantic appeal, Gage knew how to speak to a crowd. Everyone listened in rapt silence as he talked about how none of us knew when the end was coming. He claimed the only defense was to have our spiritual houses in order. I watched the guests while Gage talked, thinking about what Brittany Watson said. Was a murderer in our midst?

      Darren and Jolene Fischer stood close together. Chase’s absence tore at my emotions. He should have been there saying goodbye to Rae, even though he hadn’t loved her. A steady stream of tears flowed down Jolene’s cheeks. Darren kept his eyes straight ahead and his arm around his wife.

      Across the room, Deputy Dean Turgeau watched the elder Fischers too. It didn’t escape my notice Hannah Kessler stood right next to him. He frowned at me when our gazes met. I frowned right back and curled my lip in a snarl. Hannah Kessler’s eyes widened, and she quickly glanced away.

      Benny Longstreet’s antics caught my attention more than once. As head deacon at Gaslight City First Baptist, he considered himself Pastor Gage’s right-hand man. Today, Benny showed his support in the form of enthusiastic nods and constant “amens.” It disrupted the quiet service. Eddie Kennedy finally asked him—not very quietly—to shut up.

      “I had many a conversation with Miss Rae Mace about the way her life turned out.” Gage’s perfectly modulated voice caught my attention. “She said repeatedly she just didn’t know what to do.”

      He paused dramatically and looked down at his Bible. “The answer I gave her, and the one I’ll give you all today, is to turn your lives over to our Lord, Jesus Christ.”

      Rae never made a show of attending Sunday services. When had she had all these deep conversations with Pastor Michael Gage? Why hadn’t he mentioned it when I tried to talk to him about Rae’s murder? Maybe I would change my mind about that date and pump him for information. And maybe I’d win the lottery.

      Memaw stood at the front of the room again. Her eyes were wet and red, but she held up well. “An old friend of Rae’s will now play a song in her memory. This will mark the end of the service.”

      People shifted, growing impatient, but I sat up straighter. Old friend? This was the first I’d heard about anybody playing music. Hannah Kessler strode to the front of the living room carrying an acoustic guitar. Oh, boy. This ought to be special.

      Hannah strummed her guitar a few times and looked straight at me. A flush heated my face.

      “When I was a kid,” she said, “I loved to play with Rae and Peri Jean. We listened to old records and sang along to them. Rae liked to sing ‘Midnight Rider.’ Let’s see if I can do it some justice.”

      Hannah’s guitar picking turned purposeful. She sang the song slow, her voice a mournful moan. She was good.

      The finality of it all hit me with those words about the road going on forever. Rae had reached the end of her road. I bowed my head and let the tears drip off my face.

      A white handkerchief found its way into my hand. I glanced up and found Dean Turgeau standing next to me. As soon as I took the hanky, he gave my shoulder a quick pat and walked away. I sobbed into the soft cloth, feeling the heat of a couple dozen stares boring down on me. I hunched my shoulders and tried to make myself as small as possible. I’d analyze Dean’s giving me his hanky later.

      The service ended with the last notes of “Midnight Rider.” Our guests milled toward the front door chatting. Embarrassment over publicly grieving kept me rooted to my spot in the corner.

      Something tugged at my hair, and I turned to find Rae next to me. No. Not right now. I rose to flee, saw who stood beside me, and let out a little shriek.

      “Hi, sweetheart.” Barbara, the woman who gave birth to me, wrapped me in a stiff, perfumed hug.
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        * * *

      

      Barbara released me and inched toward her husband. Their faces morphed into vapid grins, and they clasped their hands together. My mother had cut her long brown hair short, and the color was too rich not to be hiding some gray. Her lilac pantsuit looked like it came out of a magazine. She might have little padding at her bust and hips, but she still had her figure.

      “I appreciate you being here, Barbara.” My back bumped the wall. Nowhere to run.

      “It’s nothing.” Barbara’s gaze darted to Memaw, who had her back to us as she said goodbye to the Longstreet clan. Memaw turned, probably feeling our eyes on her. She didn’t react to my mother’s presence. She’d known Barbara was coming.

      “Do you realize you’re developing a frown line between your eyes?” For Barbara, this was an attempt to bond.

      I wished for someone—anyone—else to talk to. Right then, I would have welcomed even Hannah Kessler’s company. Nobody so much as glanced in our direction. Our trio was invisible to the other guests. Where had Eddie Kennedy gone?

      Good thing I wasn’t paying attention to Barbara. If I did, I might not have seen the armoire tipping toward my mother and stepfather. I shoved Barbara aside, ignoring her angry protest, and caught the armoire before it gained enough momentum to fall. The cold wood burned my hand. I wrangled it back into place and peeked behind it.

      Sure enough, Rae stood there. Anger radiated from her in waves. It mingled with mine, giving her the power she needed to kick up a fuss. She couldn’t have picked a worse time for this crap. Our tangled emotions chilled the air, and Rae’s energy slammed into me, driving me backward. She’d used my energy against me.

      I stumbled back and stepped on my mother’s toe. She swore. I turned to face her, an apology on my lips. What I saw there killed my apology.

      Mommy dearest stared at me, her lip curled in distaste. She might not know exactly what I’d seen, but understood the gist. What she hated about me all my life had reared its head before she’d been in my presence for five minutes.

      “Maybe your grandmother needs to have the house leveled.” Ron the artist acted oblivious to the tension running between his wife and me.

      Ron had a head of thick silver hair and a big belly. He wore an expensive looking butter colored shirt and tan trousers. His shoes looked soft enough to sleep in. On one wrist, he wore a heavy gold bracelet.

      “It’s cold in here too.” Ron frowned and rubbed his arms now that he had my full attention. “Maybe Mrs. Mace needs to have a carpenter come in and give the place a good going over.”

      A little wave of humiliation rekindled my anger at the situation. Memaw and I didn’t have the money to hire a carpenter and didn’t need one anyway. I itched to tell rich stepdad Ron where to get off. An arm slipped around my waist. I halted my angry words.

      “Thank you so much for joining us, Barbie.” Memaw was a tiny woman, even shorter than me. Right then, she stood as tall as a giant.

      “I go by Barb or Barbara now, Leticia.” Barbara bared her teeth in imitation of a smile, a crocodile facing a lioness at the watering hole.

      Rae fed off our blustery emotions, her spectral form flickering in and out of my sight. She appeared behind Barb and Ron. Malice radiated from her translucent form. I wished her away, which did absolutely no good.

      Barbara broke the staring contest with Memaw and strolled around the living room. She paused at an old picture of herself and my father from before they got married. She’d been pregnant with me, but hadn’t known it yet. She traced the faces in the picture and glanced back at me. The picture popped off its shelf and plunged to the floor. The glass broke and went everywhere. Barbara shrieked and jumped back.

      I tried to leave the room to get the broom and dustpan, but Memaw beat me to it. That old woman moved fast when she didn’t want to be somewhere. Why had she browbeaten Barbara into coming here? Surely, she knew it would end like this.

      “Are you seeing anyone, Peri Jean?” Barbara relaxed a little as Memaw left the room. “I saw that man give you his hanky. He’s very good looking.”

      “He’s investigating Rae’s murder.” I didn’t comment on Dean’s looks. It irked me that Barbara found him attractive too. I didn’t want to share the same taste in men with her.

      “Do they have any ideas on who did it?”

      “They’ve searched Chase Fischer’s mobile home.” In response to Barbara’s confused expression, I clarified. “Rae and Chase were seeing one another.”

      “It’s usually the husband or a boyfriend.” Ron spoke with all the authority of a true crime television addict.

      “Well, you never know. The curse of the famed Mace lost fortune might have gotten her.” One corner of Barbara’s mouth raised in a vicious smirk.

      I thought the lost Mace fortune was hogwash, too, but I stiffened at Barbara’s snotty dismissal of it. “A lot of people still believe it’s out there. They did a TV documentary about it.”

      “Your father and his brother certainly believed it. They believed it enough for Jesse to kill Paul—” Barbara shut up as Memaw hustled back into the living room carrying a broom and dustpan.

      “Jesse did not kill Paul. My sons loved each other.” Memaw faced Barbara. The eight inches height difference didn’t matter.

      Barbara stiffened and widened her eyes. Ron made a study of the old hardwood floor. Memaw and Barbara engaged in another staring contest. Memaw ended this one, turning her back on Barbara.

      “It’s been a long day for me, Peri Jean. I’m going to my room.” Memaw’s footfalls thumped down the hall, and she slammed her bedroom door hard enough to rattle the pictures hanging in the hallway.

      Barb’s neck had broken out in red blotches. She raised a shaking hand to smooth her perfect hair. A wave of longing hit me as I watched her. I wanted her to look at me with pride and love in her eyes. But that would never happen. She saw me as something that embarrassed her and held her back. I held my palm over my chest as though that had the power to soothe the ache there. My desire for her to leave clashed with my wish for another chance to win her love.

      “Nobody’s ever found the first clue to the treasure anyway.”

      “You don’t know about the one in your family Bible?” Barbara’s own frown line appeared between her eyebrows. Just like mine. “You’re the only Mace who doesn’t then.”

      Ron eased up behind my mother and slipped his arm around her waist. He spoke into her hair. “We need to get going, Barb.”

      “Let me show you.” Barbara elbowed Ron away and marched to the bookcase where she pulled out our ancient family Bible. She peeled back the inner cover.

      I yelped and reached out to stop her. Memaw would be furious if I let Barbara tear up a family heirloom. Barbara gave me a fierce hiss, and I dropped my hands. She shoved the Bible at me. The inner cover hid an ink drawing of four slim drawers with tiny pull knobs. My heart leaped with a giddy, but foreign excitement. Was this the treasure fever I heard about all my life?

      “I don’t get it,” I said.

      “Neither did your father.” Bitterness puckered Barbara’s cool, attractive features and aged her about fifteen years. “They searched and searched for a piece of furniture with a secret compartment in it.”

      “I don’t remember my father having treasure fever.” I tried to recall his voice, the way he smelled. Nothing came. My only memories of him were from pictures. His life was just as big a mystery to me as his death. Uncle Jesse still claimed he didn’t kill his brother.

      “Ask Eddie Kennedy if he’s still around here.” Barbara hugged herself. “Those three used to get together with Adam Kessler and talk treasure all night. I’m surprised Paul found time to knock me up. Of course, the curse of the Mace Treasure got both him and Jesse just like it did your grandfather. This supposed treasure sure is hell on your family.”

      “Barbie, it’s time for you to go back where you came from.” Memaw stood at the end of the hallway wearing her fuzzy robe, fists on her hips. Barbara shrank under Memaw’s burning stare. That wild mix of emotions ran through me again. I wanted to fix everything so maybe my mother would decide she liked me. I loved Memaw for standing up for me. I wished Barbara and Ron the artist had stayed home.

      Barbara and Ron left without saying another word. They just got into their rented Mustang and drove away. I saw the relieved look on Barbara’s face through its window. She didn’t even wave as they drove down the driveway.

      Tears stung my eyes as I watched my mother leave. I wished I’d told her I loved her just to see what she said.

      I went back to the bookcase to put the Bible away. A little sparkle caught my eye. I rubbed on the cover and examined my finger. Glitter covered it. I had cleaned Rae’s glitter off the bookcase in my cleaning fit but apparently missed the Bible.

      Rae must have known about the drawing in the Bible. That and the list I found in the barn hinted her treasure hunt entailed more than just talk. Hannah must have given her some information. Rae’s possession of Hannah’s business card suggested that much. But who else had information about the treasure?

      One name came to mind: Eddie Kennedy.
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      I trekked all over looking for Eddie Kennedy. He usually separated himself from the herd and stood off to the side, watching people.

      Eddie’d been my father’s best friend. The two of them, along with Adam Kessler, Hannah’s father, went through school together and remained friends as adults.

      After my daddy’s death, Eddie tried his best to be there for me. Problem was, Eddie could barely be there for himself. He suffered from bad luck with jobs, bad luck with women, and bad judgment in general. He did two things well: made things with wheels go and built exquisite items ranging from antique replica furniture to horse-drawn carriages.

      I couldn’t believe I had forgotten—or never knew—about Eddie and my father hunting the treasure. Had hunting the treasure caused Eddie’s bad luck? An accomplished athlete in high school, a car wreck his senior year exempted him from any scholarships. That kicked off a string of choices that always ended with him getting the short end of the stick.

      I loved Eddie like family. He taught me how to throw a punch and how to lift things without hurting my back. Things my daddy might have taught me had he lived to do it.

      I ended my circuit of his favorite hiding places with the conclusion he’d gone home. I changed into some beat up clothes, sent him a text message, and drove to his house—a mobile home on two acres.

      My text to Eddie claimed I needed him to look at my Nova, which was making a funny sound. The truth was I wanted to ask him about Barbara’s revelations regarding the treasure. Now that I knew Eddie’d been interested in the Mace Treasure, Rae’s interest in the treasure plus her death equaled one too many coincidences for me to stick my head in the sand. Deputy Dean had no interest in looking into this aspect of the case. I’d just have to pick up his slack.

      “What’s wrong with this thing, munchkin, is it’s about wore out.” Eddie’s big butt stuck out from under my Nova’s hood.

      “You can’t fix it?” Eddie’s bulk kept me from seeing much. He backed away from my car and straightened to his full six foot six inches and glowered down at me.

      “Can a dog lick his balls?”

      I glanced at Eddie’s one-eyed, one-eared, three-legged dog named Ugly. He gave me a big doggie grin. I shrugged.

      “’Course I can fix your car.” Eddie shut my hood. “Won’t be cheap. You gonna have to buy a new alternator, and soon, munchkin.”

      “You’re kidding.” I never expected such a grim diagnosis.

      Eddie scowled at me. He never kidded about cars, especially not my father’s old Nova. He took keeping it in running condition seriously.

      “Can I ask you a question on an unrelated matter?”

      “Can I tell you to kiss my fat ass if I ain’t interested in answering?” Eddie washed his hands in a filthy sink and wiped them on an even filthier shop towel.

      “Do you think Rae was looking for the treasure?” I held my breath. Eddie discouraged questions about my daddy and the past. I hoped this didn’t qualify. Otherwise, it could irritate him enough to kick me off his property.

      Without a word, Eddie turned and exited his shop. I jogged to keep up with him as he crossed his yard in a few long strides. Eddie came to an abrupt stop in front of his vintage early eighties mobile home.

      “I’m having a beer. You want water or juice?” He needed a beer to answer me. That meant he knew at least some of Rae’s activities during her final days.

      “Water’s fine.” The demon of self-doubt begged me to tell him to forget it. Eddie refused to interview for the TV documentary about the Mace Treasure. His appearance on the film consisted of a brief clip of him saying that part of his life ended with his best friend’s death. This little interview could turn to shit on a dime and leave me right back where I started. But it might go the other way, too, and that convinced me to go through with it.

      My usual lawn chair groaned as I sat down in it. Ugly ran to me and put his head in my lap. I scratched his one ear absently. I had my theories about Eddie’s silence on the treasure. Most of them tied in with his refusal to talk about my father’s murder. Why had he broken his silence for Rae?

      Eddie returned holding a bottled water and a six-pack of tall boys. He passed me the water and sat down in his own lawn chair, one he’d constructed out of heavy metal to withstand his bulk. Ugly immediately disregarded me and ran to his owner.

      “Why you want to know this?” Eddie held a sheaf of paper in one huge mitt. The beer hissed as he cracked it open, and the smell of yeast hit me.

      I started with Rae asking me about the treasure the day she died, then told him about the auction list I’d found in the barn and what Barbara showed me in the family Bible. Eddie snorted and cursed under his breath. His words sounded a lot like “stupid bitch.” I pretended not to hear. Getting him started on Barbara would only keep me from learning what I wanted to know.

      “What I’m about to tell you would put me in the doghouse with your grandmother on account of your granddaddy dying while looking for the treasure and on account of the trouble between your daddy and your uncle.” Eddie’s expression was more severe than I’d ever seen. “Only reason I’m telling you is I don’t want you snooping around on your own. This is serious business.”

      “What’s serious business? Memaw always said the treasure was just a bunch of malarkey. She thinks crazy old Reginald Mace burned his money and forgot about it.”

      “That might be so. But he hid some things around here, and I don’t want you trying to find none of them. Now, if Leticia finds out I told you any of this, I’m gonna kick your ass.”

      Eddie had always treated me like a favored niece. This seriousness went against his grain. My curiosity pulled at me, stronger than quicksand. I’d promise anything to hear what Eddie had to say.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Your cousin come by here first week she got outta the pen.” Eddie paused to light a cigarette while I mentally reeled. Rae spent the final eight months of her life looking for the treasure, and I never knew.

      “She remembered her daddy and me and Paul looking for treasure.” Eddie stopped speaking and regarded me with his head cocked to one side. “Don’t you remember none of that?”

      I shook my head.

      “Well, Rae did. She musta paid better attention than you.” Eddie grinned. “She said she could pay to learn what I knew.”

      “Did she? Pay you?”

      “Naw. Told her I didn’t want her money and didn’t want to talk about that old shit.” Eddie drained his beer and cracked open another one.

      “So how did she convince you?” I could only imagine the ways Rae tried to manipulate poor Eddie.

      Eddie pressed his lips together and fidgeted. “Let’s just say she knew some things I thought nobody did and leave it there. That girl collected information like some people collect antiques.”

      “I don’t understand. Did she threaten you?” I remembered the blackmail note from the barn.

      “I ain’t gonna tell you. Ain’t safe for you to know what she knew.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “She knew too much. I think the wrong person found out.”

      Eddie’s pained expression warned me against asking more. He’d told me all he would. Begging would only make him clam up.

      “So what’s that?” I pointed at the papers in his hand.

      “Paul and I bought a trunk of old papers from Joey Holze’s daddy—remember Big Joe? —at a garage sale. The trunk and the papers was supposedly part of the Mace estate.” Eddie leaned forward and handed me the papers. Mostly copies, they consisted of scribbles, doodles, and some faded drawings.

      “See them plans?” Eddie cracked open his third beer. I leafed through the papers again and decided he meant the drawings. I picked them from the pile and squinted at them.

      “Reginald Mace was an architect. The man loved secret drawers, hidey-holes, all that stuff. Now what you got there is a set of plans for some kind of chest with a secret compartment in it. Paul, Jesse, and I figured it was the same secret drawers from the drawing in the family Bible.”

      “How did the Holzes end up having the chest that had these papers in it?”

      “Hell if I know. The Mace House’s furnishings got sold at county auction to pay back taxes in the year 1906. I suggested Rae see if she could find the county records. Figure out what was sold and who might have it.”

      “Which she must have done,” I said, thinking of the list of items I found in the barn. “She had a writing slope, a chest, and a desk highlighted. Think it was any of those?”

      “Probably.” Eddie smiled, a little proudly I thought. “Now, I’m gonna tell you what I told her. Leave it be. Nobody will ever find anything but bad luck and sorrow wrapped up with that treasure.”

      “I don’t want the treasure. I want to find out who killed Rae and why. The sheriff’s department is looking for Chase.” I didn’t mention Rae’s ghost haunting me. It exhausted me just to think about that part.

      “Don’t matter. Once you get to messing around with that treasure, it’s like something knows.”

      “So you think the curse is real?”

      Eddie didn’t speak, but, instead, handed me a lone sheet of paper. It was a copy of a newspaper article from the late 1800s. The headline read:

      Eccentric Philanthropist Saves Child

      I scanned the article. It documented Reginald Mace saving a boy from being run down by a horse-drawn carriage. I looked up at Eddie and shook my head.

      “When I was serious about finding the treasure, I got ahold of some diaries talking about that incident. People stood all around watching the carriage bearing down on the boy. They was gonna let it kill him. Reginald was the only one who acted.”

      “Why wouldn’t anybody help him?”

      “Nobody wanted to help the boy because his mother, Priscilla Herrera, was thought to be a witch. Some accounts say she might’a been an Indian, some say a Cajun. All accounts agree she was a real old woman who married a real young Spaniard. A year after her marriage, she bore him a son. People thought she’d used witchcraft to attract the Spaniard and to bear a child at her age.” Eddie belched. He didn’t have to say excuse me. We were family.

      “What does this have to do with the treasure?”

      “Priscilla and Reginald struck up a friendship. One of them old diaries I read belonged to a judge from the time. He threatened to arrest Priscilla for witchcraft, and Reginald paid him to lay off. He speculated Reginald wanted Priscilla to use witchcraft to bring William back, and when she couldn’t, Reginald got her to curse the treasure so nobody could have it.”

      Neither Eddie nor I spoke for several minutes. I didn’t understand how this connected with Rae’s murder. Eddie’s words about Rae knowing too much echoed in my mind.

      “Now you listen real careful, Peri Jean Mace.” Eddie leaned close to me, so close his sour, beer breath almost choked me. “Somebody murdered your cousin, and he’s still walking among us. If it was over this treasure, it ain’t no wonder she come to a bad end with the curse and all. But it might not have been the treasure. You go to poking around”—he squeezed my arm for emphasis—“no telling what kind of wasp’s nest you’ll stir up.”

      I thought about Rae lying dead on the travel trailer’s fold-out table. She’d sure poked the wrong wasp’s nest.
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        * * *

      

      I came home to a dark and empty house. A note from Memaw lay on the kitchen table.

      “Baby, I went to visit Phyllis McNichols. Just needed to get out of the house.”

      Memaw’s going anywhere after the trauma of Rae’s memorial service surprised me. I figured she’d hole up in her room and spend the evening alone. That’s what I intended to do.

      My cellphone had locked up again, so I plugged it into the wall charger to restart it. What I saw shocked me. Ten missed calls? Three voicemails? What the hell?

      All the calls and the voice mails were from Chase Fischer. I let out a frustrated yell. The one person I needed to talk to, and my phone acted up.

      The first call came in about the time I pondered whether Ugly could lick his balls. The last call had been less than fifteen minutes ago. I bared my teeth at the phone. Useless thing. Soon as I could afford a new one, I’d trash it.

      I accessed my voicemail. Chase’s first message played.

      “Hey, girl. Chase here. Listen, I got me an idea for finding this Low_Ryder guy. I need your help. Call me when you get this.”

      I paced the floor as the robotic female voice told me a bunch of useless stuff. My heart thundered so loud I barely heard it. Just as the tension reached an unbearable level, the second message played. Music blared over the tinny speaker. I held the phone away from my ear. Clinking and rattling noises garbled most of Chase’s message. All I understood was, “Peri . . . shit. Guess you’re busy . . . if you get this, meet me at . . . ”

      The robotic female talked again as my mind raced merrily along, showing me horrible things. Finally, the third message played. The music was gone. Chase was somewhere outside, judging by wind whistling over the speaker.

      “Chase again. I can’t believe I keep missing you. Remember when we used to go out to the old sawmill ruins? I need you to come out here.”

      Chase paused, and another voice spoke in the background. Chase said, “Hey. What you doing out here?”

      The message ended.

      My crappy cellphone chugged through the process of dialing Chase. The call went straight to voicemail. My scalp tickled as sweat broke out on it. The smell of my own nervousness filled my senses. Something wasn’t right. I needed to find Chase. Right then.

      On the way out the door, I remembered the sketchbook. If I saw Chase, he could look at the sketch and confirm he saw that man with Rae. I ran back to my room and grabbed it.
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        * * *

      

      The sun sat low in the sky when I sped down the driveway. The Nova ate up the three miles to Beulah Church Road. From there, I turned onto a red dirt road, marked only by a “No Trespassing” sign nailed to a pine tree. Nobody ever paid attention to that sign. The sawmill ruins had long been a place where kids went to party and do other stuff.

      I turned onto the narrow road and slowed to a crawl. Branches scraped at my paint job, making a toe-curling squeal. My car hopscotched over deep potholes. If I bottomed out on a tall rock, Eddie would kill me. The red dirt road dead-ended after a quarter mile. I walked the rest of the way on a footpath through the woods.

      By the light of my huge metal flashlight, I cut through the well-worn trail leading into the rapidly darkening woods. The ruins sat only a few hundred yards into the pines. Underneath the canopy of trees, darkness had already fallen. The astringent perfume of pine blended with the odor of rotting leaves. Shapes and shadows mingled in shades of silvery gray.

      The deserted sawmill town appeared amidst the thick forest as though beamed there. At first, a few flashes of white, concrete buildings peeked out between trees. Then, without warning, the town rose in all its weird glory like a monster rising out of a still lake. Even though I knew what to expect, I stopped for a moment to stare in wonder.

      The sawmill ruins consisted of three concrete shells that had once been buildings. Kids partied in the old shell that only had three sides and no roof. The other two shells had four sides and roofs.

      I couldn’t imagine why Chase would enter the darkness of the four-sided shells, so I went directly to the three-sided one. Light from the dying sunset filtered in and cast the whole place in a glowing orange. Empty.

      “Chase?” My voice startled some roosting birds, which cried out and flew off, their batting wings the only noise in the darkening forest. The quiet closed in on me. Fear of the woods, the dark, and what else might be out here caused me to stumble as I walked around the site calling Chase’s name.

      Calls to Chase’s cellphone went unanswered. Panic tightened my throat. Chase wouldn’t just flake out of meeting me. He tended not to take life seriously enough, but this was different.

      As I walked around, my pace got faster and faster until I jogged, my blood pounding in my head. The palm of my right hand ached, my fingertips numb. I opened my hand and saw I’d gripped my keys so tightly they indented my skin. I slipped my keys into my pocket and took deep breaths to calm down.

      There was no use in this. I would go back to Memaw’s house and wait for Chase’s call. As I walked back to my car, I tripped on a branch and crashed to my knees. My hands took the impact of my fall and made a squishing noise on the leaf-covered ground. Realizing I’d landed in something wet, I jerked backward. Too late, I turned on my flashlight.

      Red smudged the palms of my hands. Blood. Fear brightened and narrowed my vision. A flash of light flared behind my eyes, and a blast shook me and made my ears ring. I whipped my head around, but saw nothing and no one. Far as I could tell, I was alone. I struggled to my feet and stood on my shaking legs, breathing hard. Maybe I was going crazy.

      “Chase?” My voice echoed back, and I realized it was stupid to keep calling him. If the blood belonged to him, he probably couldn’t answer. Around the corner of the building farthest from my car, I spotted a shape lying on the ground.

      “No,” I moaned. The flashlight spotlighted a hump of brown-gray fur. As I drew closer, the oblong head came into view. A dead deer. Some shithead had killed the deer, cut off the tender back strap meat, and just left the carcass to rot. Anger boiled inside me. It must have been where the blood came from. The vision of the deer’s last moments would haunt me for a while. Sometimes animals left behind a powerful presence.

      I turned one last slow circle and admitted to myself that Chase was gone. He’d left with whomever—probably somebody like Tubby Tubman—he’d run into out here. I trudged back toward my old Nova, mentally shaking my head at Chase. Facing murder charges, he’d gone off to party.

      Something crunched underfoot, and I shined the flashlight onto the leaves, expecting another grisly surprise. Gold flashed in the flashlight’s beam. I picked the object from the leaves. A matchbook.

      The purple matchbook bore the words “Long Time Gone” in gold foil. A honky-tonk situated on the western edge of Burns County, Long Time Gone had a reputation as a rough place. Rumors claimed an outlaw biker gang ran contraband through it.

      The second message from Chase had music playing in the background. I got out my phone. After a short struggle with the failing piece of technology, I replayed Chase’s message.

      I heard music, all right. Behind it, I identified the clack of pool balls and the tinkle of glass. Perhaps Chase and whomever he left with had gone back to Long Time Gone. He probably couldn’t hear his cellphone because he was playing pool and getting a little drunk. I’d go find him and give him hell.

      Long Time Gone wasn’t a regular hangout for me, but there was a first time for everything. Using the remainder of a bottled water and some tissues, I cleaned the blood off my hands. Disgusting. My rearview mirror showed my hair sticking up. I found a trial size container of gel, squeezed a little in the palm of my hand and scrunched my short hair. If my luck was in, the mess looked stylish. I studied my outfit and grimaced. I wore a faded t-shirt with a frayed collar. My blue jeans had a rip in the knee, and my beat up cowboy boots dated back to the seventies.

      Oh, well. The fashion police didn’t patrol Long Time Gone. The arduous process of getting turned around and driving out of the woods earned the Nova a few deep gouges in its paint. Glad to get out of that creepy place, I almost didn’t care. Almost.
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      Long Time Gone was housed in a long, low, plywood building with a wooden deck hanging off one side. It sat on a small lot cut out of the dense, longleaf pine forest covering western Burns County.

      On a Saturday night, vehicles of every kind jammed the parking lot. A long line of classic muscle cars took up the parking lot’s outer edge. There must have been truth to the rumors about drag racing out here.

      Bikers hung out on the deck, yelling at each other, maybe due to the lasting effects of their loud pipes. They all stopped what they were doing to watch me, the newcomer, park my Nova and walk across the parking lot. When I got close, a guy wearing leather from head to toe hollered he’d buy me a drink. I pretended not to hear, and his friends jeered at him.

      The heavy wooden door put up a struggle, much to the bikers’ amusement. Their catcalls provided the incentive for me to muscle my way inside. The interior of Long Time Gone hid under a haze of cigarette smoke. Politically correct no-smoking laws hadn’t reached this deep into the piney woods of East Texas—thank the powers that be. I dug for my cigarettes and lit up one of the little demons. A live band played classic rock rather poorly somewhere in the smoke. Raucous shouts and thundering games of pool punctuated the music, almost keeping a beat.

      “It’s a five-dollar cover charge for the band.” The doorman emerged from the smoke and towered over me. Tall, muscular, and intimidating, this man looked like forty miles of rough asphalt.

      Between the bushy black beard obscuring his lower face and the wild tangle of his shoulder-length black hair, he fit every stereotype appropriate to the situation. I dug a crumpled five-dollar bill out of my pocket and shoved it at him.

      “Lemme stamp your hand.” He snatched my wrist and pressed a rubber stamp to the back of my hand. Tattoos covered his arm so completely the skin art merged into one big tattoo. It showed a naked tree, a wise owl, and the silhouettes of ravens.

      I stared. I had tattoos, including a raven of my own, but nothing like this. Something so huge impressed me but also made me curious. Each of my tattoos meant something. I wondered what such an elaborate tattoo meant to this hulk of a man. The symbolism intrigued me. Under different circumstances, I might have offered to buy him a drink and let him tell me the story of it.

      “Took me a year to get the sleeve. Big Billy Bob’s Ink in Arlington did ‘em.” He flashed a surprisingly even and white grin. “Didn’t hurt a bit.”

      “I bet that’s a lie, but it’s good work.” We shared a laugh. He appealed to me for all the usual reasons. For once, I didn’t feel like acting on it.

      “You have a good time, baby doll.” He winked and dismissed me.

      I skirted the perimeter of Long Time Gone. Chase was nowhere to be found in the throng of merrymakers. The doorman might have been able to tell me if Chase was there, but he’d already returned to a game of darts with a bunch of giggling, pierced girls. No way would I interrupt.

      I dug in my bag until I found a snapshot of Chase and me posing in front of a tattoo parlor on Sixth Street in Austin. Armed with it, I pushed through perspiring bodies until I reached the bar. By the time I got there, sweat glued my clothes to my skin and ran down the back of my neck. The place was an oven.

      The bartender might have been thirty or ninety. She had a bush of salt and pepper hair, a beaky, porous nose, and displayed wrinkled, sun-damaged cleavage over a black leather halter-top.

      “What can I get you?” Her voice somehow rose above the rumble of the band.

      “Cranberry juice and soda?” Alcohol robbed me of what little control I had over my second sight. I shoved another cigarette in my mouth and sat down.

      “What kinda booze you want in it?”

      “Nothing. Just the juice and soda.” I dug in my pocket for more money.

      “Same price either way.” She propped her hands on her hips and cocked her head at me, squinting.

      I nodded.

      “Look,” she said, “I know who you are. Rae sat right where you are and drew a picture of you one day.”

      Why did everybody who knew Rae, even just as an acquaintance, know all about me? While alive, she treated me like shit on her shoe. As a ghost, she played the same game. I didn’t understand our relationship at all.

      “Now, look. The management here at Long Time Gone is sorry to hear what happened to Rae. But it don’t have nothing to do with us. We don’t have no information for you.”

      My heart stuttered. What the hell did she mean? I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror behind the bar. Deer in the headlights described me to a tee.

      “Ma’am? I’m not here about Rae.” I slid the picture across the bar. “I’m looking for my friend, Chase Fischer.”

      “I told that boy earlier—afore I kicked him out—and I’ll tell you, I didn’t hardly know Rae, and I don’t know”—she leaned down and made an ugly face—“or care if some boyfriend of hers might come in here sometimes. And I don’t have to talk to you anyway since you ain’t the po-lice.”

      My mind fell over and played dead. The old hag’s nastiness shocked me into confusion. Hell, I couldn’t even get pissed off and punch her in the face.

      “Now, I’m sorry ‘bout how Rae ended up, but it don’t have nothing to do with nobody here. We ain’t liable.” The bartender raised her arm and made a motion.

      A huge hand grabbed my arm and turned me around. I was face to face with the bearded doorman again.

      “You causing trouble already?” He grinned that curiously out-of-place-grin and tugged me away from the bar without waiting for an answer.
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        * * *

      

      “Wait a minute,” I struggled to get away from him, but he had no trouble holding onto me.

      The doorman frog marched me to the door. The peanut gallery loved the show, shouting and cheering behind us. He pushed me out into the parking lot and stood barring my way back inside.

      “I just wanted to ask some questions.” Having never been thrown out of anywhere, the humiliation surprised me. The bikers on the deck hooted and hollered at the action, which made it worse.

      “I can’t answer your questions, ma’am.” He sounded a little apologetic, but he didn’t move a muscle. The top of my head barely reached his pectorals. My muscles coiled into painful knots, and the rage of impotence overflowed my emotions.

      As it sometimes does with me, my anger brought on the worst of girly behaviors. A hateful lump closed my throat. Tears stung my eyes and ran in hot tracks down my cheeks. I clenched my jaw against the sobs that clawed at my throat, begging to be let out.

      “Aw, shit.” The doorman lost his professionalism and sagged. “Don’t start crying. Please.”

      “My cousin was murdered.” Tears blurred my words and my vision. “We just had her memorial service earlier this afternoon.”

      “I knew Rae and liked her.” The doorman’s voice softened. “I’m sorry for your loss, ma’am.”

      “My friend came here earlier asking about someone who might have been involved.” I swiped at my eyes. “Beaky in there won’t tell me anything.”

      “Beaky?” The doorman jerked a nod at the bar, silently asking if I meant the bartender. When I nodded, he snickered. He covered his mouth at first, but finally threw back his head and bellowed laughter at the dark sky. “You’re related to Rae, all right. I think she called her Big Bird.” He laughed some more and wiped tears from the corners of his eyes.

      A good sense of humor, a great smile—this guy had it going on. Then why didn’t I come on to him? After such a stressful week, I knew he’d make a great diversion. But I didn’t feel like alley catting around. And it usually gave me such great comfort. Okay. It didn’t. But it made the bad stuff, the loneliness, less intense.

      The door creaked open behind us, and he cut off his laughter. Beaky stuck her head out. “Ain’t she gone yet?”

      He grabbed my arm and dragged me to my Nova.

      “Wait a minute.” I squirmed against him, but it helped almost as much as beating granite with a feather. “You knew Rae, right?”

      He didn’t answer, but pushed me at my old car. I turned and gave him a pleading pout.

      “Get in and get going.” He didn’t look at me. “I can’t afford to lose this job.”

      I sagged and ducked my head to hide my trembling chin. My detective work sucked. I’d never figure out who killed Rae. She would haunt me forever. And I deserved it. She had died a horrific death, and I failed miserably at solving her murder.

      Chase couldn’t depend on me to help him get free of the worst jam of his life. If he went to death row for a murder he didn’t commit, I’d never forgive myself. Frustrated sobs pushed their way up my throat again, and this time I let them come. I hated myself for crying in front of this sexy, terrible man, but that didn’t stop me.

      “All right, all right.” The bouncer stepped closer, patting my back gently with one of his huge hands.

      “Look, it’s just a few questions.” I wiped the tears off my face with my shirtsleeve.

      “You’re determined…Peri Jean, right?” The doorman grinned.

      “How did you know?”

      “Rae talked about you every time she came in here.” The doorman took his attention off me and glanced back toward Long Time Gone. “I have a break coming up. See those woods over there?” He pointed. “There’s a picnic table back there. Meet me there in ten, maybe fifteen, minutes.”
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        * * *

      

      I moved the Nova to a less visible location and took the sketchbook and a flashlight with me to the clearing in the woods. I sat at the picnic table and waited. And waited. While I waited, I thought about Rae. Everywhere I went, I learned the people she spent time with knew all about me. Judging by their attitudes, they knew good stuff.

      Had Rae’s life screwed her up so much she couldn’t treat people well? Not even those willing to love her? The idea left a lump in my throat. I mourned, not for her death but for her life. Just as I decided to smoke one more cigarette and go home, the bouncer rushed into the clearing.

      “Sorry that took so long.” He flashed his killer smile again, the one that made him look like a really sweet guy who just happened to be a thug. “Fight broke out. By the time I escorted both parties to their vehicles and saw them out of the parking lot…well, you see how long it took.”

      “No problem.” I said this as though I hadn’t been ready to hit the road five minutes earlier. “You know my name, but I don’t know yours.”

      “Wade Hill.” He sat down at the picnic table and glanced at Rae’s sketchbook.

      “I really appreciate you doing this.” I couldn’t help wondering about his motivation. As long as he behaved himself, I guessed it didn’t matter.

      “Rae made me laugh every time she came in. I wish I had known her memorial service was today. I’d have come.”

      My eyes burned with unexpected tears. “So why don’t we start with you telling me what happened with Chase Fischer earlier. I know he was here.”

      I slid the picture of Chase and me across the table. Wade took it and smiled. “Did you get a tattoo?”

      I took off my jacket and showed him the raven on my arm, thinking it might interest him since he had a raven too. He leaned close and nodded his approval. Again, the light impulse to flirt with this guy, to make something happen fluttered through me. I still didn’t want to enough to do it.

      “Chase came in before the band started. He asked me who Rae came in here with, and I told him what little I know.” Wade lit up a cigarette and blew the smoke away from me. “After, he went up to the bar and talked to…what did you call her? Beaky. She had me throw him out. I escorted him off the premises. That was it.”

      “So who did Rae come in here with?”

      “Rae came to Long Time Gone at least once a week. This older dude would meet her.” Wade chuckled. “Total middle aged dork dressed up like a bad mofo. I mean, straight out of a sixties biker movie. He had this cap…you know the one Marlon Brando wore in The Wild One?”

      “Wait a second. You mean one of those hats where the top sort of folds over onto the bill?”

      Wade nodded. Adrenaline sped into my system. Bless Chase, wherever he was. Wade had actual knowledge of Rae’s Low_Ryder.

      “Rae liked to sketch.” I held up the sketchbook. “I think she may have drawn a picture of this guy. Will you look at it?”

      “Of course.” Wade reached for the sketchbook. I opened it to the correct page and passed it to him along with the flashlight. Wade nodded almost immediately. “This is him. This is the guy.”

      “What can you tell me about him?”

      Wade’s pulled the sketchbook close to his face and used the flashlight to illuminate the lower portion of the picture.

      “The ring…” Wade squinted as he thought. “The pattern was a spider web with a ruby on it. I remember thinking that kind of ring could tear you up in a fistfight.”

      The thought raised gooseflesh on my arms. That spider ring made the pattern I saw on Rae’s face the day she died. That man in the sketchbook assaulted my cousin. Wade’s voice invaded my thoughts.

      “One evening, this goofball and Rae were in the bar listening to the jukebox and drinking. This woman, older woman, came into the bar like a tornado. The look on their faces was priceless. You ever see that reality show about unfaithful spouses?”

      I nodded.

      “This was like a real-life episode.” Wade stopped talking to laugh. “The older woman must have been the middle-aged dork’s wife or girlfriend. Boy, was she pissed. She jumped on Rae, and those two got into it, hissing and clawing.”

      “Was the woman blonde with lots of tattoos?” I asked around my cigarette. “Leathery skin?”

      “Definitely the rode hard and put up wet type.” Wade wrinkled his nose as he remembered her. “You know her, too?”

      “No, not really. She came by the house wanting me to let her dig through Rae’s things. Gave me a bad feeling.”

      Wade sat up straight and stubbed out his half-smoked cigarette. “She what? She came to your house? You didn’t let her in, did you?”

      Wade’s reaction stirred my curiosity. What did he know about Veronica he wasn’t telling me? She scared me more than I cared to admit—at least out loud—the day she showed up at Memaw’s demanding to get into Rae’s trailer. I realized Wade expected me to answer.

      “Not just no, hell no.”

      “That woman’s trouble.” Wade frowned. “Olivia—Beaky—the bartender who threw you out, knew the old guy and his hag real well. I’d only been here a few weeks when Rae and the woman got into a fight, so—”

      “When was this fight?” I hoped to tie Veronica to Rae’s beating. I wanted a reason to have it in for her.

      “Oh, a month ago...maybe two.”

      So much for that. “Do you know the guy’s name? The guy with the hat?”

      “Nope. He always paid in cash too, so no credit card.” Wade said. “There was one thing. He had this fine old GTO. Late sixties model probably.”

      My knee jerked, colliding with the table’s underside. I let out a grunt of pain and reached down to massage my injury. That GTO. It had to be the same one. The one that chased me the previous night. I first saw it while talking to Chase on the roadside. How many other times had it followed me and I never noticed?

      That GTO belonged to Low_Ryder, and Low_Ryder knew Rae’s bullying friend, Veronica. But I didn’t have all the pieces. I didn’t understand what either of them had to do with blackmail or with the treasure. For all I knew, they were the ones Rae owed money.

      “Girl, you gotta go to the police with all this.” Wade’s brow furrowed into sexy lines that made him look fierce. I liked it. He leaned in close. “These people aren’t anybody you want to fool with. I knew Rae was in over her head.”

      “So you wouldn’t mind telling the police what you told me?”

      Wade glanced back toward the bar and sighed. “Look. I need this job. If you can keep me out of it, that would help. If not, can you call me and let me go see them? Maybe Olivia won’t find out that way.”

      I wondered how I’d get Dean Turgeau to believe me without Wade backing me up, but I agreed anyway. I programmed Wade’s number into my cellphone.

      “I’ve got to get back to work.” Wade stood and seemed to mentally refocus. Gone was the nice guy who acted concerned for me and who had liked Rae. In his place stood a bruiser, a guy you didn’t want to piss off. He strode out of the clearing but turned back grinning. “Call me if you ever want to go motorcycle riding.”

      The normal me would have left planning how many days to wait before I called him. This new me, the one I didn’t understand, just thought about how I had nothing solid to tell Dean Turgeau. I wanted to call him and gloat anyway. While he focused on finding Chase, I had uncovered some clues about Rae’s final months. That would wipe the smug smirk off his face.

      Turning into Memaw’s driveway, a black GTO blew around me and nearly deafened me with its loud pipes. My car radio came on and scanned through the stations by itself. It stopped on “Low Rider” playing on a snowy station.

      Cold fear stole through me, robbing me of my breath. When I finally did exhale a shuddering sigh, it came out in a stream of vapor. I got out of the car and ran to the house.

      I tried to call Chase repeatedly to find out what happened to him. Each time, my call went straight to voice mail. I prayed—the first time in years—for his safe return and wondered if I was too late.
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      My little investigation had run itself out. Dean Turgeau hadn’t deigned to speak to me since Rae’s memorial service. His silence pissed me off, and my Texas-sized pride prohibited me from calling him.

      I tried calling Dara Wyler, Rae’s stripper BFF, but she didn’t bother to return my calls. She might have picked up on the fact that I wanted to wring her neck in the messages I left. Hannah Kessler was the only stone left unturned from the papers I found in the barn. I wanted to talk to Hannah almost as much as I wanted to eat dirt, especially after she rescued me from Sheriff Joey. I wanted to continue to ignore Hannah. Really, I did. But the only other thing I had to do—worry about Chase—threatened my sanity.

      The best way to avoid thinking about something unpleasant was to focus on something even worse. With that in mind, I talked myself into going to see Hannah. What was the worst she could do? Start a local talk show blabbing about how weird I was? Tell her fat-assed uncle, Sheriff Joey, I had been mean to her and get him to bust me? On the drive to the museum, I kept myself busy with worst-case scenarios involving Hannah Kessler.

      Despite my resolve, I sat in front of the museum in my car for another fifteen minutes. A group of blue-haired ladies exited the museum babbling excitedly. When they caught sight of me sitting in the car chain-smoking, they stopped talking and hotfooted it down Houston Street and away from me. That inspired me to get out of the car. From my vantage point, I could see into the museum. Hannah stood at a window watching me.

      Now or never. I walked up the steps leading to the museum with my head down. Hannah met me at the door minus her brilliant smile. She nibbled on the corner of one perfectly painted lip and wrung her hands.

      “Do you mind if I come in?” My stomach curled into the fetal position, and my heart tried to beat its way out of my chest.

      “Of course.” She stood aside, still unsmiling. “It’s a public place.”

      That didn’t sound too promising, but I deserved it. She’d made numerous efforts to reconnect with me. I’d rebuffed them all. To put the turd in the punchbowl, I blew her off after she rescued me from her awful uncle. I stepped inside the museum and took a deep breath. The musty smell of old building tickled my allergies. I turned away from Hannah, clapped my hand to my face, and sneezed.

      Hannah stood stock still, watching me. I no longer knew her well enough to read her expression. I plunged headlong into the speech I prepared on the drive over.

      “Thank you for singing at Rae’s memorial service. I should have thanked you that day. Would have been better than talking to my mother. And thanks for saving my bacon at the sheriff’s office that day…again.” The words felt bigger than my mouth. They were that hard to get out. Could I be this petty?

      “You’re welcome.” Hannah still wouldn’t meet my eyes.

      “Your singing and guitar playing impressed me.” The words came easier. Hannah nodded her thanks.

      “I have a favor to ask.”

      Hannah said nothing. A clock ticked somewhere in the silent building’s depths. When the wind kicked up outside, the old place groaned and creaked.

      “All right.” Hannah raised her chin as though going into battle.

      “I found these in Rae’s things.” I took my copy of Rae’s papers out of my bag with shaking hands. “Do you know what she was looking for? Or could tell me what you two discussed?”

      Hannah took the paper and looked at it, frowning. Finally, she met my eyes. Her brow was drawn, crumpling her light eyebrows into squiggles.

      I braced myself for her to shout at me to get out of her place of business, readying myself for an onslaught of caustic words.

      “I’ve been trying to talk to you since Rae’s murder.” She shook the papers at me. “About this.”

      That knocked the wind out of me. Of all the things I expected, this wasn’t it. If only I’d known. “I apologize for my rudeness.”

      Hannah wrinkled her nose and bared her teeth. “Don’t be so fucking formal.”

      She laughed at the look on my face. Unable to help myself, I laughed with her.

      “I was just about to close. Come up to my apartment. Your friend, Chase—“ She studied me, probably to gauge whether mentioning him upset me. “Chase designed it and did the construction himself. It’s gorgeous.”

      Hannah turned the sign on the door to “Closed.” We trooped up four flights of stairs to the former attic, now her apartment.
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      We sat at a mosaic-topped bar on retro bar stools with glittery red vinyl seat coverings. Hannah used an elaborate machine, which probably cost more than I made in a month, to fix us white chocolate mochas. She set my drink in front of me and pushed a plate of biscotti toward me.

      “I do know how to make biscotti,” she said, “but these are from Lulu’s Espresso Meltdown.”

      “She’s got good stuff in there.” I took a sip of my mocha and made a sound of appreciation. Small talk isn’t my specialty. Especially not with someone I considered my archenemy for twenty years. I needed information from Hannah, but I wanted to keep the door to my life closed to her.

      Hiring Rainey Bruce to rescue me from Sheriff Joey hadn’t won my trust. I didn’t think she had an ulterior motive exactly, but it didn’t add up. After she and her mother moved to Houston, Hannah came back here every summer to visit her Uncle Joey and Aunt Carly Holze—two people who hated me with a passion. I passed within five feet of her numerous times during those visits, and she never made eye contact.

      What I was and could do made people uncomfortable. I figured Hannah shared their discomfort. It hurt and made me even more of an outsider. But I accepted it. After her divorce and all those years of ignoring me, she acted as though she could just throw open her arms and I’d run into them. I didn’t work that way and, therefore, didn’t know what to say to her.

      After a few moments silence, she sighed and sat on the barstool next to me.

      “This whole thing is so crazy. I’ve been trying to talk to you for so long…” She took a big slug of her mocha and swallowed hard. “You coming in here out of the blue caught me off guard. Since Rae’s death, I’ve questioned my part in it all. I’m glad you found those pages I copied for Rae. Otherwise, I don’t think you’d have ever given me a chance to get it off my chest.”

      Anxiety sizzling in my veins, I squirmed on the barstool. So much for wanting to cut to the chase.

      Hannah studied the pages I’d handed her downstairs for a moment, frowning at the practice blackmail note.

      “About four months ago, Rae came to the museum asking if any records existed from the Mace estate auction back in 1906.” Hannah set the pages down on the mosaic countertop and pushed them away. “I looked around and found a ledger where every item and its selling price were catalogued. I copied the pages and gave them to her and figured that would be the end of it.”

      During this recitation, Hannah looked everywhere in the room but at me and swallowed often. I leaned forward, impatient to hear what she had to say.

      “I was wrong. Rae came back to ask me about these items she’s got marked.” Hannah tapped the folded pages with the back of her hand. “She had your family Bible with her and showed me a drawing inside it. Do you know the drawing I’m talking about?”

      “Yes. The one of the little drawers.” My heart thudded, each beat of my pulse constricting my throat. Little pinpricks of light studded my vision. I wanted answers. Getting them scared me to death.

      “That’s the one. Rae asked me which of these items I thought might have a secret compartment like the one in the drawing. I showed her this.” Hannah’s perfectly manicured fingernail tapped the paper. I learned forward and saw she pointed at the line where the writing slope was listed.

      “Why the writing slope? Why not the cedar chest or the roll top desk?”

      “Well, the roll top desk could have had it, too. Those were known to have secret compartments. But we’ve got the roll top desk here. I can tell you for a fact it doesn’t have that little line of drawers in it. The cedar chest doesn’t have it. Rae didn’t realize it at first, but that’s sitting in y’all’s barn.”

      So that’s how she started poking around out there. Somehow, that chest had found its way back to us. Creepy. I said, “So that left the writing slope, and Mrs. Rudie had possession of it.”

      “Right. And this is the part I’ve been trying to talk to you about, so pay attention.”

      What did she think I was doing? I nodded and waved my hand, urging her to keep talking.

      “Rae apparently tried to talk Mrs. Rudie out of the writing slope, and she wouldn’t have it. So she came back to me and asked me to appeal to Mrs. Rudie to donate it to the museum.” Hannah watched my face. “At first I refused, of course. But she convinced me to go talk to Mrs. Rudie about donating it. Mrs. Rudie told me to go to hell, by the way.”

      Knowing Mrs. Rudie like I had, this didn’t surprise me at all. This explained Rae’s anger at Mrs. Rudie. The morning Rae died I thought her annoyance stemmed from Mrs. Rudie’s disapproval of her relationship with Chase. Showed what little I knew.

      “Now,” Hannah said, “you’re probably asking yourself how Rae convinced me to go beg that old biddy for the Mace writing slope.”

      I shrugged, unable to predict where Hannah was going with all this.

      “She told me you were in trouble and finding the treasure was the only way to help you.” Hannah’s eyes searched my face. “Tell me what is going on. Please. We haven’t been friends for years, and I understand why. But please let me help you.”

      She kept talking, but I didn’t hear it. The blood rushing in my ears drowned out what Hannah said. I had to ask her to repeat herself.

      “I said, ‘There’s no need to be embarrassed. I’ve been in some hairy messes myself.’” Hannah put her hand on my arm. The petty part of my brain that had convinced me to ignore her in the first place suggested I brush it off. I let the hand stay.

      “I doubt you’re going to believe me when I tell you that I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Hannah let out a breath, and her shoulders dropped. “Really? No clue whatsoever?”

      “Rae was a con artist, Hannah. She wasn’t the same little girl we used to play with.”

      “I know, but she was so convincing.” Hannah fiddled with the plate of biscotti, her expression miserable. “She sat right where you are sitting and cried. So you’re not in any trouble…at all?”

      “None that I know of.” Something jumped around in the back of my mind, but I couldn’t catch it. I decided to change the subject. “So…I know Jolene donated the writing slope to the museum. Does it have those drawers from the drawing in the Bible?”

      “Haven’t checked yet. I want to.” Hannah’s eyes sparkled. “But see, there’s a reason Jolene donated it to the museum.”

      I forced out a laugh even though there was nothing funny. “I know.”

      “Let’s go see. Rae died looking for whatever’s in there.” Hannah stood and took our dishes to the sink and rinsed them.

      I didn’t want to face the nasty spirit occupying the writing slope again, but the story Rae told Hannah bothered me. Had she really believed I was in trouble and the Mace Treasure was the only cure? Before Rae’s murder, I’d have said no. Emphatically. But not now. After meeting people who knew Rae and hearing how often she mentioned me—and not to call me a bitch—it dawned on me how little I had known about Rae. Was I in some sort of trouble?

      “Yeah, I want to see.”

      “Come downstairs with me. I’ve still got it in the receiving room.” She placed the dishes in a drying rack next to the stainless steel sink and wiped her hands on a dishtowel.

      I followed her from the cute little apartment with the feeling I had seen the last of anything cute for the evening.
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        * * *

      

      “Let’s cut to the chase,” Hannah glanced back at me as we descended the endless stairs. “That thing’s haunted.”

      I smiled at her and didn’t bother with denials. Not for the first time, I wondered what normal people saw and felt when they encountered a haunted place or thing. It had to be less intense than my experience; otherwise, nobody would consider me a kook.

      “Can you tell who haunts it?” She didn’t turn to face me this time. She focused on descending the steep stairs in her fashionable heels.

      “I’m not that talented, but I will tell you it’s like nothing I’ve ever encountered.” Admitting this much made warning bells clang in my head as the old mistrust of Hannah clambered to the surface of my thoughts. But she was either sincere or a better actress than her appearances on TV hinted. Besides, a lifetime of pretending not to see the spirit world had tuckered me out.

      “So what happens when we get in there and start messing with it?”

      “Your guess is about as good as mine,” I said.

      Hannah led me through a maze of hallways in an unused part of the museum. She opened a door marked “Receiving Room” and motioned me inside.

      The room’s atmosphere held anticipation, but not the good kind. This anticipation marked the split second before blood splattered on the wall, that moment when you know everything has gone wrong, but it’s too late to fix it. Every instinct I had screamed for me to run, and run fast. Once inside the room, the creepy sensation of someone watching had me looking over my shoulder.

      Reginald Mace’s writing slope sat on a long table. The hostile thing emanated waves of icy air no less subtle than a dog’s growl. My body tightened, and I wondered if we shouldn’t just leave the thing alone. Sell it online or something. Rae’s claim I was in trouble stopped me from calling the whole thing off. What if she was telling the truth? I followed Hannah to stand in front of the writing slope.

      The air grew so heavy and thick that each inhalation was an effort. I glanced at Hannah to see if whatever inhabited the writing slope affected her. Chill bumps had risen on her arms, and her hand trembled as she used the key to unlock the box.

      “One thing I figured out real quick after I got you into trouble is that you weren’t lying about the ghost stuff.” Hannah lifted the writing surface from the box and moved pieces of the writing slope around. The feeling of another presence in the room grew so strong, I expected something to appear any second. The message was clear: leave now or face the consequences. I didn’t want to leave. I wanted to learn what Rae died trying to find out.

      “You thought I lied about seeing your father’s ghost?” I struggled to keep my voice calm. If Hannah saw nothing out of the ordinary, this thing might be bluffing.

      “That’s what Mom, Uncle Joey, and Aunt Carly said.” Hannah shrugged. “Who do you believe when you’re eight?”

      She had a point. The intensity of the anger I spent the last twenty years directing at her lessened. I crept closer as Hannah straightened out a paper clip and took an inkwell out of its resting place. Her hands left condensation marks on the old wood and brass. That worried me.

      “Hannah, I don’t know if I’d—”

      Hannah jammed the paperclip into a corner of the box. From inside the box came a click as a catch released. A million voices whispered inside my head. Though I couldn’t understand the words, they broadcast anger at our intrusion. Oblivious, Hannah lifted away a panel hiding four flat drawers with tiny, black pulls. The same drawers drawn on the family Bible’s inner cover appeared. A low hum resonated from the box. It sounded like something powering up. Oh, no. Everything leading up to this had been nothing more than a preview. I had to stop her.

      “Don’t touch the box anymore.” I grabbed her upper arm and tried to pull her away.

      “Why not? I mean it’s creepy, but I think it’s okay.” Hannah opened the first drawer. A furious screech from inside my head knocked me off balance. I put a hand out to steady myself and tried to shake off the pain. Unaware of my agony, her face lit up with the same curiosity I remembered from childhood, and Hannah pulled the pouch from the drawer.

      That’s when the shit splattered. Figuratively, of course. Anger rolled through the room in waves. It drew strength from my fear, growing in intensity. A thin wisp of black swirled around, moving tentatively, seeking a home. It flowed into the pouch. Before I had time to formulate a warning to Hannah, she screamed and tossed the pouch on the floor. It landed with a heavy thud. I had just a breath of a second to wonder what could be in there. The black shadow slithered back out of it and came straight at me.
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      The negative energy probed me, its touch like electric shocks. I cried out and slapped at it, which did nothing. Gathering my will, I pushed against the energy so hard it seemed my head would explode. I didn’t know what would happen if this dark thing got inside me, and I didn’t want to know. I shook with the effort of trying to repel it, and a headache took root in my temples. The darkness retreated to the writing slope, cycloning around it.

      “What are you doing?” Hannah came toward me, reaching for me. I could tell she knew something was wrong but not what.

      “Didn’t you see that?” I didn’t understand how she didn’t see. My second sight made it all so vivid.

      She shook her head. “That pouch burned my hand. Then you seemed to be trying to fight something off.”

      The hum, which sounded like electricity, came back. The items on the table clattered. At the last second, I understood what was going to happen.

      “Get back!” I yelled. Someone’s heirloom crystal hit the concrete floor and shattered, shards rising up like a mushroom cloud. Hannah put her arms up to shield her face.

      The hum increased in intensity. My ears popped the way they had the one time I flew on an airplane. We couldn’t just stand here and let it decimate the entire museum. I had to get it out of here. I grabbed the writing slope, and its energy crashed into me, the force knocking me backward. My heart ached as though it might explode in my chest. I staggered toward the exit, intending to carry the horrible thing outside, dump it on the ground, and burn it. Jolts of energy traveled up my arms, shocking me, causing me to whimper. My vision went wobbly and all the color drained out of it. Each step sent a thunderbolt of pain into my back, but I forced myself to keep going.

      “The safe in my office.” Hannah’s voice was almost lost in the gale of whispering and pain. She grabbed my arm and towed me along. It was like pushing through hurricane force winds. We moved through the museum in slow motion, holding one another upright. When we got to the office, Hannah raced inside and opened a huge safe. I dumped the writing slope inside, and Hannah slammed the door shut.

      The painfully angry force left me, leaving a confused void. I slumped to the floor in relief and sat there panting. Hannah sat down behind her desk. Her white, shocked face echoed my feelings.

      “What the hell just happened?” She didn’t really seem to expect an answer, so I just shook my head.

      “I don’t know how that made it go away, but I think it did.”

      “Well, of course it did,” Hannah said. “The safe’s iron. If an iron horseshoe’ll stop a ghost, so will anything else made of iron.”

      “Really?” I remembered the homely iron horseshoe Jolene had me remove from Mrs. Rudie’s dining room. The piece of half-remembered folklore clicked into place for me. Maybe Mrs. Rudie had known more about the writing slope, ghosts, and the Mace Treasure than anybody thought.

      “Sure. Iron can sometimes keep ghosts out. So can the bottle tree I saw at your Memaw’s house. They don’t always work, but it’s worth a try.”

      “How do you know this stuff?” My head gave a particularly sharp throb, and I cradled it, hoping the conversation would make me forget how much I hurt.

      “Like I told you, I’ve had a lot of time to think about what happened between us all those years ago. I did a lot of research, went to a lot of places people thought were haunted, read a lot of books…” The color dropped out of Hannah’s face and faded to a ghastly gray. “Oh fuck,” she breathed.

      “What’s wrong?” Fear gripped me. “What?”

      A drop of blood hit the carpet at my feet, and Hannah rushed toward me. She pressed a clean towel to my face. I grabbed the towel and waved away her attempts to help.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I had this happen the first night Rae came to me.”

      “I don’t know if it’s okay. What if that thing did something to you?”

      “We need to clean up the blood.” I ignored the other comment. Whatever damage dealing with the spirit caused was done. Worrying would only make me crazy. Cleaning would make me feel better. It always did.

      Hannah searched my face for a long moment and then nodded and got out a spray bottle of some sort of industrial cleaning product. Together we dabbed at the blood, applied cleaner, and scrubbed. The stain appeared to have permanently tattooed the light colored carpet. We finally put an ice cube on the stain, hoping that would dull it. Hannah took a bottle of Kentucky bourbon out of her desk and poured herself a healthy slug of it.

      “Things really went south after I poked that paper clip in the writing box,” Hannah said. “It didn’t do that when I was alone. I just got this horrible feeling of dread. The room was so cold I could see my breath.”

      “It’s because of me.” I hesitated before I continued but decided to go for broke. “My ex-husband and I lived in a former funeral home. My presence stirred up the spirits. It became unbearable.”

      “What happened?” Hannah leaned forward, elbows on her desk.

      “He left one day and never came back.” I sort of enjoyed the open-mouthed shock on Hannah’s face. Her marriage must have ended on a nicer note than mine. I stood. Visit was over.

      “Don’t you want to see what was in the leather pouch?” Hannah set the little bag on the desk between us.

      “You picked that thing back up after it burned you?” My old friend had brass balls. I’d have swept that thing into a dustpan and thrown it out with the garbage.

      “Of course.” She shrugged as if to ask what else I expected.

      I didn’t want to know what was inside it. The spirit had enough power to cause poltergeist-like activity. No telling what else it could do. But Rae had died while trying to find it. I couldn’t refuse to look.

      “Open it,” I said.

      Hannah grabbed the leather pouch and untied the strip of rawhide holding it together. As the rawhide fell to the desk, the dark shadow materialized. So much for iron stopping it. Or was it a different spirit connected with only the rawhide bag, like a booby trap? Did each piece of Reginald Mace’s crazy treasure host one of these horrid guardians? Maybe that’s why nobody ever found the treasure. And maybe that’s what his deal with the witch Eddie told me about entailed.

      Hannah let out a howl and dropped the pouch on the desk. “It burned me.”

      “Burn me once, shame on you. Burn me twice, shame on me.”

      She made a face and held out her hand for me to see. It was as red as if she’d slopped hot coffee on it.

      I motioned her to follow me into the museum. She did so without argument, though she looked puzzled. I stopped in front of a blacksmith display. “Do you mind if we use those pincers?”

      Hannah grinned.

      Back in the office, I picked up one corner of the pouch with the pincers, and Hannah used an iron spike to pull open its flap. A wooden object hit the desk and bounced to the floor.

      Hannah dropped to her knees. Using the iron spike, she rolled the piece of wood around, trying to get a good look at it.

      “It’s an angel.” I squatted on the floor next to her. The angel had been carved out of wood. Its wings were spread, and it held a trumpet to its mouth. Nice figurine, but what did it have to do with treasure?

      “Hand me those pincers,” Hannah said. I did as she asked, and she picked up the angel and set it on her desk.

      “What are you going to do with it?” I asked.

      “Figure out what’s important about it. What else?”

      “Have fun getting burned.” To show her how little I cared, I stood and looked out the window of her office. Dean Turgeau stood over my car scribbling in a ticket book.

      “That asshole!” I charged toward the museum’s exit, Hannah close at my heels.
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      “What’re you doing?” I stopped a few feet from Dean. His skin, tan from running outdoors, glowed in the late afternoon sun. The hair on his arms was bleached blonde from the sun. My body heated as I imagined what his skin would feel like against mine. Focus, I reminded myself.

      “Writing you a ticket.” Dean glanced behind me at Hannah who clattered up to us, already limping in her high-heeled boots. The chemistry I expected to feel between them wasn’t there. Odd.

      “I don’t understand why,” Hannah said. “She’s not parked illegally.”

      “Her inspection’s out.” Dean closed his ticket book without tearing out the ticket. Rather than his eyes flittering over Hannah—who I had every reason to believe was his girlfriend—they rested on me. My body tightened in response. My desire for this obstinate man irritated me. I wanted to pick a fight with him to relieve some tension.

      “Oh, he’s right. It’s an honest error, and he could cut me some slack, but he won’t. He likes lording his crappy position over other people. He’s a cocksmoker.”

      “Peri Jean!” Hannah widened her eyes and swatted at me. I moved out of her reach and engaged in a glaring contest with Dean.

      “It’s okay, Han,” he said.

      Han? Really? Who was he? Luke Skywalker?

      “My feelings about Ms. Mace are less than favorable. She has bad taste in friends—present company excluded, of course.”

      Hannah shifted her glare to Dean. He pressed his lips together and met her gaze without flinching.

      “It’s not her fault,” Hannah told him.

      “So? She’s breaking the law. She’s lying to me.” It might have been wishful thinking, but Dean sounded a little whiney like a kid caught doing something he shouldn’t. I almost preened but realized what this conversation meant. They’d discussed me. More than once. Hannah and Dean both fit right into the Gaslight City gossip mill, the busybodies.

      “Just give me the ticket,” I said to Dean.

      Hannah and Dean both ignored me, continuing their silent battle. Finally, Hannah spoke up.

      “There wasn’t any reason for you to come here and start over if all you’re going to do is drag the past around with you like a badge of honor.”

      Dean flushed brick red. His eyes narrowed, and I figured he’d say something nasty to Hannah. Instead, he dropped his eyes. Hannah turned to me.

      “And you. Tell him the truth. He only wants to solve your cousin’s murder. He’s a good guy and a good cop. Accept help when you need it.”

      My hand curled into a fist, and my face heated. Who the hell was Hannah Kessler to lecture me? She had all her big, fancy money to hide behind. She came back to this crummy, little town like a visiting celebrity. Did she really think she knew enough to tell me how to live? If she had anything better to do, anywhere better to go, she sure wouldn’t be in Gaslight City a wash-up. My hateful words beat at me, wanting to get out and blacken the air.

      “Go on,” Hannah said. “Talk to each other. And go to bed with each other and get it over with. Nobody else would have either of you.”

      Dean gaped at Hannah, freezing in place. My head swam as the back of my neck prickled. We glanced at each other and quickly looked elsewhere.

      “I’m sorry I ignored your call the other night.” Dean mumbled the words at his feet, but I understood them anyway.

      “I’ve got some stuff I need to tell you,” I said. I still wanted to kick Hannah Kessler’s butt, and I glared at her to let her know.

      Hannah clapped her hands together. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

      Neither Dean nor I said anything. Hannah beat it back to the museum. She closed the door and locked it behind her. Wise move.

      “You were right. I have been in touch with Chase.” My head swam as the blood rushed through my body. “Gonna take me to jail now?”

      “I didn’t want to in the first place. That anonymous tip got to Sheriff Joey before it got to me.” Dean still spoke to his feet.

      “Then…why have you been threatening to arrest me since day one?”

      “For most people, the threat of jail is a good incentive for telling the truth.” Dean finally looked at me and raised his eyebrows.

      “I didn’t want you to arrest Chase.”

      “But if he didn’t do this, the safest place for him might be jail. Let’s say Chase didn’t do it. The real killer is out there somewhere. It might be in that killer’s best interest to silence Chase permanently.”

      For once, I didn’t have a sassy comeback. Dean was right. Chase had seen Low_Ryder with Rae. He could identify him. Dean took in the expression on my face and grimaced in sympathy.

      “Still not too late. I’m here. You can tell me anything.”

      I barely heard Dean’s voice over the roaring in my ears. I remembered that final voicemail from Chase. Who had been out at the sawmill ruins with him? And why hadn’t I heard from him since then?

      “Have you been out to the sawmill ruins?”

      “Sawmill?” Dean frowned, watching me carefully. “What does that have to do with this?”

      “Can you follow me out there?” Urgency beat at me, even though I knew there was no hurry.

      Dean shook his head. “Not unless you want me to call it in. I won’t be off work until after dark. We could meet out there in the morning.”

      I drew Dean a sloppy map, which he insisted was good enough to help him find the ruins. Hands shaking, I got into my car and drove to the next job. Even though I worked until well after midnight, I didn’t feel the least bit sleepy. I sat up most of the night making a list of things I needed to tell Dean the next day. I slept a few hours and woke as the sky turned gray with dawn. Replaying my part in helping Chase evade arrest, I wished for a do over and cried because those don’t exist. I prayed for consequences of my ignorance not to be dire.
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      Morning dawned clear and bright with a deeper than usual blue sky. Beautiful day, horrible task ahead of me. My mind kept going over bits and pieces of the previous day.

      Rae’s using me to convince Hannah to do her bidding didn’t shock me a bit, but it bothered me all the same. Only two possibilities existed: I was in danger or I wasn’t. Let’s say Rae hadn’t been lying just to get her way, and I am in danger. From what? I’d never win a popularity contest but couldn’t imagine why someone would want to harm me. I’d once mistakenly dated a man cheating on his wife, but that happened years ago. I stayed to myself too much to make any real enemies.

      The other part of yesterday’s events coiled into a knot I could never hope to untie. Hannah’s mentioning my attraction to Dean (and his to me), like common knowledge, embarrassed the hell out of me. Now that I knew for sure they weren’t a couple, I could no longer justify ignoring the pull between us. I’d have to decide to act on the attraction or let it fester. The complexity of it all made my head ache.

      Unless we went out of town to do it, having a quiet fling was out of the question. Gaslight City might not have big city amenities, but our gossip grapevine surpassed the need for them. Everybody who was anybody would know Dean’s and my business five minutes after it happened. Everybody else would know a half hour after that. The idea of the town gossipmongers taking a personal interest in me brought back memories of my childhood as a pariah.

      Added to that, Dean had issues. He might as well carry a sign reading, “Damaged Goods.” A relationship with him would take hard work. My relationship skills consisted of knowing when a relationship had reached its expiration date and extracting myself quickly and painlessly. That was it. My common sense told me to let the attraction die on the vine. Find some uncomplicated male and forget Dean. No matter how many times I told myself that, I couldn’t quit remembering how he made me feel.

      At the appointed hour, I met Dean at the sawmill with a thermos of coffee. He brought a box of doughnuts. We ate in silence before we ventured into the woods. The attraction—now that Hannah had pointed it out—writhed between us, begging to be recognized, acted upon.

      “So why are we out here?” For once, Dean didn’t sound like a tight ass.

      “This is the last place Chase might have been. He called me Saturday night and asked me to meet him out here. I came out, and he wasn’t here.”

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You talk fast when you get nervous. You didn’t even pause for breath when you said all that.” Dean stopped and faced me. The ruins stood around us like concrete sentries, their presence both spooky and comforting. The only sounds were the wind rustling leaves and the splash of the stream feeding the old millpond.

      “I got scared is all. I found a matchbook from Long Time Gone and went looking for Chase. I didn’t find him.”

      “That didn’t scare you. What did?” Dean’s eyes searched mine. I saw no malice or sarcasm on his face. Despite his cutting crystal ball remarks, I decided to tell him. Hannah had been right. We needed to work together.

      “There’s a dead deer over there. I saw—or maybe just felt—its last moments. The hunter who killed it cut into it while it was still alive…” I stopped and shuddered.

      “Show me,” Dean said.

      We walked without talking, footsteps crunching on the bed of dry leaves and dead grass. I skirted around the building where I’d seen the dead deer.

      I braced myself for seeing a dead animal, but I wasn’t prepared for what I did see. The deer that had looked so fresh only days before was half-rotted, his bones picked clean by scavengers. He’d been killed at least a month ago. The smell was unreal. How had I not noticed this?

      “But there was blood here.” I turned to Dean, expecting him to make a nasty remark about my ability. “I got it on my hands. I’m not lying to you.”

      “My career has put me in the same room with a lot of liars. I know you aren’t one of them.” Dean looked as mortified as I felt about being allies for the moment.

      “Show me where you fell down.”

      I pointed to the spot, which was still stained red with something. At this point, I wondered if it was even blood. Dean knelt down and touched the ground gingerly. The half-rotted deer, the one that had looked so fresh the night I’d been out looking for Chase, was close enough to touch.

      Dean, still on his knees, peered into the patchy grass. His posture stiffened, and he drew his pen from his shirt pocket. He poked the pen into the grass and drew out a brass shell casing. In one fluid motion, he drew a plastic bag from his pocket and deposited the casing in.

      My sanity wobbled on its axis. I knew what the casing meant. Deep down, I did. I was vaguely aware of some animal making a low, mournful noise out in the woods. Then I realized the soft howl came from me and made myself stop.

      Dean turned to face me. Whatever he saw made his eyes widen.

      “A-a-aren’t you even going to say it’s not what I think it is?” My lips trembled as I spoke, and my sentence came out all warbled. The world around me got very bright.

      Dean shook his head and glanced away from me. His eyes darted around before they settled on something. He gripped my arm and led me to a fallen log away from the deer, away from where he’d found the brass hull. Carefully, he helped me sit on the log.
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      “Chase isn’t dead.” I needed someone to say it. Saying it didn’t reassure me as much as I hoped it would, so I heaped on even more reason. “Otherwise, I’d have seen him.”

      Chase wouldn’t go on without saying goodbye to me. Would he, though? He’d hated his life. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have tried so hard to destroy himself. He didn’t love partying. Dreams dashed, he was killing himself slowly. But Chase couldn’t die. I needed him. I needed our shared history. I needed someone to love me who didn’t have to. Dean gripped my shoulder, and I nearly jumped out of my skin.

      “Talk to me, Peri Jean. Let’s work together.” He frowned at me. “I don’t know about you, but Hannah embarrassed the hell out of me.”

      “Me too.” We smiled at each other. Dean’s smile made it all the way to his eyes. Despite my fear over Chase’s whereabouts, my heart beat a little faster. “Where do you want to start?”

      “Tell me the truth, everything you know about this whole, crazy thing.” Dean shoved his hands in his pockets and stretched his legs out in the leaves. Our mutual attraction sat between us, huge as a white elephant. No way I’d touch that. Not until I decided for sure how bad it could blow up in my face.

      “Whoever reported seeing Chase and me talking on the side of the road wasn’t lying,” I said. “But I think the person who saw us is the killer.”

      “Back up. Tell me why you think that.”

      “Chase said Rae had another boyfriend, a guy she listed as Low_Ryder on her cellphone. The morning Rae died, this Low_Ryder texted her, and she kicked Chase out.”

      Dean dug for his notepad, took it out, and scribbled in it. I leaned forward and peeked at what he wrote.

      “That looks like hieroglyphics,” I said.

      Dean elbowed me away. “Don’t lose your train of thought. Finish telling me what you know.”

      “I found the sketchbook and the blackmail note, which you already have. Saturday night, after I left here, I went out to Long Time Gone—”

      “What the hell for? That’s a rough place.”

      “I told you. I found a matchbook out here. One of Chase’s messages had music playing in the background. I guessed he’d been there. Thought maybe he went back.”

      “Do you still have the matchbook?” he asked.

      I dug in my jacket pocket and held the matchbook out to Dean. He produced another plastic bag and motioned me to drop it in.

      “Probably no useful fingerprints on it, but we can try,” he said.

      “That trashy old witch who runs it kicked me out, but I talked to the bouncer. He looked at the sketchbook and said the guy with the hat—the one I showed you—used to come into Long Time Gone with Rae. He said that guy owned a vintage black GTO, extensively restored. The night I talked to Chase on the roadside, a car like that passed us. The night I went to The Chameleon, a car like that followed me home. It tried to make me wreck.”

      Dean turned to stare at me. “You’ve been chased? Why have you told me none of this?”

      I took a deep breath. “Every time I’ve tried to talk to you, you’ve been an asshole. Somebody told you I can see the spirit world, and you make fun of me for it. Why would I go out of my way to talk to you?” My voice had risen unintentionally, and it echoed in the quiet forest.

      Long pause.

      “I deserved that,” Dean said. “I’ve never lived anywhere this isolated, and I’m having a hard time getting my bearings. I grew up in a small town, but Baton Rouge was right up the road. We were always driving in for something.” He paused and glanced at the dense forest around us. “Nothing here is what it seems. Everybody has histories, and those histories color how they interact. To an outsider like me, it seems like people make up the rules as they go along.”

      “We do make up the rules as we go along. That’s one benefit to living in the asshole of nowhere,” I said.

      “If you can’t beat ‘em, join em?” Dean asked. I shrugged and nodded and we stared at each other. The charge of attraction between us heated until I expected to smell ozone. I waited for Dean to make the next move, and he did. Just not the one I expected. “What else can you tell me about the case?” Dean turned to a fresh page in his notebook. I almost groaned in frustration.

      “There’s another part to all this, one I didn’t connect until the night we saw each other at The Chameleon. This woman—Veronica—came by the house and wanted to go through Rae’s things. I blew her off, and she got angry. The night I went to The Chameleon, the women who work there, the dancers, mentioned a woman who showed up and tried to beat Rae up. Then, last night at Long Time Gone, the bouncer mentioned that same woman and Rae got into a fight there…over the man with the black GTO.”

      “You’re shitting me.” Dean tapped his pen on his jeans and shook his head. “I am an asshole. That explains a lot.”

      “Who is she?”

      “Veronica Spinelli,” Dean said, “is a friend of Rae’s…from prison. She was released a couple of months ago. After thirty years locked up. She’s a murderer, a thief, someone you don’t want to mess with. Run an internet search on her. If what you read doesn’t scare you, nothing will.”

      “I don’t understand what she wanted with Rae.” My mind worked to piece things together, but I didn’t have enough of the puzzle.

      “I’ll have to see if I can find out. But you let me take care of this. Don’t go off looking for her.” Dean leaned forward. “She’s wanted by the Smith County sheriff’s office for parole violation. Veronica beat the living shit out of a woman at the halfway house where she’d been placed. The woman died from the beating.”

      That shocked me into silence. Veronica Spinelli could have killed Rae. From what I’d learned at Long Time Gone, she had a motive. Rae stole her man. I couldn’t believe it. All this time, I’d thought Rae’s killer to be a man.

      “Call me if you see her. If she approaches you, run. She can and will hurt you.” Anger flashed in Dean’s eyes. He stood in a quick motion and brushed off his jeans.

      “I want to collect some of those leaves where we found the blood,” Dean said. “It might be animal blood. If so, I can rule this out as a crime scene.”

      I wanted to tell him again that Chase wasn’t dead because I hadn’t seen his ghost, but I said nothing. I helped Dean put some bloody leaves in one of his endless supply of plastic bags. We walked back to our cars. Dean walked in silence, his brow furrowed in thought. Once we reached the cars, Dean opened the Nova’s door and held it while I got inside. His mouth worked as he tried to think of a suitable goodbye for me, but something had been flitting around my mind, and I wanted to ask him about it.

      “What did Hannah mean when she said it wasn’t my fault?”

      Dean jerked and dropped his notepad. He bent to pick it and plucked absently at his jeans leg on the way back up. His lips pressed together, and his eyes darted away from mine. “A stupid decision I made that got somebody killed. I blamed everybody but myself and even moved away to escape it. Then I met you, and I’m reminded of it every time I see you. Makes me feel stupid all over again.”

      I nodded. Sometimes there was nothing to say.

      “You’re not going to tell me it’ll be all right?” Anger danced in Dean’s eyes.

      “Nope,” I said. “Sometimes it’s not all right until you tell yourself it is.”

      The anger faded from Dean’s eyes, and a crooked smile took its place. “You’re an enigma. Has anybody ever told you that?”

      “My ex-husband said I was an enema. That the same thing?” It made him laugh. I started the car, and he closed the door.
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        * * *

      

      To my complete and utter shock, the search on Veronica’s name turned up pages of results. Judging by the short previews available with every result, she had been responsible for a notorious crime spree back in the early 80s.

      I clicked on a link to a reasonably well-known website dedicated to profiling criminals and crimes. The bold headline read, “Romance and Murder: The Couple Who Kills Together Is Arrested Together.”

      Young, charismatic, creative, and deadly. Twenty-one-year-old Billy Ryder and eighteen-year-old Veronica Spinelli were all those things plus one more: ruthless.

      Dallas police were unaware of this couple and their misdeeds for much of their criminal career. The young lovers preyed on their fellow criminals who wouldn’t report being robbed or attacked for fear of their own crimes coming to light.

      That all ended on January 29, 1982. Spinelli and Ryder knocked on the door of Natasha Whitmore’s home on the pretense of buying some cocaine. Once inside Whitmore’s home, the couple beat Whitmore until she agreed to give them all the drugs she had on the premises as well as all her money. Once the two had what they wanted, Veronica held a gun on Whitmore while Billy raped her.

      Whitmore stayed in her home, afraid to call for help, until her children came home from school. Though Whitmore begged her children not to involve police, they knew their mom needed medical treatment. They called on a neighbor to summon law enforcement.

      As soon as Whitmore talked to police, calls poured in from other victims of Veronica Spinelli and Billy Ryder. The couple targeted females likely to be home alone. They stole what they could and sexually assaulted the women. Using descriptions provided by victims, police tracked down Spinelli and Ryder at a residence in a rundown area.

      After a short standoff, police took the deadly couple into custody. The home’s owner, a sixty-four-year-old retiree, was found buried in the dirt floor of an outbuilding. Police recovered an estimated $25,000 worth of jewelry, drugs, guns, and cash.

      And that was only the beginning.

      Billy Ryder turned out to be a fake identity. The name belonged to the man whose house the couple had commandeered—the one they buried under the floor of a clapboard storage shed behind the house. Police were unable to identify Ryder using fingerprints. They suspected he had a juvenile record but were unable to find him in the system.

      With time, law enforcement probably could have figured out Ryder’s identity; however, Ryder escaped during his arraignment hearing. He left three people dead. The man police knew as Billy Ryder was never captured. The only known picture of him is the mug shot featured on this website.

      Veronica Spinelli refused to cooperate with law enforcement. She claimed not to know Billy Ryder’s real name and told police she had no idea where he might have gone. Despite the nature of her crimes, Spinelli was given a sentence of thirty years in the Texas prison system.

      The website noted she was up for release this year.

      I stared at the only known photo of Billy Ryder. The mug shot showed a frowning man with bottomless dark eyes and a derisive smirk. His bushy dark hair and goatee could have belonged to anybody. Even the tattoo on his neck was an unidentifiable blob.

      Low_Ryder. Billy Ryder. Coincidence? I doubted it. Not when I added in Veronica Spinelli. Had those two baddies reunited to carry out some plan? Wade Hill, the bouncer from Long Time Gone, said LowRyder and Veronica had some sort of relationship with Olivia the beak-nosed bartender.

      Like everybody else in Burns County, I knew the rumors about illegal activity at Long Time Gone. Most of the talk had to do with an outlaw biker gang roaming Texas and parts of New Mexico. But that didn’t mean other stuff didn’t go on out there. I remembered hearing about a truck driver turning up with a slit throat and an empty trailer. Maybe Veronica and Low_Ryder were back in business. They might have brought Rae in as a partner. She got involved with Low_Ryder and Veronica killed her for it.

      My eyes itched and burned with fatigue. I shut off the laptop and put my face in my hands. I didn’t think Billy Ryder/Low_Ryder and the horse-faced BJ were the same guy. Low_Ryder wore biker clothes while BJ wore cowboy suits. However, Veronica Spinelli had shown up both where Rae hung out with Low_Ryder and where she hung out with BJ to kick Rae’s ass.

      I still couldn’t reason out how Billy Ryder kept from being recognized. That internet article listed all the true crime documentaries featuring Billy Ryder and Veronica Spinelli. How had he eluded arrest for so many years?
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      I had my proof that H & H Week had arrived on Tuesday morning. My cellphone woke me up, and I booked two appointments for local businesses later in the day. Those appointments had to be fitted in around the ones I already had. I would be stretched thin, but I had no choice if I wanted to make this year’s H & H Week worth it.

      For the day’s first gig, I agreed to serve refreshments at a press conference for the mayor’s office. The mayor’s secretary demanded I wear business attire for the event. She specified pantyhose. As I shimmied into the unforgiving little bastards, Michael Gage overdressing for Rae’s memorial service entered my mind.

      I remembered his words about the “many conversations” he claimed to have had with my cousin. What had those two talked about? I wondered if I could get Michael Gage to tell me if I agreed to go on that date with him. It might be worth suffering his company.

      In the kitchen, I poured myself a cup of coffee and waited until Memaw closed her Bible before I spoke.

      “What did Michael Gage mean at Rae’s memorial service when he said he’d had many conversations with her?”

      “I introduced them. Michael wrote Rae in prison at my request.” Memaw packed away her Bible and took out the three-inch-thick romance novel she’d been reading.

      “Why did you do that?” I cooked some toaster pastry. Breakfast of champions.

      “Rae wrote asking to live with us when she got out of the pen. They were going to put her in a halfway house if she didn’t have family to go to.” The grim set of Memaw’s mouth spoke volumes about the conflict she must have experienced. No grandmother wanted to tell her grandchild she couldn’t help her, but I knew Memaw always wondered if she’d done the right thing. “I talked to Michael, and he said he would feel her out—you know, try to figure out her intentions.”

      “He sure didn’t do a bang up job on that.”

      “He did the best he could.” Her tone of voice indicated I had better watch it. “They seemed to connect. I could see the change in Rae after he started talking to her. You know, Michael spoke on her behalf and made sure she got her time off for good behavior.”

      “And they continued their relationship after she came home?”

      “The powers that be at the prison agreed not to put her in a halfway house on the condition she submit to counseling by a licensed professional.”

      Michael Gage’s counseling hadn’t made Rae behave herself. I kept that observation to myself. No reason to put Memaw through any more misery. My toaster pastries popped out of the toaster, and I ate them while standing at the counter.

      “What brought all these questions on?” Memaw set her romance novel aside and focused her attention on me.

      “Just rehashing the whole thing in my head.” I wadded up my paper towel and threw it in the garbage can. “I guess I’ll do that for a long time.”

      I glanced at the clock. I had to leave or risk being late. The mayor’s secretary wouldn’t hire me again if I was even one minute late. Her influence stretched beyond our tiny City Hall, and I couldn’t afford to have her blacklist me. I kissed Memaw goodbye and left.

      I wanted to have another conversation with Michael Gage. No way I’d agree to be alone in his house with him again. And no way he’d agree to talk to me after I refused his offer of a date. There was but one solution, and it made me puke in my mouth a little.

      On the way to my job, I called Michael Gage. He was thrilled to hear from me, and even more thrilled I had reconsidered his offer of a date. We agreed to meet that evening at Danner’s Landing, Gaslight City’s only nice restaurant.

      I had never been less thrilled about going out with a good-looking man.
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      For my date, I chose a broomstick skirt, a peasant blouse, and my vintage cowboy boots. I accessorized with a wide leather belt and dangly earrings. As usual, my makeup and hair were understated. I’d fit in at Danner’s Landing but still look like me.

      Gage’s eyes widened as he stood from the intimate corner table for two.

      “Peri Jean.” His nostrils flared as he kissed my hand. “You’re beautiful. So exotic.”

      Gross. No doubt I looked different. People who never gave me a second glance openly stared at us. The Holzes—Sheriff Joey and Carly—studiously ignored me. I wished my nervous anticipation was for someone in whom I was actually interested. Like Dean.

      Gage ordered for both of us—the house specialty—stuffed pork chops with a variety of side dishes. The complimentary bread came out, and Gage cut us each a piece. Manners or a control thing? Interesting. When he handed me my bread, I noticed a white, ring-shaped tan line on his left ring finger. I tried to remember if he usually wore his wedding band and couldn’t. Gage saw me looking.

      “My class ring from Princeton,” Gage said. “It didn’t match this outfit.”

      I laughed politely and focused on enjoying the food. Danner’s Landing was expensive, and I’d only been a few times.

      As we ate, Gage talked about an upcoming vote at his church on televising his sermons.

      “I’ve told the deacons more than once it would be nothing but a distraction.” He speared a new potato with more vigor than necessary. “The purpose of our church is to fellowship in the Lord. Not play at being movie stars.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. Not for the first or the last time that evening, it occurred to me Gage and I had nothing but humanity in common. We went from Gage’s reluctance to become a local celebrity to the awful work the gardener he hired for H & H Week did. I looked for an opening to ask my questions. It never came, so I made it.

      “Memaw said you’d been counseling Rae as part of her release terms.”

      Gage’s fork stopped halfway to his mouth. “How did that topic come up?’

      “Your comments at her memorial service. You said the two of you had many conversations about the direction of her life.” I needed a better reason. One that might make him think a need for closure motivated me. “As you mentioned last week, Rae and I were not on the best of terms. But, now that she’s gone, I feel a need to understand her better.”

      Gage nodded and took another bite. He frowned while he chewed.

      “Rae and I both grew up in San Antonio, in the same neighborhood, in fact.” Gage’s eyes focused on a point beyond my left shoulder, apparently lost in memory. When he spoke again, his smile was gone. “I think I told you my mother was an addict. Rae and I had a lot to talk about.”

      Grief swelled in me, aching. Every time I thought I had accepted Rae’s transformation from my childhood playmate into a hard-edged criminal, some haunting thought popped into my head. I imagined the sort of topics Gage and Rae must have bonded over and realized I hadn’t known Rae at all. Gage watched me, waiting for me to speak. I gathered my wits and said the first thing that came to my mind.

      “You knew she’d been beaten up a few days before her death.”

      Gage flinched and blinked. “I was told.”

      “Who do you think beat her?”

      “I don’t know, Peri Jean. Rae had a way with words, as I’m sure you remember.” Gage winked at me, his dark eyes sparkling. I realized, with surprise, he controlled the conversation. Not me. Maybe my best bet was to make him believe he wanted to gossip about my dead cousin.

      “I guess we’ll never really know what happened.” I ate a bite of pork chop. It wasn’t as good as Memaw’s. “So how are the tours of Mace House going?”

      Gage’s eyes flashed with some emotion. Disappointment? I thought so. He wanted me to beg for the information.

      “Rae was full of secrets.” Gage ignored his half-eaten food and turned his full attention on me. The effect both set my teeth on edge and drew me in at the same time. Creepy feeling. “She was dating a married man, you know.”

      The blackmail note. That’s who she had wanted to blackmail. Was Billy Ryder living right here in town, married, living a double life, and carrying on an affair with Rae? I hid my excitement as best as I could.

      “Probably best not to gossip about it,” I said. It was impossible to miss the pleasure in Gage’s eyes. If I threatened to end the conversation, he might tell me even more. “It’s over. Maybe whoever the guy was will change his ways.”

      “You’re right. But she was so cavalier about it.” He leaned forward. “Rae was only using…this man. For money. She let herself become pregnant, thinking he’d give her money to leave town.”

      “We had a conversation the day she died about the Mace Treasure,” I said. “I suspect she wanted to find it, thinking it would solve all her financial problems. Do you know why she needed money so badly?”

      “As I said at her memorial service, she was disappointed in where she’d ended up. It’s likely she wanted to start over. I’m sure she thought having money would make things different. We all have our vision of what would make us happy.” He had a point. “It’s normal—especially for someone like Rae—to think she can use money to erase a bad childhood and to forget the habits she learned when she was so young.”

      “I found a blackmail note in her things.”

      Gage raised his eyebrows and snorted. The information didn’t surprise him a bit. “I’m sorry you had to face such an unpleasant task.”

      “I wonder if she gave the guy who got her pregnant the blackmail note,” I asked.

      “Well, it’s a good guess she did. If she’d been beaten.” Gage smiled, all traces of amusement gone. An arctic bead of sweat slid down my back and stopped at the waist of my skirt. I’d never claim to read minds, but I’d have sworn on a stack of Bibles Michael Gage would have beaten Rae if she’d handed him a blackmail note.

      I wanted to get away from him. Right then. A dozen excuses raced through my mind. One of them had to be good enough. Someone tapped my shoulder as I tried to figure out which one. I glanced up, halfway expecting the waitress to be there to refill my tea glass. It was Hannah Kessler. My fork clattered onto my plate.
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      “Peri Jean,” Hannah dragged my name out and held out her arms as though we hadn’t talked in ages. Awkwardly, I stood and hugged her. She whispered, “You look miserable.”

      “He’s a lecher,” I whispered back and broke the hug. Uninvited, Hannah sat down with us. Gage’s eyes widened at the addition to our dinner party.

      “I saw Peri Jean over here and just thought I’d say hi.” Hannah’s voice dripped sincerity, and she gave Gage the widest, shit-eating grin I’d ever seen. An air of excited anticipation hung about her.

      “I don’t think I’ve seen you in church.” He held out his hand. “I’m Michael Gage.”

      Hannah and Gage said their howdy-dos and shook. Hannah openly stared at Gage, evidently wondering what I didn’t like about him. It would have been funny had it not been so obvious and embarrassing. Seeing the beginning of the end, I ate my food quickly.

      Gage, to his credit, made small talk about an upcoming revival at the church. A Christian radio station in Tyler would cover the event and encourage listeners to attend. Hannah asked questions in the right places, but Gage wasn’t fooled. His suspicions grew, and so did his annoyance. His sentences became short and clipped.

      The waitress stopped by for our dessert order. Hannah ordered peach cobbler with ice cream for three. By this time, Gage was so annoyed he drummed his fingers on the table and glared daggers at Hannah. When the bill came, he paid without comment and stood to leave when Hannah was in the middle of a sentence.

      Hannah gave me a victory salute everybody in the restaurant saw. Gage walked ahead of Hannah and me as we exited Danner’s Landing. Outside, he said nothing to either of us and left us standing underneath the green awning at the front door.

      Gage’s shoulders, pulled high with tension, nearly touched his earlobes. He’d never hire me for another job or ask me on another date. I felt one emotion: relief. I’d deposited his check into my bank account, and our business was finished.

      Hannah burst into laughter as soon as Gage’s sedan sped out of the parking lot. She howled for a few minutes, but reigned herself in when she saw I wasn’t laughing with her.

      “You looked unhappy.” Her earnest expression was sweet and a little scary. “I just thought I could help.”

      “Oh, you helped all right. You got rid of him real good.” I raised my eyebrows. “I didn’t want to be here with him, but I’ve never done anything like that.”

      “I can tell.” Hannah’s bright smile could have lit up the world. “I did it all the time in high school and college.”

      “I can tell,” I said. Hannah laughed.

      “You know what?” She barely paused and obviously didn’t expect me to answer. “I thought he’d incinerate when I sat down with y’all.”

      “He scared me. Did you see the look on his face?” I wouldn’t forget Gage’s tight lips and dark gaze for a while.

      Hannah pulled a face that didn’t look anything like Michael Gage’s angry expression. We both laughed.

      “Why did you do this?” I locked my eyes with Hannah, willing her to give me a straight answer. We weren’t close enough for her to care whether I was unhappy.

      Hannah’s brow furrowed. I said nothing. The silence grew uncomfortable.

      “I just want to be your friend again,” she said.

      “You’re going to all this trouble for friendship?” I couldn’t believe it.

      “Not long after Mom moved us to Houston, she married my stepfather. He was rich, and that put me into a world most people just dream about.” She paused, chewing her lip as she thought. “Who I married let me rub shoulders with all kinds of people—many of them famous. Most people would think these rich and famous people are the best people. But, as the years passed, I thought about you and Rae all the time, about the fun we had.”

      She waited for me to say something, but I didn’t know what to say.

      “I was surrounded by people who acted like they were my best friends, but they didn’t even know me. After Carson’s and my divorce was final, they dropped me, treated me like a stranger.” She let out a quivering sigh. “Then, I came back here to Gaslight City, and I saw you hustling around, making a living. Not everybody is able to revisit the road not taken, but I realized I had that chance. So I took it. And here we are. I figure if I keep trying, you’ll give me a chance. Not every road is forever.”

      Nobody had ever wanted to be a part of my life so badly. I was flattered and weirded out. A lifetime of having few friends and being the butt of the joke made me suspicious, but I’d never seen anybody look more sincere than Hannah looked right then. She was making an effort. Maybe I should, too.

      “Thanks for rescuing me. I only agreed to the date because I thought he might know something about Rae’s murder.”

      “Did he?”

      “Nothing I hadn’t already figured out on my own. Worth a try, I guess.”

      Hannah frowned. “You know, he was pissed. Do you think he’ll retaliate?”

      I found myself telling Hannah about the other time I’d seen Michael Gage so angry.

      “Let me make sure I understand,” Hannah said after I went through the story. “He got that angry over a letter from an old colleague?”

      “Best I could tell.” After a short internal debate, I admitted my further snooping. “Looked the guy up on line and sent him an email asking him to send some pictures of Michael Gage. I made up a story about wanting to put them in the church newsletter.”

      Hannah’s eyes widened. “What on earth for?”

      “I guess I wanted to see if it’s the same Michael Gage.” Hannah looked puzzled, so I explained. “I found a website for a missing woman named Sharon Zeeman Gage. Her story matched details in the Jerry Bower letter Pastor Gage got so angry about.”

      “So you think…” Hannah let her words trail off.

      “I don’t know what I think,” I said. “Before I think too much, I want to find out what I can.”

      “Yeah. The most reasonable explanation is a case of mistaken identity.”

      “But if it was, why did he get so mad?” That’s what kept me from dismissing the whole episode.

      Hannah took a step closer to me. Her hand closed around my arm to the point of it being painful. “We’ll talk about this later. Right now, listen to me. There is a woman watching us. She’s coming up behind you.”

      “What’s she look like?”

      “Blonde—”

      “Go to your car and call 911. She’s dangerous.” My heart rattled against my chest, beating so hard my vision jarred with it. My face tingled as adrenaline rushed through me.

      Hannah backed away, her eyes almost comically wide.

      Veronica Spinelli grabbed my upper arm and spun me around.
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      “The old bitch told me you sold the trailer.” Veronica’s already scary face twisted into a feral snarl. “She wouldn’t let me look at what you found out there. Finally, I got her to tell me you’d come here.”

      “You confronted my grandmother?” My voice rose in volume as my fury took hold. After what Dean told me and what I’d seen online, I feared Veronica. But my anger at her for bullying Memaw overrode that fear.

      “I want what’s mine.” Veronica poked me in the chest.

      “Tell me what’s yours. I’ll be happy to give it to you.” I grabbed her hand and squeezed. Veronica tightened her jaw against the pain and yanked her hand away from me.

      “Don’t touch me again.” I said the words with my teeth clenched, hoping I looked scary. Schoolyard fights had taught me to stand my ground even when I knew I was about to get my ass whipped.

      Veronica grabbed me by my blouse. I heard a seam tear. My fists went up. Hannah came out of nowhere and hit Veronica’s back at a full run. She wrapped her legs around Veronica’s torso and rode her like the jockey from Hell, tearing at her hair. Veronica managed to shake Hannah off. She thumped to the ground with a pained cry.

      What happened next goes to show I’d never make it in prison. I threw a punch at Veronica. The punch connected to Veronica’s solar plexus just fine. Veronica even stumbled to the pavement.

      She came back up with a fist-sized rock in her hand. I saw the rock hurtling at me, but I couldn’t get out of the way fast enough. The rock crashed into my head with a meaty sounding thud. I hit the asphalt hard and tasted blood in my mouth. The parking lot lights got very bright. I could do nothing but listen to Veronica’s footsteps running away. I floated on a cloud of misery until a flashlight’s blinding beam snapped me back into awareness.

      “Aw, hell. She just passed out. This ain’t no emergency.” Sheriff Joey Holze leaned over me, disgust plastered all over his face. He was one to act holier than thou. He’d stuffed his chubby body into a cowboy outfit, complete with hat and huge buckle making an indention in his belly.

      Carly Holze—better known as Mrs. Sheriff Holze—grabbed Hannah by the arm when she tried to approach me. Hannah tried to shake off her aunt, but Carly dug her bony fingers into Hannah’s bare arm.

      “You okay?” I didn’t want Hannah to get herself crossways with her aunt and uncle, who were her only blood relatives in Gaslight City.

      “I’m all right—”

      “No damn thanks to you.” Carly Holze shouted over the rest of Hannah’s sentence. “I always say: Once a trouble maker, always a trouble maker.”

      Hannah jerked away from her aunt and directed an eye roll at the starry sky. Carly, wrapped up in giving me a hateful glare, seemed oblivious to it. Too bad.

      My head throbbed and swam. I dragged myself to my feet and staggered toward my car. I leaned against it and fumbled for my keys, my breath coming in harsh gasps. Dean Turgeau appeared in front of me decked out in his uniform. I saw two of him and rubbed the side of my face.

      “Where’d you come from?”

      “Someone in Danner’s Landing called 911.” Dean shined his flashlight in my face and took a close look at me. “You all right?”

      “Veronica Spinelli did this.” My words had a sluggish sound to them. “I need to get home. She visited Memaw first.”

      “You’re not going anywhere.” Dean grabbed me under my arms and steadied me against the Nova. “Except maybe to the hospital. You might have a concussion.”

      “Dean, listen to me.” I grabbed Dean’s shoulders as much to hold me upright as to get his attention. “Veronica might have hurt my grandmother.”

      Realization sharpened Dean’s features. He turned from me and shouted for Brittany Watson. She ran to us with her shoulders back and her chin high. She wore an excited grin. I would have been amused, but my head hurt too bad.

      “Go check on Mrs. Mace, Deputy Watson. Ms. Spinelli reportedly visited her before she confronted Peri Jean here.”

      Brittany ran for her car and screeched out of the parking lot. Ignoring my arguments, Dean drove me to the hospital in his cop car. At Sheriff Joey Holze and Carly’s insistence, the town’s only ambulance drove Hannah to the ER to treat her scrapes and bruises. Who said influence didn’t help?
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      At the hospital, I found myself confined in a curtained room furnished with an examining table and a stool for the doctor to sit on. The curtains provided only the illusion of privacy to anyone with normal hearing. I listened to a soap opera’s worth of drama before Dr. Longstreet joined me.

      “I’m fine,” I told him and stood. The sooner I got out of this place, the better. The antiseptic odor and the intense glare of the overhead lights had me in a cold sweat. Too many bad memories.

      “That’s not what Turgeau told me. He was quite concerned about you.” Dr. Longstreet approached me and shined a pen light in my eyes.

      I grunted and tried to struggle away. The pinprick of light left behind an aftershock of blazing pain.

      “Be still,” Dr. Longstreet said. “It’ll only take a moment. You might have a concussion.” Eons later, he shook his head. “I don’t see any signs of a concussion. You’re going to look like you’ve been in a fistfight.”

      “I have been in fistfight.” I got up again and pulled together my belongings. “I need to get home to Memaw. Brittany Watson went to check on her, but I never heard any more.”

      “Leticia’s fine.” Dr. Longstreet stood in front of me barring my way out. “She’s staying in the hospital tonight.”

      “What did Veronica Spinelli do to her?” I shoved around Dr. Longstreet and pushed the curtain aside. I found myself in a sanitized maze of curtains, and I realized I had no idea where to go.

      “Just wait a minute before you go off half-cocked, Peri Jean.” Dr. Longstreet exited the exam room and came around me. “Your grandmother is fine. She just had a little spell, probably brought on by all the excitement.”

      “Then I need to see her.” If Veronica Spinelli hurt my grandmother, I’d make her beg the police to arrest her sorry ass.

      “Not just yet, you don’t. Come on. I want to talk to you.” Dr. Longstreet hustled us through a tangle of austere rooms scented with fear. I saw people wandering around who were no longer part of the living world. A little girl holding a teddy bear skipped up and down the halls. Obviously dead, her spirit form wore ghastly injuries. She emitted a loneliness so complete and poignant, it broke my heart.

      I yelped when Dr. Longstreet took my arm and pulled me to his office suite. We went straight through his waiting room and past the receptionist’s desk and into his office.

      “Do you want a drink?” Dr. Longstreet sat down behind his desk and let out a deep sigh.

      I shook my head.

      “Of course. You don’t drink.” He produced a pint bottle of Johnny Walker from his desk and drank straight from the bottle. “Days like today have given me this head of white hair.”

      “What happened today?” I asked. “Car wreck?”

      “How do you know?” Dr. Longstreet sat up straight and frowned at me.

      I said nothing. All my life, it had been inappropriate for me to admit I could see the dead.

      “You really do see them, don’t you?” He knew the answer. “The ghosts, I mean.”

      I didn’t understand this sudden change in protocol. Dr. Longstreet and I always pretended I didn’t see the spirit world’s occupants. We never broke character. Now he wanted me to talk about it? Or was this some kind of trick he would to use to send me back to the loony bin? I searched the recesses of my mind for all the information I could remember on involuntary commitment for mental health reasons. Clammy, slimy sweat broke out all over me.

      “Yes.” Dr. Longstreet’s voice made me jump. “Terrible car wreck. An eighteen-wheeler hit a passenger car head on. What did you see back there? To use a tired expression, you looked like you’d seen a ghost.” Dr. Longstreet took another long swig of Johnny Walker and set the bottle down on his desk.

      Suddenly, I had a flash of intuition. Memaw was dead. Dr. Longstreet bought me back here so my wails wouldn’t disrupt the entire hospital. He wouldn’t have me back here to tell me she was fine and dandy. I called on every ounce of self-control I possessed to keep myself seated and my manner calm. I couldn’t act nuts. They might not allow me to go home.

      “She was less than ten, wasn’t she?” I played Dr. Longstreet’s game. “The little girl. She had on a pink sweat jacket and long black hair. She had her teddy bear with her, one of those expensive ones.”

      Dr. Longstreet jumped as though he’d been shocked. “All these years, I knew. I knew you saw things beyond the realm of what medical science can explain. As a doctor, a country doctor, I’ve seen things. I knew.”

      “Then why did we always pretend I wasn’t quite right?”

      “Leticia fought tooth and nail to get legal custody of you after Barbie allowed you to be committed for testing. Carly Holze spoke against Leticia both publicly and to child services. Until that happened, your grandmother believed Carly was an ally. It scared her to have misjudged someone so powerful.”

      “Carly Holze thought I’d somehow tainted Hannah.” I saw it as an adult for the first time. “She wanted something done to me, and she had the law on her side.”

      Dr. Longstreet pursed his lips and frowned. “This is a small town, honey. The ‘haves’ have everything, including all the power. Leticia knew it. When you came home, she worried she’d lose you again.”

      “I don’t understand why she didn’t just move us away from here.”

      “Leticia said…she said to make you tough it out. She said you’d have to learn to hide it or you’d never be safe.” Dr. Longstreet looked down at his desk as he spoke.

      “She’s dead, isn’t she? Memaw, I mean.”

      “No.” Dr. Longstreet’s eyebrows shot up. He gave his head a hard shake. “Of course she’s not dead. She’s resting in a private room.”

      “Then why did you bring me in here?” I stood. “I need to let her know I’m here.”

      “Sit down.” Dr. Longstreet leveled his gaze on me. His tone left me no choice but to comply. I sat.

      “I need to tell you something. I should have already told you, but I’m stalling.” Dr. Longstreet didn’t have Benny’s slick polish, but he had a certain dignity to him. I had never seen him this way. Fear grabbed hold of me and squeezed.
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        * * *

      

      “Leticia was right about one thing. Treating you the way we did made you tough.” Dr. Longstreet rubbed his face. He looked twenty years older. “You never learned to trust, though. You also grew to be very dependent on your grandmother. So, last spring when we found out—”

      “What are you saying?” It all clicked into place. Memaw’s tiredness, the way she seemed to have aged so much in just a few months—everything started to make some kind of terrible sense.

      “I’m saying Leticia has cancer. By the time we found it, it was already too late to…”

      I forgot how to breathe. A crushing weight bore down on me, finding every sore muscle and making it hurt worse. I couldn’t handle this. Too intense. Too adult. Too permanent.

      “Why wouldn’t she tell me?” Some part of me wildly hoped asking enough questions would make this horrible thing not true. If I wiggled and danced enough, I might wake up in my bed, sweating out the remnants of this nightmare. But the cold truth has a certain ring. This little melodrama was real. My grandmother was dying.

      “She wanted the two of you to enjoy the time you had together.” Dr. Longstreet took the bottle of Johnny Walker back out of his desk. He didn’t drink from it. He just set it on his desk and looked at it. “She’s worried about you, worried you won’t ever find someone who can love you the way she wants you to be loved.”

      My chest tightened as a flood of adrenaline stung my nerve endings. Cancer was a merciless executioner. It stripped away dignity and autonomy, leaving only pain and horror in its wake. Memaw took so much pride in her appearance, her intellect, and her independence. I didn’t want to watch her wither into nothing, and I knew I had no choice.

      “How long does she have?” Nausea rocked and rolled through me. My blouse, now soaked with sweat, clung to me. My fantasy of running away never beat at me with more urgency, but I would never leave Memaw’s side as long as she needed me.

      “Eighteen months, maybe two years if we’re lucky. She might have to start light chemotherapy to keep herself comfortable. She’ll eventually be bedridden.”

      The image of Memaw in a sterile hospital bed, growing thinner and weaker filled my mind. My world crumbled, a scream building in my chest. I bit it back and clenched my hands into fists, reveling in the pain of my fingernails biting into my palms. I squeezed tighter and tighter. Maybe hurting myself would banish my fears of the future. My apprehension built to an unbearable intensity, beating at my skin, trying to get out into the world. I took a deep breath and commanded myself to rein it in. One more breath, and I knew I could talk without screaming. I met Dr. Longstreet’s eyes across the desk.

      “All right. I’m ready to see her.”

      Dr. Longstreet didn’t bother to argue. He showed me to Memaw’s room. She looked frailer than ever lying on the hospital bed with her steel gray hair spread out around her head. Every vein in her face was visible. When the door clicked closed, she opened her eyes.

      “You fared worse than I did.” Memaw’s voice was a hoarse impostor of her usual rough boom.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I hoped I didn’t have to say cancer out loud.

      Memaw understood I knew her secret. Maybe she’d even told Dr. Longstreet to break the news to me. She motioned at Dr. Longstreet to leave. He closed the door behind him.

      “Because I knew you’d baby me. Because I knew you’d be sad. And because I don’t know what you’re going to do with yourself without me to push you.”

      I pulled the visitor’s chair next to her bed and took her bony, liver-spotted hand in mine. For the first time ever, I noticed her hand and mine were about the same size. Our fingernails were the same shape. Tears stung my eyes, and my throat tightened. The tide of sorrow rushed up in my chest. I held it back, just the way Memaw always taught me. I didn’t know what I was going to do either.
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      Memaw fell asleep not long after she admitted her illness to me. I left the hospital. The parking lot gravel crunched under my heels, grinding together just like my emotions. Loneliness washed over me, devastating all other emotions, growing until I actually choked. It reminded me of getting lost in the Houston Museum of Natural Science at nine years old on Memaw’s and my annual vacation.

      Wandering among the endless sea of taller people whose legs all looked the same after a while made me aware of something frightening: I was too small to get myself unlost. Finally, a museum employee took mercy on me and gently helped me find Memaw. I never forgot the helpless feeling; the feeling of being too young, too inexperienced, too little to help myself. Now that feeling came back with a vengeance.

      At three o’clock in the morning, I pulled up in front of Memaw’s house. Lights blazed from every window. On the way inside, I muttered about the electric bill, careless Sheriff’s Deputies named Brittany Watson, and all sorts of other things. It gave me something to do other than feel scared of how Memaw’s last months on earth—and spending the rest of my life without her—would feel. Inside the living room, the smell of men’s cologne jolted me out of my funk.

      My senses on high alert, I took out my pepper spray and made a circuit of the house, which every safety video in the world warns against doing. I didn’t care. Even after Veronica’s beating, I thought a fight would feel good. Let out some emotion. Sure I was alone, I did another circuit through the house, this time to check for anything missing. Everything seemed to be in its place.

      I smelled the odor of men’s cologne only in the living room. It triggered a foggy memory, one I couldn’t quite latch onto. That bothered me enough to make another circuit through the house, this time locking all the doors and windows. Even the ones in Memaw’s room.

      Declaring sleep impossible, I started a pot of coffee. Memaw’s cancer roosted at the forefront of my brain, and I sat down at the kitchen table in her chair. I ran my fingers over the worn cover of her Bible as sorrow thrummed in my chest. My eyes stung. When I reached up to rub them, my face was already wet with tears. Deep down, where it really counted, I didn’t believe I could survive losing her.

      Self-pitying sobs built in my throat. I tried to hold them back as if denying the release of crying would make a bit of difference. In the end, I gave in to the sobs. I moaned. I wailed. I beat my fists on the table. None of it changed anything.
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      I must have fallen asleep. The next thing I knew, daylight flooded the kitchen, and the smell of burned coffee hung in the air. I got up to turn off the coffee pot and rinse the rancid brew out of the carafe.

      As I filled the coffee pot with vinegar to remove the stains, I remembered the picture I found of Memaw the day Benny came by to pick up the trailer.

      I always thought Memaw an orphan. I tried to remember why. Perhaps because I never met anybody from her side of the family. I had some distant Mace cousins scattered over the US, but I never met anybody directly related to Memaw.

      That picture of Memaw hadn’t looked like an orphan. It looked like a well-off young lady. If it hadn’t been for Memaw’s cancer, I probably wouldn’t have given that picture a second thought. But, now that I knew, I realized how little I knew about Memaw. I didn’t want her to take all these stories—stories of my heritage—to the grave with her.

      I called the hospital and had them connect me to Memaw’s room. Between complaining about the horrible breakfast and the sadistic nursing staff, Memaw managed to tell me she didn’t want me to pick her up. She didn’t know when she’d be released, and Pastor Gage had offered to give her a ride home.

      I worked outside town that day for one of my regular customers, an elderly shut-in who had me cook a month’s worth of meals to freeze and do light housekeeping. The job took most of my day. Memaw and I had a short conversation via cellphone after she got home from the hospital. She warned me not to baby her. As if I’d have the temerity to try.

      On the way home, I received an emergency call from Amanda King, owner of Amanda’s Hair Flair. She said she needed my help pronto and begged me to come right away. H & H Week and all the madness it brought had come to town.

      Amanda’s Hair Flair operated out of a portable building a mile from downtown. Cars overflowed the little dirt parking lot and sat on the highway’s shoulder. When I opened the door, the chaotic scene inside almost made me chicken out. A customer sat under every dryer. The waiting area was standing room only.

      Felicia Holze smirked when she saw me but motioned me inside. If anything, marrying Sheriff Joey Holze’s only son made her even more of a hater.

      “I’ve got one stylist home sick, and both me and Felicia are booked up.” Amanda took some money, made it disappear into the cash register, and thanked her client before speaking to me again. “I need somebody to wash towels and clean up this place. If the Texas State Board of Cosmetology came in here to inspect us right now, my ass would be grass.”

      “Just go on back and start the towels.” Felicia snipped some more hair and returned her attention to me. She said, “Please” like she ought not have to.

      Sometimes I wondered if Felicia’s nastiness was a symptom of mental illness. She seemed unable to help herself. During high school, she and her minions very effectively passed a rumor I was a closet Satanist. After studying world religions in college, I knew Felicia and her buds didn’t have the first clue of the meaning of Satanism. But their rumors had the desired effect. My pariah status went up to Def-Con One. She married Chase and acted as though that somehow gave her status over me, despite their marriage ending a decade ago. I believed wholeheartedly I could still whup her ass and longed to test my theory.

      I wandered around the salon speaking to people I knew and collecting damp towels. At Amanda’s chair, I ran into Benny Longstreet. Amanda’s scissors flew over his head as she trimmed his short, dark hair. He smiled at me.

      “How are things with your new acquisition?” I asked Benny.

      “Cleaned, and I already have a buyer.” He jammed his hand into his pocket. “I found an item you missed when you cleaned out Rae’s things.”

      “Oh?” I shifted the wad of damp towels to my hip.

      Amanda stepped away as Benny stood so he could dig in his pocket. He dropped a silver ring into my palm. It was a band perforated in the shape of a spider web with a spider in the middle. A single red ruby adorned the spider’s abdomen. The back of the ring was solid.

      Understanding hit me hard, and I nearly dropped the ring. This had to be the one Wade Hill told me about, the one that made those awful marks on Rae’s face. But this one wouldn’t fit a man. Its smaller size would have fit a woman. Was this what Veronica Spinelli wanted out of Rae’s things? And what about the one Low_Ryder wore in the sketch? Every time I got a new piece of the puzzle, it made the ones I already had make even less sense.

      Benny or the people he hired must have torn that travel trailer apart to find it. I thought I had done a thorough job on the trailer.

      Amanda leaned in close to see the ring. “Oh, I remember this. A jewelry salesman came in one day while we were bleaching Rae’s hair. Rae bought two, a little one for her and a bigger one in a man’s size.”

      At least I knew Rae had bought both rings. I slipped the ring into my pocket and thanked Benny. My cellphone interrupted his response. The caller ID indicated it was Dara. After she stood me up and ignored my phone calls, my bullshit meter hovered in the red.

      “It’s Peri Jean.” I didn’t make an effort to sound nice.

      “Girl,” she said, her hick accent in full play, “I am so sorry. I heard you came to The Chameleon, but Lloyd had done told me to get out or he’d call the cops.”

      “I tried to call you, and you didn’t answer. I had to drive all the way back to Gaslight City.” I turned away from Benny and Amanda and walked into the back room to dump the towels. I grabbed the broom and came back out, still holding the phone to my ear.

      “I know,” Dara said, “but my roommate kicked me out. I had to find somewhere else to live, like, right then.”

      I knew Dara’s type. The drama never ended. No wonder she and Rae had been so close.

      “I still wanna meet you. I got a picture of Rae with this boyfriend of hers.”

      “You have a picture of Rae and BJ together?” I said the words louder than I’d intended, and both Amanda and Benny looked my way.

      “I sure do, and I found this envelope she must have left at my old apartment. It’s addressed to you. Let me give you my new address.” Dara rattled off numbers and a street. I leaned the broom against a wall and begged a sheet of paper and a pen from Amanda. I scribbled the directions to Dara’s digs there at Amanda’s workstation. Dara named the time, and I wrote that on the top of the page and circled it.

      “Now, listen,” I said, “if you stand me up, don’t bother calling back.”

      “No, no, no. Tomorrow morning at ten sharp. I’ll be there.”

      I hung up and raced through my duties at Amanda’s. Anticipation at having another piece of the puzzle kept my mind only half on my tasks. Felicia loved that.
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      On the way out of Amanda’s parking lot, I called Dean. He answered his cellphone but sounded distracted. I told him about the ring, and he asked me to meet him at the corner of Houston and Crockett Streets.

      I drove over there in the deepening twilight, not knowing what to expect. Dean’s and my relationship—if you could call it that—had two speeds, full-blown hate and the barest of tolerance.

      Once I reached Gaslight City’s small downtown area, people celebrating H & H Week filled every available parking space. I drove around the block three times before I caught someone pulling out and whipped into their spot. Horns blasted and a few entitlement minded tourists shouted at me.

      A small crowd gathered at the corner of Houston and Crockett Streets. The solid wall of bodies obscured my view. I elbowed my way into the crowd and found myself standing shoulder to shoulder with Dean Turgeau. On the ground lay Mrs. Watson, bellowing like a hyena being castrated. Dean looked sick. A few tourists videoed the spectacle on their fancy cellphones.

      “She won’t get up,” whispered Dean. “I called for the ambulance, but they’re on another call and can’t come right now.”

      “Mrs. Watson?” I spoke in a loud, clear voice. Mrs. Watson couldn’t hear so well anymore. “I just saw Mr. Benoit go into Lulu’s Espresso Meltdown. He asked me about you.”

      Mrs. Watson sat up. “Is he still in there?”

      “I don’t know. You’ll have to go see for yourself.”

      Mrs. Watson stood, brushed the dust off her clothes, adjusted her wig, and headed in the direction of Lulu’s. I could tell the locals from the non-locals by which ones had their mouths hanging open and which ones didn’t.

      Dean rallied. “Show’s over, folks. Go spend some money.”

      The crowd left, albeit reluctantly. Several headed in the direction of Lulu’s Espresso Meltdown.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Dean asked.

      “She’s lonely and feels like nobody needs her. She does stuff like this all the time.”

      “You said you had something for me? A piece of evidence?”

      I pulled the spider ring out of my pocket. I had wrapped it in a piece of plastic wrap I found at Amanda’s. Dean grinned when he saw my attempt at preserving evidence.

      “I think this is a match to the ring the guy in the sketch is wearing. It might match the wounds on Rae’s face.”

      Dean nodded and motioned me to follow him to his cruiser. There, he placed the plastic-wrapped ring into an evidence bag. While he put the bag away, I told him where and how I’d come by the ring. Things went great until I mentioned Dara’s phone call and our appointment to talk.

      “I’m the one who should talk to her.” Dean stuck out his jaw.

      “But she’s willing to talk to me. I bet she’ll tell me more than she’d ever tell you.”

      Dean closed his eyes and exhaled through his teeth. “Tell you what. For the sake of us not having another pointless argument, let’s pretend you didn’t tell me about Dara. But, after you meet her, tell me what she says.”

      “You’ve got a deal.”

      “This town is crazy. It’s like another universe.”

      I laughed.

      “I feel like I’m learning how to do this job all over again.” Dean started to get inside his cruiser but stopped and turned back to me. “Want to eat an early supper with me? I’ve got to make it fast. We are all on overtime because of H & H Week.”

      I accepted. Dean insisted on buying Frito pies from Dottie’s. We agreed to meet at Longstreet Park in fifteen minutes.
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      Longstreet Park, a few blocks from the Mace House on Alamo Street, had some new playground equipment and a few picnic tables. A statue of the Longstreet who started the family’s lumber empire stood in the middle of the park, covered in bird droppings. I walked around the park and fidgeted as I waited for Dean, feeling more anticipation than the night I lost my virginity.

      Dean’s cruiser rolled into the parking lot and eased in next to my car. He got out holding a brown Dottie’s bag. He led the way to a concrete picnic table. I helped him unpack containers of chili and two bags of Fritos. I poured my chips in my chili and stirred. Dean handed me a bottle of water.

      “This investigation is getting crazy.” Dean wolfed down fast bites of his Frito pie. “Every time I think I’ve got it figured out, something new shows up. Things might be looking up for Chase, but they’re looking down for me.”

      “You sound like you wish you could just prove Chase did it and be done with it.” My Frito pie sat untouched. Dean’s comfort with tearing Chase’s life asunder bothered me. I knew he had a job to do, but couldn’t he show some empathy?

      “It would certainly make my life easier.” Dean watched me through narrowed eyes, his good mood fading away.

      “So it doesn’t matter who really killed Rae or how many lives your investigation ruins.” I put “investigation” in air quotes just to be catty. “All that matters is that your life is easy.”

      Dean watched me in silence, that closed-up wariness clouding his eyes. He clasped his hands in front of him. The darkening sky deepened the lines on his face, and it reminded me of the last time I saw Chase. Sadness throbbed within me. I missed him so much. How could I be loyal to Chase while sitting here with Dean? His investigation threw my best friend’s life into a tailspin, and I didn’t know if I’d ever see him again. I needed to blame someone, so I blamed Dean.

      “I gotta go,” I mumbled and started for my car.

      Leaves crunched behind me. I pretended I didn’t hear. Dean grabbed my arm and spun me around.

      “Don’t you touch me.” I doubled up my fist. If I blew things up, left in a rage, I could condemn Dean. It didn’t matter that I knew Chase destroyed his own life. When his dreams failed, he refused to get up and try again the way grownups do. He just gave up.

      “You can go to jail for assaulting a law officer.” Dean, to his credit, did take his hand off me. I searched his eyes for anger so I could feed off it. Instead of anger, I saw confusion and hurt.

      “Last time we did that, you ended up looking like a jackass.” My words, including the nasty tone of voice, replayed in my mind. Stupid, stupid. I closed my eyes and counted to ten. When I opened them, Dean still stood in front of me, biting his lip. I prepared to eat humble pie.

      “Dean, I’m sorry.” I exhaled as I said the words, trying to organize all the things I’d done wrong in my mind. “Chase and I go back a long way. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to believe he killed Rae.”

      “I can’t talk to you about the case’s details,” Dean said. “But I can say it is more complicated than I ever imagined. And I didn’t expect to meet somebody like you. That part keeps throwing me for a loop.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. Part of me wanted to hate Dean. The other part of me burned with attraction to him, curiosity about him. His kindness, even though buried under a mountain of surliness, showed through. Most of all, I wanted to know if his lips tasted as good as they looked, if his skin burned against mine, and if I could make his heart beat faster.

      “Will you come back and sit with me?” Dean tried to smile, but couldn’t quite pull it off. “Your chili’s gonna get cold.”

      I cut off my dirty fantasies and trudged back to the picnic table, determined to act like a grownup. I managed to choke down the rest of my cold chili.

      “What I said before—the thing about you and Chase murdering Rae, the stuff about the crystal ball—was uncalled for.” He took a bite of his cold chili and grimaced. “I want to explain.”

      “There’s no need.” I hated stuff like this. It complicated things, opened wounds, scared me. I sipped my water and desperately hoped I didn’t spew used Frito pie all over the table. Dean held out his hands, palms up. I nodded that I’d listen.

      “Before I came here, I worked for East Baton Rouge Parish Sheriff’s Homicide Division. I told you a little about how I came here. About making a mistake and getting somebody killed.”

      “You don’t have to do this.” If he told me, things between us could never go back to simple. Some women want this kind of openness. Not me. The idea of laying all my guts on the table instilled a breathless horror in me.

      “Please listen to me.” Dean’s voice rose. “I’m so sick of people being afraid to let me tell them what happened, how I fucked up, how I’m a failure.”

      “Fine. Tell me that stuff.” I took out my cigarettes and lit one up. Between the nicotine and my spinning head, maybe I’d pass out and miss his confession.
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        * * *

      

      “About a year ago, I was working a murder case. A bad one. People kept turning up dead, but my partner and I couldn’t figure out how it all connected.

      “In the middle of it all, my marriage to my childhood sweetheart was imploding. She had been cheating on me, so I cheated on her. I stayed out at bars all night and came to work too hungover and exhausted to think. My partner picked up the slack.

      “Eva Cassidy. That was my partner. She was a little, tiny woman—kind of like you—and so brave. She figured out who the killer was but found him while she was checking out another lead. He shot her in the chest three times. About five minutes before that happened, she left a message on my cellphone asking me to come back her up.” Dean looked into my eyes. “The rip of it all was the very psychic who offered us help in the beginning turned out to be the murderer.”

      “And every time you see me, you think about this guy.” And how he killed Eva while you weren’t doing what you were supposed to be doing. I kept the second part to myself. Not one of us is without fault.

      Dean nodded, his normally bright blue eyes dark and full of storm clouds.

      “I am so sorry. Working for Sheriff Fatass and listening to him bitch about me has to make it that much worse,” I said. “Is…this incident what happened to your leg?”

      Dean pressed his lips together. His face turned such a complete red it extended to the tips of his ears.

      “Yes, that’s what happened to my leg.” He spat out the words. “There’s some physical therapy and other treatments I could take that might make it hurt less, but I haven’t bothered.”

      “Why not?” As always, I thought in terms of money. “Doesn’t the county offer good insurance?”

      “My carelessness got my partner killed and me hurt.” Dean curled his lip into a sneer. “She’ll never walk in the sun again. Never see her children again. I deserve to remember her every day of my life.”

      “You can’t feel that way. It wasn’t your fault—”

      “It was!” Dean slammed his fist down on the concrete picnic table and flinched from the impact. “Eva worked the case by herself because I couldn’t get my shit together. She wouldn’t have been out there by herself if I had been doing my job.”

      “And that’s why you want to see Rae’s murder solved?” I needed to understand this part of Dean so we could quit running in circles. “So you can know you got the bad guys?”

      “Nothing that noble. Turns out, I’m still a selfish shithead.” Dean’s nose and cheeks were red. Tears swam in his eyes. “I got into some big trouble over my part in Eva’s shooting. I wasn’t asked to resign the East Baton Rouge Parish’s Sheriff’s Department, but it was made known I needed to. So there I was, in my late thirties and jobless. Cop work is the only job I’ve ever known. If I can’t solve Rae’s murder and make Sheriff Joey look good, he’ll find a reason to get rid of me.”

      I walked around the table and gave him a hug. He tensed at first, pulling away from me, but leaned into me after a moment.

      “What was that for?”

      “You looked like you needed it.” I sat back down on my side of the table.

      “Joey just hired me because I knew Hannah from way back. I used to work security detail for sporting events and met her and Carson. We had a chance meeting after her divorce. She told me she was moving back home, back to Gaslight City, and her uncle, the sheriff, had a position open. She told him about me, and my homicide experience caught his interest.

      “I came here, applied for the job, and he hired me on the spot. Sheriff Holze doesn’t like involving the state police in his homicide investigations. He figured with my experience he’d never have to again. I figured the most I’d see is the very occasional rage murder or drug deal gone bad—”

      “For what it’s worth,” I broke in, “that usually is all we have.”

      “I know.” Dean smiled. “I checked. Then Rae’s murder came up almost right off the bat. Chase doing it would have tied it all up in a neat bow. I’d only have to see you checking me out in the mornings when I’m jogging, and you being,” he swallowed hard, “what you are would never touch me.”

      I turned my face away from Dean, wanting to put my hands over my ears. I didn’t. Instead, I heard myself talking about things I needed to keep quiet. It horrified me, but for some reason I couldn’t stop. “It drives me crazy. All my life, people disliked me for this thing I couldn’t help. Your boss is a perfect example. Nobody ever asked me if I wanted to be this way. People either think I’m something unholy or mentally ill.”

      Dean reached across the table and put his hand over mine, twining his warm, strong fingers into mine.

      “Not me. See, I’m a pretty good cop. After Sheriff Joey gave me the lowdown about you, I asked around.” He gestured at the silent houses around us. “Nobody thinks you’re a fake. Some call you crazy, which means they’ve seen you do something that makes them damn uncomfortable. But it also means you’re not a fake.”

      “It sucked not being able to write me off as a lying charlatan?” I bit my lip to hold back my smile. Dean dealt in absolutes, in facts. No facts existed to help him put me in a neat little category.

      “Oh, it sucks. It sucked worse when I started caring whether you running around like you’re on a detective show would get you in hot water.”

      Dean’s lapel mic crackled. He answered, speaking mostly in numbers. When he stopped speaking, his face was closed. I knew he was finished pouring his heart out to me. We gathered our garbage and walked to our cars.

      “Give me the address of Dara’s apartment. At least I’ll know where you went if you go missing.” Dean shoved his notebook at me, and I copied the address.

      He leaned forward and brushed my cheek with a kiss. My cheek tingled where he kissed it, and his clean scent lingered. Warmth spread over me as my heart fluttered. I closed the distance between us and kissed him. Really kissed him. He tasted as good as he looked. His arms slid around my waist and pulled me onto my tiptoes. His radio crackled again. We both groaned and pulled apart.

      “Call me,” he said and got into his cruiser.
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        * * *

      

      The aroma of warm sugar greeted me at the door. After seeing Memaw lying in the hospital bed, it stunned me to see her working hard in the kitchen. She stood with her back to me scooping perfect tablespoons of cookie batter out of a huge mixing bowl and dropping them onto a cookie sheet. A row of pies lined the kitchen counter.

      “That looks good,” I said. “It smells even better.”

      “The church is having a bake sale. I promised to provide a few things.” Memaw’s idea of “a few things” went above and beyond the norm.

      “Why don’t you sit down? I’ll finish all that.”

      “This is precisely why I didn’t want you to know I’m dying of cancer. I knew you would act exactly like you’re acting right now.” Memaw turned to face me, her arms crossed over her chest and a dour look on her face.

      So she wanted to talk about the thousand-pound gorilla in the room. It surprised me considering we’d spent my whole life pretending I didn’t see ghosts.

      “If you make yourself sick, we won’t have as much time together.” I laid my grievance on the table. Why not?

      “I’m already sick. What is time together if I can’t enjoy it?”

      Both the picture I found of young Memaw and the conversation I’d had with Dr. Longstreet tormented me. So much lay between us, unmentioned. In the face of losing her forever, I wanted to know who I was.

      “Good point. I’ll add to it. What good is time together if all we do is keep secrets from each other?” I risked driving a wedge between us, but time was short. If I didn’t do this now, I might never work up the nerve again.

      “Oh hell. I just didn’t want to see you upset.” She widened her eyes. “Just like you are right now.”

      “I’m not just talking about the cancer. I’m talking about the way we dance around what I am. Dr. Longstreet told me you insisted on it. I want to know why that is.”

      Memaw did a double take but didn’t try to pretend she didn’t understand. “Honey, try to understand. I survived this kind of thing long before the day you told everybody how you knew where Hannah’s daddy hid her Christmas presents.”

      “What do you mean?” In my naiveté, I thought she wanted to talk about my grandfather’s premature death and my father’s murder. Boy, was I wrong.

      Memaw took a pan of cookies from the oven and set them aside. She motioned me to follow her to the table. We both sat down. Forget butterflies in my stomach. Dinosaurs could have been stomping around in there. I wondered if Pandora felt this way right before she realized she’d fucked up.

      “This conversation is long overdue, and it’s all my fault.” Memaw hung her head, blinking rapidly. “I hope you can hear what I have to say without hating me. For a long time, you were too young to hear it. After you got old enough, things seemed so hard for you. I just…I don’t know.”

      On TV, cheesy soap opera music always started when somebody made a statement like that. I hunched in my seat, as though that might protect me from the bad stuff. Hearing Memaw’s secrets would change the way I saw things, maybe for the worse. Living in a house built of secrets had its comforts. My insistence on the truth might come back to haunt me. But it was too late to hit the undo button. Besides life doesn’t have one.

      “My mother could do what you do—see ghosts.” Memaw let out a deep breath she must have been holding. When she spoke again, she did it in short, disconnected bursts. “So could my brother, Cecil. My twin sister, Ruth, not so much. She was like Daddy, though. So it didn’t matter.”

      Cold, hurtful shock drowned out any coherent thought. Tears welled in my eyes. A lifetime of being the outsider flashed through my memories. Seeing ghosts was a family trait like our dark eyes and high cheekbones. Surely, it would have helped me to know. Was this why we never went around Memaw’s family? So I’d never learn how to be what I am?

      “Why didn’t you tell me? It would have helped me feel normal to know them.” My chin trembled, and I turned away so Memaw couldn’t see the tears flooding my eyes. The loss of not knowing these people tore at me.

      “Maybe it would have.” Memaw’s eyes filled with tears, too. “But, then, they’d have made you like them.”

      “They are like me.”

      “No, ma’am. They are most certainly not like you.” Memaw’s words came out strong and forceful. “You’re kind, honest, and compassionate. My family is…nothing you want to know or to know you.”

      “So you think what I am is bad?” I twisted my fingers together on the tabletop. No surprise there. The shunning, the sideways glances, the whispering. All proof I was defective.

      “I’m going about this wrong. The same way I’ve done since that awful day when you were eight.” Memaw crossed her arms over herself and looked at the ceiling. A tear slid down her cheek. Let’s start from some kind of beginning.”
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        * * *

      

      “My mother could do what you do. See the ghosts. Feel their emotions. She came from a family of—I guess you’d call them psychics. They’d call it Knowing. They called seeing the ghosts Seeing. Those words you could say in public without drawing too much attention.

      “Daddy came from a family of traveling con artists. There is no other way to put it. None of them ever did an honest day’s work. They always had an angle, a scam.” For the first time, she looked at me straight on, a gleam in her eye. “Rae got it honest, darlin’.

      “Daddy and Momma were the perfect pair. They’d go into a town and convince a new widow they knew where her late husband hid a fortune. Momma knew how to manipulate her gifts. She could pick up just enough about the deceased to make it believable. Or Momma might somehow know the deceased’s family had murdered them. Then the blackmail would start. And everybody wants Uncle Elmer to send them a message from beyond the grave.”

      I laughed at that in spite of myself.

      Memaw shook her head, and the sad look in her eyes hurt my heart. “It might sound funny, but it was a hard way to grow up. We never stayed in one place for long. People inevitably figured out they were being scammed, and they’d run us out of town. I hated it. I ran away at seventeen, and I’ve never seen them since.”

      “I guess I understand why you never told me.” But I still wished I had known. A lifetime of feeling like a freak had a tendency to suck the joy out of life.

      “If the incident with Hannah Kessler—the one that ended with you in a mental hospital— had never happened, I might have told you.” Memaw raised her eyebrows. “If for no other reason, I’d have told you about my family to warn you about them. But after that, I was scared. You see, people—especially people facing something that can’t possibly be real but obviously is—can be dangerous. I learned that when I was young too.” Her chest hitched with a silent sob, but she got a hold of herself to continue.

      “My parents had a change of life baby, a little boy they named Raymond. He was born when I was about fifteen. Cute as a button, he was. I might have spoiled him a little.” Memaw spoke in a quiet voice, the tiniest of smiles curving her lips. “We were living in a town outside Dallas. The jig, as my daddy used to say, was about up. We went to bed early, planning to slip out before sunrise the next morning. Some locals set the house on fire. Everybody got out except for Raymond. The police didn’t do much after some important people whispered in their ears. So, you see, I know what people can do to other people.”

      “But that was back in the 1950s, right? That wouldn’t have happened in the 1990s.” I understood the horror of Memaw’s loss. But she was an educated woman. She knew things like that didn’t—couldn’t—happen anymore. Nothing stayed off the grid.

      “Things might seem like they change, but they don’t. There’s a lot you have forgotten…or never realized.” Memaw watched me with her eyes narrowed and her brows drawn.

      “Can’t you tell me? It’s all over now. I’m a grown woman.” My voice shook with the rest of my body. I couldn’t stop shivering.

      “Remember this: It’ll never be over. One thing I realized back then is I have enemies in this town. And it’s people I don’t have a damn clue what I did to piss them off.”

      “But they sent me away for seeing ghosts.” My voice warbled with unshed tears. “And you knew nothing was wrong with me. How could you let that happen?”

      Memaw and I stood at the same time and stared at each other across the table. She held her hands out to me. “No, baby, it wasn’t that way at all.”

      “What way was it then?” Memories of a stark white room and bright lights tore open all the scars I’d sealed and buried. Panic lodged in my throat. Voices from more than twenty years ago, voices I had done everything I knew to forget, said things like, “Schizophrenic…should be institutionalized for life…severe break with reality.”

      Memaw lips moved, but I couldn’t hear her words. Those old voices from the mental hospital and the roar of my own paranoia were too loud. Without meaning to, I shouted, “What?”

      Memaw grabbed my hands and squeezed hard.

      My veneer of control snapped back into place. I put my face in my hands and muttered, “I’m sorry for yelling at you.”

      “No. I’m the one who’s sorry.” Her face had turned gray, her lips nearly white. “Your being taken to the mental hospital for testing happened before I knew what was going on.”

      Memaw stared at me for a long moment before I understood what she wanted. She wanted confirmation I believed her, that I didn’t consider her my enemy. I nodded, and so did she. We sat back down, facing each other across the scarred old table.

      “When the whole mess broke, the school called Barbie because she was your mother and—supposedly—in charge of you.” Memaw’s mouth twisted with bitterness she’d evidently held onto these twenty years. “According to Jolene Fischer, Barbie signed the papers for the psychological testing without a word of argument. She didn’t even call to tell me what was going on…and I guess she didn’t have any obligation to. Jolene called the high school and pulled me out of class to let me know.”

      My mouth had gone dry as dirt. I reached for a glass of tea Memaw had left on the table. Hand shaking, I almost knocked the glass over. Quick as a flash, Memaw reached out to steady the glass. I put my hands in my lap and didn’t reach for it again.

      “I knew Barbie would be working, so I went down to Mickey’s Five-and-Dime—remember that place?—and confronted her.” Memaw frowned and said her next words through clenched teeth. “She said without your daddy alive, she didn’t know what to do with you.”

      Memaw looked at the table, her lips trembling. Her fingers twitched as she lived through it again.

      “Well, what happened?” Some sick part of me needed to know what Memaw’s response to my ne’er-do-well mother had been.

      “I slapped her right across the face, is what happened.” Memaw’s mouth curled into a little smile. “They kicked me out of Mickey’s for life, and I told them they could kiss me where the sun don’t shine.”

      Laughter—the laughter of relief something unpleasant was over with no lasting injury—quivered and bubbled to the surface. A second later, our laughter filled the kitchen.

      “Then I made Barbie get in the car with me, and we drove down to that hospital and signed you out.” Memaw raised her eyebrows at me, still smiling. “I think it insulted her tender sensibilities.”

      “I thought I remembered hearing you hollering.” Hazy memories of a nurse, her face pinched in worry, found me and I shook them away.

      “Oh, I did holler.” Memaw snorted. “On the way there, we’d stopped to get Wilton Bruce—Hooty’s daddy, the judge—and he threatened them with every legal this ’n that he could think of. I’m not sure how they heard him over my shouting, but I think he made more difference than I did.”

      That Memaw came to my rescue wholeheartedly helped my feelings somewhat, but her secrecy about the paranormal sixth sense running in her family, my family, bothered me. My gut told me to let it go.

      “Tell you what,” Memaw said. “There’s a new rule in this house. We won’t act like you seeing through the veil is a secret. It isn’t, and I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the truth sooner. And if there’s ever something I do that you can’t understand, just ask me. When you bury things, time just buries them deeper.”

      We hugged and cut into a pie intended for the bake sale. Sugar and lard didn’t cure everything, but it helped.
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      For the second time in less than a week, I made the trek to Tyler in my old gas-guzzler. This time, it cost even more because I had to pass off a lucrative appointment to one of my competitors.

      I checked my rearview mirror often for the black GTO. Last Friday night taught me not to let it catch me unaware. Especially not on these lonely country roads.

      By the time I reached Tyler, I was a nervous wreck. I drove past Dara’s apartment the first time and had to double back. She lived in an apartment complex of five beat-up two story buildings with walk-up entrances. Since I was fifteen minutes early, I sat in the car considering what I was about to do.

      A lot of things could happen once I got inside Dara’s apartment. She could be playing both sides of the fence and have Rae’s boyfriend up there waiting for me. If he was the same man I encountered the morning of Rae’s murder, he’d hurt me again. Maybe kill me. Or Dara herself could do me harm.

      I wished I traveled with some sort of weapon. I rarely thought of myself as a weak, vulnerable woman, but I was. I dug through my glove box until I found a few rolls of quarters I used when I took things to the Laundromat for clients. They’d do in a pinch. My punch would pack a lot more of a wallop with a roll clenched in my fist. I slipped the rolls into my jacket pocket and climbed out of the car.

      For once, my luck was in. Had it been one of those modern cities of endless apartment buildings, I’d have never found building three, where unit 312 was sure to be.

      Dara must have heard my feet ringing on the metal stairs leading to her apartment and opened the door. She beamed. “You right on time, ain’t cha, girl?”

      Dara turned out to be a brunette version of Rae, voluptuous with a tiny, flat waist and long, tanned legs. Her wild, brown hair stuck out every which way without being curly. She motioned me inside.

      I smelled nag champa, which usually meant dope unless Dara had a spiritual side. Sure enough, I spotted a half-smoked doobie in a heavy glass ashtray on the coffee table. Apprehension spiked into my muscles, tightening them painfully. Dara might be a harmless pothead. On the other hand, the joint could be the only sign I’d get before things went to hell in a big hurry. I glanced around the apartment, praying I’d notice any warning signs I needed to run for my life.

      “How come you moved?” I pretended I hadn’t seen the roach. Dara might take any interest I showed as a desire to smoke with her, and I wanted that almost as much as I wanted a raging case of acne.

      “My old apartment got broken into.” Dara displayed the half-lidded stare and slow, careful speech of the profoundly stoned. “My roommate said it was my fault since my room was the only one messed up. People are always doing that, going back on their word, getting mad for no reason—”

      “You told me on the phone you have a picture of Rae and her boyfriend and a package Rae addressed to me?” I would have to keep reminding Dara of my visit’s purpose. Being with Dara reminded me of my short first marriage. It also reminded me of Chase. As much as I missed him, I didn’t miss this. I couldn’t wait to get back out to my car and sanity.

      “I totally forgot.” Dara pointed her finger at me and giggled. “Lemme go get it.”

      She meandered into the only other room, which I guessed was a bedroom. Several long minutes later, right as I was about to go looking for her, Dara walked slow as a turtle out of the bedroom.

      “Man, I forgot where I put the stupid thing.” Dara handed me a brown padded envelope addressed to me in Rae’s handwriting. After I took it from her, she handed me the picture, her face set in a mask of studious concentration.

      The picture had been taken in a nightclub and was dark. To make matters worse, a flickering television provided the only light in Dara’s apartment. I walked into the galley kitchen and flipped on the light. A group shot, the picture showed several of the girls I met at The Chameleon. Dara, who was absent, must have been the photographer.

      Right there, wearing her biggest cheese-eating grin, was Rae. Benny Longstreet sat next to her with his arm around her shoulders. A thrill worked its way through me. I’d suspected Benny had known Rae in the biblical sense, but seeing the proof of it took my breath away.

      Someone knocked. Dara stared as though she had no idea what to do. Maybe she didn’t.

      “I’ll get it.” I went to admit our guest, planning to make an excuse to leave.

      Dara’s slack expression showed no recognition.

      I pulled open the door. The person on the other side wore camouflage head to toe, but I recognized him. Benny. Before I could react, Benny reared back a fist and slugged me in the stomach. My breath whooshed out of me, and my knees loosened. Sucker punched again. Those damn coin rolls hadn’t done me a bit of good.

      As I struggled to pull in a breath, he yanked the picture out of my hand and shoved me to the floor. I curled into the fetal position, fully expecting him to kick me. His footsteps thundered down the metal steps as he ran away.

      Dara, belatedly, screamed for help. She sounded slow and confused. A door across the way opened. A guy with no shirt and stringy, long hair boiled out of his apartment and ran after Benny, but he only went a few steps before he returned.

      “You all right, lady?” He leaned over me. “Want me to call the po-po?”

      I rolled onto my knees, still whooping for breath. I couldn’t speak, but I shook my head. The metal stairs clanged as someone ran up them. I braced myself for Benny’s return and moaned in relief when I saw Dean. He ran to me and knelt beside me.

      “You all right?” he asked. I nodded.

      The shirtless guy peered into Dara’s apartment. “Dude...is that, like, a roach in your ashtray? You probably don’t want to, like, call the po-po if you’ve got a roach in the ashtray.”

      I didn’t bother to tell him that Dean was the po-po. Behind us, Dara wailed in a shrill monotone, oblivious to everything.

      “Can you please stop?” Dean glared at her.

      Dara continued to wail, never acknowledging two extra people were in her apartment.

      “Shut up,” Dean hollered.

      Dara jumped. I sucked in a breath of air.

      Dean pulled me to my feet. “I saw him come up here, but I hung back to see what happened. I am so sorry. Let me get you out of here.”

      “Get the package addressed to me off the counter in the kitchen.” I pointed at it, and Dean hurried into the kitchen and grabbed it.

      Dara watched us like a show on TV, her mouth half open. I thanked her for her hospitality and left her standing there with the no-shirt guy. Maybe they’d make a love connection.

      Dean made no effort to hide his guilt. He apologized to me numerous times on the way to car, babbling about jurisdiction and gut feelings.

      “I had the morning off and decided to go out to the lake. Stopped in a convenience store for gas. Benny was in there with a bunch of road munchies. He told the cashier he was headed to Tyler on business. I just knew.”

      “Don’t.” I shook my head, still fighting to breathe. “I’m all right. Or at least, I will be. Let’s see what’s in this package.”

      I tore open the package and found nothing but a DVD. Disappointment flooded me. We’d have to wait until we got home to see what was on it.

      “Don’t touch it,” Dean said. He used a piece of paper and a pen to get the DVD out of its case. “I’ve got a DVD player in the car.”

      “What on earth for?”

      “I’ve got two nephews. Last time I took them out, they left it. I’ve been meaning to give it back, but…” He shrugged.
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        * * *

      

      Dean dug around in his ratty old Trans Am and came up with a portable DVD player.

      We crowded together and turned on the DVD. At first, the frame showed nothing but an empty motel room. Within seconds, a woman’s giggle became audible. Rae and Benny, buck naked, walked into the room. The two must have come from the bathroom. Their bodies glistened with water.

      They went straight to the bed kissing. Rae glanced at the computer several times, probably wondering if it was recording her little show. When they finally got down to business, Benny’s back was to the camera. The little thatch of hair above his buttocks was perfectly visible.

      I wandered away to let Turgeau watch the DVD by himself. Dean viewed the distasteful show with one hand over his mouth and one eyebrow raised. After a few minutes, he motioned me to join him.

      The DVD screen showed nothing but white text on a blue background. It read:

      Benny,

      I am pregnant. Whether or not the baby is yours, this DVD will raise enough doubt to cost you your seat on the Gaslight City Council, your post as deacon of Gaslight City First Baptist Church, your wife and your kids, and half of your money.

      I will gladly disappear if you’ll give me half a million dollars. Don’t try to tell me you’re not good for it, because I know you are. Don’t be resentful. I’ve got trouble riding my ass too. Otherwise, I wouldn’t do you this way. We had fun together.

      Rae

      “She improved that letter, didn’t she?” Turgeau’s eyes flitted over me, and everything below my navel tightened. Heat zinged between us. We have to do something about our attraction and soon.

      “Rae must have owed Veronica Spinelli money,” I said. “I can’t figure out why, though. I bet a silver dollar Veronica is in cahoots with her old partner in crime, Billy Ryder. Maybe he helped her squeeze Rae for money. Either way, from all accounts, she threatened Rae.”

      “I’ll give you the why,” Turgeau said. “Yesterday evening, I received intelligence from Gatesville Prison from one Tonya Russell, who knew both Rae and Veronica. Ms. Russell said Rae promised Veronica money for protection in prison. Apparently Rae got Pastor Michael Gage to speak at both hers and Veronica’s parole hearings, which went a long way to getting them released. I guess that wasn’t enough.”

      “Remind me to never go to prison,” I said.

      We got quiet. It was human nature to bounce back, to forget we were talking about a woman who’d never feel sunlight again, have children, or learn she was above this trashy behavior.

      “So what are you going to do now?” I asked Turgeau.

      “Well, this might surprise you, since you think you’re the only one who can properly investigate Rae’s murder, but Mr. Bennett Longstreet was already under investigation. This DVD gives me enough to get a search warrant. Don’t know how long it’ll take me to pick him up. If you see him, run.”

      Dean and I ate lunch together. The heat from our kiss and the earlier contact made sitting in such close proximity a dizzying experience. Had I not had a job that afternoon and needed the money, I’d have suggested getting a cheap room at a no-tell motel.

      Instead, I screwed up my courage and said, “What are you doing tonight?”

      “Arresting Benny. Shift ends at eleven. Wanna come over?” His lips parted as he waited for my answer.

      “I thought you weren’t supposed to get involved with people in an ongoing investigation.” I kept my tone light and teasing, but I sincerely didn’t want to get him in trouble with his boss. Sheriff Joey would be pissed when he figured out Dean and I were seeing each other.

      “After all the rules I’ve seen broken down at that sheriff’s office, I’m not too worried about it.”

      “Tonight,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      I drove back to Gaslight City and spent the rest of the day working. A dizzying pirouette of desire mixed with a barrage of worst-case scenarios plagued my every task. I worked late because I couldn’t stand having nothing to do until it was time to go to Dean’s. Somehow, I made it to his house in one piece.

      Dean lived in a rundown mid-twentieth century Tudor a few blocks from the Mace House. I pulled into the driveway and left the car running. My conflicted emotions had my thoughts writhing in a feverish mess.

      I wanted to be with Dean, but the thought freaked me out a little. My romances—if they could even be called that—were destined for a short shelf life by my own design. I didn’t want to navigate the complexities of a grownup relationship. So I picked men who couldn’t go the distance for one reason or another. For a long time, I thought they filled the void, kept me from being lonely and horny. But I wanted more from Dean.

      The first step to more lay in my very near future. No matter if it ended in happily ever after or heartbreak, I knew being with Dean would tattoo my life. I sat there in front of his house seriously contemplating backing out of the driveway and going somewhere else. A curtain in the front window twitched. Now or never.

      I walked up the cracked sidewalk and rang the doorbell. Dean met me at the door wearing a white t-shirt and faded blue jeans. His eyes, always full of intensity and intelligence, danced with nervousness. It almost convinced me to turn tail and run. If it hadn’t been for the way the t-shirt clung to his muscled chest, I probably would have.

      “Hi…come on in.” He held the door open, and I walked inside.

      The house sat empty for several years before Dean purchased it. He hadn’t done much to the house yet. Freed by the near constant humidity, the wallpaper hung in strips. The ancient, stained linoleum flooring buckled with cracks.

      “Wow.” I turned a slow circle and peeked into a den where Dean seemed to have set himself up. It boasted a big screen TV, a TV tray, and a fake leather bachelor couch. “You know, the wallpaper will come right off with dish soap and water. All you have to do is make a solution and spray it on the walls. I could—”

      “Did you come here to give me an estimate for your services?” Dean lips twitched and almost curved into a smile.

      I shook my head. I wanted to say something seductive, but I couldn’t come up with words that didn’t sound like dialogue from a cheesy porn movie. I moved closer to Dean, until my breasts brushed his chest. He inhaled deeply and circled his arms around my waist. I stood on my tiptoes and kissed him, inhaling the fresh scent of soap and shaving cream. Dean kissed me back hard, pulling me up and against him. My pulse fluttered as my nerve endings grew more sensitive.

      I twined my arms around Dean’s neck and tilted my head, allowing him to explore my mouth with his tongue. He cupped my butt and lifted me. I wrapped my legs around his waist, and he carried me into his bedroom. We didn’t need words or foreplay. We’d been doing that from the moment we met.

      Dean dropped me on his bed, knelt over me, and parted my lips with his tongue. The fire inside me built to an ache. We kissed and groped until I pushed Dean away and got off the bed. While Dean watched in silence, I unbuttoned my jeans and pushed them and my special occasion black lace panties to my ankles. I wiggled out of my shirt and bra and dropped them on the floor, panting from the throb of anticipation.

      Dean shimmied out of his jeans and t-shirt. His body was a canvas of hard planes of sculpted muscle. Impressive. I crawled back onto the bed, and we knelt face to face. Dean pulled me against him and eased me backward onto the mattress, pulling my legs up around his waist.

      I had one last second to doubt my decision, and then nothing mattered but our bodies rising and falling together. My eventual cries of ecstasy broke the stillness of the house. Dean was as good as he looked. Afterward, we lay half-dozing in each other’s arms.

      When Dean’s breathing deepened into the pattern of sleep, I knew I needed to go. I sat on the edge of the bed and gathered my clothes off the floor. Dean opened one eye.

      “Where you going?” He rose on one elbow, the sheet puddled around his waist.

      “Home. I need to make sure Memaw’s okay.”

      “That tough old woman doesn’t need you coddling her. Bet she’s already asleep anyway. Spend the night with me.”

      This was too much, too fast. We’d had a big, frustrating buildup to the sex, which had been some of the best I’d ever had. We both needed time to think things over. Subconsciously, I wanted to prepare for Dean to disappoint me. He stroked my back while I thought.

      “At least stay a few more minutes.” Dean reached across me and took my clothes out of my hands. He pulled me on top of him, and I lowered myself onto his hardness. His hands cupped my breasts as I rocked on top of him. This time, our movements were less frenzied, and we stared into each other’s eyes as the tightness inside me built and we exploded together.

      The next time I woke up from a contented doze, I could feel the lateness of the hour. Dean talked softly on his cellphone. He said goodbye and jerked on his clothes.

      “That was Sheriff Holze.” He rolled his eyes as he said the name.

      “What did that turd want?” The notion of Joey Holze calling while I was naked spurred me to get dressed. I got up and gathered my clothes.

      “Did you know dispatch calls him at home every time something interesting comes in?” He gritted his teeth and shook his head. “Anyway, a black GTO was found burning at Beulah Church Road and 4077. Witnesses report two bodies in the car.” Dean came up behind me, put his arms around me. He kissed my shoulders and neck. “He wants me to go out there, try to head off the State Highway Patrol folks.”

      “What on earth for?” I leaned into him, and he stiffened, drawing in a sharp breath. He slid his arms around my waist. My voice came out high and breathy. “Why not let them have the case?”

      “Like I told you before, Holze wants to keep Burns County business in house. State boys can call in the Texas Rangers to investigate. Holze wants those badasses poking around his county about as much as he wants to go on a diet.” Dean pulled away from me and went to his dresser where he picked up a shoulder holster rig and pulled it on with jerky movements.

      “I don’t see how you stand working for him.” I watched Dean carefully. What he said in the next few seconds would determine whether we’d have a repeat performance.

      “If only I had known before I hired on.” Dean blew out a sigh. “I was in such a hurry to get out of Louisiana that I jumped.”

      “Think you’re gonna quit?” I had to ask. If he was on his way out of Burns County, I could handle it. But I needed to know so I could pretend it didn’t matter.

      He turned to me, and we watched each other for a long moment. Seeming to decide something, he leaned against his dresser, curling his fingers over the edges. Only the whiteness of his fingers gave away his trepidation. I stopped dressing and gave him my full attention.

      “Next year’s the sheriff’s election.” He said no more. There was no need. He planned to stay. I released a relieved breath I hadn’t even been aware of holding.

      “There’s been a Holze in the sheriff’s seat since the 1940s,” I said. “They own that office. You’ve got a fight ahead of you.”

      “This’ll be like a chess game. You know who has the power in this county. Didn’t you dream of espionage and high stakes as a kid? Here’s your chance to live your fantasies.” Dean slipped a denim jacket over his shoulder holster.

      I lived my fantasies a few minutes ago, I thought. The mistrustful part of me told me to be careful, because Dean might use me. I shut it down, determined to let this play out naturally.

      “I’m game,” I said. “You ready to see the GTO?”

      Dean crossed the room, his steps slow and careful. When he reached me, he pulled me to him and leaned his forehead against mine.

      “I can’t show up with you. Stay here.” He kissed my nose. “Wait on me to get back.”

      “I’ll go on home. I’ve got to get an early start anyway.”

      “You are determined not to spend tonight with me. Why?” He traced my jawline with one finger, and I shivered.

      I sat on the bed and pushed my feet into my cowboy boots. He watched me, waiting for my answer. I gave it in the form of a shrug. He nodded and held out his hand to me.

      We walked outside with our hands linked. Dean leaned me up against the car and kissed me. Feeling eyes on us, I broke the kiss and glanced around. A shadowy figure stood in the window of the neighboring house.

      “This’ll be all over town by nine this morning,” I said.

      Dean shrugged, kissed me again, and got in his Trans Am. He turned the key, but nothing happened. He tried several more times as I looked on. Finally, I leaned down to the window.

      “Need a ride?”

      Dean slumped. I skipped to my car, elated I’d get to see the action.
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        * * *

      

      Dean asked me not to drive him right up to the burning GTO. I parked a short distance away and stayed in the car.

      The fire had been extinguished, but smoke still rose from the wreck. The glossy black paint was bubbled and ruined. The stench of roasting flesh hung in the air. State troopers and Burns County sheriff’s deputies milled around the car, shining their flashlights on the interior. Sure enough, I saw two people sitting in the car. Given the conditions, it had to be two dead someones.

      I hoped the bodies were Veronica Spinelli and Billy Ryder. Veronica had driven Rae to blackmail Benny, which had motivated Benny to…I shivered at the thought. I watched as Dean showed his badge to a state trooper and the two shook hands.

      Sheriff Holze pulled up in his personal car. He got out and duck walked toward the knot of law enforcement officers, red and blue lights flashing all over his chubby body. He walked up to Dean and pointed at my car. Dean jogged over to me, and I rolled down the window.

      “You better go home, Nancy Drew.” He smiled. “There’s a good possibility the Texas Rangers will take over the case as soon as the Veronica Spinelli and Billy Ryder angle comes out. Holze is furious and seeing you pissed him off even more.”

      “What’d you tell him?” I knew I shouldn’t ask. If Dean had lied about our relationship, his answer would hurt me. But it would hurt him if he didn’t lie.

      “I told him I was off duty, and none of his business.” Dean narrowed his eyes as he watched Holze talking to the state troopers.

      “Are the bodies in the car Veronica Spinelli and Billy Ryder?” I asked.

      Dean shrugged and glanced back at the crime scene. I followed his gaze and gasped at what I saw. A familiar woman stepped from the car. I thought her alive until I noticed the cooked flesh on her arms and legs. As though sensing my presence, she turned to stare at me. I cranked the car.

      “Dean, I don’t think it’s Veronica.” I tugged at the sleeve of his jacket.

      “How do you—“

      “Just listen,” I said. “Find out where that woman who bartends at Long Time Gone is. I think Wade said her name was Olivia. He didn’t give me a last name. I think that might be her in the car.”

      Dean glanced back at the car. “You can’t…”

      “You said you know I’m not a fake, right?” I put the car in gear.

      Some emotion I didn’t recognize flashed over Dean’s face. He straightened his posture, and it was gone. “I’ll check into it. Be careful driving home.”

      I gave him a half-hearted wave and turned the car around in the road. Tears burned my eyes, my throat tightened. I hated the way I was. This would have worked—for about a month—if Dean hadn’t known the truth about me. But I made him uncomfortable. I gave Dean a wistful once-over as I drove away. He caught my eye and smiled and mimed for me to call him.

      I wanted to, but I wondered if I should just let it go. Consider this an enjoyable booty call and move on. I drove the short distance to Memaw’s and pulled into the carport. The house was dark, matching my mood.

      I crept through the house, too aware of the pleasant soreness good sex left behind. I undressed in the darkness of my bedroom. My clothes smelled like Dean, and I threw them across the room. I didn’t want to think about him right then. If I did, I’d remember the way he looked when I told him about Olivia.
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      Thursday morning, I raced around in a frenzy. I had a job to get to, but my cellphone wouldn’t quit ringing. Everybody who made money off H & H Week had some last minute work they wanted done.

      Three short raps sounded on the front door. I muttered a curse and raced out of the bathroom only to see Memaw headed for the door. She waved me off. Rather than go back to the bathroom, I waited to see who it was. Seeing Olivia’s ghost last night meant Veronica Spinelli was still out there.

      Memaw spoke pleasantly to the person at the door and sent them on their way before I had a chance to come closer. She turned holding a vase of roses. Amusement danced in her eyes, and that made me happier than the flowers. She carried the flowers into the kitchen and set them on the middle of the table. I plucked the card from the plastic holder and opened it.

      Spend the night with me next time. – D.

      The happy glow of euphoria spread though me.

      “That’s the first smile I’ve seen from you all morning.” Memaw took her oatmeal out of the microwave and stirred it. “Is it from whoever you were with last night? He actually has money for something like this?”

      I nodded and had to restrain myself from skipping back to the bathroom to finish getting ready. The flowers didn’t mean Dean could handle my seeing ghosts, but they did mean he would try. That alone made my heart freeze. In a good way.
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        * * *

      

      The Thursday before the Saturday H & H street dance was always crazy. Every room in every bed and breakfast and hotel had been rented. A couple thousand extra people filled Gaslight City to bursting. Traffic moved slower than ever. I had to park several blocks away from my first job.

      I had been wrong about the whole town knowing about Dean and me by nine that morning. It was nine-thirty before the first person asked me when Dean and I became a couple. I worked three different jobs that day and fielded no fewer than twenty questions about Dean.

      What part of Louisiana did he come from? I didn’t know. Was that last name French? I didn’t know that either. Where did he go to school? Beats me. Well, what did I know about him? That he looked as good out of his clothes as in them. That one went over like a fart in church.

      By day’s end, I buzzed with the excitement of a new relationship. It didn’t matter if I actually had one or not. I walked to my car, parked on the outer edges of BFE, a silly grin on my face. I didn’t hear Dean calling my name until the second or third time. I turned with a smile on my face, but it went south when I saw the look on Dean’s face.

      “Wanted you to know Benny was arraigned about an hour ago.” Dean swept his arm out as though throwing something away. “Bail was set, and he met it. He’s back out on the streets.”

      “Money helps.” It did. Sooner Dean learned that about Gaslight City, the better.

      “That arrogant shithead.” Dean balled his hands into fists. “He actually sneered at me on the way out of the courtroom.”

      “Thanks for the flowers. They were gorgeous.” Just remembering them made me smile.

      Dean shook off the irritation, changing courses so fast it made me dizzy. “Does that mean you’ll come over tonight?”

      I didn’t answer but gave him a kiss that let him know my intent. We parted ways, and I resumed the walk to my car. My route took me past the museum. With dark falling, lights spilled from inside the museum. I glanced inside.

      Hannah Kessler, looking as flustered as I’d ever seen her, stood in front of a huge group of people. She couldn’t take them all on a tour at once. She wouldn’t be audible over that many people rustling and coughing, and it would take forever to guide them through the displays.

      Because Dean had made me feel so good, and because I owed Hannah one, I went inside. The look of relief on Hannah’s face almost made me laugh. I winked at her.

      “Howdy, folks. I’m Peri Jean Mace. I bet at least one of you has heard of the Mace Treasure. Let me see a show of hands.”

      About half the group raised their hands.

      “Well, my ancestor was Reginald Mace—the guy who hid the treasure and founded this town.”

      An excited murmur rose from the group. Hannah flashed me a grateful smile.

      “Sorry I’m late,” I said to Hannah. “How do you want to split up this group? I’ll start my group on one end of the museum, and you start your group on the other.”

      Two hours later, Hannah locked the museum door and turned the sign to “Closed.” Talking loud had made my throat scratchy, and my feet ached from walking.

      “I never realized I knew so much about the Mace Treasure.”

      “You were great,” Hannah said. “I think the ones who didn’t get in your group wished they had.”

      We stood there looking at each other. I owed Hannah more than she did me. In a weird sort of way, I had come to depend on Hannah over the last couple of weeks. She was there every time I needed someone. Isn’t that the definition of friend?

      “I’ve got a few free hours tomorrow. Last-minute cancellation. Want me to come by and help?”

      “This place has been a madhouse. Of course, I want you to come by and help. I’ll even pay you for your time.”

      “I won’t accept your money,” I said. “This is the kind of thing friends do for each other.”

      “You’re right.” Hannah smiled her movie star smile. “It is.”

      I put my hand over my mouth to cover a yawn. Not only had I gone to bed late the night before, I had gone to bed upset. What sleep I got wasn’t restful.

      “I can help you clean up before I go home.” The offer was halfhearted.

      “No, you’re tired. Is what I hear about you and Dean true?”

      I smiled and shrugged. “Is that all people are talking about today?”

      “The locals anyway. It’s like Benny was never arrested.” Hannah said. “Before you go can I show you something?”

      I yawned again. “What’s it got to do with?”

      “Remember that wooden angel we found in the writing slope?”

      My drowsiness left me, and an uneasy chill took its place. I swallowed hard and nodded.
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        * * *

      

      We turned off the lights in the front part of the museum and went to Hannah’s office. I could have been walking to my execution. Since my last encounter with the writing slope, my spirit sensitivity had gotten louder. Things I used to ignore crawled all over me. I worried the repeated exposure to this dark spirit would break the puny shields I’d managed to erect over the years. But I worried even more about sticking my head in the sand. My best interests depended on me finding out what Rae meant about me being in danger.

      Hannah removed a shoebox from her desk. Using a pair of iron tongs, she lifted the wooden angel from the box. Clammy sweat dampened my forehead, and the hair raised on the back of my neck. I’d never forget the dark spirit’s havoc or the way that hideous little thing burned Hannah.

      “Are you some sort of sadist?” I asked as Hannah leaned over the angel.

      “Something you don’t know about me,” she said. “I like puzzles. When I was a teenager, my stepfather bought me a puzzle box for every occasion. I got pretty good at figuring them out.”

      Hannah picked up a long, wicked looking ice pick and the biggest pair of tweezers I’d ever seen. With the tweezers, she held the angel’s trumpet and gave it a twist.

      “Don’t break it.” The thing had to be worth something. Even if it wasn’t, I hated to see it destroyed.

      “I won’t.” Hannah’s response was toneless. She was too invested in the task at hand to pay me much mind. She gave the trumpet another twist. It popped away from the angel’s pursed lips. I bit back a gasp. Hannah poked the ice pick into the angel’s mouth. That one made me yelp. The angel popped open.

      “Reginald Mace liked using springs to put tension on stuff like this.” Using the ice pick, she turned the angel where I could see it. When I just sat there, she said, “Come on. Look what’s inside. This is what Rae wanted to find.”

      Nestled in the angel’s belly lay a skeleton key with a symbol not unlike the mother, maiden, crone symbol I’d seen in Celtic mythology. Hannah plucked the key from the angel with the tweezers and set it on the desk.

      “Do I dare touch it?” She smiled, enjoying this. She extended her index finger and touched the key. She let out a shriek of pain, jerked her finger away, and popped it into her mouth. “You think I’d learn,” she said. “But I wonder if it burns you. You are, after all, a Mace, a descendant of William—for whom the treasure was intended.”

      “Forget it,” I said. “I’m not touching that hexed thing.”

      “Come on,” she said. “Don’t be a chicken.”

      “Don’t call me chicken.” Fatigue provided fertile soil for my indignation.

      “Buck buck buck.” Hannah flapped her arms.

      I narrowed my eyes at her and reached out a tentative finger. I let it hover over the key, unable to take the last step. Finally, Hannah reached across the desk and pushed my finger down on the key. I yelped, and we both jumped. But it didn’t burn me.

      “Just as I thought,” she said.

      “You could have burned me.” I took out my cigarettes and lit up. The look of horror on Hannah’s face was satisfying. I smoked with relish.

      “Rae desperately wanted to find this,” she said. “I wonder what it opens.”

      “She didn’t find it soon enough to matter.”

      “Do you think Benny killed her?” Hannah stood, took one of her expensive lead crystal glasses out of her antique hutch, and filled it half full of amber colored liquor, a brand I’d never heard of. She held the bottle out to me, but I shook my head.

      “I have a hard time imagining Benny killing anybody. He used to take me riding on his family’s tractor when I was a little girl and he was a young man. He was always so nice and gentle.”

      Hannah sipped her liquor, watching me remember with a thoughtful look on her face.

      “But he did beat me up outside the trailer and sucker punched me in the gut yesterday in Tyler. There’s no denying that.”

      “My cousin told me they recovered a sex tape of him and Rae.” Hannah’s cousin was none other than Sheriff Joey’s son, Scott. A sheriff’s deputy, Scott was no doubt being groomed to run when Joey decided to retire. At his retirement, Joey would publicly recommend Scott for his position, and most citizens of Burns County would vote for Scott Holze without question. Dean’s plan to run for Sheriff would throw a monkey wrench into the order of things.

      “Your cousin isn’t lying,” I said, wondering if it was legal for me to tell Hannah even this much, but I’d bent the law in worse ways.

      “I’m no cop, but something feels off about it all to me too.” Hannah belted back her drink and poured more. “If he killed her, he did it because she blackmailed him.”

      I shrugged. “The day I ran into Benny at Rae’s trailer, he wore latex gloves. He could have used that knife to kill her without leaving his own prints. It’s possible he could have hidden it at Chase’s trailer. I guess.”

      “But do you think he did?”

      “It doesn’t feel right. Benny is sneaky. If he were going to do away with Rae, I’d think he’d get her out of town to do it. Just have her disappear.”

      “If we’re right, and Benny didn’t do it,” Hannah said, “the real killer is still out there. Maybe looking for this key.”

      My gut twisted. I had an even scarier idea.

      “If Benny is the killer, he could be looking for this key. He made bail today.”

      “Benny’s rich. What would he want with a treasure?” Hannah finished her drink and set the glass aside.

      “Rich people never mind getting richer,” I said. “Benny included.”

      “That still leaves one thing unanswered.” The liquor had affected Hannah, slowing her speech and allowing her East Texan accent to creep into a few words. “Where do you fit into all of it? Rae seemed so sincere about trying to keep you from harm.”

      That made no sense to me either. Learning Rae talked me up to all her acquaintances had me wanting to think better of her. But running a con on Hannah fit right into her personality. Memaw said she got the con bug honest.

      “I still think she could have been lying, manipulating you. You didn’t see all the stuff I saw during the eight months she lived with us. The Rae we knew as kids died long before her body stopped living.”

      “But if she was telling the truth…somebody is out there, looking to get you alone.”

      It was true. Rae claimed I was in danger long before her murder. Benny’s aggression toward me started only after I threatened the secrecy of his affair with Rae. That led me to believe he had no reason left to harm me. Veronica Spinelli, a sociopath, would harm me just for the satisfaction. Her relationship with Rae pre-dated both Rae’s release from prison and her move to Gaslight City. But Veronica never mentioned the treasure to me. She only wanted some item Rae possessed when she died. None of this made sense. I opened my mouth to tell Hannah that, but a thick fog hanging in the hallway outside her office distracted me.

      “What is that?” I asked instead.

      “Is something on fire?” Hannah sniffed the air as she half stood behind her desk.

      The lamp next to Hannah’s desk blew out with a dramatic spurt of sparks. Hannah and I both screamed. The office door slammed, cutting off any ambient light from the hallway. The shock of silence and darkness made the footsteps in the hallway sound thunderous.

      The door cracked open, its hinges whining. Light from the hallway flooded into the office, hurting my eyes. A silhouette appeared in the doorway. I found I didn’t need light to recognize Rae. Her emotions were as familiar to me as her voice would have been. My mouth painfully dry, I dragged my tongue over my lips. I tried to extract myself from the chair, got tangled in my bag, and ended up sprawled on the floor.

      “What are you doing here?” I managed to croak.

      Rae glided across the office, coming straight at me. I heard Hannah scrabbling on the other side of the desk, whimpering and crying. Rae stopped about a foot from me. The cold wafting off her cooled my sweat-soaked clothes until I shivered. She leaned forward and pushed the key from the angel off the desk. It fell on my chest. The chilly metal burned my skin.

      As though propelled by an unseen force, Rae flew backward out of the room. The door slammed behind her. The room was quiet except for the sound of Hannah crying.

      “Did you see that?” What a stupid question to ask. Of course she saw it. Otherwise she wouldn’t be crying. I remembered the way my ex-husband’s sensitivity to the spirit world increased when he was drunk or high in my presence.

      Hannah didn’t answer. She just kept crying. Shoving the skeleton key in my pocket, I crawled to my feet. I rounded the desk, knelt next to Hannah, and patted her on the back.

      “I thought you knew what I saw.” Shame dug into my conscience for reasons I couldn’t quite describe.

      “I didn’t know it was like that.” Hannah rose and turned on another lamp. Her face red and blotchy from crying and her makeup a streaked mess, she looked humbled and childlike.

      “This is the first time I’ve seen you not look like a famous person,” I said.

      Hannah’s brow furrowed in puzzlement before she realized what I meant.

      “Go to hell, Peri Jean.” She said it with a smile tugging at her lips. “Your hair is sticking straight up. You look like an extra from an old music video.”

      Together, we put the office to rights. Obviously, Rae wanted me to have the key. Hannah insisted I keep it on me at all times. Just in case having the key would have saved Rae from the fate she met. Somehow, I doubted that. I left as soon as Hannah settled in at her apartment.

      I went to Dean’s and stayed half the night. But I couldn’t stay all night. The idea left me feeling too vulnerable.
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        * * *

      

      The next day was the most hellish Friday I ever had during H & H Week. In addition to helping Hannah at the museum, I cleaned two bed and breakfasts, filled in at Dottie’s Burgers and Rings for the lunch rush, and helped Eddie Kennedy set up a booth where he’d offer carriage rides to tourists. My pockets jammed with checks and cash, I rushed to hit the bank before they closed for the weekend to deposit today’s earnings. Memaw’s Christmas computer cost me more than I intended because I ordered her a laptop instead of the desktop I originally chose. In light of her health situation, she needed something portable. I couldn’t come any closer to thinking about Memaw having cancer without totally losing my grip.

      Cars jammed the bank’s one drive-through window. Apparently, all the local merchants had the same idea I did. The tourists took advantage of the only bank-run ATM in town. I swung into a parking place and hotfooted it inside. The lines were almost to the door. I picked one and settled in for a long wait.

      I must have nearly fallen asleep on my feet because, when someone tapped my shoulder, I jumped and let out a little scream. Jill Frankens, the accounts manager, stood before me.

      “Come on in my office,” she said. “I’ll help you in there.”

      I gratefully followed Jill to an office off the open lobby. She must be desperate to go home at a decent hour to break protocol like this. I don’t blame her.

      Once in her office, Jill motioned me to a chair in front of her desk and went to sit on the other side. A ring flashed on her hand. On closer inspection, I recognized it as her high school ring.

      Jill graduated a couple of years ahead of me in school. A non-entity at Gaslight City High, she was smart, studious, and bound for somewhere else. She went away to college and made a career in Dallas until her parents began having health problems, and then she gave it all up to move back to Gaslight City.

      “Just give me your deposit slip, and I’ll enter it in for you after hours.” She wrote out a receipt for my deposit.

      “I’ve been trying to get in touch with you.” Jill folded her hands on her desk and leaned forward. At thirty-two, she’d risen as far as she could at the First National Bank.

      “Oh?” I hadn’t seen any missed calls on my blasted dying cellphone.

      “You had a check bounce on your account.” Jill, who had always been nice to me, kept any insinuation out of her voice and a sympathetic expression on her face. A flush colored her high cheekbones.

      “One I wrote?”

      “No. The one Michael Gage wrote you. His bank is in New York, so it took a while to come back.”

      I slumped and swallowed a volley of curses Jill didn’t deserve to hear. Believe me, a string of them ran through my head.

      “Thank you for telling me.” I struggled to keep my voice even. His check was a big one, and I’d already spent the money. The hot check meant a lot of the work I’d done during H & H Week was just going to pay back what should have been in my account.

      “Here’s the check.” She set the offending slip of paper on her desk. I slipped it into my bag with a shaking hand. Jill pressed her lips together.

      “Thanks, Jill.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “It’s Pastor Gage, so I’ll waive any fees when he makes it good.”

      It was a nice thing to do. But I couldn’t help thinking, IF he makes it good.
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        * * *

      

      Fuming about Gage and his bad check, I sped down Farm Road 4077 to Memaw’s house. I could already taste the skillet steaks and gravy Memaw planned to cook that evening. As I rolled down the driveway, my headlights flashed over Dean’s Trans Am sitting next to the carport.

      What the hell? We hadn’t agreed on him invading my living space this early in the game. I parked under the carport and adjusted the rearview mirror to check for food between my teeth and smudges of dirt on my face.

      Once confident I looked presentable, I bolted out of my car, stomped toward the house, bubbling with annoyance. I didn’t like Dean just showing up like this. It made me nervous. I could deal with him losing interest after a few spirited rolls in the hay. After all, they all ended that way. But I never let guys come to my house. They didn’t get to see where I lived and what I treasured.

      Dean had taken the decision out of my hands. It burned my ass. Before I opened the door, I took a few deep breaths and counted to ten. As usual, it slowed my anger enough to let in a few rational thoughts. Call it a lesson hard learned.

      Dean had shown me nothing but kindness after our initial hostilities, and—as a bonus—he was hotter than East Texas asphalt in August. If I walked in blazing mad, it determined the course of this relationship. Did I really want to throw it away over Dean doing something most people considered normal? I took another deep breath and opened the door.

      I expected to smell food cooking, to hear Dean and Memaw making small talk. What I saw shocked me. Dean and Memaw sat in complete silence on the couch. The good smells I had expected to be pouring from the kitchen were absent.

      Memaw’s face was pale, and a full ashtray sat in front of her. Despite her cancer, she’d been smoking again. Dean sat next to Memaw, his elbows on his knees. I recognized the look in his eyes—pity.

      Fear clogged my throat, and I swallowed convulsively. My mind raced through the possibilities and hit on the one thing I’d suspected but couldn’t quite prepare myself to face.

      “Why don’t you sit with us, honey?” Memaw scooted away from Dean to form a space between them on the couch.

      “No.” I backed up until I hit the front door. The wild urge to reach behind me, grab the doorknob, open the door, and run beat at me. “No.”

      Movement flashed in my peripheral vision, and Rae’s specter floated into the room but stopped at the dark mouth of the hallway. Even she wore a compassionate expression.

      “Noooo…” This time I screamed the word.

      Dean shot up off the couch and came to me. He gripped my shoulders. In my state of increased awareness, I made note of the chill bumps on his arms. Rae was feeding on our emotions and recycling them to cool the room, making her presence known to Dean and Memaw. I put my hands on Dean’s chest to push him away, but he pulled me to him, crushing me against him.

      “The Fischers provided Chase’s dental records,” Dean said, still holding me tight and stroking my hair. “They wanted to know one way or the other.”

      “Stop it.” I flailed against Dean, forcing him to squeeze me even tighter.

      “It was him, Peri Jean.” Dean shook against me, either from experiencing my grief with me or from the frigid room. “Chase is dead. The ME found a bullet hole in his skull. He was already dead when someone put him in the GTO and set it on fire.”

      I screamed at the ceiling. My best friend is dead.

      My knees buckled, but Dean continued holding me upright. Memaw’s arm snaked around my waist, firm as iron. I jumped and turned to face her. I hadn’t even heard her coming. I leaned my head on her shoulder as I had when I was a little girl.

      “Let’s get her on the couch, Dean.” Memaw stepped away as Dean scooped me into his arms and carried me to the couch where he gently set me down. I heard myself sobbing, but I didn’t feel the deep pain that usually accompanied crying. It was as though I watched the whole scene from somewhere else.

      “Rae, please leave,” Memaw said. “You are freezing us out.”

      The shock of Memaw addressing a ghost jerked me back into myself. My chest ached with my loss. I’d never get to tell Chase how much I appreciated his friendship, how important he was to me, or how much I loved him—but just not that way. He would never get better, overcome his addictions, or decide to join a band and relive his teenage dreams. Chase’s son, Kansas, would never know what a great, loyal man his father was. He’d only hear Felicia’s awful stories about what a terrible husband he’d been.

      I curled into a ball on the couch, gasping and sobbing. My tears burned my skin as they tracked over my face. They made plopping sounds, reminding me of rain as they wet the couch’s old upholstery.

      I had lulled myself into believing Chase wasn’t dead because he hadn’t come to see me in ghost form. That he’d gone on without telling me goodbye spiked into me like a poison dart. The pain of it all rushed over me, suffocating me. Dean’s and Memaw’s hands caressed me and they murmured comforting words, but I couldn’t respond. My sobs turned to half-screams, which turned to whimpers when my throat grew raw. I drifted into sleep when my body grew too exhausted to continue mourning.

      I woke in the middle of the night in my bed. Someone’s arm weighed me down. I trailed my fingers over the arm, touching the soft hair and hard muscles distinguishing it as male. The part of my mind that had not quite woken thought Chase had come back. The rational part of my brain knew it was Dean. I turned on the bedside lamp to find him fully clothed on top of the covers next to me. He woke smoothly and squinted at me.

      “I’m sorry I pitched such a fit.” Speaking hurt my raw throat, and my voice came out all scratchy and husky.

      “Apologize for wrecking my car or forgetting my birthday.” Dean kissed my cheek and curled his arm around me to pull me closer. “Never apologize for crying when you’ve lost someone you love.”

      I snuggled into Dean even though I wanted to get up and find my cigarettes. I decided I’d quit smoking again after Chase’s funeral. Dependency on the nasty little cancer sticks stunted my whole life.

      “I need to ask questions about…” I couldn’t quite say Chase’s name.

      Dean sat up and leaned against the headboard. “Okay.”

      “You said he didn’t die when the car burned. He’d been shot?”

      “The angle of the wound indicated he died instantly. I doubt he suffered.” Dean pulled his arm off me and fiddled with his watch, but his eyes never left mine.

      “The other body…was it Olivia?”

      “We don’t know,” Dean said. “But probably. She’s missing. We’re waiting for dental records.”

      “Olivia had something going on with Billy Ryder and Veronica. You should have seen the way she acted when I went in there looking for Chase. She probably called Billy or Veronica and let them know where to find him.” My eyes itched and burned from all the crying. I rubbed at them and winced at the discomfort.

      “Sugar, you’re not the only one who can investigate this case.” Dean yawned. “Your boyfriend, that Neanderthal bouncer at Long Time Gone, told me the very same stuff.”

      “It’s Billy Ryder. I just know it.” And oh, how my heart burned. From anger, and grief. And guilt. If only I had trusted Dean sooner, Chase might be alive. In jail, but alive.

      “Veronica’s old partner in crime?”

      “I just have a feeling,” I said. Dean shrugged.

      “It’s not our case anymore, so I’ll tell you I gave the Texas Rangers the sketch Rae drew. They’ve circulated it to law enforcement in the tri-state area.”

      “What about Benny?” I asked. “He’s in this up to his tits.”

      “Dunno. One thing’s for sure,” Dean said. “He didn’t set that car on fire. He was in jail when it happened.”

      I got up and dug through my dresser until I found the carton of Marlboro reds I’d hidden in there. I took out a pack, popped it against my palm a couple of times, and unwrapped the cellophane. Dean watched me light my cigarette.

      “I’m quitting after Chase’s funeral,” I said to his unasked question.

      He raised his eyebrows and grinned. Despite the grief piercing my heart, I smiled back. Cigarette clamped between my teeth, I climbed back in bed with Dean. To his credit, he didn’t react to the proximity of my toxic smoke. I made another silent vow to quit.

      “Billy Ryder is tying up loose ends.”

      “It’s a good thing you realize that without me telling you,” Dean said. “No more snooping around. Both him and Veronica are stone cold killers. Not sure how Benny fits in with those two losers, but he’s proven he’s violent.”

      “But I promised Rae I’d solve her murder.” I stubbed out my cigarette in the ashtray I kept by my bed and clicked off the bedside lamp. I snuggled under the covers and against Dean. I had a full day of work starting in just a few short hours. Michael Gage’s bounced check made me unable to cancel the jobs. Mourning would have to wait until Sunday morning.

      “If you are killed solving Rae’s murder,” Dean said around another yawn, “what good is it going to do you?”

      He began snoring lightly without hearing my response. I listened to him breathe as I stared into the dark. Dean didn’t understand. Rae’s murder had been one thing. I could accept that she’d gotten in over her head and just wanted her murderer brought to justice. Chase’s murder flat out pissed me off. I would get Billy Ryder, and I’d knock his dick in the dirt. No matter what.
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      Saturday, and the end of H & H Week, finally arrived. I rushed from my paying job to help Hannah close down the museum before the street party. Not that I was in the mood for a street party, but even I was not tough enough to stay home alone in the wake of Chase’s death. Besides, Memaw and Hannah threatened to drag me to the street party if I refused to come.

      To my utter horror, Hannah bought us elaborate Victorian era costumes for the street party. She nixed my idea to go as a female gunslinger. Instead, I wore a huge skirt, a bustier, and petticoats. After she tied me into a corset, I understood why Victorian women needed fainting couches.

      I hated everything about the outfit except its purple top hat and wire glasses with purple lenses. Very steampunk. The dress had no pockets, so I attached the skeleton key from the writing slope to a purple velvet ribbon and tied it around my neck. Memaw met us at the museum’s front door. When I saw her gunslinger costume, I glared at Hannah.

      “You wouldn’t want to be Twinkies with your grandmother, would you?” Hannah trilled the words in a way that made me want to kick her in the butt. I might have tried if I hadn’t been afraid I’d trip over my ridiculous getup and fall down.

      We descended the museum’s brick steps and joined the melee. As I did every year, I stopped to take in the scene before me. A regiment of soldiers marched past wearing both blue and gray period uniforms, antique replica rifles slung over their shoulders. The high school marching band, outfitted with kilts and drums, filed behind the soldiers. A man riding a penny-farthing bicycle weaved along behind them.

      Gaslight City’s namesake, the gas powered streetlights, burned brighter than usual because many merchants lowered the lights inside their businesses to resemble candlelight. For all the things I hated about Gaslight City—the caste system, the gossip, and the lack of anonymity—I loved this one night of the year enough to make up for it all.

      Memaw kissed my cheek and wandered off with a marauding band of old ladies. Hannah left to dance with a handsome executive from Longstreet Lumber. Dean and I danced until his boss told him to get to work.

      Alone again. The odd man out. Chase’s loss throbbed within me. My throat ached from the crying I’d done anytime I could carve out a few minutes alone. I allowed myself to imagine how we’d have spent the evening.

      Chase would have laughed at my dress. He’d have danced with me. I sampled food from the different booths and people-watched, reveling in my loneliness. Chase would have walked around to all the booths with me, sharing the food.

      After a few drinks—and whatever else he could get his hands on—Chase would have tried to take me to bed. Subtract Dean from the picture, and I might have gone. Old flames never really died out.

      Eddie Kennedy’s Victorian style horse-drawn carriage appeared from time to time as he took people for romantic rides through Gaslight City’s historic district. We exchanged a wave. He signaled to me to keep my chin up. Did I look that sad?

      A puffy, middle-aged man wearing a suit that cost more than my car stepped into my path. “Peri Jean Mace? I need to speak with you. Please?”

      “Aren’t you? Speaking to me, I mean.”

      “I’m Winston Everett, Mr. Bennett Longstreet’s lawyer. Mr. Longstreet wants to see you.”

      What the hell? As if. “I’ve nothing to say to Mr. Longstreet. He attacked me twice, and he’s accused of murdering my cousin.”

      “Mr. Longstreet has offered a monetary gift for speaking with him.” Winston Everett’s florid cheeks stretched into a phony smile.

      “The answer’s still no.” I put my hands on my hips and quickly dropped them when I realized how I must look in my waist-cinching dress and top hat.

      “Now, Ms. Mace—”

      “Want me to call my boyfriend?” I raised my eyebrows at him. “That’s him right over there with the uniform and the gun.”

      Winston Everett’s mouth dropped open, and he walked away from me without another word. Jerk.

      Bad temper boiled through me as I stalked toward the shaved ice stand. Sweat poured off me. My ridiculous getup didn’t let in any breeze. Between that and my foul mood, I needed something cool. A hand closed on my arm, and I whirled around to find Wade Hill grinning in front of me. He’d left his biker attire at home and donned the topcoat and tails of a Victorian gentleman. His black hair hung in a braided queue tied with a satiny black ribbon.

      Despite my feelings for Dean, a charge of lust warmed me. Had I met Wade first, would I have fallen for Dean? I would never two-time Dean, and I wanted to let things play out without a cheap cop-out on my end…but if my relationship with Dean turned bad, Wade Hill better watch out.

      The band launched into a wailing, accordion-filled rendition of “Jolie Blon.” The lead singer wailed the sad song in Cajun French, of which I spoke not one word but loved hearing. Wade held out his hand to me.

      “May I?” he asked.

      I took his hand, and we swooped around the other dancing couples. We probably looked like Mutt and Jeff, with Wade being so tall, but I didn’t care. It took my mind off missing Chase.

      “Jolie Blon” segued into “Luckenbach, Texas.” The two songs together fit East Texas, which was a mish-mash of culture. By the time the band began a new song—Stevie Ray Vaughan’s “Tin Roof Alley”—I caught Dean watching Wade and me with an unhappy expression on his face. I kissed Wade’s cheek and told I’d see him around. He bowed theatrically and kissed my hand.

      I wandered through the crowd alone, missing Chase more than ever. Many locals had rented street vendor space, and I browsed a variety of handmade crafts, drifting farther and farther away from the bandstand and the crowd. Before I knew it, I’d wandered into the alley leading to Dottie’s Burgers and Rings. Realizing there were no vendors back there, I turned to go back the way I’d come. An old-fashioned horse-drawn carriage waited at the end of the alley. Thinking Eddie Kennedy had stopped to check on me, I hurried.

      My pulse quickened when I reached the carriage. This one didn’t belong to Eddie. Instead of being open air, this carriage had windows. Up close, I saw it had real brass accents. The biggest hint this carriage didn’t belong to Eddie, however, was the driver—a young man wearing black livery. I gave him an embarrassed wave and tried to pass around the carriage.

      “A free ride miss?” The kid, who must have been a drama student from a nearby college or maybe even the high school, spoke in a silly, faux English accent.

      “No, thanks,” I said. Free was never free. I walked away. The door to the carriage creaked open. Rather than turning to see who was inside, I walked faster. One of my high-heeled boots—blasted feminine thing—caught in the crack around a manhole and I engaged in the complicated dance of trying not to fall down. Hands clutched my waist and steadied me. I turned, expecting to see the carriage driver.

      Benny Longstreet stood in front of me. Hysteria fluttering in my chest, I gasped and jerked away, but his grip tightened.

      “I want to speak with you.” His quick words brooked no argument. Pompous bastard.

      I struggled, but he jerked me against him and dragged me toward the carriage. I shrieked and beat at him with my fists. Benny ignored me. We both knew I couldn’t fight him off. The band playing several blocks away was perfectly audible. Between that and the roar of a couple thousand people, nobody would hear me.

      “Help me, you little idiot,” Benny said to the carriage driver. The young man hesitated, but something in Benny’s expression got his butt off his seat.

      Together, the men hauled me into the carriage. I bucked and scratched and swung my fists. Both men swatted me away. Benny sat on one bench and pulled me to sit next to him. The door to the carriage closed.

      “Lock it from the outside,” Benny called. The sound of the lock sliding home sounded so final. Fear rose and crested in me, and I screamed for help.

      Benny cocked back one fist and stared at me. He’d already proved twice he would hit me. I shut up and sat still, my mind racing through escape plans. My mouth had dried to the texture of sandpaper, and my heart pounded against my chest. I sat back in the seat. The corners of Benny’s eyes crinkled behind wire-rimmed glasses much like my own. He tapped the side of the carriage with his silver-topped cane. We began to move.
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        * * *

      

      Benny sat back in his seat, smiling as though he hadn’t just kidnapped me. I bet he’d treated my cousin just like this. My fists itched to pound his horsey face, but I knew I’d lose the fight.

      “You gonna kill me now?” I scooted as far away from Benny as I could get.

      Benny smirked. “If I wanted to kill you, I’ve already had two chances. Why would I do it now, in front of all these people?”

      His words reminded me of what I’d said to Hannah. If Benny had murdered Rae, he would have taken her out of town, disposed of her so nobody ever found her.

      “You hit me twice, you stinking piece of shit. Why should I believe you?” Even as I hissed mean words at him, I believed him. Benny had better sense than to kill me at the street dance.

      “I’m sorry for hitting you. Damn it. I’m sorry.” Benny’s face darkened. His hands clenched in his lap, tightening until cords stood out in them. “That’s why I want to talk to you. To explain what happened. And to warn you.”

      “Oh, hell.” I made a show of rolling my eyes. “Now you care what happens to me? In what alternate universe am I supposed to fall for that?”

      “Do you think I’m proud of the way this has blown out of control?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. “Haven’t you ever gotten caught up in something you knew was wrong but couldn’t stop?”

      “I didn’t kill my pregnant girlfriend because she blackmailed me.” Rae’s murder not matching Benny’s personality slithered around my mind. But I imagined Rae’s pregnancy and blackmail attempt scared him into some kind of action. Had he hired Veronica Spinelli and Billy Ryder to finish Rae? Rae owed Veronica money. If Benny offered to pay off Rae’s debt in exchange for her murder, Veronica would have jumped on it. “Benny, just tell Dean what happened. If you give up Veronica Spinelli and Billy Ryder, you might get a lighter sentence.”

      Benny narrowed his eyes and cocked his head. “What in God’s name are you talking about, child?”

      His confusion threw me off. Either he missed his calling as an actor, or I had it all wrong. I slumped in the leather seat, wincing as the horrible corset bit into me. “Say what you have to say, but make it quick.”

      “No matter what you think, I didn’t kill Rae,” he said. “I got in over my head. I met her at The Chameleon while entertaining an investor. I meant to just do it one time, but I couldn’t quit. She burned with life and passion. I’d never experienced anyone like her. Maybe I didn’t love her, but I cared what happened to her.”

      I stifled the urge to kick him with my hard-soled, high-heeled boots. Benny had an aristocratic wife and two beautiful children. How could Rae, with all her schemes and nastiness, have made him feel alive? And how could he say he cared for her after everything he’d done? The way he’d twisted it all around sickened me.

      “If you had nothing to do with Rae’s death, what were you doing at her murder scene?”

      “I need to tell you a little of what happened leading up to the murder.” Benny shook off his embarrassment like a pro.

      “You mean you need to rationalize whatever you did.” No way I’d make this easy for him. Murderer or not, his behavior sucked.

      “This is not a rationalization.” Benny impressed me. His voice held no hint of whining or pleading. No wonder he did so well as a businessman. “You have to know what happened before to understand what happened that day.”

      “I bet I know more than you think.” I held my eyes on his until he shifted and glanced at his feet. “Rae found out she was pregnant on Thursday before she died. She gave you the sex tape and tried to blackmail you. What then?”

      “I refused to allow her to blackmail me. Instead, I offered to pay her expenses if she’d give the baby up for adoption. She became enraged. I called her bluff, told her to go on and tell my wife.” Benny smoothed down his fancy suit, his trembling chin the only outward sign of his emotions. “She flipped out, told me this wild story about a fugitive who’d been on the run for thirty years and how she owed him money. I called her a liar, and she ran off mad.

      “Sunday came around, and I hadn’t heard from her. I snuck through the woods between our properties. I went there to talk sense to her. Whoever…did what they did to your cousin had already come and gone, but she was still hanging on.”

      I went cold. All the food I’d eaten threatened to return in a spew of hot garbage. “Why didn’t you call 911?”

      “Just listen to me, okay? She was dying. You can—just tell. She said ‘his neck…scar.’” Benny let out a long exhale. “At least, that’s what I think she said.”

      “And you just sat there and watched her die?” Hot fury crept up my spine and throbbed in a vein on my forehead. No matter what excuses he gave, this cowardly douchetard watched my cousin die a miserable death and then beat me up so he could escape an out of control situation of his own making. I wanted to leap across the carriage and hit him and kick him until I ran out of energy. But I remembered how hard he hit. I drew in one deep breath. Then another. While I wrestled my temper under control, I remembered the gloves Benny wore that day. They’d sounded like balloons rubbing together.

      “You’re full of shit. You had on latex gloves, Benny. You either knew what you’d find in that trailer or you’re the one who really killed her.”

      “I did not kill her. And I didn’t know what I’d find. I went back to my truck and got some latex gloves so I could get her phone. It was one of those pay-as-you-go phones. I knew because I’d bought her minutes for it. If I took it, the police would never see the messages I sent her or my phone number on it.” Benny stopped speaking and glanced around the carriage, even turning in his seat to peer out the window behind him. While he was turned, a light puff of wind moved his hair. He jerked back around and glared at me. I met his stare unblinking.

      The undercurrent of tension in the carriage deepened. Rae. Her emotions crept into mine, her fear surprising me. Was Rae afraid for me? No. Her emotions centered on Benny. It slowly dawned on me that Rae had liked Benny. Now she feared for him. That meant Benny didn’t kill her.

      I had known, deep down, but still felt relieved. Benny, a vein pulsing at his temple and sweat coating his face, still searched the carriage for the intruder he could feel but not see. He shivered. I enjoyed his discomfort, perhaps too much.

      “Please, Peri Jean. You have to believe me. Someone has to believe me.” Benny’s slick demeanor slipped, and a tear rolled down his face. He covered his face and gave in to a few convincing sobs. “I never wanted that to happen to her.”

      “All right,” I said. “I believe you.”

      Benny raised his tear-streaked face and stared at me through brimming eyes. I wanted to puke. “Really? Can you forgive me?”

      “Yeah. I believe you.” I didn’t answer the second part. I didn’t think I could without screaming at him. “Let me out of here.”

      “Did I say we were done? I’ve not told you what you need to hear.” Quick as a flash, Benny the ruthless businessman replaced the Benny who cried in front of me. He waited until I sat back on the bench. “Watch yourself. Annoying as you were to me, I suspect you’re an actual threat to the murderer.”

      He leaned forward and used his silver knobbed cane to knock on the carriage’s wall. It rolled to a stop. The carriage shifted as the driver hopped down. A click sounded as he unlocked the door. I climbed over Benny, not caring if I jabbed him with my elbows, and grabbed the carriage door, opening it a little. With Rae here, I had the upper hand, but I’d take no chances.

      “You listen to me, now, sleaze dick.” I got right in his face. “This ain’t settled. You best watch out.”

      “You best watch your mouth, honey.” He reached for me, but stopped when he spotted something behind me. A blast of cold burned my back as Rae’s ghostly arm reached over my shoulder and pushed Benny back on the seat. A dark patch appeared on his crotch as he pissed his pants. He looked down at the mess and back at me.

      I wiggled my fingers and hopped out of the carriage and backed away. A solid wall of muscle stopped my retreat. I let out a little shriek and turned. Wade Hill leaned down to look at me, his frantic expression evident even in the shadowy half-light.

      “You okay?” Wade gasped, as though he’d been running.

      Benny shut the door to the carriage and moved away. Wade broke away from me and beat on the door, shouting at Benny that he ought to kick his ass. The carriage stopped, and Benny and Wade had a heated discussion. Benny slammed the door in his face, and Wade took off running toward the thickest part of the crowd.

      A few minutes later, he and Dean Turgeau reappeared and chased down the carriage. Dean dragged Benny out and cuffed him. I stood at a distance watching the show. Dean motioned me over. He held Benny by his cuffed hands, waiting as a cruiser cut through the curious onlookers.

      “Did he drag you into the carriage against your will?”

      “He did.”

      “But I just wanted to help her. The real killer’s still out there. He’s after her. I just wanted to warn her.” Benny looked more angry than scared as Dean stuffed him in the back of the cruiser.

      Wade Hill approached me. “You okay?”

      I nodded. “Thanks.”

      “Always happy to help a damsel in distress.” He grinned and bowed. “Especially when she’s as pretty as you.”

      I blushed.

      Dean waved the cruiser off and walked over to us. He spoke to Wade. “I’ve got this.” He didn’t look real happy with Wade.

      Wade shrugged and wandered into the crowd after winking at me. I lost sight of him in the writhing mass of people. When I turned back to Dean, a glare pinched his fine features.
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        * * *

      

      Hannah and I reconvened in the museum after the street dance. Dean had to work until the last reveler went home, and I opted to hang out with Hannah for a few hours. We invited Memaw to join us, but she claimed to crave the solitude and went home alone.

      When Hannah untied my corset, I nearly fell down from the relief. In the night’s last minutes, the pain had been nearly unbearable. Hannah poured herself a short glass of whiskey and told me to raid the refrigerator. I took a bottle of pomegranate juice.

      “How’d you do? Several store owners have told me this is the biggest week of the year.”

      “I would’ve done better if Michael Gage hadn’t written me a hot check. As is, I’ll barely cover Memaw’s Christmas present.”

      “Get out.” Hannah clunked her heavy glass down on the vintage suitcase she used for a coffee table.

      “Nope,” I said.

      “There’s just something about that guy,” she said. “I can’t put my finger on it. What’s his story?”

      “He came here about four years ago, right after Pastor Reeves died. He said he’d done missionary work and talked his way into auditioning. They voted unanimously to hire him. The church was nearly dried up. Low membership. Gage turned it around.”

      “He’s charismatic. I’ll give him that,” Hannah said. “But there’s a dark side. The way he acted when he realized he wasn’t going to hook up with you chilled me to the bone.” She shook her head. “I met a guy like that in college. He—well, that’s a story for another time.”

      We sat in silence for several minutes. Hannah seemed lost in the past. When she spoke, it was clear she wasn’t yet done with the topic of Michael Gage. “That episode in the parking lot bothered me more than I’m probably conveying here. When I got home that night, I did some checking on Michael Gage. Before he came to town four years ago, he didn’t exist online. Then, all of a sudden, he’s all over the web.”

      “He was a missionary, remember? Maybe there was no internet where he lived.” I went out with a lot of men. Michael Gage’s antics had surprised me, but they didn’t prove him guilty of anything more than being a tool.

      “The missionary thing.” Hannah pointed one freckled finger at me. “The night Veronica beat you up, you said you’d emailed that colleague of Michael Gage’s. That Jerry guy from Guatemala. You ever hear back from him?”

      I slapped my forehead. “I set up a fake email account. I’ve been so busy I forgot to log into it.”

      “Do it now.” Hannah got her laptop off the mosaic-topped bar and handed it to me.

      I logged into the phony email account and there it was—an email from Jerry Bower. He’d sent it almost a week ago. I barely skimmed through his polite answer and went straight into downloading the pictures. As the first one appeared on my screen, we sat speechless.

      The man in the pictures had long legs, a red face, and a weak chin. Instead of black hair, his receding reddish-brown hair was curly. He wasn’t the Michael Gage we knew. The woman, though, was definitely Sharon Zeeman Gage. I opened a browser window and showed Hannah the missing person’s page.

      After she looked at it, I sent Sharon Zeeman Gage’s sister an email with attachments of the picture and a summary of Jerry Bower’s original letter, explaining that the Michael Gage it came to was the wrong man, but they might help her with the case.

      “Things aren’t adding up here.” Hannah tapped at the corner of her mouth.

      “I know a place we can check. He went to prep school. He had the picture on the wall of his office. Nightshade Preparatory Academy for Boys. Maybe they have an alumni page.”

      “Let’s see about that.” Hannah held out her hands for the laptop.

      Hannah’s fingers flew over the keys. Nightshade Preparatory Academy for Boys turned out to be in Vermont. Hannah clicked the link for alumni. The page seemed to take forever to load. Right there on the opening screen was the picture hanging in Michael Gage’s office.

      “There’s the picture.” I pointed at the screen.

      Hannah scrolled down until the caption underneath the picture became visible. It read:

      Nightshade’s first graduating class: 1955

      Each member of the class of 1955 was listed. Michael Gage’s name was absent. He was too young to have been anywhere, much less high school, in 1955. Michael Gage lied about going to Nightshade Preparatory Academy for Boys and no telling what else.

      Hannah suggested I get Dean to go with me to collect on the hot check. I argued, telling her I could handle myself. Michael Gage was a liar, maybe even a liar with a bad temper. But that was it. I’d handle things my way.

      To change the subject, I told her about my carriage ride with Benny. “The louse came up on Rae still alive. Didn’t even call 911. He knew she was dying and didn’t want to get pulled into the stink. He told me Rae said ‘his neck…scar’ before she died. Benny left but decided to come back to steal her cellphone. That’s when he ran into me.”

      “Whoever has the scar, that’s Billy Ryder.” Using the laptop, Hannah went into her favorites and pulled up Billy Ryder’s mug shot. “See his tattoo? He must have had it removed sometime in the last thirty years. That’s what the scar is from.”

      “I don’t know anybody who has a scar on his neck.” I took the photocopied sketch of Billy Ryder out of my bag, unfolded and set it on Hannah’s lap. She enlarged Billy Ryder’s mug shot and held up Rae’s sketch of the biker dude next to it. “Look at the two pictures together. They look familiar, but I can’t quite put my finger on it.”

      I peered at the two pictures. She was right. It was someone I knew.

      “Now, about Billy Ryder.” Hannah pulled up an email. “My college roommate works for the Dallas Morning News. I called her and asked about the Billy Ryder-Veronica Spinelli story. She has a contact who retired from the Dallas PD. The contact guarded Billy Ryder when they first picked him up. Apparently, Billy was a very entertaining guy. He kept them in stitches telling jokes and funny stories. Billy had a thick Texas accent he turned on and off at will. He could talk convincingly about any subject he chose.

      “Larissa’s contact worked the day Billy made his escape. Billy’s lawyer paid for a haircut and Billy shaved off the goatee you see in the mug shot. According to Larissa’s contact, you never would have known him.”

      “It doesn’t put us any closer to knowing who he is.”

      “I have a feeling—”

      My cellphone’s dying buzz cut her off. The stupid thing could barely ring anymore. I picked it up, checked the caller ID. Memaw.

      “Yes, ma—”

      “Come quick. She’s here.” An incredible ruckus rattled and pounded behind Memaw. Glass shattered, and Memaw screamed. Footsteps pounded, and the phone went dead.
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        * * *

      

      My cellphone locked up again. I was already on my way out the door. Hannah trotted right behind me, trying to call 911, and got a message asking her to hold. It was a wild night for Gaslight City. Our small town dispatcher was probably swamped.

      “You stay here and try to get the cops. I’m going out there.”

      “You’re not going alone.”

      “You can’t come. If you got hurt, your uncle and aunt would hang me on the old gallows behind the museum. Just keep trying to get someone out there.” By this time, we were already at my car, two blocks down. “Go back and lock yourself in. Keep trying 911.”

      The Nova’s tires squalled as I backed out of my parking space, going ninety by the time I got to the end of Houston Street. I blew through a stop sign and headed toward Farm Road 4077. The shadowy pines sped by as the miles passed, but whatever was going to happen to Memaw had already happened. That didn’t slow me down. I blew into the leaf-strewn yard, bailed out of the Nova, and ran toward the house. I bounded up the back steps and into the kitchen. There had been a hell of a fight in the room, but I saw no blood and no Memaw. I ran through the house, flinging doors open, and finally accepted that I was alone.

      Dean. I needed to call Dean. Someone had Memaw. I got out my cellphone, but it was still locked up. In a fit of temper, I slung it against the wall. It smashed into several pieces. The house phone was dead. That’s why Memaw’s call had ended so abruptly.

      I walked back outside in a daze. Headlights on the farm road sped toward the house and slowed down at the last moment. They turned into the driveway. Expecting Dean or Hannah, I ran toward the lights, realizing only at the last moment it wasn’t either of them.

      Michael Gage’s window whirred down. “What’s wrong, Peri Jean? Leticia called me all hysterical a little while go. I tried to call back, but I couldn’t get through.”

      Thinking about the things Hannah and I had discussed not half an hour earlier, I stumbled backward. I took a good hard look at Michael Gage’s face and saw Billy Ryder staring out of his eyes. I spun on my heels and ran for the house. A car door chunked open behind me, spurring me to run faster.

      I slammed into the broken gate and tried to vault it, but still sore from Benny Longstreet’s punch, I only made it halfway over. The man I knew as Michael Gage, but who was really a man with no name, dragged me off the fence.

      “C’mere, you silly little bitch.” The male version of Rae’s spider ring glinted on Gage’s finger. He curled his hand into a fist and slammed it into my face. Things got very dark.
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      I woke up on the floor of a tiny, cigarette-scented room. The light seemed impossibly bright, and I rolled onto my side to avoid it. A coat rack stood next to a knobless wooden door. On it hung a leather jacket with a lot of zippers and the Marlon Brando cap I’d seen in Rae’s sketchbook. My mind flitted back to the shadowy face of the cap’s owner. Gage was Ryder, and both names were likely stolen.

      The real Michael Gage, the one who’d married Sharon Zeeman and befriended Jerry Bower, was probably rotting in an unmarked grave somewhere while this clown walked around using his identity. A nameless shadow that traveled the earth and created havoc wherever he went. Who killed Rae.

      I rolled to my knees and used the wall as a brace while I got to my feet. My face throbbed and the room swam. The door opened. I backpedaled away from it.

      “Well, hello, Peri Jean.” The voice had a thick, flat Texas twang.

      My breath caught as my chest tightened. Using every ounce of tough I’d cultivated over my thirty years, I faced the man who’d fooled all of Gaslight City, killed my cousin, and killed my best friend. He tipped me a wink and ran his tongue over his lips. My blood ran cold. Nobody knew where to find me. Whatever he had planned for me was going to happen.
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        * * *

      

      Michael Gage, or the man who had played him so well, stood at the entrance to the room. For the first time, I saw him without a buttoned, collared shirt covering the sides of his neck. A muscle shirt hung on his wiry frame. On the left side of his neck was a circle about an inch in circumference where his tattoo had been.

      One thought pulsed in my mind, bright as neon. This shit killed Chase. Because of this killer—this liar—I’d never see my best friend again. Fury, bright and pure, threatened to take over. I held it down and pretended to be whipped.

      “Where’s my grandmother?”

      “She’s in the next room. You’ll see her once we have us a chat.”

      “How did you stay free all these years?” I asked, taking deep breaths to stay calm. When I hit him, I’d have to catch him by surprise to have a chance.

      “Stealin’ IDs. Got harder in the age of information, but I managed.” He stepped all the way into the room, blocking the way out. “Michael Gage was supposed to be my last identity...until your grandmother talked me into visiting your cousin in Hilltop Trusty Camp. Veronica spotted me, and I was fucked.

      “Veronica insisted I help her get out when her parole came around. Your cousin wanted in on the deal because Veronica would no longer be around to protect her.” Gage’s dashing smile was downright evil. He’d hidden his true self from all of us. “I guess munching on one skanky bitch’s pussy is a lot better than munching several skanky bitches’ pussies.”

      I backed against the wall, behind the antique desk, trying to assess my injuries. My head buzzed too loud to concentrate. This time, I probably did have a concussion or worse. I couldn’t fight my way out of here without a weapon. My eyes skittered over the glass-topped desk. Nothing. If I went for one of the drawers, Gage would be on me.

      “I found this room right off, or at least the guys I hired to do the restoration did.” Gage took slow steps toward me. “I read up on the Mace Treasure and thought it was in here. Still do, tell you the truth.”

      In a flash, Gage got in my face. He spun me around, grabbed me, and forced me to my knees. His fingers found a nerve in the back of my neck and pressed down on it. I stifled a cry. I wouldn’t let him see weakness. Gage pushed my nose against the wall. Carefully hidden amid a carving of cavorting Victorian cupids was a keyhole.

      “See that, you snotty bitch?” He shoved my face into the wall. My nose pressed hard against the wall, and the nerve endings woke up screaming.

      “That there is how your cousin talked her way into Veronica’s plot to get out of jail. Know what your cousin told me?”

      I shook my head no. Gage popped my head against the wall. I turned at the last second to protect my nose, but my cheekbone slammed against the wood, and I bit my tongue. I tasted blood.

      “Answer me, snobby bitch.”

      “N-n-no.” I barely said the word. It earned my head another pop on the wall.

      “No, sir. I’m sir to you from here on out. Understand me?”

      “N-n-no, s-s-ir.” Fear pushed my anger down. I figured I’d die tonight. And that would be after some horrible stuff happened. A swell of emotion climbed up my throat. The first tear tracked down my face.

      “Your cousin said you’d help her find the treasure. Then she wouldn’t ask you.” Gage leaned close, his breath hot and humid on my ear. I shuddered. He knocked my head into the wall again. “She ended up deciding to die instead of making you get your hands dirty. Thought it would protect you. Guess it didn’t, though, did it? Answer!”

      “No, sir.” My words sounded slurred through my tears, but Gage nodded as though they were just what he wanted to hear.

      “In case you ain’t figured it out from that hot check I wrote you, I need that money.”

      “I can’t help you.”

      “You’d better help me.” Gage giggled, a sickening high-pitched whinny. “I’ve watched you bumble around trying to figure it out, but now it’s time to get the job done.”

      I didn’t answer. Instead, I listened for Memaw. Surely, I’d hear her yelling or arguing by now. She’d go down fighting.

      “Ain’t you got nothing to say, girl? Maybe it’s time we go see your Memaw.” He exaggerated the word, making a mockery of the way I said it. “Maybe she can talk you into helping me.”

      Gage yanked me toward the open door and into his study. We’d been behind his study the whole time. Memaw lay on a leather couch, her eyes closed. I jerked away from Gage and ran to her. When I touched Memaw’s arm, her eyes opened. He had her gagged.

      “Take off her gag.”

      “Suck my dick.” Gage laughed at my expression. “I’m serious, Peri Jean, darlin’. If you want to talk to her, start bobbing.”

      I scooted away from him, shaking my head. Gage’s face contorted in anger. He stalked toward me and yanked me upright.

      “If you don’t find the treasure for me—right now—I’m going to kill your bitchy old grandma right in front of you.”

      No. I struggled against Gage and bit back a cry as he tightened his grip. Footsteps rang on the hardwood floors in the hallway. Someone else was here. They’d help us. I screamed for help.

      Veronica Spinelli strolled into the room. “Shut up, you dumb bitch.” She dismissed me and turned her attention on Gage. “She about ready? We ain’t got much time to get the money and get outta here. The po-lice is out at their house right now. Pretty soon, that pretty boy cop’ll start looking for her.”

      They each grabbed an arm and dragged me back into the secret room.

      Veronica whispered in my ear the whole way, her humid, stinking breath filling my senses. “Your cousin liked licking my clit. That’s what you’re gonna do for me. Anytime I say so.”

      Gage giggled. “And I’m gonna watch.”

      I glanced back over my shoulder and saw Memaw looking at me, the most fright I’d ever seen widening her eyes. Gage and Veronica yanked me into the secret room and shut the door.
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        * * *

      

      “Now who’s the boss?” Veronica gazed upon me like a cat looking at a mouse whose back she just broke. She bared her blocky yellow teeth at me.

      I hung my head and didn’t answer. Fear stung every part of my body and wormed its way into my brain. I had to think fast because soon the fear would paralyze me. After that, my ass was theirs—literally and figuratively.

      “I’ve got the key.” The words came out in a whisper, but neither Gage nor Veronica responded, so I repeated them.

      “The key?” Veronica looked puzzled. She dismissed me and set a syringe filled with blue liquid on the desk.

      “The key’s around my neck,” I told Gage. “See the trinity symbol beside the keyhole? The top of the key matches the symbol.”

      “You better be right, little bit. I’ll make you real damn sorry if you ain’t.” Gage untied the ribbon around my neck.

      “Make her sorry anyway.” Veronica shoved me at Gage. “I want to see her beg.”

      “You will before the night ends. She’ll beg. I guarantee that.”

      Everything below my waist tightened. I tried not to think about what he meant but couldn’t help myself.

      Gage stuck the key in the keyhole and laughed in his horrible whinny when it fit. Instead of turning it, he spoke to me. “Isn’t tonight exciting? Just think. We’re going to do this again and again.”

      I stared at him. Terror had stolen my witty repartee from me.

      “Think I ought to tell her our plan?” Gage spoke to Veronica. She shrugged. She didn’t care about anything other than seeing me hurt.

      “I’m going to use you in our best caper ever. There’s all kinds of lost treasure around this country and in others. A fortune.” Gage smiled his dangerous, scary smile. “We’re going to use you to sniff it out. Rae told me all about how you see ghosts, you crazy bitch. Just think. You’ll be a psychic bloodhound. And, of course, you and me are gonna fall in love.”

      He kissed me, ramming his tongue down my throat. I gagged and spat. Gage backpedaled.

      “Kick her.”

      Veronica rushed forward and delivered a kick to my ribs. I rolled into the fetal position, expecting more. Instead, Gage got back in my face, this time nearly crawling to do it.

      “Every time you don’t do what I say, she’s going to do that. Understand? Say yes, sir, dear.”

      I nodded, unable to breathe, much less speak.

      Gage nodded at Veronica, and she delivered a kick to my back.

      “Yes, sir.” My words came out in a hoarse sob. “Sir…” I rolled my eyes up to see if Gage was paying attention. He was. The look of pleasure on his face stole my breath.

      “Please let my grandmother go…sir.” I drew in a shuddering breath and bit back the urge to scream. Taking a breath caused a blast of pain in my right side. Veronica must have cracked a rib.

      “Tell you what.” Gage knelt down next to me and ran his fingers over my cheek. “I’ll let her go as soon as we get out of state. When I see you’re going to cooperate with us, that’s when I’ll let her go.”

      Icy tendrils of horror caressed my spine. No telling what these two would consider cooperation. And no doubt, they were lying about letting Memaw go. I had to do something to get out of this, or at least get Memaw out of it. I couldn’t live with myself if she was hurt because of me.

      Gage, still kneeling next to me, asked, “You understand?”

      “Yes, sir.” I squeezed my eyes shut as Gage continued caressing me. After a few moments of torturing me and getting no reaction, he stood.

      “You know what?” Gage spoke to Veronica as though I wasn’t present in the room. “I thought it was gonna be hard to break her, but I think she’s already halfway there. By the time we get to Virginia and that place you found online, we won’t even have to fight her.”

      “She’ll just bend right over and spread ‘em.” Veronica cackled and Gage joined her with his freaky whinny.

      Gage went back to the keyhole where the trinity key still stuck out. He turned the key. Something clicked inside the wall, and a panel popped open. Gage peered inside.

      Only I saw the dark shadow emerge from the open panel in the wall.

      “Honey, it’s stuck. I need some help.” Gage’s gaze rested on me, so I obeyed.

      I staggered to Gage. Together, we tugged the box from the wall. White-hot pain bolted through my side every time I moved wrong. The black shadow coiled in the room’s corner.

      “Hate this damn house. It’s always drafty in here.” Veronica hugged herself.

      “Fetch the letter opener out of the middle drawer, V.” Gage struggled with the cedar chest.

      Veronica produced a sharp letter opener. If I had just known about its presence, I could have threatened Gage with it. Maybe gotten out of here. As things stood, I was damned to some unimaginable degradation. Gage meant to break me like a work animal. My anger over Rae’s and Chase’s murders would keep me going for a while, but not forever.

      Gage grunted as he worked to break the trunk’s lock. Veronica kept an eye on me, occasionally making suggestive tongue motions. I huddled into myself and tried to keep from visibly shaking. The trunk popped open, and Gage gave a triumphant whoop. Veronica grabbed me by the wrist and crowded behind Gage. They let out a collective groan.

      Books, probably antiques, filled the trunk. Gage opened one and flipped through it, maybe looking for bills hidden in the pages. The book had Luther Palmore’s name inside.

      I doubted Gage and Veronica knew the burned out ruins behind Memaw’s property had once belonged to Luther Palmore. Why would Reginald have hidden Palmore’s books up here? I knew one thing. If he hid his fortune in the old Palmore house, it burned to ashes more than a century ago. My mind flashed back to the morning of Rae’s murder and the ghost who came out of the Palmore ruins and stood next to me. Luther? The way everything tied together made my head hurt.

      “Enough with the bullshit, little bit.” Gage’s eyes were hard with fury. He grabbed my wrist and squeezed until I screamed. Veronica’s cackles and catcalls cut through my pain. “You show us what you’re made of right now, or Veronica will go in the study, pick up that fire poker, and beat Leticia to death with it.”
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        * * *

      

      The cloud of black smoke swirled in the corner of the room. If I tried to enlist the dark spirit to help me, no telling what would happen. If I didn’t, I would die.

      “She can’t talk to ghosts no more than Rae could.” Veronica put her hands on her hips. “Just fuck her and let’s go. We can find some family traveling, get a good ways on their credit cards.”

      Gage said nothing.

      “I’ll even kill her when you’re done.” Veronica took a step toward me. “Her and the old lady. You don’t have to watch.”

      “I won’t leave here with nothing.” Gage’s voice rose. “If it hadn’t been for you—”

      “If it hadn’t been for me?” Veronica snorted. “You were in debt up to your tits anyway. You were more than ready to agree to Rae’s little moneymaking scheme. You knew you couldn’t stay here much longer.”

      Somewhere in the house, a door slammed open. Heavy footsteps ran through the house.

      “Peri Jean Mace?” Wade Hill’s voice boomed through the house. My muscles went loose with relief. I opened my mouth and screamed. Wade’s footsteps pounded toward the study, echoing through the big old house.

      Gage rummaged in the desk and came up with a snub-nosed revolver. Sweat broke out all over my body, my thoughts speeding to a hysterical jumble. He tipped his chin at me. “Keep her out of the way.”

      Veronica grabbed my ear and twisted it, smiling when I yelped. She followed Gage, dragging me behind her. Seeing the only chance I’d have to get the upper hand, I cooperated. Wade burst into the study as we got to the secret room’s door. Things happened fast after that.

      I twisted around, ignoring the pain from my ear, and bit Veronica’s inner arm. She howled and shoved me away from her. I grabbed her arm and jerked her toward me, pistoning myself forward. Our foreheads cracked together. She staggered away from me. I followed, grabbing her hair and ramming her head into the wall. I did it until she crumpled to the floor.

      Gage stared at us open-mouthed, and Wade charged across the room. Gage fired the gun. It sounded like the world crashing down around us. My ears rang painfully. Wade stopped in his tracks.

      “Get Memaw,” I told Wade. “Please. Just get her out of here.”

      “Don’t move. I’ll shoot.” Gage trained the gun on Wade. “Put your fucking hands up.”

      I turned to the fireplace and grabbed a poker. I advanced on Gage, holding the poker. “Shoot him and I’ll beat you to death.”

      Gage snorted. “I’ll shoot you before you get in the first lick.”

      “Not unless you hit me in the head. What’s that? Twenty-two caliber?” Wade moved closer to Gage. “Unless you kill me with the first shot, I’ll take that gun away from you and shoot you with it.”

      Gage slumped, his eyes darting between Wade and me. Wade took another step forward. Gage straightened again and pulled the hammer back on the revolver. “Stop.”

      “Let him take Memaw,” I said. “There’s no way you can win this. Let him take her, and you’ll still have me.”

      Gage turned to me, his scary eyes wild. “Put down the poker. And come here.”

      “Peri Jean, don’t,” Wade said.

      The poker hit the floor with a clang. I walked toward Gage. He grabbed me and dragged me the last couple of feet, sliding his arm over my chest and holding me in front of him. The gun’s barrel dug painfully into my temple. I flinched, sucking in my breath and holding it. The ringing in my ears and the pounding of my heart took over my world.

      “Get the fuck out,” Gage yelled at Wade.

      “I can’t leave you.” Wade held his hands out in a pleading gesture.

      “Please. Just take my grandmother and go.” I locked my eyes onto Wade’s and tried to telegraph how much I wanted him to get my grandmother out of there. After a long moment, he jerked a nod and walked to the couch.

      He got his arms around Memaw and picked her up as though she weighed nothing. After giving me another long look, he left. His footfalls sounded heavy and final. Veronica staggered to her feet and lurched after him.

      “Forget it,” Gage yelled at her. “We can still get out of here. Every cop in town is probably out at that farm. Take ‘em fifteen minutes to get over here.”

      Veronica swayed, holding one hand to her head. She looked at me with murder in her eyes. If she got a chance, she’d kill me. I raised one hand and gave her the finger. It’s on, babe. She stalked toward me, her face contorting into a hateful expression.

      “Stop it or I’ll kill you.” Gage pointed the gun at her. “Just help me get us out of here.”

      “And you…” He turned the gun on me. “Call Reginald Mace. Find the treasure. I’ll kill you if you don’t.” He had no idea what he asked, and really, neither did I. But if an encounter with a ghost was what he wanted, then that’s what Gage was going to get.
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        * * *

      

      I gathered my nerve and concentrated on the black spirit, willing it to come forward. With no idea how to survive the night, I’d concentrate on surviving the next minute. The swirl of black in the corner room rose up and rolled toward me. Chaos filled my mind, convincing me I could whup the world.

      I could tell Gage saw the black smoke swirl around me and caress me. His eyes met mine, and whatever he saw there made him take a step back. I closed my eyes and drank in the dark spirit’s power. Help me, I thought.

      Another otherworldly presence registered. I opened my eyes to see Rae, blood tinting her skin, float into the room. I thought I was the only one who saw her until Veronica put her hands to her face and screamed. Behind Rae followed our wild-haired, wild-eyed ancestor, Reginald Mace. As crazy as he appeared in old photographs, it didn’t compare to the way his ghost looked. His eyes held a madness I’d never seen in a person living or dead. Together, Rae and our many-greats grandfather advanced toward Veronica.

      Veronica’s fear was so intense she could never have worked with someone like me. She clenched both fists and screamed over and over again, taking a breath between each scream. Rae kept moving toward her until Veronica stumbled from the room. A crash sounded. Veronica’s scream ended with a gurgle. A rush of emotion came from the study. Rae was happy she’d hurt Veronica.

      I concentrated again and said the words out loud. “Help me.”

      The dark spirit’s power swelled, and the rush strained my pounding heart. Arctic wind came from nowhere and blew the small room’s contents into a tornado of flying objects. Instinctively, I flicked my fingers at the black mass swirling around me.

      It surrounded and closed in on Gage. He swung his fists, his punches whistling through the air. The black swirl pushed Gage, and he bounced off the wall. Rage twisted his features. He pointed the gun into the black mass and fired. I hit the ground and lay there listening as Gage emptied his gun. The dark spirit never stopped swirling. Gage screamed, a sound as full of fear as it was violence.

      Rae leaned over me and motioned me to stand. She directed me toward the desk. I opened a deep bottom drawer and spotted the heavy glass of an ashtray full of cigarette butts. I grabbed the ashtray and snuck up behind Gage. Occupied fighting off Reginald and the dark spirit, he never saw me.

      I reared back and swung the ashtray with all my might. Cigarette butts and ashes flew everywhere. The heavy glass connected with the back of Gage’s head and thumped hollowly. Gage put his hand to the back of his head, where blood immediately seeped through his fingers. He dropped to the floor. I hit him again. He collapsed with a dazed expression on his face.

      I stood over him and raised the ashtray again. “This is for Rae and Chase, you useless turd.”

      “You bitch.” The voice came from behind me.

      I turned to see Veronica charging with a big handgun pointed right at me. Rae shoved me out of the way. A deafening roar crashed through the room, and something seared across my left bicep. I screamed and clapped my hand to my arm. The muscle thrummed with a low, deep ache. Veronica stopped and pointed the gun at my head. She smiled.

      “Stop or I’ll shoot.”

      Veronica’s grin faded, and she turned. Dean stood in the doorway with his pistol trained on her. He moved his thumb, and a red dot appeared on Veronica’s forehead.

      “Drop the gun,” he screamed. “Do it, now.”

      Veronica pointed the gun at Dean. Without a second’s hesitation, he shot three times. She crumpled, and a pool of blood spread around her. A transparent Veronica rose from the still body. When she realized I could see her, she bared her teeth at me. Her fury rolled into me like molten lava. The dark sprit flew at her and swirled around her as it had me. Veronica’s ghost screamed silently as she faded into nothingness.
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        * * *

      

      Hannah and I sat on Mace House’s lawn, my arm around her as she sobbed into her hands. She had arrived right after Dean. Along with Wade and Memaw, she heard the shots coming from the house. Of the three, Hannah was the most upset. Memaw knew Dean would take care of me. Wade probably figured I’d take care of myself. Hannah hadn’t known what to think.

      She finally slowed down to the type of crying where her chest only hitched every few minutes. She used the hem of her shirt to wipe off her face.

      “So your arm is going to be all right?” she asked.

      “Sure.” I nodded. “I think my ribs are worse. It hurts to breathe.”

      “I guess I just freaked out when I first saw you.” She shivered. “All that blood.”

      The results of yet another nosebleed decorated my t-shirt. I probably looked like I’d been in a war. And I had, sort of. The nosebleeds, which started the night Rae came back in spirit form, worried me. But I had a feeling no medicine existed to fix them. I told the paramedics I got this one when Veronica punched me in the nose. Maybe it wouldn’t happen again.

      Wade walked over to us holding two bottles of water so cold condensation beaded on them. He handed one to me and one to Hannah.

      “Thank you,” I said as I took my water.

      “It’s the least I could do.” He gave me a long, reproachful look.

      “Thank you for taking Memaw out of there.” I needed to explain. “Gage threatened to let Veronica beat her to death.”

      Hannah gasped. Wade gave me a quick nod.

      “So,” Wade said, “did you find the treasure?”

      I told Wade and Hannah about the books.

      “What does it mean?” Hannah asked.

      “It means exactly what I thought all along. That treasure is bullshit and always was. Reginald Mace was a crazy man.” But that crazy man came to help me when I needed it. Had I called him or had the dark spirit? No matter. I didn’t want to get up close and personal with that thing ever again.

      Two paramedics loaded Gage’s still form into Gaslight City’s one ambulance. I must have hit him harder than I thought. He hadn’t regained consciousness. It might have been wicked of me, but I hoped he never did. Hooty Bruce and another man loaded a black body bag containing Veronica’s remains into the funeral home’s hearse.

      The ambulance pulled away from the curb and revealed a teenage girl standing in the street. Without the bleached blonde hair, the boob job, and the hard look on her face, it took me several seconds to recognize Rae.

      She wiggled her fingers at me. I inclined my head toward her. She’d saved me, not once but twice, and I owed her a break. Her emotions rushed to me. I leaned back and let them envelop me. Love, joy, and appreciation tinged with just a little bit of jealousy flowed over me. I didn’t blame her. Figuring out how to live this life took more than thirty measly years. She got robbed.

      We stared at each other, and I let go of whatever resentment I had left. A glow rose from the ground and pulsed around Rae. Though I doubted I’d miss her, a lump formed in my throat. The light made Rae brighter and brighter until she just winked out.

      “You cold?” Hannah asked.

      “Huh?”

      “You’re shivering.” She spoke slowly, maybe thinking I couldn’t understand. “I asked if you were cold.”

      “I’m okay.” I pulled my jacket around me and stuck my hands in the pockets. Something brushed my hand. I pulled the scrap of paper out of my pocket, unfolded it and used the streetlight to read it.

      Scribbled in Rae’s handwriting, it read:

      Life ain’t no dress rehearsal. Do it right. You are worth it.

      Can I borrow fifty bucks?

      I couldn’t help smiling. She must have put the note in my jacket last spring, and I put it away for the summer without finding it. My cousin had been one of a kind, her silly advice spot on. From now on, I would remember I only had one shot to do it right.

      Dean joined us, looking much the way he had the first day I met him—upset and tired. He sat down next to me and put his arm over my shoulders. I leaned into him.

      Dean glanced at Wade and scowled. “You still here? This is an official crime scene.”

      “Settle down, little buddy. I’m officially about to leave,” Wade said, as though they’d already had this discussion. “I wanted to bring the ladies some water.”

      “Your help, while greatly appreciated, is no longer needed,” Dean said with more force than necessary.

      Wade turned to me. “You sure about this? He has a Napoleon complex.”

      Hannah laughed. Dean scowled. The world was right again.
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        A Few Days Later

      

      

      A light November wind blew over Piney Hill Cemetery, the areas in shadow about ten degrees cooler than where the full sun beamed down. Summer was gone for one more year.

      Despite the robin’s egg blue sky and the brilliant sun, a deep sadness filled me, weighting my steps with a fatigue I couldn’t shake. Dean’s firm grip on my arm grounded me, kept me from wandering into shadow. He guided me to the front row of metal folding chairs. I turned to him.

      “I can’t believe this is happening.” My voice sounded disembodied, like maybe it belonged to someone else.

      “Go on and sit down.” Dean put one hand on each of my shoulders and gave me a gentle push. I sat because I didn’t have the energy to do anything else. “They’ll expect you to say something. Have you thought about what you want to say?”

      The sun illuminated the highlights in Dean’s hair. He squinted his eyes against the sun, but I saw caring in their depths. Not a day went by that Dean didn’t surprise me.

      I glanced toward the ladies from Gaslight City First Baptist who wove mums into an archway near where the casket would be placed. Eddie Kennedy worked to stabilize the archway so the wind couldn’t blow it over. I spotted Memaw working next to Hannah. Memaw’s head rose as though she sensed me looking for her. She tipped her chin and gave me a wave. I returned the gesture.

      From this distance, she looked normal. She didn’t look like a woman dying of cancer. But if Dr. Longstreet knew his stuff, her health would fade fast. Sooner rather than later, I’d be sitting in a metal folding chair at her funeral. A dark hand on my arm drew me out of my reverie. Hooty Bruce—father of the formidable Rainey—knelt in front of me, next to Dean.

      “Now, I’ll be giving the sermon just like Jolene and Darren Fischer asked. We’ll have a song, I’ll talk, we’ll have another song, and then I’ll call on you.” Hooty stopped speaking and turned his attention to Dean. “Is she going to be able to speak? No shame if she can’t.”

      “I can speak,” I said, my voice still sounding as though it came from afar. I had no idea what to say, but I wanted to send the best friend I’d ever had off in style. Not many people—other than Chase’s parents and me—understood what had been good about him. They only remembered him as a drunk and a druggie.

      Hooty and Dean exchanged a long look, one I couldn’t interpret. Hooty finally nodded and stood. He gave me a rough pat on the shoulder and wandered over to Memaw. The two talked, their gazes wandering to me every few seconds. I had to pull myself together but the lethargy in my bones weighed a ton. Going back to bed sounded like a great idea.

      “I need to make sure I parked the car in the right place.” Dean, still kneeling in front of me, took my hand. “I’ll be back.”

      “I’m okay.” I leaned forward, ignoring the stab in my back from a cracked rib. Putting my arms around Dean caused more screams of pain from my bruised body, but I did it. I gave him a squeeze and wondered for the millionth time how things would end up between us. For once in my life, I decided to enjoy the ride and not worry about controlling things. I brushed a kiss on Dean’s cheek, enjoying the thrill of pleasure. “I appreciate everything you’re doing right now.”

      Dean’s lips curved into a smile, one that touched his eyes. “That’s all I need to hear.” He got up, brushed off his pants, and wandered toward his ratty old Trans Am.

      I sat back on the hard metal folding chair with a grunt. My body still ached from the beating Michael Gage and Veronica Spinelli gave me. Gage had fared much worse. He languished in a coma at Mother Francis Hospital in Tyler. The doctor said he couldn’t understand what caused the coma since the skull was not fractured. Armed law enforcement guarded Gage twenty-four hours a day.

      According to Dean, Veronica Spinelli lay unclaimed at the Smith County Coroner’s office. Dean offered to pay for a pauper’s burial. His guilt over the shooting surprised me. His killing her saved me, and Veronica was a horror of human being. I didn’t feel bad about her demise.

      Benny Longstreet used his millions to make bail. He faced a long list of charges for offenses ranging from failure to notify authorities after he found Rae dying to assault and kidnapping. Dean speculated Benny would escape a little poorer but relatively unscathed. I withheld comment. Benny and I had unfinished business. I’d make sure he knew he picked a fight with the wrong Mace.

      “Hey.” A hand closed on my shoulder. I tipped my chin and found myself looking right into the bright sun. The person touching my shoulder was lost in silhouette. Then Wade Hill moved and sat down next to me. He pulled me into a one-armed hug and squeezed until I uttered a pained squeak. He let go.

      “I’m surprised you came.” And I was. After the smoke cleared, Dean and Wade had some scathing exchanges. Dean suspected Wade had known exactly who killed Rae and where to find them and had followed me around town, trying to keep me out of danger instead of calling the police. Wade told Dean he suffered from short man syndrome.

      “I’ve been feeling a million kinds of guilty since that night at Mace House.” I noticed he omitted any mention of the horrid events. Maybe for the best. The nightmares from that night would haunt me for the foreseeable future.

      “Don’t. You saved my bacon.” I squeezed his arm to let him know I meant it.

      “At least let me explain.” Wade kept his eyes focused on a distant point. “I worked at Long Time Gone because I needed money, but also as a favor to a friend who has a vested interest in what goes on there. I knew exactly who Billy Ryder was the whole time.”

      I went still, and then turned my body so Wade got the full force of my glare. His eyes widened, and he developed a case of verbal diarrhea.

      “At first, see, my job was to figure out the scam he had going with Olivia. Then I was to either make him pay tribute to the right people or figure out where to find him away from Long Time Gone so he could be…dispatched.” Wade stopped, closed his eyes, and slumped.

      I twitched, remembering the rumors of the outlaw biker gang associated with Long Time Gone. I didn’t want to think about how Wade knew them or why he helped them. Some other time.

      “Then Rae got killed. Once we figured Billy Ryder did it, my employer changed my job description to leading the cops to Ryder. But I never figured out Billy Ryder and Michael Gage were one and the same. Then you showed up with that drawing, looking for Billy Ryder. I didn’t want to see you end up like Rae. So I quit focusing on leading the cops to Billy Ryder and tried to watch over you.”

      “I don’t need anybody to watch over me.” If it wouldn’t have hurt, I’d have put my hands on my hips.

      “Peri Jean, please. If anybody ever needed a keeper, it’s you. Believe me on this.” He snorted and shook his head. “And I did a good job. But the night of the street dance, I lost you when you went to Hannah’s apartment. One minute you two were chatting with your grandmother, and the next you disappeared. I went out to your grandmother’s house, figured out you weren’t there, and went back to town. Couldn’t find you anywhere. Finally, I went to talk to Hannah—scared the hell out of her—and we figured out who Billy Ryder was and where to find you. You know the rest.”

      I wanted to be irritated with Wade Hill, but he’d risked annoying a dangerous someone to help me. I didn’t even have the energy to think about the rest of what he’d told me. His honorable intent overrode his lack of success. I touched his arm. “Thank you.”

      He shrugged. “Just another day in the life of a modern day knight in shining armor. Plus”—he dropped his voice to a whisper and leaned close—“I have an ulterior motive.”

      “Oh?” I thought I knew, but his delivery amused me.

      “Let’s say it like this: if it doesn’t work out with Mr. Short and Surly over there”—he gestured at Dean—“give me a chance. I’ll show you my tattoos. All of them.”

      Wade and I locked eyes for a moment. Again, I wondered what it would have been like to be more than friends. A mischievous smile spread over his face as though he knew my thoughts.

      “And I knew it would piss him off if I came.” Wade’s smile widened even more, and his dark eyes twinkled. A shadow fell over us. We both raised our eyes to find Dean standing over us, scowling. His good mood from a few minutes ago had vanished.
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        * * *

      

      “Get up.” Dean narrowed his eyes and turned down his lips when he spoke to Wade.

      “No. You might be a cop, but you’re not king of the world.” Wade crossed his arms over his chest.

      “I didn’t arrest you for obstruction of justice because Peri Jean begged me not to.” Dean’s voice rose and people turned to watch the three of us.

      “Y’all, please stop this…” I trailed off when I realized they were ignoring me.

      “And because you knew you couldn’t make anything stick. If I hadn’t walked into that house a few nights ago—”

      “We’d have done just fine, you big baboon.” Dean had his hands near his hips like an old west gunslinger.

      “What’s going on over here?” Darren Fischer leaned into our conversation. His red-rimmed eyes and tear-stained cheeks gave both Wade and Dean pause.

      “There’s not enough room for him to sit here.” Dean gestured at Wade. “He’s taking up space reserved for the family.”

      “You’re right.” Darren nodded. “Why don’t you two men sit over there?”

      Dean, Wade, and I looked in the direction Darren pointed. The back row. Dean flushed and cracked his knuckles. I bit my lip to keep from smiling. For the first time since Chase died, I wanted to laugh. One glance at Dean’s shocked scowl and I dropped my head so he wouldn’t see my amusement. Wade took the rebuke with a smile.

      Hannah rose from where she’d been sitting next to Memaw in the row behind us. “Come on, gentlemen. I’ll join you. Make more room for family and people who knew Chase well.”

      “After you, Officer Turgeau.” Wade stood and swept his arm out for Dean to pass.

      “It’s not Officer,” Dean groused. “It’s Deputy.”

      As the two men walked away, Wade said, “I don’t give a shit.”

      To my utter shock, Wade and Dean sat next to each other in the back row. Their stiff postures suggested they were not finished sparring. Cords stood out in Dean’s neck, and Wade’s smile was predatory. Hannah sat down beside Dean. She rolled her eyes at me. I smiled at her in thanks, and she winked.

      As my eyes swept over the crowd, I noticed Felicia Holze and Chase’s son, Kansas. The boy looked uncomfortable and confused. He’d barely known Chase, I realized. And now he never really would. That brought the grief crashing back, its tide rising until I could have howled. Tears dripped off my chin as I lamented the way life can suck.

      That’s when Darren and Jolene sat down on both sides of me. Jolene reached over and grabbed my hand in a death grip. The buzz of conversation trickled into silence as Hooty took his place at the pulpit and fussed with his Bible. When the morning air was still except for the squawk of a few birds, Hooty looked out over the crowd with a solemn expression on his face.

      “I knew Chase Lawrence Fischer from the time he was about a week old. He grew to be a sensitive boy with a tender heart who couldn’t quite stand the sadness in the world around him. His sensitivity helped him become an accomplished musician…”

      Something moved at the corner of my vision. I took my eyes off Hooty and squinted into the outcropping of tombstones. The air wavered like a heat mirage, and a figure came into view. The lanky body moved with fluid grace. The sun blazed down on blonde hair, creating an impossibly white sparkle. My heart caught in my throat, and the sting of tears burned my eyes. Chase Fisher, younger and healthier than I’d seen him in a long while, stepped to the periphery of his own funeral. Hot tears tracked down my face as we watched one another. The sun damage was gone from Chase’s skin, and he looked the way he had the year he broke my heart—back when he still thought he’d be a rock star. He smiled at me, and a sob jerked out of me. Jolene squeezed my hand even tighter.

      “They’re ready for you,” Darren whispered in my ear. I struggled to my feet, my abused muscles protesting. Darren stood to help me to my feet. Hooty shot out from behind the pulpit and escorted me to it. He adjusted the microphone, gave me a pat on the back and stepped away.

      Everyone watched me expectantly. Everyone, that is, except for Wade and Dean who glared at each other in the back row. I turned around to see if Chase’s ghost had left, and the crowd followed my gaze. Chase still stood near a tombstone, watching me. A rustle went through the crowd, and I turned back to them. I opened my mouth to speak, not knowing what I needed to say. The words seemed to come on their own.

      “Chase Fischer was the best friend I ever had. I loved him more than I’ve loved anybody…except my Memaw. He wasn’t perfect, but none of us are…” I turned to look at Chase’s ghost again. The glow I saw before Rae winked out blanketed Chase. He raised one hand to wave at me and faded from sight, traveling down his forever road. I choked back a sob and waved goodbye to the best friend I ever had. Confused whispers rippled through the audience. For once, I just didn’t care.
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        Howdy from East Texas!

      

        

      
        Isn’t it nice to see the jerks of the world get what’s coming to them? A little secret: it’s satisfying as hell to write too.

      

        

      
        Peri Jean is growing as a character. Whupping a murderer and saying goodbye to a lifelong friend does that.

      

        

      
        Now she’s ready to get back to her old life.

      

        

      
        Decide if she made a mistake hooking up with Deputy Dean.

      

        

      
        But are things ever that simple?

      

        

      
        As fans of supernatural and paranormal fiction know, this is a world where magic lurks around every corner.

      

        

      
        There is stuff out there Peri Jean doesn’t even know exists…

      

        

      
        And it’s about to throw her a sucker punch.

      

        

      
        Turn the page to read an excerpt Black Opal, book 2 in the urban fantasy series that’ll keep you reading far past your bedtime.
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      My throat burned from too many cigarettes, but that didn’t stop me from lighting my last one. The acrid smoke filling my vintage Chevy Nova fit my foul mood. Few kinds of trouble are more angst-ridden than boyfriend troubles.

      “It’s all your fault,” I croaked at the troublemaking slip of paper fluttering in the fresh morning breeze. The offending piece of paper came from Wolfgang Puck’s Five Sixty in Dallas and listed two of every item, including champagne. The tip and final total were written in Dean’s blocky handwriting. I didn’t know who he took there, but he sure as hell didn’t take me.

      Maybe I need to back up. This all started when Dean Turgeau’s father, a man never spoken of before yesterday, broke his arm and had a heart attack scare. My boyfriend of six months took leave from his job as a sheriff’s deputy in Gaslight City, Texas, and rushed to his hometown in South Louisiana. A few hours later, I got a hysterical phone call from him. Well, hysterical for Dean, anyway. For once, he sounded like he didn’t know exactly how to control a situation.

      “You gotta help me.” He paused, breathing hard.

      “What is it? Did you have an accident?” Fear kicked my imagination into high gear. Perhaps this was really Dean’s ghost calling me. After all, my connection with the spirit world created more problems than it solved.

      “No, no. It’s my wallet. I forgot it, and I just spent my emergency cash on gas. I have no ID, no credit cards, nothing.” His voice wavered on the last word.

      I nodded and then remembered he couldn’t see me. This wasn’t about the wallet at all. It was about Dean, the most in-control man I’d ever met, losing control. No doubt he feared losing his father. Caring for my terminally ill grandmother, the only family I had left, made me hyper-aware of such things.

      “Hey, it’s all right. I’ll overnight it to you. Use that key you gave me,” I said. Dean had given me an extravagantly wrapped key to his house. Now would be the perfect time to break it in. Whatever response I expected was a far cry from the one I got: complete, total, and utter silence. After a long enough pause for me to regret offering, Dean finally stuttered out a few words.

      “Y-yeah. I guess that’s fine.” He trailed off but came back sounding more confident. “Sure. Do that.” He rattled off an address in Louisiana. Busy writing it down, I never stopped to think about his weird reaction until I found the receipt.

      My search for a box and tape took me to the detached garage. The first thing I saw in there sent my suspicions into a tailspin. Dean’s vintage Smokey and the Bandit era Trans-Am sat in the middle of the stifling little room. The sight threw me for a loop, the kind where I felt my stomach fall thirteen floors. The Trans-Am was—to the best of my knowledge—Dean’s only car. So what did he drive to Louisiana? Looking for some answers, or maybe just being nosy, I slid into the Trans-Am and opened the glove box. The receipt fluttered out, setting the stage for a mega meltdown.

      Seething, I wrapped the wallet like a gift, complete with white paper and a curlicue green ribbon. I resisted the urge to put the receipt in the box like a cherry on top of Dean’s wallet. Then I packed a bag, got in my car, and drove most of the night.

      Now I was close to the end of my three-hundred-mile journey with no clear idea what I wanted to say to Dean. My pissed off level hovered in the red. Between that and eating no food since I found the receipt, my stomach sizzled and burned. I felt miserable and would be until Dean Turgeau gave me an explanation.

      The lush South Louisiana landscape unfurled like a flower, growing more exotic and mysterious as I drove deeper into the state. But I had a hard time enjoying it. The trees draped with Spanish moss brought to mind romance novel covers, which just added to the whole pissed off thing. Views stretching out into tree-studded bayous looked like postcards advertising an enchanting weekend getaway. My mind supplied endless ideas about who Dean really came down here to see.

      After all, he left his prized 1980s Trans-Am in his garage back in Gaslight City. Maybe his other girlfriend didn’t like vintage cars. Maybe she drove them here. What a fool you are not to have seen this coming, Peri Jean Mace. Feeling foolish nestled at the root of my anger. I did everything I could not to let people make a fool of me. Look at me now.

      I thought I’d learned to read Dean over the past six months. So much for my intuition. Now I saw the error in my thinking. When a man, one I thought I might love, gave me a key to his house in a gold box with a purple ribbon tied around it, that really meant I needed to watch out. How could you be so dumb? I crumpled the receipt and shoved it in my pocket. I’d know next time.

      I exited I-10 south of Baton Rouge, still practicing how I’d confront Dean, and did a double take at the change in scenery. Clear-cut farmland, the ground turned to expose the fertile black soil, stretched into the distance and a white haze of humidity floated like a premonition on the horizon. Roadside signs advertising historic plantations loomed over dilapidated shacks. Boarded up gas stations, their wood grayed and bowed, lingered forgotten in overgrown fields. Glimpses of the grand Mississippi twinkled in the distance, peeking through the dense trees.

      So this is where Dean grew up, in this mysterious world of shadows and contrast. This is where he learned how to love, hate, and buy expensive, clandestine dinners for persons unknown. Mind reeling, I pulled into a gas station to buy more cigarettes, ask directions, and fuel up.
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        * * *

      

      Back in my car, I drove along at a snail’s pace, looking for a white brick mailbox.

      “You can’t miss it, ma’am. Biggest mailbox I ever seen.” The gas station attendant’s drawl rolled over the vowels in a way mine didn’t and made me feel farther from home than all the miles of highway put together.

      The road followed the bend of the river, undulating and winding lazily along. My impatience to get this show on the road made me want to drive faster, but I didn’t dare. Rounding a sharp curve, I came up behind a young woman, maybe a teenager, walking in the grass on the roadside. What the hell? I pulled into the middle of the road to give her plenty of room.

      This chick looked like she’d gotten on the wrong side of something or other. Black streaks and cuts ran up and down her legs, and the bottoms of her bare feet matched the road. I spotted a gash on one of them. She held her head at a funny angle, as though it hurt. It didn’t take a degree in rocket science to know something was wrong.

      I slowed even more, traveling at nearly a crawl. The desire to stop and offer my help was almost too strong to resist. Common sense kept me from acting on it. I am a woman traveling alone in a strange state, in a strange town. Leaving the address with my terminally ill grandmother didn’t count when she was three hundred miles away. I drew alongside the girl and leaned over the seat to look at her. She walked staring straight ahead. Can’t she see and hear my car creeping along beside her?

      A horn tooted and jerked my attention back to the road. The driver of an approaching truck glared at me from behind the windshield, evidently wanting his share of the road. Irritation flashed. Doesn’t he see this girl is in a bad way? I glanced back at the girl, ready to shake my fist at the truck driver, but she had disappeared. Instead, I saw the white mailbox.

      The gas station attendant didn’t lie. It would have been impossible to miss. The mailbox, built of white-painted brick, resembled a turret on a castle. The pea gravel driveway was right next to it. It was either turn now or miss it altogether, and this road didn’t have too many places to turn around. I didn’t have time to think about where the teenage girl went so fast.

      I whipped into the driveway, the tiny rocks rolling and popping under my tires. The driveway traveled at an incline, so I couldn’t see the house right away. When I got to the top of a little hill, a big, white elephant of a house unfolded in front of me. I jammed on the breaks and gaped at it.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” I said to the empty car.

      Four columns ran across the front, framing a second-story balcony. The monstrosity sat on a brick foundation taller than a man, topped by a porch running the entire length of the house’s front. Elaborate wrought-iron railings embraced two sets of curved steps, one on each end of the porch. The windows lining the house’s front stood at least ten feet tall and sported stained glass panes of blue and purple at their tops. One word came to mind: never-ending. Everywhere I looked there was more house.

      “Holy shit.” I counted four chimneys rising from different parts of the house, each adorned with elaborate masonry designs around the top. Every piece of the house was just so. I saw not an inch of flaking paint or even one board that looked rotted. Who has money for something like this? A blacktopped parking lot surrounded by a wrought-iron fence sat a distance from the house. I pulled in and parked, shocked by the cars. The least expensive was a new Cadillac SUV. I fumbled another cigarette into my mouth, hoping it would cool off my perception of all this. It couldn’t be all that bad. But it sure looked like it was.

      The house and grounds looked like a TV remake of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. These folks would take one look at me and tell me to get lost. For a moment, I forgot the receipt and the sickening mixture of humiliation and anger I felt over it. It might not be the worst my day had to offer. These folks might get security to escort me from the premises.

      Where the hell is Dean in all this? The only logical conclusion was Dean’s family worked here. He said his father got hurt clearing debris washed up by a flood. Sure enough, branches, leaves, and other nature-produced garbage littered the lush, perfectly manicured grounds. Cleaning this up would be no small chore.

      I let the huge house intimidate me a moment longer before I grabbed Dean’s gift-wrapped wallet and forced myself out of my beat-up old Nova. I had no idea how to approach a place like this and inquire after people I thought might work here. Was it appropriate for me to knock on the back door? Surely not in the twenty-first century. I loitered next to my car, frozen with uncertainty.

      “I knowed you’d be coming.” The voice came from next to my arm, male but high and reedy. I jerked in surprise and twisted around. The man was around Dean’s age—pushing forty—and balding with wispy hair stuck to his head. I recognized the bulbous, broken-veined nose of a drinker. Patchy stubble covered his face. “You here to make things right, ain’t you?”

      I recoiled from him, uncertain how to respond. Nobody expected me. And, even if they did, make what things right? That girl on the highway. The image of her popped into my head like a monster coming out of hiding. A chill worked its way through the thick humidity and settled over me. Oh, hell no. Not this shit again.

      The man crowded toward me, coming so close I smelled his booze sweat and something else, something animal. He leaned into my face and stared into my eyes. I tried to back away but my butt bumped my car. Trapped by this weirdo, fear zinged through my veins as the adrenaline kicked in. I swung my head side to side. I wanted to end this crazy encounter. But I saw no way out.
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        * * *

      

      The man exhaled in my face, and the foul odor shot up my nose. Rotted teeth and some kind of alcohol. Fuck being polite. I shoved him away from me. He went willingly enough but only a few feet.

      “You see ‘em, don’t you? The dead, I mean.” He swayed like someone who just got off a train or a boat.

      My mouth went dry. The madness in this man’s eyes could well be from seeing the other side. My life’s fear was going mad, maybe losing myself to drugs or drink, and becoming like this trembling, incoherent creature in front of me.

      “Trey?” The voice came from shadows created by a small copse of trees next to the parking area. I squinted into the gloom, heart pounding, praying this weird little man hadn’t brought the wrath of some crazy ghost down on me.

      Trey backed away from me, glancing furtively in the direction of the voice. Its owner’s footsteps crunched in the litter of branches, leaves, and uprooted vegetation, the shadows playing over his face until he was upon us. I had to crane my neck to look up at him and almost gasped at his beauty.

      There are good-looking men, and there are beautiful men. This guy was one of the latter. Tall, lean, and tawny skinned, his square jaw framed high cheekbones. Dirty blond hair set off bright aqua eyes. He walked at a languid pace, as though daring anything or anybody to ask him to hurry. When he reached Trey, he gripped the shorter man’s arm and yanked him away from me.

      “Why are you bothering visitors?” His accent played like music, educated but full of drawn out syllables and soft consonants. Like the gas station attendant’s, only more toe curling. “You get on back to the barn where you belong now.”

      Trey lowered his head and scurried away. Gorgeous and I stared at each other. My heart belonged to Dean, but I’d have to be blind—hell, dead—not to appreciate this guy.

      “I’m sorry about that,” he said. It was all I could do not to curtsy.

      “I hate to admit it, but he scared me.” Just those few words had a coquettish lilt to them. Ugh. I liked ‘em pretty, but this was ridiculous. Even for me.

      “Don’t mind him. He’s not right in the head,” Gorgeous said. “You here to see someone?”

      “Dean Turgeau?” I heard the question mark after Dean’s name and winced. I sounded like a flirty southern belle out for a hot afternoon with a gentlemanly stranger.

      “Just go right on up to the house, ma’am. They’ll help you find him.” Gorgeous half-waved and disappeared back into shadowy trees.

      I bet his family owned this place, and he supervised the workers. He had that air about him, the gentleman son of old money. Had he stayed to chat, I suspect I’d have made a fool of myself. One more gander at the imposing house, and I shook off my thoughts and marched up to the front door. I couldn’t tell where my huff over the receipt ended and my dread of encountering the mansion’s inhabitants began.

      I punched the doorbell and heard a loud gong in the house. Quickly—so quickly I assumed the woman who answered must have been standing on the other side—the door swung open. The middle-aged woman wore an old-fashioned black and white maid’s uniform. I gaped, never having seen one outside television. She stood in the doorway, a mildly inquiring expression on her face.

      “Help you?” She didn’t bother to smile. Goody. This was going just as I thought. I wondered how to address her. She looked young to be Dean’s mother, but I couldn’t think fast enough to figure out who else she might be.

      “Mrs. Turgeau?”

      The woman tried to hold in her laugher. That just made it escape in snickers and snorts. Heat burned my cheeks, and I didn’t need a mirror to know my head looked like an extra large cherry with black hair. The woman took in my embarrassment and clapped her hands over her mouth. I considered making a run for it.
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        * * *

      

      Glancing over my shoulder at the blacktopped parking lot and my car, I calculated the number of seconds it would take to reach it and how many steps I’d have to take before I could no longer see the woman’s amusement. That held highest priority. It reminded me too much of my school years.

      A voice came from within the house, “Nadine, who’s at the door? If it’s Father Reilly, send him back.”

      Nadine took her hand off her mouth to speak. “No, ma’am. I think it’s for you.”

      “Fine,” the voice said, “I’ll be out in a moment. Show them into the foyer and close the door before the house fills with bugs.”

      Throughout this exchange, my mortification intensified. I knew whatever was about to happen would end with me looking like the biggest idiot in the world.

      Nadine looked me up and down. For the first time since I chose my traveling clothes, I became aware of the faded t-shirt with the crusty rock band emblem still clinging to it and the cut-off blue jean shorts I wore. She muttered under her breath, but loud enough for me to hear, “Unbelievable. Come on in.”

      The tap-tap of high heels rang on the pinkish marble floor. From the sound of it, more than one person was on the way to greet me.

      A woman who could have been on the cover of a magazine entered first. She wore her shining dark hair long and in a style that must have taken hours and required complex tools to create. Her makeup was one of those complicated jobs designed to make her look younger, with very light colors surrounding her eyes. She took one look at me, wrinkled her nose, and quickly covered it with a ’possum grin.

      An older woman sauntered into the foyer behind her, and I suddenly understood what amused Nadine the maid so much. It only took one glance to know this was Dean’s mother or a very close relative. What next, universe? The oval face, the straight bridge of her nose, the full lips, and dimpled chin resembled Dean so strongly, it was eerie. This woman walked at a pace saying she didn’t have to hurry for anybody. Diamonds and rubies twinkled at both ears and at her throat. She glanced at Nadine, who still giggled with her hand over her mouth, and cocked her head to one side. Even her demeanor was Dean at his haughtiest.

      Oh lordy, Peri Jean. Just what have you gotten yourself into this time?

      “This must be Dean’s girlfriend we’ve all been waiting on. She thought I was you. ” Nadine chuckled again but, when she saw Mrs. Turgeau did not share her amusement, cut it off.

      Dean’s girlfriend? Were they expecting me? The lady of the manor continued to stare at Nadine, her face still and impassive, until Nadine scurried out of the room. Then she walked toward me, a smile curving her lips and crinkling her eyes. Also like Dean, she seemed to switch emotions on a dime. She held out her hand. My heart thudded so hard, I worried it might jump out of my mouth if I spoke. I kept my lips firmly sealed just in case.

      “You must be Peri Jean. Your grandmother called Dean and told him to expect you. I’m Julienne Turgeau, Dean’s mother.” We shook. I could do no more than gulp and nod.

      A college-aged woman wearing a sweat-ringed tank top and running shorts sped into the room, her eyes comically wide. Her workout shoes squeaked as she came to a sudden stop on the marble floor. She studied me from my canvas lace-up shoes to my short pixie cut. Her lips, a feminine version of Dean’s, curved into a smile, and she stuck out her hand.

      “I’m Maddy—Madeleine, that is—Dean’s baby sister.”

      “Peri Jean. Dean’s girlfriend.” I couldn’t help but return her smile as I gripped her sweaty hand in a brief handshake.

      The other woman, who I guessed was another of Dean’s sisters by her age, stepped forward and held out her hand. “I am Lisette David-Turgeau-Carter. I was Dean’s wife for about fifteen years.”

      Every cigarette I smoked on the trip picked that moment to make me gag and cough. The receipt from Five Sixty in Dallas flashed in my memory, and things clicked into place. Taking a bath in buffalo doo doo would have had more appeal than living through the next few minutes.
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      Dean’s mother ushered us into a room she called the parlor. The air smelled like polished wood and antiques and money. The little details, like the faux columns set into the walls adorned with elaborate carvings, highlighted the differences between this world and mine back in Gaslight City, Texas.

      I couldn’t help but stare at the fancy trim running around the edges of the high ceiling. It reminded me of tiers on a high-dollar wedding cake. Nadine, who gave me a sideways glance, set a silver tea set on a Queen Anne style tea table. Screw style. I bet that table is the real deal and worth thousands of dollars.

      The more I took in all the details, the more hurt and scared I felt. Did Dean just forget to tell me about all this? My ass, he did. As usual, my hurt and fear defaulted to satisfying, blistering anger. I’d only thought myself angry about the receipt. Dean’s omission of this place and the people in it infuriated me.

      Movement outside the open door caught my eye, and I stared at the area, halfway expecting yet another relative to join us. The stained glass window from which the hallway got most of its light cast the area in a surreal, funhouse glow. About the time I decided I’d seen nothing, something flashed through the area again. I opened my second sight in time to glimpse the girl I’d seen on the road. The one who had been in a scuffle.

      This close, she gave off a feeling I knew well. The hair on my arms raised, and I suppressed a shiver. It hadn’t taken long at all for the dead to find me. Great. Just great. If my luck held, these people would find out I see ghosts and ostracize me just like people have all my life. Realizing my worries had taken on a fever pitch, I forced them to a stop, focused on the living occupants of the room, and took deep breaths.

      Dean’s ex-wife and his sister settled down on a Victorian courting couch. Bet it’s original to the house.

      Looking at Lisette, I believed more than ever she’d shared an elegant meal with him in the revolving restaurant atop Reunion Tower in Dallas. There was no way I could compete with her creamy, unmarred skin, her shining, expensively styled hair, or her sophisticated outfit. My cuteness was a honky-tonk guitar to her symphony of beauty. She held my eyes with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher.

      “You sit right here next to me, Peri Jean.” Mrs. Turgeau patted the spot next to her on an expensively upholstered love seat. I ran my hand over the fabric, feeling the bumps of the raised floral pattern. Please don’t let me spill anything.

      Mrs. Turgeau and the ex-wife each took a treat and nibbled daintily. The sister waved the treats away with a smile. I resisted the urge to grab huge handfuls and shove them into my mouth just to be obnoxious. I needed to do something to feel in control of the situation, so I started running my mouth.

      “Your home is amazing.” I twisted in my seat to peer at a Tiffany lamp on the end table. I stopped when I realized they all watched me, eyebrows raised, with varying degrees of curiosity. “Is this the Venetian pattern?”

      Dean’s ex-wife leaned forward. “Very good. I can never keep all the patterns straight.”

      She surprised me. If she was seeing Dean, wouldn’t she act catty and jealous?

      “That one dates back to the 1920s,” Julienne said. “My grandmother, Fayette, purchased it. Do you know Tiffany lamps?”

      “Only a little. Sometimes I fill in at an antique store. I hear the names of stuff, but I’ve never owned any of it myself.”

      Dean’s ex nodded in understanding even though she looked like she had a houseful of Tiffany lamps.

      “This home has been in my family since 1825,” Julienne Turgeau said with a smile she probably intended to put me at ease. It only made my guts grind tighter. “I don’t know if I’d own half the items in it had they not been hand-me-downs.”

      “Did you see them in concert?” Dean’s sister spoke for the first time since she introduced herself, gesturing at my t-shirt.

      “A long time ago.” We exchanged smiles. “They were good.”

      “Dean and I went to see them once.” Lisette’s voice sounded soft, cultured. It reminded me of the man I met in the parking lot. I started to ask about him, but once Dean’s ex got talking, it seemed like she couldn’t shut up. “We were living in Florida. Dean was in law school, and I was trying to get pregnant.”

      Law school? Pregnant? Holy feral cats. For the first time, I felt the weight of Dean’s and my ten-year age difference. He’d lived a whole life while I grew up. Suppressing a gulp, I took a deep breath and hoped my shock didn’t show on my face.

      Madeleine took one look at me and winced. “I wanted you to join me and Dean in Dallas for dinner on my birthday, but he said you had something else going on.” She gave me a small smile, making me think she’d changed subject on purpose.

      “Where’d y’all go?” I tried to keep my voice even, but my whirling thoughts made it difficult.

      “Five Sixty. It’s at the top of Reunion Tower. They have Asian food.” She grinned. “Dean bought me champagne.”

      Oh no. My nervousness morphed into relief, then embarrassment, and back into nervousness. I clutched my stomach, trying to keep the stampede inside. I couldn’t even formulate an answer. I’d driven three hundred miles, found out things about Dean I wished I didn’t know, and it was all over me jumping to conclusions. At least I’ve got a legitimate reason to be here. Sort of.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s very nice of you to hand-deliver my son’s wallet.” Julienne Turgeau crossed her legs and straightened her light blue pantsuit. The suit and coordinating shoes matched the eye color she shared with her son. She gave me another kind of smile and the barest of winks. Did she somehow know I came here to give Dean the what-for? How mortifying.

      I acknowledged her thanks with a nod. “Dean was upset about it.”

      Julienne nodded and took a sip of her tea. “My younger son takes life very, very seriously.”

      We shared a smile. My mood lightened a bit…until Dean’s ex piped up. “Dean got that way after our divorce. He used to be really fun.”

      I ignored Lisette and spoke directly to Julienne. “Where is Dean?”

      Lisette narrowed her eyes at me, her nostrils flaring. Now that I knew Dean’s dinner at Five Sixty was a birthday present to his sister, I wondered what the hell his ex-wife was doing here.

      “He and his older brother are outside trying to join their father in the hospital.” Julienne set her tea cup on the tray and took out her cell phone. “I’ll let him know you’re here.” Her fingers flew over the display, and I heard the familiar swoosh sound as she sent her text message.

      “Thanks.” I bit into something totally unfamiliar. “I’m sorry to hear of your husband’s accident.”

      “I told Big Rick a hundred times he’s too old to be out there working alongside the younger men. But he thinks not doing it would mean he’s getting old—which he is—so he never listens.” She pursed her lips. “He scared all of us. Then the old goat tried to leave the hospital, and that started another panic. The doctors expect him to make a full recovery.”

      “I hope I’m not keeping you from visiting him at the hospital.” Actually, I hoped I was. Then maybe I could get out of this uncomfortable situation.

      “Oh, dear, no.” Julienne laughed. “Rick’s used to being the boss, and he can’t stand not being in charge at the hospital. I’d prefer not to see all the awful fits he pulls.”

      “Daddy made one of the nurses cry yesterday,” said Madeleine.

      A few months ago, I’d have been horrified and classified Dean’s father as someone I’d prefer not to meet. But the last several months of dealing with Memaw’s failing health had opened my eyes to a whole new world. Some people didn’t have the patience to be patients. A little stab of guilt for leaving Memaw alone worked its way into me, even though her doctor promised to check in on her.

      “Remember when Big Rick got food poisoning from that roadside stand?” Lisette’s dark eyes met and held Julienne’s.

      “Do I ever,” the older woman laughed. “I thought he would go into shock and die before he let us take him to the hospital.”

      “Lisette grew up with my older children,” Julienne told me. “Her mother had…health problems, and we sort of took her in.”

      Lisette glanced at me, silently asking if I understood she’d been around way longer than I had. I dropped my gaze to my feet. It wasn’t in my nature to back down, but this place had me off my game. Nothing was as I’d imagined. I wished I could take back the decision to come storming into Dean’s life. Had a black hole to nowhere opened in the floor, I would’ve swan dived into its depths. Feeling eyes on me, I glanced up. Lisette beamed at me.

      “Health problems?” Lisette snorted, still smiling like she’d just won something big. I guess she had. “She was a mean-mouthed lush.”

      Dean’s mother flushed, and his sister looked at her watch. The sound of a door opening interrupted our uncomfortable silence. Dean’s voice echoed through the house. “Mom?”

      “We’re in the parlor, son. Take off your shoes and leave them outside the door.” Dean’s mother flashed another smile at me. I made myself smile back even though regret hung over me like a dark cloud. You should have stayed home, girl. Oh well. Another stupid decision in a life full of ‘em.
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      Dean padded into the room, sweaty, dirty, and shoeless. He grinned when he saw me and said, “Isn’t it usually you who looks like you crawled through a mile of mud?”

      I felt an unwanted little bolt of joy at seeing Dean. Then I reminded myself to be annoyed. Dean’s family, while nice enough, were wealthy beyond what I could comprehend. His choice not to tell me about them didn’t look or feel good. I shouldn’t have come here.

      Madeleine tugged Dean’s arm and crossed her eyes at him. He arranged his face into an expression of mock outrage and stuck his nose into the air. Formalities complete, he crossed the room, heading straight for me.

      “Don’t touch the furniture.” Julienne held up one finger, a gesture that had more command than any amount of shouting she could have done.

      I stood, butterflies turning somersaults in my stomach. Somehow I expected him to act different now. I knew his secret. But he held his arms open to me, and, forgetting my irritation with him, I hugged him tight. He pulled back from me, his eyes twinkling, obviously thrilled to see me. If he didn’t mind me showing up, why didn’t he tell me about these people?

      “I’m so glad you’re here.” He inhaled deeply and squeezed me again. “I thought my nosy mother and sister would drive me crazy asking questions about you.”

      Feeling eyes on me, I glanced up to find Lisette glaring at me, hectic spots of red flaming on her high cheekbones. Now that’s more like it. Was her frequent presence what kept Dean quiet about his family? He said their marriage went down in flames. The details I knew made it surprising she still showed her face here.

      I glanced at Dean, hoping for a hint of the situation between them, but he was engaged in and exchange of nonverbal insults with his sister. Now that I thought about it, he hadn’t even acknowledged Lisette. Her eyes followed every move he made, though. She caught me looking at her and immediately switched back to her cool as a cucumber routine. Interesting. Chick’s a hell of an actress. I ignored her to watch Dean’s and Madeleine’s antics. This side of him was almost charming.

      “Don’t do that to her,” I said. “It might warp her for life.” Everybody, except Lisette, laughed. I retrieved the box holding Dean’s wallet and gave it to him. Using a pocket knife, he cut open the box as though it was a special gift. Lisette made Godzilla eyes at us. I made a point to keep my back turned to her, letting her know she didn’t scare me.

      “You don’t know how much I appreciate this.” Dean glanced at one of the brocade-covered love seats and received a look from his mother so scathing it burned even me. He shuffled foot to foot.

      “Let’s just go outside. Your mother has enough to worry about without you filthying the house.” I wanted to get him alone so I could find out why he never told me he was richer than the richest people I knew, why he didn’t invite me to his sister’s birthday dinner, and what vehicle he drove here to richie-ville. Not knowing those things made me wonder if Dean considered me more of a friend with benefits than a girlfriend. Had I misread our relationship? I didn’t like the feeling of horror creeping over me at this thought.

      Dean led me through an open room bigger than the house I shared with Memaw. The crystal chandelier hanging many feet overhead looked as big as my bed. Dean pulled my arm and motioned me into a dark passage.

      “What is this?”

      “Servant’s passage. They’re all over this house.”

      “This place is massive.” I still couldn’t wrap my head around Dean growing up here.

      “This old monstrosity has seventy-five rooms.” He pulled me through the passage, which ended at a closed door. Dean pushed it open, and we exited onto the turreted wing I noticed when I arrived. “There are sections of the attic I’ve never even ventured into.”

      Part of me wanted to let all the things that didn’t add up fall by the wayside, have a nice visit with Dean, and drive back to Texas. But, now, I’d planted seeds of doubt in my own mind. I had to know why he’d worked so hard to keep me away from this side of his life. Embarrassment? If so, we could end things right here. Maybe he just ain’t that into you, Peri Jean. I cringed.

      Dean sat on the stone steps and slid his feet into lace-up hiking boots. Feeling my stare, he twisted to look at me. He frowned at whatever he saw on my face. “Let’s get away from the house before you let loose on me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Dean led me away from the house and the workers on the lawn. A few of them popped their heads up to watch us walking. Neither of us spoke. Tense with anger and trepidation, I wrung my hands. The cloud-filled sky darkened to the color of bruises and thunder boomed in the distance. Dean gazed at the horizon and heaved a sigh.

      “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get this over with. You’re pissed because Lisette’s here, right?”

      “Is that what you think?” I rolled my eyes, knowing it would ignite Dean’s fury. “This is about secrets. Your secrets.”

      “Secrets?” His eyes widened and darted back at the house. “What secrets?”

      He knew exactly what secrets I meant. His babe in the woods routine would not work on me.

      “I saw your Trans-Am in the garage when I picked up your wallet. How’d you get here?” Did he expect me to believe he friggin’ walked?

      “I drove.” Dean furrowed his brow.

      Boy that told me a lot. “Exactly what did you drive?”

      Dean glanced at my forty-year-old Nova in the fenced-in parking area and gestured at the BMW sitting next to it. “That’s my other car. The dependable one.”

      “You never told me you had two cars. Why?”

      “I didn’t realize it was a big deal.” Dean shoved his hands in his pockets and picked up the pace. Liar. He knew it would be a big deal to me. Otherwise, he’d have mentioned it.

      I tagged after him, the silence growing more tense with each step. Thunder rumbled, and I smelled rain coming. Dean and I passed tennis courts, an Olympic-sized swimming pool complete with a guesthouse, and stopped at a huge structure I assumed was a horse barn. The opulence annoyed me all the more. Why had Dean put a curtain up between his two lives? The first drops of rain slapped the already saturated ground, and he pulled me into the huge structure.

      “That damn car doesn’t matter, and you know it. What’s crawled up your ass?” He put his hands on his hips and narrowed his eyes at me.

      “We’ve been dating for six months, and you never told me about this?” I swept my arms wide. “Hell, you never even mentioned your family. Your sister said she asked you to include me in her birthday dinner. You didn’t do it. Why?” My shame came rushing back, and I wanted to curl up, to lick my wounds, to run away. “Are you ashamed of me?”

      “Oh, come on. The timing hasn’t been right.” He crossed his arms over his chest, completely ignoring the question I asked. “Your grandmother’s cancer has you stressed. You’re so tired you can barely take care of your business. Can you honestly tell me you’d have welcomed meeting my family in the middle of all that?”

      “Maddy said she wanted to meet me, but you never even mentioned it to me. You could have let me make my own choice.”

      “I was spending the night, getting a hotel room.” He spoke through clenched teeth and balled his hands into fists so veins stood out in his arms. “Since you refuse to spend a whole night in the same bed with me, I didn’t want to put you on the spot.”

      I jerked, wanting to crawl under the worn boards at my feet. I couldn’t have looked like a bigger jackass if I’d planned it. Over the past six months, Dean had hinted, joked, and finally given me the key to his house to make clear he wanted me to spend the night. And I couldn’t. Just couldn’t.

      When things got quiet, I itched to go home, sleep in my own bed. In some dark, hidden part of my mind, I thought not spending the night with Dean might keep him from hurting me. Because, in the end, they all left—my father, my mother, my ex-husband, my friends. It wasn’t that I kept my feelings secret. There was no way to make him understand.

      A board creaked overhead. Dean and I both peered into the open loft to see a man looking down at us. I gasped. It was the same drunk who confronted me in the parking lot. He climbed out of the loft and walked toward us.
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      I backed away. Dean frowned at my reaction and stepped in front of me, separating me from the stranger. The man—what did Beautiful call him? Trey?—took slow steps toward us, his hands held out in front of him.

      “Miss, I am so sorry I upset you earlier. Sometimes my drinking gets the best of me.”

      I moved closer to Dean until my hip bumped him. He reached one arm behind him and held it across me, as though one arm could protect me if this guy attacked us. Something about the man felt off, and he scared me. Had I been alone, I’d have thought both he and the gorgeous man I met earlier were ghosts, that the fuckers had now gained the ability to speak with me.

      “What’s going on here?” Dean kept himself between the man and me.

      “I scared your girl in the parking area.” A mottled red flush spread down Trey’s neck and disappeared into his shirt. Pity washed over me. I didn’t want to get this sick little man in trouble.

      “I overreacted…Trey? Is that it?” I peeked around Dean.

      Twisting his baseball cap in his hands, Trey ventured a glance at my face and nodded.

      “Forgive me, Trey. I was in an unfamiliar place, and you surprised me.”

      Trey nodded and turned his attention to Dean. “Hate to say it, but y’all getting sort of loud. Horses don’t like it. With the storm outside, they’re a little jumpy.”

      “No problem.” Dean motioned me to follow him from the barn.

      Even the dark sky didn’t hide the anger etched into Dean’s face. Cold rain pattered down on us, chilling me and adding to my foul mood. Before I could voice a smart-assed remark and make things worse, he said, “I wanted to tell you about my family, introduce you to them, but I didn’t know if you wanted to take that step.”

      He meant because I wouldn’t spend the night with him. I guessed he wondered where he stood with me. Same thing I wondered about him. I gulped but said nothing. If Dean was guilty of putting a curtain between me and this other life of his, I was guilty of keeping myself separate from him.

      “Peri Jean, I can’t do this indefinitely.” Dean glanced at the fenced parking lot where his fancy BMW sat next to my old clunker and wiped the rain off his face. “There are things I love about you, but this isn’t one of them.”

      My face heated, and my words came out swinging. “Can’t keep doing what?”

      “Walking on eggshells for you. I know you’ve got trust issues, and I get it. But I can’t ride through one of your upheavals every time something scares you.”

      My toes curled as embarrassment stung me. Do I freak out that often? But who is he to talk about trust issues? I do a good deal of tiptoeing around for him, too.

      “Like you’re well-adjusted. Before yesterday, I thought you were either estranged from your parents or they were no longer living. And you’re riding my ass about trust?”

      “Okay. Neither of us is easy. Point taken.” Dean held out both hands. He shook his head and let out a sigh. “All this is why I cringed when Memaw called and said you were on the way. I knew you’d see all this, see Lisette here, and feel insecure.”

      “Insecure? Is that how you see me?” My blood boiled at his condescension, even though I knew he was right. “Fuck this. I’m sorry I bothered.” I started walking.

      “That’s it, babe, keep walking,” he called after me. “Every time something catches you off guard, you pitch a fit and walk away. Look how much good it does you.”

      The storm of nerves tingling in my stomach and face intensified, and I whipped around. “That is not true. Because if it were, I’d have walked away from you and your moods a dozen times.”

      “Like it’s pleasant to deal with thirty years of baggage that comes out as paranoia and wanting to hurt people before they hurt you.” Dean’s eyes narrowed into mean slits. He was done trying to cajole me. Well, I was done, too.

      “And you never do shit like that.” I remembered the first few conversations we had after he learned I communicated with the dead. He treated me like a leper.

      “Let’s just do this some other time.” He closed his eyes. “Please?”

      “Fine. I’ll see you back in Texas.” I started the walk back to my car, the miserable rain slapping against me and my heart aching.

      Dean, obviously as angry as I was, applauded me as I walked. I flipped him the one-fingered salute over my shoulder.

      “Shit,” he said. “Peri Jean, wait. Just wait.”

      I kept walking.
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      Dean hurried after me, grunting as the uneven ground took its toll on an old shooting injury he’d gotten in the line of duty. Had I not been angry, I’d have slowed down for him. But his words hit me where it hurt. I walked to get to my car as fast as my short legs would go, unlocked it, and got in. Dean took the last few steps running and stood in the open door.

      “Don’t leave like this.” His eyes, the windows of his soul, pleaded. I was too angry at him for calling me on my insecurity to show him any mercy. I started the car.

      “If you don’t move, I’m going to put this car in reverse and drag you down the driveway.”

      I saw the hurt and anger ignite in Dean’s eyes. An answering ache throbbed in my chest. I didn’t want to leave things right here, but my pride was too big. I let off the brake, and the car eased backward. Dean jumped out of the way.

      I turned the car around and headed back the way I came. A glance in my rearview mirror showed me Dean looking lost and bewildered. A tall, elegant figure stood in the open front door. The cloud of dark hair told me it was Lisette. That bitch can just have him.

      The car picked up speed as I coasted down the driveway. I tapped the brake and got no response. I hit the brake pedal harder. The car didn’t even slow. Panic squeezed my chest and clawed its way up my throat. My mind kicked into warp speed, scrambling over the options.

      I couldn’t make the hairpin turn onto the road. I’d hit the levee separating the river from the road. The impact might kill me. I stomped the brake pedal again. It wouldn’t do me any good. I knew that. But I had to try it. I glanced down at my feet to make sure nothing obstructed the brake pedal. It was clear.

      When I straightened, a figure stood in my path. My endorphin soaked mind ratcheted up the level of horror coursing through me. Then I recognized the girl from the road, the same one I saw in the house. The ghost. My car barreled straight at her. I had only seconds to act. Dead or not, I couldn’t just hit her. Without further consideration, I drove my car into a drainage ditch.

      My car, the only thing I had left of my father, hit the mud with a heartbreaking splat and stalled. I flew forward and smacked my head on the driver side window. The pain stunned me, but my worries centered more on the car than on my own health. I loved this car. It made me feel like I had some connection to my dead father, even though I didn’t.

      Splashing sounds jerked me out of my pity party. I turned to see Dean scrambling down the banks of the ditch, using roots to control his descent. He wiped the mud off my window and tapped on it. I rolled it down as though we were in a parking lot somewhere.

      “Are you okay? Is anything hurt? Can you breathe?” When I said nothing, he grabbed my shoulder and gave me a hard shake. “Peri Jean? Can you talk?”

      “I can talk. I was just waiting for you to finish.”

      Dean exhaled hard through his nostrils. He muttered under his breath but kept it loud enough for me to hear. “I don’t understand why you have to be such a smartass.”

      I don’t either. It just makes things worse. Instead of saying that I turned away from him.

      “You all right down there?” The creepy guy from the barn and another guy I recognized as one of the men working on the lawn peered into the ditch.

      “I don’t think she’s hurt,” Dean said.

      “No, I’m not hurt,” I said and climbed out of the car. The standing water covered my cheap canvas shoes, and I started shivering. I looked around for the ghost. She made me crash because she wanted me here. I didn’t have to be a genius to know that. Sooner than later, she’d let me know what she wanted. I wasn’t looking forward to it. Dean accepted me seeing ghosts, knew it was real, but it bugged him. This would only complicate things between us more.

      Another figure leaned over the edge of the ditch and looked at me. Lisette. Her dark eyes danced. The bitch was enjoying this.
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      Dean called a tow truck. The driver, who looked like a cross between a string bean and a ferret, only with grease, said, “Got three more cars before you, baby. Might get to it tomorrow. Mebbe the day after that, though.”

      “Are there any hotels near here or are they all in Baton Rouge?” I hoped not. Baton Rouge was forty minutes back the way I came. With Dean and I arguing, he might not give me a ride. And how would I get back here to get my car?

      “You’re not staying at a hotel.” Julienne crossed her arms over her chest. “I’ll be insulted if you don’t stay in my home.”

      What could I say? No way I’d admit Dean and I were engaged in battle, not with smug-faced Lisette standing right there. Dean’s mother assigned Madeleine to settle me in as a guest. That’s how I found myself following the younger woman all over the huge house while she gathered towels from a well-stocked linen closet. She kept up a running chatter.

      “Mom said to put you in the children’s wing.” She spoke over her shoulder, smiling. Dean resembled his mother, but Madeleine’s sexy lips were the only feature she shared with them. She wore her wavy black hair long with auburn highlights. Her round face and gray eyes glowed with mischief. Sometime since I last saw her, she’d showered and changed into jeans and a sleeveless blouse showing off her muscled arms. “That’s where Dean’s and my rooms are. We can all hang out after supper.”

      Great. Now I’d have to sleep within fifty feet of him. No doubt he’d want to argue some more before the night was over.

      “Where does Lisette stay?” I tried to keep any venom out of my voice, but I knew I didn’t fool Madeleine. She let out a cute, girlish giggle, reminding me of my best friend Hannah Kessler.

      “Lisette goes home before dinner, thank God. But now that you’re here, I don’t know. She might want to stay.” She made a sick face. I laughed in spite of myself.

      We stopped in front of a closed door. Madeleine reached out for the doorknob but hesitated. She smiled apologetically at me and tried again, this time pushing the door open. Light flooded from the room’s open blinds and spotlighted a painting on the hallway wall. Recognizing the painting’s subject as the same girl I saw on the road, the one who caused me to wreck my wonderful car, I bit back a gasp. So she belonged at this house?

      “Who is—” I began.

      “Lisette is having—” Madeleine began at the same time.

      “You first.” We said together and laughed.

      “No, really, you first,” I said. “I want to hear what you have to say about Lisette. Your mom said she was raised here, but it’s uncomfortable as hell.”

      “I bet!” Madeleine motioned me into the room. “Mom’s totally hoodwinked by her, but she’s a mean bitch. Don’t let her catch you off guard. I was so excited when Dean said he was seeing someone from Gaslight City. I hoped he had moved on.”

      “So spill,” I said. “What’s her story?”

      “Well, I don’t remember her living here. By the time I got old enough to be able to remember, she and Dean were already married,” Madeleine said. “She was an awful sister-in-law. She’d put on such a show when people could see her and just ignore me the rest of the time. Once, she forgot me at the Mall of Louisiana in Baton Rouge.”

      I gaped at her, imagining the terror she must have felt.

      “Supposedly, she’s come home to visit her folks because her husband is in France on business,” she continued in my silence. “After Daddy got hurt and she found out Dean was coming in, she’s been over here as much as she can manage. She probably wants to get back together with him.” She stopped speaking and walked to the open doorway and pulled the door shut. “I overheard Daddy telling Mom her husband is being indicted for embezzling a bunch of money and is hiding in France.”

      Wow. Dean’s family life competed with any soap opera I’d ever watched. Maybe his reasons for not introducing me had something to do with all the drama. Knowing this beautifully manicured house and its inhabitants were far from perfect made me less angry at Dean. Maybe I need to give him a break.

      For the first time, I looked around the room. The bed featured a heavy curving brass frame, an antique by the looks of it, and a delicate eyelet comforter. A vanity table with a scalloped mirror sat against the wall opposite the two huge windows facing the lawn. I walked to the window and looked out on the grounds.

      From the second floor window, the workers cleaning up the mess left by the flood looked far removed from the world inside this house. I imagined how many girls and women must have looked out this very window. Had they all been born into this family? Or had some of them been like me, an outsider who wasn’t sure she belonged?

      A group of workers moved on to another pile of rubbish and cleared my line of sight. The ghost girl stood looking up at the window. A cold bolt of fear worked its way through me. I had to know who she was so I could figure out how to get her to leave me alone. With all the normal couple issues between Dean and me, a close encounter of the ghost kind would only worsen the tension.

      “Madeleine, the girl in the painting, the one in the hall, who is that?”

      Madeleine sighed and clasped her hands in front of her. “That’s my sister, Shayne. This is her room.”

      I forced a smile, ignoring my tight throat and thundering pulse. “I thought so.”

      “Mom just had the room redone to use as a guest room. Before that, well, it was locked all my life.”

      Madeleine had just turned twenty-one. So whatever happened to Shayne happened a very long time ago.

      “Where is Shayne now?”

      Madeleine jumped and glanced around the room, as though afraid she might be overheard even with the door closed. When she spoke, she did so in a loud whisper. “She disappeared before I was even born. They never even figured out what became of her.”

      From the look of it, Shayne didn’t meet a peaceful or an easy end. Dread knotted painful lumps in my tense muscles. I so didn’t want to get in the middle of this family’s drama. I ran my hand over the sheer lace curtains. Something clanked to the floor, and I jumped away, wondering what I’d broken, cheeks already flaming.

      Madeline must’ve thought I broke something, too. She rushed over and stared at the object on the floor. I saw nothing more than a jumbled mess of silver with a black stone connected to it. Thinking it was a fancy pull for the blinds, I scooped it up, intent on fixing my mess. The chain spread out, and I realized I held a piece of jewelry.

      The delicate chain was made up of elongated ovals, each one containing the same delicate filigree pattern. Rather than feeling cool in my hand, it felt pleasantly warm as though alive. A large, black stone pendant hung from the necklace. It reflected a kaleidoscope of color, and the colors seemed to dance when I touched the stone.

      “What on earth is that thing doing up here?” Madeline wrinkled her nose and held out her hand for the piece of jewelry. Though it wasn’t mine, I hated to give it up. Holding it, touching it, felt good. Reluctantly, I handed it to her. She tucked it into her jeans pocket. “This is Mom’s. I can’t imagine how it got up here. It belonged to my great-grandmother. She was a flapper in the jazz era.” We exchanged smiles, and she motioned me to follow her, pacing her steps with mine as the hallway floorboards creaked beneath our feet. “I know old stuff like this is all the rage, but just between you and me, this thing’s gaudy.”

      I disagreed. It was beautiful. I made a noncommittal sound.

      “Plus, you know what I heard?” She leaned close, grabbing my arm for emphasis. “I heard the lady who owned it was a witch.”

      Oh great. What else could happen to make this trip worse? Turned out, I didn’t have to wait long to find out.
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      Madeleine returned the necklace to Julienne, who nearly jumped out of her skin when she saw it. She gave me the oddest look, one which made me squirm. I asked Madeleine to take me to where Dean was. He needed to know the part Shayne’s ghost played in me staying. Besides, guilt over my bad behavior had choked out my anger. Dean’s lie of omission sucked, but so did the way I flew off the handle.

      We found him helping the other workers clear debris. Poor Madeleine fled back to house, swatting at mosquitoes. I picked up a shovel and worked alongside him, trying to think of the right way to start a conversation. Other than a sharp nod, he didn’t acknowledge me, which meant he’d just as soon I disappear.

      “Who’s this, Dean-o?” The speaker had a heavier build than Dean but wasn’t any taller. His wide shoulders gave way to thick arms looking like they could support the weight of the world. Where Dean resembled his mother, this man resembled Madeleine with his round face and wavy black hair. I could only guess this was another sibling I’d never heard of.

      Dean’s jaw clenched either at the nickname or at having to mess with me so soon after our argument. He jammed his shovel into a soggy pile of branches and leaves and turned to the larger man. “Dino is the name of Fred Flintstone’s pet dinosaur. How many times have I asked you not to call me that?”

      “Oh, just about six million since you learned to talk.”

      Dean pressed his lips together and rolled his eyes. “And I still don’t like it. But that’s okay. I guess I can act like an adult about it.” He sidled closer to me and put his arm around my waist, surprising me. “Little Ricky, this is Peri Jean Mace…my girlfriend. Peri Jean, this is my older brother, Little Ricky.”

      “Nice to meet you, ma’am.” He held out a veined hand and flashed white, straight teeth. His good humor made me smile, and we exchanged a hard squeeze. “I gotta ask, Peri Jean, how’d a beautiful woman like you get involved with such a serious fuddy-duddy like Dean-o?”

      “I’m a serious fuddy-duddy, too.” I said it deadpan, and Ricky howled. Dean grunted and went back to his work. Ricky slapped Dean on the back and got a scowl in return. He turned back to me. “Hey, Peri Jean, you gotta meet Colton Starr. He’s an honorary Turgeau.”

      He grabbed my arm and led me away from Dean. “Colton! Hey, man, you gotta meet Dean’s lady. She seems okay, even though she’s cozy with the king of the sticks in the mud.”

      We walked up behind a man covered head to toe in black mud. The mess was worst near his feet where the gunk had caked and dried and then had more added to it. The fertile scent of the rich black soil hung in the air. The smell burrowed deep into my subconscious, awakening something I couldn’t have described. This land had a pulse of its own, a magic that spoke to me. I struggled to stay focused on Ricky.

      Colton turned to face us, swiping at his face with his shirt sleeve, which only smeared the mud into his blonde hair. We both widened our eyes in recognition.

      “Well, hello again, pretty lady.” Colton’s dimples deepened into the kind of smile that could stop traffic.

      “You two…” Ricky glanced between us, trying to figure out how we knew each other.

      “We met when I first got here.”

      “Trey, drunk as a lord, accosted her in the parking area.” Colton rolled his eyes.

      “That loser.” Ricky shook his head. “I know Mom and Dad feel guilty about what happened with Shayne, but I think they should fire him.”

      I perked up, hoping he’d say more about Shayne, but he was obviously finished.

      “He needs work,” Colton said. “No telling how badly he’d deteriorate if he was unemployed.”

      Ricky grunted, and Colton dropped the subject and turned to me.

      “I taught Dean his senior year in high school,” he said. “I hope he’s learned to behave since then.”

      I took a closer look at Colton. He was perhaps a few years older than Ricky but not many.

      “You think I’m not old enough, don’t you?” Colton’s face creased into an even bigger smile, and I saw a little more age around his eyes and mouth. “It was my first teaching job.”

      “I still think you’re lying,” I said. Colton’s answering giggle told me I’d said the right thing. Conceited. I didn’t blame him. “Do you still teach at the same school?”

      “No,” he said. “Luckily, I got my Ph.D. and moved to the college level. I teach at Tulane in New Orleans. When I heard Big Rick was hurt, I couldn’t stay away. The Turgeaus are like the family I never had. You just wait. They’ll take you under their wing, and you’ll be the same way.”

      Thinking of my rapidly dwindling family, which consisted only of my sick grandmother, I glanced at Dean. He made a show of ignoring us. Whether I fell in love with this family, or they with me, remained to be seen. Dean’s and my future played a big part in what happened. An uncomfortable silence fell over us until Ricky shrugged and began picking up debris a few feet away. Colton, his eyes flicking between Dean and me, followed after a few seconds. I walked back to Dean and got back to work.

      “I’m sorry, baby.” Dean spoke in such a quiet voice, I had to lean close to hear him. “I handled this wrong all the way around. You didn’t deserve to be kept in the dark about my family.” He reached for my hand, and I let him thread his fingers through mine, reveling in the little thrill of lust I still felt every time he touched me. His eyes held mine, waiting for me to take ownership of the hurts I’d caused him.

      “I’m sorry too.” Admitting my wrongdoing both stung and relieved tension. “I don’t know why I can’t spend the night at your house. I get restless, and I just go home. I do want to be with you, though.”

      Dean shrugged, leaned over, and kissed my cheek. He whispered in my ear, “Want to go dancing tonight? I’ll show you the bar I used to sneak into when I was underage.”

      I giggled at his breath tickling my ear and nudged him away. It was time to tell him about Shayne. Dread gnawed at my guts. If I had the power to change one thing about myself, I’d make myself normal.

      We’d patched up our little spat, but he sure wasn’t going to like what I needed to tell him next.
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      My ability to see ghosts shitted up my life magnificently. It made most people uncomfortable around me. It made me uncomfortable as hell too. Most of my life, I hid it. Then, six months ago, an encounter with a dark entity heightened my sensitivity to the spirit world. The spirits had even more power to infiltrate my life, and I had even less power to stop them.

      I hated dragging Dean into it. He tried to understand, but he didn’t quite get it. He always got this sick look on his face, and it made me feel sick. But he needed to know his dead sister wanted something from me. I took a deep breath and braced myself.

      “Dean, I have something to tell you. Running my car into that mud bath wasn’t just bad judgment. My brakes went out—”

      “Yeah, they just locked up. The mechanic said he’d—”

      Is he deliberately acting obtuse? Frustrated, I talked over him, even though he hated it. “Forget the brakes. I saw…something in the driveway. I swerved to miss it.”

      “What? An animal?” The fear in Dean’s eyes gave away his lame attempt to play dumb. “I watched you drive away. I didn’t see anything. Maybe the sun blinded you?”

      “It wasn’t the sun.” I massaged my temples, trying to chase away the headache forming behind my eyes. “I think I saw Shayne.”

      Dean jumped as though shocked. “What do you know about Shayne?”

      His gaze darted to where his brother and Colton Starr horsed around a few feet away, giggling and trying to push each other into the mud. He didn’t have to say anything for me to understand. I hoped they didn’t find out about me too. I’d rather streak naked across the lawn for everyone’s entertainment. Less humiliation involved.

      “I’m staying in her room.” Anxiety distilled the world around me, isolating every sound, making the colors seem too bright and the smells unbearable. I sucked in a deep breath and tried to calm down. When I spoke again, relating all the times I’d seen Shayne, my voice held only a slight tremor.

      Dean put his hand over his mouth and muttered something that sounded sort of like a prayer. He squinted at me, making me very aware of this talent I had, this thing I never wanted to do. “Can you find out what happened to her? Who hurt her?”

      “I figure that’s what she wants. You want me to try?” I stared into Dean’s eyes. He never asked me to use my ability.

      “No.” He grabbed his shovel and jammed it into the soft earth, burying the metal part completely. “Yes.” He shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “I hate being the one to tell you she’s passed on.”

      “Don’t be. In my heart, I knew.” He jerked the shovel out of the dirt, lifted a pile of debris, and hefted it into the wheelbarrow. This side of him was so like me, desperate for something to do when things got uncomfortable. When he spoke, his voice trembled. “You ever heard of Marcus Lewis?”

      I shook my head.

      “Marcus Lewis was a serial killer who got caught in California. The press called him The Tennis Coach.”

      “Ahh, yeah,” I said. “I think I’ve seen a TV documentary about him.” Lewis had taught tennis anywhere he could—health clubs, country clubs, private lessons. He picked his victims from his students. He was convicted of only two murders, but the documentary hinted law enforcement believed there were more. Many more.

      “Soon as the news broke about his arrest, and his picture flashed on the TV screen, I recognized him. He used to teach tennis at the country club where our family had a membership.”

      “Oh God, Dean.” My lame words did little to express how terrible I felt for him.

      “I pulled every string I had, both in law enforcement and with my family’s influence, and got one of the investigating officers to speak to him about Shayne.” Dean worked with his back to me, lost in his horrifying memories. “The investigator told me Lewis wouldn’t admit to anything, but he was able to describe a scar on Shayne’s hip. It was a scar he couldn’t have seen unless he saw her naked.”

      Dean’s story crawled over my skin, making me shiver. I approached him and put my hand on his sweat-dampened back because I didn’t know what else to do. Other than a slight jerk when I touched him, he didn’t respond but kept talking.

      “Lewis wouldn’t give them any real information. He wanted a deal, immunity for any cases he helped close and the possibility of parole, and nobody was willing to make that deal with him.” His voice hitched, and he stopped digging and leaned on the shovel. “Everybody looked for Shayne’s body again, thinking she might have been Lewis’s first victim, but they never found her.”

      He turned to me, his eyes brimming with tears. “I try to find solace in Lewis rotting in prison. But I don’t.”

      I moved closer and put my arm around him. He leaned into me and laid his head on my shoulder. I trailed my fingers along the back of his neck.

      “Earlier, you wanted to know why I never talk about these people.” He cut his eyes in the direction the big house. “About this place. It’s because of Shayne. I was a senior in high school and she was a junior when she disappeared. I was the last person who talked to her. Maybe I could have saved her. But I didn’t.” Standing slouched with his hands shoved in his pockets, Dean looked desolate and alone. “Ricky was away at college, already a junior. It upset him, sure, but he didn’t have to be here for the fallout.”

      “I can’t begin to imagine. I guess Madeleine came along when Shayne never came back.”

      Dean huffed an angry laugh and wiped his face. “Mom got pregnant the summer after I graduated high school. Madeleine was her replacement daughter. I always figured she just wanted to forget.”

      I shrugged, not wanting to agree or disagree. Dean had a right to his feelings on the matter. I suspected he felt like an outsider as his parents tried to rebuild their lives. In the absence of my parents, my grandmother was always there for me. I wondered who had been there for Dean. Lisette? Zoiks.

      “If you want me to figure out who killed Shayne, I’ll do my best.” I left out the part where it would take communicating with the dead to do it.

      Dean put his arm around me and sighed. He was quiet for a long time. “I never thought I’d say this. Please. Put it to rest for me.”

      “Then I’ll have to know some things about her.” When I solved my cousin’s murder six months ago, I learned things about her I never wanted to know. I wondered if it would be the same with Shayne.

      Dean shivered and stared into the distance. My heart ached. He might love me, but this part of me made him uncomfortable. I knew just how he felt. About the time he got ready to say something, we both spotted Ricky walking toward us holding shingles in both hands. I looked back at the big house, searching for the source of the damage.

      He understood and said, “There’s some old shacks behind those trees. Storm demolished one of ‘em. Needed to be torn down anyway. That’s a mess I don’t look forward to facing.”

      “Where’s Colton?” Dean asked.

      “Driving Mom and Maddy to the hospital to visit Daddy. You know Daddy likes Colton more than he ever liked us.”

      Dean grunted. Ricky turned his attention to me. “You doing all right out here? My wife sure wouldn’t want to do this kind of work. My sons either, for that matter.”

      “My nephews are eight and thirteen and allergic to work.” Dean shoved another pile of debris into his wheelbarrow. Ricky snorted and started the first of many stories about his two sons, who sounded like a handful.

      I listened with only half an ear. My nicotine monkey danced around my mind screaming for me to feed it. As soon as it seemed polite, I wandered away from the two men, intent on taking a smoke break. Some force pulled me toward the old shacks, and I went, halfway scared of what waited for me back there. But I promised to help, and I would. I took a wheelbarrow to make it look legit.
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      Walking toward the screen of trees, I kept my steps light, knowing the thick mud could have a quicksand effect. I dug my cigarettes out of my pocket and jammed one into my mouth and lit it. Cigarette dangling from my lips, I picked up a few more branches and tossed them into the wheelbarrow.

      As I walked deeper into the trees, the soupy air settled over me, heavy and dense. I felt sweat dampen my skin to the point of slickness. Mosquitoes hummed around my head, competing for attention with my racing thoughts about Dean and his dead sister. His desire for me to use my ability to solve her murder surprised me and made me skeptical. Was he trying to decide if he could live with this part of me? Or was this an act of desperation?

      If I were one of those girls who’d had three or four really serious boyfriends instead of enough flings to fill a—well, let’s not go there—I’d know what it meant in terms of our relationship. But I was dumbfounded, worried this would open a can of something I didn’t even want to think about. I halfway wanted to talk it out with another female, but who?

      My only female friend, Hannah Kessler, was vacationing in the Cook Islands in Rarotonga at a beach house she won in her divorce. If I called, she’d want me to drop everything and fly out there. Pass.

      My grandmother might have advice, but the involvement of Shayne’s ghost would disturb her. Though Memaw didn’t have it, my weird talent ran in our family. She would worry until I came home. A woman dying of cancer had better things to do than fret over me.

      I was on my own for this rodeo. Scared didn’t begin to describe my feelings. Since my abilities had intensified, I really didn’t know what Shayne could do to me. And this was murder. Murderers tended to get pissed when someone blew the whistle on them. If someone other than the serial killer Dean mentioned had killed Shayne, which I thought likely, they’d gotten away with murder for a mighty long time. Getting caught now could end ugly.

      But, in the deepest part of my heart, I wanted to fix this for Dean. Well, not fix it. But make it bearable. I owed him that much for storming down here clutching that receipt like the star of a romantic comedy.

      The row of run-down shacks appeared in front of me, nearly overgrown with wild saplings. The gray, unpainted wood gave them a spooky look. I noticed new padlocks on their doors and bars on the first two buildings.

      The other three buildings had simply rotted in the soupy South Louisiana air. The glass in one of the windows had broken, leaving a gaping black hole. I took a step backward from the sight, thinking of the slaves who lived here at one time. I felt them, their sad, lost energy reaching out to me. A hiss of whispers rose up from the ground, and I hurried away.

      Cold fingers closed around my arm, and my nerves did a quick jump. I bit back a scream. After all, I’d come looking for Shayne. Of course she found me.

      I stubbed out my cigarette, ignoring my swimming head, and faced Shayne. She’d been a pretty girl. Of course, her gray lips and the black holes where her eyes had been chilled me. The sound of whispers filled my head. Nothing intelligible. Just a bunch of talking all at once.

      “Who did it, Shayne?” Prior to six months ago, I never talked to any ghost. But after my sensitivities increased, I sometimes understood a word within the whispers if I asked the right question.

      Shayne motioned me to follow. She flitted in and out of my vision, moving lightning fast, leading me through a small copse of trees. I picked my way after her, very mindful of the copperheads, timber rattlers, water moccasins, and coral snakes that lived in the area. It was just warm enough for them to stir after hibernating for winter. They couldn’t hurt Shayne, but they might kill me. Especially so far from a hospital.

      Shayne waited for me next to the final building, which the recent flood unseated from its foundations and turned into a pile of rubble. She stood where the floor would have been. I heard the sound of a shovel digging into the earth. I looked around the area, expecting to see someone with us, before realizing Shayne was making me hear the shovel. My breath came in shaking gasps as the heebie-jeebies took over, but I forced myself to remain receptive to Shayne. I wanted to get this done.

      It only took a second to see what she wanted me to see. The bone of a skull, filthy, winked at me from the fertile earth. I slumped, remembering the sound of a shovel hitting and disturbing soil. Someone buried her. Maybe alive. Wild horror forced its way through me, and a wave of dizziness rocked me on my feet.

      “All right, then. Let me call your brother and see what we can do.” I used my cell phone to call Dean, pushing the buttons with shaking fingers. When he picked up, I had to clear my throat to speak. “I’ve found your sister’s remains by the old shacks.”

      “How do you know it’s her?”

      “She led me to it.”

      I hung up on his sharp intake of breath and sat down on one of the piers on which the house had sat. I saw the rest of the body, just visible beneath some shallow dirt. Something silver winked at me from the makeshift grave. Poor Shayne. I tried to piece this burial location together with her walking alongside the road beat-up, and my throat tightened. Had she gone out for a walk and gotten attacked by the kind of man who hurts women? Or did someone she knew do this to her?

      “Shayne, who did this?” I looked around for my ghostly guide, but she was gone. Maybe this was all she wanted. I knew that was almost as likely as a pig learning to talk. A girl could hope, though.

      The shouts and bustle of Dean and the other workmen approaching reached me. As they broke into the clearing, I waved Dean over. The sadness in his eyes hurt me to the depths of my soul.
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      A dark cloud rolled over the sky and a clap of thunder boomed somewhere nearby. A few members of the Saint Namadie Parish Sheriff’s Office jumped and glanced in the direction of the thunder.

      “Shit,” Dean yelled. “Gonna rain again, and we’re trying to get my dead sister out of the mud.”

      “Mr. Turgeau, the East Baton Rouge Parish Medical Examiner came all the way over here to St. Namadie Parish as a favor to my office. They’re the best in the state, and we are doing the best we can.” The gray-haired man I pegged as sheriff spoke in a conciliatory tone. “We want to see what happened to this person, and it may not even be your sister.”

      “It is.” Dean’s voice rose even more. “See that silver in the dirt? She had a pin in her hip.”

      Ricky went to his brother’s side, grabbed his arm, and dragged him away from the sheriff, whispering in his ear. Dean jerked away and came to stand near me. A muscle in his jaw jumped every few seconds, and a vein throbbed at his temple. I could tell he was close to having a breakdown of some sort and wanted to comfort him, but knew it wouldn’t help. I tensed my muscles in preparation for having to help drag Dean away from the crime scene. Ricky tried touching his younger brother’s shoulder. Dean’s arm flashed out, slapping his hand away. The stocky man came to stand on the other side of me.

      “Did you call Colton?” Dean asked across me. “Didn’t you say he’s at the hospital with Mom and Dad?”

      “Not yet. They don’t have any way of knowing it’s her,” Ricky said. I pressed my lips together and shrugged. Unless Shayne was playing an elaborate prank, I knew for a fact these were her remains. I opened my mouth to tell Ricky but bit back my words. He might not want to know what I knew. And how Dean would react to me telling him was anybody’s guess. So I said nothing, although remaining quiet made me squirm.

      “Call him,” Dean said louder than necessary. A few uniforms from the crime scene glanced our way.

      The sheriff walked to our little group, his lips and eyes pinched with tension. “Folks, the ME has asked that all non-law enforcement vacate the premises.” Dean opened his mouth to protest, but the sheriff cut him off. “Being in law enforcement yourself, I know you understand.”

      Dean flushed. Knowing him like I did, I figured he’d been ready to use his career as a way to remain on the scene. He needed to get out of here before he really lost it. I took his hand in mine.

      “Come on. You can help her more if you’re somewhere else.”

      Dean grabbed my hand and squeezed, grinding the bones together. I gritted my teeth at the pain but refused to pull away when he needed me. He leaned close and whispered in my ear so Ricky wouldn’t hear what he had to say. “You’re still going to see if you can figure out who killed her, right?”

      Talk about a role reversal. This was the first time Dean ever admitted to needing my help. I hoped I didn’t let him down. “If she’ll help me,” I spoke just above a whisper. “I haven’t seen her since I found the bones. It may be all she wanted.”

      Dean took off walking without an answer, pulling me along behind him. Ricky followed us, taking out his phone and placing a call to Colton. He spoke quickly, obviously leaving a voicemail, and jogged to catch up to us. The three of us walked back to the house without talking. Once there, Dean reminded us Julienne wouldn’t want her house dirtied, so we sat in a flower-filled brick courtyard on wrought-iron furniture.

      “You saw the pin, huh?” Tears rolled down Ricky’s face, and his mouth twisted as he tried not to cry in front of me. I turned my back to him so he wouldn’t feel embarrassed. Behind me, he wept.

      “What was the pin from?” I needed to make noise so I could pretend not to hear Ricky crying.

      “Our mother had a car wreck when Shayne was a little girl. She had to have a pin in her hip.” Dean spoke to me as though Ricky wasn’t crying. “And yes, I saw it.”

      “I can’t believe it’s her. Not after all these years.” Ricky choked out the words and put his hands over his face. Dean and I squirmed in our chairs. When the other man’s sobs slowed, Dean handed him a white cloth handkerchief. Ricky wiped his face, then stared at the barn.

      “I ought to go out there now and beat the truth out of that pathetic runt myself.” Ricky’s body was tense. He jabbed an accusing finger in the direction of the barn. “If we want to know what happened to Shayne, that’s where the answers are.”

      I raised my eyebrows at Dean in question. He sighed and shook his head.

      “Trey and Shayne dated before she disappeared. They actually broke up a few months before she went missing. Something went on between them, and Shayne was afraid of him.”

      “Tell you what that something was, little brother.” Ricky leaned forward, resting his thick forearms on the table. “I was home from college that weekend. Shayne was doing those interviews. Remember that?”

      Dean listened intently, his eyes on his brother’s face. I made a mental note to ask him about the interviews later. If Shayne was dealing with a lot of different people, one of them might have hurt her.

      “She came driving up in that old junky station wagon Mom gave her, all red-faced and upset. She was shaking so hard she could barely get her things out of the car.” Ricky leaned back in his chair, fury simmering in his eyes. “I asked her what was wrong, and she said she and Trey got into an argument. Wouldn’t tell me over what. But, Dean-o, she had these scratches on her arm, looked like some kinda animal made them.”

      “Why didn’t you ever tell anybody?” Dean frowned at his older brother.

      “Because…I…went to see him.” Ricky’s shoulders rounded.

      “You kicked his ass?” I clarified. He shrugged and would not meet my gaze. So jovial Ricky had a temper.

      “The sheriff investigated Trey, but said he was clean,” Dean said to me. “Mom and Dad felt guilty for suspecting him and insisted he stay on.”

      I glanced at the barn and considered Trey as the one who killed Shayne. Despite what Dean said about the investigation turning up nothing, I had no trouble seeing him as her murderer. His instability struck me as a lifelong affliction. Their failed romance added in motive. Next time I saw Shayne’s ghost, I’d try to direct her to communicating with me about Trey.

      “Shit.” Dean’s yell made me jump. “That’s Lisette’s car pulling up to the house. Who the hell called her?” He glared at Ricky.

      “Not me.” Ricky’s wide eyes could have been elaborate acting or the real deal. “Mom may have. You know she still considers her family.”

      Julienne’s Jaguar sedan appeared not far behind Lisette’s Mercedes. Upon seeing their mother’s car, both brothers rose. Dean held out a hand to pull me up. I took it not because I needed it but because I liked the gesture and hoped Lisette was watching. The three of us walked toward Julienne’s car, me trailing a little behind and feeling like the worst kind of intruder. I noticed Lisette sat in her car an extra few seconds, applying makeup. I shook my head.

      The story Dean told me about his divorce involved infidelity and a lot of hurt feelings. I didn’t understand why Julienne still considered someone who cheated on her son as family, regardless of whether Lisette grew up with the Turgeau children.

      Dean and Ricky reached their mother. The older woman cried openly, clutching both her sons and Madeleine to her. Colton put his arms around the weeping family and leaned his head against Julienne’s. I kept my distance, feeling my otherness more than ever. This was not my family.

      Lisette, on the other hand, did no such thing. She threw herself into the circle of mourners, slipping under Dean’s arm. He pulled away as if burned and walked toward me.

      “Come on,” he said. “No doubt you’ll want to shower before dinner. I’ll get you some towels and show you the bathroom.”

      Though Madeleine had already done those things, I followed him silently.
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        * * *

      

      Freshly showered, I sat in Madeleine’s pink nightmare of a room while she rifled through her closet to find me a dress for dinner. I had no idea people in the twenty-first century still dressed for dinner.

      “I can’t believe your mother is cooking dinner.”

      “That’s Mom.” She sat down on an overstuffed fuchsia chair. “Her words were,‘They’ll find what they find, and we’ll deal with it then. For right now, we’ll keep things as normal as possible.’” While speaking Julienne’s words, Madeleine sat ramrod straight and used her mother’s overly proper way of speaking. I bit back a smile. She was a good actress. “Fuck steel magnolias,” she said. “That’s not what a southern belle is. Mom is a true southern belle. She looks as delicate as lace, but she’s pure cast iron and bailing wire.”

      I liked Madeleine. She wasn’t as intense as Dean, but she had his focus and confidence. If I had more family, I’d want someone like her in it.

      “I heard Ricky say you found her.” Her eyes rested on me.

      “There are—were, I guess—some shacks past the barn—”

      “That’s what’s left of the slave quarters.” She bit her lip. “We like to pretend that period in history didn’t happen…”

      “But it did,” I said, wondering if that was why brush and trees had been allowed to grow between the big house and the old slaves’ quarters. Easier to live next to horror if you couldn’t see it.

      “Yep.” Madeleine played with a t-shirt, folding it, shaking it out, and refolding it. “Shayne was a skeleton?” She squirmed.

      I nodded. “Have you ever heard anybody speculate on who might have hurt her?”

      “I wasn’t even born when she disappeared. By the time I was old enough to be aware, no one ever talked about it. One time, Daddy’d been drinking at Christmas and he got into an argument with Mom, saying if they’d never let Shayne drive all over the county interviewing people, nothing would have happened to her.”

      Those interviews again. Now was my chance to find out more. “Interviews?”

      “Yeah. Shayne and Colton put together these books about the Cajun culture. I don’t know much about them, but if Colton comes to dinner, he’ll talk your ear off about them.”

      That didn’t tell me much, but I’d talk to Colton as soon as I could.

      “How is your father?” I wondered if he’d insist on coming home from the hospital to oversee these newest developments.

      “Horrible. Mean. Contrary.”

      I glanced at Madeleine for elaboration, but she offered none. Instead she stared into the deepening gloom outside her window. When she spoke, her voice had lost its jaunty edge. “Do you think someone killed her back there?”

      “Maybe.” The two of us stared at each other a long moment. Then Madeleine presented me with a cocktail dress to wear to dinner and a pair of uncomfortable shoes to go with it. Horrors on top of horrors. She insisted I try it on. Though she had a more stocky, muscular build than I, it fit perfectly. I wanted to cry.

      After taking as long as I possibly could to dress, I found myself limping after her, feeling like a circus clown, dreading pre-dinner drinks in the library.
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      Madeleine stopped outside the library, her hand on the knob. “In case I don’t get a chance to tell you: one thing you ought to know about Mom’s cooking…it’s bad. She’s good at everything else, but she can’t cook to save her life. Try not to let it show on your face.”

      Without waiting for my answer, she opened the door and motioned me to enter ahead of her. I slunk into the room, stiff with discomfort.

      Not only did Madeleine’s borrowed dress itch, the short skirt flared out, threatening to show my panties. It plunged deep into my cleavage and revealed a tattoo I usually keep hidden, one which caused Madeleine’s eyes to widen when she saw it. I almost groaned when I saw Colton Starr standing in front of the bookshelves holding a drink.

      “Hey, girl.” He sauntered over to me, confident in his soft gray linen suit. His green-flecked tie set off his eyes. Despite the gloomy day, a riotous sunset streamed through the windows, playing on the blond highlights in his hair. He was magnificently hot. I, on the other hand, felt like a chihuahua in a ball gown.

      I bet none of these people can figure out what Dean is doing with me. I tried to ignore the sinking feeling in my stomach.

      Ricky stood from a corner chair. I hadn’t seen him in the shadows. He wore a jacket and slacks with an open necked shirt. “Love that dress. Looks a lot better on you than it does on the squirt.” He tipped his chin at Madeleine who crossed her eyes and stuck out her tongue.

      Sipping club soda with lime, I wandered around the library, reading the spines of the endless books. The Turgeaus observed no filing system that I could figure. Books on Louisiana history sat next to the kind of romance novels Memaw liked to read. I even saw a section of zombie books. I stopped in front of a glassed-in display featuring a picture of Shayne, the invisible guest of honor. The books all bore the same title, Cajuns: The Disappearing Culture. A closer look revealed a different volume number on each book. There were six volumes in all, each with Colton Starr’s name prominently listed below the title. Underneath his name, in very small print, was “with the help of the St. Namadie Parish High School’s History Club.”

      These had to be the books Madeleine mentioned upstairs. Inside the display sat a framed newspaper article awarding Shayne a posthumous humanitarian award and an honorary degree in anthropology from Tulane University. A face appeared next to my reflection in the glass. Immediately recognizing Shayne’s messy cloud of dark hair and the streak of dirt on her cheek, I sucked in my breath and held very still.

      Shayne turned to me, as though she wanted to whisper in my ear. Icy air burned the tender skin, and I heard a muffled noise. It could have been a word or a moan. Please, please, please don’t let them start talking to me. The idea sent ice through my veins.

      “It was her pet project,” a voice behind me said. I jumped and let out a yelp. Colton Starr took my arm. “I’m sorry, hon. Are you okay?”

      “I’m sorry.” I thought fast and made up an excuse. “I was so engrossed in this I wasn’t paying attention. Madeleine mentioned these.” I faced Colton and forced a smile, ignoring my thudding heart. “I’m staying in Shayne’s room.”

      “Julienne told me she was renovating the room for guests. After today’s horrible events, I’m sure you’re curious about her.”

      “And these books. Dean has mentioned them too.”

      “This is hard for him.” Colton nodded, his mouth set in a grim line. “He and Shayne were close. Irish twins, you know?”

      I didn’t. “Irish twins?”

      “Sorry. I probably wouldn’t know the term had it not been applied to my sister and me.” He gave me that killer smile. “The term, which is very old, means siblings born within a year of each other. Dean and Shayne were eleven months apart, if memory serves. The timing of their birthdays put them in separate grades, but they were thick. Almost like real twins. He took her loss personally.”

      Sounded like Dean. Our months together had taught me he took most everything personally. Takes one to know one.

      “So what about these books? I was told you worked on them with Shayne.”

      “The project was Shayne’s idea. She was very interested in this community and its history. This area has been settled a very long time.” Colton went around to the back of the case, opened it, and took out one of the books. He handed it to me. “She envisioned a series of books that illuminated Cajun culture the way Foxfire books captured Appalachian culture.”

      I opened the book and flipped through, stopping at pictures of elderly people showing off crafts and tools their ancestors used.

      “I helped her apply for grants, got her to sit in while I conducted the field research, and showed her how to sift through the interviews.”

      An invisible force slammed the book from my hands. I jumped and fumbled the book, which rocketed to the floor near my feet. Embarrassment and irritation heated my body, and a bead of sweat ran down my side. Why do ghosts have to be so forceful? The last thing I wanted was Colton knowing my dirty little secret.

      “After teaching for so many years, I realize teachers only get students like her once or twice over the course of a career.” Colton bent to pick up the book, using the movement to cover wiping away a tear. He straightened and tried to smile at me. “Myself, I would not be where I am now without having worked on this project. Her loss haunts me every day.”

      I scrambled for a way to talk about this without making Colton break down. Of course this upset him. He taught Shayne, saw her every day. But she reacted when he mentioned interviews. I needed to find out more about those.

      The door opened, cutting off my mad brainstorm of questions to ask about the interviews. Dean walked into the library. Before that moment, I never realized men could sparkle. But he did. From his clean shaven face to the tips of his shiny black shoes, he personified hot dude in a suit. I caught Colton’s amused gaze and realized my mouth hung open. I closed it with a pop.

      “I came in to tell y’all dinner’s ready.” He crossed the room and kissed my cheek. “And, Peri Jean, just so you know, my mother’s talent is not cooking. Try to keep your expression neutral as you eat.”

      Colton chuckled. “Even so, Julienne’s dinners are grand affairs.”

      “Madeleine told me, but thanks for the warning.” I took his arm—first time in my life I’d ever done that—and turned toward the door. As I took the first step, something heavy slid off my foot and clattered to the floor. I gasped, thinking one of the hideous rhinestones had fallen off Madeleine’s obviously pricey shoes, and looked down.

      On the floor lay that necklace from upstairs. Where the hell did that come from? Dean, following my gaze, blanched and swooped down to pick it up. The iridescent veins of color now pulsed and writhed in the globe, reflecting off its base of delicate silver leaves. Again, I was struck by the piece’s unnatural beauty. Dean seemed quite shaken. He stared at the pendant, then gave me a long, hard look.

      Julienne appeared at the door. “Aren’t y’all hungry for some of my bouillabaisse?” Her eyes tracked to the necklace in Dean’s hand, and her mouth dropped open. “Heavens. Did I set this down in here?”

      But she hadn’t. When Madeleine gave it to her earlier, she’d taken it into her bedroom.

      “I think I may have stepped on it. It was on the floor.” I couldn’t quite bring myself to admit it had been on top of my foot and fell off when I took a step because there was no way in the world to explain how it got there.

      Julienne stared at me for a long moment, her eyes widening. She recovered quickly and took the necklace from Dean. To me, she said, “That’s quite all right, dear. I thought about wearing it to the hospital and then changed my mind. I wondered where I left it when I took it off.” She tittered and motioned us to follow her out of the room.

      I went willingly enough, but I couldn’t stop the questions and speculation from forming and stampeding through my mind.

      Julienne was lying about planning to wear that necklace to the hospital. I knew because she lied about as well as I did. Might as well have had a neon sign over her head announcing the fact.

      I glanced at Dean, trying to get a read on the situation, but he kept his eyes straight ahead. Colton, obviously just as confused as I was, craned to see the necklace Julienne held cupped in one hand, slightly away from her body.
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      As we passed the front door, the doorbell sounded. Julienne checked the peephole and opened the door.

      Lisette, her eyes red from crying, held out a bottle of wine. “Hope I’m in time for dinner. I wanted to be with my second family tonight.”

      Next to me, Dean stiffened, his hand sliding to the small of my back. We exchanged a glance. Some days it rains shit.

      A few minutes later, I sat at a mile-long dining table, my elbow brushing Dean’s. The chandelier bathed us in a golden glow from another century and cast long shadows in the room’s corners. The double candelabra in the table’s center pushed the velvet light into motion, dancing it over our faces and the tasteless food on our plates.

      Dean and his siblings didn’t lie about Julienne’s cooking. Dean, who usually ate like a starving man, picked at his soup and finally set down his spoon. Lisette ignored her food and proceeded to fill the air with endless banter, mostly about her husband.

      The couple owned a jet, five homes in America, and a condo in Paris. Colton and Julienne asked polite questions at the proper intervals. Dean rolled his eyes when our gazes met. I itched with the desire to ask about the embezzlement charges against Carter. To my credit, I did not.

      “I’m not doing this.” Ricky’s spoon clanked to the table. Every eye in the room fastened on him. “I can’t just sit here and act like we didn’t find Shayne’s body this afternoon.”

      “I, for one, hope they arrest Trey this time.” Lisette didn’t miss a beat.

      “Same here.” Ricky nodded. Julienne started to speak, but Ricky cut her off. “Even if he didn’t do it, he knows more than he told last time. I guarantee it.”

      “You don’t know that,” Dean said. “Talk like that is exactly what gets people to take matters into their own hands. Trey was fully investigated twenty years ago.”

      “Did you ever get access to the case files?” Lisette’s flashing eyes met Dean’s across the table. Judging by the malice in her voice and the sudden stiffness in Dean’s face, she knew the answer to her question.

      “I don’t need them.” Dean narrowed his eyes at Lisette. “Watching true crime documentaries on TV doesn’t make you a detective. Butt out.”

      “Dean Zachary Turgeau!” Julienne slapped her hand down on the table. “You will not speak that way at the dinner table.”

      Zachary? Ricky and I exchanged a glance, and he covered his mouth.

      “And, Richard Junior, we will not discuss your poor sister at dinnertime.”

      I kept my eyes on my lap, not wanting Julienne to scold me.

      “I’ve been wondering…” The sing-song innocence in Lisette’s voice alerted me even as her obsidian eyes settled on me. Something about her bearing transported me back to the torture of my school days. “Exactly what do you do for a living, Peri Jean, that allows you to traipse off in the middle of the week to deliver your boyfriend’s wallet?”

      Her tone pissed me off. I took a deep breath and counted to ten before answering.

      “I have my own business,” I said in my confident businesswoman voice. “I did have to cancel some appointments, but I wanted to do this for Dean.”

      Lisette’s lips curved into what a casual observer might have mistaken for a smile. She didn’t fool me. I’ve tangled with the best of ‘em, and she had nothing on my late cousin Rae. Still, I could tell Lisette had a hell of a zinger up her sleeve, and she intended to enjoy delivering it.

      “Does this business give you the opportunity to use your psychic abilities?” She might as well have made air quotes when she said “business.” Julienne coughed and took a drink of water. Lisette preened.

      I stiffened as the familiar feeling of panic swelled in my throat. I had no idea how Lisette found out about me over the course of an afternoon, but she had. I glanced over at Dean and found him looking as mortified as I felt. He patted my leg under the table, his hand lingering too long on my bare thigh. Dean’s mother wiped her mouth with a napkin and stared at me, her wide eyes boring into me.

      “What exactly is it that you do, dear?” Though I expected surprise or maybe disgust, her words sounded nothing more than interested. Maybe a little too interested.

      Lisette sat back in her chair, twirling her unused fork between her long elegant fingers, that small curve of her lips still in place. Bitch. I forced a smile onto my face and turned my attention to Dean’s mother.

      “I have an odd jobs business. People hire me for day labor doing whatever they need done.” Playing clueless was the only way I knew to plug the dam. I knew it wouldn’t be enough. Somehow Lisette knew about me seeing ghosts, and she would ride that horse until it hollered for mercy.

      Julienne’s brow wrinkled, and she tilted her head to one side. No doubt she wanted to ask what Lisette meant. I wanted to tell her she wouldn’t have to wait long. This sort of cluster fuck usually played out the same way.

      “So none of the odd jobs include contacting the dead?” Lisette widened her eyes dramatically and waggled her fingers. “I mean, after all your success in solving your cousin’s murder—”

      Dean dropped his fork with a loud clatter. His mother jumped.

      “That’s enough,” Dean said. “Let’s change the subject.” A muscle in his jaw twitched, and a livid vein throbbed in his neck.

      “Yes, let’s do.” Madeleine shot Lisette the evil eye. “Is there any dessert?”

      Julienne glanced at Madeleine’s nearly untouched soup and raised her eyebrows. “There isn’t for you.”

      The tension in the room eased noticeably. Dinner ended with Julienne giving each person a job to do. She assigned Dean and Ricky to dishwashing duties. A few minutes later, their loud teasing and arguing drifted in from the kitchen. Colton took the linens to the laundry room. We girls cleared the table, making numerous trips back and forth to the kitchen, which looked like something off a glamorous TV show.

      Lisette waited to strike until Julienne and Madeleine were gone from the room, and I was bent over the table brushing Ricky’s cracker crumbs into a pile.

      “He doesn’t love you.” She stood behind me and hissed the words at my back. Cowardly twit. I turned to face her, not even attempting to keep the fury off my face. Rather than backing away, as I’d expected, she smirked. “I can’t believe Dean would sully himself with such common trash. Once he has enough of the sex, which I’ll admit is probably good with someone like you, he’ll move on. Plus, you’re a freak. And Dean hates freaks.”

      My skin smoldered as embarrassment dug in its filthy claws. But a lifetime of putting up with this kind of shit brought the right words to my lips. “Obviously, he hates cheating whores too. Have you seen the way he looks at you?”

      Lisette gasped and drew back her open hand.

      “Do it,” I said through clenched teeth. “I’ll jump on you and snatch all that gorgeous hair off your head and shove it up your ass.”

      Tears sprang into Lisette’s eyes, probably her secret weapon. Well, they wouldn’t work on me. Not when she started this.

      Voices, Julienne giggling and Madeleine talking, came from outside the room. Lisette jumped away from me so fast I almost didn’t see her move. She manufactured a smile so genuine even I had trouble believing the last few moments really happened. As the other two women stepped into the room, she cut her eyes at me. The malice there was unmistakable. It wasn’t over. Not by a long shot.

      I barely listened as Lisette said her goodbyes, exchanging a tearful hug with Julienne and giving Madeleine a sisterly pat on the shoulder. I had to give Lisette her props. She missed her calling in Hollywood. Or on reality TV.

      Dean’s mother’s cool hand closed around my arm, and she pulled me close to her. “I think we should talk privately.”

      When I tried to meet her eyes, she kept her gaze trained on my neck. Unable to help myself, I reached up to touch the spot she stared at. My fingers met warm metal and stone. That damn necklace again. How did the sonofabitch get there?

      Fuckity fuck. Now in addition to everything else, Dean’s mother would likely accuse me of theft. And I didn’t know how to convince her it wasn’t true.
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      Climbing the curving staircase reminded me of the walk to the principal’s office after I got into yet another scuffle. I looked for signs of anger in Julienne but saw none. She climbed, her elegant hand trailing over the smooth, shining wood of the banister, as though the world simply waited on her next command. Her calm confidence reminded me of my grandmother’s, and that brought to mind her cancer and how much I’d miss her when it took her. I tried to swallow around the lump forming in my throat. We walked wordlessly with only the whispers of our footsteps to mark our passage until we reached a closed double door at the end of a wing I’d have never found on my own. Julienne held the door open and motioned me inside.

      Despite not wanting to draw her amusement, I did a slow circle, gaping at the room’s opulence. I had stepped into an antique store where nothing was for sale.

      Julienne watched me taking in everything. “This suite of rooms belonged to my grandmother, Fayette. I grew up in a different part of the house. By the time Fayette died, my own mother was confined to a hospital bed in the wing where she spent most of her married life. It seemed cruel to uproot her at that point. So Rick and I moved into this suite.”

      “You kept Fayette’s furniture.” I recognized several Art Deco pieces.

      “Some.” Julienne nodded. “Other pieces pre-date Fayette’s residence.” She motioned me into the bedroom where the furniture should have had its own historical marker and strolled to a painting near the room’s center and gestured at it. “This is my grandmother, Fayette. I suspect my daughter told you she was a witch. She loves telling people that.”

      Julienne watched my face as I took in the painting. It portrayed Fayette as a young flapper with a bob. She posed with a small white dog. The artist had put almost human intelligence into the dog’s eyes. Fayette crossed her arms across her chest and held something in her hand. I leaned closer and saw the necklace, the same one I’d encountered twice already that day. The one still hanging around my neck. I reached up and removed it and held it out to Julienne.

      “Julienne, I don’t know how this necklace—”

      “Don’t worry about that. It’s no fault of yours.” She accepted the necklace, walked away from the painting, and gestured for me to follow. “Fayette told me black opal has magical properties. Tons of folklore exists about the stone. Supposedly it can do some amazing things.”

      A million questions raced through my mind. My connection with the spirit world came from my grandmother’s family. And she didn’t want to discuss it. Julienne spoke about this necklace and Fayette’s ability like both were just facts of life, nothing to be uncomfortable about. Julienne tilted her head as she watched me think.

      “Come. Let’s have this conversation in my dressing room.”

      We sat like proper ladies on stiff antique chairs. Julienne produced two bottled waters out of a carefully concealed mini refrigerator and made a great ceremony of emptying them into an etched crystal decanter and pouring us each a small glass. I sipped mine more out of nerves than thirst and studied Julienne’s blue eyes, so like Dean’s.

      “I’d first like to thank you for finding Shayne and giving my family this chance at closure. We can now bury her remains in our family cemetery.” She set her glass, fogged with condensation, on a matching coaster and leaned back in her chair. Her lips trembled, but she pulled herself straighter and took a deep breath. She smiled, but tears brimmed in her eyes. “This is hard. Harder than I thought it would be. About what Lisette said at supper…”

      “I’m not a kook. Really.” Desperation laced my words. I spent so much of life explaining this to people.

      “No. You’re not. Otherwise, Fayette’s necklace wouldn’t keep finding you.”

      “Was Fayette a witch?” I clapped my hand over my mouth. The question had been too direct. Memaw would have given me a swat and told me to mind my manners.

      Smile growing on her face, Julienne waved off my embarrassment. “Despite what Madeleine believes, my grandmother was not a witch.” She chuckled. “But she was different from regular people. She knew things without having to be told. She had a gift, was special, like you.”

      Special? Odd word to describe what I am. Another lump formed in my throat. This one from gratitude. She leaned forward and squeezed my forearm. We didn’t need words.

      “Now I must ask you a favor, child.”

      I knew what was coming next, and Julienne didn’t surprise me.

      “I want you to use your gift to find my daughter’s murderer. Rick and I are not yet old, but we soon will be. I’d like to enjoy this last chapter of my life without this issue hanging over our heads.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her Dean had already asked the same thing. She held up her hand to stop my words.

      “I’ve been Dean’s mother for nearly forty years, and I’d be a fool not to think he already set you on the same path. But I might have some information nobody else can give you.”

      I waited with bated breath to hear what she had to tell me. Maybe it would help. Whatever happened to Shayne haunted me more than her ghost ever could. I wanted to help this family find peace.

      “The night before Shayne died, I overheard her end of a telephone conversation. She said, ‘I won’t let you treat me like this.’ She said more but was crying. I couldn’t make it out.” Julienne gazed into the past, frowning, long after she quit speaking.

      If Shayne threatened someone right before she disappeared, I had to find out who. But how did I do that twenty years after her murder? I’d have to have her ghost’s help.

      On cue, a cold chill danced over my skin. I glanced at a floor length mirror and saw Shayne standing behind her mother’s chair. She raised her head, the dark holes where her eyes had been boring into me. I gasped, and Julienne twisted in her seat to see what had startled me. I dropped my gaze to my lap.

      “I’ve never told anybody other than Sheriff Braezeale about overhearing that,” she said. “But now I’m telling you because I think you’ll be the one to solve Shayne’s murder. Not the sheriff. He’s a good man, but he’s no detective, and neither is anybody who works for him.”

      Julienne’s mouth twisted, and she turned away from me, her hand trembling as she tried to control herself. I tried to imagine what it must be like to keep moving forward after losing a child and couldn’t. When she turned back, a few tear tracks marred her perfect makeup.

      “If I were a detective, I’d ask you to tell me about Shayne, about her enemies, about who you think may have killed her.” When Julienne said nothing, I tried a different tactic. “Ricky told me Trey—the guy who works with the horses—was a suspect.”

      She nodded. “Their relationship ended badly, and Shayne feared him afterward. She asked us to sell her horse.” Julienne took a deep breath. “I suppose the parish sheriff will look into his story again. They’ll likely run into the same stumbling block—his alibi.”

      “Which was?”

      “He’d taken Shayne’s horse to an auction to sell. Plenty of people talked to him, and his signature was on the bill of sale.” She frowned. “There was no way to make it add up. Trey had a nervous breakdown during the investigation, and Rick insisted we keep him in our employ until he left on his own. So I’ve had to look at that punk all these years.”

      Julienne’s cell phone rang, and she excused herself with a whispered apology and a slight bow before turning away to answer. She held up her end of the conversation with terse answers and hung up without saying goodbye. When she turned back to me, tears brimmed in her eyes.

      “Some evidence was found with my daughter’s remains. Sheriff Braezeale will bring it by and see if anyone can identify it.” Without waiting for me to answer, she led me out of her chambers.
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      Silence reigned in the library as we waited for the sheriff to join us.

      Ricky spilled out of a delicate antique chair, his thick legs straining against the wooden armrests. He checked his cell phone often, occasionally tapping out a text message.

      Madeleine sat on the brocade couch with her mother, their hands clasped together. The poor girl’s eyes darted around the room, never settling on one spot for long. She caught me watching her and gave me a shaky smile.

      I sat in a velvet-upholstered chair with a high back, and Dean sat on the chair’s matching footstool, leaning against my legs. I massaged his tense shoulders, which did absolutely no good. I understood. The tension in this room was almost tangible. Though I longed for a smoke, I didn’t dare shatter the brittle silence by excusing myself. Besides, I liked to think Dean needed me.

      After the most strained half hour I’ve ever passed with strangers, the doorbell chimed. Ricky leapt to his feet and hoofed it to the door. After a hushed conversation, he returned with Sheriff Braezeale and a uniform I recognized from the crime scene. Both men nodded to Dean, and Julienne stood to greet them. She shook their hands, thanking them for coming out so late on the family’s behalf. She offered them refreshments. Did this woman ever lose her genteel grace?

      After refusing Julienne’s offers, the sheriff cleared his throat and said, “This item was found with the remains. It is evidence and must stay in this plastic evidence bag.” He glanced at each person in turn until he or she acknowledged the instructions. “Just tell me if you’ve seen this before or know where it might have come from. Or why the victim had it in her possession.” Again, he waited to see if we understood his instructions.

      Once he was satisfied, his gaze rested on me. Dread thudded in my chest. “Miss Mace? While I understand there’s no way you could have known the victim, we need confirmation you know nothing about this item. It’s just a formality, mostly for our paperwork. Miss Madeleine, you’ll be doing the same thing.” The two of us nodded.

      The younger deputy approached Ricky and showed him a small item in a plastic bag. Ricky leaned forward, squinting at the bag’s contents. “I’ve never seen that before.” He slumped back in the chair and held his forehead in his hand, shaking his head. He began tapping out a message on his cell phone.

      Seeing what he was doing, the sheriff placed a strong hand over Ricky’s arm. “Please don’t tell anyone what you saw in the bag.”

      Ricky nodded and stuffed his phone into his pocket.

      Madeline confirmed she knew nothing about the item in the bag. Julienne took longer, leaning over the item and asking the deputy to hold it under the light. Though he obeyed her requests, she shook her head, her eyes shining with tears.

      “I just don’t know. I’ve never seen that before.” She stood, her hands clenched into fists. “May I be excused?”

      The sheriff agreed, and Julienne fled the room. Her sobs were audible from the hallway.

      It was my turn. Leaning forward with curiosity, I wanted to see what this thing was. The younger deputy came near and held the bag in my sightline. In it lay a bronze coin about the size of a half dollar. The coin bore the words “Good for 1.”

      One what? I met the deputy’s eyes and shook my head. Dean who had been jittering next to me the entire time, stood for his turn. He leaned over the bag and flinched.

      “Do you have a flashlight?” His eyes moved between the two law officers.

      The younger man took out a large metal flashlight and handed it to Dean, who clicked it on and peered at the coin. “Can you turn this over? Is there anything on the back?”

      The deputy looked to his superior who nodded. He flipped over the bag and held it in front of Dean who again used the flashlight to peer at the coin. Finally, he clicked it off and sat back on the footstool. He rubbed his face with both hands.

      “Turgeau?” The sheriff crossed the room. “You seen this before?”

      “I have,” Dean said. Ricky gasped and leaned forward in his chair. Madeleine mumbled something under her breath. My heart pounded so loud, I couldn’t hear what she said.

      “Well?” The sheriff put his hand on Dean’s shoulder and squeezed.

      “Trey Sorenson once owned a coin very like that.” Dean’s voice shook. “I thought he was investigated and cleared twenty years ago—”

      “The case is no longer inactive. We can’t tell you the details, and we’ll ask you to keep any details you know to yourself.” The sheriff’s dark eyes crinkled around the edges, and he gave Dean’s shoulder another squeeze. “Does Mr. Sorenson still live in his room in the barn?”

      “Yep.” Ricky stood. “I’m going out there with you.”

      “No.” The old lawman’s voice held enough force to make me jump. “You’ll sit back down and let us do our jobs. Please don’t make me invoke the rights of my office, Richard Junior.”

      Ricky sat back down, his face scarlet and a vein pounding in his thick neck. He exhaled a shaky breath. Dean approached him, leaned down and whispered in his ear. Ricky nodded, and Dean went to the bar, mixed him a drink, and took it to him. The law officers left without another word.
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      “Will they arrest him?” Madeleine’s eyes widened, and her gaze moved between her older brothers. “I can’t believe this. Trey’s been part of our family since I was a baby.”

      “He’s not part of our family,” Ricky roared, slopping amber-colored liquid from his glass.

      “Ricky, calm down.” Dean’s quiet words took the bluster out of his brother. Shoulders rounded, Ricky drained his drink and crossed the room to make another. His shoulders hitched a few times. When he returned to his seat, his eyes were red and shiny.

      “Maddy, you know Shayne dated Trey during the last year of her life.” Dean sat down next to his sister. “We can’t know why his belongings were with her body.”

      “So he’s a killer?” Madeleine clutched Dean’s hand.

      “Who knows?” Ricky drained his second drink in one gulp and rested his eyes on me. I saw resentment lurking there. The wound of Shayne’s disappearance had healed and scarred over, and now it seemed my meddling opened it again.

      “What was the coin?” Wanting Ricky’s scowl off me prompted the question as much as inquisitiveness. His temper set off alarm bells in my head. I knew men like Ricky, men who ran hot and cold, one minute laughing, the next ready to fight.

      Dean spoke up. “Trey owns a coin collection he inherited from his father. There were several coins like that. Trey claimed they were credit tokens from whorehouses.”

      “So they were valuable?” I didn’t believe for a hot minute Trey would bury part of a coin collection. Maybe he didn’t do the burying. In which case, someone framed him. Someone who hated him. Who hated Trey? Uhhh, Ricky? I pushed down the thought. Ricky no more murdered his sister than Santa Claus did.

      “Trey thought the whole collection was valuable, but I have no idea.” Dean shrugged. “He talked about selling it and using the money to start his own horse training business. But his father left the coins to him, and they at least had sentimental value.”

      “I remember those stupid coins now.” Ricky snapped his fingers. “So that was one of them?”

      The doorbell sounded again, cutting off any answer he might have gotten. Ricky jumped up and raced out of the room to answer it. He returned with the two officers.

      “Trey’s not back there, folks,” said the sheriff. “Any ideas where he might be?”

      Dean shook his head. “He’s a heavy drinker, so probably out drinking, but I’m not sure where he hangs out.”

      “We’ll check the area bars. Anywhere else?”

      Nobody spoke.

      “If he does show up, call us. Don’t try to detain him yourselves.” The sheriff’s eyes rested on Ricky, who flushed. With a nod, the lawmen left.

      “Mom and Dad should have fired him years ago.” Ricky waited for one of us to agree. When nobody said anything, he stood and exited the room without another word. Madeleine, wide-eyed at the drama, excused herself, leaving Dean and me alone in the room. He fiddled around at the bar, finally pouring himself a bourbon and sitting next to me on the uncomfortable sofa.

      I thought back to my conversation with Julienne. She called Trey a punk and was ready to say something else when her cell phone rang. Had her word choice simply formed out of her frustration? Or was there something else? I asked Dean.

      “Really?” He wrinkled his nose. “I don’t have a clue why she’d call him a punk. Ask her.”

      That went nowhere. I kicked off Madeleine’s uncomfortable shoes and flexed my numb toes, trying to work feeling back into them. The display with the Disappearing Culture books caught my eye, and I decided to try again.

      “Earlier, when Colton told me about the Disappearing Culture project, Shayne’s ghost knocked the book out of my hand. She did it when he mentioned interviews.”

      Dean raised his eyebrows and set his whiskey aside.

      I contemplated the raised eyebrows. Were they a warning to shut up now or risk an ass chewing? Only one way to find out. “Do you remember her having problems with any of the people she met during the project?”

      “Not at all,” he said. “She loved working on it, talked about it all the time.”

      “Did Colton go with her on the interviews?”

      “Maybe some, but not all.” Dean pulled off his tie and stuffed it in his pants pocket. “Shayne knew people in the community, and Colton was an outsider. Sometimes they’d talk more openly if Shayne went alone.”

      “What did Colton do on the project?” I remembered his name in the place of honor on each volume of Cajuns: The Disappearing Culture.

      “Everything. Colton and the kids working on the project took over an unused classroom. I remember going to pick Shayne up on a Saturday.” He smiled, but I noticed tears brimming. “They had papers and pictures piled everywhere. Colton showed me how he was deciding which pictures went with what interview. It looked like a huge amount of work.”

      “How did Colton get involved with your family? You said he was new to the community back then.” I curled up against him on the sofa. Despite the spring day’s warmth, night brought a damp chill to the old house. Dean rested his arm across my shoulders.

      “Ricky and Colton met in college. They were in the same fraternity.” Dean traced one finger down my neck and leaned in to nuzzle it. I elbowed him away.

      “The only thing that makes any sense is Trey killing your sister over a lover’s quarrel. And, from what your mother said, the timeline didn’t work.”

      “Maybe something got overlooked back then,” he said. “What did Mom want anyway?”

      “Your grandmother’s necklace. I was wearing it.”

      Dean pulled back from me.

      Ouch.

      “She asked me to use my ability to solve your sister’s murder.”

      Dean, who had asked me the very same favor, only nodded. My heart twisted. I hated the fact I made him so uncomfortable. In big picture terms, I wondered if it meant I was wasting my time in this relationship. Would he ever come to terms with me being different? After all, it wouldn’t change any time soon.

      The room’s pristine relics somehow linked the past and present. Shadowy flickers hovered in my peripheral vision, and it felt like the warm mahogany walls closed in on us. The feeling of someone watching crunched my nerves into sharp edges. A cold ghostly hand closed around my arm, and I yanked away and leapt to my bare feet.

      “I think I’ll go to bed.” My whole body trembled, and it took all my effort to keep my voice even. Dean glanced at me and winced.

      “I’m sorry. This is hard on you too.” He smiled, surprising me. “And I bet you’re starved.”

      “Huh?”

      “You barely touched your supper. Not that I blame you.” He motioned me to follow him out of the parlor and led me upstairs. “Us kids always kept a stash of junk food. Let’s see what Maddy has.”

      I sent Dean along to Madeleine’s room and stopped off at mine to shed her dress and change into my spare jeans and t-shirt. On my way out, I took a look at myself in the mirror. Lisette had been right. I didn’t belong here in this place, with this man.
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      Dean had Madeleine pegged. She kept a mind-blowing assortment of junky bakery treats in a plastic storage bin in her closet. Dean shoved them down one after the other, not even looking to see what he grabbed. Madeleine wolfed down an entire package of powdered donuts in a few seconds. I picked at a honeybun, fascinated as always by the way other people lived.

      Madeleine sucked down half a bottled water and reached for a Moon Pie.

      “You’re going to have to put in double time in the club’s weight room to work off all these calories.” Dean unwrapped his own Moon Pie.

      “I don’t work out there anymore.” Madeleine made a face. “Not since I heard the rumor about the peephole in the women’s locker room.”

      “What rumor?” Dean ate half his Moon Pie in one bite.

      “Back before my time, some tennis coach got caught using it.” Her eyes moved between Dean and me. “The club fired him and repaired the hole. But they kept it hushed up so people would keep their memberships.”

      Dean choked on his food. Had I been eating, I’d have choked too. The serial killer Dean suspected of killing Shayne could have seen her scar through that peephole. Dean, now red-faced, guzzled water out of his sister’s bottle and gasped for air. I decided to question Madeleine myself.

      “If they repaired it, why do you feel uncomfortable?” Dean and I exchanged a glance, and he nodded in approval.

      “Oh, it’s stupid.” She shrugged.

      “Tell us anyway,” Dean said.

      “A boy at school whose father works maintenance at the club said it wasn’t repaired right, and he still catches boys peeping.”

      “Stay away from that place,” Dean said. The eye contact we shared was worth a thousand conversations. All the years he spent believing Marcus Lewis killed his sister had been wasted time. If he’d known about the peephole, he could have looked at other suspects sooner. He ducked his head and glared at the floor.

      “I hate to go off-topic, but what was Lisette going on about at dinner? And why did Mom act so funny?” Madeleine directed the question at me.

      Dean raised his head to see how I’d respond. I raised my eyebrows, and he gave me a quick nod. I briefly explained I could see ghosts and how they sometimes wanted me to do things for them.

      “Oh.” She covered her mouth and blotches of red appeared high on her cheekbones. “I’m sorry I called my great-grandmother a witch in front of you.”

      “Why do you tell people that?” Dean scowled and then spoke to me. “She was just a weird old lady who knew about stuff before it happened. Not a witch. She died when I was a little boy.”

      A weird expression moved across Dean’s face. I bet there was more to the story, but in front of his sister was not the time or place to try to draw it out. Until now, I thought Dean’s aversion to my ability had to do with the psychic who shot him after he connected her to a string of murders. That shadow across his face added a new dimension to the story. Perhaps it went deeper than that.

      “So tell me what ghosts want you to do. Solve murders?” Madeleine leaned forward, grinning. “That is so cool. I knew the second you got here you’d be cool.”

      Dean snorted, and I kicked him.

      “So Shayne wants her murder solved?” Madeleine’s words rushed out, no space in between for my answers. “Does she talk to you? Or can you read her mind?”

      “Yes. No, and no.” I tossed aside the honeybun and went to one of the impossibly tall windows. I opened it, lit a cigarette, and inhaled deeply, shivering as the damp air penetrated my clothes. Madeleine joined me and helped herself to a cigarette. I winced but said nothing. Hey, those things aren’t free.

      “Does Mom know you smoke?” Dean opened a Coke from Madeleine’s mini fridge. He would never fall asleep after the amount of sugar he’d consumed.

      “Mind your own business.” Madeleine scowled at him and turned back to me. “Who do you think did it?”

      “Trey seems a likely suspect, but if he has an alibi—”

      “Don’t tell my baby sister all that. It’ll give her nightmares.” Dean joined us at the window and made a show of fanning our smoke into the still night.

      “I’m not a kid.” Madeleine blew smoke in his face. “I mean, Trey wouldn’t hurt us, would he?”

      Dean grunted. “If he’s responsible, he’s probably long gone.”

      “Unless he didn’t do it,” I said. “In that case, he just went off to get drunk and feel sorry for himself.”

      “So he’s a wild card.” Madeleine dropped her cigarette butt into her empty water bottle. I did the same and closed the window. The three of us congregated at Madeleine’s bed. I remained standing, ready to excuse myself and leave brother and sister to their visit. They didn’t mind including me, but I felt like I just didn’t belong.

      Madeleine’s next words stopped me. “I bet Lisette did it.”

      “The murder?” Dean sat down on the bed. “She did not. She and Shayne were best friends.”

      “I wonder how deeply she was investigated,” Madeleine said. I snickered.

      Dean frowned at us. “Lisette’s not capable of that. I lived with her for fifteen years. She had her moments, but she’s not capable of murder.”

      “Come on, Dean-o,” Madeleine said.

      “Don’t call me that.” Dean threw a stuffed pink monkey at her. She caught it and kept talking as though nothing happened.

      “She was out for Peri Jean’s blood tonight.” Madeline tossed the monkey on her bed. “You can’t tell me you didn’t see that.”

      “Have to be blind not to,” Dean said. “Lisette never left the high school mean girls mentality behind. It doesn’t make her a murderer.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. Lisette outing me at supper disturbed me, but the way she acted when we were alone disturbed me more. That attack was more than “mean girls.” My own disastrous first marriage left me with a lot of questions about the person I married. But it was a lot shorter than Dean’s marriage. Was he unable to admit he married a monster? Dean slid off the bed and made a big show of yawning.

      “I’m done,” he said around another yawn. “Want me to walk you to your room?”

      “Y’all better not let Mom catch y’all in there. This might be the twenty-first century, but she won’t like it.” Madeleine held the door open for us and closed it behind us.
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      My hand found Dean’s as he led me down the darkened hall and turned on the light in Shayne’s bedroom before I entered. He followed me inside and pulled me to him. He brushed his lips over mine, and my knees turned to jello.

      Dean broke the kiss and said, “I’m glad you’re with me. Coming here hurts. I see all the things I couldn’t do.”

      At first, with my head still swimming from his kiss, I didn’t know what he meant. Then it hit me. Shayne. I tipped my chin to look into his eyes. “You were a teenager yourself when she disappeared. What could you have done?”

      He shrugged. “But I became a fucking cop and still couldn’t find out what happened to her.” His hands slid from my arms. “My family expects perfection. I always figured they were disappointed.”

      “Listen to me.” I grabbed a handful of his shirt and pulled him closer to my face. “You did everything you could. If they are disappointed, which I’ve seen no evidence—”

      “You haven’t met my father.”

      “Well, he’s the one with the problem. Not you.” I chose my next words carefully. I didn’t want to make this about me, but I wanted him to know I understood. “My mom can’t stand me for what I am. I spent a lot of my life trying to turn that around before I finally accepted it was out of my hands.” I wrapped my arms around his waist and pulled him tight.

      “Your mother is a fool.” He smiled. “Having met her, I can say this with authority.” He brushed his lips against mine. “You’re the best thing I’ve got. Thank you for coming here.”

      I stood on my tiptoes and pressed my lips to his, my body tingling at his sharp intake of breath. Talking like this in an unfamiliar place made me feel very close to him. Closer than the—admittedly fantastic—sex we had. No man, not even the one I married, ever talked to me like this. Wanting to hold onto this feeling forever, I deepened our kiss.

      Dean slid his hand under my shirt, his touch feather-light on my stomach, and backed me up to the bed. I let him push me backward and get on top of me. He traced my jaw with his fingertip, sending shivers through me. Desire and goose bumps tightened my skin. “When we first met, you spooked me.” He leaned in to kiss me, cupping my cheek in one hand. “I’m glad I took a chance,” he whispered against my face, his eyelashes tickling my skin.

      “I thought you were a jackass.” I wrapped my legs around him. “I’m glad I took a chance too.”

      We kissed, tongues entwined, hands roaming each other’s bodies. I slid my hand under his shirt, caressing the hard ridges of muscle, thrilling at the warmth of his skin under my fingers. For that moment, it didn’t matter who didn’t want either of us because we belonged to each other.
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      Our kisses and caresses intensified, our bodies arching under each other’s touch. Eyes locked on mine, Dean pushed my t-shirt up and popped my bra open. He took my nipple in his mouth, moving his tongue back and forth over the sensitive tip. I moaned and wove my hands in his hair, trying not to dig in my fingernails as need tightened between my legs. In the back of my mind, I wondered if this was an appropriate venue for a tryst. The thought faded away as Dean kissed me again and murmured against my lips, “I want you.”

      I wanted him too much to think about decorum. I reached between us and undid the button on his pants. Bracing himself on his knees, Dean tugged my jeans and panties down to my ankles, pushed down his own pants, and settled himself between my legs. At his movement, I became aware of a lust killer. The old bed squeaked. Loudly. Oblivious, Dean lowered his mouth to mine, pushed his hand between us, and teased me open with his fingers.

      “Dean, I can’t,” I said against his lips. At first, he pretended not to hear, moving his fingers in ways that made my breath catch. After a few more seconds, I repeated myself.

      He drew back from me, confusion clear on his face. “What is it?”

      “The bed squeaks.”

      Dean, still breathing heavily, glanced around the room. “So? It’s old.”

      “Your sister…she might hear.” Was that it? Or was there more? Dean’s angry words about my refusal to spend the night with him popped into my head. Maybe, deep down, I didn’t want to have sex here because I couldn’t go home to Memaw’s house. Maybe after all the things we’d said to each other, I was scared of what the sex meant. By our own admission, this was more than an extended session of bumping uglies. This was real for both of us.

      Dean watched me, his body bathed in the soft light the bedside lamp put out. “I’ll stop right now, if that’s what you want.” Desire burned in his eyes, but hurt flickered there too, waiting for my rejection. My fears and insecurities made convincing arguments. If I put a stop to things now, my relationship with Dean would stay right where it was when I got here. If I didn’t stop, things would get more complicated.

      I stared at Dean and realized I wanted tonight to be different.

      “I don’t want to stop, but I want to get off the bed.” Lust thrummed in me, but something more drove me. All the things we said to each other meant Dean felt the same way I did. I wanted this relationship with him more than I wanted anything else. I got off the bed, shimmied the rest of the way out of my clothes, and motioned him to sit on the window seat. Dean groaned as he realized what I had in mind and obeyed. His fingers burned against my skin as I straddled him and looked into his eyes. I traced his jaw line and ran my thumb over his full lower lip and lowered my head to kiss him, both of us inhaling deeply, trying to get as much of each other as we could.

      He broke the kiss and whispered, “Now. Hurry.”

      I slid down on him and gasped. We moved together, drowning in each other’s eyes. I don’t want to live without this man. My pleasure built into a throbbing ache, and I put my hands on his cheeks to keep his eyes locked on mine. The intensity of it drove me over the edge, and I shuddered first, squeezing my eyes shut. Feeling this way was worth the risk of heartbreak.

      Dean put his hand on the back of my neck and pulled me in for a kiss, sucking my tongue into his mouth, nibbling on it. I bucked against him, holding back a scream that would have woken the house, and he let out a strangled cry. Spent, we both relaxed, gasping together, the stubble on his chin digging into my shoulder.

      “Spend the night in here with me,” I whispered between gasps. “I want to be with you.”

      Dean drew back to look at my face, his eyes still half-lidded and sleepy with the afterglow of good sex. “You sure? That bed’s little. You might sleep better alone.”

      My heart swelled at his kindness. This was my out if I wanted it. But I’d realized something while we made love. Distancing myself in this way wouldn’t immunize me to heartbreak if our relationship ended. It was too late for that. Our connection terrified me, but I needed it. I needed him.

      “Please?” I kissed the corner of his mouth. I got off him and held out my hand. He smiled and took it, letting me lead him to the bed and crawling between the sheets with me.

      Dean’s breathing deepened into the slow pattern of sleep almost immediately. I lay there, wide-eyed and full of what ifs, my body begging me for sleep after such an eventful day. Dean’s arms tightened around me. He was mine for the night. Neither of us knew what tomorrow would bring, or even if we’d make it until the end of the week. Perhaps the secret to life is about enjoying the good moments for what they are…moments in time. I let my eyes close and drifted into the worst nightmare I’ve ever had.
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      I lay somewhere cold and damp, pain slamming in my head. The only light I saw in the inky darkness was a square of light somewhere above me. Disoriented, I tried to push myself into a sitting position, but something was wrong. Nothing worked the way it should have. My brain sent signals to my limbs, but they failed to respond. A nightmare. That’s all this is. I tried to wake up and could not. I felt a bolt of pure panic.

      As I lay shivering, a figure appeared over me. I tried to speak, to ask for help, but nothing came out other than a mumble. A hot, hard hand grasped my wrist and pulled something off my finger. Then the figure climbed down where I was and began covering me with scoops of something. It peppered over my skin and the fresh, damp scent hit me. Dirt.

      A scream built in my chest but stuck there. I needed to let my dream tormentor know I didn’t want to be buried because I was alive. But I felt paralyzed. More moans and mumbles escaped my mouth. The person burying me ignored them. The dirt covered my face, spilling into my mouth. I couldn’t even turn my head to the side to spit it out. Eventually, the dirt covered me all over. Every time I tried to draw a breath, I choked on granules of dirt.

      Above, I heard banging and hammering. I prayed for rescue. But then footsteps receded, and I heard a car start. My heart slowed, and I wondered if I could die in a dream and survive in the waking world. That thought scared me enough to wake me up.

      I sucked in a loud breath and attempted to sit up. Icy hands pressing on my chest held me down. Whining and gasping, I struggled, but my attacker had the strength of the dead. I swung one arm out, fumbling for the bedside lamp. I clicked it on, and the room flooded with light. Crouched on my chest, her face inches from mine, was Shayne.

      “Get away from me.” My terror-stricken voice cracked and crumbled. I pushed at her, but my hands went right through her. I did the only thing I could think of to do. I opened my mouth and screamed so hard it scraped my throat raw.

      Dean jerked awake next to me and turned to see what was wrong. He took one look at me struggling underneath nothing, and his mouth fell open, the color draining from his face. “What is it? What’s wrong?” He reached out to touch me but drew back his hand.

      “Shayne. She won’t let me up.” At my words, she faded into nothing. I sat up, shaking and gasping, as a flowery scent flooded the room. I bet Shayne wore a perfume like that.

      “Where is she?” Dean leapt from the bed, sniffing like a hound. “And where did that smell come from?” He knelt and peered under the bed like a kid afraid of the boogeyman.

      Despite the closeness we’d just shared, the old self-doubt seeped into me, poisonous and painful. Is this part of my life too much for Dean? Maybe it’s too much for anybody normal. I drew my knees up to my chest, very conscious of my nakedness between the sheets.

      “She’s gone.” My raw throat barely allowed me to speak above a whisper.

      Madeleine knocked on the door, and we both jumped. “Y’all okay in there?”

      Dean jerked on his pants and went to the door to talk to his sister. It took some convincing, but Madeleine went back to her room believing I’d had a vivid nightmare. Dean settled back in next to me but didn’t fall asleep so fast this time.

      “Can you smell that?” He pitched his voice low.

      “Yes.” I explained no further. He pulled me tighter against him and kissed the back of my neck.

      “Was it her in your dream? Was it Shayne?”

      “I dreamed her death. The killer buried her alive back there. The dirt was going into her nose and mouth, and—”

      “It’s all right. She’s gone now.” Dean stroked my arm, but his hand shook.

      “I couldn’t breathe. I was afraid I was going to die in the dream.” Should I tell him to go back to his room if he’s too freaked out? Maybe, but I didn’t want to be alone. Not after that. “I was afraid I’d die in the dream and die here too.”

      Dean drew in a sharp breath, his body tensing next to mine. He took my hand and threaded his fingers through mine. “I won’t let that happen. I’ll wake you up if you’re struggling.”

      The rest of the night passed with both of us falling asleep and jerking awake. When dawn poured through the windows, Dean kissed me. “Try to get some sleep, babe.” He brushed my hair away from my face. “I have to get started working.” I nodded and curled into a ball, the tenderness in his eyes a warm comfort.

      After he quietly slipped through the door, the odor of Shayne’s perfume hanging in the air made me think sleep impossible. I got up and sat in the brocade armchair near the window and tried to think of ways to lessen Shayne’s power over me. Fear from the night before lingered in my nerves like a hangover, making me feel both nauseated and exhausted.
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      I jolted awake to full daylight streaming into Shayne’s room and someone pounding on the door. I straightened in the chair and wiped sweat from my face. I checked my cell phone and saw it was nine-thirty. How did I sleep after last night?

      “Yes?” I hollered at the door.

      The door cracked open and Madeleine stuck in her head. “Breakfast is in ten minutes. It’s the best meal we have, the only one Mom doesn’t cook.”

      Malaise evaporating, I bit back a smile remembering the scene last night with the cakes and donuts and Dean’s and Madeleine’s open dislike of their mother’s cooking. It made the Turgeau family seem more down-to-earth. Or maybe I was getting used to the idea of this family, of having a rich boyfriend.

      “I’ll be there, but it may be more than ten minutes.”

      “Okay. I’ll save you a muffin if it looks like things are going fast.”

      I pushed myself out of the chair, chuckling. Growing up in my grandmother’s home as an only child insulated me from many experiences. Life as part of an extended family surprised me by being enjoyable. It almost made me forget the drama with Shayne’s ghost. But not quite.

      My clothes from the night before still lay crumpled on the floor. I shook them out and pulled them on. I stepped out in the hallway and realized I didn’t remember how to get back to the main part of the house. I had been so busy playing fish out of water, worrying about what Dean expected of me and what I could deliver that I hadn’t paid attention. I went back in my room—Shayne’s room—and looked out the window, trying to decide which direction to go.

      Back out in the hallway, no more sure of myself but a lot more determined, I headed in what I thought was the right direction. Before long, I found myself lost in a maze of hallways, leading to rooms obviously unused by the family. I made a disgusted sound. This place is like the friggin’ Bermuda Triangle. Amelia Earhart is probably in one of these rooms. In my peripheral vision, I caught a glimpse of swishing dark hair passing one of the open hallways. Awash with relief, I called out. No response. I charged in the direction of the only other living person in this part of the house and came upon her in an alcove nestled in one of the turrets.

      “Hey, Madeleine. I’m so glad I saw you. I’ve been lost for twenty minutes.”

      The young woman turned. Registering the black holes where Shayne’s eyes had been, I gasped and backed away, hands out, warding her off. The ghost had led me on a wild goose chase. No telling what she wanted with me in these hidden corridors. I spun and raced back the way I came. Three left turns later and I was lost again, more so than before. I turned down a hallway only to find Shayne waiting for me.

      This time she raised those black holes to meet my eyes. I felt the sensation of falling, my stomach doing acrobatics, and couldn’t pull my eyes away. Harsh whispers filled my ears, and I clapped my hands over them. I fled and took a right turn at the end of the hallway. Hearing voices, I sped up my pace.

      “These last few days have made me wonder what I was thinking.” I recognized the voice as Lisette’s. “I want to try again.”

      My fear took the short leap to fury. I stalked toward her voice, moving fast even though I felt pretty sure I didn’t want to see this.
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      “It’s too late now,” Dean said. “You need to figure out a way to be happy with your life. And leave me alone to work out mine.” My heart sang at Dean’s rebuff. I stopped in my tracks and held my breath, silently cheering him on.

      “It is most certainly not too late.” Lisette’s voice raised. “I’ve known you all my life. I’ve loved you all my life. We just got a little messed up.”

      “If you know me as well as you claim to, you should know I don’t move backward. I always go forward. Making the same mistake twice—”

      His speech abruptly cut off with a lip smack. I charged forward, ready for battle. For someone so comfortable calling others trash, Lisette sure acted the part. I got there in time to see Dean shove Lisette away from him. She backpedaled and bumped into a wall. Her features tightened with malice. If humans could shoot laser beams from their eyes, Dean would have been toast.

      “You son of a bitch.” She shoved off the wall and launched herself at him, all teeth and claws. His head rocked back from a particularly hard slap, and he grabbed her arms and tried to hold back her blows, but did so gently. Fuck that. This bitch didn’t need gentle. I waded into the fray.

      I gripped Lisette’s arm and yanked her away from Dean. “He’s too much of a gentleman to fight you, but I’m not. You want to play slappy-slappy, try it with me.”

      “Peri Jean, don’t. She’s not worth it.” He grabbed for me. I stepped out of his reach. My temper danced frantically, spurring me on, begging for action. I’d been waiting for this moment since last night in the dining room.

      “Come on, Lisette. You afraid to fight someone who’ll hit back?” I put my hands on my hips. “I’ll let you go first.”

      “You don’t scare me.” She bared straight, cosmetically whitened teeth at me. “You’re just a trailer trash whore Dean feels sorry for.”

      “Pot, meet kettle.” I had to laugh at her.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Your marriage to this man ended because you cheated on him. I may have done a lot of shit, but I never cheated on anybody.” I glanced at Dean, who jerked as though slapped. Uh-oh. Going too far, Peri Jean.

      “You told her our business?” Lisette hissed at Dean. She curled her hand into a fist and advanced on him.

      “Lisette, I’m warning you.” I doubled up my own fist, which had a lot more battle scars than hers. “Hit him, and I’m going to hit you back.”

      The sound of Lisette’s open palm on Dean’s face dominated the small space. I launched myself at her, my arm coming up on instinct and catching her across the throat. I drove her into the wall hard enough her teeth clicked together.

      “Don’t touch me, you nasty little thing.” She managed to get an arm free and clawed my face. The new cuts burned.

      That was it. I wound up and busted her in the nose. Her eyes widened in shock as she put her hands over her nose. She moaned in pain. Blood oozed through her fingers and dripped down her pristine outfit. I backed away from her since she didn’t seem inclined to continue our little monkey dance. I bumped into Dean, who pulled me farther back.

      “Are you okay?” He examined the claw marks on my face and grimaced. “That’s going to be nasty.”

      Lisette emitted a bubbly gasp. “I think she broke my nose.”

      “It’s not broken.” Dean didn’t sound sympathetic at all.

      “Put some ice on it.” The tone of my voice probably pissed her off more, but I couldn’t help myself. She acted one way in front of Julienne and another way to people she considered beneath her. Had things ever not gone her way? Or was this the first time anybody stood up to her?

      “You’re not going to tell me what to do, you…I don’t even know what to call you.” Her stuffy nose voice tripped my giggle box. She flushed an even deeper red, tears shining in her eyes. She turned from me and spoke to Dean. “Really. She’s attractive enough, but can’t you find a little classier woman to see to your needs? I mean, someone who sees ghosts? Dean, what are you thinking? You hate that sort of thing.”

      I took a step toward her, and she flinched. Her body trembled, but I didn’t think it was fear. This was rage. She slipped one hand into the pocket of her elegant slacks and withdrew an expensive smart phone.

      “I’m calling the sheriff, pressing charges.”

      That made me even angrier.

      “It doesn’t matter if you press charges or anything else. If I kick your ass, it’ll happen before your shitty cavalry arrives.” I stomped toward her. Hands closed around my middle and yanked me away from Lisette.

      “Stop it, Peri Jean.” Dean’s breaths came in gasps as I struggled against him. “Just cut it out. Get out of here. Go somewhere and cool off.” He gripped my arm and whispered in my ear. “I’ll keep her from having you arrested.”

      The green-eyed monster in my mind wondered how he’d do that. I didn’t want him pandering to his awful ex-wife. Was that worth staying out of jail?

      “Come on,” Dean said. Deep in his blue eyes, glee sparkled, and I grinned. He wouldn’t pander to her. I didn’t know what he would use to make her see things his way, but I’d let him handle it.

      I shot Lisette the stink eye and stomped out of the room…and right into the dining room. Madeleine and Julienne sat with their mouths open, obviously having heard the commotion. The new scratches on my face throbbed. I wondered if they looked as bad as they felt.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled and fled the room.
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      Despite the dark clouds hinting there’d be more rain, the front lawn was alive with workers hauling away more debris from the storm. They all turned to look at me when I stepped out onto the wide front porch. Though they had no way of knowing the drama that just occurred inside, their stares felt accusing. I jogged down the steps and cut around the side of the house, headed toward the area where I found Shayne’s remains. Had it only been yesterday? It seemed like an eternity.

      My cell phone rang. The caller ID showed a goofy picture I took of Dean. I rolled my eyes and answered.

      “Wait for me,” he said.

      I turned to see him on the porch holding a paper towel wrapped around something or other. My stomach growled, and I desperately hoped it was food of some sort. I jogged back to him and held out my hand. He pretended offense but handed it over anyway. I wolfed down the first sausage and biscuit without tasting it and nibbled on the second while we walked.

      “That went quick. She calling the sheriff?”

      “Hell, no. She assaulted both you and me before anybody laid a hand on her.” Dean inhaled his own biscuit and licked his fingers. “For another thing, her little show last night at the dinner table pissed me off. I know how she finds out stuff like that. It’s not illegal, but the way she uses the information could get her in trouble.”

      “How did she find out that stuff about me?” I’d wondered, but then got more interested in getting laid and forgot to ask Dean.

      “She keeps a private investigator on retainer. One call to Gaslight City would have done the trick.” Dean frowned. “You told me yourself the townsfolk love their gossip.”

      I reeled at the idea of Lisette paying a private investigator to check up on me just so she could use what she learned for hatefulness. From the sound of it, she had a rich husband, a luxurious life. Why waste time on me? “Why is she like this?”

      “Low self-esteem. Her mother was, and still is, an abusive drunk. Lisette’s father left and her mother turned the full force of her abuse on her.”

      “I almost feel sorry for her.”

      “Don’t,” Dean said. “I made excuses for her the entire time we were together. I thought there was something redeemable underneath the bitch act. There isn’t.”

      A few seconds later, Lisette marched out to her car, her hand over her face. She saw us watching her and shot us the finger. We returned the favor. Formalities complete, she got into her car and sped away. A bolt of lightning lit the sky, punctuating her exit.

      I thought back on my relationship with my childhood best friend Chase. I tolerated him long after most people would have cut him off for being unstable and a pain in the ass. Perhaps living with him for fifteen years would have turned me off for life. You’ll never know, Peri Jean, because you got him killed. Desperate to get away from the thought, I asked Dean the first thing that popped into my head.

      “Is your mother going to be upset I bloodied Lisette’s nose? She loves her like a daughter.” I liked Julienne and hated the idea of her disliking me.

      “And she knows her like a daughter. Lisette’s temper is legendary at our house.”

      “So I beat the shit out of her, and nothing’s going to happen?” I had a hard time believing that. Julienne controlled her house with an iron fist, and I figured she wouldn’t take kindly to me causing a brouhaha here.

      “Not exactly.” Dean stuffed the paper towel in his pocket and avoided my eyes. “I told Lisette to say she lunged at you, tripped, and busted her nose.”

      I didn’t picture Lisette just going along with it.

      “What’d you do? Threaten to tell your mother y’all’s marriage ended because of her stepping out on you?”

      “Empty threat. She knows I’d never do that.” Dean watched his feet as we walked along. “I spent fifteen years splitting up and getting back together with that woman. I know enough about her to fill one of those tell-all novels. The private detective shit is just scratching the surface.”

      We walked along in silence. I couldn’t understand why Dean wouldn’t tell his family about his ex-wife’s screwing around. He obviously didn’t like her being here. That would be the perfect way to get rid of her. Was this a male pride thing? I gave Dean a sidelong glance. Perhaps it was.

      He prided himself on doing everything well. He performed his duties as a sheriff’s deputy back in Texas with kindness and bravery. When he ran for fitness, he ran fast and looked good doing it. He was an excellent lover. My body tingled at the thought.

      The way I figured it, Lisette’s cheating on him implied he wasn’t a good husband, maybe not a good lover. It embarrassed him. He didn’t want anybody to know he’d failed. At least not that way.

      Seeing one of Dean’s vulnerabilities made me feel protective of him. I’d really kick Lisette’s ass if she gave me the opportunity. If I felt this strongly about Dean, why did admitting it to myself scare me so much?

      The core issue slammed into me, almost knocking me backward. It’s the face he makes when anything to do with me seeing ghosts comes up. Over the past six months, he’d looked at me that way several times—a mixture of terror and revulsion. Last night, I saw it again.

      My mother rejected me because I saw the spirit world. Would Dean eventually do the same? He might love me, but he didn’t love everything about me. Did that make our relationship a sham, something that could never work, no matter how we wiggled and danced? I swallowed hard as I remembered last night.

      I didn’t want to live without him in my life. That was the bottom line.

      Dean stopped walking, and I took a few extra steps before I realized it and came back to him. He had his head cocked to one side, frowning. I heard the high-pitched whinnying of the horses in the barn.

      “I swear I let those horses out to pasture this morning,” he said. “If they’re back in there, it means Trey’s back. Just stay here.” He walked off.

      I ignored his words and followed him into the huge structure. He didn’t even bother to glare at me. He knew by now I wasn’t the obedient type.
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      Judging by the distress in the horses’ whinnies, I expected a ruckus inside the barn, horses bucking, their eyes rolling and teeth bared, the whole nine. Instead, the barn fell quiet the second we stepped inside. Dean drew a handgun out of his belt and put his finger to his lips for me to be quiet. Sometimes his carrying a weapon at all times disturbed me. This time, I felt grateful.

      The smell of shit dominated the close, stale air. A gust of wind picked up outside, and the big building groaned, raising chill bumps on my arms. Thunder boomed outside, rattling everything inside. One of the horses snorted and fidgeted within his stall. I reached in to scratch his long face. Something was off in here. I could feel it.

      Dean crept down the long line of stalls, his footsteps crunching in the hay covering the floor. I tensed, waiting for Trey to reveal himself. Perhaps the Namadie Parish Sheriff’s Office found him and took him in for questioning. In the depths of the barn, something clinked together. My nerves twisted into a painful ball. The sound reminded me of stereotypical ghosts rattling chains.

      Adrenaline flooded my veins, spurring my heart into double time. My fingertips tingled, begging me to take some sort of action. A horse snorted, and I almost screamed. Now Dean was at the back of the barn, nearly invisible in the shadows.

      Wind hit the barn again, and a rhythmic creak accompanied the metallic sound. I glanced up at the high ceiling, expecting to see a pulley for hay. I saw nothing like that.

      Dean stopped at the last stall, his mouth hanging open, his handgun pointed at the floor. After a second, he re-holstered the gun but continued to stare. I couldn’t stand it and went to see what he saw. It couldn’t be dangerous. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have put away his pistol.

      I couldn’t see what had Dean so upset until I stood next to him. Trey hung at the back of the empty stall, a rope knotted around his neck. He had looped the rope over an exposed beam, and his feet hung less than an inch from the floor, his toes nearly touching it. I gasped and stumbled backward, covering my mouth in horror. The overpowering odor back here made my hastily eaten breakfast rebel. I gagged, and Dean snapped out of his stupor.

      “Not in here.” He grabbed my arm and pulled me toward a door marked exit.

      “It’s okay.” I tugged my arm out of his hand. “I won’t ralph in here.”

      Another gust of wind blasted through an open window in the stall and set the dead man swinging again. I realized the metallic clink was the cuff of his denim jacket brushing the brass button on his jeans. The creak was the rope moving. Unable to help myself, I took a good look at Trey. His eyes bugged out of his face, and his skin had turned black. I thought I’d never forget those two details.

      A white slip of paper was pinned to his jacket. Curiosity outweighing my horror, I leaned forward, trying to make out the words. I read aloud, “I can’t stand it anymore. I am sorry.”

      A suicide note? What couldn’t Trey stand? And what was he sorry for? I backed away from the corpse, wondering where his ghost was, if it was doing whatever ghosts did to make themselves appear to me. My chest tightened at the thought. I didn’t need to see another ghost, especially not with Dean standing next to me.

      The horses shuffled in their stalls and made high-pitched sounds. I peered into every dark corner, expecting to see Trey’s ghost. Animals might not be able to speak, but they weren’t dumb. They sensed something wrong.

      I peeked into an open doorway at the end of the hall and found what looked to be a combination office and bedroom. Trey must have lived here. Papers were scattered over the desk. I tiptoed forward.

      “Don’t go in there,” Dean said.

      “I’m not touching anything. This is my only chance to satisfy my nosiness. Besides, after that show you put on yesterday, St. Namadie Parish Sheriff’s Office won’t be sharing info with you.”

      Dean grunted and followed me into the office. Together, we looked at the mess.

      “These are the letters Shayne wrote him,” Dean said. “He showed them to me years ago, when I was still married.”

      “So…he started reading them and got depressed?”

      “I don’t know. The note said he was sorry. Maybe, after her body was dug up, he knew it was only a matter of time before his connection to that coin came out.”

      “But what about his alibi?”

      Dean shook his head and shrugged. “We need to get the sheriff out here. He needs to see this.” He grabbed my hand.

      We turned to leave the sad little office, and I bleated. Standing in the doorway were Trey—a much younger and more handsome Trey—and Shayne. Next to me, Dean let out a yelp of shock. So he sees them too. How the hell? Crud, crap, and shit. Questions about why and how crowded my thoughts, but I pushed them away to focus on the worst part of it all. This was the thing Dean hated about me. I couldn’t even look at him. I just yanked him toward the ghosts and led him through them.

      My bravado earned me a blast of their indignation to my solar plexus. It spread through me and knotted my muscles. I lowered my head and bulldozed forward. Once we reached the fresh air outside the barn, my muscles loosened.

      Dean and I faced each other. His breath came in gasps. His tanned skin had gone ashen, and a sheen of sweat stood out on his face. He jerked his arm out of my hand and put his hands on his knees and stared at the ground. I crossed my arms over my chest and braced myself for his reaction.

      “You see that all the time?” He raised his head to stare at me. His hands trembled as he took them off his knees. Self-doubt stuck its sharp claws into me and drew blood.

      “I’m sorry you saw them.” Sorry? Dammit, dammit, just dammit. I couldn’t help being this way. If I could, I’d get rid of my connection to the spirit world. I tried to think of logical reasons this might have happened. Is Dean’s seeing the ghosts a side of effect of what happened to me six months ago? Maybe his connection to Shayne made me a conduit.

      Dean stared at me, his face still so pale I thought he might pass out. “I just can’t believe you live with it.”

      “It’s worse since that night six months ago.” I shifted foot to foot. Dean and I never discussed my cousin’s murder or the way it got solved. He carried his own demons from the experience. Me, I knew talking it to death wouldn’t change a damn thing.

      “I hope I never see one of them again.” Dean said the words to himself more than to me. I jerked as though slapped. It was possible the longer he hung around me, the more likely he’d see something else horrible. I hung my head and tried to pull it together. Dean put his hand on my back, and I shrugged away from his touch.

      “I’ll go up to the house and tell Mom and Maddy not to come down here. You call 911.” Dean hurried past me.

      When he got out of sight, I took a few shuddering breaths. Don’t you dare cry, Peri Jean. It wouldn’t solve anything. Besides, I couldn’t spend the rest of my life being such a damn baby over this. It was my cross to bear. Shoving my resolve into place, I reached into my pocket for my cell phone and touched warm metal. No. Not again. I knew what I’d see even before I pulled my hand out of the pocket. Sure enough, Fayette’s necklace dangled from my fingertips. Remembering the black opal folklore Julienne mentioned, I let out a disgusted groan. This necklace again. What the hell is this thing? Could it cause Dean to see his sister’s ghost? I couldn’t even begin to imagine, I realized, and shoved the necklace back in my pocket.

      Wishing I was home, I closed my eyes and clicked my heels together three times. Nothing happened.
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      Trey’s death caused a bigger upheaval than the discovery of Shayne’s remains. Julienne melted down. She and Dean and Madeleine holed up in the library making phone calls. This time, I didn’t bother giving her back the necklace. Why make things worse?

      I wandered Dean’s family home, the weird necklace swinging on my chest, tingling where it touched skin. I bet if I stopped in front of one of the black-spotted mirrors and pulled it out of my t-shirt, veins of electric color would be flashing through it.

      The weird little thing found me everywhere I went, somehow moving itself place to place. It was magic, a magic I didn’t understand, didn’t know how to learn. The necklace and its magic represented the thing Dean didn’t like about me, the reason my mother rejected me.

      The necklace should have scared me, dammit. But it didn’t. It felt right hanging around my neck. Every once in a while, I caressed it, reveling in the warmth of the little shocks bolting through my fingers.

      In a musty corner of the old house, I found a hallway lined with paintings covered by old sheets. I peeked at a few and immediately saw why they hung in an unused part of the house. Not every artist of yesteryear was all that great. Or maybe the people were uglier.

      I knelt to look at an accent table, and the hallway grew icy. Vapor steamed out of my mouth, and dread scratched at my raw nerves. I stood too quickly and overbalanced. As I tried to right myself without messing something up, Shayne appeared next to me.

      “What do you want?” I said. “You won’t show me how to help you. I can’t solve your murder if you don’t do that. Why don’t you just move on?”

      She disappeared. Thank goodness. It was too easy, but I wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. I continued on my path, once opening a door to peek inside at the plastic-protected furniture. I walked inside the room, drawn by an antique cheval which, for some reason, was uncovered. Those always caught my attention.

      I stared at myself in the dust-hazed old glass, pulling the magic necklace outside my t-shirt and watching the colors move in it. The sight mesmerized me. When I refocused, the person on the opposite side of the mirror was no longer me. It was the necklace’s original owner, Julienne’s grandmother, Fayette. She looked exactly as she did in the painting in Julienne’s suite. I stumbled backward, and the woman’s ghost stepped out of the mirror and winked at me.

      Fear set my heart galloping. Its hard thumps blurred my vision, jarring Fayette’s ghost. My knees buckled, and my back bumped a dresser, dislodging a dusty silver dresser set, which crashed to the floor. Fayette’s lips curved into a smile. I heard her laugh in my head. Cold sweat broke out over my body.

      “You want to see? We’ll show you.” The voice was all around me and nowhere at the same time. I moaned, unable to speak, my chest aching with fear. It was the first time I’d heard a ghost speak other than a word here and there in whispers. As though called, the whispers started. Fayette and I were no longer alone.
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      While I stood frozen in terror, the room filled with every kind of ghost imaginable. Some wore clothes I associated with movies like Gone with the Wind. Others wore even older styles of clothing, things I’d seen in history books about the Revolutionary War. A few of the ghosts were African American and wore ragged clothes I associated with slaves. Shayne and Fayette planned this attack, brought friends. I made a silent promise to never verbally antagonize a ghost again.

      I fought my way to the door, struggling to escape the icy hands grabbing and pulling at me. Pathetic mewling sounds came from my throat as I fought against the ghosts. Nobody could hear me scream in this forgotten corner of the house. What if the ghosts decided to keep me now I could hear them? Finally, they released me.

      I hurried down the hallway, my heart leaping into my throat with every beat. Rounding a sharp corner, I came face-to-face with all of them. Dead arms reached for me. Mouths opened to display blackened teeth and emit moans I knew would make up the soundtrack to later nightmares. I backed up, only to be pushed away from a ghost I’d bumped into. I turned to face the one who’d pushed me, and it was Shayne. The familiar face did nothing to comfort me.

      “In there.” Dean’s sister gestured at a closed door, her voice echoing inside my head. Wild horror clawed at my sanity. Hearing them speak scared me more than any other dealings I’d ever had with the spirits. Feeling a flash of impatience from Shayne, I turned my attention to the door.

      It bore inches of dust and cobwebs. No way did I want to go in there. They might trap me in there. Forget this shit. I ran in another direction, only to find another cadre of ghosts waiting for me. I carefully backed away from them, lamenting my foolish curiosity about this house.

      Shayne gestured at the door again. I didn’t see any way out of doing her bidding. Tentatively, I reached out and tried to turn the doorknob. It was locked. Relief flooded through me. Now I wouldn’t have to go into some unknown, dark, and dirty place. But my relief was short-lived.

      Shayne motioned at our ghostly audience. Fayette, still wearing her pageboy haircut and flapper dress, pushed her way through the crowd. She dropped a skeleton key at my feet and winked at me again.

      Seeing no other option, I picked up the key and used it. The door opened like magic, as though the lock had been recently oiled. The hinges didn’t even squeal. A stairwell ascended to parts unknown of this huge, weird house. I glanced at the ghosts surrounding me, and they pressed forward, again reaching their cold, blue-fingered hands toward me. I fled up the stairs, my footsteps dislodging thick dust on the stairs. The door shut by itself, cutting me off from not only my spectral fan club but the rest of the world.
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      Nobody had been up here in some time.

      The stairs ended in a tiny room furnished with a dilapidated chair bleeding stuffing out of rips in its upholstery and a little round table. With a little spiffing up, the duo would have cost a fortune at Silver Dreams Antiques back in Gaslight City. I studied the room, trying to figure out my job up here.

      On the table sat a half-full bottle of whiskey and an empty glass. Neither had been touched any time in the recent past. Dust obscured the bottle’s label. An equally dust-covered book sat next to the chair. I brushed off a thick layer of dust from the book on the table. Tiny motes flew into the air, sparkling in the weak sunlight streaming through the attic window. My nose gave a warning tickle, and I braced for the sneeze. It hit with force, and I sneezed several times in rapid succession, bumping the table on which the book sat in the process. It tumbled to the floor, knocking the rest of the dust off and sending a card sized paper flying over the floor.

      “Great,” I hissed, kneeling to pick up my mess. With the dust knocked off, I saw the book wasn’t really a book but a bound report of some sort. I glanced at the first few pages and realized it was Shayne’s pet project, Cajuns: The Disappearing Culture. Because I hadn’t had the chance to look through the book in the glass display case, I leafed through the pages, reading a paragraph here and there. Interesting stuff, but I couldn’t believe Shayne had me chased into this room to see it.

      The piece of paper that had flown across the room caught my eye, and I bent to pick it up. It was a picture showing a gorgeous, smiling Shayne next to Trey. On the the back, inscribed in decidedly male handwriting, was written “I will love you forever.” How sweet. I thought I might go into sugar shock.

      Still not wanting to sit in the nasty chair, I leaned against the wall, which was no less nasty. This little room had obviously been Shayne’s secret hideout. She came up here and drank illicit whiskey and mooned over her boyfriend. And now both of them were dead. A shiver passed through me.

      “I still have no idea what you expect me to find up here,” I said aloud.

      Shayne materialized in a corner of the room, her form flickering in and out of my vision. Other shadows roiled in the room’s corners. I didn’t look too closely at those. Shayne knelt next to an overturned crate and moved her hands around the bottom of it. Cringing, I joined her on the dirty floor.

      I lifted the edge of the crate and found a dusty plastic makeup case, the kind I remember storing my own makeup in when I was in high school and college. Shayne vanished, taking the other shadowy figures with her. Good. At least I could concentrate.

      I opened the box and gasped at the pile of junk inside it. Letters folded into origami shapes stuffed the top trays. The handwriting on the letters matched the writing on the back of the photo I’d found. Each letter was addressed to “Pookie” and signed “Punky.” Disgustingly cute. These must be companions to the letters Trey left on his desk.

      I set the letters aside and sifted through the rest of the box’s contents, finding a stale bag of marijuana, a broken charm—the kind that fit on a charm bracelet, and a wad of scarves at the box’s bottom. On top of them sat a slim volume full of loopy girlish handwriting. It had to be Shayne’s journal, diary, or whatever kids called them twenty years ago. The makeup box was a treasure trove of information, but I wondered which piece was important.

      Not the letters. If Shayne’s appearance with Trey’s ghost meant anything, it was that he didn’t kill her. Someone, however, had buried Trey’s coin with Shayne. Who would do that and why?

      The charm meant nothing to me. The marijuana couldn’t help me. The journal had to be my clue.

      I sat down in a corner of the filthy room and started reading.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      I cracked open the journal, hoping for a page that read “so-and-so killed me.” Of course, it’s never that easy. And it’s always painful and odd finding out other people’s secrets. There was usually a reason the secrets were secret.

      The first page of the diary got right into the thick of things.

      My name is Shayne Fayette Turgeau, and I bought this book to talk about the person I hate most in the whole world, Lisette Marie David. She is just awful.

      Wow. So much for Shayne’s friendship with Dean’s ex-wife. If Shayne hated Lisette, why had she continued any kind of relationship with her? Family pressure? Social pressure? Only one way to find out.

      I skimmed through a junior high entry about Lisette getting angry and passing a rumor that Shayne had head lice. It didn’t surprise me. Despite Dean’s talk about Lisette having a hard home life, no excuse existed for her kind of nasty.

      I flipped through the book, just reading a few sentences here and there. The entries followed Shayne the remainder of junior high and into high school. Though more and more time passed between entries, the accounts became more and more disturbing.

      Today was the worst. Lisette came home from Cancún bragging about losing her virginity to some stranger. She cheated on my brother and expects me to think it is great. I threatened to tell Dean what she did. She begged me not to tell, to let her come over here tonight and talk to me about it. Try to talk me out of it is more like it. This time, she’s gone too far. Dean loves her, and this will hurt him. But what if he marries her? He told me they’re applying to the same college in Florida. I can’t stand the thought of her just treating him like shit. I want to tell him, but will he hate me for being the one who hurt him?

      Shayne and Lisette’s talk must have been more of an argument. The next entry, dated a few days later, documented the price of standing up to Lisette.

      That bitch. She passed a rumor that I stayed home over spring break because I had an abortion. Everybody now knows Trey and I slept together. Now that we’ve broken up, I feel so stupid for having done it. Things are miserable here at school. Someone wrote baby killer on my locker. For all I know, it could have been Lisette herself. And I didn’t even tell Dean about her cheating. I can’t hurt him like that, not when he’s so in love with her. But the other thing is I’m scared of her. I’ve seen what she can do when people cross her.

      Another entry revealed the extent of Lisette’s willingness to make Shayne miserable.

      Someone—one guess who—put garbage in my locker. My books are ruined, and I had to go around all day with sour milk splashed on my new jeans. Mom is going to be furious. Do I tell her about what’s going on with Lisette? Mom loves her like family. Lisette’s family, even though her mother is a lush, is part of our social circle. I wish I could ask Dean for help, but then I’d have to tell him why she’s angry at me, and it would break his heart. But maybe telling him she cheated on him would be best. She’s doing all this to try to scare me out of telling him. If I told him because of it, it sure would be ironic.

      The final entry chilled me the most.

      Today was the last straw. Lisette said she wanted to make up and brought me iced sugar cookies from Slice of Heaven Bakery. I believed her because I want our feud to be over and ate them all. After lunch, I got so sick I threw up. Mrs. Simmons saw me get sick in the girl’s room and took me to the nurse’s office. When I started talking about patterns and flashing lights, the nurse called Mom. She freaked and took me to the hospital. They said I’d been doing drugs, probably LSD or mushrooms. Mom’s mad as hell, doesn’t believe I didn’t take the drugs on purpose, and I’m grounded. Lisette must have dosed those sugar cookies. I’ll keep her secret about cheating on Dean, but I won’t be her friend any more. Never ever.

      The entry was dated April 19, 1991. The newspaper article in the library said Shayne disappeared several days after that, on April twenty-fifth. The hair on the back of my neck rose. I set the journal aside gently, even though I wanted to throw something. What an awful existence for a teenage girl.

      After witnessing Lisette’s fuckery over the past day and a half, I was willing to believe her capable of anything. But murder? The horror of the idea notwithstanding, I doubted Lisette had the physical strength to kill someone of equal health and fighting skill.

      Or did she? Shayne could have slipped and taken a fatal fall, or any number of things that would have left her dead and Lisette panicking. If Lisette was willing to slip her an LSD mickey, she might have drugged her and…I didn’t want to imagine the rest. Shayne lured me into this room for a reason. She wanted me to find this journal of terror. It had to mean something.

      I tried to imagine how Dean would react to me accusing Lisette of murdering his sister. I need proof. Dean liked to have all his facts and figures straight. The first time he took me on a real date, he had everything planned down to the moment he took my clothes off. I shook away the memory. Not now. Too distracting.

      After more than twenty years, where would I find proof Lisette had anything to do with Shayne’s disappearance? I set the book aside and fingered the scarf lying across the box’s bottom. The fabric had a metallic gold thread woven through it. Very pretty. I wondered why Shayne left it up here. I pulled it from the box and drew in my breath at the layer of micro cassette tapes lining the box’s bottom. I picked up one of them, the label on the jewel case reading “Traiteur interview. 2-25-91.” The interview tapes from Shayne and Colton’s project. I opened the tape case even though I had no way of listening to them and found a slip of paper folded into a tiny square tucked inside.

      It was a receipt for the sale of a used computer to some random person. The receipt was initialed, but the handwriting was so horrible, I couldn’t tell what it said. Why would Shayne have that? I packed both the receipt and the tape back into the case and put the cassettes back into the box. The Turgeaus would probably love to have them as a remembrance. But for now, I’d leave them be.

      My wild goose chase ended, I needed to figure out a way to connect what I’d learned about Lisette to Shayne’s murder. If I just had a piece of proof, something to shake her up.

      As I struggled to stand, the journal slipped from my fingers onto the floor. I picked it up and noticed something written in the back cover. I held the book open and squinted at the scratchy handwriting, obviously Shayne’s but written while she was upset or in a hurry. A list of names stretched down the back cover. I recognized the names from the tapes I’d found in the bottom of the makeup box. Traiteur was circled. To help her remember where the receipt was? Try as I might, I couldn’t see the purpose of the list.

      I bumbled out of the of the attic room, ready to be away from this dark, lonely hideout. I locked the attic door behind me and slipped the key into my pocket. Then I set about finding my way to Shayne’s old bedroom. When the teenager’s ghost appeared and motioned to me, I followed more gratefully than I cared to admit.
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      I followed Shayne, who knew the big house much better than I, down several unused hallways. She stopped in front of a bookcase and pointed to a lever beside it. I turned the lever, and the bookcase clicked open, revealing an unlit passageway.

      The dim light from the hallway barely put a dent in the darkness. A damp, mildewy smell wafted out at me. How many secrets does this place hold? I would have never noticed the lever next to the bookcase had Shayne not pointed it out. Devoid of enthusiasm, I followed her down the corridor. I didn’t trust her, but I also didn’t want to be left alone in there.

      Cobwebs tickled my face, and a couple of times I heard something scurrying on the floor. By the time we reached the end on the hallway, the hair on the back of my neck stood on end, and I wanted a shower. Light flooded into the passageway from a keyhole. It was enough for me to see the knob and pull the door open. I found myself in a coat room with another closed door facing the one through which I entered. What the hell? I’d wanted to go back to Shayne’s bedroom to plan my next move.

      Voices drifted in from the next room. I walked to the other door, knelt, and peered through the keyhole. Julienne, Dean, and Lisette sat in the parlor. All of them held drinks. Lisette’s nose had swelled quite nicely and purple half-moons hung under her eyes. I smiled, but one look at Dean’s surly expression killed my mirth.

      “You said you wouldn’t press charges on Peri Jean.” Outrage burned in his words.

      I sucked in a shocked breath. Press charges? Oh, that bitch. I bit back a string of ugly words begging to burst from my mouth.

      “My husband was insistent.” Lisette managed to turn down her lips and manufacture a sigh. All for Julienne’s benefit, no doubt.

      A cold hand closed around my arm, pulling me from the drama in the parlor. Shayne gestured at a big, red purse hanging on the wall. Had to be Lisette’s. Too ugly for Julienne. Too big for Madeleine.

      I pitched my voice low. “I am not touching her belongings.”

      Shayne’s anger filled the room. The purse quivered against the wall for a few seconds and began to swing. When it gained enough momentum, it bounced off the rod and hit the floor, right side up. Shayne’s apparition appeared next to the purse and kicked it. The purse flew over on its side, spewing its contents on the floor.

      No, no. Lisette already wanted to press charges on me for popping her a good one. This would only make things worse. I fell to my knees and stuffed the junk back into the ugly red bag, trembling in my hurry to not get caught. Shayne slapped each thing I picked up out of my hands, but then gestured for me to pick up something else. I crossed my arms over my chest and shook my head. Shayne grabbed my ear and nearly yanked out my earring. I cried out before I could stop myself.

      “What was that?” Julienne’s voice drifted in from the parlor.

      I crouched low on the floor, like doing so would make me invisible if someone opened the door.

      “Some of that junk you’ve got sitting in the cloak room.” Lisette laughed. Neither Julienne nor Dean joined her.

      I rose to my knees, listening for the creak of someone getting out of a chair. Once Dean went back to trying to cajole Lisette out of pressing charges, I stood. And elbowed a coat rack. The stupid thing bounced against the wall and then hit every single fucking thing in the room before it rattled to the floor. Footsteps walked across the parlor. I felt the fingers of cold dread worm its way through me. I was so busted.

      Shayne motioned to an old, tooled leather zippered purse, one that might store coins. I shook my head and whispered, “Too late.”

      Shayne’s cold fingers danced over my ear again, fumbling for my earring. I ducked out of her reach and grabbed the pouch off the floor. When I did, a shiny piece of metal tumbled out and hit the floor where it bounced.

      The door swung open and Lisette peeked into the room, her big mouth open to say something witty. Seeing me, her eyes widened and darkened with rage. “Where did you come from?”

      The item from the coin purse finally tumbled to a rest, the metal pattering against the floor like a drumroll. I grunted in surprise when I recognized Shayne’s ugly emerald and ruby ring, the one I’d seen in the painting, the one I felt someone take off her/my finger in that awful, vivid nightmare. How ugly. Heaven help me, it looked like a damn watermelon. I looked for Shayne and found her standing near the door from which we entered the room, a smile on her face.

      “Who is it?” Dean walked across the floor and peered around her.

      About that time, Lisette saw the ring and sprang into action, trying to get to it before I could. I scooped it up and stuffed it in my jeans pocket. Shoving Lisette out of way, I spoke to Dean. “I need to talk to your mother.”

      “Give me that.” Lisette grabbed at my arm.

      “I’ll kick your ass all the way to New York City if you touch me again.” I held my hand over my pocket, afraid she might try to reach in there and get the ring. I elbowed my way out of the closet, ran across the room to Julienne, and handed her the ring. Lisette thundered along behind me but stopped cold when she saw who had the ring now. Her face turned a particularly satisfying shade of gray.

      “I might have some explaining to do, but I think you have more.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Why don’t you explain how you ended up with a dead girl’s ring?”
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      Lisette tried to smile at Julienne, but she looked like she was about to hurl. Julienne examined the ring and set it on the table next to the love seat.

      Still poised, she asked, “Why do you have my daughter’s ring?”

      “I bought it a pawn shop the summer after Shayne disappeared.”

      Julienne gasped. Dean’s mouth opened and closed, his eyes wide. He said, “You what?”

      “I bought it at a pawn shop in Houston.” Lisette dragged each word out, enunciating each syllable. Smartass. I wanted to kick her in the hoo-ha.

      “I understood you the first time. I just can’t believe what I’m hearing.” Dean rubbed his face and gave his head a quick shake. “How did you have Shayne’s ring the entire fifteen years we lived together and not tell me about it?”

      This must have been how they sounded when they fought. Part of me wanted to be somewhere else. I didn’t want to see the side of Dean who once lived with this woman. But I loved train wrecks and couldn’t look away.

      “It’s not Shayne’s ring.” Lisette raised her voice. “It’s my ring. It had nothing to do with you.” She widened her eyes and shrugged.

      “Don’t play innocent.” He swatted the air in her direction. “We both know you’re not.”

      Lisette snorted at Dean. She might as well have dared him out loud to expose her running around like a cat in heat. My mouth itched with longing to out her. I squirmed, doing everything but putting both hands over my mouth. Lisette turned on me.

      “I can’t believe you snuck in there and went through my things.” She pressed her lips together, arranging her face into a sympathetic expression. “It might be difficult for someone like you, someone from a broken home full of murderers, to understand why that was wrong, but it was. I feel sorry for you.”

      I fumed, and one hand curled into a fist. I wanted to rear back and knock that self-righteous look right off her face. One glance at Julienne told me I couldn’t do that. I had to play this right or risk looking like that bad guy. Or girl.

      “You’re one to talk about doing the right thing.” I raised my eyebrows at her.

      “Peri Jean, I assure you I have never, ever gone into someone’s purse and taken stuff out of it.” She pulled her shoulders back, trying to regain her composure.

      “You’ve done worse. Let’s talk about Shayne.” I rushed the next words, trying to get them out before Lisette had a chance to speak. “Why don’t you tell Shayne’s mother and brother the stuff you did to her the last few weeks of her life? The rumors? The garbage in the locker? Any of that sound familiar?”

      “You shut up.” She bared her perfect teeth at me. A vein pulsed at her neck. Forget that cool as iced shit routine. I fought not to smile.

      “I found a diary of Shayne’s upstairs.” I directed this to Dean and Julienne, making eye contact with each of them in turn. “In it, she talked about the way the original Mean Girl here terrorized her from junior high until the time she died. There’s some damn interesting stories in there.”

      Shaking her head, Lisette turned away from me and spoke to Julienne. “She’s lying. Don’t listen to her.”

      Julienne all but waved her away, her attention focused on me.

      “You remember getting upset with Shayne because you thought she’d done drugs at school?”

      Julienne put her hand over her mouth and nodded.

      “Lisette doctored her food. Brought her sugar cookies from some bakery. Sliced Heaven? No. That’s not right.”

      “Slice of Heaven,” Dean said. “Shayne loved their iced sugar cookies.”

      Julienne gasped and stared at Lisette with her mouth open.

      “You want me to tell them what y’all were fighting about, Lisette?”

      “I am warning you. Shut. Up.” Lisette faced me now, leaning forward with her fists clenched at her sides, her body tensed like an animal about to launch itself at prey. “You have no business in this room, in this house, with my ex-husband.”

      I smiled, and her face went white. “Do you think you’d still be welcome here if they knew what I know about you?”

      Lisette leapt over the coffee table the way King Kong rose over the Empire State Building, hands outstretched and curled into claws. Adrenaline and a lifetime of fistfights took over. I grabbed her hand and yanked her past me. Her momentum carried her into the wall. She slid to the floor and screamed a hoarse, pain-filled cry at the high ceiling. She turned to us, her face twisted into a hideous caricature of fury.

      “Yes,” she gritted out. “I knew it was Shayne’s ring. And I didn’t care why it was at the pawn shop.” She slapped her hands down on the floor in front of her. “She had everything, everything I wanted. This family, this house. People who really loved her. I wanted someone to love me the way everybody loved Shayne.”

      Lisette wilted, her dark eyes filling with tears. Her lips trembled, and her face twisted as she began to wail.

      Dean goggled at his ex-wife and glanced at his mother and then at me, as though for confirmation this was really happening. We stared at Lisette as her crying turned into half-hysterical shrieks. Julienne Turgeau covered her face. Her soft sobs played like background music.

      Dean grabbed the ring off the table, stalked over to Lisette, and knelt in front of her. She took her hands off her face and stared at him with wet, wide eyes.

      “I did love you. But you cheated on me with every one of my friends. You cleaned out our bank accounts, and I lost the house because of you.”

      Julienne gasped. I was too riveted to the horror show in front of me to react.

      “You knew it was wrong to have this.” Dean shook the ring in his ex’s face. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have hidden it from me our entire marriage. Why are you like this?”

      Lisette rose. Walking a little unsteadily, she went into the coat room. She knelt in full sight of all of us and pushed her belongings back into her purse, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs. She got control of herself and wiped her face with a white, lacy hanky. Finished, she stood and walked into the parlor, stiff and self-righteous.

      “I’m glad this is finally over.” She spoke to Julienne. “I wanted to tell you so many times why Dean and I broke up.”

      “It’s far from over,” Dean said. “You broke the law when you bought this ring and didn’t turn it over to the police. They might have been able to go back to the pawn shop, track down the killer. But, because you can’t think about anybody but yourself, you obstructed justice. I’m calling Sheriff Braezeale. You’ll tell him what you remember.”

      “The hell I will,” she said. “Let me leave right now, or I will rake your family’s name through the mud, destroy your reputation.”

      “You’re not going anywhere.” Dean stood in front of the door, his arms crossed over his chest. He motioned me to stand in front of the other set of double doors leading out of the parlor.

      Lisette marched toward me, and I doubled up my fist. “Think I won’t hit you?”

      She gasped and narrowed her eyes. “You are so low class.”

      I reared back my fist, but Julienne materialized next to Lisette and gripped her arm hard enough to illicit a whimper. “Go sit down. Now. We are going to call the sheriff, and you’re going to tell him everything you remember about obtaining my daughter’s ring. And when you are finished, you will leave my home—and this ring—and never come back. Do you understand?”

      “I can ruin your reputation in this community,” Lisette had the nerve to sneer.

      “Call your lackeys on me if that’s what you need to do. But who do you think people in our social circle are going to believe?” Julienne leaned into Lisette’s face. “Me, a well-respected member of this community, or you, the neurotic daughter of a drunken whore?”

      Lisette said nothing more and went back to her chair. Dean called the authorities.
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      Julienne, Dean, and I stood at the parlor window and watched Lisette waving her hands at Sheriff Braezeale, who looked twenty years older than when I first met him. No doubt she was trying to convince him she didn’t need a ride to his office to make her statement. Finally, shaking his head, he gestured toward her Mercedes and got into his cruiser and eased down the driveway. Lisette sat behind the wheel of her car and reapplied her makeup as though the sheriff wasn’t waiting for her to follow him to his office where he may or may not arrest her for obstruction of justice. I wanted to laugh at her, but it wasn’t funny. Not really.

      “Was she ever investigated for the murder?” I spoke to Dean, but Julienne answered.

      “She was at cheerleading practice. The other kids, the faculty sponsor, all saw her.”

      “And I saw Shayne during those hours,” Dean said. “She was upset, twisting her ring, and I teased her about it. She went for a walk. I never saw her again.” His voice broke on the last sentence.

      “After cheerleading practice, Lisette helped me cook supper,” Julienne said. “By the time it was ready to eat, we figured out Shayne was missing. She didn’t have a chance to do it.”

      Silence took over the room. Dean hunched his shoulders and frowned. Julienne played with Shayne’s ring.

      “I wish Shayne had lived,” Julienne whispered. “I wonder what she would have done with her life.”

      “Probably the same as all of us,” I said. “Did some things she wished she could take back. Did some things she was proud of. Wondered what to do in between. But she’d have been alive.”

      “I miss her every day,” Dean said.

      Julienne and I both looked at him standing there with his hands shoved in his pockets. I stroked one arm, and he pulled me into a hug.

      “I am sorry,” I said into his ear. Breaking the hug, I spoke to Julienne too. “I owe both of you an apology. I caused major upheaval in your family and didn’t even solve Shayne’s murder.”

      “Don’t say that.” Julienne sat on the love seat. Dean and I followed and took a seat on the hard-as-a-rock-but-beautiful antique sofa. “We can put some sort of closure to Shayne’s disappearance. Maybe we’ll catch the killer. Maybe we won’t. But this is a form of closure. All those years, I worried she’d been kidnapped.”

      “Me too.” Dean turned to me. “Especially after I went into law enforcement. The things human beings do to each other.” He took my hand. “Sometimes I’d wonder what happened to Shayne. Almost drove me crazy. Besides, I think you’d have found your way down here one way or the other.”

      Puzzled, I stared at him.

      “The day I left Gaslight City, I forgot my wallet because…” He trailed off and shook his head. “Never mind.”

      “No,” Julienne said. “I think something made Peri Jean join us this week, and you’re going to tell us what happened.”

      Dean hunched forward, digging his elbows into his knees and wincing, probably at the pain it caused his injured leg. “After I signed off patrol, I went home and got out of my uniform.” He glanced at me. “You know my routine. I take off the pants and then empty the pockets onto my dresser. Well, that day, before I could do that, I heard someone scream my name. A woman. She said, ‘Help me, Dean, please help me.’ I swear that’s what I heard. I yanked my pants back on and ran outside. Nobody was there.” Chillbumps rose on his bare arms.

      “When I came back in, an old photo album I hadn’t even unpacked was laying on my bed. It was full of pictures of me and Shayne as teenagers. Ended up, I got distracted and then had to hurry. Anyway, I broke my routine and forgot my wallet.” He snorted and shook his head. “I hate stuff like this, stuff I can’t explain.”

      So he did. But I thought he loved me. Our eyes locked and a little understanding passed between us. His eyes told me what he loved about me was enough. I felt tingles of elation. For just a moment, I was willing to believe in unicorns and pots of gold at the end of rainbows.

      Julienne slipped Shayne’s ring onto her finger and held it up.

      “Here’s my story,” she said. “The night before Rick hurt himself, I had a dream, and I rarely dream. In the dream, Shayne brought a friend home from school, a little black-haired girl.” She glanced at me. “She introduced her as Terry. But now I think she may have said ‘Peri Jean.’ So I think she wanted you here, to help us settle things and move on. Perhaps Lisette will finally help solve Shayne’s murder. Though she couldn’t have done it, no telling what she knows.”

      I couldn’t help remembering Shayne’s reaction to Lisette’s humiliation. It hadn’t been one of relief. Shayne took spiteful pleasure in the whole scene. After reading her journal, I understood why. But I also wondered if that little drama hadn’t been an “Eff you” from beyond the grave.

      “I really hope Shayne can rest now,” Dean said. “And, if she isn’t satisfied, she needs to act quick.”

      “Why is that?” Julienne said.

      “Because me and Peri Jean are going back to Gaslight City. Tomorrow morning. I called Ricky while Lisette and Sheriff Braezeale were screaming at each other. He’s coming over. We’ll do as much as we can. But Alicia wants him home for the weekend. The boys have sporting events to get to.”

      “That’s the right thing to do, son.” Julienne nodded. “Your daddy can damn well live with not having things exactly as he wants them. This place’ll get cleaned up—and things put back to rights—when it gets done.”

      I had forgotten about Dean’s father in all the hoopla. “How is he doing with…everything that’s happened?”

      “Raising hell. Furious not to be part of it.” Julienne snorted. “You just wait until you meet Big Rick. He makes Dean look lighthearted.”

      “That’s the truth.” Dean stared at the wall, lost in some memory. When he turned back to me, he had a smile on his face. “Go pack your things. Let’s go home.”

      We exchanged a smile, that secret smile only lovers share. Even though he didn’t love everything about me and never would, I wanted to be with him. Things would play out between us the way they did. That’s all life was, really. Just a chance for things to go the right way.

      “There’s one more thing.” I spoke to Julienne who turned to me and forced a smile on her exhausted face. I took off the necklace and handed it to her with a weak smile. “Sorry.”

      She laughed and shook her head. “Don’t be.” She took the necklace and slipped it into her slacks pocket.

      I skipped out of the room, for once not lost. It sucked because just as I figured this place out, it was time to go home.
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      I made my way back to Shayne’s room. The nagging sensation I’d missed something wouldn’t leave me. I tried to ignore it because I wanted to go home. I couldn’t wait to see Memaw and tell her the less freakout-worthy parts of this little vacation. I’d been away from her too long, missing out on the precious little time we had left.

      I set my overnight bag on the bed, leaning it against the wrought-iron headboard, and took one more good, long look around the room. There was nothing here to tell me what happened to Shayne. Maybe nobody would ever know.

      I gathered my belongings off the dresser, rolled up the dirty t-shirt I’d worn the day before, and tossed it all in the bag. As I untangled the cord on my cell phone charger, the overnight bag leapt off the bed, did a somersault, and hit the floor, scattering junk everywhere. Not this again.

      “Shit!” A breath of cold air tickled the back of my neck, and the feeling of someone behind me crawled over my skin. This time I felt more disgusted than frightened. Time for me to tell her I was done. “Shayne? Listen to me. Your brother is important to me, and I care for him. That means I care about you too, but we’ve gotta get back to our lives in Gaslight City. I don’t know what else I can do.”

      The bedroom door slammed, shaking the pictures on the wall. The force made my overturned duffel bag jump on the floor. Shayne’s fury, white hot, mingled with my irritation. I couldn’t let her goad me into anger. Taking deep breaths, I slowly let go of the emotion she poured into me. I spoke to the empty room.

      “If you can’t show me what I need to solve your murder, let us go. Let your brother be happy.”

      Shayne’s fury hit me, knocking me back a few steps. The force of it frightened me. Could she hurt me right now? Kill me? Probably. I don’t think she wanted Dean to be unhappy. But she died young and would forever possess the understanding of a sixteen-year-old girl.

      “Come on, Shayne. Show me.” I softened my voice, hoping to reason with her.

      The bookshelf scooted away from the wall and tipped forward. My heart jumped into my throat. Mistake. Never encourage a ghost to act out. How would I ever adjust to the new intensity in my connection with the other side? I breathed a sigh of relief when all the books stayed in place except for one. A slim volume slid to the floor and landed fanned open.

      I cautiously approached, expecting it to fly at my face. A yearbook dated 1991, the year Shayne disappeared. I turned over the book and found it open to a full-page picture.

      The picture, though only a snapshot, had been blown up to fit the whole page. The caption underneath the picture read “This year’s Panther Yearbook is dedicated to Shayne Turgeau, who disappeared April 25, 1991, the day this picture was taken.”

      The picture showed Shayne sitting at a table in the school library, big, old-fashioned headphones on her head, her micro cassette recorder beside her, and a typewriter in front of her. The ring Lisette bought from a pawn shop flashed on her finger, the matching necklace at her throat. I wondered what had happened to the necklace, if it had ended up in a pawn shop, too, but then noticed the stack of micro cassettes next to Shayne. Bingo.

      Shayne wanted me to listen to the cassettes. Took me long enough to figure out. No wonder she’s pissed off. I rolled my eyes and caught a flash of Shayne standing in the bedroom’s doorway. With both hands fisted at her hips and one foot cocked out to the side, she looked like a frustrated teenager. A deep sadness took my breath away. She died so young.

      She didn’t live long enough to get to the point where she wondered about the part she played in her own misery. She died at a time when she still thought she could take on the world. This last revelation put me no closer to solving her murder, but it forced me to think about my own choices.

      I took a deep breath. “Fine. Let’s go listen to those tapes.”
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      Loneliness and the smell of dust clung to Shayne’s hideout. I stood for a silent moment in the dark little alcove, mourning the girl who never got to come back up here, who never got the chances I’d had to make things right. This time, I didn’t snoop around. I just grabbed the plastic makeup case containing the cassettes and beat it out of there. The thought of staying made me feel incredibly sad.

      I found Nadine dusting a monstrous antique mirror in the entry hall. As I approached, she acknowledged me in the mirror and said, “No matter how hard I try, this thing always has dust sticking to it. Must be all the in-and-out traffic. The missus won’t hear of doing away with it. Been in the family since the War Between the States.”

      “This place is amazing.” I wanted to cut to the chase, just ask Nadine if the Turgeaus owned anything as outdated as a micro cassette player, but this was the first time she’d spoken to me like a human being. “Parts of it are like a time capsule, but the modern stuff mixed in makes it feel alive.”

      She tucked her feather duster into the waistband of her maid outfit and looked me over. “Mr. Dean and Mr. Ricky are oversee’n the last of the work outside. Want me to take you to ‘em?”

      “No, thank you. Would you happen to know if the Turgeaus keep a micro cassette player? One of those little bitty ones? I know they’re outdated, but…”

      “Honey, look around this joint. This bunch don’t throw nothing away.” Nadine threw back her head and laughed. I joined her. When she finished, she said, “Come on. There’s one in the library, and you’re already familiar with that room.”

      A few minutes later, Nadine set me up on a soft leather chair with a scratched micro cassette player and a package of batteries.

      “Just listen till your heart’s content.” She strode to the door but turned back to give me another long look. To my surprise, she said, “I’m sorry I laughed at you when we first met. It was un-Christian of me. Mr. Dean’s a serious one, but I can tell you make him happy.” Without waiting for my answer, she exited the room, leaving the door half open. Well. How about that.

      I really didn’t have time to ponder Nadine’s change in attitude. Heart pounding, I fumbled through getting the cassette player working and played the first tape. It was nothing more than an interview conducted by Shayne with a person whose speech pattern suggested they had few or no teeth. Between that and the thick accent, I had a hard time following the conversation.

      As the minutes ticked by, I played two more tapes and grew more frustrated. Whatever Shayne wanted me to understand evaded me. Noticing the cassette labeled Traiteur, I picked it up and re-examined the receipt inside. In the better light, I could tell the middle initial of the scrawl was either a J or an I. Big help. The first and last letters still looked like ripples on a pond. Then I remembered how Shayne had listed the title of each tape on the back of her journal. Traiteur was circled.

      I pushed the tape into the cassette player and clicked it on, expecting an immediate answer. But this interview was just like the others. It contained nothing out of the ordinary. I set the player on a leather ottoman and paced the room, only halfway listening to the serious young woman who sounded so much like a female Dean asking interview questions and approached the display of Shayne’s pet project.

      “Last accomplishment she ever made,” I muttered as I leaned over the display. Opening the glass cabinet’s sliding doors, I grabbed the first book in the series and flipped to the table of contents. Most of the interviews I’d listened to were listed. I set that book down and picked up the second volume. Its table of contents listed interviews I hadn’t seen in Shayne’s tapes. It must have been published after her death. The only book she actually worked on then, was the first volume. I picked it up and looked at the opening pages.

      One thing jumped out at me. The first page read that Colton James Starr conducted all the interviews and processed them. Shayne Turgeau was listed as his assistant. I flipped to the interview section and noted again Colton was listed as the interviewer. Not Shayne.

      Odd. From what I could tell, Shayne conducted these interviews alone. Of course, Colton could have supplied the interview questions and sat in on the interview. But it didn’t seem that way. Shayne built on the conversation and asked questions about specific points no set of interview questions could have anticipated. I put the book back in the glass case and walked over to sit on the leather chair again, still barely listening to the interview.

      The conversation between Shayne and her interviewee ended, and the woman said she had a gift for Shayne. Iced sugar cookies. In her excitement, Shayne must have forgotten to turn off the recording function. The tape hissed through Shayne saying polite thank yous and walking to her car. The car started. The deep groan of a door opening filled the small space.

      “Shit.” Shayne dropped the polite teenager voice and sounded like a real kid for the first time since I started listening. “You scared me.”

      “Been waiting on you to get finished.” There was a pause punctuated with the smacks of kisses. “Let’s get out of here before they come out to see what you’re doing.”

      I matched the male voice with what I remembered of Trey’s voice. The car’s engine changed pitch as Shayne shifted gears and began driving.

      “You been in my room in the barn lately?”

      Shane let out a coquettish giggle. “You mean since the last time we were in there?”

      “Yeah.” Trey didn’t share Shayne’s flirty tone.

      “The last time I was in there was Friday night.” Shayne sounded hesitant, nervous even. I didn’t know her well enough to know if she was lying. “And, as you’ll remember, we were together.”

      “Oh, I remember that, all right. You sure you telling the truth?”

      “Why don’t you just tell me what this about and let me respond to that?” I didn’t have to know Shayne to identify the fear in her voice. I felt scared for her. This didn’t sound good.

      “Pull off up here, in that driveway. Nobody lives there anymore.”

      Don’t do it, girl, I thought.

      The car’s engine settled into an even hum as Shayne shifted into Park.

      “What’s this about, Trey? You’re acting like I did something wrong, and I didn’t.”

      “Somebody stole my daddy’s coin collection.” Trey’s voice carried a reedy, accusing edge. Though I hadn’t known him at all, it tightened my skin into chill bumps. When Shayne spoke, her voice shook.

      “You have to know it wasn’t me. I know how important your father’s things are to you. I’ve never touched them other than the times you’ve shown them to me.”

      “Think your brothers did it? What about that pretty boy teacher always sniffing around you?”

      Colton. He had to mean Colton. I leaned forward as if to coax the words from the piece of technology.

      “I can’t imagine my brothers doing it.”

      “That leaves your boyfriend, that damn teacher. He’s just a user. I can see it in him.” Trey’s voice dropped to a menacing growl. “He know about them coins?”

      “Mr. Starr is not a user. He just loves history.” Shayne’s voice wavered.

      It certainly wasn’t a no. In fact, it was almost a yes. My mind fluttered around, trying to fit the information I had together.

      “Interested in history, my ass.” Trey huffed a nasty snort. “Those coins are missing, and I know you can tell me where they ended up.”

      “I can’t.” Shayne sucked in a shaking breath and let out a half sob. “Mr. Starr would never steal your coins.”

      “You’re gonna get those coins back.” Trey’s weight shifted. The vinyl on the car seat squealed. Shayne cried out, and I flinched. He had hurt her somehow.

      “Let go of me!” Hysteria filled her demand. My fists clenched as I listened to the struggle and Shayne’s sobs. I heard a thump and the groan of a car door opening. Shayne screamed, “Get the fuck away from me. Don’t ever come near me again, or I’ll tell my brothers what you just did. I’ll tell them you fucked me too. They’ll beat the shit out of you and get my parents to fire you.”

      I hoped she’d kicked him in the family jewels. He deserved it. Richly.

      Trey, his voice strangled as though he was in pain, said, “You stay the hell away from my room in the barn, you spoiled little tramp. If I ever catch you down there again, I’ll—”

      The tape came to its natural end and cut off.

      I sat in the leather chair, hands shaking, cheeks burning with hot anger. Something, an answer, hovered at the edge of my mind. Fury that Trey had accused Shayne, the way he had terrorized and brutalized her, kept me from reasoning it out. The library door swung the rest of the way open. I jerked to my feet in surprise and struggled to compose myself as Colton strolled into the room.

      He took one look at my face and said, “Am I interrupting something?”

      “No. I found these tapes that Shayne made while the two of you worked on the Disappearing Culture books. On this one, she forgot to turn it off after the interview, and I heard her and Trey have an argument.” I didn’t mention the questions I had about Colton taking credit for the interviews. The Turgeaus thought a lot of him, and it would only brew hurt feelings.

      “Oh?” Colton, hands in his pockets, strolled over to the display and stared at the contents.

      “Yeah. He accused her of stealing some coins his father gave him. Got physical when she wouldn’t admit to it.”

      Colton, his back to me, made no response. Realization finally slammed into place. The brothel coin found with Shayne’s body, the one the entire Turgeau family claimed belonged to Trey, had been stolen. Unless he lied when he accused Shayne. I thought back to the rage in his voice and dismissed the idea. If Trey’s coins were stolen before Shayne’s murder, then someone else left them with her body. The real killer. Trey thought Colton took them.

      My throat tightened as other pieces fell into place. The credits inside the books claimed Colton James Starr conducted the interviews, but he didn’t. He stole them from Shayne. I remembered the telephone conversation Julienne overheard.

      Then I remembered the receipt in the cassette case. The initials on the bill of sale for the computers took shape in my mind. That middle initial was a J, not an I. And the first and last initials were C and S. Colton James Starr. Shayne kept that for some reason. Had she spent the last days of her life building a case against Colton?

      Colton turned to face me and frowned at the expression on my face.

      “You look so serious. You figured it out, didn’t you?”

      I sucked in a breath and tensed to run.

      “Don’t try to leave.” He took a switchblade from his jeans pocket and hit the silver button. A wicked length of sharpened steel flashed out. He walked from the display to stand in front of the one door leading out of the library.

      “Nadine!” My scream echoed back at me. “Nadine!”

      “She’s outside beating the rugs. Now you’ll want to come with me.”

      “Fuck you,” I spat, breathing hard. “Go on and kill me here. Then you’ll have the mess to clean up before anybody finds you.”

      Colton moved toward me. Oh shit. Was he going to try to kill me? Adrenaline surged. I scrambled for a stalling tactic.

      “Why’d you bury the coin with Shayne?”

      “That’s a pretty good question. Trey’s coin collection wasn’t the windfall I hoped it would be.” He sneered. “That particular coin was rare but only worth thirty or forty bucks. Figured it would go a long way toward framing the little turd if Shayne’s body was ever discovered.”

      “Did Shayne figure out you stole the coins? Is that why you killed her?”

      “She—”

      I ran for the door. In a tackle that would have made a football player envious, he slammed me into one of the built-in bookcases. The edges of the shelves dug into my ribs. The air whooshed out of my lungs. Colton used his belt to secure my arms at my sides while I gasped for oxygen. I screamed, and he punched me in the head. Dazed, I barely struggled as he pulled a crusty hanky from his pocket and stuffed it in my mouth. I gagged but fought for control once I realized throwing up in my mouth would kill me.

      Unable to fight, struggling to breathe, I went along for the ride as he dragged me right out the front door. The area, teeming with workers just that morning, was deserted. The work had moved to the back of the property. I heard Nadine beating rugs back there. She was so close, yet she could have been a million miles away. Colton stuffed me in his trunk and closed it on my muffled pleas.
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      The stuffy darkness of the trunk and my thundering heart made it even harder to catch my breath. Colton started the car engine and drove away from the house, gravel rolling and cracking beneath the wheels. The sound smoothed when he turned onto the blacktop road in front of the Turgeau house. We drove for what seemed like an eternity but was probably less than ten minutes. Colton pulled off the road again, this time onto something soft that made shushing sounds against the tires. He didn’t retrieve me immediately, and the waiting almost drove me crazy. By the time the trunk cracked open, sweat covered my body and I gasped for air.

      My first good look at Colton scared me even more. Tears streaked his face, but intense purpose burned in his eyes. That alone inspired me to scream behind my gag. I paused for breath, and he picked that moment to speak.

      “You’ll pass out if you keep on,” he said. “But that might make dying easier.”

      Everything stopped. My shoulders sagged. I didn’t resist much as he pulled me out of the car, removed his belt, and bound my hands in front of me with duct tape. Belatedly, I began to fight when he tried to loop a dog leash around my neck. I ducked out of his reach. “I don’t want to kill you, but you and Lisette are the two nosiest bitches I’ve ever seen.”

      Lisette? What did she have to do with this? Julienne banished her from the house.

      Colton struck while I thought things over, grabbing me by the neck and slipping the dog leash over my head. He jerked it, trying to lead me away from the car. I dug my heels into the dirt and locked my knees. Colton pulled again and the looped leash tightened around my neck, choking off my air supply. A pressure and a spookily reassuring darkness built behind my eyes. It hit me that I might not want to let Colton choke me into unconsciousness. If I passed out, I wouldn’t have any chance of fighting my way out of this. The next time he jerked the leash, I followed.

      He led me into a clearing looking out on a murky, slime-covered pond. A long pier stretched out onto the water. A figure sat tied to a pylon. We drew closer, and I recognized Lisette. My imagination ran wild. I tried to push thoughts of what Colton had planned out of my mind. If I let them enter, I’d panic. If I panicked, I’d have no chance of getting out of here. So I focused on Lisette.

      Could there be any more horrible way to die than with my boyfriend’s ex-wife? I half-heartedly considered asking Colton to go ahead and kill me so I wouldn’t have to suffer her company for even a minute. Then our eyes locked. Rather than her usual arrogance, I saw fear…and something else I could work with: anger.
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        * * *

      

      Colton led me to a spot next to her and forced me to a kneeling position. I made myself hold still. Fighting would only convince him I needed to be further restrained. More restraints meant less chance I’d see the next day. He duct taped me to the same post, back to back with Lisette.

      Lisette spoke behind her duct tape gag. Colton tensed, his movements becoming jerky. Realizing what bothered him, I began to scream behind my hanky gag. Colton stood and shook his fist at us.

      “Y’all stop that. Nobody’s going to hear you back here. We’re acres away from the house and the workers.”

      Knowing I was onto something, I closed my eyes and screamed through my nose. Behind me, Lisette started up. Colton clenched his fists and grimaced.

      “Stop it. Stop it. Stop it.” He yelled louder than both of us put together. We kept on screaming, only pausing to gather more air. Colton dropped to his knees in front of us. “If I take out your gag, will you stop?”

      I nodded, and he pulled the disgusting hanky out of my mouth. He held one finger to his lips for me to be quiet. I nodded. At least I could breathe. He went through the same routine with Lisette. Of course, she started talking as soon as the tape was off her mouth.

      “You sorry bastard.” Then to my amazement, Lisette pitched her voice in a whisper, as though that would keep Colton, who bent over us, from hearing, “Come on. Do something. You act like you get into fights all the time.”

      This had to be a nightmare. Surely, I’d wake soon, perhaps in the afterlife. Anything would be better than this.

      To Lisette, I said, “Yeah. I whup people’s asses all the time when my hands are duct taped together.”

      Colton chuckled. “Peri Jean, I am really sorry it has come to this. I think we could have been great friends.”

      “You know, if you hadn’t kidnapped me, I wouldn’t have suspected you,” I said. He sighed, sat down on a cinderblock, and took out his switchblade.

      “That’s bullshit. I saw it on your face. Lisette here figured it out too. She can place me in Houston the summer after Shayne’s disappearance.”

      Lisette figured it out before me? Now I really want to die.

      “Houston is where I bought the ring.” She paused and shifted against my back. The duct tape binding us together tightened, and pins and needles tingled in my fingertips. “When I confronted him today, he cried like a little bitch.”

      I wished I could kick her. She had no reason to crow. She was about to die over her stupidity.

      “Why didn’t you tell the sheriff’s office back then?” I moaned the words, not really expecting any answer from Lisette. But she wasn’t one to take a rebuke in silence.

      “Because it never hit me then. I never put the two together.” She said it like I should have known, the same way she’d have told me water was wet. And I guess that’s how it played out in her mind. Lisette saw what she wanted and ignored what she didn’t want in every situation.

      “So you confronted this idiot by yourself after you knew he murdered Shayne?” I twisted as far as I could, trying to look at her. “How have you lived this long, Lisette?”

      “You shut up.” She cried a few half-hearted sobs. They sounded more like frustration than genuine remorse. “I didn’t think Colton could do anything like that. That summer, after Shayne died, he was in Houston, taking graduate classes. I called him. We went out. We—”

      I closed my eyes and made a disgusted sound. Not only would I die with Dean’s ex-wife, I’d die with Dean’s trampy ex-wife. I faced forward again. I didn’t want to see Lisette, to see the person who cheated on Dean with strangers, with their teacher, and who knew who else.
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      Colton ripped a strip of duct tape off the roll and pushed it over Lisette’s mouth. “That’s enough. You’ve reminded me of that afternoon too many times over the years, and I’d just as soon forget it. You laid there like a fish. It wasn’t anything worth remembering.”

      Had I not been about to die, I’d have smiled. Then he ripped another strip of duct tape off the roll and pushed it down on my lips. I squealed in protest.

      “I’ve been thinking of the most painless way to do this, girls.”

      Girls? I cursed at him behind my tape.

      “I think the quickest way is blunt force trauma to the head.” He picked up a posthole digger, gripping it as though testing its heft. “You’ll only feel a flash of pain. I’ll weight you down with those cinderblocks.” He pointed. “And I’ll dispose of you in the pond. Even if you aren’t quite dead, you’ll drown before you wake up.”

      My heart stuttered. Cold sweat broke out over my body. I had a hard time sucking oxygen through my nose. Imagining myself at the bottom of the pond, fright overtook me. The world around me seemed distant. I couldn’t follow any one train of thought. Colton mistook the look on my face as a signal I wanted to talk more.

      “I made a mistake with poor Shayne, trying to strangle her.” He shuddered as he remembered. Then anger flashed over his face, transforming his features into twisted evil. “Shayne didn’t understand why I needed top billing on the Disappearing Culture project. I’d have never gotten grants for graduate school without that.”

      Lisette mumbled some words at him from behind her gag.

      “You don’t understand, ‘Sette.” He dropped the posthole digger on the pier and approached us, squatting on one of his cinder blocks. “You’ve had every advantage money can buy. My sister and I grew up orphans, shuffled from one relative to another. The only way I could go to college was with a scholarship. I dreamed of having a great job where I earned enough money to not have to depend on others.” He held out his hands, palms up, like he was giving a speech at Toastmasters.

      Though grateful for the reprieve of execution, I didn’t understand why he needed to justify his behavior. He planned to kill us. Did he care what we thought? What a weirdo. At least every moment he talked gave me another few seconds to think of a way to get out of this.

      “That project—Disappearing Culture—was my ticket out of teaching high school English and into teaching college-level folklore.” He gave us a smile. “But Shayne wanted credit for the interviews. I couldn’t do that. What if it hurt me in grad school? She figured out I sold some school property. I needed that money for grad school. She tried to blackmail me. And, of course, she’d figured out I stole those stupid fucking coins. So that was it.” Colton stopped speaking, staring out into the distance, lost in thought, probably working up to killing us. “Shayne never understood we all sometimes have to sacrifice for the greater good of others.”

      Underneath my terror, my anger brewed. I hated people who thought the world owed them something. Yes, Colton’s early life sounded hardscrabble. He worked hard to pull himself out of it. And I respected that. But he shat all over his accomplishments by cheating, stealing, and murdering to tip the scales in his favor. Colton, despite his physical beauty, was a disgusting troll of a human being.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to figure out a way to live through this. Thoughts swirled around, none of them making any sense, and Lisette blubbered behind me. I was well and truly stuck. Then I sensed a shift in the air, the kind ghosts usually cause. For once in my sorry life, I was thankful for what I was.
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      A board creaking snapped me out of my reverie, and I cracked my eyes open to see Colton put his face in his hands. He whispered to himself, but I couldn’t hear the words over the roaring in my head.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed flashes of Shayne’s ghost as she moved along the banks of the pond. It seemed she wanted to help but didn’t know how.

      She materialized next to Colton and tapped his shoulder. He jumped and looked around him, trying to figure out what had touched him. Shayne materialized next to Lisette and me. She reached out one translucent hand and caressed my cheek. Her frigid touch burned, and I jerked away. She was my last hope, but we hadn’t communicated very well thus far. I decided to try again.

      I conjured a picture of Dean, the only person who could save us at this point, and pushed the image at Shayne. She continued flickering in and out of visibility in the clearing. I begged her to help us as hard as I could, but she remained unaffected. Calling up every bit of energy I had, I pushed it at Shayne. She whipped around to stare at me, her eyes black holes, and disappeared. Shit. I ran her off.

      Colton picked that moment to grow a pair. He stood and walked over to where he’d dropped the posthole digger and took it up again. He walked slowly toward us, practicing his swing. If he carried out his plan, Lisette and I would pay for his lack of skill. I suspected it would take several blows for him to kill us. My legs jumped and trembled on their own accord.

      Something pressed against my hand, and I jumped. Shayne’s cold fingers curled around my wrist and pressed the item into my hand again. By this time, I recognized the feel of Fayette’s crazy necklace. I closed my fingers around it, feeling the zing of power shoot up my arm. I gave myself to it, closing my eyes with the effort.

      I felt myself rising, floating upwards and out of my body. I cracked my eyes and looked down at the scene below us. Everything seemed so clear up here. I couldn’t hear Colton’s thoughts, but I sensed them in a weird way.

      Colton didn’t want to kill us, but he’d already killed Trey and Shayne to preserve what he’d worked so hard to achieve. Why not two more? Besides, Lisette would one day spill the beans about the afternoon they spent doing the naked monkey dance when she was still a teenager and he a grown man. That would be embarrassing and possibly ruin his relationship with the Turgeau family.

      Lisette didn’t want to die and was scared. But she also worried about how she’d look when her body was found. She wondered if Dean would be sorry now for not taking her back. She hated she had to die with me.

      Feeling’s mutual, sister.

      Shayne stood at the end of the pier near a clump of saw palmettos, her head tilted at the sky watching me. Had this been all she could do for me? Get me out of my body so I wouldn’t have to be present while Colton bashed in my head and drowned me? Shayne’s exasperated thoughts reached me, still a hiss of unintelligible whispers. I concentrated harder, focusing on the power of the necklace and heard “snake.”

      I jerked in midair, looking for the offending creature, worried it might bite me. I felt Shayne trying to get my attention. I glanced her way. She pointed at a spot on the ground next to her. I zeroed in on it and, for the first time, knew what I had to do.

      When I got close to the snake, it raised its triangular head and its fat body shifted into a coil. The familiar odor of its musk filled the air. A water moccasin. Even though I didn’t feel my body, I still felt goose bumps rise all over me. The snake flicked its pink tongue out at me and drew back its head to strike. How would I get it over to Colton?

      I rushed at the snake and it struck, its jaw unhinging to display that white mouth for which its breed is known. It can see me. A second later, it struck again. But, since I was not corporeal at the moment, it hit nothing and tried to crawl away from me, confused. I herded the poor animal down the pier toward Colton and Lisette. I risked having it strike her, but I was out of options. Turned out, Lisette and Colton did the heavy lifting for me.

      Lisette saw the snake wriggling toward her. Her eyes widened in terror. Colton, seeing her response directed at something behind him, turned. When he saw the thick, black snake coming at him, he screamed and tried to strike it with the posthole digger. I’d been correct about his level of skill with the thing. The snake dodged the shovel with no problem. Though water moccasins were not aggressive snakes, it was scared and it struck Colton’s leg.

      I don’t know if the fangs connected with his skin that time, but they sure did when Colton reached down to grab the snake and pull it off him. The handsome man threw back his head and screamed, cords standing out on his neck. The snake struck again.

      I slid back into my body and leaned away from the post Colton had taped us to with all my might. The tape stretched, pulling against Lisette. She squealed at first, but quickly caught on.

      The two of us pulled the tape, using our sit-up muscles. Between the sweat and Colton’s piss poor job of securing us, we loosened it enough to slip from under it. I peeled the duct tape from my face and went to Lisette, peeled off her gag, and picked at the end of the tape binding her hands until I could start it unraveling. From there, it went fast. Soon, her hands were free. She shoved around me, nearly knocking me into water, and took off running, screaming for Dean.

      I glanced back at Colton. The snake had crawled off to live another day. Colton lay on his side on the wide part of the pier, shivering. If he didn’t get medical attention soon, I doubted he’d survive the attack. If he died, I’d be responsible. Part of me thought I should help him, but he tried to kill me, dammit. I took off running, broke out of the woods, and almost collapsed with relief.

      Dean and Ricky sped across the field in the utility vehicle they’d been using for their work. Nadine sat in the backseat. She stood and pointed, slapping Ricky, who was driving, on the shoulder until he saw Lisette and me straggling toward him. Lisette continued screaming and running until she reached the utility vehicle. I slowed to a walk. The whole thing was done, and I was just about too tired to take another step.

      From a short distance away, I watched Lisette throw herself on Dean, sobbing on his shoulder. She glanced at me approaching, her eyes glittering with a mean twinkle I’d learned to recognize over the past couple of days.

      “Get the hell away from me.” Dean shoved Lisette off him and ran to me. He hugged me to him, squeezing until I thought my bones would break. Finally, he let me loose and held me where he could look at me. I could have stayed in his arms a little longer.

      “How’d she get untied?” He gestured at Lisette who was busy crawling all over Ricky.

      “I did it.” I didn’t add that she ran off and left me once I’d helped her, but Dean understood and rolled his eyes as he unwrapped my wrists.

      “Where’s Colton? When we couldn’t find you, Nadine told me and Ricky you had to be with him.”

      “Back there on the pier. He got snake bit.” I paused, trying to figure out how to say the next part. Finally, I just said it. “He killed her, Dean. Colton killed Shayne.”

      Dean’s face drained of color. He glanced at Ricky patting Lisette’s back while she wailed. Taking out his cell phone, he called emergency services. His voice trembled as he explained the kind of help we needed. When he finished, I knew I needed to tell him why Colton killed Shayne. It hurt to say the words.

      “He killed her because he wanted all the credit for the Disappearing Culture books. Shayne got angry at the unfairness of it and threatened to blow the whistle on him for selling school property.” Dean and Ricky both stared at me, gape-mouthed. “Colton also stole Trey’s coin collection. The coin with Shayne’s body was an attempt to frame Trey.” I didn’t tell them Colton killed Trey because I had no way of explaining how I knew.

      Dean wept over the unfairness of it. While I held him, Shayne’s ghost passed us, moving toward the house. She acknowledged me with a nod and a wash of grateful emotion. I watched her walk across the field, expecting her to move on to the next plane of existence, but realized she didn’t want to move on. She would remain in her family home, haunting future generations of Turgeaus.
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      The next morning, Dean and I packed his BMW while the sun was still new and dew sparkled in the grass. An ambulance would bring his father home later that day, and Julienne recommended we leave before then. She said Dean’s father would think of a reason we needed to stay.

      My father’s vintage Nova would be restored to its former glory and towed to Gaslight City—a gift from Ricky Turgeau for solving his sister’s murder. He felt terrible for choosing such a creep for a best friend. I just told him, “We all trust the wrong person at one time or another.”

      The St. Namadie Parish Sheriff’s Office closed the case the day before. Colton confessed to everything from his hospital bed. Sheriff Braezeale said he suspected Colton would take a plea bargain to avoid the death penalty.

      As Dean closed the trunk, his mother hustled out to the car carrying something in her hand. When she got closer, I saw she grasped a linen hanky. I hoped she brought us some of the wonderful blueberry muffins her cook made us for breakfast. To my disappointment, I saw whatever she held was too small to be a muffin.

      Speaking to Dean, she said, “Your baby sister wants to play the piano and sing for you before you go.”

      After a long look exchanged with his mother, Dean nodded and headed into the house without argument.

      What’s this all about?

      “I want you to have this.” She handed me the handkerchief.

      I took it and opened it. Inside was Fayette’s necklace. The same little buzz of magic I’d always felt from it tickled my hand. I tried to hand it back. “I can’t take this. It belongs in your family.”

      “You can. My grandmother left it to me in her will with very specific instructions. She said to enjoy it, but to pass it along to the right person. She said I’d know when I met them. And I did.” Julienne smiled.

      I thought about the way the necklace had followed me around since I arrived here. It might follow me home whether I accepted it or not. And a flutter of intuition told me I might need it sometime.

      “Fayette left a note in her will for me to relate to the recipient. Are you ready?”

      I nodded.

      “It magnifies whatever you are.”

      My stomach twisted. I didn’t know quite what to feel about that. It explained my hearing the ghost’s voices when I wore it. Nice to know I could possibly shut them off, too, at least. But I wondered what kind of trouble this necklace could get me into…or out of, for that matter.

      “It’s beautiful. Thank you.” I slipped the long chain over my head and had a flash of the woman who’d owned it before me standing right next to Julienne. She disappeared as quickly as she appeared. I’ll have to be careful with this thing. That’s for sure.

      Julienne glanced back at the house and then at me. “If you ever need anything, no matter what happens between you and Dean, know that you can come see me. I will help you any way I can.”

      I wasn’t sure how to react, and Julienne didn’t seem to expect me to. She began speaking again, her words hurried.

      “My son cares for you. I’d have to be blind and deaf not to recognize that, but I also know how he is, how he needs to save people. I’m not sure you need saving.” She smiled and leaned forward. “Matter of fact, you might end up saving him. Am I right?”

      I shrugged and smiled.

      “I hope he can get over himself enough to see the treasure he’s got. But, no matter what happens, you are one of us now.”

      Emotion swelled in my chest, and tears burned my eyes. Although Colton had been a monster, he’d been right about one thing. This family took in people. No wonder Lisette kept coming around. I felt grateful to know them. Julienne and I hugged.

      “Before he comes back, can I ask you something?” I glanced at the house’s huge front door, relieved to find it still closed.

      Julienne nodded.

      “Why is he so uncomfortable with what I am?” I’d made up my mind to accept Dean not loving this part of me. But I needed to understand it, especially after learning of Fayette.

      Julienne scrunched up her face while she thought. “Fayette was old and sick by the time Dean knew her. Her judgment of what it is appropriate to tell a little boy, especially one as serious as Dean, had gone bad. Right before she died, she told him no matter how hard he tried to protect his sister, he wouldn’t be able to.”

      Cold chills danced over my skin, making me shiver despite the hot morning. No wonder I scared Dean. Where Fayette had the power to tell him things he didn’t want to hear, I could make him see things he didn’t want to see. I didn’t blame Dean for being scared of me. I scared myself, but I wanted to learn to be me comfortably.

      Dean and Madeleine came out of the house munching on blueberry muffins. They slapped and kicked at each other as they walked toward us, both of them grinning and giggling. Madeleine pulled me into a tight hug and shoved a croissant into my hand. I wanted to laugh. This family and their food. They could make a reality show on the dysfunction.

      “Come back soon,” she said.

      “You come see me in Gaslight City,” I told her. “Meet my grandmother. She’d get a kick out of you.”

      Madeleine said she would, and Julienne hugged me one more time. Dean opened the BMW’s door for me, and I slid in. Julienne leaned into the car, kissed me on the cheek, whispered in my ear, “Come back soon. I can’t wait to get to know you better.”

      A dark cloud settled over me despite Julienne’s kindness. Being an honorary member of her family didn’t take away the sting of how little family I had left. Once Memaw died, I’d have nobody who shared my genes. Just an uncle serving life in prison who refused to see me. I wondered again about Memaw’s family, the Gregsons. They shared my ability. Memaw all but forbade me to make contact with them. But I wanted to know them. I wanted a family like this one, one who always opened their arms and loved me just because.

      Then I thought about Colton. Unsatisfied with the life he earned, he cheated his way into another one. He stole Shayne’s life. He stole her family. But it caught up with him and destroyed him. I made up my mind to cherish Julienne’s friendship, but to never forget where I came from and who I was.

      Dean started the car and pulled away from the house. In the rearview mirror, it looked like something out of a TV show. But now I knew the truth. Good people lived there who had problems just as bad as mine. Julienne waved to us as we drove up the driveway. We pulled onto the road, and Dean turned on the stereo. Classic rock on a satellite station in a BMW. The clash between the two made me smile.

      “Let’s go home.” Dean held out his hand over the console. I took it and twined my fingers through his. We drove down the narrow asphalt road where I first saw Shayne and turned on to the main highway. I leaned back in the seat and relaxed as we sped up. The last three days seemed like an eternity. I felt like I could sleep a week and still feel tired.

      Through half-closed eyes, I spotted a figure walking alongside the road. The shaggy blond hair hanging over his collar and the guitar slung over his back reminded me of a friend of mine, one who no longer walked the earth because of decisions I made. We passed the man, and I twisted in my seat to keep him in my sightline. He raised his head. The features were wrong. Face too thin. Lips too full. He was somebody else altogether. That other man was a memory I still held, one difficult to release. I glanced over at Dean.

      We didn’t have much history, and he didn’t love everything about me. But he was willing to try hard to make it work. Whatever I did, whatever I chose, it was all on me.

      Dean and I sped toward the future. I didn’t think I was ready, but time waits for nobody.
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        Hiya Reader!

      

        

      
        Dude, Peri Jean’s trip to Louisiana should be on the top ten list of road trips from hell.

      

        

      
        But maybe it wasn’t all bad.

      

        

      
        She solved Dean’s sister’s murder and gave the family closure.

      

        

      
        She’s closer than ever with Dean. Is he The One? Something tells me these two have a rocky road to travel.

      

        

      
        Then there’s this mysterious black opal necklace that magnifies her supernatural gifts.

      

        

      
        Lovers of paranormal and supernatural stories know something with that kind of power can both help and cause trouble.

      

        

      
        Peri Jean is about to find out just how much trouble.

      

        

      
        She is in for a rude awakening about who—and what—she is.

      

        

      
        Turn the page for a sample of Rocks & Gravel, book 3 in the supernatural thriller series that’ll suck you in and not let you go.
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      I ran up the museum steps, breathing hard, sweat running down the back of my neck. The August humidity pushed at me like a wet, invisible wall. Every step was an effort. My heart pounded both from the strain on my cigarette-singed lungs and the shock of Hannah’s phone call. Get here, now. I need you. I stopped to stare at the poster mounted in the museum’s plate glass window. It featured a picture of a guy who could have been a movie star and read:

      
        
        DEPUTY DEAN FOR SHERIFF

        NEW BLOOD

        NEW IDEAS

        THE RIGHT MAN FOR THE JOB

      

      

      I’d bet my last pair of clean undies this poster and the guy in the picture—who happened to be my boyfriend—were the problem. If someone in Hannah’s family just saw it, they probably got all butt hurt she wasn’t supporting her uncle, the incumbent sheriff. I took a deep breath and raised my hand to knock on the door. It swung open before my fist made contact.

      “Peri Jean Mace, what are you doing out there? Playing with yourself? Get on in here.” Tear tracks striped Hannah’s freckled cheeks, and her wildly patterned kimono hung limp around her legs. I couldn’t believe she wasn’t even dressed yet.

      She grabbed my arm and jerked me into the museum’s foyer. Then she leaned out the door and peered up and down the misty streets, empty at this early hour. Satisfied nobody was there, she closed the door and locked it. She grabbed her oversized coffee mug from the reception desk and lifted it to her lips, hand trembling so badly she almost spilled coffee on herself. She set it back down and closed her eyes.

      I dug for my cigarettes but stopped when I remembered she wouldn’t let me smoke inside. The clock at the Catholic church a block away chimed seven times, reminding me I got less than three hours sleep the night before. Caring for my terminally ill grandmother was a twenty-four-hour job with no sick days. Adrenaline would keep me moving for a little while longer but not much.

      “Take the poster down if they’re upset over it. Dean’ll understand.” Acknowledging how tired I felt had been a mistake. I wanted nothing more than to crash on Hannah’s couch for a half hour. If I wrapped up her problem right away, I could grab a half hour of sleep before my first job of the day started.

      “Huh?” The upset drained off her face, replaced by confusion. “What are you talking about? The campaign sign? Oh, they’re mad, but they weren’t speaking to me anyway, so they can pound sand.”

      “Then what on earth has you calling me over here at the ass crack of dawn?” I pushed past her, followed the scent of coffee to her office, and poured myself a cup, still holding onto the hope this problem could be solved with a few wise words. Maybe she’d figured out one of her silly, interchangeable boyfriends had a wife stowed somewhere.

      “Someone broke into my safe last night and stole some…” She glanced around her office as though the thief might have left a listening device and delivered the last part of her announcement in a loud whisper. “Some really important stuff belonging to the Bruce family.”

      I nearly dropped my coffee. Once I got over my surprise, the disappointment set in. There was no way I’d get a nap. Hooty’s family heirlooms getting stolen, especially while Hannah had possession of them, constituted tears, tantrums, and anything else Hannah could think of to do. I groaned and sat down in my usual chair next to the window and fought against the fatigue gumming up my brain.

      “What got stolen?”

      “Some old journals. A book on folk medicine.” Hannah sat behind her desk and began twisting her fingers. I wanted to tell her if she didn’t quit pulling on them they’d get as long as octopus tentacles. “Irreplaceable. There aren’t even copies.”

      “Who’d care enough about those to steal them?”

      “Both were connected to the Mace Treasure.”

      I closed my eyes and rubbed the bridge of my nose. She didn’t need to say more. Damn it all to hell and back. I hated the Mace Treasure. I hated the people who ran around like jackasses hunting for it. I bit my lower lip, wishing I could tell Hannah I had to leave, any excuse would do. Suck it up, Peri Jean Mace, said my inner adult. I sat up straight, still thinking maybe there was a way I could extract myself from the craziness.

      “I saw Rainey’s car in front of her law office when I passed through town. Want me to call her?” I knew Rainey Bruce would shout at me. She’d been doing it since we were in kindergarten. Her father might act nicer, but I hated to call him this early. “Hooty’s probably still at home. I didn’t see his car in front of the funeral home.”

      “Hell, no. I don’t want you to call them. Do you know how this is going to look? They’re important people here in town. Everybody at Hooty’s church is going to know, and—and—and…” Hannah’s face crumpled, and she lowered her head.

      I let her cry for a few seconds. “Okay. Enough boo-hooing. We have to get on top of this. Have you called in the theft? Let the sheriff’s office do their thing?”

      “Uncle Joey’s not speaking to me. I can’t talk to him.” She said it with such finality I knew there had to be a long, juicy story. Another time.

      “Call Dean directly. He can get the wheels rolling.” Truth was, if Dean figured out Hannah called me instead of reporting the theft, he’d be hurt and angry. Probably at both of us for not trusting his ability to do his job.

      She stared at me, face long and sad, still tugging on her fingers. My Something-Is-Wrong detector went on red alert.

      “I’m not sure Dean can help.” She sounded like a little girl asking an adult if she could use the restroom. “But I think you can.”

      Oh, no. If Dean couldn’t help, but I could, it could only be one thing.

      Ghosts.

      It was too damn early in the morning for ghosts. What’s more, I didn’t want the trouble they brought into my life. Things were stressful enough between caring for my sick memaw and my boyfriend running for sheriff. I sat back in my chair, fighting against the stress headache starting in the back of my neck.

      “What haven’t you told me?”

      “Maybe I’d better show you.”

      Some days, hiding in a hole would be preferable to facing the world. This was turning out to be one of those days. I sucked down the last of my coffee and set my cup aside.

      Hannah clicked some keys on her laptop and motioned to me. “Come over here so you can see too.” I obeyed but not happily. She tapped a key, and a grainy picture of her empty office popped onto the screen. A shadow crossed the room, and my heart jittered. I leaned closer to the screen, not wanting to see but unable to help myself. The shadow moved to a picture on the wall and hovered there for several moments. A stack of books drifted from the wall and floated across the room.

      “Holy stinking socks.” I’d never seen a ghost move items, especially substantial ones, very far. “But how did the books get in the wall behind the painting?”

      “New safe. Installed last month at the insistence of the museum board. Apparently, this one isn’t secure.” Hannah gestured at the huge, cast iron safe behind her desk.

      “Those clever little tricksters. Gonna tell them the theft probably wouldn’t have happened if the items had been in the iron safe?”

      She shook her head and stared at me, waiting for me to say something, but I was too full of fatigue to pick up on what she wanted. “So was the shadow on the video a ghost?”

      “I guess.” I stared longingly at the coffeemaker. I wanted another cup, but the acid in my stomach wouldn’t allow it.

      “You don’t know? You’ve seen ghosts your whole life and don’t know?” Her voice rose with each word. “I want you to wear your black opal necklace and watch it again.”

      She spun around in her chair and fiddled with the door to the cast iron safe.

      “I don’t know.” I put one hand on my churning stomach. “I sort of promised Dean to keep the woo-woo stuff on the down low until the sheriff’s election ended.”

      “You won’t help me?” Angry red, which matched Hannah’s hair color, bloomed on her cheekbones. “Because your boyfriend’s scared of what you can do?”

      My cheeks grew warm, and I fought to keep my calm. I did not want to start the day fighting with my best friend.

      Hannah glared at me across the desk. The glare itself didn’t bother me. Her hissy fits changed as often as the East Texas weather. The pure hurt behind her anger, however, chipped at my heart. Maybe I should help.

      “I’ll do it on one condition.”

      “What’s the condition?”

      “The black opal goes back in your cast iron safe when I’m done.”

      “Agreed.” She opened the safe, took out a velvet pouch, and set it on the desk between us. The pouch’s contents formed a small lump. As we watched, the lump moved and then disappeared altogether. I felt the weight of the black opal around my neck. Hannah gasped.

      “It truly does freak me out when it does that,” she said.

      “Yeah. Imagine how I feel.” My nervous system felt like it was lined with ground glass. “Play the video again.”

      She did. The black opal lent me a little extra ghost vision, giving the shadow a more human form. Between the lighting and the video’s low quality, I couldn’t make out much detail. Broad shoulders and narrow hips tipped me to the ghost’s sex.

      “I think it’s a man, but I can’t see his face yet.” The books floated out of the safe, only this time, I could see two ghostly hands holding them. The ghost turned to leave the room and faced the camera. His face was fuzzy with dark hollows for eyes and a blur where the nose and mouth were, but I saw nothing identifying. I was ready to give up, but I heard something.

      “Stop the video.”

      Hannah scrambled to do what I asked.

      “Do you have headphones? Loud ones?”

      She dug in her desk and got out a set of bright green headphones and plugged them into the laptop. She rewound the video, and I turned up the volume as loud as it would go, wincing at the hiss bombarding my eardrums.

      “Don’t want to do this,” said a garbled, tiny voice.

      The hair on the back of my neck stood up. I leaned closer to the screen as though it would help me hear better.

      “My friends. Can’t do this.” The books came out of the wall. The shadow turned to face the camera. “Please make it stop.”

      I jerked away from the computer, knocked into Hannah, and pulled the headphones off my head. My skin stung as every nerve ending in my body tried to short circuit and burn out. I tossed the headphones into Hannah’s lap.

      “What was it?”

      I shook my head and took out my cigarettes, lighting one with shaking hands and turning my back on Hannah’s protests. She restarted the video and put on the headphones. When it finished she took them off and shook her head. “Your face is green. You look ready to spew puke all over my office. And you’re stinking this place up with your awful cigarettes. Please tell me what you heard.”

      The pleading in the ghost’s voice bothered me, but something else did too. Something deep in my brain where I couldn’t quite access it. I squashed out my cigarette in my empty coffee cup.

      “What is it?” Hannah grabbed my arm and gave it a shake. “Please.”

      “Whatever we saw on the video didn’t want to be there. It was forced. Someone, somewhere, is controlling it.”

      Hannah and I stared at each other, both of us breathing hard.

      “So if I find who’s controlling the ghost—”

      “You find your thief.” I might have said more, but I heard running footsteps on the street outside. I got up and peered out the window. “There’s Dean on his morning run. Let’s tell him what’s happened. He can at least alert local antique dealers and pawn shops to be on the lookout. If someone stole the items to sell, you might get them back.” I tapped on the window to get his attention. My muscles tensed while I waited for him to turn around. These days, I never knew which Dean I’d get. The sweet, reasonable one or the one this election changed into a crotchety old grouch who could turn petty and mean over a popcorn fart.

      Dean turned and smiled at me. I smiled back and motioned him inside. Shoulders relaxing, I went to the door and let him inside. This election couldn’t be over soon enough. Dean’s moodiness wore me out worse than a hard day’s work. I wanted us to start having fun together again.

      “Hey, gorgeous.” His kiss almost made me forget the weird feeling I had about all this. “Missed you last night. Your memaw okay?”

      “Sleeping when I left.” She was dying of cancer, and I was overwhelmed. Not much help for either problem. “Got something job related for you. Hannah’s had a theft.”

      A few minutes later, Dean sat in Hannah’s office chair—which she’d insisted on covering with a towel so his sweat wouldn’t get on it—watching the video.

      “Somebody tampered with your system, but I don’t understand how.” He restarted the video and watched with his face close to the screen. “I know an expert in Houston, but who knows how long it’ll take him or if he can figure out who did it. I’m not even completely sure Burns County can afford him.”

      Hannah and I exchanged a glance. Frustration brewed in her caramel eyes, taking them from warm to hot. Dean’s reaction didn’t surprise me either. Hannah needed to understand we were at a dead end.

      “My first job of the day starts in less than ten minutes,” I said. Dean rose to kiss me but sat right back down to replay the video for the umpteenth time.

      “I’ll walk you out.” Hannah followed close at my heels, not speaking until we reached my car. I opened the door, pretending I thought we’d said all we had to say to each other.

      “Dean can’t help, and you know it.” She leaned into my face. “If you think I’m going to let you walk away from this because you’re afraid—”

      “I’m not afraid.” I took off the black opal necklace and held it out to her. “Don’t let Dean see this, please.”

      She took it, dropped it into her pocket, and fixed me with a dirty look. “Soon as I said the stolen items had to do with the Mace Treasure, you got this tightassed expression on your face and started doing the pee-pee dance. But okay. You’re not afraid.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but the sound of several loud motorcycles drowned me out. Hannah and I stopped talking to watch them come.

      “What are the Six Gun Revolutionaries doing here?” Hannah yelled at me. I shrugged. She stepped back from the curb and glanced toward the museum, probably looking for Dean. I hoped he didn’t hear the ruckus but knew there was no way he could miss it.

      The convoy of motorcycles slowed and pulled up next to the curb, surrounding my car. It was then I saw who they had with them. King Tolliver, the president of the motorcycle club, had attached a matching sidecar to his bright blue Harley Davidson. Sitting in it, goggles on her face and a bandana covering her hair, was Memaw. Oh, hell no. I marched over to her.

      “What on earth are you doing?” I had to yell to hear over the motorcycles. She shook her head. Furious, I screamed, “Shut these loud-assed road mongers off.”

      Nobody did anything until King cut off his motorcycle. He gave me a lizard-eyed stare.

      “What are you doing?” I studied Memaw for signs the cancer had spread to her brain. I could think of no other reason for her to be associating with these outlaws.

      “Calm down.” Like magic, Wade Hill appeared at my side to tower over me. He draped one heavy arm over my shoulders. I shrugged him off. We worked together at least once a week for my odd jobs business. I knew his ways, and I wouldn’t let him soft shoe me.

      “This is on my bucket list.” Memaw grinned wider than I’d seen on a long time. “I wanted to ride with a real badass biker gang. Just like on TV.”

      “This isn’t TV. It’s going to be a hundred degrees by noon. It’s already hellish out here.” To prove my point, I pulled my already damp T-shirt off my skin.

      “That’s why we started early,” Memaw said. “I’m gonna have a fried chicken lunch for them as thanks.”

      “See?” Wade tried putting his arm over my shoulders again. I tried to shrug him off, but he didn’t budge. He tugged me away from Memaw and walked me a short distance away. He spoke in a low voice. “She’s running out of time. Let her enjoy herself without giving her shit.”

      My first impulse was to tell him Memaw wasn’t running out of time, but I knew she was, which infuriated me. I wanted to argue, to tell him she needed to take care of herself, but I knew it didn’t matter. The end would be the same. I nodded to let Wade know I understood and squeezed his huge arm in thanks. He gave me a rough back pat, nearly knocking me off my feet. I walked to Memaw and gave her a hug.

      “Enjoy,” I told her. To King, I said, “Make her drink water.” He gave me the same lizard stare but winked to let me know he understood. He started up his motorcycle, and the rest of his club followed suit. I waved as they drove away, feeling as though I’d lost something, but I didn’t know what.

      I turned to find Hannah and Dean whispering together on the museum steps and glancing at me. I got into my car and hightailed it out of there before they decided to include me in their conversation.
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        * * *

      

      I chain-smoked my way to the first job of the day, trying every trick I knew to forget the creepy figure in the surveillance video. I needed to forget the theft and go about my business. Nothing concerning the Mace Treasure had any place in my life, ghosts or no ghosts.

      Those awful, pleading words wouldn’t leave me. Don’t want to do this. My friends. Can’t do this. Then the most awful part, when the ghost faced the camera as though he somehow knew I’d watch this video. Please make it stop.

      The same sense of déjà vu I had at the museum crept over me. Somehow I should know this voice, but I didn’t. A familiar weight settled around my neck, and I almost dropped my cigarette in my lap trying to feel what it was. The black opal. Could this day possibly get worse? I wondered how the piece of jewelry got away from Hannah before she had time to put it up.

      Dean’s mother gave me the black opal because of what I am. It originally belonged to Dean’s great-grandmother, who had what some folks call the Sight. The black opal had serious power. Aside from following me around like an overzealous dog, the gem’s magical properties increased my ability to see ghosts and communicate with them. If I spent all day every day farting around with woo-woo, the black opal would have helped me immensely. But I did my best to stay away from magical stuff.

      Amanda’s Hair Flair, my first job of the day, came up on the right. I turned into the parking lot but stayed in my car to finish my cigarette. Time to put on my game face. Running a business required me to act competent. Business aside, I didn’t want to revive the town rumor about my lack of sanity. A spring in the backseat creaked. The car shifted. I glanced into the rearview mirror and screamed.

      A shadowy figure sat in my backseat. The voice came to me again, the black opal vibrating with the words. Please make it stop.

      I grabbed for the door handle, fingers slipping off in my eagerness to get away from this thing. It had power, power enough to take a pile of books out of the library. What could it do to me? I swung open the door and found myself face to face with my mother. I screamed again.

      “What do you think, honey?” She finger-fluffed her hair. Her grin would have put a shit-eating possum’s to shame.

      Didn’t she hear me scream? It expressed exactly what I thought about her and her hair. Seeing her reactivated the acidic coffee in my stomach, and I clutched my middle. What on earth was she doing in town?

      “Amanda told me you were scheduled to help her today, and I just had to see my baby girl.” She made a shrill sound likely meant as a combination giggle and squeal and grabbed me in a hug I didn’t want. The little girl who lived deep in my psyche, the one who still ached for her mother’s love, forced me to half-assedly return the hug. It was enough for Barbie. She dropped her arms immediately. “Last time I saw you, your hair was in one of those sleek, short styles. Looked good. You’ve got your daddy’s hair, you know.”

      “I saw some old pictures of myself. Thought it was time for a change.” I picked at my nails, which looked awful, so I wouldn’t have to make eye contact with Barbie and waited for her to say something so I could formulate a response. I wanted to run away from her, get in my car, and leave, but Memaw raised me to act better. She raised me to treat people with respect, even the ones who deserved to have roach doo doo rubbed on their faces.

      “Might look good if you can get past the stage it’s at now.” She snorted. “I cut mine short when I was about ten years older than you. Tried to grow it out a dozen times and never made it.”

      The back of my neck began to throb from me clenching my shoulder muscles. I had no idea how to communicate with the woman who gave me life, nor any desire to learn. Amanda joined us with a bottle of one of her homemade beauty potions in hand.

      “I am so glad you are back in town to stay.” She drew Barbie into a one-armed hug and gave her a loud kiss on the cheek. She turned to me and pulled me into the hug. I stiffened, but Amanda was stronger than I could have imagined. Resisting her would have been noticeable, and I never aired dirty family laundry in public. “Ain’t you glad your momma’s gonna be living near you again?”

      “You can’t imagine,” I mumbled. A buzz filled my head. Back in town to stay? It made no sense. “W-w-w-” Pull it together, Peri Jean, I instructed myself and started again. “What made you decide to move back here?”

      “You mean back to a one-horse town?” Barbie threw back her head and laughed. “Back to everything I couldn’t wait to get away from when I was twenty-five?” She stared at me for too long and pressed her lips together. “Mostly you. I missed you.” She threw her arms around me again.

      The reek of her perfume cloaked me, and I felt my gorge rising. The buzz in my head got so loud it made me dizzy. I willed my knees not to buckle. Barbie released me so she could stare into my face. I couldn’t meet her gaze.

      “Amanda said you’re dating the guy who’s running for sheriff. I saw his campaign poster. What a hottie.” She rubbed my arms as though trying to warm me. I noticed the tremors jerking through my body. The twit thought I was cold. Unreal. Her smile grew so wide I hoped her head would split, spilling what passed for her brains onto the asphalt of the parking lot. “He’s from Louisiana money, I heard. You hit the lotto, kid. She’s a chip off the old block, all right.” She pecked my cheek and exchanged a grin with Amanda. I fought to keep from wiping the dampness from her kiss off my face.

      “Where’s…Ron?” It took me a moment to remember her current husband’s name.

      “Who cares?” She exhaled a world-weary sigh. “The jerk traded me in for a newer model. His new lady is probably younger than you, Peri Jean. Of course, she’s not nearly as pretty.” She and Amanda laughed, reminding me of those cartoon crows Memaw thought were so funny. Barbie’s phone buzzed, and she took it out of her handbag to glance at it. “I’ve got to get moving. That’s the realtor. She’s going to show me a cute little house.”

      Amanda quickly told Barbie about the natural anti-aging ingredients of the homemade lotion she was selling her, conveniently leaving out the way all her homegrown miracle cures smelled. Then she told her the price.

      “Well, I sure hope it works.” Barbie handed her two twenties.

      “Oh, all my formulas do exactly what they’re supposed to. Right, Peri Jean?” Amanda winked at me.

      “They do.” I didn’t care to continue the conversation with Barbie, but Amanda wanted an endorsement. I had no choice but to give it. “I burned this hand last month at work. It blistered, puss ran out of it, the whole song and dance. Bought some of Amanda’s herbal healing salve. Look here. Not even a red mark.” I held out the hand for her to inspect. The way the wound healed really had impressed me. Amanda might act a little loopy, but she knew her stuff.

      Barbie inspected my hand. “I’ll take your word for it, but only because you’re my baby girl.” She walked toward her car but turned back before she reached it. “My cell number’s still the same,” she said. “Set up a time I can meet your honey. I am absolutely bursting with excitement. Louisiana money,” she muttered under her breath and walked to her car, actually throwing me a big wink before she got inside.

      Once a gold digger, always a gold digger. I’d have laid down the twenty-dollar bill in my back pocket to bet Barbie’s real interest in me had to do with Dean’s family money. She probably thought she could worm her way back into my life instead of finding a new husband, which might be hard with her no longer being young. My foot itched to kick her departing behind, but she was gone, and I needed to act as professional as I could.

      “The new washer won’t be here until this afternoon,” Amanda said. “I need you to get these towels over to the laundromat and wash them.” She took a closer look at me. “Are you all right, hon?”

      I was, and I wasn’t. For the life of me, I couldn’t remember what I’d been so upset about when I drove over here. I remembered being at the museum with Hannah, making her angry because I didn’t want to get crazy from the Mace Treasure on my shoes. But what had I been so upset about when I pulled into the beauty shop parking lot?

      “Peri Jean, honey, you all right?” Amanda stepped closer and closed one of her strong hands around my arm. My knees weakened, and I listed to the side, black spots in my vision. Amanda got one arm around my waist and had me in the beauty shop before I could recover enough to protest.

      Every face turned to me, eyes alight with curiosity. A few women tried to feign pity, but not very hard. I tried to pull myself together and fast. The gossip grapevine in Gaslight City could have competed in NASCAR. I didn’t want to give any of these people an evening’s entertainment. I fought to rein myself in, but my feelings welled up, flooding and overflowing the shallow reserves of my emotions. How dare my awful mother act as though I’d let her swing back into my life? I let the outrage the thought generated cancel out some of the hurt and immediately felt more stable.

      Barbie acted as though she’d been on a long trip and we were picking up where we left off. Then the core of it hit me like a bucket of ice cold piss. In the depths of Barbie’s artfully made up eyes had been nothing but confidence in her ability to win me over. She either had no idea how she’d made me feel all my life or didn’t give a rat’s ass.

      I could get as mad as I wanted. I could act as much of a horse’s ass as I wanted. It wouldn’t touch Barbie. I could buy into her act whole hog and eat until I popped. No matter how nice I was, no matter how hard I tried, Barbie would dump me when it suited her. Inside, I sagged, the hurt pounding like a bad injury. Outside, I used every trick I’d learned to push a smile onto my face. I turned to Amanda.

      “Sorry about that. Memaw had a bad night last night, and I’m tired.”

      I waited while all the woman in the shop clucked in sympathy. Hazel Siegler pushed the hair drying apparatus off her head and turned it off, leaning forward in the dryer chair to catch all the action.

      “Sugar, I’ll spend the night with Miss Leticia if you ever need a break,” she said. “We worked together over at the high school all our adult lives. It’d be just like a slumber party.”

      “Thank you, Miss Hazel. I’ll sure keep it in mind.” Problem was, Hazel lived at a nursing home because she couldn’t care for herself. I turned to Amanda. “You still got a job for me?”

      “I do.” She patted my back. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have said it was congratulations for pulling myself together. She led me into a side room, which held a washer and dryer. Piles of towels littered the floor. “You can do this however you want, but I need them out of here ASAP and washed today.”

      I knelt on the floor and began gathering towels, pushing them into a canvas bag I’d spotted hanging on the wall. Amanda leaned against the door frame and watched me.

      “I never realized you and Barbie had issues.”

      “I didn’t realize you and Barbie were such close friends.” I finished loading the towels and slung the bag over my shoulder.

      “We aren’t.” The lines around Amanda’s eyes deepened into what would have been a smile had her mouth not remained still. “When she lived here, she came to me for haircuts. Came in here for a perm the day she left town. Never said a word about moving away.” She moved away from the door. “Come on. I’ll open the door for you and help you get them into your car.”

      I waddled through the shop, mulling over what Amanda said. It rang true in my ears. Maybe Barbie didn’t really make friends. Too self-absorbed? Too conniving?

      “What’s she doing in here?” The raspy, squeaky voice jabbed into my thoughts like sharp ice.

      I dropped the towels on the floor and turned to face its source, even though I knew exactly who’d spoken.

      Felicia Brent Fischer Holze smirked at me from underneath her red-streaked mousy hair. She’d smeared oddly colored makeup over her angular features, and her gut had grown considerably since I’d last seen her. Either she’d made good friends with after-work beer drinking or she was pregnant again. I didn’t care which it was. All I cared about was not doubling up my fist and hitting her with it. I got away with beating up my childhood tormentor once. It wouldn’t happen again. She was married to a sheriff’s deputy, and her father-in-law was the sheriff of Burns County. I had a feeling I wouldn’t escape prosecution if I hit her.

      “What’s around your neck?” She took a few steps toward me and plucked the black opal from my shirt.

      “Don’t touch me, Felicia.” I tightened my grip on the canvas bag holding the towels.

      “Is it a substitute for an engagement ring on your finger?”

      I turned my back to her and stood in front of the door. Amanda appeared next to me and held it open. She held my elbow as I took the step down onto the stoop.

      “He’s gonna lose, Peri Jean,” Felicia sang after me. “Are y’all going to live out there in your Memaw’s house and be jobless together?”

      “That’s enough, Felicia. We have customers.” Amanda’s voice brooked no argument. She followed me out of the shop.

      “Thanks for ignoring her,” she said when we reached my old Nova. “She’s a good stylist, brings in a lot of clientele, but sometimes I could wring her neck.”

      “I’m glad I’m not the one who has to work with her.” I handed Amanda the keys and let her pop the trunk.

      “Sometimes you have to work with people you don’t like because of who they’re related to.” Amanda stared at the Nova and ran her hand over the flank. I hefted the canvas bag into the trunk and closed it.

      “I ever tell you how cool I think it is for you to drive your daddy’s car?” Amanda stared at the street, eyes unfocused and misty. She didn’t seem to expect an answer, so I didn’t bother thinking of one. “Paul Mace. Your daddy was the best looking guy in town. He’d rev up the engine on this baby, and you could hear him a mile away.” The corners of her mouth turned down. “Too bad he died so young.”

      Yep, too fucking bad. I kept the comment to myself and walked around to the driver’s side door and waited for Amanda to dismiss me.

      “Look…I hate it when people tell me what I ought to do, but right now I’m about to do it. Try to make friends with your mom. My situation growing up was a lot like yours. My mom left me for my grandmother to raise while she went off and got remarried.”

      I would rather bathe in hot garbage than open the door for Barbie to crucify my emotions.

      “Did you make up with her?” I couldn’t help asking. Amanda never, ever discussed her past, and it remained a mystery because she didn’t grow up here.

      “Nope. Last time I spoke to her, when I was about nine, I told her I hated her guts.” Amanda took a breath and let it out. “She died two years later in a house fire. She, her new husband, and my half-brother.”

      Would I regret it if Barbie turned up dead? I didn’t think so. I barely knew her, and what I did know was negative. But I could never be sure until the situation presented itself.

      “Sometimes we forgive people, not to give them a pass for whatever wrong they committed against us or to get them to do a certain thing, but to be kinder to ourselves.” Amanda watched my face and then nodded. She patted my arm. “Think about it. Okay?”

      “I will.” I opened the door, climbed into the car. “I gotta get on this if I want to finish. Thanks for the talk.”

      “You bet.” A car pulled into the parking lot, and Amanda walked over and talked to the person, following them inside her business, still chattering.

      I started the car, a little fear tingling at me. I tried to remember why I’d been scared again, hoping it would come with Barbie gone, but I couldn’t access it. It was gone, as though it had never been. Just as well. If it had to do with the Mace Treasure, I was better off forgetting it. I put the car in gear, and my cellphone rang. I checked the caller ID. Eddie Kennedy. Uh oh. “Hi, Eddie.”

      “What do you mean telling Hannah you can’t help her? Don’t you know what this is about?”

      “Something I don’t want any part in.” I cringed as I said the words. Back talking Eddie felt wrong no matter how old I got.

      “I want you to meet me at Hooty’s.”

      “I have a job. I’ll spend the day at the laundromat doing Amanda’s towels from her beauty shop.”

      Eddie slapped his hand over the phone, nearly deafening me, and said a few things. I heard Hooty Bruce’s deep voice answer.

      “Hooty says bring the towels here. And, Peri Jean? Darlin’?”

      “Yes?”

      “Move your skinny ass.”
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      Hooty’s graceful two-story house on Spence Street usually made me smile. I helped paint the gingerbread trim white and the house its lovely wisteria color when Hooty and his wife Esther restored the 1920s home. Today, the sight of Eddie’s beat-up old truck in the house’s driveway settled a heavy weight onto my shoulders. Much as I didn’t want to argue my duty to help find Hooty’s lost family heirlooms, I knew the only way to extract myself from the drama was to listen to what they had to say.

      Gaslight City residents called Hooty’s neighborhood Bed and Breakfast Row. True to its namesake, and despite the hellish late summer weather, tourists determined to get in one last vacation before school started swarmed the street. I had to drive five miles per hour to keep from hitting any of the nitwits wandering around holding up their cameras and cellphones, totally unaware of the world around them. I caught a mini SUV vacating a parking spot right in front of Hooty’s house and slipped into the space, slick as mayonnaise.

      “Hey!” A guy wearing a golf visor leaned out of his huge diesel truck. “We’ve been waiting for that spot for five minutes.”

      “There’s a public lot a block over.” I locked my car and started up Hooty’s stone walkway.

      “Ma’am? Ma’am?”

      Groaning, I turned back to them. A woman with perfectly straight, perfectly tinted blond hair, and super white teeth leaned over her husband, her coral tank top sliding to reveal a matching bra strap.

      “Are you Peri Jean Mace? Of the Mace Treasure?”

      “No.” I spun around and jogged up the walk. I got to the door and realized I’d forgotten Amanda’s towels. I sure as hell didn’t want to go back for them. I knocked on the door, and Esther Bruce opened it.

      “What’s going on out there?”

      “Tourists. Mace Treasure.” I pulled out my cigarettes, took in Esther’s ick face, and put them away.

      “It’s like a TV show to them. We aren’t even real people. My advice? Ignore it.” She motioned me inside, closing the door behind me, and pulled me into a gentle hug, which I returned just as gently to make sure I didn’t make her injuries flare up.

      “How are things?” I gestured at her hip, which seemed to give her the most trouble.

      “Quite well. I’m trying a new therapy. It’s given me some relief.” Her smile seemed less forced than when I saw her last. I hoped the treatment continued to help.

      “What’s the therapy?” I knew nothing about medicine but thought it polite to ask.

      Her eyes widened and her mouth dropped open, but she recovered quickly and smiled again. “One of those new age type things. Your grandmother’s the one who told me about it.” Her shoulders cranked up nearly to her ears, and her jaw clenched. She obviously didn’t want me to ask any more about her therapy.

      “Hooty’s expecting me.”

      “Oh, he sure is. They’re back in his study.” She led me through the antique-filled foyer and living room. The ugly limp she’d picked up with her injury was absent, and she moved faster, even kneeling to pick up a piece of paper from the floor. What is this mystery treatment? We walked down a short hallway off the living room, and she tapped on a closed door.

      “I saw her drive up.” Hooty’s deep voice floated through the door. “Peri Jean, come on in.”

      Esther patted me on the shoulder and got away from me before I could ask her more about her miracle healing. I made a mental note to ask Memaw what treatment she was taking and hoped it wasn’t a regimen of expensive vitamins. I opened the door to a roomful of people. Should have known Eddie would bring out the heavy artillery.

      Hannah sat in a leather chair leafing through a huge book. Rainey Bruce, Hooty and Esther’s daughter, sat in a stiff, carved wooden chair next to the bay window. Eddie, head lowered and scribbling in one of his many notebooks, took up most of the loveseat. Hooty half rose from behind a paper-piled desk.

      “Do you want coffee? Or a cool drink?” He gestured at a restored Art Deco bar, which held a coffee maker with a full pot of coffee.

      “Don’t do it,” Eddie said. “He buys the cheap shit. Apparently, his congregants and his customers from the funeral home don’t rate the good coffee.”

      Hooty doubled up one fist and shook it at Eddie, but he wore a smile. I went to the mini-fridge and took out a bottle of water. Hooty motioned me toward a Victorian-style, high-backed chair upholstered in lilac velvet, roses carved into its rosewood trim.

      “Let’s get down to business.” Rainey checked the slim watch on her wrist. “I’ve got paperwork to finish before Dean’s campaign barbecue tonight.”

      A sharp reminder I had to get my poop together before the barbecue kicked me in the chest. Sour acid oozed into my stomach and burned. I dug into my pocket, found a roll of antacids, and crunched one.

      “Pressure getting to you, short stuff?” Rainey’s steel gaze flicked over me, and amusement lit her face. “Get used to it. When he wins, you’ll be in the public eye all the time.”

      I ate another antacid.

      “Rainey.” Hooty stared down his daughter who turned her gaze to her expensive, high-heeled shoes. He turned to speak to me. “Hannah said you have some inside knowledge about the loss of our family heirlooms.”

      “Nice way of saying I saw a ghost steal them.” I glanced at the roll of gut soother, considered it, and slipped them back into my pocket without taking another one.

      “Hannah also said you don’t want to help find the journals or the book of folk medicine.” Eddie glared at me the same way Hooty had glared at his own daughter. Though Eddie and I weren’t related by blood, he was the only father I remembered having.

      “Hannah knows everything I know,” I said.

      “There’s no chance you could do more?” Eddie set aside his notebook. “I see you got your black opal necklace back on. Don’t it make your powers stronger?”

      I retrieved my antacids from my pocket and ate three.

      “Peri Jean used the black opal to enhance what she could see.” Hannah gave me an apologetic glance, looking away when I bared my teeth at her. “But she couldn’t identify the ghost.”

      “Even if I could,” I said, “I have no idea who’s controlling it.” The tortured voice and the shadowed figure in the backseat of my car popped back into my mind, almost like it had never been gone. How did such spooky shit slip away from me? Am I so stressed out I can’t remember stuff from an hour ago? I rubbed my aching shoulders.

      “Do you think you could contact the ghost itself?” Leave it to Rainey Bruce to cut to the heart of the matter. A barracuda in the courtroom and in life, she didn’t care who she offended. She set her course and never stopped.

      “Maybe, but I don’t want to.” I played it Rainey’s way, subtle as a jackhammer at dawn.

      Eddie pressed his lips together and narrowed his eyes at me.

      “If somebody were dead over this, I’d try, but contacting ghosts ain’t my business. Matter of fact, it’s gotten me thrown in the loony bin before. I don’t think it’s a fun way to pass the time.”

      “This isn’t for fun.” Hannah’s voice tightened. “This is justice. Someone stole from the museum, which is the same as stealing from this town.”

      I thought back to the curious stares in Amanda’s Hair Flairs and assessed my give-a-shit level. It wasn’t too high. Rainey rolled her eyes.

      “Forget about the people in this mud hole who can’t stand you because they’re afraid. What about your friends?” She gestured around the room, silver bracelets jangling on her dark arm to punctuate her point.

      I lowered my head, face flaming. “Dean’s on it.”

      “Oh, come on. Don’t play stupid,” Hannah said. “He’s doing all he knows to do—contacting pawn shops, encouraging us to make the theft as public as possible so people will know to be on the lookout, but he can’t do what you can. And you know it.”

      “Listen.” Rainey pointed one sharp, red fingernail at me. “I will not let my family’s heirlooms disappear and not fight to get them back. Just because you don’t care about your family, doesn’t mean I don’t care about mine. I’m proud of my family’s heritage in this county.”

      “Would you be so proud of it if people treated you like an attraction at a carnival?” My voice raised. All the fatigue and hurt of the last few months bubbled, its steam becoming anger.

      “Enough. Both of you.” Hooty stood behind his desk. “I know you like to stay away from the Mace Treasure. I respect your reasoning, though I don’t necessarily agree with it. I’ll ask you to try to understand the reason we want our heirlooms back so badly. It isn’t so much the connection to the Mace Treasure but their historical value we care about.”

      “Hooty, I brought the video from last night’s museum board meeting.” Hannah dug in her bag and came up with a DVD in a plastic jewel case. “Maybe we could let Peri Jean see the part where you read from the journal.”

      “I’m willing if she’s willing.” Hooty stared at my face, waiting for my answer.

      I wanted to say no so badly it hurt. Getting embroiled in the Mace Treasure nonsense and communicating with the spirit world did not appeal to me at all. Rainey’s reminder this room was filled with my friends stopped me. I needed to at least hear them out.

      “All right,” I said. “I’ll watch.” I ate the last two antacids from my roll and washed them down with water, mindful of Eddie’s worried gaze lingering on me.

      Hooty took the DVD from Hannah and plugged it into a combo DVD player/TV sitting on a converted antique sewing table. The video began to play, and I sat back in my chair, wondering how I’d gone from wanting to step away from the crazy to sitting here watching its tendrils sneaking into my life.
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      The scene showed the long oval table in the museum’s main classroom, each chair taken by a museum board member.

      Felicia Holze and her father-in-law Sheriff Joey Holze both wore sour expressions. It probably rubbed their asses raw to attend the meeting, but I bet they’d allow their fingernails to be yanked out before they gave up their spots on the museum board. They got their jollies making other folks miserable.

      Amanda King sat at the table, ignoring everyone else and tapping on her cellphone. It surprised me not to see her animated and socializing. Maybe she got enough of it at the salon.

      Eddie Kennedy and Julie Woodson sat huddled together, smiling and whispering. The two dated on and off but wouldn’t commit to each other. It made me feel sorry for Eddie because I thought having someone to come home to would do him good.

      Hooty sat with a battered book in front of him. Its cloth cover had worn away in spots, revealing the cardboard underneath, the page edges faded to yellowish tan. The book reminded me of the picture-book sized ledgers I sometimes saw in antique stores, and I could almost imagine the dry, musty smell coming off it.

      Rainey sat next to Hooty, staring at something she held out of sight in her lap. I assumed it was a cellphone until she raised it to table level, and I saw it was a card-sized photograph. I couldn’t make out any details. She leaned over to Hooty, and the two had a whispered discussion. Rainey shook her head and slipped the photograph into a padded envelope and put it in her purse.

      “Okay, Hooty, we’re ready,” Hannah said from somewhere off screen.

      Hooty nodded and opened the journal to a marked place and began to speak. The door opened before he could, and Benny Longstreet rushed in.

      “Sorry y’all. Had an emergency at the plant. Almost thought I wouldn’t make it.” He glanced around the room, embarrassment dawning slowly on his long, homely face. “Oh. Y’all done started, ain’t you? Lemme just set down.” He pulled a rolling chair away from the wall and sat next to Amanda who scooted away from him. I didn’t blame her. Benny turned my stomach too.

      “Okay, then,” Hannah said. “Hooty, please continue.”

      “All right. First I’d like to introduce what I’m about to read.” He held up the journal. “This journal belonged to Hezekiah Bruce, the first of my family to settle in Burns County. His parents were slaves freed by the Emancipation Proclamation. They instilled a sense of entrepreneurship in him. He saved his money, came here, and opened a general store. He was the first black business owner in Burns County. He used these ledgers to record the goings-on he saw.” The barrel-chested man’s voice boomed through the room, and it sounded like he was getting ready to deliver a sermon at church. Hooty took a deep breath and began to read from the journal.

      When I settled in Burns County to raise my family, I knew I would run into some of the same problems my parents suffered in Mississippi. But I never expected to see the horror I saw last night.

      Around dark time, men came on horses and rode past our store and home. Usually nobody rides past because the last house on this road is that of Priscilla Herrera and she is thought to be a witch. My children ran out to see the commotion, but my wife shooed them back inside. I told her to hide them. Everything about these men and their horses scared me. As a boy, I saw a mob come take a man away who they decided had abused a white woman. This had the same feeling.

      After I made sure my wife understood to keep the children and herself out of sight, I sneaked through the woods, going as quiet as I could, and found the men crowded in front of Priscilla Herrera’s, just where I expected.

      One man said to her, “You made Reginald Mace lose his mind and fall ill with your sorcery.”

      She said, “I did no such thing. Reggie and I were friends. I helped him, and he helped me.”

      Another man said, “The Bible says to never suffer a witch to live.”

      She said, “You didn’t care about that when you and your wife wanted a child.”

      He slapped her, and she fell down.

      It was then I heard footsteps sneaking up behind me. I spun around, ready to fight for my life, only to find the children of Priscilla, a boy named Samuel and a girl named Samantha. Twins, but the ones who don’t look the same. Tears streaked those two little faces. I knew right away their momma sent them away to keep them from harm. I sent the two to hide with my wife and children. I didn’t know what I’d do with them, but helping others is the way of a Christian.

      The men dragged Priscilla from the house, kicking and screaming. They tied her to a horse and left with her. I went back home, saddled my mare, and rode the short distance to town. They had her over to the jail. A crowd had gathered.

      I motioned Hooty to pause the video and spoke to Eddie.

      “This is the witch you told me cursed the treasure?” My vague memories of the conversation didn’t render much detail. At the time, I’d been solving my cousin Rae’s murder and didn’t pay close attention.

      He nodded.

      “The old newspaper article you showed me only mentioned Priscilla Herrera having a son.”

      “I showed you all the information I had at the time.” He shrugged and spread out his hands. “The article also mentioned the boy was deaf, but Hezekiah’s account says nothing of it. Lots of information gets lost or mixed up.”

      “As long as we are clearing up facts, Reginald Mace was Peri Jean’s great-great grandfather?” Rainey asked.

      “More like four greats.” Eddie counted on his fingers. “Peri Jean ought to make the effort to know all this herself.” He shot me a stinky glare.

      Hooty started the video again.

      They already had her on the gallows with a noose around her neck.

      Old Bertram Holze said to her, “There is one way to save yourself. Tell us where Reginald Mace’s fortune is hid. That way, we’ll know you mean only good to this community.”

      Well, Priscilla snorted at him and said, “You done made up your mind what to do with me, no matter what I tell you. But I’ll tell you something you did not expect. None of you, save one who has the blood, will have the treasure. Trespassers will come to a bad end.”

      “What kinda bad end?” That was from old Theo Franklin who never had any sense to begin with.

      “Those who don’t die will wish they had.”

      Bert Holze threw the trap door, and Priscilla hanged right there. It was a bad sight, one I’ll remember all my days. I came home to more confusion. My wife said the children ran off as soon as her back was turned. I pray for their safety but feel powerless to do more. My wife and children need me.

      Those men came back and tore apart Priscilla’s house. Don’t know if they found nothing useful, but one of them rode away from the house on his horse like the hounds of hell chased after him. Old Doc came the next morning to ask after my family. Said he was checking in as he does about once a month, but I saw the fear in his eyes. I told him the events I witnessed. Old Doc allowed the man I saw fleeing on his horse didn’t survive the night. He died foaming at the mouth and snapping at his family like an animal. Another of the men developed whelps all over his body and was in a bad way. Maybe what Priscilla said about trespassers seeking the treasure had some truth. Old Doc advised me to lay low for a while. Some of the town folks wondered if my involvement with Priscilla included hiding her children. But I have no idea where those children ended up. My sole hint of their continued existence is a rumor poor Priscilla Herrera’s body was stolen.

      For me and my family, I keep my eyes and ears open. If the tide is about to turn for us here, we may have to run.

      Hooty stopped reading and turned to another marked page in the book. “This entry’s shorter, but it might interest the board to hear it too.”

      Last week, Luther Palmore’s house burned in the night. All inside perished. Nothing is left but the brick chimney, and it is charred black. It does not escape my attention that Luther Palmore and Reginald Mace were great friends. Did the same mob who hanged Priscilla Herrera pay Luther Palmore a deadly visit?

      I gasped. Everyone stopped listening to the video to stare at me, and I flinched, sorry I’d interrupted. The Palmore property sat behind Memaw’s land. It was as haunted as a cheesy B-rated horror movie. I waved my hand at them to let them know I would live.

      Business at my store has been the same as usual, mostly colored. But Bertram Holze came by today. He asked if I knew the whereabouts of the Herrera children. Holze said they were looking for them. I asked if it had to do with the tragedy that befell their momma. He told me to mind my own business if I wanted to keep my store. I said no more.

      All I own is in this store. People in these parts have little coin. My family eats well, but we do so on trade. If I leave here, I leave with nothing.

      Hooty stopped reading, but the video kept running. The members of the museum board sat in silence. I took notice of the reactions of the members.

      Eddie and Julie didn’t look surprised. Hooty must have read it to them beforehand. Sheriff Joey’s face had gone the color of red dirt, and his breath came out in puffs. Felicia wore her usual resting bitch face. I knew her well enough to see the anger and indignation brewing behind her flat eyes.

      Amanda still tapped on her cellphone, oblivious to it all. I wondered if she’d heard a word. I liked Amanda well enough but thought she was doing the Burns County Museum a disservice by not giving up her husband’s chair on the board after his passing last summer. Benny leaned forward in his seat, eyes wide with shock, mouth curled with distaste.

      “That was some ugly stuff,” he breathed.

      Sheriff Joey turned to face the camera. “Hannah, turn off this camera right now. And I mean it.”

      The screen went blank.

      For a moment, silence reigned in Hooty’s study. Nobody moved or made a sound. I guessed we were all busy trying to get over the window of ugliness Hooty’s ancestor’s words had opened. The lynching felt immediate, not like events dating back a century. The horrible images had jumped right from the crumbled page and into my mind, vivid in their horror and cruelty. My chest tight, muscles hot with rushing blood, my breath came in shallow pants. Sweat dampened the back of my neck. I couldn’t stop picturing the old gallows behind the museum. I saw them at a distance at least once a week. I could have been Priscilla Herrera a century ago, hanged because I could see ghosts.

      A huge, black bird landed on the windowsill, watching us like some sort of spy. It tapped the glass with its beak, breaking the spell in the room. Everyone seemed to let out the collective breath we’d all be holding.

      “You all right?” Hooty asked me and exchanged a glance with Rainey. She grabbed a box of tissues from the small table next to her chair and brought them to me.

      “You’re sweating,” she said. I mopped my damp face, trying to get hold of myself. The stuff I’d heard on the video happened a long time ago. It had nothing to do with me.

      “I’m guessing Sheriff Joey argued against adding the journal to the museum’s collection after he made you shut off the video?” I asked Hannah.

      “And how,” she said. “Felicia threatened to sue the museum for libel.”

      “After the meeting, she followed me out to my car to talk about it.” Rainey snorted and shook her head. “She’s about as smart as a jar of peanut butter, but her outrage is still loud enough to cause problems.”

      “I’ve got the minutes of the meeting,” Eddie said. “I’ll be happy to show ’em to you if you want to know what-all got said.”

      I didn’t, not really. My imagination filled in the blanks pretty well by itself. Every gaze in the room rested on me, waiting for my answer. Would I help or not? I still wanted to say no. Hearing what happened to Priscilla Herrera for being different made refusal seem an even more attractive option.

      “Someone stole the journals for a reason,” I said. “If we can figure it out, it might go a ways toward finding who did it. I bet Sheriff Joey wanted the journals burned, right?”

      Hannah shifted in her chair and nodded, her eyes on the carpet.

      “Any other idea on why someone would want them?” I glanced at each person in the room in turn. If there was a way to get this done without using magic, I wanted to figure it out.

      “The journals have the exact wording of the curse in them.” Eddie scribbled something in his notebook. “Someone might think they can use the journals to get the curse off the treasure.”

      “If we’re going to call the motive for the theft magical,” Rainey said, “I have a theory the book on folk medicine actually belonged to Priscilla Herrera. Some of the stuff in it went further than herbs and roots.”

      I hunched my shoulders. More mumbo jumbo. Groovy.

      “These ledgers are an amazing representation of the darker side of Gaslight City’s history,” I said. “I am more sorry than any of you know they’ve been stolen, but I’m not sure—”

      “I see the no all over your face. Might as well be a flashing neon sign.” Rainey stood, smoothing down her skirt and making a face at the wrinkles sitting down had carved into it. “I’ve got to go back to the office.”

      “I’ve got Amanda’s laundry to do.” I pushed myself out of the chair.

      “I told you to bring it here,” Hooty said.

      “There’s too much. I couldn’t impose on you and Esther. I’ll take it to the laundromat.”

      “Watch out for the tweakers—I mean my clients,” Rainey said. To my surprise, she pulled me into a hard, fast hug. “Thank you for listening to us. Will you promise to give it some thought?”

      “I will.” My promise was really to figure out a way to resolve this without contacting the spirit world.

      Hannah and Eddie hugged me too, and Hooty walked me to the door, planting a firm kiss on my cheek as I left.

      I hurried to my car, not wanting any more close encounters with tourists today, but I took my time lighting a cigarette and getting back into traffic as thoughts cluttered my mind. I kept coming back to the way Sheriff Joey and Felicia acted at the museum board meeting. Did either of them have enough larceny in them to steal the journals to keep people from seeing what a jerk their ancestor was? Yep. Absolutely. Would they take the risk? Much harder question. There was one person who might be able to give me some insight into them.

      Hannah Kessler.
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      Gaslight City’s nicest laundromat was located in a newish shopping center on Highway 59, nearly out of town. It catered to the folks who had houses on Piney Lake and featured top-of-the-line washers and dryers, an on-site attendant, and air conditioning. I didn’t go there.

      I went to the cheapest and least nice laundromat in Gaslight City, partially because it was less than two blocks from the Burns County Museum and partially because the less I spent washing the towels, the more money I’d make. The facility featured dirty floors, one broken dryer, and no air conditioning. Sweat pouring down my face and dripping off my jawbone, I divided Amanda’s towels between the two largest washing machines in the place and went outside to sit on the curb and smoke.

      I hated to call Hannah and voice my thoughts about her uncle and cousin-in-law. Even though she told me they were no longer on speaking terms—and I was dying to know why—it somehow felt wrong to butt into other people’s family business. I sure hated when people did it to me.

      It wasn’t like Joey or Felicia would tell Hannah they’d stolen the journals. Talking to her might result in no more than hard feelings between us. Despite my refusal to play paranormal investigator when Hannah demanded it, I loved our friendship and would do just about anything to keep it.

      If I didn’t figure out someone who might be behind the theft, my next course of action was to conduct an informal séance to contact the ghost who did the stealing. That settled it. I decided to send Hannah a text instead of putting her on the spot with a voice-to-voice phone call.

      I’d like to talk some more about how Joey and Felicia reacted to Hooty’s reading at the board meeting. I pressed send and went inside to put the towels in the dryer. My cellphone buzzed, signaling the arrival of a text message, as I put the last quarter in the dryer’s coin slot. I hurried back outside before viewing the message.

      I think we do need to talk.

      I quickly tapped in a reply. I’m at the laundromat on San Jacinto Street.

      Be there in 10, came her answer.

      Seven minutes later, Hannah marched up the sidewalk. I couldn’t believe she’d opt to walk even two blocks in the dog days of summer. Invisible waves of fiery heat rose from the asphalt, rippling over Hannah’s approaching form, her face turning redder by the second. I met her with a bottle of cold water I took from the cooler I kept in the backseat of my car. She guzzled the water and held the bottle to her face.

      “Why walk?”

      “The little high-schooler I hired for summer help is nosy as all get out. Her mother and Felicia are big buds. I didn’t want her to know I was meeting you.” She sat down on the curb next to me, still gasping from her trek and holding the sweating water bottle to her cheek.

      “I guess the big question is whether you think, from what they said at the meeting, Joey or Felicia would steal the journals.”

      “And I guess my big question is why you won’t contact the ghost we saw in the video. How hard could it be?”

      “This why you agreed to come down here?”

      “Okay, okay. I think they were pissed enough to do something stupid.” Hannah drank the rest of her water, staring out at the hellish landscape.

      “My one problem with this theory is the surveillance video,” I said. “It shows a ghost breaking into the museum. I know how the Holze family, especially Felicia, feels about anything they consider satanic.”

      Hannah snorted. Her snort turned into laugher, which rang over the empty street and bounced off the brick buildings. At first, I worried she might be suffering heat stroke. I pushed myself to my feet, the combination of the extreme heat and the sudden movement making me unsteady, and hurried to my car, where I dipped a paper towel in the icy water in my cooler and took it back to Hannah. She held it to her face and closed her eyes.

      “You ever hear of those people who protest in front of abortion clinics all the time but go in the back door to get abortions?” She glanced at me. “Then the next day they’re right back out front protesting again?”

      I shrugged, wondering where this was going.

      “The Holze family—my uncle’s family—would do that.”

      I squinted at her, trying to reconcile the abortion clinic to our current conversation.

      “What it means is they’ll do whatever they need to do so things’ll go their way, which brings me to why we’re no longer speaking.” She stood from the curb, went to my car, and helped herself to another bottle of cold water. “I’m embarrassed to tell you this stuff about my family. Are you sure there’s no way I can convince you to contact the ghost? I’ll provide whatever you need.”

      I dropped my gaze. Embarrassing Hannah made me feel like a second-rate person. I knew from experience the receiving end of embarrassment hurt and demeaned like nothing else. I pressed my lips together, trying to reconcile myself to dropping the subject, offering an olive branch, when I felt her hand on my arm.

      “Forget what I said. I know this is hard for you too, and I know my family’s behavior has made your life harder than it has to be. I can take one for the team.” She flashed me a weak smile, and I nodded in thanks.

      “You know I bought the Mace House from the bank, right?”

      “Yes. Still planning to turn it into a bed and breakfast and event venue?”

      She nodded. “And I plan to generate a little income giving tours of the place. But this is more about what you found in there the night you solved your cousin Rae’s murder. Remember?”

      “Those books. Luther Palmore’s books.” An icy shudder climbed up my spine as I remembered the night I found those books.

      “Gone.”

      “Maybe the bank auctioned them off to recoup some of their expenses.”

      “No. They sold the house and contents as a single package. I saw the box of books when I toured the house with the bank’s realtor. They were in there as late as three weeks before we closed. Someone came, literally like a thief in the night, and took them.” She pulled up her knees almost to her chest and draped her arms over them. “I was disappointed but accepted it, until I was at Uncle Joey’s house last Memorial Day.”

      The direction this was going sounded really, monumentally bad. My shoulders tensed in sympathy for Hannah.

      “You ever been in Uncle Joey and Aunt Carly’s house?”

      “You kidding? They’d probably have to burn the place to purify it after I left.” I nudged her with my elbow, and some of the tension broke. We shared a brittle laugh. “I do know they had a new house built on Piney Lake last year.”

      “The house has all these nooks and crannies and closets for storage. One of them is a little room off the laundry. One of Felicia’s kids helped me spill wine all over myself, and I went in there to look for some stain remover. I opened the door thinking it was the logical place for Aunt Carly to have laundry supplies, but what I found sure wasn’t stain remover.”

      My imagination supplied several different things she could have found in the room. Drugs. Sex toys. An electric chair wired for home use.

      “This closet was full of old stuff. Most of it didn’t mean anything to me, but Luther Palmore’s trunk of books was sitting right in the middle of it.”

      “What? Did you look through any of it? Was it all Mace Treasure stuff?” My pulse kickstarted and sped up. I never knew Joey Holze had an interest in the Mace Treasure.

      “Regretfully, no. Aunt Carly came up behind me and berated me for snooping in her home.”

      “What’d you say?”

      “I let my temper get the best of me. Told Aunt Carly I knew exactly what I’d seen in there and went outside, interrupted the barbecue, and accused Uncle Joey of stealing from a former crime scene.”

      I kept my mouth shut, already seeing the writing on the wall.

      “Uncle Joey went bananas. I mean, I really thought he was going to hit me, and Scott was right there behind him, waiting for his turn. In one instant, the whole family turned on me, calling me a traitor, telling me to get off their property.”

      “And you left.” Though I loathed Hannah’s family with the intensity of a flaming case of herpes, her falling out with them made me feel bad for her. Finding out people aren’t who they pretend to be is never fun. Especially when they’re loved ones.

      “Nothing else to do but leave. Thing is, I’m wondering now if the Bruce journals and Priscilla Herrera’s book of folk medicine are sitting in the storage closet at Uncle Joey’s and Aunt Carly’s.”

      “One way to find out.” I said the words jokingly, knowing Hannah would never break into anybody’s house.

      “Yep.” She checked her watch. “Aunt Carly’s weekly hair appointment and manicure starts in twenty minutes. She’s usually at Amanda’s Hair Flair for an hour, longer if she gets to gossiping, but let’s depend on an hour. I’ve still got my key. Want to go see for ourselves?”

      She didn’t have to ask me twice.
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      We hurried to fold towels in the stifling laundromat, both of us shining with sweat. Whoever decided to call it a glow needed his or her head examined with an ice pick. By the time we loaded the towels into the car, I was soaked and exhausted and ended up letting the hot metal burn the undersides of my arms. I jumped away from the car with a yelp. Using a bandana to protect my hand, I opened the driver’s door, started the car, and turned the air conditioner on high to push out some of the pent up heat.

      “We’ll take the towels by Amanda’s,” I said. “See if Carly’s there.” I leveled my gaze on Hannah. “You sure you want to do this?”

      Hannah bit her lip and twisted her fingers.

      “We don’t have to do this.” I didn’t know how else we’d see if Joey had the Bruce journals and the folk medicine book with the rest of his treasure trove, but I didn’t want to force Hannah into doing something she didn’t want to do.

      “Yes, we do,” Hannah said. “I won’t stop wondering until I know for sure.”

      I took Amanda’s towels into the salon and saw Carly Holze’s sour, lemon face for myself. Her gaze, glowing with hate, followed me as I took the towels into the laundry room and put them away in the cabinets Amanda had set aside for them. She sneered as Amanda paid me, jabbering nonstop about how happy she was to have her new washer. I gave Carly a wave on my way out, and she turned her face away, pretending not to have seen.

      Did I feel guilty about breaking into her house? Not as much as I should have.

      The drive out to Piney Lake took us a good twenty minutes, during which we said little. Hannah took a key off her keyring and fumbled it through her fingers until she dropped it and had to dig on the floorboard for it. I turned into Joey and Carly’s subdivision.

      “No,” Hannah said. “Their house backs up to some woods over by Billy Ray’s Marina. Let’s park there, and we’ll sneak through the woods.”

      I did as she suggested, adrenaline pumping jangly tension through my body, and pulled into a parking place between two super-sized trucks with empty boat trailers hitched to them. The subdivision’s houses peeked through a screen of skinny pine trees and overgrown brush. People loitered everywhere. There was no way we’d be able to walk into the woods without someone seeing. Hannah gazed out the window, probably realizing the same thing I did.

      “The thing to do,” I said, “is act like we belong in those woods. Walk into them like we do it every day.” I glanced at Hannah. “We can call this off if you’re too scared. No shame.”

      She got out of the car without answering. I followed. Together, we strode toward the woods, both of us keeping our eyes straight ahead.

      “Hey. What y’all gonna do in those woods?” A male voice yelled.

      “Can I watch?” Hollered another.

      I half-turned, ready to tell them they could all go masturbate and use sand for lubricant. Hannah grabbed my arm and squeezed hard.

      “Ignore ’em. They’ll remember us better if you answer them.”

      I grumbled but obeyed, and we stepped into the woods. About twenty feet from us rose a wall of seven-foot wooden privacy fences, the second stories of the houses visible behind them.

      “Uncle Joey’s is the third one from the left.” Hannah started pushing her way through the brush, her face stony. I picked my way after her, wishing I had a machete to cut the thick brush, but knowing it was best I didn’t. The people in the marina parking lot would have remembered a woman carrying a machete.

      Hannah stood in front of the house she’d pointed out, hands on her hips. The problem was obvious. No footholds to use to climb over. The surrounding trees were not thick enough to hold either of our weight.

      “Shit,” Hannah whispered. “I’d hoped we could go in the back, lessen the risk of one of the neighbors seeing.”

      “How about I give you a boost over?”

      Hannah nodded. “On the other side of the fence is the frame work. I’ll climb onto it and help you over.”

      Boosting Hannah over presented little difficulty. She hooked one long leg over the top of the fence and pulled herself into the yard. The fence rattled, and Hannah’s head appeared over the top. She held out her hand. I craned my neck to study the distance between me and the fence’s top. A good two feet. I got ready to tell Hannah I couldn’t do it, but one look at her face stopped me. Arguing would do nothing more than waste precious minutes before Carly came home.

      I jumped up and grabbed her hand, using my feet to walk up the fence. As soon as I could, I used my free hand to grab the top of the fence and used it for leverage instead of pulling Hannah’s arms from her sockets. My shoulders twitched and shuddered by the time I dropped into the yard. I caught Hannah studying where the rough fence boards had scratched her arms and found similar spots on mine. We crept to the back door, both of us looking over our shoulders like the criminals we were. Hannah unlocked the white French door and slipped inside, quickly punching in the alarm code.

      “I can’t believe they didn’t change the locks and the alarm code after they disowned you,” I said.

      “Maybe they figure I won’t come back, and I wasn’t going to. Come on.”

      The huge kitchen Hannah led me through had every possible frill I could imagine. I wondered how Joey and Carly afforded it on a teacher’s and a sheriff’s salary. The laundry room was right off the kitchen. Hannah turned on the light and held the door wide enough for me to follow her inside. To the right was another door. Hannah opened it and darkness faced us.

      “Oh, the light,” she said and flipped the switch.

      I held my breath, ready to see the Bruce family journals, the book of folk medicine, and a bunch of other contraband Sheriff Joey shouldn’t have. We both stared in shocked silence for several long moments. The storage room was empty except for an electric tile floor cleaner.

      From across the house, we heard the front door open and a gruff voice say, “Damnit. Don’t know why I bought this alarm system if she can’t set it.”

      Sheriff Joey Holze was home. My thoughts scrambled into a meaningless roar. I stood paralyzed beside my friend. Joey’s heavy steps thumped up the stairs, his angry grumbles drifting back to us.

      “Let’s go. Right now.” I turned to Hannah and almost lost hope. My buoyant friend stood with her eyes squeezed shut, her hands raised in trembling fists. Was she just going freeze up and let us get caught? I nudged her.

      “He’ll be able to see us from the bedroom window.”

      “Does it look out on the front or the back?”

      “The back,” she hissed as though I should have known.

      “We’ll go out the front then. Hope nobody sees us.”

      “Somebody will, though.”

      “It’s either stay here and wait for him to find us or try to get away.” I doubted our ability to get out undetected, too, but I’d be damned if I stood in this utility room like a lump of shit on a log waiting to get stepped in. I tiptoed out of the room, towing Hannah behind me.

      We crept through the other side of the kitchen and came out in a dining room, which opened onto a massive living room. The front door stood on the other side of it, right by the stairs. I tugged Hannah, motioning at the door. The squeaking sound my sneakers made on the tile seemed to fill the room—hell, the whole house. I tried to take my steps differently, but nothing helped. If we could make it to the thick, cream colored carpet in the living room, we’d be home free.

      I held my breath, gritting my teeth against the desire pounding in me to run, banging off walls and knocking over furniture if that’s what it took, anything to get me out of there. Sheriff Joey hated me, had since I was a kid. No telling what he’d do if he found me here. Maybe shoot me. Definitely arrest me.

      I took the first step onto the carpet, relief flooding my body. Ten more steps to the front door. We got this. I glanced at Hannah, giving her an encouraging nod. Her face had turned the color of old socks, neither white nor gray, and her lips trembled. Seven more steps. Just seven little steps.

      Joey’s cellphone began ringing. It was too loud to be upstairs. I spotted it on a catch-all table next to the front door. Joey’s heavy footsteps thumped across the upper floor. Hannah and I made a run for it. I grabbed the doorknob, and it slipped right through my sweaty hand. The inside of my mouth went arid. I couldn’t move. Hannah reached around me and twisted. Still nothing. We both saw the deadbolt was engaged at the same time. Our hands collided. Hannah brushed mine aside and flipped the thumb turn, opening the door.

      “Carly? That you? Answer my phone, would you?”

      His footsteps stumped closer, his grunts of effort drifting down the stairs.

      “Hey,” he yelled. “Who’s down there?”

      We ran through the front door, leaving it standing open, and sprinted down the street. Hannah pulled ahead of me, leading the way to a vacant lot at the street’s end and cutting through it. We lunged into the woods, ignoring the branches tearing at us, and didn’t stop running until we dove into my car.

      “Go, go, go,” Hannah yelled, slapping her thighs for emphasis.

      “I can’t. They’ll notice us for sure if I go screeching out of here.” Trying to ignore Hannah bouncing in the seat next to me, I crept out of the lot and stayed with the speed limit all the way back out to the main road. Once I assured myself I heard no sirens and saw no flashing lights, I turned to Hannah to make a joke about our close call. My words died a quick death. She sat with her elbow wedged against the passenger window and her forehead resting on the palm of her hand. I asked, “You all right?”

      “The books were there, Peri Jean. I swear to you.” She squinted her eyes and shook her head.

      “I don’t doubt your word,” I said.

      “Those sons of bitches moved them. That’s why they didn’t bother to change the locks.” Hannah’s jaw moved like she was chewing on a big wad of gum.

      “We’ll figure something else out.” I pulled to the curb a block from the museum so Hannah could sneak back in without her gossipy helper seeing me.

      “I’ll call you if I have any new ideas.” Hannah got out and walked down the block, head swiveling around as though she still feared getting caught red-handed.

      I could have kicked myself for the whole fracas. We didn’t find a damn thing and could have ended up in jail over it. The likelihood of me having to contact the thieving ghost had just grown exponentially.

      I dragged the recesses of my mind for ideas on how to connect a living person to the crime without resorting to what Dean called my woo-woo talents. Half the town and hundreds of treasure hunters would have given their left nipple for the stolen items. Which brought me back to Joey Holze and his fancy house.

      The house Hannah and I illegally entered earlier was a year old and on a tiny subdivision lot. There hadn’t even been a storage building in the backyard. Where else could Joey have hidden the stuff Hannah saw on Memorial Day? The possibilities were limitless. He’d had nearly three months since Hannah stumbled upon his stash to pick the perfect hiding place. My first guess was public storage, but I saw no way to locate his rental.

      Gaslight City had a population of two thousand or so, plenty of residents to justify the three storage facilities dotted around the city. Burns County, with an overall population of twenty thousand, had even more rent-by-the-month storage businesses. No way could I check them all. Even if I could, how would I get the owners to admit Joey rented a unit there?

      I needed someone who had better resources to investigate this stuff. Rainey Bruce. She went through assistants faster than shit through a goose, and I worked for her at least a couple of days a month so she wouldn’t drown in mundane tasks. I’d heard her talk to a private investigator several times for help on a case.

      I took out my cellphone and called her. She answered on the first ring.

      “I have an idea about who may have stolen your family’s property. Can you meet me to talk about it?”

      “I’m closing the office for the day. Fifteen minutes at my house?”
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      I told Rainey about the day’s events in her huge living room, trying not to stain her pristine white couch. At points in my monologue she closed her eyes and clenched her jaw. Mostly she shook her head.

      “I hate to leave you and Hannah Kessler alone together. The two of you are like a pair of dumb, teenage girls.” She pushed herself off the couch and glided across to her open air dining room and picked up a brown leather messenger bag probably worth more than anything I owned.

      I curled my toes into the chocolate colored carpet, Rainey having insisted I leave my nasty shoes outside. She glanced at my sock encased feet, shook her head again, and set the messenger bag on her coffee table. The scratches and drink rings on the expensive surface suggested she worked here often.

      “What you want me to look into is illegal without a search warrant, and one of those would require probable cause. Of which we have none.” She tapped her long fingers on the closed laptop. “Plus, if we do learn he has a storage unit, who goes in?”

      I opened my mouth to speak.

      “Don’t say anything. Forget I asked.” She took her cellphone out of the messenger bag and placed it on the coffee table where she could see it. “I think the legal risk involved is not worth the possible gain.”

      “But—”

      “Let me finish. I think you are stalling, trying to keep from facing who and what you are.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “So what?”

      Rainey stared at me for too long. Then she leaned forward and pointed one of her blood red, inch-long fingernails at me, her gaze never leaving mine. “Those journals belong to my family, and I intend to have them back. You, as my friend, could help me. There’s your ‘so what.’”

      “I’m trying to help. There’s a good chance Joey might have the journals.”

      “Wouldn’t it be easier for you to contact the ghost we saw on the video and find out?”

      I sighed and considered asking if it would be easier for me to wring her neck. “It’s not like those mediums you see on TV solving crimes. I get flashes, images, sometimes a short vision. It’s not like the ghost is going to say anything to me.” I left out the part where the ghost appeared in the backseat of my car, begging for my help.

      “What about the thing around your neck? Eddie mentioned it had powerful magic.” She pointed at the black opal. I took it off and handed it to her. She hesitated before she took it but smiled as soon as it touched her hand. “This reminds me of a tour I took once in New Orleans, an occult tour. We went to this museum right in the Quarter and looked at voodoo artifacts. Some of them emanated power. This is the same. Why don’t you wear it more often?”

      I squirmed a little. “Dean asked me not to because when I wear it, I see more stuff, and more of it tries to interact with me.”

      “Is this resistance to helping us coming from Dean? Like an issue between the two of you?” Rainey crooked an eyebrow.

      “I don’t want this either.” I gestured at my head, where I guessed the power came from. I could tell by the way Rainey mashed her full lips together she disagreed, but she simply handed the black opal back to me without saying anything. We sat in silence for several long moments. Rainey’s forehead crinkled, a line appearing between her perfectly plucked, maybe even waxed or threaded, brows. Finally, she turned to me.

      “May I tell you why this is such a big deal to me?”

      I thought I knew, but refusing to listen might cause her to have an outburst, and I didn’t want any part of one of Rainey’s fits. Aliens in outer space feared Rainey Bruce’s temper.

      “I think we can talk from the perspective of two women who share an understanding of what it is to be the odd woman out. Me because of the color of my skin. You because you have this quirky gift.” She raised her eyebrows at me in question. I nodded to show I agreed.

      “These journals represent what my family overcame in this county, what we achieved in spite of racism and lack of opportunity.”

      A calico cat slunk into the room and bounded onto the couch. Rainey petted it with the back of her fingers. I wondered how she kept her couches so clean, why she bothered to buy furniture so receptive to showing dirt, if she had this cat. For the first time ever, I saw the complexities Rainey faced in being Rainey.

      “My ancestor Hezekiah Bruce, who wrote the journals, came here with nothing, yet managed to build a solvent business and gain respect in the community. His son, Isaiah, worked his way up at Longstreet Lumber to become the first black foreman. Isaiah’s son, who was my grandfather, became the first black judge in Burns County. We march forward, no matter what, no matter how badly it hurts.”

      I didn’t understand where this was going or how I was supposed to respond.

      “Letting those journals go, writing them off without fighting to get them back, seems like I’m saying I don’t respect the sacrifices my family made or the road they fought to pave for me.”

      “I can see what you mean, but—”

      “Still not finished.” She held up one hand. “It would be bad enough to let go of my family history, but losing the history of what happened to Priscilla Herrera, poor woman, rankles even more. She deserves for people to know her story, the persecution she faced, as much as my ancestors do. It surprises me how much your story parallels hers, and how it doesn’t seem to matter to you.” She settled her intense gaze on me, and it took a while before I realized she expected me to speak, to explain.

      “People think because I’m a Mace, I’m treasure crazy. They think because I can see ghosts, I’m a freak of nature. Both together is like being an attraction in a carnival. People pointing all the time, laughing, jeering. I’ve dealt with it all my life, and I’m sick of it. I want to pretend to be normal.”

      She barked a short, bitter laugh. “At least you can pretend to be something you’re not. I don’t have that luxury.”

      My cheeks flamed. Of course she didn’t. The prejudices she faced wouldn’t go away, no matter what she did.

      She gave me a tight smile as though she knew the thoughts in my mind better than I did. “Here’s what I see: a thirty-one-year-old woman who wants to hide from who and what she is when she could use it to better both herself and the world around her.”

      I shook my head. “Not when people think I’m a Satanist. Don’t you remember when Felicia told everyone I was a Satanist? Back in eighth grade?”

      “So what? Who cares what assholes think?” Rainey yelled the words at the ceiling. The calico cat raised its head and regarded its crazy mistress. “Let me tell you something, Peri Jean Mace. You’re going to face prejudiced, bigoted assholes for the rest of your life. This woman whose book of folk medicine was stolen along with the journals, paid the ultimate price for standing up against mean, hateful bullies.”

      Her words stung, but they didn’t change how I felt. The journals and the folk medicine book belonged to the Mace treasure and all the crazies who got their jollies hunting for it. I blamed Priscilla Herrera’s horrible death on the Mace Treasure as much as I did the ignorance of a bunch of greedy jerks. Rainey might have her point, but I had mine too, dammit.

      “Whoever has the journals and the folk medicine book wants them because of the Mace Treasure. I know firsthand about the havoc the Mace Treasure can cause.” I clenched my hands in my lap. “I’ve lost family and friends to it, and I don’t want to lose myself in it.”

      Rainey started to speak.

      “No. I listened to you. Now it’s your turn to listen to me.” I took a deep, fortifying breath. “There is a lot of risk involved. If things get out of hand, I face both Priscilla Herrera’s fate and the curse of the Mace Treasure.”

      “And you face whatever’s going on with you and Dean.” Rainey’s lips curved, and it wasn’t the smile she used to win the title of Miss Texas.

      I jumped. “Why do you keep bringing Dean up? Who’s been talking to you?”

      Rainey held up both hands. “Before you get too upset, remember I read people for a living—juries, law enforcement, clients, you name it. I’ve seen the tension between the two of you and wondered what it was about. Now I know for sure.” She sat back on the couch and crossed one long leg over the other. “I’ll rephrase what I said earlier. Do not, under any circumstances, let other people tell you what to be. Embrace what you are and let the rest follow.”

      “But aren’t you trying to tell me what to be?” I leaned forward and met her gaze as steadily as I could. “Don’t you want the services of a medium?”

      “Okay.” She shrugged. The expression on her face suggested I was lucky to get even that. “You got me. Only you can decide what matters to you, and what you need to do to matter to yourself.” She unzipped the messenger bag and took out the padded envelope I saw her fiddling with in the video from the museum board meeting. “I’d like to show you something we found with the folk medicine book. Aside from the book’s contents, this picture backs up my theory Priscilla Herrera penned the book.” From the envelope, she pulled the rectangular card I’d glimpsed and set it in front of me.

      What I saw stunned the arguments I wanted to present to Rainey right out of my head. I looked at a very old picture printed on what amounted to card stock. It featured a full-length shot of a woman wearing a dress I thought looked like a wedding cake. Blazing, defiant dark eyes topped by eyebrows Joan Crawford would have envied dominated the woman’s oval face. Full lips compressed into not quite a pout and not quite a scowl, she thrust out her chin as though to say, “Here I am.” The picture would have been the same as every other cabinet card I’ve ever seen except for one thing: every visible area of this body was tattooed.

      “I think this might have been Priscilla Herrera.” Rainey’s voice lost its courtroom force, and I raised my head to look at her. A wistful sadness replaced the determination and near anger from a few minutes earlier. “She was a woman just like us, maybe more like you than me, but she knew all the fears and pressures we face.”

      I returned my gaze to the picture, staring into the tattooed woman’s determined eyes. Something about her drew me in. I felt a pull every time I looked at her. The black opal zinged to life on my chest, the way it often did when ghosts were near, and I felt a little breeze from nowhere pass over my skin. Time seemed to grind to a halt as I lost myself in the picture. One of her tattoos caught my attention. I glanced up at Rainey.

      “Do you own a magnifying glass?”

      She went into the kitchen, came back with a cheap plastic one, and gave it to me. I held the glass over the picture and squinted at the tattoo. I couldn’t see all of it, but it looked like a bird, not dissimilar to the one tattooed on my bicep, which I got under decidedly weird circumstances. I set the magnifying glass aside and stared at the picture again. For some reason, it seemed different than it had the first time I’d viewed it as a whole. From outside, the caw of a large bird reached my ears, and it hit me. There was a big, black bird in the background of the picture. It was perched on some sort of stand. While I watched, it flared out its wings and slowly moved them. Then it flew away. I jerked in my seat.

      “What happened?” Rainey’s voice, for all her trying to convince me I should get more in touch with my supernatural side, sounded panicked. “Did you see something?

      “Probably not.” The pulse of energy coming out of the black opal and soaking into my skin said different. Rainey’s narrowed eyes suggested she heard my lie. I waited for her to call me on it, but she didn’t. Instead she reached for the picture.

      “Do you mind if I take a picture with my phone?” I couldn’t explain why I wanted to so badly, but I did.

      “If you’ll promise to keep thinking about contacting the spirit on the video and if you’ll think about what I’ve said here today.”

      “If I figure out where Joey stored the stuff Hannah saw, I’m breaking in to see if the journals are there.”

      Rainey made a face. “But you’ll also consider contacting the ghost?”

      Agreeing to think about contacting the ghost felt like a commitment I didn’t want to make, but I nodded anyway. I wanted my copy of the picture of Priscilla Herrera enough to do it. She set the photo back on the coffee table, and I snapped my picture.

      Rainey saw me to the door and followed me onto the stoop.

      “See you in a couple of hours at Dean’s barbecue.” She took one look at my face and assumed the expression she seemed to reserve especially for me—half-lowered eyelids, lips pressed flat with one corner quirked under. “You forgot, didn’t you?”

      I ran for my car, not bothering to answer.
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      I hurried out to my car and drove away from Rainey’s house, through her upscale subdivision, and past the guard shack. How could I forget Dean’s campaign barbecue? He told me at least once a day that voters needed to see us together in social settings.

      My mind raced with all the getting ready I needed to do. Dean would want me wearing tasteful makeup and the delicate jewelry he bought for my birthday. My dress needed a last-minute touch-up with the iron.

      My cellphone buzzed with the tone I selected for text messages. I took my eyes off the road to steal a glance at it, fully expecting a message from Hannah about what she planned to wear tonight. Instead, I saw a picture, sent from a blocked number. I drove a few more seconds, but curiosity got the best of me. I pulled my car onto the shoulder and opened the message.

      “Weird,” I muttered. The text consisted of nothing more than the picture of Priscilla Herrera I snapped at Rainey’s. I could even see the edges of the coffee table around the picture. Why would a picture I took come to me as a blocked text message? I hoped my smartphone wasn’t malfunctioning.

      I tried switching to the smartphone’s main menu. Nothing happened. The picture stayed there on the screen, Priscilla Herrera’s dark eyes boring into me. I sensed, rather than saw, a movement in the picture. The raven perched behind Priscilla moved its head ever so slightly. Underneath the hum of my car’s engine, I heard other sounds. Muffled voices talking. Horse’s hoofs clopping on a hard surface. I smelled something frying. Priscilla Herrera’s image blinked, and she tilted her head in my direction. The car faded away as I slipped fully into the vision.

      “Come with me, Peri Jean Mace.” She stepped toward me. I cringed because there was no way to get away from her. I saw the tattoo on her shoulder without the filter of a hundred-year-old photograph. It was a black bird—a raven or a crow—same as mine. A light, dizzy feeling spread through me, and black spots appeared in my vision. Why did we have the same tattoo? Before I could ask, the tattooed lady grabbed my hand, and the room we were in faded, leaving us to float in darkness so black and complete and soundless, I wondered if I had died.

      Fear closed my throat, choking me. Coughing, gasping, and gagging, I twisted in the darkness, hoping to break free but found I couldn’t move. This wasn’t so bad, even if I was dying. It was sort of soothing.

      Whispers of a million voices saying no words arose around me. I forgot about returning to where I came from and focused on where I was. This place felt wrong, heavy and suffocating, as though if I spent too much time here I could get lost. I needed to hurry. I searched my senses, trying to find something I could focus on, something I could use to ground myself. I smelled the faintest scent of spearmint and clung to it. The sound of wind whispering through pine trees filled my ears, and the blackness faded.

      The woman who’d shanghaied me was no longer young. She’d thickened with age and wore a frumpy calico dress which covered all her wonderful tattoos. Her hair had grayed and was pulled into a plain bun. The image before me faded in and out like a radio station does on a long drive. Black holes where her eyes should have been made me want to scream and recoil. Teeth clenched, I held in my emotions and focused instead on my hostess. “What do you want?” The words wouldn’t come out of my mouth. It was as though I’d lost the ability to speak, but I could hear my thoughts clearly.

      A rush of arctic wind blew back my hair and cooled my face. My heart couldn’t beat fast enough to keep up with the adrenaline coursing through my veins. The black opal sent painful shocks into my skin, maybe magnifying my power so I could see more of this vision, maybe protecting me. I regretted my shamefully limited knowledge of it.

      “Why am I here?” Again the words formed perfectly in my head, but my hostess said nothing.

      Anger and hurt rolled off her with violence, whipping at me, throbbing in the deepest parts of my soul. In addition to the spirit’s emotions, I picked up her intent. She wanted something from me.

      My body experienced the same weightless feeling going downhill on a roller coaster gave me. Doing favors for ghosts never ended well. I had to get out of here. I concentrated on moving my hand. It was like lifting an anvil, but I managed to pull the black opal from my shirt and squeeze it in one fist. Back in Louisiana, when I first became acquainted with the black opal, it enabled me to hear snatches of words from the ghosts. Maybe it would open my senses further this time as well.

      Instead of speaking, the ghost floated toward me. I became aware of a clacking sound in the room and realized it was my teeth chattering. She closed one hand over mine, the cold burning my skin. The room came into stark, painful focus.

      “You can’t leave yet.” Her voice, soft and clear as the song of angels, was not what I expected. Her grip on me tightened. “Pay careful attention. I did a great evil in cursing the treasure. For my sins, I’ve been unable to find rest in the spirit realm. The one who stole my book will unleash destruction on Gaslight City. Watch and learn because only you can help me stop this evil and find peace.”

      Time jumped again, and it was late afternoon, heading toward dusk. I was in a cabin surrounded by pine trees. The whisper of wind caressing the pine needles came through the windows along with the croak of ravens. One of the huge, dark birds lighted on the windowsill, cocking its head at me and staring at me with one black eye. It let out another deep call. Sharp smoke from the open fireplace burned my eyes and dried out my throat, but the chilly wind coming through the open windows made me want to move closer.

      Priscilla Herrera knelt before a long bench, her hands working at something. She hummed words to a song I didn’t recognize in a language unfamiliar to my ears. Her purpose came to me, almost as if it had been implanted in my mind. Someone was coming, and when they got here, they’d kill her. She couldn’t keep from dying, but she could keep her killers from winning in the end. She’d make them hurt.

      Priscilla took out a worn book, hand bound in some sort of leather, opened it, and read, her finger moving along with her progress. She set the book aside and leaned back her head, her eyes drifting closed, and took slow deep breaths. The air in the room charged with some sort of power I couldn’t see. The fillings in my teeth ached, and my earrings thrummed with it.

      She turned to make sure I saw her place flat stones, polished and carved into geometric shapes, in a circle on the bench before her. She rummaged around on the plank floor at her knees and raised a small object concealed in one trembling hand. She fumbled and it fell to the floor, rolling away from her and landing ass end up. Best I could tell, it was a tiny chest, no bigger across than my smartphone. On the bottom was a bird like the one I had tattooed on my arm. Just like the one she had tattooed on her body. The hairs on the back of my neck, already standing at attention, stiffened. Priscilla retrieved the box and set it on the table. She gave me a sly smile. A glowing nimbus appeared around the box, its edges vibrating and dancing. Priscilla spoke, still in the sing-song language I could only identify as not Spanish, but I understood every word and felt the power she wielded as though it belonged to me.

      “Entity trapped within these stones, go to live in this box and in the thing it represents, keeping it from the eyes of he who does not see and does not hear and does not have the Blood. Find your new home in this box and seek revenge on he who comes to steal that which is not his. Recognize my Blood and remember it from now until the end of time, for you belong to me and do my bidding.”

      She picked up a knife and slashed her thumb pad. I flinched, imagining the pain, and reached out to stop her, but it was like grabbing for something underwater. Some force weighed me down and held me away from my hostess. Priscilla squeezed the wound, dribbling blood onto the toy-sized chest. Then she opened it. She pulled her hair out of the bun and used her knife to cut off a lock. She placed the hair inside the chest and closed it. She lifted a glass vial and held it to the spare light filtering into the windows. Though clear, I could see particles swimming sluggishly in the liquid. She swirled the vial and upended its contents onto the chest.

      She took several deep breaths and began to speak, her words guttural, her voice shaking with the force of them.

      “One of mine, one with power, will return some day to reward you for a job well done and allow you to return to the dark outposts from which you came. You will know it is me from the Blood and from these stones in which you have lived and to which you must return to receive your reward. If one who separates you from this box does not have these stones, you will be forced to wander this plane for eternity. Level this town and destroy all who live within for your revenge.”

      Finished speaking, she struck a match and set it on the tiny chest. Blue flame engulfed it, burning so bright my eyes stung and watered. The odor was one of sulfur and spice. As quickly as it started, the fire burned out. The box survived the fire undamaged. Priscilla Herrera palmed the tiny box and made it disappear into the folds of her dress. Then she picked up the stones one by one and performed the same trick with them.

      She leaned over the open book and traced a pattern on the open page, whispering words in the same odd language, but this time I did not understand the words. As I watched, the words wiggled and shifted, changing into other words. She closed the book, performing the same ritual, and the book lengthened and flattened, resembling a store-bought ledger like the ones I’d seen in the video of the museum board’s meeting.

      Realization slammed into me, squeezing my already abused muscles into even more painful contortions. The book Hannah and the others thought to be a book of folk medicine was actually Priscilla’s spell book, disguised by magic.

      The door opened, and an adolescent boy with black hair and dark skin rushed inside, his eyes wild with fear.

      “The men from town are coming.” His voice shook.

      I intuited the rest. They were close.

      The woman yelled, “Samantha!”

      A teenage girl appeared. Priscilla Herrera pushed the leather bound book into her hands.

      “Take this book and go hide in the woods. Mr. Bruce will be along shortly, and he’ll want to take you to his home. You go and give this book to Mrs. Bruce and tell her it’s full of remedies to help with her children’s maladies, and it’s my gift to her for her friendship.”

      “But, Mama,” the girl whined.

      “Shush and listen. Thank both Mr. and Mrs. Bruce the way I taught you. Tonight, once it gets dark, you slip away from the Bruce place and walk south all night, never stopping. Sleep through the days and walk at night. Keep walking until you reach Nacogdoches. If someone asks your family name, say it’s Goyo, not Herrera. Bad people may be looking for you. In Nacogdoches, find a man named Bob Skanes. Ask him to help you get work.”

      The boy shook his head, ran to the corner, and grabbed an axe.

      “No,” Priscilla said. “It’s too late. I trusted the wrong people, overstayed my welcome.”

      “It’s not too late,” Samantha yelled.

      “It is.” Priscilla rushed to her, grabbed her hand, traced something on the palm and said a few words. She repeated the same ritual on the boy. Then she gathered both children close and hugged them tight, all of them rocking and crying. She pushed them away, ignoring their protests, and shooed them out the door. She followed them outside.

      “Remember what you see here on this day. Never forget it. Never come back to this godforsaken gathering of ignorant, greedy fools.” She hugged both children again. “Now go. Forget who you are. Never come back.” She stood outside her house, tears running down her face, until she could see her children no more. Then she went back inside.

      In the distance, I heard hoof beats, and the first horse came into view within seconds. The man astride it swung off its back and came to the door and knocked. Priscilla sighed deeply. Ignoring the knock, she returned to the bench and sat to wait.

      “Open this door, witch,” an ugly, harsh voice shouted. Many birds returned the man’s shout, the sound of their flapping wings filling the small cabin, the noise of them so loud my eardrums rattled.

      I woke from the vision gagging and gasping, trying to scream at Priscilla to run, and found myself still sitting in the front seat of my car. My muscles ached as though I’d taken a beating. The smell of smoke from Priscilla Herrera’s hearth fire lingered on my clothes. Had she somehow taken my physical form there? The thought of so much power scared me worse than any ghost ever had.

      The words from her incantations replayed in my mind, especially the part about her ordering whatever spiritual baddie she’d assigned to protect the treasure to level Gaslight City and kill all the residents.

      What if Eddie was right, and the person who stole the Bruce Journals and the book of folk medicine intended to try to remove the curse? Then I remembered seeing Priscilla turn her spell book into the book of folk medicine and what she told me about stopping her evil from being made worse. The thief already had the spell book used to create the curse. One step closer to destruction.

      Priscilla’s words returned to me, as clear as if she sat in the car with me, whispering them in my ear. I almost felt her breath tickling my skin. Only you can help me stop this evil.

      I did a slow burn. Why did this whole thing have to come along and dump garbage all over the life I was working so hard to normalize? I picked up my phone again and took in Priscilla Herrera’s picture.

      A wild hope occurred to me. Priscilla may not have possessed the power or skill to unleash Hell to destroy Gaslight City and its inhabitants. I shook my head. I didn’t even believe it myself. Of course she had power, more than I could imagine. Whatever she intended would happen. Scratch the idea.

      I rummaged through my brain for another way out and found one. All the people who hurt Priscilla died years and years ago. Surely she wouldn’t annihilate a bunch of innocents, no matter how much wrong their ancestors did to her. Or not. Facing death, Priscilla Herrera may not have cared who she stomped and squished.

      I needed to talk this whole thing over with somebody, and I knew one person who would selflessly help me without considering his own agenda. Eddie had spent his entire life researching the Mace Treasure and all the people connected to it, and I trusted him with my life. I did a U-turn and drove toward his house, using my free hand to call him on my cellphone.

      Maybe I could get back to pretending to be just an everyday gal after this whole mess blew over.
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      Pictures of me growing up nearly hid the cheap, yellowed paneling in Eddie’s living room. He’d committed to helping raise me because he’d been my daddy’s best friend. His judgment wasn’t always the greatest, but he did the best he knew how to do. The contrast between his loyalty to me and my foot-dragging over using my natural ability to help find the stolen items burned at my conscience.

      The sweltering living room smelled like the devil’s butthole after six months without any washing, even with all the box fans Eddie had running. He entered the living room bearing a paper plate piled with smoked sausage, cheese, and saltine crackers. He gave half to his dog, Ugly, who’d been lying on top of one of the mobile home’s floor vents. The dog scooted where he could eat the food, a big grin on his face. I took a good look at Ugly and realized where the smell must have come from. The dog’s patchy coat was covered in black smudges. Gross.

      “So what’s up?” Eddie made himself a sausage, cheese, and cracker sandwich and ate it in one bite.

      “We’ve got to find the stolen journals and folk medicine book as quickly as possible.” I contemplated Eddie’s hors d’oeuvres and decided against them. “I’ll help all I can with the finding, but I don’t think I can get them back by myself.”

      “I feel like I’ve walked into the middle of a movie.” Eddie shoved another cracker sandwich into his mouth whole and chewed as he talked. “Why don’t you tell me what’s got you so upset you changed your mind?”

      Shivering, I told Eddie about the vision in as much detail as I could remember. His face lit up as soon as he realized what I’d seen. He set his paper plate on the floor for Ugly. The dog raised his head, waited a beat to make sure Eddie didn’t intend to take it to him, and lazily rose to check it out. He ate the paper plate, too. This close, the smell coming off the dog nearly choked me. Eddie got out a yellow legal pad, scribbling while I talked.

      When he finished eating, the dog raised his misshapen head and grinned at me, tongue lolling out of his mouth. I smiled but couldn’t make myself touch his nasty fur. Ugly’s resilience touched my heart. Eddie and I found the dog wandering on the side of the road near death a few years ago. The vet who helped us save him speculated Ugly’d been a bait dog for dog fighters.

      “Aw, he’s okay. You can pet him,” Eddie said.

      “What’d he get into?”

      “Neighbor’s septic tank is overflowing. Ugly found it a few days ago. Figured I’d wait ’til he got it fixed to give old Ug a bath.”

      I swallowed my rising gorge and gave Ugly a perfunctory pat. He trotted back to his air vent and plopped down on it. I tried to sit on the couch while touching as little of the ratty floral printed fabric as possible.

      “That all you seen in your vision?” Eddie spoke without taking his eyes off the pad.

      “Pretty much.”

      “Well, ain’t blackbirds you seen. It’s ravens.” Eddie turned his notepad so I could see where he’d sketched a raven while I talked. “I know because I researched ’em once after seeing ’em out on Priscilla Herrera’s old place. Only place I’ve ever seen ravens ’round here.”

      I thought of my tattoo, how it matched the picture on the bottom of the box. No need to mention it to Eddie. This whole thing was too big for me as it was.

      “I’ll go back in my notes on Priscilla Herrera. See if I can learn anything about her connection to ravens. I ain’t got much information though.” He made a note on his pad.

      “What really matters is what she said when she cursed the treasure.” I worried Eddie would get lost in details and miss the part where removing the curse could unleash hell on earth.

      “Right. I was fooling with the dog and almost missed it.” He leaned forward, his gaze fixed on my face. “Tell me again.”

      I took a deep breath. “Way I understood, if anybody tries to remove the curse and doesn’t put those demons, or whatever they were, back into the stones or send them back to the dark outposts, Gaslight City’s going to get mashed flat. She said, ‘Level this town and destroy all who live within.’”

      Eddie’s mouth went slack, but his eyes didn’t. In their muddy depths, I saw his mind spinning ninety to nothing. “Oh, hell. You seen them things guarding the treasure, ain’t you?”

      “Two times, yes.” My body tightened, remembering the experience. “Neither meeting was any fun.”

      “You think these…guardians? Ain’t that what she called ’em? You think they got enough power to do what she says? Level the city? Destroy all who live within?” He chewed on his upper lip.

      “Let me put it this way. It’ll be like when you step on one of these roaches I keep seeing run across the floor.” I paused to let Eddie think about it for a few seconds, then continued. “So if you’re right about the thief planning to undo the curse, the shit is about to hit the fan and splatter. But there’s no way I can fight someone so powerful.” I stared at Eddie, waiting for him to tell me how it could all be fixed.

      “What you mean? You faster’n a two-dollar pistol when you set your mind to something.”

      “This person’s way ahead of anything I can learn in time to help.” I barely resisted the urge to scream the words. There was no way I could do this. It wasn’t like some miracle was going to come along and transform me into someone who knew about this kind of crap. “Whoever this is can control ghosts. If we’re right, they know enough magic to think they can undo Priscilla Herrera’s curse. It’s beyond me.”

      “Tell me the vision again from the beginning,” he said.

      “How many times do I have to repeat it?”

      “When’d you get to be such a smart ass?” He furrowed his bushy gray brows. “You used to have better manners.”

      “Gee, I wonder where I learned bad ones.” I went through the vision again, this time stopping to answer Eddie’s questions and repeating bits and pieces until he had them straight.

      “Now I don’t know much about magic, so I might be wrong.” He caressed the stubble on his cheeks as he thought. “But you said Priscilla Herrera put the demons into the little box with the raven on the bottom.”

      I nodded.

      “My thinking is if someone wanted to undo the curse, they’d need the little box.” A smile grew across his grizzled face. “So what you got to do is find the box, Peri Jean Mace, before they get to it. You don’t need to be no ace magic practitioner to do it either.”

      I snorted. “The box is gone. Got lost a hundred years ago when those assholes hanged Priscilla Herrera.”

      “You saw her put it in the pocket of her dress, did you not?”

      Frustrated, I nodded.

      “Either it’s with her dead body or whoever buried her took it.” He patted the loveseat next to him, and Ugly ran over and jumped on it. The smell hit me again. It was all I could do to stay still. Eddie patted the dog’s head, either used to the smell or not caring. “Thing is, the little box sounds so familiar to me. For the life of me, I can’t remember where I heard about it. The mind is like a rubber band, munchkin.” He tapped his temple. “It loses its snap as you age. Give me some time to think about it. I got another plan we can try first.”

      I hated to ask what.

      “I want you to contact the ghost we seen on Miss Hannah’s surveillance video.”

      I actually groaned. For all the wiggling and dancing I’d done on this awful, long day, I was right back where I started. Forgetting where I was, I sat back on the couch and stared at the ceiling. What I saw there gave me an idea what to get Eddie for his birthday—a house cleaning.

      I tried to picture the ghost I’d seen on the video and sorted through everything I knew, which wasn’t much at all, about contacting the dead. The black opal sent a little tingle of magic into my skin, as though telling me it would help. I drew in a deep breath of the foul air and called up the ghost’s voice begging for help.

      “My friends. Can’t do this. Please make it stop.”

      I recalled the desperation and sadness I’d felt when I heard the voice, trying to pull those emotions to me, in hopes they’d make the ghost come.

      The humid air in the trailer cooled, chilling my sweat-dampened skin. I shivered and pulled my arms tight around myself for warmth. The black opal warmed on my chest and waves of its power radiated through me.

      Don’t let her come. Don’t let her get hurt.

      The ghost’s voice. Was it talking about me? I might not like visiting with ghosts, but they rarely did me any lasting harm. I pushed harder and reached out my mind to latch on to the spirit connected with the voice. It was like chasing myself through a maze. Down one row and up against a dead end. Around another corner, but the shadow stayed ahead by a fraction of a second. This ghost asked for help. Why wouldn’t it let me help?

      The black opal, which had become my only source of heat as the room grew frigid, suddenly stilled, growing cold as a block of ice against my chest. I gasped, my eyes flying open, and pulled the awful thing out of my shirt. I looked around for Eddie but found myself back in the dark place where I’d gone before I had the vision. Priscilla Herrera stood watching me, hands on her hips.

      This time the dark wasn’t as dark, and I looked around. I was in a room with a wood floor and no windows, bare of furniture except for a rough table and chair. A few toys lay scattered on the floor. I could see two doors, one on each side of the room. Where am I?

      I recognized some of the toys as ones I’d played with as a kid but hadn’t seen in years. The table was cluttered with a tangle of junk. I made out a pack of cigarettes, the extremely strong ones I’d smoked during a dark time in my life. My wedding ring, the one I’d thrown in the Trinity River after my divorce was final, sat beside the cigarettes. My heart thudded dully. What is this place? How can I leave?

      I walked toward the door closest to me, but a cold hand grabbed my arm. Priscilla Herrera shook her head no and gave me a light push toward the other door. I hesitated, wondering if she meant me harm since I knew her secrets. She smiled as though I’d asked the question out loud, shook her head again, and shooed me toward the door.

      I took halting steps to the closed door, hand reaching for the worn brass knob. It felt warm under my hand as though heated by a hot summer day. Maybe it would take me back to Eddie. I turned the knob and opened the door and took a step into the blackness. I fell fast and came down on something soft, sucking in air and half screaming.

      “Peri Jean, you all right?” Eddie’s hands gripped my arms. His face was so close I saw the veins threading their way under the skin of his nose. Ugly barked in the background. Eddie gave me a hard shake. “You okay? Want me to call the ambulance?”

      I forced myself to come to life. “No. No. Don’t want the ambulance or a doctor.”

      “Hush, Ugly, and come here.” Eddie held out his hand, and the dog came to him. His horrid odor hit me like smelling salts. I woke up in a flash.

      “Didn’t see anything useful. Sorry.”

      “I’m the one ought to apologize. Your eyes rolled back in your head, and it scared the shit out of me. Never realized you’d roll up your eyes like that. Won’t never stop seeing it, don’t imagine.”

      I stood, wanting to get away from Ugly’s stench even though I usually loved him.

      “We’ll just focus on getting the box,” Eddie said.

      I nodded, my head swimming and my knees weak.

      “Give me long enough, and I’ll remember where I saw it or heard about it.” Eddie kept petting Ugly. I noticed his big hand shook. I had scared him, and I owed him an apology.

      “I’m sorry I scared you, Eddie.” My voice sounded sluggish like I’d been asleep.

      “Never apologize for doing what I asked you to do, Munchkin. You caught me off guard is all.” He tried to laugh. It came out flat and insincere.

      My cellphone buzzed, indicating I had a text message. It was from Hannah.

      Where the blazes are you? Dean is frantic you aren’t here yet.

      The campaign barbecue. People’d been reminding me all day. It was scheduled to start in ten minutes, and I looked and smelled like hell.

      “The barbecue,” I said to Eddie. “I’m going to be late.”

      He ushered me to the door and said something nobody but Eddie would have said or thought. “Just go like you are, baby. You look all right.” We hugged, and I gave Ugly a goodbye pat. “Tell Dean I’m feeling a little under the weather but I’ll make the debate, I promise. I’ll stay here and research and think on this box, see what I can remember.”

      We said our I love yous, and I went to my car and looked down at myself. There was no way I could show up at Dean’s barbecue in dirty jeans and a T-shirt. I started my car and headed toward Memaw’s.
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        * * *

      

      I hadn’t gone a mile before my cellphone dinged again. Couldn’t Hannah give me a few minutes to get it together? I’d have to wait to look at it. I pushed the button on the side of the phone so it wouldn’t keep alerting me.

      A sound came out of the phone’s speaker, a low hiss. Had I somehow turned on video or music? The message bell dinged again. Then again. And again. I whipped off the road, the car leaning on the gravel shoulder, and grabbed my phone. If this was Hannah Kessler acting a fool, I’d get her good.

      The hiss played again over the phone before I could get it up to eye level, so I went into my messages, automatically tapping Hannah’s name to get her message thread up. To my surprise, there was nothing since she’d asked where the hell I was. The messages button at the upper left of the screen indicated I had ten messages. 10? I clicked the button. All the messages were from an unknown number, and all of them were videos. I tapped one of them.

      The video started, and it looked like nothing more than static on a TV screen. I was getting ready to shut it off because I really did need to get to Memaw’s and get fixed up for the barbecue. Then movement in the static caught my eye, and I held the phone’s small screen close to my face, trying to figure out what I was seeing.

      The shadow moved toward me fast, its face coming into view and then too close for me to really see.

      “What the—” I yelled and flinched back from the phone, tossing it into the passenger seat.

      A wisp of shadow came from the phone, gaining in substance as it grew in length. The top of a head covered in some sort of shroud became visible.

      “No, no, no, no.” My voice sounded like a sick car alarm, blaring the same stupid sound over and over. I stopped shouting and got a-hold of myself. I had to get out of this car and away from this thing at once.

      I reached for my door handle, pulling hard on it several times. The door handle moved, but the door didn’t open. I whined like a little animal about to get gobbled up by a bigger, meaner animal, yanking the door handle as hard as I could. The door stayed closed. My bladder turned into a heavy, hot rock, and I just knew I was going to wet my pants.

      A scratching, crawly sound came from behind me. Gasping, unable to get enough oxygen to breathe, I twisted in my seat. The vapor birthing itself from my phone had expanded to nearly touch me. I went still. If I stay here much longer, it’ll be able to touch me. What then?

      I turned to the door and reared back my fist to hit the window. Then I looked at the little silver knob that locked the door. It was pushed all the way down, flush with the door. The relief felt as sweet as sunshine on a cold day. I used my thumb and forefinger to pull on the old-fashioned lock, almost giddy. It wouldn’t move.

      A light breeze caressed the back of my neck. My stomach clenched into a tight, hard ball. It was too late. I’d failed. I twisted in my seat, muscles nearly slack, thinking I didn’t have any fear left in me to invest in this horror. I stared at what shared the car with me and opened my mouth to scream. A little hiss was all that came out. The mist formed into a cracked and scarred forehead, and black soulless eyes appeared below it.

      The black opal came to life on my chest, heating to a burning temperature in seconds, and searing the skin underneath. I writhed in my seat and made animal sounds. The door lock popped up on its own. Moaning, I grabbed the handle and pushed open the door, letting myself slide out head first and cracking my forehead on the pavement. I glanced back into the car. The thing’s misty, wavering face showed a hole where the nose should have been and a gaping mouth full of matchstick teeth.

      “Help me,” My plea echoed in the darkness, and I knew deep down nobody was there to hear me. I got my hands underneath me, preparing to scoot backward.

      The thing whipped out a hand wrapped in dirty cloth and grabbed my ankle, clamping down. I heard and felt something inside me snap. A bolt of pain shot up my leg. I screamed like a prissy little girl and moaned, “Please, don’t,” through my sobs. Blood from my ruined ankle pattered onto the pavement and ran up my leg.

      I looked around at the empty night. I was going to die out here alone, and nobody would ever really understand what happened to me.

      The thing yanked on my leg. Pain flared through my body, and I screamed again, reflexively grabbing the black opal in hopes it would come back to life. The gemstone had gone cold on my chest. Exhausted? I cursed myself for not knowing but kept trying to crawl, not really sure how I’d go anywhere with some monstrosity hanging on to my leg. Nothing mattered except getting away from whatever it was trying to hurt me.

      “Peri Jean Mace.” The thing’s voice sounded brittle and dry, so quiet it was hard to hear. “Look at me, Peri Jean Mace.”

      I flopped over on my back and stared at the awful thing. It had grown shoulders and a torso, the lower half of its body still fading into the mist coming from my phone.

      “If you fail in your duty, I will be the last thing you and your loved ones see.” Its hand clamped down on my leg again.

      I clawed at the pavement, kicking my legs, a terrified groan coming from my mouth. The thing’s black eyes locked on mine. The sound of a thousand voices screamed inside my head. I grayed out.

      The roar of a motorcycle snapped me out of my fear fit. It bore down on me in seconds, its lone headlight blinding me. I put my arms over my head and waited for impact. It never came.

      “Peri Jean?” Huge hands spread out on my back, hands I knew. Wade Hill. I leaned into him, scooting as far as possible away from my car and pulling my injured leg to me. He stroked my hair. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      Unable to do more than gibber, I raised one arm and pointed at my leg. Wade leaned over and looked at the wound and hissed through his teeth.

      “What did this to you?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. “Never mind. I’ll fix it.” He shrugged off his leather jacket and set it aside. I watched, expecting him to take off his T-shirt and rip it into a bandage. Instead he got so close to me I thought he was going to kiss me or something. He took my hand, using his fingers to push open my closed fist, and twined his fingers in mine like a lover. The warmth radiating off his body and the smells of gasoline and open road, scents I’d forever associate with Wade, enveloped me in a comforting cocoon.

      Wade closed his eyes and took a deep breath, his lips moving. At first I thought he was doing a spell, but then I heard the words “Heavenly Father” and realized he was saying a prayer. Then he began to speak aloud. I didn’t recognize the words, but I knew the cadence, knew where they must have come from.

      The first electric pinpricks of magic passed from Wade’s hand and into mine, radiating through my body and settling in both the wound on my head and the one on my leg. The feeling intensified, and my body jerked with each prickle. The magic found the black opal, and my skin went numb, singing with power. I felt whatever bone the horror in my car had broken slide back together and fuse.

      Next to me, Wade stiffened, his head thrown back and cords standing out on his neck. The heat radiating from him grew uncomfortable, and beads of sweat formed on his forehead and ran into his hair, slimy dampness growing between our joined hands. I heard my own breathing coming in pants, Wade’s words punctuating them. It took me to a place, an old place, somewhere in my mind where my subconscious and body knew what to do even if the conscious part of my mind didn’t.

      The world clouded, my heart thundering in my chest. The pain from the wounds ebbed away into an awful itch. The black opal heated to an unbearable level, and a hum filled my ears as even the itch went away. Wade let go of me and sagged forward, putting his hands down on the pavement. We sat panting in silence until I heard a car coming and struggled to my feet, forgetting the injury until I put weight on my bad leg. It held without a twitch or a tingle. Wade hurried to his feet and got his motorcycle out of the road before the car reached us. Both of us waved as it passed. I turned to Wade, seeing not the jokester thug I’d grown to love as a friend over the months but, instead, someone whose weirdness surpassed even mine.

      “What did you do?” Speaking hurt my throat. Had I screamed that much?

      “Healed you.” Even though I couldn’t see his eyes, I heard the uncertainty in his voice. He knew I didn’t like seeing ghosts and wished I could be normal.

      “How though?”

      “By the power of the divine.” He took a deep breath. “I’ve been working with your memaw and Esther Bruce, too. Your memaw was the one who figured out what I am, though.”

      “What are you?”

      He turned his face away from me and then spoke. “The seventh son of a seventh son. There’s a lot of folklore, but the only parts true for me are the ones about being a healer and always getting in a bunch of trouble.”

      “Thank you.” I gripped his arm, barely able to get my hand around it. “Thank you so much. I think my foot was broken.”

      “Broken?” He snorted. “Looked like someone took a pair of pincers and nearly sheared it off. What the hell got after you?”

      “It came out of my phone. It’s still in my car, I guess.” But I wondered why the sharp-toothed monster hadn’t come after both of us. Had it considered its message delivered and gone on its way?

      Wade let go of me and marched over to the vehicle, bending double to lean in. He came back almost immediately, shaking his head.

      “I don’t understand. What happened?”

      “A, uh, monster came out of my phone.” I described the thing to Wade as best as I could, but ended up talking more about its hands and teeth than anything.

      Wade retrieved my phone from the car, his brow knitted. “It’s dead. Got a charger?”

      I didn’t want to get back into the car, so Wade found my charger and hooked it up to a rig he had in his saddlebag. I tried to calm myself, but the thing I’d seen had been real. It hurt me badly, and I might have died out here had Wade not come along. A few minutes later, the cellphone powered up.

      “It’s in the messages. Look for some from unknown.” I didn’t want to go near the thing, even though I knew I needed it for work and life. I told Wade my passcode, and he tapped the phone’s screen to access the messages. He stared at the phone for a long time, his face expressionless. Finally, he turned it where I could see it.

      The screen was filled with the picture of Priscilla Herrera.

      “Tell me everything again. Slow this time.”

      I explained what happened again, going as slowly as I could. My voice sped up at parts, and Wade simply shook his head at me, motioned for me to calm down. I conveniently left out the part about the curse, needing to think it over by myself before I let others know what I’d seen. Other than that, I didn’t leave out one scream. He listened stoically.

      “My great-aunt, the one who taught me to use my gift, would’a said somebody sent a booger after you.” He glanced at the blood still pooled on the road. “Like to’ve got you from what I can tell.”

      My cellphone dinged with a message. Wade held out my phone to me, but I shook my head. He read the message.

      “It’s Hannah Kessler. She says to get your ass to the barbecue now. You’re late.”

      “No. I can’t.”

      “What are you going to tell them happened? Think Mr. Dean Do-Right’ll like it?”

      I went to my car and held out my hand for the cellphone.

      “You want me to follow, I can.”

      I rubbed my arms against the chills ripping through my body, despite the pent-up feel of the day’s heat still hanging in the night air.

      “I can give you a ride.”

      His words hit me like a blast from a sink sprayer. Dean would have a fit if Wade came roaring up at the barbecue and dropped me off.

      “Will you follow me to town?” I took one more look at my clothes but knew it was too late to do anything about them.

      “Flash your signals left and right like you’re crazy if you run into trouble.”

      I nodded and held my hand out for my phone again, flinching when it touched my skin. This whole thing was no joke. I could have gotten run over cowering in the highway like a teenager at a horror movie. Either Priscilla Herrera’s order to the dark guardians was no joke or she was a great bluffer. Didn’t matter which. She had my attention. I wished with all my heart she’d picked somebody else to save Gaslight City. I didn’t even like most of the people here.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The tremors rocking my body ceased after the first mile, and I put one of my father’s ZZ Top cassettes in the ancient player set into the dashboard and turned it up loud to drown out any thoughts of what I just experienced. It was too much for my brain to comprehend. All I knew to do was move forward, keep surviving. The hum of Wade’s motorcycle blatting behind me made the task seem possible. What if he hadn’t happened along to save me?

      Dean’s campaign had rented an establishment named the Hoedown Party Barn for the barbecue. The ten-year-old corrugated metal building, new by Gaslight City standards, squatted a quarter mile from downtown on Textile Road. It occupied the site of the old Fountain Textile Mill, where both my uncle and father worked before tragedy took away their lives. I knew I was in trouble as soon as I got close enough to see the parking lot.

      Cars and trucks jammed the prairie of asphalt, spilling over into an overgrown grassy area next door. I parked on the edge of the herd of vehicles and shut off my Chevy Nova. Wade pulled in behind me and cut his engine. I met him at my bumper.

      “You want to come in for a plate of barbecue? It’s free.”

      “Nah. You were right earlier. Little man might split the seams of his boy’s extra medium dress shirt.”

      I didn’t bother defending Dean to Wade. Their different paths in life ensured they’d never be friends. “Thanks for following me.”

      “Never any need to thank me. Just doing what I need to do.” He started his motorcycle before I could offer him supper again and did a U-turn on the narrow road, raising his hand to wave goodbye. I watched him until the noise of his ride faded into the night.

      “Where the hell have you been?” Hannah stormed across the parking lot, Rainey Bruce right behind her. Both their arms pumped like people I’d seen walking in a mall. I realized I didn’t have the emotional energy to deal with them about the time they reached me.

      “Dean’s waiting on you,” Hannah said. “He wants you to stand onstage with him when he gives his welcome speech. Come on.”

      “She isn’t going in there looking like she’s been bar crawling for a week,” Rainey said. “Not as long as I’m Dean’s campaign manager. Eddie said you left his house forty-five minutes ago. I figured you’d gone to change. What did you do? Go partying with Wade Hill?”

      My throat ached with the buildup of what I’d seen. The thing came out of my phone, reached for me. It could have killed me. The whispers I’d heard all my life filled my head. Schizophrenic. Hallucinations. I shook my head to clear it.

      “It came out of the phone and chased me into the road.” Even as I said the words, I knew they were out of context and wouldn’t make sense. Sure enough, both Hannah and Rainey shook their heads. I explained what happened, leaving out the stuff about how the boogie man would kill me and everybody I loved unless I kept the curse attached to the treasure. No need to cause a panic. What little I told them must have been enough. Both women drew away from me, their eyes widening.

      “Oh no.” Hannah put her hand over her mouth. “No wonder you’re filthy.”

      Rainey took out her cellphone. “Dean. Stall them ten minutes, okay?” She paused while he said something. “Just do it, you hear me?” She hung up and spoke to Hannah. “You got anything to fix her up?”

      Hannah studied me, raising one eyebrow. “I’ve got my makeup box in the car. But it’s the one I travel with. Not much in there.”

      “It’ll have to do. Let’s get her over there.”

      They dragged me to Hannah’s BMW sedan and forced me inside. Hannah took out a plastic case bigger than some of the toolboxes I’d seen and opened it. Inside lay an array of tubes and tins, all filled with mystery substances. I reached for a black eye liner pencil and Hannah slapped my hand.

      “Clean some of the dirt off your face. Get your neck too.” Rainey handed me a damp disposable wipe. I started scrubbing. Rainey grabbed a hairbrush out of the toolkit and started dragging it through my hair. I moaned once to let her know it hurt. The look she gave me dried up any more complaints. Hannah dabbed at my face with creams and powders, the brushes she used tickling my face. Three minutes of tickling, tugging torture later, both women leaned back to scrutinize me.

      “Her shirt’s still filthy,” Rainey said. “You got anything else?”

      To my amazement, Hannah went to her trunk and pulled out a pile of clothes. “None of this is going to fit her. She’s smaller than me.”

      Rainey picked through the clothes and came out with a sleeveless spandex shirt and tossed it at me. I wanted to argue. The color was a pastel blue, and the straps looked like bra straps. One glance at Rainey’s face convinced me to keep my mouth shut and do as they said. Hannah took one look at me and dug through the pile of clothes again, this time pulling out a short black jacket. I slipped it on over the tank top and waited for their judgment.

      “A dress would have been better, but this’ll work in a pinch. She doesn’t look as awful as she did.” Rainey gripped my arm and tugged me toward the party barn, lecturing me in her courtroom voice as we went. “Sheriff Joey Holze posted to some online social media sites today about Dean’s problems back in Louisiana.”

      “How bad?” My throat ached again, and I knew I’d end up crying if I didn’t get myself under control. The day had taken its toll on me. What Sheriff Joey did made sense. The poisonous son of a bitch hated Dean and me wholeheartedly. Me for being a ghost-seeing, devil-worshiping freak and Dean for having the temerity to run against him in the sheriff’s election. Using underhanded methods to get ahead in the election fit the nasty SOB to a tee.

      “Bad enough,” Rainey said. “He posted links to newspaper articles about Dean’s partner getting killed and about him resigning in a cloud of drunken disgrace. The article he linked to mentioned Dean and his wife-at-the-time were getting divorced and did all kinds of creative speculating about the reasons.” She puckered her lips as though she tasted something sour. “Of course, Sheriff Joey made comments like ‘Is this who you want for your sheriff?’ in his postings online.”

      “This is so embarrassing,” Hannah moaned. “I can’t believe my uncle acts like this.”

      Teeth clenched together so hard it hurt, I imagined how satisfying it would be to put signs with stuff like “gorilla cock sucker” and “dookey breath” in Joey’s yard right alongside his “Joseph Holze for Sheriff” signs.

      “You’ve got to get in there and make Dean look good.” Rainey gave my arm a shake to emphasize her point.

      “What if we leak what you found in Joey’s house?” I spoke to Hannah.

      “There’s no proof either of you found anything.” Rainey, many inches taller than me, stooped to lean into my face. I’d known her since we were six. She was the most competitive person I’d ever met. She signed on as Dean’s campaign manager with one conclusion in mind: winning. She wouldn’t tell me to keep Joey’s likely theft of the Mace House to myself to be nice.

      “She’s right,” Hannah said. “We’ve got nothing.”

      A rivulet of sweat tickled its way down my side. The day’s upheaval had pushed the election to the back of my mind. All my worries came roaring back wearing streamers and waving. How you doing, Peri Jean? Let’s par-tay. Dean’s chances of winning looked dire, and I had no idea how to help. Me showing up to a public appearance looking like a dirty possum would actually crap things up worse.

      Dean came out of the big metal building, turning his head left and right, obviously looking for me. Rainey inspected me once again, grimaced, and pushed me towards Dean.

      “What the hell happened to her?” He spoke to Rainey.

      “She was visiting Eddie.” Rainey put her hands on her hips. “Time got away from her, I think.”

      Dean took several steps closer to me and put his arms around my waist. I leaned against him, and his lips brushed mine, casually at first, then more seriously. “You’re beautiful no matter what,” he mumbled against my lips, his breath mingling with mine. I drank in the scent of soap coming off his clean skin and thought, as I always did when he touched me, we’d figure out a way to make everything work.

      “Come on in.” He threaded his fingers through mine. “I want to you to stand with me onstage. Your memaw has her camera ready.”

      Dean opened the building’s door. Both of us winced as a blast of country music greeted us.

      A loose crowd had congregated on the far side of the room. Nobody paid much attention to either Dean or me until we took the small stage. There was no microphone, so Dean raised his voice. He knew how to holler from his job in law enforcement.

      “Folks?”

      People slowly turned our way. Someone began clapping, and a short burst of applause swept through the room.

      “First, thank you all for coming out tonight. Hope the weather’s been warm enough for you all.” He waited while the polite laughter died down. “Peri Jean and I want to welcome you all to the barbecue.” He tightened his arm around me as they applauded. “Thank you all for coming out, and I hope you enjoy—”

      “Deputy Dean?” The voice came from the dimly lit area where some tables had been set up, so we couldn’t see the speaker, but I recognized the voice right away. Myrtle Gaudet was a harmless busybody by herself, but she became a formidable biddy when she joined forces with Loretta Brent, who happened to be the mother of Felicia Brent Fischer Holze. The two of them sat at a table near the bandstand. The tension I’d almost let go of came roaring back with its friends migraine and backache. Dean stiffened next to me as he made the same connection I had. We could do nothing but wait to see what horror she was about to shit upon all of us.

      “What’s the necklace around Peri Jean’s neck?”

      My legs went soft as cooked noodles, and I struggled to keep my face impassive and stand as tall as someone my height could. Dean glanced over, saw the necklace, and his shoulders relaxed a little.

      “My mother gifted it to Peri Jean. It goes back several generations in my family.”

      “Didn’t it used to belong to a witch?” Myrtle stood from her table and picked her way toward the stage. People hurried out of her way. They probably hoped she’d keep talking. No matter how much people like other people, they love seeing them suffer even more.

      Several gasps came from around the room. I searched for Memaw, looking for support. Her face was stiff with rage. When our eyes met, she gave me a small nod of encouragement. I stood a little straighter.

      “My great-grandmother was absolutely, positively not a witch.” Dean probably didn’t sound angry to anybody else in the room, but I knew him well enough to know that tone of voice. “She might have been an eccentric old lady who visited local traiteurs, but that does not make her a witch.”

      Myrtle stood in front of the stage by then. She held up an electronic tablet of some sort. “But it says right here online that the necklace is magical, and you’re descended from witches. Burns County don’t want no hocus pocus happening behind the scenes.”

      Dean took the tablet with a trembling hand. On its screen was a post by Felicia Brent Fischer Holze on a popular social networking site. It said pretty much everything Myrtle had told the room. Dean gaped at it, his normally golden tan turning yucky green.

      “Myrtle?” Julie Woodson, owner of Silver Dreams Antiques, appeared at Myrtle’s side.

      Myrtle slowly turned, the triumph on her face souring. The two women exchanged sneers. Earlier in the year, Julie outbid Myrtle at an estate auction. The war started then, each woman searching for ways to make the other one look stupid.

      “Who cares if the necklace belonged to one of the Salem witches? The design of the chain and setting indicate they’re at least two-hundred-fifty years old.” Julie stared down her thin nose at Myrtle. “It’s a wonderful antique piece of jewelry with a great family history. Any real antiques person should be able to appreciate it.”

      I shot Julie a grateful smile. She nodded in acknowledgment. Her on-again-off-again romance with Eddie probably fueled her desire to defend my honor, but every little bit helped.

      Myrtle’s mouth opened and closed several times, then her face lit with glee. “But Peri Jean is a—”

      My cellphone picked right then to start ringing. I dug it out of my jeans pocket and saw Eddie’s face on the screen. Had it been anybody else, I’d have ignored it, but I needed to talk to Eddie no matter what. I pressed the answer button, and Dean’s mouth dropped open in shock. Everything was going wrong for him, and I was making it worse.

      “Eddie?”

      “Peri Jean, baby, you gotta help me. It’s here, and I can’t stop it.” He took a rattling breath. “My chest. I think I’m having a heart attack.”

      The stress of the day pressed down on me, suffocating me. I turned to Dean, took in his angry face, and croaked one word, “Eddie.”

      He shook his head. He probably meant he didn’t understand what I wanted, but I took it to mean “not right now.”

      “Eddie’s having a heart attack,” I screamed. “You have to go help him.”

      Everybody spun into action. Dean shouted for someone to call an ambulance to meet us out there and jumped off the stage and ran for the door. Somehow I kept my phone in my hand throughout all my acrobatics.

      “Eddie, we’re coming. Hold on, okay?”

      Gasps and coughs came over the phone’s speaker and served as Eddie’s answer. I reached Dean’s car and slammed my hand against the passenger window for him to unlock it and let me in. He glared at me but did as I wanted. I slid into the car next to him.

      “Eddie? Eddie?”

      “Oh, honey, I think I’m gonna die.” He coughed again and moaned in pain.

      “Eddie?” I screamed into the phone.

      He didn’t answer. I heard a ground-shaking thump, and the phone went dead.
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      Eddie’s mobile home was about two miles out of town. The speedometer on Dean’s ’80s era Trans Am hovered between seventy and eighty miles per hour.

      “Go faster,” I said. “We’re not going to get there in time to help Eddie.”

      Dean, both hands fisted on the wheel, gave no indication he heard me. I nudged him with the heel of my hand.

      “Stop it,” he said. “I can’t concentrate, and we’re going too fast on this curvy road.”

      “Eddie needs me,” I yelled. “I don’t care about the damn road.”

      Dean didn’t bother to respond.

      “Where’s the ambulance?” I twisted in my seat to peer out into the impenetrable darkness and saw nothing but shadows and gloom. The county didn’t mount streetlights outside the city limits.

      Dean shook his head.

      “They’re so unprofessional. It’s a wonder anybody in this town ever makes it to the hospital alive.” Urgency choked down any and all rational thoughts. The reflectors marking Eddie’s driveway flashed in Dean’s headlights.

      “Here, here,” I yelled.

      He slammed on the brakes, throwing me forward in my seat, the seatbelt digging painfully into my collarbone. Dean sped down the potholed driveway like a madman unleashed and skidded to a stop ten feet from the mobile home.

      All the lights blazed. Usually, Eddie only kept a reading lamp burning in the living room, where he either watched TV, researched, or read. We clambered out of Dean’s Trans Am and bounded up the rickety wooden steps. Dean pounded on Eddie’s door. A muffled moan came through the thin aluminum. He tried the knob and found it locked.

      “Your keys,” he yelled. “Use them. It’ll be easier than busting it in.” I fumbled my keys out of my pocket. Dean snatched them out of my hand, unlocked the door, and barreled into the house.

      Eddie lay curled on his side, writhing in pain. My head swam. Floating on panic and adrenaline, I had to hold onto the wall and the backs of furniture to stagger toward him. Dean crashed to his knees and leaned his head close to Eddie’s. I crowded in, ignoring Dean’s sharp elbow in my way.

      “Mahoney.” Eddie grabbed at my arm, his usual iron grip weak and clammy. “Ask Julie.” His gaze, cloudy with pain and fear, flickered to mine. “Ask her about Mahoney.”

      “Mahoney? Who is Mahoney?” I yelled the words because I couldn’t hear anything over the freight train roaring between my ears.

      Eddie swallowed and closed his eyes.

      “Shit. He quit breathing.” Dean pushed Eddie onto his back and began chest compressions. “Come on, come on.” Dean blew into Eddie’s mouth.

      I knelt frozen on the floor, tears burning my eyes and leaving hot streaks down my cheeks, mind unable to process the scene before me. I was losing Memaw. I couldn’t lose Eddie too.

      Dean continued working on Eddie until we heard the sirens. I leapt to my feet and ran to the door, throwing it open.

      “He’s not breathing.” I jumped up and down on the wooden stoop, making it groan and shake. “Get your sorry asses in here.”

      They pushed past me and surrounded Eddie. One of them, a guy who was in junior high when I was a senior, shook his head at Dean.

      “Noooo,” I shouted before giving in to huge, gulping sobs. I should have called Wade Hill to save Eddie the way he helped me. But it was too late. I wailed louder.

      The paramedics barely gave me a glance. They made notes on charts. One of them took out his cellphone and made a call. Dean put his arm around me and pulled me out of the house. I tried to wiggle away from him, but he held me fast.

      Throbbing, unbearable pain blossomed in my chest, aching like a real wound. Eddie wasn’t dead. He couldn’t be. I never saw his spirit leave his body, and I would have. I’d known Eddie all my life.

      The pain in my chest grew too big to hold inside. I let it out in the form of screams and yowls, clawing at Dean when he tried to hold me. I’d never considered losing Eddie. He was my rock, my mentor, the only daddy I really remembered having. He couldn’t be dead.

      Dean closed his arms around me so I couldn’t move and rocked me. I drew back to look at him and was surprised to see his cheeks wet with tears too. I clutched at him, and we mourned together. Ugly, shaking from the confusion and excitement, nudged my hand. I knelt and wept into his stinky fur.

      I raised my head and spoke to Dean. “Julie. I’ve got to call her. She can’t hear this from one of the gossip mongers.”

      “Let me do it.” Dean took out his cellphone and walked away before I could argue.

      Other people began arriving. Dr. Longstreet, Hannah and Rainey, a Burns County Sheriff’s cruiser containing Deputy Brittany Watson and a middle-aged deputy named Fitzgerald I’d met in passing.

      I found a leash for Ugly. The dog, Hannah, and I stood off to the side, staring at the activity. Rainey sat in her car staring out in to the darkness both hands on the wheel. She got out of her car and picked her way toward us, the former Miss Texas and most graceful, poised woman I knew wobbling on her high heels.

      “I’ll take the dog.” She took the leash from my hand without waiting for my response.

      Hannah turned. “I want Ugly. Eddie would have wanted me to have him. I played with him every time I came out here to talk history with him.”

      “Ugly’s mine.” Dean jogged over. He actually had the brass balls to reach for the leash. One scowl from Rainey, and he withdrew his hand.

      Nobody asked me if I wanted the dog. Truth was, he’d create too much stress for Memaw, but I resented not being asked. I cleared my throat. “Why can’t I have him? Eddie practically raised me.”

      Hannah, Dean, and Rainey glanced at me and went back to glaring at each other.

      “I’m taking the dog,” Rainey said through clenched teeth. “I need him. He reminds me how awful people are and how good they are at the same time. I have to remember that to keep my sanity.”

      I knew winning words when I heard them and knelt in front of Ugly, kissing his face and patting his scarred hide. He licked my nose.

      “Love you,” I whispered. “Enjoy your new life.”

      “So the story is Eddie had a heart attack?” Hannah’s voice trembled.

      “I’m not so sure some outside force didn’t cause Eddie’s heart attack.” I swallowed back another flood of weeping. “Eddie said ‘It’s here,’ when he called me. I can’t help but think he meant the ghost we saw on the museum surveillance video.”

      Rainey nodded her understanding, and Hannah squeezed my hand. Dean took a step away from us.

      “There was no ghost on the video.” He crossed his arms over his chest, bunching his muscles. “Someone tampered with it. I’ve called an expert in Houston to examine the footage. We’ll figure out who stole from the museum.”

      Hannah, Rainey, and I stared at each other, ignoring him. We said nothing. We didn’t need to. Each of us knew the plan. Find out who was behind this thieving, murdering ghost, and put the beat-down on them. Eddie’s death ached all the way into the deepest part of my soul. I’d do everything in my power, risk everything, to avenge his death. He deserved no less.

      Dean snorted like an angry animal and marched away, his posture stiff.

      “Peri Jean, would you go in Eddie’s house and get a towel or something for my car seat?” Rainey asked.

      I cast a glance at the other woman’s sporty Mercedes. The dog would trash it and every beautiful thing she had. Maybe she needed the chaos in her life. I nodded and walked toward the trailer.

      Hannah caught up to me and stopped me. “Where’s Eddie’s ghost? You need to communicate with him—whatever you do—and find out what happened.”

      Her words jolted into my mind. This was the first time where the ghost of a recently deceased person I knew didn’t come see me right away. I lit a cigarette and hoofed it toward the trailer.

      Dr. Nathan Longstreet stood near the rickety wooden deck off Eddie’s front door talking to Deputy Brittany Watson about what happened. The sole female law enforcement officer working for the Burns County Sheriff’s Office, she was eager to learn the job, and Dean wanted to help her. Sometimes too much, I thought. They stopped talking as we approached.

      “I need to go inside and get Rainey a towel for her car. She’s taking the dog.”

      “Deputy Watson can go get it,” Dean said. “You don’t need to.”

      “I want to,” I said. “Plus, I know where everything is.”

      “Darlin’, you might ought to go on home, maybe check on your memaw. Take Hannah and Rainey with you.” Dean tried to pull me against him, but I resisted.

      “Dean’s right,” Dr. Longstreet said. “There’s no more you can do for Eddie. I’m sure he was grateful to have you with him in his last moments. He loved you like you were his.” Tears glossed the old doctor’s eyes. “I warned Eddie at his last three checkups to quit drinking and smoking so much, to eat healthier foods, to exercise. He ignored me. His heart kept getting weaker and weaker. I knew this was going to happen…” He pulled me into his arms, and I breathed in the familiar odors of rubbing alcohol and spearmint. Dr. Longstreet let go of a sob. He’d loved Eddie too. I returned his hug.

      “Tell Brittany where the towels are, honey. Then I want you to be on your way.” Dean put his arm around my waist as soon as Dr. Longstreet released me. “I’ll wait here until Hooty brings the hearse, and Deputy Watson will help me close up. No reason for you to have to…” His mouth worked. “See Hooty take Eddie away.” The pain in his eyes suggested he didn’t want to see it either. It made me hate what I had to say next, but I pushed myself to do what I needed to.

      “I need to be the one who goes inside.”

      “Oh, honey, you don’t either.” Deputy Brittany Watson stepped in front of the door. “Eddie wouldn’t want you to.”

      “I need to see…” I wasn’t quite sure how to tell someone I was going looking for a ghost.

      “There’s nothing in there you need to see.” Brittany moved toward me, so confident and sure of herself I barely recognized the little girl I used to babysit.

      “I need to see his ghost.” I jerked away from her and grabbed the doorknob, my words echoing in the quiet country night. The frogs and crickets stopped their opera to watch the show.

      Brittany, who knew the rumors about me even if she’d never seen me do anything weird, widened her eyes and took a step away from me. Dean squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed one hand over his stomach. Dr. Longstreet nodded tiredly, possibly expecting no less, and stepped away from the door. He’d seen a lot over his years doctoring Burns County. He knew good and well what I could do. If he understood why I wanted to go in, maybe he could get Dean off my case. Before I could think of a discreet way to tip Dr. Longstreet to what I wanted, Dean started motormouthing again.

      “Baby, listen to me,” Dean said. “I don’t want you going in there. It’s upsetting to see a dead person when they haven’t been prepared for viewing. It’s not like going to a funeral.”

      He glanced at Dr. Longstreet for confirmation. The doctor shrugged and leaned against the deck’s railing, crossing his arms over his chest. He knew there was no use arguing with me.

      I ignored Dean and opened the trailer’s front door. He grabbed my arm and tugged me away from it.

      “You can’t go in there.” He said the words in a gruff, near shout. His cop voice. It brooked no argument. If I hadn’t seen him naked, it might have scared me into obeying, but it just made me mad.

      “Actually, she can go in there.” Rainey’s voice came from behind me. “Eddie left his estate to her. I have the will at my office. It’s not probated yet, but all this belongs to Peri Jean.”

      Dean’s mouth worked, and I took the opportunity to slip inside the trailer.
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      I stopped right inside the door and took a good look at the room. Eddie lay where he’d died, more motionless and silent than I imagined possible. Living people make noise just by being alive. They add a presence to the room. Once the heart stops beating and the brain stops creating, it’s over. What’s left behind is like a creepy kind of furniture. I knew the part of Eddie I wanted to talk to—his spirit—still had to be here. He had something to tell me on the phone, and I needed to hear what it was to help me find whoever did this to him.

      “Eddie?” I said to the empty room. My voice sounded flat and muted. “Eddie? Come on. I want to talk to you.” Nothing happened. The black opal hanging around my neck didn’t even give me a little shock of magic. I walked through the living room and kitchen to the master bedroom. Maybe Eddie’d gotten confused in death and went in there.

      I swung the door open. The odor of stale cigarettes, beer, and beer farts assailed me. I took a step backward, viewing the unmade bed and clothes strewn on the floor from the doorway. A plate of greasy chicken bones, the remainder of a fried chicken dinner, sat on the dresser. Steeling my gag reflex, I crept through the room and took baby steps to the bathroom. If the bedroom was this bad, I wasn’t sure I wanted to see what waited for me in there.

      I stepped into the room and put the back of my hand over my mouth. How did Eddie stand using this room? The sink, once white, was caked with dark colored splotches and sprinkled with hair. The counter had a layer of dust so thick I could have written in it if I’d been willing to touch it. The tub and the toilet looked like they could have been used in biological warfare. Empty.

      I’d try his office. He spent a great deal of time in there researching local history and the Mace Treasure. He’d been doing treasure research on my behalf when he realized he needed help. Maybe his ghost went back to finish his task.

      I walked back through the kitchen frustrated enough to holler. The irony infuriated me. All the damn times I’d seen ghosts and wished I didn’t, but the one time I really wanted to see a ghost, I couldn’t do it. I bit my lip, trying not to see Eddie sprawled out on the living room floor. I did okay at keeping my eyes averted until I got right alongside his sad remains.

      Eddie always seemed huge to me, strong and sure, full of wisdom and good fart jokes. Death took all that way from him. Lying on the living room floor, robbed of his dignity, he seemed small and old. Just a middle-aged guy on his way down the hill of life. I noticed for the first time how age and bad health had changed him from the man I had once seen lift and throw a refrigerator several feet while searching for a lost child in the aftermath of a tornado.

      Eddie’s big heart had kept him big in my eyes. It made me not notice the way his body shrank and became less vibrant. No matter what happened, Eddie waded in without a thought for his own safety to help those in need. I sank to my knees next to the man who’d treated me like his own when he didn’t have to, put my face in my hands, and let the ache well up in me.

      Tears seeped out of my eyes and burned the back of my throat. Eddie deserved better than a death like this. Maybe I could have prevented it had I not been so stubborn about helping. This morning, instead of turning Hannah over to Dean, I could have gone to see Hooty and started planning. Instead, I’d dragged ass. It cost Eddie his life.

      Get up, you sorry piece of shit. I pushed myself to my feet and marched through the living room and down the hall to the other two bedrooms, sobs still hitching out of me. I pushed open the door to the one I knew Eddie used as his office and groaned. I’d never find anything in this jumble. Books on Burns County history lay open all over the desk. The small, flat-screen TV was paused on a frame I recognized from the TV documentary on the Mace Treasure. Maps hung on the walls, red pushpins marking spots I knew nothing about. Eddie’d been researching, all right, but this mess gave no indication to any conclusions he’d reached.

      I thought back to Eddie’s words when he called me in distress. It’s here, and I can’t stop it. Couldn’t stop what? Whatever it was, Eddie tried. The effort he made cost him his life.

      For all the stuff strewn about Eddie’s office, Eddie’s ghost was nowhere to be found. He could have already moved on. I’d seen ghosts pass out of this existence and into another, and I never saw them again. What if Eddie was gone for good? I couldn’t believe he’d left without trying to let me know what his research turned up or at least to say goodbye.

      I gently grasped the black opal pendant in one hand. It was time to bring out the heavy weaponry. Closing my eyes, I pulled up an image of Eddie the way he’d been in life. The husk of Eddie, the one on the living room floor, tried to creep into my mind, but I closed it out. I thought of Eddie’s special smell of Old Spice aftershave and cigarettes. The cadence of his voice, the way he’d let his words paint him as an ignorant redneck, played in my mind. A thump came from the hallway. I turned, searching for the noise, and noticed the mirror for the first time.

      Behind the old, black-spotted glass stood Eddie, his hands splayed on either side of his face. I ran to the mirror, letting go of the black opal in my hurry. Eddie vanished. Nerves jangling, I grabbed for the stone, fumbled it, and finally grasped it in one sweaty hand.

      “Eddie.” I focused my concentration again, tension building in my neck and shoulders, sweat popping out all over my body. “Come back, please.”

      A faded image of Eddie came into focus behind the glass. Tears stung my eyes, and I put my hand on the glass over his.

      “Oh, Eddie, I’m so sorry. I should have agreed to help sooner.”

      He shook his head, and his lips moved. I’d never been able to read people’s lips when they mouthed words at me. This time was no exception.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t…”

      Eddie mouthed the word again. I frowned, thinking hard about the way his lips moved. Eddie glanced upward and leaned over, examining the edges of the glass. The realization he was looking for a way out hit me. I nodded so hard it rocked my whole body.

      “Yes,” I said. “Come out here. I think I can understand you better.”

      Eddie ran his transparent fingers around the edge of the glass and shook his head. Bracing himself with both hands, he pushed at the glass. A frown grew on his face, and he slapped the glass, his anger radiating from the mirror. He shook his head. It was no use. He was trapped. He mouthed the words again. This time I caught one.

      Paul.

      “My daddy?”

      Eddie nodded and mouthed the whole sentence for the fifth or sixth time, saying each word slowly. I still had no idea what he meant.

      “My daddy what?” I asked again.

      A shriek came from Eddie’s side of the mirror. Eyes widening, he turned toward the source of the noise. The world behind him, the reflected image of the trailer’s shabby walls and the open office behind me, shook. A rumbling, grinding sound issued from the mirror. Eddie tried to run from whatever he saw coming and simply disappeared. The mirror went solid black, the kind of black too dark to reflect, and cracked down the middle. A bolt of force came from it and threw me backward into Eddie’s office. I came down wrong on an old injury and screamed in pain, holding my lower back. The front door opened.

      “Peri Jean?” Hooty’s deep voice came from the living room. “You all right, girl? What happened?”

      “Back here.”

      Heavy footsteps shook the flimsy walls as he ran toward me. I rolled onto my knees and tried to push myself to a standing position, but the old injury spasmed. I sucked in air, unwilling to let Hooty hear me call out in pain again. He rushed toward me and grabbed my arm, pulling me upright. I kept my hand on my back as the old injury wailed.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “I saw Eddie in the mirror. He tried to tell me something, but I can’t read lips. The only word I got was ‘Paul.’” I stopped talking and leaned over with my hands on my knees, trying to catch my breath. Bolts of agony still flared in my lower back.

      “Dr. Longstreet’s still here. Let’s get you out there so he can look at you.”

      “No,” I said. “This happened a year ago, back when Rae was murdered. He’s looked at it before and wants me to go to a bigger city, see a specialist.”

      “And you don’t want to.” He narrowed his eyes at me.

      “It can wait until later.” I forced myself to stand straight. “Look. It doesn’t even hurt anymore. Figuring who did this to Eddie is what’s important.” I stood with my hands on my hips, making a show of surveying the mess. Something felt off about the room. I didn’t come back here often and didn’t know what should be back here.

      My gaze fell on the empty spot near the window. The trunk, Eddie’s crown jewel of treasure research, usually sat there. It contained a few actual artifacts but also old newspaper clippings and some handwritten diaries.

      “Trunk’s gone,” I pointed to the spot where it usually sat. “When Eddie called me he said ‘It’s here, and I can’t stop it.’ I think the ghost who stole from the museum also stole his trunk.”

      Hooty sagged into the rolling desk chair. “Somebody sent the ghost to get Eddie’s treasure notes. They won’t stop until they find what they want, will they?”

      I shook my head.

      Hooty picked up the book Eddie had laying open and scanned the page. I glanced at the words over his shoulder. Nothing I recognized. I glanced at the other items on the desk and saw the yellow legal pad with words scrawled in Eddie’s nearly illegible handwriting. I reached over Hooty and picked up the pad. I frowned. Eddie, not the most verbose of men, wrote even more terse notes.

      Mahoney…see Julie. I handed the notepad to Hooty. He read the note and returned his gaze to my face.

      “Eddie said the name Mahoney to me right before he st-stopped breathing.” I brushed away a tear. “I’ll go see her tomorrow, once her shop opens.”

      “Fine,” Hooty said. “Tell Hannah and Rainey what-all happened in here. Get them brainstorming about what the thief thought they’d find. Especially Hannah. This was her and Eddie’s favorite topic.” He stood and ushered me out of the room. “I have a job to do, and I don’t want you seeing me do it. Understand?” He kept a firm hold on my arm as he towed me through the living room, keeping his body between me and any view I might have had of Eddie. Hooty opened the front door and gestured for me to go ahead of him. I did but turned back to him and leaned forward to whisper in his ear.

      “Maybe the murderer is looking for the same thing we are—the box I saw in the vision.”

      Hooty nodded, his face still and impassive, giving away no information to anybody who might have been watching.

      “You all right?” Dean grabbed my arm and pulled me away from Hooty. “I heard you yell, but Hooty said he could help you.” He glanced down at where I had my hand pressed against my back. “That place where Veronica Spinelli kicked you hurting again? You have to be more careful. You’re not taking good enough care of yourself.”

      In too much pain to argue, I nodded and let him convince me to get a ride home with Rainey and stinky Ugly.
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      Rainey turned into Memaw’s driveway, and I saw right away the house was dark.

      “Let me out here. Memaw’s already gone to bed.” I had more reasons for wanting out of Rainey’s car than not wanting to disturb Memaw. Ugly had the whole car smelling like sewer. I hoped Rainey didn’t want to hire me to clean her car. Getting the smell out would be a bitch.

      Rainey, bless her, didn’t argue or bargain. She slammed on the brakes long enough for me to get out. She said, “Call me tomorrow,” and left without waiting for my answer.

      I took careful steps on the gravel drive, hurting inside and out. Part of me wanted to talk to Memaw, to seek comfort in her strength, while the other part knew I had to learn how to find my own strength. I stopped at the front gate, staring at a newly familiar shadow standing at the window.

      Memaw lost her husband, George Mace, before I was born, but I recognized the ghost of the middle-aged man from family photos when he first showed up a month or so ago. I guessed he came to escort Memaw into the afterlife. My time with Memaw was coming to an end. Each time I saw him, I wondered if today was the day and how it would go down.

      I opened the front gate, mindful not to let the metal latch make too much noise, and walked up the brick path, breathing deeply the scent of gardenias. Shadows of bugs circling the porch light skated over a small area of sun-scalded St. Augustine grass and the concrete steps leading onto the wood floored porch. I held onto the metal rail to mount the steps, my back screaming with every movement, and stood facing the window where the ghost stared out. We exchanged wary nods. He disappeared into the house, probably to hang out near Memaw’s bedroom, which was where I usually saw him.

      I sat down on the front porch, my back to the house, and lit a cigarette, unable to even think about bed and sleep. Before I knew it, I’d smoked most of a pack. A pile of dead butts littered the concrete steps, and my mouth tasted like dirty feet. Dean’s Smokey and the Bandit era Trans Am came up the drive and parked by the carport. He got out and walked toward me, his shoulders slumped with fatigue. I stood and met him at the bottom of the porch steps. He held open his arms, and I went to him, laying my head on his shoulder, throat burning with tears. I was too tired to cry anymore.

      “I can’t believe Eddie’s dead.” His chest vibrated with his voice.

      “I wasn’t ready.” I sniffed hard. “I didn’t even know to expect it.”

      Dean’s arms tightened around my waist. “I’m sorry you lost him. I know he meant the world to you.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      Dean broke our embrace and brushed at his arms, probably knocking away mosquitoes. Blasted things followed him like a fan club.

      “Can we go inside to talk?” he asked in a soft voice.

      I put one finger to my lips, and he nodded his understanding. Inside, Memaw’s snores drifted out of her room. We tiptoed through the living room and into my bedroom. I shut the door.

      “What happened tonight can’t happen again.” Dean kept his voice pitched so low it was barely a whisper. “At least not until after the election.”

      I puzzled over his words, thinking at first he meant Eddie dying. I shook my head at him. “Huh?”

      “You announcing you were going in Eddie’s trailer to talk to his ghost. Stuff like that.” He waited to see understanding on my face and then continued. “Deputy Fitzgerald lit up like a Christmas tree. You know he’s good friends with Scott and Felicia Holze. I’m sure he went straight over there and told them.”

      I stared at him, too stunned to think of anything to say. He had to know I would never do anything to intentionally damage his chances of winning the sheriff’s election. I knew how important it was to him and wanted him to win.

      “I wasn’t thinking,” I managed to choke out. The dismay at losing Eddie so suddenly had let my mouth get ahead of my brain.

      “I know, but you saw Myrtle Gaudet and Loretta Brent tonight.”

      I moved away from Dean and bent to straighten the bedspread, relieved to escape his disappointed pout. I pulled the fabric tight and smoothed my hands over it. The activity did nothing to comfort my spiking nerves, but it slowed things down enough for me to think. Something new occurred to me. “Myrtle wouldn’t have known about the black opal necklace if Felicia hadn’t posted it on Facebook. How did she know? I sure didn’t tell anybody.”

      “I’ve been thinking about it all night.” Dean’s cheeks darkened, and the tips of his ears reddened. “Lisette could have given her the information.”

      “How would Felicia know your ex-wife?” Sharp-edged fury jabbed at me and hit all the tender spots.

      Dean shifted from foot to foot. “I-I-I don’t know how they met, but they’re friends on social media.” He held his hands out to me. “We’re skirting the real point here.”

      “All right. Tell me the real point.” I had to fight to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

      “They planned the whole little scene with the necklace to do exactly what it did. Make people think I’m hiding something.”

      Oh, for all the cat poop in the world. “Dean, everybody in this rinky-dink town knows what I am. There’s no hiding from it.”

      “You don’t have to be so obvious about it. You can use discretion.” Dean came to stand right behind me, so close I could hear him breathing.

      “How dare you—” I caught myself as my voice raised and stopped speaking. I had to calm down to keep from waking Memaw, if for no other reason. “Do you honestly think I don’t know about discretion? What do you think I’ve spent my whole life doing?” I expected Dean to back down, to apologize, but he just shrugged.

      Fuming, I turned my back on him, got out my cigarettes, lit one, and sat down at my desk, running my hands over the slick wood and trying to calm down. I bought the desk at a garage sale for twenty-five dollars. Dean spent a weekend helping me refinish it. This was the side of him I loved, the one who’d roll up his sleeves and work right alongside me, the one who rubbed the kinks out of my shoulders at the end of the day, the one who had sage advice when I asked. I had to try to see things from Dean’s perspective. Part of a grownup relationship is working things out, not stomping off in a rage.

      I tapped my ashes into a plastic ashtray and twisted in my seat to face Dean, to tell him I’d do my best. But when I saw what he was up to, the words shriveled in my mouth. Dread pulsed into my bloodstream with every thud of my heart. The argument about me flaunting what made me different was one thing. What I saw Dean doing was a whole other monkey dance.

      He had removed one of the pictures stuck into my mirror’s wood frame and had it pinched between his thumb and forefinger. From the expression on his face, he could have been unclogging a toilet.

      “I thought we worked past this.” He held out the picture so I could see which one he had. I didn’t need to see it because I could see the empty space right near the middle of the mirror’s frame, but I looked anyway. The picture showed me with Chase Fischer standing in front of a tall face of sheared off white stones, both of us wearing cutoff jeans, him shirtless and me wearing a bikini top.

      The Guadalupe River three years ago. Benny Longstreet hired Chase and me to clean up a vacation property he owned out in the Texas Hill Country after some so-called friends shit it up. We stayed a month and vacationed about as much as we worked. The lazy day we spent floating down the Guadalupe remained one of my fondest memories of Chase.

      “Worked past what?” My fingers itched with the urge to snatch the picture away. Those days with Chase had no bearing on Dean and me. He had no right to confront me with it.

      “Your unhealthy relationship with Chase Fischer.” His voice took on a didactic cadence I’d gotten real familiar with lately. “Chase was an addict and…well, I hate to say it, but he was a loser.” Dean raised his eyebrows at me. I wanted to knock the know-it-all look off his face. “I thought we agreed he was no good for you and your decision to maintain the friendship was low self-esteem. It was self-destructive behavior. I don’t like to see you selling yourself short.”

      “I remember you saying a bunch of stuff you thought sounded good. Was that us working through it?” I stood from the desk, strode over to Dean, and calmly took the picture from him. I stuck it in back in the mirror’s frame and turned to stand face to face with the man I loved. We didn’t have a lot in common. We didn’t even think the same way. Most times, I thought we complimented each other well enough. This was not one of those times.

      “You admitted he wasn’t good for you. If you believe that, why do you have this picture of him on your mirror like some teenage girl with a crush?”

      Teenage girl with a crush? You’ve got to be kidding me. I wrestled with my anger, holding back the venom I wanted to spew at him, and counted to ten. When I spoke, my voice barely shook. “I knew Chase a long time. He was—”

      “The great romance of your life, the one you can’t leave behind,” Dean finished.

      Indignation flared in me, righteous and hot. Dean knew more than he should about my long history with Chase. My choice to enable my old friend one last time got him killed. Dean held me together while I grieved. He let me express my guilt over Chase’s murder, holding me while I cried myself into a stupor, telling me Chase bought a one-way ticket to his fate long ago and nothing I said or did could have changed it. He asked sensitive questions, and I took comfort in his insight, thinking we were bonding over similar life experiences since Dean’s bad judgment cost a life once upon a time.

      This conversation shed new light on all those talks. I saw something different. Dean thought those talks meant I put Chase out of my mind permanently, deleting both the good and the bad memories, like tapping the “cut” button on my smartphone. How could he think I’d be shallow enough to simply forget the longest running friendship I ever had? How dare he reduce me to a hormonal teenager, sad over a silly broken romance, because I wouldn’t delete my relationship with Chase like an unwanted email? The insult hurt, and the hurt pissed me off.

      If we’d been anywhere other than in Memaw’s house, with her a couple of rooms away, I’d have chewed Dean up one end and down the other, but I had enough snap to know this was neither the time nor the place. Maybe it wasn’t even the right argument to have.

      “I will not apologize for or justify having a picture of a man I knew and loved from when I was six-years-old until he died when I was thirty. Do we understand each other?”

      Dean stuck out his jaw, his blue eyes chilling with anger.

      “I will do the best I can not to embarrass you with the election so close, but I can’t make any promises.” I paused to get a firmer hold on my temper. “I am what I am. Just like Chase was what he was.”

      Dean shook his, head, shrugged, and rolled his eyes all at the same time. I wanted to kick him in the gnards.

      “Whatever,” he said.

      “No.” I bristled. “Don’t say whatever to me. Make some indication you understand what I’m telling you.” I knew he wouldn’t. Once he labeled something or somebody, the subject was closed tighter than a dick’s hatband. Dean stuck to whatever he’d said as though reconsidering made him somehow unfit to walk the earth. His snap judgment of me burned. I put my arms over my chest to keep my fist from striking out on its own. I did not want to shit up our relationship further by adding physical violence to it. We stood glaring at each other, both of us breathing hard.

      “Okay. I won’t say whatever. You want to discuss this, we will.” He flared his nostrils. “Your friendship with Chase is part of a lifelong pattern with you, and what happened this morning is a perfect example of it.”

      This morning. It seemed so long ago. Then it hit me. “Are you talking about the Six Guns coming by the museum?”

      “I can’t believe you let them take Miss Leticia riding. No telling what could have happened to her.”

      “What did you expect me to do? Forcibly drag her out?”

      “I expected you not to stand out there chit-chatting with them like y’all are buddies while Wade Hill put his hands all over you.”

      “Wade Hill is my friend. He helps me with my business.” I could barely believe my ears. It was not the damn time for Dean to get his undies in a bunch over Wade. If not for him, I might not have survived the night.

      “Yeah. He’s done a real good job of stepping into Chase’s shoes, hasn’t he? You traded one loser for another.” He clenched his fists. “It’s bad enough you hang out with him, but it’s even worse when you do it right in the middle of downtown Gaslight City for all the world to see.”

      “And we’re back to me keeping you from getting elected.”

      “The truth is the truth, no matter how much it hurts.”

      Angry tears burned my eyes, and I felt furious sobs clawing to get out. I didn’t want to cry in front of Dean. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of seeing me break, but I felt the tears brimming, and one of them slid down my cheek.

      “Oh, sweetie, don’t cry. I hate to see you doing this to yourself.” Dean tried to brush away my tear, and I almost fell over backward flinching away from him. “The look in your eyes is killing my heart. I let this get out of hand, let a lot of things I’ve been stewing over for a while come out. I handled it wrong.”

      In other words, he meant every word he said but hated to see me crying over it. He took a step toward me and put his hands on my arms.

      “You’re so mad, you’re shaking.” He leaned in to kiss me, and I turned my face away. “We will work it out. I promise.”

      “Please go home.” I pushed his hands off my arms. “I need to sleep.” I did not need to sleep, but I needed Dean as far away from me as I could get him.

      “Okay.” He nodded too quickly. “I’ve got to work in a few hours too. I’ll go.”

      I walked him out on the front porch where he immediately began brushing mosquitos off his arms and neck.

      “Don’t spend all night fuming about this.” He smiled. I didn’t bother to try to smile back. I went inside, shut the door, and locked it.

      I stayed up most of the night smoking and fuming. Dean was a good man, but he had an arrogant side to him, and it brought out the worst in me. He had good points about everything he said. My ability to see ghosts could kill him at the polls. Chase Fischer had been a loser, no matter how much I loved him. Memaw hanging out with the Six Guns and me hanging out with Wade Hill looked bad for Dean. The right person could question whether it meant Dean would tolerate illegal activity in our town, maybe even help it happen. I understood, damn it, but the way he acted about it still made me mad as hell, and I didn’t know the solution. I loved our relationship. I loved Dean when he was relaxed and having fun. I didn’t love this side of him, though. At all. If I could stick it out through the election, things would get better. I hoped.

      Around daybreak, I took the house phone off the hook, made coffee and waited for Memaw to get out of bed. I didn’t want her hearing about Eddie’s death from anybody but me.
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        * * *

      

      Memaw’s waking cry brought me running. I slammed into her bedroom and leaned over her bed, wiping sweat off her face. Her gaze, wide and wild, darted around the room, finally settling on my face.

      “You hurting?” My words came out in a breathless rush. “You want your medicine? Or I can call Dr. Longstreet.”

      She took a deep breath, then another. I sat on the edge of the bed, holding her hand and waiting.

      “Thank God it was just a dream. Oh, thank God.” She pulled her hand out of mine and reached for the glass of water on her nightstand. She took a long drink. “You’re right here and safe.”

      “Yep. I’m right here.” I took the nearly empty glass from her and set it back on the nightstand.

      “I dreamed you were on the roadside, fighting somebody in your car. They were hurting your leg.” She rubbed her temple and frowned. “You were crying and screaming and so scared.”

      My scalp tightened and began to tingle as sweat broke out on it. She couldn’t know what happened last night. Could she? I leapt off her bed and walked to her closet, keeping my back to her so she couldn’t see my face and got out her robe. I forced a smile onto my face.

      “Dreams are weird, aren’t they?” I held out her robe and set her house shoes right by the bed so she could slide her feet into them. “They seem so real when you’re in the middle of them.”

      “This one scared me so bad.” Grunting with effort, she pushed herself to a sitting position. “Your grandfather, George, was there with me. He held me back, wouldn’t let me go help you.”

      Cold fingers walked down my spine.

      “You know what George said, Peri Jean?” Memaw slid her arms into her robe.

      “No, ma’am. I don’t.” I shoved my hands in my pants pockets because I didn’t want Memaw to see them trembling and hoped she couldn’t see all the places I felt sweat forming on my body.

      “He said I couldn’t save you. It was your turn to do the right thing.” Her dark eyes bored into me, as though looking for an answer. I avoided her gaze.

      “It’s over now. Let’s go out to the kitchen. I’ve already got your coffee ready. We need to talk.”

      Ten minutes later, Memaw and I sat in the kitchen drinking coffee. She’d taken the news of Eddie’s murder—because if the ghost who came to the museum caused his death, it was murder— better than I thought she would. Her worsening sickness sometimes had her emotions on edge, ready to jump off the nearest cliff screaming. I then told her about the items stolen from the museum, the vision, and how I thought it connected to Eddie’s death. Memaw put one hand over her mouth and stared at the wall for several seconds.

      “So this curse…Priscilla Herrera put it on the treasure to get back at the townspeople?” She put a spoonful of sugar in her coffee, stirring deliberately while not looking at me. “Not because Reginald Mace, the rightful owner of the treasure, asked her to?”

      “Not from what I could see. She was angry about what was about to happen to her and wanted to get even.” I took a sip of my coffee and winced as the acid burned my belly. “Specifically, she wanted to put the hurt on those greedy enough to mount their own treasure hunt.”

      “Now another greedy so-and-so is about to try to take off the curse, and you think finding this box will stop them.” Memaw’s shoulders rounded. “What’s your plan to stop them?”

      “Last night, I found this in Eddie’s office.” I slid the piece of yellow note paper across the table to Memaw.

      She picked it up and squinted at it. “Nothing in his office to give you a hint what this means? Julie might not know either.”

      “I have to ask anyway. Otherwise, I’m at a dead end.”

      “And you’re determined to do this?” She watched me over the rim of her coffee mug.

      “I’m not sure I have much choice.” I couldn’t tell her how true her dream was. She would worry too much. “Priscilla Herrera won’t leave me alone until I do.” And she’ll send a nightmare to kill us all if I don’t.

      Memaw frowned and sipped her coffee. “She feels bad for what she did.”

      “I think it’s more than that.” I arranged and rearranged the items on the table until Memaw put her hand over mine.

      “What is it then, baby?”

      “She said something about not being able to move on.” I tried to think of a way to explain to Memaw what I meant.

      She pointed at me. “Oh, like she’s caught in some kind of punishment place?”

      “Maybe. I think maybe.” I folded my napkin and unfolded it.

      “My mama always said you have to be careful. If you set out to harm, all you get is harm in return. Makes sense Priscilla got sent to prison for ghosts.” She settled her gaze on me. The corners of her mouth turned down. “But, baby, what if you end up dead too?”

      The idea of dying disappointed me. I wanted to see how things turned out for Dean and me. I wanted to get past the stress of the sheriff’s election and start enjoying life with him. Then I thought of Hannah. What if she got killed because of this current round of bullshit? My fingers tightened around my coffee cup, and I reached for my cigarettes with my other hand.

      “I can’t refuse to help because I couldn’t live with it if someone else I love died.”

      Memaw’s eyes moistened. “You can’t go against your loyal nature. I want to knock you over the head. You know it? But I’m so proud of you at the same time.”

      “Rest assured I ain’t in this for the long haul. I’ll stop whoever’s behind this, but I’m out after I finish.” I lit a cigarette and blew out a cloud of bluish smoke. “I’m tempted to burn the witch’s spell book, and you’re the last person I plan to tell about the vision I had.”

      “Over the years of living here, I heard a lot of stories about the treasure curse.” She took a sip of her coffee and grimaced. “Most of the rumors are useless. It’s almost like a superstition—step on a crack, the curse’ll get you.” Memaw’s gaze flickered from mine to the window. Her eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open. “No,” she muttered.

      I half stood in my chair to see what she saw. A huge raven perched on our chain-link fence, facing the window. Goosebumps raised on my arms. Why were they after me? The black opal heated on my chest, and I flinched, trying to get away from the discomfort. I glanced back to Memaw to find her trembling.

      “What is it?”

      She jumped as though she’d forgotten I was with her and hearing my voice surprised her. As I watched, she pulled herself ramrod straight in her chair and fixed her face into a phony smile.

      “Oh, nothing, darling. You know I hate those damn crows.” She barked out a fake laugh. “Must be those old legends about them being an omen of death.”

      “Are you sure it’s not a raven?” I couldn’t quit thinking about what Eddie said about the ravens. “It’s an awfully big bird to be a crow. Next time, look at the shape of the tail feathers. If it’s a spade shape when the bird flies, it’s a raven, not a crow.”

      “I ain’t a backyard bird watcher, so I’ve never paid much attention.” Memaw took her coffee cup to the sink and pitched the bitter brew down the drain.

      I turned back to the window to find the bird still watching us. His stare was like no other animal’s I’d seen. An intelligence I didn’t like lurked behind the raven’s black eyes. It was almost like he knew we were discussing him. Memaw hurried to the window, swatted the glass, and hollered, “Get on out of here.”

      The bird watched us a few more seconds and flew off. I let go of a breath I didn’t know I was holding.
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        * * *

      

      I drove to downtown Gaslight City and parked in front of Silver Dreams antiques. Inside, Julie Woodson, the shop’s owner, talked to a customer. Damn. I’d hoped to catch her alone. Everybody and their dogs would know I’d been to see Julie and would be wondering why. I dragged myself out of my car, shuffled the twenty or so steps to the shop, and opened the door. A bell announced my arrival. Every head in the store swiveled in my direction. I saw Julie right away and realized she was talking to my mother. The fun never stopped.

      Julie glanced at me and smiled. I gave her a brief wave and pointed to the back of the store. She held up a finger to indicate she’d join me as quickly as she could. Barbie turned to see who wanted Julie. Something flickered behind her gaze, but she recovered quickly and broke into a huge smile. She motioned me over. I started not to go, but Julie joined in. I dragged myself across the store to them.

      “Guess who’s gonna be working here?” Barbie pulled me into an unwanted hug. I felt a tension headache starting in the back of my neck.

      “You?” I didn’t even try to smile. Why couldn’t Barbie stay away? She’d hated me all my life. There was no reason to start over.

      “Yep. Julie’s part-time help quit this very morning. Can you believe the coincidence?”

      “What happened to Stella?” I turned to Julie, doing my best to resist the urge to kick my mother in her shin.

      “You know Donny retired last year. Well, he’s now decided he wants to travel, and Stella’s job is getting in the way.”

      I was too surprised to say anything. Donny Dotson never hit me as the traveling kind, but I supposed we all changed as we passed through life.

      “Oh, honey, I was sorry to hear about Eddie.” Barbie put her cold hand on my bare arm. I moved away from her and caught Julie staring at me with a puzzled expression on her face.

      “Thanks. His heart was bad, and he didn’t want to change his lifestyle.” I had no intention of telling anybody what I really thought happened to Eddie.

      “I heard,” Barbie said. She glanced between Julie and me, her smile dimming to a vague grimace. “I guess the two of you have some things to talk over. I’ll watch the front.”

      Julie held open the door marked “Employees Only” and led me up two flights of creaking stairs to a loft housing her extra stock. Julie walked to the kitchenette tucked in one corner of the loft and directed me to sit at the table with her.

      “Oh, Peri Jean, I’m gonna miss him so much.” Tears swam in her eyes. She obviously thought I’d come to her so we could mourn together. I took her hand and squeezed, feeling not a little guilty for being so self-absorbed.

      “I can’t imagine life without him.” That was sure the truth. “How are you doing?”

      “Shocked.” Her voice wavered, and she stopped speaking and took a tissue out of her pocket and dabbed at her eyes. “Of course, me and Eddie haven’t been anything more than pals for years. But we had a good, lifelong friendship.”

      “Eddie’s the only father I remember having.”

      “He loved you so much.” Tears overflowed her eyes and tracked down her cheeks, leaving shining trails. My throat tightened, and I pinched my lips together, straining against the sobs trying to force their way into the world. Julie said, “He was so proud of you making a living for yourself and was glad you’d found someone to love.”

      I replayed my memories of Eddie. Him teaching me how to drive his awful old truck. The two of us rushing Ugly to the vet after we found him in the woods starving and sick, the pity and anger at how cruel people could be sharp in Eddie’s eyes. I’d planned for Eddie to walk me down the aisle if Dean and I got married and for him to play Papaw to my children. He’d do none of that. To add insult to injury, some greedy shithead looking to cash in on the Mace treasure was responsible for his death. I’d get whoever did this. I’d get them no matter what.

      “I came for more than one reason.” I pulled the piece of notepaper from my pocket and handed it to her. She read it, her lips moving, and frowned. I slumped. Memaw had been right. “You don’t know what he meant either, do you?”

      “Well, my great-grandmother on my mother’s side was a Mahoney. Her people were one of the first ten families to settle here in Burns County.” She set the paper down on the table and stared at it, muttering to herself. “What did you mean, Eds?” She took her eyes from the paper and shook her head. “You know, our love of history drew us together. He’d come in here and start talking about something like we’d been discussing it several hours already. I’d have to tell him ‘Okay. Stop and go back to the beginning of all this.’” She tried to smile, but her lips trembled.

      I thought about what I could tell her. I didn’t want to relay the creepy vision about the creation of the curse to anybody else.

      “Come on, honey. You can tell me anything. I won’t think it’s weird.” She meant it too.

      “Eddie was looking for a little box about this big.” I held out the palm of my hand for reference. “It was a mini chest, sort of like something you’d associate with pirates and treasure.”

      “It had silver bands over it and a silver closure? And a bird just like your tattoo on the bottom?” She gestured at my bare arm.

      Her words sent my stomach rolling. “You know about it?” I could think of no reason anybody else would know about the mini treasure chest. I seriously doubted Priscilla Herrera would have gone around showing the thing to people.

      “Well, not really. I had a young woman in here asking about something like it a month or so ago. At first, I thought she was looking for wedding favors and told her about a few online stores she could try, but she was emphatic about having an antique. I took her phone number and told her I’d get back to her if one came in the shop.”

      “Did it? And may I get her number?”

      “No, one didn’t come in. And yes, I’ll give you her number.” Julie stood and went to a huge antique roll top desk. The lid stood open, revealing at least a dozen cubby holes. She reached into one of them, withdrew a stack of papers, and shuffled through them. She separated a business card from the jumble and laid on the table in front of me.

      I glanced down at it. Mysti Whitebyrd. I rolled my eyes. Sounds like a kook. The card listed a phone number with a Tyler area code. I took a picture of it with my cellphone and handed it back to Julie.

      “One thing puzzles me.” She took the business card and tapped it on the table. “I don’t understand why Eddie would have wanted you to ask me about the Mahoney side of my family. Actually, they’re so far removed, I don’t even know any of them. The one great-aunt I knew died when I was in my twenties. If they ever had a box like the one you mentioned, I don’t know about it.” She shook her head. “Drives me crazy. I know he had something in mind, and now it’s lost.”

      “If you think of anything…”

      “You bet, hon.” She opened the door to the loft. Barbie stood there with her hand raised as though she was about to knock.

      “What is it, Barbara?” Julie pushed around my mother and descended the stairs. She hated the store to be left unattended. It was one of her cardinal rules. I bit back a nasty smile at my mother’s mistake.

      Barbie trailed after her. “Those people looking at the old Coke machine are ready to buy, but they have some questions.”

      “Oh, goodness. That thing’s sat in here almost a year.” Julie took off at a near run, leaving me with Barbie.

      I took the last couple of steps as quickly as I could and strode toward the exit.

      “Where’d you get your tattoo, sweetie?” Barbie called after me.

      “Roadside carnival.” I kept walking.

      “But why’d you choose that design?” She grabbed my arm and pulled me to a stop.

      I faced her but couldn’t make myself return her smile. “Young and stupid, I guess. How come?”

      “Ron hated them, but now I’m thinking of getting one. Maybe we can go together?” She broadened her grin. “Like a mother-daughter thing.”

      You’ve got to be kidding. I forced myself to nod. “Give me a call.” I’d be sure not to answer.

      I hurried outside and got into my car. After several deep breaths, I was ready to call Mysti Whitebyrd. I got out my cellphone and punched in the number. The call connected, and one ring, then two, then three buzzed in my ear. I took the cellphone away from my ear to hang up, and a breathless male voice answered. He mumbled what sounded like the name of a business and said, “Can I help you?”

      “May I speak to Mysti Whitebyrd?”

      “Ms. Whitebyrd has taken ill and is currently not seeing clients. May I ask who’s calling?”

      “My name’s Peri Jean Mace.”

      “What’s the nature of your business? Maybe I can help.”

      “Ms. Whitebyrd inquired about a mini treasure chest at an antique store in Gaslight City, Texas—”

      “Aw, hell no. No more of that crazy town or the fucked up people who live there. Y’all are what made my sister sick in the first place.”

      The call disconnected.

      Really? I redialed.

      “Don’t call here a—”

      “I won’t if you answer me one question.”

      Silence. At least he didn’t hang up right away.

      “What did you say the name of your business is?”

      “Whitebyrd Potions and Notions. Not that I’ll do business with y—”

      I hung up. See how he likes it when somebody does it to him. I grinned despite my grinding nerves. Potions and Notions. The name of the business sounded like something new age-y. Maybe even something supernatural. Perhaps good old Mysti was a witch.

      If the guy on the phone told me the truth, Mysti was sick. Dealing with the Mace Treasure tended to be bad for people’s health. Sick didn’t mean Mysti wasn’t behind the ghost who’d stolen the Bruce family’s journals and Eddie’s treasure chest. And murdered Eddie. I needed to have a chat with Mysti.

      I used my smartphone to access the internet and typed in Whitebyrd Potions and Notions Tyler. The address popped up like magic.
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      To be safe, I sent Hannah a message telling her where I was headed, why, and the address. She replied almost immediately.

      Need company?

      No.

      Get your skinny ass over here and pick me up.

      Hannah insisted on taking her BMW to Tyler because my ride stank like cigarettes. She chattered part of the hour’s drive but, when I provided monosyllabic answers, quit talking and drove. About a mile away from our destination, when traffic picked up to the point I felt trapped in a video game, she couldn’t stand it anymore.

      “What’s up your ass?”

      “My mother is working at the antique store. My grandmother is dying. My boyfriend is going to lose the sheriff’s election. The man who helped raise me is dead. Take your pick.”

      “Boy, talk about glass half empty.”

      “Eat my shorts.”

      Hannah’s GPS navigator began talking then, and we said nothing else until we reached Mysti Whitebyrd’s house, which turned out to be no more exotic than an ‘80s era brick ranch style house on a street of jammed-together houses, identical except for the color of their shutters.

      “She must run her business out of her house.” Hannah pulled up to the curb in front of Mysti’s house and put the car in park.

      “Maybe she does house calls.” I unbuckled my seatbelt and opened my door. “You wait out here.”

      “I don’t believe you.” She turned in the seat to shake her finger at me. Her cheeks darkened to match her hair. “You can’t leave me out.”

      “Can too.” I got out of the car. The shrill cries of children playing or killing each other drilled into my eardrums. Hannah jumped out of the car and huffed around it to join me.

      “Wait a damn minute. I’m going, too.”

      I stared at the closed mini-blinds in Mysti’s window. A finger snaked between the slats and pulled one down enough to see through. Great. Whoever was inside knew we were here. So much for the element of surprise.

      “If we both go, then I have you to worry about,” I said.

      “But then I have to sit out here and worry about what’s happening to you inside,” she said.

      The front door opened a crack, and I took off walking toward the house, sick of arguing with her. The crowded street was like a whole other world to me. My senses struggled to keep up with the deluge of competing information. Cars whizzed by, trailing stereo noise and the stench of exhaust. The smell of food frying wafted from a nearby house and made my stomach growl. The feeling of eyes watching from every direction set me on edge. I did a slow turn, trying to see who was watching. The curtains in the house across the way twitched, but I saw no other signs of life other than the kids, who were all gathered in the largest yard on the street. I stepped up onto the sidewalk and walked toward the house.

      Mysti’s yard may have once been the nicest on the street, but weeds had invaded the flowerbed and her annuals were dying from neglect. An empty hummingbird feeder swung from the eaves of the tiny front porch. I closed in, and the door opened wider. A guy stepped out onto the porch.

      “I’m not letting you in the house.” His deeply tanned skin suggested regular tanning bed use while his unlined eyes pegged him at mid-twenties or younger. The barely disguised tremble beneath his gruff words suggested I had his age pegged. “I don’t want to talk to anybody from Gaslight City ever again.”

      His words snapped me to attention. How’d he know where we came from? Nothing about Hannah’s vehicle or either of us said we were from Gaslight City. The black opal on my chest heated, as though it recognized something otherworldly, and I took a closer look at the guy.

      Nothing about his clean-shaven, sideburn-free face screamed magic or witch. His khaki shorts and tucked-in-button-down linen shirt came closer to screaming “nerd” than anything else. Hannah stomped up next to me, muttering about me not even waiting for her. The guy’s demeanor did a one-eighty. He put his hand to his mouth and practically made a “squee” sound.

      “You’re Hannah Kessler.” He pointed at her and actually bounced on his heels. “I saw your swimsuit spread. Pardon my boldness, ma’am, but you’re hot.”

      Hannah flushed but stood a little straighter and held out her hand for him to shake.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Brad W-W-Whitebyrd.” The guy glanced behind him, then back at me.

      “I’m Peri Jean Mace.” I held out my hand. He shook it but the look on his face said he’d rather have touched Hannah again.

      “Let us in, Brad.” I said. “We’re as scared of you as you are of us.” I didn’t know why he was scared of people from Gaslight City, but I was ready to find out.

      “We can talk out here.”

      I twisted to glance behind me. Across the street, a woman with an enormous potbelly stepped out onto her front porch and stood smoking and watching us, a bottle of beer at her feet. Two cars pulled up at the house next door, spilling out a family with two kids, all talking at top volume. I turned back to Brad.

      “Come on, dude. You’ll get to tell all your buddies Hannah Kessler was in your house.” I leaned closer. “Beat off material for months.”

      He flushed and opened the door, motioning us inside. The house smelled like unwashed clothes and TV dinners. Scattered papers and magazines littered the living room, and a game show flashed on the muted TV. Brad hurried to clean the junk off the furniture, piling it all on the brick fireplace hearth. He sat down on the papers and motioned Hannah and me to sit. We chose the couch.

      “First thing. How’d you know we’re from Gaslight City?” I leaned forward, bracing my elbows on my knees.

      Brad frowned, shifting around his nest of newspapers and magazines. “Why are you here?”

      “We could do this all day,” Hannah said. “Sooner or later, somebody’s going to have to give up some information. We’ll start.” She nudged me with her elbow.

      I felt like elbowing her back but started talking instead. “You said on the phone Mysti is sick, right?”

      Brad nodded.

      “I got Mysti’s name from Julie Woodson, who owns Silver Dreams Antiques in Gaslight City. She said Mysti came in looking for a box about this size.” I demonstrated with my hands. “It looks like a treasure chest.”

      “I knew it.” He waved one hand in the air. “More crazies looking for the Mace Treasure. I told Mysti not to take the job, no matter how much it paid.”

      “So someone hired her?” Hannah asked.

      Brad’s gaze ping-ponged between Hannah and me, his dilemma clear to me. He wanted to please Hannah, but he didn’t want to say too much. I needed to build some trust with him or I’d never find out if Mysti was behind sending the ghost to steal the treasure.

      “Let’s start with something easy,” I said. “Where is Mysti now? Maybe we could talk to her.”

      Brad wiggled some more. He was either about to wet his pants or start scratching like a dog.

      “Which one of you is doing magic?” He stood and practically ran across the room to tower over us, some of the papers he’d been holding down sticking to his bare legs, others fluttering in his wake.

      Hannah cringed away from him, clutching her purse to her chest. I stood and knocked him back, then crowded in chest-to-chest with him.

      “Nobody’s doing magic, and don’t ever get in my face. Understand?” Despite being several inches shorter than him, I expected him to back down.

      “Liar,” he shouted in my face. I flinched at the sweet smell of energy drink on his breath. No wonder he was so fidgety. “Get out of this house. Everything Mysti learned about that dumb-assed treasure is in her head, and nobody—not even you—can get it out. I might not be as good as Mysti, but I can hurt you.”

      “Don’t threaten me, you little goon head.” I shoved Brad out of my face. “I’ll beat you into next year.” I reared back a fist, but Hannah shot up off the couch and grabbed my arm.

      “Stop it, both of you,” she yelled. “We’re not here to hurt you, Brad.” She gave my arm a hard yank. “You calm down. This isn’t a barroom brawl.”

      I snatched my arm away from Hannah and stooped to pick up one of the papers. The letterhead read Pineywoods Hospital for Mental Health. I held the paper out to Brad.

      “This where Mysti’s at?”

      “I’m not answering any more questions.” Brad backed away from us, his face twisted and red and his eyes wild. “I can feel one of you doing magic. If whoever hired Mysti sent you…”

      “Who hired her?” The black opal sent a sharp shock of magic into my skin. Without thinking, I reached to grab it and pull it away from me.

      “There!” He pointed, white spittle forming in the corners of his mouth. “See? You’ve got something in there. Spelling stones, a crystal.”

      I pulled the black opal out of my shirt. Brad scrambled backward and tripped over a leather ottoman. I grabbed his shirt to keep him from falling on his ass.

      “Settle down.” I kept my voice low and calm. “Let’s you and me calm down.”

      Brad regained his balance, breathing hard. He and I stared at each other while we took deep breaths.

      “Listen to me,” I said. “I ain’t doing magic, okay? This thing is magic, but I barely know how to use it.”

      “You a witch, too?”

      “No. I can see ghosts. The black opal makes it so I can sort of hear them too.”

      “Her ability to see ghosts helped her solve her cousin’s murder last year,” Hannah said.

      “I actually used the gemstone to solve my boyfriend’s sister’s murder.” I held the black opal between my fingers so Brad could get a good look at it. “Someone in Gaslight City is using a ghost to steal stuff related to the Mace Treasure. My—” I tried to think of a way to describe Eddie. “This guy who’s always been like my father is dead because of it. I came here to find out if Mysti was behind it. I came here on my own. Nobody sent me.”

      Brad turned away from me and began pacing, muttering under his breath. He got louder as he walked, and I began to pick out a few words. “Wish Mysti could help…driving me crazy…”

      “Okay, Brad. It’s your turn. This hospital where Mysti’s at? What happened to her?”

      “She’s in the hospital because of that shitty treasure.” He spun to face me. “She’s lost her mind. They have to keep her in restraints so she won’t hurt herself.” He shoved past Hannah and me and stormed down the hallway toward the bedrooms.

      Hannah and I exchanged a glance. Are we supposed to see ourselves out? Sounds of Brad rummaging around in the back drifted out to the living room. Something slammed, and he came running back into the living room and threw an object at me. I raised my arms to protect my face. The object hit my forearm with a bone-jarring clang and dropped to the floor.

      “That was completely unnecessary.” Hannah knelt in front of me to pick up the item Brad had thrown.

      It was a keyring, the old-fashioned kind with an oval leather fob on which sat a metal circle with a logo protected by a layer of clear plastic. A long-dead memory wiggled in my subconscious. My muscles ached as my body shot adrenaline into them, and my stomach turned into a cold, hard ball. A little girl’s voice screamed in the deep recesses of my mind, “Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!” I reached for the keyring, my hand jerking uncontrollably. Hannah took one look at my face, and her mouth dropped open. She handed me the keyring. The world around me took on a too-bright-yet-blurry dream quality, and I turned over the keyring, knowing what I’d see on the back but not believing. Burned into the leather were two words:

      Paul Mace

      My knees went loose, and I swayed against Hannah. She righted me, and I closed my hand over the keyring and shoved it into my jeans pocket. Still feeling lightheaded and dreamy, I turned to Brad Whitebyrd and said, “This ain’t no game no more. You’d best tell me where you got the keyring, else I’m gonna call some bikers I know and let them beat the living Jesus out of you.”

      Brad backed away from me, his hands up. “Get out. I talked to you—I let you in here—when I didn’t have to, and—and—and…”

      “Tell me where you got the keyring. Last chance.”

      “Mysti got it as part of the job. The guy who hired her gave it to her.”

      “What was the job?”

      He didn’t answer right away, and I took two huge steps toward him, letting our chests press together. I stood on my tiptoes and whispered, “What was the job?”

      “Peri Jean…” Hannah said from behind me. I ignored her.

      “She was supposed to contact two spirits. One was a lady who was hanged, like, a hundred years ago. The other was this guy, Paul Mace.” Brad gulped and tried to go backward but hit the wall. “My sister went to Gaslight City for the day. She came home feeling out of sorts and went to bed. She slept for a couple of hours but then…she snapped, started talking about monsters in mirrors coming to get her, started trying to peel off her own skin so the monsters couldn’t find her.” Brad’s voice cracked on the last word, and his lips trembled. I took a couple of steps away from him, and he twisted away from me and covered his face, wiping hard at his eyes.

      “You don’t understand,” he said in the wobbly voice of someone trying not to cry in front of strangers. “Mysti does everything. She keeps the books, cleans the house, and she’s a more powerful witch. I can do the chakra cleansing and the tarot reading, but Mysti has the real talent. She was dead longer than me.”

      Dead longer? What did he mean? I tried to wrap my mind around his words and couldn’t. Brad put his face in his hands and began to bray these ugly, body-wracking sobs. All I could do was stand and stare at this dude who I’d shat upon the same way I’d been shat upon my whole life.

      “How about I fix you a drink?” I took off toward the kitchen, found a bottle of tequila with a glass next to it, poured two fingers, and took it back to Brad. He snatched it from me and gulped it down.

      “I know you’re wondering what I meant,” he said. “Now I guess I have to tell you.”

      “Nope. No explanation necessary. It’s your business,” I said. “I owe you an apology. I came in here like a bull on a leash, and I trampled all over your life with about as much consideration as a bull would show. My life’s in upheaval, and that’s the only excuse I’ve got.”

      “Who does the keyring belong to?” Brad set his empty glass on a dusty wood end table next to the sofa.

      “My father. He was murdered when I was little. They convicted my uncle in a kangaroo court, but nobody really knows who did it.” I realized as I said the words I believed them, had believed them all my life. My uncle was no murderer. “I’m going to get out of your life, but I need to ask one more question. Who was Mysti’s client?”

      With Mysti out of the game, her client might have hired another witch, one who knew how to control ghosts.

      “Mysti never said this client’s name in front of me. She said I didn’t need to know. He must have scared her.” Brad danced around like a little kid, giving Hannah worshipful glances every few seconds.

      “Can your sister see visitors at all?”

      “She can, but she won’t know you’re there.” Brad made a pained face. “They have her so heavily medicated.”

      I remembered my brief stay at a mental hospital. They’d liked dispensing meds there too. I took out a business card and handed it to Brad.

      “You remember anything or even if you want to talk about…” I pulled the black opal out of my shirt and showed it to him again and shrugged. “Call me.”

      Brad pushed my card into a pocket on his shorts and nodded. I figured the card would probably get trashed or washed, but it wasn’t my problem. He walked to the front door and opened it. Hannah took one look outside and hauled ass through the yard, yelling at the kids who were using her BMW as a jungle gym. I took one step onto the concrete porch, and Brad stopped me.

      “Sometimes my sister has lucid days.” He let out a trembling breath. “Next time one comes up, I’ll see if there’s any more information I can pass on.”

      “I appreciate it.” I gave his arm a pat and walked to Hannah’s car. We stopped for ice cream, which neither of us needed, and made the hour’s drive back to Gaslight City. I drove straight home from the museum. I was so tired my body ached.
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      The knock on the door surprised both Memaw and me.

      “Who’s that?” She wrinkled her nose at the interruption. Odd for her. Usually she welcomed company with open arms, but the dark shadows and her haunted eyes suggested she’d had an exhausting day. She’s getting worse. The tension came mincing back, locking my shoulders into a painful, yet familiar, rictus. I need to get it in my head she’ll never get better. This is it.

      “Maybe Dean. He’s giving a campaign talk to the Main Street Organization. I agreed to come since both Dottie and Julie are members. Maybe he decided to pick me up.” I set the knot I’d been making with the crochet hook and the yarn aside and pushed myself off the rocking chair I’d pulled next to the couch so Memaw could coach me. My joints ached as I walked to the door. The day had put its own kind of hurt on me, and the emotional exhaustion had seeped into my body, poison on an open wound. I wanted sleep, but many miles of hard road lay between me and that little luxury. I opened the door.

      At first, I just stared at Brad Whitebyrd and the woman leaning on his shoulder. Her arm hung around Brad’s neck, his fingers white at the knuckles from gripping her wrist. The woman raised her head. I recognized a rumpled Mysti Whitebyrd from the photo on her website. Saliva slicked her lips, which tilted drunkenly between a grin and a grimace. Her glazed eyes glowed bright with chemicals and madness.

      “Help me.” It sounded like she was trying to talk around a mouthful of mashed potatoes. I glanced at Brad for clarification, maybe sanity, but a wild light hardened his gaze into something almost as crazy as what I saw behind Mysti’s eyes.

      “I was reading through some of Mysti’s grimoires, and there’s a spell to banish evil spirits, but it calls for a protective crystal.” He glanced at the black opal around my neck.

      “This isn’t a crystal. It’s a gemstone.” I wanted my denial to make him go away so very bad. I’d run out emotional fuel several hours earlier. The prospect of a normal night with Memaw sounded nice, the perfect escape from the truth I had no way out of the craziness in my life.

      “But it’s magic.” Brad’s eyes widened for emphasis. “It’s powerful. I can tell.”

      I stared at him. Mysti began to scratch a sore on her arm, digging into the scab. Blood oozed from the wound. I averted my gaze, unable to watch any longer.

      “How on earth did you get her out of the hospital?” I didn’t ask the real question. Would an ambulance bearing orderlies in white suits come blasting into the yard any second? The middle of Brad and Mysti’s drama seemed like a place I didn’t want to visit.

      “It’s not a locked prison ward.” Brad frowned and rolled his eyes at the same time. “The facility is voluntary commitment.”

      “So you checked her out?” My gut said the truth was not yet with us.

      Brad pressed his lips together. “All right. I went to visit and snuck her out. But she signed the commitment papers herself, so I don’t see—”

      I tried to close the door. Brad wedged in one foot. I put my weight on it, watching the pain twist his face.

      “Who is it, baby?” Memaw called. “Let ’em on in. I’m all right. Some company might perk me right up.”

      Not this kind of company.

      Brad shoved open the door and stepped over the threshold, shoving me aside with one arm and dragging Mysti with the other.

      “Hey,” I yelled. “Don’t you push your way in my house.”

      Brad ignored me and made a beeline for Memaw. She stood an inch at a time, her face going blank at the sight of Brad and Mysti. I decided then and there I’d kill both of them if this made her get sicker than she already was. I’d douse them with kerosene and burn them out back at the ruins where Luther Palmore’s house once stood. I stomped across the room, came up behind Brad and poked him hard in the back.

      “I’m not a witch,” I said to his back. “I’m just a clairvoyant, medium, whatever you want to call it. I see ghosts. That’s it.”

      “What’s going on here?” Memaw directed the question at me.

      “This is a witch someone hired to contact my daddy’s ghost.” I wished right away I could take back the words. This was too much for Memaw. “Something got into her. She’s…” I gestured at Mysti. She didn’t need a description. Seeing her was enough.

      “Then you have to help,” Memaw said. “My mama would have helped them.”

      Brad turned to me, his face alight with victory. He was lucky Memaw was here. I’d have jammed his nuts up into his sinus cavity had we been alone.

      I staggered backward a few steps, thinking maybe I hadn’t heard right but knowing I had. How could Memaw, who’d taught me all my life to stay away from magic, to deny what I was, tell me to use magic to help Mysti? It was like being rag doll caught in a tug of war between two huge, angry kids. They pulled me one way. They pulled me the other way. They snarled and bared their teeth at each other. Meanwhile, one of my seams broke, stuffing began to leak out, and I began to break.

      I wanted definite answers about what to do and when to do it, and I didn’t know how to find them. Every time I thought I had things figured out—no magic in front of Memaw, no mention of paranormal in front of Dean, anything goes with Hannah—the rules changed. Fatigue fuzzed my vision and loosened my resolve. I flopped down on the couch, tempted to take up my ball of yarn knots and pretend to crochet, ignoring them all. I’d seen Memaw do it enough times I thought I could pull off the act convincingly.

      “I’m not a witch,” I said to nobody in particular.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Memaw and Brad said together. Memaw gave Brad her you’re not the boss here look and sat back down on the couch next to me.

      “Why don’t you take your…” Memaw stared at Mysti.

      “Sister,” Brad supplied.

      “Your sister.” Memaw gave him a big smile. “Into the kitchen and sit at the table. If you’re thirsty or hungry, look around and take what you want. I need to speak to my granddaughter.”

      Brad shot me another triumphant look. I stuck up my foul finger. Memaw slapped me on the arm and held up one finger in my face as a warning, the way she had when I was a kid. In the pleasantest of voices, the one she’d have used to ask someone if they wanted a sugar cookie, she spoke to Brad. “Now get on in there, or I’ll make you leave without any help.”

      Brad hitched up Mysti on his shoulder and took off, mostly dragging her behind him. Memaw and I watched them leave.

      “You can do spells and hexes and whatever else,” she said to me in a low voice. “Mama did them all the time, said her mama taught her. She said it’s more of a practice, not a talent like you being a medium.” I started at her words, having never heard her call my ghost-seeing by its proper name. “Of course, like anything else, some practitioners have more talent than others, and it’s a skill to be learned.”

      But I didn’t want to. I wanted to find Hooty and Rainey’s belongings, stop whoever killed Eddie from killing anybody else, marry Dean, and spend the rest of my life being as normal as oatmeal. You won’t, a soft voice whispered in my mind. You can run, and you can hide, but I’ll always be here to fuck up your life, to make it hard, to make it scary, to put you at risk. I tensed at the thought.

      “You have to do this, sugar,” Memaw said. “I’ve taught you, even when it costs you something, we help others. What does Lulu at the coffee shop call it? Karma.”

      “But you’re a Christian.” I hoped the reminder would put a stop to this craziness.

      “Honey, there’s a hundred ways to cook biscuits, and not a single one of them is completely wrong.” She gripped my arm. “My mama was a Christian, but she also did stuff like this. All ways exist together if we let them. The nature of God encompasses more than we could ever imagine.”

      The bottom line was I didn’t want to do it. It represented the bud of another leaf on a branch I wanted to prune out of my life. If I did this, it was an admission I’d surrendered myself—what I wanted for my future—to this. On the other hand, Memaw had her mind made up. She wanted me to help these people, saw it as my duty to them as a fellow human being. She might back down with some arguing, but what would the effort to be angry cost her?

      Here’s the real question. Will it be easier to live with doing something I don’t want to do, to help Mysti, or to have another bad memory of my last months with Memaw? The decision made itself. It wasn’t like I ever had to do anything remotely resembling this again.

      “I’ll help them on one condition. You go to your room and don’t come out until it’s done. I can’t worry about saving someone and worry about it hurting you at the same time.”

      “Honey, there’s not much left that can hurt me. Each day is just me prolonging the inevitable.”

      I chose to ignore the last part. It was better than facing the inevitable. I depended on Memaw to act as my compass too much. There were still things I needed to ask her, jokes we needed to share. The unchangeable future of her lying pale and still in a coffin scared me stupid.

      “Will you stay out? Or should I send them away?”

      Memaw answered with a harrumph and stood, using my shoulder for balance and holding onto the back of the couch, and left the room. Brad came to the kitchen archway separating the kitchen from the living room.

      “Please. Let’s do something soon. She’s hurting herself.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, wishing I could disappear, go somewhere else where life was easier. Then I opened them and got up to do what life demanded.
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      I followed Brad into the kitchen and had to struggle to keep from reacting. Mysti had raked bloody rows down her face with her fingernails.

      “You’ll have to tell me every single thing to do.” I averted my gaze and stared at the worn linoleum. Mysti creeped me out too much to look at her for long.

      “Of course, of course. I couldn’t help overhearing. It really is like your grandmother said. Anybody can do this, anybody, but you have a little something extra already inside you to make it work even better.” He gently pulled Mysti’s fingers away from the raw mess of her skin and held her hand in his, ignoring her struggles to get it away from him.

      Memaw was right. I couldn’t send Brad and Mysti away, no matter how much I worried their weirdness might be contagious. The blight on my conscience would haunt me more than any ghost could.

      “What do we do first?”

      “Normally, Mysti and I would banish a spirit from the place where it manifested. But this evil spirit—might even be a demon—follows Mysti around. While we sat in here, she saw its form reflected in your toaster oven. It seems to get stronger and stronger.”

      I glanced at the toaster, curious but not really wanting to see. “Maybe it feeds on her energy or her fear.”

      Brad nodded. “Before Mysti got really sick, she told me contacting Priscilla Herrera—the witch—went fine, but it was when she contacted your father’s spirit that she had trouble. Have you ever had issues contacting him?”

      “I’ve never really tried.”

      Brad made a puzzled face.

      “I’ve spent my whole life trying to avoid this stuff. I’ve seen a lot of ghosts I never wanted to see. My father wasn’t one of them.”

      Brad shrugged off my answer. “I’m thinking if we can be near something, especially a mirror of your father’s, maybe we could have an easier time drawing him out so we can do the spell.”

      “I’m not sure if we—”

      “The dresser your daddy and uncle shared is still in the barn.” Memaw’s voice came from the back of the house.

      “You’re not supposed to be in this,” I hollered.

      “Don’t smart off to me,” she returned.

      “Come on,” I said. “We’ll do what we need to in the barn.”

      The barn sat a good hundred yards behind Memaw’s house. I led Brad and Mysti into the stale night air and deep darkness, hands shoved deep in my pockets. Humidity cloaked us, dampening my skin almost immediately. The barn loomed ahead, a squatting monster in the shadows.

      My hand shook as I unlocked the padlock on the rolling door. I avoided this place, especially after dark. A ghost once tried to kill me here. I gathered my courage, gripping the rough wood, and rolled the door open on its track. A wave of pent-up heat rushed into my face, the intensity of it almost knocking me backward. I reached inside and turned on the overhead lights, waiting for them to hum to life, before I crossed the threshold.

      “How are you going to find the dresser in all this crap?” Brad eased Mysti onto an upended crate.

      I peered into the gloom. Covered furniture lurked in the shadows, ghosts of lives past and lost, sentenced to this raw purgatory. My gaze settled on a familiar shape.

      “Right over here.” I strode over to it and pulled off the sheet.

      Brad put his hands on his hips and surveyed the room, his nostrils twitching at the smell of old horse manure. “We’ll set up the spelling area here in this open spot. I’ll help you drag the dresser to the edge of where we’ll spell.”

      “It’s your show.”

      We spent the next hour putting together a makeshift spelling area, using a black drop cloth with a white pentagram painted on it. Brad helped Mysti to her feet and walked her onto the drop cloth.

      “Would you bring the crate in here? It’s unorthodox, but I don’t think she can stand.”

      I obeyed, and he settled Mysti on the crate again.

      “Okay, I think we’ve got everything we need, so I’m going to cast the circle.” Brad grabbed a funky little dagger with a shiny handle, pointed its tip toward the ground, and walked around the drop cloth, scattering salt in a circle.

      “I’m going to let you set the candles. One at each point of the compass.” He held out the candles to me. I walked around the circle, setting them down in the appropriate spots.

      “No,” he said. “You have the north and south reversed. North is brown. Pick them all up and start again. Go clockwise around the circle.”

      “What does it matter?” I grumped as I picked them up.

      “If you don’t take your setup seriously, how can you expect your request to be taken seriously? Come on.”

      He walked with me around the circle, directing me where to set each candle.

      “You drag your father’s mirror over here while I cleanse myself. Then we’ll cleanse you.”

      “I don’t need it,” I said.

      Brad snorted. “Yes, you do. You’re brimming with negative energy. Come here.”

      I grumped my way through moving the mirror and finding it something to lean on. Soon as I finished, Brad held his fingers over the incense, then over a white candle he already had lit. He crumbled salt through his fingers and dunked them in a plastic bowl I’d filched from the kitchen and filled with water Brad claimed was blessed. He finished by raising his arms toward the barn’s wood plank ceiling and then performed the same ritual on his sister, who’d never quit picking at herself. He turned to me, obviously ready for me, and I shook my head.

      “Do I really have to?”

      “Look, the fate of my sister is at stake here. I’m begging for your help. I’ll owe you, okay? We both will.”

      I hunched my shoulders in a shrug, wanting to say no and knowing I couldn’t. This pushed my comfort level right into the red. It made me feel stupid and inadequate, to boot, made me ask myself what I’d spent the last thirty-one years learning. For all the stuff I knew how to do, I didn’t know a damn thing about this part of me who did things science couldn’t explain. I’d thought it a small thing, something like a birthmark, but I was slowly realizing it was more like skin tone or blood type—just what I was. I didn’t want to use it too much because I feared it would grow like a muscle, getting bigger with use, and one day I wouldn’t be able to turn it off and leave it behind so I could live the perfect life I always wanted.

      “You going to let me cleanse you?” Brad asked. “Or no?”

      Mysti, who seemed to be overcoming the narcotic cocktail the mental hospital had her on, twisted on the wooden crate to see my answer. The naked fear in her eyes shone almost as bright as the kerosene lanterns Brad asked me to light because the place was creepy. I trudged over to Brad.

      He walked me through the ritual even though I remembered most of it from watching him. I raised my hands to release negative energy, and something I didn’t expect happened. I felt lighter. The feeling almost buzzed in its intensity, filling my head with a high vibration. The black opal around my neck came to life. For the first time, it hummed in unison with my spirit, the two of them twining together like lovers basking in each other.

      “Wow,” Brad whispered. “I’ll cleanse the spelling area, and we’ll start.” He worked quickly, lighting the candles and sprinkling his blessed water, going in a clockwise motion around the pentagram. The energy I felt inside hummed to life in the room, and the kerosene lanterns seemed brighter and the shadows dimmer. I bathed in the perfect energy, feeling content in a way no chemicals, sex, or love had ever given me.

      “Are y’all Wiccan?” I asked at one point, almost embarrassed to enjoy something I believed would ultimately rob me of everything I wanted.

      “Hodgepodge,” Brad answered. “We’re always learning, always evolving. The woman who taught us said these traditions were ancient and had no name. We’re ready. Come over here and hold hands with me and Mysti. We—uh—may have to hold her up.”

      Mysti rose on her own, swaying weakly, and allowed us to prop her up between us.

      Brad took a deep, shuddering breath and said, “If any spirits threaten Melissa Jane White, may the spirits of water and fire, earth and air, banish them and remove their powers to the last trace, making them flee and never return to torment her again.”

      Melissa Jane White. Is that Mysti’s real name? How very vanilla. No wonder she changed it, even to something cheesy.

      The candles hissed, and each flame burned first blue then red, and then they leapt higher. A metallic odor filled the room, bringing with it a chill breeze. Brad repeated his speech, nodding at me to join in. At first I only said a few words, but after the fifth time, I had them all. Our voices sounded odd, their rises and falls sharp in the tense atmosphere. I caught movement in the mirror out of the corner of my eye and glanced in its direction. A tiny figure moved, seemingly walking toward us, getting larger as it drew closer.

      “Keep saying it,” Brad ordered, never missing a beat. I began chanting again. The black opal heated, feeling as though it might burn a hole through my skin. The vibration I’d thought pleasant at first increased until I felt like a lightning rod in a storm, every muscle drawn taut, waiting to get hit by a force bigger and stronger than me.

      Tendrils of black escaped from the mirror and inched toward us, testing the edges of the circle but not crossing into it. The shadowy form reached the surface of the mirror and stared out at us for several seconds, as though listening to us. Then it stepped out of the mirror, crossed to the circle, and tried to enter it. A flash of light flared and a sound boomed inside the barn. The figure backed away.

      The candles guttered, trying to stay lit. The black opal heated to a painful point, and I cried out, trying to wrench my hand from Mysti’s. She tightened her grip, taking up the chanting. I tried to ignore the discomfort. The shadowy figure slid into focus, revealing a familiar face. Paul Mace. My daddy. I gasped and swayed on my feet. My knees locked, and I struggled to regain my balance to keep from spilling onto the floor. What was my daddy doing tormenting Mysti like this?

      “Help me,” a voice in my head yelled. “Please, Peri Jean, help me stop this.”

      I didn’t know how to help him stop. Was this the reason his ghost never came to see me? Because he went around looking for people to torment?

      I picked up the chant again, concentrating on the power radiating from the black opal. There was no time to try to figure out what went wrong with my father. The candles burned strong again, bigger than I’d have thought them capable, and things outside our circle began whirling around, tossed by some unseen force. The force sucked my father backward. I could have sworn I saw relief on his face as he flew backward, back into the mirror, which went black the same way the one in Eddie’s trailer had. Smoke began to seep from the mirror, and it vibrated in place. I could see waves of heat baking off it, the intensity growing until it burst into flames. Brad, Mysti, and I huddled together in the circle watching the thing burn white hot, the glass melting. I broke our human chain and went to cover the fire with an old blanket, ignoring Brad’s protests.

      “It was my father,” I said. “The spirit tormenting Mysti was my own damn father.”

      Mysti raised her head. She had the clearest, softest brown eyes I’d ever seen, and they were completely sane. “He doesn’t want to. Someone is imprisoning his spirit and using it to do bad things.”

      It all clicked into place then. The ghost who stole the Bruce family journals and Priscilla Herrera’s spell book, the ghost who scared Eddie to death and stole his treasure research had been my father. He never came to see me because some bad person captured his spirit and made him commit awful acts. Had this same person murdered him? I intended to find out.
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        * * *

      

      The burned smell hung in the barn like a noxious fart. Brad bustled around tearing down all our hard work. I left him alone after I folded the black drop cloth wrong and he yelled at me. Afraid to touch anything else, I stood there with my hands on my hips, feeling useless. Mysti sat slumped on her crate, arms around herself, head down, her ribcage rising and falling with hard breaths.

      I walked past her and rolled open the barn’s huge door to diffuse some of the burned smell. Humidity and heat rolled over me, stale and stifling. Damn August heat. It was never-ending. I grabbed an old folding camp chair from the mess inside the barn, opened it, and went back to Mysti.

      “Got a chair for you outside. Might smell a little better.” I had to speak to her hunched back. She held out her arm and allowed me to help her to it.

      “Talk about a crash course in magic, huh?” The strength had faded from Mysti’s voice, leaving it soft and weak.

      No shit. Unwanted too. I said nothing. My emotions twisted until they were a tangled mess, bad enough to compete with the worst of my crochet disasters. Weird stuff—magic—had seeped into every part of my existence like a water leak. Had it been water, I’d have gotten down on my hands and knees and wiped it up. I couldn’t wipe up this mess, and I couldn’t walk away either. I had responsibilities to fulfill, to my friends, to this town, to my long-dead daddy. How did everything end up falling on my shoulders?

      Memaw was sick and dying. Barbie had shown up in town. The theft of the Bruce’s family heirlooms escalated to Eddie’s death. Priscilla Herrera put the fate of Gaslight City in my hands. Learning some pathetic loser had turned my daddy into some sort of spiritual mercenary put a nice, creamy feces icing on the cake. No wonder Eddie mouthed “Paul” at me when I found his spirit in the mirror in his trailer.

      “Peri Jean? You all right?” Mysti touched my arm.

      “Fine,” I said. “Just worrying.”

      Tree frogs squealed their nightly opera. Usually, I found the sound soothing, something I could hide behind and think. After the events of the night, though, their singing scratched on my nerves, finding sore edges and worrying them. A fingernail sliver of moon hung in the inky sky, hovering over Memaw’s house. Was it an omen? If so, it seemed one of hopelessness.

      “Worry about tomorrow robs you of your energy to deal with today.” Mysti raised her head to stare me in the face. For the first time I took note of the dark half-moons under her eyes and the way she clutched herself. This woman had run a marathon through hell. She needed rest more than she needed to play nursemaid to me.

      “I’ll clean this up. Let your brother take you home.” I turned back to tell Brad to leave it, but Mysti caught my arm, her icy fingers digging in to the soft flesh around my wrist. I barely resisted the urge to pull away.

      “No. I want us girls to talk for a minute here. Get yourself a chair and sit down.”

      I didn’t want to have a heart-to-heart with her but couldn’t refuse someone so pathetic and broken. Taking the smallest steps I could, putting off the inevitable, I did as she asked.

      “Brad says you’re a medium in denial.” She had a sweet smile, the kind used to getting people to open up, to spill their secrets. I was too tired to fight the invitation I saw there.

      “My early experiences with what I am weren’t so great. I was put in a mental hospital and diagnosed with schizophrenia.”

      “I grew up a ward of the state, so I know where you’re coming from.” Mysti’s confession shocked me, and I turned to stare at her. She carried herself like someone who’d always been loved, always felt confident in who she was. How did she get there? “There’s nothing I can say to take away the trauma of your early years, but I want you to think about something. Letting those old experiences keep you from finding your true self will never make you happy.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. She was sick, and I didn’t want to argue with her. I changed the subject.

      “Were you hired to find the Mace Treasure?”

      “No.” She sat back in her chair, frowning. “I want to help you, but I feel uncomfortable giving you too much information. One of the services I provide is confidentiality.”

      I sat in silence, stumped on how to proceed.

      “But you saved my life and, in doing so, put yourself in danger. Whoever’s behind all this will be coming for you.” She folded her battered hands in her lap. “Convince me to break my rules.”

      “There’s more to it than the bad guy coming to take me out.” I slumped in my chair, the weight of it crushing me. “If the bad guy gets the curse off the treasure, the whole world goes boom.”

      “Wait a minute. Back up.” Mysti’s voice smoothed out some of my raw edges. She was good at this.

      I started by telling Mysti about my father’s ghost stealing the Bruce family journals and the spell book and went from there. Mysti listened without interrupting, squinting her eyes at times, nodding at others. I first noticed the lack of judgment on her face when I explained about the way Priscilla cursed the treasure and how the spirit she tied the curse to would level Gaslight City if released. Mysti’s open expression kept me talking until I reached the part where I went to see Julie and got Mysti’s name from her. I finished my recitation, and the frogs’ screaming filled the silence.

      Mysti took a deep breath and let it out. I figured she was gearing up to tell me I’d failed to convince her to do anything but leave and prepared to take the rebuke politely. Much as I wanted to kick little brother Brad’s ass the first time I met him, Mysti hit me a different way altogether. I almost wanted her to like me. Almost.

      “My employer hired me to contact the ghosts of both Paul Mace and Priscilla Herrera. The purpose was to find the spelling stones and the box you saw in your vision.”

      Brad already told me that much, but it was a start. “Why?”

      “Asking those kinds of questions would put me out of business fast. If I want to make money, I have to keep my lips zipped and do the job.” She licked her lips and stopped to think, probably choosing her words carefully. “I contacted Priscilla Herrera at the gallows where she was murdered. I saw her speak the curse you mentioned. I saw her hang.” Mysti shook her head.

      “The box and the stones?”

      “She swallowed the stones while the man was tying her ankles together before they hanged her.” She turned to stare at me in the dark, her gaze burning at me. “Her spirit told me the man who buried her stole the box.”

      “And you thought it might be on the antique circuit so you went to Julie at Silver Dreams.” Things were starting to come together, but not in a helpful way. This was all one big, revolving circle.

      “That falls under confidentiality to my client.” She put her hands up.

      Another dead end. I bit my lip in frustration.

      “Before we move on, I want to say something that’s simply one weird chick talking to another.” Mysti’s soft voice lulled me into listening. “I can see you feel overwhelmed, even frustrated, by all this, but Priscilla Herrera has some reason she chose you, some reason she thinks only you can do it. She was a powerful witch, and she’s still got power as a spirit. When I contacted her, I could feel her controlling what I saw of her last moments alive.”

      My stomach did a clumsy cartwheel. I remembered trying to contact the ghost who stole the journals—my daddy’s ghost. Priscilla kept me from it. Mysti herself got into a nasty mess contacting my father’s ghost. Had Priscilla Herrera been trying to protect me? Why?

      Help me stop this evil and find peace. The voice came from inside my head, but Mysti jumped and glanced around. Did she hear it too? She put her fingers to her temples and closed her eyes, her whole body rising and falling with her breaths. My body went into overdrive, preparing for unpleasantness. I crouched on the edge of my flimsy chair.

      “She’s gone.” Mysti dropped her hands and raised her head.

      Relief surged through me. “That was her?”

      “You know it was.” Mysti smiled and touched a finger to her split lip. “And you heard what she said just as well as I did.”

      Help me stop this evil and find peace.

      “The law of doing magic is ‘whatever you put out comes back times three.’ But a lot of belief systems use the same concept. Christianity, for one. ‘Do unto others as you would have them do to you.’” Mysti waited a beat for me absorb it. “Priscilla Herrera created some rotten karma when she put the curse on the treasure.”

      “It was justified.” My voice raised, and I cut it off immediately. When I spoke again, it was in a near whisper. “Those sorry bastards murdered her.”

      “I’ll go for the cliché bonus round.” Mysti gave me her gentle smile. “Two wrongs don’t make a right. Priscilla went to her death with a wrong riding on her, and it compounded as time passed. She is at odds with the universe until it’s fixed.”

      “But why me? You’re better at this stuff.”

      Mysti stared out into the darkness as she thought about it. “The blood,” she murmured. “You’re a Mace. The treasure was intended for one of your ancestors. Maybe when she said, ‘None of you, save one who has the blood, will have the treasure,” she meant only someone from the Mace family could get at it.”

      Something about Mysti’s concept didn’t ring quite true to me, but my exhaustion wouldn’t let me get at it.

      “This connection Priscilla’s ghost feels with you might work to your advantage in figuring out who is behind all this.” She gave me her soft smile again. “But you don’t like contacting ghosts.”

      No, I didn’t.

      “Moving on,” Mysti said to my silence.

      “Will you tell me why your employer had you contact my daddy’s ghost?”

      She hesitated. “My employer thought your father might have a line on where the stones and the box ended up.” I started to speak, but she shook her head. “Now, don’t ask me why. We’ve reached the end of what I can tell you about the job I was hired to do.” She glanced at her brother, who’d finished packing up and sat on a sawhorse watching us. “Do you have my cellphone?”

      Without answering, he took it from his pocket and brought it to her. Mysti took the phone and tapped out a message. The tension seemed to go out of her body.

      “Okay. When I was hired for this job, my client told me specifically not to reach out to you for one of your father’s personal items to use in contacting his ghost.”

      My jaw dropped. I wanted to know how Mysti’s employer got my father’s keychain before this conversation. I was determined to have a sit-down with whoever hired Mysti. Find out who they thought they were skulking around behind the scenes like this.

      Her cellphone dinged, and she tapped out a quick response and turned to Brad. “Pack up the car quickly. We have a stop to make before we leave town.”

      “Car’s ready.” Brad came back into the barn and stood next to Mysti’s chair. She stood, using her brother’s hand to help her gain her feet.

      “Do you have it?” she spoke to Brad. He handed her what looked like a business card and a pen. She turned it over, scribbled on the back, and handed it to me. “This is my personal number. I want to repay you for your help today by teaching you how to be what you’re meant to be.”

      I took the card and tried to give her a polite smile. She actually laughed at me.

      “I understand your reluctance. Really, I do. Had I not met Tunia, it would have taken me a lot longer to accept what I was, let alone learn how to make it work for me.”

      “Tunia?” I didn’t want to address anything else she’d said because it might mean committing to something permanent.

      “It was short for Petunia. She said her mother liked cartoons.” Mysti’s words broke the tension, and we both laughed.

      “How about you tell me who hired you?”

      “He said you wouldn’t quit until you found out, and he was right. Tubby Tubman. I’m on my way to see him, and he wants you to come too. He said you’d know where to find him.”

      I wanted to scream and puke at the same time. Tubby Tubman was the last name I expected to come out of her mouth. I wanted to go see him the same way I wanted food poisoning, but I knew better than to refuse. Tubby Tubman gave the Six Gun Revolutionaries a run for their money in terms of ruthlessness and willingness to break the law. Great end to a rotten day.

      “I’ll take my own car,” I said. “You can follow me.”
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      I drove with the window down and the air conditioner turned off. After ten in the evening, the day’s heat had broken, replaced with a velvety coolness I wanted to enjoy while it lasted. Driving below the speed limit and checking often for Brad and Mysti’s headlights in my rearview mirror, the trip to downtown Gaslight City took longer than my usual ten minutes. It took even longer to find a parking place where I could convince myself nobody would notice my car.

      “We’re going to Bullfrog’s Billiards,” I told Brad and Mysti as they got out of their Toyota sedan. “It’s right through these alleys. Dark in there, so stay close.”

      “How you do know where to find him?” Mysti hovered near me while Brad trailed a few feet behind.

      “Let’s say I know some things about Tubby the average citizen of Gaslight City might not know.” I hurried down the alley, taking small steps to avoid tripping on debris. We ended up in a courtyard piled with beer boxes and wooden pallets. I walked straight to the iron-bar-covered back door.

      “This doesn’t look like a business,” Brad said. “What is it? Some kind of secret club?”

      “There’s a street entrance,” I said. “I’m hoping not to be seen by any of Bullfrog’s patrons.” Whether my plan worked depended on how much of an ass Tubby felt like acting.

      Bunched muscles aching, I raised one trembling hand, knotted it into a fist, and tapped out the code Tubby taught me all those years ago. The door swung open, spilling out a circle of yellowed light. Bullfrog himself leaned out.

      “You here to see the man, Peri Jean?” Bullfrog’s doughy, pockmarked skin, his massive beer gut, and the distant blur in his eyes made him seem safer than he was, but I’d seen him knife a guy several years ago. Bullfrog jabbed the knife into the guy over and over again, his arm moving like the needle on a sewing machine. The guy crumpled on the floor and a puddle of blood spread around him. Bullfrog wiped the knife on his shirt and went back to his beer. Maybe feeling my eyes on him, he turned, smiled, and blew me a kiss. A couple of his flunkies dragged the stabbed guy away. I never knew if he lived or died.

      “He’s expecting me.”

      “You a little long in the tooth for him these days.” His lips quirked into an almost-smile. Bullfrog was right. Tubby got older while his companions got younger. I never saw the same one with him twice. The smart ones probably figured out they were sleeping with Beelzebub himself and cut ties. Who knew what happened to the stupid ones? Nothing good, probably.

      “That may be so, but he’s expecting us.”

      Bullfrog stared at me. “What’s the magic word?”

      Oh, come the hell on.

      “Lick my armpits?” I forced what I hoped was a nasty smirk onto my face to let Bullfrog know I wasn’t scared of him.

      He grunted and shut the door in my face. I heard his footsteps receding. The door swung open again, and Tubby Tubman himself looked out at me. I’d come to see him, but having him right in front of me sent my heart into overdrive.

      Burns County was too small for us not to have seen each other a few times over the years since that awful night. I’d made a point not to get close enough to take a real look at him. This situation left me no choice.

      He stood bare chested, jeans hanging low on his skinny hips. His perpetually bare feet were still bony. One of them sported a tattoo of a cartoon character. A fine layer of muscle covered his bony chest. His crafty eyes had deeper lines etched around them, and a few gray hairs had invaded his dishwater-blond hair. Tub took me in as I studied him, drifting over my body and finally landing on my face. He raised one ropy arm to lean against the doorframe and rubbed a hand over his bicep.

      “Well, well, well. We meet again.” His nasal baritone sent the wrong kind of chills running down my back. “Peri Jean Mace and Mysti Whitebyrd…” He squinted at Brad. “And her lackey.”

      I heard Brad’s gulp and wanted to tell him not to react, but it was too late.

      “Come on in.” He stepped aside. We stepped onto wood plank floors, stained black from a hundred years of dirty shoes. “My visit with Ms. Peri Jean is gonna take longer, so why don’t Mysti and her errand boy come on up, get paid, and we can be done with each other? You can go in the bar, Ms. Peri Jean.”

      “I don’t want to go in the bar,” I said.

      “Is it because of your association with Burns County Sheriff’s Office?” Tubby widened his eyes in mock surprise. I shook my head at him.

      “I’m not playing this game with you, Tub.”

      He laughed and motioned Brad and Mysti to go up the steps to the loft where he conducted business, turning back to me at the last moment. “Sit on the steps and wait then. I don’t care.” He went up the stairs, giving me a peek at the filthy bottoms of his bare feet. Nasty.

      I brushed off the bottom step a few times, decided it was no use, and parked my butt on it. Shouts came from the loft. I shot to my feet again and waited for the shit shower to start.

      “I don’t have to do what you say. I don’t want to go down there.” The voice was female but not Mysti’s. The door at the top of the stairs swung open hard enough to bounce off the wall, and a slim, dark-haired girl was pushed out. She might have been eighteen, but she sure didn’t look it. She sneered at me as she thumped down the stairs. I stepped aside and watched her go through the door connecting to the bar. I sat back down.

      True to his word, Tubby’s business with Mysti didn’t take long at all. She came out of his office, eyes wide with shock but tucking a thick envelope into her purse. I waited until she got to the bottom of the stairs to speak to her.

      “You okay?”

      “We’re square.” She pulled me into her arms for a quick, soft hug. “Thanks again for saving me, and please call me. I’d love to teach you.”

      I nodded even though I still wasn’t sure. Tubby beckoned to me from the top of the stairs. As soon as I stepped into his loft, the smell of dope and sex assailed me.

      “Can we open a window?”

      Without speaking, Tubby opened one of the windows and turned on a fan. “Better?”

      I nodded.

      “Why don’t you sit down?”

      “Which of these chairs has the least bodily fluids on it?”

      He laughed at that and went into the kitchenette and brought out a wooden chair. Then he returned to the tiny bar and fetched one of those sanitary wipes and cleaned the chair. The thing came away black with dirt. He motioned to the chair with a grand wave. “Your throne, darlin’.”

      I sat. Tubby watched me get settled, one side of his mouth tilted in what might have been a smile. The skin on the back of my neck twitched. I pretended not to notice him, and he shrugged and went into the kitchen and got another, identical chair and sat on it without cleaning it.

      “I’d like us to reach an agreement,” Tubby said.

      “I wouldn’t, but I would like to know how you came to have my daddy’s keychain.”

      “We could bargain for the information.”

      “I don’t dance with Satan’s stepson any more, Tub.”

      “My step-dad’s name is Roger.” The expression on his face never changed. It was like being watched by a crocodile.

      Impatience built in me, but I fought against it. Had to. No matter how long I stayed away, some things never changed. If he gave me anything, I’d have to give him something back, and he’d want something big. This could get bad fast.

      Worst part was I had no idea what Tubby wanted from me. At the same time, I knew he knew exactly what he planned to ask of me. I flashed on things Tubby could want and came up with one thing. The Mace Treasure. He obviously had an interest in it. If he thought I could help him find it, he needed to go find another monkey and another circus.

      “There’s nothing I can do for you, Tub. Can’t you help me for old time’s sake? I never tried to stick you when Chase was in a mess. I always paid up.”

      “If Chase is your old time’s sake, you can lick my sugared ass.” He snorted. “You forgetting what came before Chase’s problems?”

      I’d hoped it wasn’t memorable enough for him to bring up. The thought of those dark months chilled me, and I twisted my legs around each other, crossing my arms over my chest in the same motion. Tubby raised his eyebrows, this time smiling a real smile, the kind sane people ran from.

      “You think I’m gonna give you a free pass and act like nothing happened? You ignored me for seven years. I don’t owe you shit.”

      “We don’t need to rehash our friendship, Tub.”

      “Friendship? Give me a fucking break. I kept you from falling off into the abyss after your husband dumped you—”

      “Don’t say it,” I said. “If this had nothing to do with my father—my murdered father—I’d get up and walk out of here. You can talk shit to me all you want, but don’t you dare bring up Tim and what he did to me—”

      “Fine. The end result was that you came back to town all broken and fucked up, and I helped you. Then, when you were done, you just walked off.”

      “Y’all stabbed somebody down there in the bar.” Voice raising, I swung my arm at the door leading downstairs. “Plus, you were bored with me. You’d had enough and were moving on. I wasn’t so stupid and naive I couldn’t see it. It was time to end things before we hated each other.”

      “I’m the one who ends things, and I never told you I was finished.”

      I rolled my eyes, ignoring the way his eyes flashed anger and his fist curled. This had to be the stupidest argument of my life. All these years he’d been angry because I walked away and didn’t give him the chance to dump me? I wanted to tell him to pound sand and walk out, maybe breaking something on the way. Had it not been for my daddy’s keychain, I would have.

      “Tub, if you let me up here so we can rehash a fling we had when I was at the lowest point of my life, I’ll leave. We’re wasting each other’s time.”

      “Naw. It ain’t why I let you up here, but I wanted you to know I ain’t forgot.”

      For the first time in a long time, I let myself really think back to the spring and summer I spent with Tubby. This was the stuff I’d never tell Hannah if I could help it. I never spoke of those months to anybody—not even Memaw—and tried not to think of them. I saw a lot of things I shouldn’t have seen and did a lot I shouldn’t have done. Tubby did one thing right, though. He really saved me from falling off a bottomless cliff, just like he said. He paid for my divorce too.

      “I’m sorry I did you like I did, Tub.” I watched his face to see if the apology made any difference. He still looked the same to me. “We had fun, and you helped me.”

      Some of the darkness left his face. He’d been making one of his awful hand-rolled cigarettes while we talked. He licked it and fired it up. He scooted his chair closer to me and took my hand.

      “What I want from you, darlin’, in exchange for the conversation we about to have, is for you to keep me abreast of Deputy Dean’s investigations, let me know if he’s ever getting close to putting old Tub in jail. Ought to be no problem since you his girlfriend.”

      I clenched my jaw, not out of fear, but to keep from honking laughter at him referring to himself in the third person. Had I not had the feeling I’d screwed up irrevocably, this whole thing would have been hysterical. My muscles twitched, begging me to get my hand away from him before he ate it, but I knew better. If he was angry about me killing our dying romance softly all those years ago, he’d pitch a wall-eyed fit if I didn’t let him manhandle me.

      “Knowing where you got my daddy’s keychain isn’t worth it.” No point in saying I wouldn’t betray Dean. Tubby didn’t care about loyalty or doing the right thing. I tried to stand, and he tugged me back down.

      “I got more’n info about the keychain. I know you’re looking for what got stolen from the museum and Eddie’s missing treasure notes. I got something might can help you.” He held onto my hand and smoked his cigarette, watching my face.

      I wanted to tell him to forget it, really I did, but it was no longer just about finding the stolen Bruce heirlooms. It was about Eddie’s murder. It was about my father and saving him from an afterlife I couldn’t imagine. It was about revenge for whoever robbed me of my daddy and a normal childhood. Lastly, it was about what Priscilla Herrera could bully me into doing. Besides, I was still naive enough to think I could wiggle out of a bargain with Tubby Tubman. I nodded.
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      Tubby brought my hand to his lips and kissed it. I shuddered, stomach roiling, and pulled my hand away from him. He laughed and got up to get a backpack leaning against the wall. He sat back down, took out a generic laptop, and clicked a few keys.

      A familiar face filled the screen. It took me a few seconds to place it, but when I did, my body went loose as jello, and I nearly flopped out of the chair. The face on the screen was my father. Next to him was an ancient African-American man who I’d bet every nickel I had was related to Hooty Bruce. The two sat side-by-side on a rickety, slightly familiar porch. Tubby started the video and everything changed again for me.

      “It’s ready,” said a voice off camera. “Y’all start talking.”

      The video was the blurry quality I associated with people’s old homemade VHS tapes, but there was my father, the man who’d been a mystery all my life.

      “All right.” My daddy had a soft but deep voice, his thick accent drawing out the words way longer than they were ever intended to be. “If you got it going, Jesse, you come on around and sit with us in case you think of something to ask Mr. Bruce.”

      Jesse ran around the camera and sat on the other side of what had to be Hooty’s grandfather. Even on such a low-quality recording, I could tell a difference between my uncle and my father despite their identical appearance. Jesse fidgeted constantly, tapping his legs, shifting around while my daddy sat stock still, his expression so serious I thought he was going to morph into Memaw any second and start shaking his finger.

      “Okay, Mr. Bruce. You ready?” Paul asked.

      “I am beyond ready, Mr. Mace.” Mr. Bruce had the kind of hoarse voice I associated with people who yelled and smoked a lot. “I always wanted to be in moving pictures when I was younger. Thought I was right good looking, but they didn’t have many parts for a black man back then. Figured I’d be better off raising a family here.” He laughed and sort of clapped his hands. “This goes to show you never know what you’ll get to do if you live long enough.”

      Paul grinned, and my breath caught in my throat. The smile brought back fragments of memories, the way my daddy’d played with me and talked to me. I forced myself to concentrate on his words. “Mr. Bruce, why don’t you tell us your name and age so we can have a record of it.”

      “Awright. I’m Isaiah Bruce, and I’m 94 years old. Lived in Gaslight City all my life except for the time I spent in The Great War.” Isaiah Bruce might have been old, but a bright, sharp light shone in his eyes. He knew exactly what was going on and was excited to be part of it.

      “Today is June 3, 1989,” Jesse leaned forward to talk to the camera, a smart-assed grin forming on his face. It made me think of his daughter, Rae, who died because of me. “Just for the record.”

      “What have you got there in your hand, Mr. Bruce?” Paul asked.

      I squinted at the video and got a glimpse of the journal my father’s ghost had stolen from Burns County Museum what seemed like a lifetime ago.

      “This was my daddy’s journal. Hezekiah Bruce was the first black business owner here in Burns County. I remember him writing in this book and books like it all my life.” Isaiah opened the book to a marked page. “Y’all want me to read about old Bert Holze lynching the witch used to live down the road there right now?” He stuck out one dark arm and pointed somewhere off-screen.

      “Yessir,” both Paul and Jesse said at once.

      Isaiah Bruce began reading the same passage I’d heard Hooty read on the board meeting video. He didn’t have Hooty’s training as a public speaker, but his dusty voice added a new dimension of horror to the story because, if my calculations were correct, he was old enough to remember the day it all happened and probably witnessed some of it. I glanced at Tubby, nodding to indicate I knew about this. He pressed pause.

      “Hell. And here I thought this would be a surprise to you. Dayum.”

      “Do I get my money back on our bargain?”

      He grinned like a dead fish. “Let’s finish watching this here video. I think you’ll learn at least one thing you didn’t know.” He started the video playing again.

      Isaiah read the last words of his father’s account of the lynching and closed the book. “One thing this book don’t talk about is the feller who buried poor Miss Priscilla. I don’t know why Poppa didn’t include it. I was right there when old Archie Mahoney told it.”

      I jerked in my seat. This had to be the Mahoney on Eddie’s note. He’d known Julie was a descendant of this Archie Mahoney. Eddie must have wanted to ask Julie if she had any idea where the box ended up. She obviously didn’t, but I’d make a point to mention the name to her.

      “What did old Archie Mahoney tell you?” Paul asked Isaiah on the video.

      “Well, sir, old Archie was the county sexton.” He grinned a toothless smile at the expressions on Paul’s and Jesse’s faces. “He did all the county’s burying, don’t you know. That’s a sexton’s job. Mahoney told my daddy he pulled all the gold teeth out of poor Miss Priscilla’s mouth and took the box out of her pocket.” Isaiah shook his head, a grimace puckering his wrinkles even further.

      “What happened to the box?” Jesse asked.

      “Greedy old so-and-so kept it. Tell you something spooky, though. Mahoney’s luck changed, starting the day he robbed that box off poor Miss ’Cilla’s body. He fell into one of his own graves and broke his leg. Leg didn’t heal right, and he lost his job.” Isaiah knocked on his own leg. “Became the town drunk, Archie did. I could have forgot Miss ’Cilla’s box on my own, but Old Archie wouldn’t let us forget. Every time he got on a toot, he’d go to talking about the box, how he was sure it’d lead him straight to Reginald Mace’s treasure. Old Arch tried everything to get the box open over the years, but it was stuck tighter than a Sunday school teacher’s knees.” Isaiah paused here, staring off into the distance.

      “He never got it open?” Paul’s question seemed more to get Isaiah back on track than out of curiosity.

      “Not that I know of. He finally died, and I guess his daughter got it. Beverly, her name was. She cared for Archie in his final years. Poor thing got killed in a gunfight with another woman over some worthless man. No telling where the box fetched up.” Isaiah’s eyes went unfocused again. Used to seeing the same look on Memaw, I guessed the old man was getting tired. His body and mind were worn out beyond what I wanted to imagine. Soon, he’d want to rest.

      “But I almost forgot to tell you boys the best part,” Isaiah said. “Old Archie never made no mention of Miss Priscilla’s spelling stones.”

      Paul cocked his head, looking for all the world like me when I’m surprised. “What’s that, Mr. Bruce? Stones?”

      “Yessir. Miss Priscilla had her these stones she used to do her spelling. I wouldn’t know ’cept my baby sister was born sick. Momma and Poppa was sure she’d die, didn’t have no money, so they called on Miss Priscilla. She come and laid out those stones, gave my sister something to drink, her whispering in some language the whole time. I was no more than a little boy, but it scared me right and good. We were churchgoing folks, don’t you know. I’d done heard what a witch was, and I knowed for sure I was seeing one that day.” He chuckled. “It’s funny how you get older and realize how ignorant folks can be. Whatever Miss Priscilla did worked. My sister got better. Grew up and married a nice young man from Florida. Still living there. Guess I won’t get to see her again.”

      Paul and Jesse exchanged an eyebrows raised glance.

      “What do you think happened to the stones?” Jesse asked Isaiah.

      “She had to have hid them on her property, which I now own,” Isaiah said. “Now, I’ve done told you boys you can go over there and poke around, and now I’m telling you what I think you might find. Keep what you find, long as you tell folks I helped you find it. My daughter gives you any trouble, you tell her to come up here and talk to me.”

      Tubby turned off the video again. “There’s not much more. They thank each other.”

      “You think you’d be willing to give me a copy of it? I don’t have much to remember my father by.”

      Tubby nodded and set about making a copy of the video, looking so much like the young man I’d spent a long-ago summer with, the one who helped me forget a horror I still didn’t like letting into my mind, it made my heart ache for what we’d both lost as we learned the ways of the world. He caught me watching him.

      “Was I right? Did you learn something you wanted to know?”

      “I did. Now tell me how you came by the keychain and the video.”

      “You know my momma moved out of Texas last year?”

      “Yep. I helped her haul a bunch of old furniture to the dump.” Mrs. Tubman told me her wonderful, sweet son bought her a condo in a Colorado resort town. She couldn’t wait to escape the Texas summers.

      “She didn’t clean out half what she had. I found this box of stuff in her house after she left. Had the video, your daddy’s keychain, and a couple other items.”

      “What was the other stuff?”

      “I’d be willing to show you for a price.”

      “Forget it. How’d your mother get the box?”

      “I wondered the very same thing and called her. You remember we both lived on the road that goes to the cemetery when we were real young?”

      I nodded even though I’d forgotten until he mentioned it.

      “Momma said she saw Barbie set the box out with the garbage the day after Paul died. Momma can’t resist digging through junk, trying to find something valuable, so she picked it up. Once she figured out what was in it, she kept it, planning to give it to you when you were old enough. Guess she forgot.”

      And Tubby Tubman sure as shit wasn’t going to honor her wishes after the fact. More than ever, I wanted to get away from him so I could think this through. Plus, I worried if I hung around too long he’d blackmail me into burning down the town for him.

      “I won’t say it was a pleasure, but it sure was an education.” I stood and held out my hand for him to shake. He took it and gave it a squeeze.

      “Come again sometime. We’ll catch up.”

      I dropped his hand and walked out of the room without answering. Tubby’s teenage girlfriend was standing on the stairs, right outside the room. It wasn’t hard for me to guess she’d had her ear pressed to the door, trying to hear what she could.

      “Whore,” she hissed at me.

      “What did you say to me?” I widened my eyes and got in her face. My pity over her bad taste in men didn’t extend to me taking crap from her. She tried to dart around me, but I blocked her way. “Say it again.”

      She refused to look at me, hunching her shoulders.

      “Look at me.” I waited until she did. “It’s not a good idea to talk shit to people when you don’t know what they’re capable of. You’re with dangerous people.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she squeaked out. I moved my arm and let her by, wondering why I bothered.

      Seeing it was after eleven and too late to call Julie, I left a message for her at Silver Dreams antiques saying the box I was looking for was once in the possession of an Archie Mahoney and to call me with any information she had. I walked out to my car, still enjoying the somewhat cool night air.
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      I trudged through the dark alleys and across an unlit side street to get to my car, crossing into the pitch black parking lot behind the Catholic church.

      “You embarrassed me tonight.” Dean’s voice coming out of the dark scared me into dropping my phone. I caught it before it smacked down on the concrete parking lot. “I stood around waiting and waiting at the Main Street Association meeting, and you never showed. I tried to call you and no answer.”

      I glanced at my phone and saw I had five missed calls and five voice messages from Dean. I cringed. I’d been so wrapped up with Mysti and Brad, I’d never even heard it.

      “I’m sorry. Something came up. The whole thing slipped my mind.”

      “I was worried about you, so I called your grandmother. She told me you’d gone out with some people I never heard of before.” He slid off the hood of my car and walked toward me. I stood my ground, my heart speeding away in my chest. “I went looking for you. Saw you drive to this parking lot with those weirdos right behind you, stand around talking a while, and then go in Bullfrog’s.”

      My cheeks and lips went numb as adrenaline rushed through my veins. I swallowed hard. After all the trouble I went to, the one person in the world I didn’t want finding out what I was up to had seen me.

      “What? The three of you go drinking in Bullfrog’s?” He jammed his hands on his hips the way he did when he was super pissed. “You said something came up. What was it? Your friends looked like a couple of burnouts.”

      Anger caught fire and burned quickly, warming my insides, eating away some of the tiredness. Dean didn’t know Mysti or Brad. He’d simply made a judgment about them because he was Mr. Cop, and he knew all about everybody with a glance.

      “The woman’s been under treatment at a mental health facility. She just left today.” It wouldn’t do to tell him she’d been driven batshit by an evil spirit—who happened to be my father, by the way—and her brother broke her out so I could use my black opal to banish said spirit.

      “She was probably in there for abusing drugs. The guy’s probably her dealer.” Certainty hardened the lines around Dean’s eyes and thinned his lips. This was his cop face, and it made me want to punch him in the throat. Working with people gave him a lot of practice, but sometimes he missed the mark, and when he did, he couldn’t be budged even if someone proved him wrong. My general policy was to let it go. Arguing with him wasted minutes of my life I’d never get back. But right then I was in enough of a mood to try to teach a goat to floss.

      “Mysti is not a dope head,” I said. “She had a mental breakdown.”

      “Whatever.” He turned away from me.

      “Why don’t we change your name to Dean Whatever? Tell you what, I’ll go get my magic marker and run around town crossing off Turgeau on your campaign signs and writing Whatever after Dean. What do you think?”

      “Sometimes I forget how young you are.”

      “Sometimes I forget what a petty jerk you are.”

      Dean’s face fell, and I immediately regretted my words.

      “Let’s not do this again,” I said.

      “Your choice.” He still had his hands on his hips.

      “Please accept my apology for missing your campaign talk. Eddie’s death really threw me for a loop.” I’d dealt with way more, but this was the only thing Dean would allow himself to process and relate to. “When my friends showed up asking for help, I got distracted.”

      “How could you possibly help those two losers?”

      “It’s to do with my being a medium.” I almost enjoyed how official and un-crazy the word sounded. Dean flinched and paled beneath his tan.

      “I can’t have you—”

      “Running around playing paranormal Nancy Drew,” I finished, keeping my voice as steady and confident as I could. “I know how you feel about it, but I call the shots about what I do in my life.”

      “Even if it drags you down?”

      I stared stupidly at him, not getting it. Helping Brad and Mysti felt right. My muscles and mind ached with fatigue, and the whole thing had scared the pudding out of me, but I had survived and learned. I had no plans to seek out another situation like that one, but I sure didn’t want Dean telling me I couldn’t or shouldn’t. He had no idea how it felt to be a freak, an oddity, and to finally find a good use for the freakishness.

      Dean wanted me to change to be more like him. Normal, straight-laced, and firmly planted in the here and now. For our entire relationship—my entire life—I’d wanted the same thing. Still did, but I also wanted to feel like this night made me feel over and over again. I wanted to help people who needed it and enjoy the accomplishment of facing and beating my own personal demons. I stared into Dean’s stormy blue eyes, looking for a shred of reason or flexibility and finding only unyielding ice.

      “Exactly how you did you help those two losers by taking them into Bullfrog’s Billiards? What does going in there have to do with you being a medium?”

      Gulp. My thoughts ran a wild, lightning fast lap around my head, looking for the way to explain the night’s events while not getting myself any deeper into Dean-doo.

      “See, baby? The panicked look on your face is all the answer I need. You go around doing all kinds of stuff, never thinking about how it affects me. You associate with all kinds of people, never thinking about how it looks. If people see you hanging out in Bullfrog’s—”

      “They’re going to wonder what kind of sheriff you’ll make.” I waited for the guilt to come, but it didn’t. Maybe I was too tired. I still wanted Dean to win the office of sheriff more than anything. He was an honest man who’d do his best to serve the people of this county. Losing this election would destroy him both emotionally and financially. Dean had a lot on the line right now, but I did too, dammit.

      “This is a small town, and small towns thrive on gossip. They love a good scapegoat and all the drama that comes with it.” He reached out to me, glanced at my face, and dropped his hand. “Some people here would fight to the death for you, but others still…”

      I slumped as the truth of his words sunk in, poisonous hooks stinging. “I’ll always be Gaslight City’s favorite little Satanist, even though they don’t know what a Satanist is.”

      He snorted, but the stern expression stayed on his face. “All I’m saying is people will look for any reason not to vote for me. They decide you really are sort of weird and not in a good way, and then they think maybe I’m too weird to be their sheriff because weirdness is a scary thing.”

      I wanted to tell him he was wrong and couldn’t. Sheriff Joey Holze was the third generation of his family to hold the office of sheriff in Burns County. No matter how bad a job he did, no matter who he pissed off, the name Holze was synonymous with law enforcement in this county.

      My responsibility to help Dean warred with my responsibility to stand up for my own interests, and there was no clear winner. I had to find out who was behind everything from the theft of the Bruce family journals and Eddie’s death to somehow imprisoning my father’s spirit and making him do awful things. Not to mention what Priscilla Herrera’s ghost claimed would happen. Walking away would be a betrayal—to my friends, to my family, and to myself. I didn’t see why I couldn’t do both things and do them well.

      “Seeing you here tonight disappoints me. There are a thousand ways you could use your time more productively. If you want to help people, if you want to improve yourself, you could volunteer.” He waved his hands while he talked like some TV preacher working himself into hollering until he frothed at the mouth. “Hell, you’re one of the smartest people I’ve ever met. You could go back to college, get your degree, and get into a helping profession. I’d pay for it.” He smiled, and I recognized the smile as one he used when he talked to kids he considered at risk. “You’re not going to like what I’m about to say, but step one to having a better life is throwing away old memories of slumming with Chase Fischer. Step two is getting people like those losers I saw you with tonight out of your life. Step three is to quit hanging out with Wade Hill and the Six Gun Revolutionaries. Get the garbage out of your life. They’ll turn you into what they are.”

      His words shocked me as much as if he’d thrown ice water in my face. All the guilt and understanding building in me did a nosedive into the black void of my growing fury. I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to hold in the hateful things I wanted to say, hoping much of what Dean said tonight came out of anger and hurt over my forgetting his campaign event. I opened my mouth to speak, but anger flashed, so strong it almost blinded me, and I closed it again and swallowed hard. Dean took the opportunity to keep driving home his point.

      “Chase is gone. Eddie is gone. There’s nothing to keep you from turning over a new leaf.”

      Eddie? Dean thinks Eddie wasn’t worthy too? Fury cauterized the festering sore of my indecision, closing it off from further infection. There was no way I’d let Saint Dean Turgeau tell me what to do. He could go sip some monkey butt juice.

      “Dean, go home.”

      “Wha—”

      “Please close your mouth and go home. We’ll talk about this some other time.”

      The confidence slid off his face, and anger pinched his handsome features. “Fine. I’m wrong and you’re right. I’ll go home, sleep alone like I do most of the time anyway, and then we’ll do things your way tomorrow.”

      It was damn good bait. I actually wanted to assure him this wasn’t about getting my way but was about this not going further than it had, but I knew him too well to fall into his trap. One word of explanation, one word of self-defense, and he’d be off to the races, telling me everything I’d ever done wrong in my life. So I said nothing. A loud engine cut the silence, slowing as it approached. A lone headlight appeared at the edge of the parking lot.

      I stared at the headlight, the muscles between my shoulder blades knotting painfully. The stiffness moved down my back and settled in the spot where Veronica Spinelli kicked me last year. I groaned and put my hand to my back as the pain took up residence. The motorcycle made slow progress into the parking lot and to the spot where Dean and I stood scowling at each other. I closed my eyes and wished I could be somewhere else. There were only a few people I knew who rode motorcycles, and all of them were the kind of people Dean just finished chewing me out for knowing. Next to me, Dean let out a nasty snort.

      “Hey, looks like the whole gang is here.” He raised his eyebrows and smiled in a mockery of happiness. “Guess I do need to go so I won’t put a damper on the party.” He waited for me to answer, but I knew better. His fake smile dropped to a glare. He stomped away from me, got into his Trans Am, and slammed the door way harder than necessary. Wade Hill drove his motorcycle up to me and shut off the engine.

      “What’s his problem? He lose the Short Man Syndrome poster child contest?”

      “Cut me some slack, please.” I leaned against my car and took out my cigarettes.

      “You okay?”

      “How is it you always show up when I’m in trouble?”

      “Trade secret.” He lit his own cigarette, and we stood polluting the air together. He finished his cigarette, dropped it, and stepped on it. “Sorry I made it worse between you and Dean.”

      “I’m not sure you did. You might have saved me from saying something I’d regret later.”

      He got on his bike. “You want me to follow you home? Make sure you get there okay?”

      “Nah.” I opened my car door. “I need to cool off. I may go drive for a while.”

      Wade nodded and left in a roar of tailpipes. I got in my car and started it, not sure at all where I wanted to go or what I wanted to do, so I cruised.

      I drove down streets I hadn’t been down in years, took little used cut-throughs, and went past Dean’s house. All the lights were on. He was probably inside sulking, watching TV with the sound off. The thought I could go knock on the door and apologize made me slow and stop a few houses down. Past experience and arguments exactly like our most recent had taught me Dean would accept my apology without offering one of his own. I put the car back in gear and drove on, turning left on Blackburn Street.

      I didn’t need Dean in my head. More than anything, I needed to figure out the next step toward setting this whole mess straight. Learning Archie Mahoney stole the mini treasure chest didn’t help me unless Julie could figure out if one of her distant relatives still had it. I crept down Blackburn, unable to shake how Tubby said he got my daddy’s keychain. Barbie throwing my father’s stuff away didn’t surprise me exactly. She threw me away and acted like it was the normal thing to do.

      Mosby Circle came up to the right, and I turned at the last second. The Gaslight City gossip grapevine said my mother had rented the old Sugar Shack on Mosby. I wondered if the woman who didn’t want me was home and if I should stop and pay her a visit. She said, after all, she wanted us to start over. Maybe this was a good time.
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      I drove past 9811 Mosby two times, circling out to Blackburn and coming back to the street’s other entrance, before I decided to pull in to the empty driveway where I sat in my car contemplating my next move. The lights gleamed from inside the 1910s era Sears and Roebuck six-room house, the TV flickering in the living room. Barbie might have left her car with a mechanic. Maybe she was sitting inside the little bungalow watching TV or looking at herself in the mirror.

      Who was I lying to? Her car wasn’t in the driveway, so she likely wasn’t home. I got out of my car and went up to the front door and knocked and waited. No footsteps inside the house. I went around back, letting myself into the fenced backyard, walked up the concrete steps to the stoop, and looked underneath the ceramic frog. Sure enough, the key was still there.

      The Sugar Shack’s owner rented the little cottage out to tourists or short-term residents. She hired me to clean up after guests when her regular cleaning lady was booked and always said, “Use the key under the ceramic frog but be sure to put it back.”

      The six-room house rented for $1000 a night—not much less than the cost of the original materials to build the house. Nobody could afford to stay too long. I stuck the key in the backdoor’s lock, turned it, and twisted the knob. The door’s hinges whined as I swung it open.

      “Hello? Barbie? Mom?”

      The sound of the TV was the only answer I got, so I went on inside, not sure what I expected to find in my mother’s rental. Why was I breaking and entering for the second time in one week? Because I had a hard time believing a woman who’d dump her kid and throw out her recently deceased husband’s belongings for the trash to pick up would show up twenty-some years later searching for redemption. People like Barbie didn’t change. They got slicker at playing their games.

      Her showing up in town right when this whole mess started hadn’t escaped my notice. She sure as hell didn’t have the magical umph to make a ghost steal for her. Hell, she acted like I scared the stuffing out of her every time she got around me. I couldn’t picture her hiring a witch the way Tubby had, but something Hannah said about her uncle Joey kept coming back to me. Hannah said, in not so many words, her uncle and his family would do anything to achieve their means, even if it meant being a hypocrite. The thing Barbie cared about was money. She’d do anything to have a steady supply of it, and the Mace Treasure promised untold riches.

      I crept through the recently redone kitchen. A full cup of coffee sat next to the coffee maker. Both were still warm. She hadn’t even drank any of her coffee before she left. Had she left in a hurry? No way to know. A flyer advertising Dottie’s Burgers and Rings sat on the tiny wrought-iron breakfast set. Barbie had scribbled some notes on the back of it.

      Istanbul $1350

      Rarotonga $1341

      Buenos Aires $1270

      Luxembourg $1457

      She’d listed several more cities and put prices right after them. If I had to guess, I’d have said they were flight prices. She doesn’t plan to stay after all. She’s here for something. Like the Mace Treasure. I put the piece of paper back where I found it and went deeper into the house.

      Barbie’s suitcases lay all over the floor of the bedroom closest to the house’s one bathroom. She hadn’t even bothered to put her clothes into the antique dresser with its cut glass pulls. I touched the silky fabric of a blouse lying across the bed. Nicer than anything I could afford. I knelt on the floor and ran my fingers along the edges of her suitcase and underneath her clothes. Other than a dainty pink vibrator, I didn’t find anything of interest.

      I went out to the living room, staying close to the walls and avoiding the sheer curtained windows. A laptop sat on the coffee table in front of the TV. I grabbed it and took it back into the kitchen so I could get away from those windows. I set the laptop down on the breakfast table and didn’t do anything for several minutes. I wasn’t a computer whiz and knew how easy it would be for me to push the wrong button and leave proof someone had been in here snooping. Finally, I pressed the space key.

      The laptop woke up. I expected to see an internet browser page for flight booking or maybe passport renewal, since Barbie seemed ready to leave the country. Instead, I found her word processing program open and a half-written letter.

      Jesse,

      I wish you’d reconsider letting me come see you. I’m back in Gaslight City, trying to reconnect with Peri Jean. She is such a hard young woman to talk to, so distant. I keep thinking she might open up more if I could tell her something positive about herself. Not long before Paul died, I heard you and Paul discussing her. Paul said she was the key

      The key to what? Barbie hadn’t finished the letter. I wondered if there was a way I could get back in here another time and look again. The answer was probably no.

      Headlights flashed over the kitchen wall. I jerked away from the laptop as though scalded. I needed to get out of here and do it fast. I returned the laptop to sleep mode and took it back into the living room. Through the window, I saw a car next to mine. The dome light came on as the driver opened the door, illuminating Barbie.

      My legs went light and wobbly, and I fought the sudden urge to pee. I hunch walked to the coffee table, put the laptop back where I found it, and hurried through the kitchen and out the back door. I made sure to lock the door and hide the key under the frog. I sat down on the concrete stoop and lit a cigarette.

      There was no way Barbie didn’t see my car. She parked right next to it. My one way out of this was to pretend I’d come by for a visit and hope I could be convincing enough for her not to suspect.

      The back door opened behind me. My mother said, “Peri Jean, honey? What are you doing here at this hour?”

      I turned, hoping I didn’t look as guilty as I felt, and tried to smile. “I heard you’d rented this place. I drove by, saw the lights on, and stopped. Saw you weren’t here and decided to sit out back and look at the stars. Thought you might be back pretty soon.”

      “And here I am.” She came out and sat on the steps with me. “It is a pretty night. I love the moon when there’s just a little fingernail of it.”

      I nodded and kept smoking. What on earth could I say to this awful woman?

      “I’m really surprised to see you here. Frankly, if I were in your shoes, I’d be somewhere alone with that gorgeous man of yours.” She nudged me, and I had to work hard not to scoot away from her. “Y’all fighting?”

      “I’ve been flakey since Eddie died, and he’s tired of it.” Crap. Why did I tell her my business? I could have kicked myself for opening up to her, even a little bit.

      “I sure was sorry to hear about Eddie. He loved your father. Would’ve done anything for him.”

      I wanted to ask Barbie about her letter to Jesse but knew there was no way to even casually work it into our conversation. Maybe I could get there by asking about my daddy.

      “I don’t remember much about my daddy.”

      “I guess you don’t. You were so young when he died.” She sat gazing into the night with her arms splayed over her legs, using one hand to prop up her head. Realizing I was sitting exactly the same way, I shifted positions.

      “What do you remember about him?”

      “Those black gypsy eyes and hair.” The answer came faster than I thought it could have. “How excited he was when we found I was pregnant.”

      “How old were you then?”

      “Eighteen. If I had been any older, known any better, I’d have…well, never mind.” She patted my back. Her touch burned my skin, and this time I did flinch away. She didn’t seem to notice. “Hold on a minute.” She got to her feet and ran into the house. A few minutes later, she came back holding a wallet and her cellphone. She opened the wallet on her lap and set the phone to flashlight mode. “See? There’s a picture of you and your father on your birthday.”

      Sure enough, the picture showed my daddy, impossibly handsome with his olive skin and five o’clock shadow, hugging me to him. Both of us were laughing. Feeling Barbie’s gaze on me, I turned to her and found her staring at me with no expression whatsoever on her face. She quickly rearranged her face into a smile and hugged me to her.

      “You take this.” She took it out of the plastic and handed it to me. “It’s a good picture of you with your daddy, and you ought to have it.”

      “Do you know what happened to my daddy’s things? His personal items? They’re not at Memaw’s.” I couldn’t help myself. I wanted to see what she’d say.

      “We lived in the duplex your daddy and I rented for a couple more months after he died. Cheap as it was, I couldn’t afford it. I know I packed his things up and took them with us, but I sure don’t know what became of them after I left town.”

      She was a good liar. I’d have believed her had Tubby Tubman not told me different. I faked a yawn and stretched my arms wide. The yawn became real about halfway through. How long had it been since I’d slept all night? Or even had more than five hours of sleep? I stood.

      “Thanks for talking to me, Bar—Mom. I mean Mom.”

      She beamed and pushed herself to a standing position. She held her arms open, and I went to her, letting her hug me.

      “Come back sometime soon. I’ll tell you all kinds of stuff about your father. Like the time he turned over his boat in Piney Lake and almost drowned. Or how mad Leticia was when I got pregnant and what he said to her.”

      I sort of wanted to hear those stories but knew I couldn’t trust Barbie. I promised I’d come back and got out of there as fast as I could. This time, I headed straight for Memaw’s house. All the lights were off, and I cut my headlights before they shined into the house. I sat in my car after I turned it off, thinking over the night’s events.

      Barbie was a consummate liar. I couldn’t take anything she said seriously. All I could trust for sure were the things I saw with my own eyes. There was no denying her letter to my uncle Jesse. It was right there on her laptop, plain as day.

      For the first time in my life, I wanted to go see my uncle Jesse in prison. Hooty Bruce told me numerous times he’d arrange a visit any time I wanted to see my uncle. I texted Hooty. He always told me his mind wouldn’t quit thinking new thoughts even when it was bedtime. It was time to see if he was telling the truth.

      You awake?

      The reply came back almost immediately. You know I am. What’s up?

      What if I wanted to go see my uncle Jesse?

      A pause. Warden’s an old college buddy. I’d pull some strings with him and get you a visit as fast as possible. You’re on Jesse’s visitor list anyway. Is this about the stolen books?

      In a roundabout way. I wasn’t sure it was at all, but I had to try to figure out what mischief Barbie had planned.

      I’ll call you when I get it set up.

      Thanks.
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      Worried Hooty would want me to leave at a moment’s notice, I got dressed and ready to leave before daybreak. Turned out to be a good thing.

      As the first light of dawn pinkened the sky, when a shadow of fog still clung to the dew sparkling grass, Mysti’s car turned into the driveway. I stubbed out my cigarette in the plastic dollar store ashtray I kept on the porch and stood.

      The car came to a stop near the chain-link fence surrounding the house. The dome light came on. Inside the car, Mysti held up one hand to Brad and shook her head. He said something back, wagging his head side to side. She pushed open the car door, fingers hung over the top to pull herself up off the car seat. I hurried out to help her. Brad got out of the driver’s side and rushed to his sister’s aid.

      “I’m so glad I caught you awake,” Mysti said. “Brad told me to call first, but I thought maybe you’d want to sleep late.”

      “You sure didn’t sleep late.” I took one arm, and Brad grabbed the other. We helped Mysti down the brick path leading to the porch, and Brad lifted her over the steps. She sat heavily in one of the metal chairs.

      “Brad can’t wait to get back to the city. He wanted an early start.” Mysti gave her brother the eye. “Of course, we had time to drive past the museum to see if Hannah Kessler had it open yet.”

      “Brad, you’re such a fangirl,” I said.

      He curled his lip at me and walked to the edge of the porch to look out at the fog swirling in Memaw’s pasture.

      “Don’t see how y’all stand it here,” he muttered.

      “Yep, I’m really missing the smell of car exhaust and hot pavement.” Mysti waved off her brother and leaned close to me. “I woke up at three o’clock this morning and realized something.”

      “Hit me with it,” I said.

      “I forgot to tell you something.”

      Her words sent a shock through my foggy brain, and I sat up straighter.

      “Oh, really? I thought you couldn’t tell me any more than you did because you were working for Tubby.”

      “I don’t see how it’s unfair to Tubby for me to tell you this stuff.” Mysti stopped speaking and studied my face. “You do want to know, don’t you? You’ve got the air of someone about to face the unknown, someone taking a journey. You might be able to use this stuff.”

      Or it might drive me crazy, or make me feel rotten, or something else bad. I weighed the possible good against the possible bad. It all sounded awful and scary. I needed a different measuring stick. What if whatever Mysti had to tell me got me what I wanted?

      “I want to hear it,” I said.

      “When I contacted your father’s spirit—and it took a lot to do it—I ended up in this colorless, windowless, and doorless room. Sort of a prison.” Mysti’s face paled as she remembered, and a fine gloss of sweat appeared at her neck. “I surprised whoever has Paul trapped. I felt it. They thought nobody could get in, I think.” She shuddered and rubbed her arms. “Your father showed me a butterfly he had in his hand. One of the black ones with blue markings on the bottoms of its wings. But then all he did was try to get me to leave. Does the butterfly mean anything to you?”

      A sharp, stabbing feeling, worse than any ice cream headache ever, worked its way through my brain. I clapped my hand to my forehead and writhed in the seat.

      “Oh no. Your nose is bleeding.” Mysti leaned toward me, getting into my face. She took a tissue out of her pocket and shoved it at me.

      “Not the bleeds again.” I leaned my head back, pushing the tissues into my nostrils.

      “This has happened before?”

      “Happened last time I messed with the Mace Treasure.” My voice came out in a weird honk.

      Brad’s footsteps clunked across the porch. “She all right?”

      “I’m okay.” I opened my eyes to glare at him. “Maybe Priscilla Herrera changed her mind and wants me to stay away from it.”

      Priscilla Herrera’s name no sooner left my lips than several ravens landed in the front yard, making their weird, creaky caw and pecking at the dead grass. From behind us came the sound of someone beating on the window. We all turned to see Memaw shaking her fist at the birds. She realized we were watching, gave us a phony grin, and disappeared from the window. Mysti glanced between me and the birds, a line appearing between her eyes.

      “Maybe, but I have a different theory,” she said.

      I waited for her to tell me what it was, but she didn’t speak. Did she want permission to speak? Reassurance I wanted to know? She had me hooked. I couldn’t not know. “Well, what is it?”

      Mysti bowed her head for a second and then raised her gaze to mine. “Have you ever read much about your uncle’s trial? About why he couldn’t defend himself against the charges? Why he accepted a plea bargain?”

      “Why are we talking about this?” My initial shock faded, and the usual anger I felt when people got too deeply personal took its place.

      “Did you see your father the day he died?” Mysti leaned forward in her seat and grabbed my wrist.

      Had I? We lived in the same house. Surely I saw him over breakfast before he left for the day. What day of the week had he died? A weekday? A weekend? Nothing came. It was blank.

      “I don’t remember,” I told Mysti. “The last clear memory I have of him is from my birthday, a few days earlier. He took me to ride a pony. What does all this have to do with my uncle’s conviction?”

      “Your uncle said he had no memory of the day his brother was murdered. None whatsoever.” She started to say more but shook her head. “Do you feel an aversion to reading about your father’s—what happened to your father?”

      I thought about it. Why had I never searched online for articles about the murder? Or dug up old issues of newspapers? I always thought I just didn’t want to know, but maybe Mysti had a point.

      “I’ve got a theory,” Mysti said. “I think whoever murdered your father somehow stole both your uncle’s and your memory of the day because the two of you know who did it.”

      “Same as they stole my father’s ghost.”

      “Maybe. Here’s something to think about.” She clasped her hands together, and the first rays of true sun hit her, highlighting her hair and making her appear to glow. “Your father’s ghost is kept somewhere. What if your memories are, too? I’ve heard vague stories—the witchcraft equivalent of old wives’ tales really—about spells to suck memories into a hidden place in the mind. You just have to find a way to unlock the door.”

      I remembered the little room in my mind Priscilla Herrera took me to when I tried to contact my father’s ghost. Had the memories been there? Even if they were, I didn’t know how to get back there.

      “Furthermore,” Mysti said, giving my shoulder a little shake to make sure I hadn’t drifted off in my thoughts, “I think the butterfly might have something to do with it.”

      “How come?” The mere thought of the butterfly sent another stab of pain into my head, but my nose didn’t gush this time. One of the ravens flew up to sit on the porch railing. The bird cocked its head at me.

      “Want me to run it off?” Brad asked. “I don’t think Memaw liked it.”

      “She’s not your memaw, fartwinkle, and leave the bird alone,” I told him.

      “You are absolutely disgusting.” Brad wrinkled his nose.

      “Shut up,” Mysti and I told him at the same time.

      I turned back to Mysti. “Tell me about the butterfly.”

      “Nothing to tell.” She shrugged. “Just got a gut feeling. Sometimes they’re wrong, but when they wake me up at three in the morning, I gotta share ’em.” She pushed herself off the metal chair, and Brad rushed over to help her stand. He kept hold of her arm, steadying her, and I again glimpsed the love he felt for his sibling. It made something inside me ache.

      “We need to get going before Bradley has a hissy fit.” Mysti stood on tiptoe and stretched until she could peck her brother’s stubbly cheek. “But I’ve got one last thing to ask you.”

      “What is it?” I took her other arm as she descended the steps.

      “You still got my business card? Or did you trash it?” She winked at me.

      “Nope.” I let go of Mysti’s arm and took the little metal business card case I always carried from my pocket and showed her the card she’d given me.

      “You call me, girl. I’m serious. Even if all you want to do is jaw.” Her gaze probed me until I nodded my assent.

      I hurried ahead and opened the car door for her and held it open until Brad got her settled inside. The two of us exchanged a glance.

      “I can call Hannah, see if she’s up. She might agree to an early tour of the museum.” I wanted to erase the tension between us. We didn’t have to be friends, but I didn’t want to part on less than favorable terms.

      “Thanks for the offer.” Brad actually smiled at me. “But I look slept in. In fact, these are the clothes I wore yesterday.”

      “Fair enough,” I said.

      Brad got into the car, started it, and drove back down the driveway. I waved as they left, half feeling like I ought to run after them and beg them to stay. I was in over my head, and Mysti was the first breath of anything like sanity I’d had since this whole thing started. The car pulled onto the highway and disappeared from my sight.

      My cellphone rang. I snapped to attention and grabbed it. Oh, please let this be Mysti telling me she’ll stay and help me through this. No such luck. It was Hooty. He started talking as soon as I picked up, not even giving me a chance to say hello.

      “I called the warden at home this morning. He agreed to set up the visit if we get there by ten. The drive’s a couple of hours, and we’re going to have to hurry. When can you be ready?”

      “Fifteen minutes.” We said our goodbyes and hung up.

      I went inside to tell Memaw where I was going and to have our usual argument over getting one of her friends in to spend the day with her.
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        * * *

      

      I paced back and forth on the porch while I waited for Hooty to pick me up, feeling more unprepared than I ever had in my life. This man who I didn’t remember at all might not even want to answer my questions. He might hate me for getting his daughter killed. All I could do was hope for the best.

      Several minutes later, I lounged on the soft leather seat of Hooty’s silver Cadillac, listening to flute music on the stereo system. Hooty reached over and flicked off the sound.

      “What, exactly, do you think Jesse might know to help you figure out who took the journals?” He flashed me a grin. “If you don’t mind telling me.”

      I stared at Hooty’s round face, searching for an assurance he wouldn’t call me crazy. I saw the gray hair at his temples, and the deep lines taking up permanent residence underneath his brown eyes. Nothing more. I had to trust him, and that was a tall order. But this man had always taken time for me. He deserved a few answers.

      “I think whoever’s behind the theft of the journals killed my father.”

      Hooty sucked in a deep breath, and his hands tightened on the steering wheel. “How?”

      I told him, and the telling took a good part of the trip to the prison. Hooty asked a few questions here and there. Mostly he listened. When I got to the part about my daddy’s ghost driving Mysti crazy, Hooty began to sweat. His reaction worried me. Hooty had never been thin, and middle age had spread him even thicker. I concluded the tale before he worked up a stroke.

      “Well, I’m going to give you my advice, even though you didn’t ask for it.” Hooty took one hand off the wheel to wipe the sweat off his forehead. “Your uncle probably won’t have much to say about the day of the murder. Have some back-up questions.”

      Oh, I had a back-up question, all right. I wanted to know what my father thought I was the key to and why.

      The guard at the prison searched Hooty’s car. The act initiated a quick bolt of panic and paranoia. It was like a flashing sign reminding me I was crossing the threshold between the free world and the world of the incarcerated. My experience in the mental hospital taught me to fear any kind of lockup. Once there, I was at the mercy of those in charge. I twisted in my seat to stare longingly at the road on which we drove into the prison complex. Hooty parked the car and led me into a building I’d have never found on my own.

      There began a test to my moral and legal character. I removed my shoes, turned out my pockets, and allowed a prison official to wand my clothed body and pat me down. I showed my ID to prove who I was, filled out a paper, and waited quietly.

      Finally, a female correctional officer led me into a sad room where a row of industrial-style chairs facing a clear window awaited me. Each station had an old school phone through which I assumed I’d talk to my uncle because there was no way we’d be able to hear each other through the thick window. The room was empty except for me. Hooty’s connection to the warden managed to get me in for a visit even though regular visiting days were on the weekend. For a few seconds, I stood still, completely shell-shocked. I’d expected an open room with tables, had even planned what I’d do if Uncle Jesse wanted to hug me. People fostered relationships in this room?

      The correctional officer directed me to one of the stations. I sat in the chair and stared at the empty space across from me, exposed and spooked by all the official procedures. Visiting an offender in prison was nothing like bailing Chase Fischer out of jail for public intoxication. A hopeless heaviness hung over this place, cold with fear of the unknown and desperation.

      A door on the other side of the glass opened, and I straightened, heart thudding and anticipation crawling over me. A small man with his hands cuffed behind his back walked in. The door shut, and the man backed up to the door. The guard uncuffed him. A second or two later, he stepped forward, arms by his sides. His heavily tattooed forearms stood out against his white uniform. The amount of salty white in his black hair struck me as did the lines that started at the corners of his eyes and creased down his cheeks. My uncle looked much older than Hooty even though they graduated high school the same year. He eased himself into the uncomfortable chair on the other side of me.

      I froze as I stared into his black eyes, a soft memory of laughter—the side-splitting kind—playing just out of reach in my head. I’d loved this man when I was a little girl. He smiled, and the webbing of lines etched themselves deeper into his cheeks. We reached for the phones at the same time.

      “You look like my brother.” His voice seemed both familiar and unfamiliar. “But not in a bad way.”

      “You used to make me laugh.” The words came out sounding more hollow and lost than I intended. After all the trouble to get here, I wasn’t sure I could talk to this stranger.

      “How’s Momma? When I found out you arranged a special visit, I worried she might have taken a turn.”

      “Not good, but there’s been no dramatic change,” I said. “I’d intended to come, but…”

      “Momma said she was working on you.” He shifted in his seat. “It’s hard to come here, and I thank you for coming. Once Mom’s gone, you’ll be my last blood connection to where I grew up.”

      Which is my fault. His daughter, Rae, wouldn’t be dead if it weren’t for me. I swallowed hard. Should I tell him I was sorry for what happened to his only child? The sterility and finality of visiting a family member in this setting had me off balance. I wanted to say the right things, do the right things, but I didn’t know how. My gaze drifted off Jesse’s face and onto the little counter in front of me. I noticed it was worn where countless elbows rested on it as they tried to fit a lifetime into a few minutes. Had they felt as empty as I did? I forced my mind back on track. The clock was running on this visit. Time to get down to business.

      “I came today because I have some questions to ask you.”

      “Before you say the first word, let’s get one thing straight. I’m not going to talk about the day someone other than me murdered your father.” He leveled his gaze at me to make his point. “Last thing I remember was the night before it happened. If you don’t remember what happened, you can’t expect me to.”

      The finality in his voice left no room for wheedling. I shrank into my chair, resisting the urge to fiddle with my hair. Switch gears. Do it fast. I forced myself to start talking.

      “Barbie, my mother, is back in town. I happened to see a letter she was writing—”

      “You went through her stuff?” His grin made him look a decade younger.

      “Yeah. She said she wanted to come visit you, but…”

      “Well, you can tell that bitch there’s no way I’ll ever agree to see her again.” His cheeks reddened. “I ain’t got nothing to say to her.”

      I shook my head. “No, no. I’m not here to convince you to see her. It’s about something she said in the letter. She mentioned my daddy saying I was the key to something.”

      He stared at me through the glass, his expression unreadable.

      “The letter indicated she thought I’d open up to her, be more receptive to her coming back into my life, if she could tell me something special about myself.”

      “And she didn’t send you here to try to trick something out of me?”

      What? I sat up straighter. He had my interest. “I promise she didn’t. We barely speak. She spent my whole life ignoring me.”

      “Maybe it is time I should tell you.” He rubbed one hand over his short hair and tapped his fingers on top of his head. A memory came to me of Memaw telling him he looked like a monkey when he did that. “Paul never intended it to be kept from you, I don’t think. He just died before you got old enough to know.”

      “If this has to do with the Mace Treasure, now might be a good time.”

      His eyes widened, fear lighting them. “Why’s that?”

      My father’s face loomed in my memory, the same fear brightening his eyes. Then, the moment snapped shut like a door closing. I shook it off and told Jesse about the theft of the Bruce journals, about the book of folk medicine and what it really was. Then I told him the hardest part to tell, the part where I had a vision and saw Priscilla Herrera the day she died and heard her say what would happen if the wrong person tried to take the curse off the treasure. I expected him to scoff at me. Instead he stared at me with an unnerving intensity until I squirmed in my chair.

      “You know your gift comes from Momma’s family, don’t you?”

      I nodded, surprised he knew after the way Memaw acted about it. A stray thought burrowed its way into my consciousness. Maybe she acted the way she acted because Jesse and my daddy knowing got them into trouble.

      “Paul thought—in the last month or so of his life—Momma’s grandmother was Priscilla Herrera’s daughter.”

      I dropped the clunky plastic telephone receiver. It hit the Formica cabinet in front of me with a bang. Jesse winced and took his receiver away from his ear. I sat there rocking, trying to stave off the dizziness buzzing around my head. Little by little, I collected myself and picked up the receiver again.

      “Why’d he think so?” My voice shook.

      Jesse reached across his body and pushed up the sleeve on his uniform shirt, showing me his raven tattoo, nearly buried amidst a sea of other art, but almost identical to mine.

      Surprise at seeing the tattoo again shook me in my seat. I set the phone down on the counter and gaped. I rolled up my own sleeve to show him my raven tattoo and nodded. I hadn’t imagined Priscilla’s tattoo. She didn’t add it to my vision to make me relate to her. She had the same tattoo as me. My uncle had it. It meant something big in my life. I put my face in my hands and took deep breaths to keep from screaming. The more I tried to cordon off this part of me, the more it crossed barriers and invaded something else.

      Jesse, a man I didn’t know and never really would, put his hand on the glass between us, and I put mine to it, very aware we looked like some idiotic cliché but not giving a shit. We dropped our hands after a long moment and picked up our phones again. I spoke first.

      “Why did my daddy think the tattoo meant we were related to her?”

      “He found out Priscilla Herrera had the same tattoo about a month before he died. It was in those books Isaiah Bruce had. As for why, ever’body in Momma’s clan’s got the same tattoo. Can’t be no coincidence.”

      “Your mother—my Memaw—doesn’t have a tattoo like this one. Since she’s been sick, I’ve seen enough of her to know.”

      “Not her.” One side of his mouth and one eyebrow rose, and despite the surroundings, I saw the mischief I half remembered him capable of. “She left ’fore they could talk her into getting it. Ain’t you met none of ’em? Didn’t one of ’em give you the tattoo?”

      I thought back to the night I got the tattoo, the way everybody seemed so interested in me, and the spooky punchline to the whole experience. Slowly, I nodded at Jesse.

      “Bet my momma had a fit over it.” A hell-raising smile spread over his face.

      I remembered Memaw’s anger and horror. A smile crept over my face even though it wasn’t funny. My uncle closed his eyes, his body bumping with silent chuckles. After a second, it hit me, too. I took his cue and kept my giggles silent. Maybe it was an unspoken rule of this barren place.

      “Memaw only told me about her family last year. How do you know so much about them?”

      “She never told you because she thinks if me and Paul never met them, he’d never have gotten the crazy idea he could take the curse off the treasure.”

      My head reeled, drunk on too much information. Jesse took in the expression on my face and held up his free hand.

      “Awright. Let’s take it one thing at a time. You asked how me ’n Paul knew about Memaw’s clan, right?”

      I nodded.

      “We were awful kids, wild, always sneaking off to Shreveport and Tyler. Sometimes we’d go as far as Dallas or Houston.” He stopped talking for a moment and stared at me, smiling at something only he could see. “We met ’em at a—”

      “Roadside carnival or fair?”

      “Yeah.” He cocked his eyebrow again. “It was like they were waiting on us. ’Course they all got…talents. Same way you got talents, right?”

      The click of another piece of my life falling into place paralyzed me.

      “One of ’em probably knew we were coming. Both of us got the same raven tattoo. Momma like to’ve had a stroke over it. Never seen her so mad, red-faced and shaking all over. She got on the phone and screamed at somebody named Cecil for an hour.”

      “Her brother.”

      He nodded. “Yep. Me and Paul went hunting for them after that. Took us almost a year, but we found them off a backroad outside Livingston, Texas. Uncle Cecil told us some stuff about his grandparents working medicine shows, carnivals, and circuses. Then he told us to get out of Burns County before it killed us. Said his grandparents told him never, ever go to Burns County.”

      Maybe I’d teach my kids and grandkids the same if I saw my mother dragged away and lynched for being something she couldn’t help too. I shivered.

      “Those were the kids Priscilla sent away and told never to come back to Gaslight City, Texas.”

      “I don’t know that story. Where’d you hear it?”

      I told him about the vision, about seeing Priscilla prepare to be taken away and lynched. I told him about the words she used to set the curse on the treasure. By the time I finished, his olive complexion had taken on a sallow cast. “When the Bruce family journals were stolen, the thief also got Priscilla Herrera’s spell book. I think they’re planning to take off the curse.”

      “And those demons’ll flatten Gaslight City.” He shook his head. “Paul thought he’d found the key to the treasure after reading Isaiah Bruce’s journals because he interpreted her words to mean only someone of her bloodline could remove the curse and find the treasure.”

      “And that’s us.”

      He nodded. “Now you know why you’re the key and why knowing won’t do Barbara Butthead any good.” He glanced again at the guard in the corner. “Time’s up. Hey would you tell Rainey Bruce thanks for the reading materials she sent?”

      “Sure, but wait a minute. At the beginning of our visit, you said something about me not remembering the day my daddy was murdered. Why would I remember?”

      His mouth dropped open, and he stared at me for so long I figured he didn’t plan to answer. Then he said, “You were there too. Didn’t you know?”

      I heard a voice yell something but couldn’t make out the words. My uncle put the phone into its cradle, stood, and backed up to the door through which he’d entered, sticking his hands through. The guard cuffed my uncle and opened the door, gripping his arm to take him away. Jesse slipped me a wink, and I blew him a kiss, sorry our visit had been cut short.

      A correctional officer beckoned from the door, ready to escort me back to where Hooty waited. I walked in a daze, Jesse’s words echoing in my head.

      You were there too. Didn’t you know?

      No, I hadn’t. A lifetime of snide comments and sneaky glances suddenly made sense. How could I have been present at my father’s murder and have completely erased it from my memory? How could I be a descendant of Priscilla Herrera? It was all too much, and I shut down, falling into Hooty’s arms in the waiting room and letting him hold me like he might have his own daughter.
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        * * *

      

      Hooty got us out of the prison complex and turned his satellite radio to an ’80s hard rock station. The sound of his rich baritone singing along with bands like Guns N’ Roses and Winger lifted some of the hopelessness off my shoulders. I even laughed at the way he tried to imitate the more high-pitched howls in the songs. He smiled at me and shut off the radio.

      “Would you like to talk about your visit with your uncle?”

      My arm twitched once, then twice, then three times, the muscle cramping. I rubbed at it and realized the sensation was coming from the tattoo Jesse and I shared, the same one my daddy had, and the same one Priscilla Herrera had. We passed a raven or some other kind of big, black bird sitting on a fencepost. It turned its head to watch us go by.

      It’s all too much. I couldn’t process it.

      “Why don’t you start with one small thing and go from there?”

      I wasn’t ready to deal with Jesse’s theory about our blood connection to Priscilla Herrera, and it had nothing to do with Hooty anyway. This weirdness, this otherness, was my lot in life. I’d never be any different, no matter how much I or other people wished I could. A great sense of loss settled over me. Once I accepted it, a realization hit me. I had the answer to the identity of the person causing all the problems.

      “Jesse told me I was present at my father’s murder.”

      Hooty drew in a deep breath.

      “You knew, right? Everybody but me knew, right?”

      Hooty gripped the wheel and wouldn’t look at me. “I wish he hadn’t told you. Your grandmother will be fit to be tied.”

      “What’s the big secret? Why didn’t they use my testimony to clear Jesse?”

      “Do you remember any details of what happened?” Hooty pulled over in the parking lot of a closed gas station.

      “I know Jesse didn’t do it.”

      “But do you know who did?” He took off his seatbelt and faced me.

      I tried to remember the day my father died, tried to picture what happened right before the awful moment when someone killed him. I tried with all my might.

      Hooty grunted and dug in his console, handing me a plastic packet of tissues. “Your nose. There’s blood.” He watched me clean myself. “This is why we quit asking you questions. My father used his powers as a judge to suppress your presence at the crime scene. Your uncle agreed not to make you testify on his behalf since you remembered nothing.”

      “The sheriff didn’t insist?”

      “You don’t remember Joey Holze’s father, do you? He made his son look like law enforcer of the year. He didn’t care, long as the case got closed.”

      “The witch Tubby Tubman hired speculated both Jesse and I were somehow spelled to forget.”

      “My religion does not make room for such beliefs.” Hooty took his keys from the ignition and weighed them in his hand. “That said, my life has taught me not to close my eyes to something without carefully examining it. Did she say more?”

      “She thought the memory was still in my head, locked away from where I could easily access it.”

      “If this is true, and you could find a way to access it, you’d know the identity of our troublemaker.”

      I shivered. “He or she is way more than a troublemaker. But yes.”

      Hooty stuck his key into the ignition and started the car. He pulled back onto the busy highway without speaking. We drove for several miles.

      “I have a suggestion, but I almost don’t want to say it because it would be a horrible thing for you to put yourself through.”

      “Say it anyway. If our troublemaker, as you call them, releases the curse from the treasure, we’re screwed anyway.”

      “Start with the case file at the sheriff’s office.” He let out a deep sigh and shook his head. “It’ll have the crime scene photos. Those alone may unlock your memory.”

      I took out my cellphone and called Dean. He answered on the first ring.

      “I am so glad you called. I owe you an apology for last night. My behavior was completely uncalled for.”

      “Mine too. We need to talk about it, but I’m with Hooty.”

      “Oh? What’s up?”

      “I need a favor. I want to see the case files for my father’s murder.”

      “Wh-uh-why? Knowing what your uncle did won’t help you. It’ll just upset you.”

      “I need to know. I’m pretty sure it’s part of the Texas Public Information Act. If I need to go through Rainey—”

      “No, no. Save your money. I’m getting off shift in a few minutes. Meet me at the SO.”

      Hooty dropped me off at Memaw’s where I picked up the Nova and drove to the sheriff’s office. I waited in my car until Dean rolled up in his cruiser. He had a brief conversation with his patrol partner, Brittany Watson, pointing at me. She gave me a little wave and took off inside. I climbed out and met Dean at the front door. He approached me warily but held out his arms for a hug. I went to him, and he kissed me. I almost forgot why I wanted to do anything but meet him at his house for a late day tryst. He broke the kiss first.

      “Please accept my apology. I’m letting the stress get to me and taking it out on you.” He stroked my cheek with his thumb.

      “I shouldn’t have taken the bait. Let’s forget it.” I lit up a cigarette. Dean watched with a pained expression on his face.

      “Smoking’s tough on your heart, sweetie. Do me a favor and think about cutting back. We’ve been talking about having a baby. You’ll have to quit then anyway. Don’t you want to get a head start?”

      Dean liked fixing things—people, animals, situations. He sincerely wanted to help. This wasn’t the time. I dragged hard on my cigarette, enjoying the burn of smoke at the back of throat.

      “I’ve been thinking about your request to see your father’s case file. Are you sure you want to? I hate to think about you looking at it.”

      “If we’re going to have kids, I need to know what I want to tell them about my daddy and Jesse.” Truth was, I’d told Dean no more than an edited version of my reproductive health. When he said if I wanted kids, he wasn’t getting any younger and wanted to get started soon, I simply nodded. I figured I’d climb the mountain only if I had to.

      Dean nodded, his deep blue eyes thoughtful and suddenly sensitive. He took my arm and gently led me inside the building, motioning to Brittany to join us. She gave me a quick hug, which I returned, feeling old, old, old because I used to babysit this young woman.

      “Deputy Watson, this citizen wants access to the Paul Mace murder case files, which is her right by law since it is a closed case. I’ll walk you through the process.” Dean went into teaching mode, and I allowed him to settle me at his desk. I zoned out, letting the activity around me buzz my mind numb. The sound of raised voices pulled me back to earth.

      “What’s she doing here?” Sheriff Joey Holze limped toward me, leaning heavily on the cane he’d started using the last few months. The gossip grapevine said his diabetes, exacerbated by his obesity, had affected his feet and might cause the loss of his toes if he didn’t watch out. “Y’all finally find something to arrest her for?”

      He guffawed. Everybody in the room ignored him. Everybody, that is, except his son, a lousy lawman who only kept his job because of workplace nepotism. I kept my face empty of expression, remembering the time Joey Holze told me he’d love to see me in jail right next to my murdering uncle.

      Dean came from the back of the office, face set and legs pumping fast to get him between Joey and me. “Sheriff?”

      Joey turned to Dean. “Thought I told you not to bring her in here. Meet her somewhere else if you got to associate with her.”

      “Sheriff, she’s here as a citizen of Burns County, requesting to see the Paul Mace murder case files. We can’t refuse her.” Dean, bless his heart, was still in teaching mode. Joey reddened, and his hand tightened on his cane. For a second, it seemed like he was gearing up to raise it and hit Dean. I sort of hoped he would. It would expose the meanness inside him for everybody to see.

      “I know what the damn law is,” he hollered. “I been practicing it since you was smoking dope and chasing girls.”

      Dean closed his eyes. I knew he was counting to ten, a trick he’d learned from me. When he opened them, he smiled and straightened.

      “Of course, sir. Sorry about that. We can’t find the Paul Mace file. There’s no record of it being checked out either,” Dean said.

      “So?” The sheriff jutted out his chin, looking for all the world like a bull about to charge.

      “Do you happen to know where it might be? Sir?” The cords in Dean’s neck stood out. He’d told me his opinion of Sheriff Joey’s law enforcing skills enough times for me to figure he wanted to jump up and down and demand answers.

      “Well, hell no, I don’t.” I’ve seen TV police talk about knowing someone was lying and always wondered what they meant. No more wondering for me. Sheriff Joey knew exactly what happened to my father’s case file. “Who really cares? Every Mace I’ve ever known was about one step above white trash.”

      Dean opened his mouth and closed it with a pop, his face turning red and a vein in his forehead thumping.

      “Get her out of my office.” Joey leveled a thick finger at me. “You ain’t sheriff, but I am, and I want her trashy bee-hind out of here.”

      I stood, gathered my purse, and walked out of the sheriff’s office. I could have stayed, could have made Dean defend my honor, but the election was soon. If Dean won, Joey would be out of the office for good. If he didn’t, well, Dean would probably be out of a job and none of it would matter anyway. Footsteps pounded behind me, and Dean caught up to me. He put both hands on my shoulders.

      “I’m sorry. Usually he’s gone home by this time of day.”

      “He knows where the files are,” I said.

      “I know. I know. But what can I do? Unless I can prove he has the files or did away with them, I’m stuck.” He opened my car door. “In a few days, everything will be different. One way or the other. Even if I lose, I’ll be glad. Not a day goes by without him telling me how honest he’s being by letting me keep my job.”

      “He’d look like a tyrant if he fired you. Can’t believe he’s got sense enough to know it.” I got into my car, wincing as a wave of stale heat hit my face. Sweat oozing from my pores, I started the car and used my cigarette lighter to turn the air conditioner on high so the knob wouldn’t burn my fingers. Dean leaned into the car and trailed his fingers down the back of my neck. The usual heat ignited in me, but the whereabouts of those files kept me from really getting into it. Some damn good dirt must have been in that case file. Gone now, thanks to Burns County’s dirtiest cop.

      Dean continued stroking my neck, probably mistaking my pondering for hurt feelings. “I’ve got a little paperwork to wrap up inside, but why don’t you meet me at my place? A couple of hours?”

      I forced myself into the moment and put my hand over his.

      “I’d like to spend some time with you.” The heat in his eyes melted me. “Some alone time.”

      My brain short-circuited. Memaw’s health had dictated the physical side of my relationship with Dean for the last couple of months. The idea of spending a few uninterrupted hours in his rundown house almost made me forget why I’d come to the sheriff’s office in the first place.

      “Two hours?”

      Dean nodded, and I started my car. He waved and went back inside the building, where sharing space with Sheriff Joey Holze must have been more hellish than the August heat. I sat in my idling car, enjoying the blast of the air conditioner and thinking of ways I might be able to find out more about the sheriff’s investigation of my father’s murder. The official papers were obviously lost to me. I decided to go with an internet investigation and put my car in gear. My cellphone rang. I put the car back in park and dug it out of my bag.

      Julie. I’d forgotten about the message I left her. I answered.

      “Good news. I found the box. One of my distant cousins has it. He doesn’t sound real interested in letting go of it, but he’s got back taxes due on his property. You want to go see him?”

      “I’ll be at Silver Dreams in five minutes.” I intended to get this guy’s address off Julie and go use whatever means needed to get the box from him. I sent Dean a quick text message.

      Sorry, babe. I’ve got to cancel. Maybe another time?

      He didn’t reply.
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      On the short drive to Silver Dreams antiques, I worked through my strategy.

      This cousin of Julie’s might be ready to get rid of the box to cover his expenses. But I wouldn’t hold my breath. Considering how long this family had held onto the thing despite the horrible fortune they’d experienced, I expected the opposite reaction.

      There were two ways I could play it. On the bottom of the box was an image of the same raven I wore tattooed on my arm. I still had the picture of Priscilla Herrera as the tattooed lady on my cellphone. Her matching tattoo was blurry but visible. It was, at best, shaky proof of our shared blood. It might work, but only if Julie’s cousin already wanted to get rid of the box.

      The second ploy had a better chance of working, but I didn’t want to do it in front of Julie. If all else failed, I’d use my freakishness—the same stuff I’d inherited from Priscilla herself—to scare this guy into selling me the box. If he even half believed his family’s bad luck had originated with the box, I figured I had a good chance.

      I swung into a paid parking spot in front of Silver Dreams and walked inside without feeding the meter. I hoped to be back in my car and on the road before I got a parking ticket.

      I almost ran right into Barbie. She smiled and threw her arms around me, squeezing me so hard my back popped. I pushed away from her, resisting the urge to snap at her not to touch me.

      “You excited about the final debate tonight?” She wore a cheap button on her blouse endorsing Joey Holze. Following my gaze, she giggled and clapped her hand over it. “He and I were friends back when I lived here, and he personally asked me to wear one. You know me. I can’t say no.”

      Thinking of the men revolving through her life, I felt my lips stretch into a nasty smile until I realized I did pretty much the same thing before I met Dean. Cheeks heating, I crossed my arms over my chest and slumped.

      “So you and Julie are going on a buying trip? You don’t strike me as an antique lover.” She scrunched up her face, somehow keeping her smile intact while she did it.

      “I have some expertise on this one item.”

      Barbie waited for me to explain, but I turned away from her, looking for Julie and thinking about shouting for her. I might have done it had the shop not been full of middle-aged yuppie tourists.

      Julie thundered down the stairs from the loft, her purse in her hand.

      “You don’t have to waste the time to go with me,” I said. “I can get his address and go by myself.”

      “Carl made it clear he wouldn’t talk to anybody other than me about the box. It’s been in the family since—well, you know.” Even with estranged, distant relatives, Julie hesitated to call them grave robbers.

      I closed my eyes and shook my head. Can this possibly get more complicated? Julie never hesitated to hire me for odd jobs. Though I suspected Eddie used their friendship to convince her to try my services, I’d done everything I could to earn her trust. She gave me a steady twenty hours a week work in her shop during tourist season. We got on well. She once told me, however, she was really surprised and impressed how down to earth I was considering the rumors she’d heard about me. If I played this wrong, she might never speak to me again, much less hire me. No telling what she’d do to me socially. I might never get hired for day labor again in Burns County.

      “You ready?” She motioned to the back door where she kept her delivery truck. Why on earth would we need that big, old behemoth? Barbie hurried to the counter and grabbed the huge water bottle Julie kept with her all day and gave it to Julie who nodded her thanks.

      “I need to move my car, or I’ll get a ticket. Meet you out there.” I gave Barbie a half-smile and hustled my bacon outside.

      I found Julie waiting in the passenger seat of the delivery truck.

      “You mind driving, baby? I barely got any sleep last night. I am so sad about Eddie.”

      There wasn’t much I could say. I climbed in the driver’s side, reminded myself about the huge blind spot on the truck, and started it up.

      “Why take this thing?” I had to yell over the engine’s roar. “The box isn’t that big.”

      “I’ve got to make it look legit.” Julie held up both hands. “Carl runs sort of a curio business. If we show up bulldozing him about the box, he’ll probably throw us out.”

      It was going to be a long day.

      We got on State Highway 59 and boogied south for fifty miles. The delivery truck drove like a tank with no power steering. Within ten minutes, my arms felt like overcooked pasta and my hearing had a permanent hum from the vehicle’s constant rattle. Julie somehow dozed off and slept all the way to Panola County, waking to direct me off the highway and through a maze of farm roads until we reached her cousin’s house. I stopped short of pulling into the driveway.

      “How long’s it been since you saw this guy?” I couldn’t take my eyes off the tableau before me. I’d never seen anything like it and hoped to never see anything like it again.

      “I met him a few times at family reunions.” Julie looked as shocked as I felt. She turned in her seat and peered at the other properties on the narrow, white sand road. “This has to be the right place. Sign says ‘Mahoney Antiques and Rarities.’”

      I pulled into the driveway, bracing myself as we hit the first pothole, worried my head would hit the delivery truck’s roof. Mahoney Rarities and Antiques turned out to be an unpainted frame house, the front yard filled with rusting hulks of antique cars and farm implements amidst doorless refrigerators, tangles of scrap iron, and dangerous, sharp junk camouflaged by the overgrown, dry grass. The most eerie decoration by far was dozens of decapitated doll heads impaled on the chain-link fence circling the house.

      We surveyed the tangle of junk in the front yard, and Julie pursed her lips and shook her head.

      “It’s just salvage. I thought he might have some real antiques, way he talked on the phone.”

      I turned my head to stare at her. I thought we came here to get Priscilla Herrera’s curse box. Julie seemed to have woken into a different reality after her nap. She unbuckled her seatbelt, moving slowly and deliberately. We climbed out of the truck.

      The doll heads drew my gaze. Mildewed and cracked from exposure to the intense Texas sun, the light wind made them move like bobble heads. Staring at them too long made me feel dizzy and sick. I swiped a cold sweat off my face and tried to tear my gaze away. I couldn’t. One doll’s eyes opened, displaying human eyes which followed my movements. Cold fingers crawled up my spine.

      “You need to make up your mind we probably won’t walk away from here with the item Eddie wanted. It’s been in our family for years and years, and Carl didn’t sound too interested in letting go of it.”

      Then why are we here? She couldn’t be interested in playing “remember when” with this dude. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have waited so long to come see him. Had she really thought this would be a big antique buy for her?

      “I know this is something Eddie wanted you to get,” she said. “I also know the other woman looking for it creates some urgency in your mind, but you’ve always been levelheaded, Peri Jean. Don’t get caught up in a buying frenzy and waste your money on an old trinket.”

      “It’s not just an old trinket. It has to do with the Mace Treasure.”

      “Oh, I know. With Eddie, all roads led back to the Mace Treasure. Don’t let yourself get caught up in it too.”

      But it’s more than just the treasure, I wanted to say. It’s the person who murdered my father. If they get this box, they’re going to start the apocalypse right in Gaslight City. Best keep my mouth shut for the moment. The less Julie knew, the better. I didn’t want to test her loyalty to Eddie by challenging how she felt about me. The answer might hurt my feelings.

      Hinges screamed from the direction of the house, and an ancient wood frame screen door scraped along the porch boards. Too warped to open all the way, it stopped halfway. A stooped man, his white beard hanging halfway down his chest, stepped out onto the porch and stared at us. He wore a pair of faded overalls with a white ribbed T-shirt underneath. Yellowed, overgrown fingernails capped his twisted fingers. It had to be Carl Mahoney.

      Julie gave me one last glance, an odd expression on her face, and slipped out of the truck. I hopped down from the delivery truck’s cab and tagged after her. Dread slowed my steps. Something had gone wrong between Gaslight City and here, and I had no clue what. There was nothing to do now but let it play it out.

      “Carl? Is that you?” Julie managed to paste a toothy smile on her face as she picked her way through the yard.

      “Yep. Ain’t seen you in—what?—forty years?”

      “Can’t be that long. I’m only thirty-five.” She laughed, but her cousin didn’t join in. He simply watched through watery blue eyes. We made it to the porch without breaking any bones or giving ourselves tetanus on the rusty junk. The cousin’s gaze flicked to me and then back to Julie, a silent question.

      “This is Peri Jean Mace,” Julie said. “She’s the one interested in the little box you have.”

      I held out my hand to shake.

      “Carl Mahoney.” Ignoring my hand, he opened the door and motioned for us to come inside. Next to the door sat the skeleton of a small animal which had been painted gold and turned into a decoration. I shivered.

      “Come on in the kitchen.” He moved along the tiny path through the junk as though it was a mile wide and turned on a light at the other end.

      Julie and I picked through what must have been the living room. I had to put one foot exactly in front of the other so I didn’t risk tripping on anything.

      “Got beer or sody-pop,” he called from the kitchen. I heard a refrigerator open. Is he kidding? The smell of cat urine had already permeated my mouth and cemented itself onto my tongue. I didn’t want to put my lips to anything in this house. I’d have to bleach them when I got back to Gaslight City. Our trek through the living room spit us into the kitchen. Compared to what I’d already seen, it was moderately neat. It only had one row of boxes stacked along its perimeter. Carl held an unlabeled brown beer bottle in his hand, already opened and with some of the liquid gone. He took another swig.

      “Want one?”

      “Ah, no sir. Don’t want to have to find a restroom on the way back to Gaslight City.” I smiled. The expression on Carl’s face stayed the same. Maybe he didn’t know what a restroom was. Maybe I should have said “john” or “outhouse.”

      “Same here, Carl.” Julie stood in front of the Formica and chrome table sitting in the middle of the kitchen. The chrome legs had a few tiny spots of rust, but it was otherwise in great condition. She pulled out one chair. The sparkly vinyl covers wore a thick coat of dust, but I saw no tears or dry rot. I figured she’d love to have this set for her shop in Gaslight City. A nice set like this could bring a few hundred bucks.

      “Go on, sit down.” Carl took a chair across the table.

      Julie continued staring at the dusty seat, probably wondering if she could wipe it off without offending Carl. I wondered the same thing about my seat, though I wasn’t as worried about my jeans as Julie probably was about her pastel colored linen pants. At long last, she took out a tissue, gave the chair a few swipes, and sat down, smiling uncomfortably. I took my seat without cleaning it. I’d have to take ten hot showers to wash this place off anyway.

      “I been thinking ’bout the box you asked about ever since you called.” He flicked his rheumy eyes in my direction. “I cain’t let it go. Been in the fam’ly over a hundred years.”

      “I understand,” Julie said. “I told Peri Jean it was a long shot, but she wanted to try anyway. Now about this dinette set—”

      She just threw me under the damn bus. I sat in shocked silence while the two haggled over the dinette, Julie explaining how it would take a while for the right buyer to spot it and how it did need a little work and Carl arguing people were clamoring to get their hands on these things.

      It didn’t take me long to start thinking about the exact way Carl’s family had come into possession of the box. My hands balled into fists on my legs. Hell, I’d have done better coming here on my own. At least I could have threatened him with a busted nose. I could have brought Wade Hill as my bruiser.

      Carl and Julie reached a price on the dinette set. Knowing the price she’d put on the set in her shop, I thought she’d gotten a bargain. Carl dragged over one of the boxes and opened it to show Julie a bunch of Vaseline glass wrapped in newspaper. Julie clapped her hands to her mouth and squealed. I’d had enough.

      “Mr. Mahoney, why don’t you tell me how your family acquired the box I came here to buy.”

      “It doesn’t matter how they got it,” Julie said. “All that matters is Carl has it and isn’t willing to sell. We discussed this on the way over.” She narrowed her eyes at me, a sure signal to shut up.

      I had enough sense to know how much pissing Julie off could cost me. I’d lose more than the work I did for her. She had the pull to erase a lot of my money-making opportunities. All the filling in I did at bed and breakfasts would end. The day work waiting tables in diners when somebody didn’t show up would dry up. My best bet might be to let it go, wait and see if there was another way to skin this particular turd.

      A drumming on the kitchen window yanked me out of my own head. I turned to see what it was. A huge black bird perched on the window sill. Soon as it was sure I saw it, it pecked the window and let out a funky caw. Seeing the bird injected a breath of determination into me, helped me remember I had proof of my claim on the box. I turned to Carl, ready to present my argument, but found him staring at the window, his mouth open. His teeth hurt to look at.

      “Son of a bitch. I hate these damn things. Always showing up. Eating my garden, shitting on the deck. They’re bad luck.” He grabbed a wad of newspaper from the box of Vaseline glass and threw it at the window. The ball ran out of steam and dropped to the floor several feet away. “Get the hell out of here.”

      The bird sputtered and flew away. My muscles gave a little jerk. For completely irrational reasons, I wanted to grab the collar of his shirt and yank him into my face, bare my teeth at him, and tell him how it was going to be. Keeping my mouth shut was out of the question.

      “The residents of Gaslight City lynched the woman the box used to belong to, and Archie Mahoney robbed her defenseless corpse. Isn’t that how your ancestors ended up with it?”

      “The box is staying where it is. In the Mahoney family.” Carl pointed one finger at me. “You calm down and shut your mouth.”

      “Peri Jean Mace! You can’t talk to people like this, especially not my cousin.” Julie laid one cool hand on my arm.

      I sat as still as I could. If I moved one muscle, I would slap her cool hand right off me. Julie let go of me and turned to Carl.

      “A man we both know—one who was like a father to her—died a couple of days ago. He was looking for your box when he died.” Julie did a combo head shake and eye roll. “I think she wants it out of some sense of duty to him.”

      Carl grunted and gave me a nod, his watery eyes still hard with anger.

      “If you stop right now, I’m willing to forget all this.” Julie’s voice was sharper than I’d heard it since the day a tourist’s child broke an expensive carnival glass vase and the parents got snitty when Julie expected them to pay for it. The moment of truth was staring me right in the face.

      Am I ready to die on this hill? Lose my business over this? No.

      I had bills to pay, financial responsibilities. I worked too hard building my day labor business to piss it away in one day. There would be no starting over. I’d have to look for minimum wage shift work at something owned by out-of-towners. No Gaslight City natives would hire me and risk Julie’s wrath. It took every bit of self-control I possessed, but I clamped my mouth shut and sat back in my chair. My ear canals burned as though little jets of steam could shoot from them any second.

      “Are you finished?” Julie stared at me.

      My pride wouldn’t let me answer, so I stared at my lap, the back of my neck on fire. What I saw in my ex-friend’s eyes dug at me more than anything she could have said. Flat-out-don’t-give-a-shit shone out of Julie’s windows of the soul. She’d decided her cousin should have Priscilla Herrera’s curse box, and the deal was done in her mind. Aside from forcefully taking it, nothing I said would do a damn bit of good.

      Something moving in the yard caught my eye, and I gladly turned away from Julie and peered out the dirt-caked window, unable to see much detail. A huge shadow moved across the yard, coming toward the house, darkening the ground as it went. It didn’t look good.
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      Someone was yelling at me. I turned to see Julie all red-faced. She glared at me and set her jaw. “I’m asking if you’re finished, Peri Jean.”

      “Shut up and look out the window.” I pushed back my chair and ran the few steps across the kitchen, getting as close to the filthy window as I could without touching it in hopes of widening my field of vision. A short distance from the house, the sun still shone. The darkness only covered the house and yard. A strong wind whipped through, almost laying the tall grass on its side. The lighter items in Carl Mahoney’s junk collection blew around. The dollheads jittered on the fence, their eyes opening and closing. The window began to rattle in its frame. I heard dishes in the cabinets clinking together. I took several steps backward, though I knew it wouldn’t help if push came to shove. We needed to get into a windowless room, preferably in the middle of the house. “Storm’s coming. Fast.”

      “Ain’t no storm.” Carl’s beer bottle jittered on the table in front of him and overturned, the beer foam rushing into his lap. He slapped it away and stood. “I checked the weather.”

      The back door blew open, and Julie bleated. About a hundred yards from the house stood an unused well. A concrete disk covered the opening, indicating the well was no longer in use. The disk rattled on top of the well, jumping until I could see space between the well and the concrete. Bony fingers appeared at one edge of it and pushed the disk aside like it was nothing. It thumped onto the dirt next to the well.

      My heart tried to climb up my throat, gave up, and started banging against my ribcage instead. The disk would weigh a hundred dense pounds. Heavy enough I’d have had a hard time moving it alone. The whipping air carried an almost electric current, which turned the fine hairs on my arms into tuning forks, standing them rigid. My muscles bunched. I was ready to run but couldn’t make myself move a muscle. The only part of my body moving was my trembling knees.

      Skeletal fingers hooked over the edge of the well, and I knew something on the other side was climbing up to join us. A small skull appeared, rising over the well’s edge, hooking its arms over and pulling itself out. Carl joined Julie in screaming, though his screams had words.

      “Stay down! Stay down! Stay down!” The man’s eyes were so wide I wondered if it was possible for his eyeballs to pop out. Even if they didn’t, I bet his heart would give out before too long. My muscles tightened to the point I thought I might pee my pants, but still I couldn’t move. The skeleton threw one bony leg over the side of the well and hefted itself over the side.

      “Stop it, Peri!” Julie came to stand next to me. “You stop this witchcraft or whatever it is.”

      “You think I’m making this happen?” I touched the black opal through my shirt. It was cool and calm. Unusual in the face of something paranormal. Usually it heated up and burned me. “You’re crazy if you think I’d do this.”

      Julie’s mouth popped open like one of those candy dispensers. “How dare you call me crazy.”

      Her words slammed into me, hurting to the deepest, most hidden part of my soul. Crazy. The thing I feared people saying to me, thinking about me. A hundred years ago, they’d have done me the same way they did Priscilla Herrera for the same reasons people kill spiders in their houses—just in case. I tore my gaze from Julie to check the progress of the skeleton.

      It crawled across the yard, growing tattered, parchment-colored skin as it came. The skull filled in, revealing solid black eyes with no whites and cracked, broken lips. Its proximity allowed me to see the femurs had been broken and the back of the skull was bashed in. Using fingers covered with broken and cracked skin, the skeleton gripped the door jamb and pulled itself to a standing position and stepped into the house.

      The black opal finally came to life, going from cool to ember hot. I yelped and pulled it away from me. Instead of the power I usually felt coming from it, I felt a sucking sensation, making me think of water running out of a sink. The skeleton dragged itself a few more feet forward and grabbed my ankle. I recoiled, choking on the spit flooding my mouth, but the hand held me fast. A voice filled my whole world—the house, my head, even the outdoors.

      “Who has my box?” The voice sounded garbled like a thousand voices all talking at once, using each other to form the words.

      I tried again to shake off the horror holding onto me. It tightened its grip. I bent at the waist, intending to pluck its hand off me even though I could barely stand the idea of touching the thing. The black opal’s heat increased to an unbearable level. As soon as I made contact with the bony hand, light flashed, and the skeleton fell away, the false life in it gone.

      I fell backward, dizzy and devoid of energy, gasping as though I’d been exercising. Another gust of wind hit the house, making the old boards cry out. The skeleton twitched, once, twice, three times. It rolled to its knees and got to its feet and lurched at me. We weren’t done. I held my arms out to ward it off, unprepared for the next attack but too ignorant to know what to do.

      “Peri Jean Mace, I am the future of this town unless you fulfill your destiny.” Its teeth clacked together as the words came, even though the words didn’t seem to come from the bones.

      The skeleton opened its arms as though inviting me to give it a hug. I pushed myself backward and hit the wall. Imaginary ants swarmed over my skin. My lips and cheeks tingled. I wanted to turn my gaze somewhere else, to relieve the terror, but I couldn’t. The skeleton came closer, its coal eyes fastened hungrily on me.

      Red flashed behind my eyes, and my vision turned inward. I saw Hannah Kessler sleeping in her bed. The skeleton came from under the bed and reached up one bony arm to grip her leg and raise itself onto the bed. Her eyes flew open, and her mouth opened to scream as the skeleton opened its mouth to bite into her. A black hound with red eyes chased Kansas Fischer, the son of my dead best friend. Tears streamed down the boy’s face as he tried to outrun the thing. The animal launched itself and slammed into his back, forcing him to the ground. Its mouth ripped into the back of his neck. Rainey Bruce sat locked in her car, her eyes wide with fear, her mouth opened in a scream as flames engulfed her.

      “No more, no more.” I forced myself out of the vision and back into Carl Mahoney’s filthy kitchen.

      “Where is my box?” the skeleton screamed.

      I glanced at Carl Mahoney. The horror turned on the man, opened its mouth wide, and let out a roar. Carl tried to run but tripped over his own feet and hit the floor. The man whimpered and tried to scuttle away, using his hands to slide himself toward the living room. The skeleton jerked and stumbled after him. Carl backed himself against a pile of crap. His legs kicked wildly as the skeleton stood over him.

      “Give up your ill-gotten gains, thief.” The skeleton’s hiss shook the room.

      “Do it, Carl.” The steadiness of my voice surprised me.

      “No, no, no.” He whined. “It can’t have my box.”

      His words were like a cold slap on my face. Your box? After all this, Carl still thought it was his box. Unbelievable. I wanted to run over and kick the old man cowering on the floor, but a whine filled my head. It hurt worse than any screech I remembered hearing and gained in intensity each second. I clapped my hands over my ears, which did nothing to block it out.

      A shadow fell over me, and the young, tattooed version of Priscilla Herrera leaned over me. She offered her hand. I took it without hesitation and let her pull me up. Then she stepped into me, the chill of her deadness inundating me, filling every nook and cranny. The whine turned to a sweet sound, the call of an old friend. I knew I had to follow it.

      I ducked past the skeleton and Carl and stumbled toward the sound, bouncing off piles of crap in the living room. A stack of magazines toppled and slid across the floor. I tried to plow through them but they slid underneath me, throwing me off balance. I grabbed the nearest thing, which was a stack of jigsaw puzzles. Boxes went flying, and I hit the floor with them.

      “Son of a syphilitic bitch,” I screamed and slapped the floor. I rolled onto my stomach, preparing to get up and saw what sat in front of me. The box was as I’d seen it in my vision, though a lot worse for the wear. It bore dings and punctures where generations of greedy-assed Mahoneys tried to get into it. Though the world raged around me, the box drew my full attention, shutting out the chaos. I picked up the box, and energy flowed into me, restoring the energy the skeleton took to become animated. The skeleton. What happened to it? I turned to stare at the animated corpse. Its limbs tangled with Carl Mahoney’s, keeping him away from me.

      Priscilla Herrera’s voice spoke in my head. Time to send my servant home. Knowledge of unfamiliar words and phrases, of frustration and fear, exploded in my head. The deluge overrode everything not of it. Nothing belonged to me anymore. I became an observer in my own body. My legs marched me straight to the skeleton. Though I wanted nothing to do with the awful thing, I saw my hand reach down and grab its arm, tearing open the thin skin, making black ichor ooze. My muscles strained as I hefted it off Carl Mahoney.

      Words I didn’t plan came out of my mouth. “Be gone. Go where you can rest until I need you again.”

      A whirlwind filled the room. Cabinet doors opened and dishes crashed to the floor. The water faucet came on, blasting water into the sink. Light radiated from somewhere near me. I glanced down and saw it coming from underneath my T-shirt. The light pushed at the wind swirling around the room, sweeping it out the door. I added my own will to it, pushing at the force, willing it to go the same way I had helped Mysti. The house shook around us, so hard I imagined it coming off its underpinnings and flopping over on its side. The burners on the gas oven came to life with a soft whump, their flames burning high.

      “Turn it off,” Carl screamed at Julie. She tried to make her way to the oven but the wind pushed her down, blowing her against the wall.

      The skeleton pulled itself out of my grasp and jerkily made its way back to the well, climbing in and disappearing from sight.

      “This box is mine,” Priscilla Herrera and I yelled as one. “You will never have it again, and you will not stop me from taking it.” The heat from the black opal burned my skin, and I wanted to reach to pull it off, but my arms didn’t work.

      The storm left the house in degrees, the same way it came in. It passed out of the yard, the cloud cover going with it. The power still thrummed through me, pulling everything so tight it ached.

      You must learn to do for yourself. Priscilla’s voice was soft, no louder than a whisper. The day will come when you have no one to help you. With that, she left. I slumped to the floor, too weak to move. The curse box rolled from my hand and stopped a few feet from me. Carl Mahoney’s gaze fastened onto it. I gathered the last of my strength and snatched it up before he could even think about beating me to it.

      “Get out of my house,” he said. “Both of you crazy bitches.”

      I thought he had a good idea. I rolled to my knees and slowly gained my feet, my legs shivering with the effort.

      “What are you doing? That box belongs to me. Been in this family for generations.”

      “Put the box down, Peri Jean.” Julie got to her feet.

      “Want to fight me for it?” I didn’t feel strong enough to whip either of them, instead banking on them being afraid of me. They both swiveled their heads away from me, first looking at each other, then at anything but me. I limped out the door, feeling as though I’d been working hard for many hours, and went to lean against Julie’s delivery truck. I heard her footsteps coming across the yard and felt her stop next to me but refused to look at her. I’d thought her an ally. How can I be so damn dumb?

      “I don’t want you riding back with me. I—I can’t be around you.”

      I made myself look at her face. I saw the fear I expected, but I also saw another emotion. Was it disgust? If not, it was a close cousin.

      “Why’d you bring me here today? You knew he wouldn’t want to sell me the box.”

      “I let it go as far as it did out of loyalty to Eddie.”

      Her answer made absolutely no sense to me, but I knew better than to ask for clarification. It wasn’t my first ride in this particular rodeo. I turned away from her and began walking, looking at my phone and praying I could get a signal out here. Julie walked back to the house, her voice and Carl’s mingling as I walked down the driveway. By the time I got out to the dirt road, their voices faded. A few minutes later, Julie passed me in the delivery truck, never even glancing my way. Two miles up the road, I found a spot where I had a good signal. Rainey answered her phone. I explained the situation, gave her the GPS coordinates off my cellphone, and heard her clicking a keyboard.

      “There’s a convenience store three miles north. Get to it, and I’ll send someone to pick you up.”

      I thanked her and started walking.
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      Just my luck. Julie dumped me in late afternoon, the hottest part of the day. The sun, though low in the sky, still beat down with dangerous intensity, turning my uncovered head into a heavy oven. Within five minutes of walking, a thin coating of sweat slimed my body and made my clothes cling to me. My exposed skin burned, not with sunburn but from the heat. Mosquitos hovered over the water in the ditches, zooming after me and buzzing in my ears. I gave up on slapping at them by the time I’d walked ten minutes.

      My mind gave me an encore presentation of the dissolution of my friendship with Julie. My stomach hardened as it played in agonizing detail. I could have kicked myself for trusting Julie with all this. Did a lifetime of this garbage teach me absolutely nothing? After I saw Carl had no intention of giving up the box and Julie had no plans to try to convince him, I should have dropped it, ate my shit with a knife and fork like a good girl.

      An approaching engine knocked me out of my mental rant. I twisted for a glance behind me and saw a single headlight approaching. A motorcycle. Please don’t let them stop. Relaying an edited version of how I came to be walking down an isolated highway in the woods to a good Samaritan would suck. Fending off an attack from an asshole who saw a perfect opportunity could end with me dead.

      I reached into my bag and grabbed the handle of the screwdriver I carried around, praying they’d drive on by. The engine slowed as it neared me. Heart slamming so hard I could barely breathe, I gauged the distance between me and the trees. I could get to the woods before the motorcycle rider stopped if I ran. But where will I go once I’m in the woods? I don’t know these woods. If the guy didn’t catch me—big if—I’d likely end up lost, maybe with a nice snakebite for a souvenir. The motorcycle pulled alongside me. Oh well. Too late now. I turned to face the rider and laughed, body going weak with relief.

      “What are you doing out here?” I asked Wade Hill. His being here made no sense. Even if Rainey’d called him to come pick me up, which I doubted, he hadn’t had time to get here from Gaslight City.

      “Just in the neighborhood.” He stared at my face, studying me too hard for someone who’d come upon me by coincidence.

      “What are you really doing out here?”

      He shrugged. “Want a ride? Long walk back to Gaslight City.”

      I thought about holding out for the truth, but Wade could drive off and leave me stranded for another hour. I quickly texted Rainey I’d found a ride home and climbed onto the back of Wade’s motorcycle.

      The motorcycle’s roar and the scenery flying by provided background music for my pity party. Why oh why hadn’t I agreed to let the box go? I soon remembered I’d been ready to let Carl Mahoney keep the box when things went to hell. The career destroying scene happened because of my willingness to roll over. Priscilla Herrera wanted the box in my hands, so it was. Then things went the way fate had planned. As soon as Julie saw the skeleton crawl out of the well and saw me after Priscilla Herrera took over my body, I was cooked.

      Priscilla Herrera. I squeezed closer to Wade, suddenly cold despite the hundred-degree heat. She was one scary woman. There was no way to escape someone who knew how to access the workings of my mind. Both the abomination that came out of my cellphone and the skeleton from the well came straight from my nightmares, ones I had after watching horror movies. Priscilla knew exactly when I was ready to give up and let Carl keep the box.

      The way she stepped into my body and used it as a broadcasting device both creeped me out and physically exhausted me. The experience left behind many of her emotions and made me want to somehow make things right for her. Mysti’s talk about Priscilla Herrera trying to make up for her wrongs came back to me. Everybody wanted a second chance. What if I didn’t have the skill to give Priscilla her do-over? What would she do to me then? Would my death at the hands of the treasure’s demonic guardians be worse than anybody else’s? Somehow I thought it might.

      My mind stubbornly returned to Julie. The expression on her face outside Carl Mahoney’s house flashed behind my eyes over and over. The unfairness plaguing my entire life had sprouted another head and found a new way to drop shit bombs all over me, and Julie’s horrified face with its thin lips and wild eyes represented it. I wished I had kneecapped her right then and there. I had no doubt she was blabbing the whole experience to someone in Gaslight City who’d turn right around and tell someone else, and they’d tell a few more people. By the time I got back to town, the already fantastic story would be even weirder and might even have my head spinning around backward.

      The Gaslight City limits sign came into view. Wade slapped my leg to get my attention.

      “Where’s your car?” he screamed over the motorcycle’s deafening roar.

      “Take me home,” I hollered back.

      He obediently took a cut through to the road Memaw and I lived on. I’d go pick up my car late tonight, long after Julie took her sorry, sanctimonious ass home. My cellphone vibrated in my pocket, and I removed it, gripping it tightly to keep the rough ride from jarring it out of my hand. It was a text message from Dean. Figuring it was a nasty-gram paying me back for standing him up again, I took a deep breath and opened it.

      “Don’t forget debate tonight. Civic center. 8 pm.”

      I slumped and squeezed my eyes shut. I’d have to face the whole town. The chewing out Dean surely had in store for me would have been preferable.

      Wade drove down Memaw’s driveway. I noted with relief her car was gone. She’d probably find out what happened at Carl Mahoney’s before I had a chance to tell her, but at least I could lick my wounds and prepare to talk to her about it before I had to. The motorcycle’s engine cut off. Wade and I both stayed where we were.

      “You okay?” he asked after several minutes had passed.

      “No.” Tears, both of anger and sadness, stung my eyes and before I could stop myself I unleashed a gout of verbal diarrhea on Wade. Getting down off the motorcycle so I could pace and wave my arms, I ranted about the morning’s horror in great detail, showing the box to Wade as though he’d demanded proof. He took it from my hand and quickly handed it back as though it burned him. Inwardly cringing, I finally came to Julie’s decision to unfriend me.

      “It’s not like I expect any less. I let myself get complacent this last year and forgot how people in this town see me. I forgot to be careful.” I glanced at Wade, expecting him to say I shouldn’t have to be careful but saw only understanding. “The worst part of all this is Julie knows a lot of the business owners in this town. The chances she won’t blab this story all over are so thin, I can see myself through them.”

      “Who cares? Go on with your life. Don’t let it matter.” Wade spoke with conviction, but I saw hurt in his eyes. I bet he’d experienced the same thing. Maybe more than once. Go on with your life meant he’d survived, and I would too. But with what new restrictions?

      “No other choice, but it’s going to hurt both Dean and me. The debate between Dean and Sheriff Joey is tonight. Way the sheriff’s been slinging shit, you know this is bound to come up.”

      Wade snorted, and it turned into a full blown laugh. I put my hands on my hips and glared at him.

      “If this is part of your testosterone war with Dean, I’m not amused.”

      “No, no. It’s about the sheriff. People who live in glass houses need to stay the hell away from rocks. Sheriff Joey Holze is such a crooked cop, I’m surprised he doesn’t put his clothes on backward in the mornings.”

      Huh? All I could do was shake my head and hope Wade knew I meant I didn’t understand and wanted to hear more.

      “Remember the Bearden murder/suicide last Christmas?”

      I nodded. Boy did I ever. Cody Bearden, a well-liked home builder, had hired a private detective to see if his wife was cheating on him. Once the results came back positive, he took the day off and waited for her to come home from work. When she did, he beat her to death with the business end of a claw hammer and then drank a bottle of drain cleaner. Their teenage daughter came home from an overnight with friends to find the mess.

      “One of the guys from the Six Guns was the wife’s brother. He was the closest relative, so he had to help his niece pick up the pieces. She asked about a bracelet her mother wore all the time. Claimed to have seen it on the body before the sheriff’s people got there. Guy asked the sheriff’s office about it.” Wade got off his motorcycle and crossed his arms over his chest, using one hand to stroke his beard and frowning.

      “And?” I’d never heard this story, had no inkling any of this ever went on.

      “Holze and son blew him off, threatening to haul him in on some bullshit. He dropped it, helped his niece liquidate her parent’s belongings, and got her settled with his parents in Austin. Couple of weeks ago, he saw Felicia Holze wearing the same fucking bracelet right there in HEB, buying her groceries and talking up a storm to everybody she saw.”

      “Did he confront her?” I hoped the answer was yes even though I didn’t see how it would be.

      “Hell, no. The stuff the sheriff’s office suspects him of doing—”

      “Is stuff he actually did?”

      Wade nodded.

      “Holze and his family have hollered a bunch of rumors during this whole campaign. It would serve them right if I found a way to make them look awful.” I imagined myself humiliating the Holze family all over Gaslight City. Then Dean’s face flashed into my mind. He wasn’t smiling.

      “There you go.” Wade smiled. “Give ’em some of their own medicine.”

      “I can’t. Dean would be furious at me if I had an outburst like what you’re talking about.”

      “Then he doesn’t want to win enough.” He stared at me until I turned away. “What’s really bothering you?”

      “You think what I told you isn’t enough?”

      “There’s more. You might as well tell me. I’m a good listener.”

      I let out a shuddery sigh. “The other thing Julie’s gossip will do is cost me jobs. She’s a respected part of the business community.” I thought about all the Main Street Association meetings I’d attended as hired help. Julie always ran the show. “If she comes back from a road trip saying I really am as weird as she always heard and then blackballs me…I’m toast.”

      “Individuals hire you too.”

      “But I make the real money with businesses.”

      Wade shook his head, indicating he didn’t understand.

      “They pay me for a few weeks during their busy times, and it’s a big chunk of money for me. It’s win-win because they don’t have to have the expense of a year-round employee.” I sat down on the dirt, dug my elbows into my thighs and rested my chin on my hands. “If Julie blackballs me, so will the bed and breakfasts, the downtown businesses including the cafes, the junk shops…you name it.”

      “So you figure out another way to make money. I’ve done it a couple dozen times.”

      But I worked so hard to turn my odd jobs business into a full-time income. I kept the words to myself because they sounded whiney even while they were still inside my head, which was always a bad sign. The sentiment from the words stayed in my head anyway. I didn’t want to face the humiliation of failing at my business and having to go to work doing something I hated.

      “Girl we had tending bar at Long Time Gone quit night before last. Corman’s doing the work for now, but he won’t last. He punched a dude in the mouth last night for saying the beer was warm. Guy lost both front teeth.”

      I still said nothing, and he gave me a shove.

      “I’ll talk to King for you.”

      “I don’t want to owe any more favors to your motorcycle club.”

      “It’ll just be a job. I promise you.”

      Thing was, I didn’t want the job. I wanted my old life back. I wanted none of this to have ever happened because it was destroying me, both professionally and personally.

      Memaw’s old car sped down the driveway. Either she needed the bathroom really bad, or worse, she’d already heard all about my adventure with Julie. Soon as she pulled into the carport and shut off the engine, she rolled down her window.

      I got up and slunk over to her.

      “What are you doing out driving around by yourself? Why didn’t you ask Esther Bruce to go with you?” I wanted to avoid talking about my problems as long as possible.

      “Mind your own damn business. I’m the grownup here.” She barely raised her voice. We both knew it was all for form. Memaw would die doing what she wanted. She grabbed my wrist, her skin so cold it gave me a shock. “I heard what happened. Damn Julie Woodson. Damn her. You all right, sweetie?”

      I nodded, noticed I was clenching my jaw, and forced myself to stop. She got out of her car and hugged me so tight her muscles shook with the effort. Her body was giving out. She wouldn’t last much longer. Along with everything else in my life turning to shit, I was losing the only woman who’d ever mothered me. She let me go and turned to Wade.

      “Thank you for being there for her, sweetie.” She stood on her tiptoes and reached for his cheek. He had to lean down to let her touch him. “Such a good boy.”

      “Let’s go in,” she said. “You can tell me all about it, and I’ll fix you hot chocolate. You too, Wade.”

      “I can’t stay,” Wade said.

      “You can’t?” Memaw, who’d already started across the yard, stopped and turned.

      “No, ma’am, but thank you anyway. I got some business on down the road.” He got on his motorcycle and started it.

      Memaw motioned me to follow her. I did, even though I’d never be ready to listen to her try to console me or to listen to her relay every awful thing she knew about Julie, but I had no choice. Just like the rest of my life.
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      Though the Gaslight City Civic Center had modern air conditioning, the hundred-fifty-year old-building didn’t have modern insulation. The day’s intense heat lingered in the high-ceilinged room, absorbing the air conditioner’s cool air faster than the unit could pump more out. Made me glad I talked Memaw into staying home. Hannah positioned her handheld fan so it blew on both of us, but I continued fanning myself with the program Rainey Bruce handed me at the front door.

      A few streets over, the Catholic church’s bells began chiming the hour. It was eight o’clock, time for the debate to begin. I shifted in my seat, trying to find a place where my bony ass didn’t pinch my screaming nerves. As Dean’s campaign manager, Rainey’d advised me to keep my mouth shut, no matter what was said, to be quietly supportive of Dean. I intended to take her advice no matter how bad things got. The house lights dimmed, and the lights on the stage brightened.

      Dean walked out wearing his Burns County Deputy’s uniform, his hat held in both hands in front of him, and went to the podium on the far side of the stage. A smattering of applause rippled over the room. Dean gave a short wave to acknowledge it. Sheriff Joey waddled out, leaning heavily on his cane, sweat beaded on his red face. I didn’t like the man at all, but even so I worried he might stroke out at any moment. Somebody needed to bring him a glass of cool water.

      Benny Longstreet stepped to center stage, wearing his trademark cowboy suit, his silver belt buckle and jeweled bolo tie blinding in the stage lights. He grinned, showing his big, horsey teeth, and waved to the crowd.

      “His getup’s uglier than a possum’s pecker,” I whispered to Hannah.

      She elbowed me but giggled. “How would you know what one looks like?”

      We both clapped our hands to our faces and snickered as silently as we could. I owed what little sanity I had tonight to Hannah. She came over to Memaw’s as soon as she heard the news and helped me through the hours before the debate, not with false promises of how it would be okay but with a frank story about the humiliation she felt when her name was all over the tabloids because her famous athlete husband had fathered a child with his mistress. Hannah found out the day the tabloids hit the stands. She quoted Kris Kristofferson, telling me not to let the bastards get me down.

      “All right, folks, we’re about to get started.” Benny took out a stack of index cards. “Everybody who ain’t found a seat, please do so.”

      “Ain’t enough seats, Mr. Benny,” some man hollered from the back.

      “Oh, hell,” Benny said. “This is exciting, ain’t it? Would you younger folks let some of these people who can’t stand for the duration of the debate sit down?”

      The room filled with shuffling as people craned their necks, hoping they didn’t have to give up their seats. I glanced at the people lining the wall next to our row and motioned to Mrs. Elaine Watson and the elderly lady with her to take Hannah’s and my seats.

      “Come on,” I told Hannah. “I know where there’s an air vent. It’ll be cooler.”

      People stilled again, and Benny introduced the candidates and asked the first question. “Deputy Dean, how do you intend to improve the way the Burns County Sheriff’s Office solves crimes?”

      Dean cleared his throat. “Over the year and a half I’ve worked in Burns County, we’ve had numerous issues with narcotic manufacturing. We’ve broken up three large operations and at least a couple dozen smaller ones.” He paused to let this sink in. “I plan to reallocate funds to hire additional personnel so we won’t be stretched so thin. I also plan to buy more computers and get us some up-to-date software to help us do our jobs better. Some of the people we arrested had probation violations we should have been aware of and would have been aware of if we weren’t operating on outdated equipment.”

      “Now wait a minute,” Sheriff Joey broke in. “All this modern technology crap is just an excuse for not doing the actual work of law enforcement.”

      A cheer somewhere near the front of the room erupted and went on until Joey, smirking, held up one chubby hand.

      “This job is pounding the pavement. Not sitting behind a computer. It’s about knowing the citizens of this county and understanding their needs—”

      Elaine Watson shot up from my former seat. “Sheriff Joey, I got a question.”

      “Go ahead, Miss Elaine.” Joey’s voice could have dripped sugar.

      “If you know me and understand my needs so well, why did you shoot my dog for no reason?”

      His face reddened. “Miss Elaine, that was an honest misunderstanding, and it was a long time ago. I thought that dog was responsible for some reports of attacks we’d had—”

      “Folks, let’s get back to the debate.” Benny tapped his microphone to make more noise.

      “You don’t tell me what to do, Benny Longstreet. I used to hire you to mow my yard.” Elaine yelled. “I bet Deputy Dean would have investigated a little to find out what was going on instead of shooting my damn dog so he could leave to go fishing in Galveston.”

      “I’m voting for Deputy Dean because he stopped and helped me when I was stranded on the highway because I had a flat tire on my van,” Lulu Dillahunty yelled. “Sheriff Joey has never stopped to help me, even though I lived across the street from him for forty years.”

      Joey’s face turned even redder, and his lips flapped open and closed. He glanced at Benny, motioning for him to get control of the crowd. Benny gave him a miserable shrug as the crowd shouted at the stage.

      “Hey, folks, let’s show a little respect for this process,” Dean said into his microphone. “I think there’s time at the end for the attendees to ask questions. Isn’t there, Benny?”

      “Yes, there is.” Showing his huge teeth again, Benny leaned into the microphone to speak. “Next question—”

      The crowd quieted, and Felicia Brent Holze picked that moment to strike.

      “All you folks who are mad at Sheriff Joey over some silly little incident need to remember one thing: if you elect Dean, you’re getting her too.” She pointed one finger in my direction, and every person in the big room turned to see who sat at the end of Felicia’s nasty, booger-picking finger. “At least my father-in-law has a family of good, church-going Christians behind him and is not intimately involved with a Satanist who practices witchcraft and uses it to put other people in danger.”

      Mutters and whispers created a kind of white noise in the room, competing with the roaring between my ears. I pressed my back against the wall, wishing I could be anywhere else, even back in Carl Mahoney’s house of horrors fighting over the curse box. People turned completely around in their seats so they could stare at me, their eyes lit with a nasty, hungry kind of curiosity. I imagined the spectators at the Roman Coliseum wore the same expression. Through the mutters and whispers, a few voices came through loud and clear.

      “Well, you know what Julie said happened.”

      “I remember the whole business about her saying she saw Adam Kessler’s ghost.”

      “No telling what the truth is about her. Might be something to think about tomorrow at the polls.”

      Without thinking about what I was doing, I started walking to the front of the room. I felt Hannah’s fingers on my arm for an instant but brushed them off. People shrank away from me, not wanting to get my kind of crazy on them, I guessed. I reached the stage and climbed onto it, ignoring the horror on Dean’s face, and walked over to Benny Longstreet and stared at him until he moved away from the microphone.

      “You can’t come up here, Miss Peri Jean,” Sheriff Joey said from behind me. I ignored him, shocked he had the gall to call me “Miss Peri Jean” after all the other things he’d called me over the years.

      “I’m sick of people saying untrue shit about me and running around like a bunch of villagers afraid the sky is falling because they don’t know what I am.” Feedback blasted from the speakers, and I lowered my voice. “Let me start with what I’m not. I’m not a Satanist. I’m not out to harm any of you, steal your souls, or cook your kids and eat ’em. But every rumor has some truth, and I’m not going to sugar-coat the truth any more. The truth is I communicate with dead people.”

      A collective gasp came from the audience. I wanted to roll my eyes. I’d withstood the rumors all my life, listened to the whispers, tolerated the silly jokes. Why pick this day and this situation to act like they never knew anything was different about me? Puh-leeze. People in the back pushed forward, jostling others to get a closer look at my tantrum. I made a point not to look at any of their faces because, if I did, I was afraid I’d shut up and never have the courage to defend myself again.

      “What I can do is not bad or evil. It just is. What happened today—the thing Julie’s running all over town telling everybody who’ll listen—is something I didn’t expect or plan. It happened because of my connection to the spirit world, and I couldn’t help the way it went down.” I found Julie’s hateful face in the crowd and glared at her, daring her to accuse me of stealing the box. She wouldn’t even look at me.

      I felt another stare on me and found Wade Hill’s huge form. He gave me a thumbs-up. I stood a little straighter.

      “I am weird. I’ll never deny it.” I waited while a few people laughed and agreed. “But I can do good things with this weirdness inside me too. Last year, I solved Rae’s murder. A few months ago, I helped solve Dean’s sister’s murder…didn’t I?” I glanced at Dean for confirmation. His face turned red, but he nodded.

      “Dean’s sister was missing for twenty years, but her spirit contacted me, and I found where her body had been hidden and exposed her murderer.” I trailed off because I realized the room was so quiet I heard a clock ticking somewhere. Every gaze in the room pinned me in place. Finally, I let myself see them. Some faces wore expressions of disgust or disbelief. Some wore pity. A tiny number wore open, interested expressions. The negative ones hurt more, but I tried to burn the image of the interested ones into my mind. “I’m not a monster. Y’all know I’m not. You’ve lived alongside me. You’ve hired me to work for you. You know I’m honest and good.”

      The total silence gave the room a surreal feeling, and I wondered if I was dreaming.

      “Here’s the thing you’re all forgetting.” I made myself make eye contact with the people in front of me. “Dean will do the job of sheriff if you elect him…not me. You all know Dean is both a good man and a good law enforcer. He’s honest, he’s kind, and he looks damn good in his uniform.”

      A few laughed, and some of the women cheered.

      “If you don’t elect Dean because of me, you’re no better than a bunch of junior high kids trying to decide who’s king shit of turd mountain. When you go to the polls tomorrow, decide who’ll do the best job. Voting for or against me because of fear and ignorance is the same as voting against yourselves.”

      “Or the same as protecting ourselves from a spiritual threat.” Felicia jumped up, both arms raised like an athletic coach lecturing a team.

      “See the bracelet on her wrist?” I made sure my voice carried through the room. “It came from the Bearden crime scene. When the Bearden family asked for its return, your sheriff and his son stonewalled them. Think about who you’re voting for and why, folks.”

      Sheriff Joey began sputtering and protesting behind me. Felicia screamed a not very nice name at me. Ignoring them both, I blew a kiss at Dean, hopped off the stage, and left the building.
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      The first call came around seven the next morning.

      “Business is slow, hon, and I can’t afford to have you help me today,” said Alice Meeks, owner of the Delectable Dairy Ice Cream Parlor. “Ain’t that I don’t need the help. Folks don’t spend enough money.”

      It shouldn’t have surprised me, but damn my naivety to hell, it did. Calls poured in after my short conversation with Alice. Each time my cellphone rang, I flinched, the hollowness inside me growing. This wasn’t after-school money for me. This was how I lived. I wanted to scream at the people telling me they no longer needed my services, to call them sheeple, to tell them I was the same person who’d worked for them on and off for the last few years. There was no point, though. It was what it was.

      “How many’s that?” Memaw asked.

      “Don’t matter. This’ll free me up to help Hooty and Rainey with election day stuff today. Once the election is over, you and me can spend more time together.” I worked to keep my voice even.

      She stared at me, her dark eyes sharp with pity and sorrow. “Fine. I’ll get dressed and ride to town with you.”

      I sank onto the couch as soon as she left the room and put my hands over my face, taking deep breaths and trying not to cry. I’d done this to myself. Crying wouldn’t help. Oh, but I wanted to do it so badly. There was no way there’d be a full boycott of my services by everybody in Burns County, but enough would blacklist me to prevent me from earning the living I had for the past several years. What’s next? What do I do next? My thoughts scrambled into meaningless, hysterical mish-mash. I had no choice other than to go about my business, acting as though everything was superfly, and keeping my eyes and ears open for the next opportunity. Wade had mentioned tending bar at Long Time Gone. I’d have to suck up my Texas-sized pride and do it.

      Election day passed in a flurry of exhausting hurry up and wait activity, most of it spent outside roasting in the blazing sunshine. The reports we got from early ballot counters said Dean and Sheriff Joey were running neck and neck. Dean kept smiling and slapping backs, but I saw the worry in his eyes. The question would hang in the air until the final votes came in. The polls closed at seven in the evening, and the intensity of the situation multiplied exponentially. Waiting gnawed at me, made my hands twitch and my muscles ache. We huddled together in an old storefront Dean rented for the campaign all of us drinking too much coffee and trying to pretend it wasn’t making us irritable. Around ten, the phone rang, and Dean answered.

      “I see,” he said. “We’ll be over there shortly.” He hung up the phone and stood with his back to the room for several long minutes. My heart dropped. He’d lost. I knew it. All this effort for nothing. We’d let the campaign drive a wedge between us. Dean would be out of a job tomorrow. I walked across the room, almost afraid to touch him, but knowing I had to do what I could to smooth the way for him.

      I stepped up beside him, facing a wall plastered with campaign posters showing his smiling face, and dared to glance at him out of the corner of my eye. I gasped. The wild smile on his face told me I’d been wrong. I gripped his arm in congratulations and tipped my head at the people waiting behind us, the ones who’d worked so hard to make this happen. We turned together. The room erupted into cheers and howls. Rainey rushed at us and grabbed Dean in a hug. The two of them jumped up and down together. She pushed him away from her and beamed at him.

      “We did it.” She gave Dean a hard shake. “Oh, we beat that awful man.” She turned to me. “I think your little speech last night tipped the scales. I know it cost you, but I am proud of you, so very proud.”

      “Is the sheriff coming by to congratulate you? Or do we just go on down to the courthouse square?” a young teacher from the high school asked.

      “The Holze family has gone home for the evening,” Dean said. “Let’s get our stuff together and meet back up at the square.”

      People exchanged glances, surprised at Sheriff Joey’s rudeness. I wasn’t a bit surprised.

      “Where’s Miss Leticia?” Hooty asked me.

      “Sleeping in your RV out back in the alley. It got late for her.” I’d actually forced her to go out there and take a nap, having no idea when we’d be able to get home. “I’ll go wake her and push her to the courthouse in her wheelchair.”

      “Better you than me getting her to ride in the wheelchair.”

      I rushed to wake Memaw, we argued about her using her wheelchair, but I won out and wheeled her to the town square where a bandstand had been constructed for the winner to make a victory speech.

      Dean’s campaign team had already assembled on the stage. Deputy Brittany Watson, who had never wavered in her support of Dean, set out metal folding chairs. Hooty circulated, shaking hands and laughing. Dr. Longstreet stood off to the side, arms crossed over his chest, grinning more widely than I’d seen him do in a long time.

      “What are y’all waiting for?” Deputy Brittany leaned down.

      “There’s no ramp.” I walked around the stage for a second time.

      “Joey expected to win,” Memaw said. “Nobody in his party needs a ramp.”

      She was right. It made me blaze with anger even though we’d won the fight.

      “We’ll just stay down here.” I squatted next to Memaw’s chair, sweat squelching behind my knees.

      Dean mounted the steps to the bandstand, holding his uniform cowboy hat in both hands. His eyes moved over the audience, looking for me. I waved, and a grin split his face. He moved to the edge of the stage and leaned down.

      “Come up here with me,” he said. “I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you.”

      “No ramp.” I pointed at Memaw.

      “You go.” Her rough voice trembled when she spoke. “I have to let you go sometime.”

      I turned to her to find tears brimming in her eyes. This was about more than me leaving her side to stand with my man. It was about our time together ending. The grief, embedded deep in my heart, throbbed on cue. I hesitated, glancing between Memaw and Dean.

      “We’ll stand with her.” King and Corman Tolliver appeared at my side.

      “Go.” Wade walked up behind them. “You belong up there with him.” I stood staring at the three men for a long moment. Leaving Memaw there felt so final.

      I kissed Memaw’s cheek and walked to the stage. People had the steps blocked. Dean leaned over them and held out his hand. I took it and let him lift me enough to get a foothold. One hard yank, and I stood beside him, facing the crowd. He kissed me, and a moment of silence gave me time to worry everyone might boo after my little show last night, but then they cheered. Loud. Above them all, I heard Memaw’s booming voice hooting. Dean pulled me to stand with him at the microphone, the flood lights blinding us both. He tapped the microphone.

      “Thank you all for coming out tonight, and thank you for your votes.” Dean spoke slowly. All the wild excitement seemed to have left him, replaced by awe at what he’d accomplished. “I only hope I can prove myself worthy of your confidence—” The crowd interrupted him with wild cheers.

      Dean and I exchanged a glance. My heart swelled at the joy in his face. I gave him an impulsive kiss on the cheek, and his constituents hollered even louder.

      A dark murmur roiled though the back of the crowd. I squinted into the blinding lights, unable to see what made them switch gears. Dean and I exchanged a worried glance. One woman screamed, then another.

      “Stop right there,” Memaw shouted, her words ending in a hacking cough. Gunfire boomed, and the first screams sullied the night.

      People ran every which way, their movements like a slow motion film. Deputy Brittany rose from her seat so fast the metal chair fell over, clanging on the wood. She unholstered her pistol and ran to the edge of the stage, squinting her eyes, just as blind as I was. She held her weapon in both hands but didn’t raise it. I didn’t blame her. Though most folks were running for their lives, she’d have never wanted to fire into a crowd of mostly innocent people.

      “Memaw? You all right?” I pushed my way to the edge of the stage to look for Memaw, Dean right next to me. He threw one arm out and tried to shove me behind him. I elbowed him aside. Didn’t he understand my grandmother might be hurt? “Memaw?”

      Dean, who really was stronger than me, managed to shove me behind him. As he did, a voice came from directly below us.

      “Die, witch!” The gun went off again, and footsteps smacked against the concrete as whoever did the shooting retreated into the darkness.

      Brittany Watson jumped off the stage and disappeared into the darkness screaming, “Backup! I need backup! Deputy Fitzgerald? Where are you?”

      Deputy Fitzgerald came from around the side of the stage and ran after Brittany.

      Dean stared at me, his eyes wide and brimming with tears. One shaking hand went to a spot on his chest, and he slowly sank to his knees. I dropped next to him, putting my hand over his.

      “Help us,” I hollered to nobody in particular, still wondering where Memaw was.

      Blood soaked through Dean’s uniform shirt fast, too fast. Wade Hill could save him, same as he saved me on the side of the road. This time I wasn’t too late.

      Everything in me went into overdrive. I needed Wade to save Dean. I leapt to my feet and ran to the edge of the stage. “Wade Hill, I need you. Please help me.” My screams ate at the tender lining of my throat with jagged teeth, leaving it raw and burning.

      Wade came right away, as though he’d been near all along. He climbed onto the stage as though it was no more than an inconveniently large step.

      “Come on. We have to save Dean.” I held my arm out to him, willing him to hurry.

      The bright stage lights against the inky night made Wade Hill’s dark eyes unreadable. His still face betrayed no emotion, and his silence chilled me. He pulled me against him, clapping one heavy arm over me. “Just stay here with me. It’ll be all right.”

      “He’s bleeding to death.” I twisted in his embrace and yelled into his face, grabbing his arm dragging him with me. He resisted at first, tugging against me, but I turned and yelled, “Memaw says we always help others when they need it, even if we don’t want to. You’re going to help me help Dean.”

      He winced and followed willingly, head hanging low. I couldn’t believe he’d be willing to let Dean bleed to death because they didn’t get along. I glanced back, making sure he was still following, and was struck again by the way he slumped and took slow steps. How could helping someone be such a bad thing? We pushed through the semi-circle of people fanned helplessly around Dr. Longstreet and Dean.

      “Move!” I yelled at Dr. Longstreet’s back. He turned, eyes widening, and scrambled out of the way.

      Wade and I knelt in the puddle of blood spreading around Dean. I put my hands over the bubbling wound on his chest. The black opal against my breastbone began to warm.

      “I’m here.” I choked on the words. “I’m gonna save you.” I reached for the power of the black opal, finding its burning light with no problem and latching onto it. The stone heated on my chest, much faster than when it reached out to me. I turned to Wade. “Do it.”

      He blinked once, the movement maddeningly slow. “You sure?”

      “Yes!” The warm spot began to sting. I tried to brush away the discomfort, but it stayed. Ignoring it, I focused on Dean’s fluttering eyes. He had seconds left. What was Wade’s problem? I nudged him with my elbow.

      The spot on my chest where the black opal rested throbbed and ached. I thought I smelled something burning. Maybe my own skin. I reached under my shirt with trembling fingers and found the black opal pendant. Its intent leaked into me, as clear as my own thoughts. It wanted to save Dean, the great-grandson of its previous owner. I closed my fist around the burning stone and used the other hand to grip Wade’s wrist.

      He jumped and cried out when the magic poured into him. A hot summer wind rushed over us, and Wade’s skin began to glow from inside. He repeated his words with more force. I concentrated on pumping the black opal’s power into Wade, shaking with the effort it took.

      Wade put his hands on Dean, his lips already moving. This time I caught a few of the words, especially when he said, “Live.”

      “Stay back, folks,” Dr. Longstreet shouted. I half turned to see a bank of legs standing around us, recognizing both Rainey and Hannah’s fancy high-heeled shoes, along with Hooty’s shiny dress shoes. They were blocking the view of us from anybody still hanging around.

      When I brought my attention back to Dean, I saw the blood running out of his chest had slowed to a trickle. I pushed his shirt open, horrified at the hole there. Wade put his hand over the hole and said his words again, closing his eyes. A vein pulsed in his neck, and he spoke the words again. The bullet came to the surface of Dean’s skin and pushed its way out. It rolled off his skin and clattered to the wood floor of the stage. Someone behind me gasped. I stared at the wound. Blood no longer even trickled from it. Either Dean was dead or we’d done it, saved him. Wade pushed to his feet, shoved his way to the edge of the stage, and fell to his hands and knees to vomit noisily over the side. He stayed in his crouch, shivering all over and rocking back and forth. The pulsing magic slowed its circuit through me and finally faded. Without it to bolster me, a heavy tide of exhaustion rolled in. I slumped and had to hold myself up with one shaking arm.

      “I’ll take over.” Dr. Longstreet’s voice came from right next to me. “We need to get him to the hospital immediately. Get more blood in him.”

      I felt hands under my arms, pulling me away so the emergency workers could get to Dean. Brittany deposited me next to Wade, who still rocked back and forth at the edge of the stage. She paused for a second, her face so full of pity I thought for a second Dean had died. Then her cousin, Roland, the medic, gave me a thumbs-up and a wink. Fatigue pressed down on me, a heavier weight than I’d ever felt. The black opal had helped me, but that much magic flowing through me had taken its toll on both Wade and me. I’d have to worry about Brittany later. I turned to Wade.

      “Headache.” He rubbed at his temples and neck, his face so pale his dark beard created a sharp contrast against his face.

      “We did it. We saved him.” I squeezed his hand. “Thank you. I can never thank you enough.”

      Wade said nothing. At first, I thought it was because he was out of breath too. But, even after his breathing slowed back to normal, he still didn’t speak.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Probably not. Look, I need to tell you something.”

      A few feet away, the EMS workers put Dean into the ambulance and drove away, sirens wailing for the entire block and a half to the hospital. The action died down quickly. I realized I never knew who did the shooting. Rainey Bruce approached us, her face streaked with tears.

      “I’m so sorry, Peri Jean.” She hugged me.

      Sorry for what? Isn’t Dean alive?

      “Who did it?”

      “I don’t know.” Her voice had all the inflection of a robot.

      I couldn’t speak. I glanced at Wade, looking for an explanation.

      “Peri Jean, there’s no easy way to say this.” Wade put one hand over his mouth, wiping at his beard. “Your grandmother was shot too.”

      I jumped to my feet and swayed, nearly falling to the ground. My nerves stretched to the brink, pulling me in a dozen different directions. Rainey grabbed my elbow and held me up. I took in her tear-streaked face, asking for confirmation. She nodded.

      “How? Why?” My mind rejected the information. If I asked enough questions, surely I could make Wade’s words untrue. I knew the folly of my thinking, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      “The shooter had the gun pointed at you,” Wade said. “Your grandmother grabbed her arm and got in front of her.”

      Rainey took a long shuddering breath. “This is so awful,” she sobbed.

      Then it hit home. Memaw had been shot just like Dean. Maybe she needed help. Wade and I could help her. I’d use the last of my strength to save her.

      “Where is she?”

      “King took her to the hospital.” Wade’s voice still had an odd, toneless quality.

      “Come on then. We have to get over there.”

      Wade simply stared at me, shoulders rounded, the expression in his eyes battle weary.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Shot in the head. Point blank range. Too much damage to—” He choked on his words and put his hands over his face and sobbed.

      Anguish kindled and mounted into an inferno in a matter of seconds. Someone wailed in the background. One look at Rainey Bruce’s face told me the howler was me. I took off running, leaving Wade and Rainey on the courthouse square.
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      By the time I reached the hospital, my breath came in harsh gasps from battling the suffocating humidity. Sweat beaded and ran down my body, tickling as it went. I slammed into the emergency room, looking for Memaw. Wade shouldn’t be far behind me. He was wrong. There had to be a way to fix Memaw. Together, we could fix her the same way we fixed Dean. King sat in one of the orange chairs, his gray head bowed and his hands clasped between his knees. He raised his head at the sound of my footfalls. Our eyes met, and I saw the answer in their dull depths.

      “No.” I howled the word, letting it drag out until I ran out of breath. King stared at me, face expressionless, neither shocked nor impressed at my show.

      “Dead on arrival.” His voice was gritty and dry like he’d been crying. One glance at the tear streaks on his cheeks told the story. “I tried to get in front of her. Didn’t realize what was happening in time.”

      I sank to my knees in front of him, shaking my head. I wailed my disbelief and beat my fists on the floor as my world sank into the abyss. No more Memaw. The cooking and crochet lessons, the talks about life and God, the private jokes—all gone in a flash. I cried harder than I ever remembered crying, chest straining with the effort of it, head pounding from the force of it.

      “Ma’am? You can’t do that in here,” a voice said from behind me. “We have a chapel if you’d like to—”

      “You say one more word, you heartless bitch, and I’ll cold cock you myself.” King’s voice remained light and calm, but I didn’t doubt him.

      “I’m calling the sheriff,” she said.

      King grabbed me by one arm and dragged me out of the room. My tear-blurred eyes roved over a sea of horrified faces. Many held sympathy, but all I saw were the people who’d made fun of me all my life. Once outside, King lit a cigarette and jammed it between my lips.

      “Straighten up. Get a hold of yourself. Quit acting like a fucking baby.” He tried to force me to stand up straight. I curled in on myself, trying to get away from him. He held my wrist in an iron grip and gave me a hard shake.

      “You think you were the only person who loved that old lady?” he shouted, his voice nearly lost in the roar of blood rushing in my ears. “Hell, there wasn’t a dry eye in that emergency room, ’cept maybe that mean bitch who run us off. She’s cold as a dildo’s been in the freezer for a month.”

      I glared at him through my tears. He hadn’t loved Memaw like I had and couldn’t possibly understand. “It’s my fault she’s dead. Wade said the shooter pointed the gun at me.”

      “There is no way Miss Leticia could have stood watching you be shot and die in front of her. Any parent would have done the same.” He gripped my shoulder, probably getting ready to shake me some more, but I jerked away from him.

      “But my grandmother’s dead.” I sank on the ground and choked back the ache in my throat. “I wasn’t…ready.” A black hole of pain opened up in my chest, sucking bits and pieces of me into it. The parts of me it left behind bled and screamed in blind pain. My face burned, and I wanted to puke. I wanted to take back all the awful choices I’d made. But I couldn’t.

      “You’re never ready.” He knelt next to me. I couldn’t let myself focus on the sadness in his voice. I wanted to be mad at King, to pound him with my fists and yell in his face. I had the energy to do none of it. I felt devoid of even the gumption to keep breathing.

      A flicker of light, too bright for this nasty old parking lot, drew my gaze. A young couple approached the electric doors and passed through them as though they weren’t even there. The girl wore a full skirt which fluffed out like it had a petticoat underneath. The boy wore khaki pants short enough to show his white socks and loafers. The couple might have been going to a costume party featuring the nifty fifties as its theme, but they weren’t. They were my grandparents, so young I barely recognized them.

      The last I’d seen of my grandfather’s ghost, he’d been a middle-aged man, broad-shouldered, face weathered by sun and circumstance. All those scars of living had dropped away. His unlined skin glowed under his Brylcreemed pompadour, his spade sideburns cutting an angle down his jawbones. They stopped a few feet from me, hands clasped. I stilled the same way I would have if I’d crossed paths with a deer and wanted to watch it a few moments before it ran off. I drank in Memaw, staring at her dark eyes and her Liz Taylor haircut. She’d been so beautiful before life wore her down, and she was so again, her face full of light as she smiled up at my grandfather, barely sparing a glance at me.

      “Well, I’ll be,” King whispered beside me. I took in the wonder on his face and guessed he could see them too.

      Memaw turned to me, smiling at me more like we were old friends who’d gone to school together than grandmother and granddaughter. She’d changed and was ready to move on down a new road, one with no cancer or pain or loss to make it rocky. She motioned me to get up and approach her. I did, taking slow, small steps, fearful of popping the bubble of this encounter. Her love covered me, hugging me without touching me. She leaned close and opened her hand. Inside was a butterfly. It moved its wings and rose into the black night. Memaw winked and gave my grandfather’s hand a tug. He nodded and waved to me. Sobs shook my body, and I clasped my arms around my chest and watched them walk out of the parking lot and down the street. Finally, they disappeared with a little pop of light.

      “I don’t have anybody left,” I whispered.

      “Your grandma was sort of one of us.” King put his hands on his hips, heaved out a sigh, and spoke as though he was giving me his last penny. “In her honor, if you ever need my help, ask.”

      Corman came to stand next to me. “I second what Daddy said. You come to us if you need us. No strings attached.”

      Wade put one arm around me and yanked me against him. He smelled sour and sick, but I hugged him anyway. Hannah ran up to us, tears streaking down her face.

      “Oh, thank God, you’re all right.” She threw her arms around me, holding me so tight it hurt. She pulled back and stared at my face. “Is it true about Memaw?”

      I said nothing but felt my lips tremble.

      Hannah threw back her head and cried loud whooping sobs like a child who’d fallen off the swing set. It was then I let myself sift through what I knew about the last moments of Memaw’s life. I hadn’t seen anything, but I’d heard enough.

      The shooter screamed Die, witch. It was my fault. Whatever time Memaw had left was cut short by me being me. Die, witch. I did nothing but get the people I loved hurt and killed. Die, witch.

      Right then, I recognized whose voice had hollered “Die, witch” and knew I’d never wash all the guilt off me. My throat closed, and I put my hands over my face and rocked back and forth. Every single bit of tonight was on me.

      Dr. Longstreet came out of the hospital, still wearing the suit he had on when Dean got shot. Bloodstains covered it. Seeing me bent over, he rushed to me, taking my arm and learning over me. “What’s happening? What hurts?”

      My heart hurts, doctor. Beating me upside the head with a hammer might fix it.

      “The shooter was Julie Woodson.” Speaking made me realize my lips had gone numb, and the inside of my mouth felt like old cotton.

      “I, ah, was listening to the police scanner on my phone.” Hannah held up the device. “The sheriff’s deputies have her surrounded at the antique store. They’re trying to get her to come out and surrender.”

      “I never realized it would come to this. My memaw’s dead because of me.” The sobs returned, clawing my throat raw, burning my eyes, and leaving nothing behind but the worst pain I’d ever felt. I cried myself out faster this time, maybe because I knew it wouldn’t help ever, and turned to Dr. Longstreet.

      “Dean?”

      “Tough sumbitch is gonna live,” Dr. Longstreet said. “Don’t tell me what the two of you did to him. Might ruin my belief in medical science. All he needed was a blood transfusion and a little patching. Got an intern taking care of it. But that bullet should have killed him.”

      “What did you see? What did the other people see?” Wade loomed over Dr. Longstreet.

      “Not a damn thing,” Longstreet deadpanned. “We blocked y’all from sight. Nobody saw much.”

      I understood. They would ignore what they saw because it saved Dean. They had probably already started lying to themselves about it.

      “He awake?” My voice sounded like someone had rubbed sandpaper on my vocal chords.

      “I sedated him. He was arguing with me about going back to work tonight. It’ll take hours to give the blood transfusion he needs.”

      “Can I see him?”

      “You can go sit with him in his room. Come on.”

      I started to follow the doctor but stopped and turned back to my friends. One by one, I made eye contact with them, thanking them for being there with me when I needed it.
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      I felt like the walking dead—sort of not there—as Dr. Longstreet led me to Dean’s room and got me situated in a chair next to his bed with a blanket. I heard someone else’s voice asking the doctor if I should call his family or let him decide when he woke up but didn’t even listen to the answer he gave, figuring the other person, the one who sounded so together would take care of it. Instead, I tried to figure out what they’d done with Memaw’s body. The thought, though it should have made me scream, just deepened the numbness in my soul.

      Over the last year, I’d imagined Memaw’s death numerous times. She’d die with me holding her hand. I’d cry, run off, and hide like a wounded animal but eventually come to the conclusion she was no longer hurting. In this scenario, Dean acted as my rock, bringing me back to the land of the living with his strength and pragmatism.

      In reality, I sat next to a hospital bed, hovering over Dean’s unconscious form like there was something I could do other than wait for him to wake up. I might as well have been alone, considering how isolated I felt. Losing Memaw so abruptly had scooped out a piece of me as neatly as a shovel digging a hole. I felt sure it would return, along with all the screaming, crying, and hysterics. For this moment, the emptiness held me in thrall. My wonderful Memaw was silenced forever by a bullet intended for me. No wonder her spirit left with my grandfather’s so quickly. I think I’d have headed out for greener pastures too.

      The idea should have brought tears to my eyes, lodged a lump in my throat, but it did neither. I couldn’t form a reaction. I sat there silent and still, watching Dean rest. He had an IV hooked to one arm. A bag of blood and a bag of saline hung from a rolling metal stand next to his bed, the IV tube snaking to one arm. I curled my fingers over the unfettered hand, caressing his fingers with my thumb.

      I pulled myself together as best as I could and began a mental list of things I needed to do. Memaw left her final wishes with Hooty, so I’d have to get with him. I’d need to clean out her clothes, pick the ones I wanted to keep, and give away or sell the rest. I’d need to decide if Dean and I wanted to live there in Memaw’s house together or if he wanted to keep his house of horrors downtown. Somewhere in there, I must have dozed.

      Dean jerked and woke me. I removed my hand from his, worried I was hurting him. His eyes were wide, darting around the room.

      “You’re okay. They had to give you blood, but it’s over and you’re going to be fine.”

      His eyes settled on my face, still wild and too bright. He licked his lips. Realizing he needed something to wet his mouth, I poured water from the mini-pitcher and held it out to him. He shook his head hard, whipping it side-to-side, warding me off with his hands. The empty hole inside me closed, and the cold sting of fear kickstarted my emotions.

      “It’s okay.” I reached out to touch him, to assure him I meant no harm.

      He flinched away, cowering from me.

      “What is it? Do you want me to call the nurse?”

      “Get out.” His voice was barely more than a croak, but his words slammed into me as hard as if he’d shouted them. “Don’t touch me. You’re…you’re…unnatural.”

      I flinched from his words, hurt welling up in my throat. My mind searched for an excuse. Was he having some sort of episode? A stroke maybe? I snatched the call button, but Dean batted it from my hand. I backed away from him, my hand moving to my chest, trying to dam up the emotion flooding me.

      He took the water from where I’d set it after he refused it. He took a drink, slopping it on the bed and himself. He seemed not to notice. His attention stayed on me, wary and scared.

      His reaction baffled me. He acted as though this was the first he’d ever experienced my abilities, but it wasn’t.

      “I came so close to dying, my spirit left my body. I watched you and Wade trying to save me. There was this…I don’t know…like a nimbus of shadow surrounding the two of you.” He paused, breathing hard. A vein in his neck pounded, the skin shiny with sweat. “I was scared of it. And, now, I feel like part of me’s still out there. What you did was wrong. You tried to trick nature.”

      “I saved you.” My words came out ragged and and full of broken edges. “I did it because I love you.”

      “Get away from me.” He whipped his head side to side. “I don’t want that part of you touching me ever again.” He turned his body away from me and stared out the window.

      I stumbled backward, my knees loose and shaky, and caught myself on the cheap dresser. I looked back over the past months and saw them in a new light. Nothing had changed about the way Dean reacted to me doing out of the ordinary things. He just ignored them. Sensing his discomfort, I’d kept it away from him. The two of us had been headed for disaster for some time. Maybe some deeper, smarter part of me saw the end coming, because it wasn’t the end killing me inside. It was the way Dean had curled his lip when he looked at me, as though I repulsed him. It was the same way Barbie looked at me. Nausea bubbled in my stomach, threatening like distant thunder. I swallowed against it.

      “Get out. I can’t deal with you today. Maybe not ever.”

      It hit me then. Dean had compartments for everything in his life. It was why he could be so fastidious in his appearance, so dedicated to being good at his job, but live in a rundown house. What I could do—what I was—was okay as long as he kept it at a distance, didn’t let it touch him. But it had saved his life, and he could no longer ignore it. Sadness so deep that it almost blacked out my vision filled me. The door to Dean’s room swung open, and Deputy Michael Fitzgerald rushed in, hair standing up in oily spikes and uniform wet with sweat.

      “It’s over, Sheriff. We heard a gunshot. Investigated, and Miz Woodson had shot herself. Boy feels funny calling you sheriff—” He took in the scene before him, eyes widening at the sight of me and mouth dropping open when he saw Dean curled into the fetal position, his back turned to me. “What’s wrong?”

      “He’s pulling a fit because life ain’t fitting into his narrow-assed view of how things ought to go.” I used the last of my inner steel to march out of the room. Soon as I got out of sight, I turned to jelly, barely able to see through the tears burning my eyes. I staggered through the hospital like a drunk, brushing against the walls, holding onto them for support. Curious eyes followed my progress, but nobody tried to help. They just let me go. I thought I heard someone calling my name but ignored it, pitching forward, closer to the exit with each clumsy step.

      I tripped going out the door and sprawled face first into the parking lot, scraping my hands on the asphalt. I lay there, hands on fire, a spot on my chin stinging. A car whipped into the parking lot and came straight for me. I managed to get to my knees in time for them to see me and slow.

      A guy I recognized but didn’t really know leaned out his window. “You all right, lady?”

      I nodded and forced myself to walk back to the courthouse square, trying to remember where I’d left my car. Finally, I remembered it was at the museum, in the tiny parking lot in back.

      I don’t know how I made it to the museum or how I got home. I don’t remember stopping at any stop signs or seeing any traffic lights. I rolled under the carport and parked and sat there staring into space. The numbness I worried about earlier had been a blessing. In its place had grown a throb so intense its beat resonated in every inch of my being. I staggered out of the car, left the keys in the ignition and the door hanging open, and walked to the house on unsteady legs.

      It was baking hot inside. Memaw wasn’t there to run the window units. I’d get them started and make a pitcher of iced tea to drink while I worked, just like Memaw would have done. I put the kettle on the stove to boil and grabbed the matches to light the gas burner, realizing at the last moment I didn’t know how to get the stove started. I’d lit it by myself since I was ten or so, but in my haze of grief, I couldn’t remember how to work it. Tossing the matches on the kitchen table, I dragged myself to Memaw’s bedroom. Fuck the iced tea. I’d make it later.

      Opening her closet, I looked through her things, wondering what I’d bury her in. I took out her favorite Sunday dress, the one she’d worn to church on special occasions the last several years in a row. It looked so small. I sat down on the bed, holding it, rocking. The first tear dripped onto the periwinkle fabric, and I tossed the dress over her vanity bench, not wanting to soil it. The angle allowed me to see the light on Memaw’s answering machine blinking. She kept it in her room because I never remembered to check it. Wondering how long the message had been there, I pushed the button.

      “Peri Jean?” Julie Woodson sounded out of breath.

      Deputy Fitzgerald said she’d shot herself. Unless this was her ghost calling, I guessed she must have called during her standoff with Burns County’s finest.

      “I’m sorry for everything I did and said the last couple of days. When I came to myself holding that gun at the courthouse square, Dean laying there shot, poor Miss Leticia dead at my feet, I couldn’t figure out what’d happened. Last thing I remembered was telling your mother not to haggle more than ten percent on merchandise while we were gone to see my cousin Carl. I thought there must be some mistake, so I ran back here, thinking it’d give me time to figure out what to do. More I sit here, though, the more I know I’m sunk. Listen, girl, what I want to tell you is Eddie always believed you and Jesse’d both been spelled to forget what happened the day your daddy was murdered.”

      Well, no shit. Of course, it had taken me all my life to figure it out.

      “It was Eddie’s dream to help you remember. The week he died, he called me all excited, saying he thought he had it.” The machine beeped off. I half rose from my seat, heart pounding, thinking whatever she said was lost. The machine went to the next message.

      “Shit. Didn’t realize these things cut off after a certain amount of time. I’ll try to be fast. Eddie said for the forgetting spell to have lasted so long, it must have been drawing energy from somewhere. Maybe a person. Maybe an item. Would have to be something—or somebody—you had real strong feelings about. Soon as I remembered that, I went straight to my curio display in the back of the store.”

      Julie’d set up parts of her store to resemble rooms in a house. Her favorite was an art deco bedroom in the back of the store. The locked curio cabinet housed Julie’s own collection of perfume bottles and vanity items from the era. She claimed she had so few visitors at her own house, she kept the items there in the store so more people could see them.

      “I didn’t quite know what to look for, but I took down my new bottle, the one you said reminded you of a genie bottle, opened it, and there it was. This little rolled up piece of paper was inside, and it had these funny markings on it. I burned the paper, and I—” The message beeped off again but went right to the next one.

      “I burned it, Peri Jean. I burned the paper. Then, I remembered every awful thing I’d done over the last couple of days, right up to shooting—” Her voice broke and she wept awful, wracking sobs until the machine cut off the message again. The next message started. By then Julie’d gotten control of herself well enough to speak. “I want to apologize to you for everything I did. I can’t believe I treated you the way I did at Carl Mahoney’s house. I set the appointment to go over there with full intent of helping you get the little box you’d told me about. And afterwards, calling all those people and badmouthing you. I can’t believe it was me saying those awful things. Then, what I did last night…Peri Jean, please believe me, I didn’t know what I was doing.” The machine cut off.

      Did I believe Julie? She’d treated me no better than a hog rooting up her garden. Wait. Memaw’s the one who got the pesky hog treatment.

      If Julie was telling the truth, she’d been under someone else’s control since the day we went to see Carl Mahoney. I didn’t understand how someone could use magic to control another person but then thought about the curse keeping people from finding the Mace Treasure and had to admit magic in the right hands could accomplish some pants-pissing outcomes. One thing was for sure. If someone had controlled Julie’s actions over the last few days, the same person had sent her to kill me last night. Die, witch. The next message started up, and I forced myself to focus on it.

      “I’m going to make my point, honey, because I’m getting real tired of this damn machine. Whoever did this to me must be the same person who made you lose your memory when you’s a little girl. You got to find where they hid your spell. It’ll be in a place important to you, a place you—how did Eddie say it?—a place you invest with your own emotions.” She took a shuddering breath, and I heard Brittany Watson hollering outside, her voice amplified by some sort of speaker system, saying something about busting down the door in thirty seconds. “Well, I can’t live with what I’ve done, so I guess this is the end of the road for me. I want to say I’m sorry one more time. I hope you’ll find it in your heart to forgive me.” The phone clunked down on a hard surface.

      “No, no, no,” I muttered, even though I knew it wouldn’t do any good. The gunshot blasted through the answering machine’s speaker, and I jumped. The machine beeped, signaling the end of Julie’s message, as well as the end of her life. I sat on Memaw’s bed, arms clutched around myself, shivering and rocking, too shocked to cry any more.

      Instead, I fantasized ways I could have helped Julie, helped her realize what was happening before it was too late. The person who did this to Julie had way more experience and probably more supernatural power than I ever would. Julie was gone, and I’d spent the last hours of her life hating her with all my heart. I couldn’t believe I’d been so quick to believe the worst of someone who’d been nothing but good to me.

      Then my tears came, and I cried for everybody the Mace Treasure had taken from me. My grandfather. My father. My cousin Rae. My childhood sweetheart, Chase Fischer. Eddie and Julie. Dean almost died because of people trying to get to me.

      And Memaw.

      I’d made so many mistakes. Fighting for Priscilla Herrera’s cursed mini treasure chest had made it worse. It left the person behind all this no choice but to try to kill me. This asshole who’d taken away my life had left me no choice but to try to kill him.

      First thing I needed to do was find out what was hidden in my lost memories.
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        * * *

      

      Despite the early hour, the temperature was already in the nineties, the humidity skyrocketing the heat index into triple digits. The chore of getting my keys out of the Nova and closing its door plus the hundred-yard walk out to the barn left me tacky with sweat. It tickled its way down my scalp, dripped into my eyes, and stung. Mosquitos lit on my bare arms for a taste of my blood. Trying to ignore the discomfort, I unlocked the sliding door and rolled it open. A cloud of musty, baked air rolled out, and I stepped aside to let it pass.

      Inside the barn, I flipped on the overhead lights. They hummed to life but did little to light the nooks and crannies. I placed the two battery powered lanterns I’d wagged out there on top of an old refrigerator and an old dresser and stood with my hand on my hips. If the spell was hidden in something I had when I my father died, it was either out here or gone forever, possibly thrown away by Barbie. I’d moved my childhood stuff to the barn at the onset of teenage coolness and still remembered where most of it was. All I needed to do was remember what I’d loved. Easy as quantum physics.

      I tore open a box labeled “Decorations from Peri Jean’s Room” and regarded a collection of dusty stuffed animals. I didn’t remember any specific connection to any of them and set them aside. Another box revealed clothes I’d never wear again unless someone used a shrinking spell on me. The way my life was going, a shrinking spell might really come into play later. Better keep them. I grabbed another box with my name on it and looked for a place to sit.

      Being awake for the better part of twenty-four hours had whipped my ass. I could barely concentrate on the junk in front of me, much less remember something I valued more than a quarter century ago. My body begged for permission to go back in the house and rest. My eyes drooped, and I swayed on my feet.

      “Wake up.” I pinched my own arm as hard as I could. The jerk who spelled Julie almost got me last night. One more try might be enough to kill me. I halfheartedly looked through two more boxes, these containing children’s books and a scattering of well-used toys. I tried to remember myself playing with them, and fatigue rolled through me again. I dropped the box. It bounced off my legs and hit a sheet-covered object lying on the floor. I couldn’t remember what it was and stooped to pull off the sheet.

      “My dollhouse. I forgot all about this old thing.” I’d seen a show or read a book about a little girl who had one, and Memaw had scoured the garage sales until she found this one. Because each piece was sold separately, I never had much store-bought stuff for it. I’d sort of cobbled stuff together. Like the tiny chair Memaw helped me make out of cardboard and a scrap of felt. Or the hot tub I made out of plastic tubing and a butter container. My dolls consisted of several Star Wars action figures and a few ratty Glamour Gals, both found at yet another garage sale.

      I sat down on the dirt floor and pulled the dollhouse closer, examining it more carefully. If there had been anything I loved as a little girl, it was this dollhouse, but there was no way the forgetting spell was hidden in here. I got the dollhouse after I moved in with Memaw, when I was eight-years-old. My father was murdered when I was four. Then something glinted inside the dollhouse, and I leaned closer, pulling out my keychain and turning on the flashlight attached to it.

      I reached inside the dollhouse, not even thinking about black widow spiders and asps, and pulled out something I’d loved ever since I could remember loving anything. The cheap gold plating on the compact had worn off in spots, but the cloisonné black and blue butterfly on the front still looked as beautiful as I remembered. I turned it over and looked at the engraving as I had so many times as a kid.

      To Barbie on her 16th. Love Mom and Dad.

      I’d always pretended my mother passed down her compact to me. The truth was, I kept playing with the thing, even after she told me not to, and dented it. She’d come to me screaming and raving and threw the thing in my face, the metal cutting my chin. I remembered how ragged and full of grief her voice sounded when she hollered I could just have the fucking thing since I’d fucked it up. I rubbed the scar left by Barbie’s tantrum until I realized what I was doing and touched the cool metal to my hot cheek, the way I always had as a child, trying to let it comfort me. Yes, I’d loved this thing no matter how much pain it represented.

      The compact started out with a mirror, but it went missing somewhere along the way. By the time I put it in my dollhouse for my dolls to use as a floor-length mirror, I’d glued a cheap mirror pried off a plastic throwaway compact into the place where the original mirror once was. As an adult, I saw my makeshift repair left much to be desired. For one thing, the mirror was crooked. I’d used the compact’s powder puff for a throw pillow on the dollhouse’s bed, leaving the spot for the powder cake open.

      For the first time, I noticed a tiny indentation on one side of it. Holding my keychain flashlight in my mouth, I examined the thing more closely. The gold frame could be raised and removed for the powder cake to be placed in the well. The frame would then be popped back down to hold the cake in place. The manufacturer’s instructions, smudged beyond reading, sat at the bottom of the well, protected by filthy netting.

      The fog lifted from my brain fast as a fart stinks up a car. Could this be it? Could the forgetting spell be hidden underneath those instructions? By the time I was four, this compact already belonged to me. My pulse raced, and I used a game piece from an old set of pickup sticks to pry up the frame. This won’t be it. It’s too simple. I lifted out the manufacturer’s instructions and sucked in a surprised breath. My luck was in, for once. Sitting there was a folded slip of paper with dirt on the creases.

      The black opal tingled on my chest, signaling the paper had magic in it. I reached for it, hesitating as I wondered if touching someone else’s spell against me could somehow hurt me. I could go inside the house for a pair of tweezers. Nah. My curiosity held the driver’s wheel right then. I pinched the paper between my thumb and forefinger, pulled it out of the compact, and unfolded it. On it was the weirdest scrawl I’d ever seen. The words, if they were words, were written in a type of lettering unfamiliar to me.

      Julie had said she destroyed the paper she found in her perfume bottle and her memory came right back. I took out my cigarette lighter and lit the corner of the paper. It caught fire faster than I expected, stinking worse than any other burning paper I’d ever smelled. The black opal heated fast on my chest, as though it somehow absorbed the fire, or perhaps responded to something I couldn’t see. Smoke drifted up from the burning paper, and the odor of rot filled my senses. I grunted and tossed the paper on the dirt floor, standing close so I could stomp it if the tiny fire got out of hand. The paper curled in on itself, the flames turning green and sparkling, and finally blackened until it was nothing but flakes.

      I waited for my memory to come back, holding on to a support beam in case the force of it threw me off balance. Nothing happened. After several minutes, I got bored and gathered the ashes from the paper into my cupped hand and took them outside and buried them. Then I brought the rake back inside the barn and turned the packed earth on the place where I’d allowed the paper to burn. By my estimation, thirty minutes had passed, and still no recovered memory.

      A strong gust of wind hit the barn, rattling the rolling door on its track. I went to the opening, scanning the sky for a coming storm. The sky, white with heat and humidity, looked hot but not stormy. Another gust of wind came, rippling my clothes and caressing my skin like the fabric had come to life. The black opal sent painful jolts into my skin, maybe warning me. I was too ignorant of its power to know for sure.

      I scanned the world around me and still saw nothing out of the ordinary. The black opal flooded me with a painful tide of energy, rocking me on my feet. Refusing to learn the black opal’s signals hadn’t helped me stay normal any at all. I’d still lost everything—Dean, my business, Memaw. I thought of Mysti, Brad, and Wade, so comfortable with what they could do and so confident in doing what needed to be done.

      What if I learned how to really use the black opal, faced what I am without apology? I’d lose any hope of normalcy. Drama and negative consequences from supernatural shit would taint everything. Keeping the weird stuff on the outskirts of my life left me a little hope of a happy, normal life doing mundane things.

      Another gust of wind blew into the barn, making the junk behind me clatter. A sheet or piece of fabric beat against whatever it covered with the intensity of the wind. I stepped outside the barn, expecting to feel a few stray drops of rain against my upturned face. The air hung still and humid, but there was no rain. I turned back to the barn and peered inside. Had the wind been only inside the barn? I debated the merits of going back inside to investigate and had pretty much talked myself out of it when I heard my car start.

      What on earth? I ran across the huge yard to the carport and found my car sitting empty, running on its own. I grabbed an old hoe off the pegs sticking out of the wall, found a bare space and pressed my back against it so nobody could sneak up behind me.

      “Who’s here? I’ll whup your ass you don’t quit messing with me. See this hoe? I’ll use it.”

      Nobody answered, but another hot wind raged across me, chilling the sweat covering my body. I listened as hard as I could but heard nothing. No birds singing, no frogs hollering, no crickets fiddling. Muscles tensed and ready to fight, I began to shake, trying to hold the fear back and stay alert enough to defend myself. The black opal quivered against my skin. I wish I knew how to use it, wish I knew the limits of my powers. Fuck being normal. When shit like this kept happening, normal was beyond my reach anyway.

      The driver door to my car swung open. The dirt next to it indented with the weight of an invisible foot. I pressed my back harder against the corrugated tin wall, gaze darting madly for an escape route. Footsteps crunched closer and closer to me. I could climb over the hood of my car and then scoot through the narrow gap between my car and the opposite wall, but I’d have to act fast if I planned to run.

      The scrape of a foot against the floor spurred me into action. I clambered over the car, slamming into a stack of plastic buckets and sending them flying. There was barely any room between the car and the wall, but I knew I could squeeze through. I raced forward, heart slamming hard enough to jar my vision. I saw the passenger door of my car opening and knew it was too late to stop but tried anyway and slammed into the door with my side and hip, the hoe digging into my shin.

      The collision knocked my own breath out, and I hunched forward, jabbing the wooden hoe handle into my eye, and falling backward. I hit the ground hard but gave myself no time to recover, scrambling to my knees and slapping my hands against the car, groping for anything I could use to pull myself back to a standing position. Icy arms closed around my middle and dragged me to my feet, staying at my back.

      “You shoulda stayed outta this. I can’t help you.” The almost familiar voice came from within my head, part of me but not part of me, and the black opal vibrated with its timbre. The last time I’d heard this voice was at the prison when I visited Jesse, but this wasn’t Jesse. It was my father.

      My skin tightened against his touch, and a shudder ran through me. I jerked away from him and spun to face him, breathing hard. I saw he held Priscilla Herrera’s curse box in one translucent hand. I reached for it, but when my fingers made contact, it shocked me, and I ended up back on the ground, looking up at my father’s ghost.

      “You can’t ignore this. Time to fight or die…like me.”

      “Who’s doing this to you? Tell me, and I’ll…” I didn’t know what I’d do. Kill someone? Maybe. This person had indirectly killed my grandmother, tried to kill me.

      My father’s mouth opened to speak, and garbled noise came out. He squeezed his eyes shut, straining against the force controlling him. His words, when they came, shook the air so hard the hair on my arms moved.

      “Memory…of the day…I died.” Another strong wind whipped through the carport, making the old tools hanging from the walls sway with its force. My father blew away with it like a stray piece of paper, tilting and whirling in its grips until he disappeared from my sight.

      I stumbled to the front porch and sat down on the steps. All my effort the last few days, everything I lost, had been for nothing. The curse box was gone, and the asshole had it. If I did nothing, they’d use it to remove the curse from the Mace Treasure and destroy us all while trying to steal the treasure.

      Steal it? Those words sounded an awful lot like I thought there was something to steal. If there was, I didn’t want the asshole to have it any more than I wanted Priscilla Herrera’s spiritual minions to level Gaslight City. Yeah, I hated a lot of people here, but letting them die when I could stop it was not the way Memaw taught me.

      Besides, me and the asshole had a score to settle, didn’t we? The asshole had killed my father, Eddie, Julie, and my memaw. The asshole tried to kill me. I’d take a pig shit bath before I let the asshole get away with anything else.

      My father’s ghost said I had to remember. My memory would tell me the identity of the asshole. The information had been hidden in there more than quarter century. All I had to do was find a way to access it.

      I’d done what Julie said—burning the paper part of the curse—but there had to be something else. Exactly how could I get at the memories? I wished I could ask my daddy’s ghost, but the idea of contacting him scared me after what happened to Mysti. I didn’t have time to let the asshole controlling him drive me crazy.

      What if I went to the place where my father died? I couldn’t be in any more danger there than I was here alone at Memaw’s house. The asshole had proven how easy it would be to get to me. I took out my cellphone and wondered who I should call. I can’t call anybody. It would do nothing but put them in danger, too.

      I picked myself up, went out to my car, and started driving.
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      The place where my father died was on a white sand road less than a mile from downtown Gaslight City. While other outlying areas filled up with housing developments or shopping centers, this little hollow stayed wooded and untouched. I passed the remains of Hezekiah Bruce’s general store. Long closed, the building listed to one side. The little shack behind it where the family had lived had gone back to the earth with only a stone chimney to prove its existence.

      I slowed my Nova to a crawl. I’d always heard the murder site was right past the store, but all I saw was a bunch of trees. The road went on a few hundred more yards before it dead-ended at Lonnie and Amanda King’s driveway. Their huge brick mansion surveyed the quiet landscape from a slight rise a quarter mile away. Priscilla Herrera’s homesite had to be in the trees somewhere. I stopped the car and looked around.

      Local legend trippers considered the place where my father died a prime destination. The number of tire tracks on the one lane road attested to the place’s popularity.

      “What a bunch of ghouls.” I got out of the car. “Bet they’d shit their undies if they saw anything real out here.” I’d hoped seeing this much would jog my sluggish memory back into gear. No luck. I didn’t remember ever being out here.

      The rough croak of a bird came through the woods, sounding as though it was right on the other side, in the clearing I’d come to see. I forced myself to take a few steps in its direction but stopped. This was stupid. Somebody needed to know where I was in case the asshole came to get me. I took out my cellphone and tried sending a text message to Hannah, but it came back undeliverable. I took a closer look at my phone’s screen and saw the dreaded No Service in the corner. Maybe I should leave, come back when someone knows where I am. But what if I get them killed too?

      There it was again. The possibility of more blood on my hands. Nope. Not happening. I pushed my way through the thin screen of skinny pines, sweat already rolling down my back, acid burning the back of my throat. Then I was there, in the place I saw in my vision. The little lot bore marks of the legend trippers’ passage—empty beer bottles, cigarette butts, and other basic garbage. The cabin I remembered from my vision of the day Priscilla Herrera died still stood and bore surprisingly little damage. All the window frames stood empty, reminding me of sightless eyes, but the cabin’s door was closed tight and looked structurally sound. I tried to swallow and almost gagged.

      Settle down, girl, I coached myself. You won’t accomplish anything if you don’t calm down. Nobody’s here but you and maybe some ghosts. And you can’t go anywhere without seeing a bunch of damn ghosts.

      I stood still, closed my eyes, and took deep breaths, trying to control my racing heart. When I thought I had myself under control, I opened my eyes and took stock of the clearing. The pine trees surrounding the cabin were old with thick trunks stretching so high I couldn’t make out their tops. Pine trees this tall usually clattered and whispered with some kind of breeze, but these trees were still. I didn’t hear any of the songbirds I expected to hear this time of day, either. The only life I heard was a sick-sounding croak near the cabin.

      I took baby steps in that direction, wanting to see what I’d come to see but not wanting to all at the same time.

      I reached the cabin and peeped into one of the windows. The floor was bare, the boards buckled with time and pitted from years of rain coming through a leaky roof. My memory flashed onto the vision of this room neatly swept with a fire burning in the stone hearth and Priscilla Herrera bustling around, getting ready to die at her persecutor’s hands.

      A glint from something high in the structure’s rafters blinded me for a second, and I jumped away from the window, sure the boogeyman had me in his clutches. Then I realized it was just a piece of glass some creepy wannabe had set up there. A car went by on the road outside, noticeably slowing, probably wondering what my car was doing here. I had to hurry if I wanted to do this. Someone would come soon, pretending to be concerned about me, but really wanting to be nosy, wanting to be the first person to have some new gossip about crazy-assed Peri Jean Mace.

      I walked around the clearing, looking for anything to jog my memory, but the site had been trampled and examined by a lot of pilgrims before me. Maybe nothing was left here of my father or of the child I’d been the day he died. Then the awful croak came again, this time very near me, almost even with my eyes. I gasped at what I saw.

      Someone—either my father or my uncle—had carved a heart into the trunk of a pin oak tree. Inside were three initials: P, P, J, and the year, 1989. It was the year all three of us died, really. I traced the heart and then the initials with my fingertips, eyes stinging with unshed tears. The awful thing in the trees croaked again, and this time I thought maybe it was a sick crow, probably dying on the poison in this sad place. Then I heard the voice.

      “Daddy, is this place haunted?” Footsteps crunched in the leaves and branches on the ground, and two figures came into view. I almost didn’t recognize myself. I was so small, my messy black hair pulled back with a silver barrette, and wearing a matching red shirt and pair of shorts with a cartoon character on them. My tiny shoes bore images of the same cartoon character, who I vaguely remembered being my favorite. I had a Band-Aid on my chin.

      “Ain’t nothing haunted,” my daddy put one hand on my back and gave me a gentle push. “Not for you at least. A place that’s haunted is a place that’s scary. You see them—the other ones—and understand them. Nothing scary about it.”

      Judging from the expression on my little face, I wasn’t so sure I believed my daddy. Uncle Jesse entered the clearing, carrying a bunch of shovels and picks.

      “Where you think she buried these stones?”

      “Dunno,” Paul said. “Maybe under the floorboards of the house? She coulda dropped ’em down the outhouse.” He gestured at a narrow ramshackle building behind the cabin. “You can look in there, Uncle Jesse. Can’t he, baby?”

      “Yes!” Seeing the expression on my uncle’s face, I jumped up and down, screaming with glee. My daddy liked my enthusiasm and laughed too.

      “You see anything here?” He leaned down to my eye level to speak to me.

      I stared around the small homesite, my dark eyes serious for someone so young. I seemed to know exactly what I was doing, what I wanted to see. How did I go from the brave little girl to the scared adult I am now? I marched around my daddy, my little hand forming into a fist with my pointer finger extended.

      “Here.” I pointed to a spot on the ground where a tree had fallen. “Something’s buried under here.”

      “What?” Jesse asked.

      “What the lady wants you to see.” I pointed to the cabin, jumping up and down. “She’s in there.” Sure enough, there was a figure standing inside the cabin. Neither my daddy nor Uncle Jesse seemed to see her.

      “Wanna do it?” Paul asked Jesse. “If we can find this treasure, it’ll be fifty-fifty. Me and Peri Jean is getting out of here. I ain’t keeping my daughter here. Not after her own mother…” Paul glanced down to see little me watching him, eyes big. He put on a big smile. “Let’s get to work.”

      My daddy tried to roll the huge tree off the spot I’d indicated. Jesse pushed too, both brothers grunting. They stopped, both of them breathing hard.

      “Got to get a chain, pull this damn thing out of the way,” Paul said.

      “Chain’s back at the house,” Jesse said. “I’ll go get it. Bring us back some sandwiches too.” He walked out of the clearing, and we heard his truck start up.

      “You want to go on an adventure with Daddy?” He squatted down in front of me. I’d been busy scratching at the Band-Aid covering my chin and looking into my brand new gold compact. My daddy gently took it from me and repeated his question.

      “Will we go to AstroWorld?”

      “Sure. Then we’ll find some people like you, who’ll help you learn to be strong so you can be happy all your life.”

      “See there? He’s lying to you just like he’s lying to me. He’s not taking either of us anywhere.” The nasty, strident voice came from the woods, but neither big me nor little me needed to see the speaker to know who it was. The little version of me grabbed my daddy’s hand.

      My daddy stood from his crouch just as Barbie came into the clearing from the thick woods on the other side of the cabin. Another young woman with long, blond hair followed her. The way she moved seemed familiar, but I couldn’t quite place her until she scraped a stray lock of her hair behind one ear. Amanda King. So much for Amanda and Barbie barely knowing each other beyond their hair stylist/client relationship. Daddy and I backed away from them.

      “See what I told you?” Barbie yelled at Amanda. “This cheating bastard told me we’d find the treasure and move to a city, and then he told you whatever he told you. But you heard him: his real plan is to find the treasure and use it for her.” Barbie, red-faced and screaming by the end of her declaration, pointed at the little version of me.

      Daddy glanced down at me and said, “Go back out where we parked. See if Uncle Jesse left the cooler. If he did, get us both something to drink.”

      “But, Daddy, she’s mad,” I whined, shifting foot to foot. “She’s gonna hit.”

      Daddy put himself between my awful mother and me and said, “It’ll be fine. Go on.” The little version of me left the clearing, glancing back fearfully over her shoulder a few times. From my vantage point, I saw the little version of me never really left. She simply walked a little way into the trees and stood very still so she could listen to the fireworks. I could tell by the expression on her face she was scared for her daddy. From what I knew about the events of this awful day, she had every right to be.

      “Barbara, I am sorry for you to find out this way.” My poor doomed daddy faced his wife, his expression stony. “It is over between us. You’re abusive and neglectful to our child and a horrible person in general. I don’t want to be with you anymore.”

      “You obviously don’t want to be with either of us.” Barbie gestured to Amanda. “We just heard you saying you were going to take Peri Jean away from this place, so it could be you and her against the world.”

      “Is this true, Paul?” Amanda’s mouth turned down and trembled, and she raised a shaking hand to wipe at her nose. Paul turned to face her, and his shoulders slumped.

      “Amanda, baby, I do care for you, but I need to get by myself for a while and concentrate on my daughter. You’re married to somebody else anyway.” Paul backed away from Amanda, probably realizing the shit was hitting the fan, and bumped into Barbie who shoved him away but moved so she could stay at his back. I wanted to scream at my daddy to run away from them both but knew it would do no good. I could only watch, whimpering, as the scene unfolded.

      “You’ve been lying to me.” Amanda started blubbering, making it hard to understand her. “Saying the three of us were going to leave town and be a family. You never intended to really do it.”

      Paul held up his hands in surrender. I didn’t know my daddy well and never would, but I knew how a man looked when he got caught red-handed.

      “You lied to get me to use magic to help you look for treasure clues?” Amanda’s tear-filled voice raised to a choked yell. “You lying, cheating son of a bitch.” She ran at him, slapping him and clawing his face. Paul raised his hands, trying to ward off Amanda without hitting her. While he was occupied with Amanda, Barbie took a couple of steps forward, removing a folding razor from her pocket. This time I did scream, but none of them acted like they’d heard me. Barbie raised one arm and slit my daddy’s throat. He clapped his hand over the spurting geyser of blood and turned to face Barbie, his eyes huge and fear-filled.

      “No,” Amanda yelled. She ran around Paul and tried to take his arm.

      “Get away from him.” Barbie pulled Amanda a few feet from Paul. “You’ll get blood on your clothes.”

      “What did you do?” Amanda screamed, bucking in Barbie’s grasp, trying to get away from her. “We’re going to jail.”

      “No, we’re not,” Barbie said. “Joey agreed to help us cover this up. All we have to do is sort of make it look like Jesse did it.”

      “No, no, no.” Amanda put her hands over her face, letting out loud, honking sobs.

      “You agreed to this.” Barbie shook her finger at Amanda, going into full-on bitch mode.

      “No, no, no. I didn’t agree to kill him.” Amanda shook with her sobs.

      “But you did agree to help me get the treasure, and we’re about to get it. He was digging right there.” Barbie pointed. “I heard him tell Jesse all they needed was chains to pull this tree out of the way. We’ll wait until Jesse gets back, incapacitate him—didn’t you say you had a spell to do that?—and find the treasure. It’ll be over.”

      The little version of me—oh, how I wanted to not be her—climbed out of the bushes and ran to her father who was still choking on his own blood, dying. She knelt next to him and began weeping. It was the saddest sound I think I’ve ever heard. The real me, the big me, clapped my hands over my mouth to keep from screaming, even though I knew none of them would ever hear me.

      “Shit. I’d forgotten about her. I wish I could forget her forever.” Barbie scooped the knife from the ground and walked toward her child.

      Amanda grabbed her around the waist from behind, holding her arms away from little me. “I won’t let you kill her. No matter how I feel about what Paul did, she’s only a little girl.”

      “She’s creepy and weird, and she’s ruined my life,” Barbie screamed.

      “L-l-let’s make her forget. I can make a spell where she’ll forget even seeing Paul’s murder. All I need is something she loves.”

      “All she loves is Paul and his damn mother,” Barbie said.

      “What about her little compact?” Amanda said. “There it is lying on the ground. She’s always playing with it when you come to get your hair done.”

      “All right.” Barbie went to get the compact. “What do we do?”

      Little Peri Jean, realizing something bad was about to happen to her, tried to run from Barbie. The bigger woman caught her after a few steps, grabbing her daughter by the foot and pulling her down. She dragged the screaming child back to Amanda, who watched the whole scene with a pained expression on her face.

      Amanda took a slip of paper out of pocket and began writing on it, saying stuff about forgetting. Barbie stopped her.

      “How do I know you won’t remove the spell to get her to remember so you can send me to jail?”

      “You’ll hold the focus of the spell, the power that holds it intact.” Amanda shoved Barbie’s hand off her. “You’ll have to make a point to make physical contact with Peri Jean, frequently at first, but later—once this memory would have naturally faded anyway—every ten years or so should do it.”

      “What about for Jesse? You said you’d make him forget us stealing the treasure from them. The forgetting has to be really good or we can’t frame him for killing Paul.”

      Amanda sagged. “You planned this all along, didn’t you? No, don’t answer. I see it on your face.”

      “I can kill you too, keep the treasure all for myself.”

      Amanda shook her head and kept preparing the spell. Barbie walked over to her and kicked her to get her attention. Amanda spun to face her, red-faced and pissed, but stopped short of giving my mother exactly what she deserved.

      “What about Jesse?”

      “You’ll hold the focus of his spell too. If you can’t make physical contact with him, send him letters every once in a while.” Amanda took the compact apart and hid the slip of paper inside as she talked. “All we need is some physical item he loves and hopefully won’t get rid of, but we can hide the ticket—the spell itself—well enough so it hopefully won’t get destroyed even if Jesse gets rid of the item.” Amanda touched her hand to little Peri Jean’s head, said some words, and the vision ended.

      “Find what you were looking for out here, kiddo?” Barbie’s voice came from behind me. I turned, still shaky from the intensity of what I’d seen. She stood in front of me holding an axe handle and grinning. She brought the axe handle up. Fury welled in me, sharp and hot, and I swung one foot out to kick her at the same moment she swung the handle. I don’t know where she intended to hit me, but it caught the top of my head. The whole world went white and filled with the sound of the stupid bird croaking, croaking, croaking.
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        * * *

      

      Head throbbing, I listened to Barbie and Amanda grunt as they dragged me to the base of a slim tree. They leaned me against it and looped a length of nylon cord around my chest. The rope tightened until it dug into my skin through my shirt.

      “Hold her hand out,” Amanda said in the same businesslike tone I’d heard her use in her hair salon.

      Barbie grabbed my wrists. I struggled against her, but the blow to my head had made me weak, and I ended up slapping at her like a kid in her first playground tussle. She deflected my attempts with no more effort than a fly dodging a flyswatter. I shook my head, trying to get some sense back into myself. It just made me dizzier.

      Amanda drew a wickedly long dagger out of a metal sheath attached to her belt. The jewels on its handle winked in the sun, blinding me and making my head hurt even worse. Barbie’s grip tightened on my wrists. Realizing what Amanda intended, I knotted my hands into fists.

      “Please don’t.” In my panic, my voice paled to a whisper. “I won’t do…I don’t know. Please don’t.”

      “Get her hand open, Barbara.”

      The woman who gave birth to me dropped one of my hands and focused her grip on the other. Fast as a snake striking, she jammed her thumb in the webbing between my clenched middle and ring fingers. It felt like someone was driving a nail into the bones. I gritted my teeth, straining against the pain, until I shook all over. My hand suddenly let go without my permission. Amanda grabbed my fingers and used her dagger to lay open the skin nearly to the bone. Blood slowly welled in the cut, and the first throbs made me mewl. Amanda grabbed an ornate silver goblet and motioned Barbie to hold my hand over it. They milked blood out of my hand. Ashamed of myself, I screamed each time they put pressure on my wound.

      “Okay. I think we’ve got enough,” Amanda said. “Tie her wrists so she can’t get away and come help me with the rest.”

      “You said we were going to end her so she couldn’t interfere.” Barbie, eyes wild, stood over me holding another length of nylon rope. “Why not kill her this second? You’ve got the blood to unlock the curse.”

      Kill her this second. I went cold at Barbie’s words even though they shouldn’t have surprised me. She’d wanted to kill me when I was a little girl. I tried to swallow and almost choked.

      “Because I want to collect her spirit. Use it like I have her daddy’s. She’s much more powerful than he was.” Amanda handed the goblet to Barbie, leaned forward, and pulled the black opal necklace over my head. She kissed it and put it on herself. Then she winked at me. I wanted to kick her teeth in.

      “Perfect,” Barbie muttered and looped the nylon rope around my wrists, pulling it way too tight. My fingers began to tingle almost immediately. The pain from my hand wound and the discomfort from my bonds swept some of the fog out of my head. I waited until she had some tension and yanked my arms, throwing her off balance. She kicked me in the stomach twice. I brought my knees up too late to deflect the kicks and shuddered as the pain spread through me, aching in my bowels. It felt like she’d implanted a fiery ball in my belly, and it weighed six hundred pounds. Barbie wrapped my wrists with the precision of a rodeo barrel racer and sneered in my face. “You ain’t the only one who can win a fight, Peri Jean.”

      I sneered right back and said, “We ain’t done…Mom.”

      She raised her eyebrows in challenge.

      “Leave her alone.” Amanda walked across the homesite to the path where I’d entered. “I have to draw these dimming symbols in the road and on the path so people’ll drive on by.”

      “I’m not helping you do magic. That’s not the deal we made.”

      “I’m not asking you. I’m telling you this is what we have to do—and fast—if we want to take care of our business here. If we don’t remove the curse, we’ll never find the treasure, and we’ll both die penniless. Sound fun to you?”

      Barbie followed Amanda grumbling, and the two of them used sticks to draw something in the white sand, Amanda speaking in a low voice and sprinkling water on the drawings. They came back to where they’d tied me, and Amanda began setting up a spelling area. I recognized some of the things she did from the night I helped Mysti.

      “You two murderers are still looking for the treasure after all these years?” I struggled against my ties, letting them grind into my skin as I tested their strength and wilting when there wasn’t any give at all. There had to be a way out of this. Had to.

      “Your mother only found out half the story before she killed your daddy. She never has the patience to plan things out. Everything’s done on impulse.” Amanda rolled her eyes at the heavens.

      She returned her attention to her altar and set a worn, leather-bound book next to the mini treasure box she’d stolen from me. Priscilla Herrera’s spell book. I recognized it from my vision. Amanda must have managed to remove the glamour making it appear to simply be a book of folk remedies. She opened it and ran her finger down the page. She placed the cup of my blood and the dirty dagger on the opposite side of the makeshift table. Then she turned to me, crossing her arms over her chest. “Your father was looking for Priscilla Herrera’s spelling stones the day Barbie killed him, not the actual treasure.” Amanda paused to glare at Barbie, disgust pulling her mouth down. “Paul told me he thought Priscilla buried them here on the home place before she was taken to town and hanged.”

      I didn’t have to ask if my father’s theory had been wrong. I knew the answer. The stones were wherever Priscilla Herrera’s body rested unless someone had cut them out of her stomach.

      “What was under the tree then?” I remembered my insistence the lady in the cabin wanted us to see what was buried under the tree.

      “A big-assed dead bird,” Barbie said. “Soon as we dug it up, a bunch of crows—”

      “They were ravens,” Amanda said.

      “Who gives a shit?” Barbie yelled. “A bunch of big, ugly black birds came down on us like the wrath of God.” She pulled up her three-quarter sleeve and walked over to me. “Bit me here. Still got the scar. See?”

      I turned my head to look, and she popped me across the cheek with her open hand and hissed her sour breath into my face. “I know you made it happen somehow.”

      I kicked out at her, wanting so badly to do her harm. She danced away and used her foot to sling dirt in my direction. It peppered my face, and I spat, which did nothing to clear the grit from my mouth.

      “You’re not going to remove the curse without the spelling stones. I saw Priscilla Herrera do the curse in my vision.” I knew I might have been telling too much, but I’d do anything to stall the proceedings. I didn’t want to see what would really happen if Amanda managed to separate the dark spirits from the mini-treasure chest.

      “You accessed a vision of what happened the day she died?” Her gaze sharpened and fastened onto me. She shook her head. “If you weren’t so stubborn, we could work together instead of this.” She clicked her tongue and shrugged. “I don’t think I need the stones. The spell book says she used blood to seal—or protect—the spell. I’m going to use your blood to unseal it.”

      “What do you think is going to happen once the curse is unsealed?” I heard the tremor in my voice as I imagined every kind of hell breaking loose.

      “The entities Priscilla Herrera attached to the treasure to carry out the parameters of the curse will be detached from it.” She paused to light her candles.

      “You’re forgetting I saw her attach them. She gave them instructions to destroy Gaslight City and everybody in it if anybody but her detached them. You’re going to kill us all.”

      “No.” She turned to me, and the expression on her face chilled the August heat away in an instant. “Just you. I can use your blood to detach them from the treasure and to attach them to you all at once.”

      Vertigo spun me. If the ropes hadn’t been holding me up, I’d have fallen. I hung there, ropes holding me up, and a wild hope hit me. Maybe I could lie my way out of this.

      “It’s not going to work.” I said the words like I believed them. “The curse Hezekiah Bruce wrote about left out one big detail that I saw in my vision. The person who removes the curse has to have Priscilla Herrera’s blood. Mace blood might be needed to find the treasure, but Herrera blood is needed to remove the curse.” I widened my eyes for emphasis. “My blood isn’t going to help you.”

      Amanda smiled at me, eyes crinkling at the corners. “It really is too bad I’m going to kill you. You think fast under pressure.”

      “I figured out you were the Herrera heir when I eavesdropped on your conversation with Julie at the antique store, you nitwit.” Barbie pursed her lips and shook her head at me. “That’s why I asked about your ugly fucking tattoo.”

      Her words washed away the last of my hope. I bit my lip because I didn’t want to cry in front of her.

      “Look at this way, Peri Jean. You’re not dying in vain. Amanda and I’ll have access to all the clues Reginald Mace hid around town—I’m talking about the real clues, not the false paths.” Barbie clapped her hands and hurried into the cabin. Amanda watched her go, the expression on her face wary. Barbie came back out holding a small piece of glass in her hand. As she got closer, I saw it was a mirror, and not just any mirror. It was the missing mirror out of my compact. She held it out to me. I winced away, not understanding what it was or what she meant to do with it.

      “So your daddy can watch what happens to his precious baby.”

      Her meaning sank in. My lost hope came back as red fury. My jaw clenched. I wanted to put my hands around her throat and squeeze the life out of her. Both of them.

      Just as Amanda had used one part of the butterfly compact to imprison my memory, she’d used another part—the mirror—to trap my daddy’s spirit. Barbie, the poisonous bitch, perched the mirror at the fork of two branches and angled it to reflect my face. She studied her work, almost smiling, and nodded. The ice in my veins melted and boiled. I would not die without a fight.

      “You might kill me, but Rainey and Hooty and Hannah are going to want to know who did it. Eventually, they’ll figure out it was you two losers.”

      “We’re going to make your death look like the work of a certain group of motorcycle riders,” Amanda said. “I’ve gotten better at framing people over the years and no longer need the cops to look the other way.” She smirked at Barbie, who glared right back.

      While they fought their silent fight, I focused on the black opal hanging around Amanda’s neck. It was my only hope. Most of the time, it followed wherever I went. I used my will to pull at it. Nothing happened.

      “Your friends will be furious over your death.” Amanda slipped me a wink, as though she knew exactly what I had in mind. “They’ll forget all about the Mace Treasure long enough for us to find it and be gone.”

      “I know why Barbie wants the money. Her husband finally figured out he married the human equivalent of a black widow spider and got away while he still could.” I knew my time was running out. I had to stall things. I screwed up my face at Amanda. “Why do you want to mess with the treasure? You’re rich.”

      “We were,” she said. “Lonnie’s death did me in. I had no idea how to run King Ranch Chicken, so I hired somebody. The prick embezzled from the company. I’m on the verge of declaring bankruptcy and closing the doors. I doubt King Ranch Chicken will last another six months.”

      “I’ve wanted you dead since I found out I was pregnant with you.” Barbie’s eyes glittered with hate. “I can’t wait for this.”

      “Fuck you.” I wanted to beat Barbie until she couldn’t even grunt when I hit her. All these years, and I never realized the bitch had been the one to rob me of my father.

      Barbie slapped me hard enough for my teeth to cut the inside of my mouth. I spat blood in her face. She backed up and kicked me in the thigh, making the muscle seize. I writhed in pain and glared at her, wishing I could turn my hate into a death ray.

      “Stop it,” Amanda yelled. “Let’s start the spell. Come over here and help me.”

      “Wait, please.” My breath came in gasps, and a lightheadedness had me so dizzy my thoughts were like helium balloons, floating off into the distance.

      “Wait for what?” Amanda turned her back to me and dripped some of my blood on the mini treasure chest. The air in the little clearing came to life with power, as though Amanda had flipped a switch. A thunder of bird wings flapping filled my ears, and dozens of black shapes lighted in the trees. Amanda craned her neck to look at them, her face turning white. Barbie shifted foot to foot, no longer focused on my fear and discomfort. The skin on my face had the pins and needles feeling I associated with a numb appendage. My raven tattoo flamed to life, itching as though it was brand new, even though I’d had it the better part of a decade. Amanda took her attention off the birds and went back to her altar, her movements hurried and clumsy.

      “As my power meets Priscilla Herrera’s curse and Reginald Mace’s treasure, I release the guardians of darkness to go into this blood and its source, consuming it as your reward.” She closed her eyes and leaned back her head, repeating the words until they assumed an odd rhythm and made no sense.

      The mini treasure box popped open, issuing the black smoke I remembered seeing when I solved my cousin Rae’s murder. The smoke curled and snaked around Amanda, making her hair move around her shoulders.

      A distant shouting drew my attention away from the scene in front of me. Hoping someone somehow knew where I was, I peered into the thick woods. I heard the shout again and realized it was coming from somewhere closer. Remembering the mirror in which Amanda had trapped my father’s spirit, I turned my gaze onto it. Paul’s tiny figure beat at the glass from the inside, shouting something the distance between our dimensions kept me from hearing. If I’d had the black opal, maybe I could have heard him, but Amanda had it.

      I tried again to will the black opal to me, straining with the effort until I shook. All I did was make the ravens holler louder. Amanda had to be using some kind of magic to keep the thing around her neck. Any other time, I’d have it as soon as I thought of it.

      My daddy’s faint voice reached my ears again. I turned back to the mirror to see what he wanted. He did a crazy dance, running around and flapping his arms. Maybe the prospect of watching me die had driven him mad. I was mad too, but mine was the kind where I wanted to give out knuckle sandwiches.

      Amanda stood very still, eyes still closed, the black smoke wreathing her and moving around her like a pet snake. She’d taken everything from me. My relationship. My grandmother. Even my black opal. She’d attacked me and stole the cursed box. All so she could have the Mace Treasure. The treasure my family hid. The treasure my ancestor, Priscilla Herrera, cursed and died for. I’d die for it if Amanda had her way.

      There she stood, preparing to take it all, as though it was hers by rights, and there was nothing I could do to stop her. I strained against my bonds again to see if they’d loosened. No such luck.

      “Listen to me, guardians of the darkness. I release you from this task,” Amanda, the queen of stinky butt crack, intoned.

      She’d take the treasure like it was hers all along, and there was nothing I could do. Was there? I glanced back at the mirror. My daddy stood where I could see him, still flapping his arms. The raven’s calls echoed from above me, as though reminding me just who the hell I was. Peri Jean Mace, by God, freak extraordinaire.

      The black opal swung at Amanda’s neck, sparkling with magic. I mentally reached out to it again. Maybe I could use its power even if it hung around someone else’s neck. The sharp static of its magic connected with me in answer. Amanda better get ready. I’m about to throw some fuckery her way.

      I might not have had training in casting magical spells, but Mysti said it was more about intent than anything else. I shut my eyes and concentrated on the thrum of power filling the clearing, the burn of magic from the black opal, and said the first thing I could think of.

      “I, Peri Jean Mace, claim the magic set forth by Priscilla Herrera, my ancestor, because the Mace Treasure is mine by rights and by blood. I order the guardians of darkness to attack this trespasser and to punish her for trying to steal from me.”

      Amanda began to yell her incantation over mine, her voice strident and panicked. I responded by yelling back, repeating myself until my throat was raw. Soon, I noticed the flaw in my plan. Every time Amanda spoke, the black opal’s power waned. She used it to fuel her magic too. I had to get it back. I concentrated on the power, pulling it as hard as I could.

      “I want my damn black opal back,” I screamed.

      Barbie yelled at me to shut up. I opened one eye to see her rearing back to kick me again. Behind her my daddy jumped up and down in the mirror, punching at it, trying to break it. I braced myself and took Barbie’s kick in my shin. Bitch kicked hard. The blow took my breath away and made me shudder.

      “I want my black opal back,” I screamed again and imagined it around my neck.

      A black shape flew out of the trees and descended on Amanda, wingspan hiding what it was doing. Amanda howled in pain and fury, her arms pin-wheeling. The bird let out a squawk and flew away from her. It swooped down, diving toward me. Something hit my hand. I took my eyes off the bird and saw the black opal sitting there. Closing my eyes, I imagined the mirror smashing into a million little pieces and concentrated on the image until I heard a loud crack right near my head.

      The shards of the mirror caught sunlight and sparkled as they dropped to the ground. Barbie’s eyes widened and rounded, her mouth dropping open. It would have been funny had I not seen the figure of a man rising from the broken glass. Paul doubled up his fists and charged in Barbie’s direction. She ran from him, and he followed. A figure stood at the door of the cabin, watching it all. She turned her head to stare at me, and her voice cut through the black opal’s static in my head.

      “Keep saying it. Don’t let the other witch recover.”

      I did. I repeated my made-up incantation again and again, while Barbie ran around screaming her empty head off.

      “I, Peri Jean Mace, claim the magic set forth by Priscilla Herrera, my ancestor, because the Mace Treasure is mine by rights and by blood. I order the guardians of darkness to attack this trespasser and to punish her for trying to steal from me.”

      The black smoke, which at first seemed to caress Amanda like a pet, changed before my eyes. It churned around her, tightening and squeezing as her eyes filled with horror and pain. She opened her mouth to scream, but her cheeks caved in, and her skin began to dry and flake.

      Barbie sprinted around the cabin several times and was running out of steam. She stopped and gasped for breath, and Paul’s ghost jumped on her back. His see-through arms merged with hers. She shook him the way a dog shakes water off his back, but he hung on. My mother saw me watching.

      “Peri Jean, sweetie, come help momma. I know you can do it.” The tears streamed down her face, but she tried to smile. “Please?”

      “You tied me up.” I pushed against the bonds to show her. But the truth was, I wouldn’t have helped her even if I could have. She hated me. No matter what she promised, the time would come when I wound up dead by her hand.

      Paul gained the upper hand and began to pull her into the earth an inch at a time. She whipped her arms and legs, her struggles only digging her deeper. The earth covered first her feet, then her calves, and rode up to her thighs like the swell of a gritty sea.

      “You useless little brat. Use your magic to get loose and help me. Peri Jean Mace! I am talking to you.” Her eyes rolled from me to the dirt covering her and back again. Then the earth was over her torso and touching her collarbone. Her glare locked on me. “I wish I’d had an abortion. You weren’t worth any of it.”

      She threw up her head and keened at the sky until a mouthful of dirt cut it off. The most horrifying part was the last few seconds view of the top of her head, the gray at the roots reminding me this was a human being. I wondered what she thought about as she choked to death on dirt. At the last second, a ghostly hand reached up from the dirt and pushed her the rest of the way under.

      Heart pounding, fighting the blackness at the corners of my vision, I turned back to Amanda. One pain-filled eye rolled to stare at me. The black smoke had sucked her dry until she looked like she was the one dying of cancer. Something pulled my gaze back to the figure in the doorway of the cabin.

      “Finish it,” said the disembodied voice in my head. I took a deep breath and yelled the words again.

      “I, Peri Jean Mace, claim the magic set forth by Priscilla Herrera, my ancestor, because the Mace Treasure is mine by rights and by blood. I order the guardians of darkness to attack this trespasser and to punish her for trying to steal from me.”

      The ravens flew from the trees, seeming to number in the hundreds. They swarmed around Amanda, pecking at her flaking skin, eating bits of her. I had to turn away when one of them ripped out her eyeball.

      A heavy hand fell on my shoulder. My body jolted, using the last bit of adrenaline I had left. I screamed. It was girly, and it was weak, but I was too tired to keep myself from it.

      “It’s all right.” Wade Hill pulled a butterfly knife out of his pocket, flipped it open, and sawed at my bonds. “I’m here. I got you.”

      He cut through the ropes and unwound me, dragging me a short distance from the melee. We crouched together watching in horror as the ravens consumed the rest of their meal, croaking at each other. I checked the cabin to see if Priscilla Herrera’s ghost still watched, but it was empty. I hoped she was gone for good but would bet my last twenty dollar bill she’d be back.

      The ravens consumed all there was to eat of Amanda King, fighting over the leftover bits. They flew away a couple at a time until only one remained. He watched me out of one eye, the way birds do, tilting his head at me.

      “Thank him,” Wade whispered.

      I gave the bird a nod of appreciation, and it flew away. The old homesite felt different than when I first stepped foot into it an eternity ago. It felt almost peaceful, no longer a haunted, spooky place, but just an old place with an abandoned house on it.

      “We’ve got to clean up this mess,” Wade said.

      There was really not much left to show Amanda or Barbie had ever been to the site. Amanda’s candles and her goblet and dagger went into the Nova’s trunk. I’d figure out what to do with them later. I knew I didn’t want to keep them. No telling what kind of evil she’d managed with them. Wade and I packed my belongings—the cursed mini treasure chest and the spell book—into the passenger seat of my car.

      “Do you think we can break into Amanda’s house? She must have Eddie’s treasure notes. If I don’t get them now, it’ll end up being an ordeal.”

      “What makes you think I know how to break into anybody’s house?” He frowned at me.

      “Please.” I rolled my eyes at him. “She lives at the end of this road. Nobody’ll see us.”

      Turned out, we didn’t need to break in. We let ourselves in the unlocked front door. The state of things indicated Amanda’d left in a hurry. She must have felt it when I broke the memory spell and come running.

      We found Eddie’s research trunk and the Bruce family’s journals in Amanda’s study and carried them out to my car. I didn’t want any stuff belonging to me or my friends to ride in the trunk with Amanda’s candles and dagger and goblet, so I returned those to her study. By the time I came back out, Wade had Eddie’s trunk in my car. Neither of us spoke on the ride back to his motorcycle. He started to get out of the car, but I grabbed his arm to stop him.

      “How’d you find me?” I turned to Wade.

      “Last year when I lost you, it scared the shit out of me.” He pulled a muslin bag out of his pocket and waved it at me. “I made this little bag as sort of a homemade tracking device.”

      “What’s it got in it?”

      “You,” he said. “Beyond that, you don’t want to know.”

      “That why the Six Guns call you Mojo?” I gave him my patented Don’t Fart In My Car glare. “And don’t say it’s a trade secret.”

      He leaned his head back on the seat rest and stared at me, his eyes hooded. A long silence passed. He swallowed hard. “Yeah. Some of it.”

      I took my hand off his arm, and we went our separate ways.
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      On the way home, I made a stop by Eddie’s trailer and used my key to let myself in. Breaking the mirror where Amanda had trapped my father set him free. If Eddie was trapped in the mirror where I saw him, I wanted to do the same for him. I walked through the stifling tin can, the smell of mildew nearly overpowering me, and stopped short at the end of the hall. The remains of the antique mirror lay on the carpet in sparkling shards as though something had burst out of it.

      “Eddie? Did you hang around?”

      No answer. The hurt welled up inside me and overflowed. I slumped back to the front door, tears spilling down my cheeks. Everything I loved and cherished was lost to me. I closed my hand on the doorknob’s warm metal, and a freezing hand fell on my shoulder.

      “Loved you like you’s my own,” said Eddie’s voice. The hand squeezed.

      I spun to face him, to say all I needed to say, but he was already gone.

      I drove home crying and sat in my car a long time after I got there. The house looked so empty and deserted. Finally, I made myself go inside.

      The numbness I felt right after Memaw’s death returned in full force. I couldn’t manage to do any more than to go sit in Memaw’s room, looking at her things, and wishing she were with me again. My phone beeped, and I realized I’d been hearing and ignoring its intermittent beep for hours. I had a dozen missed calls and four messages, most of them from Hannah. I needed to call her but wasn’t ready yet.

      My body felt like it had gone ten rounds with an iron gorilla. Scratches and bruises covered every visible inch of skin. The hand Amanda gashed to do her spell throbbed. I needed to find my own way to close the cut or go to the hospital and get stitches. However bad my body felt, my mind hurt worse. It snarled like a hundred snakes with their tails tangled. Past events flashed before my eyes, making more sense than ever, my reaction to some of them causing me great shame. I hunched over and hugged myself but found no comfort.

      The boom of a vehicle’s door slamming pulled me from my pity party, and I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror over Memaw’s dresser. Tear streaks shone on my cheeks. Someone knocked on the door. I rushed to answer, rubbing the tears off my cheeks and wishing I could ignore the knock.

      I opened the door to find Wade Hill on my porch.

      “Did you forget something?”

      “No.” He picked up two suitcases. “I’m here to stay. I’m your new roommate.” He came toward me, and all I could do was step out of his way or get run over.

      “No, you’re not. I don’t want a roommate.” I followed him down the hallway where he stood in the open doorway of my bedroom.

      “I’ll take this one. I’m afraid I’ll ruin your grandmother’s furniture.”

      “But I don’t want a roommate,” I repeated.

      “Read this.” He pushed an envelope at me and headed back out the door, probably to bring more of his crap into my house. I tore open the envelope, recognizing the handwriting immediately. Tears stung my eyes as I read.

      Peri Jean,

      If you’re reading this, I am dead. I hope my dying went quick and didn’t cause you too much trouble. I know my time is about up because even I, who can’t see ghosts like you can, have caught glimpses of your grandfather wandering around, waiting to help me make the passage. George was such a nice man. I’ve missed him greatly and am looking forward to seeing him once more.

      Now let’s get down to business.

      First thing’s first, let Wade move in. Please. His special gift gave me a few extra months with you. This was the only way I knew to repay him. Took me forever to get him to agree, but I know he needs this. Now, I can no longer force you to do anything you don’t want to do, but I wish you’d at least give it a try. I think the two of you could be good for each other. If you don’t kill each other being stubborn.

      This second thing’s a little harder.

      You know what’s funny about life, my beautiful granddaughter? You’ve got things you know you ought to do. You’ve got plenty of time to do those things. But you end up letting the clock run down and never do them. If I could offer you any one piece of life advice, it would be to do it all before it’s too late. Experience everything you can, even if it ends up making you want to curl up in a ball and die.

      I am telling you this because it goes against everything I taught you ever since I took custody of you. After seeing what I saw growing up, hearing my parents’ stories, and then seeing it happen to you when you told your schoolmates about seeing Adam Kessler’s ghost, I thought the way to protect you was to teach you to hide what you are.

      You were such a good student. You built a wall around yourself and did everything you could to keep people out. I thought this was the truth of your existence. It made me sad because I knew most people would never understand how special and kind you are, but I thought your survival depended on keeping yourself separate.

      Then your cousin got murdered, and you took it on yourself to solve the murder. Somehow, your wall started crumbling then, and people started coming in. I could see how special you were to them and how special they were to you.

      Then I saw the way you tried to make yourself normal for these friends of yours. Especially for Dean.

      (Another thing I know if you have this letter in your hands is you and Dean are finished. I don’t know how it happened, but I can guess why.)

      I wanted so much to tell you to just be yourself and let Dean work out his own issues. I couldn’t because you were right in the middle of being in love with him, and the timing was wrong. He needed you to be a certain way so he could love you. If you were willing to try, who was I to preach at you? I spent my entire adult life trying not to be the person I was born as.

      Since you and Dean are finished, let me tell you what I wanted to tell you the whole time you were with him.

      Be who you are without apology. Never, ever let someone else try to change the core of what you are. Just like a tiger can’t change his stripes, you will never change being able to communicate with the spirit world. You have more otherworldly power than anybody I’ve ever seen, including my mama. Don’t ruin your life trying to be what someone else thinks you ought to be. Learn who you are and live your life for you.

      I’ve done my best to keep you away from my family for your own good. But if you want to learn who you are, they might be a good place for you to start. Look for them, and you’ll find each other. If you’re going to do this, be careful. Listen to your inner voice. Look for danger and run if you see it coming.

      Third thing. Your uncle Jesse said he told you about the tattoos. It is a mark many members of my family carry. My mama told me our family had a long relationship with the raven, going back before her family ever came to this country. She believed the birds brought her messages from the spirit world. She said sometimes they offered protection. When I was growing up, they were always around, even when we lived places ravens weren’t supposed to be.

      When I grew up and moved away from my family, I left behind the ravens too. I never saw them again until you were born. Then they came, looking in the window at you, watching you play. I shooed them away, even shooting at them. Finally, they stayed away. My life is drawing to a close, though, and I see them more and more. Make your own choice about your kinship with them. It’s in your blood.

      Love now and forever, my darling girl,

      Memaw

      Wade tromped into the house with a box of junk, stopping to stare at me, asking me silently if he could stay. I simply stared at him, too shocked and tired to commit to anything. He went to my bedroom. I followed and watched him put down the box, which held books. Lots of them.

      “I don’t want a roommate,” I said again.

      “You’ve said that twice now.” He opened one of my dresser drawers and made a face at the clothes inside. “I can help you move your stuff into Miss Leticia’s room if you want.”

      “I don’t want—”

      “A roommate,” he finished. “Even if Miss Leticia—your memaw—hadn’t insisted on this arrangement, it would be a cold day in hell before I left you out here in the woods to walk around like a zombie. Let me stay a month, get you through the worst of this. If either of us hates it, I’ll go.”

      Anger flashed over me. Finally, an emotion I knew how to express. I marched into the room, yanking a drawer out of the dresser and carrying it into Memaw’s room and dumping it on the bed.

      “Don’t get mad at me.” Wade followed me through the house and into Memaw’s room. “I know this is a big change. Like I said, if either of us hates it, I’m gone.” He turned me in his arms and held me tight. I pushed against him at first, but he wouldn’t let go, so I gave up and let him hold me. I laid my head on his chest and breathed in his scent. Sunshine, open road, and gasoline. I closed my eyes and hugged him back. We separated, and I sat on the bed. Wade sat on Memaw’s vanity bench. He looked like a gorilla on a tricycle.

      “Why do you need a place to stay?”

      He shrugged.

      “You’re not going to tell me.”

      “Miss Leticia said you’d have a hard time keeping up this place alone, and she hated to think about you out here alone after she was gone.”

      There was more to it than he was telling. Memaw’s letter implied she believed she was doing Wade a favor. I let it go for the moment because I didn’t have the energy to fight with him. Whatever the reasons Wade needed a place to live, Memaw’d been right. The cost of maintenance on an old house would be too much for me alone. I still wasn’t sure I wanted to live with Wade. His Six Gun Revolutionaries stuff aside, I wasn’t sure what he expected from a female roommate.

      “Don’t expect me to clean up after you, do your laundry, or cook for you. I’m not your maid—” I broke off as another thought crept into my mind, this one more primal. I stared at the tuft of black hair peeking out of the collar of Wade’s shirt and inhaled his musky scent.

      “I don’t expect any of it.” He gave me a raunchy grin accompanied by a stinky wink. “Or the other you’re thinking about but are too chicken to say.”

      “You don’t know what I’m thinking.” My cheeks burned at being caught, but I’d never admit to it.

      “It is all over your face.” He laughed. “You could never play poker. Listen to me. I want friendship more.”

      I gave up and went into the bathroom. I washed the grime off the cut on my hand. The wound hung open. It needed stitches. To hell with that. I wasn’t going back to the hospital. I glanced at the door. Wade could heal it.

      Then I thought about him puking off the stage the night before. The magic had been hard on him, maybe even hurt him. No. I could handle this myself.

      I dug under the sink until I found a bottle of alcohol. Jaw clenched, I poured it onto the cut, taking shallow breaths until I knew I wouldn’t scream. Once I could move, I took a much needed shower. I looked like I’d crawled out of a grave and smelled worse. It was time for the bad part.

      I removed the brand new tube of super glue I kept for this purpose from the medicine cabinet and cut off the top. Gritting my teeth, I pushed the edges of the cut together, and spread the glue over it. This burned a thousand times worse than the alcohol. I used every ounce of my self-control to not let even a single moan escape. When the glue was dry, I bandaged the hand.

      Wade coaxed me into cleaning out the rest of Memaw’s clothes and personal belongings. While her bedclothes washed and dried, we polished all her furniture and cleaned the floor. By the time we remade the bed, the room was like a new place. I moved what little I owned in there and took a long, slow look around.

      I’d always loved this bedroom furniture. It had much more character than the cheap, mass-produced particleboard set in my old room. Wade got one of his books and sat down at the kitchen table, smoking and reading.

      Someone knocked on the door. Wade stood faster than I thought a man his size capable and put one hand under his jacket. Who was he expecting?

      I turned on the porch light and opened the door. Hooty and Rainey and Hannah stood on the porch, their faces drawn and long. I shifted on my feet, suddenly too hot. I should have called one of them.

      “I’m sorry to barge in on you like this.” Hannah drew me into a hug. “I know what happened with Dean.”

      “It’s all over town, of course.” Rainey made a face and shook her head.

      “We wanted to give you your space,” Hooty said. “Then none of us ever heard anything. We were worried.” He tapped a file on his leg. “Plus, I need to look over Miss Leticia’s funeral arrangements with you.”

      “Come in.” I held the door open.

      They filed in. Hannah’s eyes widened at the sight of Wade sitting in the kitchen smoking and reading. She raised her eyebrows and cocked her head to one side. If I hadn’t felt so shitty, I’d have laughed. Neither Hooty nor Rainey showed any reaction to Wade. Either they’d seen so much weirdness from other people in their lives they didn’t care, or Memaw had spoken to them about her plans. Wade nodded at our visitors but went right back to his book.

      “I’ve got something for the two of you,” I said to Hooty and Rainey and left the room. I came back carrying Hezekiah Bruce’s journals. Father and daughter leapt to their feet, faces split in smiles. Their voices tumbled over each other as they asked too many questions at once.

      I tried explaining what happened. At the end of my story, all three of my friends sat in stunned silence.

      “Should we call the sheriff’s office?” Hannah asked. “Tell them what happened to Amanda and Barbie?”

      Rainey pressed her lips together and glared at Hannah. “What do you think the answer really is? We can’t tell anybody what happened to them.”

      “Eventually, they’ll be reported missing,” Hooty said. “We’re all likely to be questioned.”

      “We’ll work it out when we get to it,” Rainey said. “No need to worry about something we can’t change.”

      “If it’s settled, I have something I need to tell the three of you.”

      Three sets of eyes focused on me, all wary about what I might say next.

      “When I was fighting for my life in that clearing, I realized something.” I took a deep breath, still unsure about what I was about to say. “I want to find the Mace Treasure. People are never going to quit hunting it. Some of them are bad people, willing to kill over it. I can’t live with anybody else I love getting killed over some money that might or might not exist.” Thing is, for the first time in my life, I thought it did exist. Maybe it had never been found because the best camouflage in the world—magic—was used to hide it. My takeaway from this whole ordeal was that I had the talent to find it.

      Hannah smiled. “I’m going to help you.”

      “I am too,” Hooty said. “We’ll either put the myth to rest or get rich.”

      “I’m in,” Rainey said.

      Wade ignored us all, still pretending to read his book. I didn’t blame him.

      Hooty showed me Memaw’s funeral plan, and I signed off on it, tears streaking down my cheeks. My friends said their goodnights and left soon afterward. I followed Rainey to her car, ignoring Hannah’s curious stare.

      “Barbie and Amanda killed my daddy. Uncle Jesse can’t stay in jail for it.” I put my hand on the door of her Mercedes so she couldn’t jump in and drive away. She closed her eyes and exhaled through her nose.

      “I’ve been working on his case since I passed the bar,” she said. “I don’t want him there any more than you do, but to get him out, we have to prove he didn’t kill your father.”

      “But I’m standing here telling you who did it.” I wanted to shake her.

      “There’s nobody left to back up your story. You killed them.” Her dark gaze searched my face.

      “I didn’t kill anybody. They made bad choices, and they paid.” I took my hand off her car door and let her get in.

      “They’re still dead. No court can hear their testimony.” She started the engine and turned to me. “Believe me when I say I want to help your uncle as much as you do. Keep thinking. I’m listening.”

      “There might be something in the police file. You know it’s missing?”

      Rainey nodded, closing her eyes.

      “Sheriff Joey—I mean ex-Sheriff Joey’s got it.” My anger flamed up at the very thought. “If I can figure out where he’s hiding it—”

      “I’m willing to listen to any legal ideas you have to help your uncle.” Rainey took her eyes off me and started her car.

      I snapped my fingers. “My uncle Jesse said to tell you hi.”

      Rainey said nothing. She didn’t even look at me. But I thought I saw her cheeks darken before she grabbed the car door and shut it. She took off fast enough to spin her tires.

      Interesting and definitely not my business. Staring out at the silhouettes of the pine trees in the moonlight, I lit a cigarette. Movement on the porch caught my eye. I turned, thinking Wade had come out after all. The soft glow coming from the living room windows made my daddy’s ghost look even more transparent than he already was. He stood there, hands in the pockets of his jeans, watching me. Then he smiled, hopped off the edge of the porch, and disappeared around the side of the house. I ran to see where he’d gone and saw him pass through the chain-link fence, walking toward the dark woods. He glanced over his shoulder and blew me a kiss. He kept on walking.

      Tears stung my eyes, and all the things I never got to say to him flooded my mind. I held it in and let him go. There was time. My ability to see ghosts cursed me, stigmatized me, made my life a kind of hell. But it also blessed me. Because of it, I got a second chance to have a relationship with my daddy.

      I went back in the house. Wade sat at the kitchen table, reading and smoking and not talking. My aching body demanded I go to bed, but once I got there I couldn’t sleep. I kept thinking about the way the right path had been in front of me all along, and I refused to see it. I was what I was. No pretending or wishing would ever change it. Time to be a big girl and face it, if for no other reason than to protect the people I loved.

      My phone buzzed, signaling I had a text message. I turned on one of Memaw’s glass bedside lamps, making the crystals jingle together, and picked up my phone. It said I had a message from Dean.

      I handled things wrong. Can I come over so we can talk?

      I thought it over. There’s really no need.

      I turned off the cellphone before he could answer and clicked off the lamp. The dark and the quiet did nothing to slow my mind. Thoughts sped through it like a runaway train. Several minutes passed. I flicked the lamp back on, got Mysti Whitebyrd’s card out, and stared at it. I turned my cellphone back on and started dialing.
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        Hey there!

      

        

      
        That was a wild ride, wasn’t it? What a mix of triumph and tragedy.

      

        

      
        Peri Jean solved her father’s murder but lost her mother forever.

      

        

      
        She found the stolen clues to the Mace Treasure but it tore everything she believed about herself to shreds.

      

        

      
        And Memaw. Wasn’t her end a tear-jerker?

      

        

      
        Amidst all the heartbreak, Peri Jean lost her only source of income. Now she has to find another job.

      

        

      
        It's a good thing she met Mysti Whitebyrd. And an even better thing Mysti wanted to mentor her.

      

        

      
        That could be just the thing to generate some income.

      

        

      
        And get her into more trouble than she ever dreamed possible.

      

        

      
        Want to see how it shakes out?

      

        

      
        Turn the page to for a sample of Rest Stop, book 4 in this fast-paced urban fantasy series…and get ready to stay up all night reading.
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      I reached for my iced latte, an hour old and mostly water, and fumbled it. It tipped toward the immaculate floorboard of Mysti Whitebyrd’s Toyota Camry. She grabbed the paper cup before it could capsize and pushed it into my hand.

      “Nervous, Peri Jean?” She turned off the radio, a relief since the Tyler-based station spat more static than music two hours north of its origin.

      Nervous didn’t cover it. I spent the eight years after my divorce developing my ability to do odd jobs into a lucrative business only to lose it all in the course of twenty-four hours. Venturing into uncharted career territory using my ability to communicate with the spirit world scared the life out me.

      “Maybe you should let Brad do this.” The few séances I’d done for Mysti’s witch-for-hire business did little to make me feel prepared to contract for an actual missing persons investigator.

      “Hell, no. My brother, much as I love him, doesn’t have the talent to do this job.” Mysti pulled her wild, sun-bleached brown hair into a butterfly clip and examined herself in the visor mirror. “He’s careless, and he complains all the time. Griffin Reed insists on complete professionalism from his contractors.”

      What if I don’t measure up? I still had hope I could use my curse to make money. Griffin Reed could dash those hopes all to hell. What then? Slinging fried chicken at a gas station?

      “Stop worrying. You hear me?” She took her gaze off my face and read the road signs. “Our turnoff’s coming up.” She pointed at a green sign reading “Nazareth” with an arrow pointing right.

      I turned onto a cracked and buckled state highway and immediately saw another sign for Nazareth. This one told me it was two miles away. I sped up to fifty-five, the posted speed limit, and took in my surroundings.

      On both sides of the road, cleared pastures full of yellow, dead grass stretched far as I could see. Clusters of Black Angus cows clustered around watering tanks, waving their skinny tails against the horseflies. The land was empty. There wasn’t even a convenience store. No man’s land.

      “Life is about taking chances. Sometimes we jump out of choice. Sometimes it’s out of necessity.” Mysti glanced at a slip of paper sitting in her lap. “Your part-time bartending gig, working for those bikers, can’t pay much.”

      It didn’t. Last month, after I paid for gas to drive out there and back, it paid the light bill and the propane bill. I imagined I’d have the high-speed Internet or the satellite TV cut off before too much longer.

      “I’m guessing you don’t have too many other options.” Mysti squeezed my shoulder, maybe to let me know she meant no harm.

      “You’re right. The best offer I’ve gotten came from Benny Longstreet as his personal assistant.” I grimaced, reliving the rage I felt when he asked me to come work for him, offered with a lewd wink. I knew what he wanted my assistance doing. Not in this lifetime, donkey boy. I’d rather eat boiled raccoon asshole, but I knew I needed paying work. Mysti’s help in turning my ability to communicate with the spirit world into money was my last chance. No matter how much sense it made, I still felt like a charlatan. I never imagined it would come to this.

      “See the white billboard up there?” Mysti tapped me and pointed. “Pull off in front of it. Griff wanted us to see it before we came into town.”

      The flaking white billboard winked in the distance. I squinted to read the faded black writing covering it but was still too far away. Sensing movement in my peripheral vision, I took my eyes off the road. Out here in North Texas farm country, hitting an animal might mean hitting a horse, a cow, or a deer. The impact could very well kill us.

      At first, my mind rejected what I saw. Then a ringing buzzed in my ears. It spread until my whole head hummed with it. My stomach tried to climb out of my body via my throat. I grunted. What I saw was too weird for words.

      A family of four stood on the side of the road. Mother, father, and two kids. Each member of the family wore a bloodstained burlap bag over his head. The bags had no eyeholes and were tied at the neck. The smallest member of the burlap bag head family wore a cute white dress with sunflowers on it. The dress bore dirt stains with blood dripping from its ruffled hem. She raised her hand to wave at me. Somewhere in another part of my brain a child’s voice screamed in agony and fear. Sweat popped out all over me as I took in her horror and pain.

      Mysti half turned to me. “Peri Jean, girl, it’s right up here.” She took one look at the expression on my face and leaned forward so she could see out the driver’s side window. She turned back to me, lines etched into her forehead and her mouth open in horror. She saw it too. Mysti started to speak but something else caught her attention. Her eyes got even wider.

      “Watch out,” she screamed.

      I jerked my attention back to the road and yanked the wheel. The bumper of Mysti’s brand new Toyota Camry barely missed a dude riding his tractor in the middle of the fucking road. I jerked the wheel hard, hitting the gravel shoulder and fishtailing. We slid to a stop less than a foot from a barbed wire fence. I sat there gasping, heart jackhammering in my chest.

      The farmer stopped his tractor in the middle of the road. He shook his fist and yelled, “The hell you doing? Slow down!”

      I ignored him, closed my eyes, and took a deep breath. The calm crowded out the fear still racing through me. I opened my eyes again. In front of us was the billboard where Mysti wanted us to stop.

      “See?” I turned to her. “Here we are.”

      My friend had her hand pressed to her chest, her eyes still wide and spooked. She shook her head at my attempt to lighten the situation.

      I turned my attention to the billboard.

      My daughter went missing March 28, 1980. Her name is Susan Lynn Franklin. Susie was born December 18, 1962, has blond hair and blue eyes, 5’2” and weighs 98 lbs. The State Police said she’s a runaway, but I don’t believe that. If you have any information, please contact Margaret (Meg) Franklin at the following address or phone number.

      “This is who your PI friend wants us to look for?” I nudged Mysti.

      “You know what I know,” Mysti said. “Griffin Reed has his quirks, and not telling about a case until he can talk to me face to face is one of them.”

      Not for the first time, I took note of the way Mysti said “Griffin Reed.” It made me think their relationship consisted of more than professional interest. I held back a smirk and read over the sign again. This girl, Susie Franklin, had been missing for over thirty-five years. Why try to find her after all that time? In spite of my new job jitters, I felt a little spark of curiosity.

      The farmer turned his tractor around and parked it across the road from us. Oh, boy. He wants to chew us out. I didn’t take being chewed out graciously.

      The guy got off his tractor and hitched up his plain black pants, probably Dickie’s. He waited for an eighteen-wheeler to pass. The wind from it ruffled his thick white hair. He crossed the road, the shine from his black work shoes catching the dull sun. I unbuckled my seatbelt and got out of the car, waiting until he got close enough to hear before I spoke.

      “I sure am sorry. I thought I saw”—I paused and searched my mind for an appropriate substitute—“an animal about to dart out on the road. Been driving for a couple of hours, and I’m tired.” Truth was, I was always tired these days. It plagued me like a cold I couldn’t quite shake. If this old feller copped an attitude, I might give him something to remember me by. We stared at each other a few minutes. I tried to keep my expression humble and contrite. Really, I did.

      “It’s all right. Anywhere near that curve is always a risk.” He squinted his eyes and stared at me, cocking his head to one side and glancing right at the spot where I saw the burlap head family. “You’re white as a sheet, girl. You sure you’re all right?”

      “I’m fine. Shook up is all.” I rubbed my hand over my cheek and found it covered with a clammy layer of sweat.

      “Where you coming from?” He asked the question the way a country person does, completely sure of his right to know.

      “South of here. Tyler.”

      He nodded. “You headed into Nazareth? Or going all the way to Sandal?”

      “Nazareth.” Mysti joined us.

      The man took in Mysti’s handkerchief style skirt of many colors and her fringed shawl. He raised his eyebrows and glanced down at the leather Jesus shoes she wore. He smiled.

      “Heard Meggy Franklin hired some folks to find out what happened to her Susie. Y’all them?”

      “Sure are. I’m Mysti Whitebyrd, and this is my associate, Peri Jean Mace.” Mysti put on a big, toothy smile, but I saw the uncertainty in her brown colored eyes. She held out her hand to the old man. He took it, gave it a token squeeze, and dropped it like it might contaminate him.

      “Lewis DeVoss.” He glanced at Mysti and frowned before turning his gaze on me, the weight of it drifting down to my torn-up jeans and worn-out cowboy boots. He nodded, almost to himself. “Own this whole stretch o’ land, both sides of the road.”

      “Lotta land.” I didn’t know what else to say. “Cows? Or crops too?”

      “Mostly the cows,” DeVoss said. “Some hay.”

      “How’d you know we were here to work the Susie Franklin case?” Mysti asked.

      “Nazareth ain’t got more’n eight hundred souls calling it home. We’re all related or we’ve known each other so long we might as well be. Not much stays secret ’round these parts.” He wiped at his nose. “Besides, I felt bad for poor Meggy Franklin. She’s good folks.”

      I grew up in a small town. Maybe not as small as Nazareth, but I knew all about the way secrets don’t stay secrets. This open landscape and the big sky hanging over it seemed like it wouldn’t harbor secrets too happily. Feeling the old man’s hard gaze on me, I glanced back at him and recoiled at the intensity of his stare.

      “Give you ladies a piece o’ advice, you don’t mind.” He waited for us to invite him to continue, like country folks do, his arms crossed over his chest.

      “Please,” I said.

      “Don’t stay here in Nazareth too long. And don’t go in no abandoned buildings. We got a dangerous element ‘round here. Outsiders got a way of disappearing.” His speech made, he turned to go.

      “Thanks, Mr. DeVoss,” I called after him, throwing a glance at Mysti. She needed to thank him too, in case we had to talk to him again. I found her frozen, her hands hanging limply at her sides, the way city people get when something scares them. DeVoss half-turned and gave me a little wave and smile. The smile never touched his eyes.

      Mysti turned back to the car, but I stepped close and grabbed her arm and shook my head. Keeping my voice low, I said, “Don’t let him know he spooked you. Wait for him to leave.” I elbowed her. “Try not to look so damn scared.”

      I might as well have told her to hold her breath and count to six thousand. Everything about Mysti, from her posture to the expression on her face, screamed fear. Can’t win ’em all.

      We stood there in front of the old billboard like it held the answers to the world and watched Lewis DeVoss amble to his tractor. The old man took his time climbing up and turning the thing on. He turned back for one last wave. Then he was gone, and I strolled toward the car. Mysti tried hard not to run, and she almost made it, only jogging the last couple of steps.

      “He’s just unhappy a couple of outsiders are poking around,” I told her.

      “I know.” She kept her gaze fastened on the road, jaw working. Having seen her like this a few other times, I knew to keep my mouth shut.

      I got the car back on the road and drove slowly, hoping not to run into Lewis DeVoss again. We passed an overgrown rest stop with a chain across the driveway. A closed sign and a no trespassing sign hung from the chain. The hair stood up on the back of my neck. The old man’s words came back to me. Don’t go in no abandoned buildings. Outsiders got a way of disappearing.

      I was glad to see the green city limits sign for Nazareth, Texas. The population listed on the sign said seven hundred fifty-seven. DeVoss had been close to right.

      “This road goes straight through town.” Mysti regained some of her composure. She set the cellphone on her lap and tapped on its screen. “The motel’s after we pass through.”

      We drove through downtown Nazareth. Not much to see. The weather-beaten, faded buildings housed a few antique shops, a dollar store, and a couple of diners. Nobody walked the streets, other than a stray dog so skinny his ribs and hip bones showed. I slowed to let him pass in front of us and was struck by the feeling of being watched. I twisted in my seat, casting my gaze about, until a car came up behind us and I had to start moving again.

      “This is a creepy damn place,” Mysti muttered, almost to herself. “Wonder how Griff is faring here.”

      Again I heard the lilt in her voice when she spoke his name. Despite my unease, I smiled. The motel, a single row of about ten rooms set a few hundred yards off the road, came up, and I pulled into the driveway. This place didn’t look much better than the rest of Nazareth. The bricks needed a good pressure washing, and the asphalt parking lot was buckled and cracked. The rooms would either be so nasty they made our skin crawl or rundown but clean. I prayed for the latter and pulled into a parking place.

      Here we go, I thought. I had to do the best I could and stuff my worries down deep. I hoped it was enough to impress Griffin Reed.
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      I stood in front of the car and smoked while Mysti checked us in. She emerged from the motel office holding an actual brass key. I dug my wallet out of my bag and opened it.

      “No, I told you expenses are on me.” Mysti walked down the single row of rooms until she came to number eight. She used the key to open the door, and the smell of old carpet rolled out to greet us.

      “I’ll get our bags.” Maybe Mysti would leave the door open to let the room air out. I lugged our two suitcases into the room and found Mysti kissing—and I mean really kissing—a tall, wiry guy with short, slicked-down black hair and one of those sexy stubble beards. His slim cut slacks and suit jacket clashed comically with Mysti’s hippie wear. I tried to back quietly out of the room, but the guy, whom I assumed was Griffin Reed, saw me and pulled away from Mysti.

      “You’re Peri Jean?” He held out one long-fingered hand. His fingernails had been buffed to a shine.

      “Nice to you meet you, Griffin.” I returned his hard handshake. He grinned. “Sorry to walk in on you guys.” And I was. I missed having someone to kiss. Especially the way Mysti kissed Griffin.

      “No worries, and call me Griff. My father was Griffin.” He grabbed Mysti’s suitcase from me and set it on the bed nearest the door. His knowing the right one amused me more than it should have, and I had to bite my cheek not to smile on my way to putting my suitcase on the bed nearest the bathroom. “Not too many places to eat in Nazareth, but I’ll take y’all to an early supper. Give you ten minutes to freshen up. Meet me in the parking lot. We’ll ride together.” Griff gave me another smile and left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you we were a thing.” Mysti opened her suitcase and grabbed a little plastic zippered bag. “I was sort of afraid you wouldn’t want to come, and I wanted you to do this with me so you could see how satisfying it is to make money with your gift.”

      You mean my curse? I already knew not to say those words to Mysti. They pushed her hot button.

      “Why on earth would I not want to meet your boyfriend?” I saw an ashtray sitting on the particle board dresser and took out my cigarettes and showed them to Mysti. She nodded and went into the bathroom and turned on the light. I lit up and followed her, pulling myself up to sit on the long sink vanity.

      “Because you’re lonely, whether you want to admit it or not.” She glanced up from applying her lip gloss and raised her eyebrows. “Plus, he’s not really my boyfriend. Commitment issues, I think.”

      “Too bad. He’s cute.” I winked at her.

      “He really is.” She giggled and finished putting on her makeup. “Griff’ll want to work after supper. We might be interviewing people. Make yourself presentable.”

      I touched up my makeup and brushed my chin-length hair, staring hard at the black for strands of gray, but didn’t change out of my worn-in jeans and beat-up cowboy boots. I bet I’d fit in better than Griff and Mysti did.

      We found Griff standing next to a new gray SUV, smoking a cigarillo. He stubbed it out and hurried to open the door for Mysti. Without asking where we wanted to go, he drove us to a diner called Family Home Cooking. The sign out front promised all we could eat fried catfish. We had to circle the full lot several times before someone pulled out, and we snagged their spot.

      Griff opened the door for Mysti and went around the SUV’s back and pulled out a black canvas messenger bag. We walked into the restaurant, a large, open room lined with booths. Tables created an obstacle course through the middle of the room. Every head in the restaurant turned to stare at us.

      Most of Family Home Cooking’s patrons wore about the same thing I did. Mysti and Griff stood out like a pair of chess pieces on a checkerboard. A young woman wearing a tight, white T-shirt with Family Home Cooking emblazoned on the front hurried over to us.

      “Folks, there’s a booth about to open up over in that corner.” She raised one arm to point, and her shirt pulled up, exposing a fish-belly white roll of fat hanging over her jeans. She left the T-shirt the way it was and went on about her business, leaving us to stand like vultures while the elderly couple occupying the booth she pointed out slowly stood and gathered their belongings and finally sauntered off, the woman staring hard at us as they passed. We slid into the booth even though the other couple’s ketchup-smeared plates and half-empty tea glasses still sat on it.

      “What y’all want to drink?” A middle-aged woman appeared next to the booth and took out an order pad.

      “Do you have beer?” Griff didn’t sound or look too hopeful.

      “Nowhere in Nazareth has beer. Hall County’s dry as a bone.” She delivered the speech in a bored monotone. “We got iced-tea, sweet or unsweet and all kinds of Coke.”

      “Water?” I didn’t trust the tea, and soft drinks were too sweet for me.

      She scribbled on her notepad without answering.

      Mysti and Griff ordered unsweet tea.

      “Catfish buffet’s all there is. Go over to the steam counter and tell ‘em what you want. Price is $11.99 per person.” She turned to walk away.

      “Ma’am?” Griff called after her. She turned back, her mouth still set in the same grim line. “Can we get the table cleaned off?”

      She heaved out the kind of sigh only the truly put upon know how to deliver. “I’ll have it done by the time you get back with your plates.”

      Turned out, she didn’t and had to rush over and remove the plates and glasses while we stood there holding our food. Griff had to ask her not to take away the drinks she’d brought for us. We ate our food in silence. When we finished, Griff ordered coffee and pulled a laptop and a few files out of his messenger bag.

      “As you probably guessed from the billboard, we’re here to look into the disappearance of Susan Franklin.” He pushed a button to power up his laptop and pushed it against the wall so it faced outward. He tapped a few buttons and a grainy newspaper photo of a smiling girl looked out at us.

      “Why after so many years?” I stared at the face, knowing she was probably dead, probably a horrible death.

      “Let’s let this young lady serve our coffee, and I’ll tell you a little story.”

      The girl with the muffin top set out a thermal carafe of coffee. Then she dug in her apron and set down the bill. Rather than leaving, she stood, staring at us expectantly, until Griff picked up the bill, dug in his wallet, and handed her some bills with a smile. “Keep the change.”

      The girl’s small mouth dropped open, and she drew in a deep breath. “Thanks a lot, mister.” She made a big show of dragging the little sugar holder to the middle of the table and giving us a toothy smile before she walked off. Griff said nothing until she was out of earshot.

      “Susie was a senior at Nazareth High. Good student, track runner. She dropped out of high school midway through the fall semester of her senior year.” Griff poured coffee into thick off-white mugs. “We have an appointment to speak with her mother in a few minutes. I’m going to let her tell you why Susie quit school.”

      After the ordeal at the billboard outside Nazareth, Griff’s insistence on not telling us the whole story grated on me. “Why don’t you just tell us?”

      “Good question. What happened to Susan Franklin was fairly well-documented in the news media. It was a huge scandal.” He stopped to take a sip of his coffee. “But I’ve never heard her mother tell her version of events. Since neither you nor Mysti have heard any of Susie’s story, I’m hoping one of you will hear anything I skim over because it sounds familiar. The small details are what breaks cases like this wide open.”

      I was tired of being in the dark, but I nodded. I’d get paid either way.

      “Now let’s get down to what I really want the two of you to know. I found out about Susie Franklin while looking into another missing person’s case.” Griff pulled a sheet of paper from his file and slid it across the table to Mysti and me. A picture of a smiling girl took up most of the sheet. Underneath her picture were the words “$150,000 reward for any information on the whereabouts of Kaitlyn Summers who went missing September 16, 2011.”

      There’s the real money and the reason he’s willing to hire not one, but two, paranormal princesses.

      “I called the number on the flyer.” Griff leaned forward, chest pressing into the hard edge of the table, intent on his story and earnest about telling it. “Talked to Kaitlyn’s father. Nice guy. He said the last time he talked to Kaitlyn, she had turned off the main road because she saw a sign for a rest stop. She apparently needed a restroom.”

      I shivered at the mention of the rest stop. Surely Kaitlyn didn’t stop at the one Mysti and I passed earlier. It looked too run down and the vegetation too overgrown to have been open in 2011. Stay out of abandoned buildings.

      Griff took in my shiver. “She lost signal not long afterward, and he never spoke to her again.”

      “Law enforcement find anything?” My ex was the new sheriff of the county where I lived. I learned during our time together that law enforcement got involved in everything.

      “Not even her car. Her cellphone last pinged off a tower near here.” Griff stopped talking as a family of four passed our booth. “Thing is, when I started looking into Summers’s disappearance, I learned something funny. Somewhere between forty and fifty people have gone missing in the last thirty years, within a twenty-mile radius of where we’re sitting.” He tapped the table for emphasis.

      Outsiders have a way of disappearing. The skin on my back crawled.

      “Something’s going on here, has been going on for a while. If I can, I intend to find out what it is.” Griff glanced between Mysti and me. “The reward’ll be nice, but this’ll help a lot of families find closure.”

      “And get your name on the map.” I smiled to let him know I didn’t think ill of him for it.

      “You bet.” He pointed one long finger at me. “Get you ladies on the map, too. Maybe lead to some business.”

      He and Mysti high-fived. Watching them made me feel good. Even if Griff wouldn’t commit, they seemed to have a good deal going. Another thing I learned from my abortive relationship with Dean Turgeau was the importance of recognizing when things worked and ending them right away if they didn’t.

      “Do you think whatever’s doing this is something paranormal?” It sounded more like human evil to me, like we might be sitting in a serial killer’s favorite hunting spot.

      “I just don’t know.” Griff caressed his stubble beard and shook his head. “Mysti told me you’re a powerful medium. I hoped, if nothing else, you’d be able to contact Susie’s spirit.”

      The burlap head family popped back into my mind, and I quickly told Griff about seeing them. He shuffled through his papers and showed me a newspaper report about a family moving cross-country in the days before cellphones who vanished somewhere between the Louisiana border and Dallas.

      “This them?” He tapped a photo of a family smiling in front of an old RV.

      “I didn’t see their faces.” I picked up the paper and scanned through it, noticing a PI hired by the family found a truck stop waitress north of Tyler who remembered them coming into the place where she worked. She said the little girl’s dress had sunflowers on it. I handed the paper back to Griff. It trembled along with my hand.

      The middle-aged waitress marched over to our table and loomed over us like a schoolmarm who’d caught a bunch of kids smoking behind the wood shop.

      “We close in ten minutes.” She bit out the words as though she’d have rather screamed them and marched away.

      “We need to get to Margaret Franklin’s anyway,” Griff told us. Mysti and I helped him pack up his things and got out before Miss Meanypants returned.
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      Griff drove us through a maze of narrow, blacktopped streets. Trees hung in a canopy over the road. The dying sunlight streaked through the branches, dappling light and shadows in front of us. He pulled to the curb in front of a tall, skinny Queen Anne style Victorian with a for sale sign in front.

      Despite the sunny yellow and sage paint, obviously fresh, and the brighter than bright white picket fence, a pall hung over the house. The house itself seemed to sit alone and apart from the other tidy houses on the street. It seemed like the loneliest kid in school, which I knew more than a little about.

      Griff held open the picket fence gate for Mysti and me and followed us up the walk and onto a tiny, rounded front porch. A hanging bench swing took up most of the space. He edged past us to knock on the front door, the white columns on either side dwarfing him. The light fixtures set into the columns were already lit to welcome the oncoming darkness.

      From inside the house, soft, quick footsteps approached the huge door. It swung open, and we stood face to face with a white-haired woman wearing paint-stained blue jeans and a matching T-shirt. Her canvas shoes must have started out white, but dirt and stains had turned them the color of dishwater. She struggled to smile but never got both sides of her lips to cooperate and finally settled on a kind of grimace.

      “Griffin Reed?” She settled her gaze on each of us in turn, lingering the longest on me.

      “Call me Griff.” He held out his hand for her to shake, which she did after staring at it for a while.

      “Y’all come on in, I guess.” She held open the door for us to pass.

      The house’s interior was as smartly spiffed up as its outside. I thought I smelled the scent of refinished wood floors and fresh paint. The bannister on the stairs to the second floor held my attention the longest. The wood’s rich, flawless stain gleamed in the lamplight, casting the room into a golden-hazed shadow world. Despite how pretty everything looked, the same sadness permeated the rooms. I glanced at Griff and Mysti and saw they’d locked hands, both their faces set in grim discomfort. The right buyer for this wonderful home would be a long time coming.

      “Come on in my office.” Margaret Franklin led us down a narrow hallway off the foyer, moving faster and more gracefully than I’d have imagined a woman her age capable.

      As I passed in front of the beautiful stairway, I saw the outline of someone sitting on the top step, arms hunched over her legs, the glow of evening sun glimmering over a headful of blond hair. Must be Susie Franklin’s ghost. Maybe she would be willing to communicate with me. Some spirits resisted. I hoped she wouldn’t be one of them.

      Margaret Franklin showed us into her office. The narrow room, with its tall windows and white painted brick fireplace, might have originally served as a parlor. She motioned us to sit on a worn leather couch positioned in front of a bank of filing cabinets. I sat on one end, next to Mysti, and Griff sat on the other end. The freshly painted walls were naked, but posters of Susie, most of them emblazoned with the word missing, lay everywhere. They must have been the former decor. Margaret watched me looking around.

      “Can I get y’all Cokes or anything?”

      “No, but thank you.” Mysti said. “We came from eating supper.”

      Margaret rolled an old-fashioned wooden desk chair in front of the couch and sat in it, her gaze finding me again. “I know you,” she said finally. “You’re Peri Jean Mace from Gaslight City.”

      My cheeks got hot. I squirmed on the couch, looking for a comfortable position and not finding one. “Yes, I am.”

      “I agreed to hire a private detective, not a psychic.” Margaret glared at Griff.

      “Her fees come out of mine. There won’t be any extra charges.” Griff’s face remained impassive.

      I wanted to know how Margaret knew who I was, what I was. Had I been on my own, I’d have asked. No, demanded. This situation, working for Griff, required I shake it off. I did so reluctantly.

      Margaret focused on Mysti. “And you, little miss tie-dye hippie, what’s your part?”

      “I have a business specializing in séances, among other things. I’m here to assist Peri Jean if she needs it.” Mysti said the words in an even, professional tone I envied and wanted to learn how to emulate. I had to find it within myself to do this, to make this work. It was my last chance before I started wearing a uniform and a name tag to work.

      “I’m glad you didn’t tell me you were bringing these two,” Margaret told Griff. “I’d have probably told you not to bother. You’ve got to understand, after Susie went missing, I got hit on by every crackpot in the country. Folks claiming to be psychics would call me up.” A shot of anger crossed over her features. “At first I was really gullible.”

      “I’m sorry if you were swindled,” Griff said. “I assure you I am honest. The rate I quoted you won’t go up. Sometimes I do employ traditional investigative methods. On a case this old, however, the trail is cold. Mysti and Peri Jean might give me the advantage I need to help you. Are you ready to talk about Susie? Maybe tell me what your dream outcome to all this is?”

      Margaret nibbled on her bottom lip for several seconds. Her eyes clouded with some sort of internal debate. Finally, her face hardened, and she spoke. “I’m sure you saw the for sale sign out front. This town is full of bad memories for me. I’m retired, and I want to move on. Before I do, I want to find my baby’s remains and give her the burial she deserves.”

      “We will do our best to help you achieve that goal.” Griff pulled his messenger bag into his lap and dug out some papers. “This is a standard contract for my services. Why don’t you look it over, sign it. Then I’d like you tell us everything you know about Susie’s disappearance.”

      Margaret put on a set of reading glasses and pored over each page of the contract, brow furrowed. She got to the last page and sat there chewing on her lip and staring at it. Drawing a deep breath, as though fortifying herself, she scribbled her name. She held out the papers to Griff, and he slipped them back into his messenger bag. He took out a small, digital recorder.

      “Do you mind if I record our conversation? I use the recording to make my notes.”

      Margaret waved off the question, nodding. “I suppose I should tell you this ain’t my first experience with a private investigator.”

      “That so?” Griff leaned forward, his handsome face set in concerned lines, gaze fixed on Margaret.

      “I hired Phil Cotton out of Dallas. You ever heard of him?”

      “Actually, I have. He was one of the first people I met when I started doing this work. He and the guy who trained me were like those old-style TV gumshoes.” Griff chuckled.

      Margaret nodded, allowing herself a small smile.

      “How soon after Susie’s disappearance did you hire Mr. Cotton?”

      “Within a month. The police force wouldn’t help me look for her. They said it was because she ran away, but it was really because of her trouble here in town.” Anger flared in her eyes and cheeks, and she shook it off with an air of resignation I knew by heart.

      “Did Phil learn anything useful? I’m sorry to say he died several years ago, and I have no idea if I could get my hands on his records. Anything you remember would be a great help.”

      “I got his report in one of those file cabinets behind you.” Margaret stood, walked around the couch, and began opening and closing drawers. I twisted in my seat to watch her. She took out a yellowed file and handed it to Griff.

      “Phil checked area restaurants, bus stations, the like. Nobody’d seen her. It was like she walked out of this house and fell off the edge of the earth.” Margaret sat back down in her rolling chair.

      Remembering Griff’s similar comment about the other disappearances, I shivered. Margaret watched me, her eyebrows knitting together. She turned back to Griff.

      “You told me when you contacted me you’d found Susie’s website and then did some research. What do you know about the circumstances surrounding her disappearance?”

      “Just what the newspapers printed at the time,” Griff said. “I’d like to hear you tell me everything you remember. Mysti and Peri know nothing about Susie’s disappearance, so please start from the beginning for their benefit.”

      Margaret’s face twisted. She opened her mouth, closed it, and opened it again. “Susie’s father was a long-haul truck driver who got killed in an accident when Susie was starting high school. He didn’t have insurance, and he hung on for about six weeks on life support. His death ate up everything we’d put away to send Susie to college.” She spoke the words as though she’d either said them often or thought them often. I’d guess both. She took a deep breath and started speaking again. “I encouraged Susie to find something she could use to get a scholarship to college. We’d gotten a new football coach, and he started a girl’s track program. He was outgoing and good-looking, and Susie signed up. She ended up running track all through high school.” She sucked her upper lip into her mouth and mashed her bottom teeth into it, staring at us as though deciding whether or not she could stand to continue.

      “Margaret, you’re not to blame for what happened.” Griff leaned forward as far as he could and stared hard at her. “None of us here will judge you.”

      Her expression dulled. I suspected it didn’t matter if we judged her or not. She did a fine job of it herself. “The summer between Susie’s junior and senior year, she changed.” Margaret narrowed her eyes at the memory.

      “How did your daughter change?” Mysti asked in her soft, gentle voice.

      “She was thin from running track, but she got downright skinny. And she didn’t act like herself. My daughter was always bubbly and giggling. That year, she got quiet.” Margaret put her hand over her mouth. “She wanted to quit track. God damn me to Hell, I wouldn’t let her, and I never even asked why.” She spoke the last words in a trembling, weepy voice and had to stop. She dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. “First week of October, I came home early from work and found Susie face down on her bed. She’d taken an overdose of sleeping pills. I rushed her to old Doc Rasmussen’s office, and he saved her.” The older woman’s mouth puckered as though she’d tasted something awful. “Next day she told me she’d been sleeping with the coach since the end of her junior year.”

      “Oh no,” Mysti whispered. Fury stormed inside me, and I pushed it down, forcing myself to stay calm.

      “I took all the right steps.” Margaret counted off on her fingers. “I reported him to the principal. I’m not sure what I’d been expecting, but I wasn’t prepared for what happened.” Her gaze settled on the floor, weighted down with events thirty-five years dead. She slumped with the burden of it. “See, the coach—Bobby John Culpepper—was good at his job. We’d had winning seasons ever since he hired on. Principal Thomas didn’t want to do anything at all. Oh, he offered to pay for Susie to go to boarding school in Dallas.”

      I ground my teeth. I knew all too well how small town people could band together to sweep undesirable events or people under the rug.

      “What happened then?” I didn’t like the grit in my voice, knew I couldn’t let it get the better of me, but I had to know how this awful story ended up.

      “I—I got angry. I contacted the Dallas media and hired a lawyer. The story broke, and the school suspended the coach.” Margaret twisted her hands in her lap. “But, see, it didn’t end there. Folks in town were mad because they thought I was trying to take away their winning ticket. None of Susie’s friends would talk to her. The football team terrorized her. It was like she’d done something terrible. I suppose, to all of them, she had. She stood it for a few weeks and quit going to school.”

      None of us said anything for several minutes. I listened to the hum of electronics in the house and thought about Susie Franklin.

      “Tell us about the day Susie disappeared,” said Griff, voice soft and full of sympathy. “Was there any sign of a struggle?”

      “No. I came home from work, and she was gone. She’d taken a few clothes, her duffle bag, and her purse. I never found her babysitting money, so I guess she had that on her, too.” Margaret drew in a trembling breath.

      “It’s your opinion she left on her own will?” Griff’s voice never wavered from its sympathetic croon.

      “Yes, she ran away.” Margaret threw up her hands. “But Susie would have called me once she got where she was going. Or sometime over the years. She’d have never left me hanging. She knew I loved her, but I was the postmistress over at the post office. Moving to another town would have meant starting over, maybe a pay cut. We had no savings.” Margaret’s voice rose with each declaration, and her eyes shone with tears.

      “What became of the coach?” Mysti put her elbows on her knees and leaned forward.

      “With Susie gone, what little investigation there was died.” Bitterness crept into Margaret’s voice. “Coach Bobby John took the rest of that year off, but he was back the next year coaching the Nazareth High School Fighting Tigers to another winning season.”

      Hurt welled up in my chest and closed my throat. What an awful thing for this poor woman to have to watch.

      Margaret got up and walked to the antique desk behind her. She dug through the drawers and put a few things in a plastic grocery sack. “Mr. Reed? Since you’ve hired psychics, maybe I should give these to you.”

      Griff rose from the couch and took the sack from her, briefly glancing at its contents. To my surprise, he held it out to me. I peeked inside. Inside was a school picture of Susie Franklin. Susie had her white-blond hair styled into Farrah Fawcett waves and wore blue eye shadow to set off her cornflower blue eyes. Griff didn’t sit back down but instead nodded to Mysti and me. We stood.

      “I think we’ve got enough, Margaret.” He held out his hand again, and she took it briefly. She turned to me.

      “I put Susie’s track shirt in there so y’all could remember she was really a person, one who was done wrong by this town.”

      “I will do my best to settle this for you,” I said.

      We left the house in silence and drove through dark streets back to the motel.
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        * * *

      

      “I feel funny dumping you in here by yourself.” Mysti leaned against the standard hotel room vanity, its edge cutting off the head of the peacock on her white kimono, and piled her hair on top of her head. She flipped on the two curling irons on the counter and glanced at me in the mirror.

      “Don’t. How often do you two actually get to spend time together?” The elaborateness of her beauty ritual both amused me and made me feel incredibly lonely. I didn’t miss Dean so much as I missed having someone to share life with. No matter how awful I felt, I’d break my own back not to let it show. Mysti didn’t deserve to have her evening with Griff ruined with my drama.

      “Not often.” Mysti waved the eyeliner applicator in her hand. “Well, I suspect it’s often enough for Griff.”

      “Why do you stay interested if you don’t want the same thing?” Actually, I knew the answer to this one. Sometimes a guy seems worth jumping through extra hoops in case there’s a chance it might work out.

      “I keep hoping he’ll wake up some day.” She applied thick, black cat eyes and put away the eyeliner. “Griff got married young and divorced after a couple of years. He thinks the problems had to do with his personality flaws.”

      “And he thinks the same things’ll go wrong if you two get serious?”

      Mysti nodded and stroked mascara onto her eyelashes. “I don’t think it was his fault. It was being too young, too poor, and desperately unhappy because of those things.”

      “From what you can gather.”

      “I keep forgetting you went through a nasty breakup not so long ago.” She stopped patting glittery powder over her face long enough to give me a sympathetic smile.

      “I’m sure not one to give relationship advice.” I leaned over the counter and picked up a pot of plum colored eye shadow. I’d never have the nerve to wear something so bold, but it fit Mysti.

      “You want to, though. It’s written all over your face.” She pulled her hair out of its clip and grabbed the larger of the two curling irons.

      “Dean taught me firmly held beliefs don’t change. No matter how much either of you want them to.” I unscrewed the lid off the plum colored eyeshadow and took the eye shadow brush Mysti handed me. I slid off the counter so I could see my reflection and started applying it. I couldn’t help myself, even though I knew I wouldn’t like it. “My advice is to either enjoy the status quo, knowing it’ll never be more, or tell him what you want and see where he stands. Be willing to end it if what he says doesn’t make you happy.”

      Mysti said nothing and picked up the smaller curling iron. She used it to make tiny ringlets framing her face. She unplugged both curling irons and stared at me in the mirror. “That what you wish you’d done with Dean?”

      “Sort of. I wish I had accepted his limitations regarding who and what I am a lot earlier on than I did.” A more truthful wish was never having taken up with him in the first place. I could have saved myself the grief.

      “At least you’re no worse for the wear. And look at you starting something new using your special talent.” She winked at me and gave my hair a tug. “You’ve even got this new look going with your longer hair. You got the world by the balls.” She grabbed her clothes off their hangers, went into the tiny bathroom, and closed the door.

      I listened to her rustle around dressing and thought about what I was doing here in Nazareth, Texas. What if I was making another stupid mistake, like with Dean? Just as Dean hadn’t been my dream man, medium-for-hire was not my dream job.

      Cleaning houses and mowing lawns wasn’t either, remember? No, it wasn’t. I learned to look for the positives in the work. Many of the positives of being a medium-for-hire would be the same. Not having to show up and sit behind a desk or stand behind a counter eight hours a day. Choosing my own clientele. Working with different people all the time.

      But what if it doesn’t work out? What’s next? I didn’t know, and not knowing scared me. Too much in my life had changed over the last year, and none of the changes were happy ones. People I loved were dead. I knew secrets I never wanted to know.

      “You can do this.” Mysti’s voice came from right next to my ear. I yelped and tripped over my own feet, adrenaline surging through my bloodstream.

      “I didn’t even hear you come out of the bathroom.” I sat down on my bed and took in her outfit, unable to keep my eyes from widening.

      Mysti posed for me, sticking her knee through the slit in her floor-length, black, slinky nightgown. She twisted and turned on her strappy, black, and high-heeled, do-me shoes.

      “Wow. He won’t know what hit him.” I shook my head.

      Mysti waved off my compliment. “Sorry I surprised you. You were so deep in thought and worry, somebody needed to break you out of it.” She stood in front of me and met my gaze. “You can do this. Really. But keep one thing in mind. It’s your choice. If you really don’t want to, I’ll take you to the bus station in the morning. But since we’re playing girlfriends and giving advice, here’s mine to you. Give this a chance, a really fair one. Quit worrying and put your heart into it.” She headed for the door, reached for it, and then turned back. “You really think I look all right?”

      “I think you could stop traffic.” I gave her a little wave and watched her step out into the night. A few seconds later, I heard her rap on Griff’s door and his appreciative exclamation as he opened it. The loneliness surged over me again. Mysti had left her car keys and instructions to take it out if I decided to.

      The idea was tempting. On the way into Nazareth, I remembered seeing a little honkytonk. It was twenty or so miles south of town. As quickly as I had the idea, I dismissed it. I spent most of my twenties on learning the art of the disposable relationship. I’d either grown out of it or lost my taste for it. Nah. Maybe sometime. But not tonight.

      I should take Mysti’s advice and throw myself into this work. The plastic grocery sack Margaret Franklin gave me sat on the cheap dresser. I pushed myself off the bed, grabbed the sack, and took it to the little two chair table by the window. One by one, I removed the items inside.

      I set the school picture of Susie Franklin on the table where I could look at it. She didn’t look much like the cowering, thin ghost I saw sitting on the top stair in Margaret’s house. I stared hard at the picture, at Susie’s happy blue eyes, at the tilt of her head. She was looking at someone off camera. Maybe the coach Margaret said Susie claimed to have an affair with?

      The next item I pulled from the bag was Susie’s track shirt. It was a simple white T-shirt—no microfiber or fancy materials back in 1980—with the words Nazareth Girls Track Team printed on it in red letters. I set it aside on the table and grabbed for the next item, which was a hard object wrapped in newspaper. Margaret hadn’t mentioned this.

      I unwrapped the newspaper, careful not to tear it, and found myself holding an inexpensive souvenir snow globe, the kind with the cheap plastic base. This one advertised Reno, Nevada. Why would Margaret include this? Was it a favorite trinket of Susie’s? I glanced back at the track shirt. Margaret told me about the track shirt and why she included it. Why didn’t she tell me about the snow globe?

      Next door, Mysti and Griff must have dispensed with the preliminaries and gotten down to business. They themselves weren’t loud. But the headboard banging against the wall was. Sitting there listening made me feel like a nasty, voyeuristic intruder. Mysti said I could use her car, said to put my best effort into doing this job. I was going to do it. I grabbed the car keys and the room key and slipped out as quietly as I could.

      A few minutes later, I parked the car at Margaret Franklin’s curb. The lights were on in the house, but I sat behind the wheel, doubting my decision to come over here. Margaret might resent me intruding on her a second time. I picked up the snow globe and held it up to the dim light coming into the car from the streetlight. I still didn’t see the significance. I turned my gaze back to the house. Someone stood from the swing on the porch.

      My heart went into overdrive, stealing my breath away. I put my hand on the key, still plugged into the ignition, and started to turn it. Then Margaret stepped out onto the steps leading up to the porch. I couldn’t make out the expression on her face, but she had her hand clutched at the neckline of her shirt. She deserved to know who was here at the very least. I got out of the car, still holding the globe in my hand.

      “It’s Peri Jean Mace, Mrs. Franklin.” I called in a low voice.

      “I was sitting out here enjoying the night. Would you like to join me?”

      There was no answer but yes. I trudged up the steps and sat next to her on the swing. She turned to me, ready to say something, and gasped.

      “Where’d you get that?”

      “It was in the sack you sent.”

      “No, ma’am, it wasn’t.” Her voice rose. She took a deep breath, as though calming herself. When she spoke again, her voice went back to normal volume. “I promise you I didn’t put it in the sack. I haven’t seen that thing, well, since Susie disappeared. I don’t really know when it was gone, just that I never found it again.”

      I held out the globe to her, but she wouldn’t take it.

      “No. Maybe Susie wanted you to have it.”

      I cradled the globe in my hands. Maybe she was right, although that thought gave me a shiver. “You seemed unhappy earlier about Griff hiring a—what was your word?—a psychic. Now you think Susie’s ghost made sure I got this. Isn’t that what you’re saying?”

      Margaret leaned back on the swing, letting her head fall backward. “I was an ass. I’m sorry. The way I reacted to seeing you was really a reaction to the reminder Susie is dead, not doubt of your powers.”

      “How do you know I see the dead?” Now was my chance to find out how she knew me. I’d be dipped in double doo-doo before I let it pass.

      “I visited Gaslight City a year or so ago.” She glanced at me. “My retirement from the Postal Service was coming up fast, and I briefly entertained the idea of turning this place into a bed and breakfast.” She folded her hands in her lap. “Doing a little market research, I guess.”

      I leaned back and crossed my arms over my chest, hoping it was too dark for her to see the sea of unease churning inside me. Lots of people in my hometown thought bad stuff about me. No telling what Margaret heard.

      “I stayed in a different bed and breakfast every night. The last one, the one called Gardenia’s Rest, had a cocktail hour. You served.”

      “Don’t tell me I spilled your drink on you.” This conversation dug painful claws into my pride. Those little jobs used to make up a livelihood for me. They were lost to me forever because of my ability to see ghosts.

      “No, you were very good. But after you left…” She trailed off and squirmed. “One of the other guests told me about you. She was about your age, had moved away, and was in town for a wedding or something. Said her cousin died under odd circumstances. Family thought he’d been murdered. You stopped by her aunt and uncle’s house one day and told them what happened to him. I think she said it was some kind of freak accident.”

      I dug my elbows into my knees, putting all the weight I could on them to distract myself from the sick feeling building in my stomach. I remembered the situation well and still felt the burn of embarrassment over the way those people looked at me. Disgusted, yet curious. It reminded me of the way Dean looked at me the day he dumped me. I couldn’t look at Margaret and regretted coming here. This was a mistake, all of it. I stared at the snow globe in my lap, focusing on it until it was all I saw. Distantly, I felt the black opal I wore around my neck heating up the way it always did in response to my otherness asserting itself.

      The snow globe lit up from the inside, but the snow and the skyscape of Reno I’d seen back in my cheap motel room was gone, replaced by the inside of Margaret Franklin’s house. Only this version of Margaret’s house looked lived in and loved with outdated wallpaper, shag carpet, and cheap furniture mixed in with the antiques. Late afternoon sunlight streaked in through the windows. The vision built itself around me, erasing the real world piece by piece.
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      I stared into the world inside the snow globe, and it became more real each second. I smelled something cooking in the kitchen. Pot roast and carrots maybe. A doorbell rang.

      My insides jolted at the sound, almost pulling me out of the vision. How did I hear that? My visions were usually like silent movies.

      The black opal sent a little shock of magic into my skin as though saying, “Yeah, I made that happen for you.”

      But the black opal didn’t do it all by itself. My work with Mysti, learning from her, changed the game. Changed me. Mysti kept telling me practice would awaken more magic than I ever imagined I had. Hearing the doorbell, such a small thing, proved her right.

      What else lay under the surface? Only miles traveled on this road would tell me. The important thing was I could. For all the things I failed at, I could get good at this with some effort.

      Now concentrate, idiot. So I did, with joy. I made the inside of the snow globe my whole world.

      Footsteps pounded upstairs. A tiny version of Susie, her blond hair shining in the light, appeared at the top of the staircase I’d so admired earlier in the day. She started down the staircase, and my consciousness sank into her, seeing the world through her eyes.

      Susie’s pale, freckled hand gripped the bannister, and I felt the cool wood sliding beneath her palm. I felt her excitement about whoever might be at the door. I couldn’t exactly read her mind, but I read her emotions, and they were the ones most girls feel over some undeserving guy. She stopped to look in a mirror mounted on the wall, pushing her hair behind her ears and checking her teeth for food. She went to the door and opened it. Her bowels went loose as soon as she saw who was there.

      The woman’s dark blond hair hung in sloppy disarray, and she had a food stain on her shirt. She slammed one hand into Susie’s chest and shoved her way inside.

      Susie’s scalp tingled, and she raised her arms to protect herself. My fighting instinct took over, and I tried to curl Susie’s hands into fists, to help her bloody this bitch’s nose. Susie’s hands stayed splayed open in front of her while the woman screamed in her face.

      I strained to hear the words the other woman said, but apparently I still had a lot to learn about doing this kind of thing. The fury contorting her face told me a good bit about her words. A plain gold band flashed on her third finger as she raised her left hand and slapped Susie’s face. She grabbed Susie’s shirt, yanking her close, saliva frothing at the corners of her mouth as she raved.

      Suddenly, the woman let go of Susie and turned away from her, bending at her waist. I couldn’t see anything Susie didn’t see, and it seemed to take her forever to turn her gaze to whatever interrupted the confrontation. Susie’s attacker knelt on the floor next to a crying toddler. She stroked the child’s hair, trying to smile and say soothing words. The child held out his arms, and the crazy woman scooped him up and carried him toward the front door. She turned back to glare at Susie and spoke three words, her teeth bared like an animal’s. I didn’t hear her words, but what she said was impossible to mistake.

      This isn’t over.

      Some force jerked me out of Susie’s body, turning my stomach upside down in the process. The vision around me brightened then faded like a magazine left too long in the hot Texas sun.

      I came to, slumped on the wooden planks of the porch floor. At my back I heard Margaret’s high, panicked voice.

      “I don’t know, Griff. She slumped over on the floor. I checked her pulse, and she’s still alive, but not moving.”

      I struggled to my knees and put one arm on the porch swing so I could push myself up.

      “I’m all right, Mrs. Franklin.”

      Margaret’s mouth dropped open. “She’s up. Says she’s all right.” She listened for a second. “Okay. I’ll tell her.”

      “Griff and Mysti are coming to pick you up. They said to stay put.”

      It couldn’t have taken more than ten minutes for Griff and Mysti to drive up in Griff’s SUV, but it seemed like ten hours. Margaret, in full mother mode, offered me everything from hot chocolate to Vicodin. I accepted a glass of cold water to get her to go in the house and leave me alone to think.

      I had a fair idea who attacked Susie at her home, but I didn’t want to repeat myself. My jaunt as Susie’s silent shadow cost me a lot of energy. I felt as drained as if I’d spent the day mowing lawns in hundred-degree heat.

      Griff’s SUV finally appeared at the curb. Mysti barely let the SUV roll to a stop before she vaulted out. She’d traded her sexy black nightie for the clothes she’d worn all day. Mouth set in a grim line and hands curled into loose fists, she marched toward me like someone going to war. Griff hurried after her, his messenger bag at his side.

      “You saw something.” Mysti squinted at me and sniffed the air. She leaned down and sniffed at me. “What kind of perfume are you wearing?”

      “I don’t wear perfume.” I recoiled from Mysti, wanting to shove her away but not quite daring.

      “I know.” She turned to Griff. “Have you ever smelled this before? There’s something familiar about it.”

      Griff leaned down to sniff me. “I don’t even smell what you’re talking about.”

      Margaret came close and sniffed me. She gasped. “That’s Susie’s perfume. Love’s Baby Soft. I’ll never forget the smell.” Her gaze moved from my face to Mysti’s. “But I threw out every bottle after Susie wasn’t here anymore. Couldn’t stand it.”

      “Mrs. Franklin—” I began.

      “Oh, call me Margaret, hon.”

      “Margaret, do you have lawn chairs where Mysti and Griff can sit? Or would you like to go inside?”

      “There’s two folding chairs leaning against the railing.” She pointed.

      Griff got both chairs and set them up. He and Mysti sat.

      I told them what I saw through Susie’s eyes, every detail I could remember.

      “What did the woman say?” Griff held out his recorder to me.

      “Peri Jean doesn’t hear their voices,” Mysti said. “Her gift doesn’t work that way.”

      “No, I still don’t hear words, but I heard the doorbell this time.” I searched for Mysti’s gaze, eager to see her reaction.

      “Oooh, really?” Mysti sat a little straighter. “So what else did you—”

      Griff gave her a gentle tap on the shoulder and glared at her.

      She gave me a nod and mouthed, Later.

      “Well, what did the woman look like?” Margaret’s brow furrowed. She probably wanted to get back to talking about her daughter—the reason she hired us.

      “She had a full head of hair. It was the kind of blond that’s really just blond on the ends. There’s a lot of darker hair mixed in.” I closed my eyes. The woman’s anger kept me from accurately describing her face. “Good figure. Nice boobs. But she wasn’t very well put together. Her pants were old, and she had a food stain on her shirt.”

      “But she wasn’t a kid, like someone from Susie’s class,” Mysti said.

      Slowly, I shook my head.

      “Just a minute. I’ll be right back.” Margaret got up and went inside the house, closing the door behind her.

      “I’m sorry,” I said to both Griff and Mysti. “I found this snow globe in the sack Margaret gave us. She didn’t mention it, and I wanted to see why she included it.”

      “Any break’s a good break,” Griff said.

      Mysti stared at me, no longer really angry but definitely put out at having her romantic evening ruined.

      Margaret came back out of the house holding a thin book. She flipped a light switch just inside the door and the lights on either side of the front door and an overhead light blazed to life. Now I could see the book was a school yearbook from 1978.

      “I had to look through a couple to find what I was looking for, but I knew I remembered this picture.” She flipped to a marked page and showed us a black and white photo of an adult couple posing in front of a display reading Senior Prom 1978. Both wore broad, joking smiles. The first thing I noticed on the woman was her huge, pregnant belly. I took the book from Margaret and held it close to my face. Now I recognized the square jaw and the Nordic cheekbones.

      “It’s her.” I kept the book. “This must be Coach Bobby John?”

      Margaret frowned and nodded. I took in Susie’s love interest. I could see the attraction, especially for a teenage girl. Twenty-five-years-old, tops. Full lips and heavy brows. And those smoldering eyes.

      Dark and brooding, there was some sexy mystery there, the kind a teenage girl couldn’t resist. She’d be the one to take away whatever haunted this man. She’d be the one to uncover his mysteries. She’d be the last one he admired. But it never turned out just so. Guys like that got all the pussy in the world, and Susie Franklin would have been disposable to him, a fancy he may not have indulged with five more years’ wisdom under his belt.

      I turned my attention again to Coach Bobby John’s wife, imagined her with a couple more years on her and the added fatigue of child rearing. Then I imagined how she’d look if she were a wife whose husband was having an affair with a teenager in a town where she was, for all intents and purposes, an outsider. Her behavior, while wildly inappropriate, wasn’t unjustified. There was no way I’d share my thoughts with Margaret sitting right there, so I stared at the picture some more. Something new occurred to me. “This is the woman I saw in my vision, but there’s something else familiar about her. I can’t quite place it.”

      “Y’all said you went out to supper tonight. Any chance you ate at Family Home Cooking?” The expression on Margaret’s face suggested she’d rather eat roadkill than dine at Family Home Cooking.

      “We did,” Griff answered.

      “Jacqueline Culpepper works there. Both she and her youngest daughter.”

      I recalled our nasty spirited waitress and glanced down at the yearbook in my lap.

      “She’s changed a lot, ain’t she?” A spiteful smile stretched across Margaret’s face.

      I snorted. Saying Jacqueline Culpepper had changed over the last thirty years was a gross understatement. Barely a shred of the woman who’d hugged her handsome husband and laughed in front of the Prom 1978 sign remained.

      “Being married to Bobby John Culpepper couldn’t have been easy. Susie might have been the first, but from what I heard she was far from the last.” Margaret took the yearbook from me and held the book to her chest. “Do you think the Culpeppers killed my Susie?”

      “All I can tell you for sure is Jacqueline Culpepper didn’t mortally wound Susie in my vision.” I took a deep breath. “She slapped her, twice.”

      Margaret flinched at the information. I glanced at Mysti, and she gave me a head shake. I nodded my understanding. I wouldn’t say any more.

      “I planned for us to go see the Culpeppers tomorrow.” Griff turned off his tape recorder. “The address I have for them is 365 Ingram Street. Still correct?”

      “They’re still there.” Margaret covered her mouth to yawn.

      “We’ll be getting out of your hair, ma’am.” Mysti stood and grabbed my arm, giving me a hard jerk. “I apologize for Peri Jean disturbing you. She’s new to this, and she gets excited.”

      “Don’t apologize, please. This lets me know for sure y’all are working on Susie’s case. For the first time in a long time, I feel hope.”

      We said our goodbyes. I tried to get into the SUV with Griff, but Mysti beckoned me to ride with her. I plodded to her Toyota and got into the passenger side, priming myself for my slap on the wrist.

      “I’m sorry, Mysti. I did the wrong thing.”

      “Whether you did or not, she loved it.” Mysti pulled the car away from the curb, following Griff down the street. “The snow globe wasn’t in the bag when we left Margaret’s house. It wasn’t there when I started getting ready to spend time with Griff. When did it get there? And how?”

      “I can only guess Susie put it there.”

      “I don’t understand how.” Mysti muttered the words almost to herself. Then she turned to me. “You started giving Margaret details on the scuffle. I stopped you because the less she knows, the better. Now I want to know what you think. Did Jacqueline Culpepper kill Susie?”

      “Not right then.” The memory of the last words Jacqueline said to Susie came to me. I almost forgot them, getting yanked out of the vision so fast. “Jacqueline’s child interrupted the fight, and she left. But as she was leaving she said something to Susie, and I read her lips.”

      “What was it?” Mysti cruised behind Griff’s taillights, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel.

      “‘This isn’t over.’”

      Mysti pulled into the parking place I’d vacated what seemed like an eternity ago. She turned to me. “Bitch was right. It ain’t over.”
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        * * *

      

      The Culpeppers lived a little way out of town. As soon as we turned onto Ingram Street, we passed a faded sign telling us we were entering Bonaventure Estates, a village of deed restricted ranchettes. The ranchettes consisted of oversized lots with cookie cutter brick ranch homes on them. Griff cruised down the narrow road, slowing nearly to a crawl at curves because there wasn’t enough room for two vehicles to pass.

      “I don’t see house numbers.” Mysti leaned forward, squinting at the houses.

      “Bet this is them.” I pointed several houses down where a sign reading “The Culpepper Team” graced the front yard.

      Griff pulled into the driveway and parked behind a behemoth Ford pickup truck. He cut the engine and glanced first at me, then at Mysti.

      “The Culpeppers don’t want to meet with us, so be ready for anything.”

      “Are we dropping in on them?” I glanced around the yard, halfway expecting to see armed garden gnomes gearing up to run us off.

      “Nope. I threatened to get a journalist friend of mine to revive the Susie Franklin story with special attention to her claims of inappropriate behavior from the coach.” Griff’s eyes gleamed like polished steel. I got the feeling he enjoyed this part of his job.

      “You’re ruthless.” Mysti patted his arm and got out of the SUV. I followed behind her, and Griff brought up the rear. This time Mysti knocked on the door.

      Miss Meanypants from the diner, also known as Jacqueline Culpepper, answered. The lines around her mouth deepened.

      “Reed Investigations.” Mysti gave her a sugary smile. “I believe we have an appointment.”

      “It would be you three.” Jacqueline held open the door and stepped aside to let us pass. Walking past her made my skin and muscles tighten as though expecting attack. “Go on into the living room. Bobby John’s waiting in there.”

      I felt my eyes widen at the sight of Coach Bobby John Culpepper. The trim guy I saw in the yearbook picture from 1978 took up most of a full sized couch. He sat spraddle-legged, a big, red plastic glass clutched in one bloated hand. The slow, mysterious eyes hid in the folds of fat smothering his handsome features. Some folks aged well. Bobby John wasn’t one of them.

      “Y’all can sit on the hearth.” Jacqueline flopped into a leather recliner, which protested with a squeal of un-oiled metal.

      Mysti, Griff, and I crowded onto the requisite ’80s cream and tan brick fireplace facade, squishing ourselves together so tight I smelled the dry spiciness of Griff’s cigarillos.

      “First thing I want to say is the three of you young people ought to be ashamed for threatening Mrs. Culpepper and myself in order to get us to speak to you.” Bobby John rested his dark scowl on each of us in turn. “Susie Franklin’s disappearance rocked this community, created a lot of sadness. Decent folk would let it fade into the past.”

      “Margaret Franklin hired us, sir.” Griff opened his messenger bag and took out his recorder.

      “No. Nuh-uh.” Jacqueline leapt from her chair and pointed a finger at Griff like he was a little, yappy dog squatting to soil her ugly tan carpet. “We don’t agree to having our statement recorded.”

      “Ma’am, neither I nor these two ladies are affiliated with official law enforcement. This is not a statement.” Griff paused to let his words sink in. “This is nothing more than a conversation. Susie Franklin’s mother wants some closure.”

      “The mother’s as bad as the daughter, you ask me.” Jacqueline Culpepper returned to her squeaky recliner and sat back down, staying near the edge of the seat, maybe in case she had to jump up and point her finger again.

      “Now, sugar-lips, Margaret Franklin was taken in by Susie’s lies. What if one of our kids came to you with a similar story?” Bobby John slurped out of his plastic cup and reached down beside the couch, grabbed a jumbo-sized bottle of generic brand soda and poured himself a refill.

      “I’d have better sense than to believe it.” Jacqueline crossed her arms over her chest.

      “You would not,” Bobby John shot back. Jacqueline waved off her husband and turned to us.

      “You have to understand, Susie’s accusations hurt us in the community. Bobby John almost lost his coaching job. We had to take our oldest son out of preschool because the woman running it refused to let him come there.” Her nostrils flared, and her eyes narrowed at the injustice. “It was an awful time.”

      “It was a sad time.” Coach Bobby John contemplated his wife with a downturned mouth. “It disrupted a lot of good kids’ senior year of high school, derailed the football program for the year, and took the focus off learning.” He shook his head sadly. “The backlash from it hurt Susie Franklin so much. Despite what she said about me, I cared about her. She was a good student and a good athlete.”

      I had to hand it to Coach Bobby John. Had I not seen the vision in the snow globe, I might have believed the slimy toad. Had Susie been lying? All I really saw was Jacqueline acting inappropriately. From what I’d seen of her, the behavior could have been an everyday loss of reason.

      “A lot of the girls had crushes on Coach Bobby John.” Jacqueline glanced at her husband. “He’s still handsome, but back then he was something else.”

      “I know you’re telling the truth. I saw a picture of him in a yearbook from ’78.” I smiled at Coach Bobby John. He waved me off, chuckling, but sat up as straight as his bulk would allow.

      Jacqueline glanced from me to her husband. Her cheeks flushed into red blotches, and her mouth curved into a sneer, which she aimed at me. The heat of her anger reached me from across the room. I turned my gaze to my feet. Did she actually think I was coming on to Coach Bobby John? I might make odd choices sometimes, but I never had a Jabba the Hutt fetish. Jacqueline’s insecurity spoke louder than anything she said so far. A woman this jealous and worried either had reason to be that way or was completely neurotic. Which was it?

      “I wish I’d never hired her to babysit.” Jacqueline spoke the words the same way she might have sung a familiar song.

      I raised my head to find her still glaring at me. This time I met her gaze and waited until she dropped hers.

      “I think spending time here, among our things, seeing how happy me and Bobby John were together, made her start having fantasies.” Lines appeared in the older woman’s forehead as she spoke. “Then maybe she started thinking those fantasies were real.”

      “Susie’s father died the year the poor girl started high school.” Coach Bobby John shifted his bulk on the couch. The furniture’s supports creaked as though they might give way. “Maybe she was looking for a father substitute.”

      Again, I took in Coach Bobby John’s earnest expression, trying to rate the authenticity of the sympathy I saw on his face and heard in his voice. The way he reacted to my earlier compliment set off warning bells. Vain men loved an admiring audience. But had Coach Bobby John acted on his power? Then something else hit me. What happened between Bobby John and Susie thirty-five years ago only mattered if Bobby John made Susie disappear.

      “I think we’ve lost sight of what Reed Investigations wants to discuss.” I glanced at Griff. Boy, I hoped I wasn’t shitting the bed. “We are not here to determine whether anything inappropriate went on between Coach Culpepper and Susie Franklin.”

      “Peri Jean is right.” Griff bobbed his head. “At this point, it doesn’t matter.”

      “But I never did anything,” Bobby John said. I glanced at Jacqueline Culpepper just in time to see her roll her eyes. She caught me watching and shrank into the chair, digging her fingers into the armrests.

      All doubt left me. He did it. No telling how many more teenage girls he screwed before he got too unattractive. His wife was, at the very least, mean and possibly unstable. These two could definitely have killed Susie Franklin. My head swam with the knowledge. I didn’t realize I was rocking side to side until Mysti gripped my arm.

      “Of course you did nothing.” Griff frowned at me. “The real question here is whether either of you have any idea where Susie Franklin may have ended up or what happened to her.”

      “I never spoke to her again after the story broke.” Jacqueline rubbed at one eye, shaking her head.

      “Nor did I.” Coach Bobby John kept his gaze trained on his wife.

      “Bullshit.” I spoke before I remembered I was working for Griff. I gave him a quick glance. It wouldn’t do to get into a shouting match with Jacqueline. For one thing, she’d win. Even if she had to use the fire tools next to me to beat me into silence.

      “Did you just call me a liar, baby?” Jacqueline’s tone of voice sounded sweet, but murder burned behind her eyes.

      I turned to Griff. He shrugged as if to say, Might as well go ahead.

      “I know for a fact you went to see Susie Franklin after the story broke. You slapped her in the face.”

      Bobby John’s head swiveled to regard his wife. His mouth dropped open. He must not have known.

      “And where’d you get your information—what did your boss call you?—Peri Jean?” She put on a thick, hick accent to say my name.

      “Mr. Reed didn’t tell you what I do for him when he introduced me, did he?”

      Jacqueline, sensing a falling shoe the way an animal senses danger, shook her head.

      “I’m a medium. I talk to the dead.”

      “Oh, horse shit.” Jacqueline shook her head.

      “Horse shit won’t help you, Mrs. Culpepper. I saw you come to Susie’s house, scream at her, and slap her twice in the face.” I glanced at her husband and saw a detail I could use. “Your wedding band matched the one Coach Culpepper is wearing. No telling how far it would have gone, but your little boy interrupted the two of you, crying. You left with him. Do you remember the last thing you said to Susie?”

      The blood drained from Jacqueline’s face, leaving it the color of chalk dust.

      “You can’t know what did or didn’t happen so long ago. You’d have just been a baby.”

      “But I do know because I saw it, same as watching an old movie on TV.” I locked gazes with the older woman, feeling like gunslingers must have felt waiting for the clock to strike high noon. “Do you want to tell Coach Culpepper what you said to Susie Franklin that day? Or would you like me to tell him for you?”

      Jacqueline Culpepper sat in her recliner panting like a dog with the trots.

      “Y’all are upsetting my wife,” Bobby John said. “I want it to stop.”

      “Your wife told your teenage girlfriend, ‘This isn’t over.’” I raised my voice loud enough the neighbors probably heard it.

      Coach Bobby John began to tremble. He swept his gaze over his wife, mouth moving silently.

      “We saw her the day she went missing, okay?” Jacqueline Culpepper screamed.

      “But, sugar-lips, we promised each other we’d never tell.” Bobby John sounded like a toddler who’d been told to wait until his father got home. His words punched into me.

      “I don’t care. This weird bitch—”

      I stood, not caring if I ended up going death match with Jacqueline. I’d fight her before I put up with her disrespect.

      “Who you calling a bitch, you crazy bitch?”

      Griff stood behind me and grabbed my arm.

      “Don’t.” His breath was hot on my ear. “Get it under control. Now.” He released me and faced the Culpeppers. “Tell me what you saw the day Susie disappeared. If you did nothing to her, you should have nothing to hide.”

      The Culpeppers glanced at each other. Jacqueline nodded at Bobby John.

      “Mrs. Culpepper and myself had come from a meeting with the school board. We saw Susie Franklin walking near her home with Kevin Douglas.”

      “Kevin Douglas, you say?” Griff stepped forward to tower over Coach and Mrs. Culpepper. “Who is he?”

      This must be pretty good if even Griff doesn’t know about it. Nothing we’d uncovered seemed to surprise him until right then.

      “Little freak was her boyfriend. Always going around wearing all black. Even dyed his hair.” Bobby John waved one arm at his wife. “Go get the 1979 or the 1980 yearbook, sugar-lips.”

      Jacqueline marched from the room and went down the central hallway. Sounds of her rustling around came from one of the back bedrooms. She came back holding a 1979 yearbook, already open to the page she wanted to show us. Bobby John leaned forward to see what picture his wife had chosen. He nodded his approval.

      “The yearbook staff always takes snapshots around campus to show the students in a less formal setting,” he said.

      The snapshot showed a kid wearing black slacks, a black suit jacket, and a black fedora hat. He stood next to Susie Franklin who wore her track outfit and was staring at someone out of the camera’s frame. Judging by the longing expression on her face, I bet it was Coach Bobby John.

      “Kevin Douglas quit school and left town right after Susie disappeared.” Bobby John seemed to have recovered from his shock and snapped back into helpful citizen mode. “But he’s back. He came back about a year ago.”

      Griff, Mysti, and I glanced at each other. Recently enough for him to be responsible for the most recent disappearance in the area.

      “If anybody killed Susie Franklin, it’s that kook.” Jacqueline rose from her chair and walked to the front door and held it open.

      It was time to hit and git, and we filed out silently. I bet we’d find somewhere else to eat supper when evening rolled around.
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      “What a pair of freaks.” Griff started his SUV and backed slowly down the driveway and into the narrow county road. He drove a while and pulled over at a wide spot. He unbuckled his seatbelt and twisted to face me. “Peri Jean, you cannot work for me if you can’t control your temper. Do we understand each other?”

      I nodded, my cheeks on fire. Being sucked into a black hole would have been preferable to sitting there under Griff’s stern glare.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered and dropped my gaze to my cowboy boots.

      Griff pulled back onto the road and started driving again. “Any insights from either of you?”

      “Other than Coach Bobby John is a fantastic liar?” I longed to light up a cigarette but didn’t quite dare do it in Griff’s spiffy ride. If he didn’t smoke in here, he sure as hell didn’t want me doing it.

      “Any serious ones?” Griff glanced at me in the rearview mirror. I cringed.

      “Jacqueline could have killed Susie in a rage. Bobby John would have helped her dispose of the body.” I swallowed hard, waiting for the next rebuke.

      Neither Mysti nor Griff said anything for several long moments. I started to think they disagreed.

      “They definitely have an unhealthy relationship.” Mysti loosened her seatbelt and half turned in the seat. “I can’t imagine where and how they’d have done the killing.”

      “Snatch Susie off the street. Kill her in the car.” Griff turned onto the highway and drove toward Nazareth. “Strangulation wouldn’t have made a mess. As for body disposal, look at this place. There’s secluded burial sites everywhere you turn.”

      “This Kevin Douglas character could have done the same thing,” Mysti said.

      “If he even exists.” Griff pulled into the motel parking lot and parked in front of his room. “I can’t believe I never heard of him before we talked to the Culpeppers.” He pulled the keys out of the ignition. “I’ll need to do some online research on him before we barge into his life. Y’all up for a working lunch in motel hell?” He pulled a fold of bills from his pocket and held them out to Mysti. “On me.”

      Mysti and I found the vending machine tucked into an alley next to the laundry room. The odor of bleach and hot fabric competed with the mildewy scent of permanently damp concrete. A mosquito lit on my arm as soon as I stopped moving. I swatted it away but another took its place. Mysti handed me a couple of the dollar bills Griff gave her. The vending machine had no bottled water, so I chose an orange soda and a bag of cheese flavored tortilla chips.

      “I screwed up with Griff.” I wanted reassurance I hadn’t blown my chance.

      “Not too bad.” Mysti put in her money and chose two different kinds of soft drinks and chips. “Griff is about getting the job done, and you got results. So that counts in your favor. But you need to watch yourself.”

      We walked back to Griff’s room. Mysti raised her hand to knock but turned to me. “What about the snow globe? I didn’t think about telling you to bring it to the Culpeppers. Why don’t you go get it? Susie seems to prefer communicating with you through it.”

      I let myself back into the room I was ostensibly sharing with Mysti, grabbed the globe, and went back to Griff’s room.

      Griff and Mysti sat at the tiny table drinking their soft drinks and eating their chips.

      “You find anything out about Kevin Douglas on the Internet?”

      “Motel’s Wi-Fi is a joke. I’ll have to use my Internet anywhere card.” Griff ate another chip and made a face. “And these are stale.” He began typing on his laptop.

      I set the snow globe on the nightstand and stared at it while I forced down the rest of my stale chips. The bed shifted as Mysti sat down next to me. I picked up the globe, shook it, and sat it back down. Together we watched the fake snow drift down and settle on the stylized skyline of Reno.

      The sound of keys clicking on the keyboard stopped. “See anything?”

      “Nothing,” I turned to Mysti. “You?”

      She shook her head at me and spoke to Griff. “What about you? Any luck?”

      “Kevin Douglas has never been arrested and doesn’t have a mortgage or a car loan. His worst sin is bad credit.” He closed the laptop. “I got his address. It’s out the same way the Culpeppers lived. Y’all want to drop in for supper?”

      “If the other choice is the vending machine, yes.” Mysti stood and brushed chip crumbs off her skirt.

      “Sweetie, I’m willing to take you back to Family Home Cooking.” He winked at me. “Me and Peri Jean’ll wait for you in the parking lot.”

      “I’ll be right there to collect you when they throw you out.” I took a sip of the syrupy orange soda.

      “Cowards, both of you.” Mysti swung her handbag at my legs.

      Griff made a chicken sound at her and pushed back his chair. He stood, stretching with his arms over his head until his bones popped. “Let’s go make Kevin Douglas’s acquaintance.”

      I grabbed the snow globe, and we left in the SUV. Griff turned in his seat and fastened his gaze on the globe. I waited for him to tell me what a dumb idea it was to bring it along.

      “Don’t get it out until I signal,” he said. “I’ve got an idea.”

      On the drive to wherever Kevin Douglas lived, I replayed highlights of my relationship with Dean Turgeau, comparing his reactions to my otherworldliness to Griff’s. Different world. As always, I ended my thoughts scolding myself for even trying with Dean. I should have seen the writing on the wall with him. Next time—if I let there be a next time—I would be smarter. Not let my heart get broken into a zillion sharp bits.

      The monotone voice on Griff’s GPS took us back out into the wilds surrounding Nazareth. This time, there was no sign welcoming us to a deed restricted community. The first domicile we passed appeared to be a stucco house of some size until we passed it, and I noticed a mobile home attached to the stucco facade. Griff slowed the SUV to a crawl.

      “We’re looking for 643,” he said.

      Several mobile homes down, a group sat in the front yard in lawn chairs, a cooler of beer on the grass in front of them. An older man wearing full cowboy regalia, except for his leather house shoes, hurried down to his mailbox to meet us, flagging us down by waving one arm in a chopping motion.

      “Who y’all looking for?” Cowboy had short black stumps for teeth and didn’t mind showing them off.

      “Kevin Douglas,” Griff said.

      This answer confused Cowboy, and he stared at Griff, his mouth hanging open.

      “Get out of the damn way, you idiot,” said a voice behind Cowboy. A pudgy hand shoved the skinny old man away. A guy about my age took his place.

      “Whoever you people came out here to find ain’t here. Why don’t you turn your yuppie mobile around and go back the way you came?”

      Griff sighed and dug in his pocket, fishing out a twenty and palming it. When he spoke I barely recognized his voice. “Listen, brah, I ain’t the po-lice, and I ain’t here for trouble. What I am here for is to talk to Kevin Douglas. Now you either gonna move your ass out my way and let me go on looking for him, or you gonna tell me where he is.” He flashed the twenty at the guy. “Now I’m willing to give you a little gratuity for the information, but I ain’t gonna fuck around with you.”

      Griff had his back to me, so I couldn’t see his face. Whatever the pudgy guy saw there made him take a step back and shuffle on his feet.

      “It’s five more houses down. Double-wide painted tan. Got a white van out front.” He held his hand out for the twenty, and Griff passed it to him.

      We drove on, finding the house with no problem. Kevin Douglas met us at the door. Pudge or Cowboy must have called and warned him.

      “Let me talk first.” Griff got out of the SUV. Mysti and I followed and stood behind him.

      “Can I he’p you folks?” Kevin wore a threadbare pearl snap cowboy shirt, blue jeans, and rubber flip-flops. He had a dish towel slung over his shoulder. He reached up to rub the patchy beard covering his face.

      “I’m Griffin Reed of Reed Investigations.” Griff handed him a card. “Margaret Franklin hired me to look into the disappearance of her daughter. We were told the two of you were friends.”

      Kevin’s gaze dulled, and he dropped his hand from his face and held open the door. “C’mon in.”

      We followed Kevin through the living room and into a small dining room off the kitchen. Our host gestured at a rickety glass-topped table.

      “Y’all want a beer?”

      Mysti and I shook our heads.

      “I’ll take one,” Griff said.

      We all sat down. My chair rocked to one side, worrying me it might collapse in a heap of cheap metal and bamboo. I leaned my shoulder against one thin wall, the kind common to mobile homes, papered with a pattern designed to look outdated long before the owners made the final payment.

      Kevin came from the kitchen carrying two cans of Milwaukee’s cheapest. He clunked one down in front of Griff and opened the other. “I’m sorry about those stupid tweakers hassling you. They think they’re a badass operation. Really just a bunch of clowns.”

      “Seems like they’re everywhere.” Griff took a pull off his beer and somehow managed not to shudder.

      “They’s here when I moved back home last year. Wouldn’t have come back, period, but Daddy had a stroke, and I ain’t got the heart to stow him in a nursing home.” He opened his beer and drank most of it in one swallow.

      “When did you move away from Nazareth?” Griff sipped his beer again and set it carefully on the table.

      “Not long after Susie disappeared. Now why don’t you tell me who sent you out here. Margaret?”

      “It wasn’t her,” Griff said.

      “Then it was the Culpeppers.” He rubbed his beard again, nodding. “Yep. They’s real upset when I showed back up. Told me I’s never supposed to come back here.” He killed his beer and set the can aside.

      “Why were they so determined to have you out of town?” The words came out before I remembered Griff said to let him do the talking. He shot me a look, and I shrugged in apology.

      “What’d the Culpeppers tell y’all?” Kevin sat very still.

      “That you and they were the last three people to see Susie Franklin alive.” Griff stared at Kevin until he pushed himself out of his chair and walked into the kitchen. The sucking sound of a refrigerator opening drifted back out to us. Kevin came back sipping on his new beer and sat back down.

      “I ’spect we were.” Kevin squinted at the wall. “You know, it all happened so long ago, I don’t even remember what Susie looked like. All I remember is what a good friend she was.”

      Griff dug in his messenger bag and took out a copy of one of Susie’s pictures. Kevin, holding his beer in both hands, leaned forward, staring at the picture, the same far-off expression on his face.

      “Yep. There she is. Boy, I had an awful crush on her.” He reached out to nudge Griff. “You ’member them high school crushes on a girl you knew you’d never have? But you couldn’t quit hanging out with her and hoping? That’s how it was with Susie. She was too sweet to tell me to get lost, so there I was.”

      “I bet it burned when Susie took up with Coach Culpepper.” Griff took another sip of his beer, his throat working to make it go down and stay there.

      “Yeah, but it was one of those things where you know it ain’t going to work out. I mean, what’s he gonna do? Kick his wife out and move Susie in?” He killed the second beer and went to get a third, his steps unsteady. He flopped back into his chair. For an awful moment it looked like it was going to dump him onto the ratty maroon carpet. “For a long time, I thought she’s blowing smoke. Lying, you know.” He raised shaggy eyebrows at Mysti and me to bring home his meaning. I nodded.

      “You still think it was her imagination?” I had a good idea it wasn’t, but I wanted to hear what Kevin would say. Griff shot me another look. I rounded my shoulders.

      Kevin’s face turned a dull red, and he stared at the beer in his hands. “I think I’d still believe it if I hadn’t followed ’em one day.” He chuckled, not even able to look at us. “Can’t believe I did it. Followed ’em out to the old rest area. They walked into those woods, pulled down their pants, and did what people do.”

      Judging by the look on his face, Kevin stayed for the whole show.

      “And you stayed friends with Susie afterward?” This time Mysti spoke up, earning her own glare from Griff.

      “It pissed me off, if that’s what you’re asking. I ignored her for about a month. Then she called me boo-hooing because she’d missed her period.”

      “Did Culpepper know about the pregnancy?” Griff spoke quickly, probably trying to beat Mysti or me to the punch.

      “Oooh, yeah. Pretty much ended their little romance.”

      “What happened?” I asked. “I mean, was it a big ugly scene?”

      “I went with her to his office one day during football practice. He blew a fuse. Threw some money at her and told her to get rid of it.” Kevin ran his tongue over his lower lip, squinting at the wall behind me. “It was me who took her to the clinic in Dallas. Had to cough up extra money because Coach was cheap. And it was me who took the reaming on using condoms from one of the nurses.” His lips twisted into an unhappy smile. “Y’all know what’s funny ’bout the whole thing?”

      Griff shook his head. I didn’t move. None of it was funny to me.

      “Poor little Susie was a like a dog whose owner kicks it from day one. She went through the abortion, came back to town, and started mooning after him.” Kevin picked up his empty beer can but didn’t bother to get up for another. “’Course the Coach had enough sense to be scared off by then. She was so hurt. Saddest thing I ever seen.”

      I hurt for Susie, deep in my chest where all my failed relationships hid out. I was a grown woman and still expected things to work like they do in romance novels. A girl not even out of high school would have gagged on such a bitter taste of heartbreak.

      “You think she broke the story to get back at Culpepper?” Griff frowned at the table.

      “It’s real possible.” Kevin stood and put one hand on the table to steady himself. “Going for another beer. You want one?”

      Griff shook his head. “You have any idea where Susie might’ve gone?”

      “She told me she was running away and that she’d write once she got where she was going.” He sat back down, never having gone for his new beer. “Never did. About a month after she disappeared, it got around town Margaret hired a private detective. Culpepper cornered me at school. Said he’d tell about seeing me with Susie the day she disappeared if I didn’t get out of town. Laid into me pretty good.”

      “You mean he beat you?” Mysti’s nose wrinkled.

      “Yep.” Kevin pushed back his graying hair and showed us a deep scar on his forehead. “The ring he used to wear back then—probably too fat for it now—caught me just right.” He left the table to get another beer, swaying on his feet and holding onto the cabinets.

      Griff leaned close to me and whispered, “The snow globe.”

      I took it out of my bag and handed it to him. By the time Kevin came back, Griff had it sitting on the table at his place.

      “Aw, Susie loved this thing.” He picked it up, smiling, and turned it over to make the snow swirl.

      Griff nudged me and gestured to Kevin. I watched the globe carefully but saw no sign of movement inside it. I shook my head at Griff. He deflated and sat immobile while Kevin upended the globe and stared into it.

      “Funniest thing.” Kevin spoke to the snow globe. “Got the feeling that last time I talked to Susie, she’d moved on from Culpepper, met somebody new.”

      “Why’s that?” Griff sat straighter.

      “Intuition, I guess. She didn’t mention Coach once, but she had that same glow about her she had when him and her was together.”

      Griff questioned Kevin several more times but got nothing more out of him.

      Ten minutes later, we sat in the SUV in Kevin Douglas’s yard. I don’t know how Griff or Mysti felt, but I felt like I’d committed the losing error of a baseball game. I held the globe on my lap, moving it back and forth between my hands. The black opal flared to life on my chest, and white light glowed from the globe.

      “She’s here.” I might have said more, but the vision took over my conscious. Then I was again looking at the world from inside Susie Franklin’s body. Susie and I trod through the weeds on the side of a two-lane road, which stretched off into the foreseeable distance. The coming night had stained the wide open sky a blurry purple color and whatever heat the day held had begun its retreat. Susie shivered and pulled her coat around her. Her apprehension seeped into my emotions. I wished I could tell her to go back home. Nothing but bad stuff awaited her.

      The sound of a car coming toward us fast filled our ears. Susie turned and peered into the deepening dusk and smiled, her body relaxing with relief. The car appeared on the horizon, its headlights almost blinding. The driver slowed to a stop on the deserted highway right alongside Susie.

      Fear of something I didn’t want to see blossomed in me, but I forced myself to stay with Susie. I might see who picked her up.

      I tried to look for details on the car, but Susie’s attention was focused on the window. Because I was inside her body, mine was too. She leaned down to peer into the passenger window, her heart picking up speed. A blurry figure leaned across the seat and rolled down the window. His words were warped with the passage of time and my inability to access that part of the spirit world.

      Susie’s feelings, however, told me a lot. No longer was she afraid. Susie felt relieved to see this person. She got into his car, pulling her duffle bag into her lap. I saw the top of the snow globe peeking out.

      I came back to myself to see Griff had us halfway back to town. Mysti turned to him.

      “Peri Jean’s okay. You can slow down.”

      The noise of the SUV’s engine eased, and the passing landscape slowed.

      “I’m sorry.” My mouth felt thick and full of fur, as though I’d woken from a deep sleep. “Did I scare y’all?”

      “Your eyes rolled back. Griff got a little upset.” Mysti patted my leg and handed me a bottle of water. “I told him you’d be fine.”

      “You don’t do anything like that, Mysti.” Griff’s voice had a tight, defensive edge to it. “You were just gone, Peri Jean. Scared the hell out of me.” His forced laugh sounded like bones rattling on a dark night. “At least tell me you saw something pretty good in exchange for giving me a few more gray hairs.”

      “I think I did.”

      Griff pulled into the parking lot of a convenience store and turned off the SUV’s engine. He unbuckled his seatbelt and turned to face me.

      “Take a drink of water, and then tell me what you saw.”

      I did as he asked, going through the whole vision. “My two takeaways? She took the snow globe with her when she ran away, and she knew the person who picked her up.”

      “No ideas where he took her?” Griff took out his cellphone and began tapping in notes.

      I shook my head.

      “No ideas where he picked her up?”

      I thought about it, going back over my memory of the surroundings several times. “Not really. The highway had two lanes and was sort of deserted.”

      “This is still a breakthrough,” Griff said. “I’d like you to continue trying to contact her.”

      He went inside the convenience store and came back out with a couple of boxes of fried chicken and a bag of drinks. We took it back to the motel and ate in the room Mysti and I were sharing. Or not sharing, as it happened. Griff and she retired to his room soon after we finished eating. I listened to the headboard bang on the wall as I sat staring at the snow globe and trying to think of a surefire way to contact Susie.

      When Mysti took me on as her student, she showed me several traditional ways mediums contacted the spirit world. I set the snow globe on the table in front of me with the track shirt on one side and Susie’s picture on the other. I focused myself, shutting off the chatter of my mind, and concentrated on the items. I went deep inside myself and called for Susie.

      At first nothing happened. I kept up my efforts, the intense concentration draining my energy. The snow in the snow globe began to swirl again. This time, instead of lighting up, it darkened. The cartoonish letters spelling Reno were replaced by a familiar setup I couldn’t quite place.

      A wide driveway branched off into parking spaces in front of a white brick building. Next to the building, metal squares dotted the impossibly green lawn. I waited to get pulled into Susie’s body, but I stayed where I was, looking over the whole scene at one time.

      A car came up the driveway and pulled into one of the parking spaces. It was an old Ford, probably a model from the 1940s. The car was beat all to hell with one red door, one black door, and a mashed in front fender. The car sat there, engine ticking as it cooled. Was this the car Susie got into? I didn’t know. The other vision didn’t give me this kind of overview.

      The car’s driver door popped open, and a young guy wearing blue jeans and a plaid pearl snap shirt got out. He went around to the back door and opened it, leaning inside, gathering up a bundle. It must have been heavy because he bent his legs, straining to lift his burden, and took two staggering steps backward.

      I noticed the shock of Susie Franklin’s white-blond hair before I saw anything else. Her head lolled on the guy’s arm as he carried her inside. I stared at his face and saw nothing familiar. All I knew for sure was he wasn’t Kevin Douglas.

      The vision ended as fast if someone had turned off a TV. I sat at the small table breathing hard, my sweat growing cold. The greasy chicken congealed into a nauseous lump in my stomach. The shakes started and came so hard and fast I slammed my knee into the table’s leg. The pain broke me out of my fit, and I tried to force myself under control, grabbing the sides of the table with both hands and clenching my body as tight as I could. Little by little, the panic lessened its hold on me. I closed my eyes and leaned back in the chair and stared at the ceiling.

      I was pretty sure the last vision took place at the rest stop Mysti and I passed on the way into Nazareth. I thought I remembered Griff saying it had been a crime scene in the disappearances to which he wanted to connect Susie’s disappearance. All of a sudden, I knew I had to go out there. If I ever wanted to find out what happened to Susie, the rest stop would have the answers. I grabbed the snow globe, Susie’s school photo, and the track shirt and shoved them all into my bag. Then I grabbed Mysti’s car keys again.

      My cellphone buzzed with a text message.

      I felt the magic all the way in here, Mysti wrote. Give us a few minutes, and we’ll join you.

      I paced on the walkway outside the row of motel rooms, getting antsier by the moment. It felt like something was pulling me, begging me to get in the car and go out to the rest area by myself. Unable to help myself, I took a few steps toward Mysti’s Toyota but stopped. I’m smarter than this. The urge came again to go, go, go. This time, I distanced myself from it and tried to identify where it came from. It was gone as though it had never been.

      Griff and Mysti came out of his motel room. He held a shotgun in one hand. “You can’t be too safe.”

      Mysti took one look at me and stopped short. “What is it? Your skin’s the color of Elmer’s glue, and you’re sweating.”

      The itch to leave came again, this time whispering for me to take the shotgun from Griff and leave him and Mysti behind. Now I knew the thoughts didn’t come from me. I’d never try something so foolish.

      Mysti raised her head to stare at the sky and turned in a slow circle, her chest rising and falling faster by the second. “Something’s trying to pull you out there.”

      “You feel it too?” My relief made me take a step toward my mentor, seeking the comfort of her confidence.

      “I’ve never felt anything like it.” Mysti continued staring at the sky as though waiting for the next wave to hit. “If all the people who disappeared felt that, they didn’t stand a chance.”

      “Let’s go see who or what wants the pleasure of our company.” Griff used his key fob to unlock the SUV, and we piled in.
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        * * *

      

      A full moon hung overhead, its cool light silhouetting deer standing along the roadside. Most of them whirled to run from Griff’s SUV. They jumped over the barbed wire fences as though they had oiled springs in their hind legs and kept running until the darkness swallowed them.

      “I remember the rest area being somewhere right around here.” Griff let off the gas. “Either of you see it? Wasn’t there a sign?”

      “There.” Mysti pointed to a driveway with a chain stretched across it.

      Griff pulled up to the chain. “I’ve got bolt cutters.”

      “It’s private property,” I said. “Let’s climb over.”

      I expected an argument from Griff or Mysti but didn’t get one. The chain was too high for me to step over, so I ducked under, childhood memories of playing limbo flitting through my mind. I held Griff’s shotgun while he helped Mysti navigate the chain. Together we walked down the long narrow driveway toward two narrow buildings, presumably restrooms, set amid a scattering of covered picnic tables.

      I took out the small flashlight I carried in my bag and shone it around. From the looks of it, the chain didn’t keep too many people out. Broken brown glass, probably from beer bottles, carpeted the asphalt lot. Rotting paper rested on the picnic tables. Some scholar had spray painted a pentagram on the side of the restroom with the words “The Devil Lives Here” next to it.

      Griff took out his own flashlight and shined it across the words. “Found a message board online where a bunch of people claim the missing people were killed here at the rest stop. Folks say it’s haunted by their souls. Supposedly the restrooms are full of graffiti too.”

      “Did anybody find proof a crime took place here?” I stood back from the building, knowing I’d have to go in at some point but wanting to put it off as long as possible. It was easy to understand why people thought this place haunted. A low hum of something nasty came off it. Though I couldn’t see any spirits walking, I felt something not right in the air, in the ground, in the very molecules of this place.

      “If so, it’s not public.” Griff took a few steps toward the squat building housing the restrooms and glanced back at Mysti and me. Mysti hung back, her arms crossed over her chest. She stared at the building the way I’d stare at a coiled-up rattlesnake. Noticing both Griff and me watching her, she moved forward, her lips set in a determined line. I caught her arm.

      “I’ll go in. Susie may not even contact me again tonight. You stay here in case something goes wrong.”

      “You’re shaking, and you’re going to let me stay out here?” She choked out a short laugh. “What kind of mentor would I be if I didn’t go with you?”

      “I’m going in first.” Griff walked ahead of us. “Might be someone dangerous in there.”

      Normally, I’d have marched in right alongside him, but the closer I got to the building, the worse I felt. Nausea and dizziness scuba dived in my head. My footsteps felt too light, as though I might float away.

      Griff reached the door and turned back to me. “Did you see which side Susie was carried into?”

      I sorted through my memory and took a few steps backward to recreate the scene in my mind. I raised one arm and pointed to my left.

      “Women’s.” Griff kicked open the door and went inside, making as much noise as he could. The light from his flashlight flashed in the high narrow windows. Several times, he yelled, “Anybody in here?” He came back out. “It’s clear. One stall door is jammed closed, but nobody’s in the stall.”

      I turned to Mysti. Together we took a deep breath. I cleared my mind as she’d taught me and thought about Susie. Maybe she would show up and give me some answers before I had to spend too much more time in this little pocket of hell. We walked toward the open door. Griff stood aside to let us pass and handed Mysti his flashlight. She shone her light on the wall with the stalls, and I turned my light on the row of sinks set under the windows.

      Grim streaks of black mildew smeared the tile walls. Three of the four sinks had no faucets. The basins bore the same dark stains as the ones covering the walls. The fourth basin contained some sort of nest made of twigs and scraps of garbage. I didn’t want to meet whatever called it home. Cold sweat ran down my back, and my mouth took on the texture of sandpaper. The dizziness swirling in my head turned to a steady hum I felt in my back teeth. My stomach heaved and rocked as my body tried to adjust. I turned my flashlight on the stalls.

      Of the four toilet stalls, one had a door. Judging by what I could see in the bowls of the other three toilets, I knew I didn’t want to know what sanitation horror lurked behind door number four.

      “Susie?” I dug in my bag for the snow globe and took it out. Mysti turned her flashlight on it. The globe was dark and still. The heaviness of this place blanketed me, darkening the gloom, pushing me down. Something moved against the back wall of the restroom. Mysti let out a sharp scream. I jumped and had to juggle the snow globe to keep from dropping it. I crept toward the sound.

      “Peri Jean, don’t.” Mysti’s voice trembled with an edge of high panic. This was the first time I ever heard her sound truly scared. I was a few steps away from where I thought I’d heard the sound and kept going. I’d instigated this whole trip. My pride couldn’t stand it all being for nothing. Not with Griff watching and a possible semi-regular paying gig riding on it. It didn’t matter how this place made me feel.

      I shone my flashlight on the filthy wall, running it over where someone had written “He is watching you” in red paint. At least I hoped it was red paint. Odd thing was, it looked wet. I shoved the snow globe under the arm holding the flashlight and reached out to touch it.

      “Peri Jean, no,” Mysti screamed. Her running footsteps pounded behind me, but she never got there. Or maybe she did, and I had disappeared. Her shouts came from far away. She yelled for Griff to help her, to do something. I turned back around to face them and found the restroom empty. Bright overhead lights beamed down on me, and the white tile sparkled around me. I turned off the flashlight, shoved it into my back pocket, and turned back to the wall and touched the spot where I’d seen the writing.

      The writing was still there, but had changed to it “He’s here.” I touched it, and my hand left a red smear on the clean tile.

      Every muscle, every nerve in my body sang soprano, and my skin tightened. I turned a slow circle, expecting someone to be waiting behind me, but I had the bathroom to myself. It was past time to get out. Faintly, very faintly, I heard Mysti and Griff calling my name.

      “I’m here,” I yelled back as loud as I could, walking around the bathroom in search of a spot where they seemed close. The formerly dilapidated bathroom was so clean I actually smelled bleach and hand soap. The only similarity it shared with the place I entered with Griff and Mysti was that one stall door was closed while the other three hung open.

      “Peri Jean?” Mysti sounded farther away than ever. “Are you okay?”

      “I think so. I’m right here.” The black opal around my neck flashed with power. I touched it, hoping it would beam me back to Griff and Mysti. It shot magic into my fingertips, but I stayed where I was. Wild, electric fear buzzed at the edge of my brain. I needed to get out before it got the better of me and I lost control. “Can you hear me?”

      Nobody answered. The world had gone silent other than the hum of the electric lights. This had to be a vision, and there had to be a way to exit it. Maybe Susie wanted me to see something in the snow globe. I held it up and saw the water inside had gone blood red.

      “Ugh.” Revulsion overrode my good sense, and I raised the snow globe to throw it. At the last second, I thought better of it and set it down near my feet.

      I glanced at the door where I came in and had an idea. Taking deep breaths and trying to keep the hysteria bubbling inside me at bay, I walked toward the door and reached for the handle. My hand hit an invisible field, causing iridescent ripples of color to flash, and stopped an inch or so from the handle. I pushed harder. The color ripples dimpled but stopped my progress. I was trapped.

      The horror I’d been trying so hard to contain exploded. I slammed my body at the door and hit the same wall of resistance. It threw me backward and dumped me on my ass in the middle of the tile floor. I gained my feet and repeated the exercise, with the same results. I saw the snow globe out of the corner of my eye and went to pick it up again. The red water was gone. Inside the snow globe was a miniature of the restroom in which I was trapped. A curled figure lay on the floor, blood spreading around it. I recognized my purple blouse and tan cowboy boots. I batted the thing away from me. It slid across the floor and came to rest underneath the row of sinks.

      It was then I heard the sound. It was a shuffling, secretive sound, like feet sliding on a gritty floor. Another thumping, pattering sound accompanied it. Maybe I’d been hearing it the whole time I lost my shit; maybe it had recently started. I didn’t know. All I knew was the sound came from the fourth stall, the one with the closed door.

      Every instinct screamed at me to run, but there was nowhere to go. I stood paralyzed, the black opal heating to a burning lump on my chest. The tiny sounds of locusts humming and branches rubbing together outside drifted into the room. They echoed off the walls and floors, louder in the reverent silence than they had any business being. I finally got one foot to move, but it was in the wrong direction, away from the parking lot. Instead, I took one step after another to the closed bathroom stall, unable to stop, barely able to breathe through the apprehension clogging my throat.

      The door swung open as I approached, whining on its hinges. The stall’s occupant raised her head to stare at me through darkened, hollow eye sockets.

      A scream—not my own—ripped through my head. I felt strong hands around my neck and a knee digging into my stomach. The hands relaxed, and the person crawled off me.

      I snapped myself back into the bathroom and the horror suspended over the toilet in front of me. I recognized the shock of blond hair. Susie Franklin. Wild and painful prickles danced underneath my skin, flooding my bloodstream with spikes of energy. Still, I couldn’t move. Some force held me in thrall.

      Susie had been suspended over the toilet with a chain that ran out of one of the vent windows high in the wall. Her killer had taken her eyes and hollowed out her chest. Her hand held a broken strand of beads. One by one, the beads slid off the strand with maddening slowness, plummeting to the floor where they disappeared in an iridescent ripple.

      The layer between this place and the real one, my mind supplied.

      Whistling came from outside the building, some tune I didn’t recognize. Footsteps crunching on the asphalt. I was no longer alone. He’s here.

      The chain suspending the woman tightened. It groaned against the window sill. The corpse in front of me swayed, her feet sliding on the dirty floor. This was the furtive sound I’d heard two lifetimes ago, when I was still innocent of the abomination before me. The whistling continued throughout it all. The corpse stopped moving. Hollow footsteps sounded outside the building, a metronome to the whistled tune.

      He’s coming. I’ve got to run. Whoever did this, whoever hurt Susie Franklin is coming inside this bathroom. Even if everything I’m seeing and hearing is an echo of the past, I’m in it. He might be able to do something to me. But where do I run?

      The door swung open, and I backed against the wall. Someone came into the bathroom with me. There was no way for me to tell if he was the same man I saw carry Susie into the restroom because he wore a hollowed out animal head as a mask. The horrible thing might have started out as a horse, but great care had been taken to replace the horse’s ears with rabbit ears. Deer horns had been affixed to the top of the animal’s head. The snout was open, displaying boar’s tusks.

      My visitor held aloft a long knife with a hook—the kind hunters used to gut their kills—set into the blade. The knife had red smears on it. The hands wrapped around its handle were bloodstained, their cuticles colored black with blood. But the knife was nothing compared to what I saw when I raised my eyes to the killer’s face. What I saw helped me find my voice, and a scream I didn’t know I had in me pealed out of my mouth, abrading my throat with its force.

      It was the absolute void of nothing in the killer’s dull eyes. It nearly drove me mad with terror.

      My chest tightened, and my heart throbbed. My vision wavered. Time stood still. My mind tried to shut down from the fear. If I didn’t get myself under control, I wouldn’t be able to help myself, and I had to help myself because there was nobody else to help me.

      The man in front of me cocked his head to one side like a dog trying to understand what his human master is saying. The corners of his dead eyes crinkled. Is he smiling at me? Oh no, I think he is. I screamed because there wasn’t another damn thing I could do.

      Somewhere distant, Mysti’s voice came to me. She chanted the words, “Bring her back. Bring her back where she belongs. This is her time and her place. Separate her from where she does not belong.”

      The black opal burned at my chest, its magic causing my adrenaline to spike even harder. I rocked on my feet and reached out a hand to steady myself.

      “Mmmm-mmm. Ain’t you something special. Just what I been waiting for,” said the man with the abomination on his head. His hand tightened around his knife. He raised it head high and sprang at me. I danced away and brought my knee up, aiming for his family jewels. We never connected. The iridescent wave, which kept me from grabbing the door to the parking lot, appeared between us.

      “Guardian of the light, protect Peri Jean Mace. Bring Peri Jean Mace back to the place where she belongs.” Mysti’s voice reverberated both within and without my body. I shook with the force of it. A crack appeared in the corner of the room, letting in blinding light and the smell of fresh air.

      The killer, following my gaze, let out a low, rumbling growl at what he saw. The crack widened a tiny bit. He turned his attention back to me, his stare like a hot probe on my skin.

      Please, please just a little bit more. I crept toward the opening, twisting often to make sure the bad man wasn’t right behind me. When I got close enough, I reached for the crack’s edge and tugged, trying to pull it wider. The crack at the top extended nearly to the ceiling. I pulled and prayed, doing everything I could to make it wide enough so I could get back to Mysti and Griff.

      “Periiiiii Jeeeeaaaan.” The bad man’s whisper shook the whole world.

      I faced him and pressed my back against the wall near the crack. Icy sweat ran down my body, and I began to shake.

      The bad man reached behind him and pulled out the snow globe. He shook it at me, making the fake snow inside float and swirl. “There’s no escape, Peri Jean Mace.”

      He bent his knees and leapt at me. I screamed and held my hands out to ward him off. He hit the membrane and dissipated into a million little colored dots. The black opal sent painful shocks into my skin. Had it made him disappear? I didn’t think so. The killer seemed to know exactly how to operate in this place. He was playing with me.

      The black opal heated again. The shiny clean bathroom began to fade, the nasty old bathroom visible behind a dull film. Mysti and Griff charged toward me, blurry and hazy, and still not quite with me.

      “You see her?” Mysti screamed. “Grab her. Pull her.”

      Griff snatched one arm and Mysti got the other. They jerked at me, their faces contorting with effort. I tried to come toward them, but something held me fast. I turned to see what it was, and the man wearing the horse head had my legs. I kicked at him, sobbing.

      “Banish the one who does evil.” Mysti let go of me and reached into the pocket of her skirt. She came out with her hand cupped and threw the contents at my captor. I fell into Griff, who staggered backward with my weight. We tumbled onto the floor together.

      “You okay?” He said the words between gasps.

      I tried to speak but couldn’t do more than wheeze. I gripped Griff’s arm in thanks, and he nodded his understanding, still panting from the effort. I began to brush whatever Mysti had thrown from me. It had a gritty texture and stuck to my clammy hands.

      “What is this shit?” I wiped my hands on my jeans and left behind tiny white specks.

      “Blessed salt.” Mysti threw her arms around me and held me so tight I felt her heart drumming in her chest. She pushed away from me and stared into my face. “Are you okay? What happened? Was he a ghost?”

      “I’ll answer all your questions on one condition,” I said.

      “What?”

      “We get the fuck out of this piss palace.”

      “Not a problem.” Griff got to his feet and pulled me up with him. We lit out of the bathroom as fast as we could. The sky outside was light with dawn. I stopped to stare at it, my mouth hanging open. It couldn’t have been later than one in the morning when we rolled up to the rest stop. Where had the hours gone?
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      Griff and Mysti bundled me into the SUV. Griff got a blanket from the cargo area and spread it over me. I realized I was shaking head to toe and reached for it, pulling it up to my neck. I curled into a ball on the seat, leaned my head on the window, and watched Griff and Mysti go back into the restroom. They came out carrying armloads of candles, Mysti’s athame, and vials of mystery substances. They schlepped their bundles around the side of the SUV. Dimly, I heard the cargo doors open, heard their voices as they deposited their loads, but it seemed as though they were distant, like characters on TV.

      Griff and Mysti climbed into the front of the SUV. The engine started, and we went backward.

      “You ready to tell us what you saw in there?” Griff’s voice floated back to me.

      The words wouldn’t come. I didn’t want to do anything other than lay there in my blanket, watching the scenery roll past.

      “Leave her be.” Mysti dug in her bag and came out with a piece of wax paper twisted on both ends. “I think she’s slipping into shock. Get us out of here, and I’ll take care of her.” Mysti unbuckled her seat belt and climbed into the back with me. She pushed the piece of wax paper at me. I ignored it.

      “Don’t make me force this into you.” Her voice carried a note of determination. “It’s my special remedy for shock, and it’s going to help you feel better.”

      “Let’s get out of Nazareth.” Griff drove down the road that brought us into this crazy place. “We’ll take a few hours off.”

      Mysti pushed the wax paper at me, and I turned my face away from her. She sighed.

      “Peri Jean? Take Mysti’s remedy.” Griff made his voice sound cheerful, as though nothing was wrong. “It’ll help. I promise.”

      Mysti shoved the remedy at me again. I wanted to try it because I felt awful, but I couldn’t quite get my hand to reach for it. Mysti unfolded the paper, revealing a black, sticky substance.

      “Lick it. You’ll like the taste. It’s sweet. I use tamarind as the base.”

      I reached for it, hand shaking so hard I could barely control it. Mysti took my fingers and closed them on the wax paper. I pushed it at my mouth, barely parting my lips in time. The oily sweetness of tamarind coated my tongue. I forced myself to swallow. Mysti pushed a water bottle to my lips, and I drank.

      “There. Give it a few minutes.” She sat back next to me.

      I closed my eyes against the world, unable to do anything else. Within a few seconds, Mysti’s concoction hit my bloodstream, steadying me, pushing out the chills I felt. It kicked my brain back into gear. My thoughts grew more coherent. I went over what I saw in the bathroom back at the rest stop and sucked in a deep breath.

      “He’s after me. The guy—the one who killed Susie—he said he’s coming for me.” Thoughts of where I could go and what I could do washed away rational thought. “I’m going to end up like Susie.”

      “We’re not going to let anything of the sort happen.” Griff pulled into a gas station that also had a fast food restaurant inside. “In there or here in the vehicle?”

      “I don’t want food. I have to figure out what to do so he can’t get to me again.” The words tumbled out, each one faster and more unintelligible than the one before it.

      “He’s not going to do it this second,” Mysti said. “Let’s get some food in you, and we’ll talk about what you saw. Griff, go through the drive-thru.”

      He did and ordered what Mysti told him. I glanced around at all the other cars, expecting to see a man wearing a taxidermic, bastardized animal head get out of one of them. Griff took our paper sacks of food from the cashier and drove to a parking place. I didn’t want the sausage biscuit they’d ordered for me, but they bullied me into taking a bite. Realizing how hungry I was, I ate two sausage biscuits and accepted a carton of milk. I sipped it, and normalcy crept back in.

      “He knew my name.” I shivered. “He shook the snow globe at me and said he’d see me soon.”

      “Who?” Griff closed the empty container his breakfast came in and set it aside.

      I described the man I saw in the bathroom, my speech alternating between too fast and too slow.

      Griff’s face turned chalky. “Was it the same guy in the vision you had back at the motel?”

      I recalled as much of the vision from the motel as I could, in as much detail as I could. Then I forced myself to think about the man who said he’d see me soon. The pearl snap shirt.

      “He had on the same shirt in both visions.”

      “Think about the vision where you saw his face,” Griff said. “Is there any chance he was someone we’ve met?”

      Griff didn’t dare lead me by saying Bobby John Culpepper’s or Kevin Douglas’s name, but I knew who he meant and shook my head. “It wasn’t either of them.”

      “You’re sure? Don’t be afraid to tell me who it was.” He half turned to stare at me. “I’ll do everything in my power not to let him get to you.”

      “The guy wasn’t Bobby John Culpepper or Kevin Douglas.” I squirmed in my seat, trying to figure out how to explain what I’d seen and where I’d been. “It was like I was in the past and the present at the same time.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The guy I saw had Susie Franklin’s corpse suspended over the toilet in the rest area.”

      Griff’s eyes widened, and Mysti sucked in a breath.

      “There’s never been a body found in the rest area,” Griff said. “I’d have seen reports of it in my research.”

      “She was dead,” I said. “Real dead. Like her eyes had been cut out, and she’d been gutted. But here’s the freaky thing. Her body was fresh. Blood was still dripping.”

      “So you went back in time?” Mysti stared at the back of the bucket seat in front of her, her words slow and thoughtful.

      “Sort of. Maybe. I don’t know.” I blew out a hard breath. I couldn’t quite form the words I needed to explain where I’d been. “The bathroom was new and clean, like it hadn’t been used much.”

      “I heard you calling for us,” Griff said. “What did you do to try to get out?”

      “It was like once I got there, I was trapped.” I used my hands to pantomime my words, irritated I couldn’t verbally convey what I wanted to. “I couldn’t get at the door to pull it open. There was this thing separating me from it.”

      “Like what?” Mysti furrowed her forehead.

      “It…it was like pushing at something soft but impenetrable. These ripples of color would appear.” I crushed my napkin in my fist. “It was like it was right on top of where y’all were.” I paused, studying both Griff and Mysti’s faces and seeing absolutely no understanding. “When Mysti started spelling, a rip appeared in the wall. The killer, it was like he knew what was about to happen. He shook the snow globe at me and said he’d see me soon.” The snow globe. My link to Susie Franklin. Was it the killer’s link to me, too? I remembered it going under the sink and then the killer tormenting me with it. Where had it ended up? I didn’t see Griff or Mysti bring it out of the restroom. Half raising on my seat, I peered into the cargo area, searching for it. “Where is the snow globe?”

      “We didn’t see it in the restroom,” Mysti said. “You must have left it in the other place.”

      “I’ve got a question about the visions,” Griff said. “The first two, you were inside Susie Franklin, seeing the world from her point of view.”

      I thought about it a few seconds. “Yes. I was.”

      “But the last vision, you had a God’s eye view. You watched the whole thing from above.” Griff tapped his fingers on his legs.

      “That’s right.”

      “What if the killer sent you the last vision to lure you out to the rest stop?”

      Cold worked its way through my body, raising goose bumps on my arms. I recalled the strong desire I felt outside the motel room to come to the rest area on my own.

      “So the killer’s a ghost?” Mysti glanced at me.

      I tried on the possibility. It fit. Nobody but a ghost ever sent me a vision. I glanced between Mysti and Griff and shrugged. “Could be, but Susie had the snow globe when she got into the killer’s car. The killer could have kept it when he killed her. If so, do we still think Susie’s ghost put it in the bag Margaret Franklin gave us?”

      We all stared at each other several minutes. None of us had any answers. Griff started the SUV and backed out of his parking spot. He didn’t speak until we were speeding down the road to Nazareth. “Margaret Franklin recognized the snow globe as soon as she saw it. Let’s find out everything she knew about it.”

      None of us said much on the drive to Margaret Franklin’s house, but the air inside the SUV hung heavy with unanswered questions. Griff parked in front of her house, got out, and stalked toward the house. Mysti and I scurried behind him, almost running to keep up. Griff raised one clenched fist and banged on Margaret Franklin’s door. When she didn’t answer after a minute or so, he banged again, this time hammering until we heard footsteps. She opened the door, eyes droopy with sleep.

      “W-wh-what is it, Mr. Reed? Is everything okay?”

      “I’d like to ask a few questions about the snow globe.” Griff almost danced foot to foot in agitation.

      A car crept by on the street. I kept my back to it but felt whoever was inside staring.

      “May we please come in?” I took a few steps to stand beside Griff. Margaret held open the door.

      “Come in the kitchen,” she said. “I still haven’t had coffee.”

      We sat at a dainty breakfast set in front of a bay window. Margaret chattered at us while she made coffee, but none of us answered. Once she had the coffee pot gurgling, she joined us, her mouth set into a wary line.

      “What’s this about? I feel like I’ve done something wrong.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      “I had another vision of Susie.” I tried to pick my words carefully. “I saw her walking down a road, and the snow globe was visible in her duffle bag. She took it with her.”

      “Is that all you saw?”

      Griff nodded yes for me.

      “I need to know everything you can tell me about that snow globe, Margaret.” I stared at her face, searching for guilt or fear. I saw nothing but confusion.

      “Gosh, it was just a cheap old thing,” Margaret said. “We saw it at a rummage sale hosted by the First Lutheran Church. Susie saw it and had to have it. Loved it ever since.”

      My shoulders rounded. It could have come from anywhere, from anybody. The coffeemaker beeped, signaling the coffee was ready to drink. Margaret stood and shuffled to get her first cup. The sound of liquid pouring into a cup drifted over from the kitchen. “Anybody else?”

      “We’re all coffeed out, I think.” Griff managed a polite smile. “Do you know anything else about the snow globe?”

      Margaret rejoined us, took her first sip of the day, and sighed. “The snow globe belonged to Lucille DeVoss. There was a whole set of ’em, each one a different city.” She held the warm mug between her hands. “Lewis said he was selling them because he couldn’t stand to look at them any more after she passed.”

      DeVoss. I rolled the name over in my mind. It sounded familiar.

      “Oh, Susie loved that snow globe when she was little. Then, after her trouble with Coach Bobby John, it came out again. She’d spend hours and hours looking into it. Once I even…” Margaret trailed off and shook her head.

      “Tell us?” Mysti gave her the sweetest of smiles.

      “During that awful time, I used to hear her upstairs talking. She’d always stop when she heard me walking up the stairs.” Margaret stared into the blackness of her coffee. “But one time, I snuck up on her. She was talking into that snow globe, like she was having a conversation with somebody.”

      Sweat broke out over my scalp, and my lips began to tingle. “Had she always talked to the snow globe?”

      “That was the first time I ever heard her doing it.” Margaret tapped at her cheek. “When she was little, it used to be her Barbie doll’s aquarium. The imaginary fish that lived in it was named DeVoss, since the globe used to belong to Lucille DeVoss.”

      DeVoss again. Where had I heard the name? “Why does the name DeVoss sound so familiar?”

      “You probably saw his signs as you drove into town. He owns all the land on both sides of the road for a good stretch. Sells both cattle and hay.”

      And drives his tractor down the road where people might hit him. Lewis DeVoss was the first Nazarite I met.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “We need to talk to Lewis DeVoss.” Griff started the SUV and pulled away from the curb. “By the way you two acted back there, you know how to find him.”

      “Wherever he lives, it’s near the rest stop.” A shiver worked its way through me.

      Griff tapped the brakes and turned around in his seat. He stared at my face. “You’re serious.”

      “More than,” Mysti said. “Not real sure where his house is, but he owns all the land.”

      “And how do y’all know this?” Griff drove a few blocks until we sat in front of the Nazareth Area Public Library.

      “He told us. I nearly hit him when we were driving into town. Remember I told you about seeing the people with burlap sacks over their heads and we decided it was that missing family? Well, I almost hit Lewis DeVoss right after I saw them.”

      “Shit,” Griff muttered. “And you were going to tell me this when?”

      “Mysti knew. I figured she’d tell you if it mattered.”

      “It matters.” Griff took out his cigarillos and lit one. He offered me the pack, but I took out my own smokes and lit up. He glared at Mysti, then at me. “Is there anything else either of you’d like to tell me?”

      “Oh, come on,” I said. “You wouldn’t have wanted to question Lewis DeVoss if I told you about him within the first five minutes we met.”

      “But I might have done more research on him. Give me my bag.” He held out his hand.

      “You mean your man purse?” I pulled the messenger bag from the cargo area and handed it to him.

      Griff stuck his cigarillo in his mouth and clamped his teeth down on it. He grabbed the bag from me, took out his laptop, opened it, and plugged in his Internet anywhere card. He clicked keys for several minutes. Mysti and I sat in tense silence. His ass-chewing, while deserved, hadn’t been any fun.

      “Griff, I’m sorry. My excuse is I see so much weird shit that I tend to let most of it roll off.” I had a feeling there was no way he’d hire me after all this, but I couldn’t give up. I needed to try to make it right.

      “Fine,” he said. “Don’t do it any more when you’re working for me. Tell me. I won’t complain even if I can tell right away it won’t help.”

      It wasn’t forgiveness, but it was an indication he might hire me again. I relaxed a little.

      “Lewis DeVoss lives at 5467 State Highway 231.” Griff punched the address into his GPS and waited to see if it showed up. “Let’s get over there before he leaves the house to work on his ranch. We’ll never find him if he’s plowing the back forty somewhere.” He eased back into traffic and headed toward Lewis DeVoss’s house.

      “If nobody else is going to say anything, I will.” Mysti half turned in her seat so I could see her face while she talked. “Lewis is alive. How could he be in Peri Jean’s vision and be in the present day world as well?”

      “Bilocation. The ability to appear in two places at once.” Griff shrugged. “Look, I don’t know much about it, but there’s some mention of it in Greek philosophy. Aleister Crowley could reportedly do it.”

      Again, Griff’s knowledge of weird stuff struck me. Exactly who was this man, and what was his connection to magic?

      “If we want to call Peri Jean’s visions a form of dreaming, which I’m not necessarily doing,” Mysti said, shooting me a weak smile, “Matthew Hopkins described something similar in The Discovery of Witches.”

      “So we’re going to agree it’s possible?” Griff glanced in the rearview mirror, meeting my eyes. “Consensus?”

      “I’ll agree, but I still can’t fathom how it would work,” I said. “The only beings with which I’ve ever interacted are spirits.”

      “Let’s not let ourselves get bogged down in the how.” He glanced at Mysti. “We’ve seen things on jobs I refuse to believe, and I saw them.”

      Mysti nodded in agreement. How many of Griff’s cases were paranormal? Now wasn’t the time to ask.

      “My big issue is DeVoss’s age.” I unbuckled my seatbelt and scooted forward so I didn’t have to raise my voice. “The man Mysti and I met didn’t seem too athletic. You said the most recent disappearance was this year, right, Griff?”

      “Three months ago. A college-aged woman.” He rattled off the information, never taking his eyes off the road.

      “I don’t think Lewis DeVoss could have easily subdued someone young and fit.” I called my memory of him, still seeing nothing more than a tired old man. “Unless he was faking the other day.”

      “Let’s talk to him,” Griff said. “He may be a dead end, but that snow globe is a weird little footnote. I can’t leave it alone.”

      We were silent the rest of the drive. Lewis DeVoss lived at the end of a two-mile-long white sand road so rutted driving over it felt like being caught in a drum kit. We pulled up in front of the house in time to see Lewis DeVoss headed across the pasture to his barn. He didn’t seem to hear our approach, so Griff honked. Lewis spun and almost lost his balance, then stomped toward us frowning. We climbed out of the SUV. DeVoss’s facial expression softened somewhat as he recognized Mysti and me, but then Griff came around the SUV’s side. DeVoss nearly stopped in his tracks. He approached us slowly.

      “Ladies, good to see you again. Can I interest you in some honey? Canned figs? Don’t do ’em as good as my Lucille, but they’re passable.” DeVoss glanced at Griff, offered him a small smile, and turned his attention right back on Mysti and me.

      “Mr. DeVoss, I’m Griffin Reed of Reed Investigations.” Griff marched over to DeVoss and held out his hand. The older man glanced at Mysti and me and reluctantly shook hands with Griff.

      “Lewis DeVoss. Surely you folks didn’t come to buy hay or a Black Angus cow?”

      Griff turned to me and nodded. He expected me to talk? Umm, okay. I cleared my throat so DeVoss would turn his attention to me.

      “When we met the other day, we mentioned we were working for Margaret Franklin in relation to Susie Franklin’s disappearance back in 1980.”

      “Yep. I remember you’s working for poor Meggy.” DeVoss nodded and glanced back at his house. “As I ain’t getting no work done, y’all want to come inside, enjoy the air conditioning?”

      We agreed and followed him inside. He showed us to the living room, an oversized room with cathedral ceilings and exposed beams. Built-in bookcases lined the walls, filled mostly with framed pictures and decorative storage boxes. The brown wall-to-wall carpet was about ten years past needing replaced and smelled like it. Griff, Mysti, and I sat on a plaid couch so worn the cushions showed through in butt shaped spots. Lewis DeVoss sat on a matching recliner bleeding yellowed stuffing.

      “So this is about Susie’s disappearance?”

      I glanced at Griff, who motioned me to go on and talk.

      “Sort of. It’s about a snow globe Susie Franklin owned. Margaret said she bought it at a church yard sale, and it originally belonged to you.”

      Lewis started nodding about halfway through my recitation. “Know just the one. Camden—my son—was furious I sold his mama’s snow globes. They were older than him. His mama bought them when she was a teenager on a cross-country vacation.” He worked his mouth and shook his head. “Pulled such a fit, I went back to get ’em. Embarrassed the hell out of me.”

      “They’d all been bought?” I asked.

      “Nope. They’s all still there, except for the one Meggy bought Susie. I’s so ashamed I bought the damn things.” He snorted and shook his head again. “You believe Camden wanted me to go ask Meggy Franklin for the last one back? I couldn’t do that. Susie was just a little girl. Woulda broke her heart.”

      This was going nowhere, and I didn’t know where to take it. “Does your son still have the other snow globes?”

      DeVoss shook his head. “He ain’t got nothing no more. He went off to college in New Mexico. Never saw him again.”

      So Camden disappeared? What did DeVoss mean? I raised my eyebrows at Griff in a silent plea for help.

      “Did Camden still have the snow globes at the time he disappeared?” Griff asked Lewis DeVoss.

      The old man shook his head and scratched his ear. “I never found ’em.”

      “How long’s it been since you heard from Camden?” Griff fixed his gaze on DeVoss, staring at him so intently I was glad it wasn’t me getting stared at.

      DeVoss rocked back in his recliner, staring at the dusty beams on the ceiling. He laced his hands over his ample gut and became so still I watched his chest to make sure he kept breathing. Griff, Mysti, and I exchanged puzzled glances. The time crept by. I occupied myself looking at the pictures on the wall.

      A few showed a much younger Lewis DeVoss with a bouffant wearing wife and a shaggy haired pre-teen son. Where have I seen him? He’d be all grown up, but we don’t change much. I spotted another picture of the same kid wearing a cap and gown, but it was across the living room. I couldn’t make out the kid’s features. I kept returning my gaze to the picture of Camden DeVoss before he reached adolescence. There was something about him. Quietly as I could, I stood. Griff raised his eyebrows. I crept across the room to take a look. I choked on my own spit. Camden DeVoss’s features had sharpened, and his eyes had hardened. I knew this man. I spun to face Griff. At the same time, DeVoss sat up straight.

      “I’m going to tell you folks something nobody in this town knows.” He leveled his gaze on Griff. “Hopefully, it’ll clear up some matters for you. But I’d like your promise you won’t gab it all over town.”

      I motioned at Griff, but he gave me a sharp head shake. “You have my word, Mr. DeVoss.”

      “My son’s dead. Graduated high school in 1975. Got into a college in New Mexico. Couldn’t wait to get away from me. Died in a car wreck the same year.” DeVoss frowned at the couch and searched the room for me, finding me standing in front of his son’s graduation picture. His mouth opened and closed. “That’s my Camden. He never got no older.”

      I turned back to study the picture, seeing more of the guy I saw carrying Susie Franklin’s body in my vision with every second.

      “Got his death certificate right in this-here box.” DeVoss appeared next to me and reached for a blue box sitting next to Camden’s graduation picture. He approached the couch and set the box on the long, low coffee table in front of it. He took out a piece of parchment paper lying on the top and handed it to Griff, who glanced at it and handed it back.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss, Mr. DeVoss.” Griff’s red-tipped ears and the strawberry splotches on his neck indicated a different emotion, but I didn’t blame him for trying to save face. “I have one question, if you don’t mind.”

      Without speaking, DeVoss drew a glossy photo from the box and set it on the coffee table for all of us to see. I walked over to get a clear look at it. The car was nearly smashed beyond recognition, but I recognized it as the one from my vision. My heart rate picked up to the level of discomfort. Sweat broke out on my back. I did everything I could to stay outwardly calm.

      “I bet I can guess your question,” DeVoss said. “Why’d I tell everybody he was missing, right?”

      Griff nodded, the redness from his ears spreading onto his face to perch high on his cheeks.

      “Before I lost Camden, losing my Lucille—my wife—was probably the worst thing I ever had to experience. But you know what made it worse?” He paused for a few seconds as though one of us might want to guess, but nobody did. “Townsfolk trying to help me feel better. Oh, they meant well, but they like to have drove me crazy. Got where I didn’t want to talk about Lucille, didn’t want to think about her, didn’t even want to look at her stuff.”

      Which explained why he tried to sell her snow globes. I stared again at the wreck of Camden’s car, half listening as Griff thanked DeVoss for his time. Mysti bought several jars of canned goods and a huge jug of honey. I moved along in a dream, waking when DeVoss grabbed my arm.

      “I wanted to thank you for coming out to see me.” He flashed the straight, perfect line of his dentures. “It sure was good to see your pretty face again.”

      “Thank you, Mr. DeVoss.” I tried to smile and hoped it was good enough.

      DeVoss opened the back door of the SUV for me, and I climbed inside, eager to get away from him. Griff and Mysti got inside, and Griff started the engine. He turned, a huge grin splitting his face, to speak to me.

      “Don’t say anything until we get away from here, okay?”

      The look on his face set my nerves on high alert, but I nodded my agreement. The silence in the SUV made the drive back out to the main highway seem to take forever. Finally, we were on the road back to Nazareth.

      “The guy in the picture.” The upper part of Griff’s face appeared in the rearview mirror. “He was the one in your vision, wasn’t he, Peri Jean?”

      “How’d you know?”

      “Girl, you turned the color of oatmeal when you saw it.” Griff sped toward Nazareth.

      “Did you see her knees buckle?” Mysti spoke to Griff. Then she turned to face me. “Good job on getting control of yourself. I thought you were going to lose it right there and spill it all.”

      “Nah,” Griff said. “I knew our girl had it under control.” He pulled into the motel parking lot and unbuckled his seatbelt. “Being as you’re our official medium on this job, let’s hear your theory on what’s happening.”

      “It’s got to be Camden’s ghost,” I said. “Susie talking to the snow globe after her trouble with Coach Bobby John, my seeing him in a vision like that. It all adds up. But I’ve got one problem. I don’t see how he’s getting hold of people who aren’t mediums like me.”

      “I think it’s a good idea we talk to some people who knew Camden before he died,” Griff said. “Let’s see what he was into as a teenager. Hell, he might have had some sort of psychic gift himself.”
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      Griff set up an office of sorts in his motel room with his laptop and his cellphone.

      “I’m going to be making phone calls and accessing whatever databases I can on my computer.” He pulled out a legal pad and tore off the top sheet of paper and handed it to Mysti. “Your job is to call Camden’s college. Confirm he went there in fall of 1975. Something doesn’t feel right to me about DeVoss’s story.”

      “Am I looking for anything in particular?” Mysti took out her cellphone and her bluetooth earpiece.

      “Unfortunately, it’s needle in a haystack time. I’m looking for any odd stories about him, anything that doesn’t quite fit.”

      “How will this tell us if he was psychic?” I stood by the door, useless as a condom on a stone statue.

      Griff turned to me. “It won’t, but it’ll give me an idea of how dangerous this guy was.” He paused to type something on his computer. He stopped and glanced at me. “You call Margaret Franklin. She likes you best of the three of us. See if she can think of anybody who’d remember what Camden DeVoss was like. A teacher would be good. A classmate would be even better. Find out if Camden had an interest in the occult, or if there were odd stories floating around about him.”

      I left the room to call Margaret Franklin. She put me in touch with Donny Wayne McClure, who’d taught Camden senior level English.

      “Now Donny Wayne is eighty-five if he’s a day, but he’s scary sharp.” Margaret chuckled over the phone, her voice crackling. “Remembers things from back then better than he knows what he had for lunch. I’ll call him on your behalf.”

      Margaret said her goodbyes and called me back a few minutes later. “He can’t wait to meet you. Says he’ll be waiting at the front door.”

      Donny Wayne McClure lived in an assisted living community a half hour’s drive from Nazareth. The facility looked like a plain old nursing home to me. I parked and hurried to the front door.

      A man who’d been sitting on the bench out front stood, leaning heavily on his cane. From a distance, he looked like a strong wind might blow him over. I got closer and realized only his body was frail. His blue eyes were clear and lively.

      “You Peri Jean Mace?” He had a high, wheezy voice.

      “Yes, sir. You must be Mr. McClure.”

      “Call me Donny Wayne. I’ve not been a teacher for going on twenty-five years.” He bared a set of tobacco stained teeth at me and held out an age spotted hand. His skin was shiny and so thin it seemed I could see every vein. I was afraid to touch him, but the strength of his handshake surprised me. “Do you mind if we sit out here, hon? Fascists who run this place won’t let an old man smoke inside his own apartment.”

      “Not a bit,” I said and sat down on the bench. I took out my cigarettes and held out the pack to him. He shook his head and produced a pack of unfiltered Luckies. We both lit up.

      “Margaret says you’re looking into Camden DeVoss as part of an investigation on her daughter’s disappearance. Mind if I ask why you think your firm can find Susie when nobody else could?”

      His question made perfect sense, but it surprised me all the same.

      “It’s crazy, and you won’t believe me.”

      “Try me.” He blew a smoke ring. “I taught kids from the time I was twenty-three years old to the day I retired at the age of sixty-eight. I saw it all.”

      “I consult for Reed Investigations as a psychic medium.” I waited for him to tell me his religion precluded any such nonsense and for the visit to go downhill from there.

      “Do you now?” He stared at me so intently I squirmed like a high school kid who’d forgotten her homework. “And I take it you’ve contacted Susie Franklin’s ghost.”

      “Her spirit made contact with me.” Again, I waited for the bad stuff.

      “Despite my confidence otherwise, Peri Jean, you have managed to surprise me.” He pinched his cigarette and tossed it.

      “What do you think Camden has to do with this?” Donny Wayne regarded me out of the corner of one eye. “I have good reason to believe he’s dead, was dead years before Susie disappeared.”

      “Lewis DeVoss showed us a death certificate for Camden.” I checked Donny Wayne’s expression for surprise, but he closed his eyes and nodded. Did old Mr. DeVoss trot that thing out every time someone cornered him about the subject of Camden? Something flopped around in my mind, but I couldn’t catch it, and it disappeared back into the depths. “But I also saw…” I let my words trail off. I didn’t know how to tell this nice old man I thought I saw a ghost kill a living person.

      “I see from the look on your face you believe you’re on the right path.” Donny Wayne’s stare slipped off me and contemplated the stained concrete walk at our feet.

      “Mr.—Donny Wayne, I promise you we’re not out to do Lewis DeVoss any harm or—”

      McClure held up one hand and shook his head. “I’m an old man. Holding in what I know, what I saw, won’t serve any purpose anyway.” He cleared his throat and began talking in his whispery voice. “I taught Camden for both his junior and senior years of English. He was a straight B student, not because he lacked intelligence to be at the top of the class, but because his interests lay elsewhere.”

      “Sports?”

      “He played football, and it got him a scholarship, but no.” Donny Wayne crossed his arms across his wasted body. “Camden DeVoss thought he could bring his mother back from the dead. He believed he communicated with Lucille’s spirit through the snow globes.”

      I jerked against the bench and dropped my cigarette lighter on the ground.

      “You all right?” Donny Wayne raised one bushy eyebrow at me.

      I leaned down to pick up my cigarette lighter and noticed my arms were covered with chill bumps. I rubbed the skin, though warmth wasn’t the problem.

      “I’m okay. Had a long few days.” I quit rubbing my arms. The chill bumps weren’t going anywhere. “Lewis DeVoss told us how upset Camden got when he tried to sell the globes in a church rummage sale. What you said made it all make sense.”

      “Ahh, yes. The fateful rummage sale of 1973. Lucille hadn’t been dead for too long then, and Camden was really hurting. I take it you’ve met Lewis DeVoss?”

      “I have,” I said.

      “Then you know he’s a taciturn man, one who’d likely not be a great deal of comfort to a mourning teenage boy. His solution was to clean out Lucille’s belongings, to forget her. If anything, Lewis’s desire to forget his wife fueled Camden’s need to reconnect with her.” Donny Wayne shook his head and held up one hand. “Hate this worn out old brain. It gets side tracked so easily. Tell me something, Peri Jean. Have you seen one of the snow globes?”

      “I saw the one Margaret Franklin bought for Susie at the rummage sale. Cheap plastic ones, looked like something sold to tourists. It had the name of a city in it.” I considered telling him Susie used the snow globe to contact me, but I couldn’t quite make myself say the words. Not after hearing Camden used them to contact the spirit world. My mind didn’t want to accept the possibilities.

      Donny Wayne stared at his lap and plucked at the material of his pants. Was he getting tired? Getting ready to have a stroke?

      “How did that come to be in your possession, Peri Jean? I ask because I know Margaret couldn’t find it after Susie went missing.”

      “It just sort of turned up.” Dread sank into my stomach like a poisonous fishhook. What sleeping monster had I awakened by fooling with that snow globe?

      Donny Wayne nodded. He reached into his pocket to get his cigarettes. His hand shook so badly I had to light one for him.

      “Do you need something to eat or maybe some juice?”

      “Nope. I ate right before you came. You’ve given me a bit of a fright.”

      My stomach curled in on itself and did a long, slow cartwheel. “How so?”

      “I attempted to counsel Camden on the loss of the snow globe Margaret purchased for little Susie. My attempt greatly amused him.” Donny Wayne pinched what was left of his cigarette between his thumb and forefinger without speaking. “He said one day little Susie would get a nasty surprise.”

      A huge man dressed in orchid colored scrubs stepped out on the porch with us. “Mister Donny Wayne, Nurse Simmons is looking for you. She said she best not find you out here chain smoking.”

      “I’ll be right inside, Terrence.” Donny Wayne smiled at the younger man. “Come by later for a cappuccino.”

      Terrence gave us a wave and disappeared inside.

      “Nurse Simmons is awful, Peri Jean, so I really must cut short this visit. However, I have two final things to share. The first is I advise you to look up Ollie Bickley back in Nazareth. He was the closest Camden had to a best friend in school. They had a very odd falling out in spring of 1975. The second is more of a question. Did Camden DeVoss manage to give Susie Franklin a nasty surprise?”

      “The nastiest.” I stood and held out my hand. Donny Wayne shook it. Terrence appeared like magic and helped the old man inside.

      I drove back to Nazareth trying to make sense of the things Donny Wayne told me. Whether or not Camden was a natural medium like me, I knew he could have made the snow globes do anything he wanted with the right kind of magic. Maybe the magic was already there. I thought over the possibility but couldn’t figure out who’d bother to spell the cheap snow globes. They certainly weren’t a TV movie quality magical object.

      I was more bothered by the idea Camden let Susie Franklin keep the snow globe planning to use it to hurt her. Had he already known in 1973 how he’d do it? I thought back to Kevin Douglas telling us he thought Susie’d met someone new and the way Susie seemed to expect the old car to come pick her up in the vision.

      I couldn’t make anything fit together. By the time I got back to the motel, my stomach was rumbling loud enough to pass for thunder. I knocked on the door of Griff’s motel room, half expecting to hear either Griff or Mysti shout to come back later. To my surprise, Mysti opened the door right away.

      “Was the trip worth it?”

      “Yes and no.” I told Griff everything I learned from Donny Wayne but added I couldn’t make heads or tails of it. “He did tell me to contact an Ollie—”

      “Bickley,” Griff and Mysti said together.

      “We’re going to surprise Mr. Bickley at his place of business later this evening.” Griff stopped talking to yawn. His yawn made me yawn. Mysti caught the bug too.

      “Sounds like the two of you had a productive day too.” I checked the coffee pot Griff brought in with him and found it empty. A wave of fatigue blurred my vision. I leaned on the cheap dresser.

      “I got lucky.” Mysti sat on the bed and curled her legs under her. “The head of registration at Camden’s college actually went to school there at the same time he did. She remembered him well.”

      “I’m willing to bet he wasn’t a very nice guy.”

      I yawned again. “Sorry.” I sat down next to Mysti on the bed. I heard her talking but not her words and dozed off without really meaning to. An air horn blaring jarred me awake. I sat up straight, my stiff muscles creaking.

      Griff, still sitting in the stiff chair with his head thrown back in sleep, jerked away with a yelp. He fumbled his cellphone and dropped it on the floor, where the alarm continued to blare. He grabbed it and shut it off.

      “I’m sorry I fell asleep.” I stared at the cheap, motel issue bedside clock and gasped. I’d slept three full hours. Embarrassment crept through the leftover sluggishness from my nap.

      “We all needed it.” Griff stood and stretched. “I’m going to get cleaned up. We’ve got time for a quick supper before we visit Mr. Bickley.”

      Mysti and I went to our room where we rushed through showers, putting on clean clothes, and applying makeup, hers more elaborate than mine. Griff met us in the parking lot. Several minutes later, we sat at a table in Nazareth’s other diner, a place called Pop’s, waiting on three bacon chili cheeseburgers. Griff said, “Should have come here the first night.”

      “Can I tell her what I learned?” Mysti stirred her straw in her root beer float.

      Griff sipped his chocolate malt and nodded.

      “You were right earlier at the motel. Camden wasn’t a nice guy. Bad temper. Wouldn’t do his work. Went off on one of the professors.” Mysti stopped to take out a notepad covered with scribbles. “Camden had a running feud with this senior named Freddie Felder. Typical Big Man on Campus, by the sound of it. It apparently got pretty nasty. Freddie slipped Camden some kind of tranquilizer, made him up like a woman, and left him on display in front of the library.”

      I cringed. Nice guy or not, the prank must have humiliated Camden down to his DNA. The waitress brought our burgers, and we dug in.

      “Louise—that’s the woman from the registrar’s office—said Camden started a fistfight with Freddie Felder and lost.” Mysti leaned away from her plate to read from her notes. “Then, once Camden figured out he was flunking, he had an old friend from Nazareth help him pack up his dorm room. The guy introduced himself to every woman he came across. Ollie Bickley.”

      “Donny Wayne McClure told me the two had a falling out while still in high school.” I polished off the last of my burger, a little sorry it went so fast.

      “Maybe Camden bribed him.” Griff ate several fries at once. “We’ll find out later. We haven’t even gotten to the juiciest part. Tell her, sweetie.”

      Mysti pinked and read off her notes again.

      “After Camden’s supposed death, which was a whole other thing, Freddie Felder was found murdered on campus. Louise said it was really gruesome.” Mysti gestured at Griff, who pulled his laptop out of his bag. He opened it and took it out of sleep mode.

      “I couldn’t find a picture, but here’s what I got from the first cop on scene. Freddie was suspended over a toilet with his eyes cut out and had been gutted.”

      I pushed away my malt. The huge pile of food on my stomach rolled around drunkenly. I begged it to stay where it was. “What’s this about Camden’s supposed death?” I asked.

      “The State of New Mexico doesn’t have any record of his death. I was able to find reports of the car crash, including the picture DeVoss showed us, but there’s no record anybody died.” Griff signaled the waitress for the check.

      “Shouldn’t we go back and confront Lewis DeVoss?” I asked. The old man seemed the best authority on what really became of Camden DeVoss.

      “No. Because I got a feeling about this Ollie Bickley, and I never ignore gut feelings.” Griff gave the waitress several bills and stood. “Plus, he gets off work right about now. Good time to surprise him.”
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      The service station’s windows were dark when we pulled into the lot. I’d noticed the place several times as I crisscrossed through Nazareth because it still had the old pumps out front, the kind that didn’t take credit cards.

      Griff, ignoring the darkened building, climbed out of the SUV, went to the window and cupped his hands around his eyes to see inside. Mysti and I climbed out of the SUV and hung back. The place smelled like grease and old car upholstery, the kind of smell clothes picked up and kept until they were washed in vinegar.

      Griff tapped on the window and waved.

      Faintly, I heard someone yell, “We’re closed. Come back tomorrow.”

      “I don’t need my car worked on. I need to speak with Ollie Bickley.” Griff motioned to Mysti and me. We approached warily. This close, I noticed the front door bore greasy handprints. If it got on my jeans, I’d have to demote them to work clothes, and I didn’t relish the idea of garage sale scavenging for a new nice pair.

      The door opened and a short wiry guy stepped out. His mostly gray, longish hair blew in the wind, and he swiped a hand across his sun-freckled forehead. He stared Griff down and said, “You outta luck, Mister. They done come and repossessed the truck. If my ex wants more money, she’s gonna have to get her a job.”

      “This isn’t about any of that, Mr. Bickley.” Griff handed Ollie a business card. “Among other things, I investigate missing persons. Margaret Franklin hired my associates and me to investigate the disappearance of Susie Franklin.”

      Whatever bravado Ollie had drained out of him, rounding his shoulders and shortening him by a good two inches. He stole a sidelong glance at Mysti and me and asked, “What y’all want with me?”

      Griff glanced at me and inclined his chin so slightly I might have missed it had I not been staring right at him. I walked over to stand beside him.

      “We want to ask you a few questions about Camden DeVoss.” I spoke in the same tone of voice I used at my part-time bartending job. The one I used to get men to tip me. “I spoke with Donny Wayne McClure earlier today, and he told me you and Camden were tight in high school.”

      “Not tight,” Ollie mumbled. “I had one of them Ouija boards and Camden wanted to use it.”

      Bingo.

      “Mind if we come inside and talk to you about it?” Mysti sidled up to our little group and treated Ollie to a big smile. “I see you have one of those old Coke machines. It work? I’d love to get a Coke.”

      Without giving us a real yes or no, Ollie stepped aside and held open the door. I followed Griff inside.

      The smell of sour sweat joined the odor of grease and old upholstery. I stiffened my face to keep the distaste off it. If I messed up this interview because I couldn’t stand a little B.O., Griff would have my ass. For some reason, his reamings bothered me more than any from other bosses I’d had. Mysti went straight to the Coke machine, fed it quarters, and got a Coke in a bottle. Very retro. Ollie gestured at some plastic chairs and pulled himself up on a heavy wooden desk that might have been new around the same time John F. Kennedy was in office. Mysti, Griff, and I sat.

      “Why did Camden DeVoss want to use your Ouija board?” Griff put his arm over the back of Mysti’s chair.

      “You done found out about me. I have a hard time believing you don’t know why.” Ollie lit a generic brand cigarette and blew out a jet of smoke. “Let’s cut the shit and get down to business, all right? Ain’t got no home to go to no more, but I want to be done with this.”

      “All right,” Griff said. “I want to know anything you can tell me about Camden DeVoss’s interest in the occult, especially dealing with the snow globe collection he inherited from his mother.”

      “I always knew this would come back up.” Ollie shook his head. “Wish so many times I’d have never met the little bastard.” He went to the Coke machine and got himself a Dr Pepper and popped the top before he spoke again. “First thing to understand is Camden come by his interest in the occult, as you call it, honest. His mama was a backwoods witch. She did a big business in fertility potions, was my understanding.”

      Griff, Mysti, and I exchanged glances. I couldn’t believe nobody in town told us. Or maybe I could. Small towns could close ranks to outsiders, and if Camden’s mother died in the early ’70s, there might not be many folks around who remembered her well.

      “Camden claimed his mama used the snow globes sort of like the way you hear about people using crystal balls.” Ollie rubbed one corner of his mouth, leaving a smear of grease. “Mind you, I never seen ’em do any such thing. Camden was trying to make ’em do what he wanted.”

      “Donny Wayne McClure told me Camden believed he could bring his mother back from the dead.” I spoke without thinking, forgetting Griff was the boss. I glanced at him, and he gave me a nod.

      “Naw, he didn’t believe that.” Ollie curled his lip and wrinkled his nose. “He wanted to contact the old lady’s spirit, get her to transfer her power to him. Thought he should have come by it, inherited it, when she died.”

      Oh, big distinction there.

      “I had my Ouija board and an interest in darker stuff,” Ollie said. “Natural kid’s curiosity is all it was, really, but Camden was more into it. He picked up a book on summoning demons somewhere and wanted to enlist the help of a demon in inheriting his mother’s powers.”

      “What, exactly, could Camden’s mother do?” I asked. “I’m sure he wasn’t interested in dispensing fertility treatments to childless women.”

      “I like you.” Ollie pointed one dirty finger at me and winked. “According to Camden, she could control prosperity and health as well. She was the reason Camden’s daddy earned so much money doing what many others fail at.”

      “So Camden DeVoss wanted to get rich and live forever?” Mysti cocked her head at Ollie, frowning. “I ask because I have the same sort of business as Camden’s mother. I can tell you it’s not as easy as having a little magical umph.”

      Ollie started to speak, then put his knuckles to his lips. “What is it you people think Camden had to do with Susie Franklin’s disappearance?”

      Griff, Mysti, and I had a conference of gazes. We couldn’t weigh the pros and cons with Ollie sitting right there in front of us. Mysti nodded first. I followed. Griff sat back in his chair and crossed an ankle over his knee.

      “Peri Jean Mace here is a psychic medium.” He gestured at me. “She had a vision of sorts in which she saw Camden carry Susie Franklin’s body into the rest area outside town.”

      Ollie’s mouth dropped open. He started to speak but choked. He coughed so hard spittle flew from his mouth. Griff leaped out of his chair and hurried to him. He grabbed Ollie’s Dr Pepper off the desk and handed it to him. Ollie took a sip, sputtered, and took another sip. He seemed to catch his breath.

      “I’m sorry. Just caught me off guard.” He took a deep breath and belched. “Camden had a dark side. Started letting it come out once we got to know each other. He used to catch little defenseless animals on his father’s place and kill ’em. Slow. He used to joke he wanted to kill a person. He’d laugh, only his eyes didn’t laugh. Never.” Ollie shivered.

      “Did he ever act on his fantasies?” Griff leaned forward, his gaze fixed on Ollie.

      “Not on people, least not in front of me. Camden and I quit being friends over his odd tastes, though.” Ollie glanced at me, then at Mysti. “Hate to tell this in front of ladies.”

      “Please tell us,” Mysti said. “The information might help.”

      “Camden had his book on summoning demons, and he thought all he needed to do was sacrifice an animal. He chose this stray cat that hung around the school. The teachers fed it, considered it sort of a pet.” Ollie swallowed hard. When he spoke again, his voice was barely more than a whisper. “He cut the poor thing’s eyes out while it was still alive, and then gutted it. It was a relief when it died. I never felt so ugly in all my life. I told Camden not to come around me no more.”

      “What did he do?” I asked, disgust and grief for a poor animal I never laid eyes on rolling through me.

      “Laughed. Said I was about useless, and he was done anyway.” Ollie stared at the concrete floor, his face long, lips turned down. He folded his hands in his lap and closed his eyes.

      “He left you alone then?” Griff lit one of his cigarillos, spurring both Ollie and me to light up.

      “Pretty much.” Ollie nodded, his gaze still downcast.

      “Then why did you help him move out of his dorm room at college in New Mexico?” Griff took a pull on his cigarillo and let the smoke drift out of his nostrils.

      For the second time that evening, Ollie deflated. “I think I’ve said enough.”

      Griff closed his eyes and shook his head. “Mr. Bickley, you don’t want to fuck me around. Understand?”

      “I can’t tell you no more.” Bickley stood and wiped his hands on his pants.

      “What are you doing to keep this place open?” Griff stood. “Your divorce pretty much cleaned you out. You’re living in this place. Everybody in town thinks you’ll close any day.” Griff shoved his hands in his pants pockets and let his words sink in. “What are you moving through this place? My guess would be guns or drugs. Seeing as you’ve got a felony conviction for manufacturing—”

      “All right, all right. I didn’t tell you everything about the night with the cat.” Ollie’s eyes were shiny with tears.

      “What else happened?” I asked.

      Ollie dropped his head.

      Griff pulled out his wallet. Ollie’s eyes widened. Griff tugged out a hundred-dollar bill and waved it at Ollie. He said, “Trade you.”

      Ollie hesitated just long enough to make me wonder and then snatched the money like a frog going for a bug. “Need this. Ex-wife is bleeding me dry.”

      “So what happened after Camden butchered the cat?” I eyed Ollie in a none too friendly way. If he thought he could cheat us, he was wrong.

      “He done it in the woods behind the school. A little boy caught us. And when I say little, I mean he was a baby almost. So little he started crying.” Ollie let out another breath and got even smaller. “Camden chased after him. Kid fell down. Camden fell on him. Grabbed him by the hair and bashed his head into a tree several times.” Ollie paused. “Never told anybody that. Kept it inside all these years.”

      “Did Camden kill the little boy?” Mysti’s voice sounded like it had no air in it.

      “I didn’t stay to watch.” Ollie took in the expressions on our faces and held out his hands in surrender. “Now that’s the truth. I ran like my life depended on it.”

      From what Ollie’d said so far about Camden DeVoss, it well could have. My skin crawled, and I felt dirty—the kind of dirty you can’t clean off—after listening to Ollie’s story.

      “I ran until I got home to my mama and daddy’s. Next few weeks, people looked for that little kid. Todd something-or-other. Never found him. No body, no nothing.” Ollie’s chest rose and fell too fast. “I never spoke another word to Camden DeVoss until he called me up wanting help moving. And even the way he caught up with me was some weird shit. I was living in this,” he said, shaking his head, “commune, I guess you’d call it, in Dallas. Payphone in the hall rang one day, and it was Camden.” Ollie stopped talking, thought something over, and started again. “You got to understand something. Nobody knew how to get in touch with me there. I’d fell out with my folks and didn’t have no friends. Was on drugs pretty bad.” He said it in the tone of voice of a man making a shocking confession. “After Camden and I quit being friends, I started having these dreams, awful dreams, and Camden was always in them. He’d do awful things to me. Only way I could get them quiet was to be stoned, so I stayed that way for several years.”

      “So you helped Camden move.” Griff picked up the story again. “Anything unusual happen?”

      “Camden got into it with this Mr. All-American type. The guy wrestled Camden to the ground, kidney punched him a few times.” Ollie’s gaze tracked back and forth as though he was watching the events unfold. “Camden got up, dusted himself off, and we left. He told me in the car that guy would pay.”

      I remembered what Mysti and Griff told me in the diner happened to the guy Camden had a college feud with. My half-digested food rolled again. I put my hand across my belly.

      “Where did Camden move to?” I asked.

      “Up in the mountains with some hippie. Got the feeling he was into occult stuff as much as Camden. Next thing I heard, Lewis DeVoss was telling everybody Camden was missing.”

      “Lewis DeVoss told us Camden died in a car wreck in New Mexico,” Griff said.

      “Never heard about it.” Ollie shook his head.

      “Do you think there’s a possibility he’s still alive? Maybe living somewhere close?” I lit the last cigarette I had.

      “Naw. I think he’s dead,” Ollie said.

      “What brought you to that conclusion?” Griff asked.

      “I stopped about a year ago at the old rest stop. You know how sometimes you need to go pee-pee, and you can’t wait another second?” Ollie’s gaze tracked around the room, stopping on each of us to make sure we understood that kind of urge to relieve ourselves. “That’s how I was that day. Couldn’t wait. Not even the ten minutes it woulda took to get home.”

      The hair on my head prickled as though it was trying to stand up. I thought I knew the compulsion Ollie experienced.

      “So I pulled off on the side of the road and hiked back there for a little privacy.” Ollie mimed walking fast, going as far as to make a desperate face to match his story. “I did what I needed to do, and when I was leaving it was like something pulled my glance to the restrooms. It was like a magnet drawing me.” He shivered and gooseflesh pimpled his arms. “Anyway, I looked over there, and Camden DeVoss was standing there in the doorway to the men’s room, motioning me over.” Ollie stopped his recitation.

      “Did you walk over there?” I wanted him to say he didn’t because I didn’t want to hear what happened if he did.

      “Hell no, ma’am. I knowed I was looking at the devil hisself.” Ollie rubbed at the chill bumps on his arms. “Y’see, Camden DeVoss hadn’t aged a day since I dropped him off to live in the New Mexico mountains with that hippie thirty years ago. It had to be his ghost.”

      Cold fingers walked up my spine, and I began to tremble.
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      Our footsteps crunched on the loose asphalt in the service station’s parking lot. None of us spoke. I still had the shakes over Ollie’s last revelation. I kept picturing the scene in my head. Ollie there at the rest stop staring at someone he hadn’t seen for a lifetime and realizing that someone hadn’t aged.

      Griff pushed the button on his key fob. The alarm beeped off, but the locks didn’t disengage. Griff, frowning, grabbed his door handle and pulled. He gave us a sheepish grin.

      “Must have left it unlocked. Got too excited, I guess.”

      We all got into the vehicle and buckled up. “I’ll drive a few blocks and park. He doesn’t need to see us sitting in the parking lot discussing him.” Griff started the engine. He pulled into the parking lot of Nazareth Memorial Park, dark and deserted for the night. Griff rolled down his window and lit one of his cigarillos.

      “Those still stink even with the windows down,” Mysti said.

      “You know you love it.” Griff patted her thigh, and she swatted at his hand. “Who thinks Camden DeVoss is dead?” Griff raised his own hand. Mysti and I raised ours too. “What do we think about what we learned from Ollie? Peri Jean?”

      “I think Ollie’s lucky he had sense enough not to go in that restroom. He’d be on the missing list if he had.” I jerked with aftershocks of my shivers but thought I was getting over it. Oh, hell. No point in lying to myself. I couldn’t sit still, and the only reason I didn’t light a cigarette was I had none left.

      “Agreed,” Griff said. “But, for the life of me, I can’t figure out the logistics on this thing.”

      “I’ve got a theory, not necessarily on logistics,” Mysti said. “I think all the people who’ve disappeared over the years made that rest area their last stop.”

      “I’ll play the non-believer,” Griff said. “Why would someone stop there? It’s obviously closed.”

      “People might not see a closed rest stop. It might look brand new and open.” I pulled out my empty cigarette pack and gazed at it, imagining the cool rush of nicotine hitting me. I could ask for one of Griff’s cigarillos, but then they’d know how much Ollie shook me up. My oversized pride would allow no such thing. “I wish the two of you could have seen what I saw in the restroom. It was completely different than what we saw at first.”

      “I am thrilled we didn’t see what you saw.” Mysti offered me a little smile.

      “I am too. You might not have been there to get me out.” With those words, the last of the shakes left me. Maybe I didn’t need cigarettes after all. I should try quitting again. Who the hell am I kidding? I nudged Griff and pointed at his pack of cigarillos. He handed it to me, and I lit one up. It tasted as awful as I figured.

      “I’ll buy your theory, except for one thing,” Griff said. “We agree he uses the snow globes as some sort of portal, right?”

      Mysti and I nodded.

      “How did he introduce it into the belongings of each and every person who disappeared over the years?” Griff glanced between us. “I mean, we’re talking quite a few people.”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      Mysti shrugged and shook her head.

      “And not to beat a dead horse, but are we saying a ghost committed these murders?” Griff tossed his cigarillo into the parking lot and shook his head.

      “I’ve had ghosts do some pretty mean things to me, but I always figured it happened because of what I am,” I said. “I think a ghost maybe could kill me. But someone who isn’t a medium?”

      “One doesn’t have to be as powerful of a medium as you to see ghosts or feel the phenomena they can cause,” Griff said. “I don’t have even a glimmer of what you and Mysti have, and I’ve seen a few. Some pretty mean.”

      Exactly what kind of investigations did Griff specialize in?

      “Could the ghosts have hurt you, though?” I posed the thought as a question, but I had my own theory. I wanted to see what Griff said first.

      “Maybe. Depending on the circumstances.” He turned to glance at me and bit his lip. “I’m guessing we both have war stories, right? You tell yours.”

      “When I was married to my first husband, we lived in a huge, old house. Over the years, it had housed several businesses. One of them was a mortuary. That place was so very haunted.” I closed myself to the memories of my marriage and focused on what mattered. “Me being there made it worse, like it gave the spirits an outlet or something.”

      “There’s one problem with this theory,” Mysti said. “Camden would need someone on the living plane to help him manifest in the way he finds most satisfying.”

      “The most obvious choices for Camden’s henchmen would be Lewis and Ollie.” I went over what I’d seen around both men. Ollie had an Ouija board as a teenager. He might have the same sort of power I did. Something hit me. “Here’s my question. Why would Ollie help Camden? He was afraid of him. You don’t fake that kind of fear.”

      “Okay, his father then.” Griff spoke slowly, more to himself than to us. “Issue there is I can’t picture him doing any kind of spellwork, even if it was to help his crop along or to fix a sick cow.”

      “Oh, honey, don’t be naive,” Mysti said. “The family that spells together…” She trailed off. “I don’t know a word to rhyme, but I’d bet almost anything the whole family was into magic of some sort.”

      “It’s not too late to go out and confront Lewis DeVoss.” Griff started the SUV.

      “But what will we say? We can’t go in there hollering about him practicing witchcraft.” I snorted. “He’ll shoot us. Mount our heads on the wall.”

      “The death certificate,” Mysti said. “Thing’s probably illegal if there’s no record of it with the State of New Mexico.”

      “Eh. I’ll think of something.” Griff backed out of his parking space and cruised through Nazareth. Mysti and Griff kept up a steady chatter, speculating about Lewis DeVoss, at times arguing. I stared out the window at the passing town. Something felt different about the town, as though someone pulled a thin film over it while we were stopped at the park. Things seemed cleaner and newer. More cars lined the streets, and all of them were old ones.

      “Wonder if they’re having an antique car show tonight?” I asked. Neither Griff nor Mysti heard me, and I didn’t bother to repeat myself. I had a feeling I recognized from dreams, the knowledge things didn’t make sense mixed with a lack of concern. It would all turn out okay in the end.

      Griff picked up speed as we left town. The feeling of unreality heightened for me as I stared out over the moonlit pastures. It seemed darker. Things moved in the shadows, just outside the edge of my vision. A few times, I thought I almost caught something before it blended into the nightscape, but I was always too late.

      “Y’all, I think this is a bad idea.” I raised my voice, but Griff and Mysti seemed locked in their own little world, separate from mine. I repeated myself. Griff glanced into the rearview mirror and his eyes widened.

      “You sick, Peri Jean? Want me to pull over?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Something’s not right. It’s like there’s things I can’t quite see. Shadows.”

      The rest area came up on the right. It took me several seconds to realize what was wrong. The place was lit up like opening night at a catfish buffet, the kind where kids ate free. Griff let off the gas and put on his turn signal.

      “Don’t stop,” I yelled. If Griff stopped, we’d disappear forever. Suddenly, I had a really good idea what the people who disappeared saw.

      “What? Don’t stop? Why? I don’t want you puking in my ride.” He pressed down on the brakes. Next to him, Mysti drew in a whooping breath.

      “Don’t stop.” Panic raised her voice. “Don’t stop. It’s a trap.” She swatted Griff’s arm.

      “What the…” Griff gunned the engine, shooting past the rest stop. The sudden takeoff made something roll out from underneath his seat. The snow globe came to rest against my feet. All the oxygen left my body, and all my spit dried up. My heart stuttered and roared to life. I wanted to tell Griff or Mysti, but I couldn’t move.

      At my feet, the snow globe lit up. Inside was the rest stop at night. A car sped through, leaving a green blur, and disappeared. He was coming. Camden was coming. I had to warn Griff and Mysti.

      I commanded my hand to reach down and pick up the snow globe so I could show it to the others. It lay in my lap, immobile and numb. Mentally, I shook myself. I couldn’t freeze up like this. Not when other people depended on me.

      “Griff,” I croaked.

      “What is it?”

      “The snow globe’s back here with me. It’s showing the rest stop. I saw—I mean, I think I saw—Camden’s car leave.” I sucked in a shaking breath. “He’s coming after us.”

      Griff glanced in the rearview. “I don’t see him. Maybe if we make it out to the main highway…” Griff pressed down on the accelerator, and the big engine responded with a roar. We shot through the dark night, headlights showing a little of the road ahead at a time. The headlights caught something shiny, just a flicker. Then, out of the darkness, Camden’s ugly old car appeared. Griff slammed on the brakes. The tires squalled their displeasure. The car still rushed toward us.

      Too late. Too late. Too late. My mind cried the words over and over like a song caught in my head. Mysti’s scream rattled my eardrums, and I tried to brace myself. Fear gripped me so hard my jaw hurt.

      “Noooooooo,” Griff yelled.

      We hit Camden’s car. Loose items flew forward. My seatbelt bit into my chest and forced the air from my lungs. I had a second to watch the SUV’s hood crumple and a spider’s web of cracks appear on the windshield. Then my head snapped back at the impact, a sunburst of pain forming in my neck. I slammed back into the seat hard enough to wake up the old injury in my lower back. The world stilled, and I drifted.
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      The sound of metal grinding together and shrieking jerked me awake. The world was black, the moon hidden by banks of dark clouds. The SUV began to move. I tried to call out to Griff and Mysti, but my chest hurt too bad. I drifted off again.

      The squeal of a big door rolling up on a track woke me the second time. I sucked in a deep breath, and my ribs screamed in protest. The salty, metallic taste of my own blood running down the back of my throat and filling my mouth nearly gagged me. A little examination made me think I’d just bitten my lip or tongue. I opened my eyes. Bright, artificial light filtered into the SUV’s windows. A thunderbolt of pain throbbed in the middle of my forehead, like my sinuses were full to bursting. Darkness flashed behind my eyes. My vision wavered. Stop this, Peri Jean. Toughen up. I couldn’t afford the luxury of pampering my hurts. I rubbed my face hard and tried to shake it off. Now I could see the shape of Griff’s shoulder and Mysti’s head.

      “You two alive?” I barely heard my own voice.

      “Think so,” Mysti said. “How did Camden do it? How’d he get the car around that curve and ahead of us?”

      I didn’t know, so I said, “Who pulled us off the road?” Ghosts can’t tow vehicles. Someone on the living plane had moved the SUV.

      Mysti moaned in answer to my question. The metal door I’d heard coming up slid down and hit the ground with a final sounding bang. Mysti and I both jumped.

      “Griff?” I reached out and touched his shoulder but got no response.

      “Is he…” I couldn’t say it.

      “No. He’s breathing,” Mysti said. “I think the airbag knocked him out.”

      “We gotta get out of here,” I said. “Will your door open?”

      “I can’t leave Griff.”

      I dropped back against the seat. She was right. We couldn’t leave him.

      “Where’s the shotgun?” I asked.

      “I saw it go flying when we hit,” Griff said, his voice thick. “You two okay?”

      “My collarbone’s hurt,” Mysti said.

      “I think I’m just bruised,” I said. “What about you?”

      “My knee hit the dashboard,” Griff said. “I’m not going to be able to go far on foot. I want the two of you to go out the cargo door in the back and get help.”

      I knew Mysti wouldn’t leave Griff without having to ask. No way in hell I’d leave them. Nazareth was a good five miles away. If I couldn’t get a car to stop for me, I’d have to walk the whole way. The odds of me making it back in time to help Griff and Mysti were dismal. But I could find that shotgun and use it to protect us. I unbuckled my seatbelt and raised myself off the seat. Something punched into Griff’s door and wrenched it open.

      “Hold it right there, ma’am, and I mean don’t move a muscle.”

      “He’s got a gun, Peri Jean.” Griff’s voice cracked. “Sit back down.”

      I turned around and saw Lewis DeVoss pointing a huge, silver revolver at us. Large caliber too, judging by the chambers in the cylinder.

      “I want you all three to step out of the vehicle.” Lewis backed away from the SUV, far enough away he’d have time to shoot us if we rushed him.

      “We’re hurt. I’m not even sure I can walk,” Griff said. I figured he was stalling, so I peered out the SUV’s window, searching for weapons or exits.

      Another car sat next to us. I squinted at it, knew I was seeing something familiar, but didn’t know quite know what. My addled mind clicked into gear. It hit me. I bit back a silly, frivolous, unnecessary scream. Sometimes there is no help for horror.

      Next to us sat the car we hit out on 231, the one Susie Franklin took her last ride in. The car was rusted out, on blocks, and had its hood up. It hadn’t been anywhere in years. Though I already guessed the car was part of Camden’s ghost realm, seeing it like this, obviously out of commission, spooked me more than Lewis DeVoss’s hand cannon. Mysti saw the expression on my face and turned to see what I saw. She let out a long wail which expressed my feelings perfectly.

      “Shut up.” DeVoss issued the command in a conversational tone, sort of the same way you’d ask someone how they liked this weather.

      Mysti continued howling. I didn’t blame her. I wished I could do something to ease the tide of horror building in my mind and eating up all rational thought, but I couldn’t even move. I was too scared.

      “Shut her up.” DeVoss stuck the gun in Griff’s face. “And get both these women out of the damn vehicle.”

      I might have been about to die, but DeVoss’s tone pissed me off. I yanked on my door, ready to confront him. The pain hit like a clap of thunder. The wreck had pulled something in my neck. I writhed in the seat, barely able to keep from whining. DeVoss opened my door and pulled me out. I dropped to the dirt floor of his barn hard enough to jar the air out of my lungs again. A beehive of pain took up residence in my side where the seatbelt bit into me. I gasped at the intensity of it.

      “Come on, sir. Get on out,” DeVoss said. “You make me shoot you, won’t be no killing shot. I’ll shoot that knee you’re favoring. Shoot your lady in her hand.”

      I lolled in the dirt, trying to gather my strength. I thought I could fight Lewis DeVoss with Griff’s help. Anger and defiance made me feel strong enough to lasso the world and whip it into submission. Mysti would help. The three of us could bring him down.

      DeVoss walked off while I battled the haze of pain and fury clouding my head. Water splashed in a basin, but I couldn’t turn my head enough to see. His footsteps came back. Cold water washed over me.

      “Wake up, you stupid bitch. I ain’t carrying you.”

      I heard a pop. DeVoss grunted and tripped over me. I wiped water out of my eyes in time to see Griff slide out of the SUV. He must have hit DeVoss with the door. Griff put his good foot on the dirt and held his other one aloft. I rolled toward DeVoss, searching the dirt for his revolver. If I could get my hands on it, we could beat him. DeVoss rolled over, and I heard the click-click-click of him pulling back the hammer on his monstrous revolver.

      “All right. I’m done fooling around with you meddlers. Get your asses over there in those chairs by the time I count ten.” He leveled the gun at my arm. “You don’t, and I’m gonna be blowing off arms and legs. You’ll live a long time ’fore you die, and it’ll hurt even more’n it’s going to.”

      I turned my head, worried by the cracking sound my neck made, to see where Lewis pointed. What I saw made me dizzy with fear.

      Three straight back wooden chairs were backed up against a far wall. All three had shackles attached to the legs and the armrests. Near the shackles, the chair’s wood bore deep gouges and scars. Dark spatters dotted the boards behind the chairs. Long lines trailed from the stains where something had run. Blood. I bet it’s blood. My skin tightened.

      I met Griff’s gaze, and he nodded at me and mouthed, Go on. He turned away from me and went around the SUV to help Mysti out. She yelped in pain. A few seconds later the two rounded the vehicle, supporting each other. I found out how many of the muscles in my neck I used to get to a standing position. It screamed the whole damn time. The three of us limped to the chairs. We were going to die in this musty corner of Hell.

      “Try not to look at the chairs,” DeVoss said. “It’ll make the waiting worse. Scareder you are, worse it’ll be on the other side.”

      The other side. Did he mean Camden’s killing room? “What’s the other side?”

      “Where you going.” DeVoss followed us and began attaching the chairs to chains suspended from the metal ceiling beams. “Where you stepped into when you stopped in that stupid rest stop. You’s a goner soon as he saw you through the snow globe, soon as he felt what you are.”

      “What does Camden think I am?” I asked.

      “Power for him to eat and absorb. My boy’s a smart one, he is.” DeVoss stepped to the edge of the half circle and pointed his gun at us. “Now y’all sit in those chairs and buckle up.”

      We stared at him. I considered running again but knew I wouldn’t be faster than a bullet. Plus, I couldn’t leave Mysti and Griff. By the time I got back, it would be too late.

      “Y’all gonna cooperate? Or am I gonna shoot out some kneecaps? Don’t matter what I do to you, long as you’re alive when I bring Camden in.”

      “Why are you doing this? Why are you letting your son do this?” Hysteria made my words tangle together, but DeVoss understood fine.

      “This is my son,” he said. “The last blood I got.”

      Terror, colder and more unforgiving than the darkest night of winter, swept through me, filling me, and choking off my sanity.

      “My boy is lonely.” DeVoss spoke slowly, as though to someone mentally deficient. “He gets urges. If the price of keeping my boy comfortable and happy is the lives of you three nosy-rosies, I’m okay with it.” He pointed the gun at Griff, the biggest and strongest of us. “So what’ll it be? Walk to the chairs on your own or force me to hurt you?”

      Mysti, Griff, and I contemplated each other. Sadness elongated both my friends’ faces. Mysti gripped my hand and gave me a tug. Griff limped toward one of the chairs. Mysti followed, and I brought up the rear. This was it, the way the world ended for us.

      “All right. Pull the chains around your middles, and use the padlocks to secure yourselves.”

      “Mysti, darlin’.” Griff’s voice trembled. “I am sorry I gave you the run around about being in a relationship. I love you, and I wish I had done things another way.” He brought the chain around his middle and clicked the lock.

      “I love you too, Griff,” Mysti said.

      DeVoss waved his gun at Mysti and me. We buckled ourselves in for the ride. I didn’t have anybody to say goodbye to, so I closed my eyes and tried to figure out what I was going to do once Camden pulled me back into the rest stop.

      “I’ll go get Camden,” DeVoss said.

      Go get him? My eyes popped open, and I stared at DeVoss, confused. I assumed Camden’s ghost would summon us.

      DeVoss pressed his lips together and sighed. “Look. This is really the only way this whole thing can play out. Once y’all fooled around the rest stop and Camden made contact with you, it was over. He’d have got you one way or the other. You see the wreck he caused you to have. This’ll all be over with by midnight tonight.” He turned and exited the building through a side door.

      Midnight’s four hours away. My nerves jittered and danced at the thought of what would happen over the hours to come. Too soon, I heard wheels squeaking their way toward the building. Sweat popped out all over my body. Images flashed behind my eyes, the worst things my imagination could conjure.

      The big overhead door rolled up, and DeVoss rolled in a man in a wheelchair. He marched him through the room and rolled him to a stop in front of us and locked the chair.

      “Here they are, son.” DeVoss leaned forward and kissed his son’s greasy, thinning hair. He stepped back a few feet.

      The man in front of us didn’t look like he could stomp a roach, much less hurt three healthy adults. Drool ran from one corner of his mouth, and his hands were fixed in claws. One eye rolled in its socket while the other stayed fixed on a spot somewhere on the bloody wall behind us.

      “What do you do with all the bodies?” Mysti’s eyes glowed too bright, and she held her gaze on Camden DeVoss as she asked her question.

      “Buried ’em.” Lewis DeVoss crossed his arms over his chest. “I own more than a thousand acres of land. Be near impossible to find ’em.”

      Anticipation gnawed at me. Part of me wanted to yell at both DeVosses to get it over with, but the other part still wanted a chance to fight, to survive. Lewis DeVoss walked in front of our chairs, setting a snow globe in front of each of us.

      “All right, son. You can go ahead and pull the little black headed one in like you did before.” Lewis DeVoss took a syringe out of his pocket. “I’ll knock the other two out for you.”

      The edges of Camden’s psyche tickled at mine. I strained against letting him in, pushed until my nose hurt and my breath came in pants. Sweat popped out under my arms. My ribs protested. I glared at the mangled man through narrowed eyes. He began to shake with the effort of forcing his way into my brain. Lewis DeVoss approached me, head cocked to one side. He struck like a snake, his big, gnarled old fist shooting out and burying itself in my stomach. The breath whooshed out of me. My focus waned for one second, and it was enough for Camden. He shoved into my innermost self, burning and ripping himself a path. My vision darkened, and my conscious tumbled down a dark tunnel.
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      I woke up on the floor of the restroom, mouth dry, entire body throbbing. The place sparkled, everything new and in working order. The sharp tang of bleach stung my nostrils, making my eyes water. I glanced at the window. As I watched, the night went gray with dawn, full daylight came and went, and the sky turned pink with the oncoming sunset all in the space of a couple of minutes. The ripple of iridescence covered the floor and shone over the walls, a bubble holding me in this timeless, isolated place.

      I pressed the palms of my hands against the cool floor and raised myself to a sitting position. Water dripped somewhere, and I smelled the soap in the dispensers at the sinks. All four doors to the toilets were closed. Was I alone? I twisted on the floor so I could survey the whole room, sore tendons and muscles crying out from the abuse.

      “They’re not here yet.” The voice came from within the room, its deep bass notes bouncing off the tile walls. “Griff and Mysti aren’t as easy to pull in as you are.”

      Judging by what I saw in Lewis DeVoss’s barn, Camden was very much alive, so I couldn’t fathom why we had a connection. I got slowly to my feet, body screaming in pain with every move. A movement in one of the corners caught my peripheral vision. I turned and gasped, suddenly getting a real good idea about the source of Camden’s connection to me.

      “Your victim’s spirits are still here.” The burlap head family watched me from one corner. A young woman with dark hair and rope marks around her neck stood near them, reaching out to me. The spirits thought I could help them. Their pull plus Camden’s was more than I knew how to fight.

      “When I’m bored, I come here and play with them,” Camden said. “It’s all mine, so I can move time backward, forward. Do it again and again.”

      My mouth went dry. If I died in this place, I’d stay as Camden’s plaything.

      “Okay, here we go.” Camden’s voice filled the room again.

      Two wet slaps cut short my fear fest. Griff and Mysti lay on the floor, curled against each other. I scooted over and poked Mysti with one finger. She moaned and stirred.

      “Wake up.” They had to wake up and help me. I didn’t know how to fight Camden on my own. Mysti would have some ideas. Griff would help us.

      “We’re all here. Let’s get started.” The metal stall door swung open, and Camden stepped out wearing the same bunny-horse head I’d seen in my vision. He yanked his special curved knife free of the battle-scarred sheaf on his belt and walked toward me. His tight jeans and engineer boots were a far cry from the clothes of his convalescing body in the real world. He took slow measured steps across the restroom, stopped a short distance from me and nudged me with his boot.

      “C’mon.” His deep voice still boomed both because of the small space and because of the way his mask muffled it. It sounded creepy and crawly, which was probably how he liked it. “Get moving. All of you.”

      The hair on the back of my neck rose, and my bowels turned to liquid. His voice held no more emotion than a man asking for a glass of milk. He didn’t even sound angry.

      “Mysti.” I knelt and shook my friend’s shoulder. No response. I tried the same thing on Griff, and he didn’t move.

      “Idiot, do you hear me?” Camden’s loud voice bounced off the tile walls, echoing in on itself and coming back for more.

      I jumped and gaped at him, not knowing what to do. =

      Camden rushed toward me, yelling, “Didn’t you hear me? I said ‘run.’” He got close enough for me to smell the mildew on the horsey head he wore.

      I recoiled and scooted backward toward the sinks.

      Mysti stirred on the floor, reacting more to Camden’s voice than she had to mine. She opened her eyes and struggled to a sitting position. She peered around the room, blinking stupidly. She saw Camden, and realization hit her. She put her hand to her stomach and moaned, “Oh no.”

      Ignoring Camden, I hurried to her side and pulled her to a standing position. I already had a theory on getting out of this, but I didn’t know how to communicate it to Mysti. Camden wanted to see our fear. If we didn’t show it to him, he might not be able to work up the juice to kill us. This dreamscape of his had to take serious mental energy. Eventually, he’d run out, and we could escape.

      Camden strolled over to Griff, practically bobbing his head in joy, and reared back one of his engineer boots.

      “Don’t kick him,” Mysti yelled.

      It was all Camden needed. He let it fly. Griff’s eyes flew open a second before the boot made impact. He grabbed Camden’s leg and twisted. Crying out, Camden danced around, hopping on one foot. Griff gave his leg another twist, and he went down. Camden’s breath rushed out of him in a pained yelp, and the iridescence coating the walls disappeared, showing us the filth of the ruined restroom underneath. Griff rolled to his feet.

      “Run for the door,” he screamed at Mysti and me. We raced for the restroom door. Griff reached it first, yanked it open, and herded Mysti and me through.

      Feet slamming on the ground, breath tearing out of us, we ran for the parking lot. The day had gone to night again, and moonlight shone on the asphalt, reflecting back in puddles of yellow light. One car sat in the parking lot. It was Camden’s old beater.

      “Hurry.” Griff pushed Mysti and me toward the car.

      “But it’s not here.” I stopped running and pressed one hand against my side where my smoke-singed lungs begged for mercy.

      Griff whirled to glare at me. “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s back in DeVoss’s shop on blocks. It’s an illusion.” Speaking instead of gulping precious oxygen made me dizzy. I ended up letting Griff tug me the rest of the way to the car.

      “It’s here. See? You’re touching it.” Griff jerked open the driver’s side door and shoved the seat forward. “Get in before he comes after us. Now!”

      Can’t hurt to try. Plus, he’s not going to listen to reason. I leapt inside. Griff got in. Mysti climbed in the passenger side.

      “Key’s in the ignition,” he muttered.

      “Because it’s not real. It’s all part of this mental torture chamber Camden created in his mind. It’s—”

      “There’s got to be a way out of this hellhole.” Griff started the engine and burned rubber backing out of the parking place. The car’s engine roared in protest as we sped toward the rest stop’s exit.

      I didn’t believe it was this easy to get away from Camden, but I couldn’t stop myself from hoping. Maybe the exit would lead us back to the real world. I’d rather deal in reality than fight in some psychopath’s playground any day.

      The exit grew closer, and euphoria surged through me. We were going to make it. I could see the highway on the other side of the long driveway. As I watched, a modern-day sports car drove past. Just a little bit more. The nose of Camden’s junker left the rest area and disappeared into a ripple of intensely colored light. No, no, no, no. A sob of disappointment built in my chest.

      “Hold on,” Griff yelled. “Maybe we can push through.” The engine howled as he pushed down the accelerator. The sparkling pool resisted.

      For the first time, I became aware of the black opal swinging back and forth on my chest. I called on its power, feeling the zing of it spread through me, tingling as it made its way. The colorful pool resisted for a second and then accepted us.

      The three of us sat on the restroom floor again. My disappointment burnt to a crisp and rebirthed itself as anger.

      “Motherfucker.” I slapped my hand on the floor. The black opal still burned on my chest, but I had no idea what to do with its magic. I’d tried the only thing I knew, and my efforts put us right back where we started.

      Camden launched himself at us, and Griff caught him mid-stride. The two men struggled, grunting with effort. I took a step toward them. I had to help. If I could distract Camden, maybe Griff could wrestle the knife from him, stab him. He probably wouldn’t die, not in his playground, but it would hurt him, maybe weaken him. The weaker he got, the less time he could hold this place together in his mind. Then we’d be free to fight it out with his father. I danced around Camden and Griff, searching for my opening.

      “It’s okay.” Mysti grabbed my arm, her voice stronger than I felt. “I think I know what to do. I need your help.” She led me a short distance away and began to speak so fast her words sounded like an exotic language in which I was almost, but not quite, fluent. “I’m going to start casting a circle. When I do, you yell for Griff to get in it with us. Then we’re going to bind Camden from harming us.”

      Mysti started her routine, which was familiar to me after these weeks as her apprentice. When she was halfway through casting the circle, she nodded to me.

      “Griff!” I shouted. “Get in the circle with us.”

      Griff changed gears more quickly than I’d thought him able. He shoved Camden, sending him sprawling. He leapt into the circle just a few inches to spare. Mysti closed it.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Camden said. He crossed his arms over his chest.

      “We’ll see about that.” Mysti pulled a thread off her blouse and took a business card from her pocket. With her finger she began tracing a word. Pulling on the power of the black opal, I stood near Mysti and placed my palm flat on her back. She gave no notice I’d touched her until the power hit her. Her finger left a charred trail on the business card. She went back over the first part of the word and “Camden DeVoss” took shape. Then she rolled it into a tube and tied the thread from her blouse around it. She took a deep breath and raised her arms. “Camden DeVoss,” she yelled. “I bind you with your own evil.”

      Mysti’s and my power filled the circle, with a light I felt rather than saw. Camden jumped at the circle, laughing when I flinched. We’d show him this was no joke. I glanced at Mysti, ready for her to put the butt-hurt on him.

      “I bind you from harming the three of us.” Mysti’s soft voice boomed with power. “I bind you from harming the souls you’ve trapped here. I banish you from this place and bind you to the real world, that you may be trapped there forevermore.”

      Camden’s lips twisted, and his eyes bugged out. He clutched a spot on his chest. His sides heaved with hard breaths.

      Mysti glanced at Griff and me. “Say it with me. Both of you.”

      We obeyed, the feeling of energy in our circle increasing.

      Camden fell to his knees. A thin line of slobber ran out of his mouth and stretched to the floor.

      “Come on.” Mysti elbowed me. “One more time.”

      Griff and I spoke the words. Hot, bright power filled me until I thought I’d burst and become nothing more than a ball of light. Camden collapsed onto his side and jerked a couple of times. I sagged with relief and put my hands on my knees.

      “All right. All we need to do is finish it.” Mysti secured the rolled business card by tying three knots. “One of you give me your cigarette lighter.”

      Griff handed her the fancy blowtorch lighter he used on his cigarillos. Mysti set the card on fire, and it flamed bright, burning orange and blue. She dropped it on the floor and let it burn at our feet. I couldn’t keep from glancing at Camden’s still form. Something wasn’t right. Shouldn’t he disappear? Go back to the real world?

      “I don’t understand…” Mysti put her fingertips to her lips.

      Camden flopped onto his back and barked laughter at the restroom’s ceiling. He gained his feet and stood in front of us, clutching his sides, the ugly mask on his head bouncing with his chuckles. His guffaws went on and on, long enough to give me time to feel the first cold stirrings of terror. Maybe there was no way to beat this monster. Finally, his laughter died.

      “Y’all were great.” He pointed his knife at us. “It was all ‘I bind you with this business card and thread’ and ‘Do no more evil.’ Y’all believed that shit.” He broke up again, choking on his own laugher. He didn’t laugh as long this time. “Now let me show you what I can do.” He stomped over to our circle. Using his knife, he cut through the air, making it bleed the iridescent ripples I’d come to associate with this place. He reached in and yanked me out.

      The way he did it, like he was the Guru of Doo-doo and I was one of his little dingleberries, pissed me right square off. I faced him and threw back my shoulders, anger surging through me. “Go on. Stab me. Gut me. Cut out my eyes. Get it over with it. I’m sick of your bullshit.”

      Camden shook his head and took a step away from me.

      “That’s right. You won’t do it because you didn’t get to scare us enough.” I jabbed a finger at Camden to punctuate my point, and he reached out and grabbed it, yanking me against him. I put my free hand on his chest and tried to shove away. It was like pushing on a ten-ton statue. One of his slimy arms snaked behind my back and held me fast.

      “You will provide me entertainment, whether you like it or not.” His extremely deep voice echoing inside his stupid bunny-horse head tickled my funny bone. It wasn’t the right time to laugh, but I couldn’t help myself. I brayed right at the horse’s snout.

      Camden let go of my finger and grabbed his knife from the sheath. He used it to cut a thin red trail down my forearm. Electric pain traveled with the knife. I squealed and tried to wiggle away, laughter the furthest thing from my mind. Camden jerked me against him again but immediately yelped and danced away.

      “You burned me,” he yelled. “How’d you burn me?”

      “You cut me, you idiot,” I shouted back. Truth was, I didn’t know how I’d burned him. He rubbed a spot on his chest. The black opal shot a shock of magic through me as though saying, “Yeah. I did that.” How had the black opal burned Camden when it was still cool on my chest?

      It didn’t matter right then. I saw a perfect opportunity. A lifetime of fistfights made me notice Camden stood legs wide apart, completely unprotected. I reared back my foot and kicked him hard enough to break those babies and make an omelet. It was like hitting a steel plate.

      I fell to the ground, cradling my wounded foot and moaning, “Cock knocker,” over and over again. Mysti scooted over to me and hovered over me as I tried to recover. Camden ran toward me, and Griff rushed at him. Camden slashed with his knife. Griff jumped away, eyes widening and filling with pain. A stripe of red seeped through his white dress shirt. He backed away from Camden, raising one hand to his chest.

      My mind whirled back and forth. We couldn’t run from Camden. We couldn’t magic him. We couldn’t fight him. He was going to wear us down and torture us to death.

      A sharp shock pinged at my chest. The black opal’s magic. It’s letting me know it can help. But how?

      The woman who gave me the stone told me it enhanced my natural abilities. It sure hadn’t helped increase Mysti’s witchcraft-doing abilities enough to thwart Camden, and I didn’t see how enhanced ghost-seeing would help us.

      The stone sent another shock into my skin. Then another. If I concentrate on the magic and let it do what it wants, how much worse off could I be? If I do nothing, I’ll die here. Mysti and Griff, too.

      I glanced up at my friend who still hovered over me, ready to die fighting Camden to protect me.

      “The black opal,” I whispered. “I think it has an idea.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know.” The pops of magic stung my skin at regular intervals. “But you might want to get away from me.”

      Mysti scooted backward, grabbing Griff’s arm as she went. She motioned at the sinks, and the two of them slid underneath the porcelain bowls. I clutched the black opal in one hand and shut my eyes tight, feeling for the sharp sting of magic, ready to latch onto it. There it is. I felt the magic traveling through the stone and jumped when it sank through the palm of my hand. A low rumble came from the back of the room where the toilet stalls were. Water bubbled in the basins.

      Oh, no. All I’ve managed to do is back up the sewer system. I braced myself for a shit shower and held my breath.

      An earth-shattering crack shook the room. From my vantage point, I could see each toilet had split in half. The porcelain bowls falling had made the awful noise.

      “What the fuck?” Camden watched the whole thing from inside his horsey-head. All I could see were wide, surprised eyes.

      A long crack appeared in the concrete, accompanied by a rending sound I didn’t like one bit. Never letting go of the black opal, I slid underneath the row of lavatories with Mysti and Griff. Their wide stares and pale faces suggested I’d fucked up royally. The crack in the concrete widened, letting in a spill of deep green light. At first, the iridescent waves of Camden’s dream world pushed at the green, driving it backward. Then the crack widened again, and the green seeped into the room. The green was almost opaque, but I saw shadows moving within it. One of the shadows stood straight and lifted something to its head. I recognized the silhouette of a horse head like the one Camden wore. I recognized the clothes I saw Susie Franklin wearing in my vision. She stepped out of the green and walked toward Camden. For all his bluster with us, the ninny cowered away from his victim.

      “You ain’t real. You ain’t real. No. You ain’t real. No. You ain’t real,” he chanted, like the words would change what we could all see happening.

      The black opal’s magic simultaneously burned and froze my skin as it passed into me and used whatever supernatural power I had to fuel it. Dizziness filled my head, and fatigue pressed on me.

      Four more shadows became visible within the green haze, two big ones and two little ones. The family Camden killed. They all put on horse heads before stepping into the bathroom to stand behind Susie Franklin. A couple dressed in biker clothes stepped out of the green haze wearing bunny-horse heads atop their black leather outfits. The last figure to come forth was the dark-haired woman I saw reaching for me when Camden first pulled us into this piss palace. She joined her fellow victims in front of Camden. He dropped to his knees. Blubbering sounds issued from his bunny-horse head, and he ripped it off.

      His forever young face shone with sweat, eyes bugging in terror. His pale lips trembled. “No, no, no.” He put his hands over his eyes. “This can’t happen. I killed you all. You can’t hurt me. Not ever. I own you.”

      “You’re wrong, Camden.” Susie Franklin’s voice was harsh and ugly like maybe her throat was full of dirt. “Anything can happen. Ain’t that what you said right before you cut out my eyes?”

      The father of the family Camden slaughtered stepped forward. “Before, you set the stage.”

      “Now, it’s our turn.” This came from the motorcycle couple, who spoke in unison.

      A lone bathroom stall appeared behind Camden, and an invisible force pulled him into it. Chains appeared from nowhere and lashed themselves to him, hoisting him above the toilet. Camden opened his mouth so wide he looked like a snake with its jaw unhinged. A long, ugly howl issued from him. The sound raised the hair on the back of my neck. The human monster’s chest first caved in and then opened. Black ichor splattered onto the floor.

      I might have felt sorry for him, but karma comes back to bite us all. Especially evil cat-and-kid killers like Camden DeVoss.

      “Let’s go,” I whispered to Mysti.

      She grabbed my free hand in one hand and Griff’s in her other. Together we fled the horror chamber. Camden’s screams followed us into the parking lot.

      “We’re still stuck.” Griff kicked the white brick wall of the restroom.

      “Maybe not.” I squeezed the black opal, begging for a little more help, and a crack appeared in the flawless asphalt. From it issued a white light.

      “What if we die if we go into the light?” Griff bit his lip as he stared at the choice in front of him.

      “What if we don’t?” I had no idea what would happen, but I knew I couldn’t listen to the sounds coming from the bathroom any more. I took the first step toward the white light. My friends followed.

      An instant later, we were back in Lewis DeVoss’s barn. Camden’s body had gone ramrod straight, and he was about to slide out of his wheelchair. His eyes rolled up, showing whites, and foam came out of his mouth. Griff, Mysti, and I, still chained to our chairs, could do nothing but watch the spectacle.

      “He’s having a seizure,” DeVoss screamed. “He’ll die.” The old man ran to his son’s aid. Camden seized one last time and went still. Urine soaked the front of his khaki pants. DeVoss turned to face us, nostrils flaring, his lips twisted. “You pieces of shit killed my boy. Last family I had.” The old man pushed himself to his feet, knees cracking and popping. He walked over to a wall of tools and took down a huge, bloodstained mallet and came toward us. Suddenly, I knew what the old man did with Camden’s victims once his son was done.

      My heart thundered in my chest, but it wasn’t from fear. Fury shook through me that we went through the whole mess and escaped Camden’s dream sphere only to have this sorry old bastard do us in like pigs at slaughter time. He stopped in front of me and raised the mallet over his head.

      “Your mother was a useless whore. So was your wife.” I gritted the words through my teeth and then spat at him. Mysti gasped next to me, but I didn’t even turn my head. Didn’t matter.

      DeVoss’s face contorted, and he leaned forward, muscles tensing, getting ready to bring the mallet down on the top of my head. I fumed at how crappy of an end it was.

      A car door slammed outside the workshop. DeVoss jumped like he’d been prodded in the ass with an ice pick.

      “Mr. DeVoss? You in there?” a voice called through the closed door. “It’s Ollie Bickley. ’Member me? Me ’n Camden was friends.”

      “Help us, Ollie.” I screamed so hard it hurt my throat.

      DeVoss took up his stance again, obviously determined to brain me before Ollie got inside. The rolling door rose, squealing on its track as Ollie forced it to go faster. The little man ran in, pointing a tactical rifle at Lewis DeVoss. Griff had been right. It was guns after all. Ollie ran to the back of the barn and stopped several feet from DeVoss’s left side.

      “Stop right there, Mr. DeVoss. Put that mallet on down.” Ollie danced foot to foot, eyes wild.

      DeVoss grunted and raised the mallet again. The gunshots were so loud they shook me in my chair.

      Lewis DeVoss jerked as each bullet penetrated him, his face slackening with surprise. He staggered sideways and dropped the mallet to clutch at his right side. The mallet thumped harmlessly on the dirt floor in front of me. Red blossoms appeared on DeVoss’s shirt, soaking through the fabric and spreading fast. The old man dropped to his knees and fixed his hate-filled gaze on me. His mouth worked, but no words came out. Instead, thick, dark blood issued forth and slid down his chin. He listed sideways and fell into a clump.

      Ollie turned to us, still holding the gun in his hand. “I can’t go back to jail. I just can’t.”

      “You won’t,” Griff said. “Get us loose. There’s a bolt cutter over there on the wall.”

      Ollie helped Griff first. He went to the SUV and hunted down my cellphone while Ollie cut Mysti and me loose.

      He handed me the cellphone. “Peri Jean, call your friend Rainey Bruce.”

      Rainey waited three rings to pick up. “What is it, Peri Jean? I’m busy.”

      I told her, and there was such a long pause, I thought the call had dropped.

      “You have got to be kidding me. Can’t you go anywhere, do anything, without getting into a big, ugly mess?”

      “But can you help this guy? He saved my life.” I let myself whine. With Rainey, wheedling was a necessity.

      “I ought to let you rot out there. Where did you say you are? Nazareth? It’s a damn dot on the map.”

      “Put her on speaker,” Griff said. I did.

      “Ms. Bruce? This is Griffin Reed, Reed Investigations. I remember watching you get crowned Miss Texas. I had a calendar with your picture—”

      “Mr. Reed, please cut the crap. I’m a businesswoman, not some silly girl. All I care about is whether you have money to pay my fees.”

      “Name your figure, and I’ll wire it to you within the hour,” Griff said.

      Rainey named a figure, and Griff agreed without missing a beat. I felt sick thinking about that many dollars.

      “Nobody’s ever gonna believe Mr. DeVoss helped Camden kill people.” Ollie bellyached more than any woman I’d ever seen. No wonder his wife dumped him.

      “Who is that?” Rainey snapped.

      “Your new client,” I said.

      “The authorities won’t need much convincing once they see all the bodies buried on the property,” Griff said.

      “We’ll never find them.” I stared at the two dead bodies on the floor, half waiting for one of them to get up and walk again. “Old DeVoss said he didn’t even know where they were.”

      “I probably haven’t told you how I got started investigating missing persons.” Griff walked over to DeVoss’s welder and grabbed two of the rods. “I’m a grave dowser.”
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      “I don’t believe in grave dowsing or none of that other kind of crap.” The sheriff had a mean glint in his piggy eyes.

      “What’s it going to hurt if you let us try?” Griff held out both hands with the palms up. “You know it’ll shorten your investigation, cost you less money. Plus, if we clear up all these missing persons cases in one swoop—”

      “Don’t get too far ahead of yourself there, Hollywood.” The sheriff, whose name tag read Firth, held up a calloused hand. “You say Mr. DeVoss caused you to wreck your vehicle, chained you up in those chairs, admitted he killed Susie Franklin, and was gonna kill you too. I ain’t got nobody’s word but yours to go on.”

      “It’ll take thirty minutes of your time to see if I’m wrong,” Griff said.

      “I’d like to see what this young man has to show us.” A tall man with a head of thick, wavy white hair and a matching beard approached us.

      “Now, Mayor Knightley, there wasn’t no reason for you to come out here,” said Sheriff Firth.

      “But I’m here now. Samuel Franklin was my third cousin. Susie was blood kin. If we’ve a chance to recover her body without a lot of hide and seek, I’m all for it.” Mayor Knightley scanned the acres of pasture surrounding us. “Even if I have to go with ’em myself.”

      Sheriff Firth grumbled and mumbled, but Mayor Knightley had some serious pull. Ten minutes later, we set out walking. Mysti and I had to carry the shovels. My neck screamed with about every third step, and the bad spot on my back where I’d been kicked by a real mean woman started to get stiff, but I wouldn’t let myself show pain.

      Griff bent each welding rod so a short piece stuck down for him to hold onto. He held the rods at chest level sticking straight out. Mayor Knightley stuck close and watched Griff with interest. The sheriff shook his head.

      “Spent all forty years of my career in law enforcement and never thought I’d have to go along with something like this.” He gave Mysti a sidelong glance and huffed. Then he sped up and walked a little ahead of us, hands jammed onto his hips.

      My first impulse was to smart off, but I knew better than to let my inner jerk out of its bottle. I could help more if I figured out a way to speed this up. Rightly or wrongly, Sheriff Firth wasn’t going to have any patience with this process. If Griff didn’t find the bodies, he wouldn’t get the bonuses from the victims’ families. Might sound like a chicken shit reason to do other folks a good turn, but this was how Griff made a living. I tapped Mysti and whispered in her ear. “I’m going to see if I can contact any of the spirits.”

      She nodded and waved me off. I slipped away from the group and stood next to a watering tank and pretended to enjoy the view of the huge blue sky dotted with a few silver-white clouds. The group moved several feet into the distance. I knew it was time.

      I accessed the power of the black opal and closed my eyes, pushing my conscious deep inside my mind and body to find my magic. The air around me grew cold. My eyes snapped open. I peered around, expecting to see Susie or one of the other ghosts from the rest stop bathroom. But the world was the same as when I started, other than the cooler temperature.

      Then I heard the ravens calling. I turned a slow circle until I saw the black forms peppering the sky, their wings almost purple in the bright sunlight. The birds swooped and dove around a half circle of huge live oak trees. It had to be the spot. I took off running, jerking my neck around in a way it didn’t like. I caught up to Griff and motioned them to follow me. Sheriff Firth grumped, but the others went willingly enough.

      Soon as we crossed into the grove, Griff’s dowsing rods crossed into an X.

      “This is it,” Griff breathed. He walked the grove. Each time he uncrossed his rods, they crossed again.

      Sheriff Firth crossed his arms over his chest and glowered at me.

      “How’d you know to come over here?” His gaze bored into me, probing, trying to intimidate. If I hadn’t dated a cop for almost a year, Firth would have made me shake in my boots.

      “You know what I do for Mr. Reed, Sheriff?” I stared right back at him, meeting his eyes, refusing to back down.

      He shrugged in response.

      “I’m a medium. I see ghosts.” I’d keep my damn mouth shut about the ravens alerting me.

      Griff took a shovel from Mysti and started digging. I stuck my own shovel in the dirt, but the sheriff pushed me aside and started his own excavation. Normally, I’d have taken his dismissal as an insult, an implication a woman couldn’t do hard work, but today I hurt too damn bad to care. I went to stand next to Mysti.

      “Did Susie’s ghost show you where to go?” She leaned very close to me and spoke in a whisper.

      “The ravens,” I said. “Don’t you see them?” I gestured at the sky where the birds performed air acrobatics right above us.

      Mysti raised her gaze to the sky and did a slow circle. She turned back to me and slowly shook her head. Anxiety formed a hot ball in my chest. How stupid would I make Griff look if there was nothing in this grove? I crossed my arms over my chest and wished for a cigarette.

      “Hold it, hold it,” Sheriff Firth yelled. “I think I’ve found something.”

      Mysti and I rushed over in time to see him carefully scraping dirt off a burlap sack. The sack was so old and rotten it disintegrated, and a dull, dirty bone peeked through. The sheriff’s big hands pushed more dirt away until he revealed a human jaw.

      He stood and swayed lightly on his feet. “I need to make a phone call.” He took out his cellphone and told someone to bring some crime scene tape and something to mark grave locations. He ended the call. A few minutes later, a loud engine sped toward us. A Sheriff’s cruiser came into view.

      “Mr. Reed, can you estimate how many people are buried out here?” If Sheriff Firth was embarrassed at having to eat his disbelief, he didn’t show it.

      “Let me see,” Griff said. Over the next few minutes, he located thirty graves. Sheriff Firth grimly marked each one. He declared the area a crime scene and told us to scram. Griff mentioned the reward money to Sheriff Firth, who rolled his eyes. Mayor Knightley, who took us back to the SUV, assured Griff he’d be a witness to how the bodies were recovered.

      “Boy, this thing’ll never run again.” Mayor Knightley stood next to Griff in front of the SUV. He was probably right. The SUV’s front was mashed in and to one side. It reminded me of a cowboy with a dip of snuff.

      Grief crossed Griff’s face like a storm cloud on a windy day, and he blew out a sigh.

      “You’ll ride with us,” Mysti said.

      “Hell, no.” The mayor waved her off. “I’ll give him a loaner off my car lot. Come on. We’ll go take care of it now.”

      Mayor Knightley got Griff set up with a loaner. We rode in it back to the motel, grabbed our gear, and checked out. Mysti loaded our bags into her trunk, a frown on her face.

      “You hurting from the wreck?” I picked up the last suitcase and handed it to her.

      “Yeah, but it’s nothing my pain relieving ointment and a good massage won’t cure.” Her gaze settled on Griff, who stood next to his loaner sedan, speaking animatedly into his cellphone. His death’s door declaration of love came back to me. All of a sudden, I knew what had Mysti’s undies in a twist.

      “We still have to give Margaret Franklin our final report. Why don’t you ride with Griff, and I’ll follow you two over there?”

      Instead of answering, Mysti ran over and clambered into the nondescript loaner. I slid into the driver’s seat of her Toyota and waited. A few minutes later, I followed Griff out of the motel parking lot. I hoped I’d never see the rundown place again. I stared at the car’s back window all the way to Margaret Franklin’s neighborhood. It was so darkly tinted, I couldn’t tell if Mysti and Griff were arguing or talking things over. I liked them both and hoped it was the latter.

      Griff parked at the curb in front of Margaret’s house, and I eased in behind him and shut off the engine, climbing out and pocketing the keys. I studied both Griff’s and Mysti’s faces for indication of how things went. Both had on their bland but friendly professional demeanors. Griff knocked on the door. Margaret opened it so fast, she must have been standing on the other side waiting.

      “Pete—I mean, Mayor Knightley—called me a few minutes ago. They’ve found Susie’s body.” She threw her arms around Griff. He returned her hug, smiling. She turned to Mysti, gave her the same treatment, and then settled on me. She pulled me into a Chantilly Lace scented hug and whispered, “Thank you, sweetie,” in my ear.

      “If you don’t mind me asking,” Griff said, “how do they know it’s Susie?”

      “Her bag was buried with her. It had a little metal ID tag on it.” Margaret’s lips trembled. “After all I went through, she was right there. Did Lewis DeVoss kill her?”

      “Better let the sheriff assign blame, Mrs. Franklin.” Griff glanced first at Mysti, then at me. I nodded to show I understood. We’d never get a law enforcement agency to understand what really happened. Lewis DeVoss deserved the blame as much as Camden.

      Margaret signed the form ending her contract with Griff and paid him. She hugged us all again and saw us to the door.

      “I hate to throw y’all out, but I got a real nice couple coming to look at the house in a few minutes.” She gave us an apologetic curtsey.

      “No problem,” Mysti said. “We need to get on the road anyway.”

      “Good luck on selling.” I knew it had to be hard, selling a place so full of memories. In a way, it made me think of the house I grew up in, the one I’d shared with Memaw. With her dead, letting go of the house where we’d lived together seemed inconceivable.

      I walked toward Mysti’s car, but Griff’s voice stopped me.

      “Peri Jean? Come over here for a minute.” He didn’t just sound serious. He sounded like a boss.

      I walked over there, feet dragging, preparing myself for rejection. Griff stood in the open driver’s side door, Mysti next to him. Both wore big grins.

      “Welcome to Reed Investigations.” He grabbed my hand and gave it a hard shake. “You’re officially one of my contractors. When I need a medium’s services, I’ll be calling you. Your payment for this job will be in the mail tomorrow.”

      I reeled backward, unable to process his words at first. I glanced at Mysti for confirmation.

      “You’re in. You’re one of us.” She pulled me into a tight hug.

      “But won’t I be taking jobs away from you?”

      “No. You’ll free me up to do other things for Griff and to take more jobs for my own business.”

      “Mysti and I are going to be working more closely anyway,” Griff said.

      “I’m planning a move to Houston so we can be together.” Mysti’s smile nearly made me tear up. I couldn’t have been happier for her.

      “This long distance stuff is crazy.” Griff swallowed hard. I couldn’t tell if it was nerves or emotion choking him up.

      “My kind of business can probably make more money in a bigger city, so it makes sense on several levels.” Mysti smiled at me. Things had worked out for her with Griff after all.

      “Thanks, Griff,” I said.

      “Don’t get too excited. I won’t be calling every week. I promise I’ll make it worth your while financially when I do call.” He waved me off. I walked away and climbed into the driver’s seat of Mysti’s car so she could say goodbye to Griff in private.

      Pulling down the sun visor, I took a long hard look at myself. My dark eyes were alight with excitement. Even if Griff only called me to work for him once in a blood moon, it was a start. Stepping into a new way of living my life, of being me, especially when it was one I ran from my whole life, was like learning how to walk all over again. I was going to have to make up my mind to take baby steps. As long as I kept moving forward, it was all progress, right?

      You, Peri Jean Mace, are officially a medium-for-hire, even if it’s only sometimes. My appearance didn’t change, but inside it felt like I did.

      

      
        
        Keep reading for a note from the author.
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        Greetings from East Texas.

      

        

      
        Rest stops can be creepy. Especially when they’re deserted.

      

        

      
        Throw in a guy like Camden DeVoss, and you’ve got a living nightmare.

      

        

      
        But Peri Jean showed Camden how the donkey kicks, didn’t she?

      

        

      
        Peri Jean is gaining confidence in her magical abilities and getting more powerful.

      

        

      
        But storm clouds are looming in her life.

      

        

      
        Remember the Mace Treasure from Forever Road and Rocks & Gravel?

      

        

      
        That treasure has caused great loss and upset in Peri Jean’s life. Sooner or later, another greedy treasure-hunter will come looking for it.

      

        

      
        Peri Jean thinks she’s ready to tackle the Mace Treasure mystery. But she has no idea what the search will cost her and who’ll get hurt.

      

        

      
        An old enemy is coming back into Peri Jean’s life. Winning this fight will change her forever or kill her. Which will it be?

      

        

      
        Turn the page for an excerpt of Forbidden Highway, book 5. But be careful. Readers sometimes get lost in Peri Jean’s world of magic and mayhem.
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      A bloody smudge of dawn streaked across the autumn sky, marking the meeting of day and night. The abandoned wreck of Priscilla Herrera’s cabin came into silvery focus. I stubbed out my cigarette and exhaled a cloud of bluish smoke. It was time.

      I lit the kerosene lantern and stepped inside the cabin. My ancestor lived in this one room shack until the day a lynch mob dragged her away to be hanged for practicing witchcraft. I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d end up the same way, especially as I delved deeper into the world of magic. It didn’t matter at the moment. In order to move forward with my search for the Mace Treasure, I needed to speak with Priscilla’s spirit.

      Despite my numerous attempts to contact her, she’d been silent since the day I found out who really murdered my father. I hoped calling her spirit in the place where she lived and raised her children would get her communicating again. The Mace Treasure would remain lost to me without her help.

      I set the lantern on a windowsill and looked over the supplies I’d set up in the pitch darkness while I waited for dawn. I sure hope I brought everything. Mysti Whitebyrd, my mentor in all things magic, warned me this method of contacting my ancestor didn’t allow for careless mistakes. My need to find the Mace Treasure before another evil treasure hunter hurt me or my friends made it a necessary risk. I scanned over my supplies one more time. My breath caught.

      The list of instructions. A bolt of panic shot through my chest. Had I left it at home? If so, I’d have to start over tomorrow. The spell had to be done at dawn. “No exceptions,” Mysti said.

      I dug through my crummy, discount store backpack. No sign of it. I shuffled through my memory. Did I recall the chant to call a circle? The details of the spell itself? Hell, no. I hadn’t done it enough times. Maybe I wasn’t ready for this, even though Mysti swore I was.

      A memory of carefully folding my notes and putting them in my front pocket popped into my mind. I halted my frantic search and leaned my head back. If I couldn’t do this without my notes, what the hell did I think I was doing?

      I pulled the notes out of my pocket and scanned over Mysti’s fat cursive and my spiky notations. At the very end bottom of the paper, I noticed something I hadn’t before. Mysti had left me one final order. Do not chicken out. This is the only way to learn. I love you and believe in you.

      Time to get this show on the road. I took a deep breath and began the process of centering myself.

      Feet shoulder width apart and arms spread wide, I imagined roots growing out of my feet, passing through the boards on which I stood, and quickening in the soil below the cabin. I breathed deep again and focused on finding the grains of magic mixed into the particles of sand, the pieces of root, and below that, the water connecting everything. The magic seeped into me, its current tickling against my skin until it found the black opal necklace. The gemstone warmed and delivered a pinprick of electricity into my skin. We were both ready. Time to cast the circle.

      I had trouble remembering the method Mysti used for calling a circle. She encouraged me to create my own way. She gifted me with my own athame, which still looked like a funky little pirate’s dagger to me, to use in the process. “Practice, practice, practice,” she said. Gripping the black metal handle of the dagger in my right hand, I started at the north point of the circle and went sunwise—or deosil as Mysti liked to call it—around it three times, using a chant I cobbled together from examples.

      “I call upon Water to nourish my need,

      I call upon Earth to strengthen my plea,

      I call upon Sky to bless me this night,

      I call upon Fire to augment these rites

      I call to the ancients three times three—” I stopped, unable to remember what to say next, and grabbed the sheet of notes. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to read off it.

      “I call to the spirits alive in me,

      I call for their aid, their wisdom to guide,

      I call for protection, their strength will abide

      I call upon powers residing in me,

      Let no evil enter, so mote it be.” My final words echoed in the still dawn. A raven’s caw answered me, raising the fine hairs on my arms.

      I set the athame on the two-by-four serving as my altar and poured an offering of cornmeal and rum onto a pewter plate. Next to the plate, I set a picture of Priscilla Herrera herself, young and beautiful, showing off her tattoos in an age when women didn’t show much skin, much less have tattoos. A mini treasure chest Priscilla used to curse the Mace Treasure went next to the picture. Her spell book went next to that. On the other side of the book, I set a bowl filled with dirt from around the cabin with a birthday candle stuck in the middle. The ancestor altar was complete. I hoped it was enough.

      I opened a jar of black paint, took up the cheap paintbrush I’d bought at the discount store, and made the first line of the sigil Mysti’s instructions said to draw on the plank floor.

      A current came from nowhere and fluttered over my skin. The air dripped power, its chilled weight draping over me and sinking into me. A metallic taste filled my mouth. My heart thudded heavily, jarring me. I drew in deep breaths. Stay calm. Stay calm. Keep drawing. I made more strokes with the paintbrush.

      A hum filled my head, swimming around until dizziness rippled my vision. I kept drawing. The hum increased with each stroke until my teeth ached from the vibration. The sigil finished, I put down the brush. Moment of truth.

      I picked up my cigarette lighter and spoke the words Mysti taught me. “I request the honor of Priscilla Herrera’s presence when I light this candle.”

      I thumbed my lighter and touched the flame to the birthday candle. The hum in my head intensified, vibrating in my teeth. I clenched my jaw and clapped my hands to my ears. The air around me cooled. The first currents of panic threaded their way through me.

      This wasn’t what Mysti said would happen. I glanced at the sigil and realized I’d drawn it upside down. I reached out to paint over it, to correct it, to do something. I wasn’t fast enough.

      The oil lamps went out. I sucked in a panicked lungful of air. The flickering light of the birthday candle grew, leaping taller and blazing brighter and brighter until it burned my eyes, forcing me to drop my gaze. The heavy air seeped deep into my body, down where all my fears and self-doubts hid. The candle winked out.

      “Oh, shit.” My voice sounded like the squeak of a mouse trapped by a mean tomcat.

      A frosty wind gusted through the pitch-black room. My clothes flapped around me, reminding me of the way flags sound on a windy day. The wind pulled harder, separating my consciousness from my body and spiriting it away into the morning mist.

      I settled in a dim place, one where the still air smelled stagnant and damp. A match hissed, and the smell of sulfur overrode the other odors. A flame appeared in the darkness and moved a few inches. The flickering light paused, and a candle glowed to life a few feet in front of me. My eyes slowly adjusted to the light, revealing a figure sitting across from me. I recognized the sharp chin and high cheekbones right away. Priscilla Herrera had answered my call her own way, maybe punishing me for messing up so spectacularly with the spell.

      She leaned forward, getting ready to speak. The black opal heated. The gemstone’s magic would allow me to hear my great-great-great-grandmother’s voice, but it would draw my energy in return.

      “Not a bad way to get my attention. You’re improving.” Priscilla Herrera leaned toward the candle and narrowed her eyes at me. “But it’s still not enough.”

      “I-I-I…” Fear jammed up my words. This wasn’t one of those sweet grannies who handed out milk and cookies. Priscilla Herrera would scare me into doing things her way. She would hurt me if she deemed it necessary. “I-I need the spelling stones to remove the curse from the treasure. They’re wherever your earthly remains are buried. Can you—”

      “Hear this, granddaughter.” She pointed one finger at me, and I noticed even that small part of her body was adorned with tattoos. “Until you’re ready to take the next step in your journey, we’ve nothing to discuss. Someone else needs you now.” She cupped one hand under her mouth and blew out the candle.

      My consciousness must not have weighed much. It fluttered away with the puff of wind Priscilla’s breath created. The smell of dampness faded, replaced by the smell of woods, pine and cedar trees, and damp, freshly turned earth. I’d gone back in time, and it was night again. Footsteps pounded the ground, and ragged breaths cut dead silence. My floating consciousness sped toward the noise, and I hit the runner hard. I passed through cold, sweaty flesh and lodged somewhere deep in her mind.

      Then I saw the world through her eyes, and I knew what it felt like to run from death.
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        * * *

      

      The runner’s legs ached, the muscles like balloons filled with hot water. A needle of agony burned at her side. She clutched at it and whined deep in her throat. She had to keep running. If she stopped, she had no chance of survival. Even this slim chance of eluding her killer was better than giving up.

      The black opal’s magic pulsed through me in waves, grounding me in the vision. Something about this person felt familiar. I should know who this is. I concentrated on every sensation.

      The runner’s thoughts snarled in an ugly, red welt of fear and surprise. My gift would allow me to interpret them no further. Dark shadows loomed around her. She was too scared to identify them, and I couldn’t use her eyes to see things she couldn’t see herself.

      The sensation against her bare feet drew curiosity. I would have expected a rough carpet of pine needles, thorny vines, and rocks. Instead, the ground beneath her feet felt slick, almost soft. Familiar. I filed it away for future reference.

      The girl’s bare toe slammed into something hard and unforgiving. She screamed and pitched forward. Her hands slammed into the soft, damp ground. She got to her knees and crawled several feet. Her head cracked against a cold wall. Weeping, she flopped over on her side. The will to live left her body. An emptiness replaced it. She stared at the glittering stars and waited to die.

      “Least the stupid bitch went to the right place.” The flat twang froze the blood in my veins. The speaker laughed, a high whinnying sound. Me-he-he-he.

      My consciousness tightened itself into a scared ball. I would have screamed had I been inside my body. That voice. I’d hoped to never hear it again. Its owner was languishing comatose in a prison hospital somewhere I didn’t know or care about. This had to be a memory. No way he’d been let out to play his awful games again. I wanted out of this vision.

      I concentrated on the part of me inside this scared, doomed girl, finding its limits and edges. Gathering myself, I gently pulled myself away from the girl. At first, it seemed to work. I quit feeling her emotions. Her tired muscles no longer ached as though they were my own. I pictured Priscilla Herrera’s cabin, imagined my physical body there, and pushed toward it. Nothing happened. The girl’s horror and pain snapped back into place.

      A rough hand grabbed her arm and hauled her to her feet, squeezing so hard the muscle felt like it might pop right out of the skin. The girl shook, her frayed nerves nearly making her convulse.

      “The paint can,” said Michael Gage.

      He can’t be here. This must be a memory. Is this something he did to Rae before he killed her? I didn’t want to see this. Why would Priscilla send me here? She loved terrifying me, but her sadism usually served a purpose. This had no purpose other than to hurt.

      A paint can was thrust into the girl’s hand, her fingers forcefully closed around it.

      “Write what I say.” A flashlight came to life, illuminating the face of a white wall. I was too scared to try to identify it, even though I knew it. “Hello, Peri Jean.”

      The girl stood frozen, an animal finished with the fight. A punch landed in the middle of her back. Her forehead cracked against the wall, but she was too far gone to react emotionally or to the pain. The hand jerked her to her feet again.

      “Write it.”

      She shook the paint can and pressed the spray nozzle. Words slowly formed. Excess paint ran in thin lines, glowing like blood in the moonlight. Then it was finished.

      HELLO, PERI JEAN

      A white hot line burned across the girl’s throat. She couldn’t breathe. Hot liquid flowed down her arms and dripped to the ground, mirroring the drying paint on the wall in front of her. She brought her hands up to press at the wound. Her ebbing strength drove her to her knees, where she knelt on the soft earth, gagging. Her vision faded.

      No, no, no. I don’t want to be inside her mind while she dies. I gathered myself and reached for the black opal’s power. One hard push, and I separated from her.

      I woke on the floor of the cabin, the rough plank floor scratching against my cheek. The morning’s first sunlight glowed softly through the windows. My first deep breath made me gag. The taste of blood still flooded my mouth. I rolled onto my back. The movement set my stomach tossing. Sharp bile stung my throat. Uh-oh. I scrabbled to my feet and hit the cabin door at a run. I crashed through the brush surrounding Priscilla Herrera’s cabin and grabbed a skinny tree to hold onto while I emptied my stomach.

      I trembled all over. My knees wobbled like the bones had gone to jelly. Fatigue siphoned off the last of my energy, and exhaustion settled in. I staggered a few feet away from my mess and eased down on a felled tree. Its rotted trunk squished underneath me, bringing thoughts of crawling, stinging insects, but I couldn’t move any further.

      Had Priscilla thrown me into that vision—or whatever it was—just to scare me? She didn’t mind scaring me into doing her bidding, and she knew my deepest fears. She could torture me into insanity if she wanted.

      Michael Gage’s neighing giggle came back to me. Leaves rustled as something big moved through the woods. I leapt to my feet, peering into the forest’s shadows, heart slamming. A shudder ripped through me, and I cast my gaze about the clearing. The sun’s light, still soft and malleable, wrapped around the trees, draped itself over their limbs, and cast a glow on the dew still clinging to the leaves at my feet. I pulled a calming breath deep into my lungs.

      “It’s not him.” I took my cigarettes out of my pocket and lit one with shaking hands. “Can’t be. I beat his head in, and he’s gone.” The panic passed, and I stomped back to the cabin and packed up my altar. As I shoved the garbage into a plastic grocery sack, Priscilla’s words came back. The next step on your journey.

      All this for nothing. I didn’t even accomplish what I set out to do. Would I ever get the hang of using my abilities? The idea of struggling every day for the rest of my life pissed me off. I couldn’t live like that.

      “What the hell do you want me to do now, you mean old woman?” I yelled at the empty cabin. Silence answered me. “That’s what I thought. Scare the life out of me and won’t even tell me what to do.”

      I toted the bag to the cabin’s door and got ready to make the little drop to the ground. Two invisible hands planted themselves in the middle of my back and shoved. I pitched forward, tripped over a rock, and sprawled head first into the rotted log where I’d sat and smoked after I puked. Bright lights flashed behind my eyes. I slid off the log and leaned against it.

      “You mean old lady.” I shouted the words, too angry to worry about my ghostly ancestor’s reaction. I rubbed at my forehead where it knocked into the tree. There’d be a knot there for sure. I got my legs under me and rose again, determined to get out of this place.

      A little breeze blew through the clearing, jostling the litter of leaves and fallen branches. Something glinted on the ground at my feet. I knelt to pick it up. A lighter, once mine from the looks of it.

      Cold fingers crawled over my skin. The last time I came to this place someone I should have been able to trust tried to kill me. The visit before that, I watched someone kill my father on this piece of land. All because of the Mace Treasure.

      Turning a slow circle, I used the location of the cabin to get my bearings. Unless I was wrong, the tree I’d conked into was the same one I, as a little tiny girl, told my father would have to be moved if he wanted to find the treasure. Why did I tell him that? Because Priscilla Herrera’s ghost told me. Even back then, she liked fucking with me.

      A glow traveled through the woods, weaving and bobbing its way toward me. I held my breath as I watched its progress. I couldn’t hear footsteps crunching through the carpet of dry leaves and branches on the forest floor. Whatever was coming wasn’t human. I reached into my bag and pulled out my athame. The black opal heated on my chest.

      “I’m sorry.” I directed my words toward the silent, dark cabin. “I do think you’re a horrible, mean woman, but I shouldn’t have said it out loud. Whatever you’re sending…it’s not necessary because I’m sorry.”

      The bobbing light hovered a few feet from me now. I remembered the spooky stories Mysti Whitebyrd and her boyfriend Griff Reed told me about supernatural beings they’d battled. I wasn’t ready for this. I didn’t know what to do. The bobbing light came close enough to touch. It faded, and in its place stood my daddy.

      “Daddy!” I whispered.

      My daddy, Paul Mace, forever twenty-four and impossibly handsome, smiled at me. He came to stand at my side and pointed at the sky. Bruise colored clouds billowed over the clear morning sky. Lightning threaded through them. Thunder grumbled, and the wind picked up, swaying the tops of the tall pine trees. The whisper of the rough pine needles scraping together filled the clearing.

      A frigid arm fell over my shoulders, holding me in place. “Storm coming.” My father’s voice faded, scratching and buzzing like a distant radio station. “Gotta do…what she says…figure it out.”

      Rain rushed toward us, a silver wall hissing and pounding in the trees. It peppered its way across the old homesite and stung my skin like icy needles. I turned to speak to my daddy’s ghost, but he was already gone. I ran for my Nova, already soaked by the time I jumped inside. Teeth chattering, I took out my cellphone. There was a message from Tubby Tubman saying he needed to see me. I deleted it and punched in a text message to Wade Hill.

      I need you.

      He replied within seconds. I know. King needs me. Can’t get away.

      Can I come to you?

      The bar, came the reply.
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      Once I got away from the little dirt road where Priscilla Herrera’s cabin was, the rain stopped. The blacktop road didn’t even have a puddle on it. I craned my neck to see the sky. Not a cloud in sight. I pushed down the accelerator as far as it would go and sped across Burns County faster than usual.

      The Nova bounced into Long Time Gone’s pot-holed parking lot. Quite a few cars for a Saturday morning. I pulled around the side of the long wooden building, drove around back, parked next to a grouping of dusty Harleys and a few beat-up cars. I grabbed my bag, locked the car, and hoofed it around to the front door. I’d never open the back door leading into the storage room again after discovering the dirty room served as a place for horny couples to have trysts.

      A row of Harley-Davidson motorcycles crowded near the double front doors. An insignia graced the gas tanks of a few of them. Another motorcycle club? No wonder King wouldn’t let Wade come to me. I cut behind the bikes, the double doors opened, and a familiar figure hurried out.

      “What’re you doing here?” Corman Tolliver crowded up against me. One ropy, ink-covered arm slipped around my waist to pull me close. “Let’s go in the storeroom before you go in.”

      One sweaty hour of lust, a lifetime of regret. I put both hands on his chest and shoved. “I said never again.”

      “Yep. You sure did.” He sneered. “But you’ll change your mind.”

      “I’m here to see Wade.” I raised my eyebrows. “Do you think your best friend would like knowing about us?”

      Corman mumbled something.

      “Speak up. I didn’t hear you.” I glanced at the doors, waiting for Wade to come storming out. He’d be looking for me by now.

      “I said, ‘You ought to be grateful. You’re just a tramp with a dirty mouth.’”

      “Well, you’re a moron and a mediocre lay, so I guess we’re even.” I gave him a loud kiss on the cheek, shoved past him, and let myself into the bar. A half-dozen guys in black leather jackets turned to stare at me.

      “This is the entertainment?” a guy with a shaved head said to nobody in particular. “I thought there’d be several girls. And I want one with an actual rack.”

      I ignored him and peered through the smoke for Wade.

      My best male friend and roommate stood near the dartboard holding court with a half a dozen giggling girls. One of them stood next to him, rubbing her breasts on his arm. All but two of the women wore either tattoos or T-shirts proclaiming their status as a Candy Pistol, a female who allowed members of the Six Gun Revolutionaries motorcycle club to treat her like a sex toy.

      Wade sensed my presence, stepped away from his groupies, and motioned me over. I made my way through the crowd, stopping once to fight off a red-faced man in his forties who also thought I was the paid entertainment. Finally, I reached Wade.

      “Peri Jean!” the Candy Pistols chorused. They left Wade’s side to give me hello hugs. My part-time bartending job at Long Time Gone gave me plenty of opportunities to chat with them. I didn’t understand why they allowed themselves to be treated the way the Six Guns treated them. Some of these women had some smarts hidden beneath their saline boobs and tanning booth tans.

      “Have you seen Cricket?” I asked a girl I knew as Diamond. “I owe her twenty bucks. She saved my ass the other day when I needed gas for my car.”

      Cricket reminded me of my cousin Rae, who died a gruesome death at the hands of none other than Michael Gage from my vision. His me-he-he-he rang in my ears. The tiny hairs on my arms stood up.

      “We ain’t seen her for a couple of days.” Diamond glanced back at Wade and winked. “Figured she’s off on a toot. She’ll be back, probably broke.”

      Wade put down his darts and came to tower over us. “I need to speak with Peri Jean alone. Why don’t you ladies keep our guests company for a while?”

      The Candy Pistols went away without the blink of an eye or a protest. I watched them go, completely puzzled by the dynamic between these women and the Six Guns. Wade grabbed my arm, dragged me into a dark corner, and pushed me toward a tall table with two barstools. He waited until I chose one and sat in the other.

      “What the hell kinda trouble did you get into?” A frown wrinkled his dark brows. “Scared me so bad I almost had to run out of here and find you. And I’m supposed to be keeping an eye on things while this other group’s here.”

      “What’s going on?” I glanced into the main bar area to see a group of scantily clad women arriving.

      “President of a smaller club wanting to merge with us. Meeting with King right now.” He jerked his thumb toward King’s office. “Woulda looked bad for me run out of here with no explanation.”

      I nodded. It all sounded bad to me. “I was trying to contact Priscilla Herrera. She hasn’t spoken to me since I figured out who really killed Daddy…and took care of it.” I shook out a cigarette and lit it, grateful Long Time Gone still welcomed smokers.

      “Let her stay quiet.” Wade bared his teeth in a snarl. “She got you into a world of trouble last time she butted into your life.”

      “But I need her to find the Mace Treasure.” I brushed ashes off the table.

      “Let it stay lost.” Wade flopped back in his chair, crossed his meaty arms over his chest, and glowered.

      “No.” I slapped the table, making the discarded beer caps jitter on the wooden surface. “Eventually another greedy, money hungry fool is going to come along and start looking for it again.”

      “Not your problem.” Wade widened his eyes and shook his head, making his long black braid whip around.

      “Wrong.” I picked up one of the beer caps and threw it at him. “Five people I cared about are dead because of that mess. Nobody else I love can be hurt because of the Mace Treasure, the curse on it, or anything else to do with it.”

      “So you put yourself at risk. What about the people who care about you?” Wade gestured around the bar.

      “I’m not in danger.”

      “You put yourself in danger every time you fart around with doing magic.” Wade closed his eyes and squeezed his fists so tight the knuckles went white. He spoke through clenched teeth. “What kind of magic were you doing tonight?”

      I told him about the ritual Mysti suggested for contacting Priscilla Herrera.

      “An ancestor altar?” Wade yelled. Several members of the other motorcycle club glanced at us. Wade took a deep breath and leaned forward. “You’re fucking crazy for doing that. You’re lucky nothing else hap—”

      I interrupted and told him about everything that did happen, including the vision with Michael Gage cutting the girl’s throat.

      Wade hissed through his teeth and pointed one finger at me. “Never again. Ever. Call your mentor right now.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but Wade Hill was a big man, and right now he looked like an angry warrior god from some forgotten mythology. I took out my cellphone and called Mysti Whitebyrd. She picked up after the fourth ring.

      “How’d the ritual go? Did she make contact?” Her sweet, calm voice came over the speaker like soft velvet.

      In as few words as possible, I told my mentor about the night’s failure.

      “Crap. I hoped she wouldn’t be this way. All right. We’ll have to pull out the big guns, so to speak.”

      Wade held out one paw for the phone. I shook my head at him. He snapped his fingers. I held up my middle finger. His arm shot across the table, and his hand locked around my wrist and dragged my hand away from my ear. Smiling, he plucked the phone from my hand and put it to his own ear.

      “What kind of danger are you putting my friend in, witch?”

      Mysti’s voice raised, and the sound of her talking fast drifted to my ears. I couldn’t understand the words, but I knew the tone. She didn’t take kindly to criticism.

      “No, no, no. You offered to mentor Peri Jean, to help her learn how to control her abilities to communicate with the spirit world. Not to teach her the Old Ways. Not to put her in danger.” Wade’s set jaw and frown would have made all the color drain out of Mysti’s face.

      I reached across the table and grabbed for his arm. He waved me away.

      “Hey.” I raised my voice. “Don’t ignore me. You can’t talk to Mysti that way. She’s helping me.”

      Wade put one huge hand up in my face and talked into the phone. “Then you need to explain to her exactly what you’re getting her into…witch. And she needs to agree to it.”

      This must have infuriated Mysti because she screamed her answer loud enough for me to hear.

      “She’ll have to agree to it, you backwoods healer, or we won’t be able to go forward.”

      I grabbed for the phone. Wade wouldn’t let go, so I had to settle for yelling into it. “Agree to what?”

      “Give Peri Jean back the cellphone, you damn peckerwood,” Mysti screamed.

      Wade dropped the cellphone on the table and batted it at me.

      “Peri Jean?” Mysti’s breath came in pants. I could imagine her wild eyes and the red on her tanned cheekbones. “You there, honey?”

      “I’m sorry.” Despite how badly the ritual scared me, I wanted Mysti in my life, both for her tutelage and her friendship.

      “No. He’s almost right. I should have talked to you about this sooner.” Someone shouted in the background on her end. “Look, girl, this is not something I want to tell you over the phone, and I’ve got to go anyway. They’re ready to film another take.”

      Mysti had gotten work on an episode of one of those ghost hunter TV shows. They were filming the investigation of a haunted plantation in Louisiana that had served as a Civil War hospital.

      “How’s it going down there?”

      “More showmanship than actual talent. My brother loves it.” She sighed, and this time I heard someone ask if she was ready. “Tell you what. This’ll take fifteen minutes, tops, now that I understand they want me to fake it. How about we meet mid-afternoon for a quick talk? Carthage?”

      “Sounds good.”

      Mysti named the place and hung up. I put the cellphone in my pocket and narrowed my eyes at Wade.

      He put up both hands and shook his head. “I’m sorry I lost my temper. It’s just…don’t you remember how bad the Herrera witch’s ghost hurt you a few months ago?”

      “I’ve got to at least try.” Even if my skill level wouldn’t let me succeed.

      Wade’s shoulders hunched. He nodded, his dark eyes dull and sad.

      “Thank you for being here for me.” I reached across the table and put my fingers on one hand. He rubbed his thumb over them. The little zing of heat I felt every time he touched me made me squirm.

      “Why don’t you two get a room?” Corman set his beer on the table and stared at me.

      Wade and I pretended not to see him.

      “That vision with Michael Gage bothers me, Peri Jean.” He stroked his beard and bit his lower lip. “I’m gonna do some checking—”

      “Who said ‘Michael Gage’?” a familiar voice bellowed. King Tolliver, president of the Six Gun Revolutionaries motorcycle club, hurried to the table. He glared first at me, then at Wade. “What are y’all talking about that lying, cheating motherfucker for?”

      “I had a vision with him in it.” I swallowed at the phantom taste of blood in my mouth. “He murdered a girl.”

      “You saying you seen him, ghost girl?” Corman took a long drink of his beer.

      “Just heard him laughing.” I imitated the laugh.

      “Gage’s in the prison hospital. I got a contact on the inside. But you heard him today?”

      “In a vision. Could have been from ten years ago.”

      “Better be all it is.” King grunted. He ran his dead gaze over my dirty clothes. “Go in my office and get a shower. Serena’s going to entertain instead of bartend. President of the Sidewinders liked her.”

      Money was money, so I cleaned up and got behind the bar. Two guys wearing the standard scraggly beards and stringy hair motioned me over. The sandy-haired one held up his hand in my face while he finished talking to the dark-headed one.

      “Yep. Killed him straight up. Cut out his tongue and choked him to death with it.”

      “No shit?” The other guy made a face.

      “Yep, so we’ll have to find another contact inside.” The sandy-haired guy turned to me. “Our beers are warm. Give us two more.” He reached out to trace the rose tattoo on my chest.

      I danced out of his way and went to fetch the beers. The rest of the morning followed in suit. King made me stay to clean up after the Sidewinders finally roared off on their motorcycles. I rushed out to my car, tapping out a text message to Mysti that I might be about ten minutes late.

      Caw. Cawww. Caw.

      I slid to a stop and glared at the raven perched on my hood. The bird cocked its head and stared back.

      I took another step toward the bird. Thunder boomed despite the clear sky. Ravens were suddenly everywhere. Perched on the light pole. On the roof of my car. Perched on the Harleys beside me. The caws hurt my ears, made me feel unhinged. Lightning flickered again. The birds went x-ray transparent and faded away.

      Head buzzing with confusion, I got into the car and locked the door. A ring I hadn’t seen in almost a year hung from the rearview mirror. It was silver and made to look like a spider with a red stone set into its belly. A freezing splash of terror hit me and soaked in.

      First the vision and now this ring. How? Did Michael Gage have some new idiot doing his dirty work? A worse thought occurred to me. Whoever hung the ring could be in this damn car with me.

      Me-he-he-he. The awful laugh rang in my thoughts. My skin crawled in anticipation of hands rising out of the backseat and closing over my shoulders, of Michael Gage’s breath tickling my ear. I spun to look in the backseat. Empty. I turned back to the ring. It faded and disappeared. I waved my hand where it had been, thinking maybe this was some trick of the light, but it was gone.

      I leaned my head against the headrest. Had Priscilla Herrera implanted some sort of hex in me during our brief visit? Or was I losing my grip on reality, imagining things? These last few months had been filled with things I never wanted to believe in before. Now I played with them, manipulated them. Did I do this to myself? No quick answers came.

      I huddled back into my seat, arms crossed over my chest, jittering with the shivers. My cellphone buzzed. I yelped and dropped the phone in the floorboard. I used one hand to feel around my feet, grabbed the cellphone, and regarded it with dread.

      It was just Mysti. I’ll be here. Take your time.

      I started the car and headed off to our meeting in Carthage.
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        * * *

      

      The park where Mysti suggested we meet was actually a memorial to a dead country singer. Though not my first time to notice the place, this was my first visit. I got out of the car, and Mysti stood to wave to me. I hurried to her, more eager for my friend’s advice and encouragement than I realized.

      “There’s nothing to be afraid of.” She hugged me hard. “You’re going to come out on top of this thing.”

      I released her and allowed her to lead me to a concrete picnic table. She took slow steps and slid onto the concrete bench with a grunt. I sat across from her and got the first good look at her. Her appearance took my breath away. Fatigue dulled Mysti’s normally bright, inquisitive eyes. Dark half-moons hung under them. Wrinkles bunched her ruffled hippie blouse, and she slumped forward, elbows propped on the table.

      “What’s wrong?” Concern for my friend overrode my self-interest.

      “This job is kicking my ass.” Mysti tried to smile and didn’t quite make it. “The pay’s great, but it’s more acting than actually contacting spirits. Brad’s great at it. In fact, they’re casting him as the powerful witch in our brother-and-sister team.” She rolled her velvety brown eyes. “I’m still sorry I couldn’t convince them to hire you too.”

      I shrugged and shook my head to let her know I didn’t have a problem.

      “So you had a frightening experience this morning when you tried to contact Priscilla?” Mysti rubbed at her face.

      “The worst.” I went through the events in as much detail as I could. When I got to the part where my daddy showed me the storm coming, I cried.

      Mysti, who was tougher than her flowing hippie skirts and sun-bleached hair suggested, let me get it out without fawning over me. Her only acknowledgement of my tears was the offer of a starched, lace-edged handkerchief. I waved it off and wiped my nose on my T-shirt.

      “I’ve suspected this is how things would go.” Mysti folded her hands in front of her. “Especially after Priscilla possessed you when you took back the cursed mini treasure chest from Carl Mahoney.”

      “But I still don’t understand what ‘this’ is.” I fought to keep the memory of that awful day folded and tucked away in a locked cabinet. The feeling of having no control while someone else’s spirit rode me and carried out her own desires still gave me the willies.

      “That day, she saw the potential buried in you. She knew you were the one.” Mysti rubbed at her face again and shook her head.

      “The one what?” The words wrapped freezing bands around my spine and stole my breath away. A raven landed a few feet away on a stretch of sidewalk designed to look like a guitar. It cocked its head at me. I tried to ignore it.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve been up all night.” Mysti dug in her huge, fringed bag. She pulled out a silver thermos and poured steaming coffee into the tiny cap. She offered it to me first, but I shook my head, impatient for her to tell me what I had to deal with next. “Let me try this again. I’ve been studying magic and how to use it since I was nine years old. My experience gives me an idea of your potential to do magic and to use your abilities as a spiritual medium. And, believe me, it is above average. Priscilla saw for herself the promise inside you.”

      “She wants to possess me again?” My heart beat a staccato pattern against my breastbone. Two more ravens joined the first. They stood in a row next to the table watching me. “And do you even see these ravens?” My words came out in a shout. Part of me hoped the birds would take off at the noise, but they didn’t. They kept watch as though they planned to go report what they observed.

      Mysti turned in the direction of my gaze and squinted her eyes. “Only very faintly. They’re here for you.”

      “Are they going to take me away?” Half-remembered myths about dark colored birds escorting spirits of the dead into the next realm clawed their way into my thoughts.

      “Peri Jean. Take a deep breath.” Mysti closed one cool hand over mine.

      I did what she said, unable to keep my gaze from darting to the birds. Five more had joined in. One raised its wings at me. Was it the same one from Long Time Gone?

      “Another deep breath. Now hold it for a count of four.” Mysti’s strong fingers clamped down on mine to get my attention.

      I obeyed.

      “Let the fear drain out of you. This is nothing to be afraid of. Some would consider it a wonderful gift.” Mysti’s soothing voice teased at the tension, shooing it away. “Now, I want you to listen to me. Are you ready?”

      I nodded. She patted my hand and let it go.

      “Priscilla Herrera wants you to take on her mantle. Obviously, she’s going to require it before she’ll work with you.” She sat silent and still, patient as always.

      “What’s a mantle? Like the shelf over a fireplace?”

      Mysti nodded to let me know this was a good question. “The shelf over the fireplace is a another mantel. Spelled differently and everything. The phrase is ‘take on your mantle.’ Familiar with it?”

      I thought it over. “I’ve heard it used to mean taking on a job or responsibility.” I glanced behind me at the gathering of ravens behind me and back at Mysti.

      “Good. That’s close.” She drained her coffee cup and poured another. The caffeine had chased the murk out of her eyes, and she sat a little straighter. “I’ve told you a little bit about Petunia Leblanc, the lady who trained me to use my magic?”

      I nodded. Mysti mentioned the woman in tones most reserved for a beloved and respected grandparent.

      “’Tunia taught me everything she knew. Her own kids thought it was ignorant, backwoods superstition, but she wanted to pass it on to someone. She saw the magic already in me and knew I could learn.” Mysti, more like her normal self with the infusion of caffeine, leaned across the table. “You inherited your power. Death gave me mine, but power is power. People get the spark in different ways. And the spark is valuable.”

      “What does Petunia have to do with this?”

      “When ’Tunia got older and saw the end of her days coming, she called me to come sit with her. Her own kids couldn’t be bothered. Over that last week, she told me how she became such a powerful witch and healer.” Mysti took my hands again, maybe to keep me from running away. “You see, ’Tunia’s grandfather was the one who taught her. When he died, he passed his power on to ’Tunia. She wanted to pass her mantle on to me. That’s what she called it, a mantle.”

      I jerked my hands away from her and swung my legs over the bench, ready to run from whatever Mysti had to say. I didn’t want to know any more, not about Petunia, not about Mysti, not about Priscilla Herrera. This whole thing was racing down a forbidden highway. I froze at the sea of ravens milling around behind us, feathers gleaming deep purple in the sunlight. There had to be a hundred of them. They covered most of the memorial park.

      “Peri Jean, you will not run away from this, not until I have my say.” Mysti plucked at my arm.

      I swiveled around to face her and leaned over the table until our noses almost touched. “Don’t tell me you don’t see them.”

      Mysti craned around me. Her tan turned the color of chalk, but she pressed her lips into a thin line and nodded. “They’re dim for me, but I see them. You’re not going crazy. But them being here means this is something you need to know. Can you accept that and listen to me?”

      I turned away from the ravens. The idea of trying to walk through the sea of birds horrified me. I didn’t want to feel them peck at my legs or to risk the possibility of stepping on one and feel its body crunch beneath my foot.

      “’Tunia and I did a simple ritual, which didn’t do much more than let both our intents be known to the power of the universe.” Mysti took a deep breath. “I was with her the day she died, right there at her hospital bed holding her hand. Her mantle passed into me right then.”

      “Is she inside you, calling the shots?” My voice broke on the last word. I peered into my friend’s soft eyes, trying to see an old crone in there. All I saw was the same woman I’d come to know and love over the last couple of months.

      Mysti put her hand over mine again and gave it a gentle squeeze. She smiled and shook her head. “Of course she’s not. It’s all me in here. Now if you asked me if I knew how to do a few things I didn’t before—just knew—I’d have to tell you yes. But I’ve only seen ’Tunia’s spirit one time in the ten years she’s been dead. She visited only to warn me not to take a job that would have gotten me killed.”

      The world spun around me, the colors too bright and the air too crisp. The sound of my heart hammering thundered in my ears. After everything Priscilla Herrera had done to me to get her way, how could I agree to do what Mysti suggested? There was no way I trusted Priscilla not to hurt me. I searched for a legitimate sounding reason not to take on Priscilla’s mantle.

      “Priscilla’s been dead for over a hundred years. I can’t go back in time to the day she was hanged and take over her power.” Fear continued to pump through me, cutting raw trenches in its wake.

      “I’ve been thinking about that for a while now, and—”

      “You knew about this?” I half rose from my seat, and the ravens cawed at my back, their voices swelling in my head until I wished it would crack open to relieve the pressure. My knees gave way, and my butt hit the concrete bench.

      “I suspected after the first couple of times you tried to contact her.” Mysti licked her lips. “I needed you to reach the conclusion she was choosing not to speak to you on your own.”

      I shook my head, unable to digest this new scrap of insanity.

      “Once she understands you’re willing to take her mantle into you, she’ll show you what to do.” The corners of Mysti’s eyes crinkled. “She’s pretty good at knowing what’s in your mind.”

      “I can’t do this.” I barely heard my own voice. Mysti seemed to hear fine.

      “I didn’t expect any other reaction from you, and I’ve got something for you to think about.” She took a battered old book out of her purse. “This grimoire belonged to ’Tunia. In it is the most powerful banishing spell I’ve ever encountered. We can use it to banish Priscilla Herrera and bind her from contacting you ever again.”

      I opened my mouth, ready to do it right then.

      She held up one hand. “If you banish Priscilla, you’ll close yourself off to a world of opportunity. You’ll never become who and what nature made you to be.”

      “What if I do it—take on the mantle—and wish I hadn’t? Can I give it back?” I stared hard at Mysti.

      She pressed her lips together and shook her head.

      “Do you ever regret taking on Petunia’s mantle?”

      “Nothing’s ever going to be one hundred percent roses, Peri Jean.” Her gaze stayed on my face. “That’s what life is—a ride-at-your-own-risk proposition. Take your chances and go from there.”

      “But all I want to do is find the treasure so nobody else will get hurt.” I waited for Mysti to agree with me. Her face gave away no emotion. She simply listened. “I don’t need Priscilla Herrera’s mantle.” Or did I? Part of me wondered how it could benefit me.

      “Life is full of hard choices.” Mysti, seeming to read my thoughts, winked. “Fortunately, you have time to think this one over.”

      “Isn’t there any other way?” I held my hands open on the table between us, begging her to give me a magic bullet. “What if I figure out where Priscilla Herrera’s buried on my own? I could get the spelling stones that way.”

      “How will you do that?” Mysti folded her arms on the table.

      “Griff. He’s a grave dowser. A damn good one too.” The truth was, I didn’t know a good grave dowser from a mediocre one, but I’d seen Mysti’s boyfriend, Griff, do amazing things.

      “You’d have to get Griff an approximate location. Remember what you had to do in Nazareth?” Mysti spoke calmly, the voice of reason.

      I knew she was only trying to help but still wanted to choke her for being so logical when I needed her to just agree. “But let’s say I could find the approximate location and Griff agreed to help. What then?”

      “I can’t give you an answer. Priscilla has proven herself to be a temperamental spirit. She might let you, and she might not.” She leaned forward and leveled her gaze on mine. “But don’t you understand? This—taking on her mantle—is a sure thing.”

      “I can’t.” I glanced behind me to check out the ravens. They were gone, save for one. It cawed three times and flew away. I faced Mysti again. “I just can’t.”

      She nodded and stood. “I need to get back to Louisiana. Maybe get a few hours rest before we have to shoot again.”

      “Are you mad at me?” I tensed up and waited for the worst.

      She threw back her head and laughed. “I will never be mad at you for doing what you think is best for you. I’m your mentor and advisor, not your ruler.” She pulled me into a hug. “Think about it?”

      “I will.” But I wouldn’t. There was no way I’d let any part of Priscilla Herrera into my body. The woman was mean and spooky. Mysti and I walked to our cars and drove off in separate directions. As soon as Mysti’s car disappeared from my rearview mirror, I started brainstorming.

      Mysti never said it would be impossible for me to remove the curse from the treasure without taking on Priscilla’s mantle. All I had to do was figure out where her corpse was buried. The first step was talking to Hannah Kessler, the biggest history buff and research nerd I knew. We had a girl date that very evening and could go on a fact-finding quest as easily as we could binge on junk food and watch frothy movies.
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      I left my forty-five-year-old Chevy Nova parked in the tiny parking lot off the museum’s loading dock, used my key to get inside, and climbed the endless stairs to Hannah’s fourth-floor loft apartment. A stitch of fire formed in my side, likely from the strain on my cigarette-seared lungs. I climbed the last flight of stairs and stood clutching my side and gasping. Hannah opened the door to her apartment before I recovered enough to knock.

      “Where the hell have you been all day? I went out to your house and it was empty. And unlocked.” A frown creased her face.

      I stepped inside her apartment and went straight for her kitchen, where she kept her high-dollar espresso machine. I flipped it on and waited for it to grumble and grind its way to ready. The long day was whipping my ass. “I need to talk to you about Prisc—” I cut off mid-question.

      In the kitchen’s bright lights, I noticed Hannah’s outfit for the first time. Her pencil skirt and wide, black belt went beyond chick flick night and a junk food binge.

      “Am I keeping you from a date? Because those sure look like date clothes.” I sipped my double shot of espresso. If Hannah had a date, I’d talk to her in the morning about this. Home and sleep sounded like a good alternative to talking about the new crop of crazy in my life.

      “I need a favor.” Hannah bit her lip and shoved her red curls off her shoulder. She fingered the jeweled clip holding her hair to one side. The more fiddling she did, the worse I knew it was. I didn’t want to get involved in one of Hannah’s fiascos tonight.

      “What is it?” I worked to keep my expression neutral. Hannah’s favors had a tendency to end up looking a lot like one of those prankster reality shows.

      “Remember Jay Harris? The gorgeous guy we met at the library fundraiser last month?” She smoothed down her tight top, running her fingers over the buttons to make sure they were all fastened.

      I shook my head.

      “You said he dressed like a man who wanted to be a girl and speculated—loudly—on whether he got his body hair waxed.” She narrowed her eyes at me.

      “I do remember Jay.” I snapped my fingers.

      “We’ve been chatting online for a month, and he finally asked me out. But he needs a date for his buddy.” She danced foot to foot, her tall red high heels clacking on the reclaimed wood floor and making it creak. “So I need you to agree to go on a blind date.”

      “Gross.” I ignored the way her face fell. “I haven’t been on a date since Dean dumped me. I don’t want to go on one now.” I rinsed out my demitasse cup in the sink and prepared to leave. I’d go back to Long Time Gone. Wade would scream and yell over what Mysti wanted me to do, but he’d definitely have ideas for an alternate plan of action. “I’ll catch up with you another time.” I hurried for the door.

      Hannah kicked off her shoes and ran, her long legs covering the few feet to the door before I could get there. She leaned against it, her arms spread wide.

      I struggled with her, but she slapped my hands away. I gave up and pointed one finger at her. “Harridan. You are a harridan.”

      “It’s time to pick yourself up and try again.” Leaning against the door, both hands behind her, she reminded me of the star of some corny fifties woman-in-danger movie.

      “I don’t want to try again.” I reached for the doorknob.

      She blocked me with her hip. “You want to be celibate the rest of your life? Is that it?”

      “Who said I’m celibate?” I widened my eyes. See how she liked that one.

      Her mouth dropped open, and her eyes widened. “Who? Wade?”

      “No. He just wants to be friends.” My skin flushed hot for no good reason.

      “Good. You’re better off not fooling with him. He’s trouble. So who is it then?” She relaxed her guard on the door, probably too interested in pumping me for information to worry about me running away.

      “A lady never tells.” I considered shoving her out of the way and making a run for it but knew she’d catch me on the stairs.

      “You’re not a lady. Who?”

      “Corman Tolliver.” I twisted on my feet, more skeeved out about the notion now that I’d said it out loud. What the hell was I doing? Corman wasn’t even a nice person. Never again.

      “Oh.” She wrinkled her nose and made lemon lips. “Don’t you want to meet someone nice? This guy I’ve got lined up is so sweet. Good-looking too.” She took a deep breath. “Pleeeeease.” She dragged the word out so long it could have been an opera.

      Still, I said nothing. Anything even remotely resembling getting back on the dating horse scared me. That son of a bitch bucked and bit. Besides, I’d really be better off figuring out what to do about Priscilla Herrera’s latest round of demands.

      “If you don’t, I’m going to call Dean and tell him you miss him.” A smile quivered at the edges of Hannah’s lips.

      “You wouldn’t dare.” I wished hard for a cigarette. “Because I don’t.”

      “I will too. I’m sick of watching you mope around like a sad puppy.” She grabbed her cellphone off the stack of suitcases she used for a coffee table. “Maybe getting back together with him is what you need.”

      I snatched the phone away from her and sank down on the couch. Did I miss Dean? The short answer was yes. We were wrong for each other in about a thousand ways, but having a boyfriend to bring me flowers or listen while I talked about my day helped so much. Didn’t mean I wanted to start over, to train a new man to listen to the woes of my life. Especially not tonight. Things were too crazy. What if the ravens come back? “Look, I just don’t feel like it.”

      Hannah glared at me. “Give me one decent, logical reason why.”

      Because things are getting crazy again. Not quite ready to drop a doo-doo sandwich all over Hannah’s date night, I glanced around her little loft apartment.

      The sight of the custom woodwork—the window seat, the cabinets, the crown molding—made my throat tighten. My friend Chase Fischer built it all. Michael Gage killed him just like he killed my cousin Rae. The day’s events came crashing down on me. The tears formed and streaked down my face before I realized what was happening.

      Hannah glared at me for a few seconds longer but came to sit with me on the sofa. I told her about trying to contact Priscilla Herrera and instead getting pushed into that awful vision starring Michael Gage as the murderer. I told her about seeing the spider ring at Long Time Gone, describing how it disappeared right in front of me. Then I started telling her what Mysti said Priscilla wanted me to do. Hannah’s mouth dropped open.

      “Oh, sweetie, what an awful day you’ve had.” She patted my leg. “I had no idea. I wouldn’t have given you such a hard time.”

      “I don’t want to take on her mantle.” I stared at Hannah, expecting her to vehemently agree. She just stared. I held out my hands. “It’s too irreversible. I hoped we could try to research our way into figuring out where she’s buried. But you’ve got this date planned—”

      “Forget about the date.” She shook her head. “I’ll call Jay and tell him you’ve got a personal issue you need help with. We’ll figure this out.” She scrolled through her phone, shoulders rounded, wilted inside her pretty get-up.

      The back of my neck heated. She was willing to give up something fun just for me. How much of a selfish jerk could I be?

      “No. I should go. You’re right about me moving past Dean.” I sure didn’t want people thinking I wasn’t over his arrogant ass. Or worse, thinking I wanted him back. “We can sort out this other mess tomorrow. Besides, a real date might do me some good.”

      “It would do you good.” Hannah leaned forward, excited again. “Plus, I have a surprise for you. Bought it a couple of weeks ago. Been waiting for the right time to give it you.” She leapt to her feet and hurried toward her bedroom, motioning me to follow.

      She withdrew a knee-length dress with a low cut, button up bodice and halter neckline from her closet and handed it to me. I hesitated before I took it, afraid of somehow ruining it. The smooth, yet crisp, material slid over my fingers. I held the dress in front of my body and examined its lines. The crinoline underskirt lent the dotted burgundy material a little body and swing. I couldn’t help smiling.

      “And the perfect shoes.” She pulled the shoebox out of her closet.

      I took one shoe out. Black patent leather with a spike heel, an open toe, and an ankle strap. They’d pinch, but I’d look like a bottle of hot damn in them.

      Hannah gave me a sly smile. “I’ll do your makeup and hair.”

      It was the cherry on top. Hannah knew makeup and hair. I’d look like I was ready for a modeling shoot—albeit one for really short people—by the time we left the museum. It was shallow, but I felt good when I knew I looked good.

      My mind called up Priscilla Herrera’s stern face. Screw it. I could worry about her and the vision just as well wearing this cute outfit as I could sitting around moping. I smiled at Hannah.

      “Wash off your tramp tracks, and we’ll get started.” She pushed me into her custom bathroom, which featured a sit-down vanity and dressing area. All built by Chase, my lost friend. Sadness twinged in my chest.

      Using Hannah’s eye makeup remover, I rubbed off my dark eyeliner and smoothed some of her high dollar moisturizer on my face. Hannah put on a smock, dragged in an extra chair, and sat next to me in front of the mirror. She took out a box as big as my suitcase and unrolled a bag holding at least thirty makeup brushes.

      “Now, hold still.” She spent an inordinate amount of time applying makeup to make it appear I wore no makeup. The overall effect was less hard and more sophisticated. It didn’t fit me, but I loved it anyway. She worked magic on my neck-length shag cut with a flat iron and a curling iron. I looked in the mirror and smiled a real smile for the first time in a long time. Hannah and I hugged.

      I threw on my dress, and we loaded into Hannah’s BMW. I sat in the passenger seat, muscles tense, waiting for the worst.

      “So tell me about this guy.” I took out my cigarettes, and Hannah flashed me a glare. I put them back and hoped we went somewhere I could smoke.

      “Your date is Nash Redmond. He just bought the old Panther Theater. Remember when my daddy owned it? I can’t believe nobody reopened it all these years.” She made the block and headed back toward the courthouse square.

      “What’s Nash planning to do with the Panther?”

      “He wants to retro it out and use it for events and limited runs of old movies.” Hannah parallel parked in front of the theater. There was already a new marquee with the words “Coming Soon” on it. The red lights danced back and forth around the bright white space.

      “One last thing, so it doesn’t catch you off guard. He’s from up north.” She made an eep face.

      “Where?”

      “Massachusetts, I think. He’s got quite an accent.” Hannah turned to me and ran her gaze over me, nodding with satisfaction. “You look good, Peri Jean Mace.”

      We exchanged a smile. I leaned across the car and gave her an impulsive hug.

      “I don’t know what I’d do without you,” I whispered into her hair.

      She squeezed back. “Not have any fun is one thing.”

      Someone tapped on the window, and we broke apart, both opening our doors at the same time and climbing out.

      “Sorry to interrupt.” Jay had a narrow, handsome face and a perfect haircut. I would have bet my last dollar the highlights were from a beauty shop. “I’m always up for a little girl-on-girl action, but I couldn’t really see inside. Maybe an encore?”

      Hannah threw back her head and laughed too high and too loud. I wrinkled my nose. She normally didn’t like that sort of humor. Did she like Jay enough to tolerate it?

      Jay, in his slim pants, untucked pinstriped shirt, and skinny leather shoes was definitely her type. He pulled Hannah into a hug and planted a kiss on her cheek. A cool hand landed on my shoulder. I jumped, so caught up in watching Hannah that I forgot I had a date too. I spun around and looked him over. Hannah didn’t lie about the good-looking part. High cheekbones, square jaw, and wide spaced eyes. Too clean cut, too much like Dean, to be my type. Still nice looking. I forced a smile onto my face.

      “You must be Nash.” I held out my hand.

      He took my hand and, to my horror, kissed it. I barely managed not to jerk it away.

      “Interesting rings.” He held my hand up to the light coming from the marquee. Boy, Hannah wasn’t lying about the accent. Nash and I could have had a weird accent contest. Hannah noticed my rings and widened her eyes, the smile melting off her face.

      “I forgot to take them off.” I pulled my hand away from Nash and twisted at the chunky silver crosses, skulls, and revolvers. The Six Guns gave them to me as a gift after I started working at Long Time Gone. King told me I’d be happy I had them if I got into a fight.

      Nash put his hand over mine. “Don’t. They match your outfit.” He turned to Hannah. “I wish we were having an event here at the Panther. You ladies look the part.”

      Hannah and I murmured our thanks. Nash led us down the block and stopped at an impossibly gorgeous classic Cadillac. My oooh of appreciation wasn’t fake.

      “I told you she appreciates old stuff.” Hannah nudged Nash.

      Nash took my elbow, opened the passenger door, and helped me get inside. “She’s a 1941 Cadillac Series 62 sedan.”

      Hannah and Jay slid into the backseat, giggling and whispering.

      Nash slid into the driver’s seat. “I had the seats professionally re-upholstered, but everything else—the gauges, the radio, the steering wheel—is original.”

      I leaned over and admired all the gadgetry, fascinated it had once been considered high-tech. I glanced into the backseat and found Hannah and Jay totally engaged in one another. So much for her being a buffer between Nash and me. He started the car.

      “I heard there’s a band at Bug Juice tonight,” he said. “Everybody okay going there?”

      Jay and Hannah barely acknowledged him. He turned to me, and I nodded and made myself smile again. It was going to be a long night.
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        * * *

      

      The Gaslight City old timers, which included me, loved speculating about whether Bug Juice would last more than a year.

      Nash parked in front of the sprawling Italianate style house, which the new owners had painted white, using primary colors on the trim. The sign used a wine glass with a bug perched on the rim to represent both the “u” in bug and in juice. Cute in a hip, yuppie way. Locals, including me, joked it meant the owners were too cheap to exterminate.

      We got out of the car, and Nash rushed around to take my arm, holding it lightly as we walked up the steps. He opened the door for Hannah and me.

      “Redmond. Party of four,” he told the hostess.

      The hostess seated us in a dark corner of the courtyard and lit the two candles on our table. The gaslights and strands of white Christmas lights gave the flagstones a romantic glow. Nash pulled out my chair. I stood and stared for several seconds before sitting down. O-kay.

      The band, a country act called Flashback, was between songs. The lead singer, who went to high school with me, smiled and nodded. He played a few notes on his electric guitar and stepped up to the mic.

      “I just saw a blast from the past walk in here. Seeing her brings back a flood of memories for me.” His voice echoed over the courtyard. A lot of the conversation stopped.

      I tensed and held my breath.

      “When I was a teenager, I used to play in a band with this guy, name of Chase Fischer.” The singer looked at his feet. “Most talented guitarist I ever met. I learned all the good stuff from him.”

      The crowd laughed politely. Embarrassment crawled over my skin, hot and prickly. I had a feeling what was coming and prayed to the god of dignity it wouldn’t happen. Skin hot and damp, eyes locked on the holes in the metal table, I did everything I could not to squirm in my uncomfortable metal chair.

      “Despite his talent, Chase Fischer had some serious demons. They eventually ate him alive.” The lead singer tightened his hand on the neck of his guitar.

      My breath came in panicky hitches. Please, please, please don’t call me out.

      “We’re usually a country-and-western band, but tonight I want to play a rock song in memory of our fallen amigo, Chase Fischer.” He stared though the darkness at me. “Peri Jean Mace, it’s good to see you tonight. You look gorgeous.” The band commenced to play a country version of Chase’s favorite Led Zeppelin song.

      Across the table, Hannah gasped. Every head in the room turned to look at me. I wished I could crawl under the table and seep through the cracks between the flagstones. Since it wasn’t an option, I did the only thing I could do—pretended not to notice.

      Nash raised his eyebrows but said nothing. He picked up the wine menu, which was thicker than the food menu. The waiter appeared like magic, and Nash ordered a bottle of wine. I told the guy I’d stick with water.

      “You don’t drink?” Nash turned to me, raising his voice to be heard over the music. “Is it a religious thing? I’ve noticed a lot of people down here don’t drink for religious reasons.”

      “It isn’t with me.” Instead of offering an explanation, I sipped my water and glanced at the short menu in amazement. It had ten items, maybe. It was hard to read because of the blocky, multi-colored font. Other locals had mentioned the odd, high-priced food. They weren’t kidding. It was stuff like nachos topped with barbecue brisket and goat cheese, bison hamburgers with bacon and guacamole dip, “veggies” topped with bacon and cheese, and oysters “all the way.” Everything cost more than I’d want to pay if I were alone.

      “The bison burger with guac is amazing.” Nash leaned close to talk to me. The smell of his cologne hit me. Something clean that made my nose itch. “Order the mac and cheese with it. It actually has barbecue pork mixed in it.” His gaze met mine, and I noticed his eyes. Hazel and very clear. Not bad at all. “Or are you one of those women who don’t eat?” He surveyed my body. “With that tiny waist, I’d believe it in a second.”

      I didn’t want to have fun with this yuppie, not after that cheesy singer threw Chase Fischer in my face. But the compliment made me smile anyway. “I promise you I’m not one those women.”

      “You kidding? Peri Jean can eat you out of house and home,” Hannah said over the top of her menu. I noticed she and Jay still held hands on top of the table. Must have been a love connection. The waiter came back with his pen poised.

      “Order for me,” I said to Nash. None of this stuff particularly appealed to me. What I really wanted was a nice, nasty cancer stick.

      His face brightened. He ordered exactly what he suggested and then doubled it.

      The Led Zeppelin song finally ended, and the lead singer gave me a little salute. I nodded, swallowed the lump in my throat, and tried to move forward. The band started playing their regular country lineup. People quit sneaking looks at me, and I let go of some of the tension in my shoulders.

      Nash leaned close again. “You know we’ve met before.” His breath tickled my cheek.

      I shook my head. Had he seen me tending bar and trading insults at Long Time Gone? Or worse?

      “When I first got to town, I did the tourist thing. I came into the museum one night to hear your talk on the Mace Collection. You’re really one of the Maces, huh?”

      I nodded, waiting for the inevitable round of questions.

      “I wanted to talk to you afterward, but you got on some guy’s Harley and roared off.” He smiled. It was tight around the corners.

      I smiled and nodded, not sure if he expected a response.

      “I’ve seen those guys—the Six Gun Revolutionaries—around town with their vests.” Nash patted his chest where members wore their club rocker. “You date one of them or something?”

      “Or something,” I said. “The president of the Six Gun Revolutionaries owns a bar outside town called Long Time Gone. I bartend there. You probably saw Wade Hill giving me a ride to work.”

      “I’ve been to LTG too.” Nash scooted even closer.

      I just stared. What the hell is LTG? Then it hit me. It was the initials of Long Time Gone. First guac and now LTG. How about cray cray or awks for a bonus round?

      “Saw the place and went in for a beer. One of those YOLO things.” He chuckled at whatever he saw on my face. “You only live once. Rough atmosphere.”

      “It’s a paying job.” I shrugged and played with my rings.

      Nash took a white box with a fancily tied pink cloth ribbon holding it together out of his pocket and handed it to me. “For you.”

      I untied the ribbon, took off the box’s lid, and stared at the tiny silver long-stemmed rose laying on the bed of white cotton. The rose was still in bud stage, instead of fully bloomed out. “Wow. I didn’t expect this. Thank you.”

      “Matches your tattoo.” Nash took the rose from the box and pinned it on the bodice of my dress and winked. “Which I’ve been thinking about since the first time I met you. It’s obvious the one bud was left not colored in on purpose. Gotta be a story there. What is it?”

      “Uh…” I never talked about the reason I had the rose tattoo to anybody, not even Hannah. My thoughts fluttered like a panicked bird trapped in a chimney. I tried to rein them in.

      “Come with me to the ladies’ room.” Hannah grabbed her purse and stood.

      I pushed back my chair and followed her out of the courtyard, through the house, and into the original bathroom, which had been remodeled to house two stalls. We took care of business and reapplied our lipstick in the mirrors.

      “Don’t you know how to date?”

      I shrugged. I didn’t date. Not like this. The whole getting-to-know-you thing made me uncomfortable.

      “Ask him questions. Then he won’t ask you so many.”

      I made a face.

      “I saw the way you looked at Nash. You can’t tell me you don’t like the way he looks.”

      “He’s good-looking.” I turned my back to the mirror and looked over my shoulder to make sure I hadn’t tucked my dress into my panties.

      “I hear the but.” She turned to me, her lips mashed together. “Might as well let it out.”

      “He’s reminds me of Dean.” The words didn’t quite express what I wanted to say, but they were close enough.

      “He’s most certainly not like Dean.” She rolled her eyes. “He knows exactly who you are and what you are, and he’s interested.”

      “How does he know about me seeing ghosts?” This was the part I didn’t like.

      “You know how people love gossiping in this town.” She shrugged. “It’s not important. Here’s what is. He loved your talk about the Mace Treasure. And the way he’s been looking at you? He thinks you’re gorgeous.”

      “He is too like Dean. Expensive haircut, clean shaven…” I trailed off, trying to put my finger on why I didn’t want to fool with Nash. “He’s bland.” I waited a beat and imitated Nash. “‘Try the burger with the guac.’ Because saying the whole word is uncool. I bet he has a tattoo of the school mascot where he went to college. Because YOLO.”

      “And these are the reasons you don’t want to give him a chance? They don’t even make sense.” She raised her eyebrows. “What if he’s your happily ever after?”

      “I don’t think I get one of those. Not this lifetime, anyway.”

      “You’re a lost cause.” The smile slipped off her face. “Sorry I bothered.”

      “You wanted a date with Jay. Me going on a date with Nash was the price. I’m here, and I’m being nice.”

      “But I wanted this to be good for you too.” Little red dots glowed all over Hannah’s neck. I called it her mad rash. It appeared when her temper heated up.

      “Look, I’m sorry it’s not love at first sight.” I tried to keep my voice light. A shouting match in the bathroom of Bug Juice was not on my bucket list. “The night is still young. Maybe I’ll go back to his house. After all, YOLO.”

      The anger drained off Hannah’s face. She clapped her hand over her mouth, but her giggles came anyway. I joined her, and we laughed until she snorted like a pig. Another pair of ladies came in, and Hannah took me by the arm and led me out of the restroom.

      “You know what?” Hannah widened her eyes and dug in her bag. “I just remembered Rainey Bruce is already doing some research on Priscilla Herrera. I’ll send her a text message and ask when she can share it with us.”

      I stood up as straight as I could and looked down my nose at Hannah. “I will not share my hard work. While you two were watching movies and crying into bags of fattening potato chips…”

      “You sound just like her.” Hannah started laughing again, holding her sides. It took the hostess asking her if she was okay for her to get hold of herself. She calmed down enough to send Rainey a text message about her research on Priscilla Herrera. We went back to our table, still snickering, and found our food waiting. Realizing I hadn’t eaten since the day before, I dug in. The food was surprisingly good. Or maybe I was just hungry.

      “Hannah wasn’t lying.” Nash gestured at my empty plate. “Do you want dessert?”

      “No, thanks. What I really want is to smoke.” I dug out my cigarettes and lit one.

      Nash winced away from me, wrinkling his nose. “Can you do that here?”

      “Sure. We’re outside.” I drew hard on the cancer stick and turned away to exhale the smoke. Hannah bared her teeth at me across the table, and I showed her my middle finger. Jay laughed.

      A couple sat down a few tables over. There was something familiar about the way the man moved, the set of his shoulders. The dimly lit courtyard mixed with my growing fatigue made it impossible to identify him. The man, helping his date into her chair, turned to face us. Dean Turgeau’s eyes widened at seeing me.

      I groaned. The food on my stomach congealed into a sickening sludge. I gave Dean a little wave and checked out his date. A young teacher who had worked on his campaign. She’d practically drooled every time he got within a foot of her. Hope all your dreams come true, sugar. I took another sharp drag off my cigarette. Hannah twisted in her seat to see who it was. She turned back around and rolled her eyes.

      “Great,” she said.

      “You two know that guy?” Nash tilted his head in concern.

      “It’s my ex.” I smoked the rest of my cigarette in one drag and stubbed it out on my plate.

      “Is there going to be trouble?” Nash glared at Dean.

      “Of course not.” Hannah said it the way you tell somebody aliens don’t exist. “Dean’s the sheriff of Burns County.”

      Dean spoke to his date. Her smile faded, but she nodded. He patted her on the back and walked around our table to stand behind me. He put his hand on my shoulder. I used my dirty fork to push it off me.

      “Dean Turgeau.” He held out his hand to Nash and then to Jay.

      The two men introduced themselves, Jay shifting uncomfortably in his seat. Interesting. I wondered if he had a baggie of marijuana or some other contraband on him.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt your party here, but I need to speak with Peri Jean.” Dean put his hand back on my shoulder. I wanted to bite him.

      “Really, Dean?” Hannah tilted her head and made her sad face. “Go back to your own date.”

      “Mind your own business.” He held out his hand to me.

      I closed my eyes and counted ten. Refusing would only prolong the misery, and I knew it. I took Dean’s hand and stood. “Excuse me.” I pecked Nash on the cheek and let Dean lead me away.

      “Is Nash the guy who bought the Panther Theater?” Dean walked me to the dance floor and put his hand on my hip. We swung into a slow two-step.

      “Yep. That why you wanted to dance? To gossip?”

      “No.” He tried to pull me closer. I resisted. “Come on.” He tugged me again. “The music’s loud, and I don’t want to have to holler.”

      I relented and let him pull me close enough we touched. I waited for the tide of desire that had fueled our romance to rush over me. Nothing. The little spark I used to feel when he touched me was gone. The warmth heating my body was from humiliation, not lust. I said my last goodbye to the longest and most sane relationship I’d ever had and swallowed hard. We danced in silence for a few seconds.

      “You have five seconds to start telling me what this is about, or I’m going to embarrass you in front of all these people.” I didn’t have a plan yet, but I knew too much about Dean not to have power over him.

      He let out one of his poor-me sighs. “Michael Gage escaped from the prison hospital ward. He’s been gone a total of one week. The warden just saw fit to put in a courtesy call to me today.” A muscle moved in Dean’s jaw. “The clown had the gall to act surprised. Said he told his secretary to inform me.”

      I stopped dancing and tripped over Dean’s foot. The roaring in my ears overpowered the band. “What?” I yelled.

      He said something, but I heard nothing. His moving lips were the only way I knew he’d spoken.

      “What?” I said louder. People stared at me. Dean pulled me off to a dark corner near the fence separating Bug Juice from the adjoining property.

      “You okay?” He put his hands on my arms and caressed with his thumbs, the way he had when we were together. I wanted—no, needed—to melt against him and lay my head on his chest, only I couldn’t because we were over and it wasn’t appropriate.

      “I didn’t realize he’d recovered enough to escape.” I fingered my black opal necklace, hysteria cutting at the edge of my self-control.

      “They thought he had severe brain damage.” Dean’s mouth twisted with the words. This information must have been a surprise to him too. “According the warden, Gage never spoke or even tried to walk. Until last week. When they did rounds, they found the corpse of a male nurse, his throat cut, stuffed into his bed. Gage was gone. They think someone on the outside helped him, but they haven’t yet figured out who.”

      The world pounded with my heart, and my head whirled. The vision came back to me. I knew in my gut it wasn’t from the distant past. Gage was back, and he wanted to hurt me. What had he made his victim write? Hello, Peri Jean. If his past patterns held, he’d use the Mace Treasure to get to me, and here I was still too amateurish to find it. Tell Dean about the vision. Let him know Gage is here and up to his old tricks.

      “Everything okay here?” Nash's voice came from behind me. He put a proprietary arm around my waist. His touch jolted my logic back into working order.

      I couldn’t tell Dean about the vision. He was mentally incapable of believing in anything supernatural. He’d rather lie to himself, even when the facts were right in his face. I fingered the black opal necklace again. Only good thing to come out of our relationship.

      “We good?” I asked Dean. He nodded.

      “Call if you need me.” He walked back to his table and gave his date a kiss.

      “Are we at a point where we can get the fuck out of here?” I asked Nash.

      “Already paid the bill. Hannah and Jay are waiting in the car.” He took my hand and walked me outside. Hannah and Jay were lip-locked in the backseat. They pulled apart and adjusted their clothes as we got in.

      “What’d he want?” Hannah asked.

      “Tell you when we get back to the museum,” I said.

      “Actually, I was thinking about going to Jay’s apartment for a nightcap.”

      After she acted so snotty about my one-night stand with Corman Tolliver? Give me a break. I turned in my seat and stared at her. Her cheeks darkened, but she held her gaze steadily on mine. I hated to say it in front of Nash and Jay, but she had to know so she could be on the lookout.

      “Michael Gage escaped from prison.”

      Hannah began to cough and sputter.

      “Who’s Michael Gage?” Jay pounded Hannah on the back, and she elbowed his arm away.

      “A murderer. He killed my cousin and my best friend. He wanted to…hurt me.” My nether parts recoiled as I remembered exactly how Michael Gage said he wanted to hurt me. I glanced at Nash to find him watching me. My cheeks heated. “Sorry to spoil the evening.”

      “Hey, don’t worry about it.” Nash patted the arm where I had my raven tattoo. My skin twitched in response, and I leaned away from him. He pulled back his hand. “I’ve got a ton of work to do back at the Panther.”

      “Maybe I can get a rain check on the nightcap?” Hannah spoke to Jay. “Peri Jean and I need to go back to the museum to talk about all this.”

      Jay agreed, but the frown on his face suggested he wasn’t too happy about it.
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      Nash pulled the Caddy up to the curb in front of the museum, and I spotted a familiar, erect figure standing at the front door. Rainey Bruce stepped into the light and raised one hand in greeting. A three-legged figure, that of her dog Ugly, limped out next to her. I faced Nash. Please don’t try to kiss me, I prayed.

      “I’m sorry everything turned to shit. Tends to happen with me.” I tried to smile, but my lips felt like wet clay.

      “Don’t be.” He shrugged. “What would you say to me calling you sometime?”

      I wanted to say not to bother, but Hannah glared at me, so I exchanged cellphone numbers with him.

      Hannah and I climbed out of the car. Rainey rushed to us, somehow able to hold on to the poise that once earned her the title of Miss Texas and wrangle her excited dog at the same time.

      “Dean called me about Gage. You know he’s headed this way, still looking for a way to get his hands on the Mace Treasure.” She gave me a hard poke. “This is why you should have already found the treasure. I brought my research on Priscilla Herrera. Figured we could do some of the work you’ve been putting off while you hung out with the Six Gun Revolutionaries, trying to act cool.”

      Hannah and I exchanged a glance. She bit back a smile. I nibbled my cheek to keep from laughing. It would have infuriated Rainey, and she might decide not to help me.

      The three of us filed into the museum and went straight for the winding staircase and Hannah’s apartment. Ugly didn’t want to climb the steps. His three-leggedness had nothing to do with it. He climbed the steps to Rainey’s office more days than not. This was stubbornness, pure and simple. Rainey and I took turns carrying him. It was a long walk to the fourth floor.

      Hannah unlocked the door to her apartment and marched to the kitchen. She took a bottle of Kentucky bourbon off a high shelf and a got out a small glass. She poured two fingers, her hand trembling so hard she sloshed some of it on the counter, and gulped it down. Then she poured another, bigger drink and sat down on the couch. She held the nearly full glass to her chest but didn’t drink. Rainey got Ugly settled in one corner and sat on the couch next to Hannah.

      “Not only is Michael Gage back, I think he may have already killed someone as a sort of message to me.” I took my usual wicker chair and told Rainey about my vision. She held onto her composure until I got to the part where the girl got her throat cut. Her lips turned gray, and she held up her hand for me to stop.

      “Maybe you had the vision about Michael Gage because Priscilla Herrera was trying to warn you.” Hannah took a dainty sip of her drink.

      “I doubt it. She’s not that helpful.” I crossed my ankles, uncomfortable in my fancy dress and shoes. “She probably let me see that to scare me into working harder to find the Mace Treasure.”

      All the while, Michael Gage roamed Burns County, a ravenous animal ready to devour my friends and me. My imagination conjured up an image of Hannah screaming and in pain, of Michael Gage laughing his awful whinnying laugh. Cold fingers crept up my spine. I shivered.

      Rainey gave me her patented attorney glare. I crossed my eyes and stuck my tongue out at her. She took off one shoe and threw it at me. I batted it away before it smacked me in the face. Ugly raised his head from the floor and gave a soft woof but didn’t bother to do anything else.

      “Bring me up to speed on the Priscilla Herrera situation.” Rainey opened her bag, which was actually a small, stylish briefcase, and took out a legal notepad and a black pen.

      I talked for the better part of five minutes. Rainey winced when I told her about the mantle.

      “Priscilla is being absolutely unreasonable.” Hannah took a sip of her bourbon and set it back on the coffee table.

      “Don’t badmouth her.” I held up one hand. “No telling what she’ll do if it pisses her off. She got me good at her cabin.”

      Hannah paled at the thought. I took out my cigarettes, set them on the coffee table, and gave Hannah a pleading stare.

      “Don’t you dare.” She pointed one finger at me.

      “I don’t think she’s being unreasonable.” Rainey opened the flat leather bag she brought in with her and took out a laptop. “She simply wants you to become what you’re supposed to be.”

      “I’m going to change.” I stomped into Hannah’s bedroom and changed back into my blue jeans, T-shirt, and cowboy boots. I stuck the rose pin Nash gave me on the inside of my backpack and hoped I didn’t forget about it. It was a nice gesture. I took a few seconds to calm down before I went back out to face Rainey. She always went for the jugular, pushing me to fly my freak flag high. She couldn’t possibly understand the ramifications of what Priscilla Herrera wanted me to do.

      “Peri Jean? Coming out?” Rainey called from the living room. “Or are you going to sulk in there all night?”

      I took another deep breath and strolled out of the bedroom.

      “Sit over here so you can see this stuff.” Rainey scooted closer to Hannah and waved her hand at the empty spot.

      I did as she asked, but she closed the laptop before I could see what was on the screen.

      “Before I show you what I’ve got here, why don’t you explain to me what you hope to achieve with this information?” She put one hand over her laptop, guarding it until she deemed me worthy.

      “I want to find Priscilla’s burial place on my own, without having her spirit lead me to it, and get the spelling stones.” The idea of rummaging through a human corpse made my skin crawl, but I knew I’d have to do it when the time came.

      “Which will allow you to take the curse off the treasure.” Her fingers twitched on top of the laptop. “Assuming you have the spell.”

      “It’s in her grimoire.” I didn’t bother to mention parts of it were in another language neither Hannah nor I could identify. “Plus I saw her do it when I had those first visions of her.”

      Rainey nodded like a queen giving a court jester a pass for farting in her presence. She opened the laptop, and her dark fingers flew over the keyboard. Soon, a site for online document storage came up on the screen. Rainey clicked a folder, and it opened to show several file entries, each beginning with PH. “While the two of you have been running around like chickens with your heads cut off, I’ve learned a great deal about Priscilla Herrera.”

      “What made you decide to research her?” I reached for the keyboard, planning to open one of the files.

      Rainey slapped my hand away. “The picture. You know I collect vintage photographs, especially those of carnival workers or sideshow oddities.” She nudged me with one sharp elbow.

      “One of your more endearing hobbies.” The pictures in Rainey’s collection ranged from uncomfortably odd to nightmare material.

      “I was positive I’d seen her face before, and I decided to try to find more pictures of her.” Rainey clicked the laptop’s keyboard.

      I leaned close expecting to see a new picture of Priscilla Herrera. Instead I saw a document with an official seal, covered in sloppy handwriting. “A marriage certificate?”

      “I suspected Priscilla Herrera worked in a circus before she ended up here in Gaslight City. My first research attempts, using the name Priscilla Herrera, failed.” She gave her patented attorney’s pause to generate suspense and interest, which I knew good and well she practiced in the mirror. “Then, one of my online contacts suggested I try to see if Herrera was a married name, since we know she had children.”

      She zoomed in on the marriage certificate and turned the screen where I could see. It had been issued in Nacogdoches County, Texas. Priscilla Alafare Gregory of Orleans Parish, Louisiana married Cristobal Eduardo Herrera of Barcelona, Spain on June 3, 1891. Priscilla’s age was listed as forty-one, while Cristobal’s was listed as twenty-seven.

      “Damn. Priscilla Herrera was the original cougar.” I grinned at Hannah. She giggled.

      Rainey shook her head. “You two are like teenage girls. Dumb ones.”

      I read the rest of the information. Nothing caught my eye other than the officiant’s name, Robert Skanes. It sounded vaguely familiar. Before I could give it much thought, Rainey closed the file and opened another one.

      “Priscilla Gregory worked for a traveling circus in the late 1800s. Both as the tattooed lady and a fortune teller.” She stopped to give me a meaningful glance. “A guy named Robert Skanes owned the circus.”

      “Wasn’t a Robert Skanes listed on the marriage certificate?” The name wiggled again in my mind. I knew it from somewhere else.

      “Good catch. Skanes married Priscilla and Cristobal.”

      “In Nacogdoches.” I rubbed at my chin, as though it would knock loose the piece of information camping out in the dark forest of my mind.

      “By 1890, Skanes was an old man. He retired to Nacogdoches and sold his traveling circus to two brothers named Lakeworth.” Rainey sounded like she was addressing a courtroom. “In the final years of his life, Skanes compiled a history of his circus. Someone who owned a copy of it was kind enough to share some of the features with me.” Rainey opened another file, zoomed it, and let Hannah and I read for ourselves.

      Priscilla Gregory joined me when she was just fifteen, and I still ran a medicine show with a monkey as our special feature. This kind of work usually means you can’t go back to the same town very often. But ’Cilla changed all that for me. ’Cilla knew about making healing potions, said she learned from her mother. We sold one for a while made out of sassafras root and some stuff ’Cilla called goddess root. She never would let me go look for goddess root with her. We called it Vigor in a Bottle. I never got run out of another town again, unless I got myself in some other kind of trouble. ’Cilla changed the way I did business. Later on, a man who did tattoos joined us and talked ’Cilla into letting him draw tattoos on her. We picked up another fella who ran a shill game, and we quit being a medicine show and started just entertaining folks. ’Cilla read fortunes with playing cards, and she was good. Sometimes she warned me of towns we needed to avoid. I learned to listen and listen good.

      Rainey waited until Hannah and I finished reading to open another file, this one a picture. It showed a wizened old man sitting with a cane in front of him. Both hands were folded over the cane’s head. The room, the way the light streaked into it, seemed familiar. A hazy memory flashed in my mind but faded before I latched on to it. Rainey opened another picture set in the same room.

      This one showed the older Priscilla Herrera I’d seen in the vision where I watched her curse the Mace Treasure. On one side of her sat two serious-faced, dark-haired toddlers. Robert Skanes sat next to them, grinning, hands still on the top of his cane.

      The memory came together for me. “Robert Skanes is who Priscilla sent her children to live with the day she died. She told them to go to Nacogdoches and find a man named Bob Skanes. Has to be the same dude.” More of the fragments bounding around my mind clicked into place. “I know this room too. When I got into trouble in high school, Memaw sent me to stay with Reba Skanes.”

      “Sure enough. I remember going to see you at this house.” Rainey snapped her fingers at me and peered at the picture. “Sure looked different when I saw it.”

      “Reba must have been one of Bob’s descendants.” I tried to put things together but didn’t have much luck. The sting of betrayal muddied my logic. “Reba never mentioned this stuff when I stayed with her. She only said she knew Memaw when they were both little girls.”

      “She knows things about your family, and you think she should have told you. Maybe Miss Leticia forbade her. You remember how your memaw was.” Rainey closed out the files and opened a browser window. She navigated to a free email service and logged into her account. “The woman who shared Bob Skanes’s memoirs with me is named Geneva Skanes Shadix. I’m sure she’s a relative of Reba’s. Why don’t I email her on your behalf? Reba may still be alive and willing to talk to you.”

      Without waiting for my answer, Rainey typed out an email and sent it. “I gave her both your email address and your phone number.”

      “What did you tell her?”

      “Only that you knew Reba Skanes when you were young and wanted to get in touch with her again.” Rainey closed the laptop and set it on the coffee table. “Maybe she’ll get back with you pretty quickly.” She snapped her fingers, and Ugly hurried over to her. She rubbed his misshapen head and leaned to kiss it. “It’s past Ug’s and my bedtime.” She clipped a leash onto the dog’s collar and stood to go. Hannah handed her the briefcase, and she strapped it across her body. Rainey took a couple of steps toward the door and turned back to me.

      “I’m sorry not to have a hard and fast answer for you, Peri Jean. You do realize you may already have your answer?” She patted her dog, eyebrows raised.

      “I can’t.” I pushed myself as far as I could into the couch.

      A frown creased Rainey’s face. “Michael Gage will come at you hard and fast, and he’ll use the treasure to do it. I hope you’ll find something to help you get ready for him.”

      “You’re a good friend, Rainey.” I waved goodbye to Ugly who wiggled his stump of a tail in response.

      Rainey grunted and left.

      My cellphone buzzed with another message. Tubby Tubman again. I need to see you.

      I texted back. No, you don’t. I considered turning off my cellphone but worried someone important might try to reach me.

      “I’m exhausted,” I told Hannah. “I worked last night at Long Time Gone until closing. Went home, slept two hours, and got out to Priscilla Herrera’s cabin before dawn to set up the ritual to contact her. I need to go home and rest.”

      Hannah drained the last of her whiskey out of her glass. Her eyes already glowed with the shine of alcohol. She nodded slowly. “I ought to make you stay here instead of going out there to the woods by yourself.”

      “Wade’ll come on home once he realizes Gage is at large.”

      “And he’s a lot more appealing to you than I am.” She gave me a languid snort.

      I opened my mouth to protest but shrugged instead. She wouldn’t remember in the morning anyway. I made sure to lock her apartment door behind me and to double-check all the museum’s outer doors on my way out.
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        * * *

      

      Fatigue swam behind my eyes. It took two tries to get the key into the lock on the museum’s back door. I gave the door a hard jerk to make sure it actually locked and staggered down the concrete steps, scrubbing at my face, trying to rub off the fatigue. A stray thought hit me.

      Wade. I needed to call him and let him know Michael Gage was at large. The Six Guns had their own beef with Gage and would definitely be interested in trying to get to him before law enforcement.

      I set my purse on the hood of my car and got out my cellphone. My call to Wade went straight to voicemail. I remembered Diamond the Candy Pistol rubbing her boobs on Wade’s arm. Great time for him to have his cellphone turned off. A little spark of anger flared and went out almost immediately. Where did that come from? Wade and I are friends. Nothing more, ever.

      I needed sleep. I dropped my cellphone into my purse and rummaged for my keys. When I pulled them out, the damn purse went ass over teakettle, somersaulting through the air, to land in a scatter of junk on the ground next to my tire.

      “Shit a damn brick. What else?” I knelt and began picking through the detritus of my life.

      Footsteps scraped on the concrete behind me. The grogginess I’d been fighting faded faster than Friday night lust on Saturday morning. All the spit in my mouth dried up, and I held my breath. Had Michael Gage already found me?

      I needed something, a weapon, to use against him. My pocketknife lay an inch away from my knee. Using my fingertips, I slipped the knife into my hand, thumbed open the blade, gripped the handle, and waited.

      A pair of expensive hiking sneakers appeared in my peripheral vision. Too far away to stab him in the foot, but I couldn’t let him get any closer. I tensed and shifted my weight to the balls of my feet. This was it. I’d only have one chance to hurt him.

      “Peri Jean?”

      I jumped up and spun around with the knife raised to shoulder level.

      Nash's mouth opened, and his eyes widened. He stumbled several steps backward and raised both hands. “It’s Nash. Nash Redmond. We were together a couple of hours ago.”

      “Nash? What the fu—what are you doing back here?” I lowered the knife but kept my grip tight. The adrenaline rushing through my bloodstream insisted there was still danger.

      “Taking a walk. If I cut through that alley and this parking lot, I can come out on Austin Stree—” He shook his head. “Oh, hell. Why lie? I do walk back here all the time, so I know it’s where you park when you come to see Hannah. I-I hoped I could catch you when you left.”

      I pressed my back against the Nova. This was creepy and weird. “What for?”

      “Will you give me another chance?” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      “I gave you my cellphone number. What makes you think you blew it?” He had blown it, and this conversation was making it worse. I’d have Hannah Kessler’s ass the next day for setting me up with this freak.

      “You didn’t want to give me your number.” He chuckled at whatever he saw on my face. “The way I was on the date—that’s not me. I wanted you to like me and ended up coming off like an arrogant jackass.” He gestured to his faded blue jeans and the untucked button down shirt. “This is the real me. I like old movies, old cars, old anything. I picked up YOLO, and the suit, from Jay.”

      “Jay’s a tool.” The words came out before I could stop them.

      “He’s also my neighbor at Armadillo Run Apartments.” He shrugged. “When he told me he planned to ask the Hannah Kessler out, I told him I sort of had a thing for you. He promised to arrange a date between us. I think I listened to too much of his advice.”

      “A thing for me? You’d be better off finding someone else.” I gestured at my day-old T-shirt and rumpled blue jeans. “This is the real me.”

      Nash shook his head and laughed. “I bet we have more in common than you think.”

      I studied him. Did he just want to get laid? Was that it? “You and I couldn’t be more unalike. Look at you. Maybe, maybe, five years older than me, and you own a movie theater. And you’ve got enough money to renovate it.”

      Nash opened his mouth, and I held up my hand to let him know I wasn’t finished.

      “Me? I recently lost the business I spent seven years building because I see ghosts. My ex dumped me for the same reason. My grandmother got murdered because of me, and she didn’t have life insurance. I’m going to be paying for her funeral well into next year.” The mess of my life sat like a weight on my shoulders. My feet hurt from supporting it. “My only income is a shitty, part-time bartending job and a few cleaning gigs. That’s it. All I want to do right now is go home and crash. I’ve been up for about thirty hours. I don’t sleep so good anymore.” I knelt on the cool concrete of the parking lot and shoved my spilled junk back into my bag. Nash knelt next to me.

      “The funny thing is we’re more alike than you think.” Nash held out my cellphone. “A guy in a Six Gun Revolutionaries jacket gave you this. You’re attracted to him but think he’s trash.” He leaned close and whispered, “You deserve better.”

      I jerked as if he’d caught me doing something wrong. Corman Tolliver gave me the phone. How could Nash know? I took the phone from him and stuffed it in my purse.

      Nash picked up a tube of lipstick and held it. He closed his eyes. “This was a sample. You got it at a big store, and you were with Hannah. You love her like she’s your sister.” He offered the lipstick to me.

      I made no move to take it and just squatted there, gaping at the piece of plastic. He dropped it into my purse. He grabbed my key ring, which was a piece of metal in the shape of a guitar. I reached for it, but he held it where I couldn’t get it.

      “This belonged to your friend Chase, the one you said that escaped convict Michael Gage killed. Chase liked using this key ring to open beer bottles. An overweight woman—his mother?—gave it to you. You were both crying.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “She hugged you and said, ‘He loved you best of all, Peri Jean.’ You loved him too. A lot.”

      I snatched the key ring from him, my hand trembling so bad I almost dropped it before I could get it in my purse. “What the hell is going on?”

      “I didn’t know how to tell you I can do psychometry.” He touched my hand with the tips of his fingers. “But I wanted you to know we have stuff, stuff that counts, in common.”

      It took every bit of my self-control not to yank away from him. Was this how people felt with me? Calm down, Peri Jean. I took a deep breath and gathered the rest of my belongings. I stood and clutched my purse to my chest. I wanted to leave, to get away from Nash as soon as possible before he saw more of my private life. I put my hand on the car door handle and stopped. I couldn’t treat Nash the way people treated me. The receiving end of that treatment felt like shit. I opened the car door, tossed my purse on the seat, and turned back to Nash.

      “So your ability—you called it psychometry?— shows you where items come from? What people who had them were thinking?” All I wanted was to be understood. I wanted people to know they didn’t need to fear me. Unless they pissed me off.

      “Pretty much.” Nash took a deep breath. “I wasn’t born like this. It started when I woke up from the coma. After my parents died. Their life insurance and the sale of their estate, by the way, is where I got the money to buy the Panther Theater. Before that, I was about like you.”

      “Is the psychometry why you touch me so much?” I made myself smile. It came easier than I thought it would.

      The corners of his mouth twitched into not quite a smile. He nodded. “If I brush your clothes, sometimes I get a little flash of…” He trailed off and shrugged. “I like you a lot, and I want to know everything I can, so I don’t screw up. I get the feeling it’s pretty easy to screw up with you.”

      I looked for the lie in his eyes and didn’t see it. The open guilelessness on his face stabbed at me. How long had it been since I was really, truly willing to lay it all out? I never did with Dean. By the time we met, I was too far down my own road, too broken to go into anything without trying to protect myself.

      “Thank you for trusting me with your secret.” I stretched as far as I could and kissed his cheek. He pulled me to him and hugged me a little too tight. I returned his hug. He broke the hug first.

      “I guess you want to go home, right? But if you didn’t…” He shrugged. “Maybe we could spend some time together. I meant what I said about starting fresh.”

      I considered his offer. How nice would it be to talk to somebody who understood me in a way few others could? Like Wade. Only this one isn’t off limits. Then I thought of Chase Fischer lying dead in Piney Hill Cemetery because of me. With Michael Gage on the prowl again, the same thing could happen to Nash.

      “I am flattered. Please believe that.” I searched for the right words. “Bad things happen to people I care about. The risk is double with Michael Gage having escaped from prison.”

      Nash's mouth turned down. He reminded me of Rainey’s dog, Ugly, when someone scolded him. An idea occurred to me. I could show him why he’d be better off looking for love in other places.

      “I know somewhere we can go.” I gestured to the Nova.

      Nash hurried around to the passenger side and let himself in. I got behind the wheel, mind buzzing with second thoughts, and backed out of my parking place.
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      Piney Hill Cemetery sat at what used to be the edge of town. Now it acted as the divider between the old part of Gaslight City and the new part. I drove through a residential area of homes built in the 1940s and 1950s. Passing Dean’s house, I couldn’t help noticing all the lights were off and both his retro Trans Am and an unfamiliar economy sedan sat in the driveway.

      Dean, the most tight-assed person I knew, had officially replaced me. Did she make him happier than I had? Probably. She was normal, which is something I’d never be. At least her car sitting in front of his house likely meant he wasn’t out on a late night run. His usual route went through Piney Hill Cemetery. He’d give me holy hell if he caught me there.

      Dean’s street dead-ended at Piney Hill Cemetery. I parked in front of the tall, wrought iron fence and turned off the engine. The heavy chain and padlock holding the gate closed against partying kids and pranksters clinked against the wrought iron post with each gust of wind.

      “You brought me to the cemetery?” Nash peered out the window. “I toured it when I first got to town.”

      “You wanted to know where I spend time. Just about everybody I love is in here.”

      Nash stared at me, his mouth slightly open. “Wh-wh-why?”

      “They’re all dead because of me.” I dug my mini flashlight out of the glove box and grabbed an extra pack of cigarettes and a plastic sack for the butts. “Figured you ought to know what you’re getting into.” I opened my car door.

      Nash got out of the Nova but stayed close to it, his back to me. He spoke without turning around. “Isn’t this place closed? The gate’s locked.”

      “The wrought iron fence changes to chain link when it hits the woods. We can climb over.” I watched Nash's back and waited for his response. He said nothing for so long, I figured I’d have to drive him back to the Panther. “You in or out?”

      “I’m in. I’m in.” He turned around and gave me a thumbs-up.

      I started walking. The glare of the streetlights dimmed as we neared the woods, and the darkness rushed forward to swallow us up. The sound of an owl came from somewhere nearby, echoing against the open ground of the cemetery. Nash crowded close enough to me I heard his breathing.

      I stuck close to the edge of the woods and kept the fence in sight. The shorter fence started right where I remembered it. I grasped the top bar and used the chain links as footholds to climb over. Nash followed, more nimble than I’d have expected.

      I breathed in the smell of damp earth and freshly mowed grass and squinted at landmarks in the moonlit gloom. Spotting the spire of the Mace crypt, I headed toward it. The first grave I’d take Nash to visit was in direct sightline of the crypt.

      Piney Hill Cemetery dated back to Gaslight City’s beginnings in the 1840s. New graves intermingled with the more elaborate older grave markers. We passed the tombstone made to look like a log stood on end, and I knew to go two more rows toward the Mace crypt. I stopped in front of a double tombstone and clicked on the flashlight.

      “This is my grandmother and grandfather. Someone murdered my grandmother a couple of months ago, back in August, because of me and what I can do.” I kept the flashlight pointed at the tombstone.

      “What about your grandfather? You weren’t even born in 1969.” Nash jammed his hands into his pockets and cast his gaze over the gloom.

      “My grandfather died hunting the Mace Treasure.” I pointed at the tall roof of the Mace crypt. “Right over there.” I took a few steps to the left and stood in front of the next tombstone. “This is my father, Paul Mace. He was murdered while looking for the Mace Treasure too.”

      “But the Mace Treasure was hidden way back in the eighteen-hundreds. Nothing to do with it is your fault.” Nash had his arms crossed tightly over his chest. I’d have wagered he had chill bumps from this macabre little tour.

      “Everything to do with the Mace Treasure is my fault. I’m supposed to find it. My fate, if you subscribe to that kind of shit.” I took off walking again, not giving Nash a chance to react.

      His footfalls came from behind me. Something familiar about them nagged at me, but I was too deep down the self-pity well to focus on it. I walked five rows back toward Dean’s street from the Mace crypt and used my flashlight to spot the tombstone I was looking for. The neck of the guitar-shaped marker pointed into the sky like a finger of damnation. I went to stand in front of it and leaned forward so I could trace the words on the tombstone.

      Chase Lawrence Fischer

      March 18, 1983 — November 2, 2013

      Son, Father, Friend

      “Michael Gage killed Chase Fischer to scare me into helping him find the Mace Treasure.” The fact that Chase was killed ate at me. The things I could have done differently numbered in the hundreds and went back years before he died. I was sorry for each one. Tears stung the back of my throat, but I wouldn’t give in to them. Not in front of this stranger. “Me and Chase knew each other all our lives.” I lit a cigarette.

      “I saw the two of you in the TV documentary on the Mace Treasure.” Nash stared hard at the tombstone. “You were trying to get away from the cameras. Chase had his hand on your back. The two of you exchanged this—I don’t know—this look, and it said so much. I didn’t know you then, had no idea he was dead, and I envied him.” Nash stole a glance at me and quickly turned away.

      I barely heard his words, didn’t register the meaning behind them. The anger at myself for the way everything had gone, for all the people who got hurt, tightened and ground inside me. I clenched my jaw, nearly biting through my cigarette, and took shaking breaths. This was a stupid thing to do. I should never have brought Nash here.

      “Are you really a whore?” The voice came from a few feet away.

      I sucked in a shocked breath and whirled around, head swiveling in every direction until I saw him. The moon shone on his too-long blond hair but left his face in shadow. I knew the lanky frame, though. At first, I thought it was Chase, come to visit in spirit form and wondered why he’d say something so cruel. Then, the boy took another step toward me, and I saw the sharper chin and the pug nose. Not Chase. His son, Kansas.

      “What’d you say to me?” I stubbed out my cigarette and put the butt in my trash sack.

      “I axed if you’re really a whore. My momma says you are.” The kid carried an acoustic guitar in one hand.

      Of course Felicia Holze would tell her child another adult was a whore. I didn’t know what to say to his question. There was no right answer. So I said the first thing I thought of. “No. I ain’t a whore. Whores charge.”

      Nash coughed. I couldn’t tell if he was hiding laughter or if it was from shock.

      Kansas’s mouth dropped open, and I thought he might run off. “W-wha-wha?”

      “Whores charge for sex. I don’t. So I ain’t a whore.”

      He dropped his head, and I remembered how young he was. Not even a teenager yet. I pointed at his guitar.

      “You play?”

      “Huh?” He raised his head, his eyes wide and scared.

      “The guitar. You play? Your dad was real good at it.”

      “I just started learning. My momma said it’s stupid, but my grandparents—Dad’s parents—are paying for lessons.” He came a little closer but kept his distance in case I did something else weird. “I saw a video of my dad playing. It was just a few seconds, but I want to play like that. I come out here at night and practice because Momma gets mad.”

      I’ll bet she does, the bitch. “Keep at it. You’ll get there. It’s in your genes.” I smiled.

      Kansas dropped his head to fiddle with the guitar. Finally, he raised his gaze to mine. “I’m sorry I called you a whore.”

      “Your mother hates my guts. Comes with the territory,” I said. “Speaking of parents, where do yours think you are right now?” I didn’t see them approving a midnight visit to a closed graveyard. I glanced at Nash to find him tapping on his cellphone again. Some help he’d be if Michael Gage turned up.

      “They don’t know I’m gone. I snuck out.”

      “That’s about what I figured.” I nudged Nash to get him off his cellphone. “How about Nash and I walk you home? You don’t want your folks to know you’re gone. They’ll worry about you.” I doubted Kansas’s mother cared about anybody other than herself, but it was the right thing to say.

      Kansas shifted foot to foot again, studying the manicured grass at his feet.

      “Did you know your dad played a few tour dates with a real rock-n-roll band when he was just seventeen years old?”

      The kid raised his head, and I knew I had him.

      “Come on, and I’ll tell you about it.” I motioned him to follow.

      We walked toward the Mace crypt. Kansas lived on the other side of the neighborhood I passed through to get here. Nash trailed behind us, still jacking around on his phone. Maybe he was begging his good buddy Jay to come rescue him from me. I rolled my eyes and told Kansas about his father’s three tour dates with the rock band Snakebite, painting his dad as more of an artist than a dope head and a burnout.

      “The last date of the tour was in Albuquerque, New Mexico. I used all the money from my savings to ride the bus out there and see your dad.” I laughed at the memory.

      “Was he any good?” Kansas stopped, his gaze fixed so intently on my face, I felt like I held the answer to saving the world.

      I thought about Chase’s bright eyes, his enthusiasm and innocence. The smile spread across my face. “He was.”

      “Did you get in trouble for going?”

      “Heavens, did I. My grandmother grounded me for the rest of the year.”

      Kansas smiled. He looked so much like his dad. My chest ached with broken dreams and lost innocence and memories of the places where those things go to die.

      “Peri? Hey, Peri Jean? I’m right here.” The words came from nowhere and everywhere. I twisted around, the electric current of panic flooding by body, and held up my flashlight. Nothing but darkness, broken only by the humped shapes of gravestones and crypts. I tugged at Nash's arm. “Did you hear that?”

      “What was it?” Nash turned a slow circle. “You think someone’s out here with us?”

      “You didn’t hear that?”

      “Hey, Peri Jean. You miss me?” This was followed with a Me-he-he-he.

      Chills raced down my spine. I reached for Kansas. The boy took a step away from me, eyes wide. I spoke to Nash. “It’s Gage. We’ve got to get Kansas out of here. Now.”

      Something whizzed toward me, cutting the air with a high-pitched whine. I stepped in front of Kansas. Pain needled through my thigh. I hissed and glanced down to find a blowgun dart sticking out of my jeans. About an inch of it was buried in my flesh. I leaned to tug at it and felt another dart hiss over my head. I’d deal with it later.

      “Run!” I screamed and grabbed Kansas’s arm, ignoring his cry of protest. Another blowgun dart parted the air next to my head. I turned the other way and ran toward the Mace crypt. “Come on, Nash. We’ll get behind the crypt. Just jump over the fence.”

      Nash screamed out and dug at the dart buried in his shoulder.

      “Leave it.” I shoved him. “Just get behind the crypt.”

      “What if it’s got poison on it?” Nash yelled in my face.

      I jerked out the dart, turned my back on Nash's shriek of agony, and helped Kansas over the low fence around the crypt. I followed, Nash right on my heels. We ran around back of the crypt. I stopped and stared. The crypt had a tarp draped across its backside as though the cemetery’s caretaker had been doing some work back here. It billowed out from the crypt just far enough to ruin my plan of pressing ourselves against the white stone.

      The crypt’s white stone glowing in the moonlight sparked a memory, just a split second of dreamlike action. I was too rattled to latch onto it. My mind wouldn’t do anything but worry about how close Michael Gage was to us.

      “Rip down the tarp.” I shoved Kansas. “I’ll stand at your back.”

      Me-he-he-he floated out of the darkness. “Hey, Peri Jean? Wanna fuck?”

      I pressed myself as close to Kansas as I could, listening to his grunts as he pulled on the piece of canvas.

      “Something’s holding it in place.” His voice trembled.

      Nash turned his back to the darkness. Together the two pulled for all they were worth. The sound of ripping fabric echoed in the night. Behind me, both Kansas and Nash screamed.

      “You caused this, Peri Jean Mace.” Michael Gage shouted from somewhere in the darkness.

      “Oh God. Oh God.” Kansas whimpered from behind me.

      Time slowed to a crawl. I turned, jagged gasps tearing at my throat, already knowing part of what I’d see. The poor girl from my vision would be there with her throat cut. And on the white stone wall of the crypt would be the words “Hello, Peri Jean.” I knew what to expect. Still, when I saw the wide staring eyes and recognized the familiar face, I screamed, still faintly aware of the sound of Michael Gage laughing somewhere at my unprotected back.

      Cricket McKay wouldn’t be needing the twenty dollars I owed her. She’d never read my tarot cards again. We wouldn’t talk about the possibilities of an afterlife any more. She was too dead for all that stuff.

      She lay propped against the backside of the Mace crypt, head thrown back, throat yawning open. I moaned and swallowed at the ache in my throat. Another person dead because of me. Mouth frozen in a rictus of agony and eyes wide, Cricket seemed to agree. I grabbed the tarp where it had fallen and pulled it over her. My reasons had as much to do with not being able to look at her any more as they did respect.

      “How you like the way she looks, Peri Jean?” Michael Gage’s twang floated out of the darkness. “You’re gonna wish you died that fast when I’m through with you.”

      “Come on out here.” The words came out before my good sense kicked in. I’d rather be mad and fight than think about all the harm I caused people. “Let’s get it over with.”

      His laughter answered me, further away this time. The coward was leaving. The chain link fence rattled as he climbed over it.

      “I’m in your blood. You’ll never get away from me.” His scream came from the woods where I’d entered the cemetery.

      How had he known to find me there? Something to overthink later. I opened my mouth to scream an insult but decided against it. Let Gage go for now.

      Kansas Fischer whimpered next to me. I jerked myself out of the squirming ball of poison in my head and took a good look at the kid. Tears streaked his face, and his lips trembled. Another person hurt because of me. If he hadn’t been walking with me when all hell broke loose, he’d have never seen his first dead body.

      “Come on.” I had to get Kansas out of here. He had no part in this mess.

      “Wait. I need to call 911.” Nash had his cellphone out, his fingers poised above the keypad.

      “No. Not yet. Kansas has to go home first.” I tugged the boy’s arm and took the first step. The first movement sent a bolt of pain through my leg. I reached down, yanked out the blowgun dart and tossed it on the ground. I gave Kansas a little shove. “Come on.”

      “Don’t I have to talk to the police about what I saw?” The kid’s tear streaked face shone in the moonlight.

      “Do you want your parents to know you snuck out of the house, came to the cemetery, and found a dead body?”

      He slowly shook his head.

      “I sure as hell don’t want them to know you found a dead body while you were with me. You dig?”

      He nodded, his eyes still bugged out from the shock of what he’d seen. I plucked at his sleeve. This time, he followed me away from the body.

      “Just wait here,” I called back to Nash. “It won’t take ten minutes.”

      “But what about Michael Gage?” Nash still had his phone out.

      “He did what he came to do and left. He comes back, I got something for him.” I showed my fist to Nash. His mouth dropped open. I limped along as fast as I could, ready to get Kansas as far away from the cemetery as I could. We hustled to the part of the cemetery nearest his house. The wound in my thigh stiffened and ached worse with each step. I held the guitar while he climbed over the fence and passed it to him once his feet were on the ground.

      “You go straight on home, okay? And watch yourself. Michael Gage saw you with me. Understand?”

      “Yeah.” The kid took off running without giving me a second glance.

      I walked back to the crypt, taking out my cellphone as I went. I called Wade Hill first to let him know I’d found Cricket McKay. This time, he answered.

      “No, no, no. King’s going to be broken up. They had a thing.” He paused, and the sound of his cigarette lighter grinding came over the speaker. He inhaled. “I’m at the clubhouse. The Sidewinders officially merged with us tonight. I’m having a hard time getting away.”

      “Don’t come here. I still have to talk to the cops.” Truth was, needing Wade’s protection made my oversized pride holler for mercy.

      “I can go anywhere I want to, cops or no cops.” His voice sounded the same way it did when he threw drunk patrons out of Long Time Gone.

      “Don’t. I don’t need you arguing with them.” I listened to him huff out angry threats. When he ran out of steam, I said, “I’ll text you when I’m leaving.” I hung up and called emergency services. Maybe Dean wouldn’t come with them. By the time I got back to Nash, he’d called 911 as well.

      Nash went a short distance away and sat on a tombstone, his back to me, tapping out a message on his cellphone. Definitely getting someone, probably Jay, to get his ass out of here. Running footsteps pounded on the asphalt trail running through the cemetery, coming straight toward us. I backed against the crypt, knees weak with fear.

      “Nash,” I hissed. “Somebody’s coming.”

      He shoved his cellphone in his pocket and shot up off the tombstone. He took several running steps to huddle against the crypt with me.

      “Peri Jean?” The familiar voice traveled through the cemetery.

      “Over here, Dean,” I yelled back.

      Dean charged into sight, hair rumpled, shirt buttoned wrong. He slid to a stop as soon as he saw Nash and me. “What were the two of you doing out here?”

      “Michael Gage attacked us.” I gestured at the bloody spot on my jeans. “And there’s a dead body over there.”

      Dean hurried around the crypt and took in what was left of Cricket McKay. “You know her?”

      “Cricket McKay. She was involved with the Six Gun Revolutionaries.”

      “Your new best friends.” He shook his head. “You need to start working up an explanation why you two were trespassing and why your name’s painted on the crypt wall.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dean questioned Nash and me until only a couple of hours of night remained. Nash walked away, tapping on his cellphone again. I tried to go with him.

      Dean held my arm to keep me from leaving. “Try to stop doing stupid things. Michael Gage isn’t kidding around.”

      I jerked my arm away and beat feet to my car. Jay Harris showed up right about the same time to give Nash a ride home. The man who’d been so very interested in me three hours earlier got in Jay’s Ford pickup truck without so much as a goodbye or an invitation to kiss his ass. Guess he agreed we weren’t meant to be a couple.

      Something a lot like hurt twinged in my chest. Had I expected him to profess his undying love after Michael Gage shot him with a blowgun dart for being with me? Nash was better off staying clear of me. Especially with his psychometry. If Michael Gage picked up on that, Nash would be in a world of hurt. I still wished he didn’t act like it was so easy to walk away from me.

      Jay leaned across the seat. “What were you two doing out here?” He dropped me a wink and nudged Nash, who kept his head down. “I’m beginning to think I picked the wrong friend.” He drove off laughing.

      I got in my car and took out the twenty-dollar bill I’d been keeping aside to repay Cricket. Images from my cousin Rae’s murder polluted my thoughts. The bill blurred, and the first tear made a cool track down my cheek. I leaned my head on the steering wheel and shut my eyes tight. Why was this happening again?

      A few bitter sobs racked my body, but I cut them off. They were a luxury I couldn’t afford. With Gage playing jackass about town, I had to hold my shit together. There was no choice but to get my ass in gear and do what I could to minimize the damage.

      I started the car and texted Wade I was headed home. It burned to feel like I needed a big, strong man to protect me. But, this time, I really thought I did. I put the Nova in gear and sped away.

      Driving down pitch-black country roads, seeing no other cars, it felt like maybe the world had ended and nobody told me. The house I shared with my grandmother until her death two months ago sat empty and dark. Instead of using the carport, I parked in front of the yard like a guest. At least nobody could block me in. There was a text message on my phone from Wade telling me to stay in the car with the doors locked until he got there. No problem.

      The lights of a ghostly fire flickered in the woods behind the pasture like it always did in late October. The ghosts were back. My recent discovery that hunters of the Mace Treasure burned Luther Palmore, his family, and their servants alive back there made the whole thing worse. No matter where I went, I couldn’t get away from the Mace Treasure and the bad shit surrounding it.

      Luther Palmore definitely played a role in the whereabouts of the Mace Treasure. So far, I’d had no luck putting it together.

      The first time I tangled with Michael Gage, I found a trunk of books from the library of Luther Palmore. The books, hidden as though they were a clue to the whereabouts of the Mace Treasure, later went missing. Hannah and I both believed that her uncle, the ex-sheriff of Burns County, stole the books. The clue hidden in the books was lost unless I figured out a way to steal the books back. Or worked up the juice to open a line of communication with the ghosts.

      A single headlight appeared at the end of the driveway. I tensed until I saw Wade Hill’s huge form on the bike. Michael Gage might have been a master of disguise, but no way could he fake that kind of bulk. I got out of my car and made sure to lock it.

      Wade shut off his motorcycle and approached me. He stopped a few feet from me, his gaze roaming over me. It stopped at the bloody spot on my jeans. He pointed to it.

      “Michael Gage shot me with a blowgun dart. The EMTs treated it.” I didn’t bother to tell him I almost fainted when they disinfected the wound.

      Wade grunted and held open the chain link gate for me. We got to the porch, and he withdrew two semi-automatic pistols from his jacket and handed me one. “Chamber a round like I showed you.”

      “I don’t need this.”

      “I didn’t teach you to shoot so you could stand there without a gun.” Wade loomed over me, glaring until I did as he said. “I’m going to check the house. If Michael Gage comes running out, shoot him.”

      “But what if—”

      “Don’t think. Just do what I tell you.” He went into the house without a backward glance. His heavy footsteps made the old house creak and whine. I heard him approaching the door well before he opened it and told me to come inside.

      I winced at the bright light. ‘What’d you do? Turn on every single light in the damn house?”

      Without answering, Wade led me into the kitchen and pushed me toward the table. He took off his jacket. I forgot about the pain in my leg and focused on his tight, white T-shirt. The Six Guns club emblem of two revolvers crossed over a skull hugged the contours of his chest. Wade rolled his eyes. “Pull down your pants.”

      The horror of the evening took a backseat to the unwelcome thrill of excitement his words elicited. In theory, I agreed with Wade’s insistence we just stay friends. Seeing him around the house with his broad shoulders and narrow waist, smelling his scent when he came near to tease me or to talk ate away at my commitment to keeping it G-rated. I gave him a raunchy grin. “Forceful. That’s how I like it.”

      “Dirty-minded pervert.” He turned away to rummage in our junk drawer and pulled out the flashlight. “I just want to make sure those paramedics didn’t leave a worse mess than you started with.” He clicked the flashlight on and off. “Pull ’em down. Or I’ll do it for you.”

      “Promise?”

      He gave me a thirty-yard stare. I popped open the button fly on my jeans and slid them down to knee level.

      Wade fixed his gaze on the wound and knelt in front of me, the flashlight so close I felt the heat from its bulb on my skin. His exhale tickled my skin and sent a delicious warmth through me. It shivered its way into every nook and cranny and tried to convince me to do something stupid. I forced my gaze to the ceiling and crossed my arms over my chest. Wade gently ran one finger around the swollen lump of skin surrounding the injury. The black opal pinged to life on my chest as his magic touched mine. I inhaled sharply and caught a whiff of cheap perfume.

      “I thought y’all were partying with the Sidewinders. Who else was there?” I had enough sense to know his answer would smother the flames of desire. Maybe it would keep me from embarrassing us both.

      He raised his dark gaze to mine. “Some of the girls.”

      “You certainly smell like a pussy factory.”

      He dropped his hands from my leg. “Heard you were on a date tonight. Way I was told, you looked good enough to eat.” Wade sat back on his knees, still staring at my face. “You didn’t go out to the cemetery alone. Not with Michael Gage on the loose. So you went out there with your date. Don’t get high and mighty with me.”

      I bent, grabbed my jeans, and yanked them up. I no longer wanted to stand here in my panties with Wade Hill kneeling in front of me. Fighting off Michael Gage and finding Cricket’s remains in the cemetery had dumped adrenaline all over my fatigue, but now the tiredness had crept back in. “If you’re satisfied I don’t have gangrene, I’m going to bed.”

      “I’m not satisfied.” He stood and took a few steps back from me. “The wound’s feverish. I’ll heal you. If you draw on your black opal, won’t take much out of either of us, and it won’t even be sore tomorrow.”

      “It’ll be fine like it is.” I left him in the kitchen, went into my bedroom, and shut the door. I undressed, whimpering when I had to bend my injured leg. The muscle had stiffened. Moving like a wooden marionette, I put on the T-shirt and shorts I slept in.

      Wade’s heavy footsteps came down the hall and stopped at my door. He knocked. “Come on. It won’t make either of us puke.”

      “I think it’ll be fine.” I didn’t want Wade Hill’s hands—hands that had been all over Diamond the tramp all evening—touching me any more tonight.

      I caught a glimpse of myself in the round mirror over the vanity table. My cheekbones bore red slashes of humiliation mixed with desire. This is ridiculous. Wade was my friend. Nothing more. Neither of us were built for long-term relationships. If we screwed around, we’d hate each other before long, and then never speak again. I couldn’t imagine my life without him. This was the only way it worked. No matter how crazy it drove me.

      My cellphone buzzed, signaling I had a text message. I checked it, expecting to see one from Wade, cajoling me to let him use his magic to heal me. It was Tubby Tubman again.

      Need to talk to you.

      Piss off, I wrote back and turned off the phone. He probably wanted to blackmail me or threaten me. I didn’t have the energy for his bullshit.

      Wade knocked on the door again. “Let me know if you change your mind. Don’t let it get too bad.” I listened as he walked to his bedroom and shut the door.

      I sat down on my bed, no longer tired. The bedsprings in Wade’s bedroom squealed as the big man laid down. The house quieted, and the sound of the ghosts reliving their fiery deaths reached my ears. I walked to the window and could see the ghost fire flickering in the darkness. Behind me, a floorboard creaked. I spun around.

      “What are you doing here?” I whispered to my daddy’s ghost.

      He pointed at the closet and made a frantic “come on” motion with his hand. Even though my daddy died when I was only four, his word was law. I walked across the room and opened the closet door. Daddy squatted and pointed to a hatbox leaned against the back wall.

      My shoulders rounded. I didn’t want to look through Memaw’s old pictures at this hour. I knelt anyway and pulled out the box. I took it to the bed and opened it. Daddy approached. Picture after picture floated out of the box until he got to a pink envelope. I had looked through Memaw’s pictures a couple of times since her death but never remembered seeing this. Daddy pointed at the envelope.

      I picked it up and opened it. Inside was a set of crayon drawings on notebook paper, all done in the distorted artistry of a child’s hand. I recognized them immediately: the pictures they made me draw in the psychiatric facility to show them the vision I had of Adam Kessler revealing where he’d hidden Hannah’s Christmas presents.

      “Why do you want me to see these? Daddy?” I raised my head to find myself alone in the room. Ugh. I didn’t understand why ghosts had to be so cryptic. They all watched too damn much TV. Things would go much faster if they just told me what they wanted.

      I put up the hatbox, leaving out the pink envelope and its contents, and lay on the bed. I studied each drawing, fighting against reliving the childhood terror of being held in a mental hospital. I resorted to a method Mysti Whitebyrd taught me of separating my emotions from my memories so I could see them with perspective.

      Once I calmed my mind, the drawings brought back something I’d forgotten about Adam’s vision. The vision itself took place at the Panther Theater. Not in Adam’s home. I concentrated on the twenty-plus-year-old memory, trying to bring it back in its entirety.

      A tapping came from the bedroom window. Gut clenched in dread, I turned to face the wind. Adam Kessler’s ghost glowed as though lit from within. He stared at me, face still. If I let him inside, he’d show me the vision again. I concentrated on his presence and pulled. My mind ached from the effort, but it worked.

      Adam stood next to my bed. I couldn’t help staring at him. His red hair and freckled cheeks so reminded me of his daughter Hannah.

      “I’m ready,” I lay back on my bed.

      Adam came forward and touched his hand to my forehead. The vision formed dreamlike and languid.

      Everything around me grew tall, as things were for children. Adam Kessler held out one pale, freckled hand to me. I took it, unafraid of the way it chilled me down to the marrow of my bones.

      Adam walked down the sidewalk, the lights of the Panther Theater ahead of us. The sign on the marquee read “Peri Jean’s Awesome Adventure.” We walked under the marquee and to the double glass doors, which swung open to welcome us. Adam led me up the narrow stairs to the production booth. We exchanged a smile, and he hefted me so I could turn the special super-secret light fixture.

      A panel popped open in the wall. Adam pushed it and flipped on the interior light. I followed him into my favorite place in the Panther Theater: its secret room. I ran to Adam’s desk and stared at the glass jar of hard candy. He motioned me to take one. I chose a butterscotch.

      Adam tugged at my arm and gestured at a closed door. His voice came to my ears, garbled and full of static, and whispered, “Open it.”

      I opened the door to find the little closet full of wrapped presents. I grinned at Adam, excited to see all those presents. I could tell Hannah where her daddy left her Christmas presents. Maybe then she wouldn’t be so sad all the time.

      Adam went to his desk and pulled out a key. “To the closet. They’ll need it.”

      I nodded.

      “Now this last thing I want to show you is really important. You’ll have to remember it for a long time.” Adam’s ghost flickered like lights in an electric storm. He took a movie poster down from behind his desk and turned it over. On the back was a pencil drawing. It reminded me of a puzzle because there were pieces missing. Adam tried to speak again, but he faded.

      I woke up to sunlight streaming in my windows and the smell of bacon and coffee. I dressed, barely able to control the thigh muscle in my injured leg enough to do anything other than fall when I tried to sit. The puncture wound oozed clear liquid. The pain in it beat with my pulse. I slipped my feet into flip-flops and padded down the hallway, through the living room, and into the kitchen.

      Wade hunched over the stove, his bare back a tattoo mural depicting a scraggly haired marine standing in a sea of skulls. Above the marine, rays of sunlight stretched toward his broad shoulders and the back of his neck, each ending in a unique symbol. The one time I asked Wade what it meant, he said, “Life.” I left it there.

      “Hungry?” The muscles in his shoulders bunched and coiled as he removed the bacon from the skillet and placed it on paper towel to drain.

      “Maybe.” I poured two cups of coffee and handed him one. “Look, I’m sorry about last night, I…” I didn’t really have a good explanation for giving him such a hard time.

      “I had no right to give you a hard time either.” He faced me and cleared his throat. “Or to make you undress in front of me.”

      I limped to the table and crashed into my chair.

      “Does it really hurt that bad?”

      “No, it’s just stiff. It’ll loosen up—”

      “No.” He took the last of the bacon out of the frying pan and turned off the stove. He brought the plate of bacon to the table with a jar of mustard and a loaf of white bread. “I’m going to look at it again after we eat, and you’re going to let me heal it.”

      The idea of his fingers tender on my skin again, of his scent in my nostrils, brought back the frustration of the night before. I’d rather go through the misery of letting the wound heal on its own than risk making an ass of myself again. I made a bacon sandwich and bit into it.

      “Adam Kessler’s ghost came to visit me last night. He showed me something I’d forgotten, something that might help me find the Mace Treasure without resorting to taking on Priscilla Herrera’s mantle.”

      “Yeah. I think it’s a good idea for you to stay away from doing that. It’s a commitment you don’t want to make.” He took a huge bite of his sandwich. “But I’m still healing your leg.”
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      I left the house an hour later, my leg feeling good as new. I still entertained filthy fantasies about Wade Hill, but I thought I did better at pretending I didn’t. Wade, for his part, managed to act both businesslike and concerned. It was a lot more comfortable, but I missed the mild flirtation we usually enjoyed.

      I started my car and called Hannah Kessler. My gut crawled with apprehension. Adam Kessler’s first visit, when I was eight years old, got me admitted to a mental hospital and ended my friendship with Hannah for more than twenty years. Would she be willing to revisit this topic?

      She answered, sounding like she’d stayed up a lot longer and had several more drinks after I left. “Oh, girl. I heard you found what was left of Cricket McKay? Are you okay?”

      “I don’t know. It’s like the sky is raining shit again.” I paused. “I’ve got a huge favor to ask.”

      “Name it.” She took a sip of something I hoped was non-alcoholic. Hannah had a bad habit of having a hair-of-the-dog-drink after one of her hard drinking nights.

      “I had a ghostly visitor last night after I got home.” I swallowed, trying to get some spit into my dry mouth. “It was your father.”

      She drew in a breath.

      “He helped me remember the vision I had of him when I was a little girl. Do you feel like talking about it?”

      “Of course I do.” The volume of her exuberance made my ear ring. “I’d love to hear anything you want to share.”

      Ten minutes later, I drove past the museum only to see all the parking places taken. It was the noon hour and about as busy as Gaslight City got while people rushed to eat lunch and be back at their jobs within the hour. I circled the block and found a spot near the building where Rainey Bruce kept her law office.

      The dragon lady herself emerged from the building wearing leggings, a long shirt, and running shoes. Her adopted mutt, Ugly, trailed behind her, pulling on his reflective leash. Seeing me, he ran to me as though we hadn’t seen each other for weeks instead of last night. I knelt and petted him as though my life depended on it. He slurped dog kisses all over my face in return.

      “You’re keeping me from taking my walk.” She put her long-fingered hands on her slim hips and cocked out one leg. “I have an appointment at one-thirty.”

      “Don’t mind me.” I lit a cigarette just to watch Rainey’s face pinch. “I’m headed to the museum to talk to Hannah.”

      Rainey closed the distance between us and put one dark-skinned hand on my arm. “Get ready. Now.”

      I wanted to argue, but the fear chilling her coffee colored eyes sent my heart galloping away. Fingers encircled my arm and whirled me around. I never saw the first punch coming. Felicia Brent Fischer Holze’s fist slammed into my mouth, shredding my lips against my teeth. I raised my elbow to knock away her second punch. Her fist slammed into hard bone. She screamed in fury and pain and clapped her other hand over it.

      “That’s assault right there, Felicia.” Rainey dragged Ugly several feet away, holding the barking dog’s collar to keep him from attacking Felicia. With her other hand, she took out her cellphone. “I’m calling 911.”

      “Don’t.” I put one hand up, hoping Rainey would listen to me. I had a feeling I knew what had Felicia riled up.

      “How dare you show my kid a dead body,” she screamed, spittle flying from her lips. She launched herself at me again. Her lack of experience with fistfights showed in her slow, obvious movements. I had plenty of time to bring up my knee and hit her hard between the legs. She shrieked and clutched herself, eyes filling with tears. She dropped to her knees.

      “Settle down, dummy.” I knelt in front of her. “I will beat your ass if you come at me one more time. The first shot’s free because I do feel bad Kansas saw Cricket. I wish more than anything he hadn’t seen her.”

      “Kansas had a nightmare last night about seeing a dead body. How could you let him see her?” She doubled up both fists. “You’re a danger to everybody you touch. You got my son’s father killed. Hell, you got your own grandmother killed.”

      Her words slammed my breath right out of me. I cocked back my fist without even thinking. Someone grabbed it. I turned to see Hannah Kessler standing over me. Her hair hung in wild disarray. She must have run from the museum.

      “You’re pathetic,” she hissed at Felicia. “Still mad because Chase loved Peri more than he ever loved you, you nasty skank.”

      Felicia’s mouth dropped open.

      Hannah hauled me away from Felicia by one arm. As soon as we got a few feet away from her, Hannah turned back. “Don’t you ever talk shit to my friend again, you understand?”

      “You better like Peri Jean Mace a whole helluva lot right now, Felicia.” Rainey stalked over to us, Ugly’s collar firmly in her grip. “If it weren’t for her, I’d have called the sheriff’s office out here, and they’d have arrested you for assault. Your daddy-in-law and husband can’t get you out of trouble anymore.”

      Tears streaked down Felicia’s face as she got to her feet, but her eyes still blazed with hateful fire. Her stopping the attack didn’t mean she was finished. If I knew her, she was just getting started.

      “Go home,” I said.

      “Don’t you ever, ever tell me what to do.” She bared her teeth like she was ready to chew a hole in me. “And stay away from my son, you cheap whore.”

      “Takes one to know one.” I held out both hands in the universal bring-it-on mime.

      She spat on the ground and stomped to her car half a block away. She got inside and hit the steering wheel several times with the flat of her palm. Then she screamed out of her parking spot and gunned the motor all the way down the street.

      I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding, and my field of vision widened. People stood on the sidewalks, stock still, the same way they’d watch a deer in the woods. Nosy turds.

      “Show’s over,” Rainey yelled. Most of the gawkers jumped back into action at the sound of her voice. People knew enough not to want to tangle with her. A few kept staring until Rainey put her hands on her hips and stared back at them. She was scarier than any movie I’d ever seen. People went about their business.

      A car slowed at the curb, and Jay Harris leaned out. “Peri Jean Mace, the badass boxer of Gaslight City.”

      I shrugged and turned to Hannah, fully expecting her to flirt with Jay. She spun on her heels and stomped in the direction of the museum. Jay chirped the tires of his ride pulling away from the curb and sped off the other way. Rainey and I raised our eyebrows at each other.

      “Not my monkeys or my circus.” She took off on her lunchtime walk, dragging her poor dog behind her.

      I ran to catch up with Hannah. She was already half a block ahead. By the time I caught her, I fought for breath, my lungs heaving like bellows. It took me another half block to breathe normally. “I thought you had hot undies for Jay Harris.”

      “His surprise visit last night did a good job of cooling them off.” She held open the museum’s front door and held it for me.

      “Weird. He came to pick up Nash from the cemetery after we found Cricket. Was he with you when Nash called him?” I went into her office and started coffee in her fancy machine.

      “No. It was after he dropped Nash back at his apartment.” She sat down at her desk and rubbed at her temple. Must have been a killer hangover. “That’s how he got me to let him into the museum in the first place. He said you’d been hurt, and he wanted to come up and tell me about it.”

      “What else did he want?”

      She raised her eyebrows at me. “I’d had several drinks and was so worried I couldn’t concentrate, and there he was pawing at me. I told him to get out, and he got nasty.”

      “Hit you?” Since renewing our friendship, I’d had to rescue Hannah from more than one angry suitor.

      “No. Just launched into some name calling.” Her fingers played over her lips. “I threatened to call Dean. Jay left pretty quick.”

      “I’m sorry he turned out to be such a pud.”

      She let out a brittle laugh. “There’s more where he came from. Forget Jay Harris. I want to know what my father’s ghost showed you.”

      The coffee maker beeped to let us know it was finished doing its job. I got up and poured two cups of coffee and gave one to Hannah.

      “It was just the same vision as I had when we were little girls.” Careful to include all the details I could remember, I told Hannah the vision.

      She set her coffee down and leaned across her desk, her caramel gaze fixed on my face. She stopped me a few times and asked me to repeat a couple of parts. She shook her head and set her coffee on the desk hard enough to slosh it. “Damn. Damn. Damn.”

      “What? I thought you told me you ended up getting all your father’s belongings.” My nerves twisted. This wasn’t going the way I’d hoped. “The movie poster with the drawing on the back ought to be with them.”

      “It ought to, but the framed poster of The Jazz Singer isn’t. Mama insisted we leave it in Daddy’s secret office.” Her mouth turned down. “I was a little girl. I didn’t know to fight her for it.”

      We both sat in silence for several minutes. I was too disappointed to bother speaking.

      Hannah broke the silence first. “Do you remember what the drawing was of?”

      “It was an odd drawing. Pencil. Some parts were shaded in, but most weren’t. And parts of it were missing.”

      “Missing?”

      “It looked like a puzzle with pieces missing.”

      She shook her head. “You know it’s important. And somebody’s probably carted it off by now. Threw it away.”

      “Nash might let us in there to look. Surely he knows your father used to own the Panther.” I needed to see Nash after last night’s fiasco almost as much as I needed Wade Hill’s hands all over me again. My ego was ready to go tits up. But this was important, damn it.

      “Yes. I went in the first day I saw him in there working and introduced myself.” Hannah gave me a dismissive wave and went right back to sulking.

      “So let’s ask him.”

      “Oh, hell. That’s been so long ago. More than twenty years. Surely one of the owners found the office and tossed the print.”

      I shook my head. “Benny Longstreet’s the only person who owned the Panther all these years. There’s a chance it’s still there. Let’s try.”

      “I thought you and Nash pretty much wrote each other off after Michael Gage attacked y’all at the cemetery.”

      “I think we did, but maybe he’s still speaking to me.” I took out my cellphone and called Nash's number. It went to voicemail. I shrugged.

      “You really know how to make an impression on a man.” Hannah flopped back in her chair.

      My cellphone rang, and it was Nash. I shushed Hannah and answered. We said our hellos, and I got right down to business.

      “Nash, I’m sorry about last night. It was stupid for me to take you to the cemetery. Is your shoulder okay?”

      “I went to get a tetanus shot this morning like the EMT recommended. Hurt like a bitch.” He made it sound like they’d skinned his penis instead of just giving him a damn shot. “Did you go get yours?”

      “I don’t need one.” I said the words without thinking and cringed. “I don’t want to keep you, so I’ll just go on and spit out the reason I called. Hannah and I were reminiscing about her father. You know he owned the Panther Theater way back when.”

      “Yes, Hannah told me about that.”

      “We hoped we could meet you at the theater and see if something Hannah remembers from her childhood is still there.”

      Silence met my request.

      “No big deal if you want to say no. This is all last-minute.”

      “Of course I’ll do it.” He laughed. “I’m at my apartment right now. Fifteen minutes?”

      I agreed and ended the call.
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        * * *

      

      Nash stood under the marquee, spinning his keys around one finger. Hannah parked, and he hurried over to the passenger side, opened my door, and helped me out. He drew me into a soft hug.

      “Uh…” I stood with my arms at my sides. After the way we left things last night, he wants to hug me? Give me a break.

      “I am so sorry I flaked last night. Are you okay?” He pulled back enough to fix his gaze on me, brow furrowed in what looked like concern. When I stared into his eyes, searching for some hint where he was coming from, he dropped his gaze to the tattoo on my chest.

      I itched to pull myself out of his embrace. Flaked out? Is that what he called going on silent mode and getting a ride home without even saying goodbye? I still didn’t fault his reaction, but I couldn’t deny the way it stung. The way Nash made me feel didn’t matter right now. Getting our hands on Adam’s drawing did. I could act like a grownup long enough for that.

      “Today’s better.” I gently disentangled myself and forced a smile onto my face. “Are you okay?” I gestured to his shoulder, where he’d taken the blowgun dart.

      “Other than feeling like a pincushion?” Nash stayed where he was, still too close for comfort. I took a step backward to put some distance between us. “First the antibiotic shot last night. Then the tetanus shot this morning. Not to mention the injury itself.”

      “Please accept my apology for getting you into that.” I touched my lip, already swollen from Felicia’s lucky hit. “But remember what I told you about the Mace Treasure? That it’s not a game? Michael Gage is proof.”

      “So this guy Gage…he’s really after you?” Nash folded his arms over his chest and glanced around as though Michael Gage might come skulking out of some dark corner with “Bad Guy” flashing in blue neon above him.

      I was ready to end the interrogation and go inside to take care of business but realized this conversation was my admission into the Panther Theater. I can do this, even if it gives me a permanent case of the red ass. “Yeah. He’s out to get me.”

      Instead of leading us inside, Nash stayed fixed to the sidewalk. “May I ask why?”

      “Gage wanted the Mace Treasure. Thought he could force me to find it for him.” My fingers twitched in the direction of my cigarettes. I held back the urge. If I burned one, Nash would stand out here asking questions even longer. “So I bashed the son of a bitch’s head in with a glass ashtray. Got him arrested.”

      “You ever wonder why he wanted the treasure?” Nash stared at my face. “What claim he thought he had on it?”

      “Naw. Just figured he’s another greedy bastard. A murdering one too.” My voice tightened. “You know what? I ain’t sorry I beat him in the head. I’d do that shit again.” The words were out before I thought about not saying them.

      Nash's face went slack.

      “So about going inside. You really don’t mind?” Hannah pinned me with a glare as she spoke. She would probably lecture me again on saying inappropriate things on the way back to the museum. I didn’t care.

      “Of course not.” Nash pulled his keys out of his pocket and led us to the front door. He unlocked it and held it open for us.

      The smell of new paint and freshly sawed wood filled my head. My feet wouldn’t move. The Panther had sat empty and rotting for most of my childhood and all my adulthood. It held a large percentage of the few happy memories I had of my childhood years. I thought I would enjoy seeing it brought back to life. Instead, the smells of renovation awoke a fear of seeing a place I’d loved so much changed, the way I remembered it forever lost.

      Hannah and I joined hands and entered the Panther together. We stopped in our tracks. The lobby had been stripped to the bare floors. Scaffolding stood against the wall, which sported a fresh coat of flat white paint. Nash hurried to stand next to me.

      “The former owner—Hannah’s father—had the walls painted a dark maroon, common for the era.” Nash shot Hannah a quick smile. “The workmen had to apply three coats of primer to get it covered.”

      “What’s the new color going to be?” Hannah craned her neck to stare the high ceilings.

      “I chose a yellow paint for the lobby with gold foil trim. I’m also having gold tin ceiling tiles put in.” Nash led us past the spot where the concession bar had once been. “I’ve found a company that makes retro style concessions with all the modern fixtures.”

      “This is going to be awesome.” I had no trouble seeing the potential. People came to Gaslight City to feel nostalgic for a time that never really existed. This theater would be like a fantasyland for them. “Tourists will love it, but I think you’ll get some locals in here too.”

      “I’m hoping to have it ready for the Gaslight City tourist rush. I keep telling my workmen we’ve only got a few more weeks.” Nash turned a slow circle around the room.

      “Even if it’s not ready for History and Heritage Week, it’s still busy up through the end of the year.” Hannah walked around the room as she spoke.

      “I hope so. I’ve got plans to have theme nights. Maybe even a costume ball for New Year’s Eve.” He took us into the theater itself. It was completely bare. Hannah and I both gaped. Nash laughed at our shock. “I sent away the seating for reupholstering and refinishing. Should be back this week.”

      I tuned out Nash's excited chatter, itching to get into Adam’s private office so we could see if his drawing was gone. “Hannah, why don’t you tell Nash why we came. I’m sure we’re keeping him away from something exciting.”

      “Actually, you’re not.” He laughed and kicked at the floor.

      Hannah gave Nash the smile that made her almost famous. “I spent a lot of time here when Mama and Daddy owned the Panther.”

      “Mama and Daddy. Texas is great. Yeehaw!” Nash clapped his hands. “Yes. You told me on our first meeting.”

      “I’m not sure if you know much about the building’s history, but the owner during prohibition allowed illegal hooch to be stored here.” Hannah poured on the drama.

      “Fascinating,” Nash said. “I had no idea.”

      “There’s a secret office behind the projection booth. My daddy used it when he wanted to hide from people.” She giggled way more girlishly than she needed to. “There was a framed poster of The Jazz Singer right behind the desk.”

      “Let me guess.” Nash winked at me. I almost choked on all the smarm in the room. “You want to look in your Daddy’s old office to see if that picture’s still there.”

      “Would you let me?” Hannah clasped her hands under her chin like she was praying and danced around. I watched the whole thing, puzzled. Did this really work on men? Maybe I needed to experiment with it. I tried to imagine me putting on a show like this for Wade and had to choke back laughter. Hannah and Nash both stopped talking to check on me. I forced myself to cough.

      “Might be the new paint or the dust. Sorry.”

      Nash clucked over me, actually patting my back, and Hannah led the way upstairs to the projection booth. She turned the wall-mounted light fixture just like I remembered, and the hidden door popped open.

      “Well, I’ll be,” Nash said from behind us. “Mr. Longstreet didn’t show me this room when he sold me the theater.”

      Hannah smiled and reached one hand inside and flipped the light switch. My mouth popped open, a yelp of surprise ready to come out and say hello, but I got it under control before Hannah or Nash saw my shock.

      Four men, all wearing hats, sat around a small table, smoke from their cigarettes rising to the ceiling to pool around the single bulb hanging from the ceiling on a cord. Their lips moved, but I couldn’t hear their words. Closed boxes lined the room. An open box sat next to the table. Inside were bottles I associated with amber-colored liquor. One of the men glanced over at us, eyes widening, mouth dropping open. He saw me. I was sure of it. The surprised man raised one finger, pointed at me, and said something to his companions. They all turned to look, eyes widening with surprise, and then the men faded away.

      With them gone, I saw Adam Kessler’s secret office for the first time in more than twenty years. Dim light came from the fixture underneath the dust-furred ceiling fan. The emerald green carpet I so admired as a child was the color of chalk dust. Hannah went in first, tiptoeing as though afraid of disturbing something. She turned to me, and I noticed tears brimmed in her eyes again.

      “It’s like a time capsule.” Her voice warbled, and I figured actual crying wasn’t far behind.

      “Except for the dust.” Nash stepped into the office, his nose wrinkled.

      My gaze went straight for the spot where Adam’s desk once stood. The wall was so dusty, I couldn’t tell if the print was still there or not. Hannah crossed the tiny room, which had seemed so much bigger when I was a lonely kid. Using one hand, she swiped her palm over the wall. She stilled so completely I just knew it was gone, but she turned to me and nodded.

      “It’s here.”

      “Wait a minute,” Nash said. “The contractors left some rags downstairs. Let me go get them.”

      I rushed to Hannah, and we hugged, jumping up and down the way she liked to do. She released me and turned back to the wall. I thought I saw her shoulders shake with a few sobs.

      Nash came back into the room and raised his eyebrows at me.

      “We were just remembering.” Hannah wiped her cheeks and smiled. “We had so much fun up here.”

      “Adam—Hannah’s father—was great,” I said. “My dad died when I was four. Adam treated me like part of the family.”

      “He had candy in a jar on the desk.” Hannah smiled. “Remember?”

      I nodded. “Adam would let us eat candy until we got sick.”

      Satisfied Hannah wasn’t going to have a breakdown, Nash took the handful of rags to the wall and began wiping. Little by little the framed print of The Jazz Singer came into focus. He lifted the print off its hook and turned to us holding it.

      “I’ll buy it from you,” Hannah said.

      “You’ve shown me a fascinating part of the building’s history. I’d feel like a jerk if I asked you to pay me.” He pushed it into Hannah’s grasp. Her fingers closed on the frame. Nash turned to me. “But I don’t feel like a jerk asking if you’ll go on another date with me. Give me a third chance?”

      The “no” hovered on the tip of my tongue but wouldn’t come out. Why couldn’t I just say it? He was better off staying as far as he could get from me. Last night was just a warm-up. Michael Gage would shit the bed as thoroughly as he could. My gaze found Nash's hands. His psychometry. That’s what stopped me from blowing him off completely. He’d never dump me for seeing ghosts. Hannah’s gaze darted over me and back to Nash.

      “Of course she will.”

      I stared at her, still unable to get my shit together.

      “Peri Jean?” Nash smiled gave me a shaky smile. “You willing?”

      “Sure.” I nodded to reinforce it even though I still wanted to tell him to run while he could.

      “How about tonight? I can take you to Shreveport or Tyler if you don’t want to risk running into your ex again.” He barked a nervous laugh.

      “I gotta work at Long Time Gone tonight until closing time. Tending bar.” My muscles relaxed a little. Good. Maybe he’d think better of it and cancel. Didn’t he remember all those graves I showed him?

      “How about I pick you up at the bar, and we’ll go for an early breakfast?” Nash shoved his hands in his pants pockets. “There’s an all-night diner right outside town. What time does the bar close? Around two?”

      I nodded again, words still stuck in my throat.

      “All right. See you around one-thirty.”

      Hannah and I got out of there while we were ahead of the game and raced back to the museum, eager to see if Adam’s drawing was still hidden behind the movie poster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m glad you accepted another date with Nash.” Hannah put the BMW in reverse and backed out of the parking spot. “The two of you could be great for each other.”

      “The truth is, I probably should have told him no.” My body ached with fatigue. Tending bar all evening wouldn’t help. Burnout sent my brain on vacation, made me do stupid stuff.

      “No, you shouldn’t have.” Hannah faced me, mouth fixed into a stern line. “He’s six million times better than Corman Tolliver.”

      Ugh. Corman was a perfect example of my kind of stupid. I didn’t want to talk about him, let alone think about him. “I don’t know. Nash has his moments.” I lowered my voice to imitate Nash's deeper tone. “Mama and Daddy? Only in Texas.”

      “Okay. He’s clueless.” She waved one freckled hand at me. “But he has good qualities too. Did you see his butt in those jeans?”

      “Yeehaw,” I hollered.

      Hannah’s eyes widened, and she snorted. “You ought to be ashamed, Peri Jean Mace.”

      We cackled. Hannah pulled into the parking lot of the museum. She popped the trunk, and I got the print while she unlocked the museum. We went straight to Hannah’s workroom on the first floor.

      I stood next to Hannah at the worktable where she processed pieces for the museum. She turned the print glass side down on the table. I used my pocketknife to strip off the brown paper someone had pasted to the back of the frame.

      “It’s just these staples holding the back on.” She fingered one. “I’ll get a screwdriver.” She dug around in the old-fashioned physician’s cabinet in the corner until she found a flathead. I held out my hand for it, but she elbowed me aside and began doing the work herself.

      “So are you going to take some clothes to change into at Long Time Gone before Nash gets there?” She glanced at me through hooded eyes. “Maybe wash off your vamp eyes?”

      I shrugged. I pretended to be someone I wasn’t for Dean and look where it got me. Dumped.

      “You mad I answered for you when he asked you on another date?” She very slowly bent the staple, careful not to look at me. I itched to grab the screwdriver away from her and do the job myself.

      “I don’t understand why you did it.” I stuffed my hands in my pockets to keep from getting into a fight with her over the screwdriver. She put it down and faced me. I wanted to scream at her to hurry the hell up. Discussing Nash was not at the top of my To Do list right then.

      “It’s time.” She stared into my eyes until I turned away. Gently she cupped my chin and tried to get me to face her again. “Look at me. It’s time. Corman Tolliver is just a way for you to avoid getting back out there. You look like you’re going to spew a little puke every time I say his name. It’s time to date someone real.”

      I backed away from her and went to rummage in the cabinets. I found another flathead screwdriver and started working on the other side of the frame.

      “Would you stop and talk to me?” She waited a beat. “Please?”

      I raised my head.

      “And put down the screwdriver?” She gave me a weak smile. “In case I piss you off.”

      I put it down on the table. “Why can’t we just get this done?”

      “Because I want to talk to you.” She twisted her index finger. “When Carson and I split, I spent the whole first year just numb. I mean everybody in the United States knew he’d had a baby with his mistress and divorced me. Strangers, complete strangers, would come up to me in stores and ask if it happened because I was infertile.”

      I wrinkled my nose but kept my silence.

      “However awful it sounds, it was worse. Way worse.”

      “Did you give any of them a knuckle sandwich?” I didn’t wait for her to answer. “I would have.”

      “No. I left the country. I went to Scotland, planning to lose myself in history.”

      “Did it help?”

      “It worked for about two months. Then I met an American who was writing a book about famous murders among royalty. He was a baseball fan. Knew the whole story.”

      I would have blown him off, gone to another part of the country, changed my phone number, changed my hair color if I thought it would help. I also knew Hannah had done nothing of the sort. Otherwise she wouldn’t be telling me this story. I braced myself to hear the happy ending and Hannah’s awakening as a new, confident woman.

      “I can see the wheels turning behind those dark eyes.” She laughed. “You think I don’t pick up on stuff, but I do. After the first time he mentioned baseball and Carson Phelps to me, I started the process of finding somewhere else to go. I was thinking about Vienna.” She grabbed the flathead screwdriver and started working on the poster frame again, pausing to talk. “I had all my stuff packed, even my makeup.”

      “That’s when you know it’s serious,” I said.

      She mock glared at me. “I was sitting in the hotel restaurant, having a drink, when a couple sat down near me. Americans. The wife knew exactly who I was and spoke to me.”

      “What’d you do?” In spite of myself, Hannah had me. Her tale of not being able to get away from the humiliation of getting dumped had more parallels with my breakup with Dean than I could have imagined.

      “I went upstairs, unpacked all my stuff, and went to see the writer at his hotel.” She dug at the staples, eyebrows bunched in concentration. “After the first forty-eight hours, I knew it wouldn’t last.”

      “And you dumped him.” This was exactly why I didn’t want to fart around with Nash. Seemed like a lot of effort for nothing.

      “Actually, we dated three more months until he moved on to Germany.”

      “But why? You could tell he wasn’t right for you after two days.”

      “Because I understood he was Mr. Right Now. He was fun, passionate, and had a way with words.” She paused and put her tongue in the corner of her mouth as she worked on the last staple. “It hit me that it didn’t necessarily matter if I spent the rest of my life with this guy. It was more important I focus on living in the moment and moving on from Carson.” She used the screwdriver to wedge between the cardboard backing and the frame. “I think it’s time for you to find Mr. Right Now and move past Dean.”

      “How do you know I haven’t?”

      “Because you looked terrified when Nash asked you to go on another date with him.” She dropped the screwdriver on the table next to the print and stared so hard at me I could have sworn she knew every detail of my thoughts.

      “Maybe I’m just scared of listening to him holler ‘yeehaw’ again.” I stepped away from the table and leaned against the wooden cabinet where she kept all her equipment and licked my lips. She wasn’t right about me. I knew how to find my way back to normal, and I didn’t want Nash Redmond along for the ride. Hannah searched my face and pressed her lips together.

      “I know you took Nash to the cemetery last night to scare him off.”

      “You don’t know that.” I snorted, but I had to fake it. “He caught me off guard and wanted to go somewhere. Where was I supposed to take him that time of night?”

      She held up her hand for me to stop.

      “Give Nash a chance.” She widened her eyes and fixed me with the same stare she gave misbehaving kids in her museum. “A fair chance.”

      “So I can listen to him make fun of everything I say and the way I say it?”

      “Don’t be such a chicken shit.” The skin around her eyes crinkled, but she didn’t quite smile. “He’s just in a different environment and trying to adjust. Maybe not very diplomatically, but I don’t think he means anything malicious.” She came to me and put her hands on my shoulders. “And he likes you.”

      “He might not.”

      “Honey, it’s all over his face every time he looks at you.”

      “Can’t we just open the frame? Might be something interesting in there.”

      “I’ll agree on one condition.”

      “I give him a fair chance.”

      “Not exactly. Go on the date with an open mind. Let yourself have fun.”

      “Fine. Can we see what’s in there now?” I walked back to the table, Hannah trailing me.

      I used the screwdriver she laid down to pull up the cardboard. Underneath it laid a yellowed piece of poster board. I drew it out and turned it over. Adam’s drawing. Hannah squeed and bounced on her feet. I smiled at her. Hand trembling, I drew it out of the frame and placed it face up on the table. Hannah crowded next to me, so close I could smell the floral scented soap she used.

      Adam’s drawing still reminded me of a puzzle with pieces missing.

      An old stone church took up the right side of the drawing. The top part of the church included a belfry, a peaked roof, and two sharp spires. The bottom part showed a keyhole door with elaborate stained glass panels on each side. The church’s steps opened up to a patch of green lawn. Big, black cats stood on the lawn, their heads raised to watch something above them. Whatever they’d been looking at was missing, white space on the left edge of the poster board. Beyond the cats was a body of water with broken-off trees sticking up like spears. The drawing ended at the edge of what looked like some sort of island, the empty space another missing hole.

      “Do you know this church?” Hannah leaned over my shoulder.

      “I’ve never even heard of a church out in the deep woods. And there sure ain’t one this fancy around here, in or out of the woods.” I stepped back from the table. This was just another damn dead end.

      “A lot of the downtown area was probably woods back when the treasure was hidden.” Hannah leaned over the table, her face only a few inches from the drawing. I doubted she’d find anything new.

      “Which makes it even harder to figure out where this was.”

      Hannah stared at her father’s drawing a few more seconds and went back to the poster frame. She picked up the cardboard backing and began putting it back in the frame. She stopped and fiddled with something in the top corner.

      “Need help?”

      “I guess. There’s something stuck in here, and now I can’t get the cardboard to fit in right.”

      I walked over and took out the folded piece of notebook paper. “Somebody must have used this as a makeshift shim to get the stuff in the frame not to move around. With Adam’s poster board gone, no telling what we’ll have to do to make it true again.”

      “A shim?” She shook her head. “Don’t tell me. I’ll take your word for it.”

      I found a piece of cardboard and placed it behind the movie poster. Perfect fit. Hannah used the head of the screwdriver to push down a couple of the staples.

      “Let’s see how this looks.” She turned the picture around and gave it a good shake. The Jazz Singer stayed in place.

      The black opal around my neck put out a little flash of heat, and my fingers holding the paper tingled. A message from beyond? I glanced around the room, fully expecting to see Adam telling me what to do next, but Hannah and I were alone in the room. I unfolded the paper. Hannah crowded close, her humid breath ruffling my hair.

      “That’s Daddy’s handwriting.” She snatched the paper from me and read aloud.

      Peri Jean,

      I sincerely hope you are the one finding this drawing. This picture came from a series of stained glass panels Reginald Mace hid around town. Unfortunately, by the time I found them, two had been broken and the information they contained lost.

      Though I can’t be sure, I believe this old church is where the treasure is hidden. I hope you have better luck than I did figuring out where it is.

      Though I was unable to convey it in this drawing, there was a message in the stained glass. It said, “Palmore Pond.”

      I should have never gone out there to look for myself. In doing so, I betrayed my wife and daughter. If you are still in touch with my beloved Hannah, I hope you’ll pass my love on to her.

      Be careful,

      Adam Kessler

      Her voice trembled on her father’s name. She folded the letter carefully, but her trembling chin gave away her emotions. I hovered near, not sure what to say or do. When I cried over my daddy, I just wanted people to let me do it and not tell me about silver linings or how much he loved me. She took a couple of deep breaths and swiped a hand over her eyes. A smile quivered on her lips. She was ready to move on.

      “Did the letter have a date on it?” I wanted to take it from Hannah, unfold it and see for myself. I didn’t quite dare.

      “I got some ideas when he might’ve written this letter. Had the information a while, but it just now made sense.” Hannah walked to the door, memories, dreams, or both clouding her eyes. “Come on.”

      I scurried after her, heart jittering. She drifted like a sleepwalker, her steps unhurried and unsure. She unlocked the door to her office and went inside. I stayed close behind her in case she was in some sort of trance. Hannah sat down behind her desk and took out an old datebook emblazoned with the year her father died.

      “I found this when Mama insisted I either take possession of Daddy’s things or let her dispose of them.”

      I remembered the argument. I’d been so wrapped up in my grandmother’s death it barely registered at the time. “I’m sorry I didn’t—”

      She gave her head a vague shake and waved me off. “Daddy kept a meticulous schedule.” She opened the planner and pushed it across the desk, one pink fingernail marking the square she wanted me to see. “This was six months to the day before he died.”

      “Palmore Pond.” I read the entry out loud. My fatigue-blurred brain played dead. “That’s the place he mentioned in his letter.”

      “He also said he betrayed me and mama by going out there.” She leaned back in her chair and rubbed at her mouth. “I think that’s when he started getting sick. The treasure made him sick. He knew the doctors couldn’t make him better, so he hanged himself.”

      The knowledge kicked me in the chest hard enough to knock loose any words I might have said. How many people had Priscilla Herrera’s curse hurt or killed? No wonder she was unable to enjoy her eternal rest. Maybe she deserved whatever punishment she got.

      “Let me get this straight. You’re saying he wrote the letter after he got sick? During his final six months?” Another question squirmed around my mind, but I wanted to make sure I followed Hannah’s thinking before I voiced it.

      “There’ll never be any way to know for sure, but yes.” Hannah opened one of her desk drawers and dug around inside it. She rose, holding two thin books.

      “But how did he know to address it to me?”

      She smiled and pushed the books across the table. “I’m ahead of you this time.”

      I picked up the books and read the covers. Both were on the art of divination. One mentioned, in particular, seeing the future. My mind pushed the pieces around, trying to get a clear picture of Adam Kessler’s final months. He got too close to a Mace Treasure clue and got sick. His death imminent, Adam put puzzle pieces in place for me to find. I couldn’t piece together how he’d have known I’d eventually look for the Mace Treasure but supposed it didn’t matter.

      “I didn’t realize there was a pond at Palmore Sawmill ruins.” Hannah squinted at me from across the desk.

      “There’s no pond there.” Grief sliced through me, carving away at the veneer of normality I wore like a too-thin garment. Michael Gage killed my friend Chase at the old Palmore Sawmill ruins. The idea of going out there nearly made me sick.

      “There’s probably a clue how to get to the church in the drawing at Palmore Pond. We need to figure out where it is.” Hannah pulled a thick volume on Burns County history out of her bookshelf and flipped through it.

      I yawned, only remembering to put my hand over my mouth after I had it wide open.

      “How much did you sleep last night?” Hannah asked.

      “A couple of hours. Maybe.” I yawned again, this time not bothering to put my hand over my mouth.

      “Why don’t you go home and sleep? You can be fresh for your date with Nash.”

      I made a face at her, and she held up one finger in warning.

      “Remember what I said about giving him a chance.” She turned her attention back to the book. “Meanwhile, I’m going to see if I can find out about this church or the pond.”

      I stumbled through the darkened museum and let myself out the side door, locking it behind me. I couldn’t wait to go get home to my bed, thought I’d fall into a sleep coma. But I didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      I breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of Wade’s motorcycle parked in its usual spot under the oak tree in the front yard. I found him in the kitchen rummaging in the refrigerator. I leaned against the archway separating the kitchen from the living room and watched him.

      “Where you been?” He extracted a carton of milk, popped it open and sniffed it. It must have been acceptable because he swung the refrigerator door closed and got a glass out of the cabinet.

      “Hannah’s. I think we found a map of sorts.”

      Wade spun around and stared at me. “And?”

      I explained about Adam’s drawing. Wade finished the milk and moved on to the orange juice while I talked. “Hannah’s researching the church in the drawing and Palmore Pond.”

      “You’re not going to either place alone.” He upended the orange juice and guzzled the last few swallows right out of the container. Gross.

      “Did I say I planned to?” We glared at each other, and my skin heated. I rubbed my hand over my face. “The Mace Treasure curse is still in place. That’s some nasty shit.”

      “If you get the curse off, can’t you access the clues?”

      “I can’t get the curse off without accepting Priscilla Herrera’s mantle or finding where she’s buried and getting the spelling stones myself.” My words ended in a yawn. “I’ve got to work in a few hours. Maybe we can argue this at Long Time Gone?” I smiled. “You can rescue me from marauding rednecks.”

      Wade chuckled. “You don’t need rescuing. Sometimes you just need a little extra muscle.”

      I walked down the hall to my bedroom, Wade’s heavy footsteps behind me. One hand on the door, I turned to him. “What?”

      His eyes widened, and something shifted in their dark depths. He shook himself. “Your room. I want to make sure it’s empty.”

      “You were here when I got here. How could someone be in the house?” I opened the door and let him follow me inside.

      “Michael Gage managed to escape from a prison hospital ward after pretending he had brain damage.” Wade opened the closet, stuck his arm inside, and swept it back and forth. “Far as I’m concerned, the man might be able to walk on water. We can’t underestimate him.” Wade finished his search and left, closing the door softly behind him.

      I put my pajamas back on and climbed into bed. My eyes slid closed almost as soon as my head touched the pillow. In my drowsing state, I heard but didn’t process the soft noises of Wade bumping around the house. The expression on his face in the hallway came back to me and played around the cliffs and hills of my dreams. I fell into the blackness of sleep.

      A light touch on my ribcage pulled me out of deep sleep, but I didn’t fully wake. Gentle fingers worked their way under my top. My half-asleep mind told me it was Wade, finally changed his mind about being no more than friends. I accepted the information with no argument.

      Hot fingers stole over my skin and circled my breast, running gently over the nipple. I arched my back and moaned but kept my eyes shut. Would Wade change his mind if I acted fully awake? I didn’t know, but I did know I didn’t want him to stop. I kept my eyes shut and let my head fall to the side on the pillow. If this was how it had to happen, I could play along.

      The bed moved and dented as he put his weight on it. His beard tickled my neck before his lips touched my jaw. His tongue sent a tickle of fire through my body to coil in my center. The hand under my top massaged and teased. The world pulsed with every heartbeat. I’d wanted this with Wade since we first met, even while I was with Dean. My legs parted, and his knees pushed them farther apart.

      Oh, shit. Wade and I were really going to happen, right now in this bed. I focused on the heat radiating off him, drew in a deep breath. The languid haze of lust drained away. My mind woke up completely. Wait a minute. Wade always smelled like sunshine and outdoors. I drew in another deep breath. All I smelled was…peppermint and a sharp chemical scent.

      “Me-he-he-he-he.”

      My eyes snapped open. Michael Gage’s soulless black eyes stared at me. I drew in breath to scream. He clamped his hand over my mouth and put his weight down on me, using his body to press me to the bed. I screamed through my nose. My eyeballs felt like they might pop out of my head, but I kept right on.

      “Shut up,” Gage yelled. “You’re all alone. That big lug left on his motorcycle about ten minutes ago.”

      Did I believe him? What if he hurt Wade before he came in here to me? The idea ignited my fury at this man. I’d kill him, even if I died doing it. I dug my heels into the bed and tried to scoot out from under Gage.

      “No, no, no. You and me need to have a talk.”

      I screamed against his hand. He took it off my mouth, and my hopes sank like an anchor in dark water. We were alone.

      “You looking for the treasure. Kinda come into your powers, I heard.” He kept me pinned, his face so close I smelled the stale mints on his breath. “You gonna find it, and you gonna give it to me.”

      “Or you’ll kill me? I bet you’re gonna try that anyway.”

      “And I’ll succeed if that’s what I want. Look how easy it was for me to get in here, in your house with you.” He leaned closer, so close his breath made the air between us moist and swampy.

      The throaty growl of a motorcycle’s engine approaching split the stillness. Gage shifted his weight on me, and I knew it was the only chance I’d get to pay him back for humiliating me this way. I dug my heels into the mattress again and pistoned my body upward, opening my mouth at the same time.

      Gage’s eyes widened, but it was too late to do anything but watch me come. I latched onto the tip of his nose and bit down as hard as I could, grinding my teeth together. Gage wailed and batted me with balled up fists. Pain shot through my muscles and festered in my bones, but I held on.

      Skin popped between my teeth, and blood flooded my mouth. I bit down harder. The blub-blub of the motorcycle neared and cut off. Gage made a noise somewhere between a teakettle’s scream and a dog’s howl. He got his knees under him, reared one fist back and slammed it into my shoulder as hard as he could. His blow stunned me into letting go. I fell against the headboard. A thick drool wet my chin and dripped onto my chest. Something was in my mouth. Skin. Gage’s skin. My stomach tossed, and I spat. A bloody piece of skin flew out of my mouth and landed between Gage and me on the bedspread.

      “I’ll get you.” Gage’s voice shook. “I’m not going to kill you until—”

      Footsteps thundered through the house. Gage slid off the bed and ran for the wide-open window. He slithered out. The door to the bedroom banged open, and Wade filled it. I pointed at the window. Wade took three huge steps and launched himself through it. He crashed through the leaves we hadn’t bothered to rake and went after Gage. I rolled off the bed and ran to the window.

      “Stay there,” Wade screamed without turning around.

      For once, I did what he said. Silence overtook the house. The practical side of me took over. I used a tissue to clean up the mess I’d made. The piece of skin went into the trash. I pulled the bedspread off the bed and headed for the laundry room. It needed to sit in cold water to get the bloodstain out. The bedspread, white and chenille, was Memaw’s. I didn’t want to have to look at a bloodstain on it every time I lay down. I managed to get the stain treated with stain remover and the bedspread into cold water before the shakes hit.

      The first one knocked me against the washing machine. I closed the lid and staggered into the kitchen, my vision lurching with my stuttering heart. I fell into one of the chairs at the table and held on to the edges as spasms of unspent adrenaline wracked my body. The doorknob on the back door turned. I spun toward it, unable to do more than raise my hands. If Gage had killed Wade and come back, he had me. I couldn’t even defend myself. The door opened, and Wade stepped inside. He came to me and pulled me against him, pushing my head into his chest.

      “Where’s Gage? What’d you do with him?” I clenched my arms against my sides, unable to get warm.

      “He got away from me in the woods. For an old man, he can run fast.” Wade squeezed me tighter. “Shouldn’t have left you. Went to get us some supper. Figured I’d wake you, we’d eat, and go to Long Time Gone.”

      My teeth chattered so hard I couldn’t speak. Wade pushed me away from him and fingered the splotch of blood on my pajama top.

      “I bit him.” My words came out jerky and harsh. “On the nose.”

      Wade smiled and let out a short chuckle. “I’ll call the sheriff.”

      “No. I can’t deal with Dean tonight.” I burrowed back into Wade’s warmth, so cold I couldn’t think. “Gage is gone, isn’t he? What’s Dean going to do?”

      “Act like an angry little man.” Wade pulled out his cigarettes, lit two, and handed me one.

      I laughed until my throat hurt, until I had to clutch my sides. It died a little bit at a time. It hit me I was sitting in Wade’s lap with his arms around me. The half-dream of him touching me came back. I had wanted him enough to do something stupid.

      “What happens now?” I pulled back enough to stare into Wade’s face. I wanted him to kiss me…and more.

      Wade, unfortunately, was far from being on the same page. “We go to Long Time Gone. Work. King needs to hear what happened.”

      “What’s he going to do?”

      “If he catches Gage before the cops?” Wade ran a finger over his neck. “Old beef, from back when Gage killed Rae.”

      “Before we knew each other.” I tried to remember my life before Wade and could only remember snatches, small details. So much had changed.

      Wade’s cellphone beeped. I recognized the tone as the one he used for text messages. He pulled it out of his pocket and stared at the screen. A little smile quirked his lips. Unable to help myself, knowing I shouldn’t, I glanced at the phone and saw Diamond’s name. They’d been together the night before and, from the way Wade had smelled, not playing checkers. I slid off his lap and padded down the hall.

      “Where you going?” he yelled.

      “To get dressed.” I showered, unable to get the feel of Michael Gage’s dirty, filthy hands off me, even after I used all the hot water. I dressed in a tight T-shirt with the neck and arms cut out and tight jeans with holes in the knees. Black eyeliner, dark and heavy, went around my eyes. Hannah would have called my getup tramptacular. I pulled my bangs into a barrette like the little prehistoric cartoon girl and went into the living room.

      Wade barely gave me a glance. “You can ride on the bike.”

      “That’s okay. I’ve got a date after work.” Ignoring his wide eyes, but secretly delighting in them, I sashayed past him and left him alone in the house.
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      A crowd of yuppie wannabe bikers picked that particular night to invade Long Time Gone. Their brand-new leather, covered with silly patches, came with pockets full of high limit credit cards.

      For the Six Gun Revolutionaries, whose territory the yuppies were stepping on, it was a love-hate thing. The wannabes brought in huge revenue on a normally slow night. On the other hand, they didn’t quite understand where they were and who they were dealing with. I figured a fight would break out before the night ended.

      “This doesn’t taste like a hurricane.” The middle-aged woman set the plastic cup on the counter. A roll of flab circled the bottom of her leather bustier like a tanned inner tube, and whoever did the tattoo of a skull on her arm had the drawing skill of a three-year-old, but the stud in her nose looked like a real diamond, and she had a huge, matching rock on her ring finger. Maybe fat wallets made up for bad taste.

      “Would you like something else?” I leaned my elbows on the bar and kept my thoughts to myself. Of course the hurricane doesn’t taste like a hurricane, ma’am. It’s tropical punch mixed with cheap vodka and bargain rum.

      The woman’s glassy eyes drifted over the bottles behind me, all of them sporting top-shelf labels. The liquid inside was far from good liquor. King Tolliver, president of the Six Gun Revolutionaries, drank the bottle’s original contents himself and had me refill the bottles with cheap rotgut.

      “Beer’s cold.” And whatever brand it says on the bottle.

      “Yeah. Gimme a beer.” The woman bared her stained teeth in a grin.

      I dug in the ice filled cooler at my waist and handed her the beer. “That’ll be…” My words soured in my mouth. “What’re you doing here, Tubby?”

      Somehow, Tubby Tubman had materialized next to the worn-out biker diva. His bow-shaped lips curved. “I’ll have scotch on the rocks. And not that shit on the wall. I want what the Six Guns drink.”

      Dim understanding dawned on the woman’s face. “You can’t do that. It’s false advertising. Everybody knows—”

      “Beer’s on the house if you get out of my face right now.” I placed both hands on the bar, letting her get a good look at my rings. It worked. Her eyes widened, and she bumbled back to her group. From the looks of it, she didn’t keep her new knowledge to herself. She pointed at the bar and then at the herd of plastic drink glasses on the table.

      Tubby snapped his fingers at me. “Hey. Did you hear my drink order?”

      “How about I pee in a cup and put an ice cube in it?” I didn’t bother to keep my voice down, and a couple from the yuppie biker group gathered their things and got away from the bar.

      “I’ll tell your boss you’re providing poor customer service.” Tubby crossed one skinny, tattooed arm over his chest to pick at the plastic decal on his faded T-shirt. He pulled off a piece of the letter “L” and threw it at me. If I hadn’t known Tubby all my life, I’d have never guessed this nasty peckerwood was the crime boss of Burns County.

      “Fine.” I grabbed a bottle of mid-priced scotch from underneath the bar and poured Tubby two fingers and added a couple of cubes of ice.

      Tubby tossed some bills on the bar and took a sip. I didn’t offer to make change for him.

      “What is it, Tubby? I don’t have time for any nonsense tonight.” I glanced around, hunting for King. If he saw me pour some of his scotch for a customer, he’d give himself a few extra hemorrhoids bawling me out.

      “Don’t be that-a-way, sugar.” Tubby cocked his head. “Might be you need to talk to me, for your own good and all. Could be you owe me something.”

      No, not now. Of course I owed Tubby Tubman. He knew how to insinuate himself in situations, to have what people needed in their darkest hour, or to know something so terrible about them they had no choice but to do what he said. Everybody in this county probably owed him some way or another. I wanted to tell him to pound sand, but Tubby had some pretty bad shit on me. He could send me straight to prison.

      “So talk. I’m listening.”

      “Why so hostile?” He forced his bow shaped lips into a pout. “I was there when you needed me. You’re the one who didn’t follow through on your end of our bargain.”

      “Dean dumped me. Nothing I could do.”

      “Not my problem.” He hooked one thumb behind his Lone Star Beer belt buckle. “You promised Ol’ Tub you’d get information out of the good sheriff, information I could use to make sure none of my enterprises was in trouble.”

      “So what are you going to do? Give the video you showed me to the state police?” My entire body pulled tight at the thought of Tubby throwing me into a pool of legal quicksand. I took a step back and cast my gaze around the bar, this time looking for Wade. I found his huge form at the pool tables, standing behind Diamond, his arms around her waist. Shit.

      “Depends. What’ll you do for me?” He ran his nasty gaze over me, lingering on my chest. I resisted the urge to cross my arms. He would enjoy knowing he got a reaction out of me. “You and me once had some good times.”

      I cringed. First Michael Gage and now Tubby. To hell with them. They could both go eat a big, rotten box of cocks. I took out the whistle I kept under the bar and blew it, not caring if Wade brought Diamond over here and gave her a big, slobbery kiss right in front of me.

      “What?” Tubby craned his neck. “What was that for?”

      I crossed my arms and waited. Wade cut through the milling people like a steam engine. Another Six Gun, one I only knew as Trench Coat, walked toward us, his hand already inside his namesake garment. Wade stopped behind Tubby and pointed at him. I nodded.

      “What’s the problem here?” Wade stood next to Tubby. Trench Coat came to stand on the other side.

      “Remember the night we went to get King’s grandson, Justice?” I waited a beat. “He knows about it and wants to blackmail me.”

      “You’ll pay for this, Peri Jean.” Tubby bared his teeth at me.

      “Maybe some time, but not tonight.”

      Wade took out his phone and punched in a number. He waited and spoke quietly into it. A few seconds later, King joined us. He had his hand around the upper arm of a Candy Pistol named Nadia. He gave her a shove toward the bar.

      “Tend bar while Peri Jean takes a meeting.” He motioned me to come with him. Trench Coat took one of Tubby’s arms, and Wade took the other. They pulled Tubby off his barstool and tried to tug him toward King’s office. Tubby jerked away from the other men.

      “Fuck you,” he screamed. “I’ll walk by my own damn self.”

      All the patrons of Long Time Gone stopped their conversations, their flirtations, their drug deals, and their dances. The yuppie wannabe bikers gathered their things and made a beeline for the front door. I took in the grim expressions on all the men’s faces. What the hell did I just get started? I followed them into King’s office.

      A few seconds later, Tubby sat flame-faced in front of King’s scarred wooden desk. Wade stood behind Tubby, one hand on the back of his metal folding chair. Tubby turned his head to glare at me. He shook his head.

      “Never figured you for such a pussy you needed these guys to pull muscle for you.” His jaw worked.

      “My life’s hell right now.” I showed him my middle finger. “I don’t have time for your horse shit.”

      “Shut up, both of you.” King laced his fingers behind his head. “Tubman, we’ve worked together on a lot of deals. Made good money together. But if you bring up the day we went to get Justice, you’ll put me in a position where I have to silence you.”

      “I know we ain’t in here to have a wine tasting. Do what you’re gonna do.” Tubby stared straight ahead, his normally mischievous blue eyes cold and dead.

      My ears buzzed. Siccing the Six Guns on Tubby had been a stupid idea masquerading as a great one. Much as Tubby skeeved me out, we’d known each other since the first day of kindergarten. He knew me like nobody else in the room.

      “Wait a minute.” My heart pounded in my throat. “I just want you to quit threatening me, Tub.”

      He shrugged, refusing to give me the barest of glances.

      I climbed out of my plastic chair and squatted down next to my old frenemy. “Michael Gage killed one of my friends, Tub. He shot me with a blowgun dart, and today…” I glanced at Wade.

      “Go on.” Wade never took his eyes off Tubby. “I told King when we first got here.”

      “This afternoon, Michael Gage broke in my house and climbed in bed with me while I was napping.” I watched for Tubby’s reaction. He jerked and glanced away from me. “Gage held me down and said he was going to take me with him, but Wade came home, and I bit Gage, and everything went to hell.” I pointed at the bruise forming on my shoulder. “I can’t deal with you right now.”

      “Gage is after me too.” Tubby’s words, spoken without his usual swagger, sounded like a foreign language. It took me several seconds to process their meaning.

      “What for?” King took his hands from behind his head and leaned over his desk.

      “Blackmail.” Tubby’s gaze slid to me, and he flushed. Confusion muddied my thoughts for a few seconds. Then it hit me. Tubby may have caused the money problems that convinced Michael Gage to go on the rampage that left both my cousin, Rae, and my best friend, Chase, murdered.

      Tubby let out a gust of air, and it seemed to shrink him back into just a man-boy who’d inherited a business almost too big and nasty for him to handle instead of a ruthless outlaw.

      “You knew who he was, didn’t you?” Dull grief throbbed in my chest.

      Tubby ducked his head. “He gave me money to keep quiet. But then he killed Chase. He was after you.” One of Tubby’s bony hands knotted into a fist. Tubby stared at me, face blank and dangerous. “I told him to get out of town, or I’d blow his cover. He went nuts.”

      “Now he’s back.” King sat with his mouth half open, his brow knitted in thought. “Wanting some revenge on just about everybody in this room.”

      Tubby dug around in his pockets. Trench Coat stepped forward and put one sun-reddened hand on Tubby’s forearm. The younger man stopped moving. “I want a cigarette.”

      Trench Coat got the cigarettes from Tubby’s pocket and lit one for him. King sat very still, his dead eyes fixed on Tubby, predatory and hungry.

      “Killing Cricket was a message to me, to you guys, and to Peri Jean.” Tubby blew out a jet of smoke as he spoke.

      I only understood part of what Tubby meant. Gage used Cricket as a double message to me. He put my name next to her dead body, and he killed someone who was like my cousin Rae in many ways, reminding me. Cricket was a Candy Pistol, so killing her was an insult to the Six Gun Revolutionaries.

      “How was Cricket a message to you?” I asked Tubby.

      “Cricket was our liaison with Mr. Tubman.” King kept his gaze fixed on Tubby. “I’m sure they had a friendship of sorts.”

      Tubby nodded. “Now it’s like Gage knows things about me. Things nobody knows.” His hand shook as he brought his cigarette to his mouth. “Other day, I went to my cabin at Heaven’s Corner. Some freak was in there. Big guy, bald. He got the jump on me. Held me down. Said I owed Gage his money back, or he’d come back…and do stuff like what happened in juvie.”

      “So you came to shake down Peri Jean because you’re scared?” Wade, eyes burning with crazy fire, put both hands on the back of Tubby’s chair.

      Tubby slumped and leaned his face in his hands. “No. I don’t want money. I want her to help me kill Gage before the cops catch up with him.”

      The silence in the room thickened.

      “Peri Jean’s not helping you kill anybody.” Wade lifted Tubby’s chair off the floor and slammed it back down.

      “I don’t need anybody’s permission. I can speak for myself.” I stood from where I’d been crouched in front of Tubby. “Why didn’t you say that to begin with?” I kicked at his worn cowboy boot.

      “Had to play the game. Get you feeling like I was doing you a favor.” Tubby mumbled the words to his jeans clad legs.

      “No need. I’ll help you kill Gage.” I walked back to my plastic chair. “And the way we’re going to draw him out is me searching for the treasure.”

      “That’s just what I was gonna say.” Tubby came back to life and held out his hand to Trench Coat, silently asking for his cigarettes. Trench Coat glanced at King, who nodded, and laid the cigarettes in Tubby’s outstretched hand. “Whatever Gage has planned, he needs the Mace Treasure to finance it. We’ll draw him out, and bam.” Tubby made a trigger with his finger.

      “Wade can help you with that.” King stood from behind his desk. “And we’ll take a cut of the treasure in exchange.” He gave me a hard slap on the back. “Now you go back to work.”

      Back behind the bar, I went about my business as though I hadn’t just plotted to kill a man. Something I was starting to understand—we do what we must to survive. And I would not stand around and let Michael Gage kill me or worse.

      Tubby stayed in King’s office quite a while longer and came out smiling. He sat back down at the bar. “Beer.”

      I handed him a cold one, and he threw some bills on the table. Wade came to stand beside Tubby. The two exchanged a long stare.

      “Are y’all gonna start dating?” I leaned my elbows on the bar and rested my chin on my hand. “I think you’d look cute together.”

      “Do your job, bigmouth.” Wade gave me a gentle shove. “Get me a beer.”

      I gave Wade his beer, and he took off toward the dart board, where the group of Candy Pistols who trailed him like flies swarming shit squealed and hugged him.

      Tubby watched the show for a couple of seconds and turned back to me. His lips, bow-shaped, yet masculine, curved into a smile I knew from the time he put crickets in my shoes during kindergarten nap time.

      “Oh, snap.” He let out an evil giggle. “You’re jealous of those pretty little girls, ain’t you?”

      “No. I ain’t.” I got out my polishing rag and went to town on the bar, rubbing hard on the permanent rings from people setting their drinks directly on the bar.

      “Bee-ess. You got the hots for the Biker Bad Boy Hulk over there, and you’re too—I don’t know—repressed to admit it.”

      I glanced over to see Wade lift Diamond up to get a dart out of the ceiling, his hand gripping her butt.

      Tubby laughed.

      “Don’t you have anything better to do tonight?” I grabbed for Tubby’s sweaty beer bottle, intending to throw it away. The black opal sent a sharp punch of energy into my skin. I took my hand away from Tubby’s bottle and put it to my chest.

      Peri Jean. The whispered words came as much from inside my head as from the smoky room. I looked for its source, scanning the crowd. Over here.

      The black opal snapped me with an even sharper crackle of magic. Some invisible force tugged at me, and I turned to the last seat of the bar, next to the door.

      Cricket McKay’s ghost sat there, tarot cards spread out in front of her. Ice spread through me. I didn’t fear ghosts as much as I used to, but something about the way Cricket sat with her head lowered and her pale arms laying out tarot cards spooked me. I left Tubby and approached her.

      “Cricket, I’m so sorry Michael Gage got you.” I spoke in a low, shaking voice. “You didn’t deserve that.”

      Cricket raised her head. The slash across her neck opened, revealing yellowed tendons and other stuff I didn’t want to see. I did my best not to recoil, but my heart kicked hard. She smiled, her crooked teeth the only thing about her that looked the way I remembered.

      Gonna read for you one more time. The sound of her voice, definitely in my head, pushed a lump into my throat. My fault this girl was dead. She’d reminded me so much of Rae. I glanced down at the cards, only to find them so transparent I couldn’t see the pictures. The tower. This one’s about exposing what’s hidden. You need to watch for— The scratchy voice in my head cut off.

      “Peri Jean?” A gentle hand tugged at my arm. “You okay?”

      My spirit sight fell away, and Nash sat in the chair where Cricket’s ghost had been. He had chill bumps all over his arms, and his exhale came in a fog of vapor. He squeezed my arm and smiled. “Everything all right? You look scared.”
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      I shook the fog out of my head. “Nash. I’m sorry. I was just woolgathering.” I glanced at the dusty clock over the bar. “I’ve still got about an hour to work.”

      “I thought I’d have a beer.” He smiled.

      For a second, Cricket’s face appeared over Nash's. I yelped and jumped backward.

      “What’s up? What’s wrong?” He turned to and fro, eyes wide.

      I got hold of myself and gave his wrist a tug. “A roach crawled right in front of you. Come on down here.”

      Nash got up willingly enough and let me lead him away from Cricket’s regular seat. Tubby Tubman rose when we got close. Just puketastic.

      “You the guy who bought the Panther, ain’t you?” Tubby held out one hand. Nash took it and squeezed. “I’m Thomas Tubman, but ever’body calls me Tubby.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Nash sat down next to Tubby.

      I considered making him move again, but Tubby shot me a crafty glance, and I knew better than to even try. The more I tried to avoid it, the more Tubby would embarrass me. I spoke to Nash. “Beer?”

      Nash nodded, and I got him a cold one out of the ice. The weight of someone’s stare pushed at the top of my head. I raised it in time to see Wade Hill turn back to Diamond and his groupies. They all laughed too loud.

      “I’ve seen you around town.” Tubby spoke to Nash without looking at him. “You’re friends with a guy who drives a red pickup truck. He’s new in town too, right?”

      “Jay Harris, and yes. He’s been here longer than me, but not that long.” Nash sipped his beer. “Why do you ask?”

      “He looks real familiar to me.” Tubby rubbed his thumb and forefinger together. He did this when thinking hard, as though the friction would bring the right thought to the front of his mind. “But Jay Harris doesn’t ring any bells.”

      “Jay’s really good-looking.” I leaned on the bar and grinned at Tubby. “Maybe he reminds you of one of those all-male calendars you’re always buying.”

      Tubby shook up his beer and tried to squirt me with it. I jumped away.

      King came out of his office to scream, “Last call.” Long Time Gone’s only patrons were a few Six Guns, some Candy Pistols, Tubby, and Nash. I offered them both another beer. Nash refused. Tubby accepted. I started closing out for the night.

      Wade ambled to the bar, his steps slow and deliberate. His dark eyes, fixed on Nash, glowed with malice. He stood next to Tubby, who gave him a smart-assed grin.

      “You done drinking?” I asked Wade.

      He didn’t acknowledge me. Instead he stared at Nash until the smaller man shifted in his seat.

      “You dating my friend?” The jukebox cut off right then, and Wade’s voice boomed over the bar.

      Nash raised his head, flicked his gaze over Wade, and nodded. The two men exchanged blank-eyed stares.

      “Where y’all going at this hour?” Tubby grinned and pushed his empty beer bottle at me.

      “There’s an all-night diner out on Highway 59—” Nash began.

      I sneered at Wade. How dare he spend all night flirting with those Candy Pistols and then come over here and act like he owned me. I’d show him.

      “We’re going to the house, and I’m fixing us an early breakfast.” I stared at Wade, waiting for him to tell me I couldn’t do that. He spun around and stomped off. Tubby laughed. I glared at him, and he made a zipping motion over his lips. I wanted to throw salt in his face. Instead I finished my duties in a huff, told King goodnight, and motioned Nash to follow me outside.

      “You can follow me.” I took out the keys to my Nova.

      “That big guy your roommate?” Nash jerked a thumb at the bar. I nodded. “Sure there’s nothing more?” He stared hard at my face.

      “You saw what he spent the last hour doing, didn’t you? That what you do when you’re part of a couple?” I stomped off without waiting to hear his answer. Inside the Nova, I pinched the bridge of my nose and tried to calm down.

      I couldn’t grudge fuck Nash because Wade made me mad. Or jealous. It would come back to bite me in the ass. Gaslight City was too small and Nash's business too visible for me to pull a stunt like that.

      But I could cook him breakfast in my home and try to get to know him better. It didn’t matter if I wanted something more than friendship with Wade. He’d shown me over and over he wasn’t interested in anything other than acting like an overprotective big brother. Hannah had one thing right. Nash was a good candidate for Mr. Right Now.

      I started the Nova and rolled slowly toward the parking lot’s exit. For several seconds, I thought Nash had chickened out. I didn’t blame him. The scene inside Long Time Gone would have scared men a lot tougher than Nash. I paused at the end of Long Time Gone’s driveway to give Nash a chance to catch up. Just as I was about to give up and go home alone, his headlights appeared behind me.

      I took the winding two-lane roads home a lot more slowly than usual and parked in front of the fence. Nash parked between the house and the carport and climbed out of his car immediately. He stared at the house, his mouth slack and eyes glazed. I scoured my memory for the last time I took a good look at the house. How bad did it look to a guy who had enough money to buy a movie theater? I glanced at the house and called it a loss. I couldn’t tell.

      Nash pulled his gaze off the house and settled it on my car. “I feel you here. Not in a mystical or magical way, but here.” He patted his chest. “You love this place.”

      I took in the place where I’d lived all my life. It was me, all I had in the world except for my friends. My heart filled with memories, and I almost heard Memaw’s loud laugh, saw her sitting on the porch smoking after working in her flower beds, the sunspots dark on her arms after spending time in the sun. The feeling of her and of life and loss throbbed in my chest and stung behind my eyes. I nodded at Nash, afraid to speak.

      Nash took a few steps and stopped in front of my car. He trailed his fingers over its flank. “This car. I’ve admired it more than once.”

      “It belonged to my daddy.” I glanced at the woods, the place where Paul’s ghost seemed to hang out most, but saw only the darkness and the flickering ghost lights from the Palmore estate.

      “I never realized…I wouldn’t have mentioned it if I’d known. I know who Paul Mace was, and I know what happened to him.” He glanced at the expression on my face and took a step back. “Supposedly.”

      “My uncle Jesse and I are very close. He did not kill my father. We’re working on getting him out of prison.” I unlocked the front door and motioned Nash inside.

      “And your mother?”

      His question hit me like a slap of cold water. I couldn’t say anything. Hectic spots of red formed on Nash's cheekbones. He gave a nervous laugh.

      There’s no way to tell him I watched her die since the death went unreported.

      “She moved back here a month or two ago, saying she wanted to get to know me better.” The familiar anger tightened my muscles. “Then one morning she was gone. Left all her stuff. Nobody’s heard from her since.”

      “That’s crazy. Are the police involved?”

      I nodded. “They’re doing what they can.” But they’ll never find her body. A picture of Barbie’s final seconds flashed in my head. “I’m pretty sure she’s dead.”

      “Oh, right. Because you’re a medium.” Nash nodded. I studied his face for horror and saw nothing of the sort.

      I gave a short nod. Barbie’s spirit never came calling, but I sometimes had these dreams of seeing her underground, her eyes frozen open, still terrified.

      “Enough about my mother.” I tried to smile. “I’ve got eggs, bacon, sausage. Maybe even some whump biscuits.” Wade believed in breakfast, said he needed it to think straight.

      “Whump biscuits?” Nash's forehead wrinkled.

      “The kind that come in the little can. You hit ’em on the counter, and they go—”

      “Whump,” Nash finished for me. “Truth is, I’m not used to all this greasy food you guys eat down here. I’m not even hungry at this hour.”

      “Really?” Maybe he thought my thinness was a result of not knowing how to cook. “I do know how to cook. I promise. This is just nerves and worry.” I gestured at my stomach.

      “Some other time.” He sat on the worn-out couch and patted the lumpy cushion next to him. He looked so out of place on the dilapidated old thing I regretted having our date here. Oh well. It was what it was.

      “What’s got you all tied up in knots?” He half turned so he could face me.

      “You know my grandmother died a couple of months ago?”

      Nash nodded.

      “She didn’t have life insurance. Her burial came out of what she had in savings, which wasn’t much because she’s been sending money to my uncle in prison all these years.” I dammed up the flood of words, waited for the water to recede.

      “Having someone in prison costs money.” Nash coughed. “I’ve heard.”

      “The taxes on this place are due in a couple of months. I no longer make enough money—not that I was ever Ms. Moneybags—to just whip out the payment.” I chewed on my lip, taking cross satisfaction in the way it hurt.

      “Doesn’t Wade pay you for his half of expenses?”

      Under ordinary circumstances Nash's question would have irritated me. I’d have heard pity, condescension, and maybe even glee in his words. Tonight, I was too tired to get angry.

      “The Six Guns treat him like an indentured servant. He gets money here and there, and he gives most of it to me, but…” I waved my hands in the air.

      Nash nodded. “This where finding the Mace Treasure comes in?”

      My mouth fell open. How’d he know? Then I remembered Nash and Tubby talking while I closed up the bar. Tubby would tell Nash something like that just to do it.

      “Nothing wrong with trying.” Nash put his hand over mine.

      My hand twitched. I had to force myself not to pull away because I knew he used his touch to see more. He might want to use me to find the Mace Treasure. I shook my head. I had to quit painting anybody who acknowledged the Mace Treasure as a villain. Like it or not, the Mace Treasure interested people, and it was part of who I was. I had to live with it. Why worry about Nash? Even if he wanted to find the Mace Treasure himself, he had little chance without a way to remove the curse Priscilla Herrera placed on it. Michael Gage was a far worse threat.

      “You’re gorgeous.” Nash leaned his head on the couch and used one finger to trace my jawbone. “Being in the same room with you takes my breath away.”

      Nash put one hand on my waist and leaned close. I raised my head, closed my eyes, parted my lips. His lips brushed mine, barely there. He moved his hand up my side, running his fingers gently over my breast and collarbone, to caress my neck. I tried to relax, to find the heat between Nash and me. He was certainly good-looking enough. It had to be there somewhere. Nash trailed kisses down my neck. I squeezed my eyes shut.

      Me-he-he-he. My eyes opened, and I jerked away, heart racing. Where was he? I pushed away from Nash and looked for Michael Gage, fully expecting him to pop up like a bad joke.

      “Sorry.” Nash put both hands up in a warding off gesture. “Tell me what I did wrong.”

      I couldn’t. It was a million things. “I’m just on edge with Michael Gage on the loose.”

      “I’d be terrified of someone like that.” He glanced at the door. “But I don’t think he’ll mess with you unless you’re alone. Too many variables.”

      We stared into each other’s eyes, his fingertips tracing my face.

      “I want to kiss you again,” he whispered.

      The first kiss hadn’t done much for me, but I was willing to try again. I put my fingers on the back of his neck and pulled him toward me. Our lips met again. This time, Nash meant business.

      His hand found my breast and gently squeezed, thumb moving back and forth over my nipple. My mind drifted back to Long Time Gone, to Wade leaning over the counter and teasing me. The lackluster kiss went white hot. I slid my hands under Nash's shirt and ran them up his back, imagining my fingers running over Wade’s tattoos and scars. Nash touched his tongue to mine and whispered my name. I moaned, lost in another man’s touch.

      A slam interrupted our make-out session. Before I had to time to question what happened, something lifted Nash off me. My eyes flew open in time to see Wade Hill with one of Nash's arms in one hand and a leg in the other. Nash flopped like a dying fish, but Wade had the advantage. He stomped back through the open door and dropped Nash off the porch. The thud of his body hitting the dirt spurred me into action. I slithered into my T-shirt, which had somehow ended up on the floor, and ran outside.

      Wade was on the ground with Nash, the smaller man’s shirt gripped in one hand, huge fist cocked back.

      “Wade Hill,” I screamed. My words echoed in the darkness.

      Wade stopped and let go of Nash, who dropped back to the ground. I ran around Wade and stood between them.

      “Go in the house.” I pointed at the front door.

      Wade shook his head. “I thought you were struggling.”

      “You know I wasn’t.” I made my voice flat.

      “Then why didn’t you go in your bedroom?” He glanced at Nash.

      “Go in the house.” I pointed at the door again.

      Wade gave Nash another heated glare, hopped up on the porch, and stomped into the house. He slammed the door, and the house rattled.

      “I’m sorry.” I knelt next to Nash. “I figured he wouldn’t be home for hours.”

      “I thought you said the two of you weren’t a couple.” Nash picked at his shirt, which had torn when Wade grabbed him.

      “We aren’t that I know of.”

      “We’ll make a point not to have any more dates here.” He tried to laugh, but it sounded sick and hollow. “In fact, why don’t you come back to my place? Spend the night. Get away from this.” He gestured at the house.

      I sat back on my heels. “Maybe it would be best for us to drop things for now.”

      “What? Hell, no. Don’t let that guy bully you. I can help you get him out of your house, and—”

      “Wade is my friend.” I stole a glance at the closed door. My friend who obviously wants more than just friendship. I wanted it too, way more than I wanted to have a pointless affair with Nash Redmond.

      Nash stared hard at me. Realization slackened his features. “You want him too. Was that what all this was about? To make him jealous?” Nash leapt to his feet. I reached for him, and he slapped my hand away. “You’re a user, Peri Jean. That kid in the cemetery was right. You are just a whore.”

      He spun and stomped out of the yard. At his car, he turned to glare once more at me.

      “Nash, listen…” I didn’t really know what I should say. Several of the insults he hurled at me had more than a grain of truth.

      “Just fuck off, all right?” He got in his car, started it, and sped out of the yard, dirt and rocks fanning out from his tires.

      I watched the red eyes of his taillights until he turned out of the driveway and onto Farm Road 4077. Then I steeled myself and walked into the house.
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      I marched down the hallway and hammered on Wade’s closed bedroom door.

      “Get out here and talk to me,” I hollered.

      No answer. I turned the knob, found it unlocked, and barged in. Back to me, Wade sat in wooden rolling chair, gaze fixed on the dark window.

      I went to stand in front of him. “We need to talk about what you just did.”

      Wade ran his fingers through his long black hair, pulling it away from his face but still said nothing.

      “Forget just being friends. Neither of us want that.” I jammed my hands onto my hips. “Admit it.”

      Wade sat in the chair, immobile and silent, black eyes glittering.

      “Too chicken? I’m not.” I stripped out of my T-shirt and my jeans and stood in front of him wearing only my bra and panties. “Here I am.”

      Wade’s flinty stare flicked over my body, and he turned his face away. “Get dressed.”

      “No.” I straddled him on the chair, gripped the neck of his T-shirt in both hands and tried to turn his face toward me. He resisted but not very convincingly. We stared at each other, both of us panting. I leaned forward, half raising to reach him, and pushed my lips down on his. He kept his lips pressed together, but I teased with my tongue until he returned my kiss. His hands went to my hips and ground me against him. We both moaned in each other’s mouths. I pulled his shirt up and rubbed my breasts against his chest, the soft hair teasing my skin until my nipples stood taut.

      “Come on,” I breathed against his mouth. “This is right.”

      In my mind, it was. Sneaking glances at Wade’s broad back, leaning into his hugs too hard, staring at his hands and imagining how they’d feel running over my body had nearly driven me crazy. Convinced me to do stupid things with other men. Stupid, because I knew right then no other man would do.

      I teased Wade’s lips open with my tongue and kissed him again, breathing in deep, trying to draw him into me. He ran one rough thumb along my cheekbone. His other hand trailed down my body, caressing my most tender parts. I shuddered and arched my back.

      I slid off him and stood in front of him. He stared, mouth slack and eyes glazed. I held out my hand. He didn’t react. I grabbed one of his hands and tugged. He rose slowly, gaze locked on my face, and shook his head. I glanced at his unmade bed. When had those sheets last been washed? Probably the last time I washed them after I lost a bet to him. Didn’t matter.

      Wade followed my gaze and moved around me, his hand at my waist. He guided me to the bed and nudged me. I let him ease me down on the bed and reached for the button of his pants. It made a soft snap as it popped it open. I pushed down the zipper, and eased my fingers inside.

      His hard heat throbbed against my fingers. Wade shuddered and squeezed his eyes shut. I kept my hand moving and used the other hand to slide down his pants. Wade’s knees pushed my legs apart. I tightened in anticipation. It’s happening. It’s happening. I took in Wade’s face, the fire in his eyes, the shine of sweat on his forehead, his rising and falling chest.

      “Take off your shirt,” I whispered and tugged on its hem. Wade pulled the shirt over his head, the washboard muscles on his stomach elongating. The scent of his soap mixing with the musk of his sweat wiped all the reason from mind. I lay back and pulled him with me. We kissed again, drinking each other in. My heart thrummed hard, pulsing all over my body. Now. I ran my fingers over the ridges of muscle in Wade’s back and gave him a light push.

      “I want you.” I hooked my legs over his hips and arched toward him, ready ready ready.

      Wade’s eyes widened. He stiffened on top of me. His arms tensed, and he catapulted himself backward.

      “No!” The force of the one word shook the room.

      Cool air hit the sweat where our skin had touched, and I put one arm over my breasts and curled onto my side. Desire still ruled my mind, had it stuck in lizard mode. “But you want to.”

      Right then, the whole thing seemed as simple as want-to. Wade was my best friend, and I wanted him as my lover. He wanted me. I felt it every time our gazes locked, every time we touched. I’d do anything for him and knew he could reciprocate. We could fall in love. Stay in love. Be naked together often.

      “Can’t happen.” Wade yanked up his pants and winced as he zipped them. “We’re no good for each other.”

      “No, you’re wrong.” I scooted toward the wall, clutching my arms around my body, suddenly not wanting to be scantily clad in front of Wade. “It would be great.”

      “But you’d want more. I can’t give you that.” He crossed his arms over his chest and glared at me.

      I didn’t deny it. I wanted everything with Wade Hill. The sun, moon, and stars. And everything that went with them.

      “You’re not the one for me.” He took a step backward, toward the door, reaching blindly for the doorknob.

      “I don’t buy that for a second. You want me the same way I want you. You’re just scared.” I got between the oily sheets and pulled them over me. “We can work it out, though. We can work out your PTSD, your nightmares. I promise.”

      Wade’s face reddened. His jaw clenched. “Do you get up in the morning and try to think of ways to make things so complicated I’d need a compass and six jars of vaseline to figure them out?”

      My mouth fell open at the nastiness in his voice. I wanted to go back to where we were a few minutes ago so I could make things go in a different direction, the right one. “Wade, let’s see where this road takes us.”

      Wade closed his eyes. When he opened them, I saw his decision even though I wished I didn’t. “It was a mistake moving in here.” He opened the door and stood in it. “I’ll have my things out tomorrow.” He stepped out and closed the door. His running footsteps crashed through the house.

      “No.” I kicked the sheets off me, leapt out of the bed, and ran to the door and yanked it open. My bare foot touched the cold hallway floor. I stopped short. Did I really want to go running outside naked?

      What if Michael Gage was out there watching? Did I really think I could get Wade to stop and come back? No. I gathered my clothes and started putting them on. Wade’s Harley exploded to life outside, its rumble shaking the windows in their frames. He revved it and took off. I stood with my clothes in my hands, tears dripping off my chin, until the noise faded away.

      I dressed holding my breath, the clothes uncomfortable and too tight on my sensitive skin. I went into the living room to make sure the front door was locked. Then I repeated the exercise on the back door. I checked all the windows. Only then did I crumple into one of the kitchen chairs, lay my head on the table and let out the humiliation and disappointment. Some part of me always thought Wade and I would end up together. Maybe I was wrong.

      The whine of a door opening in the hallway cut off my whimpers. I sucked in my breath and held it, waiting for the footsteps, for the me-he-he-he of Michael Gage’s awful laugh. Slow footsteps creaked down the hallway. I slipped out of the chair and crept to the wood burning stove we used for heat. I grabbed a piece of wood from last winter, tiptoed to the archway separating the kitchen from the living room, and raised the wood over my head. I waited.

      The air in the kitchen turned arctic. I clenched my teeth against it and kept my weapon aloft. Then I saw my breath coming in vapor. My black opal necklace heated, overly warm in the icy room. Michael Gage wasn’t here unless he was in ghost form. I lowered the wood. “Who’s there?”

      A floorboard creaked, and my daddy appeared. He cocked his head, eyes filled with sympathy, and held out his arms. I ran to him and tried to put my arms around him. They went right through. I stepped back and stared at him. He leaned his head toward mine. I did the same. The coldness coming off him in waves spread through me. I shivered, and he moved away from me. He motioned me to come with him. I followed him down the hall to my bedroom.

      I found him standing over Eddie Kennedy’s treasure research, which I inherited when Eddie died two months ago. He pointed at the chest, his lips moving. A few of his words came to me. “Adam’s drawing…the church…he’s ahead of you.”

      I knelt in front of the chest and opened it.
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      This wasn’t my first foray into Eddie Kennedy’s Mace Treasure research. Back when I decided to seriously start treasure hunting, I opened this same trunk, dug through the jumble for a couple of hours, and ended up more confused than when I started. The absence of the top jumble revealed a folder. Was this what I was supposed to see?

      I turned my head to see if Daddy’s ghost still stood behind me. The room was empty, and I was alone. He never stayed long.

      I opened the folder. On top of a thick stack of papers lay a copy of a picture. The grainy quality suggested it came from a book or magazine. The picture showed the same church from Adam Kessler’s drawing. The caption under the picture read, The only known picture of St. Augustine Church in Burns County. The film from which this picture came was found in a camera laying in the bottom of an empty boat floating down the Trinity River. Neither the boat’s nor the camera’s owner was ever discovered.

      I stared hard at the picture and held it so close to my face I could smell the scent of old paper. The keyhole doorway and the spires from Adam’s drawing were visible. My fatigue drained away in a flash, and my blood pumped like I’d just drank ten espressos from Lulu’s Espresso Meltdown. I got up and dug a tiny magnifying glass out of Memaw’s waterfall style vanity dresser. I turned on my bedside lamp and held the copy underneath it and used the magnifying glass to take a closer look.

      The church was surrounded by water. Stumps stuck up out of the water, their sharp edges like spears on which some medieval king might impale his enemies. At the edge of the picture’s frame was another structure, but no more than its white stone edge was visible.

      I set the picture aside. This had to be the same place in Adam’s drawing. But where was it? I picked up the picture again and peered at it. This time, I saw the figure. It stood on the water between the church and the white stone building, so faded it was featureless. The slope of shoulders and the round hump of a head made me think it was a person, but why so faded? Was it a ghost?

      I squinted my eyes as though it would help me see better. Red eyes lit up where the shadow’s face would have been. I gasped and tossed the picture away. It floated lazily to the floor and lay there, daring me to pick it up. I left it where it lay. I’d deal with it later.

      I went back to the trunk and took out the thick folder labeled “Lost Church.” I remembered seeing it a month ago, but it had no context then.

      March 24, 1992.

      Elmer Pickard, Jr., eighty-eight years of age, living at the Pine Valley Senior Home agreed to talk to me about his father, Elmer Pickard, Sr. The following is what Elmer told me.

      My daddy worked the woods for Luther Palmore’s company in the 1890s. Back in those days, the woods wasn’t like they is now. Hadn’t been clear cut to death. Some of those trees was bigger around than a tractor tire. It was rough work. Men died out in those woods. Bit by snakes. Trees fell on them. Got caught up in the equipment and ripped apart.

      Eddie’s note: At this point, I prompted Elmer to tell me the story of the lost church, the same way his daddy told him. Had to do something to get him back on track.

      Yep. I remember Daddy’s stories about the church they found in the woods out near the western edge of the county. Daddy said he never seen nothing like it before or after. Him and his men got into a patch of forest looked like it hadn’t been touched for centuries. They’d have thought nobody’d ever touched it since the Lord Almighty wished it into being, but there was a church right smack dab in the middle of it. A big one too.

      According to Daddy, it looked like something you’d expect to see in Europe or somewhere other than Texas. The church was built of these polished stones. They’s gray, of course, but looked like somebody had rubbed them and rubbed them until they shone. There was a tall tower for the bell, and two steeples on either side. Had one of those deep entryways and the double doors was all cockeyed like the damp done got to ’em.

      My daddy and those men he worked with done heard about the Spanish coming to East Texas in the sixteen hundreds and thought this might be one of their missions. They decided to go inside, thinking if this place was abandoned there might be something of value in there. Even if there wasn’t, it was a good story to tell their wives and kids when they got home. Daddy said a young feller name of Race Watson decided to go in. No sooner’n he opened the door, these big black painters come boiling out. One fastened on to old Race, and before my daddy and the others could kill it, it had done ripped Race’s throat out.

      Eddie’s note: Elmer uses the old-timer’s pronunciation of panthers, which is “painters.”

      Daddy said they sent someone to get Luther Palmore, their boss. He come out, took one look at the church, and sent them all home for the day. Next morning, both Luther Palmore and Reginald Mace—rich old man owned most of the town—rode out to the site. Made my daddy and his men stay nearby but wouldn’t let ’em near the church again.

      Mace and Palmore talked a long time, and then Luther come to where my daddy and his men stood waiting. He give special instructions to save the church and a spread of trees around it. Daddy and the other loggers moved on, doing the work they’s paid to do. One feller in my daddy’s crew said a few days later he saw Reginald Mace ride into those woods with that witch Priscilla Herrera. None of the men ever went back after hearing that. They figured she did some devil magic there in the church. They go back, old scratch might get ’em.

      Eddie’s note: Elmer didn’t have anything else of use to tell me, but he did direct me to another old timer here at Pine Valley, name of Mattie Riggs, who knew a story about someone going inside the church and never coming back out. Turned out, Mattie’s story was no such thing, but I’ve recorded it anyway.

      Mattie Riggs is a ninety-seven-year-old woman, living at the Pine Valley nursing home. The following account is in her words.

      My name’s Mataline Martin Riggs. I know the area of which you speak. The name of the church was St. Augustine’s. Reason I know is my cousin and me went in there and saw it wrote over the pulpit. You never seen the like of stained glass as I saw in that place. All depicting something out of the Bible. Birth of Jesus. Death of Jesus. Suicide of Judas.

      Eddie’s note: At this point, I asked Mrs. Riggs why she went inside the church if it was known black panthers killed someone there.

      My brother, Harland, was an awful bully. He caught me kissing Johnny Riggs—who I later married, for God’s sake—and threatened to tell Papa if I didn’t go out to the church in the woods and bring him back something he could sell. I asked my cousin Bessie to go with me, and she agreed.

      Church wasn’t so hard to find. My daddy was part of the original logging crew who found it. He told us exactly where it was, only…well, maybe it’s better I don’t tell that.

      Eddie’s note: I had to go get Mrs. Riggs a fried chicken dinner to encourage her to tell me the story. She said it wasn’t worth the nightmares of remembering if all she had to eat was awful old nursing home food.

      Me and Bessie got out to the woods where Daddy said he found the church. At first neither of us saw nothing. Just woods. We walked around for a bit, getting pretty frustrated. I was nearly in tears. I was one of those kids who hated getting in trouble. Felt my parents held it against me, loved me less. So I got crying.

      Then I said sort of a prayer, only I didn’t say the name of God at the beginning like I usually did. But, you see, it worked. Soon as I opened my eyes, I could see the building peeking through the trees. We walked right to it. But it wasn’t there before. I swear to you it wasn’t.

      There we were in the church, looking around for gold candlesticks or a goblet with rubies on it—you know how kids are—but it had already been picked over. Creepy place, gave me the shivers just being there.

      Eddie’s note: I asked Mrs. Riggs how come it scared her.

      Just had that feel about it, you know? It was too quiet in them woods. No birds a-calling, no squirrels a-chuffing. Inside the church, it felt too close, like something was pressing down on us. And it was like I could hear singing, bunch of voices singing, somewhere in the distance.

      Now, even though we didn’t find nothing of value, it was obvious whoever used the church left in a mighty big hurry. We found the living quarters for whoever who did the services, and there was still a metal cup on the table like he’d been drinking something. Whatever was in it was all dried up, but it was there, and it just felt wrong. Like we ought not be seeing it.

      I told Bessie we might ought to get ourselves out of there, and she agreed. We ran all the way back home. Harland told Daddy I kissed Johnny Riggs, and he switched me good. But here’s the kicker. That night, late at night, I heard this screaming, sounding like a woman screaming. I got out of bed and went to the window. It was one of those bright nights, where the moon is so full it’s almost like dusk even though it’s the middle of the night. I could see this huge black cat walking around in front of my cousin Bessie’s house, which was just next door. It would pace back and forth, swishing its tail.

      Finally, my uncle came out with his gun and shot at it. Don’t know if he hit it or not because it run off, and we never looked for it the next day because Bessie never came to breakfast when her momma called her the next morning. They found her a-laying in bed with her eyes wide open, stiff as a board.

      Eddie’s account ended there, and he didn’t make any other notes on Mrs. Riggs’s interview. By that time, the world outside my window was gray with dawn. I knew I had to tell Hannah what I’d found. I sent her a text message.

      The church in your daddy’s drawing was called St. Augustine. Eddie had a whole file on it. Call me.

      I waited several minutes for her call, but she didn’t. I lay down on my bed, intending to doze for just a couple of minutes. I jerked awake hours later, strangling back a scream. I’d dreamt of being trapped underneath the church tangled up with a bunch of skeletons. Midday sun streamed into the windows. I checked my cellphone but found no text from Hannah. Odd. She usually got up early to open the museum herself, even if she had hired help coming in for the day.

      I’d just go to her.

      I stopped at Lulu’s Espresso Meltdown and bought Hannah’s favorite latte, two bear claws, and a cup of coffee for myself. The parallel parking spots in front of the museum were empty. Miracle beyond miracles. I whipped into one and walked into the museum balancing the food and drinks.

      Myrtle Gaudet stood in front of the reception desk, her purse under her arm. She watched me struggle my way to the desk and set down the coffee and pastries without offering any kind of help. I was surprised she didn’t try to trip me. Damn busybody. “Where’s Hannah Kessler?”

      “Maybe upstairs in her apartment?” It made all the sense in the world, only Hannah would have put a “Be Back Soon” sign on the reception desk. I turned my back on Myrtle and hurried to Hannah’s office, expecting the smell of fresh brewed coffee or at least Hannah’s flowery shampoo. Neither. The door stood open, but the lights hadn’t been turned on. It was as though she got interrupted before she could start her morning routine.

      “Well, where is she?” Myrtle said from behind me. I spun to face her, and she made a big show of rolling her eyes. My foot begged me to introduce it to her butt cheek.

      “Stay here.” I pointed one finger at her and ran for the staircase leading to Hannah’s apartment. Fear, sharp as ground glass, churned in my guts. Settle down, Peri Jean. She just forgot something upstairs.

      I tried to picture Hannah’s smile, the way she’d laugh at me running up to her apartment like something was really wrong, but I couldn’t. It was already ten o’clock in the morning. At the very least, Hannah would have a pot of coffee going in her office. She’d have answered my text message, excited to know what I’d learned. I climbed the last riser, ignoring the pain in my lungs, and stood stock still, mesmerized by the closed door.

      “Peri Jean?” Myrtle’s voice drifted up the staircase. I ignored her.

      I took two steps to the door and turned the knob. It opened. The apartment was a mess, the couch overturned and the wicker chair broken. Shattered dishes lay strewn about the floor. Hannah’s acoustic guitar lay in two pieces, its strings bent in half. My head swam, and my knees went weak. I grabbed the doorjamb to keep from spilling onto the floor. I took a step inside and jammed my hand against my mouth.

      Hannah’s purse lay against the wall, its contents scattered around it. Her cellphone lay closest to me. I bent and picked it up, pushing the power button. The screen flashed on, and there was my text message from early this morning. I sat down hard on the floor and watched the walls wobble as shock wavered through me. The screen faded to black, and I stared at my reflection in the glass. I set the cellphone back on top of the mess and pushed it away from me.

      The scattered mess in the room told a story I didn’t want to think about. Someone, probably Michael Gage, came in here and took Hannah away. Could I have prevented it? I’d never know. Could I save her? I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t.

      “Peri Jean?”

      I screamed and scrambled to my feet. Myrtle Gaudet stood at the door.

      “Where is Hannah?” She glared at me as though she didn’t even see the wreck of Hannah’s apartment. “I’ve got important business to discuss with her.”

      “Can’t you see something’s wrong, you moron?” Yelling hurt my throat, but the pain felt good. It woke me up. I took my cellphone out of my bag and called Dean.
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      “What is it, Peri Jean?” Dean’s voice had the world-weary tone he liked to adopt with people he wished he could ignore. Well, he could sniff my dirty socks. No, make that Tubby Tubman’s dirty socks.

      “Hannah’s gone. I think Michael Gage has her.” I said the words in a rush and figured he would ask me to repeat myself, but he didn’t.

      “How long she been gone?”

      “I don’t know. Yesterday was the last time I spoke to her.”

      “Her car gone?” His voice carried a note of impatience. In a few more seconds, he’d hang up on me.

      “No. It’s out back in the parking lot. But, Dean, her apartment’s all torn up.”

      “Maybe she had a party or something. Wandered off with one of her guests.”

      “There’s broke dishes everywhere.” I paused to swallow and lick my lips. My mouth was so dry it could have been full of cotton. “That wicker chair she’s so proud of? It’s a pile of sticks. And her purse—”

      Dean’s chair let out a squeal of protest. He must have sat up. Good. At least I had his attention. “What about Hannah’s purse? You saw it?”

      “It was lying against the baseboard, all dumped out.”

      “Damn it all to hell.” He hit something, his desk from the sound of it. “I’ll be right over. Meanwhile, don’t get into anything.”

      I hung up on him, not to be a smartass but because I felt the sudden urge to gag. I charged into Hannah’s bathroom and leaned over the toilet, hands on my knees. The wave of nausea turned into an ache in the pit of my stomach.

      “Well?” Myrtle followed after me like an invisible string connected us. The nausea came roaring back with its best buddy, slobber.

      “Now I’m gonna try not to barf.” I spat into the toilet. A trickle of icy sweat raced down my neck.

      “You’re disgusting. You know, I had the utmost respect for Leticia Mace, but you never really matured, did you?”

      “Would you like me better if I hurled on your shoes?” I held my hand over my mouth, pretty sure I couldn’t hold it back. Brakes squalled out front, and the sound of running footsteps came pounding up the stairs.

      “What are you doing in there?” Dean appeared in the doorway, red-faced and panting. He was ten years older than me and had run up the steps in about one-third the time it took me. Maybe I really did need to quit smoking.

      “Trying not to vomit. Myrtle wants me to throw up on her. It’s why she keeps following me around griping at me.”

      Myrtle huffed and stomped over to where Dean squatted next to Hannah’s purse, squinting at its content. Hannah’s cellphone started to ring. Myrtle reached for it.

      “No!” He held up his hand. “Stop, Mrs. Gaudet. This is a possible crime scene. In fact, why don’t you go home?”

      The cellphone continued to ring.

      “But I…” Myrtle’s lips puckered into a sour moue.

      “Just think. You can be the first to spread this juicy gossip all over town.” I widened my eyes at Myrtle in fake excitement.

      The cellphone stopped ringing, probably rolled over to voicemail.

      Myrtle’s eyes widened. “I uh—need to go check on my little dog. She ain’t used to being left alone so long.” She took off walking, faster than I ever imagined she could. We listened to her going down the endless stairs. The cellphone rang again.

      Dean answered it. “This is Hannah Kessler’s cellphone. Who is this?” He frowned and held the phone away from his face, squinting at the screen. It rang again. He handed the phone to me. “You answer it.”

      I tapped the answer call icon and put the phone to my ear. Dean crowded so close the scent of his shaving cream tickled my nose.

      “Peri Jean?” Michael Gage’s twang, the one he used when he wasn’t pretending to be somebody else, came over the speaker.

      A blaze of rage flamed up deep inside where I stored all the hurts and wrongs of my life. My vision wavered with the heat of it, and it burned up any words I might have spoken.

      “Peri Jean?” Gage’s voice held a hint of laughter. “You best answer me, girl, you know what’s good for your friend.”

      Dean nudged me and gave me a nod. I stared at him, unable to get his meaning. He mouthed, Talk to him.

      “You best bring Hannah right back here to the museum, you know what’s good for you.” I imitated Gage’s way of speaking as best as I could. Next to me, Dean rolled his eyes and put his hands over his face.

      “Don’t threaten me, little girl. You barely got away from me yesterday.”

      Dean stared at me, eyes wide, mouth turned down. Oh, I’d hear about not letting him in on the action. Might as well go for broke.

      “You barely escaped with your face intact, you nitwit.” I took a shuddering breath. “Bring my friend back, and I won’t hunt you down and finish the job.”

      “You can’t show me some respect, maybe you can talk nice to your friend.” The sound of the phone being passed off came over the speaker. Hannah’s crying followed it.

      “Peri Jean. Oh God. Please make them stop. Please. It’s—”

      The sound of flesh striking flesh worked its way into my brain and woke my fury.

      “Me-he-he-he.” Michael Gage had the phone again. “You got seventy-two hours to find that treasure, girl. You don’t, and I’ll do so much stuff to your friend, it won’t matter if she lives or not.”

      Somewhere in the background, Hannah let out a pain-filled wail.

      “I’ll kill you, Michael Gage,” I screamed into the cellphone. “I’ll skin you alive, and—”

      Dean snatched the phone from me. “This is Sheriff Dean Turgeau, Burns Cou—” He dropped the phone on top of the purse. “Can’t you ever keep your temper in check? He might have said something to help us figure out where he’s holding her. Instead you have to have a pissing match with a murderer—”

      “Shut up,” I screamed in his face. “It’s my fault he took her. Don’t you know how that feels?” I took a few steps toward Dean, wishing I could rush to him and lay my head on his shoulder for comfort, but knowing better. I put my face in my hands and waited for the tears to come, but they wouldn’t. The dark emptiness growing inside me had chewed them up and swallowed them.

      “Do you want to tell me what happened between you and Michael Gage?”

      I shook my head. A mess of glass and metal in the corner caught my eye. I walked over to it and found the remains of The Jazz Singer movie poster and its frame. “Adam’s drawing,” I mumbled.

      “What?” Dean came to stand next to me.

      I made a slow circle of the apartment but knew Hannah would have kept the her father’s drawing near her research materials in case she needed to refer back to it.

      “What are you looking for?” Dean dogged my every step around the apartment.

      Without bothering to answer him, I ran down the stairs to the workroom. Dean huffed along behind me, shouting questions and making a general ass of himself. I let myself into the workroom. What I saw stopped me at the door.

      The big table we’d used to take apart the frame holding The Jazz Singer lay overturned. Hannah’s research books lay scattered on the floor. I walked over to the far wall and stood staring at the worst part of it all—a spray of blood about the height of Hannah’s head. I didn’t have to do a close search to know Adam’s drawing was gone. Dean appeared next to me and gently tugged my arm until I followed him out of the room.

      “Go home, Peri Jean.” He took a business card out of his wallet and punched in a few numbers. “I’ve got to call in the big boys. If we need a statement from you or anything else, I’ll get you to come in.”

      I stared at him, not quite willing to just walk away. Hannah was my most faithful friend. I couldn’t go home like I didn’t care. Dean took a step toward me, reached out, and then jerked back his hand.

      “Hannah’s my friend too. Trust me to do everything within my power to help find her.” He put his hands on my arms and gave me a light shake. “Listen to me. Michael Gage can’t hide forever. He’s going to mess up.”

      I took in every plane of his face, studying the crow’s feet growing deeper at the corners of his eyes. He would do what he said, but could he compete with Michael Gage?

      “The best place you can be is where I can reach you, not underfoot here. Okay?” He locked his gaze on mine until I nodded and pulled away from him.

      “Will you lock up the museum?” I showed Dean where Hannah kept an extra set of keys, and he put them in his pocket.

      Then I put one foot in front of the other, having to force every step, until I got to my car. I drove a short distance and parked on a side street. The scream clawed its way up my chest and came out in a warrior’s cry. I banged my fists on the steering wheel and let it rip up my throat.

      I thought back to the early hours of the morning. Gage was probably kidnapping Hannah while I tried to get into Wade Hill’s pants. I was a slut, and a stupid one at that. I should have been here at the museum, spending the night with my friend, keeping her safe. Now Gage had her. No telling what he’d already done to her or what he’d do to her. I might never get the chance to apologize or to hug her again.

      The tears still didn’t come. They hung in my throat, a lump of painful sorrow, held in place by the wrath coursing through me. This was my fault, all of it. Michael Gage would have never targeted Hannah had it not been for me.

      Would it have made any difference if I’d already found the treasure? I thought so. Gage might have focused on me instead of going after my friends. Now Hannah’s life hung in the balance. How quickly could I find the Mace Treasure?

      As things stood, I was really no closer than I’d been a month ago. Priscilla Herrera wanting me to take on her mantle saw to that. As long as I held out, time stood still.

      The idea of taking any part of Priscilla Herrera into me inspired a fear so complete I couldn’t see around it. My ancestor cared about nothing other than getting her way. She’d use me any way she could to get herself out of purgatory, ghost prison, or wherever she was.

      But is Hannah worth it? Yes. The answer came right away. But what if Michael Gage killed her anyway? Or what if he hurt her so much she might as well be dead? What then? I’d have to live with it was what. Help her any way I could until she got better.

      Besides, the next target might be Rainey Bruce or her parents. Maybe Wade Hill, who, despite last night, I still wanted. Maybe Dean. Even though I disliked him as much as a summer cold, I didn’t want to see him hurt.

      I’d find the Mace Treasure, even if it meant taking on Priscilla Herrera’s mantle. I couldn’t live with myself otherwise. I took out my cellphone and called Mysti Whitebyrd.

      “My sister from another mother,” she answered. “How are you?”

      “Ready.” My body fluttered with the rapid slam of my heart.

      The sound of Mysti’s footsteps came over the line, and a door closed. “Ready for what, Peri Jean?”

      “Ready to take on Priscilla Herrera’s mantle.”

      “What changed your mind? You seemed pretty set against it when we last spoke.” Mysti’s usually gentle voice developed an edge.

      “Michael Gage is back. He kidnapped Hannah, and he wants the treasure.” The concepts whirled in my mind, competing with each other until none of them made any sense.

      “Taking on someone’s mantle is as much will as anything. If you don’t truly want what she’s offering, I don’t know if you can—”

      “I have to try.” Now the tears came, roughening my voice. “He was hurting Hannah. You should have heard her screaming.”

      Mysti let out a soft breath. “All right. I’ll help you. My first suggestion is for you to contact Priscilla Herrera, or try to.”

      Nervousness and worry spiked through my stomach like a lightning storm. My experiences with my powerful ancestor had alternately scared the life out of me and infuriated me. “What for?”

      “We need her cooperation.” In the background on Mysti’s end, a voice came over a loudspeaker. Mysti grunted. “I’ve got to get moving. Pray to the goddess this whole fiasco’ll wrap up in the next few hours. Otherwise, I’m going to pull one of your stunts and whup somebody’s ever-loving ass.”

      I pushed out a mirthless laugh.

      “Call me and let me know how things go with Priscilla. Even if you have to leave a voicemail.” The voice over the loudspeaker came again, and Mysti hung up before I could answer.

      Contact Priscilla Herrera. I wanted to put it off. But I knew better. Priscilla Herrera would do everything she could to make this difficult for me. Maybe it was a test. Maybe she was just a bitch. I didn’t know which it was. What I did know was that I’d work on her terms until the job got done, like it or not.

      I started the Nova, pulled out of my parking place, and drove back past the museum. The street was full of Ford Crown Victorias. Some had Burns County Sheriff emblazoned in green and gold on the sides. Others were plain white. One black Crown Vic stood out from the crowd. I knew from my time with Dean it didn’t belong to Burns County. Must be the Feds Dean said were looking for Michael Gage. I drove on past, intent on heading home to do my dirty work.

      Passing the Gaslight City limits, a stray thought hit me. Wade might be moving his crap out of my house right then. The idea of facing him made my toes curl. I did a U-turn, skirted Gaslight City’s downtown, and went out to Priscilla Herrera’s old cabin. I parked on the dirt road and fought my way through the brambles cutting the abandoned homesite off from the rest of the world.

      Nothing had changed since my last visit. The door to the dilapidated cabin hung open, just the way I left it. I hoisted myself inside and sat on the plank floor.

      I closed my eyes and cleared my mind. From somewhere nearby came the sound of small feet scurrying. Probably rats. I tightened at the thought of one of the nasty little beasts biting me. One deep breath in. I let the rats go. Slow breath out. I let go of the world around me. Another breath in. The black opal heated on my chest. Long breath out. I reached out to Priscilla Herrera.

      I’m ready to accept your mantle. I pushed the thought out into the spirit world, imagining Priscilla Herrera as a way of directing it. My mind and body grew still. I sent the message again. And again.

      A raven cawed from somewhere outside. Maybe this is it. I got to my feet and stood in the open cabin door. A raven perched on the fallen log where I’d bonked my head a few days earlier.

      “Rack-rack-rack,” it said.

      I hopped out of the cabin and took a step toward the raven. It faded and disappeared.

      Several more minutes passed. Nothing else happened.

      “What’s the matter with you?” I yelled. “This is what you wanted.”

      I waited for thunder to clap, for lightning to flash down. The only sounds in the clearing were the whisper of the wind in the pines and the rough disturbance of bird wings flapping. I looked for the bird but saw nothing.

      “Fine then.” I stomped back out to my car and got inside, slamming the door way harder than necessary. I cranked the engine and drove with no idea where to go or how to make things work.
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      Gaslight City’s lone Dairy Queen sat in an area populated mostly with new businesses. Separated from the old downtown by Piney Hill Cemetery and a copse of mature forest, the stretch housed strip malls, storage units, and fast food franchises. Dairy Queen, which came to town when I was in grade school, outdated them all.

      I parked in the parking lot and sat in the car, chain smoking. Golden-hued memories of Memaw and me coming here after Sunday night church and eating banana splits led me to DQ. Now, the idea of an ice cream cone turned my stomach.

      How could I eat ice cream when Michael Gage had my best friend hidden away somewhere, doing awful things to her? Her scream echoed in my memory. No matter what I did, or how I did it, it was too little, too late.

      I doubled up one fist and hit it against my thigh. The pain welled up but not as much as I thought I deserved. I did it again, harder. I grunted with the impact, but the pain faded after a few seconds. I wound up for the third one, but a car with two teenagers in it pulled in next to me, blasting awful music.

      The boy waited for the girl on the sidewalk, speaking loudly enough for me to hear him clearly in the Nova. “I can’t believe you didn’t want to stop and watch the protest.”

      I loosened my fist and paid closer attention.

      “They’re calling that woman a Satanist, and she isn’t.” The girl, stringy blonde hair tucked behind one ear, was so busy tapping on her cellphone she barely glanced at her companion.

      “That shop’s weird. Full of witchy stuff.” The boy waited while the girl finished whatever she was doing on her cellphone. She shoved it in her pocket, and they strolled into the Dairy Queen, arms around each other’s waists.

      I forgot about beating my legs up and mulled over the teenagers’ conversation. I only knew one shop some might consider full of witchy stuff. Enchantment Emporium. The shop opened last week. Wade mentioned he’d gone inside and looked around. He called the selection impressive, if one knew what to ask for. I left the Dairy Queen and drove past the shopping center where Enchanted Emporium was.

      People milled out front of the strip mall. Didn’t look like much of a protest to me. Then I saw the first sign. The person carrying it pumped it up and down like they’d invented some kind of new boogie-woogie. I couldn’t make out all the words on the sign, but I saw SATAN. I let off the accelerator so I could get a good look at the action.

      The store owner, a thin woman maybe ten years my senior, stood on the sidewalk in front of her store, one arm across her middle and one hand over her mouth. Ex-sheriff Joey Holze stood a foot from her, hollering in her face.

      For some reason, seeing Joey Holze all red-faced and shouting, jowls flapping, felt like the culmination of everything awful in my life. Those protesters, in my mind, represented the lynch mob who hanged Priscilla Herrera. They represented Michael Gage singling me out and treating me like I was his own personal cash cow. Bullies, all of them. Someone needed to stop them.

      I drove on past the strip mall, pulled into the self-serve car wash next to it, and turned off the Nova. In the quiet, the shouts of the protests wormed their way inside my car, opening up old wounds and rubbing new raw places. Rage, my old friend, spread its thick tendrils and stretched the way a cat will, sinuous and unhurried. It crowded out any sensible thoughts and left behind a simmering pit of acid.

      I twisted the heavy silver rings the Six Guns gave me on my fingers so the rough edges would face outward and put a roll of quarters in each pocket. If I was going to go down fighting, I wanted to do all the damage I could. I climbed out of the Nova and jumped the drainage ditch separating the two businesses.

      The unmarked doors at the back of building didn’t offer much hint to which one belonged to Enchantment Emporium. I tried them all. The third knob turned, and I stuck my head inside. The sound of a woman sobbing came from the front of the store. Must be the right place. I walked inside.

      Unpacked boxes with the manufacturer’s labels still attached filled the tiny storeroom. Light from the shop filtered through long strands of beads hanging over a doorway. I followed the sound of the sobs, brushing the beads out of my face. A baseball bat arced toward my face. I raised one hand and caught it. My silver rings clunked against it, and the impact jarred me down to the soles of my shoes. I let go of the bat and rubbed my hand on my jeans.

      “Hold on now,” I said.

      “You may have the right to assemble outside my shop and protest my very existence, but you do not have the right to come in here.” Enchantment Emporium’s owner wasn’t ten years my senior. We were probably within two years of the same age. The anxiety on her face created worry lines and a listlessness that aged her far more than years alone could have.

      “I’m not a protester.” Standing in front of this woman, I found no words to express why I wanted to help her, and I had no clue how to do it. “I saw you were having trouble, so—”

      “You thought you’d sneak in the back door?” She bared her teeth, turning her otherwise pleasant face into something feral. “Do you know how many people have come in my back door since I’ve been open? Do you know how many of my former customers are outside right now? What’s wrong with the people in this town?”

      “I dunno. They hate me too.” I crossed my arms over my chest and stared out the plate glass window at the red, contorted faces, and the hateful signs.

      Up close, I could read them. The words on the signs made me embarrassed to share humanity with these dolts. They bore intelligent slogans like “Satanists Get Out” and “God Said Burn The Witches.” My personal favorite was “New Age really means New SATAN.” This must have been the sign I saw from across the street.

      The shop’s owner put her hands over her face and let out a few dry sobs.

      “Won’t help to cry now.” I racked my brain for a plan. “We gotta fight ’em. Make ’em see they can’t do you this way.”

      Outside, Joey Holze led a chant, which included the words “Burn, witch, burn.”

      “The chubby guy with the cane and the comb-over. Is he their ringleader?” I pointed at Joey through the plate glass.

      “Him and two women. One of them is old enough to be his wife. The other one’s probably his daughter.”

      “She’s his daughter-in-law.” I gazed out at the mob, watching the pulse of their signs, the fervor in their faces. I didn’t see Felicia yet but had faith she’d put double the ugly into this experience.

      A wave of cold wafted through the little shop, tearing my attention from the window. The smell of White Shoulders filled my senses. I glanced around to see who had joined us. The ghost I saw gave me an idea how to throw a shit sandwich into the works. I took out my cellphone and copied a number from my contacts onto a slip of paper next to the cash register.

      “Call this number. Tell the guy who you are, where we are, and tell him a demonstration at your place of business has gotten out of hand. Tell him Peri Jean Mace is outside confronting them.”

      “But I’ve called the sheriff’s office about this. The woman who answered the phone told me—”

      “If you want my help, do what I’ve told you. Nod if you understand.”

      The woman nodded and closed the distance between us. “I’m Jessica Wilcox. Thanks for helping me.”

      I gave her hand quick squeeze and went out the front door. The hate hit me like a hot wave out of the oven.

      Felicia Brent Fisher Holze stood on the other side of her father-in-law. She tapped him and motioned to me. Joey spun to face me.

      “There she is,” someone screamed.

      “Naw. It’s just Peri Jean Mace,” someone else answered.

      “This proves my point, ladies and gentlemen,” a voice said over a megaphone. “We’ve got one witch supporting another witch.” I squinted into the daylight until I spotted Sheriff Joey’s wife, Carly, standing in the bed of someone’s truck. I climbed onto the hood of someone’s car so we could see each other good, kicking at the hands trying to pull me off.

      “Carly, you are just the person I wanted to talk to about all this.”

      “You can call me Mrs. Holze,” she boomed back.

      “Okay, Mrs. Holze. Your mother is real upset you’re showing your ass in public like this.”

      “Don’t you talk about my mother. You don’t know anything about me or my family.” She tried the voice she always used in the hallways at school when she was a principal who hated me, and I was a lonely kid nobody liked.

      “Maybe not. But I do know your mother is here, and boy is she embarrassed.”

      “You’re lying.” Her gaze darted around, searching the faces of the mob for support. A few of them yelled insults at me. “Some people in this town think you’ve got magical power, but I know the truth.”

      “What’s the truth?” I yelled back.

      “That you’re a lonely little girl trapped in a woman’s body looking for attention any way she can get it.”

      Her words stung, and I wanted to curl up to protect myself from further stings, especially when the hoots and catcalls started up. But I glanced again at the ghost who’d followed me out of the shop, the one from whom disappointment radiated like a neon sign. Even with the black opal hanging around my neck, I only caught snatches of the ghost’s words, but I had enough sense to fill in the blanks.

      Didn’t teach her this. Supposed to love others. Her daddy always knew things.

      “Your mother has a message for you.” My vocal cords smarted from all the yelling. I cleared my throat.

      “I don’t believe you can see her or any other ghost.” The color drained out of Carly’s face, leaving only clown spots of blush and a slash of orange lipstick.

      “Was your mother buried in a blue suit with really small dots on it? With a pearl brooch at the neck?”

      Carly’s mouth fell open. The megaphone hung at her side. This was my chance. I’d have to talk fast.

      “Your mother said she didn’t raise you to treat other people this way. She said your daddy always knew things. Does she mean the future? Or did he commune with the dead like me?”

      Carly dropped the megaphone. Without giving me or anybody else in the crowd a single glance, she climbed out of the back of the truck and got in the cab. A few seconds later the engine turned over. Carly laid on the horn, and protesters parted like the Red Sea. She blasted out of the parking lot, squalling the tires. I searched out her husband in the crowd and found him standing gape-mouthed.

      Myrtle Gaudet, whom I’d last seen hurrying out of the museum to spread the gossip of Hannah’s disappearance, pushed her way out of the crowd.

      “I bet she had something to do with Hannah Kessler’s kidnapping.” She pointed one stubby finger at me. The ghost standing next to her, the little girl wearing the pinafore and fingering her blonde ringlets, the one who had one side of her head caved in, told me all I needed to know.

      “The same way you left Rose Ellen Schmidt to die by herself after she fell out of the tree house when y’all were—”

      “Shut up!” Myrtle screamed. “You’re evil. She was already—I didn’t leave—I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You sure you didn’t push Rose?” The more I listened to the ghosts, really listened, the easier hearing them got. “She says she didn’t think she was off balance, but you were arguing and—”

      Myrtle clapped her hands over her hears. “Make her stop.”

      Felicia left her father-in-law’s side and stormed toward me. I braced myself for her verbal assault, but she surprised me. Moving faster than her sedentary softness implied her capable, she lashed out one arm and grabbed my ankle, yanking me off balance. I went down hard on my ass. My teeth snapped together and lacerated my tongue. I reared back my foot and slammed it into her chest. She went down on her ass, and I scrambled to my feet.

      “Is there anybody else who wants to act like their shit don’t stink?” My voice echoed over the parking lot. The air crackled with energy. At the back of the crowd I spotted a familiar, square-jawed face. Priscilla Herrera wore a huge, floppy hat and a Victorian era dress. She tipped a nod at me and winked.

      I stiffened, and all the spit in my mouth dried up. What’s she up to? She can make this a thousand times worse in about three seconds.

      Her voice filled my head. To accept my gift, little witch, prove yourself.

      This wasn’t a thousand times worse. It was six thousand times worse. How would I ever please Priscilla Herrera? I wouldn’t. Gage would kill Hannah, and that would be that. Why didn’t I just throw myself into this crowd of assholes and die fighting?

      The blip of a siren nearby jerked my gaze off my dead ancestor. A sheriff’s cruiser pulled into the parking lot. I spotted Dean inside. He put it in park, opened the door, and stood up.

      “Every last one of you needs to go home and let this business owner get to work.” His voice carried over the noise of the mob.

      “We got a right to peaceable assembly, you twit,” Felicia screamed at Dean.

      “Don’t push me, Miz Holze.” Dean’s voice barely raised.

      Felicia turned the color of beets. “Peri Jean kicked me.”

      “Go home. Now.” Dean’s lips thinned, and he raised one finger to point at her.

      Mouth hanging open, Felicia scampered to stand next to her husband.

      People scattered like a rack of balls on a pool table. Most went to their cars and left. A small group stood off to my right, staring at me with a mix of curiosity and embarrassment. I climbed off the car and put distance between them and me. A rough hand grabbed my arm. I let out a little yelp.

      “You and me ain’t done, Miz Peri Jean. Not by a long damn shot.” Joey’s breath smelled like hot garbage. The hate glowing in his eyes made my heart skitter away in fear.

      “Mr. Holze?” Dean appeared at my side, his hand on his belt. “Don’t touch her. It’ll save us both a lot of trouble.”

      Joey dropped my arm and stormed off. Felicia stomped along behind him. Joey’s son, Scott, lumbered behind them, red-faced and stoop-shouldered.

      “You found Hannah yet?” I approached Dean.

      “Feds have taken over the investigation. They don’t want a local sheriff involved.” He walked to his car and turned back to me. “You don’t need to be wandering around alone. Find someone to stay with you until we get this settled.” He got into his car and shut the door.

      “Peri Jean?” A woman from the crowd of lookie-loos approached me. I tried to remember her name and couldn’t. She’d been several years ahead of me in school. “Can you contact my brother, Colby? He got killed in Afghanistan several years ago. Remember?”

      My head spun in confusion. How had I gone from almost getting my ass kicked to someone wanting me to contact the dead for them? I didn’t want to spend valuable time farting around with this woman.

      “I’d pay you.” Her fingers tightened on her leather purse.

      “I—uh—okay.” I nodded.

      “I have a room set aside for séances.” Jessica Wilcox stood at the door of her shop. “I take credit cards.”

      A rumble went through the small group of people. The woman who’d asked me to contact her brother Colby walked into Enchantment Emporium, head down. I followed.
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      A half-hour later, I emerged from Enchantment Emporium’s séance room, Faith Minton on my heels. She went straight for the glass counter and handed her credit card to Jessica Wilcox. The price Jessica quoted for my services made me do a double take. I pretended interest in a rack of books to cover it.

      “Thank you, Peri Jean.” Faith came to stand next to me. “I had so many questions about Colby’s passing. It feels good to know what really happened.”

      I still felt sick to my stomach. Colby had been captured by the enemy and had his head hacked off with a machete. Bad way to go. He revealed the existence of a child he’d fathered and gave Faith enough information to contact the mother. I managed to give Faith a nod. “Thanks for the business.”

      She gave me a B.O.-scented hug and left the shop.

      Jessica rang up a sale on the cash register and held out several bills to me. “Your cut.”

      I hesitated in front of the register. Doing paranormal investigations for Mysti Whitebyrd and Griffin Reed out of town was one thing. Shitting where I ate, so to speak, was quite another. A cold hand pressed the center of my back, pushing me forward. I knew the feel of that hand by now and didn’t have to turn to see Priscilla Herrera behind me, that proud haughtiness burning in her dark eyes.

      “Thanks, Jessica.” I took the bills.

      “Anytime, and I mean that.” She glanced into the corner of the shop. “You’ve got a visitor.”

      Wade Hill rose from wherever he’d been sitting, his dark eyes blank.

      “You get your crap out of my house?” I glared at Wade. It felt better to be angry than hurt by his rejection.

      “You can use the séance room.” Jessica’s gaze moved from Wade to me and back again.

      Wade motioned me to follow him into the séance room. I wanted to tell him to rot in hell, to scratch his face, to do anything that might make him feel the way he’d made me feel. Instead, I followed him into the tiny room, sat back down at the table, and waited. He sat across from me and stared, some emotion I couldn’t quite pinpoint in his dark eyes.

      “I didn’t get my stuff out because I won’t leave you alone, not while Michael Gage is running around kidnapping people.” He ran one hand over his beard.

      “Gee, thanks.” I wanted him to declare his undying love, to promise me the world. His doing otherwise pissed me off.

      “I’m sorry about last night.” His shoulders inched up toward his ears. “You caught me off guard, and it embarrassed me.”

      Say you changed your mind. Say you made a mistake.

      “It can’t ever happen between us, Peri Jean. Ever.” He glanced down at the table and muttered something. The roaring in my ears blotted it out.

      “What was the last part?”

      Wade turned his gaze back to me. “I said, ‘I wish things were different.’” His dark gaze burned into me, kindling the kind of heat he claimed not to want. “I’m sorry about the insults I threw out. They aren’t how I feel about you. Plus, it ain’t like I got room to talk.” He smiled, but it was a ghost of itself.

      It was my turn to apologize, but I didn’t know what to apologize for. I wasn’t sorry for trying to seduce Wade. The way he touched me every chance he got, the way he stared at me when he thought I wasn’t paying attention, the way he always showed up when I needed him—it painted a different picture than a guy who didn’t want me. My face heated as the entire memory of the night before replayed in my mind.

      “Peri Jean?” He reached across the table and took my hand. “Can we stay friends?”

      “Say you don’t want me and mean it.” I pulled my hand away from him. I wouldn’t let this go without a fight. The way Nash's kisses felt compared to Wade’s was like rice cakes compared to crème brûlée. Wade and I were right together. We fit.

      He sighed. “My sister reads the cards. Not tarot cards like your friend Mysti, or Cricket, did. Just regular old playing cards.” Wade lowered his head, ran his hand over his beard again, and glanced up at me. “Lot of what she predicts comes true. She predicted I’d meet you several months before I did. Described you down to that raven tattoo on your arm. Said you were my spiritual match. Said we had destiny together.”

      “Maybe that means we should be together.” I crossed my arms over my chest, getting impatient with this whole recitation. So far, he hadn’t said anything to make me understand why he was acting so weird.

      “At first, I thought so. Then you got together with Dean.” A frown creased his brow. “Remember when I went home to visit my family?”

      “Sure. Your sister got married?”

      “I lied about that.” His smile was a little stronger. “Truth is, my daddy is—was—an alcoholic. He was drunk driving and wrapped his car around a tree. Killed him dead. Went back for the funeral.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I wanted to shake Wade until his teeth rattled.

      “I was embarrassed to come from that sort of thing.” He shrugged. The subject was closed. “While I was back home, my sister read cards for me again. She insisted. Said it was bothering her. The reading was about us.” He leaned back in his chair. “By that time, I saw the writing on the wall with Dean. Everybody did but you. I wanted you, and I couldn’t wait until it blew up. But my sister’s reading said I was to be your friend and nothing more. Otherwise, I risked grave danger.”

      “You can’t believe—”

      “Don’t tell me what I can and can’t believe.” He slapped one hand down on the table. “Not after the things I’ve seen with you. People around you do end up dead. How would you like it if we got involved, and then I got killed?”

      A white band of panic jarred through me.

      “That’s what I thought.” Wade’s dark gaze rested on me. In it, I recognized the sadness throbbing in me. He took both my hands. “I’ll always be your friend. Always.”

      Something inside me bled. It howled in agony and gnashed its teeth. My chance to be with a man I knew I could love no matter what road we traveled curled up and sobbed, its heart broken. My throat tightened. I struggled to keep my face impassive and squeezed Wade’s hand. “Anything you want, friend.”

      We walked out of the séance room together. My legs felt too light and too insubstantial to hold my weight. I drifted to the front of the store, eyes locked on the wall behind the counter where a framed picture hung. I stood staring at the picture, vaguely aware I recognized it from somewhere but too dazed and freaked out to make the connection. My black opal sent a charge of magic into me, and the fog over my eyes snapped.

      “This is it.” I turned to Wade for confirmation. He only stared blankly at the picture and shook his head. He didn’t know what I meant.

      Jessica joined us before I could explain. A smile hovered on her lips, but she stared first at my face, then at Wade’s, as though trying to assess its appropriateness.

      “What is that?” I pointed to the wall. I knew it was the lost church of St. Augustine, the same one I read about in Eddie’s notes and saw in Adam Kessler’s pencil drawing. The one that had something to do with the Palmore Sawmill ruins, according to Adam’s note. But I wanted to know why Jessica Wilcox had it and what she knew about it.

      “I bought this at a yard sale. The woman who sold it to me said it dated back to the turn of the century.” She turned to regard the picture, a print from an old picture judging by the crease on one edge and the tattered corners.

      I could barely keep my breathing calm. Ever since seeing Adam Kessler’s drawing, I had a strong feeling the Mace Treasure was in or near this church.

      “It’s fascinating, isn’t it? I’ll tell you a crazy story about this picture.” She waited for me to encourage her to go on. I nodded. “When I first saw it, I wasn’t too interested, but I kept getting drawn back to it. I’d get across the yard from it and go back. Finally, I just stared at it for about ten minutes straight. I saw—thought I saw—something moving in the picture. Almost like the shadow of a person, like you’ll see in old time pictures where everybody had to stand still for a really long time. And I heard singing.”

      A memory awoke somewhere deep in my subconscious. It stretched and yawned, blinking owlishly. Then it faded back into darkness. “Did the person who sold it to you have any more information on the church?”

      “Not really.” She wrinkled her nose. “Apparently, this print belonged to her father-in-law and had sat in her attic for years.”

      Maybe I could go talk to the person myself. “Do you remember where the house was?”

      Jessica took out her cellphone. “The yard sale was over on Spence Street, in that gorgeous area with all the old houses.” She showed me a snapshot of a house I knew well. “This is the one.”

      “Thanks for your help.” I tapped Wade and motioned to the door.

      “I should be the one thanking you. You saved my life today.” She flipped her lank, brown hair off her shoulder. “If you ever need anything…”

      I nodded and hurried out the door, cellphone already out. I tapped in a text message to Hooty Bruce.

      Are you home? I crossed the gully and leaned against my Nova while I waited for the answer.

      I will be in about five minutes, came the answer.

      May Wade Hill and I visit you?

      Am I performing a shotgun wedding? was his reply.

      In your dreams. I looked at Wade, heart aching. He’d already straddled his motorcycle and had his head lowered. I forced some cheer into my voice to keep from bawling and spoke to him. “Come with me to Hooty’s.” Our gazes met and locked. I got the same roller-coaster feeling in my stomach I always did. This time heavy sadness followed it. The one man I really wanted was out of my reach forever.

      His Harley thundered to life, and he roared off. Maybe he didn’t want to look at me either.
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      I followed Wade to Hooty’s house on Spence Street. We parked at the curb. A curtain twitched at the window. One of Hooty’s big eyes appeared in the crack. A few seconds later, he opened the front door and stood in it.

      I hurried up the steps and threw my arms around Hooty. I couldn’t remember a time I didn’t know and trust him. “This suit makes you look like an undertaker.” I fingered the dark material.

      “Imagine that. I wonder why I’d want to look like an undertaker.” Hooty leaned around me to shake Wade’s hand.

      Rainey Bruce pulled up to the curb of her parents’ house and climbed out of her sporty Mercedes. Her careworn dog followed at her heels.

      “I didn’t realize she was coming to lunch.” Rainey hooked a thumb at me. “Or him.” Her gaze drifted down to Wade’s beat-up engineer boots.

      “Peri Jean sent me a text just a few minutes ago. Your mother’s made plenty of food for everybody.” Hooty held open the door.

      “We didn’t mean to intrude on your midday meal.” I stood my ground.

      “Hannah’s missing. We need to talk. Am I right?” Hooty raised his eyebrows until his forehead bunched in wrinkles.

      A few minutes later, we sat around the dining room table, plates of Esther Bruce’s chicken spaghetti in front of everyone except for Hooty and Rainey. Father and daughter had salads with grilled chicken on top. The dog ran from person to person grinning and begging for food. Hooty gave the dog a piece of lettuce, which promptly ended up on the floor.

      “See, the dog won’t even eat this mess, Esther. A man needs real food.” Frowning, he pointed his index finger at his plate. “This salad only has eight pieces of chicken on it. And they’re little bitty. How am I supposed to get through the rest of the day?”

      “Dr. Longstreet put Daddy on a diet because of his diabetes.” Rainey ate a piece of lettuce and gave her dog a grilled chicken strip.

      “Well, Nathan wasn’t thinking right. I’m about to starve.” Hooty took a big drink of his iced tea and made a face. “Not even sweetened.”

      “Samuel Wayne Bruce, you will eat this food and like it. I refuse to be a young widow.” Esther pointed her fork at Hooty.

      Having never heard anybody refer to Hooty by his real name, I snickered and slapped my hand over my mouth.

      “You.” Hooty pointed one finger at me. “Don’t laugh at your elders.” He turned to Esther. “But a man needs some good food before he buries people or tells them about the power of the one true Lord.”

      “Not when he’s thirty pounds overweight and on blood pressure medication.” Esther stared down her husband. “Not when the doctor said the right diet would add twenty years to your life.”

      “Daddy, you know you have to stick with this diet.” Rainey fed another piece of her chicken to the dog.

      Hooty’s lips turned down. He ate a forkful, making a face around the lettuce. Wade got another helping of chicken spaghetti. Hooty slumped. I offered him my garlic bread. He snatched it and gobbled it while Esther’s mouth still hung open.

      “Daddy!” Rainey swatted him on one arm.

      Hooty grinned around his ill-gotten gains. “Let’s talk about Hannah’s disappearance.”

      For several minutes, I answered questions—mostly from Rainey—about Hannah’s disappearance and my screaming match over the phone with Michael Gage. “He says I have to find the Mace Treasure, or I’ll never see Hannah again. To do that, I need some questions answered.”

      Hooty motioned for me to keep talking. I told them everything I knew about the lost church of St. Augustine, ending with the picture Jessica Wilcox claimed to have bought at a yard sale here at Hooty’s house.

      “You sold my father’s picture?” Hooty stared across the table at his wife. He gestured at his empty salad plate, as though to indicate the level of betrayal he felt.

      “All I’ve done since Wilton died is move it around the attic. I didn’t realize it had any value.” Esther didn’t look sorry. She looked a lot like her daughter with her high cheekbones and her half-lidded eyes.

      “I don’t guess it really matters. I never liked that picture, never wanted it hanging in my house.” Hooty shook himself. “Daddy had some theories about that church, spooky stuff, and I guess hearing him talk about it all those years made me a little scared of it.”

      “Did Judge Bruce think it had anything to do with the Mace Treasure?”

      Hooty stared at me, his mouth opening. “I don’t think so. Have you come across something implying it might be?”

      I explained about Hannah and me discovering Adam Kessler’s pencil drawing of the church. Then I told them about the two interviews about the church Eddie had in his Mace Treasure research.

      Hooty’s dark skin turned as gray as the hair at his temples. “I—I never realized. Hezekiah Bruce’s journals mentions it too. I should have…” He let the sentence trail off and got up from the table. A few seconds later, he came back with the journals I’d fought so hard to get back from a pair of lying thieves. He pushed one across the table to Rainey. Father and daughter gently leafed through the brittle pages as Wade Hill helped himself to a third helping of chicken spaghetti.

      “Don’t eat so much of their food,” I hissed at him.

      “Let him have it all. Hooty waits until I go to sleep and sneaks down for leftovers.” Esther stood. “Who wants strawberry shortcake?”

      Rainey shook her head no, but Wade and I nodded. Hooty got a hopeful expression on his face, but Esther gave him a glare.

      Hooty stopped leafing through his ancestor’s journal. “Here it is. I knew I remembered this.” He glanced over the page. “One of Hezekiah’s customers, a local mason, was hired to remove some stones and some decorative items from the church. They used the materials to build the Mace crypt.”

      Esther came back to the table with three strawberry shortcakes. I set mine to the side while I skimmed over the entry. “Reginald Mace—my ancestor—defaced a church to gather materials for his crypt? How trashy.” Memaw always taught me to never destroy church or cemetery property. She said it was disrespectful. I couldn’t wrap my head around any other way of thinking. Maybe Reginald Mace’s bad luck fell on him because he defaced the old church in the woods.

      “Reginald Mace thought the entirety of Burns County belonged to him. He wouldn’t have seen taking the materials as defacing.” Hooty stared at my strawberry shortcake. I didn’t quite dare give it to him after the garlic bread incident. I gave him an apologetic shrug and took the first bite.

      “You think the treasure is hidden at this old church?” Rainey turned her attention from the journal to me for confirmation. I nodded. “Where’s this old church, Daddy?”

      We both stared at Hooty.

      He grunted. “That’s going to be a problem. I told y’all my daddy had a mild obsession with that church.” He glanced around the table. Everybody but Wade, who was still eating pretty seriously, nodded. “Well, the picture your friend bought came from Longstreet Lumber. It used to hang in B.B. Longstreet’s office. He got a new wife—who became Benny Longstreet’s mother—and she redecorated. Got rid of a bunch of stuff.” Hooty’s stomach rumbled, and he gave his wife an accusatory stare. She ignored him.

      “You may not realize this, but Luther Palmore, who lived and died in the burned out estate behind your house, started the company that became Longstreet Lumber.” Rainey spoke to me. “B.B. Longstreet’s ancestor was Luther Palmore’s foreman. He took over the lumber company and changed the name to Longstreet Lumber, which is what it has been for the past hundred-plus years.”

      “She’s right.” Pride shone in Hooty’s eyes as he smiled at his daughter. “Palmore was a surveyor. Mapped most of Burns County as he logged it. The maps Daddy bought off B.B. Longstreet were drawn by Luther Palmore. We’re talking about the first English-speaking people who ever saw these woods.”

      “Do you still have the maps?” I allowed myself a little hope.

      “I do. Unless my wife sold them.” He glanced at Esther. She shook her head. “But they won’t do you any good. Daddy scoured those maps looking for evidence of that church. Never found it. We spent a lot of Saturdays hiking through national forest land. Never even found where a storm may have blown the church down.”

      “I found a picture—like one copied from a magazine or newspaper in Eddie’s treasure notes.” I paused while I tried to remember the caption. “It said the picture came from film in a camera found floating in an empty boat.”

      Hooty nodded. “Because of Daddy, I learned to listen when old timers brought up the lost church. What I heard about its location didn’t give me any answers. Some said it’s in north county. I’ve heard it’s in south county. Some accounts said east county. Daddy felt those tales were rubbish, just the silly superstitions of uneducated men, but I always wondered. Especially after tramping all over those woods as a boy.”

      “The drawing of Adam’s that showed the church had a note with it. Adam wrote it to me before he died.”

      “You still have it?” Rainey held out her hand as though I’d be able to pass it across the table right then.

      “Michael Gage took it when he kidnapped Hannah.” The rage built in me again. I couldn’t wait to get my hands around Michael Gage’s scrawny neck. “The note said the next clue was at Palmore Sawmill Pond. Best Hannah and I could figure, Adam went out there looking. That’s when he started getting the illness he had when he died. Problem is, I never knew of any pond at the sawmill ruins.”

      “Sawmill pond? You sure about that?” Hooty crossed his arms over his belly.

      I thought about it. “Maybe not. All it said was ‘Palmore Pond.’”

      “Now I might be able to help you find that place. It’s on the maps Daddy bought from B.B. Longstreet. Seen it with my own eyes.” Hooty stood from the table. “Your daddy, uncle, and me used to go out there some when we were teenagers. Deep, deep hole. Ain’t really even a pond. Palmore had it mined for some kinda stones. More of a quarry.” He left the room.

      “You two are going out there, aren’t you?” Rainey glanced at Wade to include him.

      “Maybe.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “I’m going too.” She turned to her mother. “Do I still have some clothes here? Jeans. Stuff I don’t mind ruining?”

      “You’re not going.” Wade stared Rainey down. “I can’t take care of you and Peri Jean at the same time.”

      “I don’t need you to take care of me.” She rose from the table and left the room, not even bothering to glance back.

      “She’s going, you know.” Esther Bruce began clearing the plates.

      Wade was still huffing when Hooty came out with a copy of the section of map we needed.

      “Now I’m going to tell you a way to get to this where you’ll only have to hike about a half-mile through the woods.” Hooty stood between Wade and me, pointing to a spot on the map.

      Fifteen minutes later, Rainey, Wade, and I left Spence Street, headed for a place where I had no idea what we’d find or if it would help us at all.
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      The final leg of the drive out to Palmore’s Pond was on an unmarked dirt road. Branches screamed against my Nova’s paint and rocks thumped against the undercarriage. In front of me, Wade rolled to a stop.

      I got out of the Nova and stared out into the darkness of woods. Gray clouds slid over the sun, scumming its light into something dim and sickly. Rainey stood beside me and made a face.

      “I bet we’ll all get ticks and chiggers.” She scratched at one bare arm.

      “Scratching makes it worse.” A mosquito lit on my arm, and I killed it.

      Wade ignored us both, squatting next to his motorcycle and rummaging in the saddlebags. He held a semi-automatic pistol.

      “You legal to carry that?” Rainey glared at him.

      “You want to go in those woods without it?” Wade stuffed the pistol in the back of his pants. “Michael Gage might be out there.” He reached into his saddlebag again and drew out a machete.

      “Do you know where the trail starts?” Rainey’s change of subject was the closest she’d ever come to conceding an argument.

      “Your father said to drive three miles down this trail and stop. The path is on the east side of the woods.” Wade crossed the road. “This is the east side. Anybody see a trail?”

      “How many years since Hooty’s even been out here?” I walked along the edge of the woods.

      “Way he acted, probably thirty or more.” Rainey walked behind me. “Trail’s grown up if nobody’s been using it.”

      Wade grunted and took the first step into the woods. The clouds rolled off the sun, glaring against the white sky and heating up the humid air. Wade held his cellphone in front of him. I craned to see the screen. He had it open to a compass.

      “Hooty said it’s about a half mile east of the road.” He stared at my face.

      I averted my gaze. After everything, I no longer knew what to say to him or how to act with him. Crazy story about his sister’s card-reading aside, Wade had been right. Us trying to be anything other than friends had ruined our friendship. After a few seconds, he turned away from me and began crashing through the brush. He swung at hanging vines hard enough to make his big knife whistle through the air. He even kicked a felled log out of the way as though it had somehow offended him.

      “I see the sparkle of the sun on the water.” Wade stopped so quickly I ran into him.

      His solidness knocked me backward several steps. He grabbed my arm to steady me. An electric current of desire ran up my arm, invaded my brain, and begged me to get stupid. I told it to shut the fuck up. We pushed on a few more minutes until Wade grabbed my arm and pulled me to a rough stop.

      “Look down,” he said.

      I did and gasped. The ground dropped off two feet from where I stood. Twenty or more feet below was the bluest water I’d ever seen in real life. It might have been two feet deep or a hundred.

      Rainey stopped on the other side of me and stared at the blue water. Chill bumps marred her perfect skin. She rubbed at them. “It’s creepy here. What are we looking for, Peri Jean?”

      “I have no idea. Adam’s note didn’t say anything other than he came out here not long before he died. Nothing about what he came looking for.” My mind buzzed like a hive, but no good ideas came to the surface.

      “So the theory is what? The clue is in the water?” Rainey stepped away from the edge as though afraid she might fall in. Which made no sense. She was the most graceful person I knew. “Because I won’t go in the water. Gives me the creeps.”

      “If anybody has to go in the water, I’ll go.” I watched the water, shoulders tensed, as though something might rise out of it any second.

      “Nobody’s going in the water.” Wade put his hands on his hips. “In case you two have forgotten, the Mace Treasure is cursed. People who get too close to clues get sick, die, or both.”

      “I won’t. And, if I do, I bet you can heal me.” I wasn’t one hundred percent sure of my safety or of Wade’s ability to fix whatever I broke, but I couldn’t let Hannah down. Priscilla Herrera said I had to prove myself before she’d give her mantle to me. Showing her I would go to any length, put myself in any danger, to find the Mace Treasure might convince her. “Let’s walk around the edge of the water. Maybe I’ll get an idea what we’re here for.”

      A bird’s grating call came from the woods. I squinted into the treetops until I saw the raven perched on a branch. Soon as I saw him, he raised his wings and made his odd call again. He cawed again and lowered his wings. Did he mean I was doing the right thing? Or was he trying to warn me? No way to know. He squawked again, flickered out of sight and back in again.

      “Y’all see that?” I pointed at the raven.

      Rainey stared into the trees and shook her head. “I don’t. What is it?”

      “Those ravens I told you about? They’re back.”

      Rainey turned a slow circle, hands on her hips, staring at the sky. She drifted closer to the edge of the drop-off with each step, almost as though a magnet pulled her. Wade caught her arm just as she stepped off. Eyes wide, hands trembling, she moved several feet away from the edge.

      “I don’t see the ravens.” Wade stared up into the trees. “But I feel the magic. Bad magic. We should just go.”

      “I can’t. There’s something here for me to do.”

      Wade stared down at the water. He shifted and stood on his tiptoes. He pulled me to stand next to him. His arm went around my waist, and I thought about all the ways I could make myself look and feel like a jackass. He pointed. “Look over that bluff. See that little beach? It’ll be safer over there. Let’s—”

      The raven let out another husky caw. I quit listening to Wade and looked for the bird. It went past my head, so close I could see the skin around its eyes, and flew out over the water. The clouds covering the sun rolled off. The sun peeked over the trees and beamed down hard on the deep blue pool of water. Something sparkled in the water’s depths, drawing my gaze and holding it.

      “Where are you going?” Wade’s voice came from behind me.

      His voice woke me out of something like a daze. I’d walked away from him without realizing it and stood on the edge of the drop-off, staring down at the water.

      “Something’s down here.” I pointed one finger at the water.

      “Wade, get her away from that edge.” Rainey crashed over the ground, reaching for me. “She’s going to—”

      The water rushed up to meet me, slapping my face and shooting up my nose. I flapped my arms, trying to regain control. Water sluiced over my head, cutting off my air supply. Something grabbed my ankle and pulled me deeper. My lungs pounded, begging for fresh oxygen. The airless wall of water pressed at my face. I was going to die.

      The black opal pendant heated my skin. I braced myself for the worst and opened my eyes. In front of me was a figure made of rough-edged shadow. Its burning red eyes raked over me. In one sharp-clawed hand, it held my ankle. Panic ripped apart both my willpower and my good sense. I kicked and wiggled, trying to get out of the thing’s grip. It yanked me deeper.

      My oxygen-starved lungs burned and ached. I wouldn’t last much longer. Sooner or later, I’d be unable to keep myself from opening my mouth and gulping water into my lungs. Then I’d drown and die down here.

      Wade would come to get me, and this awful shadowy thing would kill him. And it would be my fault. Another dead friend who I could have saved. I called on the power of the black opal, drawing it into me and letting it build. When it filled my head so completely bright spots of light peppered the edges of my vision, I pushed it at the dark thing and thought, Let go now, at it as hard as I could. I kicked for good measure and floated upward. Lungs crying for oxygen, cutting away all reason, I used the last of my energy to kick and stroke to get there faster. My head broke water in time to see Wade jump into the water.

      “Don’t,” I shouted even though it was too late.

      Wade surfaced next to me. “I thought you’d broken something or got tangled up. You can’t see the bottom from up there.”

      “You can’t from down here either. Something had me. Holding me under. We have to get out. This was a mistake.” I’d have to think of some other way to prove myself to Priscilla Herrera. I swam toward the beach on the other side of the pond, my out-of-shape lungs still crying.

      Wade went under first. I went after him, water stinging my eyes. The sun beamed down on the water again. I caught a glimpse of the shiny thing I’d seen from the drop-off. I looked harder at it, opening the part of me who saw ghosts and made things happen with witchcraft.

      The beam of sunlight brightened, lighting a rusted anchor lying on the bottom of the pond. The anchor no longer sparkled, but something tethered to it did. I bet it was my clue. My lungs, already pleading for air, reminded me what was important.

      I drew on the black opal again, this time feeling the drain of power in my stores. If I kept on, I would get too weak to swim for shore. What else can I do? Drown? Let Wade drown? I concentrated until my head felt like it might explode. Then I directed the power of the black opal at the thing holding both Wade and I under water. I pushed the magic at it as hard as I could.

      A bubble of light separated from me and moved toward the shadow creature, expanding as it got close. It bumped the creature and bounced away.

      My spirits fell. All I had was in that bubble, and now it was headed the wrong way. I went limp. I had no more fight to give.

      Wade, his eyes wide and full of fear, watched the bubble float close to him. He punched one finger into it. The bubble popped. The ground shuddered. Gold liquid spilled from the bubble, leaking into a thin ribbon, and drifted toward the sand bottom of the pond where it puddled. Something rose from the puddle of gold, turning black as it grew. Wings formed, and a beak opened. A raven’s caw is less than beautiful on the surface. It’s even worse underwater.

      The raven opened its wings and went at the dark figure. The water churned as the raven attacked the shadow. It struggled to hold on to Wade. The raven pecked at the shadow, tearing out clumps of its body.

      The black shadow let go of Wade and fought its way clear of the raven. Wade kicked away from it, probably headed to the surface for air. The black mass shot toward me, featureless face growing a nose and eyes and a mouth as it came. The mouth yawned open and locked on mine. Bitter poison burned down my throat and settled in my stomach. The bird hit the shadow again and drove it away from me.

      The shadow threw its arms up to fight, but the bird dove into its midsection. Its head moved as though it was eating a particularly good meal. The shadow backed away from the bird, trailing a stem of black entrails. The bird tilted its head up and began to suck down its meal, just like a bird eating worms. The shadow swirled, trying to pull itself away from the bird, but only causing itself to elongate and make the bird’s end of things easier.

      A loud clunk drew my attention away from the sickening sight. The anchor lay in two pieces. The trinket tethered to it began to float away in the cloud of dust produced by the melee. No, no, no. That was my clue. I had to have it or this whole ordeal, including whatever poison the shadow breathed into me, was for nothing. My head was too light, and my lungs too strained to go after it. All I could do was watch it float away.

      Strong fingers gripped my arm and dragged me toward the surface. Wade and I both broke the water, taking ugly gulps of the sweet oxygen. Wade grabbed me and towed me toward the beach before I caught my breath. My arms gave the water weak slaps. My legs barely moved in a kicking motion. The ordeal had weakened me, and my insides boiled and stung from the dose of poison the shadow breathed into me.

      Bony hands grabbed my arm and gave me several hard jerks. I opened my eyes to see Rainey thigh deep in the water, teeth bared, and pulling me toward shore. She got me into knee-deep water and let me go. She splashed toward Wade and gave him the same treatment. Hands on her knees, Rainey dropped her head and gasped for several seconds but raised again and trekked back through the water.

      I wanted to ask her where she thought she was going, to tell her to come back, but I couldn’t get enough air in my lungs to do it. I crawled to shore and lay panting on the sand. My guts flamed with the bad stuff the shadow monster breathed into me. I could feel it speeding through me, withering everything it touched.

      Wade crawled to me and pushed me onto my back. He sat back on his knees and put his hands on my chest, head thrown back, lips moving. His healing magic seeped into me, quelling the death spreading through me but not quite killing it all the way. I pulled on my black opal to help Wade but found it empty. I’d have to rest before it would work for me again.

      Wade squeezed his eyes shut, straining to access his gift. His face darkened. His effort crackled through him and into me. The blight spreading through me hardened into a ball. It had to come up. I shoved Wade away and turned onto my side where I choked and gagged. And puked up a gout of black shadow. It hit the sand and absorbed into it, leaving nary a trace it had ever been. I turned back to Wade.

      He hunched forward, wheezing and dripping sweat. “That’s all I’ve got, but it’s still in you.” He stumbled away, hand clapped over his mouth. He vomited into the bushes.

      I curled on my side, clutching my burning stomach, and watched my friend hurt. Wade staggered from his mess and knelt at the edge of the water to clean his face.

      Rainey came ashore, water streaming from her clothes and puddling in the sand. She held something cupped in her hand. She dropped it on the sand and whirled on me, eyes wide, mouth fixed in a snarl.

      “You made me mess up my hair.” She dropped to the sand next to me, fists clenched.

      I cowered away and held up both hands, expecting her to hit me. Instead she threw her arms around me and held me tight. I returned her hug. She squeezed too hard. Sobs shook her shoulders.

      “You made me mess up my hair.” She cried harder. “Don’t do that again. Never do that again.” She hugged me until her sobs faded and pulled away from me. She used her faded T-shirt to wipe at her face. “Your face is pale. Dark circles under your eyes. It made you sick to touch it.”

      I nodded. But I did what had to be done. I made things progress. “You feel okay?”

      She ignored my question and let go of me to pick up the object she’d dropped in the sand. “Here’s what you came to get. Thing floated right to the surface. Gold isn’t supposed to float, is it?” She glanced at Wade, who was still pale and shivering, and answered her own question. “Of course it doesn’t.” Her nervous laugh sounded like the yowl of a lost cat.

      I leaned close to see what had been tethered to the anchor. Rainey handed it to me, possibly afraid she’d soak up some of my poison if I got too close. The thing was covered with mud, which I wiped off on my T-shirt. I realized what I held in my hand and almost dropped it. “It’s Polly Mace’s missing cameo brooch.”

      “You have got to be kidding.” Rainey gathered herself and came to take a closer look.

      I wiped more mud off the front of the cameo and held it out to Rainey. “See? The Diana of Versailles.”

      Wade stumbled over and leaned over me. “How did you recognize it so fast?”

      “Polly Mace is part of the talk I give every week at the museum. Her missing brooch is one of the mysteries of Burns County. It disappeared right around the time William Mace took off for the Alaska Gold Rush. His wife accused everybody she ever met of stealing it.” I took in Wade’s puzzled expression. “You know who she is. She’s the lady in the painting whose hair you said looks like Bride of Frankenstein.”

      “Aw, you can’t know this is that woman’s brooch.” Wade tried to turn away from me, but I grabbed his arm.

      “Can too. Here’s her initials engraved on the back. MAM,” I read out loud. “Her real first name was Mary, and Polly was a nickname for Mary.”

      “So that clue means what I think it means?” Rainey wrung out one corner of her sodden shirt.

      “Next stop, the Mace crypt.” I stood up on my wobbly legs.

      “We’re not going in the crypt.” Wade stood up very straight and towered over me. “This little adventure almost killed you, and it made me damn sick.”

      “What else do you suggest we do?” I glared up at Wade. My swaying back and forth ruined the effect. “Just wait until Michael Gage starts sending us pieces of Hannah?”

      Wade turned away from me and marched back towards the road. He’d go to the cemetery. He’d go anywhere I said. Rubbing it in would only make him have a hissy fit, so I followed him with my mouth shut.

      After a stop at my house to pick up fresh clothes for Wade and me, we spent the rest of the day and early evening at Rainey’s fancy house, located in the only gated community in Burns County.

      Rainey spent a lot of the afternoon on her phone jabbering about what we’d found. She must have had the same plan as Tubby—to draw Michael Gage out by making him think we had the treasure. I lay on the floor, the dog nestled against me, a haze of exhaustion cloaking her actions with a sheet of unreality.

      Whatever the shadow gave me sizzled in my stomach. Every once in a while, a burning, sour burp worked its way up my throat. I doubted I’d survive the week if I didn’t get it out of me. No matter. I wouldn’t let it stop me from saving Hannah.
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        * * *

      

      Night came sooner than I wanted. Rainey shook me out of a light doze and offered me a glass of water. She patted her dog while I drank. I checked my cellphone and found a text message from Mysti Whitebyrd.

      The shoot wrapped today, thank Goddess. I’ll be there in the morning unless you need me now.

      See you then, I tapped out on my cellphone and glanced around for Wade. We needed to get cracking. I had to get Priscilla to agree to bequeath me her mantle by morning.

      “Your hunk’s in the kitchen making a nasty mess out of some crap he found in the woods behind my house.” She jerked her thumb at the swinging white door separating the kitchen from the living room.

      Wade came out of the kitchen carrying a small white dish and held it out to me. “Eat it. I already took mine. Make you feel better.”

      The smell coming off the dark paste suggested it would do everything but make me feel better. Mysti Whitebyrd occasionally presented me with similar concoctions. They all tasted terrible and smelled worse. Sour spit filled my mouth, and another burning burp worked its way out of my stomach. I shook my head.

      Wade squatted in front of me and leaned so close I smelled the awful crap on his breath. “Do you want to have enough strength to survive another attack? This will ward off nasty stuff like that booger under the water. Make it less effective.”

      “I’m okay. Give it to Rainey.” I gestured at the other woman. She didn’t bother to acknowledge me.

      “There’s some for her too.” Wade pushed the plate closer to my face. “Do it. Now.”

      I turned my face away and got to my feet. Wade stood with me, crowding my personal space. Still he held the plate in my face.

      “Do you think I can’t force your mouth open and shovel this shit inside?” His gaze bored into mine.

      I stared at the familiar planes of his face. Gone was the hint of flirtation and the admiring glances at my body. A poison-tipped dart stabbed into my emotions. I pushed away the ache. This was stupid. I was being a baby. How could I miss something I never had anyway?

      Wade shoved the plate in my face again. He meant business. I took it, licked the awful crap off, and forced myself to swallow. I turned away from Wade so I didn’t have to face him anymore.

      The burn of poison ebbed and dulled. I still felt it buried deep inside me, doing damage I probably didn’t want to think about. My energy rebounded. It hummed in my head like a machine powering up. The black opal’s temperature elevated ever so slightly. It was enjoying Wade’s home remedy too.

      “This hasn’t yet killed Peri Jean, and she had a full dose of it. I don’t think I have anything to worry about.” Rainey turned her back to Wade and went to sit on her fancy white couch.

      “Good try.” Wade followed her. “Only reason it hasn’t killed Peri Jean is the curse was made with the blood of her ancestor. Otherwise, she’d have probably shriveled up and died on the spot.” He held the plate out to Rainey. She took it from him, her lips pulled into an ugly rictus, and licked off the goop.

      We prepared for our gruesome errand in silence and were walking through Piney Hill Cemetery less than an hour later.

      The Mace crypt loomed over me, white stone gleaming blue in the moonlight. I stopped at the wrought iron gate. A shiny new steel chain with a padlock dangling from it held it closed. Wade stepped around me and used the bolt cutters he’d quietly lugged across the cemetery. The chain fell to the manicured grass. I unlatched the wrought iron gate and swung it open. Its dry hinges let out a shriek.

      “Keep it down,” Rainey hissed. “We’re trespassing.”

      “Yeah, I meant to do that. You got the key?” I held out my hand. Rainey placed a tarnished brass key in it to work the padlock on the crypt’s door. “End of the road for y’all. I may need to be dragged out.” Images of my crumpled body lying lifeless in front of the crypt clambered for my attention, each one more gruesome than the last.

      Rainey backed away from the crypt without a second’s hesitation. “I’ll keep watch.”

      I didn’t blame her. The Mace crypt felt creepier than ever with the blood of a new death soaked into the ground around it. I wanted to walk away from this but didn’t see any other way to take the next step other than to face this place.

      Wade stayed at my side. I stared up at him. “Go. Stay out with Rainey. Be ready to drag me out if it’s necessary.”

      He shook his head.

      “Who’s going to get me out if things go wrong? You won’t be able to protect me.” I measured my next words, considered not saying them and then did anyway. “What if being in there kills you? It’s happened before. Then you won’t be here to help me afterward.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me, lips already pursing with his argument.

      The black opal emanated power on my chest, ready for me to bring it out to play. The power coming out of it was stronger than anything it had shown me so far. What was in that gunk Wade made me eat? I put my hand on his chest and let the power flow into him. He gasped with the force of it.

      “Let me try alone.” The things I didn’t say swooped back and forth in my mind, wanting out into the world. I strained against saying them. The truth—that I didn’t want to risk him—would only insult him.

      My friend stood still, watching my face, maybe trying to read my mind. On impulse, I grabbed his hand and squeezed. He leaned down and kissed my cheek. Behind him, Rainey let out a sarcastic groan.

      Formalities complete, I passed through the gate and felt the air change. Each step down the stone path echoed as though someone walked right behind me. It was just the sound of my footsteps echoing off the crypt. I hoped. The night sounds buzzed in my head, impossibly loud, maddeningly close. I stuck the key in the modern padlock, gave it a twist, and it popped open.

      A putrid odor wafted out. I forced down my gorge and stepped inside. The beam of my flashlight played over the walls. Black mildew streaked down in thick fingers, the sour odor of it viable over the stench of rot. A small entry chamber opened into the main part of the crypt. On each side of it were stained glass windows, dark this time of day.

      Three stone enclosures, about the size of coffins, lined the short, narrow walkway. The back wall had a long shelf with a candelabra on each end. The iridescent threads in the marble glittered when the light from my flashlight hit them.

      I read the names on the burial enclosures, unfamiliar with all but Reginald Mace and his son William. I stared at William’s marker the longest. The Mace Treasure, hidden by Reginald, was intended for his son, William. But William never came back from the Alaskan Gold Rush to claim it.

      I stared at the inscription, struck with the feeling something was wrong but not quite able to put my finger on it.

      William Tullos Mace. 1868-1973.

      I should have known what was wrong, but fear crowded out most of my thought processes. The crypt had an echo from hell. Each breath I took thundered around me, repeated several times as though an army occupied the room and not just me.

      I forced myself to concentrate on William Tullos Mace’s inscription, trying to figure out what was off. It hit me.

      The fate of William Mace was one of Hannah’s favorite topics. She claimed she intended to find out and use it for her Mace display in the museum. William Mace left for Alaska in 1897 and never returned. No record of his remains being returned to Gaslight City existed. They certainly weren’t brought back in 1973. Nobody’d been in here since my grandfather, George Mace, died here in the late nineteen-sixties.

      “So what’s in here then?” My voice rang in the crypt, finally dying out. I thought I heard a soft sigh and a scrape on the stone floor. I wheeled around, pointing my flashlight but saw nothing. Gotta concentrate, Peri Jean. Get out as quick as you can.

      I pushed at the flat stone covering the side of the sarcophagus. It rattled a little at my touch. The flashlight’s beam didn’t reveal any way it was held in place. I got out my pocketknife, opened the blade, and got to work. The humid room played hell on my frayed nerves. Soon I smelled my own sweat. Deep in concentration, the rest of the world shut out, I didn’t hear the sound for no telling how long.

      Then it was suddenly there. The patter of little footsteps running around the room. The sound traveled to the back of the room where the candelabras were, then up to the entry chamber, passing through the room where the dead rested each time. The hair on the back of my neck bristled and stood up. I turned slowly, as though that would make a damn bit of difference, and faced the outer room.

      The sound came again. Tap-tap-tap-tap all the way down the length of the crypt. Now that I was paying attention, I identified the slap of bare feet against the stone floor. I glanced at the door leading back outside. Only thirty steps, twenty if I ran. But I couldn’t move. My muscles clenched tight, unwilling to take any commands. Even my lungs constricted. My breaths came in hard, labored draws.

      Something bumped against my back. I leapt away from William Mace’s supposed final resting place. The stone rattled in its frame and inched outward. It hovered on the edge and toppled over and somersaulted to the floor where it broke into a thousand pieces. The running footsteps stopped at the sound.

      I crept to the open tomb and peered inside, shining my flashlight. A flat piece of wood lay inside it. That’s it? My grandfather died looking for this flat piece of wood? Reginald Mace either had a great sense of humor or tended toward theatrics.

      I picked it up, and the now familiar black smoke rolled out with it.

      “No, please, no.” I backed away from the smoke.

      It spread and filled the room, blocking my way to the exit. The shape of broad shoulders formed. I backed away and ran into something short and solid. Reedy arms closed around my legs and tightened. I glanced down and a chalk-faced, coal-eyed creature stared up at me.

      “Gotcha.” The thin whisper of its voice clawed away my control in one razor-fingered swipe.

      I threw back my head and screamed. Tears steamed from my eyes, blurring the room and my attackers, but I couldn’t stop bawling. I just wanted someone to take me away from this. Nobody came.

      The sound of someone, probably Wade, pounding on the crypt door and screaming sounded worlds away. The door jittered with each blow he made to it but stayed closed. A rattling sound began in the entry chamber. Probably Wade messing with the windows. Please get it open soon. Because I’m losing my grip.

      I turned my attention back to the horror hugging my legs. It grinned, showing a mouthful of dark, jagged teeth. The black opal flashed power on my chest. I directed its power at the snark-toothed monstrosity touching me. The power flowed through me, creating dots of light in my vision, but the leg hugger stayed where it was. The shadow advanced on me and wrapped steel arms around me.

      A circle of pain blossomed on my thigh. I knew without looking the leg hugger had bitten me. It ground down, jaws working, trying to puncture skin. Its sharp teeth cut through my pants and pierced my skin. Its bite burned and ached at the same time. The pain from Palmore Pond came roaring back, wrapping me in paralyzing bands. A deep ache spread through my body. Each thud of my heart pushed the poison deeper. Its burn circulated through me, destroying as it went.

      They were killing me the same way they killed my grandfather. The black opal pulsed impotently on my chest. I couldn’t summon the energy to do anything with it. Through half-lidded eyes I stared at the walls of the crypt. They seemed to writhe like snakes, changing form with each breath I took.

      A crash came from the entryway of the crypt. I glanced in its direction, barely interested. Dying did a better job of capturing my attention. Wade came in hands first and fell to the stone floor. His gaze fixed on me, eyes widening and mouth falling open. He threw his head back and screamed.

      The dry noise of flapping wings filled the crypt. The hoarse caws of the ravens hurt my eardrums. The black opal pulsed again, reminding me it was ready to go. I willed its power into the birds. Watching through sick, half-aware eyes, I saw ravens with missing patches of feathers, ravens mostly made of bone. All of them had the red eyes of death.

      The black opal’s power hit them hard. Their feathers filled in and glowed with health. Their cries grew louder, more real. Those red eyes, though, they stayed the same. They surrounded me and my tormenters. The noise they raised pushed out all the pain and fear. It took over my brain in a chaos of feathers shimmering with magic and fiery, angry eyes.

      The half-pint biter went first, turning to smoke and rising to the ceiling. One raven broke off from the pack and swooped toward the smoke, taking it into its body like good food. The brutish shadow monster holding me in place tightened its grip. The ravens attached themselves to it. Pieces of it broke away and swirled to the ceiling. The ache of the poison surging through me eased. I sagged to the ground.

      Wade’s huge hand curled around my wrist and pulled, but the ravens got to me first, biting at me, sinking their talons into me. Some of them flew into Wade’s face. He let go of me to protect himself. I rolled onto my back. One raven landed on my chest. It stood still for several seconds, flashing in and of existence with my beating heart. Its red eyes fixed on mine and flashed to black. The bird solidified.

      The skin underneath its feet stung as though pierced. The raven began to sink into my chest. My breastbone ached. My ribcage strained. I drew in a breath to scream my horror and pain, but couldn’t get enough air to do it. The raven’s head disappeared into me. The bird moved around inside me, too big to fit comfortably. The bird, or the bird’s wraith, stilled and sank deeper, parting the organs and muscles as it went. They throbbed in protest but yielded. Then the phantom bird stilled. I let out a moan of relief.

      The remaining ravens flashed out of existence, leaving Wade with his hands up to protect his face. He dropped his hands and scuttled to me. I lay still, the pressure of the raven inside my chest a time bomb I was afraid to disturb.

      “Did you see?” My breath wheezed in and out of me. “That raven went inside me.” I pointed to my chest.

      “It’s okay. I’ll fix it.” He put his hand on my chest and closed his eyes. He opened them again without going into his routine. “What’d they do to you? I can’t fix that.”

      The crypt’s door slammed open, and Rainey Bruce charged in, wild eyed.

      “I can’t heal her.” Wade spoke to Rainey as though this was something they’d already discussed, maybe argued about. “You didn’t see—” Wade cut it off swiveled his head to stare saucer-eyed at the crypt’s back wall.

      “I can.” Priscilla Herrera came out of the crypt’s back wall and came toward us as though it was Sunday afternoon in the park.

      Rainey’s face went slack, and she clapped one hand to her mouth. She scuttled backward until her back touched the wall. One side of Priscilla’s lips quirked up. Otherwise the ghost floated toward me, the empty space between her feet and the floor visible and terrifying.

      Wade stayed next to me, arm locked around me. He faced Priscilla with his mouth set in a grim line. She leaned over him and put one hand to his cheek. He flinched at her touch but stayed his ground.

      “So brave. Are you really sure she’s not worth it?” Priscilla got even closer to his face, staring into his eyes. Finally, a moan of fear escaped him. Her laugh echoed in the room. Finished with Wade, she turned to me. “Risky letting yourself get filled with the poison of my curse. Your lover here will have to continue healing you to prevent death, but it will eventually kill you anyway unless you take on my gift. Haste, my darling, haste.” She touched one hand to my throbbing, overfull chest, and moved her head in a satisfied nod.

      “Why did the raven go into me like that?” I could barely breathe around the pressure in my chest.

      “Because you’re ready now. Reba Skanes has what you need to finish this transformation. She’s expecting your visit.” She pressed on my chest and whispered a word. The bird settled deeper into me, easing the pressure. I wasn’t sure if I should feel relief or horror.

      She turned to Rainey and nodded. Rainey took one jittering hand away from her mouth, stood straight, and nodded back.

      “Don’t forget your clue, dunderpates.” Priscilla pointed to William Mace’s tomb and faded from view.

      “Wait a minute,” Rainey yelled after her. “What clue?”

      “I know where it is.” I hauled myself to my feet.

      “No, don’t go back in there.” Wade rolled to his feet much faster than I had.

      I ignored him and shuffled across the floor, still weak from my ordeal. I pulled the piece of wood out of William Mace’s tomb and handed it to Wade. Rainey reached between us and snatched it.

      She held her keychain light to the piece of wood and read, “My good friend Luther Palmore is a lover of literature. Treasure Island captures his fancy, but his whole library is grand.” She dropped the piece of wood on the floor. “Those damn books again. There’s nothing else in here? After whatever just happened? That mean old biddy didn’t do a damn thing to help.”

      “Let’s get out of here.” Wade picked up the block of wood off the floor. “We fiddle around too much longer, and somebody’s gonna come.”

      We walked across the cemetery much more slowly than we came and finally reached Rainey’s extra car—an older economy sedan. A gift-wrapped box sat on the car’s hood. It had a tag hanging off it. Rainey reached for it.

      “Don’t.” Wade tried to push her hand away.

      Rainey narrowed her eyes at Wade and plucked the tag off the gift. When she read the words, her voice shook. “Greetings from Michael Gage.”

      I forgot about the fatigue weighing me down, and the intensity of nightmare I’d just lived through dulled. My body got ready to do battle.
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      We stared at the box, all three of us frozen in place. Fear iced me from head to toe. My imagination cavorted like a drunk at Mardi Gras. I let it convince me a piece of Hannah Kessler was in the box. Tension worked its way down my neck and into my shoulders. I pushed down the image of a stray body part in the box. I had to keep myself in check, or I’d never get Hannah back in one piece.

      “I’ll open it.” Wade closed the distance between himself and the box.

      “Wade, no.” I reached for him. “What if it’s booby trapped?”

      “Then I’m the one who needs to pick it up anyway.” He pulled the lid off the box before I could argue more. “It’s a cellphone.” He held up the device.

      “Can’t they make bombs out of those?” Rainey backed away.

      Wade shrugged and pushed the button to wake it up. He stared at the screen, still except for the rise and fall of his chest.

      “What is it?” I moved toward him.

      “A message. Let me go look at it, see if it’s anything you need to see.” He tried to walk away, but I grabbed his arm and hung on for dear life.

      “Let me see. Now.” I held out my hand. My anticipation swelled. What would I see? How bad would it be? Would I ever be able to forget it?

      The pressure in my chest bore down and the curse’s poison sizzled in my veins. My body went stiff, and I slapped my hand against my chest. The sound of two hearts beating pounded in my head. Pain stabbed at my ribs, and each breath hurt. Below that, a rotten burn lingered. The poison from the curse? The bird inside my chest? Both. Priscilla Herrera may have given me a temporary reprieve back in the crypt, but the effects of the curse would eventually come back to roost. It was going to kill me when it did. Hurry, a familiar voice whispered inside my head. The pain let go. I sagged against Wade with a groan. He closed his eyes and pressed the cellphone into my hand. Rainey crowded close, the sharp odor of her fear rising between us.

      I punched the button to light up the cellphone’s screen. There was nothing but a video. Sweat erupted on my head and slithered down my back. Whatever evil I was about to see was my fault. Poor Hannah. I’m so sorry, so very sorry. I tapped play.

      A dark, blurry image filled the screen. Hannah’s sobs were the only sound. We had plenty of time to analyze the desperation in them and hear the deep, racking sorrow of someone who had lost all hope of rescue or relief. A light clicked on, and Hannah’s face jerked into focus. One eye was swollen shut, and her lip had a split spreading up to her nostril.

      Grief welled in me, almost as bad as the physical pain a few seconds earlier. I swayed on my feet. Wade’s arm slipped around my waist. He pushed his legs against mine to keep me upright. His hand squeezed mine. I blinked against tears and stared at the screen.

      “No,” Hannah grated out. “No. Please not again. I’m begging you.”

      Her eyes squeezed shut, and her lips clamped together. The camera stayed on her face. It turned pink and then red. Sweat sprouted in fat beads on her brow. Her eyebrows pushed together until they formed an ugly v. She strained against whatever was being done to her. Finally her mouth flew open, and she sucked in a breath.

      “Noooooo!” Her scream went on and on.

      I had time to imagine all the horrible things being done to her, each picture in my mind more terrifying than the last. Moaning, I leaned into Wade, grateful for his comfort and sick Hannah had no one to comfort her.

      “Please, please, please.” Her breath came in pants. “Just stop. Please.” A steady stream of tears ran down the side of her face. “I have money. I can give you money.”

      “Me-he-he-he,” came Gage’s awful laugh from somewhere offscreen. “Don’t want your money. This is about a beef I got with Peri Jean.”

      Hannah’s body relaxed, and she let her head fall to one side. Her breathing became less frantic. Her face crumpled. Sobs shook her body. The camera moved to show Michael Gage’s grinning face. He had a white bandage over his nose where I’d bitten him.

      “Peri Jean, I’m waiting on you. We’re gonna have us some fun.” He giggled again. The smile fell off his face. “You doing so good on finding the treasure, I changed the time I’m giving you to find it to forty-eight hours. When I call your cellphone in two days, you best have that treasure for me. Unless you want the next box to have pieces of your friend in it.”

      The video went to black. Rainey spun away with her hands over her face. Wade took the phone out of my hand and dropped it back in the gift box. He turned me to face him and put both arms around me. One huge hand stroked my back.

      “We’re gonna find her,” he whispered. “I promise you.”

      I bawled against his chest, tears scalding my cheeks. Wade did nothing more than hold me upright. He knew to let me get it out. My sobs scraped my throat raw and made my chest hurt even worse, but I let them run their course.

      “I’m calling Tubby.” My voice had a honking, foggy ring. I took my cellphone out of my back pocket.

      “You will not.” Rainey rushed over to me and tried to snatch my cellphone.

      I held it out of Rainey’s reach, really too sad and tired to stop her if she had her heart set on taking it from me.

      “Tubby’s the only way we’ll find Luther Palmore’s books, and you know it.” I found Tubby’s contact information, and my finger hovered over the call button.

      “I can’t be involved in something illegal.” Rainey stepped away from me.

      “Pretend you don’t know,” Wade said. Brow wrinkled with a frown, he put his hand on my back and rubbed. He leaned so close his whiskers tickled my face. “Are you ready for me to do the healing Priscilla Herrera suggested?”

      “Let me get this in motion first.” I called the special number Tubby had given me. Rainey clamped her hands over her ears and marched away from us.

      “You change your mind about a job at my cathouse?” Tubby drawled.

      “Shut up and listen.” I told him about the video and about my urgent need for Luther Palmore’s books and who I thought had them.

      “So our fine, upstanding ex-sheriff has the books somewhere.” He laughed.

      “Unless he sold them.”

      “Well, if he did, they’re gone forever.” Tubby put his hand over the phone and told somebody to stop fucking crying and do their damn job. He came back with an angry huff. “But I got an idea where they might be.”

      “You go check it out. If they’re where you think they are, get them. I’ve got to make a run to Nacogdoches, but I’ll be back—”

      “Hold on, hold on. I ain’t never said I’d steal them damn books for you.” His voice got high and whiney. “I sorta thought we’d do it together. Be like old times. Bonnie and Clyde ride again.”

      “Tubby, if I didn’t have this other stuff hanging over my head, I’d do it.” But it won’t ever be like old times again. I kept the last part to my own self.

      “What you gotta go do? Might be, I’ll help.”

      “This done got out of hand, Tub. The treasure done made me sick.” I caught myself lapsing into Tubby’s speech pattern and cut it off with a cruel mental swipe. “I’m running out of time, and I need to go to Nacogdoches to get what I need.”

      “Something magic?” Tubby knew enough about magic to hire a witch if he thought it would get the job done.

      “Yeah. It’s magic.” The pain in my chest came back in a bright flash. I rubbed at it and hoped magic could fix it. Something in there felt very broken.

      “All right. I’ll do this for you, but you gonna owe me.” He waited for me to concede.

      I thought I was the one helping him. Silly me.

      “Yeah. I’ll owe you.” The prospect sent ice scrabbling up my spine. No telling what he’d want or when he’d want it. “Oh, and Tub?”

      “Mmm?”

      “You got any idea where they’ve got Hannah, you could end this a lot quicker.”

      He hung up on me.

      A sheriff’s cruiser passed by the cemetery, slowing at seeing our little group standing around Rainey’s car. She took a few steps out and waved. The lights flashed, and the cruiser went on its way.

      “Get in the damn car.” She jerked open the door and climbed in on the driver’s side.

      Wade and I obeyed. He had to help me into the backseat. Rainey drove off into the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Another hour and a healing later, I lay curled in the backseat of the Nova while Wade drove us to Nacogdoches. The rumble of the road echoed up through the old car seat and vibrated against my head. Sleep, which Wade insisted I needed, was out of my reach. Instead, I lay with my eyes open, staring at the back of the driver’s seat and hoping I was traveling the right road, that I wasn’t making another stupid mistake.

      A radio preacher crackled over the car’s original stereo, voice fading in and out, the same way the moonlight chased us through the pines. “Jesus-uh is watching you at all times, waiting for you to acknowledge his presence-uh. Waiting for you-uh to realize your true destiny-uh. Why won’t you submit?” His voice rose. “Submit, submit, submit.” With each ‘submit’ his voice raised an octave until he screamed like a madman.

      Wade clicked off the radio. “I feel you not sleeping, Peri Jean.”

      “I’d rather worry.” I pulled out my cigarettes, lit one, and tapped the pack on Wade’s shoulder. He grunted, took it, and blazed up his own dose of carcinogens.

      “I’m worried too. More about you than this silly little errand.” He let off the gas and slowed for a deer to dart across the road in front of us. “You’re making a mistake taking on Priscilla Herrera’s mantle. She’s evil, and you’ll always have a part of that in you.”

      “She’s not evil. Not in life, not now.” I hoisted myself to a sitting position. “She’s just…ruthless. She does whatever it takes to get the job done.”

      “And you want that in you?” Wade slowed again, this time to a stop. Five deer ran across the road. He turned to face me. “Because it will be.”

      “How do you know it isn’t already?”

      “Because I know you, probably better than anybody else. You’ve got this rocket launcher inside your head.” He tapped his own head to make sure I understood. “But you don’t know how to run it. Do you think this is going to help?”

      “I don’t see how I have a choice. If I can’t get the curse off the Mace Treasure, I don’t find it.”

      “That’s not the end of the world.” Wade put the car in gear and started driving again.

      “What about Michael Gage? What about Hannah?”

      “That’s going to go however it goes with or without you finding the treasure.” The silhouette of Wade’s head wagged back and forth. “Gage is going to do whatever he’s going to do to Hannah, and we’re going to kill him if we can get to him before the cops find him.” He stubbed his cigarette out in the ashtray. “No. You’re letting yourself get bullied into this. Why?”

      Anger zigzagged through my head. “What about the next Michael Gage?” I wiggled around until I could lean over the front seat to glare at Wade. “He’s not the only person who’s hurt people I love over the Mace Treasure.”

      Wade shook his head again. “You’re still not thinking straight. What about the next time you get frustrated with your gift? You can’t get this out of you. No telling how it’s going to affect you on a day-to-day basis.”

      I swallowed. Was I doing the right thing? I couldn’t know until I tried. But, as Wade so generously pointed out, there was no way to undo it if it turned bad. I slid down on the seat and leaned back. Something moved in my chest, and it let out a throb. My mind called up an image of that raven sinking into my chest. I shuddered and told Wade something I hated admitting out loud. “I think it’s too late.”

      “I know,” he said softly. “It was probably already too late when you went under the water at that damn quarry.”

      “Then why are you arguing with me about it?” I popped the back of the driver’s seat with the flat of my hand.

      “Because I’m scared of losing you.” His voice broke on the last couple of words. “You’re my only real friend.”

      A lump worked its way up my throat. I tightened my jaw against it and watched the back of Wade’s head. He sat perfectly still, only moving his hands on the steering wheel as we rounded curves on the endless ribbon of farm road. We said no more until we hit the Nacogdoches city limits. The first rays of daylight were just starting to light the pillow of clouds on the horizon.

      “Pull over at a restaurant or something.” I scooted forward on the seat. “Somewhere you don’t mind staying while I go take care of this.”

      “I’m not letting you go by yourself.” Wade passed a convenience store the size of a small village.

      “You’ve got to. Reba Skanes doesn’t like men. I think she’s afraid of them.” I pointed at an all-night waffle house coming up to our right. “It’s why I moved out as quickly as I did.”

      Wade chuckled. “The world would end if you didn’t have the company of a man.”

      I popped him on the arm, and some of the tension that had lingered between us since the night I stripped naked in front of him went away. “Pot. Kettle. Black. All I’m saying, dude.”

      Wade pulled into the waffle house’s parking lot and turned to regard me, eyes squinting in mirth. He took my hand and ran it over his beard and then kissed it. “Please don’t do something where I lose you. I can’t take it.”

      “I’m doing the best I can.”

      Wade got out of the Nova and helped me out of the backseat. He stared into the windows of the waffle house for several seconds and took off walking without saying goodbye. I opened my mouth to yell after him and closed it. Maybe his way was better.

      I got in the car and drove the streets of the oldest city in Texas. Memories of my time with my ex-husband veiled the newer businesses with old wounds, the fire that cobbled me together.

      Wade’s words came back to me. His concerns scared me just as much as they did when he voiced them. Taking on Priscilla Herrera’s mantle could bring way more bad than good. It might even kill me.

      I stopped in front of the lot where the old house my ex-husband and I shared with a bunch of other losers once stood. The nightmare of that time rang in my mind’s eye. The house of a thousand bad times was gone. Maybe burned to the ground. Maybe razed by a city-owned bulldozer. Just gone, a patch of manicured grass next to a well-kept Victorian in its place.

      I stopped growing in this place, stopped trying to learn who I was. Figured maybe it wasn’t worth finding out. Just as the house was gone, maybe the old me was going too, slowly, but going all the same. I started driving again and was at Reba’s in too few minutes.
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        * * *

      

      Reba’s neighborhood, an older one full of turn-of-the-century frame houses, was declining when I lived in it but still mostly working class. On the day I returned, the neighborhood carried an air of surrender.

      Garbage and outright junk littered the yards. Many of the formerly graceful homes had plywood nailed over doors and windows, their porches collapsed, railings hanging like broken dentures. Those were the abandoned ones.

      Most of the occupied houses could have had a sign in front saying, “This is where you buy drugs.” Shadowy figures stood on those porches, watching me, waiting to see if I was a customer.

      I got out of the car and stood in front of Reba’s house. It hadn’t changed much since the summer I helped her paint it when I was barely eighteen. The paint, which must have been redone since then, was perfect snowy white without chips. How did she stay in this awful neighborhood? I’d have made Memaw move, even if she kicked and screamed.

      I walked up the concrete steps to the porch, took the first creaky step onto the wood floorboards, and tilted my head up. The porch’s ceiling was still the odd shade of blue Reba insisted on.

      When I helped Reba paint this porch, I couldn’t understand why she insisted on this particular shade of blue-green for the porch ceiling. She never would say. Over the years, I’d learned it was supposed to keep ghosts away. She’d known what I was even then but never mentioned it or treated me any different. She’d been good to me. I should have visited before now.

      The front door opened with a soft click. Reba stood behind the screen door, smiling. “As I live and breathe, I never thought I’d see you again.”

      “I’m sorry I stayed away.” I pulled on the screen door, and its hinges screamed.

      “Come on in. I got iced tea.” Reba stepped away from the door, holding one hand to her stooped back.

      I followed her inside, taking in the sheet-covered furniture and the scatter of magazines and books. The house even smelled the same, dried roses and pine-scented cleaner. Reba already had the tea poured and set out on the kitchen table. I sat in the chair she indicated.

      “You really knew I was coming?” I took a sip of my iced tea. Just like I remembered. Too sweet and too strong.

      “She came into my dreams last night.” Reba ran her finger down the condensation on her iced tea glass, but didn’t drink. “All that time you lived with me, I kept wondering if I wasn’t supposed to give it to you then. But Leticia insisted you weren’t the one. Begged me not to mention any of it to you.”

      All the air went out of my lungs, and the ache rose up in my chest again. Memaw had known all this? Why did she never tell me? Again, something fluttered in my chest, pushing for more room. I rubbed at my breastbone. The discomfort eased, but only a little.

      “You’ve still got time.” Reba jerked her chin at my chest. “And I’ve got a story to tell you. Priscilla insisted.”

      I nodded. “You don’t refuse her.”

      She gave me a rueful smile. “The Robert Skanes who knew Priscilla Herrera was my grandfather. He passed this story down to my father, Bobby, who passed it to me. When I started to get too old, I tried to pass it to my daughter, but…” Reba shrugged and folded her hands in front of her. I couldn’t help but notice the humped-up joints and knuckles, the rash of sunspots. “Priscilla had other plans. Neither the story nor this duty was for my daughter.”

      “By ‘passing the story,’ do you mean something magical? Some sort of spell?”

      Reba thought it over. “Maybe. The keeper of the story had to live in this house. While I’ve lived here, I’ve been very lucky not to suffer the burglaries my neighbors did. Might be why they moved on, and I stayed.” She smoothed her fine, white hair with one crooked hand. “Back in the 1960s, when my daddy lived here, the neighbor behind us caught his house on fire. Daddy ran all the way home from work to get…it…out of the house.”

      “What is it, Reba?” I stared at my old friend across the table.

      “Let me tell you this story the way it was passed to me. That’s what I’m supposed to do.”

      I nodded.

      “My grandfather was Robert Skanes. He met Priscilla Herrera when she was still a girl. Her mother worked in a brothel. She had died, and they wanted Priscilla to work in the brothel to pay off her mother’s debt to them. So she ran away.” Reba reached out for her tea but stopped and put her hand back down on the table. “Robert was traveling through, and she ran up to his wagon and begged him to help her. Promised he’d never regret it if he did. She said she’d earn him all the money he ever wanted.”

      The story strung itself together in my head, populated by images I’d seen in historical pictures. Priscilla had the huge bun of black hair she’d shown me in my visions. Robert had a walrus mustache and smoked a pipe. I knew—without quite knowing for sure—that Priscilla must have taken on her mother’s mantle before she ran away from the brothel. She knew she could keep her promises to Robert.

      “Robert said Priscilla always knew which towns to avoid, which people to avoid. They worked together until he was old and wanted to retire. He offered to bequeath the business to her, but she refused and asked for a favor instead.” Reba opened her mouth for the next leg of the story, but I interrupted.

      “Miss Reba, I appreciate you telling me this story.” My cheeks heated. I didn’t want to be rude to someone who was going to such a great deal of trouble for me, but I felt jumpy and out of sorts. I wanted to finish my business here and go get Wade. Mysti would be in Gaslight City by day’s end, and I wanted her confidence and comfort. “A friend of mine did a bunch of research on Robert and Priscilla, and—”

      Reba’s eyes, which I noticed had a film over them, maybe like glaucoma, never changed expression.

      Is she blind? And I’m too self-absorbed to notice? I could have kicked myself.

      “Did this friend tell you the birds, the ones Robert called death birds, followed them everywhere?”

      I sat up straight. “What about the birds? I see them all the time.”

      Reba didn’t acknowledge my words. “Robert said Priscilla talked to the death birds and they to her. There was one she kept in a cage. She’d send it out, and it would come back. Robert thought it brought her information. She never would say.”

      “The birds have saved my life.”

      A shadow flickered over Reba, making her appear transparent for a split second. I pulled back from her, but then she was whole again, just as she had been. “The birds will belong to you now.”

      “Memaw told me they belonged to our whole family. She left me this letter—”

      “Samuel and Samantha—Priscilla’s children—came to this house after their mother’s death asking for the favor Robert promised their mother. The death birds came with them but didn’t belong to the children. The children and the birds simply traveled together.” Reba tapped one finger on the table the same way she’d done to get my attention when I rented a room from her. “One day one of the birds flew right in the house when one of the children opened the door. Went through the house and dropped a package on Robert’s desk. It contained a note and one other item, which was to remain wrapped. The note had instructions to keep the wrapped package for when Sam or Samantha came back asking for it. If they never did, Robert Skanes was to understand that a descendant of Priscilla’s bloodline would come one day, and he would give it to that person. Priscilla would find a way for him to know that person was coming for it. As I said when you arrived, she let me know last night.”

      Reba reached in the pocket of her housedress and withdrew a fabric wrapped bundle. She set it on the table between us.

      The calico fabric was yellowed and faded and carried an odd, spicy smell. I flashed back on the first vision I ever had of Priscilla Herrera and remembered the dress she wore on the last day of her human life. Please don’t let this be the same dress.

      My skin crawled at the thought of touching a dress someone wore to their own gruesome death. I might see her last moments, and I didn’t really want to. Not after the nightmares I’d had about the hanging, of me being on the gallows waiting to die a horrible, agonizing death if things didn’t go just right.

      Something twitched inside the bundle. Then it moved inside my chest. I flinched and pushed my chair back. Maybe I didn’t want this after all. Maybe I wasn’t brave enough.

      “You’re the one.” Reba pushed the bundle toward me. “It’s too late to run from who you are.” Her voice changed, became stronger and more commanding. “It’s already started. You have to finish it.”

      The bundle twitched again, and the pressure in my chest twitched as though in answer.

      What’s happening to me? Panic beat at my mind. I wanted to run out of this place, but it was like I was frozen to the chair. My hand went out, feeling cut off from my body, and pulled the package across the table. I unwound the twine holding it together and opened it. My stomach lurched. I clapped my hand over my mouth.

      Inside the bundle were a few tattered, black feathers and a bird skull. Caw. Caw. Caw. The sound echoed in my head. Wanting to push the nasty mess away from me, I gathered it up instead and retied the twine.

      “Miss Reba, I want to thank—” My words curled up and died in my mouth. There was an empty space across the table from me.

      Dust covered the empty tea glass sitting in front of me. The imprint of my lips on one edge proved I’d touched it, put it to my mouth. What in good gravy did I drink? My stomach heaved again.

      I shot to my feet, letting the chair slide across the floor, strewn with papers and boxes, evidence this house had been empty long enough for looters to come. I staggered back through the house, my ghoulish bundle hugged to my chest.

      The door I’d come in hung ajar, the screen door long gone. Boards buckled up on the porch. They sagged and screamed under my weight. I stopped to stare at the sign in the yard saying the house was scheduled for demolition later that month.

      My cellphone rang. I licked my parched lips and answered.

      “Peri Jean, whatchu doing in Nacogdoches? Your time is running out.” Michael Gage giggled.

      The harsh twang crawled over my skin and made it feel nasty and unwashed. How did he know where I was? Without giving it much thought, I took a close look at my surroundings, almost expecting to see Michael Gage peek out from behind an overgrown shrub and wave at me. The hair on the back of my neck stood up.

      “You still there, girl?” Gage raised his voice.

      “Get tired of trying to suck your own dick, Michael?” I strained to hear Hannah in the background. I didn’t want to hear her crying, but I wanted proof she was still alive.

      “You’re a regular comedian, ain’t you? You think you can beat me? I know every move before you make it. Before this is over with, you’ll—”

      Suddenly, I’d had enough. “I’m going to kill you. That’s how this’ll end.” I hung up on him.

      I got in my car and drove back the waffle house. The scenery rushed past my window in a meaningless blur. The past, in all its horror and shame, was dead. It could only hurt me if I let it. I had to let it go. The girl that stuff happened to was a woman now, one ready to grind her oppressors into dog chow.

      I pulled into the parking lot of the waffle house and spotted Wade. Head down, the big man paced across the parking lot, each step like several of mine. I pulled into the parking lot and he rushed at me. He yanked open the door and leaned in.

      “You all right? I knew as soon as you drove off I shouldn’t have let you go alone. I could tell it was…” He trailed off and sniffed the air. “What is that smell?”

      “Get in.” I waited for him to stuff himself into the passenger seat, listened silently to his grumbles about cars for Lilliputians, and lay the bundle Reba Skanes’s ghost gave me on his lap.

      He jerked when it touched him and used one finger to lift away the cloth. He snatched it, crunching it together, and leaned toward me. “You’ve gone too far. It’s too late to turn back.”

      Without answering, I pulled out of the parking lot and headed back toward Gaslight City. The growing feeling of pressure in my chest made my foot heavy on the accelerator. Not only was it too late to turn back, I had a feeling I was running out of time.
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      The first thing I saw when I pulled into the yard, which I still considered Memaw’s yard, was Mysti’s Toyota sedan. She sat on the porch, rocking back and forth in the swing. The last of the morning sunlight beamed straight down on her hair, lightening it to resemble a nimbus.

      “Oh, goodie. It’s the hippie witch.” Wade glared at our guest.

      “Try not to argue with her.” I didn’t feel like listening to them. The feathers and bones wrapped in the calico fabric Reba Skanes gave me twitched at regular intervals. The bird in my chest moved around with them. It probably wanted out. Whatever lay ahead was bound to be unpleasant.

      Wade launched himself out of the car as soon as he could and took off toward Mysti. I slammed the car into park in front of the yard and shoved the door open. The pain in my chest hit again. The world turned murky and bits of light sparkled in the edges of my vision. I sat in the car, hand clamped over my chest, and tried to catch my breath.

      Wade reached Mysti and leaned over her. “Do you have any idea what you’ve gotten her into?” His voice carried across the yard and probably into the next county. “She’s got to bind herself to her familiar now or she’s going to die.”

      Mysti put aside her e-reader and took a swig of whatever health potion she had to drink, all without acknowledging Wade’s fury. She raised her face and said something too softly for me to hear. He doubled up one fist and held it aloft. Mysti faced him without blinking. She put her hand on the armrest and pushed to her feet. Wade backed out of her way. Face forward, shoulders back, she went around him and came to me.

      I hurried to get out of the car, to show Mysti I was all right and could do this. Mysti rushed at me and hugged me to her. I breathed in the familiar scent of her lotion and soap and closed my eyes. She released me and held me at arm’s length, brow furrowed, eyes narrowed. “Tell me what has him all upset.”

      I told her about the poison I took on to get to the Mace Treasure clues, how doing it was the only way to convince Priscilla Herrera I was worthy of her mantle. Then I told her about the raven sinking into my chest and my errand to Nacogdoches.

      Mysti winced at the last part but went right back to her usual bright self. “The raven going into your chest was just the necessary magic to bind your familiar to you. You’ll have to get it out soon, but you’re not dying in the next ten minutes. Wade’s more dramatic than a woman.” Her gaze slid past me to the fabric wrapped bundle I left lying on my seat. “Is that what you went to Nacogdoches to get?”

      I showed Mysti the raven skull and feathers. She frowned at them and made a face. “I had a spell in mind for you, but I think Priscilla Herrera may—”

      The birds came out of nowhere. One second the yard was empty and quiet. The next, they surrounded us, flapping their wings and cawing.

      “They’re ready.” Mysti kept hold of my arm, as though she feared I might take off running. “Are you?”

      “I don’t know what to do.” The black opal pulsed on my chest, heating up.

      Wade joined us and took my other arm. He fixed his hard, black eyes on Mysti, but only for a second. Then he turned to me. “You can do this.”

      I stared at the birds milling around my feet. Some pecked at the carpet of grass. Others watched me, their sharp gaze boring into me. One cawed, and the rest took up the song. The air filled with the rough chaos of their voices. The noise calmed the seething crush of thoughts whipping around my brain.

      “Breathe deep,” Mysti said into my ear. “Let them in.”

      I did as she said and waited. It didn’t take long. White lightning flashed in my brain, and my knees buckled. The world wavered like heat baking off blacktop and then faded into nothing.

      It was so dark I could see nothing but a few pinpricks of starlight in the sky. A match hissed and crackled against something. Dim flame flickered and caught. A lantern took shape and splashed feeble yellow light on a boy’s round face. I recognized him as Priscilla Herrera’s son, Samuel.

      Tear tracks streaked Samuel’s face. He held up the lantern. His twin sister, Samantha, came into focus. She still wept, her hand held over the mouth.

      “Quiet,” he whispered.

      “They’re gone,” she said aloud.

      “Be quiet anyway. What if they left someone to keep watch?” Samuel pushed open the door to the cabin and gasped at what he saw. Samantha’s sobs kicked up a notch.

      The lantern cast most of the room in shadow, but everything visible was turned over or otherwise destroyed. Clothes and dishes lay all over the floor. The table lay like a dead animal with its legs in the air.

      “Those sons of bitches.” Samuel stomped into the room, kicking things out of his way as he went. “They’ll pay.”

      “Not from us. Remember what Mama said. Get out of here and never come back.” Samantha knelt to dig through the mess on the floor. She began a pile of small items. She turned to her brother. “Stop pulling a fit. Get what you want so we can go.”

      “Caw.” The raven landed in the open window.

      Both children turned slowly to face it, their mouths open.

      “Cawwwww.” The raven sounded weak.

      Samuel raised the lantern. “Orev? Are you okay?”

      The bird flew into the cabin and landed on the overturned table. It made a slow circle, cawing softly the whole time. It walked three revolutions and fell over. Its legs twitched once, and it lay still.

      Samantha clapped her hands over her mouth, fat tears squeezing out of her eyes. She ran to the bird and petted it as though her attention might bring it back to life. But the bird lay still. Samantha’s sobs increased in volume. She clutched the animal to her and rocked back and forth.

      Samuel watched the spectacle, his round face blank. Finally, he went to his sister and patted her back. “Come on. We have to bury him and start walking. Find somewhere to hide before dawn.”

      Samantha recovered faster than I could have. Maybe people were tougher a hundred years ago. She found her mother’s bag of scrap fabric and wrapped the bird in the same calico fabric of the dress her mother died in. The two children dug a hole in the front yard, put the bird in it, and covered it with a few stones.

      They walked away with the clothes on their back and a fabric wrapped bundle each.

      The vision faded, and I woke up in my own bed. Wade had dragged a chair from the kitchen table in and sat in it reading an unmarked spiral-bound notebook, his big feet propped up on the bed. I shifted my weight, and he glanced up.

      “What happened?” I scooted back until I could lean against the headboard.

      “The birds left, and you stayed passed out. Your hippie witch said to put you to bed—”

      “I heard that,” Mysti yelled. Her footsteps rushed down the hallway. She appeared in the doorway holding Priscilla Herrera’s spell book in one hand. “You okay?”

      I nodded.

      “Did you see what to do?” She came into the room, exchanging a quick glare with Wade, and sat on my vanity bench.

      “Not really. But that stuff over there?” I pointed at the scrap of calico fabric on the dresser. “I think the rest of the bird is buried at Priscilla Herrera’s cabin.” I told Mysti and Wade about the vision.

      Neither acted surprised. Wade began nodding halfway through the story and patting his hands together.

      “You gonna tell her what she needs to do, hillbilly healer?” Mysti raised her eyebrows at Wade.

      I expected rage, but he smiled and nodded. “The bird in the ground is your familiar. When Priscilla Herrera died, the bird could no longer live. It’s animated by your magic and your life force.”

      The raven tattoo on my arm twitched. “You’re saying it’s like a zombie?”

      “Not quite.” Mysti set the spell book on my bed. “It’s a sentient being with a little extra. It’s more than an animal. But your magic is what will keep it alive.”

      The tattoo on my arm twitched again. A glimmer of what would be required of me sparked in the back of my mind.

      “That same bird has probably been passed through women in your family for hundreds, if not thousands, of years.” Wade glanced at Mysti. She nodded. They must have come to a truce while I was out.

      The glimmer in the back forty of my mind became a glow and then a spotlight. My stomach lurched. A wave of denial followed behind it, but I already knew I had it right. “I’m going to have to bring the dead bird back to life, ain’t I?”

      Wade swallowed. “You’ll have to now. The magic that animates it is already in you.”

      “Why not just use one of the other birds?” I shivered, brought my legs up, and curled my arms around them.

      “Those birds come on the command of your bird.” Mysti came to sit on the bed and opened the spell book to a page she’d marked with a scrap of pink paper.

      “How’d you figure that out?” I tried not to look at the spell book. Priscilla’s spells, darker and more sinister than Mysti’s, made me feel like a t-baller playing against the Yankees. “Half the words in that book are in some language nobody can identify. Did I tell you Hannah and I took the spell book to a language expert she knows? The lady said she’d never seen anything like it.” The pressure turned into a crushing breathlessness. I whooped for air. Wade rushed to my side and grabbed my arm, but I got it under control and waved him away.

      “The stuff about the birds was in English.” Mysti stared at me, worry edged into the lines of her face.

      Of course it was. It’s what Priscilla wanted me to know right then. I took a shuddering breath and found I couldn’t breathe as deeply as normal. “How does the dead bird command the live birds?”

      “Same way the ghosts get in touch with you, I’d think.” Mysti passed the book to me. “This is probably the spell you’ll use to bring your bird back to life.”

      “Priscilla’s kids called it Orev.” I glanced at the spell and stopped reading when it got to the part that mentioned a piece of the familiar was needed.

      “She probably got Orev from the Holy Bible.” Wade folded his spiral notebook, put it under his arm, and stood. “Orev is Hebrew. Means raven.”

      Mysti stood as well. “You ready? Sooner we do it, sooner you’ll feel better.”

      “Or not.” Wade gave us a tight smile and stomped toward the door. Whatever happened between them must have been a hell of a showdown. “The poison she took into her body from the curse’ll still be there.”

      “And, if necessary, you can heal her some more to buy more time.” Mysti put her hands on her hips.

      Wade went out and closed the door behind him.

      “Damn hillbilly medicine man,” she muttered. She glanced at me. “Get up and get dressed. I’ve gathered everything for the spell.”

      We rode to Priscilla Herrera’s homesite in silence. Wade hummed an annoying tune and tapped his fingers on his legs. Mysti clenched her jaw and stared straight ahead. I tried to think of something to break the tension, but a fluttering sensation awoke in my chest. It expanded until I felt like an elephant had taken up residence inside me.

      We parked on the dirt road and used the path through the brambles to the little patch of land where the dilapidated old cabin sat. I raised my arm to point at the log and nearly screamed from the pain it caused. I settled for a quick wave of my hand.

      “When I was a kid, it was buried under there.” Even back then, Priscilla was trying to lead me to the remains of my familiar so I could do this. Still scared the life out of me. What if something went wrong?

      “Your bird won’t have any trouble getting to you. The log might even help it.” Wade and Mysti exchanged another glance.

      “Go ahead and make your circle.” Mysti motioned at me. While I worked, she used a regular red lighter to burn the end of a stick. She handed it to me. “Use this to draw the sigil shown in the spell book.” She gripped my arm. “It’s going to be okay. You’re supposed to do this.”

      I made the shapes in the spell book in the order indicated, overlapping them where directed. The earth hummed underneath my feet. Its power radiated through my body and vibrated in each follicle of hair. The tightness in my chest fluttered and stilled. The skull and feathers went in the center of the sigil. Around the pieces of raven went a circle of salt.

      “Now the candles.” Mysti handed me the white one first. “One on each corner. Deosil.”

      I did as she asked, waiting for the almost electric charge of magic to fill the air. It didn’t come. Instead, a bolt of agony slammed through my chest. I fell to my knees in the dirt. I waited for Mysti or Wade to come to me. Neither did. We were magic practitioners, and this was my lot in life. I had to find a way to deal with it. Eyes closed, I took shallow breaths until the pain eased and turned to Mysti, silently asking what I did wrong. She held out a bundle of natural incense and the lighter.

      “Lighting this starts the spell. So have your words ready.” She waited for me to light the incense. “This next part’s going to be hard because you’re willing the familiar into life, and you never personally knew him. But try to—”

      “It shouldn’t be hard,” Wade rumbled. “Remember how you felt when the ravens saved your life in this clearing a couple of months ago.”

      I latched onto the thought and closed my eyes, letting the burn of the incense fill my nostrils. The magic of the black opal flowed into me. I let my head lay back and called up the memory of the ravens helping me. The gratitude swelled in my chest, burned at the back of my throat. The thing in my chest fluttered like a moth crashing around a light. The movements made it hard to concentrate. I gathered my will and held on for dear life. The air finally changed, filled with power and potential. I let the words come out.

      “I call to the raven, the spirit within,

      I call on the power that we may begin

      Though two born apart may our futures combine,

      Our destinies merging, our spirits entwine

      Your sight lights my path and my will blends with yours,

      Our purpose unites and our destinies soar

      My soul your protection, your aid shall you lend,

      While my life continues, yours never shall end

      I call on the power, I call three times three

      Bind us together, so mote it be.” I stopped speaking and waited.

      The buzz in my head picked up until it roared like a jet flying overhead. The candle’s flame whipped around, though the air was still, and shot out sparks. The fluttering in my chest started again, increasing in urgency until my whole body shook with it. It broke off and traveled through my body, slamming into organs, pressing against nerves, in search of a way out into the world. The skin on my stomach grew taut and stretched. I lifted my shirt to see the peak of a beak denting it. The magic inside me turned and went the other way. I fell to my side and curled into a ball, weeping from the pain. Whorls of sparkling color danced before my eyes.

      A moving mass filled my throat. I gagged on the agony exploding in my body. It expanded and stretched until I imagined my neck blowing up, chunks of it flying everywhere. I clutched at the ache, lungs screaming for oxygen. The black opal sent a shock of magic into my throat and something warm and moving blocked my mouth.

      “Spit it out, Peri Jean,” Wade yelled from somewhere behind me.

      I used the last of my strength to push it out and fell onto my back in the dirt. The raven was nothing more than a chick, wet and brand new. It walked into my sigil and regarded the skull and feather, head cocked. The two objects emanated smoke and blackened within seconds. The raven increased in size.

      Part of me wanted to turn away from this nightmare. The other part couldn’t quit watching.

      More steady on its feet, the raven walked to the log, maturing as it went. It scratched around in the dirt, trying different areas until it found one it liked. It stood on the spot, rocking in place.Smoke rose around it. The raven’s body filled out, and the feathers took on a glowing shine.

      It turned to me and cawed.

      I heard it both in my ears and in my head. It was as though it had spoken one word. “Orev.”

      The exhaustion grayed over my vision, and I let myself drift.
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        * * *

      

      Tap tap tap. The sound became part of my dream, something awful where I barfed up a bird. Tap tap tap. No. That wasn’t a dream. It really happened.

      My eyes snapped open to a gray-black gloom I took to be dying twilight. My fingers found my throat. I felt for soreness but found none. I took a deep breath, waiting for the pressure in my chest to wake back up, but it too seemed gone. Tap tap tap.

      “The hell is that?” How did I get in bed? I didn’t even remember leaving Priscilla Herrera’s homesite.

      “Look at the window.” Wade’s voice came from across the room, just about scaring me out of my skin. He sat by the door in a chair he must have dragged in from the kitchen.

      Tap tap tap. I turned my attention to the window. The silhouette of a bird perched there. He leaned forward and gave the window three quick pecks. Tap tap tap. “What does he want now?”

      “Guess he figured you slept long enough.” Wade’s lighter flared, and he lit a cigarette.

      “How long did I sleep?” The red, digital numbers on my bedside clock read five-thirty.

      “All night. It’s five-thirty in the morning.” The ember on the end of Wade’s cigarette brightened with his inhale. “The bird’s been trying to wake you since three-thirty.”

      I shot up in bed. “Why’d you let me sleep? Hannah’s time runs out tonight. I still have so much to do.”

      “Settle down. We’ve got time.” He stood and thudded across the room. He sat on the bed. One hand stroked my back. The warmth of him through my T-shirt made me wonder who undressed me and put me in clean clothes. “You needed to sleep after all that.”

      The deep hurt of us never, ever being more than friends stung all over again. Fury over him putting me before Hannah jumped into its place. I moved to push him away. Tap tap tap. My arm stopped midway. I twisted to face the bird in the window.

      “I don’t know what you want,” I said to it.

      “So ask it.” Mysti stepped into the room wearing a diaphanous white nightgown. She reminded me of a heroine off the cover of one of those books teenage girls loved to read.

      “What do you want?” Speaking to a bird through a window felt a hundred different kinds of stupid. Nothing happened. Just as I guessed.

      Mysti came further into the room. “I don’t have a familiar, obviously, but I think communicating with him is not going to be too much different than the way you communicate with ghosts. More psychic than verbal.”

      I concentrated on the bird and pulled at the power in my black opal at the same time. A warm spot awoke in my chest near where the pressure had been so awful earlier. It grew, spreading over my whole body, until I thought I could fly if only I opened my wings. My thoughts became impulses.

      I climbed off the bed, dragging the sheets with me, and walked to the trunk containing Eddie’s treasure research. I dropped to my knees. The force of my landing jarred my spine. Wade made a noise somewhere behind me, but Mysti shushed him. The light clicked on.

      My vision was wrong. The world was shot with colors I normally didn’t see, in places they didn’t belong. Eddie’s faded black steamer trunk had shades of neon green and violent purple hovering at its edges. One of my hands shot out, faster than I normally moved, and pushed open the trunk.

      Hands fixed into claws, I dug through the mass of papers, throwing them over my shoulder, dropping them on the floor. The rational part of my mind wanted to set them aside neatly, but I couldn’t quite make myself do it. My hands kept making this huge mess without my permission.

      The trunk half-empty, my frantic motions stopped. On top of the remaining papers and files was a book I’d noticed during my perusal of Eddie’s notes. It was a large black book, but now had a lot of blues and greens in it. Its gold foil lettering read The Illustrated History of Burns County. Hoping my mess making was over, I lifted the book out of the chest.

      My vision went back to normal. The book came open on its own. Pages flipped, fanning my face and blowing my hair off my sweaty brow. They stopped without warning. I slapped my hand down to hold the place. It was a chapter titled “Luther Palmore’s Dream and Nightmarish Death.”

      My body tightened. It would come down to this.

      “What is it?” Mysti knelt, stacked papers, and squatted next to me.

      “I’ll have to go back there.” I gestured toward the pasture. “Where those ghosts are.”

      “Wait until dawn breaks. Too dark right now.” Mysti took the book from me and turned the pages. “We won’t be able to find anything.”

      “I have to talk to the ghosts.” I left Mysti holding the book and spoke to Wade. “Get out. I need to get dressed.”

      He rolled his eyes but obeyed. I dressed while Mysti studied the pictures. She put the book back into the trunk and watched me tie the laces on my work boots.

      “How do you know you have to talk to the ghosts?” She sat down on my bed, her brown gaze fixed on me. I knew this expression. She wasn’t challenging me, unless it was to learn something about myself.

      “It’s in my head. I can see the lights of the ghost fire, even hear them.” I stared at the soft curve of her kind face. “They’re here for me. The bird knows, so I know.”

      “I’ll go dress while you find some flashlights.” She left my room without a backward glance.

      Ten minutes later, the three of us trooped across the pasture. Wade carried three shovels slung over his shoulder. The bird knew he needed them, so I did too. We walked fast toward the place I’d feared since the day I came to live with Memaw.

      The craziness of the last few days filled my mind with a seething mass of pissed-off ants. I thought back to the night a year ago when I walked out here to tell Rae to shut the hell up. Maybe if I hadn’t done that, I could have stayed ignorant about my true nature.

      Being myself for the first time since I was a little girl felt good at times, but other times it felt like a huge mountain rising into the clouds above. The weirdness just kept piling on me. Every time I accepted one thing, another came along. This otherness belonged to me, but I wished so much for some steady ground, a place where I could take a breath and get used to it all. I suspected I never would. The weight of my years bore down on me, and I ached like an old woman. I wanted to stop.

      Pull it together, Peri Jean. You don’t have the luxury of quitting. My inner drill sergeant had a point. I let my mind drift until I pictured the huge bird who wanted me to call him Orev. I willed him to come where we were. A familiar caw drifted out to us from inside the woods where the ghosts were.

      “He’s waiting for us.” I took longer steps. Wade matched them, pulling ahead of me in seconds. Mysti stomped behind us, grumbling about the dew soaking through her shoes. We reached the thick brush at the edge of Memaw’s pasture. I pushed right through, my path lit by ghost fire, and kept walking until I stood in the overgrown clearing where once a mansion sat. Humped figures ran in the flickering light, their dying screams echoing in my head.

      A ghostly woman wearing a nightgown passed in front of us. Her mouth hung open in a scream even I couldn’t hear. She had a baby in her arms, and her hair burned like a torch. She faded into the darkness.

      Orev cawed to me from deeper in the ruins.

      I clicked on the flashlight and swept it over the ground as I walked. The Palmore Mansion’s masonry lay scattered over the ground. It would be a fantastic start to the day if I tripped and busted open my head.

      Caw caw caw.

      I climbed over the wreck of the brick steps and found the bird perched on a tree growing where the floor of the house must have been. Next to him stood a ghost I’d seen before, back when I was too scared of myself to try to figure out what they wanted from me. His barbecued flesh carried a reek my nose would remember come dinnertime. My flashlight played over his face, showing me one hollow eye socket and shriveled lips pulled back from his teeth. Not something I want to see. I clicked off the flashlight.

      “Mr. Palmore? Luther Palmore? I just realized you need to see me.” The black opal pulsed on my chest, easing the way for me to communicate with him.

      “The message I’m to give you…” His voice broke into an insectile buzz. Sometimes it happened. I didn’t have enough control of my ability to hear everything they said. “You’re to follow me.”

      I turned back to speak to Mysti. “Go back to the house. No telling where he’ll go.”

      “Forget it. I’m with you.” She gave me a little shove in the direction of the ghost.

      I walked behind him. The smoke drifting off his long-dead flesh made him easy to keep in sight. In my eyes, it glowed like tendrils of errant moonlight. Wade crashed along behind me, close enough for me to hear him breathing. Mysti stumbled along behind us, her progress punctuated every once in a while with a string of curse words. Palmore’s ghost stopped fast. I did too, not wanting to get into his space. Wade slammed into my back.

      The first light of dawn streamed through the trees in dusky rays. Palmore turned back to me, maybe to say something, but he faded in the new sunlight. I hoped this was his last night at the banquet of his death now that he’d delivered his message. He deserved better than this. But I still didn’t know what the hell I was supposed to do back here.
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      A tangle of trees and vines stretched in front of us for several feet on both sides. Orev had shown me shovels before we came back here, but I didn’t know where to dig.

      “Priscilla Herrera’s remains are nowhere near here.” Unbelievable. We’d been led on a dummy run. I cast my gaze about with increasing desperation. Hannah’s time was running out. Something deep in my body burned and stung. The effects of the curse’s poison. My time would eventually run out no matter how many times Wade healed me.

      “She might well be.” Mysti wiped the sweat off her face. “That’s a cemetery. Come back here where I am. You can see the iron in the fence.”

      Wade and I stepped backward and stood alongside her. Sure enough, rust peeked through the vines.

      Wade walked a few feet away where the woods thickened again. “Here. Whatever fence there was is down right here. Just be careful.”

      Once we crossed the fence line, I made out the shapes of grave markers. Elaborate winged angels stood watch over some of the graves. Others were marked by simple rounded topped headstones. The kind of decay I would have expected wasn’t present. Clear out the brush and clean off the markers, and the place would be new again.

      I walked deeper into the cemetery and understood why. Magic charged the air, bristling the hair on the back of my neck. There was a reason the history buffs hadn’t turned this into another tourist attraction. The magic that preserved it likely kept it invisible.

      So this was the place where I’d find Priscilla Herrera’s remains and the spelling stones. It surprised me she wouldn’t make me take on her mantle before she gave them to me, but I’d take whatever I could get. Maybe she’d changed her mind about the mantle. Fine with me if so. The idea made my skin crawl.

      Cawing came from the far corner of the cemetery. I worked my way through the waist high grass, knowing any moment I’d step on a copperhead. My toe slammed into something hard. I yelped and pitched forward. Wade caught my arm and dragged me upright before I made contact with the ground.

      “Just a tombstone.” He reached down and snatched double handfuls of overgrown grass. The top of a monument showed through. “There’s a line of ’em right through here.”

      “Where’s the bird?”

      Wade cast his gaze about the overgrown cemetery. “I see ’im. He’s on top of the tallest monument.”

      I squinted where Wade pointed and saw the white stone through the mass of vines overrunning it. We fought our way toward the bird, Mysti bringing up the rear. I turned back to find her huffing and puffing. Sweat plastered her light brown hair to her cheeks and dripped off its curly ends. I hoped she didn’t puke.

      We reached the monument, which was in the shape of an obelisk. Wade pulled off the vines so we could see the inscription.

      Luther James Palmore

      1860-1907

      Born in Connecticut

      Died in Texas

      “He was a young man,” I muttered, thinking of all the times it scared me to hear Luther Palmore’s ghost through the woods, howling as he relived his death. I tilted my head back and regarded the bird. “Do we dig here?”

      The raven turned its back to me and cawed several times. It stared at a barren corner of the cemetery. I took off in that direction.

      The brush came up to my thighs. Each step was a balancing act. A slightly raised gravestone, probably a child’s, tripped me. I went sprawling face first into the growth. My hands slammed against something flat and hard. The black opal sent a jolt of magic into my skin. Wade held out one hand for me to use to pull myself up.

      “I think this is it.” I pulled the runners of dead grass off the stone so I could read the words. The rain and sun had flattened the engraving to the point of illegibility. Mysti trampled the last few steps through the grass to stand over me.

      “Try to trace it with your fingers,” she said. I did as she suggested. It took several tries, but the letters made better sense with each try. First I found an “f,” then a “b”. Little by little the lettering revealed itself.

      “It says, ‘Waiting for One of the Blood.’”

      “It’s her.” Without waiting for my say-so, Wade slammed his shovel into the dirt, used one boot to shove it deeper, and pulled. The roots of the grass tore apart with a wet rip. Wade tossed the shovel full of dirt to the side. “Come on, ladies. Don’t tell me y’all are too girly and weak to help.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him and started digging. Arguing with him wasn’t worth the effort. I’d need all my energy for the hard work ahead. Mysti, on the other hand, couldn’t resist.

      “Who’re you calling girly?” She pawed the sweat off her face and scratched at a mosquito bite on her neck. “I can do anything you can do.”

      “Talk is cheap.” Wade already had a growing pile of dirt behind him.

      Mysti stabbed her shovel into the dirt, pushing with her foot to sink it the way Wade and I were. She kicked at the thing, putting all her weight on it. She struggled to get a shovel full of dirt, grunting with the effort.

      “Here. You can dig here where I’ve already got it started.” I moved to another spot and started digging again. My muscles already throbbed, but Mysti would never get a hole started on her own.

      Wade snickered. “I’m so tough,” he said in a falsetto, parodying Mysti’s bland city accent.

      Mysti raised her shovel at Wade.

      “Save your energy and dig,” I said. To my surprise, she took over my hole. She never got far. She simply lacked the physical strength, but she put forth a dedicated effort. Plus, watching her struggle had its humorous side. I needed levity, especially after it got to the point where Wade and I stood hip deep in the hole, still digging. Wade hit something first.

      “Think I found what’s left of the coffin,” he said. He began removing dirt faster.

      I kept digging. My shovel soon hit its own piece of wood.

      Wade put his hand on my arm to stop me. “All right. Just go gentle and sort of clear off the dirt.”

      Using the side of my shovel, I did as he asked until the entire coffin lid showed. A shiver ran down my back. The urge to get out of this hole swept over me like a strong wind.

      “Want me to get the lid off?” Wade asked.

      Not helping him would be weak, and I had too much pride to take the easy way out. I shook my head. “I’ll do it. You shouldn’t have to do my dirty work.”

      He nodded and stood with his feet on both sides of the narrow box. I bent, heart pounding, and tried to find the edge of the lid with my shovel. The shovel rattled against the old wood, and it splintered away, exposing a sliver of what lay inside the box. My eyes strained to see, even though I wanted to avoid my first exposure to a hundred-year-old corpse as long as possible. I couldn’t tell what I was looking at.

      I stuck my shovel in the opening, trying to pry away the boards. Something inside the box rustled. Just my imagination. It’s dirt falling inside the coffin. No big deal. A chill breeze found my face, drying the sweat and parching my lips. I shifted on my feet, got my balance again, and pushed harder on the shovel. Something hit against the coffin’s lid. This was not my imagination. I felt it through the soles of my shoes. It hit again.

      “Get out,” I yelled. “Something’s moving around in there.” I tossed my shovel out of the grave and began scrambling out. Wade got out in a few quick moves. He and Mysti each took one of my hands and yanked me onto higher ground. The sound of something hitting the coffin’s lid came again. Without my weight to hold it down, the lid moved.

      “Ooooh, shit.” Mysti backed away. “I don’t want to see what’s about to come out of there.” She ran several yards and stopped, standing between us and Luther Palmore’s huge monument.

      The coffin lid shook again. And again. Then it flew off the coffin, slamming against the wall of dirt surrounding it. A mostly decomposed corpse, wearing tatters of the calico dress Priscilla Herrera wore to her own death, sat up in the coffin. Somebody screamed. I’m pretty sure it was me. Wade grabbed my arm and yanked me away from the edge of the grave, backing us to where Mysti stood, eyes as round as a full moon and hands covering her mouth.

      A dirty skull covered with sparse hair popped up. One skeletal hand gripped the edge of the grave, digging its fingers into the earth. In a few seconds, it would join us on top of the ground. I glanced back at the raven, still sitting calmly on top of Luther Palmore’s grave. Maybe I should have dug up that grave instead of this one.

      Wade crept back to the grave, grabbed his shovel, and ran back to where Mysti and I stood. He gripped his shovel and stood in a batter’s stance. The skeleton threw one leg over the side of the grave and rolled out, resting on its hands and knees a few seconds, and then standing. It took the first step toward us. I turned to Mysti.

      “Is this part of taking on the mantle?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t expect anything like this.” Her nostrils flared.

      “Think we should run?”

      “Not if you want those spelling stones,” Mysti whispered in a trembling voice.

      Having dealt with Priscilla Herrera’s ghost, I expected her to come straight to me. My black opal heated in preparation of communicating with her. Instead, the bony structure lunged at Wade. He raised the shovel and swung. The skeleton moved super-fast, snaking one arm out to grab Wade’s forearm. Its fingernails cut bloody trenches. He screamed.

      The sound tore through me, overriding my fear and spurring me into action. No telling what kind of germs the animated corpse just transferred to Wade. All because he wanted to protect me. I couldn’t just stand here and watch him get hurt. I made myself move toward the corpse, knees loose and watery, fingers tingling with too much adrenaline. Mysti shoved me aside and took three large steps toward the skeleton, holding out one hand.

      “Unquiet dead,” she shouted. “Harm no one.”

      The skeleton turned its head to regard her with its hollow eye sockets. Mysti stepped closer.

      “Unquiet dead,” she repeated. “Harm no one.”

      The skeleton moved fast again, this time grabbing Mysti in its arms. My friend’s confidence melted away, leaving her with nothing but animal fear. She thrashed in the bony embrace, tears leaking from her wide eyes.

      The black opal pulsed little shocks into me, but I didn’t know what to do. Everything had gone to hell so fast. I put one arm around Mysti’s waist and tried to get her out of the skeleton’s grasp. It only tightened its arms. Mysti’s frightened cries turned to screams of pain. I let go and held up my hands in surrender. There had to be something I could do, but I didn’t know how to figure out what it was.

      The raven called to me again. The black opal heated. I left Wade and Mysti and took the few steps to him, now on the backside of Luther Palmore’s grave. I noticed it had its own inscription.

      To the one who comes, speak three times your name, and your blood is her blood.

      The weirdness of it all bore down on me. I didn’t want to believe. I didn’t want to try to figure out what this meant. I just wanted to run home and pretend I never ventured out of safety. Then Mysti screamed again. My friends were hurting because of me. I had to help them, had to make it right.

      I dug in my pocket and withdrew what I thought I needed. Five trembling steps, and I stood within striking distance of the skeleton.

      “Peri Jean Mace. Peri Jean Mace. Peri Jean Mace.” I meant for the words to come out loud and strong, but my voice had faded to a whisper by the time I spoke my name the final time.

      The skeleton’s arms dropped from around Mysti with a dry whisper of bone grinding against bone. She scampered away from the fiend, throwing wide-eyed glances over her shoulder. The horror shuffled toward me.

      My body, now on high alert, screamed for me to run, but I forced myself to stand my ground and open the knife I’d removed from my pocket seconds earlier. I took a deep breath and sliced my finger, closed the final steps separating me from the skeleton, and squeezed my cut finger over its head. I made sure three drops of blood touched the bone since I’d said my name three times. My instinct called for the balance.

      The skeleton held out one closed hand to me. I waited for it to drop whatever it held, but it didn’t, so I held out my hand. The skeleton opened its hand, and the black, oddly shaped spelling stones I’d seen Priscilla Herrera use to create the curse fell into my outstretched hand.

      “Now it is yours.” Its voice grated from all around me. “Your responsibility is now to fulfill your destiny. There is no turning back. Say you accept.”

      “Peri Jean, don’t.” This time it was Wade’s voice I heard. “You don’t want this horror to be part of you.”

      The raven made small noises behind me. I listened with my other sense, trying to understand the bird. The only feeling I could read was one of determination.

      “I accept,” I said.

      The skeleton fell apart at my feet.

      A wave of invisible force slammed into my chest. The poison from the Mace Treasure curse, still hidden in places Wade’s healing magic couldn’t reach, bubbled and burned away. The world grew sharper edges and crisper colors. The scent of the pine trees worked its way into my nostrils. I knew its straw had astringent properties, and I knew the fungus growing on the tombstones could be used for similar purposes. The bond between Orev and me sang and snapped tight. He cawed three times and flew away.

      “Peri Jean?” Wade kept his distance from me, one hand gripped over his arm.

      I approached him, and he backed away, eyes widening. I stopped moving forward, and he stopped.

      “It’s still me.” I thought this was true, mostly. “I want to help you heal your arm.”

      “I can’t heal myself.” He gripped his arm tighter. “You know that.”

      “Now you can. Especially if you’re with me.” I reached for his arm but stopped short of touching him. I wouldn’t force him to take my gift. My mind startled at the thought. My gift? Where did that come from? It was at the back of my mind, haughty and proud, a young woman with fierce eyes and a lot of old-fashioned tattoos. Oh, sweet Pete. How would I manage this?

      Wade held his arm out to me, fear dancing in his dark eyes. I put my hand over it, lending him my energy, and he began his ritual. The healing made me feel like a used tube of toothpaste, but it took some of the crazy, wavering edge off the trees and made the forest odors less intense. I considered it a win. I left Wade examining the newly healed pink scars scoring his arm and turned to Mysti. Her power, so similar to mine, glowed around her, a red-hued nimbus. Did I have one? What did it look like?

      “Are you hurt?” I moved toward her. The raw magic of the earth tickled at my feet with each step. I held out one hand. Mysti took it in both of hers and pulled me close.

      “I might be sore tomorrow, but I’m all right.” She leaned in and kissed my cheek. “Sister.”

      The day turned overcast, the humidity growing, as we walked back to Memaw’s house. We cleared the woods, and I pointed to the black dot of car sitting in front of the house.

      “Who’s that?” I squinted at the car, unable to tell what kind it was but knowing it was something off the wall.

      “I don’t know.” Wade stalked toward the car. “But you two stay back. I can’t save both your asses at one time.”

      “I don’t need you to,” Mysti shouted at his back.

      We hurried to keep up with Wade.
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        * * *

      

      I had plenty of time to worry as I crossed the pasture. Had Michael Gage come for me? Wade would help me fight him until he died. But what if he lost? His blood would be on my hands, and Michael Gage would make good on his threats from a year ago. Hurt me in ways I didn’t want to think about. Probably ways he’d already hurt Hannah.

      I got close enough to see the car and stopped in my tracks. A black hearse sat in front of the house, patiently waiting. Michael Gage would drive a hearse. He’d use it to hide in plain sight. He could stow his victims in the back, and nobody would really look because people don’t want to see hearses. They’re creepy.

      Wade put both hands up and walked slowly toward the car. What the hell was he doing? Trying to get close enough to draw his pistol and start shooting? The idea he might not be a fast enough draw plagued me. I ran after him.

      “Peri Jean Mace, keep your ass back there with Mysti,” Wade yelled without turning around.

      The hearse’s window began to lower, slowly, so slowly I wanted to scream at it to hurry up so I could see Michael Gage’s dark, flat eyes staring at me and be done with the anticipation. I gaped at the person framed in the window for several seconds before I recognized Tubby Tubman. Relief rushed through me. I fought back the insane urge to giggle. Then Wade drew his gun and pointed it at Tubby, his finger already on the trigger.

      “Wade, no!” I took off running. Oxygen tore in and out of my lungs, as if every cigarette I’d ever smoked had come back to laugh in my face.

      “Who’s in that car with you?” Wade had the gun in Tubby’s face.

      “Nobody.” Tubby’s gaze flicked to me. He frowned and turned his attention back to Wade.

      “Get out.” Wade jabbed the gun for emphasis. “And keep your hands up.”

      Tubby did as Wade asked. The corners of his mouth twitched, and his blue eyes danced with mirth. This was fun to him. What a freak.

      “Now, open all the doors, including the back.” Wade backed up and swung one arm out to sweep me behind him.

      Tubby did what the other man said. His shoulders hitched with giggles. He finished with a flourish and settled his wicked gaze on Wade. “Get on in. All of you. We could have us a hell of an orgy.”

      “I ought to shoot you anyway, you nitwit.” Wade tucked the gun back in his pants.

      “What you ought to do is get a holster, Mr. Motorcycle Man. You gonna blow another split down your ass.” Tubby stood near back of the hearse.

      “State your business or leave.” Wade crossed his arms over his chest and glared at Tubby.

      “Peri Jean, darlin’, come and see what I done got for you.” Tubby waved one skinny arm at me.

      I glanced at Wade. He held up one hand walked to the back of the hearse. He glanced inside and motioned me over. I hurried to his side.

      “Luther Palmore’s books!” I jumped up and down and grabbed Tubby in an impulsive hug. He held onto me too long. I pushed him away. “Where’d you get them?”

      “Oh, same person you thought had them. Just had to do a little creative looking.” He winked at me.

      “Books?” Mysti stood a safe distance away, a can of pepper spray clutched in one fist.

      “The clue I got from the Mace crypt said I needed Luther Palmore’s books.” I grabbed the handle on the chest of books and gave it a yank.

      Wade pushed me out of the way and dragged the trunk to the edge of the hearse’s opening. He motioned Tubby to help him, and the two men carried the chest of books into the house. Tubby made sure he let Wade know he carried the chest from wherever he stole it to the hearse all by himself. With no help. Up a hill. With demon dogs nipping at his heels.

      I ignored them and continued talking to Mysti. “Hopefully there’s directions to the lost church of St. Augustine somewhere in there. That’s where the treasure is, I think.”

      A few minutes later, we sat on the living room floor, the books spread in front of us.

      “These books don’t look special to me.” Wade picked one up and thumbed through it.

      “We have to try. Hannah’s running out of time.” I sat down next to Wade on the floor and tried to ignore the way his leg felt against mine.

      “So what are we looking for? Some church?” Tubby picked up one of the books.

      I got up and retrieved the picture of the lost church of St. Augustine from Eddie’s Mace Treasure research. “See that little building in the water?” I tapped on the paper. “The treasure’s there. I’m hoping these books can tell us how to get to it.” I sat near Mysti. Being near Wade hurt too much right then.

      “‘Bout as easy as finding toilet paper at Long Time Gone.” Wade grunted and tossed his book aside.

      I slumped. He was probably right unless the sharper edges on my vision and my increased knowledge of herbs and healing included knowledge about the treasure. I searched my mind and came up empty. Priscilla Herrera’s presence had never lingered around me, but this time I searched for her. The edges of my vision brightened. I glanced at Wade to find a white nimbus around his head.

      “Don’t contact her, Peri Jean.” Mysti spoke in a low voice, very nearly a whisper. “Part of her is already inside you with the mantle. If you call her, you better really want her. At least until we see how this is going to work for you.”

      “She’s right.” Wade came across the room and plopped down on the floor next to me. “Let’s just figure this out ourselves. I don’t want any more of her today.” He held up his arm to show me his new scars.

      “Okay. Let’s try to do this the way William would have had to do it.” I glanced around the room. Everybody nodded. “The clue said, ‘My good friend Luther Palmore is a lover of literature. Treasure Island captures his fancy, but his whole library is grand.’” I recited the words from memory. They still gave me no hint how to look for the clue in the books.

      Tubby took the books out of the chest one at a time, flipping through each and stacking them in alphabetical piles. Finished, Tubby stood the books on end so their spines faced out and drew his skinny legs up to his chest. He squinted at the books and rocked back and forth.

      Someone banged on the door, rattling it in its frame. We all jerked to attention. Tubby and Wade exchanged a stare. They both crept to the door. Wade withdrew his pistol and stood behind the door. Tubby answered it. Rainey Bruce shoved past him and strode across the living room to me.

      “Do you never answer your phone? Hannah’s almost out of time.” She narrowed her eyes and made a face. “And what the hell happened to you? You look weird. Your eyes…” She took her gaze off me, maybe searching for the right insult, and saw the books on the floor. She forgot about me. “Are those Luther Palmore’s books? Please don’t tell me one of you people stole them.”

      “Wanna help us figure out the clue?” Mysti came to stand next to me.

      “You must be the famous Mysti Whitebyrd.” Rainey held out her hand for shaking. She and Mysti went through the formalities. A few minutes later, the five of us sat on the floor, staring at the books as though we expected them to sprout heads. That didn’t happen. Neither did much else.

      The books were all the same height and width with matching covers, obviously manufactured as a set.

      “What are we doing?” Wade took out his cigarettes and lit one.

      “The clue mentions the library as a whole.” Tubby never stopped rocking but held out his hand for a cigarette. Wade slapped it away. “I thought maybe all the titles together or the names of the authors together would mean something.”

      I went back to the chest and ran my hands over both the outside and the inside looking for a secret hiding spot. Reginald Mace loved those things. The chest’s wood lining seemed tight all the way around. I lightly knocked on the bottom of the chest, but it didn’t sound hollow. I got to my feet, planning to go start some coffee, and saw something weird. I stepped around Tubby and reached for a huge dictionary Tubby had placed on the end of his lineup.

      “Hey.” He kicked at me. “I’m thinking, and I need all the books in place so I can think.”

      “I know you’re thinking. I smell it.”

      His eyes widened then narrowed. “You and your last words. Remember who’s the man here.” He patted his chest.

      Mysti shook her head. “Unreal. I can’t believe you’re who you are.”

      I took the dictionary to the couch and opened it to the middle where I’d seen a metallic glint between the pages. I drew out a thin sheet of metal, something light and flexible. There were three rectangular holes at irregular intervals over the sheet.

      “I know what that thing is.” Tubby pushed himself to his feet and stood next to me. “It’s a Cardan Grille. Spies used ’em in the Revolutionary War. TV show I seen had ’em on it.”

      “They’re much older than that. They date back to the fifteen hundreds.” Rainey rose, craning her long neck for a look at it. Tubby took the Cardan Grille from me and sat back down on the floor. Rainey sat next to him and tried to take the Cardan Grille. He snarled at her and continued holding it with both hands and staring at the books. He began talking in a low voice, almost to himself. “The clue said the whole library, so there must be a certain page in each book. Did you see anything else unusual in the crypt?”

      I shook my head.

      Tubby went back to staring at the row of books, stopping only to pull off his cowboy boots and socks, revealing his tattooed feet. He offered me one of his unfiltered cigarettes, and I took it. We smoked in silence. He kept his eyes on the books as though in a trance. “There had to be something.”

      I snapped my fingers. “The inscription on the spot for William Mace’s coffin was wrong.”

      “How?” Rainey frowned at me.

      “It had a date of death. William never returned from Alaska, remember? That’s why the treasure never got found.”

      “Maybe Reginald Mace got a letter saying when William died, had the inscription made then.” Rainey shrugged.

      “Can’t be.” I realized something I hadn’t before. “The date of death was 1973. Reginald Mace died in 1906.”

      Tubby whipped out his cellphone. “Tell me the dates they had for William Mace’s birth and death.”

      “1868-1973,” I said.

      Tubby tapped the numbers into his phone. “One hundred and five.” He grabbed the first book in alphabetical order and set the Cardan Grille over page one hundred five and read aloud. “This is the.”

      He frowned and glanced at the spine of the book, opening it again and flipping through the pages. He started laughing. “I can’t believe Joey Holze didn’t figure this out. But then he is kinda dumb.”

      “Figure what out?”

      “Okay, this is a book of poetry by George Gordon, Lord Byron.” He held the book open, showing me page one hundred five. “But you’ll notice this ain’t poetry. It’s just a random page bound in the book. Reginald Mace had these books made just for this purpose.” He shook his head, chuckling.

      Rainey grabbed the next book and opened it. She held out her hand for the Cardan Grille, her eyes cold and demanding. She’d figured out a way to get her hands on it, and she wasn’t giving up. Tubby handed her the sheet of metal. She laid it over page one hundred five and read aloud. “‘Last clue on.’”

      We went through the rest of the books. On the ones I’d read and knew, I saw Tubby’s theory was correct. Page one hundred five in the book didn’t belong there. The final message read like this.

      This is the last clue on your very long journey. I praise your perseverance and am proud to call you my son, sweet William. You have found each stained glass panel. You know where the treasure is but not how to get there. The holy place you seek is on the other side. My friend, the witch Priscilla, knows the way. She will escort you from the place you used to play soldiers as a young boy. There you will have one challenge more, requiring both bravery and intellect. There are many ways back home. The bell must ring thrice. Love from your father.

      “Any of it make sense?” Tubby packed up the books and stacked them neatly in the trunk.

      “More than I care to say.” I sat down in Memaw’s recliner and rubbed my face.

      “Who’s the witch?” Tubby sat on the couch and held out his pack of cigarettes to me. We both lit up.

      “In this case, me. And I have no idea what I’m supposed to do.”

      “You’ll need a thin place,” Mysti said. “A place where you might be able to cross into another dimension. There’s more of them than you think.” She glanced at Wade. “Have you ever seen or felt one?”

      “I know about one.” Tubby pulled on his cigarette and settled his gaze on me. This time there was no laughter in it. “You do too.”

      “No, I don’t.” I wanted to scoot over near Wade and lean against his strength. Fatigue ached all the way to the center of me. The comfort of another human sounded like just what I needed. I didn’t dare. He might not push me away, but it would make both of us uncomfortable. And Tubby might make fun of me.

      “Use that head for something other than fantasizing about him.” Rainey pointed at Wade. “Remember that awful school project we did?”

      “Around the time I got expelled from school and had to take my GED?” I turned to Rainey. She nodded. “I’ve blocked it out.” It was one of the unhappiest times of my life. I didn’t want to remember any of that crud.

      “Unblock it.” She vaulted out of her chair and dropped onto the floor next to me. “Remember that guy Chris Leeland disappeared there. Nobody ever found him, and they couldn’t figure out how he got out.”

      It started to come back. “And that guy’s wallet. He disappeared in the woods, but his wallet was found there at the carriage house.”

      “And remember when we locked Felicia in there?” Tubby smiled with true pleasure. “Toward the end, it really did sound like somebody—or something—might have been in there with her.”

      I thought back to those interviews, remembering all I could about the place. “It does make sense. The message said William played there. He might have played in the carriage house.”

      “If that’s our thin place, all we need to do is prep you on the spell to take off the curse.” Mysti stood and went into my bedroom. She came back carrying Priscilla Herrera’s spell book, her face pale and sickly. She dropped it on my lap and wiped her hand on her jeans.

      The spell book’s cover was new leather, its pages gone from yellow and brittle to white and healthy. Every page had been full before we left, but now a sheaf of blank pages waited at the back for me to fill them. I touched the cover to open it, and the magic flowed into me, welcoming and frightening all at the same time. I glanced at Mysti. She still rubbed her hand on her jeans.

      “Did it hurt you?” I kept my hand on the book until my fingertips prickled with energy.

      “No, it just let me know it didn’t belong to me.” Mysti gave me a weak smile, a shadow of her normal one. “I’ll know better next time. Go on and open it.”

      I did and gasped.
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      The first time I looked at Priscilla Herrera’s spell book after getting it back from a pair of half-assed thieves, I found much of it unreadable, written in a language I couldn’t identify. I got frustrated and put it aside. The day I took on Priscilla’s mantle, things changed.

      All the foreign words and symbols in the book had transformed into words I could read. Could others read them? One glance at Mysti still rubbing her hand dissuaded me from asking. There were still many ingredients I didn’t know, but I bet between Mysti and Wade, I could find out.

      Mysti’s cellphone rang, and she excused herself and went outside. Tubby and Wade argued about who would get the stolen trunk out of the house. Wade offered to break Tubby’s arm. Rainey told them to shut up. I heard them and didn’t at the same time. I was lost in the spell book.

      One spell reminded me of the way Priscilla Herrera cursed the treasure. I marked it with an old envelope and kept searching for any mention of thin places or how to get into other dimensions. Mysti came back inside before I got very far, still holding her cellphone in one hand. In the other hand she held a large plastic sack.

      “I’m going to have to leave soon. Griff’s parents have an emergency and want him at their side immediately.” She gripped her cellphone until her knuckles turned white. “He’s just locking the office and going, but I need to go home. Be there in case he needs help.” Her eyelid twitched on the last word.

      “Is everything—” I began.

      “Nothing that won’t work itself out.” Mysti’s tone forbade me asking more. Ever since her move to the Houston area to live with her longtime boyfriend, Griffin Reed, I’d gotten the sense of an ongoing conflict between them. Mysti shut down every question I asked. I learned to leave it alone out of respect for her privacy. She turned her attention to the spell book I held. “Anything interesting in there?”

      “This is real damn close to the spell I saw Priscilla use in my vision of her last hours.” I held open the book to Mysti. She sat next to me, carefully not touching the book, and leaned over to read it. I pointed to one instruction. “She didn’t do this.”

      “Don’t worry about the discrepancies,” Mysti said. “A lot of witches personalize spells after using them a few times. As I’ve told you, it’s more about intent than anything else.”

      Rainey watched the proceedings, wide-eyed and unusually quiet. I caught her staring at me more than once. Each time, she redirected her gaze.

      “If this is our spell, what’s the next step?” Mysti went into teaching mode.

      “Pack a bag with my supplies.” I stood to get the ratty bag I used for this part of spell work.

      Mysti shoved the sack at me. “This is from Griff and me. A little present to celebrate you coming up in the world.”

      The plastic sack rustled in my fist. “You guys didn’t have to.”

      “Enough. Just open it.” Mysti hovered, eager and excited.

      I pulled a plain black nylon backpack out of the bag. The brand alone made me sit up straight. This thing hadn’t come cheap.

      “I wanted to buy you something more feminine.” Mysti grabbed the backpack from me and unzipped it. “But Griff insisted all these little compartments would be perfect for you. Your athame can go there.” Mysti pointed at an elastic strap.

      I gave her an impulsive hug, which she returned fiercely. Then I set about transferring the spelling stones, the mini treasure chest, matches, and my athame to my fancy new carryall. Something was missing. I ran into my bedroom and got the silver rose Nash Redmond had given me and pinned it on the inside of the new backpack. It lent the feminine air the thing needed. I opened the spell book to see if there was anything else I needed. “What is Good Fortune Oil?”

      “Is that what that says? I can barely make out the letters.” Mysti squinted at the page. “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got something we can substitute. When you’re ready, I’ll show you how to make your own.”

      “My last problem is Priscilla mentioned the dark outposts in my vision. I don’t see anything like that in this spell.” I gestured over the page.

      “I’m guessing ‘dark outposts’ was Priscilla’s name for the dimension running alongside this world.” She shrugged her shoulders as though everybody knew about this dimension and what was in it.

      I’d never heard anything like this. “Other dimension? Running alongside this world?”

      “It’s where your ghostly visitors live. What you see, and the little you’re able to hear from them, is them breaking through the veil between worlds. You have a natural ability to sort of tread between the worlds.” She licked her lips and glanced around the room, as though she feared someone or something else hearing what we said. “You have to be careful talking about it. Other things live in the dimension where ghosts come from. Some of them can hear our world just fine.”

      “Demons?”

      “Some religions call them demons, yes. Other things too. Sometimes you’ll catch one who managed to cross over.” She gripped her phone a little tighter.

      “Like what?” I caught Rainey staring at me again. She shifted and turned away.

      “Like stuff you’ll have nightmares about.” Mysti tried to laugh. It sounded like one of those cow sound toys you flip upside down to make it holler.

      “Can’t wait to visit. How do I get in?” I felt cold at the idea of going to this place. It sounded like the kind of place I might not come back from.

      “There’s a portal in your thin place at the Mace Carriage House. Usually our kind can open portals pretty easily.” Mysti gestured at the spell book. “Did you see anything about doors or opening doors?”

      I leafed through the book again, reading while Mysti read over my shoulder. Tucked away at the bottom of a spell for dream walking was a short spell called “Open a Door.”

      My skin tingled as I read through the spell. “Is this it?”

      “Could be.” Mysti checked the time on her cellphone. She wouldn’t be able to relax until she left for home. “Use the spell to leave this dimension and to get where you want to go once you’re inside the dark outposts.” Mysti leaned over the spell book. After a second, she shook her head and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Read the ingredients to me. The ownership spell on this book is just too strong to let me use it.”

      “Holy water, grave dust, and nettle sap.” I slumped. “I don’t have any of these, and I don’t know if I have time to find them.”

      “I’ve got everything except the nettle sap. You’ll have to gather that fresh or it won’t work.” Mysti stood and gathered her things. She was too sweet to come out and say she had to leave, but I knew she did. “You’ll need gardening supplies to gather the nettle sap. Gloves especially. If the leaf touches your hands—”

      “You’ll have to pee on it to make it stop stinging.” Tubby glanced up from putting his cowboy boots back on.

      “You’re so classy.” Mysti gestured at the spell book, silently reminding me to put it in my supply pack. I shoved it into my backpack.

      Wade stood next to the trunk and motioned to Tubby to help him pick it up. The two men carried the trunk toward the door.

      I trailed after them, backpack slung over my shoulder. “Where are y’all taking it?”

      “Out of here.” Tubby’s mouth stretched in a grin that didn’t touch his eyes. “You don’t want to get caught with stolen property, now do you?” They carried the trunk outside. Mysti and I followed behind them. Tubby kept yapping at me. “Peri Jean, I almost forgot to tell you. I remembered where I know Jay Harris from. I told you I never forget a face.”

      I said nothing. Tubby would tell me one way or the other.

      “Me and Jay were in juvie together. Scary, mean kid.” He and Wade deposited the trunk in the back of the hearse. “I put in an anonymous call to the crime stoppers tip line. Said he was dealing drugs.”

      “Is he?” I didn’t have any trouble believing it. Jay acted awfully shifty when Dean introduced himself.

      “I don’t think so. But Michael Gage has an accomplice. Maybe it’s Jay.” Tubby tipped me a wink, got into the hearse, and drove away.

      Mysti, shaking her head, led the way to her car. She turned to me, tears in her eyes. “I feel like I’m letting you down.” She threw her arms around me. We hugged hard.

      “You can’t do everything.” I released her. “Plus, maybe it’s time I figure some things out for myself.”

      “Turning you loose on your own is harder than I thought it would be. Especially for something this big.” She swiped one hand across her eyes. “You’re not finished learning.”

      I silently agreed but knew I couldn’t ask her to stay. Not when Griff needed her. Mysti leaned into her Toyota sedan and popped the trunk. “Get out the one that looks like a doctor bag.”

      This was the first time Mysti ever invited me to touch the bag where she kept her spelling supplies. I took it to her. She popped it open and rummaged around. She brought her cupped hand out holding a tiny vial, like the kind perfume samples used to come in. I took it and held it up to the sunlight. Wade came to stand next to me. He peered at the thick liquid.

      “Not bad, witch.” He winked at Mysti. She almost smiled.

      “It’s not Good Fortune Oil, but it’ll work for your spell. Remember your intent.” She dug in the bag again. “Here’s the grave dust and holy water.”

      The thick glass vials were so old they had waves and imperfections in the glass. “Do you want me to dump them into something I have here so you can take these home?”

      “No. Keep them. I’m going to show you how to gather these items yourself.” Mysti closed the bag and sat it on the seat beside her.

      Wade took the vials from me and put them in my backpack, securing each under a strap of elastic. Mysti tugged at my hand to get my attention.

      “I believe in you, Peri Jean. You can do this, my sister.” She stared at me, eyes fierce, until I nodded. “Now go get that nettle sap. There’s bound to be some in your woods back there.”

      My heart galloped and fear charged through my body as I watched my mentor drive slowly up the driveway and turn onto the main road. I took my new backpack back into the yard and leaned it against the porch steps. No need to tote it through the woods. Just an extra thing to keep up with.

      Wade went into the shed attached to the carport and came out holding gardening gloves and shears. “You ready?”

      “What can I do to help?” Rainey called from the porch.

      “Go home and lock your door,” Wade yelled back. He dismissed her and dug in his pocket. “You can put the sap in this.”

      I took the pill bottle from him. It was one of Memaw’s from the last months of her life. I ran my thumb over her name, glad she wasn’t here to see all this, but missing her so much it hurt. Rainey appeared at my side.

      “You’ll have to whip me to make me leave.” She glanced between Wade and me. “I’m going to help even if neither of you want me to.”

      I studied Rainey’s set jaw, her aggressive stance. Rainey and I had always understood each other. We’d grown into actual friends over the past few months. Not a demonstrative woman like Hannah, but a loyal one, she had my back. In return, I had hers. She couldn’t be anywhere near me when Michael Gage came to collect his asshole tax. But I also couldn’t offend her.

      “We just want you to be safe.” I tried for the right combination of appreciation and firmness but was too tired to do a good job of either.

      “How is hunting bull nettles going to hurt me?” She stared into my eyes. She had me, and she probably knew it.

      I started walking toward the woods and motioned her to come along with me. We walked several yards, and I felt her gaze wandering over me again. I faced her. “Why don’t you just tell me what’s wrong with the way I look? Get it over with.”

      Wade twisted to glance over his shoulder at us, snorted, and kept walking.

      “You’re different. The look in your eyes. The way it feels to be around you.” Rainey touched my cheek. “Yep. You’re still alive.”

      Chill bumps rashed over my arms. “You thought I was dead?”

      “Not that. Not really. You just seem…” She blew out a breath and rolled her eyes. “Otherworldly. Odd. Like someone I wouldn’t want to make mad.” She cocked her head and narrowed her eyes at me. “I like it. I’m proud you’re my friend.”

      We tromped through the pasture until sweat from the hot autumn sun ran down my back. My impatience grew with each step. I glimpsed movement in the trees bordering the pasture and raised my head to get a better look. What I saw made me do a double take. Paul Mace—my daddy—stood at the edge of the clearing.

      I hurried toward him, so glad to see him I almost forgot the grim hours ahead. Seeing my daddy never got old even though he was a ghost. He motioned me to follow him into the woods. I took off walking. Wade and Rainey, both with longer legs, kept pace.

      Paul’s apparition appeared and disappeared between the dense shadows of the trees. He led us through a strand of brush to an open field full of tall weeds and wildflowers and stopped near the middle of the clearing and motioned to the ground. I glanced down to see a patch of bull nettles waiting for us.

      “Thanks, Daddy.” I wished I could hug him but knew it wasn’t possible.

      “Who are you talking to, Peri Jean Mace?” Rainey’s voice was low and scared.

      “Paul. You want to see him? If you hold my hand, the black opal will let you see him.”

      “Oh, I do.” Wade came toward me so quickly I didn’t have time to do anything but let him grip my hand. “I sense him all the time.”

      I glanced at Rainey, figuring she’d get as far away from us as she could. Instead she hurried to my side and took my other hand. The black opal heated on my chest. I focused my vision of Paul and willed Rainey and Wade to see it just like Mysti taught me. Rainey gasped and jerked her hand away.

      “I never…” She trailed off and put her hand to her mouth.

      Wade gripped my hand harder, squinting at the ghost. He grinned. “He looks like you. He also looks like he’s trying to tell you something.”

      Together, Wade and I watched my daddy’s lips move, and his hands wave. I concentrated on him, the mantle pushing him into sharp focus. His words came through, clearer than I’d ever heard them.

      “Just stay out here and hide, baby. Don’t go back. You don’t have to.” My daddy made a pleading motion with his hands.

      “I’ve got to, Daddy. Hannah’s depending on me.”

      Wade’s hand tightened on mine. “She won’t give up, but I promise I’ll give my life protecting your daughter.”

      Paul’s head swiveled in the direction of the house, and he disappeared.

      What the hell? Did I piss him off? I glanced at Wade, and he shook his head.

      “Let’s just get this nettle sap and get out of here.” He dropped my hand and knelt next to one of the plants and regarded its spiky leaves with distaste. “Put on the gloves. They won’t fit me.”

      I hesitated.

      “Do it.” Wade dipped his chin for me to hurry up. “You’ve only got a couple of hours before Gage calls to pick up the treasure.”

      I used the garden shears to cut a few of the stalks. Rainey put on the other set of gardening gloves and helped me milk the sap into my pill bottle. I had no idea how much to get and didn’t stop until I had what looked close to a teaspoon. We walked back the way we came. When we stepped out of the woods and into the back pasture, we both stopped and stared, too shocked to move.

      A black cloud of smoke rose toward the sky. It seemed to be coming from the direction of Memaw’s house. Bad as that was, the sight in front of me was far worse. It flat out turned the contents of my bowels to liquid.

      Joey Holze and five other people, all folks I tangled with at Enchantment Emporium, waited on us. Each of the four members of the Holze family held some sort of club. Myrtle Gaudet and Loretta Brent both held short lengths of chain. Of all the things I’d feared, I never anticipated this one. I had a feeling my luck had just run out.
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      “What do you assholes want?” Wade tensed, knees slightly bent, and shifted his weight foot to foot.

      “We’re here to talk to Peri Jean Mace about the theft of my property.” Joey Holze waddled to the front of the pack. His breath came in sharp pants, and he leaned heavily on his cane.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, you nasty old slug.” Despite my fear, I tried to stare him down, difficult with anybody who has ever worked in law enforcement. Joey’s cold fish eyes never wavered.

      “She’s lying.” Carly Holze, a bitch in her own right, pointed the rolling pin she held at me. “When she was a student at my school, she caused trouble every day.”

      “Your school?” I laughed. It sounded as fake as it was. “That school belongs to the citizens of this county. You got away with acting like a piss-ant dictator there only because they couldn’t afford to hire anybody decent.”

      “Oh no.” Rainey moaned next to me.

      I glanced at her and found her with her hand over her mouth, staring in the direction of the smoke. A column of black smoke billowed from Memaw’s house. A tongue of orange flame licked at the sky. Fear bucked and reared in my chest. I turned to Wade. “Memaw’s house is on fire.”

      Wade took his eyes off the threat for just a second to see what I meant. It was enough. Scott Holze, almost as tall as Wade and at least as heavy, stepped forward and swung his metal baseball bat at Wade’s head. Wade had time to raise his arm. He took the blow on his forearm. The clang of metal against bone rang against the wall of trees behind us. Wade grunted and went down on one knee. Pain flared behind his eyes, but he held it in. I shoved my way between Wade and Scott.

      “Hit me with that damn thing, you loser.” I took a deep breath and spat at him.

      Scott didn’t hesitate. He reared back and swung the bat, connecting with my hip in a meaty thump. I slumped against Wade.

      Chain rattled behind me. Rainey cried out. I twisted but was too late to see who struck Rainey. By the time I looked, she had her hands up to protect her head. I held out my arm, and Rainey scuttled over to huddle next to Wade and me.

      Rainey’s body vibrated against mine. The smell of fear radiated off her. More than anything, I wished she wasn’t here. She didn’t have a dog in this fight, other than haters pretty much hate everybody.

      Joey’s half-assed mob surrounded us, cutting off our escape back into the woods. Vile, ugly hate radiated from them. I stared into each face, searching for sanity or even a little fear, but mean, flat eyes stared back at me. Felicia Brent Fischer Holze popped the bat she held against her open palm, showing me her sharp little teeth.

      “What are you people doing?” Rainey ground out the words. To the casual bystander, I was sure she sounded like an angry dog, but I heard the tremor in her words.

      “Peri Jean Mace, you and your entire bloodline is a taint on this county.” The ex-sheriff of Burns County pointed his cane at me. “You’re a witch. Unholy. We’ve come to exterminate you.”

      “You’re crazy,” Wade muttered.

      “We got sense,” Felicia shouted. “We can research just as good as Eddie Kennedy. It wasn’t too hard to figure out you’re related to that witch in Hooty Bruce’s awful journals.”

      “Ever’body here had ancestors present at that lynching.” Myrtle Gaudet let her chain swing next to her leg. “Sometimes history repeats itself for a damn good reason.”

      “Evil runs in families, especially Peri Jean’s.” Felicia rocked back and forth, her bat held in both hands. The bitch couldn’t wait to start swinging.

      My mind clouded with the unreality of it all. I stared out at the swell of smoke pushing into the sky. I wouldn’t find the treasure. I wouldn’t save Hannah. Hell, I wouldn’t even live to see another day.

      “You can’t believe this garbage!” Rainey jabbed her finger at them. “Are all of you really this stupid?”

      None of them would look at us. They all found a great deal of interest in their clodhopper shoes.

      Joey recovered first. Considering how lousy a sheriff he’d been, it made sense he wouldn’t see the wrong in his ways now. He waddled two steps toward me, barely able to keep his balance on the uneven ground. Despite my dislike for him, I recognized his bad health. Diabetes was eating him alive. Why wasn’t his family helping him manage it? They were too busy doing shit like this, that’s why.

      “Peri Jean, as former sheriff and as a religious leader in this community, I sentence you to death by beating. You don’t fight, it’ll go quick.” He said the words like he really believed them. Cold crept over me. Joey shifted his gaze to Rainey. “I’m sorry you’re in the middle of this, but this county’s better off without you too.” He threw Wade a glance. “And you’re just trouble.”

      “You really like hearing yourself talk, don’t you?” The words spilled out of my mouth, hot with fury. This was such an unfair end to things. “The real evil in this county is standing right in front of me holding baseball bats and chains.”

      “Liar,” Carly Holze screamed.

      “Oh, I ain’t lying.” I rested my gaze on her. “Your ancestors were murdering shit, and so are all of you.” A dangerous red rage boiled in my veins.

      The dreams I’d been having for the last month, the ones of Priscilla Herrera’s last moments on the gallows, flashed behind my eyes. Had the dreams been a warning of what was brewing? If so, I hadn’t paid close enough attention. I thought of the way Priscilla Herrera faced the end of her life.

      She extracted her revenge by setting a trap—the curse on the Mace Treasure—to hurt the people who hurt her. Her angry actions destroyed a lot of other people, people in her own family. Ever since learning the truth about the Mace Treasure curse and how it came to exist, since understanding the fate Priscilla Herrera suffered in her afterlife for creating such bad karma, I had asked myself what I would have done.

      I knew now. Facing death at the hands of these losers, these human jokes, I would do the same thing if I could, no matter what it cost me. My hate for my killers burned me from the inside out. There was just one problem. I didn’t have a way to curse the vigilantes in front of me. Maybe Priscilla and I weren’t so different after all. I opened my mouth to say something inflammatory, but Rainey spoke up.

      “Let’s just calm down.” Rainey’s voice sounded the same as it did in the courtroom. The woman had more self-control and more inner strength than I ever would. “I’ve worked a lot of criminal trials in this county, and it isn’t like you see on TV.” She moved her gaze over the faces in the crowd, lingering on some until they squirmed. “You’re going to get caught. No matter how well you think you have this planned out, no matter who’s willing to lie for you—”

      Loretta Brent whipped her chain in Rainey’s direction. The steel caught her across the legs. Rainey yelped, her composure lost. Her teeth chattered as she tried to stare down her murderers. I leaned into Wade’s warmth and whispered, “Get ready.”

      “Yeah.” He shifted his body and snaked his arm to the small of his back where he kept his pistol.

      “Okay, fine. I’m an asshole.” I held out my hands in surrender. “But Rainey Bruce is innocent. Let her go. Now.”

      “Guilt by association,” Felicia yelled.

      “Shut up, dumbass,” I hollered back. Someone shoved me from behind. I whipped around, doubled up my fist, and got ready to unload. Rainey gripped my wrist, squeezing too hard. I yanked her close and spoke into her ear. “I’m going to create a distraction. I want you to run when I do. Get to your car and get out here.”

      She got very close to my face. “They’re going to kill you.”

      “But if you run, they won’t kill you. You have to promise. Now. When I do what I’m going to do, you run.” I stared into her scared eyes. “Promise?”

      She nodded and let go of me. “I promise.”

      “Felicia, did you know Chase and I fooled around while y’all were still married?” The words were a lie, but I relished saying them way more than I should have. Felicia’s mouth dropped open. Hurt flooded her mean eyes. “He said he felt sorry for you. That was the only reason he stayed as long as he did.” This part was true.

      Felicia took several running steps toward me, her wooden baseball bat held aloft. She swung it wildly. I threw up one arm to protect my face. The blow stunned me numb all the way to my shoulder. Those few seconds were bliss compared to the throbbing ache that spread through my arm, working its way up to my shoulder and down into my fingertips. They tingled like they did when I fell asleep on my hand. She drew back for another swing. This one came straight at my head. I caught it with my hand and tried to wrench the bat away from her. Her grip was too tight. I settled instead for using the bat to shove her back into the rest of them. She knocked Joey off balance.

      “You evil witch,” Felicia screamed.

      I closed my eyes and drew in a deep breath and let it out as slowly as I could. Once my lungs were empty, I shifted my weight to the balls of my feet. Felicia stood in front of me holding her bat like she was Billy Bob Badass. I stared at her and let myself get mad.

      All the times Felicia hurt me—the silly pranks, the rumors, the schoolyard torture, the way she stole my first love away from me and soured things between him and me forever—floated behind my eyes. The memories stoked the flames building inside me. My rage heated and boiled. I no longer felt my injured arm. A red haze filled my head. I let it take away all reason.

      My war cry came from deep within my belly, raw with the rage of years of hurt. I launched myself at Felicia, praying in some sane part of my mind Rainey would run, and slammed into my old nemesis like a football player.

      She went down, and a sea of legs closed around us.

      “She’s running, Joey. Rainey Bruce is running.” Myrtle Gaudet sounded like a blue jay squawking.

      Thank goodness. I pushed myself away from Felicia enough to rear back one fist and punch her in the throat. My other fist buried itself in her soft gut.

      “Bring that bitch back,” Joey screamed. “Go! She cannot live to tell what happened here. We’ll all go to prison if she does. You hear me?”

      The sound of feet slapping in the dirt met the ex-sheriff’s command. Good. Got rid of at least one more of them.

      “He’s got a gun.” Scott Holze’s squawk of surprise sounded almost comical. The sound of the metal bat hitting metal reached my ears. The gun thumped to the ground. Wade’s shout of anger followed, and flesh struck flesh.

      Much as I wanted to see who Wade had attacked, I focused my attention—and my fists—on Felicia. She blocked with her forearm. My fists slammed into the hard bone, the pain jarring my injured arm. Ignored it and kept hitting.

      Somewhere in the distance, an engine roared. It had to be Rainey getting out. The vehicle’s wheels made machine gun pops as it traveled down gravel driveway, and the tires screeched when the car turned onto Farm Road 4077. Godspeed, Rainey. Another engine started up and screamed off after her.

      “Get her off my daughter,” Loretta Brent yelled. She grabbed at my hair. I swung one elbow back. It cracked against bone. Pain radiated up my arm. Loretta cried out and let me go. I took the opportunity to slam roundhouse punches into Felicia’s face. Her hand feebly tried to push me away, the fight gone out of her.

      I took a good look at my most hated rival. Fear and pain glazed her beady little eyes. Blood streamed from her now crooked nose. She opened her mouth, and thick, dark blood oozed out. Her teeth, sheened with blood, glinted in the sunlight. I sat back on my heels. Felicia couldn’t fight me anymore. I could put my hands around her throat and squeeze the life out of her. Did I have it in me?

      Before I had time to think about it, a howl I recognized as Wade’s came from nearby. I turned to see what was happening. Wade had Scott Holze pinned to the ground, but his head hung drunkenly forward. Scott’s parents, Carly and Joey, stood on either side of Wade. Joey slammed his cane repeatedly into Wade’s back. Carly, whose weapon of choice was a marble rolling pin, reared back to deliver another blow to Wade’s head.

      “No.” I launched myself off Felicia. It was too late. The rolling pin began its descent before I took the first step. I ran anyway, pushing harder than I’d ever pushed in my life. I hit Carly at the same time the rolling pin made impact with Wade’s head. The older woman screamed and lurched sideways, me pushing her toward the ground. Scott pushed Wade off him. Wade flopped to the ground and lay still. Joey handed Scott his cane. The younger man stood over the one man who mattered to me and prepared to brain him. I disentangled myself from Carly, shoved her face into the dirt on my way up, and raced for Scott. I swung out my leg, praying for good aim this one last time.

      “Son, behind you,” Joey screamed.

      Scott spun to face me, dropping the cane in the process. I redirected my kick to his family jewels. He blocked me with his thigh, raised one meaty fist, and clouted me on the side of the head. I staggered backward, dark motes clouding my vision. My mind seethed with half-made plans. I couldn’t go down. They’d beat Wade to death, then me. A small voice deep in my body began to speak. It’s okay to die now. I’ll see Chase again. I can explain, make things right. Be with my daddy and my memaw. It’s going to be okay.

      Scott swung his fist again, this time connecting with my chest. The punch knocked the air out of me. I sank to my knees, not even feeling it as he kicked me in the sides and legs. In my dim state of awareness, I heard a bird cawing. It sounded familiar. Try as I might, I couldn’t quite drag my mind to the surface enough to piece things together. A sound like someone beating a rug came from above me. Scott began to scream.

      “Get this bird off me. It’s hurting me. Get it off me.” Like he hadn’t been kicking me to death a few seconds ago.

      I cracked open one eye, still seeing double, and recognized the frantic black mass tearing at Scott. My bird, my Orev, had come to help me.

      I surveyed my would-be murderers. Loretta knelt over Felicia, weeping. Did I kill her? I hoped not. She wasn’t worth having a death on my conscience. Myrtle Gaudet was gone. She must have been the one who went after Rainey. A few feet away Carly struggled to her feet. Joey stood gaping at the animal attacking his son. One hand massaged his heaving chest. About to have a heart attack, you jerk? Good.

      I tried to push myself to my feet but just ended up on all fours rocking back and forth. The effort caused me to choke on the mouthful of blood, and I gagged at the dirt, terrified I’d choke to death on my own blood.

      Carly Holze moved up behind Scott holding a golf club. “Grab it by the feet, baby,” she yelled. “Momma will get it off you.”

      Nope. She ain’t killing my damn bird. Not if I had even an ounce of fight left in me. Carly Holze, who had me committed for psychiatric testing when I was just a little girl, didn’t deserve to get away with anything else. I summoned my last bit of get up and go, stumbled to my feet, and grabbed one of the dropped bats on my way. I stumbled unimpeded toward Carly’s back, adjusting my grip. I cocked back the bat, and let it fly at the side of her head.

      The crack sounded like a ripe melon dropping on a concrete floor. Carly slumped to the ground in a sloppy heap and lay still. The bird’s talons sunk into Scott’s cheek, ripping the tender skin. He clawed at the bird, my bird, and pulled out a handful of feathers. The bird let out a pained cry.

      Something inside me awoke and got up roaring. Its boiling heat matched my fury degree for degree. Unlike my fury, this magic—the power I got from Priscilla Herrera’s mantle—could do some real harm. My problem? I didn’t know what to do or how to make it stop once I got started.

      I centered myself, soaking up the energy coming out of the earth, the trees, the sky, and my black opal. My fingers prickled with it. An impulse from a deep, primal part of my brain searched for a ghost. Paul’s ghost stepped out of the woods. He glided toward me and stopped behind Scott. I poured my energy into my father’s ghost. One of his transparent hands reached into Scott’s head and twisted.

      The larger man’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he folded to the ground. His legs kicked, and his body jittered, back arcing. The convulsions stopped as fast as they started. Scott lay limp. I watched for signs of life and saw his chest rising and falling. Good enough for someone who’d have beaten me to death given the chance. My raven cawed its thanks and flew away. Paul and I exchanged a nod. He faded as quickly as he’d come. I took a deep breath. It was over. They were all done fighting. Good thing. Every part of my body, even my fingernails, ached.

      Something hit me in the back of the neck. Bright light flashed behind my eyes. I joined Carly on the ground. Once the shock of getting hit wore off, I rolled over to find Joey Holze standing over me, his lips shiny with spit. He raised his cane over his head. It didn’t take a genius to figure out he intended to brain me with it.

      “You damn witch. You killed my wife and boy.” Joey huffed and puffed, chest heaving with every wheezing breath.

      The energy swirled in me, weakened but not quite done. I focused on Joey’s cane and imagined it burning red hot in his hands.

      Joey’s arms shook as though he’d gotten hold of a live wire. He let out a high scream, slung the cane away from him, got away from it. The palms of his hands glowed red. A few white blisters started to form.

      Back of my neck still throbbing, I crawled to the cane and gave it an experimental touch. The dark stained wood felt cool to me. I glanced back at Joey. He stood staring at his hands, mouth agape. I gripped the cane in one hand and stood.

      “Witch, witch, witch,” Joey chanted. “Go back to hell.” He took two steps toward me and let out a thin scream. The former sheriff of Burns County sat down hard on the ground, face turning gray, hand clutched at the middle of his chest.

      “Stay the fuck away from me, or I will beat you to death with this stick.” I backed slowly away from my would-be murderers. Each step awoke an orgy of pain in one side. I scooped up Wade’s semi-automatic pistol and limped to him, knelt, and touched his face. He moaned.

      “Can you get up?” I glanced over my shoulder to make sure my attackers weren’t getting ready for another strike. Joey sat on the ground, face the color of chalk, and gasped. Somebody needed to call him an ambulance. It wouldn’t be me. Loretta Brent leaned over her daughter sobbing. I saw some movement from Felicia. She’d probably live. Scott Holze was stirring, and so was Carly. It was time to get out of here before they rallied and wanted to go another round.

      I put my hand on Wade’s chest and lightly shook him. He clutched his head and rubbed, eyes squinted against what must have been a mother of a headache. In the far distance, the ring of a siren floated over the woods. Help was finally coming. Too late to do anything but keep me from saving Hannah.

      “Wade? I’ve got your gun.” I pressed the weapon into his free hand and then ran one hand over his cheek. “I can leave you here if you want, but I have to go. Hannah’s life depends on me.”

      “No. I’m fine. Her hitting me upside the head just stunned me.” He shook himself and sat up. “I hear those sirens too. I don’t want to talk to the cops right now. Help me up.”

      I’m not sure how much help I was. He outweighed me by many, many pounds, but I got him to his feet. Together, we limped across the pasture. Once we got where the barn no longer blocked my view of the house, I let out a pained sob. Seeing Memaw’s house half-eaten by fire hurt worse than any of my injuries. Another gout of smoke rose in front of house.

      “My car,” I moaned and quickened my steps. The one thing I had of my daddy’s was on its way to becoming a burned out hulk. I put my hands on my knees and choked out a few ugly sobs.

      Wade stopped beside me and put his hand on my back. “Where’s your backpack of spelling supplies?”

      I rose, eyes darting back and forth, trying to remember. Had I put in my car? No. I set it next to the porch steps, thinking it would be easy to get when we were ready to go. My guts contracted with the fear I’d lost the thing I needed to save Hannah. I ran for the house, ignoring Wade’s shouts, and my agonized grunts from my injuries.

      Heat baked off the house. I grabbed the gate latch and hissed. The chain link fence felt the same way it did on an August day when the heat index rose into triple digits. Toughen up, Peri Jean. Jaw clenched, I hit the latch and ran toward the blaze. The fire was already consuming the porch, belching satisfied pops as it ate the hundred-year-old wood. The backpack sat leaned against the concrete steps, right where I left it. As I watched a cinder fell on it and began to smolder. I took the last few steps, leaned into the heat, wincing as the fire breathed dragon’s breath into my face, drying and tightening the skin, and snatched the backpack. The porch roof creaked and a few blazing chips of wood fell right where the backpack had been sitting. Another couple of seconds, and I’d have lost everything I needed to save Hannah.

      Wade appeared beside me. He grabbed my arm and dragged me away from the blaze, his lips moving. I couldn’t hear his words over the roar of the fire. He pulled me through the gate and toward his motorcycle.

      “We gotta go now.” He pushed me at his motorcycle and climbed on. I got on behind him. The machine roared to life beneath me. Wade took off, spinning dirt as he went.
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      Halfway to town, I saw Myrtle Gaudet standing on the side of the road. Her car hung cockeyed over a ditch. Rainey must have out driven her. I showed Myrtle my ugly finger as we drove past.

      Wade drove past the Gaslight City limits sign and took a detour away from the downtown area. He parked a block from the Mace House and cut the engine.

      “Something don’t feel right.” He spoke without turning around, and his voice rumbled against my chest, which I’d pressed to him on the drive over. I scooted away from the Mr. Right who just wanted to be my friend.

      “Like what?” I had to get to the Mace Carriage House and take care of my business. There was no other way to save Hannah from Michael Gage.

      Wade got off the bike and turned to me, digging in his shirt. He pulled out the mojo bag he used to know if I was in danger. “This thing’s giving me signals you’re in danger. You’re with me, so I don’t know how.”

      I waited for him to share his solution. He didn’t talk about a problem unless he already knew what he planned to do about it.

      “You’re going to walk this last block to the Carriage House. If you ain’t too hurt. Are you?” He rubbed at his head, reminding me neither of us was in great shape.

      “I can do it.” I pulled the backpack holding my supplies tighter against my back.

      “Give me five minutes to get inside and check it out. Then you come in the front door.”

      I pulled my keys out of my pocket and got the key to the Carriage House’s back door off and gave it to Wade. He let out a soft chuckle but slipped the key into his pocket. Wade leaned to kiss my cheek, but I turned my head at the last second and brushed his lips.

      “Be careful.” I grabbed his T-shirt in my fist and gave it a light jerk. He nodded and walked away from me.

      I set the timer on my cellphone for five minutes and almost went nuts waiting for it to pass. Finally, the alarm dinged, and I started walking. It didn’t take long to reach the Mace House. A Lexus sedan sat out front. Hannah, who’d bought the property from the bank, used the main house as a bed and breakfast. She must have had an overnight guest. I took off walking around the house, headed for the backyard where the Carriage House stood. It looked the same as usual, well-kept but dark and deserted.

      Feeling someone’s gaze on me, I stopped instead of climbing onto the little house’s porch. On each side of the building were banks of overgrown gardenia bushes. This time of year the flowers were long gone, but the glossy leaves could have hidden a full-grown adult. Wade’s inside. If I can just make it inside, he’ll help me fight.

      I hurried onto the porch but dropped my keys before I could unlock the front door.

      “So this is where the treasure is?” Nash Redmond’s voice came from behind me, and his body pressed against mine, pinning me to the door. “Gage’ll be furious he never found it when he lived here.”

      “W-w-w-what are you doing here?”

      “W-w-w-w-w—” Nash imitated me. “Gage sent me. Wanted me to keep you on track.”

      “How’d you know…” I trailed off when another thought hit me. Nash might know Wade was inside waiting. Worse, Nash may have already confronted Wade, and he might be inside the carriage house dying or dead.

      “You should have never left me alone in your living room, Peri Jean.” Cold steel pressed into my temple, and the clicking of him pulling back his pistol’s hammer sounded the way a roller coaster does when it’s going uphill. “I was against planting a bug. Argued up and down with Gage. I thought seducing you would be so much more fun. He insisted, though, and it turned out he was right.” He jammed the pistol’s barrel into my skin. “It was fun to listen to Wade not want to fuck you. Now unlock the door and go inside.” His hot breath tickled at my ear.

      Bile stinging the back of my throat, I nodded and cast my gaze to my feet. Ideas for warning Wade flooded my mind. I could yell out his name. I could knock on the door. Maybe it was best to stay quiet. Hope Wade knew what was going on and had a plan.

      “Get your keys, and open the door.” Nash's sour breath heated the skin on my ear.

      I jabbed the key at the keyhole. My hand shook so hard I missed. Nash had to guide it for me.

      “Go in.” He nudged the back of my leg with his knee.

      I walked into the gloom of the carriage house. The stuffy smell hit my nostrils but didn’t surprise me. Hannah didn’t use the carriage house as part of the bed and breakfast. Too many weird things happened, too many calls from scared guests in the middle of the night. She had decided on gutting it and making an event venue out of it.

      A rough hand gave me a shove and sent me sprawling. Wade Hill stepped out from behind the door and grabbed Nash Redmond. He slammed Nash's face into the door frame, so hard it seemed like the house shook, and snatched the gun out of his hand. Blood bubbled out of Nash's nose and streamed down his face. His knees buckled, but he raised one fist and swung at Wade. He calmly yanked Nash inside the carriage house and kicked the door shut. “So it’s you. You’re the one who helped Gage get out of prison.”

      Nash cowered on the floor. Wade pointed the gun at his head.

      I grabbed an empty wine bottle off the counter and held it in case Nash decided he still wanted to fight.

      “Kill me now, and you’ll never get Hannah back alive.” Nash cringed, one shivering hand shielding his skull from the gun.

      “We won’t get her back alive anyway.” Wade’s voice carried a bone chilling finality. My hand went loose around the neck of the wine bottle. I stared at him.

      What does that mean? I wanted to scream. Hannah had to be alive. I had to get her out of this. Otherwise, how would I live with myself?

      Nash turned to me, the lower half of his face a mask of blood. “Wanna chance it, Peri Jean? Or you want to go along with the plan?”

      My cellphone rang. The caller ID said unknown. I knew who it had to be. “Gage?”

      “I guess my man’s made contact?” Michael Gage whinnied.

      “Yep. We’re holding him at gunpoint. Wade wants to kill him.” I paused. “You remember Wade don’t you? The guy who whupped your ass and saved my memaw?”

      “Better not shoot him. Nash is the only person who knows where to bring the treasure.” His voice, smooth as pig shit, sounded as confident as he had back when he preached at Gaslight City First Baptist Church. “If you kill him, how will you rescue Hannah from me?”

      On cue, Hannah let out a wail followed by a string of curse words. My stomach hardened into a heavy knot.

      “She’s still alive, you know.” He paused, and Hannah let out another animal howl, so full of pain and fear it barely sounded like her. “For the first time in your trashy life, Peri Jean, you’re gonna control that ugly temper and do as you’re told.” He chewed something crunchy and swallowed. “You and Mr. Redmond will be at the appointed place in exactly two hours and forty-five minutes. Otherwise, pretty Hannah Kessler is going to die a gruesome fucking death. And I’m going to film it and send it to your cellphone.”

      Cold fingers walked up my spine. Sweat popped out over my scalp.

      “Do we understand each other, Peri Jean?” Gage’s tone was mocking now. He had me, and he knew it.

      I swallowed hard. “Yes.” I hung up the phone before he could say any more.

      Wade watched me, his dark eyes blazing with violence. He wanted to kill Nash. Maybe out of jealousy. Maybe for revenge. “Well?”

      “We’re going to get the treasure. Are you going to help me?”

      “I’ll always help you.” His black gaze settled on mine. He held out his hand to me. I took it and accepted the bone-crushing squeeze he gave it. He pulled me close and whispered in my ear, “I can beat Gage’s location out of him.”

      “I heard that.” A high edge of hysteria thinned Nash's voice.

      “We have approximately a two-and-a-half hours. What if you spend an hour beating the stuffing out of him, and he still won’t talk? Or what if he dies?”

      Wade jerked a nod and turned his attention back on Nash. He kicked the other man. “Get up. We’ve got work to do.”

      “The Mace Treasure’s not in here.” Nash got slowly to his feet. “Gage said he looked all over this place, even had it refurbished, and never found the treasure.” He leaned heavily on the counter. “Where could it be?”

      I walked across the kitchen to the broom closet, pulled the door open, and began removing items. “We get to where it is from here.”

      “If this is bullshit, your friend’ll die.” Nash used his shirt to smear the blood coating the lower half of his face.

      “Bring ’im over here.” I motioned at Wade.

      He gripped Nash's arm and frog marched him across the room.

      I stepped away from the empty broom closet. “Touch the wall and use your gift.”

      Nash stared at me. Wade grabbed his wrist in a grip so tight the larger man’s knuckles went white and shoved Nash's hand against the wall. Several seconds passed. Nash's eyes rolled wildly between the wall and me.

      He jerked his hand away. “This is a trick. You made me see those things. Stuff like that doesn’t exist.”

      What did he see? A dark blossom of fear bloomed in my chest. My heart thudded as my mind showed me horrific images. I tried to play it cool.

      “Tell me where Michael Gage has Hannah, and we won’t go in there.”

      “Are you kidding me?” he screamed. “I didn’t go through everything I’ve done to just fucking quit.”

      I dropped my bag on the floor, took out the spell book, and opened it to the page I’d marked. I spoke to Wade. “You control him while I set this up. I don’t need interference.”

      He nodded and shook Nash so hard his teeth clicked together.

      I took out my pill bottle of bull nettle sap, funneled the grave dust into it, and sprinkled the holy water on top of it. Now I needed something to stir it up. Wade held out a ballpoint pen. I took it and stirred the stuff into a nasty black paste. A smell rose off it, one like burning pine needles, and I winced away from it.

      “What is that shit?” Nash twisted in Wade’s grasp and got his foot stomped for his trouble.

      “It’s for a door to the other side.” Wade slammed Nash against the wall.

      “Okay, get back.” I pulled my lighter out of my pocket. “The spell book says to light it on fire.”

      Wade moved back but forced Nash to stay where he was. I touched my fire to the goop. It flamed up, dark blue with little sparks crackling off it. Having seen this show before during my training with Mysti, I knew not to panic but to wait for the flames to die down. It usually happened quickly. This spell was no exception.

      I dipped the pen in the gunk, which now was the consistency of melted tar, and drew a crude door shape. Then I said the words written in the spell book.

      “Powers of this dark place, I seek a portal, I seek a door, I seek a way to St. Augustine’s church.” I waited. Nothing happened. I glanced at Wade. He gave me an encouraging nod.

      A white, eyeball-incinerating light broke through the bottom left corner of my doorway. Making a sound I associated with a welding torch, it burned bit by bit through the rest of the door shape. The rectangle broke away and fell into dark space. I waited but never heard it hit.

      The sound of many voices singing came through the open door. It reminded me of voices raised, singing praises, on a Sunday morning in church. Usually, I enjoyed that sort of music, but fear banded around my heart and made each beat feel strained. I took a deep breath and stepped to the edge of the opening. The singing got louder. The tune sounded familiar, like something I knew, but was just a little off. Again, fear stole over me.

      “What’s in there?” Nash asked from behind me.

      “Dunno. Too dark.”

      Wade pushed a mini flashlight into my hand, and I clicked it on. A set of stone steps stretched out into the darkness.

      “I guess we’re going down.” I packed up the spell book and my grave dust gunk in case I needed it to get back and started walking.

      Wade dragged Nash through the portal and let go of him. He stuck one finger in Nash's face. “Pull any shit, and I will tear your ears off your head and force you to eat them.”

      Shining the flashlight in front of me, I took the first step. The blowtorch sound came back. I turned just in time to see our portal to the outside world close.
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        * * *

      

      Dank coldness spread over me. The stairs faded into the perfect, still blackness, the odd singing somewhere beyond them. I stood still. The last time I went into another realm, I almost didn’t come back. Was I doing the right thing? No way to know.

      Hannah’s scream scratched and clawed its way to the surface of my memory. If I didn’t do this, Gage would kill her. Just for fun. I couldn’t live with her blood on my hands.

      Wade stopped behind me, so close I felt the heat from his body and smelled his special leather and gasoline smell. “We can still try beating Gage’s location out of Nash. You find the treasure on your own timetable, maybe not at all.”

      “I’m just working up the nerve to go down there.” I licked my dry lips. “Memaw used to say, ‘Sometimes, the only way out is through.’ I think this is one of those occasions.” I took one step toward the sound of the eerie singing. Then another. I stuck one hand into the darkness, groping for a rail. Cold fingers brushed against mine. I yelped, tried to backpedal, and slammed into Wade’s solid mass.

      He grunted and slid one arm around my waist. “What is it?”

      “Somebody touched me.” My breath came in sharp pants. I shone the flashlight into the dark.

      A face leaned out of the darkness, one I recognized from pictures we accumulated for the project I did in high school. Chris Leeland. He went missing in this carriage house. Nobody ever heard from him again. Now I knew for sure what happened to him.

      “I found heaven. I found hell.” His voice whispered like dead branches skittering over fallen leaves. “I’m here. I’m in it.” He swiped a black forked tongue over his cracked lips. Nash screamed. Something, probably Wade’s hand, covered his mouth, muffling the sound.

      Heart leaping against my ribcage, I stood as still as I could, the same way I would with any ghost. Chris Leeland faded back into darkness. I took a deep breath and steadied myself. “Wade? Did you hear him?”

      “Yep. Nash did too. Crapped himself, I think.” Wade tugged at my pants. “I got my finger in your belt loop. I ain’t letting go.” He let out a trembling breath.

      Something howled nearby. The cry ended with a nasty laugh. The same voice picked up the song we could hear in the distance. It sang a few words in an off-key growl. The words were definitely not English, but they seemed so familiar.

      I gulped and made myself start moving again. The heat and humidity thickened until sweat dripped off me, making my feet squelch in my boots. The black opal heated around my neck. Even its energy seemed to have no effect in this place. Its heat felt dimmed and dull. No sparks of magic seeped into my skin.

      The music continued, its melody so familiar I hummed along with it. Behind me, I heard the drone of either Wade or Nash humming.

      Fuzzy shapes shambled along in the gloom. The sweet smell of rot touched my nostrils, and I stifled a gag. A hand with long claws swiped at me. It missed me by less than an inch.

      Wade snapped me against his chest. I stood there, breathing hard, his heart rattling against my back and my blood pounding in my ears. My knees wanted to fold up and dump me on my ass. I forced them to hold me. I didn’t want to know what was at my feet.

      The steps ended. My feet sank with each step into something I judged as either mud or deep sand. My thigh muscles ached and trembled with the effort of fighting my way along. Water splashed against rocks somewhere near, but the dim light from my flashlight showed me only more blackness.

      The singing was nearer than ever. I forged along until a rough, wooden wall rose out of the blackness. A set of arched plank doors with black curved handles sat in the middle of the wall. I pulled open the door.

      Light streamed out with the scent of unwashed bodies. The singing I’d been hearing for no telling how long rushed out to greet me. Without thinking, I walked right inside.

      Everyone in the church stopped singing and turned to stare at us. Every single one of their eyes was solid black. No iris, no white, just shiny, button black.

      We stood near the front of the church with the pulpit off to our side. Something moved in the pulpit. A goat wearing priests robes trotted from the pulpit and stared at us with its weird slit pupil eyes. Something red and wet shone on the tips of its horns. It turned its head toward the parishioners, bleated, and they began their song again.

      The need to get to the treasure still burned at me, but not quite as hot. I stood there, swaying on my feet, staring out at the sea of faces. A man with a handlebar mustache and a woman wearing a bonnet stood next to two young men wearing shorts and T-shirts advertising a rock-n-roll band. A man wearing the kind of hat I associated with Depression-era gangsters stood next to a girl dressed in a floor-length dress and a scarf over her head. None of them seemed aware of each other. They stared straight ahead, mouths forming the words to their weird song.

      And what a song it was. I hummed along again, even singing a few of the words now that I could hear them good. Wade’s elbow jabbed into my side. I let out a scream. The song stopped again but only for a second.

      “They’re hypnotizing us,” he hissed in my ear. “It’s a trap.” He bumped me and motioned at Nash, who stared straight ahead, his mouth hanging open. From his mouth issued the words to the song. Finally, I recognized it.

      “They’re singing ‘Leaning on the Everlasting Arms,’ only backwards.” I kept my voice as low as I could.

      Wade shook his head at first and then stiffened. “Get out of here. Now. Just go.” He gave me a light shove toward the door at the other end of the church.

      I tiptoed toward the front of the church, sticking close to the wall. I got halfway and heard Wade’s frustrated voice behind me. I turned to see the problem and watched Wade tug on Nash's arm. The smaller man slapped him away. Wade’s heavy brows drew into a v, and his jaw stuck out. Uh oh. I backtracked.

      “Just drag him,” I whispered.

      “He’ll start a commotion.” Wade pulled at Nash. He attacked Wade with both hands, swatting at him until Wade let go. “See? I vote we leave the stupid little bastard.”

      The song changed. Now that I knew they were singing backwards, I recognized “In the Sweet By and By” right away.

      “If we leave him, we lose the place where Gage has Hannah.” A flash of her tortured face filled my head. I squeezed my eyes shut.

      Wade leaned down until our gazes met. He touched my cheek. “Baby, even if you get Hannah back, she’ll never really leave that place. Her mind’s likely gone.”

      “Are you suggesting I just leave her?” My voice raised. A few singers paused. I held my breath until they started again.

      “He’s going to make you trade yourself for Hannah. You’ll do it because you’re that kind of person.” He leaned into my face, so close I thought he’d kiss me, but he didn’t.

      “Could you leave me?”

      Wade’s cheeks, what I could see of them over the top of his beard, turned red, and his black eyes went hard.

      “I’ve got a plan.” I said the words so soft I didn’t even hear them. “Now get Nash. We’ve got to get out of here.”

      Wade grabbed Nash by the hair and began dragging him through the church. Nash made animal squealing sounds and tried to beat Wade’s hand away. I didn’t wait to see how Wade fought him off.

      The goat let out another bleat, and the freaky congregation stopped singing again.

      I went still. It worked before. Maybe it would work again.

      The only sound in the room came from Nash squealing and trying to get away from Wade.

      The goat bleated again. The singers stirred in their seats, heads swiveling. Every obsidian eye in the place fixed on our little parade. As one, they stood and shambled toward us, hands outstretched. They surrounded us in an instant, blocking our path to the door outside.

      Wade whipped out a semi-automatic pistol and opened fire. Bullets punched into our pursuers and didn’t slow them down a bit. They pushed toward us, hands reaching, open mouths revealing blackened, split snake tongues.

      Hysteria crowded all the rational thoughts out of my brain. It ran wild, pumping my heart harder and harder until I was dizzy. I didn’t want to spend all eternity here singing gospel songs in reverse.

      The black opal pinged weakly on my chest. It woke me up just enough to get control of myself. I tried to remember every lecture Mysti Whitebyrd had given me over the last couple of months. Nothing like this ever came up. But I did remember something about holy water or salt repelling a lot of bad entities. I elbowed Wade. “I need the holy water out of my bag.”

      “Why?” Realization dawned on his face about the same time he answered me. “Never mind. I’ll hold them off. Get it.” He shoved me against the wall and shielded me with his body.

      I dug through the bag, not familiar enough with it to remember where I put the holy water. Finally, my fingers closed over the cool glass. I took off the top, nudged Wade out of the way, and shook the water at the revenants. It steamed on the faces of the ones in front, eating holes in their flesh, but they kept pushing forward as though they felt nothing.

      The black opal jolted on my chest again. I knew its signals by now. This one meant it could help me. I tried to think of an ability I already had for the black opal to boost.

      Then I felt the spirits of the black-eyed people hovering at the edges of the church. They were just like ghosts. The bodies in front of me were empty, just puppets. If I pulled the spirits back into the bodies, maybe we’d be able to reason with them.

      I pulled at the spirits, the same way I pulled at real ghosts, summoning them to me. They came fast, cresting like a huge wave. When they were near enough I could feel their distress at being displaced, I pushed them toward the living flesh of their bodies.

      The goat must have figured out what I was up to. He jumped off the pulpit and ran at me, head down, stained horns speeding straight toward me. I pushed harder at the spirits, straining so hard my head ached and sweat rolled down my back. The first spirit went into its body. I felt the two meet.

      A man dressed in a homespun shirt and pants spun backward. His black eyes went back to normal human eyes. He looked around, shock slackening his face, and began to disintegrate. In seconds, he was nothing but a pile of dust. The other spirits found their homes, and more bodies turned to dust.

      The goat was almost to us. Wade snatched the holy water from me and splashed the last of the holy water in its face. Its snout disintegrated, leaving a gaping hole in its head. It listed to the side and toppled over.

      “Let’s go.” I tugged on Wade’s arm. We walked through the chaos unnoticed. The former singers were too busy reuniting with their souls and dying their final deaths to mess with us. We went out the door and closed it behind us. Behind me, something growled. I turned to see what obstacle faced me next.
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      I sucked in a deep breath and had to grab my injured side. The cat was solid, inky black with glowing gold eyes and stood as tall as my thighs. The animal’s long tail swirled behind it. Reminded me of a house cat getting ready to cut a gash in somebody.

      The interview from Eddie’s notes on the Mace Treasure came back to me. When Luther Palmore’s lumber company discovered the lost church of St. Augustine, one of the workers went inside. A large black cat attacked and killed the man. The interviewee called the animal a panther.

      Sometime later, Luther Palmore brought Reginald Mace and Priscilla Herrera back to this place. They must have expelled the panthers from the church and put the goat in charge. But why? As an obstacle for any treasure hunter who made it this far?

      The big cat growled again, deep in its chest. I pressed my back against the church door. My heart thudded heavily, and a metallic taste formed at the back of my throat.

      Six more cats of the same size and shape came to stand behind near the first cat, all their creepy gold eyes trained on us. One in the back opened its mouth. Its scream sent an icepick driving into my spine. It sounded like a woman having her fingernails pulled out.

      “I vote we go back in the church.” Without waiting for Wade or me to answer, Nash opened the door and let out a surprised yap.

      I turned just in time to see a hand with black fingernails stretching through the door. A face with huge black eyes appeared in the crack. The mouth opened, its thin, black tongue slithered out. A lunatic laugh followed.

      Horror and disgust closed my throat. I slapped Wade’s arm to get his attention.

      He spun and went into action. One huge palm shoved Nash back. Wade jerked open the door enough to have a clear shot at the freak and hit him hard in the chest. The freak stumbled away from the door, but another one took its place. Wade pulled the door shut and held it. He glared at Nash.

      “Great job opening the door, nitwit.”

      “Eat me, peckerwood. I thought they’d all be dead. Why didn’t her spell or whatever she tried work?” Nash gestured angrily at me.

      I didn’t know. It was working when we got out of the sanctuary. I shrugged.

      “Because she left the room,” Wade said.

      “What a joke.” Nash shook his head at me.

      Wade let go of the door and slapped him on the back of the head. The blow landed with a hollow thud. “She’s still learning her abilities.” Wade leaned close to Nash's face and stayed there until the other man turned away.

      I stepped back onto the church’s steps. Beyond the cats was a marsh with thick pine trees sticking out of it. A hundred yards into the swamp, a mound of dry earth rose out of the murky water. On it stood a complete replica of the Mace crypt, all the way down to the name over the door.

      “Tick tock, Peri Jean. Running out of time,” Nash snapped. “Let’s get the treasure.”

      “Get on out there.” I pointed at the crypt replica. “It’s in that little building.”

      “You’re crazy. I’m not going out there.” Nash turned away from us.

      The cats milled around between us and the edge of the swamp. I had to get past them to get to the treasure. While I watched, one of the cats faded away and reappeared in another spot. Another cat did the same trick.

      I took a closer look at the cats and opened my second sight. I could see through them. They’re ghosts. Maybe I could control them with my black opal. I gripped the stone in my hand, concentrating on its power flowing up my arm until the stone itself grew hot.

      “Spirits, I command you to leave this place.” I said the words in a good, strong voice.

      The cat nearest us flickered but came back more solid than it started out. It meandered toward us, swaying in a graceful, deadly dance, it tail raised and its gold eyes boring into us. It stopped at the steps of the church and screamed like a woman.

      I remembered the part of Adam’s drawing that showed the big, black cats. They’d all had their heads raised. The part of the drawing above the cats had been one of the missing pieces. Back in the eighteen hundreds, when Reginald Mace hid the treasure for his son William to find, not too many things, other than birds, would have been flying the skies.

      “I’m going to call the ravens.” I spoke to Wade, keeping my gaze off Nash.

      “Might work. The panthers are ghosts. In mythology, ravens are responsible for escorting deceased souls into the afterlife.” He put his weight against the church door. The wood screamed in protest.

      “Ain’t you afraid you’ll break the door down?” I waved my hand at the church.

      We grinned at each other.

      “The two of you are so right for each other.” Nash watched us, unsmiling. “White trash all the way.”

      Wade popped him on the back of the head. “Better be nice to her. She’s the only reason you’re alive.”

      I stood on the edge of the stone porch and craned out until I could make out the pink, cloudless sky. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, going deep inside myself, searching for the part of me that brought Orev back to life.

      It was hidden deep inside me where old memories go to retire. I latched onto it and pulled. The black opal burned on my chest. In the distance, I heard the ravens cawing. I opened my eyes. Their flapping wings almost turned the pink sky black, and the sound of the wings beating the air drowned out everything else.

      The cats paced nervously, tails whipping and stares trained on the sky above. It looked just like Adam’s drawing. The first raven darted down and sunk its talons into the back of one of the cats. The cat whipped its head and yowled, but the raven never stopped pulling at the air with its wings.

      I watched, mouth open in disbelief. The raven would never lift the cat. I’d made a mistake, called my feathery friends to their death. Just then an even more transparent cat began to lift out of the one in front of us. The raven bore it away, the animal still yowling as it went. One by one, the other six cats were carried away, some yowling, others limp like kittens when their mothers carry them by the scruffs of their necks.

      Orev landed on the steps a few feet from me. The bird cocked its head at me and then turned toward the copycat Mace crypt. He took awkward, rocking steps toward the crypt and glanced back at me. He was right. Time to finish this. I followed him to the edge of the water and stared across its murky depths.

      Something big moved under the surface, rippling the floating branches and moss. It moved toward the crypt and stopped at the little island. A pair of white hands slapped onto the earth and began clawing their way up. A bald head emerged from the water, followed by shoulders clad in sopping black material. Grasping at branches and roots, whatever this thing was climbed onto the dirt and walked to stand in front of the crypt. Raising one water-wrinkled hand, he beckoned me.

      Orev cawed at me and stared with his beady little eyes like I ought to know what to do. I didn’t. The black opal blazed to life on my chest, and the burn of magic awakened in me. I still didn’t know what to do.

      “My guess is there’s a bridge.” Wade said from beside me. “Maybe invisible.”

      I faced him. “What about the church door? Those monsters?”

      “There was a board designed to go over it.” Wade knelt on the ground next to Orev and stared into the bird’s face.

      “Damn thing was right there in plain sight.” Nash joined us. “Only took him half an hour to see it.”

      Orev cawed at the water.

      “The blood.” The voice, high and froggy, came from across the water.

      Orev approached me. Caw. My hand twitched. An image of a hand dripping blood over the water came into my mind. My stomach clenched at the idea of more pain, but I pulled my pocketknife out and pricked my finger. A ruby drop appeared. I dribbled it into the black water.

      The surface of the water vibrated, and a rumbling came from beneath our feet. Behind us, stones fell off the church and thudded to the ground. The water swirled as something came toward the surface. White stone broke the water and formed a narrow path out to the crypt. Water sluiced from between the stones and back into the swamp.

      “This is it.” I squeezed Wade’s arm.

      “I’m coming,” he said.

      “All of you,” the helium-voiced monster called from across the water.

      “I’m not going over there.” Nash backed away from us, eyes wide and wild.

      “All or none,” came the whining voice.

      “If my friend dies because you won’t move your ass, I promise you will die screaming.” I leaned close to Nash and stared into his eyes.

      “Better go, Chucklehead.” Wade started across the path. “I don’t think she’s playing with you.”

      I followed Wade’s sure steps across the water. After several seconds, I heard Nash's light footsteps behind me. Wade stopped in front of the thing guarding the crypt. This close, I could tell his damp garment was a suit with a sodden red tie hanging limply in the front. His skin was even worse than it looked across the swamp. He looked like an albino prune. He smiled at us, and I almost screamed.

      My eyes adjusted a little, and I wished they hadn’t. The thing before me was bald with black, shining eyes. When it opened its mouth to speak, its teeth looked like spit-slick needles. “One of the Blood, the one who Sees and Hears, the one destiny called forth, have you brought back my kindred?” The voice grated on my nerves like concrete over glass.

      I took my bag off my shoulder, dropped it on the ground, and knelt to dig around inside. Wade knelt next to me.

      “Give me the mini treasure chest.” He spoke in a low voice and held his hand out for it. I did, and he set it in the dirt and drew a circle around it with one finger. “Now place the spelling stones around it.”

      “Return my kindred to the stones, daughter of Priscilla.” The thing’s voice vibrated in my ears.

      The memory of Priscilla doing the original spell came into my head easily. I barely had to try to remember it. I hovered over the spelling stones and traced the shapes carved into them with my thumb. Priscilla’s words came to me as though she stood next to me, whispering them in my ear.

      “Entity trapped within this box, I am the one who has the Blood and the one who Sees and Hears.” I squeezed my already wounded finger, biting back my grunt of pain. Blood dripped on the mini chest.

      The air changed again, swirling around me, ruffling my clothes, its touch feathery and hot. The abomination standing in front of me sighed.

      “Today you are free, home in the dark outposts, rewarded for a job well done.” I upended the vial of oil Mysti probably spent hours making over the chest. The mini treasure chest didn’t so much burn as it incinerated, blackening and turning into a pile of ash in a second. The stones jittered against the dirt.

      “Now make your sacrifice to me.” The needle-toothed thing stood over me, radiating eagerness.

      “Sacrifice?” Wade stared at the thing.

      “This witch must pay the debt owed to me by her ancestor. It was promised.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t—”

      “Hair. A lock of your hair. And the blood.” Its voice rattled against my skin, crawling like smoke to scrape at my nerves.

      I took the athame out of my bag and grabbed a lock of my hair.

      “Peri Jean, don’t.” Wade gripped my wrist. “It can contact you any time once it has part of you.”

      “My partnership with your ancestor was amicable and will be so with you.” It smiled again. “You’ll owe no debt to me unless you choose to.”

      Icy fingers scratched their way up my back. How would this thing contact me? And how often? I had a feeling asking questions would only prolong the misery and come to the same end.

      I grabbed a hank of my hair and sawed at it, pulling hard enough for it to hurt my scalp. I sighed in relief when it broke free. The thing in front of me held out one wrinkled, waterlogged hand. I dropped the hair into it, careful not to touch.

      “The blood.” The hand hung in front of my face.

      I tried to work my already cut finger to make the blood start again. The thing hissed. “No. Fresh blood.”

      I slashed another finger and let drops of blood patter into the thing’s hand. They fell over my hair. After too many seconds, the thing closed its hand.

      “Now the words.” Its voice dropped to a whisper.

      What words? My panicked mind scrabbled over snippets I remembered from Priscilla’s spell book. Nothing made sense. Just as my mind reached the apex of its hysteria, the words came to me, again almost as though they were being whispered in my ear.

      “Guardians of darkness, friends of chaos, leave my stones and return to your home. This ends our business together.” The stones jumped in the dirt. One of them flipped over. Black smoke came from them and swirled around the monster who now had a direct link to me. The door to the crypt clicked open.

      “The riches are yours.” The thing showed its sharp snake teeth and gestured at the crypt.
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      Nash shoved me aside. He caught me off guard, and I fell against Wade. He yanked Nash backward and dumped him on the dirt.

      “Don’t do that again,” Wade said. “I’m here to help Peri Jean. If whupping your ass looks like the way I need to help, I’m going to do it.”

      Wade took my arm and guided me into the crypt. Nash crowded behind us.

      The inside of this crypt was a mirror of the one in Piney Hill Cemetery. The vestibule was empty, but candlelight beckoned us deeper into the structure. A familiar wild-haired figure sat next to an open treasure chest.

      Reginald Mace, who’d hidden the treasure and started this mess, stood from where he’d been sitting on the floor. He studied all of us, his gaze finally settling on me. The black opal came to life on my chest. The ghost intended to talk.

      “Priscilla Herrera said the one to come for the treasure would be a descendant of both of ours.” He came toward me. “And you are.”

      The draining feeling of the ghost pulling my energy to power his manifestation made my vision waver. I wouldn’t be able to hear him much longer. I concentrated on the warmth of my power and held on as tight as I could.

      He held out his hand to the open treasure chest. I peered inside. All the speculators and documentaries who said the treasure was worth billions of dollars had been wrong. There was a black leather pouch lying in the treasure chest and a handful of jewelry next to it.

      Nash leaned forward to take it. The door to the crypt opened, and he flew backward, out of the crypt. The sound of him hitting the ground outside made me smile.

      “Go on, see what’s in it.” Wade elbowed me.

      I opened the black pouch. Diamonds sparkled back up at me. There weren’t many, but between those and the jewels, there was more money in this room than I’d probably ever see again in this lifetime. Wade snapped his fingers and pointed at the ghost whose lips were moving.

      I concentrated hard, using the last of my energy to hear his words.

      “This is what I wanted to accomplish…go to my rest.” The ghost walked toward the back wall, went through it, and faded from sight.

      “Let’s go,” I told Wade. “No telling how long we’ve been here. I still need to meet Michael Gage.”

      We walked out and stopped dead in our tracks. The thing who now had my blood and hair had lifted Nash off the ground with one hand. Nash's legs pumped as though he was running a hundred yard dash. His wild, rolling eyes dominated his colorless face. The thing squeezed, and the sound of bone and tendons crackling in Nash's neck reached us several feet away. Nash's mouth dropped open, and a sick moan escaped.

      I winced and drew closer to Wade. Would the thing kill us now? What use did it have for the treasure?

      “As a show of our lasting friendship, Peri Jean Mace, I have some information for you.” The thing held Nash out like an offering. “This will be my thanks for you honoring your ancestor’s bargain. Do you accept?”

      I swallowed, dry sides of my throat rubbing together, and nodded.

      “You’ve made a bargain with this one to exchange the treasure for your friend’s life. He plans to murder you before you get to the exchange and keep the treasure for himself.” The monster’s black eyes flashed red for a second. Where his hand connected to Nash's skin began to smoke. “There’s only one way to deal with betrayal.”

      Nash's eyes widened and popped out of his head. His skin bubbled and liquefied. It slid off him like a layer of cheese and fell to the ground, glistening.

      “No!” I rushed toward Nash, knowing already it was too late. Hannah’s location was forever lost to me.

      The rest of Nash melted and puddled on the ground, blood sizzling and boiling. I slid to a stop in front of it. No, no, no. I clapped my hands over my face and howled out my grief. Poor Hannah.

      “I’m sorry.” I choked out the words. The horror of what Hannah’s last moments would likely be occurred to me. I clenched my fists and screamed for her. How could this have happened? How could everything I suffered through come down to this?

      The thing grabbed me and forced me to the ground. “You didn’t need him. See the information you wanted, witch. Reach inside you and see it here.” Its fetid breath heated my skin, and I tried to recoil, but it held me in place over the pile of blood and liquefied guts, so close the metallic stench from it made me gag.

      Then, something inside me blossomed, opening to petals full and ripe. A veil lifted from my eyes. I saw what Nash had known.

      The thing pulled me away from the mess and said, “There are many ways back home.”

      It was the last line from Reginald Mace’s message to his son William, written more than one hundred years ago and left for me to decipher. I stared at the closed door of the church. It was the only way I knew to get back where we belonged. The ground rumbled again, and more stones fell off the church. The path we’d used to cross the swamp disappeared back under the water.

      “You’re no longer safe here.” The thing’s voice garbled into a guttural squeal on the last word. More stones fell off the church and rolled away from it. “Go now. I can no longer protect you.”

      The church’s roof cracked and caved in. The stained glass windows blew outward, glass shards sparkling in the light. A rumbling came from the earth at our feet. I felt the disturbance in the part of Priscilla Herrera I’d taken on. It was bad.

      The needle-toothed thing shrunk in on itself, fattening and lengthening at the same time. Its bones rearranged themselves with a wet pop. The black suit rent open across the back and fell off to expose coarse black hair. Its hands grew into hoofs. The thing’s greedy black eyes stared at us, full of intelligence and knowing. It squealed and jumped into the swamp, pedaling furiously.

      The swamp simmered like water does right before it boils. Steam rose from it. Its wet, fishy smell intensified and became rank.

      There are many ways back home. The voice in my head belonged to Reginald Mace. It finally made sense.

      “Come on.” I tugged at Wade and took him back into the crypt. I stopped at the opening where William Mace’s body would have gone. On this side of reality, there was no nameplate, only a forked holder with a bell attached to it.

      The bell must ring three times.

      I picked up the bell and jingled it three times. The stone covering the opening faded. I clambered inside and held out one hand to Wade. He crawled inside with me and pressed close to me. The slab underneath us fell away, and we both fell, screaming.

      We floated somewhere between realities, existing in a darkness where nothing mattered, and came to rest in a dark, dank place.

      The sound of a horn honking outside let me know we were back in our world. I took the flashlight out of my pocket and clicked it on. We both lay sprawled inside the broom closet at the Mace Carriage House. I opened the door and stepped into the kitchen, first glancing at the clock on the stove. A half-hour remained until Hannah’s time ran out, and I had a mess to fix.

      My only chance of besting Michael Gage was to fool him into thinking nothing was amiss until I could get the jump on him. Nash’s absence would be a red flag to the contrary. What could I do? My mind went back to the spells I’d seen in my new grimoire. The answer came. I only hoped I could pull it off.

      Heart slamming against my injured ribs, I took out my cellphone and made a call.
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      “I don’t trust this idiot.” Wade towered over me, his face set in a narrow-lipped scowl.

      “You have no choice.” I stood on the porch of the carriage house, waiting for Tubby Tubman to pull up at the curb. “You’re too big for Michael Gage to think you’re Nash for one second.” I showed him the spell book, open to the page with the glamour spell. “See right there? It says the object has to be of similar size or it requires the help of the others. I can’t talk to that thing from the crypt again today. No telling what he’d want in return—”

      “Don’t even think about that horror. It can hear your thoughts.” Wade’s gaze darted around the carriage house as though the needle-toothed monstrosity was right there with us. And what did I know? Maybe it was. He turned his attention back to me. “Then I’m going with you.”

      “No, you ain’t.” I crossed my arms over my chest and refused to acknowledge his huge presence looming over me.

      “You might think you can stop me, but you’re wrong.” He leaned down in my face. I twisted away.

      Tubby pulled up to the curb, and I motioned to him. He hurried across the lawn, skinny arms swinging. “You know where Gage is at?”

      “Old Beulah Church.” I held open the door to the carriage house.

      “You’re fucking kidding me.” Tubby stopped where he was. “I should have known. That’s where I made him meet me for his payments.”

      “It doesn’t matter now.” I motioned him inside.

      Tubby walked inside the carriage house and stared at my makeshift spelling setup. He shook his head.

      “You ain’t about to sacrifice me to some horned god, are you?” He leaned over the pentagram I’d chalked on the floor surrounded by cheap white emergency candles found in the cupboards.

      Nothing in the spell book talked about the pentagram or the candles, which were the wrong colors anyway, but I’d learned this method from Mysti. It was the only way I knew.

      “No. I’m going to make it so Michael Gage’ll see Nash Redmond when he looks at you.”

      “If he’s inside the old Beulah Church, he won’t know.” Wade waited with the chalk in his hand. He’d draw the circle once Tubby and I were inside.

      “But what if he’s waiting out front? What if he has a security camera? He had my damn house bugged. Asshole’s gone high tech.” I dragged Tubby into the circle with me and motioned Wade to start. I went about casting the circle. My words tripped over each other, but the low energy of the circle falling into place came anyway, easier than usual. Maybe having Priscilla’s mantle wasn’t as bad as Wade seemed to think.

      I grabbed Tubby’s skinny wrist. The feel of his pulse knocking against the thin skin there alerted me to his fear more than the deadness behind his blue eyes. I gave him a reassuring caress with my thumb.

      The words from the spell book rolled off my tongue like they were meant for me. They hung in the air, heavy and powerful, at my command.

      The magic built in me. It came in through my feet, powered by energy from the old floorboards, their earth magic leftover from the trees they’d once been. I breathed it in and let it move through every piece of my body. It settled in my head, waiting for me to tell it where to go. I gripped the little metal rose Nash gave me when we first met and sent some magic into it.

      I hoped it had enough of Nash on it, since he’d bought it as a gift for me, to hold the spell. Nothing in the spell book mentioned putting one of Nash's belongings on Tubby. I’d simply known just as I’d known how to pronounce the words to work the spell. It seemed the mantle, rather than making the magic possible, gave me little details I wouldn’t have otherwise known.

      I pressed the rose into one of Tubby’s outstretched hands and closed his fingers over it. I said the word to bind it to him, to make its energy part of his, just for a short time. I took his other hand and drew the sigil from the spell book on his palm, tapped it three times and whispered the final words of the spell.

      Tubby’s skin cooled under my touch as though a layer of reality separated me from him. The visage of Nash Redmond appeared over his face, a lifelike, animated mask.

      “It didn’t work. I feel like the same old me, not some Yankee douche,” Tubby twanged.

      “Don’t talk, bro.” Wade gaped at Tubby from outside the circle. “Long as you keep your mouth shut, you’re dead on.” He winked at me and nodded.

      A few minutes later, Tubby and I climbed into Nash's vintage Caddy. It had been parked a few streets over, and Tubby saw it coming in. Tubby drove because none of us believed Nash would let me drive if he wanted to keep control of the situation. Wade lay across the backseat. We rode in silence, the night’s darkness a cloak to incubate all my worries.

      Wade’s warning about Hannah never being the same played over and over in my mind. Would death, even the kind of death Michael Gage would inflict on her, be better than a lifetime of the kind of mental anguish this kind of trauma caused? I’d never know. All I could do was try to save her.

      “I smell smoke,” Tubby said as we neared the church, which was less than a mile from Memaw’s house.

      “Some assholes tried to kill us before we went to get the treasure.” Wade’s voice came from the darkness of the backseat. “Ended up burning down Miss Leticia’s house and killing Peri Jean’s Nova.”

      My mind formulated a hoard of questions. Where was I going to live? What was I going to do now? I quelled them with the simple thought that I might not have much longer to live.

      “Y’all done had a busy day.” Tubby turned into the parking lot of Beulah Church, tires whispering over the dirt, and put the Caddy in park. He sat staring at the boarded up building. “No lights on in there. We ought to be able to see ’em from the cracks around the boards.” He turned to me. “You sure you right about the location, girl? If you ain’t, all this been for nothing. Wearing this Yankee’s skin might make me talk funny.”

      I knew what I’d seen in Nash's blood. The images of what he and Gage did to Hannah would never leave me. Nor would I forget the picture of them laughing about her, imitating her misery, right in front of this church.

      The first bullet sounded like a rock hitting the car’s metal. Tubby and I both went down. The next two bullets took out the windshield. Chunks of safety glass pelted our backs and arms.

      “Gage? The fuck you doing?” Tubby yelled in his best Yankee accent, which sounded nothing like Nash.

      Gage must not have noticed. “Partnership’s over, son. Thanks for the help getting out of prison, thanks for caring, but we’re parting ways.”

      Tubby pulled a semi-automatic pistol out of his pants and jacked a round into the chamber. “But I’ve got the treasure right here. And Peri Jean.” Tubby’s second try at a Yankee accent sounded about as authentic as a fast food cordon bleu.

      “I’ll get it out of the car once you’re dead.” Gage shot at us twice more.

      Tubby returned fire and ducked down. More bullets punched into the car. I thought about Bonnie and Clyde’s final moments. Not happening to me. “Don’t try to shoot it out with him, Tub. Run over him.”

      “Go in the direction of the muzzle flashes,” Wade whispered from the backseat.

      “I know what to do.” Tubby turned to glare at Wade. “Just because you were in the military—”

      “I was a Marine.” Wade’s voice went cold.

      “Just do it before he starts shooting again.” I punched Tubby in the ribs. The effort pulled at my own injury from the beating. I jerked my arm back.

      Tubby raised slightly to see out the hole where the windshield had been.

      “The muzzle flashes are coming from your left.” Wade kept his voice barely above a whisper.

      “I see them, Mr. I’m-A-Marine.” Tubby stared into the darkness. “Gage! We can talk this out. Come on, man.”

      “No deal.” Gage shot three more times.

      Tubby started the car, raising just enough to see, and popped the gearshift into drive. He floored the Caddy in the direction where we’d last heard Gage’s voice. Gunshots flashed in the dark. Tubby sped toward them and crashed into the side of the old building.

      “I saw him jump out of the way.” Wade sat up in the backseat. The back windshield shattered and crumbled as another bullet crashed through it. Wade yelped and dropped back down on the seat.

      My heart leapt into my throat, flailing and flopping. I rooted around in my seat to get a look at him. “You hit?”

      “It’s not bad.” He pressed one hand to his arm.

      “But you’re hit.” Something dark and powerful fluttered inside me. This had gone far enough. I would not let Michael Gage shoot my friend and get away with it, no matter how much he scared me. A rage, not quite my own but not separate from me either, rose up and looked around. The black opal pulsed on my chest, letting me know it was ready for action. I focused on the growing quiver of magic inside me and let it lead my consciousness out of the car. I found Gage hiding around the side of the building, reloading his gun. I saw the evil inside his soul, a malignant thorn with poison dripping from its tip.

      He spun around and peered into the darkness and smashed the magazine back into his pistol with the heel of his hand. “I see you.”

      “No, you don’t,” I said. My voice sounded loud and muffled inside my consciousness.

      Gage didn’t seem to hear. He backed against the church pointing his gun to the left, then to the right. “Where are you?” He pulled the trigger. The pistol bucked in his hand. He pointed the gun right at me and pulled the trigger again. I heard the whiz of the bullet as it passed through me and lodged in an old pin oak tree behind me. Gage, now in full panic, pulled the trigger again and again. Some of the bullets went through the spot where my spirit stood. Others went wild. The gun’s slide locked back, showing it was empty. Gage’s chest rose and fell. His gaze still darted around.

      I came forward and brushed one hand against his cheek like a lover, really pouring energy into it.

      He screamed and jumped away. He squinted into the darkness. “Raelene?”

      Hate brimmed over and spilled its poison in me. He was scared and calling for my cousin who he brutally murdered? Oh, hell no.

      I remembered what I saw my father’s ghost do to Scott Holze and knew how I wanted to end things with Gage. I gathered my energy, the last I had, and crowded against Gage. I pushed my hand, or what passed for it in this form, into his brain and squeezed. The mass popped as something within it burst, and the rush of blood running out of it filled my ears. I pulled out of Gage and backed away.

      He fell to the ground convulsing, kicking, and flailing. The moonlight shone silver on his face and made his eyes look like coins rested on top of them. His movements slowed, and a foul smell hit me as his bowels emptied. He twitched once more and lay still.

      An invisible force pulled me backward to the car where my physical body sat. I merged into my own still body. I opened my eyes and pushed Wade’s hands away. “I’m fine. I just went to…run an errand.”

      “You went…” Tubby stared at me. “You were right here the whole time.”

      “You’re an idiot, Tubman,” Wade muttered. “I’m guessing Gage is dead.”

      I unbuckled my seatbelt and climbed out of the car. My legs were so weak, they barely held me up. I balanced against the wreck of the Caddy. “Go see for yourself. He’s over there.”

      Tubby ran to see, probably happy to be rid of a formidable enemy with no injury to his person.

      I stumbled toward the church. Wade appeared at my side and took my arm. I expected him to lecture me, to try to prepare me to find Hannah inside dead, but he didn’t. He held me up, the way he had our entire friendship. I put my arm around his waist and squeezed.

      He stopped walking and stared down at me. “You probably saved me and Tubby tonight. Thanks.”

      “You’ve saved me more times than I can count.” I stared up into his face, wishing so much we could walk off into the sunset and live happily ever after. The ache in my chest was almost as bad as the ache of fatigue threatening to consume me.

      Wade pulled open the door of the church and motioned me through. The cavernous room was pitch black. Gage, when he prepared to double-cross Nash, must have cut the lights. Or maybe he anticipated me coming into the room and wanted me to dread seeing whatever horror he had in store. I took out my flashlight and clicked it on. At the front of the church was a small raised area where the preacher would have stood. It held a long table with a still form on top of it. Naked white flesh glowed in the flashlight’s harsh glare.

      I took off in that direction, still holding my breath. I was afraid if I breathed I’d puke. Wade kept pace with me and guided me to the steps at one end of the stage. He stayed on the floor.

      Gage had banded Hannah to the table with long strips of fabric. One at the feet. One at the shoulders. One across her forehead. She was blindfolded and had a rag stuffed in her mouth. I clicked off the flashlight because I couldn’t look any more.

      “Is she…” Wade trailed off. I knew what he meant, though. He wanted to know if she was alive or dead.

      Hannah began to scream behind her gag. The combination of relief and anxiety about the extent of her injuries nearly made me swoon. I pulled it together and got the gag out of her mouth.

      “Oh, Peri Jean, is that you?”

      I caressed her cheek with my fingertips. “It’s me. I’m here for you.”

      “You’ve got to go. He’ll be back any minute.” Her words came fast, all razor-edged with panic and fear. Hadn’t she heard the gunshots outside? Or was she so paralyzed with trauma she couldn’t process any of it? I didn’t know what to do or how to help her.

      “He’s dead.” I kept rubbing her cheek.

      Wade came up the steps. Hannah’s head wagged wildly, and her chest rose and fell too fast.

      “It’s all right, baby.” I kept my voice soft. Inside, I raged and screamed and howled. If I could have killed Michael Gage again, I’d have done it. Only slower. “It’s just Wade Hill. He came to help me get you.”

      Wade put a sleeping bag over Hannah’s body. She winced when it touched her.

      “All I could find,” he said.

      “I can’t see.” Hannah began to sob.

      “You got duct tape over your eyes.” I stroked her hair back off her forehead. “I’ll have to leave it for the hospital.” The hospital! I spoke in a low voice to Wade. “Can you call 911?”

      He walked away without speaking. Outside, tires squealed on asphalt and an engine came near.

      “Five-oh!” Tubby yelled. “I’m running. Catch y’all later.”

      How had they found us so fast? Had someone reported the gunshots? Wade walked outside. Someone shouted a question. I recognized the voice.

      “Dean!” I screamed. “Hannah’s in here.”

      Sheriff Dean Turgeau burst through the church’s double doors and trained his flashlight on us. I stepped in front of Hannah.

      “She’s naked under that sleeping bag,” I stage whispered. “And she’s hysterical.” My vision wavered in the brightness of Dean’s flashlight. All the drama of the last few hours washed over me. This time, the loss of energy refused to be ignored. My legs went weak, and I sat down hard.

      “You hit?” Dean screamed in my face.

      I ignored him and let the fatigue and my injuries overtake me.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up to bright sunlight streaming through the room. The smell told me right away I was in the hospital.

      “Need water?” Dean’s voice sounded as tired as I felt.

      He sat across from my bed with his hair mussed and grime streaking his face and clothes. One side of his lips was swollen and split.

      “What happened?” I tried to ask, but the inside of my mouth felt coarse and dry. I nodded and pointed to the water.

      Dean stood with a grunt and filled the plastic hospital cup. He bent the straw and leaned over me to help me take a sip. He smelled like smoke. I had a blissful second to wonder why before the dots clicked together with a final clunk, and I remembered the previous day in all its horror.

      Joey and his crew of vigilantes burned Memaw’s house. They wiped away everything I had left like it never existed. My throat tightened. They tried to kill me, and I tried to kill them. I almost won. I found the Mace Treasure, and I killed Michael Gage. Hannah was hurt.

      I swallowed my water and pushed the cup away. “Hannah?”

      “None of the injuries were life-threatening. They were just…” He let out a breath and shook his head. “Just brutal. Never seen anything like it. Never want to again. They’ve got her sedated.”

      My mind called up what I’d seen of Nash’s memory for that brief second I looked into his blood. I shut it off. Thinking about what my sweet, dear friend went through because of me made me sick. “Wade?”

      “Mr. Hill needed his gunshot wound treated. He needed his head examined after Mrs. Carly Holze hit him in the head.” Dean touched his lip. “When the hospital staff tried to remove him from your room, he got upset. I made the mistake of trying to remove him myself.”

      “Am I under arrest?” No need to say any more if I was.

      “For…” He raised his eyebrows, and a little mischief danced in those light blue eyes that had held me so enthralled at one time.

      I shook my head, numb. Someone rapped on the door to my room. It opened, and Rainey Bruce stuck her head in.

      “I’m interviewing Peri Jean.” Dean said the words as though they’d send Rainey backpedaling. He was a slow learner. Rainey stepped into the room and set her tote bag on the dresser. She appraised Dean coolly, as though they didn’t run together most mornings, as though they weren’t friends. She stared at him as though she had big teeth, and he was small and juicy.

      “You know I’m her attorney, don’t you?” Rainey pulled the room’s other chair next to my bedside.

      “I just want to hear what went on, Rainey.” The same whine I remembered from our short relationship made Dean sound fifteen instead of forty.

      “And as her attorney, I’m here to make sure the law is observed.” Rainey stared at Dean through hooded eyes. The sheriff kicked at the floor and shook his head. Rainey nodded. “If your office is pressing charges of any sort, I’m going to advise my client not to talk. If you’re simply gathering information…”

      “There are no charges.” Dean leveled his gaze on me. “The Holzes started out wanting to press charges.” He snorted. “There they sat on your burning property, gas cans in Joey’s truck, golf clubs, baseball bats, and chains on the ground, but they were pressing charges. Then I told them we’d talked to Rainey first. Then Myrtle Gaudet caved. Last I talked to Carly, she hopes you won’t press charges.”

      “Are all the Holzes alive?” I wasn’t sure if I cared, but I needed to know.

      “Joey had a heart attack. He was life-flighted to Dallas. You broke Felicia’s jaw and knocked out five teeth.” Dean glanced at my bruised fists for a second. “Scott had a seizure. Doc’s trying to figure out why. You’re lucky you know how to fight. They really meant to kill you.”

      “What about the other matter at Beulah Church?” Rainey’s face was still as the air before a tornado.

      “No charges.” Dean crossed his ankle over his knee.

      “What about Wade and Tubby?” My voice sounded like I had a lump of concrete in my throat. I took another sip of water.

      “Sheriff’s office’ll let it go in exchange for your story, although we ought to charge Mr. Tubman for fleeing the scene.” He waited a beat. “If you tell me what you experienced, I have further information that might interest you.”

      I glanced at Rainey. She nodded her consent. “Okay, I’ll talk.”

      “Mr. Hill told us Gage used Hannah to force you to find the treasure.”

      “Gage called my cellphone several times from a blocked number. He sent a video of him torturing Hannah. He said he’d kill her if I got the police involved.” My hand trembled on top of the thin hospital blanket. “So I did what I needed to do to find the Mace Treasure.”

      “This next is just between us.” He gave me his I’m-a-charmer smile. “What was the treasure?”

      “A leather bag with a few diamonds in it and some old jewelry.” I glanced around for my backpack, heart speeding up.

      “It’s in the safe at my office.” Rainey patted my arm and gave it a light squeeze.

      “Where’d you find the treasure?” Dean had a smile on his face, but his eyes weren’t smiling. He was analyzing everything I said.

      I glanced at Rainey. Her cool, dark eyes offered no hint what I should say. So I winged it. “It was hidden in the floorboards of the Mace Carriage House.”

      “That makes no sense. Why wouldn’t someone have found it over the years? More experienced treasure hunters than you have looked.” He uncrossed his legs and leaned forward, squinting at me. It made me feel like a rat in a snake cage. But then his eyes drifted over the shape of my body under the blanket. Something moved behind them. The familiarity I saw in his gaze pissed me off. I said the thing I knew would shut him down.

      “Remember why we broke up Dean? Because I do magic, and I’m unnatural?” I waited for the tips of his ears to turn red. They did, and I continued. “That’s how I found it. Reginald Mace hired a witch to spell the magic so nobody could—”

      He held up one hand, but I was on a roll.

      “—find it or even see it. She also put a curse on the treasure when the people of this awful, nasty town lynched her, and a bunch of your more experienced treasure hunters died because of it. You want to know why I was able to take off the curse and get the treasure, Dean-o?” I knew the nickname pissed him off.

      His cheeks heated to the color of bricks.

      “I did it because in addition to being descended from Reginald Mace, who hid the treasure, I am descended from that witch. And that’s where my gifts—because they are gifts, even though you hate me because of them—come from.” I lay there panting, already feeling the effect of my temper tantrum. I touched the black opal pendant for comfort.

      Dean’s gaze followed my hand. He gulped. I’d been right. The magic scared him away, always would. But there was one thing he was forgetting. Magic ran in his veins just like mine. What would he do if one of his children had the second sight? Not my problem.

      Something tapped on the window. I took my gaze off Dean’s red face to see what it was. The silhouette of a big black bird sat on the sill. Orev. He tapped on the window again. The bond between us awoke, and I felt the bird’s curiosity about my well-being, since he depended on me for his survival. I sent back comfort and assurance. He cawed and flew away.

      “What do you know about Michael Gage’s death?” A tremor ran through Dean’s words. I raised my gaze to find him staring out the window. I’d have bet my last dollar bill someone told him about the bird attacking Scott Holze.

      Rainey gave me a short nod.

      “He shot at us. We rammed Nash's car into the church, and he took off running.” My words ended in a coughing fit. I took a sip of water. “He went around the side of the church and started shooting. The shooting stopped. We went to see what happened and found him dead.”

      I stared into Dean’s face. Did he hear my lie? Probably. The only real question was whether he’d press for the truth. After all the magic talk, and the lack of injuries on Gage’s person, I somehow doubted it.

      Dean put his thumb and forefinger to his lips and tapped. He sat like that for a while. Finally, he raised his gaze to stare at me. “Okay. Fine. Do you have any idea where Nash Redmond is?”

      Hard question. He was in the dark outposts and would stay there forever. Did I know exactly where the dark outposts were? Not really. There was my answer. I shook my head at Dean.

      “How did you get use of his car?”

      “It was sitting at the Mace House with the keys in the ignition. Nash and I went out a few times. I knew he wouldn’t mind me using it.” All this was true. Dead people don’t have much use for cars.

      Dean nodded, his eyes flat. “We have reason to believe Nash may be using Jay Harris’s truck. Are you familiar with it?”

      “Big, red Ford pickup?” I nodded. “But why?”

      “Mr. Harris was found dead in his apartment. His truck is missing.” Dean let out a breath. “A neighbor saw a man who looked like Nash Redmond get into the truck and drive away late last night.”

      Chilly sweat oozed out of my pores. I shivered. The neighbors didn’t see Nash Redmond late last night. He was already dead. But I knew one person who’d masqueraded as Nash Redmond last night. Tubby Tubman. He saw his chance to get rid of an old adversary and took it. He probably made sure he was seen leaving the scene as Nash Redmond. Something in my new knowledge told me the glamour should have worn off by the morning. I’d make sure.

      “Normally, I wouldn’t give you information about an open case, but, dammit, I need you to understand how dangerous Mr. Redmond is.” Dean glared at me. “If you see him, you have got to call me.”

      “Oh, I understand.” And I did.

      “Okay. The information I promised you.” He got up out of his chair pulled it close to my bed and sat again. He lowered his voice. “What I’m about to tell you could get me in huge trouble. But I think you deserve to know the truth.”

      “You know I’ll never tell.” Even though Dean’s and my relationship came to a messy end, I once loved him. I’d never shit on him in such a petty, underhanded way. If I were going to shit on him, I’d be up front about it.

      “The first thing to understand is that Nash and Michael Gage met in prison.”

      Both Rainey’s and my mouth fell open.

      “Nash Redmond was serving time for a drunk driving charge and assault on a law officer.” Dean took out his notepad and read off it. “He’d been a nurse on the outside, so he got to work in the prison hospital as an orderly. We know now Gage was faking the extent of his injuries with the help of a civilian nurse. Nash probably told Gage who he was, and things went from there.”

      “Why would Gage have cared about Nash Redmond?” Rainey wrinkled her nose.

      “That’s the good part.” Dean grinned. “The big mystery about Michael Gage was that nobody knew his real identity. Even when he was arrested in the 1980s as Billy Ryder, that name was discovered to be fake.” Dean leaned forward, eyes glowing with excitement. “Thanks to you, law enforcement got another crack at him last year. Gage was connected to so many crimes, across so many states and even in other countries, the Feds got involved.” Dean practically vibrated with excitement. “Eventually, Gage’s DNA was tested against all prisoners in the State of Texas system. They came up with two matches.”

      A dark shadow crossed my heart. All of a sudden, and for no reason, I knew.

      “One was Nash Redmond. The match indicated Gage was Nash's father.” Dean had his notepad out again, reading straight from it. I was glad he couldn’t see my face. “The Feds traced Nash Redmond’s history but learned he was adopted as an infant in a closed adoption.”

      “Closed adoption?” At this point, every word Dean said sounded foreign and meaningless. Something deep inside me wanted him to stop. But part of me wanted to know.

      “It just means the identity of the birth parents was kept secret. It used to be more common than it is now.” Rainey glanced at me, and her eyes widened.

      Dean nodded. “They ran a background on Nash, trying to figure out if he knew Michael Gage was his father. Nash never got into any trouble as a kid and worked as a nurse. Did a good job, from all reports. But then he and his parents were in a car accident while on a Memorial Day vacation. The parents died in the wreck. Nash suffered head injuries, which caused a coma. He woke up from the coma two months later.”

      I thought I knew the answer to this question. “Nash said he woke up from the coma with psychometry—the ability to touch things and know past and present about the object’s owner. So I bet he somehow knew.”

      “You know I don’t believe in that stuff, but listen to what I have to say next.” Dean’s face shifted into a sour grimace. “The Feds tracked down Nash's girlfriend back in Massachusetts. The girlfriend said Nash had discovered, when he went through his parents’ papers, he was adopted from a single mother in Texas. He’d found an item that was apparently given to his adoptive parents along with him. It was a very old rattle. He left for Texas right after that.”

      “What about the other DNA match? You said there were two.” Rainey, brow furrowed, glanced at me. I saw something moving in the dark depths of her eyes and knew it only as worry. My heart sped up.

      “The other match was an elderly prisoner, a lifer named John Mace Rydell. He actually died in prison, of old age, last month. Rydell was one of those guys who got into trouble over and over again and finally committed an offense that got him life without parole.” Dean took a deep breath and put his notepad away. “The DNA indicated John Mace Rydell was Michael Gage’s father.

      “Mace,” I muttered. The world around me swam.

      “The mother was Danita Younis. She married John Mace Rydell, and they had a son they named William.” Dean paused. “See where Michael Gage got Billy Ryder?”

      I didn’t care about all that. “It’s the same Mace, isn’t it? Nash and Michael Gage are related to me.”

      “I did a little research on your behalf, even subscribed to one of those genealogy research websites. Michael Gage and his son, Nash Redmond, trace back to William Mace. Just like you.” Dean reached out and put one hand on my arm. “But you’re not like that at all.”

      Wasn’t I? My stomach roiled with disgust and an odd kind of guilt. Gage and Nash, psychos though they were, had just as much right to the Mace Treasure as I did. Had I stolen from them? And why hadn’t Gage just told me instead of murdering my cousin? The questions compounded and bred into more questions. I realized I’d never know the answer to any of them.

      Dean left not long after that. The jerk actually kissed me on the cheek and wished me the best. Rainey helped me dress in the cheap clothes she’d brought for me to wear home—wherever that was.

      “Wade checked himself out of the hospital early this morning. He said for you to call him when you, and I quote, ‘Get out of this sleazy son of a bitch.’” Rainey wadded up the sack and shoved it into a trashcan. “Mysti Whitebyrd has called your cellphone every hour on the hour. You need to call her back.”

      “I’d like to see Hannah first.” I grunted as I bent to tie the cheap white canvas shoes Rainey bought me.

      “Of course. I’ll take you.” She held out one arm while I stood and helped me haul my sore bones out of the hospital room.
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        * * *

      

      Rainey walked through the hospital the same way she did life—head high, shoulders straight. The world was hers to do with as she pleased, a foe already conquered. She led me through a door marked Hospital Staff Only. A nurse met us there, took one look at us, and went the other way. Rainey tipped me a wink. “There are benefits to looking like you’ll puree them if they speak to you.”

      She led me down a deserted hallway and stopped in front of a closed door. Unlike many of the other doors we’d passed, this one had no name tag. Was this the right place?

      “I want you to prepare yourself.” Rainey’s grip on the door handle tightened. “Dean told me Hannah held it together until she realized it was really over. Then she became hysterical and scratched her own face. That’s why she’s sedated.”

      My stomach dropped all the way to my feet. I didn’t want to see Hannah like this, but I knew I had to go in even if she’d never know I was here. I nodded my understanding. Rainey opened the door and let me inside.

      Hannah’s room was dark, the blinds closed. She slept the deep sleep of sedation. As Rainey promised, there were thin red tracks down her face. I leaned over Hannah’s bed and pressed my cheek to her forehead. I held her still, cool hand in mine for several minutes. Finally, I whispered, “I’ll always be here for you.” And I meant it.

      Rainey and I didn’t speak until we reached her Mercedes. She hit the alarm and motioned me to get inside. My cellphone lay on the console. I noticed it was turned off.

      “Mysti kept calling. She was driving me crazy.” Rainey started the car and turned to me. “She threatened to put a hex on me if I lied to her about you.”

      “I’d put a hex on someone if they lied to me about you or Hannah.”

      Rainey’s head slowly swiveled to face me. “And it would work, wouldn’t it?”

      I shrugged.

      “It might take a lifetime to find them, but when you have the right friends, you know it.” She steered the Mercedes out of the parking lot. We went through town and toward her subdivision, the only gated one in Burns County. Rainey blew past the guard shack with one hand raised. A few minutes later, we pulled into her garage. “You’re welcome to stay here for the time being. I invited Wade, but he said one of the Six Guns would let him crash.”

      “Thanks, Rainey.” I got out of the car and limped behind her into the house. “I better call Wade, let him know I’m okay.”

      “You might think about calling Mysti Whitebyrd first.” Rainey bent to pet her dog, Ugly. “Wade knows you’re safe with me.”

      I powered up my cellphone, and it rang immediately. Mysti’s picture flashed on the screen. I answered the call. “Hello?”

      “You did it, didn’t you?” I could picture her in one of her tie-dyed dresses, big grin plastered all over her face. “I knew you could. Just knew it.”

      “I killed Michael Gage,” I hissed into the phone. “The mantle—”

      “Gave you what you needed when you needed it?” Her voice held a gentle hint of challenge. “What would have happened if you hadn’t had it?”

      No need to answer that one. Gage would have played shootout with us until one or all of us were dead. His entire life had been a misguided attempt to burn the world down. Bad legacy to take into the afterlife. I wanted to use my time on the planet more wisely and leave more good stuff behind.

      “Gage hurt Hannah. He hurt her so bad. If only I had—” My voice shook.

      “Peri Jean, life is mostly stuff you wish hadn’t happened.” She paused and took a deep breath. “You do the best you can and go from there. Win some, lose some, move on.”

      Her words at first sounded callous. Then I gave them some thought. She was right. I could feel guilty and still accept what happened and learn from it. It didn’t have to paralyze me. I could move forward, learn about this power I had inside me, and do good things with it.

      “Rainey told me those bigots burned down your house.” Sharp edges of dislike hardened Mysti’s normally soft voice.

      “They wanted to beat me to death too.” I flashed back to the bloodiest fight I’d ever been part of and shivered. “For the last month, I’d been having those dreams of being on the gallows. I thought Priscilla Herrera’s story had gotten into my subconscious, but I think it was a warning. Because when Joey Holze and his thugs surrounded me with their bats and chains, all I could think about was what Priscilla Herrera must have felt.”

      A deep voice spoke on Mysti’s end.

      “Griff, Brad, and I want you to come down here to the city and live with us.” Mysti said the words in a rush and let out a breath when she finished. “You can learn to use your mantle while you work for us. When you’re ready, there’s all kinds of places to live. You don’t have to answer right now…” She trailed off, maybe hoping I would.

      I thought about it. There was no reason to stay in Gaslight City. I could barely make enough money to survive. Wade and I couldn’t room together. We’d drive each other crazy. I listened to Rainey crooning to her dog in the next room, thought about Hannah lying in the hospital. The idea of leaving my friends hurt. But Mysti’s words rang in my head. You do the best you can. I took a deep breath.

      “I’ll do it.” The words sounded so final and huge.

      Mysti let out a victory yell. She spoke to someone, probably Griff, and told them I’d accepted their offer. She came back on the line. “You’re going to learn so much. We’ll practice every day.”

      “Mysti, thank you for being my friend.” My eyes stung as I said the words. I needed her to know I’d be lost without her.

      “Thank you for being mine, my sister from another mother.” She let out a long breath. “I don’t want to keep you, so listen. You call me when you’re ready to come.”

      “I will.” We said our goodbyes and hung up.

      Rainey stood in the door separating the kitchen from the dining area. “That what I think it was?”

      I slumped.

      “Oh, hell, Peri Jean. Don’t act like I kicked you.” She came into the kitchen and faced me. “I think it’s the right move for you.” She set about cooking her dog an actual meal on the stove.

      I sent Wade Hill a text message.

      He wrote back immediately. Meet me at our former residence in an hour.

      I told Rainey. She handed me the keys to her extra car and went back to pampering her dog.

      An hour later, Wade and I stood in front of the burned out wreck of Memaw’s house. Parts of it still smoldered. Nothing was left of the house other than a pile of charred wood, some broken glass, and a lot of beat-up memories. My poor Nova was nothing more than a twisted pile of blackened metal. The stench of smoke hung over everything, heavy and ugly like a funeral dress that didn’t quite fit.

      “I’m sorry your things got burned up,” I told him. Wade had even less than I did. Now it was gone.

      “They’re just things.” Wade put his arm over my shoulders. “I’ll get more.”

      “Mysti asked me to move to the Houston area to work for her and Griff.” I leaned into his side, already missing the comfort of him.

      “I know.” Wade turned to face me. “She called and said she was going to. You gonna do it?” He stared hard at me.

      “I think I should.”

      “I agree.” He turned his gaze on the barn, eyes shiny.

      I’d stay if you asked, I wanted to say but didn’t. The memory of the way his lips felt on mine, of the urgency burning in his eyes, still held sway over my emotions. Wade had wanted me just as much as I wanted him. I watched the thoughts move across his face. He started to speak several times but closed his mouth each time. Finally, he blew out a hard breath and nodded.

      “How about if I come visit you sometime? Would that be okay?”

      “More than.” Knowing Wade’s reasons for not wanting to get involved with me, I couldn’t say more. We slid into each other’s arms. He gave me the kind of squeeze that made my sore shoulders cry for mercy. I stared at the edge of the woods. My daddy’s ghost came from between the trees to watch me. He lifted one hand to wave but faded before I had time to react.

      “I need to ask you a favor.” I let go of Wade. He shrugged and nodded. “I want to find Priscilla Herrera’s—and my—family.” The words felt like a commitment. I guessed they were. “Before my father was murdered, he planned for the two of us to go live with them. If I’m going to learn to be who I really am—”

      “You need them just as much as you need Mysti.” Wade glanced at the woods where my daddy had been. “I’m willing, but I don’t know what to do.”

      “Make Rainey help you. She has all sorts of resources.” Including my uncle. He and Rainey had some kind of weird thing going. More than friendship. Definitely inappropriate, given both their stations in life.

      “I won’t tell you no, but consider one thing.” Wade stared down at me. “Once you find them, you can’t un-find them.”

      “But if I don’t try, I’ll never know.” I gripped Wade’s arms in my hands. “I’m tired of not knowing.”

      Wade nodded his understanding. Not too long after, he got a call from one of the Six Guns demanding his presence wherever they were partying. He kissed my cheek, got on his motorcycle, and rode away without saying goodbye. Like he was just going to the convenience store to get some ice cream, as though he’d be back soon. What the hell? I could always pretend.

      I stood for a long time contemplating the ashes of my life, smelling its death in the pall of smoke hanging in the air. The future rushed at me faster than I wanted it to come. It held so many uncertainties, so much potential pain. Loss threatened on the horizon of every possibility. But I had no choice other than to face the road in front of me head on. It would take me where it took me, but I would never let it whip me without a fight.
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        Two Months Later

      

      

      The fax came into Griff’s office at almost quitting time on a Friday afternoon. Griff stopped packing up the files he planned to make us work on all weekend and pulled it out of the tray. He frowned.

      “Think this one’s for you, Peri Jean.” He pushed the paper at me. “Don’t forget to grab those background checks for the haunted house people.”

      I barely heard him. The fax consumed the whole of my attention. Rainey Bruce’s office number was at the top. In her perfect handwriting was one sentence. “This might be them.”

      The page was a flyer advertising a carnival. It featured a grainy graphic of a kid with a buzz cut smiling in front of a Ferris wheel.

      
        
        TWO NIGHTS ONLY

        IN

        LIVINGSTON, TEXAS

        THREE STARS CARNIVAL

        AN OLD-FASHIONED FAMILY EXPERIENCE

        GAMES, RIDES, AND FOOD

      

      

      Tonight was the last night. I had to go, had to see if they were there.

      My cellphone rang. The caller ID said Rainey Bruce. I accepted the call. “Yes?”

      “You got my fax?” Rainey’s rapid-fire words rattled over the speaker.

      “I’m holding it in my hand right now. Thanks for—”

      “Good. Reason I called was I had something private to tell you, something I didn’t want just anybody to read.” A thud, thud, thud came over the line. After a few seconds, I realized she was walking on her treadmill. The cooler December temperatures and early sunsets must have forced her exercise routine indoors.

      “All right.” Maybe Rainey had some inside dirt on my family, some reason I hadn’t been able to catch up with them.

      “The reason the letters you’ve sent to Hannah at her private hospital came back unopened is that she is refusing all mail.” Thud, thud, thud. Rainey walked on and on, the road to nowhere not discouraging to her at all.

      Upon her release from the hospital in Gaslight City, Hannah checked herself into a private hospital specializing in helping rape trauma victims. We hadn’t spoken since. Her absence was like a pit in the middle of me, one filled with guilt and remorse.

      “Peri Jean?” Rainey’s voice sharpened with irritation. “You hear what I said?”

      “Yes. Thanks for finding out.” I swallowed hard.

      “You’re welcome.” The thuds ended, and the sound of a motor cutting off came over the line. “I know you’re going to look for your memaw’s family tonight. Be careful, okay?”

      “I will.” I said my goodbyes and hung up. Did I still want to go looking for them? The news about Hannah had taken away the glee I’d first felt when I saw the flyer. I read it over again. A little glimmer of excitement came back. Yeah, I’ll go.

      “Hey, Mysti?” I walked through the office suite, exchanging sour faces with Brad Whitebyrd as I passed his office. “Mysti?”

      “In the break room,” she called.

      I hoofed it back there and found her cleaning spilled coffee grounds off the counter.

      “Brad did this. Make him clean it up.” I set the flyer down on the table, grabbed the dustpan, and started sweeping loose grounds into it. My admonishment was just that. Mysti’s urge to protect her brother went beyond the call of duty, and he was an adult spoiled brat because of it.

      “I second the vote for making Bradley clean up his own messes.” Griff raised his voice loud enough for it to echo through the office suite. Brad didn’t answer. Griff picked up the flyer and read it. “I take it you’re going searching again?”

      Mysti stopped cleaning and took the flyer out of Griff’s hand. “What if you never find your grandmother’s family? What if they don’t want to be found?” Her soft, sweet voice verbalized my greatest fears.

      “If I don’t try, I’ll always wonder.” I held out my hand for the flyer, and she gave it willingly enough.

      “You didn’t ask for my advice, but I’m going to give it anyway.” She dumped the coffee grounds in the trash can. “Why don’t you just settle in here? Make friends besides me, Brad, and Griff. It won’t feel so off-kilter then.”

      I doubted it but didn’t feel like arguing, so I just grunted in answer.

      “I worry about you, wandering these country roads after dark. What if some highway men waylay you?” She laughed, but I could tell it was forced.

      “Nobody’s gunning for me. Michael Gage is dead. What’s left of the money from the Mace Treasure is in my bank account.”

      Mysti sighed in defeat. “Call if you aren’t going to make it home before morning.”

      I nodded and pulled her into a hug. “I couldn’t have gotten through these last few weeks without you, Griff, and Brad. You guys are my family by choice. I couldn’t ask for better.” I swallowed hard. “This thing with Memaw’s family, it’s something I dream about at night. Finding them, I mean. I’m not going to disappear with them. I just want the chance to know them.”

      “And by knowing them, you hope to know yourself better. Believe me, I understand.” She paused, silent for so long, I thought she was finished with me. “Just remember nothing is ever simple or one-sided.”

      Griff walked me out to my car and insisted on checking the air pressure in the tires. I let him because he liked feeling useful. But I could have done it myself.

      I drove the sixty miles north from The Woodlands to Livingston, Texas. I almost wept when the pine trees started to crowd the sides of the road after I passed through Shepherd. I missed the dense, secretive piney woods. I missed home. But none of us can ever go back home. Home changes, where it is, who’s there waiting. Finding the right place, the next home, is a challenge we face over and over again throughout life.

      The carnival was a few miles south of town, off an asphalt county road in what looked like some farmer’s field. I parked in the dirt, locked up, and started walking, the smell of funnel cakes and corn dogs permeating my senses. Smiling people pushed past me, the kids chattering and running. The weird, spooky calliope music made the whole thing seem eerie.

      Over the weeks I’d been coming to these little roadside carnivals, I’d had plenty of time to think. The concept of these events must have been ancient, dating back to earliest times. It was a place where people who didn’t have much else to do went to see something new, something unusual, perhaps even something mystical. It was just the place for my relatives, a place they could hide just below the sightline of the normals.

      No matter how hard I searched, it seemed I traveled a step behind them. In late November, I found their trail in Saratoga, Texas. The carnival owner told me they packed up in the middle of the night and left with no explanation. A midway barker in Many, Louisiana told me they’d only contracted one week with him, and I’d missed them. Maybe Mysti was right. Maybe they didn’t want me to find them. Too bad. I wasn’t going to quit until one of them physically slammed the door in my face.

      I turned a corner and looked out on the crowded midway. The night was just getting busy. I scanned the booths, peering into each one as I passed even though I knew the band of travelers who shared my blood wouldn’t be out in the open. They’d be hidden on some back alley, probably giving illegal tattoos along with their tarot readings and their séances. They knew about staying under the radar, about moving in the dark shadows. They’d learned it over the course of many generations. I cut behind some rides, and a worker scowled at me. I almost stopped and asked him if he knew anyone named Gregsikan, Gregg, Gregson, Gregory, Goya—any of the names Rainey figured out they’d once used—but I didn’t want to know I’d failed again so early in the night.

      After the third circuit of the carnival, I figured I’d missed again and started looking for something to eat. I stood in front of a corn dog stand waiting my turn. The black opal sent a little electric shock into my chest. I turned and spotted a familiar male form, one with short black hair and broad shoulders. Other carnival patrons passed right through him, not even sensing him. I walked toward the ghost, smiling as my daddy’s features came into focus. The ghost motioned me to follow him. We walked past a row of games I’d traveled several times and turned down a back alley I’d somehow missed.

      This was the right place. My father’s ghost and I passed a freak tent, which sat alongside a tent proclaiming, “High Stakes Cards Here.” Another tent had no words but showed a voluptuous woman dressed in nothing but a gauzy sheet. No barkers called here. It was best the majority of the carnival’s patrons didn’t know about this spot, hidden here, surrounded by the backsides of Pitch ’Til U Win booths and cheesy rides.

      The slim man walked out of a tent emblazoned with a deck of tarot cards and stood peering around, frowning, his hands on his hips. It had been better than a decade since we last met, but I knew my cousin Finn.

      “Finn!” I waved. My body clenched in anticipation of him running. Would I chase him or just let it go? Luckily, he didn’t run. He grinned and rushed toward me. We met in the middle of this hidden midway, the one away from the real midway, and embraced. He broke the hug and tugged my arm.

      “Come on. Jadine just knew you’d catch up here. She insisted we take this gig even though we’ve usually quit for the winter by this time.” He pulled me harder, nearly dragging me toward the tarot card tent. I glanced back to see my father’s ghost following. He waved his hand for me to go on.

      Women dressed as TV gypsies with their hair pulled back in wide scarves glanced up from their card readings as we passed. Several of them smiled. A few watched with an air of polite disinterest. Finn dragged me through a flap, just like the one where he convinced me to let a ghost tattoo me years and years ago. An old man sat at a folding card table, a Kindle e-reader in front of him.

      “What’s happened now, Finn?” He had the same lilting country accent as Memaw’s. His small stature matched hers, all the way down to the shape of his fingernails, which were like mine too. My great-uncle Cecil raised his head and stared at me uncomprehendingly for several long seconds. Then he sucked in a deep breath and stood.

      “Oh my God, it’s Leticia’s granddaughter.” He held out his thin arms to me and pulled me into a hug. “Good to finally meet you, Peri Jean Mace.” He broke the hug to stare at my face. “You look just like Leticia. Got the fire in your eyes. I’m your great-uncle Cecil.” He turned to Finn.

      “Tell the others to start packing up now. We need to get out of Livingston as fast as we can.”

      “Will do, Papaw.” Finn gave me another grin and went back through the flap in the tent.

      My father’s ghost stood near the flap, watching me. Cecil spotted him and nodded. The ghost nodded back, turning his gaze on me. He raised one hand to his lips and blew me a kiss. Paul turned and passed through the side of the tent, maybe going to enjoy the carnival in his own way.

      “We’ve got a few minutes before we need to leave. Why don’t you sit down, Peri Jean Mace, and tell me why you came to us tonight.” Cecil motioned to the chair on the other side of the table. I sat down in it, not sure what he wanted to hear.

      Someone shouted in the tent beyond us. The sound of flapping wings reached my ears. The raven flew through the flap as though he knew exactly where to go and perched next to me. Cecil’s mouth dropped open.

      “You are the one,” he whispered. “It was no lie.”

      A woman ran in wielding a broom.

      “No, no, sweetheart.” Cecil held up his hand to her, a fierce light in his eyes. “We mustn’t upset Orev. He belongs to Peri Jean and will enjoy the same respect we show her.”

      The woman dropped the broom and backed away.

      “As you were saying?” Cecil smiled as though the woman had come to ask if we wanted chips and dip.

      “I spent my whole life trying to be something I wasn’t. But then my cousin Rae got murdered, and I lost that option…” I leaned my elbows on the table and looked into my great-uncle’s eyes. They were the same coffee brown as mine. I told him my story, and he listened.
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        Keep reading for an excerpt of the next book in the Peri Jean Mace Ghost Thriller series.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note from Catie

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Greetings from the Piney Woods.

      

        

      
        It’s hard to let go of the image of everything Peri Jean owns burning to the ground. It’s worth a million little sad face emoticons.

      

        

      
        But it fits the transformative theme of Forbidden Highway.

      

        

      
        Every change brings both good and bad.

      

        

      
        Peri Jean has taken on Priscilla Herrera’s mantle. Scary and gruesome, but it’s her destiny. She has a long road to travel in learning to use it.

      

        

      
        She found the Mace Treasure and gave the vilest of villains exactly what he deserved. But Hannah Kessler suffered irreversible hurt in the process.

      

        

      
        Now Peri Jean has the chance to start over far away from Gaslight City.

      

        

      
        But leaving her hometown in the rear view mirror brings back a lot of memories.

      

        

      
        Her romance with Chase Fischer. (Remember him from Forever Road?)

      

        

      
        Her rivalry with Felicia Holze.

      

        

      
        Her history with Tubby Tubman.

      

        

      
        A time when Memaw was alive and well.

      

        

      
        Turn the page for an excerpt of Rear View, book six. You might end up with a bloody nose. But you won’t be bored.
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        Many Years Before Forever Road

        Peri Jean Mace’s Senior Year of High School

      

      

      Cold April wind whipped through the thin but sexy jacket I insisted on wearing and blew my carefully brushed, waist-length hair into a snarl. I stiffened my body to keep from shivering, but Memaw saw everything.

      She leaned over the bench seat of her beat-up LTD sedan. “Told you it was too cold for summer clothes. Want me to bring you a sweatshirt?”

      I shook my head. Behind me, inside the high school, the warning bell rang. Ten minutes until homeroom.

      “Well, all right. Get on in there. I better not have another tardy slip to sign when you get home because you went looking for Chase Fischer.” She narrowed her dark eyes at me.

      “I graduate in two months. I don’t understand why you insist—”

      “Don’t take that tone with me, Peri Jean.” She glared at me until I stared at my feet. “If you hadn’t run off to New Mexico like a wild hare in mating season—”

      How could she not understand? “My boyfriend got to play guitar for an honest-to-God rock band.” I raised my head and leaned into the car. “I wasn’t going to just sit here in the armpit of Texas and miss it.”

      Memaw held one finger up. “If you want me to even think about letting you go to that prom with that damn boy, your attitude better be straightened out by the time I come to pick you up.”

      “I can get a ride.” I gripped the car door, wishing I could slam it in her face but not quite daring.

      “Keep dreaming. You’ve got to earn back my trust.” She put the car in gear. It was either close the door and go to class or let her drag me down the street. Angry as she was, I wouldn’t have put it past her.

      I jogged up the steps and went inside. Once the door closed behind me, I rushed down the hall. If Chase was here, he’d be holding court in the informal smoking area behind the gym. I hit the back door running.

      Chase’s friends met me there, dour expressions on their faces. They didn’t bother to smile if Chase wasn’t around. Teddy Darden, who played drums in Chase’s on-and-off band, was the only one who spoke to me.

      “Chase ain’t with you? Well, that answers that.” Teddy and the other members of Chase’s band and their girlfriends pushed past me without speaking.

      I stood there as heavy loneliness settled over me like a frumpy coat. Memaw couldn’t possibly understand what it was like for me here. Chase was the only person who spoke to me all day, other than teachers. Maybe she did know and thought it toughened me up so I could be just like her. All hard edges and sharp words.

      I loved my grandmother. No question there. With a dead father and an absentee mother, she was the only adult left to take care of me. I could have spent my childhood in a mental institution. Probably would have, if not for Memaw. But her ideas came straight out of the chastity belt era.

      The crush of students in the hallway thinned. Must be close to time for the bell. I couldn’t afford another tardy. I trudged off to class. Social Sciences with Mr. Stubblefield, which doubled as my homeroom, was the one class I had with Chase. I walked with my head down and my shoulders hunched. Did Chase ditch today? Or is he just running late?

      The huge hand in the middle of my back came from nowhere. The shove propelled me down the hallway face-first, my belongings scattering. My head banged into a bank of lockers. My knees crumpled, and I slid to the floor.

      A male laugh came from behind. The noxious stench of Drakkar Noir cologne surrounded me. “Trash like you don’t need to be with normal people.”

      Scott Holze used his knee to slam me into the locker an extra time and walked off whistling. I sat there too stunned to move, the shock of impact turning into a dull ache behind my eyes.

      “Good job, idiot,” Felicia Brent yelled from somewhere behind me. Other students laughed. Their cackles filled the hallway, so loud it sounded like a sitcom laugh track.

      Ignoring the pain as best as I could, I climbed to my feet to face Felicia. Scott was mean, but he was too dumb and unimaginative to come up with ways to torture me on his own. Nothing could have made me believe Felicia didn’t sweet-talk him into slamming me into the lockers.

      “Come at me now, when my back’s not turned.” I delivered my challenge leaning against the lockers, head still swimming. More kids stopped to watch the show, whispering among themselves. “You chicken, Felicia? Come on. Let’s do it.”

      The tardy bell rang. The crowd dispersed like roaches exposed to sudden light. I began searching for my stuff. My backpack and purse had footprints all over them. The contents of my purse lay scattered over the linoleum. I did my best to retrieve everything, cheeks flaming and tears blurring my eyes.

      “Ms. Mace?”

      I tensed at the sound of the overly deep and stern female voice but forced myself to turn around. Carly Holze, high school principal and the mother of the kid who pushed me, stood watching with her hands on her broad hips. The bitch seemed to follow me through Gaslight City Independent School District, first as the counselor for the grade school, then as the assistant principal for the junior high. Some folks hated me just for being alive. Felicia Brent was one of them. Carly Holze was another. She stared at me with her eyes squinted.

      “You’re tardy.” She crossed her arms over her bovine bosom and waited for me to answer.

      I knew better than to make an excuse. She’d just use it as fodder for a lecture she’d drag me down to her office to deliver. I simply nodded, brushed off my backpack, and hoisted it onto my back.

      “Three tardies equal an after-school detention. I checked the records this morning, and you already have two.” Again, she settled her cold gaze on me as though expecting an answer. Again, I did nothing more than nod.

      “Be sure to have Mr. Stubblefield report this tardy.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I knew I wouldn’t have to force him. He’d write me up. Gleefully. This being his second year on the job, he still thought he could change people.

      “I saw Chase Fischer bought two prom tickets and wrote you down as his guest.” She raised her eyebrows and inclined her head ever so slightly, waiting for an answer.

      I nodded.

      “As principal, I can ban you from the prom as disciplinary action. Between your tardies and your fighting, I wouldn’t be out of line.” She sucked in her cheeks. Maybe she thought it made her look like somebody famous. It did no such thing. It made Principal Holze look like she was trying not to dirty her drawers. “Do you think you’d deserve that?”

      There was no right answer. If I said ‘no,’ she’d tell me why I was wrong. If I said ‘yes,’ she’d accuse me of being disrespectful. I dropped my gaze to the scuffed floor.

      “Go on to class then.” Her heels clicked as she walked away.

      I walked to my classroom and opened the door.
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        * * *

      

      Mr. Stubblefield turned around, his eyes behind his thick glasses magnified so he resembled a frog. “Good of you to join us, Peri Jean.”

      I froze. Behind Mr. Stubblefield stood a familiar figure dressed in all black. Mr. Dowthitt. He taught high school history before my time, died on the job, and stayed on in ghostly form. The ghost rushed at me, waving his arms, face contorted in rage. At least I couldn’t hear him screaming. I dodged away from the door, and he disappeared.

      “Look, she’s going into a trance or something.” Felicia’s screechy, nails-on-a-chalkboard voice came from across the room. “Tell us, Peri Jean. Is it the ghost of your long-lost ancestor, Reginald Mace, showing you where the Mace Treasure is hidden?”

      More kids tittered.

      Body clenched with dread and shame, I went to my regular seat and sat down, eyes forward, seeing nothing.

      “Oooh, I bet she did see a ghost.” Lanelle Wilson clapped her hands. She held the position of Felicia the Bully’s best friend and played her role to the hilt. “Maybe she saw her uncle killing her daddy. All Maces are nutcases, you know.”

      “Maces. Nutcases. Hey, that sorta rhymes.” Felicia snapped her fingers a few times. She and Lanelle sang the line. They sounded like constipated frogs.

      “Enough.” Stubblefield clapped his hands. The ghost reappeared behind him, mouth moving, hands gesturing, teaching a long forgotten class. I stared at the stack of books on my desk, anything to keep from looking. “As I was saying before Ms. Mace interrupted, the time has come to start on your senior project.”

      A chorus of groans greeted his announcement.

      “This project will count for fifty percent of your final grade for this class. But that’s not all.” He said it like a game show host. Nobody laughed. “This year, for the first time, the Gaslight City Council will be judging all projects focusing on Gaslight City.”

      More groans and desk squeaks filled the silence.

      “This isn’t all bad, guys. City Council will give out prizes for first, second, and third place,” Stubblefield droned on. “King Ranch Chicken Plant is donating an all-expenses paid cruise to the Bahamas for first prize. So do your best.”

      The atmosphere in the room went from almost dead to supercharged. The low rumble of a bunch of kids talking all at once filled the room. Everyone knew the senior projects were done in groups. All around me, students asked each other if they wanted to team up.

      “No need to make plans with your pals.” Stubblefield clapped again. He needed a gavel to beat on his desk. “I’ve already assigned groups. There are twenty of you, so that’s four groups of five.”

      “But Mrs. Chastain always lets her homeroom choose their own groups,” Lanelle Wilson yelled. She would know. This was her second senior year due to her living with an aunt in Oregon last year to have a baby she gave up for adoption.

      “You’re not in Mrs. Chastain’s homeroom this year, Ms. Wilson.” Stubblefield sounded about halfway pissed off. My classmates kept shouting arguments at him. “It’s falling on deaf ears, people. Part of my job as your teacher is to prepare you for the world outside these walls.” Now he sounded all the way pissed. “Over the course of this year, I’ve noticed not a single one of you is prepared for a world where you have to work with people who aren’t necessarily your friends. And that’s what the grown-up world is like.”

      “But what if the people in your group make you get a bad grade?” Felicia sounded like the kids I babysat on the weekends when they tried to bargain over bedtime.

      “Then welcome to the real world.” Stubblefield didn’t sound a bit sympathetic.

      Felicia let out something between a grunt and a whine.

      “Please pack up your stuff and push the desks together in four groups of five. Then go stand around the perimeter of the room.” Stubblefield clapped his hands again. “Do it. Now.”

      The low roar of conversation came back as desks scraped across the floors and clanged together. The door swung open and slammed against the wall. I raised my head from pulling my desk across the floor and smiled.

      Chase Fischer strolled in as though he’d waited for the exact right moment to join us. He frowned at the disruption, fingering the silver hoops in one earlobe. I waved to him. He flashed his killer smile and made a beeline for me. Every girl in the class turned to watch his butt twitching in his tight, faded jeans. He leaned down and kissed me on the cheek. The waves of envy coming my way made the morning’s ordeal almost worth it. Almost.

      Tubby Tubman slunk into the room, hands shoved in his pockets and skinny shoulders hunched. So that’s who Chase spent his early morning with. Chase’s few tour dates with Snakebite introduced him to a nasty habit involving expensive brown powder. I wished so hard he’d drop it but knew from experience not to say a word. Tubby sauntered to where Chase and I stood and wormed himself a spot next to me.

      “There’s two more tardies,” Stubblefield sang.

      “Do you have to be so uptight?” Tubby made a face at the teacher.

      “Do you remember the agreement we made when you got out of the Juvenile Correctional Center and had to get consent to be in this class, Mr. Tubman?”

      Tubby slumped and pressed his back against the wall next to me.

      “Mr. Tubman? Do we understand each other?” Stubblefield kept his gaze locked on Tubby’s face.

      Tubby mumbled something that might have been a yes or a fuck off and crossed his arms over his bony chest. His sharp elbow brushed against me, and I scooted closer to Chase.

      “That jacket looks good on you.” He fingered the material on the lapel.

      I smiled. This was why I blew the whole month’s babysitting money on this one clothing item. I knew Chase would love it.

      “Think you can come somewhere with me tonight?” he whispered. “Wear that jacket?”

      “Memaw’s still mad,” I whispered.

      Chase’s lips pursed into a pout, his brown eyes sad as a dog watching his humans eat dinner. He gave me an extra squeeze. “She’ll get over it.”

      She wouldn’t. But I’d work on her and hope to wear her down.

      Chase’s friends crossed the room to surround us. Now, they didn’t mind being within ten feet of me. What a bunch of creeps. They asked Chase where he’d been and tried to act cool for him.

      “When I call your name, please go sit with your group,” Stubblefield yelled over them. “First member of group one, Rainey Bruce.”

      Rainey, the likely valedictorian of our senior class, went to sit at the group of desks Stubblefield indicated. She took out a blank notebook and began writing right away.

      “Mr. Stubblefield, can I be in Rainey’s group?” Scott Holze waved his meaty arm in the air. I glared in his direction, wishing I could do something about him slamming me into the lockers. His father, sheriff of Burns County, insulated him from any real consequences of his assholery.

      “Nope. You’re in group two, Mr. Holze.” Stubblefield called more names and the tables filled up. “Chase Fischer, group one.”

      Chase patted my butt and left my side. His friends went back to ignoring me and started whispering to each other. I put my arms over my middle. Someone nudged me in the ribs.

      “‘Least he’ll pass.” Tubby’s lips curved into a crafty smile, making him almost good-looking. In a scary way.

      Like me, he didn’t quite fit into Chase’s social circle. Too wild. Too dangerous. Despite their black leather jackets and gel-spiked hair, Chase’s crowd came from good homes and parents who’d whup their asses for hanging out with Tubby Tubman. I wanted to ignore Tubby, but I gave him a nod. Being ignored sucked donkey ass. Besides, Tubby was right. Chase spent too many nights and weekends playing guitar and singing. His grades showed it.

      I watched him trying to charm Rainey. He leaned close, spoke, and nudged her arm. She rewarded him with a small smile. Chase sat back grinning and winked at me.

      “Peri Jean Mace.” Stubblefield’s voice broke me out of my thoughts. “Group one.”

      I practically skipped over and took the desk next to Chase. He smiled and took my hand. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all. I smiled at Rainey, whose father I knew well through Memaw, and got a scowl in return.

      Chase opened his notebook and scribbled on a sheet of blank notebook paper. “Let’s you and me sneak off campus at lunch. I miss you.”

      I took his pen and printed, “Somebody’ll tell Memaw. She will have a fit.”

      Chase pouted at me again. I stuck out my lower lip and imitated him. He laughed out loud. He scribbled on the paper again and pushed it at me.

      “I got the prom tickets and my tux. You excited?”

      I stared into his dark eyes. He might have been high, probably was, but it did nothing to blunt the way he radiated life. Going to the prom with Chase Fischer was better than anything I could imagine. I wrote three exclamation points underneath his note. He put his arm around me.

      Stubblefield called name after name, some of his announcements provoking a minor uprising, which he quelled with more hand claps.

      “Thomas Tubman, group one,” Stubblefield called.

      Chase clapped and hooted. I joined in, not because I meant it but to make up for turning down Chase for two outings in a row. Tubby pranced over to our group, bowed, and sat down. He and Chase exchanged an overly complicated handshake.

      Stubblefield frowned at his paper, likely realizing he’d paired up Chase with two of his friends.

      Rainey leaned her head back and stared at the ceiling. I glanced up to see if there was anything interesting, but there wasn’t.

      “What is it?” I whispered.

      “He stuck me with a group of losers,” she said at regular volume. Rainey didn’t care who heard what she thought.

      “But we’ll all get good grades.” Tubby grinned at her. “Don’t that make you happy?” Chase and Tubby high-fived over my head.

      Rainey opened her notebook and started writing again, a muscle in her jaw working.

      Tubby took out a pen and opened his battered spiral notebook. He bent over it, writing fast, grinding his jaw like Rainey. Chase laughed and shook his head.

      Stubblefield finished calling names and started writing on the blackboard, running his mouth the whole time.

      Felicia still stood against the cinderblock wall. She shifted foot to foot, smiling at her friends. Stubblefield finished writing on the board and sat behind his desk.

      She raised her hand and cleared her throat. “Mr. Stubblefield?”

      He raised his head.

      “You never called my name.”

      I glanced at the empty chair in our group. Oh, hell no.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Brent.” Stubblefield picked up his paper again and began crossing off names. A frown creased his face.

      My stomach tightened into a hard ball. I knew what was coming but was powerless to stop it.

      “There’s an empty chair in group one, so I guess that’s where the fates meant you to be.” Stubblefield grinned at his mistake. I wanted to wipe a booger on his nice, clean shirt. He’d managed to screw both me and Rainey.

      Felicia walked right past the empty chair next to Tubby, its back facing the rest of the class, and did a slow circle around our desks. Finally she stopped behind Chase and me. We turned to keep a watch on her. Mr. Dowthitt’s ghost appeared behind her, his almost invisible lips moving as he chewed out some long ago student.

      “What are you staring at, you ghost-seeing Satanist?” She spoke loud enough so the whole classroom could hear.

      “Somebody whose bra strap is showing.” Chase pointed at the offending strip of white elastic. Tubby made monkey sounds at Felicia.

      Felicia turned purple and slapped at Chase’s hand. He giggled at her reaction and turned away, ignoring her. I followed suit. Maybe Felicia would go away.

      “One of you needs to move so I can sit here. Preferably you.” She pushed on my shoulder.

      I turned back to face her. Touch me again, you pig-eyed bitch. She deserved a fat lip for her little show in the hallway. My head still ached from slamming into those lockers, and I bet I’d have a knot by the end of the day. Chase turned around. He ran his gaze up and down Felicia and rolled his eyes.

      “I don’t want to sit by you.” He narrowed his eyes. “You peed yourself in fifth grade.” Like Felicia, Chase spoke loudly enough for the entire room to hear.

      There was a second’s stillness. Then laughter rang out. Chase grinned at me. We both turned around, and he put his arm over my shoulders. Mr. Stubblefield clapped his hands again. The classroom slowly quieted.

      Felicia reared back and kicked Chase’s seat. Her toe connected with the metal support and rang like a bell. She cried out and knelt to clutch at her wounded foot. Chase sucked in his lips, but his sides vibrated with laughter. Tubby laughed so hard his face turned red and tears squeezed from the corner of his eyes. Part of me wanted to laugh, but I knew mine was the laughter Felicia would remember and resent.

      “Now, for those of you who want their projects judged by the City Council, there’s one little catch.” Stubblefield glanced at Felicia and nodded toward the empty chair. I heard her shift around behind me, but she made no move to sit there. “You’ll be assigned your project topic by lottery. Each topic will pertain to a concept we’ve discussed in this classroom. Who wants to play?”

      Rainey raised her hand without consulting any of us. Typical. Mr. Stubblefield walked over, shaking a wicker basket filled with folded slips of paper. He held it in front of Rainey. She withdrew a slip and unfolded it. The stony expression she always wore grew a little more chilly.

      “Go on and tell the class what your project is.” Stubblefield beamed. He must’ve made up the project topics himself.

      “The Chris Leeland disappearance,” Rainey read aloud. She frowned at Mr. Stubblefield and shook her head. “For one thing, I don’t get how the Gaslight City Council would be interested in this. For another, how does this pertain to things we’ve discussed in this class?”

      “It’s your job to create a project that will impress the City Council, not mine.” Stubblefield raised his eyebrows. “Now I’m happy to help you brainstorm if you need it. As for the subject matter, we discussed this country’s fascination with true crime just last month.”

      Rainey nodded slowly, refolding the paper.

      “Ms. Brent, you need to sit down right now.” Stubblefield walked away to let another group pick from his basket.

      “Peri Jean?” Felicia had recovered from her injury enough to speak again. “I’m serious, you little freak. Get up now.” She kneed me in the back.

      I spun to glare at her and raised one fist. Chase turned and caught my fist.

      “You’ll get into trouble.” He gave me a sweet smile. His hand flashed out and tugged on the edge of Felicia’s notebook. Her books all fell on the floor.

      “Pick ’em up, dummy,” Tubby Tubman hollered. He and Chase both bent over their desks laughing.

      Felicia stared down at her scattered books, mouth open. The bell signaling the end of class rang. I felt a smile growing on my face and did nothing to stop it.

      “Chair’s yours, Queenie.” I stood and gathered my books. I’d pay later, but I couldn’t help myself.

      Felicia’s mouth dropped open, and her cheeks turned the color of a baboon’s butt. She spun to leave.

      “Wait a minute.” Rainey raised her voice. “All of you meet me after school at my car. It’s in the front parking lot. I’ll spring for ice cream at Dottie’s, and we can discuss the project.” She raised her thin eyebrows at me. “I’ll call your Memaw to let her know you have a ride home.”

      Oh, happy joy. I went off to my next class.
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        * * *

      

      The bell rang at the end of fourth period. Mrs. Cockerel, whom the students called Mrs. Cockroach, cut short her lecture on chemical reactions and took a step backward to avoid the mass exodus. I grabbed my books and hurried out behind everybody else. I went to the back door of the high school, intending to hit the hidden cove where all the kids smoked on the way to the cafeteria, to make sure Chase wasn’t there. I pushed open the door, and droplets of cold rain splattered on the concrete stoop and sprayed on me. Chase wouldn’t go stand in the rain to smoke.

      I hurried back down the hallway. If I went out the front door on the other end of the building, I could take the covered walkway all the way to the cafeteria. The building emptied quickly as students went into their classes or to the cafeteria. Where I’ll find Chase surrounded by all the people who ignored me or made fun of me earlier.

      My skin prickled with embarrassment. Maybe Chase wouldn’t play his guitar today and we could talk a little. If we couldn’t leave campus together, I needed a dose of his optimism. Life always felt grim and endless to me. Not Chase. His it’ll-be-okay attitude was with him from the time he woke up until he went to sleep.

      I stopped to stow my books in my locker and hurried past the custodian’s closet on the way out. The door hung ajar. Why was it open? Eddie Kennedy, whom I’d known all my life, worked part-time as janitor. Didn’t he know some of these asshole kids would go in and mess things up, get him in trouble? He was probably at lunch, maybe listening to Chase play guitar, pretending he was still a kid himself. I gripped the knob, intending to pull the door closed, only to have it yanked out of my hand. Four sets of hands came out of the darkness, jerked me inside, and threw me to the floor.

      Felicia stood over me, giving me a perfect view of the contents of her nostrils. I struggled to get my elbows under me, curling my leg at the same time to propel myself to a position where I could defend myself. Lanelle Wilson stepped forward and shoved me back down with her foot. I clawed at her leg, but my fingernails scraped uselessly on the rough fabric of her pants. There was no way I could bite her. Her leg was too far from my mouth. I took in the rest of the people in the room, a couple of freshmen whose wide eyes nearly filled their faces.

      “Hey.” I spoke to the more scared looking of the two. “Help me, and I won’t find you away from school and beat the Jesus out of you.”

      The girl’s mouth dropped open. She glanced at Felicia. I knew I’d lost right then.

      “Hold her down,” Felicia barked at them. The girls exchanged stares, one of them breathing so hard her nostrils flared. The prettier of the two nodded. They knelt on each side of me. I flailed my arms, grabbing at their faces. I got one girl by the ear and twisted, but Felicia jabbed my hand with a pen to make me let go. The two girls pushed on my shoulders until I lay flat on my back again.

      My heart slammed against my chest. A roaring sound filled my ears. What are they going to do to me now? In junior high, Felicia and her friends held my head down in a toilet bowl full of piss and shit. Suddenly, the urge to vomit came on so strong I actually gagged. I swallowed hard and prayed I didn’t puke in my own mouth.

      Felicia, eyes glittering with zeal, reached down and removed one of her expensive sneakers. She waved the shoe in front of my face. I flinched away from it, kicking at the floor uselessly. Felicia turned the shoe’s bottom where I could see all the pieces of grass, the debris and dirt, even a piece of gum mashed into the tread.

      “My shoe is dirty.” She bared her teeth in a parody of a grin. “I want you to lick it clean.”

      “Let me up, right now.” Despite my shaking insides, my voice came out strong and even.

      “Or what?”

      I glanced down at my pointy-toed cowboy boots before I thought better of it. Felicia followed my gaze and whipped her head back to the freshmen girls. I lashed a foot out at her, but she jumped out of range.

      “One of you take her shoulders. The other one sit on her feet.”

      The two girls glanced at each other again. Fear moved behind their eyes.

      “Now,” Felicia said. “If I get kicked, neither of you will ever get to try out for the cheerleading squad, much less get accepted.”

      The girl pinning my left shoulder obeyed. Her lip trembled as she relieved Lanelle from sitting on my legs. I took the opportunity to shove the other freshman away from me, but she had more fight than her friend. She put both knees on my chest, crushing the air out of me.

      “Just stay there,” Felicia said. “I can make that work.”

      “But I can’t see,” Lanelle whined.

      “Then come around to her head.” Felicia held out her shoe again, putting it so close to my face I smelled foot funk. I pulled my head back until it cracked into the cold linoleum. Lanelle and Felicia both laughed.

      “Why are you doing this?” My voice trembled right along with every inch of my body. Loathsome, wimpy tears stung my eyes. I begged myself not to cry. Not in front of Felicia.

      “Because you suck,” Felicia said. “And because you’re a Satanist. Nobody here wants to go to school with a nasty, witchcraft-practicing Satanist who can see ghosts. But since we have to put up with it, you’re going to have to do something to earn your right to be here.”

      “You think Chase’ll be in in your talent show when he finds out about all this?” I hated myself for using my boyfriend as leverage like some weak-assed female in a teen romance, but he was my bargaining card.

      “He’ll get over it. Chase is only with you because he feels sorry for you.” Felicia said the words as though delivering some great, undeniable truth. Her words dug in until they found a soft spot.

      I thought about the way Chase’s friends ignored me unless he was around. Chase’s parents were our closest neighbors. He and I grew up together. I liked to tell myself he fell in love with me a little at a time, but the truth was he never really noticed I was female until I got boobs last year.

      “The shame of the whole thing is you keep Chase from being with someone decent.” Felicia wrinkled her nose.

      I was willing to bet her idea of someone decent meant her. Was that what started all this? Did Felicia want to be with Chase? Was this a crush she harbored for a lot of years, or was he just something else she could take away from me? It didn’t matter right then. I had to get out of the situation. Immediately, before something really bad happened. I let my body go limp, willing my heart to slow and taking shallow breaths. If I could gather my strength for a couple of seconds and catch them off guard, I might be able to get to my feet.

      “The thing is, Peri Jean, you’re so pathetic, you’re not even fit to lick the bottom of my shoe.” She grinned. There wasn’t an ounce of sanity behind her smile. Fear froze the blood in my veins. This wouldn’t end with me licking her shoe. The shoe licking would be the beginning. “But I’m going to let you do it anyway.”

      She pushed the shoe in my face. I turned my head away. She pressed the nasty thing into my clean hair. I forced myself not to make a sound.

      “Lanelle? Hold her mouth open.” Lanelle knelt next to me and grabbed my chin, using her fingers to dig into my cheeks.

      If I let her open my mouth, it was done. I took a deep breath and jerked my chin out of her hand. Her fingers brushed against my lips. On impulse, I opened my mouth and bit one of them. Hard.

      Lanelle screamed and let go of me. She clutched her hand to her chest. “She’s biting!”

      The girl sitting on my chest shifted her weight to try to see what was happening. I bucked the way I’d seen Benny Longstreet’s horse do during the last town parade. It dislodged the girl enough for me to get a lungful of air. I kicked my feet. The girl sitting on them got up and backed away. Her gaze cut to the door, and she slipped out without a backward glance. Legs free, I kicked until I could flip over on my stomach and roll to my feet.

      Felicia swung at me with her nasty shoe, and I batted it away. It fell out of her hand and thudded on the floor. She launched herself at me, her scary eyes blazing. I grabbed her arm and slung her into a shelf of cleaning products. It made a metallic gong sound. Felicia grunted and staggered away from it, holding her chest. The mean freshman and Lanelle advanced on me. Both had their lips compressed into matching thin, grim lines.

      The door slammed open and bounced off the wall. A figure wearing a black three-piece suit filled the doorway. Mr. Dowthitt’s ghost towered over us, his wrinkled mouth moving.

      I backed away from the apparition, not sure who was worse—the ghost or Felicia’s gang of meanies. Next to me, Felicia let out a shrill, ear-drum-shattering wail. What did she have to scream about? Mr. Dowthitt was a ghost. I was the only one who could see him. But one look at Felicia’s face told me I wasn’t the only one who saw Mr. Dowthitt.

      “Oh my God.” Lanelle backed against the opposite wall, her face the color of oatmeal. “I’m not seeing this.”

      The freshman girl glanced between the ghost and me and back again. She opened her mouth and let out a sorrowful wail. Urine soaked through the front of her khaki pants.

      Mr. Dowthitt’s ghost faded away, and Mr. Stubblefield stepped into the room.

      “What are you ladies doing in here? This room is off limits to students.” He took in the condition of the four of us. His brow creased. “Is everything okay?”

      “Ms. Boatman?” He spoke to the freshman. “Are you okay?”

      The girl burst into tears, pushed past him, and ran down the hallway, her footsteps echoing.

      “Are you fighting again, Peri Jean?” Strubblefield stared at my hands. “You know another fight means expulsion. No matter who started it.”

      I glanced at my hands and realized I had them clenched into fists. I loosened them. “No, sir. I think Felicia and her friends wanted to play a prank on me. It got out of hand.” I swallowed hard.

      If Stubblefield wrote me up for fighting, I’d be out on my ass. Memaw would be embarrassed and angry. No telling what she’d do. Maybe make me repeat my senior year. Felicia would no longer be in school, but I couldn’t bear the humiliation.

      “Is that true, Ms. Brent?” Stubblefield turned his gaze on Felicia.

      My tormenter still stood next to the shelf rubbing one of her arms. She shook all over, and sweat shone on her face. She tried to answer but nothing came out.

      “Are you okay?” Stubblefield went to stand next to her, reached out a hand to put it on her shoulder, but stopped himself. “Can you speak?”

      Felicia took a trembling breath. “She’s a Satanist for real, Mr. Stubblefield. She summoned a demon and made him…” She trailed off. If she said much more, she’d admit her guilt in the matter.

      “Made who do what?” Stubblefield glanced at Lanelle.

      The other girl stuttered and stammered, the freckles on her face first darkening and then turning a solid red.

      “Ms. Wilson,” Stubblefield said to Lanelle, “do I need to call the principal? Or was this a prank gone wrong? Senior year is an itchy time. You’re ready to get out into the world and things get wild. I won’t report this incident if that’s all it was. But I need to report it if it was a fight.”

      “N-n-no, sir. It was just a prank.” Lanelle’s words tumbled out. Felicia hissed at her to shut up, but it was too late.

      Stubblefield nodded. “There’s only five minutes left in lunch period. All of you go get your books and get to your next class.” He turned and left.

      “Idiot,” Felicia whispered to Lanelle. “We could have gotten her expelled.”

      Lanelle shrugged her shoulders and hung her head. I didn’t wait to see what would happen next. I got the hell out of the closet and hurried to my locker to get my books. My next class was in the special interests building, and I wanted to put as much distance between Felicia and me as possible. I ran down the hallway and out into the rain. I didn’t realize I was crying until I took one of those deep, shuddering, sad breaths.

      “Only two more months. I can do this.” I repeated the phrase until I got into the building and into my Family and Consumer Science classroom. I sat down in my regular desk and put my head in my arms. I still had a few minutes until the other students came, so I let the tears come.
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      The final bell of the day rang, and I walked to the parking lot. A convertible Mustang passed me, its top down. A boy I’d never even spoken to leaned out.

      “Hey, demon girl, can you summon ghosts for spectral sex?” The car sped off before I had a chance to answer, the occupants’ howls drifting back to me.

      I wished I could just go home and hide in my room.

      “Peri Jean, over here.” Rainey’s voice came from behind several extra-large pickup trucks. I had to squeeze between them to get to her.

      Rainey Bruce leaned against a spotless black Cadillac sedan.

      “What happened to your Beemer?” I dug my cigarettes out of the hidden pocket inside my purse and lit one because I thought it would look cool. The taste almost gagged me. How does Chase stand these things?

      “Daddy made me sell it after the radiator went bad. He said the car would just keep costing me money.” Rainey squared her shoulders and lowered her head to create a double chin. “‘There’s no reason you can’t use one of the Cadillacs too old for the funeral home.’”

      Rainey’s imitation of her father’s deep, ringing voice was spot on. I giggled, some of the horrible day slipping off me.

      “It isn’t funny. I saved my own money for the BMW, money I earned modeling for that department store in Houston summer before last.” She sneered at the Cadillac. “This old thing screams Gaslight City preacher’s daughter.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Can’t wait to get out of this damn town. Speaking of which, I heard what Felicia did to you.” Rainey’s sharp gaze probed me, maybe looking for damage. “You okay?”

      “Let’s not go there.” I made myself smoke more of the cigarette. Damn things were too expensive to waste.

      Rainey nodded and checked her watch. She glanced around the nearly empty lot. A frowned creased her smooth forehead. “Did you see the other group members after class?”

      I shook my head. I’d been so upset from my ordeal in the janitor’s closet, it didn’t occur to me I hadn’t seen Chase after I came back from the special interests building. Usually, I ran into him on his way to the music building. Then I remembered his note in Mr. Stubblefield’s homeroom. “He asked me if I wanted to sneak off campus with him at lunch. Do you think maybe—”

      “No!” Rainey glanced around, as close to frantic as I’d ever seen her. She ran over to a group of guys standing around one of the gargantuan trucks and spoke to them for several seconds. She came running back. “Get in the car.” She opened the driver’s door and slid in. I got in on the passenger side. She started the car and turned to me. “Those guys said Chase and Tubby never even came to lunch. Where do you think they’d go?”

      “Bullfrog’s Billiards. Chase just got a job playing there. They let him drink beer.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” She burned rubber taking off. “And he’s proud of that? My daddy says that place ought to be shut down. Says all kinds of drugs come out of there. Plus, prostitutes go there.” Rainey sped down Highway 59 until she found a place where she could turn back toward downtown Gaslight City. The light caught us. She slammed her hand against the steering wheel.

      “I’m going to give you some unsolicited advice.” She never took her gaze off the light. “Focus on your studies these last few months of school, graduate, and leave it all behind. Go to college somewhere.”

      “Pass.” I rolled my eyes. Not Rainey too. If one more person hit me with this stupid crap, I was going to scream. Why the hell would I want to work my ass off so I could live through even more years of school? “I’ve been saving money so me and Chase can go to California. See if he can get a recording contract. One of the guys from Snakebite lives out there.”

      The light turned green, and Rainey sped away from it. “You really think you and him are going to take on the world together?” She snorted. “Sometimes I can’t believe how dumb you are.”

      “That’s right. You’re smarter than everybody in this whole, sorry backward town.”

      Rainey ignored me and sped down Austin Street. She turned right on Crockett Street and screeched to a stop in front of Bullfrog’s Billiards.

      “You don’t know everything, Rainey Bruce.”

      She turned off the Cadillac’s engine and twisted in the seat to face me. “You’re right. I don’t. But I know what I see. When I look at you and Chase, I see disaster and heartbreak.”

      I turned away from her. Without knowing it, she’d hit every single insecurity I faced on a daily basis. I covered my hurt with sarcasm. “I’m sure you really know those things when you see them. You go on dates all the time.”

      She shrugged. “You do it your way. I don’t give a shit. All I want is to walk across the stage as valedictorian and go to college somewhere away from here. Come on. Let’s go get them.”

      She slid out of the car and stomped toward the red brick building housing Bullfrog’s. Someone met her at the door. Rainey’s back was to me, and all I saw was her stiff shoulders and waving arms. I unbuckled my seatbelt, hopped out and took my time joining her.

      Tubby Tubman barred the door. His skinny feet were bare, and he held a long-necked bottle of beer between the fingers of his right hand.

      “You ain’t coming in,” he drawled. From the sound of it, he’d already had several beers. He saw me behind Rainey and winked. “You, on the other hand, can come right inside and listen to some music with me.”

      “Aren’t you on some kind of probation?” Rainey edged closer to Tubby. “I could call the Burns County Probation Office and find out. You’re drinking underage, and you’re probably not supposed to be in here. I bet you’ll go straight back to whatever juvenile prison they stored your sorry ass in last year.”

      Tubby hung his head and stepped aside. Rainey and I stormed past him. Chase sat on the tiny stage, cigarette dangling from his lips, an electric guitar spread over his lap, and an army of beer bottles at his feet. A thick-bodied, dark-haired guy I’d never seen before sat at a keyboard. The two of them picked out the notes of a Robert Johnson song Chase loved.

      “You were supposed to meet Rainey after school.” I walked to the edge of the stage and stood there with my hands on my hips. I got a glimpse of myself in the mirror behind the bar and realized I looked just like my grandmother. I dropped my hands and climbed onto the stage. “Rainey has stuff for us to do. We can’t let her down.”

      “There’s my sweetie.” Chase took one hand off the guitar and reached out to me. “I told Tub you’d know where to find us. He didn’t believe me.” He hiccupped. “Hey! Want a beer?”

      “I can’t. Rainey has work for us to do.” I swept my gaze over the beer bottles, counting. I stopped at ten. “Why don’t you put up your guitar, and”—

      “Listen to this, baby.” He picked out a funky riff on the guitar. “I’ll play it again, then I’ll start the rest of the song. You sing the words.”

      My face heated. Hell, no. Not in front of people.

      Rainey walked to the edge of the stage, her face set into a hard glare. “Put up your guitar and let’s get to work.”

      “Rainey!” Chase grinned ear to ear. He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “I wouldn’t normally say this, but I’m a little drunk. Listen here. You are smoking hot. Why don’t you and me and Peri Jean—”

      “Chase,” Rainey and I both screamed. Somewhere in the background, Tubby Tubman cackled in delight. I was lightheaded over what I thought Chase might have been about to say. Rainey, on the other hand, recovered quickly.

      “How dare you talk to me that way, you nasty chauvinist pig. Is that all you think I’m on this earth to do—please you?” Rainey’s head wagged back and forth as she berated Chase.

      Chase shrugged and played the funky riff again. The guy behind the piano accompanied him. Rainey leapt up on the stage, her eyes wide and showing plenty of white. She clasped one dark hand around the neck of the guitar.

      “Do not ignore me.” She gave the guitar a hard shake.

      “Hey. Don’t jerk on my guitar like that. It was expensive.” Chase raised his head to glare at her.

      Rainey, eyes hard and glittering, gave the guitar a hard enough shake to dislodge Chase from his chair. He slammed both feet on the floor to keep from falling, took his cigarette out his mouth, and held it up to her wrist.

      “Do it.” She bared her teeth in a snarl. “I’ll have your ass thrown in jail for assault. And that doesn’t take into account what my daddy’ll do to you.”

      “You ain’t my boss. Everybody else might be willing to let you tell ’em what to do, but you can kiss my drunk, white ass.”

      I tugged at the collar of my shirt and shifted foot to foot. This was about to get bad. Chase could drink a couple of beers and be okay. But the battalion of beer bottles at his feet? It erased every shred of his easygoing personality and replaced it with a nasty SOB ready to fight anybody and everybody.

      “You’re so full of yourself, Chase Fischer. Thinking everybody can’t wait to bow down at the throne of the only talent this county’s ever seen.” She leaned down into Chase’s face, tightening her grip on the guitar’s neck. “This, what you’re doing right now, is as far as you’ll ever get. And the reason is you’re too lazy to do the real work of making it. Do you even know what happened to Peri Jean today?”

      Chase glanced at me, lines forming on his forehead. “What happened?” His jaw worked.

      I put my hand over my stomach, clutching at the pain blossoming there. Chase couldn’t know what Felicia did to me. I couldn’t stand to see the pity on his face. I charged over to them, knocked the lit cigarette out of Chase’s hand, and yanked Rainey’s hand off the guitar. She jerked away from me.

      “What would your mother think about you threatening a woman, Chase Lawrence Fischer?” I hissed into his face.

      He winced and got off the stool. He stood with his back to me, packing up his guitar.

      “I don’t know what gets into you when you’ve been drinking.” I followed him, raising my voice at his back to make sure he heard me. “But you need to get it under control or quit all together.”

      “Drop it,” he said. “I’m ready to go when y’all are.”

      Tubby drained the rest of his beer and trailed behind us to Rainey’s Cadillac, still barefoot. The two guys piled into the backseat. Rainey started the car. “Anybody have any idea where Felicia is?”

      “Prob’ly home,” Tubby said.

      “How do you know?” Rainey turned her gaze to the rearview mirror to eye Tubby.

      Tubby shrugged. “She goes home every day after school to watch the soap operas she records.” He leaned forward and draped his arms over the back of the seat. “You ain’t the only one who knows stuff, Ms. Bruce.”

      Tubby also knew where Felicia lived. Rainey pulled up in her driveway and put the car in park. I made no move to unbuckle my seatbelt. “I can’t face Felicia again today.”

      “Wrong,” Rainey snapped. “Never let her know she hurt you.”

      “What’re y’all talking about?” Chase mumbled from the backseat.

      Rainey twisted around in her seat to stare at Chase. “While you were at Bullfrog’s Billiards getting drunk off your ass, Felicia tried to force Peri Jean here to lick the bottom of her shoe.”

      “Whaaaat?” Chase leaned forward, mouth open in silent question.

      I averted my eyes from him.

      “Hell with that.” Chase reached for the door handle. “I’m going up there myself. Rub that bitch’s nose in cat shit.”

      Rainey engaged the locks. Tubby snickered. She glared at him until he quit. “I refuse to allow conflict to make this project a failure. Let’s just do the work and get on with our lives. In five years, this won’t matter to any of us. All right?” Rainey didn’t wait for an answer. She got out of the car and stood in front of it with her hands on her hips. The rest of us piled out and followed her to the front door. She knocked hard and loud and didn’t stop until Felicia opened the door.

      She wore pajama pants and a boob hugging tank top. “What is it?” She leaned against the door.

      “You were supposed to meet us after school.” Rainey bit out each word as though it had sharp edges.

      “I thought about it, but I just don’t see why I need to mess with this. You’re the brain, Rainey. Peri Jean’s the freak. Chase’ll do the music, and Tubby’ll still be a burnout. I don’t need to be present.” She actually smiled. Granted it, was a smart assed smile, the kind Memaw might whack my butt for giving her.

      “Get dressed and come out to the car. I have an appointment set up for us.” Rainey kept her voice even. She could have been opening a bank account. “We’re going to be late if we don’t hurry. And I’m not going to be late.”

      “Or what?” Felicia sneered at Rainey.

      “You wanna play it that way? All right.” Rainey leaned into Felicia’s face, lowering her voice. “I’ll make sure your Baptist mother knows you’re on birth control pills, Felicia Brent, and that you went to Planned Parenthood to get them.”

      Felicia’s mouth fell open, and she glanced behind her even though her mother was still at work. “How do you know my business?”

      “Don’t brag to your girlfriends in the bathroom.” Rainey smiled the way I figured an alligator smiled when he cornered his prey. I considered myself lucky not to be on the receiving end of that smile. “Or, if you do, check the stalls before you start talking.”

      “I’ll be out in five,” Felicia said.

      Rainey walked back to the car with me following. Tubby and Chase trailed behind, speculating about Felicia.

      “What’s the appointment?” I asked Rainey just so I didn’t have to hear them.

      “Benny Longstreet’s going to let us into the Mace Carriage House.” Rainey got into the car and slammed the door hard. “That’s the last place Chris Leeland was seen.”

      I scrambled to get in there with her. “We don’t actually have to go inside, do we? That place is supposed to be haunted.”

      “We’re going to win this contest, Peri Jean.” She stared straight ahead and rubbed her jawline. “And you’re going to cooperate. You hear me?”

      “But—but—but…” I let my barrage of buts trail off.

      Chase and Tubby got into the car.

      “There’s no other way we can win this thing.” She gripped my arm. “Stop talking about it now, and I’ll explain when I take you home.”
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      Rainey drove several blocks and turned onto Division Street. A sour taste filled my mouth. I wished I could get out right here even if it meant a ten-mile walk home.

      “Who are we meeting? I’m supposed to be cooking supper right now.” Felicia’s overly loud voice came from the backseat.

      “Mr. Longstreet. He agreed to let us into the carriage house for a look around. Sheriff Holze is also meeting us to tell us what he knows about Chris Leeland’s disappearance.” Rainey pulled to the curb in front of the Mace House and stopped. “I spent all afternoon making these appointments. We couldn’t just not show up.”

      I stared at the Mace House. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. All the rumors about my family started here. Broken brick steps staggered drunkenly to the crumbling brick front porch. A plain piece of plywood obscured the doorway. Silver paint on the plywood read “No Trespassing.” The house represented grandeur beaten into submission by neglect and apathy. I gripped the Cadillac’s door handle until my fingers went numb.

      The abandoned carriage house took up most of the backyard. The structure, about the size of a two-car garage with a second story, had vines running up its sides. The building’s once white paint was now a faded, flaking gray. Dull, overcast light reflected in a few intact windows, but most were gaping black holes.

      “How’d you set up the appointments while you were supposed to be in class?” Felicia’s shrill voice carried a note of outrage.

      “While the rest of you wasted last summer getting high and having sex, I was in Dallas taking college level courses, which also counted for half of my senior year credits. Afternoons are self-supervised study for me.” Rainey glanced at the Mace House, then at me.

      “I don’t think that’s fair.” The note of outrage in Felicia’s voice turned into an annoying whine. “Not everybody has a rich judge for a grandfather and a rich daddy who owns a funeral home.”

      I tore my gaze off the Mace House to see Rainey’s reaction. The expression on her face never changed.

      “Not everybody can afford to go live in Dallas and take college courses.” Felicia kicked the back of Rainey’s seat.

      A muscle in Rainey’s jaw worked. She turned off the car and unbuckled her seatbelt. Calmly, slowly, as though she had all the time in the world, Rainey turned in her seat. She fixed her black-eyed gaze on Felicia. I unbuckled my seat belt and got on my knees facing the back so I could see everything.

      “Life is not fair.” Rainey enunciated each word, speaking so slowly it created suspense. “People who work hard benefit. People who spend all summer watching soap operas do not.”

      Felicia’s eyes narrowed, and she curled her lip. Lucky for her, she had enough sense to keep her mouth closed. No telling what Rainey would have done.

      “The Longstreets still own this place? Surprised they ain’t renting it out.” Tubby sounded like a grown-up talking to another grown-up. I shifted my gaze to him, taking in the craftiness on his diamond-shaped face. I realized what made me uncomfortable about him. He seemed older than the rest of us in some way. Harder. More ruthless. Tubby caught me staring at him and winked. I averted my gaze, focusing on Chase.

      My extremely talented and likable boyfriend had his head leaned back on the seat. His mouth hung open, and his chest moved rhythmically in beer sleep. Maybe he’d get over this phase of drinking and drugging soon. He wasn’t a lot of fun intoxicated. I leaned as far as I could over the seat, and reached with one hand, planning to wake up Chase before Rainey got irritated.

      Rainey smacked me on the leg. “Don’t bother. He’s a jackass when drunk. Let him sleep it off.” She then spoke to Tubby. “There’s damage inside the big house from when it was a boarding house. The kitchen’s all burned up.”

      I sat back down in my seat. The Mace House drew my gaze, even though it was ugly as homemade sin. A figure appeared in an upper window. Before I got control of myself, I gasped.

      Felicia jumped on it. “What’d you see, devil woman? Find out where the Mace Treasure is hidden?”

      My muscles went wire tight. My fists clenched. I wanted to drag Felicia out of the car and beat her head on the concrete curb. But I knew I couldn’t. I took deep breaths like Memaw told me to do when I felt myself getting angry. It calmed my mind enough for me to realize I didn’t have many options in this situation. I could verbally spar with Felicia, which I’d never win. Or I could ignore her and take the abuse. I stared straight ahead.

      “Peri Jean, when you call up Satan from the depths of hell, what do you ask for?” Felicia’s voice was loud in the silent car. “Do you ask for people to like you? To be popular like Chase?”

      “Felicia, is it true you took off all your clothes at Teddy Darden’s party last week?” Tubby’s nasally voice rang with malicious glee.

      “No. I didn’t do that.” Felicia nearly shouted her answer, which meant it was true.

      “Oh, I heard you did. I heard…” Tubby trailed off, as though trying to figure out how to say what he meant. “I heard blonde is not your natural hair color.”

      I itched to turn around in my seat and savor the look on Felicia’s face but held back.

      “I was wondering if you’d be interested in showing me?” Tubby’s voice had that nasty jolly lilt again. “Like later. But now’s fine.”

      The sound of someone hitting someone else came to the front seat.

      “Stop it,” Rainey yelled. “Benny is here. Now I want all of you to act like adults. I’m going to record the interview. I’ve got my camcorder and two lights. Tubby can hold one. Felicia, you do the other.”

      “What’s Peri Jean going to do?” From the tone of Felicia’s voice, she’d already recovered from Tubby’s embarrassing her. Or maybe she didn’t have enough sense to be embarrassed.

      “None of your business,” Rainey snapped and got out of the car.

      I followed her to Benny’s dually pickup, Felicia and Tubby trailing behind us.

      Halfway there, she spoke to me in a near whisper. “Help me run the camera. Keep these clowns out of the picture.”

      Benny Longstreet got out of his truck and waved to us. He pulled a comb out of his pocket and dragged it through his oily, brown hair. A few quick pulls on his shirt and a tug to his bolo tie, and he turned to us baring his overly large teeth. He held out his skinny, long-fingered hand to Rainey, and she took it and pumped a few times. He turned to me, grinned, and held both arms open. I went to him and let him hug me, even though he wore too much cologne.

      “Peri Jean, how’s Miss Leticia?” Benny visited our house at least once a month, and he personally came to mow our back pasture several times a year. I suspected he had a crush on my grandmother. Ewwww.

      “Memaw’s fine. I’ll tell her you asked after her.” I exhaled hard, trying to get the funky scent of his cologne out of my nostrils.

      “Well, you tell Miss Leticia I’ve got twenty pounds of beef—cow raised on my farm—for y’all. I’ll bring it when I come to visit.”

      I murmured my thanks, embarrassed Felicia was hearing how Benny brought us food. She’d be telling people how poor I was the next day at school for sure.

      “Tell me a little more about y’all’s senior project, Rainey.” Benny dug in the pocket of his navy dress slacks and extracted a key ring with a white tab on it.

      “Mr. Stubblefield has given me permission to create a documentary film about the disappearance of Chris Leeland. I want to try to cover as many angles as we can and try to get an idea what happened to him.”

      “Sounds interesting.” Benny took in Tubby Tubman and wrinkled his nose. “That happened in about 1969 or ’70. I was just a kid. I remember it happening, but I don’t remember it well.”

      “Sheriff Holze is joining us. He’s going to read the police file.” Rainey turned on her full-wattage smile. Benny showed his big teeth again.

      We hurried to get Rainey’s handheld digital camcorder out of the car. She and I attached it to her tripod and showed Tubby and Felicia how to operate the lights. Benny approached us whistling the theme song from Leave it to Beaver. “Wow, y’all got quite the setup, don’t you?”

      Rainey showed him all her equipment. “I bought this from the money I made with the modeling job I had in Dallas last summer.”

      “College and modeling. You got it going on, girl.” Benny shoved his hands in his pockets.

      Felicia mumbled something nasty. I glanced at her, but nobody else did.

      “Want to look around the property until the sheriff gets here?” Benny stepped onto the overgrown yard.

      “That’d be great.” Rainey set up the tripod facing the Mace House. “Can we get a shot of you in front of the Mace House explaining how the house came to be your responsibility?”

      Benny hotfooted to the big house and stood still in front of the porch while we got things set up. Rainey turned on the camera and motioned him to start talking.

      “I’m Benny Longstreet, CEO of Longstreet Lumber. We’re the largest employer here in Burns County, except maybe for King Ranch Chicken Plant. My father, Bernard Benjamin Longstreet—B.B. Longstreet as he liked to be called—bought the Mace House in 1952. At that time, it had sat empty ever since a women’s finishing school owned it from 1910 to 1930. Depression closed the school. The Mace House was an investment property my father intended to use to provide short-term rentals for the community.” He stopped. “How much detail you want me to go into, Rainey?”

      “B.B. Longstreet made the Mace House into a boarding house, correct?” Rainey stepped in front of the camera. She had changed her voice. She sounded strong and in charge.

      “Yes. He did.” Benny nodded like his head had springs on it. “Papa had to modernize it. See, when Reginald Mace—that’s Peri Jean’s ancestor—lost his fortune, he didn’t have money to have the house updated. So it still had an outhouse, no indoor plumbing.”

      “Don’t you mean Reginald Mace went nuts and hid his fortune as part of a treasure hunt for his long-lost son?” Felicia grinned like a predator closing in.

      Rainey stuck her lower jaw out and narrowed her eyes at Felicia. The other girl cocked one hip out. Rainey rolled her eyes and turned away.

      “Don’t answer that Mr. Longstreet,” Rainey said. “I’m going to do a short segment on the history of the Mace House’s original owner, but I don’t want it to become the focus of this documentary.”

      Benny gave her a thumbs-up.

      “What did B.B. Longstreet do with the carriage house?”

      “Papa turned it into an apartment. Y’all ready to go see it?”

      Rainey turned off the camera. “Yes, please.”

      Benny took off walking across the Mace House’s yard, stopping every once in a while to examine debris hiding in the yard’s tall grass.

      Rainey grabbed Felicia by the arm. “Do not ask questions while I’m interviewing. You hear me?”

      “Don’t touch me.” Felicia yanked her arm away from Rainey. “This is my project just as much as it’s yours.”

      “Not if you’re going to turn it into an episode of The Young and Restless meets Romper Room.” Rainey stared Felicia down. “I am not getting a bad grade on this project because it’s amateurish.”

      By this time, Benny stood on the long, narrow front porch of the carriage house, watching us, probably wondering why we weren’t right behind him.

      “I want to get a shot of the outside of the house.” Rainey smoothly pretended it was all in her plan.

      “Want me on or off the porch?” Benny yelled.

      “Stay on but come to the front where I can see you, please.”

      Benny did as Rainey asked. She ran the camera for several seconds, then motioned for us to follow. I picked up the camera and walked behind her, smiling as I heard Felicia’s grunt of dismay and outrage.

      Rainey motioned me to stand next to her. “Set up the tripod here. When Mr. Longstreet opens the door, get a shot inside.”

      “Let me unlock it and turn on the lights.” Benny slipped around us, so skinny he didn’t even bump into Rainey or me. “Then I’ll close it, and one of you kids can swing open the door.”

      Rainey grinned. We got everything ready, and Felicia stood next to the door, ready to push it open.

      “One-two-three, go.” Rainey pointed at Felicia.

      The door swung open to show us the kitchen.

      “Move forward.” Rainey nudged my back. I did as she asked, taking slow steps and using the viewfinder to see what was in front of me.

      A shadow flashed in front of the camera. I raised my head to see if it had been a bird or bat. I saw nothing. Nobody else acted as though they’d seen anything either. I put my face back to the viewfinder. An eye stared back at me. I yelped and almost dropped the camera. Rainey kept it from hitting the floor and turned to glare at me. Whatever she saw on my face dried up her angry words.

      Benny yodeled a nervous chuckle. “Yeah, one of the biggest complaints we had about the carriage house was it was haunted.” He clapped me on the back. “Peri Jean, your Memaw wouldn’t want you in there, prob’ly.”

      Felicia laughed behind me, and I stepped inside.
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      Eyes adjusting to the dim light, I searched for whatever I’d seen through the viewfinder. The room was empty, but it didn’t feel empty. My skin crawled with the weight of being watched. Cold air, tinged with the smell of death and rot, stung my nose and put a nasty taste in my mouth. My breath fogged in front of me.

      Rainey came to stand beside me. She sneezed once and then three more times in rapid succession. “Camera still on?”

      I nodded.

      “Go on in. Get a couple of shots of it empty.” I stared through the viewfinder and walked into the tiny cubby of a kitchen. There was space for a small eating table underneath a window to the right of the door. I set down the tripod and took a shot of the back door, opposite the front. Memaw called this type of house, long and narrow, a shotgun house.

      “What in God’s name is that smell?” Benny stepped into the room and sniffed loudly.

      “Some animal probably came in these open windows.” Tubby set up one of the lights where Rainey indicated. “Might have got trapped in here and died. We can go find it. Give it to Felicia for dinner.” His words came out in puffs of vapor, melting into the cold air.

      Felicia slapped Tubby’s arm the way a girl swats a guy when she’s trying to be cute. Tubby gave her a blank stare until she moved away from him. Footsteps thudded across the porch. Everybody in the room stood on edge. Chase stepped inside, rubbing sleep from his eyes.

      He caught sight of Rainey and flushed. He shuffled over to her. Her face stiffened, and she tried to step away. He leaned closer and whispered to her. She cocked her head, gaze fixed on him. Chase kept talking. The redness in his cheeks spread to his hairline and then to his ears. He stopped whispering and waited for her response. Rainey narrowed her eyes, glaring at Chase, but nodded. She leaned into his face and whispered something. Chase slumped and fixed his gaze on the floor.

      “Okay,” he mumbled.

      “I accept your apology,” Rainey said aloud. “You be Peri Jean’s backup for the camera. This way I can be in more than just one or two shots.”

      Chase sauntered over, grinning, and tried to take the camera out of my hand. Knowing it was to cover his embarrassment over whatever passed between him and Rainey, I pretended to resist.

      “Why do you get to be in the film if nobody else can?” Felicia, already recovered from Tubby’s rebuff, moved next to Chase. She clasped her arms under her big boobs and glanced at Chase to see if he noticed. To my great annoyance, he did.

      “Too ugly,” Tubby hooted. Chase giggled. Felicia shot a glare at me and stomped off. What the hell did I do?

      Rainey closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

      “Rainey, you want to film me taking y’all through the house? Or do you want to just do one of those eerie walk-throughs I see on TV?” Benny whinnied at his own joke.

      Rainey chewed the corner of her lip. “Why don’t you take us through?”

      “All right.” Benny got in front of the camera, which I still held. The stench of his cologne hit me. I suppressed a cough. At least it covered the dead smell. Realizing I hadn’t smelled it for a few minutes, I sniffed. It was gone. How could it have dissipated in those few seconds?

      “This here’s the kitchen.” Benny swept one long arm around the room. “What y’all got to understand is carriage houses were originally garages for horse-drawn buggies and their equipment. My older brother, Dr. Nathan Longstreet, remembers when Papa bought this place, and he said it was just full of junk. Papa had to have it all hauled out just to build the interior you see today.” Benny walked over to where there was a square spot and wall outlets but no stove. “Well, I’ll be. Somebody done stole the stove. It was one those antique kind from the fifties.”

      “What’s this door?” Felicia wandered away from her light and tried the knob. It turned but, the door wouldn’t open.

      “That there’s the broom closet or a pantry.” Benny walked over and gave the doorknob a turn. He got the same response and yanked the door. It stayed closed.

      The smell of death flooded the room again. I steeled my gag reflex and breathed through my mouth. Rainey covered her mouth and nose with the sleeve of her blouse. Benny coughed and waved his hand in front of his face.

      “Heaven help us. Whatever’s dead must’ve got into the broom closet somehow.” He glanced at Chase and Tubby. “Y’all men wanna help me get this door open?”

      The two boys walked to the door. Chase grabbed the doorknob and yanked hard. “Might break it,” he said to Benny.

      “We got to get this dead animal out of here, son. Else I don’t know if I can stay too much longer.” Benny nodded at the door.

      Chase gave it another hard yank.

      “Might be warped,” Tubby said. “I’ll kneel and get my fingers under the crack. We both pull at the same time.”

      Chase nodded, and Tubby got into position. They counted off and gave it their best effort at the same time. The door popped open, slamming both of them in the face and bowling them backward.

      The smell filled the room, so thick it felt oily in my nostrils. My stomach rolled. Uh oh. I set the tripod on the floor, took a couple of steps away, and gagged. I wasn’t the only one. Chase bolted away from the door, his arm under his nose. He ran to the door and threw it open. The sounds of him being sick drifted back into the little house. Teach him to drink too much.

      “I’ll be.” Benny leaned into the broom closet. He turned to face the camera. “It’s empty.”

      Rainey motioned me to go over with the camera. I obeyed, but warily, dreading whatever I might see in the viewfinder. The tiny room had shelves going up one side, presumably for non-perishable items, and some hangers on the back wall for brooms and mops.

      The gross smell wafted from the open door as though propelled by a fan of some sort. Unlike the other side of the room, the air coming out of the closet was hot, humid. There could have been a heater blowing in there. The fetid air had the same oily feel I’d noticed before. A pop, one I felt rather than heard, came from behind the wall. The intensity of the odor faded away as though it had never been.

      “Huh,” Benny muttered. “Well, continuing on the tour, the door underneath the stairs is the bathroom.”

      Rainey nudged me, staring at me with her brows furrowed, and motioned for me to turn the camera where Benny now stood. He opened the door to the bathroom. The tiny room had the same cracked, peeling linoleum as the kitchen, a shower stall, a pedestal sink, and a toilet with a stained bowl.

      The skin on my back, facing the broom closet, crawled with the feeling of someone watching me. I took my hands off the tripod and twisted to stare behind me, unable to help myself. The faint sound of singing came to me. I glanced at the others, but none of them showed signs of hearing.

      I concentrated on the sound. It seemed to come from within my head, the way a song will sometimes. Fear jumped in my chest, battering at my self-control. I forced myself to stay still and listened closer. The singing wasn’t one voice but many. There had to be a church near here. This was just some choir practicing for Wednesday or Sunday services. This creepy place was just getting the better of my imagination. Even if it wasn’t, I had to make this work. Memaw would have my ass if I did anything else.

      Chase came back into the kitchen, his face sick green. He gave me a weak wave and kept his distance. Good. I didn’t want to smell his barf-smell and the house too.

      “Then, we got the living room right through here.” Benny glanced at me and motioned with his arm. I followed him into the open room. Overcast gloom streaked from the two windows.

      “Set up the lights.” Rainey waved at Tubby and Felicia. The lights did little more than make the room a place of too-bright light mostly swallowed by dark shadows.

      Benny flipped the light switch next to the door leading outside. Nothing happened. He flicked it up and down several times. He glanced at the ceiling and shook his head.

      “No fixture. The switch must be set to operate the plugs. So there ain’t—”

      A bang from the kitchen shook the small dwelling. Chase pounded back into the kitchen and came back almost immediately.

      “Just the door to that closet slamming. House must not be level. Bet that’s why it wouldn’t come open earlier.” He stood next to me, and I noticed the chill bumps were back on his arms. I made a mental note to breathe through my mouth.

      “What’s upstairs?” Tubby stood next to the staircase and peered into the darkness.

      “It’s an open loft. Tenants used it as a bedroom.” Benny tested the bottom stair, the creak from his leather cowboy boot loud in the quiet room. “I don’t know about these stairs though, kids. If one of y’all got hurt, your parents would string me up in the courthouse square.”

      “Mine won’t care.” Tubby went up a few steps and glanced at Chase, the challenge in his eyes clear.

      “I’ll go.” Chase’s mouth turned down, and he crossed his arms over his chest. “Want me to take the camera?”

      “Won’t do any good without the lights.” Rainey walked to the staircase. “Go on up, Tubby. See what you think of the steps.”

      Tubby bounded up the steps, stomping extra hard on them. His shout came back to us. “I didn’t fall through.”

      “Let’s go.” Rainey started walking up. “Chase, you bring Tubby’s light. Felicia—”

      “I’m not going up there.” Felicia stepped away from her light. “What if I get hurt?”

      “I’ll go back down and get my light.” Tubby pushed past Rainey on the staircase. The two boys clambered up the staircase with the lights. Rainey motioned me to come on and followed them.

      “Get a good shot of me walking up the stairs,” she directed.

      I did the best I could, taking the steps slowly. Each creak or pop made me think I’d end up on the dirt below the house, amidst piers and beams. Finally, I stood in the open room. As with the living room, it was more shadow than light.

      “Pan around the room.” Rainey said.

      I did, moving slowly and staring through the viewfinder. I saw nothing but bare boards powdered with a thick coating of dust. The wallpaper hung in strips. It bowed and dipped with the breeze coming in through the busted glass of the window. The view on the camera’s screen flickered, went to static and came back.

      The room in the viewfinder was no longer dark but light. The air went cold, the smell of death coming back in full force. A shadow moved around the perimeter of the room, so stealthily at first I thought it might be drifting smoke. It rounded the nearest corner and flew at me. I screamed and let go of the camera. It began to topple.

      “No,” Rainey shouted. “Don’t let it fall.”

      The panic turned my mind into a mass of snarled thoughts and images. I watched as the camera canted to the left and began its descent to the floor. A tanned arm flashed out and grabbed it before it hit. Chase set the tripod upright and turned to me.

      “What’s wrong? You see…a snake?” Chase knew a few things about me and ghosts, maybe more than he wanted. He never mentioned it. Now he put his arm around me and spoke in a soothing voice. “It’s all right. Those shadows look funny. Look like they’re moving.”

      His barf breath forgotten, I scooted into his warmth. This couldn’t happen. Not now. Today couldn’t get any worse because I didn’t think I could take it.

      Footsteps thundered up the stairs. Benny, his long face made even longer by panic, joined us. Sheriff Joseph Holze crowded behind the skinnier man, his big belly nearly pressing into Benny’s back. Felicia brought up the rear. Her eyes narrowed when she saw Chase with his arm around me. She hurried over to us.

      “What happened?” She spoke to Chase as though he was the one who screamed.

      “Peri Jean thought she saw a snake.” Chase tightened his arm around me. The story was set now in his mind. The shadows had moved, and I’d mistaken the movement for a snake.

      “I’ll just bet she did.” Felicia giggled, watching Chase to see if he giggled with her. He turned his back to her. The smile slid off Felicia’s face, and she settled her chilly gaze on me. I got ready for an attack.

      Sheriff Holze slapped the manila-colored file he held in one hand on his meaty thigh. He glared at me, his bushy brows knitting into a frown. I scooted closer to Chase. This man scared me. He’d caught Chase and I drinking beer one night at an abandoned sawmill in the woods. I didn’t like remembering what he said and did. What he asked me to do in exchange for him not calling Memaw and Chase’s parents. Chase’s arm tightened around me.

      “You two staying out of trouble?” The sheriff had one of those scratchy, deep voices, the kind that always sounded mean.

      “Yes, sir.” Chase nodded.

      Tubby stood next to us.

      The sheriff swept his gaze over Tubby and rolled his eyes. “Looks like we got the whole gang here. Three troublemakers in one group.” He shook his head and slapped the file against his leg again. “Y’all got the camera rolling? Wanna get started up here?”

      “Yes, Sheriff, thank you.” Rainey stepped from the shadows, her eyes still wide from my little fit.

      The sheriff jumped and put his hand to his chest. “Well, Rainey Bruce, you’re so dark, you just blended right into those shadows. Never even seen you.” He guffawed.

      Rainey took the camera from me and fiddled with the controls. I made sure the legs of the tripod were straight. I got a good look at her and noticed the trembling hands and the tears about to spill over. The sheriff’s remark hit me then. I glared at him, so mad my face burned.

      “Tubby and Chase, get the lights close to the sheriff so we can see him.” Rainey’s voice had only the slightest tightness. The others may not have heard it. Chase and Tubby did as Rainey asked. Sheriff Holze’s jowly face came into sharp focus. Rainey nodded at him to start.

      “Awright. My memories of all this are real vague. Just a kid when it happened. My daddy, Big Joe, worked this case. All I can do is read the notes to you.” The sheriff opened the file and glanced over it. “This here was the bedroom. It was about eleven at night, and Alice Leeland was up here waiting for her husband to come to bed. She heard him in the kitchen, thought maybe he was looking for a snack. She got out of bed and went down these stairs.” Joey motioned to the old staircase. Rainey stopped the camera.

      “Sheriff Holze, I’m sorry to interrupt.” Rainey’s voice sounded crisp enough to cut. I stared at her. She seemed to have pushed her upset inside. She radiated self-assurance. “Would you mind us following you with the camera down the stairs?”

      Sheriff Holze smiled. “That’ll look good. Real good.” He patted his badge, then his gun.

      Rainey explained to Tubby and Chase what to do about the lighting. A few seconds later she followed the sheriff down the steps.

      “As I said, Alice Leeland would have gone down these stairs and into the kitchen, which is where she thought she heard her husband.” The sheriff stepped into the kitchen and stopped. “But all she saw was an empty kitchen. No husband. That door there was standing open.” The sheriff pointed to the closed closet door. He crossed the kitchen and opened it.

      I stiffened, expecting the smell to return, but it didn’t. Instead I saw a familiar black-suited figure kneeling inside the closet, feeling around the edges of the floor. Dread awakened in me and roared through my body. What was Mr. Dowthitt’s ghost doing in the carriage house?

      My self-control began to slip. I wanted more than anything to run for the door. I forced myself to stand still and stared at Sheriff Holze for any sign that he felt the presence of the ghost not two feet from his legs.

      He acted oblivious. He did nothing more than shut the door and open his file again. “Alice Leeland told the sheriff’s office that the kitchen door here was locked. Says here in the file it had one of those chain locks that can only be engaged from the inside. The windows were closed and locked. What happened to Chris Leeland has never been discovered. Nor has his body been found.”

      The ghostly figure came through the door. This time I could see Mr. Dowthitt’s pale face. Head half-turned, the ghost talked to some invisible person. He held out his hand to shake and headed toward the door, passing through the sheriff. The big man shivered as the ghost went through him but showed no recognition why it happened.

      I gritted my teeth against the adrenaline coursing through my body and pretended to pay attention to the sheriff.

      “Don’t I remember that the wife was a suspect in the husband’s disappearance?” Benny Longstreet said from behind us.

      “Says here in the file she was. She was never charged because a body was never found. No signs of foul play.”

      A cold wind hit me in the back. Steeling myself, I turned and saw nothing.

      “My suggestion is y’all kids look for someone who was around during that time, who remembers the whole thing.” The sheriff opened the kitchen door and stepped onto the porch. “Never know. You might figure out what happened to Chris Leeland. Bet you’d get an A on your project.”

      We followed him outside, and Benny Longstreet locked up. The sheriff scrutinized me, his stare nasty and greasy as it slid down my body.

      “Meanwhile, you kids be good. Make sure you don’t murder no family members.” He winked at me. I stiffened, face heating. The sheriff sneered and turned his nasty stare on Tubby. “Or beat nobody up because they owe you drug money.”

      Sheriff Holze turned and left us all standing on the porch.
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        * * *

      

      Memaw was waiting for us. Her face split into a grin as soon as she saw Rainey. She rushed at the younger woman and enveloped her in a hug. To my surprise, Rainey bent to return the hug, squeezing back and closing her eyes. She kissed Memaw on the cheek.

      “How are you, Miss Leticia?” She held Memaw at arm’s length and stared into her face. With her thumb, she rubbed the lipstick she’d left on Memaw’s cheek.

      “Old, retired, and not living up to my potential.” Memaw laughed. “But I’ve heard you’re only a couple of good grades away valedictorian of the senior class.” She grabbed Rainey in another hug. “I am so proud of you. I always knew you could do it.”

      “I wouldn’t be here without you.” Rainey squeezed Memaw tight. “You were the only one who believed in me.”

      The conversation puzzled me. What did Memaw have to do with Rainey’s grade point average? Before Memaw retired from teaching, she taught high school English. But she retired long before Rainey Bruce hit Gaslight City High School. I waited for one of them to explain, but both of them ignored me.

      “Let me get y’all some snacks, and you can tell me all about this project.” Memaw rummaged around until she found a box of store-bought shortbread cookies. She offered them to both of us. I took a couple.

      Rainey shook her head. “Thank you, Miss Leticia, but if I want to model again next summer, I just can’t.”

      Many adults would have argued, but Memaw simply nodded and put away the cookies. But not before she grabbed herself a handful.

      “When Rainey called to ask if you could stay after school with her, she mentioned Felicia Brent was in your group. She been okay?” She watched my reaction.

      “Depends on what you think okay is.” I told Memaw about Felicia cornering me in the janitor’s closet at school and trying to make me lick her shoe clean.

      Memaw’s dark eyes got even darker. Her small hands curled into fists. “In a different world, a fair one, you could report it to the principal. But with Carly Holze in that position, you’re just going to have to find a way to deal with it.”

      “She told me the next fistfight meant expulsion, no matter who started it.” I almost wanted to start one just to end the misery of high school. College, or anything it might lead to, didn’t interest me. The idea of enduring four-plus more years of learning institutions made me sick to my stomach.

      Rainey watched our conversation. “It won’t happen again, at least not at school. From now on, I’ll meet you after fourth period and walk to lunch with you.”

      I stared at Rainey. What was her angle? She never took part in the teasing or pranks, but we weren’t pals by a long shot.

      “That’s sweet of you, hon.” Memaw smiled at Rainey.

      “Our families have been friends a long time. Least I can do.” Rainey threw me a short glance.

      “So, the project.” Memaw clapped her hands.

      Rainey explained to Memaw about the City Council judging the projects on Gaslight City. “We had to take an assigned project.”

      “Assigned by who?” Memaw made a face. “In my day, the senior projects were pretty much a chance for students to show how they could shine.”

      “Mr. Stubblefield. Apparently, he has some different ideas.” Rainey told Memaw about the groups.

      “Kent Stubblefield’s fresh out of college, full of himself. I can’t wait to see him a decade from now.” Memaw shook her head and took a bite of shortbread cookie. “I hate you girls are the ones he’s learning on, but that’s life. You just have to do the best you can. What project were you assigned?”

      “Chris Leeland’s disappearance from the Mace Carriage House.”

      “That might have potential. Don’t know that I would have assigned it to my students.” Memaw stood over the sink and brushed cookie crumbs off her hands. “I will give Mr. Stubblefield one thing. He’s doing more than Sharon Dowthitt ever did with that class.”

      The name jerked me out my half-daydreaming state. “Sharon Dowthitt? Was she related to the Mr. Dowthitt who died at the school?” And who haunts the hallowed halls? And whose ghost I saw at the carriage house? I left out the second and third parts.

      “Sharon was James’s wife.” Memaw nodded. “She liked politics, so she taught social science like a civics class. I never agreed with her approach, but she left me alone to teach what I wanted, so there we were.” She turned to Rainey. “One thing I don’t understand is why the City Council would want to get involved.”

      “I didn’t either. But I called Mom during lunch break to let her know I’d be late.” Rainey’s voice lowered, and she glanced around as though someone might overhear, even though we were alone in Memaw’s house. “The City Council is trying to generate interest in local history to create jobs for local tradesmen and generate more business for local business owners. They’re trying to make Gaslight City more inviting to tourists.”

      “Your mom would know. Esther Bruce is on every committee in this town.” Memaw was active in the community but, after my trouble, stayed away from committees and boards.

      “Now I don’t want either of you to repeat any of this. Mom gave me permission to tell the two of you but made me promise to keep it quiet.” She moved her gaze between Memaw and me. Both of us nodded. “Mom said the Burns County Historical Association wants to raise funds to fix up the Mace property and turn it into a county-funded tourist attraction.”

      Memaw’s still dark eyebrows rose nearly to her gray bangs. “It sure would be nice. You can tell the old place was once grand. By the time George and I moved here in the late fifties, it was headed in the direction where it is now.”

      “Mom told me she bets one of the projects has to do with the old courthouse. The City Council wants to make all these old buildings nice again.” Rainey glanced around again, as though afraid of people overhearing. “She speculated—but doesn’t know for sure—the best project might be presented to people to ask for donations.”

      “Then you definitely have to win. I know that’s what I’d want.” Memaw glanced from Rainey to me. “Do y’all know how you’re going to handle the project?”

      “At first, I was really spinning. Then I went to see Mr. Stubblefield during his free period. Turned out he’d hoped students would take the initiative to come talk to him.”

      Memaw sighed and shook her head. “Mr. Stubblefield needs to remember high school’s a world apart from college. Very few high school students are going to do that. Hopefully he told you something useful.”

      “He did.” Rainey took out her notepad and pointed with her pen to the spot where she’d written down her notes. “He said to present the facts of the disappearance, then go into what locals and officials think may have happened, explore some of the urban legends and ghost stories associated with the carriage house, and speculate a little about how we use that stuff to deal with our fear that something like this might happen to someone we love.”

      Memaw nodded, frowning. “Your group toured the Mace Carriage House today. What’s next?”

      “I’m not too sure. Sheriff Holze read the missing person report to us. He didn’t remember the case and suggested we talk to some old timers who did.”

      Memaw twisted her lips at the name of Sheriff Holze. The origin of their beef went back as far as I could remember. I guessed it had to do with my Uncle Jesse getting sent to prison for murdering my father. All I knew for sure was Sheriff Holze, and his whole family, hated me for no reason I could see.

      “Much as I think he’s an ineffective lawman, I agree with him. Nothing much was ever made of Chris Leeland’s disappearance. It just sort of went away.” Memaw put her hand over her chin, the way she did when she thought hard. “Try Dottie Woodson.”

      “Of Dottie’s Burgers and Rings?” I couldn’t keep the excitement out of my voice. Dottie’s made the best onion rings I’d ever tasted. Memaw rarely let me go because she said all I’d learn to do is be one of those kids who wouldn’t eat anything but junk food.

      “Yep. She lived in the Mace House back then. B.B. Longstreet ran it as a boarding house in those days.” Memaw’s voice picked up speed as she got into her story. “Poor Dottie was married to an awful man. Beat her. Cheated on her. Spent all their money. She left him and ended up living in the Mace House. Unless I am misremembering, she knew both the man who disappeared and his wife. She might be able to tell you something.”

      I sat with my hand fisted against my cheek, still unable to get enthusiastic about the project.

      Rainey, on the other hand, practically danced in her seat. “Mind if I use your phone to call Dottie?”

      Memaw motioned to the cream-colored rotary wall phone. Rainey grabbed the phone book from the shelf next to it and flipped through. A few seconds later, she had Dottie on the line. The conversation lasted less than a minute. Rainey turned around, her face glowing.

      “She said she’d meet us tomorrow after school.” She hurried to the table and grabbed her notebook and pen. “I’m going to run on home and call the rest of the group. Peri Jean, try to emphasize to Chase how important this is.” Rainey hurried out the back door without waiting for my answer.

      Memaw smiled at the closed door for several seconds. The smile faded as she turned to regard me. “You’ll have to be careful with this, sweetie. You must do all you can not to show what you see.”

      My mind showed me pictures of the way I’d failed at that today, and my face heated.

      “You saw something in the Mace Carriage House.” Memaw’s gaze felt like it weighed a ton. She sighed.

      I raised my head and took a peek at her to gauge her emotions. A frown creased her forehead, and her lips turned down. She stood, held up one finger to me, and left the room. Her footsteps receded down the hall. Her bedroom door opened a few seconds later. Several minutes passed, during which anxiety gnawed at my nerves. She came back with a handkerchief-wrapped item and dropped it in my hand. For its size, it sure weighed a lot. I unwrapped the item and found an iron skeleton key. It had bits of rust lacing its edges. The smell of metal hit me, and I wrinkled my nose.

      “Keep this in your pocket if you have to go back in there. Iron sometimes repels ghosts.”

      My mouth dropped open. Memaw rarely acknowledged what I could do so frankly. Her doing so meant she knew things could go horribly wrong. I watched Memaw, waiting for more explanation. She went back to her crochet.

      I wasn’t giving up so easily. “How’d you know it would do that?”

      “It’s just old folklore. Might not even work.” But the way Memaw said the words led me to think she believed the iron key worked, believed it wholeheartedly.

      “Where’d you get this? What does it unlock?”

      “It belonged to my mother, and I don’t know.” Memaw’s curt words forbade any further questions. “You must get yourself through this. There is no other option.” She stared into my face for several seconds and left me alone.

      I sat at the table playing with the key and feeling so alone it hurt. If I didn’t do the project, I couldn’t graduate. I didn’t really care, but Memaw would have a fit. She valued education above anything else and insisted I do what I could to get one. I could just refuse to go back to school. What then? Memaw would hound me like stink on shit. If I thought her restrictions were hard now, they’d be worse if I quit school. And I had nowhere else to go.

      Memaw was right. I had to make this work.
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        * * *

      

      After a cursory pass at my homework and a quiet supper, I lay in the dark unable to sleep. The if-onlies crowded my brain. Each one had more appeal than the last. If only I could quit school and move out of town. If only Felicia would get eaten by a renegade alligator. The normal stuff.

      The tapping on my window jerked me back into reality. I squinted at the window. A vague memory of a black bird hovering there flitted through my mind and broke apart before I had the chance to latch onto it.

      I shook my head, and my eyes adjusted to the moonlight pouring into the window. A dark figure standing outside my window came into focus. Chase picked that moment to flick on the flashlight he carried and hold it under his chin, giving his face hollows and turning his eye sockets into dark craters.

      I crept out of bed and tiptoed over to the window. Chase widened his eyes exaggeratedly and waved his hand at my pajamas. I glanced down at the loose pants and tank top. What’s the big deal? I shrugged. He motioned me to come outside. I shook my head and mouthed, “Memaw.”

      He pressed his lips together and rolled his eyes. He motioned again, this time more urgently, and clasped his hands, and mimed begging. I bit my lip to keep from laughing. He dropped down on his knees and groveled in the dirt.

      I glanced in the direction of Memaw’s room. If I did this and got caught, there’d be hell to pay. I glanced back at Chase. He still flailed around, hands clasped under his chin, his eyes lunatic wide and rolling.

      I wanted to go. Memaw didn’t understand what Gaslight City High School was like for me on a day-to-day basis. Sure, she heard the awful stories and got angry right along with me, but she had no idea what it was like to live it. Chase was my only break from being the class freak show. I held up one finger. He leapt to his feet, arms in the air, fists raised high, and jumped up and down, his mouth open with silent cheers. I smiled.

      Five minutes later, I slipped out the back door, shoes dangling from my fingers. Chase waited on the ground next to the porch. He held up his arms. We both knew the old boards creaked. Walking across it would be like setting off an alarm for Memaw. I slid into his arms.

      His lips met mine, and he slid me down his body, setting my feet gently on the ground. I quit calculating the odds of Memaw busting me and breathed him in. He smelled of soap and cigarettes, and I tasted the salt of sweat from his begging fit on his lips.

      “Got something I want to show you.” His breath tickled my ear. The feeling swept through my body, cutting a trail of fire. Chase took my hand and tugged me along.

      We walked down the driveway without talking. His Tahoe hulked on the roadside, dark and waiting. Chase ran ahead to open my door and even helped me take the big step up. The door clicked shut, and I had the car to myself for a moment, time to imagine what lay ahead.

      My wildest dream would have been to drive away from Gaslight City and never return. I figured the reality was closer to us going somewhere secluded and dark and taking our clothes off. The idea of sex with Chase sent a current of fear laced with excitement running through me. The first time had been right before Chase left to tour with Snakebite. Talk about awful. I’d never wanted to do it again.

      Then I ran off to see him play in New Mexico. The memory of the things we’d done on that motel bed, far away from the horrors of Gaslight City, ignited a little warmth in my middle. It overrode my fear of getting caught or some other dire consequence. Now I wanted to go somewhere dark and take my clothes off with Chase.

      He got in the Tahoe and shut the door. “I got a surprise for you.”

      “I’m ready.” I curled my legs under me and drank in the way he looked in the dashboard lights, the jut of his jaw and cheekbones clearly defined and the rest of his face lost in shadow.

      Chase slowly turned to me, maybe hearing something in my voice. He licked his lips and leaned in my direction. We kissed again. I trailed my fingers over his neck, marveling over the heat rising off his skin. Chase broke the kiss and put the Tahoe in drive.

      “Not here on the side of the road. ‘Sides, tonight’s just for you.” He drove into the darkness, the yellow hyphens on the highway pulsing up at us. He turned off onto an unmarked dirt road. I knew where we were headed but didn’t care. The idea of his skin on mine took up all the brainpower I had.

      He put the car in park, killed the engine, and came around to open the door for me. We tromped through the woods holding hands, our breath puffs of vapor in the cool spring night. Moonlight pushed through the trees and caressed Chase’s face, flashes of light and dark, not too different from his personality.

      The old concrete buildings left over from the Palmore Sawmill slumped in the shadows. Chase led me around their outskirts and into an open area where concrete pillions speared the dirt in regular intervals. In the middle of them, he’d stacked wood and branches for a campfire. He lit a book of matches and tossed them in the direction of the fire. It blazed to life, flames licking high, roaring in intensity. Chase studiously ignored the fire, which must have taken some effort to set up, and unrolled a sleeping bag. He unzipped it, spread it on the dirt, and held out one hand to me.

      I went to him. His kisses like fire on my lips, hands roaming over my body, I forgot the cold and rubbed my body against his. We swayed together, the only music the beat of our hearts.

      “I’m sorry you had such a shit day.” He rested his hands on my waist. “I ever tell you you’re the bravest person I know?”

      “Showing up when you don’t have a choice isn’t brave.” I shook my head and ran one finger down his throat.

      He moaned. “I brought whiskey. You want some?” He gestured at a duffle bag he’d toted from the vehicle.

      I shook my head, pulled his shirt out of his jeans, and ran my fingertips over the smoothness of his chest, pausing over his heart, letting it pulse against my fingers.

      He swallowed hard. “I wanted this to be perfect, you know, to make up for all the dates we can’t have right now.”

      “Then stop talking.” I pulled him against me and stood on my tiptoes for him to kiss me.

      He put his arms around me, drew me onto my tiptoes, and pressed his lips to mine, both of us drawing a deep breath. He moved away from me and ran one finger down my cheek.

      Eyes locked together, we sank to the sparse cushion of the sleeping bag. I helped Chase push down my jeans and watched him peel them off me in a haze of lust. I plucked at his shirt, but he pushed my hand away and whispered, “Not yet.”

      He pushed me onto my back and knelt between my legs, propping my thighs on his shoulders. My heart thrummed against my ribs, body tightening in anticipation. He bent his head, tongue feathering against me, so gently it almost tickled. His fingers dug into my hips. My body tightened and then arched, the stars brightening. I gripped the sleeping bag in my fists and screamed at the stars. Then I lay panting in a loose heap.

      Chase’s lips touched mine, and he braced himself over me, moaning my name as our bodies joined. Faces almost touching, we moved together, sweat forming between us. This moment was the jackpot at the end of all the ugly. Nothing else mattered. Not even getting caught. Chase was all I wanted. Ever.

      Our bellies slapped together, bodies wire tight. Chase’s moans became more insistent. Fire flickering in his eyes, lips so close I felt his exhales as though they were my own, we lost ourselves together. The end slammed into us, and we rode it together, drinking each other in for that long sweet moment, the pleasure so intense it hurt.

      We lay gasping for several seconds. Chase rolled onto his back next to me and lit two cigarettes. He handed me one. I didn’t really want it, but I took it because it came from him. My deep inhale made my head swim. The smoke burned my eyes. I held the cigarette away from my face and watched Chase smoke.

      In the orange glow of the campfire, sweat glowing on his face, he barely resembled the boy I grew up with. He was someone else, someone who had his destiny by the horns, the best that life had to offer right at his fingertips. There for the asking.

      “I didn’t just bring you out here for this.” He turned onto his side and trailed one finger down my arm. “But I miss you. I miss this. You being grounded is bullshit.”

      “I miss you too.” I stubbed out my barely smoked cigarette and tossed it at the fire. “Memaw says I’m grounded until the end of the year.”

      “You’ll be eighteen in June.” Chase’s fingers traced every contour of my body, a trail of heady fire in their wake.

      “And then we’re gone, right?” I ran one finger over the stubble on his jawbone. “We still going to LA to hook up with that guy from Snakebite?”

      Chase took his hand off me, the night’s chill moving right into its place. He got up and jerked on his pants. “I brought you something. Meant to give it to you first, before the other.” He turned a crooked smile on me and slipped me a dirty wink. I couldn’t help but smile back.

      He squatted next to the sleeping bag and dug in the duffel bag. He set a half-pint of some dark colored liquid to one side and kept digging. Finally he grunted and drew out a rolled up bundle of fabric. He tossed it at me.

      I unrolled it. Puzzled, I stared at the black denim jacket from Chase’s tour with Snakebite. It had the tour emblem and the year on the back. The only people I’d seen wearing the jackets had worked for the tour. They hadn’t been sold to fans. I knew because I tried to buy one.

      “I can’t take this. It’s your souvenir from being on tour with a real rock band.” I held the jacket against me.

      “Take it. I’d ruin it anyway.” He twisted the cap of the booze and tilted it to his mouth. “But that’s not the only reason I’m giving it to you.” He took another long drink and sat on the sleeping bag next to me. “Every time you look at this jacket, remember you’re better than those kids at school. You’re more. I’d have never, ever gone to Snakebite’s open audition in Austin had you not pushed me. You got it in you to be great, once you find what’s right for you.”

      “Thank you.” I tried on the jacket. It was too big, of course, but I cherished it anyway. Chase kissed me. One kiss turned into another. That turned into even more. The next time I paid attention the sky, the stars had moved. The moon was descending in the deep, inky darkness. Nothing but embers was left of our fire.

      “I better go back home.” I pulled on my clothes.

      Chase nodded and dressed. He kicked dirt over the fire while I packed all our stuff back into his Tahoe. He drove me back home and parked on the side of the road.

      “Let me walk you to the house.” He cut the engine.

      Something in my gut begged me to tell him no, but I didn’t. We walked, hand-in-hand, down the long dirt driveway. Chase opened the gate and leaned down to give me a kiss.

      “Peri Jean, I want you to get yourself in the house.” Memaw’s voice came from the darkness of the porch. The ember on the tip her cigarette flared as she took a pull. “Right now.” She stood and went in the house, slamming the door behind her.

      Threads of painful electricity wound their way through my gut. The sudden urge to puke wavered in my head like heat coming off a road in the dead of summer.

      “Oh boy,” Chase whispered and flipped his hair out of his eyes. “I guess I’d best—” I knew him well enough to know he wanted to get the hell away from me, anything to keep from facing the wrath of my angry grandmother.

      “Yeah, go. No reason for her to yell at you too.” I swallowed the ball of nerves working its way up my fluttering chest.

      Chase brushed a kiss on my cheek and ran for his Tahoe. I stood at the gate watching him go, wishing I could go with him.

      “Peri Jean?” Memaw’s rough voice came from inside the house. “Don’t make me come out there.”

      I trudged to my fate, muscles winding tighter with each step. Memaw sat on the couch smoking, even though she’d said she was going to quit smoking in the house. She studied me for a few seconds and rolled her eyes.

      “Is it too much to ask you to follow my rules?” She glared at me, her dark eyes hard as coal. “I grounded you because I didn’t want you fooling around with Chase Fischer.”

      No need to argue or explain. She’d just use whatever I said as a way to make her point. Shoulders rounded, I sat in the armchair opposite her and picked at the crochet doily draped over the arm.

      “Nothing good’s going to come of it.” Memaw stubbed out her cigarette and crossed her arms over her bosom. “Chase Fischer is too young and wild to be what you need. He’ll end up hurting you. And that’s an optimistic scenario, one where you don’t get pregnant and have to deal with all that.”

      “He’s not going to hurt me.” I raised my gaze to Memaw’s. The anger coming off her sparked between us. “Chase and I have known each other since I moved here when I was eight. When Mom didn’t want me anymore.” Some dark, squirmy part of me hoped I could deflect all this by making Memaw feel sorry for me.

      “Your mother was about your age when she got pregnant with you.” She glared at me, taking shallow breaths through her nose. One hand trembled on her lap. “Your father wasn’t much older. Both of them were so unprepared to be parents.” She didn’t remind me how things ended up, my father murdered and my mother run off with a traveling country and western singer. She didn’t have to. “I don’t want that for you, Peri Jean. You need to find yourself first. Get your bearings on the world around you.”

      “Chase and I are leaving for LA after school ends for the year. I’m going to help him break into the music business.” The words hung between us, huge and ugly. I thought they’d shock Memaw and waited for the horror to register on her face.

      My grandmother didn’t move a muscle. She sat utterly still, gaze locked on my face. “That really what you think’s going to happen?”

      I nodded and glared right back at her.

      “Fine.” Her face went still as stone. “Until that day comes, consider yourself grounded. That includes the prom.”

      I gasped and began to protest.

      Memaw shook her head and held up one hand to stop me. “Save it. You can stay home that night and think about whether what you did tonight was worth it.” She put her hands on her knees and stood. “You’ve got two hours until school starts. I suggest you go get some sleep.” She walked down the hall and got all the way to her bedroom door before turning back to me. “And wash yourself. I won’t take you to that school smelling the way you do.”

      My cheeks heated, and a rash of sweat broke out on the back of my neck. I listened to her door close and her bed squeak as she lay down. My whole body shook, inside and outside. Quietly as I could, I crept into the bathroom and took a quick shower. Then I went to bed and lay there watching the room lighten with dawn, brokenhearted and pissed about Memaw grounding me from the prom.

      Prom was a silly tradition. I wanted to go anyway. I wanted to enjoy the night with Chase. I wanted to be like everybody else. Just the one time. There had to be a way to make Memaw see reason.
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      Somebody painted an upside down cross on my locker. Better than someone trying to make me lick the sole of her shoe. Good thing. The day was already bad enough. I slouched through the halls, trying not to notice the prom advertisements pasted in every possible space.

      
        
        Get ready for a night of Jazz Age fun at Gaslight City Senior Prom!

        Get your prom tickets at the administrative building!

        Got your corsage yet?

      

      

      And in the girls’ restroom: Gaslight City Senior Prom is a NO DRUGS OR ALCOHOL event!

      It made me want to scream and tear out my hair. It was like having a piece of tantalizing food dangled just inches from my face but moved constantly so it would be out of my reach. For the first time in my life, I had a boyfriend willing to do something like take me to the prom. But no. Memaw wanted to be all starchy and stiff about something everybody did. The day passed slow as molasses in the dead of winter.

      Rainey held true to her word. She walked me to lunch and stayed around to watch Chase play his guitar. She also insisted I eat a salad with her. By the time lunch ended, my stomach was playing its own kind of music. The last bell rang, and Rainey met me at the door of my class.

      “Hurry up. You can ride to Dottie’s with me.” She frowned as I put all my books into my locker.

      No way. “Chase said he’d drive me.”

      “Do you lay awake at night and think of stupid ways to get into trouble?” Rainey hurried down the hallway and outside.

      I had to jog to keep up with those mile-long strides. “How’s Memaw going to know?”

      “You’ll find some way to get caught.” Rainey raised one of her perfectly plucked eyebrows. “Word to the wise: come straight to Dottie’s. If you stand the rest of us up, I will call your Memaw and tattle on you like we’re back in grade school.”

      Chase’s Tahoe rounded the corner and sped toward us. Rainey stood right in the way, glaring. He squealed to a stop. I ran to get inside, and we drove away.

      Chase tried gossiping about one of his bandmates. Of course he didn’t want to discuss Memaw busting us. The Chase Fischer method of dealing with conflict was to pretend it never happened. I stared at a sign advertising prom specials in the window of Gaslight City’s only formal wear rental and didn’t answer.

      “What if I said I bet I can talk Miss Leticia into letting you come to the prom?” His face crinkled into a smile.

      “I’d say you’re wasting your time. She’s pissed.” I put my feet on the dashboard and leaned my head on the window of the Tahoe’s door.

      “Never underestimate my charm.” He pulled into a parking space near Dottie’s Burgers and Rings and shut off the engine. “Now, kiss me.”

      I did, still thinking Chase had a better chance of Memaw chewing his ass into raw, red shreds. We walked into Dottie’s holding hands.

      This was my first after-school visit to Dottie’s Burgers and Rings. I always had chores after school, and Memaw insisted all homework be done before any fun activities. Stepping inside the small café overloaded every one of my senses. Too bad we were here to work on a school project with other kids.

      The smell of hot grease and frying batter prompted my stomach to let out a plaintive howl. The whir of the stainless steel drink mixer competed with the sound of the two-dozen kids from the high school who jostled each other and joked in a line stretching from the ordering counter to the glass door. Even the temperature intensified, going from a crisp, mild spring afternoon to a humid summer day because of all the bodies pressed together.

      I stood right in the middle of the chaos, not sure what to do. Dottie turned over her duties to another woman and came over to meet us.

      “I’ve got us a table in the back corner.” She pointed and whipped out an order pad. “Y’all go on and tell me what you want. It’s on the house.”

      Everybody but Rainey ordered Dottie’s special burger with grilled onions and onion rings on the side.

      “Miss Rainey, you still want to see how to short order cook?” Without waiting for an answer, Dottie headed back to kitchen. Rainey hurried after her.

      Chase watched them go. “She trying to get a job here?”

      “She’s worried she won’t make enough money modeling to pay her expenses in college, dummy.” Tubby elbowed Chase. “Let’s go play some music.”

      The two left me standing alone. I sat alone at the big table in the back corner, wide-eyed at the hubbub. Chase stood at the old fashioned jukebox, feeding in quarters. Tubby pointed out songs. Sometimes Chase punched in the number. Other times, he made a face. He saw me watching and pointed at the jukebox before he punched in a number and mouthed, For you. I smiled at him.

      Felicia sat down across from me. “You really love him, don’t you?”

      Oh, gross. I’d hoped she would stay away. Instead of answering, I stared at her.

      “Doesn’t matter anyway.” She opened a salt package, poured some into her hand, and licked it off. “Sooner or later, he’ll figure out there’s girls more interesting than you.”

      I gave her the evil eye. She glared back. We did everything but bare our teeth and growl. I considered getting up and peeing on her leg.

      Dottie and Rainey emerged from the kitchen, both carrying trays of red-and-white-checkered paper trays holding onion rings and burgers. White Styrofoam cups surrounded the food. They set them down on the table. Rainey grunted with relief.

      “What’d you think, Miss Rainey? Want to become a short-order cook instead of going off to New York City for college?” Dottie laughed and distributed the food, her soft stomach pushing against the table. She snapped her fingers at Chase and Tubby.

      Chase shoved the rolls of quarters in his pocket and rushed over from the jukebox. He snatched his burger and ate half of it in three huge bites. Juice dribbled down his chin. I handed him a paper napkin. Then I bit into one of my onion rings, chewing slowly with my eyes closed. Dottie’s was a rare treat for me, and I wanted to savor it. Tubby sat next to me, promptly picked up the ketchup bottle, and held it over my rings.

      “Don’t you dare,” I said through a mouthful of food.

      Tubby grinned at me and unwrapped his hamburger.

      “I don’t think I’ll be changing my plans, but thanks for the lesson, Miss Dottie.” Rainey picked at her salad. “If the modeling doesn’t work out to give me spending money…this might be something I can do.”

      I glanced at Tubby. He’d been right about Rainey’s reason for wanting to learn to short order cook. The blond-haired boy showed no sign he’d heard or noticed. He had one arm curled around his food and ate hunched over it, barely chewing before he swallowed.

      “I’m here if you want more lessons.” Dottie set a drink in front of each of us. I took a sip of mine and found it contained chocolate malt. The older woman took off her white apron and sat in front of her own grilled cheese. “My advice is never give up on your education.”

      We ate in silence for a few minutes. Just as quickly as the storm of school kids arrived, the diner cleared out as they got their orders—mostly ice cream drinks or onion rings—and went on their way. Soon, the only sound was the clatter of someone cleaning in the kitchen and Chase’s music choices playing on the jukebox. I listened to a bit of each song, trying to figure out which one he’d played for me.

      Rainey finished her salad and set up the camcorder and the tripod. She focused it on Dottie. Holding the remote loosely in one hand, she sat next to Dottie, took a compact from her pocket and examined herself. She blotted powder on her nose and turned to Dottie with an expectant expression.

      The older woman hurriedly finished her grilled cheese and wiped her face. She checked her teeth in the aluminum paper napkin dispenser and smiled. “I’m ready for my close-up.”

      “Like I said on the phone last night, Leticia Mace suggested we talk to you about Chris Leeland’s disappearance.”

      “Leticia Mace was the only person in town who didn’t treat me any different after my husband and I split up. You got a good grandmother, Peri Jean.” Dottie winked at me. “She’s the one who got Junior Johnson, who owned this place back then, to give me a job.” Dottie sucked on her malt. “Boy, that was a lot of years ago. Why don’t you tell me specifically what you want to talk about?”

      “The Leeland couple rented the Mace Carriage House from June of 1970 to November of 1970.” Rainey glanced at her notebook. “You moved there in May of 1970 and stayed through most of 1972. Miss Leticia was under the impression you knew the Leelands.”

      “I did. Me and Julie shared one bedroom in the main house. Imagine what Child Protective Services would say about that now.” She widened her eyes and let out a nervous chuckle. “The Leelands rented the carriage house. I only met them because of Julie. See, Alice Leeland was a real dish. She had her hair bleached blonde and would wear her fancy, tight clothes even just to go the Laundromat. Julie was just fascinated by her and wouldn’t leave her alone. It was a good thing Alice liked kids.”

      “So you and Alice became friends?” Rainey spoke the words like a TV news reporter, just the right amount of polite curiosity on her face.

      “Yep. We’d sit on the steps of the carriage house and have a beer some evenings while Julie played. Alice never said a whole lot about herself, other than she’d lived on her own since she was fifteen years old and was only twenty-five.” Dottie stopped talking and glanced at the tabletop. “Her age surprised me because she looked older, like those twenty-five years had been super-hard ones. Harder even than mine.”

      “Do you remember anything about Chris Leeland?” Rainey politely brought the conversation back on track, but I saw the impatience sizzling in her dark eyes.

      I reached for my last onion ring. My hand collided with Tubby’s. I waved to let him know he could have it and scooted my chair closer to Chase, breathing in the familiar scent of his soap and shaving cream. He reached under the table and gave my fingers a gentle squeeze. He hummed softly with the music on the jukebox, his gaze locked on Dottie’s face. Probably writing a song about her in his head. I could almost hear the lyrics. A woman who’d shaken off a bad life to find a better one and won her fight, but it was a bittersweet victory, won by sweat and hard work. We exchanged a smile. I glanced at Felicia in time to see her pout. Score one for me.

      “Chris Leeland…” Dottie trailed off and tucked in one corner of her lips. “I didn’t like him as well as I did Alice. You could tell she was a hard woman, but she had a sweetness about her. Chris wasn’t like that. He dressed nice—just like Alice—but he was rough. Used rough language in front of my Julie. Got where if he was around, I’d just wave to Alice and take Julie to the park.”

      “Did the couple get into fights? Were they arguing the night Chris disappeared?” Rainey’s voice gained a desperate edge. This interview with Dottie wasn’t revealing anything too interesting. Even I could tell it wouldn’t go too far on our project.

      “The only thing I ever heard them arguing about was Alice wanted to move on. She wanted to get out of Gaslight City.” Dottie stared straight at the camera. “The one time she said it to Chris in front of me, he cussed at her. She tried to laugh it off, but she seemed scared.”

      “Scared he’d be violent with her?” Rainey’s usually graceful posture took on a rounded, wilted look. I felt the same way. This interview wouldn’t help much on the project. That meant more work.

      “Maybe. Maybe not.” Dottie’s eyes widened, and she snapped her fingers. “One day, not long before Chris Leeland disappeared, Alice came racing in here all red in the face and upset. It was a school holiday of some sort, and she’d agreed to keep Julie. She told me she thought Julie’d be better off here with me. Said there were some people looking for her and Chris, and she thought they might be in town.”

      “What happened?” Rainey perked up.

      “Well, Junior was pretty unhappy, but he let Julie sit over there at the soda fountain—”

      “What about Chris and Alice Leeland?” Rainey broke in. “Did Alice say any more about the people looking for them, like who it was? Bill collectors? Police?”

      “She never mentioned it again. It was like the whole episode never happened. It scared me enough I never asked her to keep Julie again, and Chris Leeland disappeared not long after.” Dottie glanced at Rainey and sort of deflated. “I’m not being much help, am I?”

      “Don’t feel that way.” Rainey patted Dottie on the arm. “You only know what you know.”

      My thoughts wandered from the conversation. The image of Mr. Dowthitt’s ghost kneeling in the carriage house’s closet came back. What had he been doing there? Had he known the Leelands? I sure wasn’t going to communicate with his ghost or whatever—Memaw would have a fit—but Dottie might know, and it might help our project.

      “Can I ask a question?” The words came out of my mouth before I had time to talk myself out of asking.

      Annoyance passed over Rainey’s face like a cloud. She quickly covered it, forced a smile, and said, “Go right ahead.”

      “Back then, there was a teacher at the high school named Mr. Dowthitt—”

      “You mean the one who haunts the high school?” Tubby reached for my malt as he asked the question. I slapped his hand away. He gave me his cunning grin.

      “My Julie was going to school about the time he died.” Dottie sat up straighter. “She said she saw Mr. Dowthitt’s ghost.” She glanced at me, and her sun-spotted cheeks reddened.

      I pretended not to notice her embarrassment. “Did Mr. Dowthitt ever live at the Mace House when it was a rooming house?”

      “Funny you should ask, Peri Jean. Mr. Dowthitt actually lived in the carriage house. Now he moved out right before Julie and I moved in.” Dottie’s eyes brightened the way Memaw’s did when she had some good gossip to relate. “He and another teacher there at the high school, a Miss Sharon Brashear, got married. Big scandal as he was a good twenty years older than her, probably fifty to her thirty.”

      Dottie picked up her malt, sucked at it, but put it back down almost immediately. “Do you kids think Mr. Dowthitt had something to do with Chris Leeland’s disappearance?” She sounded more interested than horrified.

      “No, ma’am.” Rainey threw an annoyed glare at me before she turned to Dottie. “I’m sorry Peri Jean threw off the conversation. If we can get back to what you knew about the Leelands…”

      But Dottie was already shaking her head. “You’ve heard all I know, hon.”

      Rainey clicked off the camera. “Miss Dottie, I really thank you for taking the time to interview for us and for fixing us this wonderful after-school snack.”

      Dottie’s lips pursed, and she slumped.

      Chase shifted next to me. Sadness deepened his brown eyes, and the corners of his mouth turned down. This would be part of his song, if I was right about him writing one. Dottie would be someone nobody ever noticed anymore, someone who fed the town, but whose real self had faded to the point of non-recognition. Chase had a talent for empathizing with others, for seeing below the surface.

      Dottie perked up again. “I’ll tell you one thing that might help. After Chris Leeland disappeared, Alice Leeland took off like a thief in the night. That was what made her a suspect, you know. The sheriff pulled me in to question me—same as he did all the other residents of Mace House.” She laughed and waved her hand. “Like y’all kids figured out, I didn’t know anything of real use. But the interesting part was Wilton Bruce—” She turned to speak to Rainey. “Your grandpa was the county prosecutor then, hon. Wilton Bruce was there. The sheriff showed me some pictures of men, mugshots. When I didn’t know any of them, Wilton Bruce shook his head at the sheriff, and they told me to go on home and lock the door. Boy, I wished I could have moved then, but we just didn’t have the money. I bought an extra lock for our door.”

      There wasn’t much else to say. We all thanked Dottie for the interview and helped clear the table before we took down the lights and camcorder. We loaded them into Rainey’s Cadillac.

      “I’ll call Grampa Wilton.” Rainey shut the car’s trunk. “See if he feels like talking about the Chris Leeland disappearance. Sometimes he’s his old self, but his sight’s going and you know they had to remove several of his toes. Doctor Longstreet said it’s the diabetes.” Her face tensed in sadness, but she quickly recovered and got into her car. “You need a ride?”

      I glanced at Chase and Tubby. Felicia stood in front of them jabbering and waving her hands. I recalled her nasty words in the diner.

      “Naw. I’ll make Chase give me a ride home.”

      Rainey saw the direction of my gaze and shook her head. “It’s your ass.” She drove off.

      I joined hands with Chase and walked down the street with him and Tubby. Felicia inserted herself into every conversation, often talking over me. We stood outside Bullfrog’s Billiards talking until a familiar brown sedan cruised up to the curb.

      Memaw rolled down her window. “Peri Jean Mace, get in this car right now.”

      Embarrassment burned through me and I slunk to the car, wishing I couldn’t hear Felicia’s laughter in the background.
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      The next morning, Memaw dropped me off with only minutes to spare before homeroom started. I dared not say a word. We spent the evening before arguing about my irresponsible behavior. I lost. Barely waiting for her to stop, I leapt from the car and ran for the building.

      “Peri Jean!” shouted a voice just as I reached the front door of the high school. I turned to find Rainey approaching, huffing and puffing under a load of books. She pushed around me and stood in front of the door until I opened it for her. “Grampa Wilton agreed to see us. You can ride over with me.”

      “Will you call Memaw and let her know?” We walked down the hall together. The other students deftly avoided us, their gazes fixed on each other, exchanging smiles and jokes.

      “Already on my list.” She stopped in front of a bank of metal lockers and pushed the books at me. She worked her combination lock and took her time removing the pile of books from my arms. Someone slammed into me, and I hit Rainey hard. Books scattered, crackling through the grit on the floor as they slid everywhere. Squeals of female laugher erupted near me.

      Rainey spun around, eyes wide. “Peri Jean! Those books don’t belong to me.”

      “I didn’t do it,” I yelled before I could stop myself.

      The squeals of laughter came from all directions now. Students walked through, stepping on Rainey’s books, wearing empty grins. The two of us hustled to get them all picked up. The bell rang, and the hall cleared like magic. Across the hall stood Felicia and Lanelle, still laughing at their prank. I ignored them, but Rainey didn’t have as much practice as me.

      She marched over, long legs pumping, and got right in Felicia’s face. “What is wrong with you? Why did you do that?”

      “You want to hang with Satanists?” Felicia bared her buckteeth in a sneer. “This is how you’re going to get treated.”

      “I don’t have time for this, you twit.”

      “What did you call me?” Felicia pushed her boobs out.

      “A twit. Do you want me to tell you what it means?”

      “You are such a nerd. Nobody likes you.”

      “Well, nobody likes you either.” Rainey took a step back from Felicia and regarded her with cool eyes. “They’re just afraid of becoming your scapegoat.”

      Felicia’s face turned red, and her lips trembled.

      Is she going to cry? I held my breath, dying to see her break down. I wanted front row seats to this show.

      Rainey elbowed me. “Come on.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me away. We walked off to Mr. Stubblefield’s class together.

      Felicia stayed away from class, probably in some hidden corner licking her wounds with Lanelle right there to tell her she’d been wronged. I didn’t see her the rest of the day and thought she’d gone home, but she was waiting at Rainey’s car when the final bell rang, shoulders slumped and arms crossed under her boobs. Tubby whispered something to Chase, and both of them broke into nasty laughter.

      Rainey spun to face them. “If the two of you can’t act right, take your own vehicle.”

      Chase bowed his head to hide his smile.

      Tubby kept laughing, but he waved a bony hand at Rainey. “I won’t say anything.”

      Rainey grunted and unlocked the Cadillac. The trunk popped open. “Stow your guitar in the trunk, Music Man. I can’t believe Grampa Wilton insisted on hearing you play.”

      “You can tape me. Use it for the documentary.” Chase winked at me and put his guitar in the Cadillac’s trunk and slammed it closed. Rainey shook her head and turned away. Chase was a great guy with many wonderful qualities. Humility wasn’t one of them.

      A few minutes later we sat in front of Wilton’s house. It was only a few blocks from the Mace House but in a neighborhood of newer homes built in the 1920s. It was a red brick two-story with black shutters and brick columns across the front. Rainey pulled into the circular drive and stopped next to a black Cadillac identical to hers with a sign on the door reading “Gaslight City Funeral Home and Mortuary. Hooty Bruce, Owner.” She motioned us to follow her to the front door. It opened before we could knock. A young woman wearing the traditional black and white uniform of a maid held open the door while we passed through.

      “The two Mister Bruces are in the study waiting. Drinks? Snacks?”

      I was too intimidated to ask for anything.

      “A tray of soft drinks would be nice, Crystal.” Rainey led us toward a set of closed double doors.

      Crystal nodded and hurried away.

      Rainey tapped on the dark wood door. “Grampa? Daddy?”

      “Come on in, sweetie,” came a deep voice.

      Rainey pushed open the door. Her father, Hooty Bruce, stood to greet us, smoothing down his three-piece suit. Rainey’s grandfather, Wilton Bruce, sat behind a huge desk of dark wood in a leather chair with a high back. He waved and smiled but didn’t get up.

      “Chase Fischer, come sit down over here and play me a song, boy.” The older man motioned with one hand.

      Chase’s smile was shy as he approached the old judge. The two shook hands. Chase sat on the couch and unpacked his acoustic guitar, slipping picks on the ends of his fingers, as Wilton peppered him with questions about where he’d played lately and how he did.

      “Let’s go ahead and set up your camera, sweetie.” Hooty took Rainey’s gear bag from her. She nodded and helped Tubby and me set up the lights.

      “You really want to film him singing?” I muttered to her.

      “Not really.” Rainey spoke out of the side of her mouth to me. “Daddy insists. Says we’ll want it if Chase ever gets famous. And Daddy thinks he will.”

      Felicia went to stand near Chase and spoke loud enough for everybody to hear her. “I want a copy of the video. I’ve got a cousin who’s a record producer in Nashville. I’ll send him a copy.”

      Chase’s mouth dropped open. If he had been a slot machine, double cherries would have popped into his eyes. I recognized the expression on his face. It was the same way he looked at me when I showed him the bikini I bought—against Memaw’s wishes—last summer. Right after that, he asked me out on a real date for the first time.

      “You’re messing with me.” He stopped warming up and turned his full attention on her.

      “Nope. It’s Uncle Randy’s son.” Felicia sat on the leather couch next to Chase. “I’ll be glad to get in touch with him for you.”

      Chase glanced at me, face shining with excitement. I worked to get the scowl off my face so I could smile, but couldn’t quite manage it. I busied myself helping Rainey set up the tripod and getting the camera into focus.

      “Go make her move and sit next to him,” Rainey whispered. I hesitated and she nudged me with one sharp elbow. “Go on.”

      I moved in front of Felicia. She ignored me, eyes sparkling with malice. I considered kicking her, but Rainey would burn me alive if I made a scene, even if she was the one who told me to make Felicia move. Thank goodness Chase noticed me.

      “Felicia, be a sweetie and scoot over so Peri Jean can sit next to me. I need her to hold the music.”

      “But I can—”

      I didn’t let her finish. I wedged my behind between her and Chase, forcing her to either let me sit on her lap or get out of my way. She bolted off the couch and asked Rainey if she could help her, shooting nasty sneers my way the whole time. Chase smiled at me, laughter crinkling the corners of eyes.

      “You’re my good luck charm.” He handed me his sheet of music, which was really just lyrics with chords written above to remind him when to switch.

      “I’m ready when you are,” he told Rainey. He picked a little melody on his guitar.

      Rainey nodded and stuck up one thumb.

      Chase began playing. I knew without anybody telling me it was the song he wrote while he listened to Dottie talk. It was all about lost hopes, broken dreams, getting old while you focused on other stuff, and people just forgetting you.

      Wilton listened with his eyes closed, foot tapping. Hooty sat in a chair across from us, his brows knitted into a frown as he concentrated on the song. Tears filled his eyes about halfway through the song, his full lips turned down. It was that kind of song, the kind that made me feel nostalgic for memories I’d never had. When the last chord faded, Hooty clapped the loudest.

      “Just beautiful, son. Amazing. So heartfelt. I just can’t…” Hooty shook his head. “Now when are you going to come play for my church again?”

      “When you’re ready.” Chase put up his guitar and took his sheet music from me.

      “I’m going to take you up on it.” Hooty shook his finger at him.

      “Think that’s good enough for your cousin?” Chase asked Felicia.

      “Might be.” She still had a pout on her face because I made her move. “Would you come over and play it for my mama tonight so she’ll let me call him?”

      “All right. I’ll do that. Peri Jean, you wanna…” He glanced at me, maybe thinking about including me, but didn’t. Just as well. I was grounded and wouldn’t be able to go anyway.

      “I suppose I got my money’s worth.” Wilton Bruce picked up a manila file and put it in front of him. “Now what do you young people want to ask me about the Chris Leeland disappearance?”

      Rainey motioned me to take over at the camera. She sat in front of her grandfather’s desk.

      “Get where you can see both of us.” She directed me until I had it just right. Then she turned to Wilton. “There are a lot of weird stories about Chris Leeland’s disappearance. I’d like to hear any theories you had, then or now, about what happened to Mr. Leeland.”

      Wilton nodded and opened his file. “You know the basics of the disappearance, right? House locked from the inside, no signs of a struggle, no dead body ever turned up?”

      We all nodded.

      Wilton frowned at one of his papers. “Here’s something you might be interested in. The wife ran off a couple of days after the whole thing happened. Just packed up and left.” He set down the paper and scanned the room. “When we started looking for her, we found out two things. One, she wasn’t really married to Chris Leeland. Two, she had a rap sheet a mile long. Prostitution mostly. Chris Leeland wasn’t much better. He spent most of his youth in criminal institutions. Stayed out of trouble once he became an adult, but only because he mobbed up, so to speak.”

      “The Dixie Mafia?” Rainey used just the right mix of dismay and curiosity.

      “Nothing so fancy. This was a crime ring operating in the Austin area around that time. Alice Leeland, whose real name was Alice Henderson, worked for them as a traveling prostitute. Chris Leeland was a bag man.”

      “What’s a bag man?” I asked from behind the camera. Rainey pressed her lips together but didn’t reprimand me.

      “It’s someone who collects money, usually money obtained illegally.” Wilton took his gaze off his granddaughter and smiled at me as he spoke.

      I nodded to show him I understood.

      “Best we can figure, from what Alice Henderson told us when we caught up to her, she and Chris Leeland planned for several months to rip off the prostitution money Chris was supposed to pick up. They were going to Mexico by way of Arizona.” Wilton opened his file and read for a few seconds. “Their car started having radiator problems, and they stopped in Gaslight City to get it fixed. Chris Leeland heard about the Mace Treasure and decided to stick around.”

      My stomach gave a hard lurch, and adrenaline saw-toothed into my blood. Not Mace Treasure stuff. Felicia would never give me a second’s peace.

      “Do you have any theories on what happened to Chris Leeland?” Rainey, having regained her poise, stared straight at her grandfather.

      “Big Joe Holze—the sheriff back then—investigated an angle where Alice Henderson allowed the crime ring they’d double-crossed to kill Chris in exchange for her continued existence.”

      “Was he able to prove anything?” Rainey crossed her legs and leaned back in her chair.

      “No. It just didn’t fit. This outfit was pretty violent, and they liked making examples of people. Had they found Chris Leeland, they’d have left him and Alice full of bullets or stab wounds so the whole world would know they weren’t to be fooled with.” He closed the file and pushed it away. “Besides, things had started to crumble for the crime ring around the same time. The leaders of the ring were under indictment. RICO was still on the horizon, but they were in deep trouble. They wouldn’t have compounded it by killing Chris Leeland over a couple thousand dollars.”

      “Why was none of this in the police file Sheriff Holze read us?” I knew Rainey didn’t like me asking questions, but I couldn’t help it.

      Wilton Bruce gave me a smile. “Good question, Peri Jean. Good one. It may have once been there, but Big Joe Holze got a visit from a man wearing a black suit one day. This man had more power than a sheriff from a tiny Texas county. He told Big Joe to cease and desist. Big Joe dropped the investigation. There was no body. No signs of foul play. No crime.” Ex-judge Bruce rocked back and forth in his chair, leaned his head back, and closed his eyes.

      Hooty stepped forward. “Daddy? You all right?”

      “Yes, son. Just thinking what I ought to say and ought not to say to a bunch of high school kids.”

      “Oh, please tell us.” Rainey sat forward.

      “The case always baffled me, especially when the rumors of the house being haunted by Chris Leeland surfaced. Now I’m a God-fearing man, and I don’t believe in ghosts because I’m not supposed to, but I still wanted to know what happened to that man. Who killed him and what Alice Henderson had to do with it. So I tracked her down.” He grabbed a second file, this one a faded blue, and opened it. “She was living not far at all from here. She’d legally changed her name, but the crime ring she’d been on the run from in the early 1970s were either in prison or dead.”

      “Did she say anything interesting?” Rainey scribbled on her notebook.

      “She still claimed not to know what happened, but what she told me definitely added to the legend of the haunted carriage house.”

      A pain started up in my stomach. I so did not want this project to take a paranormal detour. I stepped away from the camera as though detaching might stop it.

      “What did she say?” Rainey gave me a quick, pained glance.

      “Tell you what. Let me see if I can set up an appointment for you kids to talk to her.” He grabbed his cane and hobbled from the room, face set in a grim frown.

      I stared at the closed door, wishing he’d come back and tell us she refused. The door opened, and I knew from the grin on Wilton’s face my world had just turned to shit.

      “An old lion might lose all his teeth, but he can still roar on occasion.” Wilton handed a slip of paper to Rainey. “Tomorrow’s Saturday. Alice—or Anise as she likes to be called now—said she could see you young people at two in the afternoon. If you get started by eleven, you’ll make it in plenty of time. Now I’ve got one more thing I’ll share with you.” He sat down again behind his desk with a grunt of relief. “About ten years ago, a fellow fishing along the Trinity River found an ID bracelet. The name Chris was on the tab. It matched Alice Henderson’s description of a bracelet he was wearing at the time of his disappearance.” He paused and squinted as though trying to pick his words. “Maybe you’re thinking he got whatever was coming to him in those woods, the bracelet fell off, and it’s sat there all these years. Thing is, this bracelet didn’t look like it had been in the woods for twenty years. Looked clean and brand new.”

      My stomach took a fast elevator ride to my feet. A sour metallic taste filled my mouth. It sounded like this whole project was about to go the direction of things that went bump in the night. Once that started, my life could only go downhill. I felt someone staring at me and glanced up, expecting to see Chase smiling at me. Felicia was watching me instead. She positively glowed.
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      “What’s your problem?” Memaw narrowed her eyes at my nearly full plate. “You better not think I’m going to let you waste all this food”

      I set my fork down next to my plate and met Memaw’s stare.

      She took another bite of her food and chewed slowly. “I know you’re mad at me, and I don’t care.” She dabbed at her mouth with her napkin. “Eat anyway.”

      “I’m not five any more. I’m a grown woman.”

      “You think sneaking out of the house and screwing around with your boyfriend makes you an adult? You think running off to New Mexico and worrying me to death is a mature thing to do?” She snorted. “You got a lot to learn.”

      “Grounding me from the prom isn’t going to change any of it.”

      “But it’ll make me feel better.” She pointed at me with her fork and pinned me with her gaze. “Now eat.”

      Her tone made my hand twitch toward my fork. I pulled it back. Missing prom was a done deal. Memaw had yelled at Chase over the phone when he called to talk to her. She actually asked him why she’d give him another opportunity to get into my pants. My cheeks flamed as the memory came back in full color. Memaw red-faced, the handset of the old rotary phone pressed to her ear, her eyebrows drawn together.

      Memaw tapped her fork on her plate to get my attention. She glared at me across the table, the creases in her face still, her eyes cold. “We’ll sit here until you clean your plate.”

      I held my position just for the hell of it.

      “You might think you can win against me, little girl, but you can’t.” Memaw leaned back in her chair, glare locked on my face. “I raised two boys way wilder than you. Your daddy was the mastermind. He thought I didn’t know all the times they snuck out or where they went. But I caught them every, single time.”

      “You can’t possibly understand what it’s like for me at that high school every day of my life.” My voice had a high quivering edge. I didn’t want to cry, dammit, but Chase was the only friend I had.

      “Eat your food.” Memaw crossed her arms over her chest. “Take one bite, and we’ll talk like adults for a little bit.”

      I scooped up a forkful of Memaw’s chili mac. It had little pieces of tomatoes I helped her can and fresh onions in it. My stomach howled in eager anticipation of sustenance. I shoved the food in my mouth, chewed, and swallowed. Then I took another bite without being asked.

      Memaw smiled. “That’s good. You’ve got to eat if you want your brain to work well.” She rose, took her plate to the sink, and came back with the tea pitcher and refilled her glass. She sat down with a tired grunt. “You said I don’t know how it is for you up at that high school. Why would you think it’s any different for me trying to live in this town? We’ve got a few good friends here but way more enemies. Dangerous enemies.”

      “Then why don’t we move?” I said the words before I thought it over. Memaw’s answer had been the same since the day I came home from sixth grade, my clothes covered in garbage, and begged her to move us to another town. She said we stayed because we weren’t cowards. I waited for her to repeat the stock answer.

      Memaw pulled her cigarettes out of her apron pocket and tapped one out. She offered me the pack and laughed at the expression on my face. “You think I’m dumb? I know you smoke. You’re trying too hard to be cool, to fit in, not to.”

      I didn’t take her offer of a cigarette. My stomach already rocked with all the whoopsie I could handle. I went back to eating. Memaw watched me through the haze of smoke settling in front of her. Maybe she was sick of telling me we weren’t cowards. Well, good. I was sick of hearing it. I ate the last of my food and waited for my lecture.

      “Peri Jean, you and I can’t afford to leave here. Remember when I retired?” She raised her eyebrows at me, her forehead bunching into wrinkles.

      I nodded.

      “Well, I needed to work about eight more years to get my full pension. As is, I only get sixty percent.” She drew so hard on her cigarette her cheeks sucked in and let out the smoke in a hard exhale. “Carly Holze was the one who recommended you be sent for psychiatric testing. She saw me getting you out of the hospital as an act of treason. Nasty thing made it her mission to get me out of Gaslight City ISD. She succeeded.”

      My vision wavered, and Memaw blurred. The nostril-stinging sterility of the mental hospital filled my head. Bright lights flashed behind my eyes, and I heard the sounds of voices calmly asking questions. My memory called up my own screams for my mother, who never came.

      “There’s people in this town who won’t even look me in the eye. Mutter crap under their breath. They know I can hear, but they figure I won’t call them out.” She seemed to shrink. “I think we embarrass them. Too much tragedy. Worse, our tragedy—the Mace family’s—goes back close to a hundred years.”

      “But you have friends.” I wouldn’t say it, but Memaw had powerful friends. Judge Bruce. The extremely wealthy Longstreet family who treated her like a favorite aunt. Some people hated Memaw, but a lot more respected her. “Chase Fischer is the only friend I have.”

      Memaw nodded, dark eyes softening. Just when I thought she was ready to change her mind about keeping us apart the next few months, she opened her mouth and blew my world apart. “Darren and Jolene Fischer are good folks, the best. But they’ve spoiled Chase. He’s irresponsible. He thinks whatever he does is okay because he’s got a talent for making music and he might be famous someday. I don’t buy it.”

      “You can’t stop me from leaving with him this summer. I’ll be eighteen.” Heat flooded through my body.

      “No, I can’t. But I’d be willing to bet you’ll be back in a few years, broke. Maybe with a baby on your hip.” She sat up straight and leaned forward. “Chase’ll be playing nightclubs. Maybe. Or laid up watching TV while you work. You’re not scary enough to give him the push he needs to get famous. You love him too much.”

      “You’re wrong. Everything Chase does is focused on becoming a better musician.” My heart thudded hard in my chest. “I’m going to help him.”

      Memaw shrugged. “Sometimes I wish the two of you had never noticed each other.”

      I stood, shoving my chair back with my knees, and turned to go to my room.

      “Not yet.” Memaw stubbed out her cigarette in the ashtray. “You’re grounded. You wash the dishes every night. And sweep the floor when you’re done.”

      An hour later, I lay in my bed so mad I could barely be still. Memaw insisted on lights out right after supper. No TV. No reading. No anything I might enjoy. Just off to school, where I might be attacked and would definitely be shat upon in some way. Then back home to her glares and sarcastic barbs. Rinse. Repeat.

      Times like this, I wished I could call my mother. But Barbara didn’t have time for me. She’d divorced her hunky construction worker husband and didn’t even bother to send me her forwarding address. Her ex said she might be in Hawaii. If I somehow found her and called, she’d be friendly but dismissive. This was it for me. Memaw and Chase.

      Not for the first time, I wished my father hadn’t been murdered. My chest tightened and began to ache. I tried to remember Daddy’s voice or anything about him and couldn’t. The only memory I could conjure was from a framed picture right outside in the hallway. A tear streaked out the corner of my eye, across my temple, and soaked into my pillow.

      I woke to early morning sunlight streaming through the window and reached for the clock radio on my bedside table. Wait a minute. It’s Saturday. I made a point to turn off my alarm last night.

      The sound came again. A guitar strum. Then another. They sounded like they were coming from right outside my window. I got out of bed to find Chase standing in our yard, his guitar strapped to his chest. My bedroom door opened.

      “You got company.” Memaw’s face puckered into the scowl she’d taken to wearing every time the topic of Chase Fischer came up.

      Chase strummed a couple more times, changing notes quickly. I turned away from Memaw and walked to the window. Chase smiled when he saw me. His picking got more purposeful, and he took a couple of deep breaths. The first words to the song rang out over our yard. It was all about a girl with steel both in her eyes and in the toes of her boots and how she walked her own road, often alone, and did it bravely.

      I sucked in a breath and held it. My cheeks tingled and heated. He’d written this about me, for me. A love letter from the only person in the world who thought I was worth a shit. The last notes of the song rang out and faded, their vibration humming in me long after.

      “Go on and tell him he can come in,” Memaw said behind me. The slap of her house shoes retreated down the hall, and her bedroom door closed.

      I threw on my clothes from the day before, ran through the house, and rushed out the front door. Chase glanced up from packing up his guitar in time to catch me in midair. I hugged him tight.

      “I’ll never forget that,” I whispered in his ear.

      “Forget it.” He set me on the ground. “I’ll write a dozen more. Better ones. That one wasn’t good enough for you.”

      “I thought it was pretty great,” Memaw said from the porch. “No man ever wrote me a song. Peri Jean’s grandfather bought me my first car. That’s about as romantic as he got.” She laughed.

      I slowly turned to face her, unable to believe the same woman who said such awful things the night before would come out here and act as though we were all good buddies.

      “Miss Leticia, I’d like to talk to you in private.” Chase stood as straight as he could, but I saw the pure horror writhing behind his eyes.

      “All right, then.” Memaw walked over to Chase, and the two of them strolled out of the fenced yard and toward Chase’s Tahoe, their heads moving in conversation. Chase shoved his guitar case in the vehicle and took out a white doughnut box and a gallon of milk. He reached inside again, pulled out a bouquet of colorful flowers, and handed them to Memaw. She almost smiled. Chase talked, his lips moving fast. Memaw nodded, grim-faced, at whatever he told her. She said something to Chase and shook her finger for emphasis. He nodded. She patted him on the shoulder and motioned him to come with her.

      “Chase brought us doughnuts and milk for breakfast.” Memaw carried her flowers cradled across her chest. “The two of you can go to the prom one week from now. And you can ride with him to Louisiana today. But no monkey business.” She fixed me with a glare and then moved it to Chase. We both nodded eagerly.
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      As soon as we left Memaw’s, Chase turned to me and said, “I promised Tub a ride.”

      Disappointment stabbed at me, inviting me to get irritated and ruin this chance to be with my boyfriend. I swallowed it. Tasted like puke.

      “How’d it go with Felicia and her mother last night?” I figured we might as well cover all the sour subjects at once.

      “Good. Really good.” Chase’s face lit up. “Felicia’s mom likes old country, so I played her two George Jones songs. Then I played a Waylon Jennings song…”

      I quit listening as Chase described what must have been a couple of hours of him playing music for my worst enemy and her weird, overbearing mother.

      “Did they call her uncle or cousin or whoever it is?” I asked when Chase stopped in front of Bullfrog’s Billiards to pick up Tubby Tubman. Our classmate had a black eye. He got into the Tahoe without speaking and sat in the backseat with his head down.

      “They didn’t call him last night, but they’re going to.” Chase nodded. “Soon. Real soon.”

      I itched to say I bet Felicia didn’t follow through, but something in Chase’s face killed my words. Instead, I said, “I bet she will.”

      The woman who used to be known as Alice Leeland lived right across the Louisiana border, only an hour’s drive from Gaslight City. Chase followed the directions Rainey had printed from the computer to a mobile home park right off Louisiana state highway 1. Unit number thirty-nine was all the way at the back of the park. We cruised through the narrow, one-lane, asphalt roads snaking through the park at five miles per hour. The place buzzed with activity, but all the people running around had gray hair. Some of them raced around on golf carts. Others stood around a small lake holding fishing rods. Still more hung out in groups, grinning and waving as we passed.

      “This is old-people-ville.” Chase parked behind Rainey’s Cadillac in the gravel driveway.

      I giggled, thrilled to be with him for a change. “At least the place isn’t run down, and they seem friendly.”

      “That’s what you think. Pretty soon, they’ll surround us hands reaching out, and hollering ‘youth, we like to eat youth.’” Chase hooked his hands into claws and spoke in a hoarse croak.

      Tubby laughed. I ignored him, but Chase turned around and grinned. Rainey got out of her Cadillac and began gathering her equipment. Felicia bounded out of the passenger seat and ran over to the Tahoe, straight to Chase’s window. The idiot opened the door, and she leaned in so far she might as well have climbed in his lap.

      “Mom loved your music. She said we have to call cousin Stu and tell him about you.”

      “That right?” Chase tapped out a soft drumbeat on the steering wheel. “I’d sure be grateful if you did.”

      Felicia practically did a little victory dance. I snorted. She glanced at me and stretched her ugly boot lips in a phony grin. “Chase had supper with us last night and played his guitar for Mom and me.”

      “I know. He said you chew with your mouth open and pick your nose at the table.” I crossed my eyes at her and mimed shoving food into my face.

      “Peri Jean Mace, I did not.” Chase frowned at me. “That ain’t very Christian of you telling lies on me like that.”

      I shrugged and got out of the Tahoe, going to stand behind Felicia so I could kick her in the ass if need be.

      “Peri Jean, get the equipment out of the car.” Rainey glanced up and saw Tubby. “You too, Tubman. I’ll go let Alice—or whatever she wants to be called—know we’re here.”

      At first I ignored her, still watching Felicia throw herself at my boyfriend. Tubby nudged me. I spun around to tell him not to touch me.

      “Let it go.” He handed me one of the light stands and motioned me to follow him. “Nothing you can do. Not really.”

      “That’s what you think.” I stomped along behind him.

      “What? Beat her up? Get kicked out of school? Disappoint your grandmother?” He spoke to me out of the corner of his mouth, his voice lowered to nearly a whisper.

      A spark of humiliation heated me from within. No. I couldn’t do that to Memaw, embarrass her and all. I could suck it up. I was so close to escaping Gaslight Independent School District forever. Eating a little more shit wouldn’t kill me. I stomped up the little cobblestone walk to the trailer’s deck.

      “Long as he’s interested in what she’s got to say, nothing you do will make any difference.” He noticed me struggling with my load and opened the little gate on the deck for me. “Go on in.”

      I did, puzzled by Tubby’s insight. This was the most time I’d spent with him since kindergarten where we shared a desk. Back then, he put crickets in my shoes during nap time. Now he wanted to give relationship advice?

      Chase and Felicia joined us on the porch. Felicia sat on the swinging bench. Chase took both the lighting stand and Rainey’s briefcase out of my hands. I felt foolish just holding her notepad and pen.

      The trailer’s front door opened. Rainey came out, followed by a plump, white-haired lady holding a fluffy white dog. The two matched, sort of.

      The lady set the dog down on the porch. “Go do your business, Gidget.”

      Gidget scampered out to the yard and squatted to pee, staring at her mistress the whole time. She was tiny. I’d seen bigger cats.

      “Good girl, good girl.” The lady shuffled to the edge of the deck and held out her arms. The dog tossed its head and ran to her. I couldn’t help smiling. I liked dogs, all animals really, but Memaw said we were both too busy, away from home too much, to give one a good life. The elderly lady walked to the swinging bench and stared at Felicia until she huffed and got up.

      “It’s good to meet all of you,” she said. “I used to be Alice Henderson. Went by Alice Leeland for a little while. Now folks call me Anise. For this interview, y’all are welcome to call me Alice.”

      Each of us introduced ourselves. Alice’s gaze lingered the longest on Rainey. “Your Grandpa Wilton said this is a school project.”

      Rainey nodded, never stopping her efforts to set up the equipment. I hustled around helping her, but Chase and Tubby went to pet the dog. Felicia stood near Chase.

      “Can you tell me what you hope to prove or disprove with your investigation here?” Alice’s fingers played in Gidget’s abundant fur. Tubby and Chase tickled the little dog’s ears with the tips of their fingers. The dog closed her eyes, eating up all the love.

      “This is a social sciences project.” Rainey turned to face Alice. “I’d like to hear anything you remember about the circumstances surrounding Chris Leeland’s disappearance, any theories you might have about what really happened.” She bit her lip and squinted her eyes. “The direction we’re trying to go is how a mystery like this affects people, the things they tell themselves to quell the fear it might happen to them.”

      Alice nodded, her gaze distant. “I’ll think on it while you set up.”

      We finished getting things ready. Rainey got a lawn chair and sat in front of Alice. The older woman raised her head and waited.

      “Alice, I’m ready when you are.”

      “I know your grandfather told you who Chris and I really were and how we ended up in Gaslight City. I’m going to talk as though that’s all understood.”

      “That’s fine.” Rainey made a notation on her notebook.

      “There were five of us girls, and we had a circuit through Texas, Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Louisiana. The farthest reaches of our circuit was the northeastern side of Oklahoma. Chris and I planned in advance he’d take the money there. That all went pretty smooth, and I met him at a motel in Tulsa. We planned to go to Mexico through Arizona.” She smirked. “Things started going wrong right away. You know how you hear about karma?” She seemed to expect an answer, so we all nodded. “It was like that. We walked in on a robbery in a café in Muskogee the very next morning. It went downhill from there. Got a flat tire outside Denison. Had to walk five miles to get it fixed. And it was summer.” She waved her hand in front of her face to let us know how hot they’d been. “A highway patrol stopped us other side of Denison, said we were speeding. Told us we could pay our fine right there, and that took about half our money. By the time we got to Gaslight City, the radiator had busted.” Alice paused, but not to let us ask questions. Her gaze was cloudy. The past had risen up and taken her in. “The guy at the filling station was all agog about a local feller who’d died in the cemetery.”

      I raised my head from the camcorder.

      Alice sensed my interest and turned to me. “You know who I’m talking about?”

      I stared at her, unable to move, heart thudding in my chest. Memaw always said not to talk of the Mace Treasure, to pretend we didn’t know it existed. She’d lost too many people over it. Me getting involved could only bring more heartache.

      “Her grandfather.” Tubby Tubman spoke from behind Rainey.

      “Come on out where I can see you, son.” Alice said. “You can sit by me and pet Gidget some more. She loves it. Plus, you’re cute.”

      Smiling, almost shy, Tubby came out from behind Rainey and sat next to Alice. She nodded at him to start.

      “George Mace was Peri Jean’s grandfather. I don’t remember him at all, and neither does Peri Jean, but everybody says he was obsessed with finding the Mace Treasure.”

      “And just so I remember right”—Alice kept her gaze on me—“the Mace Treasure was hidden back in the 1800s by some crazy guy.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I swallowed hard.

      “The crazy guy who hid the treasure is also related to Peri Jean.” Felicia giggled. “The whole Mace family’s nuts.”

      Rainey stared at Felicia, her face expressionless, until the other girl squirmed.

      Alice glanced between Felicia and me. “Soon as Chris heard about that treasure, it was over. He couldn’t quit asking the feller at the service station about it. Finally the guy told him there were rooms to rent at the Mace House, where the treasure had probably been hid all those years anyway. He didn’t have to tell Chris twice. Before another hour passed, we had rented that God-awful carriage house and moved in. I wish we had kept on driving.” She turned to Rainey. “You said you wanted me to tell you what I think happened to Chris. Do you still?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Of course.”

      “I think that damn carriage house got him. Ate him somehow.”

      We sat in silence. Of all the things I’d expected Alice to say, this revelation didn’t even make the list. Rainey’s mouth opened and closed. She glanced at me, back at Alice, then back at me again.

      Chase came out from behind his light. “You mind telling us what you mean by ‘ate him,’ ma’am?”

      Alice showed Chase her crooked, tobacco-colored teeth. Maybe she thought he was cute, too. “There was something wrong with that place. Something evil in there. I didn’t like the carriage house from the first day, the first minute.” She paused, squinting at the past. “But you know what? Chris did. He was in love.”

      “You know, rumor around town is the carriage house—the whole Mace House—is haunted.” Chase squatted in front of Alice so he wasn’t standing over her. “But people always talk like it’s Chris Leeland haunting it.”

      “Maybe. But something else haunted it even back then.” Alice pulled her little dog closer. “The place just felt wrong.”

      “Can you tell us about anything specific you experienced?” Rainey squared her shoulders and took the reins.

      “There was a bar right downtown. Aunt Lillie’s, I think the name was. Chris went there every evening, drinking with others interested in the Mace Treasure. Didn’t take ’em long to find each other.” She shook her head. “One evening I got in the shower. While I was washing, I heard a door close and figured it was Chris coming in. Sure enough, I saw a shadowy figure through the frosted glass on the stall door. So I started yammering on about how we needed to get out of that place. Move on. Nobody ever answered me. I finished my shower and opened the door, and the shadow was just gone. I threw on my robe and went running around the little place, but I was alone.”

      Goosebumps raised on my arms. From seeing ghosts myself, I knew they usually appeared as one person or another. Who had this one been? Reginald Mace, the crazy guy who hid the treasure?

      “There was also the singing.” Alice’s voice slapped me back into reality.

      The singing? She heard it too? I tensed my muscles in hopes of hiding any reaction. Had any of my classmates seen me jump? I glanced at them. They were all focused on Alice.

      “Not just one voice either. It was many voices.” Alice’s gaze flitted around to each person in our group. “It reminded me of being in church, listening to a choir. Only the words…I couldn’t make them out.” She shivered. “Every night I woke up at exactly 3:20. I felt like somebody was in the room with us, watching us.”

      “This is up your alley, Peri Jean. You and Miss Alice here have a lot in common.” Felicia squawked at her own humor. Nobody laughed with her. In fact, Alice narrowed her eyes at the younger girl. For one brief second, she looked like someone who’d gone a lot of rounds in the game of life, like she could eat Felicia’s ass easier than chomping down on a marshmallow.

      “All the stuff I experienced on my own was bad enough.” Alice spoke again without taking her gaze off Felicia. “But then there was Chris.”

      “What about him?” Rainey lost her professional news anchor voice altogether. Dread laced her voice.

      “He met a man who’d lived in the carriage house, older gent. This man told him about some weird stuff he experienced. Like putting a metal object near the broom closet and having the object get pulled in there. Or putting a plate of food at the door and having it be just blackened mush the next day.”

      “That’s called mildew.” Felicia sang out the words as though she’d just outsmarted all of us.

      Everybody stared at her for a brief second and refocused on Alice.

      “In less than eight hours?” Alice stared at Felicia, the sweet little old lady gone, the street-hardened prostitute she’d once been in her place. She glared until Felicia developed an interest in biting her fingernails. “Anyway, if Chris wasn’t up at that bar jawing about the treasure, he was fiddling around, seeing what he could get that closet to do. I finally told him I was moving on with or without him. To my surprise, he agreed. He’d seen a strange man around town asking questions. Chris thought maybe he was looking for us, sent by the outfit we stole that money from. We packed up and planned to head out at daybreak the next morning.”

      “That was the night Chris disappeared?” Rainey leaned so far forward in her lawn chair her elbows were almost on Alice’s knees. They both stroked the dog as though it was some sort of safeguard against spooky stuff.

      Alice nodded and clicked her tongue. “I went on up to bed, and Chris said he was going to get a glass of water. I knew what he really wanted to do was mess with that broom closet some more. See, that old man believed the Mace Treasure was hidden somewhere in the vicinity of the closet. Believed something in it messed with the electromagnetic fields or some such rubbish. Chris still hoped he’d find it. I heard a door slam and went to check on him. He was gone. Never saw him again.”

      Silence filled the little porch, so chilly and solemn it almost had its own presence. I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to hear more.

      Felicia arranged her face into a quasi-apologetic smile. “This is a really entertaining story, but I’ve got tell you I don’t believe much of it.” She glanced around the group. Nobody protested. She took the silence as an invitation to continue. “My religion talks about false prophets and says to watch for them and call them out for what they are, and I just—”

      “Why don’t you shut up?” The words came out of my mouth almost as though someone else said them for me.

      “Wha-wha-what did you say to me, you freak of nature?”

      “Shut up.” My voice got louder on its own. “Nobody made you queen of all that’s good and decent.”

      “Peri Jean—” Rainey’s voice had an edge to it, but I ignored her.

      “You need to get over yourself, Felicia. There’s a big world out there, one where not everybody thinks just like you.” I stopped my tirade there. Rainey was right. I needed to do my own shutting up. Felicia glanced at Chase and then at Tubby, as though waiting for someone to defend her. Nobody did. She ran off the porch and jumped in Chase’s Tahoe. Great. I want to ride all the way back to Gaslight City with her almost as much as I want to spend another year in high school.

      “I am sorry for Peri Jean’s outburst, Mrs.—Miss Alice.” Rainey’s hands flew like hysterical birds, punctuating and embellishing her words.

      “Don’t worry about it.” Alice winked at me. “I wondered when you’d have enough of that little gal.” She chuckled.

      “I have a question if it’s okay.”

      “We don’t need to trouble Miss Alice any further.” Rainey glared at me.

      “Go ahead.” Alice fixed her gaze on me, as though daring me to let Rainey bully me into silence.

      “Was the man Chris talked to about the carriage house a Mr. Dowthitt?” I wasn’t even sure why I cared, other than maybe wanting to tie up all the loose ends.

      Alice made a face as she thought. Finally she shook her head. “I don’t remember if I ever knew his last name. He was introduced to me as James. I do remember he was a teacher. Does that help any?”

      It felt like a lightning bolt hit me in the chest. “Yes, ma’am. It sure does.”

      Alice checked her watch. “I hate to cut this short, but Gidget’s got a beauty shop appointment pretty soon.”

      “No problem.” Rainey stood, clicked off the camera, and started packing. “I really appreciate the time you spent with us.”

      Tubby, Chase, and I said our thank-yous and gave Gidget a goodbye pet. We helped Rainey take the equipment to her car and load it inside. Felicia refused to come out of Chase’s Tahoe.

      Tubby opened the door and leaned inside. “Get out, skank.” He jerked one thumb over his shoulder.

      Chase gave me an apologetic grimace and walked over to his vehicle. He nudged Tubby out of the way and spoke in a low voice to Felicia. He joined Rainey and me at the Cadillac a few minutes later.

      “She’s embarrassed and won’t come out.” He shoved his hands in his pockets.

      “I’ll get her out.” I figured I’d grab her by the ear and twist until she got her butt in gear.

      Chase shrugged and pressed his lips together. “She’s just insecure.”

      “And a brat.” Rainey crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Maybe the two of you could get along enough to ride back to Gaslight City together?” Chase stroked my arm but kept his distance in case my teeth came out.

      “All this so she’ll call her cousin?” I couldn’t believe he would blow off the first chance we’d had to go somewhere together so easily.

      Chase flushed and shrugged.

      “Just ride home with me,” Rainey muttered.

      I glared at Chase, then at the Tahoe for several seconds, and slumped into Rainey’s Cadillac.
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      I leaned my forehead against the passenger side window and watched the pine trees whiz past, lost in a full-on sulk. Rainey drove several miles before she spoke. “You telling Felicia off. That can’t happen again, not in front of someone we interview. I don’t even know how I’m going to edit around you two’s idiocy.” She glanced at me, maybe expecting a sorry, maybe expecting a fuck you.

      She wouldn’t get either one. I was tired of this whole business, ready to throw my hands up and holler uncle. The Chris Leeland missing person case looked more and more like a remake of some silly horror movie. Felicia was making a play for my boyfriend and winning. My give-a-shit had a big, ugly crack in it.

      Rainey drove some more, glancing at me out of the corner of her eye. I kept staring straight in front of me and pretended not to notice. The longer I ignored Rainey, the more fidgety she got. She finally pulled off the road in front of a gas station.

      “You mad now? Not speaking to me?” Her voice carried a sing-songy note of smart-ass.

      I gathered my purse and got out of the car. “I’m getting an Icee. Do you want anything?”

      “Diet Seven-up.” Her shoulders rounded.

      I went into the store and did my business, choosing a cherry-flavored Icee over the Coke flavor. I caught myself humming the song Chase sang to Judge Bruce the previous day and even asked the cashier how her day was. Getting Rainey Bruce’s goat tasted better than a thousand ice cream sundaes. I got back into the car and pushed Rainey’s drink at her. She wouldn’t look at me when she took it and burned rubber leaving the parking lot.

      It took her another twenty miles to speak again. “Will you at least tell me why you keep asking about James Dowthitt? He’s the teacher who supposedly haunts the high school building, right?”

      I didn’t want to tell her. She’d either make fun of me, or she’d say I was crazy. I wanted no part of either.

      “I’m not giving up until you tell me.” Rainey reached over and gave me a hard poke. “So you best stop ignoring me.”

      “I saw Mr. Dowthitt’s ghost at the carriage house the day we met Benny Longstreet there.” I paused, waiting for her to start some crap. She held her silence. “Usually I only see him at the high school. I wondered why he was there, what it meant in the grand scheme of things.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t just get freaked out in that nasty little carriage house?” She glanced away from the road and held up one hand. “No shame if you did. It’s a creepy old place. I wanted to get the hell out myself.”

      “Why don’t you ask if I’d like to get some psychological tests run next? Then I can holler Gaslight City Bingo.” I crossed my arms over my chest and clenched my fists, suddenly cold.

      Rainey blew out a loud breath. “You know why nobody likes you? It’s not because you can see ghosts. It’s because you’re so defensive and nasty.”

      “Are you a fan of John Hughes’s movies?” My body clenched against the hysteria building in me. “Because if you are, I’m here to tell you the world doesn’t really work like that. People aren’t good deep down. They’re assholes through and through, and once they decide you’re a speck of bird shit, they’ll do anything they can to wipe you out.” I glared at her, wishing I could vaporize her with my eyes. “Who the hell do you think you are talking shit to me like this? Nobody likes you either, Rainey Bruce.”

      “All right. All right. This isn’t going to help either one of us.” She gripped the wheel with both hands, the skin on her knuckles turning white. “I felt left out of the loop when you asked about Mr. Dowthitt. Then you never explained why you asked, and I got mad. So I was nasty.”

      I stared at the road and didn’t speak.

      “Now it’s your turn to apologize to me,” Rainey nearly yelled.

      “I’m sorry I got defensive. And I’m sorry I didn’t explain.” I took the iron key Memaw gave me out of my pocket and twirled it between my fingers.

      “Asking about James Dowthitt is not a complete screw-up. It’s actually an extra avenue we can explore for this project.” Rainey’s cheerfulness sounded forced, but the effort was nice. “His widow still lives in Gaslight City. She hasn’t even been retired that long. Mr. Stubblefield took over her position at the high school, and he’s only been there two years. If she’s not busy, we could probably talk to her today.”

      “I don’t want to talk ghosts and haunting and magic eight-balls.”

      “Well, you’re going to have to. That’s the direction this project is going.”

      I rankled at her tone. She sounded like Memaw. I might take orders from my grandmother, but I sure wasn’t taking orders from Rainey Bruce. “I know you don’t give a shit about anybody except yourself, but do you realize what Felicia’s going to do with all that went on today? Especially the haunted house stuff?”

      “I don’t care what she does. She’s a speck of fly dung on the radar of my life.” Rainey smirked at me. “Should be on yours too. Letting her get you all tied up in knots is exactly what she lives for.”

      “Do you not remember her and Lanelle knocking your books out of your arms at school yesterday morning? Believe me, that’s mild compared to what they can do.”

      Rainey swallowed hard. “Felicia never has to know about this new information until the project is turned in three weeks from now. There’ll only be another month to graduation.”

      “How can we keep her from knowing? Won’t she want to see the finished project?”

      Rainey didn’t answer for several seconds. I turned to her. The conflicting thoughts drifted over her face. “She might. But I’m thinking she won’t. If she presses me too hard, I’ll tell her I have a bunch of last minute work, imply she needs to help, and she’ll drop it.”

      “Don’t we at least need help getting the cameras set up?” I was grasping for excuses, and I knew it. I just wanted to go home and hole up in my bedroom to sulk about Felicia being with Chase this evening while I was stuck at home.

      “Wouldn’t the extra work be worth not having Felicia there?” She turned onto Farm Road 4077 where Memaw and I lived. “Tell you what. I’ll make it worth your while if you help me.”

      “How so?” I didn’t know anything Rainey could offer that would change my feelings.

      “I’m willing to bet Chase and company are holed up at Bullfrog’s Billiards. You said Chase got a job there playing Friday and Saturday nights, right?”

      I nodded.

      She pulled up in front of the chain-link fence surrounding Memaw’s house. “We’ll drive by. See if that death trap he drives is in the parking lot. If so, we’ll let Mrs. Brent know what her baby’s up to.”

      A slow smile spread over my face. I nodded. “All right. I’ll do it.”

      Rainey and I went into the house through the back door. I rinsed out my Icee cup in the sink and threw it away. Memaw came into the kitchen.

      “What happened between you and Chase? Lover’s quarrel?” She came closer, peered into my eyes, and muttered, “Boy, I hope so.”

      “More stuff with Felicia,” Rainey said. “Peri Jean and I figured out another angle for the project. We were thinking about interviewing James Dowthitt’s widow. He used to live in the carriage house and knew Chris Leeland.”

      “That right?” Memaw poured a cup of cold coffee and stuck it in the microwave to warm.

      “You think she’d talk to us, Miss Leticia?”

      “I think Sharon Dowthitt would love the company. She’s lonely.” Memaw left her coffee preparations and grabbed her purse off the chair next to the back door. She took out her address book and flipped through. “I can call her right now if you’re serious.”

      “Thank you, Miss Leticia.” Rainey ran to Memaw and hugged her. She turned to me. “You know, you have the best grandmother.”

      I nodded. All the ways I’d been an ass lately popped into my mind. Shame burned at the corners of the memories. I needed to do better.
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      I held a paper plate full of sugar cookies on my lap for Mrs. Dowthitt. Rainey and I drove the ten miles to Gaslight City, passed through the downtown, and entered a neighborhood of tract houses built in the early 1970s. We found number 10988 and parked in the driveway behind a shit-brown Sierra Cutlass that practically screamed “I belong to an old lady.”

      Mrs. Dowthitt already had the front door open before we managed to unload the equipment from the car. “We’ll, I’ll be. It’s Hooty Bruce’s daughter and Paul Mace’s daughter. I taught both your fathers. Unbelievable that was long enough ago for them to have daughters who are almost grown.”

      Rainey and I stood on the stoop, neither of us completely sure what to say. Mrs. Dowthitt stepped aside and held open the door, motioning us in with one bony, blue veined hand.

      “Leticia said you ladies want to talk about my late husband’s experiences with the Mace Carriage House.” Mrs. Dowthitt motioned us into the living room, pointing to a plastic-covered, floral print couch.

      Belatedly, I handed her the plate of cookies. “Memaw sent you these. She just baked them today.”

      “Oooh, Leticia Gregson Mace’s sugar cookies. Let me make us a pot of coffee. Y’all go on and sit down.” She gestured at the couch again.

      Rainey and I set up the camera equipment and then sat on the couch, both of us staring at the cheap paneling on the walls and the outdated TV console broadcasting a game show in the corner.

      “She think we’re here for a tea party?” Rainey whispered. The smell of coffee brewing came from the kitchen.

      “Memaw does this when people visit.” I wrinkled my nose and tried to get comfortable on the couch, but my every movement made the plastic cry out in protest. Finally I held my breath and sat as still as possible.

      Mrs. Dowthitt hustled back into the room, carrying an ornate silver tray on which she’d arranged the cookies. She went back into the kitchen and came back out carrying a second silver tray with coffee cups and a silver carafe. I began to think Rainey had a point. The older lady ceremoniously poured us each a cup of coffee in delicate cups and offered us the sugar cookies.

      She ate a bite of cookie and took a sip of coffee before she began to speak. “I grew up in Port Arthur and taught there a few years but moved to Gaslight City after my divorce. I actually knew Janis Joplin in passing. Y’all know who that is?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said. “My daddy had some of her albums on cassette.” I didn’t add the music wasn’t my taste. Daddy’s 38 Special cassettes were better.

      “Did you and Mr. Dowthitt live in the Mace Carriage House?” Rainey barely kept the impatience out of her voice. “Or did he live there alone?”

      “I met James the first year I taught at Gaslight City High.” Mrs. Dowthitt acted like she didn’t even hear Rainey’s question. “He was living at the carriage house then. We had a whirlwind romance, got married, and I moved in with him. He loved it there, loved the lore surrounding the Mace Treasure. He thought the carriage house had something to do with the treasure, maybe held a clue. He just couldn’t figure out what. I loved James’s boyish imagination. Even with him being gone better than twenty years, I still miss him.”

      “Did you like living in the carriage house?” Rainey tapped her pen on her notebook.

      “I didn’t like that place from the first second I stepped inside.” Mrs. Dowthitt made a sour face and set aside her coffee. “That was when James and I were just dating.”

      Alice’s experiences came back to me. “Did you have any weird experiences there?”

      “I didn’t see ghosts, if that’s what you’re asking.” She raised her eyebrows at me as though she’d caught me trying to play a joke on her. “In fact, I never heard any rumors of the carriage house’s being haunted until after Chris Leeland disappeared. The place went down after that. Nobody decent wanted to rent it.” She picked up her coffee cup again but didn’t drink. “I told you James loved the lore about the Mace Treasure. That’s how he and Chris Leeland became friends. Leticia mentioned on the phone your project is on the Chris Leeland disappearance, so I assume your interest in James is pertaining to that?”

      “Not necessarily.” Rainey glanced at me, her dark gaze full of meaning, but I didn’t pick up on exactly what she wanted. “We spoke to Alice Leeland earlier today, and she voiced a belief the carriage house itself may have had something to do with Chris’s disappearance. We knew Mr. Dowthitt lived there at one time, and we wondered if he ever said anything about it.”

      Mrs. Dowthitt nodded. She set down her cup and stood, slowly crossed the room to the television set, and clicked it off. She returned to her plastic-covered armchair, but didn’t sit back. She sat with her elbows on her lap and her legs tightly crossed.

      “I know this is for a school project.” She gestured at the blinking light on the camera. “I also know this is being filmed. I hate to say things that might make people think my beloved James was a kook. I know how people in this town can be.” Her gaze flitted to me, and she flushed.

      “I understand that, Mrs. Dowthitt.” Rainey shifted next to me. The plastic squelched. “I can assure you this interview will not be edited in a way that misrepresents what you tell us. Your words will be used in the context in which they were spoken.”

      Mrs. Dowthitt frowned and pressed her lips together. “You know what? James would have loved it that you kids were curious about one of his favorite subjects. He’d have told you everything and wouldn’t have cared who heard it. It would be wrong of me to do otherwise.”

      Rainey sat a little straighter, almost smiling but not quite.

      “James believed the Mace Treasure was in the carriage house. Otherwise, I think he’d have moved on long before he did and argued less when I insisted on buying this place.” She smiled, but not at me or Rainey. She was lost in memory. “Even after we left, James kept a keen eye on who lived in the house, probably wondering if they were going to find the treasure. Over the years, he saw some interesting things. The two of you already know about the Chris Leeland disappearance. But there’s more. That place had an effect on people. Not a good one either. A woman Mr. Dowthitt taught in school moved in there. She had a drug problem. She complained to Mr. Dowthitt about hearing a man crying at night. This crying man begged to be let out and promised to just go away.” She paused to give us a meaningful stare.

      “Did Mr. Dowthitt think that was Chris Leeland’s ghost?” I flinched as I asked the question, knowing Rainey didn’t like my interruptions.

      “No way to know. But it did happen after Chris Leeland’s disappearance.” Mrs. Dowthitt ate another sugar cookie. “That same woman finally succumbed to her addiction. Another man moved in there who suffered from mental issues—we’d probably call it depression now—and committed suicide. James thought the house somehow sucked away their life force, made the bad things in them take over.”

      “But nothing ever happened to you there, right?” Rainey scribbled in her notebook as she talked.

      “All I experienced was the fillings in my teeth hurt. And I had a lot of them.” She smiled, showing us a full set of teeth too uniform and straight to be anything other than dentures. “That was most of the reason we moved. The fillings in my teeth would start hurting, and I’d get a headache. The nights I had a headache, I’d go to bed and have odd dreams about being in church, listening to a choir sing a weird song in another language…maybe Latin. Next day, I’d wake up and not be worth a toot, especially not teaching school. So I made a down payment on this place, and we moved.”

      Rainey closed her notebook. “This is fantastic, Mrs. Dowthitt. I really thank you for taking the time to sit for an interview.”

      “Oh honey, we haven’t even gotten to the creepiest part of it all.” Mrs. Dowthitt refilled Rainey’s coffee cup. “The Longstreets decided to quit renting the Mace House around 1980 or so. After that, it just sat vacant. James couldn’t leave the idea of that place having something to do with the Mace Treasure alone. Finally, he went over there one night with an Ouija board. Still had a key to the place.” She glanced at me, eyes sparkling, as though I’d especially enjoy this part. Truth was, I felt a little sick. “James had the notion he’d contact whatever lived in the house and find out if the Mace Treasure was hidden there. He made contact with something. It asked him to come into the depths.”

      Fear iced down my spine. Shivers ripped through me.

      Mrs. Dowthitt glanced at me. “Too much coffee, hon?”

      “I guess so.” I tried to laugh, but it sounded like a frog getting stepped on.

      “Did James ever figure out the meaning of his conversation with the Ouija board?” Rainey made it all sound so official and plausible.

      “No. He was dead within a week.” Mrs. Dowthitt rubbed one eye. “He did talk to a local amateur historian but said the guy didn’t have any ideas.”

      “Who was it?” Rainey opened her notebook again.

      “Eddie Kennedy.” Mrs. Dowthitt brushed sugar cookie crumbs off her skirt.

      Rainey turned her head slowly and faced me, gaze boring into mine. This time I caught her meaning loud and clear. It would be my job to arrange a meeting with Eddie Kennedy. After all, he’d stepped in as something of a father figure after my father’s murder. I knew him better than any of the rest of our group.

      Mrs. Dowthitt’s tried everything to get us to stay—a hand of cards, knitting lessons, even pictures from her recent vacation to London. We thanked her and left.

      In the car, Rainey spoke without looking at me. “So I guess it’s time to make good on my promise.” She drove through the neighborhood and wove her way back across town. She cruised past Bullfrog’s Billiards. Sure enough, Chase’s Tahoe sat at one of the parking places. Loud music seeped from the building. Rainey kept driving. We ended up in front of Felicia’s house. Rainey gathered her pen and notebook. “Come on.”

      We went up the walk, and Rainey rang the doorbell. Felicia’s mother, Loretta Brent, answered the door, eyebrows raised in question.

      “Is Felicia home?” Rainey delivered the question as though she didn’t know Felicia was with Chase and Tubby.

      “Well, no. I thought she was working on the group project with you girls.” Her lingered on my face.

      “We took separate cars back from Louisiana. She rode with Chase Fischer and Tubby Tubman. We thought for sure they’d be home by now.” Rainey widened her eyes innocently as she spoke the last sentence. “Peri Jean and I hoped to go over our notes with her, maybe think about our next interview.”

      “My daughter’s with Tubby Tubman?” Loretta Brent’s voice raised. She grabbed her purse off a little table and came outside with us. “I’m going to have to ask you girls to go on home. I need to go look for Felicia.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Rainey turned to go back to the Cadillac, took several steps, and stopped as though she’d just thought of something. “You might check at Bullfrog’s Billiards. Chase got a job playing guitar there on the weekends.”

      Loretta Brent practically ran to her car. She jumped in and started it, gunning the motor. Rainey and I stood on the sidewalk watching the show. With a squeal of tires, Loretta Brent’s economy car blasted out of the driveway and took off down the street.

      “Wow,” I whispered.

      Rainey shrugged. “Felicia deserves it. She delights in making people miserable. Here’s a taste of her own medicine.”

      We got into the Cadillac, and Rainey drove in the same direction Loretta Brent went, taking her time. We passed Bullfrog’s Billiards just in time to see Felicia being dragged out by the arm, her mother yelling at her the whole time. Tubby stood at the door, shirtless and barefoot, laughing so hard he had to hold his sides.

      “In the grand scheme of things, it’s not going to make any difference.” Rainey spoke softly, not taking her eyes off the show. “But I kept my promise to you. You know she’s not throwing herself at your boyfriend while you can do nothing about it.”

      “Thank you.” My words came out by rote, me saying them without thinking. A helpless sort of anger dulled the satisfaction of seeing Felicia get into trouble. We drove back to Memaw’s in silence.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, I called Eddie about interviewing for our documentary.

      “I don’t see no problem. Was gonna come pick up your daddy’s Nova tomorrow anyway. Miss Leticia wants me to get it running for you.”

      Despite the dismal day, a smile spread over my face. I couldn’t believe Memaw had decided to let me have the car. She might put a million restrictions on me, but at least I wouldn’t be dependent on someone giving me a ride. I ran into the living room to hug and thank her.

      “Tell you what. I’ll cook my special fried chicken for y’all. You’ll eat, interview Eddie, and hopefully this’ll be about it for the project.” She picked up her crochet again. “Call the rest of the group and see if they want to do it. We’ll have to go to the supermarket if they do.”

      I had to call Bullfrog’s Billiards to find Chase. It took five minutes of arguing to get him to the phone.

      “Why’d y’all do that to Felicia?” were the first words out of his mouth.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” The lie came out before I had time to think it over.

      “You do too.” His voice raised. “I was looking out the front window. I saw you and Rainey in her Cadillac.” He paused, put his hand over the phone, and said something to someone. “Felicia wasn’t hurting anything. She was just listening to music.” My music. He might not have said the words, but I heard them in his voice. “The more she likes my music, the more likely she is to introduce me to that record producer cousin of hers. The more you mess with her, the more likely she is to drop the whole thing.”

      “But she’s throwing herself at you.” I squeezed my eyes shut, knowing the words were a mistake as soon as I heard myself say them. Ashamed, I picked at a hole forming in the knee of my jeans.

      Chase took a long drink of something probably alcoholic. “Doesn’t mean I have to do anything about it. Don’t you trust me?”

      I wasn’t sure, so I changed the subject. “Are you going to come or not?”

      “I’ll be there, but you’ve got to cut the shit with Felicia. Don’t force me to choose between you and my music career.” He hung up before I could answer.

      Around one o’clock the next afternoon, people started arriving. Eddie came first. He parked by the carport, went in, and pulled the tarp off the Nova. I hurried out to meet him. Eddie leaned under the car’s open hood, tinkering with something out of my sight. I couldn’t help noticing his grease-stained jeans and his faded denim work shirt, which he wore unbuttoned, tails flapping.

      “You do know you’re going to be filmed, don’t you?” I shifted around, embarrassment already seeping into me.

      Eddie pulled himself out from under the hood. “So? This is how I look every day. I want to be natural. Not put on airs.”

      I wanted to argue, but Rainey’s black Cadillac eased to a stop next to Eddie’s faded maroon and tan Ford truck. She got out and approached us.

      “Thanks for agreeing to let us interview you,” she said to him. “Were you able to find the articles you mentioned last night on the phone?”

      Rainey must have called him after she dropped me off. How did she muster the energy to do all she did?

      “Took a while, but I found ’em.” He wiped his hands on his pants, making new grease streaks.

      “You do realize I’m filming the interview?” Rainey stared at the white t-shirt Eddie wore underneath his unbuttoned denim work shirt. A streak of red stained the front, like maybe he’d spilled ketchup.

      Eddie nodded and ducked under the Nova’s hood again.

      Chase’s Tahoe pulled into the yard. He and Tubby got out and glanced toward the carport. I waved. Chase waved back but went straight inside Memaw’s house. I stood there, his rejection stinging, and turned back to find Rainey and Eddie watching, varying degrees of sympathy on their faces. Tubby came out to the carport and leaned under the Nova’s hood. Eddie explained some of the things he planned to do to get the car roadworthy.

      “You decide this is too much car for you, Peri Jean, I’ll buy it.” Tubby’s grin made him look like a devil.

      “Hold your breath.” I smiled in spite of myself. He really didn’t know when to quit.

      Felicia’s mother dropped her off about that time. The girl glared out at the carport and stomped into the house.

      “Looks like the whole gang’s here.” Rainey sounded less than thrilled.

      Eddie shut the Nova’s hood, and we walked toward the house.

      A half hour later, we all sat in Memaw’s living room, the smell of fried food making all our stomachs growl. Eddie took the armchair and pulled the coffee table up against his knees for his papers. He nodded at Rainey. “I’m not sure how you want to do this. Do I just start talking?”

      “Let me get the video recorder turned on. Then I’ll ask you the first question.” She clicked the remote and turned back to Eddie. “Sharon Dowthitt, the widow of James Dowthitt, mentioned Mr. Dowthitt consulted with you after he tried contacting a spirit he believed resided in the Mace Carriage House. Do you remember what he asked you?”

      “I sure do. Mr. Dowthitt wanted to know if the Mace property had a subterranean level.” Eddie used one grease-covered hand to push his papers around until he found the one he wanted. “Whatever he contacted on the Ouija board indicated there was something below the carriage house.”

      “Did you have any answers for him?” Rainey sat on Memaw’s beat-up old couch like a visiting queen.

      “There’s no basement or cellar on the property, not documented anywhere I could find. Over the years, I thought about Mr. Dowthitt’s question bunch a’ times. Even got Mr. Longstreet to let me onto the Mace property to search for a root cellar.”

      “Ever find anything?”

      “Naw. Ain’t nothing like that on the property.” Eddie rubbed at his pants again.

      Felicia giggled. I twisted in my seat to glare at her, suddenly not afraid of what she could do to me at school. After the way Chase talked to me on the phone, I pretty much credited her with everything wrong in the world. I wouldn’t let her sit in my home and make fun of a man who’d never done anything but be good to me. She smirked at me. I stared until she averted her gaze.

      “Do you have any other theories on what the Ouija board might have been trying to tell Mr. Dowthitt?” Rainey gave me a quick, nasty scowl. How did she know Felicia and I were having eyeball wars?

      “Not really. But something he said really stuck with me. He said whatever contacted him on the Ouija board claimed to be an old god. Boy, that raised goose bumps on me.” He gave us a sheepish grin. “I sort of made myself forget about it. Then the Gaslight City Gazette got rid of a bunch of their archives, and I found something that creeped me out even worse.” He fished a sheet of paper out of the pile and handed it to Rainey.

      “Now that’s a copy of a news article Miss Bruce has there. It was written in 1934, but it talked about something in 1869, the year construction was started on the Mace House. Turns out they found a bunch of artifacts that made ’em believe the area was a Native American temple, a place of worship.”

      “Belonging to what tribe?” Rainey asked.

      “You had the Nasoni, the Caddo, possibly the Adai, though their numbers were so few by that time—”

      “So you’re saying an ancient Indian curse killed Mr. Dowthitt and made Chris Leeland disappear?” Felicia’s voice dripped contempt. “That sounds hokey. Late night horror movie crap.”

      Eddie shrugged and flushed. “There was skirmishes when the white settlers decided the land belonged to them. Many innocent people were killed. If you believe in anything like supernatural revenge…”

      “I don’t.” Felicia spoke more loudly than necessary.

      Rainey never acknowledged Felicia’s outburst. “Eddie, I’d like to go back to the items found at the site of the Mace House and touch on what we talked about last night on the telephone.”

      “Oh, sure.” Eddie brightened, sitting up straighter. “The native peoples who originally lived here believed this place had magical properties. Some of the items found indicated sacrifices might have been made here. Say the site of the Mace property has supernatural powers. Those powers—whatever they really are—could have made Chris Leeland disappear and James Dowthitt die of a heart attack a week after contacting it.”

      “Creepy stuff.” Tubby nodded. Eddie grinned and gave him a thumbs-up.

      “Now you didn’t ask me to talk about the Mace Treasure, but after discovering this information, I’ve wondered if this force caused Reginald Mace to lose his mind.” Eddie spread his papers out on the coffee table like a hand of solitaire. “The symptoms reported in him might have been diagnosed as Alzheimer’s nowadays. Could whatever James Dowthitt contacted have caused that?”

      “Rainey and Eddie’s Believe It Or Not.” Felicia said the words in a deep, shaky voice. I wanted to kick her teeth down her throat.

      Rainey still ignored her. “You mentioned last night on the phone other mysterious disappearances around the county.”

      “You bet. Not just on the Mace property either.” Eddie handed another sheaf of papers to Rainey. “More newspaper articles. Back when the first white settlers came here and Luther Palmore started his logging company, he lost several men under strange circumstances. There was an incident when the men found a clear pool of water out in the woods. Weather was hot, so several of the younger ones took off their clothes and jumped in. They never come back up. They’s just gone. You got several instances of kids going exploring out in the woods and only one of ’em coming back full of wild stories.” Eddie rifled through his papers some more and handed a sheet to Rainey. “But I think the creepiest one is the story of Robert Latane. This was back in the 1940s. Mr. Latane was a traveling salesman. He left his wife early one morning and never returned. When folks started searching for him, his car was sitting on the side of the road, empty. The door was open.”

      “Oh, come on.” Felicia crossed her arms under her boobs. “He could have gotten sick, wandered into the woods, and died.”

      “Maybe. But Mr. James Dowthitt, who later died after trying to contact a spirit in the Mace Carriage House, told me himself that he found Robert Latane’s wallet inside the carriage house. First week he moved in. Said it was laying on the broom closet floor.” Eddie leaned forward and held up one hairy hand. “And here’s the kicker. Thing looked brand new, not twenty years old.”

      Rainey and I exchanged a glance. I don’t know about her, but I was thinking about Judge Bruce telling us about Chris Leeland’s ID bracelet being found in the woods near the Trinity River. Rainey wrapped up the interview, and Memaw called us into the kitchen to eat. Felicia called her mother to come pick her up, telling Memaw they had plans that afternoon. It was good to see her go.

      We crowded around the scarred kitchen table. I sat next to Chase. The table was too small for so many people, and our shoulders rubbed together. The light scent of his cologne tickled my nose. I glanced at him, only to find him watching me. He winked.

      We ate all of Memaw’s chicken, even the piece she said was burned. Chase stood from the table.

      “Peri Jean, come help me get my guitar.” He tugged at my arm. “I’ll play a little music if anybody wants to hear it.”

      I glanced at Memaw to make sure she wasn’t going to humiliate me by refusing to let me walk outside, but she nodded and waved me off. Chase waited until we were out of the house to speak.

      “I’m sorry I talked to you that way last night.” He draped one arm across my shoulders and squeezed. “I’d had a few beers when you called.”

      “I’m sorry for what I did to Felicia.” I wasn’t, but he’d acted so upset, I figured I had to pretend.

      “You had your reasons.” He stopped in front of the Tahoe but made no move to open it. “Her life isn’t all roses. She talked all the way back from Louisiana about the way stuff is at her house, her mom and all. The two of you have more in common than you think.”

      I doubted it but kept my thoughts to myself. Chase was willing to make up, and I wanted that more than I wanted to bitch about Felicia.

      “She’s a nice person when she’s not trying to compete with every other female in the room.” Chase opened the Tahoe’s door and drew out his guitar. He turned back to me, mischief crimping his lips. He leaned close. “Kiss me while nobody’s watching.”

      I did, and we walked to the house hand in hand, giggling. Memaw raised her eyebrows but said nothing.

      Chase played until Memaw said she needed to go to church. Usually, she let me stay home, but since I was on punishment, I had to go with her. Chase tried to convince her to let me hang out with him and Tubby. Memaw wasn’t hearing any of it. Chase kissed my cheek and left.

      Eddie approached me. “I think I’m gonna haul the Nova to my place tonight. I can put it on the lift and really check it out.”

      I hugged Eddie. “Thank you so much for doing this.”

      “Your daddy would have expected no less.” He released me and kissed my cheek, his whiskers scratching. He lumbered out the door and went back to the carport.

      I helped Rainey pack up her video equipment. “What’s next for the project?”

      “I think we’ve got about all we’re going to get,” Rainey said. “I’d like to get some more shots of the carriage house. I’ll do a voice-over at the end of the documentary about the psychology behind the rumors of hauntings and sort of connect it to all the speculation.”

      “After hearing all we heard today, I’m not sure I want to go back in.” I rubbed at the chill bumps on my arms.

      “We’ll get Tubby and Chase to come with us. It won’t be so bad.” She motioned for me to help her take the camera equipment outside. We loaded the equipment into the trunk of the Cadillac. Eddie came over to help. Rainey mentioned her plans to him.

      “If those boys won’t go in there with you, I will.” He closed the trunk and rested his weight on the car. “I don’t want y’all in there by yourselves.”

      We agreed we wouldn’t go alone. Memaw came out of the house with her church clothes on. Eddie and Rainey made themselves scarce.

      “Let’s go, Peri Jean,” she hollered at me from behind the wheel of her sedan. I trudged over and got in the car.
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      Friday rolled around, and I rode to the Mace House with Rainey to do our final shots of the property. Then we’d be done with this shit show of a project forever. Light purple dusk streaked across the sky by the time Rainey pulled the Cadillac to a stop in front of the Mace House. The carriage house lurked behind it, dark windows staring out like a predator watching its prey.

      I fingered the iron key in my pocket. My luck, it probably wouldn’t work.

      Rainey unbuckled her seatbelt and pulled a keyring from her backpack. “Benny Longstreet gave me the keys.”

      Benny had the right idea. Be nice if we didn’t have to go back into the carriage house. “We’re not going in by ourselves, are we?” My eyelid twitched at the thought.

      “We can get the camera and lights set up before the others get here. Maybe make this go quicker.” Rainey ran her sharp gaze over my outfit and shook her head. “You and lover boy planning on sneaking off after we finish the project?”

      “No. If I get in trouble, there’s no way Memaw’ll let me go to the prom.” Chase and I had been on our best behavior all week, neither of us wanting to miss the prom on Saturday. Memaw had agreed I could stay out most of prom night. It cost me having to listen to a really embarrassing lecture on birth control, but it was worth it.

      She nodded slowly. “How’s the dress Mom gave you?”

      “It’s good. Tell her thanks again.” Esther Bruce had given me a sleek black dress, one she’d worn in high school. Memaw said it was the kind that never went out of style. She spent hours taking in the waist and hemming it. It fit just right. I wanted to be seen in it. If that meant no sneaking off with Chase tonight, then I’d behave.

      “So you willing to go inside and get set up before the guys get here?” Rainey opened her door without hearing my answer. I met her at the trunk and helped her unload her equipment. I had a bad feeling about just the two of us in there together. Whatever lurked between the walls might be braver if there were fewer people.

      Chase’s Tahoe pulled in behind the Cadillac. I slumped with relief. The guys insisted on carrying the equipment and sent Rainey and me to get the door to the carriage house open. I tiptoed inside the carriage house expecting the worst, the iron key clutched in one hand.

      Nothing happened. The telltale odor of rodent urine and mildew still almost knocked me down. But that made sense in a long deserted house. The important thing was I didn’t get any odd vibes, nor did I smell death. The four of us worked to set up the equipment and discussed the shots we needed.

      The time to get started came and went with no Felicia. Rainey glanced outside several times but said nothing. I made a point not to mention Felicia, afraid doing so would somehow make her show up. I wanted to watch her flirt with Chase almost as much as I wanted to slam my hand in a car door.

      According to Chase, Felicia had said no more about sending his music to her record producer cousin. I figured she had no intention of contacting her cousin. The whole story was a ruse to get Chase’s attention. It had the side benefit of making me look like an unsupportive jerk if I protested any of Felicia’s antics. I hoped she kept her skanky ass at home. We didn’t need her.

      “Ready to get started?” Rainey opened the bathroom door and turned on the light. “I’ll stand in the shower with the camera. One of you open the door on my say-so, but stay out of the picture.”

      We did as she asked, the whole operation going off with no drama.

      “Now I want to get a shot of walking down the stairs from the loft and into the kitchen, the same way Alice did the night Chris Leeland disappeared.” Rainey carried the camera and tripod upstairs. The rest of us followed.

      We worked on ideas to get the footage properly, and spookily, lighted. I backed into the dark room as Rainey, Chase, and Tubby worked out how they’d get down the staircase. My back contacted something soft and warm.

      My breath froze in my lungs. Fear pounded through me, my heart slamming against my chest. The room had been empty when Benny gave us the tour. Hadn’t it? I called up the memory, searching hard for some piece of furniture. A set of arms closed around my middle. I sucked in a gulp of air and screamed.

      Chase and Tubby spun the lights around. The brightness blinded me. I tried to raise my arms but couldn’t move them.

      “Help me.” My words came out in a hoarse croak.

      Chase came close, his eyes wide enough to show white all around the iris. The surprise on his face faded. Irritation replaced it. “Felicia, what are you doing up here?”

      The arms around my middle loosened. Felicia belched ugly laugher. I bolted away from her, stumbling from the adrenaline still surging through me.

      “You went stiff as a statue!” She crowed, pointing at me. She held her sides and shook with laughter. “I thought you were going to wet your pants.”

      “Are you okay?” Chase grabbed me in a one-armed hug, cocooning me against his side. “Do you want some water? I think I’ve got some in the Tahoe.”

      I shook my head and tried to get my breathing under control.

      Chase gripped both my arms and held me at arm’s length. He leaned into my face and spoke softly. “It’s okay. Just slow down.” He rubbed his hands up and down my arms. “Come on. Take a deep breath.” He demonstrated. “Now do it again.”

      The tremors ripping through my body slowed and finally went away. A tension headache started on the side of my neck, and the embarrassment locked it in place.

      “Little baby awright?” Felicia made her eyes big and cocked her head to one side.

      “That wasn’t funny.” Chase turned the light so it shined in Felicia’s eyes. “After everything I listened to you talk about last night, I can’t believe you did something so awful and cruel.”

      “It was just a prank.” Felicia’s stepped out of the bright light. “Toughen up, Peri Jean.”

      “No, you be nicer.” Chase took a couple of steps and loomed over Felicia. “I’ve seen how you treat Peri Jean. You can do better.”

      “I’m sorry.” Felicia barely spoke above a whisper.

      “Say it to Peri Jean.” Chase pointed the flashlight in my direction. He put his arm around Felicia and turned her to face me.

      “I’m sorry.” She stared at Chase while she said it.

      “Forget it. Everything turned out okay.” I reached in my pocket and felt for the iron key. Somehow the warmth it had leeched off my body felt comforting. A ghost hadn’t grabbed me after all. It was just a mean-spirited girl. Maybe this thing did work. I pulled it out of my pocket and stared at it.

      “What’s that?” Felicia crowded close. “A key? Where’d you find it?”

      I turned away from her. “Rainey? You ready to get this show on the road?”

      “More than.” Rainey stood with her hands on her hips.

      “I want to see the key.” Felicia got so close I could smell corn nuts on her breath. “You aren’t supposed to steal things out of here anyway.”

      “I didn’t steal it.” I slipped the key in my pocket and took a step toward Rainey.

      Felicia grabbed my belt loop, shoved her hand in my pocket, and came up with the key.

      “Hey!” I yelled. “Give that back. It doesn’t belong to you.”

      “It doesn’t belong to you either.” Felicia held the key close to her face and squinted at it. “It’s just junk anyway.”

      “It is not junk. It belongs to my grandmother. If you don’t give it back, I’m going to tell her you have it. You think she’s too scared of you to come to your house and make you give it back?”

      “That’s all you can do.” Felicia harked out a giggle. “Tell on people. You can’t take care of anything yourself. You’re just a baby. No wonder Chase is tired of you.”

      I spun to face my boyfriend. Just what kind of heart-to-heart did the two of them have?

      Chase had his back to me, holding the light for Rainey. He glanced at us over his shoulder and narrowed his eyes at Felicia. She smirked.

      “Will you two please shut up?” Rainey glared at Felicia and then me. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      We did the shot of Rainey walking down the staircase. Felicia stayed close to me, holding up the key and dangling it in my face when she could. I doubled up my right fist, longing to punch Felicia right in the stomach. See those corn nuts come back for a sequel. She waved the key in front of her face and smiled. I clenched my jaw to keep from screaming.

      “Now I want to get a shot walking toward the broom closet. Peri Jean, get the fishing line out of my backpack.” Rainey snapped her fingers at me. “Tie it to the broom closet doorknob, and get out of the frame. Slowly pull the door open as I approach.”

      I grabbed Rainey’s backpack off the kitchen counter and did as she asked. I had to struggle with the broom closet door. It was stuck again.

      “Chase. Help me get this open?” I searched his face for signs he’d told Felicia he was tired of me. It had to be more of her hateful crap, but the words had a certain ring to them. Like a truth I didn’t want to hear.

      Chase set his light down and approached me. He pressed his body against mine, copped a quick feel, and gave the knob a yank. Of course, nothing happened.

      “Super,” he muttered. “You’ll have to help me.”

      This time, I knelt on the floor, slipped my fingers under the door and pulled while Chase tugged on the knob. He counted off. Just as he reached three, something sharp stabbed into one of my fingers. I yelped and jerked my hand free of the door. Dark blood oozed from my finger in the dim room.

      “Shit.” I held the hand under Tubby’s light, looking at the triangle shaped gouge in my skin.

      “Looks like something bit it.” Tubby held the light as close as he could.

      “Maybe it gave her rabies.” Felicia laughed.

      “We need to see what’s in there.” Chase nodded at Tubby. “If a rat or something bit her, she needs to go to the hospital now. Get a rabies shot at least.”

      The mention of hospital struck fear in me. My short stay in the mental hospital as a child had soured me for life. I grabbed a small, plastic container of tissues I’d seen in Rainey’s backpack and dabbed at the wound.

      “It’s not so bad.’

      “It’s not so bad,” Felicia mimicked and giggled.

      “We still need to get it open. See what hurt Peri Jean.” Chase motioned to Tubby. The two boys argued about who would stick his fingers under the door and finally flipped a coin. Tubby lost. The curly-haired boy folded his skinny legs to squat at the door. They pulled, and the door came right open. The foul smell from the day we came here with Benny floated out. Chase gagged. Tubby stumbled away. A low, rough chuckle came from the empty closet.

      Clammy sweat broke out all over my body. I stared into the dark space, frozen in place.

      “You see the rat?” Chase peered into the closet. “Where’d it go?”

      “You didn’t hear that? Like somebody laughing.” I studied each face in the room and got my answer. That garbling hiccup of a laugh had been for my ears only.

      Chase turned back to me and bit his lip. He slowly shook his head. “Coulda been anything in an old house like this.” He tried to smile.

      “Forget it,” Rainey muttered. “Close it lightly, and let’s get this shot. That’ll be the last of it.”

      We pulled the fishing line taut and backed away from the broom closet door. Rainey stole toward it, counting off on her fingers. When she reached one, she shook her finger in the air. I pulled on the door, and it swung open, hinges whining. A whoosh of rank air belched from the tiny enclosure. The nasty smell deepened. One of the guys groaned. I swallowed against the saliva flooding my mouth. Rainey turned off the camera.

      “Take a break. I’ve got to get outside for some fresh air.” She set the tripod in front of the broom closet door. “I suggest the rest of you do the same. No telling what that is. Busted sewer line? Who knows.”

      We left the house through the kitchen and stood in the yard facing the back of the Mace House.

      “Felicia, I want that key back.” I spoke in a low voice. “It belongs to Memaw.”

      “Tell me why you have it.” Even in the darkness, I could see the nasty gleam in Felicia’s eyes.

      “It’s none of your business. Just give it back.” I held out my hand.

      “Felicia, give Peri Jean’s property back to her.” Rainey stood off to the side, her jacket pulled around her. “You’re acting like a five-year-old.”

      Felicia turned to Chase. “I just want to know why she has it. What it opens.”

      “Give it back. It’s not yours.” He turned away from her.

      Felicia’s wide-eyed innocence turned to a feral snarl. She reared back one arm and threw the key into the darkness as hard as she could. She spun to face me. “Go fetch, Rover.”

      My mouth fell open as I watched the key’s shadowy shape arc through the night sky.

      “Damn it, Felicia!” Chase yelled. “You say you want people to like you, but then you do shit like this.”

      Felicia laughed at me, totally ignoring Chase. I could do nothing more than gape. The wellspring of hate within her never ended. It just kept bubbling and bubbling, spewing Felicia’s special kind of poison into the world. I wanted to put my hands around her neck and squeeze the life out of her. It would be a good riddance. I turned away and walked into the darkness.

      “Just a minute.” Chase ran for the carriage house. “I’ll get one of the lights.”

      Everybody except Felicia hunted for the key. Between the darkness and the tall grass, it was pretty much a useless effort. A lump grew in my throat. Memaw said the key belonged to her mother. She’d never mentioned her mother before. I always assumed Memaw grew up an orphan. She’d trusted me with something irreplaceable, and now I’d lost it. Or, more accurately, Felicia lost it for me.

      “We’re not going to find it.” I tried to keep the tremble out of my voice, but it came out anyway.

      Felicia snickered from several feet away.

      “I’ll come back tomorrow when it’s daylight and help you look some more.” Chase clicked off his light. “They’re expecting me at Bullfrog’s tonight, so if we’re getting close to finished…”

      “Yeah. We’re done.” Rainey walked toward the carriage house. “Maybe that smell is gone. Let’s get packed up and get on our way.”

      Felicia ran to Chase’s side, already chattering at him. He turned his face away at first. Then Felicia started talking about her record producer cousin, and his frostiness melted away like magic.

      I hung back. Maybe I ought to keep looking. Oh, hell. Who am I kidding? It’s no use.

      “I’ll come with Chase to help you look tomorrow.” Tubby’s voice came from behind me.

      “Thanks.” What else was there to say to Tubby? He was trying hard to be nice. I had sense enough to know that much, but I didn’t feel like dealing with him right then.

      “You want to get Felicia back?” His voice was nearer now, right beside me. I turned to face him, to see if his face gave away his intent. I saw nothing other than the whites of his eyes and his teeth. He was grinning that diabolical grin.

      “Yeah, I do.” The words came out before I could stop them.

      Tubby leaned in and told me what he had in mind. We walked back to the carriage house together.
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        * * *

      

      Inside, Chase followed behind Rainey, packing up. Felicia tagged after him, doing nothing, still yapping about her music producer cousin. She saw me come in with Tubby. Her smile widened, and she sidled closer to Chase.

      “Peri Jean and Tubby, put all this stuff back in my backpack.” Rainey gestured at a wad of cords at her feet.

      I untangled the first couple of cords and handed them to Tubby who wound them. Felicia’s voice drilled into my brain. The headache in the back of my neck dug in and made itself at home, but my hands worked fast. Soon a pile of neatly wound cords sat in front of me.

      “Felicia, help us take this stuff in the kitchen.” I glanced at Tubby, making sure he was still up for our plan. He grinned, dark blue eyes dancing with malice.

      Felicia glanced at Chase as though he might tell her to please stay with him and keep abusing his eardrums with her ugly, shrill voice. He spared her a glance. “You really ought to help. You’re the only person doing nothing.”

      Felicia huffed, stomped over to Tubby and me, and picked up the cords we indicated. We took them into the kitchen and piled them in Rainey’s backpack as neatly as we could. I checked to make sure the closet door still stood ajar. Felicia dropped the cords and hurried for the living room so she could continue flirting with my boyfriend. I waited until she was right in front of the broom closet to speak. “Felicia, wait just a minute. I want to talk to you.”

      Tubby circled the kitchen and came up behind Felicia. She glanced at him, made a disgusted face, and turned her attention back on me.

      “If it’s about Chase, save your breath. And your brain cells.” She laughed. “His music’s more important to him than you, and he thinks I have the golden key to the crapper.”

      “If Chase chooses you over me, I suppose it was meant to be. I just wanted to see if you enjoyed a taste of your own medicine.” I glanced over her head at Tubby. His grin scared me. He nodded.

      “What the hell are you—” The first bit of fear moved behind her eyes.

      I gave Felicia a hard shove. She tried to bat my hands off, but I shoved harder. Her mouth popped open, and her eyes widened comically. She stumbled backward into the broom closet. Tubby slammed the door. We both leaned against it. Satisfaction warmed me from my core. A smile stretched my lips, and I let out a chuckle.

      “Let me out.” Felicia banged on the door. “This isn’t funny. I’ll tell Principal Holze. She’ll expel you. This is a school activity.” She followed her threat with a volley of kicks or punches to the door.

      Tubby squeezed his eyes shut and laughed silently. I joined in. Felicia increased the volume of her pleas and threats. Chase rushed into the room.

      “What the Sam Hill are y’all doing in here? Sounds like you’re killing somebody.” He took in Tubby and me pressed against the broom closet door. “Is Felicia…”

      Rainey ran into the room, her eyes wide. She took in the situation at a glance. Rather than scolding us, she backed away until she leaned against the kitchen counter. She crossed her arms over her chest.

      Felicia’s banging and screaming intensified. She yelped in pain. “Ow, that hurt. Shit, hell, fuck, damn, dick, and balls!”

      Tubby couldn’t stand it anymore. He opened his mouth and let out peals of undignified guffaws. Tears streamed down his face.

      Felicia went quiet. A few seconds later, the sound of her crying came through the wood. Tubby only laughed harder. I inched away from him, taking my weight off the door.

      “Let her out, Tub.” Chase’s voice carried a soft threat.

      Tubby’s laughter slowed and subsided until it was only a small giggle every few seconds. Felicia’s sobs, on the other hand, increased in volume until she sounded like a lost cat. Tubby, wiping tears of mirth from his cheeks, took his weight off the door.

      “Please let me out.” Felicia’s snot-clogged voice sounded warped and foggy.

      Tubby broke into another fit of howls. I joined him, imitating Felicia the way she had me earlier. My complete hate of her drowned out any compassion I probably should have felt. Part of me hated myself for the way I was acting. But another part of me, a twisted mean inner doppelganger, found it completely appropriate.

      “Come on out, princess.” I giggled. “Nobody’s keeping you in there.”

      The doorknob turned, but the door didn’t open. She tried again. This time, she punctuated the doorknob twist with a couple of bangs. “Chase! Chase! Make them let me out.”

      “Calm down.” Chase walked over to the door. He twisted the knob and got the same result as Felicia. “Okay. Don’t freak, but I think the door’s stuck again. We’ll get you out. Just give us a second.” He glared at Tubby and me. “Y’all get over here and help me right now.”

      “What is that?” Felicia’s voice carried an edge of hysteria. “Stop it! Stop it! Whoever’s doing that, stop it!”

      “Nobody’s doing anything to you. Just try to calm—” Chase spoke to her the same way he spoke to me when I got upset. My skin heated and then cooled too quickly as flat emptiness spread through me.

      “Something’s touching me,” Felicia screamed. “Oh God, please help me. Something’s touching me. I can feel fingers. Oh God!”

      Tubby and I knelt at the bottom of the door and grabbed it. Chase jerked on the knob. It didn’t budge.

      Felicia’s words dissolved into hysterical gibberish. Every once in a while, she screamed for help. Then she went quiet, so quiet all I heard was the ringing of my own ears and the pounding of my heart. The sound of something heavy hitting the floor of the broom closet shook the tiny house. The door popped open on its own.

      Felicia lay crumpled against the wall, a trickle of blood coming from the corner of her mouth. Red, angry welts covered her bare arms. They looked like scratches, the kind fingernails would make. All of us stood still and stared. Chase was the first to move. He stepped inside the closet and came out carrying the girl who’d tormented me every chance she got. He carried her the exact same way he carried me the time I stepped in a hole and sprained my ankle. I backed away from them and bumped into Tubby.

      Chase walked to the kitchen door and stopped. “Will one of you open the door for me?”

      Tubby moved to do it, and Chase walked out of the carriage house without a backward glance. We followed him out to his Tahoe where he laid Felicia across the backseat.

      “Not that any of you give a shit, but I’m taking her to the hospital.” He glared at me until I squirmed and then stomped off to the driver’s side of the Tahoe.

      Panic rushed my blood to pump a little faster. I ran after him and got there before he could get the door closed. I stood where he’d have to physically move me to shut it.

      He shook his head at me. “After what your life has been like, I’d expect more compassion from you.”

      “Toward her? Have you forgotten all the stuff she’s done to me over the years?” My anger flared at the memory of all the abuse. Head dunking in a used toilet. Garbage in my locker. The rumors. My street clothes ruined while I was in gym. The list went on forever.

      “You took it too far. Besides”—he glanced behind him—“she’s not all that bad. She just has low self-esteem. Doesn’t know how to make friends.” He started the Tahoe. “Now get out of the way.”

      Tears stung my eyes. A million explanations came to my lips, but I stopped them. The rigid set of Chase’s jaw told me it would fall on deaf ears. I took several steps backward. Chase sped away from the curb. I watched his taillights until he turned off Division Street and back toward downtown where the hospital was.

      “Ten bucks says she’s faking.” Tubby shoved his hands in his pockets and hunched his shoulders.

      “Let’s load up the Cadillac.” Rainey’s voice sounded hollow. We followed and did as she asked. She jingled her keys in one hand. “Do you need a ride home, Tubman?”

      “Naw, I’ll walk.” Tubby stared at me as though expecting something. I didn’t know what to say, so I turned my back on him and got in Rainey’s car. We passed him on the way back to town. He walked with his head down and didn’t acknowledge us.
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        * * *

      

      I got up the next morning thinking I could make things right between Chase and me by the time prom rolled around, but he wouldn’t take my phone calls. Finally, his mother told me he said he was sick.

      Around midday, Eddie Kennedy delivered the Nova to the house all clean and shiny. He took one look at my face and asked Memaw if she minded if he and I took a drive. Eddie wasn’t one of those sensitive men you see on TV shows, but he was the only dad I had. He sat in the Nova’s passenger seat cracking his hairy knuckles and waited for me to talk. I spilled the whole awful tale. My voice hitched when I got to the part about Chase ignoring me.

      “As you can see, I ain’t real good at romance.” Eddie held up his hand and pointed to the finger where a wedding ring would have gone. “But if it was me? I’d go by myself. Have a good time. Let Chase stay at home all sulled up if that’s what he wants.”

      I dropped Eddie off at his trailer and drove straight home. Memaw watched me get dressed and helped me pin my hair into a complicated style she claimed was popular when she was a teenager.

      “Sure you want to do this?” Her mouth was fixed into a grim line split by seams from all her years of smoking.

      I nodded, even though I wasn’t. I drove to the high school alone and parked my daddy’s Nova in the senior parking lot, right next to Chase’s Tahoe.

      So he wasn’t sick. I’d known all along but wanted to believe things were still okay. My chest hitched a couple of times but stopped before the sobs came. I had no more tears to cry over this. I checked my makeup in the cheap compact I brought along. Satisfied it wasn’t going to get any better, I shoved my purse under the passenger seat and got out of the car.

      I took a few steps across the parking lot. Loud music blared from the gym. For some reason, the music made the reality of this moment, going to the prom alone, more painful. Should I just go home? I turned to look at my shiny blue car. Nobody but me would care or notice. The hurt started at my tense shoulders and worked its way down to my feet. I couldn’t go home without showing my face, without letting everybody know I wouldn’t just slink quietly away. I wanted to make Chase as uncomfortable as he’d made me.

      My black pumps, borrowed from Memaw, crunched and clacked over the asphalt of the parking lot. The closer I got to the gym, the more my shoulder muscles tightened. I wanted to confront Chase. I was ready for whatever change it brought about.

      “Hey. Wait. Let me talk to you a second,” said a voice from the shadows.

      My body jerked. I whipped my head around until I saw the red glow of a cigarette ember. Tubby Tubman stepped into the dim light. He took a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and held them out to me. I took a step toward him, reached for them, and shook one out of the pack. He lit it for me, and I inhaled deeply. For the first time, the cigarette didn’t nearly knock me down. The poison in my lungs felt good.

      “My advice, which I’m sure you ain’t interested in hearing, is don’t go in.” Tubby drew on his cigarette, assessing me through squinted eyes.

      I squared my shoulders.

      “Nothing you do’ll make any difference.” He shook his head at me. “And you’ll probably get into trouble.” Tubby shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans.

      I noticed they were new, starched with a crease sharp enough to cut. His plain white button-down shirt and a black tie were a far cry from the tuxedo Chase planned to wear to the prom. This must have been Tubby’s version of formal dress. Maybe he was like me and didn’t have much else.

      “I spent all day preparing myself to get into trouble.” I crossed my arms over my chest and propped my chin on the back of my hand, the smoke from the cigarette drifting up to make my eye water. “Kept expecting the phone to ring, to tell me I was expelled from school for…doing what I did to Felicia.”

      Tubby laughed and nodded. “I kept expecting a sheriff’s mobile to come get me and take my ass back to jail. Eighteen now, so it would be real jail this time.” Tubby tossed his butt away and came closer. “Then I called up Bullfrog at the pool hall. He’s my second cousin, you know? The Frog said Chase and Felicia come in last night like nothing happened. Him and his band played a couple of sets, Felicia sitting right up front. Him and her left together at the end of the night.”

      “You talk to Chase?” I finished my cigarette and crushed it under my shoe.

      “Called him.” Tubby nodded. “He told me she came around by the time they got to the hospital and was okay.”

      I snorted. “And staying the center of Chase’s attention was better than playing victim for the hospital staff and whoever else she could get involved.”

      Tubby took out his cigarettes and offered me another one. I took it. We lit up.

      “I can’t just let her steal my boyfriend and do nothing.” Puffs of smoke came out with my words and floated off into the cool night.

      “Is it worth getting expelled?” Tubby rubbed at the corner of his mouth with his thumb. “You’re eighteen now, right? You could get in legal trouble.”

      “I’m seventeen. I won’t be eighteen until June. Memaw got me into school a year early.” My shoes had started to pinch, and I shifted around. How did women stand these? I bet my last dollar men would never, ever wear them.

      Tubby chuckled and walked to the door. He held it open. “Your funeral. But only go if you think it’ll make you feel better. Because it won’t make a damn to anybody else in there.”

      The music met me at the door. The mirrored disco ball and odd-colored lights and dozens of moving bodies created a kind of writhing darkness. It threw me off kilter. I stood still to get my bearings and then got moving. I walked through the throng, brushing against my classmates. Most ignored me, but a few took in my black dress and styled hair with raised eyebrows. I didn’t have to search for Chase. Most of the gazes darted to the other side of the gym. Knowingly or not, they told me where to go.

      I watched Chase and Felicia for several songs. They sat drinking punch at the table the prom tickets paid for. Every few sips, Chase produced an oblong bottle filled with clear liquid and topped off the drinks. Felicia leaned in close and pressed her cleavage against Chase’s arm. Her shiny lips moved. Probably telling more lies.

      Had she manufactured the whole scene with the broom closet? I studied her pale arms. Sure enough, red scratches covered them. She could have done it herself, but the sound of her terror had seemed so real and immediate. Maybe she had more acting skills than I ever guessed.

      Chase laughed at something she said. Then, as though feeling my stare, he turned and saw me. The smile faded off his face. He stood and smoothed down the fabric of his black tux. Felicia started to stand, but he shook his head at her and approached me.

      “Enjoying yourself?” Stupid, but it was the first thing that came to mind.

      Chase shifted and crossed his arms over his middle.

      I stared into his face, seeing the boy I had a crush on all my life, the one who gave me my first kiss. The first lover I ever had. I’d been reading his emotions so long I identified the dull sadness in his soft brown eyes and the shame in his hunched shoulders.

      “I should have done this a different way,” he muttered. “I know we said we’d take on the world together, but I…when I played those tour dates with Snakebite…I realized I want to be on my own for a while.” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed.

      “So you’re taking up with her? It’d be one thing if you dumped me and went stag.” I felt the stares of my classmates on my back and wanted desperately to turn and face them, but I forced myself to focus on Chase. “If you’re with Felicia, you’re not alone. Plus, you can do better than her.”

      Chase shrugged and shook his head.

      “Look at me, you coward. You couldn’t even come over to the house or tell me on the phone. Instead, I had to come here and see you with that bitch.” The ache throbbed in my middle. It felt like any minute, I’d burst into a million hurting, quivering pieces all over the gym’s shiny floor.

      “I didn’t want to hurt you.” His mouth turned down.

      I believed him. His tenderheartedness came out in just about everything he did, from helping injured animals to playing music for sad people. Had I been nothing more than something hurt he wanted to help? Probably so. Deep anguish closed my throat and made my eyes sting. Why had I come in here? It was time to go. Save as much of my pride as I could.

      “Have fun,” I told Chase.

      He held out his arms, as though we might hug one last time.

      “Don’t even think about touching me.” I stomped toward the exit.

      The shove came from out of nowhere. I was stupid not to expect it, not to keep my peripheral vision on high alert. But I was too focused on feeling like I was fixing to die to notice anything. Even the two-inch heels on Memaw’s sensible pumps were enough to trip me up. I went sprawling, banging my knees on the hard floor. I yelped at the pain.

      Someone behind me imitated the yelp, making it sound like a dog bark.

      I stared at the door. Only five feet away. Just a few steps. The best thing to do right here was ignore the shove and leave. Someone knelt next to me. A dark-skinned hand appeared over mine.

      “You all right?” Rainey spoke in a low voice right into my ear.

      I nodded and took a shuddering breath. “I don’t want to cry in front of them.”

      “So don’t.” She gripped my arm and pulled me to my feet. “For what it’s worth, I wouldn’t either.”

      “Wait a minute,” Chase’s shout rose over the music and the whispers of the other students. “Don’t do that to her.”

      Something hit me in the back. Wetness soaked through the cute black dress and ran down my back and legs.

      “Look, she’s peeing herself.” Felicia’s malicious roar competed with the band in terms of loudness.

      “Let it go.” Rainey tightened her grip on my arm. “You can leave this awful place in two months. Never come back.”

      “I wish I was as smart as you.” My hands curled into fists. I pulled my arm away from Rainey and turned around.

      Felicia held her sides, her laughter coming out in hoarse shrieks. Chase stood behind her. Shock slackened his features. There may have been pity on his face, but I was too pissed to see it. All I saw was a weak little boy pretending to be a man. My breaking heart gasped one last time and died. We were done. Now it was time to settle things with Felicia.

      “Why don’t you throw a drink at me now, you nasty, ugly turd?” I advanced on Felicia, not giving her room to do anything.

      “You’re making the mistake of your life, devil girl.” She worked her mouth and spat in my face.

      It was enough. All the crap she’d dished out since second grade bubbled to the top of my memory, the fury I felt at each incident burning through the shame and making it not matter. I raised one foot and brought the heel down on Felicia’s foot.

      She cried out and shoved me. I grabbed her and dragged her down on the floor with me, ignoring the way the breath whooshed out of me, and the way my teeth clacked painfully together. Felicia’s fingernails dug into my face. I whipped my head to one side and bit down on her forearm. She squealed and used her free hand to pound the side of my head. I ignored the blows and clamped down harder, not lessening my grip until I tasted blood.

      She quit hitting and wailed for someone to help her, to get me off her. Nobody did anything. They just watched. I let go of her arm and spat her own blood at her. Felicia scrambled to her feet and threw a kick at me. I grabbed her leg and stood up, making her overbalance and topple to the floor.

      Then I started kicking. The first kick hit her in the neck. She rolled away, gagging and coughing. The second kick caught her in the middle of the back. A skinny arm went around my waist and dragged me backward.

      “Come on, come on,” Tubby yelled into my ear. “We got to go.” He pulled me out the door and down the concrete steps.

      I beat at him with my fists, still dizzy with rage.

      He ignored me and kept walking until we reached my car. He set me down on the asphalt. I turned to go back into the gym, planning to beat Felicia until she shit herself and stopped breathing. Tubby caught my arm and shoved me against the car. He held me still with his body. His face came toward mine.

      “No. I’m not doing that with you,” I yelled. My voice came out all choked. I touched my cheek and found it wet with tears. How long had I been crying?

      Tubby shook his head, whipping it back and forth. “I don’t want…I just…look, you gotta get in your car and drive away from here. Leave the county. Give things a chance to calm down.” He gripped my shoulders and gave me a hard shake.

      My teeth rattled together, and my head whipped backward. Somehow, it got my attention. Tubby was right. I’d just put myself in a world of trouble, gotten myself kicked out of school. Memaw would never forgive me.

      “Come on.” Tubby squeezed my arms. “Time to go.”

      I nodded, found my key, and got the car open. I turned back to Tubby. “Thank you.”

      He smiled. For the first time, it wasn’t crafty or mean. It was just a smile. We hugged.

      I got in my car and drove away, leaving him there in the parking lot watching me. The city limits sign came up ten minutes later. I flew past without stopping. The yellow stripes rolled past, each one like a bad memory. I drove south until I hit Smith County and stopped at a convenience store to call Memaw on a payphone. She answered on the first ring.

      “Where are you?” Her breath came in sharp pants. She must have already heard what happened. Maybe the sheriff had already been out to the house looking for me.

      “Just crossed the Smith County line. I’m at a convenience store.” I stood shivering in my ruined dress. Oh, how I wished things were different.

      She let out a deep breath. “Okay, okay.”

      “You already know what happened, I guess.” I bit my lower lip. The rush of scolding would come any second.

      “Tubby Tubman—don’t know why you kids call him that—stopped by to tell me. He was worried you’d do something crazy.” The click of her swallowing came over the phone. “I shouldn’t have let you leave the house. It’s my fault—”

      “It’s mine for losing my temper.” The tone came over the payphone, letting me know my time was running out. “I guess I should just come back home.”

      “No,” Memaw said. “Don’t. Keep driving south until you hit Nacogdoches. Find a phone and call this number.” She read off the number and had to repeat it a couple of times while I memorized it. “Her name is Reba Skanes. She’ll be waiting for your call.”

      The call cut off then, and I rushed to the car, found my purse, and wrote the number in eyeliner pencil on a receipt for oil Eddie’d left in there. Then I drove into the night, my thoughts a jumble of regret and fury and hurt.
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        Epilogue

        Three Months Later

      

      

      I recognized Rainey’s car as soon as I turned onto Reba’s street. The newer black Cadillac stood out in a neighborhood of old, beat-up wrecks trying to die a peaceful death. A quick bolt of excitement sped my heart. I hadn’t seen anybody from Gaslight City, other than Memaw and Wilton Bruce, since the night I fled. My plea of guilty to an assault charge and my sentencing to six months’ community service took place in a judge’s chambers.

      I eased into the driveway of Reba’s two-story frame house, careful to leave enough room for Reba when she got off work. Rainey got out of the Cadillac slowly, her face set and solemn. My excitement darkened to dread. What if something happened to Memaw? What if she’d never be back to bring me sugar cookies and tell me she loved me? I climbed out of the Nova and held on the door for support.

      “Hey.” I tried to smile but didn’t think it worked.

      “You mad at me?” Rainey picked at her cuticles.

      “What for?”

      “Good.” She grinned. “Daddy’s doing a revival in Lufkin, and I drove down here with him. Your Memaw said you wouldn’t mind me visiting…but adults don’t really know what we think.”

      A group of teenage boys on bicycles sped past, hooting and hollering in Spanish. Rainey frowned as she watched them go. I was used to them by now.

      “You want to go inside? There’s soft drinks. I can make iced tea.” I started toward the door, freshly painted an evergreen color.

      “This house…” Rainey studied the houses around it. “It’s nice for the neighborhood.”

      “Me and Reba just finished painting it. The porch too.” I gestured to the sky blue ceiling of the porch, which completely puzzled me since nothing else on the house was blue.

      Rainey frowned at it. “Is Reba nice? Do you like living here with her?” She followed me inside. Whatever she thought about Reba’s sheet-covered furniture, she kept it to herself. I was glad not to have to show her what was underneath. It was worse than the sheets.

      “She’s been good to me.” I didn’t mention her strict rules about having the lights out by nine p.m. or her insistence I not stand in front of mirrors. “She works at the dog food factory here in Nacogdoches. From what I can tell, she knew Memaw even before she married my grandfather.”

      Rainey grunted an acknowledgment and followed me into the kitchen where I offered her a diet generic brand soft drink. She shook her head and sat at the cheap wood and glass table set.

      “Miss Leticia said you planned to go to college in the fall.” Rainey fiddled with a salt and pepper set designed to look like chickens. “SFA? I drove through the campus on my way over here. It’s pretty.”

      “I am going to college. Angelina College in Lufkin, though. Maybe SFA later.” I sat at the table. “Matter of fact, I took the GED today. I had to wait until I was eighteen or get a bunch of permission slips filled out.”

      Rainey made a face and shifted. “Was it hard?”

      “Not at all. Mostly reading comprehension. The math was the only part where I had to really think.” I forced out a laugh. Truth was, sitting in a room of people ranging from my age to their sixties taking a high school equivalency test was far from what I imagined myself doing as an eighteenth birthday present. In my fantasies, I always imagined Chase and me driving to California, crossing the desert, laughing and having fun, finally free of Gaslight City. At least the last part was true.

      “You still doing the community service you drew for beating up Felicia?” Rainey kept her gaze trained on the table’s smudged glass.

      “Got another three months. It’s not so bad.” I stared at Rainey’s face. Why had she bothered to come to this part of East Texas, two hours from Gaslight City? Both Nacogdoches and Lufkin were huge towns compared to Gaslight City but still Podunk compared to Dallas and Houston where Rainey had already spent considerable time. “How’d graduation go? Did you make valedictorian?”

      Rainey smiled for the first time. “I did. I guess that’s why I came here. I wanted you to know our senior project won the competition and got the highest grade. I beat Chad Baxter because of it.”

      “Hey, that’s great.” I meant it. “We sure worked hard enough.” And it cost me everything. I let out another fake laugh. “I mean, you probably worked even harder editing it and making Chase score the music.” My cheeks heated at the mention of him. “Did he score the music?”

      “Yeah. He did great. Daddy let us use the church’s recording equipment.” She turned the rooster pepper shaker around and around.

      “Have y’all already been on the cruise? Wasn’t that the prize for winning?” I didn’t really want to know any of this. For the first time in months, I had that old, nervous Gaslight City feeling back. The one where I felt self-conscious and worried all the time.

      Rainey actually laughed, a rich true laugh. “I gave my ticket to my mother. Tubby gave his ticket to my daddy. Chase gave his ticket to his mother. Felicia sold her ticket to Chase’s dad, can you believe that?” She shook her head. “Anyway, they’re going on a couples’ vacation this fall.”

      “Did Chase leave town? Head out for California?” The side of me who beat Felicia to a pulp hoped he dumped her like a load of diarrhea. No matter how much Chase hurt me, I wanted good things to happen for him. He had the talent to go all the way.

      “Chase spends most evenings at Bullfrog’s, either drinking or playing. Teaches guitar during the day.” She locked her gaze on mine. “Still seeing Felicia. Who, by the way, hasn’t yet introduced him to her record producer cousin.”

      A sadness, deeper than I ever expected, tightened my chest. How could Chase just blow off his dream, the one he’d worked so hard on, to knock around Gaslight City like all the losers we made fun of?

      The front door banged open. Rainey and I both jumped as though we’d been caught doing something wrong.

      “Peri Jean, you in here?” Reba’s iron-rough voice drifted into the kitchen.

      “Yes, ma’am. Did I not leave you enough space to park?” I stood from the table, and Rainey followed suit.

      “Naw. That’s fine. But don’t leave this door unlocked, honey. There’s a black Caddy parked out front. I bet it belongs to a drug dealer or some other low life.” Reba closed the door. The sound of her turning the deadbolt came back to us.

      “It’s not a drug dealer. My friend Rainey Bruce is visiting from Gaslight City.” I walked to the front of the house, Rainey trailing behind me.

      We found Reba in the living room taking off her shoes. She smiled at Rainey and gave her a quick nod.

      “You girls going out? This is Friday night, after all. Lots of good places to eat.” She let out a tired sigh and flopped into her recliner, immediately putting up her feet.

      “Why don’t I take you for coffee?” I asked Rainey. “There’s a coffee shop right near campus. They have all sorts of concoctions, even if you don’t like coffee.”

      I took off in my Nova, and Rainey followed in her Cadillac. Soon as we got there, ordered, and sat down, I wondered what I’d been thinking. We’d already talked about everything there was to talk about. Rainey sipped her coffee, taking in the small, fragrant room, studying the kids our age who sat around chatting. It hit me Rainey would have left if she’d said all she had to say. So what did she want to tell me? Sooner I asked, the better.

      “What’d you really come see me for?” I took a sip of my coffee, a drink called Snicker’s Bar, and closed my eyes. This was only the second time I’d treated myself to one. It was just as heavenly as the first.

      Rainey set aside her coffee and leaned across the table. “All right. When I went through the footage we took, I edited the exterior shots of the carriage house into the interviews, just to break them up.” She glanced around the room. “In the exterior shots of the carriage house, I kept thinking I saw something moving in the window. I enlarged it, did everything I could to see what it was. It was a face.” She bit her bottom lip. “A young guy. He looked like he was screaming. I did some research, found a picture of Chris Leeland, an old mugshot. It was him in the window.”

      I didn’t know what response Rainey wanted from me. In my mind, the whole thing was done with. It didn’t matter if Mr. Dowthitt, Chris Leeland, and the Ghost of Christmas Past haunted the carriage house. I hoped to never see the place again.

      “Alice—or whatever her name was—was right. Chris Leeland never left that house.” Her leg jittered under the table, making our drinks shake. I grabbed mine before she turned it over. “I went back through the film. All through it I could see Mr. Dowthitt and Chris Leeland lurking in the shadows, passing through open doorways. In one picture, there’s a set of red eyes looking out of the broom closet.”

      I watched her, waiting for the punch line. If she wanted me to go do some ghost busting mission there at the carriage house, she was shit out of luck.

      Her dark brows knitted at whatever she saw on my face. “It just scared me is all. Freaked me out.” She leaned close. “I had nightmares about it. We were in there with all that stuff.”

      Now she knew how I felt all the time. I shrugged.

      She pursed her lips. “I came here to say I believe in you. I know you aren’t crazy or a liar or a Satanist.”

      “You thought I was?” My voice rose, and several people glanced at us. I lowered my voice. “You thought I was?”

      “I knew you weren’t a Satanist. That’s stupid. The other two, well, I didn’t quite know…but I never thought you deserved to get treated the way you were.” She sat back in her chair. “I am sorry we weren’t better friends in high school. I’m not a people person.”

      “Gee, I never noticed.” I sipped my drink, lukewarm but still good.

      “I enjoyed hanging out with you. And I owe you one. I’d have never made the James Dowthitt connection without you. That was the part the City Council really loved. So I wouldn’t have gotten valedictorian had it not been for your contribution.” She let out a breath, and her shoulders loosened. “Anytime you need me, okay?”

      I nodded, throat too tight to speak. I wished we’d been better friends. Maybe high school wouldn’t have been so lonely and miserable.

      She took one last sip of her coffee and stood. A lot of male eyes watched her graceful sway to the door. She never even noticed them. She was too busy being Rainey.

      I sat in the coffee shop longer than needed, nursing my cold drink and watching the traffic pass by. My life had changed into something I never imagined. It surprised me, but I looked forward to college in the fall and welcomed the new start more than I thought I would. If anybody deserved a chance to start over in a place where nobody knew they weren’t normal, it was me.

      
        
        Keep reading for a sample of the next book in  Peri Jean Mace Ghost Thriller Series.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note from Catie

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hey there!

      

        

      
        One thing about Peri Jean: when she’s had enough, the fists come out.

      

        

      
        Hell of a way to end high school, though. All that effort, and she didn’t even get her diploma.

      

        

      
        But she made the best of it. She moved to a new town. She started over.

      

        

      
        Same as at the end of Forbidden Highway (book 5).

      

        

      
        Speaking of Forbidden Highway, remember the last scene? The one where Peri Jean tracked down her family at that carnival?

      

        

      
        She’s about to get to know them. Both the good stuff and the bad stuff.

      

        

      
        With their help, Peri Jean’s going to end up pissing off the biggest bully she’s ever faced.

      

        

      
        A new chapter in Peri Jean’s life is starting. Is she ready? Are you?

      

        

      
        Keep reading for an excerpt of Crossroads, book 7 in the Urban Fantasy series that pulls you in and won’t let go.
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      The restaurant buzzed around me as early morning patrons filled the space, hungry for a dose of greasy breakfast. The salty tang of frying bacon mixed with the dark smell of brewing coffee made my stomach growl under normal circumstances. Today, sour acid burned my guts.

      He’s late. I shoved the thought away and stared out into the parking lot. No new cars had come since the last time I’d looked sixty seconds ago.

      Late February chill radiated from the huge window. I cupped my half-full coffee mug between my hands and hunched my shoulders. Sitting alone at a big table in a busy restaurant qualified for a championship medal in loserdom. I checked the clock on my cellphone and squirmed.

      My great-uncle Cecil was now fifteen minutes late. My cheeks heated at the idea of being stood up. Cecil had been friendly and welcoming when I’d tracked him down in Livingston, Texas two months earlier. But then he’d proceeded to ignore my phone calls. The only communication I’d had from him consisted of a postcard showing a beach somewhere in Florida. On the back Cecil had written, Hey, Peri Jean! My favorite place in the world! in his scratchy old man’s scrawl. It took me almost a week to remember I’d never given Cecil my address.

      The call asking if I wanted to meet for breakfast had come late the night before, and Cecil had sounded in a rush with people talking in the background. Had I come to the wrong place? This was a popular chain in the Houston area. I racked my memory, calling up Cecil’s papery voice, remembering the street name he’d said. No, this was the right location.

      My shirt, one I wore for client meetings, itched at the seams. I tried to scratch without looking like I was feeling myself up. The itch migrated just out of my reach. A crack in the restaurant’s vinyl booth seat bit into my leg through my black slacks. Why had I decided to dress up? This was stupid. I was stupid.

      I checked my cellphone one more time. Twenty minutes late now. Cecil wasn’t coming. From now on, I wouldn’t answer his calls—fuck wanting to know more about my family. I’d learn about the origins of my growing power, or not, on my own. I tried to catch the waitress’s eye to signal for my check.

      The woman stood with her back to me, talking to a table full of men dressed in jeans and work shirts. She laughed at something, throwing her head back, flirting with them for better tips. Great.

      My black opal pendant pinged on my chest, signaling the presence of magic. I turned my attention back to the parking lot in time to watch my great-uncle get out of a four-door pickup. He finger-combed his thinning dark hair back and, smiling, said something to someone still inside the truck.

      He’d brought others with him? My heart thudded harder. Now I’d have to impress not only Cecil but also whoever was with him. I wasn’t sure I could pull it off. All the ways I could screw up danced merrily through my head. I saw myself spilling coffee, getting food caught in my teeth, or just saying the wrong thing.

      “Ma’am?” A voice interrupted my increasingly dark thoughts. “Can you help me?”

      I turned away from the window. My visitor, a girl a few years my junior, wore a black tank top, the straps of her turquoise bra visible. Chill bumps covered her arms.

      Her wide, tear-filled eyes locked on mine. “I was sitting in this booth earlier. My fiancé and I left, and I realized I’ve lost my engagement ring.” She held up one hand and pointed to her third finger.

      “Let’s see if it’s here.” I stood from the booth and began searching through the crevices of the seat, most of my attention on the four-door truck in the parking lot. A young blonde woman had gotten out. Someone inside handed her a baby boy with black curls who was just big enough to start walking. He immediately began kicking for her to let him down. She set him on the parking lot’s asphalt but gripped his hand. Another adult-sized arm reached out of the truck, this one masculine. Someone tapped my arm.

      “You see it?” A tear spilled out of one eye and tracked down the girl's cheek. She swiped at it, her lips trembling. “Me and Will just got engaged last night. We came here for an early breakfast to celebrate. Got home and didn’t have the ring.”

      I re-doubled my efforts, even kneeling to look under the table, but saw nothing other than dirt, trash, and a dropped French fry. I stood and shook my head at her. “I’m sorry.”

      She dug in her bag, took out an envelope, and scribbled something on it. I took my attention off her and watched the front door. Cecil walked in, spotting me immediately. The young woman, now holding onto two small children for dear life, crowded in behind him. A man I recognized as my cousin Finn entered the restaurant behind them, a blonde on his arm. A hostess spoke to them. Cecil pointed at me and then gestured to the children. She nodded, grabbed two kiddie chairs, and followed them.

      The girl with the missing ring set the envelope on my table. “Will said the ring cost him one month’s salary, so I’m willing to offer a $500 reward. If you find it, call this number. ”

      Please leave now. I couldn’t say those words out loud, so I nodded, pretty sure she’d never see the ring again.

      Cecil and his entourage were halfway across the restaurant. My black opal gave another ping, probably in response to the supernatural gifts they shared with me. My shoulders cranked higher, and my heart tried to jackhammer its way out of my chest.

      The missing ring girl followed my gaze, eyes widening. She mumbled her thanks and hurried away. Before I had time to analyze the weird encounter, Cecil was close enough to hold out his arms to me.

      I went to him, and we hugged. He held me at arm’s length and put one chilly hand on each side of my face. He smiled, his dentures catching the harsh overhead lights. “You remind me so much of my sister.”

      The well of loss, the one that came and went since the death of my beloved Memaw, opened up. I swallowed against it. My cousin Finn, thin-faced and handsome in an anemic way, pushed around Cecil and wrapped his arms around me. He’d been so busy in December we barely had a chance to speak, but our connection went all the way back to the night I got my raven tattoo when I was eighteen.

      The blonde had taken Cecil’s arm. She stared straight ahead at nothing in particular. And I saw she was young. Really young. Both girls were. What the hell were they doing with Cecil, who had to be in his eighties, and Finn, who was within a few years of my age?

      Cecil pulled her toward me. “This is my daughter, Jadine. My wife and I adopted her as an infant.”

      That made sense. Jadine held out one hand, a smile curving her shapely lips, eyes still not meeting mine. It hit me then. Jadine was blind. I took her warm, slim hand in mine and gave it a shake. “Good to meet you.”

      “I’m the one told Papaw to call you.” Her voice was soft and melodious as wind chimes on a fall day. “I saw you in a dream, sitting in our motor home.”

      “Jadine’s got a touch of the sight.” Cecil smiled. “Sometimes her visions warn us about things. Sometimes they remind us to do things—like call and have breakfast with you.”

      Everybody laughed. I joined in, but hesitantly. Cecil said Jadine was his daughter. Why did she call him Papaw? I’d never heard of someone calling their father Papaw.

      Finn pushed the girl-woman holding a toddler on one hip and a barely walking baby on the other hip toward me. “This here’s my wife, Dillon.”

      Dillon pushed the toddler at her husband and extended the hand it freed up. Dark-haired and thin, Dillon had more freckles than anybody I’d ever met, other than Hannah Kessler. Makeup covered most of the freckles on her face, but little reddish dots covered her hands and the part of her chest visible above the neckline of her shirt. The two of us shook. Dillon's grip ground my bones together. I returned her squeeze because I don’t take shit off anybody. Dillon's lips curved.

      “I think I’m gonna like you.” She had more of a drawl than I did, and her words ran together. She didn’t look any older up close. She looked younger. Twenty-two tops. I did the math. She must’ve been a teenager when she and Finn got together.

      Finn, busy putting his son and daughter in their special chairs, took care to be gentle and patient, speaking to each child and giving them kisses on their heads. They responded to his touch with smiles.

      The little girl leaned around him to stare at me. She had the same dark eyes as Finn, Cecil, and I have. Something in the depths of them caught my attention, pulled at my emotions.

      “Zora,” she yelled at me.

      “My oldest.” Dillon slid into the booth. “She’s a ringtail tooter. My boy is Zander. He’s kinda quiet. We wanted Z names ’cuz it’s unusual…” She trailed off, maybe realizing Zora mesmerized me. I stuttered a compliment on the names, which were unique and nice, and kept staring at Zora.

      She didn’t look like our family other than the brown eyes. Her mahogany colored hair curled into cunning ringlets, which looked to be the same texture as Dillon's. The brutal Texas sun would probably burn and freckle her velvety skin into oblivion. Then she’d be a near carbon copy of her mother. Nothing wrong there. Dillon was cute as a label on a beer bottle. But there was something familiar in the little girl’s eyes. “She’s beautiful,” I murmured.

      “Gonna sit down?” Finn motioned for me to get into the booth first so he could sit by his children. I startled, so intent on staring at Zora I’d almost forgotten everybody else. I obeyed and scooted all the way to the wall, leaning against the cold window.

      The waitress came over, and we ordered. My jaw dropped when I heard the lavish amounts of food my family ordered. Enough for ten people, let alone five. Memaw had always been so conservative with our money.

      “I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch,” Cecil said as soon as the waitress left.

      I pulled my gaze off Zora’s. There was something so familiar about her. I couldn’t quite place it.

      “Hope you didn’t take offense.” Cecil added.

      I shook my head to indicate it was okay, although his silence had confused and hurt me.

      “We have a little community of sorts. There are strict rules about who gets brought in.” Cecil and Finn exchanged a long look.

      Finn’s dark eyes flashed with mischief. “You showing up like you did in December ruffled some feathers. They got onto Papaw something fierce.”

      I opened my mouth to apologize but was struck again by Finn calling Cecil Papaw. Finn was Cecil’s nephew. His grandmother had been one of Cecil’s sisters, just like Memaw. Weird.

      Cecil smiled at whatever he saw on my face. “What is it? You can ask us anything.”

      “Both Jadine and Finn have called you Papaw.” I tried to think of a way to word the question without being rude.

      They all laughed, but Cecil spoke. “All the family calls me Papaw. I want you to do it, too, when it feels right.” He smiled. “Which I hope it does, soon. This is such a big, important day.” He gestured at the group gathered around the table. “This right here is the last of our family.” Cecil’s eyes misted, and he swallowed hard. He reached for my hand. I let him take it.

      “I really hope I didn’t cause y’all too many problems showing up like I did,” I said, remembering what Finn said about the other members of their community giving Cecil the dickens over it.

      “Fuck anybody who doesn’t want you.” Dillon raised her brows, creating a fan of wrinkles on her forehead. That fair, freckled skin would only look young a few more years. Poor thing. “’Cuz we do.”

      Finn chuckled and touched his fingers to his temple, reminding me so much of my father and my uncle Jesse it almost hurt. Was this what Daddy would have looked like had he lived into his thirties?

      “What happened to everybody?” I glanced around the table. “When I got my tattoo, there seemed to be quite a few of you.”

      The table went quiet, glances I couldn’t quite read exchanged.

      “Bad luck, more or less.” Cecil stared at his hands. “My sister Ruth, your memaw’s twin, died of cancer. Same thing happened to her son, who was Finn’s father.”

      I glanced at Finn. I remembered meeting both his father and his mother all those years ago.

      “My mother couldn’t stand the idea of life without Pops.” Finn’s thin lips were set in a grim line. “My sister, Mindy, married a guy from France and moved there. But my sister, Lottie, she disappeared. We think somebody bad got her.”

      “My first wife and two children died in a plane crash in the sixties.” Cecil stared at his hands, and I regretted bringing all this up. “I didn’t remarry for years. Then I met Shelly and fell in love again. We have Jadine together.”

      The waitress brought plate after plate of food to the table. I was glad for the interruption, realizing I’d brought up a sad subject. Everyone dug into their food. Plates were passed, samples offered. My stomach, sour from nerves, kept me from enjoying any of it. Cecil and the rest of my family ate heartily, but they barely made a dent in all the food they ordered.

      Feeling the weight of someone’s gaze on me, I raised my head and found Zora staring. I smiled. She smiled back. My black opal pinged, and I put my hand to my chest. The magic, the strong magic anyway, came from her. Was that what felt so familiar? I watched her, thinking about it. No. There was something else. I still couldn’t put my finger on it.

      The waitress approached, check in hand. “Need anything else?” She stared at all the uneaten food.

      “Nope.” Dillon held out her hand for the check.

      I half stood and reached for the check. “No. I’ve got it.” And I was willing. For the first time in my life, I had money to spare.

      Dillon snatched the check and tucked it under her plate. She winked at me.

      What did that mean? Butterflies and Valkyries swam in my stomach. Memaw always told me these people were cons. Was I about to get into the middle of some weird eat-and-run scene? I squirmed at the idea of calling Griff and Mysti from the police station.

      Finn tugged my sleeve. “When we came in, there was a woman talking to you. What did she want?”

      “She’d lost her engagement ring.” I pulled the envelope with her contact information on it out of my pocket and showed it to them. “She offered me a five hundred dollar reward.”

      Everybody at the table, including Jadine, burst out laughing. Zora clapped her hands and shouted along. Zander watched with big, solemn eyes and stuck his thumb in his mouth. Dillon stopped howling long enough to reach over and take it out. She handed him a part of a syrup-doused waffle in trade.

      Cecil leaned across the table and winked at Finn. “Where’s her partner, boy?”

      Finn leaned back and surveyed the restaurant, fingertips drumming on the table, eyes narrowed. The fingers stopped drumming. “Lady by herself over there. Short, soccer mom hair. Expensive bag.”

      We all stared at her.

      “They thought Peri Jean here was a good mark until we rescued her.” Finn patted my arm. “Easier to get somebody by themselves to do something stupid, you know? But now Soccer Mom is focused on that older dude with the gold watch. The one eating at the counter?” The man sat hunched over a newspaper, one finger hooked through the handle of a coffee mug. “She’s getting ready to play it…right now.” Finn softly snapped his fingers, and Soccer Mom stood like magic. She walked over to the man with the fancy watch and dropped something on the floor. Then she clapped her hands to her cheeks and gasped. Soccer Mom had to tap the man’s shoulder to get his attention. She pointed to whatever she’d thrown on the floor. The man bent and picked up a piece of jewelry.

      “What’s going on?” I directed the question to no one and everyone at the same time.

      “It’s an old scam, but a good one.” Cecil grinned. “It takes a two-person team. The first person identifies a mark and tells him she lost her ring or some other expensive item and says she’ll offer a reward. You met her already. The second person on the team, your Soccer Mom, finds the ring within sight of the mark.” Cecil gestured to the man and woman. They had their heads together, intent on each other. “The mark already has the contact information of the girl who supposedly lost the ring. He’ll say she’s offering a reward.” As Cecil spoke, the man pulled an envelope just like mine out of his pocket and showed it to Soccer Mom. She checked her cellphone and shook her head, pointing at the exit.

      “But Soccer Mom has an appointment she just has to get to.” Finn said the words with feeling, dark eyes glinting. “Now she’s going to offer to let the guy buy her out of the reward. How much did you say the reward was?”

      “Five hundred dollars.” I watched the scene, mesmerized.

      “Soccer Mom’ll offer to let him keep the ring and collect the reward for, say, two hundred fifty dollars.” Cecil sat up straight, smiling at the transaction. Sure enough, the man pulled out his wallet and peeled off some bills.

      “But, see, he’s going to find out that number on the envelope doesn’t work.” Finn fake pouted. “And when he takes the ring to a pawn shop, he’ll find out it’s costume jewelry.”

      Soccer Mom handed her mark the ring, shook his hand, and headed for the door.

      “Aren’t we going to stop her?” I tried to stand.

      Finn put his hand on my shoulder and pushed me back down. “No, we’re going to…”

      The waitress appeared at the table, blocking our view. “I can take that check whenever you’re ready.”

      Dillon moved her arm to cover the edge of the check. “We done paid our bill.” She made her voice sound high, bewildered, and incredibly young. She stared into the waitress’s face. “I give you a hundred and a twenty. Told you to keep the change.”

      The waitress’s face went blank. She blinked twice and slowly nodded. “Sure. Sure, I remember. Y’all have a nice day.”

      “Time to go.” Cecil stood and helped Jadine out of the booth. Finn and Dillon each grabbed a kid and took off for the door. I stumbled after them, feeling dirty and dishonest. Our meal would probably come out of that poor woman’s paycheck. And we allowed that man to get conned. I followed Cecil and the rest of my family to their monstrous pickup and watched them load up, much more hurriedly than they’d arrived. I pulled my car keys from my purse and shifted foot to foot.

      Dillon turned to me once her kids were inside the truck. “The persuasion on that waitress won’t wear off for another hour or so. She ain’t gonna run out all hollering and shit.”

      “But we still have to go.” Finn pulled me into a quick hug. “Those two women with their rings been running their scam all night, and that one lady has several thousand dollars in her car. We gonna get that money.”

      Jadine leaned out the passenger window. “She’s about to get a flat tire. She’ll call her partner then. We’ll have to hurry if we’re going to catch her alone.”

      Finn climbed into the back of the truck, and Dillon shoved a slip of paper at me. On it were written several phone numbers, each with a name after. “This is Finn, me, and Jadine. You call or text anytime. Jadine’s got one of them special phones that reads the texts to her.”

      “Y’all aren’t going to rob that woman, are you?” I reached into my pocket and felt for my antacids, found my cigarettes instead, and lit one. It did little to calm my jangling nerves.

      “You saw me in that restaurant.” Dillon leveled her gaze on mine. “You think I need to force anybody to give me anything?”

      Obviously, she and I had different definitions of rob. Best to drop it.

      “Oh, in that vision I mentioned.” Jadine waved her hand at me.

      “Yes?” I answered out loud so she’d know I was paying attention since she couldn’t see me nod.

      “You were getting into a horse-drawn carriage. I got a real bad feeling.” She paused and frowned. “I’m not sure what it meant. Sometimes the stuff I see is symbolic—”

      “Wrap it up.” Finn snapped his fingers.

      “Just don’t get in any carriages.” Jadine held out her pale hand. I took it and squeezed.

      “Thank you.” I stood on my tiptoes to see Cecil. We exchanged a smile, and he blew me a kiss.

      “See you soon, baby.” He peeled out of his parking place before I had time to answer.

      I watched them cut off another car getting out of the parking lot. The driver laid on his horn. Cecil’s window lowered, and the old man’s fist popped out. He flipped the other driver the bird and pumped it for emphasis.

      Holy guacamole. What had I gotten myself into? Not paying for breakfast. Robbing another criminal. Despite what Dillon said, that’s what they were headed off to do. Memaw would have had an absolute shit fit over all this.

      I got into my car and caught a glimpse of myself in the rearview mirror. My eyes glowed like dark fire. I shivered from the excitement. What was the matter with me? Hadn’t I learned anything from Memaw? Sure I had. Family was everything. And what was left of mine accepted me. They wanted something to do with me. I let out a cackle.

      My cellphone dinged. It was Mysti reminding me we had an appointment. I got in my own hurry.
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      An hour later, I stood in a strange kid’s bedroom, shocked that Griffin Reed, my boss, had allowed a teenage boy to hire us. This damn kid should have been in school.

      I wrinkled my nose against the smell of dirty socks and glanced at Mysti Whitebyrd, my friend and mentor. She held a lace hanky to her face. Griff frowned at me, silently asking what my problem was. I shook my head and turned my attention back to the pimple-faced teenager whose socks smelled like Satan’s foot cheese.

      “We moved here last year. Soon as I told my friends, they were all telling me how my house would probably be haunted.” His name was Travis, and he spoke directly to my tits, gaze sometimes wandering to the tattoos on my arms or the heavy silver rings on my fingers. I wanted to snap my fingers at the kid and point at my eyes. Griff would have my ass if I did.

      “Why’s that?” I dipped my head, trying to make eye contact. My skin crawled from his staring. I knew teenage boys had to learn how to act decent in public like the rest of us, but this one needed special training. Like a quick shot of my cowboy boot to his nuts.

      “Back in olden times, like plantations and slaves times, a whole bunch of murders took place right near here. Like a serial killer. You know?” The kid stopped staring at my chest long enough to check my face, make sure I was following. I nodded.

      “Do you think that has anything to do with what you’re experiencing now?” Griff wandered around the room, frowning at the filth.

      “Not at first, no. Sure, I saw a few weird things out in the woods, like signs of people maybe devil worshipping.” Because anything unfamiliar is always devil worship. “But then I met Neecie and things got out of control.” Travis extended one grubby finger to the tattoo peeking out of my shirt’s neckline. “Hey, is that real?”

      “Don’t touch me.” I pushed his hand away. Travis dropped his gaze back to my tits. “Let’s just stick to what you’ve experienced. Who’s Neecie, and how did the two of you make things worse?”

      “Neecie’s, like, older.” He raised his eyebrows at me. “She’s got her own place and everything. We met at Dragon’s Daze. She ignored me until she found out where I live.”

      “And then?” Mysti came to stand beside me, arms crossed protectively over her bosom. She cocked her head and watched Travis.

      “She came over one weekend my parents were gone, stayed all weekend, if you know what I mean.” He glanced at my face to make sure I was listening. I gave him a weak smile, wondering what kind of grown woman would fool around with this little weenie. “We had a séance with an Ouija board.”

      Griff winced. “Not a great thing to do.”

      “We didn’t make contact with any spirits, but the next week, in the middle of the night, I saw the carriage.” Gooseflesh rose on his smooth arms, and he gave them a vigorous rub.

      Jadine’s talk about her vision rushed to the forefront of my mind. “What a minute. A carriage? Like with horses?”

      “It came every night. It would just stop at the curb of the house, and the door would open.”  This time Travis stared straight into my face.

      Jadine said her visions were sometimes symbolic, but the carriage must have been real. Why would I get into a ghost carriage? Maybe the message was for Travis. He began talking again before I could pass it on.

      “You remember what I was telling you about the serial killer from the olden days?” Travis glanced at Mysti and Griff, including them. “People from around here call him the Coachman. Legend goes the Coachman went around in a carriage trolling for people to kill. Kids. Legend says if you get in the Coachman’s carriage, you’ll never come back.”

      A chill crept up my back. Something was off here. I’d felt the presence as soon as I got out of Griff’s SUV. It hung over the neighborhood like toxic smog. Having Travis’s story entwine with Jadine’s vision spooked me even worse. “You stayed away from the carriage, didn’t you?”

      “Well…” Travis’s gaze slid off my boobs and to the matted, beige carpet. “I think I did. But this one night, I dreamed I went down to the door and opened it, and there was this man there. Dressed, you know, like olden times.”

      Olden times, indeed. I tried not to shake my head and almost made it.

      “Night after that, I heard the voice. It came from my closet. It said, ‘Traviiiiiiis.’” He lowered his voice to a growl. “Then there was, like, this chuckle. The next day, Ash Mettlin disappeared.”

      “And you think that had something to do with the haunting?” Mysti glanced at me, disbelief clear on her face.

      “What if Ash got into the carriage? She was a few years younger than me.” Travis hunched his shoulders.

      A dark shadow passed by Travis’s bedroom door. Something was in this house, something nastier than what I’d felt outside. I let my consciousness sink deep until it found Priscilla Herrera’s mantle, the gasoline behind my magical power. It sent prickles all over my body. The black opal heated to nearly unbearable levels, and my vision changed. It sharpened to the point that things vibrated. Something brushed against my consciousness and sent a shiver down my back.

      The spirit entered the room and perched in one corner. The translucent man wore the clothes Travis had described as “olden.” He crossed his arms over his chest and glared at me.

      Brad, Mysti’s brother and another employee of Griff’s private investigations business, stepped into the room, his face pale and shiny with sweat. Mysti raised her eyebrows in silent question. He nodded and wiped at the back of his neck. The initial cleansing of the outer rooms was done. No wonder the ghost came in here.

      Mysti nodded at me. "Time to start this rodeo.”

      “Has the spirit tried to make any further contact with you?” I knelt on the floor, unzipped the backpack holding my spelling supplies, and dug in it without looking at Travis. Maybe he’d come close to the truth without me staring at him.

      “Sometimes there’s a dark shadow behind me in the mirror.” Travis knelt next to me and peered into my backpack. “And I have nightmares. Awful nightmares.” He reached for something in my backpack, and I slapped his hand.

      I took out what I’d need for the banishment spell. Salt. Sage. White candles. My athame. I glanced at Mysti. “You doing this with me?”

      She shook her head, smiling a little. “I’m assisting today.” Brad picked up the candles and began placing them in a circle around me. Travis tried to leave the circle, and Brad stopped him. “You invited the spirit here. You’re going to have to tell it you want it gone.”

      “But I didn’t think…I mean, isn’t this stuff sort of risky?”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Griff rolled his head back until it touched his shoulders. “You had a séance with a hot, older woman in here, and now you’re too chicken to undo the damage?”

      I snorted and stopped Brad’s progress with the candles long enough to roll up the rug covering the wood floor. Brad nodded his approval, picked up the candles, and began walking his sunwise circle again.

      “What’re you doing?” Travis’s eyes bugged out. Made him look like a frog, if frogs had zits.

      “Making a circle,” I snapped. “Which I wouldn’t have to do if you hadn’t had a funky monkey sex séance with Neecie. By the way, did she offer to help you clean up this mess?”

      “She quit answering my calls.” Travis’s face flamed.

      “Figures.” I closed my eyes and reached for the mantle. The familiar buzz filled me, but it felt thin. I drew back, puzzled. The mantle had never let me down before. It always provided enough magic to achieve my means. I pulled at the power, reached for more. It didn’t come. All I had was what I had. It would have to work. I took a deep breath and let the power bloom inside me.

      Everything came to life. The slight humidity in the small room felt big as drops of rain on my skin. The wood beneath my feet sent earth magic, leftover from when it was part of a tree, through the bones of my feet. Even the flames from the candles sent off little sparks of magic. A slight breeze crept over my skin. Brad finished lighting candles and came to stand next to me.

      “The elements are here,” I breathed. “Are you ready?”

      “Y-y-yes.” Brad’s breath came in near pants. The thrum of his heart in his chest was as clear to my ears as the gentle winter sunlight streaming in through the window.

      I pulled the earth magic into me. The room hazed over with a greenish cast. Athame in hand, I walked to the first candle and began my chant.

      “Elements of wind, fire, earth, and water

      I, of the ancient blood, gather your power

      I maiden, mother, and crone—all and none—circle around

      Seeking blessings and protection, on this sacred ground

      Circle of light

      Dance of the moon

      Burn white and bright

      Protect all living souls in this room.”

      I stopped where I’d started and raised my arms over my head. The tide of power rose in me, surging through. The candles burned harder, hissing and popping. Travis mumbled something, and Brad told him to shut up.

      “Spirits in this house, I call you to me.” The closet door blasted open and slammed against the wall. The bed shook. The radio came on and blared some stupid sounding crap. The flat screen TV flicked on, a shadow standing in the static. Travis screamed like a girl. I ignored his outburst and spoke to him in a firm voice. “Travis, you have to tell it to go. Tell it there’s a better place waiting for it. Tell it to trust me.”

      “S-s-spirits, you can’t stay. Trust this lady to send you to a better place.” Travis’s voice cracked and went up several octaves. I glanced at him to find him at the edge of the circle. Brad had a death grip on his arm.

      “You go out, you lose the protection we have here.” Brad strained against the younger man’s terror.

      “Spirits, go back the way you came to find peace.” Wind kicked up. Papers flew around the room. Books slid across the floor. The spirit still hovered in the corner of the ceiling, as though it was waiting for something. Tiredness crept through my body, an ache in my bones. I wiped sweat off my forehead and glanced at the door. Mysti and Griff stood there holding bundles of sage. Mysti raised her eyebrows at me.

      I gathered the last of my energy and grabbed at the spirit. We met, and his wrongness, the sliminess of his evil, settled over me. I siphoned more magic and felt it run out. Fear chilled my blood. I tried again and got nothing more than a weak flutter of energy. No. How can this be? I concentrated so hard I shook. The mantle’s energy hovered just out of my reach. To hell with it. I’d just have to keep fighting. I grabbed a handful of salt and tossed it at the spot in the corner of the room. “By the powers of earth, air, wind, and fire, I command you to leave this room. You cannot be invited back by anybody but me.”

      A rending sound filled the room. Pressure whined in my ears. I tossed another handful of salt at the spirit, so weak I could barely lift my arm. I had to end this thing. “Go now.” I pulled on the power of the mantle and got nothing.

      Next to me Travis began to laugh. It started out as snorts and snickers but evolved into booming chuckles. The boy turned to me, eyes gone wild and insane. Fear beat its wings inside me, desperate to escape the thing I’d foolishly invited into my circle. The spirit rushed out of Travis and at me, dark and formless, the only identifiable feature a mouth yawning open, ready to eat me up in one gulp.

      I tried to gather my strength, to repel it, but I was too weak and tired. It hit me like a hammer between the eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Darkness spread over my vision, pulling me down deep, into the part of myself where I never went, to the dark places I kept bottled up and hidden. I hit bottom and opened my eyes.

      A sea of curious yet impassive faces hovered, staring down at me. I heard their voices but didn’t understand a one of their words. They could have been speaking a foreign language. Their white coats blended with the light and the smell of sterility and pain. Desperate sweat broke out all over my body.

      “You’ve got to calm down, Peri Jean,” said the woman with her hair drawn into such a tight bun it elongated her eyes. “We can’t help you if you can’t quit screaming.”

      “I want my momma. I want someone to call my momma.” My voice, high and childish, pushed a tide adrenaline through me. A wild horse of fear strained in my chest. This was wrong, all of it wrong. I already did this. I already lived through this. Why am I here again?

      “We’re going to have to sedate you if you can’t calm down.” The man had a tuft of gray hair sticking out of the collar of his shirt. His face, square and plain, leaned toward me. He attempted a smile, but his eyes flashed with something else. Impatience? Anger?

      I opened my mouth to explain I didn’t belong here, to tell them I was an adult, I knew the law, and they couldn’t hold me. Instead the childish voice came out. “Momma! Help me! Please come get me. I’ll be a good girl this time.”

      A dark figure rose behind the doctors, the features of the ghost from Travis’s room slowly taking form. He straightened the ascot at the neck of his bright white shirt and parted the shining white sea of lab coats to lean over me. His breath smelled like rotting leaves and dead flowers.

      “Your mother isn’t coming. Nobody is. You’re not worth it.” A syringe appeared between his thick fingers, its needle sharp and long, a drop of clear liquid clinging to its tip.

      I tried to wrench control of my mind back from this ghost. He shouldn’t have been able to manipulate me like this. But he pushed the needle toward me, and I lost it screaming, “No, no, no.” The shot they gave me at the mental hospital had made me float. The ghosts of the place had hovered over me, jeering into my face. “Not again, no.”

      The needle plunged into my arm with a sharp sting, and I drifted away and floated down a hallway of nightmare images, distorted and wavering and dizzying, their pull magnetic.

      Through a doorway with a cracked and tilted frame, my mother slit my father’s throat, her eyes glittering with venomous hate. He fell to his knees, hands uselessly pressing against the gaping wound. He turned his head in my direction and stared at me, his eyes gone black and pupil-less. I clapped my hand over my mouth and ran.

      Through another doorway, the body of my cousin Rae lay spread out and used up on a camper table, her eyes glazed and still. She jumped and blinked, then rolled her eyes to stare at me. Her dry, cracked lips moved, and her voice sounded like something moving in a grave. “They’ll get you in the end, cousin. Might as well give up now. Just close your eyes and give up.” She smiled, and her teeth were smeared with blood. I screamed and ran into the next horror.

      A long empty hallway appeared before me. Red and white streamers, the Gaslight City school colors, waved from the walls. Distant music made its way to me. I recognized the song from my senior prom.

      Steps slow, I drifted toward the entrance to the gymnasium, dread cutting at me. Another scene I didn’t want to see. I tried to stop, but my feet kept right on taking steps. At the doors, I tried holding my hands tight to my sides. One drifted out on its own accord and pushed open the door. Bodies moved around, some dancing, some talking.

      I floated toward the table in the back, knowing what I’d find. Chase Fischer, the love of my life, sat with the girl who stole him from me. She giggled as I approached. Chase turned to me and smiled. Smoke rose from his tuxedo, drifting lazily to the ceiling. Then the garment burst into flames.

      Chase acted as though nothing was the matter as the skin on his face rippled, parched, and broke open. He said, “We’re waiting for you down here. Just let go. Let it happen.” He repeated himself once, then again. His voice sped up, getting higher and higher until his words degenerated into an unintelligible shriek. The skin peeled off his body, leaving nothing but a blackened skeleton. Next to him, Felicia clutched her sides and convulsed with mirth.

      I backed away from them, my heart an aching throb in my chest. My arms ached with blood rushing through them. I tripped on something and fell. I hurtled through a black expanse and came into a room where someone with a thick, flat accent ranted endlessly. Lights cast a dim glow, and my vision faded in. But I didn’t need to see the ranter to recognize Michael Gage’s voice.

      We sat in the secret room off his study in the Mace House. It smelled like cigarette smoke and cheap perfume. Gage looked the same way he did after the final time we tangled. Blood flowed from his ears and nose. The whites of his eyes glowed red. He shuffled toward me, holding out one hand. “It’s you and me, baby. You can’t run. I’m always here, ready to play. Why don’t you take off your clothes?”

      “Peri Jean? Fight. Do not let this happen.” Mysti’s voice shook the wood-paneled walls and made the light fixture vibrate. “I’m here. We’re going to get the ghost out of you. He’s trying to trick you. Do you hear me?”

      I did hear her, but my mind closed off and drifted away, the way it sometimes did when I dreamed. The scene with Michael Gage dissolved. I woke up in a place I thought I’d forgotten.

      The mildewy smell of dirty carpet filled my senses. Nasty fibers tickled my nose. My abdomen cramped, shooting threads of pain down my thighs. I wanted to get up, to at least lie on my beat-up couch, but I couldn’t move. All I could do was hold my hands laced over my belly where my ex-husband had kicked me before he stormed out, still screaming about the money he’d come for. A bolt of pain shot through me, this cramp worse than all the others, and a wetness bloomed between my legs.

      “Peri Jean?” Mysti’s voice came from the bathroom. “Can you still hear me? Oh shit, Griff. I think she’s given up, let this thing have her.”

      My eyes snapped open. I raised my head and surveyed the wreckage of the apartment I’d rented after my husband and I split up. The door to the tiny, cockroach-infested bedroom swung open, hinges groaning.

      The dark shadow strolled out of the bedroom and came to stand over me. He made a clicking sound inside his mouth and pouted. “Such a hard, sad life. Let me make it better.” He leaned toward me and opened his mouth. His stench enveloped me.

      I recoiled but was too weak to escape. Something inside me flip-flopped. A hum I recognized as the mantle’s power stuttered through me. The tips of my fingers and the skin on my face tingled and grew numb, like a vital blood vein was blocked or a plugged drain was backing up. An uncomfortable feeling of fullness swelled my insides. Then my magic began to work its way out. It came from my mouth in a thick thread and passed into the ghost’s open mouth. Deep inside, pain awoke, throbbing in the side of my neck. For some reason, the image of a funnel overflowing came to mind. A bright flash of pain jolted through me, like something had ripped.

      I snapped to attention. This sorry son of a bitch was taking away my power. No way. Not if I had any fight left. I pulled myself together enough to let out a howl in the face of the spirit. Its force shoved him backward. I rolled onto my knees and pulled myself to a standing position using the back of the old, plaid couch I’d wanted to lie on a few seconds earlier when I thought I was dying. The dark spirit made a gesture with one hand, and a wave of black shot out at me. It hit me in the chest and knocked me to the floor. My clarity slipped away.

      I smelled the damp earth, the medicinal smell of pines, and my own sweat. My hand hurt where it had been cut so my blood could be used against me. My magic blood. Something, some idea of what I should do, scratched at my consciousness, trying to get out. I tried to zero in on it, but a familiar voice interrupted me.

      “Open your eyes, you worthless piece of shit.” I’d always recognize my mother’s voice, no matter how long I went without hearing it.

      I did what she said before I could think better of it. Dirt covered her hair and filled her empty eye sockets. Something, some creature, writhed between her parted lips.

      “Someone who kills her own mother doesn’t have a chance at redemption. Doesn’t deserve a chance.” She came closer. Things moved under her skin. I winced away, pressing my back against the tree, its sharp bark biting into my skin. “But you can make things different. Do something good for once in your life. All you have to do is give up.”

      Jadine appeared next to my dead mother, eyes fixed on me, seeing me. “Peri Jean, girl, you gotta go back. You hear me?”

      I managed to nod at her.

      “Just listen for the real world. That’s how you get out of a bad vision.” She gave my shoulder a gentle shake.

      “Get out, blind girl.” The ascot-wearing ghost’s roar of rage came from all around me.

      Jadine winked out of sight.

      I tried to do what she’d said and listened hard for the real world. Tap tap tap. The sound almost wasn’t there. I focused on it. A window appeared between two huge pine trees. Glass sheeted down to fill it. On the other side of the glass perched my raven. While I watched, he pecked the glass.

      My vision whirled and changed again. I was on my back, lying on a bed, with people leaning over me. I breathed in, expecting to smell hospital grade cleaner but instead smelled dirty socks. Griff’s face, shiny with sweat, came into focus. Eyes wild and frantic, he held something under my nose. I winced away from it.

      “Peri Jean?” Mysti leaned into my face. “That you?”

      Bright light flashed in my vision, and a syringe with a long needle appeared in Mysti’s hand. I yelped and struggled against the arms holding me down.

      The mantle rose up, wild and out of control, its power burning my veins, screaming through me. I pushed at the extra entity inside me and felt him lodge deeper. My breath came too fast, in dry pants, and my head swam with the surplus oxygen.

      Tap tap tap. Tap tap tap.

      “Let the fucking bird in,” I screamed.

      Griff snapped his attention off me and stared at the window, mouth opening at the shining black raven perched on the sill.

      “Let it in, Griff.” My voice was deeper, womanly in a way men wrote songs about, and the way I said words had changed into something more lilting.

      Griff hurried to the window and struggled to open it. It came up with an ugly screech. The raven brushed past Griff, hitting him in the face with its wings. He staggered backward and sat hard on a clothes hamper. It gave a loud crack and crumbled under his weight. The raven flew at me and landed on my chest.

      Caw. Caw Caw.

      The magic burning inside my skin, pushing out sour sweat, knew his words. Open your mouth and let me pull it out.

      I opened my mouth as wide as I could, and the bird leaned his beak into it. The entity inside me hooked razor-tipped claws into my soul, ripping and tearing. My scream rose and twisted with that of the dark entity. The pain bloomed as the raven pulled on the spirit.

      A male voice, one I recognized as my tormenter, bayed like a dog at the moon, mad and wild. The raven leaned forward and tried again. The spirit tightened its hold, but the raven kept pulling until it ripped through my soul, my psyche, whatever it held on to. My jaw stretched wide, aching as the raven pulled out the bad spirit. It came out as a worm of smoke and dark shadow, writhing against the bright sunlight.

      “Spirit, I banish you from this house, bind you from doing harm.” Mysti threw salt at the swirling mass of shadow. It writhed like a slug. “Never force your way into another living body.” She threw salt again.

      Laughter boomed through the room. My skin stiffened and broke out in gooseflesh.

      “You don’t control me, witch.” The voice boomed against my eardrums, hurting them. The mirror in the glass bureau broke, shattering outward, the shards peppering me, cutting my skin. The room shook, ceiling fan swaying. The mattress underneath me rippled as something thick and long slithered through it.

      I grabbed Mysti and used her to pull myself off the bed. She dragged me away from it, teeth chattering. Brad stepped between us and the spirit, clutching something in one fist.

      The raven flapped its wings, pulling hard against the spirit. It looked the same way birds looked on windy days. Making all the effort in the world but going nowhere.

      Brad uncapped whatever he held in his hand and pitched it on the spirit. The entity let out one last howl, and the raven towed it through the window and outside.

      “This isn’t over, Peri Jean Mace. You’re mine.” A deafening crash echoed through the house. Outside, car alarms began blaring.

      Travis, the kid who’d gotten more than he bargained for, ran out of the room and came back seconds later. “Every piece of glass in this house is broken. You people did it. I want my money back.”

      “No refunds,” Griff snapped. He grabbed our belongings and motioned the rest of us to leave.

      “Bullshit.” Travis stood in the door to his bedroom, blocking our exit.

      Griff used one arm to shove him aside. “Next time, don’t contact spirits. You’re the one who brought that thing here. It’s your fault.”

      Travis didn’t try to fight, but he yelled at us all the way out to our car. He threatened to call the cops, threatened to sue us, threatened to write a bad review online. Brad helped me into the backseat of Griff’s new SUV and slid in beside me. Mysti and Griff got in the front. We left with Travis still standing in the driveway yelling, car alarms blaring all around him.

      “Think he’ll recommend us to his friends?” I managed to croak. Everybody laughed, everybody but me. That bad spirit told me he’d be back. Would he? Could he?

      Jadine. Had she really been there? My cellphone buzzed with a text message. An unfamiliar number appeared on my screen with two words beneath it. You ok?

      Had to be her. I tapped out my reply. Yes and thank you.

      A freaky end to a fucked-up day.
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      I jerked awake, my room dark and my heart pounding. Where did my day go? Then I remembered stumbling up the stairs, legs weak with fatigue, kicking off my shoes, and climbing under my department store quilt.

      I pushed off the quilt and got out of bed, shoving the house slippers Brad gave me for Christmas onto my feet. My hours-long nap had chased away the blinding fatigue the Coachman’s ghost left in me.

      The memory of what he’d done, how he’d controlled me came roaring back. I shivered and crossed my arms over my chest. This was the first time a ghost had tried to possess me. I’d failed to stop him.

      No matter how much I learned about myself and this power I had, something always lurked in the shadows, ready to let me know how unprepared I was for the hidden world of the supernatural. What if I had been alone? Would I be walking around with the Coachman controlling me right now?

      The smell of something tangy drifted under my closed door. It was Griff’s turn to cook, so probably chili. The temperature was supposed to drop below thirty tonight. The weather in the Houston area was warmer than the northern part of East Texas, but we still had cool nights.

      My stomach rumbled. I thought about when I last ate and remembered picking at my breakfast that morning, nervous about impressing my family. I’d had nothing else all day except cigarettes, water, and coffee. I snuck down the stairs, still shy about joining Griff and Mysti for supper, even after a few months of living with them. I came into the kitchen the back way.

      Sure enough Griff stood at the gas-powered stove, stirring something in a big pot. He wore sweats, but his feet were bare on the gray stone floor. He set his stirring spoon down on the granite counter. I walked the rest of the way into the kitchen.

      “Mysti’ll have your ass.” I grabbed the spoon rest out of the dishwasher, put his spoon in it, and wiped up the chili juice.

      “It’s my house. I’ll ruin the astronomically expensive counters if I want to.” Griff raised one black eyebrow at me. “Your nap help?”

      The embarrassment heated my face, and I shrugged. “There enough chili for me to eat too?”

      “Peri Jean, please stop asking if you can eat meals here. When it’s your turn to buy groceries, you buy groceries for all of us to eat. When you cook, you cook enough for all four of us.” He took three bowls out of the cabinet and set them on the countertop. “If you’re hungry, you eat. Understand?”

      I got out silverware and napkins and began setting the table. “Where’s Mysti?”

      “She had a phone call to make. And Bradley had a date, so she ironed his shirt for him.”

      I quit setting the table and made eye contact with Griff through the pass-through window separating the kitchen from the dining room. He rolled his eyes. I nodded in agreement. Mysti’s spoiling of her baby brother drove us both crazy.

      “Chili? Again?” Mysti came out of the study, sweeping her robe around her. “I hope it’s not as hot as the last batch.”

      “Ring of fire, baby, ring of fire.” Griff brought in the drinks. Beer for him. Water for me. Something odd and unpronounceable for Mysti. I brought the chili in and set it on a pot holder in the center of the table. We filled our bowls.

      “You feel okay, Peri Jean?” Mysti stared at my face. “You’ve got those dark circles again.”

      “The sleep did me good.” I took a few bites of chili and rehearsed what I wanted to say. “Look, I’m sorry things got so out of control.”

      “Stop.” Mysti held up her spoon. “It’s I who should apologize to you. I never should have left you and Brad to get rid of that spirit. I saw how big it was but never imagined it would possess you.”

      “My fault.” I put a handful of corn chips in my chili.

      “To hell with fault. I want to know what he did to you.” Griff’s thick brows wrinkled into a frown. “You were crying, saying names of people who weren’t in the room, begging someone to stop kicking you.”

      My scalp tingled as sweat broke out over it. I didn’t want Griff and Mysti knowing all that stuff. Without going into detail, I told them the spirit had taken me through my darkest times and used them to weaken me. I shivered as I explained how he’d sucked away my strength.

      “What are you saying he did?” Mysti stopped eating and stared at me.

      “There was this light that came out of my mouth and into his.” I set my spoon in my half-empty bowl. “It made me feel so weak and tired."

      “Was he taking her power?” Griff, spoon held aloft, stared across the table at Mysti.

      Her brows bunched together in a frown. “How am I supposed to know?”

      We finished our meal in silence, all of us lost in thought. Mysti and I did the dishes while Griff took out the trash. I wiped chili spatters off the counter and expensive cabinets while Mysti quickly swept the floors. We had our homey routine down pat. The only weird part was the way I was a third wheel in Griff and Mysti’s home. Both insisted I stay as long as I needed.

      I wanted to strike out on my own but hadn’t yet hit on where I wanted to go. Griff and Mysti’s home was in The Woodlands. Right down the road, huge apartment complexes lined both sides of I-45. All of them advertised move-in specials, but they weren’t for me. They seemed more like hives of buzzing activity than the safe harbor of home. Did anybody consider this place, with all its lights and noise, home?

      “Let’s go into the living room and talk about what happened tonight.” Mysti’s voice broke into my thoughts. She put the broom away and motioned me to follow her. Dread spread through me. Mysti and Griff wouldn’t call a meeting for shits and grins. I shuffled into the living room and fell into one of the huge recliners, the same way I approached Memaw’s lectures as a teenager.

      Mysti sat on the couch with Griff. He set his laptop and files aside and joined hands with her. My worry kicked up a notch. She said, “Do you remember what the ghost said to you right before he left?”

      “That he’d be back.” The chili sat in my stomach like a lump of cold grease. I stifled a sour burp.

      “He called your full name.” Griff grimaced. “Remember?”

      I nodded. Something about knowing someone’s full name moved around in the back of my mind. I chased it down and tackled it. “And full names have power.”

      “A full name gives someone dominion over another.” Griff laced his fingers. “So yes, they have plenty of power.”

      “While the ghost—what did that kid call him? The Coachman?” Mysti nodded and took a deep breath. “While the Coachman was inside you, he likely got way more than your full name. He probably created footholds inside you to ease his return.”

      “In a perfect world, we’d know the Coachman’s full name.” Griff picked up his yellow legal pad, and I saw it was covered with scribbles. “Use it to turn the tables on him. But since we don’t have that right now…”

      Mysti raised her hand. “I’ve made an alternate plan. Remember the first day we met, and I talked to you about how powerful the magic already inside you was?”

      I thought back to the day, to the excitement on Mysti’s face, despite the ordeal she’d been through. She’d offered to mentor me right then. I nodded.

      “Every witch has talents. One of mine—one I got from Petunia Leblanc’s mantle—is the ability to see inside others.” She waited for me to digest what she said before she continued. “At a glance I could see the depth of your magical abilities. Once you took on Priscilla Herrera’s mantle…” She smiled and shook her head. “No ghost should have been able to even think about possessing you. I want to understand why that happened.”

      My chest tightened, and worry set in. “What do you expect to find?”

      “Our work together lets me see both your victories and your frustrations.” She paused, her face tightening. I wanted to yell at her to spit it out but didn’t quite dare. “I’ve sensed an unevenness in your abilities. Today’s events make me suspect there’s more to it than inexperience. I want to see if I can figure out what’s wrong.”

      So this had turned into something wrong with me. Of course. Would there ever come a time when everything went as it should? When I was just normal? “What if I don’t want to know?”

      Griff shook his head. “That’d be crazy. The Coachman’s coming back. He’s had a taste of your power. He’s going to want more. This is your only chance to put up a real fight.”

      I gave up. This was going to happen whether we argued about it for five minutes or we argued all night. “How much does it hurt?” Magic had a price. It often wasn’t fun.

      “The strain is more on me than you. In order to really see inside a person, I have to work myself into a deeply meditative, almost trancelike, state.” She stared at me, vulnerability naked on her face. There was something she wasn’t telling me, wouldn’t tell me even if I asked.

      A chill worked its way through my body.

      “Do I have your permission to scan you?” She tried to smile. “Please?”

      I nodded even though I wanted to say no. Anything to figure out a way to fight this new threat.
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        * * *

      

      Griff’s house had a split floor plan with the master bedroom on the ground floor and the other bedrooms on the upper floor. Separating the two upstairs bedrooms was a den of sorts. It opened onto a balcony overlooking the living room. At the back of this den was a small, separate room. Mysti called it her witch room and rarely invited guests inside. This was only my second visit.

      From the ceiling hung drying herbs. Piles of books sat in every corner. A huge wooden shelf with ornate carvings on its frame took up a whole wall. Jars of mystery potions sat next to totems and charms that made my skin crawl.

      Mysti pulled a roll of fabric from the bottom shelf. “This is a bedroll. I’d like you to lie on it while I do this. I’ll be kneeling on this.” She held up an oblong cushion.

      I nodded and helped her unroll the rough, dark green canvas on the floor and knelt on it while I watched her prepare.

      She first lit a bundle of sage. Using a tiny gold key, she unlocked a matching padlock hanging from the hasp of a rosewood box carved with symbols unfamiliar to me. From it she drew a velvet pouch. She upended the pouch into her cupped hand. I strained to see what she kept under lock and key.

      “This is seer quartz.” She held out her hand so I could take a look at the egg-shaped stone, polished so that it was clear with a cloud of topaz running through. I reached out one finger, and she drew the stone away. “I’m the only one who touches it. If you want, we’ll see about getting one for you.”

      I drew back my hand. Mysti had given me a couple of crystals, but I hadn’t used them much. Her magic and mine were different. I wasn’t sure how the crystals fit into what I could do. But I found myself drawn to her seer quartz. Maybe I would get my own.

      “Go ahead and lie down. Try to relax.” She tried to smile, which she did a lot, but this time her lips only quirked a little. “I’m going to go into my trance now. I need you to be as quiet as possible.”

      I lay down on the mat, apprehension sour in my mouth.

      “And, Peri Jean? Whatever you see needs to stay here, okay?” She watched me until I nodded, unfamiliar worry lines etched into her forehead.

      Mysti knelt on the pillow and lowered her head, curly hair falling into her face. From her came a whispered chant. I tried to make out the words but caught only snatches. “Eyes that can see, hands that can touch, fill me with the power of the old ones.” Over and over again.

      The sage smoke filled my senses, and I tried to relax. Not knowing what to expect made it hard. I never trusted things to be okay. I always prepared for the worst, never realizing until the horror had ended that things would be as they would be. My reactions and actions had little consequence in the big picture.

      Mysti stopped chanting. I slitted my eyes open. She raised her head. White orbs, with no pupils or irises, had taken the place of her normally golden brown eyes, widening them, making them bug out. She held the crystal over me, and the topaz cloud inside began to move like the sage smoke across the room. A beam of amber colored light came from the crystal and shot into me. It cut a path of fire to my center. My chest began to ache.

      The black opal around my neck heated at the magical intrusion. Mysti jerked as its magic touched her. Her lips moved, this time silently. I couldn’t hear or understand what she said.

      The glow from the crystal grew brighter, burning my eyes the way a bright light will after sleep. The fire inside me intensified. I clenched my teeth against it, determined to let Mysti finish what she’d started. I didn’t want to repeat this exercise.

      Mysti’s head lay back against her shoulders. A golden glow formed around her. Her hands holding the crystal had changed shape, their fingers thinning and lengthening. The nails were sharp and pointed, silver and shiny. My heart picked up speed. I looked away to calm myself.

      The burning inside me lessened by degrees. Mysti’s hands dropped to her lap, and she slumped. Her sides heaved with her hard breathing. She raised her head. Her eyes were normal again. I glanced at her hands to find them normal again too.

      “You saw?” Expression guarded, her gaze roamed over my face.

      I nodded. The tide of fear still roared through me. I steeled myself to it. Mysti accepted me for what I was, and I’d accept her for what she was. Even though I had no idea how to classify what I’d just seen.

      “I got it with ’Tunia’s mantle. Brad saw it first.” Her face stiffened.

      I snorted. The first guffaw nearly choked me, and I sat up, picturing the horror on Brad’s face, imagining his wimpy reaction to seeing his sister turn into some kind of monster. Mysti sat watching me for several seconds, face still and serious. I clapped one hand over my mouth. It did little to staunch my laugher. She joined in. We laughed until she had flopped over on her hip and held her sides. Sides aching, laughter still hissing from me, I slapped the floor. Tears streamed from her eyes.

      “You going to tell me what you saw inside me?” Then a thought came to me. “Or is it too bad?”

      “Let’s get this cleaned up and talk.” She stood, replaced the crystal in its velvet pouch, and locked it away. I helped her roll the bedroll and stow it on the bottom shelf. We put away everything else we’d used, went into the den, and sat on Mysti’s couch from her house in Tyler.

      It was an ugly old thing. Every cushion sagged in the middle, and the fabric was stained from years of Brad’s careless messes. But it was ten times more comfortable than Griff’s stiff new leather couch downstairs. Mysti curled her legs under her, and I did the same. Mysti bit her lip and frowned.

      “What’s the bad news?” Anxiety closed like a vise over my chest.

      “Unfortunately, there’s quite a bit of it. Let me start by showing you something new.” Mysti took a hematite from her pocket and sat it on the scarred coffee table from her Tyler house.

      So this is yet another teaching session. Does she ever leave her teacher hat in the drawer? I leaned forward, trying to concentrate even though I didn’t want this. I just wanted to know what was wrong and how to fix it.

      “Each of us special ones has a magical core. That’s where the great creator saw fit to put all our magical ability.” She held up the hematite to let me know it represented my magical core. “When you took on Priscilla Herrera’s mantle, it should have absorbed into your magical core and become one with what you are.” She snatched a tissue out of the box on the coffee table and shaped it around the hematite. “That’s not what I saw inside you. Instead there was a layer of something like scar tissue surrounding your magical core.”

      “Scar tissue?” I tried to make sense of it and couldn’t quite get there.

      “The scar tissue was made up of all the trauma you’ve suffered. The deepest, most impenetrable layers were things that happened to you as a child. Your father’s murder. Your mother’s abandoning you to a mental hospital. And other stuff.” She chewed the corner of her lip.

      Other stuff. Like the way my ex-husband kicked me until I miscarried our child? Or maybe some forgotten wound, one buried so deep I couldn’t even think of it right now. Humiliation pricked at the mask I wore each day to protect myself. I stared at my legs.

      “Sisters like us have neither secrets nor shame.” Mysti cupped my chin and made me look at her. “I trust you with what you saw here. Can you trust me with what I saw?”

      I turned my face away. The idea of her seeing those awful things, knowing about the horrors of my life, made me feel dirty. But Mysti was the only person who could help right then. I nodded.

      She pulled me into one of her hugs and released me. “On top of the scar tissue was the mantle, unable to completely absorb into your magical core.”

      I began shaking my head. “That doesn’t make sense. After I took on the mantle, I could do things I couldn’t before.” Like read spilled guts the same way some fortunetellers read tea leaves. Like see the magic vibrating in every living thing and hear the hum of it within the earth.

      Mysti nodded and rearranged the tissue around the hematite so it looked like a wasp’s nest with a hole at the bottom. “There’s a crack in the scar tissue, so this really thin line of the mantle was able to seep through and get to your magical center. Otherwise, you taking on the mantle would have never worked at all.” She scooped the hematite back into one pocket, wadded the tissue, and put it in her other pocket. She let out a deep breath.

      “You haven’t told me all of it, have you?” It was a redundant question. Mysti wore her dread like an uncomfortable pair of shoes.

      She shook her head, gaze fixed on the carpet. “A spell caused that scar tissue to form and set it into place.” She shifted. “The mantle should have dissolved the spell. But it’s so entwined with you, like an organ almost. I think it must have been put there not long after your birth.” She sucked in a lungful of air and let it out in a trembling breath. “Have I told you every witch’s magic has a unique signature? My gift of seeing inside people makes it almost like a second face, easily identifiable.”

      The subject change threw me. I stared at her, mouth open, barely able to shake my head.

      “The spell causing the scar tissue has a signature very similar to the signature of your magic. Someone related to you put this spell on you.” Her shoulders relaxed. She’d told me all of it.

      The information sank in with a thud. A million questions came from the reverberations. Who? Why?

      “My advice is for you to call your great-uncle Cecil.” Mysti searched my face. I could almost read her thoughts. She would know the betrayal I was feeling right about now. Cecil’d already had two chances to tell me about this spell and didn’t. Of course not. Cecil was a con artist. Information like this probably came at a steep price. And I hadn’t quite paid it. I’d show him. I lowered my head, gritting my teeth. Mysti shook my arm. “Don’t let your temper blow this out of proportion, not until you have all the facts.”

      I flopped back on the couch and crossed my arms over my chest. “Can’t you just remove the spell?”

      Mysti made a face. She didn’t like to claim any kind of shortcoming. “A spell like this is delicate. Done wrong, I could turn you into an amnesiac, maybe even a vegetable. That’s why I want you to talk calmly with Cecil. He may know the reverse spell.”

      Griff stepped into the room holding a stack of files. “I’m a million kinds of wrong, but I’ve been standing on the staircase listening.” Mysti threw her head back and rolled her eyes. Griff glanced at her and flushed. “Peri Jean, I don’t want you calling Cecil or going into that wolf den for advice.”
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      Griff sat on the couch and scooted around like a bug had crawled up his butt crack. He clutched his stack of manila folders in both hands and turned his head away from me. If he was embarrassed about anything, it was having to admit he’d been nosing around again. The man snooped no matter where we went, no matter whose stuff if was. It was like some kind of compulsion. I caught him going through my things within a week of moving into his house. He’d apologized, promised it wouldn’t happen again. But here he was with a file of information about my family.

      I could already guess most of it. This morning’s breakfast had bleached my rose colored glasses. My family did what they wanted. “Another time maybe.”

      Griff’s gaze turned cold and direct. I tried not to squirm. I knew The Look and its intended effect. The time I spent dating a cop taught me all about it. Now it pissed me off. How dare Griff snoop around and expect me to reward him for it? I pushed my anger back, tried to calm down, and concentrated on Griff’s and Mysti’s scents. Mysti wore the same lotion Memaw had used. Griff used some fruity smelling tonic on his black hair to make it shine. These two people cared about me. They took me into their home when mine burned down. They did everything in their power to make me feel welcome. My irritation faded.

      “Look, Memaw never spared the truth when it came to my uncle Cecil. She said he and the whole family were a bunch of cons.” I tried to smile and hoped it worked a little. “Whatever you’ve got in that folder doesn’t change the fact that I need their help right now.”

      “But don’t you want to know what you’re walking into?” Griff still gave me The Look, only now it held a healthy dose of suspicion. It was like he knew I’d seen something. “Don’t you want to know some provable facts?”

      I turned to see Mysti’s reaction. Her normally placid face was creased into a frown. She played with the pendant she wore, a tiny crystal ball set in silver.

      “What do you think, Mistress Mysti?” I said my pet name for her jokingly, unnerved at seeing her so serious.

      “I wish I had known Griff had reservations before I told you to call Cecil.” Her frown deepened. “Part of me thinks you may not be all that put off. And that worries me.”

      Another tide of irritation surged through me. I wasn’t going to get out of here without listening to what Griff had to say. “Fine. Show me.”

      Griff opened the folder. “Let’s start with the recent stuff. You found your family at a carnival in Livingston in late December. Do you remember what you told me puzzled you about that night?”

      “How big a hurry they were in to get their stuff packed up and leave.” It was hard to keep the impatience out of my voice. “We drove almost all the way to Houston before we stopped at a truck stop. Then after Cecil and I talked for a while, a man came in and said they had to go right then.” After what I went through to find them, I expected more. The memory of Finn kissing my cheek, promising to catch up later returned, and with it something else. Finn told me not to go back to Livingston. I had a feeling I was about to find out why.

      Griff nodded. “Did you meet a girl named Dillon this morning? She’s your cousin Finn’s wife, even though she’s too young for him by about a decade.”

      Oh, good gravy. If whatever made them run had something to do with Dillon, I could only imagine what it entailed. I closed my eyes and wished this would go away.

      “Her legal name is Dillon Worley Gregg. But she goes by a dozen others. Your family probably had to beat feet out of Livingston because Dillon got caught stealing both Internet and cable from the park. She must have bribed a worker to hook it up for her. They couldn’t really figure out how she did it.”

      I knew exactly how she’d done it. She’d just asked.

      Griff opened his file and read from it. “Right after your family left Livingston, the RV park had a security breach. All the guest credit card information on their computer was compromised. The owner of the RV park said they never could find any proof your family had something to do with it or they’d have pressed charges. Your family always seems to get out in time, like one of them knows when the jig is up.”

      Griff stopped reading and studied my face. My laughter shriveled in my throat. This wasn’t funny. Memaw taught me people who did stuff like this were no good. But I had a problem. I liked the people I’d met this morning, wanted to know them better. I reminded myself I might change my mind after I learned how I got the spell that caused the scar tissue. I nodded for Griff to continue.

      “When you left your family at the Cozy Corner Truck Stop, they drove on to a little beach town in southeast Florida. It’s a yearly trip for them.” That must have been where Cecil sent the postcard from. “They winter in a dumpy RV park right next door to a crummy tourist trap with mini-golf and other crap designed to separate you from your money.” Griff turned a page.

      “What do they do at the tourist place?” The question popped out despite me knowing I needed to keep my mouth shut and let Griff talk himself out.

      “Same sort of thing you found them doing at the carnival.” Griff took his gaze off the file and turned to me. “They came back from Florida earlier this year because a woman who travels with them, a Danielle Michalk, was suspected of pickpocketing.” Griff turned several pages in the file. “Something that minor might have faded away, but a guy turned up beaten to death in the tourist trap. His rap sheet implied he was a fence.”

      Beaten to death. That went beyond petty cons. It was some downright ugly shit.

      Griff leafed through his file. He held up a blurry picture of a tall blonde walking on a street. She had a silver cane extended in front of her. “Met her yet?”

      I pressed my lips together and tried to ignore the defensiveness sparking in my brain.

      “This chick doesn’t exist on paper. Cop who questioned her about the murder wrote her name down as Jadine Gregson. Wasn’t Gregson the name your memaw used as her maiden name?” Griff paused, waiting for an answer. I managed to nod. “Jadine had an ID with that name on it, but there’s no record of her birth, her going to school, anything. God only knows where she came from or how she ended up with them. Cop who talked to her said she read his fortune. Told him he’d be a father this year. Said his wife announced she was pregnant that day.”

      I turned my face away from the picture, not wanting to tell give Griff any more information than he had. Instead I thought about how Jadine could see into the future. That’s how they knew the engagement ring con artist would have a flat and where she’d have it. They worked together as a team, a pretty nasty one.  Had I underestimated my family? But my daddy had wanted me to grow up among them at the time of his murder. Maybe Daddy had been wrong. Maybe I didn’t belong with them. If so, where did I belong?

      “Let’s talk about some older stuff.” Griff closed the file he held and picked up another. “Your great-uncle Cecil. He did federal time in the 1970s for tax evasion.”

      I swallowed hard and pictured my skinny old uncle ordering pecan syrup on his pancakes. Heard him asking me to call him Papaw. Could I picture him not paying his taxes? Yes. Did it matter to me? The question made something squirm inside me. It was the same feeling I got around the Six Gun Revolutionaries. They made their own laws, exacted their own justice. I hadn’t cared as much as I thought I would.

      “Your cousin Finlay Gregg, who goes by Finn, was under indictment for theft.” Griff turned to me, a half smile on his face. “This was about ten years ago. The story I got was he became friendly with a middle-aged widow and systematically cleaned out most of the money her husband left her.”

      “What happened?” I liked Finn, knew he stole stuff. We first met because he tried to steal my watch. But he’d left someone completely broke?

      “He avoided prison. The woman ended up dropping charges after her house burned.” Something passed behind Griff’s eyes as he stared at me. Sadness made his features droop. “I’ll stop when you’re ready.”

      “No. Go ahead and tell me all of it.” I wanted this to be the last conversation Griff and I had about this but guessed it wouldn’t. A stray thought hit me. What if this subject marked the beginning of the end of my friendship with Griff? I didn’t want that at all.

      “I mentioned Dillon Worley Gregg earlier.”

      “I know exactly who you’re talking about.” My mind helpfully supplied a picture of Dillon telling the waitress we’d already paid the huge bill for our lavish breakfast.

      “This lifestyle is nothing new to her. Dillon was born into a mid-level crime family out of Alabama. She’s a chip off the old block, got a rap sheet a mile long. Extortion. Hot checks. Selling stolen items.” Griff closed the file and chewed his lip.

      “What?” My body tensed. Whatever else Griff had must be pretty bad.

      “Dillon was a suspect in a murder when she was seventeen.” Griff swallowed hard. “Her brother, Trigger Worley, got jammed up in a murder beef. Girl who was the only witness turned up drowned in her car. She’d run off in a river.”

      “How’d she get out of it?” I knew exactly how Dillon had done the murder. We done paid our bill. I give you a hundred and a twenty. Told you to keep the change. The knowledge should have made my blood run cold. But I, too, had killed to save someone I loved.

      “No evidence. All they had was Dillon had mouthed off that the girl was going to get shut up.”

      Griff turned a few more pages. “Shelly Montesano. Know her?” He held up a picture of a sixtyish blonde who looked damn good for her age.

      I remembered Cecil mentioning a Shelly. “Cecil’s wife. She’s out of state right now, visiting family.”

      “She’s not his wife. They’re not married. But they've been together thirty years. She’s your garden variety grifter, but her first husband was a bank robber.” Griff showed me a picture of a man lying in a pool of blood, eyes wide and staring straight ahead. “Shelly started having an affair with Cecil. Her husband went to rob a bank one day, and the cops were waiting on him. Said they got an anonymous tip.”

      Griff stared at me a long time, his gaze hot as a sunny day at the tail end of summer. “I bet I know what you’re thinking.” He winked at me, the good old boy sharing a joke with a pretty girl. “None of this is so bad. There’s probably a good explanation for all of it.”

      “The guy being beaten to death in Florida sounds pretty bad.” I imagined the number of blows it would take, when the victim would stop feeling the blows, and shivered. Then I wondered what he’d done to instigate it. Where did that come from? I’m not like this. Yet, whispered a chilly voice in my head. A rash of chill bumps appeared on my bare arms.

      “So you recognize it’s serious, then. Maybe you’re thinking none of it can touch you.” Griff’s voice was overly bright. It was starting to piss me off. “Or maybe you don’t much care? Your connections with the Six Gun Revolutionaries and Tubby Tubman make me think you’re no stranger to breaking the law. Maybe you think this is where you belong. Is one of those close?”

      The heat rushed up my back again, prickling, making my skin itch. My memory played back times I’d done things outside the law, things I could go to prison, maybe to Texas’s death row, for doing.

      “Hmm?” Griff raised his thick brows.

      “I don’t know.” Problem was, I did know, and I knew Griff would never understand. I wanted the chance to be part of something, of some place where I, Peri Jean Mace, belonged. Mattered.

      “If you’re around them when they commit one of these crimes, and you know about it, Texas law says you can face the same charges and sentencing they do.” Griff sounded the way my cop ex-boyfriend had all the times he lectured me. The budding anger in my gut went ahead and blossomed into a big pile of nasty.

      “I know that.” I spun to face Griff, ignoring Mysti’s groan from the other side of me. “You don’t always follow the law to the letter, Mr. Do-Right. And you sure as hell don’t protest when I help you break the law.”

      “The difference is I help people.” Griff’s voice raised.

      “Maybe my family thinks they’re helping too.” I didn’t believe this, not for a second. My family did what they did to help themselves. But I knew just from living that every family is its own society all by itself with different rules and norms. I wanted to find out how this one worked, find out if it was, indeed, where I belonged.

      Griff snorted. “Go sell it to somebody who can’t tell when you’re lying.”

      “Did you just call me a fucking liar?” I jumped off the couch, ready to fight with Griff, even though I knew I’d lose, even though I loved him like family.

      “If the name fits—” Griff shouted. My cellphone ringing cut off his angry words.

      “It’s Cecil,” I said and answered. “Uncle Cecil?”

      Cecil laughed. “Honey, go on and call me Papaw like everyone else. There any chance you’d come see me tonight?” My great-uncle sounded like he was smiling. “Jadine spoke with me about what happened earlier. I think we need to talk.”

      That ain’t all we need to talk about. “Sure. I can come see you.” What had happened to strangers coming into their camp being a big deal? I’d bet a crisp hundred-dollar bill they hadn’t gotten it straightened out.

      “I’m not interrupting anything, am I?” Now Cecil sounded like he was holding back laughter.

      “No, sir. Just talking with my roommates.” I had an eye fight with Griff as I spoke to Cecil. “I’ll put on some warm clothes and leave in the next ten minutes.”

      “That isn’t Griffin Reed you’re talking about, is it?” Cecil sounded even more cheerful.

      “Yes, sir.” The blood drained out of my head and rushed through my body, driven by a tide of adrenaline. How had Cecil known who I lived with? We’d never talked about that.

      “You give Mr. Reed my regards. Tell him I am so appreciative he took my sweet niece in, despite all the history between us.” He chuckled. My mind raced. What history? How did they know each other? “Ask him if he shares his daddy’s fondness for rolling the bones.”

      My cheeks tingled. I didn’t answer Cecil. I was too busy trying not to pass out. I sat back down on the couch next to Griff.

      “Go on, Peri Jean.” Cecil’s voice firmed. “Tell him what I said.”

      I did. I repeated Cecil’s exact words to Griff. His face stilled. Beads of sweat popped out on his forehead. He leaned close to speak into the phone. “Let’s understand each other, Mr. Gregson. Or Gregg. Or Gregory. Or whoever you are this week. If you cause Peri Jean harm, I’ll be on you like a dump truck full of shit.”

      Cecil’s laugh rang over the cellphone. “Tell him I said, ‘Fair enough.’”

      I did it, never feeling more like a bystander caught in the crossfire between rival gangs than I did right then.

      “Peri Jean, Finn and Dillon want to have a campfire and roast marshmallows. Would you be a dear and bring some?” Cecil’s voice changed as though he’d flipped a switch. Gone was the menacing old buzzard. The sweet old uncle was back for more fun and games.

      I couldn’t answer at first. I didn’t know how to shift gears that fast.

      “Peri Jean, honey?” Cecil prompted.

      “Yes, sir. Just the marshmallows? Or graham crackers and chocolate too?” My voice cracked on the last word. A rivulet of sweat tickled down my side.

      “Oh, s’mores are a wonderful idea. Get it all.” Cecil’s voice lowered. “Now I’ve got some information about what happened to you this afternoon, about what got into you. Come quickly.” He hung up.

      What was he going to say when I told him about the scar tissue and the spell? Didn’t matter. It had to come up. I shoved the cellphone into my pocket and hung my head. I didn’t want to face Griff after the way I’d talked to him. I shouldn’t have let myself get angry. I was the one who insisted he tell me. I turned to him, trying to formulate a proper apology. Griff stood from the couch and hugged me before I could speak. His cologne made me want to sneeze, but I wrapped my arms around him and squeezed, the whole time wondering what went on between Griff and Cecil.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “You’re just trying to help.”

      “I am.” He let go of me. “But you’re seeking a meaning to ascribe to your life. Who am I to assume these people aren’t it?”

      I turned to Mysti, searching for anger or signs of rejection. Mouth turned down, eyes wet, she just looked sad.

      “We don’t want to lose you.” She pressed her lips together. “They’re going to spirit you away.”

      “I don’t think it’ll come to that.” I tried to laugh and choked. I stared into Griff’s handsome face. “Not now that I know who I’m dancing with. Thank you for the warning.”

      He nodded and patted my shoulder.

      “What’s the deal between you and Cecil? He do you wrong on something?” The words tasted sour in my mouth, but I couldn’t stand not asking.

      Griff shook his head. “Too painful to talk about. Okay?”

      “No problem.” I got up to walk out, more curious than ever but knowing I could ask no more. Mysti grabbed me in a fierce hug. The smell of sage incense clung to her hair. I hugged her back. I walked out to my car with the feeling I was forgetting something important, but I couldn’t figure out what.
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      My Toyota sedan’s built-in GPS offered two possible routes to the address Cecil gave me. I traced both routes with my finger and let out a surprised grunt. This went right back to the area where Travis lived. Griff, his constant hurry the driving force in his life, had chosen the fastest route up the freeway. I chose the route he didn’t take, and the GPS started telling me how to get out of Griff’s neighborhood. I rolled my eyes and lit a cigarette, conveniently forgetting I had needed GPS to find the freeway as few as three weeks ago.

      I picked up the snacks at a convenience store at the mouth of Griff’s subdivision and took the freeway several miles north, terrified the car behind me was going to mount my little Toyota and mate with it. The potholed back roads of Montgomery County came as a welcome relief. The streetlights flashed by less and less often until the lights glowing behind the dashboard were my only company.

      The tension in my neck loosened. Thoughts of how I wanted to handle telling Cecil about the spell that Mysti saw inside me climbed over each other, begging for attention. It would probably be best to listen first to what Jadine had to say. She’d saved my skinny behind earlier, and she might have some insight on how to get rid of the Coachman for good. His going away needed to happen, and soon.

      But eventually I’d have to tell Cecil what Mysti saw inside me. I didn’t look forward to that conversation. Cecil might get defensive, refuse to talk. He and Memaw’d had some sort of rift between them that never healed. He could also lie. That thought lit a little flicker of anger. Cecil better not try to fool with me.

      What would I do if he did? I didn’t have a way to leverage the information out of him unless I used my gifts to scare it out of him. That might kill him. Sometimes me getting fancy with my magic bore a close resemblance to a monkey running around with a grenade launcher.

      Then there was the beef between Griff and Cecil. Why didn’t he tell me before? A chilly voice spoke over chatter running through my head. Because Cecil might have never followed up with you. Griff didn’t want to strain your friendship. But he did spill the beans. Spill? What Griff had done was more like projectile vomiting. He wanted to keep me away from my family. He might have wanted to protect me. Or he might have wanted to deprive Cecil of having a relationship with me. The animosity between those two could have lit a bonfire.

      Whatever Griff’s motivation, his revelations had merit. People who did bad things tended to make the wrong folks mad. Sometimes they got mashed flatter than a cow turd underneath a tractor wheel. I had to be careful or I’d get squashed right along with them.

      I stopped on some railroad tracks to stare at the bright orb of moon chasing the rails off into the darkness. The road to the unknown. Story of my life. The thick banks of pine trees framing the railroad tracks contrasted sharply with the flat, concrete wasteland I’d lived in for the past few months. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t seen any of this when we went to Travis’s house. The trees, the silence, and the solitude felt almost like home. Almost. I smiled in spite of the snake’s nest of nerves writhing in my stomach. I pressed the accelerator and eased forward.

      “Destination is on the right,” the dull voice from the GPS intoned. I slowed to a crawl, not sure what I was looking for. The headlights flashed on a faded sign reading Woodsy Haven RV Park. Is this it?

      I turned into the driveway and stopped at a metal gate barring my way. Cecil hadn’t mentioned a gate. Maybe I was at the wrong place. I stared at the sign. No. The address on the sign matched the one Cecil gave me. A silhouette fluttered in front of my headlights. Orev, my raven familiar, landed on the gatepost. He leaned forward. I didn’t have to hear to know he was cawing at me.

      Orev wasn’t a nocturnal creature. He only came out at night if he had good reason. Had he come to warn me? I touched the magic of my black opal necklace and reached out to my familiar. The crackling feel of his spirit, which lived within mine, filled my mind. It wasn’t distress that brought him here. He thought he could help. With what? I tried to send the question to the bird, but he closed himself off to me.

      A small pair of headlights cut through the darkness on the other side of the gate. I disconnected from Orev and got out of my car, chest tight with apprehension. The gate slowly swung open. The headlights drew closer and passed under a floodlight. A golf cart? A skinny figure sat in the driver’s seat. I recognized Cecil’s posture before I made out his face. He drew alongside me and showed me the straight line of his dentures. “Welcome to Sanctuary.”

      What’s Sanctuary? Before I could voice my question, Orev cawed from the fencepost.

      “See you got your podna with you.” Cecil watched the raven, something close to awe on his face.

      “He thought he could help.” I stared past my uncle and into the darkened campground. Lights glowed on white sand paths through the maze of campers and motor homes, most with lights glowing from behind their windows. The smell of someone cooking on an outdoor grill drifted out. The chili I’d eaten at Griff and Mysti’s sat greasily in my stomach.

      “See that parking lot over there?” Cecil pointed at a dirt lot in front of a portable building with a sign that said Check In Here. “Park your car and ride up to my RV in the cart.”

      I did as Cecil said and joined him in the golf cart, the bag holding the marshmallows and other treats rattling against my chest. The silence of the cold night closed around us. Somewhere nearby, a deer snorted. The light sound of its hoofs hitting the dirt drummed and then faded as it ran for safety. Maybe I should have been doing the same thing. The golf cart whirred to life, and I understood it was too late.

      Cecil drove us up a hill and toward a stretch of woods running behind the RV park. Two rows of campers and RVs sat off to the side, separate from the rest of the park. We rattled over a wooden bridge and across a drainage pond and passed a large white sign reading Sanctuary in black, blocky letters.

      “So what’s Sanctuary?” I held on too tight to the edge of my seat. “The sign out front said Woodsy Haven.”

      “Sanctuary is the community my parents created after the death of their youngest son, my brother Raymond.” Cecil’s thin voice got even more so, a tremor shaking the edges of his words. I remembered who Raymond was. Memaw told me she left home after he died because her parents’ lifestyle caused his death.

      Cecil drove us past the RVs on Sanctuary’s little hill. A few of the blinds peeked open, dim lights streaking into the darkness. The stares from behind those blinds felt heavy with curiosity. Cecil stopped in front of a tour-bus-sized motor home with slide-out extensions on both sides and cut the golf cart’s engine. He faced me. “Sanctuary is wherever me and my people happen to be at any given moment. It’s a haven for all of us outsiders and castoffs. This RV park, Woodsy Haven, is our home base, so to speak. We take a rest here each year.”

      Orev, wings flapping fast as he slowed, perched on the charcoal grill. He cawed a couple of times and flew into a tall pine tree next to the RV. Again, Cecil watched the bird as though it held the answers to life.

      “I remember the day those things quit coming around,” he muttered. “Learned later it was the day you were born.” He climbed out of the golf cart. “Lemme show you something.”

      He slipped off his jacket, threw it on the golf cart’s seat, and unbuttoned the sleeve of his shirt. Unease worked its way through my body as Cecil shoved up his shirtsleeve. He tapped a faded tattoo on his forearm. “Just like yours. We wear these to remember it’s us against the world. The bond of our blood is above all others.” He grabbed his coat and put it back on, bleak eyes fixed on my face. “Understand?”

      I managed to nod and follow him inside, my insides shaking from the weird display.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      The smell of coffee and cigarettes greeted me, along with a blast from the noisy heating unit. Newspapers and magazines littered the gray and white patterned, vinyl tile floor around a cream-colored leather recliner. Just like a real home. Across from the recliner sat a matching couch with a crocheted granny square afghan, like the kind Memaw sometimes made, draped over the back. On the couch sat Jadine, hands folded in her lap.

      “Bet you didn’t expect to see me again so soon.” Jadine had those full sensuous lips romance novels rhapsodized over. Now they quirked into a mischievous smile. She patted the couch next to her. Cecil took the bag of chocolate, graham crackers, and marshmallows from me and gave me a light push toward Jadine.

      “Show her your raven,” Cecil said to his adopted daughter as I joined her on the couch.

      Jadine obediently pulled off her cardigan and tapped her arm. I stared at her raven. It was in the same position as mine, but Jadine’s wore a top hat. In one claw, the raven held a watch with no numbers or hands.

      Cecil put one gnarled hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “We all carry this mark. All for one. One for all. Regardless of what Mr. Reed had to say about us, you’re—”

      “What happened between you and Griff?” Seemed like as good a time as any to bring it up. The curiosity itched like the kind of rash you didn’t want to tell anybody about.

      Cecil shook his head. “That’s Mr. Reed’s story to tell. All I’ll say is he had a hard childhood. Grew up in abject poverty. That does something to you.” He leaned down so our eyes met. “The reason I had Jadine show her raven mark, the reason I showed you mine, is I want you to understand you’re at home among us. You can trust us.”

      Between Griff’s revelations and what I’d seen them do with my own eyes, I was beginning to feel like I’d stepped into some black and white noir film from the forties. The urge to get the hell out of this place slammed into me, raging like a bull loose from his pen. They’ve got information I need. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. I could do this.

      “Thanks for saving me today, girl.” I patted Jadine’s shoulder. “Not sure what would have happened had you not shown up.”

      “Didn’t have a choice.” She whipped her head side to side. “I got insomnia. By the afternoon, I need a nap. Soon as I dozed off, there you were.”

      I stared at her, lost.

      “Jadine has a bit of clairvoyance, but her real talent is dream-walking.” Cecil sat down in the recliner and turned it to face us. “No sight in the waking world, but she sees in dreams.”

      “You did see me.” I remembered the recognition on her face, the way her eyes had tracked movement.

      She smiled. “That thing that had ahold of you is strong. He…” She turned toward Cecil.

      “Go on, tell her.” He nodded even though his adopted daughter couldn’t see.

      Tell me what?

      “He offered me sight in the waking world if I helped him.” A pulse beat steady in Jadine’s milky smooth throat.

      “Help him what?” The Coachman’s ghost tried to possess me, but what was his ultimate goal?

      “He wouldn’t let me see that. But I want to show you what he did let me see, to let me know the extent of his power. ” Jadine leaned close to me. “Can you sleep now?”

      I sat motionless and speechless. How would she show me anything? I’d never heard of anybody planting visions or memories in someone else’s head. Who was I kidding? Before today, I’d never even realized people could walk into other people’s dreams. Didn’t matter. I was too keyed up to sleep. “I slept all afternoon.”

      Cecil pulled a brown bottle from his pocket. Something rattled inside. “This’ll knock you right out. You really need to understand who you’re fighting.”

      “Can’t you just tell me?” I asked Jadine.

      “I think you need to see. There’s no way I can do it justice.” She wouldn’t budge. I could see it in the set of her shoulders.

      Caw. Caw. Caw. Orev’s call came from outside the RV. Something began to tap on the metal door.

      Jadine turned toward the door first. Cecil rotated his recliner to stare at the door.

      Caw. Caw. Caw. Tap, tap, tap.

      Orev’s thoughts came to me as they always did, bright with impulse and simplicity.

      “He wants in.” I continued sitting on the couch. Mysti wouldn’t let the bird in her house. She worried he’d crap everywhere.

      Cecil, however, stood and took the few steps to the door. With one shaking hand, he opened it. Orev hopped inside and made a beeline for the shelf near my head. He leaned close and cawed softly into my ear. Though we shared no language, I knew what to do. I took off my black opal necklace.

      “Orev is my familiar.” We shared more than just a psychic link. Orev and I shared a life force. “He thinks the three of us can have a sort of psychic conference call, where I’ll be able to see your vision. Only thing is, you’ll have to touch Orev.”

      “Is he going to bite me?” Jadine lifted one hand off her lap and hesitantly reached out.

      “If he does, I’ll bite him.” The bird’s sharp gaze fixed on mine. I knew incredulity when I saw it. “Orev won’t bite. He suggested this.”

      The bird let out a soft caw. I held out the black opal necklace to him. He took the chain in his odd, curved beak and dropped it over his feet. The black opal magnified its owner’s power. Right now, Orev needed it more than I did. The bird cawed again, and I placed one of Jadine’s hands on his back. I put my hand over hers. Cecil’s chair creaked, and he leaned forward, his brow creased, eyes hard with anticipation.

      Magic charged the air. It danced over my skin like static electricity, standing the hairs on end. I glanced at Jadine to see a light halo around her head where some of her hair had actually raised. I counted to four as I inhaled and four on the exhale.

      “Find Orev’s magic.” My voice had deepened, taken on a languid, slow pattern. “It’s already inside you. Just search for the thread.”

      Jadine’s eyes squeezed shut as she concentrated. Her body jerked as she connected to the magic. The static of Orev’s thoughts, mostly images and sounds, filled my mind but then dimmed.

      “Is this it?” Jadine’s voice boomed in my head.

      “You don’t have to yell. And yes. Just relax and show me what you want me to see.” My muscles felt heavy and warm, as though I really were sleeping. Had Orev simply put us to sleep? Before I could ponder the idea, Jadine’s mind took hold of mine. My vision blacked out. Panic gripped my chest, crushing all the breath out of me, and I felt myself moving to a different time and place.

      The smell of wet rock fills my nostrils. A few seconds later, the plop of water dripping on rock further grounds me. My eyes adjust. Candlelight casts more shadows than creates light, but it is easy to see the room’s jagged rock walls. Where are we? A cave? A castle?

      A man stands with his back to us, a paintbrush held aloft. He paints several broad strokes. The dark paint streaks and runs.

      A hand closes around mine, and Jadine's presence surrounds me. I cannot see her so much as feel her. The smell of blood hits me. The marks on the walls aren’t paint. They are made with blood. I move closer, and my foot scrapes against the rock floor and splashes in some standing water.

      The man spins around. The Coachman. Alive and well. “Who is it?” The Coachman raises a lantern and peers into darkness. “Is it he whom I seek?” He takes a knife from his belt and approaches another lump of black cloth. “I call to Darkness, the darkness that gathers in shadow, the darkness from which men hide. I call to Darkness all powerful.”

      Shadows gather in the corner. Something with no face and goat horns on its head steps forward, hoofs clicking on the stone floor. “It is I. He who walks behind the light. Make your sacrifice and state your petition.”

      The Coachman whips open the black cloth. Little legs kick and small arms flail. A tiny voice babbles.

      A baby. No. My skin crawls. Next to me, Jadine whimpers. What does this guy plan to do with a baby? I think I know and don’t want to know what I think I know.

      The Coachman swings the knife down. The baby shrieks, but only for a second. Its cry ends in a wet gurgle. The candles flare, the same way they do for me when a spell works. I clamp a hand over my mouth to keep from screaming.

      The Coachman moves to a rock with a gold object on it. With one blood-soaked hand, he draws a symbol around the piece of gold. Then he picks it up. The flickering light makes it impossible to see exactly what it is, but it looks like a piece of jewelry. Maybe a watch. The Coachman speaks to the horned creature in the corner. “Darkness, grant my petition. Transfer my soul to this piece of metal so that it may never die. I ask for the ability to nourish my mortal existence with the light of other souls. ”

      The horned man steps forward. “You must keep a piece of the ones whose life force you use to sustain your existence. Bone is recommended. Without it, you’ll lose your hold on the mortal world, be trapped forever between worlds. Never harm your mortal body. For although you’ll never age, your body will be subject to death. If you lose it, you’ll be forced to find another vessel in which to live. Do you agree?”

      “Yes, master. I agree.” The Coachman trembles, eyes bright and eager.

      “Then so it will be. Your petition is granted. I leave behind a symbol. Use it to mark the bone of your victims that you keep.” The horned shadow begins to smoke, steam and waves of heat rising off it. “Hide your soul well.” Its voice echoes in the chamber. A few seconds later, the goat man bursts into flame and burns.

      I wince away from the white light. The fire blazes hot and then dims to nothing. Nothing remains of him but a symbol burned into the stone. I don’t recognize the shape. It feels unnatural. Evil in some way. I turn my face from it and watch the Coachman instead.

      The gold object begins to glow like afternoon sunlight. It lights the room. The candles and lanterns flare again. The Coachman wraps the piece of gold containing his soul in cloth and disappears down a dark tunnel. Eventually I lose sight of him.

      I came to with Cecil leaning over Jadine and shaking her.

      Her eyes flew open, and she gripped Cecil’s arms. “Papaw?”

      “Yes, baby. It’s Papaw.” He stroked her arms. “I’m sorry to shake you like that, but you were screaming.”

      “I saw more than I did before. He…” She shook her head and turned to me.

      “He sacrificed a baby and made a deal with this goat man for immortality.” My mind raced, and more words tumbled out my mouth. “But he’s not immortal. He’s dead right now. The thing that got inside me earlier today was spirit.”

      “That goat told him to take care of his body.” Jadine pushed Cecil away and walked shakily to the kitchen counter, which she used to lead her to the refrigerator. She took out a can of Texsun grapefruit juice and drank it in three big gulps. She said nothing more until she was seated again. “He must not have taken care of his body, got killed somewhere along the way. Now he's looking for another vessel.”

      My mind ran over what I knew, but I needed to talk about it. “Earlier today, when Jadine saved my ass, we were expelling a ghost from this kid’s house. Right around this area.”

      Cecil motioned me to go on.

      “This kid told us about a serial killer named the Coachman who terrorized these parts some time in the past.” Next to me, Cecil jumped at the name. I’d question him about it later. “So combining what this kid told me with what we just saw, this must be the Coachman and he killed people to keep his bargain with the goat man.”

      “Then somebody killed him along the way.” Jadine shook her head. “But no. That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Right, right. Because the goat man warned the Coachman that physical death would trap his spirit in that nasty murder cave.” I slumped against the couch. “So how did he get out?”

      “My grandmother, Samantha, used to tell a story about—” A knock on the door cut off Cecil’s words. Irritation flashed over his face. “Tell you in a minute.” He rose to see who was there.
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      Finn came into the motor home brushing the black hair he shared with Daddy, Memaw, and me out of his face. Zora shot around him and raced at me like a wild animal at food. I instinctively recoiled, unsure what she wanted. The kid didn’t notice.

      She climbed onto the sofa, put both hands on my shoulders, and stared into my face. “I remember you.”

      “I remember you too.” I patted my little cousin and tried to ignore the way my chest tightened. My black opal pinged at the magic Zora carried inside her, much stronger than anything I’d felt from Finn, Dillon, Jadine, or Cecil. “Breakfast hasn’t been so long ago.”

      “Before that.” Zora drew closer, so near I smelled the chocolate she’d had sometime in the recent past. “Back when I lived in your tummy.”

      I jerked away from the child and unbalanced her. Her little arms pinwheeled, and I caught her waist with both hands.

      Dillon appeared behind her and snatched her off the couch. “Have I not told you to keep your hands to yourself? You don’t climb on people like that.”

      “But I know her.” Zora’s voice raised dangerously close to a wail.

      “It’s nothing,” I told Dillon. “Jadine and I were having an intense conversation, and I’m on edge. It’s not Zora’s fault. She didn’t bother me.”

      “See?” Zora yanked away from her mother and climbed back on the couch to sit next to me, legs straight out, hands folded her lap. She gave her mother a look of such solemn innocence I wanted to laugh. But Dillon didn’t laugh, so I held it in.

      “You gotta mind me, girl.” Dillon glared at her daughter for several seconds before turning her attention back on her son, who’d wandered to where Cecil had left the marshmallows and pulled down the package. She took the marshmallows from Zander. The kid shrieked. Dillon silenced his indignation with a stare.

      Finn sat on the other side of Zora and smiled at me. “Drama, drama everywhere, and not a drop to drink.”

      Dillon glared at him but spoke to me. “So you and Jadine have your talk about what she saw in your noggin? That’s about the freakiest mess I ever heard. You make any sense of it?”

      “I think I know who and what the spirit is.” I explained about my experience at Travis’s house with the Coachman and then connected it to what I’d seen in Jadine’s vision. Dillon swallowed hard and glanced at her son, as though to make sure he was still okay.

      Finn twisted to face me. “That Coachman thing sounds like the story Papaw tells us every year when we stay here.”

      Cecil nodded and opened his mouth to speak.

      Dillon interrupted him. “Papaw said you possess the center of our family’s power.” She leaned against the counter, holding the marshmallows away from her son, who clawed at her leg and made mewling sounds. She had to raise her voice to be heard. “Can’t you just send him away?” She glanced at Cecil.

      I did too, even though I had a different question. “What’s the center of the family’s power?”

      “The center of our family’s power is what you call the mantle,” Cecil said. “All the magic practicing women in our family have tried to attain it, but you’re the first to hold it since Priscilla Herrera.” Cecil gave me a proud pat.

      A few months earlier, I’d had to raise the power of the mantle from Priscilla Herrera’s corpse and accept it into my body. The reason for that now made sense. She had never passed on her power to anybody else. Reasons for that flooded my mind, but none made sense. Right now, it didn’t matter. What mattered was finding out how to remove the spell blocking my power so I could get rid of the Coachman.

      Cecil’s soft, slow words interrupted my thoughts. “I’m actually curious about the same thing as Dillon. Why weren’t you able to use your gifts to send this bad spirit away?”

      I hesitated. I had intended to tell him about the spell when we were alone.

      “Naw.” Finn shook his head. “Tell him now. I’m curious what it is anyway.”

      I glared at my cousin. “You read my mind?”

      Zora pulled herself to a standing position and spoke to me. “You gonna take all his clothes away and make him go naked? Let him see how it feels? That’s what Mommy says she’ll do if Daddy ever reads her mind again.”

      Both Finn and Dillon turned the color of strawberry pulp, and Jadine giggled. Finn snatched his daughter, pulled her into his lap, and said with a great deal of dignity, “Go on and tell Papaw about the spell inside you.”

      “What spell?” Cecil took the marshmallows from Dillon and gave Zander one. The little boy pulped it between his chubby fingers and began rubbing it on his face, totally missing his mouth. Ewww. No wonder Dillon took them away.

      I gathered my courage, and in as few words as possible, I explained about Mysti’s gift and how she’d used it on me. “She said there’s a core of magic in everybody like me. She saw a spell wrapped around that core, and it’s keeping the mantle from completely absorbing and working with what I’ve already got.”

      Cecil’s lips parted, and his eyes glazed with shock. I didn’t know anything to do but tell the rest.

      “Mysti says magic has a signature.” I swallowed hard. Moment of truth. “The signature on the spell matched mine very closely. Someone in my family must have put it on me.”

      Cecil sat so still the only sign of life was his chest moving up and down. The silence sent cold fingers crawling up my back. The cord of tension in the back of my neck pulled even tighter, heating into a headache. I rubbed at it and closed my eyes.

      Cecil stood and opened a cabinet over my head. He took out a cracked and battered photo album and stared at Finn until he vacated the couch. Zora maneuvered so she could continue to sit next to me. Cecil sat on the other side of the child and opened the photo album. “I think it’s time I give you a little family history.”

      He turned page after page and stopped at a picture. It showed two young women with an older woman standing between them, her arms around both. I saw a lot of Priscilla Herrera in the older woman’s face.

      “This is Samantha?” I tapped the older woman’s image.

      Cecil smiled. “You know of her?”

      I nodded. “I saw her in a vision, but she was young, a teenager or thereabouts. She looks like her mother, Priscilla Herrera. And I’ve seen Priscilla quite a few times.”

      Cecil paled a bit. “Samantha was my grandmother. Your great-great-grandmother. Samantha used to tell me that her mother, Priscilla, was the scariest person she ever met.”

      Priscilla scared the hell out of me. I could only imagine what kind of mother she was.

      Cecil tapped the Samantha’s face. “Samantha practiced the old ways her entire life, but she never took on the center of our family’s power. She always said the power chose its heir, and she simply wasn’t meant for it.” Cecil tapped the two young women next to Samantha. “Samantha never married, but she had two daughters, Iris and Fern. Samantha taught both her daughters the old ways.” He tapped one of the young women’s faces. “Iris was my mother. Your great-grandmother. She had little success with the old ways. Didn’t have the patience for it, but she was a good spirit medium.”

      I leaned close, taking in the shape of Iris’s face, the tilt of her head. So this was Memaw’s mother. She had Memaw’s smile, her dark eyes, and tiny stature.

      Cecil tapped the other young woman in the picture. “This is Samantha’s other daughter, Fern. She was my aunt, so she’d have been your great-great-aunt. Fern had a bit more success with spell making than did Iris.”

      I shifted in my seat. All this history was great. Just the kind of stuff I wanted to know. But not right now. Right now, getting this spell reversed was top priority.

      Ignoring my impatience, Cecil turned another page in the album. It showed Fern sitting at a table with a mess of ingredients and a mortar and pestle in front of her.

      He tapped the picture. “Fern had more success with witchcraft than Iris but not quite as much as Samantha. Even so, Fern expected to take on the center of our family’s power since Samantha never did.” He paused for several long seconds. “Fern is the one who put the spell on you. I suspect Fern did it to keep you from the center of our family’s power so she could have it.”

      I stared at the woman in the picture, at the cold cunning in her dark eyes. I couldn’t put all the blame on her. Someone let her put a spell on me, and there were only a few people who could’ve done it. “Who let her do this to me?”

      Cecil bowed his head and spoke to his lap. “My sweet, misguided sister Leticia.”

      Memaw. The knowledge punched into my chest where it lay coiled tight, ready to strike and inject poison into my emotions. My mouth went dry. I’d loved my grandmother, loved her with all my heart, but she had taught me to hate what I was. The teaching went so deep I didn’t think I’d ever let it go. I didn’t quite know what to do with the hurt.

      The lines on Cecil’s face deepened as he watched me process the information. “Leticia believed our family was cursed. She didn’t want any of her kids to be the marked one.”

      “Marked? How?” I touched my black opal pendant for comfort.

      “Legend said that the one who’d hold the center of our family’s power would be visited by ravens on the day of his or her birth.” Cecil watched me.

      I put my face in my hands. Memaw had said the ravens showed up as soon as I did. She’d known my destiny, always known, but had denied it when she could have helped me. My head swam with the knowledge. I took deep breaths until I had control of myself and faced Cecil. Might as well hear the rest of it.

      “Leticia brought you to us when you were just a baby, all upset.” He smiled as he told the story, perhaps remembering Memaw in full-on panic mode. “Samantha, my grandmother, was long dead by the time you were born. She’d have told Leticia to suck it up. But Aunt Fern promised to make it so the power would never manifest in you. Leticia agreed before Fern even finished speaking.”

      The chili in my stomach turned into a ball of flaming acid. I dug for my roll of antacids Screwed again by Memaw and her panic about what I was. I ground an antacid between my teeth. Cecil watched with downturned lips.

      Cecil closed his eyes and shook his head. “Someone should have stopped Fern. What she wanted to do was impossible. Like trying to take the stripes off a tiger. But everybody feared her, and so it went on.”

      “Can the spell be undone?” I hated to ask. Cecil might tell me I was stuck with it.

      “Maybe.” Cecil’s crooked hands played over the photo album. “Right before your father died, he contacted me and asked if Fern would be willing to train you in the ways of magic.”

      “The day he died, he told me we were coming to live with y’all.” My voice shook.

      Cecil nodded without looking at me. “By that time, Fern had accepted that the center of our family’s power, the mantle, wasn’t meant for her. She agreed to get you ready for your destiny. But she said an odd thing. She said you wouldn’t be the same kid once she removed the spell, that you’d have to be rebuilt from scratch.”

      The words scrabbled through my brain, mysterious and dangerous. The Coachman had used my memories against me. I could only guess Fern meant that removing the spell would remove my memories of all that I was. The idea scared me almost as bad as the Coachman worming his way into me and taking over. Either way, I’d lose myself.

      Cecil’s voice bored into my thoughts. “Unfortunately, whatever Fern intended to do to to you is lost. Fern’s eldest daughter left Sanctuary after her mother’s death and took the family spell book. None of us have seen her since.” Cecil paused, eyes narrowed, obviously still irritated at whatever had happened.

      Panic expanded in my chest. I might as well have been on a deserted island in the middle of the ocean. There was no help for me. The Coachman would have me.

      Cecil gripped my hand, using his thumb to caress the back of it. “There must be another way. You’ll find it when the time is right.”

      I wanted to scream. The problems with the Coachman were happening right now. I didn’t have time to figure things out.

      Finn’s cellphone began ringing. He glanced at the caller ID and spoke to Cecil. “Kenny. Probably calling to ask when we’re getting Peri Jean out of here.”

      Cecil’s eyes went flat. I would have bet anything this was how he looked when he taunted Griff over the phone. “You tell Kenny to mind his own business. He ain’t the leader of Sanctuary. I am.”

      Finn walked outside and answered the call, letting in a blast of chilly air.

      Cecil put his arm around me. “Don’t worry about the spell. If it takes all of us to get the Coachman to leave you alone, we’ll do it. Then you can figure out what to do about the spell.”

      “Papaw’s right.” Jadine found my arm and squeezed it.

      “Yeah. We’re the Greggs…” Dillon's mouth quirked into a grin.

      “Or the Gregsons. Maybe the Gregorys. Sometimes the Goyos. Occasionally the Griers.” Cecil smiled at her.

      The two of them said together, “No matter what, we take care of each other.”

      I had a feeling their help would be like throwing a glass of water on a raging inferno, but my chest tightened in response to their kindness. They’d help me just because we were family. I’d missed that so much during the months since Memaw died.

      Finn burst back inside. “Papaw, we’ve had a change of plans. Those folks from Ohio, the Hollingsworths? They’re leaving first thing in the morning.”
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      “You are shitting me.” Cecil’s voice raised from its paper-thin croon to a nasty shout. “Damn it. It’s now or never. You take Peri Jean back to her car.” He turned to me. “Sweetheart, I want you to come back real soon. Kenny will just have to—”

      “Let her help.” Finn stepped into the motor home and closed the door. “We been talking ’bout bringing her in since Livingston.”

      “You know I like to discuss big decisions with Shelly. I’m sure as hell not calling my wife while she’s in New Mexico with her latest grandbaby.” Cecil frowned. “Besides, Kenny’s just looking for reasons to undermine my authority. If something were to go wrong…” Cecil shook his head and tucked the photo album into the cabinet above the couch.

      Dillon crowded next to Cecil, standing on her tiptoes to get into his face. “But we let him bring Danielle the pickpocket in. Look at all the trouble she caused, and none of us said boo.”

      Cecil took a deep breath and let it out. He pushed her out of his way and headed for the door.

      Finn blocked his exit. “You keep saying this community is dying. Peri Jean makes us one more strong, and I want to bring her in. Now. Tonight.”

      Someone else banged on the door. Cecil motioned at Finn to answer.

      A guy with shoulder-length blond hair and an untrimmed beard leaned in. He made a face when he saw me. “This little gal still here? I thought we had an agreement, Cecil. One hour. No more.”

      This must have been Kenny. He looked like an aging rock star wannabe who was lucky now to get his dick hard once a month.

      Cecil stiffened. “My niece is going to help us with the Hollingsworths. We’re bringing her in.”

      Wait a minute, I wanted to say. I hadn’t agreed to anything. But I would no more refute Cecil’s claim than I would have Memaw’s. Doing so would humiliate the old man, probably end his willingness to help me get rid of the Coachman.

      “You can’t just make decisions like that.” Kenny stuck out his jaw.

      “Can’t I? Are you now the leader of Sanctuary?” Cecil stood up straight, fury crackling off him. He turned from Kenny and spoke to me. “You in?”

      Blood pounded in my ears. How did I get into this mess? I glanced at Finn and Dillon. Both gave encouraging smiles. They wanted me here. It was enough. I stared down Kenny. “I’m in.”

      “We gonna talk about this soon, old man.” Kenny slammed the door hard enough to rock the RV.

      The relief of making a decision made me lightheaded. Memaw was probably turning over in her grave. Her intentions for me had always been good, but they were skewed by her own prejudices and fears. I had to learn how to live my own life.

      “It’s settled.” Finn’s dark eyes gleamed. “You explain to her what her part is, and we’ll get set up.”

      I ended up seated between Jadine and Cecil, Zora’s butt planted firmly in my lap. At least she hadn’t said anything else weird. After hearing Cecil’s explanation of the crime we were about to engage in, I wanted to bolt. My Godzilla pride kept me seated. The plan was for Cecil to keep these folks distracted while Finn and Dillon extracted their personal information from their computer, which they’d then sell in an auction.

      Dillon and Finn’s son, Zander, hid on the other side of Cecil, stealing peeks at me from around him. A thick, middle-aged woman appeared behind the little boy and tapped his shoulder. He spun around. She gave him a solemn wave, and he threw himself on her legs, laughing. She hoisted him onto her hip and came to stand in front of me. She stuck out one broad hand. “I’m Danielle.”

      I set Zora on the ground and stood to shake Danielle’s hand. Her solid fingers curled around my hand like iron bands. She pumped my arm hard enough to pull on my shoulder. Her energy met mine for a brief second, and the black opal heated in response. What is she? In the shadowy firelight, I couldn’t tell much about Danielle other than she had a broad face to match her body. Her gaze bored into my skin, direct and unafraid, but I couldn’t even see her eye color.

      “I look forward to getting to know you.” She smiled, revealing blocky, straight teeth. “Maybe sharing some tricks of the trade. I’m a medium as well.”

      “I’d love to.” I returned her smile and sat back down. Zora wandered around the fire, head bowed, eyes on the ground. I let her be. Danielle picked up Zander and toted the little boy to a log sawed flat on top to make a bench. She sat down and rocked him. The little boy leaned his head on her shoulder and gazed into the darkness with droopy eyes. I’d bet he’d be asleep before long.

      Jadine leaned over to speak in my ear. “Danielle ain’t been with us long. She’s the one Kenny insisted on bringing in. She’s a pickpocket. Like to’ve got us in deep shit in Florida. Keep your eyes and ears open.”

      “And report to us,” Cecil muttered out of the corner of his mouth.

      Zora wandered over, holding something between her thumb and forefinger. As she came closer, I saw it was a dead bird.

      I leapt to my feet. Dillon would kill me. “Baby, let’s put that dead thing down.”

      “But I can help it.” Zora’s whine set off an alarm in my head. I didn’t know a lot about kids, but I knew the sound of a tantrum on the horizon. Zora’s age put her smack-dab in screaming, fit-pulling country. I looked to Cecil for help.

      Cecil appeared next to me and leaned over Zora. “Don’t you dare. Not now.”

      Does she play with dead animals often? Gross. I wiped my hands on my pants.

      Zora stood her ground, the dead bird’s leg pinched between her thumb and forefinger. Cecil and the little girl locked eyes. Her lip trembled. The bird slipped from her fingers and fell to the ground. She turned to me and held out her arms.

      Hell, no. She’s just been playing with dead shit. Cringing, I picked her up and hoisted her onto my hip. Cecil got the dead bird and took it out of the circle. I took Zora back to sit down.

      Cecil joined us. “Never when outsiders can see. Understand?”

      What does he mean by that?

      Zora nodded, lip still stuck out. Feeling sorry for the kid, I rubbed her back and smiled at her. She perked up a little. “Remember when you worked at the dollar store and that man tried to rob it? And you threw a plate at him?”

      My mouth fell open, and my brain went on overload. Sure, I remembered that. But it was a long time ago, a time I didn’t contemplate much. My ex-husband and I had just gone our separate ways. I worked at a dollar store and shared a seedy apartment with a near stranger. I’d never told anybody about that time in my life. How does Zora know about this? I stared into her brown eyes and opened my mouth to say something, I didn't even know what, when Cecil spoke up.

      “Here they come.” Cecil swatted my leg. “You and Jadine are my granddaughters. The kids are my great-grandkids.” He stared at my face until I nodded my understanding. “Don’t give complicated explanations to any questions.”

      “Here’s Papaw.” Finn’s cheerful voice came from the darkness. “Y’all won’t have to leave without hearing his ghost story after all.”

      I sat up a little straighter and glanced at Jadine. She patted my arm and smiled at the campfire.

      The family consisted of a man and woman I guessed to be in their forties and a teenage boy with a peach fuzz mustache. The kid acted bored out of his wits, gaze casting about, wiggling in his lawn chair to make it squeak. If he got up and went back to the family camping vessel, we were in deep doo-doo.

      Finn got our guests situated in lawn chairs near Cecil. Cecil stuck out his hand and greeted them in a weaker voice than normal. His hands shook too. Was he getting tired? Or was this part of an act? I suspected the latter and had to bite back a smile, no matter how awful and wrong it was. My family had their act down pat.

      Cecil made introductions of our clan, claiming to be related to everyone at the campfire. The mark introduced himself as Chris Hollingsworth. His wife was Jennifer. The son, C.J., or Chris Junior. C.J. stared at Jadine’s face, maybe hoping she’d notice him. I had news for him. She’d never see him.

      “Is everybody ready to hear a scary story?” Cecil smiled and leaned toward the Hollingsworths. They smiled politely.

      “It’ll be the perfect end to our stay in Texas.” Chris Hollingsworth’s Yankee pronunciation of Texas was actually more correct than ours, but it sounded so very wrong. It was short and stiff, while we milked our vowel sounds and drew out the word like saying “takes-us.”

      Finn leaned down to pat Cecil’s back. “Thanks for doing this for the Hollingsworths, Papaw. I’m going to spend some alone time with my wife.” He slipped us all a wink and got appreciative chuckles in response. Cecil waved him off, his dark eyes fixed on the Hollingsworths.

      “I grew up around these parts.” Cecil’s lie came out smooth as chocolate pudding. I knew good and well, from the few stories Memaw told me, that Cecil spent his childhood moving town to town, probably learning to perpetrate scams like this before he understood they were illegal. Memaw could have never lied like this. Then I thought about the spell inside me and flinched. But she’d told me nothing but versions of the truth my whole life. She’d lied. Maybe not like Cecil, but lies were lies.

      “My grandmother, Samantha, was afraid of nights like this one.” Cecil swept one arm out. “Cold nights—”

      “This isn’t cold.” Jennifer Hollingsworth laughed.

      “Not to you, no. To us, it is.” Cecil smiled at his audience but then glanced away from them. “Like I said, Memaw was scared of nights like this.” My great-uncle tipped me a wink and a smile as he stole my pet name for my grandmother. “Cold nights where the sky was clear. Nights where the sounds carried through the trees because all the underbrush was dead and withered away. Those were the nights my grandmother feared. Memaw’d come to our house and spend those nights. I had twin sisters, Ruth and Leticia, and she always insisted on a cot in their room.” Cecil faced me for a brief second, a smirk curving his mouth. He enjoyed this. Wrong or not, he loved it.

      Where I was and what I was doing ground into my conscience like beach sand on a hot day. The world around me sharpened, the way it does during a moment of clarity. The little girl my memaw raised wanted to get up and leave. The woman I’d grown into was too curious. I stayed where I was.

      Next to me, Cecil continued his story. “‘What’s so bad about winter nights?’ I asked her.” Cecil changed his voice from an old man’s weary brogue to a young boy’s excited tone. “See, I thought them pretty. I loved the sparkling stars and the sound of the coyotes howling.” Cecil held out his hands to the fire and then rubbed them together, the dry skin rasping. “Here’s what she told me.

      "In the middle of the eighteen hundreds, there was a huge cotton plantation through those woods right there. The man who owned it was, of course, very wealthy. He had everything he could want, including a beautiful daughter named Vivian.

      "Travel being what it was in those days, there weren’t many opportunities for this wealthy man and his family to socialize, to meet others of their ilk. This was a problem.

      "Vivian was reaching marriageable age, and the cotton planter knew he’d need to find her a proper husband before long. He sent out letters to his friends explaining the situation and asking them to put him into contact with an appropriate young man.”

      “Why couldn’t she just fall in love like a normal person?” The teenage boy spoke for the first time. His voice came out froggy, too low and too high at the same time. “Is it just a Texas thing?”

      “In those times and earlier, marriages were often arranged to profit both families. The notion of romantic love is a fairly new one.” Cecil didn’t miss a beat. I had to admire his ability to tell the story. He glanced at the parents, silently asking if they had questions, but they said nothing, their gazes focused on his face.

      “One day a young man showed up asking to court Vivian. He claimed to have been sent by one of the plantation owner’s trusted friends. The young man had all the right answers, knew all the right people in proper society. The plantation owner welcomed the young man into his home and introduced him to the beautiful Vivian.” Cecil paused and opened a bottled water at his feet. He took several long drinks. “That’s when things got weird. The plantation owner, a quiet religious man, began throwing decadent parties. Servants gossiped in town about the kind of debauchery they witnessed at these gatherings.”

      “Uh, sir?” C.J. raised one pale hand. “What kind of debauchery?”

      Cecil gave him a slow smile. “Whatever you can imagine, son.” The boy flushed and said no more. Cecil picked back up his story as though he’d never been interrupted. “They also said the young man who’d come to court Vivian was a brute. Other stories about him being some sort of sorcerer began to circulate. The servants, mostly freed slaves, quit their jobs out of fear of the man.”

      Cecil nudged me and motioned at the pile of deadwood next to the fire. I got up and put more branches on. He waited until I sat back down to continue his story. “Then, one day, someone in town realized they hadn’t heard from the plantation owner for quite some time. They rode out to check on the family. Soon as the carriage came into the yard, they heard the buzzing of flies in the house. They went inside, and blood was everywhere, but they never found any bodies.” Cecil paused and took in the shock on his audience’s face for several seconds. “The former servants, who lived very near the house, said they heard a carriage leaving late the night before. It was assumed the person leaving was the man who’d been staying with them.”

      “Did they find the bodies?” Jennifer Hollingsworth rubbed her arms.

      “Never did.” Cecil took another swallow of water.

      “Finn told us this was a ghost story.” Chris Hollingsworth made a face.

      “That’s next.” Cecil recapped the water and set it at his feet. “As I’ve said, the servants were mostly freed slaves. They had a land grant near the plantation house. Members of the settlement claimed to hear hoof beats on cold, clear nights. A few children disappeared. One child claimed that a man with eyes black as coals came to his window and tried to get him to come outside.”

      “Was it the man who killed the plantation owner and his family?” Chris Hollingsworth leaned forward, his interest rekindled.

      So this was the story Cecil had wanted to tell me back in the RV. I was sorry we’d interrupted him. Now I’d have to wait until the Hollingsworths were gone before he and I could discuss what he knew about my ordeal with the Coachman in Travis’s foot-cheese-scented bedroom.

      “Nobody knows.” Cecil leaned so far forward he had to put his elbows on his bony legs. “But the men and women in the community were scared, and they had no means to move away. They took shifts, waiting to hear the hoof beats. One night, on a clear night just like this one, they heard the carriage coming.”

      “What did they do?” The teenager, C.J., watched Cecil as though he had the answers to the world.

      “They sent one of their strong young men into the darkness to surprise whoever was driving the carriage.” Cecil lowered his voice. “But he never came back, and they never found his body.” Cecil leaned forward, still speaking in a low voice, his audience hanging on every word. “Time passed, and this area became more populated. People quit talking about a ghostly carriage that might come and carry you off in the night. But every once in a while, people still talk about hearing a carriage in the darkness and about kids who go missing. My grandma sure believed in all of it. She’d say, ‘You kids best stop your nonsense. The Coachman’ll come for you tonight.’ Wait a minute.” Cecil cocked his head to the side. “What is that?”

      In the distance, barely audible, was the clop, clop of horse hoofs on a dirt road. Jennifer Hollingsworth gasped and spun around in her lawn chair, almost capsizing it.

      “What on earth?” Cecil stood and peered into the darkness. “Is that a light?”

      I stood, Zora tightening her grip around my neck to stay with me, and searched Cecil’s face for any sign this was part of his show. Surprise—hell, shock—slackened his features. My heart sped up. My great-uncle could act, but not that well.

      Cecil clutched his chest. He’d told me at our first meeting about his heart problems. Oh, no. Is he going to keel over right here in front of these strangers? Ohshitohshitohshit.

      I gripped Cecil’s arm with my free hand and stared into the woods. A dim, flickering light wavered, rocking back and forth the way it might if attached to a moving horse-drawn carriage. Underbrush cracked and snapped as the light drew closer.

      The temperature, already chilly, plummeted, and hard wind whipped through the trees, scattering branches and dead leaves in its wake. The black opal's temperature rose in response to supernatural phenomena. For once, the heat, my only source, felt good. The light came closer and, with it, the sound of a horse snorting.

      “No. Go away,” Cecil muttered under his breath. It hit me that he saw ghosts too, just like I did. Maybe he and I were the only ones seeing the show. I glanced at the Hollingsworths. Mouths open, eyes bugged out, there was no question the Hollingsworths saw exactly what Cecil and I saw. My mouth went dry.

      “I see it!” Jadine gripped my arm. “Do you see it?”

      I gaped at her. How did a blind woman with precognition see a ghost carriage? But it was obvious, from the wonder on her face, that she saw something.

      The carriage entered the glow of the campfire, and I got my first real glimpse of it. I bit back a scream and clutched Zora closer, more for my comfort than hers.

      The horses pulling the carriage were mostly bone with only patches of fur clinging here and there. Boiling red eyes glowed in their empty skulls. Their snorts, which came from lungless chests, came out in white vapor, which curled and danced before spreading and disappearing. A shadowy figure hunched over the reins.

      One of the Hollingsworths—I couldn’t tell which one—let out a high-edged shriek.

      “I see it,” Jadine said again from behind me. “Aren’t the horses beautiful?”

      I stared at the skeletons, then at her. No, I didn’t think they were beautiful.

      The carriage came closer. Cecil put himself in front of Jadine and me, both arms out. “Spirits leave this place now. Go back wherever you came from. I command it.” His voice echoed in the still night, the campfire crackling accompaniment.

      The carriage stopped. “Peri Jean Mace. Come now and bring the child.” The shadow’s hissed words sounded like wind through pine needles, only times one thousand. Behind it, I thought I heard something, voices chanting, but I couldn’t concentrate on them. This thing knew my name. How?

      “Spirit, leave now. I command you.” I yelled the words with as much force as I could. I sounded as weak as nursing home coffee.

      Jadine moved past me, faster and more confident than I thought her capable because of her disability. She walked toward the carriage, hand out.

      “No,” Cecil shouted, reaching for her.

      “Stay out of this, grandson of Samantha.” The carriage driver’s voice had real force now. It raised a hand and flicked its fingers at Cecil. Cecil flew backward and landed on his butt with a yelp of pain. I set Zora down and gave her a light push toward Danielle the pickpocket. Then I hurried to help Cecil.

      “Don’t let it take Jadine,” he said, his voice tight with pain.

      I ran after Jadine and caught her a few feet from the open carriage door. I hooked one arm around her waist and stopped her moving forward. The moon came out from behind a cloud and shone right down on the driver. The Coachman still wore his Victorian garb. He smiled at me and held out one bony arm. Fear beat at my throat and came out of my mouth in a scream so loud it hurt.

      “Come now, Peri Jean Mace, and I’ll spare this woman.” The glow of the campfire flickered over the Coachman’s features. Bright, glowing black eyes stared out at me. I never would have thought black eyes could have so much light in them, but these did.

      Those glowing black eyes latched onto mine. I stood in thrall, unable to detach myself from the pull of his gaze. I wanted to go with him, even though I knew it meant death. Horror stuttered in my chest. My power, the gift Priscilla Herrera passed on to me, spilled out of my nose. It stretched between the Coachman and me in a thin, glowing stream. My strength went with it. I staggered.

      Jadine, sensing my weakening, tried to move forward. I did the only thing I could think to do. I let my legs fold and sat down on the ground, pulling Jadine onto my lap.

      Footsteps came from behind me. I thought it was one of the others come to help us. Then Zora, her chubby toddler legs pumping, came around my side. I swung out one arm, but she danced away from me, one clumsy hand reaching for the carriage.

      “I make the horsey new again,” she babbled.

      The Coachman flashed forward, fast as a snake striking, and grabbed her. She wailed and tried to pull away.

      "No!" I loosened my grip on Jadine and threw myself at the baby. My hand brushed her ankle, and I clamped my fingers down on the soft skin, ignoring the little girl’s pained yelp, and held on for all I was worth.

      The Coachman turned his attention to me, malevolent light blazing from his eyes, and tried to push himself into me. The desire to go to him, to let him have his way with me, came back with a vengeance.

      I drew on the black opal and the mantle at the same time, feeling that weird, lizardy part of me awake. The world around me sharpened. The caw of Orev and the beat of his wings came from somewhere not too far away. He’d carry this spirit away. I’d seen him do it before.

      I pulled harder on the mantle’s power, needing all of the energy I could get. It rushed through me, humming as it went. Then the rise of power stopped. My pulse beat a painful rhythm behind my eyes. The feeling of being crammed too full throbbed in my head. That damn scar tissue. Had to be.

      The rustle of Orev’s wings drew closer. I drew deep inside myself and scraped together what magic I could. The effort created an agonizing tattoo of lights behind my eyes. The bridge of my nose ached like it was getting ready to explode in a rush of bone shards and brains.

      My knees wobbled. I struggled to hold myself upright. I tried to pull on my magic and got nothing but a blank, rushing sound. Too late, I realized my mistake. The Coachman had tired me out just like a boxer in a ring. He had drained away all my magical energy and used it to power whatever mischief he had planned. Well, he could eat the shit right out of my ass. I would fight him until one of us was dead.

      “You might as well be dead, Peri Jean Mace.” The Coachman’s laughter echoed in my head.  He flicked his fingers at me. I blew backward like a piece of paper caught in the wind. He yanked Zora into the carriage.

      It took off, rattling and popping again. I pushed myself to my feet and staggered after it. Cecil shouted something at my back, but I didn’t have time for him. I chased the carriage, head throbbing so bad I could barely see straight. The carriage reached to the edge of the clearing where we’d had the campfire and vanished.

      Orev flapped into the clearing, but it was too late. I dropped to my knees and put my face in my hands.
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      A half hour later, the Hollingsworths’ RV blasted out of the park. The engine screamed as whoever was driving gunned it, getting as far away from us and our drama as they could.

      I watched them go through a fog of guilt. This damn spell, the one Memaw chose to have put on me, kept me from saving Zora. I felt it happen, that sensation of being a suitcase stuffed too full of clothes and having some jerk try to cram more in. And that was when the Coachman had drained me. Memaw would have told me to quit whining about coulda, woulda, and shoulda. She’d have said to get off my ass and do something. And she’d have been right. The spell and what to do about it would have to wait.

      I dragged myself to my feet and went to stand a few feet away from Finn and Dillon, still trying to catch my breath. The young woman had her hands covering her face, and her screams echoed in the darkness. Finn stood behind her, mouth half open and eyes glazed, like he didn’t know what to do for his wife.

      Every muscle in my body ached. The Coachman came for me. He called me by name. Now he had Zora, a little baby who had no chance against a monster like him. The sense of loss went so deep I wanted to wallow in the dirt and yell right along with Dillon. But I didn’t deserve to. I had let my family and myself down.

      The entire membership of Cecil’s Sanctuary watched the show, wide-eyed and silent. There might have been a couple dozen of them, kids included. Both adults and kids glanced my way every once in a while and quickly turned away when I caught them.

      Kenny and a middle-aged woman stood apart from everyone, next to the log where Danielle still sat. They whispered among themselves but didn’t make an effort to join the rest of the group. Cecil sat apart as well, holding Zander in his lap. The little boy’s tear-streaked cheeks glowed in the dim light. He had his thumb in his mouth. A man about my age approached Kenny and motioned at me. They had a short talk.

      “Something like this can’t go unpunished. Let’s call tribunal tonight.” This came from the woman standing next to Kenny, probably his wife or girlfriend. She had a curtain of long hair. Her mean, thin-lipped mouth puckered like she’d just sucked on a toilet plunger.

      Dillon cut off mid-wail and glared at the woman. “To hell with tribunal and punishments, Anita. I want my baby back. Now.” Dillon stood and stalked around the dying campfire, shoulders tight, fists clenched. She whipped her brown hair over one shoulder and glared at me. “Can you get my Zora back?”

      “Or die trying.” My answer came faster than I intended. Was I willing to go to the ends of the earth for this kid? Zora’s face popped into my mind, telling me she remembered me from before, and my heart cramped. Before what? If I wanted to know, I had to find her. But I also had to find her to keep her from whatever fate the Coachman had in store. The vision Jadine showed me kept popping back into my head. The way the Coachman had sacrificed that baby made my stomach spin. No. That couldn’t happen to Zora.

      “Cecil, I hate to say this, but I told you not to bring your niece in here.” Kenny had been first to the campfire after Zora’s abduction. He came on the scene and started barking orders like he owned the place and everybody in it. I already wanted to pull his nuts up over his head and staple them to his scalp. Cecil needed to do something about him.

      “It isn’t her fault.” Cecil shivered in his thin coat. The campfire had burned down to nothing but embers and a few stray flickers of light. He had to be cold by now. “She saved Jadine but couldn’t get to Zora in time.”

      Kenny rolled his eyes. I amended my plans for his nuts. I’d transplant them to the back of his neck. With a rusty knife.

      My cellphone buzzed with a text message. I took it out of my pocket. The message was from Wade Hill. Relief so deep it hurt rushed through me.

      The message said, You need me?

      I wanted Wade’s comforting presence, but it would take him at least four hours to get from Gaslight City to The Woodlands. That was too much to ask of a man who wasn’t even my lover. I tapped on my cellphone’s screen. No. You’re too far away.

      His message came back before mine finished sending. I’ll be there soon as I can.

      “Look at her. She doesn’t give a fuck.” Kenny gestured at me. “She’s sending a text message.” He came over and tried to snatch my cellphone from me. I shot to my feet and stood chest to chest with Kenny. We glared at each other.

      “You and your stringy hair and that scraggly beard need to shut it.” My power surged back, weak but there. I was ready to see if I had enough juice to scare the fuck out of Kenny. The campfire blew back into existence, roaring as though it was brand new.

      “Oh, wow.” Dillon's voice came from not far behind me. The crunch of her footsteps neared. She stood next to me. “Better watch out, Kenny. My cousin’s a witch. She might decide to turn you into a toad.”

      Kenny stared into my face. I made myself meet his gaze, even though I felt like overdone pasta.

      “I ain’t afraid of her.” Kenny whipped his long blond hair over his shoulder. He probably thought he looked good with his open shirt exposing too many inches of hairy, over-forty chest.

      I wanted to scare him more, but my head still throbbed from the Coachman stealing power from me. I wanted to put my hands around my aching skull to keep it from blowing up. But the power kindled and grew anyway, replenishing itself on my energy the way Mysti said it would.

      “She ain’t gonna do anything.” Anita stepped up next to Kenny. Their bodies leaned together, and they glanced at each other, as though they’d been together a long time, long enough to read each other. “She presents a danger. How many more of us are going to come to harm while she’s here?”

      “Peri Jean did nothing to call forth the Coachman.” Cecil moved to stand on the other side of me. He clutched my arm, and I realized how close he was to collapse.

      Kenny shook his head. “Not good enough, old man. I’ve traveled with Sanctuary lotta years now. You tell that story every time we visit this campground. Nothing like this ever happened before. She’s trouble. You made a mistake bringing her here.”

      Heat flooded through me, followed by an icy chill. I resisted the urge to shiver. This whole scene was close, too close, to something from Gaslight City. The weight of all those angry stares settled over me like an anchor pulling me underwater.

      “I’m new here, so maybe I shouldn’t speak.” Danielle, the psychic medium and pickpocket, said from the log where she’d sat a lifetime ago to hear Cecil’s story. She hadn’t moved from there since her butt first made contact. She’d used her cellphone to call Finn and Dillon and warned them to get out of the Hollingsworths’ RV from that log. She’d cried for Zora from that log. Now she stood up for the first time, smoothing her caftan as she did. “This woman has had a difficult time, no one to teach her. I have faith she’ll get Zora back if it’s possible.”

      I made grateful eye contact with Danielle. She gave me a supportive nod in return.

      “You just want someone else to run the séances.” Anita waved a chicken-skinned arm at Danielle. “You lazy old pickpocket.”

      “I am your sister-in-law. Why can’t you be nice to me?” Danielle glared at the other woman.

      “Will all you just shut up?” Finn raised his arms to the sky, and his shout echoed through the trees. Tears streaked his handsome face. “My daughter is gone. Fucking gone. I don’t care about punishing anybody—”

      “But when somebody wrongs one of our number, the price must be paid.” Kenny crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Like we did back in Florida?” Finn’s face contorted, and his voice trembled. “There wasn’t no damn discussion about sending anybody into the fucking darkness. You just beat that poor guy to death, him begging you to stop.” He glared at Kenny until the older man dropped his gaze to his feet. Finn approached Kenny, got right in his face. “Now this is my daughter who’s missing, and I’m going to find her whether y’all like it or not. If my cousin says she’ll get Zora back, she will.”

      Cecil put his arm around my shoulders and held me tight. I scooted closer to my great-uncle, grateful for his support. The sea of angry faces wavered in front of me and flickered and sharpened. The mantle, sensing a threat, gathered power. It came through the earth, from the fire, and from the wind stirring the trees. The black opal heated. I stiffened. This could get bad.  The black opal would magnify whatever the mantle threw out. I focused on clearing my mind, on dismissing my anger. I couldn’t lose my temper. I’d already learned the hard way.

      “I say part of the problem here is the leadership.” Anita spun around the group, making eye contact with each person, trying to get someone to agree with her. Some nodded. Others turned away. Finally, she turned back to my uncle, eyes glowing with hate. “Cecil, the time for your leadership has passed. You know it. Everybody here knows it. You just can’t protect us no more.”

      Kenny crossed his arms over his chest and looked down his nose at Cecil. “Got to say that’s the truth, old friend. Your judgment's going.”

      Next to me, Cecil stiffened.

      “It’s time for you to step down.” Anita grabbed a handful of her thick hair and threw it over her shoulder.

      Dillon appeared behind her. My cousin by marriage curled her lips in a snarl and grabbed Anita’s hair, winding it around her fist so fast the motion was a blur. She forced the other woman to her knees and stood over her. Kenny hurried toward the scuffle, and Finn stepped in his way, lip curled. The two men stared each other down.

      “Never speak against my uncle or anybody in my family.” Dillon gave Anita’s head a hard yank. She gasped and yelped. “Never interfere with my family. Especially not my children.”

      “I’m speaking for the good of the group.” Anita’s voice hitched with sobs. She held trembling hands out to Dillon in supplication.

      “This woman can find my daughter. Speaking against her is interfering. Understand?” Dillon gave Anita’s hair another hard jerk, putting her whole body into it.

      I watched the scene, frozen and fascinated. Suddenly, I knew what Finn loved about this woman, even though I feared her in that moment along with everybody else around me.

      “Dillon, honey, no.” Cecil’s voice was paper thin, an old man’s voice, tremulous, ready to break at any second. “Maybe my time has passed, but now’s not the time to decide that. If we want a chance of finding Zora, we can’t stand around here bickering. We’ve got to get out there and search.”

      “I agree.” I motioned at Dillon to let Anita go. To my surprise, she did and came to stand by my side. I caught Cecil staring, something brewing in his dark eyes.

      “Where do you want to start, niece?” he asked.

      “That direction, where I saw the carriage disappear.” I pointed. “Let’s go in groups. Nobody needs to be alone.”

      “Who are you to give us orders?” Kenny raised his chin at me. “You’re just an outsider. An unwelcome one.”

      “And you’re dangerous,” Anita cried. Dillon took a step toward her, fist clenched, and Anita cowered away.

      “Don’t mess with me, Anita. Understand?” My own anger leapt at its leash. Cecil tugged at my jacket sleeve, but I ignored him. All eyes fixed on me. The effect made me wish I had kept my mouth shut. “Zora is my cousin, my blood. I will stop at nothing to find her. If any of you get in my way, I’ll burn you from the inside out.” I stared out into darkness, glaring at anybody who dared meet my eyes. “Whatever internal problems y’all got ain’t my problem. But listen to me and listen good. I’m going to look for my baby cousin. Ain’t none of you going to stop me.”

      “What if you fail?” Anita stepped forward until she stood a foot from me. “What if you can’t find Zora?”

      “In that case, I suppose I’m subject to your laws.” I met the woman’s crazy stare head on. I saw elation, excitement. Cold fingers danced up my spine.

      A murmur went through the crowd, and people began to walk away. Finn and Dillon surrounded me.

      “I’ll kill you, you don’t find my kid.” She leaned into my face, hands on her hips.

      “I wouldn’t blame you.” For once, all my righteous indignation was dry as a bone. With the threat of that hateful mob gone, my mind replayed that ghost lifting little Zora up off the ground and pulling her into that carriage. I couldn’t live with not finding her. “Why don’t the three of us team up?”

      Dillon went to get flashlights. Finn turned his back to me and stared out at the starry night. I slumped next to him. Tonight had turned into a shit sandwich with a cup of warm doo-doo on the side.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cecil went to get his golf cart while Dillon talked Jadine into keeping Zander.

      “But it doesn’t matter that I can’t see.” Jadine threw her arms around to make her point. “I know things. I might be able to see where he took her.”

      “Somebody’s got to keep Zander, and I refuse to not search for my own damn daughter.” Dillon’s tone could have made paint peel. “Keep your cellphone handy. If you have any insights, get in touch.”

      Jadine picked up Zander, who’d been using his mother’s legs to hold himself upright. The little boy’s balance still needed some work. The two of them headed back toward the RV. After a few steps, Jadine withdrew a metal cane and extended it.

      “Doesn’t somebody need to help her?” I whispered to Dillon.

      “Yes, but she’d pull a fit right now if we tried.” Dillon stared out at the dark woods and shivered. “Zora’s probably cold wherever she is.” Her voice broke, and she turned away from me.  “You really think you can find her?”

      “I won’t quit until I do.” My family needed my help. It didn’t matter if I decided to stay in their lives. Memaw taught me to always help others. No matter the cost.

      Besides, I felt responsible. The Coachman came here for me. Didn’t he? I thought back over the encounter. Had he engineered it all to get Zora? Maybe. Why did he need both of us?

      Cecil approached in the golf cart. “Why’d y’all let Jadine wander off alone?”

      Finn shrugged and got into the passenger seat. Cecil turned to him. “Not this time, son. Peri Jean and I need to talk.”

      Finn frowned but got into the cart’s backseat with Dillon. The two of them clasped hands like teenagers. I sat next to Cecil.

      “Just pass that bag back to Finn if it’s in your way.” Cecil gestured at a dark canvas bag on the golf cart’s floorboards.

      “It’s fine.” I reached to move the bag, and something clanked inside. “What’s in here?”

      “It’s my ghost fighting stuff. Stuff I ain’t used in some thirty years. But I still know what to do.” Cecil maneuvered the golf cart onto a wide path going into the woods. It ran alongside the route through which the Coachman had approached. “The woods end at an open field. I’ve never seen a spirit take a human and can’t imagine he could’ve carried Zora far. That field would be the first logical place for them to stop.” He drove a bit without speaking. “The story I told at the campfire was the one I was trying to tell you back in the RV. Seems so unimportant now.”

      I’d almost forgotten. “I’m sorry we kept interrupting you. Tell me what you know.”

      Cecil thought for several seconds. “You know Samantha worked most of her adult life for the Lakeworth Brothers Circus?”

      I shook my head.

      “Well, she did. They called Samantha the Gypsy Woman. She read fortunes, but really she was a witch, just like her mother, Priscilla Herrera.” He paused, maybe thinking about Samantha. An orphan most of her life, she must have been a tough lady. “The circus went belly-up in the early nineteen fifties. Samantha and one of the other performers bought an old farmhouse just up the road from this place. Gone now. There’s a neighborhood built on top of where it was.”

      Travis’s neighborhood, I’d bet.

      “The story I just told those people is one my sisters and I first heard from Samantha. She told it each time my parents passed through here on their lost highway.” Cecil spoke so softly I could hear the sound of his lips forming the words. “You know, I’m like you. Seen the dead all my life. But I never saw the Coachman and never gave any thought to the story being real.” He stared out into the darkness. A gasp came from him, and it hit me that he was crying. He saw me watching, pulled his cigarettes out of his pocket, stuck one in his mouth, and offered me the pack. I shook my head but lit his cigarette and got my own. He swiped a hand over his face.

      “Do you know what parts are true?” Stories like Cecil’s were usually about seventy-five percent bullshit.

      “No idea.” Cecil shook his head. “I can tell you the story was prevalent in this community. It wasn’t just Samantha who knew the story. The kids from down the road knew it. The kids from church knew it. They all had different versions. The story I told tonight was made of everything I remember.”

      I brought up the part still bothering me. “No ideas why the Coachman would want Zora and me specifically?”

      Cecil smoked and drove. “Our family’s magic is old. When someone has a dose of it, the way you and Zora do, it’s strong.”

      I’d felt Zora’s magic but still hadn’t identified it. “What is Zora? A medium like you and me?”

      “Oh, baby.” Cecil laughed. “You’re a medium. I’m just an old man who sees ghosts. But Zora’s something else all together.” We came to the field, and Cecil let the golf cart roll to a stop. “She can make dead things live again. Never seen anything like it.”

      The dead bird. No wonder Zora had wanted to help it. She’d also thought she could help the ghostly horses. If the Coachman wanted to come back to life, Zora might be his chance. But he’d need a body. Maybe that’s why he wanted both Zora and me. The idea raised the hair on the back of my neck. I shuddered.

      Cecil passed out flashlights. “Just look for signs of magic. Peri Jean and I should be able to feel the presence of a ghost as powerful as that one was, even if he’s already gone.”

      We walked the perimeter of the circle. I opened my senses, feeling for cold spots. Sometimes ghosts left behind the odor of rot. I also looked for signs the carriage had come through, grass pushed down, broken branches.

      A white building peeked through the trees. I nudged Cecil. “What’s that?”

      “There was once an African-American community here. Blessed Union, I think the name was. That was their schoolhouse. A historical group has taken it over, been restoring it.” Cecil reached the building. “I’m sure it’s locked, but…” He trailed off, staring at the door. It stood half open. I cut around Cecil and went inside.

      I shined my flashlight around the empty room. Someone had pushed all the desks to the room’s perimeter. Residual magic crashed against my magical core. My head swam, and I grabbed the wall.

      Dillon shoved me out of her way. “My kid in here?”

      “Nope.” I held an arm out to keep from going farther and pointed at a mess surrounded by a bunch of tracks on the floor. “But somebody did some serious magic in here. Recently, by the feel of it.”

      A familiar creaking and popping drifted into the old building. All of us froze.

      “That’s it,” Dillon whispered. “The carriage is right outside.”

      She ran back through the door. The rest of us followed. The area around the old schoolhouse was still empty, but the sound of a horse snorting drifted through the trees.

      “Mama,” came a small, terrified voice.

      Dillon crashed off in that direction. I stared into the woods where we heard the sound, trying with all my might to sense the presence of the ghost. Nothing.

      I took a few steps running after Dillon. “No! It’s a trick.”

      Dillon screamed. Water splashed. Finn and I charged into the woods, Cecil trudging after us.

      Underneath the noise, I heard something else. A very young child crying. Zora. This was real. I turned away from my cousins and crashed through the brush and brambles in the direction of the cries. Dead vines clung to my jeans. Branches, stiff and dead with winter, slapped my face and scratched it. The crying was barely audible but seemed to come from the field we’d just left.

      I took off that way, making enough noise to alert people all the way on the other side of the county. Sweat dampened the layer of clothes closest to my skin, and the scratches on my face stung. I listened for the Zora’s sobs and heard nothing, so I stopped.

      The air chilled more. The feeling of being watched crept over me. I wasn’t alone. The presence came as a whirl of emotions in my head, words not quite whispered, shadows not quite seen. The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and the black opal heated. I walked faster. Maybe this was it. I’d get my little cousin away from this ghost. Show him how the cow eats cabbage.

      Across the moonlit field stood a shadow. The mantle turned over, and the tide of power rushed through me. Moonlight shone down on longish blond hair and a lanky frame. I knew this body, had known it almost as well as my own at one time.

      “Chase?” I whispered his name, not quite ready to believe. The day of his funeral, I’d watched him walk into the light and had thought him gone for good.

      He raised his head, and I saw the high cheekbones and that dimple.

      “Chase.” I ran for him, totally forgetting about Zora. It had been so long, and I’d wanted to talk to him so many times, just to know he was okay.

      From somewhere far away, I thought I heard Cecil’s voice. “Peri Jean, don’t. It’s not who you think.”

      I ignored Cecil’s voice and kept running. Then Chase and I stood pressed together, his arms around me, his chill spreading through me. He tilted his head toward mine. I stood on my tiptoes, heart jittering, eager for his kiss even if he was just a ghost. Our faces inched closer together until our lips were only centimeters apart. I’d never made out with a ghost, but there was a first time for everything. I parted my lips and stopped.

      What was that smell? I sniffed. It reminded me of roasting meat, of barbecue. No. That wasn’t right. I took a deeper breath. The smell became more pronounced. Panic ran wild through my chest, and I tried to move away. The arms around me tightened, solid and hard for belonging to a ghost.

      The stench intensified, and Chase’s face came closer, the skin bubbling and breaking open, blackening and peeling. I tried to break out of his embrace, dug my heels into the dirt, and stiffened my knees to keep him from pulling me closer. Still he came. The foul odor filled my nose. Vomit stung the back of my throat. I thrashed, trying to get away from the smoking corpse. His mouth fell open, and his teeth began to pop out of his mouth. One hit me in the forehead. Warmth streamed down my face, and I knew it had broken skin.

      This wasn’t Chase. It was the Coachman, back for another round.

      I drew in a breath and screamed. It tore at my parched throat. The arms held me tight like a lover. A light smoke came from Chase’s open mouth and probed at my lips, trying to find a way inside me. I pressed my lips together, drew on every ounce of power I had to keep it out of me this time.

      The mantle responded but without its usual snap. The world brightened a little but not with the ethereal glow I was used to. My power gathered, weak and thready, but better than nothing at all. I aimed at the Chase thing and let go. The thing holding me grew more solid, its arms stronger.

      The power flowed from me to the Coachman. I went limp with disappointment. It was no use. The Coachman took another gulp of my power and pulled me closer, opening his mouth for a kiss. Something wriggled in his mouth. My reason fell away, and I howled like an animal.

      From far away, too far away, came a raven’s caw. Orev’s bright, simple presence reached out for me. I held onto it, knowing if I let go, this thing would enter me and eat me from the inside out, the way it tried to do earlier this afternoon. It would get into my thoughts again, turn them on me, and I’d burn alive as I relived the worst moments of my life.

      Bit by bit, I wrangled control of my emotions. Again, I pulled on the black opal, hoping for enough juice to send this thing back to hell. This time I found a thread of power and wrapped my consciousness around it. The magic from the earth prickled in my skin. I gave the specter a mental shove, straining so hard it hurt in my sternum.

      The facade of Chase melted and rippled away, replaced by the Coachman, wide jaw framing thick lips set in a sneer. His broad forehead and thick brow shadowed his small, mean eyes. Moonlight shone off his Victorian vest and ascot. I recognized the style from the costumes people used to wear to Gaslight City’s Heritage and History Week celebrations.

      “What do you want?” I used my waning power to keep him from worming his way inside me. My muscles trembled, but I pushed myself to stay strong.

      “You.” His voice vibrated inside my head and against my chest. He tightened his grip.

      I couldn’t figure it out. A ghost who kidnapped a human, who took on the forms of other ghosts, needed massive amounts of energy. He needed even more energy to hold me like he was. Where was he getting it? There was no way I could try to see inside him. It took every bit of energy I had to keep him from getting inside me. A second’s slip, and he’d have me. This time, there’d be no Mysti to get him out of me.

      The caws came closer. I shook with the strain of holding off this ghost.

      He leaned close and tried to kiss me. I turned my head away, nearly losing my grip and allowing him inside. I shook with my struggle. Then Orev hit him, claws digging in.

      The ghost fought, arms pinwheeling. Earlier in the day, Orev had pulled the ghost away from me with no problem. Now the raven struggled, wings flapping uselessly. The ghost spindled energy from somewhere, his form growing more solid by the second.

      The sound of running footsteps came from behind me. Finn and Dillon. I couldn’t have them here. I yelled without turning, “Go away.”

      “Throw the salt now,” Cecil yelled from farther away. Granules peppered my arms and the back of my neck, but the salt hit the ghost too. It broke his hold enough for the bird to gain control and lift him off the ground.

      An angry howl filled my head. My head popped the way it did when the altitude changed, and my eardrums rattled with the noise. I sank to my knees, hands over my ears.

      “I’ll get you. You can’t escape from me.” The ghost’s shouts vibrated in my teeth.

      The ghost didn’t so much disappear as it broke into at least a dozen little pieces. They floated off in different directions. I focused on one of them and tried to engage it. It shoved me away. Too weak to fight, I had to let go. Before I did, I realized the spirit belonged to a woman, not a man. That confused me. The Coachman was male. I was sure of it.

      Finn and Dillon surrounded me, both shouting questions. I couldn’t hear them over my ringing ears but had enough sense to know they weren’t asking about me. They wanted to know if I was able to get information about Zora. I shook my head. Their shoulders fell, and they stared at each other, looking for all the world like two kids who’d just realized they were grownups and didn’t want to be.

      “You all right?” Cecil joined us, breathing hard, one hand on his chest.

      I nodded and leaned over to put my hands on my knees. The exhaustion was worse this time, and a headache burned at the back of my neck.

      “Lucky you bought your ghost hunting kit.” I tried to smile at my great-uncle.

      “And lucky I watch a lot of TV. That’s where I got the idea for the salt.” Cecil took my arm and led me back toward the golf cart. He had to help me inside it. We headed back for camp.

      “What are you going to do next?” Dillon didn’t so much ask a question as she demanded an answer.

      I only knew one place to turn. “My bosses are an investigator and a witch. They’ll have some ideas.”

      Before long, they had me at my car. The crippling fatigue had ebbed enough for me to get myself inside it. I drove back to The Woodlands, this time too distracted to enjoy the tall trees and cloudless night.
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      I attempted the drive through the spider’s web of asphalt roads to The Woodlands without GPS and got lost a couple of times. An hour later, I pulled into Mysti and Griff’s driveway.

      The porch light glowed like a lighthouse across a turbulent sea. I needed to thank Mysti for leaving it on for me. She did every time I was out after dark. It reminded me of the way Memaw cared about me.

      Mixed with my gratitude lurked emotions that disturbed me. Here I was, past thirty, needing, wanting, another adult to watch out for me. Did I trust my own judgment so little? Maybe so. I did some pretty stupid things from time to time.

      Mysti met me at the door. “Oh good. Griff and I were just about to go to bed, but we wanted to hear what you found out.”

      We sat in the living room on Griff’s cold leather furniture. Mysti heated up some milk and served it in mugs. I didn’t realize how cold I was until my lips touched the warm liquid. Between sips, trying to ignore the growing need to sleep, I filled Mysti in on what little Cecil told me about the spell.  Then I told them about the Coachman’s kidnapping of Zora and his appearing as Chase.

      “The worst part?” I directed the question to the shocked faces of my friends, not really expecting an answer. Griff tried to nod but only managed a tip of his chin. “I could feel the mantle trying to help me, but it was like when you try to cram too much stuff into a too small container. It hurt. Bad.”

      Mysti glanced at her mug of milk and set it aside, a sick expression on her face. “Because that’s almost exactly what’s happening. That crack was small, tiny. If more of the mantle tried to go through it, it would be like pouring too much liquid into a small funnel.”

      “Does that make it easier for the Coachman to steal her power?” Griff gulped down the rest of his milk, his eyes bright and awake. He thrived on fixing problems and would probably lie awake the rest of the night working on this one.

      Mysti groaned. “Probably. And now that he’s fed off Peri Jean three times, he’s gained a taste for her.” She curled her legs around her and draped one arm over them, hugging them to her. “This is so terrible.”

      “It gets worse.” I explained, in halting words, about Jadine’s vision of the Coachman sacrificing an infant and bargaining with a goat man for immortality. “But when he died, he should have been confined to wherever he stowed his soul.”

      Griff leaned forward, eyes crackling with energy. “Then it’s our job to find how he got out. Somewhere in that story is the way to get rid of him again.”

      The memory of what I saw in the old schoolhouse flooded back. I’d gotten so focused on the horror of the Coachman tricking and attacking me, I’d nearly forgotten. “I found where someone did a spell, right near where the Coachman posed as Chase and attacked me.”

      Mysti rose and began collecting the empty mugs. “If we combine our gifts, we might be able to see what kind of spell it was, maybe even who was involved.” She waved off my offer of help and disappeared into the kitchen. Water ran in the sink, and the dishwasher door squealed open.

      Griff stood and paced the living room, hand over his mouth. He muttered to himself behind his hand. “There’s something else, right on the edge of my mind.” He paced some more.

      Mysti came back into the room, sat down on the couch, and watched. She fisted one hand and leaned her cheek on it. Her eyelids drooped and slid shut. Her elbow slid off the spot where she’d anchored it on the armrest. She yelped into surprise and sat up straight.

      Griff stopped mid-stride. “Maybe it’ll come to me if I lie down.” He went into their bedroom and shut the door without so much as a goodnight to either of us.

      Mysti leapt off the couch. “Goodnight.”

      I headed for the stairs. “Same to you.”

      It wasn’t until I lay down in bed and began drifting off to sleep that I remembered the way the Coachman broke apart into little pieces, how the one piece I connected with didn’t seem like him at all. No answers came, and I fell asleep thinking it over.

      I woke after only an hour to the sound of Zora crying. The crying got louder and closer until it vibrated my teeth. It was coming from inside my head. Some part of me recognized it as Zora. It went on and on until I wanted to scream.

      “It’s going to be all right,” I whispered. “I’ll come get you.” But I didn’t know if I’d ever find Zora. All I could do was listen to her cry and worry.
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        * * *

      

      Loud 80s music blasting from next door woke me again after dawn. I groaned and checked the time. Barely past eight. Unreal. I flipped off the covers, slid my feet into my house shoes, and went to the window to glare out.

      The view of the next-door neighbor’s poolside bar greeted me. He sat in a lounge chair wearing sweats with the hood pulled over his head, a beer bottle pinched between his first and second fingers. The idiot raised one hand in a wave. He knew we could hear the music, knew it was annoying, and didn’t care.

      I turned away, fantasies of using my magic to short out his stereo dancing in my head. Mysti would never approve. She’d talk about karma and tolerance. She’d tell me the irritation was the price of all the good stuff the city had to offer. Maybe so, but the idea of living here long term made my heart hurt.

      Much as I loved her and Griff, it was past time for me to figure out my next living arrangements. I’d sacrificed so much to find the Mace Treasure. Might as well use some of the money on making my life pleasant. The problem? Finding a place where I could commit to staying more than a month or two.

      I wandered downstairs and found Mysti, Griff, and a bleary-eyed Brad sitting at the wrought iron and glass breakfast table. They all turned to watch my approach but said nothing until I sat down at the table with a cup of coffee and one of the doughnuts Griff always bought on Saturday mornings.

      “I was right.” Griff took a bite of his bear claw. “It hit me in the middle of the night.”

      Mysti yawned. “So he got up, turned on all the lights, and rummaged around for a place to write it down. Then he woke me to send an email.”

      “Are you going to let me tell this my way?” Griff waved one hand at Mysti for her to shut up. She shook her fist at him. He pretended not to see. “Today, you and Mysti are going to research the Coachman. It’s obviously a regional piece of folklore, maybe an urban legend. There’s bound to be documentation.”

      “This is where I come in.” Mysti held up her hand to Griff. “One of my Tarot clients studies local folklore. Last night, Griff had me send her an email to see if she can meet with us.” Mysti smoothed her napkin out. “She sent a reply early this morning offering to meet us on her lunch break. She’s a little out there, but she’s sincere.”

      I nodded my thanks and forced down a bite of doughnut, too nervous to enjoy it the way I usually did. “You aren’t going?” I asked Griff. He always asked the best questions and had a talent for getting information out of people.

      “I got a call from a client this morning. Could mean big bucks. I just can’t join the two of you.” Griff took a sip of his coffee. “Let’s talk about what we hope to get out of this information.”

      Mysti pulled her robe tighter around her. The house, elegant with its high-ceilings and stone floors, was cold as a hooker the day before payday. “The Coachman has called you by name, your full name, has he not?” She waited for me to nod, and I did. “See if we can find out his real name. I think we can use it against him.”

      Griff gave Mysti his nod of approval. “Look for ideas on where he may have taken Zora. A ghost can’t hide a corporeal being.”

      Was Zora still alive? I didn’t see how a ghost could take care of a little girl, especially one Zora’s age. “Have you ever heard of a ghost kidnapping a person?”

      “Not a ghost. Other entities, yes.” Mysti watched my face as though she knew there was more to my question.

      “I’m worried about her having something to eat, staying warm.” Zora’s face appeared behind my eyes. I remember you from before. Way in the back of my mind, terrified wails started up. My teeth snapped together. The sound cut off.

      “You okay?” Mysti squinted at me from across the table. I nodded.

      Brad drained his coffee, eyes clearer than when I first sat down, and spoke for the first time. “Peri Jean’s got a good point. A ghost’ll just let the little girl starve or die of exposure.” He propped his elbows on the table. Mysti swatted him, and he removed them.

      “Tell me something.” Griff turned to Brad. “Do you make it a goal each day to be so encouraging? Or does it just naturally flow from you?”

      “Don’t be mean to my brother.” Mysti’s voice rose. No matter how awful Brad acted, she’d defend him to her last breath.

      Brad gave Griff a triumphant smile and put his elbows back on the table. “If the folklore expert is that Tyler chick, I want to go with you and Peri Jean.”

      I tuned out their banter so I could fully focus on worrying about Zora. Mysti rose from the table. I reached for her sleeve. “Wait.”

      She took one look at my face and plopped back into the chair, nearly leaning over the table. “Tell me.”

      I did. I went through the way the Coachman broke into little pieces but stopped as I tried to describe the female entity. I was still missing something big. It wouldn’t come out. Finally I waved my hand in frustration.

      Brad rubbed the stubble on his chin. “That makes sense. If a bunch of ghosts band together, you get a supercharged ghost like the Coachman. I still think if we find out his name, we can break up their little party.”

      “But the spell in the old schoolhouse. Zora’s kidnapping.” Who was I kidding? I couldn’t even articulate it. How did I expect to put it together? Then it clicked, at least partially. “He has humans helping him.” I struggled with all the threads again but still couldn’t tie anything together.

      “Either way, there’s a trail leading back to him. Ghosts, humans, whatever.” Griff checked his watch and stood. “I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

      Mysti gathered the dishes from the table. “We do too. Bradley, if you’re going, be ready in an hour. No excuses.” She crossed the room and stared out the window, glaring at the source of the loud music. “I can’t believe this guy. We ought to make his stereo short out.”

      “Really?” I hurried to stand next to her at the window.

      “Don’t you dare.” She continued to stare into the gray day. “You know something?” Her tone of voice indicated she didn’t expect an answer, so I didn’t bother to give her one. “The Coachman wants to be resurrected. He needs Zora because she can raise the dead. I get that. But he needs you too. I wonder why that is.”

      “Do you think his history is going to help us figure that out?” I didn’t see how.

      Griff joined us, also staring at the source of the noise coming from next door. “Know your enemy like you know yourself. Sun Tzu.” He stepped out into the backyard, walked across the cobblestone courtyard, and shouted something through the fence. The music shut off.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, we left for the library, Mysti driving. We were to meet Mysti’s contact at The Woodlands Waterway, a place neither Mysti nor I had ever visited. Brad said he took dates there occasionally. He sat in the passenger seat to navigate. Mysti coasted down the right hand lane that emptied onto a larger, four-lane road.

      “You gotta speed up, Sis.” Brad put his hand on his sister’s knee and pushed down. Mysti would have smote me, and righteously, for pulling such a stunt. But from Baby Brother? She ignored it and went along.

      I buckled my seatbelt and held tight to the oh-shit bar as Mysti swung into traffic, speeding up to sixty miles per hour to merge onto the busy road. I said a silent prayer we wouldn’t have to get onto the freeway. My asshole might chew a hole in my panties if we did.

      Shopping centers and entrances to subdivisions flashed past. I paid close attention to what I saw but knew there was no way I’d remember if we passed anything I’d want to explore. With a population fifty times bigger than Gaslight City’s, The Woodlands was my first dose of living somewhere other than a small town. I’d thought Nacogdoches was a large town when I lived there. It had been Hicksville compared to this place.

      A suburb of Houston, thirty-some-odd miles away, The Woodlands was home to warrens of housing subdivisions full of identical, mostly fancy, abodes. The first month I lived with Griff and Mysti, I went to the wrong house on three separate occasions. One lady called the rent-a-cop hired to patrol the neighborhood. The off-duty deputy escorted me to Griff’s house and then made sure I belonged there.

      And the neighborhood rules. Sheesh. The deed restrictions for Griff and Mysti’s subdivision could have taken up a law library. I knew because Mysti and I printed a copy after the Christmas light fiasco.

      Mysti and I decorated the house for Christmas, which she called Yule, and thought it very pretty. A certified letter came a few days later informing us we had three too many items standing on the front lawn and we couldn’t string lights on the shrubbery. The letter made vague threats about removing our indiscretions and billing the homeowner for the service.

      Mysti screamed and ranted about neighborhood busybodies calling themselves homeowners’ associations. We took down the whole shebang and left the house’s exterior undecorated, Mysti muttering to herself the whole time. It had been a sight to behold.

      Outside the endless subdivisions lay acres after acres of shopping centers full of stuff I couldn’t imagine paying for even though I had a little money. And the restaurants. The variety boggled my mind. I had delighted in trying Italian ice and gelato for the first time and could eat Indian and Thai food anytime I wanted.

      But the longer I lived in The Woodlands, the less I went out. The maze of streets, businesses hidden by scrub brush—which the locals considered woods—turned me into a nervous wreck. It was nothing to spend thirty minutes driving somewhere four miles away. And everybody ran around in such a hurry, powered by some manic urge I neither understood nor had the desire to imitate. People even talked fast. I had to ask them to repeat themselves. Most gladly did so because people here were friendly. At least there was that.

      Mysti’s tight voice pulled me out of my musings. “No, no, no. Please don’t run the red light.”

      “Just keep going.” Brad reached for Mysti’s knee again, but she slapped his hand away and took her foot off the gas pedal. A Cadillac Escalade hurtled toward the intersection.

      “They’re not slowing down.” My throat strained with the volume of my voice.

      “Hold on,” Mysti yelled and jammed on the brakes. Mysti and I both screamed as her Toyota sedan—the same model as mine—slid toward the luxury SUV. Tires squealed, horns blared, but the Escalade kept right on trucking, through the red light and beyond, probably to cause more havoc somewhere else. Just before they got out of sight, the driver’s window lowered, and a closed fist popped out. Slowly, the person raised their middle finger. The Escalade disappeared around a bend.

      “Go after him,” Brad shouted.

      Mysti ignored him and blew out a relieved breath. We finished crossing the intersection, took a right, and drove a few blocks on a smaller road with a perfectly landscaped median. The posted speed limit was thirty-five, but Mysti did fifty miles per hour.

      Other cars whizzed past us. A dude wearing a golf visor pulled alongside, slowed, and yelled something. I made a face at him. He slammed his fist down on his horn and screamed at me until his face turned red.

      “Peri Jean, stop the trailer trash routine.” Mysti glanced into the rearview mirror.

      “But he started it,” I whined, bored with all the minutes spent in the car. Brad laughed.

      Mysti sighed. “Be that as it may, we can’t stop to whup the world right now.” She turned onto yet another road.

      “Here, Sis.” Brad shook his finger at a driveway. “Park in there.”

      We climbed out of the car and followed Brad across the parking lot. At the end of the lot was a small, asphalt-paved opening obviously not intended for cars. We walked through.

      The asphalt path ended facing a canal, which sparkled despite the gloomy sky. Native plants and young trees banked the stretch of water for as far as I could see. Of all the things I expected to find back here, this never hit the list. I stopped in my tracks.

      A woman jogger approached, panting, her feet slapping the pavement. A guy on a bicycle rode over a concrete and iron bridge that led across the canal and ended near a shack advertising kayak rentals. He turned and continued his ride down the wide sidewalk.

      “This way.” Brad led us down another branch of sidewalk past a wide, grassy field where people sat on blankets watching their kids play.

      “Mysti!” A girl with shoe-polish black hair and a silver studded face jogged toward us, waving. She grabbed Mysti in a hug, which my friend returned. They broke apart, and the girl turned to Brad and gave him a shy smile. He had the humility, or good sense, to keep his big mouth shut. Then she stared at me, bright-eyed and expectant.

      “Tyler, I want you to meet Peri Jean Mace, my business associate.” Mysti put her arm around me.

      “Wow, that’s a country name.” Tyler laughed and held out her hand. She had crosses tattooed on the backs of each finger. On her thumb was a pentagram. Hadn’t Mysti said this girl worked in a library? In Gaslight City, the only job she’d be able to get would be cashier at a convenience store or bartending work. Maybe. The differences in the two places danced around in my head until I felt dizzy. I shook her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      “I know you only have an hour, so I’ll get right down to business,” Mysti began.

      “I’m ready for action.” Tyler showed us a manila folder.

      We sat on graduating steps overlooking the canal. Another jogger, this one a well-built man, sweat damp shirt clinging to his muscular back and his leg muscles bunching, ran past.

      My head turned as I watched his progress. I hadn’t bothered with a man since Wade Hill turned me down flat a few months earlier. Did I want to get back into the dating game? Not really. But looking never hurt.

      “I can’t thank you enough for your hard work. Your next tarot reading is on the house.” Mysti nudged me with her elbow. Brad chuckled and snapped his fingers in front of my face. I dragged my gaze off the pretty boy and nodded my thanks.

      “Not a problem. I already had a lot of this stuff in my personal file. I’m thinking about doing my thesis on the Coachman.”

      Male scenery forgotten, I turned my full attention on Tyler. Some of the piercings on her face made me want to flinch.

      “That caught your interest, didn’t it?” She smiled wider. “I’m guessing you know the story then?”

      I nodded and told her the two versions I’d heard so far.

      “Those sound about right. I’ll tell you what I know. Then we can play Q and A. The cotton plantation referred to in the legend was Camilla Plantation. It was built in the late 1840s and operated as a full plantation up through the early 1870s.” Tyler took out a photocopied picture and handed it to Mysti.

      She held it where I could see too. The place wasn’t as impressive as my ex-boyfriend’s family home, but it was right on up there with its Georgian columns and circular drive. I passed the picture to Brad who barely gave it a glance. Why had he come again? Oh, to flirt with Tyler. Good gravy.

      “Camilla was built and owned by a man named Rodney James. They farmed cotton and a few other things.” Tyler passed us another photocopy of a picture. This one was of the same plantation gone to ruin, one wall fallen into rubble on the lawn and half the house open to the elements. One of the huge columns had started to crumble around its base, and the roof sagged.

      “What about the actual Coachman? What do you know about him?” I handed the photo back to Tyler.

      “There’s several different tales about the Coachman floatin’ around, Peri Jean.” She tried to imitate my accent, grin widening. One glance at my face, and she dropped the grin. “Sorry. I really do find your accent and your name adorable.” I wasn’t sure what to say to that. Tyler squirmed at the silence. When she spoke again, her voice was tight and her cheeks red. “I’ve been studying this bit of folklore, urban legend, whatever you want to call it for six months now. Urban legends like this are a reflection of our fears as a society. One this old, it’s hard to find the truth. I’ve heard versions where the mysterious stranger mentioned in the story is a sort of vampire, other versions where he’s a werewolf, and a really interesting version where he is a Bloody Mary-like character.”

      “Bloody Mary?” I almost hated to ask because I had the feeling she could go on and on about any topic that might come up and never really talk about the Coachman.

      “You stand in a darkened room in front of a mirror and say the name “Bloody Mary” a set number of times. She appears in the mirror next to you. Whether or not she’s malevolent depends on the version of the story you’re told.”

      What did this have to do with the Coachman? I hoped this didn’t turn out to be a waste of time.

      Tyler broke off staring at my raven tattoo and laughed. “Listen to me. You asked what I know about the Coachman, and we’re talking about vampires and Bloody Mary. Very little is actually known about the Coachman.” She thumbed through her file and took out a photocopied article. “The first information I found documented comes from the nineteen-fifties.” She handed me the page. I scanned over it, but she began talking again. “Camilla Plantation sat empty after the murder scene in your version of the story. It fell into ruin. In the years just before the Great Depression, a young man showed up claiming to be the last remaining heir of the original plantation owner. He went by the name of Elijah James.”

      “But I thought the whole family went missing and all anybody found was a bunch of blood.” Mysti’s face creased as she tried to understand.

      “That’s true, and I actually found a newspaper article about the missing family. The plantation owner originally came to Texas from Ohio. During that period of history, there were a lot of incentives to attract settlers. Including free land.” Tyler withdrew a sheet with formal handwriting on it. “Elijah James claimed to be Rodney James’s last living relative from Ohio. Apparently, he was pretty convincing because local authorities cleared him to live in the old place and start farming it again.”

      This was all very interesting, but Tyler hadn’t told me anything helpful so far. A cold wind found its way under my leather jacket. I hunched my shoulders against the discomfort and hoped she’d get to the good stuff soon.

      “An African-American community named Blessed Union had built up around the old plantation grounds, and the residents weren’t too happy to see this stranger move in on them.” Tyler tapped the photocopied page she’d handed me. “The author of this article talked to a man who was born and grew up in Blessed Union.”

      That caught my attention. Cecil had mentioned the name Blessed Union. And the community’s old school house was where I found the spent spell.

      Tyler smiled at my interest and continued. “The man interviewed for the article was just a boy when Elijah James took over Camilla. But he remembered a man named Israel Beard, one of the elders of the settlement, said Elijah James was evil.”

      Mysti stiffened. “What kind of evil?”

      Tyler raised her eyebrows. “Israel Beard swore the man claiming to be Elijah James looked exactly like the mysterious stranger who murdered the original James family.” She leaned forward. “But here’s the kicker. Nobody believed it because if this Elijah James, fake name or not, was the murderer, he hadn’t aged a day since the original incident some forty years earlier.”

      Mysti and I both sat up straight and exchanged meaningful glances. The Coachman’s deal with the goat man probably kept him from aging.

      “The freaky part?” Tyler grinned ear to ear, barely able to sit still. “This mysterious stranger drove a carriage. Israel Beard claimed it was the same one driven by the man thought to have murdered Rodney James and his family.” She leafed through her file some more. “The man interviewed for the article said he awoke one night to find Elijah James standing outside his window, beckoning him to come outside. The interviewee said Elijah’s eyes were glowing black, even though it was a moonless night.”

      Cold seeped into me and found places to hide. It had been the Coachman. I knew it in my bones.

      “People, mainly kids, started going missing from Blessed Union. The residents made as much of a stink as they could, but things were different then. Because of their race, they were largely ignored.” Tyler removed a photocopied picture of a bunch of burned-out shacks. “Then, one day, Blessed Union burned to the ground. Israel Beard, the man who’d made all the claims of this stranger being some sort of ghost or demon, was found tied in a barn. He’d died a pretty gruesome death.”

      Someone had wanted to shut him up, to shut the whole community up.

      “Once Blessed Union was gone, the disappearances spread to the white community. People claimed to see Elijah James’s carriage coming through town late at night, driving really slowly.” Tyler took another photocopied article out of her folder and showed it to me. “Rumors started about Camilla Plantation, about Elijah James. A group of men went out to confront him, but none were ever seen again.”

      “What happened? How did it stop?” Mysti’s voice was barely above a whisper.

      “Nobody knows. People reported hearing an explosion. A group went out there, only to find the house laying in pieces all over the ground.” Tyler showed us another photocopied picture of the wreckage. The lower part of brick chimney jutted out of the ground, the upper part scattered all over the ground. Pieces of the Georgian Columns lay among the bricks. Broken bits of wood littered the mess.

      “The last odd thing I’ll share is that no bodies or remains were ever found.” Tyler packed her papers away and checked her watch, a gaudy, tarnished silver affair. “Any other questions?”

      “I’m guessing the Elijah James name was a fake, right?” All that, and we didn’t even get the Coachman’s name.

      “I’ve never found records of an Elijah James who was related to Rodney James. Was that the Coachman’s real name?” She shrugged. “Could be. Maybe the surnames being the same was a coincidence. I can see someone using that as an opening to introduce himself to Rodney James in order to court his daughter.” She held both hands up. “There’s just no way to know for sure. The identity of Vivian James’s suitor—probably the man who murdered the original James family—seems to be lost to history.”

      I slumped. Finding out the Coachman’s name was against the odds. We’d have to refocus. An idea hit me. All this information about the plantation might give us an idea where Zora was taken. The way she disappeared had me baffled. She had to have been hidden. “What about a map of the area where Camilla Plantation was?”

      She opened her file again and rifled through the papers but stopped. “That’s right. I never replaced those.” She raised her head. “You three aren’t the first to approach me about this. A guy about Brad’s age, but not as cute”—she winked at Brad—“contacted me about the Coachman. He wanted copies of my maps, but the copy machine won’t do sheets that big. I had to send off special for those. Then he said he wanted copies of my documentation. While I was making them, he walked off with the maps of Camilla’s grounds. And they were good maps too. They showed where a storm cellar had been, the location of a grain silo, all sorts of things.”

      The remnants of the spell in the Blessed Union Schoolhouse appeared in my mind. The humans helping the Coachman. The map thief may have been one of them. “What’d he look like?”

      Tyler, head down scrolling through her phone, only muttered, “One step ahead of ya, cowgirl.” She held up the cellphone. A picture of an unfamiliar male filled the screen. “There was just something off about him. He was intense, sort of scary. I took this picture without him knowing and sent it to my mother in case I went missing.”

      “Mind emailing it to me?” Brad rattled off his email, probably more to get a contact on Tyler than to help. She sent the picture, and his phone dinged. He opened the file and held the phone close to his face. “Hey, what’s this thing in his hand?”

      “Oh, that! I almost forgot.” Tyler stuffed her cellphone back in her pocket. “He had this tile, like mahjongg tiles…” She trailed off and snapped her fingers. “No. Now that I think about it, the tile was more like Elder Futhark runes. The symbol on it looked similar to those.” She grinned at the expression on my face. “Elder Futhark is the oldest known runic alphabet.”

      I grabbed a stick and drew the symbol I saw in Jadine’s vision in the dirt. “Like this?”

      Her mouth fell open, and she rubbed her arms. “Exactly.” Tyler checked her watch again. “I hate to run, but my lunch hour is past over.” She turned to me and held out one hand. We shook. “Guys, seriously, anything else you need, give me a call.” She gave Brad a meaningful smile and walked away.
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      Brad watched her go, also meaningfully. He caught Mysti and me staring at him and tried to play it off. “What’s this symbol?”

      “I saw it in Jadine’s vision of how the Coachman became immortal.” Just looking at the thing made me shiver.

      “If I were religious, I’d call it blasphemous.” Brad swiped his foot over my stick drawing until nothing was left. Then he shook his hands, a gesture I recognized from the spells we did together. He used it to let go of negative energy.

      “That was the symbol the goat man left behind, wasn’t it?” Mysti leaned forward, taking shallow breaths. I nodded.

      The pieces clicked together in my mind. The goat man commanded the Coachman to keep a souvenir of his murder victims, to put that symbol on the part he kept. Those objects were to be the Coachman’s link to the living plane. I’d kiss a wild hog if the rune Tyler’s map thief held hadn’t once belonged to the Coachman. Where’d the stupid idiot find it? And how did he know to call the Coachman? No matter now.

      Mysti tapped me. “Don’t shut us out.”

      I gestured at Brad’s cellphone. “That map thief must have used the rune to get the Coachman out of the place where he hid his soul.”

      “The Coachman killed his mortal body.” Mysti’s face paled. “And now he’s looking for a new vessel.”

      If the Coachman needed my body for a new vessel, why did he need Zora to raise the dead? I was missing an important link. Worse, it hovered just out of reach, jumping out of my grasp every time I closed in.

      Brad pulled out his cellphone. “We need to find this guy and now.” He used his thumb and forefinger to enlarge the picture Tyler sent him. All three of us stared at the image of a nondescript nerd with a wispy mustache. He wore some kind of uniform and had an eyebrow ring. Brad tapped the screen. “Dude has a name tag. The light’s got his name blurred, but I can almost see the place where he works.”

      We spent several minutes squinting at the tiny square on the guy’s shirt. Finally, Brad snapped his fingers. “I know. I recognize the shape. It’s from a little pub right near here. Maybe he’s at work.”

      “I don’t know.” Mysti glanced back toward where we’d parked the car. “Griff likes to be the one to question people. And he is better at it.”

      Brad slipped his arm over his sister’s shoulders. “We made it just fine before you decided your happiness hinged on him. What’d he do? Steal your brass?”

      Mysti stiffened. “Of course not. It’s just good to know your skills.”

      “Well, I want to get Tyler’s maps back. See if she’ll go out with me.” Brad took off walking without waiting for his sister’s consent, his expensive leather shoes tapping on the concrete sidewalk.

      Mysti and I trailed behind Brad, both of us quiet. For my part, I thought about how Brad would be lost without Mysti. From his fancy clothes down to his orthodontically straightened teeth—the man still wore a retainer at night—Mysti always let her baby brother have his way, even when it was foolish. I didn’t dare challenge her because she showed me the same unflinching loyalty. Maybe I was just jealous I didn’t have anybody to love me unconditionally anymore. The wind whipped down the canal, icy and unforgiving.

      Mysti picked up the pace. “We didn’t get a damn thing we came for.” She tightened her hand-crocheted shawl around her and raised her eyebrows. “Or did you hear something I didn’t?”

      “No. I’m trying to pound all these bits of information into something that makes sense.” I shoved my hands in the pockets of my leather jacket, silently berating myself for deciding the jacket and a tank top would be warm enough.

      “Spill it.” Mysti shivered.

      “When my cousin and his wife threw salt on the Coachman, his ghost broke into a bunch of pieces. I latched onto one of the pieces, and it seemed female, not like the entity of the Coachman at all.” I couldn’t get the image out of my head. “Now this map thief is involved, and there’s some connection I’m not making.”

      Mysti walked along beside me, face lined with concentration. “So this map thief has a rune with that symbol on it. You think he’s somehow providing the Coachman with power?”

      “Maybe. I’ve encountered all kinds of ghosts. The Coachman is by far the most powerful. I’ve never seen a ghost do what he does.” My stomach rolled into a hard ball as I thought about Zora. “I don’t see where a ghost could access that kind of energy and control by himself.”

      “But the Coachman had made himself into an immortal being. No telling what points that garnered him in the ghost world.” Mysti’s words might have refuted my point, but she wasn’t trying to shut me down. She never did that. This was her way of pushing the thought process further.

      We stopped under a bridge to watch the shadows of the water moving over a stunning fish mosaic. Footsteps scraped on the concrete. Mysti and I no longer had the pretty space to ourselves. Best to discuss this elsewhere. We turned to catch up with Brad.

      “You Peri Jean Mace?” The voice came from behind us and was not one I knew. Sometimes people recognized me as the girl who found the Mace Treasure. Great. Just what I need today. I gritted my teeth and turned.

      “Help you?” My gaze settled on the person who’d called my name, and I had to use all my self-control not to gasp.

      The man or woman—I couldn’t tell which—had a blanket covering head and shoulders. Overly bright eyes glowed out from the shadow the blanket cast. My heart rattled harder as panic seeped into my bloodstream. Fear squeezed my bladder.

      “I’ll bust your nose, you don’t tell me what you want,” I squeaked.

      Run. The whisper came from all around me. I recognized Priscilla Herrera’s voice. I grabbed Mysti’s hand and tensed my body to escape.

      The shrouded figure shot forward, closing the distance between us before I could move even a step. It brought a hand out of its pocket, opened it, and blew some kind of powder in my face. I gasped before I thought about it and sucked heaven only knows how much of the crud into my lungs. Some of the dust hit my face and burned like pinpoints of fire on my skin. I clapped my hands over my face. Mysti screamed and threw her arms around me.

      “Are you okay?” Panic raised Mysti’s voice several octaves. It echoed off the water and concrete and reverberated round my brain until it became so much nonsense.

      “What’s going on down there?” Brad’s shout echoed all around us.

      My attacker’s retreating footsteps slapped against the concrete sidewalk. Brad ran past us, already gasping like a locomotive. He wouldn’t last long. Didn’t matter, though. They’d already gotten me good. A metallic taste filled my mouth. My heart felt as though it was filling up, stretching, getting ready burst at any minute. I gasped for air, and my chest moved, but no oxygen went into my lungs.

      “You two need help?” asked a deep voice. I smelled his sweat, sour and reeking of last night’s beer. “Is she okay?”

      “I don’t know.” Mysti sobbed, her voice hitching between the words.

      “Let’s get her some air.” Sweaty hands gripped my arms and lifted me. I dragged my eyes open and stared into the face of the runner I’d seen earlier. His features stretched and undulated like a funhouse mirror come to life. He pulled me from under the bridge and dumped me on the lawn of a fancy hotel. I whooped deep breaths, my lungs still screaming for oxygen.

      The runty trees undulated, more sensuous than any exotic dancer. Their clattering branches drummed together, and the wind crashed their evergreen leaves like cymbals. The dim sun burned like a muted ball of molten lava behind the clouds.

      Mysti squatted next to me and said words I couldn’t hear, tears rolling down her face. I held out my hand to her. She took it and lowered her head. Her shoulders hitched, jerky in my fragmented vision.

      My consciousness quivered as something pulled at it. I drunkenly called on the power of the black opal to ground myself, using all the strength I had to keep my focus, to keep control of the situation. My mind, my magic, all of me began to roll, and I drifted away like a leaf caught in the wind.

      Something inside me pulled away and rose above my body and hovered over myself. Horror raced through my mind. I lay on my back, one foot tucked behind my knee. A thin line of drool snaked out of my mouth. Another raw wind blew through, sending leaves to tangle in my hair. My eyes stared straight ahead, blank and empty.

      Am I dead? The thought sent a current of fear through whatever I was, so intense my vision turned bright yellow and green. I stared hard at my chest and finally saw the slight rise and fall of my breathing.

      “She didn’t take anything,” Mysti yelled at the runner. “This person blew something in her face.”

      “Powder?” The guy held open my eyes. “White powder? Brown powder?”

      Mysti shook her head and put her face in her hands. People surrounded us. A few assholes took out their phones and began recording the spectacle.

      The tugging on my consciousness came again, pulling me higher into the sky, where I could no longer see the people huddled around me. Brad sat hunched on a bench, sides heaving, head between his knees. The person who’d blown the powder into my face stood right around the next bend from him, across the canal from where my body lay, watching. The brown blanket hung over one arm. She took out her cellphone, punched a few buttons, and spoke into it. Then she turned away and walked down the sidewalk as though she hadn’t a care in the world.

      From my vantage point, I watched the crowd surrounding my body. I needed to get back inside myself so I could tell Mysti what I’d seen. Instead, something drew me farther away into the cloudy sky. The air rippled as something big parted it and rushed toward me. The Coachman’s face appeared, mouth fixed in a mean grin.

      I didn’t know how to fight him, if there was even a way, so I tried to dart away. He flew at me and hit me hard. He found my weaknesses and parted them, rending and tearing as he went. My bad memories opened and spewed hurt everywhere. They settled over my awareness like a dark veil between the present moment and me.
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      I was back in that dingy, roach-infested apartment with my ex-husband, him screaming about me stealing his money. His fist hurtled toward me and slammed into my lips. Pain flashed bright, and salty blood filled my mouth. He slammed another fist into my ribs. “Give me the money, you stupid bitch.” I hit the floor chin first and bit my tongue. He kicked me in the stomach once, twice, three times, and I felt something inside me let go.

      Terror exploded in my chest. I brought my knees up to protect myself from his blows, trying to remember how this went. Then it hit me. This wasn’t real. It had once been real, but it wasn’t anymore. It was a piece of scar tissue, of armor, that my mind created to protect me. And now it was preventing me from using my gifts to protect myself.

      I rolled over just as my ex-husband reared one Doc Marten boot back to give me another kick.

      “Stop it,” I yelled at the memory.

      He let the kick fly. Air burst from my lungs. Sobs crawled up my throat and twisted my mouth. My throbbing chest hitched once, twice. I cried, trying to ignore the sticky wetness between my legs, trying not to think what it meant.

      The front door to the rat hole I’d rented on my dollar store salary banged open. My daddy slammed into the room, grabbed my ex-husband by his shoulders, and spun him around.

      Tim’s face slackened with surprise. My father’s fist pistoned into Tim’s face over and over again, until the other man crumpled to the floor, hands out to ward off more blows. Daddy grabbed him by one arm and hauled him out the door. The sound of him falling down the metal stairs shook the apartment.

      Daddy came back into the apartment and helped me stand. I held my stomach. It felt like I was about to shit out all my insides. He wrapped his arms around me and held me.

      The door to my bedroom opened, and Priscilla Herrera stepped out. Sometimes she appeared as a young woman. Not today. Today she was a frumpy woman sliding out of late middle age, the way she’d been the day she died.

      My throat tightened. Things never got more fun when she came on the scene. I turned to my daddy for reassurance. Priscilla waved one hand at Paul, and he evaporated.

      I gasped. “Daddy?”

      “He was never here. Your mind conjured him to help you. It knew no other way to save you.” She sat down on the tattered couch and motioned me to sit with her. I limped toward her. She held up one hand for me to stop. “Look at yourself. You’re not injured.”

      I glanced down to see my modern-day body, even raised my shirt to see if bruises were forming on my chest. She was right. I wasn’t hurt. Not physically anyway.

      “Don’t let these memories trick you into living in the past. It won’t serve you.” Her brisk, iron-plated voice hit the deepest, rawest nerve in me.

      “You think you could do better?” My body went cold. I didn’t fear her as I once had, but she was a formidable woman, even dead.

      “It doesn’t matter. This is your affliction, not mine.” She gripped my arm, her hand hard and strong, and pulled me to face her.

      I gaped at her.

      “You’ll get no sympathy from me.” She raised her eyebrows, daring me to get angry. “This Coachman of yours is an old creature, as old as me, and powerful. He knows the perfect way to exploit others. You were too easy.”

      Her chiding sunk deep and settled with all the other hurts. I hung my head.

      She grabbed my hair and yanked my head back up. I yowled and struggled against her. “Right now, he’s out there eating my gift to you.” She let go of me and made a disgusted face. “Disgraceful.”

      “But I don’t know how to…” I heard the whine in my voice. If it pissed me off, and it did, it would infuriate Priscilla.

      Sure enough her lips ground together, and her dark eyes blazed sparks of fury. “Then you figure it out.” She spoke through clenched teeth. Then her face softened. “He’s eating my gift to you. Take a bite of him. Turn his power on him.” Her arm tightened around me, holding me in place. “Then go back to Tyler. Ask to look at all her pictures. You’ll know the right one when you see it. Take it to Cecil. He’ll know what needs to be done.” A hole opened up in the threadbare and stained apartment-grade carpet. Priscilla shoved me off the couch and into it.

      I rocketed along through the blackness, suffering the worst case of rollercoaster stomach I’d ever had. Images flashed as I flew past. The greatest hits of my worst memories.

      Felicia and another girl shoved my head into an open toilet. My body flailed while filthy water splashed out of the commode. Time jumped forward. Wade rejected me, telling me we’d never be together because of a future he feared. Time flashed backward. Memaw’s funeral. I sat between Rainey and Hannah, the three of us holding hands and bawling. Time tripped backward even further. I knelt next to Eddie Kennedy, the only man who’d been a father to me after mine died, and watched his life slip away. Somewhere in there, my sanity slipped, and I began to wail.

      I dropped to the surface of a rocky plane covered in white mist, shivering and gasping, pardoned from the worst hell imaginable.

      The Coachman knelt, sucking up as much of the white mist as he could through his nostrils and mouth. Priscilla was right. He was eating up my power. The mist around the Coachman thinned and swirled toward me like a dog coming to its owner.

      Get him out. Priscilla Herrera’s voice came from somewhere near, but I couldn’t see her. Get him out now.

      The power she’d given me, that of the mantle, crawled up my spine and cloaked my shoulders, hot and electric. I took several running steps and leapt onto the Coachman’s back. Priscilla said to bite him, and so I did.

      His power flowed into me, stronger but with a scattered feeling, as though one good kick could break it apart. I heard chanting somewhere. Beyond that, I heard a child crying. Not just crying, screaming in terror and pain.

      Zora. I have to go get her. Now. I pushed myself into the Coachman, the same way he’d done to me. I’d get into his mind. Find where he hid Zora. Something slammed into my chest, paralyzing me.

      Get out, girl, get out! The howl of fury came from inside my head, inside my body, shaking my whole world.

      Some force larger and greater than I ever would be slung me from the vision and threw me across the floor of my consciousness. I rolled to my feet, ready to fight the Coachman, but he’d already gone.

      The frantic desire for oxygen beat in my lungs like a bird trapped.

      “Breathe, Peri Jean,” Mysti’s voice screamed.

      I had to go back. It was time.
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      I sucked in one breath, then another. My eyes flew open. Mysti and the runner leaned over me, desperation pinching their faces. A sea of curious faces hovered behind them. The runner had his hands clasped on my chest. Had he been giving me compressions? I didn’t want another one, so I grabbed his wrist. He let out a thin scream and leapt away from me.

      Mysti rose and put her cellphone to her ear. She said the name of the hotel we were in front of to whoever was on the other end. Somewhere in the distance, a siren wailed. Had she called emergency services? I wanted to ride in an ambulance and be tended by paramedics almost as much as I wanted a do-over with Dean Turgeau.

      “Let me up.” My words ground out of my throat, clotted and strained.

      Mysti shoved the cellphone in her fringed bag. She and Brad pulled me to my feet. I staggered against her, and she slipped one arm around my waist and held me upright.

      “I don’t want the hospital,” I muttered. Brad pulled my other arm over his shoulders.

      “I know. Hurry.” She hurried toward a set of steps next to the bridge where we’d been attacked. She and Brad yanked me along much faster than I could walk.

      “Wait a minute,” the runner yelled from behind us.

      Mysti waved him off with one hand and spoke to Brad. “Where the hell were you when we needed you?”

      Brad let out an exasperated grunt. “I got there just in time to see what happened. I ran after the poisoner.”

      Mysti let out an angry hiss but said no more. The two of them hoisted me up a steep set of concrete stairs, yelling at people, “Emergency! Get out of the way.”

      We reached the street level, and a familiar SUV swung to the curb. Griff leaned over and popped open the door. “Get in. The ambulance is right behind me.” He reached for me, and I took his hand and crawled into the passenger seat. Mysti climbed into the backseat. We slammed our doors, and Griff peeled away from the curb.

      “Let’s go home now. We can pick up my car later.” Mysti’s seatbelt clicked. Griff sped into traffic.

      I sat in a daze. Whatever drug I’d been dosed with still clouded my head, leaving pockets of dizziness. It mixed with the mantle and lent an edge of unreality to my vision. Normal things took on a life I never wanted to see.

      A human-ish face stared out of a tree, eyes following the SUV as we passed. On the curb stood an elderly man dressed in a suit. He raised his head as we passed, sensing us, and another face moved behind his, distorting it for just a second. A black dog as large as a pony trotted down the sidewalk. Shivers ripped through my body. I fought for clarity. There was no time for this nonsense.

      Priscilla said to get Tyler’s research. Though she wasn’t nice to me, she always helped. I needed to do what she said.

      “Griff, I need to talk to Tyler again.” I slapped at his arm. He took his foot off the accelerator.

      Mysti leaned between the seats and looked me over. She shook her head. “No. You need home and rest, plus something to cleanse the toxins from your body.” Her voice took on the determined edge that reminded me she was technically my boss.

      “Priscilla Herrera talked to me while I was out of my body.” I turned in the seat to face her and almost enjoyed the way her face got waxy with shock. Mysti feared Priscilla Herrera just as much as I did. “She said we need to see all of Tyler’s pictures. There’s one we need to take to Cecil.”

      “I’ll go to the library parking lot.” Griff eased the SUV into the line for the next turnaround. He glanced at Mysti in the rearview mirror. “It’s not like the sheriff’s deputies will be doing a car to car search. And we can pick up your car. I don’t like leaving it.”

      Mysti huffed in irritation but took out her cellphone and tapped on the screen. She put it to her ear. “Tyler, hon. I need to ask one more favor.” Whatever Tyler said made her smile. “Of course Peri Jean will do a séance for you.” She winked at me. I turned around and stared out at the road and listened as Mysti arranged for Tyler to make copies of her notes, especially the pictures, and meet us in the library parking lot. Mysti put her cellphone away and turned to Brad.

      “While Griff drives, tell me why you ran off while I was trying to help Peri Jean.” She turned to face him. “Now.”

      “But—but—but I ran after the poisoner. You were screaming and crying. Somebody had to do it.” Brad held up both hands and shrugged his shoulders.

      “She was right around the corner from where you stopped.” I grinned at Brad.

      His cheeks reddened, his eyes bugged out, and his lips puckered. This was his mad face. “After I lost her, I went back to that pub. Talked to a guy who was friends with the map thief.” Brad stopped his story to explain about the map thief to Griff. “The map thief’s name is Jeremy. Hasn’t shown up for work in three weeks. His friend is worried about him. Seems Jeremy found that rune out in Coachman Country.” He smiled at his witty name for the area where Camilla Plantation had been. “Jeremy got all weird and secretive after that. Obsessed with the Coachman. Made a bunch of new friends.”

      “Surely you asked where to find this Jeremy, where he lives.” Griff didn’t sound happy about Brad’s mini investigation.

      “Hasn’t been home in three weeks.” Brad smirked at Griff. “Anywho…Jeremy had been going out to an old school building near where Camilla was.”

      I held up one hand to stop Brad. “I’ve been there. That’s the place I found where someone had been doing magic.”

      Brad shook his head. “Wait. That’s not all. Guy I talked to said he saw Jeremy with his new friends. Said the way they looked at him, he was afraid of them.”

      “Did he give you any useful descriptions?” Griff’s tone implied he’d have gotten way more information.

      Brad sighed. “Not really. Just a bunch of kids with an older woman. He thinks they killed Jeremy. Maybe for that rune.”

      Griff whipped into the library parking lot. He drove under the portico as though we belonged there. Tyler rushed out of the building with her coat clutched tight around her. I rolled down my window. She stopped in her tracks, mouth open, and stared at me.

      “Were you able to get the copies?” I went for meek and grateful, but I probably sounded like a loan shark.

      Tyler's shoulders dropped. “I wasn’t. All the copiers are in use right now, and I couldn’t very well kick library patrons off to do personal stuff. But I’ll scan them into PDFs and email them to Mysti within the hour. Would that do?”

      There was no other option than to say that was fine. I managed a hollow version of the words.

      “What happened?” She came closer and leaned into the car to look for Mysti. “Were those sirens for the two of you?”

      “I just had a little trouble.” I heard the slur in my words and winced. I sounded just like my old boyfriend, Chase Fischer, at the end of one of his alcohol and drug binges.

      “You look like my sister did the day she ODed on sleeping pills.” She shoved her hands deep in the pockets of her jacket. Another car pulled up behind us. Rather than coming to a stop, they edged forward in tiny increments, as though doing so would make us go for fear of them rear-ending us. Griff glared into the rearview mirror.

      “That’s pretty close to the truth.” I knew I ought to lie to her, but the truth came rolling out almost on its own. “Someone blew some powder into my face down on the Waterway. Made me…” I trailed off and shrugged. Tyler didn’t need to know too many details. Her curiosity might kill her. “Sick.”

      Tyler blinked twice. “What do you remember?”

      “Where it hit my skin burned like fire.” I rubbed at my still tender cheeks.

      “Did it taste like metal?” Tyler focused on me so intently my heart ramped back into gear. I nodded my answer. She said, “Mysti?”

      Mysti scooted forward until Tyler could see her face.

      “Have you ever heard of Bengalo Dust?” Tyler stood on her tiptoes and leaned into the SUV.

      “I’ve heard it’s a mild hallucinogenic made of dried and ground branches from a Devil’s Bone bush and a little magic.” Mysti studied me, probably speculating on whether that’s what I’d been given. “But Devil’s Bones is a hard bush to get hold of. And the spell requires the shifting of more energy than most are willing to risk. It’s rare. I’ve never even seen it.”

      “Maybe you did today.” Tyler lowered her voice. “Someone approached a member of my coven trying to buy some Devil’s Bones. They wanted to make a batch of Bengalo Dust.” Tyler took in the expression on my face. “Maybe you should talk to the woman they approached. She has a shop in Old Town Spring.”

      The car behind us honked. Tyler shot them a glare. The driver noisily shifted into reverse and zoomed backward out of the portico. He shot around the side of us, leaning across his seat and scowling. Had I not felt so bad, I’d have laughed.

      “Where is your friend’s shop?” The likelihood the shop owner would have any useful information was low, but I had gotten a good look at the woman who blew the powder in my face once she took the blanket off. I thought I could describe her well enough to get a confirmation on whether it was the same person who visited the shop.

      Tyler took out her cellphone and tapped a few buttons. Mysti’s phone dinged. Tyler said, “She closes early on Saturday, but I’ll call and tell her to expect you.”

      “Thanks for your help.” This time, my words had a little less slur. At least Bengalo Dust wore off fast.

      “I’ll scan the pages and send the email as fast as I can.” Tyler knocked on the door and walked away.

      “So much for that,” I muttered.

      “It’s not a total loss.” Griff drove Mysti to her car. After a side trip back home to drop it off, we were on the road again.

      Mysti enabled the map feature on her cellphone, and a robotic voice began spitting out directions to Old Town Spring. The traffic rushed from one red light to the next. The fast starts and stops had my head swimming. I couldn’t take much more without puking.

      “Mysti, is there any chance you have a magic potion to help me feel better?” I turned in my seat and tried to smile.

      “Barf, and you’re walking.” Brad curled his lip in disgust.

      Mysti swatted him. “She is not.” She obediently dug in her purse and handed me one of the remedies she made out of tamarind and magic. I licked the goop off the wax paper and leaned my head back on the headrest and closed my eyes. I must have dozed, dreamless, for the short drive to Old Town Spring. I awoke when Griff bumped into a public parking lot and shut off the SUV’s engine.

      “Looks like we walk up this street here and then take the first right.” Mysti opened her door and climbed out. “The name of the shop is Morrigan’s Attic.”

      Mysti and Griff locked hands and walked ahead of me. Brad and I tagged behind them. He walked as though nothing was amiss, but I felt acutely aware of being the third wheel. The idea I was intruding poked every tender spot in my emotions. Soon as we got this mess straightened out, I’d move out of Griff and Mysti’s, even if it was to a short lease apartment. The idea of taking action brightened my disposition. The potion and my short nap had done me a world of good. The phantom tinges of intoxication had passed out of my system. I hurried after my friends.

      This was my first visit to Old Town Spring, and I took in the many shops and eateries the historic area offered. I could buy anything from wine tastings to hats to financial advice. Unlike The Woodlands, where everything was made to look shiny and new, the buildings of Old Town Spring seemed proud of looking old.

      Tourists jammed the streets, passing in and out of the shops, many red-cheeked with booze and good cheer. The place reminded me of all the things I liked to remember about Gaslight City, even though so close to Houston, Old Town Spring had a more of a big city feel than my hometown.

      “Here it is.” Mysti stopped at the walkway of a quaint wooden house with wood siding painted a soft grape color. We walked up the unfinished two-by-four walkway and past an elaborate bottle tree made with indigo and green bottles. A wind chime made of metal bent into shapes that I recognized from Mysti’s grimoire rattled at its top. The porch floor, carefully painted the same color as the house, creaked beneath our feet.

      A strong memory of the porch on Memaw’s house, now nothing but charred wood and ashes, popped into my memory. I swallowed the lump in my throat and blinked back tears. To distract myself, I raised my head and stared at the porch’s ceiling. It was painted the aqua color old timers called “haint blue” because folklore claimed it would keep away ghosts. Memaw had always kept the ceiling of our porch painted the same color. I was still smiling, almost crying at the same time, when the door opened.

      I pegged the woman in her late forties or early fifties because of her skin, which had absorbed more sun than any skin needed and looked the way chicken skin looks after a stint in a high temperature oven. Her bleached, almost white, blonde hair rustled dry and stiff in the cool wind. But her smile, tobacco-stained teeth and all, was genuine, her dark eyes full of kindness. “Tyler send y’all?”

      “Sure did.” Mysti strode forward, her hand out. The woman shook it. “I’m Mysti Whitebyrd.” Griff, Brad, and I introduced ourselves in turn.

      The lady shook with each of us. “I’m Yvonne Miller. Come on in.”

      The shop smelled like patchouli and love. Yvonne had a wide selection of mundane items in the front room, but I saw a few more specialized goods in the second, smaller room. We quickly explained what had been done to me at the Waterway. Yvonne’s crinkled skin paled, but she listened without interrupting. I described the woman who’d poisoned me, realizing she’d been young, very young, and Yvonne’s head bobbed up and down. She knew exactly who I meant but said nothing.

      I prodded her gently. “If you’ve spoken to this woman, any information you have would help.”

      Mysti smiled at her and fingered a display of necklaces, cheap glass balls set into faux silver pendants shaped like bird claws. I fingered my own black opal pendant and took comfort from the singe of magic it sent through my fingertips. Yvonne’s nostrils flared at the surge of magic. She seemed to decide something.

      “I’ve got no problem telling you what I know.” Yvonne reached under the counter and took out a small white notepad with writing all over the first page. “That woman scared the life out of me. I remembered her as soon as Tyler called.” Yvonne glanced around, as though afraid of being overheard, even though we were alone in her little shop. “You see, not many people know about Devil’s Bones or Bengalo Dust. But even fewer know of Lazarus Root.”

      Mysti drew in a sharp breath. “I wasn’t aware there was any in existence.”

      “If someone has enough money and enough stupidity to look for it, it’s out there.” Yvonne straightened. “Not from me, of course. I don’t deal in that kind of stuff.”

      “What else can you tell us about your customer?” Griff’s voice still had that lighthearted, glad-to-know-you brightness, but he’d fixed his gaze on Yvonne, and I knew from experience it was intimidating.

      “She parked in my side lot.” Yvonne raised her eyebrows at us.

      Mysti and I exchanged puzzled looks. I sure didn’t get the significance, so I shook my head.

      “I’ve got video surveillance,” Yvonne stage whispered. She tore the top page off the notepad and held it out. Griff took it from her and began to smile. I leaned into his personal space and read the string of seven numbers and letters. Her license plate.

      “Right after I spoke with Tyler, I called up the surveillance videos for that day. She was my only customer, so it was pretty easy.” Yvonne gave us a short laugh.

      “Thank you for your help.” I smiled at Yvonne. “I’ll definitely be back to look around.”

      Yvonne walked us to the door and turned the Open sign to Closed. The deadbolt slid home behind us.

      Griff led the way back to the SUV. “I have a contact who can run the plate, but probably not on a Saturday.” I gave him a vague nod.

      Mysti’s phone dinged, and she checked it. “It’s the files from Tyler.”

      We huddled together to scroll through the images. I dismissed the ones that only had text because Priscilla mentioned a picture.

      Finally, I found it. I used my fingers to enlarge the image and stared into the face of my great-great-grandmother, Samantha. I had no trouble recognizing her from the photos Cecil showed me, even though she was at least twenty years younger in this picture.

      “Why is there a picture of her in this stuff?” I pored over the tiny text until I found the passage that concerned me. “Lakeworth Carnival, in town at the time Camilla Plantation was destroyed, reported hearing a loud explosion that day.”

      Cecil told me his grandmother had no firsthand knowledge of the Coachman. She’d either kept it from him, or he was lying. I had no trouble believing the second one. Cecil hit me as a man who hoarded information the way squirrels hoard acorns.

      I looked up from my reading. “Let’s go see Cecil.”
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      Griff got us back onto the freeway, and we sped north to the RV park. I sat with my head down, still trying to put everything together. “The lady blew Bengalo Dust into my face to immobilize me, right?” I spoke to everyone and no one.

      Griff glanced at me. “Bengalo Dust doesn’t just immobilize. It opens your consciousness.”

      Mysti rubbed at her forehead, thumb massaging her temple. “The users want to allow entities into their bodies. Bengalo Dust was blown into your face to make it easier for the Coachman to get into you.”

      “What about Lazarus Root?”

      Mysti shook her head. “It allows a dead person’s spirit to be reborn into another person.”

      My stomach twisted, and cold spread over my body. “So that thing, whoever it is, wants to be reborn in me or Zora?”

      Griff shook his head. “We’re going to take care of it. It’s not going to go that far. Besides, I doubt they were able to find any Lazarus Root. The last mention I saw of it dated back to the nineteen-seventies, and the person claimed they went to South America to get the ingredients.”

      “What’s not going to get that far? Griffin, you talk to me.” My chest tightened. I had a feeling this was about to get so, so bad.

      “It’s likely the Coachman plans to resurrect in Zora—not you. The Lazarus Root will allow him to transform her body into his likeness, basically be reborn through her. She’s a child, so more malleable, and she’s got your family’s magical blood to help the spell along.”

      Zora didn’t just have my family’s magical blood. She could raise the dead. Terror took root and spread through my body. My throat tightened, and I choked, whooping for air. Griff took the next exit and whipped into a gas station. I leaned my head between my knees and coughed. Zora, poor Zora. That’s what he wants with her. Mysti pushed a bottle of water into my face and yelled for me to drink.

      “He’s got another reason for wanting Zora.” I whooped for breath, but my heart wouldn’t slow down. “She can raise the dead.”

      Griff stared at the road, his hands clenched on the steering wheel. “If he has the Lazarus Root and Zora, he only needs one more thing. You. Your blood specifically, for the human sacrifice required. The more powerful the human, the more chance the resurrection succeeds.”

      Something still bothered me. “You keep saying resurrection. How is that different from possessing Zora?”

      “He’ll be reborn of her body,” Brad muttered. Mysti swatted at him, but he shoved her off and yelled, “She needs to know what’s at stake.” He spoke to me. “Have you ever seen those time-lapse films? How it’ll speed through a day?”

      A picture started to form in my head, an ugly one, and all I could do was nod.

      “The Coachman’ll implant himself in Zora, incubate, and be born really fast—like over the space of a few minutes.” Brad swallowed hard. “That little girl’s magic will resurrect the Coachman. He’ll grow to adulthood in a matter of a few more minutes. Then Zora’ll be sucked dry and torn apart. The Coachman gets both her life force and her ability to raise the dead. He’ll be a god.” Brad looked sick.

      My ears began to ring, and sweat broke out on my head. The images in my head made me want to scream. “What are we going to do?” My gaze darted between my friends.

      Brad wouldn’t look at me. Griff and Mysti stared back, faces tight with fear. Neither gave me an answer. Their silence was worse than them pulling a fit. I hadn’t realized until just then how much I depended on them having all the answers I needed. Dread teased at me and begged me to panic some more.

      “There’s a way to outsmart this spirit.” Griff’s nostrils flared, and his chest heaved with each breath. “There is. We will fight until we can’t anymore.”

      “Tell us everything you saw when you were out.” Mysti glanced at Griff, and he nodded. “Let’s try to find this thing’s weakness.”

      Leaving out the details of my final meeting with my ex-husband, even though Mysti already knew, I told Griff about my hellish visit with Priscilla Herrera. “Then I was on top of the scar tissue caused by the mantle-blocking spell.” I closed my eyes and ransacked my memory for the clearest way to explain what I saw. “The Coachman was on his hands and knees sucking up the mantle. It looked like a white mist. I had to stop him, so I bit him.”

      Both Griff and Mysti stared at me, mouths open. Brad started laughing, and Mysti pinched him. He yowled and shoved her away.

      “Priscilla told me to do it.” I raised my voice. “She said to turn his power back on him.”

      “And did you?” Mysti leaned forward, mind working behind her brown eyes.

      I let out a breath. “I was going to, but I heard Zora crying. I forgot about using his power against him. I tried to get in him and go looking for her, maybe in his memories or something?” I glanced at Griff for approval, and he nodded. “But the Coachman kicked me out, and then he left.”

      Griff’s head snapped back as though someone had slapped him. “You have to get back in him. There’s some secret you can use against him, and he knows it.”

      “But I don’t know how to get back in him.” Impatience bubbled like a pot of spaghetti sauce about to explode. “I don’t even know how to find him."

      Griff slowed the SUV and turned onto the road toward the RV park.

      Brad held one hand up. “Patience. Just have patience. We’ll figure it out.”

      I directed Griff through the RV park to Cecil’s motor home. Griff stopped in front and let out a long whistle.

      “How much you wanna bet old Cecil has the only nice rig in the bunch?” The nastiness I’d heard when Griff first mentioned Cecil the night before came back.

      Griff had told me the history between him and Cecil was none of my business. That was all fine and dandy before the Coachman took Zora. Now we all had to work together. “Tell me what happened between you and Cecil and if you’re going to be able to work together.”

      Griff jutted out his jaw and frowned.

      “Tell her or I will.” Mysti glared at Griff. “And while you tell it, let go of it enough so you can work with him.” He grunted. She leaned into his space. “I’m serious. Get to it.”

      Griff hung on to the SUV’s steering wheel for dear life. “My father had a taste for gambling. It got him into all kinds of trouble. Before I was born, he did some federal time. He met Cecil in prison.” He smiled and raised his eyebrows at me. “Every time Daddy ran out of money, Cecil would help him get loans from the wrong people. It just got him deeper in the hole.” He stopped speaking, and I thought he’d finished. He stared at the RV, eyes narrowed, then spoke again. “Mom and I would have no groceries in the house, and Daddy would be out rolling dice, like it was a paying living. He’d come home broke a few days later. Cecil’d call him up, offer him little illegal jobs to get him going again. When Daddy died—”

      Mysti interrupted. “Was beaten to death over a gambling debt.”

      Griff swallowed. “Cecil came by the house with one bag of groceries and a suit for me to wear to Daddy’s funeral. Told me I was the man of the house now.” His shoulders tightened, and he snorted.

      “How old were you?” Also not my business, but might as well put both feet in the pool of shit.

      “Twelve. Me and Mom were probably better off without Daddy. She remarried a real nice guy. Our lights never got turned off again, and we always had groceries after that.” Griff bit his lip, eyes dark in thought. “My path has crossed with Cecil’s a few times over the years. He always mentions that sack of food and that cheap fucking suit he brought over. He’s right proud of it.” Griff turned to me. “The part that stays with me, though? I think Cecil could have saved Daddy from those people and chose not to. He just cut his ties and let them kill him. I think that’s what Cecil does. So watch yourself.”

      My great-uncle picked that moment to come out of his motor home, Jadine right behind him.

      “Who is that?” Brad came to life in the backseat. “She is smoking hot.”

      “Jadine,” I said. “But she’s not looking for a slobbery hound dog like you. She’s out of your league. So don’t even try it.”

      “That’s the blonde from the picture. The one with no paper trail.” Griff stared at Jadine like she was a rare bird.

      “Cecil and his wife adopted her. She’s family.” My toes curled as the words left my mouth. I’d known this last night when Griff showed me her picture, and I’d chosen not to tell him. Now it was obvious I’d held back information.

      He turned to me, aghast. “You knew when you saw her picture and never said anything. Why?” I didn’t know, so I shrugged. Griff grabbed my arm. “Don’t you see how they’re pulling you in? Don’t you understand—”

      Mysti spoke up. “Griffin. No.”

      He let go of me, and I climbed out of the SUV. Griff scrambled out and practically ran around the vehicle. Mysti followed at a safe distance. Brad got out, grinning like a used car salesman. He made a beeline for Jadine.

      Cecil walked across his small yard, Jadine at his elbow. “Park’s owner doesn’t like people just coming in here, barreling through. You’re supposed to sign in at the front.” Cecil’s eyes were red-rimmed. Had he been crying for Zora? Worrying about her? I had even more bad news for him, for all of them.

      Griff stomped into Cecil’s space. “Anything to get me out of here, right? So you can turn on the charm, pretend to be a kind old uncle? Get my friend involved in your craziness?”

      “Can the two of you not—” I didn’t even know what I wanted to ask them not to do. Didn’t matter. Both of them held out their hands to shut me up. It was between them. None of my business.

      Cecil stood his ground. “Griffin, never fear leaving my niece with me.” His smile had all the warmth of a snake’s eyes. “She’s my family. My blood. I always keep my family safe.”

      Understanding flashed through me, followed by an ugly guilt. Cecil had not protected Griff’s father because he hadn’t been family.

      Griff’s face darkened as Cecil’s meaning soaked in. He turned to me, mouth silently opening and closing. Finally he shook himself and said, “Watch yourself with these people. I’ll go sign in.”

      Griff walked stiffly back to the SUV, got inside, started it, and sat staring straight ahead. Mysti tugged on Brad’s arm. He tried to shake her off, but she gave him a harder yank than I’d ever seen. The two of them got back into the SUV, and Griff drove them away, leaving me there with Cecil and Jadine.

      Finn and Dillon came out of the RV, both with wet, bloodshot eyes. Dillon hiked Zander up on one hip. The little boy kicked to be let down, but she held him tight.

      “We gotta have a serious talk.” I spoke to Cecil, but Finn and Dillon were the ones who really needed to know what the Coachman wanted with Zora.

      Cecil took one look at my face and jerked as though he’d seen a booger or a haint. He had a lifetime reading people and must have seen the bad news on my face.

      “It’s about Zora, ain’t it?” Dillon's voice broke. Finn tried to take Zander from her. She slapped him away and turned her blue eyes on me, so terrified they’d gone cold and lifeless as stone. Her words came out guttural. “Tell me. Now.”

      So I did. I told her Griff’s theory about Zora being the one the Coachman planned to be reborn through and how he planned to use me and Lazarus Root to do it. I couldn’t quite bring myself to tell them what would happen to Zora, but I think they saw the horror on my face. It was enough.

      Dillon let out an animal howl, shoved Zander at Finn, and ran over to Cecil’s gas grill. She reared back and kicked the thing. The grill, mostly metal, fell over with a massive clatter. It had to hurt, but Dillon just reared back for another kick. Finn passed Zander, who’d started to whimper, to Jadine. The poor kid popped his thumb in his mouth and watched his mother’s tantrum with wide eyes.

      Finn pulled Dillon off the grill. She threw her head back and screamed, her whole body tensing with effort.

      A couple approached holding hands, and as they came closer, I saw it was Kenny and Anita. They stopped to watch Dillon's grief.

      Cecil stepped forward. “This is a family matter. Leave us alone.”

      “We got a right to observe.” Kenny planted his feet in a wide stance. “We’s a part of this community too.”

      Dillon let out another howl, and Cecil glanced between our unwelcome guests and his mourning kinfolk. I motioned at Cecil to go help Dillon and stood between our intruders and the awful scene.

      Anita let out an ugly snort that sounded like a baboon trying to pass a dry turd. “Oh, you Miss Badass now?”

      I stepped toward them, each step deliberate and slow. I gathered the mantle as I came. The energy coming off the trees seeped into me, and the wind picked up, ruffling my hair.

      I stopped a foot from Kenny and Anita. “Do you want to find out what I am?” I pulled hard on the mantle. Thunder grumbled in the sky, and lightning flashed.

      Kenny and Anita backed away. They didn’t turn their backs until they were a good ten feet from me. I didn’t blame them. I scared me sometimes too. I had to wonder just what I was capable of if I ever integrated the mantle completely. The thought left goose bumps on my arms.

      Cecil turned away from Dillon long enough to give me a respectful nod.

      Dillon ran at me, tears rolling down her face one after the other. “You can’t fix it?”

      I backed away from her. Those fists looked like they’d hurt. “If the Coachman doesn’t get me, he can’t be reborn in Zora’s body.”

      “But why does he need you, specifically?” The question came from Jadine. I thought it was a damn good one. Other than the weird connect I felt every time I got around Zora, I saw no reason for the Coachman not to get another psychic medium to help him. I sure wasn’t the only one in the world and not even close to the most skilled one.

      Cecil sat hunched over the table, shaking his head. “Peri Jean holds the center of our family’s power. She and Zora share blood.” His gaze snapped to mine, and for just a second, I could almost read his command for secrecy about the connection I felt to Zora. Strange. I never even discussed it with him. “She’s the perfect conduit for the Coachman to use to get into Zora.”

      “So all we have to do is keep Peri Jean away from the Coachman.” Finn led Dillon to a picnic table, forced her to sit down, and got Zander for her.

      “I don’t know that it’ll be so easy.” I told them the rest, about the effort to poison me and presented the idea the Coachman had people helping him.

      “He won’t quit.” Cecil went to sit at the picnic table with the others. Jadine followed and motioned me to join them.

      “So this whole thing’s a done deal?” Dillon's voice rose to a scream. “Bullshit!”

      “Maybe not.” I took out my cellphone and showed Cecil the picture of Samantha. “She knew more about the Coachman than she told you.” Still suspicious that Cecil had omitted part of the story, I watched him carefully.

      Cecil slumped. He dropped his head and heaved out a deep sigh. “We’re going to have to contact Samantha to find out what she knew.”

      His show of disappointment could have been an act or not. I didn’t have the skill to pick up anything other than disappointment and dread. I didn’t understand. Didn’t Cecil share the same connection to the dead? What was his problem? “Let’s do it. What are we waiting for? The way to kill the Coachman might be with her.”

      Cecil wagged his head. “After I had my big heart attack, I lost most of my ability to call spirits.” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “Besides that, Samantha’s never allowed contact before now. I’ve tried many times.”

      I bet she’d do it for me. A smile spread over my face, and a feeling I wasn’t too familiar with made me sit up a little straighter. “Let me show you what I can do, Papaw.” This was the first time I’d used the nickname Cecil had requested.

      His eyes widened, and he slung an arm over my shoulders. “Show me.”

      Griff’s SUV eased to a stop in front of the RV. He got out and stood with his arms crossed over his chest. Mysti and Brad flanked him. Together they approached us.

      Before Griff could speak, I stood. “Papaw, I’d like you to meet my friends and roommates. This is Mysti Whitebyrd and Brad Whitebyrd. And you know Griffin Reed. They’ve saved my ass more times than I can count.” I hoped my meaning came through. These people meant something to me. They were my family, maybe not by blood but by chance and choice. I wanted them in my life. Griff shot me a grateful smile.

      Cecil stepped toward Mysti, smiling. “I know of Mysti Whitebyrd. Her reputation as a powerful witch precedes her.” He stuck out his hand. Mysti shook it, a flush darkening her cheekbones. Cecil let go of Mysti and frowned at the RV. “That’s not going to be big enough for all of us. Let’s go use the rec room.” He led the way across the park, Jadine on his arm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      A gloomy twilight, the kind where the dark deepened until the shadows swallowed any natural light, hung in the sky. Lights on tall creosote-coated poles blinked on and glowed weakly. The humid chill worked its way through my thin clothes. My toes felt like frozen fish sticks in my boots.

      Brad maneuvered his way through the group until he walked next to Jadine. He leaned close and spoke to her. She giggled.

      I glanced at Mysti. She watched the exchange with a vague smile on her face. No matter. I’d tell Brad to leave Jadine alone later. She didn’t need his bullshit. Brad considered himself a lady-killer. He went out with a lot of women, but I’d bet it was because he made such a nuisance of himself, they only agreed so he’d go away.

      “We don’t need to be at a séance, do we?” Dillon marched alongside me, Zander riding her hip. The kid looked at me and popped his thumb in his mouth. Dillon reached over and took it out without missing a beat. “The dead don’t communicate with us.”

      Cecil shook his head. “What did I tell you after we met Peri Jean? The day we met her for breakfast. What did I tell you that day?” Cecil’s voice took on the cadence of a parent speaking to a not particularly bright child. “Do you remember?”

      “That she’s the center of our family’s power.” Dillon recited the words, no meaning behind them. She was in good company. The term puzzled and sort of scared me.

      “Center of our family’s power.” I said the words slowly. “You’ve said that about me several times now, and all I know is that it’s Priscilla Herrera’s mantle. I have no idea why it’s so important. Why should it mean anything to Dillon?” The sound of my voice shocked me. I hadn’t intended to speak aloud, and I certainly hadn’t meant to say as much as I did.

      Why not? asked a querulous inner voice. They’re talking about me. If they’re mad because I ask, they can kick me out. Get Zora back themselves. The force behind the force startled me. It sounded like Memaw on those days nobody messed with her.

      Cecil slowed to walk beside me. “Well, I only know what Aunt Fern said when I asked her why she was willing to teach you witchcraft. She said you hold the power to bring us together…”

      Something heavy crashed to the ground. A woman screamed, loud and long. The sound of metal rending drowned her out. The crashes came closer and closer, shaking the ground.

      “What is that?” My voice trembled right along with the rest of my body.

      “I—I don’t know.” Cecil’s voice trembled too. “Finn, get your family into the rec room. Lock the door and stay there.”  He gave Jadine a light push. “Go with them.” Cecil hurried in the direction of the noise.

      Something groaned. A loud snap cut the night, and the lights fluttered and went dark. Cecil disappeared into the darkness.

      “Wait,” I hissed. I hurried along behind him until I clipped my thigh on a picnic table. “Damn it all to hell.” I changed course and ran over a lawn chair. I sprawled on the ground, hitting my elbow on a patch of concrete.

      “Peri Jean?” Griff called from nearby.

      “Griff?” I yelled. “Where are you?” He’d know what to do.

      “Just stay where you are.” He had to shout to be heard over the din. “We’re coming.”

      A stiff, icy wind picked up. Aluminum cans and other light items rattled as they took flight.

      “What is happening?” a woman cried.

      Another crash came out of the darkness. I stumbled toward the noise. A hard, familiar hand gripped my arm, and a huge hand covered my mouth.

      “Stay still,” Wade Hill whispered in my ear. He yanked me against his chest and clamped an unyielding arm over my middle. I relaxed into his bulk, and he took his hand off my mouth.

      “How did you find me?” His ability to locate me, no matter where I was both unnerved and flattered me.

      “Same way I always do.” His chest rose and fell against my back. “I’d have been here last night, but King was unhappy about me cutting out of town. Then, once I got down here, my signals got all crossed. I went to Griff and Mysti’s, and nobody was home.”

      “How’d you find their house?” Talking to Wade made it easier to ignore the chaos around me. People ran past crying and screaming. Wade backed us up until he leaned against a tree.

      “You sent me directions in one of your emails.” I heard the smile in his voice.

      “Which you never answered.” I wiggled in Wade’s arms, wanting to face him, and he locked his arm where I couldn’t move.

      “You need to move on. Emailing me isn’t going to help.” The finality hung heavy in Wade’s voice. Arguing the point would only piss him off. He didn’t want me. That was that. It was foolish for me to keep hanging on.

      “Cecil Paul Gregson, son of Iris, grandson of Samantha.” A gravelly voice echoed through the camp. “Come speak to me at the campfire.”

      I tried to pull away from Wade to go help Cecil. He might not be perfect, but I thought he needed me.

      “Cecil Paul Gregson,” the voice grated again, ringing through the trees and around the RVs like it was on a loudspeaker system, making me jump. “Come talk to me, or I’ll kill everyone here.”

      Several screams met the demand.

      “It’s the Coachman.” I struggled with Wade.

      “That the booger you got yourself in trouble with?” His arm felt heavy as concrete over me.

      I pulled at it. “I want to hear what it says to him. I need to.”

      He heaved a sigh but put one arm around me and walked me in the same direction everyone seemed to be going. We passed a pickup truck bent neatly in half and a golf cart torn to pieces. The roof had been ripped off one of the pavilions, the aluminum siding curled like the lid of a sardine can.

      We ended up at the fire pit where the ghostly carriage took Zora. The fire roared again, flames licking so high they seemed to go into the heavens. Wade held me back at the edge of the clearing.

      “Watch from here,” he whispered.

      Cecil stepped into the clearing, the flickering light of the fire creating shadows on his face, giving it a skeletal, spectral appearance. He glanced around and said, “I’m Cecil Paul Gregson, leader of Sanctuary. To whom am I speaking?”

      “Your grandmother knew me,” the awful voice chuckled. “Are you ready to deal for the little girl?”

      “State your terms.” Cecil sat down heavily on one of the logs.

      Something rustled in the bushes on the other side of the campfire. The fire’s light fell on a dimly outlined form. It stepped out of the woods, features coming into focus as it approached. I recognized the ascot first. Then the blazing fire lit the Coachman’s almost handsome, but too mean, face. “Your grandmother stole something from me, Cecil Paul Gregson. If you want the little girl back, you’ll give me both what was stolen and Peri Jean Mace.” The ground vibrated with the thunder of his voice.

      “Tell me where she is, and I’ll bring her to you,” someone, I thought Kenny, called out.

      The fire grew bigger, spitting and roaring. The Coachman stepped out from behind it, all shadows in the flickering light. “She stands by the far tree, a healer at her back.”

      Wide-eyed faces turned to regard me, many filling with contempt. Feeling more like I was back in Gaslight City than I had for months, I pressed my back against Wade’s chest. He clasped one arm over my waist. He wouldn’t let go, I knew, but he also couldn’t win a fight against the Coachman. Matter can’t kick spirit’s ass.

      “And if I refuse?” Cecil held his voice steadier than I’d have been able to manage. He sat calmly on the log, his ankles crossed, as though this was a board meeting or a civil negotiation.

      “See what I’ve already done?” The Coachman belched out a grinding glass chuckle. “If you don’t give me what I want, I’ll destroy all of you, take what I want anyway, and keep the child.”

      A trio of three shadows approached the pit, Dillon in the lead, Finn plucking at her shirt. She slapped him away. Jadine stopped several feet back, Zander in her arms. Dillon turned to stare at me, her face lost in undulating shadow.

      “And if I give you what you want?” Cecil still sat calmly, frowning at the fire.

      “You can forget this ever happened.” The Coachman stuck one hand in the fire, pulled out a ball of it, and tossed it into the crowd. People screamed and leapt out of the way.

      Cecil sat on the log, still except for the slight rise and fall of his thin shoulders. His face, reflected in the firelight, wore a sheen of sweat despite the cool night.

      “I say we do it.” Kenny walked to the edge of the campfire. “That woman is trouble.”

      A murmur of agreement rippled through the assembled group. My stomach dropped, and sweat prickled on my scalp. These people, the ones I spent months chasing down, really would give me over to a monster. And, in doing so, they’d doom Zora. Had they not believed what I told them about the Coachman needing me to complete his rebirth into Zora?

      Dillon approached the Coachman and stared at him the same way she’d stared at the waitress in that breakfast joint. “Give my Zora back. Now.”

      Wade drew in a deep breath at Dillon's show of bravery, stupidity, and impulsiveness.

      The Coachman laughed. He grabbed handful of fire and lobbed it at Dillon. She stumbled out of the way, but it caught her jeans somehow. They began to smoke. Finn wrestled her to the ground and rolled her.

      She scrambled away from him and went right back to the edge of the fire, glancing at me every so often. So she did remember. She knew the Coachman wouldn’t trade her child for me, that he was lying as bad guys are apt to do.

      Danielle walked to the edge of the blaze, smoothing down her caftan. She touched Dillon's arm. “Sugar, he’s not going to give Zora back unless we trade the other girl for her. Now I know she’s your cousin, but don’t you want your child more?”

      Dillon whipped her head back and forth, her anger burning almost as bright as the fire.

      “You’re all being stupid. We’re talking about the safety of the group.” Kenny walked to the edge of the fire to stand next to Danielle.

      Dillon exploded. She grabbed Kenny by the shoulders and pushed him at the Coachman. “He’s lying, you stupid sack of shit.” The words tore out of her, each one punctuated by a hysterical breath. “We give him Peri Jean, and it’s all done. He has to sacrifice Peri Jean, to take her last blood, so he can be born again. And he’s going to kill my sweet Zora in the process. Papaw, you know this.” She ran to stand beside Cecil.

      He sighed and stood, putting one arm around Dillon. “I do, honey, but I’d hoped we could get through this without him knowing we know.” Cecil faced the Coachman. “No deal. You’ll never have Peri Jean. You’ll never complete your resurrection. Now give the child back, and we won’t retaliate.”

      The Coachman shook. At first, I thought it was anger. But then he reared back and faced the sky. “Make me the fire, Darkness.”

      The Coachman grew more and more transparent until nothing was left of him. He stepped into the fire and disappeared into the orange and blue flames. A roar came from within the flames, and the fire exploded outward, throwing burning logs and flaming debris everywhere.

      Shrill cries of pain and fear filled the night. The Coachman, now a thing made of coals, stepped out of the fire, a halo of heat wavering around him.

      “There is no refusal.” The rough voice echoed throughout the camp. “I’ll simply kill you all and take her anyway.”

      “We’re not giving in to you,” Dillon shouted, spittle arcing from her lips. “I won’t help you kill my baby. You give Zora back. Now.” She ran at the Coachman, but Finn grabbed her around the waist. She doubled over, weeping.

      “You don’t have a choice, little mind controller.” The Coachman’s voice thundered through the camp. “It’s either that woman and your child or everyone here.”

      Dillon's sobs competed with the roaring fire. Nobody else made a peep.

      Kenny stepped forward again, eyes wide and nostrils flaring. He raised one shaking hand. “All right, folks. We’ve got a choice to make here. We give up two to save the rest of Sanctuary.”

      His wife, Anita, came to stand next to him. “You all know the right thing to do.”

      Dillon wrenched out of Finn’s grasp, leapt on Anita and began to pound her, arms swinging wildly.

      I tried to move forward. Wade held me against his chest. I pulled at one thick arm. His strength far outmatched mine. I wouldn’t go anywhere unless he allowed it.

      “I think I know something to do.” Wade’s whisper was hot on my ear.

      I turned to face him, too aware of the way his body felt against mine. I gasped. His face bore the marks of a fight. He had a deep cut under one eye.

      “W-w-what?” I gestured at his face, unable to get the words out.

      “I told you King was pissed at me for cutting out.” His gaze cut away from mine, and he reached into his jacket. I stared stupidly at the vial in his hand. He held it closer to my face. “Holy water. It’ll get rid of him.”

      “Forever?” I stared into Wade’s face, hoping.

      He shook his head. “Maybe long enough to make a plan. It’ll take him a while to work up the juice to come back.”

      I grabbed the vial and took off.  Five feet from the monster, heat rolled off it, ruffling my hair and fluttering my eyelashes. The skin on my face tightened and dried. I could go no closer.

      The Coachman held out one shapeless, firey hand. “You know this is the best thing.”

      “Maybe.” I struggled to get the vial’s cap off using only my thumb.

      “No,” Dillon wailed. “Don’t go. He’s gonna kill my Zora. Please don’t.” Her shout dissolved into grunts and squeals as she tried to get away from whoever held her back.

      Cecil appeared next to me and gripped my wrist. “Absolutely not.”

      “Uncle Cecil, there’s no other way.” I called on the memory of every soap opera I’d ever seen for just the right amount of drama and martyrdom. My thumb finally got the vial’s cap rolling. It came off and fell to the ground. I prayed to the goddess of luck that the Coachman hadn’t seen it.

      Running footsteps came from behind me. I knew without looking it was Wade. It was time. I flung the contents of my vial of holy water on the Coachman.

      He screamed, the sound of two trains colliding, shaking the earth and trees. My ears hurt, and I clapped my hands over them. Cecil grabbed my arm and began dragging me away. Wade slung the contents of his vial on the Coachman. The smell of burning garlic gagged me. The Coachman flickered. One piece of him broke off and floated away. He flashed back into existence, again wearing his old fashioned clothes. His face was set in a snarl.

      “This is not over.” He pointed one finger at me. It turned to mist. The fog worked its way up his arm, disappearing him a little at a time. “You decide what’s more important—one woman and one little girl or the lives of all these people.” Piece by piece, the Coachman broke up, each pinpoint of light going a different direction. “You cannot run or hide. I will find you.” The Coachman had faded down to one point of light.  It shot away from us and went into the sky, glowing until it faded from sight.

      Kenny rushed over to us. “What is wrong with you? The safety of Sanctuary as a whole is your priority. Not your special favorites.” He gave Cecil a hard shove.

      Cecil staggered backward. I caught him by the arm and spun on Kenny. “Try it with me. I’ll shove ten pounds of shit down your throat faster than you can say ‘gimme more.’”

      Kenny's mouth fell open, and he doubled up his fist. “Don’t you talk to me that way, you anemic little whore.”

      I let go of Cecil and closed the space between Kenny and me. “Save it for pillow talk with your sister.” I tipped my head at Danielle. So what if the words made an enemy out of her. She’d been willing to give Zora and me to the Coachman.

      Kenny grabbed a handful of my shirt and reared back his fist. Wade pushed himself between us and leaned into Kenny's face.

      “You wanna fight?” He grabbed both of Kenny's arms where the other man couldn’t back away from him. “Or do you just save it for women who weigh a hundred pounds less than you?” Wade shoved Kenny. The other man sprawled on the ground. He lay there, lip curled, glaring first at Wade, then at me. Wade shoved me at Cecil, who gripped my arm and pulled me next to him.

      “My niece and I will fix this.” Cecil fell into a coughing fit at the last word. I held onto his arm and stared out at the crowd.

      “My uncle’s right. We are going to keep all of you safe.” The words came out before I had time to think them over.

      One man lingered as though he might want to say something, but someone smarter dragged him away. Nearby, a generator began blatting, and the camp lights came back on.

      “What are we going to do?” I spoke into Cecil’s ear. “He’s coming back.”

      “We’re going with our original plan. We’re having a séance.” Cecil coughed into his hand. “Samantha killed it before. She’ll tell us how to do it again.”

      “Good grief,” Wade muttered. He slung his arm over my shoulders. We followed Cecil to the rec room we’d set out for a lifetime ago.
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      The rec room turned out to be several rooms in a huge metal building. A small room with wall plugs and tables where people could plug in laptops or charge cellphones sat to the right of the entry hall. Across from it, a room with long benches and a podium up front might have served as a meeting room or a makeshift chapel.

      Cecil led us right into the main room. Vending machines selling soft drinks and calorie-laden snacks lined the walls. Cheap tables were scattered around the room. Old board games, their worn cardboard boxes leaning precariously, were stacked on a long, narrow table in the corner.

      Dillon went straight over there, sat down, and stared into space, rocking. Zander struggled until she let him down. He baby-walked to a wooden trunk, pushed it open, and pulled out several threadbare toys.

      “Finn, move some of these tables out of the way.” Cecil went to sit in a metal folding chair.

      Finn began working. After a second, Griff, Brad, and Wade helped him. Jadine led us to a closet where we found emergency candles and a black tablecloth. Jadine gave us specific instructions for setting up for the séance. Once we had the candles set up, she removed a lighter from her pocket and lit each one, her slim hand going right to the candle as though she could see it.

      I watched, feeling a combination of shame and awe. Jadine mastered her disability admirably. My ability was a gift, not something like what Jadine dealt with every day. I had a lesson to learn from her. She must have felt me watching her because she smiled at me. “We call what I do a séance too, even though I’m really just dream-walking into possible futures and distant pasts.”

      “She’s a big money-maker.” Finn pushed chairs around the table, seeming to need the movement, the busy work, the same way I did. “Part of it’s because she’s so pretty, I think.”

      Cecil sat down at the table. “Are we ready to begin, people?”

      “So how are we doing this?” Griff approached the table, arms crossed over his chest, staying as far from Cecil as possible.

      Cecil thought things over. “Let’s just try this with Mysti, Peri Jean, Jadine, and me.”

      “Why only you four?” Griff put his hand on the back of one of the chairs.

      Cecil nodded, as though he’d expected the challenge. “None of the rest of you are gifted with sight beyond the veil.”

      Griff made a face but moved away from the table. Brad took a chair near the séance table and clasped his hands between his knees. Wade moved off to a corner of the room, sat underneath a No Smoking sign, and lit a cigarette.

      “Mr. Hill, please turn off the lights. They’re to your right.” Cecil ignored the cigarette and the sign. Wade stood and did what he asked.

      Darkness swallowed the room for several seconds until my eyes adjusted to the candlelight.

      My uncle opened his mouth and took a breath to speak but then closed it again. A lifetime of knowledge moved behind his dark eyes. “My grandmother ended her life angry at all of us. Her judgment wasn’t what it once had been, and we sold the house she owned near here. Samantha was forced to live in Mama and Daddy’s caravan. That’s what we called them back then, caravans not RVs. Samantha went downhill fast after that.” He took Jadine’s hand on top of the table and gave it a squeeze. “After Samantha’s death, some of her things were missing. Fern and Mama both wanted them. Mama ordered me to contact Samantha’s spirit for information. It went bad. Samantha made it clear she wanted nothing to do with any of us.” Cecil spoke directly to me. “I have no idea how this is going to go.”

      I nodded my understanding.

      “I want to call a circle.” Mysti looked to Cecil for permission. He nodded.

      I began gathering the extra emergency candles to make the four compass points to represent the four elements.

      Mysti put her hand on my arm to stop me. “Just a basic circle. Samantha’s your ancestor, and this is what you’re made to do. I just want to discourage interference.” I nodded and set the candles back down.

      She got up and dug through her bag until she found a container of sea salt. She walked slowly around our séance table until she closed the circle. With a nod, she indicated I should join her. We stood with our arms out, palms facing the ceiling. I imagined a hole in the crown of my head and the brightest of light streaming from the heavens into me, lighting me all over. A hum worked its way through my body and warmed my cold toes. Mysti nodded at me, and we spoke together.

      “To the god and the goddess, we ask for blessings within this space. We ask for protection in crossing the veil between this world and the next.” The hum of Mysti’s and my energy grew within. The circle went up like a sheet of invisible lightning. The hair on the back of my neck stood straight with its static pull. Mysti nodded. “So mote it be,” we said together.

      We sat back down at the table. Cecil stared at me as though seeing me for the first time. Jadine had a half smile on her face. She had liked the ritual.

      “And so we begin,” I said and called the spirit world through my black opal. The mantle whipped inside me like a torn sail. Now that I knew it hadn’t absorbed properly, I worried every time I felt the power moving on its own. But right now I needed it and would just have to make the best of it.

      “Uncle Cecil? Papaw? Do you want to call your grandmother?” Maybe she’d forgiven him by now. Their connection in life was more likely to entice her to visit than the call of a stranger. I could force her, but I’d save that for a last resort.

      “I flat-lined during surgery for my heart. I haven’t been able to call a spirit since.” He watched me across the table, something dangerously close to excitement, dancing behind his dark eyes.

      “Why don’t I lend you the power?” I held my hand across the table, fingers splayed.

      Cecil watched my hand, curiosity, then worry, moving across his face. He took my hand and nodded. I closed my eyes and found the thread of magic deep inside me. It vibrated, hot with promise. I closed my will on it and pushed it through the black opal. The stone heated in response, burning my chest. The power arced down my arm and into Cecil’s hand. He jerked and sat up straight.

      My uncle took several deep breaths and then spoke, his soft voice raised to a baritone thunder. “Samantha Jeanette Herrera, I call to your spirit. I beg forgiveness for the indignity of your final days and request the honor of your presence this night.”

      We waited. The candles flickered, the guttering flame hissing. The coldness of spirit spread throughout the room and seeped into my skin. Whispers filled my head. Mysti’s grip tightened on mine, signaling she heard them, too. I waited for Samantha to make herself known. Instead the room faded. Samantha wouldn’t grace us with her presence after all. She was going to show us a vision.

      The four of us fade into being, still holding hands, in an overgrown field overlooking Camilla Plantation. The house, heyday come and gone, is now a leaning wreck. A heavy, ugly pall hangs over the house. In another situation, I’d have gone a hundred miles out of my way to avoid it. And nobody could pay me enough money to go inside.

      The noise of a horse's hoofs filters through the trees. A huge mule with two riders, a male and a female on its back, climbs the rutted and potholed driveway and stops in front of the house.

      The woman, petite with short, black, finger-waved hair climbs down. I recognize the young version of Samantha from Tyler’s research. She hitches up her high-waisted black pants, obviously not cut for a woman’s figure, and tightens the belt. I almost ooh over her boots. The boots are cream colored with a dark brown toe cap and heel cap and have a chunky high heel. Samantha brushes some dirt off her white button-down shirt.

      “See there? You’ve already gotten my shirt dirty.” The man, his round moon of a face set in distaste, climbs off the mule. He pushes back his black hair and shoves a Humphrey Bogart hat over it. He adjusts his high-waisted pants. “I told you not to wear my clothes.”

      I’ve only seen Samuel in a couple of visions, and he’d been a boy in both, but I know him anyway.

      Samantha bitch-faces him until he glances away from her. In only a few seconds, he faces her again.

      “This is not our fight.” He smooths down his tie. The contrasting color on the geometric pattern matches his shirt. “Lakeworth said we’d cut out before tonight’s show. Just leave this craziness behind.”

      “You listen to me, Sam.” Samantha points her index finger at her brother the way Memaw used to do when she’d had about enough. It must be a family tic. “I saw little Billy get into that carriage in the middle of the night and knew I should have stopped him. His ghost showed me what that thing inside that house did to him. Little Billy was one of us. It’s our fight now too.”

      “Do you want your baby girl growing up motherless?” Samuel purses his lips at his sister. “You got no husband to raise her. She’d be stuck with me.”

      “Don’t you understand? What happened to Billy could have happened to my Iris.” Samantha whirls away from her brother and marches toward the crumbling steps. Samuel hurries to catch up to her.

      “See her courage? And she wasn’t even as powerful as you are.” The voice comes from behind us. Jadine lets out a little scream, and I nearly leap out of my skin, shoulders ratcheting up to my earlobes. I turn. Priscilla Herrera has her hands on the hips of her old-fashioned dress. “Go on. Follow them.”

      Samuel and Samantha climb the steps of the crumbling mansion and push open the door. Both recoil. Cecil, Mysti, Jadine, and I, hands locked to avoid losing each other, float along behind them, there and not there.

      “You see? He’s making sacrifices to the dark ones.” Samuel’s face wrinkles in distaste. “We can’t interfere.”

      “We can if we have more power.” Samantha gives her brother a hard shove into the house. “And today, I do.”

      Brother and sister walk through a house strewn with bones and the rotting corpses of animals. From somewhere upstairs comes the sound of a woman’s hysterical laughter. It ends with a loud crash. After a few seconds of silence, the laughter starts again. Samuel and Samantha ignored it all, eyes straight ahead, and walk until they reach a closed door.

      “This is the one,” Samuel says. “I feel his magic in there. Now, Sister, are you sure?”

      “I have to do something. Momma would have.” Samantha takes a fabric-wrapped object, tied with a black ribbon, out of her pocket. Samuel kicks open the door.

      “We’ve come to end you,” he yells into the gloom.

      “In here,” comes the Coachman’s horrible voice.

      Samuel and Samantha creep into the room. It had once been a study, but all the books are gone, the bookshelves filled with skulls, some animal, some human.

      “You’ve chosen foolishly, little witch.” The voice emanates from a dark corner of the room, and a match flares to light up a handsome face alight with the deepest evil. The Coachman’s lips curl into an ugly, perverse smile. “You could have ridden out of town. I’d have let you go, Samantha Jeanette Herrera.”

      Samuel’s head whips to stare at his sister. His mouth drops open, and he tries to pull his hand from hers. She holds him fast. “Let me go. He’s already got you. Had I known, I’d have never come.” He tries again to yank his hand away from his sister. But she’s the boss. He doesn’t stand a chance. Samantha turns away from her brother and back to confront the Coachman.

      “And how long before you followed? You’re nothing but a disease.” Samantha’s voice sounds calmer than mine would have. My fear would have awoken my temper, made me shout.

      The Coachman laughs, his baritone so rich and pretty it seems it should have been in a fancy ballroom somewhere and not in this stinking old wreck of a house.

      Samuel gives up trying to get away from his sister and closes his eyes, his lips moving. Samantha does the same. The candles lighting the room flare bright and then die back down.

      “Is that all the two of you can do?” The Coachman rises from the corner and tosses away a gnawed bone still half covered in bloody meat. His long fingernails curl into jagged hooks, filthy and bloodstained around the cuticles. “At least it’ll be quick. Come closer, pretty ones.” His voice echoes, and his eyes go black and brighten with otherworldly light. Samantha and Samuel stare glassy-eyed at the Coachman, mesmerized by his voice “Come on,” the Coachman croons. “I won’t bite.” He chuckles.

      Now his voice isn’t so scary. It’s like music, the most hypnotic sound I’ve ever heard. Samantha rises a few feet off the floor and begins to float toward the Coachman. He smiles and holds out his arms.

      She’s hypnotized. My mind races for a solution. Samantha gets closer each second I waste thinking. I run forward and grab at the back of her shirt. Cold spreads through my body at our contact. I gasp at the intensity of it. Samantha’s head whips around, eyes wide with surprise. She takes a deep breath, as one just awaking, and blinks. Samuel jerks into awareness and pulls his sister away from danger.

      “Let’s just go,” he says, his voice tight with panic. “We can still leave.”

      The Coachman’s laugh thunders through the house. The door to the study slams shut. Samuel runs to one of the windows, lifts a foot, and kicks at it. The impact sends him sprawling backward but makes nary a mark on the window.

      Breathless panic beats at my chest, as though I stand in this disgusting lair, just as real as Samantha and Samuel. And maybe I do. I stopped her from going to the Coachman. How did I do that?

      Samantha takes the fabric-wrapped object out of her pocket, unties the bow, and lets the cloth fall to the grime-caked floor. Gold flashes in the dim candlelight.

      I strain to see what she has but can only make out that it’s flat and round.

      “Give that to me.” The man’s voice throbs, persuasive and seductive.

      Samantha shakes her head and throws the disk to the floor. She takes a straight razor from her other pocket and cuts her hand. Blood drips onto the disk.

      “I call to the power of the dark outposts. I call to the one who walks between worlds.” Samantha’s elbow shoots out and jabs her brother. He winces.

      Samuel reaches in his pocket and withdraws a folding knife. He opens the blade and slashes his palm. He makes a fist so blood drips to the floor. Together, they chant, “We call to the one who walks between worlds.”

      The disk begins to glow. Soon, its light shines brighter than the candles. I go closer. I need to see the disk. My instincts tell me this disk was how Samantha got rid of the Coachman.

      The disk is about the size of a dessert saucer, with etchings on it. Before I can identify what they depict, they hump together, roll around each other, and swirl in a circle. A black dot appears at the center of the circle and widens.

      A pruney, waterlogged finger hooks over the edge of the black dot and pulls it wider until the disk disappears, and a black hole opens up in the floor.  Hands clasp the sides of the hole, and a white, bald head emerges.

      Fear jumps inside me, once twice. I know this guy, remember him from the day I found the Mace Treasure hidden away in the dark outposts. This man isn’t human, probably never has been. He’s powerful and dangerous.

      “Stop this now.” The Coachman drops the dime store hypnotist voice. His voice squeaks like a bully facing his worst nightmare.

      A man wearing a wet, black suit climbs out of the black hole where the disk used to be. He stands perched on the blackness, suit dripping. The water rolls over his waterlogged, pruney hands and patters on the floor.

      The sound needles at me, drilling into my brain. I remember my last encounter with this man. Nausea burns at the back of my throat as the image of him eviscerating a man in front of me and forcing me to read his guts like tea leaves plays on loop in my head.

      As if he feels my thoughts, the man in the black suit turns and bares his needle teeth at me in a smile. He sees me. Oh, holy goddess, ghost of Elvis, and unicorn king, he sees me. No, no, no. My throat closes. He takes his awful gaze off me and turns back to Samantha and Samuel.

      “Samantha Jeanette Herrera and Samuel Cristobal Herrera, I have come at your request. Do you have my offering?”

      Samantha holds out one hand, and the not-man approaches her. He crouches underneath her hand, awful mouth open. She squeezes and blood droplets patter around his mouth. He turns to Samuel. He closes his eyes and sways. Samantha pops him one on the arm. He straightens up and does what his sister did.

      “What will you have me do?” the prune-skinned thing asks.

      “This one must end. He is full of the flesh of others, ripe with power.” Samantha gestures at the Coachman.

      The wrinkledy-skinned monster nods. “Then it’s done.” The monster turns to the Coachman and licks his lips.

      “You can’t take me. We have a deal.”

      “Your body wasn’t part of your immortality bargain. Only your soul.” The prune-skinned thing takes squishy steps toward the desk.

      “But you can’t,” the man behind the desk gibbers. “I only get this one body, and I was told as long as I took care of it, I could continue to use it.”

      “Allowing yourself to be recognized as a monster by an entire town is lazy and risky. You’re not worthy of the gift bestowed on you.” Pruney leans over the Coachman.

      The Coachman shoots to his feet and grabs a handful of ivory tiles, each emblazoned with the mark given to him by the goat man. “Accept these. They’re the souls of those I’ve consumed. They hold power, great power.”

      Pruney takes one of the runes, turning it over between his wrinkled fingers. He tosses it to Samantha. “Gather every last one of these and hide them well.”

      “We’ll destroy them,” Samantha says.

      “Don’t do that.” The creature is fierce for the first time. “They’re your only power over him. You need them to…”

      “Please don’t end me.” The Coachman cuts Pruney off, voice trembles with sobs. “I’ll do anything—”

      Pruney doesn’t let the Coachman finish. He leaps on the Coachman, lighting on his shoulders like an oversized, featherless buzzard.

      The Coachman screams, high and hysterical. He could be a star male soprano in an out-of-tune opera. “I made a deal—”

      Pruney hovers on the Coachman’s shoulders, hunched and horrible. “Your bargain is forfeit. You chose to separate your soul from your body. You agreed to steal life force to continue a mortal existence in a soulless body. You lived a careless existence, and your final victim, the boy Billy, doomed you because he was under the protection of this witch.”

      The Coachman clawed at Pruney with both arms, yelling pleas, protests, and curses.

      “Hush now. I know your true name.” Pruney whispers in the man’s ear. The Coachman’s eyes widen, and acceptance of his fate passes over his face.” Pruney’s mouth opens, saliva dripping from his sharp teeth. He strikes like a snake. His teeth crunch down, cracking the skull. He makes slurping sounds as he sucks the brain out of the Coachman’s skull.

      My stomach tosses and heaves. Beside me, Cecil clutches his chest and sucks in air. Jadine opens her mouth to scream, but only emits a hiss. The hysteria in her eyes says she won’t last much longer. Mysti, eyes wild and mouth twisting, pulls us back from the spectacle. I can't look away. Pruney lifts the headless corpse as though it weighs nothing, holds it over his head with his arms outstretched, and begins to eat the corpse from the head down. The sounds he makes are nothing I want to hear again.

      Samantha races to the desk and gathers the runes into her hands. Some spill onto the floor. She turns to her brother. “Help me. We must get them all.”

      Samuel, lips the color of spoiled liver, helps his sister for a few minutes, the slurping and crunching sounds continuing as Pruney eats his meal. Samuel stops gathering tiles. He stares at something on the floor and picks up a diamond ring.

      “Good god, brother, don’t worry about something you can use in a card game. Take the tiles.” Samantha barely turns from her task.

      Samuel scoops the ring into his pocket. He grabs a few more handfuls of runes and staggers away.

      Pruney finishes his meal and walks back to the black circle. “Samantha Jeanette Herrera, our business is concluded. Thank you for honoring your end of our bargain. I am sorry to say I cannot bestow the power of Priscilla Alafare Herrera upon you as you asked. It would kill you. Instead I offer you wisdom. Listen and heed…”

      The room fades around us.

      I came back to myself still lying on the rec room floor, Wade looming over me, wild eyed and yelling, “Are you okay?”

      I shoved at him. “Vomit,” was the only word I managed. He helped me up and hauled me to the bathroom. By the time I finished emptying my stomach, my skin flashed hot and cold, sweating pouring down my face. Wade approached me holding a damp paper towel. He pressed it to my lips and stroked my back.
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      Mysti, whose pale cheeks were the only hint of what she’d just seen, was telling the others about our ordeal when Wade and I walked back into the larger room. I wobbled back to the séance table and fell into a chair.

      “Okay?” He stooped over me. “Want a Coke?”

      In Texas, all soft drinks are called Coke. Wade was offering me my choice of anything the vending machine had. I dug in my pocket for a dollar. “Something clear.”

      “They’ve got canned seltzer water.” Jadine leapt from her chair and led the way to the drink machine. Wade followed. The two of them had an overly long conversation by the drink machine. Brad watched, cheeks reddening.

      My cheeks got hot too. Much as I hadn’t wanted Brad coming onto Jadine, I wanted Wade flirting with her even less. My panties still burned mighty hot for Wade Hill. Didn’t matter he’d told me no way ever. I silently willed Bradley to get his narrow ass up and go over there. He didn’t, and Wade brought me back a can of lime-flavored seltzer water. I nodded my thanks and opened it.

      Cecil put one shaking hand over mine. “I’ve never seen anything like that. Never want to again.” He removed his hand and used it to massage his chest. Was he getting ready to keel over from a heart attack? This whole thing was taking so much out of all of us.

      Cecil took his hand off his chest. His shoulders straightened, and he cleared his throat. “Do we agree the tiles Samantha and her brother took are the stolen items the Coachman demanded?”

      We all nodded. Brad took out his phone and approached the table. Cecil turned and raised his eyebrows. Brad showed him the picture of Jeremy, the jerk who’d stolen Tyler’s map.

      “This must be how the Coachman managed to come back,” Cecil muttered.

      “But how did that little punk know to call the Coachman?” This part kept hanging me up. None of the legends Tyler talked about mentioned the tiles.

      Griff pulled out his phone and began tapping the screen. “I’ve been thinking about this tile since I saw the one in that picture. It seemed so familiar. Then I remembered I ran into a similar object years ago.” He turned to Mysti. “Do you remember the first time you consulted with me?”

      Her eyes widened. “I sure do. The Ingermann case. That camera.” She spoke to the rest of us. “These people had bought an old property out in the Hill Country, the site of two separate mass killings. Their son found a camera in the attic. It had a similar mark carved on its case. Soon after, he began disappearing for hours with an invisible playmate. One day, the mother got a glimpse of him walking out the door holding the hand of this…how did she describe her?” She nodded at Griff.

      “Murder fairy,” Griff supplied immediately. “She hired me to investigate. The whole thing was beyond my skill set. I hired Mysti. We discovered this evil young woman—she’d been a cannibal in her human life—had somehow attached her essence to the camera. Anybody who found it was toast.”

      Jadine spoke up. “Would destroying the tiles destroy the Coachman?”

      Mysti shrugged. “That nasty creature in the vision implied they could be used to send the Coachman away. But I suspect the only way to destroy him would be to destroy the metal where he hid his soul.” She glanced at me. “Did you say it was a watch?”

      “Might’ve been. What did you think, Jadine?” She could, after all, see in visions. Maybe she’d noticed something I hadn’t.

      “Maybe. Or a pendant. It was so far away.” She turned toward Wade again, smiling. My green-eyed monster growled.

      Across the room, Dillon stood and brushed off her jeans. She squatted next to her son and asked him a question. Finn joined them. He and Dillon talked with their heads together for several minutes. They approached us holding hands.

      Finn cleared his throat. “We’d like to know what y’all actually plan to do to get Zora back.”

      “So far I ain’t heard nothing about saving my Zora.” Dillon took her cigarettes out of her pocket and lit one. I stared until she handed me one and lit it for me.

      I blew out a jet of smoke, and a sheet of nicotine comfort cloaked my emotions. “I got inside the Coachman’s head after his people poisoned me. I could hear Zora.”

      “Poisoned?” Wade nearly yelled. I told him about my fun afternoon. His face turned gray. “That was when I nearly ran off the road.”

      Dillon grabbed my arm and squeezed too hard, trying to take my attention off Wade. Her hand was like ice. “You see where he had her?”

      “He kicked me out too quick.” I put my hand over hers. “But if I can get back in there, just for a little more time, I could maybe see where he has her.” I watched her face for signs of understanding. All I saw was dull grief. “All this stuff we’re talking about are ways to immobilize him.”

      She slowly nodded. “Y’all mentioned the disk that water monster crawled out of.” She slumped in a chair next to me. “Is it just lost?”

      Cecil shook his head. “I don’t know. This was one of items Mama and Fern argued over after Samantha died. It never turned up.”

      “Maybe it’s for the best.” I dragged hard on my cigarette. “I’m not negotiating favors with that thing from the dark outposts.” My one dealing with him had been quite enough for one lifetime. I couldn’t fathom why Priscilla and Samantha sought him out and made bargains with him. I’d never be that desperate.

      “No. Don’t ask for his help.” Wade pulled up a chair next to Jadine and sat in it. Brad watched, lower lip stuck out. “One of those things killed my Aunt DeeDee.” Wade’s aunt taught him the old ways. His stories painted her as more of a mother than his birth mother.

      “For once, I agree with Wade.” Mysti pulled her purse onto the table, took out a scrap of paper, and began drawing the disk we’d seen on it. She saw me watching her and shrugged. “I wanted to document it before I forgot it. It’ll go in our files.”

      Cecil leaned across the table. “I could hardly see the thing. Mind if I look?”

      Mysti handed him her drawing, and he held it close to his face, studying it.

      “The family has a storage unit not far from here.” Cecil pushed the drawing back at Mysti. “We’ll head over there tomorrow. Might be right there in Mama’s or Aunt Fern’s things. Both were capable of lying about having it.” Cecil yawned so hard his jaw cracked.

      “Before we go home, there’s one more thing I’d like to do.” Griff had never sounded so unsure.

      “What’s that?” Cecil managed to keep his expression neutral.

      “Peri Jean said she found the remnants of a spell in an old schoolhouse. We’d like to examine it.” Griff crossed his arms over his chest again and gripped his sides as though he had to hold on for dear life just to confer with Cecil.

      “Of course.” Cecil hid another yawn behind his hand. “What is it you’re looking for?”

      “I’d like to scan the spell.” Mysti gave Cecil a sweet smile. She didn’t even look like someone who could make an abusive man impotent with a few herbs and a powerful incantation. But she could.

      “Ahh, yes. Peri Jean mentioned your talent for detecting magical signatures.” Cecil yawned again and shook his head in apology. He reached for a bottle of unopened water on the table and knocked it over. Mysti grabbed it before it rolled off the table, twisted the top off, and handed it to him.

      Dillon watched us talking, a blank look on her face. “What’s the use in that? What if they turn you all into toads?”

      Griff laughed when she said toads. “I have a theory the Coachman needs those people to summon him, at least right now when he’s weak and without another source of power. Without those peoples’ power…” He trailed off with a shrug. “Now if he could gain control of Peri Jean, he’d have his own power source. We couldn’t stop him then.”

      Cecil stood, hiding another yawn behind his hand. “Kids, I just can’t go any more. I’m going to bed. Do whatever you need to get Zora back to us. You have the use of the entire property. Jadine, honey?”

      She stood and took Cecil’s arm. Wade got out of his chair so hurriedly he had to grab it to keep it from turning over. “Mr. Gregg? Cecil? Could I escort you and Jadine back to your RV?”

      Cecil motioned with his free arm for Wade to come along. My entire body flamed as I watched Wade hurry ahead to hold the door open for them.

      Brad leapt out of his chair, features set in more determination than I’d ever seen from him. “I’m going too,” he announced to Mysti.

      Finn gathered our empty cans and bottles. When he got to me, he leaned and whispered in my ear, “Don’t worry. The big guy’s heart belongs to you. He just can’t admit it yet.”

      My face heated, and I turned away from my well-meaning but nosy cousin. No wonder Dillon threatened to make him go naked. Nobody had any privacy around him.

      Dillon began corralling Zander. His eyelids drooped, but he kicked and screamed when she pulled him away from the toys. She stared into his face. “Stop crying.” To my amazement, he did and lay his head on his mother’s shoulder.

      Griff smiled at Mysti and me. “Guess it’s just us, huh?”

      I could have punched Wade right in the gonads. He’d climbed to the highest ranking of douchecanoe in my estimation.
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      We tromped through the park holding flashlights. At the trailhead, I shone my flashlight on the sign, looking for the one marked Blessed Union Schoolhouse.

      Wade buzzed up to us in the golf cart. “Cecil suggested we use this.”

      I glared at Wade. He stared back, mouth open in puzzlement. I wanted to tell him not to bother with giving me a ride, that I’d just walk to the damn schoolhouse. Even if it broke both my feet and pulled out all my hair. Then I remembered what Finn said about Wade not being able to admit his feelings for me. What if he never did?

      “You want a ride or not?” Indignation, which would blossom into anger soon, laced Wade’s voice.

      I climbed into the back of the golf cart without speaking. Griff, eyebrows raised, climbed in next to Wade.

      “Take the trail to the left,” I said without turning around.

      “Jadine gave me a map,” Wade returned.

      I fumed all the way to the Blessed Union schoolhouse. We all climbed out of the golf cart. Wade stopped at the historical marker to read it. “‘The schoolhouse was the only building to survive when arson destroyed the African-American settlement of Blessed Union.’” Another, smaller sign read, Upkeep provided by Crossroads Full Gospel Church.

      Mysti tried the door. It swung open with a tired groan.

      “Wait a minute. I’ll go first.” Wade pushed around me, but Mysti ignored him and went inside.

      “Damn hippy witch,” he grumbled.

      We shone our flashlights around the empty room. The desks were pushed to the room’s perimeter, as they had been when I found the place. We took a few more steps inside. Mysti stopped again. She held an arm out to keep me from going farther and pointed at a mess surrounded by a bunch of tracks on the floor.

      “Yeah, that’s what I saw last night.” I felt like a silly kid with her arm across my chest.

      “No. This is fresh.” Mysti sniffed. “Smell it?”

      I sniffed once, twice. “No.”

      Wade inhaled noisily and shook his head. Griff shrugged.

      “If the three of you didn’t smoke like some weird breed of tobacco dragon, you’d be able to smell incense.” Oh, boy. Mysti the teacher had come out to play. School was in session.

      She led us over to what looked like melted licorice and burned mushrooms.

      Mysti put her hands on her knees and bent at the waist. “The black stuff is candle wax. Here’s the incense.” She tapped at one of the things I thought were mushrooms, and it fell apart. Ash. She lifted her finger and sniffed it. “High quality incense too.” She took her seer crystal out of her purse. “Just had a feeling I might need this.” She winked at me. I held my light on it. The smoke inside had started to swirl. I definitely wanted one of these. She glanced around. “Looking for the circle. If we can get inside it, we can see more.”

      I shined my flashlight on the floor.

      Wade rubbed his hands on his arms. “This ain’t no good. At all. Something bad was done here.” He walked around looking for the circle. Finally he turned to Mysti. “I’ve heard of people who summon without a circle. Usually it’s people summoning things they ought to leave alone. They think summoning with a circle is a sign of mistrust to whatever they’re calling. They don’t realize it leaves them wide open for the entity to control them, terrorize them…” He caught Mysti and I watching him with interest and stopped. “Like I said, something bad got my Aunt Deedee. She summoned it without a circle. Thought she had the power to control it. It rode her to death.” Wade leaned over and ran one finger over the unfinished floor. “This is blood. These people are in way over their heads.”

      I made a face at the black candle wax. “Why I am I not feeling the residual magic?”

      “Maybe whoever did this magic took whatever they used to do the calling, a sigil or maybe a mojo bag, with them.” Wade knelt on the ground and ran his fingers over the candle wax.

      “Why take it with them?” My newness to magic meant I never quit running up on stuff I didn’t know.

      “They probably use the same one every time they call the Coachman. I would.” Wade shrugged. “Make a good one, and you can use it several times.”

      “It’ll only take me a few minutes to scan this.” Mysti glanced at Wade. “But I need you not to react to what you see here. In Peri Jean’s parlance, I don’t need your shit.”

      “Is there a way I can help?” Wade might have enjoyed ribbing Mysti, but he knew when to keep his mouth shut.

      “Actually, yes. Peri Jean told me about viewing Jadine’s dream-walking vision of the Coachman making himself immortal. I’d like to see if she can view this spell with me.” She glanced at me. “You up for it?”

      Fear clenched my guts, a sure sign I needed to at least try. I managed one word. “Y-yes.”

      “If something goes wrong…” She shrugged at Wade.

      “I’ll do what I can to break y’all out.” He gave me a hard pat on the back. “You can do it.”

      I considered wiping a booger in his thick, black beard but didn’t quite have the brass.

      Mysti took my hand and made me kneel with her in the remnants of the spell. She put the seer crystal right on top of the pile of black wax, leaned her head back, and went into her trance. She got bright, and her fingers lengthened again.

      My black opal heated. Her magic seeped through her hand and into mine. My vision blacked out. Chanting echoed, too garbled to understand. I sank deeper and deeper until I again smelled wet stone.

      Please, please, let it work. The voice trembles, but I still recognize it as the Coachman’s. His thoughts are mine. He’s been trapped in this dank hell for almost a century, isolated and cold with no form or body. The day the boy, Jeremy, found the bone rune changed everything. Now he might actually escape this place.

      Chanting reverberates in the small enclosure, all through the Coachman’s spirit. The garbled words, if they work, mean freedom from this prison. His hope soars.

      The words increase in volume. Magic, heavy and powerful, creeps into the darkness and lends it a tiny glimmer of light. It is working. All the effort will finally pay off.

      The Coachman rises from the depths and passes through a fire, which feels no hotter than warmth radiating from a heater, and stares upon a circle of blurred faces. All young, all but one, and she’ll be disposed of when her purpose is served.

      They drop to their knees. “Lord of Babylon,” they chant.

      “Only one thing left,” says an almost familiar voice. I strain to place it, but the Coachman’s thoughts in mine are too much.

      “No, no. Please. I thought y’all said the dog would be enough.” The male voice, a young one, rises in hysteria. His blurred form is forced to his knees. Silver flashes and blood arcs over the fire. The figure slumps.

      Someone holds up the tile with the symbol on it, and the Coachman moves into it, happy for the first time in many years.

      The vision faded. I glanced at Wade to see his reaction. His eyes showed white around the almost black irises but he let nothing else show. Mysti slumped forward, breathing hard, the glow around her fading. I waited for her to tell me how to help.

      “Just give me a second,” she said between gasps. Griff dug in her bag and handed her one of her tamarind remedies. She ate it and regained some of her composure. She spoke first to me. “That voice. Could you place it?”

      I shook my head. “His thoughts, the Coachman’s, overpowered everything else.” She nodded and tucked the seer crystal back into her bag.

      I tried to stand and nearly fell down. Two visions in one night had sapped my energy. I needed sleep and maybe a leftover doughnut. Wade caught my arm with one hand and helped Mysti stand with the other.

      “You think the guy they killed was Jeremy?” I stepped away from Wade. The silly way he’d acted around Jadine still chapped my ass.

      “Wait a minute.” Griff held up both hands. “Nobody but the two of you knows what you’re talking about.” When we said nothing, his jaw tightened. “It’s not fair. I want to know what happened.”

      We filled Griff in on everything we saw. He led the way out of the schoolhouse when we got to the part where they’d murdered someone. He started talking as soon as we got back out into the cold. “I’m sure the murder victim was Jeremy. The Coachman probably promised them all their wildest dreams. Getting rid of one heir to the throne makes the pot even bigger.”

      “You heard a familiar voice?” Wade walked back to the golf cart, zipping his jacket.

      Mysti and I both nodded. She spoke. “And I sensed the magical signature. It’s something I’ve felt in camp.”

      “So there’s a rat in Cecil’s cellar.” Wade’s brow furrowed. He glanced at Griff. Usually Griff couldn’t wait to hear details. But now he stood at the tree line staring into the field where the Coachman had pretended to be Chase.

      He turned to us. “I’ve got a gut feeling about that field.”

      “That’s where the Coachman attacked me last night.” I walked to stand at the tree line with him.

      “I’ve just got a feeling about it.” Without another word, Griff plunged through the thick stand of trees and stepped into the field. He turned back to us, brow creased into a frown, and he rubbed one temple. He shook his head. “The fillings in my teeth hurt.” He tugged at his shirt collar. “I’m hot, burning up.” Griff tried to laugh, but he gagged. The retch turned into a volley of coughs that doubled Griff over.

      Mysti ran to him, holding both hands out. I followed and stood at his other side. She held on tight to Griff’s arm. “Did you stop at one of those roadside taco stands again?”

      Griff didn’t answer and sat down hard on the ground. Sweat rolled down his face, and he shivered. He coughed into his hand and ended up dry heaving. “Do either of you smell smoke?”

      Mysti and I exchanged a glance. Her normally placid brown eyes had gone hard with fear.

      “I don’t smell smoke, honey.” Mysti’s gentle voice trembled. She glanced at Wade. He grunted but came forward willingly enough.

      “Gonna touch you,” he said to Griff. “See if I can figure out what’s wrong.”

      Griff didn’t answer and continued shivering. Wade put his hand on Griff’s back, frowned, and put it on the top of his head.

      “You’re not sick, bro.” Wade squatted down beside Griff and stared into his face. He put his hand on Griff’s stomach and shook his head. “This never happened to you before? Like in the presence of a ghost? Or maybe something else you saw?”

      Griff shook his head, and a bead of sweat rolled down his face. “I c-c-c-can’t stay here.” He doubled over coughing again. This time I did smell smoke, but it came from the Griff’s direction and nowhere else. I opened my second sight and could see smoke rising from his body.

      “We need to get him out of here,” I said to nobody in particular.

      Wade grabbed Griff and pulled the other man’s arm over his shoulder. He stood, and Griff rose with him. He dragged Griff out of the clearing. Five steps out of the clearing, Griff straightened and took a deep breath. He let go of Wade and stood on his own.

      “What the hell was that? Felt like an elephant sitting on my lungs.” He took another deep breath as though to make sure he could. A giggle bubbled out of him. “I can breathe,” he yelled. He ran back into the clearing.

      “Griffin, no!” Mysti hurried after him.

      I rolled my eyes and followed without much hope for a good ending.

      As soon as Griff crossed into the clearing, he doubled over coughing again. This time, he shook with the effort. His face darkened and spittle flew from his lips. Mysti went to stand beside him and pointed the way we’d come. Wade hurried to his side.

      “Don’t help him this time,” she snapped at Wade.

      Griff staggered out of the clearing. Again, his symptoms disappeared as soon as we left it. We rode the golf cart back to the RV park. The lights were out in most of the RVs, including Cecil’s motor home. Jadine and Brad sat at a picnic table in front of Cecil’s motor home talking. Brad saw us, said something to Jadine and rose. She held out one hand. He grabbed it and kissed it. Ick. Ick. Ick. Wade glared at Brad as he approached us.

      “Ready to go home?” Brad grinned ear to ear.

      I got out of the cart and approached him. “I need to talk to Cecil about…a new development.” I kept my voice low in case the traitor was listening.

      “He went straight to bed. Can’t you hear him snoring?” Brad pointed at the motor home’s metal side. Sure enough, the sound of Cecil’s exhausted snores filtered through.

      “You’re seeing him tomorrow.” Wade climbed out of the golf cart. “Tell him then.”

      We staggered toward the SUV, Griff leaning heavily on Mysti. I felt like I’d fought a million wars and lost them all.

      “Staying in a motel?” Griff spoke to Wade.

      Wade shook his head, still glaring at Brad.

      “Come back to the house.” Griff opened the SUV’s door.

      Wade stared at Brad a few more seconds. “’Preciate it, man.”

      Brad scooted in the SUV and shut the door. I thought I heard him lock it.

      Wade gestured toward his bike and grinned. “Want a ride?”

      “And freeze to death? Pass.” I got into the SUV and left him standing there. Then I saw Jadine still sitting at the picnic table and immediately regretted it. I leaned my head on the window. When would I ever learn?
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t realize how tired I was until we walked into Mysti and Griff’s nice home, and the hot blast of central heat warmed my cold skin. I stood underneath the vent soaking up the dry heat. Mysti stopped next to me, probably wanting to talk.

      Brad pushed around us and raced up the stairs, already tapping on his cellphone. Griff brushed past without speaking, went into his office, and shut the door. Mysti and I raised our eyebrows at each other.

      “Is he okay?” Griff’s coughing fit had me worried. The way it disappeared as soon as he got out of the clearing made me think he was the victim of more than seasonal allergies.

      The roar of Wade’s motorcycle carried through the walls as he piloted it down Griff’s short street, soft at first but then loud enough to rattle the pictures on the wall as he pulled into the garage. The sound cut off abruptly.  Mysti walked to the garage door and opened it a crack.

      “You know Griff doesn’t like to lose control. He’ll go in there and research until he has an idea what happened to him.” Mysti stopped speaking when Wade came to the garage door and waited to be invited inside. She smiled and motioned him to come in. We walked from the kitchen into the living room.

      Wade immediately stripped off his coat and many shirts and draped them over the back of the couch until he wore nothing but a black ribbed sleeveless T-shirt. I watched in a languid haze. Feeling someone’s gaze on me, I gave up my eye candy to find Mysti staring at me.

      “Wade, you can stay in Peri Jean’s room with her if you like. We’re all adults here.” She picked up his two denim shirts off the back of the sofa and rolled them into a ball. “I can wash these tonight. We’ll dry them in the morning.”

      Wade folded his coat over his arm and studied me. He shook his head. “No. I’ll take the couch.”

      The rejection sank into my bones. It wasn’t like it came out of the blue. But that didn’t make it hurt less. For no good reason, the memory of the way Wade’s hands felt on my body, the way his lips felt on mine the one time we almost made love, came back to me. My shoulders slumped.

      “You’ll be cramped on the couch. We have an air mattress.” Mysti tugged my arm. “We’ll set it up for you.”

      “Mind if I get a quick shower?” Wade plucked the tight T-shirt away from his chest. “Get the road grime off?”

      Mysti got Wade a towel and showed him to the upstairs guest bath Brad and I shared. We left him to his business and went out to the three-car garage. I climbed into the attic and found the box containing the air mattress and a couple of sleeping bags to zip together. We went back upstairs to the den. The sounds of Wade splashing in the shower came through the walls.

      Brad opened his bedroom door and tapped to get our attention. “You think Wade’s mad at me about Jadine?” He directed the question at me, so I answered.

      “Fuck him if he is.” I jerked the air mattress out of its carrying case. Brad’s mouth fell open. Mysti came to stand next to me. She shook her head at Brad.

      “But I…” His voice raised in a nails-on-chalkboard whine.

      “Bradley, be a grownup for once. Please?” Mysti stood with her hands on her hips.

      Brad slammed his door and turned on his TV.

      I plugged in the air mattress and started inflating it while Mysti unrolled the sleeping bags. She did so with her eyes firmly fixed on the dark fabric, the poster child for discreet politeness.

      “I’m sorry I suggested Wade sleeping in your room.” She raised her head from her task, and her cheekbones wore slashes of deep red. Mysti liked being wrong almost as much as folks liked a sunburn on the ass. “I thought the two of you had an occasional thing. The chemistry between the two of you is almost tangible.” Her lips curved into a lewd smile.

      “I’d like to. He wouldn’t.” I rested my hand on the on/off switch for the air mattress. It was almost full but needed just a little more air. “I take that back. I think he would like to, but…” I trailed off and rolled my eyes at Mysti. “His sister read his cards in the matter of our relationship. The reading said getting involved with me would have dire consequences.”

      Mysti, never one to brush off a card reading, nodded, a thoughtful expression on her face. “Seems kind of silly in this day and age, doesn’t it?”

      I snorted and turned off the air mattress.

      “I don’t always agree with Wade, but I admire his determination to stick to a decision once he’s made it.” She must have seen something on my face for she came to stand near me, always ready to comfort and show love. “But that doesn’t make it easy when you feel a certain way about somebody. I know.”

      “Some sick, twisted part of me thinks this is another chance for me to—you know—change his mind.” My body flushed. When the only long-term boyfriend I’d had since my failed marriage dumped me, my love life had flatlined. Mostly by my own choice. A few stray pickups showed me that alley-catting no longer filled the void. The almost-sex with Wade was like a taste of real sugar after a lifetime of artificial sweetener. Nobody else could measure up.

      “I understand. When I knew Griff was the one, I wouldn’t let him walk away.” She unrolled the sleeping bags, and I began zipping them together. We spread the now huge sleeping bag over the air mattress. “At least not without letting him know what he’d be missing.”

      “So, if you were me, you’d keep after him?” The idea of sneaking into the den after lights out appealed to me more than it should have.

      “Maybe not so overtly.” She tipped one eye into a wink. “Right now, he knows he can have you any time he wants you. If he thinks you’ve moved on, he’ll have to rethink the situation.”

      This idea went against my nature. But then, chasing after Wade like an awestruck teenager went against my nature too. A smile tugged at my lips.

      “Just understand one thing. That card reading wasn’t a joke.” She shook her finger at me. “If the two of you get together, there’ll be consequences, both good ones and bad ones. Maybe more bad than good.”

      The shower shut off, and a board creaked on the staircase. We both jumped and spun around. Seeing nothing there, we shared a giggle. Mysti motioned me to follow her into her witch room.

      “Let me show you the reason you shouldn’t let that reading keep you from being with The One.” She stood on her tiptoes and pulled a wide and flat plastic storage box off the highest shelf, undid the catches, and opened it.

      I leaned close, eagerness beating at my chest. These boxes contained Mysti’s personal items from her early life. She kept this period of her life closed off. This was the first time she’d invited me to share any of it.

      “Things happen every day to change the road we’re on.” She took out a picture of toddler with wild light brown hair down to her waist. She wore a plaid jumper and held a ball in one chubby hand. Her smile was bright as sunlight. “I was born Melissa Jane White, but my parents got involved with a cult. That changed the path of my life.” She handed me another picture.

      The same little girl, now a couple of years older, wore a faded shift. Dirt smudged her arms and face. She stared at the camera the way animals in the zoo watch the people who come to see them. My emotions stung as I studied it, but I forced my face to stay neutral. Mysti was showing me the wounds that made her the woman I cherished as a friend. She was showing me her scars. When I told people about awful stuff I’d experienced, I didn’t want their horror, their outrage, or even their sympathy. I just wanted understanding and acceptance.

      “Then my parents tried to escape the cult. That changed the direction of my life again because I was killed in that escape.” She stared at my face, searching for something I didn’t know how to give her. “But someone I never knew, maybe a healer like Wade Hill, brought me back. That changed things again. I spent the rest of my childhood in foster care.” She showed me another picture of herself.

      This time Mysti was in her early teens, a skinny woman-child with her thick brown hair pulled back. Haunted, too-old eyes took up most of her face. An awkward buck-toothed boy slouched next to Mysti. It took me several seconds to identify him as Brad. They stood in the hallway of some industrial building.

      “This picture was for my social worker’s file. Brad and I had just been kicked out of another foster home. You could have said my fate was sealed then. I’d maybe finish high school, do some vocational training, hopefully marry someone who didn’t abuse me.” Mysti handed me one last picture. “But here’s the thing. It’s never over until you’re dead. Before then, you always have a chance for something better.”

      I couldn’t help smiling at the change in Mysti. This time in her late teens and already transforming into the beautiful woman I knew, she grinned ear to ear, silver bracelets stacked on each arm. Next to her stood a dark-skinned woman with a gap between her two front teeth and long, dark hair slowly fading to gray. They had their arms around each other. Brad, now a teenager stood off to the side, his face bright, more like the man I knew.

      “The very next foster family we were placed with lived next door to Petunia LeBlanc. My fate changed again.” She stared at the picture of herself and her magical mentor for several long moments. Tears brimmed in her eyes. She placed the picture carefully back in the box and closed it again. “You never know what life will bring your way. Keep an open mind and always be ready. Only stuff like your ability to see ghosts, Wade’s ability to heal, maybe Griff’s ability to grave dowse are destinies you can’t escape. The rest of it is shaped by chance and circumstance.”

      I thought it over. My life had changed directions dozens of times, but I had never seen it as a changing of my fate. I had always seen the web of my life as a set of events, mostly negative, determined at my birth. No matter what road I took, they all ended at the same place. Had I been wrong all this time?

      The last big change in my life was finding the Mace Treasure. It forced me to become something I never intended. It closed some doors of my life but opened a few new ones. My bank account was fatter than it had ever been in my life. I had shed the skin of Gaslight City, gotten out alive. Nobody knew me in this huge place of teeming activity. I really could start all over, if not here in The Woodlands, then in one of the smaller towns near here and still work for Griff.

      Mysti watched me think, ever patient, ever calm. She waited until I glanced at her face again to speak. “I’ll give you one warning. You and Wade may live happily ever after. If that’s the end you want, I encourage you to seek it.” She paused, and I nodded. “But I also encourage you to pay attention. Don’t walk a lost highway. Look for the signs life throws at you. Be ready to walk a new road if life shows you that there’s something, or someone, different in store.”

      She was right. But I had invested so much time and emotional energy into wanting Wade, into falling for him. Right then, I couldn’t imagine having feelings for someone else.

      Someone, probably Wade, began to rustle around in the den.

      “I’m not saying make a change right now.” She pulled me into a hug and led me out of her witch room. “But keep your mind open.”

      Wade stood next to the air mattress, shirtless and wearing his dirty jeans. His hair, unbraided, hung down his back. He winked at me.

      Little gestures, like the wink, kept me guessing and drove me crazy. If he’d given up on us together, why did he bother with the little touches, the casual flirtations? Did he want me or not?

      “You want to brush my hair?” He rubbed his towel over it, watching me and my reactions.

      His stare burned down to the soles of my feet. I opened my mouth to say yes. Mysti put one hand on my back. Everything she said was right, and I knew it. I had to put Wade on the spot and be willing to move on when I had the truth. That confrontation could wait for another day, a day when I felt stronger. Still didn’t mean I had to let him flirt with me.

      “Not tonight. It’s been a rough day.” I glanced at Mysti. Her tight face suggested either an intense need to fart or a herculean effort not to laugh.

      Wade’s shoulders dropped, and his flirty confidence fell right along with his jaw. “But I thought we could talk over what happened. Maybe get some ideas.”

      “Actually, Griff’ll want to do that downstairs.” Mysti frowned at Wade’s jeans, which had a mystery stain all the way down one leg. “I can also loan you some of Griffin’s sweatpants. They’ll be too short and too small, but I could wash your jeans with your shirts.”

      “Yeah,” Wade muttered and gave his hair an angry flip. “I’d appreciate that.”

      A few minutes later, we sat in the living room holding steaming cups of what Mysti called drinking chocolate. It wasn’t as sweet as the regular stuff and a lot richer. I took cautious sips of mine, though my impulse was to greedily gulp it.

      Wade came in from the backyard, tucking his cigarettes and lighter into the pocket of a pair of black sweats that came up to the middle of his calves. I patted the spot next to me on the sofa. Obviously still insulted over my rejection, he gave me a derisive snort and went to stand in front of Brad who sat in the room’s one recliner. Brad held his ground almost a minute, but his tapping on his cellphone increased in urgency. Finally he bolted out of the chair and scurried to sit on a throw rug.

      Wade continued to glare at the poor man.  “Bradley, you try to cock block me again with a woman, and I’ll beat your ass.”

      “Save the drama. It’s time to work.” Griff had his yellow legal pad in his lap and his pen poised over it to check off each item as he covered it. “I had an email from my license plate contact. We have an address on the woman who poisoned Peri Jean.”

      “She sure was easy to find.” I wanted to beat the IQ points out of her.

      “Maybe too easy. We’ll check out the address tomorrow. Wade? You up for it?” Griff glanced at Wade. The larger man nodded, and Griff’s pen scratched on the paper as he checked off that item. He moved his pen to another spot on the page. “Cecil mentioned going to that storage building for the disk and the runes. Are we really at a standstill without those items?”

      I winced and nodded. “The only power we have over the Coachman is in those runes. The disk is…”

      Griff held up his hand. “So if we destroy the runes, we destroy the Coachman?”

      The impossibility of what needed to be done solidified into a headache. “Not really. We’d only destroy his connection to the living plane. Pruney—that’s the monster from the séance—implied we could use the runes to send the Coachman back where he came from. Not destroy him. He’ll still be wherever he hid his soul.”

      Wade shrugged. “So what? Find the runes and destroy them. The Coachman will be trapped.”

      A slow smile spread over Brad’s face. “Not necessarily.”

      Wade narrowed his eyes at Brad, a silent threat to beat him senseless. Brad found enough courage to glare back. I knew I’d better stop the pissing match before it got started good, throbbing headache or not.

      “Wade just got into town. Give him a chance to catch up,” I squinted against the pain in my head, rubbing at the tension in the back of my neck.

      Brad, grinning ear to ear, couldn’t wait to deliver the right answer. “To trap the Coachman wherever he hid his soul, every single rune would have to be destroyed. He was summoned this time because Samantha and Samuel missed a rune and the wrong person found it.” He smiled, eyes cutting shyly at Wade as though he’d bested the bigger, stronger man by knowing the right answer.

      “Brad’s right.” I hated to say it. He’d float on air for days. “There’s bound to be more runes, maybe scattered all over Texas. Even the entire United States.”

      Wade shot Brad one more mean look, then nodded at me. “I see the point. How do we use the runes to send the Coachman away?”

      He had me there. I shrugged and looked at Mysti for the answer.

      “If the runes serve as the Coachman’s earthly essence…” Mysti’s eyes moved as she thought it over. “We’ll take the object of connection—the runes—and use them in the banishment ritual. We can cleanse them to break his connection then bind them to keep him from using those particular runes to return.”

      I knew all these techniques and felt comfortable using them. But one problem remained. “We won’t get to do any of this unless we find the runes.”

      Mysti shrugged. “Now about the disk…” She stared at me.

      “The only way I know to use it is to call that being from the dark outposts and make a deal with him.” I shuddered at the thought.

      “You’re not doing that.” Wade spoke as though he had the final say in all things Peri Jean Mace. I wanted to let him know he didn’t, but I agreed. No calling Pruney.

      Griff nodded and wrote on his pad. “I guess that’s it. Anybody have something to add?”

      “What about your coughing fit?” I asked him. Mysti whipped her head side to side, but I ignored her. “You get any ideas what caused it?”

      Griff stood. “No, and it’s my business.” He marched into the master bedroom and slammed the door. Mysti leapt up and went after him.

      I started Wade’s laundry before I got ready for bed. Sleep came only sporadically. The sound of a very young child wailing—my heart knew it was Zora—cut into any peace I might have had. Right before dawn, I fell into a fitful doze. Griff’s shriek of pain and fear snapped me awake.
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      I shoved my feet into my house shoes and charged out of my bedroom. Wade met me at my door, a pistol in one hand.

      “Stay behind me.” He turned his back on me.

      “Get out of my way.” I pushed past him and darted down the stairs.

      “Dammit. What’s got into you?” His footsteps thundered after me. I beat him to Griff and Mysti’s door and stopped.

      It was closed. I couldn’t just open it. What if the scream hadn’t been a bad one? I tapped on the door. Wade rolled his eyes and opened the door. Griff sat on the bed with his hands over his face, sides heaving.

      Mysti came out of the attached bath with a glass of water. She pushed it at Griff. “Drink this. Might help your throat.”

      Griff raised his head. “I was tied up and burning in a barn or something. My lungs…” He barked out a cough, and the smell of smoke came with it, this time pungent enough for my cigarette-smutted nostrils to catch it.

      “You think it’s a ghost?” Mysti peered at me from Griff’s side. “The spot where this started happening is where that Blessed Union community was. The one Tyler said the Coachman burned to the ground.”

      “Maybe, but I don’t sense a ghost.” I crept into the room and approached Griff. I hovered over him with my hand out. I wanted to touch his back to see if a ghost had somehow attached itself to him. With a ghost already trying to possess me, why wouldn’t one try to possess Griff?

      “Go ahead.” He made a sour face.

      I pressed my hand to his sweat damp T-shirt. Nothing came to me but the smell of fire and frying flesh. I jerked my hand away. “I don’t know.” Just as I spoke the words, Zora’s wailing started up inside my head. I ached to go to her for reasons that made no sense. Her little voice saying, I remember you from before, echoed in my mind.

      I grabbed Griff’s ever-present pack of cigarillos off his nightstand and let myself out the French door leading from the master bedroom into the backyard. I stomped across the field stones and parked myself in a metal chair. My hand shook too bad to light one of Griff’s cigarillos.

      Inside my head, the wailing continued, relentless, maddening. I tried again and this time got the cigarette lit but dropped the lighter. I got on my knees, wincing at the cold ground on my bare knees, and felt around for it, incessant wailing my constant companion.

      Don’t you remember me? the whisper came from nowhere and everywhere. It came from inside me.

      I jerked and hit my head on the underside of the chair. The lighter was right in front of me. I snatched and slammed it down on the little metal table. Too agitated to sit, I paced across the field stones, jetting smoke like a locomotive on a mission.

      Do you remember? The whisper came again. My black opal sent a shock through me. I clapped my hands over my ears, even though it came from inside me, tugging at my heartstrings, bringing back memories I’d locked away in the most secure vault in my mind. It was no use. The Coachman’s tampering had broken them loose.

      I remembered the lines on the home pregnancy test, the feeling of fear laced with excitement. The promises I’d be a better mother than mine had. The ideas for building a better life. And, then, the day it all ended at the hands of an abusive asshole who’d tricked me until it was too late.

      Were spirits reborn? My gut said yes. What’s more, it said Zora and I had known each other before.

      The door opened, and Griff appeared in it. He hacked several times. “I think I’d feel better if I smoked.”

      Mysti appeared behind him. “That’s stupid.”

      Wade came out the main set of double French doors off the living room holding a pack of his own cigarettes. Griff hurried toward us. I handed over his cigarillos.

      I waited until he lit one of his death sticks and inhaled before I spoke. “Do you know anything about reincarnation?” My breath came out in vapor.

      “Just that I’m not sure if it exists.” Griff sat in his metal chair with his head leaned back.

      “Oh, I believe in it.” Mysti joined us, belting her robe around her. She handed me mine. “Are you saying Griff’s issues are because he’s the reincarnation of someone who died in that fire at Blessed Union?”

      “It’s all I can figure.” I ignored the incredulous face Griff made. “Look, I’ve been having some odd shit happen ever since I met Zora.” I glanced at Wade. I didn’t want him to hear this. Saying it hurt every inch of my heart. “I think maybe she’s the reincarnation of a baby I, uh, lost when I was married to my first husband.” The details were too much. I couldn’t even verbalize them. Tears stung the back of my sinuses. I sniffled.

      Wade hurried to my side, reached out one hand to touch me, drew it back, and backed away from me. Was that the signal I’d been looking for? The one that said never ever ever? Or was it the signal that maybe?

      “So whatever psychic connection you have with Zora means I’m the reincarnation of some poor person murdered in that fire?” Griff pulled hard on his cigarillo, eyes averted from me.

      I shrugged. “Maybe not.” I stubbed out what was left of the stolen cigarillo in the ashtray, stood, gathering my robe around me, and went inside.

      The kitchen, lit only by the pre-dawn gloom and the ambient glow of the streetlights, fit my mood. I made coffee in the dark and pulled myself onto the counter to sit while it brewed. Wade came back in the house first. I heard Mysti’s fierce voice before he shut the door.

      He came into the kitchen and stood in the dark. “I didn’t, uh, know.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t. Okay?”

      Telling Griff about Zora and about my secret had cost me too much. The idea of discussing it with Wade, after everything between us, hurt in a way I couldn’t handle right now. Neither Wade nor I spoke until Griff and Mysti came into the house. One of them snapped on the kitchen light. I winced and squinted against it.

      Griff came to stand next to me. “I’m sorry for talking to you that way.” He glanced at Mysti and reddened. “I’m sorry for discounting your opinion.” He stood over me, for once not my boss but just a guy as scared as I was.

      The coffee finished brewing. I poured Griff a cup and handed it to him. He sipped from it but wouldn’t look at me.

      I got my own cup of coffee and stepped away from the machine to stand nearer to Griff. “You don’t have to apologize to me. I understand. This thing with Zora is both great and horrifying.”

      “Horrifying.” He nodded. “Burning to death is a bad way to go. But I wonder if that man knew something we could use now against the Coachman.”

      Mysti set down her coffee. “Nothing is ever random. The universe has a design. Most of the time we wander unaware. But sometimes…” She shrugged.

      “Maybe I should do a past life regression.” Griff put both hands around his coffee mug, cradling it.

      “That’s outside my wheelhouse.” Mysti glanced at Wade.

      He shook his head. “Where’s Bradley? Maybe he can do a past life regression.” The expression on Wade’s face suggested he believed no such thing.

      Mysti gave him a wry smile. “Sleeping. Baby brother likes the easy life. As for past life regressions, he’s never done one that I know of.”

      Griff rolled his eyes. “Then let’s get to work on something we do know how to do.” He drained his coffee cup and poured another. “We’ve got about an hour before full light. Let’s surprise this poisoner in her home. Show her what happens when she jeopardizes my star employee.”
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      The coming dawn silvered the sky, and nobody except the GPS robot talked as Griff drove north on the freeway until he found the right exit. The subdivision, built sometime in the Saturday Night Fever era, had started its decline a few decades before we found it. The streetlights, still glowing in the morning haze, cast a grim pallor over the run down houses. We passed a house someone had started painting a too bright blue only to stop halfway up the first wall. Griff turned onto the street next to it. He drove only a few yards, stopped the SUV, and turned off the engine.

      “Continue onto the route,” the GPS robot narrated.

      Griff tapped the screen of his cellphone to stop the directions. He started to speak but stopped and stared out the window. We all tensed for trouble. A barefoot man walked past the SUV, holding a joint to his lips as though marijuana use had already been legalized in Texas. His squinted eyes saw only the sidewalk ahead of him. We weren’t on his radar. He turned the corner and kept walking. Mysti let out a nervous giggle.

      “Best I can tell, our poisoner’s house is right over there.” Griff pointed at a house across the street we’d just left. The cockeyed green shutters needed a new coat of paint. Untrimmed shrubs covered the front window, making the place look deserted. But a newish economy sedan sat in the driveway. “The license plate matches the one on Yvonne Miller’s security video.”

      “So we just go over there and beat on the door?” My fists itched for revenge, but the closer we got to confronting the woman, the more anxiety tightened my body. What else did she have ready to blow into my face? The next dose of poison might kill me.

      “We’ll go through the backyard. Give her a good shock.” Wade had scooted forward on his seat and leaned between Griff and Mysti’s bucket seats. “See the gate? It’s not really closed.”

      We climbed out of the car and walked down the sidewalk, casual as clowns wearing rainbow Afro wigs, and crossed the poisoner’s lawn. The winter grass crunched under my feet, and a dog next door began to bark. I quickened my steps and wrestled the backyard gate open all by myself.

      The shaggy grass humped in furry, crisp bluffs of brown death that crackled as we crossed. Wade pulled black leather gloves onto his hands and pushed around us. He gripped the patio door’s handle, probably getting ready to yank it off track, and froze.

      “Aw, shit. Somebody done beat us here.” He glanced at Griff and tipped his head at the door, open a tiny crack.

      Griff joined him and slumped. “Go on in. Might as well look around.” He raised one finger to Mysti and me. “Touch nothing.”

      Wade slid open the patio door. He led the way inside.

      The patio opened into a dining room dominated by a cheap wood and glass table. Makings of a witch altar, not unlike Mysti’s, crowded the table. The living room lay directly behind it, a green cloth recliner positioned so whoever sat in it could enjoy the fabulous view of the tiny backyard with its rotting privacy fence.

      At first glance, the woman in the recliner appeared to be watching us, but the blood running from the corners of her squeezed shut eyes, and the bib of blood on the front of her clothes told a different story. She had died hard and ugly. Duct tape, blood covered and barely visible, bound her to the chair. We crept across the carpet as though making too much noise would disturb her eternal rest and came to stand around her.

      My black opal pulsed against my chest. The Coachman’s presence lingered the same way a stinky fart does in a closed-up car. My throat closed, and I took several steps backward.

      Caw. Caw. Caw.

      I glanced back at the patio door, and saw Orev perched on the fence.

      Caw. Caw. Caw. He leaned forward with each one.

      The black opal heated until I had to pull it away from my skin. Priscilla Herrera’s mantle, my power now, stirred. I had called neither the power nor the bird. They had come on their own to help. What was wrong? It hit me that we might not be alone in this house. I whispered to Orev. “Is the Coachman still here?”

      Mysti jerked to attention. She closed her eyes, and I could almost see her turning herself inward, searching. Her chest rose and fell with quick, panicked breaths.

      “You see him? Feel him?” She reached into her bag, probably clutching some potion to repel ghosts.

      “I feel him.” My voice trembled. “I can tell he killed this woman by sucking out her power, but I can’t tell if he’s gone.”

      Something moved behind the corpse’s still, pallid skin. A set of ghostly eyes opened. Bright light flashed in my brain and shocked its way through the rest of my body. My knees buckled, and I went down, the rough, stale carpet scraping against my cheek.

      The sunset pours through the patio door, glowing off the items assembled on the table. A group of people stand with their backs to me, blocking my view of the chair.

      “Don’t. Please don’t. Nobody knows me. Nobody saw me.” The poisoner’s voice is guttural and ugly.

      “A sacrifice must be made.” The Coachman’s voice comes from everywhere and nowhere.

      “And it’s going to be you.” This voice of an older female, the same one I’d heard when the Coachman was summoned, pings against my memory. I stumble after the memory, but can’t catch it. She continues speaking, her voice dull and emotionless. She is just stating the facts. “You’re the weakest link. The only one who can lead back to the rest of us. And you’ve already served your purpose.” Duct tape rips, and someone slaps it into place.

      Dark energy, sharp and ruthless, rumbles at the edges of the room. The Coachman forms out of the dust motes and shadows and saunters toward the woman, eyes gleaming and a sneer curving his lips. A mumble goes through the witches surrounding the recliner. The ghost passes through them. The woman bound to the chair begins to scream through her nose.

      The Coachman leans over her, mouth opening and elongating. Her life force leaks from her nostrils. The Coachman sucks it up like it’s an extra-rich chocolate malt. She screams through her nose, body straining in agony. The screaming goes on for a long time.

      I came to with Wade slapping my cheeks, his brow pinched. He pulled me to my feet. My knees buckled again. The floor rushed up to meet me. Wade clamped one arm around my waist and pulled me upright.

      “What’s wrong with you?” he muttered under his breath.

      “The Coachman drained my energy again. I don’t know how, but he did.” A cold sweat broke out on my face, and the coffee I drank on the way over gurgled in my stomach. My teeth began to chatter. “I ache all over. Like I’ve got the flu.”

      “It’s like he has you wire-tapped.” Mysti came closer. “Every time you interact with the spirit world, all your energy flows to him. There might be a way to block him, but we won’t find it here.”

      The poisoner’s ghost appeared in the hallway, presumably leading to the small house’s bedrooms. She beckoned with one transparent arm.

      “The ghost wants to show me something.” Forming words took great effort, and black dots appeared at the corners of my vision.  I gestured at the hallway where the ghost waited.

      “The Coachman?” Mysti rapid-fired the words at me. I had to think for a second to interpret them.

      “No. The poisoner.” My head swam.

      “If you harm Peri Jean, I’ll banish you into darkness forever.” Mysti spoke in a loud, clear voice. She took a vial of holy water out of her purse to back up her claim.

      The ghost made no response other than to lead us deeper into the house. We walked through a master bedroom furnished with a black, metal futon bed and a thrift store chest of drawers. On top of the chest of drawers lay a keychain with Neecie spelled out in baby blocks. I groaned. We’d been set up from the start.

      “What is it?” Mysti whispered from behind me.

      “Travis’s girlfriend.” I pointed at the keychain. “Remember his older woman? He was impressed because she had a house?”

      Mysti closed her eyes.

      Neecie’s ghost beckoned me from the tiny master bath. I stepped inside and tripped over the peeling linoleum. Wade grabbed my arm and stopped me from cracking my skull on the sink. The ghost gestured at a book lying on the floor next to the toilet.

      “Reading material for the thinking throne.” Griff reached past me and picked up the book.

      The ghost’s face morphed from normal, if plain, to wider eyes than any living human ever had and a mouth set into a howl of rage. She lashed out at Griff, growing bigger as she came, and knocked the book from his hand. Griff yelped and danced backward into Mysti. The two of them tangled and fell back into the master bedroom. The book bounced off the toilet. The ghost gestured for me to pick it up.

      “You’re lucky it didn’t fall in the toilet.” I bent to pick up the book. Wade reached for it. “No. Don’t. She only wants me to pick it up.” I reached for the book, the idea that it could be poisoned twisting around in my brain. I closed fingers around it, and the black opal heated.

      His secret is in here. The whispered words snaked through my thoughts, sinuous and creepy. I held the book up to the brightening light streaming through the window. Nineteenth Century Spiritualists of America.

      The doorbell rang. We all froze. I held my breath. It rang again, and someone pounded on the door. We crept into the living room. The doorbell rang and the door rattled as the person banged on it.

      “Neecie? You in there? Coco ran away again. She was barking a few minutes ago, and now she’s just gone.” Pound pound pound on the door. “You hear me?” The sound of footsteps on concrete came through the door as she walked away. We all relaxed. Then the gate creaked open. Griff and Mysti raced for the hallway, Wade dragging me behind them. Coco’s owner tapped on the patio door. We leaned against the hallway wall, all of us breathing hard. I peeked around the edge of the wall.

      The woman cupped two skinny hands to the glass. “Neecie? I see you in the living room. You just asleep?”

      Wade dragged me back to the master bedroom, motioning Griff and Mysti to follow with his free arm. He pointed to the room’s one window. It opened onto the narrow alley between this house and the next one. Griff worked the lock, pushed the window up, and knocked the screen out. From the living room came the sound of the moronic neighbor still trying to wake up Neecie’s corpse. Mysti climbed out the window and dropped onto the ground. Griff went next and reached back inside to help me out. The last thing I heard from inside the house was the sound of the patio door sliding open.

      Then the screams started. “Oh my God! Neecie! You all right?”

      Of course she isn’t all right, you nitwit.

      Wade bailed out the window and scooped me into his arms before I could resist. Griff, Mysti, and Wade hightailed it back to the SUV, me bouncing along for the ride like a big dummy. We got into the car, and Griff sped away from the curb just as the neighbor ran out the front door, hand over her mouth. She must have finally realized Neecie would not be able to help her look for Coco.
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      Mysti gave me one of her herbal pick-me-ups. I ate it, expecting the usual fast recovery. The overpowering sluggishness lifted. I leaned against the door and closed my eyes.

      “Better?” Mysti turned in her seat to watch me.

      I nodded, eyes still closed.

      “This whole thing is taking its toll on you. The weaker you get, the more vulnerable you are.” She glanced at Wade.

      He glared at her. “That a hint for me to heal her, hippie witch?” His voice raised to a near holler. “I can’t. If that spirit had taken a bite out of her, I could fix that. But not this.” He took off his coat and spread it over my lap.

      “Y’all cut it. I’m better now. Let’s get back on the clock.” I held up Nineteenth Century Spiritualists of America. “Neecie’s ghost said the Coachman’s secret is in this book.”

      “Good idea.” Griff pulled over in the next gas station and turned off the SUV’s engine. I leafed through the book, not sure what I was looking for, until I saw a familiar face. It was a picture of the Coachman. I held up the book for my friends to see.

      “This is him.” I turned the book back where I could see it and read aloud. “‘A more interesting case of obsession is that of Oscar E. Rivera, a native of Houston, Texas. Rivera enjoyed success leading séances for the Houston rich but became obsessed with an ancient immortality rite he discovered. Rivera took on the name Lord of Babylon and left Houston in 1870 seeking an underground river he believed would connect him to the underworld. He never returned.”

      My cellphone picked that moment to blare out my stupid ringtone. Fear charged though my body and made two or three laps before I realized what the noise was and took the offending instrument out of my pocket. I answered.

      “Papaw?” If Cecil liked being called Papaw, I’d do it. Having him like me felt good. “What’s going on?” I felt too funky to make small talk.

      “What’s wrong, child? You sick?” Highway sounds drifted through Cecil’s end of the call.

      “Nothing a little rest won’t fix.” Would it? Might not. Every time this dude got into my magical dance space, he put a bigger hurt on me. Next time, I probably wouldn’t have the strength to fight.

      “Tell me what’s going on when we meet up.” Cecil paused as though I should know exactly what he meant.

      I frowned. Had I agreed to meet Cecil today? I couldn’t remember. My brain limped along in last place.

      “The family storage unit.” He said the words slowly, as though he needed to make extra sure I understood. “To find the runes Samantha stole? And maybe that disk?”

      Ah, yes. Those. “Hold on just a second.” I took my phone away from my ear, muted it where Cecil couldn’t hear our conversation, and told Griff the gist of the call.

      “I’ll give you a ride.” Griff barely glanced at me in the rearview.

      I un-muted the conversation. “I’ll be there.”

      Cecil rattled off an address and told me he’d be waiting on me.

      The storage units sat on a busy highway one mile off I-45. As promised, Cecil waited in the parking lot next to the office. When he saw us, he started up his truck and led us through the complex. He stopped in front of a row of larger units.

      I got out of the SUV and met him where he was already fumbling with a rusted padlock. Cecil stopped what he was doing and hugged me. I surprised myself by hugging him back.

      “I’ve got another matter I want to discuss with you today. It’s about Sanctuary. Don’t let me forget.” He stared at me, something brewing in the dark depths of his eyes. I bet I didn’t want to know what he had to say.

      “Then we’re even. I’ve got a matter to discuss with you. You were already in bed by the time we finished scanning the spell.”

      He closed his eyes and shook his head. “I am sorry about that. If I were even twenty years younger, I think it would help. What’s up?”

      I told him about the familiar voice in the vision where I saw the Coachman summoned and the way Mysti recognized the magical signature as something she felt in the camp. “So you’ve got a traitor in your midst.” I expected shock followed by outrage.

      Instead, Cecil squinted and nodded, dark eyes moving back and forth. “Let’s keep this between us for now. If Finn and Dillon get wind of it, they’ll go on a skull-cracking crusade. The rat’ll go underground.”

      “How are Finn and Dillon?” I took the keys from him and worked the lock.

      “Devastated. Hysterical.” Cecil shook his head. “They’ve given up hope, I think.” He glanced at the SUV. His mouth thinned into an angry slash when he spotted Griff.

      Somewhere, very distant, Zora began to cry. It kicked a little of the fog out of my head. “Well, I haven’t given up.” Wade joined us and helped me roll up the sliding door.

      “Holy shit.” Wade surveyed the stacks of boxes in front of us, a sick expression on his face. I felt the same way. We’d never be able to find the right box. Many of them had no more label than a year or a single name. There was no way Cecil knew what was in each one. I groaned. This would be almost as easy as slipping a haystack through the eye of a needle.

      Cecil spoke to Wade. “Son, can you make a path to the back?”

      Wade made a face but obeyed, moving the boxes as though they weighed nothing.

      Cecil surveyed the boxes with an almost wistful expression on his face. He caught me watching and huffed a short laugh. “My whole life’s in here. Everything that has ever been important to me is packed up in this depressing little room.”

      I nodded. Everything I’d once had was ash. All the pictures, the mementos, even Memaw’s beautiful furniture. Burned down by people who hated me for being what I was. Maybe the boxes weren't so bad.

      “As you get older, your life gets smaller instead of bigger.” Cecil stood very close and spoke into my ear. “You see things you love and believe in change, and you’re too old to stop it happening.”

      Was Cecil talking about Kenny, about maybe handing over leadership of his community to him? There was no way I’d ask. Despite the time I’d spent with Cecil over the past few days, he still felt like a stranger. He probably always would. We met too late.

      “Family is priority. Protect them above all else. That’s the way my momma and daddy taught me.” He put his arm around me. “We can’t allow an outsider to lead Sanctuary.”

      So he was talking about Kenny. I shifted in his embrace to stare into his face but still said nothing. Whatever he saw made a smile spread on his face.

      “What would you do about Kenny, Leticia’s granddaughter?” he whispered. “I see something in you, something neither Finn nor Dillon have, something Jadine’s too young and inexperienced to understand.”

      Still I said nothing. I thought I’d fight Kenny to the last breath in my body, not just to save my family’s legacy but to show him I don’t eat anybody’s shit. Cecil’s smile grew. He patted my arm and let me go. “I think you’ll do.”

      Do for what? I opened my mouth to ask, but Wade called to us from across the room.

      “Mr. Gregg? Gregson?” He shrugged. “What do you think of this?” Wade had made a narrow trail through the boxes, piling the ones he took out in front of the unit.

      “I think you should call me Cecil, for one thing.” Cecil headed into the forest of boxes and motioned me to follow.

      I clicked on my flashlight and shined it on boxes. As the boxes grew deeper, the writing got more faded. The quality of the cardboard changed. It went from thin and flimsy to thick and sometimes waxy. At the back, Wade had widened the walkway to go to both sides of the room. He’d left behind a row of a wooden boxes.

      “Let’s see what’s in here.” Cecil pointed at the first one.

      I knelt and wrestled off the top. Footsteps gritted behind me. Griff and Mysti approached, curious expressions on their faces. Inside the box lay a folded military uniform. A tarnished silver lighter, engraved with flowers, lay on top of that.

      “Those are from my time in the Army.” Cecil picked up the lighter and turned it over in his  hand, pensiveness darkening his eyes. “I bought this in Japan.” He handed it to me. “I want you to have it.” Cecil took my arm again. He leaned close to speak into my ear. “I could let you turn Kenny into a toad.”

      I shrugged. His insistence on pulling me into Sanctuary puzzled me. I didn’t think I had what it took to help him.

      “What do you think?” He put his arm around me again. “Talk to me.”

      I searched my mind. Cecil’s idea could result in a civil war of sorts if Kenny and his group decided to take over using force. My knee-jerk solution was to scare Kenny to the point he was afraid to retaliate. It sounded harsh, even in my thoughts. I didn’t want to speak it aloud and fixed my gaze on the military uniform.

      The black opal warmed on my chest, and the flapping of wings came from behind me. I turned but did not see Orev. The sound of flapping wings came again. This time, I recognized it as being inside my head. My hand moved on its own, plunging into the crate and rummaging around.

      I drew out a single black feather. The beating of wings grew louder inside my head, and I pushed the military uniform aside to find a bag made out of an old quilt lying underneath it.

      “How did Samantha’s special bag get in here?” Cecil leaned on me. He was getting tired. I remembered Memaw like this after she got sick.

      Just how sick was my uncle? Was he pressing me to be his right hand, and presumably assume a leadership position of Sanctuary, just because he couldn’t find anybody better? My jumbled thoughts wound up for another pitch, but I cut them off. I couldn’t give in to brain melt. I had to focus on the contents of this bag and worry about Cecil’s intentions later.

      I took one deep breath to center myself and pulled on my mantle for strength. “What was Samantha’s special bag?”

      “I never rightly knew. She wouldn’t let any of us touch it. I just know that bag wasn’t here the last time I found my Army uniform. Which was around the time Finn and Dillon got married a few years ago. Dillon wanted to wear my first wife’s wedding dress.” Cecil tugged at a box near his legs and finally motioned to Wade. “Son, will you get this where I can sit on it? This concrete and my wore out old feet are having a pissing match.” Wade did as asked, and Cecil sat down with a grunt.

      Griff watched from a safe distance, his arms crossed over his chest, the usual scowl he reserved for Cecil set on his face.

      “Mr. Reed, we don’t have to be enemies, you know.” Cecil raised his eyebrows at Griff, who shrugged. “We both care for Peri Jean, albeit in different ways. I know you believe I did your daddy wrong, and maybe I did, but perhaps you’ll give me another chance since we’re stuck working together anyway.”

      Griff took in Cecil’s speech with a frown. Mysti spoke his name, and he jumped as though startled. He turned to her. She gave him a pointed glare. He nodded at Cecil and came closer.

      “I last saw the bag Peri Jean holds the day before Samantha died.” Cecil reached out to finger the bag. “She was packing to go see a friend of hers in Nacogdoches. Of course, she was so senile by then she couldn’t go anywhere. The next day, she died, and the bag was gone. Mama and Fern both thought the other had taken it. If Samantha had the runes and the disk at the time of her death, they would have been in here.”

      From the outside, the bag looked empty, but I felt many items rattling around inside it. The first one I pulled out was a black, fabric book. Written in a spidery hand were spells, not unlike the ones in the grimoire I inherited from Priscilla Herrera.

      I read a few. Most were simple and light. Love spells. Good health spells. A potion to clear a sore throat and another to make chicken pox go away. A little zing worked its way into my fingertips reading the last one. It would work for me, I bet.

      I held out the book for Mysti to examine. She tentatively touched it with one finger to see if it had the same spell on it as my book of shadows, which didn’t like anyone other than me trying to use it. It did nothing, and she took it from me and began turning pages.

      I dipped my hand into the bag and rooted around. This time, it closed on a hard object wrapped in fabric. I had a pretty durn good idea what it was before I drew it out. “It’s the disk.”

      As I’d seen in the vision where Samantha got the Coachman killed, the disk was about the size of a tea saucer. I tried cupping it in one hand and unwrapping it with the other, but almost dropped it. Cecil leaned over and pulled the ribbon holding the fabric together. The fabric fell away. He grunted and made a face.

      “It’s not the same one we saw in the vision.” He was right. The disk, a tarnished brass, was smooth and blank as it could be. The one Samantha used in the vision had shapes etched in the metal.

      Mysti reached out for it, and Cecil handed it over. She rolled it around in her hands. A frown creased her brow. “But it’s magic.” She held it out to me.

      I took the disk, and my black opal jumped against my chest and heated faster than usual. I yelped. “Maybe she was getting ready to make a new one?”

      Mysti shook her head. I could see the answer on her face. She didn’t know how to do that and wouldn’t be able to direct me.

      I set the disk aside and rooted around in the bag again until I came up with a black pouch with a drawstring tie. I opened it, expecting to see the tiles Samantha and Samuel took from the Coachman’s house of horrors. I recoiled. “Ugh. A bone.”

      Wade leaned forward and made a face, but Cecil smiled. “That’s a black cat bone. Belonged to my great-uncle Samuel. He carried it gambling.”

      “Did it help?” The bone transferred a slight hum of magic into my fingers.

      Cecil laughed. “I think not. He lost more than he won.”

      I reached into the bag again and came up empty. Wherever the tiles ended up, they weren’t here. “That’s it.”

      “We’ll figure out something else,” Mysti said. She glanced at Griff, but he was staring into the crate.

      “What is that?” Griff leaned around me.

      I turned to see what he meant. Just looked like some old metal junk to me.

      Cecil spoke up. “It’s antique spurs. As a boy, I found them near the old schoolhouse. Samantha lived nearby, and us kids explored everything. There was part of a barn, half of it had burned—” Cecil’s face darkened as he realized the implications of what he’d just said. As a boy, he’d played on the ruins of Blessed Union, the African-American community who’d known the Coachman for what he was.

      Griff reached past me, grabbed one of the spurs, held it upright. Now I saw where the leather strap would have gone. Griff’s hand began to shake, and the shiver spread through his whole body. One tear streaked down his cheek.

      “These were mine,” he muttered. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he slumped to the floor. Wade rushed forward and kept him from cracking his skull.
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      I leaned over Griff and drew in a sharp breath. His eyes had rolled up to show only whites. I grabbed his shoulders and shook him hard. “Griff! Come on. Wake up.” The smell of smoke wreathed us, its stench parching my throat.

      Mysti pushed me away. She went through a similar routine. She ran her hands over Griff’s face. “He’s burning up. Like a fever.” Eyes bugged out and full of fear, she stared at me. “What do I do?” Her mouth trembled.

      “I don’t know,” I muttered and glanced at Wade for help.

      “There’s nothing wrong with his body.” Wade shrugged. I can’t fix it, the shrug said.

      Griff’s clothes began to smoke. I had to do something. Griff always went out of his way to help me. I couldn’t let him or Mysti down.

      I put both hands on his chest and closed my eyes. The black opal wouldn’t even give me a ping, but I forced my mind into the place where all my bad memories hid and saw the white mist of the mantle floating on top of the scar tissue. I pushed myself into the mist, down into the depths of Priscilla Herrera’s mantle, now mine. The power rushed on me like liquid fire. It bathed me with light and power. I opened myself and sought Griff’s mind.

      Everything faded to black, and I shot down a tunnel with a light at the end. In those stories about people dying, they always talked about going into the light. What if I was killing myself and maybe Griff too? I didn’t have a choice. I had to risk myself for him. What kind of friend was I if I didn’t? I pushed myself toward the light, fear filling my throat, and passed into the light.

      Acrid smoke shot down into my lungs. I gagged on the sour taste of it and forced open my eyes. Smoke stung them, and a tear tracked down my face. Horror at what I saw threatened my hold on sanity.

      I stood in the middle of a burning village of ramshackle wood buildings. People ran every which way, wide-eyed and yelling in fear, sweat running down their dark skin. I searched for Griff. A hand curled around my upper arm. I spun to face whoever had a grip on me. A scream erupted out of my mouth before I thought better of it.

      The Coachman stood in front of me, stinking of kerosene, and grinning like a madman. “You’ll die here with them. Only thing is, your body won’t die, and I’ll have you. That way I can bleed you out, use those precious last drops to be reborn in that little girl.”

      A fist flew over my shoulder and slammed into the Coachman. He disappeared into dozens of tiny pieces. Wade Hill, red-faced and gasping for air winked at me. “Fuck him. Know what I mean?”

      “How did you get here?” I gingerly sipped the caustic air, careful not to send myself into a coughing fit. If I started coughing, I didn’t think I’d be able to stop.

      “You think you’re the only one who can learn new tricks?” Wade’s grin closed the conversation. He wasn’t going to tell me more, not even if I begged.

      Flames roared around us, punctuated by the screams of people trying to escape. A familiar voice rose above them, screaming in fear.

      Griff. Where is he? I took off walking toward the sound of Griff’s terror, Wade following me. He pointed at a barn with boards nailed over the doors. Fire blazed from the roof.

      I ran to the structure and tried pulling the boards off the door. The heat burned my hands, and I had to jerk them away. Wade tried but found he couldn’t stand the pain any better than I could. We stared at each other, panting.

      If what the monster said was true, Griff’s spirit could die here. Mine and Wade’s spirits could die here. We had to get out. Urgency beat at me, but my mind was going the speed of a ball rolling uphill. I clapped my sore hands over my face. It couldn’t end like this. I dropped my hands and glanced around. An axe leaned against the wall of the shack next door. I ran over to get it.

      I grabbed the axe and slammed it into the door, expecting to break it down. The axe bounded back and nearly whopped me in the face. Probably would have if Wade hadn’t grabbed it.

      Then it hit me. “We’re spirit here.”

      Wade cocked his head and squinted his eyes at me. Slowly he began to nod. “We are.”

      I leaned my head back and focused on the thread of my raven familiar, Orev. His blood ran through my veins and mine through his. We were born of each other. I focused in on his thoughts, which were really more like impulses, and called him. It was possible he couldn’t come over here, but mythology and folklore named members of the Corvidae bird family as psychopomps—guides to help souls reach the land of the dead.

      Orev’s familiar caw filled my mind, along with his struggle to get to me. I searched deep within my spirit for the power of the mantle and pushed it at him. The effort drained me of my energy, and I rocked on my feet, sick and dazed.

      Caw. Caw. Caw. I heard his call and the rustle of his magnificent wings before I saw his blue-black plumage. He landed next to me and cocked his head to one side and then the other.

      “Griff’s spirit is trapped in there. If we don’t get it out, he’ll die here. What can I do?” It felt funny to talk to a bird as though I expected him to understand, but Orev often did.

      He took a few hops toward the cabin.

      “Wait, I need to go with you.” I staggered after him, fatigue and heat waves wavering my vision.

      The bird hopped back to me. His mind reached out to mine, and we connected. Orev and I floated inside the cabin.

      A bound and gagged African-American man lay on his side. His sides hitched, struggling for oxygen, and his eyes rolled up to stare at me.

      I gathered my strength. The Coachman had called me by my full name. It must have more power than a nickname. I called out with my mind. “Griffin Dewayne Reed. Come out now.” I searched for and found Griff’s spirit. I concentrated on it until it was so real he could have been standing right there in the flesh. “Griff. Come on. We’ve got to go.”

      “I can’t leave. I can’t get out.” He broke off sobbing. “I’m stuck.”

      I had no idea what to do, so I searched Orev’s mind. We hovered over the dying man’s chest and pulled with all my strength. I shook with effort. My energy stores, already seriously depleted, began to dry out. I didn’t have much juice left in me, and I needed enough to get home. Just when I thought I could pull no more, a wavering cloud wiggled from the man’s chest.

      Halfway out, it turned into Griff. He put both hands on the floor and clawed his way out of the trussed-up man. His gaze swung around the room. “You came for me.”

      “I had to.” Orev and I said together. The sound of it was garbled and shrieky.

      Griff jerked in surprise and leaned forward. “Are you dead?”

      “Not yet. Come on.” I moved toward the window.

      “No. We can’t leave him.” Griff gestured at the man on the floor. Without waiting for my answer, he sank to his knees and began trying to pull off the ropes binding him. His hands passed through them.

      Above us, the roof creaked, getting ready to collapse.

      “Griff, this man died a lot of years ago. We have to leave him.” There wasn’t much time left to get out of here.

      Griff turned, his face twisted in sorrow, and climbed out the window with me and Orev. By the time I got out, I couldn’t do anything but crawl.

      Wade hitched me up and grabbed Griff’s arm. “I’ll take us back.” He bowed his head and clenched his fists. It looked like he was trying to fart.

      Orev perched on my shoulder and cawed softly. The power building in him passed through his feet and into me, but I was too tired to help the bird. I couldn’t do anything other than lean on Wade and hope for the best.

      “It’s the past.” Wade said to me. “Just concentrate on the present.”

      I closed my eyes. A rush of wind pulled, sucking me down a tunnel with a light at the end, and we were back in the storage unit.

      Mysti sat with her back to me, shoulders hitching with sobs, both hands on Griff’s chest. He twitched under her touch and gripped one of her hands. She bowed her head and moaned.

      The fatigue swept through my body like a relentless tide, washing away my will to do anything. I slumped over on my side. Someone put their hand on my back. I didn’t know who.

      Thirty minutes later, we sat around Mysti and Griff’s dining room table again, and I had no memory of how I got there. Music from the next-door loudmouth’s stereo blasted through the glass as he threw his usual noise fest. I wanted so very badly to go over there and rub his nose in the mud. I didn’t have the energy.

      Griff and I had both taken Mysti’s homemade herbal treatment for shock and fatigue, but the deep, dark half-moons under his eyes made him look like he'd gone a month without sleep. I suspected the potion had more than a little magic mixed in its ingredients. It didn’t help much. My energy stores were too depleted.

      Wade had a glass of milky looking stuff in front of him. Mysti said it would restore his psychic energy. He took occasional sips and traded insults with Mysti as though it was a wonderful day in the neighborhood. Cecil sipped at a dark drink Mysti said would be good for his heart. He hadn’t said much since the storage building, but his dark eyes were pensive.

      “I’m sorry for what happened today.” Griff’s words came out scratchy and broken, as though his body, instead of his spirit, had almost died of smoke inhalation.

      “You couldn’t help it.” I gripped his forearm. “At least we got you back.”

      Griff pressed his lips together and shook his head. “The night we came back from the campground I had a nightmare, and I wouldn’t tell any of you about it.” He pulled his gaze off mine and stared at his hands. “I watched the Coachman dragging a dead woman into the ground. He saw me watching him and smiled. He had blood on his teeth.” He bit his lip and took a few deep breaths. “Then I dreamed the Coachman sat outside this house in a carriage, waiting for someone to come out.”

      “The night you woke the house screaming?” Wade drank more of Mysti’s elixir.

      “Yes.” Griff paused and seemed to gather his words. “In the second part of the dream, I could see the Coachman sitting inside the carriage, and he had changed. He was more monster than man.” Griff slumped and leaned his elbows on the table.

      “In your past life, you were Israel Beard, the man who tried to warn the Blessed Union community about the man in the carriage, weren’t you?” I paused, and Griff nodded. “And the Coachman killed Israel and burned down Blessed Union to keep his secret. Because if Israel had been able to get anybody to listen, they’d have known the Coachman wasn’t human.”

      Griff nodded and blew out a long breath. “When I was in that shack, I saw Israel’s whole life. I know where the Coachman hid the bodies of the original family who lived in Camilla Plantation.” He shivered. “And I think it’s where he’s keeping Zora now.”

      “Then we’ve gotta move fast,” Wade said. “He saw us in that other place. I hit him, made him break up into little bits.”

      “A-a-are you saying you know where Finn’s daughter is?” Cecil blinked rapidly.

      “I hope so.” Griff’s gaze bored into Cecil’s. The anger was still there, but he didn’t seem to be as focused on it. “Because we’re going to get her right now.”

      “I’m going too.” Brad stood in the doorway, rubbing sleep out of his eyes.
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      I followed Griff and Mysti out to the garage, prepared to get into the SUV, but Cecil tapped my shoulder. “Ride with me. Please?”

      I turned to go with him, but Wade grabbed my arm and leaned to whisper in my ear. “Want me to go too?”

      Cecil spoke up before I had a chance to think on it. “I’d like to speak to my niece alone.”

      I patted Wade’s arm and followed Cecil to his truck. We climbed in and rode in silence for so long I thought maybe he’d just wanted my presence. Traffic slowed until we had to stop. Back home, something like this meant a wreck. Here? It could be as simple as a traffic stop. One person stomped his brakes, and the whole freeway could grind to a halt.

      Cecil cleared his throat. “I know you have enough sense to notice I’ve been talking to you about Sanctuary’s problems, involving you.”

      I nodded. It scared me, though maybe not as much as it should have. The members of Sanctuary lived so differently than Memaw raised me. My family welcomed me with open arms, but did I really fit in? Probably not.

      “I don’t share Finn’s talent for mind reading, but I sense your uncertainty.” He turned to me. “This is where you belong. With your family. You’re the center of our power. We need you, especially if we want to continue to hold the leadership of Sanctuary.”

      I broke in. “You keep saying that. ‘Center of our family’s power.’ I still don’t know exactly what it means.”

      Cecil didn’t answer. Had my insistence made him angry? Too bad. I had no intention of pledging allegiance to Sanctuary without knowing every detail I could. Traffic began moving again. Cecil crept along as people on all sides of us wanted to change lanes. A few miles later, he sped up to the speed limit and drove without speaking until we were almost to Woodsy Haven RV Park. I kept my silence as well, waiting for his answer.

      “I’m not completely sure what the phrase means.” Cecil glanced at me out of the corner of his eye.

      Great. He didn’t know, but he still wanted me to make decisions based on it. I pressed my lips together.

      “Samantha mentioned it a few times. Especially after she got older.” He squinted at the road in front of him. “She claimed her mother, Priscilla Herrera, was the center of their family’s power. Samantha said, ‘Momma, Samuel, and I could do more when put our power together.’”

      I tried to reason out the concept. “Bigger spells? Or more accurate results?”

      “She never said.” Cecil spotted Griff’s SUV parked on the roadside and began to slow. “But that’s not the only reason I want you involved.” He pulled the car to a stop but put his hand on my arm to keep me from jumping out. “The first thing is you have something special, a presence about you. That’s what we need. But the second thing’s a bit more personal.” He smiled. “We like you. Jadine can’t quit talking about you. And me? You remind me of Leticia when she wasn’t acting like the Princess and the Pea. Finn and Dillon already liked you, but they’ll owe you for life once you get Zora back. You’re one of us.”

      “Finn and Dillon will owe me for life if I get Zora back,” I muttered. Somewhere, way in the back of my mind, Zora started crying.

      Cecil laughed. “Never, ever underestimate yourself. I see great potential in you. I just hope you’ll choose to use it on us.”

      Griff came to stand at the back of the SUV. He didn’t glare at Cecil, but he didn’t smile either.

      “Get on out.” Cecil unlocked the doors. “I’ll go back to camp. Once Finn and Dillon know what’s going on, we’ll probably join you.” He pulled me into a hug, and I returned it. “Be careful,” he whispered into my hair.

      I got out of the car, and Cecil drove off.

      “He’s not going to help?” Griff’s voice had a mean edge to it.

      “He’s too old, and you know it,” I snapped.

      Griff jumped at my rebuke and walked into the woods next to the campground with his shoulders hunched. I exchanged a glance with Mysti.

      She moved close to me. “It’s just going to take him some time with Cecil. You know how childhood villains are.” She clutched her coat around her and stepped into the thick trees.

      I followed. “What do we do if the Coachman is in there with her?” I had to speak to her back. “He’s bound to be guarding her.”

      “Run?” Wade grinned at me. Since I stopped acting like an infatuated puppy, he had dropped his aloof act. He smiled at me. Teased me. Tried to touch me. I ignored it all. Games like this were stupid. Why not just get down to business if you wanted each other?

      We came to the field where Blessed Union used to be and stopped. Griff stood overlooking the empty field where his soul, in another incarnation, died a gruesome death.

      I shrugged and moved closer to Mysti. “You hear me?”

      “Griff is concentrating.” She gestured at Griff, who paced the perimeter of the clearing, his hands on his hips.

      “The Coachman put his victims in a root cellar.” Griff spoke almost to himself. “The house was over there.” He pointed. “The Blessed Union settlement was right in front of us. The root cellar was built into a hill, but where was it? I don’t see a hill here.”

      Griff held up a finger and walked away from us, skirting the perimeter of the clearing. Wade, giving me a confused frown, followed Griff. Brad tagged behind them like a little boy trying to learn to be a man.

      “Don’t worry about the Coachman being there. I have a surprise for him.” Mysti took quick steps through the brush, leaving me behind.

      “What is it?” I called to her back. She kept walking. I stopped to stare at a pile of limbs and other debris. It looked as though someone had piled it here on purpose. Didn’t make sense. Nothing else in these woods looked as though anyone was working to clear the undergrowth. Had someone, one of the Coachman’s helpers, done this when they uncovered the root cellar to hide Zora? If so, the entrance to the root cellar might be hidden somewhere near here.

      “Mysti?” I called. My friend turned around. “Tell Wade and Griff to come here. I think I’ve found something.”

      The two men came back, and I pointed at the trash pile. “Either somebody cleared this to get to something, or they’re using it to hide something. Like maybe the root cellar?”

      “But there’s not a hill here.” Griff squinted at the terrain.

      “Not a big one, but we’ve been walking at a slight incline for the last several yards.” I grabbed a handful of brush. Might as well see what was under it before we got too excited. Wade helped me, purposely brushing his arm against mine. I moved to the side a little to give him more room. He grunted like an angry boar.

      “What’s your problem?” He leaned close to my face, black gaze boring into mine.

      “What’s yours?” I widened my eyes and hoped it looked more innocent than smartassed.

      He ground his teeth and picked up a double handful of branches and vines, tossing them away from us. We got to the bottom of the pile but found nothing. Wade kicked at the mess he’d made and turned his back to me.

      “I don’t think this is a steep enough hill.” Griff chewed on his thumbnail.

      “It wouldn’t have to be steep.” I walked a few feet, realized I was no longer going uphill, and changed direction. “They might have built the root cellar like a cistern, lined with bricks. It may have started out more of a safekeeping place for valuables during the Civil War than a root cellar.”

      Griff nodded slowly and walked in the same direction as I was. Without warning, he stopped in his tracks and sank to his knees. He dug away the leaves and pine needles and began to excavate the dirt. I squatted next to him, cold moisture soaking through the knees of my jeans, and joined Griff in digging. The smell of damp earth drifted up as a pile of dirt grew next to us. Griff stopped digging and swept dirt off something hard. I leaned in for a look.

      The flat stone probably sat on the surface of the earth once, but time had covered it layer by layer. An X had been etched on the surface of the stone. Griff, without speaking, scooted about ten feet away and began the exercise again. This time Wade helped him. The two men unearthed another stone. Griff took five steps into the space between them and stopped. Then, he walked ten paces up the incline and brushed at the ground. The rest of us followed him.

      Griff bent and hooked his fingers into the dirt. He dug down and nodded at Wade. “Help me pull this up.” The two men grunted with effort and lifted a piece of plywood off the forest floor. Someone had glued a very convincing tapestry of leaves, branches, and pine needles to it. That was why they’d cleared the branches I found. To make this ugly thing.

      For no reason, I thought again about the way the Coachman’s manifestation broke into a bunch of pieces when he started to lose the fight. The idea wormed around in my brain. I tried to connect it to some other idea and couldn’t. I hurried to help Wade and Griff flip over the camouflaged spot. Underneath was a very new steel door with a padlock on it. I let out a groan.

      “You think that thing’ll stop me?” Wade took a set of lock picks from his jacket and went to work. He sprung the lock in seconds, waved his arm at it, and smiled. “What’s behind door number six-six-six?”

      Mysti snickered but sobered quickly. “Peri Jean asked me earlier what we’d do if the Coachman confronted us.” She withdrew her hand from her pocket and opened it to expose a bunch of nickels.

      I made a face. “Even if we tried to pay him, that wouldn’t be enough.”

      Wade took a nickel and squinted at it. “Silver repels evil spirits, ninny. Year’s right. Good job, hippie witch.”

      Mysti somehow managed to roll her eyes and preen at Wade’s compliment at the same time. “Throw the coins at him. That should break up the manifestation long enough to get Zora out of there.”

      “But what then?” I thought about the tantrum the Coachman pulled at the RV park, how powerful he’d been. “I mean, how do we keep him from killing us after that?”

      A raven cawed from somewhere near. More of them took up the call until the forest sounded full of them.

      “Orev has an idea.” I tried to latch onto the animal’s thoughts but got nothing more than a set of blurry images. I hoped he knew what he was doing.

      “Then we’re ready?” Wade put one hand on the door.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.” My muscles tensed, and I waited for the worst.

      Wade swung open the door. I expected a haunted house squeal to come from them, but they whispered open, their silence somehow more eerie than a loud screech would have been. Blackness and the smell of damp stone greeted us. I sucked in a deep breath and took the first step inside. And nearly fell ass over shoulders down a set of steps. Wade grabbed my arm.

      “Steady now.”  He crowded behind me, the muscles of his chest brushing against my shoulder. Raunchy thoughts warring with any good sense I had left, I ascended the short staircase, one hand out to balance myself. The wall fell away at the last step. I pulled out my cigarette lighter and thumbed the wheel. The flickering light showed me something I never wanted to see again as long as I lived.

      We were in an open, brick walled room. At its center was a long table with seven corpses seated around it. The remains of rotting clothes hung from the skeletons. Four were adult sized, but the other three were clearly children. Rotting ropes bound the bodies to the chairs. Each one had a place setting before it, complete with a tarnished wine goblet.

      “What did he do with them here?” Brad stepped into the room and crept over to the table, holding his flashlight aloft. He leaned close to one of the corpses.

      “Stay away from that.” Mysti shone her own flashlight on Brad.

      He reared away from the table, one hand over his mouth. “There’s bite marks on the bone. He set them up at this table and ate their corpses.”

      The table had an eighth chair, pulled out and empty. Who was supposed to sit there? Zora? My chest tightened. After all this, had I failed her again? No. I couldn’t deal with that.

      A child’s crying drilled into my consciousness. I tried to take hope but knew it could well be her ghost, lost and scared, forever looking for her mommy. The crying increased in volume. I couldn’t stand it. “Zora? Sweet pea, you in here?”

      Wade took my cue. “Zora, honey? I’m here to take you back to your mommy and daddy.” He stepped deeper into the chamber, using his own cigarette lighter to see. “I got a niece just about your age. She loves her mommy and daddy. I bet you do too. Call out to me. I’ll get you out of here.”

      Wade walked the perimeter of the room, fingers climbing over the brick walls, probably searching for an antechamber. He stopped and slumped. He shivered head to toe, head jittering with the force of it, and stood up straight again.

      “Wade? You all right?” Griff came forward.

      Wade turned back to us, eyes glowing black, full of electric, murderous midnight. That scared me more than his little dance. Wade’s eyes usually glowed gentle with good humor. He moved toward us, muscles bunched, like he might grab any one of us and break us like twigs. “Thank you for bringing Peri Jean Mace right to me. I’d hoped you’d be this stupid, but there are never guarantees.”

      My chest tightened. I told my feet to move backward, to get away from Wade. But I couldn’t do it.

      Griff clambered in front of Mysti and me. “You’re never going to be able to carry off this silly plan. Hand over Zora. We might consider not banishing you from this world.”

      Wade threw back his head and laughed. “You don’t have anything to bargain with, Griffin Dewayne Reed. You’ll be lucky if I wait until after you’re dead to eat the flesh from your bones.”

      A mist I recognized as the magic the Coachman stole from me slithered along the edges of the room. It gathered at Wade’s feet and rose in bands over his legs. His hands glowed.

      The black opal pinged me, warning me, but I couldn’t cut and run. Wouldn’t. I’d come here to get Zora, and I wouldn’t leave without her. I reached for my own magic. It boiled out of my center and into the black opal.

      Wade’s face faded, and the Coachman’s smirking likeness rippled underneath his skin. The scream built in my throat. I fought against it, swallowing it down like bad medicine.

      The Wade thing, teeth bared in a vicious parody of a grin, grabbed Griff’s arm. Griff’s back arced. His body jittered, hair standing on end.

      “He’s shocking him.” Brad jammed his hand in his pocket, came up with a closed fist and threw it on Wade. He shook off the shower of sea salt.

      Mysti and I launched ourselves at the fight. I went for Wade, slamming both hands into his chest. I channeled the mantle through my arms and pushed a jolt of magic at Wade. But I forgot something important. The Coachman knew how to steal my magic. My energy drained away as my magic flowed from me to Wade. I jerked my hands away and crumpled to a heap on the floor, head swimming.

      Mysti, nickels cupped the palm of her hand, slapped her open palm on Wade’s forehead, standing on tiptoe to do so. She yelled, “In the name of the Goddess, get out of him, right now.”

      Wade’s legs went loose. He crumpled to the floor and lay still. Griff fell to one side and crab walked away from us, one arm held to his chest. Mysti went after him.

      “Wade?” I crawled over to him and touched him. His chest rose and fell steadily. His eyes fluttered.

      “I knew you still cared.” He tried to pull me to him. I wrenched away and bolted to my feet, ignoring a wave of dizziness. Wade crawled to his feet.

      “I’m sorry, y’all.” He leaned against the cold bricks and wiped his hands over his face. “Griff, man, I…you know I’d never…”

      Griff got to his feet, also breathing hard. “Forget it. Let’s just get Zora and go.” He walked around the room, knocking on walls. I listened for the sound of Zora crying. It was gone. Had the Coachman just used it to confuse and weaken me? It might have never been there at all. The Coachman was probably storing up power for his next tantrum. We needed to get out.

      “Zora’s not here.” Frustration rolled in, high tide and ready to drown me. “Let’s get out before someone really gets hurt.”

      Wade leaned so close to the mildewy brick wall his nose nearly touched it. His nostrils flared.  “She is too here. Otherwise the Coachman would have never put on that show.”

      No, no, no. He’s smelling for her corpse. What am I going to say to Finn and Dillon? I probably wouldn’t have to worry about it for long. Dillon would tear my head off my shoulders and eat it like some weird mythological creature. The crying came back, this time closer than ever. I perked up and tried to latch onto Zora’s presence.

      The wall. He put me in the wall. The high, sweet voice came from inside my head. A memory whispered behind it. I remember you from before.

      “She’s in the wall.” A gout of puke almost came out with the words. Zora couldn’t have survived being put in the wall. If the Coachman had killed her, I’d destroy him. I’d never stop until I ground him to nothing. My throat tightened as I walked the room, waiting for Zora to make contact again.

      Right here. Her whisper made my heart ache, and the tears started. I knew she wasn't mine, but in a way, she was and I had to save her. I had to, since I wasn't able to save her the last time. I clawed at the old bricks. "Hang on, baby. We're going to get you out of there."

      Wade joined me. He took out his pocketknife and scraped mortar from between the bricks. He held out the knife to me. “Fresh.”

      Griff and Mysti stampeded to the wall. Together, we knocked the first brick loose. After that, it went pretty fast. The little girl lay curled on her side in a dugout in the wall. I backed away, dread cutting a cold path through me.

      “Is she…” I couldn’t make myself say it because I couldn’t imagine telling Dillon and Finn that I hadn’t been able to save their child, their only daughter, after all. I couldn't face the fact I'd failed this beautiful soul once again.

      “No. I feel her chest moving.” Wade scooped up the little girl and held her against him with one arm.

      I held out one shaking hand to touch her for myself. My fingers made contact with the warm skin, and I nearly swooned with relief. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      Something sharp pricked the skin at the back of my neck. I clapped my hand to the wound, spinning around. Nothing was there. I held up my hand to the flashlight Mysti still held. Blood stained the fingers. The Coachman had bitten me. Maybe payback for biting him.

      “She’ll stay like this until her body wastes away.” The Coachman’s voice vibrated all around us. “Peri Jean Mace, your power will be the death of her. I’ll have you both. There’s nothing you can do to stop me.” His words ended on a shout, and a brick popped out of the wall. The little chamber where Zora had lain collapsed on itself. Another brick fell from the wall, and several more followed it.

      “It’s falling in.” Wade grabbed me with his free hand and dragged me toward the door, forcing me along behind his mile-long footsteps. Mysti, Griff, and Brad crowded close behind us. From my peripheral vision, I saw one entire wall collapse. Dirt salted the brick floor in a dry patter. Wade yanked me up the steps and handed me Zora. My nerves ground together at the limp way she flopped into my arms. I backed away as Wade jerked Mysti up and out. Griff came next. A rumble shook the ground and Brad began to shriek.

      I ran to the opening, not sure what I thought I’d do with an unconscious child in my arms, but determined to help. Brad lay on his stomach. He’d been last, and the brick stairwell wall had collapsed and knocked him down. A combination of bricks and dirt scattered over the backs of his legs. Wade nodded to Griff, and the two men each grabbed one of Brad’s outstretched arms and pulled.

      “My ankle, my ankle,” he screamed.

      “It’s either your ankle or stay down here,” Wade snapped. “You’re about to be under a thousand pounds of dirt. I won’t be able to help you then.”

      Tears streaked down Brad’s cheeks. My stomach did a slow flip. He was hurt. Really hurt. And it was because he’d tried to help me.

      The old guilt and horror came back. Would whatever became of Brad make a new layer around my magical center, keeping me from accessing my true power? Probably. That was the problem with this spell. There was no way to stop it growing. Wade and Griff set their heels and pulled Brad out of the chamber just as it collapsed around him.

      He clutched his ankle, gasping and sobbing. Wade knelt next to him and spoke in a low voice. Brad nodded and said something back. Wade motioned me over. I handed Zora’s still form to Mysti, walked over, knelt next to him. We locked hands.

      I let my eyes slide closed and pulled on my power. It was there, weaker from the Coachman feeding off me a few minutes earlier, but there.

      Wade began to whisper his words, in that old, old cadence. He sounded like he should have been in a church, but he was in the woods trying to heal a guy he didn’t even like very much right now.

      “When thou wast in need, I found thee. I knew thee by thy real name, Bradley Jamison White, and I laid the hands of heaven above upon thee. By faith, I healed thy wounds. The old gods have blessed me and will bless thee. My blessing is yours.” Wade’s voice rose as he spoke, and he elbowed me. We repeated the verse together.

      Wade’s skin glowed. There was no other way to describe the bright, warm light within him. I lent my power and kept repeating the words until they were nonsense to me. Wade’s body heated next to mine, and a drop of his sweat hit my arm.

      The light passed into Bradley, all the way through his body, and down to his ankle. Heat emanated from him. He gripped his calf and ground his teeth together, tears squeezing from his eyes.

      Wade let go of him. “It’s done.” He leaned closer to Brad, still shaking with the effort he’d just made. “And I’ll still beat you to a pulp if you cock block me again.”

      I got away from them. Nausea rolled across my stomach like a coming storm. Wade’s magic always did this to me. Wade jumped to his feet, staggered away and vomited in the bushes, holding onto a tree to keep him out of his own mess. My chest hitched, and the nausea passed without me having to empty my stomach. Brad got up, tentatively tested his ankle, and snorted a disbelieving laugh. I tried to smile back but couldn’t quite make it.

      I went to Zora and touched her still face. Mysti offered her to me. I reached to take her, and the first crack of thunder shook the sky. Lightning sizzled into the ground somewhere near.
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      Thunder rumbled again, this time hard enough to shake the ground. Freezing wind cut through the trees, kicking up dead leaves. They chattered together like dry bones. A bolt of lightning hit the tree next to me, its flash so brilliant, black motes swam in my vision. I reared away from the tree and took several stumbling steps in the opposite direction. Maybe I didn’t need to carry Zora.

      Wade caught me before I got too far and wrapped one arm around my shoulders. I leaned into his side. No matter our relationship, I still looked to him for protection. When would I ever let him go? We stared at each other several long moments, and I turned away.

      “Let’s take Zora back to her parents.” What had happened to Dillon and Finn anyway? I figured they’d have joined us by now. Were they lost? I took off for the trail that would lead us straight through the woods and to the RV park. The others followed.

      “What are we going to do about the Coachman?” I paced myself to walk next to Mysti. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust her carrying Zora. But if something happened, maybe I could help.

      “That book you found at the poisoner’s house. It had his name—” Another clap of thunder cut off Mysti’s words.

      Wind blasted through the dead trees, and rain hissed right along behind it. It hit us hard, ice cold and stinging. Wade took off his jacket and put it over Zora. We couldn’t do any better for her other than walk faster, which we did. Thunder came at regular intervals now. Lightning flashed all around us. The air crackled with electricity.

      Icy rain needled at my face, each drop an assault. I lowered my head and let it drum into my scalp. It didn’t hurt much less. Wade stopped, and I ran into his back. Wind whipped harder than ever. Leaves rose from the ground and blew around us, sticking to our wet clothes.

      “Aw shit,” Wade yelled. “What is that?”

      Wade rarely sounded scared. My fear awoke and curled into sharp hooks. Griff’s scream sunk them as deep as they’d go into my nerves. I peeked out from behind Wade. My skin went even colder than it already was, and my ears began to ring. Terror wound its way through me. I’m not sure if I screamed. I couldn’t think.

      The first thing I saw was its eyes. Glowing black holes of madness. The rest of the monster, made of leaves and branches, stood several feet taller than Wade. The bits and pieces of the monster writhed as though they had their own life.

      “Peri Jean Mace.” Its voice was like ground-up leaves and mulched branches rolling together.

      I forced my gaze off the thing and spoke to Mysti. “Take Zora back to her parents.”

      “I can’t leave you.” She glared at me, her hair plastered her cheeks. Her teeth began to chatter.

      I tried to think of an argument, but then the leaf monster took a step. The impact shook the ground and knocked me off balance. “Run!” I yelled at Mysti.

      She shoved Zora at Brad. He ran without being asked. Mysti dug in her pockets, probably looking for more silver coins. She came out with a few and threw them at the monster. A few patches of leaves fell off it, but more took their place.

      Wade drew his pistol and started pulling the trigger. Mysti’s coins had done more than the bullets did. The leaf monster somehow channeled the sound of the falling rain and the rumble of thunder into a roar. I clapped my hands over my ears. Wade loaded another magazine into his pistol and kept right on firing, eyes bugged out, mouth open in a scream.

      The leaves moved faster, swirling in the shape of a tornado. The chittering mess came right for me. Good buddy of cowardice that I was, I ran. My shoulder clipped a tree. I hit the ground and rolled. I lay there gasping, knowing full well the cyclone of leaves waited at my back, but not sure what to do. Then the roar came again, the pain of it incredible in my ears, and it fell on me, blocking out the meager gray light.

      I tumbled backward into my own psyche, past the pristine white mist of the mantle and right into the layers of scar tissue I’d built up to protect myself. The force of my screams tore my throat raw and made my eyes feel like popping out of my head. I landed in the wilds of my own bad memories, trapped and alone with the demons I’d fed and nurtured without meaning to.

      I stood at the backs of dozens of people. They faced a stage festooned with red, white, and blue streamers. Dean Turgeau and I stood on the stage, holding hands and smiling, blissfully ignorant of the way the next few seconds would change both our lives.

      No. I didn’t want to see this again. Living through it once had cost so much. I had to get out of here. The black opal pulsed heat on my chest, almost as though it had its own heartbeat. I tried to grab onto the magic, but it skittered out of my reach.

      “Thank you all for coming out tonight, and thank you for your votes,” Dean drawled. “I only hope I can prove myself worthy of your confidence—” The crowd cheered.

      My heart banged inside my chest. Dread of what came next made me shuffle backward.  From the back of the crowd, I had a perfect view of the entire courthouse square. A lone figure skirted around the edge of the crowd, hand held stiffly to one side.

      “No,” I whimpered, and my voice came like it did in a dream, all soft and weak. Please. I don’t want to see this.

      The figure crept through the crowd, working through to the middle where there’d be a perfect, clear shot at me on the stage. I stood next to Dean, my grin stupid and innocent.

      “Stop it,” I tried to scream, but the word only echoed in my head, blunted and useless.

      A murmur ran through the crowd. The shooter must have made herself known. A wide circle formed around some people in the middle. The chrome of a wheelchair, Memaw’s wheelchair, winked in the bright lights.

      “Stop right there.” Memaw’s words ended in a cough. This time, I heard her gag at the end of her coughing fit. This time, I saw her stand from her wheelchair and grab the shooter’s arm. The gun went off, a blast of fire coming from the barrel, right in Memaw’s face. She fell against King Tolliver, President of the Six Gun Revolutionaries, like a marionette with its strings cut. He put one hand to the back of her head, maybe trying to hold in her brains. My chest ached and the salt of unshed tears stung my eyes.

      The shooter stepped away from them and pointed the gun at the stage, screamed “Die, witch!” and shot again. The dark figure ran from the scene of the crime and down the street.

      King struggled out of the crowd and lurched past me, Memaw draped over his arms. I got a good look at her face, eyes wide, and a dark hole right in the middle of her forehead. Her mouth hung open.

      My chest throbbed as a tide of grief bigger than I could handle surged through me. I sank to my knees and watched King carry Memaw toward the hospital. Unshed tears built a lump in my throat. I clutched at it like someone choking to death. King, his back to me, shouted for someone to help him, but nobody did. They were too busy running for their lives. A shadow fell next to mine. I turned to find my grandfather, George Mace, standing next me, his ghost solid as a real person.

      “Might shoulda listened to your Memaw, hon.” He lit a Kool cigarette and watched the outlaw biker carry his dead wife to the hospital. “This right here was why my wife wanted you to just ignore what you was, to pretend to be normal. She always said it would do nothing but hurt you, said her family would do nothing but corrupt you. Look how it’s all turned out.” He waved one muscled arm at the mayhem in front of us—me trying to save Dean on the stage, yelling at Wade to help us, him obeying, his head hung in grief. “You think all this ugliness is what she wanted for you?”

      I stared at the ground and shook my head. Why did this, the only time I’d ever spoken to George Mace, have to be him rightfully chewing me out?

      “Its too late for you, little darlin’.” George’s voice took on a familiar cadence, but I didn’t understand why I recognized it. The grief took up most of my attention. “You got yourself in a mess. You could save a lot of people if you’d just give up.”

      My head popped up. I stared at my grandfather. Something about him had changed since he first came over to me and started talking. I stared hard at him, trying to see what it was.

      “My Leticia loved you, child. Gave her life so you could live.” He thumped his cigarette away. It bounced on the asphalt, a shower of red sparks rising from it. “But you did all you were supposed to do, which was find the family treasure, put that mystery to rest. Your purpose is served. Don’t you want to honor your Memaw by knowing when it’s time to quit?”

      It hit me what was different about George. His shoes. When he first came over to me, he had on roach stomper cowboy boots. But they’d changed to a pair of lace up ankle boots. It was the Coachman in the guise of my grandfather. Cheater. I’d show him. I called on the mantle and got only a ping of power.

      The George Mace thing took another step toward me, its creased jeans and pearl-snap cowboy shirt melting into its skin and Victorian era garb appearing in its place.

      “You’re nothing, Peri Jean Mace,” the Coachman chanted. “Nothing but a loser and a failure. You’re alone now, truly alone, and you’ll die alone. But not until after I eat your power and your soul.” His mouth opened wide.

      I wanted to scream, but all I could do was moan in pain and fear. Then I remembered my special trick. The one the Coachman didn’t like me doing. I sent my consciousness into his nasty mouth and pushed myself toward his secrets, praying I’d find the one that would rid me of him forever.

      I run down the narrow, haunted corridors of the Coachman’s mind, his heavy footsteps pounding behind me. The sound of Zora crying comes from somewhere near. I take a sharp turn toward it. A wooden door held shut with a padlock too ornate and pretty to be of my time blocks in my way. I grab the lock and yank on it.

      “Zora in here. Come get Zora now.” The little girl’s high-pitched voice comes through the heavy wood, traveling along our connection.

      I reach for the mantle but remember I am mired in scar tissue. What now? I am trapped. Aren’t I? Zora begins to cry again. The hell I’m stuck. I gather my energy and push through the scar tissue, reaching for the mantle with all my effort. Its power meets me like an overeager puppy. It will snap the padlock. It will—

      A force far stronger than anything I knew how to fight hurled me out of the Coachman’s memories. I came to on the forest floor, freezing cold and unable to move. My eyes flashed open, and I sucked in a deep breath.

      I had failed again, except for one thing. I knew now where the Coachman had Zora’s life force. All I had to do was figure out a way to get it. Easy as learning Latin.

      Wade elbowed Mysti out of the way and gathered me into his arms, squeezing so hard I thought my ribs would crack.

      “I found where he’s got Zora,” I said into his ear.

      “What’s she saying?” Mysti shrieked from behind Wade. “Put her down so I can hear.”

      Wade put me back on the ground, and I panted for a few seconds before I spoke.

      “He’s got Zora’s spirit behind a padlocked door in his mind. That’s why she’s limp. He’s taken her spirit and stored it away.” Each word felt like razors in my throat, and I didn’t feel my magic at all. Had the Coachman taken it for good?

      “Thank goodness for small favors. Maybe this little girl’s parents won’t kill us.” Mysti held her hands up to the sky.

      Then it hit me. We’d given Zora to Brad and told him to run. Camp wasn’t that far away. Someone should have come to check on us by now. We ran down the trail, all of us hurting too bad to go really fast. I text messaged Dillon, still unable to understand why she and Finn hadn’t come. I got no answer.

      Griff, who’d been walking in front of me with his head hung, suddenly stopped. I ran into his back. We both grunted. I peeked around him and groaned.

      Kenny had a long gun trained on Brad, who still held Zora in his arms. Brad trembled from head to toe, his eyes rolling wildly.
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      “You ain’t coming into camp.” Kenny put his finger over his rifle’s trigger guard.

      Wade drew his pistol and let it hang by his side. I’d watched him use up all his ammunition. All he had was a couple of empty magazines. I guess Wade figured Kenny didn’t know that.

      “Can’t your bullshit wait?” I gestured at Zora’s unconscious form. “We’ve got Finn and Dillon's little daughter.”

      “She’s dead,” Kenny crowed. Gladness and triumph rolled off him in waves. It pissed me off. I wanted to knock him down and jump up and down on his chest.

      “She is not dead. Look at her.” Mysti shook her head for emphasis. Her sane delivery contrasted so sharply with Kenny's that the situation took on a blurry sense of unreality. I rubbed my temple and shook my head, trying to rub some sense back into myself. I didn’t feel any better.

      “Don’t matter anyway.” Kenny crossed his arms and stuck out his chin. A slight tic in his eye was the only indication he might be scared of us. “The ones of us whose last name ain’t some form of Gregg took a vote. The Greggs, Gregsons, whatever you want to call ’em, is done in Sanctuary. It’s mine now. We throwing them out tonight.”

      My mouth fell open, and a zillion arguments ran through my head. “You can’t—”

      “You got five seconds to put down the gun.” Wade interrupted me. The tone of his voice kicked my heart into overdrive. He may have sounded bored to anybody else, but I knew this tone of voice. It was the one he used before he got wild-eyed and went on a rampage. If he did that, Kenny might shoot him. Kill him. I took careful steps toward Wade. There was no way I could stop him if he lost control. He was too big for that. But I might be able to talk him out of whatever he thought he wanted to do.

      “Wade, look at me.” I stared at his broad back, for once scared enough not to think about his body pressed against mine, his mouth on mine. “Get away from Kenny.”

      Kenny raised the gun to his shoulder. Nausea gurgled in my stomach, and sour spit rolled into my mouth.

      “Wade?” My voice shook.

      Wade glanced back at me and winked. I shook my head at him. He grinned, and the hair stood up on the back of my neck. Wade took three fast steps, grabbed the gun, and yanked it away from Kenny. The smaller man’s eyes widened until they took up most of his face. He shuffled several steps backward, hand out behind him, reaching for help that wasn’t coming.

      I came around Wade, adrenaline churning, and kicked Kenny in the chest. He fell on his ass in a rustle of leaves and the pops of branches breaking.

      “Hey!” Kenny grabbed for me.

      “Better be sure, Kenny. I’ll whup your ass righteously.” I had both fists up but didn’t think I could win a fight against a grown man. Someone came to stand next to me, but I didn’t dare take my stare off my opponent.

      “You better be more sure than you’ve ever been in your life.” Brad spoke loudly, still clutching the too-still toddler. “My brother-in-law and I will beat you until there’s nothing left.”

      Wade advanced on Kenny. He held the rifle loose in his hands. “Get up. Start walking. Or I will kill you now.”

      Wade’s quiet voice sent chill bumps racing up my back. When super pissed, Wade talked like this, like he was saving his energy to do maximum damage. I stared at Kenny, hoping he knew the kind of madman standing in front of him.

      Kenny curled his lip. “Fuck you.”

      Wade’s brows and mouth drew inward, his eyes expanding. He shoved the gun at me, knocking me several steps backward. I’d have gone down had Griff not righted me. Wade grabbed Kenny by the scruff of his neck and slung him. The man pitched forward several steps, tripped, and sprawled to his knees. He caught most of the fall with his hands and grunted in pain. Wade straddled him, grabbed both ears, and twisted them. The man howled.

      “I will pull your ears off your head if you ever disrespect me again.” The low, dangerous growl held no more reason than an animal’s. I took my eyes off Wade and nudged Griff.

      “We’ve got to get him out of here,” I whispered. “Or he’s going to kill Kenny.”

      Griff nodded, marched over to Kenny, and kicked him.

      “Griffin!” Mysti screamed.

      Griff ignored her. He leaned down to speak to the top of Kenny’s head. “Get up and walk with us into camp. You’re going to talk to Cecil about what happened here and the vote you’ve taken.”

      Wade gave Kenny’s ears another good twist. “I don’t know what he’d do, but I’d kill you as a traitor."

      “Sanctuary ain’t a safe place anymore because Cecil’s too old to keep things in check, and I ain’t got nowhere else to go.” Kenny's voice came out all wobbly and snotty. He was crying, actually crying, after he’d pulled a gun on us. Griff kicked Kenny again, teeth bared with effort. I wanted to turn my gaze away from the ugly scene but knew I couldn’t. I took a deep breath, went to the other side of Kenny, and crouched down.

      “Kenny? You can’t just banish people because you feel like it. You have to be civil, willing to compromise.” I tried to pretend I was Mysti, to keep my voice calm and non-confrontational. “Maybe it’s time for you and the Gregg family to part ways. But you gotta talk to Cecil.”

      Kenny turned to me and spat in my face. It stunned me so much I just sat there, the glob of saliva sliding down my cheek. All hell broke loose. Wade lifted the man by his ears. Kenny kicked and flailed, and one kick caught me in the chest. Griff yanked me out of the way and tried to pull the man away from Wade.

      “Wade, look at me,” Griff yelled. “Look at me now.”

      Wade didn’t drop the man but turned his dark eyes on Griff.

      “Do you want to kill this man? Do you think what he’s done is punishable by death?” Griff stared unflinchingly into Wade’s face, several inches shorter and many pounds lighter, but not afraid. “Is this who you are?”

      Wade dropped the man on the ground in a heap. Kenny's hands went straight to his ears, moaning and feeling them for damage. I imagined they’d be big as Mickey Mouse’s ears by the next day, but they were still intact. Wade stood over Griff, his face set and hard. The two men glared at each other for several seconds.

      “Thanks,” Wade muttered to Griff. “You’re right. He’s not worth it.”

      Griff relaxed and patted Wade’s arm. Then he squatted next to the injured man, who cowered away. “Get up now and walk with us, or I’m going to turn that giant loose on you.”

      We started walking. The white paint on the RVs peeked through the trees as we neared the park. Someone stood at the end of the path waiting.

      A woman I’d seen but not spoken to sprinted toward us. She took in the sight of Wade hauling Kenny along by one arm and seemed to relax. She spoke to me. “You Peri Jean, ain’t you?”

      I nodded but kept my distance. After the show with Kenny, I wasn’t sure what to expect from these people.

      “You gotta do something. Anita and a couple of other nut-cases is trying to kick the rest of the Greggs out of camp.”

      I rushed forward, worry knotting inside me. Kenny’d had a gun for us. Anita was crazier than him by a mile. What if she’d hurt Cecil? Or someone else in my family? I broke out in a run, hand clutching my aching gut and ignoring Wade’s shout to wait for him.

      A small crowd stood in front of Cecil’s motor home, all of them shouting. I shoved my way to the front.

      A man about my age held out one thick arm to block my way. “This ain’t your fight, witch. You need to just leave camp.”

      Still fighting exhaustion from the Coachman’s most recent attempt at draining me, I reached deep inside myself. The small effort rocked me. I dug deeper until I latched onto to Orev’s thread. Trouble. Danger. The man and I had a glaring match while I waited.

      The sound of wings flapping came from all around us. The caws grew louder until they surrounded us, drowning out the shouting and name-calling. The ravens landed, one by one, on the ground until their black-feathered bodies hid the fallen, drying pine needles littering the ground.

      The first human scream cut through the bird noises. “It pecked me. One of these devil birds pecked me.”

      Wade leapt up on the picnic table, fierceness boiling in his dark eyes. “Go back to your campers. Go home now. Leave here.” He shouted his words over and over.

      More screams answered him as more birds took a bite of human flesh.

      People left one by one, sometimes in couples, all with wide eyes, many rubbing wounds, until only Anita was left. She held a pistol in each hand and had backed my family against Cecil’s motor home. They stood in a row, Cecil, Jadine, Finn, and Dillon. Zander stood on the ground, shoved behind his parents, clinging to their legs. Tear stains streaked his chubby cheeks. The ravens stood silent now, waiting to see what had to happen next. It was my call.

      Cecil’s and my talk about Sanctuary rang in my ears, as did all the hints he’d dropped, all the ways he’d tried to pull me in. My family wanted me. They wanted me to help them run Sanctuary. Did I want them? I stared at their faces, stared down the fear in their eyes. No decision came.

      “You can’t make me leave, you damn thug,” Anita screamed. “Cecil is gonna listen to our demands. Me and Kenny have tried to do this the nice way.”

      Something awoke inside me, something outside anger. This part of me viewed all this clinically. It didn’t matter how Anita and Kenny had done things. They were outsiders, not family, and I knew what Cecil wanted done. I spun slowly until my gaze locked on Orev’s. I nodded toward Anita. The birds converged on her.

      She screamed, spinning around and around, trying to slap them off. Soon all I could see was flapping black wings. She dropped both pistols in her frenzy. Wade rushed in to snatch them but got right back out of the way.

      Birds bit chunks out of Anita’s skin. One hovered over her face, clawing at it. Anita screamed, hysterical and in pain. I watched the scene, my emotions like still water. This had to be done. Anita had to be shown what I’d tolerate. I counted to ten, my serenity horrifying me. I shouted, “Enough.” The birds flew off Anita and away. Their forms darkened the sky for a few seconds, and then they were gone.

      Anita sat on her ass between the campers, sobbing and shaking, face and arms bleeding. Dillon stepped around her as though she didn’t exist. “You get my baby?”

      I nodded. “Bradley?” I yelled, never taking my eyes off Dillon's face, still scary calm.

      Brad rushed forward with poor little Zora. He held her out to her mother.

      Dillon let out a primal howl of rage and grief. She clutched her child to her chest and sobbed, falling to her knees. I wanted to help her but was too scared of her fists to do it. She’d have to get over the shock, and then we’d talk.

      Jadine, using her cane, picked her way to Dillon's side. She put one hand on her shoulder and bowed her head. Dillon cried herself out in the same frank way she conducted the rest of her business. Finn and Zander ran to join her, both of them trying to get a look at Zora. Dillon hunched over her protectively. Finished, she turned to me, eyes blazing.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Dillon's shriek echoed over the park.

      “I can fix it. I promise.” I kept a safe distance from all of them. Getting hit or spit on again didn’t much appeal to me.

      “The Coachman’s got her little spirit, doesn’t he?” Cecil’s voice came from several feet away. He trudged to us, his shoulders rounded, and his head down. “Got whatever makes Zora herself locked away.”

      I nodded. “She’s in his consciousness. I saw her. She communicated with me.”

      Dillon stared at me through her tears, question on her face.

      “It’s true.” The weird calm finally let go of me enough to give her an encouraging smile. “She’s alive. I couldn’t get her this time, but I think I can with one more chance.”

      Cecil came to stand next to me and hugged me to his side. “Proud of you for getting her back.”

      Anita, over her shock, slowly got to her feet and crept away from us. Griff met her and pointed at the picnic table where they’d sat Kenny, who still held his sore ears. Anita opened her mouth to argue but Wade came over, fist already doubled up. She sat.

      “How are y’all going to get back into the Coachman and get my daughter back?” Dillon glared at first me, then Mysti.

      “If we can find those runes, I’ve got an idea.” Mysti stepped forward. “If it fails, I’ll come up with another plan.”

      Cecil put his arm around Dillon. “I have an idea for getting the runes. We will get it settled. Now wouldn’t you like to take Zora home? Get her cleaned up?”

      I didn’t think this would work, but Dillon clutched Zora to her and grabbed Zander’s hand. “Come on, Finn.” The four of them left us without a backward glance.

      It hurt to watch them take her. I wanted to run after them, insinuate myself into their family, just to stay near Zora. But feeling that was wrong. A previous incarnation of her might have been mine, but I failed her. Now she belonged to another family. She had a different life ahead of her. My job now was to make sure she got a chance at this life. No matter what it took, no matter what it cost me.

      Cecil approached the picnic table. “Ms. Whitebyrd? Will you scan Kenny and Anita for the traitor’s magical signature?”

      The memory of Mysti’s white-eyed face and long, silver-tipped fingers came back. I gulped, not eager to see it again.

      Her chipper voice broke into my thoughts. “I’d be happy to. Just let me get back to the SUV and get my witch bag.”

      “Take the golf cart.” Cecil never took his eyes off Kenny and Anita.

      “What’s she gonna do to us?” Kenny’s eyes rolled from one member of our group to the next.

      “Shut up now,” Cecil whispered to Kenny.
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      We marched Anita and Kenny to their camper, a relatively new fifth-wheel. They’d set up a little patio with a roll of artificial grass and had a folding table with two chairs. The couple stopped in front of the door to their home and turned to us, faces set in pleading expressions. Anita was crying.

      “What if we was to hook up our camper and drive off?” Kenny tried hard to sell his escape plan. I’d have been willing to give him a gold star for effort.

      “It’s too late,” Cecil muttered. “Just go inside.” He motioned to Wade. “Stand guard, son?”

      Wade nodded and held open the door for Kenny and Anita. She went on inside, but Kenny stopped to size up Wade. Wade ignored the smaller man, shoulders back, eyes straight ahead. Kenny’s chest deflated, and his shoulders curved inward. Head down, he went inside.

      Mysti stopped in front of Cecil. “What you see inside this camper must stay there.”

      “You have my word.” Cecil gave her a small bow. “And Kenny and Anita’s too.”

      Anita began to sob. She put her hands over her face to do it, but it annoyed me. She and Kenny had caused this whole, ugly scene. We desperately needed to work on our plan to rescue Zora. Instead we were farting around with these dingleberries.

      The three of us went inside. Mysti took a quick look around. “Kenny and Anita, lie on your bed, please.”

      Anita cried harder. Kenny, white-faced and shaking, said nothing.

      “Do it now.” Cecil’s voice was casual. The gun in his hand wasn’t.

      Mysti didn’t pay either of them any mind. Already standing next to the bed, she took the seer crystal out of her bag and handed me the bundle of sage. I pointed at the fire alarm. She made a face but nodded. “Ready?”

      I nodded. We bowed our heads and took deep breaths. Mysti began her chant. I concentrated on the ring of her voice more than the words and focused my intent. The seer crystal awoke. Though my eyes were closed, the movement of the smoke inside stirred my magic. I concentrated on joining with the crystal’s power and opened my eyes.

      Mysti’s eyes had gone that all-white quartz color, and her fingers elongated and went silver and sharp on the tips. Those weird orbs focused on Kenny and Anita. They both went bug-eyed with fear.

      Mysti held out her hands to Anita. She raised a hand to fend Mysti off. Cecil pointed the pistol at Anita and laid the hammer down. She put her hands by her sides and squeezed her eyes shut. Mysti’s freaky hands settled on her chest.

      Mysti’s shoulders rose and fell as a hum grew in her throat. Fear of the thing standing in front of me, worry it wasn’t really Mysti but some changeling, gnawed at my concentration, begging me to get the hell out of there. But doing so would be unforgivable, a slap in the face to Mysti.

      My mentor pushed me to the point of discomfort. If I complained, she ordered me to try some more. She made me think about the things I didn’t want to and wouldn’t let me take the easy way out. Mysti made me a better person. She demanded it and fostered it. I was sorry we hadn’t met sooner. But right now, she scared me.

      Mysti took her hands off Anita and put them on Kenny. His body trembled head to toe as the magic surged through him.  The hum in Mysti’s throat stopped, and the glow around her faded. She went back to normal. “We’re done. Good news and bad news. Kenny and Anita don’t have enough magic between them to even see a ghost. Neither of them is the traitor.”

      Cecil pressed his lips together and exhaled through his nose. “All right then.” He held a hand out to Mysti and tried to smile. “Ms. Whitebyrd, you’ve greatly impressed me. Please send your bill through Peri Jean and know you have a place among us if you ever want it. Mr. Reed does too, although he’ll never take it.”

      Mysti took Cecil’s hand. “Thank you, Mr. Gregg. Peri Jean?” She motioned to the door.

      Cecil gripped my arm. “I need my niece’s help right now.”

      Mysti gave me one last glance and disappeared out the door.

      Cecil sat down at the dining table and motioned me to sit across from him. He set the pistol on the table between us.

      “You gonna kill us now?” Kenny rose from the bed. “After everything we been through together?”

      Cecil stared at me several long seconds. I didn’t want to watch him kill Kenny and Anita, no matter how much I hated what they’d done, so I shook my head. Sadness filled his dark eyes. He dropped them to the table. “Kenny, you’ve left me with few choices. I can no longer trust you after today, not to be here with me or to leave Sanctuary.”

      Anita sat up on the bed. “What if we can tell you who the real traitor is?”

      “No.” Kenny reached for Anita.

      “How can you let that awful, greedy pickpocket get us killed?” Anita screamed. Her shrill voice rang in the tiny home.

      “Well?” Cecil put his hand over the gun. “What would you do?”

      I glanced at the door, wanting my friends so badly my insides ached. They’d know what to do. If only I could ask one of them.

      “No.” Cecil seemed to read my thoughts. “Only you can decide, and you must.”

      My heart sped up. Nausea rumbled in my stomach. “Depends on whether the information pans out, I guess.”

      Cecil shook his head. “You can’t guess. Make a decision.”

      I took a deep breath and tried to clear my mind. The clutter flooding my thoughts stayed in place. “They tell us the name of the traitor. If they’re telling the truth, and if I get Zora back, they get another chance.” Some of the tension let go, and I slumped.

      “You’ll have to announce this to the group at tribunal. It’ll be your responsibility to keep them in line. What’s more, people will have to believe you can keep Kenny and Anita in line.” Cecil watched me carefully. “Sure you wouldn’t rather kill them?”

      I climbed out the booth, unable to bear Cecil watching me any longer, and walked into the little bedroom. Anita and Kenny huddled together. I fixed them both with my hardest stare. “Tell me the name of the traitor.”

      “It’s my s-s-s-s-sister.” Kenny could barely get the words out. “Danielle.”

      My knees wobbled. Behind me, I heard Cecil get up, open the door, and mumble something to Wade. Cecil came to stand next to me at the bedside, the pistol held in his hand. Was he going to go against my decision? A bolt of anger flashed in my head.

      Cecil’s spoke so softly that I could barely hear him. “How long have the three of you planned to do this to my family?”

      “No, no, no, you got it all wrong, m-man.” Kenny waved his hands.

      The door opened, and Finn walked in stony-faced. He held a pistol too. I tried to back away from the bed, but Cecil put one hand on my back to keep me in place. He turned to Finn. “Is Kenny telling the truth?”

      Finn walked over and put his free hand on Kenny’s head. He closed his eyes and cocked his head as though he was listening. Nothing happened. He gave Kenny a hard slap. “Remember what she said so I can see it, moron.” He closed his eyes again and began to nod. “Yeah. Danielle told Kenny she’d help him take over leadership of Sanctuary. He hasn’t trusted you since your last heart attack.” Finn took his hand off Kenny and wiped it on his pants. “But Kenny had no idea what Danielle had planned. He’s horrified and embarrassed.”

      Kenny scooted toward Cecil. My great-uncle’s gun hand twitched, and Kenny stopped moving and put his hands up. “That was when that little gal who painted face tattoos got raped and killed by those local boys. You’s in the hospital. Nobody knew what to do. I had to take charge then, and—”

      Cecil interrupted with a short laugh. “And you decided you liked it?”

      Kenny stared at Cecil’s gun but squared his shoulders. “I saw I could do it.” And that you couldn’t anymore. Kenny didn’t say the words, but they hung in the air like a ripe fart.

      I glanced at Cecil. He’d stiffened, his face gone red. The gun jittered against his leg.

      Sweat broke out all over my body. Oh, no. He’s pissed, and he’s going to kill them right now, and I’m going to have to watch and probably help clean their brains off the wall and dispose of their bodies.

      Cecil sat on the bed, his back to Kenny and Anita. He put one shaking hand to his face. “You’re right.” He let out a sob, and it was the saddest, forlorn sound I think I’ve ever heard. “I’ve gotten too sick to fulfill the duties I promised I’d carry out.” He turned to me, tears flooding down his cheeks. “I might have a plan to make things right. If it doesn’t work out, I’ll name Kenny as the new leader of Sanctuary.”

      Kenny’s mouth fell open with a pop. His dream was within his grasp.

      Finn backed toward the camper’s door. “You can’t do that. This is all I know. This is where I want to raise my family.”

      Cecil put out a hand to him. “Life goes on. No matter how broken we think we are, we keep going until we’re dead. And we make it work.” The old man glanced at me again, his meaning clear. I could agree to help. We could keep Sanctuary going together.

      Finn, reading Cecil’s mind, rushed to hover over me. “My grandmother taught me everything I know.” Finn knew who he had to convince. “She was so proud of this community, of us being able to travel around and…” He trailed off.

      I considered ways he might have completed his sentence. Steal? Murder? Con people out of their worldly belongings? My grandmother taught me everything I knew too, and it had been nothing like the lessons Finn learned.

      Finn’s grandmother and mine had been sisters. Twins. The two of them must have been dual opposites. Memaw would never have encouraged me to swindle people. Her abandoning these people finally made sense. But now I’m in, and I don’t know what to do. Both Finn and Cecil watched me. Nothing like a little pressure. Someone knocked on the door, saving me from answering.

      “Who is it?” Cecil called.

      “Wade Hill.” He didn’t open the door.

      “Come in.” Cecil got off the bed.

      Wade had to duck to cross the threshold. He leaned against the counter so his head wouldn’t brush the roof. “Danielle’s not in her trailer. All her stuff’s there, and her truck’s parked beside it.”

      “She told me not to call a vote.” Kenny stood from the bed, but Wade motioned him to sit back down. “Said me and her was done if I did.”

      It all made sense to me. Danielle’d come back for her stuff when the Coachman’s rebirth through Zora was done, when I was dead. “The Coachman’s coven is going to do something soon. We need to table this whole issue and get ready. Otherwise, I’ve got no chance of getting Zora back.” I turned to Cecil. “Or do you want to keep at this?”

      He waved me off and spoke to Wade. “Set up guards. If either Kenny or Anita comes out, shoot them.”

      “But we did what you said.” Anita threw her pillow at Cecil.

      “I don’t give a shit.” He took my arm and marched me out the door, already speaking to Wade. “Set up another guard near Danielle’s camper. If she comes back, detain her. Wait until I speak with her to finish it.”

      “Who do I use for guards?” Wade leaned down to speak quietly to Cecil.

      Cecil glanced around the crowd that had gathered. He pointed at a man about Finn’s and my age and at another man probably in his fifties. Then he led me away, already speaking in my ear. “As I told Dillon, I have an idea on how to get the runes. But we need privacy.”
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        * * *

      

      Cecil and I walked to his motor home in silence, me reeling from the scene I’d just witnessed. They would have killed Anita and Kenny. I was sure of it. The worst part? I understood why.

      Sanctuary probably relied more on homemade law than the law of the outside world. Kenny and Anita represented a threat. If they were allowed to walk away, others might rise in their place. Or they might come back for revenge. Eliminating them made sense.

      I jumped away from the direction of my thoughts, scared sweat dampening my clothes. A stiff wind whipped through the park. I began to shiver.

      Memaw had hated Sanctuary, even though she never called it by name to me, had hated her family. I saw now her reasons were valid. The problem? It wasn’t as simple as turning my back. I saw the need for a community like Sanctuary.

      Could it be saved? I glanced around me at the grouping of campers, set aside from the rest of the RV park. People stood around talking. Some of them glanced in Cecil’s and my direction.

      Finn stood outside his and Dillon's camper. He raised a hand to wave at me and gave me a thumbs-up. A mix of feelings—guilt, anger, sadness—fought for master of my emotions.

      Sanctuary had been in its death throes for a long time before I cast a shadow over them. I didn’t know where things went wrong, only that they had. Maybe the only fix was to let it go. I was scared to take on a leadership role within it. My magic wasn’t strong enough to save lost causes.

      We reached Cecil’s big, fancy motor home. It was the nicest one in all of Sanctuary. Griff had been right about that. Cecil unlocked the door and gestured for me to go in first. “Sit down.”

      I took the couch, and Cecil sat in the recliner. Age creased his face like a roadmap of hardship. “I know you came over here to find out what I know about the tiles, and I am going to tell where I think they are. But first I wanted to…” His voice faltered. “No matter what you decide about helping me run Sanctuary, I wanted to say I love you. These last few days have been awful. Just awful. But I can’t think of anybody I’d have wanted by my side more than you.” He held out one hand, and I took it.

      The desire to tell him not to worry, that I’d help, rose up in me like a fire-breathing monster ready to take out a village. I couldn’t do this. My own problems were about to bury me.

      This layer of scar tissue keeping the mantle from properly manifesting made me a target to any powerful magic practitioner who wanted to take advantage of me. And I had no way to fix myself. Saving a rag-tag group of two-bit criminals went beyond my pay grade. Didn’t it?

      Learning with Mysti and working in Griff’s business were my life. My new business cards said so. No, it wasn’t the white picket fence of normalcy I’d always pined for, the one where I didn’t see ghosts or do witchcraft and nobody knew me as a freak. I’d accepted that kind of normal was beyond me.

      But with Griff and Mysti, I had a chance at another normal, one that sounded pretty good. In this normal, I’d be an average woman who went to work every day—albeit doing supernatural things—but came home to a nice husband, a cute dog, or maybe both. Taking on Cecil’s battle to save Sanctuary would kill that dream of normal. I couldn’t do it. I needed this last chance at normal.

      Once I got Zora back safe in her parents’ arms, I’d break the news. Then stepping away wouldn’t seem like such a blow. If I failed, I’d be dead. Out of the race by default. I caught Cecil watching me worry.

      “You look so much like Leticia right now.” He dropped my hand and let his drift to hover around his mouth, a nervous gesture he must have learned to control over the years but couldn’t help when things got out of control. “Those eyes of hers would get darker and deeper until they were like twin black holes. Yours almost smolder. I’m going to throw out one more thing.”

      I wanted to say it didn’t matter, but I couldn’t quite get those words to come out.

      “That spell my Aunt Fern cast on you, the one keeping your powers from fully manifesting?” He dropped his hand from his mouth and leaned forward. My uncle obviously thought we were negotiating, and he had experience with that. “I know a lot of people. There has to be somebody who can help us figure this out. If you stand with me, I’ll turn over every resource I have to you.” He smiled and winked. “Don’t answer now. Think about it.”

      I already was. The spell had to be stopped before the scar tissue got any bigger. If Cecil could help me do just that one thing, how much difference would it make in my life? Memaw wouldn’t have wanted this, my mind whispered. I let the thought drift away. “I promise to think about it. So what about the runes, the tiles, or whatever they’re called?”

      Cecil stood and took his photo album from the cabinet above the couch. “I hadn’t thought of this in years. I think I had convinced myself it was a dream.” He sat down next to me on the couch and opened the photo album to a place he’d marked. “But I been feeling sorry for myself, hashing over old times. I saw this picture. Nearly gave me a heart attack.” He pushed the photo album at me.

      Cecil, his facial features rendered sharp and his hair a colorless dark shade by the black and white picture, cuddled a pure white cat. The cat looked ready to claw him, but Cecil had the sappy grin of a kid in love with an animal. “This was Snowball. Samantha had her waiting for me when we visited that summer.” Cecil shut the photo album and set it aside. “A neighbor’s mean dog got a hold of Snowball and killed her. I cried until my daddy whipped me for ruining our visit with grandma.” The old man smiled sadly at the memory. “Samantha got me aside and said we could make it live again, only it couldn’t live in our world.”

      I pointed at the photo album. Cecil nodded and gestured for me to pick it up. I turned a few pages and found a picture of Samantha. Legs encased in baggy pants, suspenders over her shoulders, she stood in front of a sign with the words Lakeworth Brothers Circus.

      Cecil began his story again. “I thought Samantha was just telling me a story to stop me crying. But she picked up the kitten’s broken little body and told me to come with her. We walked into her house, and she held open the door to her kitchen. I walked in, and all of a sudden, it wasn’t her kitchen.” Cecil waved his hand in front of his face like a magician. “It was a beautiful, sunny meadow. Full of flowers and butterflies. My kitty came back to life and bounded off.” The old man’s voice rose like an awestruck kid’s. “Samantha took me to a little cottage at the edge of the meadow. She served me hot tea and warm cookies, and we spent all afternoon watching my pet kitty chase lizards in the yard of this little place. When we got back to her kitchen only a few minutes had passed.” He put his hand on my arm and stared into my eyes, maybe wanting me to tell him I believed. But I was too freaked out. Cecil let go of me and stared at the ceiling.

      “She ever take you back?” I thought I already understood Cecil’s point. Samantha had taken the runes to this place and hidden them there, where she thought the Coachman would never find them. Now I needed a way to get to this place.

      “I asked a couple of years later, almost to make sure I hadn’t just dreamed the whole episode.” Cecil smiled at me, and I smiled back. I’d have done the same thing. “Samantha told me I could never go back. I didn’t have enough magic in me.”

      “Do you remember anything special she did to take y’all there?” Frustration got a foothold and started climbing. What the hell was I supposed to do with this information?

      “Not really. Samantha saw the dead just like you and me.” Cecil pointed one crooked finger at himself, then at me. “She said reality was just a bunch of layers. She claimed the ghosts showed her how to walk between realities.”

      Cold fingers crept up my spine. I knew a bit about these different realities, had even visited one of them. My mind balked at the idea of going back. Cecil kept talking, oblivious.

      “She never took me back, but sometimes my grandmother’d go into a room and disappear for hours. You’d go in there, and she’d be gone.” Cecil smiled. “But the thing is, she couldn’t have left. There was no way for her leave without someone seeing her.”

      “And you suspect the runes are in this place you’ve been telling me about?” I knew the answer, had known it all along. Some naïve part me hoped I’d misunderstood. But life didn’t work that way for me. If it was difficult, I got a double scoop of it.

      “It’s all I can guess since we didn’t find them with her grimoire and other belongings.” He pressed his lips together. “That water monster or whatever it was we saw in the vision…” He frowned at whatever pictures his memory showed him.

      “I call him Pruney.” I didn’t tell Cecil that Pruney and I already knew each other. Saying it aloud felt like a silly kid’s jinx.

      “Horrible, ugly thing.” I nodded my agreement. Pruney scared me worse than any horror movie boogieman. “But I know those tiles are important. The monster told Samantha the tiles couldn’t be lost because they’d be her only power against the Coachman if he were to return.”

      Mysti said she had a plan for the runes, one we’d use to banish the Coachman back to the prison where his soul was stored. But I didn’t know how to get to this perfect meadow Cecil described. Didn’t have one single clue. The tension inside me wound tighter and tighter. I looked down at the picture of Samantha. The lights on the sign behind her had begun to move. She winked and put her finger to her lips. I couldn’t speak. Seeing a person in a picture move did that to me.

      The raven tattoo on my arm started to itch. I scratched at it, still staring horrified at the picture. The silhouette of a bird passed over Samantha’s smiling face. A few seconds later, Orev cawed. His presence pushed at mine. I opened myself to him and saw in my mind the place Cecil had described. Orev knew where to go. I stood.

      “You won’t stop thinking about helping me run Sanctuary?” Cecil half stood.

      “You mean in addition to saving Zora and getting rid of the Coachman?” I faced my great uncle without blinking.

      He shrugged, not the least bit guilty. “All of that too.”

      “No. I won’t forget.” I let myself outside.
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      I opened the motor home’s door to the deepening gloom of evening and looked for my familiar.

      Caw. Caw. Cawwwww.

      Orev perched on a wooden post with an electric meter attached to it. The bond between us awoke. Power thrummed through me, stronger than it had been since this waking nightmare started. The electric meter ran faster as I neared it.

      Orev cocked his head to one side, tilting it to and fro. Then he took off. His black form almost disappeared in the darkening sky, but I felt him and had no trouble following.

      The raven tattoo on my arm stung the way it had when I got it inked more than a dozen years earlier. I absently rubbed at it as I walked.

      “Peri Jean?” Mysti’s voice came from behind me. I waved her off and kept walking. She quit calling me, but I heard her quick footsteps. She wouldn’t let me out of her sight. Something about that kind of devotion opened the wellspring of guilt I carried. I pushed the thoughts away and concentrated on Orev.

      He led me into the woods, as I’d expected, but instead of the barren field where Blessed Union had stood, he flew in the opposite direction. We came upon a deep ravine with a scum of black water flowing down its center. Orev flew to the other side and waited on the bank.

      Caw. Caw. Caw.

      “You’re kidding. That’s deeper than I am tall.” I knew the bird wasn’t kidding and set about finding a way across. A branch snapped behind me. Must be Mysti. Somehow I knew she couldn’t join me on this journey, but I felt better just knowing she had my back.

      I backed up a few feet and took a running leap across the ravine. Being five-foot-nothing, I didn’t make it. I grabbed for a skinny tree and wrapped my arms around it, heart slam-dancing. Little by little, I pulled myself onto the bank. Orev waited on an old wooden fence post.

      “You thought that was funny, didn’t you?” I didn’t expect Orev to answer, and he didn’t. He cocked his head in the direction what lay on the other side of the fence.

      Only a little ambient light was left of the day, and I gingerly felt for the barbed wire fence I suspected was attached to the fencepost. But my fingers found nothing other than a soft buzz of magic.

      This was the place. I took a deep breath and passed the barrier. I felt the warmth of the sun on my face before my eyes adjusted. A mockingbird called somewhere near, and a peacock answered him. Another bird, one whose call I didn’t recognize, joined the chatter.

      The meadow Cecil described came into focus bit by bit. The lush green grass waved in a soft breeze, and the sky above was the deep, perfect blue of spring, the sun a white-hot ember. A peacock strutted across the meadow, his tail fanned out. His mating call echoed across the meadow. A monarch butterfly as big as my hand floated past my face.

      The sound of two women talking and laughing came from somewhere near. I walked across the meadow, the thick grass like carpet under my feet. Soon I saw the cottage Cecil mentioned tucked into a copse of thick, old growth trees.

      I had expected a log cabin, but this was straight out of a fairy tale, a stone house with a thatched roof, rounded over the circular windows. A rough stone walkway led to a small courtyard where two women sat at an iron table, parasols hooked onto the backs of their chairs. A fat white cat, more ancient than any cat I’d ever seen, raised its head, regarded me briefly, then rolled its eyes shut.

      “See? I told you she’d find us. Peri Jean is smart. Not brave, but smart.” Priscilla Herrera said to her daughter. Samantha gave me a wink.

      “If I’m not brave enough, why’d you choose me?” An extra chair appeared at the table, and I sat without waiting to be invited.

      “Because you’ll learn.” Priscilla offered me a plate of tea cakes with pink icing. I shook my head.

      “Please eat one.” Samantha smiled, reminding me so much of Memaw that tears stung my eyes. “You won’t be able to stay here if you don’t.”

      I took the cookie and bit into it, expecting the worst of all medicines, but it was sweet, light, and crisp, the way tea cakes should be. My stomach reminded me how long it had been since my last meal. I ate the cookie in three bites and took another.

      “You’ve made quite a mess of things.” Priscilla Herrera sipped from a dainty cream-colored teacup with a jade rim. “Your ineptitude has forced me to retreat here, where your Coachman can’t reach me.”

      I realized the tea cake had parched my mouth. My own cup appeared in front of me, brimming with smoking liquid. I sipped from it and felt immediately better. “What did you expect? You had to know that spell was in me when you chose me to receive your power.”

      “No task I’ve put on you is impossible.” Priscilla sat down her cup with a hard click.

      “Mother, don’t break the china.” Samantha patted Priscilla’s arm. “I won’t be able to find more like this, much less get it over here.”

      “You and your dumb games.” Priscilla turned on her daughter. “This is why you couldn’t receive my power. You wasted your gifts on stupid pursuits like this.” She waved her hand and took another sugar cookie. Samantha shrugged at her mother and smiled at me.

      “I’m pleased you’ve come to visit me, Peri Jean.” Her eyes crinkled when she smiled. Just like Memaw. Even the way she held her teacup to her mouth, barely tilting it to sip, was like Memaw. She set down her cup and pulled something from her lap.

      Unlike the dainty and pristine setup on the table, the bundle of white cloth Samantha pushed across the table was stained and grimy. Something inside moved. The runes?

      “This is what I stole from the Coachman.” Samantha grinned. All of a sudden, she didn’t look like a sweet little lady. Her teeth seemed sharp, feral and dangerous. “But I didn’t know him as the Coachman. The name told to me was Lord of Babylon. You’ll need his true name to destroy his hold on your reality.”

      “I think I know his name. Oscar Rivera. But I don’t want to call the dark being like you did.” My mouth felt full of cotton, so I took another sip of the tea and found it almost too sweet to swallow. “I don’t want to owe him.”

      The two women exchanged glances. Priscilla shook her head at Samantha.

      “There’s a banishment you can try. First, you’ll need to destroy a few of these.” Priscilla tapped the bag of runes and drew back her finger as though afraid of getting it bitten off.

      Samantha held up one hand. “Do not destroy all of them. Understand?” Lips set in a severe slash, she waited for me to acknowledge her order. I nodded. She said, “Tell me.”

      Feelings of inadequacy crowded my mind, assuring me I wouldn’t know the right answer. “The dark being told you these runes hold the only power over the Coachman. They’re the only way to send him back where he came from.” I swallowed hard. That was the end of my knowledge.

      “Tell her the rest.” Priscilla toyed with her teacup, hooded eyes on her daughter. “You had to die to figure it out. Peri Jean needs the information now.”

      “You’ll never be fully rid of the Coachman until you banish his soul from your plane.” Samantha watched me digest the information. I sat there several seconds before understanding washed over me. The knowledge sat on my stomach like boiling poison.

      “I’ll have to find the place where he hid his soul.” No telling what it would take to kill the Coachman for good. I put my hand over my aching gut, wishing for my antacids.

      Both women smiled at me. Samantha spoke. “The tiles will lead you to that place. Use my wheel to make them talk to you.”

      Wheel? Then it hit me. “The disk?”

      “It is the wheel of all seasons, places, and things.” Samantha made the shape of a circle with her hands. “Learn to call forth what you need, and it will serve you well.”

      Priscilla held out a hand for Samantha to stop. “She can’t stay long. We must concentrate on stopping the current danger.”

      Samantha nodded and made a hand motion that said we’d take it up later.

      Priscilla shook her head, muttered something about silliness, and focused her sharp gaze on me. “Choose a few of the runes. Grind them and use the powder in a wax likeness of the Coachman. The method is in the book of recipes I left for you. Melissa Jane White can help. She’ll argue, but tell her there is no such thing as dark magic, only the magic you need at any given time, and consequence is simply a fact of life.”

      Waves rippled through my vision, rolling the way heat rolls out of a hot oven. The peacock came close to the paved courtyard and let out his call again. The cat let out a scratchy meow. Somewhere distant, a horse whinnied. Samantha stood, smiling her gracious, yet savage, smile again.

      “My dear, you must now leave. Inside you I see where the man you call the Coachman seeks you.” She took my arm and pulled me from the chair. “I’m afraid if you stay too long, he’ll come looking for you here.”

      “What is this place?” I glanced back at the table, looking for Priscilla. As much as she frightened me, she was still a known quantity, and the known was much more comforting than the unknown. I got only a glimpse of her back as she bent to scratch the cat’s head.

      Samantha smiled again, all savageness gone. “It’s my hiding place, darling. I’ll call you back again. We’ll talk about building one for you. I think you’re going to need it.”  She took my arm and walked me to the edge of the meadow. Though a hazy membrane, I saw the fencepost. Orev called to me. Samantha gave me a light push, and I took a big step. The meadow was gone as neatly as it had appeared.
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        * * *

      

      Mysti turned white when I told her what Priscilla said for us to do. We sat in the darkened SUV with the heater running. Way in the back of my mind, I heard Zora crying. It made me want to scream, to beat my fists against the windows because I couldn’t fix everything this second. I did my best to ignore it. “Are you in?”

      “It’s a banishment spell. I’ve only seen it performed once.” Mysti’s normally bright eyes clouded with insecurity. “The person being banished ended up actually vanishing from the face of the earth.”

      “Who cares what happens to the Coachman?” I made a face at Mysti.

      “Not me, certainly. But the earth, and therefore magic, is about balance. The evil we conjure will be balanced in some way.” She waited for me to answer.

      I didn’t know how to answer her, so I pulled Priscilla Herrera’s grimoire, her recipe book, out of my backpack. The book flipped open to a page I’d never noticed before. The words, written in a language I doubted anybody on earth could read, squiggled into something I did understand. “Here it is. The name of the spell is ‘Banish a Threat.’”

      Mysti put her hand on my shoulder and accessed my power to make the spell readable to her. “This is dark, so very dark.”

      “There’s no such thing as dark magic.” I found myself quoting Priscilla Herrera. “There is only the magic you need.”

      Mysti stared at me, face slack. Several seconds passed. She straightened, regaining her composure. “My student has chosen her path.”

      “Will you help me?” I waited for her no.

      She nodded. “Of course. But understand that every witch comes to a crossroad. Magic like this shapes your path forever.”

      “Do you have a better suggestion?” Part of me hoped she did. Priscilla Herrera’s suggestions scared me. She wouldn’t try to protect me. She’d drop me in a vat of boiling oil and expect me to find my way out. Mysti would try to protect me, to make things as easy and safe for me as she could.

      “At this point, no. The Coachman will likely come for you tonight. Otherwise, he’ll have to wait another month.” Mysti stared out at the darkness.

      I opened my mouth to ask why, but then it hit me. Moon magic. Mysti conducted important rituals at specific times during the moon phase. “Because tonight’s the new moon. The new moon is for new beginnings.”

      Mysti nodded. “I’ll need to check my supplies, see if I have what we need.” She carefully went through her traveling witch kit, stealing glances at me every few seconds. Finally she closed the case and turned to me.

      “Is it all there?” I was tired of the weighted glances, of the long pauses that ended with her shaking her head.

      She nodded and bit her lip.

      “Why don’t you just say whatever you’re thinking in English plain enough for me to understand?” I’d feel better with it out there.

      “The kind of consequence you’re looking at is letting darkness dwell within you, letting it become a part of you.” She raised her eyebrows. “You have to be vigilant not to let it take you over.”

      Her words seeped into me, cold and hard like a stone in winter. I knew them for truth. “I have to do this. Zora deserves a chance to turn her life into a living hell on her own terms.”

      Mysti smiled at that. She put her arms around me and held me tight. We began preparing.

      Finn and Dillon cleared out of their camper to let us use it to build the spell. Wade gave up flirting with Jadine long enough to talk one of the camp’s more adventurous cooks out of a meat grinder. “Those are just bone, right? It’ll work.” He plugged the thing in and got to work. I thought of the people those pieces of tile had once been and shuddered.

      “Don’t grind them all up.” I had to shout to be heard over the machine’s whine. Wade gave me a solemn stare and shoved some of the runes aside.

      I returned them to the bag I got from Samantha. Using the runes to find the Coachman’s soul was a worry for another day. But I had to be ready when it came. My luck, it would be sooner rather than later. Problems followed me like stink on shit.

      Mysti dug a disposable storage dish, the kind we usually kept lasagna leftovers in, out of her bag. Inside lay a blob of clear whitish stuff. She popped the lid off. “This is special candle wax I buy from another witch. It’s made with the rendered tallow of animals she slaughters on her farm.”

      I wrinkled my nose. I saw my future, and it was gross.

      I read from the spell. “We also need grave dust and black salt.” Then I read further and groaned. “But it says you have to create an upper and lower circle of power, like the life tree, and you need amber to protect yourself.”

      Mysti clasped her hands in front of her face and frowned. Finally she nodded. “We can handle all those things.”

      Mysti and I started the unpleasant task of mixing ground-up bone and grave dust into the stinkingest wax I’d ever smelled. We then had to use our bare hands—just as I suspected— to fashion the wax into the shape of a man. We coated it with more of the powder from the ground-up runes. I picked up a container of coarse black powder.

      “We forgot something.” I inwardly groaned at the idea of starting over in any form or fashion. As it was, I figured I’d never get the stench of the tallow wax off my hands.

      “No. That’s black salt. We’re going to use it as part of the banishing ritual.” Mysti packed up the rest of her things. She opened the door, and seven wary faces turned our way. “We’re going to the site where Camilla stood because that’s where the Coachman died.”

      We walked out of Finn and Dillon's camper. My family crowded around us.

      “Peri Jean has mentioned to me that you can combine your power as a family as long as she’s the hub.” Mysti settled her gaze first on one face, then on the next.

      Cecil nodded. “But I don’t know how to do it.”

      “There’s no special procedure. You’ve given your raven tattoos the power to bind you together.” She smiled at me, and I could almost hear her voice in my head over the crying. Magic is mostly about intent.

      Jadine turned her back on Brad, who’d been talking a mile a minute while Wade was gone, and approached us. “If the tattoo and not the blood make the difference, I’m in.”

      Finn and Dillon had a hushed conversation a few feet away. Dillon had wrapped Zora in a heavy blanket and pulled the toddler across her lap. She held Zander’s chubby arm in the other hand. The little boy did everything he could to pry his mother’s fingers off him so he could waddle off. She wasn’t having it.

      “But I need to help,” Finn raised his voice.

      “Well, I want to help too, but we need to stay here with our kids.” Dillon went ahead and yelled her answer so we could all hear.

      “What if me being there is the difference between getting Zora back and not?” Finn gestured at his still little girl.

      “Tell them they can stay here.” I spoke into Cecil’s ear.

      “We need all the power we can get to make it work,” Cecil whispered back. He approached the arguing couple. “The Coachman’s coven will make an effort to get Zora. His rebirth can’t be completed without her. Dillon, why don’t you keep the kids in the rec room? It locks from the inside.”

      Dillon slouched. “Why can’t I bring my kids with me?”

      “There’ll be nobody to watch them.” Cecil’s words had an edge of impatience. “We’ll have plenty of power with Peri Jean and the three of us. It is no place for the kids, and you certainly don't want to put them in danger.”

      Dillon eyes hardened. “But if I don’t go, and I never get Zora back, then I’ll always have to wonder if things could have been different.” Her voice wobbled on the last word.

      A gray-haired woman approached. “Eric and I would be happy to watch over them, either at the spelling place or in the rec room. Sanctuary used to be about family.”

      Griff stepped forward and turned to the older gentleman, presumably Eric. “Know how to use a shotgun?”

      Eric smiled. “I duck hunted until my arthritis got too bad.”

      Ten more minutes of arguments ensued about where the couple would watch the kids. Wade finally took the batteries out of the keypad lock on the rec room door so only the lock on the inside worked.

      “They can’t get in here from the outside,” he told Dillon.

      She crossed her arms over her chest and danced around. If she insisted on bringing the kids with us, it would put them in a lot more danger. Finally she nodded.

      We packed up our supplies and took two golf carts and a four-wheeler down the trail in the dark. It ended at the field where Griff had died in a past life. I wondered if, now that he knew the secret of the place, the horror of its past would still affect him.

      Cecil cut across the field without stopping. I watched Griff with concern, but he showed none of his earlier symptoms. Maybe his former incarnation had just wanted his story told. Another, smaller clearing lay beyond the first one. Nothing marked it as the former site of a palatial home.

      Only a brick-lined hole on one edge of the property hinted people had once lived there. Another neighborhood, built pretty much on top of Camilla’s grounds, peeked through the thin screen of skinny pine trees and overgrown vines.

      We climbed out of the golf carts, and Mysti and I began setting up. Once we had our pentagram drawn in the dirt with her candles set in their usual places, she directed my family, both blood and chosen, to their places around the circle. She turned to me. “Once we get the Coachman into the wax effigy, you’ll have to enter him and rescue Zora’s spirit. Move as quickly as possible. Every second we delay completing the spell is another chance to lose him.” She held my gaze. “You can do this. Are you ready?”

      I nodded.

      Mysti raised her athame over her head and began to speak.

      I call upon the east and the element of fire

      I call upon the west and the element of earth

      I call upon the north and the element of air

      I call upon the south and the element of water.

      She stopped speaking and signaled I should start. I took a deep breath, cleared my mind, and tapped into my power. I expected nothing but a weak ping, but being in Samantha’s hideout had somehow given me a second wind. That too-full sensation of the power backing up as it tried to make its way into my magical center throbbed at the center of my chest. But some must have gotten through. My limbs and fingertips prickled with the force of it. The movement of the trees under the wind became a dance, and the wind a language of its own.

      I call upon the living world

      I call upon the dead world

      The ground moved underneath my feet, and I steeled myself to keep from gasping and ruining the moment.

      Surround us above and below

      Protect us on high and on low

      Bless our work, bless us this hour

      Let evil be banished into the darkest tower.

      The hum of power surrounded us, electric, pure, and terrifying. A charged wind blew around our circle. It flowed over me, testing me and moved on to Finn who stood next to me. He clenched his jaw, and it moved on to the next person. Jadine gasped when it hit her.

      But then my power and that of my family connected with an almost audible click. The voices Finn dealt with crowded my head. Dillon's power to persuade fluttered through me, confident and proud. Cecil’s ability to see ghosts opened my mind to another, darker world, so different than my connection to the spirits. Then Jadine’s light hold on the waking world inched into me. Somewhere I saw a circle of people chanting. The Coachman’s coven. They were getting ready for their own strike.

      Mysti laid the wax figure at the center of the circle. She and I stood facing on opposite sides of it.

      “Everyone, it’s time to focus your energy on the wax doll. Imagine it as a vortex, pulling the Coachman into it. When he gets in there, focus on keeping him there.”

      We got a few sets of wide eyes and nods in response. Only Wade stood calmly throughout it all.

      Mysti handed me the long-stemmed utility lighter.

      By the power of earth, air, fire, and water

      Let this wax doll represent Oscar Rivera.

      She gestured at me, and I burned a hole in the wax figurine’s chest. I rolled up the slip of paper on which Mysti had written the name and stuck it in the soft wax. I stood and raised my athame over my head.

      I call upon the power of earth, air, fire and water,

      Draw this spirit into the hell of his making and stay him.

      The ground moved again under my feet. The Coachman was coming. I braced for whatever lay in store. Dirt blew up from the center of our circle, and the Coachman took shape. His translucent form wavered toward the wax figure, but he fought his way away from it. His rage and frustration bounced around the circle. Someone moaned, and I hoped they didn’t lose it. Jadine chanted, “Go in. Go in. Go in.”

      The Coachman wavered again. His struggle filled my mind and body, drawing energy from me. His intent and its results spurred me into action. “I banish thee,” I shouted. “You will reside here.” I pointed my athame at the wax form.

      Mysti’s eyes snapped open.

      “I banish thee as well.” She pointed her athame at the figurine as well, hand shaking with effort. “Reside here.” Each person in the circle pronounced the Coachman’s banishment.

      A wispy tendril of the Coachman inched toward the figure. I kept up my concentration, ignoring the exhaustion aching inside me. I willed the Coachman into the wax figure. A little more of him went inside. His presence brushed my mind. His coven chanted inside my head. We had to hurry. I focused my power and poured all my strength into pushing the Coachman into the wax figure. My body shook with the effort.

      He shot into the wax figure. It jittered on the ground, turning black with the taint of the Coachman’s evil, negative spirit. Using Jadine’s ability to walk in dreams, I propelled myself into the Coachman’s being. The door to Zora’s prison loomed big in front of me. I rushed toward it.

      The chanting of his coven splintered at my hold on the Coachman. Then it began to push at me. I fought my way toward the huge door, each step its own battle. I fell to my knees and slid backward. I clawed at the wood floor, splinters wedging themselves under my fingernails, but still I slid backward. Then I was back in my body. “I couldn’t get her. They pushed me out.”

      “You what?” Dillon's furious voice came from a few feet away.

      “It’s okay. Let’s just get him bound to the wax figure.” Mysti, out of breath, had to gasp the words.

      As one, we spoke the words Mysti and I had made up.

      Oscar Rivera, we bind your soul

      We bind you from harming the living

      We bind you from theft of souls

      We bind you from contacting the living.

      Mysti signaled to me, and I picked up the wax figure in both hands. The cold coming off it burned my skin.

      The Coachman’s voice surrounded us. “Not good enough. You lose.”

      The chanting came again, this time all around us. The candles on the outer edges of our circle flickered. Behind them, something moved. I focused my vision into the darkness and saw the shapes of other people, transparent, but here all the same.

      “Oh Mysti. Do you see them?” The memory of the Coachman’s many pieces, made up of those who summoned him, came back, and the truth slammed into me. As long as these people were able to provide the Coachman energy to exist, they bound his spirit to our plane of reality. It didn’t matter what we bound him to or how we tried to destroy his spirit.

      “What is it? See who?” Mysti’s voice trembled.

      “They’ve got us surrounded. They’re countering everything we do.” Bile stung the back of my throat. “Don’t you feel it?”

      “I see them.” Jadine’s chest heaved. She clung to Wade’s hand. I didn’t blame her. I wished I could run over there and do the same.

      The wax figure grew so cold it burned my fingers. I yelped and dropped it. It hit the ground and shattered into a dozen pieces. The Coachman rose from the trap we’d built for him, his spirit emanating more power than any of us had after we exhausted ourselves trying to send him away. He slammed into me and knocked me backward into Cecil.

      “Catch her Papaw,” Finn screamed. “Don’t let her break the circle.”

      But it was too late. Cecil stumbled away from me, and both of us fell out of the circle. The Coachman’s face appeared in my vision, and the chants of his followers filled my head. His tainted, sickening presence violated every inch of my psyche, pushed me to my feet, and made me run from my friends. I was too weak to stop him.
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      Losing control of my own body was like falling off a cliff and having only a sea of black waiting at the end. I came to rest somewhere in my mind, vaguely aware of the blood whooshing through my veins and the thunder of my own heart. Voices rose somewhere at my back, Wade’s among them, and I forced my eyes open but found the Coachman was already using them.

      I hurtled through the night, arms pumping, feet painfully striking the earth. Branches, stiff and winter-dead, slapped at my face and gouged my skin. I ran faster than I’d ever pushed myself. The Coachman was at the wheel, and he didn’t care how much he hurt me. He planned to kill me and use my blood to be reborn in Zora.

      Got to get control back. Got to get him out of me. I pushed against the heavy presence glommed onto my mind. It felt like hitting a wall of bubble gum. It stretched but went nowhere. I pushed again. My body’s movements slowed and then stopped.

      This is it. The Coachman’s voice rumbled in my head. You’re defeated. Give up.

      I will never stop fighting until I am dead. I tried to make my words roar like the Coachman’s, but I just sounded like a redneck whore after a three-week drug binge.

      The Coachman herded my body deeper into the woods and made me huddle behind a curtain of dead vines. His presence widened and lengthened until my brain swelled with it. My head pounded as though it would burst open, spraying bone and brain all around me.

      I tried to run, but I couldn’t move.

      The Coachman gave my mind a push, and the image of all my calloused and rotten layers of memory rose up before me, the mantle resting white and shining on top like a layer of angel clouds. I slammed into the scar tissue at full speed. It swallowed me whole.

      I ran down a wide, brightly lit corridor, the smell of hospital strong in my nose. Oh no. Not this again. Footsteps pounded the linoleum behind me. I jerked myself out of my thoughts and started running again.

      Strident, annoyed voices yelled, “Peri Jean? Come on back here, sweetie. It won’t help to run.”

      Anxiety whipped around inside me, erasing all reason. Hadn’t I escaped the mental hospital and grown up with Memaw? I couldn’t remember. All I knew was that I had to get out of that place. I didn’t want to grow up there. But I didn’t know where to go.

      A row of numbered doors came up in front of me. I grabbed the handle of the first one, ran inside, slammed it behind me. I leaned against it and breathed so hard my chest ached. The room, half-dark with the shutters drawn, looked empty. Maybe I could rest here.

      “Who is it?” a nervous voice whispered from inside the room.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered back and tiptoed further into the room.

      Hannah Kessler lay on the bed, hair greasy and wild, a crop of acne on her oily cheeks. Her eyes widened when she saw me. “What are you doing here?”

      “Somebody’s after me. I need to hide here.” The truth was, I couldn’t remember who’d been chasing me. It seemed whatever I’d been running from already had me, and it was too late to change things.

      “But I told them not to let anybody in here. You especially, Peri Jean.” Her voice rose, and by the end of the sentence she was screaming at me.

      Tears stung my eyes, and my stomach did a dizzy flip.

      “I don’t want to even look at you.” She crumpled a piece of paper that had been sitting on her tray, and I recognized the stationery. It was a letter from me. I sent it before Rainey told me the private hospital for trauma victims where Hannah was recovering had stopped accepting mail for Hannah. Had I been the reason she had her mail stopped?

      I took another step backward. My throat ached with unshed tears, unspoken apologies, and wishes it would have been me instead of her. The horror she lived through happened because of me.

      “Every time I look at you, I see those fucking fucks climbing all over me, over and over again.” She reared her fist back and slung my wadded-up letter at me. It hit me in the chest and bounced off. “It should have been you.” Her hateful glare burned me to my core.

      I took a step backward and bumped into her dresser. The items on its top jingled and rattled. Something slid off and broke. I jumped, cheeks burning.

      “Now see what you’ve done?” Her freckled face reddened, and her mouth contorted with rage. She picked up her water glass and chunked it at me. It hit the floor a few feet from me and sprayed glass fragments and water all over my bare feet and legs. In the very back of my mind, the last of my sanity whispered plastic. But I was too freaked out to make sense of it.

      The cold water ran between my tiny little girl’s toes. My skinny legs sticking out of the hospital nightgown began to tremble.

      “Get out.” She spoke with her teeth clenched. Before I had time to react, she picked up a doodad and pressed a button on it. An alarm blared in the hallway.

      “It’s okay.” I held out my hands. “I’m not here to hurt you. I’m just hiding from…” What was I hiding from? It had been so important. I’d been so scared. Now I couldn’t remember.

      “You already hurt me.” Hannah’s mouth twisted, distorting her words, but I understood just fine. They stabbed right through the center of my chest and leaked stinging poison all over my body. “Wade was right, you know? It would have been better if they’d killed me. Because now I don’t have anything to live for.”

      Arms closed around my middle, and my father spoke into my ear. “You bothering normal people again, Peri Jean?” He dragged me out of Hannah’s hospital room and down the wide hallway.

      “Daddy, please help me,” I whispered. “Please. I don’t know what to do any more.”

      “Oh, we’re gonna help you, all right. Make it where you won’t hurt anybody else, long as you live.” He dragged me into a room with a stretcher and lifted me onto its black rubber cushion.

      “Daddy, wait. What’s going on?” He pushed me down on the stretcher and buckled the straps across my chest.

      “It was too late for you the day I was murdered.” He fastened the last strap across my legs. “Mama shoulda left you at the mental hospital.”

      The door swung open, and heels clacked across the linoleum. My mother’s face appeared over me, dirt sifting from her hair. “Your grandmother never could listen to reason.”

      “That’s all right,” came a familiar voice from my other side. Eddie Kennedy leaned over me and fastened something to my forehead. “We’ll fix it all up right now.”

      “No, no. I’ll be good.” My words came fast, so fast they barely had syllables. “I’ll do better. Don’t. Whatever this is, don’t.” I knew what it was, deep in my mind. I remembered hearing Memaw hollering about it when she came to get me from the hospital. You quacks sure ain’t giving my granddaughter electroshock therapy.

      Fear burned in my stomach and sizzled the rest of the way through me. No. They couldn’t do this to me. Wasn’t there some form I had to sign? Wait a minute. That’s all wrong. What was I forgetting? I saw myself standing in a circle with my friends and family. Before I could remember what it was all about, Eddie leaned over and shoved a piece of rubber between my teeth.

      “You got me killed, Peri Jean.” He stared into my face, eyes blazing. “I hope this hurts like hell.”

      I wanted to tell him I was sorry, but my mouth was full of rubber. My mother turned the dial on the white machine, and I heard the hum as the electricity came to life. It jolted through my body like liquid fire. I stiffened and strained against it, thinking it was going to kill me, and then it stopped. I opened my eyes and remembered what my panic and fear had erased. My tormenters leaned over me, faces expectant.

      I pushed the rubber out of my mouth with my tongue. “You aren’t real. None of you.”

      The faces of my loved ones faded and disappeared, leaving me to stare up at the cracks in the ceiling.

      “This isn’t real. It didn’t happen. Memaw got me out of the hospital and took me home.” I waited for the restraints holding me down to melt away, for the hospital around me to turn into the scarred landscape of my magical core. The door creaked open. Footsteps approached.

      The Coachman leaned over me. “It’s real to you, and that’s all that matters.” He turned the dial on the machine. The electricity hit my body. The Coachman turned off the current, waited a few seconds, and did it again. Over and over. “Tell me when you give up.”

      The current of pain arced through me. I didn’t know how many more times I could stand it. My body begged me to give up. I’d be dead, and I’d never have to worry again about anybody or anything. Normal wouldn’t matter. Neither would the loneliness that plagued me even when people surrounded me. The thoughts lost coherence and turned into a mindless chant, give up, give up, give up.

      Priscilla Herrera’s voice spoke from somewhere just out of reach. “Call the man from the dark outposts now. Monster or not, he is your only hope.”

      I didn’t want her to be right, but I knew she was. Against my better judgment, I closed my eyes and pictured the thing I’d last seen eating the Coachman’s earthly body from the head down. Darkness awoke in my blood, because that’s where he’d been all along, and whispered through me.

      Please help me. I thought the words as hard as I could. The intermittent shocks and the hospital room went somewhere far away, but this time I didn’t fall. I just shifted to another reality.
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      I came to in a dark place. Somewhere nearby, water lapped against rocks or a beach. The smell hit my nose, and I knew where I was. My eyes adjusted to a sliver of moon hovering over an endless expanse of water. A beach of sugar white sand stretched before it. Something splashed in the dark water, coming closer and closer.

      A white pig rose out of the tide and shook like a dog. Droplets of water sprayed. The pig trotted toward me. Bones rippled under its skin as it came. Its back legs lengthened, and it began to walk upright. Its face narrowed. The snout shrank into a regular nose. Bit by bit, the pig became a man, his hairless skin wrinkled and waterlogged. A black suit formed over the man’s nakedness. Water began to drip from the hems. Pruney stopped a few feet from me.

      “Peri Jean Mace.” His words ended in a squelching oink. “It has been a time since our last face-to-face chat. Did the treasure fulfill all your dreams?”

      The Coachman was electrocuting my consciousness to death, and Pruney wanted to hash over old times? What a freak. I didn’t have the nerve to disrespect him. “Some, I guess.”

      “And now we are reunited at your request.” He showed me his needle tipped teeth, the same ones I’d seen crunch into the Coachman’s skull. My skin tightened and flinched at the sight of those teeth.

      I had no answer for him. If there were any other way, or if I had time to brainstorm with Mysti, I wouldn’t do this. Wade Hill’s fear of this thing told me all I needed to know.

      “I see you are still undecided in accepting my help.” Pruney came toward me, and I shrank away. Undeterred, he slapped one pulpy hand to my forehead. “See what the Coachman plans.”

      Zora and I lay unconscious at the middle of a circle, surrounded by people chanting. My head was turned to one side, my eyes open and glazed, not a shred of sanity in them. My chest rose and fell ever so slightly.

      Metal clinked together and squalled, and my feet began to rise, hoisted by a pulley system somewhere out of sight. They raised me until my limp body hung upside down with my arms extended over my head.

      The chanting increased in volume. “Now we offer the sacrifice of this powerful blood.”

      A woman, face hidden in the shadows cast by the undulating firelight, came forward, an athame held aloft. Danielle knelt beside me. Fucking traitor. She flicked the knife under my throat in one smooth, experienced motion.

      My skin opened, and blood flowed thick and heavy, pattering onto the old wood floor. It spread in a wide puddle, extending to flow over Zora’s chubby little hand.

      The last drops of blood dripped from my neck, and the blood swelled, taking an almost human shape. It hovered over Zora several seconds. The chanting picked up again, and the candlelight hissed and fluttered. The blood covered Zora’s face and drained into her nose, eyes, and ears.

      The chanters droned on. “With this blood shall he live. With this blood shall he live.”

      Zora’s little body jittered like a bag of snakes. The skin on her arms dried and withered as though being sucked from within. The deterioration continued until she was nothing but bones with dried eyes wide and staring and her lips pulled back from her baby teeth, which had turned black.

      “Now the final sacrifices,” Danielle boomed.

      A murmur went through the chanters, and a man wearing a dark hood was dragged into the circle. Danielle whipped the hood off the man’s head, revealing Cecil’s horrified face. He took one look at me, then Zora, and began to tremble.

      “No,” he moaned. Danielle used the same practiced motion to open his throat. A twenty-something woman rushed forward to catch the blood.

      Two twenty-something men dragged Finn into the circle, bound at the arms and ankles. They tossed him on the ground next to his daughter's shaking form. “What did you people do to my daughter?” he screamed. Nobody answered. Danielle cut his throat. Another idiot with another bucket collected the arterial spray.

      One by one, my friends were dragged into the circle. The knowledge of their impending deaths shone bright in their wild eyes. One by one, they died. My mind melted down at the sight of Wade. He’d been drugged or knocked out. His head flopped as four grunting people threw him in the dirt. Some broken, agonized part of my mind began to scream.

      Danielle crept over to Zora’s dried up body and stuffed a handful of sickly green, spongy stuff into her mouth. Nobody had to tell me what it was. The Lazarus Root. So they had managed to get some.

      Zora’s body cracked open, and an adult sized head rose from her abdomen. His neck and shoulders formed from nothing. The Coachman raised his head, and the brutal smile I’d come to hate quirked his lips. “Wash me in their blood so that I may live.”

      The Coachman's coven came forward and splashed the blood of my friends over the Coachman and what was left of Zora. He climbed out of her body, naked like a newborn, and raised his arms over his head.

      “Please, no,” I whimpered.

      “If you give up, this will happen.” Pruney’s voice whispered through my mind, squealing like unoiled gears. “Don’t you want to see the fruit of your decision?”

      “No,” I sobbed. “I don’t want to see anything else.”

      “Then you’re ready to deal with me?” His damp hand rested on my shoulder.

      I wasn’t. He scared me. Making a deal with him, letting him help, terrified me.

      “Oh, don’t be afraid. Your family has dealt with me for centuries.” He came closer, and his fishy smell enveloped me. “It was I who bound the raven to them. We made a deal.”

      “I need to know what you want up front.” Chills wracked my body, clacked my teeth together. “And what you’re going to do to me.”

      Pruney snapped his fingers, and we were back on the beach in front of the moonlit water. “I’ll widen the hole in the scar tissue caused by the spell Fern Wilhelmina Gregg placed upon you. This will let enough of your power through to beat the Coachman.” He raised one still dripping finger. “But beware. You’ll not have the full measure of your power. This is just a—what do you mortals call it? A quick fix. You must stop the spell from continuing to grow and remove it.”

      “What do you want in return?” The smell of him was making me sick.

      “Two things. The first is simple and immediate. You must deliver the twelve souls helping the Coachman to me.” He rested his shining black eyes on me until I nodded. “The second will be a task that will cause neither you nor your loved ones any harm. But you must do it when I ask, regardless of your feelings about it.”

      The second thing was the killer. I couldn’t agree to do an unknown service for this thing. Could I? Zora. I have to save her.

      He bared his teeth at me in a smile as he waited for his answer.

      I tried to think it over, to analyze what it might entail, but I had no choice. This was the only way to save Zora and to save my own sorry skin. “I agree to both.”

      In front of me appeared the disk I’d taken from Samantha’s things. Pruney handed me a jeweled dagger.

      “Your blood,” he said.

      I slashed my finger and let the drops splatter on the disk. They sizzled when they hit, and Pruney hissed, a snake tongue flickering from his mouth. When the third drop hit, he turned and embraced me. I wanted to scream at the dead, damp smell of him and at the feel of his wetness seeping into me.

      “Everything will be fine.” His cold whisper made my ear go numb.
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      This close, I couldn’t help focusing on my new ally’s ugliness. His skin had the crosshatch pattern of pork skin. In the corners of his eyes was the same black gunk of animals.

      “You must let me into your body so I can widen the crack in your scar tissue.” His breath, humid, rotten sewer mixed with burning garbage, turned my stomach. If we were inside my head, why couldn’t I be spared his olfactory essence? “This is the only way you’ll have enough power to beat the Coachman.”

      My heart stuttered. I’d felt okay when I thought the deal was done. Realizing I had one more barrier to drop, one more thing to give up, spooked me. I had one last chance to run from this awful thing, and I couldn’t afford to take it. My deal with him was my last chance to save Zora.

      I couldn’t invite a thing I called Pruney into my body to perform psychic surgery on me. Memaw taught me better than that. “I don’t know your name,” I whispered, voice quaking.

      The thing chuckled. “My name is—” He spoke a word that sounded more like grunts and squeals than words. Then he said, “But Priscilla Alafare Herrera called me Sol, and you can too.”

      “Sol…” I trailed off and screwed up my courage. “Will you come into my body and  break open the scar tissue keeping me from the power of Priscilla Herrera’s mantle?”

      “Understand this might kill you.” His lips looked like slabs of liver in the moonlight.

      Of course there was a catch. I nodded my assent. Why the hell not? The Coachman’s followers would kill me anyway. Why not do this and maybe live to fight another day?

      Sol’s back bowed, and his body rippled. His face flattened and elongated. His clothes puddled onto the ground. I inched closer. Something underneath the clothes moved. Don’t let that be what I think it is. A dark colored snake, thick as my arm and as long as one of my legs, slithered out of the pile of clothes and watched me with its cold eyes.

      “Sol?” I peered into the snake’s eyes, trying to find anything I could of the monster I already knew. I’d only seen his pig to quasi-human trick. This quasi-human to snake trick was new.

      The snake drew back its triangular shaped head. That and the shape of its body made me think this was a water moccasin, one of East Texas’s venomous snakes. These things scared the taco meat right out of me. Sweat popped out all over my scalp. Please no. Don’t bite.

      I scooted away from the snake. The inside of my mouth dry as a prude at a porn movie, nerves trying to crawl out of my skin, I forced myself to stay still. Maybe it wouldn’t bite if I quit moving.

      “Please don’t,” I whispered. Few animals scared me. Snakes managed to make the cut. I could imagine nothing worse than that long sinewy body unfolding and flying at me, those fangs piercing my skin and forcing poison into me. The idea made me do a full body shiver. It was enough.

      The snake struck. Time slowed for me. The snake’s pure white mouth opened impossibly wide. Its fangs looked like huge curved needles. My thoughts sparred and tripped over each other, all trying to tell me to move, to run, but I knew it was too late. The snake hit my neck hard and closed its jaws.

      Its venom burned my skin and forged through my bloodstream like lava in my veins. I fell back on the sandy shore and watched the ripples on the water and the moonlight dancing over them. Sol, or whatever his name was, had fooled me. He’d killed me here in the dark outposts and would probably take over my body himself.

      The center of my chest throbbed. The venom had found my heart. It wouldn’t be long now. Facing psychic death, conflicting emotions ran through me. Anger at my own stupidity prevailed. Nobody would be able to help Zora. The Coachman would kill my family and friends and win the day. A seizure ripped through me. Spit flooded my mouth and leaked out. My vision began to cloud.

      I drifted back through the layers of my consciousness and came to a stop in front of the festering blob covering my magical core. The mantle glowed on top of it, the crown jewel I couldn’t access. I became aware of a chilly hand gripping mine.

      “What a mess,” Sol said from next to me, his suit dripping brackish water on the floor of my soul. “You’ll have a battle getting rid of this. Take it a little at a time.”

      “But how? You said devour it. How?”

      Sol chuckled. “I don’t do two-fer-ones. If you want my advice, negotiate for it.”  He rubbed his stomach, which emitted a sick gurgle. “I’m hungry. Brace yourself. This won’t feel good.” Without giving me a chance to change my mind, his hand slipped from mine, and he hurtled into the accumulated scar tissue from the horror of my life. His mouth opened wide, like the snake’s had, and he bit down.

      Blinding pain shot through my skull and radiated to the roots of my teeth. It hurt the same way my dream electroconvulsive therapy had. I pitched to my knees and screamed. The pain spread through my jaw and into my sinuses, packing them with hot sauce and salt. Moisture leaked from my eyes and nose. It could have been tears. It could have been blood. Either one would have made sense.

      Sol’s head moved as he ate through the membrane. The mantle came to investigate, nudging at Sol like a hungry pet. It curved around him. Did the part of it that was still Priscilla Herrera remember him? Was she glad to see him? Probably. She wasn’t like me. Nothing scared her.

      The pain multiplied in intensity as it moved through the rest of my body. My joints throbbed. Cold chills consumed me. Only Sol’s wiggling feet were still visible. The pain spread to my stomach, lancing through my body and pushing out the last of my self-control. I curled into a ball and sucked breaths through my clenched teeth. My calves and feet cramped, but my stomach hurt too bad to straighten out and relieve them.

      I screamed, tearing my throat raw, and not caring. I did it until I ran out of breath. Then I drew another breath and did it again. I don’t know how long I lay there yelling, but I became aware the pain was gone. I let out a ragged breath. A hand appeared in front of my face.

      “Come. Your Coachman realizes what has happened and has gone deep into the protective webbing.” Sol pulled my hand off my stomach. “Come now if you want your last chance to beat him.”

      I climbed to my feet and followed Sol to the hole on shaky legs, the pain receding to a deep throb. The mantle, now a silver white with threads of gold running through it, flowed into the hole. I hesitated before the hole, not sure if it was okay to touch it. Sol gave a frustrated grunt and shoved me into it.

      I fell through my worst memories. Felicia, my lifelong nemesis grabbed at me from an open toilet stall. I slapped her hand away. My mother snuck up behind my father, ready to cut his throat. I passed right through her. My ex-husband reared back his fist. I ducked and ran around him, focused instead on the Coachman, thinking of his runes, of the way he looked as Samantha bested him. Far away, I heard running footsteps. Sol was right. The Coachman knew I was coming for him. If he thought he could get away, he was wrong. I was about to rise up on him. Beat his ass righteously.

      I followed the sound of the footfalls through dark hallways and moonless nights, through screams and crying. Our chase ended at the center of me, in front of a big, locked door.

      “If I open this door, you’ll die.” The Coachman held up a key.

      “Do it then.” I walked slowly toward him, savoring the fear on his face. When I got close enough, I snatched the key and unlocked the door myself, praying I hadn’t overplayed my hand.

      My father’s ghost floated out of a darkened room, the death wound on his neck gaping open. He smiled at the Coachman. “Time to go.” To me, he said, “Get him out of you, baby. And shove him down his followers’ throats.”

      My father floated away before I had a chance to ask what he meant.

      “I have a question for you.” I put one finger to the corner of my mouth. “You were going to eat my soul and absorb my power. What if I were to eat your soul?” I had no intention of taking his evil into me. I’d only wanted to distract him long enough to give him a taste of his own medicine. The horror on his face almost threw my concentration off to the point where I couldn’t do what I wanted. I focused again and jumped into the Coachman.

      His soul was a maze of torture devices manned by black robed beings. His victims’ faces contorted in agony. The ones that weren’t human howled in dumb pain. Rage, my old friend and sparring partner, glimmered in the recesses of my consciousness. If I had been unsure of the Coachman's evil, this little slice of hell let me in on what he was. He had none of the decency most people had, none of the compassion. And he deserved none in return.

      I rooted around, cruelly tearing up his playground and letting his victims go free to torture his conscience. They gave me a reward in return for their freedom. All of the Coachman’s victims called his true name. My recitation of his name had been wrong when I tried to banish him with the wax figure. The Coachman had a middle name, and now I knew it. The tortured victims floated away.

      The Coachman jumped on my back like a girl who didn’t know how to fight. He tried to claw at my eyes. I shrugged him off like a bag of trash. It was time to find Zora, set her free so she could do the things she was meant to do. I ran down hallway after hallway, searching for that old wooden door.

      Call her. Priscilla’s voice filled my head. The two of you know each other from before.

      Zora? My voice sounded tinny and fragile, but I felt her pull and ran down a dark hallway. The door appeared. I kicked it open. Inside was nothing but a jar of blue glass with a gold top, the kind Memaw called a Mason jar, regardless of whatever brand we bought.

      Pinpricks of light danced around inside the glass. It reminded me of the way older people talked about gathering what they called “lightning bugs” into a jar, which most people no longer did because it killed the poor creatures. But these were no bugs. This was a human soul, a very young one, untainted by the indignities of living life.

      “Zora?” I whispered.

      The pinpricks of light whirled around the jar faster, bouncing off the sides. I reached for the jar, intending to grab it and break it on the floor, to let Zora free. I figured between Mysti and me, we could direct her back to her body.

      Something hit me from behind. The Mason jar danced out of my sight as I flew backward through a brick wall. The Coachman and I faced each other, circling with our hands curled. He was bigger, twice as thick, his fists twice as large. I didn’t care.

      I called to the mantle and felt it pour into me stronger than ever. My eyes felt too big for their sockets, and my heart beat too hard. The black opal sizzled on my chest, and the smell of burning flesh drifted up to me. The Coachman struck. I fell to the ground, him on top of me. He crouched over me, slamming punches into my face, one after the other.

      I brought my elbows up to guard but thought better of it. I could never beat him here. As long as his followers sent their power, he’d never run out of energy. All I needed to do was get him out of me. Rescuing Zora would have to wait. There had to be a way to surprise him, a way to throw him out fast, or he’d wear me down and overpower me.

      The Coachman stopped hitting me. His gaze probed mine, and he tried to work his way back into my scar tissue. I unleashed the power of the mantle on him and blew him backward. It drained me to the point my bones ached. I rushed at him and hit him hard. I wrapped my arms around him, opened my jaw the same way the snake had, and bit his neck.

      I ground my jaws down and shook my head, worrying the wound.

      The Coachman howled and tried to push me off. I gnawed at him and felt the tough skin break. A light, sweet taste flooded my mouth. It was his soul, his power. So rich and full of promise. For the first time, greed for more power awoke inside me and stretched. Before I had time to think about it, the Coachman wrenched me away from him and tore out of my body. I remembered my father’s words. Shove him down his followers’ throats.

      I repelled the Coachman’s retreating form with the last of my power and hoped it was enough. I awoke lying on the forest floor, mouth open, sucking gulps of cold, dry night air into my lungs. Sol, more monstrous in my reality than he’d been in my head, leaned over me.

      “Good job. You managed to burn his followers.” Sol tapped the side of his head to show me where it burned them. His pale, puckered skin gleamed in the moonlight. The water dripping off his suit pattered a tiny drumbeat on the cold ground. “Listen to me, and I’ll tell you how to end this threat. Are you ready?”

      “Yeah,” I whispered and pulled myself to a sitting position. My head swam drunkenly, and I lurched to the side. Sol pulled me close, his wild, fecund smell nearly overpowering me, and spoke in my ear.
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      “Hurry. Once your enemy’s followers realize they’re about to lose, they’ll pull back and regroup for another try.” Sol shook one black-tipped finger at me.

      I crawled to my feet, reaching into my pocket for my cellphone. Gone. Shock twisted inside me. How would I ever find the others in time?

      Sol put one cold hand on my shoulder and pushed me back down. “Save your energy. I’ve sent help.” The monster walked into the woods and became one with the darkness a few feet in.

      With Sol gone, the unreality of the situation set in. The shakes overtook me. I clutched my arms to my chest, hunched over my legs, and took hitching breaths. Images and thoughts tossed in my mind, too wild and overblown for me to latch onto any of them.

      The increased power of the mantle surged behind it all, a wild horse on a frayed lead. According to Sol, this was still only a fraction of the mantle’s full power. How would I handle all of it without exploding? My heart beat too hard, and my fingertips hadn’t stopped prickling. The unusual sharpness in my vision had returned with a vengeance. A shiver so strong it was nearly a convulsion ripped through my body.

      “No, no, no, no.” The moan came from a few feet away. Wade Hill took careful steps toward me, pistol pointed at me. He took a deep breath and put his finger on the trigger guard.

      I held up both quavering hands. “I got him out for now.”

      “How do I know?” He took a few more steps toward me, mouth twisting with grief. “Make me believe it.”

      “I had to make a deal with that thing from the dark outposts to do it. Remember him? The pig guy? He widened the crack in my scar tissue to make me strong enough to get the Coachman out.” I laid my head on my knees and let myself shake. There was no way I had enough power to do what Sol told me, let alone overpower twelve other people who knew far more magic than I did.

      “What’d you give him?” Wade squatted a few feet from me. He stayed far enough away so I couldn’t touch him.

      “He said he’d tell me when it was time. He’s also taking the souls of the twelve who summoned the Coachman.” Freezing sweat ran down my back in rivulets.

      “You can’t make open ended deals with those—” He pressed his lips together and shook his head. “We’ll figure it out when the time comes.”

      “He said he sent you to help me.” Another shudder ripped through me.

      Wade nodded, eyes downcast. “Yeah. I was headed the other way. All of a sudden, I knew I had to come this way. Had to tromp through a fucking creek to get here.” He shoved his gun into the back of his pants. “Got my damn boots wet.” He raised his head, teeth flashing in the moonlight, eyes crinkled into a grin.

      “Can you fix me? And then go back to camp and get the stuff I need?” Part of me wanted him to say no, to get up and run out of these woods, his wet boots sloshing, and get as far away from me as he could. My deal with Sol was something I never intended. It scared me, made me question who I’d be from now on. First the mantle and now Sol. Before long, there’d be nothing of the old me left. Normal slipped further from my grasp with each step.

      I shook off the negative thoughts. They were a luxury I could no longer afford. I had a little girl to save and some people to hurt. Wasn’t that always the way it ended up?

      “I’ll never turn my back on you.” Wade came close and put both arms around me. I laid my head on his chest and breathed in his smell—sunshine, gasoline, and the open road. He spoke his magic words, and the power hummed from him to me. It woke me and pushed some of my long lost psychic energy back into place. A few stray shivers bucked through me, and my nerves went calm again. The whole thing took less than a minute. He let me go and stared into my face.

      “Better?” he whispered. I nodded. He leaned forward until his lips brushed mine. My arms tightened around him, and we kissed hard.

      A branch popped behind me. I jerked in Wade’s embrace. He lurched away from me, pistol already out. Mysti came close enough for us to see her, her hands out. Wade put his pistol away and let out an irritated snort.

      “Sorry.” She raised her eyebrows at me.

      I told Mysti what I’d had to do to get the Coachman out of me. She moaned and closed her eyes but motioned with one hand for me to continue. Then I told her what I needed from camp and where I needed her to meet me.

      “Hell, no. We’re not leaving you here alone.” Wade’s voice raised and echoed through the still night.

      “It’s better this way. We can meet at the schoolhouse.”

      “Ten minutes.” She motioned Wade to follow her. He hesitated, but I nodded at him to go. I needed to gather myself if I wanted to pull this off. Wade would do nothing but distract me. My lips still thrilled from his touch.

      Mysti drew out her cellphone and put it to her ear. I heard her voice raised in agitated tones. I got up and started walking to the old schoolhouse. I had farther to go than Mysti and Wade, but if I kept a good pace, we’d reach it about the same time.

      At first, I tried gathering my energy, concentrating it on the task at hand. But I couldn’t quit thinking about Wade’s lips on mine. What had it meant? Likely, nothing more than the heat of the moment. If I was going to let go of the trauma surrounding my battle scars, I ought to let go of Wade Hill while I was at it. Something was wrong, some reason we couldn’t be together. Either it was him or me. Didn’t matter. Maybe it was for the best.

      I neared the old schoolhouse and stopped in the woods to watch the lights flickering inside. Sol had been vague in his instructions, maybe purposely so. I wished he hadn’t. This whole witching thing was new to me, and I might screw it up.

      “There you are.” Danielle's voice came from behind me.

      I stared to turn around.

      “No. Not so fast. I’ve got a gun pointed at you.” The hammer clicked as she pulled it back. “Just start walking toward the schoolhouse.”

      I stood still, ideas flashing behind my eyes. None of them would work. I needed what I told Mysti and Wade to bring me. The barrel of the gun jammed into the area between my shoulder blades. If she shot me, the bullet would go through my heart. I’d be dead in a couple of minutes. Might as well buy myself some time. I started walking.

      When we got close to the building, Danielle yelled, “It’s me, and I’ve got both the vessel and the source. Help me.”

      She had Zora? I tried to twist around to see the child, but Danielle dug the pistol’s barrel into my skin. I froze. No way to save the little girl if I was dead.

      A woman barely out of her teens came out of the building. She reached for Zora.

      “No.” I stuck out one hand, and she batted it away.

      My fist curled, and I cocked it back. I’d knock this hussy into tomorrow if she touched Zora. The impact of the pistol’s butt hitting the back of my head knocked my teeth together. I pitched to the ground and hit my forehead on the side of the building. My fight left me, and the world turned a hazy gray. Danielle's hand closed around my upper arm, stronger than I’d expected, and she dragged me inside. A young man appeared and helped Danielle drag me to the center of their circle. The two of them zip-tied my hands and ankles and hooked me up to their pulley system so I’d be ready when they slit my throat.

      They’d hung me right over a black, burned spot on the floor. The odor of charred wood still rose off it. I turned my face away to find a young male nerd, the wizards and warlocks type, leaning over me.

      “You almost burned this place down without even touching anything.” His breath smelled like tuna and onions. “No wonder the Lord of Babylon wants your blood.”

      “The Coachman’s not a lord.” The movement of my cheek scratched against the dirty floor. “He’s just a power hungry asshole. You know how he got his power?”

      Nobody answered. I took that to mean they wanted me to tell them.

      “He devoured people’s souls and ate their flesh. My ancestor got rid of him once. Stop this silliness and help me get rid of him again.” I searched for a face with reason still left in it.

      They all just stared at me, eyes shining with irritation and impatience.

      “Do you not understand what he can promise us?” Danielle laid Zora out beside me, hand behind her head to keep it from knocking on the floor. “If we help him be reborn, we’ll be his chosen ones. No more telling fortunes, picking pockets, or working in convenience stores. We’ll live in mansions with dominion over all.”

      “Nah.” I rolled onto my back to face her. “He’ll string you along until you’re no use to him. Then he’ll kill you and eat your power too.”

      Danielle's face darkened with rage. She stepped over Zora and delivered a kick to my ribcage. I yelped. Maybe I’d be better off saving my energy. I needed to call up my power and wasn’t sure what it would be like now that I was getting more of the mantle’s magic. I didn’t think I could do it.

      “You can control it,” said a familiar voice. Priscilla Herrera stepped out of the shadows. “I gave my mantle to you, not to my daughter Samantha, because you’re stubborn and resourceful, capable. Give yourself up to the power. Work with it instead of against it.”

      But I needed the items Sol spoke of. Otherwise, I didn’t think his plan would work.

      “Prepare anyway.” Priscilla faded.

      “Wait.” But I was alone. I squeezed my eyes shut and took a shuddering breath. Nothing left to do but fight. Time to win or die trying.

      I looked inside myself for a white mist shot with gold threads, the image I associated with the mantle. The black opal came to life on my chest, pulsing with the beats of my power. I let it flow through me, fingers, toes, until even my lips crawled with it. Ripples of magic worked their way through me. They strained at my skin, making it feel too tight to hold it all.

      “It’s time to begin.” Danielle took a position at the top of the circle. She seemed ignorant of all I’d seen. Good. She held up both hands. “I call to the power of the Lord of Babylon. Join us, your highness. Your vessel awaits. Join us.” She repeated herself, and the others chorused, “Join us,” when she got to that part.

      Wind, one carrying a high, rotten stench, came from nowhere and caressed my face. It moved my hair and circled around my ears. With this new, increased power of the mantle, I saw the Coachman’s presence as a slithering shadow, creeping along the corners of the room. Where were my friends? I was running out of time.

      “Lord of Babylon, join the blood of Peri Jean Mace as it flows from her. Let yourself be carried into the vessel by her power and by the psychic bond connecting the two.” Danielle moved toward me, athame clutched in one hand.

      Fear broke out over my body and closed my throat. My mouth went dry. I was out of time. Everything I’d endured, everything I’d given up was for nothing. We’d failed. I squeezed my eyes shut and waited to feel myself being hoisted feet first to hang upside down from the ceiling.

      “Here it is, Peri Jean,” Wade screamed from outside. The window nearest me broke, and something golden caught the candlelight. Samantha’s disk skidded across the floor. It clattered to a stop in front of me. I turned my intent on it.

      “Snake and rat king,” I yelled. These were the words Sol told me to say.

      Danielle dropped her raised arms and rolled her eyes. She glared at the disk. “What the hell is this?”

      The Coachman’s presence swirled hysterically around the room. “Stop it.” His voice shook the room.

      Danielle grabbed at the disk. I directed my power at her mind and squeezed. She fell on her back, convulsing. The others kept their distance, eyes eating up their fool heads.

      The disk jittered and rippled. On it appeared diagonals, the same way you’d cut a pie if you wanted to make twelve pieces of it. In the center of the disk a coiled snake etched itself into the metal. In each of the twelve diagonals appeared the image of a rat also etched into the metal. The Coachman’s spirit shot out of the circle. I didn’t see where it went, but I doubted it left. This was too much opportunity to run away from. I might still shit the bed.

      “I call on the power of the dark outposts.” I barely recognized my own voice. It rang with a depth I’d never heard before. “The sacrifice is ready.”

      The snake etched into the disk rose and glided off the metal. It wasn’t the same one Sol disguised himself as earlier. This snake was decoratively patterned and twice as big. It had two rattles on its tail and the oblong head of a python. It slithered to me and rested its black eyes on me. The message came into my mind, clearer than I wanted. If this doesn’t work, I’ll take you.

      I focused my power on the disk and imagined the magical essences of each member of the coven. Just like Mysti, I saw them now. I committed the essences to the disk and imagined them being reborn as rats. The disk rippled again.

      “Rat king,” I whispered, pouring my power into it. “Rat king.”

      The rats rose out of nothing, brown bodies writhing, the noise of their squeaks maddening. Their tails twined together.

      “I order the souls of these twelve inside the rat king to be crushed, suffocated, and devoured. The power of three is three. You have caused harm and now must pay.” These were also the words Sol told me to speak. I concentrated on moving the souls from the human bodies into the rats. My body stiffened and shook with the effort. The first one, belonging to the weakest member of the group, pulled free from its body and fell into a rat.

      “Let it flow through you,” Priscilla’s voice whispered in my ear.

      I did as she said, giving myself up to it, forgetting there was a Peri Jean Mace. I focused every piece of my being on the task at hand. Sickness and fatigue beckoned somewhere deep in my mind. I ignored it. The power rolled through me, arching my back, making my hair stand on end. My vision grayed out.

      The souls rushed over me, one after the other. The rats squealed louder as each soul found its home. My body relaxed, bathed in sweat. I lay on the floor panting. The snake slithered toward the joined rats, its tongue flicking out to test the scent of their fear. My own fear threatened to swallow my sanity. I turned my head away. Priscilla Herrera leaned into my face.

      “No. Watch.” Her dark eyes glowed with something that scared me worse than the snake about to eat its gruesome meal.

      I turned back in time to watch the snake strike. Its thick body whipped and bulged over the mass of rats. Their squeals became unbearable and then just stopped. The snake’s jaw unhinged, and it began swallowing the dead rats one by one. As each rat went down, the human body it coincided to slumped to the floor, skin pale and waxy in the dying candlelight. When the last one went into the snake’s gullet, the candles all flickered out.

      I’d thought I had control of my fear, but it jumped back to the surface, screaming hysterically. I didn’t want to be in the dark with that snake. Something cold and long nestled against me.

      “Send him away.” The snake’s head bumped against my neck, and its rattles chittered in the darkness. “Say his true name.”

      “Not yet.” I pushed my consciousness out of my body and into the Coachman.

      His shriek of fear and rage shook my entire being. He whipped at me, trying to enter, but it was too late. His followers were dead. There was no one to sustain his presence. I blew a little puff of air at him, and he flew away, light as a piece of ash.

      I went straight to the blue Mason jar and broke it on the brick floor of the little room. Zora’s tiny spirit raced around the room, ready to go back to her own body. I pulled her little soul against me and sheltered her from what I was about to do. I gathered my power again, noting how little was left but still awed at its magnitude. Then I screamed his true name. “Oscar Elias Rivera.”

      The Coachman, who’d at some point re-christened himself as Lord of Babylon, howled at the sound of his true name. He wouldn’t be able to resist me, not with his followers being digested in the snake’s belly.

      I yelled his name again, just because it felt good to hear him cry out. “Oscar Elias Rivera, leave this place. Go back to your soul’s home immediately without going anywhere else.” It wouldn’t help for me to tell him not to come out. I couldn’t stop him if another group of idiots summoned him.

      The old schoolhouse shook. Something cracked deep inside it. The sweet, rotting odor came back. I gagged and retched. The rest of the windows burst outward. The Coachman disappeared, roaring his displeasure to the world. A few dogs and coyotes returned the sentiment.

      Then it was just me and Zora’s spirit. I marveled at the brilliant ball of light and saw the blue thread connecting us. That must have been where her memories of me came from. Gently as I could, I snapped the thread and pushed the little girl back into her body. Her eyes flew open. She sucked in a breath and began to wail.

      The clattering of the snake’s rattles came near, and Sol’s whisper filled my head. “Job well done, exactly what I expected from you.” Then he was gone. I let out a sigh of relief and began to worry how I’d get up to help Zora with my wrists and ankles bound. Where were her parents anyway? And Wade?

      “Let me go.” Wade’s shouts came from right outside the building.

      I expected him to kick down the door, but Dillon and Finn did that, shining their flashlights around the room.

      “Over here.” I gasped out the words, all traces of power gone from my voice. It was just the voice of a woman who’d smoked two packs of cigarettes every day for way too long.

      “The fuck?” Dillon breathed. “This room’s full of rotting corpses.”

      A flashlight beam flickered over me. I winced, squinting my eyes at the glare. “I did it. He’s gone.” I felt like a million bucks in spite of my aches and pains and my numb hands and feet. Pride may have been one of the seven deadlies, but I sure felt it right then.

      Wade charged around her and knelt over me.

      “I did it,” I whispered to him, a smile cracking my dry lips.

      He smiled back and stroked my cheek. “You did.” He cut the zip tie holding my wrists together and raised me to a sitting position. His rough hands began to massage feeling back into my numb hands and feet.

      I glanced at the disk laying on the floor a couple of feet away. It had gone blank again. No snakes. No rat king. Just a blank metal disk. Griff and Mysti surrounded me, their concerned questions fading into one long, hysterical sentence.

      Dillon grabbed her daughter up off the floor. The kid continued to scream, shrill, hysterical screams. Was something wrong with her? Finn joined them, putting his arms around both of them. Neither of them seemed alarmed by her condition. Dillon planted a loud kiss on Zora’s check and whispered in her ear. The sobs decreased in volume.

      I opened and closed my hands against the pain of circulation returning to them. Wade grabbed me under one arm and pulled me to my feet.

      Dillon stopped kissing her child’s face and turned to me. “You saved my baby.”

      I nodded, face still split in what I knew had to be a stupid grin.

      Finn turned to me and threw his arms around me, pressing his wet cheek to mine. “Thank you.” He whispered the words over and over.

      Dillon joined us. She spoke into my ear. “There will never be anything too big for you to ask me. I will stand by your side.” She drew away from me. “Understand?” I nodded and returned her hug.

      Turned out I couldn’t get up by myself. I held up my arms for Wade to pick me up, but he shook his head. “You’ll have to walk.”

      I stared at him, confused.

      “They’re waiting for you.” Mysti pulled one arm over her shoulders, and Wade took the other. They helped me hobble to the old schoolhouse’s door. Griff opened it, and I gasped.

      The entire membership of Sanctuary, including Kenny and Anita, stood scattered in front of the schoolhouse. They held bats, axes, and not a few guns. Cecil stood in front of all of them.

      “What’s next, niece? What needs to be done?” Even in the soft glow of a dozen flashlights, craftiness glowed in his dark eyes. He’d won. I’d help him run Sanctuary now, and he knew it.

      “We’re ready to help,” someone yelled.

      “Tell us what to do,” said someone else.

      I turned to Griff. He nodded, giving me the only blessing I’d get from him.

      “Dead bodies inside,” I croaked. “We gotta get rid of ’em.”

      My knees buckled, but Wade and Mysti held me upright.
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      One Week Later

      The smell of barbecue brisket and the shrieks of kids playing filtered through the aluminum walls of Danielle's trailer. I glanced around the place, still shell-shocked it was mine. The community of Sanctuary had given both it and Danielle's heavy duty Ford pickup truck to me in exchange for ridding them of the Coachman and rescuing Zora. I hadn’t wanted to take it, but Dillon told me it would be an insult for me to refuse.

      The camper was nearly brand-new. Still had the new smell even. The cushion in the table bench had a butt indention marking where Danielle had liked to watch TV, and the mattress had a hollowed-out spot where she’d laid her large body each night, but those were small things. I was proud to have a home on wheels. Thanks to Dillon's skill as a forger, I was the legal, registered owner of the camper and the truck. For all the State of Texas knew, Danielle had sold it to me. I paid the taxes from the supposed sale. It was mine, and I'd earned it the hard way.

      “What are you going to do with this thing?” Mysti said from her perch on the bed. “Griff’s subdivision won’t allow you to park it out front.” She smirked. “They’d probably call out the League of Decency.” We giggled.

      “I found storage for both it and the truck. Not far from Griff’s house either.” Cigarette clenched between my teeth, I straightened my jeans over the tops of my brand-new cowboy boots.

      Look tough, but feminine, Cecil had said.

      I stared at myself in the mirror and stubbed out my cigarette in the glass hotel ashtray someone had stolen sometime or another. Maybe I didn’t fit the bill, but it would have to do. I faced Mysti. “Unless y’all want me to move out of your house right now.”

      “Hell no.” She said it too quickly. I couldn’t begin to imagine what having both Brad and me as permanent houseguests must be doing to her relationship with Griff. It was time for me to go, had been for a few months. “I just don’t want you to go gallivanting off with this bunch. Griff and I might be bailing you out of jail before it’s all over.”

      “I’m not leaving for another month, and I’ll see you every time we come through the area.” I threaded the black belt, also bought for the occasion, through my jeans and began tucking in my Johnny Cash giving-the-finger T-shirt, keeping my head down so Mysti couldn’t see the excitement on my face. This new adventure was a mixed bag. Most things in life worked out that way. But I had the feeling it was going to be a hell of a ride.

      “You’re not wearing that T-shirt, are you?” Mysti squinted at me.

      “Cecil said look tough. This was the tough part.” I held out my arms.

      Someone banged on the door. It rattled the whole dwelling.

      “We’re going to sit down now,” Dillon yelled.

      A lighter rap drummed on the door. “Sit down now,” a childish voice echoed.

      I smiled, and so did Mysti. Zora acted as though she’d forgotten the whole ordeal with the Coachman. She hadn’t mentioned remembering me from before again either. Other than bringing dead birds back to life on occasion, she was a normal little girl with too much energy and a wide stubborn streak. Each day I spent with her made me more and more proud of who and what I was. This kid wouldn’t have lived without me.

      “Let’s go.” I held out my hand and pulled Mysti off the bed. She’d fallen in the mattress’s dimple, and we both struggled to get her off the bed. I’d have to buy a new mattress if I wanted to sleep in here.

      We walked out into bright winter sunlight glaring against a turquoise sky. The aroma of sizzling hot dogs joined the barbecue brisket smell. A queasy rumble came from my stomach. I put my hand over it and munched an antacid tablet.

      “It’s not too late to tell Cecil you don’t want to do this.” Mysti gripped my arm. Griff appeared on my other side and put his arm around me.

      “Mysti’s right,” he whispered in my ear. “It’s not too late.”

      But it was too late, had been since I stepped out of that old schoolhouse and started planning what do with all those dead bodies. Maybe it had been too late even before that. But Griff and Mysti weren’t the right people to tell that to.

      “This is the right thing to do.” I drew myself up as straight as I could. “The scar tissue surrounding my magic almost got me killed. The only way I’m ever getting it off me is to seek the real me. To accept the real me. Cecil says he'll find help for me. I need to help him too.”

      “You don’t have to do this to seek the real you.” Griff’s arm tightened around me.

      “She can make her own decisions.” Mysti’s voice trembled. “We can’t protect her forever.”

      Zora rushed at me, hair flying back from her face, eyes wild with excitement. She held out her arms a few seconds before she reached me, and I scooped her up and perched her on my hip. She tugged my hair. Hard. “Mama say you come now.”

      I walked toward the pavilion and saw the empty lawn chair right next to Cecil’s. People had started gathering, and all of them gave me curious glances. Some of them whispered to each other. I hugged Mysti and Griff.

      “Passing a crossroads isn’t the end. It’s a new beginning. I’ve got to see where this takes me.” I stared into both their faces. My heart ached at the idea of hurting them. They’d been so good to me. “I can still work for you. Griff only needs me some of the time anyway.”

      Mysti threw her arms around me. “We’re not angry at you, and we don’t feel betrayed. We want great things for you.”

      “May this be one of those great things.” Griff gently drew Mysti away from me.

      I took the final steps into the pavilion, boot heels ringing on the concrete floors. Cecil patted the seat next to him and smiled. I handed Zora to Finn. She struggled, but her daddy gave her a stern look. She relented with her bottom lip stuck out. The old-fashioned metal lawn chair creaked when I sat on it. The whispers and murmurs increased. This hadn’t been what people expected.

      “Do you need a cushion?” Cecil said into my ear. I shook my head. He took my hand, his swollen knuckles and sun-spotted skin a sharp contrast to my battle-scarred fists and smooth skin, still tan even in the winter. “You’ve given an old man hope for the future. You and me are gonna have some fun.”

      A camera flashed in front of us. I took my eyes off Cecil’s, so like mine and like Memaw’s, and saw Dillon backing away.

      “I’ll have that one printed up. Get a copy for both of you.” She scooted back behind Cecil and me. Her lawn chair squeaked as she sat down.

      I stared out into the assembly of people. This was the first good look I’d gotten at them and they at me. I recognized what they were, even if I only knew a few names. These were the kind of people I’d known growing up, the kind who wore dollar store shoes and didn’t know the difference between a hotel and a motel.

      They peered right back at me, taking in my new boots and my aggressive T-shirt. A woman about my age who had a little girl hugged to her legs smiled. I smiled back. Someone tugged at my hand. I didn’t have to look to know it was Zora. She climbed into my lap, giving her mother a triumphant grin. Poor Dillon. She had her hands full with this kid.

      The feeling of someone’s gaze heavy on us had me glancing around until I saw Wade Hill. He and Bradley flanked Jadine. She had a flush high on her cheekbones and a smile on her face. She waved in my direction. My black opal zinged at the magic of our minds meeting. Wade took a step away from Jadine and crossed his arms over his chest, staring at me with an unreadable expression. He gave me a barely perceptible nod. Did that mean he still had hot iron for me? I smiled at him. It wasn’t over until it was over.

      Finn stood from his chair and clapped his hands. People quit talking and watched him. “I, Finlay Gregg, call to order the winter tribunal of Sanctuary, begun by Iris and Filip Gregg on this very land in winter of 1959.”

      So that was why they came back here. We all need a home base, a place to go when the outside world threatened to take all we were and gnash it to bits. I was still looking for that place. Maybe I’d find it sometime or another.

      “We only have a few items to cover, and then we’ll get back to this party so we can pull out tomorrow morning.” Finn gestured at Cecil, who gripped my shoulder and stood.

      “I’d first like to say a few words in honor of Eric and Kitty Lyons. They died protecting my great-niece Zora and her brother Zander. They’ll always be remembered in this community for their heroism and sacrifice. Let’s bow our heads for a moment of silence.” All the heads bowed. Cecil stood watching the group for several seconds, checked his cards, and spoke again.

      “The next item of business is my announcement that I’m naming my great-niece, Peri Jean Mace, as my consultant and enforcer.” Cecil paused while people talked among themselves. He’d have needed a bullhorn to be heard over them. He patted my arm as the talking died down and winked at me.

      My heart thundered as my gaze ran over all the faces in front of me. I searched for signs of disbelief, disappointment, or disgust—all the things I figured people associated with me. None of those emotions stared back at me. Several of the women began clapping, and the rest of them joined in. I sat stunned at the display.

      Cecil laughed. “The third item we need to discuss is Kenny's attempt to forcibly take this community from me. Incidents like this will be part of Peri Jean’s duties, and I’ll leave it with her.” Cecil put one hand over my forearm.

      I faced him and shook my head. This wasn’t what we discussed. All I’d promised to do was use magic to keep a handle on things, to let people know Cecil had backup. He gave me a stern glare. I took a deep breath and tried to get Zora to get down. She whined and protested, so I stood, hitching her onto my hip, sure I looked ridiculous and not tough at all.

      “Kenny and Anita Johnson.” My voice rang over the silent pavilion. It sounded screechy, like the voice of someone who smoked too much. The thought of a cigarette made my fingers itch to hold one. I took a deep breath and reigned in my roving thoughts. “You campaigning against my uncle Cecil, taking a private vote, and then trying to enforce it at gunpoint could have ended with someone seriously hurt. Do you agree?”

      Anita tossed her head, her face darkening. It was probably the only admission I’d get from her. I set my gaze on Kenny's creased face.

      “Yes, ma’am.” His voice trembled. He’d helped us dispose of the bodies from the Coachman’s coven, his face shiny with fear sweat. When we got to Danielle, with her eyeballs blown out of her skull, he’d gasped and rolled his eyes fearfully at me. Maybe he figured he was next. He should have been, really, but I didn’t want to start off like that. Besides, I had a feeling a man like this, one who owed me something, might come in handy at some point.

      “Are you sorry? Would you do it again?” I ignored the mumble from the crowd and held up my hand when it threatened to get loud. They shut up immediately. Zora clapped her hands, and a few people giggled.

      “No, ma’am. I’ve been in this community for going on fifteen years. I’m a convicted felon. Had a hard time getting started after I got out. All I want is to see Sanctuary keep going.” He swallowed hard. If he’d had a hat, he’d have held it at waist level. “Thing’s been getting kind of crazy the last year. I just got scared of losing it.”

      I nodded, thinking things over. What would Priscilla do? The mantle swirled inside me, locked into the deepest part of my soul, even this small measure more giant than I could have ever imagined.

      “Well?” Anita Johnson glared at me. “What’s our punishment?” She swallowed at that, eyes darting back and forth.

      “Understand that what you did was strike one and two. There won’t be any more chances.” I sucked in a deep breath, concentrating on my magic. The black opal warmed on my chest. I narrowed my focus on Kenny and Anita. “If you betray us again, I will crawl all over you like an army of fire ants.”

      I aimed my magic at the couple and imagined red, livid fire ants crawling all over their bodies and biting. Kenny and Anita stood still, staring back at me with identical frowns of confusion stamped on their plain faces.

      Then Anita rubbed at her neck and let out a little shriek. She grabbed for her leg and slapped at it. Kenny jerked his shirt away from his chest and stared down his hairy chest. He began to dance foot to foot, face contorted in fear. I waited until both of their cheeks turned red and swept my hand in front of my face, the same way I’d have brushed fire ants off a kitchen counter. The two relaxed and turned their sweat-sheened faces toward me.

      “Do we understand each other?” Fatigue from the little show pounded in me, but I held myself straight, determined not to let it show. Kenny and Anita nodded.

      Cecil gave me a pat and stood again. By now, I knew this was his way of telling me I’d done what he wanted. “This community is and always has been for people who are a little different. A safe place for people like us. We do allow those with no special talents to travel with us, but they will never lead this group. There’s room enough for them in the outside world.” Cecil nodded at Finn, who stood up.

      “Meeting adjourned. Enjoy the barbecue and get a good night's sleep. We hit the trail at daybreak,” he shouted.

      The crowd dispersed. None of my family made any move to get up, so I stayed put too. Wade came over, shrugging into his leather jacket.

      “I need to get moving.” He kissed my cheek. I hugged him.

      Cecil watched the exchange, glancing back at Jadine then at me. “We’re opening our membership again, healer. You’d be welcome here. Be a good place for you to start again.”

      “I can’t leave the Six Guns. I owe them my life.” Wade held out his hand to shake. Cecil took it.

      “Some debts beg to be paid and forgotten.” Cecil gave Wade a smile I couldn’t interpret.

      Wade smiled and saluted Cecil. He walked away. I followed Wade to his motorcycle.

      “This would be a better place with you in it.” I watched him pull his gloves and riding glasses out of his saddlebag. “Even if you don’t want to be with me.” I thought of Wade flirting with Jadine and cringed.

      Wade shook his head, his jaw set. “I’m not the kind of man to walk away from a debt like the one I owe the Six Guns.”

      He wasn’t, but did King Tolliver share Wade’s unflinching loyalty? He’d beaten Wade for coming here. Something bad was going on with King, and I hated to see Wade go back to it. While I was thinking it over, Wade leaned close and spoke into my ear. “And Jadine’s too young for me. I just like torturing Bradley.” Our eyes locked, and that old, heady lust worked its way through me.

      “When will I see you again?” I had to ask. Just couldn’t help myself.

      Wade winked at me. “You know me. I’ll be around whenever you need me.”

      I stared at the healing bruises and cuts on his face. Fear and anger stirred around in my head. Was King’s problem with me? He could drink a toilet water martini if so. I’d mash him flat.

      “What’re you thinking about?” Wade’s grin made me think he knew more than he let on.

      “Just about how much I’ll miss you.” I hugged my friend, still wishing he was my lover, and went back to my family. The day passed too quickly. Before I knew it, people began packing up and preparing to travel the next day.

      “It’s time to talk about the Coachman.” Cecil’s soft voice surprised me, and I nearly dropped the cigarette smoldering between my first and second fingers. “He’s still alive, is he not? Trapped wherever he hid his soul?”

      Finn and Dillon stopped playing with their kids and wandered over, wariness etched on both their faces.

      “Yep. I sent him back to where he hid his soul.” It had seemed like a cave of some sort, and the article I read about him had mentioned an underground river to hell.

      “What’s next?” Finn pulled up a lawn chair next to mine. Jadine wandered over, her hand on Brad’s arm. Once Wade left, the two of them glommed onto each other.

      I thought it over. It was only a matter of time before someone else found a tile and the Coachman started whispering in their ear. There was no telling how many Samuel and Samantha missed or where the Coachman had hidden other runes. We needed to find the place where the Coachman hid his soul.

      But the scar tissue keeping me from the mantle’s power also needed my attention. I suspected I’d need way more of the mantle’s power than I currently had in order to separate the Coachman’s soul and banish it from the living plane. Finn’s impatient sigh drew me out of my thoughts.

      “We have both the Coachman’s soul and the scar tissue spell to deal with.” I glanced at Cecil, hoping he had more answers than I did right then.

      “I have a contact in Central Texas I’d like to talk to about that spell,” Cecil nearly whispered. “He’s our best bet if we can find him.”

      “Meanwhile, I’ll try to figure out what Samantha meant about using the disk and the runes to uncover the location of the Coachman’s soul.” I kept my voice low too.

      “And we keep what we’re doing quiet, right?” Dillon scooted a chair in front of us, her own cigarette burning between her fingers.

      “Yes.” Cecil nodded. “No need to alarm anybody. For all they know, we’re traveling to Central Texas because of Kenny killing that stupid fence in Florida.” Cecil’s dark gaze found mine, and I murmured my agreement.

      Another time, not very long before this one, I might have argued with Cecil, told him his community needed to know everything. Now, after what I’d seen, I knew why we kept things even from the people we loved and wanted to protect. The truth was dangerous.

      I drove home to Griff and Mysti’s in the dark, the moonlight dancing through the tops of the pines. The concrete roads and heavy traffic overtook me soon enough. The mild sadness, the odd longing I’d felt since I came down here to live didn’t come with them. I’d left the crossroads where I’d been trapped since the day of my father’s murder and chosen my path.

      This rutted, potholed road cut through the landscape of the rest of my life. Deadman’s curves hid in shadowy valleys and had big, deadly trees in just the right spot to kill me if I misjudged my speed. Long stretches of straightaway lay in waiting, their shoulders full of hitchhikers with plans to make sure I didn’t see another day.

      But I had friends who’d sacrifice everything to help me. A new family who wanted me, for better or worse. Power beyond what most people could imagine.

      Maybe I couldn’t know the dangers waiting to trip me up. But those baddies had a surprise coming. Picking the wrong girl to mess with burns like hellfire.
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            Note From Catie

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        Isn’t the Coachman a booger? He’s powerful, though.

      

        

      
        But there’s one thing he never counted on.

      

        

      
        Peri Jean keeps on fighting, no matter how bad it hurts.

      

        

      
        As usual, the payoff is double-sided.

      

        

      
        The Coachman is gone, but for how long? (Hint, hint,)

      

        

      
        Peri Jean has a family who shares her magical talents. But they’re a traveling group of con-artists and outcasts.

      

        

      
        Peri Jean’s magical abilities are growing. However, full control hinges on removing a spell.

      

        

      
        But all of that is going to have to wait.

      

        

      
        Peri Jean is worried about the welfare of a close friend.

      

        

      
        Hannah Kessler won’t return her calls. (Remember how Hannah suffered in Forbidden Highway?)

      

        

      
        Peri Jean finds an excuse to return to Gaslight City.

      

        

      
        But she is not prepared for what awaits her.

      

        

      
        Old friends have become new enemies.

      

        

      
        A powerful supernatural threat has attached itself to Hannah and is killing her bit by bit.

      

        

      
        Can Peri Jean save her?

      

        

      
        Read Dead End and find out.

      

        

      
        Keep reading for an excerpt of Dead End, book 8 in this addictive supernatural suspense series. Bring your butt-kicking boots.
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      Late afternoon sun streamed into the window of Gaslight City Title Company’s conference room. It heated my jeans-clad leg to the point where I slid off my leather jacket and laid it over the back of my chair. For the billionth time, I asked myself if I was doing the right thing.

      It didn’t matter how long I waited to sell Memaw’s property. It would never be easy to let it go. I’d considered keeping it, but knew I’d never live in Gaslight City again. My ugly past lurked around every corner. These city people had offered above market value for ten acres with a burned-out house and barn. I had to take it and move on.

      The upside was I could see Hannah while I was in town. That would make all the unpleasantness worthwhile. We had spoken only a few words since the night I killed a man to rescue her. Things would never be as they were. But I couldn’t just let her slip away, our friendship ending altogether. Maybe soon she’d answer one of the half-dozen messages I’d left her over the last week.

      While the woman read from the infinite stack of closing papers, I stared out the window at the Easter decorations, eggs and bunnies in pastel colors, fluttering on the antique gaslights lining the street. A tall woman—sun glowing on her long, red hair—hurried down the street. She stopped to peer into the plate glass window of Purtlebaugh’s General Store, where they still sold cups of coffee for five cents with purchase of a souvenir ceramic mug.

      I sat up straighter, really alert for the first time since I sat down. Hannah? Perhaps she hadn’t returned my call because she was coming to meet me here at the title company. My heart beat faster.

      A little red-headed boy raced down the sidewalk and hugged the woman’s legs. She bent to kiss his head, and I caught a direct look at her face. Not Hannah. I slumped in my seat and checked my phone to see if she’d returned my call since I set it to silent.

      “Leave that alone.” Rainey Bruce shoved a stack of papers at me to sign.

      I shoved the phone in my pocket and signed the first paper. A sob crept up my throat. Relinquishing ownership of the land where Memaw raised me stabbed me right in the heart. I swiped at my face.

      “You planning on staying in Houston?” asked the male half of the yuppie city couple buying the property. I finished signing and raised my head. The couple wore the kind of clothes they probably thought country people wore—pearl snap shirts, tight blue jeans, brand-new cowboy boots. I pushed the stack back at Rainey.

      “Still undecided.” No need to bother telling him I no longer lived there. “What are you planning for Memaw’s land?”

      The woman showed me a mouthful of perfect teeth and pushed her phone across the table. “We’re having this house built.”

      I glanced at the phone. A brick McMansion that looked like it belonged in Griff’s subdivision back in The Woodlands. Deep sadness worked its way through me. Rainey passed me another stack of papers and gave me a warning glare. She needn’t have worried. I was too numb to say much. I started signing again.

      “We’re going to get some cows and horses, maybe some chickens,” the husband said. “Be modern-day farmers.”

      “Good luck with that.” I had no reason to be angry at these nice people, but I was. Letting go of the last piece of my life here in Gaslight City stung like a bitch. I signed the last paper and pushed them back at Rainey.

      She glanced through the forms. “If this is all Peri Jean needs to sign, we’ll be on our way.”

      The title company lady, whose name I couldn’t remember even though we went to school together, scowled but nodded.

      I nodded at the yuppie couple and shook both their hands. Smooth as babies’ butts. They sure had a rude awakening on the not-too-distant horizon.

      Rainey and I walked out to her convertible Mercedes. She popped the trunk and took a sheaf of papers out of the leather messenger bag she used as a briefcase.

      “The last of the jewelry and gems from the Mace Treasure sold to an antiques collector in Austin.” She passed me a sealed envelope with my name on it. “This is the final sum transferred into your bank account. As agreed, I cut checks for Hannah, Wade Hill, and me, set up the scholarship fund we talked about, and paid myself back what I loaned you to buy your Toyota sedan. Where is it, by the way?” She stared up and down the street.

      “I made the drive in this.” I patted the huge, white truck next to me. The car was in storage, and I was considering its sale. “It pulls the travel trailer better than my Toyota would.”

      Rainy made a face at the truck. “I can’t believe you’re traveling around with a bunch of grifters and living in a camper.” She said the word with her lips puckered.

      I ignored the barb. Rainey couldn’t possibly understand how wonderful it was to be around people who shared both my gifts and my blood for the first time in my life. “Did you name the scholarship what I told you?”

      She rolled her eyes. “The Chase Fischer Budding Musician scholarship.”

      I smiled, hoping some kid like Chase would be encouraged to go to college instead of hang around this town and waste away.

      Rainey set out another sheaf of papers. “This is the paperwork for the trust you had me set up for your uncle Jesse. It’ll be taken out of the property sale. Very good of you. It’s what your memaw would have wanted.”

      “This needs to cover his legal counsel and drop the maximum in his commissary account each month.” I glanced through the papers. The words didn’t make sense. I was too rattled from letting go of my last tangible link to Memaw.

      “You think I’m incompetent? I always get your uncle everything he needs.” Rainey tapped the paper with one long, dragon lady nail to show me where to sign.

      I scribbled my name. “This feels like a kiss-off. I wish we could get him out.”

      Rainey shook her head and stared down the street. It didn’t hide the flush in her cheeks. She always got that flush when we talked about my uncle Jesse. I didn’t dare ask what it was about. She might snatch me bald. I handed back her papers, and she stowed them in her trunk. When she turned back around, she had her lips pressed together and held a white envelope pinched between her thumb and forefinger.

      “As you requested, I sent King Tolliver a check. He returned it un-cashed with this.”

      I opened the envelope. King had scribbled “void” on the check, which had been for a sizable amount. Especially since he didn’t do a damn thing to help find the Mace Treasure.

      The money had been a show of respect, one Wade strongly encouraged to keep King as a friend. Behind the check was a folded slip of paper. I withdrew it and read the typed words. My scalp tingled as sweat broke out.

      The bill read “services rendered.” The amount listed was easily five times the check I’d had Rainey send King.

      “You want my professional advice?” The disdain on Rainey’s face gave a good idea what she’d say.

      “I don’t guess it matters because I don’t have this kind of money. Not after all the other stuff I did.” I folded the invoice and put it back in the envelope, offering it to Rainey.

      She waved it off. “King has no right to expect anything, especially not the amount of that invoice, from you.” The cords in her neck tightened, and fury crossed her face. “No right at all.” She shut the trunk of her car too hard. “Where are you and the rest of your con artist family camped?” She crossed her arms over her chest and squinted her eyes at me.

      “Outside Shreveport.” My family had flat out refused to cross into Burns County. Our mutual ancestor had been lynched in Gaslight City by a bunch of witch haters. Her descendants feared Burns County the way some folks fear boogeymen in closets. My great-uncle Cecil, who’d taken me in like a prodigal daughter, had expended considerable hot air trying to convince me to conduct the sale of Memaw’s property online. But I’d come anyway in hopes of talking with Hannah, to see if I could salvage some part of our friendship.

      “Get on out of the county before dark.” Rainey settled her direct gaze on me. Something in her eyes chilled me, made me sort of want to leave.

      I checked my phone and shoved it back into my pocket. “I want to see Hannah, but I can’t get her to answer her phone.”

      Rainey sucked in a deep breath and stiffened. She’d done that every time I mentioned Hannah. I didn’t understand the problem. If Hannah wanted no more to do with me, why didn’t Rainey just tell me? She’d never cared about hurting my feelings before.

      The blat of a motorcycle echoed off the buildings. Before I turned away from Rainey, I saw her shoulders relax. What had her in such a twist? The old Rainey would have encouraged me to go out to Long Time Gone and eat King Tolliver a new asshole for sending that stupid invoice. She wouldn’t have said get out of town before dark.

      The motorcycle cruised toward us, sunlight winking off the iron horse’s chrome. The driver’s massive body came into view. Wade. My face stretched into a big, goofy smile, and I forgot about Rainey, stepped off the curb, and began waving.

      Wade Hill pulled to the curb. I threw myself at him and hugged him as though it had been more than a couple of months since we last saw each other. He hugged me back, laughing into my hair.

      I broke the hug and planted a kiss on his cheek. The part of his cheeks not covered by his gray-shot black beard reddened. “I thought you were tied up today with Six Gun Revolutionary business.”

      “I pulled a diva fit. Told King I was damn sure going to see you before you got out of town.” Wade took off his sunglasses and tucked them into the neck of his leather jacket. The skin around his left eye was puffed out and beginning to bruise.

      “King do that to you for coming to see me?” I didn’t need Wade’s confirmation. Not after seeing King’s bill for services rendered. I had his services rendered. Sure did. I’d shove them right up his hairy old ass.

      “Doesn’t matter. We’re together now.” Wade glanced at Rainey, something moving behind his dark gaze. I followed it and saw something almost like fear cross Rainey’s exotic features. She covered it quickly.

      “I’ve got to prepare for court.” She walked to her car and started climbing inside but stopped and turned back to speak to me. “If you need anything else, come by the office.” She waved and drove off.

      Wade frowned. He caught me watching and plastered a smile on his face. It didn’t reach his eyes. “New fried chicken place on your way out of town. Let’s go get some food. I’m about to starve.” Instead of giving me a chance to answer, Wade started his motorcycle. Shouting over the thing was impossible. I started my truck and did as he said.
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        * * *

      

      Wade lied. The place we went to eat wasn’t just a fried chicken place. They served a full country meal. I closed my eyes as I bit into my second piece of fried chicken. It actually had flavor.

      “You act like you haven’t eaten in a month.” Wade scooped up a forkful of the creamiest mashed potatoes I’d had since Memaw died.

      “You don’t understand. You have to find a little hole in the wall town to get a meal like this. Restaurants in big cities have to cater to a diverse crowd. The majority of the food has about as much taste as—” I stopped speaking as a bony hand closed over my shoulder.

      “Hey, girl.” The nasally drawl came from behind me, but I didn’t have to see Tubby Tubman to know his voice or the feel of his skinny hand. “I didn’t know you’s coming to town.” Tubby sat in the extra chair without being invited and grinned like a little boy up to no good.

      “Why would I tell you I’m coming to town?” I finished my chicken and started on my collard greens.

      Tubby shrugged and reached one skinny, tattooed arm across the table. He snagged a cornbread muffin and set about putting honey on it. Wade glowered at him but said nothing.

      “Might be I thought we’d renewed our friendship after I helped you find the Mace Treasure.” He ate the cornbread and licked honey off his fingers.

      I thought about it and nodded. “Okay. I’ll buy that.”

      Tubby grinned again and slid his cold blue eyes over me. “Might be you still owe me a favor.”

      I rolled my eyes and ate another forkful of collards. “Why can’t we just say we saved each other’s asses and leave it there? I mean, if you really want to be friends again.”

      Tubby considered it and reached for another cornbread muffin.

      Wade grabbed his arm and shoved it away. “What do you really want, Tubman?”

      “Talk to Peri Jean.” Tubby withdrew his arm. “Heard she might be in need of a friend right now.”

      “What’s that mean?” Wade wiped his mouth, wadded the napkin, and threw it at the table.

      “Heard Peri Jean’s trying to get in touch with pretty Hannah Kessler.” Tubby grabbed my iced tea and took a sip before I could stop him. Good thing I was finished with it.

      “Who told you that?” Wade’s voice sharpened in warning. He shifted in his chair, one hand gripping the edge of the table. I stopped shoving down my collard greens to watch Wade. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I saw actual fear in his dark eyes. Tubby might annoy Wade, but scaring him was another matter.

      “See, I heard Peri Jean called up to the museum this morning and asked for pretty Hannah.” Tubby grabbed the last piece of chicken off Wade’s plate. Wade slapped at him, but Tubby hurried the food to his mouth and bit into it. “My cousin’s daughter’s the one answering phones there now,” he said around a half-chewed mouthful of chicken.

      The girl who answered the museum’s landline told me Hannah didn’t come into the museum during business hours any more. She suggested I call Hannah’s phone if I had the number. I didn’t tell her I’d been trying Hannah’s phone for months.

      “Okay, Tub.” I tried to act casual, wiping my mouth with the cloth napkin and rearranging my silverware next to my empty plate without making eye contact. I liked to think I had experience with the right way to handle Tubby.

      He and I had met the day my parents rented a cheap mobile home two houses down from his family when I was three years old. We went through school together and had a quick romance in our early twenties. After that, he stayed out of my life unless he was in trouble or wanted to cause trouble. Sad experience taught me not to fight him. “How do I get in touch with Hannah?”

      “That’ll cost you.” His bow-shaped lips curved into that crafty grin he’d been giving since we were both barely out of diapers.

      “Nope. We’re friends.” I patted his leg under the table.

      He flushed to the roots of his hair and put his hand over mine. “Okay. Friends. You’ll find Ms. Hannah Kessler out at Long Time Gone, hanging out with your good buddies, the Six Gun Revolutionaries.”

      Shock blossomed in my stomach and sent shock waves rolling throughout my body. I turned to Wade. Red crept out of his collar, up his face, and spread to his hairline. A mist of sweat glowed on his forehead.

      “Heard she been dating King Tolliver.” Tubby’s voice had a gleeful ring. My food congealed into a lump of grease in my stomach. Stinging bile crawled up my throat. I put my hand over my mouth. Tubby glanced at me. Some of the light went out of his blue eyes. “That’s why Mr. Motorcycle Man is in such a hurry to get you out of town. Ask him.”

      I didn’t need to ask. Tubby was right. Both Wade and Rainey had been pushing me out of town as fast as they could. Now I knew why. Somehow I’d managed to get on King’s shit list. Details clicked into place, suddenly full of meaning.

      The exorbitant invoice King sent through Rainey. The deepening bruises on Wade’s face. Both qualified as irritants, but they weren’t anything I’d retaliate over. The invoice could go unpaid. Wade’s bruised up face pissed me off, but Wade chose the Six Guns and all that came with them.

      But King’s taking advantage of Hannah after she’d been through hell qualified as a slap in the face. It made me see red. Time to hit back. I turned to Wade and raised my eyebrows. “Got anything to tell me?”

      Wade ground his teeth together. “Swear to God, Tubman, you better hope you never meet me on a dark night. I will flatten you to nothing. Now get your bony ass out of my sight.”

      Tubby slid one arm over my shoulders and pulled me to him. I was too shocked to resist. He leaned close and brushed a kiss across my lips. A flutter went through me, shocking and horrifying me. I’d thought myself long past succumbing to Tubby Tubman’s unique charm. “Later, friend.” He stood from the table and left.

      Wade got up and stomped to the cash register, digging in his pocket. He paid for the food, shoving open the exit door so hard it banged the building. Tires squealed as someone, probably Tubby, burned rubber getting out of there. I pushed my chair back and hurried after Wade. He stood next to his motorcycle with his head hanging. I grabbed his arm and made him face me.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I stared into the dark eyes I loved and trusted.

      “I’m protecting you.” He glared down at me. Streaks of red still darkened his cheekbones.

      I wanted to throw my arms up in frustration and struggled to keep my voice below a shout. “Hannah needs someone to protect her right now. It’s one thing for you not to want to help her yourself, but why not tell me what was going on?”

      He shook his head. I noticed his eye again. It had swollen to a slit and was darkening. I knew the answer in a sudden, sick rush. Not the specifics, no. But I knew the source of Wade's silence, and it was King Tolliver.

      Wade gripped my shoulders. He could have probably pulped the bones but didn’t. “You’re my priority. Hannah, bless her, is never going to be okay again. She can’t drag you down with her. I can’t survive that.” He took one hand off my shoulder to press against his chest.

      “A couple of months ago, you drove four hours to come to my rescue. You didn’t know what the problem was. You just wanted to help me. Now I need to save Hannah.” King beat Wade up for coming to be with me. The information flashed in my brain like a neon sign in the rain, fueling a stream of smoking fury. I closed the distance between us. “Tell me what’s going on. Please.” Gently as I could, I rubbed my thumb under his wounded eye.

      It was too much. He jerked away from me, took a big step back. “Nothing that’s any of your business. This here’s between me and King.” He jabbed a thumb at his face.

      Anger spurred my heart into fast gear. My words came out before I thought them over. “Nobody fucks with you or Hannah. Not even if their name is King Tolliver.” Just saying what I thought ignited a fire in my belly.

      Wade’s expression went hard and mulish. “You can’t just barge in Long Time Gone and start telling King his business. It’ll blow up bigger than you ever imagined anything could.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “You watch me. I don’t back down to anybody.”

      Wade shook his head and gusted a sigh. “You don’t understand.”

      I jammed my hands onto my hips, not caring if I looked just like Memaw. “Make me understand.”

      “All right. Have you ever stepped in a big pile of shit and got it in the grooves of your shoes?” Wade glared at me.

      “What does that have to do with—”

      He held up one hand. “Just bear with me. You know how you step in shit, and by the time you get it off your shoes, it’s everywhere—the doorknob, the paper towel roll in the kitchen, even on the ceiling of your closet?”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle. “So what?”

      “So that’s what it’s going to be like if you get in King’s face. The mess is just going to keep spreading until it’s everywhere in your life.” Wade delivered this warning with both his hands spread wide.

      “But there’s one good thing about shit, handsome.” I tried to smile. “It washes off.”

      “Not this shit.” Something akin to fear moved behind Wade’s dark eyes. This was the second time I’d seen it in our short visit. “You don’t want King Tolliver for an enemy.”

      What was he so afraid of? A fight? I didn’t get it. “That’s where you’re wrong.” Pride, the fuel of every fight I’d ever had, swelled in my chest. “It’s King who doesn’t want me for an enemy.”

      “King fights dirty. Who and what are you willing to burn to the ground to win?” Wade swung one leg over his Harley Davidson. Discussion over. Either he’d given up on me or wanted to beat me to Long Time Gone.

      “I won’t have to hurt anybody, except maybe King.” I pulled my truck keys out of my pocket and used the remote to unlock the door. “After the amount of money he’s trying to bully out of me for his ‘services rendered’ on the Michael Gage matter, I ain’t gonna be shy about telling him how it is.”

      Wade shook his head and started his motorcycle. He sprayed gravel leaving the parking lot.
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      Wade beat me to Long Time Gone. He sat on his Harley and watched me try to find a place to park my huge truck in the dirt lot. The little area next to the old smokehouse that had been here back when this was a homestead was the only place it fit, where I knew I could get it out.

      The smokehouse gave me the creeps. Not only did it carry an odor of old smoke and spoiled meat, it always felt alive in some way. I suspected it was haunted but never had the brass to investigate. I scrambled out of my ride and scurried toward Long Time Gone.

      A strong wind rattled through the pine trees, deepening that smoke and meat gone over odor. The long, wooden building that housed the bar seemed miles away. I took the last steps running and soon was even with Wade.

      “Please don’t do this.” His eyes, liquid obsidian, bored into my worries and shook them awake.

      “I help people. Especially friends.”

      “Hannah’s not my friend,” he muttered and got off the motorcycle.

      “Yeah, but I am.” I marched toward the front door and grabbed the big handle to pull it open. Wade’s hand slapped down on it and pushed it closed again.

      “The Hannah you knew is gone.” He gripped one of my shoulders. A burning current of desire shivered through me. Damn it, I wanted this man in the worst way.

      I shook both the thoughts and Wade’s hand off. “She ain’t either. Besides, I’m here on your behalf too.”

      He put his hand back on my shoulder and turned me to face him. He cupped my face with both hands and tilted it up so our eyes met. His thumbs caressed my cheeks. “Michael Gage and Nash Redmond killed Hannah. They gut shot her mind, so it’ll take her forever to die, and nobody can help her. I’m the same. I laid out my bed with the Six Guns a long time ago, and I deserve what I get.”

      “No.” I pulled away and burst through the door. The smell hit me like a kick in the chest. Yeasty, stale beer and puke. I took a step backward, hand going to my nose. My eyes adjusted. I wasn’t alone in the dark entry hall. Corman had both arms wrapped around Candy Pistol, his mouth against hers.

      He broke off the kiss and faced me, lip curling with disgust. Wade came in behind me. Corman’s eyes shot to him. “What’s she doing here? She can’t be here.” His voice rose on the last two words.

      “Because Daddy said so?” I made my voice high and sweet, enjoying the fury darkening Corman’s face.

      “Because I said so.” His hand, covered in rings and tattoos, flashed out to grab my arm.

      I reached into the old boards at my feet and let a flash of magic flow through me and into Corman. He cried out and jerked his hand back. Smoke drifted from his fingertips.

      “Fucking witch,” he hissed.

      “Pencil dick.” I brushed past him and strode into the main area of the bar. Dim, neon-tinged light flickered from the bar, casting the room in gloomy shadow. The only other light came from white Christmas lights strung around the raised stage where cut-rate bands sometimes played. Nobody was playing now. Red dirt country music twanged from the jukebox.

      Several members of the Six Gun Revolutionaries turned to stare. Most of them clenched their faces into the same puckered butthole look Corman had adopted upon seeing me. All conversation stopped, and the sound of pool balls clacking in the back reached my ears. I pretended to ignore them all and slowly surveyed the open, booth-lined room.

      Hannah’s flame-colored hair blazed in the glow of the red neon beer sign hanging over the bar. She sat spraddle-legged on a barstool, back hunched, elbows dug into the bar. The Hannah I had known would never sit like this in public. She’d sit poised and perfect like she was at one of her starched undies social gatherings. And her clothes. My Hannah would never have worn filthy jeans and a faded T-shirt four sizes too big in public. Who was this person? Dread pressing against my heart, I took a deep breath and made a beeline for her.

      Five feet from her, I got a good look and stopped. Hannah’s transformation shocked the righteous fury out of me. Always slim, she’d crossed the line into skeletal. Her collarbone stood out like a scythe connecting to her shoulder. Scabs covered the bony backs of her hands, mingling with mystery sores and bruises crawling up her arms.

      And a tattoo. Hannah had never expressed interest in a permanent marking. This one was a wicked skull and crossbones, something I’d have never imagined Hannah getting. If ever there were a woman who’d be perfect for tattooed butterflies and flowers, it was my old buddy Hannah Kessler. Talk about alternate universes. I gathered my determination and made myself close the last couple of feet separating us.

      “Hey.” I touched her shoulder. My black opal flashed to life. Magic jolted through me, the force of it shoving my hand away.

      Hannah turned to me. My mouth dropped open. Hannah’s warm caramel eyes, usually tastefully made up, were ringed in so much eyeliner, they made my tramp tracks look like something a Sunday school teacher would wear. The eyes behind all that makeup were foggy and unfocused, and no recognition showed in them. She didn’t even know me.

      Hannah held a lime in one hand and a shot of clear liquid in the other. The citrusy smell of tequila hit me. We stared at each other. I saw what Wade meant. All the sweet warmth and silliness that had made Hannah herself was absent. The woman before me was a shell, a home to misery and self-loathing. She was dying slow.

      Salty tears closed my throat. Seeing my dear friend like this, so broken and fucked up, sent sorrow to burrow deep in my heart. The hurt of it emanated out in waves harsher than the Texas sun.

      King Tolliver slammed a full bottle of tequila down on the bar in front of Hannah. “Told you I had one more bottle of the good shit.” He bared his cheese-colored teeth in a shit-eating grin, engrossed in cutting off the foil sealing the bottle closed. He popped the cork and glanced at Hannah for the first time.

      His smile faded as he took stock of Hannah and followed her gaze to me. King and I glared at each other for several long seconds. I waited for him to say something, anything, so I could smart off and start the fight. Once I had feared King. But I’d seen death, shook his hand, and felt his cold lips on my cheek. We’d danced, death and I, and I survived. King was little compared to that.

      “Let’s have us a drink.” King poured two shots of tequila, ignoring me. He and Hannah licked the salt off their hands, slammed the shots, and sucked on their limes. She set her glass down, and King immediately refilled it. His dead eyes slid over me. Warning flashed in them. I smiled at him and winked.

      “Why haven’t you returned my calls?” I tugged on the sleeve of Hannah’s too large shirt, which I now recognized as one of King’s, and winced at the odor coming off her. Unwashed body and stale hair. My bestie’s skid into darkness opened a deep, empty chasm in my emotions. “Hannah?” I whispered.

      She slowly raised her head and locked confused eyes on mine. We stared at each other for several long seconds. That chasm in my emotions yawned in front of me, beckoning me to fall in, never to be heard from again. The beginnings of fear stirred in my midsection. The black opal gave me another warning ping. Hannah’s eyes sharpened, their warm depths freezing into hard ice. The black opal pulsed on my chest several times. Then Hannah’s eyes went dull again. She slumped and let out a relieved sigh. What was going on here? I’d had enough farting around and was about to find out.

      “Take a short walk outside with me. The air might do you some good.” I wrangled her off the stool and dragged her toward the front door. She staggered along with me at first but yanked her arm away before I could get her outside.

      The black opal pulsed magic on my chest. I took a good look around the corners of the room, expecting to see a lost spirit. There was nothing but dust and maybe some drying puke. The black opal warmed until it burned. Magic tickled its way through my hair, making it bristle like the hair on a dog’s back. Hannah. It was coming from Hannah. I focused on her, opening my second sight as much as I could in such a tense situation. Without meaning to or planning to, I leaned into her face.

      That hard chill darkened her eyes again. Her upper lip curled into a snarl. A cold, oily voice issued from her dry and cracked lips. “Your own darkness will swallow you. Fuck off, or I’ll make it happen even faster.”

      I recoiled. Where the hell did that come from? The voice, devoid of sympathy or emotion, reverberated like the last bass notes of a death metal song. It fluttered against all my nightmares and insecurities, caressing them until they hurt. There was no Hannah at all in that voice. Fear stole over me. My instincts told me to run, to get out of here as fast as I could, but I couldn’t move.

      Hannah’s eyes flickered back to confused puddles of melted caramel, and she rocked on her feet. “I don’t want to talk. I talked and talked and talked in that overpriced damn hospital in Florida.” She glanced back at the bar. “I’m all talked out. I’m thirsty now.”

      King watched from the behind the bar, hairy arms crossed over his chest. His brows knotted up like thunderclouds boiling before a storm. It wouldn’t be long before he got in on the action. Once King and I locked horns, getting Hannah out of here would be near impossible.

      “Then let me buy you food. You need some food in your stomach.” I couldn’t quite make myself touch her again. Instead, I rested the tips of my fingers on my black opal for comfort.

      “Listen to me. You escaped Michael Gage relatively unscathed. I didn’t. The only time I feel safe is when I’m with that man behind the bar. The only time I can sleep is when I’m so drunk I pass out. I need this.” She stopped speaking and held onto the wall, breathing hard.

      “Sweetie? I got your next shot poured,” King yelled. Hannah lurched back toward the bar. King raised one hand and moved his fingers the same way you shoo away a stray cat. I knew the signal. It was for drunks King wanted out of the bar. I wasn’t surprised when Wade grabbed my arm and spun me around to face him.

      “Get her out of here,” King yelled at Wade.

      “Come on.” Wade stared at the wall behind me. “Don’t make me force you.”

      “I can’t let him get away with this.” I tried to brush Wade’s hand off. It stayed where it was.

      “Please,” he mumbled, still unable to look at me.

      I glanced toward the bar. Hannah leaned forward and kissed King Tolliver’s ugly lips. Something broke open in my heart and oozed bottomless gloom. I tore my arm out of Wade’s grasp and sprinted for the bar, almost forgetting that ugly, bitter cold voice.

      King saw me coming in the mirror behind the bar. The stony expression on his face never changed. He reached beneath the bar, took out the shotgun he kept there, and pointed it at me. “Stop.” He didn’t bother to shout. The gun did all the talking he needed to do. We both knew he’d use it.

      I slid to a stop and stood still, too shocked to call on the mantle and make that thing blow up in his hands.

      “Get out.” King put his finger on the trigger. “You’re banned for life.”

      “You cowardly shit. Send me a bill like I owe you something. Fuck you in the dick hole with an icepick.” My shouts rang out in the quiet bar. I glanced into the mirror to see how Hannah was taking all this, praying she’d get up and follow me out. I never even saw the expression on her face. All I saw was the thing perched on her shoulders.

      It was solid matte black with a hunched back. Wide, flappy ears stuck out from its head, and a long crooked nose dominated its face. Its eyes flicked to mine in the mirror. The thing’s lips stretched, and it bared its jagged teeth in a smile. Fear froze me an inch at a time. The black opal sent ping after ping of magic into my skin. I stood rigid, unable to process anything.

      Priscilla Herrera appeared behind me in the mirror. The thing’s eyes widened for just a second at the sight of her. The two glared at each other. The magic pinging through my black opal grew. It made sense, considering the source of my power came from Priscilla’s gift. The power swelled. The thing on Hannah’s back hissed. Behind me, Priscilla hissed back. This was about to get so bad.

      Wade gripped me around the waist and lifted me. Too shocked to fight, I let him carry me out of the bar, still slack-jawed at that awful thing riding Hannah’s back.

      King’s voice followed me out. “Come back here, and I’ll kill you.”
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      Wade dragged me to my truck. He outweighed me by over a hundred pounds and was taller than me by more than a foot. There was no way I could do anything other than go. He let go of me, dug in my bag, got out my keys, and used the remote to unlock it. “Get in.”

      “Is that monster the reason you won’t help Hannah?” I couldn’t shake the sight of it.

      Wade snorted. “King Tolliver saved my life when nobody else would lift a finger to help me. My loyalty to him goes beyond a broken woman hell-bent on destroying herself.” Wade took in the expression on my face and quit speaking.

      “I’m not talking about King.” The image of that thing appeared again. All the spit in my mouth dried up. I tried to swallow and choked. Coughs and gags wracked my body, and I bent double. Wade pounded my back.

      “What’s wrong?” His voice squeaked with fear.

      I pushed his hand away and dug in the backseat for a bottle of water. A few sips soothed my throat. I leaned on the seat and stared at Wade.

      “You’re telling me you didn’t see it?”

      He shook his head, confusion evident. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      I took the black opal necklace off and handed it to him. “Put it on.”

      “What are we talking about here?” He made no effort to take the necklace.

      “Put the necklace on, go back inside, and look at Hannah in the bar mirror. Then, come back out and tell me what you see.” I pushed the necklace at him, about ready to shove it up his big ass.

      “I don’t…” He took one look at my face, slipped the necklace over his head, and walked back to the bar, probably to keep me from chewing him up any worse.

      I lit a cigarette and watched the door. A minute passed, then two. I drank some more of my water and waited. Would Wade just leave me sitting out here? Maybe. The necklace didn’t matter. The black opal would find its way home. The idea of Wade blowing me off bothered me more than anything. If he hid in the bar until I left, would our friendship end? A stray thought came into existence. If the friendship ended, it might be a relief to us both. I shook off the thought. My desire for Wade went too deep for that.

      Caw. Caw. Caw. Orev, my raven familiar, flapped to a low hanging branch and perched there. He cocked his head at me.

      “What is it? You got something to say?”

      Orev made soft sounds.

      I couldn’t have explained how I knew what he wanted, but I did. I reached out to him. Our minds connected, and fragmented scenes flashed behind my eyes.

      A dusty white road with a stooped figure walking. Orev flies past, swooping low. The thing twists to face him. The face I saw in Long Time Gone’s mirror looms close long enough for me to recognize it. Orev flies away.

      It is dusk of the same day. A dark shadow perches on an open windowsill. Orev flies closer and perches in the trees. The dark shadow turns, silhouetting the ugly sloped head and floppy ears. The thing hisses as though it realizes Orev is up to no good.

      The thing climbs through the open window and steals along the baseboards until it reaches the crib. Little arms and legs kick and wave.

      Its intent boils over me. I try to go after it, but Orev holds me back. This is the past, and I cannot interrupt.

      The thing, now nothing more than a dark shadow, climbs up the wall and over the edge of the crib. The baby makes only one sound, a surprised squeak. Then nothing.

      Time jumps again. It’s morning. A woman wearing a nightgown and a bonnet comes into the room, smiling and cooing. She leans over the baby bed and screams, long and agonizing. A man rushes into the room and lifts a desiccated husk out of the bed.

      Rage fills me as I process what happened. The poor baby had no way to defend itself. That thieving monster fed on it until nothing was left.

      The vision ended, and I became aware of Wade’s voice.

      “Wake up. I saw it.” He shook me.

      I jerked out of the vision, dragged my eyes open, and gasped at Wade’s appearance, eyes wild, face several shades paler than when he went in. His huge hands trembled when he took off the necklace and dropped it in my lap.

      Caw. Caw. Caw. Understanding flashed over me. Orev wanted Wade to see a vision of the monster attached to Hannah. I reached for Wade’s hand. He stiffened and shook his head. Orev flew closer, flapping his wings in Wade’s face. My friend ducked away and raised his arms over his head. Caw. Caw. Caw.

      “You’ll have to,” I told Wade. Once Orev made up his mind, he didn’t quit. I reached for his hand again. This time he let me.

      A curvy woman sleeps on her stomach, moonlight streaming into her window, TV playing in the background. A dark shadow rises from the floor and streaks over the bed like moving smoke.

      It forms into the ugly hunched monster and perches on the woman’s back. It leans forward until its mouth almost touches the woman. Its sides expand as it breathes in. Then it turns to smoke again and drifts into her ear. The woman weeps in her sleep, tears soaking into the pillow.

      Time jumps. The same woman, now nothing more than skin and bones, her arms covered with the scabs of a spiker, stumbles down a trash-littered street. She passes graffiti covered buildings. A car slows next to her. The person inside says something. The woman nods and gets inside.

      Time jumps a few hours. It’s the wee hours of the night. The woman leans against a dirt-streaked wall, belt choking the veins on one arm. Green vomit trails from her mouth.

      “No!” Wade jerked his hand from mine. His chest heaved with each gasp. He raised trembling hands to his face and turned away from me.

      “Did you know her?” The force of his reaction puzzled me. The woman’s demise, just like the baby’s, made me angry and sad. This thing had stolen their normal lives away, as though it deserved their lives more than they did. But Wade was truly upset.

      He kept his hands over his face, but his voice came through. “Oh, Riley. I’m sorry I blew you off.” Sobs followed his words.

      Riley? Wade didn’t like talking about his past. The most I’d ever gotten out of him was that he had a lot of brothers and sisters and his parents were alcoholics. Riley must have been part of that silent past.

      I didn’t know the right thing to do. Some men got offended if a woman acknowledged they’d shown emotion. But wouldn’t sitting there in my truck like a prima donna be just as insensitive? My heart ached for whatever made Wade hurt like this. I slid out of the truck and put one hand on his back and stroked. He came no closer, but he didn’t shove me away either. He took a deep breath and cut off the waterworks like he’d pushed a button.

      “Was Riley one of your sisters?” Then I blurted out, “Never mind. You don’t have to talk about it.”

      “Not my sister.” He swiped a hand over his eyes and took a shaking breath. “You remember when we first met I told you my sweetie married somebody else while I was in the Marines?”

      I nodded, shamefully eager to know Wade’s secrets.

      “Riley married heroin, not another guy. I came home on leave and found her all fucked up and skinny.” He hung his head and slumped. “I just couldn’t deal with it, you know? So I blew her off. Told her not to write or call any more. She laughed in my face. Got a letter a few months later from my oldest sister, Desiree, saying she was dead.”

      After wanting to know Wade better for so long, to learn such a tragic story, and to see the ugliness of his guilt over it, shook me.

      “Hannah reminded me of the way Riley was the last time I saw her. It made me just not want to look at her. But seeing that, knowing that monster in there changed Riley from the girl I loved to a walking husk…I’m a selfish prick for not trying harder.” He squeezed his eyes shut and clenched his fists so hard the knuckles turned white.

      There was nothing I could say to make it better. He’d berate himself for his actions until the day he died. Regret hurts like hell when we stub our toes on it.

      “I was wrong to tell you to walk away from Hannah, and I am so sorry for that.” He took another long, shuddering breath and pulled his shoulders back.

      Wade could have helped me help Hannah long before now. But being angry with him wouldn’t solve anything, so I shook my head to let him know it was all right. “I don’t know what that thing’s doing to her. According to those visions, it’s going to kill her. But I don’t know what it is or how to get rid of it.”

      Wade glanced back at the bar and made a sick face. “I think it’s a hag. I remember Aunt DeeDee talking about them.” Wade’s Aunt DeeDee had been his magical mentor. “She said they come at night to ride their victims while they’re sleeping. They can steal a baby’s life force.”

      Cold worked its way through my body at the memory of the first vision.

      “But Aunt DeeDee said they can also make their victims do all sorts of self-destructive things. Poor Hannah.” Wade dragged his cigarettes out and lit one. He kicked at the ground.

      Time for him to snap out of it and get to work. “How do we help her?” I said.

      Wade’s face creased. “I never saw Aunt DeeDee get rid of one of these things. She’d just warn people against them, tell them to put screens on their windows. I’d say you’re looking at banishment. Exorcism if you know a priest.” Wade glanced at Long Time Gone. Someone turned on the outside lights. He turned his gaze back on me. “We need to get Hannah by herself to help her. That’s gonna be like a magic trick. King’s draining Hannah’s bank accounts faster than shit runs through a short pipe. He ain’t gonna let us near Hannah. Worse, she’s not in control of herself enough to help us help her.”

      I glared at the building. “Let’s drag her out. I can’t do it by myself, but you and me—”

      Wade began shaking his head, face already closed. “If I go against King, I’m a traitor to the club.”

      I wanted to kick Wade, wanted to blame someone for letting this happen to Hannah. But the real blame lay on me. None of it would have happened had she not known me. Wade’s foot-dragging was just an obstacle, an easily circumvented one if I was honest with myself.

      Wade’s phone chirped his text message alert. He checked it and rolled his eyes. “King’s says he’s about to call you.”

      My phone started ringing, and I hit the answer button but said nothing.

      “Come at me again, and there won’t even be nothing left of her to scrape off the floor.” King kept his voice at a low growl. I guessed he was still near Hannah but trying to keep her from hearing. He didn’t need to worry. She was too drunk. “Then I’ll kill Wade Hill and make you watch.”

      Panic flashed like heat lightning in my stomach. Thunderous rage followed close behind. Six months ago, I’d have lost control and screamed threats about how I’d dig out King’s eyeballs with a hot spoon, how I’d castrate him with dirty glass. Now I ended the call and put my phone back into my pocket. Because I knew I was on camera, I struggled to keep my face impassive. I wouldn’t give King the satisfaction of knowing it felt like ice had formed around my heart.

      Wade’s phone buzzed again. “King says to make you leave now. I guess there’s no use asking you to get on out of town.”

      “I’ll be at Rainey’s if she’ll have me.” I climbed in the truck and started it. I wanted to scream at Wade to get away from the Six Gun Revolutionaries and to bring Hannah with him. But I didn’t. I had a mighty fine line to walk if I wanted to end this thing without getting Wade or Hannah killed.

      Wade stomped back toward the bar and disappeared inside. I drove out of the parking lot before King sent someone meaner than Wade out to run me off. As I drove, I puzzled over what happened between King and me. He was too pissed off for this to just be over Hannah, and I couldn’t understand what had changed between us. Even his refusal of my tribute money confused me.

      It didn’t much matter. I had to get that ugly, hatchet-nosed hag off Hannah’s back without getting Wade killed. Because if the Six Gun Revolutionaries killed Wade or Hannah, I was going to kill them. Longer and harder than they dreamed possible. As it was, I might kill them anyway. Nobody fucks with my friends.

      The yellow lines on the highway led me back to Gaslight City. At a four-way-stop, I saw something that gave me an idea. The nice deputy tipped his cowboy hat at me. I waved and drove straight to the sheriff’s office. Dean and Hannah had been friends a long time. Maybe he would help.
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      I walked into the sheriff’s office and stopped in my tracks. Was this the right place? The awful seventies paneling had been replaced with sheetrock painted soothing colors, the trim painted stark white. The no-color linoleum had been updated with vinyl flooring designed to look like hardwood. Someone had paid a pretty penny to make the interior of the sheriff’s office match the historic building it was housed in.

      “May I help you?” A middle-aged woman peeked out from behind her computer monitor.

      “Sheriff Turgeau in?” I glanced at her nameplate. Cheryl Hanse. Didn’t know her.

      “What’s your business, ma’am?” Cheryl scooted back in her chair so she could rest her mud-colored eyes on me.

      “The sheriff and I are old friends. I wanted to say hi.” My cheeks heated. Dean wouldn’t be happy to see me. He hadn’t liked me when we dated, and he wasn’t going to start liking me now.

      “Miz Peri Jean.” Deputy Brittany Watson emerged from an elaborately framed doorway. Damn, the whole place looked like a tourist center or a high-end bed and breakfast.

      “Hey, girl.” I rushed to my old friend, who I used to babysit, and gave her a hug.

      “What’s up?” Her brow furrowed with concern. “You look upset.”

      “I need to talk to Dean. Think he’d see me?” I glanced toward the spot where the sheriff’s private office used to be. It was still there but had been restyled with a fancy frame around the picture window. The blinds were drawn on the window, and the antique style door was closed.

      “Sheriff Dean went home for the day.” Brittany started to say something else but bit her lip.

      “Sheriff Turgeau doesn’t like us telling people he’s at home.” Cheryl Hanse frowned at Brittany.

      I patted Brittany on the arm. “I won’t tell him you spilled it. I’ll just act like I was driving by.”

      I took a last look around the sheriff’s office. Nicer than it had been, but like the rest of Gaslight City, it didn’t feel like home anymore. I drove the few short miles to Dean’s fifties-era bungalow and parked at the curb.

      Miracles never ceased. He’d painted it a cheerful yellow with white trim. I walked up the freshly poured sidewalk and stared into the flowerbeds on either side of the front porch. Someone had cleaned them out and planted evergreen shrubs. The front door, formerly a buckled, chipped eyesore, had been replaced with a new metal door with stained glass panels. I punched the doorbell and jumped when it gonged inside the house. Damn thing used to just emit a sick little buzz like a dying water roach.

      Footsteps on a hard floor approached, and a shadow appeared behind the stained glass. I fixed my face into what I hoped was a friendly smile. The door swung open. At first, all I saw was a pregnant belly. I dropped my purse and didn’t even realize I had done it until I heard it clunk on the porch floor.

      “Uh, honey?” The woman, whose scared eyes and puffy face looked vaguely familiar, glanced behind her.

      “What?” Dean’s voice came from behind her.

      “You need to come to the door.” She tried to smile at me but couldn’t quit glancing down at my purse. I bent to pick it up.

      “What is…” Dean trailed off when he saw me. “Peri Jean. Y-y-your hair’s long now. You look…” He waved off whatever comment he’d been about to make and shook his head. “Why don’t you come inside?” He gently guided the pregnant woman out of the doorway and stepped aside. Too weirded out to protest, I did what he suggested.

      After refusing offers of everything from soft drinks to leftover barbecue, I sat on a brand-new love seat in the den. Gone was the beat-up bachelor furniture. This new stuff screamed feminine good taste. The super-sized TV still took up too much of the room, but now it sat on a tasteful table, which had been polished to a warm glow. Dean and the pregnant woman sat on the matching couch.

      He put his arm over her shoulders. “You remember Megan from my campaign, right?”

      That’s where I knew her from. I began to nod. The teacher who’d had such big eyes for Dean, the same one I’d seen him with the night I met Nash Redmond. At least one of us had found true love or some semblance of it.

      “Of course I remember you.” I tried to smile and didn’t have to see my reflection to know I missed it. Lying on a bed of poison-tipped nails would have been more comfortable than this encounter.

      “I guess I look pretty different.” She smoothed her hands over her baby bump.

      I stared and tried to figure out how far along she was. Had she been pregnant when I saw her and Dean at Bug Juice six months ago? I thought so. A more horrible thought occurred to me. Had they been seeing each other before he broke up with me?

      I glanced at Dean’s face. He squirmed and hooked his finger in the neck of his shirt. Maybe. Just maybe. Did it matter? The image of Hannah sitting at that dingy bar, nasty King Tolliver feeding her tequila and who knew what else, came back. Nope. Didn’t matter a bit. Hannah was all that mattered.

      “How’d the sale of Miss Leticia’s property go?” Dean tugged harder at the neck of his shirt.

      “How’d you know?” I dragged my gaze off Megan’s belly.

      “Rainey told me this morning on our run.” Dean’s body looked like he still ran. For every inch of fluff Megan had gained, he looked to have gained another ridge of muscle.

      I casually raked my gaze over him the same way he’d done me dozens of times. “They gave me a check. It’s over.”

      “The way you lost the place still burns my ass.” He took his arm off Megan’s shoulders and leaned forward, elbows on his legs, his usual posture when he really had something to say. “The fire inspector charged Joey Holze, his family, and his friends with arson not long after you left Gaslight City.”

      I knew this part from Rainey. No surprise. One of Joey’s helpers had squealed out the whole story as soon as law enforcement closed in on her.

      Dean, face darkening with anger, continued. “Joey ended up having to sell his house out by the lake and the one Scott and Felicia were living in to pay his legal costs. Whole family packed up and moved to some hick town south of Austin where Carly’s got family.”

      I raised my eyebrows at the news but didn’t speak. Dean was telling me this to let me know justice had been served, that I’d been avenged, but I just felt sad. So much lost—for Joey Holze, for his family, and for me.

      “How can Dean and I help you?” Megan folded her hands in her lap and smiled at me. Her eyes, fish cold and nervously darting, gave away her true feelings. Did she really think Dean would jump at the chance to be with me again? She was kidding herself.

      I wanted to speak to Dean alone. Telling Hannah’s business in front of this stranger irked me. I bit my lip.

      “Megan’s my wife now.” Dean’s light blue eyes fixed on me. In them, I saw understanding of my feelings. We might have been wrong for each other, but we’d gotten to know each other well. “She’ll keep whatever is said here to herself.” He nudged his wife with his elbow. She gave me a quick nod.

      “It’s Hannah.” I took a deep breath and spilled everything except for the hag I saw sitting on Hannah’s shoulder. Dean would consider that part hocus-pocus garbage and shut down.

      Dean began nodding well before I finished, his mouth fixed into a grim line. He let me talk myself out. “It kills me to say this, but there’s not a lot I can do. She’s a legal adult. If she wants to be there…” He shrugged.

      “But what about King?” I waved one hand in the general direction of Long Time Gone. “He threatened both Hannah and Wade if I didn’t fuck off.”

      Megan held up one hand like a crossing guard and fixed her mouth into a condescending smile. “Language.”

      We’re all adults. And you probably screwed my boyfriend while he was still with me, you twit. I locked my mouth closed and took a deep breath. Oxygen in, urge to bust Megan’s nose out.

      Dean watched me, eyes narrowed. He knew my triggers. “Okay. I believe King threatened you. But do you have any witnesses? Did anybody other than you hear King Tolliver say—”

      I cut him off. “No. It was on my phone.” I scooted forward and glared at Dean. It was just like when we were dating. Fun times. Not.

      Dean raised his eyebrows and shrugged, meaning his hands were tied.

      “Hannah was lit up like a Christmas tree. Can’t you arrest her for public intoxication?” Even the couple of hours it would take her to sober up and get out of jail might be enough to get that thing off her. A few hours of cold sobriety would remind her that King Tolliver was the bottom of the lake and Hannah Kessler was no catfish.

      “I’m in a precarious situation.” Dean held his hands a few inches apart. “The Six Gun Revolutionaries cooperate with me on a limited basis. If I start busting them—or their girlfriends—on piddly charges, they’re going to make my job harder than it already is.”

      “So you’re just going to let them have Hannah?” I glared into Dean’s face and felt my power rising. If I got worked up enough, I could probably short out his big-assed TV. “She was your friend before you ever moved to Gaslight City. She helped you get a job as deputy here.” My voice was rising. I forced myself to stop and take a deep breath.

      “Miss Mace?” Megan spoke loudly and clearly, probably the way she did in her classroom. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave our home.”

      I stared at Dean. He put one hand to his forehead.

      “Sweetie, how about some iced tea?” He tried to smile.

      Megan narrowed her eyes and scooted several inches away from him. The tips of his ears turned red. I chuckled, and both of them scowled at me.

      “I apologize for getting excited.” It hurt to say the words because, really, I wanted kick Dean in the shin and fart in his wife’s face. “Is there no way you can help me, Sheriff?”

      Dean frowned and rubbed his mouth while he thought. “If you get her away from that sociopath, there won’t be any charges filed, no matter how it goes down.” We stared at each other a long second.

      I stood. “I’ll be in touch.” I turned to Megan and held out my hand. “Keep him in line and good luck on motherhood.” She gave my hand an unenthusiastic shake and mumbled a relieved-sounding goodbye.

      I got in my truck and drove past Rainey’s law office. Her Mercedes was gone. What was it with people in this town going home early today? I made a U-turn and headed toward her house.
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      I sped down the two-lane highway to Rainey’s subdivision, worry eating up most of my brain power. The motorcycle started out as a blip on the horizon. My body tightened at the sight of it. Had King sent someone after me? I had nothing for protection other than brass knuckles and a cigarette lighter.

      The driver waved as he came closer. Then I saw his size. Wade. I relaxed. Wade passed me, turned around in the middle of the road, roared up behind me, swung around, and pulled off in front of a closed down convenience store. He motioned for me to join him.

      What now? Fresh anxiety prickled the ends of my nerves, and every bad thing that could possibly have happened sped behind my eyes. Heart pounding and body burning from the inside out, I parked the truck next to his road hog and sat with him on the sidewalk running in front of the store’s boarded-up plate glass windows.

      “How’d you know where to find me?” I knew Wade’s mojo bag probably led him here but thought he only used it when I was in distress. Though the afternoon had overqualified as truly shitty, nothing horrible or unexpected had happened.

      “Figured you’d ask Sheriff Dean for help. Drove by. Sure enough, there’s your behemoth truck.” He gave me the kind of grin that made me want to kick him. “I knew he wouldn’t do shit and guessed you’d hit up Rainey next. Came out here to wait.” He winked at me.

      “And King let you go running off after me?” I didn’t believe it for a second.

      Wade shook his head. “King sent me out on a tequila run. That bottle you watched him open? Gone.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Across the two-lane road, an orange-burnished sun hung over an overgrown pasture, painting the grass with shadows and golden-hued promise. Sunsets usually put the day in soft focus, hinted that tomorrow might be better. But I’d learned too much on this horrible day to fall for that kind of bullshit. I stared into spreading shadows and saw nothing but darkness coming to swallow me up.

      I zipped my jacket up to my neck and lit a cigarette, too aware of my leg pressing against Wade’s and the heat of him. A silly fantasy, maybe brought on by the sunset, played in my head. In it, Hannah didn’t need my help. Instead, Wade declared his undying love and begged me to ride off into the sunset with him. I snorted at how stupid it was. Things never worked out like that in real life.

      In real life, I needed to figure out a way to tell Wade that King was willing to kill him. I needed to find a way to save Hannah. And I didn’t have a solid plan for doing either one.

      “You upset?” Wade’s deep voice vibrated against me.

      “Huh?” Of course I was upset. Two of my dearest friends were in mortal danger.

      “Yeah, you are. I should have told you Dean got married to a pregnant woman. You want to tell me off, I’ll take it.” Ah, Wade was talking about Dean and his stupid wife. I hadn’t even thought about how his marriage and impending fatherhood made me feel.

      My visit to Dean and his new wife’s nice little home had been weird and embarrassing, sure. But everything that happened with Dean was weird and embarrassing. It was what I got for blindly latching on to him just because he was stable, honest, and wore a pretty wrapper. And because the sex was good. Can’t forget that last one. It kept me in the relationship long after I should have left.

      I remembered Wade had asked if I was upset. “Why would I be upset? Dean and I have been done for months.”

      Wade shrugged, the momentum of it moving my shoulder too. “Don’t give me that shit. It’s one thing to break up with somebody. It’s another to know they’re having a kid with somebody else.”

      He was right. This new chapter of Dean’s life didn’t just shut the door on the relationship he had with me. It burned down the house. I let out a sigh I hadn’t realized I was holding in. “Dean and I were wrong for each other in about six thousand ways. I never thought we’d get back together, but going in that house, seeing them there…”

      Wade said, “You feel left behind.”

      I couldn’t tell Wade what really bothered me. It had too much to do with him. Seeing Dean married and expecting his first child contrasted sharply, painfully, with my own nonexistent love life. If stubborn, neurotic Dean could find lasting love, and I couldn’t, how much worse did that make me? Answers, none of them good, flooded my mind.

      I stopped the analysis of my shortcomings midway through. There was more to life than fiascos with men. And there were worse things than being alone. Dean was a great example. “Maybe I do feel left behind. But I don’t want to be where Megan is right now, on a steady diet of Dean. Can you imagine raising a child with him?”

      Wade chuckled. “Peri Jean, you’re teaching this baby bad habits. It’s lazy parenting. Let me show you what you’re doing wrong.”

      A loud cackle escaped me. I clapped my cigarette-free hand over my mouth, but Wade threw back his head and bellowed at the sky. We laughed until I was out of breath and holding my sides, and Wade gasped for air.

      I caught my breath. “Peri Jean, you’re engaging in self-destructive behavior again. I thought we’d covered this. You’re not a loser. Stop treating yourself like one.”

      When I’d started talking, I’d meant to inspire another gale of laughter. But Wade’s giggles dried up as I talked. He sat staring at the dying sunset, which had gone a deep orange red with banks of charcoal-colored clouds spreading out from it. His eyes narrowed, and his lips thinned.

      He spoke softly. “You’re not a loser. You’re just unformed. You’re still figuring out where you’re going.”

      I stared at his profile, marveling at the way the shadows played over his face like a mask, darkening some parts, highlighting others. “What about you? Have you figured out where you’re going?”

      Wade twisted to look at me. Our faces were so close together, his beard tickled me. My heart picked up speed. He slipped one arm around me. My pulse thundered in my throat, almost taking my breath away. This was it. He was going to kiss me. I parted my lips. He leaned closer until our lips brushed. I put one hand behind his neck and tried to deepen the kiss. He pulled away but left his arm around me.

      “I’m already where I’m supposed to be. End of the line.” His dark eyes locked on mine, and he ran one rough thumb over my jawline. I shuddered from his touch, considered begging, and clamped my lips shut. He turned away. “I need to get back to Long Time Gone.”

      “How long did you wait to see how I fared with Dean?” I forced a smile onto my face, even though I wanted to scream at him to run far away from King Tolliver. All they’d do was lead him down a long and winding road to a dead end. But in Wade’s own words, that awful man and the Six Gun Revolutionaries were his life. Anything I said to the contrary would spark an argument. Not worth it until it had to happen.

      “Doesn’t matter. It was worth it to sit with you, to tell you I’m glad we’re friends.” Wade crushed his cigarette under one giant, black engineer boot. He pulled me to him again, dodged my lips, and gave me a firm kiss on my forehead. Then he stood and held out his hand. I took it and let him pull me to my feet. He went to my truck and held open the door. I climbed inside because I knew he’d put his hands on my waist when I did. He stood in the open door, and I really thought he’d kiss me again. Okay, it was just hoping.

      Instead, he said, “We need to do something about Hannah fast. Call me mid-morning tomorrow. I’ll cook you breakfast.”

      I nodded and started my truck. He slammed the door and ambled to his motorcycle. I watched him go through the ritual of starting it, planning to watch him until he drove away. But he looked up and motioned me to leave first. I did, but watched him in my rearview mirror until he got so small I couldn’t see him anymore.

      A painful dart stabbed into my heart as he disappeared. Doesn’t matter. Wade’s sister had read his cards and told him a relationship with me would spell disaster. What kind, he’d never said. But he made sure we both kept all our clothes on.

      It smarted because I knew in my heart of hearts we could make things work. Wade’s brokenness canceled out my brokenness. He knew the supernatural world, the world I’d finally, grudgingly, accepted. Most of all, I loved him in a way I’d have never been able to love Dean or any other man. I wanted to see where that took me, took both of us.

      “Not gonna happen.” My voice sounded weepy in the empty truck. I turned on the radio and found Bob Dylan singing “Tangled Up In Blue” behind a snow of static. I swallowed hard and drove the last few miles to Rainey’s.
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      Rainey’s subdivision, Pecan Orchard Estates, had a brick drive which ended at two tall stucco archways with pitched Spanish tile roofs. A tiny, matching guard shack sat between the arches, and a metal arm blocked the entry lane. I eased up next to the guard shack.

      A uniformed guard sat inside, thumb typing on his phone. He gave me a sharp glance to let me know he saw me but kept tapping away. About the time I was ready to honk the truck’s horn, he swaggered out of the tiny brick building, hitching his pants up around his gut.

      “Party you’re here to see?” The guard, whose name tag read Reichert, scanned the inside of my truck like he was looking for contraband.

      “Rainey Bruce.” I considered asking what he was looking for but decided it wasn’t worth the trouble.

      “Need to see your driver’s license.” He held one hand, palm up, right next to my face as I dug in my bag for my ID. I got it out and handed it to him. He glanced at my name and grunted. “She expecting you?”

      I made a disgusted noise and shook my head. “I should have called her.”

      He turned and strolled back into the guard shack, sat down, and typed something on the computer. He squinted at the screen. What was the problem? Rainey had my name on her permanent visitor list. Seven long minutes ticked by.

      Reichert picked up the guard shack’s phone and made a call. He hung up the phone and typed some more on his computer. Finally, he came back out of the guard shack and held out my license. “You and Miss Bruce have a nice visit.” He went back inside the guard shack.

      The arm barring my way rose with maddening slowness. Before I put the truck in drive, I checked the dashboard clock. Ten whole minutes. By the time I drove through her subdivision, darkness had overlaid the last shadows, and a waxing moon peeped over the treetops. A chill, probably the last until next fall, crept through the truck.

      Rainey met me in her driveway, arms crossed over her chest and her features sharp with tension. “Who told you where to find her?”

      I leaned out the window of my truck, almost afraid to get out. Rainey’s abandoning Hannah to her fate at the hands of King Tolliver made almost as much sense to me as a pig wearing a diamond studded dildo. “You knew about Hannah?”

      Rainey rolled her eyes in response to my question. “Of course I know, you half-wit. I was doing everything I could to get you out of town without finding out. Wade Hill damn sure didn’t tell you. Who did?”

      I slid out of the truck. “Tubby Tubman.”

      Rainey snorted. “I told Wade you’d find out whether or not I said anything.”

      My mouth dropped open. Rainey and Wade had conspired not to tell me about Hannah? The ache of betrayal I’d been nursing ever since seeing Hannah flared high. “How could you keep Hannah’s problems a secret? I thought you, Hannah, and me were sort of friends. I thought friends are supposed to help each other.”

      Rainey turned and walked to her front door. When I didn’t follow, she twisted around and gave me one of her nasty glares. I huffed after her. She held the door open. “My dog’s supper is about to burn. Let me finish that, and we’ll talk.”

      I sat at Rainey’s monstrosity of a breakfast table while she cooked for Ugly. The formerly abused dog stood next to his mistress, stump of a tail quivering with anticipation. He barely acknowledged my greeting rub. Too focused on the damn food.

      Rainey took her time puttering around the state-of-the-art kitchen and cooing to the dog. The sight would have amused me under other circumstances. But I kept coming back to my fury at King Tolliver, my hurt over the way everybody but me seemed to have abandoned Hannah. Each passing second dragged on like a bad night with a homely man. By the time Rainey sat in front of me, I was ready to chew a hole through the ceiling. The sounds of Ugly slurping down his supper came from the kitchen.

      She set her mouth in a grim line. “Let’s talk about Hannah.”

      “Sure. I saw…” I opened my mouth to tell Rainey about the jumbo-eared monster riding Hannah’s back, about King’s threats if I didn’t stay away, and how my fingers itched to dig his skin off his face. She held up one hand to stop me.

      “Let me talk first. Please?” Rainey didn’t say please often. Or thank you, for that matter. Her bothering to do so meant she felt less than one hundred percent confident she’d prevail over this situation. That scared me silent. I nodded and pretended to zip my lips shut.

      Rainey cleared her throat as though she was about to address a jury and started to speak. “After the incident with your mother, you and Wade cleaned her things out of the Sugar Shack to make it look like she just left town. Remember what happened afterward?”

      I nodded. Wade and I had met Rainey across the county line and loaded the luggage into an old four-door beater she kept locked in her garage. She refused to say what she planned to do with Barbie’s luggage and drove off into the night, her elbow cocked out the car’s window.

      Rainey’s voice cut off the memory. “Once I knew what really happened the day your father died, I wondered how Barbie kept everyone quiet all these years. Amanda knew. And, if Barbie was telling the truth, Joey Holze knew. I had Barbie’s luggage, so I…” She stopped speaking, and her cheeks darkened.

      “You went through my dead mother’s luggage.” I spoke with mock outrage. Rainey had nothing to blush over. Not in front of me anyway. I’d have done the same.

      “I found nothing useful, not even on her laptop,” she said with a sour twist of her lips. “I had my PI set up forwarding on the email accounts he was able to find and wrote it off as a lost cause.” She leaned forward. “But then one day about a month ago, I got an email.” She drew a printed page out of her briefcase and wordlessly handed it to me.

      It read, “You pulling a disappearing act doesn’t get you out of giving me that tape. You will give it up or lose everything. Meet me at Bobcats, 1 p.m., Thursday.” Bobcats was a liquor store right outside Gaslight City. They did a brisk business, and I’d been told they sold more than just booze. The email wasn’t signed, not even an initial. I handed it back to Rainey.

      She glanced over it and then placed it back in her briefcase. “Before you ask, there was no tape in Barbie’s luggage. My PI and I even took the lining out of the suitcase.”

      “But you went to the meeting anyway, right?” I would have just to see who showed.

      She nodded. “My PI and I sat there for an hour, never saw anybody hanging around.”

      “They were probably watching from somewhere else. You have to hide and hope you see someone you know.” I knew because this was the kind of stuff my new family did.

      “Gee, you think?” She waved one elegant hand at me. She bowed her head. “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re apologizing?” This whole thing was getting worse and worse. First Rainey said please. Then she apologized. I had a bad feeling the world, as I knew it, was about to end.

      “Yes, I am apologizing. I’m just mad at myself because I was stupid. My PI drove me back to my office, where I’d parked my car, and I went—alone—to the place where I’d stored the luggage. I went through it right there looking for the tape mentioned in the email. A few hours later, a neighbor called to say I’d left the door open. I knew I hadn’t, so I had my PI go back with me.” She waved one hand, face set in disgust.

      I knew how this story ended. Someone had ransacked Rainey’s hiding place after she left. Sympathy would piss her off, so I got right down to business. “They get everything?”

      “That’s the only silver lining. They didn’t get the laptop, which I had in my office safe, or the overnight case. It was an outdated little thing, didn’t match the other piece of luggage. I guess the thieves didn’t realize it was Barbie’s.”

      Ugly, having finished his meal, came into the breakfast area wagging his stump of a tail. Rainey smiled at him and patted her leg. He gave his bowl a pointed glance. Rainey shook her head. He lay down between her and the bowl and stared at her with sad eyes.

      “We’ve danced around this long enough.” I tapped Rainey to get her attention off the dog. “You said we were going to talk about Hannah. This is just a story about how somebody outsmarted you.”

      Rainey watched me through hooded eyes. “You’ve changed. You know that?”

      I shrugged. Maybe so. It hadn’t made me a nicer or more patient person. “Tell me about Hannah.”

      “Same time all this happened, Hannah had just gotten home from the trauma survivor’s hospital in Florida. I went by to see her, all shook up Barbie’s stuff got stolen, and—”

      I cut her off. “She wanted to help.” Hannah always wanted some excitement. Had it bitten her in the ass this time? I thought so.

      “I gave her the computer and the overnight bag. That was one of my weekends to visit Jesse at the prison, and it was Friday.” Rainey’s dark eyes softened and got that faraway look they always did when she talked about my uncle.

      Jesse was serving life without the possibility of parole, the result of a plea deal to avoid the death penalty, for killing my father twenty-some-odd years ago. Jesse didn’t kill my daddy, but Rainey and I had found no way to prove it and free him. The real murderer was buried in an unmarked grave after trying to take my life. The case file documenting the crime was missing, which made me think it held a clue. I suspected the former sheriff of Burns County of taking it. If he had, it was long gone. He’d probably turned the file, and whatever clue it held, into ashes.

      The situation with Uncle Jesse frustrated me. He was my closest living relative now that Memaw was dead. I loved my uncle. He met me with a smile every visit and acted more concerned over my welfare than his own. His insight on life, love, and spirituality inspired me.

      But Jesse was wrong for Rainey in about six million ways. For one, he was the same age as her father. For two, he was serving a life sentence in prison. Those two cancelled out the need for a third reason. Especially for a smart woman like Rainey.

      She slitted her eyes at me, as though she knew exactly what was on my mind. “I left town from Hannah’s. Most of the drive has spotty cell service. When I got to the motel that evening, I had a message from her saying she may have found something in Barbie’s overnight bag. The message was already several hours old, and I was exhausted. I fell asleep without answering her.” Her brows crinkled, and her mouth turned down at the same time. We’d known each other since the first day of Head Start. This was what her face did when she felt guilty. “The next morning I went to visitation. I was with Jesse, and I honestly forgot about Hannah.”

      I couldn’t help raising my eyebrows. Rainey had always treated men like living condiments. Nice, possibly tasty. But completely unnecessary. Evidently this thing with Jesse had changed the landscape of her life.

      She doubled up one fist, something I’d rarely seen her do. “Wipe that look off your face, girl, or I’ll do it for you.” I made an effort to keep from laughing. She gave me another warning scowl before continuing. “So it was the evening of the next day before I called Hannah. She answered, and two things were obvious. One: she was at a bar. Loud talking, loud music. Two: she’d been drinking.” Rainey gave me a meaningful look. I nodded. We never discussed it out loud, but even before this drunken spree, Hannah had teetered on the edge of drinking too much. “She managed to slur that she was at Long Time Gone for an open mic night to play her guitar and sing. She pretty much hung up on me.” Rainey sat back in her chair and stared at the wall.

      Ugly stood from his post and came and laid his head in his mistress’s lap. She absently stroked it. The dog closed the one eye his abusers had left him.

      “What then?” It had become clear Rainey wasn’t going to say more without prompting.

      She blew out a sigh. “The week after I visit Jesse is always hectic. Once I caught up, I tried to call Hannah a few times. No response. By the time I tracked her to her permanent barstool in Long Time Gone, she was so drunk she could barely speak. She didn’t even know what I was talking about.” Rainey clung to her dog as though it somehow made the memory less sharp. I knew how she felt because I had failed Hannah too.

      “You never had any idea what she found in Barbie’s things?”

      Rainey shook her head at my question.

      “I might not know what she found, but I think I know where it led her.” I told Rainey about seeing the jumbo-eared monster riding Hannah’s back.

      Rainey flinched. “W-wh-what is it?”

      I shook my head. “Wade called it a hag and said it would eventually kill Hannah. But that’s not all.” I told Rainey what King said would happen to Hannah if I didn’t stay away.

      She moaned and put her hand over her face. “And Wade just stood there.” She rolled her eyes.

      I sprung to Wade’s defense, even though his behavior confused and irritated me. “King’s somehow exerting control over him.” Picturing Wade’s black eye, I told her what King threatened as I stood in the parking lot of Long Time Gone. The idea of King making me watch while he killed Wade sparked a mixture of horror and fury strong enough to create a breeze in Rainey’s house. I fought for control.

      Rainey rubbed a shaking hand over her mouth and muttered, “But wait a minute. That fits because Wade…” Her lips moved but no sound came out.

      “Fits what? What did Wade do?” I tapped the table to get her attention.

      Rainey broke out of her reverie. “Wade signed his cut of the Mace Treasure over to King.”

      “What?” My voice rose.

      “Hannah did too.” Rainey and I stared at each other in pissed off silence.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I whispered. King had never hidden his inner asshole, but this went above and beyond. And it seemed directed at hurting people I loved and bullying me out of doing anything to help them. Something had changed between King and me, and I had missed it.

      Rainey sat with her shoulders bent inward. “I don’t know. I can’t put it together. See, there’s one last thing I haven’t told you.” She sat very still, her eyes wide and scared.

      I began straightening the piles of paper on her table to keep my nerves from going cannibal. “What haven’t you told me?”

      Rainey watched me, eyes flicking nervously to the door every once in a while. Finally she got up to check and make sure it was locked. She spoke with her back still to me. “King Tolliver has threatened to kill your Uncle Jesse.”

      My body heated, and sweat broke out all over me. It took me several seconds to make my mouth work. Even then, all I could do was say, “Wha…wha…wha?”

      Rainey didn't seem to hear me. She sat back down at the table and folded her hands in front of her. She raised one shaking hand to smooth down her perfect hair. “I told you I went out to Long Time Gone to try get Hannah to tell me what she was investigating that weekend I was gone.” She raised her eyebrows, silently asking if I remembered. I nodded. She said, “That day, King Tolliver told me that if he heard another word of me investigating your father’s murder, he’d make sure Jesse didn’t survive another day in prison. And I’d be sorry I was ever born.” She sat back in her chair.

      I did a slow burn. King had now threatened four people I loved. My heart kicked a few times, and heat flooded my face. King and I had business. By the end of it, he’d never threaten anybody I loved again, or I’d be dead.

      “It gets better.” She snapped her fingers to get me out of my head. “You remember me mentioning that Wade didn’t want you to know about Hannah. I need to tell you why.”

      Heart thundering in my chest, I waited for the next bit of awful news.

      “Wade came to see me at my office right after King threatened Jesse and me.” She watched my face, anger and fear flickering in the depths of her eyes. “He’s an intimidating son of a bitch when you get the business end of him.”

      Cold sweat popped out on my scalp. “He didn’t threaten you, did he?”

      She made a face. “Not at all. He asked—no, begged—me not to involve you in Hannah’s situation. He said King is just looking for a reason to put a hit on you. And now you know why I kept my mouth shut.”

      Sharp knives stabbed at my nervous system. My mind went into overdrive. King now hated me for some reason I couldn’t fathom. He was taking this into death-match level, and I couldn’t see why.

      Rainey yawned, turning her face away from me. “I’m sorry. I can’t believe I’m this tired. I’m going to have to go bed, or I’ll fall asleep right here.” She stood from the table.

      Once she’d left the room, and I heard her bedroom door shut, I hurried for the French doors to the backyard, nicotine demons screeching in my head. Cigarettes. The answer to every stressor in my life.
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        * * *

      

      The wind, which had been bearable with the hot sun to combat its chill, infiltrated my clothes and made my worn-out bones ache. I sat at a concrete table, the coldness seeping through my jeans and freezing my butt. I tried to ignore it and lit the first cigarette. The poisonous smoke burned my lungs. I tried to convince myself it made me warmer and went back over Rainey’s story.

      Hannah’s voicemail said she’d found something of note in Barbie’s luggage. A clue. Hannah, who couldn’t resist a mystery, followed it. Somewhere along the way, she’d gotten mixed up with the hag. Where?

      The clue could have taken Hannah to Long Time Gone, but I didn’t see it. Hannah’s ordeal with Michael Gage and Nash Redmond probably made her cautious, and rightfully so, about walking into a backwoods honkytonk all by her lonesome. She’d have waited and asked Rainey to go in with her. Which meant Hannah picked up the hag when she found whatever my mother had hidden.

      That hypocritical bitch. Though my mother had pretended to hate anything paranormal, she’d worked with a witch to hide her atrocities. Barbie’s pet witch could have easily used the hag to booby trap the clue Hannah chased down. It made a sick kind of sense.

      Then how did Hannah end up at Long Time Gone? King didn’t fit anywhere in the equation. Or did he? The email about the tape could have been from King. That whole setup fit his style. But it still didn’t make sense. I drew hard on my cigarette as though that would break loose the answers I wanted.

      A stray memory popped into my head. It had been the last week I worked at Long Time Gone before I went to live with Griff and Mysti. Wade and I had been talking about my father’s murder and how to prove Uncle Jesse didn’t do it. King overheard and screamed at both of us to get back to work or go home.

      I’d thought he was just being his usual asshole self. But now I wondered if that’s where it all started between King and me. That still didn’t tell me why he even gave a shit about my father’s murder.

      I remembered the day of my father’s murder in vivid detail. Full color with surround sound. King wasn’t there, had nothing to do with any of it. The real killers were dead. The man who helped them cover it up was no longer sheriff of Burns County and now lived several hours away. No matter how I tried, I couldn’t figure out King’s place in it all.

      Another gust of wind whipped through Rainey’s backyard. My teeth rattled together, and a shiver ripped through my body. The answers weren’t out here in the cold. I got up and went back inside.

      Rainey had left a few lamps burning to guide me to the guest room. A pair of silky soft pajamas with the tags still on them lay on the bed. Bright red with maroon piping. Good grief. Did Rainey sit around this big house dressed up and all alone like the ghost of some out-of-date movie star? No wonder she’d fallen in love with my poor uncle.

      I picked up the pajamas and rubbed the smooth material over my cheek. Oh well. Beggars couldn’t be choosers. At least Rainey paid for luxury. I cut off the tags and dressed in the ridiculous getup, rolling up the too-long sleeves and legs.

      I slid between the high-end sheets with an appreciative groan. Rainey spared no expense, not even in her guest room. The exhaustion from the day settled into my bones. My eyelids drooped, but my mind kept racing.

      I came to the conclusion I might never know how or why King decided to turn on me, or what he had to do with the day my father was murdered. The focus needed to be on his threats against my friends and family.

      King’s violent threats scared me just as much as they made me see red. He’d carry them out in a second. No question there. The obvious solution was to put King down, but I had to get Hannah and Wade to safety first. I imagined and rejected plan after plan. Sleep came without me knowing it.

      The creak of the bedroom door jerked me into awareness. I stared into the darkness, heart picking up speed. The bedside lamp was off. Had I turned off the light? I couldn’t remember. Moonlight beamed into the window and lent the room a silver glow. The sound of footsteps whispered over the carpet. The black opal heated. I tried to sit up and found I couldn’t move. My mouth went dry. Panic fluttered in my chest.

      A voice said, "There you are.” Fingers tipped with sharp, black nails appeared over the edge of the bed, and a sloped head with big, ugly ears came into view. The hag from Long Time Gone. The one I last saw riding Hannah’s shoulders.

      I strained to lift an arm, but I was unable to do more than moan in fear. Childish thoughts raced through my head. If I could turn on the bedside lamp, everything would be okay. The room would be empty. My body shook with effort, sweat trickling from my hairline and racing down my scalp.

      I couldn’t move a muscle. Fear swelled in my heart, stacking higher with each beat. My black opal still burned my chest, responding to the magic of Hannah’s malevolent passenger. The power of the mantle, crippled by an old spell but still strong enough to steam milk, bounced around inside me. It, too, was trapped.

      Cold eyes rose over the edge of the bed followed by a long nose and a sinister grin. The thing climbed onto the bed and straddled me, our noses nearly touching. Its fetid breath found my nose. “Barbara Mace left specific instructions if I ever encountered you.”

      Blood roared in my head. My mother left this thing waiting for me, knowing I’d eventually stumble on whatever evidence of her part in my father’s murder she had squirreled away. That hypocrite. That bitch. I doubled my efforts to get away but nothing happened.

      The hag’s cold fingers closed around my neck. It choked off my air supply, and I tried to cough. I couldn’t even do that.

      “Oh, how I wish I could have ridden one so full of power as yourself.” Its humid breath puffed against my skin.

      My lungs screamed for oxygen. So this was how it ended, with neither a whimper nor a bang. Nothing more than a hoarse hiss from me.

      The thing chuckled and leaned forward. “Oh, the atrocities I could have made you commit. How rich your sorrow would have tasted. Mmmm-mmmm.”

      The thing sounded like it was about to slurp its fingers. Disgust and fear churned in my guts. My thoughts slowed, and my vision darkened. I hadn’t thought it would end like this—me in fancy pajamas lying on nice sheets. I’d always imagined myself dying in battle. The darkness spread over my vision.

      Light flooded the room. Rainey rushed in brandishing a crucifix.

      “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, I command you to leave my home.” Her courtroom voice woke me from oblivion.

      The thing let go of my neck. I sucked in a lungful of sweet oxygen. Rainey rushed forward and slapped the crucifix against my would-be murderer. It hissed and swiped a handful of claws at her.

      “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, get out,” Rainey screamed.

      Once the thing took its focus off me, my ability to move came back. I shoved the monster away and scrambled out of the bed. I clamped onto a current of magic inside me and channeled it. The black opal burned on my chest. Power pulsed through it.

      My voice came out of my tortured throat even scratchier than usual. I sounded like an alley cat coming off a bender. “Evil spirit, I repel you from this house.” My fingertips tingled with the magic gathering there. I threw some of it at the hideous little creature.

      It turned to me, teeth bared. “You can’t send me away like one your ghosts, little witch. I am a higher being. And I have orders. You must die.”

      I gathered the power again. “No. You’ll die.” I sounded more confident than I felt. If this thing wasn’t a ghost, what was it? Wade had called it a hag. I had assumed that meant it was the ghost of an evil witch. Maybe not.

      Rainey rushed forward. She stabbed the thing with her crucifix. The metal bounced off the hag’s skin and clunked on the floor. A livid burn mark where it had hit formed and began to smoke. The thing screamed and ran for the window. A foot or so before it hit the wall, it leapt up and passed through the glass as though it wasn’t even there.

      My knees went rubbery, and I sank down on my ass and rubbed at my sore throat. “How’d you know what was going on?”

      Rainey knelt beside me, breathing hard, and smoothed my hair off my face. “I didn’t. Not at first. I came to apologize.” She snorted. “Why am I bothering to lie? I came to talk about Jesse, how much I love him, and how scared I am for him. But I got here just in time to hear that thing say your mother sent him.”

      The rest fell into place for me. She’d gone to get her crucifix and came back to help. “You’re in love with my uncle?”

      “Oh, shut the hell up. I’m going to have nightmares about that thing. I can’t even believe it was real.” She clasped her arms over her chest and rocked.

      My phone dinged with a text message. I crawled to the nightstand and picked it up, ignoring Rainey’s disgusted groan. “It’s a text message from Hannah.”

      “What?” Rainey crowded near.

      I read it aloud. “‘Sorry for today. Please come get me in the morning. King’s house in the Six Gun Compound.’”

      Hannah must have had a moment of clarity while the hag was visiting me. My voice of reason spoke. No, no, no. It’s a trap. King sent that message. The Six Gun Compound was at the ass-end of nowhere. If I ran into an ambush, there’d be nobody to hear me scream. But what if Hannah’s distress cry was real? My gut twisted painfully. I couldn’t just leave her there. This was a risk I had to take. Minutes later, I was dressed again, the ridiculous pajamas folded and the bed made.

      “You’re not going to the Six Gun Revolutionaries’ compound.” Rainey held my keys in one fist just out of my reach.

      I held out my hand for the keys. She shook her head. I spoke in what I hoped was a reasonable voice. “Even if you’re willing to leave Hannah to die, aren’t you curious about that tape? It might get Jesse out of prison. Don’t you want to be with him?”

      Rainey flinched as though I’d slapped her. She put the hand holding my keys behind her back. “You’re acting without thinking or planning. If this is a setup, they’ll kill you.”

      Fury at the thought of King trying to kill me licked at the walls of my sanity like flames climbing over a burning house. “I’m not going to live my life under the threat of King Tolliver’s wrath. Hear me?” The black opal came to life on my chest. A breeze fluttered through my hair. The nightstand light began to flicker. “And he’s not going to threaten my friends and live to laugh about it.”

      “You’re going to get yourself and everybody you know killed if you don’t slow down and—” My phone’s buzz cut off Rainey’s words. She closed her mouth so hard her teeth clicked together.

      “It’s Wade,” she hissed. “He always knows when you need him. Don’t you dare talk to me about unrequited love and leaving Jesse to rot in prison. You’re no better with Wade.”

      The anger worked its way up to my face and burned my cheeks. My phone buzzed again. I ignored it and stared into Rainey’s face. Friendships were difficult for her. She didn’t really like people, including me. But she made an effort. I needed to do that too. “What are you suggesting I do? Nothing, like you?” It was the wrong thing to say. I realized it as soon as I’d said it. But there’s no delete key on spoken words. They’re out there for good.

      Rainey threw my keys. Hard. They struck my breastbone and fell to the floor. I rubbed at the sore spot, imagining the bruise I’d have in a few hours. Rainey stalked back through her house. Her bedroom door slammed. I wanted to go after her, but she scared me too bad. She could tear me apart without raising a finger. I snatched the keys off the floor and checked my phone.

      Wade’s first text message said, “What just happened to you?” The second one was more urgent. “Please answer. I can’t come looking for you right now.”

      I tapped out a message to him. “Hannah’s parasite came to visit. Threatened me.”

      His message came back a few seconds later. “It’s gone now? I’ll come if you need me.”

      King would be mad as an old lady with a pile of expired coupons if Wade came right now. I sucked in a harsh breath and tapped out an answer as quickly as I could. “No. It’s okay. Rainey used a crucifix on it.” The message sent, and I leaned against the wall, breathing hard.

      I had made a mistake when Wade and I talked earlier, and now it was eating me alive. Wade needed to know where he stood with King. He was in danger every second I withheld King’s threat on his life. Please don’t let it be too late. I tapped out another message. “We need to talk as soon as possible. But what I tell you needs to be the biggest secret you ever kept in your life.”

      The pause lasted so long my mind started making up scenarios where King had snuck up behind Wade and put a gun to the back of his head. Pretty soon my phone would buzz with a picture of Wade’s lifeless body, chunks of brain and bone sprayed out. King’s message would say, “Still think I’m kidding, bitch?” The horrific movie reel ran a nonstop loop, faster and faster, until fear and fury beat like wings inside me.

      A text message popped up. “I won’t be home until three in the morning. Check your email for directions. Pull your truck into the shed and put a tarp over it. Go in the house. Leave the lights off.”

      I tapped out an okay and checked the time. Three hours to kill. I left Rainey’s house, locked it, drove back to downtown Gaslight City, and circled the block around Bullfrog’s Billiards. Lights blazed from the upstairs loft. Either Tubby Tubman was up there, or someone else was using it. I hoped it was the former because I needed Tubby’s expertise.
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      Bullfrog’s stank like stale urine and was so dim I had to stand in the doorway for several seconds to get my bearings. The main room held ten pool tables, each with a separate light fixture hanging over it. Dirt gritted between my feet and the hundred-year-old floorboards. I wove my way through the pool tables, nodding to the people I recognized, and stopped at the bar.

      Bullfrog, pock-faced and potbellied, narrowed his piggy eyes. “Tub ain’t expecting you.”

      “I need him.” I slid onto a barstool and rested my elbows on the bar. “Call him. Now.”

      “You don’t tell me what to do, lil’ bit. I’ll drag you in that back room, find ways to make you scream.” He spread his thin lips in a sick grin.

      I recoiled. Bullfrog was Tubby’s second cousin. He did things Tubby himself didn’t want to do. Nasty things. Tubby once told me Bullfrog enjoyed those things. The phone behind the bar, an old-fashioned red one with push buttons, began to ring. Bullfrog made no move to answer. He stood still, glacial eyes boring into mine. The phone stopped ringing and started again.

      Slowly, as though he had all the time in the world, Bullfrog picked up the phone and held it to his ear without speaking. “Yep. It’s her.” He listened again. “Nope. She’s alone.” Bullfrog listened for a few seconds, slammed the phone back in its cradle, and turned his cold stare back on me. “Tub’ll be down shortly.” He stalked off.

      I hunched on my barstool. The back of my neck throbbed with a stress-ache. Tubby might or might not help me. It depended on what he thought was in it for him. But I knew nobody else who could figure out a way to get out of this mess. I massaged the back of my neck and thought about ordering a shot of tequila, but I didn’t drink and was afraid it might make me drunk. Peri Jean Mace. The last of the hard drinkers. Not.

      Long, skinny fingers closed over my forearm. I jerked out of my thoughts to find Tubby standing next to me. He smiled and drew me into a hug. I told myself I let him do it because he’d get angry if I refused, but I leaned my head on his shoulder and wrapped my arms around his waist. He moved between my legs and tightened his grip. My body responded right away, idiotic horniness running amok. Warning bells went off in my head. I’d sworn off alley-catting. The mornings after killed any satisfaction I got from them. That included a re-run with Tubby. I pushed him away.

      “Wanna go up to the loft?” He gestured at the ceiling.

      I searched his blue eyes for lust or trickery and saw nothing but a guy I’d known since I was barely out of diapers. I nodded and got off the stool. Tubby put his arm around me.

      Bullfrog spoke from a few feet away. “Dozen more just like her that’s a lot less trouble.”

      Tubby waved off his cousin and led me through the storeroom and up the creaking stairs. Someone had painted the wall red since my last visit.

      Tubby caught me looking at it. “We had an incident. Red seemed like the right color to redecorate with.”

      Imagining blood and worse on the wall, I hurried to the closed door at the top of the stairs. Getting a glimpse of what might have happened here did not appeal. I twisted the doorknob. Locked, of course. Tubby’d never leave it unsecured, not even for ten minutes. He pissed off too many people. Tubby unlocked the door and held it open.

      “No crazy teenager waiting in here to scratch my eyeballs out of my head?” I smiled but stepped cautiously into the loft. Tubby’s taste in companions scared me.

      He barked a hollow laugh. “Naw. Might be getting old. Those little girls got boring.”

      He closed and locked the door, brushing around me to hurry into the little kitchenette. He came out holding up a white cloth. The smell of disinfectant burned my nose. He wiped off the leather recliner and motioned to it with a smile. “I remembered what you like.”

      I nodded my thanks and sat down. Tubby dragged a wooden, straight-backed chair over and sat in front of me. He dug his skinny elbows into his knees and squinted. “You go see Hannah?”

      I nodded, mouth trembling as I fought tears. I swiped at my filling eyes with the back of my hand.

      Tubby put one hand on my shoulder. “Hey, hey. You seen worse’n that.”

      I sniffled and swiped my hand across my nose. “That ain’t all of it neither.” My speech patterns degraded every time I got around Tubby. I told him what I saw sitting on Hannah’s shoulder.

      His face paled enough for me to see a spray of freckles on the bridge of his nose and a few sunspots at his hairline. “What is it?”

      “Wade called it a hag.” I took out my cigarettes and tried to light one. My hand shook so hard Tubby had to guide it. He set an ashtray in my lap. I exhaled a jet of smoke. “That still ain’t all.” I told him about King’s threats to pretty much everybody I knew and loved.

      Tubby shook his head and lit his own cigarette. “You in deep, girl.” He stared at the window, and I thought for a second he might invite me to get the fuck out of his safe place. “I know you, you want to save ’em all, even get old Jesse Mace out of prison. Be the hero one mo’ time.”

      It wasn’t about being the hero. I wanted to see my friends safe, my uncle out of prison. And I wanted to force alligator shit down King Tolliver’s wrinkled old gullet.

      Tubby watched me. Whatever he saw made his lips crimp into an almost smile. “You pissed, ain’t you? No, no. You insulted.” Tubby watched me through eyes slitted against the smoke. “And you gonna go up against King, irregardless how dangerous it is.”

      I didn’t dare tell him there was no such word as irregardless. Instead I nodded.

      “And you want old Tub to help you.” He winked at me. “For old time’s sake?”

      Good question. I shrugged. Tubby had no real reason to help me. But I somehow felt sure he would.

      He nodded slowly. “Back in high school, you and Chase was my only friends.”

      I hunched my shoulders. I hadn’t been a great friend to Tubby, hadn’t even liked him very much back then. I still wasn’t sure how much I liked him.

      “Chase is dead.” He spoke almost to himself, eyes cast downward. “You all I got now.”

      Tubby’s confession made me sad. Other than Benny Longstreet, he was probably the richest man in Burns County. But he was lonely and adrift, just like me. A spark of kinship burned between me and Tubby. I couldn’t ask him to help, risk getting him hurt or killed. I pushed myself out of the recliner. It squealed out a protest. “I’m sorry I came here. People are going to get killed over this, and you don’t need to be in the middle of it.”

      Tubby pulled my arm until I sat in the chair again. Cigarette clamped in his teeth, he mumbled something I didn’t quite catch.

      “What?” I leaned close enough to see the beginnings of crow’s feet around his eyes.

      “I said, ‘If I’m too chicken to go to war with those cocksuckers, it’s time for me to retire.’ You know I got business with them. Them motorcycle fellas is fucking me. Ol’ Tub’s piece of the pie been getting littler and littler. I can either bend over and take it nice and polite, or I can rip their dicks off for ’em.” Tubby pushed a hank of his blondish waves behind one ear and gave me a firm nod. With the magnanimity of a king offering his ring to kiss, he said, “I’ll strategize with you.”

      Anybody else might have laughed at this. I appreciated it. Tubby didn’t look like much, sitting there in a wife beater with tattoos snaking up and down his arms, but he knew how people worked.

      He sat back in his chair and smoked his cigarette until it burned his fingers. He stubbed it out with a hard jab. “Your challenge ain’t getting just Hannah out of there. It’s getting her out of there plus keeping Wade and Jesse safe. Rainey Bruce, too, but you can just tell her to get out of town.”

      I already knew that, but I also knew he'd get to the good stuff soon enough. I watched him think.

      “They got to get to Jesse from within the prison. Unless the Six Guns got a member in there, that’s pretty much contract work.” Tubby raised his eyes to mine. “I’ll reach out to somebody I know. Get your uncle the protection he needs.”

      My mouth dropped open, and I closed it with a pop. “You’d do that?”

      His lips quirked, and a smile spread over his face. He raised his eyebrows.

      “What do you want?” My body tensed.

      “Way I see it, you owe me ’bout three big favors.” I started to speak, but he held his hand up for me to let him continue. “And this’un here, me helping you save the folks you love, is huge. Prob’ly counts for at least two more.”

      A few months ago, I’d have sat there like I had a mouth full of shit and was afraid of dribbling it on my white shirt. Not now. “Bullshit. You just told me you’re ready to exterminate the Six Guns. If we succeed, you might be able to slide back on top of whatever dance y’all are doing.”

      Tubby laughed and clapped his skinny hands together. He finally caught his breath enough to say, “You have really come into your own. I am proud to know you.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “Okay. Here’s what I want. When this is all said and done, I want us to go on a date. All debts cleared in exchange.”

      A yes ran through my head, got approval, and rushed to my lips. I held it back. True, things had changed between Tubby and me since he’d helped find the Mace Treasure. We’d grown past the boy and girl who’d shared an abortive romance in their early twenties. For the first time since the day I asked him not to call anymore all those years ago, he felt like a friend.

      Dating Tubby might have a few perks. I missed the company of a man, but I didn’t miss the meaningless encounters. Even so, my loneliness had gotten so big I could practically dress it up and send it to school. Buy cute lunch boxes. Pay for piano lessons. But I didn’t want to go boyfriend hunting because my heart belonged to Wade.

      An occasional date with Tubby might be the answer. Any relationship we developed would have to just be sometimes. His illegal enterprise was rooted in Burns County, and I never planned on moving back here. And Tubby himself? He might want me, but he’d never love me. He was too calculating and selfish. I remembered the physical side of the relationship we shared in our twenties. Talk about fireworks.

      The biggest bonus? Going out with Tubby might give Wade a dose of cold water to the face. Tubby would make sure Wade knew. He might see himself losing me and change his mind.

      That I wanted to use Tubby to make Wade jealous told me all I needed to know. Shit might be fine for a teenager, but I knew better. It had the potential to blow us all to smithereens. I shook my head. “I can’t. It’s Wade.”

      Tubby’s eyes dulled with disappointment. He slouched and turned away from me. “He don’t want you.” His fair complexion reddened. “I seen him hanging all over a dozen different women since you been gone.”

      “I know. But it doesn’t change how I feel,” I said, cheeks flaming. The admission of Wade’s womanizing made me feel just as miserable as Tubby looked. “I think I got a better idea than going on a date.”

      Tubby faced me again, interested. He nodded at a closed door I knew led to a bed he kept up here.

      I shook my head. “Tub, I've known you all my life. I’d rather be your friend than your sometimes booty call.” I thought Tubby and I had already renewed our friendship, but he liked for everything to be a deal signed on some imaginary dotted line. So I’d make it that way for him. “So let’s do this. Never mention me owing you again. Let’s really be friends.”

      Tubby bit his lower lip and squinted at the floor. His eyes moved back and forth as he thought it over. It would have been so much easier to go on a date with him and then blow him off. But Tubby, weird as he was, qualified as my friend. I wanted to treat him like a friend instead of using him. “What’s in it for me?” he said to the dirty floor.

      “If you’re my friend, I will do anything for you. Look at what I’m doing right now for Hannah.” I paused to let the words sink in. “There's no way I’d do this if she didn’t mean the world to me.”

      Tubby began shaking his head before I finished talking. “You come up here, and I tell you I’m done with the crazy bitches. Then I tell you I want us to go out. What do you think I’m talking about?” He stared into my eyes, and his meaning hit home. Tubby thought he was ready to settle with one woman. Me. He thought I meant the world to him, and this was his way to celebrate it.

      Highlights of a life with Tubby flashed through my mind’s eye. The good would be very good. The bad would be like a vacation on the outer banks of the River Styx. Life with Tubby would never be boring, but it would often be heartbreaking. Then one day, we’d both have enough and go our separate ways. Never talk again.

      Had someone asked if losing Tubby mattered before I sat down in this room, I’d have said no. But now I knew different. The permanent loss of him would cut me deep.

      Tubby knew me, had known me all my life. He’d shared some of the good stuff and had carried me through some of the bad stuff. When the ordeal with my ex-husband blew up, Tubby pulled me out of the smoking rubble and helped me find the will to go on. I owed him more than a half-assed attempt at a relationship we both knew would fail.

      I curled my fingers through his and squeezed. “Did you know I never even see Chase’s ghost? He’s lost to me, and it hurts so much. I don’t want that with you.”

      “Who says it has to end that way?” His words came too quick and with too little conviction. The words of a man used to winning who saw a victory slipping from his grasp. I rarely noticed Tubby’s eye color, but right then I took in the brilliant cornflower irises, looked past the craftiness and down into Tubby’s fears. He didn’t want to be alone. Who does?

      “A relationship between us won’t work. You know that. Then what? We don’t talk for another five years?” I pulled his hand to my lips and kissed it, the smell of cigarettes and heaven-knew-what-else stinging my nostrils. “I want things to be right between us.”

      Even as I spoke the words, made the commitments, I asked myself if I really wanted this level of Tubby’s friendship. The boundary issues, the obnoxious intrusions, the nosiness would be worse if he considered me an unconditional friend. But what about the fun stuff? I gave his hand an extra squeeze and tried to ignore the tears filling my eyes.

      Tubby nodded slowly, brow creased. He pulled his hand out of mine, stood, and leaned over me. I stiffened, worried what he might do, but he wrapped his arms around me and squeezed hard. “Nobody wanted to be my friend before. Least not anybody I believed.” He kissed the top of my head and let me go. “But I really thought I was gonna get laid.” He watched me as though I might take off my clothes right there. I shrugged and shook my head. He let out a sigh. “All right. Done. We friends, and it goes both ways. So here’s a friendly question. Are you gonna tell Wade that King is willing to sacrifice him to keep you in line?”

      “Later tonight.” I didn’t tell Tubby about the opportunity I’d had to tell Wade and blown it because I was too busy angsting over my lust for him.

      “Good. Wade’s gonna be our inside man for this job. No matter how loyal he is to the Six Guns, nobody’s that loyal.”

      I was still lost. “What’s he going to do for us?”

      Tubby rolled his eyes. “I thought you’s smart. Only way we’re gonna win is to ambush the Guns wherever they got Hannah. You even know where that is?”

      “The compound.”

      Tubby groaned and threw back his head, making his Adam’s apple jut out. “They’ve got an arsenal up there.”

      “So what do I do to keep Wade safe?”

      Tubby jammed a cigarette between his teeth and passed his lighter over it. “You and me don’t need to worry about nothing other than getting Hannah out safely. Wade’ll figure out his end.” His grin reminded me why, friends or no, I’d have to be cautious every step of the way. The same way I would if I had a lion for a pet. Didn’t exotic pets sometimes eat their owners? The skin on the back of my neck prickled.

      “You going in with me?” Raw nerve endings burned all over my body. Now that I knew I was going to rescue Hannah, the severity of it sank in.

      Tubby blew smoke in my direction and nodded, his grin cold as an alligator’s. “In addition, I’ll provide transportation to and from and a place to hole up. King Tolliver’ll consider this an insult. Be after us.”

      I shook my head, still puzzling over how King went from being a sort of friend to my archenemy.

      “You wondering why he don’t like you no more, ain’t you?” Tubby’s grin chilled me all the way down to the tips of my toes. I nodded my yes. “Dunno. But I do know King Tolliver put out the word you’re no longer under club protection and talked to me about arranging a hit. I refused, of course, and told him what would happen if I found out he’d done such a thing.”

      My mouth dropped open. “When?”

      “Right after you was cleared of charges over Michael Gage’s death and it became clear you wouldn’t be prosecuted for beating the Jesus out of Joey Holze and family.”

      My brain did whirlies. Wade must’ve known, but he never said a word. Why hadn’t he warned me? We weren’t as close as I’d tried to pretend. All of a sudden, I didn’t feel so bad for not telling him earlier that King had threatened his life. Questions about what that meant in terms of the romance I wanted with Wade flooded my mind. Not the time. I let them go and asked Tubby the question I couldn’t let go of. “What started King’s vendetta against me? Any ideas?”

      “Not a one,” Tubby said. “But the only things that matter to a snake-eyed sumbitch like King Tolliver is his motorcycle club and staying out of prison. Whatever you did might be somewhere in one of those.” Tubby checked his phone and frowned. “Now you get on out to Wade’s. Take you longer than you think on those dirt roads. Make sure don’t nobody follow you.”

      Tubby walked me out to my car. I let him give me a chaste kiss on the cheek. The vein throbbing in his neck gave me a good idea how much more he wanted, but he stroked my cheek with one thumb and didn’t ask.

      I sat in my truck, body too hot for the chilly night, almost regretting my decision not to hook up with Tubby. Might have been my last chance to get laid before I got myself killed for good.
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        * * *

      

      Tubby was right about the dirt roads. I traveled down some of them at less than ten miles per hour, despite being behind the wheel of a heavy-duty pickup truck. The directions Wade had sent to my email ended at a clearing barely big enough to hold a cabin and a carport.

      I did as Wade instructed, parking my truck in the carport and covering it with a filthy canvas tarp. I tiptoed to the cabin, struck by the way the moon sparkled on the rippling water of Piney Lake. I hadn’t even known there were houses on this side of the lake.

      Using the combination Wade gave me, I unlocked the padlock holding the front door of the cabin closed and went inside. My nose, honed from years of cleaning houses, picked up the telltale smell of mildew. I left the lights off and crept through the silent house. Moonlight streaked into the kitchen, brightening it enough for me to see a table and chairs. I sat down, put my head in my hands, and listened to the drone of the frogs singing outside.

      On the drive over, I’d thought of all the ways I could tell Wade he was expendable. Wade could be mule-headed. He might decide to win the argument by crossing his big arms over his chest and shutting down. There had to be a way to convince him. Fatigue scratched around in my brain. I laid my cheek on the table so I could think better. My eyes fluttered shut, and I slipped into a tense doze.

      A floorboard creaked. My eyes shot open. A figure stood in a doorway off the kitchen. I half-stood, already calling to my magic even though I didn’t have a spell prepared.

      “It’s me,” Wade rumbled. “Don’t do whatever you’re planning.”

      “I don’t have a plan.” I tried to push the magic back where it came from, but it came a lot easier than it went. Finally, I aimed it at a plastic jug of water and let it fly. The water in the jug began to bubble, rocking the jug back and forth. After a few seconds, it burst. Water cascaded over the floor.

      Wade cursed and flicked on the overhead light.

      “I’m sorry.” I went for the paper towels.

      “No. Use these.” He tossed several frayed bath towels at me. “There’s no garbage pickup out here.”

      I knelt on the floor and sopped up water. “It’s so quiet here that you could hear a mouse fart for a mile. How did I not hear your motorcycle?”

      Wade grabbed one of the towels I wasn’t using and helped. “I hid it about a quarter mile from here and walked the rest of the way.”

      I kept working, thinking about the implications of what he’d just said. It made sense he didn’t want anybody knowing I was here. But he lived here. Why hide his presence?

      “King offered me this place right after you left town. I was supposed to cut you off in exchange for it.” He wadded up the towels and went into the laundry room off the kitchen. The washing machine’s lid squealed open. Wade threw in the towels. They landed in a wet thump.

      He came back into the kitchen and started a pot of coffee. We sat down at the table. “Obviously I was unable to cut you out of my life.” He reached out to touch me but drew back his hand. “You look beautiful, you know it?”

      “That mean you’ve changed your mind about us?” I winked. In the words of William B. Travis regarding the siege on the Alamo, I’d never surrender or retreat. Wade was the only man I wanted.

      He heaved out a sigh. “You know the reason I won’t. That card reading my sister did—and her predictions—are no joke.” His voice rose on the last couple of words.

      I held up one hand. “Sorry I asked.” Not for the first time, I wondered what, exactly, his sister had seen in her fateful reading of Wade’s and my future. I didn’t dare ask. Not after Wade had already started holler-talking.

      He growled and got up to get us coffee. While he poured, I told him about the way Hannah’s parasite attacked me and about Hannah’s plea for me to come get her.

      “Yeah. Right about the time your mojo bag let me know something was wrong, I saw her go lucid.” The corners of his eyes crinkled into a smile. “She pushed King off her and ran off to the bathroom. Puked all that tequila up.”

      Must’ve been around the same time she sent me the text message. “She say anything?”

      “She came over and said to tell you she couldn’t keep it off her. It had gotten too big.”

      “Too big? Meaning too powerful?”

      Wade nodded slowly. “I called my sister Desiree earlier about Hannah’s situation and to let her know what was going on with me, what I was about to do. Desiree said those nasty little things feed on their hosts. Some feed on fear. The more they can scare their hosts, the more they have to eat. The more they eat, the bigger and stronger they get.”

      That made sense. But what was Hannah’s parasite feeding on? Fear was one thing. It was pure energy. But Hannah didn’t seem scared. She seemed incredibly depressed, intent on destroying herself.

      The visions Orev had showed me returned to my mind. The parasite had outright murdered a baby and driven Wade’s fiancée to kill herself.

      Wade gripped my forearm and gave me a shake. “Tell me. I’m in this too.”

      “I’m trying to figure out what this thing—Hannah’s parasite—wants.” The answer seemed right on the edge of my mind. “I—I think maybe it eats life forces. It drives the hope right out of them, feeds on it. But then what?”

      Wade shook his head. “Does it matter? Isn’t that horrible enough?”

      I gave him an impatient head shake. “Knowing how something operates, or why, is the key to beating it. You know that.”

      Wade sipped at his coffee, maybe thinking, maybe wishing I’d shut the hell up. Finally he spoke. “Souls can be captured and used. Look what Amanda did to your father.”

      Hot anger rashed over my skin. Amanda, a witch, had imprisoned my father’s spirit in a mirror. She’d made him her ghostly flunky.

      Wade didn't look any happier about the idea than I was. “We get it out of Hannah, we’ll find out what it’s up to.”

      “Did Hannah stay lucid all evening?” My biggest worry was her not wanting my help by the time I could get to her. She was taller than I and weighed more. It wasn’t like I could pick her up and carry her. Especially if she fought.

      “I think so. About the time I left, she and King got into a fight.” Wade rubbed one hand over his beard. “She wanted to go home. He belted her one.”

      Hot fury rushed over me. “What’d you do?” I saw the answer in the way Wade flinched and ducked his head. I narrowed my eyes.

      He glared at me. “I’m in a real shitty position here, you know it?”

      I nodded but didn’t let him see any sympathy.

      “Damn it.” He slapped the table. Coffee sloshed out of his mug. “I can’t help Hannah without looking like a traitor to King. He helped me when nobody else would. He—”

      I finished the sentence for him. “Saved your life. Right.”

      Wade’s irises, so dark they barely stood out from the black of his pupil, flashed even darker with anger. “I was up on a murder charge. Had the Six Guns not gotten involved, I’d be sitting on death row, or dead, right now.” He bared his teeth at me. “You and me woulda never met.”

      So he was still glad we knew each other. That stopped me from saying anything mean. Instead I took his hand. He frowned but let me do it. “Do you know what King said to me today on the phone?”

      Wade got still, his only movement the rise and fall of his chest. “Threatened Hannah.”

      I mirrored his stillness, confirmed King’s threat against Hannah, and then told him about Jesse. Wade, who knew I loved my uncle, paled and started to say something. I held up my hand. Time for the scum on the toilet water. “There’s more. King said if I didn’t buzz off, he’d kill you.” I paused for effect. “And make me watch. Tubby said King’s asked about hiring a hitman to kill me. So I assume me dying figures somehow into your murder.” The very thought called my fury. My magic rampaged through me, ready to hurt something.

      Disbelief passed over Wade’s face as the words soaked in. Hurt followed. The fight drained out of him, leaving behind a big, lonely man who’d just realized he’d put his trust in the wrong person. “But I…” He shook his head instead of continuing and stood from the table, knocking his chair on the floor, and stumbled from the room. A door slammed.

      My heart throbbed for him, but I let him stew alone. King Tolliver was going to pay. I don’t take sass from an over-the-hill outlaw, much less death threats to my friends. King just thought he didn’t like me. He was about to find out what a crazy bitch looked like.

      The sound of Wade blowing his nose filtered into the kitchen. A door opened, and his footsteps shook the house. He’d taken off the Six Gun Revolutionaries T-shirt he usually wore and replaced it with a plain white one. He grabbed his leather jacket off the chair and jerked the vest, which bore all his club patches, off it. He slung the vest onto the kitchen floor. It slid into a corner.

      Wade sat back down in his chair and faced me across the table, chin down, eyes raised to mine. “I’m done being loyal and won't fight you anymore. What’s the plan?”

      I took the last sip of coffee. “Ain’t really much of one. Tubby’s got protection for Jesse in prison. He said we’re going to war with the Six Guns.”

      Wade slowly nodded. “We are. First thing, call Rainey. Tell her to get somewhere safe. Her parents too.”

      I made the call. Rainey answered as though she’d been awake. She wanted to know who, what, when, where, and I told her. Then I told her to hide herself and her dog and keep her phone nearby. She blew up.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she shouted over the phone. “How dare you cut me off like I’m some delicate flower?”

      I closed my eyes. “I can’t protect both you and Hannah.”

      The argument went round and round. By the time I hung up, Wade’s impatience had him fidgeting in the chair, shaking the whole table.

      “King expects you to make a move for Hannah. Trench Coat and Corman are guarding him now.” He checked the clock on his phone. “When I left, I had until nine in the morning to get back there. I’m how you’ll get in.”

      Tubby had been right. Wade had disavowed the Six Gun Revolutionaries on the strength of my word. How did Tubby know what people would do?

      “But we’ve got a problem. Normally, if a person is ridden by an evil entity, you want to get it out as quickly as possible. But this is different.” Wade stopped speaking, eyebrows rumpling into a frown. I let him take his time. We sat in silence for several minutes. “Hannah’s hag can come and go as he pleases. You have to trap him inside Hannah until you can get to safe place to perform a banishing ritual.” Wade set a tiny leather bag on the table between us.

      “What’s that?” I touched it with one finger. It felt warm and pliable, almost alive.

      “Aunt DeeDee taught me to make these when I was a teenager. We sold them to people who wanted protection from evil spirits.” He pushed the bag at me. “Go on and put it in your pocket. Let it charge from your magic. It won’t take much.”

      I did as he said but still didn’t understand how something intended to repel spirits would keep one inside. Wade chuckled.

      “I see that look on your face. You’re wondering how this’ll work.”

      I shrugged. Wade knew his stuff, different stuff than Mysti Whitebyrd taught me. I had no call to question him.

      “You can tell the bag is a living thing, yes?” I nodded at Wade’s question. “Spirits can enter the human body through the eyes, the ears, the nose, the mouth, the genitals, even an open wound.”

      “Disgusting.” The bag felt warm and twitchy in my pocket. It was disgusting in its own right.

      “This bag works with the person’s body chemistry. It creates a coating over the skin that’s hostile to spirits. It’ll keep the spirit from passing out of Hannah’s body. I hope.” He waited for my questions, but I shook my head to let him know I had none. “You put this in her pocket as soon as you can. Get her to safety and do the banishing ritual quickly.” He slid a paper across the table. “Here’s what I can remember of what Aunt DeeDee said about this. She’s been dead now for twenty years, so I might have forgotten something. I asked Desiree when I called earlier what she knew, but she didn’t know anything else.”

      The question of Wade’s sister wormed around my thoughts more than it should have. He was so secretive, and this was the sister who told him not to be with me romantically. I filed away the thoughts for later, took the paper with the instructions from Wade’s Aunt DeeDee, and put it in my back pocket. “But you’ll be there to help.”

      His face darkened. “Sure will. But keep it anyway, all right?”

      This was Wade’s admission he might not get out alive. The possibility worked its way through me like a disease. Horror came with it. I wanted to call a halt to our plans. Walk away. But I couldn’t. In life, there are fights that must be fought. They all have consequences.

      “Let’s talk about the mission now. You need to understand the layout of the compound.” Wade grabbed a fast food napkin and began to draw on it. “The time you visited, all you saw was the clubhouse. King’s got a house out back of that, and there’s a barracks near it.” He drew sloppy boxes for each building. “The ones in the clubhouse will be so drunk at nine in the morning they won’t be able to stand. But they’ll still be armed. The barracks might be full or not. I didn’t pay attention to who-all was staying tonight.”

      “Hannah will be in King’s house?” I leaned forward, trying to figure out which box that was.

      Wade nodded and marked an x on one of the boxes. “She’ll be in the bedroom alone, sleeping it off. King gets up early and cooks himself and Corman breakfast.”

      How homey. Just a couple of abusive assholes enjoying some bacon and eggs. “Are we going to kill them?” It wouldn’t be my first killing. After the way King treated Hannah, it wouldn't even be the most difficult. But Corman was supposedly Wade’s best friend. King had helped him beat a murder charge. I asked the question to see how far Wade would go.

      “If they get in the way.” Wade’s eyes rested on the wall behind me, empty of their usual warmth.

      There was nothing left to talk about. We sat in silence as the sun began to peek over the horizon. My phone dinged with a text message.

      It was from Tubby: “You about ready?”

      I passed the question on to Wade. He pushed the napkin at me, and I folded it into my jeans pocket.

      I texted a yes back to Tubby.

      Wade spoke as soon as the phone made its message sent sound. “Tell him we’ll meet him at the Big Star Truck Stop. We can leave your truck there.” He cleared the coffee cups off the table, slipped his leather jacket on, and grabbed his vest off the floor. He held it between his thumb and forefinger like it was tainted. I guess it was for him.

      I started typing in Wade’s directive, but the phone dinged with another text message. “He said he’ll be here in ten minutes.”

      Wade gave me an angry scowl. “You told that freak of nature where I live?”

      I made a face right back at him, not sure why I felt defensive about Tubby. “Hell no. He already knew.”

      Wade shook his head. “That guy’s creepy.”

      I didn’t want to defend Tubby, but I didn’t want to talk bad about him. Tubby’s and my official declaration of friendship had changed my feelings about him. I hoped with all my heart I wasn’t betting money on the wrong horse. But I couldn’t talk to Wade about Tubby. Time to change the subject. “Thank you for helping me. I know I don’t tell you enough, but you’re one of my favorite people.”

      Wade knelt in front of me, folded me in his arms, and squeezed tight. I pressed my face against his chest and inhaled. His smell comforted me no matter what was going down. He let go of me. “Let’s meet him out there. We still need to take your truck somewhere other than here.”
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      We left my truck at the nearest convenience store, and I rode the rest of the way to the Six Gun Compound with Tubby. Tubby’s Chevy Caprice looked like he’d bought it at a police auction. There were holes in the console where something, probably a laptop stand, had been bolted. The car also carried a certain odor, the kind no cleaning product would ever quite mask. The heater didn’t work either. That sucked because it was one of those cold, dank spring mornings.

      I sat huddled on the bench seat, my arms wrapped around my chest for warmth. “Can’t you afford a nicer car?”

      Tubby grinned at me. “Can’t be traced back to me. Plus, Bullfrog said it runs fast.”

      And it did. The speedometer hovered near the one hundred mark as Tubby struggled to keep up with Wade’s Harley. Wade pulled onto the soft shoulder, slowing fast and putting both feet down quickly. Tubby whipped the ex-cop car off the road, jammed on the brakes, and slid to a stop behind Wade’s motorcycle. “Bullfrog forgot to tell me the brakes don’t work.”

      I got out of the car without answering and hurried to stand next to Wade. “What now?”

      He’d been staring into the woods hiding the compound from the highway, but now he faced me. Excitement lit up his dark eyes, but I thought I saw fear there too. The Six Gun Revolutionaries killed their enemies. No questions asked. Traitors probably got worse. He waited to speak until Tubby joined us. “You got your map?”

      I unfolded the napkin Wade had used to illustrate the layout of the Six Gun Revolutionaries’ fifty-acre compound.

      Wade laid one finger at the main entrance. “We’re about five hundred yards south from this point. It’s right down this road. I’ll use the keypad to let myself inside. Trench Coat’ll get the alert and see me on the surveillance camera, but he won’t know what I’ve got in the saddlebags.” I didn’t know what Wade had in the saddlebags. He wouldn’t let me watch him load them. He’d made me wait in the car with Tubby. “Where are the two of you supposed to go?”

      Tubby crowded close, pointing, but I spoke up. “Back entrance.” I dug in my pocket and held up a key. “No keypad. I’ll unlock it with this.”

      Tubby let out an impatient snort and bumped my leg with his. “But first we kill the surveillance.”

      Wade nodded. “If they’re watching, they’ll come find you, and that’ll be that.” He swallowed hard. “But I’m thinking if we time it just right, they’ll be focused on me coming in and miss you.”

      Tubby let out a maniacal cackle. He must have liked that.

      Wade rolled his eyes. “What then?”

      I traced our route on the map. “Follow this until we get to the burned-out mobile home. Walk the rest of the way to King’s house. It’s just around the next bend, past these train cars.” I tapped the spot on the map. “Wait for your signal. What’s that going to be anyway?”

      “You’ll know it when you hear it.” Wade glanced at Tubby, who nodded. The two shared some secret. Had I not been so keyed up, I’d have angled for it. But we didn’t have time. Wade turned his frown back on me. “Then what do you do?”

      I took a deep breath. “Use the key you gave me to unlock the back door. Go in, get Hannah, and you’ll meet us outside. We’ll ride out together.”

      Wade stared at Tubby. Something else I couldn’t interpret passed between the two men. Tubby nodded, and Wade clapped him on the shoulder hard enough to rock him on his feet.

      I gripped Wade’s arm. “Thank you for doing this.”

      He pushed off my hand and shook his head. Then he grabbed me in a back-popping hug. I hugged him back, wishing for the zillionth time it could be different, wanting to tell him how I loved him. At least Tubby was looking on. Otherwise, I’d have turned into a big, mushy mess.

      Wade let go of me and put both hands on my face. “Show no mercy to any of these fuckers because they won’t show it to you. Do what you came to do and leave alive.” He nodded to Tubby.

      “Come on.” Tubby led the way back to the car and started it. We drove a few yards and turned off on an unmarked dirt road crowded with woods on both sides. Tubby slowed the car to a crawl, both of us looking for a dirt driveway with a bunch of junk piled in it. We found it and got out to push the crap out of the way. It went fast until we found the lawn tractor with no wheels. Tubby hooked his fingers under the frame, and I pushed at the front.

      “I can't believe you’re going into the compound with me.” My feet slid in the loose sand, and I almost fell face first into hunk of junk. Tubby shook his head and kept pulling, cords standing out in his neck. The lawn mower finally began to move. We got it far enough out of the way to drive around it and stopped, both of us breathing hard.

      Tubby’s skinny chest heaved inside his ribbed white T-shirt. Chill bumps made the hair on his arms stand straight out. He motioned for me to follow him. “Text message Wade and tell him we’re ready to go in.”

      I did, and Wade came back with an okay. I heard his motorcycle rumble to life a short distance away. We counted thirty just like he’d said. Then Tubby crept down the drive and pointed at a surveillance camera hidden the trees, pulled a can of paint out of his pocket, and handed it to me. “I’ll lift you up, and you spray the lens.” He bent and motioned for me to climb onto his back.

      Using the tree for balance, I climbed until I stood on his shoulders. Tubby trembled to hold my weight but didn’t make a peep. I spray-painted the camera’s lens with florescent orange paint. Tubby let me down, and I unlocked the gate and got back into the car.

      I couldn’t leave it alone. “Why are you doing this? You could have just let me and Wade go in alone.” I turned in the seat to stare at his profile.

      “You even see that surveillance cam ’fore I pointed it out? How you think you gonna survive, much less get Hannah out, if I don’t help you?” He grinned at me now. “We friends, ain’t we? I told you I don’t have many of those.”

      I flushed and said no more. We reached the burned-out mobile home and got out of the car, King’s house visible through the trees. It wouldn’t be far to run once we had Hannah. The bass throttle of Wade’s motorcycle came from the other side of King’s house. I dragged my tongue over my dry lips, wishing I’d peed before we left. The motorcycle cut off. Several seconds went by. My bladder felt like I’d drank six gallons of water.

      A voice I didn’t recognize yelled, “The fuck is he doing? Hey Mojo, what are you—”

      A low whoosh interrupted the speaker. There was a moment of silence before a bang shook the earth beneath my feet. Then the shooting started. My throat closed. It took everything I had not to double over coughing and gagging because, all of a sudden, I couldn’t breathe.

      Tubby gave me a shove in the direction of the house. “It’s time. Go!”

      We crept to the back door. I unlocked it as quietly as I could. Tubby elbowed past me, a semi-automatic pistol in one hand. He went inside, gun raised. He looked around and tipped his head for me to come inside. We stood in a laundry room full of filthy clothes perfumed with a combination of beer, sweat, and cigarettes. I recognized a few garments as Hannah’s. The sounds of King’s and Corman’s surprised shouts came through the door. Another explosion shook the house.

      I put one hand on the laundry room’s doorknob. Tubby gripped his pistol tighter and tensed his legs. As softly as I could, I turned the doorknob and swung the door open. We were in a dark hallway. Wade had said the kitchen was to the right and the master bedroom to the left.

      Heart in my throat, I stepped into the hallway. The smell of smoke and gasoline filled the house. Men shouting, cursing, and screaming came with it. I tried not to think about how things were going for Wade. My mind supplied a few awful pictures of him lying on the ground, his blood spreading around him. No. My lungs tightened until it felt like I wasn’t even breathing. I fought for control. Tubby motioned with his head for me to go get Hannah.

      I tried to walk softly, but my footsteps sounded like rumbling boulders going down the hallway. Vomit burned the back of my throat. My heart thundered so hard my vision shook. With every step, I wondered if I was going to wet my pants.

      Then I stood with my hand on the doorknob to the master bedroom. A million possibilities raced through my head, all of them bad. Hannah could start screaming. She could fight. By now that awful thing had found its way back to her. It wouldn’t want me stealing its gourmet dinner, or whatever it saw Hannah as. I took a deep breath and turned the doorknob.
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      Hannah was sprawled across the bed, naked. Her sides moved with the rhythm of intoxicated sleep. I remembered seeing Chase this way too many times not to recognize it.

      “Hannah?” I whispered. “You got to wake up.”

      She didn’t even stir.

      I gathered clothes that looked like hers and dropped them on the bed next to her. Then I shook her. “Hannah. Wake up now.”

      She grunted and coughed. I winced away. Her breath smelled like the results of a tequila enema. I steeled myself and shook her again. One eye cracked open. When she realized it wasn’t King, her eyes widened, she sat up on the bed, clutching the sheet to her chest. “Get out.”

      I shook my head. “You told me to come get you.”

      “You’re lying. Mind your own business.” She hissed the words through clenched teeth and dropped the sheet. Both breasts had bruise handprints on them. She stood, naked. I dropped my gaze to the filthy carpet. I didn’t want to see this. Hannah grabbed her rumpled clothes and yanked them on, all the while ranting. “How dare you come in here like this? King’ll kill you.”

      A war waged outside, perfectly audible. Hannah didn’t seem to hear. She dressed, giving me a hateful glare the whole time. “King?” she yelled.

      I rushed forward and grabbed her arm. “Shh. Check your phone. You sent me a text message around eleven last night.”

      She shoved me away and smirked. “I did a lot of things last night.”

      Tubby appeared in the door. The fire alarm blared from the kitchen, and the smell of smoke was closer than ever. “Come on. Now.”

      I didn’t want to have to drag Hannah out of here, but Tubby was right. We had to leave. I closed the distance between Hannah and me, reaching for her. “I know what’s got hold of you. Come with me. I’ll help you get rid of it.”

      She giggled, belly vibrating with her laugh. I glanced in the dusty mirror attached to the dresser and gulped. The trollish wraith hunkered on Hannah’s shoulder, bigger than it had been the day before. It leaned to whisper in her ear. All my hopes of her leaving peacefully died a tragic death. I’d never reason with her like this.

      I pulled on the mantle, what control I had over it anyway, and aimed fire at Hannah’s passenger, watching in the mirror. The magic knocked the ugly little thing askew. It turned its black-hole eyes on me and hissed. Hannah stiffened. She shook all over as the burn of my magic flooded through her. I tried to pull back, using all my strength. As it had been at Wade's, the magic came out a lot easier than it went in.

      I strained so hard I could feel the pressure behind my eyeballs, but the magic finally went back where it belonged. My body shook from the effort, sweat dampening my back and armpits. Hannah relaxed as the fire left her. Then she opened her mouth and let out the most piercing scream I’d ever heard.

      Time stood still, then it sped up beyond what I could manage. Footsteps crashed through the house. The doorknob turned. Whoever it was pounded on the door. “Why’s the door locked?”

      I froze at the sound of King’s voice. While I’d worked for him, I’d seen him do a lot of scary things. I’d come here thinking I could confront him fearlessly. Now here I was, about to piss my pants, knees shaking like a kid on the way to principal’s office.

      Tubby ran to the window and yanked the cord on the mini blinds. We stared at grime-covered glass with bars beyond.

      “Open this door. Right now. ” King banged on it. “Am I going to have to show you who’s boss again?”

      Hannah cowered at the voice. I thought about the handprints on her breasts. Now I saw even more finger marks on her arms. Sweat sprang out on my palms, and my heart slammed against my ribcage.

      King kicked the door several times. “Open this motherfucker. Now.”

      Tubby flinched. Hannah tried to go around us to open the door. I grabbed her arm, and she clawed at me. I defended myself as best as I could but took a good scratch to the cheek. King started kicking the door again. The frame cracked. Tubby raised his gun. The door flew open, and Tubby pulled the trigger. The blast shook the room.

      King came from behind the door frame where he’d pressed himself to the wall and rushed into the room, gun already up and pointed at Tubby. Hannah tried to claw at me again. I slapped Hannah's face harder than I wanted and shoved her behind me without waiting to see her reaction. I had time to smell fear sweat, probably my own, and to hear Tubby’s panting breaths next to me. Something moved in the dark hallway behind King.

      Wade’s face came into view. He raised one fist and let it fly at the back of King’s head. The impact sounded like a melon getting dropped on concrete. King Tolliver’s cold eyes closed, and he slumped to the floor. Wade took off his club vest and dropped it on the president of the Six Gun Revolutionaries.

      I turned to Hannah. “Let’s go. He’ll never hurt you again.”

      She launched herself at me, kicking and clawing. “You sorry piece of shit. It’s all your fault.” She began to cry in ugly gulps, still clawing at me. I wanted to double up my fist and knock the shit out of her, but still felt guilty about the slap I’d delivered earlier. Hannah took full advantage, screaming, “Bitch. Whore. Your fault. Your fault.”

      Wade stepped forward, his mouth set in a grim line. He spoke to me. “I’m sorry for what I’m about to do, but we have to go now.” He slammed one huge fist into Hannah’s cheekbone. She folded like a puppet with its strings cut and dropped to the floor. I slipped the little leather bag into her pocket.

      In my sixth sense, the part of me that saw and heard the paranormal world, a howl rose. My gut said it was Hannah’s hag trying to escape. Bully for him. Wade winced as the shriek reached a high enough decibel to make the mirror in the beat-up dresser shake. He picked up Hannah and slung her over his shoulder like a bag of laundry.

      “Grab King’s gun,” he said to me. “And make sure the safety’s off.”

      Wade stalked from the room carrying Hannah. Tubby hurried to open the door for him. Both men cut across the backyard, heading to the spot where Tubby had parked the car. My lungs screamed as my short legs struggled to keep up. I grabbed at the stitch forming in my side.

      Someone shouted on the other side of the house. Wade and I froze, eyes wide. Tubby raced for the car. Wade motioned me ahead of him, but I couldn’t leave him and stopped every few steps for him to catch up. We finally got within sight of the car. Cheerful spring sun winking off its chrome bumper blinded me. Tubby sprinted toward it, motioning frantically at me to come on.

      A gunshot shattered the silence, and a low hum filled my ears. Someone cried out. My chest tightened with terror. The ringing in my ears increased in volume.

      Ahead of me, Tubby glanced down at his body. Then his gaze fixed on something behind me. No. Nerves sizzling, I turned around, dreading what waited for me.

      Wade sprawled on the ground, arms and legs splayed out. Hannah lay motionless on the ground a few feet from him. A guy I knew only as Trench Coat, stalked toward Wade, a double-barrel shotgun held at waist level. His bald head gleaming in the sunlight reminded me of the way the sun had reflected off Tubby’s Chevy Caprice. I stared stupidly at him, just watching him come.

      Wade raised his head, black eyes full of pain. His mouth quivered. “Go.”

      I took a couple of running steps toward him. Trench Coat pointed his shotgun at me and pulled the trigger. It clicked, empty. I raised my own pistol and squeezed the trigger. Trench Coat ran behind a rusted-out truck on blocks. He dug two more shotgun cartridges out of his pocket, jacked open the shotgun, and fumbled both of them into the overgrown weeds covering his boots.

      “Fuck!” he screamed and dropped to retrieve them.

      Tubby ran back to us. “Which one?” he asked, meaning did I want him to grab Hannah or Wade.

      “Her. Now.” Wade pointed to Hannah. Without another glance at me, Tubby helped her to her feet. She was so dazed from Wade’s punch, she let Tubby drag her to the car without protest.

      “I can’t leave you,” I said to Wade. Reaching deep, I searched for my magic, but I’d used it all to trying to burn Hannah’s parasitic rider. All my magic did was give me a weak ping. It reminded me of a car with a dead battery.

      “Does anybody see them?” King’s roar came, the proximity of it bringing new waves of fear.

      “I got ’em,” Trench Coat yelled. “They’re back here.” He finally fished one of the shotgun cartridges out of the overgrown grass and loaded one of the shotgun’s barrels.

      “Go now,” Wade yelled.

      A shout of refusal tried to beat its way out of me, but I knew he was right. “I’ll be back for you.”

      He shook his head. “This is it. Goodbye.”

      Trench Coat snapped the shotgun shut and raised it. Leaving Wade was betrayal, the worst kind. I howled my rage as I ran.

      The boom of the shotgun came from behind me. Pellets peppered the dirt around me, but none found its way home. I rounded the burned-out mobile home. The car sat where we’d left it.

      Tubby sat in the driver’s seat staring straight ahead, Hannah next to him. Her eyes were fixed on some point in the distance. I opened the back door. Corman popped up like a jack in the box, pointing his gun at the back of Tubby’s seat.

      “Surprise,” King’s son yelled.

      Suddenly I knew how I’d get Wade back alive. I raised the pistol and pointed it at Corman’s forehead. “Move.”

      He snorted. “I’ll shoot Tubman. And Hannah.”

      I let the gun drop a bit, like I was thinking about it. Then I pulled the trigger. The pistol bucked in my hand, the force of its discharge surprising me, no matter how many times Wade had forced me to practice. Corman fell backward on the seat, screaming, hand gripping his arm. I snatched his gun away and climbed in on top of him. Tubby started the car and sped back to where we’d gotten inside, dirt fanning from the back wheels and kicking up a cloud of dust thicker than any smoke screen.

      “Now call your father.” I pushed the both guns’ barrels into Corman’s forehead. “Tell him I’ll trade you for Wade. Alive.”

      Corman just stared at me.

      “Do it. Do it. Do it.” I screamed the words in his face, enjoying the way his eyes, already squinted in pain, fluttered every time I yelled.

      The car careened onto the main road, engine roaring. Corman took out his phone, punched a few buttons, and began speaking.
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      Bullfrog’s doughy face showed no expression as he loaded Corman into the paneled van marked with the imprint of a well-known power tool brand. The pain had set in, and Corman yelped every time Bullfrog yanked him. I clenched my teeth, and my hands curled into fists as I imagined Wade screaming in pain somewhere behind us.

      Tubby, seeing the expression on my face, snatched one of the pistols from me and marched over to Corman. “Get in without making another sound or I will shoot both your feet and your hands. Give you bullet stigmata.”

      Corman, trembling all over, climbed into the van. Bullfrog followed and used zip ties to bind his ankles and wrists.

      Hannah watched the whole show open-mouthed. She didn’t even flinch as Bullfrog put a hand on the back of her neck and forced her into the van, giving her the same treatment with the zip ties as he’d given Corman. Tubby climbed into the van and held one hand out to me. I took it and let him pull me inside. We sat against the van’s wall facing our prisoners. Tubby put his arm around my shoulders. At first, I pulled away but then I leaned my head on him and wept as though it would cure the hollow sense of loss growing in my chest.

      “Go ahead and cry,” Corman crowed. I raised my head to glare at him, and he curled his lip in a sneer.  “Wade’s a dead man. And you caused it.”

      Sobs wracked my body. Having heard Corman’s side of a six-word conversation with King Tolliver, I was ready to believe Wade was already dead. King had said for Corman to tell us he was coming to kill us all.

      “Shut up.” Tubby pointed his pistol at Corman.

      The other man simply laughed. “You’re not gonna shoot me in here. Even you’re not that crazy.”

      Sirens blared in the distance. “Five-oh coming,” Bullfrog called from the front seat.

      “Just keep the speed steady and act right,” Tubby returned.

      A couple of Burns County Sheriff’s cars, followed by a volunteer fire truck raced past, heading toward the Six Gun Compound. A white unmarked sedan followed. Dean. Maybe Dean could get Wade.

      I took out my phone and called him.

      He picked up on the first ring. “You get Hannah? Everybody all right?”

      I nodded even though he couldn’t see me. “You just passed us.” My breath hitched on the last word. “We’ve got Hannah, but they’ve got Wade. He needs medical attention.”

      Dean drew in a breath. He didn’t like Wade when we were dating, and he probably didn’t want to help him now. “I’ll look for him, but don’t be surprised if…” He trailed off. It was just as well. I knew what he meant.

      “Get him if you can, okay?” I winced at the pleading in my voice.

      “I will. And I’ll keep my end of the bargain. My official understanding of this situation is that Six Guns have gone to war with another motorcycle gang. You and your people get out of sight and stay there.” He hung up without waiting for my answer.

      Bullfrog drove the speed limit all the way to Gaslight City and pulled into the alley behind Silver Dreams Antiques and Dottie’s Burgers and Rings. He cut the engine. “End of the road, kids.”

      Tubby got out and unlocked the back door of Silver Dreams Antiques. I sniffed for the heavenly scent of Dottie’s greasy spoon cooking. Tubby caught me and shook his head. “She retired a coupla months ago. Sold the building to my development company.” He held open the door and motioned me inside. I stared back at the van.

      “What about Hannah and Corman? We have to put Hannah in a circle as fast as possible in case the hag has tricks I haven’t anticipated.” My phone began to ring, but I ignored it, waiting for Tubby’s answer. He shook his head and waved me off. I took my phone out. Mysti. Last we talked, she and Griff were on an important job. I answered. “You okay?”

      Highway sounds came over Mysti’s end of the call. They seemed to have an echo. “Are you okay? I got a call from Wade Hill last night insisting I come to Gaslight City to help you with Hannah. I’m sitting in my car in front of the museum, which is closed. Where are you?”

      I walked out of Silver Dreams and skirted around Tubby and Bullfrog wrestling Corman out of the van.

      “Where’re you going?” Tubby let go of Corman, letting him fall on the nasty asphalt and chased after me.

      “Wade called Mysti into this. She’s at the museum.” I hurried out to the sidewalk, ignoring the curious stares from passersby, and raced down the block toward Mysti’s car. As I drew close, I realized two people sat inside with her. A man who wasn’t Griff, and a shadowy figure in the back seat. The man twisted in his seat and stared out the window at me. I gasped.

      What was my Uncle Cecil doing here? He told me he’d never set foot in Gaslight City. He feared it with an almost religious fervor. A shadow moved in the backseat, and my cousin-by-marriage, Dillon, leaned forward and waved.

      Tears closed my throat. My family was willing to go against their core beliefs to help me? And there sat Mysti in the driver’s seat, faithful as ever. The rush of gratitude brought me back from the edge. Maybe everything could be made okay. I launched myself at them. Cecil managed to get out of the car and hold his arms open to me.

      I grabbed him in a hug, already sobbing. “They got Wade,” I choked out. “Shot him. I had to leave him or they’d have gotten me, Tubby, and Hannah too.” I wept harder.

      Cecil stroked my back. “All right, all right. Settle down. Let’s get off the street. Out of sight.”

      I swallowed my tears and swiped a hand across my face. “See the sign that says Silver Dreams?” As I asked, Bullfrog’s white van exited the alley. He and Tubby must have gotten Corman and Hannah inside the building. A shadow appeared in one of the upper windows. I made out Tubby’s face. He stood with his hands in his pockets, watching us. “Go in the alley and park there.”

      A few minutes later, we were in what used to be an upstairs storeroom and breakroom for the antique store. That is, before a nasty spell cast by a bad witch got hold of Silver Dreams’s owner, and she killed Memaw and then killed herself. Tubby’d moved a scarred but heavy table, probably a castoff from the former antique store, into the kitchenette and pulled mismatched folding metal chairs around it. Someone had made coffee. Cecil was the only one drinking it.

      Hannah had been bound to a chair and placed a safe distance from the table. She growled through her teeth at us. Tubby stood a short distance away holding a paper towel soaked in alcohol to a spot where she’d bitten him.

      Mysti, chalk in one hand, held out a worn, cloth-bound book. “Peri Jean, get up and help me. It’s time to put Hannah in a protective circle.”

      I slowly got up from my place at the table and took a long shuddering breath, the kind that come after a long bout of crying. The tears had left my cheeks dry and raw. Wade had known he wouldn’t come back and helped anyway. The vise of grief tightened again. Was this the prophecy in his sister’s card reading coming to pass? If so, she’d been right. Getting involved with me had ended Wade, the best man I’d ever known.

      I came close to Mysti but ignored the book. “What did Wade say when he called you to come here and help me?” I choked out, ready to bawl again.

      “If we don’t get him back, I’ll tell you. But let’s do this right now.” Mysti’s tone left no room for me to argue. She pushed the book at me again. This time, I took it.

      The book’s weight caught me off guard. I nearly dropped it. As I fumbled, the magic of this book seeped into my fingers. My black opal heated, and the mantle crouched inside me, ready for action. A breeze from nowhere moved my hair. Mysti watched me with her mouth open in shock. Magic was like a muscle, and I exercised mine almost every day. It had grown stronger than when we were last together.

      She put on her professional witch face and started giving orders, which was what she did best. “Wade said to use this exact pentacle. It’s supposed to terrify spirits you seek to control. Hopefully, that and the mojo bag he gave you can keep this hag in place until we banish it.”

      The book’s print, handwritten and red-tinted, seemed to vibrate. I glanced up at Mysti, silently asking if she’d seen the same thing. Her pinched face gave me my answer.

      She said, “I’m going to draw the circles, but you’re going to have to give me instructions. This is not my kind of magic.”

      Our work went slow. I told her how to spell the Four Names of God and directed her in drawing the grid in the middle of the circle. Hannah’s growls and hisses increased as the circle took shape.

      Mysti glanced at Tubby. “Help us pick up Hannah’s chair and put her on top of the circle before I close it.”

      “She done bit me. You can’t expect me to…” Tubby let out a frustrated grunt and stood.

      Mysti went back to her witch bag and withdrew a black satiny sack. She approached Hannah. Seeming to know what was about to happen, Hannah whipped her head side to side. Mysti slid the bag over her head with enough expertise that I guessed this wasn’t a cherry popping experience for her.

      Tubby counted off, and the four of us picked up the chair and lugged it into the circle. Hannah screeched like an animal the entire time. Mysti whipped the bag off Hannah’s head and leapt away from her.

      The monster inside Hannah was either angry or distressed. Hannah's eyes bugged out and rolled in their sockets. The skin underneath her eyes had darkened. Spittle flecked the corners of Hannah’s cracked and dried lips. She yowled again, sounding more animal than human.

      Tubby backed away, face waxy. “She gone batshit. Ain’t seen no evidence of a troll or nothing on her shoulder.”

      I walked away from the group to a far wall where a mirror hung. I took it off the wall, walked back to where everyone else was, and called to Cecil. “Papaw.” My great-uncle turned to me. “Will you hold this up where Hannah’s reflected in it?”

      He put aside his coffee and took the mirror from me. He stood several feet from Hannah, maybe afraid she’d spit on him if he got close enough. I walked back to Tubby, took his hand, and concentrated on Hannah. He needed to believe in what we were dealing with or he’d be more hindrance than help.

      Hannah’s image in the mirror flickered, and a dark shadow took shape on her shoulder, its skin the color of a cancerous mole. Its size had increased to the point it looked like a baby gorilla squatting on my friend. The hag hissed at us, but the sound came out of Hannah’s mouth. Tubby jerked his hand from mine. He backed away, mouth open, shaking his head.

      “No,” he muttered and turned to Cecil. “That ain’t real.”

      Cecil shrugged like someone who’d seen it all twice.

      Tubby’s phone rang. He answered and left the room speaking in a low voice.

      Dillon approached me and held out her hand. We went through the routine again. She leaned forward and squinted at the passenger. “Damn, that thing’s ugly.”

      I held out my hand to Mysti. She shook her head. “I see it for the same reason you do. I’ve already got the dark outposts in me.” She looked at me as though I should have known. I hadn’t. She dismissed me. “Let’s talk about what we’re going to do.”
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      Mysti went into the kitchenette, dug in her purse until she found one of her homemade tea bags, and set about making herself a cup of tea. Tubby came back into the room and pulled a stool next to my chair.

      He leaned his head near mine and spoke into my ear. “That was my contact in the sheriff’s office. Six Guns are claiming a gas stove blew up. They told the fire department and the sheriff’s people to get the fuck off their property.”

      I didn’t care what lie the Six Guns used to get the authorities off their property. Only one person mattered. “Wade?”

      Tubby shook his head. “My contact never saw him. Said King had a short conversation with Sheriff Dean, and they all just turned around and left.”

      My stomach dropped to my feet, and my skin went hot and then cold. Of course Dean just left. He didn’t care what happened to Wade. One dead member of the Six Gun Revolutionaries was one less problem for him. He'd hired his biker exterminator, and it was me. He’d be happy as long as he didn't get shit on his shoes. I was running from a human tornado, outlaw style, and I was just as disposable as the people I’d come to do away with. The magnitude of it crushed against me. I could almost feel its pressure on my skin. I caught Cecil watching me. He tipped his chin in a nod, one I understood. You can do this. I pulled myself together.

      “Where’s Corman?” Having not heard him since I came into the building, I worried he might have bled out or died of shock.

      Tubby jerked a thumb at the stairwell leading back into what had been the store. “Downstairs. Tied up and stoned. Bullfrog gave him some hillbilly heroin.” He giggled.

      I didn’t quite know what to do about Corman. If Wade had been here, we’d have healed him and kept him out of the way so he’d be a good trade. I didn’t have Wade’s powers. Maybe I needed to call Doctor Longstreet or see if Tubby knew someone with medical training. Then it hit me that the Six Guns were probably just letting Wade bleed and hurt. Thinking about Wade made me want to cry again. I turned my focus to Mysti. She’d have answers. Mysti sat down at the table, stirring her tea. It smelled like burnt pubic hair. Only Mysti would drink something that smelled so awful.

      I tried to wait until she took the first sip but didn’t quite make it. “What did you mean about being able to see the hag because you have the dark outposts in you?” I leaned away from the awful smelling brew, and my back bumped into Tubby. He put his hand on my hip. I didn’t bother to make him move it.

      Mysti glanced at Tubby’s hand, frowning. “When you were looking for the Mace Treasure, I told you that sometimes things from the dark outposts make their way over here.”

      Tubby spoke up. “Yeah. I remember you saying that. I figured it was vampires or werewolves. Not gargoyles.”

      Mysti stared into her tea. “I don’t like those terms to describe the things I see. They’re the product of scared people trying to explain what they don’t understand and are not wholly accurate.” She bit her lip frowning. “But we do need to find terms you’ll understand to talk about this.” She gestured at Hannah.

      A low growl came from Hannah’s chest. It turned into a wail like a lost cat might make and went on and on. Dillon pushed her chair back from the table and said, “I’ve had enough.” She walked over to Hannah, rolling her neck on her shoulders.

      “Don’t get close,” I called after her. “You get bit, you’ll still have your kids to take care of while it heals.”

      Dillon ignored me but stopped several feet from Hannah. Her growls increased, chest pumping air with each one. Dillon fixed her eyes on Hannah’s face and said, “Be quiet.”

      Dillon's trick worked on a lot of people. I’d seen her take jewelry, get out of paying bills, and even get her kids free medical care. Hannah took a deep breath, and her eyes seemed to clear. Then she let out a sound I’d never heard come out of a human. It sounded like a train’s whistle. The walls shook, the windows shook. Hannah snapped the zip ties holding her arms together, leaving bloody strips on her wrists. Dillon backed away, the confidence that made her seem older than her twenty-two years gone.

      “Shit.” Tubby jumped off his stool and ran to Hannah. I followed.

      Hannah bent forward, trying her best to break the zip tie around her ankles. Tubby grabbed one of her arms and pulled it back. I did the other. Hannah snapped like an animal, her teeth clacking together.

      I glanced back at the table to see if Mysti was going to help. She rummaged in her witch pack. Great time to play with her stuff. Cecil stood from his seat, eyes swallowing his face, and slowly approached.

      “Tubman?” Mysti spoke without looking up. “Do you have any more drugs on you?”

      Tubby shrugged. I glared at him. His cheeks reddened around the stubble. “Over the sink in a plastic bag.”

      Mysti opened the cabinet and rummaged around. She dropped two packages of braided nylon rope on the counter, dug around some more, and finally withdrew a plastic bag full of multicolored pills. She raised her eyebrows at Tubby. He held out one hand in answer. Mysti gave him the bag, and he picked out two pills and dropped them into her waiting hand. She spoke to Dillon. “You’ll have to help me hold her mouth open.”

      Dillon shook her head. Cecil stepped forward. “I’ll do it.”

      With Tubby and me holding Hannah’s arms, Mysti and Cecil somehow got a pill down Hannah’s gullet and forced her to swallow.

      The whole time, Mysti spoke soothing words to Hannah. “I know you’re still in there, and I know this is miserable. But we’ll help you. Just rest and get ready to fight.”

      At Tubby’s direction, Dillon found the package of zip ties, and we got Hannah bound again. She had already calmed a great deal. Her chin dropped to her chest, and her eyes stared unfocused. Mysti patted her and led us back to the table where she picked up her teacup as though nothing had happened.

      “As I was getting ready to tell Tubby, terms like vampire, werewolf, or even gargoyle don’t adequately describe what we’re dealing with here.” She gave Tubby a gentle smile. “The things I’ve seen are not like creatures from mythology or monsters from popular television or books. But in every lie there’s a little truth. If you know the concept behind an incubus or succubus, then you have a vague understanding of what that hag riding Hannah is doing. It feeds off her.”

      “Sexually?” Tubby leaned forward, very interested. It both impressed and amused me he knew the terms Mysti threw out, especially when he didn’t even know irregardless isn’t a word.

      “I’m not completely sure. It could be feeding on any aspect of Hannah’s darkest heart.” Mysti chewed her lip and frowned as she tried to pick her words.

      “Darkest heart?” The phrase grabbed my interest, made something move around in my subconscious.

      “That’s actually Griffin’s expression.” She stopped speaking and gripped my arm. “By the way, Peri Jean, Griff wanted to be here. He’s just having some personal issues with his mother. She’s challenging…” She cut herself off and shook her head. “Now’s not the time.” She let go of me and clapped once, lightly. “Darkest heart. We all have a shadow side, a side of us where our good qualities become bad ones, minor quirks grow into neuroses. Mostly you just glimpse a person’s darkest heart every once in a while.”

      Mysti’s words burrowed deep into my mind. I’d killed other human beings to save my own life and the lives of my loved ones. The experience made me question myself, who I really was. Killing them hadn’t bothered me the way I thought it would. In some dark corner of my mind, I’d considered their threats against my loved ones and me a declaration of war. There were no rules in war. Not for me anyway. Was that my darkest heart? A shiver worked its way up my spine.

      Mysti watched me with an odd light dancing in her eyes. “If someone’s darkest heart takes over, it eventually causes them to self-destruct. Now I’ll try to answer Tubby’s question about what Hannah’s ugly passenger eats…”

      Tubby broke in. “That ugly little shit eats feeds off the sorrow that the host feels as they self-desctruct.”

      Mysti nodded. “It gets bigger and bigger as the person becomes weaker and weaker. Then when the person finally dies or commits suicide, the thing absorbs their life force.”

      The hair on the back of my neck prickled with revulsion and maybe a little fear. “What does it do with the life force?”

      Mysti drew in a deep breath and stared at Hannah. “Live on it until they find the next host.” She shivered and rubbed her arms. The gesture made me wonder what she’d seen in her investigations with Griff. They called me in on ghost stuff but never anything involving an actual monster.

      “So can we kill this thing?” I glanced at Hannah. She snoozed, chin dipped toward her chest. A thin line of drool dangled from her mouth.

      “We can’t kill it.” Mysti shook her head. “We’ll be lucky to get it out of Hannah without it killing any of us. It’s low level compared to some of the beings you’ve already met, but it’s still way more powerful than mere mortals. And you’ll get to watch your back the rest of your life. Our stealing its meal is going to piss it off.” She turned up her cup and drained it. “Wade prepared me well for what I was going to see, so I’ve got all the supplies we need.”

      The mention of Wade stabbed into my heart. He’d known he was living his last hours. I didn’t want him to be dead. I didn’t think I could go on living if he was. The coming days and weeks of knowing I’d gotten Wade killed stretched out in my imagination, frightening as anything I’d ever faced. I rubbed the aching ball of stress in my shoulder. I had to do something to take my mind off it. Doing a ritual, using my gifts to banish this awful parasite from Hannah, might help. “I’m ready to get started now.”

      Mysti smiled at me. “Good. But we’re waiting until three in the morning.”

      “The devil’s hour?” Tubby asked with a straight face.

      Mysti rewarded him with a tip of her chin. “Very good. Rest now. We’ll need everybody’s energy if we’re going to make this work.”
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      I got up from the table, not sure what I was going to do with the hours between now and the ritual. Tubby stood and tapped my arm. “Let’s go check on Corman and smoke.”

      We descended the stairs in silence. Now that we were in a holding pattern, my mind had nothing to do but get up to mischief. The moment of Wade’s shooting played on endless loop. My throat ached with the need to cry, but I held it back. This had been my hare-brained scheme. I didn’t deserve the luxury of crying over it now.

      Mysti’d said each of us had a dark heart, a shadow personality. Hannah’s both scared me and made me sad. This manifestation of her was like the anti-Hannah. She'd always liked her drink and her men, but the old Hannah kept it classy. A glass of scotch and soda at a reception. A well-heeled yuppie on her arm. People who didn’t know Hannah probably didn’t see how many times the scotch and soda got refilled or notice how the man on her arm was never the same. Or if they did, they saw only a wealthy young woman with impeccable manners enjoying herself. This Hannah, the one who sat in Long Time Gone slamming tequila shots with King Tolliver? That Hannah was crawling on the bottom of the septic tank.

      The parasite riding her shoulders had taken mostly harmless behavior and turned it into the blackest, coldest night of Hannah’s life. Was sitting on that barstool in Long Time Gone wearing a too big shirt, bruises covering her arms, and kissing a nasty piece of human garbage like King Tolliver what really lurked in Hannah’s darkest heart? The jump unnerved me. It also brought my mind around to my own darkest heart.

      Right then, my darkest heart, which I still thought was my penchant for violence, strained on its leash, begging to bathe in the steaming waters of brutality. I’d make Trench Coat feel like he was burning from the inside out until he lost his mind. He’d never shoot anybody again. King Tolliver. The very thought of him set off fireworks of anger in my brain. My vision wavered. Before this was over, King would beg me to leave him alone. The Six Guns had declared war on me, and I’d fight them until I won or died.

      Tubby’s fingers closed around my arm. I jumped and let out a yelp. He held up both hands and tried to smile. “I ain’t never gotten used to bad scenes like at the Six Gun Compound neither. You keep thinking over what you did wrong, maybe even thinking you shouldn’t have got involved in the first place.”

      I stared at the dark circles under Tubby’s eyes and waited to see what he’d say next.

      “You did the right thing, going to get Hannah. You’re doing the right thing for your Uncle Jesse. And for Rainey too.” He giggled. “That girl’s got it so bad.”

      I cocked my head at him. Tubby watched me with an almost sympathetic look on his face. This time he did manage a smile. He slipped his arm around my waist and pulled me to him. I resisted. After his request for a date and my refusal, I didn't want to give him the wrong idea. He strengthened his grip, overpowering me, and whispered in my ear. “Rainey and your uncle got a lil’ sumpin’ sumpin’ going on.” He drew back, really grinning now. Had I been thinking straight, I’d have noted that Tubby was sharing secrets with me and not asking for compensation. But Wade dominated my thoughts. I didn't have time for Tubby’s diva act. He pouted. “Ain’t you gonna axe how I know?”

      I shook my head, smiling in spite of myself. Tubby’s enthusiasm for gossip was endearing in a scary way.

      “So I told you I got a contact at the prison. One thing he brought back to me, just because he knows Rainey’s from Gaslight City, is that she and Jesse touch each other ever chance they get. Which ain’t much at a prison, but the way he says they look at each other…” Tubby shrugged. “Anyway, you know prisoners’ mail is monitored, right? My contact says their letters ain’t just legal correspondence. If you know what I mean.”

      My cheeks heated. How would I ever look my sweet Uncle Jesse in the face again? He was the same age as my father would have been, had been my daddy’s twin in fact. And he was talking dirty to a woman my age who used to be Miss Texas? Oh my.

      A grin spread across my face. Tubby’s laughter hissed through his teeth. He clapped one hand over his mouth. I put my hands over my face and laughed until my side hurt. Tears streamed down my face. Some of my guffaws sounded more like sobs, but it still felt good.

      Tubby patted my back. “You gotta let it out some way. Otherwise, it’ll drive you crazy.”

      I wiped the tears off my face. “It’s driving me crazy anyway. I knew why Rainey wanted Jesse out of prison so badly. I can't let her down.” I got out my cigarettes. “It’s just that everything has turned to shit.”

      Tubby lit his own cigarette and motioned me to follow him. At the back of the store, near the bathrooms, Corman Tolliver sat tied to a chair. He raised his head but made no other effort to acknowledge us. Tubby took a phone out of his pocket and snapped a picture of Corman. He fiddled around with the phone. A few seconds later, I heard the sound of a text message being sent.

      Tubby stuffed the phone back in his pocket. “King ought to like that, the bastard.”

      I turned away from Tubby and voiced my worst fear. “Wade’s dead. That’s why King hasn’t contacted us.” We walked back to the stairs and sat down to smoke.

      “Hard to say.” Tubby leaned against the wall, smoking and staring into the darkness. Without warning, he reached into his mouth and pulled out a row of teeth. I drew back from him before I could stop myself. Tubby, ignoring my disgust, held up the bridge for me to see. “Remember this?”

      I flinched at the sight of it. Tubby’d worn the bridge so long, I’d forgotten about the day he showed up at school, his mouth all swollen. The memory of how long it took our teacher to realize something was wrong with him, that he wasn’t just being a little asshole, made my heart hurt.

      Tubby stared at the false teeth. “You remember what happened to Roger?”

      I remembered. Tubby’s evil stepfather. Roger beat the sass out of Tubby about once a month, bad beatings, until Tubby was in his late teens. A hunter found Roger in the National Forest leaning against a tree. He’d died with his hands laced over his stomach where it had been cut open. He must have been trying to hold his guts in. Roger’s murder went unsolved.

      “This here is a reminder to never eat shit from assholes like the Six Gun Revolutionaries. We can’t change what they’ve done to Wade, but we will give them back everything they’ve dished out and more.” Tubby put his teeth back in his mouth. What was his darkest heart? Maybe the Tubby I sat shoulder to shoulder with was the dark one. Maybe he had no light.

      A phone began to ring. It wasn’t my ringtone, so I didn’t even take mine out. Tubby dug Corman’s phone back out of his pocket and answered. “Yeeeesss.” He listened, a grin growing on his face. “She’s right here, boss.” He held the phone out to me. “The boss wants to talk to you. Very important shit.”

      I took the phone. “What?”

      King’s shout blasted through the speaker. “If my son’s dead, you freak of nature, I swear I’ll—”

      I hung up on him and set the phone back in my lap, anger sizzling in my veins. I couldn’t let myself get into a shouting match with King Tolliver. The phone rang again. I hit the answer button and held the phone to my ear. King’s heavy breathing came over the line. “You finished hollering?” I glanced at Tubby to find him watching me, eyes half-lidded, almost smiling.

      “You stupid bitch. You got no idea what you done stepped in.” King didn’t holler, but his voice was like hot pavement at the end of summer, rough and unforgiving.

      I lit another cigarette and closed my eyes. My mouth felt too full of spit, and I wanted to swallow, but I didn’t want King to hear. I counted to ten and swallowed as quietly as I could. “Let’s save the pillow talk for some other time. Tell me if Wade’s still alive.”

      King barked out a dry laugh. “I don’t even know if Corman’s still alive.”

      I stood and walked back to where we had Corman, Tubby scurrying after me. The phone had a video call function, and I switched to it. King accepted, and I had the pleasure of his ugly, hollow-cheeked face. At least he wasn’t baring his dingy teeth at me. “Here’s Corman.” I turned the phone and held it near Corman’s face. His eyes moved as I got near him.

      “Son?” King’s voice came from the phone. “Where are you hit?”

      “Shoulder.” Corman’s sluggish voice dragged the word out. “They doped me.”

      I turned the phone back to my face. “Now Wade.”

      King laughed at me. Actually laughed.

      “Show me Wade, or I’m going to kill Corman right now.” I paused, glaring into the phone’s camera. “Then I’m coming to kill you and everybody left in your shitty motorcycle club.”

      King bared his nasty teeth in a grin. “You better be real sure who you’re threatening.”

      I smiled even though I wanted to scream in frustration. “I am. Are you?”

      King turned the phone away from himself and showed me a view of Wade curled into the fetal position, facing the camera. My heart thudded faster as I took in the blurry image. Wade’s eyes were closed, his sides moved with his breaths. Alive. He was alive.

      Behind Wade was a wall of rough-hewn boards, smoke blackened and dingy. They’d put him in one of the structures that got burned down. Jerks. At least I had an idea where he was being kept. Some of the stress holding me upright released. But a million questions followed right behind. Chief among them was how long Wade had left before he bled out or died of shock.

      King turned the phone back to his wasted face. Both of us waited for the other to speak. The seconds dragged past, each one full of poisonous fears. Finally King coughed. “Here’s my deal. You deliver my son with no further injuries and Barbie’s tape about your daddy’s murder. I’ll let you have what’s left of my former friend.”

      I glanced at Tubby. He shrugged. I spoke into the phone. “But I don’t know where the tape is.”

      King started laughing. “Ask that stupid whore you carried out of my house. She had all kinds of ideas about it when I first met her. You got twenty-four hours.” He ended the call.

      The facade I’d used with King dropped away. My knees buckled. I pushed the phone at Tubby and grabbed onto the wall. The floor tilted, and black spots danced in my vision. Fear stung every pore on my skin. I hung on for dear life and tried not to puke. So many things could go wrong.

      We might not get rid of the hag so we could talk to Hannah. Corman might die. And hours were passing. Wade could die while we bumbled around trying to find the tape. Why did King care so much about it anyway? I stumbled sideways. Corman chuckled from his seat. I shot him a hateful glare.

      Tubby stepped in next to me and held me upright. His nasally drawl crooned in my ear. “Come on now. You gonna have to get it together.”

      I turned to him. “Say Wade’s going to be okay.”

      Tubby shrugged. “I can’t.”

      “He won’t be,” Corman slurred. “Fucker signed his death warrant when he clobbered Daddy upside the head.”

      I spun and shook off Tubby’s arm, hurling myself at Corman in three running steps. I doubled up my fist and hit him in his bullet wound. Corman squeezed his eyes shut and howled. I delivered a flabby roundhouse to his jaw. Tubby grabbed me around the waist and dragged me away.

      He threw me on the wood floor and stood over me. “Don’t break your bargaining chip.”

      I glared at him for a second and then picked myself up. “You’re right.” Killing Corman would mean I’d never see Wade alive again. May not anyway.

      A scream built in my chest. I spun away from Tubby and ran into the building’s darkness. There, in a dusty corner, I cried myself into a fitful doze. Hours later, a little before three a.m., Dillon woke me to get ready for the spell work.
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      We gathered in the kitchen to learn what we needed to do. I sat off to the side, slugging down coffee and trying to shake off the fogginess my nap had left behind.

      “This’ll be a two-step process, plus a backup plan.” Mysti stood in front of us as though she was teaching a master class on witchcraft. Maybe it was a master class to her.

      Cecil raised his hand. I bit my lip to keep from smiling. Must have seemed like a class to him too.

      Mysti gestured at him. “Mr. Gregg, you don’t have to raise your hand.”

      “I’m going by Gregson today.” Cecil smiled. Mysti pealed out a coquettish giggle so unlike her that I had to stare hard to make sure she hadn’t been replaced by some carbon copy of herself. Cecil laughed with her for a few seconds, then spoke. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I’m not a witch. Ever since my big heart attack, I’m not much of anything unless I’m borrowing power from Peri Jean. Are you sure I won’t do more harm than good?”

      Mysti began nodding before he finished his question. “Everybody here has energy, and you, Dillon, and Peri Jean are able to combine power. This rider Hannah’s picked up is old and powerful. We’re going to need all the juice we can get just to detach it from her, let alone secure it somewhere it can’t harm anyone else.” She motioned to me to join her. She handed me a blue bottle. “Go on and start the consecration process.”

      “What’s the bottle becoming?” I got into my own witch pack and removed a special blessed lemon and hyssop cleansing solution, some sunflower oil, and a black cloth.

      “A witch bottle to house the entity.” Mysti took fingernail clippers out of her witch pack and passed them to Cecil. “Fingernail trimmings from everybody.”

      Across the room Hannah’s head jerked up.

      A low growl issued from her. “You can't keep me in that.”

      Mysti ignored the guttural voice, and I did too.

      I washed the bottle with soap and hot water, rinsing it well as I repeated three times, “I cleanse you.” Once it was finished, I dripped the cleaning solution over it and rinsed it again. A drop of the oil went on my finger. I used it to make an even-armed cross. Feeling the weight of someone’s stare, I raised my head to find Tubby watching. He winked at me.

      I dropped my head and went back to my task with an extra tremor in my hands, entombing the bottle in black cloth. Tubby had agreed to my suggestion that we just be friends, but his actions said the opposite. Tubby went for what he wanted with a ruthless single-mindedness and wouldn’t be dismissed easily. I hoped we wouldn’t have to have a big, ugly moment of truth over it. Hurting his feelings didn’t appeal to me.

      I lit the incense and a candle, hand shaking harder, and got out my holy water and pure earth. The dirt came from an old growth forest in Canada where Mysti said the bones of the gods lay. The idea of earth imbued with something older than time calmed me. I looked up again to find Tubby still watching. We exchanged a small smile. I could handle him.

      I rebirthed the bottle to its new purpose by pulling it from the black cloth. The heft of the bottle had become more solid, and it radiated cold prickles up my arm. I sprinkled some dirt on the blue glass. “I bless you with the element of earth.” A few drops of holy water came next. “I bless you with the element of water.” I passed the bottle through the candle flame. “I bless you with the element of fire.” Then the incense smoke. “I bless you with the element of air.” The smoke whistled in the bottle like a hard wind.

      Nobody was listening to Mysti talk about energy any more. They all watched me. Dillon's eyes were the widest. She’d never admit it, but my ways scared her. I didn’t mind. They scared me too.

      “I name you witch bottle.” I tapped my finger against the bottle. Its cold nearly numbed my fingertip. “I charge you with the duty of imprisoning the spirit hurting Hannah Marnie Kessler.” A sheen of color, almost like the oil on top of coffee, washed over the bottle. Then it faded, and the cold left the bottle. I swept the fingernail clippings inside. They’d attract Hannah’s passenger. I hoped.

      “We need a box large enough to fit this bottle.” Mysti spoke to Tubby. Without answering, he left the room. The sounds of him rustling around downstairs came back. Corman said something to him, his voice fuzzy and slurred.

      “Shut up.” Tubby’s voice sharpened like the crack of a whip. He thumped back up the stairs, a wooden crate held in front of him and a cigarette clamped between his teeth. “This do?”

      Mysti nodded and motioned for him to bring it to her. She began the process of consecration on the box. When she got to the rebirth and purposing, she dipped a craft paintbrush into a tiny bottle of paint and drew a straight line with several connected crosses on it. She caught me watching. “This is a protective sigil I developed for problems like the one Hannah has.”

      So that’s what she called the hag? A problem? Looked more like a hell monster to me. I reminded myself again not to get mixed up in any of Griff and Mysti’s more intense cases.

      Mysti named the box. “You are the witch bottle house. As you deteriorate, so will the bottle’s contents.”

      Hannah let out a particularly fierce growl at that. Mysti rose from her task and stared at the thing riding Hannah’s hunched shoulders. “You know, you can go home when I banish you from Hannah.”

      Hannah raised her head. Slobber slicked her lower chin. “You stupid little witch. I’ll bite open your bones, suck the marrow out.” Hannah’s mouth made a wet, slurping sound.

      I turned away. “Do you really think we can defeat that thing?”

      “Yes.” Mysti raised her chin. “Do not doubt yourself. That parasite feeds on self-doubt and hurt. He’ll use it against you. Know you are stronger. Know you can wield your power over him.”

      I stood straighter, but the sounds Hannah was making had me scared. They were somewhere between a bad horror movie and a public restroom.

      Mysti set the box and the bottle aside and addressed the group. “Let’s talk about what we’re going to do. When I first got here, I cast a circle around Hannah’s chair to keep her parasite from fleeing before we’re ready to banish it. Before we start the banishing, we’ll cast a circle around that circle.” She waited a few seconds for questions. Nobody asked any. “We’ll complete the banishing. Hannah’s passenger will likely reveal itself once separated from Hannah. So be prepared for that. ”

      “I got a question.” Dillon, usually so tough and unafraid, barely spoke above a whisper.

      Mysti smiled politely. “Now is the time.”

      “W-what happens if this goes wrong?” Dillon looked like she knew.

      Mysti’s nostrils flared as she took a deep breath. “If we can’t get it out of Hannah, it’ll likely kill her so it can absorb her energy and keep us from banishing it.”

      “What then?” Some of the fear left Dillon’s posture, but her freckled face was still the color of grits.

      Mysti, unable to maintain her professional demeanor, paled too. “It’ll force its way into one of us. Probably it’ll kill that person too, absorb their energy. It’ll waste the pleasure of killing them slow for the power. Then…” She glanced at me and shrugged. “It’ll take corporeal form and eat us.”

      Silence filled the room, and we all exchanged uncomfortable glances. This was no game.

      Mysti settled her gaze on me, eyebrows raised. I nodded. Consequences accepted. I was about to risk friends and family for Hannah. I wasn’t a good person, but I couldn’t help myself. Mysti jerked her chin in acknowledgment.

      “Peri Jean, you will rush to get this protection amulet on Hannah’s wrist once the parasite is out of her.” She removed a metal object from her witch pack and held it out to me. I came close to see it was a tarnished, open cuff bracelet with a pair of raised hands cupping a blue topaz. I slipped it on my wrist. It vibrated with power. Mysti probably spent hours blessing and consecrating it. “While all this is happening, the rest of you keep speaking the banishing incantation I’m going to teach you. It’s simple and short.” She recited the chant and repeated it several times. We practiced until we all had it. Mysti dug out her chalk and the candles to represent the elements for the circle. “Let’s begin.”

      Hannah lifted her head and smiled. The hair on the back of my neck stood up.

      “What about your backup plan?” I bit my lip.

      Mysti stopped walking and spoke with her back still to me. “If this goes wrong, call your contact from the dark outposts.” I opened my mouth, but Mysti shook her head. “No. Don’t say his name unless absolutely necessary. If that time comes, say his full name, not the one you call him.”

      “I can’t pronounce it.” I heard the whine in my voice and hated it. But I didn’t want to call Sol. He scared me and always wanted favors in return. His claim that he’d worked with my family for centuries only made the whole thing freakier.

      “Yeah, you can. Just focus your energy. Tell yourself that’s what you want, and it’ll come out.” Mysti walked to Hannah’s chair, chalk pinched between her thumb and forefinger. A low, bubbling growl came from Hannah. “You have a choice in this.” Mysti said the words in a firm, clear voice as she drew the outer circle.

      I motioned everyone into the circle before Mysti closed it, and then I went behind her sprinkling sea salt over her chalk mark. She was waiting with the candles when I finished. I set down the green candle for north, lit it, and whispered my blessing. “I call upon the Guardian of the North. I call upon the element of earth. Bless us with your presence.”

      The lights flickered. The wood floor hummed to life. Hard energy rose up my legs and over my body, and the smell of freshly turned dirt filled my head.

      I went to the next compass point, east, and set the yellow candle. The guardian of the east let its presence be known with a blast of air that swirled around the room and dried the sweat on my face. I set the other two candles, calling to the elements of fire and water. The circle rose around us. My skin shrank into goosebumps. Static electricity crackled through my hair.

      Mysti pointed her athame at the edge of the circle and spun deosil three times. I knew she was picturing the light of the divine filling her, traveling through her body, and coming out of her arm to form the edge of the circle. She chanted in a voice deeper than her normal. “Lord and Lady, Guardians…” She paused for me to say my part.

      “And the spirit of the raven.” I concentrated on my raven familiar, heard the flapping of his wings, his guttural cries.

      “Bless this circle and protect us,” Mysti and I said together. “Keep us safe from unclean beings. Hold this circle in divine light.” The edges of the circle lit like the brightest sunlight for a second and then dimmed.

      “Let’s start the incantation.” Mysti pointed her athame at Hannah. The growls rumbled in my poor friend’s chest. Sometimes she followed them with yips, reminding me of dark nights and coyotes. “On three.” She counted off. All our voices rose together.

      “Power of Earth

      Power of Air

      Power of Fire

      Power of Water

      Life in the Blood

      Expel this evil from Hannah Marnie Kessler

      Let it plague her no more.”

      Hannah opened her mouth so wide the lips split in the corners. Blood trickled from the torn skin. She began to scream. I had expected this. But I hadn’t expected the way it sounded, raw and wild.

      “Again.” Mysti motioned with her free arm.

      We said the incantation three more times. Hannah convulsed in her chair. Foam dripped from her mouth. Teeth bared in a snarl, she glared at us. Mysti motioned us to do it again.

      The flapping of raven wings filled my head. I left off my chant and moved toward Hannah. Just beneath her skin, I saw the monster, its cancer-colored skin writhing as the incantation pulled at it. My hand came up, and before I knew what I planned to do, it turned translucent and dipped below Hannah’s skin. The thing writhed and slipped from my grasp. Hannah howled louder.

      Mysti changed the chant. “Power of the four corners, alight this daughter of spirit.” The others followed. They said the words over and over, as I tried to get my hand around the entity and ignore Hannah’s screams. The flapping of wings came again. My mind slowed, and some forgotten animal part of me anticipated the parasite’s next move. I grabbed for it. My fingers locked around its rubbery skin. I dug my fingernails in, pulled as hard as I could, and threw it to the ground where it fell with a wet splat.

      “Oh dear God,” Cecil muttered.

      The slimy creature, resembling a hairless winged monkey, scrambled for Hannah.

      “The bracelet,” Mysti yelled. “The bracelet.”

      I took it off my wrist and clapped it to Hannah’s. She raised her head, eyes finding mine. The gratitude I saw there scraped over my heart, leaving it raw. I gripped her shoulder in response. She turned away from me and leaned her head against the chair, taking big, exhausted breaths.

      We surrounded the hag. I held the bottle. Mysti pointed her athame at the monster. “Second part of the incantation.”

      We spoke as one again. “We send your evil to dwell in this vessel where you’ll be unable to harm any other soul. We banish you. So mote it be.”

      The winged creature trembled on the ground. It raised its head to stare at me, thick lips split in a smile showing its fishy spiked teeth. I turned away, heart pounding.

      We repeated our incantation three more times. I searched for the beat of the raven wings but heard nothing. The creature crawled to his feet and stood before us. Dillon broke off mid-chant and took a step backward. Cecil caught her arm and kept her inside the circle.

      “I’m not going in the bottle.” The rider’s cunning whisper came from every corner of the room. It stared at the bottle, its chest rising and falling. The glass heated to burning in an instant and jerked in my hand. It burst into a gazillion pieces, shards flying like shrapnel. Cecil yelped as one found his skin. I wanted to scream, to run, to do anything but stand here and see what this monster had in store for me.

      Mysti pointed the athame. “I banish you to the realm of darkness forever. You are never to return here.”

      The thing ran at her, sharp teeth bared. Mysti stabbed at it with her athame. As soon as the knife made contact with the parasite, Mysti’s body arched and began to jitter as though she was being electrocuted. I took a running step and pushed her off the thing. The athame clattered to the floor.

      “It doesn’t matter how long you delay.” The rider’s flat eyes found mine. “I will have a host, or I’ll kill all of you.”

      Time for my trump card. I pictured Sol, my contact in the dark outposts, and tried to remember how he said his real name. Then I screamed, “I banish you in the name of Sol.” Weird squeals came out of me when I got to his name.

      The rider began to laugh. “I know—” It spoke the name. “He is no authority to me.” It took one step toward me.

      Before I had time to defend myself, the thing leapt at me. It hit me hard. I fell backward out of the circle and landed on my ass.

      The rider’s claws sank into me, and a black funk like no other I’d ever felt spread through my emotions. A depression so deep that it hurt settled over me. Behind it, the hag spindled my life force and began gulping it down. It was preparing to kill me, just as Mysti had predicted.

      “No!” I shoved the bad feelings aside and called on the mantle.

      It rose, monstrous and raging, and pushed at the parasite. Shit. The mantle was trying to get inside this thing. What would it do then?

      The question became less important because the beast screamed inside my head. My ears began to ring. Still the scream went on. My back teeth throbbed, and pressure built behind my eyes. The scream continued. I couldn't stand much more. It was about to scramble my brain. I’d either have a stroke or bleed out from an aneurism. I’d done this to people but never realized how it felt on their end.

      “Stop," I croaked out, unable to control the mantle in this state.

      The mantle ignored me and pushed again at the beast, looking for a point of entry. But the monster dug in, its talons stabbing in deep. It felt like my insides were being chewed up. My body went limp, and the floor rose up to meet me. Someone grabbed me under the arms and broke the fall.

      “You can’t kill me. Stop trying,” the hag whispered.

      “You’re wrong. I’ll kill us both if I have to,” I growled back.

      The mantle gave up trying to get inside the monster, wrapped itself around it, and began to squeeze. The hag panicked, its grunts echoing in my subconscious. I gave all my energy to the mantle. The rider unhooked its claws from my psyche and prepared to disengage.

      In a flash, I realized that couldn’t happen. The thing was bad inside me, but at least it couldn’t hurt anybody else. I had to keep it where it was until I could find a way to banish it. Head throbbing with the effort and wetness I suspected was blood leaking from my nose, I held the monster in place.

      “Shit, look at her eyes. All that’s showing is the whites.” This came from Tubby.

      Someone began to pat my face. The scent of Cecil’s aftershave flooded my senses. “Peri Jean?” Cecil’s voice quavered.

      “She’s fighting,” Mysti said. “Go on, Peri Jean. Get it out of you. We’ll deal with it.”

      But they couldn’t deal with the monster. We’d already seen what happened when we tried. This little horror would end up getting into someone else, and we’d start all over. The thing had to stay in me. There was no other way to keep it contained. I felt my body seize.

      “Cecil, Dillon,” Mysti said. “Let’s combine our power and see if we can’t push it out of her.”

      Her words hit me like a jolt of electricity. No. I couldn’t let them put themselves at risk. I used the last of my waning strength to crawl to my feet. Fast as I could, I stumbled into the bathroom. I slammed the door, locked it, and leaned against it, fear pounding in my chest.
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      I stared at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. The thing perched on my shoulders staring at its reflection over my head. Now that we were no longer fighting, I could feel the thing probing inside me, searching for my darkest heart. Little did it know, I didn’t mind letting the murderous side of me out of the bag.

      As though it could read my thoughts, the ugly little hag began to smile. “You don’t know everything about yourself.”

      I ignored it and said, “You’re leaving this plane. Now.”

      The bathroom’s doorknob rattled. Both the rider and I jumped. Mysti’s voice came through the old wood. “Come back out. There has to be a way to get it off you.”

      “What then? It’ll just jump into one of you,” I yelled at the door.

      Mysti said nothing for several seconds. It was as good as any answer she could have given. She had no idea what to do. She’d risk her own safety to help me. Not happening.

      “I’ve got an idea,” I yelled at the silence, the lie as smooth as foam over latte. The only idea I had was to hold this thing inside me so it couldn’t hurt my friends, combined with vague plans to figure out what to do next.

      “What is it?” Mysti asked.

      Caught in my lie, I said nothing.

      “I’m going to do some brainstorming.” Mysti didn’t sound too sure of herself. For once, my mentor couldn't just snap her fingers and fix it all. That scared me more than the thing inside me. I turned away from the door and stared into the mirror again.

      The hag wore a smug grin on its face. “You won’t be as hard to defeat as you think you will.”

      I smiled back and let the mantle squeeze the little jackass again. The effort made every bone in my body ache, and a fatigue like nothing I’d ever known spread over me. I gripped the sink, poured everything I had into it, and waited for the rider to start screaming again. But something else happened.

      Deep inside my psyche, where I never went, the rider slashed something open. It stung like a paper cut, and my own poison began to work its way through me. Emotional exhaustion crushed against my resolve, drowning it. Then the thoughts came.

      I was sick of life, sick of being a freak, sick of being alone. The worst part? There was no end in sight. My own nature would always set me apart. Battles like this one would end only when I died.

      The rider’s will pushed my hand to the mirror. Take it off the wall and break it. Cut your throat with one of the shards. My fingers found the plastic bracket securing the mirror to the wall and began to pick at it. The lethal creature whispered into my soul, blowing life into the truth I kept locked away and pretended did not exist.

      “Be stronger than this.” A figure appeared behind me in the mirror. Priscilla Herrera’s eyes blazed determined fire. Her strength bolstered me. I got hold of myself. Using my free hand, I forced my fingers off the mirror and curled them around the edge of the sink.

      Another knock came on the door. “You all right in there, baby?” It was Cecil.

      “I’m okay. We’re working it out.” My voice shook. Cecil loved me in his way, but he didn’t have the strength, magical or physical, to help me. This thing riding me was a stealer of life and happiness. It had to stay as far away from friends and family as possible. I sifted through my mind, trying to think of how to handle this, but the buzz of a fly splintered my ability to concentrate.

      The fly moved around my face, so close it tickled my skin. I swatted at it. The sink came on full blast. I jumped and backed away from it, glancing in the mirror. My pestilent passenger sat hunched on my shoulder. I expected to see it smirking at me, proud of scaring me, but its dark eyes widened.

      The old plumbing in the walls let out a pained screech. The water rushing from the faucet turned bright red and then stopped. The sink rattled on the wall. I pressed my back against the opposite wall.

      “Tell him to go away,” the passenger hissed in my head.

      Tell who to go away? Sol? He didn’t answer my call for help earlier. Was he coming now? I opened my second sight and searched for Sol’s magical essence, but he was so far beyond human, and I was so exhausted, I felt nothing.

      “I said make him go. Or I’ll kill you now. I’ll…”

      The hag would kill me now? That was a regular laugh-a-thon. “Eat my ass. You’re going to kill me anyway if you can.”

      The faucet, an old-fashioned metal one, let out a groan. The hag stiffened. The metal rippled and bulged as something moved through it. The first tingles of fear pricked at my back. A dripping black-shoed foot forced its way out of the faucet’s mouth. More like liquid silver than metal, the metal stretched even bigger. Another black-shoed foot came out. The smell of brackish water filled the room. The faucet stretched further to birth two legs covered by soaked black pants. The rest of the man slithered from the faucet, his head taking shape only after he was free of it. The smell of wild beasts joined the dank water smell. Sol, my contact from the dark outposts, straightened and adjusted his tie.

      “You’re late.” I tried not to stare at Sol’s pruney skin. Otherwise, I’d start calling him Pruney again, instead of his name. He might use his sharp teeth on me if I made him mad.

      “It’s the fault of that witch in there.” His voice carried a piggy squeal, which fit because I’d seen him transform into a big, pink pig on occasion.

      “Her name’s Mysti,” I muttered, trying out every scenario I could think of to keep from having to make a deal with Sol. He’d had my blood, taken locks of my hair. I owed him an unspecified favor. What would he ask for now? The fly returned to circle my head. I waved it away.

      Sol snorted. “You and I both know that’s not her true name. The witch put holy water around the corners of the building. We couldn’t come in the door like regular people.”

      The “we” gave me a start. Who had Sol brought with him? I’d seen other things from Sol’s world. I didn’t want to play with any of them.

      Sol’s teeth, ugly needle tipped things, flashed in the bathroom’s bright lights. “Do you understand how disgusting the interior of a plumbing system is?”

      I shook my head, still focused on the "we."

      Sol disregarded me and stared into the mirror, body tensing. “Here he comes now.”

      My stomach hardened. The fly hummed, the sound maddening. Another fly joined it. They gathered on top of the mirror. A third joined. Then a fourth. And more after that. The hum became so loud it made the air vibrate against my skin. Still they came, black shadows in the harsh overhead light. Before long, I couldn’t see the mirror through all the flies covering it. The mirror bulged out in the shape of a head with horns.

      My mind scrambled madly through the things I’d seen with horns like this. All of them scared me. The fly-covered horns emerged from the mirror. Now a fly-covered head pushed through the glass, which stretched more like bubblegum than something breakable.

      Sol reached into the mirror and pulled out a furry hand tipped with short black fingernails. Flies swarmed to it. The hand grappled for purchase on the sink. The rest of the beast inched its way into the room and spilled onto the floor. It waved its arms and made an annoyed sound. The flies went to the ceiling in a huge, black swarm, where they rested, humming. The creature stood and brushed itself off. Its magic circled the room, buzzing in my back teeth, and making the edges of things dance.

      I took a good look at the being in front of me. Beyond fight or flight, I could do nothing but stare. The beast had a goat’s head and a black fur-covered body. His legs ended in hooves. A long tailed black coat covered his torso, and a priest’s white collar circled his neck. He wore no other clothes. The hugest uncircumcised penis I’d ever seen hung between the being's legs.

      Bile stung my throat. I wondered how appropriate it would be for me barf. The goat man and I had met before, the day I found the Mace Treasure. Goat man. The silly name made me want to belt out hysterical laughter. Wasn’t there a mythological name for this thing? Rainey or Hannah would have known it right away, but I had to struggle to find it. Then it came. Satyr. Yes. That was it.

      Mysti would have told me that mythology was created by humans and that humans couldn’t understand what this thing was. But I needed something familiar to cling to so I wouldn’t float away on a magic carpet with the last of my sanity. Oh, I was in so deep. The satyr reached back into the mirror and withdrew a huge black book covered with symbols that burned and wiggled like fire.

      “We’re all here.” Sol rubbed his hands together. Water dripped from them, pattering on the floor. Someone banged on the bathroom door, hollering my name, but the voice sounded far, far away. Too far for me to even tell who it was. The goat man bleated at Sol, its slit-pupiled eyes resting on me. “Oh, yes. You haven’t formally met—” Sol made a weird sound, but I heard “Bub.”

      Bub bleated. This time I understood him. “She’s the one who broke up my choir.”

      The choir in question had been made of bloodthirsty zombies singing religious hymns backward. I bowed my head and hoped it looked repentant enough.

      Bub bleated again. “No matter. I’d had some of them for centuries. They’d grown boring.” I raised my head to find Bub staring at the rider on my back. He spoke to it. “What’s your name?”

      The rider hissed. Bub bleated and raised his book as though he was going to whomp the rider one. I sort of hoped he would, but I didn’t want to get hit upside the head, and I had a feeling that was how it would end.

      Sol held out one dripping arm to stop Bub from swinging his book. “No. We’re going to bargain like civil creatures.”

      I didn’t want to bargain and wanted to say so, but my tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth. The rider’s growl vibrated from within me.

      Bub bleated again. My mind translated his words. “Parasite, you’ll lose whatever pass you have to be here if you’re unreasonable.”

      The rider shifted on my back. Its sharp taloned toes dug into my sides. “I must kill this woman. Otherwise I can’t go back to my master.” He wrapped his spindly arms around my neck, choking me.

      Master? The idea sent icicles of terror shooting through my body. The hag’s half-assed attempt to strangle me was nothing compared to it working for something bigger and meaner than itself. Neither Mysti’s nor my best magic had come close to beating the hag. How could we expect to beat its master?

      “You can’t kill her.” Sol reached one waterlogged and wrinkled hand forward and pulled at the passenger’s arm until it gave me some breathing room. “Her destiny and mine are entwined and promised.”

      I swallowed against a scream. I didn’t want to be entwined with Sol. Or Bub. I wanted some semblance of normalcy. The punchline was that I’d never get it. The sad, dark thoughts the hag’s claws had released circulated through my brain, reminded me I could kill myself. End it all. In death, everybody was normal. The hag shivered in pleasure at the death song running through my mind.

      “You can’t stop me from killing her.” The passenger put his bony arm over my windpipe and began to whisper in my ear. “Death will be sweet, restful. There’ll be no more uncertainty. No more loneliness.”

      The thought didn't sound all together bad. Death might hold the peace that eluded me in life. Nobody would ever get hurt because of me. I’d never feel like a freak again. I’d seen enough ghosts step into the light to know that was all I had to do to escape this world.

      Sol snapped his fingers in my face, and the thoughts cut off. A stream of water dripped from his too-white hand to patter on the tiles. The snap was like a cold blast of water to my face. The death fog backed away, and I saw it for the abomination it was. My thoughts had been so cold and clinical. So reasonable. Had I been alone, I might well have decided to let myself tumble into darkness, across the line of life and death. My teeth began to chatter.

      Sol nodded at the change in me but spoke to the hag. “No, I cannot stop you alone. But Bub is here already. I can call in more markers. How many of us can you fight?”

      “My master will send me back to darkness if I don’t fulfill my orders.” For the first time, the passenger sounded afraid. “I was stationed in that room to wait for her, to attach myself to anybody who might know her. Now I’ve found her. My orders are to kill her.”

      “Who is your master?” Bub asked.

      The hag stiffened. “A being much more powerful than I. He commands many and is able to assume more than one form. The Kessler woman met him.”

      Bub and Sol stared at one another as though they were having a conversation I couldn’t hear. I tensed. What now? Sol finally nodded and muttered, “I’m not sure Peri Jean will agree.”

      Bub bleated, but my mind translated his words like a computer. “She must. It’s the only way she’ll survive. This glutton will keep eating at her until she gives up.” He turned to me and bleated again. “You’ll negotiate for this parasite’s contract from his master.”

      I couldn’t do that. There was nothing I could offer a supernatural baddie like the one hag belonged to. The concept of a mirror shard splitting the skin on my neck sounded more and more like sweet relief with every passing second. At least it would be over. No more weird shit.

      “There’s going to be weird shit for you whether you’re alive or dead.” Bub acted as though I’d spoken my thoughts aloud. “You have destiny. Be grateful. Most don’t.” He stepped forward and put one furry hand on my arm. Magic pressed against my skin, and my teeth buzzed again. “As for being able to pull this off, you can. A few of my kind have gained entry into this world. They all have things they want.” Bub shrugged and glanced at Sol. He opened his wrinkled lips to speak, but he never got the chance.

      The hag spoke quickly. “I’m willing to bargain. I want my freedom. I’m willing to stop trying to kill her until we see if she can negotiate my release. But I’m not going to stop feeding on her until she finds me a new host,” said the creature on my back.

      The idea nauseated me. I’d lost control of the situation, of my life. All these creatures crowded around me negotiating. My family and friends taking turns knocking on the door. The walls seemed closer than ever. Heat from the room’s light fixture beat down on the top of my head. I thought again about breaking the mirror. My father’s face flashed in it, filled with disappointment. Shame heated my cheeks.

      “That seems fair…” Sol trailed off.

      “He’s trying to convince me to kill myself.” I glanced from Sol to Bub. They gave me blank stares back.

      “He brings forth nothing that wasn’t already present.” Sol’s cold gaze penetrated mine.

      “Everything has to eat,” Bub supplied.

      “You have got to be kidding me. What is this shit? I thought y’all came to help.” My voice rose. The knocking on the door started again. I spun around and slapped the door. “Will you stop that? I am trying to make a deal.” The knocking cut off like magic.

      “Look at surviving this as honing your gifts.” Bub’s snout pulled back in grotesque parody of a smile.

      My temper flared. “That’s not fair. I can’t rescue Wade, fight off this thing trying to make me kill myself, kill King Tolliver, and play matchmaker for this hovering turd.” I jerked my thumb at my shoulder.

      The hag hissed over being called a hovering turd. Too damn bad.

      Sol stared at the hag perched my shoulder. “Twenty-four hours for Peri Jean Mace to negotiate your freedom?” He was ignoring me. If I’d thought I could have won, I’d have beat his ass.

      “Yes.” The rider’s body tightened with excitement.

      “Now, wait just a damn minute…” This was happening too fast. A million protests crowded my mind so full I couldn’t speak any of them.

      “What is it?” Bub bleated.

      “When does he leave?” My voice trembled. I didn’t want this malignant cancer hanging off me, trying to get me to self-destruct, for the rest of my life.

      “I can’t survive on my own after so many years in captivity. I have to rebuild my strength,” the hag shouted.

      “Not by feeding off me.” I whipped my head back and forth.

      “You’ll move to a suitable host once you’ve attained your freedom,” Bub told the hag.

      “If she can find me a suitable one.” The hag sounded put out, and there was something about this bargain that didn’t feel quite right. I tried to put my finger on it. Bub let out an impatient grunt.

      “The two of you will find a way to work it out.” The final word ended in a goaty bleat.

      Sol clapped his hands together with a wet smack. “This is the deal. Peri Jean Mace will remove this parasite from its contract. In return, the parasite will choose a new host and move on immediately. Do both of you agree?”

      “Yes.” I waited for the hag to speak. The seconds dragged until I worried it was going to renege.

      Finally its answer came. “Yessss.”

      Bub climbed onto the sink and threw his book through the mirror. “Good thing. I can’t stand around in this shithole anymore.” He climbed in after the book. Glass rippled and bent with his movements. Flies swarmed over the mirror.

      Sol waited until Bub was gone and climbed into the sink. He began to shrink. “If you have problems, summon me. But remember. This call was free. The next one won’t be.” In other words, I better want him real damn bad before I reached out. Sol went headfirst into the drain and disappeared.

      The pounding on the door started back up. I groaned.

      “Peri Jean!” Mysti screamed. “Say you’re okay, or I’m getting Tubman to break down the door.”

      I let her hammer for a several seconds while I massaged my temples. The hag’s presence hovered at the base of my consciousness, a wisp of noxious smoke. I stared into the mirror and watched it materialize on my shoulders. Its liver-colored lips broke into a wide smile, revealing the fishy barbs it had for teeth.

      Its thoughts met mine. Kill yourself now. Save the misery.

      I sent back my own message. Where’s Barbie’s tape? Isn’t that what you were guarding when you got hold of Hannah?

      Confusion came back. I only know the tasks I was given.

      Other than killing me, what was that? I thought at it.

      I was attached to a telephone. The front desk chose when to ring it. If it was answered, the person was mine.

      Holy guacamole. How many people had this thing consumed from the inside out? My skin crawled.

      “Please, Peri Jean, please. At least tell me you’re all right.” Mysti, her voice tight with worry, tapped three more times.

      I opened the door and forced a smile onto my face. “Don’t worry about me. I’m just peachy.”
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      The upstairs loft looked exactly the same as it had when I went into the bathroom. The same air from the ceiling fan feathered over my skin. The same spicy smell still hung in the kitchen. That bothered me.

      Everything was different for me. My inner self was stretched to bursting with the presence of the hag. I had made a deal that felt not quite right and might end up getting me killed. This little space should somehow mirror the difference.

      Cecil and Dillon sat at the table sharing a pack of mini doughnuts. The coffee maker bubbled and hissed on the kitchen counter, and the rich, almost chocolaty, smell of brewing coffee filled the small space.

      Mysti and Hannah sat on the other side of the room. Hannah held a crystal in one hand. Mysti spoke seriously, probably lecturing about the benefits of the crystal.

      Cecil broke off whatever he was saying to Dillon. “You made a deal.” There was no question in his soft voice.

      “Only for the next twenty-four hours. It has to find another host within that time period.” I stopped to consider. “And it won’t be anybody here.”

      The thing hissed in my head. I was getting tired of the hissing, ready to plug its nostrils and mouth with clay or shit. I rinsed out my coffee mug in the sink, trying to pretend there wasn’t another presence in my mind, an oily, ancient presence sitting heavily on a part of my brain that didn’t like being poked.

      Hannah wandered into the kitchenette and stared first at the coffeemaker and then at Cecil and Dillon. “Who are these people?”

      Cecil and Dillon stared steadily back, eyes blank and unwelcoming. They’d come to help me out of loyalty, not because they genuinely cared what happened to Hannah. She was what they called a townie. Townies were not to be trusted or even liked. If Hannah alienated them, they might turn their backs on the whole situation. It was up to me to find some connection between my family and my lifelong friend.

      “This is my great-uncle Cecil. Memaw was his sister.” I waited for Hannah to gasp and smile, maybe say something nice about Memaw, but she only gave a tired nod. I gestured at Dillon. “Dillon here is my cousin by marriage. She and her husband have two babies.”

      The Hannah I remembered exclaimed over children and asked to see pictures. This one only nodded again and let her gaze slip off my cousin. She got coffee from the coffeemaker, ignored the creamer I offered, and sipped it black. She took her coffee, sat at the table, and put her forehead on one hand.

      “Can I have one of your cigarettes?” she muttered at the table. Wordlessly, I handed her the whole pack. The woman who made a face every time every time I smoked lipped a cigarette out of the pack and lit up with a fluid motion. She blew smoke at the table and closed her eyes. In her other hand, she squeezed the crystal Mysti had given her.

      I had let a supernatural monster possess me for Hannah, and she couldn’t even thank me for a cigarette? Guilt followed right on the heels of the thought, sat down, and made itself at home. I was an asshole. Hannah had been through hell these last few months. It was going to take time to get better. A true friend would find a way to understand.

      I reached for the cigarettes, intending to light one, maybe to bond that way. But Hannah flinched away and shoved the pack toward me with the back of her hand. She cut her eyes at me. The pain etched in the tender skin at their edges clawed my conscience open and spit poison in it. I’d thought all it would take to get the old Hannah back was a few magic words and a little personal sacrifice. I’d underestimated the way life can beat people down.

      The dark thoughts I’d had in front of the bathroom mirror came flooding back, this time armed with a new torture device. Hannah didn’t want to be around me because I probably brought back every second of the horror she’d suffered at Michael Gage’s hands. It would have never happened if she hadn’t been my friend. She had to realize that life near me would always be chaotic and dangerous. Hannah was right to turn her back on me.

      I’d never be able to hold on to anybody I cared about. They’d get hurt or killed. Just like Memaw, Chase, Eddie, and Wade. Rae, if I wanted to see it that way. My own mother had hated my guts. If I took myself out of the equation, it would stop the cycle.

      That’s when I realized the voice in my head wasn’t even mine. It was that malignant asshole riding my back. I called on the mantle and let it squeeze the little jerk, even though it made me ache with fatigue.

      The hag’s oily voice came to life inside my head. “You know I’m right.”

      I let the mantle squeeze until my black opal pendant heated, and the little monster squealed in pain. Deep down, I knew the parasite was right. Because of me, Hannah might be lost forever. Even if she wasn’t, the old Hannah was buried so deep in the woman in front of me, she was going to have to want to come back. Nothing I could say or do would force her out. The back of my neck tightened and began to ache.

      Mysti motioned me away from the table. I followed her to the other side of the loft and stared through the floor-to-ceiling windows at the street below. Things looked so normal down there, a whole world where women didn’t make deals with monsters, where people had normal lives. Lives with PTA meetings, insurance payments, and yoga pants. Shit I’d never have.

      The tightness in my neck spread to the muscles between my shoulder blades. The parasite inside me shifted and stretched, like a snake uncoiling to soak up the sun. Its pleasure at my discomfort burned in the middle of my chest.

      Mysti tugged at my sleeve. I dragged my gaze off the window and regarded my friend. She had on her teacher face. Mouth set in a straight, severe line. Eyes sympathetic and calm. Deep breaths through her nose. She smoothed down her hair, which was a rat’s nest and wouldn’t look good until she shampooed and got a blow dryer after it, and folded her hands in front of her. “If you want to help Hannah, let her do something that feels normal.”

      I shook my head and shrugged. What was normal for Hannah at this point? I took a look at my old friend. She sat hunched over the table smoking. Dillon held out a powdered sugar doughnut. Hannah stared hard at it, then took it carefully as though it might actually be a turd dipped in powdered sugar. Oh, Hannah. How did it get to this? Hannah, her former table manners gone, shoved the donut into her mouth whole and rubbed the powdered sugar onto her filthy jeans. An idea hit me. I gave Mysti a thank you nod and walked halfway to Hannah.

      “How about some clean clothes? Tubby’ll go get you some.” From somewhere nearby came Tubby’s snort. He’d protest, might even pull a fit, but I could make him do it.

      Hannah twisted in her seat and gave me her blank stare. “I want to go to my apartment and take a shower.” Request delivered, she sat up a little straighter, and some of the clouds lifted off her face.

      I didn’t know how to answer that. King might have sent someone to watch the museum or even to wait in Hannah’s apartment. He wanted revenge and would do whatever it took to get it.

      “She probably knows someone’ll be waiting. This woman is no longer your friend. Kill her,” the parasite whispered in my head. Its voice raised thoughts of scaly things and dark places. The words planted a kernel of paranoia in my subconscious. Images of King stepping out of one of the museum’s dark corridors flitted around my brain.

      Tubby came into the room and gave me an authoritative head shake. I knew the signal for “bad idea, forget it.”

      Hannah watched this exchange, and her shoulders dropped. “Never mind,” she muttered.

      “Why never mind?” I came a little closer. Nothing beats a shower in one’s own bathroom. This might help Hannah realize she was out of danger for now, that she’d turned a corner.

      “Because you don’t trust me.” She drew on her cigarette, burning it down to the filter, and crushed it in the ashtray on the table. I came to a decision.

      “I’m taking her to her place to clean up,” I said to Tubby but stared at Hannah. She almost smiled. Tubby spun around and hurried from the room.

      Cecil spoke without looking away from Hannah. “Please don’t. Too much could happen out there.”

      I ignored him and motioned Hannah to get up. She stood, hesitantly at first, legs unsteady as a new colt’s, and then seemed to gain her confidence.

      Tubby came rushing back into the room. In one hand, he held a handgun. In the other, a stainless steel tomahawk. “I won’t go with you, but…” He shrugged and held out the weapons.

      I reached for the tomahawk. Behind me, Dillon made a questioning noise. I turned around, weapon held aloft, and said, “I’m killing them if they’re there, and I want to do it like I mean it.”

      From behind me came the sound of Hannah drawing back the slide on the handgun. Before her attack, she’d been quite the amateur marksman.

      “You could defend yourself with your gift,” Mysti said from nearby.

      “They don’t deserve the effort.” I walked out of the room without looking back. The museum was only a couple of blocks. Minutes if we walked fast. We left the former antique store through the entrance into the alley.

      No baddies waited in dark shadows. A stray cat hiding in a dumpster gave us a pretty good scare, and we ran the last half block, giggling like old times. Hannah punched in her security code and unlocked the museum’s back door. A door through the back hallway opened onto Hannah’s private staircase to her loft apartment.

      My cigarette-infused lungs ached after two flights of stairs toward the top floor. Hannah heaved and panted beside me. She used to occasionally run with Dean and Rainey. I remembered the way she’d lit the cigarette back in Tubby’s hideout.

      “Quit smoking, and it won’t be so hard.” I wanted to get her joking, trading good-natured insults, but her shoulders rounded.

      “Hard not to smoke around that bunch.” She took a few more heavy steps.

      I wanted to tell her she’d be back to her old self in no time, but the words sounded false even before I said them. Instead of speaking, I pressed at my side where a painful stitch had formed and followed Hannah the rest of the way to her apartment. We stood gasping on the landing, both of us with our hands on our knees. Hannah caught her breath first and pulled her loft key from behind an ugly gray sculpture that appeared to be a woman holding open her vulva.

      I wrinkled my nose. “The hell is that?”

      “Sheela na gig.” The old Hannah would have talked for ten minutes about the historical significance of the weird thing. This one simply unlocked her apartment and pushed open the door.

      I gasped at the sight. The love seat bled stuffing from large tears in the upholstery. The two suitcases Hannah used for a coffee table had been dented and smashed in. A broken whiskey bottle, glass spraying out all around it, lay near the small, open kitchen.

      This made no sense. The apartment looked as trashed as it had the day Michael Gage tore it apart and kidnapped Hannah. I knew for a fact she hadn’t come back home to it looking that way because Rainey Bruce and I cleaned it, repaired what could be fixed, and threw out the stuff that couldn’t.

      “I forgot about this.” Hannah pushed around me and went inside the apartment.

      “Wait. Someone might be in there.” I hurried after her.

      She kept walking into the kitchen where she opened the freezer and drew out a bottle of vodka. She pressed the bottle against her forehead for several seconds, then unscrewed the top and took a long pull. She shuddered as the alcohol hit her system.

      I wanted to tell her not to drink, that it would just make the world look worse, but who was I to tell anybody else what to do? Besides, it would just make her angry at me. “What happened here?”

      “A party.” She tried to smile, but her lips trembled. She took another drink.

      “Tell her to kill herself,” said the nasty little voice at the back of my mind. “She’ll be better off.”

      The idea sent a red rage through my head. I gathered the mantle, ready to let the little bastard have it. The monster, a being who should have been a million times more powerful than me, scuttled away. Interesting. I filed away the experience for later, went to the cabinet where Hannah used to keep sugary sweets, and pulled out a box of mini cream pies.

      “Probably stale.” Hannah took another drink and held out the bottle to me, something she’d not done since I explained to her why I never drank.

      The ghosts. Back when I’d been so afraid of seeing them, I stayed away from alcohol because it dulled my defenses against them. Now I saw things far worse than ghosts, made deals with them, let them rent a room in my body. I stared at the bottle of clear liquid, tried to remember the last time I’d had a drink, and couldn’t. I was a thirty-plus-year-old woman who didn’t know how to drink.

      “Maybe another time. I need to stay on my toes right now.”

      “Makes his voice quieter.” Hannah took one last drink, recapped the bottle, and shoved it back in the freezer of her fancy stainless steel refrigerator.

      “Whose voice?” I wanted to see what she’d say about the squatter.

      She tipped her chin at my shoulders. “He who drains you of all hope. I didn’t know what was wrong at first. I’d had flashbacks, heard voices, since Michael Gage and Nash Redmond kidnapped me. I thought the extra voice was part of that.”

      I nodded to show I understood, hoping to keep her talking.

      “It’ll learn the things that haunt you, play them over and over.” She opened her freezer and stared at the vodka bottle. After several seconds, she gave her head a firm shake and let the door swing shut. “Alcohol made it not matter so much.” She let out a sad chuckle. “You know, if King busted in here right now and blasted us both into the next existence, it wouldn’t be so bad. The monster’s gone from inside me, but he left the seeds. I feel like they’re gonna ride me all the way down.” She stared into my eyes, a stranger in a familiar skin. “He’ll do it to you too, even if you get rid of him.”

      With that, she walked past me and into the bedroom. Her groan at the mess in there floated back. I wanted to offer to clean her bathroom so it would be nice for her but didn’t quite dare. This hardened woman might throw the gesture back in my face, make me feel foolish. So I listened as the water from the shower began raining on the tiles and tried not to survey the damage in Hannah’s formerly beautiful home.

      The hag leaped and cavorted over my turmoil. I tried to clear my mind, but images of Wade somewhere hurting, probably dying, populated my thoughts. The parasite lapped up the worry, grunting in lusty pleasure. I squeezed my eyes shut and forced my mind to a blank. My stomach somersaulted as the parasite’s negativity filled me, brimming over.

      It’ll ride you all the way down, Hannah had said. Maybe she was right.

      A few minutes later, we snuck out of the Burns County Museum, a building Hannah owned free and clear, like a pair of criminals. Hannah had on fresh clothes and full makeup. She slung a soft-sided bag over one shoulder with another change of clothes inside, just in case.

      We cut through the alleyways, me on high alert, Hannah strolling along as though this was an okay way to spend the last few seconds of her life. At the back door to Tubby’s hideout, she put one hand on the knob but didn’t open the door. “You didn’t have to do this for me.”

      “Nope.” I gripped my tomahawk tighter and glanced behind us.

      “Why’d you take the risk?” Her knuckles whitened as she tightened her grip on the doorknob.

      “You’re worth it.” The answer came fast. I didn’t think much about it.

      She pursed her lips and almost smiled. “Thank you. I hope you don’t end up feeling like it was a waste of your time.” She turned the knob and slipped inside before I could reply. I hurried after her, but she’d disappeared into the big building.
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        * * *

      

      I gave Hannah time to get away from me before I went inside. Maybe a little space would ease things. The alley door led into the back half of the first floor of Tubby’s building. Tubby seemed to be using it as an office with a bright floor lamp set up next to a scarred and battered desk. If I’d had to guess, and I really didn’t want to, I’d have said this was where someone logged illegal shipments.

      Soon as I walked into the office, Tubby vaulted out of the metal folding chair behind the desk, hurried to me, and grabbed my arm. “The hell happened to you? Y’all’s gone an hour. Don’t take that long to shower.” He gave me a hard shake.

      Anger, far too wild and out of control for the situation, flashed in my head. I jerked my arm away from Tubby. He took a step backward, skinny hands held up in a warding off gesture. The thing in my head salivated for violence. I could practically hear its stomach rumbling.

      I took a deep breath, then another. “She needed a break.”

      Tubby sat back in his metal chair. “You know we got to get moving. Get that tape of Barbie’s. Get it to King.”

      Hannah emerged from the shadows near the back stairwell to the loft. “You can’t. That would be a betrayal to Rainey.”

      I almost smiled. This was the old Hannah, ready to fight for her friends. I wanted to hug her but knew she’d hate it. I nodded. “You’re right. Rainey has worked her whole career to get Uncle Jesse out of prison.” There was more that I didn’t say. Rainey was in love with Jesse. It would drive her crazy for him spend the rest of his life in prison for a crime he didn’t commit. “But King’s going to kill Wade if I don’t give him that tape in twenty-four hours.”

      Hannah gasped and put her hand to her throat. The stark light from Tubby’s lamp lit her bare arms. For the first time, I noticed the dark, finger shaped bruises on her pale wrists. Oh, Hannah. What did they do to you? Unshed tears stung my eyes.

      “I don’t understand. How’d they get Wade?” Hannah sat on the edge of Tubby’s desk.

      I wasn’t sure how to proceed. Wade had saved Hannah, gotten shot doing it. Yet she seemed to remember none of it. “What do you remember of the last twenty-four hours?”

      Hannah’s eyes moved back and forth for several seconds. Finally, she looked up at me like a kid who knows he has the wrong answer. “I remember you coming into Long Time Gone and King throwing you out.”

      I pulled out my cigarettes, popped them against the palm of my hand several times, and pulled one out of the package. Tubby held out a lighter, its flame flickering. I leaned forward, inhaled, and closed my eyes to enjoy the nicotine rush for a second. “Yesterday evening, I got a visit from the thing we just detached from you. Tried to kill me. Not five minutes later, you sent me a text telling me to come get you at the compound this morning.”

      She watched me, face expressionless. “I just don’t remember.”

      Irrational anger flared again. I’d risked the man I loved, probably lost him, to help her, and she didn’t even remember.

      The hag waited, eagerness swelling its presence. The malignant presence started whispering. “You’re stronger. You could scramble her brains, tear open her body, and spill her blood.” The image took form in my mind.

      My fury increased, now directed at my nasty little guest. The mantle snapped inside me. The thing writhed, its screams loud in my head. I gave myself a shake and found Hannah watching. A crease had formed between her eyebrows.

      Tears brimmed in her eyes. “It’s killing you now.”

      “No. It isn’t,” I said too quickly and cheerfully. “Let’s get back to yesterday morning. Tubby and Wade helped me conduct a raid on the Six Gun Compound.”

      Hannah paled. “They have guns.”

      “We had explosives.” Tubby grinned. Hannah got even paler and put her hand over her mouth.

      “We were able to get you out, but Trench Coat shot Wade.” I paused here and let the urge to scream and tear at my hair pass.

      Hannah put her hands over her face and rubbed her temples. “Oh no,” she moaned. “Wade is so nice. A real gentleman…for that group anyway.” She grabbed at the beer Tubby had sitting on his desk, gulped it down, and stifled a burp. Tubby and I exchanged raised eyebrows. Hannah took several deep breaths. “King won’t let you have Wade back alive. You know that, don’t you?”

      I knew it was a possibility, but I wasn't ready to admit it. Tears burned my eyes, and rage heated my cheeks. There was nothing I could do to stop whatever was happening to Wade, nothing I could do to take back what got him into this mess.

      Corman let out a beastly yell. “I’m dyinnnnng.” Nobody bothered to answer him. “Hey, is that Hannah I hear? You wanna come suck my dick? Take my mind off it?” His words ended in a combination cackle and sob.

      Hannah’s eyes widened with fear, and she gripped her own wrist, right over the finger marks. Understanding flashed over me.

      “If Wade doesn’t make it back here,” I said through my teeth, “Corman’s days are gonna get real short too. Trust and believe me on that one.” Hannah flinched away from my fury. I tried to rein it in, but my malignant passenger stoked the coals, showing me images of King hurting Wade.

      “Hannah caused it all,” the thing whispered in my head.

      “Will you shut the fuck up?” I screamed the words and clapped my hands over my ears. The parasite retreated before I could rally the mantle.

      Hannah’s mouth drooped. She began shaking her head. “No, no, no. I don't want that monster to have you. Not to save me. I wasn't worth saving. There’s nothing left but…” She waved a hand at the air. “Nightmares, panic attacks, and loneliness.”

      I wanted to tell her that loneliness plagued me too. And the nightmares were no picnic either. But never in the history of the universe has it helped someone else to downplay their wounds. So I said what I meant again. “You’re worth it, Hannah. We will get this straightened out. The first step is to find that tape that King wants. You were looking for it, weren’t you?”

      She began shaking her head. “I won't tell you where it is just so you can give it to King.” Her lips turned down in scowl. “Damn, it makes me mad for King Tolliver to get what he wants. For him to hurt Jesse and Rainey. To let him kill Wade. But I don’t want to give him the tape. Do you understand?”

      I ducked my chin to make eye contact with her. “Who said I’m going to treat King Tolliver fairly?”

      Hannah pulled on her fingers, wringing her hands so hard the bones popped. “How will we cheat him and still have a chance of getting Wade alive?”

      “We’ll figure it out.” It was the best I could do. “We have to get that tape. That’s the price King set for us to have Wade back.”

      Hannah sat silent for several long seconds, eyes moving back and forth as she thought. Lines I’d never seen before appeared on her face. Finally she took a deep breath. “I’ll help. But I need some coffee. I’m about half drunk.”

      She stood and walked toward the stairs. Tubby and I followed. Hannah poured herself another cup of black coffee and sipped from it. She sat down at the table across from Dillon and tried to smile at her. Dillon stared back until she caught my scowl.

      She flashed Hannah a quick, insincere smile, pulled out her cigarettes, and said, “Papaw, why don’t we go have a smoke while Peri Jean talks to Miss Hannah? I won’t tell Shelly.”

      Cecil’s wife, Shelly, didn’t want him smoking because of his heart condition. Dillon’s offer got Cecil to his feet faster than I’d seen him move in a while.

      “I might smoke one.” He gave Hannah a more sincere smile and a little wave. The two went downstairs.

      I pulled a chair away from the table and sat where I could see Hannah but not too close. “So the tape.”

      “I stumbled into a booby trap.” She sniffed her coffee and pushed it away.

      I tried to smile at her reaction to the coffee. “Smell like the morning after?”

      Hannah smiled back, but it was only a ghost of the smile that had made her almost famous for fifteen minutes. “Catch me up on what you know about Rainey’s and my investigation.”

      I told her all I knew. The email. Rainey’s missed meeting. Barbie’s luggage getting looted.

      Hannah nodded. “Okay. I remember all this. Rainey brought me Barbie’s overnight case. It was one of those old-fashioned ones, hard-sided and with a little mirror in the lid. I wondered what Barbie wanted with an outdated thing like that.” She held out her hand, and I put my cigarettes in them. Watched her light up like a pro. “Nothing was in it other than regular toiletries and—get this—a pink vibrator.”

      I laughed, nodding. I remembered encountering the nasty thing.

      “I gave up on it pretty quickly and got into searching her laptop. I’m no hacker, but I’m not a slouch either.” She glanced at me and winked, but quickly looked away. “I found a payment to a hotel. Scratch that. It’s not a hotel. It’s more of a roach motel.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “I thought Rainey had her PI look at the laptop. Can’t believe he didn’t find that. She needs to fire him.”

      “Oh, he probably did find it. But I’d seen that dump a dozen times driving between here and Tyler for my therapist appointments. So it caught my interest.” She stopped talking.

      I watched her closely. She might have decided to shut down again. I hoped not. Wade was running out of time. So was I.

      Hannah took a few deep breaths and seemed to rally. “I wanted to help Rainey. She’s been so caring. So I went to the motel. Just walked in the office and told them a lie about being a private investigator hired by Barbie’s family. The guy handed me a key. He was…weird.”

      The hag had said Hannah met its master. This must have been the guy. I considered asking Hannah how the guy who gave her the key was weird, but one look at her face froze the question in my throat.

      Hannah stared straight ahead, eyes dull, chewing on her lip. Whatever she saw in her memories upset her. I wouldn’t dig out of respect for her feelings.

      She spoke with a sigh in her voice. “I went into the room. You should have seen this place. Shit city. Almost immediately, the phone started ringing. I picked it up and said hello.”

      My shoulders cranked up even though I knew the end of the story. Somehow the monster now inside me had come through the phone and gotten inside Hannah, probably through her ear.

      “I-I-I thought I saw a shadow in the mirror, hovering over me.” Her voice broke. “And after that, I was—I kept having these bad thoughts. Thoughts of how I was worthless and dirty. How w-w-what Michael Gage and Nash Redmond did to me tainted me for the rest of my life. It was like living through it again. I went into the bathroom and threw up.”

      A slew of emotions ran through me. Anger, grief, remorse. Self-loathing, which made the entity inside me shiver with pleasure. When I spoke, it was an effort to keep my voice neutral. “Then what?”

      “I thought I had food poisoning, so I drove back to Gaslight City. I barely made it into the bathroom. I knocked the night case off the counter. It hit that tile floor and busted into a million pieces. When I finished being sick, I started cleaning it up. Sewn inside the lining were pictures.”

      “But Rainey’s PI…” I was going to tell Rainey to fire this no-account.

      “Rainey never gave him the overnight case,” Hannah broke in. “It somehow got separated from the rest of Barbie’s belongings. Good thing. Otherwise it might have been stolen with the rest of it.”

      The evil voice inside me spoke up. “Your own mother hated you. Ever wonder what that means in the grand scheme of your life?”

      The words ached, rotten and throbbing like a tooth that needed pulling. I considered stinging the little monster, but it wouldn’t change how I felt. The words were true. Barbie had hated me. How lovable I considered myself always traced back to that awful fact. I shunted the thought away and turned my attention back to Hannah. “Were the pictures you found dirty pictures?”

      Hannah smiled. “Not raunchy ones. They were pictures like a private investigator would have taken. The people in the pictures didn’t know they were being photographed. One had King and Barbie in it. They were arguing. Another had Uncle Joey and Barbie in it. Then there were a few of you.”

      “Could you tell when the pictures were taken?”

      “Judging by the length of your hair, I’d say the ones of you were taken around the time of Barbie’s final visit to Gaslight City. The ones of King and Joey were older. Uncle Joey was actually good-looking.”

      I couldn’t imagine. “You decided to go out to Long Time Gone because of the pictures?” The transition from puking sick to in the mood to go bar-hopping was a little odd.

      Hannah shrugged. “After I purged, I felt fine. I wanted to change the channel, put the bad feelings behind me. I knew Long Time Gone had started open mic nights, and I’d been playing my guitar again. I figured I’d find a way to chat with King while having a legit reason to be there.” She shrugged, the sick expression back on her face.

      “Did King ever tell you anything useful?”

      Hannah’s cheeks got so red I couldn’t even make out the freckles. “As soon as I brought up Barbie, King invited me into his office. But instead of answering questions, he had some, uh, pot.” Hannah got even redder. “I hadn’t smoked since college. It was really strong stuff, much stronger than I remember. Then we did tequila shots. Later one of the Six Guns had ecstasy. I woke up the next morning naked in King’s bed, thinking I’d go home…”

      I cut her off. She didn’t need to go through this. Talk about a chapter of life worth deleting. “That’s fine. I see what happened.”

      Hannah raised her voice to speak over me. “Like I said, I thought I’d go home. But I could smell bacon. I figured a greasy breakfast would make me feel better. I wandered into the kitchen. There was more tequila. By noon, I was drunk and had forgotten all about home. It was all a blur until you got that thing out of me.”

      Footsteps thumped up the stairs. Hannah jumped, her long hands fluttering over the tabletop.

      Tubby’s head appeared. “You have got to see what Dillon made Corman do.” He motioned frantically, nearly jumping up and down with excitement.

      I stood from the table. “You’re welcome to join us.”

      Hannah just shook her head, her animation drained away. I remembered what Corman had said to her downstairs. Her reaction had told a story, one whose details I didn’t want to know.

      “All right. You know where to find me if you need me.” I headed for the stairs.

      Hannah’s voice floated after me. “I do just fine without you.”

      I walked down the stairs, my skin stinging with humiliation. Good thing Hannah couldn’t see my face. It would have given my pride a nice shot to the gonads. In one second, I had gone from making progress with her to pissing her off all over again. I was going to hurt and humiliate Corman and King in a way they’d never forget. Maybe that made me just as bad as them. I didn’t care.
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      Tubby led the way down the stairs, through the building, and toward where he’d stowed Corman. I followed without much hope that whatever they’d done to Corman would help. Tubby had mentioned something with Dillon. That alone gave me a few ideas what may have happened. Dillon had the gift of persuading people, but she was young and full of herself. She had the bad habit of using her gift more like parlor trick than an actual tool.

      A board creaked above us, followed by shuffling footsteps. Hannah. She’d turned nasty so quickly I didn’t dare go back to check on her. I had to trust her to find herself again, emerge from the ashes, and…

      The hag’s voice started up again, older than time and smarter than I’d ever be. “She’ll never be better. People don’t get away from me. You’ll see.”

      A hole opened in my chest, its emptiness sucking away all positive thought. The hag had caused train wrecks like this since the dawn of humanity. It knew how things would go. I gave my head a hard shake. No. It couldn’t end that way. Hannah had to get better. Our bond, often cemented by silliness, meant so much to me. Losing that bond meant losing part of me.

      “Wishes never come true. Not for a little girl whose mother hated her. Whose grandmother was ashamed of her.” The cadence of the hag’s words sank in and throbbed like an ant sting.

      The pain gave me an idea. I concentrated on its presence and imagined the mantle as a red wasp circling the hag’s head. The imaginary insect’s buzz filled my ears. The hag shifted on my shoulders. I couldn't see the entity, but I guessed it was slapping at the imaginary wasp. First lesson in life for East Texas kids: never slap at a red wasp. I made the imaginary wasp swoop in for the kill. The hag screamed.

      “I’ll get you. I’ll get both of you,” the hag shouted in my head, rattling my eardrums.

      My lips spread in a hateful grin. Hurting the hag had felt almost as good as eating a whole bag of tortilla chips with good, hot salsa, but it had cost me. My body trembled. Rivulets of sweat trailed down my back. I wouldn’t be able to do that very many times without needing sleep or one of Mysti’s potions.

      Tubby halted, perhaps realizing I had stopped walking, turned around, and came back to me. “I heard what Hannah said to you there at the end, and I bet I know what you’re thinking.”

      I didn’t answer. Tubby, more intelligent than people realized, probably did know my thoughts. Tubby’s insight into human nature worked only when he was playing eye in the sky. When it got down to a personal level, he didn’t know when to keep his mouth shut, when to back off, or how to show love. I tensed, waiting for an analysis of my relationship with Hannah that I didn’t want to hear.

      “She’ll waffle back and forth between loving you and hating you for a long time. But that’s only because you’re easy to blame.” Tubby leaned to speak into my ear. At least he wasn’t shouting it where everybody could hear. “She’ll have to accept that what happened wasn’t her fault any more than it was yours.”

      “It would have never happened if she didn’t know me.” I didn’t need the hag to make me accept at least that much blame.

      Tubby nodded at that. “My stepfather would have never beaten me if my mother hadn’t married him. I ain’t mad at her.”

      He wasn’t. Tubby treated his mother like gold. When she said she couldn’t stand Texas summers any more, he bought her a place to live in Colorado. When she said she didn’t like Colorado winters, he got her a condo in Florida.

      “Yeah, she’s your mother though.” I pushed around him and walked straight to Dillon.

      My cousin-by-marriage had a Cheshire cat smile on her face. I felt a rush of love for her, leaving her kids with her husband, who might or might not let them eat bugs, to come on this risky mission just to help me. “What’s up?”

      She held her hands, palms facing, about an inch apart and began moving them with the first word she said. “So we’re down here smoking, except for Mysti, and Corman starts up. He’s hurting. He’s going to get an infection from the bullet wound.” She rolled her eyes as though she’d been shot half a dozen times and survived them all. I bit my lip to keep from smiling. “Tubby went over there and looked. Said the bullet passed right through. He poured some alcohol on it. Corman started hollering again.” She licked her lips and locked her eyes on mine. This was the part she was proud of. “I went over there and told him to quit hollering, that he wasn’t hurting. I had to tell him a couple of times, but he did what I said.”

      I nodded my encouragement and said, “Good job.” My mind roved to the next thing. That motel. The tape and why King wanted it. How King played into this whole thing. Those pictures. Maybe King had had some kind of deal with Barbie. But what? The connection wouldn’t come. Dillon started talking again, but I barely listened.

      “Did you hear me?” She raised her voice.

      I cut off my thoughts. “I’m sorry. Tell me again. Hannah told me some stuff upstairs, and I’m trying to figure out what to do with it.” I made a point to look at Dillon's face.

      “I know what you’re thinking, but this might help. Corman might have the answers to all your questions.” She shrugged. “I can make him tell, but I don’t know what to ask.”

      I thought it over. Not a bad idea. The how and why of Barbie and King’s connection mattered if Rainey was going to get Jesse out of prison. It might matter if I wanted to get out of this alive. I motioned Dillon to follow me and walked to the alcove where Tubby had put Corman. Just before we reached him, I pulled her to a stop. “How are we going to do this? I ask you the questions, and you ask Corman?”

      Dillon shook her head. “If I can get him willing to talk, I should be able to convince him to talk to you.” She turned and strutted up to Corman, so proud of what she could do, so happy to help.

      The weird, exhilarating pride and love rushed over me again. Much as I hadn’t wanted to help Cecil run Sanctuary, a traveling community of grifters and carnies, I had a feeling I’d found a place for myself and my magic. I glanced at Cecil. He gave me a quick wink and nod. Love for my great-uncle flooded me. Bad as this was, even if Hannah decided to hate me forever, my life had bright spots too. I went to stand by Dillon's side.

      “Corman.” Dillon snapped her little fingers in front of his face. “Hey. Wake up. I want to talk to you some more.”

      Corman rolled his head on his shoulders, the bones in his neck popping. “What?”

      Dillon crouched so their eyes would meet. This seemed to be an important part of her gift. She put one hand on Corman’s chest and gave him a shake. He moaned. Whatever she’d convinced him of regarding his pain wasn’t lasting long. She shook him again, hard.

      He yelped and opened his eyes wide. “What?”

      “Listen to me, Corman. You want to help us. The only way you’re going to get out of this alive is by helping us. You believe that?” Dillon stared into Corman’s eyes without blinking.

      “Yeah. You’re right. Y’all are going to kill me if I don’t help.” He blinked rapidly.

      “So Peri Jean’s going to ask you some questions. And you’re going to answer. You want to answer. Right?” Dillon had her hand on Corman’s arm, the same way I’d seen her charm three different men out of their wallets one night on Austin’s Sixth Street.

      “Yeah.” Corman bobbed his head. “Yeah. I want to answer.”

      Dillon backed away from Corman and nodded to me. “He’s hurting, so I don’t know how long it’ll really work.”

      I knelt in front of Corman where he didn’t have to raise his head to see me. “Did King try to set up a meeting with my mother recently?”

      Corman nodded slowly. “Yeah. He sent me and Trench Coat. We were to not engage her but wait until she left and then follow her.” He swallowed. “But Rainey Bruce showed up. We thought maybe she was working for Barbie, so we followed her. She led us to a little house off Perdido Street. Had a padlock on the door.”

      My mind ran its hamster wheel. Perdido Street. That was smack in the middle of Gaslight City’s African American community, in an area where many houses were unoccupied and boarded up. I snapped my mind back on task. “What else, Corman?”

      “Rainey sat on the floor picking through some luggage. We called Daddy to see if we should go in and take the luggage from her. He told us to wait until she left. She did, and me and Trench Coat broke in, nabbed the luggage, and took it back to King.”

      Smart as Rainey was, she hadn't known to watch her back. She’d been in so much danger and hadn’t even sensed it. And it was all because she knew me. I didn’t need the hag to remind me of that. I broke off the thoughts about Rainey’s safety. I had a lifetime to worry about them. The important thing right then was what they found in Barbie’s luggage. I leaned into Corman’s face. “Did King find anything of use in my mother’s luggage?”

      Corman gave his head a slow shake. “Nothing other than he thinks she’s dead now. He got really mad then and burned everything.”

      I suppressed a groan. “King was looking for a recording, right?”

      Corman nodded and then groaned in pain. A sheen of sweat glowed on his forehead. One drop fattened and slid down his face. He needed medical attention. Denying it might cost him his life and us our bargaining chip.

      I asked the next question. “Do you know what was on it?”

      Corman gave me a blank stare. I considered kicking him to get his attention but pulled back my temper. Patience. Patience. I whispered the word as though it might really help.

      Finally he spoke. “I think he wants something he can use to blackmail Joey Holze.”

      I drew in a sharp breath. We were on the right track. According to my mother, Joey helped her cover up her murdering my father and frame my Uncle Jesse for the crime. “Why does he want to blackmail Joey?”

      “Several months ago, I overheard King and Joey arguing. They didn’t realize anybody was in Long Time Gone with them.” Corman closed his eyes and swayed back and forth. When he opened them again, they were foggy with pain. “You had just started asking questions, saying you knew who really killed your daddy and you were trying to get Jesse out of prison.” Corman licked his lips, and I held a bottle of water Tubby or someone had sat by the chair up to the injured man’s lips. He drank greedily.

      Poor man had to be miserable. He was a jerk. No doubt there. But did he deserve this? “What did they say?”

      “Joey told Daddy that if that tape gets found, somebody’s gonna go down, and it ain’t gonna be him. He wanted Daddy to kill you, Hannah, Rainey, and Jesse.” There was enough meanness left in Corman to grin at me.

      Coldness worked its way down to my feet. I’d already known King was trying to have me killed, and I knew Joey wanted me dead. But hearing Corman say it had more of an effect than I’d have imagined.

      “Then what?” I almost choked on the words.

      “King refused. He said his deal with Joey ended the day Paul Mace died. Joey slammed out of Long Time Gone.” Corman nodded at the water, and I gave him more as I put together a timeline. Joey ordered King to kill my friends and me. King refused but later changed his mind enough to talk to Tubby about putting a contract out on my life. Then Hannah offered herself up like a birthday present, and King saw another way to blow the whole thing sky high.

      Struggling to keep my voice even, I said, “What deal did King and Joey originally have?”

      Corman hung his head and let his eyes drift closed. My hopes soured. He either didn’t know or was too sick to talk more. This great idea was turning into one big dead end. He hadn’t told me a damn thing I really needed to know.

      When he spoke again, I had to strain to hear him. “See, I was only eight or so. Joey would come by the house late at night, when my brother and I were already supposed to be asleep. That was when we lived over by the haunted witch cabin.” He stopped speaking, and I gave him water again, mind racing.

      The place Corman called the haunted witch cabin was the site of my father’s murder. And a lot of other things important to me and my history. Corman pushed the bottle away with his chin.

      “I remember asking Daddy why he was talking to a cop. Because he always taught me and my brother that cops are the enemy. Daddy told me the only way he could stay out of jail and keep the motorcycle club was to help Joey.”

      “Do you remember how King helped Joey?” I hunched in front of Corman like a gambler over a craps table, wanting the answer to be there enough to keep trying even when it seemed hopeless.

      “Daddy didn’t tell me much about his business back then.” Corman shook his head.

      No, no, no. I wanted him to know something useful so badly I was ready to sic Dillon or even Tubby on him.

      “The only thing I really remember is from when I was seven or eight years old. It was summer. Joey called for my father. Daddy rushed out the door, told me to stay put. A while later he came back with a paper bag. There was blood dripping out of the bottom of it.” Corman leaned his head back and closed his eyes, grunting at intervals.

      “Where’d he put the bag?” Maybe all these years, Barbie, Joey, and King had kept up a blackmail standoff. Joey had the murder file which either implicated King, Barbie, or both. Barbie had this recording King wanted so badly. It probably implicated both Joey and King. Then King had whatever was in this bag. Barbie’s clothes from the day of the murder? Maybe. Maybe not. They’d each had their little insurance policy to keep the others from squealing. If one went down, they all fell.

      “We used to have an old school bus behind our house.” Corman watched me through half-lidded eyes. “Daddy kept it there. Told me if he ever caught me out there, he’d beat me black and blue.”

      “Any idea where it is now?” This bag and the tape were Jesse’s ticket out of jail. If I could get my hands on one or both, my uncle would be free. Only King stood in the way. I tried to think like my Uncle Cecil, to see how to best manipulate the situation. But my thoughts ran together.

      “Maybe the safe at Long Time Gone.” Corman shrugged and winced. “Maybe the safe on the compound. I never saw it again.”

      “Okay. Thanks for your help.” I turned to Tubby. “Get him a doctor or a nurse. I’ll pay.”

      Corman leaned his head back and muttered a thank you. I turned to leave the room. Even though I didn’t like watching Corman hurt, I still didn’t want to spend time with him. Dillon and Cecil flanked me. I stopped on the other side of the building, next to the staircase, and filled them in on what Hannah told me. I finished with, “The tape’s got to be in that motel room. We have to get in there. But after that? No idea how to find the tape.”

      “I might have some ideas on finding the tape.” Cecil put his hand on the bannister. “But do you think Ms. Whitebyrd would be willing to join our discussion?”

      Mysti stood off to the side with Dillon, probably asking about her ability of persuasion. I swear, sometimes I thought Mysti ought to write a supernatural encyclopedia. “Mysti,” I called.

      She turned to see what I wanted.

      “Can you join Cecil and me upstairs to talk about finding Barbie’s recording?”

      Without answering, Mysti hurried across the room, Dillon at her heels.

      We climbed the steep staircase, Cecil yawning every other step. My great-uncle was an old man. At least eighty. Maybe older. We needed to find him a place to sleep for a few hours. At the top of the stairs, I stopped so quickly Cecil and Dillon ran into me.

      “What is it?” Cecil muttered and then yawned again.

      I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t do anything but stand rooted to the top step and stare. Hannah hung from one of the exposed beams, swaying back and forth. An overturned chair lay at her feet. I let out a howl I’m sure the Six Guns heard all the way back at their shitty compound.
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        * * *

      

      My lungs emptied, and my scream ended. I ran to the overturned metal folding chair at Hannah’s feet, uprighted it, and wrangled it into position. Pain flashed as I ripped off a couple of fingernails. I ignored it and scrambled onto the chair.

      Inside me, the hag pulled toward Hannah. I didn't understand what the little horror was up to but didn’t have time to figure it out. Mysti pushed a pair of scissors into my hand and grabbed my legs to hold me steady.

      I grabbed Hannah around the waist, the material of her linen blouse rasping against my cheek, and did my best to lift her. The buckle from her belt dug into my forearm. For a second, I thought I didn’t have the strength.

      Then I put some slack in the rope. Hannah’s body flopped and swayed, limp, dead meat. With my free hand, I snipped the braided nylon rope she’d used to try to end herself. She fell against me. I overbalanced, and we tumbled to the floor. Hannah landed on top of me, and my head slapped hard against the wood floor.

      The hag cast about, frantic, pressing toward Hannah with all its might. Its plan came to me in a flash. The hag would grab onto Hannah’s life force through me, consume it, and be able to overpower me. That wasn’t the worst part. Once the hag ate Hannah’s life force, she’d be gone forever.

      “Fight it.” Mysti leaned over both of us, pulling Hannah off me. “Don’t let it get her.”

      Reaching for strength I wasn’t sure I had, I wrapped the mantle around the hag and held it fast with all my might. It slammed against the walls of my body. I rocked with each attempt it made to get to Hannah.

      “Let me go,” it screamed inside my head.

      “You’ll have to kill me first,” I managed to grunt.

      Dillon appeared and yanked away the noose, revealing an angry red circle around Hannah’s neck. Mysti shoved her out of the way and began CPR and chest compressions.

      “C’mon, Hannah,” she snapped every time she came up for air. “Peri Jean won’t talk to your ghost if you let yourself die.”

      The hag’s keening at sight of Hannah, and a good meal, made it hard to concentrate. I curled on my side, hands over my ears, and let my conscious slip into the hag’s.

      Through its eyes, I saw Hannah’s life force rising from her still body, not responding at all to Mysti’s efforts. Somehow I knew Hannah didn’t want to come back. She wanted to be done with this. The hag leered gleefully at the destruction of my friend. As I watched, the life force rose further. Time was running out.

      Helpless tears coursed down my cheeks and scooted down my neck to soak into the crew neck of my T-shirt. It couldn’t end like this. There were so many things I still wanted to do with Hannah, so many conversations I wanted to have. But I was occupied fighting the monster inside me and could do nothing.

      Don’t lie to yourself. The whisper came from my elbow. Priscilla Herrera stood next to me wearing her young skin. She raised one heavily tattooed arm and adjusted her wide-brimmed hat.

      My malignant passenger hissed in displeasure at Priscilla. In a flash, Priscilla’s face elongated, the eyes darkening to black pits. Her mouth fell open. She let out a howl. My horrible passenger answered Priscilla’s howl with a low, reverberating growl, which came out through my mouth.

      My black opal heated at the proximity of so much magic. I gathered the power of the mantle, taking note of my flagging energy, and squeezed the hag harder. Instead of cowering away, it pushed an unearthly scream through my lips. It shook the room.

      Mysti jumped away from Hannah and faced us. Her eyes grew. “What's happening over there?”

      “You're losing her. I can see her life force.” Panting with fatigue, I rolled onto my knees and crouched like a cat trying to yak on the carpet.

      Priscilla came with me and whispered in my ear. Don’t you want to ask how to save her?

      Right now, I just wanted her to go away. Priscilla didn’t care about me or my friends. All she cared about was her part in my destiny. She planned for me to have the full measure of the magical gifts passed through our family line of witches. Sometimes I got the idea there was more, but I didn’t like to think about more duties and more misery. The point was, Priscilla wouldn’t help me unless it fit into some grand plan of hers.

      Right now, while I watched one of my oldest friends die, I didn’t have time for Priscilla’s brand of bullshit. Between her and the hag playing demolition derby inside my body, I probably had as much reason to jump ship as Hannah did.

      Ninny. I want only what’s best for you. This girl’s death on your conscience is not one of those things. Priscilla came nearer, and her spicy scent tickled my nose. Although you don’t have full use of my gift, you can bring her back. Her cold fingers pressed against my temple. The night I killed Michael Gage replayed on my mind’s movie projector. Priscilla’s freezing fingers turned my head to look at Hannah’s still form. Her life force had risen almost all the way out of her but was still connected. She’s not gone yet. Wake her up. Gently.

      The hag salivated for me to go nearer Hannah. It wanted a chance to snap forward like a dog snatching a treat and suck in the life force. Once it did that, Hannah and I were both cooked. Hannah would be all the way dead. The hag would be too powerful for me to control, and it would suck me dry too. The crushing weight of helplessness came back. I spun to Priscilla, ready to give her the what-for, and found her ready for me.

      Your will is as great as the thing inside you. Otherwise, he’d have already defeated you. She faded from sight, done with me. Understanding flooded over me. She wanted me to see what I could do, despite grief, despite fatigue, against risk. Tiredness ached in my bones.

      Priscilla always called me a coward. Right then, I understood what she meant. Destiny isn’t fairy dust and magic. It’s a long, blood-stained crucible, suffused with more grief than victory. I had to try.

      “Peri Jean, if you’re going to do something, it needs to be now.” Mysti’s voice snapped me out of my own head.

      I nodded, even though I didn’t know how to do this. In my weakened state, I needed physical contact with Hannah. It would give me more control because I wouldn’t have to push my power into her from a distance. But touching Hannah would give the hag access to her.

      “Peri Jean…” Mysti didn’t need to finish the thought. I knew.

      I had to at least try. I reached for the mantle, intending to send it to Hannah long distance. It slipped into my exhausted grasp, trembling and tired, but there.

      The hag, hiding deep inside my psyche, as though the mantle couldn't find it there, chuckled. I wanted to hurt it but couldn't without using more precious energy.

      You can. With my strength, you can. Priscilla Herrera’s voice came from all around me. It bolstered me, gave me the strength I needed to go on.

      I got to my feet and staggered to Hannah’s still form. The silver mist of her life force barely touched her now. It was ready to change, ready for the next thing. Not on my watch.

      I channeled the mantle again and held my hands over Hannah. The hag leaned forward, straining against the bonds that glued us together. I concentrated on my breathing, made it the only thing in the world, and hoped what I was about to do wouldn’t fry mine or Hannah's brain. Control wasn’t my strong suit.

      I waited until my mind was clear as a pond after a strong wind, nothing in my ears but my own ragged breathing. I split the mantle down the middle. One half swaddled the hag, wrapping it so tight the thing couldn't even make noise.

      It was a temporary solution at best. There’d be no way I could hold the split indefinitely. It would fall as soon as my concentration did or when the last of my strength ebbed away. But for right then, I hoped it was enough.

      I let the other half of the magic trace around Hannah’s head, looking for a way in. I entered through her eye and saw the spark of life still attached in her brain. My magic circled it, warming it, nurturing it. It brightened and kindled. This was the limit of my power unless I wanted to give her the Michael Gage treatment, which would cause an aneurysm or a stroke. I withdrew.

      The life force had disappeared, hopefully gone back into Hannah’s body. She jerked, once, twice, her head rolling side to side. But she didn’t open her eyes.

      No. I must have been too late. Grief broke open inside me, cold and poisonous. I lay my cheek on her still chest. The sobs ripped out of me, one after the other, as I clutched my friend and mourned her. The hag squealed and squirmed, trying to free itself. If I had contained it with only half my magic, maybe I could kill it. I’d cry for Hannah, then I’d try.

      I let my grief out in sobs and shrieks. My black opal grew hot with the force of it. Somewhere outside the window, my raven familiar cawed. The sound of his wings flapping filled the room.

      Hannah’s chest hitched, and she coughed. She tried to roll over on her side, but I was practically lying on top of her. I pushed off her and sat back on my legs. Was it death convulsions? Hannah coughed again and half rose, clawing at her neck.

      “Water. Give her water.” I yelled the words to nobody in particular. The sink faucet came on, and footsteps approached.

      Mysti knelt next to Hannah and put the glass to her lips. “Take it slow.”

      Hannah took a sip of water and spewed it. Coughs wracked her body. Dillon stepped forward and knelt in front of Hannah. “Stop coughing. Your throat don’t hurt.”

      Hannah did as Dillon told her. Mysti tried again. This time Hannah swallowed the water and held it down. She took the glass in her own hands and drank.

      Finished, she handed the glass to Mysti and glared at me. “Why didn’t you just let me die? Then this would be over. I wouldn’t have to…” She broke off her words with a sob.

      I recoiled with shock, but then my had-enough kicked in. I narrowed my eyes at her. “You wanna kill your damn self, run off and do it somewhere I can’t see you. You ain’t dying on my watch.”

      Hannah cut off her sobs and bared her teeth at me, her face contorted with fury. I tensed, ready for her attack. The idea of fighting my best friend killed something inside me, and my magic let go of the hag. It raged around my psyche, causing as much pain as it could. A headache blossomed behind both eyes and spread into my sinuses where it leaked pain into the rest of my head. One tear streaked down my cheek.

      Hannah struggled to her feet. “You have no idea what it's like to live with this.” She hit herself in the chest with the palm of one hand.

      I had no argument. The horror of what she'd been through was beyond my understanding. She spun away from me and made a beeline for the stairs. Tubby went after her.

      “Stop it,” Hannah shouted. “Let me go.” Then came the sound of flesh striking flesh, and I knew she’d slapped him.

      Footsteps thumped back up the steps. Tubby reappeared, carrying Hannah over his shoulder, his mouth turned down. He dropped Hannah on a cracked leather recliner and leaned over her, holding up one finger. “Don’t hit me. I’ll give you that one out of loyalty to Peri Jean, but I ain’t one of those men who puts up with a woman slapping around on him. I’ll whup your ass if you try it with me.”

      Feeling the need to protect Hannah, I stomped over. Tubby held up one hand for me to stop. The menace in that one gesture stopped me where I was. And I considered this guy a trusted friend? You could kill him without lifting a finger. The voice wasn’t my own. It sounded confident and ruthless, but it wasn't the voice of the hag either. I realized I’d heard the voice of who I would become when I took on the full measure of Priscilla Herrera’s mantle. The thought froze me. “Tub? Don’t threaten her, okay? She can't help herself.”

      Tubby spun to face me, eyes blazing, but took one look at my face and stood down.

      “She can risk our whole operation.” Tubby Tubman was explaining himself to me. I couldn’t believe it. “Then all this trouble, all we’ve lost, would be for nothing.”

      I stared down at Hannah. She met my glare and shot eye-daggers of her own. Would she snap out of it again? It didn't much matter. The old Hannah truly was lost. This one was all that was left. The hurt spread over me, aching and throbbing, but this time I didn’t let it consume me. I stared at Hannah until she blinked and turned away.

      Cecil and Dillon began straightening up the mess I'd made. Drama was over to them, and I guessed it was for me too. I drew myself up to my full height, which was pretty unimpressive, and approached Mysti.

      “You kept me moving instead of letting me freeze.” We hugged tight. I patted Tubby on the back. “You did the right thing.”

      Thanking people, and doing it in sincere way, was one of the things Cecil had been teaching me about leading people. Now I felt him watching me from inside the kitchen. I turned to meet his eyes. They were so like Memaw’s my chest ached. He winked at me and gave me a nod of approval.

      “You ladies ready to talk about my idea to get the tape out of the motel?” Cecil held a valise I’d watched him take out of Mysti’s car a lifetime ago and was rummaging through it.

      I nodded and dragged the chairs around the table. Tubby came to lean against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest. Mysti started some more of her awful smelling tea. Hannah sat alone on the other side of the room, head down, face red with anger.

      I didn’t know what to do for Hannah. Next time she did something like this, I probably wouldn’t be there to save her. And that would be the end of a friend I truly loved. I let myself fully embrace the sorrow and then put it aside. I had business to tend to.

      Wade Hill was still alive, and I’d do everything I could to save him. If Cecil had an idea that might help, I wanted to hear it.
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      Cecil set what appeared to be a mummified human hand on the table. I gasped and withdrew, scenting for the telltale odor of rot.

      Mysti leaned forward. “That what I think it is?” A smile played on her lips, broadening when Cecil nodded. “As I live and breathe, I never expected to see one of these.”

      I watched the two of them, confused. The thing was disgusting. If it was real. Maybe it wasn’t real. Because if it was, we were sitting here at this table with part of a dead body.

      Mysti glanced at me and giggled behind her hand. “Look at you. Big bad Peri Jean, afraid.”

      “It’s a piece of a dead person.” I glanced at Tubby, hoping for approval, but he stepped forward, blue eyes alight with curiosity.

      “Hand of Glory, ain’t it?” He actually grinned. Cecil smiled back. Tubby muttered, “Hot damn.”

      I stared at the dead hand, twisting my face in disgust.

      Mysti rolled her eyes at me. “Don’t you remember the ordeal you went through to take on Priscilla Herrera’s mantle?”

      I nodded.

      She leaned forward, mirth leaving her face. “The old Peri Jean Mace died a symbolic death that day and was reborn a witch of Priscilla Herrera’s line. This left you with an even deeper anchor into the realm of the dead than you already had with your psychic medium ability.” I didn’t react. She leaned forward and put her hand over my arm. “The Hand of Glory belongs to our kind. Do not let fear take it away.”

      I tried to look at the thing without my stomach rolling. Footsteps creaked on the floor. Hannah came into view, walking on her tiptoes. I studied her face, searching for the anger and resentment. It seemed to have faded for the moment. She leaned over the table.

      “That thing is butt ugly.” She glanced at me. For a tiny second, I saw the bond we’d shared. Then it danced away, and dull hurt took its place. She turned away from me and spoke to Tubby. “Is there another chair? Or am I allowed…”

      “Of course you’re allowed.” I got up and found an extra metal folding chair leaning against the wall. I set it behind her without speaking and sat back down. I grimaced at the Hand of Glory. “So what are we going to do with this?”

      “I’m wondering that myself. Maybe Mr. Gregg will enlighten us.” Mysti didn’t wait for Cecil to answer. She plowed on, her voice more scholarly with each word. “I have never even seen one of these or talked to someone who used one. My knowledge is strictly folkloric. The Hand is cut off a hanged murderer while his neck is still in the noose.” She shot a guilty glance at Hannah, who flushed. “The amputated hand goes through a very specific procedure to preserve it. It is then used as a candle, mostly by thieves. It's supposed to keep the occupants of the house sleeping while the thieves rob the house.”

      Tubby leaned forward, grinning. “I’ve heard you light one finger for each person sleeping. If a finger won’t light, means somebody’s awake in the house.”

      “The person who gave it to me said to knock with this hand, and it would unlock any door.” Cecil shrugged at the difference between his interpretation of the Hand’s powers and the other ones.

      The thing still disgusted me. “Where’d you get it?”

      “My grandmother had a twin brother named Samuel. My great-uncle,” Cecil said. “Uncle Sam liked gambling and women and would go off on binges of both. He came back with this one time. Sam had no children, and I was the only boy child born to our family at that time. So he gave it to me.” Cecil chuckled. “My mother had a fit. That was the first and last time I ever saw her show disrespect to her elders. She wanted to take it away from me. Daddy wanted to sell it. But Samantha stood up to them both, said Samuel wanted me to have it, and have it I would.”

      “You ever use it for its intended purpose?” Tubby stared at the thing. His finger snaked out a couple of times to touch it, but he withdrew each time.

      “No. I don’t have the gift of moving energy like Peri Jean. The Hand of Glory stayed in a special cedar box most of my life.” He took the box out of his valise and set it on the table. It was plain, stained cedar with sigils carved into the wood. “I’d forgotten about it, but Jadine had one of her dreams earlier this week. She woke up asking about it. Knew exactly what it looked like. I got it out so she could…” Cecil shrugged. Jadine was Cecil’s adopted daughter. She possessed the gift of precognition, among other things. “Then when Mysti called asking for my help, Jadine insisted I take it.”

      Jadine called her gift dream walking. She saw dreams of the past, dreams of the future, even dreams of the present. It usually happened when she slept. “Did she say exactly what she saw?”

      Cecil nodded. “This ought to interest you. She said she saw you in a small room with only a bed. The room had red carpet and a picture of a horse on the wall. It also had a red phone.”

      Hannah gasped. “That’s the motel room where I picked up that hag.” She jerked a thumb at me. We all knew what she meant.

      Cecil stared at Hannah for several seconds, the lines on his face deepening. He started to say something but shook his head. He spoke instead to me. “Jadine also said she saw you using the hand to knock on the wall. Perhaps this tape is hidden in the walls of this motel room.”

      I still wasn’t a believer. “But how would you hide something in a motel room wall? It’s not like your house, where you do renovations.”

      Mysti spoke up. “For the room to have been guarded by the creature now inside you, there has to be something important in there. And it’s still there because Hannah didn’t find it.”

      “I agree with Ms. Whitebyrd.” Cecil gave Mysti the smile he always seemed to reserve just for her. He wanted her to join Sanctuary the same way a mosquito wants blood and did everything he could to charm her. Mysti patted Cecil’s hand and smiled back. I wanted to pour syrup over the both of them. Cecil leaned forward where he could see Hannah’s face. “Ms. Kessler, I’d like for Peri Jean to have as clear an idea as possible about what she’s walking into. This might also give us an insight into how the tape is hidden. Do you feel like answering questions?”

      “I’ll try.” Hannah had taken the crystal Mysti gave her out of her pocket and squeezed it in one pale, freckled fist.

      “You went to the front desk at the motel to ask for the key. Did the ummm…person manning the counter strike you as odd in any way? Make you uncomfortable?”

      Hannah gave him a blank stare.

      “I think I know where Cecil’s going,” Mysti interrupted. “Maybe his face was really narrow? Or his fingernails seemed sharp? It might have been his teeth you noticed. Or he might have smelled like swamp water.”

      Hannah stared at the table, wringing her hands. “There was something odd about him. But I can’t…” She sat up straight. “I thought I imagined it.” Hannah shook her head as though trying to clear it. “Sometimes, since my time with Michael Gage, I hear and see things that aren’t there.”

      “This was probably real.” Mysti used her reassuring voice.

      Hannah swallowed hard enough for it to make a clicking sound. “His tongue. It was his tongue. For just a second, I thought it was forked like a snake’s. Not surgically split, like you sometimes see, but thin and long. It flicked out of his mouth.”

      Cecil sucked in a breath. “I haven’t seen one of those since I was a boy. A man like that came to see my grandmother sometimes.” He put his hand over mine. “Listen carefully. This is who you’ll negotiate the contract on your life and the rider’s freedom with. He’s no joke.”

      I thought about the forked tongue and swallowed hard. Why did I always get stuck dealing with weirdos? “But I don't know how to…”

      Everybody at the table simply stared. They didn’t how to negotiate with the hag’s owner either. I was on my own. “The day’s wasting. Better to try this than sit on our asses and let the clock run out.”

      Someone pounded on a door downstairs. Tubby got up. “That’s the medic I called. I’ll stay here with Corman. Y’all go on.”

      “I’m staying too.” Cecil yawned again. “Do you have a bed in this building, young man?”

      Tubby showed Cecil to a room with a locked door and let him inside.
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      Mysti and I gathered her witch supplies. She had a place for each thing in her witch pack. My pack was usually a messy jumble. I grabbed what I needed and then tossed it back in when I was done.

      I pinched the Hand of Glory between a thumb and forefinger and lifted it off the table. The fingers twitched, and I dropped it with a clatter. Hannah giggled from behind me. I turned to face her, already smiling, but she turned away and walked into the living room. The recliner groaned when she sat on it.

      Mysti stared at me with the corners of her mouth pulled down. I gave her a shrug. This time I picked up the Hand with little caution. I dropped it into Cecil’s box and worked the latch. Then I slid it into my witch pack.

      Mysti leaned close to whisper in my ear. “What about Hannah?”

      “I can’t leave her,” I whispered back.

      “No,” Mysti agreed. “You need to keep an eye on her. Her life force was out of her body long enough for transformation to have started."

      No, not that. People sometimes came back from near death experiences with psychic gifts. I didn’t think Hannah could handle much more. I nodded to Mysti to show I understood and walked into the living room to find Hannah rocking in the recliner. She stared, blank faced, at the wall.

      “Want to come with us?” I stood near her chair but not too near. She shrugged without looking at me. I tried again. “You were always good at puzzles.”

      She finally looked up. “Plus, I might try to eighty-six myself if you leave me here.”

      I hefted my witch pack onto my shoulder.

      “You gonna force me to go?” She squared her shoulders.

      “I honestly don’t know what to do.” The words, ones I’d have never said back at Sanctuary, just came out. Leaders always know what to do. But Hannah’s situation was out of my element. So I added more to them. “I just figured…you’re good at this. Smarter than me.”

      Hannah pulled herself out of the chair and approached Mysti, ignoring me. “Do we need wax to light the Hand? Or do we just knock without it lit?”

      “All the legends I’ve heard talk about it being lit,” Mysti answered with a glance at me.

      “But that’s for burglarizing a place and making sure everybody stays asleep, right?” Hannah asked.

      “We could just try knocking with it. See what it opens.” Mysti held up both hands and shrugged. In other words, we’d have to try things until something worked.

      “Works for me.” I led the way out of the loft.

      “Wait a minute,” Dillon called after us. I turned to see what she wanted. She gave me a hopeful smile. “Mind if I go? I ain’t never seen nothing like a Hand of Glory in action.”

      I motioned her to come along. Mysti shot me one of her patented scolding looks. I shrank at her disapproval but didn't renege. I’d gotten used to making my own decisions over the last few weeks and liked it.

      Dillon ran to join us, crowding up against my side. “You think me and Finn could use it for—”

      I held up one hand to cut her off. “Later. We’ll discuss it later.”

      Mysti stared for a long second, her expression unreadable, and then turned and went down the stairs. From somewhere near, Corman let out an ungodly scream. We ignored him and kept walking.

      Mysti led the way to her dusty white Toyota sedan and used the remote to unlock it. Hannah got in the back.

      When I opened the door opposite her, she raised her head, stared at me levelly, and said, “Please ride in the front with Mysti.”

      The hurt of her rejection almost blinding me, I stumbled to the front seat passenger side. The hag chewed on my hurt, poured some salt on it, and gnawed some more. The ache set up between my lungs. Every time I took a breath, it gave a low throb. I needed to blast the little bastard, but all a sudden, I didn’t have the energy.

      Dillon got in the backseat and stared at Hannah as though she expected her red hair to burst into flames. Dillon had watched and helped me do worse to people who’d done less. She glanced at me, and I gave her a slight head shake. Dillon cocked her head at me. She didn’t understand me giving Hannah a free pass. Nobody but family got those in our world. And Hannah wasn't family.

      “Kill her. That's what she deserves.” The hag's ugly voice sucked even more want-to out of me.

      Mysti started the car and drove us out of Gaslight City. As we passed the green city limits sign, I wished I didn’t have to come back. The wish that I didn’t have to do another damn thing, that I could just die, crept into my thoughts and moved through them.

      Mysti’s voice cut it off. “I’ve been thinking about the deal you have to make with the hag’s master.” She spun the radio’s dial, cutting it to silence. “There’s no way of knowing what terms he will offer. The hag probably doesn’t even know. But my experience has taught me one thing.”

      I turned to stare at my friend in shock. She always acted horrified and sad when I made deals with Sol. But now I realized she probably made her own deals from time to time.

      “Don’t take the first terms offered. They’re usually unnecessarily steep. This thing will act as though there’s only one choice. But that’s a lie.” She stopped there and turned the radio back on.

      The hour’s drive to Tyler passed in tense silence, except for the occasional gasp from Hannah. I turned to see what was wrong. My friend stared out the window, eyes widened in horror. I wished so much I could help her but didn’t know anything else to do.

      As little girls, we’d been inseparable, always whispering secrets and wondering over the world together. Then my ability to see ghosts injected a gift-wrapped box of shit into our relationship. We weren’t friends for more than twenty years after that.

      Hannah had come back into my life less than two years earlier. We picked up as though we’d never left off, only this time as grownups. We shopped. Made fun of the way men looked and acted. Ate too much ice cream. Loved each other. Had us a helluva time together.

      The memories brought tears, both happy and sad, to sting my eyes. But nothing lasted forever. The truth of who and what I was came to call again. This time it had done permanent damage to Hannah’s body and mind.

      The image of her hanging from that rafter took shape in my mind. Knowing me caused her to do that. How would she ever let me help her when I was the cause of her misery?

      “She’ll never be okay.” The hag’s voice lowered to a soothing caress. “Once I plant my seeds, they’ll grow whether I’m there to tend them or not.”

      This time I gathered the mantle, ignoring the way my body ached in fatigue, and delivered a sharp shock to the horror inside me.

      “Bitch” was its only response. Its less-than-pained response let me know I was running out of juice. I’d have to rest soon.

      “You’ll want to get in the turn lane now.” Hannah’s voice from the backseat nearly made me jump a mile. She stuck one bruised arm between the seats and pointed to a strip of depressed businesses. “It’s right across from the used car lot. The big white building.”

      Mysti jammed on the brakes and whipped into the turn lane. “I’m glad you said something. It doesn’t look like a motel.” Cut into a small hill, the backs of its buildings facing the road and hiding the entrances to the guest rooms, The Rose City Inn hit me as a good place to do clandestine business.

      Traffic cleared, and Mysti zipped across the lanes and up the narrow driveway. A few late model cars sat in the oil-stained and cracked asphalt parking lot. Had Hannah been herself, we’d have joked about it being a by-the-hour establishment or the kind of place you went to do things you didn’t want to do in your own home. I glanced at her and caught her staring. She turned her head away.

      “The admissions office is that little building.” Hannah pointed again, and Mysti pulled into a parking place in front of it.

      “Don’t go in there and talk to the monster.” Dillon rose over the back seat and gripped my arm. “We’ll break into the motel room. Use that Hand of Glory thing.”

      I shook my head. “I have to go in and make a deal for the hag. Otherwise he’ll never leave my body.” I opened the car door. Dillon opened hers too. It flattered me that she wanted to act as my bodyguard, but she had way more to lose than I did. I waved one hand at her. “Stay here.” I climbed out of the car before she could form an argument and went inside.
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      The admissions building had a glass entry door. The sun peeked through the clouds to glare off it, making it impossible to see inside. I took a deep breath and pushed the door open. An entry bell dinged, and the smell of lemon-scented cleaner almost knocked me back out the door. There wouldn’t have been many other places to go.

      The building’s interior had been walled off so that coming inside trapped the customer in a tiny booth with the door to the parking lot behind them and a narrow window looking into an office in front of them. The office was empty. I rang the silver bell at the window.

      Shuffling footsteps rewarded my impatience. A cadaverous man wearing black skinny jeans and a frayed T-shirt advertising a punk rock band popular when my daddy was a teenager appeared at the opposite end of the office. His hair, cut into a Mohawk and about a foot tall, vibrated like a tuning fork as he walked toward me.

      How much hairspray did this guy go through to get his hair to stand up like that? When Mohawk was five feet away from me, his natural odor broke through the lemon-scented cleaner. Maybe a better question was how often he showered. I almost had to put my hand over my nose.

      Mohawk’s musk smelled earthy and a little skunky. It reminded me of the smell I always associated with water moccasin snakes. I feared snakes, especially after having a shapeshifting acquaintance bite me. Cold runners chased down my back. I took a step away from the counter, my heart picking up speed.

      Mohawk leaned his arms on the counter and stared at me. A faint pattern, like a faded tattoo, ran up both arms and disappeared into his sleeves. His eyes were a woody brown with no white and a not-quite-round black pupil. His head bowed out behind his ears, the same way a viper snake’s did.

      “Peri Jean Mace.” He dragged the end of my name out in a long sssssss. “My servant found you. Was it through the woman calling herself a private investigator?”

      “Does it matter?”

      He smiled. The site of his human teeth, flat and small, relieved me until something flashed and I saw fangs. His mouth opened wide, and he hissed at me.

      The hag, trembling in fear of its master, hissed back, the sound so loud I thought it would blow out my eardrums. I yelped and backed into the door.

      Mohawk pointed one long skinny finger at me. “Why do you live?”

      I took deep breaths until my mind settled. “I want to buy your servant’s contract on my life and his freedom.”

      Mohawk’s forked tongue ran out and tested the air between us. He frowned and shook his head. Tested the air again. I wanted to scream worse than I’ve wanted to scream in a long time. How many of these things had I walked past and never noticed? Mohawk feinted at me like a snake striking. That time I did scream. He liked that. It made him laugh. “Nothing at this establishment, including your passenger, is for sssale.” His eyes flicked to the monster on my shoulder. “Kill her.”

      The rider’s hands tightened around my throat, and its will snaked into me and ordered me to give up. I tugged the arms away from my neck. The hag didn’t struggle much. It probably figured this was its only chance to get out from under Mohawk.

      I tried to sound tough. “Mister, I don’t have time to pull your pud and stick my tongue in your ear. Everything in the whole fucking world is for sale.” I widened my stance and met his flat gaze, stomach writhing with nausea.

      Mohawk ran his tongue out again. Confusion twisted his features. He leaned forward and snapped his fingers. “I’ve got it. I knew I recognized that smell. You’re a witch of the Gregorius line. Are you not?”

      Priscilla Herrera’s maiden name was Gregory, and I’d heard Cecil use every possible variation of the name as his surname. Was Gregorius where it started? Maybe. I hoped so. Because it sounded like the magic running through my veins might help me for once in my life. I nodded slowly. Mohawk reached underneath the counter. Behind me, something clicked. I turned and saw he’d thrown the bolt, locking the door. Panic shot through me. I grabbed the door and yanked on it. Mohawk snickered at my back. I turned back to him, edges of my vision gray. I fought not to faint. Mohawk might eat me while I was unconscious.

      “The price to buy out the contract on your life and for the rider’s freedom is this: I want to sire a get from you.” He pulled a yellow legal pad in front of him and began scribbling on it.

      Icy pinpricks danced over my skin. A lightness spread through me. I leaned against the door to keep from spilling onto the floor.

      “It’s been a long time, centuries, since I’ve had a half-human get. But I’d think the same terms would still work.” His tongue flickered out as he wrote.

      I shook off the shock and made myself form words. “No. I’m not doing that.” My voice sounded flat and directionless in the small enclosure.

      Mohawk stopped writing and slowly raised his head. “Yes, you are. It won’t leave lasting damage. You’ll be able to go on to have as many children as you like. I’ll raise our child. You’d never have to see him or her again.”

      I swallowed sour spit and threw out what I thought was my trump card. “The doctor said I can’t have children.”

      Mohawk tilted his head and sighed, the way someone would at a cute puppy who’d done something naughty. “Come now. We both know a good healer could fix that.”

      All the strength left my body. I slid to the floor. My vision blurred, and the room tilted. I woke to someone patting my face. Mohawk’s long fingers were smooth and freezing cold. When had he let himself out of the office? Wait a minute. There was no door.

      The better question was how he’d gotten out of the office. The only way I saw was through the tiny hole people were supposed to use to slide their credit card to him. I let out a little yelp and scuttled away from him, pressing myself into the farthest wall, which was actually only a couple of feet away. He sat back on his heels.

      “Is it the conception you fear? I promise you’ll remember it as the best night of your life. No human man will ever compare.” His eyes, that odd, woody brown, bored into me.

      “I won’t,” I whispered. Mysti’s words came back to me. Don’t take the first offer. With great effort, I got control of myself and sat up straight. “There has to be something else.”

      Mohawk stood and offered me his hand. I didn’t want to take it but feared making him angry. As soon as our flesh touched, a wave of lust unlike anything I’d ever felt washed over me, buckling my knees. I nearly fell back down. Mohawk smiled. “Nothing this easy. Nothing you’ll enjoy so much.”

      There was no way. Not even if he promised all my wishes would come true. I shook my head.

      He pressed his lips together. “Fine. You’ll retrieve an item for me.”

      I relaxed. That was all?

      Mohawk gave the glass separating the enclosure from his office a tug. It swung open. He climbed back through to his stinky office, only his climbing was more like slithering. He dropped gracefully to the floor.

      “What do I have to find?” I might not want to agree to this either.

      “A book.” His tongue flitted out again to test the air. “Millennia ago, I was worshipped as a god. I wrote on the walls of caves to instruct the faithful. Those worshipers found new gods or died out, but my word survived. Hundreds of years later, my word was found again by new initiates. These had knowledge of writing. They recorded my wisdom into three tomes.” He paused to dig under the counter. While he fumbled around, ideas of how those religious sects must have risen and fallen flitted behind my eyes, the images horrific.

      Mohawk tucked something into his jeans pocket. “When their time was near finished, I directed them to hide the books in three separate places, so the right person or people might find them. One of the books made its way to Texas, where its foolish user lost it. You’ll locate it and return it to me.”

      Nobody had to tell me this book caused evil. Retrieving the book and helping to pass it on contributed to whatever got done with it. But I was locked in this room with a monster, my choices laid before me. I could allow myself to be killed. If I died, so would Wade. I could beget offspring with this thing. I wasn’t sure my sanity would survive the conception. Even if I refused to find the book, it wouldn’t stop the evil in the world.

      If I agreed to find the book, how much danger would I be in? I tried to weigh the possibility against the monster standing in front of me. My mind wouldn’t cooperate. It was still too busy imagining the horror of being intimate with Mohawk. Then the right question came to me. “Why can’t you get the book yourself? You’re more powerful than me.”

      Mohawk must have seen the decision on my face, for he smiled. “When the time comes, I’ll give you all the information you need to find it.”

      I nodded. Mohawk held out his hand for us to shake. I let him take it. In a flash, before I could react, his spine bent at an impossible angle, and he bit my hand. Too late, I tried to pull away. He held me fast.

      “A symbol of our contract.” His tongue flicked out. This time I did yank my hand away. I spun and began to kick the glass door, ready to break it to get away from him.

      “Stop that,” he barked.

      I stiffened at the tone of his voice and stopped kicking.

      “Come back over here.” He tapped the counter.

      I wanted to retaliate in some way, but a lifetime of brawls had taught me to admit when I couldn’t win so I could live to fight another day. I shuffled back to the counter and tried to ignore the smirk on his face. He grabbed me by the collar and pulled me close enough to see the pattern running underneath the skin on his face. “Our deal is final. If you back out, you’ll be collected as a slave.”

      I wanted to be damn clear where I stood with this monster. “So the hag is free. The contract on my life is null and void.”

      He rolled his eyes but nodded.

      I wasn’t finished. The deal had to be certain. I didn’t trust this thing any further than I could throw him. “And all I need to fulfill my end is get your book. You know it’ll have to wait, right?”

      “Yes. I’ll be in touch at a later date.” He dug in his pocket and held out a small, white envelope. “The rules of my establishment. Breaking them will result in fees.”

      I took it. My hand shook so hard the paper rattled. Mohawk reached under the counter. The door buzzed and unlocked. I spun on my heels, slung it open, and charged into the parking lot.
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      I hurried to Mysti’s car and scrabbled at the door. My breath came in harsh gasps, my vision strobing along with my pounding heart.

      Mysti bailed out of the car, Dillon right behind her. In unison they assaulted me with questions. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      Dillon snatched the hand Mohawk had bitten. The puncture wound was shallow and had already stopped bleeding. But Mohawk had achieved his purpose. It would leave a scar on my olive skin.

      I gently pulled my hand away. “I’m fine. I just didn’t expect to see someone like that.” Shivers jittered through me.

      My passenger’s hissing voice woke up. “I am pleased and honored you succeeded in freeing me. Now we can negotiate our separation. If I don’t kill you and eat your essence.”

      “If I die, I’m taking you with me,” I said aloud. Mysti’s and Dillon’s faces fell in shock.

      Hannah slowly climbed out of the car and stood a short distance away with her arms crossed over her chest, fear evident in her posture. “The man inside’s not a human being, is he?”

      I shook my head.

      Mysti echoed my head shake. “You and Peri Jean will both see them everywhere now that you’ve been ridden by one of them. They all feed off the human race in one way or another.”

      My rider hissed at her implication. “Nasty witch. You should burn her where she stands. You have the power.” My anger ignited, and I saw an image of me with a maniacal expression on my face, hands around Mysti’s throat.

      The world wavered around me. I didn't know how I’d survive too many more hours of the constant needling from this thing. The way it played with my emotions tired me out in ways a hard day’s work couldn’t.

      Mysti came near and put her arm around me. She pulled back immediately. “You’re freezing and shaking all over.”

      “You want me to get you coffee?” Dillon tugged at me.

      I shook her off. “I need to smoke. I’ll join y’all in a minute.”

      “Yes, let’s have a talk.” The rider’s excitement raised the hair on the back of my neck.

      I took off walking toward an alcove. The rider had promised to negotiate with me about finding a new host now that I’d secured his freedom. I wasn’t sure what I’d do if he didn’t uphold his end of the bargain.

      “Are you really okay?” Mysti called after me.

      I held up one hand and spoke without turning. “Will you take my witch pack into the room?”

      “I’ll do it,” Mysti yelled. “Sure you don’t want me to come with you?”

      I waved again and kept walking. Two vending machines hummed in the alcove. One offered generic soft drinks. The other had a small selection of candy so old they were covered by a frost of spiderwebs. I leaned against the wall and put both hands over my face, so exhausted I wanted to cry. “Tell me how to get rid of you.”

      The rider’s mood had brightened. The light of it seeped through my body, and I enjoyed a second wind. “That’s not necessary.”

      “Hate to say this, but we’re going to have to break up.” I clamped a cigarette between my teeth and lit it.

      “It doesn’t have to be all negative. Now that I’m free, we can work together.” The hag’s voice went faster and faster. “You’ll have power beyond your wildest dreams. I’ll…”

      I broke in, sick of listening. “You promised Sol and Bub we’d negotiate a new host for you if I secured your freedom.”

      The hag hissed its displeasure. “Few will be as good as you.”

      The hair on the back of my neck stood up. “Are you saying you won’t transfer to another host?”

      “I’m saying the likelihood of you finding a suitable one is slim. You are suitable to me.” The cold avarice in the rider’s voice sent shivers through me.

      My stomach tightened into a stinging ball as the gravity of the situation unfolded in my mind. I certainly couldn’t call Sol again to enforce the bargain. Not after I already owed Mohawk a hide-and-seek expedition. Owing another favor was not the answer. Bub had encouraged the hag and me to work out our differences. That left using magical force. Maybe. But only if I had a chance to rest soon. Fatigue had me feeling as though the simple act of walking was a strongman test. The hag chuckled. It knew my dilemma.

      I stubbed out my cigarette and stalked toward the motel room wishing I had somebody to punch out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      Dillon jogged out to meet me. “Let’s use the Hand of Glory to unlock the door. Mysti said it was fine as long as you agreed.” I glanced at Mysti, who rolled her eyes.

      I understood right away. Dillon had been pestering Mysti about that stupid hand the whole time I’d been arguing with the hag. Dillon was lucky she hadn’t gotten the sharp side of Mysti’s tongue. My mentor had the patience of a saint, until she didn’t. With a few words, she could cut people off at the knees and rub poison in the wounds. I got closer and saw Mysti was biting the corner of her lip and straining not to laugh.

      “Can we?” Dillon tugged at me, not unlike the way her toddler-aged daughter did when she was determined to get her way.

      I didn’t know what to tell her. Already tired, I worried about the magical energy it might take to make the hand function. But I really didn’t want to go back to Mohawk and beg for the key. I raised my eyebrows at Mysti. She gave me a short nod.

      Mysti set her witch pack on the concrete sidewalk underneath the breezeway. She spoke to me. “You’ll have to anoint it and state its purpose since Cecil gave it to you.”

      I took the box with the Hand of Glory out of my pack and knelt next to Mysti. She handed me the jar of tallow and a pair of latex gloves. At least I wouldn’t have to touch the nasty shit. I pinched the Hand of Glory between my thumb and forefinger. Magic heated up my black opal.

      I took a few deep breaths and found the swirl of the mantle waiting inside me. “Hand of Glory, I anoint you for the purpose of unlocking any door, even secret ones hidden inside this room.”

      The hand jerked in my grasp. I bit back a scream. Didn’t matter how many times I saw stuff like this, it still gave me the cold willies. Slowly, tendons creaking inside the Hand’s husk of dry skin, the fingers curled into a loose fist for knocking.

      “Can I knock with it?” Dillon hovered over me, hand already out.

      “I’d think not.” Mysti grimaced. “It’s going to obey Peri Jean now.”

      “But that sucks because Peri Jean won’t go on jobs with Finn and me…” Seeing Mysti’s and my blank stares, Dillon trailed off.

      I rose and stepped in front of the door. Lightly, I rapped three times with the Hand. The lock clicked, and the doorknob turned. The door swung open a few inches.

      “You know what me and Finn could do with that?” Dillon stayed close enough to whisper her comments in my ear.

      “We’ll talk on it later.” I raised my eyebrows at her. Dillon took a step back, even though she could have whipped me six times over. I’d seen her get in a few scraps. She was vicious. I walked into the room, the others close on my heels.

      The stench hit me, and I stopped. The room smelled like the inside of an ashtray.

      “This is how you smell.” Mysti gave me a light tap. “Griffin too.” Her boyfriend smoked long cigarillos, which stank worse than my cigarettes ever did.

      “I don’t smell this damn bad.” I blamed the carpet. Maroon and stained almost black in places, it probably pre-dated no-smoking motel rooms. The walls were no better. They’d probably started out a nice, soothing cream color. Now they were the color of pages in an old book. The smell of stale smoke rolled off the walls. I was surprised the stench didn’t come off in visible waves.

      When I thought of my ex-husband, which wasn’t often, I imagined him in a room like this one. Tim would have a cigarette tucked in the corner of his mouth. It would joggle as he tried to score the next high, with the room’s nasty red phone tucked between his cheek and shoulder.

      The rider woke and drank in my misery. It stretched like a cat waking up from a nap. “Your mother hated you. She built this room and contracted me to destroy you.” Truer words had never been spoken. I’d known my mother’s real feelings for me all my life. Even so, the pronouncement stung, and my throat tightened with unshed tears. The hag liked that. “Break that mirror on the wall. Stab the other women, then kill yourself.”

      The idea played through my mind. Part of me longed for the sweet painlessness of death. Tendrils of icy fear followed. They snapped me out of my funk. Death wasn’t always painless or peaceful. A lifetime of communicating with ghosts taught me that much. Just settle down and ignore the hag, I coached myself. Bit by bit, I pulled myself together. “Hannah? You know I suck at puzzles. This is your wheelhouse. Where’s the tape hidden?”

      She flashed me a brief smile, but it was a ghost of her old mega-watt grin and sadness lurked around the edges. She seemed over the worst of her funk, but the next one would come. I pushed off the thought and made myself smile back. I’d have to take it one minute at a time with her if I wanted to be any help at all.

      Hannah walked around the room, taking in every nook and cranny. Her footsteps echoed on the bathroom tile. She spoke to me with her eyes fastened to the carpet. “There’s an in-wall toilet paper dispenser. Let’s start there.”

      We did. I used the Hand of Glory to knock on the wall all around the toilet paper. Dillon, to my horror, produced a knife with a wickedly long blade and began prying the thing from the wall.

      “Why are you doing that?” My voice got all high and sounded about as commanding as a prudish teenager.

      “That hand might only open doors. This ain’t no door.” Dillon grunted and pulled the thing out of the wall. Nothing was behind it except for mouse droppings and old insulation.

      I glanced at Mysti, eyebrows raised. She thought it over. “The door you're asking about is metaphoric. It’s the door to a secret, probably magically spelled, hiding place. The hand knows that and will open it without us cutting holes in the walls. Dillon.” She gave my young cousin a light tap.

      Hannah led us to the sink and pointed at the mirror. I knocked on it. Nothing happened. The air-conditioning unit, positioned at the back of the room, yielded similar results.

      I hand searched both the nightstand and the dresser. Several used condoms lined a bottom drawer of the dresser. I turned away in disgust.

      While I’d been spinning my wheels, Hannah had been examining a paneled wall in the back of the room. A clothes rack hung off it and a luggage rack leaned against it.

      She spoke to the wall instead of me. “I think there’s something back here. Come see.” I went to stand next to her. She took the slightest step away from me but began tapping on the wall immediately to cover it. “Listen here.” She tapped a few times. “Then here.” She knocked a few more times.

      “It’s different,” I agreed. “But how would Barbie get in here?”

      Mysti joined us. “I’d imagine a spoken spell opened it. Something simple probably, easy to remember even over the course of years.”

      I raised the Hand of Glory and held it over the wall.

      “Go on.” Mysti pressed her fingers to the wall. “The Hand should pop it right open.”

      I knocked three times, and we waited. A tiny portion of the paneled wall faded away. Inside lay a wood box carved with an old-fashioned Indian head, the kind that used to be on the baking powder tins. I reached for it. My black opal necklace gave me a hard shock. I jerked back my hand. “What the hell?” I rubbed my chest.

      “Do you hear that?” Hannah stared at the ceiling.

      I didn’t, but I listened. Distantly, I heard a deep groaning like two pieces of wood rubbing together. It got louder as it came closer. I tensed and bent my knees, getting ready to fight. My black opal heated. From above us came several quick pops. We all tilted our necks to stare at it. The ceiling rippled like a sheet of plastic, and the wall bulged out toward us.

      I slung out both arms and pushed Hannah and Mysti back just as a flash of bright blue light came out of the wall and slammed into my chest. I flew into the bathroom, screaming all the way. My legs hit the edge of the tub. My own momentum folded my knees and knocked me down. My head cracked against the wall on the way down, and I bit my tongue. Pain flashed through my skull. Blood flooded my mouth as it began to throb.

      The blow to my head knocked me off-kilter. I sat there, ears ringing, tongue aching, and listened to the water dripping from the faucet. Plink. Plink. Plink. The longer I sat there, more hurt bones and muscles woke up and said hello. My tailbone hurt the most.

      Hannah stepped into the doorway, head cocked to one side, eyes impassive. The cold eyes got me more than anything else. They held neither concern nor horror. She could have been watching this whole ordeal on TV. My friend really had been stripped away.

      Wade had told me over and over that people don’t survive trauma like Hannah experienced without changing. He’d been right. All the same, I hurt for her and wanted more than ever to make things right. Before her suicide attempt, I’d thought things were going well, that she just needed time. But her willingness to do herself in had left me spinning. Watching her watch me made it seem even more hopeless.

      Dillon shoved Hannah aside and charged into the bathroom. She leaned over the tub and made a face. “Damn, this tub smells like a dead rat lived it in for a year. Let’s get you out of it.” She gripped me under my arms, but I was too dazed to help her. Dillon twisted and glared at Hannah. “I ain’t Peri Jean. You don't get a free pass with me. Get over here and help.”

      Hannah turned and walked away.

      Mysti came into the room rubbing the side of her head, a trail of blood leaking from one corner of her mouth. “You okay?”

      “Are you okay?” We exchanged smiles. The jobs Mysti and I did together weren’t the safe kind. Stuff like this happened more often than not.

      “Whatever knocked you into the bathroom pushed me all the way to the door. I bit the inside of my mouth is all.” Mysti looked in the mirror over the sink and used toilet paper to dab the blood off her face. “So now we know there’s a magical protection guarding the tape.”

      I laughed even though it wasn't funny and felt the back of my head for injury. “Give me a few minutes, and I’ll get myself out of this tub.”

      Dillon huffed. “I ain’t waiting a few minutes. Stinks like the devil’s unwashed dick in this hellhole.” She leaned over me, gripped me again, and pulled with her legs. She was skinny but strong, and this time I helped a good bit. She took my arm and helped me out of the bathroom.

      We found Hannah hunched over my witch pack. I gasped and stumbled over to her. “Look, I’m willing to take a certain amount of your shit, but it doesn’t include you going through my stuff.”

      Hannah kept her back turned to me. I gripped her shoulder and twisted her around. She jerked away and slapped at me, eyes glinting hate. “What’s the matter? You don’t trust me anymore?”

      Baffled by the sudden hostility, I searched myself to make sure my malignant rider was still in place and not back with Hannah. The hag stirred as though I’d woken it and stared from my eyes. I saw Hannah as the rider did, all raw and full of hurt, fear, and humiliation. Death shadowed her like a rain swollen cloud.

      I took a step backward and calmed myself. “Those are my witching supplies. They’re personal to me. I don’t let anybody touch them.”

      “Some of them bite.” Mysti stood next to me, so close our shoulders brushed, her way of supporting me. Friendship was a well that only ran dry when you let it. I had a bit more to give when it came to Hannah.

      “What were you looking for?” I pulled the zipper on the pack and opened it wider.

      Hannah shrugged. “Something magic is protecting that box. We’ve seen that before. Remember how we used cast iron to get around it?”

      The entity guarding the writing slope. My first step on the road to the Mace Treasure. Hannah had used a pair of iron tongs to remove a clue from it. It seemed eons ago, in a time when we’d all been so innocent and happy.

      “All I have is a horseshoe.” I dug for it and showed Hannah. She took it from me and knelt in front of the hole in the wall.

      Mysti edged closer to Hannah. “Don’t let it hurt you.”

      Hannah edged the horseshoe into the hole and hooked the box out. It fell to the nasty carpet and bounced. Hannah stared at it, face blank. “I’m afraid to touch it. I guess I could find a fireplace store and see if they have cast iron tongs. We could use them to crush the box and get at whatever’s inside.”

      I didn’t know if that was the best idea. No telling how long it would take Hannah to get back here. Wade’s life was ticking away, second by second.

      Mysti leaned over the box, holding her hand less than inch from it. “No, the protection spell is human magic. I feel the earth elements in it.”

      “Can we unbind it from the box?” I imitated Mysti and held my hand over the box. Sure enough, I felt what she felt, even heard the rush of the wind and smelled the seawater used to make the spell.

      “Maybe. Definitely if we could get the witch who cast the spell to take it off.” Mysti raised her eyebrows, no idea she was asking the impossible.

      My mother had worked with one witch I knew of. They died together the day they tried to kill me. Amanda King’s ghost would never help me.

      “You might be surprised,” Mysti said to my unvoiced concern. “She’s stuck in the afterlife she created for herself and may be looking for redemption.”

      Maybe. Or she might be waiting for me to put myself in her path so she could try to kill me again. She’d seemed pretty intent on it the first time. “She’s evil.”

      Mysti nodded. I knew this nod. She’d let me have my say and then present her compelling argument. “From what you told me, Amanda King got caught up in a bad situation. An affair with a married man. Married man’s wife murders him right in front of Amanda. All of a sudden, she’s an accessory.” Mysti watched me digest all this. “Nothing is ever purely black or white. There is no telling what your mother threatened if Amanda didn’t cooperate.”

      I wasn’t so sure I bought that. Amanda had acted pretty enthusiastic about trapping my spirit to use as a spectral henchman. Or hench-woman.

      “Do you want to save Wade or not?” Mysti crossed her arms. “I want to save him. He may be pig-headed, but he’s a good guy. This is the only way we’re going to meet King’s deadline.”

      Hannah moved out of the corner of the room. “He won’t give Wade back, not alive.”

      She’d said that before. I knew she was right, but I had to try. I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t. “Is there no other way?” I asked Mysti, just to make sure nothing had changed in the last couple of seconds.

      “If we had a week, we could figure out something else. Absolutely.” Mysti nodded so hard her earrings clacked. Then she shook her head. “But we don’t. We’ve got hours. Contacting Amanda King is our best bet.”

      I let out a long breath. My body seemed to deflate with it.

      Mysti nodded and grabbed her witch pack. “We need to start right away.”
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        * * *

      

      Mysti had me drag the rickety two-person table as close to the center of the room as we could get it. She draped an obviously old, lace edged cloth over the table. I frowned at the pageantry.

      “We’re going to have to go to as much ceremony as we can to attract her.” Mysti put out an incense burner and stuck a white candle into an ornate candleholder.

      “Why’s that?” I looked on with growing alarm. Never had I gone to this much trouble to contact a spirit. They just usually came.

      “Oh, let me think.” Mysti’s sarcasm was sharp enough to cut and edged with enough impatience to maim. “We’re not where she’s buried. We’re not at a crossroads. Oh, and the big one. You killed her.” She dug in her pack and turned to me. “Do you have wormwood?”

      I didn’t use as much incense in my rituals as Mysti did, so I had all the wormwood incense she’d given me to start my witch supply pack. I handed it to her and stood close. “What are we really doing here?”

      “Begging for help from the one place we can get it.” Mysti pulled a plain bowl out of her pack and poured purified water into it. Next came a small chalkboard and a piece of chalk. She pushed a piece of paper with some creepy symbols on it at me. “Draw these on the chalkboard with this chalk.”

      One of these symbols looked like a coffin with skulls on it. Another was a cross with skulls at each point. “I can’t draw these. They’re too complex.”

      Mysti closed her eyes and took a long breath, puffing out her stomach. She opened her eyes, and I saw fear. “They don’t have to be perfect. You just have to do it.”

      Mysti set an empty cobalt bottle on the room’s dresser and a container I knew held grave dust next to it.

      I drew the symbols, nerves jumping in my stomach. Mysti’s near panic had me out of sorts. My mentor rarely acted this way. If Mysti was scared, this had to be some bad, dangerous stuff we were doing. My jittering hand drew shapes that looked like Dillon's daughter, Zora, might have drawn them. I handed the chalkboard back to Mysti. “This stops now unless you tell me what’s got up your ass.”

      Mysti tapped the cobalt bottle. “We’ll make this a spirit bottle to open a permanent line of communication with Amanda.”

      My mouth dropped open. “You mean Amanda could contact me any time? No. Absolutely not. She imprisoned my father’s ghost, for Pete’s sake. She tried to kill me.”

      “Let me speak.” Mysti held up one hand. “Contacting Amanda will either go really well or really badly. Having her here as a guest rather than a hostile witness will go a long way toward keeping her happy.” She took out a container of dried bread cubes and sprinkled olive oil over it.

      “But that doesn’t mean she and I have to become asshole buddies.” I followed Mysti back to her pack.

      She spun to face me, brown eyes hard enough to make me back up a step. “If you’d recognized her for what she was earlier and befriended her, she might have banded with you against your mother. Ever think of that? And might have already told you about this room and what's in it.”

      Movement in the room’s mirror caught my eye. Priscilla Herrera’s spirit appeared right behind me. Her whisper came from inside my head. It’ll be okay. You’re stronger now.

      My nerves continued to churn. I stepped away from Mysti, ready to tell her to stop and knowing I couldn’t. “All right. What else do we need?”

      Mysti didn’t answer at first. She pointed at things, whispering to herself. She pressed her lips together and muttered, “It’ll just have to do.”

      “What’ll just have to do?” Dillon's voice, hard as she was, came out in a squeak. She stood with her hands on her hips. She might not understand what was going on, but she’d fight over it because it scared her. Great. Just great. My shoulders tightened.

      “It would really help if we had something of Amanda’s. I can use thread or wool, but a personal item helps more.” Mysti shook her head. “We don’t, though, and that’s that.”

      “Uhhh…” I crept over to my witch pack and dug around, trying to remember where I put it. My fingers closed on cold stone, and I drew out the skull. Carved of some marbled black stone and small enough to fit in the palm of my hand, it gleamed in the motel room’s tobacco tinged lighting. I held it out so Mysti could see. She approached warily, walking on the balls of her feet as though she might need to run.

      She took the skull and held it close to her face. “Arfvedsonite. It has to do with moving forward. Some use it for psychic visions of the future. Some think it facilitates acceptance of change.” She held it out to me in the flat of her palm. “May I ask how you ended up with it?”

      “I filched it when we cleaned Amanda's stuff out of the clearing where Priscilla Herrera’s cabin is.” I thought back on the day, remembering the deep, irresistible urge to just slip it in my pocket.

      “Rather than the bottle, we’ll use this for her point of contact with you.” She put the bottle and grave dust back in her backpack. “Consecrate the skull for spirit work. Then hold it over the wormwood smoke to create the connection. Amanda’s a fairly new spirit. She shouldn’t have trouble finding her way to an item she used in spell work.” Mysti flicked her fingers at me, a silent order to get moving.

      I got out my supplies and took them in the bathroom. The scent of the lemon cleanser and my oil relaxed me. I whispered to the skull as I worked, explaining its new purpose. By the time I took it out of the black cloth, the change in the stone rang through my arms.

      I walked back into the bedroom to find Mysti and Hannah huddled together whispering. Mysti touched Hannah’s arm, her face set in sympathy, and nodded. They both turned to watch me enter the room, the skull upright on the palm of my hand. Hannah moved away, eyes carefully averted from me. Mysti approached and nodded at the skull.

      “We're ready. Either you get your familiar to open the gate to the underworld, since he’s a psychopomp, or I have a guardian I’ve worked with before.” Though Mysti’s tone was pure business, I heard a little tremor at the edge of it. The fear in my chest wound tighter.

      “I’ll call Orev.” My familiar wouldn’t ask for much other than the cat kibble he sometimes ate. Deep inside, my mind burned with my connection to Orev. With Dillon's power here to draw on, all I had to do was step into the psychic connection. I nodded to let her know what I intended. She uncovered her raven tattoo, and I did the same. The connection came to life. Orev’s cries filled the room as did the sound of flapping wings. The shadow of a huge bird, wings raised, appeared on the wall. He wasn’t really in the room, but his spirit was. Good enough.

      I held my arms up in imitation of his wings and spoke. “Orev, my familiar and guide, open the gates to the spirit world now.”

      A clang like an iron gate being opened shook the room. The smell of dead flowers and dust tickled my nose.

      Mysti handed my athame to me. “Your blood on the skull.”

      I did as she said, grunting as I stabbed the tip of my index finger. My blood absorbed into the skull, and the white marbling in the black stone took on streaks of red.

      Mysti gave me a small nod of approval and pushed me in front of the altar. “Call her by her full name.”

      My heart jumped. How could I voluntarily contact someone who had tried to kill me, had killed Eddie Kennedy, and had imprisoned my father’s spirit for twenty-plus years? Crazy. That’s how. I took a deep breath and centered myself. “Amanda Irene King, please grant us the honor of your presence.” I raised an eyebrow at Mysti. She nodded and motioned me to say it again. “Amanda Irene King, please honor us with your presence.”

      The overhead light buzzed and went out, leaving only the candles flickering. I glanced at the mirror to see Mysti beside me and Priscilla Herrera’s ghost flanking me. The hag perched on top of my shoulders like a gruesome parrot. The black opal pulsed power on my chest, its heat burning my skin.

      “Again,” Mysti whispered.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Priscilla Herrera’s deep, commanding voice came out instead of my regular smoker’s screech. “Amanda Irene King. Visit us. Dine with us.”

      The room’s temperature plummeted. The hair on my arms raised, and the tip of my nose felt like an ice cube. Amanda appeared before me, head down, two fingers on the skull. We connected with a chiming sound. Shivers ripped through me. My teeth began to chatter.

      “Peri Jean Mace.” Amanda raised her head. To my relief, she looked much as she did the day I bested her and helped kill her. The phantom sound of her screams from that day echoed in my memory.

      “Will you dine with me?” Amanda’s dry rasp made me want to cut and run.

      Instead of answering, I took one of the bread cubes and ate it. Tasted awful and stale. Amanda smiled. The rest of the bread cubes rippled green, then black with mildew, and shrank to nothing but a stain in the bottom of the bowl.

      “Will you drink with me?” She smiled again, and for a split second, her face was the mask of horror she’d worn as my father’s ghost pulled her underground to her death.

      I took the bowl, sipped from it, and set it down. The remainder of the water slowly dissipated until a little dampness in the bowl’s bottom was the only proof it had been full.

      “I know why you called me here.” Amanda’s grating voice had grown strong enough to fill the room.

      Hannah moaned from one corner, but I couldn’t take my focus off my visitor. Doing so might give her another chance to kill me.

      “Do you wish to help me?” I gulped.

      She showed me her death face again. I held myself as still as I could. Her rasping voice came again. “Perhaps you think I owe you for my behavior the last time we encountered one another.”

      I shook my head no. “I wish things hadn’t happened the way they did.”

      Priscilla Herrera’s anger burned at me. Never apologize, she hissed inside my head. I tried to ignore her, but the hag chimed in, hoping I’d get angry and blow this situation all to hell.

      “I made a great many mistakes on your side of reality.” Amanda’s specter floated, blowing side to side, even though there was no wind in the room. “Maybe I can soften them by helping one whom I wronged.” She took her fingers off the skull and went to where the carved box lay on the floor. “Barbie chose this. She chose everything, used everybody.” Amanda’s harsh voice rose. “She ended my life. Put me where I am now.”

      I glanced at Mysti, fear pumping through me. I panted with the force of it. Amanda sounded like she was winding up to have a good, old-fashioned tantrum. Mysti pressed one hand to my back. Stay steady, her gesture said.

      Amanda hunched forward and wept, transparent hands on the filthy carpet. She morphed into what her corpse probably looked like now. Nothing but bones and hanging strips of cloth. Her words guttural, she began to chant. “This spell I unbind. It is no longer needed. Spirits, go now, return from whence you came. Thank you for doing my bidding.”

      The protection spell gave a crisp snap, turned into a wisp of smoke, and shot toward the door, where it exited underneath.

      Amanda floated back to the table, put her fingers back on the skull. “May I visit again?”

      I glanced at Mysti. She raised her eyebrows in victory. She’d been right, and she’d never let me hear the end of it. Amanda waited for her answer. I gulped. “Yes. Please visit again.”

      Amanda stared at my fingers for several long moments. My athame clattered across the table toward my hand.

      “More blood on the skull to seal the agreement,” Mysti whispered behind me.

      I took up the athame, dreading the minute prick at my finger. Annoyance radiated from Priscilla Herrera’s ghost. She didn’t like this one bit. I didn’t either. But what else could I do? If I insulted Amanda, I’d have another enemy. I pricked my finger and spattered a few drops of blood on the skull. It absorbed them. The red in the skull’s pattern deepened. Amanda left with a whisper of dead leaves and the smell of turned earth.

      Mysti lit a bowl of her special banishing incense. “Have Orev close the gates to the underworld.”

      I raised my arms as wings again. “Orev, close the gates to the underworld.” The metal clang rattled the mirror in its frame.

      Mysti smiled at me in congratulations. Hannah rushed over to the box and popped it open. Inside was an outdated micro tape recorder. A plastic baggie of batteries lay beside it. I came to stand beside her, wanting to help, but didn’t quite dare. Hannah shoved the batteries into the tape recorder and turned it on.

      The sound of a noisy, public place dominated the scratchy recording. My high hopes fell a few inches. It was easy to forget how nice digital recordings sounded compared to the older tape kind.

      “There’s his car,” Barbie muttered. “Get lost but stay where you can see me. Don’t let them drag me out of here.”

      A scared female voice that barely sounded like Amanda said, “O-o-okay. But I can’t believe you’re—”

      Barbie’s hiss cut her off. “Here he comes. Go on.” Several seconds passed. Then Barbie said, “Well, well, well. Is this a new sheriff I see?”

      The recording scratched and muffled. I imagined Joey and my mother hugged. Gross to the power of gross.

      “That election wadn’t nothing but a formality.” Joey’s phlegmy, nasty voice sounded exactly the same as when I knew him.

      Footsteps approached, and a chair scraped. “This is the last time I’ll meet the two of you in public.” King sounded younger but no less mean.

      “Whatever you say, Tolliver.” I thought I heard a smile in Joey’s voice. “Let’s negotiate.”

      “Ain’t nothing to negotiate.” King’s voice lowered to a growl. “I got Barbie’s clothes from the day she killed Paul Mace and the murder weapon. Joey, you got the file saying the knife found at the crime scene wasn’t the murder weapon. You kept that fact out of the mix because Jesse Mace confessed. Ain’t that so?”

      Joey mumbled something I couldn’t quite hear because a group of people walked by talking at the top of their lungs. I bit back the urge to shush them.

      “You’re right,” King said. “Don’t matter now. He’s in prison. But ain’t neither of you turning on me. Way I see it, we in a standoff. I don’t want no more bullshit from either of you.” He hit something, the table from the sound of it. “No more coming to my house and scaring my boys. And you, hell bitch, just stay the fuck away. Or all of us is going to the death chamber together. Hear me?”

      A chair scraped back. “Fuck this,” Barbie said. Her heels tapped across a floor, and a door squeaked open. The tape ran as she got into a car and started it. The engine revved, and someone began to pound on the window. The brakes squalled, and a car door opened and closed.

      “You can’t just leave me here.” Amanda sounded out of breath.

      “Did you just run across that restaurant like a fucking moron?” I knew the tone of Barbie’s voice. It was the one that meant she was about to really pitch a fit. The tape cut off.

      So this was what King had wanted enough to hold Hannah hostage. I’d ram it so far down his throat it would be next Christmas before he shit it out.
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      I helped Mysti gather her things. She’d hang around a nasty place like this an hour past what she had to in order to do it her way. Not me. I just threw things together and fixed it once I got home. Or didn’t. Dillon got in on the act, asking Mysti what every single thing was for.

      I got tired of listening to Mysti’s patient explanations and went to tend to my own belongings. The tape recorder sat on the bed. I reached for it. Hannah nabbed it before I could touch it.

      “Who gets it? King or Rainey?” Hannah feinted away from me, recorder held to her chest. “Rainey needs it to get Jesse out of prison.”

      “She’s going to get it,” I promised. Hannah’s face relaxed, and I did too. “It wouldn’t hurt if we added the clothes Barbie was wearing the day she murdered my daddy.”

      Hannah edged a little closer. “How do you think you can get that? King’s not going to let you go digging around in his stuff.”

      I zipped up my pack and closed the distance between us. I lowered my voice to a whisper. “When we go to meet King to hand over the tape and get Wade, he’s going to try to kill us. We’ll either win or die. If we win, we’ll get Barbie’s murder suit. If we die, it won’t matter.”

      She gave me a grim nod. Our eyes met, and we understood each other for the first time since I’d rescued her from King. Neither of us thought death such a fearsome thing anymore.

      I pointed at the tape recorder. “Use your phone to make a copy and send it to Rainey. Also tell her King has Barbie’s clothes. Tell her there’s a safe both at his compound and at Long Time Gone. Could be in either one.”

      Someone knocked on the door, hard, three times. We all froze and stared. The knock came again. Three more times. Something croaked, “Housekeeping.”

      Bullshit. A place like this was more likely to have free penicillin shots than housekeeping. I put the chain on the door and cracked it open. At first it seemed nobody was there. Then a withered face, so deeply wrinkled it appeared featureless, appeared in the crack. I sucked in my breath and took a step back. One silver eye stared past me. The other eye socket was empty, nothing more than a slitted hollow.

      “Oh god. What is that?” Dillon cried out.

      The thing acted as though it hadn’t heard. “Don’t try to leave. Management’s on the way.” Its voice, expressionless and dry, came from inside the room with us. I slammed the door and leaned against it, lightheaded, trying to process what I’d just seen.

      “That was a corpse pushing around a housekeeping cart and talking. What the fuck?” I spoke to Mysti, the most reasonable person in the room.

      Mysti nodded and pushed past me to stare out the peephole. The dead thing outside started knocking again, pausing every three knocks to repeat its message. Mysti backed away from the door.

      “What is that?” I repeated.

      “Heard of zombies, haven’t you? There’s no telling what kinds of monsters that monster in the front office has lurking around this place.” Her chest rose and fell with her panicked breaths.

      Mohawk’s threat of collecting my soul resurfaced in my mind. Would he turn me into something like the monster outside our door once he was done with me? I began to tremble. The zombie, or whatever it was, continued to knock on the door and deliver its message over and over.

      Dillon went into the bathroom and turned on the light. She came back in a few seconds. “Ain’t no window in there, but we gotta go. I can’t handle this no more.”

      The hits on the door got harder and then stopped. I let out a sigh of relief. “Okay. Let’s try to make it to the car before—” The door slammed open so hard the knob embedded in the wall.

      Mohawk rushed into the room and grabbed me by the arm. “How dare you vandalize my property and render it useless?”

      Dillon and I exchanged a quick glance. She launched herself onto Mohawk’s back and hooked one arm around his throat. I gathered my magic until it bubbled and shot it at Mohawk's silver earrings. They turned bright red, then orange.

      Inside me, the hag jumped up and down like a spectator at a dog fight. Inhuman lust for violence and the pain of others. The being’s reaction bled into my emotions, increasing my enjoyment of the moment. Then I realized what I was doing, what I was becoming. All the coffee that day bubbled in my stomach, acid burning the back of my throat. I had to get rid of this thing, and I still had no idea what to do. Mohawk snatched at me with a hand that had grown ugly claws. I jumped out of the way and refocused.

      Mohawk let out a high-pitched scream. I kept pouring magic into the earrings. They went blue, and his ear started to smoke. He let go of me to clap one hand to his ear, staggered backward, and slammed Dillon into a wall. She slid to the floor but crawled to her feet, fists out, ready for the next round.

      I tossed Mysti’s pack at her and grabbed mine. “Run!” I threw open the door. There stood the thing Mysti had called a zombie. This time I got a good look at her withered arms. The smell of her dead flesh gagged me. She opened her mouth and let out a howl louder than a dog shitting a brick. We were trapped. I slammed the door in the crone’s face, locked it, and went to stand in front of my friends.

      Mohawk’s ear, burned black from my magic, fell off his head and bounced twice on the carpet. A new ear grew back in its place within seconds. He lowered his chin, head flattening and elongating. The faint pattern I’d noticed on his skin surged forward and turned to snake scales. “I used this room to collect human souls. You broke it with your stupid fucking magic. Taking one of you as a slave is fair exchange. I pick the Gregorius witch.”

      In other words, he picked me. I blurted out, “I pick your mama.” The mantle built like a coming storm. I held it inside, knowing I’d need to unleash it all at once just to stun the creature in front of me.

      Mohawk’s throat widened like a cobra’s. He hissed and lunged at me. Unable to shoot magic at him fast enough, I let out a weak yelp and jumped back into Hannah.

      She steadied me and kept a grip on my arm. “He can take me. I’ll never be normal again,” she whispered.

      No way. The idea scorched my ass. No matter how Hannah viewed me, or whether she wanted to be my friend again, I’d die fighting for her.

      “Hell no. This prick’s just being a low rent asshole. I’ll burn him where he stands if he fucks with me any further.” I pointed one finger at Mohawk and pretended it wasn’t shaking. “You’re gonna get that dead thing away from the door, and you’re going to let us go. I got business to take care of.”

      “What part of ‘you destroyed my property’ are you too trashy to understand? You owe me, witch.”

      “Amanda Irene King is dead. Barbara Willis Mace is dead. Neither of them needed the spell on this room or that box anymore.” Explaining myself wouldn’t make an iota of difference. When somebody’s decided they’ve got their panties in a twist, physical pain is usually the only thing that’ll dissuade them. I could hurt Mohawk, but I doubted I could maim or kill him.

      Mohawk straightened, and his head went back to sort of human proportions. “Let’s talk about this like grownups. I knew of Amanda King’s death. And Barbara’s. Their deaths changed nothing.” He rested his weird colored eyes on me. “This establishment runs on two basic levels. I have deals with the people, like Barbara and Amanda, who need to hide something here. The deals I make with those people serve a set of needs—mostly my own.” He took a step toward me, and his tongue flicked out. I leaned into Hannah hard enough to feel her shaking. Mohawk came closer, smiling. “People who come here seeking what’s hidden in the rooms serve another purpose. My slaves, like the one on your shoulder, have to eat. The humans who don't get eaten are repurposed into slaves like the one outside this door.” He crossed his arms over his emaciated chest.

      I forgot my disgust and took my weight off Hannah. “But I already agreed to find your stupid book. So you’re getting that in exchange for releasing the hag on my back from your service.”

      He fingered a chain he’d padlocked around his neck. “This is a separate debt, incurred by the damage you and your friends caused to my property.” He stared at each person in turn. I’d have bet he knew their deepest wishes, their darkest secrets. He thought for several seconds, his tongue testing the air at intervals. “I still want to sire your firstborn.”

      Hannah made a sound of disgust.

      I jerked a thumb in her direction. “I agree with her. It’s still a no.”

      Mohawk’s long skinny hands went up and patted the air between us. “You’re perfect. One of a strong line of witches.” He moved toward me, weird pupils pulsating with his heartbeat. “You realize I can take what I want. You’re in my debt.” He moved, too fast for my eyes to track, and grasped my shoulders. “I could imprison you right now.”

      I let my magic loose. The walls wavered, and the flapping of wings filled the room. Orev, still in spirit form, came back with friends. Their gray shadowy forms lighted on every surface, including my head. Their caws began, deafening, maddening, so loud I felt them against my skin. These spirit ravens were almost as intimidating as the real deal. Mohawk took several steps away from me, face tight with worry.

      “Enough,” I shouted. They quieted, but the shadows hovered all around the room, their intent clear. They’d fight for me.

      “The gatekeepers are yours?” Mohawk stared around the room, jumping each time one of the shadows moved.

      I nodded.

      Something changed in Mohawk’s face. The amusement changed to greed. “I’ll pay you more money than you ever dreamed existed to sire your firstborn.”

      I shook my head and let the magic build again.

      Mohawk smirked. “I enjoy volunteers more, but I could convince you this is what you want.”

      I let the magic go again. It blasted into his chest and knocked him backward. His leather jacket began to smoke. Though he didn’t seem hurt, he nodded. “What do you suggest to clear our debt?”

      “You need this room to be operational, right?”

      He nodded.

      “I can bind a ghost, a really mean one, to this room.” I licked my lips and waited for his refusal.

      “Do you have it with you?” Mohawk’s gaze slithered over me.

      “No. He’s not dead yet.”

      A smile crept over Mohawk’s face. His eyes flicked between human and snake, and he rocked back and forth. “Fresh?”

      I nodded and gulped.

      Mohawk’s movements became more and more sinewy. His face flashed to a snake head for just a second and then back. “So full of possibility. There could be online postings to lure people here. The internet is a virus, you know.”

      I shuddered at the idea of how he’d use the spirit I planned to deliver and glanced at Mysti. Maybe she had another way out of this. Like any good teacher, she read my intent and gave me a sad head shake. I was on my own. Pretending to be bored, I stuck my hands on my hips and heaved a big sigh. “We got a deal or not?”

      He smirked and clasped his hands behind his back. “It’s done. Have the spirit here by this time next week.”

      I nodded my understanding. “It’ll be tomorrow. If I don’t come, I’m dead.”

      Mohawk cocked his head in mock concern. “If you’d like to negotiate for my help—”

      One word flashed in my mind. Never. I shook my head before he could finish. He nodded and wound through us to get to the door. It clicked closed as he left.

      “Let’s go right now.” I grabbed my witch pack with shaking hands and shouldered it. “Hannah, get started on that recording as soon as we get in the car.” I had more to say, but I opened the door of the motel room because I couldn’t stand to be in there another second. Whatever I’d been about to say died on my tongue. Four Six Gun Revolutionaries sat on their bikes right in front of the room. One by one, they got off their bikes and sauntered toward us, grinning the way I figured a crocodile would once he had his prey cornered.
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      A Six Gun I knew as Hundred Proof walked in front of the rest. King must have put him in charge of this little mission. I had no hope of sweet-talking Hundred Proof. He’d always looked me over with a curl of his lip and then called me a devil worshiper after a few shots of his favorite hundred proof rum. Three other Six Guns flanked him. Of them, I only knew Jugs who’d gotten his name from his man breasts. The other two were young, hangers-on who hoped to become Six Gun Revolutionaries someday.

      Hundred Proof smiled at Hannah. “Hey, little pistol. You ready for some more wild times?” Hannah stiffened and managed to shake her head.

      Fury spurred my heart to pound hard. My blood pumped so fast it made me lightheaded. “Leave her alone, shitlord.”

      Hundred Proof’s face turned red. My mouth went dry. Why hadn’t I just kept my mouth shut? The hag laughed and danced inside me. It would love it if I got killed here. Then it could soak up my life essence and jump into one of the Six Guns. Lots of evil to mine there. I pressed my lips together and hoped nothing else came out.

      Hundred Proof’s face split in another, nastier grin. He pulled a revolver the size of a small cannon out of his pants and pointed it at me. His thumb hooked over the hammer and pulled it down. “All right, you smart ass bitch. You wanna talk? I’m gonna axe you some questions. Wrong answer’ll get you dead. First question. You see that fucking snake crawl out of your room?”

      Having a gun pointed in my face killed a lot of my smarts. Hundred Proof’s question could have been in another language. My brain didn’t absorb a word of it. All I could think about was what would happen to Wade if I died here. I put my hands up, wishing like hell I could go back in that nasty motel room and lie on the stinking bed. Anything to get away from this ugly little scene. Where’d Mohawk go? If he was so interested in me, he could have stayed to help me fight these bullies off. Coward.

      Hundred Proof closed the distance and pressed the barrel of his gun to my forehead. The cold metal burned a ring of reality into my skin. My bowels went loose, and my knees turned soft. Would the bullet feel cold or hot as it cut a rut through my skull? Hundred Proof lowered his voice. “I axed you a question, whore.”

      I shook my head, unable to concentrate on anything but the sight of his finger through the trigger guard. Wade always said to never put my finger through the trigger guard until I was ready to fire my weapon. Did this guy follow the same rules? If so, I only had a few seconds to live. What would happen to Mysti, Hannah, and Dillon after I died? Oh, I had to think of something. Problem was, I couldn’t form coherent thoughts.

      My black opal heated, pulsing with the thuds of my heart. Hundred Proof’s liquor-tinged body odor found my nose and became the only thing I smelled. Each wiry black hair on his finger stood out. From somewhere came the squeal of the housekeeping crone’s cart. Why didn’t she come help? I’d have let anybody help me at that point.

      “I axed you a question,” Hundred Proof screamed.

      My thoughts fractured again. I couldn’t remember the question, not looking down that barrel.

      “We didn’t see the snake.” Hannah’s voice trembled, but underneath the fear lurked fury. And Hannah’s fury was almost as bad as mine.

      “Weird ass looking thing.” Hundred Proof spoke as though he wasn’t holding a gun to my head. “Had this black stripe all the way down its back. Solid white otherwise. Six feet long if it was a goddamned inch. Never seen nothing like it.”

      I waited. I didn’t know what else to do. My black opal thudded against my skin, but I couldn’t think enough to ask myself why.

      “I don’t like snakes.” Hundred Proof paused as though expecting a chorus of agreement. He got it from his cronies. My group didn’t say a word. “They always kinda sneaky. Ready to bite you when you ain’t even seen ’em. Like the way you came in our compound and tore up shit. Turned Mojo against us.” Mojo was the Six Guns’ nickname for Wade. My head got light at the thought of him. “Then you shot Corman. Just like a fucking snake.” Hundred Proof’s finger tightened on the trigger.

      I waited for the blast, with sick questions of how long I’d be aware before I died racing through my mind, and tried not to piss my pants. Grief for my friends bubbled up and fizzed over. I shook so hard Hundred Proof’s revolver vibrated. The hag leapt and cavorted with joy. Too bad the little shit didn't have a kazoo to blow along with his victory dance.

      Hundred Proof chuckled. “All right. Here’s the money question, bitch. Right answer, and I’ll kill you with one shot. Where’s King’s goddamn tape?” Hundred Proof dug the pistol’s sight deeper into my forehead. The skin popped as the sight punctured it. Blood dribbled down my forehead, over my nose, and dropped.

      The pain cleared my thoughts. The black opal’s pulsing meant magic was nearby. I clenched my teeth and concentrated on it. Ravens cawed in the distance. The shadow ravens who’d come to help in the motel room couldn’t help now. This wasn’t a supernatural matter. I needed real, flesh and blood ravens to claw at eyes and peck faces. And they weren’t close. This would be over with before they could get here.

      What else was there? The mantle swirled at the base of my back, weakened from me showing off for Mohawk, but still there. I was too tired to draw it together. How untalented was I? Cecil had picked the wrong person to be his right hand. These people surrounding me had put their trust in the wrong witch and medium. The thought sent shame rolling through me. I realized I had an answer for Hundred Proof.

      “I ain’t got the tape.” And I didn’t. Hannah had it. Another, more awful thought crossed my mind. What if they ended up killing Hannah for the tape? I couldn’t live with that. If that happened, they might as well just go on and kill me too.

      “Bullshit, you ain’t got the tape. You were in that room too long not to have it.” Hundred Proof shifted foot to foot, the gun moving my head.

      “Didn’t you see the guy with the Mohawk? And the old lady with the cart?” Mysti sounded calmer than I could have, but panic spiked the ends of her words. “They took the tape from us.”

      “Listen to me, dumb bitch number two.” Hundred Proof’s voice lowered. Pretty soon he’d start pulling the trigger. “We been following you since Gaslight City. There ain’t been no man with a Mohawk nor any old lady with a cart. Now you got to the count of ten to give me that tape. One.” Hundred Proof shouted each number with a pause between it and the next one.

      I didn’t know what to do. He was going to kill us all whether we gave him the tape or not.

      “Eight,” Hundred Proof yelled.

      “S-s-stop.” Hannah barely got the word out. “She doesn’t have the tape. I do.” She rummaged in her bag.

      “Drop that thang.” Another Six Gun rushed over with his pistol pointed at Hannah. She let her purse fall to the concrete sidewalk. He knelt and rummaged in it. Didn’t take him any time to find the tape recorder. He shoved it in his pocket and backed away from us, still pointing his pistol at us.

      My hopes, already trashed, plummeted to the depths of hell. King had out-snaked me in every way. Even if they let me live, there was still no chance of getting Wade back alive. I’d thought King might wait to kill Wade in front of me, just to show me he could, and I’d have a chance to save him. That was gone. Jesse would spend the rest of his life in prison while two nasty old men, King and Joey Holze, held the key to his freedom. I’d known life wasn’t fair before, but this whole situation just highlighted the ways it sucked. I started to get pissed.

      The underling passed Hundred Proof the tape recorder. He took the gun off my head. Mysti grabbed me and pulled me to her. I put my arm around Dillon. She vibrated against me. Whether it was from rage or terror, I didn’t know. Hannah stood apart from us, hands on her hips, eyes narrowed.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off her. The old Hannah would have been cowering by now, mad or not. She’d have hidden behind me and hoped my experience with these types would save us. Not now. She was the only one of us not shaking. My dear friend had risen from the death of her trauma tougher than I’d ever be. She held herself as though she knew exactly how this whole thing would play out and didn’t care.

      Hundred Proof slipped the tape into his pocket without listening to it. “Don’t kill Hannah-banana. King said he ain’t done with her.”

      Jugs marched over, man tits jiggling, and gripped Hannah’s arm. He yanked her toward the motorcycles. A hard-edged dread flattened out her lips and dulled her eyes. The other men raised their pistols and pointed them at us.

      I’d poured my share of gasoline on fires, both literally and metaphorically. That was what happened to my emotions right then. Anger and disappointment locked horns and rose to tower above everything else, belching fire. I’d lost everything. The chance to get Jesse out of prison. Wade’s life. Mine and my friends’ lives. The more I thought about it, the madder I got. The hag ate it up like caviar.

      The mantle swirled again. The natural components of everything around us sang out to me. The cries of the ravens came from all sides. They’d made it after all. Hundred Proof lowered his pistol and spun around to assess the threat. The first bird swooped down, feet open wide, and sank its talons into Jugs’s face. He let go of Hannah. She reared back one foot and kicked him so hard it knocked her onto the asphalt. Jugs probably didn’t even feel the kick. He was too busy worrying about the raven trying to puncture his eyeballs.

      “Shoot the goddamn bird,” Hundred Proof screamed at the others.

      The younger of the hangers-on pointed his pistol but put it right back down. “It’ll hit Jugs.”

      I focused on the power coursing through me and opened myself to the metal in the guns, the fire used to forge them, and the possibility of fire in the gunpowder.

      The first gun to explode belonged to the hanger-on who’d pointed his gun at Jugs. It blew up with several quick blasts and a flash of light. The hanger-on jumped around screaming, holding up the stump where his hand had been. Hundred Proof and the other hanger-on stared, guns still out, but too shocked to react.

      I put my effort into Hundred Proof’s and the hanger-on’s guns, full of doubt I’d be able to make anything happen. Making the first gun explode had exhausted a great deal of my power, and I was already spent from the hag’s influence. The guns began to smoke. Hundred Proof yelped and tossed his away. Hannah ran over and picked it up. She barely flinched at the heat. She began pumping slugs into Jugs. He screamed when the first bullet punched into the middle of his chest. He clapped one hand over the wound, and Hannah shot again. She kept pulling the trigger until she clicked on an empty chamber.

      The other hanger-on was tougher than Hundred Proof. He kept his hold on his weapon, even though the smell of burning flesh filled the air. Sweat hung on his face in beads, and his mouth trembled from the pain. “It’s the damn witch doing this.” He pointed his pistol at me. I shot my power into it right about the time he pulled the trigger.

      The blast blew off most of his head. Brains and blood spattered the ground like thick rain. The guy ran three steps and then collapsed. The hag cheered as though it was a sporting event. I stung it in the ass and smiled at its cry of pain.

      Pulling desperately at the last of my power, I walked toward Hundred Proof. I had to get that tape recorder from him. Hundred Proof scrambled away from me and ran for his motorcycle. I focused on the gas in the tank, felt all the elements the gasoline and the metal tank had come from. All I had to do was pull down some fire. I set myself to call for lightning and stopped. If I burned up Hundred Proof, I’d lose the tape recorder. Hannah hadn't had a chance to record the contents of the tape. There had to be another way.

      Hundred Proof swung his leg over his motorcycle and started it. I gathered the mantle and tried to send the feeling of fire to his body. It would distract him enough for us to get him off the bike. I pushed the fire at him, but nothing happened. The mantle gave an exhausted little sputter and refused to cooperate. I pushed again, head aching with the effort. Still nothing happened. I was spent.

      Dillon ran out from behind me, screaming at Hundred Proof. “You don’t want to leave yet, you…” She trailed off as the bike peeled out of the parking lot, taking with it the tape and the last survivor to tell the tale. “Fuck.” Dillon kicked one of the dead bodies.

      I glanced at Mysti, looking for guidance and comfort. My friend stood with her hands over her face, shaking all over. Hannah had pointed the pistol at Jugs again and began pulling the trigger onto the empty chambers. Ravens milled all over the parking lot. One lighted on the neck of one of the dead men and plucked out his eyeball. My stomach turned. The hag tried to goad me into vomiting. The push and pull of sensation and emotions had my head spinning. No wonder Hannah got like she did.

      Mohawk came running out of the office, waving his arms. “What the fuck are you people doing out here? Having a war? You’re going to pay for these damages.”

      I nudged Mysti. “Go start the car.” I went to get Hannah. She struggled when I tried to pull her away from Jugs’s body, but one hard jerk and the rage faded from her face. Her legs folded, and she began to bray big, ugly sobs. Dillon came to help me with her.

      “Did you hear me?” Mohawk rushed to my side, waving his long skinny arms around like a teenage girl at a boy band concert. “You’re going to pay for these damages.”

      I turned to stare at him. “Shut up and get away from me. You smell like snake.”

      Mohawk went still mid hand wave. His mouth dropped open. “You…”

      I pointed at the three corpses lying on the pavement. “I’m sure you can find a place to get rid of those.”

      Mohawk gaped as we dragged Hannah, whose body now vibrated, to Mysti’s car and shoved her inside. Mohawk didn’t try to stop me. We exchanged one glare as I got in on the passenger side. He was still watching as we sped out of the parking lot.
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      I watched the rearview mirrors as Mysti drove us back through Tyler, expecting to see flashing lights and hear sirens. We never did. Once we were safely out of town, passing acres and acres of farmland, I doubled up one fist and slammed it into my own thigh hard enough to hit a reflex and make the leg jump. The hag leapt with glee.

      “Don’t.” Mysti took one hand off the wheel to grab at me.

      “How could I not have known they were watching and waiting?” I hit myself again. This one was more the hag’s doing than mine, but I didn’t really disagree. “I deserve this for being stupid. They were going to kill us. And we were going to be lucky if that was all they did.” Anger heated me to the point of sweating. King had played me like a stupid little girl. And I fell for it.

      “Y’all, Hannah ain’t doing too good.” Dillon's voice came from the backseat. I twisted to peer over the back of my seat at Hannah. She stared out the window, eyes glazed, still shaking all over. Her lips moved in silent conversation with herself.

      I faced forward again to think. How could I trust myself to make a good decision now? This whole situation had slipped beyond my control. I’d thought I was doing so well dealing with my gifts and helping Cecil, but the way I’d handled all this proved I had a hell of a lot to learn. A clicking sound came from the backseat. I pulled down the visor and stared into the mirror. Hannah had quit talking to herself. The sound was her teeth chattering together.

      “Next chance you get, pull over.” I kept my voice low and gave Mysti a light tap. She nodded, changed lanes, and put on her blinker. A convenience store came up. Mysti swung into the parking lot and drove around the side where nobody could see us.

      I unbuckled my seatbelt and knelt on the seat facing backward. Hannah jittered, unaware of my attention, unaware of anything except her private misery. Ever since her attack, Wade and I had argued about her ability to get better. He’d maintained the position that she couldn’t. I’d told him he was wrong over and over. Now I’d been with her less than a day and was already terrified by the extent of her brokenness.

      “Use your magic to kill her. It’ll be a mercy killing. She’s miserable anyway.” The hag’s reasonable tone infuriated me. I tried to sting it but was too tired. It laughed at my effort, heaping self-doubt into my emotions by the double handful. I shook off the minor failure and turned my attention back to Hannah.

      She didn’t seem to know we’d stopped. Her head tracked movement we weren’t making. She’d start at the left, and her head would slowly track to the right. Then she’d go again. A low moan vibrated in her throat. Her hands clenched into fists and released.

      Helplessness froze me in my seat. All I could do was stare at my friend, deep sadness working its way through me. The hag shivered with pleasure.

      “Her circuits are probably overloaded. She’s been through so much in a few short months.” Mysti turned to watch Hannah too.

      Hannah’s moan got louder and louder until it was a scream. “Stop! You’re going to hit.”

      I realized she was looking at the highway in front of us. Cars sped past, none of them showing any signs of being about to wreck. The high whine of a motorcycle, one of the low slung sport bikes that Wade called crotch rockets, cut through the low roar of engines. The driver zipped onto the shoulder, whizzing past cars as though they were standing still. A brown SUV whipped onto the shoulder to turn into the convenience store where we sat.

      “Oh no,” Dillon muttered. “He can’t stop.”

      The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and the skin on my arms tightened into chill bumps. Time slowed down. It felt like I could get out of the car and tell the motorcycle rider to stop. But I couldn’t. It had been too late from the first moment I’d glimpsed him speeding down the shoulder.

      I tensed my body, anticipating the crash, but nothing prepared me for the awesome explosion of screaming metal. Nor was I prepared for the way the motorcycle rider’s body went airborne and flew a good twenty feet. He fell on his head. I don’t see how it was possible, but I heard the crack of his neck as it broke.

      The motorcycle rider’s ghost rose from his body. He shook off the wreck and ran for his ruined motorcycle, which still hugged the back of the SUV like a mashed bug. His arms went through the crumpled machinery again and again as he tried to pull it off the SUV. He hadn’t yet realized he was dead. He just thought he’d ruined his bike.

      I stared back at Hannah. She’d known, or seemed to. But how was that possible? Then I remembered what Mysti said about Hannah’s life force, how it had already started the transformation into death. Nerves clenched painfully in my stomach. Hannah couldn’t take another traumatic change. Worse? Having seen how she was, I didn’t think I could help.

      A horn blowing snapped me out of my thoughts. Traffic had stopped behind the wreck and started to back up. People climbed out of their vehicles. A man ran over to the motorcycle rider's body and checked the pulse. After a few seconds, he removed his hand, backed away, and got on his phone, likely calling emergency services. We had to get out of here.

      “Get going,” I said to Mysti.

      “But someone might need help.” She pressed her lips together, the way she got when she thought she’d seen an injustice.

      “The motorcycle rider is dead. His ghost’s over there trying to peel his bike off the back of that SUV. The people inside it are going to be okay, and he’s still going to be dead. There’s nobody we can help.” I settled my gaze on her face, hardened my voice to the one I used on the people in Sanctuary. “The cops’ll be here soon. You want them in your face?”

      “But Hannah…” Mysti trailed off and started the car. She had to angle around the growing traffic jam to get out. Some guy yelled at us as we got back on the road. Dillon gave him the finger. I started laughing. It poked at the ball of stress lodged in my chest, making it hurt worse, but I kept on until tears streamed down my face.

      Someone else’s laugh joined mine. It felt good to laugh with somebody, so I laughed harder. My sides hurt. My belly ached, but still I kept on laughing. Then I realized it was Hannah laughing with me.

      I turned to look at her and saw she was laughing and crying at the same time, tears flooding down her face. Dillon had pressed herself against the other side of the car. I unbuckled my seat belt, crawled in the back with Hannah, and put my arms around her. She struggled at first. I held her tighter.

      I hugged her and rocked her and stroked her hair. Our laughter turned to weeping and faded away in hitched breaths and deep sighs. We finally let go of each other. Dillon stared on, eyes taking up most of her face. I shook my head to let her know I wasn’t about to have a breakdown. After I asked Hannah if she’d foreseen the wreck, I might wish I could escape, even if it meant losing touch with reality for a while. The hag basked in all the emotion, stretching toward it like a flower in the sun. That snapped me back into control.

      “You saw that crash before it happened.” I used the hem of my sweat jacket to wipe the last of the tears off my face.

      Hannah nodded, her mouth working. “I saw how Little Ricky was going to die too.”

      I frowned at the name.

      “The prospect who blew his hand off.” Hannah wiped at her face. “I saw it when we were back in the motel room. But I didn’t know why I was seeing it. Then as soon as he died, I saw myself shooting Jugs and you killing Holden.”

      “Death-warning. That’s what it’s called.” Mysti glanced in the rear view mirror. Tears streaked her cheeks. I wondered briefly what people saw as they passed this carload of crying women.

      “Did it start after your attack? Have you been seeing this stuff all along?” I hated to bring up Hannah’s time with Michael Gage, but if she’d been having these awful death visions the whole time, no wonder she hadn’t gotten any better.

      “No. Today. After I hanged myself.” She stared at her lap. “I was seeing stuff all the way to Tyler, but I thought it was just…the PTSD. Little Ricky was the first one where I realized what was happening.”

      More sadness sank deep into me. Hannah could see the death warnings because she’d died for a few seconds. I knew someone else that had happened to. He’d survived death only to wake with a psychic gift. It had driven him to madness and murder. I couldn’t let that happen to Hannah.

      Hannah pulled on her fingers, wringing them like she was milking a cow. “I’m sorry I did that. Hanged myself. I was just so mad at everything, and I didn’t want to deal with it anymore.” She gulped back another sob.

      “Tell her it’s too bad she didn’t succeed,” the hag crooned.

      “I’m not mad at you. Just scared for you.” I put my arm over her shoulders.

      “I saw your friend Chase while I was lying there on the floor with Mysti doing compressions.” Hannah hitched out a sob but got control again. “He said to tell you he’s proud of you. He’s the one who sent me back. He pushed me, and I woke up.”

      I hung my head. The pain of Chase’s loss still ached like a rotten tooth. Not a day went by that I didn’t see something I wanted to tell him about or make a joke only he would understand. Tears welled up in my eyes, and I swiped at them.

      Dillon handed me a tissue from the box Mysti kept. I passed it to Hannah. She gave me a grateful nod and mopped at her face.

      “Do you think Chase did the right thing? Sending you back?” I wanted her to say yes. I willed her to say the one little word. Because if she didn’t believe she could get better and keep on living, she couldn’t.

      She took a deep, trembling breath. “I don’t know.”

      We passed a huge pasture with a house on a hilltop overlooking it. Hannah pointed at the house. “The lady who lives there’ll die tonight. She’ll go outside and step in a hole. When she falls, she’ll come down on a rake that her son left outside.”

      My heart sank, and I allowed the truth to sink in. Hannah wouldn’t get better. Too much death, too much tragedy, too much sadness. She’d never be able to escape it. This new gift would haunt her until she took her own life.

      Dillon leaned forward until she could see Hannah. “I got this gift of persuasion. I can see if it’ll help you feel better. Only problem is, it wears off. But I might be able to give you a break when things get really bad.”

      Hannah nodded, focused on the seat in front of her. She didn’t look too enthusiastic.

      “And something like your being able to know when people are going to die could be great,” Dillon continued, talking too fast, trying too hard. “We could use it at Sanctuary.” She glanced at me for approval.

      I nodded without believing it. Dillon knew how much I wanted Hannah to find a way back to herself. We’d spent too much time going over my guilt and my hopes for her not to. She only wanted to help, no matter how misguided the effort.

      We drove through a tiny town and passed a nursing home. Hannah face stilled. “One person in the next hour.”

      Civilization petered out, leaving only stretches of farmland. Hannah watched it go by, her lips sometimes moving. Finally she turned to me. “You think maybe I’d have quit seeing people die if the Six Guns hadn’t followed us? And I hadn’t seen what was going to happen to Little Ricky? Or maybe if I hadn’t killed Jugs?”

      I shrugged. This game wasn’t worth the time or the effort it took to play. Shoulda, woulda, coulda never helped anybody. I glanced at Dillon. She tipped her head at Hannah. She wanted to try to persuade Hannah. I was too tired to think of why she shouldn’t. I'd been up more than twenty four hours and desperately needed more than a catnap.

      Dillon leaned over me and tapped Hannah. Once she got the other woman to look up, she caught her eyes and said, “This stuff about people dying is something you only know if you want to know. Even if it comes when you don’t want it, it don’t bother you none.”

      Hannah blinked twice. The tension around her eyes cleared a bit, and the lines bracketing her mouth relaxed.

      “Probably won’t last long.” Dillon sat back. “But I can do it again.”

      Hannah’s shoulders relaxed. She took a deep breath. “Thank you.” She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. I hoped she’d sleep long and dreamless, maybe let me take her to stay with Dean and his wife once we got back to Gaslight City. I didn’t want her to be part of this anymore.

      Dillon began tapping on her phone. She frowned. “Finn says he can’t get in touch with Papaw. Says he been trying the better part of an hour.”

      Tension coiled in my shoulders. I tried to play it off. “Cecil said he was going to take a nap when we left. He may have turned off his phone.”

      Dillon shrugged and sent that back to her husband.

      Hannah’s head snapped up, her eyes wide. “King attacked them. That’s why he wasn’t with the ones who came to get the tape. He went to rescue Corman.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “I was so focused on my own drama, it didn’t even hit me. But that’s exactly what King would have done.”

      I whipped out my phone and tried Cecil. It went straight to voicemail. “Papaw,” I shouted into the phone, voice shaking. “Please call me if you get this. We’re worried about you.” I hung up and called Tubby. His phone went straight to voicemail too. I set the phone in my lap and rubbed my quaking stomach. The engine screamed as Mysti hammered down on the accelerator. We passed a sign that said Gaslight City was ten miles away. I ground my teeth. It was too far, and we were too late.

      “They’re dead, they’re dead, they’re dead,” the hag chanted.

      I hoped it wasn’t right.
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      Mysti barreled through downtown Gaslight City with no care of the speed limit. She ran three stop signs but had to stop at a red light or hit crossing traffic. I scanned the quiet buildings and empty streets, a sick feeling spreading along my already frazzled nerve endings.

      I’m not sure what I expected to see. Maybe men wearing bandanas over the lower half of their faces, hands resting on gun belts. But nothing seemed amiss. Most of the businesses had closed for the day. Now that Dottie’s was closed, people who wanted to eat an evening meal out had to go to one of the new restaurants across town. Downtown was all but deserted.

      For some reason, that was worse. We passed Silver Dreams Antiques. The glass front door hung open, its windows shattered. King had been here. He’d busted in and done God knows what. My stomach cramped. For a second, I was sure I was about to blow chunks all over the backseat. Mysti slowed.

      “Don’t park out front. Go through the alley.” I leaned forward, arms resting over the back of the front seat, spit flooding my mouth.

      Mysti obeyed. The alley parking lot was empty. The back door hung open too.

      Mysti stopped but didn’t park. “What do I do?”

      I wanted to scream at her that I didn’t know. Fear beat at my chest, begging me to lose control. But I no longer had luxuries like that. I calmed myself by pushing all the thoughts from my mind and letting my muscles relax. “Somebody might be in there waiting for us. Go to Bullfrog's. Park in the back.”

      Mysti took my directions through the back alleys, the space between some of the buildings so narrow there was barely an inch clearance between her Toyota sedan’s mirrors and the brick buildings. We came out in front of Bullfrog’s Billiards.

      I stared at the pool hall. Was anything wrong? Damn it all to hell, I wasn’t savvy enough to know. Wade or Tubby would have. But not me. The front door had been propped open with a cinderblock. Music blasted onto the cracked sidewalk. The usual garbage of crumpled beer cans and cigarette butts littered the curb. Only one way to find out. I nudged Hannah. “Let me out.”

      She took her time about opening the door and climbing out of the car. I crawled from the backseat, brushed down my jeans, and headed for the front door. Hannah stayed on my heels. I turned to her. “Go back to the car. Dillon will protect you. Tell her I said so. And tell her I said to run if it comes down to that.”

      Hannah's eyes widened with disbelief, then narrowed. They smoldered in irritation. “I don’t need your protection. The fucking worst already happened.”

      I took a step closer. “Cut the shit. I can’t protect you. I used my magic too much back in Tyler.”

      “I can take care of myself.” She pushed past me and continued toward the open front door.

      I hurried after her, but her legs were way longer than mine. She passed through the door and into the darkness. I ran to catch up and nearly plowed right into her back.

      “What do you mean I can’t come in here?” Hannah yelled into Bullfrog’s pockmarked face.

      “I mean get the fuck out,” he yelled back. “You’re with the Six Guns, and I don’t want my establishment shot up.”

      I came around Hannah’s side. “We’re just looking for Tub. Where is he?”

      Bullfrog’s face went blank. “He don’t want to see you. You’re going to get him killed, you keep on.”

      I relaxed a little. Tubby was here. He wasn’t dead. If Cecil was with him, he was okay too. Dillon and Mysti hurried inside, both breathing hard as though they’d been running.

      Bullfrog groaned. “What is this, ladies night? All you wore-out bitches, get the fuck out.”

      I took a closer look around the bar and realized there wasn’t a legitimate customer in the place. Every man here worked for Tubby, and they were all armed. One man had a deer rifle propped against his leg. Another held a tire iron. They were ready for action.

      “Who you calling a wore-out bitch, you flabby old slug?” Dillon advanced on Bullfrog, too busy flying off the handle to see what was going on.

      Bullfrog reached into his back pocket, where I knew he had something deadly, probably a knife. And I knew he’d use it because I’d watched him kill someone a lifetime ago.

      The hag snapped to full attention. I wanted to kick it in the ass. Exhaustion worked its way through my bones. Fatigue settled in and made itself at home. All I wanted to do right then was walk out of Bullfrog's and forget all these people and their problems. Instead, I got my hand up like I was an ace sorceress and raced at Bullfrog, shouting, “Pull a weapon, and I promise I’ll melt your brains.”

      The sound of a dozen pistols having their hammers pulled back filled the room. Someone pumped a shotgun. Cold sweat broke out on the back of my neck.

      Bullfrog’s puffy face turned even paler, and his piggy eyes widened as much as they could. He held up both hands. “Y’all stand down. She means it.”

      So he knew about me. Good. A mean kind of joy, one the hag loved, spread through me. I got closer to Bullfrog. “Tell me where Tub is. Now.”

      Bullfrog reached again for his weapon. My skin tightened. I didn’t want to be stabbed, not today. Wade wasn’t around to heal me. Hell, he might never be around again. I dug deep, finding the shining thread of the mantle and latching onto it. A sheen of magic dropped over my vision. I saw through Bullfrog, saw the tar of evil inside him. I pulled on the magic a little more, trying to force it to my fingertips. Even if all I could do was give him a little shock, it would be enough.

      “What the Sam Hill is going on down here?” Tubby rushed into the room and slid to a stop. His mouth dropped open, and he looked like he’d seen a ghost. Then he launched himself at me, laughing, and wrapped his skinny arms around me. He clutched me to him and planted a gross, wet kiss on my mouth. He let go of me and hugged Mysti. She flinched but managed to pat his back. He even hugged Dillon and Hannah. Tubby was so happy he was almost crying. He poked Bullfrog in one fleshy arm. “Why didn’t you let me know they was here?”

      “You said they was probably dead.” Bullfrog crossed his arms over his beer belly.

      “But you see that they ain’t dead.” Tubby waved one arm at us. Bullfrog shrugged. Tubby gusted out a sigh and turned to me. “Cecil thinks y’all are dead. Get on upstairs and show him you’re fine.”

      Oh no. Cecil had a heart condition. What if he’d had a heart attack? I ran for the back storeroom and raced up the stairs, the others’ footsteps thundering behind me. Worst case scenarios had my stomach roiling and ready to purge by the time I got to the door and twisted the knob. It was locked. I slammed my shoulder into the wood, ignoring how much it hurt. Tubby pushed the key into my hand. I unlocked the door and shoved it open.

      Cecil sat in the recliner staring at the wall. He slowly turned to see who it was. He frowned at me, blinking rapidly, and stood. He kept his distance from us. Then it hit me he may have thought us dead. Cecil could sometimes see ghosts just like me. His power had faded over the years of bad health, but he had his moments.

      “It’s me.” I rushed at him. “We beat them. Killed all but one.” We embraced.

      Dillon's arms went around us. “I’m so sorry, Papaw. We tried to call you, but it went straight to voicemail. Why didn't you answer?”

      A tear streaked down Cecil’s face, and he wiped at it. “My phone’s dead. Forgot my charger. Tubman lost his phone in the alley. Nobody’s found it yet. Neither of us know your numbers by heart.”

      I stepped out of the group hug. “How’d you and Tub make it out of Silver Dreams?” The Six Guns had snuck up on us, cornered us like the predators they were.

      “Jadine called to warn me.” Cecil smiled, proud of his adopted daughter. “She said for me and Tubby to get out. Some bad men were headed our way.”

      “’Bout that same time, I got a call from my inside man in the Six Guns telling me about the same thing.” Tubby grinned at the look on my face. “Come on, Peri Jean. I got people ever’where. Including inside the Six Gun Revolutionaries Motorcycle Club. How you think I ain’t dead right now?” He giggled. “My man said some Six Guns was on the way to kill you women, and King and the others was coming to rescue Corman and kill Cecil and me. We barely had time to get out before they came in. I just panicked is all.” A flush crept out of Tubby’s collar.

      “Tubby picked me up and carried me most of the way here.” Cecil looked none too happy about this development. “That’s when he lost his phone.”

      I nodded and glanced around the tiny studio. No signs of Corman. My muscles clenched, and the urge to scream fought for control. The hag lapped up all the negative feelings and keened for more. I tried to speak, to ask the question whose answer I didn’t want to hear, but I couldn’t form words. Sharp gasps came out instead. Colored dots appeared in front of my eyes. I leaned over and grabbed my knees.

      Tubby came closer. “What is it?”

      “Corman,” I whispered.

      Tubby’s smile dropped. He shook his head. “The Six Guns took him. He’s gone.”

      That meant Wade was gone too. Forever. I sat down hard on the floor, unable to hold myself upright any longer. Tears slipped down my face. Understanding dawned on Tubby’s face.

      “Aw shit. Wade.” His shoulders dropped, and his face turned red. He’d missed an angle. “I didn’t think about him. All I thought about was you. If you’re dead, that’s both my best friends from childhood.” He swallowed hard. “I wad’nt ready for that.”

      Tubby’s mention of Chase poured more coals onto the fire of misery burning in me. I put my hands over my face and cried, long howling sobs. I curled into the fetal position on the dirty floor and let the sobs rip out of me. The hag sucked on my sorrow, drawing out more emotional poison to ache in my chest.

      “Wade and Chase are probably happier dead,” it told me. “All the times you’ve cheated death, you’ve cheated yourself of peace.”

      The hag’s reasoning was laughable, but I had toughed it out all I could for one day. Its words hit home and burrowed. No wonder this thing had hurt Hannah so much. Before the hag attached itself to me, I’d never seen my death as a positive occurrence. But now I did. I sobbed harder, holding my stomach.

      “Your death wish will always be waiting to surface. End it now and never feel the despair again.” The hag laughed.

      The idea of listening to another second from this otherworldly asshole infuriated me. But I was tired. Just so tired. Little by little I got my crying under control. Tubby handed me a paper towel. I used it to wipe my face, picked myself up off the nasty floor, and sat in the straight-backed chair Tubby usually used, not even caring how filthy it was. My eyes stung with more tears. Wade couldn’t be dead. Not while we had unfinished business. But King Tolliver played for keeps. No other course of action made sense.

      “The Six Guns took Corman, and they’ve got the tape. Wade is likely dead. What do we want to do?” I sat hunched over. The weight of it all was just too heavy to make myself sit up straight.

      Hannah came closer but still kept her distance from me. “We can’t let King get away with this. We attack.”

      I liked the idea, but it could have just been the hag’s influence. The Six Guns outnumbered us, and they were tougher. The attempt would probably kill us. The hag would love that. “What do you think, Papaw?”

      Cecil and I stared at each other, the way we did when there was a decision to make. When he spoke, his words were slow and deliberate. “I say we walk away while we can.”

      I put my hands over my face and began to moan. Sour disappointment coursed through me, but I knew he was right.

      He softened his voice even more. “Jesse is my blood, just like you, Peri Jean. I want to see him out of prison just as much as you. And Wade Hill risked his life to help our family just weeks ago. Leaving him to die feels like a betrayal. But you’re responsible for the people of Sanctuary, sweetheart. You have to go back to them.” He locked his dark eyes on mine. It was one of his better intimidation techniques because it made me feel about as big and tough as a bug.

      The hag started up. “Go fight the Six Guns. Go out in a blaze of glory and take as many as you can with you.”

      This was the first time the hag’s ramblings made good sense. Did that mean it was driving me crazy? I rocked back and forth, seeking some kind of comfort. This had gotten so big and ugly. I felt like I was drowning in the deep end and had no idea how to stop it or to minimize the damage.

      “You can’t just let this go. You have to do something.” Hannah came nearer.

      Before I could formulate an answer, my phone buzzed with a text message. I picked it up and saw King’s name. He’d sent a video. The face in the freeze frame belonged to Wade. My thumb hovered over the play button, but I was scared of what I’d see. Tubby crowded close, studied the screen, and hit the play button.

      Wade wheezed like he’d been running, and he grunted after every breath. “Peri Jean? That you?”

      The camera spun around to show me King’s ugly mug. He grinned. “Surely you ain’t chickening out like a little bitch. Wade’s still alive. Don’t you wanna come get him? I’ve named my price. Bring cash to the compound.” The screen went black. I let the instrument slip from my grasp and drop to the floor.

      That damn invoice. I didn’t even have that kind money. But if I did, I’d shove it down King Tolliver’s throat and set it on fire. Maybe I’d substitute some used toilet paper. I grabbed my phone and prepared to tell King just that. Tubby snatched it and held it out of my reach.

      I leapt off my chair and ran into the squalid little room where Tubby crashed with his skanks. I collapsed onto the bed and put my hands over my face. My already raw throat ached with the need to cry some more, but I wouldn’t let it come. I lay there with my jaw clenched and my chest shaking.
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      Footsteps entered the room, and the door closed. I took my hands off my face, expecting Cecil. He’d comfort me, tell me walking away was the mature decision. Instead I found Tubby leaning against the door, skinny arms crossed over his chest. “I can put fresh sheets on the bed, you wanna rest. Or get you some food.”

      I shook my head. “I want to kill King, but Cecil’s right. They’ll mow us down like tall weeds.” I got a whiff of my own fear sweat and grimaced.

      “My men’s at your disposal. That’ll even things up a bit.” He lit one of his nasty unfiltered cigarettes.

      “They’re tweakers.” I massaged the back of my neck, but the stress headache I’d had since I’d rolled into Gaslight City a day ago didn’t budge.

      “And that makes them think they’re invincible. They’ll take chances you and I won’t.” Tubby dug in a beat-up nightstand and found an ashtray.

      “You can’t tell me you think Hannah’s solution is the right one. She’s off the rails.” I lit a cigarette.

      “She’s right but for the wrong reasons. Just ’cuz we walk away don’t mean it’s over. King and the Guns’ll hunt us down and shoot us like fish in a barrel.” Tubby watched me through the haze of cigarette smoke we’d generated.

      I thought about what he’d said. Death didn’t scare me. The shadow side the hag had scratched open had indeed been the true me, the one who secretly hated her life and wouldn’t mind leaving it behind. What scared me was seeing people I loved die. Tubby was right about one thing. King was going to come for them whether I went to fight him tonight or not.

      “We go tonight, at least I’ll go down fighting.” I leaned back against the dirty wall, hollowness spreading through me.

      Tubby leaned against the wall next to me. “One last stand?”

      I nodded my agreement. He held his fist out. We bumped.

      Tubby pinched out his cigarette butt and dropped it into the ashtray. “Let’s plan this thing. They’re at the compound, expecting you. What do you do?” He closed his eyes and leaned his head back against a greasy mark on the wall. It must have been a regular spot for him.

      My mind was a roiling mass of darkness. I took deep breaths and tried to focus. An idea floated out of the void. “What about a distraction? Just like when we went to get Hannah, only using my talents?” If I was going to die tonight, I might as well pull out all the stops.

      Someone tapped on the door. “Who is it?” I yelled.

      Mysti and Dillon stepped inside the room, both of them fidgeting so much it looked like they were trying to tap dance. Finally Dillon couldn't stand it anymore. “Are you really going to stand down?”

      “No. But you can go back to Finn. Take Cecil with you.” I nodded at Mysti. “You go back to Griff and Brad.”

      Mysti shook her head. “I’m helping.”

      She had her chin stuck out like she was going to war. Too tired to argue with her, I explained the only plan I had, which used the only talent I had. Mysti began to smile. She put her phone to her ear and turned her back. Dillon got out her phone and did the same.

      Tubby smoked, squinting at the smudged wall near the door. “Your plan’s good. It’ll make ’em run. But if I was King, I’d leave my men to fight and hopefully kill you while I waited with a select crew in a safer place.”

      Tubby had a point. A bunch of outlaws could definitely outfight me, some grifters, and Tubby’s meth head army. “We could split up.”

      Tubby didn’t give me a chance to say anything else. “But where on that fifty acres would King go to hide?”

      I blew smoke rings to quiet my mind. The answer came. “Get Hannah. She’ll know any additional places on the compound where King might hide.”

      Mysti, off the phone by now, spoke up. “She’s downstairs taking shots with Tubby’s…friends.”

      Tubby snatched my phone, called the bar, and told Bullfrog to send Hannah up.

      Hannah came in pulling her fingers, the effects of her drinking session non-existent. She’d redone the makeup she cried off on the way home from Tyler and looked a tiny bit like her old self with her expensive clothes and diamonds winking at her earlobes.

      “Sit down.” I motioned at a cracked vinyl and rusted aluminum chair. Hannah did what I said.

      “Is there anywhere else on the compound or nearby King might go for safety? You were there a good bit, right?” I had about a pack’s worth of cigarettes jamming the ashtray but I lit another.

      “Can I have one of those?” Hannah reached out without waiting for an answer.

      I got up, gave her a cigarette, and lit it for her. Her smoking now was almost funny after how much she’d hated me doing it. I kept my feelings to myself.

      Hannah inhaled deeply and turned a little green when the nicotine hit her. “Yeah. There’s an old cabin with no electricity right in the middle of the property.” She set her cigarette down in the ashtray.

      I gave her a scrap of paper and a pen. “Draw a map to it.”

      She shook her head. “I want to show you where it is.” She shoved the paper back at me.

      “We’re probably going to die.” Finally speaking the thought I’d been having on loop felt surreal.

      Her face reddened, and that slow burning fire came back in her eyes. “I’m ready.”

      My hate for Michael Gage and Nash Redmond raged. If I could have gone back in time, both of them would have died slower, screaming for mercy that never came. Hannah watched me. We exchanged a small nod. I’d been trying to get on the same page as her since I’d rolled into town. It had taken a mutual death wish brought on by the hag’s asshole ministrations to do it.

      “While I’m creating a distraction, you’ll take Tubby and Bullfrog to the cabin. You’re going to be alone with them.” I had to give her the out if she wanted it.

      “I’ll do it.” She nodded and left the room without a word.

      Mysti and Dillon had been whispering in the corner. Now they came to hover near the bed.

      Mysti spoke first. “Griff and Brad are on the way.”

      “Tell ’em not to come. Too dangerous.” I glanced at Tubby for support, but he just shrugged.

      Mysti turned on her authority voice, the one she used to win arguments. “No. They want to help Wade.” She made a sour expression. “I do too. He’s a good man, even if we don’t do things the same way.”

      I issued my own line in the sand. “You can only stay until after the distraction is in motion.” Mysti shook her head. I held up my hand. “Save it. Go home if you can’t do what I say.”

      She flushed but nodded.

      Dillon shoved her phone in her pocket and sat on the edge of the bed. “Finn’s staying with the kids, but some of the men from Sanctuary are coming to help the family. They’re only a couple of hours away.”

      I shook my head and started to refuse. She held up one hand. “They’ve finally accepted you as a leader. You’ll insult them.”

      A wave of fatigue rolled over me. I had to sleep. Otherwise I wouldn't be doing any magic tonight, and we'd lose most of our advantage. My eyes fluttered. Tubby stood and ushered them all outside.

      “Wait a minute. You need to help me decide what to tell Cecil,” I slurred.

      “Rest,” he said. “I’ll talk to him and do everything else that needs doing.” He shut the door with a soft click.

      Just staying upright was difficult, but I twisted on the bed until I could see myself in the cheap, full-length mirror Tubby or someone had hung. The hag rested on my shoulder, bigger than ever. We stared at each other.

      “You’ve drained me, kept me fighting myself all day,” I said aloud to the creature.

      It shrugged its bony shoulders and curled its tail around its gnarled feet. I wanted to get angry with it, hurt it again, but I couldn’t even do that. Priscilla Herrera appeared behind me in the mirror.

      It was funny how things changed. A year ago, I’d have gasped and spun around, terrified at having a ghost at my back. Now I nodded a greeting in the mirror at my triple-great-grandmother.

      She spoke to my back. “I am energy. You may draw from me at any time. I’ll show you.” She came around to stand in front of me. At this angle, she was transparent and radiated cold like an open chest freezer.

      She put one cold finger in the spot between my eyes. “Now pull, just like you pull on the gift of power that I gave you. And don’t let your passenger drink.” Her voice sharpened on the last words, and I knew if I failed to perform, she’d berate me.

      I focused on the feel of her ghostly fingers and let my senses move beyond, into Priscilla’s form. The room went away. A ball of energy turned and burned in front of my eyes, sparking every once in a while, limitless as the energy inside me. I watched it for several seconds, awed by its beauty. I let my own ball of energy move toward Priscilla’s. It inched forward, almost too tired to move. The two balls finally touched. A flash pulsed behind my eyes. I saw in that second all of Priscilla’s knowledge. It flashed by too quickly for me to grab. But the energy hovered right there.

      “Now pull. Just as you’d access your gift.” Priscilla’s voice pushed its way out of my mouth.

      I connected to the spark the next time it lit up and held on for dear life. The energy stores I’d expended over the day with the fights and the worry began to refill. The hag rolled over inside me, straining to get its nasty claws into the energy so he could grow even bigger. I used the mantle to block myself from him. He howled and thrashed around, scratching at my most tender insecurities. I steeled myself as best as I could.

      Priscilla’s energy, now part of mine, whispered in the most hidden parts of my brain. “Well done. Now we can talk. When I lived, I called things like the one inside you cauchema.” The word rolled off her tongue like an exotic song. “You know that Cauchema’s goal is to kill you and eat your energy before moving on to the next victim. You must expel it and then force it into its next host before it weakens you further.”

      I interrupted. “But what about the agreement I made with Sol and Bub?”

      “Cauchema tricked you all. It never plans to agree on a suitable host. In truth, any host is suitable.” She paused as though I might argue. I didn’t. I couldn’t wait to get rid of the thing. “Do not think about the way you’ll do this. Control your mind. Cauchema is waiting to outsmart you or turn you against yourself.”

      I laughed, high and hysterical. “I can’t plan anything because I don’t know what to do.”

      Priscilla’s impatience swam behind my eyes. “Pay careful attention to those around you. They’ll tell you how without knowing. I’ll influence them.” She disconnected so quickly my ears popped. Whatever we’d done left behind the scent of ozone in the small room.

      The wall between my nasty passenger and me tumbled. Much as I wished I could keep it up, it would drain too much energy. I’d have to tough it out. My specialty. The rider and I glared at each other in the mirror. It snarled, showing its tiny, spiked fish teeth. I flipped it the bird.

      The smell of cooking meat drifted up through the old floorboards. How long had it been since I’d eaten? My stomach growled to let me know it had been too long.

      My phone buzzed with a text message from Tubby. “Got you a burger.”
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      I went in the bathroom, washed my face, and walked down the stairs, amazed at how refreshed I felt. The pool hall was more full of smoke than usual. A familiar voice belted from the jukebox. Chase Fischer. Tears sprang to my eyes. It was the one album he’d managed to make. Of course Tubby had a copy on his jukebox. He might have been a shithead, but he’d loved Chase in his way.

      Love mattered because we all screwed up a lot. We did and said things we wished we could take back. Without love, there’d be no chance for redemption. Tonight I had a chance to make things right and to settle some scores. It might kill me, but there was no more worthy cause than fighting for those I loved.

      “Death would be peaceful for you,” the hag crooned. I rewarded it with the magical equivalent of an ear twist and sat at the bar. Tubby put my hamburger in front of me and wiped his greasy hands on his stained apron. “I remembered the way you like it. Hot sauce and tomatoes. A deviled egg on the side.”

      Tubby still cared enough to remember. Tears filled my eyes. I blinked them back, realizing what a shitty friend I was. I knew next to nothing about Tubby’s preferences, except for the unsavory ones. If I survived this night, I’d learn more about him. Be kind and considerate when he needed it.

      “Thanks for remembering.” I ate the deviled egg in three bites and moaned in pleasure. I bit into the hamburger. Better than I’d expected from Tubby. I became so intent on enjoying the greasy sandwich that when Tubby spoke again, I almost dropped it.

      “Ever time I boil eggs, I think about something Bullfrog used to say when we were growing up.” Tubby leaned on the counter, putting our faces close together so I’d hear him over the din of noise.

      “Mmm?” I wiped hamburger juice off my face. Memaw would have swatted my behind for pigging down this food like an ill-mannered hooligan.

      “Bullfrog claimed you could put a frog in a pot of cold water, and if you increased the heat real slow, the frog wouldn’t realize he was in danger and would boil to death.” Tubby handed me more napkins. Behind Tubby, a shadow moved.

      I focused long enough to see Priscilla Herrera standing next to Tubby, her hand on his arm. Chill bumps had formed on Tubby’s arm at the point of contact. Priscilla’s words came back to me. She’d said her idea for getting rid of the hag would come from my friends. Quickly, I pushed the thought away before the hag latched onto it and set my mind to ignore Priscilla. At the moment, the monster was focused on my gluttony, enjoying my filling belly, and pushing me to eat more, to get overfull.

      “Don’t tell me y’all tried it.” I took the last bite of hamburger just in case Tubby was getting ready to tell a grody story. Tubby raised his eyebrows and shrugged. So those two jerks had tried it. Poor frog. They might not be beautiful, but they served a purpose in the great wheel of mother nature’s cycle. “How’d it go?”

      Tubby laughed. “Well, we caught the biggest bullfrog we could find. Got him in the boiling pot and turned on the stove real low. Water didn't even get very hot before that bad boy come jumping out and latched itself onto Bullfrog’s face.” Tubby squeezed his eyes shut and giggled. He opened them again and fanned his face. “Looked like that space movie with Sigourney Weaver. You know the one I mean?”

      I did, so I nodded, giggling in spite of myself and trying hard not to think about what Priscilla wanted me to get from this.

      “That ain’t the best part.” Tubby, into his story and laughing so hard he could barely talk, put both hands over his face. “Bullfrog started stumbling around the kitchen, knocking shit down, and hollering, ‘Get it off! Get it off!’”

      It might have just been the stress or the fear of not knowing what was next, but Tubby’s antics tickled me. I threw my head back and laughed, pounding the bar with one fist.

      Tubby clapped me on the shoulder and walked away. I waited for everybody else to finish eating. When conversations started back up, I stood on the bar and began to speak. Nobody argued with my plan. I told them to be ready at midnight, went back upstairs, and took my long overdue nap. I jerked awake, full of worry and regret, but I forced myself to shake it off.

      We pulled out at midnight on the dot. The dark highways leading out to the Six Gun Revolutionaries’ compound seemed to stretch out forever. The ten-mile drive felt like a million miles by the time Tubby pulled his beat-up pickup off the highway and cut the headlights. Hannah and I climbed out. Bullfrog climbed out of the bed of the truck and brushed off his pants. He’d refused to squeeze into the cab, citing that Hannah and I made him sick.

      “I’ll go ahead and make sure the security camera’s taken care of.” He slipped into the darkness.

      Mysti, Brad, and Griff parked behind us and met us halfway between the cars. The darkness was so complete, all I could see were the whites of their eyes.

      “You ready?” Stress tightened Mysti’s voice. The contents of the bag she held rattled together. Fresh spirit bottles, seasoned with urine and fingernail clippings. The gross contents made the ghosts think they were still alive and attracted them to the bottles. Brad carried a bag of salt in case things got out of hand.

      I nodded, afraid my voice would shake if I spoke. This summoning, one without the protection of a circle, was the riskiest we’d ever attempted. I thought the risk necessary. We needed the ghosts to leave the place they were summoned so they could scare the life out of the greatest number of Six Guns.

      Hannah sidled up beside me. “Do your best. That’s all you need to worry about.” She squeezed my arm and went to stand near Tubby, holding out her hand for a cigarette. He handed it to her and lit it for her.

      “Where’s this graveyard, Tubman?” Griff gripped his grave dowsing rods in his fists.

      “Been a long time since I been to it, but I think it’s just off the back gate over there.” Tubby gestured at the closed gate, where Bullfrog stood with his arms crossed over his beer baby.

      We walked to the gate. I took out the Hand of Glory, which now glowed a sickly green, and knocked three times. The gate’s lock clicked open. Tubby led the way in, the beam of his flashlight bright in the complete blackness.

      He pointed the flash at the woods and took careful steps, branches cracking beneath his feet. He found the path and motioned us to follow. We picked our way through the brambles and into a cleared area. A few leaning tombstones skirted the edges of the space. According to Tubby, these were King’s ancestors who first settled here in the early eighteen hundreds. The rest of the ground was full of unmarked graves.

      “All right. We gonna go find this cabin.” Tubby took Hannah’s arm and pulled her along between him and Bullfrog. I watched her back, expecting her to give me a nervous glance over her shoulder. She didn’t. That Hannah is dead, I reminded myself.

      I searched for the mantle and found its shifting power deep within me. The rider dug its talons in deep. I winced at the discomfort and walked toward the marked graves. These were the oldest spirits here. They’d be the hardest to raise.

      I lit my candles and dropped to my knees, raised my arms over my head, and called my magic. Power came from the dirt and the water beneath the dirt. It came from the slight breeze drying the sweat on my face. It seeped out of the trees, making their spicy scents stronger. But mostly it came from me. The candle flames jetted and hissed. Everything was ready. I didn’t need a magic spell to call the dead. This was what I was made to do.

      I let my power drift down into the dirt and found the used-up remains lying in a rotted wood coffin. This had been King’s great-great grandfather. I saw the line of fate and DNA connecting them and latched onto it. Then I said the words, the only words I needed, “Rise now.”

      The dirt moved underneath me, and I got out of the way. Spectral bones edged out of the dirt, inch by inch, until there was a translucent hand. I grasped it, cold throbbing through my arm, and pulled it to the surface.

      Brad came near with the bottle and the summoning incense. The ghost went into the bottle without any urging. I moved to the next grave and the next. Then we needed Griff and his dousing rods to find the unmarked graves for us. We collected souls until all but one of the spirit bottles were full. I saved back that spirit bottle for something I’d need to do later.

      I turned to Mysti. “This is it, sister. Y’all get as far away from this place as you can.”

      Mysti swallowed hard, lips trembling, and shook her head. “No. I can’t leave you. You’re my student and my friend.”

      Griff and Brad appeared on either side of Mysti. I’d already told them to drag her away if necessary, and they’d agreed.

      “Thank you all.” I choked on the last word. This could be the last time we were together. I wanted to say something meaningful but couldn’t quite figure out good enough words for these people who’d given me a chance and loved me when they didn’t have to.

      Brad came forward first and wrapped me in a hug. “You be careful,” he murmured. “Come back to us.” Mysti and Griff came nearer and wrapped their arms around Brad and me.

      “We don’t have to leave.” Griff’s voice shook.

      “Please do. This is no longer your fight.” A selfish, scared part of me wanted them to insist on staying, but they didn’t. I cupped Mysti’s face in my hands and pulled her close. “Do what I say, this one time.” Her hot tears ran over my hands. She nodded. I let go of her. My friends, some of the truest I ever had, said their final goodbyes and faded into the shadows. Mysti’s sobs floated back to me. I stood alone in the cemetery until I heard the car start and drive away. Then I called the number Tubby had given me for the leader of his meth militia.

      “This’s Don.” The nasally twang almost puckered my eardrum.

      “Where are you?” My voice trembled with fear, but I didn’t have time to be afraid. Tonight was for keeps.

      “Waiting on you by the truck, just like Tubby said.”

      “Come inside the gate. It’s time.”
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      The meth army and I took the final curve, walking as softly as possible. King’s house, still smoking from the fire, came into view. I’d been smelling it for the last several minutes. Now the smell overpowered me. I wanted to cough but pushed a hand over my mouth.

      Don, who’d been creeping along next to me, didn’t have the brain cells left to do that. He coughed several times, then gagged.

      I turned to him, just about to cuss him, when the first voice rang out. “They’re here. Let’s light ’em up boys.”

      A gunshot cracked the night. Because I wasn’t stoned out of my gourd, I hit the ground. The meth heads did not. They started shooting, hurrying toward the danger.

      “Stay here,” I hissed at them. They did as I said but kept shooting. I took one of the carefully sealed bottles from my otherwise empty backpack and used my pocket knife to break the seal. The awful smell of death and piss floated out. I winced away from it.

      “Rise,” I whispered. The wind picked up, and a glowing wisp rose from the bottle. “Take form,” I breathed. A human form took shape. This must have been someone the Six Guns decided to take out. One side of his head was caved in. I poured a little more power into him until he looked solid. Then I said, “Go.”

      More spirits rose from the bottle. It took major juice to do it, but I made them look almost, but not quite, solid. The effect would have won awards in a horror movie. I sent the spirits to find the men shooting at us. The first scream came before I’d even gotten to the second bottle.

      Ignoring the screams, fighting fatigue, I continued my task until more dead than living walked the grounds of the Six Gun Revolutionaries’ compound. Gunfire and screams came from the darkness. One man ran past us, his hair standing on end. A motorcycle started up and took off, only to crash in a rattle of metal a few seconds later. It burned bright. The guy who’d been riding it screaming high and pure for at least a minute.

      “Jesus,” Don said next to me. The firelight allowed me to see him clearly for the first time. High cheekbones stuck out of his emaciated face. His white goatee and scraggly grayish hair put his age over forty. “Do me and my men go in now? Kill the rest of ’em?”

      My body stiffened, and I swallowed hard. I’d never get used to this. Ever. I forced myself to nod but couldn’t form the word kill. “Do whatever Tubby said. Okay?”

      “What about those, uh, ghosts?” Don listened to the screams with wide eyes.

      “Don’t let them scare you or make you hurt yourself. At dawn, they’ll go back where they came from.”

      Don got up and motioned to his little army. They disappeared into the dark. More gunshots started up.

      I took out my phone and called Tubby.

      He answered on the first ring. “You’re at King’s house.” His voice was dead and flat. "Go back to the burned-out mobile home and take the path running in front of it. Follow it ’til it ends.” He hung up.

      I stared at the phone. Did this whole situation have Mr. Cool rattled? Sure sounded like it. I got up and started walking, still pondering the way Tub’s voice had sounded.

      The ground next to me crunched, and a figure stepped out of the darkness. I held up my flashlight, and Dillon squinted at me.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I hissed. “I told you to stay with Cecil and the guys from Sanctuary. They’re your ticket out if things go south for me.” The Sanctuary crew was my escape plan, and we’d outlined it down to where we’d stop for coffee if we needed it. None of those plans included Dillon coming to find me here. I’d wanted to keep my people as safe as possible.

      “Put the light down.” She raised one arm to ward off the brightness.

      I kept the light where it was. “Who’s going to take care of your kids if you get killed tonight? Go back.” I pointed at the trail behind her.

      “I owe you the world, and I am gonna help you.” She shook her finger at me. “We are family, and you will accept my help.” She edged in close enough for me to see the anger on her face. Her words from earlier came back. My refusal of their help was taken more as insult than heroism. I threw my arms around her and thanked her, all the while begging the universe to spare her any harm.

      We marched down the trail in front of the old mobile home. It wound deep into the property, away from the electric lights set up near King’s house and the Six Guns’ clubhouse. After a walk so long I was sure we’d somehow gone the wrong way, I saw the glow of the lamplight through the trees and held out my arm.

      “Where’s Tubby?” Dillon whispered.

      Steps came from behind us. The way Tubby’s voice had sounded came back to me again, finally making sense. Dread clawed the pit of my stomach. I turned slowly. My flashlight found Trench Coat’s ugly face. It was set in a sneer. He had his shotgun pointed at us. Dillon and I raised our hands without bothering to go for the guns Tubby had given us.

      This wasn’t a pissing match. Trench Coat would kill us in the blink of an eye. His finger tightened on the trigger of his shotgun, and he smirked at me. “Tubman’s in the cabin. Go on in.” I hesitated. Trench Coat stepped forward, shotgun pointed at my chest. I’d be dead if he pulled the trigger at this range. I’d likely be dead if I went in the cabin. The only plus to going in the cabin was I had some time to try to figure out a way to take Trench Coat with me. I turned and went inside.

      Soon as I stepped inside the old log cabin, the odor of mildew made me sneeze. Light flickered from a camp lantern hissing in the corner. It caught Hannah’s red hair. She stared blankly at the lantern as though mesmerized by it.

      I rushed to her, eyes adjusting as I went. Tubby came into focus. He sat a few feet from Hannah, face stony. Bullfrog sat next to him, arms draped over his knees, eyes hooded and bored. Dillon grabbed my hand and squeezed too hard. We clung to each other. I couldn’t believe this was how it all ended, with no vengeance or setting things right at all.

      “Sit on the fucking floor, all of you.” Trench Coat waved the shotgun.

      “Where’s King?” I hissed at Tubby.

      He shook his head and turned away. My nerves sang soprano. I was missing something big here.

      Hannah turned to me, fear deadening her face. “Trench Coat was waiting for us. He knew we’d come.”

      Bullfrog snickered. I spun to face Tubby. He turned his back to me. I reared back and hit him in the back as hard as I could. He grunted but didn’t face me again.

      Trench Coat laughed. “Lemme call King, see what he wants done with all ’a you.”

      I leaned my head against the wall. Hot tears streaked down my cheeks. Trusting Tubby had been stupid. Now people I cared about would die. At least I wouldn’t live to regret it long.

      The hag sang songs of joy inside me, drunk on my despair and the likelihood that I’d die soon. At least the entity would invade one of these murdering assholes and destroy them from the inside out. The small silver lining did little to soothe my fury at myself and the regret brewing inside me.

      Trench Coat spoke a few words into the phone and hung up. He came over and unlocked handcuffs tethering Tubby and Bullfrog together. “Tubman, Bullfrog, disarm Peri Jean and her cute friend. Put the guns on the table.”

      Tubby and Bullfrog went about their task. Bullfrog made no effort to avoid my death glare, but Tubby sure did. His bony shoulders hunched nearly to his earlobes.

      I glanced at Dillon, nodding my head at Trench Coat. Couldn’t she tell him to shoot himself in the head or something? Understanding what I wanted, she shook her head, lips turned down and blinked rapidly. I got it. She needed to make eye contact for her magic to work. Perfect.

      Trench Coat came to stand over Hannah, Dillon, and me. He dangled two sets of handcuffs from his finger. “Y’all make a little lady chain. King’s waiting on y’all. Told him I had the main course, plus a side act.” He liked his joke so well he laughed.

      I kicked at him as hard as I could. Faster than I imagined a man his size could be, he snapped out one hairy arm and grabbed me by my ankle. He lifted me by my leg until I was off the ground and then kicked me in the face. I heard Tubby shout “no,” and the world went black.

      I woke up some time later, my mouth and throat full of blood. My body rocked with the motion of a vehicle moving.

      “You okay?” Dillon whispered.

      “Yeah.” My voice came out all clotted. “I need to spit.”

      “Well, I’m in front of you. Don’t spit on me.” Hannah sounded tougher than I felt at the moment. Evidently she’d hardened herself against whatever waited at the end of this ride.

      I swallowed hard and held back another retch. She’d probably strangle me if I barfed on her.

      “We had to carry your sorry ass all the way to this van,” Hannah barked. Her tough act was about half past old.

      “Look, Hannah, I apologize things went to shit. I told you—” I cut off my own words. Reminding her she could have stayed away wouldn’t help matters, so I changed the subject.

      “What happened with Tubby and Bullfrog? Did Trench Coat let them go in exchange for double-crossing us?” Tubby’s betrayal was a hollow throb in my chest. How could I have trusted him? Stupid.

      “Oh, we’re here.” Tubby sounded more disgusted than scared.

      Dillon spoke up, her words running together. “After Trench Coat kicked you, Tubby tried to get the gun away from him. Bullfrog pulled him back and said they’d done their part and could they go. Trench Coat said King had had enough of both of them. Said they’d taken a dead end road tonight, and the end was coming up fast.”

      The van rolled to a stop hard enough to send the three of us sprawling together. A grunt came from the other side of the van. It sounded like Bullfrog. I wished I had the energy to fry his brains right here, but my trick with the ghosts back at the compound had drained me. I needed all the energy I had left to fight Trench Coat and King. Footsteps crunched outside the van. I stiffened and held my breath. A screen door slammed. King’s voice raised in greeting.

      “I got ’em,” Trench Coat crowed.

      I nudged Dillon and spoke in a whisper. “We get inside, tell Trench Coat to shoot himself. I’ll do the rest.” I prayed for luck, strength, and wisdom but figured I’d be lucky to die first so I didn’t have to watch Dillon and Hannah die.

      “Come here,” Tubby hissed.

      “So you can betray me again, Judas Tubman?” I glared into the dark in what I hoped was Tubby’s direction.

      “No. Hell no. I got a handcuff key in my sock. I’m cuffed too, so I can’t get it, but you could. Get yourself loose.”

      I crawled toward Tubby, forcing Hannah and Dillon to crab walk along with me. I bumped into his knees.

      “Your left,” he mumbled. “Look, I’m sorry things went this way.” Tubby did sound sorry. He sounded like he was about to cry. “I really did want to help.”

      But when it came down to saving himself, Tubby did it. I pulled off his boot and dug down into his sock. The key was on a piece of thread tied around his ankle. I guess he figured it was better than nothing.

      “Just snap it.” His voice, completely absent of his usual swagger, was actually nice. I hooked my finger underneath the string and did what he said.

      Voices came from outside the van. A key turned in the lock of the van’s cargo doors.

      I shoved Tubby’s boot back on his foot. We women scooted back to our side of the van. The door swung open, and I saw that I was right back at Wade’s little cabin by the lake.

      King leaned into the van, grinning. He winked at Hannah. “Sugar, I am so glad you’re here. This is where it gets fun.”

      Hannah tightened her body and snarled at King. He laughed at her defiance.

      “Look at the other one.” Trench Coat gestured at Dillon.

      Dillon leaned against my arm, body stiff with fear. Tough as she was, she knew we’d stepped in some stinky shit this time.

      Trench Coat grabbed her by the arm and hauled her out, dragging me and Hannah behind her. He didn’t give her time to climb out of the van and just threw her on the ground. It nearly yanked my arm out of socket. I held onto the handcuff key, but only out of stubbornness. I nearly fell on top of Dillon. Hannah did fall on top of me, knocking the air out of me.

      King hauled me up by one arm and spoke into my ear. “You gonna know you’re dead by the time I’m finished.”
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      They dragged us into Wade’s cabin. It still smelled like mildew, but now the tang of bacon hung in the air too. I looked for Wade but saw him nowhere. Probably dead. I swallowed a sob.

      Corman came out of the room I assumed was the bedroom. One arm was in a sling, and white bandages covered his shoulder. He slipped me a nasty wink. “And here are our guests.” Pistol gripped in his good hand, he sauntered to where King stood and echoed his father’s posture.

      “Get ’em seated.” King jabbed a finger at the floor.

      Trench Coat came up behind me and kicked me in the back of the knee. The force of the blow traveled up my body like an explosion. I yelped, and one leg went out from under me. Trench Coat forced me to the floor. I dragged Dillon and Hannah with me. The three of us sat in a row. All we needed to do was reposition our hands and we’d be like those see-no-evil monkeys.

      Trench Coat left the room to fetch Tubby and Bullfrog. The door closed behind him. A few seconds later, someone gave it a hard kick. From outside, Trench Coat yelled, “Open it.” Corman hurried over and opened the door. Trench Coat hauled Tubby and Bullfrog into the room.

      “Over here.” King pointed at an empty spot near the kitchen. “Give ’em a good view of the action.” Both men laughed.

      “Get on your knees, boys.” Trench Coat pulled on Tubby’s arm.

      A sheen of sweat stood out on Dillon's too-young face. I bumped her arm and pressed the handcuff key into her palm. She nodded and closed her fingers around it. When the time came, she’d unlock herself and persuade Trench Coat to shoot himself.

      From across the room, Tubby watched us, ignoring Trench Coat’s increasingly irritated order to kneel. When Tubby saw he had my attention, he lowered his head like a bull about to charge and slammed his forehead upward into Trench Coat’s chin. The big man shouted in pain.

      “Hey!” King shouted, wrapped one fist around Tubby’s arm, and yanked him away from Trench Coat. Tubby turned around and bit King. Corman ran over to join the melee, waving his one good arm.

      This was it. I turned to Hannah. She stared at me, dead-eyed as King. “Now,” she mouthed.

      I nudged Dillon and nodded at Trench Coat. She gave her wrist an expert twist, and the handcuff fell off. She dropped the key on the floor next to my hand. I picked it up and uncuffed Hannah from me. Before I’d have told her to get out, to run for her life. This time, I gave her the same good luck nod I’d give anybody else.

      Dillon stood and rushed at Trench Coat. She kicked him in the shin to get his attention. Knots of fear tangled up with new doubts. Watching Dillon kick Trench Coat showed me how unprepared we were for this. It was like seeing a toddler attack an adult. I wanted to call her back but it was too late. Trench Coat spun, eyes wide with surprise. They locked on Dillon's. Her mouth quirked into a smile that sent a chill down my body.

      “Shoot yourself in the head. Now.” Her raspy smoker’s voice, not too different from mine, sounded like thunder coming down. I waited for Trench Coat to paint the wall with his brains.

      He laughed. “How’d you get loose?” He grabbed her by one arm and pulled her close.

      The last wisp of hope I’d held floated away. Our gifts weren’t a hundred percent. Sometimes they didn’t work. What a bad time for Dillon’s gift to go on vacation. Or maybe Trench Coat was too inhuman to fall prey to her. Either way, we were cooked.

      King twisted away from Tubby, who was snapping at him like an angry dog. Tubby latched onto to King’s neck. Corman, finally doing something useful, drew his pistol.

      “Not yet. Hit him in the head,” King yelled. Corman did. The sound of the metal hitting bone nauseated me. Tubby, hands still cuffed behind his back, crouched to one side and spat out blood. His legs wobbled and bent. Corman slammed the pistol into his head again. Tubby collapsed, dragging Bullfrog down to kneel exactly where Trench Coat had been trying to get them to kneel before it all started.

      Trench Coat, Dillon dangling from one hand, spoke to King. “Ain’t she cute? You got to let me have first go at this one.”

      King slapped Trench Coat on the back. “You saved my ass tonight. You can have first throw at all five of them.”

      My mind scrambled for a new plan. I even tried replaying Priscilla’s appearance behind Tubby when he told me the boiling frog story. None of it would connect. The ideas burned to ash and then rose out of my reach. There was nothing to do but kneel there on the floor, waiting for our fates to find us. This was how it ended. No bang whatsoever. Just a bunch of beat-down rejects fixing to die badly.

      Dillon stomped Trench Coat’s foot. He leaned down into her face.

      “S-s-shoot yourself in the head.” Her voice didn’t sound so sure now. I wasn’t so sure either.

      Trench Coat used the hand not holding Dillon's arm to grip the back of her neck. He gave her an open-mouthed kiss. My stomach plummeted. No. This is all wrong. Dillon lost her cool and screamed against Trench Coat’s lips, her yell ending in a sob. He broke the kiss and dragged her toward the couch. She locked her legs and swung her fists, panicked blows glancing off his arms. He threw her onto the couch. She tried to get up, but he pushed her back down. Her terror-filled eyes locked on mine.

      The rider dug its talons deeper into my shoulders, lapping up the fear and sadness I felt and begging for more. Its thoughts crowded into mine.

      “This is even better than you killing yourself. You’re so afraid. Maybe I can even collect more spirits than just yours.” The nasty monster’s words sped up until they ran together.

      My black opal pulsed magic, and some of the fear left me. I remembered what I was and reached for the mantle. I’d make Trench Coat burn from the inside out. Show him who I was and what I could do. My magic crackled in the small room, touching each person. When it hit King, he raised his head and walked toward me with his pistol raised.

      “Suck it in, witch. I won’t just blow your head off. I’ll bring you over here to the couch for a front row seat.” He stepped closer, put one booted foot on my calf, and began to press down. He hit a nerve and shot pain up my thigh. He bore down until I whimpered. Then he took his foot off me and spoke into my ear, his humid breath contaminating my skin. “Sit still.”

      I kept my eyes on the dirty floor. Think. There had to be a way to get out of this. Finding it was my damn job.

      Corman watched the scene with glazed eyes, a smile playing his lips. His gun hand hung limp by his side. The sight of him infuriated me. I’d been ambivalent about Corman until I’d bumbled into playing hide the salami with him one boring day when I worked at Long Time Gone. Afterward, he’d humiliated me at every turn but still expected we’d become an item. I had reacted poorly. He’d gotten pissed. But bad as Corman was, he wasn't soulless. He loved his little nephew whom he was raising. He loved his father, awful as he was.

      The big question was could Dillon get through to Corman? I turned back to find her crying with her mouth closed, eyes wide with fear, as Trench Coat, pants around his knees, held her down with one hand and tore at her clothes with the other. I had to take a chance. I glanced at King. He still had the gun pointed in my direction, but he wasn’t watching me. He stared at Trench Coat and Dillon, the front of his pants bulging.

      The sight spurred me into action. Anything was better than watching this scene play to conclusion. I let out a loud cough, gaze flicking to King to see if he reacted. He didn’t. I coughed again. Dillon rolled her eyes to me. I glanced at Corman and then back at Dillon and gave her a nod.

      She took a deep breath and turned to Corman. She locked eyes with him. “Shoot him in the head.”

      Slowly, as though he was dreaming, Corman raised his gun hand. His hand tightened around the gun, and his finger squeezed the trigger.

      King realized what was happening a beat too late. He took his gun off me, shouted, “No!” and tried to shove his son.

      The gun went off with a flash of fire. Trench Coat’s head jerked to one side before I heard the crack of the gun. Blood and brains hit the floor in a liquid splat. The big man dropped to one knee, hand scrabbling madly, probably for his gun, which lay on the floor next to him.

      I climbed to my feet, handcuffs dangling from both wrists, and staggered across the floor to kick at the Trench Coat’s hand before he used up his last seconds of life shooting Dillon in the face. Trench Coat fell to one side and lay still. Dillon ran to cower behind me.

      “What the fuck?” King screamed at his son.

      Corman, blank faced, slowly lowered his gun.

      “Fucking witches.” King snatched the gun from Corman’s hand and looked around for Dillon. He saw her cowering behind me and simply pointed the gun at me. “Your mother was right about you.” His finger tightened on the trigger. “Nothing but trouble.”

      Cold spread over me. In my worry about having enough energy, then of King shooting me for using my magic, I’d almost waited too long. I grabbed at the mantle and sent the invisible ants to roam all over King’s body. My favorite trick. The horrible man frowned at first. One foot twitched. Then the other. The tap-dance sped up until he tripped around the room, clodhopper boots drumming on the floor.

      Hannah marched toward him. “Dance, bitch, dance,” she yelled, wagging her hips, her face red and angry.

      King spun to stare at her and lost his balance, eyes flashing fury. His gun thumped to the floor. Dillon dove for it, checked the safety, and pointed his own gun at him. Her finger curled around the trigger. She meant to kill him if she got the chance.

      I opened my mouth to tell her to shoot him but stopped. An idea took form. This might be my chance to get rid of the hag. “Dillon, hold off," I called.

      “I don’t have to settle for him. You can’t get rid of me yet.” The cold, scaly whisper slithered around my brain. It felt like the greatest truth ever spoken, and that was how I knew it was a lie.

      King lunged at Dillon. I gave him even more ants and burned them hotter. I savored the way he twitched with mild discomfort a few times before he screamed and slapped at himself. Hannah kicked him in the ass when he stumbled too close to her. I laughed.

      “Bitch,” he hissed at me. That’s when I decided he was getting the hag if it was the last thing I did.

      "Your mama.” I smiled.

      Bullfrog chuckled in the corner of the room. I glanced at him and remembered Tubby’s boiled frog story. Again, I puzzled over the way Priscilla had stood next to him, seemingly guiding his words. An idea flashed. Before it could take root, I used some of my precious energy to put up a wall between the hag and me, so it couldn’t see what was coming.

      Priscilla Herrera’s spirit came into the room with a blast of cold air. She hovered near, wordlessly offering her energy. I drew from her and first unbound the hag. Then I set loose just a few of my spiritual fire ants to crawl all over the hag.

      The entity shifted but dug in tighter. “That’s not going to work.”

      “There are two hosts in this room for you to choose from. Go now.” I gave it a shove, wishing it would see reason and not turn this into a cat fight.

      “Never. I want you.” The thing’s purr raised the hair on the back of my neck. I added a few more ants to the first wave. The hag laughed at me. I ignored it and kept adding ants until they covered the hag. Then I poured all the energy I had into making their bites sting like the wrath of God.

      The hag bounced around inside me, trying to find somewhere safe. I blocked off the deepest parts of me and held on tight. It felt like there was a tennis ball bouncing around inside me. Then a heavy weight formed in the bottom of my throat and began working its way to my mouth. It scraped against tender membranes and ripped open spots to claw its way higher. It blocked off my airflow. I tried to cough, hoping that would push it out. My lungs began to scream for oxygen.

      “I will never forget this betrayal, you duplicitous witch. One day you will know my power. I will find a way to… What’s she doing? Make her stop!” The hag actually sounded scared.

      Long skinny arms went around my sides, and I smelled a mixture of sweat and Hannah’s perfume. “It’s okay,” she breathed into my ear. “You’re not going to die.” Her fingers touched my belly button. She formed a fist, rolled it up, and then pushed in and up.

      The hag flew out of my mouth and went straight for King, attaching itself to his face. I slumped with relief and took a deep breath. For the first time since the hag had bestowed itself on me, the air I breathed felt fresh and clean. My mind, clear of the hag’s hate and poison, calmed. My thoughts untangled and quit hurting so much.

      The seeds of destruction the hag planted, the wishes for my own death, glowed fire hot for a second, then died down. They stayed out in the open. The hag had promised they would. But maybe I could control them. At least I’d have a chance to be okay. I took my focus off myself and watched King’s little show. A nasty smile grew on my face.

      King staggered around the room, clawing at the hag, which had shrunk in size to barely as big as a Barbie doll. King kept his lips pressed shut against the hag. I needed to get that mouth open so the hag could get in.

      “Where’d you hide Barbie’s murder clothes, King?” I came close but kept up my magical defenses to keep the hag out of me. Surviving another round with it was beyond my pay grade. “I need those clothes so you and Jesse can exchange places in the pen.”

      King ignored me, eyes rolling wildly in their sockets. He must have realized that opening his mouth was doom. There had to be a way to get him talking. I remembered Tubby telling me the only thing King cared about was his motorcycle club. “I guess this is the end of the Six Gun Revolutionaries. I killed most of those pussies back at your compound. Now all that’s left are you and Corman. You're going to prison. Corman’s too stupid to run things by himself.”

      “Stop right there,” Hannah yelled. I twisted to see her pointing a pistol at Corman. He lunged, and she fired. Corman clapped one hand over his midsection and sank to his knees, his face going ghost-pale. “You shot me, you stringy whore.”

      “You deserved it, syphilis breath.” She didn’t miss a beat and kept the gun pointed at him in case he wanted another one. This tough Hannah had her uses.

      I followed King, talking to the back of his head. “Scratch that. Corman’ll probably die. The Six Guns’ll die with him. You know what I’m gonna do before the cops get here? I’m gonna piss on all your jackets and burn the motherfuckers.”

      Of all the things I'd said, that was enough. King spun to face me, took his hands off the hag, and reached for me. “No, you ain’t. I’m gonna kill you.”

      The hag slid into his mouth. King bent at the waist and let out a deep, coughing retch. I gathered the mantle and lent power to the hag as it burrowed deep in King’s soul. I leaned into King’s face. “I hope you two assholes enjoy each other.”

      Realization brightened King’s eyes with hatred, but it was too late. The damage was done. He tripped over Corman and sprawled on the floor with Trench Coat’s corpse. He lay there panting, eyes rolling in fear.

      I staggered away from them, but Dillon rushed over and got in King’s face. “You really wanna confess to the cops. Tell them where the tape is. Where the clothes are. You don’t want Jesse Mace in prison no more. You know it’s your turn.”

      King stared at her, hand still on his chicken-skinned throat. She repeated her message again and again until he began to nod. He took out his phone and pressed three numbers.

      Corman raised his head. “What are you doing? Don’t call them. Call the damn doctor.”

      King ignored him and pressed the phone tighter to his ear. Corman struggled with his father.

      Tubby rose and snatched Hannah’s gun away from her. He must’ve gotten the handcuff key from the floor and freed himself. He slammed the gun into Corman’s head. He did it again and again, the clank of metal on skull just as disconcerting as it had been when Corman had done it to him. All the while, King spoke into the phone, eerily calm, explaining the day he’d helped Joey Holze cover up Paul Mace’s murder, telling them where the tape and clothes were and how to find us. I hoped the 911 operator was recording the whole mess.

      Tubby’s arm went back for another slam at Corman’s head. I caught it midair. He turned to me, lips pulled back from his teeth, frightening and fierce.

      “Help me tie them up. In a few minutes, King won’t want to confess.”

      Tubby nodded and went back to where Bullfrog was sitting against the wall, hands still cuffed behind his back. Tubby’s handcuffs lay on the floor. He kicked them at me without turning away from Bullfrog.

      He raised the gun and spoke to Bullfrog. “You went behind my fucking back. I can’t trust you no more.”

      So it had been Bullfrog and not Tubby who’d betrayed us to the Six Guns. Shame filled me. I’d thought the worst of Tubby the first chance I got. I owed him an apology.

      “But I saved us…” Bullfrog’s icy eyes tracked around the room. Before Bullfrog could continue, Tubby shot him in the head. The man’s body jumped once and slumped over to the side. Bullfrog’s eyes blinked as the blood pooled around his head. Tubby leaned over the dying man, unlocked his handcuffs, then shot him again in the chest.

      Shock rooted me to my spot. I stood there, ears ringing, handcuffs dangling from my hand. Seeing Tubby do what came naturally to him chilled me several degrees. He was what he was, friend or not. I needed to never forget that. Dillon took the handcuffs and gently convinced King he wanted to handcuff himself. He set his phone down and did exactly as she asked.

      Tubby went back to Corman’s unmoving form, cuffed his hands behind his back, and turned to glare at me. “Had to kill Bullfrog. He’d ’a done it again.”

      I couldn't do anything but gulp in response and take as narrow breaths as possible. The room reeked of two violent deaths. Light shimmered in the corner nearest Trench Coat’s body. Right. Mohawk expected delivery of Trench Coat’s spirit in the next few hours. I shoved what I'd seen Tubby do into a dark little room in my mind and locked the door on it.

      I approached Trench Coat’s spirit. The spirit, scared and confused, backed against the wall. Across the veil, moans and screams echoed, coming closer with each second. No bright light would come for Trench Coat’s spirit. The darkness would claim him and drag him into whatever afterlife waited for lost souls like his. I uncapped the spirit bottle and said words that made me sick inside. “Hear that, Trench Coat? It’s the darkness coming to claim you. Come with me, and you won’t have to go.” My stomach churned at the wrongness of what I was doing.

      My talent was helping the dead move on, not condemning them to slavery at the hands of a shapeshifting monster. But choices existed in shades of gray. I’d started this quest to save friends and family. This was what had to be done to finish it.

      After I coaxed Trench Coat’s spirit into the bottle, capped the bottle, sealed it. Hands shaking, I dug in the dead man’s pockets and chose a focus object. He’d had a keychain with a wicked looking spike fastened to the loop. I figured it would do fine.

      Now I could take care of the most important thing. I knelt down in front of King. “Where’s Wade?”

      King’s lips stretched in a slow smile. His eyes glittered. “Dead. I shot him in the head right after I sent you that video.”

      The world narrowed into a pinpoint focused on King’s ugly, malicious face. The ringing in my ears blotted out all other sounds. I got up from the floor, stumbled into the kitchen, opened a drawer and found a butcher knife. It would do.

      Back in the living room, I stood over King and adjusted my grip on the knife. I’d have to stab hard if I wanted to hit his heart. I raised the knife over my head. Behind me, someone was screaming for me to stop, but I didn’t have time for them. Putting all my force behind the knife, I let it swing downward.

      A strong hand closed around my wrist and jerked me away from King. The hand squeezed harder, grinding the bones of my wrist together. I yelped and dropped the knife. Tubby let go of my wrist and cupped my chin, fingers digging cruelly into cheeks.

      “Did you hear what Hannah said?" he screamed.

      The world snapped back into focus. Hannah stood on the other side of me, red-faced, sweaty, and panting.

      “Did you see Wade’s ghost?” she managed between deep breaths.

      I bent to grab the knife and get back to my task. King needed to die. He'd hurt too many people. Hannah curled her fingers in my hair and yanked my head back so we were face to face again.

      “Did you see Wade’s ghost?” she gritted out through clenched teeth, her grip tight on my hair.

      The pain in my scalp snapped me out of my rage. I thought about her question. “No. I didn’t.” And Wade would have come to say goodbye, maybe even offer some last advice. A tiny glimmer of hope sparked.

      “I didn’t see him die.” She raised her eyebrows.

      “You think King is lying?” I didn’t. He’d never lie about something so hurtful.

      “I ain’t lying,” King bellowed. “I shot that motherfucker dead.”

      “We have to find him.” I ran to the only other room in the cabin, the bedroom through which Corman had entered the room. The bed was mussed, but nobody was in it.

      I raced to King. “Where is he?”

      He worked his mouth and spat at me. I went back to where I’d dropped the knife.

      Dillon hurried alongside me, talking fast. “Forget him. The cops’ll be here soon. Wade might still be alive, but he’s probably running out of time. If we wanna find him, we gotta go now.”
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      I raced out of the cabin to the van that had brought us here, yanked the door open, and saw Trench Coat had taken the keys with him. I dug in my pockets and retrieved the spike keychain I’d stolen from his corpse. The first key didn’t fit. Neither did the second one. Frustration built in me.

      “Those are the wrong keys,” Hannah said from behind me. I spun. She handed me a keyring with one large key on it. I climbed into the van’s driver’s seat and started it up.

      “Wait a minute. I’m going too,” she said over the rumble of the engine and went around to the passenger side and climbed in. Dillon clambered into the back, Tubby right behind her. I did a U-turn in the cabin’s tiny front yard and flew down the little dirt road, ignoring the screeching of limbs dragging against the van’s sides and the sound of the van bottoming out on the road from time to time. I came to the highway and stopped. I didn’t know where to go.

      Hannah seemed to read my mind. “Okay. Slow your mind down. Think about that last video King sent, the one where Wade was calling your name.” I moaned, my body aching with the misery he must have been in. Hannah gripped my arm. “No. Put that part away. Think about what you saw.”

      I saw the smoke blackened walls, as though the room had burned at some time. “King’s house. The Six Gun Compound.” Even as I said the words, they felt wrong. I searched my mind, but no better answer came. Wade could be running out of time. I screeched out onto the highway and drove toward the compound. The feeling of wrongness continued, growing stronger and stronger. I let off the gas and pulled onto the side of the road near a row of rural mailboxes.

      “What is it?” Tubby's voice came from the darkness behind me.

      “I’m wrong. I can't tell you why, but I know it.” Sweat ran into my eyes, burning, and I swiped at it. I patted my pockets, looking for my phone, even though I’d already noticed the absence of its familiar weight. Trench Coat must have taken it, and it was probably back in that cabin in the woods, the one with no electricity, at the Six Gun Revolutionaries’ compound. “If I could watch the video again…” I didn’t even finish the sentence.

      Next to me, Hannah opened the glove box and dug around in it. She began setting phones on the van’s dashboard. I stared at her, openmouthed.

      “They used to do it to me all the time. Take my phone away so I couldn't leave.” She stared into the darkness as she said the words. “Sorry I didn’t think of it sooner.” She picked her phone out the jumble and stuck it in her jeans pocket.

      I grabbed my phone, went straight to the text messages, and played the video again. Hannah unbuckled her seatbelt and crowded next to me.

      “You’re right,” she said. “That’s not King’s house. See the walls? King has that cheap eighties wood paneling. Even burned, it wouldn’t look like this. This is some kind of log cabin. See how thick the wood is?”

      I played the video again, this time muting the sound so I wouldn’t hear Wade’s pitiful voice calling me. Hannah was right. The walls had rounded humps like a log cabin’s walls. “Maybe the bunk house?” I had never been out there.

      Hannah shook her head. “It’s sheetrock out there.”

      Tubby and Dillon crowded next to our seats. I played the video again. Dillon leaned so close her breath fogged the screen. I started it over.

      Tubby and I spoke at the same time. “The smokehouse.”

      Hannah made a face. “The one beside Long Time Gone?”

      Without answering, I spun the van around and sped in the other direction. After too many minutes, I bounced across the parking lot of Long Time Gone and jerked to a stop next to the smokehouse. I fell out of the van, scrambled to the smokehouse door, and flung it open.

      The smell of infection hit me, sharp and sour. A dark shape lay still against one wall. I forced myself to approach it. “Wade?”

      It was so dark inside the tiny room I couldn’t see if it was him. Someone pushed a flashlight into my hand. I turned it on.

      “Oh god,” Hannah moaned and backed out of the room. Her running footsteps sounded over the dirt as she fled.

      “Hannah?” Dillon called after her and trudged off, grumbling.

      I couldn’t move or breathe. I couldn’t even process what I saw.

      Wade lay still, dark circles under his eyes, his face pale around his beard. Near his hairline on the left side was a spattering of black dots surrounding a dark pit. Blood had matted his dark hair to the side of his head. I put my hand on his chest, expecting to feel nothing but stillness and chilled skin. But fever warmed my palm.

      “He’s alive,” I said to nobody in particular. I called to the last bit of my power, trying to remember Wade’s healing words but realized they didn’t matter. Only intent mattered.

      “Wade Hill, I call this infection out of your body and back into the earth from whence it came. I call for your head and brain to heal any damage.” Unlike Wade, I couldn’t look into a body and see the sickness. I didn't know how bad the head wound was. Still I pulled for everything I was worth. Maybe I wouldn’t kill him in the process.

      The wood the smokehouse was built from, old wood grown right in this pine forest, came to life, its gentle vibration working its way through my shoes and up my legs. I drew on its power, and the spark of magic mixed with science in the flashlight’s glow. It flickered and buzzed like a dying bug. “I call the infection and the injury to come out of this body.”

      Wade stirred. His chest heaved. He choked. I knelt on the nasty floor and pushed on him. Tubby appeared next to me and helped, both of us grunting. It was like trying to push a car out of a mud bog. I pulled on the magic again, the sore muscles crying out for mercy. Wade finally rolled. I stroked his filthy hair, most of it stiff with dried blood. “Go on. Let it go.”

      He coughed again but nothing came up.

      Magic. I needed more magic to get the sickness out of him. Dillon should have stayed. I could have combined our magic. Too late to call her back now. I focused on the little breeze in the room until it ran in a steady warm stream. “Infection and injury, come out of Wade Hill.”

      Wade coughed again, gagging this time. He puked up a gout of foul smelling pus. The shakes hit him. Tears began to leak out of my eyes, and I began to pray even though I doubted there was any help out there for someone like me. Please, please. Let him live.

      Wade’s hand closed over my wrist. He rolled his eyes, bright with fever, up to mine. “I’m dying. Call my sister, Desiree. My phone’s in the garbage can in King’s office inside the bar. Her number’s in it.” He swallowed, and his eyes fluttered.

      “Peri Jean?” Hannah’s voice came from the doorway. I twisted, afraid to take my eyes off Wade. She swigged from the bottle of vodka she gripped before she spoke. “I’ve called Dean. Told him to get out here now. The bag with the murder clothes was in the safe inside King's office. So was the tape.” Her eyes lighted on Wade and flicked away. “I'll go get Wade’s phone out of the trash. I saw it and wondered what it was.”

      Tubby yelled for Dillon. She appeared as though she'd been waiting right outside the door. Maybe she had. For the first time since I’d met her, she looked as young as she was, wide-eyed, scared, and overwhelmed by this night.

      “Back the van right up to the door,” he ordered. Then he spoke to me. “Let’s get him into the van. You can drive him to the hospital quicker than an ambulance can get out here.”

      The three of us hefted Wade off the floor of the smokehouse. His yell of pain scored into my memory so guilt could call it up next time I was having a bad day. Hannah found some blankets inside the bar. We used them to cover and cushion him as best as we could. I climbed into the van and started it. “Get in,” I told Tubby and Dillon.

      Tubby backed away. “Po-lice is about to get involved in all this. Ain’t none of y’all seen my sorry ass tonight.” He winked at me, turned, and disappeared into the woods behind Long Time Gone.

      “If it’s gonna be the po-lice, I just can’t.” Dillon ran after Tubby. She feared cops the way some people fear wasps and bees. I let her go. We’d find each other later.

      “You coming?” I asked Hannah and moved the van’s gearshift to drive.

      “I’ll wait on Dean, make sure he gets the evidence against King.” She held my gaze. “I don’t see Wade’s death. Just get him to the hospital.”

      I couldn’t let myself feel relief or hope right then. Everything seemed too precarious. “Will you call Rainey and let her know it’s over?”

      She nodded and stepped away from the van, a sure signal she wanted me to go. I drove out of the parking lot but took one glance in the rearview mirror before I turned onto the road. Hannah stood silhouetted against the huge, bright moon, swigging from her bottle of vodka.
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      I drove Wade to the hospital. The emergency room workers acted more concerned about the events that got Wade there than helping him. Until I started stinging them with magical fire ants. Then they ran around glancing at me like a dog who couldn’t be trusted. It was their own stupid fault.

      I went outside and called Desiree on Wade’s phone. She’d been waiting for my call, said Wade called her most days, even just for a minute or two. Another thing I never knew about him. She knew something was wrong when he went quiet. Desiree promised to leave within the hour and said she’d be at the hospital by morning.

      Dean’s unmarked white cop car pulled into the lot and made a beeline for me. He parked at the curb and stood over me with hands on his hips.

      “Did you get the tape and the murder clothes?” I asked, as though I hadn’t pulled a jackass fit in the emergency room and used magic to get my way.

      He nodded and sat down next to me with a tired sigh.

      “You gonna arrest me?” I kept smoking, wanting to get as much tar and nicotine as I could before he took me in. Smoking was probably outlawed in the fancy new Sheriff’s Office downtown.

      He smiled, and I remembered why we dated. He was still gorgeous. “I said I wouldn’t, and I won’t. As far as the law knows, Mr. Tolliver got into a war with a rival motorcycle gang and was so scared by it, he decided to confess to an old crime to get police protection.”

      I shook my head. “You seriously blaming it on a rival motorcycle gang? That sounds so TV.”

      Dean shrugged. “The Six Guns needed to be over in this county. Nobody’ll miss them.”

      “What about Bullfrog?” He wasn't in a motorcycle gang, Six Guns or otherwise.

      Dean frowned for a moment before realization dawned on his face. “You mean Jeremiah Pike?”

      I shook my head. “Was that his real name?”

      “That’s him,” Dean said. “We will just assume Mr. Pike somehow got caught in the crossfire. His running afoul of the law goes back many years.”

      I watched Dean’s face, looking for remorse or shame and saw none. The harsh parking lot lights could have been to blame, but I didn’t think so. “Don’t tell me you’re becoming a crooked cop.” I knew I was shitting my own bed, but Dean had bitched endlessly about his predecessor’s dishonesty. Now he was acting the same way.

      “Depends on what you think a crooked cop is. I’m protecting the citizens of this county from a menace. Besides, I…” He stared out at the dark parking lot, choosing his words. “I guess I felt like I owed you. I’m not sorry we broke up, but I am sorry for the way I acted. Can we call it even?"

      I nodded my yes. “Where’s Hannah? I figured she’d come on to the hospital.”

      Dean shook his head and rolled his eyes. “She downed half a bottle of vodka while I was with her. I took her to the museum and got her into her apartment. She was snoring when I left.”

      I took the news silently, even though I was hurt she hadn’t called and explained. It was a clear signal she wanted nothing to do with me right now. It could have been because she couldn’t take any more tonight. But I thought it was just that she didn’t want to be around me. Things I could have done different flooded my thoughts and made me wince.

      Realizing Dean was watching me, I said, “Good luck on fatherhood. You’re gonna do great.” I stood, eager to be away from my ex. We’d both changed, good and bad.

      Dean stood with me and gripped my arm. “Don’t come to my house again, okay? My wife was pissed.”

      We grinned at each other. I gently pulled my arm away and walked back into the hospital. It was obvious the workers didn’t want me there, but they were too scared to try to throw me out. Not too long ago, I’d have felt ashamed. Now I didn’t much care.

      A nurse wearing scrubs with cartoon puppies on them took the time to tell me Wade’s head wound was non-fatal, but he had a concussion and they didn't know how bad it was yet. The older gunshot wounds in his back were so infected they would require serious antibiotics or his organs might shut down. She said to check back in an hour to see if they’d gotten him into a room yet.

      I went back outside, lit yet another cigarette, and called Rainey. She answered the phone squealing about the downfall of King and the recovery of the evidence that would help Jesse get out of prison.

      She stopped speaking and let out a yell. “I’m getting Jesse out.”

      “Don’t get too excited,” I warned. “King’ll probably deny knowing about any of it.”

      Rainey snorted. “The county prosecutor’s been advising me for years on getting Jesse’s case reopened, and we’ve already talked. He says the evidence is going to make a difference. Either Joey Holze or King will break. Maybe they’ll turn on each other. All I know is Jesse’s getting out.” She yelled this last part and let out a mad cackle. A tear, both of joy and grief, slid down my cheek. I let it run to my jawbone and splash to the concrete. I took a deep, shuddering breath.

      “Where are you?” Rainey stopped laughing.

      “Hospital.” I explained about Wade.

      “Do you want me to come?” She didn’t want to. I could hear it her voice. She wanted to keep celebrating and getting ready for the last leg of her longest marathon. I didn’t begrudge her a bit.

      “Naw. I got it under control.” Tears leaked from my eyes in a steady stream, and I had to strain to keep my voice even. Rainey and I said our goodbyes. I went back into the hospital to wait for news of Wade.

      When they finished treating Wade and moved him to a room, I stationed a chair outside the door. The nurses didn’t like it, but none of them wanted to fight me. Not long before dawn, through a haze of half reality, I thought I saw an angel with a halo of blond hair step off the elevator. She had with her a younger angel. They came to a stop in front of me.

      The blond woman, who was unnaturally tall the way I figured all angels probably were, leaned over and shook my leg. “Peri Jean?”

      I jerked awake at her foggy smoker’s voice. The woman and girl slid into focus. They weren’t angels. Obviously mother and daughter, both with blond hair, long legs, and hourglass figures. I pegged the daughter in her late teens. The woman’s age wasn’t so easy to guess. She had a web of fine lines around her eyes and mouth, indicating at least forty years on earth, but her eyes looked thousands of years old.

      “Desiree?” I had expected Wade’s sister to be a female version of him and not so…feminine.

      “Yep. We’re here.” She pointed at the room. I nodded and stood, smoothing down my filthy blue jeans. Desiree tried to smile, but worry chased it off her face. “I hope you’ll not take offense, but this is a family matter. We’ll deal with him alone.”

      I blinked and took a step backward, hands up. I needed a cup of coffee anyway. I took off walking but never made it to the cafeteria. Cecil and Dillon met me in the lobby of the hospital. Mysti, Griff, and Brad stood slightly behind them. I rushed to them, arms out. They circled and hugged me, all asking questions. We went into the cafeteria where I told them everything I knew and drank numerous cups of coffee.

      When I couldn’t stand it any longer, I went back upstairs to check on Wade. His room was empty.

      Too shocked to move, I stood holding the door and staring into the room. Footsteps came toward me. My paralysis broke.

      I hurried into the room and shut the door. Wade’s hospital gown lay over the footboard of his bed. Bloodstained bandages stuffed the trash can.

      Hurt welled up, tightening my throat. I pressed one hand over my mouth to hold back the sob trembling against my lips. Wade couldn’t be gone. This wasn’t how things were supposed to end between us.

      How did they heal him? It was a good question, a good way to put off accepting the truth in front of me. Wade’s healing power came from his being the seventh son of a seventh son. His sister and niece weren’t sons at all. They shouldn’t have been able to heal him. So there.

      Grief expanded in my chest, tightening it. I swallowed hard and let some of the truth seep in. It didn’t matter how Wade’s sister and his niece had healed him. Witchcraft. Blond-chick power. The result was the same. They’d healed him, and he’d left without saying goodbye. I took a trembling breath, walked the few steps to the bed, and put one hand on it.

      An envelope that looked like it had been around the block a few times sat on the pillow. My name was written on it in Wade’s uneven scrawl.

      I snatched up the flimsy paper with trembling hands and nearly tore it taking out the sheet of paper within. A grocery list? What the hell? Then I turned it over. Words covered the whole page.

      Peri Jean,

      I figured I was going to lay there and die in that stinking smokehouse. Thank you for saving my life. I’ll never forget it.

      Gaslight City is over for me. Has been for a while. It’s time for me to move on.

      It’s also time for me to let you walk your own path. I think I’ve put you in more danger than I have helped you.

      I love you with all my heart and wish things could be different.

      Godspeed.

      —Wade

      I stood numb and still. The coffee gurgled on my stomach. I made myself pick up the envelope again and hold it open. My mojo bag, the one that let Wade know when I was in trouble, in need of his help, lay in the bottom of the envelope. I slipped it into my pocket. Hands quivering, I folded the note and put it back inside the envelope. Then I stood there, numb.

      If Wade and I no longer had our connection, how would he come when I needed him? He wouldn’t. Ever again. But I could know when he was in trouble.

      I knew enough about magic now to make my own mojo bag. And Wade had left all the stuff I needed behind. I rushed to gather a few strands of his long black hair off the pillow and liberate a few of the bloody bandages from the trash can.

      The door clicked open. I shoved the mojo bag supplies into my pocket and turned, expecting to see an angry nurse, wondering where her patient got to, but it was Tubby.

      My mouth trembled, and I held up the note.

      Tubby nodded. “I saw two blonds helping him across the parking lot. The hospital must have shaved part of his hair off. How does he get all the women, even looking like that?”

      I shrugged. Tubby put his arm around me and steered me toward the door. “Your people’s waiting downstairs. Best get to ’em.”

      Tubby led me through the halls. I walked with my head down, dependent on him to keep me from falling on my face. He did his job. We got back down to the lobby.

      Just as Tubby promised, my family and friends sat waiting for me. Griff and Cecil had their heads together. Had the two of them worked things out? Neither looked mad. Mysti sat, Dillon’s phone in hand, exclaiming over pictures of Dillon’s kids. Brad gave me a wave and a smile. I started toward them, but Tubby caught my arm.

      He kicked at the floor, face reddening. “Bullfrog had the double-cross planned before we left the bar. I never even knew. Trench Coat met us in the woods. It was either go along or die right there.”

      “You did what you needed to survive.” I didn’t expect any different from Tubby. He lacked Wade’s selflessness and Dean’s need to be a hero. Didn’t make him bad. Tubby was just cut from a different cloth.

      “That mean you’ll be back in Gaslight City sometime soon?” He looked hopeful. Did he really have so little to look forward to?

      I shook my head. “I think my business here in Burns County is finished for good.” I hadn’t realized I felt that way until the words came out. But my business was finished here. After everything, I shared a little of Cecil’s superstition about the badness of this place.

      Tubby nodded. He jammed his fists in his pockets, head down. He looked so lonely.

      “But I’ll be traveling all over Texas with my family this summer.” I said the words quickly before I could change my mind. “Come visit us. You’ve got a lot in common with my cousin, Finn.”

      He raised his head smiling, leaned forward, and kissed my cheek. “Hasta luego, beautiful.” He waved and walked out into the softness of the early morning, whistling.
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      I went to my friends and family. Nobody wanted to hang around longer than necessary. We gathered up what was ours and prepared to leave town. I bundled my stuff into the big truck I’d stolen off a dead woman.

      “You sure you want to ride by yourself?” Dillon's forehead creased with concern. She needed to quit doing that. Her fair, freckled skin would remember those wrinkles and stay like that all the time.

      “You go on with the others. Papaw shouldn’t be by himself.” Cecil wasn’t really my Papaw, but it felt good to call him that. It felt good to have Dillon standing at my back. I pulled her into an impulsive hug. She squeezed hard and whispered that she loved me. I told her I loved her too.

      I drove past the museum on the way out of town. A “Closed” sign hung in the door, but the lights were on in Hannah’s upstairs apartment. I wondered if she would open the museum today. Not my problem.

      I turned left at the next stoplight, away from the museum and away from Gaslight City. My next business was in Tyler at the Rose City Inn. I dreaded facing Mohawk again and even felt a little bad for what I was going to do with Trench Coat’s sprit, but a deal was a deal.

      At the Tyler City limits, it hit me that I hadn’t said all I had to say to Hannah. I pulled over and called her phone. I wasn’t surprised when it went to voicemail.

      I left a message. “Hannah, I’m sorry things ended up the way they did between us. Your friendship has saved my sanity so many times. I guess I hoped my friendship could save yours. Maybe what I did gave you one more chance for a fresh start. I’ll leave you alone from here on out. Life’s hard enough without the past coming back to haunt you. I love you and wish you the best life has to offer. Watch out for dead ends.” I hung up. Ten minutes later, I pulled into the Rose City Inn’s lumpy asphalt parking lot and cried until I wanted to puke.

      Someone tapped on my window. With as much dignity as I could muster, I wiped off my face with my T-shirt and got out of the car.

      Mohawk didn't ask what was wrong. Their kind didn’t seem to care much about human feelings. I suspected they saw us the same way most humans see animals. It seemed fair in the grand scheme of things. Besides, Mohawk was the last person—thing?— I wanted to spill out my sorrows in front of.

      He said, “Are you prepared to fulfill your end of our deal?”

      I nodded and followed him to the room where I’d leave Trench Coat’s spirit for eternity. Mohawk unlocked the door and held it open for me.

      He sniffed my hair as I passed. I tightened with disgust but tried to hide it and set my witch pack on the bed. I dug out Trench Coat’s keychain and tossed it on the bed beside my pack.

      Mohawk came close and picked it up. He began to smile.

      I preened a little in spite of myself. “It’s either that or the mirror for the focus. Otherwise, he won’t be able to attach himself to people.”

      “I know how magic works.” He rolled his eyes.

      I dragged the rickety table out in the open and spread the lace tablecloth I’d borrowed from Mysti on top of it. The same candles she’d used only a few hours earlier went on top of that. I put my hands on my hips and waited for Mohawk's decision.

      He tossed the spike keychain in his hand several times. “Your ghost can’t travel the way the hag could, especially once he’s dedicated to this room. If I choose the mirror, he’ll be confined to the room.” It wasn’t a question. He was thinking things over, so I didn’t bother to answer. “You have enough skill and power to trap him in this keychain?”

      I nodded. The confidence felt like an ill-fitting coat, too expensive and heavy for someone as plain and unimportant as me.

      “If someone were to touch the keychain, pick it up, could he attach himself and go home with them? Haunt them, scare them? Maybe get them back here for the big finale?” Mohawk’s greedy smile sent chills running over my skin. It reminded me of the hag’s cold avarice.

      “If I tell Trench Coat to do that, he will.” I’d had most of a night and the drive over here to recharge. Beyond that, I could always draw energy from Priscilla Herrera’s spirit, who I felt watching this transaction a little too gleefully. She wanted this for me. Realization of power was everything to her.

      “Fine. That’s what I want done.” Mohawk crossed his arms over his emaciated chest.

      I went about consecrating the keychain and naming it for its purpose. Mohawk helped me call a circle, which was stronger and better than any I could have called, and stepped inside with me.

      “To watch closer.” He flashed his snake fangs at me.

      I set the spirit bottle containing Trench Coat’s spirit on the table next to the newly consecrated keychain and poured a ring of sea salt around them. Beyond that, I sprinkled a ring of holy water. I didn’t want Trench Coat’s spirit to get out and attack me. I had a feeling he’d want to finish our private war.

      “Here we go,” I muttered to myself and cracked the seal on the spirit bottle.

      Trench Coat’s spirit came out in a foul mist, evil radiating from it. As a person, he’d had a shell that made him look sort of like the rest of us. Now he was stripped down to pure, soulless evil. Mohawk inhaled deeply and hissed behind me. I turned to find him with a dreamy smile on his face. He nodded for me to continue. I raised both arms and pointed my athame at the swirl of spirit.

      “Gerald Raymond Hendry, Trench Coat, I bind you to this keychain where you’ll stay until you’re picked up…”

      “Or stolen,” Mohawk added.

      “Or stolen. Once this keychain is touched or taken from this place, you may torment the thief in any way you see fit. When the victim is weak, bring them back here to this man behind me.” I focused on the swirl of Trench Coat’s spirit and pushed it at the keychain. The spirit rushed at me, hit the wall of the circle, and bounced back. Hate emanated from it.

      Trench Coat’s voice came to life in my head. “I’ll get you.”

      I poured more energy into making him connect with the keychain. In the end, Trench Coat went into the keychain because it was familiar and had belonged to him in life. The keychain jittered against the table for several seconds, then stopped.

      “It’s done,” I told Mohawk and broke the circle around the keychain. He took the keychain and carefully set it at the base of the lamp on the nightstand. He winked at me and motioned me to follow him.

      Outside he led the way to his office and held open the door. “Please go inside. We still have one matter to discuss. You promised to find an object for me.”

      I nodded my yes, stomach starting to churn at the idea of being back in that office with Mohawk the Snake Man. I followed him inside. The wild odor of the room surrounded me. I forced myself to take shallow breaths. Mohawk sat down behind a desk and leaned back.

      He began playing with a cat’s eye marble. “When I bit you, I gave you a bit of my venom. Not enough to make you sick, but enough to forge a bond between us.” He handed me the cat’s eye marble. “When I’ve gathered the information you’ll need, I’ll use this to contact you. Failure to respond within twelve hours forfeits our deal. If that happens, you’ll belong to me to do with as I wish.”

      My stomach tightened at the thought. I took the marble and dropped it in my jeans pocket. It had a warm, alive feeling that made my head swim. “We square?”

      Mohawk jerked a nod and opened the door for me to leave.

      I got the hell out of there as fast as my short little legs would carry me. I shook until I crossed the Texas/Louisiana border.
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      One Month Later

      Outside Austin, Texas

      Summer lurked in the May sun, waiting for its chance to burn our asses for another season in hell. A bead of sweat popped out on my scalp and rolled slowly toward my eye. I wiped it away just before it hit.

      “You can’t stop yet.” Zora’s wail hung perilously close to tantrum territory.

      “I ain’t stopping.” I waved the little makeup brush at her. “This sweat gets in my eye, I won’t be able to make you into a Dia de los Muertos girl.” I glanced at Dillon, silently asking if she wanted another turn. She shook her head, eyes wide.

      Much earlier in the day, in what seemed like a brighter, simpler time, Zora saw a piece of art with a beautiful woman whose face was made up like a sugar skull. She informed her mother and me of her desire to wear similar makeup. She insisted, regally, like a queen bestowing favor, that we also make up her baby brother Zander.

      Zander’s makeup had taken a half hour. The little boy had been easy to please. He didn’t know the difference between good and bad and had run off laughing to show his daddy.

      Zora, on the other hand, wanted her makeup to resemble something from the Sistine Chapel. Now she sat in my lawn chair, chubby arms crossed over her chest.

      “Get it right this time, Peri Jean.” She pooched her lips out at me.

      I knelt down in front of her, saying to Dillon over my shoulder, “After this, you gotta try again. My hands are cramping.”

      Dillon let out a snort from behind me. I knew that sound. She’d had enough. If I couldn’t make Zora happy, Dillon would tell her it was over. The tantrum would then ensue. At least we were at the back of Sanctuary’s camp. Maybe nobody would think we were killing Zora.

      Cecil’s golf cart buzzed into our little area and parked under some trees several yards away. I stopped painting again. Zora let out a frustrated wail.

      “Let’s see what Papaw wants.” I held up my hands. She kicked her feet. I dodged out of the way.

      It wasn’t Cecil who got out of the golf cart, though. The hot sun shone on red hair, brightening it to the color of flames. The woman walked toward us, head down, face in shadow. My heart flipped over and then back again. I recognized that walk. And the hand wringing. I stood and wiped the makeup off my hands.

      Hannah stopped several feet from me. But it was close enough to see clarity in her caramel colored eyes. She tried to smile, but her mouth just trembled.

      I stood rooted to my spot. Had she come all the way to the hills outside Austin, Texas to tell me we'd never be friends again? I stiffened myself against the rejection. She took a few more steps and held out her arms. We ran at each other, wrapped our arms around each other, both laughing and crying at the same time.

      “You look a lot better.” I pushed her away from me. “How are you?”

      She frowned. “Sober. Thinking clearly. You know? Every day is a chance for a good day.”

      I nodded. Maybe I knew what she meant.

      “I’m sorry for the way I acted. Especially for my disappearing act there at the end. No telling where I’d be if you hadn’t come to help.” She hugged herself. From somewhere behind me, Zora called my name and told me to hurry. Dillon shushed her.

      “I had an ulterior motive. I wanted to get my uncle out of jail.” I’d been talking to Rainey almost every day. It looked like Jesse was really going to get out of prison. King was locked away in jail, and Corman had disappeared from the hospital. I tried smiling at Hannah, but I was too close to tears to do anything but grimace. Tears brimmed over the edges of her eyes. She dabbed at them before one could sully her perfect makeup.

      “Did you hear Uncle Joey keeled over dead of a heart attack when the cops came to his door in San Antonio with a warrant?” Hannah’s shoulders slumped. The fatigue and sadness I’d seen on her before darkened her face for just a second, but then she straightened and shook her head. “But I’m not going to let that ruin today. I came here to thank you.”

      I shook my head. “Forget it.”

      She ignored my words and gripped my shoulders. “I wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t kept after me until you saw me face to face. When you found me, I wasn’t going to last much longer.” One single tear escaped and rolled down her cheek.

      “That hag riding your shoulders wasn’t making your recovery any easier.” I wondered how the rider had fared with King, or if he’d even stayed with King. The hag was free now. It didn't have to stay with King if it found another host it liked better. The thought made me shiver.

      Hannah licked her lips. “Things were bad for me before then. Otherwise, that hag wouldn’t have dragged me down like it did.” She swiped the tear track off her face. “People think the worst thing that can happen is you die. It isn’t. The real tragedy is surviving. Especially when you survive what I did.” She sniffed.

      “It takes way more strength to live than it does to give up.” I stood with my arms crossed over my chest. I’d never look at Hannah and not think about my fault in what happened to her. But I’d also never look at her and not remember the effort it took to save her.

      “You find something to live for.” Hannah wiped underneath her eyes and snorted. “After I hanged myself and came back seeing when people would die, it changed things. It made me see life for what it is—a gift. But the only way it’s a gift is if you share it with the right people.” She glanced around the grouping of campers, caught Dillon's eye, and waved. “I was wondering if…now that I’m like you…if I could—”

      I wrapped her in a hug before she could finish. We wept in each other’s arms until my eyes were raw and my chest ached. But it was good pain and good tears, the kind that come from something being right. Some friendships are just for a season, but some of them are for life. My friendship with Hannah was like that. We finally released each other and stood laughing and crying and wiping our eyes.

      “You can stay in my camper while you see if you like it here.” I gestured at my camper, the door open, a fan buzzing inside. Orev perched on the canopy. He cawed in welcome.

      “Actually, I bought my own RV. It’s near the check-in office. I wanted to make sure you still wanted me as a friend.” Hannah dragged her hand over her face, smearing her elaborate makeup. “I sold the museum—and my gorgeous apartment—to Benny Longstreet. You’re not in Gaslight City anymore, and I don’t have any business there either.”

      “It’s like Sodom and Gomorrah. You don’t want to look back.” We both laughed at that, but a look exchanged between us. Those awful thoughts the hag scratched out of me still came out to play sometimes, said I had nothing to live for and ought to just kill myself. Did that happen with Hannah too? I said nothing. Talking about thoughts like that seemed to give them more power. The moment passed.

      “I’m tired of waiting to have my makeup done,” Zora yelled. Dillon shushed her again.

      Hannah walked toward the little girl, smiling her old smile. “I bet I can do a better job than Peri Jean Mace.”

      Hannah’s steps had a tentative little shuffle, but I hoped she’d someday leave it behind. She squatted in front of Zora and dug in her handbag, which looked like it cost as much as my camper. She took out a black eyeliner pencil and began drawing a recognizable flower around one of Zora’s eyes. It was quite a bit better than what Dillon or I had done. The two of us exchanged a smile and a shrug.

      I watched Hannah put makeup on Zora, both of them giggling, my throat tight with tears. I went to sit next to them. Hannah glanced at me out of the corner of her eye and pushed her purse at me. “Get out my sapphire eyeliner.”

      I dug around in her purse and grabbed the first blue eyeliner I saw. After all, how many blue ones could she have? Hannah never even wore blue eyeliner. I handed it to her.

      Hannah glanced at it and handed it back. “Not the teal. The sapphire. There’s a difference.”

      “No, there ain’t. You’re just being picky.” And the argument went from there. I made sure to sound outraged. But inside, where it counted, I couldn’t have been happier.

      Life didn’t come easy. It beat a person into the dirt. Took away their dreams. Left them bleeding and hurting.

      Hannah would never be the same. Hell, would any of us? Didn’t matter.

      Life was facing the storm and getting up after it demolished everything. Surviving to fight another day. That, and staying away from dead ends.

      

      
        
        Keep reading for a note from the author.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note From Catie

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Greetings from East Texas.

      

        

      
        One thought on the outcome of Dead End. The hag and King Tolliver deserved each other.

      

        

      
        But the beatdown Peri Jean administered is going to cost her.

      

        

      
        The Six Gun Revolutionaries won’t let this go. Ever.

      

        

      
        Peri Jean fulfilled her bargain with the hag, but who actually thinks that nasty little thing is trustworthy?

      

        

      
        Mohawk is fascinated with Peri Jean. In a gross way. How far will he go to have her?

      

        

      
        Peri Jean has come a long way from the days when she saw only ghosts.

      

        

      
        As her power increases, she sees more of the supernatural world. The magic that surrounded her all along has come out to play.

      

        

      
        Is Peri Jean ready?

      

        

      
        She better be.  A new kind of monster is coming. One she can’t magic to death. One that will never quit. Can Peri Jean outfight it?

      

        

      
        And she’s about to meet someone new. A man. Can she let go of Wade Hill to find happiness with someone else?

      

        

      
        There’s only one way to find out: read Dark Traveler, book 9 in the series.

      

        

      
        Turn the page for an excerpt of Dark Traveler and fight your way through another adventure with Peri Jean and her band of misfits.
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      The dead lady whispered in my ear, “Tell him my wedding band is in the cookie jar on top of the refrigerator, but don’t tell him his father killed me.”

      I broke my connection with the spirit and gave the cowboy across from me what I hoped was a mysterious smile. “Your mother says her ring is in the cookie jar on top of the refrigerator. And that she loves you.”

      “S-s-seriously? I been looking for that thing for the better part of a year now.” The cowboy was young, early twenties at most. Lean, hard body in tight jeans. Sleeves of his western cut shirt rolled up to reveal tanned, muscled forearms. He’d have been cute if it hadn’t been for his buck teeth. Less than two years ago, I’d have come on to him just to see what happened. But I’d changed since then. The cowboy leaned a little closer. “Lemme axe you something. Was that real? All them shadows moving behind you? The way the room got cold?”

      I pushed away the defensiveness I felt when they asked this question. They meant no harm. They were just responding to something they didn’t understand. “I didn’t see the shadows since they were behind me, so I don’t know if they’re real or not. As for your mother’s spirit? Sure. She was real. Redhead, right? Pretty eyes?” I didn’t mention the way the side of her head was dented or the gash on her face.

      The cowboy’s face paled beneath the smooth, tanned skin. “Yep. Died in a car wreck eighteen months ago. Somebody ran her off the road.”

      The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and a shiver rolled through me. I itched to tell him his father had something to do with it but knew I wouldn’t. It wasn’t my business. We never interfered with townies. It was the unspoken rule of Sanctuary, the traveling community of grifters and magic practitioners I helped lead. Instead, I’d close the transaction and let him go.

      “Sir, are you satisfied that I answered what you came in here to find out?” I pushed the silver jar toward him.

      He dug in his pocket but stopped short of getting out his wallet.

      My stomach hardened. I’d had a few people try to cheat me. Here, surrounded by friends and family, all fiercely loyal, that kind of thing wouldn’t fly. But the fights were nasty.

      The cowboy cleared his throat. “I know the price you gave was just to contact my mother and find out where the ring was, but can you tell me if asking Harley to marry me is the right thing?” Those buck teeth made him look like a brown rabbit.

      “Sir, I could take your money and tell you something, but I don’t have the gift of precognition.” I glanced behind me as though my great-uncle Cecil or his wife, Shelly, were about to rush out of the shadows and scold me for turning down money. That didn’t happen. They were both busy with their own jobs.

      The cowboy, eyes downcast, took out his wallet and peeled off the agreed upon amount, plus one dollar, and dropped it into the jar. The last of the big tippers.

      I bit back a smile, thanked him, and followed him out, closing the flap of my tent and hanging up a "Be right back" sign. Summoning his mother’s spirit had taken a bite out of my energy. She’d been a sad spirit, and she hadn’t wanted to cross the veil. I needed a spike in my blood sugar if I wanted to last the rest of the evening. The freaks came out on Saturday night, which meant a chance to earn big money.

      People moved past my tent, most barely giving me a glance. Finn, my cousin, called them sheeple. The rest of my family, still new enough to me to seem mysterious and exotic, called them townies. I’d resisted the classification but had gotten where I classified people within a few minutes of meeting them. Thrill seeker. Wannabe mystic. On the grift. Too stupid to live. On a Saturday night in the rural part of the Texas Hill Country, an hour minimum from any large city, Summervale Carnival was the best show for miles.

      I stepped into the throng, determined to eat and feel more human. Hot, dry July wind ruffled my hair, drying the sweat on my face and powdering it with dust. A chaser of rancid grease and burnt sugar hit my nose. My appetite shrank. I lit a cigarette and strolled, coaxing myself to force down some kind of sustenance. Anything other than carnival food sounded good.

      Sometime in my few months of traveling with the carnival, the honeymoon had ended. But Cecil had contracted Sanctuary to work the Summervale Carnival through Labor Day. We had our own little area in a hidden corner people seemed to find no matter how out of the way it was.

      In addition to the spirit work, I sold spells that worked so well they scared the smart-ass out of the people who bought them. But money wasn’t the only reason to be out here.

      As long as Oscar Rivera’s soul remained, he constituted a threat not only to me and my family, but to the world in general. Oscar Rivera, known as the Coachman, had been a nasty man and a nastier ghost. Neither my family nor I would be truly safe until I banished Oscar from the living plane. Otherwise, he’d eventually find a way to get revenge for the way I’d stomped his ass a few months earlier.

      The search brought us to the Texas Hill Country because, in a vision, I’d seen Oscar hide his soul in what looked like a cavern. This part of Texas was known for its underground caverns. My best friend, Hannah Kessler, and I had been scouring newspaper archives and stories of old murders, trying to find a trace of Oscar during his human life. Our luck hadn’t hit yet, but I held out hope it would.

      I stopped walking, letting people stream around me, and sucked in a deep breath of the dry Hill Country air. I tilted my head upward to stare at the sky. So huge, so many stars. Unfettered by the branches of tall pines we had in East Texas, the sky here opened up and stretched out into eternity. The summer heat was as unforgiving as a brimstone-preaching evangelist. But at night, like now, the stars seemed closer and sharper, like I could reach out and cut my finger on them. The energy flowed from them into me.

      Tired as I was of Summervale Carnival, I wasn’t tired of the Hill Country. This place grabbed me and held on tight. It had a different feel than East Texas, sort of an Old West vibe. The sight of actual cowboys on their way to work at nearby ranches captivated me. Germans had been the ones to settle much of this county, and their influence still colored the style of buildings and the local restaurants. And the country itself. Breathtaking. The land stretched out into hills and valleys covered by clumps of hairy looking grass and squat, gnarled trees.

      My stomach rumbled. Accepting the inevitable, I stopped at a booth selling tropical punches made out of “100% real fruit.” The owners sold moonshine out of the back of the booth. They’d said it came from a recipe in the family for three hundred years.

      “Ms. Peri Jean.” The female half of the couple who owned the booth passed me a cup of punch with a slice of pineapple garnishing the cup’s edge. I dug for my money. She raised her chin. “Nope. On the house. That spell you sold us to increase our business really worked.”

      I nodded my thanks and cut back into the crowd, guzzling the drink. My tent and maybe more customers awaited. Before long, I reached the row of tents belonging to the traveling community of Sanctuary. Made of a heavy vinyl-coated material, the tents rattled and flapped in the hot wind.

      A shadowy figure leaned out from the edge of one of the tents as though taking a peek at me. That cowboy’s mother’s ghost. I groaned.

      Some of the spirits I contacted for money weren’t so eager to go back where they came from. I had learned to deal with them in a businesslike way and to act confident.

      Spirit, be gone. I drew on my magic and gave it a hard push. The spirit disappeared. I rejoined the throng of drunk townies, wild-eyed thrill seekers, and bored parents walking the dirt path through the makeshift carnival and walked past my family’s row of tents.

      I stopped at the sound of Dillon’s husky smoker voice ringing out of the first tent. The sign outside read “Stop smoking with HYPNOSIS! $75 per person.” A peek inside showed me she had a full house.

      A Sanctuary member stood just inside the entrance taking a wad of money from a woman whose wizened skin made her look like an advertisement for quitting smoking. The Sanctuary woman, on the run from an abusive husband, raised her brows in question. I smiled, backed out of the tent, and peeked into the next one.

      My cousin Jadine sat staring into a crystal ball. Inside the ball, a mist of smoke moved around. The sign next to Jadine read “See into the future. Ask Mistress Jade for a reading.”

      “Peri Jean, I need to talk to you.” Jadine raised her head and stared in my general direction. Her accuracy still amazed me, especially since she was blind.

      “How’d you know it was me?” I stepped the rest of the way into the tent.

      “Your soap. And you coughed a couple of times.” Jadine took her hands off the crystal ball, and the mist stopped moving inside it.

      “I think you like catching people off guard.” I moved close enough to give her a playful nudge but didn’t sit at her table. My butt was tired. “What’s up?”

      “I’m not sure I should tell anybody this.” Something in her voice raised my drama antennae.

      I’d sounded that way too many times not to recognize it when I heard it another woman’s voice. “What is it?”

      “Brad’s asked me to marry him.” A little smile hovered on her lips.

      I swallowed my first response, which was incredulity. Brad Whitebyrd loved playing the field, loved thinking he was a ladies man. Had Jadine stolen his heart? I counted how many times he’d visited camp, even going as far as to work while he was among us. His actually doing work convinced me. “What’d you say?”

      “That he’d have to ask Papaw. What do you think Papaw’d say if Brad asked for my hand?” I thought it over. Cecil would be brokenhearted that the only child he’d raised to adulthood thought herself ready for marriage. His heartbreak would come out in anger and admonitions.

      I had my own misgivings. Jadine was only twenty-one. She really ought to date a bunch of guys and make a more informed choice.

      But what did I know? I’d married young, divorced quickly, dated a bunch of guys, and still spent every night alone, the man I loved completely cut off from me. By choice.

      “Peri Jean? Are you saying nothing because I ought to tell Brad no?” She clenched her hands in the lap of her brown, flowered dress.

      “Just thinking.” I came close enough to put my hand on her shoulder. “You’re old enough to do what you want, no matter what I or anybody else thinks.”

      She grinned, and I thought I knew why Brad Whitebyrd would swear off bachelorhood for Jadine. She was gorgeous. “So you think Papaw won’t get angry?”

      “Oh, I didn’t say that. He’ll scream. He’ll cry. He’ll tell you not to do it.” I giggled, and Jadine joined me. “But once he gets over it, he’ll welcome Brad into the family. He’s a pretty accomplished energy witch. Cecil will want him in Sanctuary after he thinks about it.”

      “I can see us being happy together.” The look of hope on her young, untested face made me want to laugh and cry at the same time.

      I’d have never told her she was wrong. Sometimes you just know when somebody’s the right one. I’d leave the persuasive speeches to Cecil and Shelly. Jadine’s adoptive parents, especially her mother, would probably drive her crazy. Shelly viewed her daughter as a princess and thought she’d marry a prince. Brad Whitebyrd was more like a spoiled frat boy.

      “Will you go with Brad to talk to Papaw?” Jadine twisted in her chair. I knew this request came from Brad.

      “Nope. If Brad’s big enough to get married, he’s big enough to do the hard stuff on his own.” I leaned down and slowly pulled my cousin into a hug. She squeezed tight and let go of me.

      “There’s something else. I had a vision, a real one.” Jadine plucked at the rayon of her dress.

      My breath caught in my throat. This might be the break I needed, the thing that would make all these weeks with Summervale Carnival worth the effort.

      “Something with Oscar Rivera?” I willed her to say yes. The worry about what I was going to do when I found his soul and could dispatch him was eating me up worse than just finding him and fighting him.

      She shook her head, frowning. “It was a man asking about us, like he was looking for us. He was in San Antonio at that RV park where we stayed.”

      I quickly calculated. Our stay in the city of San Antonio had been two weeks ago. “What did he want with us?”

      “I don’t know. But he had a snake for a necklace.” She made a face.

      My guts twisted as I considered all the people or things that might wear a snake for a necklace and might be looking for me. Anybody from Sol, my contact across the veil, to a topside supernatural overlord and slave trader I’d nicknamed Mohawk. I turned my attention back to Jadine. “Tell me more about this man.”

      She shook her head so hard, her blond waves whipped back and forth. “That’s it. Then the vision flashed to you. You had a hole right here.” She tapped herself on a spot above and between both eyes. “Bright light was streaming out of it.” Her breath came faster. “Those runes—the Coachman’s runes—were floating around you, and they were glowing.” She gulped.

      I took a step away from her, freaked out by what she’d seen and unable to make sense of it. Sometimes Jadine’s visions were symbolic. This one would take some thinking.

      “I did a search on my phone for the part about the light coming out of your head.” She gave me a sly little smile. I wanted to thump her. Brad Whitebyrd had probably taught her how to talk to her phone and make it talk back.

      “Find anything interesting?” I did all I could to keep the amusement out of my voice.

      “I found stuff about an evil eye and stuff about a third eye.” Jadine shrugged. That was the extent of her knowledge, which was more than she’d have been able to access on a smartphone a few years ago.

      “Okay. Thank you for letting me know. If you think that man is getting any closer, or if you somehow sense him here, come get me. Immediately.” Feeling eyes on my back, I glanced at the tent’s flap, only to see the shadow pull back quickly, as though to avoid detection. That was it. I’d banish this damn spirit as soon as I got away from Jadine. I turned to go. “Good luck with Cecil and Shelly.”

      Jadine blew me a kiss and went back to her crystal ball.
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        * * *

      

      Outside I disconnected from the noise and stench and searched for the shadow. At first, I felt nothing, but that prickling feeling of someone watching me soon returned. I did a slow circle until I spotted the shadow. It hovered right at the end of my family’s row of tents. I walked toward it.

      With each step, my black opal necklace sent shocks of heat into my skin. The necklace, a gift from an ex-boyfriend’s mother, magnified my natural gifts and warned me of nearby supernatural activity. The stronger the magic, the sharper the black opal’s warnings became. The level of heat the gem was generating made no sense for an everyday ghost.

      The shadow and I watched each other for several seconds. With no warning, it flew right at me, smacked into me, and knocked me off balance. Several people who’d been too close shouted as I slammed into them. I hit the dirt with a grunt and got up mad.

      The mantle rolled over and woke up. It was ready to kick ass. Its power, my birthright, had been passed down through my family for no telling how many generations. Because of a spell put on me in infancy, I did not yet have full control of the mantle’s power. But I was still a damn powerful witch and spirit medium.

      I gently gathered the massive, shining power, coaxing it through the spell blunting it. My vision wavered at the edges. Pinpricks of magic stung at my skin. Still I let the power unfurl further, let it fill me.

      I looked for the shadow again. It had backed away like a bull preparing to charge. It flew at me.

      This time, I met it with a blast of power strong enough to knock me backward a few steps. The mantle’s magic slammed into the shadow. I didn’t so much hear the impact as I felt it. The air rippled against my skin. In a strong voice, I said, “Go rest. There’s nothing left for you here.”

      The shadow backed away, slowly turned, and zipped into the dark night sky, becoming one with the inky expanse. I breathed a sigh of relief and tried to gather myself.

      Slowly, the sounds of the carnival came back. I became aware of a few people staring at me. I glared until the last of them, a middle-aged man who thought it was his job to teach me a lesson by staring me down, turned and left.

      Nearby, the bell on the strongman high-striker dinged. I’d argued against adding a high-striker, thinking modern people wouldn’t pay to do something so silly. Seems I’d underestimated the pull of testosterone. I shook my head and walked toward my tent. Break time was over.

      A familiar male voice raised in outrage. “That’s not right. I hit that thing harder than that.”

      I stopped in my tracks, swallowed hard, spun around, and started walking toward the voice.

      The game-runner, an unfortunate runaway named Early Ramey, shrugged. “Just a game, mister.”

      I crowded a little closer, heart slamming so hard I could barely breathe, and stood on my tiptoes. I didn’t see the head of long black hair. My mind was probably playing tricks on me. Jadine’s upcoming nuptials had me thinking of lonely days and nights stretching into infinity. The alone part wasn’t the kicker. It was knowing that the perfect man, one I already loved, had slipped right through my fingers.

      Then the familiar voice spoke again, and I locked eyes on the speaker. I’d been looking for the wrong man, the old Wade Hill. The one a few feet away was a different version altogether.

      “But I’m trying to win a bear for this little girl here.” Wade’s voice hadn’t changed any over the months since I’d last seen him, but he sure had. His black hair, which had reached down to the middle of his back the last time I saw him, had been cut very short.

      The conservative cut was probably to compensate for where Wade’s hair had been shaved around his head wound. The scar from the bullet that almost killed him looked a decade old instead of only a few months. Wade’s sister and niece must have known something about healing too. Wade’s beard, which had been a bushy mess hanging to his collarbone, was trimmed to hug the shape of his face. The lack of facial hair showed off a strong jaw and sexy, pouty lips. The broad shoulders and narrow hips were the same as ever—hot, hot, hot. I started toward him.

      A hard hand closed around my upper arm and dragged me out of the dirt thoroughfare. I yelled, “What the hell?”

      Whoever had ahold of me said nothing and kept on dragging me. They’d caught me off balance and had the upper hand.

      I struggled anyway, elbows flailing, and yelled, “I’ll beat the skin off your bones, shit brains.”

      No answer. I was jerked into the narrow space between two tents.

      Fist cocked, I spun to face my attacker. The blond woman, many inches taller than me, wore skin-tight blue jeans, a black lace see-through shirt, and a wide belt made of metal hoops.

      She put her hands up in response to my threat. “Don’t you remember me?”

      I dropped my hands and shook my head.

      “Makes sense. We only met for a minute, and you were exhausted.”

      But we’d met. I cocked my head and tried to place the full lips and square jaw. There was something about the hair. It reminded me of an angel’s halo.

      She got tired of waiting and said, “Wade’s sister, Desiree.”

      I got pissed again. “You made him leave without saying goodbye to me.” Fury and hurt at the way Wade had left, with just a Dear John note, came roaring back. I stomped forward and gave Desiree a hard shove, intending to go out there and speak to Wade, to try to figure out if there was still anything between us.

      She shoved back, harder than I’d expected. I stumbled backward and sat down in the dirt. Second time in one night someone had pushed me onto my ass. My face flamed, first with humiliation, then with anger. I moved to get up.

      Desiree stepped forward to tower over me. “Just listen, okay? Then if you want to fight, we can.” She held out a hand to help me up.

      What the hell. First the giantess knocked me down, now she wanted to help me up. The two of us gave each other catfight eyes. But the fight drained out of me as quickly as it had come. I’d need to go through Desiree to get to Wade. The first step was listening to what she had to say. I nodded my agreement and let her pull me to my feet.

      Desiree watched me closely, maybe making sure I wasn’t going to sucker punch her. When she finally spoke, her voice sounded heavy and tired.

      “Wade said he told you about the reading, the one forbidding you two to be together. Is that right?” She crossed her arms over her flat stomach and stood with her feet at shoulder width.

      I nodded again. “Your reading predicted great tragedy if we got together. In other words, you,” I said, pointing one finger at her, “advised him to keep his dick in his pants when it came to me.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Close enough.”

      I crossed my arms and mirrored her stance. Desiree was taller and heavier. Worse, she probably knew how to fight as well as me. She’d beat my ass. But I was pissed enough to give her a good contest. I loved Wade, even after his weird exit from my life, and still wanted to take a chance with him.

      “Your reading might be wrong.” I raised my eyebrows.

      Anger flashed behind Desiree’s blue eyes, and her fist curled. “No, ma’am. My reading ain’t wrong. Too much of it has come true.”

      The fruit punch burned sour in my stomach. “Like what?” I squeaked.

      “Like my brother getting shot helping you rescue that girl.” She licked her lips. “You saved his life, like you were supposed to. He loved you more than ever. The next thing is y’all would have a child together. Then my brother would die.” Her voice broke, and she put her hand to her mouth and said nothing for several seconds. When she looked back up, tears brimmed in her eyes. She rubbed her index finger underneath one before it had a chance to ruin her makeup. “And another man would raise his child.”

      I shook my head, still not ready to believe. “But that’s just one fate. Each person’s fate changes every day, with every choice you make.” That was what Mysti Whitebyrd told me, and I wanted to believe it.

      She pressed her lips together. “Did yours? You been fated all your life to take on your ancestor’s magic, to be a leader to your family. That change when your memaw had that spell put on you?”

      I flinched. Wade had told her about the spell blocking me from accessing the full measure of Priscilla Herrera’s mantle? That hurt worse than if Desiree had doubled up her fist and busted my nose. A lump worked its way up my throat. I swallowed against it, unable to speak.

      Desiree’s reading couldn’t be right. Wade and I had a special connection. He always knew just what I needed, just how to help me. And I understood his sudden rages and how he sometimes got sad over nothing.

      Desiree dropped her fighter’s stance and came forward. Hands out, beseeching. “This man who’ll raise my brother’s child will be the way for you to gain access to all your power without losing yourself, but you’ll make the wrong person mad. Hell, maybe you already have. And Wade’ll die trying to save you.”

      “No. You’re wrong,” I whispered, tears streaking down my face. This didn’t sound like bullshit. It sounded so real. But Mysti’s words kept coming back.“That doesn’t have to happen. Our fate changes in response to the choices we make. Things could turn out good for me and Wade.”

      She hooked one arm around my neck, dragged me to the edge of the tent, and pointed. “If that loyal, sweet man out there was your brother, would you want to risk it?”

      I thought about it. Part of me wanted to claw out this bitch’s eyeballs. How dare she come between me and the man I loved? Another part of me cringed at the thought of getting together with Wade for real, enough to make a baby, and then losing him.

      The bell on the strongman high-striker dinged. Wade’s happy shout floated back to us.

      Desiree smiled. “Thank goodness. That’s my grandbaby he’s trying to win something for. He’s got her pretty spoiled.”

      This woman had a grandchild? She didn’t look old enough. I had always calculated Wade’s age at maybe five years older than me. How much older was Desiree?

      She snorted at the look on my face. “Thanks for the compliment. But I’m older than Wade by thirteen years. My oldest son has a baby, and that’s her out there.”

      We stared at each other. Of all the ways I’d foreseen myself getting into a fistfight over a man, a confrontation with the man’s sister never occurred to me.

      “So what are we gonna do?” The mirth went out of Desiree’s face. “I guess I can’t stop you if you’re really determined. But, Peri Jean, he’s finally getting over you.” She stepped close enough for me to read the sadness on her face. “I know I’m being unfair. It’s always us women who make the sacrifices, and it sucks. I see how sad you are, know you love my brother, and it breaks my heart. I know we’d love each other as sisters-in-law, but I’d rather have my brother.”

      Another tear tracked down my face. The bell on the high-striker rang again. One more, and he’d have his pick of the stuffed animals. I had to make up my mind soon, or Wade would come looking for Desiree and make my decision for me.

      There was always a possibility Desiree was wrong. But her specific predictions scared me. Jadine saw the future. When she got specific like this, she was rarely wrong. Maybe Desiree had a similar gift. She must’ve had some powerful magic to heal Wade from his gunshot wounds. Why not the gift of accurate precognition too?

      “Do you love him enough to let him go?” Desiree came close enough to put her arm around me. I wanted to elbow her in the ribs, maybe break a few.

      “What’s going on here?” Hannah stood in the opening between the tents.

      Shelly, my great-aunt by marriage, stepped up next to Hannah, bleached blond hair fluttering in the hot wind. Shelly’s dark eyes, cold as a rainy January day, focused on Desiree. She curled one hand against her side as though searching for a weapon.

      I put my arm around Desiree, and she gave me the saddest look I’d ever seen. It said more than words ever could have. We’d have liked each other. We’re the same kind of woman. I broke her gaze and spoke to Hannah. “This is Wade’s sister. It’s all right.”

      I stepped to the edge of the space between tents, leaned out, and watched Wade.

      He now had Desiree’s granddaughter seated on his shoulders. “Hold on,” he yelled and lifted the mallet.

      Desiree stood next to me, a soft smile on her face. “I remember when Wade was born. Mama and Daddy were just drunks. So I got to hold him all I wanted. I’d dress him up and take him places, pretend he was my baby.” She laughed. “I can only imagine what people thought about a thirteen-year-old saying she had a baby.” She put her arm around me again. “How I wish things were different, Peri Jean Mace.”

      I still didn’t know if they couldn’t be. But the thought of things ending up like Desiree said ripped open my emotions and salted them for good measure. I pushed my hand over my mouth as if that would quell the ache.

      “I just want Wade to have a chance to enjoy his own grandchildren like I’m doing now.” Desiree watched her brother slam down the mallet.

      The bell dinged the third time. The finality of it made me want to scream and tear at my hair. My voice wobbled when I spoke. “Get him out of here. He knows all of us. He’ll recognize somebody and know I’m here.”

      Desiree stepped around me but turned back to speak one last time. “I think he already does. He had that look on his face when he insisted we come here tonight.” She shrugged. “Sometimes we can’t resist tempting fate.” With that, she walked off, hips swinging in those tight jeans.

      More than one man turned to get a second look at her. She reached Wade and lifted her granddaughter off his shoulders. The three of them picked out a huge, pink bear with a purple bow tie.

      Wade stuffed the bear under one thick arm and took the little girl’s hand. She tugged him toward the main part of the carnival, yelling and pointing.

      Desiree turned back to look at me one last time. I swiped the tears off my face and stood up straight. She nodded, turned, and walked away.

      Shelly took my arm and spoke in her brisk Northern accent. “Let’s get away from these prying eyes. This isn’t anybody’s business but ours.”

      Hannah nodded and led the way to our row of tents. Face set and on the edge of angry, she threw one glance toward Wade and Desiree. Neither saw the look she gave them. Good thing. It might have made them mad enough to fight.
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      Hannah went inside the face painting tent where she worked every time the carnival was open. I followed with my head hung low. Nobody needed to see my makeup tracked all over my face.

      Shelly stayed next to me, a maternal hand on my back, and led me toward the back of the tent where there was a separate room set up for privacy.

      In her mid-sixties, Shelly had a body as nice as mine and dressed to show it. Tonight’s outfit was a loose salmon tank top, which showed off firm arms and allowed occasional peeks at her surgically enhanced boobs, a pair of tight, white Capri pants, and high-heeled sandals.

      Something more sinister lurked under Shelly’s high-gloss outer shell. If my suspicions were correct, Shelly and Cecil had dropped the dime on Shelly’s first husband to the cops and got him killed. She’d been on her own since she was thirteen and always had one scam or another going.

      Most nights she wandered the carnival, talking to random men and leading them back to our special corner. But some nights, she hung out a sign offering “love advice.” She always had a long line.

      Finally in the safety of the back room, I flopped down in a metal chair, put my hands over my face, and let the shame roll over me.

      “How much did y’all hear?” My voice sounded muffled behind my hands, and I felt like a teenager having a tantrum, so I dropped them.

      “Enough to get the gist.” Shelly’s clipped accent made it sound like she was telling me off, but I’d learned it was just her way of talking.

      Hannah nodded agreement. She held a lighter to the tip of one of her long, skinny white cigarettes. She handed it to me and lit another one. The novelty of watching Hannah smoke after all the times she’d bitched about me doing it took away some of the sting of Desiree’s rebuke.

      Smoldering cigarette in one hand, Hannah fixed her gaze on me. I didn’t see much sympathy in it, but I saw understanding. “You knew it was over anyway, right?”

      I nodded, tears burning my eyes and a sob building in my throat.

      “Hon, I get why you’re upset. Really I do.” Shelly softened her voice. “But just liking someone, even loving them, doesn’t make them the right person for you.”

      I hung my head, already sick of this conversation even though it had only just started. Shelly had no idea who was the right person for me and who wasn’t.

      Shelly leaned forward, squinting at my face. “Oh, but I do know who’s right for you. You forget, I give love advice.”

      Shelly claimed to be an empath, capable of seeing a couple’s compatibility. Privately, I wondered if it was a scam. Cecil had told me his wife had a scam for every occasion. He even warned me not to let myself get pulled into any of them. I’d taken his advice seriously and stayed away from Shelly’s booth. Maybe I shouldn’t have. Shelly might have told me to give up hope on Wade months ago. Or not. Shelly Gregg was a grifter all the way down to her bone marrow.

      “I can see that speculative look on your face. Even through all that raccoon makeup. What I do isn’t just a scam.” Shelly held her cigarette to her mouth and took a casual drag. “I introduced Dillon and Finn. Finn’s aura showed that he was about to meet someone. We stopped in this little town in Alabama. I met Dillon in a coffee shop. Knew she was the one right away, even if she was too young for Finn. I introduced them. Finn tried to wiggle out of it, but…” Shelly shrugged her thin shoulders and smiled. It made her look fifteen years younger.

      What was this supposed to have to do with Wade and me? I tried to keep a look of polite interest on my face.

      Shelly gave me a shrewd wink. “What this has to do with you is that I saw your aura, and I saw Wade’s. There’s a strong connection there, but not the lasting kind.”

      Rage built in my chest. I didn’t want to let it out at Shelly. We had a good relationship so far. It wasn’t worth it to sour it over Wade. After what Desiree told me, I was scared to get within ten feet of him. But I still didn’t want to let the idea of him go.

      Shelly watched me. I’d have sworn she knew exactly what was going on in my head. She was that good at reading people. “Just keep an open mind. Don’t let old wounds cripple you.”

      That went against my beliefs. The wounds I’d survived had taught me things, made me stronger. I held on to them to keep me from repeating the same mistakes. “The past is my armor. I have to keep it close so I’ll never forget.”

      “Learning from mistakes is one thing. Carrying them around like luggage full of souvenirs is quite another. Forget him.” Shelly flicked ashes off her cigarette and blew them away, staring at me the whole time. Her meaning couldn’t have been more clear. Clear Wade out of your mind, out of your heart.

      I opened my mouth to argue but snapped it shut. Wade had made his decision when he wrote that Dear Peri Jean Mace letter and hightailed it out of my life. Hearing Desiree tell me why it would never happen broke my heart into a million pieces, but it solidified things. Wade and I were done. Nothing I said or did would change it.

      Shelly watched me, her dark eyes intent on something around my head. “Your aura shows that now would be a good time for you to drop the rock and start again. My advice? Go for it with the next man who seems interesting. You never know what you’ll find.”

      It didn’t matter what Shelly thought or said. I couldn’t imagine myself liking another man enough to even bother with a ten-day ugly bumping marathon. Forget any new relationships.

      Hannah watched me think. She knew me better than anybody. She smoked the last of her cigarette and stood. “Let’s drop it for now. I’ve got some stuff I want to show you.”

      I sat up straighter, glad for a change in the subject. “Did you find anything about Oscar Rivera in Austin?”

      Shelly and Hannah had taken a day trip to Austin, ostensibly to shop, while the workers had been setting up Summervale in its current location. They must have done a lot more than shop.

      “I’ve been talking to a girl online who does ghost tours in Austin. She’d written an article for her blog about something that intrigued me. She agreed to meet me for coffee.” Hannah turned to a file cabinet in the corner, slid open one of the drawers, and dug around in it. “She gave me a few ideas. I ended up having to make copies out of a reference book they had at the library, but look at these.” She handed me a sheaf of pages. I leafed through them.

      The first one was a copy of a page-sized picture. At first glance, all I saw were a bunch of people dressed in dusty looking clothes and staring straight ahead like they were having their mugshots taken. But then I recognized Oscar Rivera’s thick lips and sloe eyes.

      “Holy shit. It’s him.” A shiver worked its way down my spine. I set the page aside and skimmed over the entry associated with it.

      Oscar Rivera was named as William Burkehardt in the picture. This Burkehardt started a church in Austin catering to wealthy widows interested in spiritualism. He presented it as exploratory Christianity, but one of the members of the order said they did a lot of trying to contact the spirit world and even tried a crossroads-style meeting to attract spirits.

      One weekend, the entire membership—about ten women—disappeared. It was thought Oscar, or William, had spirited them away to get their money. They were looked for but never heard from again.

      The member quoted in the article, which was based on an old news story, said the disappearance happened while she was out of town but that she had already lost interest in the group before she left. Burkehardt scared her.

      I tried to hand the papers back to Hannah.

      “There’s one more,” she said.

      I flipped to the last page. It was from an article dated a year after the disappearance of Oscar and his harem. It was a copy of a newspaper article about a murder. I skimmed through the details, noting the name of the victim. It matched the one member of Oscar’s church who hadn’t disappeared. She’d been hacked to death with some sort of long blade and then mutilated. The bones had been taken out of one leg.

      “The runes,” I whispered.

      During my fight with Oscar Rivera several months earlier, I’d become acquainted with a set of runes he’d created out the bones of his victims. Each rune, smaller and thinner than a domino, had been carved with a particular symbol. The symbol represented a deal Oscar had made for immortality with a creature from the dark outposts.

      Each rune carried the life force of the victim it came from. The life force contained in the runes allowed Oscar’s corporeal body to live without the effects of age or disease. Because of the runes, Oscar walked among the living.

      But every bargain with a creature like the one Oscar dealt with has a loophole. Oscar’s loophole had been that his corporeal body, while it could not get old or sick and die, could be killed. Oscar had pissed off the wrong witch—an ancestor of mine—and got his corporeal body killed.

      His consciousness, the evil that made him Oscar, went to where he’d hidden his soul. No longer able to walk among the living, and unwilling to join the ranks of the dead, Oscar had languished there with his trapped soul. Until the wrong person had found one of his death runes and summoned him back.

      Oscar’s second walk among the living had ended in a fight with me. I’d sacrificed so much to send his awful, evil consciousness back to his soul. As far as I knew, he was still sitting in that cave with his soul, waiting for another moron to find one of his death runes. My goal was to find the box where he’d hidden his soul and forcefully banish it to the dark outposts before Oscar could make his way back among the living.

      Hannah’s voice cut into my thoughts and made me jump. “How much you want to bet a piece of every single one of those missing women is in that bag of runes you have?” Hannah wrinkled her nose.

      Gross. I wrinkled my nose. “That makes me wish I could throw them away. But Samantha said the wheel and the runes were my key to finding where Oscar hid his soul.”

      “You made any progress on that?” Shelly knew the story and seemed to have a working understanding of it.

      “I tried a few of the divining spells in Priscilla Herrera’s grimoire, but nothing happened.” I stopped and reconsidered. “Oh, the runes got hot with magic and I could hear people screaming, but I didn’t see anything useful.”

      “What about the wheel?” Shelly asked.

      The wheel had been gifted to me by Priscilla Herrera’s daughter Samantha—the witch who’d killed Oscar’s mortal body. Of course, Samantha was already dead when the gifting happened. But I still thought it counted as a gift.

      My biggest problem with the wheel was that I couldn’t quite understand its purpose. Therefore, I didn’t know its function or what to do with it. Realizing both Shelly and Hannah were watching me with puzzled looks crinkling their features, I said, “The only time I’ve seen the wheel do anything is when Sol crawled out of it and killed people.” I paused, enjoying the horrified looks on Hannah’s and Shelly’s faces.

      “So it’s a summoning device.” Shelly spoke with confidence. But then she always sounded that way.

      I shrugged. “I’ve tried a few of Priscilla’s summoning spells on it. It just stays cold and dead.”

      Jadine’s vision of me with the runes returned to my memory. The image still didn’t connect to anything I knew. I needed more information.

      “Who would know about the wheel?” I muttered out loud.

      “The only person I know is Mysti Whitebyrd,” Hannah said, “and I can’t believe the two of you haven’t beaten the topic to death.”

      We had. I gave her a shrug and a nod.

      “What about your problem accessing the center of our family’s power?” Shelly raised her pencil-thin eyebrows. “The mantle, I mean. Could that have anything to do with your inability to make the wheel and the runes work together?”

      I grunted in answer. I didn’t even want to think about that stupid spell. It made me tired.

      “Have you done any more work on removing the spell?” Not one to beat around the bush, Shelly also wouldn’t drop a topic just because it made me uncomfortable.

      I shook my head. “I don’t know what to do. Cecil mentioned a man he knew who might help. But honestly, I’m a little afraid of what he’ll do to me. When Sol ate a hole in the spell to let some of the mantle out, I thought I was losing my mind from the pain.”

      Hannah, who’d endured more physical and emotional pain than just about anybody I knew, stared into the face painting tent, face haunted.

      Shelly spoke up. “I tend to believe the power we need is within us from the start. There is a way to remove that spell yourself. Didn’t you say it was a form of scar tissue, made up of the bad things you’ve endured?”

      I nodded.

      She pointed at me. “Think about what we were just saying about leaving the past behind and blazing a new road into the future.”

      “But…” I didn’t know what my argument was, but I did know it wasn’t as simple as shrugging off all the bad I’d endured like a too-hot coat.

      “No, not yet.” A man’s cry came from right outside the tent. I recognized the voice right away.

      Before I could react, Shelly shouted, “That’s my Cecil,” and raced out of the tent. Hannah and I hurried along behind her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cecil stood off in the middle of the dirt midway, one hand clapped to his chest, sucking in deep, moaning breaths.

      “No, Jackson. Not yet,” he managed between pants.

      Shelly ran to her husband’s side and grabbed his arm. “Somebody call an ambulance,” she yelled. For Shelly to want outside help, she had to believe Cecil was really dying.

      I whipped out my phone, but Hannah gripped my wrist.

      “He’s not dying,” she said. Her caramel eyes locked on my darker ones. For a second I relived the horror of saving her after a suicide attempt. Her re-entry into the land of the living came with a talent. She predicted deaths. The irony of it hurt my soul. I gave her a grateful nod, and she let go of me.

      Still holding my phone, I approached Cecil. His frightened gaze latched on to mine.

      “Peri Jean, do you see Jackson’s ghost?” He pointed at a man standing a few feet away, mouth hanging open in shock at the scene. The poor man clutched a picture in one hand.

      “That man’s not a ghost, Papaw. He’s alive like us.” I advanced on the man. “Are you Jackson?” I yelled, expecting the man to back up. He stood his ground, head lowered like an animal, staring out at me from narrow glittering green eyes.

      “No. I’m not Jackson. My name’s Tanner Letts. My grandfather was Jackson.” Tanner’s voice, a rough purr, stopped me from coming any closer.

      The sound of that voice did something to my body. Made it hot all over. Suddenly, I didn’t want to argue with Tanner any more. I wanted to go somewhere and splash cold water on my face.

      Tanner walked toward us, steps soft and rocking, like a big animal on the prowl. “Should I call the paramedics?”

      His concise way of enunciating words, of speaking every syllable, marked him as not from Texas or the South. An outsider in every possible way. Just what we needed.

      I looked at Cecil for the answer. Only he knew if he still felt like he was dying. Sweat covered my uncle’s face, had dampened his white dress shirt, and made it stick to his chest.

      “No. I thought Tanner here was his grandfather’s ghost. Jackson always said… well, it's silly.” Cecil put his arm around Shelly and leaned on her.

      “Tell us, honey.” Shelly stared at her husband, probably worried he’d keel over with no warning.

      Cecil cleared his throat. “Jackson Letts was my best friend throughout boyhood. The last time we spoke, Jackson and I agreed that whoever died first would come fetch the other when it was their time to die so we could walk into the afterlife, the next great adventure, the same way we’d done things as young men.” Cecil’s voice quaked on the last word. Tears flooded his eyes. He tried to laugh. “My heart’s been so bad the last couple of years…I just thought…”

      “I’m sorry, sir.” Tanner stepped forward and handed Cecil the picture he’d been holding this whole time.

      I crowded in, brushing against Tanner. Those jewel-colored eyes met mine again.  I tried to ignore him and looked at the picture. It showed Cecil as a very young man, maybe early twenties, standing next to a man who shared Tanner’s narrow chin and wide cheekbones. Both Tanner and Jackson sported broad, bar-fight noses, though Jackson’s was more crooked.

      Tanner caught me staring. I glanced away, cheeks heating. World’s Biggest Tramp goes to Peri Jean Mace. Five minutes earlier I’d been crying my eyes out over Wade, thinking I’d never get over him. Thinking any other man would be a weak substitute for Wade. Why was I even bothering to assess Tanner Letts? He was probably a loser anyway.

      I caught Hannah watching me. She raised her eyebrows and shrugged. I could practically hear her thoughts in my head. Let it go. Move forward or be trampled by everything else moving past you. I ignored her and pretended to be fascinated by the picture.

      “You were good-looking, Papaw.” I nudged Cecil. He laughed and shook his head, already getting his color back. I took the opportunity to check out Tanner some more.

      Long brown hair brushing his shoulders. Muscular thighs encased in black jeans so faded they were gray at the thighs and white on the knees. Tight T-shirt with a faded emblem I couldn’t quite read. Facial hair trimmed to the perfect length, not quite stubble, not quite beard. Mr. Rock-n-Roll.

      Then I noticed the necklace. Jadine’s vision of the man looking for us came crashing back. The necklace wasn’t a snake. It was a plain silver chain looped through a silver ring. The ring was a snake eating its own tail. Ouroboros. Close enough.

      Especially when the other part of the vision had me with a hole in my head and wading in the Coachman’s runes. Tanner better have some good answers about why he was here.

      “You’re the one who’s been looking for us.” I faced Tanner. The black opal pinged to let me know there was something magical about him. I didn’t care what it was right then. He’d been tracking us, and he'd better have a damn good reason why.

      “Of course I’ve been looking for you.” He tried to laugh it off, but he widened his stance. The cat getting ready to pounce.

      “Move,” Finn yelled at the people who’d surrounded us.

      For the first time, I took in the curious faces. “Show’s over,” I yelled. “Go back to having fun or go home. My uncle just had a scare.”

      The people moved enough for Jadine to push her way through. Finn followed right behind her. I pulled Jadine to me, made her stand next to Tanner, and whispered, “I think this is the man from your vision. He’s here looking for Papaw, and he has an ouroboros necklace. Can you sense anything?”

      Jadine held one hand toward Tanner, fingers reaching. She wanted to touch him.

      Tanner backed away, muscles in his arms tensing. “What is this? I’m just here to talk to Cecil Gregg. I don’t want trouble.”

      Finn stepped behind Tanner and gripped both his arms. Tanner twisted in Finn’s grip, easily slipping out of it. He bent both knees and held up his fists.

      “I don’t want to fight you people. I’m just…” Tanner glanced at Cecil, the intimidating eyes no longer confident. Now they almost pleaded.

      Cecil motioned for us to get away from Tanner. “You kids stop it. Give him some room.”

      Tanner backed into me, his long hair brushing my face. The scent of his shampoo filled my nose, clean and manly. I shoved him back toward Finn. Tanner spun, already rearing back to hit, but stopped himself with an obvious effort. We glared at each other. The bright lights gleamed golden on his not-quite-beard, and sweat glossed his sun-bronzed skin. I forced a frown onto my face.

      “Tell us what you’re up to.” I tore my gaze off him and glanced around for Finn’s wife, Dillon. She could use her gift of persuasion on Tanner. Get him to tell us anything we ever wanted to know.

      “Everybody stand down,” Cecil shouted. “Tanner is the grandson of the best friend I ever had. He’ll be heard with respect.”

      Finn and I backed away, hands up in surrender. We exchanged a glance. I pushed a thought to the forefront of my mind. Jump him if he runs. Finn, a telepath, nodded his understanding of my command.

      “This is not how I pictured this.” Tanner, having regained his cool, kicked at the ground with one of his worn-out, square-toed boots.

      “Life is rarely how you picture it. Start talking.” My eyes met Tanner’s again. I narrowed them to let him know I meant business. Tanner did the same.

      Cecil put his hand on Tanner’s arm. “Just relax. Peri Jean here—she’s my niece and Sanctuary’s enforcer—seems a lot meaner than she is.”

      Cecil shot a glare at me, its meaning clear. Back off and let this guy talk. Even though I didn’t want to, I took a step backward.

      Watching me, Tanner tucked a lock of hair behind one ear. His neck, smooth-shaven, looked soft but strong. A current of desire ran through me, made my jeans too tight. My lips parted. Tanner’s nostrils flared, his tongue going to the corner of his mouth.

      He took his eyes off me and spoke to Cecil. “Fine. I’ve had a bad couple of years. Lost everything.”

      His voice, rough and soft all at the same time, seeped into me as though he was touching my body.

      Tanner danced foot to foot, uncomfortable, but still fluid with each movement. “When I was getting the last of my stuff out of my house —what I didn’t have to leave after the bank foreclosed—I found a box of pictures. That one was in it.” Tanner gestured at the picture Cecil still held. “I remembered all the times my grandfather told me about Sanctuary, how he said it was a place where you go when you need somewhere safe.”

      Tanner’s story pierced my heart, stirred up the beginnings of sympathy. No. I did not want to sympathize with this guy. He needed get the hell out.

      I couldn’t quit looking at him, and looking at Tanner felt like a betrayal to Wade. It wasn’t that Tanner was pretty. The wide cheekbones and the brawler’s nose kicked him out of male model territory. But it didn’t matter. Tanner’s kind of magnetism ran deeper than pretty. And those eyes. They made my stomach flip-flop.

      That was when I decided Tanner couldn’t stay with Sanctuary. Because if he was around, it was going to make me have thoughts I didn’t want. I wanted to mourn the loss of any possibility ever with Wade on my own terms. I formulated my no and glanced at Cecil.

      My uncle wore a wide grin, and his dark eyes glowed with excitement. Before I could tell Tanner to hit the road, Cecil said, “We’d love to have you, son.”

      Tanner swallowed and stood very still, breeze fluttering long strands of his hair.

      I thought fast. “Wait a minute. Let’s talk about what kind of trouble Tanner’s in. Is anybody after you?”

      Tanner’s broad cheekbones darkened. “Just bill collectors.”

      I nodded, sympathy overriding my basic need to send Tanner packing. “Yeah, I’ve been there.” I jumped at my own words, frantically searching for another reason Tanner couldn’t stay. It came like magic. “If you’ve lost everything, what are you staying in? We don’t do motels. We’ve all got RVs.”

      “Tanner can stay with Shelly and me,” Cecil broke in. “Jadine can bunk with you, Peri Jean.”

      Tanner shook his head. “No, sir. I’d never ask that. The last two things I own are an old camper and the truck my dad used to use to pull it.”

      Cecil slipped his arm over my shoulders. “Tanner’s great-grandparents helped my parents found Sanctuary. They and their children, one of which was my dear friend Jackson, were here from the beginning. Surely we can consider Tanner a legacy member and give him a chance.”

      My cheeks flamed. I knew I was being played, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. I gave a grudging nod. Cecil took his arm off me to shake hands with Tanner. Tanner watched me as he shook hands with my great-uncle.

      I couldn’t look away. Those eyes. Damn it. Just damn it.
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      I stomped toward my tent. Even arguing with people about whether or not they really wanted a love spell was better than standing around acting like it was okay that Cecil had allowed a weirdo that nobody knew into our group just because he’d been friends with the weirdo’s grandfather.

      “Wait,” Hannah called from behind me. I waited until she caught up to begin my rant.

      “I can’t believe Cecil just let this Tanner nerd in. Especially after he gave me such a hard time over the fire-eater family.” That had been a sore spot for me. I’d liked the family of fire-eaters and thought they’d make a good addition to Sanctuary. We had too many people who depended on the runoff from those of us who actually had marketable talents. Cecil had vetoed me, claiming the fire-eaters looked like trouble.

      Hannah said nothing. I glanced over to see a smirk on her face. I stopped.

      “Don’t you think we should have checked out Tanner more?” I heard the high-pitched exasperation in my voice, felt it in the acid on my stomach. I wanted Hannah to be on my side.

      Hannah’s smirk grew into a grin. “I think you checked out Tanner enough for all of us.” She raised her eyebrows. Hannah’s recent bad experiences with men kept her out of the dating pool. But she still noticed and rated every good-looking man.

      “Oh, good grief,” I muttered to let her know now wasn’t the time.

      “Don’t you try that with me. I know you well enough to detect interest.” She laughed.

      “He’s a loser.” I stomped toward my tent. At least it was one place I was in charge.

      “I don’t think Tanner’s a loser.” She trailed after me. “Something bad happened in his life, sure, but I think he’s decent.”

      I barely heard her. I was too busy staring at the man coming out of my tent.

      “Hey!” I took a few running steps toward the guy, trying to decide if I recognized the gray hair and the emaciated body. I didn’t think I did.

      But maybe this guy was ill and wanted to check on a healing potion. I made them from recipes in Samantha’s grimoire, which I’d recently obtained, and they worked. The guy might also be up to no good. Either way, I wanted to find out, maybe take out my annoyance with Tanner Letts on him.

      The guy never acknowledged me. He picked up his pace, hurrying toward a crowd of yelling, jostling teenagers. Maybe I did recognize the way he walked, but I couldn’t quite place it. I watched more carefully, noting a flash of silver at his feet. I focused on his cowboy boots. Duct tape. The guy had duct-taped his cowboy boots together. Damn. That was pretty dire.

      I hurried toward the crowd of kids, but they picked that moment to stop in the middle of the path leading through the tents and start talking and giggling. By the time I picked my way through them, the man was gone.

      Hannah peeked out of my tent. “Peri Jean? You better get in here, girl.”

      I changed direction and rushed into my tent.

      The drawer where I kept Oscar’s bone runes hung open. The runes covered the chair where I sat to do business, just hovering on it, sort of jittering. Oscar’s special brand of evil, tinged with his hate, baked out from the runes. As we stood watching, the runes dropped to the floor and began to spin lazily. Hannah skittered backward, trying to get away from the evil.

      I stood my ground, letting the haze of horror radiate over me. Jadine’s vision of me surrounded by Oscar’s runes came back. That was two in one night. First Tanner, now this. But I still didn’t know what it meant.

      I inched closer to the runes scattered on the dirt floor. “Were the runes already stuck to my chair when you came in here?”

      She nodded. “And the room already felt the way it does now.”

      The guy I’d seen, Mr. Duct Tape Boots, must have done this. I fumed, wishing I’d caught him. I’d have made him eat that duct tape and thank me for the nice meal. Occupied with my anger, it took several seconds to realize nothing had been tampered with except the runes. Odd. There were items in my tent that looked far more valuable than the runes. Besides, they’d been tucked out of sight.

      “Is anything missing?” Hannah still held her hands over the runes in a warding off gesture.

      I glanced around but saw nothing other than the runes scattered on the floor. I shook my head at Hannah and bent over to see what was going on.

      How had the runes stuck to the chair? The only magic connected to those runes belonged to Oscar Rivera.

      Oscar was supposed to be powerless in his soul prison. He shouldn’t have been able to manufacture enough magic to make the runes stick to the chair. Had the guy we saw coming out of the tent done this? I hadn’t gotten any magical pings off him. And the black opal usually let me know, as it had with Tanner.

      I lit a cigarette and paced back and forth, rubbing my temples and muttering to myself.

      “Do you think the Coachman—I mean Oscar—is trying to get another coven to summon him?” Hannah stared at the scattered runes, a sick expression on her face.

      “Sure, if he can manage it. But…” I gestured at the runes. “How could that guy have known the runes were here? It’s not like I had a sign saying, ‘Contact a Crazy Motherfucker with These Runes.’”

      Hannah frowned at the runes and chewed her lip in thought. “Didn’t you once tell me it’s possible Oscar had caches of these runes stashed in places where he murdered people? That guy we saw could have found more of Oscar’s runes somewhere else. And Oscar might have sent him. Right?”

      I groaned in answer. Leave it to Hannah to bring up an even more horrifying scenario. Oscar had been a prolific murderer. Logic said there were way more runes than the ones in my possession. But I had held out hope those runes didn’t exist. “There’s nothing we can do now, other than tell the others to keep an eye out for Mr. Duct Tape.”

      Hannah walked over to the mess of runes, picked up the muslin bag I kept them in, and tried to use the edge of her phone to sweep them into the bag. The runes slid over the dirt floor, away from Hannah. She dropped the bag and backed away.

      I sent a text message to everybody in my family about Mr. Duct Tape. Then I got a folder out of the buffet where the runes had come from and tried sweeping the runes into a pile. They ran from me as well. Impatient, I grabbed at one. Soon as my fingers touched it, a flash of evil shot through me. My heart stuttered, then ached. My vision of the living world faded.

      A woman runs down a hallway, screaming. Blood streams from a gash on her cheek. Footsteps pound behind her. Oscar Rivera gains on her, teeth bared in a bloody slash, an axe gripped in both hands.

      The intensity of the vision rocked me on my feet. I gripped the back of my chair and pushed myself out of it. Reality bled over the vision, and I realized I’d missed whatever Hannah had said. “What?”

      “I didn’t say anything. It was this awful sound…” She cut off her words and pointed at the flap leading outside. “Hear it?”

      “Hoooooo.” The sound came from outside and sounded like an engine winding down or maybe a very strong wind whistling around large structures.

      The sound drilled into my head, its wrongness scraping against my nerves. I left the runes where they lay and stood.

      It came again. “Hoooooo.”

      “What is that?” I asked Hannah.

      She shook her head.

      “Hoooooo.” This time it was closer.

      My black opal woke up and gave me a little shock. The stone began to heat the skin on my chest and ping me at intervals.

      “Hoooooo.” The sound raised the hair on the back of my neck.

      The black opal’s pulses of magic came closer together, almost like an extra heartbeat. The table where I performed séances began to shake.

      “Hoooooo.” It was right outside the tent now.

      I walked to the flap, knees so weak I could barely keep my balance. But I had to see.

      “Don’t go out there.” Hannah had backed herself against the wall, as far as she could get from the runes and the awful sound.

      “Stay here.” I walked outside.

      Our little thoroughfare off the midway was nearly deserted. It was almost time for the carnival to close. Several yards away, I caught a glimpse of Tanner’s long hair as he walked next to Cecil, who seemed to be explaining something. They both glanced at me.

      “Hoooooo.” It came from all around me.

      Cecil looked up at the sky. He’d heard it too. Tanner followed Cecil’s movement, eyes wide in confusion.

      The air changed. The hot wind that had been rushing through stopped. A heaviness replaced it, pressed against my skin. My teeth throbbed, and an annoying hum filled my ears.

      “Hoooooo.” The sound came from above me.

      I raised my head and stared at the sharp stars and inky sky. They looked normal to me. Then everything changed.

      Far above, a blob appeared. It shot toward me, growing bigger as it came. Its sound came with it. “Hoooooo.”

      It flew closer, and I recognized the shadow from earlier. Only now it was three times the size it had been. It raced toward me, the sound growing louder and louder.

      I stood rooted to the spot, the ringing in my ears so loud I could barely think.

      “Run!” came Cecil’s shout. It snapped me out of my trance. I looked around for the source. Cecil cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted again. “Run, baby, run!”

      Next to him, Tanner stood open-mouthed at the spectacle.

      I took a few steps toward the main part of the carnival and glanced back at the shadow. It shot forward and brushed against me. The world flashed black and gray.

      I kicked it into high gear and ran for my life.
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      I rounded the corner into the main carnival midway running wide open. Funnel cake booths and games of skill and chance flew past. People standing in line stared. Some pointed me out to their friends.

      I pumped my legs as hard as I could and raced for the attractions. People littered the fence next to the Ferris wheel. Screams came from somewhere nearby, probably the zero gravity ride. I went past them all with no idea where I was going. I just knew I didn’t want that shadow to pull me off the carnival grounds.

      The “hoooooo” sound chased me. It was like someone sucking wind and hollering at the same time. Not too creepy, unless it came from the larger-than-human shadow behind me.

      My thighs ached and shivered. They wouldn’t hold out much longer. My lungs screamed for mercy. Hannah and I smoked way too much. If she’d quit, I would too. I shook off the foolishness and ran harder. I had to figure this out and do it fast.

      Problem was, I didn’t even understand what happened. That cowboy’s mother’s ghost turning into this shadow didn’t make any sense. The dead lady had seemed so normal, even with the bashed-in head.

      Black dots swam at the edges of my vision. My body was on the verge of collapse. I had to get somewhere I could rest.

      A row of tents with inside attractions was coming up. Some spirits couldn’t cross into structures. Maybe this one was one of the unlucky ones. The Hall of Mirrors was first. Not the greatest place to elude a spirit, since they liked mirrors, but I was out of go-juice. I swung around the line and barreled through the door.

      “Hey!” yelled the ticket taker. “I don’t care if you work for the carnival. You can’t go in free.”

      I pretended not to hear and ran into the dimly lit enclosure. The Summervale Hall of Mirrors sported a medieval fantasy theme, the mirrors framed in elaborate gilt. Overhead lights flashed off the mirrors. My fatigued vision interpreted it as a strobe effect. It made my head swim. I stopped and put my hands on my knees, struggling to breathe. The sound I made didn’t sound too different from the shadow’s “hoooooo.” Maybe we deserved each other.

      As I caught my breath and began to feel normal again, I listened for the “hoooooo” and didn’t hear it. I began to relax.

      The first scream came from within the Hall of Mirrors. High-pitched, teenage, female. A teenage boy yelled, “Holy shit! What is that?”

      Then came a grown woman’s voice. “You can’t be in here dressed up all horror-like. This attraction is for little kids too.” She was trying to sound big and tough, but fear quivered at the edges of her words.

      The cowardly part of me, the part Priscilla Herrera always criticized, considered finding the emergency exit and slipping out. The shadow was just a spirit and would likely go back to its realm at dawn. But I couldn’t do that. It would be an asshole move. Even though I considered myself a die-hard butthole, I didn’t think I’d crossed into asshole territory yet.

      I trudged toward the sound of the disturbance. One question plagued me. Why had they seen the spirit? The reason I saw them made sense. But normal people didn’t usually see spirits.

      I followed the sound of a child wailing through the maze until I found them. The woman knelt on the floor next to a little boy old enough to have lost one of his front teeth. Tears streaked down his red face.

      “There’s somebody dressed like a scary witch.” The woman, whose voice I recognized from earlier, was still trying to be a badass for her kid. Her wide, fear-filled eyes and the way she clutched her child gave away her terror over what she’d seen.

      That told me she didn’t regularly see ghosts or spirits. There had to be a reason, but I was too rattled to hit on it. Best thing I could do right then was get this woman and her kid out of here so I could deal with this nasty ghost without an audience.

      “Yes, ma’am. I apologize on behalf of Summervale Carnival. That person is playing a prank. We’ll remove them right now. Go back outside and ask for a refund.” Unable to believe how calm I sounded, I helped the woman up and pointed her in the right direction.

      Something moved behind me. I turned and faced the shadow. At first, I saw nothing but a ripple in reality. But then I glanced at one of the mirrors. I saw what the townies had seen. And it was ugly.

      A scream worked its way up my chest. I opened my mouth to birth it into the world, but nothing more than a hiss came out of me. “No,” I whispered and backed away.

      The shadow advanced on me, its features taking shape now that I had glimpsed its true form in the mirror. That told me the being was from the dark outposts and likely not a spirit in the sense of ghosts and specters. This thing was a puredee monster. And now that I had seen it, it would never let me un-see it.

      The monster's greenish-gray skin was either covered in slime or had a slick, rubbery looking surface. Its eyes, with no iris, consisted of a huge black dot in the middle of the eyeball. The creature’s sunken mouth opened and let out another “hoooooo.” This one rattled the mirrors in their frames.

      I backed into one of the mirrors. It shook with the impact. I pushed against it, wishing I could scoot through the wall.

      The creature took another step toward me, hunching at the waist to lean closer. Its hooked nose reached almost to its thin slash of lips. A pointed chin curved away from its body.

      The creature wore no clothes. Deflated looking breasts lay flat on her bony chest. Both her head and her sex were covered with thin, greasy black and gray hair.

      The thing reached out one hand to me. The sight of that hand scared me weak. Bony fingers, three times as long as mine, covered with inches-long, sharp, black fingernails, grazed my face.

      I pressed myself against the mirror, barely feeling its cool, hard surface. My breath came in wild gasps, each one followed by a grunt. My brain lost its ability to reason and only sent one message. Run. Run. Run. Run.

      Running was a good idea. I pushed away from the mirror and tried to duck around the monster. She closed one hand around my arm, squeezing so tight the bones of my forearm ground together. With a flick of her arm, she slung me back.

      My head slapped the wall. A thump reverberated through my head. Dull pain spread from the point of impact. The blow scrambled my thoughts further. Somewhere, very far away, a raven cawed. I couldn’t remember why that was important.

      The black opal pinged. But I didn’t know what that meant either. I couldn’t do anything but try to escape from the monster. It raised one bony foot, tipped with long black nails matching the ones on its hands, and swung it toward my legs. Her kick forced my legs out from under me. I toppled to the dirt. The creature straddled me and pushed me onto my back.

      The black opal sent ping after ping into my chest. Finally I remembered I was a witch. The raven’s caw came again. This time, my brain spit out the information I needed. Orev. This raven was my familiar. Orev had roosted for the night somewhere too far away to get here in time. But he still wanted to help. The next caw echoed through my head. The mantle, it said. Find your power.

      I reached for the mantle and grabbed on to it, panicked and pulling too hard. The spell blocking me from the mantle’s full power required finesse if I wanted to get around it. But right then, I was beyond anything but animal panic. The mantle screamed against the tissue of the spell. Pain lanced through my magical core. I loosened my hold and pushed a jolt of magic into the creature.

      I waited, expecting a howl of rage or pain. Nothing happened. The monster showed no reaction at all. I called forth the power again, this time drawing energy from the dirt. I let my magic surround the creature and then pushed her away from me.

      “Go home, spirit.” I no longer believed it was a spirit, but in my panicked state, no other words would come out.

      The creature acted as though I had done nothing. She used her claws to rip my T-shirt down the middle. She pushed both sides open almost gently.

      “Peri Jean?” Hannah’s shout came from somewhere within the maze.

      I wanted to call out to her, to beg her to help me, but it would endanger her. I bit down on the shout and called to the mantle again. I’d used too much power the first two times. This time, it hurt to take hold of my magical ability.

      Desperate, I endured the pain and pushed the power at the creature. This would be my last time. My back bowed as I pumped all the power I had into the blast of pure fire and sent it into the creature.

      This time, she jumped a little and tilted her head to stare at me. She ran one claw along my cheek. I jittered as it scratched down my skin.

      “It’s too late. Your fate is sealed.” Her voice, thickened with some accent I didn’t recognize, rumbled like water slurping down a clogged drain.

      She leaned back. With one razor-tipped finger, she punctured the skin right underneath my collarbone and laid it open. The pain went beyond a cut or scrape. It felt like a strip of hot metal branding me. I screamed, body bucking and writhing underneath my captor.

      Footsteps raced toward us. Hannah, red-faced and sweating, careened around a corner. She took in the monster, mouth going slack, eyes widening. Then her eyes hardened, and she dug a brown vial of my holy water out of her pants pocket. She popped off the cap and splashed it on the creature.

      The creature turned to glare at Hannah, showing teeth the color of rotted meat, and hissed. Other than that, she showed no reaction to the water. The monster slashed at my chest again. This one hurt more than the first. I howled, vision going gray at the edges. Cold sweat broke out over my body.

      “Do something,” Hannah screamed at me.

      I tried to answer, to tell her I’d used up all my power and it had done almost as much good as pissing into the wind, but all that came out was a sick croak.

      The monster turned to Hannah. “Hoooooo” issued from her.

      Hannah raced forward and shoved at the monster. The thing flashed out one of those horrible spidery hands and grabbed Hannah by the leg. She shifted her weight off me, and I scooted out from under her.

      “Hoooooo.” The monster threw Hannah across the room. She hit the wall of mirrors, and the whole maze shook. Hannah slid to the floor and stared at the monster with a dazed expression on her face.

      A blast of cold came from behind me. Priscilla Herrera said, “Make her see herself in the mirror. Do it now, or you’ll both die.”

      Trying to keep an eye on the monster, I backed up, reached as far as I could behind me, and grabbed the edge of the nearest mirror. It rattled against the wall, held by some hook or stay I couldn’t even see. I yanked harder.

      The monster began making her noise. “Hoooooo.” It sounded like a jet engine winding up to take off into the wild blue yonder.

      “What are you doing?” Hannah picked herself up off the floor, rubbing at a skinned elbow.

      “Showing Miss Ugly her reflection,” I hollered back.

      Hannah got on the other side of the mirror. We both lifted, and it came off the wall. We turned it so it was right in front of Miss Ugly.

      She stopped hoooing and cocked her head, studying herself. Then she let out a bellow louder and more appalling than anything else she’d done so far. It sounded like a dinosaur trying to shit a skyscraper. All the mirrors cracked and crashed to the floor, glass tinkling.

      I threw my arms up over my face and hoped Hannah had the sense to do the same. The sound of falling glass stopped, and it hit me that Miss Ugly had shut up too. I took down my arms. Miss Ugly had gone, hopefully for good. My chest throbbed where the monster had scratched me with her filthy fingernails. I glanced over at Hannah. She still had her arms over her face.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      She took down her arms and nodded, blinking fast. “Where is she?”

      “Gone, I hope.” I looked at all the broken mirrors, thinking of the belief that breaking a mirror earned you seven years bad luck. If it was true, I had an eternity of bad luck coming. Figured.

      My chest began to sting as well as throb. Liquid dripped from the wound. I tried to pull the edges of my T-shirt back together, but they hung open like a vest.

      Hannah stared at the sore, nose wrinkled and lip curled. “That’s bad. Really bad.”

      Cold blasted through the room again. Priscilla Herrera stepped out from behind one of the partitions where mirrors had once hung to create a confusing maze.

      “Come with me. Samantha needs to talk to you.” She motioned at the wall, and a dark hole opened.

      I stared at the hole, making no move to go toward it. Priscilla had proved herself trustworthy, but she didn’t much care if she scared or hurt me. I didn’t have much more tough girl left in me that day. But if I refused to do what Priscilla said, she might not help me again.

      “Where are you going?” Hannah moved toward the dark maw.

      “To the other side.” I glanced at Priscilla and motioned to Hannah. The ghost rolled her eyes but nodded. I approached Hannah and held out one hand. “Wanna go?”

      Together, Hannah and I stepped into the darkness.
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      The blackness only lasted a second. Then Hannah and I stood in the woods across the meadow from Samantha Herrera’s house.

      Samantha was my great-great-grandmother and Priscilla’s daughter. She’d been the last truly powerful witch to come from Priscilla’s genetic line until I came along.

      Samantha had died long before I was born. She now lived across the beautiful, sun-dappled meadow in front of me in a stone cottage on the edge of a grove of graceful oaks in a totally different dimension.

      “It’s day here.” Hannah breathed in the cool air.

      “I think it always is. Come on.” I led the way though the meadow, wading through the Indian paintbrush and bluebonnet flowers.

      Hannah walked alongside me, gazing with wonder at everything. “This is the afterlife?”

      “It’s Samantha’s afterlife. But she created this place before she died. She calls it her hiding place.” I pointed at a butterfly the size of a bird, and Hannah gasped.

      Something large crashed through the woods behind us. We turned but saw nothing. I tugged Hannah in the direction of Samantha’s cottage. We got to the stone courtyard, where I’d last had tea and cookies with Samantha, but found it empty.

      “Peri Jean?” Samantha’s voice came from inside the cottage. “Get inside now. Hurry up.”

      I hurried to the plain wooden door and worked the iron latch. The door swung open. The smell of baking cookies drifted out to meet us.

      Samantha’s fat, white cat streaked between my feet and leapt onto a worn chair before either Hannah or I could even get inside. I tried pulling my T-shirt together again and stepped inside.

      “I’m in the kitchen,” Samantha called.

      We wove around the living room furniture, all worn but clean, and followed the smell of warm sugar into the kitchen. Samantha took a sheet of cookies out of the oven and set them on the counter. She turned to me, smiling, but took one look at the mess on my chest and let out a little scream.

      “How bad is it?” I lowered my chin, but the wound was too close to my head. I wouldn’t be able to see it without a mirror.

      “It’s oozing clear liquid. That means it’s deep.” Samantha grabbed a muslin towel off the counter and came to dab at my chest.

      Priscilla’s voice came from behind us. “I told you she’d been hurt, but you never believe how serious things are. Everything’s a game to you.”

      I twisted away from Samantha’s ministrations to find Priscilla at a small table, a cup of tea and a plate of cookies in front of her. Hannah gasped at the sight of the proud, tattooed lady, pointed, and said, “That’s Priscilla Herrera.” She turned to me for confirmation.

      I nodded. Samantha gripped my arm and made me face her again.

      Hannah edged closer to the ghost. “I can’t believe I’m seeing you.”

      Priscilla finished her cookie and brushed the crumbs off her hands. She pointed at a chair next to her and spoke to Hannah. “Sit here.”

      Hannah wandered over and did as she was told, still staring at Priscilla.

      Samantha took the towel away from my wound and went back into the work area of her kitchen. She took a container off a shelf and poured brownish liquid into a bowl. Motioning me to the table, she followed me with the bowl and a new towel. I sat in one of the chairs.

      Samantha dipped the edge of the towel into the dark liquid and pressed it to my wound. The burn of the wound, which had ebbed to a sustainable roar, leapt back to high flame. I screamed and tried to push her hands away.

      “No,” she muttered. “Let’s clean it good. Tell me what attacked you.”

      I suspected the question was to keep my mind off the fire burning in my skin. “She was homely as an outhouse.” I described Miss Ugly’s rubbery skin, hooked nose, and long, sharp fingernails. “I used up all my magic on her, and it didn’t matter a bit.”

      Samantha, face pale, stood and went back into her kitchen. She took a canister off a high shelf and came back to the table. She pulled the top off, and a sour smell wafted out.

      “Please no,” I moaned. The stuff smelled like it would hurt worse than the brown liquid.

      Ignoring me, Samantha took something that looked like wood chips out of the canister and began mashing it into a paste. She scooped up the whitish paste, which still had a nose-stinging odor, and applied it to my chest. I tensed, waiting for the burn. Instead a heavenly numbness crept through the skin. I moaned and leaned back in the chair, letting my eyes drift closed.

      “What is this stuff?” I whispered.

      “White willow bark.” Samantha wrapped a handful in one of her linen napkins and pushed it at me. I put it in my pocket. She took her first aid supplies back into the kitchen. “The monster that attacked you—and she is a monster—left a mild poison in you. This should draw it out.”

      “Then you’re familiar with what attacked Peri Jean?” Priscilla’s voice rose in anger. “And you sat there playing with herbs?”

      Samantha spun around. “Mother, having hysterics will not change what’s happened. But to answer your question, yes. I know what Peri Jean encountered.”

      I sat straighter. “You know Miss Ugly?” Priscilla snorted at my name and muttered an insult under her breath.

      “Miss Ugly?” Samantha raised her eyebrows and let out a laugh.

      “Go on and laugh. This is all very funny,” Priscilla called at her back.

      Samantha took her time preparing a tray with two teacups and a chintz teapot. She walked carefully back to the table, poured both Hannah and me tea, and motioned for us to drink. Hannah hesitated.

      “You have to. Otherwise you can’t stay.” I sipped my tea to let her know it was okay. Actually, it was more than okay. The tea tasted dainty and delicate.

      Hannah took a cautious sip and nodded her thanks to Samantha, who sat down at the table with us.

      “Let’s talk about this creature you met,” she said, her face so grim I knew I was about to hear some awfully bad news. “The first thing is that your magic isn’t going to affect Miss Ugly at all. She has more magic than any creature I’ve ever heard of. ”

      Samantha glanced at Priscilla, asking a silent question.

      Priscilla shrugged. “I can’t advise you on whether or not to tell Peri Jean all you know. But the more Peri Jean knows, the more likely she is to survive this. And our family needs her to survive.” Priscilla and Samantha stared at each other a long moment, some unspoken understanding passing between them.

      “Miss Ugly prefers to consume her kills. She absorbs their magic. This is why she’s so strong.” Samantha grimaced and took a sip of tea. “These marks she made on you are her signature. They season your meat to make it more palatable.”

      My mouth hung open, a cookie halfway to it.

      Samantha pressed her lips together. “Miss Ugly has not yet completed the signature. She does it over the course of three visits. Your meat will be ready at the third visit.”

      “Gross.” It was the only word I could think of, but my feelings went beyond that. My skin tightened at the idea of those ugly, rotten teeth tearing into my flesh.

      “Whatever you do, don’t let her make the third mark. It will weaken you so that she can take you back to her lair and cook you. She prefers her food cooked.” Samantha glanced at me, mouth turned down, then at Priscilla who gave her a mysterious nod.

      “That’s it.” I snapped my fingers. “I’m tired of these loaded glances between you two. Tell me what’s going on.”

      Priscilla raised her chin and looked down at me. “You have a destiny to fulfill. Your death at this point would create complications.”

      I sat back in my chair and stared at my lap. It wasn’t that I might die. Oh, no. It was all about stuff I needed to do. I let out a disgusted grunt.

      Samantha ignored my reaction and said, “As I told you, magic won’t work. Neither will weapons. This creature is unstoppable.”

      “Nothing is unstoppable.” Priscilla raised her voice. I glanced at her and was surprised to see true anger contorting her features.

      Samantha straightened. “Mother, until you began making contact with Peri Jean, you dwelled in the realm of the lost. You’ve not experienced everything on this side of the veil.”

      “I may not know exactly what Miss Ugly is.” Priscilla sneered at using the nickname. “But I know every creature has a weakness.”

      Samantha ignored Priscilla and pushed a cookie jar at Hannah. “Take a cookie, please. You too, Peri Jean.”

      Hannah nibbled on the edge of her cookie and then began eating it. She took another.

      “What else?” I ate one last cookie and brushed the crumbs away.

      Samantha sighed and sort of slumped in her chair. “This is the bad part. Miss Ugly is used by the dark beings that rule this side of the veil. She settles debts and metes out punishments and vengeance. She is their assassin, their mercenary. They use her because she is unstoppable, impervious to most magic, and she never quits.”

      It all sounded pretty grim. “Can we find out who sent her after me?” If I knew who sent Miss Ugly, I could make them call her off.

      Samantha nodded. “There’s a…man who comes by to sell me things. He knows all the gossip.”

      “Can you send for him?” After the way Samantha called this creature a man, I wasn’t sure I wanted to meet him. But if I could find out how to get rid of Miss Ugly, it might be worth it.

      “He won’t be back for another day. The two of you can’t stay that long. I’ll speak with him and get back in touch with you.” Samantha stepped away from the table and went to look out the window.

      The room grew silent. Hoofbeats pounded in the distance. Other than that, there was no sound other than the rush of wind in the treetops.

      “You’re going to have to leave soon, Peri Jean, before it becomes known that you’re here. But I have one last thing to tell you about Miss Ugly. It might help you.” Samantha turned away from the window to face me. “She makes a good assassin to these beings because she’s single-minded. Distract her from her purpose when possible.” She walked across the room and pointed to the hearth. “I don’t like to ask company to leave, but you must go. If something in this realm is after your life, you’re not safe in this place.”

      Hannah and I walked to the hearth. I glanced back at Priscilla.

      She shook her head and motioned me to go. “We will find out what we can, both about Miss Ugly and about who sent her to kill you. We’ll be in contact.”

      The darkness within the hearth wrinkled, and the smell of frying corn dogs drifted out. Hannah hooked her finger through the belt loop of my blue jeans, and I ducked into the hearth.

      Going back to the realm of the living felt like falling.
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      Hannah and I crossed back into our world through the same space in the wall. We found my family frantically searching the Hall of Mirrors. The looks of fright on their faces gave me a good dose of guiltiness.

      Shelly and the ticket taker screamed in each other’s faces, both of them ready to fight. Leon Blackfox, owner of Summervale Carnival, hovered next to them, patting the air with his hands, trying to defuse the situation.

      Finn spotted me first and ran for me. I let him fold me into his arms even though my open shirt rendered me half naked. Over his shoulder, I caught Tanner watching the whole scene, open-mouthed and wide-eyed.

      I let go of Finn and leaned around him to snarl at Tanner. “Still eager to join us?”

      Without speaking, he pulled off his faded T-shirt and held it out to me, head turned away. I snatched it, face flaming and muttered a thank you.

      Leon, who had a thing for Hannah, rushed at her. “Are you all right, Hannah? Do you need me to take you to the hospital?”

      Hannah flinched away, grabbing Finn, who was nearest her, by the arm.

      He faced Leon. “We’re all right, dude. Hannah’s fine.”

      Leon slunk away, still giving Hannah sidelong glances. I almost felt sorry for the poor man. Good-looking, well-dressed, and financially solvent, Leon probably had no idea why Hannah dodged him at every turn. Had she not been so adamant about not dating, and had I not understood the reason so well, I’d have teased her until she pulled out her hair.

      The drama died down, and the carnival closed for the night. The members of Sanctuary got in their cars and left. Some workers stayed with the carnival at night. Not Sanctuary. We always camped at an RV park, separating ourselves even from the normal carnies.

      On the way to my truck, I noticed Tanner climbing into a vehicle with Cecil, Shelly, and Jadine. They drove into the dark night. Someone turned back for one last look at me. My gut told me it was Tanner. I wanted to shoot him the finger but was so tired I couldn’t even work the remote to unlock the door. Hannah ended up driving us back to the RV park.

      She parked my truck in front of my camper, slid out, and came around to make sure I could climb out without falling on my face. “Want me to spend the night with you?”

      I shook my head. The pre-Michael Gage Hannah would have argued.

      This one simply nodded and said, “We need to fortify your camper with iron. Maybe that’ll keep her out.”

      My frustration built. “How will iron work if the holy water you pitched on her didn’t?”

      Hannah thought it over. “I’m not one hundred percent sure it will, but it might. We’re talking about two different animals. Holy water is blessed. That’s sort of magic. But iron is alchemy. Might be more like poison ivy for Miss Ugly.”

      She had a point. Tired as I was, we went around to the other members of Sanctuary begging for iron. It was worth a try. Miss Ugly meant business, and I didn’t have any better ideas.

      I hit the jackpot with an older couple, one who’d been with Sanctuary since they were first married many years ago. They offered me a box of old, iron horseshoes they’d scavenged from somewhere or other. Hannah and I hefted them back to my camper.

      “So…if Tanner asked you out, would you go?” Hannah grinned at me across the box of horseshoes. I bared my teeth at her, ready to kick her in the ass just to see if it would make her shut up.

      The mere mention of Tanner Letts made me think about the way he moved, about the intensity behind his eyes. I shoved off the thoughts. I was mourning Wade, dammit. Tanner Letts wasn’t even good enough for a rebound tryst.

      “Well?” Hannah pressed.

      “No. I wouldn’t go. Quit worrying about that nitwit and come on. This box is heavy.” I walked faster. She followed, shooting me satisfied smiles.

      We set the box in front of the camper. Hannah grabbed several horseshoes. “I’ll put these around your RV’s other side.”

      I got my own handful of horseshoes, but my phone began playing the old Stevie Nicks song I had assigned to my friend and magical mentor, Mysti Whitebyrd. Dropping the horseshoes to the dirt at my feet, I took out my phone and saw Mysti was requesting a video call. I accepted and smiled as Mysti’s face appeared in the window.

      Unlike Hannah’s striking redhead beauty, Mysti’s beauty had more of a girl-next-door vibe. Her plain light brown hair and perky nose let her hide in plain sight. But her eyes, piercing and intelligent with surprising sensitivity, made her hard to forget.

      “Good to see you, sister. How’s the job in Canada?” I couldn’t quit smiling despite the bad night. Next to Hannah, Mysti was my best female friend.

      “The norm. People always wait too late to call in help.” She turned away from the phone and glanced behind her. In the silence, a woman was screaming. Had Mysti stopped working and taken time out to call me? That wasn’t good.

      “What’s going on? Are you and Griff okay?” I didn’t need more bad news tonight.

      “We’re okay. I’m more concerned about you. I heard you had quite the night.” Mysti peered at the phone as though the little camera could give her a true idea of my well-being.

      I tried to sound tough. “You talking about Miss Ugly?” Mysti nodded, and my knees weakened. “How’d you hear?” I sat at the wood picnic table in front of my RV. Each RV space came with one. I had a cheap, plastic ashtray on mine and now lit a smoke.

      “I’ve been talking to ghosts. Samantha—your great-great grandmother?—contacted me just a few minutes ago. Both she and Priscilla are frantic.” Mysti’s darting eyes indicated the ghostly visit had unsettled her. It gave me the heebie-jeebies too.

      Mysti could contact the spirit world, but it wasn’t her specialty. It took effort and skill. A spirit, especially one like Samantha who had a bond with me, would not contact Mysti by choice. Especially not after telling me she’d be in touch. Something was wrong.

      “Do I even want to hear this?” I propped my phone up on the ashtray and dragged hard on my cigarette.

      “Probably not, but you need to.” Mysti licked her lips, something she always did when nervous.

      I nodded. “I’m not ready, but go ahead.”

      “The dark beings have barred Samantha or Priscilla from contacting you. Samantha says they’ll probably stop her from contacting the living world at all once they figure out she contacted me.” Mysti paused for air.

      The ball of nerves in my stomach began rolling around, sending painful tendrils of anxiety through my body. My shoulders tightened. “How can they do that?”

      Mysti shrugged. “I can only guess. Samantha has used her hiding place to somehow surpass the spirit realm. She exists in much the same way the dark beings—like your friends Sol and Bub—exist. But that’s their world, and they’re more powerful than Samantha. She’s bound by whatever rules they impose on her.”

      “Sol and Bub aren’t my friends.” The two monstrous beings scared me, made me do things I didn’t want. We weren’t friends. At all.

      “But you understand the distinction I am making, do you not?” Mysti’s voice sharpened. This let me know that she was scared more than anything else could have.

      Cheeks heating, I nodded.

      “Good,” Mysti said. “According to Samantha, the dark beings, which I sometimes call chthonic beings after the Greek myths, are greatly amused at your plight. They are taking bets on whether or not you’ll survive this thing you call Miss Ugly. Neither Samantha nor Priscilla may interfere.”

      “But what am I supposed to do?” My voice rose. Footsteps crunched in the dirt, and Hannah came to the edge of the camper to watch me.

      “You’ll rely on your own wits and gifts.” Mysti raised her chin. She wouldn’t coddle me. There wasn’t room for it this time.

      I gestured with my cigarette. “But how? Samantha said magic won’t work on Miss Ugly.”

      “I don’t know, dammit.” Mysti’s voice rose. Hearing the frustration there somehow helped. I wasn’t alone, neither in my feelings nor in my ignorance.

      I took a deep breath and held up the T-shirt Tanner had given me back at the carnival. Mysti gasped at the design taking shape on my chest.

      I gave her a wan smile. “Samantha said this is Miss Ugly’s signature. She intends to eat me like food. This mark seasons my meat and makes it more palatable for her.”

      Mysti began nodding before I finished. “Is that Hannah I see standing in the background?”

      I twisted in my seat to see that Hannah had snuck up behind me. She and Mysti waved at each other.

      Mysti continued. “I want Hannah to take a good picture of that mark and send it to my phone. There are several beings that use a signature to mark people they claim. What else can you tell me about Miss Ugly?”

      I told Mysti about how I hadn’t been able to see Miss Ugly until I glimpsed her in the mirror and how she’d run when shown her own reflection. Then I said, “She made an awful sound. Like this, ‘hoooooo.’” I recreated the noise by moaning while sucking in my breath.

      Mysti’s face went still. “Let me do some checking and get back to you tomorrow.”

      “No. You know something. Tell me now.” I leaned into the camera until all Mysti probably saw was a little fraction of my face.

      She shook her head. “I don’t want to misspeak. Let me have my due diligence. We’ll discuss it tomorrow.”

      I leaned back. This was my life we were talking about. Fear of death aside, being cannibalized topped my list of Unappealing Ways To Die.

      Mysti continued as though the matter was settled. For her, I suppose it was. “For now, remember that it’s unlikely she’ll come for you in daylight hours.”

      I made a show of rolling my eyes. “Gee, it’s only six hours to daybreak. That’ll be real easy.”

      Mysti stared me down. It worked, even long distance. “If she shows up, try iron.”

      I nodded. We had that covered.

      “Samantha had one last thing to say.” Mysti sounded like she was running down a mental checklist. Knowing her, she probably was. “She said you cannot die yet. You have business yet to complete.”

      Business yet to complete. Like my life wasn’t even my own. Like having a happy life didn’t matter. “What the hell does that mean?”

      Mysti shrugged, and it wasn’t one that invited more discussion. “I have one more matter to discuss with you. It’s completely unrelated, but it might take your mind off this mess.” She tried to smile and almost made it. “You game?”

      “Okay.” I wasn’t really game, but I never told Mysti no. She’d been too good to me.

      “I woke up this morning with you on my mind. When I drew my daily tarot card, I concentrated on you.” She paused, and a secret smile, one I usually only saw when she talked about Griffin Reed, her lover and business partner, snuck onto her face. “I drew the two of cups.”

      Tarot interested me, but I hadn’t yet mastered the technique for intuiting the meanings of the cards. I shook my head to show her I didn’t know the significance.

      “Cups as a suit deal with your emotions and relationships. The two of cups means that new relationships should be rewarding. Have you met someone new?” She smiled again, and her meaning hit home.

      “You mean a romantic relationship.” I slumped. Not Mysti too. I didn’t have time for this. Not with Miss Ugly trying to feast on my flesh.

      Mysti somehow read my thoughts. “It doesn’t matter if it’s a good time. The universe doesn’t work that way.”

      Hannah leaned in. “She did meet someone new tonight. Her panties are on fire for him, but she’s in denial.”

      I spun in my seat to glare at Hannah. “You little red-topped turd.”

      Hannah gave me wide-eyes and innocence. “I’m just talking about what I see.”

      I ignored Hannah and told Mysti about running into Wade and Desiree.

      Mysti’s smile faded at my story.  “True or not, it’s obvious they both believe it. There’s nothing further you can do. Let it go.”

      “But Desiree is full of shit, right?” I needed Mysti to say she was so I could go back to pining for Wade.

      “The universe gives you signals when it’s time to move forward,” Mysti said.

      “But I…” I wanted things to go like I planned just one time.

      “You’ll know what to do when the time is right. For now, stay alive through the night.” A particularly high-pitched wail came from behind Mysti. She glanced behind her.

      “You have to go, don’t you?” The idea of the next few hours without her scared me more than it should have.

      “I do, but I’ll be in touch soon.” She blew a kiss, and the screen went dark.

      “Let’s go take that picture of your mark so you can send it to Mysti.” Hannah led the way into my camper. We turned on the brightest lights and took a grim photo with my phone. I sent it to Mysti.

      Hannah got herself a cigarette out of my pack.

      “I thought you were quitting.” She really needed to, but I’d smoked so many years there was no way I could lead by example.

      Hannah ignored what I said about quitting smoking. “Even Mysti is saying Tanner might be worth your time.” Her grin was almost like the ones she used to have before Michael Gage attacked and brutalized her. It reminded me how far she’d come these last couple of months, and I couldn’t help returning it.

      “Why don’t you go out with Tanner?” I sat down at my table and gave Hannah a smarty smile of my own.

      “I’d never step on your toes. You were practically salivating.” She ran her tongue over her lips and made an exaggerating slurping sound.

      I pointed at the door. “Isn’t some silly romance novel calling you over there at your place?”

      She pretended to pout. “Sure you don’t want company?”

      “If you’re going to talk about Tanner Letts, no,” I said with mock ferocity. She walked out the door laughing.
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      I don’t know when I went to sleep or how long I slept, but I woke up thinking a summer storm was blowing through. Snuggling back down into my bed, I waited for the soothing sound of the raindrops to start tapping on the camper’s metal roof. A warning hovered at the edge of my consciousness, but my sleep-fogged brain didn’t want to latch on to it.

      “Hoooooo.” The noise snapped me out of my doze and into full awareness.

      I climbed out of my bed and crept to the window over the kitchen sink. Lights affixed to tall poles cast a yellowish glow over the still sleeping campground. Dawn hadn’t broken. It was close, but no cigar. I peered into the half-darkness, muscles already rigid with fear.

      “Hoooooo.” The noise came again, this time giving me a direction to look for Miss Ugly. I refocused. Her hunched-over form lurched toward the camper.

      My mind scrambled for defenses. I remembered the iron horseshoes. Please let them work. I remembered watching Hannah put the horseshoes around the back of my camper, remembered the feel of the box in my hands as I prepared to put them around the camper’s front side. I let out a little moan of fear as I realized my mistake.

      I didn’t set the horseshoes because Mysti had called right then. I talked to her about Miss Ugly, but then she mentioned that stupid two of cups. Hannah took the opportunity to start blabbing about Tanner Letts. None of it really mattered except for one thing. I’d come to bed without putting out the rest of the horseshoes.

      I dug through my witch pack, finding only sea salt and holy water. Hannah had tried holy water on Miss Ugly back at the carnival with no result. There was no need to waste time trying it again. My fingers closed over a tiny jar of salt.

      “Hoooooo.” Miss Ugly’s howl came from right outside the camper now. If she was going to come in here with me, I had only seconds.

      I went to stand in front of the door. Flutters of fear ran through me like painful electrical currents. The black opal got in on the act, pinging to warn me of the nearby magic.

      Orev’s caw joined the ping. He’d roosted somewhere near my camper and was now awake. Together we’d fight Miss Ugly. The idea of having more magic on my side bolstered my confidence. I braced myself and got ready to battle.

      The door blew open. Miss Ugly stood backlit in the doorway, hideous as ever. “Hoooooo,” she moaned.

      My legs weakened, but I pulled myself together, took a step toward her, and tossed the salt in her face.

      She didn’t even react. One long-fingered hand flashed out and grabbed my ankle. She yanked me off my feet and dragged me out of the camper. I landed on my tailbone and let out a yelp. Pain radiated up my spine. I lay there looking at the starry night for just a second and then blocked any thoughts of pain. Now wasn’t the time to hurt. It was time to fight.

      “Orev,” I yelled. “Come now.”

      The flapping of many wings filled the air. My fear abated. Orev had not only come, he’d brought friends as he sometimes did. I had no idea where he found willing ravens at night or how he convinced them to help a human. Right now, it didn’t matter.

      Orev swooped toward Miss Ugly’s head. She shooed him away as though he was no more consequential than a fly. He catapulted backward, but came right back. Miss Ugly turned from me to wait on the next attack.

      Caw. Caw. Caw. Orev wanted to peck out Miss Ugly’s eyes. Having seen him kill a snake once, I knew his vicious side and urged him forward.

      A ripping sound came from above, blasting my eardrums. Wind whipped against my skin. It pushed at me with enough force to sway me on my feet.

      Orev flapped harder, but the wind suspended him in midair, a few feet above Miss Ugly and me. Something held him back. He cawed in frustration.

      The ripping sound came again. The wind roared harder and pushed Orev away from me. Soon his black feathers blended with the night. A blast of white flashed far above.

      Orev’s angry caws filled my head, but he was farther from me now than he’d ever been on this plane. Had the dark beings that barred me from Samantha now taken my familiar? How dare they? Hot fury flooded my skin and curdled in my stomach. Tears burned my sinuses. I wanted to kick and scream, have a tantrum. Orev was mine.

      Miss Ugly turned back to me and said, “Hoooooo.”

      I snarled at her and showed her my fist. She yanked me off balance and started walking, dragging me along behind. I kicked at her. A few kicks landed. She ignored them.

      Hannah boiled out of her camper and launched herself at Miss Ugly, throwing wild punches.

      “No,” I shouted at Hannah. There was no way I could protect her, not now. If Hannah tried to save me, she’d only get herself hurt.

      Miss Ugly used her free hand to squeeze Hannah’s wrist. Hannah’s eyes filled with agony. Her knees crumpled, and she let out a squeal. Miss Ugly slung Hannah out of the way.

      “Not you,” Miss Ugly grated at Hannah. “Only the thief. Not you.”

      Thief? Huh? This was all so crazy.

      Hannah rolled to her feet and ran to the box of horseshoes. She snatched one, pressed it into my hand, and shouted, “Remember what Mysti said.”

      Miss Ugly dragged me toward the nearby woods. One fist gripping the horseshoe, I attempted the mother of all stomach crunches and swung it at Miss Ugly. The iron missed the monster by a few inches. Having short arms sucked. I gripped the horseshoe tighter, determined to have another chance to use it.

      Meanwhile, sharp rocks cut into my bare legs, scratching them raw. Moonlight made the larger limestone boulders lining the path glow in the dark night. I grabbed for a larger one, wrapped the arm holding the horseshoe over it, and held on for dear life. Miss Ugly nearly pulled my leg off my body. The feeling reminded me of a kid pulling a wing off a bug. I let go of the boulder and let myself be towed, the horseshoe gripped in my fist clanging against rocks.

      The darkness changed, became thicker, deeper. More there but less of this world. I sat up straight. Miss Ugly was taking me into the dark outposts. No. If I went in there, I might never come out.

      I kicked as hard as I could, ignoring the way Miss Ugly’s claws punctured my skin as she tried to hold on. I dragged my other foot on the ground to slow our progress. It didn’t do anything but jab rocks into my bare heel.

      Miss Ugly dragged me between two thick trees, standing like pillars at the entrance into the next dimension. Then I was in the place where red and yellow stars littered the sky, and the air felt alive.

      The rocks on this path were sharper. Glowing eyes watched from either side. Mad laughter floated out to me, teasing chill bumps out on my skin. My body, already tense, began to tremble.

      Miss Ugly would finish her mark on my chest and kill me. Nobody would ever find my body because Miss Ugly would eat me.

      Of all the things I could have felt, pissed topped my list. This wasn’t fair. I had no way to fight this thing, and bigger, meaner things were betting that it would kill me. I gave my leg another hard kick.

      Miss Ugly ignored me, continued dragging me down the rock-stubbled path. Light, either from a campfire or a torch, flickered through the trees. More people. Maybe rescuers. I opened my mouth to call out, but then I remembered the things I’d met here in the dark outposts. They might be worse than Miss Ugly. I clamped my jaw shut. Miss Ugly seemed to be taking me to them.

      Miss Ugly pulled me into a clearing with a fire blazing at its center. Any hope I’d felt at finding creatures who’d help me, human or not, withered. Nothing lived in this corner of hell. Firelight danced over a ring of half-buried human skulls marking the edge of the clearing. A human-sized black cauldron hung over the fire. Steam rolled off the liquid bubbling inside it.

      “No,” my voice rasped out. “Don’t do this. Let’s bargain.”

      “No bargain for your kind,” Miss Ugly mushed out. She let go of my leg and straddled me in one move. She cut my sleep shirt down the middle. Through my fear, I realized she’d ruined another shirt. That irritated me. Clothes didn’t grow on trees.

      The anger cleared my head. This was it. My last chance. I slapped at Miss Ugly with one hand and reared back the hand holding the horseshoe. Here it comes, baby. I let the thing fly at her head. But lying down like I was, the blow barely packed any wallop. It just bounced off her head. I dropped the horseshoe. It clanged to the ground.

      Miss Ugly grabbed both my wrists in one giant hand and pushed them to the ground over my head. With the other hand, using her index finger as a drawing instrument, she again punctured the skin on my chest. I thought I heard the pop when her nasty fingernail broke the skin. The new wound poked the old one, and they both sang soprano. I let out a yell that ended in a sob. A tear streaked out of one eye and slid toward my hairline.

      “Please. Isn’t there something I can do for you? A way to buy forgiveness?” Sobs shook my voice. They shamed me, but I couldn’t help myself. This had to be the worst possible way to die.

      Miss Ugly raised her head, contemplating my question. Samantha had suggested distracting her. Was it working?

      I spurred my mind to think of another question. “Can’t we make a deal?”

      Miss Ugly opened her mouth to answer, showing off teeth that glowed slick and dark in the firelight. Her grip on my hands loosened. One of my hands slipped out.

      I didn’t give Miss Ugly a chance to answer. I just snatched the horseshoe out of the dirt and rammed it into her open mouth as hard as I could.

      She leapt off me and staggered toward the fire, slumped and yelping in pain. Her agonized moans gave me a nasty thrill. The smell of smoldering flesh drifted across the clearing, sweet like barbecue.

      The iron must have been burning the inside of her mouth. Miss Ugly fell to her knees, back arched like a cat trying to cough up the fur balls of its ancestors, and heaved. I hoped she’d fall into the fire or choke to death on the horseshoe, but I didn’t dare wait around to see what would happen.

      I crashed through the squat trees. Their gnarled, bony branches grabbed at me like extensions of Miss Ugly’s hands, cutting ruts in my skin. Sharp rocks stabbed the bottoms of my feet as I found the path. The rocks ground in and hurt more than I dreamed anything could. I kept running, the thick air clogging my lungs.

      After a short distance, I stopped and tried to get my bearings. The trees Miss Ugly had dragged me between had to be somewhere around here. The mad laugh came out of the bushes again. Fear prickled the back of my neck, but I held my ground. The way home had to be close, but nothing in the silvery moonlight looked familiar.

      “Peri Jean?” Hannah’s shouts came from the other side of the veil.

      I didn’t answer but ran toward the sound of my best friend’s voice, praying  it wasn't some sort of trap. The two trees forming an archway into the next world came into sight. I raced for them, sure Miss Ugly’s spindly fingers would close around my arm or leg just before I got out, and leapt back into our world.

      Hannah raced to me and grabbed me in a hug. “Here she is,” she yelled.

      Footsteps crashed toward us. Members of Sanctuary melted out of the woods. Some held flashlights. Others brandished actual weapons. The sight of them worried me. I’d rather they just let Miss Ugly take me away. The idea of them risking their safety for mine didn’t sit well.

      Dillon and Finn, my cousins, rushed to me and grabbed me in hugs. Dillon was the first to see the blood streaming from the new scratches on my chest and to notice my shirt hanging open.

      She jabbed Finn with her thumb. “Give her your shirt.”

      “Why?” her husband whined. Then he saw my bare chest and stripped out of his shirt without another word.

      My cousin’s shirt smelled of his cologne and eau de kid. I breathed deep and reminded myself I couldn’t wig out in front of the members of Sanctuary. They whispered among themselves, glancing at me with expressions varying from excitement to fear.

      I held up my hands for silence. “Thank you for your help tonight, for risking yourselves on my behalf.” As briefly as I could, I explained what I knew about my situation. “Hopefully this problem will resolve itself before tomorrow night. Until then, run if you see that thing. You can’t win a fight with it. So just save yourselves.”

      People nodded and mumbled among themselves. Two men stepped forward, arms around each other. I’d had to fight Cecil to let a same-sex couple join Sanctuary, but I had hit it off with Gus and Noah right away. That they deconstructed and put on Victorian era séances for a living only sweetened the deal.

      “W-w-what’s going to happen to you?” Noah asked.

      “Nothing.” I didn’t sound convincing at all. “I’m going to figure out a way to get rid of the monster. She won’t be back.”

      Kenny Johnson, a man who’d once tried to exile my family from Sanctuary, stepped forward. “Who’s in charge if you get killed?” His eyes flitted over my cut-up legs and filthy feet.

      I didn’t like Kenny on the best of days and didn’t have the energy to fake goodwill toward him. “Not you.”

      Without another word, I trudged back to my camper where I had Hannah take a new picture of the scratches on my chest. I sent it to Mysti with an explanation of what happened. There was no reply.

      “Where is Cecil?” I asked nobody in particular.

      “He, Shelly, and Jadine aren’t back yet,” Finn answered. “They went off with that new guy. Letts? Isn’t that his name?”

      My whole body flushed. I didn’t want to talk about, or think about, Tanner Letts. Maybe he’d decided against joining Sanctuary and would just move on.

      My phone buzzed with a return message from Mysti. “The monster won’t be back tonight. Too close to daylight. Rest. I’ll do some checking and send you a message later.” I set down the phone and tipped my head back, wishing I could scream at the ceiling. But I didn’t want to listen to it and figured none of my guests did either. I opened my eyes and tried to smile at the people crowding my little camper.

      Dillon made a face at my chest. I glanced in the bathroom mirror and groaned. Blood was soaking through Finn’s T-shirt. I moved to take it off. Dillon shook her head, still making the same face. “Give it back after you clean it.”

      I slumped and nodded.

      “What are you gonna do?” Finn sat down at the table and began spinning my cigarette lighter with one hand.

      “Hell if I know,” I snapped.

      Finn winced away from my fury.

      I forced myself to calm down. “That monster thinks I stole something from her. I’ve never seen her in my life. She won’t even discuss a bargain.”

      Finn stood from the table and motioned at Dillon. “We’ll get it figured out.”

      I shook my head. “I meant what I told everybody else. Try to stay away from it. You’ll only get hurt.”

      “I’m not just leaving you to get eaten alive.” Dillon’s eyes got bright and fierce.

      “She’s going to cook me first.” My stomach gyrated at the thought.

      Dillon paled. Finn dragged her out of my camper. Hannah left with them, throwing me a sympathetic glance. They piled horseshoes at my door, the heavy objects clunking against the aluminum door, in case Miss Ugly came back. I crouched underneath my table, holding a butcher knife that wouldn’t help me a bit if Miss Ugly returned.
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      I jerked awake to a god-awful racket that sounded like the world crashing in on itself. Butcher knife gripped in my fist, I hunkered lower underneath my camper’s table, waiting for Miss Ugly to take me away again.

      Awareness crept into my mind, chasing away the sleep, bit by bit. My bleary eyes recognized the daylight streaming through the windows. Relief flooded through me. Miss Ugly was gone until sundown. But then what?

      I crawled out from under the table, wincing at my sore muscles screaming. The skin on the backs of my legs and on my feet sang with a million scratches and cuts. My neck had a catch in it that flared up every time I turned my head. The noise came again. This time I identified it as another RV rumbling along the little dirt lane in front of my camper. Back throbbing from the cooped up way I’d slept, I climbed over the table’s bench seat and peeked through the blinds.

      An ugly, eyesore camper, 1970s vintage from the look of it, backed slowly into the spot next to mine. A faded two-toned blue and white pickup truck with a matching camper over the bed pulled it. I squinted to see who was in the truck.

      Sunlight glared off the windshield, so I couldn’t see who was inside. Irritation burned away any residual fear I carried over the encounter with Miss Ugly.

      What was this? I’d rented the spot next to me for extra privacy. Hannah was about the only super-close next-door neighbor I could stand. And she was bad enough.

      I shucked off last night’s clothes in front of the bathroom mirror and did a double take at the mark Miss Ugly had scratched onto my décolletage. Puffy, raised edges, crusted over in some spots, skin red and angry around it. I dabbed at it with a cool cloth, whimpering as I did so.

      The truck’s engine shut off and backfired. I snapped back into control. No way would I let anyone see me hurting. My pride might never recover. I dragged on a pair of cut-off denim shorts that were only moderately dirty and a clean peasant blouse Hannah insisted I buy. Showtime.

      I slammed out the door and kicked on the flip-flops I kept next to the steps. Hannah had wandered out of her camper, probably to bear witness to the drama. She pulled one of her long, skinny cigarettes out of the pack and lit it, rubbing the sleep out of her face.

      “I stayed up watching your camper, but I guess I fell asleep.” She shrugged in apology.

      “Good thing Miss Ugly decided not to take another run at me. I slept under the table waiting for her.” I smiled at the look of shock on Hannah’s face and pointed at the formerly empty space.

      “I thought you rented the space next door.” She ground one fist against her eye and shook her head.

      “I did. If the RV park rented it out, I’m going to have their asses.” I stomped to the other side of the trailer, spotted Cecil, and hurried to him. “What is this?”

      He turned to me and gripped both shoulders. Holding me at arm’s length, he looked me over the way Memaw would have. “I am so sorry we were still out when that monster attacked you. Are you okay?” He spun me around, clicking his tongue at the scratches up and down the backs of my legs. “Dillon said that thing cut you again last night? Where is the mark?”

      I plucked at my blouse. “It’s under here. With the other cut. Mysti said it’s the monster’s signature.”

      “Horrifying,” Cecil muttered. “I have to wonder if full control of the mantle would make you powerful enough to send it away.” He didn’t give me a chance to reply. “I haven’t forgotten about the man who might be able to help you remove the spell blocking the mantle. It’s just going to take time to find him. Meanwhile, I’m not sure what to advise you to do.”

      “I don’t know what to do either. I stopped Miss Ugly last night by shoving an iron horseshoe into her mouth. Eventually, my luck will run out.” The problems compounded in my mind until they were a wall of chatter, slowly chipping away at my sanity. I pushed away my problems with Miss Ugly and gestured at the camper. I could do something about this right now, at least. “What the hell?”

      Cecil put both hands up, palms out, and I knew we had a problem. “Now honey, we talked last night about Tanner joining Sanctuary as a legacy member. You agreed. Remember?”

      I glanced at the camper again. The truck’s beat-up-assed door screeched open. Tanner Letts slid out, muscles flexing underneath the material of his worn cargo pants.

      Dragging my gaze off him, I leaned close to Cecil and lowered my voice, not sure why I cared if Tanner heard me. “But I didn’t agree to him bunking next to me.”

      “The park’s full. This is prime tourist season, sugar.” Cecil threw a smile over his shoulder at Tanner, who had started plugging the camper into electricity, water, and sewer.

      I went over my strategies for winning this argument. Complaints about lack of privacy wouldn’t work with Cecil. He’d roll his eyes at me. He thought me renting the extra space was stupid anyway. The best claim I had was financial. “But I paid to rent that spot out of my own pocket.”

      Cecil came closer and lowered his voice to a whisper. “Tanner doesn’t have a cent to his name, honey. He needs our help. This is part of how we take care of each other.”

      I allowed myself another quick look at Tanner. His ragged clothes and his worn-out vehicle attested to a dire financial situation. That argument lost, I raised my eyebrows at my great-uncle. “And what kind of financial trouble is he in? Who does he owe? Are they going to come down on us?”

      I’d presented all these arguments the night before, and Tanner had answered my questions, but I believed him about as much as I believed any desperate person. He came to us because he needed Sanctuary, just like the name promised. What kind of heat did Tanner Letts have trailing him?

      The man himself glided around his camper, surefooted and efficient. He occasionally tucked a lock of hair behind one ear and glanced at his surroundings. Those intense green eyes met mine, and he raised one hand shyly. I nodded in return. Yep, this guy was in some kind of trouble. Or he was trouble himself.

      “Tanner’s problems are his story to tell. I’ve heard it and think it’s genuine.” Cecil fixed his dark eyes on mine. It hit me that Tanner camping next to me was a done deal, no matter what I said. The look in Cecil’s eyes said he was pulling rank, and I’d better not get my nose out of joint over it. He gripped one of my arms as a further signal that he meant serious business. “Get to know Tanner. Maybe he’ll tell it to you once he trusts you.”

      Shelly sped up in the golf cart she and Cecil towed behind their state-of-the-art motorhome. She shouted a cheerful greeting to Tanner, hurried over to us, and gave Cecil a hug. He kissed his wife’s cheek. They exchanged the kind of smile people who’ve been together a long time give each other, one full of secrets and stories, love and laughter.

      My anger ebbed watching them. I envied their easy togetherness, the concern they showed for each other, and the ways they complemented each other. Not everybody finds that level of companionship. With the door closed firmly on a relationship with Wade, I highly doubted I’d ever get close.

      “I checked with Kenny,” Shelly told Cecil. “He did have an extra tent. It’s one of those silly striped ones, but Tanner can have his own setup tonight rather than being in with one of the other businesses.”

      “What’s he do?” In spite of myself, I watched Tanner’s graceful movements, shying away each time he caught me staring.

      “Tanner, like the rest of his paternal family line, is a finder of artifacts.” Cecil followed my gaze and gave me a smile that made me blush to the roots of my hair. I turned my back on Tanner, ignoring both Shelly’s and Cecil’s chuckles.

      “What’s that mean, and how does it equate into him needing his own tent?” I’d had to buy my own tent and decided to splurge on a custom made one with the design of a night sky, a Ouija board, and a crystal ball on it. It set me back some serious dollars.

      “Tanner sells arcane items. A lot of good luck charms, but some of his stock has magic.” Cecil said the words seriously, but mischief danced in his eyes.

      I couldn’t believe him. I’d been attacked the night before, twice, and here he was acting like I was at a single’s bar. Gross. Well, he could act silly if he wanted to. Any relationship I had with Tanner Letts was going to be all business. “What kind of artifacts do you mean?”

      I had been talking to Cecil, but Shelly spoke up. “Last night he showed us a good luck charm with nine pieces on it, each one with a different purpose. The little spade was supposed to help you retrieve stolen items. I don’t remember what the others did.”

      Interesting. But I pretended it wasn’t. “And they’re supposed to actually work?”

      “It’s like the rest of our businesses.” Cecil shrugged. “Some of it’s genuine, some for show.”

      I let Tanner’s new role in our group sink in and watched him some more. He wandered over to us, eyes on me, wiping his hands on his jeans. I turned my back to him.

      He spoke to Hannah, his rough purr of a voice raising the hair on the back of my neck. “You’re Hannah, right?”

      Hannah turned her million-watt smile on him. “Yep. Hannah Kessler. And you’re Tanner, the guy who has the magical items. When do I get a look?”

      Tanner smiled and held one arm out showman style. “They’re in the camper on my truck. Come on over.”

      Hannah bounced over there as though she wasn’t wearing a silky dragon kimono and house shoes. Tanner leaned into the truck and moved a few things around. Hannah, who had the talent of acting believably interested in anybody, exclaimed over them and asked questions.

      “Go on.” Shelly gave me a nudge. “You didn’t see him watching you?”

      I shook my head. Double negative. No to going over there and no to seeing Tanner watching me.

      Cecil came closer. “Shelly’s told me what happened yesterday with Wade’s sister. Do you want Kenny to keep an eye out for them, kick them out if they come back?”

      The idea appealed to my inner teenager more than it should have. That alone told me the right answer. “No. Don’t do that. Desiree’s not a danger. Neither is Wade. If they need us, they need us.” Shame at the scene with Desiree flashed through me, heating my skin.

      Shelly came closer but stopped at putting her arm around me. She’d been raised in the Northeast, and her version of comforting and motherly was less touchy-feely than the version I’d grown up with. Right now, prickly as I felt, it worked.

      “I know you wanted to be with Wade, sweetheart. I’ve seen the way your face lights up when you talk about him.” She cast her voice low, speaking directly into my ear. “Remember what we talked about last night? Don’t sit around mourning Wade. Any man who doesn’t want to be with you isn’t worth it.”

      I nodded and swallowed hard. “I’m going to lone it for a while. Maybe forever.”

      Shelly and Cecil exchanged a glance. He raised his eyebrows. She shrugged. Cecil turned his attention back to me.

      “Shelly and I know you’re fine alone, but you’ve got a lot on your shoulders. It never hurts to make friends.”

      Shelly cupped her hand around her mouth and cut her dark eyes at Tanner’s fine form. “Especially when they look like that.”

      I glanced at Tanner and Hannah, already laughing and becoming friends. Maybe they’d fall in love, and I wouldn’t have to worry about whether he liked me. Something that felt more like disappointment than I cared to admit took root in my chest.

      “There’s something else you may not understand.” Cecil came closer.

      Hearing the change in his voice, I took my attention off Tanner and Hannah. “What?”

      “Now that you’ve taken on the center of our family’s power—the mantle—your gifts will be passed to one of your descendants. Not anybody else’s.” He had lowered his voice almost to a whisper.

      “How do you know?” When I didn’t want to believe something, the easiest thing to do was challenge it. It was way better than considering the implications of what Cecil suggested.

      “I heard my mother and her mother, Samantha, talking about it enough times.” Cecil had spots of red high on his cheekbones but otherwise looked determined to deliver this message. I glanced at Shelly for reassurance, hoping she’d override this announcement, call it old-fashioned or anti-woman. The sympathy on her face suggested I wouldn’t have her on my side.

      “Now that you’re not going to get together with Wade, you need to think about stuff like this.” She tried to smile. “I know it sounds incredibly old-fashioned, like kings passing on kingdoms. Papaw hasn’t wanted to be this blunt about what you’ll eventually need to do.” Shelly patted Cecil, and he cleared his throat, face turning redder than ever. “But you need to face this part of your duties as the center of our family’s power.” Shelly carried our raven tattoo as well, hidden beneath her shirt on one shoulder.

      “It doesn’t have to be tomorrow, and it doesn’t even have to be Tanner,” Cecil said quickly. “But you’ll want to choose well. My personal suggestion is to find a man who has his own gifts, so your child will have a better chance of being magically inclined.”

      And Tanner fit the bill. They had it all figured out. Find Peri Jean a man. Get her knocked up. Then everybody’ll be happy. The whole thing annoyed me. I decided to play my trump card. “I thought y’all knew I can’t get pregnant.”

      Shelly’s face dropped in shock, but Cecil only nodded. “In our world, anything can be fixed. And you know this. You have destiny, Peri Jean. Don’t let that fact escape you.”

      But have a child with a man I didn’t even know? The idea was old-fashioned and silly. Isn’t the idea of romance silly as well? It didn’t even exist until fairly recently. Before that, people got married and had children together to merge fortunes and continue family lines. What was so different about me needing to pass on my gift?

      Gift. The word struck a blow in my subconscious. When had I started thinking of the things I could do that way? Maybe I didn’t. I could have just picked up the word from Mysti. More horrifying than my change of heart over my talents was my dampening outrage over needing to have a child to pass on those gifts. A long time ago, I’d wanted one.

      Maybe having a child outside the concept of romantic love would work better for me. My relationships all crashed and burned. In the case of Wade, it never even got off the ground. Either I was the wrong woman, or they were the wrong men.

      Despite all my reasoning and logic, I still fumed inside. But I couldn’t get angry at Cecil and Shelly. They weren’t suggesting I run over there and jump Tanner. They wanted me to keep my options open. Unable to face them anymore, I walked over to where Tanner and Hannah stood, still talking. They quieted as soon as I came close.

      “I’m going to make coffee.” I spoke directly to Hannah. Then to Tanner, I said, “Come get me tonight after you get set up. I’d love to see your shop.”

      Without waiting for his response, I marched toward my camper. Hannah’s light footsteps came behind me. I held open the camper’s door.

      Hannah gave me the most annoying grin and said, “He’s a really nice guy.”

      “Don’t say another damn word about Tanner Letts.” Because I was attracted to him. Of all the stupid damn things. My heart couldn’t take another round of hurt, but loneliness had a way of pushing me to do stupid things.
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      Hannah did what I asked and said nothing more about Tanner. We fixed coffee and ate little cups of Greek yogurt while we waited for it to brew.

      “Cecil mentioned the spell blocking the mantle again.” I scraped the last of my yogurt out of its little plastic cup and licked it off the spoon.

      “Has he found the man he thinks can help you?” Hannah gathered up our trash, dumped it, and poured two cups of coffee. We both lit cigarettes.

      “No. He just said he hasn’t forgotten about it.” I sipped the dark brew, savoring the way it felt on the back of my tongue.

      “I’m sort of wondering if you even need magical help getting the spell off. It’s made of your bad memories and broken dreams, right?” Hannah rolled her cigarette between her fingers, something she’d been doing instead of wringing her hands.

      “Yes. Each of us, including you now, has a magical core. The spell caused a type of scar tissue to form around mine. That scar tissue keeps me from fully accessing my power.” I paused for a sip of coffee.

      “Holy moly. Imagine what you’d be able to do with it gone.” Hannah stared at me with a kind of awe in her eyes that made me uncomfortable.

      I shrugged off what she’d said. “From what I saw when the Coachman trapped me inside the spell, yes, the scar tissue is made up of bad memories and broken dreams.” I opened the blinds on the window looking out on Tanner’s camper. He’d either gone inside or walked off. I caught Hannah watching me.

      She winked, but when she spoke, she said nothing about Tanner. “After everything that happened to me last year, and then this year, I’ve done a lot of thinking about how I perceive myself in light of…” She swallowed hard and waved one hand to describe a horror most people couldn’t imagine.

      “You have nothing to feel ashamed of,” I said, anger heating up.

      “I know that. But those words are easy to say. They’re a lot harder to internalize.” Hannah’s voice had risen in impatience. She took a couple of deep breaths, and her caramel-colored eyes calmed. “Here’s what I wanted to get across. One of the big things I figured out in all my soul searching is that I decide how I feel about me on a day-to-day basis. It’s all on me, all my choice.”

      I nodded my understanding but did not interrupt.

      “If I let myself start thinking negative things, it gets easier and easier to fall into darkness. Before I know it, I’ve had a nasty day, full of bad thoughts. But doing stuff like making myself talk to Tanner, reminding myself I’m perfectly safe with him, helps create positive paths of thinking.” She watched me, vulnerability naked in her eyes. She’d laid herself out to me, told me how her mind worked day to day. The least I could do was take her seriously and try to understand.

      “That makes sense. So you’re saying that maybe I could kill the scar tissue by not allowing those bad memories to control my present day life?” It made a kind of sense. Hannah had been saying similar things to me all along, especially about letting go of Wade. The problem was, I didn’t think I could do it. Those events and the pain that went with them were buried deep, so deep that I didn’t know who I’d be without them. The thought scared me.

      “I’m not saying you have to do it this second. But just think about it.” She drained her coffee cup and stood for a refill. “When the negative beliefs you learned from those experiences arise, try to let go of them. Think about good stuff instead. It might starve the scar tissue.” She grabbed my cup and poured in a little fresh coffee to warm it up.

      I nodded my thanks and took a sip. “I’ll try it next time I’m aware of thinking about the bad parts of life.”

      “That’s the problem you’re going to run into.” Hannah lit another cigarette. “You’ve lived with your scars for so long they’re embedded in your subconscious. You’re not even aware you’re reacting to them.”

      I lit my own cigarette. Get two smokers in a room together, and they’ll smoke every cigarette they’ve got. “You’re right. Some of those memories are so old that I don’t even remember the actual event.”

      “Do you ever wonder if your mind could have overblown what happened? All this time, your feelings have been building, and whatever hurt you might not have been that big of a deal in the first place.” Hannah sipped her coffee, staring at something I couldn’t see.

      My phone blared out Mysti’s ringtone. It saved me from having to spout off some unhelpful but well-meant platitude to Hannah in exchange for her genuinely good advice. “It’s Mysti, and she wants to video chat again. Come over here so she can see you too.”

      Hannah raised her head, eyes dead and cold for a split second, and then smiled. I accepted the video call wondering where Hannah went when her eyes dulled. Maybe it would be best if I didn’t know.

      Mysti’s face appeared on my phone's screen. She’d put her brown hair up in a messy bun with a lace ribbon trailing down onto her shoulders. She beamed good morning at us. “You had a second visit from Miss Ugly last night?”

      I nodded. “She cut more marks on my chest and dragged me through the woods. You should see the backs of my legs.” I told Mysti about Miss Ugly taking me into the dark outposts, how she seemed to have a lair there, and about the cauldron bubbling over the fire.

      Mysti listened with her nose wrinkled in distaste. She glanced at some papers next to her and shook her head. “Did you see anything else?”

      “The clearing had a row of skulls set into the ground, sort of making a ring.” The yellow light flickering over the bones flashed behind my eyes. I’d be going back to that place if I couldn’t get rid of Miss Ugly. And it would be the last place I saw. I checked the clock on the stove. Twelve hours to sundown and Miss Ugly’s return.

      Mysti’s voice broke into my thoughts. “Did you see a house made of bones? It would have been on a platform of some sort.”

      “No. But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t there. The only light came from the fire.” If the house existed, and I bet it did, whose bones was it made from? The people Miss Ugly cannibalized? The whole ugly scenario played again in my head. Something new occurred to me. “That monster called me a thief.”

      “She what?” Mysti’s voice sharpened and raised a little.

      “She called me a damn thief. Like I’d want any of her crappy stuff.” It had just occurred to me to be offended by the accusation. I’d been too scared before.

      Mysti picked up a sheaf of papers and glanced through them, frowning. Finally she began to nod. “I can’t make any promises on the accuracy of what I’m about to say. It’s not like there’s a directory of these creatures.”

      “Where do you get your information?” Hannah nearly shoved me aside in her eagerness to speak to Mysti. I’d thought her love of research and puzzles died in the wake of her ordeal with Michael Gage. This was the first real interest she’d shown since then.

      Mysti answered excitedly. “The only human accountings of the chthonic beings, which Priscilla Herrera simply called dark beings, are limited to mythology and folklore as source material. It’s important to remember two things.” She held up two fingers. “One: humans only see what these beings want them to see. Two: these beings evolve with human imagination. They’re capable of just about anything. Their greatest desire is for us to need them.”

      The room fell to silence at the chilling reality of Mysti’s words. No real record of how to defeat Miss Ugly or how get rid of her existed. We’d have to give it our best guess. One wrong step would end with me being served as human pot roast.

      “So what do you think we’re dealing with?” I stared at my mentor’s face, searching for just how bad this was. I had a feeling it was about a nine on a scale of ten.

      “What you’ve said about Miss Ugly fits the details of some of the wild woman of the woods, or witch of the woods, folktales. Cannibalism. Weird noises. There’s a Slavic folktale where the creature lives in a house of bones. I advise you to read a few of them.” Mysti tipped her chin at me. “Samantha is right in what she told you. You cannot out-magic this creature, nor can you fight her with magic. My contact in the dark outposts…”

      “Oh no. What did you have to trade for information from one of them?” The dark beings, or chthonic beings as Mysti called them, always wanted to offer favors to humans. Any trade would be to their advantage.

      “Actually, my contact owed me a little something.” Mysti’s chilly smile wrapped freezing bands around my chest. Not for the first time, it hit me that my mentor had a whole, secret existence in the magic world, probably one I didn’t want to know much about.

      Mysti’s smile faded as she began talking again. “My contact said that Miss Ugly often believes her victims have stolen something from her. So that’s why she called you a thief.”

      “Could I theoretically bargain with her to return whatever she thinks I’ve stolen?” The idea sounded like a good one to me.

      “Maybe. She’s known to reward good deeds, although her idea of a reward and yours might not mesh.” Mysti nodded. “Has she said anything else?”

      I thought hard. Miss Ugly had said more, but I’d been too scared to latch on to it. Whatever she’d said made me think of a spool of thread for some reason. Had she threatened to tie me up? I gave up. “She said more, but I don’t remember it now.”

      “When you do, text it to me.” Mysti held my gaze through the camera, asserting her authority even across the miles between Texas and Canada.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” I tried using the same tone of voice on Mysti that I used on members of Sanctuary. She barely responded.

      “Let’s not worry about it right now. For now, let’s talk about the last piece of information I have for you. And my contact did charge me for this, so please appreciate it.” Mysti played with the strip of lace coming off her bun, the only indication she’d ever give of sour nerves. “The Coachman sent Miss Ugly after you.”

      “Oscar Rivera?” I shouted the words.

      “How?” Hannah’s yell blasted into my eardrum, making it rattle.

      Mysti acknowledged our outrage with a tired sigh. “The Coachman, or Oscar, is cut off from the living plane, but he’s not cut off from the dark outposts.” She shook her finger at the camera, a habit she’d picked up from me. “He can contact anybody in the dark outposts he wants.”

      “So what do I do now?” It didn’t sound like there was much I could do.

      Mysti gave me an apologetic smile. “You need to contact Oscar.”

      The idea sent a bubble of burning anxiety through my stomach. I shook my head. “I can’t.”

      Mysti cocked her head at me, eyes narrowed. “What did the runes allow that coven to do a few months ago?”

      My cheeks heated at the rebuke in her voice. I mumbled the answer, feeling like a first grader who’d just caught her teacher’s bad side. “Summon Oscar.”

      “And who has those runes?” Mysti softened the rebuke with one her smiles.

      “Me.” I was too embarrassed to smile back. I should have known this. Mysti couldn’t be with me every second leading me along.

      “Now this is dangerous. Oscar siphoned a lot of power off you back when the two of you battled. If he’s wheeling and dealing in the dark outposts, he managed to conserve some of it.” She paused and checked some papers next to her.

      “If Oscar has a little power left over, does that mean he could escape into the world?” My scalp tingled as I began to sweat.

      “He wouldn’t do that,” Mysti said. “What he really wants is to possess you. He's smart enough to know that would not only carry him further but allow him to get really, really powerful before he went off on his own. Understand?”

      I nodded, body tightening at the memories of Oscar inside me, manipulating memories to distract me while he stole power.

      Mysti pressed her lips together and gave me an apologetic look. She didn’t like making me hurt emotionally but probably considered it a form of tough love. “You’ll have to safeguard against losing control of him…”

      An idea flashed in my mind, something I’d wanted to try but hadn’t needed to yet. “I’ve got an idea on how to do this, using my stang.”

      Mysti drew back, and a mischievous grin split her lips. “You have been studying. Good job.” She point one finger at me. “But listen. Oscar’s not going to cooperate. He will likely tell you to eat it. You’re going to have to get clues from whatever he says. So listen carefully.”

      “Maybe I can offer him something in exchange for calling Miss Ugly off.” As I said the words, I realized how stupid and childish they sounded. Oscar would never bargain with me. It was all his way or the highway. He had his vision of perfect. Anything that didn’t fit wasn’t acceptable.

      I cringed at the thought, realizing it described me too. If I ever got out of this, I might have to rethink my all or none position.

      An alarm went off on Mysti’s side of the conversation. “I hate to end this so abruptly, but I need to get moving. We should wrap up this job tomorrow. Or be dead. I’ll fly straight into the airport at San Antonio.”

      I forced a smile, no easy feat considering my dread for contacting Oscar. But Mysti deserved it. She would do anything to help the ones she loved. And all I did was take and take. “Maybe I should fly out there, if I get this straightened out, and help you and Griff.”

      Mysti raised her eyebrows. “Only if you want to see the real version of the thing people consider a werewolf.” She clicked off with that.
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      I wouldn’t summon Oscar in my camper. Not where I lived. I’d never allow something as evil as Oscar Rivera access to my home. He’d taint it. I saw only one other option.

      “I’ll do the summoning in my tent at the carnival,” I told Hannah.

      “You can’t do it alone.” Hannah had her long arms crossed over her chest.

      “You can’t help.” I mimicked her posture.

      She answered by jerking my witch pack out of the closet next to my bed and holding it tight in one fist. “You can’t stop me.”

      Tired of the argument before it had even gained traction, I gave up. “We need more than just the pack.”

      My witch pack had expanded to an oblong cedar chest with a triquetra for protection burned into the lid. Hannah and I hauled it out from the storage space underneath my mattress by its rope handles and put it in my truck along with my witch pack.

      The carnival wouldn’t open until mid-afternoon. I drove through the empty dirt lot and parked the truck in front of the grouping of RVs and tents where many of the workers stayed.

      A few of them came out to see who was here. Leon Blackfox, owner of Summervale Carnival, joined them. Soon as he saw Hannah, his face lit up.

      “How are you today?” Leon had his long black hair pulled into a ponytail, and his bronze skin glowed in the midday sun. He had packed his lean body into tight jeans and wore expensive cowboy boots.

      He was worth a second look. And a third. Maybe even a fourth. But he was interested in Hannah, not me. And she wasn’t ready.

      Hannah gave Leon a vague smile and hurried away from him. Leon’s shoulders rounded, and he frowned.

      “Need help?” He spoke to me this time, probably hoping I’d include him.

      “No, thanks” was my answer. Though Hannah teased me about Tanner Letts, I wouldn't mess with her about Leon. She was hurting emotionally. It would be cruel.

      Leon made a sour face and went back to his RV. The other workers watched us pass by, curiosity etched onto their faces, but asked no questions. They probably thought I was setting up for some blowout of an attraction. If only they knew.

      With my witch pack slung over one shoulder, Hannah and I hauled the cedar chest between us. My guts boiled at what we were about to do, and the smell of my own fear drifted up to me, chemical and sour. But I just didn't know what other option I had at this point. We got into my tent, and I flipped on the lights.

      Because I did other magic work and summoning in the tent, it had to be cleansed. I pulled my censer out of the cedar box and filled it with a couple of inches of limestone sand, found in an area not far from here where I’d felt an old, sacred presence. On top of the sand, I placed one charcoal disk and used a long match to light the edge. Sparks flew from it.

      Hannah skittered backward, hand to her chest. “Is that him?”

      “No. This is just for the ceremonial cleansing.” While the charcoal got hot enough for incense, I set out the other things I’d need.

      Oscar’s runes went on the table. Using rubber kitchen tongs, because I carried the silly belief the evil wouldn’t conduct through rubber, I arranged them in their own circle. Evil rose from them like stink off an open sewer pipe. This wasn’t the first time I’d attempted to work with them, but their ugliness never failed to surprise me. I set a bowl filled with holy water next to the runes. I’d be using the runes as a doorway, and I needed a way to close that once I finished. Soaking in the holy water would break any connection Oscar managed to forge between his prison and the topside world.

      I set my stang on the chair, away from the runes but still convenient to me, careful not to get the deer antlers, which served as prongs tangled in anything. The rest of the summoning would be done on my own steam. As I worked, I couldn’t help stealing glances at Orev’s perch. He often summoned with me, and I missed him.

      The raven familiar hadn’t shown his beak since he was plucked from the sky while I fought with Miss Ugly. He wasn’t dead. I’d feel that. But what if whoever took him decided not to give him back? Sorrow ached in my chest. Even though he wasn’t a person, Orev had become my friend. I wanted him back. A tear welled in my eye, blurring the perch.

      I pulled my focus back together, taking deep breaths. Orev would have to wait until later. He was alive and in no distress for right now. I’d have to leave his whereabouts there. This task of summoning Oscar had to be my entire focus. It was too dangerous not to. If his spirit got into me, I was in deep trouble. Hannah’s voice cut into my thoughts.

      “Do we need to cover the floor?” Hannah had watched me do a few spells since she’d been traveling with us. I occasionally used an old Persian style rug as a decorative floor cover when summoning. Spirits liked ceremony.

      “I need the dirt this time.” I lifted the stang to show Hannah. Its power lapped gently against that of the mantle. She eyed it warily, gaze lingering on the deer antlers. I set the stang back down.

      The charcoal finally glowed fiery red. I placed white sage on top of it. Smoke flooded from the incense. I let it die down. Then I placed more incense in the censer and capped it.

      I shook my hands the way Brad Whitebyrd taught me to do, releasing my insecurities and my misgivings. Today was harder than usual. I’d foolishly coasted on the belief that I’d neutralized any danger from Oscar until I was ready and able to deal with him. This was turning out not to be true. I wasn’t as strong or as in control of my abilities as I’d thought. There was still such a long road for me to travel, one lined with the bones of those who failed on the same path. One wrong move, and I’d become roadkill right along with them. I shook my head to clear the negative thoughts. The black opal heated against my skin. It was ready, and so was I.

      “This is it,” I told Hannah. “Run now or stay for the show.” I lifted the censer. White sage smoke undulated from it.

      Hannah glared to let me know she was offended by the implication that she might leave out of fear. I nodded my understanding and moved the censer up and down. The smoke drifted, caressing and curling over my bare arms.

      I began my chant, concentrating on letting go of my own negativity and pushing any other negativities out of this space.

      “Impurities of this place drift away on the air

      Negativity float away like water.”

      I moved about the space as I spoke, swinging the censer, which let out a steady stream of smoke. I let smoke drift into every nook and cranny, and even released it at the ceiling.

      “Smoke, chase it all way and cleanse me

      Cleanse this place

      Let impurities become one with the earth, gone forever.”

      A low hum built in the tent. The smoke took on weight, pressing against my skin, swirling low to the ground to tickle my ankles.

      Light flashed, bright and blinding. A chilling heat burned through the room and me, filling me with the whitest of light. A strong wind from nowhere rushed through and pushed out the incense smoke.

      My heart picked up speed. The cleansing had worked, but this was the strongest physical result I’d ever seen. The results I usually saw dealt more in a change of energy.

      I glanced at Hannah to make sure she was still okay and saw a possible answer to the increased activity. She had her eyes closed and her hands clasped beneath her chin as though in prayer. Had she done that thing with the light? Hannah’s connection between life and death was new to both of us. Her knowledge of death, of spirits leaving the living realm, could have accelerated the process. But I had no real way to know.

      “Now it’s time for the circle. Once it’s up, stay inside, no matter how scary things get.” I picked up my stang. Its power moved through me and kissed the mantle. The two energies curled together, golden as the rays of afternoon sun. I gathered my power.

      Mysti had expressed surprise at my desire for one of these, but the stang had called to me at a Witch’s Feast of Lights she’d dragged me to. The guy selling it didn’t have a stitch of magic in him. The stang, however, had enough to go around.

      A little taller than me and topped with removable deer antlers to create many forks, the slick, oiled piece of wood was covered with protection and earth symbols. The stang would act as a representation of the world tree.

      The top part, the antlers, offered protection above, in the heavens. The middle of the stang, where my hand rested, represented my part of the world, the living realm. The bottom of the stang, which I’d drive into the earth, extended the circle of protection into the lower realm where the roots of all things on the topside dwelled.

      My studies had suggested this type of circle would be tighter and stronger than what I normally did. This was the same research Mysti had praised me for doing. Though her praise felt good, I chose this method because, like the stang, it spoke to something deep in me, in the place where my magic lived. And I hoped it would be strong enough to keep Oscar out of me.

      I pointed the stang at the dirt floor and turned my body sunwise as I spoke.

      “Lord of the fire

      Lady of the earth

      Daughter of the water

      Son of wind

      Hear my call

      Witness my works

      Keep me safe

      Let not evil roam past this circle

      Let this circle seal now.”

      I drove the stang into the hard dirt at my feet. It should have been a struggle. That dirt was hard enough to bow the stang, even break it with enough force. But the energy from the earth nearly pulled the stang from my hand and sucked it into the ground.

      The circle went up around us. In it were shadows shaped like tree leaves and branches. They curled around us, protecting and sheltering us. I let my energy flow in silent thanks. It answered with a rustle of leaves and the smell of resin.

      Now for the worst part. I had to call Oscar. I stood over the table where I placed the runes. They’d moved themselves from the circle in which I’d placed them into the shape of the symbol carved on each rune. The symbol on the runes themselves, usually black, glowed with a jumping fire.

      I put all the power I could behind my voice. “Oscar E. Rivera, I summon you to into this realm. We have business to discuss.”

      At first, nothing happened. I got ready to speak again. About that time, an ugly, menacing energy rose from the runes and rolled around the circle, testing its boundaries. The runes chittered on the table and emitted the smell of rotting meat. Red mist, like blood vapor, rose from the runes. Within it, a human shape formed.

      Oscar’s thick features emerged slick and shiny in the mist. He had his hands clasped underneath his chin the way Hannah had a few minutes earlier. Slowly, he raised his head to stare at me. Then, without warning, he launched himself at me.

      The circle I’d made to contain his spirit stretched toward mine. My throat closed. My mind raced back over everything I’d done, looking for the mistake. I shook off the thoughts, concentrated on the angry spirit coming toward me, and waited for him to break his circle.

      But before Oscar’s circle could break, it slammed into my special circle. The impact shook the room. Cold fear spread over me. Hold. Please hold. A sound like wood rubbing together, a nerve-grinding flat squeak, rattled my eardrums. Oscar’s circle flew back into place, Oscar along with it. My circle pushed it there and then spread over it to hold it down.

      Oscar launched himself at the invisible wall a few more times. Each time, red mist flew from him, and he became a little less substantial. Finally he gave up and glared at me, emanating hate and violence. The red mist collected around him again and made him look solid.

      I licked my lips and took a trembling breath. “I know you sent that creature to assassinate me. Let’s negotiate a truce to our conflict.” I tried my best to sound strong and brave like Priscilla Herrera, even though I felt naked and weak without her and Orev.

      “Speak it.” Oscar Rivera, known in folklore as the Coachman, must have taken voice training in his human life. Or maybe he’d had a natural talent. Either way, his rich melodious voice was pure seduction. It could have convinced the most saintly of humans to commit mayhem and make bad decisions in his name.

      “I’ll help you cross into the spirit world, taking your entire soul with you. Your isolation will end. You can reunite with people you knew in life. Haunt as a ghost. If you seek it, you can find peace.” I used my Priscilla Herrera voice to speak the words I’d been mentally practicing since I’d decided to contact Oscar.

      The offer was a good one. Oscar Rivera’s actions, both in life and in death, were those of a tormented soul. Crossing over would allow him to leave behind the chaos and hate on which he’d thrived for more than a century. Remembering Mysti’s warning of Oscar telling me to eat it, I tried not to get my hopes up too high.

      The seconds ticked past. Oscar’s shimmering form gave no indication of hearing. Fear scratched at my already fragile confidence. My mind raced back over my actions, searching for the step I’d forgotten. But I’d done everything I knew to do.

      “Did you hear me? I’ve made you an offer.” I let the words come out of my diaphragm the way Priscilla Herrera did.

      Oscar Rivera lowered his head. His form twitched a couple of times. Then it began to shake, his shoulders hitching. Oscar threw back his head, flung his arms wide, and screamed laughter at the ceiling of my tent. It left a fine spray of red mist on the material. I puzzled at it. This wasn’t right. Oscar shouldn’t have been able to manifest physically at all. Uh oh.

      My chest tightened, and my throat closed. I had jacked this up royally, but damned if I had any idea how. Hannah edged closer to me until our bodies pressed together.

      “I don’t want to cross over, you moron. I’d lose everything important.” Oscar’s voice shook the contents of my tent, vibrated in the dirt at my feet, and buffered against my skin.

      “Then what will you take in exchange for calling off your assassin?” I didn’t know what Oscar called Miss Ugly. Assassin was as good a name as any other.

      Oscar smiled, his slick, bloody teeth glimmering in the low light. A chill rolled through my body. I grabbed Hannah’s hand. Her trembling fingers curled around mine.

      “You want to bargain?” He cocked his head at me.

      “Within reason, yes.” Unable to muster the Priscilla Herrera voice this time, I sounded like a rabbit caught in a snare.

      Oscar laughed again. This time, he got over it faster. “Even if I could call off my assassin, which I cannot, there’s only one thing I want from you.” He paused, maybe waiting for me to ask what. I said nothing. I knew if I spoke, my voice would tremble. He sneered at me. “I want your death for what you and your ancestor did to me. Then I’ll rise again and make things go the way they should have in the first place. My followers would have ruled this nation and the world had it not been for Samantha Herrera and for you.”

      Oscar was wrong. His foolishness and arrogance would have always done him in, but we never see our own failings or how impossible our tightest held dreams are. Oscar, mad in both life and death, thought his goal achievable, and it drove him just like any other, saner man’s desire.

      “Look at you.” His laughter came back, doubling him over and shaking him where he stood. “You don’t even know that your fate is now entwined with my assassin’s and nothing can ever change it. She owns you now.” He stared at me, his blood-slick features impossible to read. “You’re too stupid and stuck in your ways to figure out how to get away from her.”

      Wait a minute. Had Oscar implied there was a way to escape Miss Ugly? He wouldn’t help me, so there was no reason to ask what he meant. Mysti’d hoped he’d give me hints about what was going on. Was this one?

      “Let me ask you something, Peri Jean Mace.” Oscar’s voice lulled me, caressed my senses. “Have you had any visitors lately? Faces from the past?”

      Only Wade. The hurt bubbled up, almost overpowering the fear.

      Oscar studied my face. “Not Wade Hill, fool.”

      I jolted. Had Oscar read my mind? My skin tingled as fear made my heart pump even harder.

      Oscar cocked his head, lip curling as though he was staring at a particularly interesting piece of shit. “You didn’t recognize him, did you? Don’t worry. He’ll be back.” Oscar wiggled his fingers at me. His form turned back to red mist and slithered back into the tiles.

      I hurried to the table and swept the tiles into the holy water. The evil still emanated from them, but I no longer felt Oscar’s vile presence. My heart slowed. In control again, I spoke aloud to Hannah the thing that had bothered me most.

      “Oscar read my mind. He knew I was thinking about Wade.” My voice shook.

      Hannah said nothing. She stood in the spot where I’d left her, fingers twitching, too shocked to move.

      I kept talking anyway. “Oscar shouldn’t have known what I was thinking. I broke the connection he forged with me when I killed the coven that summoned him a couple of months ago.”

      Hannah shook herself. “Maybe he read your mind because that’s what ghosts do.”

      She might have been right. I took the stang out the dirt, breaking the circle, and said, “I guess they do.”

      But Oscar knowing my thoughts teased at the edge of my brain like a fish who nibbles at the bait but won’t take the hook. My gut said there was something to it. I just didn’t know what.
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      Hannah and I spent the next couple of hours cleaning out my tent. We burned more white sage incense to get rid of any spiritual filth Oscar left behind. I used my homemade spiritual cleanser on the table, chairs, and my stang. I checked my phone's clock often, counting down the minutes until Miss Ugly returned.

      Hannah gestured at the bowl of holy water holding Oscar’s runes. “What do I do with this?”

      I walked over to her, hand out, and peeked into the bowl, sort of the way you look in the toilet bowl before you flush. The symbol on one of the runes glowed fire, distorted by the moving water. It winked out almost as soon as I noticed it. I gasped and almost dropped the bowl. Hannah clapped both her hands to the bowl’s sides to keep it from falling.

      “What happened?”

      “One of the runes was glowing red. Same as when we were talking to Oscar.” Stress squeezed my ribcage. This had something to do with Oscar knowing about Wade. I didn’t know why I thought that other than my gut said so. It all fit together, but my mind couldn’t grasp the connection.

      I dressed the runes with my special banishing oil just to make sure I’d closed the door between me and Oscar.

      Sounds of people arriving and setting up around us drifted through the tent’s thick material. I checked the time. Only a few hours until dark.

      Hannah put her hand over my phone's display. “Stop looking. You’re only making it worse.”

      “Maybe, but I don’t know what I’m going to do when Miss Ugly comes back.” I pushed the phone into my pocket.

      “What are you more afraid of? Dying and changing into new energy or being killed?” That scary emptiness had come back to Hannah’s eyes.

      A few months earlier, a chthonic being had preyed on both of us, scratching open our shadow sides. Hannah’s had been a darkness leading to self-destruction because of what Michael Gage did to her. Mine had been a lack of fear of death because I secretly hated my life. Those who don’t fear death take chances because life has no true hold. Now that Hannah had asked the big question, the unspoken hung between us.

      My answer came out in a near whisper. “Being slaughtered for food.”

      “You won’t feel it anymore once your heart stops beating,” she whispered back.

      “Should I give up?” The idea pissed me off. I didn’t back down to anybody or anything. It was my nature. My eyes locked on Hannah’s, and the answer was there. No. Don’t give up. Fight to the death but don’t fear it.

      I took a deep breath. My mind stopped running in circles. “I have to find out what she thinks I stole. That’ll at least buy me time.”

      Hannah nodded. “And I’m here to help.”

      “Sure is quiet in here.” Tanner’s rough voice came from the tent’s flap.

      Hannah and I moved away from each other as though we’d been caught doing something forbidden. And I suppose we had. It’s a given for humans to fear death. Those who don’t are looked upon as mad or unbalanced.

      Tanner wore a thin white linen shirt, the sleeves rolled up enough to display dark forearms corded with muscle. His suntanned skin stood out against the white. Those intense eyes pegged me from across the room.

      “Hey. What’s up?” My libido was one thing that was up. Whore, I said to myself. It hadn’t even been a full day since seeing Wade and having Desiree give me the facts of life. How could I turn the corner on Wade so quickly? Because it’s been a done deal for months now, answered a less judgmental part of my brain. And I had been lonely a lot longer than that.

      Tanner tweaked a part of me that had lain dormant for too long. He wasn’t pretty the way Dean had been, but he wasn’t rugged the way Wade had been either. Tanner’s odd leonine features made him someone people looked at twice but maybe shied away from. He had an inner badassery. It showed in the way he moved, in the fierce gleam of his eyes. But there was vulnerability too, in the way he’d tuck his hair behind his ear or glance down at his worn shoes.

      “If you still want to see my shop, I just finished setting it up.” He licked his thin, bow-shaped lips. My inner tramp wondered what those lips would feel like pressed to mine. Or on my body. I pushed the thought away.

      “Sure.” I glanced at Hannah, silently inviting her.

      She shook her head. “I’d better get over to the face painting tent. See ya, Tanner.” She brushed past him and walked out without a backward glance.

      “So it’s just us?” Tanner’s eyes darted around the tent, never settling on anything for long. He fingered a hoop hanging from his belt.

      I came closer. “Unless you’d rather wait until it’s not.”

      “No.” His laugh sounded like a dry bark. His smile was more genuine. He motioned me to follow, and I did.

      Tanner’s tent, the red and white striped one Shelly turned up her nose at, was wedged between a lady who read Lenormand cards and a guy who sold handmade animals made out of wire. His specialty was scorpions. Both vendors, husband and wife, called greetings to me.

      Tanner held open the flap of his tent for me to pass through. My shoulder brushed him. Electric attraction spiked through me. Shelly had been right. There was something between us. The big question was whether I wanted to do something about it. The answer didn’t come, so I stepped into the tent and looked around.

      Tanner had arranged his wares in a collection of glass cases I recognized as belonging to Kenny Johnson, Sanctuary’s unofficial security team and gofer. I walked slowly in front of the cases, taking in the items. I had no idea what purpose any of them had. This was something I could talk to Tanner about so we could break the heavy silence between us.

      “Cecil said you locate magical items.” I raised my voice on the last word to let Tanner know it was a question.

      “Well, the items sort of find me. Might as well do something with them.” He crossed his arms over his chest. I couldn’t help noticing the bulge of his biceps underneath the thin white linen of his shirt. Then I noticed his hands. Scarred just like mine. A fighter. Was that the source of his financial problems? I turned back to the glass case.

      “What’s this?” I pointed at two stacks of weathered two-dollar bills.

      I didn’t hear Tanner’s footsteps on the dirt floor of his tent, but suddenly he stood next to me. His scent invaded my nose, and his body heat kissed my skin.

      “Which one?” His voice had more sharp burrs than it had a second ago.

      “The two-dollar bills. What do they do?” I tapped the glass.

      Tanner leaned across me and pointed to the stack on the left. “The ones on the left are bad luck.” He moved his finger over a few inches. “The ones on the right are good luck.”

      I pivoted slightly so we were facing. This close, his eyes mesmerized me. Animal passion lurked in their sparkling depths. “Why both kinds of luck?”

      “Just depends on who the person is and what they believe. Some people consider two-dollar bills bad luck. But some consider them good luck.” Tanner pulled out his wallet and showed me a bill compartment, empty except for a lone two-dollar bill. We exchanged a smile, but I glanced away quickly, still feeling guilty over even being attracted to Tanner. Was I really this fickle?

      “Wanna know why I put the bad luck ones on the left?” Tanner lowered his chin, never taking his eyes off mine. The nostrils on his barroom brawl nose flared.

      I nodded, afraid I’d say something really stupid if I spoke.

      Tanner tapped the glass over the left-hand stack of bills. “Centuries ago, left-handedness was considered evil. So I put the bad luck bills on the left side as a private joke.”

      I smiled and walked to the end of the counter. Tanner followed, explaining the uses of white heather, acrylic-encased four-leaf clovers, evil eye talismans, and the meanings of a small selection of Catholic medals. The pile of dimes near the end intrigued me. I leaned close to the glass, trying to pick up magical vibrations.

      “Mercury dimes. Or Winged Liberty Head dimes.” Tanner still hovered close enough for me smell the soap he used. “Some people drill a hole in a dime and string it around their ankle as sort of a magical metal detector. If the coin turns black, it means somebody’s doing bad spell work against them.”

      “Does it work?” I thought not since my black opal didn’t react to them.

      Tanner shrugged and winked. I knew the wink. People bought our wares, paid us for séances and witch work, because they wanted to believe. “People also buy them for SATOR work. You know, from Germanic folklore. The dimes are also used for money-drawing spell work.”

      Tanner stopped talking. We stared at each other, and the silence got big again. Every beat of my heart boomed in my ears. He broke the stare and moved to the last glass cabinet. This one contained only two items, a brass cornucopia and an ankh so old I couldn’t even tell what kind of metal it was made of.

      “Right now, these are my high ticket items. The cornucopia was supposedly hexed by an otherworldly being. It’ll fill with whatever its owner needs at the time.” He smiled at me. “And before you ask, I don’t know if it works. The price for using it is too high.”

      I bet I knew the kind of creature who had turned it into magical item. Those dark beings seemed to be everywhere now that I knew about them. They’d been around since the beginning of time, using people for amusement, and most never even knew they walked among us. I shivered.

      Tanner frowned at my shiver, reached out a hand like he might touch me, but then dropped it. “The ankh belonged to a powerful sorceress or sorcerer. It’s a gateway to the divine.”

      “What do you mean?” I leaned close to the glass, black opal shocking me with magic.

      “Supposedly it can be used to cross into…” Tanner paused and frowned, seeming to search for the right word. “Other realms. I discovered it in a pawnshop. The pawnbroker sold it to me for a song. He was scared of it. Said one of his employees had taken it in back to catalogue it, and the guy went missing. They never found any trace of him. He was just gone, and the ankh was lying there on the floor.” Tanner fingered a hoop hanging from his belt again. Up close, it looked sort of like a keychain, but the pieces of metal on it weren’t keys. Was this the thing Shelly mentioned, the shovel that found stolen items?

      We were at the end of the display. Tanner still stood close, almost hemming me in. I should have pushed around him and left. But I didn’t want to. The metal on the hoop jingled as he fingered it.

      “What’s that?” I pointed at the hoop.

      “Nine irons amulet. Good luck and protection.” Tanner stood so close now the shadow of whiskers on his upper lip, dozens of black dots, were visible. “Items similar to it have been found in Viking ruins, but they were also popular in the 1800s. This one’s new, but the blacksmith made it from reclaimed iron.” He unbuckled his belt, slid off the amulet, and handed it to me.

      I bounced the amulet in my hand, testing the weight. Heavier than it looked, its magic crept up my arm. Each piece of metal on the hook was attached by a hole at its top end.

      “Know what they represent?” Tanner lips curved into a smile.

      I shook my head. His hand closed around mine, linen of his shirt brushing against my arm. Chill bumps rose on my skin.

      If Tanner noticed, he didn’t let on. He used a finger to lift the circle-shaped piece of iron. “This is a pan. Heat it to ward off enemies. The saw and axe protect you from evil spirits.” Tanner’s voice rolled over the descriptions like sultry dark coffee. Something imported with a sensuous bite. His light touch resonated in every part of my body. Sweat broke out on the nape of my neck. He touched another two items and raised his eyes to mine. “The plow coulter and plowshare soothe sleepless children.” He moved his finger again. “The shovel and spade will help you recover lost or stolen property.”

      “That makes sense. They can dig up whatever you’ve lost or stolen.” As soon as I spoke, I regretted it. My logic sounded stupid. But Tanner smiled and nodded. I searched his eyes, his posture, for signs he was interested. He turned his attention back to the amulet of nine irons. The next charm was a cross.

      Tanner held it between his thumb and forefinger. “This is to bless holy water and keep spirits away.” The final charm was a horseshoe nail. Tanner tapped it. “For good luck.”

      We were so close I heard his inhales and exhales, felt the puffs of humid breath on my overly sensitive skin. Our eyes met again. This time I was the one who glanced away, Wade’s face foremost in my mind. The way he lit his cigarettes. The tattoos on his arms. The way he’d told me he loved me a few times.

      I turned away from Tanner, still hyper aware of him at my back, and focused on a framed picture he’d set on the edge of the glass cabinet. The casual picture, taken on rocky terrain and overlooking hills spreading into the distance, showed a shorter-haired Tanner. He posed next to a pretty blond woman. Two dark-haired girls stood in front of them, obviously their children. One of the girls, a teenager, must have been born when Tanner was pretty young, or he was a lot older than he looked.

      So this was Tanner’s problem. An ex-wife demanding alimony and child support. Maybe college for the older girl. If Tanner didn’t pay, police could get involved, raid Sanctuary. I turned back to Tanner, almost relieved to be able to walk away from him before I made a fool of myself.

      He stared at the picture, eyes glossy. “My wife and daughters. They died in a car crash eighteen months ago.” He swallowed hard and shook his head. “I never go anywhere without a picture of them.” He choked on the last word and turned away from me.

      My cheeks heated at my uncharitable thoughts. I’d discovered his secret, though not how he’d become poverty stricken, and now I regretted it. Tanner stood stock still, his back to me. I didn’t know what to do, or if I should do anything. I tiptoed toward the door.

      When I got there, I blurted, “Thanks for showing me your shop,” and nearly leapt out.
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      I trudged toward my tent, awash with regret. Running off like that couldn’t have been more insensitive. But what else could I have done? Men usually didn’t want to hang their emotions out in the wind for all and sundry to analyze and try to fix.

      Then why had he lost his cool in front of me? Maybe he felt guilty about whatever attraction he felt to me just like I felt guilty over my attraction to him. Tanner’s wife wouldn’t be back. But that didn’t mean he’d gotten over her. He might never move on.

      If he was stuck on his dead wife, didn’t that let me off the hook with Tanner? Nothing would ever happen. Wade Hill could remain front and center in my emotions, the great love who got away. Tanner Letts could be an amusing piece of eye candy I never made a move on.

      Good. That’s settled. I smiled to myself, ignoring the sharp pang of disappointment way down deep where I hid the real me from the world.

      A few feet away, Finn stood fast-talking a young couple. He was likely using his telepathic abilities to swindle them. I gave him a knowing wink just to show myself there was nothing to be disappointed over.

      Finn’s dark eyes settled on my face. Light fingers tickled my brain as he rummaged through my thoughts. I tried to push away the thoughts of Tanner, but a smile broke out over Finn’s gaunt face and he gave me a lewd wink. I showed him my middle finger and ducked into my tent. What I saw stopped me cold.

      A man squatted in front of the old, shabby painted buffet where I kept my magical implements out of sight. His cowboy boots, so worn the only color they had was the dirty strips of duct tape holding them together, stuck out beside my séance table. I recognized those boots.

      I quickly sifted through my memory and placed them from the previous night, right before Miss Ugly attacked for the first time. The man I’d caught coming out of my tent. He’d hurried away when I called to him.

      His walk had seemed familiar last night. The way he knelt seemed familiar tonight. I studied the back of his mostly gray hair. His emaciated shoulders moved underneath his T-shirt as he rummaged in my cabinet. Still unable to place him, I took out my cell and texted Finn. One word summed up the situation. “Intruder.”

      Then I blocked off the man’s exit. I kept a set of brass knuckles in my back pocket while I worked. The most I’d had to do so far was show them to a nitwit who tried to leave without paying. Now I slipped them onto my fist, ready to fight. “The fuck are you doing in here?”

      The man spun around. Even from the distance between us, I could see his eyes were bloodshot. The deep, dark quarter moons underneath them looked like something on a corpse. But he wasn’t dead. He might have been close, but not just yet.

      He smiled, showing teeth that had a line of black between each one. That was when I knew him. Tim. My ex. The man who beat me until I miscarried our child because he thought I owed him money.

      When I’d last seen him, he’d had a rock-n-roll messiah mane of hair with a matching beard. The beard had been so soft and shiny under my fingers. I glanced at his hand to see if he still wore the ring that had hurt so bad the night he beat me. It was there, gleaming in the dim lights of my tent. My stomach tightened, and bile crawled up the back of my throat.

      “Get out,” I said from between clenched teeth.

      Tim stood, glancing at the brass knuckles on my fist, and raised both hands. The chemical smell of his sweat hit me. “Hey. ’Member me?”

      “Get out.” My breaths came in hard gasps.

      “Listen, I ain’t here for trouble.” He took a slow step toward me. When I’d known him before, the drugs hadn’t had time to eat away his body, only his soul, and he’d been a healthy weight. Now his jeans flapped around his emaciated legs, and his arms looked like pickup sticks.

      I backed toward the flap of my tent. Damn it, Finn. Can’t you get your ass in gear? He knew “intruder” meant to come quick. I’d been having so much trouble the last few days, he should have been on high alert for me anyway. What was he up to?

      Tim closed the distance between us, arms outstretched, his body odor nearly gagging me. I doubled up my fist and tried to make myself swing it. It hung uselessly at my side. My knees went rubbery, and my head swam.

      Tim pulled me into a hug, pressing his disgusting, stinking body against mine. The first tear leaked out of my eye and slid down my face. I still couldn’t move. He let go of me and leaned back so he could look in my face, still baring those awful rotting teeth.

      “My gorgeous ex. Thought we’d never meet again.” He squeezed my shoulders for emphasis. “’Bout a month ago, back when y’all was in Gonzales, I seen you. But when I went after you, you’d already gotten away. Did a month of asking around, looking for you.”

      Remembering Jadine’s prediction, I glanced at Tim’s neck. Sure enough, a serpent tattoo, faded by time and sunlight, crept out of his shirt and onto his neck. I’d thought Tanner was the one she’d seen, the one I should watch out for, but it had been Tim all along.

      For some reason, that calmed me. “What do you want, Tim?”

      He made a mock pout, which would have been charming when I was in my early twenties and stupid as a pile of poo. Now it just looked creepy. “Why I gotta want anything?” he whined. “Why can’t I just want to catch up?”

      “You don’t look for somebody for a month just to catch up. And you sure as fuck don’t go nosing through their things.” The eff-word gave me some of my swagger back. I shrugged Tim’s filthy hands off me and got a few steps away from him. He tried to crowd in on me, and I held up my brass-knuckled fist. He nodded and put up his skeletal hands in a warding off gesture.

      “All right. I wanted to do this nice, but I’m just gonna be blunt. Last time we talked, it was about money.” He tilted his head and gave me a parent-to-kid glare.

      “Talked? Is that what you call beating me until I had a miscarriage?” My voice raised with each word until I was screaming so hard it hurt. Tears flowed freely down my face.

      There was no way I could express, in a way his fried brain would understand, what that miscarriage had done to me, besides making me infertile. He could never understand what it had been like to meet Finn’s daughter and realize she was the spirit of our lost child, a child lost because of Tim kicking and punching me.

      “You had a miscarriage? Was it mine?” The asshole actually looked worried.

      That did it for me. I actually heard my self-control snap. I raced toward him, rearing back the fist with the brass knuckles and letting it fly as hard as I could. It hit Tim’s jaw, and a spray of spit came from his mouth. But he knew how to fight too. He doubled up one fist and rammed an undercut into my sternum.

      The air whooshed out of my lungs in one long stream. My knees went loose, and I sank to the floor, lungs aching, bowels burning. I tried to catch my breath. Nothing happened. I glared at Tim, lips pulled back from my teeth, and tried to hit him again. I couldn’t work my arm.

      “That last time we talked, you owed me money.” He knelt on the floor next to me and grabbed a handful of my hair to drag my face toward him. “You still owe it.”

      I wanted more than anything to argue with him, but I couldn’t even catch my breath, much less talk. So I did the next best thing. I pulled on the mantle. It was tired from summoning the Coachman, but it came willingly enough. I imagined dozens of red wasps covering Tim’s face. Then I pushed the power into them.

      He winced as the first phantom bite stung his skin. Then he let out a yelp as another one hit. He let go of me and slapped at his face. I poured more power to it. Tim ran around the room, slapping his own cheeks, and crying out.

      In the back of my mind, I heard Mysti’s sweet voice. It comes back times three. I didn’t give a shit right then. I sent fire into the stings. Tim’s cry was as pretty as an opera.

      While I enjoyed Tim’s plight, I concentrated on getting my breath back. I’d give Tim a beating that would mark him the rest of his short life. Even if I had to cheat with magic. I took a shallow breath. My stomach roiled. I forced myself to take another and rolled onto my knees. Tim was still busy with his phantom wasps.

      Finn, sweat-faced and gasping, rushed into my tent. Kenny Johnson came in behind Finn carrying a crowbar. So that’s where Finn had gone, to get our flunky to do the dirty work. Good. Kenny was a dirtbag.

      Finn glanced at me. “Are you all…” The light fingers touched my mind, and Finn’s sentence broke off. His head slowly pivoted to stare at Tim, his eyes widening. Finn’s face reddened, and rage contorted it. My skinny cousin let out an animal yell and rushed Tim.

      Tim, still occupied with getting whatever was stinging him over and over again off his body, didn’t see Finn coming. My cousin threw a wild punch at Tim’s head. Tim staggered backward and fell on the dirt. The sudden jolt broke the simple spell.

      Tim rolled to his feet. In one smooth motion, he went around Finn and snatched the crowbar from Kenny. It all happened so quickly that Kenny barely reacted until it was too late. He backed away from Tim. My ex-husband advanced on Kenny, weapon raised to hit.

      “Peri Jean, I know you found that treasure and got plenty of money from it. You gonna give me some of that money.” He glanced at me for just a second, the old hatefulness bright in his eyes.

      “Let’s fight for it.” I took a step toward him, fist doubled up, not caring if this was the last five seconds of my life.

      “Peri Jean, let us handle this.” Finn came up behind me and grabbed at my arm. I spun around and pointed one finger at him. He backed away until he bumped into Kenny. The two men glanced at each other, both not sure what to do. Well, I knew what to do.

      Tim let out an incredulous laugh. “Come on then. I’ll beat you like a little bitch. You thought the other time was bad?”

      “I think you’re in such bad health that I can whip your sorry ass. What’s wrong with you? Hep C from those ugly fucking tattoos?” I circled Tim, knees loose to dance away when he swung. “Or did you end up in prison getting your asshole stretched? I heard you can get asshole disease in there.” Tim winced. I went in for the kill. “You might be big enough to beat up a woman, but I bet you were everybody’s little butthole bitch in the pen.”

      That was enough. Tim took a running step at me and swung the crowbar. It arced toward me, and I don’t think my heart even pumped an extra time. I took a step backward.

      Someone rushed up behind Tim and delivered a series of fast punches to his back. Tim staggered and tried to turn around.

      Tanner Letts grabbed Tim’s wrist and brought it down on his knee. The crowbar clanged on the dirt. My ex-husband reached into his back pocket.

      Tanner didn’t give him time to get out whatever he was going for. He reared back one fist and let it go, pivoting his whole body as the punch unfurled. It slammed into Tim’s temple. Tim glared at me as his legs folded underneath him. He hit the ground. His head bounced once, and his eyes closed.

      I ran over and kicked my ex in chest. It felt so good, I did it again. And again. I think I would have stood there kicking him all night had Tanner not dragged me off him.

      Tanner, barely breathing hard, spun me where he could look at my face. I flailed in his grasp. If I could get back to my loser ex, I’d kick him to death.

      Tanner grabbed both shoulders and shook me hard. “That’s enough.”

      My teeth clicked together. I stopped struggling.

      Tanner loosened his grip and stared into my eyes. He softened his voice. “He didn’t hit you in the head?” I shook my head. Tanner turned to Finn and Kenny. “You two were going to let her fight that guy? Are you crazy? He’d have killed her.” Tanner turned back to me. “And you. Even with him sick, he’d have hurt you. Do you have a death wish?”

      I pushed Tanner’s hands off me and muttered, “I had it under control.”

      The shock and shame went off Finn’s face. He turned to Kenny and jerked a thumb at my ex-husband. “Get this piece of trash out of here.”

      Kenny shuffled over to Tim’s still form and tried to sling the man over his shoulder. “I can’t do this by myself.” He grunted with the effort and finally dropped him back on the floor.

      Finn rolled his eyes. “You can’t carry him out of here like that during business hours. The three of us’ll have to act like we’re ejecting him. Tanner, you up?”

      Tanner didn’t answer right away. He leaned over my table staring at something. I went over and found Oscar’s runes scattered all over the dirt floor. The gold-colored wheel Samantha had given me, the one that was supposed to help me find Oscar, lay beside them. Tanner pointed one finger at me. “Stay here while I help them. I want to talk to you about this stuff.”

      “You don’t tell me what to do,” I shot back.

      Tanner spun and walked away from me, shoulders squared. Mad as I was at him for not letting me do things my way, I still noticed the shape of his butt as he brainstormed with Finn and Kenny on how to get Tim out of there. They finally agreed on a plan and dragged Tim toward the door.

      I ignored them all and squatted over the scattered runes and the wheel. It was obvious Tim had come here for them, which meant he could be working with Oscar. But how? When I looked up again, my asshole ex was gone.

      Good. I needed to get myself together. My position in the community of Sanctuary didn’t allow for meltdowns.
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      I sat down at my séance table, hands still shaking. Tanner had said he wanted to talk about the runes. I didn’t want another close encounter with him, but I needed his expertise with arcane items. Something was going on, and I needed help understanding what.

      Besides, I might not have to face Tanner alone. Word of what happened would spread soon, and my tent would fill with concerned family and friends. I leaned my head forward and took deep breaths, concentrating on slowing my heart. My anger at the whole situation ebbed. Guilt stepped into its place.

      Tanner had been right about one thing. I could have gotten myself killed, and it would have been because of my fury. The poor man didn’t deserve the sharp end of my attitude. His pain over his losing his wife and daughters had to be unimaginable. I’d lost friends and family. It had been bad enough. But losing both your children and your life partner? I shied away from the thought. It was too much to contemplate. My mind, still agitated, jumped straight to what had happened with my ex.

      Tim’s finding the runes made no sense. Earlier, Hannah and I had put the runes back in their muslin bag and placed that in a black wooden box. I’d placed the box at the very back of the shabby chic buffet’s bottom drawer. Tim had come in here looking for the runes.

      He couldn’t have known about them on his own. Someone must have sent him. It made sense that someone was Oscar Rivera. But how had he and Tim hooked up?

      Tim had been in my tent the night before. Could he have taken a rune then? Sure. He could have dropped one or two in his pocket as he stood when I first confronted him. If he’d done that, Oscar would definitely be in contact. He’d even help Tim act against me.

      I let out an irritated grunt. This wasn't helping me figure out a damn thing. Might as well clean up Tim’s mess.

      I stood, got out my rubber tongs, and began picking up Oscar’s runes. My black opal gave me a few shocks to warn me of their magic. Then it went cold, so icy it made the skin on my chest ache.

      I counted the runes, dropping each one in the muslin bag after I counted it. There were a total of sixteen. But this was the first time I’d counted them. There was no way to know if Tim took one or not. I used the tongs to put the muslin bag back into its black box and placed the box back in the buffet.

      Samantha’s wheel lay where Tim had left it, gleaming in the dull overhead lights strung through the tent. My black opal gave me a sharp ping.

      The wheel didn’t look like a magical object at first glance. It just looked like a dull, tarnished metal disk. The only magic I’d ever seen it perform had manifested after making a deal with Sol, my chthonic contact in the dark outposts.

      Realizing Tim had rifled through the cedar chest to get the wheel and that he might have damaged things I actually treasured, I hurried over and opened it. The smell of cedar enveloped me. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and blew it out my mouth. The familiar ritual comforted me, and I looked on the contents of the cedar chest with calm eyes.

      Nothing seemed to be missing. Things were a bit moved around but not what I’d expect for them having been burgled.

      A throat cleared behind me. Recognizing Tanner’s husky purr, I took a deep breath and forced calmness into my mind. Then I turned.

      Tanner looked as though he hadn’t been doing anything more strenuous than taking out the trash. Which I suppose was exactly what he had been doing. In a funny way.

      “He gone?” I asked.

      Tanner nodded and came further into the tent. He reached into his back pocket and withdrew something. Metal caught the light. He came forward and set it on the table. “I pulled this off your ex-husband before we sent him on his way.”

      I got to my feet, expecting to see a rune or two, maybe some magical item I hadn’t yet realized missing. Instead I found myself looking at a buck knife.

      Tanner calmly raised the knife and flipped open the blade. He picked up one of my business cards. “May I?”

      I shrugged. With careful precision, Tanner shaved an even sliver off the edge of the business card. He set the knife and the card down and settled his eyes on mine. They burned with intensity. “I stopped you from attacking him because I could see he was about to pull a weapon. You were so angry that you were acting without thinking. I’ve done a lot of fighting in my life. That’s a deadly combination.”

      And here I’d thought Tim might have just beat me to death. My new friend, Tanner, had saved me from getting stabbed. I eyed the knife curiously, wondering how long it would have taken to die if Tim had stabbed me. Raising my head, I said, “But you risked yourself to help me.”

      Tanner shrugged. “Cecil explained how important you are to this community. If I want to stay, I have to respect that.”

      Dying still didn’t frighten me like it should have, but Tanner had done me a good turn. And after I’d so callously brought back the sadness of his loss. I owed him big.

      “You saved me. As far as I’m concerned, you’ve earned your place among us. Stay until it doesn’t work for you anymore.” I knew Cecil wouldn’t disagree with me. He wanted Tanner here. Some of his reasons still made me uncomfortable, but there were other, good reasons to have Tanner around.

      Tanner flushed at my pronouncement and shifted on his feet. The display of humility didn’t work on this compact, powerful man. He took a step closer and leaned down so we were at eye level. “I have to admit something here. What I did, helping you, was for selfish reasons too.”

      “Oh?” I couldn’t manage more than the one word, not with Tanner so close, his warm scent surrounding me.

      “Yeah.” His tongue teased the corner of his mouth. “I want a chance to get to know you. You’re like nobody I’ve met so far.”

      My face heated along with the rest of my body. Change the subject or do something stupid. I got control of myself. I pushed the knife at his hand. “Do you want the knife? Maybe for a souvenir?”

      Tanner picked it up, considered it, and slipped it into his back pocket. “I came back in here to talk about…” He trailed off.

      I entertained the possibility of him closing the space between us and pressing his lips on mine. My body heated as I thought about how his mouth might taste.

      Tanner took a step forward. His arm brushed against one breast. My nipple hardened, tingles shooting through me. Wade’s face appeared in my mind. I loved him. How could I even sort of want Tanner to kiss me? But I did.

      Instead of kissing me, Tanner leaned around me and stared at the floor. He jerked back and raised his eyes to mine. “Where’d it go?”

      “Huh?” I’d been so sure we were about to engage in a little slobber swapping that I didn’t even know what he meant.

      “The stuff that was on the floor.” He enunciated very clearly, his lack of a Southern accent pronounced.

      “Oh.” Face on fire, I turned to the cabinet and took out the black box. I opened it, removed the muslin bag, and scattered the runes on the table.

      Tanner backed away, hands up, mouth turned down in disgust. “No. The wheel.”

      I left the runes scattered on the table, went to my cedar chest, and took out the pouch holding the wheel. Turning, I found Tanner right behind me. He’d approached without me hearing again. I jumped in surprise and dropped the pouch. Tanner caught it before it was even halfway to the dirt floor.

      “May I?” He had his finger on the rawhide drawstring, but the question in his green eyes indicated he’d do nothing without permission.

      I nodded. “All yours.”

      Tanner went to the table but stopped and stared at the runes scattered over it. His face puckered as though he’d smelled something rotting. Suddenly, I smelled it too. I hurried to the table, used the tongs to sweep the runes back into their bag, put the bag in the box, and put away the whole mess.

      The odor lingered, as did the pall of evil. Grabbing a bundle of white sage, I lit it and distributed smoke over the table to cleanse it. Those runes seemed to get nastier every time I dealt with them.

      Tanner absently nodded his appreciation and sat down at the table. His fingers gently worked the rawhide, loosening it enough to remove the disk. Touching the disk as though it might break, he pulled it out of the bag and set it before him on the table.

      The contrast between this gentle man and the fierce warrior who’d beaten my useless ex-husband fascinated me. I sat down across from him, stuffing down all the questions that came to mind. I had a feeling I’d gather more if I let him take the lead.

      “This is it,” he muttered.

      “What is it?” The wheel had saved my life but at great personal cost. After seeing Tanner’s cornucopia and ankh, I didn’t see why he’d be so impressed. It was the same sort of magic.

      “My ability is not just finding items of power,” Tanner said, gaze still fixed on the disk. “I can tell what an item will do if I get close enough to it. Do you know what it does? What it is?”

      I was absolutely not going to admit how little I knew about the disk. “I’ve seen this disk used once.” In a vision, but it still counted. “And I’ve used it once myself. It helped me kill a bunch of people.”

      Tanner frowned. But then he started to nod. “That makes sense in its way.” He raised his head and met my gaze.

      My body tightened. “Why don’t you tell me what you know about the disk?” We weren’t getting anywhere bandying about, and Tanner might give me a hint for how it could be used to discover where Oscar hid his soul. Given recent events, I needed to immobilize Oscar more than ever.

      “For starters, I wouldn’t call it a disk. It’s a wheel. More specifically, it’s the wheel of life.”

      I thought about that. Samantha had called it a wheel. But Tanner’s calling it a wheel of life gave me an immediate reference.

      Mysti had an expensively framed poster on her wall with the words  “wheel of life” printed on it. The poster listed the eight seasonal festivals and had stylized graphics for each one. My favorite, Beltane, showed a group of figures dancing around a maypole. Mysti said the wheel and its symbols represented the constant movement and cyclical changes of the year. She also said it represented our journey through life. Imbolc was the beginning, Samhain, the end. Tanner watched me, those amazing eyes probing into me.

      When he spoke, his voice was soft, reflective. “No matter what else happens in Texas, seeing the wheel of life makes the trip worth it.”

      I tilted my head. Wasn’t it just another arcane object?

      Tanner shook his head as though I’d asked the question aloud. “The wheel of life is legendary. Nobody I ever spoke to knew if it was a myth or real. And if it had once existed, if it still did.” So this was why he held it like something breakable. He was in awe.

      I was still confused. “I thought the wheel of life was more of a calendar than a magical object. Mysti never mentioned anything magical about it.” I bit off my words, too aware of how stupid they made me seem.

      Tanner turned the wheel over and back quickly. The eight-piece pie shape etched itself into the metal. “But you’ve seen it do this? You had to’ve if you used the wheel.”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen that.” I watched the wheel warily, waiting for it to open in the middle and for waterlogged hands to appear and start pulling to get out.

      Tanner traced the pie shape. “These represent the seasons of life, the phases of life.” His eyes sparkled. It was as though he’d woken up after a deep sleep. “The sorceress who can manipulate those seasons and phases may bless or curse anybody she chooses. Their fate is in her hands.”

      No wonder he was in awe. Power like that would come at a high premium. What Tanner said about the wheel fit with what I’d seen it do. Both Samantha and I had called down divine intervention in the form of Sol, a chthonic being, to snuff out the fates of dangerous people.

      Tanner gazed at the wheel. “This is capable of great and terrible things. The consequences of using it for less than honorable purposes are too horrific to comprehend.” He glanced up at me. “Only the most powerful of witches could use this without summoning a more powerful entity to help. You said you made the wheel work?”

      Tanner stared at me the same way he’d stared at the wheel, with an awe that almost bordered on adoration. That I couldn’t tell him I was a super-powerful witch disappointed me. Then I caught myself. Why did I care if I impressed Tanner Letts?

      “I had to summon a dark being to help me do what needed doing.” I shrugged and raised my eyebrows. Then I began explaining myself again, in spite of my declaration of not caring. “Both my life and the life of Dillon and Finn’s daughter depended on it.”

      “That’s a damn good reason. If it comes down to you or someone else, make sure you’re the one who makes it out. Always.” Fierce light burned in Tanner’s eyes. It was the same way he’d looked when he’d punched out Tim.

      “Since that night I killed those people, the wheel has been dormant. Maybe it decided we weren’t a good match.” I let out a humorless laugh. If that was the case, I’d never be able to use the wheel to find Oscar’s spirit. Or I’d have to bargain away more of myself to the dark beings than I was willing.

      “Nah. You just haven’t figured out how to make it work.” Tanner said the words the way a man does, with absolute confidence in their truth.

      I found myself telling Tanner about the mantle and the spell my own grandmother had put on me to keep me from my gifts. I went on to the story about how Sol, a chthonic being, had eaten through the spell tissue but said I still had to get rid of the rest before I accessed my true power.

      Tanner listened, a frown line deepening between his eyes. “Then we get rid of the spell. Because I have a strong feeling this wheel is just waiting for you to figure out how it works.” He handed it across the table to me.

      I took it, wanting to tell him my fears about removing the spell, how I wondered what of the real me would be left. But I couldn’t find the right words. I didn’t want to whine in front of this haunted yet tough man.

      Outside the tent, a familiar sound started up. “Hoooooo.”

      Miss Ugly. Dark must have fallen, and she’d come to collect me. The fears and insecurities I’d been battling all day rose up again to smite any confidence I’d managed to hold on to.

      “Hoooooo.” Closer than ever.

      Tanner half rose from his chair. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “If you’re thinking about a monster who has come to kill me, you’d be right.” I delivered the pronouncement in the same way I might have said I needed to get back to work. “She’s convinced I stole something from her. I’m going to try to find out what it was and see if she’ll give me a chance to find it.”

      Tanner’s eyes widened. “What do we do?”

      “You run.” I pushed back my chair and stood.

      “Don’t you tell me to run.” Tanner glared at me. “I’ve never run in my life, and I’m not going to start now.”

      I gripped his arm, too aware of the charge passing between us, and tried to pull him toward the tent’s flap. He locked his legs and used his weight to throw me off balance.

      “Hoooooo.” So close the wheel clattered on the table.

      “Tanner, it’s going to be too late. Get out.” I let go of his arm and pointed at the flap.

      He shook his head. I wanted to argue some more, but the tent’s flap blew open. Miss Ugly flew toward me.

      “Hoooooo.” The sound rattled my eardrums.

      Somewhere underneath it, I heard Tanner’s scream. He should have left when I told him.
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      I stepped in front of Tanner, wanting to help him the same way he’d helped me. He didn’t deserve whatever Miss Ugly might do to him.

      Tanner pushed me aside and assumed a boxing stance in front of Miss Ugly. His first punch hit her in the chest. The second one slammed into her long, hooked nose. The punches had no effect.

      She raked her claws across Tanner’s chest, laying open shirt and skin. Blood soaked into the ruined white cloth. Tanner staggered backward, eyes full of pain but also burning with hate. He tripped over his own feet and sprawled on the dirt floor.

      Miss Ugly advanced on me. I backed to the other side of the tent, hoping I’d lead her away from Tanner. She followed, a line of saliva dripping from her mouth. Was it from eagerness to skin her teeth into me? I nearly gagged.

      “Hoooooo.” Her awful sound made the tent sound like a wind tunnel.

      I clapped my hands over my ears and walked backward, not sure exactly what to do. My heels connected with my cedar chest of magic items. I’d forgotten to look behind me. What a genius move.

      The impact knocked me off balance, and I sat on the thing with a hard thump. The impact jarred me so hard I bit my tongue. Pain radiated out from it.

      “Wait a minute.” I held my hands out in front of me.

      “No more minutes. You are mine.” Miss Ugly’s teeth, awful green and black clumps, flashed. I imagined those teeth biting into my cooked flesh. The idea froze me in place. Miss Ugly’s swampy, mildewy smell filled my nostrils, burning my sinuses.

      My mind ran crazy circles, trying to remember what it was supposed to do. A question? Yes. There was some question I was supposed to ask Miss Ugly. Now if I could only remember it.

      Tanner ran over. He’d taken his nine irons amulet off his belt and picked the cross out of the jumble of charms. He pushed the cross against Miss Ugly’s flesh. It sizzled where the cross touched it.

      Miss Ugly let out a ground-shaking howl and clapped her hand to the side of her face. Her bony shoulders heaved. A sound similar to sobs came from her, and she curled away from us, using her free arm to guard her head.

      Tanner held out one hand to me. I let him pull me to my feet and climbed out of the corner where Miss Ugly had trapped me. My mind went back to normal programming. I had been going to ask her what she thought I’d stolen.

      Tanner gave me a light tug to follow him. I took a big step around Miss Ugly. I’d rather be as far away from her as possible when I asked her my question. I’d think better. Just as I went past, she pulled her hand away from her cheek. Burned flesh stretched with it and tore off. The smell of seared meat hit me.

      That and the look of that rubbery skin pulling away from her face sent my stomach into a tailspin. I scrambled, trying to get away. She whipped forward and closed the hand with the burned skin stuck to it on my bare forearm. The burned flesh still sizzled from its contact with iron, popping against my skin. My stomach hitched.

      “Do something,” Tanner yelled. For a man who hadn’t wanted to give up a few minutes ago, he sure looked pissing-his-pants scared now. Eyes eating up his face, tanned skin faded to a sickly yellow, his panicked breathes tore out of him.

      I was supposed to ask Miss Ugly something. What? A few seconds ago, I’d known what to ask. But the feel of Miss Ugly’s flesh on mine had clawed it away.

      “Thief,” Miss Ugly growled. “Thief must be punished.”

      It came then. “The man who said I stole from you lied. I don’t have anything of yours.” I tried to yank my arm out of her grasp. She pulled me closer like she was going to lay a kiss on me. I shrank away from her, but she held me where I had to look into her ugly face.

      “Thieves always lie.” The smell of her breath coated the inside of my nose. I gagged, then took a few breaths and got myself under control.

      “I’m not lying. Oscar Rivera is the liar.” I gave my arm another yank.

      Tanner, still holding on to my other hand, tugged me. Miss Ugly gripped me tighter. Tanner, teeth bared, bent his knees and put his whole weight in the tug of war.

      “No,” I yelled. “You’re going to pull my arm out of socket.” Tanner relaxed some of the pressure but tightened his grip on me.

      Miss Ugly cupped my chin with her free hand. “If you come without a fight, I’ll kill you before I cut you up to cook you.”

      Images, each more horrific than the last, flashed through my mind. I begged Tanner, “Please don’t let go.”

      “I won’t.” Tanner repeated himself several times, eyes locked on mine. “I will not let you go.”

      Hannah ran into the room. “What’s this I hear about your sorry ex…” She trailed off, eyes widening as she took in my visitor. Her brain snapped back into gear quicker than mine had. “Ask her a question, Peri Jean.”

      I stared at Hannah. “Huh?”

      Hannah hurried over to stand behind Tanner. “When she had you pinned last night, you escaped after asking her a question. Maybe it’ll work again.”

      I was so panicked, I could barely mold my thoughts into question form. “If it doesn’t work, do what it takes to get me away from her.”

      “I’ll help Tanner pull,” Hannah said.

      I turned back to Miss Ugly, that combination of frying meat and swamp rot shooting up my nose. “What did I steal from you?”

      Miss Ugly shrank. It wasn’t by much, but the length of her fingers shortened by half.

      I got myself together and did it again. “What did Oscar tell you I stole?”

      Her fingers shortened to normal human length, and her body shrank to eye level with me. I gave my arm a good hard yank and got it away from her.

      I ran at Tanner and Hannah and pressed myself against them. We all held on to each other as Miss Ugly examined her newly reduced fingers.

      “I am your fate. You cannot escape. If not this night, then the next.” But her voice sounded smaller, weaker. Could I kill her? I was afraid to try.

      “Even though I didn’t steal from you, I’m willing go get whatever is missing. Return it to you.” Rivulets of sweat streamed down my back, one right after the other.

      Miss Ugly came toward me, her lips puckering. “Hoooooo.” Her eyes bugged out so far it looked as though they’d pop out on their stalks. Her face wrinkled and seemed to pull backward. She grew several inches.

      “No, no, no,” Tanner chanted beside, his arm tightening around my waist.

      “What was stolen from you?” I yelled the question, and Miss Ugly shrank again.

      She stopped in her tracks, cutting off her ‘hoooooo’ in mid o. “It is hours to daylight. You can’t continue this way. If you do not come now, I’m going to eat you alive.”

      There was no way I’d go with this thing so she could turn me into steak tartare. “What did I steal from you?”

      Miss Ugly shrank so much, she was barely taller than me.

      This time I didn’t give her time to respond. “What did I steal? Tell me.”

      She shrank again, now shorter than me. If she got small enough, maybe she’d wink out of existence. Maybe. But she’d be back again tomorrow. In my pause, she grew back a few inches of height. I spoke quickly. “What do you need me to find?”

      She shrank again. This time a howl, one I recognized as frustration, came from her. She bared her rotten teeth at me. “You stole my lantern.”

      I fired out another question. “If I get back your lantern, will you leave me alone forever?”

      She shrank at my question, now the size of a grade-school kid. Her head hung, and her sides heaved. She was tired. Had to be.

      I begged the universe to let her say yes to my proposal. If the dark beings were taking bets on whether I could survive her, there must be some clever way of beating her. Maybe I’d found it.

      “I reward a good deed with a kindness.” Her voice, now thin and weak, was barely audible.

      That was no kind of answer. She wasn’t promising to quit coming after me. She was simply promising kindness. Kindness to her might be giving me a choice of the apple she put in my mouth as she roasted me.

      “But will you…” I began the next question. This might reduce her to baby-sized. The next one after that would make her too tiny to see. Even if she came back tomorrow, I’d be rid of her for one night.

      She shouted over me, her voice small and squeaky. “I cannot promise more than a kindness. Our fates are married.”

      She rushed forward, the ugliest troll in the world, and launched herself at my legs. Within seconds, she’d climbed up my body, grunting and making slobbery sounds, against my skin. I shuddered with revulsion.

      I pushed at her with all my might. My hands just slid off her rubbery skin. Tanner grabbed Miss Ugly’s short little legs and tried to yank her off me. She dug in her claws, ripping at my skin. I screamed in pain. Tanner let go and backed away, face set in desperation.

      Shelly burst into the tent, her mouth open in shock. Cecil crowded in behind her. He took one look at my predicament, and his mouth opened with a scream that the roaring in my ears prevented me from hearing. He clutched his shirt and fell to his knees. Shelly dropped next to him, frantically pulling at him, trying to see if he was okay. They couldn’t help.

      Miss Ugly had wrapped herself around my torso like a deranged toddler. She lifted herself up. With one sharp fingernail, she pricked me on the forehead between my eyes. That done, she popped out of existence.

      One other part of Jadine’s vision came back. She’d claimed to see me with light streaming out of a spot between my eyes. Everything in her vision was coming true, and I didn’t know what to do about it. I sagged, sobs of frustration just begging to be let out into the world. Tanner held me up with one arm, but his knees wobbled.

      “It’s okay,” I mumbled and let my legs fold. Tanner eased me to the dirt floor and plopped down beside me. I barely reacted to his presence. I was too busy thinking how I’d probably be spirited away to be eaten the next night.
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      I closed my eyes. What could Miss Ugly have meant by her lantern? I didn’t know much about her. All I knew had to do with eating. Maybe I should just wrap myself in a bow tomorrow night and meet Miss Ugly with a bottle of hot sauce. But I wouldn’t. I was too angry at Oscar and at Miss Ugly herself. I wanted to fight them as hard as I could.

      Hannah staggered a few feet away to sit down. She closed her eyes. “That was intense.”

      I nodded and rocked back and forth on the dirt floor. My skin tingled from the blood still rushing through my veins. My cheeks felt numb. Gray dots danced on the edge of my vision.

      “Don’t pass out.” Tanner nudged me with one hand. “You gotta figure out how to find her lantern.”

      He didn’t have to keep reminding me. It wasn’t as though I’d forgotten. I groaned and hung my head.

      Normally, I’d ask Priscilla Herrera what Miss Ugly wanted. Priscilla wasn’t nicey-nice, but she always helped. Now she couldn’t. She’d been blocked.

      Orev had been taken away just like Priscilla, and I had no idea how to get him back. The thought pissed me off. Orev probably could have shown me a great deal of insight into Miss Ugly. But not now.

      Wade had been my security. The man who always knew what to do and whose loyalty would keep him in my corner long after he should have gone home. Besides, if Miss Ugly took a bite out of me, he’d heal it. Easy. But he had been gone for months.

      I wished for the past, wished for things to be the way they had been even a week before Miss Ugly showed up. It hadn’t been great, but it had been better than this. But yesterday was gone forever.

      I pulled my thoughts off myself and glanced over at Cecil. He’d taken his hand off his chest, but sweat poured down his face.

      Too weak to get up and go to him, I said, “Papaw, are you okay?”

      He nodded. “Just a little shock, that’s all. Shelly and I came by to ask about your burglar. We did not expect to see that thing climbing up your legs.”

      Maybe Cecil could help. “You’ve now met Miss Ugly. She thinks I stole her lantern. She said she’d reward me with kindness if I gave it back.” Saying what I had to do aloud only made it sound more impossible.

      When was the last time I woke up in the morning and didn’t have a bunch of crazy stuff hanging over me? Back in Gaslight City. Back when Memaw was still alive. Back in the lost past. Pining for the past now, or trying to live there, would get me eaten. I needed to let it go but couldn’t.

      “What is that spot on your forehead?” Shelly got up from Cecil’s side and approached me. She leaned down to stare at me.

      “It’s a cut that monster made on her.” Tanner leaned back on both hands.

      Shelly pulled a tissue out of the pocket of her tight slacks and dabbed at the cut. She examined the dot of blood on the tissue, made a face, and dropped it in my lap.

      “You know what I thought it was, just for a second there?” Shelly got my chair from beside the table and sat down, crossing one leg over the other as though we were at a dinner party.

      I shook my head, too tired to answer, and not sure I cared at this point.

      “A third eye.” She waited for a response, but nobody moved. We were all too tired. “When I was a teenager, after my mother threw me out, I lived with a very nice family as their maid. One of the other maids, an older Italian lady, believed she had a third eye.” Shelly put her fingers to her forehead to demonstrate. “She was always going on about her third eye showed her this or that. I figured she just listened at doorways. I ran away later that year and forgot about it. But when I saw that mark on your forehead, it all came rushing back.”

      I thought about my magic, the part of the mantle not blocked off from me. Was a third eye part of that? I had no idea, nor did I have a clue how it would help me. Before the trouble with Miss Ugly, I had always depended on Priscilla to tell me what to do next.

      But now Priscilla wasn’t here. I’d have to research the lore on the third eye myself. That would be the only way I’d get any kind of idea. Was this how things worked for Mysti?

      I got out my phone and did a search on third eye folklore. “This says the third eye allows vision beyond ordinary sight. Religious visions, chakras, precognition, out-of-body experiences.”

      Nobody spoke. I read a little more. Nothing resonated or sounded like it was within my abilities. Experience had taught me that the supernatural manifested differently for each person. I closed out the tiny web page in frustration. Miss Ugly might not have even been trying to point out a third eye. She might have meant she intended to eat my brains first.

      Hannah’s voice startled me out of my thoughts. “I got curious about the Slavic folklore that Mysti mentioned and did a little research.” Hannah watched me, waiting for me to say I remembered what Mysti said.

      I shrugged. I had put it out of my mind as soon as the conversation was over.

      “The folklore character is called Baba Yaga. The folktale is actually Russian in origin.” Talking about this had Hannah sitting up straighter, a light in her eyes that I rarely saw anymore.

      I tried to stay focused.

      “In this story, Baba Yaga lived in a house with a porch made of bones. The house’s lock was made of human teeth, and the house itself sat on a huge chicken leg.” Hannah, more excited than ever, talked with her hands.

      I hated to discourage her but had to speak up. “I didn’t see Miss Ugly’s house. All I saw was the clearing where she had her cauldron set up.”

      “With the skulls around it.” Hannah nodded, not discouraged in the least. “The most popular folktale about this Baba Yaga stars a beautiful young girl named Vasilisa the Fair.”

      “Am I Vasilisa the Fair?”  I grinned, caught Tanner watching me, and ducked my head. How could I possibly be shy with this guy? He’d saved my life twice today. I glanced back up. Tanner winked at me. I swallowed hard.

      Hannah, seeing the whole exchange, smiled wickedly at me. If I had been closer, I’d have kicked her. Hannah continued, “I think Vasilisa was blond, probably taller too. In the story, Vasilisa’s mother is dead, and her father has married an awful woman who has two daughters older than Vasilisa.”

      “This sounds like Cinderella,” Tanner said.

      “It does have some of the same elements.” Hannah nodded. “But in Vasilisa the Beautiful, the father leaves her with the wicked stepmother and the two lazy stepsisters. The story takes place in a time when electricity does not exist. The family has to keep one candle lit so they’ll have something to light the other candles from.”

      “Sounds dire.” I glanced at Tanner, and we exchanged a secret grin.

      Hannah rolled her eyes. “Anyway…one of the lazy stepsisters puts out the last candle. The wicked stepmother sends Vasilisa to Baba Yaga’s hut in order to get light from Baba Yaga. When Vasilisa gets there, Baba Yaga holds her prisoner and makes her do chores in exchange for the light. I’m thinking maybe the light mentioned in the folktale is the lantern Miss Ugly wants from you.”

      Lantern. She’d finally mentioned a lantern. This had to be it. I sat up straight. “You’re finally going to talk about the lantern?”

      “Yep. Once the chores are done, Baba Yaga gives Vasilisa a skull on a stick with burning coals inside, and that’s her lantern.” Hannah dug around on my table until she found my cigarettes. She lit one with relish, throwing her head back and jetting smoke at the ceiling.

      “I want one of those,” Cecil said in a weak voice.

      “Not just no, but hell no.” Shelly stood, marched over to her husband, and motioned him to get up. “I’m going to get Papaw something cool to drink. If you young people need us…”

      She didn’t finish the sentence. Instead, she pulled Cecil to his feet and nearly dragged him out of the tent. Hannah and I raised our eyebrows at each other. Shelly must have gotten more serious about Cecil not smoking.

      “Let me get this straight.” I reached for the cigarettes, and Hannah gave them to me. “Miss Ugly’s is really Baba Yaga, and Baba Yaga’s lantern is a skull on a stick.”

      Tanner began shaking his head before I finished asking the question. “Baba Yaga is the name of the character in the folktale. Everything said in the folktale may not be how Miss Ugly is choosing to present herself to you right now.”

      I remembered what Mysti had said now. The folktales reflected some scared person trying to process what they’d experienced and warn others. I digested what I knew.  "So what now? Do we go find a skull and a stick? Stick ’em together?”

      “I doubt it’s that simple.” Tanner got up, brushed the dirt off his nice-looking behind, and went to stand near the door.

      “I tend to agree with Tanner,” Hannah said.

      “Where did Vasilina leave the skull lantern in the folktale?” I was getting frustrated.

      Hannah giggled. “It’s Vasilisa, not Vasilina.”

      Tanner laughed. “I like Vasilina.”

      “That’s because you’re a man.” Hannah rolled her eyes. “In the folktale, Vasilisa carried the skull lantern back home. Fire came from its eye sockets and burned her stepmother and stepsisters to ash. Vasilisa buried the skull in the garden and went on to marry a rich dude.”

      “Then all we need to do is fly to Russia, find where Vasilisa lived, and excavate her garden?” I dragged on my cigarette, enjoying the banter in spite of the night’s horror.

      Tanner, still standing by the flap leading outside, laughed. “No. You both forgot something. Finding magical items is what I do. Let me set some things up next door, and I’ll come back to get you.” He lifted his shirt off his chest and examined the scratches left by Miss Ugly’s fingernails. He squirmed with discomfort.

      “There’s mild poison in Miss Ugly’s fingernails,“ I said. “You’re feeling its effects right now.” I used Tanner’s injuries as an excuse to stare at the bare skin of his chest peeking through the rips in the torn shirt. If they gave out awards for insensitivity, I’d have won the Olympics.

      “You clean those cuts up before you do anything else,” Hannah said.

      “He can have some of the healing salve I made from those recipes in Samantha’s grimoire.” I stood and rummaged in the cabinet I’d caught Tim burgling a lifetime ago. I took out a metal tin with a screw-on top and took it over to Tanner. “Now this stuff works. So clean the wound good before you put any on. Wait a minute. I have something for that too.” Scolding myself for letting Tanner’s physique rattle me, I went back and got a handful of the white willow bark Samantha sent home with me. “Use this to draw out the poison and the pain.”

      Tanner took everything I gave him, an odd, almost sad look of gratitude on his face. “Thank you,” he finally said and ducked through the flap.

      When he was gone, I pulled out a small mirror and began doctoring my own wounds, too tired of the stress and the constant threat to do any more than a half-assed job. The old Hannah would have flitted around me, trying to help. This one watched through amused eyes.

      “Change your mind about Tanner yet?” Hannah put the cigarette between her lips and gave it a pull.

      “Shut up,” I muttered.

      She laughed long and hard.
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      For what seemed like the zillionth time that day, Hannah and I straightened my tent. She got a bundle of white sage and walked the room distributing the smoke. Though I had been doing more personal business than working the last couple of days, this room was the place where I generated income. I needed it to be as free of negative influence as possible.

      My phone buzzed with a text from an unknown number. This is Tanner. I’m set up. Ignore the closed sign on the door.

      “How did he know my number?” I said aloud, trying to remember when I gave it to him.

      Hannah turned so red she looked like a cherry with hair.

      “Girl.” I shook my head at her and showed her a doubled-up fist. I texted Tanner back. On the way.

      Though Hannah hadn’t seen what I sent, she said, “I’m not going with you. You and Tanner can handle this alone.”

      I shoved my phone back in my pocket. “You know what? I’m sick of people trying to force me and Tanner together. Poor guy’s still mourning the loss of his family.” I told her about Tanner losing his wife and daughters in a car accident.

      She stayed quiet while I spoke, seemed to be listening. But then she said, “It’s never the right time. Live each moment the best you can. You never know when your whole world’s going to get turned upside down and you have to start building it again.” She walked toward the door.

      I tried again. “Come on. It’ll be an adventure, get the old adrenaline pumping.”

      “I’m going to go paint a few faces.” She turned to leave. I opened my mouth to beg. She shook her head. “Remember how you told me that part of your reason for deciding to move out of Griff and Mysti’s house and travel with your family was that you were a third wheel with Griff and Mysti?”

      Understanding flooded me. I nodded that I got her point and let her leave without further protests. Then I made a call on my phone.

      Shelly answered on the first ring. “What is it?”

      “I’m going to be out of my tent for a bit. Would you send someone to sit in here?”

      Shelly paused for several seconds before answering. “You think your ex is coming back?”

      “I wouldn’t put anything past him.” I left my tent and put the closed sign on the flap.

      “I’ll have somebody over there in two swishes of a cow’s tail.” Shelly liked trying out Southernisms. The down-home expressions mixed with her clipped Yankee accent made me laugh. After the night I’d had, the laughter felt good. Shelly laughed with me. “I thought you’d like that.”

      We said our goodbyes. I hung up and walked toward Tanner’s tent, trying to talk myself out of liking him too much. He’d come and then he’d go, the way they all did.

      The smell of unfamiliar incense came from Tanner’s tent. As he’d commanded, I ignored the closed sign and went inside. Smoke hung low in the small enclosure.

      Tanner had emptied one of his glass cases and now leaned over it. He’d changed shirts and wore one of his tight, faded T-shirts. He raised his head and tucked a lock of his long, brown hair behind one ear.

      “Sorry about the incense. I know it’s strong, but horseheal helps me focus when I’m using my scrying mirror.” He held up an oblong piece of shiny black rock.

      Immediately attracted to the item, I moved forward, peering at it through the smoke.

      “It’s obsidian,” Tanner said in response to my interest. “This one belonged to Jackson, my grandfather. The one who was friends with Cecil?”

      I nodded to let him know I followed and came close enough to see that the extent of his pageantry was his black mirror and a smoking bowl of incense. “Before we get started, let’s talk about a problem I foresee.”

      Tanner put his hands on his hips and nodded.

      “Baba Yaga is a Russian folktale. That’s far, far away from here. I don’t even speak the language.” My mind helpfully dredged up more reasons we couldn’t go out of the country on a whim. Passports were first in line. I had never even applied for one.

      “You mentioned that back in your tent. The reason I interrupted you is we likely won’t have to travel across the world.” Tanner pulled a small striped, woven blanket from the back of the cabinet and set the scrying mirror on top of it.

      “Can we somehow summon the skull lantern to us?” I tried and failed to think of a workable scenario.

      Tanner smiled, and it was completely charming. I smiled back. We stared at each other for several useless seconds.

      “I’ve heard you call the beings from beyond the veil chthonic beings,” he began.

      “Yeah. I got that from my friend Mysti Whitebyrd. I also call them dark beings.” The latter name came from Priscilla Herrera’s grimoire and my conversations with her spirit.

      “Jackson, my grandfather, lived in California a good forty years, and he never lost his Texas accent. I loved him for that, and I loved his name for the dark beings. It was boogers.” Tanner’s grin broadened.

      Wade had also called the dark beings boogers. The memory stabbed at my heart, waking up the heartbreak. I smiled at Tanner anyway. What was that saying Hannah kept spouting? Fake it until you make it.

      Tanner came around the counter to stand close to me. “Let me tell you what I’ve managed to learn about boogers over the years, some from my own experience, some from Dad and Grampa.”

      This was the most I’d seen Tanner talk, and the most confident he’d seemed since I met him. I liked it too much.

      Maybe sensing my openness to him, Tanner cocked one elbow out and leaned on the counter. “You’ve mentioned mythology and folklore as a source for information about boogers. Mythology and folklore are surprisingly universal. You can find the same types of stories and the same themes in different corners of the world.”

      It hit me then. Much as I was enjoying this side of Tanner, I couldn’t help blurting out my realization. “Boogers can meet up with humans anytime and anyplace.”

      Tanner nodded and pointed at me. “You got it. So Miss Ugly has likely played out different versions of the Vasilisa story all over the world since the dawn of time.”

      “If we have the right story, and if that was her.” Worries crowded in, reminding me this could all be for naught. Miss Ugly might have been talking about something else altogether.

      “Don’t go there.” Tanner shook his head and put his free hand on my arm. It was warm and sent sparks of desire through me. Tanner startled and removed his hand. He’d felt it too. “We have a limited amount of time until tomorrow night, and we have to act on the intelligence we’ve been able to put together.”

      “You’re right. We have to just do this and see where it takes us.” I turned to the scrying mirror. “I thought you said items called to you.”

      “That’s one way I find them, yes. But they have to be in close proximity for that to work.” Tanner lit the bowl of incense next to his mirror. “This method requires having a bit of the item’s maker available to me.” Tanner pointed at his chest where Miss Ugly scratched him. “Even though I did what you said, some of her poison likely got in my system. It’ll help us find her skull lantern.”

      “What do I need to do?” I reached for the mantle and felt it fluttering like a candle flame. It was tired from the show I’d put on with my crummy ex-husband and even more tired from the encounter with Miss Ugly, but I had a little more to give before I had to recharge.

      “Cecil told me you can lend your energy to people. I need all the range I can get on this.” He pointed to the scrying mirror.

      “It’s easier with family, but I can lend you power.” I stiffened as I remembered how it worked. “I’ll have to touch you.”

      Tanner stilled at that and gave the picture of his family a guilty glance. I understood. Neither of us were ready to move on from the pain of our pasts.

      “I can put my hand on your shoulder,” I said quickly, not quite able to articulate the idea that it didn’t have to be sexual. Both Tanner and I would have probably incinerated from embarrassment at the suggestion.

      Tanner smiled, blushing at the same time. “I can probably stand that.”

      I grabbed on to the mantle’s smooth edge, letting its power drop over my vision. The black opal pulsed with each of my heartbeats, growing warm as I let the mantle manifest. The world of Tanner’s tent took on a glow. The smoke from the incense turned bright white and seemed to have tracers connected to it.

      Around Tanner moved a shifting nimbus. A closer look revealed the faces of Tanner’s wife and daughters. Their spirits protected Tanner, watched over him. I moved closer, and the woman’s ghost changed her face into a long, ugly horror mask with hollow eye sockets.

      My first instinct was to recoil, and I let myself do it for a second. But I knew from experience I had to face my own fears because they weren’t going away. I gathered my strength, pulled on the earth energy from the ground at my feet, and accessed the part of me that was made to communicate with the spirit world.

      I reached out to Tanner’s dead wife, tried to soothe her, to assure her that Tanner needed me for what he was about to do. She rushed at me with the likely expectation I’d run. I stood my ground and tapped into her emotions, something I’d been able to do ever since I could remember.

      Her anger and sadness about the way things had ended for her and her daughters washed over me, so understandable and raw it almost became my own. But I had learned to stay on top of that too. I opened my heart to her, let her see my good intentions, my lust for Tanner, my hurt over Wade, my fear that my life would never be anything I truly loved, all of it.

      Tanner twisted to face me. “Are we doing this?”

      I waited for his dead wife’s answer. She’d either step aside or make me fight her. I didn’t want to do that, but I would do what it took to find the skull lantern. She glared at me with suspicious and jealous eyes but stood down. I stepped forward, put my hand on Tanner’s shoulder. He jumped at my touch. I pumped the power of the mantle into him.

      Tanner leaned over the obsidian scrying mirror and slowed his breathing. The lights strung through the tent buzzed, brightened, then flickered. I pushed more of the mantle into him. He let out a pained grunt and stiffened. At the same time, the mark of Miss Ugly’s signature on my chest flamed to life.

      I glanced down at the front of my shirt to see it smoking, light glowing beneath it. Tanner was at the wrong angle for me to see if his wound glowed as well, but the sweat dampening the back of his shirt gave me a good idea something was causing him intense pain.

      I leaned around Tanner’s body, now sharing his gift, and watched the black obsidian scrying mirror. Images swirled in it. Faces, places, even animals. Finally it settled on a neon light, the kind you see over a bar. I could only see two of the letters, an o and an n.

      Tanner’s shoulder tightened underneath my hand. His body quivered with effort. The view on the scrying mirror began to pan out. More and more letters of the sign became visible. So did tables with people sitting at them, enjoying pitchers of beer and mystery drinks in smudged glasses. Finally, the whole sign was visible. It read, “Welcome to the Pale Horse Saloon.” As we watched, it flashed blue, then red, then white.

      Tanner began to tremble hard, sweat rolling down his face. The view panned out further until we saw the whole room. At the very back, a set of eyes glowed in the darkness.

      Tanner made the view zoom in on those eyes. We got close enough to see it was a skull on what looked like a silver-embossed walking cane. A light glowed from it, but no candle or other source was visible.

      Tanner panned out again. I searched for people guarding the skull lantern or for anybody who might give us trouble. Everybody seemed too focused on having a fun night out getting soused, and nothing else.

      The panning out stopped with a jolt, as though we’d hit a wall. Tanner’s knees bent as he strained to direct what we saw. But our view didn’t budge. The image winked out.
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      Tanner released the tension in his muscles. His dead wife’s face appeared, wanting me off her husband, worried I’d hurt him. Understandable. I let go and stepped back.

      Tanner turned to me, shaking his head. “I’m sorry. It was like something just blocked us. I’ve never had that happen.”

      “Don’t apologize.” I already had my phone out, tapping in “Pale Horse Saloon.” Immediately, I got a match for Pale Horse, Texas. The word saloon appeared in the preview. “Hey, come here. I think we got it.”

      Tanner came to stand next to me. This time, I knew enough to search for the presence of his lost family. Though I could no longer see them because I wasn’t tapping the mantle, they hovered nearby, insuring Tanner would never take a step without their presence hanging over him. I tamped down the attraction to him, tried to keep it all business, and had a harder time than I’d expected.

      “Can you see?” I asked Tanner. He reached two fingers out, enlarged the text on the screen, and nodded. I tapped on the entry for Pale Horse, Texas. It turned out to be an article in an e-zine devoted to creepy sites in Texas. It read:

      

      
        
        Pale Horse, Ghostly Rider

        by Louisa Mora

      

      

      
        
        Pale Horse, Texas is a ghost town built on top of a ghost town. It became a ghost town again only eighteen months after being rediscovered by investment prodigy Dane Whitlock.

        Whitlock discovered Pale Horse, Texas when he won the historic Hill Country estate, Rosen Ranch, once owned by cattle tycoon Alton Rosen, at auction.

        The text broke to show a picture of a pristine rock mansion shadowed by ancient oaks. Winding sidewalks cut through the manicured yard. A “For Sale” sign was stabbed into the lush grass. “The diaries were in a box in the attic. I sort of wish I had never found them,” Whitlock said when this journalist caught up with him at his Austin, Texas condo.

        The diaries Mr. Whitlock refers to belonged to an Eleanor Rosen, whose brother, Alton, Jr., left Rosen Ranch in hopes of beginning his own cattle empire. Alton, Jr., claimed an expanse of land even farther west in Texas, in isolated Gunpowder County. There Alton, Jr. discovered the remnants of an early settlement.

        Many of the structures had decorative features created out of human bones. One structure, which seemed to be a meeting place, contained a lantern made from a human skull.

        Despite his fear, Alton, Jr. tried to make a go of his investment. He used local stone to build a church, hoping the presence of the Holy Spirit would chase away any demonic entities. He named the town Pale Horse in loose reference to the apocalypse described in the book of Revelation found in the Holy Bible.

        

      

      The text stopped to display a picture of a building built of reddish tan stones with the peaked windows and steeple seen on older churches. A second picture zeroed in on the building’s cornerstone. It read “Erected in 1852” and had a Mason’s symbol and another one that looked like a figure eight with an extra loop.

      
        
        Alton, Jr.’s first letters after building the church reported more settlers had moved to Pale Horse and things were going well. But then a final letter arrived with the following message: “Sis, these people have been here before. They were the original settlers. They tricked me, and now all is lost. I’m sending this letter with a traveler passing through. If it finds you, and you haven’t heard from me, know that I loved you and thought you a fine sibling. Tell Father I’m sorry for this failure and for the loss of my eternal soul.”

        "More than a century and a half after Alton Rosen, Jr. headed out to the wilds of Gunpowder County, Texas to find his fortune, Dane Whitlock did the same. Unlike Mr. Rosen, Dane Whitlock had modern technology on his side.

        "He used satellite photos to find the town of Pale Horse and had hired guides to help him find his way to the town. ”

        

      

      The text stopped to show a picture of downtown Pale Horse, which wasn’t more than a few sun-warped, dilapidated wooden buildings with tumbleweeds stuck between them. The caption read “Pale Horse as it looked the first day Dane Whitlock laid eyes on it.”

      
        
        Whitlock wanted to make Pale Horse a destination for young hipsters and immediately began pumping money into the site, arranging for modern conveniences and turning Alton Rosen, Jr.’s church into a saloon, which he named the Pale Horse Saloon.

        But Whitlock’s dream was short-lived.

        “Everything went wrong,” Whitlock says. “The appearance of the skull lantern mentioned in Alton Rosen, Jr.’s letter to Eleanor seemed to make matters worse.

        “We put the creepy thing in the saloon. That’s when things really went south. We began hearing hoofbeats nearby. We’d go check, and nothing would be there.” Dane Whitlock has never been back to his ghost town and says he’ll die before he returns. He says anyone interested in purchasing Pale Horse, Texas should contact him.

        

      

      The text broke one last time to show a cleaned-up Pale Horse, Texas downtown with a large realtor’s sign in front of the first building.

      
        
        But the story doesn’t end there. Legend trippers who have made the arduous journey out to Pale Horse, Texas report meeting a variety of odd people, some of whom sound like something out of a horror movie.

        When this journalist put out the call for experiences of people who have journeyed to Pale Horse, she got reports about people with glowing eyes who chased intruders, foaming at the mouth.

        Note from Louisa: Please remember that Pale Horse, Texas is private property and visitors are technically trespassing.

        

      

      A chill crawled up my back as I finished the article. Pale Horse didn’t sound like the kind of place I wanted to visit. I handed the phone to Tanner and tried to walk off the odd details I’d just read about.

      Tanner read for a few more seconds after I finished. “Despite what this article says, it looks like someone’s settled out there. If you want to get the skull lantern back, we’ll have to pay them a visit.”

      I didn’t want to visit Pale Horse, Texas. It sounded like one of those creepy places I always ended up having to go to. But Tanner was right. This was the only way to get the skull lantern for Miss Ugly. “Fine. Let’s see if we can figure out where it is.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Within thirty minutes, we’d talked to Cecil and told him our plans so someone would know where we’d gone in case we never showed up again. Shelly had gotten Kenny and his wife, Anita, to watch my tent. They grudgingly agreed to close up both Tanner’s and my tents and take all the valuables back to camp.

      Tanner did a little more research on Pale Horse, Texas and learned Dane Whitlock had spent millions to put in a passable road between Pale Horse and the nearest town. He thought we could make the trip in less than two hours.

      That put us at the Pale Horse Saloon before two a.m., closing time for most bars. Not that people running an illegal business on land where they were trespassing kept regular business hours.

      “Let’s take my truck.” Tanner walked past my much newer truck to his beat-up jalopy.

      “Think it’ll make the trip?” I put my hand on my ride.

      “It made it all the way from California.” Tanner straightened and fixed me with his intense stare.

      “How many times did you have to stop and look for a mechanic?” I had no intention of antagonizing Tanner, but the way he stiffened let me know I’d crossed some line. “We get out there in the sticks, and there won’t be anybody to help us.”

      Tanner crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ve been to Death Valley. I know more about isolated country than you can imagine.”

      I threw out what I hoped was the winning card. “In that truck?”

      Tanner slumped, and I knew I had him. I unlocked my truck and started climbing into the driver’s seat.

      “Can I at least drive?” His voice came from right behind me. He’d snuck up on me again.

      I didn’t like handing over control to Tanner and wasn’t sure why he’d expect me to. Then I thought of all the sadness surrounding him, how grateful he’d seemed when I gave him the salve and the white willow bark for his wound. Maybe he needed to feel in control of his fate. I handed him the keys.

      “If you get sleepy, let me know. I don’t want to end up in some hundred-foot ravine with a rattlesnake all coiled and ready to bite me. ” I raised my eyebrows at Tanner, and he gave me a sheepish grin and nodded.

      I climbed into the truck and watched as Tanner settled into the driver’s seat, plugged his phone in to charge, and started the directions. After the hours of running back and forth, of fighting demons both figurative and literal, the fatigue I’d been ignoring came back full force. My eyes drifted closed.

      I woke when the truck ran over a rough spot. The dashboard clock showed I’d been asleep an hour and a half. I glanced over at Tanner. He had both hands on the wheel.

      “Sorry that woke you up. We just left the main road and crossed onto the road Whitlock had built. The entrance has been torn up. Wouldn’t have known had it not been for your GPS.” I rose in my seat and twisted to stare behind us, but there were no lights. The only thing visible was a cloud of white dust burned red by the truck’s taillights.

      “You think Whitlock tore up the road to keep squatters out?” I wanted this to be a normal case of squatters taking over any place where nobody was there to stop them, but I had a bad feeling. Especially after Louisa Mora’s comments in her article about things legend trippers saw out here.

      “I don’t know,” Tanner said. The spirits of his wife and kids swirled around him, very visible now that I knew to look for them. They feared what Tanner would do to himself and stayed only to comfort and protect him. But their presence created a link between Tanner and his sad past, allowing him to hold on when he really needed to let go.

      Curiosity about what had happened to them churned in my brain, but I’d never ask. It wasn’t my place or my business. All it had to do with me was a warning that maybe I didn’t want to pursue Tanner Letts romantically. No matter how hot he looked in his tight T-shirt and jeans, no matter how intense his green eyes were, no matter how there was just something about him that touched me deep.

      Tanner had slowed the truck considerably. He leaned forward, staring at the road ahead with an intensity that looked exhausting. Maybe he was tired.

      “Want me to drive the rest of the way?” My nap had refreshed me.

      “I’m good. In L.A., where I lived before, there were always streetlights, no matter where you went. It’s dark out here. If there are deer, we won’t see them until it’s too late.”

      I sat up in my seat and stared out into the darkness ahead, hoping I’d get a flash of the headlights on the deer’s eyes before they darted out. I could scream at Tanner to brake, but we’d probably still hit them and possibly make the truck undrivable.

      “I thought you said you’d been to Death Valley, and it was more isolated than this would ever be. Surely you’re used to darkness.” I stole a glance at Tanner, gauging his reaction to the light jab.

      He snorted. “I went there once with some buddies in college. Bunch of scared city boys.”

      We both laughed. I kept a careful eye on the darkness for moving shapes. In the distance, a few lights flashed. I silently pointed. Tanner slowed almost to a stop. “That’s gotta be it, and it’s obviously occupied.”

      “You ready for this?” I stared at his shadowed face.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.” He took his foot off the brake and started us moving again.

      A few minutes later, our headlights flashed over a large sign. It read “Pale Horse, Texas.” Then underneath, “Population: To Be Determined.” It should have been cute, but it wasn’t.

      The town, unlighted, was a flat expanse of shadowy, dark buildings sticking up like tombstones. The only light came from the Pale Horse Saloon. We drove toward it. As we neared, so did the frenetic beat of heavy metal music. The screams of the lead singer sounded like someone was castrating him with a pair of pliers and a cutting torch. Those screams might be real. I cut off the thoughts. It wouldn’t help to imagine what I’d find inside the Pale Horse Saloon.

      Tanner parked my truck in front of the stone building I’d seen on the website. It sat in a bed of loose looking sand that seemed to be piled higher on one corner than the other. He took a deep breath and opened his door. I did the same, hurrying to his side of the truck so I didn’t have to walk into this weird place alone. Not that I was scared. Because I’m too tough to be scared. And there’s flying pigs on Sunday.

      Tanner opened the door. A roar of music blasted out, so loud I felt the bass against my skin and rattling against my eardrums. I stepped inside first, ignoring Tanner’s effort to get around me and play alpha male. It was a decision I regretted almost immediately.

      All conversation stopped, and every head in the saloon turned to face me. Tanner shut the door and hurried to my side, putting one arm around my waist. Despite my fear, the sexual charge between us hummed a little harder. He pulled me toward the bar and sat on one of the new, made-to-look-antique stools that Dane Whitlock must have left behind.

      A huge man wearing a black leather vest over his bare chest sauntered toward us. In one hand, he held an object I couldn’t quite identify. The other hand held a dirty towel he was using to polish the object.

      Rather than speaking to us, he spoke to the room. “Fresh meat, folks.” Nobody answered. He set whatever he’d been polishing on a shelf and walked the rest of the way to us. “What can I get you folks to drink? It’s all lukewarm, but it gets you where you want to go.”

      “Water,” I said and pulled out my wallet.

      “Whiskey,” Tanner said and pulled out his wallet, which I knew was just for show, because it was empty, except for his lucky two-dollar bill.

      The man behind the bar scoffed. “Free for newcomers. We’re trying to build our brand.” He cackled at his own words.

      I didn’t get the joke, and the intensity of his laughter set off warning bells inside my head. Deep breaths. Stay alert. Sit still. Don’t let him know you’re scared. I’d been to my share of backroads taverns and ice houses. Some of them seemed like portals into Hell. This one was no different.

      The bartender set a short glass in front of Tanner and poured brown liquid from an unlabeled bottle. That was when I noticed the tattoo on his hand. It showed a horned ram, set over a point-down pentagram.

      The bartender reached underneath the bar and came up with a smudged glass, which he set in front of me. Next to it, he placed a dirty, unlabeled plastic bottle of water. I nodded my thanks but didn’t bother to pour the water into the glass. I had no intention of drinking it.

      I leaned close enough to Tanner’s ear to see where he’d had it pierced and whispered, “Don’t drink it.”

      “You think I’m crazy?” He whispered back, picked up the glass, and swirled the liquid around. Specks of unidentifiable material floated inside it.

      I leaned back on my stool and surveyed the bar’s interior, running my gaze along the stone walls for the skull lamp. I’d brought all the cash I could rustle up, about two thousand dollars, in the hopes it would be enough to purchase it from a bunch of squatters. Now that I was here, felt the atmosphere of the place, I knew we’d have to fight for it. I suspected we’d have to fight to get out of this place alive.

      An obese man with greasy, black hair and a tattoo matching the bartender’s wandered over. His black vest hung open, displaying a chest covered with whorls of black hair stretching over a beer gut so huge I couldn’t believe it was real. “Looking for the bathroom, pretty girl?”

      He reached for my hair with one chubby hand and had his fingers wound in it before I could stop him. He proceeded to stroke my hair the same way he’d pet an animal. He smelled like meat right before it goes bad.

      I nodded, too repulsed to form words. Directions to the bathroom would give me leave to look for the skull lantern and get me away from my admirer.

      “All the way at the back. Left corner.” The bartender’s voice said from right next to my ear. I spun around, heart thundering, and found his face an inch from mine. He grinned, and it wasn’t a nice grin.

      Tanner had his arm around me again. “Want me to go with you?”

      Hell no, came to my lips, but I pushed it back. He was trying to help. I smiled and shook my head. Tanner pressed his lips together and gave me a solemn nod.

      I pushed myself off the stool and hurried away from the bar. Coming here had been a mistake, but I wasn’t sure what else I could have done. Passing the tables, I became aware something was wrong, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was until I got almost to the back of the saloon.

      None of the bar’s patrons had even looked up as I passed their tables. Even the people sitting alone, many of whom were male, did not seem to notice me passing by their tables. Apprehension built in every muscle of my body, urging me to take some kind of action, until I was almost running by the time I got to the little inlet in the back.

      The skull lantern stood right next to a cutout in the wall. One side had a sign that said “hombres.” The other sign had a sign that said “señoritas.” Making a point not to look at the skull, I hurried into “señoritas.” These weirdos didn’t need to know what we’d come for, not until Tanner and I were ready to make a move.

      The women’s restroom was obviously new construction. Even the wood smelled new. Light came from some indiscernible source and cast the room in a deep orange glow. The toilets were behind stalls with closed doors. I had no intention of pulling my pants down to sit on one of those toilets, so I approached the sink and twisted the knob on the faucet, intending to splash water on my face. Reddish brown water gushed out, bringing with it the smell of rotten eggs. I turned it off without even letting it dampen my fingers.

      How were Tanner and I going to do this? He wasn’t afraid to fight, no matter how scary the opponent. That was a plus. But there was something wrong, big wrong, in this place. Not knowing what it was put us at a great disadvantage.

      If these were just a bunch of human assholes, I could do a little sideshow magic and scare them out of bothering us. If they were supernatural—either boogers or humans under the control of boogers—we had a hell of a fight on our hands.

      Tanner’s angry shout pierced the silence. A drawn out, agonized scream followed. The opportunity to plan lost, I turned toward the door and marched out.
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      I emerged from the restroom expecting to see a brawl. What I saw instead scared me worse. The bar’s patrons sat at their tables, still drinking as though nobody was screaming their lungs out. And the scream. Jeez Louise. It droned on and on like the hum of machinery or the buzzing of a mosquito. I ran to the front of the bar, expecting to find Tanner missing a limb.

      The fat guy who’d been fondling my hair stood holding the hilt of a knife, the one Tanner took off my asshole ex-husband, sticking out of the center of his chest. By all counts of logic, the knife was lodged in his heart. He should have been on the floor gasping his last.

      Tanner saw me and rushed to me, pointing at the screamer. “He tried to bite me. Just leaned over and opened up.”

      The guy turned his considerable beer belly toward me, still bellowing, and belched a gout of black blood toward my face. I backpedaled, shaking the thick, and surprisingly cool, mess off my hands. I didn’t have time for fear. My stomach had other plans. My last meal raced up my throat. I let out one sour burp and projectile vomited all over the fat guy. He screamed louder, eyes beginning to glow fiery red.

      The terror came then, crawling over my body with sharp claws. My heart slammed hard against my ribcage. Exactly how bad was this? If the drama was isolated to the screamer, Tanner and I might be able to get out with the skull lantern.

      I looked for the bartender. He stood at the other end of the bar, a bowl of something in front of him. He stuck in his fingers, pulled something wiggling out of the bowl, and stuffed it in his mouth. He didn’t seem to hear the screaming man.

      My plans for a speedy getaway ground to a halt, and the gravity of the situation, the truth about what Tanner and I had bumbled into, hit me hard enough to make me dizzy. This place felt just like the lost church of St. Augustine, where I’d encountered the freaks singing religious hymns backward. I hadn’t seen the signs I’d come to associate with a thin place, two columns or posts, maybe a doorway. But that meant nothing. I learned about some new horrible thing every day.

      I cut off the increasingly hysterical train of thought. However we’d gotten here, we were now trespassing in the some outpost of the damned. We needed to get the skull lantern and get out. Fast. I gripped Tanner’s arm, too freaked out to enjoy the feel of his bicep.

      “The skull lantern’s at the back near the restrooms. Let’s get it and go.” I gave him a tug.

      We hurried to the back of the room, the guy Tanner stabbed still screaming bloody murder, the other patrons and the bartender still ignoring him.

      I snatched the skull lantern, having to pull it upward out of a base set into the wood plank floor. Magic shot through my arm, pinged my black opal, and settled against my magical core.

      Its power burned, almost too much for me. Had I not already had the mantle, the power would have hurt me. Bad. My hand that held the skull lantern emanated pure, white light. The corners of my vision lit up with this power.

      The fat guy’s scream cut off as though someone had flipped an off switch. The murmurs of the bar patrons ceased. Busy marveling at the lantern’s power, the danger of the sudden silence didn’t register.

      “Watch out.” Tanner grabbed my arm and jerked me into the alcove where the bathrooms were.

      The white bowl I’d seen the bartender eating out of hit the wall right where my head had been and shattered. Baby snakes hit the floor with a meaty splat and began writhing, trying to get away.

      My stomach lurched again. I clapped the hand not holding the skull lantern to my mouth. One of the baby snakes slithered over the toe of my cowboy boot. I did a wild little dance, the motion of the snake seeming to wiggle through my body.

      “Come on.” Tanner led the way out of the alcove.

      We’d only been in there a few seconds, and we hadn’t heard a peep from the people inside the bar. But they’d somehow moved to the back of the bar and gathered, forming a stinky, greasy wall while I’d wigged out over the baby snakes. The bartender stood at the front of the group.

      He opened his mouth, revealing a top and a bottom row of teeth that had been filed to points. Or maybe they just became that way after he got here. The roar that came out of him rattled over my skin and shook the building’s floorboards.

      His bellow somehow flipped a switch in his friends. They broke their silence and answered his howl, some throwing their heads back like wolves. Their eyes glowed with feral light that flashed red every few heartbeats.

      Jumping beans bounced around in my tender stomach. My bowels went loose and hot. There was nowhere to run, no way out. The collective outcry went on and on, so long I had time to think of all the ways I’d fucked this up. I grabbed Tanner’s hand, as though touching another person would act as a talisman against the hell about to erupt around us. We clung to each other and waited to see the reward of our stupidity.

      They stopped yelling as one and advanced on us. Tanner let go of my hand and bellowed a war cry. He was right. The time to be scared was over. Now it was time to fight. To the death if necessary.

      I pushed the panic to another part of my mind and called to the mantle. Its comforting veil slipped over my vision. The things in front of me wore red skins that moved like fire. Smoke rose off them. Their eyes, which had only looked a little crazy with my regular vision, now glowed mad and hungry.

      One of them grabbed me, opening his mouth wide, saliva dripping in long, stretchy strands. Terror locked my muscles, and I could only watch, heart thudding dully, sluggish thoughts clogging my brain. The thing’s spit hit my skin and sizzled like hot bacon grease. That broke me out of my stupor.

      I channeled the mantle and sent it to the surface of my skin where the man-thing’s hand clutched me, expecting it to burn him. But the white light from the skull lantern married itself to my magic at the last second. I lost control.

      The combined magic flowed into the man-thing, pumping him full. He jittered in place, making a sound like a motor burning itself up. Spit flew from his mouth. The sharp smell of urine drifted to me. The man’s movements reached a fever pitch, and his eyes burst, spraying me with warm, sticky liquid. His skin began to smoke, then to peel off his face. Light, the same white light I’d seen coming from the lantern flowed from his skin and back into me. My head ached the way it did when I took too big a sip of milkshake.

      The man dropped to the floor in a pile of smoking, bloody rags. Another lost man grabbed me by my hair, pulling my head back to expose my neck, bowing my back in the process. His mouth opened, displaying those sharp-pointed teeth. For tearing, like a dog’s, my mind babbled. He bent toward me.

      I sent the mantle out at him, but it couldn’t connect. His skin wasn’t touching mine. I pushed it between us, but the effect was weakened. He only jerked as though he’d gotten a handful of static electricity.

      Another set of rough hands grabbed one arm, yanking, presumably getting ready to bite a chunk out of it. It didn’t matter if I killed the one trying to bite my neck. Melting that first one had taken a lot of juice. I could give maybe two more that treatment. What then? I had to figure out another plan of escape.

      I glanced at Tanner, thinking maybe he’d help, but he had his nine irons amulet in one hand and was slamming one of the pieces into the monster’s faces. They fell away when the iron touched them but came right back in twos and threes. One took a nice, healthy bite out of Tanner. He winced but spun and slammed the iron into the thing’s face. Soon they’d overwhelm him.

      I thought fast. Going for the skull lantern seemed to have mobilized them. That was what they’d protect, not each other. Hot breath tickled the skin on my neck. Shit. I was about to get eaten alive if I didn’t act.

      So I did the only thing I knew to do. I threw the skull lantern like a javelin over their ugly heads. It arced up and over them. A dirty hand reached up and grabbed it midair. The other monsters crowded around the one who’d retrieved the skull lantern.

      Tanner turned to me gaping. “Why’d you do that?” Blood steamed from no telling how many bites on his arms. There was a scratch oozing blood on his neck.

      “There were too many of them. They were just going to eat us, drink our blood, whatever.” I gasped, leaning against the wall and trying to catch my breath.

      “But how are we going to get it back now?” Irritation flashed in Tanner’s eyes, bright as any emotion I’d seen there so far.

      “I don’t know.” I put my hands on my knees, wheezing, and watched the not-quite-men gibber and slobber over the skull lantern. “But we’re going to use it to kill them.”

      Tanner faced me, frowning.

      “When I picked up the lantern, its magic mixed with mine. I melted that dude there.” I pointed at the pile of smoking clothes. It didn’t even look like something that used to be sort of human.

      “I’ll ask again. How do we get the lantern back?” Tanner watched the knot of humanoid creatures. Soon, they’d turn back to us, either wanting revenge or wanting to initiate us into their weird club.

      I noticed Tanner’s bites again and leaned closer. The edges had already turned red and puffy. But the bite on my arm looked like an old wound that I had used a hot iron to cauterize. The white light from the lantern must have done that. We had to get the thing back.

      I regretted my decision to throw it. It had been spur of the moment, and it didn’t play well in the chess game of this situation. But there was a way to turn things around. I just had to get my mind calm enough to think.

      The big-bellied guy Tanner had stabbed came shambling around the idiots as they fought over the lamp. His eyes had turned solid black and now fixed on us.

      “Intruders,” he grated. More black blood dribbled from the corner of his mouth. “Intruders.” This time he said it louder.

      Tanner took my arm and leaned close to my ear. “Five more seconds, and he’s going to have the whole gang of them on us. They get us down, it’s over.”

      I glanced back at the bathrooms but couldn’t remember a window in the women’s. If I went in there, I’d be trapped. But we were also trapped in this little corner of the Pale Horse Saloon.

      “Intruder.” The guy tripped on one of his friends’ feet and went down face first, right onto the knife. He rolled on his side and began trying to regain his feet.

      “The iron was working on getting them to move.” Tanner still had it in his hand. Gore and charred skin stuck to the amulet. “I’ll start hitting them with it, and you make a grab for the skull lamp. What are you going to do?”

      “In that folktale, Vasilisa somehow let the lantern burn her wicked stepmother and stepsisters to ashes.” I tried to reason out what I was going to do as I said the words. Tanner shifted impatiently, throwing glances at the freaks a few feet away. “Somehow I’ve got to keep the power of the lantern with the lantern and project it outward.”

      Tanner nodded. “Fine. Let’s do it.” He held up his fist for a bump, eyes fierce, kissable lips pressed into a determined line. Dorky, but hot. I bumped with him, and he turned away, starting toward the monsters, shoulders squared like he accepted his mission, whatever it brought. I grabbed at him.

      “What I did earlier took a lot of energy. If I do a mass burning, I might collapse.” I paused. Tanner would have to get me out of the Pale Horse Saloon, but explicitly telling him this made me feel all squirmy and embarrassed.

      “I won’t leave you, okay?” He gripped my arm with one hand and gave me a light pull toward the men.

      Tanner marched with his nine irons amulet held high, the cross stuck out. He clapped it against the sweaty head of one of the men. I gripped the guy’s arms and slung him out of the way, ignoring the too-hard pull in my muscles and back. He staggered from us, holding his hand to his head.

      Tanner repeated the exercise on three more men before we got close to the lamp. By that time, the men we’d already burned with the iron were staggering back toward us, hands covering their wounds but mad as hell and ready to take a bite out of our asses.

      I grabbed for the lamp, felt a brush of its magic, but the men held on tight. Tugging at the thing, desperation building, the lantern’s magic fluttered against mine again. There was no way I could wrench it from them.

      Tanner couldn’t help me. He was busy planting his iron cross on the skin of our enemies. If he stopped, they’d be on us like a flock of ducks on June bugs.

      I held on tight to the lantern, its magic still ebbing at the edge of mine. Could I send magic through it even if those things were holding on to it? I didn’t know, but I had to try. Otherwise, we were about to become monster chow.

      Trying to block out the gibbering and the growls, I latched on to the mantle, concentrating on the magic around me. Magic is everywhere. It’s in lights in the form of electricity. It’s in wood that carries earth magic. It’s even in the air, just a little charge most people don’t feel. And magic is part of fire.

      I called to the fire inside the lantern, letting its magic flood into me. It swirled around my magical core again. This time it made itself at home, slipping through the hole in the scar tissue and teasing against the power of the mantle.

      Slippery, sweaty fingers closed around my neck. It was one of the monsters getting ready to take a bite out of me. The thing let out a howl and dropped away. Tanner must have given it a shot of iron.

      Begging the universe for just a few more seconds, I gathered both the mantle and this sharp, white magic from the lantern together and pushed them back through me. It was like forcing rushing water to turn and go the other way. I strained, pressure building behind my eyes, body shaking with the effort. Sweat popped out on my body.

      It went on so long, my energy flagged. I couldn’t keep this up much longer. Once I let go, that would be it. I was too exhausted to do this again. I searched deep, looking for my last bit of stubbornness, found it, and pushed at the magic one last time.

      The energy flowed down my arm, found the old wood of the stick, and raced to the skull. The skull’s eyes lit up, bluish white, the hottest of flames. Realizing what was about to happen, I tried to let go of the stick on which the skull sat. My fingers wouldn’t move.

      Fear pulsed just as strong as the magic. When this thing started burning stuff, it would likely burn off my arm. I tried again to let go, but it was as though invisible fingers held my hand fast to the wood.

      The other men holding the stick began to do a weird one-handed dance that got faster and faster until they vibrated. They didn’t so much scream as they howled, teeth popping from their mouths. One by one, their eyes blew out. White light streamed from the eye sockets, spreading over them and consuming them. By the time each one dropped to the floor, he was nothing more than a pile of ash with red embers glowing inside.

      Light beamed from the skull’s eye sockets. It landed on the head of one of the not-quite-men. The man’s greasy hair began to smoke, conjuring an odor of unwashed, burning hair that I would never forget as long as I lived.

      The man danced foot to foot to music only he could hear. A guttural sound came from him, growing higher by the second. His head exploded, sizzling pieces of it landing everywhere, including on my skin where they burned. I brushed them off. They kept burning all the way to the wood floor where they landed as ash.

      The skull’s eyes found man after man, the horror repeating itself until I was almost numb to it. It drained me of energy. By the time the last man fell, and the light inside the skull faded, I could barely hold myself upright.

      I staggered a few feet away from the piles of ashes and pieces of sizzling skin and slid to the floor, fingers still wrapped around the skull lamp. Tanner stood pressed against a far wall, eyes wide, chest rising and falling with his rapid breaths.

      “I think I want to go home and to bed,” I said and collapsed on the filthy floor, not even caring how nasty it was.

      “You’re going.” Tanner trudged toward me and lifted me off the floor. He carried me out of the bar the way a groom carries his bride over the threshold of the honeymoon suite. The skull lantern bumped against the floor, my fingers still locked around it in a death grip.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner propped me and the lantern against the bed of my truck. He left me to dig around inside and came back with a bottle of water and a granola bar.

      I sipped the water. It stayed down, so I nibbled at the granola bar. It gave me a second wind. Using my free hand, I pried my fingers off the skull lantern’s stick and shook feeling back into them.

      “Is it okay if that doesn’t ride in the truck with us?” Tanner came close but wouldn’t touch the thing.

      I nodded and placed it in the bed of the truck. Sides heaving from the exertion of the activity, I grabbed the bed of the truck and gasped for air. Tanner stood a few feet from me.

      I held out one hand. “Give me my keys.”

      He pulled the keys out of his pocket and jingled them. “Sure you can drive?”

      No, but I want to drive my damn truck myself. Sluggish, heavy fatigue fuzzed my head and blurred my vision. I wanted to drive, to be in control, but could I keep my eyes open until we got out of this pocket of hell? While I thought it over, my eyes drifted closed. My knees buckling woke me. Tanner grabbed my arm to keep me from falling down.

      “Let me help you.” He slid one arm under my legs, carried me around to the passenger side, managed to open the door one-handed, and stick me in my seat. He kept his arms around me longer than he needed to, his face barely an inch from mine. Then the moment passed. He let me go, shut the door, and walked away.

      My head lolled against the headrest while I waited for him to get in the truck. Thoughts of what Tanner’s lips would feel like on mine clouded my head. My inner voice of reason pushed them away.

      Tanner had damage, the kind that burrowed so deep into the heart it never saw the light of day again. Together we had enough wounds from the war of love and loss to start our own hospital, the kind where nobody ever got better and ghosts haunted the halls forever.

      The driver’s side door opened, and the overhead light came on. I tilted my head to look at Tanner as he crawled into the truck.

      He gave me a little half smile. “That was pretty impressive back there. You saved my ass.”

      “And a nice ass it is,” I mumbled. My cheeks heated, but the words were already out there, and there was nothing I could do but give Tanner a sheepish smile. There was something about this hot, broken man that drew me in, no matter how bad I knew he’d be in the long run.

      He bit his lower lip, seemed to think something over, started to speak, but then stopped. He put one hand on the steering wheel and took it off. He shook his head and let out a deep sigh. It was like watching a seesaw.

      “Never mind that,” he mumbled to himself and leaned toward me, lips parted. I closed the distance and put one hand on his cheek. Our lips barely touched.

      Tanner scooted toward me and slid his hand behind my neck, his movements fluid and powerful. I’d like to say I pulled away, told him this was a bad idea for both of us, but I gripped his T-shirt in both hands and met his lips.

      I’d based my lust for Tanner on the intensity caged in his jewel-toned eyes, in his careful movements. Both hinted at sweaty, midnight passion. Whatever I’d seen hadn’t prepared me for Tanner’s kiss.

      His lips pressed against mine, insistent and all-consuming, stealing my breath. Dizzy, body tingling, I kissed back. The sweat on Tanner’s lips from our fight in the Pale Horse Saloon stung salty and hot. His lips felt every bit as good as they looked.

      I forgot where we were and all my crazy problems. I cared about nothing but Tanner’s lips and tongue and his smell, musky and primal, invading my senses. His hand gripped the back of my neck tighter, late-day whiskers rasping against my upper lip.

      His tongue touched mine. My body jerked, and I moaned. Desire opened up its petals and stretched. Tanner used one trembling hand to trace my jaw with his thumb. He trailed it down my neck. A shiver ripped through my body. Were we going to do what I thought? He was just as nervous about it as I was.

      I drew back to look at him, to make sure. What I saw was as effective as a cold shower in terms of killing the mood.

      The spirits of Tanner’s family swirled around his head. Without me using the mantle, they weren’t more than a soft breeze, a wisp of displeasure. But I felt them and knew they saw me as a threat to Tanner, someone who might hurt him. Any hurt at this stage could prevent him from ever getting past their loss.

      Tanner broke away from me, flopped back in the driver’s seat, stared straight ahead. “That was wrong. I’m sorry,” he mumbled, the sexy purr of his voice nothing more than a hoarse croak.

      “It’s okay.” I reached out to touch his arm, almost hit one of the bite marks, and drew away. “Is it the bites? They’re hurting?”

      But I knew it wasn’t the bites. Those spirits circling Tanner’s head hung over him like storm clouds, same as Wade’s memory in the back of my mind kept me from going forward. The funny thing was, we both chose to keep the hurt of our losses with us. We imprisoned the ghosts of our pasts and forced them to haunt us.

      Tanner started the truck. Of course he wouldn’t want to talk. Path of least resistance. Drive me back to Summervale, pretend this never happened, maybe slip away when he got back on his feet.

      Would that really be so bad? Maybe not. I wouldn’t let Wade drop out of my head, even though I wouldn’t start anything with him now if he begged. I loved him too much to play a part in the story Desiree told me.

      Cigarettes. I needed them now. They’d make me feel better. I dug in the console, took out a new pack, slapped it against my palm a couple of times, and opened them. Tanner took his eyes off the road to watch me get one out of the pack.

      “All right?” I asked as I lit it. It was my truck. I’d smoke if I wanted to, but I would give Tanner a chance to voice his displeasure.

      “I didn’t quit until I ran out of money.” He kept his eyes on the white sand in front of us, his voice back to his normal one. I held the cigarettes across the truck.

      Tanner glanced at them and shook his head. “I can’t afford them now any more than I could when I quit.”

      Holding my cigarette between my first and middle finger, I lit Tanner a cigarette and held it to his lips until he took it. He clamped down on it and drew deep.

      “You can smoke mine.” That must have been some kiss. I never offered to give someone access to my cigarettes. But there was something about Tanner. I wanted to help. And deep down, I wanted more.

      “I can’t agree to that.” Tanner took the cigarette out of his mouth and cocked it between his fingers on the steering wheel.

      “Why not? You’ve saved my life once, and you helped me fight my way out of that hellhole back there.” I jerked a thumb over my shoulder and glanced out the window.

      Next to the truck galloped a white horse. The man riding it glowed like the noon sun. Both man and horse were transparent. As I watched, the man turned to look at me, and they both disappeared. I turned to Tanner to find him watching with wide eyes and an open mouth.

      “This country’s haunted,” he muttered and faced the road again.

      I nodded. It was. But so was the rest of the world and me along with it. No point in worrying about it. We’d been talking about cigarettes, and that was good enough for now.

      “So it’s settled. You’ll smoke my cigarettes,” I said with finality.

      Tanner needed a friend whether we hooked up or not. The reason the spirits of his lost family hovered over him, the reason they were so protective, was that he thought about them constantly. He depended on them to get through the day. They’d never leave if he didn’t let them go.

      Not unlike the spell keeping me from my full power. What Hannah and others had said rolled around in my mind. I saw the logic in letting go of the scar tissue myself. But I just didn’t know how to do it. Hurt holds pretty firm to history. Together they built a wall that was almost impossible to tear down. I let go of the thoughts, knowing they’d come back sooner or later.

      I watched Tanner in the dashboard lights, trying to figure out what I found attractive. His features, if examined one at a time, weren’t the stuff of male models. That had been Dean.

      Tanner’s high cheekbones and small, intense eyes gave him the look of a strong, fast animal. Having seen him fight, I knew his appearance fit what he was. Unwelcome lust heated my body at the memory of his hand on the back of my neck, his lips on mine. I shook it off.

      “Did you box in high school or college?” I’d pretend nothing happened between us. Acting otherwise would be an echo of what I’d done with Wade and now regretted. Tanner and I could go right back to an unspoken attraction and pretend our kiss never happened. No matter how many times I called up the experience on lonely nights.

      Tanner, focused on the swirl of dirt and the narrow road ahead of us, didn’t answer for so long I thought he’d decided to ignore me. When he spoke, a hesitation weighted his words, as though he was going to be very careful about what he told me.

      “Junior high. I was one of those runty, skinny kids. Always getting my ass kicked.” He glanced at me, an impish smile curling his lips.

      I laughed and nodded. “I was the outcast at school. Didn’t know to keep my mouth shut about seeing ghosts. They let me know I was different.” The memory heated my cheeks as though it had just happened yesterday rather than years ago. Just like Tanner, I carried my ghosts.

      Tanner clamped his cigarette in his mouth and took one hand off the wheel. Gently, the way a lover would, he touched my knuckles on the hand nearest him. “I noticed that. My dad had boxed in the Army. He got me started. I was fast, liked the competition, even though my mom hated it.”

      “She afraid you were going to get hurt?” Tanner wasn’t runty now, but if he had been, I could understand the fear.

      “No. Mom was born and raised in California. Different culture. She saw boxing as barbaric.” He stopped speaking. I glanced over to see him frowning. Was he considering telling me something big? I sat as still as possible as though moving might jinx his decision. Finally, he slumped.

      “After high school, I did some amateur boxing matches. It paid more than retail or fast food, and I had a family to support.” He took his eyes off the road and spoke directly to me. “I got my girlfriend pregnant senior year. Her parents wanted her to have an abortion. My parents wanted me not to get tied down so early. But I knew she was the right one. I married her the week after we graduated, and we had a baby a few months later.”

      I tried to imagine a young man so determined, so sure of what he wanted. And to know he still loved his wife deeply, would take his family back in a second, touched me. My eyes burned, and a sadness opened up, almost as strong as the desire I’d felt a few minutes earlier. I envied anybody who got to enjoy their true love.

      Tanner let out a loud breath. “Earlier when I kissed you, it was just the intense situation. Coming down from it, you know?”

      I agreed, even though I’d hoped he found me as attractive as I did him. Men turned my head every day, but liking one versus liking to look at one were two different things.

      “Losing my wife and daughters ripped me apart.” He gripped the wheel tight. “I’m not looking for a relationship.” He glanced over at me, his meaning louder than if he’d said the words.

      Laughter tightened my chest, but I held it back. Instead I said, “I understand. I went there after my divorce.”

      And I had. I alley catted around for several years after I divorced Tim the Asshole. My poor choice in men had led to me losing the only child I might ever have. Trying to choose the right man after that felt impossible.

      Even after I started really dating again and fell in love with Dean, I still picked wrong men. Both Dean and Wade had been wrong men. I still wasn’t sure I wanted to try for another relationship after the heartbreak of losing Wade before it ever started. But the feel of Tanner’s lips on mine had gone a long way toward convincing me I might need to reconsider.

      Tanner glanced at me. “I like you. A lot. But starting again with another woman, especially after the way my wife and daughters died, feels wrong, like a betrayal.”

      “Your family died in a car accident?” I watched Tanner’s posture. Had he been drunk? Or a road rage incident? I couldn’t see the latter at all. Tanner would fight if provoked, but he seemed even-tempered otherwise. The drunk driving was another matter. The level of his guilt suggested there was something.

      Tanner nodded. We’d reached the little town nearest Pale Horse. Tanner pulled onto the deserted and dark Main Street and parked the truck on the side of the road. I tried to hide that I was dying of curiosity.

      “I told you my wife got pregnant with our daughter when we were seniors in high school. I was barely nineteen when Maya was born.” He pointed at my cigarettes and raised his eyebrows. So it was going to be that kind of story. I tossed the pack in his lap.

      “You don’t owe me an explanation of your life,” I told Tanner.

      “No, I want to tell you. Because that kiss was…well, it was what I wanted right then.” He lit his cigarette with smooth, practiced motions. “So there I was, thirty-five years old, with a sixteen-year-old daughter. Maya wanted to get her driver’s license with the other kids. Both Bea and I were more worried, but we signed the consent forms.”

      My imagination went wild. I knew the end of the story, just not how it happened. The big mystery was how the mother and other daughter got in the wreck.

      “Maya passed everything she needed to, and her driver’s license came. One of our rituals as a family was to eat out every Friday night at this little Italian restaurant not even a mile from our house.” He smoked in silence for a while. A tear streaked down his face. When he spoke, his voice wobbled. “Maya wanted to drive. Bea didn’t want to let her. It was Friday night. Traffic would be worse. I argued with Bea, told her this would be a good learning experience for Maya, and we’d be there to help her if something went wrong.”

      My shoulders tightened as my imagination zeroed in on the right story. Tanner had been with them, had seen the whole thing happen. As a man who could fight his way out of a situation, not being able to save them had to be unreal. Worse, he now blamed himself for allowing his daughter to drive.

      He started the truck again, and I thought he’d decided not to tell me the rest of the story. He drove down the deserted street, stopping at the red light even though nobody was there.

      He spoke, and his already raspy voice was raw with unshed tears. “Bea and I thought Maya would make the mistake. But we never saw him coming.” Tanner drove, focused on the road ahead. “The police said the guy had lost his job and was angry, yelling on the phone to his wife. He ran a red light going sixty miles per hour.”

      The particulars of the story formed in my mind. Tears tightened my throat. I wanted to reach out to Tanner, but doing so would likely insult him or make him uncomfortable. So I said nothing and kept my hands to myself.

      He swallowed hard. “The other driver plowed into the driver’s door on our car. The impact knocked us into another car, and the pile-up started there.” He blew a hard jet of smoke from his nose and stubbed out the cigarette half smoked in the ashtray. “My wife and younger daughter died before they got to the hospital. Maya arrived in a coma from which she never woke. I walked away with a broken leg and a broken arm.” He choked. “But I died that day too.”

      I wanted to tell him he hadn’t, that he’d have to let go of his grief in order to start living again, but saying that would be hypocritical. Wade, the desire of him, grief over the connection we’d had, still plagued me. So did many other sorry events in my life. Who was I to judge Tanner?

      I reached one hand across the truck and held it out, offering him some kind of human contact as comfort. He took my hand and squeezed it. We drove that way through the darkness. My mind drifted. Maybe I even fell asleep. The next thing I knew, Tanner jammed on the brakes, and the tires started to squall.

      “Shit. Shit,” he screamed. “It’s her.”

      Miss Ugly stood in the middle of the road, arms out.
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      The bright beam of my truck’s headlights didn’t do Miss Ugly any favors. It made her shiny skin look green and her nose look like it actually touched her chin.

      “Want me to run her over?” Tanner took his foot off the brake.

      “No. I’ll give her the lamp. Maybe that’ll be enough to send her away.” I opened the truck’s door.

      Tanner grabbed my arm. “Wait. You can’t face her by yourself.”

      I turned to stare at him, wondering why he’d bother to risk himself for me. He stared straight ahead, unbuckling his seatbelt. His face, impassive if a little tight, gave away no reason he’d do such a thing.

      Tanner and I climbed out of the truck together. I pulled the skull lantern out of the truck’s bed and walked to Miss Ugly holding it aloft. Tanner hurried to my side.

      She narrowed her eyes at us, head cocked. “My lantern.”

      I held out the lantern. She approached, holding out one of her long-fingered hands. The memory of those claws tightened my skin. I swallowed the urge to back away from her and held as still as I could.

      She took the lantern from me almost gently and rubbed her hand over the skull’s head. The eyes lit up. Tanner and I both scuttled backward to avoid the burning death rays.

      She saw us and chuckled. “It will act as a light for me since I am the one who made it.” She took a closer look at me. “You recharged it with your magic. Now you are tired, empty.”

      I did an inward assessment and realized she was right. I didn’t have a bit of magic left to lend to any situation, not even to protect myself. Fear spread through me, stinging my nerve endings. Whatever Miss Ugly wanted to do to me now would happen. Please let this satisfy her, begged a childish voice in my head. But I lived in the real world. Things never worked out the way I wanted them to.

      “Now it is time to meet your fate. Come without a fight.” She crooked her finger at me.

      I backed away until I bumped into Tanner. He put an arm around me, pressing himself against my side. His body shook.

      “No, no, no,” I said. “You promised to reward me if I gave back your lantern.” I forgot to phrase this as a question to weaken Miss Ugly until the words were already out.

      Miss Ugly considered me. She came forward and gripped my arm as though testing it for muscle. I stiffened at the slimy feel of her cool fingers.

      “No. Your meat is ready tonight. Must go so I can prepare the meat and the fire.” She gave me a tug toward the side of the road.

      The moon beamed down on the huge, endless pasture stretching out from the road. In the darkness, two tall columns, stone with carvings at the top and bottom, rippled in and out of reality. That was where we’d cross. Once I left this world, I might as well sign my death warrant.

      “That sucks,” I yelled and jerked my arm. Miss Ugly pulled back, suddenly very strong. I fought for all I was worth, but only succeeded in twisting my own arm. “Where is the kindness you promised?”

      This time I had remembered to phrase my comments in a question, but Miss Ugly didn’t shrink at all. My magic. There wasn’t enough left to work against hers and draw her power. I slumped.

      Miss Ugly turned back to me. “What sort of kindness would you like?”

      “For you to let me go.” My voice came out hoarse and trembling. Miss Ugly cocked her head at me, and I hastened to make my case. “You came after me because you thought I stole the lantern—which I never did. Now I’ve gotten it back for you. Call our business done and let me go.”

      “Thieves must be punished even if they return what they stole.” Miss Ugly tightened her grip and began walking, dragging me toward the two columns.

      “I didn’t steal your sorry-assed lantern,” I yelled.

      She ignored me and kept towing me. Tanner gripped me around the waist, pulling the same way he had back in the tent.

      “Where’s your honor?” he grunted at Miss Ugly.

      Miss Ugly stopped so quickly, I fell against Tanner. We landed on the pavement in a heap.

      “You talk of honor? The man who was too afraid to let his daughter move on to the next plane of existence? The one who kept her alive on machines?” Miss Ugly leaned toward Tanner.

      He shrank away, emotion twisting his features, and let go of me. Miss Ugly snatched my arm and started walking again. I dug my boot heels into the pavement. It didn’t do much good, but it slowed her progress. I glanced back at Tanner. He knelt on the pavement with both hands over his face, mourning the day his life had turned to shit.

      My life had turned to shit many times. This one was by far the worst. Talk about a disappointing way to end things. Magic all used up, emotionally preparing to be Miss Ugly’s picnic ham. She kept pulling me toward the columns. My boots left the pavement and cut ruts in the sand along the roadside. The posts marking the thin place were less than three yards away.

      Running footsteps slapped the ground behind me. Tanner pushed past me, his nine irons amulet held out. He slapped it to Miss Ugly’s face, the same way he’d done before. She howled but tightened her grip on me and kept walking. Tanner ran around in front of her and gave her a hard push. He barely moved her, but she did stop.

      “Do you want this to be your fate as well?” She leaned into Tanner’s face. His features pinched in disgust. He must’ve gotten a whiff of that breath.

      “Reward Peri Jean Mace by letting her go, or I’ll speak of your lack of honor to everybody I meet.” Tanner stood stiff, shoulders squared, feet apart. He was ready to whip some ass, even if it wasn’t with his fists.

      Miss Ugly slowly turned to face Tanner. “How dare you speak to me as though you’re as great as I.”

      “I’m better.” Tanner raised his chin. “I reward people when they do the right thing.”

      Miss Ugly threw her head back. “Hoooooo.” In this open space, it sounded like an air brake on an eighteen-wheeler. Some poor animal crashed through the bushes, trying to save its own life from whatever thing could make such an awful noise.

      My black opal gave a weak ping. My magic was replenishing but not fast enough. I aimed what I had at Miss Ugly and threw out a question. “Why won’t you reward me?”

      The hand holding me shrank, but nothing like I’d made it shrink before. But I was more afraid this time. I’d done what she asked, and it hadn’t helped. I twisted in her grasp. Miss Ugly readjusted her grip and grabbed me with the other hand as well, nasty fingernails biting into my skin.

      “This fate is assigned to you now. You must follow the thread of your fate until it runs out. But I do have a small kindness for your hard work.” She leaned toward me. I craned away, revulsion overwhelming my fear. Miss Ugly used one of her nasty fingers to prick my forehead in the same spot she’d already hit. The already tender skin flinched at the new injury. She drew back. “You have until tomorrow night to make peace with your fate.” She turned toward Tanner. “Perhaps that will make me a more honorable being.”

      Without waiting for either of our responses, she walked across the pasture, footsteps crunching in the grass and gritting in the sand. The moonlight glowed on her skin. She reached the columns, passed through without hesitating, and disappeared.

      I picked myself up off the ground, brushing at the grime on my clothes. One more day to live. Something like sadness pooled in my chest. I’d thought I would live to see how things turned out, regardless of how ambivalent I sometimes felt about it.

      Tanner came to stand next to me. “You all right?”

      I shrugged. “As all right as I can be in a situation like this.”

      “She’s not taking you tomorrow. There is a way to get rid of her. We just haven’t figured it out yet. But we will.” He marched back to the truck and got in the driver’s side.

      I followed, too tired to try to explain to him that it was over. There was nothing left to do. I got in the truck and buckled my seatbelt. Facing death, buckling my seatbelt felt trivial and foolish.

      My phone began to ring. I glanced at the caller ID. Dillon. “What’s going on?”

      Harsh pants came over the speaker. Had she butt dialed me?

      “Dillon?” I yelled. “Did you need to talk to me?” I figured she didn’t and got ready to hang up.

      “Yes. Yes. Come back now. Something bad’s happened.” Dillon paused as voices raised in conversation behind her.

      I strained to understand what the voices were saying. “What’s going on?”

      She sighed. “Go to the carnival. Hannah’ll be in your tent waiting.” She hung up before I could ask any more questions.
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        * * *

      

      The minutes crawled by as Tanner sped through the darkness. My job was to watch for deer on the roadside and warn Tanner to stop before they made a suicide run under the truck’s tires. Hitting one would break my heart and cost us valuable time.

      To pass the time, I tried calling Dillon back. Her phone went straight to voicemail. She’d either turned it off or was declining my calls. Hannah’s did the same thing.

      Worry twisted my guts. I sat on the edge of my seat, glancing at the speedometer. Tanner drove the big truck like a Baja buggy, scaring even me. I couldn’t yell at him to hurry.

      Finally, we roared up in Summervale Carnival’s parking lot. Empty again. All the fun-seekers had gone home for the night.

      I climbed out of the truck and took off running. Tanner caught up and grabbed my hand. My impulse was to jerk away. I didn’t need him leading me. But the comfort of another person, one who’d seen me receive my death sentence, helped just a little.

      We turned the corner onto the midway off the thoroughfare where all our tents were. I’d expected to see family members waiting for us, but everything stood quiet and dead.

      “It’s like a ghost town.” I let go of Tanner’s hand and raced toward my tent. His footsteps pounded behind me. I burst through the flap and faced the worst mess I’d seen in a long time.

      Junk lay scattered everywhere. I couldn’t tell with a glance where it had all come from. The séance table sat in its usual spot, the only orderly thing in the room. Hannah sat at the table, a spread of three tarot cards in front of her, her tarot journal at her elbow. She raised her head at my commotion and let out a relieved sigh. Tanner crowded in behind me.

      “What’s going on?” I nearly yelled.

      “Don’t get too excited.” Hannah stood from the chair, smoothing down her expensive pants. “We had a little incident. Your ex-husband burst in here and robbed your tent. Cecil tried to stop him and ended up having a spell with his heart. We had to let the ambulance come get him.”

      The edges of my vision went gray at the announcement. Panic took over my mind, making it run a hamster wheel of doom. Cecil was the elder of our family, the person who knew all the good stuff. He took care of the day-to-day minutiae of running the traveling community of Sanctuary. People brought their complaints and worries to him. He made the decisions of which way we’d travel and which jobs to take. He always knew the right thing to do. If he died, I’d lose my advisor and a good friend.

      “How bad is Papaw? Did Tim hurt him?” The pain in my throat was the only way I knew I was yelling. Tim had certainly hurt me, nearly beat me to death. He was capable.

      Hannah patted my arms. “Settle down and listen to me.” She took deep breaths until I did the same. Then she started speaking again. “I called Tim a bug fucker. He hit me in the stomach.”

      Tanner shifted on his feet eyes narrow and glittering hate. He muttered, “Cowardly asshole.”

      Hannah nodded her agreement. “Cecil and Tim scuffled. I don’t think either of them got in any blows. But Cecil’s heart started acting up. I swear, his face was the color of oatmeal. Tim grabbed the runes and something else out of your trunk and ran out. I called an ambulance.”

      I flinched. No matter how bad things got, we only called in the authorities when absolutely necessary.

      “Oh, I got chapter and verse from Shelly.” Hannah’s face reddened. “By the time the EMTs got here, the story of your sorry ex robbing us had turned into him being an irate customer who kicked over your buffet.”

      “Dillon didn’t explain when she called…” I began.

      Hannah cut me off. “I told Dillon not to call you, that making you hurry wouldn’t change any of this. Cecil isn’t dying, not right now.”

      I trusted Hannah’s word on this and relaxed a tiny bit. But my muscles still ached with tension. “You could have told me not to worry any of the times I tried to call you. Why didn’t you answer?”

      “Huh? You called?” She took out her phone and clicked the side button. The screen stayed dark. “Son of a damn bitch,” she said through her teeth and threw the phone against the tent wall. It bounced off and fell to the dirt. “It started acting up this morning. I’d thought once we hit a big enough town, I’d buy another one. I didn’t realize…” She hugged me again. “I’m sorry.”

      I shook my head and walked around the room, surveying the damage. My shabby chic buffet, the one I’d restored and painted so carefully, had been busted into small wood splinters. I squatted on the dirt floor and picked through the mess. “You said the official story, the one you told the authorities, turned into Tim breaking this. What really happened?”

      Hannah squatted next to me. “That thing exploded about ten seconds before your ex walked in.”

      “Tell me what happened from the start.” I sorted through things, making one pile for ruined items and another for things we could keep. Tanner knelt next to me and helped. Every once in a while, his hand brushed my leg or some other part of my body. The contact sent electric pulses of lust into my brain and made it hard for me to concentrate. I settled my gaze on Hannah and waited for her to start talking.

      “Cecil and I were looking at the tarot cards. All of a sudden, your buffet started shaking. Even I felt the magic coming off it.” She licked her lips. “It exploded. Wood splinters, and your stuff went everywhere.” She held up an arm to show me a few shallow cuts shiny with some kind of ointment. “Your ex-husband burst in. He had a gun.”

      Tanner stopped picking stuff up and glanced around as though the gun might still be there, waiting to shoot him. I grunted in irritation. Neither Tim nor his gun scared me. Anger and a general apathy over death fueled bravery that bordered on foolishness.

      Hannah continued. “Tim said, ‘The Coachman wants his runes.’”

      The pronouncement made my head spin. I’d suspected Tim and Oscar were somehow working together, but I still couldn’t figure out how it had happened. “I don’t understand how they're…”

      Tanner had his arms crossed over his chest, one hand cupping his chin as he thought. “I might.”

      I gestured at him to spill it.

      “I’ve been puzzling over how awful that magic baking off those runes felt. Now I think I’ve got it.” He tucked one lock of hair behind his ear, so excited about what he’d figured out he was almost smiling. I resisted the urge to rush him along. After what seemed like an eternity, he continued, “Your magic charged Miss Ugly’s skull lamp, right? What if your magic charged Oscar’s runes?” He raised his eyebrows.

      I nodded. Despite the dire circumstances, I couldn’t help but notice how impossibly cute Tanner was when he did the raised eyebrows thing. Stupid of me to even notice. This was the wrong time for both of us. Focus on the here and now.

      The here and now was Tanner had made a good point. I could have unknowingly charged the runes and given Oscar enough power to blow up the buffet.

      But this was the third time Tim had come to my tent. The first time, he’d gotten into Oscar’s runes and scattered them. The second time, I’d caught him in here snooping around, and Tanner whipped his ass for it. Now he’d come back and stolen the runes, saying the Coachman, Oscar, wanted them. The two of them were working together.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking.” Tanner licked his lips, and I remembered our kiss.

      “I agree with you about charging the runes. I probably did it unknowingly, and it allowed Oscar to make the buffet explode. But how did Tim get involved? I haven’t spoken to him in years.”

      Tanner shrugged. “The way those runes emanate evil like they do makes me wonder if they’re some kind of doorway.”

      A doorway. It hit me then. I felt more stupid than I had in a long time. The answer had been right there in my memories of my first encounter with Oscar Rivera, but I’d been too busy horn-dogging after Tanner and missing Wade to see it.

      A few months ago, a misguided young man had found one of Oscar Rivera’s runes. I had seen the finding of the rune in a vision. In this vision, Oscar had been right on the other side of this rune like someone looking through a window. Oscar had watched the rune be found and reached out to encourage this young man to help him find a way to be summoned back to the land of the living. Then, when Oscar was summoned back to this plane, he had come out of the runes. The connections flashed in my mind like lightning before a storm.

      I put my face in my hands. “Oh, no.”

      “What?” Hannah gave me a light kick. “I’m lost.”

      “Oscar can see through the runes. He can be contacted through the runes. I knew all that going in. I thought it was harmless because Oscar had no access to power, that he was trapped where he hid his soul.” I rocked back and forth, wanting to scream from the frustration of what my ignorance had allowed to happen. “But like Tanner pointed out, the runes are like a doorway. Evil comes out, other stuff goes in. When Tim came in the other night, Oscar somehow connected to him, convinced him to work for him.” The weight of all that I faced pressed down on me without quarter. I couldn’t push forward anymore.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed my cedar box. It stood open. I went over and knelt in front of it. I’d been so busy trying to catch up that I’d not really paid attention to what Hannah said about Tim getting into the cedar box. I didn’t have to ask what he’d taken.

      Hannah spoke in a low, ashamed voice. “Tim knew exactly what he was looking for. The leather bag with the gold disk in it.” Her voice barely rose above a whisper. “By that time, Cecil was in distress. I was more focused on him than I was stopping Tim.” She gave me a guilty shrug.

      I shook off her apology. It was done now. Oscar had the runes and the wheel. He also had Tim as his henchman. He could create havoc beyond what I wanted to think about. And here I was farting around with Miss Ugly, who’d promised to come back tomorrow night and take me with her no matter what.

      Hannah seemed to read my mind. “Did you find the skull lamp?”

      I nodded and continued sifting through my scattered belongings. I’d have to leave them to someone. Zora was the most logical choice, though she was too young right now. Had I accepted my death so easily? I saw no way around it.

      Hannah squatted next to me and began gathering things. “At least that’s one good thing.”

      I turned to give her an incredulous stare. Wait. She doesn’t know. I didn’t want to tell Hannah my fate, but she had to know. “Depends on what you think good is.” I told her about giving the skull lantern back to Miss Ugly and what she gave me as a kindness.

      Hannah slumped. “Cheating old bitch.”

      Tanner continued brushing sand off items and putting them in piles for me to examine. “I can’t quit wondering what Oscar would want with the wheel. I think it’s the answer to some of our problems.”

      “Maybe he thinks he can crawl through it. I’ve seen boogers do that before.” I smiled at Tanner as I used his word for chthonic beings.

      He smiled back but shook his head. “Oscar’ll come through the runes. You said so yourself.” He put the last of the stuff back in the cedar chest and wiped his hands on his jeans. “Think about it. Miss Ugly keeps mentioning your fate. That wheel governs fate.”

      I cocked my head at him, still not getting it.

      “That wheel might be able to change your fate, divorce it from Miss Ugly’s.” He squatted next to me, eyes boring into mine.

      I focused my mind on the game. “So we need to find Tim and get that wheel back now.”

      “I think I’ve got an idea how to do it,” Tanner said.
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      Tanner said he needed some things from his truck and left before Hannah or I could ask what. She minded her own business for about ten seconds.

      “What happened between the two of you?” She twirled a strand of red hair around one finger and fluttered her eyelashes.

      “Why don’t you tell me about the tarot spread you were doing when we came roaring in? Thinking of adding tarot readings to your face painting?” I sat on top of my séance table, a cigarette between my first and second fingers.

      It distracted Hannah. “Maybe. I’ve been studying. Before y’all got here, I had a three-card spread, just past, present, and future. The reading was for you.”

      “What’d you draw?” If I kept her talking about tarot, she wouldn’t ask about Tanner.

      “Three of swords, the lovers, and ten of cups.” Her lips quirked into a smile, and her eyes sparkled. “The three of swords is your broken heart. The lovers represents a special bond and a deep connection between two people. The ten of cups is a happy family who has a loving home. Now let’s talk about you and Tanner. The two of you can barely look at each other, and when you do, you blush like teenagers.” She took out her long, skinny femme cigarettes and lit one.

      I didn’t know how to answer that. I’d been playing it as cool as possible with Tanner. No reason not to. Nothing needed to happen. He was still clinging to his family, and they were haunting him in an attempt to get him to break through his grief. He wasn’t ready.

      I wouldn’t ruin what might be a good, mutually beneficial friendship by playing hot pants. I hoped I’d learned that lesson with Wade Hill.

      Hannah snorted at my silence. “Oh, don’t be a prude. There’s something about him. If he wasn’t so obviously interested in you, I’d take a run at him.” She thought about that, frowning. “Maybe.”

      Hannah hadn’t dated anybody since her runaround with King Tolliver. I couldn’t say I blamed her. King Tolliver was enough to put any woman off men forever. But men still noticed her, especially Leon Blackfox. She noticed him too. But I still couldn’t tease her about him. Not while she still radiated so much vulnerability.

      “Spill it.” Hannah came close and nudged me.

      “We kissed,” I said in the same tone I’d have accused Tanner of being a closet axe murderer.

      “No good?” She dropped her jaw in surprise. “No way. The way he moves. The way he stares at you like a big cat waiting to pounce.”

      “Oh, it was good.” I told her about his wife’s and children’s ghosts swirling around him, about his guilt over their deaths. I finished with, “He’s not ready to let them go.”

      Hannah smoked, staring at the dirt floor. “The old me would have argued with you until the end of time. But look how I handled my romantic affairs.” She made a sick face. “Don’t give up on him completely. He looks very worth it. If you know what I mean.” She lowered her voice and raised her eyebrows on the last sentence.

      I agreed but said nothing. In the face of death, whether or not I had a romance with Tanner didn’t seem to matter so much. It was a nice little mental vacation from reality, nothing more. I had bigger problems. “If you don’t mind changing the subject…”

      Hannah shook her head. “Not at all.”

      “Even if we get the wheel of life back, I have no idea how to use it to get rid of Miss Ugly.” Spending my last day alive fighting to get it back might not be the best use of my time.

      “But you still have to get the runes back and do something about your ex.” Hannah turned down one corner of her mouth. “Otherwise, you’re going to be dead, and we’re going to be dealing with Oscar.”

      She had a good point. To protect my family and friends, I’d fight to get the wheel back, but I'd probably have to kill Tim to accomplish my means. I felt no guilt at planning my ex-husband’s murder. The world would be a better place without him.

      Tanner picked that moment to come back into the tent holding what looked like a stack of maps. “I’ll need the table.”

      Hannah and I scattered. I got out my cleansing supplies, but Tanner shook his head.

      “We don’t need much ceremony for this.” He dropped the maps on the table, unbuckled his belt, and slid the nine irons amulet off. He flipped past the charms until he got to the shovel head. “This one is for helping to find stolen items. Last time I used it was to find a car stolen from me back in California.”

      “Find it?” Hannah peered at the shovel.

      “Yep. But it was in gang-banger country. I was too afraid to steal it back.” Tanner dropped the amulet on the table and spread out the Texas map. “All right.” He turned to face me, staring intently into my eyes. My stomach jumped. He held out the nine irons amulet. “From what I’ve seen, you’re a really powerful witch, so I’m hoping this’ll work.”

      I nodded and took the amulet.

      Tanner said, “Hold the shovel in your hand. Envision the items, think of your claim to them, and why you need them. Think it as hard as you can. Then back up three steps from the table and toss the nine irons amulet onto the table.”

      I gripped the amulet in my left hand.

      Tanner shook his head and reached for my hand. “Use your right hand since these items belong to you and Tim stole them.”

      “The runes were stolen.” I let the amulet dangle from my fingers. “My great-great-grandmother stole them from the Coachman the day she killed him.”

      “But the wheel…” Tanner did that raised eyebrow thing again. I smiled, and he smiled back. The air around him grew cold as the ghosts of his wife and daughters circled him protectively. Now that they’d left the living realm, their perceptions had changed. They had no perspective on Tanner’s attachment to them, and they’d hurt me if they thought it helped Tanner. I had to tread carefully.

      “The same great-grandmother gave me the wheel to use.” I felt the stupid grin still on my face and tried to get rid of it.

      “Use your right hand and think about the wheel. It’s yours.” Tanner took the nine irons amulet from my left hand, touching me way more than necessary, picked out the shovel, and placed it in my right hand. He even closed my fingers around it.

      I held my hand at waist level and let my focus soften. I reached inward, feeling for my magic, hoping we hadn’t exhausted it by sticking that cross to monsters’ faces all evening.

      For a second, it seemed we had. But then I felt the fire that had forged the amulet. My black opal flashed power in response. The blacksmith who had made this amulet had power of his own. He had infused elemental magic into the metal, given it his principles of protection and justice.

      The mantle swirled inside me, somewhat rested and ready for action. I released it. The mantle, which seemed expert at calling fire magic, rolled itself into the fire magic of the amulet. A hot wind picked up in my tent, and all my candles lit at once.

      Tanner spun in a fast circle, as though looking for intruders. I didn’t bother to tell him it was okay. Instead I kept my focus inward and called up my memories of the wheel. I thought about the soft, velvety feel of the metal, as though many hands had touched it, rubbing it smoother than any polishing ever could. The way the metal always felt skin temperature like something living came to me. I imagined running my fingers over it. Then I called to memory what the wheel could do.

      The amulet twitched in the palm of my hand. A blast of magic heated my bones. It was ready. I backed up three steps and tossed it onto the table. The amulet landed in the upper right corner of the map, more miles away than my jerk of an ex-husband had had time to run tonight.

      The amulet jittered against the table. It slid backward, to the center part of the state, and then down, down, down. The shovel came to life and moved just a tad. Then the amulet was still.

      Tanner hurried forward. “It’s pointing right at Austin.” He picked up the amulet and unfolded the Austin city map on the table.

      “I can’t believe you have paper maps.” Hannah touched her finger to it. “I just use my phone.”

      “I haven’t had a phone that would do that in many months,” Tanner mumbled. “It was the first thing to go after I decided to keep my oldest daughter on life support and insurance told me how little they’d pay.”

      Hannah blanched and stuttered out an apology. Tanner ignored it.

      “I’ll get you a new phone that does that.” I took the nine irons amulet out of his hand, ready to get back to business.

      “You’re not taking me to raise.” Tanner leveled his intense gaze on me. Hannah’s careless words had brought back the hurt.

      “But I’ll get you a phone anyway in case I need you to have those features.” I held up the amulet to stop his argument. “Do I go through the whole ritual again?”

      Tanner nodded, his pretty lips set in a sad line.

      I relaxed my muscles and let the magic flow. In this state, the ghosts circling Tanner’s head, emanating worry for their husband and father, were more clear than ever. I let my gaze slide off them. Another time. When he was ready. After I let go of the distraction, the mantle and the amulet rolled their magic together. I called up the memory of the wheel, this time in even more detail, even thinking about how I’d use it to save my own life.

      The nine irons amulet must have liked that. It heated up instead of twitching. I took the three steps backward and tossed it onto the table.

      The amulet went in circles around the map, reminding me of those old videos of satellite radar. It slid toward the middle of town. The shovel twisted a bit and stopped.

      Tanner went forward and used a pen off my table to circle a small area around the tip of the shovel. He turned to me, eyes still dull from whatever the phone argument had reminded him of. “Want me to go with you?”

      He was upset, and I hated to make him help me any more than he already had. Each time he helped me risked his life. His luck might run out. “No. Tell me what to do to narrow down the address, and I’ll go alone.” I didn’t give him a chance to answer and turned to Hannah. “Get to the hospital and tell Cecil that I’m coming to see him as soon as I get back to town. I’m going to go back to my camper, sleep, and…”

      “To hell with that. I’m going.” She grabbed her purse from somewhere on the floor and hiked it up on her shoulder.

      Tanner closed his eyes and shook his head. “You stay. I’ll go.”

      “We’ll all go.” Hannah’s voice got all snippy. I knew this tone of voice well and had quit arguing with it a long time ago. Dressing up a pig and trying to teach it to sing was a better use of my time.

      I turned away and began gathering what I could salvage of my witching supplies, ears pricked up for whatever was going to happen next between Tanner and Hannah.

      “You don’t need to go.” Tanner said the words like Hannah was a three-year-old who’d been asking the same question for forty-five minutes.

      “But I’m going to go. This is my best friend, and I…” She cut off her words. “This is about the phone thing, isn’t it?”

      I shoved a mass of junk into my cedar box to sort through and turned around. This ought to be good.

      Tanner put both hands on his hips, dropped his head, and let out a sigh.

      “I’m sorry, all right?” Hannah, about the same height as Tanner, got right in his face. The muscles in his jaw worked. Hannah softened her voice. “I said the wrong thing because I don’t know you well. I’m sorry for any hurt it caused you. That was not my intent at all.” She took another breath to spill out more words.

      I interrupted the whole fiasco. “Hannah. Let him be.”

      She spun, red-faced, to glare at me. Hannah meant well, but she had a whole dictionary’s worth of self-help expressions. Sometimes they made people, meaning me, want to whip her ass.

      “You can go,” I said. “Tanner knows you didn’t mean anything. Ignore him until he gets over it.”

      For some reason, I felt the same way I felt when I babysat my little cousins.

      Tanner stomped out of the tent with, “I’ll meet you back at camp.”

      I spoke to Hannah. “Help me get all my magic stuff together. Seems like closing the gate after the horses done got out, but I can’t quite bring myself to leave it here.”
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      After only a couple hours’ sleep, we got up, drank coffee, and sped toward Austin, the sky already graying with the coming dawn. The short drive passed quietly.

      Tanner, angry that I insisted on driving my own damn truck, slammed into the backseat, crossed his arms over his chest, and sat there looking like sex on a cracker. Hannah shrugged at him and got into the front seat. She wouldn’t apologize again, so he’d better not be expecting that.

      As we got into Austin, dawn faded into a deep blue sky scattered with puffs of cloud. The morning rush hour had already started. I wished we’d driven in last night and slept in the truck until dawn. The traffic flowed in a start and stop pattern. We’d get caught at a red light, wait, and then race to the next red light and stop.

      “Isn’t there a faster way?” I asked Hannah. She’d spent some time in Austin.

      She snorted. “ If you think this is bad, wait until we get downtown.”

      By the time we got downtown, I regretted not letting Tanner drive and glanced in the rearview mirror only to find him watching me. His eyes blazed with some unreadable emotion, and he glanced down at his lap. “We’ll have to walk and use the amulet to find the exact address.”

      Hannah tapped my arm. “Park in the next pay-to-park lot or parking garage. We won’t find curbside parking.”

      I did as she said, again berating myself for not coming in the middle of the night. But the sleep had done me a world of good. My magic tingled just under my skin, showing me an underworld of horror lurking right next to us, and ready to do more.

      We parked and locked up. I slung my witch pack onto my back. Tanner came around and pulled the backpack into place. I tipped my chin to thank him but said nothing.

      “You really think you’ll need any of that?” He tried to smile, maybe to show he was past his dark cloud.

      “I’d rather have it and not need it than need it and not have it.” With that, we set off walking, Hannah reading the map on her phone.

      We found the street the nine irons shovel showed us on the Austin map. Tanner took the amulet off his belt and handed it to me. “You’ll have to picture the item again. You should feel the pull of the shovel in your body. Like a magnet.”

      I did as he said, closing my eyes to concentrate, too emotionally whipped to give a shit who thought me a weirdo. The routine of picturing the wheel of life, of imagining the soft feel of its worn metal, came easier this time.

      The shovel jumped in my hand. I closed my fingers over it. A feeling, not electric like my usual magic but more of an ache, crept up my arm. As Tanner had promised, it pulled me down the street.

      We walked in silence, all of us smoking. It drew glances. We were probably breaking all kinds of no-smoking laws. None of us stubbed out our cancer teasers. The shovel kept pulling me, and I kept walking, holding on to my concentration as best as I could amidst the noise and distractions. The pull stopped in front of a fancy-looking restaurant.

      This couldn’t be right. I walked a few more feet, but the shovel pulled me right back where I started.

      “This is it, but I can’t imagine Tim McSwain anywhere within a mile of this place. Unless he was here to burgle or rob it.” Revulsion at who I’d once been married to crawled over me.

      Hannah marched to the door, cupped her hands around her face, and peered inside. “Nobody. Not even a cleaning crew.”

      I slumped. All the way to a big, loud city to run up against a brick wall. I glanced back at the building. Or a stucco and glass wall in this case. What next? I lowered my head to stare at my black cowboy boots.

      Magic in the form of electric prickles rushed over my skin. I stood still and pushed all thought from my mind. The black opal heated on my chest. Faintly, almost beyond what I could hear, came a woman’s scream, high and full of animal terror.

      “Did you hear that?” I asked Tanner and Hannah. Both shook their heads. I walked back to the building and peered inside. Nothing.

      “What is it?” Hannah followed after me.

      “I hear something.” I walked around the side of the building to see an employee's entrance, a delivery bay, and a dumpster.

      The scream came again, this time a little more clear. I walked to the edge of the narrow lane behind the restaurant and stopped, listening. Nothing.

      I walked alongside the building, running my hand over the stucco, searching for the evidence of something otherworldly. Again, nothing.

      I turned to Hannah and Tanner, ready to tell them we had to make another plan. My phone rang, and I pulled it out of my pocket.

      Mysti Whitebyrd requesting a video call. Ignoring it ran through my mind. I didn’t have time for this. But Mysti might have some ideas. I accepted the video call.

      Mysti’s smiling face appeared. She took one look at me, and the smile faded. “I called to see if you’d gotten rid of Miss Ugly. But things aren’t going well, are they?”

      I shook my head, my failures tumbling out before I could stop them. Once I finished, I realized I hadn’t even asked about her and Griff. Their case had sounded like a dangerous one. “How are things going for y’all?”

      She shook her head. “Just another day for Reed Investigations.” Disappointment deepened her normal chipper voice.

      I asked, “Are you okay?”

      She tinkled a sweet laugh at my concern. “Neither of us is in actual danger. Let’s talk about what’s going on with you.”

      An almost shameful relief spread over me, and I nodded.

      “First, who’s there with you? I hear voices. Is one of them this Tanner Letts I’ve been hearing about?” Her eyes flicked to a spot near me.

      I made Tanner and Hannah come over and speak to Mysti. She wiped the worry off her face and said charming things. Finished with the pleasantries, she got right down to business. “Tanner, I think you made a good call on the runes. I wish I had thought of it and warned Peri Jean to get rid of them.”

      Tanner wiped some of the sulk off his face and stood a little straighter. “Sure doesn’t help now.”

      “No,” she agreed. “All that matters now is finding Peri Jean’s asshole ex and getting both the runes and the wheel back. Peri Jean, you said you heard screaming. Is it possible there’s a thin place there?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t see anything, but I can feel magic.”

      “And there’s no way he’s in the restaurant or whatever is behind you?” Mysti frowned as though she already knew the answer and the question was just for form.

      I turned away from the cell and stared at the building, searching. “I don’t see how or why… Wait a minute.”

      I took the nine irons amulet out of my pocket, went through my ritual, and held it in midair. It pulled me toward the dumpster. The smell threatened to knock me out.

      Still staring at the nasty thing, I said, “The nine irons amulet took me to the dumpster, but he’s not in with all this trash.”

      “Perfect,” Mysti grumbled. I turned back to face the camera again. Mysti frowned. “Come closer so I can see you.”

      Confused but knowing I couldn’t win an argument with her, I did as she asked. She directed me until only my forehead was in the camera.

      “What are those marks between your eyes?” Her voice had sharpened.

      The sound of it made my nerves tighten up. She always sounded this way right before she made a new discovery. I reached up to touch my forehead and felt the scabs. The memory came back. “Miss Ugly pricked me there. I figured it was just part of her signature.”

      Mysti shook her head. “She sees something within you that she thinks she’ll enjoy eating.”

      Hannah made a disgusted noise. “Ugh. Prime Rib of Peri Jean.”

      Mysti made a face and nodded. “To a being like Miss Ugly, someone as powerful as Peri Jean would taste extra good.” She frowned. “Do you know what a third eye is?”

      Jadine’s weird vision again, that light coming from my forehead. Shelly’s story. My short-lived research expedition. I’d meant to do more thorough research, but I’d been on the run since Miss Ugly made her first appearance. “Only that it lets you see beyond what the human eye can perceive.”

      Mysti nodded. “Close enough. Have you ever had any experiences of seeing things that you didn’t know were there?”

      Coolness spread through my body. This was it. This was the new thing, and I already knew I didn’t want it. “Sometimes. When the magic is really strong. Or when Oscar Rivera’s followers blew that dust in my face. Remember that?”

      Mysti swallowed. “What did you see?”

      “I could see stuff like faces in trees, these huge animals that weren’t there, people within people. After Sol ate the hole in the spell covering the mantle, I started seeing this vibration, like I’m seeing the earth’s power.” Dread pounded with every heartbeat.

      I glanced at Hannah, then at Tanner. I didn’t want them to see me discovering a new superpower. Hell, I didn’t want a new superpower. I turned my attention back to Mysti.

      “It’s time to activate your third eye.” She had that no-nonsense tone in her voice. I groaned and slumped anyway. She stiffened. “Wipe that damn pout off your face. You have mere hours to get this straightened out. Get with the program.”

      My cheeks flamed with her rebuke and maybe a little shame at the way I was acting. But I never asked for this, dammit.

      “I see you have on your witch pack.” Mysti gave me the kind of smile that let me know she wasn’t angry with me.

      I nodded and hooked my thumb underneath one strap.

      “There’s a secret pocket inside. Have you found it yet?” Her smile turned sly.

      “No.” The news worried me. Mysti had loaded my witch pack with all sorts of supplies she used regularly. My magic didn’t call for the same supplies as Mysti’s, so as I needed more space I took out the things she’d included and stored them. Now I worried that whatever she’d left might be in the cabinets in my little RV. But nothing had been in a secret pocket. I hoped.

      “Give the phone to Hannah and open the pack,” she said. I did. “Unzip the compartment that rides nearest your back.” I did as she said. “Feel around the edges for a thick spot.” I walked my fingers over the padded material. Mysti kept talking. “Near the bottom, right at the edge, is a tiny spot held closed with Velcro.”

      My fingers found it, but I didn’t open it. Each time some new gift manifested itself, I got a little farther from the normal girl I’d wanted to be all my life. Deep down, I knew normal didn’t exist for me. I was a freak, destined to live a freak life. Most days, I made peace with it. But on the days when new stuff cropped up, the little pang of loss came back.

      “Do you feel it?” Mysti’s voice came out of the speaker.

      “Yep.” I pulled open the Velcro and reached into the padded pocket. Out came a tiny plastic tub, about the size of a thimble, with a screw-on cap. I pinched the tub between my fingers and showed it to Mysti. Hannah held my phone so Mysti got a good view of my scared face.

      She nodded. “That’s your flying ointment. There’s a long history of witches and flying ointments that I do encourage you to read, but for now just understand that it’s going to help you open your third eye.”

      I stared at the small tub, more wary of its contents than ever.

      “It does contain things that would be poisonous to ingest. Never eat it or let it get in your eyes or mucus membranes.” She paused. “Some witches disagree with me on this. But this is potent stuff, not to be played with.”

      “Did you make it?” I still wasn’t sure about this flying ointment.

      Mysti shook her head. “A witch from Oregon makes it for me. Are you ready?”

      As ready as I’ll ever be.

      Mysti barreled on, probably aware of my hesitation, but not caring. “Put a tiny amount on your finger and dab it on the place where Miss Ugly pricked you. The open skin will allow it to soak in faster, so beware of using too much.”

      I couldn’t quite make myself do it. “After that?”

      “Then wait. The door to the thin place should appear. You won’t need a spell or an invitation to get through.” She smiled.

      I held the tub in the palm of my hand, wondering if there was any other way.

      Mysti interrupted my thoughts. “Peri Jean, you have a gift. Appreciate it and be grateful.”

      I nodded, knowing better than to argue.

      “You want me to wait while you try it?” She had that teacher look on her face, curiosity mixed with authority and a little pride. The look said, This is my witch, the one I taught. Look how far she’s come.

      I shook my head. “Tanner and Hannah are here to help me figure it out.” I paused, trying to think of the right way to say the next part. “Mysti, thank you for everything you do for me. Even though I drag ass and complain, you make a difference in my life.”

      Red rushed up Mysti’s neck, over her face, and disappeared into her hairline. She pooh-poohed my compliment. “All in a day’s work. Helping you is my pleasure.”

      “I’ll call you after it’s done and let you know how it goes.” My finger hovered over the end call button.

      “Part of the reason I called is to let you know we’re flying into San Antonio late tonight. I’ll be available to help you early tomorrow morning.” The pleasure fell off her face. “Which I realize now will be too late.”

      “It’s going to be fine,” I told her, even though I didn’t believe it.

      “Love you, sister.” Her voice cracked. “Call me if there’s any way I can advise you.”

      I nodded. “Love you back.” The call ended. The black screen somehow fostered an emptiness in my chest. I wanted to scream and cry, but it wasn’t worth the energy.

      I took a deep breath and twisted the cap off the tub. Inside was a shimmering translucent paste. I dipped the tip of my pinkie in it. It felt cold and oily on my finger. My black opal pulsed.

      “Here.” Hannah, out of patience, grabbed my finger and rubbed it on the spot Miss Ugly had marked.
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      Once the flying ointment was on my head, I rubbed the tip of my pinkie on my jeans, thinking about Mysti’s warning not to get it in my eyes. Then I waited.

      “You feel anything?” Tanner crowded near.

      “Not yet.” My heart was beating too hard, making blood rush under the skin. Whatever was going to happen would likely happen fast.

      “We’re right here,” Hannah said. Next to her, Tanner nodded. The spirits around his head came into sharper focus, their presence a ripple in reality. They curled over Tanner’s face protectively.

      “I’ve heard this stuff can get you sort of high, sort of make you trip.” The green of his eyes seemed to sharpen.

      In them, I saw hurt, shame, and regret over his wife and daughters. Underneath all that, I saw a desire to start again. One of the spirits flashed out at me, teeth bared in warning. They’d eat me down to nothing if I came near him. Tanner felt shame when he looked at me. That made me a threat.

      Numbness spread outward from the spot where I’d dabbed the flying ointment, cooling my skin as it went. The mantle woke, watched the spreading coolness, and went out to meet it. My vision flashed, turning the world black and white, then right back to color.

      The screams came again, but this time they weren’t faint. They sounded like they were right around the corner. I followed the sound to a clump of trees separating the restaurant from the next property, which happened to have a very old house set right in the middle of downtown. Tanner and Hannah crowded behind me, almost fighting each other to be the one closer, the one who’d help. The door leading across the veil flickered right in front of those trees.

      On the other side stood a house painted light blue with white gingerbread trim. The scream came again. In it was that kind of animal fear people get when they realize there’s no hope left, just the promise of death and the great unknown. The sound of running footsteps pounding on the house’s floorboards reached me. So did Oscar’s familiar evil. It rolled off the house like cartoon stink waves.

      I turned back to Tanner and Hannah. “They’re in there.”

      “We’ll come too.” Tanner started toward me, already reaching for me.

      “No. If I don’t come back, explain what happened to my family, and warn them about Oscar. Tell them he’s coming for them.” With that, I stepped through the door. It closed behind me. Tanner shouted in frustration on the other side.

      Now that I had crossed, the entire world around me changed. The huge buildings of downtown Austin faded away, replaced by houses, many of which had barns behind them.

      I climbed the steps onto the porch, energy flowing into my hand from the spired wooden railing, and walked toward the white front door. The numbness had spread down my body now, and my heart beat too hard. The stained glass windows around and above the door seemed to undulate and breathe.

      The scream came again.

      “Come back here, you dumb bitch,” Tim yelled.

      A cold laugh, one I recognized as Oscar’s, followed Tim’s order. Footsteps pounded through the house, shaking the windows in their frames.

      I stopped with my hand on the doorknob. Even over here, I could out-magic Tim, maybe even kill him. But Oscar too? His power would be strongest this side of the veil. This was the realm of the dead, and Oscar was one of them. He’d had Tim bring the runes here, thus allowing him to manifest here, for reasons that probably gave him some other advantage. Fear ached at the center of my chest. There was no way I could win this fight. I glanced around, looking for Priscilla Herrera and some tough love. Nobody came.

      Digging for courage, I turned the doorknob. A woman ran toward me, mouth open wide to scream. A gash had opened one cheek, and blood covered that side of her old-fashioned floor-length dress. She passed right by as though she didn’t see me and ran into the next room.

      I watched her in disbelief. She was the same woman I’d seen when I’d touched the rune back in my tent. One of Oscar’s victims. My chest tightened. I didn’t want to see this.

      A figure rounded the corner behind her, axe held in one hand. At first, I didn’t recognize Tim. He’d somehow stuck Oscar’s runes all over his naked body. Every visible piece of skin was slicked with blood, and he left bloody footprints.

      His eyes settled on me. “You. The biggest bitch of them all.”

      “She’s a thief as well,” came Oscar’s voice. It seemed to originate at the same place Tim’s did. Was Oscar talking through Tim? One way to find out.

      “What do you think I stole from you, Oscar?” I’d expected a little mouse squeak to come out of my mouth. Instead, I sounded big and bossy, just like Priscilla Herrera.

      Oscar’s voice came right back. “You stole my runes. You stole my grand re-entry into the world. You fouled my plans. And you’ve robbed me of valuable time.” Sure enough, his voice was coming from somewhere within Tim, maybe the runes. Heaven only knew how much power he’d stolen from me.

      “But you no longer have a place in the living plane,” I said. Oscar’s determination to return to life baffled me. He couldn’t possibly think he could come out of nowhere and rise to any kind of power. It was Monday morning quarterbacking. No more.

      “I can make a place. Take the turmoil in your world and cause apocalypse. Then I’ll rise as a king—a god!—once they see what I can do.” His voice had risen with excitement as he talked, and the last word boomed around me as though the world was already crashing to its end.

      “You won’t have any power once you get back.” There was no way he would. He’d use it all getting himself reborn.

      “I’m glad I met you, Peri Jean Mace.” Now Oscar’s words came out of Tim’s spit shiny lips. “You’re the one who taught me how to siphon power. I’ll never be without power as long as I exist.”

      “You will once I get rid of those nasty damn runes. I’m going to drop them down the deepest, darkest hole I can find, and that’ll be the end. You’ll never be able to contact anybody else through them.” And that was exactly what I intended to do, right after I got hold of the wheel. Which I had no idea how to find.

      Oscar didn’t reply. Tim’s eyes, which had gone dull while I argued with Oscar, came back to life.

      “Where’d that cunt go?” His eyes, completely free of sanity, darted around the room. They settled on something near the far wall.

      Tim’s face changed. A little sanity flickered back into his eyes. He lowered the axe, sides heaving, and dropped his head to stare at his bloody bare feet.

      I backed out of his path and quickly glanced into the corner. The wheel of life lay in the middle of an ornately drawn pentagram, the style of which I recognized from some of Mysti’s older books on magick.

      Tim and Oscar must have tried merging their considerable evil. It seemed to me the experiment had failed, driving Tim mad and leaving Oscar contained in the runes.

      I crept toward the wheel. If only I could get it, half my reason for coming here would be finished.

      Tim’s head snapped up. The insanity crackled in his eyes again. He gripped the axe in both hands and ran toward me. My muscles trembled, begging me to run for my life, but I stayed in Tim’s path just long enough for him to think he had me.

      A mad grin stretched his lips back, revealing teeth covered in blood. My muscles jerked to get away. Wait, wait. Tim raised the axe over his head. Just another second. His wild yell filled the room. He reared the axe back to strike. I dove out of his way. The axe whistled through the air and lodged in the wall.

      A scream came from behind us. The injured woman stood at the edge of the room holding a butcher knife. At least she’d found herself a weapon. She launched herself at us.

      Tim struggled to get the axe out of the wall, muscles bunching underneath the runes.

      “Hurry up,” came Oscar’s voice. “This is where you kill her. Then you can do it all again.”

      The axe came out of the wall with a screech. Tim spun around in time to meet the screaming woman. He raised the axe over his head and swung downward. It buried almost to the hilt in her skull. The life drained from her eyes, and urine pattered the floor as her bladder let go. Her knees buckled, and she slid to the floor.

      Dizziness made my head float. The scene horrified me, but I was too stunned do anything but stare. Hadn’t Oscar said they’d do it again?

      Tim wrenched the axe out of the woman’s skull. Her body lay still for a second, but then she picked herself up. Her dress, which had been stained with every kind of blood and grime imaginable, was stain-free. She smoothed it down, not seeming to see the naked madman in front of her, and walked to the front door. She patted her hair and opened it, already smiling.

      “It’s so good to see you this evening. Won’t you come in?” She held the door open as nobody entered.

      “Kick him out,” I yelled from my place on the floor. She never even looked my way.

      Tim left me and went to stand near the woman as though he’d just come in from the outdoors. She smiled at him, not even seeing that he was naked, bloody, and covered in bone runes.

      Tim said, “Why, thank you, Sister Samuels.”

      The black opal gave me a particularly sharp jolt. I jerked and took my gaze off Tim and Sister Samuels, trying to figure out what the black opal was showing me.

      The wheel of life lay only a few feet away. I glanced back at Tim and Sister Samuels. Could I get it while Tim and Oscar were going through the first act of their murder spree? None of them were paying me any mind.

      “Would you like a glass of lemonade?” Sister Samuels clasped her hands in front of her floor-length dress.

      “That would be wonderful.” Tim actually smiled, showing off his bloody teeth again.

      I reached for the wheel of life. My hand knocked against something cold and hard, jamming the fingers into the knuckles. I gasped and jerked back. The circle Oscar and Tim had made around the pentagram somehow kept me out. I tried again. The magic cramped in my hand. I drew back with a yelp.

      “Be good, Peri Jean,” Oscar’s voice came from the runes. “Unless you want to fight for your life right now.”

      “Please sit in the parlor while I get your lemonade.” Sister Samuels motioned Tim/Oscar into the parlor with me and hurried into another room, presumably to get the stupid lemonade.

      Tim walked over to me, junk dangling, and reared back his foot to kick me. I gathered the mantle and shot fire magic into him. It rebounded and hit me, waking up my numb skin with the feeling of pins and needles. I yelped and rolled to my feet, backing away.

      Tim walked toward me, but Oscar’s voice came out of him. “This is my place, dear, and your magic won’t work. I’ve taken life here. Miss Samuels, her maid, and her sweet baby daughter, and this memory belongs to me. You’re a guest.”

      I backed away from the monster I’d been married to, not sure what to do next. Using my magic to scramble Tim’s brain might simply rebound it onto me. I might kill myself. The circle around the pentagram was as good as a steel wall, so it was lost to me for the moment. Maybe I should go back to my world and regroup.

      I glanced at the door. Ten steps tops. Once I got outside, I’d likely be okay. Oscar had driven Tim mad. He was now useless unless being controlled by magic. He'd hinder Oscar more than help him outside this house. Which left Oscar trapped here. If he left, it would cost him whatever spell he was using to control Tim. Oscar would have no choice but to go back where he’d hidden his soul and wait for another chance. He wouldn’t want to do that.

      But if I left, I’d be leaving without the wheel of life. Miss Ugly would come for me when it got dark, and I’d have no way to fight her. I had to do what I came to do.

      Possibilities raced through my mind. None sounded like they would work. I counted the steps to the door again. Something new hit me.

      I could get Tim to leave the house. Oscar had said my magic wouldn’t work in here. This was his memory, and he was in control. But he wouldn’t be in control outside the house. I could get the wheel of life and then figure out what to do about Tim and the runes. I turned my attention back to the horror movie playing out before me and began to plan my move.

      While Sister Samuels prepared the lemonade, fresh-squeezed no doubt, Tim crept to the fireplace. Someone had left an axe lying on the brick hearth. Tim picked it up and went to stand next to the doorway Sister Samuels had gone through. He put his finger to his lips for me to be quiet.

      I shook my head at him, walked to the front door, and opened it. Sister Samuels’s footsteps rang on the wood floors.

      “Be right there,” she sang.

      “No problem,” Oscar/Tim sang back.

      I pulled the nine irons amulet from my pocket and crept toward Tim, using my fingers to find the cross. Just as Sister Samuels reached the doorway and her mouth opened to scream, Tim swung the axe. She ducked away, but the axe caught her cheek, laying it open. Blood gushed down the front of her dress. She spun on her heels and ran. Tim took the first step to chase her.

      I slapped the nine irons amulet onto a bloody patch of exposed skin. Smoke rose from the contact, along with the smell of cooking skin. Tim, still holding the axe, let out a howl that was half him, half Oscar. I shoved him toward the open front door. It was like trying to move a piece of dead meat. Even skinny, he outweighed me by no telling how much. I pulled the cross away from his skin, leaving behind a raw, bloody spot, and stuck it to another exposed piece of skin. Tim spun, trying to get away from me. I gave him another hard shove. He tripped toward the front door.

      Oscar must have caught wind of what was happening. “Don’t go out the door, fool,” he screamed.

      But Tim had an exposed circle of skin on his ass cheek. I stuck the cross there. The sizzle and sudden pain goosed Tim out the door. An oscillating wall of reality appeared, and I shoved him through it.

      The house changed. I had broken the cycle of Oscar’s memory of the havoc he wreaked in this place. Now the final result of his visit faced me.

      The bodies of Sister Samuels, a baby, and a woman wearing a black and white dress lay on the floor, hacked to bits, sightless eyes staring at nothing. In seconds, the bodies disappeared. The pools of fresh blood where they’d lain dried and then faded in the blink of an eye. The walls of the house aged and buckled, the flowery wallpaper peeling off in great long strips. The windows broke out, and phantom balls and rocks hit the floor around my feet.

      I jerked into action. Without Oscar here to hold together the illusion and replay the memory of the day he murdered Miss Samuels and everybody else in the house, the house's future was happening in fast forward. I doubted I had more than a few seconds before it burned or a wrecking ball came to make room for progress.

      I raced for the pentagram drawn on the floor. It was now nothing more than a few faded chalk lines. Gingerly I reached forward, expecting Oscar’s circle to throw me back, but my hand went through where the circle had been. Tim taking the runes, and Oscar, out of the house must have broken it.

      I grabbed the wheel of life, held on tight, and ran for the door. Just as I crossed the threshold, the first wisp of smoke rose in one corner. I dove for the billowing wall of reality.

      “There she is,” Tanner yelled and ran toward me. Hannah followed close behind him, her face white with shock.

      Beyond them, Tim swung the axe and screamed. The runes that had covered him lay on the asphalt at the spot where he’d crossed back to this side of the veil.

      “Get the runes,” I yelled into Tanner’s face. He and Hannah knelt with me and gathered the pieces of bone. At first, evil emanated from them, but then it flattened out and left. Good. Oscar had used up all his power.

      Bare feet slapped the pavement, coming toward us. I glanced up from shoving the last of the runes into my pockets just in time to see Tim bearing down on us, axe raised. Tanner stepped aside, and I dragged Hannah and myself out of the way. As Tim raced past, Tanner delivered a punch to the back of his neck. Without a sound, Tim fell on the asphalt with a meaty splat.

      “I’m calling the police,” a woman standing in the open back door of the restaurant screamed.

      Tanner, Hannah, and I ran for my truck. I tossed the keys to Tanner at the last moment, and we all piled in. Tanner burned rubber getting away from the scene.

      Three blocks later, I remembered my witch pack. “We gotta go back. My witch pack.” I poked Hannah in the arm.

      “Right here.” She patted it. “We put it in the truck after you’d been gone so long.”

      Sirens started up nearby. Tanner, who’d been leaning over the wheel driving, stopped the truck at a red light. We watched them speed toward the restaurant where Tim must have still been.

      Tanner turned to look at me. That mind-altering lust passed between us again. I turned away and began getting the runes out of my pockets, determined not to have them touching my skin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite a brief text message from Finn saying the hospital was keeping Cecil another day and telling me not to bother coming, that’s where I told Tanner to take us. The hospital turned out to be nothing more fancy than the kind of country hospital I grew up with in Gaslight City. Tanner drove with maddening slowness around the parking lot, the midday sun blindingly bright through the windshield, only to finally back into a spot away from all the other vehicles.

      I climbed out of the truck and into the scorching sun before Tanner even shut off the motor and then set off across the parking lot at a near run. The heat from the concrete at my feet turned my boots into a sauna and my feet into slippery little fish inside them. Ignoring the discomfort and Hannah’s calls to wait up, I picked up my pace.

      I needed a break from Tanner. The tense silence set my nerves on edge, made the back of my neck ache. This lingering attraction between us had to end. Maybe I could quit shaving my armpits and switch to sleeveless shirts. That ought to do the trick. I snickered.

      Better to laugh about it than sulk. The latter wouldn’t change where Tanner was with his grief right now. I sympathized, but I didn’t want this to become another Wade Hill situation, wanting a man I’d never have, regardless of the reason.

      The glass door leading into the hospital slid open, and I ducked inside, checking my phone for Cecil’s room number. The hospital was so small that it really wasn’t much more than a clinic with the patient rooms down two wings on the first floor. The sliding door opened behind me. Tanner and Hannah were catching up. I sped down the hallway toward Cecil’s room without looking back.

      I came first to a glass-walled waiting room. Dillon saw me and rushed out of the room, her youngest child, Zander, hanging on her hip. The poor kid’s big, brown eyes drooped, but as soon as he saw me, he sat up straight and held out his hands, clasping them and opening them for me to take him. I held out my arms, put on a happy face, and let him slide into them. Dillon moaned with relief and shook her arms.

      Finn came out right behind his wife, his daughter Zora’s hand clasped in his. The little girl zeroed in on me and began trying to yank her hand out of her father’s.

      He glanced down at her. “Stop it, Zora. You set off the fire alarm last time I let go of you.”

      “I want Peri Jean to hold me like Zander.” Zora turned her eyes on me, big and mournful as though only I could make her happy.

      Her father frowned at her and shook his head. Zora stuck out her lip. Finn ignored her pique and spoke to me. “I told y’all not to come.”

      “I’m not going to stay away with Papaw in here. How is he?” I took shallow breaths, not wanting the hospital smell to soak into my sinuses. Bad stuff always happened in hospitals.

      Zora used her free hand to pull at my jeans. “Pick me up. Now.”

      Finn shook his head at her but spoke to me. “Papaw seems fine. Don’t know why the doctors are making him stay.”

      Zora began to tap my leg. “Pick me up. Now. I want to tell you a secret.”

      Zora’s secrets scared the hell out of me. I pretended not to hear. Finn shushed her.

      “I guess I’ll go on in and see Papaw.” I pushed Zander back at Dillon. He gave a warning wail, only half the volume of a real one, and grabbed a fistful of my hair. I hissed at the pain.

      Dillon reached for Zander. He pulled my hair harder and wailed louder. Zora yanked on my jeans, hard enough to pull them down, chanting for me to pick her up. I grabbed the belt loop with my free hand. Between her and Zander making angry baby sounds, it was like being under siege by an army of Lilliputians.

      About that time, Tanner and Hannah came rushing down the hallway. Hannah gave me a red-faced glare and wiped the sweat off her upper lip. Finn stuck out his hand for Tanner to shake. The two men gave each other those mysterious male nods. Zora forgot about me and zeroed in on Tanner.

      “You’re the new guy. My mommy said I have to be nice to you.” Being a kid, Zora yelled the words.

      Tanner squatted down and solemnly held out his hand. “I’m Tanner Letts from California. What’s your name?”

      Zora, who’d recently learned about handshaking, gave Tanner an overly enthusiastic handshake and shouted, “I’m Zora Kaye Gregg.”

      Dillon giggled and glanced at her husband. They exchanged a smile, the glue of their bond showing. Despite their grifter lifestyle, they’d found something lots of people, including me, never did. True love. A little twinge formed in my chest.

      Finn spoke to Zander. “Let’s go for a walk.”

      Zander tightened his grip on my hair and shook his head.

      “I want to go for a walk, and I want him to go.” Zora quit yanking on my pants and grabbed Tanner’s hand.

      Seeing this, Zander held out his chubby little hands to Tanner. Tanner raised his eyebrows at Dillon. She nodded with a look on her face that said, Anything to move this forward.

      I handed the kid over to Tanner, surprised at how Zora had just influenced him out of both his stubbornness and his natural mistrust of strangers. Tanner, Dillon, and Finn walked off with the kids. Zora’s voice floated back to us, announcing her desire for ice cream.

      Hannah leaned into my face. “What’d you run off for?”

      I shrugged.

      She glanced in the direction Tanner had taken Zander. “Oh good grief. The two of you need to get over yourselves.” With that, she marched into the waiting room and sat down next to Jadine.

      My jaw dropped at who was sitting next to Jadine. None other than Brad Whitebyrd. Could he possibly have worse timing? He ought to be in Canada helping Mysti and Griff. I grabbed the doorknob, ready to go in there and tell him off, but then let go. Maybe I’d mind my own business for once instead.

      I marched down the hall, searching for Cecil’s room number. I found the room and stood outside, staring at the slip of paper on the door that had his name and age scribbled on it. Eighty-one. Close to fifty years older than I was. How much trauma could a body that old take? Sooner or later, he’ll be gone just like Memaw. I swallowed panic and lightly tapped on the door.

      Shelly opened it, looking fresh in a brown sleeveless blouse and yellow slacks. Boy, I hoped my upper arms looked like that when I was her age. She smiled. “Come on. He’ll be thrilled you came.”

      I crept into the room, memories of Memaw’s final months spinning poisonous webs in my head. Cecil lay on the bed staring at the TV, playing with the sound off. Without looking at me, he said, “It isn’t over, is it?”

      I sat down next to the bed. “Nope. It ain’t. But I got the wheel and the runes back.” I launched into the explanation for how Oscar had tricked me and continued siphoning off my power to use for his next attack. I took the wheel of life out of my bag, where I’d returned it to its leather case. “Worst part? We think this would help me get rid of Miss Ugly, but I don’t think I have the power.”

      “That damn power-blocking spell again?” Cecil’s voice, thin and weak, rose.

      “Stay calm, Papaw,” Shelly said. “Unless you want the nurses to come back.” She pointed at his heart monitor. For the first time, I noticed it was beeping slowly, had been since I walked in the room.

      “I am calm.” Cecil frowned and stuck out his lower lip. Then, to me, he said, “I’ve not seen the first sign of the man who could help you remove the spell. But believe me, I am asking around, putting out feelers.”

      “It’s okay.” I told him Hannah’s idea about simply letting go of my bad memories, stripping them of their importance. “But I don’t know if I can. Who I am is all wrapped up in that stuff. It’s how I learned to be me.”

      Cecil nodded at what I said, deep thought darkening his expression. “Hannah might be onto something, but I think it’ll take more than just letting them go. Keep rolling it over. You’ll come up with a plan.”

      But before tonight? I didn’t say that to Cecil, of course. No need to stress him over something he couldn’t help with. I decided to change the subject. “Have the doctors talked to you yet?”

      Cecil made a face and talked through his nose with no Texas accent. “‘Well, Mr. Gregory’—that’s who I am today—‘it would help if you didn’t smoke as much as you do. Every time you light a cigarette is fifteen minutes off your life, and you’re running out of fifteen-minute increments.’” Cecil’s dark eyes burned. “I was smoking cigarettes and serving this country before that kid was even thought of.”

      “But you do need to quit smoking,” Shelly said. Then to me, she said, “The doctor told Papaw that if he didn’t quit smoking, he might have a year left. They’re doing a heart catheterization today to see how bad the blockage is.”

      Cecil and I stared at each other. He held out his age-spotted hand, and I took it. He smiled at me. “Long life for a Gregg, ain’t it?”

      I gave him a squeeze but didn’t answer.

      “You know the worst part of all this?” Cecil changed the subject smoothly.

      I shook my head.

      “When people think you’re on your death bed, they want to get all the loose ends tied up.” He pointed at his water. Shelly got up none too happily, put the straw to his lips, and let him drink. He cleared his throat. “Jadine brought that boy she’s seeing to ask me if they could be married. You go to all the trouble to raise a child, to teach them your ways, and then they come to you holding hands with an ass-clown they want to marry.” The blips on Cecil’s heart monitor sped up. Shelly cleared her throat. Cecil shot her the finger. She sent it right back.

      I bit my lip hard to scare away the laugher. “What’d you tell Jadine?”

      Cecil put his palms up and shrugged. “What the hell could I say?”

      “You lying old man. You tried to run him off.” Shelly crossed her legs, smiling at Cecil. It was the same kind of smile Dillon had given Finn. We’re thick as thieves, this old man and I. What we have goes beyond a few finger gestures and a little name-calling. Soulmates. That stab of envy came back.

      “How’d you try to run Brad off?” I hoped Shelly and Cecil would act up more. Seeing them made me feel less lonely.

      “I told him he’d have to take the Gregg name.” Cecil raised his shaggy eyebrows, making it clear he’d have never agreed to changing his surname to be married to any woman.

      “Hell, you lost before the game started,” I told Cecil. “Mysti chose her and Brad’s last name after they got out of foster care. I think the original is White.”

      Cecil nodded sourly. “Yeah. That’s about what he told me.”

      “I hate to see her get married so young, but my daughters from my first marriage did the same thing.” Shelly shook her head. “I was only seventeen the first time I got married. Who am I to talk?”

      “Brad’s an okay guy. Just lazy,” I said to nobody in general.

      “He’ll get along fine with Finn then.” Cecil rolled his eyes. Suddenly, the bad-tempered joking went off his face, and he turned to me, serious. “I want to apologize to you, Peri Jean.”

      I flushed. “What for?”

      “The way I talked to you about why you need to have a child. The way I pushed you at Tanner embarrasses me now.” He licked his lips and swallowed hard. Shelly got him another drink of water, eyebrows raised in command for me to tell Cecil it was all right.

      “Don’t worry about that. I do like Tanner…”

      Shelly cut me off with a whoop. Cecil shushed her.

      “But he’s broken,” I said. “Did he tell you what happened to his wife and kids?”

      Cecil nodded. “If Tanner had a dollar for every pound of guilt he’s carrying around, he’d be rich. But who knows? Maybe he’ll let it go. Sometimes you do find a way to shed the past.”

      The expression made me think of the ouroboros Tanner wore around his neck. A snake shedding its skin was another form of renewal. My tattoo twitched, and I thought of the wheel sitting in my purse. My brain had that fluttery feeling, like I was right on the edge of an epiphany. Then Cecil spoke again, and it slipped away.

      “We’ve put a lot on you from the second you walked into our lives. If you’ve been made to feel like there was some kind of test to pass, I’m sorry.” Cecil chuckled. “Talk about death bed loose ends. I’m as bad as the rest of them.”

      Cecil and my family hadn’t made life easy for me, but I’d never doubted my place among them. That was worth all the trouble. I cast off his apology with a flick of my fingers, but he shook his head and kept talking.

      “Once I started getting to know you, it felt like you’d been one of us forever.” He stared into my eyes.

      “I feel the same way.” I put my hand on the bedside rail. Cecil put his over it. Tears stung my eyes and my sinuses. I didn’t want Cecil to be coming to the end of his life. The idea hurt.

      “Aww, not you too.” Cecil lay back with a drawn-out sigh. “You know, I’ve been sitting in this room seeing my wife’s scared face, knowing my family’s right down the hall worried, but I’m sort of on the fence.”

      I drew back, too surprised to speak. “You don’t want to stay with us?”

      “Well, sure I want that.” Cecil widened his eyes, incredulous again. “I want to be with y’all forever. But this old body is getting tired. The day’s coming.” He pointed one finger at me, the way Memaw had always done when she was dead serious. “Don’t think I’m not grateful to see all I’ve gotten to see. I’m seeing my parents’ beloved Sanctuary being reborn with new, talented young people. Seeing my daughter get married, which is a kind of rebirth for her. Seeing you birth yourself, painfully sometimes, into your destiny as the bearer of this family’s power.” Cecil’s chin wobbled, and his eyes brimmed with tears. “Not so bad for an old ex-con.”

      I got up, kissed his whiskery cheek, and put my forehead to his.“I love you.”

      Cecil said, ”I love you too, baby."

      Two sharp raps sounded on the door. A nurse wearing purple scrubs with green lobsters on them came in and said, “We need to get Mr. Gregory ready for his procedure.”

      I kissed Cecil again and stood. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” I couldn’t tell him things would end one way or the other with me and Miss Ugly tonight. Not in front of an outsider. He seemed to understand anyway and gave me a grave nod.

      I walked out of the room but didn’t go straight back to the waiting area. The image of the snake shedding its skin, of Cecil’s talk of rebirth, kept coming back to me. It played over and over. Then I’d see the wheel of life in my mind.

      I went outside and found a table with an ashtray next to it. A man with gray hair wearing a white doctor’s coat sat, holding a cigarette between his fingers. He took urgent drags, eyes fixed on a blank wall. Not wanting to interrupt, I lit up my cigarette a few feet away and leaned against a sign that said “No Smoking within Twenty-Five Feet of Building.”

      The doctor finished his cigarette and crushed it under his polished black shoe. He walked to the door, turned back to me, and said, “Across that threshold lies a new, smoke-free existence.” We exchanged smiles, and he went inside.

      The idea of a threshold added itself to the carousel of ideas revolving in my mind. Rebirth, threshold, wheel.

      The wheel of life controlled fate. My fate was connected to Miss Ugly’s. What if I could rebirth myself to a new fate?

      I took out my phone and called Hannah.
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      Hannah and I spent most of the day researching rituals that represented death and rebirth. I had the formula now. I must die in order to be reborn to a fate without Miss Ugly.

      Although it would have been the simplest to pull off, we quickly nixed baptism because it just didn’t feel right. And who’d perform the baptism? Certainly none of us. But it was more than that.

      The spell surrounding the mantle was made up of all the bad things I’d experienced in life. The stuff that marked me. I believed in learning from my mistakes, even those perpetrated on me by others. But the scar tissue had helped me hang on to it far longer than was helpful.

      Since I was the one who’d done the hanging on and picked what to hang on to, I was the one who needed to cleanse myself of it.

      By mid-afternoon the search had become frustrating. I went into my camper’s tiny bathroom and dragged my long, sweaty hair into a ponytail on the top of my head, longing for the convenience of short hair again but liking the way I looked.

      Hannah watched me from the table. “I saw a taqueria in town. Let’s go get some real tacos, come back here, and settle on something.”

      By real tacos, Hannah meant the kind served in a soft corn or flour shell rather than the hard shell served in the American version. Hannah meant the kind of tacos garnished with hotter-than-hot salsa, fresh cilantro, and sliced avocado if we were lucky.

      I grabbed my purse, we got in my truck, and I drove us into the tiny town near the RV park.

      The taqueria was so authentic that the counterperson didn’t speak English. Hannah and I struggled through broken Spanish to order beef tacos and the kind of green salsa that started a fire behind your eyeballs. We ordered tall glasses of horchata served on ice and sipped the sweet, cinnamon-flavored drink while we waited for our food.

      The earthy smell of cumin and the sweetness of frying onions had my mouth watering by the time they called Hannah’s name. I snatched the tray, and we hurried to a booth and sat down.

      The tacos came with a bowl of Mexican white cheese, tiny paper cups of crema, and two plastic cups of the hot green salsa. I put a little of everything on my tacos and bit into the first one, chewing slowly, and waiting for the burn of that green sauce to hit my tongue.

      When it did, sweat popped out on the back of my neck and forehead. I imagined myself descending to the underworld, the common perception of Hell, letting it engulf me, and arising without my baggage.

      “I’m going to do what Inanna did,” I said around my food. Hannah and I had read about Inanna during our research. The Sumerian goddess was the subject of a famous death and rebirth myth.

      Hannah chewed thoughtfully, swallowed, and wiped the sweat off her forehead with a rough paper napkin before she answered. “Descending into the underworld and dying to be born anew is pretty powerful. How do you want to do it?”

      “Before Inanna could complete her journey into the underworld, she had to give up her jewels and fancy clothes.” I took a bite of my taco.

      Hannah began speaking while I chewed, swallowed, and sipped horchata to soothe my tongue. “Those fancy things were her confidence, the things she believed showed her power. She had to strip something off at each of the seven gateways.”

      I dipped a crisp tortilla chip in the hot red salsa at the center of the table while she talked. When she finished, I said, “Inanna had to do these things to make herself vulnerable and open so that she could die and be reborn. I’m the same as Inanna, only my earthly accoutrements are the bad things I’ve endured.” Tears stung my eyes. “Deep down, I think if I hold on to it, I’ll be immune to more bad stuff happening, or at least tough enough to withstand it.”

      “You’re never immune.” Hannah leaned forward to whisper, her food forgotten. “And your strength comes from you being you. Not that stuff.”

      She was right, but up to this day, stripping myself down to an open canvas had been scarier than holding on to the poison. Hannah and I stared at each other for several seconds in silence, then began eating again.

      Between bites, I said, “I may not be able to do seven stations, but I think I can find something tangible to symbolize the big hurts. I’ll get rid of each one, then die and be reborn. What do you think?”

      “I think if it works for you, I may try it.” She winked and took a huge bite of her taco, extra-hot green sauce dripping to the plate.

      We finished our tacos, got a refill on the horchata, bought two concha pastries with yellow icing, and went back to the RV park. Tanner was sitting in front of my camper at the picnic table. I tossed my cigarettes and lighter down on the table in front of him, tore off half of my concha, and gave it to him. He wanted to refuse, I could tell, but he ate the pastry and lit a cigarette.

      “What are you going to do?” He held his smoking hand in front of his face, almost as though he was hiding behind the smoke.

      I lit my own cigarette because I couldn’t stand not to. “I’m going to make my own version of Inanna’s death and rebirth.”

      Recognition flashed on Tanner’s face. “I know this story.”

      “I can’t recreate the doorways, where you leave behind things or the climbing out of the underworld, so I’m going to have to improvise.” And I had no idea what I was going to do.

      Tanner stood and motioned Hannah and me to follow him. He walked to the edge of the RV park’s property. The property didn’t end at a fence. It ended at a steep drop-off into a deep crevasse. From far below came the sound of rushing water.

      “Been down there?” Tanner gestured at the drop-off.

      “Hell no.” The descent was so steep I’d never make it back up. My smoker’s lungs would strand me down there, and I’d have to start my own new civilization. Live on bugs and dirt.

      “I went down there and came back up. This is nothing compared to the mountains I used to hike all the time in California. You saying you can’t?” Tanner’s lips, which I remembered vividly on mine, quirked into a sly smile.

      Did he just challenge me? Really? Time to pull out my big guns. “Liar.”

      “No. The lady who works the desk in the office told me about it. It’s an area attraction. I hiked it while the two of you went to out to eat.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Go on then, mountain man.” I gestured at the drop-off. “Show us how it’s done.”

      Tanner nodded. “Okay. Get the stuff for your ritual, though. It’s about three-quarters of a mile both ways. You won’t want to come back up and go back down.”

      I glanced at him, looking for a twinkle in his eyes, even a smirk. Nope. He was serious. I swallowed hard, not looking forward to eating my dare.

      Hannah and I went back to my camper to gather up what I needed. Choosing items that I thought represented the contents of my scar tissue proved more difficult than I thought. In the end, I guessed and hoped it was enough.

      Tanner led Hannah and me to another area of the RV park. We passed a swimming pool full of screaming kids. The people who knew us yelled our names. We waved. Behind the RV park’s office, Tanner gestured at a set of steps.

      I narrowed my eyes at him and turned down my lips. “You acted like you climbed down that steep hill.”

      “Did not.” Tanner started down the steep, stone steps.

      “Did too.” I followed him, still having to pick my way down, despite the footholds. I wished for a railing, something to hold on to and steady my descent.

      “Fine, I did.” Tanner stopped and turned around. “Let’s stop joking. You wanted to emulate Inanna’s journey. These steps are your descent into the underworld.”

      I nodded my understanding. As I picked my way along, I imagined myself leaving the known world. In a way, I was. I had no idea what was at the bottom of this ravine, only that it was wet and that water was a source of cleansing and rebirth.

      “These steps really are old,” Tanner said. “The lady in the office said these current steps were put in by the WPA during the Great Depression. But they were put on top of steps already here. Nobody knew how long those first steps had been here or who put them here.”

      We walked in silence. I concentrated on the roiling mass of scar tissue, on all the disappointments in my life, all the heartbreak, all the stuff I’d done wrong, all the people who’d let me down. I thought about the contents of the little bag I’d packed and hoped again they were enough.

      The descent got steeper as we went. The punishing sun beat down on our backs, and a painful burn built in my thighs as they strained against the sharp angle. The sounds of the water splashing came nearer bringing with it a mist of humidity to steal my breath. Sweat slicked my skin. Just as I decided I’d have to stop and catch my breath, the land leveled out, and we stood on a slight rise overlooking a briskly moving stream. We walked to the edge of the water and stared into it. My black opal gave me several sharp, warning pings. This place is haunted with magic or ghosts. Beware. The steps took a sharp turn to travel alongside the water.

      “Hannah and I stop here,” Tanner said. “If you want to be like Inanna, you go the rest of the journey on your own.”

      I walked to the steps and stared down, unable to see where they ended.

      Tanner came to stand next to me. “The water flows over several natural levels of rock. Wait till you see what’s at the bottom. The path gets harder and harder. It’s slippery in places. Be careful.” He gave me a light push to get started.

      I glanced back at Hannah, wanting some kind of reassurance, but her face was fixed and serious. Heart pounding in my throat, I took the first step into the underworld.
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      The steps went straight down. On one side was a moss-covered expanse of rock. On the other side, water rushed past me. After ten or so steps, the land widened out to a steep drop-off of three or so feet. Below that, the water splashed down, and the steps started again.

      The black opal pinged on my chest. It was a signal. I didn’t have instructions for this journey, so I acted on instinct. I took out the little bag of things I’d brought from my camper and drew one of them out.

      It was a picture of me with my mother, Barbara Mace. The picture was a cheap studio shot taken at a discount store a couple of years after my father died. It was the only picture I had of us together. I had carried it in my wallet or on my person all my life. At one point, it had been in hopes Barbie would feel my love for her and come back. In later years, it became a symbol of rejection. In a sick way, I had relished the hurt it caused. If I can survive being shunned by my own mother, I can take anything.

      In the picture, Barbie wore perfect makeup, a revealing top and a miniskirt. I had on regular kid clothes, a shirt with cute designs on it, baggy little jeans, and dirty sneakers. Unlike most mother and daughter photos, Barbie and I sat a few inches apart. She smiled as though her life depended on looking pretty. I looked uncomfortable and maybe a little scared.

      A tear tickled on my lashes and burned down my cheek. I set the picture on the ground next to the stream.  “I’m sorry you hated me, Mom.” It was the first time in a long time I remembered calling her that. “I wish you’d had a happier life, and I’m sorry you died the way you did. Now I have to let you go.”

      The mantle shifted around inside me like a huge serpent whipping its tail. A couple of wisps of smoke drifted up from the picture. The paper curled, and the image of me and Barbie turned black and bubbled. A pain flared in my chest, in a place too deep to soothe. The picture burst into flames. Soon nothing was left but a piece of charred paper and some bits of ash. A wind whipped through and blew away the whole mess.

      I watched it go. My chest gave a particularly sharp throb. I raised one hand to massage the spot, regretting the very spicy lunch I’d had.

      The pain lanced deeper. I pressed harder and moaned. The discomfort increased to agony, to the point where I stood with my hands on my knees gasping, a line of slobber between my mouth and the ground. Then, just as quickly as it had come, the hurt went away. I fell to my knees with relief.

      Ideas flooded my mind. My mother had hated herself. Maybe she’d hated me, but she’d hated herself more. It didn’t excuse what she’d done or how she’d treated me, but I understood now she’d been unhappy too. I could pity her. I could forgive her.

      And with forgiving the woman who’d abandoned me, my hate for her lessened until it was no more consequential than a spill that needed wiping up. I accepted that I’d never change the way she’d felt about me, that I could only change how I reacted to it.

      My chest hitched several times, and I realized I was crying. Not just crying, but sobbing, arms clutched around myself. I cried myself out and looked for the way forward.

      I crouched on the edge of the drop-off. Just a few feet to my left, water rushed over the edge and splattered on rocks, creating a rainbow mist that drifted onto the steps. I’d have to be careful. I let myself drop. My feet hit the first step and almost flew out from under me.

      Panicked grunts escaping me, I grabbed for a root sticking out of the embankment beside me. A set of tiny black eyes stared out at me. A snake. I jerked back. The snake, just a water snake, flicked its tongue out at me.

      Keep going, said a voice that came from all around me. The snake meant no harm. He was only there to remind me that this process was one of rebirth.

      I did what it said, reaching the next riser with a little more bravery. Now that I knew my routine, I didn’t have to dig through my bag of things to let go.

      I took out the picture of Felicia Brent Fischer Holze I’d printed off the internet. My old enemy had a new last name but seemed to be up to her old tricks of swinging man to man to get what she wanted out of life.

      My business with Felicia was over, had been since she and her awful family burned down the house I was raised in and I beat their asses for it. But Felicia represented all the malicious bullying I’d endured growing up. She represented every bloody nose I gave and got. All the negativity and mistrust I felt when I met someone new.

      A flash of anger lit my emotions, and my fist curled as though I was being called upon to defend myself. I took a deep breath and let the anger go as best as I could and set the picture on the muddy ground near where the water washed over the slight drop-off.

      “I’m sorry I took the way they treated me so personally. I’m not sorry for being different. I still hate them all.”

      A crackle answered my words. The snake had followed me down here and now lay in a lazy curve, watching me. A wind shook the trees. The noise seemed to say, rebirth.

      Staying mad wasn’t any kind of rebirth. And it wasn’t letting go either. I tried to look on the situation from a different angle. After a few seconds, I found it.

      Kids are mean to each other. It's how they learn about the world. I hadn’t always been Miss Nicey-Nice myself. What we’d done to each other was done. It was time for me to let it go.

      Letting go didn’t mean I had to be asshole buddies with any of those walking turds or that I had to slow down if they crossed the street in front of me. It just meant I needed to be kinder to myself.

      The piece of paper with Felicia’s ugly mug printed on it crackled and burned without any encouragement from me. I leaned over it and blew the ashes into the wind.

      “Go away,” I whispered.

      The fire of hate that never stopped burning at the pit of my stomach blazed high, the way fires always do when the oxygen is cut off. Awful images ached behind my eyes. Every awful emotion I’d felt at the hands of those people came out for one last hurrah. Then I let my mind blow it all away into the void where memories go to die.

      I didn’t cry the way I had when forgiving Barbie. Instead, an emptiness opened where the old hate had been. The snake flicked its tongue at me and slithered away. I’d have to grow to fill that emptiness with good things.

      The trail went on in front of me, another drop-off looming a few feet away. I squatted there, this time more careful to find a way to let myself down easy instead of jumping. My feet slid on the narrow step, but I was ready and just took the next step down. That’s what life was about after all, riding out the bad shit and moving forward.

      I took the steps to the next riser and pulled out the next picture, this one ripped from one of the home decorating magazines I secreted away in the cabinet next to my bed.

      They all ran features on quaint houses surrounded by white picket fences, with an abundance of sunlight flooding into them and colorful accents bringing the house to life. In front of the houses were always flower-choked arbors and white rocking chairs just waiting for someone to sit in them and watch the lightning bugs float around the yard.

      I laid the picture, my favorite out of all the magazines I had right now, on the ground, knelt next to it, and waited for the emotion to come.

      It did, in the form of deep hurt and loss opening up in my chest. It went so deep I couldn’t find the beginning or the end. This picture represented my image of normal, and normal represented happy. When I tore this picture out of the magazine it came in, I threw away all the others, vowing not to buy another.

      “I’ll never have you,” I whispered at the picture. “Maybe I’ll have something equally desirable. Maybe I won’t. Life will be good, and I’ll find things to be happy about either way.”

      Anger flared inside me over the loss of normal. I let the fire roar, stoking it with self-pitying thoughts. Then I let it go. The mantle lashed out at the picture as though it hated it. The picture bubbled and flames licked around its edges. In seconds, there was nothing left. The wind came again and blew it away.

      I walked forward on my journey. This drop-off was much greater, at least ten feet. There were no steps at the bottom. It landed on a muddy bank next to a pool of water roiling from the force of the waterfall rushing into it.

      I took a deep breath, squatted, and slipped over the side as gently as I could. The impact still landed me on my ass in a wet splat. Dampness from the mud soaked through my jeans immediately. I climbed to my feet, brushing uselessly at the mud, and took the last item from my bag.

      I set the black and white picture on the ground, hand shaking. It was a picture of someone’s ultrasound. Not mine. That picture burned up with Memaw’s house, thanks to Felicia and family.

      Next to it, I dropped the cheap, plain gold-plate band Hannah and I had bought in the costume jewelry section in a discount store before we came home from lunch. The one my ex-husband gave me the day we said our vows also burned up or melted when Felicia and her awful family burned my house to the ground.

      It wasn’t so much the failed marriage or even the beating that resulted in the miscarriage of my only pregnancy. It was what the failure represented. Me not liking myself enough to make good decisions.

      “I treat myself like worthless junk.” Tears sprang into my eyes at the truth of it. I treated myself no better than my mother, the Felicias of the world, and my ex-husband had treated me.

      “I’m going to do better.” My voice quaked. The fire in my chest came back. This time so intense, I could do nothing but clutch at it.

      The mantle coiled inside me, ready for action. But I needed to make the first move on this one. I flicked my fingers at the mound of broken dreams. It burst into hot blue flames, burning only for a few seconds, and disappeared into the earth.

      All I’d seen and done as I traveled alongside this water welled up, and I cried like a tired child. The emotions hurt more than any fistfight I’d ever gotten into. The tears slid down my face as a final goodbye to it all.

      The mantle flared, moving more freely than it had before, but not completely unleashed yet. I’d have to do this again. Possibly more than once. Maybe each time would be easier. I laughed at my own naivety. Stuff that was worth having scratched and kicked the hardest.

      I stared at the drop-off I’d used to get down here, trying to figure out how I’d get back up. Tanner, if he even came this far, had probably climbed back up with no problem. Could I do it? Only one way to find out.

      I took a running start and managed to jump high enough to get my hands over the drop-off. But the ground was soft. I just pulled off two hands of sod and landed right back on my butt. I sat next to the pool of water, watching the way the waterfall constantly renewed it.

      The mistake I’d made hit me. I had come to the underworld, but I hadn’t died. Without death, I couldn’t be reborn. Staring out at the pool of water, I thought again about baptism, the symbolic death and rebirth I’d so quickly rejected.

      It would be a way to die and be reborn, my mind whispered.

      I didn’t want to get in this pool of water. No telling how deep it was. What if I got caught up in roots on the bottom? And that snake I’d seen earlier. There were more of them somewhere.

      But the water called to me, dark depths inviting. Maybe I’d never come back up. If that happened, I’d win. Miss Ugly wouldn’t get to kill me. I smiled at the childish thought and got to my feet.

      A row of boulders stretched out over the water. Had they been a bridge for whoever built those older steps Tanner had mentioned? Maybe.

      I walked out on the first one, arms waving to keep my balance. Maybe I could make myself jump in. Three boulders out, I hit a slick surface. Fate made the choice for me.

      My feet slid forward. I did a wild, arm-waving dance. Then I remembered what I’d come to do and dove face-first into the water. Cold, winter cold, seeped into my clothes and shocked my heart. Rather than floating to the top, I sank, some invisible force pulling me under.

      The mantle heated inside my chest, burning with a hotter fire than the one I’d conjured to burn away my past. The stress on my body made my lungs scream for oxygen. I struggled to rise to the top, but I only sank deeper. My feet hit bottom.

      The need for oxygen beat at my chest like wings of a frantic bird. The mantle answered with its white fire, which brought an ache so intense, so awful, I forgot to fight. My muscles went loose. I accepted my death.

      Whatever force had held me down let go, propelling me at the water’s surface. The light came closer and closer. I broke the surface with a whooping gasp. It sounded not too different than Miss Ugly.

      I swam to the shore opposite where I’d started, weak muscles shaking, and lay in the sun on the muddy bank, trying to catch my breath. With each lungful of oxygen, more of the mantle escaped the scar tissue. It stung like acid as it seeped into my muscles and nestled deep in my brain.

      Shadows descended over my vision, the entirety of the earth moving and shimmering around me. The black opal heated. Somewhere, very far away, I heard Orev’s cry.

      The scar tissue spell still hadn’t gone. Not completely, but my magic had strengthened. It prickled over my skin and whispered in my mind. Had I strengthened myself enough to get the wheel of life working and save myself from Miss Ugly? I hoped so. Because after that, I still needed to do something about Oscar.

      I opened the dorky hip pack I’d strapped to my waist and took out the last item. The satisfaction of having done something right for once welled up inside me. When I’d put the wheel in the hip pack and strapped it to my waist, its color had been dull, the metal well-worn and soft but cold. Now a sunny nimbus glowed around it.

      “Give me another fate, one without Miss Ugly,” I whispered at the wheel, no idea what else to do. I put all my concentration into the command and held it until the light around the wheel died. Then I replaced it and began looking for a way to get back to Hannah and Tanner.

      Back across the pool waited the ten-foot rise that was too steep for me to climb. The shadows of the mantle darkened my vision again. My third eye spot ached, and tears blurred my vision.

      A nearby rock sparkled in the sun, so bright it could have been a diamond. I stumbled to it, dug it out of the mud, and found it was a hag stone, one where the water had worn a hole in the rock.

      Mysti loved these and collected them. The legends surrounding hag stones claimed peering through the hole in the center let you see into the other world. Feeling inspired, I fitted the hole over my third eye. The world shimmered, and the sound of the water frogs calling grew louder. In front of me, an overgrown path became clear. It was a trail, old and deep, ascending upward, back to the topside. I started walking.
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      The path I took somehow looped me around behind Tanner and Hannah. Despite the emotional exhaustion from my ritual, it was satisfying to outsmart Tanner after all his bragging about his stupid hikes. Plus, I got a good look at his muscular butt from this angle.

      “Hey,” I said to their backs.

      Hannah let out a little scream and spun around, tripping over her own feet. She ran at me, and we hugged. She never jumped up and down anymore when she hugged. The bad stuff she’d been through had taken it out of her.

      Tanner marched past me to peer down the trail. He turned to me frowning, as though I’d cheated. “I didn’t know that trail was there.”

      “It was on the other side of the pool at the base of the big waterfall. There’s some rocks crossing it if you walk a little way through the woods.” I tried to sound casual, as though it had been easy.

      Tanner nodded, then smiled a little. “You couldn’t lift yourself back up the drop-offs. Plus, you’re wet. That means you fell in the water.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him and turned to say something to Hannah. She faced the huge crevasse created by the ravine. Sunset glowed salmon and peach with a little dab of turquoise at top. Above it, the darkness ate the light, getting closer and closer to snuffing out the last of it.

      “Maybe Miss Ugly won’t come.” I stared out at the darkness, waiting for that awful, moaning howl.

      “Don’t worry about that old monster. You changed your fate down there.” Tanner pointed into the deepening night in the direction of the rushing creek.

      Hannah stood a few feet away from us, arms crossed over her chest. I walked away from Tanner to see what she thought. She ignored my approach. I leaned out so I could see her face and found her bug-eyed with her fists clenched.

      “What is it?” I put one hand on her arm.

      “You’re going to die.” She let out a shaky breath.

      “What?” I tried to laugh.

      She took a breath, probably to repeat herself, but she never got the chance.

      “Hoooooo.” It echoed in the ravine, floating up to us like a foul odor.

      I grabbed Hannah. “Run. Go back to camp. If I don’t come back, gather the runes, take them somewhere bottomless, and drop them in.” I knew bottomless sounded crazy, but this land was full of caves and caverns. There had to be a place.

      “Hoooooo.” This time it was closer. We had only seconds.

      I turned to Tanner. “You go with her. Help her.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not leaving you here.”

      “If my ritual didn’t work, she’s going to take me.” I grabbed his shirt and shook him.

      He shook his head again. “I won’t leave you to face her alone.”

      “Run,” I said again to Hannah.

      She stared at me, eyes wide, teeth chattering. She ran to me and hugged me. “I love you,” she whispered in my ear. I squeezed her back.

      “Don’t say goodbye yet. Your death visions aren’t always right.” I winked.

      Miss Ugly rose over the edge of the drop-off. She had a broom clenched between her legs. It should have looked ridiculous. Instead, the sight of her floating in midair, riding a broom, scared me more than just about anything else ever had.

      A scream rose up my throat, and I swallowed it down. I would not show fear or act like a sissy. I marched toward her.

      “It is done. You are mine.” She floated toward me.

      “Nope. I went down into the underworld and let go of my bad shit. Then I told the wheel to divorce my fate from yours. We’re done.” I shot my arms out like an umpire calling safe in baseball with a confidence I didn’t feel. Something was wrong. Miss Ugly wouldn’t have bothered to come across the veil unless she was sure of a free meal. But still I held out hope she’d ride off into the sunset and we’d never meet again.

      Miss Ugly flashed her rotten teeth and lowered herself until her nasty, long toenailed feet touched the ground. She let the broom drop. Crushing tension built in my chest as she walked toward me. “You might have changed your magic, but you did nothing to change your fate.”

      My heart thudded hard enough to jar my vision. The sour taste of bile rose up the back of my throat and jumped into my mouth. No. This wasn’t right. I’d died and been reborn. I’d changed my fate.

      Before I could present an argument, Miss Ugly launched herself at me, threw me to the ground, and ripped open my still-damp top. She finished scratching her signature in my chest. A lethargy heavier than I’d ever felt sat on me. I couldn’t even raise my arms to ward her off.

      Tanner rushed forward, grabbed me under the arms, and began dragging me away. I glanced at his face, expecting to see a fierce warrior. But he looked as terrified as I felt, eyes wide, gasping in horror.

      Miss Ugly stood with her gigantic feet crushing my chest, making it impossible to breathe. She shoved Tanner with both hands. He flew backward and landed hard enough to elicit a pained grunt.

      He bounced to his feet and came back with his fists up. Miss Ugly stalked toward him, both long-fingered hands raised with the claws splayed. I tried to move, to go help Tanner fight her, but I couldn’t move.

      “Run,” I tried to yell. My voice came out in a sluggish mush as Miss Ugly’s final dose of poison worked its magic.

      Miss Ugly advanced on Tanner. “Leave now with your life.”

      “I’m already dead. I died with my wife and kids.” Tanner darted in, threw several jabs at Miss Ugly’s face, and ducked away when she tried to claw at him.

      Miss Ugly held both arms out straight. She drew in a breath. The air around me changed. She was accessing her magic. Her arms grew by many inches. She slashed one out at Tanner and caught him across the face. He staggered away from her, hand held to his cheek.

      The initial torpor of Miss Ugly’s poison lessened. I couldn’t move my body yet, but my mind went into overdrive.

      Even if my silly little ritual hadn’t changed my fate, it had changed the scar tissue blocking my full use of Priscilla Herrera’s mantle. I turned inward and probed at the scar tissue. Now, rather than being hard like armor, it felt softer, maybe looser. Good enough to put up a serious fight. I drew on the mantle, calling to the magic of all the elements, and pleaded with them to help me.

      Earth responded first, sending a little ping of an answer to my black opal. The ground trembled beneath my back. The grass rippled, and a ripping sound came from it. A bulge rose out of the grass and headed straight for Miss Ugly.

      My third eye spot burned, and I turned my attention to it. It let me see a man made of grass grow out of the ground and tower over Miss Ugly. I lay drained from the effort but filled with foolish, childish hope. The grass man tried to cover Miss Ugly.

      “Hoooooo,” she screamed. The force of her howl blew him over the side of the ravine. He lost form, and a clutch of torn grass floated down.

      Tanner had regrouped and advanced on Miss Ugly again, fists in a boxing pose. Again, I tried to get to my feet. My legs did nothing but twitch. Despite my increased mental acuity, Miss Ugly’s poison still pumped through me, seasoning my meat for her to dine on later.

      “Come on, bitch,” Tanner spat at Miss Ugly. My third eye showed me his family, swirling around him, trying to offset his foolhardy actions.

      They didn’t matter to Miss Ugly. She circled around Tanner, swinging with her extra-long arms.

      Wait a minute. I could help. Tanner needed to ask Miss Ugly a question to make her shrink back to normal size.

      “Ask her a question,” I tried to yell. My words came out in the barest of whispers.

      Tanner danced around Miss Ugly. She stood very still while he did this, every once in a while darting forward to slash at him. Tanner’s reddening face told of his flagging energy. He wouldn’t last forever.

      Then I saw the nine irons amulet dangling from one hand. He’d made me give it back as soon as we got home, and now I was glad he did. Miss Ugly swung at him again. He jerked out of the way at the last second. Her arm arced around her, the force of her strike carrying the momentum. Tanner darted forward and pushed the nine irons amulet against her ear.

      “Hoooooo.” Miss Ugly’s howl of pain hurt my ears. She clapped one hand over Tanner’s amulet. He danced away, ran to me, and pulled me to a sitting position.

      “I’ll pick you up now.” His chest rose and fell with harsh breaths. Sweat beaded his face. He didn’t have enough strength left to carry me back to camp. And even if we made it, what then? He tried to roll me into his arms, but I was limp with no control over my muscles. I slid right out.

      “Just go. Get out,” I whispered.

      Tanner clenched his jaw and shook his head. “Can’t just leave you to die. Not like my girls.”

      Miss Ugly, apparently having gotten over her injury a little, stalked up behind Tanner. Despite my vow not to scream, I did. It didn’t make any sound, but there was enough force behind it to make it feel as though it was stripping my throat raw. She grabbed Tanner’s shoulder and spun him around.

      “Go now. Peri Jean Mace wants you to let her go.” This must have been Miss Ugly’s idea of fairness.

      “Never.” Tanner shook his head.

      Miss Ugly cocked her head at him, bug eyes getting even wider. “You are serious.”

      Tanner widened his stance.

      Miss Ugly slowly nodded at me and touched her finger to her third eye spot. I opened mine again, but it did nothing other than show Miss Ugly as a huge monster towering over a fragile mortal.

      She leaned down to speak to Tanner. “I only kill for food.” She moved so fast she was a blur, tearing Tanner’s shirt open and making her mark on his chest. Tanner fell limp just as I had.

      “Dummy,” I tried to scream at him. He’d sacrificed himself for nothing. Now we’d both die.

      Miss Ugly tucked me under one arm and Tanner under the other. She straddled her broom, and we took off, jetting through the night sky.

      In this state, with my third eye active, the columns marking the entrance to the underworld appeared as solid as the boulders I’d used to cross that pool. The human skull sitting on top of each column marked this as the private entrance to Miss Ugly’s domain.

      I felt a lot of things at that moment. The strongest one was horror that tonight’s fun would end with Tanner and me getting served up as a meal for Miss Ugly. We passed between the columns, and the world flashed black and white for just a second. The poison in my system pulled a dark curtain over my vision. I passed out.
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        * * *

      

      I woke with a start and stared into darkness. A dank, earthy smell surrounded me, and frogs sang somewhere nearby. The smell of woodsmoke tickled my nose. How I’d gotten here came roaring back. Miss Ugly had me and planned to do away with me for good. Oscar had won.

      My hate for him seeped over me, hot and pure. I’d get him. Even if I had to do it as a ghost, I’d get him. The anger gave me enough energy to move.

      I pushed myself to a sitting position, marveling at the nubby hardness of the floor I’d been lying on. My fingers couldn’t figure out what it was made of. Jadine probably would have been able to reason it out, but I was glad she wasn’t here with me, mentally preparing to be eaten.

      My eyes adjusted to the darkness, and I could now see stars above me, multicolored, bigger and brighter than on my side of the veil. I watched a streak of red shoot across the sky. The earth rumbled with it.

      Whatever I was inside swayed back and forth, bumping against something. Each time the structure hit, grains of sand hissed against a hard surface. Where the hell was I? And where was Tanner?

      I concentrated on the stars, searching for the power of the mantle. It came back to me, weaker than usual. No matter. It was enough for what I wanted to do. I pulled the light from the stars toward me. The enclosure brightened. It took me a couple of seconds to focus on the details, to realize what I was seeing. What I saw made me wish I hadn’t bothered.

      Above me, starlight glowed on a dull white crosshatch grid. I could have told myself it was just de-barked pieces of wood, but I could see the knuckles and joints of human bones. At each corner was a half skull, the bones fused to it by some means I couldn’t detect. The sides of the structure came into focus. More bones tied together with something leathery and white. Steeling myself, I lowered my head to see what I sat on. The rounded humps of skullcaps made up the floor of the cage.

      My eyes pulled in more light, and I made out a still form on the other side of the bone cage. The broad shoulders rose and fell with deep breaths. Tanner. Still alive.

      But for how long? Miss Ugly was stumping around somewhere nearby preparing to cook and eat us. Or maybe make some sort of human sushi out of us. My skin tightened at the thought.

      Tanner turned and moaned in his sleep. “No, no. My baby. No, no.” He began to sob.

      I crawled over to him, aware of the bone cage swaying with my movements. The cage was suspended on something. I could still see stars above us, but from the sides of the cage came only pitch blackness.

      Tanner’s sobs picked up in intensity. I hurried to his side. I held my hand over him, suddenly afraid to touch him. The ghosts of his wife and daughters might see my efforts as a threat.

      I searched for them. They hovered protectively around Tanner, ready to fight for him. I’d always had a talent for feeling the emotions of the dead but had learned to separate myself from it. Now I opened myself to the ghosts and sorted past their desire to protect Tanner. Next to me, Tanner bawled like a kid, reliving the wreck that had claimed the lives of his family.

      The ghosts’ emotions came to me in a tangle. Desire to move on. Worry about Tanner. Fear he’d join them before it was time.

      The intensity of their love for him welled in my chest, almost too big for me to take. It both touched me and made me scared for Tanner. He was destroying himself piece by piece every day he refused to move on. His wife, the beautiful Bea, moved toward me.

      Save him, she whispered in my head. I sent back a message of comfort but knew only Tanner had the power to save himself. But I could wake him up.

      I gripped Tanner’s shoulder and gave him a hard shake. “Wake up. It’s not real.” He wept on. I had to repeat the exercise several times to get him to wake up. When he did, he jerked into awareness with a harsh inhale. He lay still for a few moments and then curled away from me. I scooted back and gave him space. As I did, my hip pack bumped against the rounded skulls making up the floor.

      “Dorky damn thing.” I moved to take it off. Dead, I wouldn’t need it. The wheel of life, my last chance to save myself, was in the pack. I zipped the pack open and removed the wheel.

      It still felt warm to the touch, and my black opal jumped on my chest. It had power. Why had my ritual not worked?

      I’d let go of all the injuries I held dear. The hurt my mother caused by hating me, the hurt my true nature caused, which led to me wishing for normalcy, and the guilt I felt over letting a jerk like Tim McSwain into my life, which resulted in the destruction of the only pregnancy I’d ever had. Then I’d almost drowned in that pool of water but fought my way back to the top. What else was there? I caressed the wheel with my thumbs, searching for the answer.

      Across the cage, Tanner spoke in a near whisper. “What is this?”

      I slipped the wheel back into my hip pack and crawled near him. “It’s a bone cage.” I echoed his whisper.

      Tanner let out a disgusted moan and shifted around, making the thing rock. “Are we suspended?”

      “I think so, but I don’t know where. Look up.” I followed my own command, fascinated by the multicolored stars. One of them fell and left a streak of red in the sky.

      Tanner did as I asked and let out a horrified gasp. “What is that?”

      “We’re on the other side of the veil. Miss Ugly’s taken us to her lair to cook us.” I scooted closer, wanting the comfort of another person.

      Tanner stared at me, whites of his eyes glittering in the murky light, but didn’t shoo me away. I settled into a sitting position and leaned against the wall. The long bones pressed hard against my back. I tried not to think about what they were, that they had once been part of someone living and breathing.

      Tanner brought his knees up and put his hands over his face. “I should have never come to Texas. My mother always refused to come here when Dad wanted to go with Grampa to visit old friends and places. She said it’s like the Old West, full of outlaws and bad people.”

      I bristled at the implication but let it pass. Knowing you’re going to die soon really highlights what’s important and what isn’t. “Coming here wasn’t all bad for you. You’re going to rejoin your family. ”

      “Huh?” Tanner slowly lowered his hands and fixed his gaze on me. Even in the darkness, I sensed that primal nature of his, that caged beast pacing.

      I didn’t answer right away. The swirling ghosts around Tanner’s head weren’t my business. But Bea had asked me to save her husband. That meant convincing Tanner to let them go. I wasn’t sure how much good it would do him in the last hours of his life, but it’s always wise to honor a ghost’s request. Especially one that benefits the living.

      “What did you just say to me?” Tanner moved closer, got in my face.

      I gave his shoulder a hard shove. “Don’t fuck with me.”

      He raised on his knees, gripped my shoulders, and drove me to the cage’s floor. The rounded skullcaps jabbed painfully into my back. I strained against Tanner, stomach muscles trembling. His weight gave him the advantage. I was trapped.

      Tanner hovered over me like we were about to play a violent round of hide the salami. Fury filled me, pounding against the backs of my eye sockets, turning the world red. I was pissed that my whole life had brought me to this end, pissed that I’d never had a real chance with Wade, and doubly pissed that Tanner thought he could overpower me and bully me with no consequence.

      I brought one knee up, aiming for Tanner’s nuts. He shifted his weight and used his legs to hold mine down. “What did you say about my family?”

      I took my hand off his wrist, where I’d been trying to push his hand off me, and made a fist. I let it fly and slammed it into his ribcage.

      Tanner jumped and grunted in pain but didn’t let me go. “Say it. Now.”

      Other than sparing Tanner’s feelings, there wasn’t any reason to keep what he was doing to himself a secret. Why spare his feelings? “The reason you feel like shit every day of your life is that you’re forcing your wife and daughters to haunt you. Their presence keeps the grief raw. You might as well die tonight because you’re not going to have any kind of life if you don’t let them move on. Plus, they’re ready to go.”

      The ghost swirled faster around Tanner’s head, sometimes stopping to whisper to him. He didn’t want to hear it.

      “Liar,” he growled.

      “No,” I grated through bared teeth. “When I woke you, I did it because you were dreaming of their deaths and crying. Let them go, or you’re going to burn yourself to the ground.”

      “Liar. You just want me to feel like shit because you feel like shit every day of your life.” He gave me a hard shove. Pain shot down my arms.

      I’d had enough. I began to gather the mantle. Bea was wrong. I couldn’t save Tanner. Sorry as I felt for him, I wouldn’t let him hurt me. I’d scramble his brains and be done with him.

      The power swirled inside me, pulling on the energy left in the bones and from the dank smelling earth surrounding us. My third eye opened, and I saw inside Tanner. Hurt roiled red and ugly. Underneath that was uncertainty. He almost believed me.

      If only I could make him see. I had made other people see before, but how could Tanner see without a mirror?

      I poured my power into Tanner, shaking with the effort of trying to control it. He jerked against me when it hit him, the movement primal and erotic. My body responded immediately, reminding me how I’d wanted Tanner.

      “See them. They want to go to the next plane, but they want you to be happy first. Bea wants to save you,” I whispered and closed my eyes to concentrate on what he needed to see.

      Tanner stiffened against me, setting my nerve endings on edge even more. I tried to ignore it and concentrated fully on him seeing what he was making his loved ones do to him.

      Tanner raised off me, breaking the connection. He stood, clunking his head on the roof of the cage. He doubled up one fist and smashed at the bones, making the cage jiggle wildly.

      “Don’t.” I stood but kept my distance. “We might fall, and I don’t know where we’ll end up.”

      Tanner’s shoulders shook, and he clapped his hands over his face again so I wouldn’t see him crying. I moved toward him, unsure if I was walking into the jaws of a lion, but coming anyway. I slipped my arms around his waist and pulled him close.

      His sobs rose in intensity, garbling the flood of words coming out of him. I could only pick out a little. “I want them back. I want to change that day.”

      “You can’t. I’m sorry.” I stroked his back, waiting for him to push me away, maybe give me a few punches for good measure.

      Tanner cried himself out like a fire burning. First it flamed hot and wild, then it dimmed until only a few embers crackled. Finally, he said, “I’m sorry I pushed you down and hurt you.”

      “I antagonized you.” I kept stroking his back “Just because I’m a girl doesn’t mean I get a free pass.”

      Gently, he detangled himself from me. I moved away, but he gripped one hand and squeezed it. “Thank you for letting me see the truth. I wish I had seen it sooner. I guess I’ll be with them soon.”

      I shook my head. “I have to get out of here. People are depending on me. You have to get out of here so you can live your life.”

      “But how?” Tanner nearly shouted.

      “I’m going to figure out why the rebirth ritual didn’t change my fate. You’re going to help me. Then I’m going to do whatever it takes to change my fate.” I leaned into his face and said the most important part. “We’re both going to live.”
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      Tanner sat on the floor, motioning me to sit with him. Tears streaked with the neon of the stars shone on his face. He scrubbed them away. “Let me see the wheel of life.”

      I took it out and handed it to him. He weighed it in his palm, tracing one finger over the top of it. “What you did had no bearing on fate or the wheel. Maybe you didn’t let go of the right thing so you could access its magic.”

      And maybe I still didn’t have enough access to the mantle. I let out a frustrated grunt, took the wheel from him, and laid it on the floor of skullcaps. We both sat staring at it.

      “I don’t know what else to let go of.” In the myth, Inanna had let go of her worldly treasures. She’d given away everything she was proud of, everything she felt she needed to retain her dignity. Then she’d died and was reborn. What had I not let go of?

      I raked through my mind, digging for ideas, but couldn’t think straight. My upcoming fate at Miss Ugly’s hands fractured my thoughts into nonsensical shards. This sucked. I had all the tools I needed but couldn’t figure out how to use them. Think. But I couldn’t. A sense of deep loss, a feeling I’d missed out on something big and important, blocked out my ability to focus.

      My hand rested close to Tanner’s, and I thought of taking it for the comfort. And to touch him again. I had to be honest about that. Seeming to read my mind, he took my hand, threading my fingers through his.

      “I wanted you so bad back in Pale Horse. But I couldn’t even give you a proper kiss.” His teeth flashed in the dimness. I thought he’d done a pretty good job of kissing me but said nothing. It was over. He rubbed his thumb over the back of my hand. “I’m sorry, because I like you. Life is sort of fun again when I’m with you.”

      He thought my life was fun? I turned to stare at him. Our eyes locked, and my desire for him writhed, begging to be allowed to do something embarrassing and stupid.

      I shrugged, pretending nonchalance as best as I could. “Your love for your wife and kids, and theirs for you, the intensity of it, is what most of us want and never get.”

      “But our fates went in different directions,” he said. “Keeping them around has kept me from giving myself a second chance. I wasted the time I had left living in the past.” He let out a sad chuckle. And now it was too late. The words hung between us, unspoken but loud as a tornado. He faced me. “We’ve still got some time left. Would you let me kiss you again?”

      I didn’t answer. I just leaned toward him. He bent his head with maddening slowness. Each second elongated, stretching to the point of madness until finally our lips met. We’d already gotten past that shy hesitation, the dance of figuring out what was too hard and what was gentle enough. Our tongues touched, and my pulse stuttered. Tanner moaned deep in his throat. I trailed my fingers down the side of his neck. His heartbeat throbbed against my fingers, proof we were both alive and real in this moment.

      Was I really about to make out with Tanner on the bones of Miss Ugly’s victims? It made a weird kind of sense. We were celebrating life with death surrounding us and death waiting on the other side.

      Tanner gripped my hips and slid me out from the wall. Eyes locked on his, I let him do what he wanted. He braced his hands on either side of my head and lowered his body to hover over mine. His lips teased against mine, and our breath mingled.

      A tickle started at my center and spread, fighting the part of me that didn’t want to let Wade go. Moving on, living in this moment, was the right thing. So why did it feel so disloyal? I wasn’t the only one with baggage to shed. The spirits of Tanner’s family beat at my skin. They wanted out before he moved on.

      Tanner stopped kissing me. “I feel them here. I feel like I’m cheating on Bea. I never did that, and I can’t start now.”

      I let go of him, trying to hide my disappointment. Bad timing. The story of my life.

      The voices of Tanner’s wife and daughters rose in a mournful howl. He’d almost let them go but chickened out. The force of their cry rocked the cage back and forth on whatever it hung from. Dirt sifted to the floor and into my face.

      I began trying to get out from under Tanner. He blocked my escape and kissed me again, but it was halfhearted. I put one hand on his chest to push him away.

      “You’re not ready to let them go. That’s why you feel guilty.” I said the words as gently as I could. Sex often meant nothing, but this time it meant everything.

      “I want this with you. Without feeling guilty.” His voice rose in frustration on the last sentence.

      “You can’t have both.” My own words hit me like a blast of cold water. Who was I to talk? I pretended to accept that Wade and I would never be. Yet I trotted out the memory of him every time I tallied up the wins and losses of my life. Maybe there was something I hadn't let go of in my little ceremony.

      Tanner frowned at my pronouncement. His wife’s spirit swirled the strongest around his head. She tried to comfort, but she also pleaded with him to let them go. Maybe she saw this as a final opportunity. I didn’t have time to wonder why because Tanner picked that moment to take action. He pushed himself off me, stood as much as he could, and turned his back.

      “Bea,” he whispered, as though I wouldn’t be able to hear. “You will always be my first true love. I’ll cherish you every day.”

      Bea’s spirit whipped faster around Tanner, almost a cyclone. She sent her love, her devotion, but then she pleaded with him to release her and their children.

      “I wish things were different.” Tanner choked on the words. Then he swallowed and seemed to regain control. “Go with my blessing.”

      Bea gathered her two daughters to her. The spirits moved faster and faster in a whorl of blinding light. At the last second, the older daughter leaned in and whispered something in Tanner’s ear. Then they blasted between the bars of the cage, finally shooting red against the dark sky. Tanner watched them go. When their light faded, he spoke.

      “All this time, letting go felt like a betrayal. But holding on to them was the betrayal—to them and to me.” His voice broke.

      “The way to honor the dead is by living our lives to the fullest.” The words were just as much for me as for Tanner. Wade still lived, but clinging to the idea of him was a dishonor to both of us. A weight I hadn’t even been aware of carrying fell off my shoulders.

      Tanner turned back and crouched in front of me. “None of us knows how much time is left. Each moment needs to count.”

      I nodded, heart too full to speak.

      “Let’s make it count together.” He held out one hand, and I took it.

      Tanner had the right idea. I didn’t want to lose another second to what might have been. Tanner lowered his mouth onto mine again and pushed me gently onto my back. I hooked my legs over his hips, and we twined our bodies together, hearts beating harder.

      The wheel of life lay next to my head. Something came from it, not quite heat, but more like a wisp of magic, tingling over my skin. Tanner shivered against me. He felt it too. The power of it rose, and the nimbus of light appeared around it again.

      Had making out with Tanner given me another chance to change my fate? It didn’t make sense. And yet it did. Sex was another ritual of death and rebirth. But it wouldn’t work unless I accepted that Wade Hill wasn’t the great loss of my life but instead the loss that opened the way for good things to happen.

      Tanner trailed kisses over my jaw, calloused fingers drifting over my neck. My body, starved for attention, responded to the point I could barely think. He raised his head and crushed his lips against mine, moaning.

      His smell drifted into my nostrils. Turned earth, primal, full of energy. The thrumming of his heart against mine.

      In the back of my mind, I saw Wade. The ghost of my failed love life. Perfect because he was untouchable and untested. We hadn’t had to weather life as lovers or partners. It was easy to say he was the great lost love of my life, my only chance at true love. It gave me the perfect excuse not to give anybody else a chance. That had been fine until I met Tanner and felt that odd, consuming connection. Things had changed. Now I had to let Wade go and face the future.

      Tired of the pain, I was willing. But I didn’t have a symbol of Wade on my person to destroy. Then it hit me—I did. The mojo bag I’d created from what he left in the hospital room after he’d been shot.

      But I had to act fast or lose the opportunity. With only a torn shirt between us, Tanner had already unhooked my bra, pushed it aside, and began teasing his thumb over my nipple. Soon, I’d quit thinking, and I wanted this to be right before I did.

      “Just a minute,” I mumbled against Tanner’s lips.

      “What? Did I do something you didn’t want?” He raised himself off me, voice raw with disappointment.

      “The opposite. Just give me a second.” I slid out from under him, dug in my pocket, and came up with Wade’s mojo bag. Tanner craned to see what I had. I held my hand open so he could see. Stretching as far as I could I dropped it out of the side of the cage, expecting it to fall. It rolled to the end of my fingers and hung there. In a hurry to do with Tanner what I’d wanted to do since the first second I saw him, I gave my fingers an impatient flick. The mojo bag stayed where it was.

      Wade’s smell overwhelmed me. Wind from long-ago motorcycle rides whipped across my face, and I heard his laugh. But then it faded until nothing was left but a scared girl-woman trying to let go of the past. The mojo bag clung to the ends of my fingers as though it knew I hadn’t quite closed the door on all that could have been.

      But was the past so golden? In all my mourning for days and loves gone by, I had forgotten the truth. The past was nothing but ashes and broken dreams.

      Everyone I’d known and loved in Gaslight City had either died or moved on. Even Hannah, after all she had been through, was a different person. Wade was just someone who reminded me of a time when I had Memaw, and the appearance of controlling my own life. Things look better, happier in a rearview mirror, even though reality is often far different.

      Reality didn’t dress up and play sweet-sweet. That bitch was a glowing bed of coals banked by bushes with poison-tipped barbs. There were quicksand, minefields, and sheer drop-offs of hundreds of feet. Monsters with names like guilt, regret, and sorrow lurked int the shadows.

      I had learned about the landscape of reality by the virtue of sweat, failure, and bad decisions. My reality had become a game of weighing consequences and deciding what I could live with.

      According to Desiree, the reality of Wade and me ever getting together was his death. I loved Wade too much to be the cause of his death. Would I always love him? Probably, in some part of my heart. But I had to love him enough to let him go; to love myself enough to move on to whatever happiness I could find. I deserved that much.

      Wade’s mojo bag slipped off the ends of my fingers and dropped into the endless darkness.

      “What was it?” Tanner had himself braced over me with one arm. Our bodies still touched, but we’d almost lost our connection. The dulling nimbus around the wheel of life said so.

      “We both had ghosts to let go of so we could change our fates.” I traced one finger down the side of Tanner’s sweat-slicked neck, gripped his shirt in one hand, and pulled him to me.

      He held back, lips smiling, eyes intense and serious. “You using me to change your fate?”

      “Only a little. I wanted this the second I saw you. Even if it doesn’t work…” I shrugged.

      He nodded. “Seeing what happens is worth whatever I lost. I want this too.” He shifted on top of me so I could feel how much he wanted it.

      We moved our bodies together, staring into each other's eyes. The darkness hid a lot of detail, but the intensity that had so attracted me radiated off him. It channeled between us, wrapping around us, pulling us tighter together.

      Tanner dropped his lips to mine, devouring me. It was another first kiss, the one where both of us didn’t have the past hanging over us. The wheel glowed brighter than ever.

      “Take off your shirt.” I tugged at the stretchy T-shirt material, which Miss Ugly had left in shreds. “I want to feel your skin on mine.”

      Tanner raised onto his knees, jerked his shirt off, and began tugging what was left of my clothes. I let him pull the ruins of my top over my head and push my bra down my arms.

      His hands slid up my ribs, the touch leaving trails of fire. My body throbbed, begged for more. I pressed toward him.

      The wheel of life glowed brighter, sending a warm glow through our cage and into my body.

      Gazes locked together, Tanner and I peeled off the rest of our clothes. Bathed in the golden glow of the wheel of life, Tanner’s muscles stood taut on his body, as though carved in marble.

      I let my fingers trail down his chest, through the crisp strip of hair in its center, over his navel, and wrapped them around his smooth, throbbing hardness. He moaned, eyes fluttering shut. A wave of desire crested and slammed through me.

      “No, baby. Look at me.” My breath came in quick pants.

      Tanner opened his eyes and pushed me onto my back. When our faces were less than an inch apart, so close his breath whispered over my tender skin, driving me almost over the edge, I guided him into me. We both groaned and stiffened.

      “Not yet, not yet,” Tanner chanted, his whispers like caresses on my overly sensitized skin.

      I kissed his lips light as a feather. We moved together, hips rocking in a rhythm as old as time. The wheel brightened to the point that it could have been daylight. Its magic caressed that of the mantle, driving the sensation of Tanner’s body moving against mine to heights I’d never felt before.

      Our bodies bucked together, and my fingernails dug into him. We stared into each others eyes, breath mingling, lost in each other. He touched me deeper than I’d ever expected. Tanner’s and my souls, our destinies, joined, and we moved forward in life together, the dark past a few steps behind.

      The scar tissue surrounding the mantle thinned even more with the scar of Wade becoming less important to me. This time I felt it for sure. Rays of the mantle, bright and pure, began to seep through the membrane, still stunted, but stronger than ever before.

      It quivered, titillating, maddening. It spread through my body, part of this ancient ritual of death and rebirth. Tanner, seeming to feel it too, quickened his movements, eyes still on mine.

      Our bodies slapped together. My legs squeezed around his hips. His arms tightened under my shoulders, and our movements reached a hard, desperate pitch.

      The light from the wheel took on weight, encapsulating us in a bubble of gold.

      Tanner moaned deep in his throat. “Now?”

      “Now,” I said against his lips.

      We stepped over the edge together, eyes making love just as much as our bodies. My vision grayed out. I heard a woman scream. It was probably me, but I didn’t care. Then I came back to myself, alive again.

      The wheel opened up and took me in. A million neon threads zipped in front of me, electricity running down each one of them, taking it to its final destination. Tanner and I had opened up fate by trusting one another, by giving one another a chance, and I wouldn’t let it go to waste.

      I looked down at my naked, love-slick body floating in the sphere of light and shining energy and found my fate. It stretched out from me, a line of neon sunshine.

      Tanner spoke next to my ear. “That’s the one you keep…if you’re still willing to give me a chance. The one you want to cut’s behind you.” He slipped his hand in mine and turned me.

      I twisted my body and saw the line of fate stretching out behind me. It glowed black with infection. I leaned down and picked it up with the hand Tanner wasn’t holding.

      “I don’t have anything to cut it.” My voice sounded so calm, like a goddess out on a casual walk, not like someone desperate to escape the worst fate had to offer.

      “Bite it.” Tanner kissed my cheek and then moved onto my neck, his hands already tracing fire down my body.

      I lifted the thick cord to my mouth and bit into it. Sour, spoiled life force filled my mouth. My mouth drew up. Repulsed, I let go of the cord. It flopped to the ground at my feet.

      Don’t quit. It’s not finished. I picked it up and bit again, hard as I could. The cord crunched between my teeth and shot more sour awfulness into my mouth. I chewed like it was the best damn steak I’d ever had because this was my last chance.

      Finally the cord broke, spilling its blackness into the sphere, where it turned to bright, gleaming light again and drifted away. The discarded line of fate lay in lazy squiggle on the floor, like some child’s abandoned toy.

      “Adios, motherfucker,” I muttered. The sourness in my mouth left as though it had never been there.

      Then Tanner turned me to face him. With one finger, he teased open my folds, stroking until I moaned. His lips met mine, and he eased me onto my back, sliding into me like we’d been doing it every day for the last ten years. We moved together, and my new thread of fate filled with life.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke up, sun blazed into the cage from above. Tanner and I lay naked, bodies tangled together, one of his legs resting over mine. For the first time, I saw the dirt walls surrounding us, confirming my suspicion that we’d been dangling over a chasm no telling how deep.

      The cage moved again. I realized what had woken me. We were being hoisted out of the pit. I nudged Tanner awake. Even the small movement irritated my sex-sore muscles and reminded me how many times—and ways—Tanner and I had enjoyed each other before the sun came up.

      “Get up. She’s raising the cage.” I tried to pull myself from underneath him.

      Tanner put one hand behind my neck and kissed my lips gently. Then he let me up. We both yanked on our clothes and prepared to find out if I’d succeeded in changing both our fates.

      The cage jumped up maybe a few inches at a time. From somewhere above came the sound of gears turning slowly. I slipped the wheel of life back into the hip pack and clipped it around my waist.

      Tanner came to stand behind me, arms encircling my waist, and nuzzled my hair aside to kiss my neck. “You sorry?”

      I curled my fingers around his wrist. “Not a bit.”

      The night before had freed us both from some demons. What lay ahead didn’t matter as much as the journey of getting there. Leaving my old fate behind felt like shedding a dirty, dead skin.

      The top of the cage broke the edge of the pit where it had hung. Daylight gleamed dull on the bones, making them appear bleached and dry. I couldn’t wait to be out of the cage and back to our side of the veil.

      A few more cranks, and Miss Ugly’s face appeared. Daylight didn’t make her any prettier, not even the daylight of her side of the veil. It brought out the greenish cast of her skin and made visible ropy veins just below the surface of her skin pop out.

      She smiled at Tanner and me, a thin line of saliva snaking from the corner of her thin lips. “Did you enjoy your final night?”

      Tanner and I exchanged a horrified glance. My chest tightened. No. This was wrong. I’d escaped my fate. My business with Miss Ugly was finished.

      “That’s not right. I cut my fate.” My mouth puckered with the memory of the sour taste of it in my mouth.

      “You cut your fate line, but someone else must take your fate for you.” She untied a strip of thick white tendon and let the cage’s door swing open.

      “That’s not fair. You didn’t tell me that.” Frustration chased out the horror of having made a simple, stupid error out of ignorance. I was sick of operating on only half the information I needed, sick of stumbling around in the dark.

      Miss Ugly’s crazy eyes settled on mine. “Fair is a lie.”

      Bullshit. I grabbed at Tanner’s hand and tried to run around Miss Ugly. She caught me, yanked me away from Tanner, and swung me around. The bones making up the cage slammed against my face. Tanner shouted something. The hanging cage rocked with the force of my blow and pulled me off balance. My foot hit the edge of the pit and slid in the dirt.

      That got my attention. Heart thundering, I tried to backpedal, but my foot kept sliding forward. Tanner yelled at me to stop, not to fall. I wanted to snarl something smart-assed at him, but I was too damn scared. My other foot got into the slide. I began to fall fast.

      Miss Ugly caught me by one arm, pulled me away from the edge, and whispered in my ear, “No. I’ve worked too hard for this meal.”

      Her foul breath turned my stomach. I struggled against her, elbows flailing. But she was strong, too strong for me on this side of the veil where she could walk in daylight. She used the length of her arm to hold me away from her and snatched Tanner out of the cage. He threw punches that landed but did no harm.

      Miss Ugly dragged us through a little stand of trees and back into the clearing where she’d brought me the first night we met. I tripped over one of the skulls lining the clearing and let myself fall, hoping it would knock Miss Ugly off balance.

      No such luck. She gripped my arm tighter and yanked me along like a tired mom wrangling a toddler in the throes of the fifteenth tantrum of the day. Tanner kept punching her in the head, his face set in a fierce grimace.

      She dragged us to a bone sticking out of the ground, one from a creature so huge I didn’t want to imagine what it was or how Miss Ugly had beat it. Because if she could beat this thing, there was no way Tanner or I could physically best her.

      Coils of the white line, which had to be tendon, lay at the base of the bone. Miss Ugly nodded at the stuff and said, “Secure them,” then shoved us at the bone.

      The line slithered toward us with lightning speed, wrapped itself around both us and the bone pole and began tightening. I locked my legs to resist the pull, but the cord of tendon only pulled tighter, digging into my skin.

      I held my ground, but the tendon dragged me against the bone, tightening even more. Fear wrapped freezing bands around my chest. The idea being eaten, even if I was dead when Miss Ugly did it, made me dizzy.

      Tanner slammed into the pole next to me, struggling so hard, his head whipped side to side. Then it was over. The cords quit moving and held us fast against the pole.

      Miss Ugly picked up a dirty, wickedly long knife and ran it across a flat stone to sharpen it. Muscles working underneath her thin shoulders, she began to hum. Next to her sat a huge club. It occurred to me that she’d probably club us so she could cut us into pieces without us resisting. I kicked my feet uselessly against the ground, skin tingling as it went numb.

      “Stop,” Tanner whispered out of the side of his mouth. “Connect with the wheel of life again and give your fate to someone else.”

      I concentrated on the wheel, hidden in the ugly red canvas of my hip pack. It lay dormant. The chatter in my mind rose, a cacophony of screams, fears, and regrets.

      “Let it go. Be here now.” Tanner’s voice next to my ear lent the only sanity I had in that moment.

      I tried to relax my shoulders, tried to let go. But it was like asking a person on fire to forget the pain. Something cool touched my quickly numbing hand. I cut my eyes as far as possible because I couldn’t even move my head and saw Tanner’s fingers touching mine. I concentrated on the brownness of his skin, the way the yellow undertones matched mine, and the shape of his fingernails.

      The wheel hummed to life. My black opal jolted in response. I connected with the new level of power from the mantle. It had a deeper, fuller feeling. It crackled over my skin, almost electric, then climbed its way up my arms, crawling over my face, and seeped into my brain.

      Motes of light filled my vision. The world around me turned to a blur. The wheel of life’s ball of energy hung only a few inches away. I pushed my mind toward it, the power of the mantle thudding stronger with every beat of my heart. I stepped into the wheel as I had before.

      The lines of fate went out in every direction, the neon of life energy cracking through them, running at light speed. In front of me stretched the new brilliant yellow fate I’d created for myself. I turned back and saw the dead, black line of fate I’d cut off the night before.

      I picked it up in one hand, and my skin began to turn black. It was infecting me with its deadness. The black necropsy spread up my arm. Fast. I had to find someone fast. I could have kicked myself for not planning this, for not figuring out who I was going to give it to ahead of time. But I hadn’t known what to do.

      I stared at all the lines of fate. Who could I damn to a death more horrible than anything I could imagine? And why? Nobody deserved this, except maybe me, and only because it was my fate.

      I glanced through the fates connected to mine. They were all people close to me. Cecil, whose line still burned bright despite his failing health. Shelly, whose line looked as young and vibrant as mine. Finn and Dillon. Their children. Hannah. Even Kenny, who I disliked, still had plenty of adventures ahead of him.

      Then I spotted the black line writhing amidst all the colored ones. I didn’t even have to stare into it to know who it belonged to. My ex-husband’s essence came off it like stink off shit.

      I picked up the line, and a picture formed in my head. Tim rode in the back of a car, head lowered and moving with its motion . He wore the kind of jumpsuit I associated with someone enjoying a nice stay in jail. A metal mesh grate separated Tim from the uniformed driver, who wore a gun at his hip. Some kind of cop probably.

      The police must have finally picked up Tim’s crazy, naked, screaming ass. He deserved whatever they had in store for him so much that I almost hated to give him to Miss Ugly.

      Then Tim raised his head, mad eyes darting around the car. His nostrils flared. How could he sense me? I wasn’t even with him, not even in spirit. Something flashed behind his eyes. Tim’s small, sharp features gave way to Oscar Rivera’s smoother, more rounded ones.

      “You can’t. You’re not strong enough,” Oscar growled in Tim’s voice.

      “Wrong again, asshat.” I married my old, dead cord of fate to Tim’s dying one. Maybe we’d once had some kind of a future together. The only thing left now was death. My old fate came back to life, the black regaining its luster, and pumping Tim full of the poison my fate still needed to pass along.

      Tim screamed, and Oscar screamed within him. The cop driving glanced into the rearview mirror and yelled, “Shut up back there.” Tim acted as though he didn’t hear.

      The cop wouldn’t have to listen much longer. I had to bring Tim back to Miss Ugly, back to my fate. I gathered my power and reached for Tim. He stopped screaming. Oscar Rivera’s eyes looked out of his, and a smile hovered on his lips.

      I froze. Oscar wanted me to touch Tim so he could access my power and create havoc I didn’t even want to think about. I drew back my hand. How could I do this? I had to touch Tim to drag him into the wheel of life, but I couldn’t touch anything Oscar had control of.

      Easy answer. I had to expel Oscar from Tim. I groaned, remembering how hard it had been to get rid of Oscar a few months ago, how weak it had left me. I’d had to be carried afterward.

      No matter. It had to be done or Miss Ugly would kill me, and she’d kill Tanner, and neither of us deserved it. Besides, Oscar had caused this whole shit show just so he could chase some asinine dream of world domination.

      Oscar began to laugh through Tim’s mouth. Finally he said, “You’re still too weak to control me, aren’t you? Still too backward and afraid to embrace your power. Such a pathetic excuse for a witch.”

      The cop glared into the rearview mirror. “Mister, you’re gonna shut up back there. I promise you are.” Then he muttered, “You’re not as untouchable as you think you are.”

      My eyes opened, and I saw the situation for what it was. I’d moved forward in my life, let go of the past, received even more of the mantle’s power. Oscar was dead. He’d never move forward. All he could do was live in the prison he’d created for himself or move on to the realm of the dead, where he actually belonged.

      All those racing lines of fate came back to me. Oscar’s dead fate was somewhere in there. If I could send him back down the line of his fate, he’d be trapped in his own bad decisions, back in the place where he’d hidden his soul.

      One problem remained. How would I do it without lending him power? I couldn’t. But I could let Oscar think he was taking my power and then use it against him. I had enough power to do that now.

      The mantle strained against the weakening scar tissue, trying to work its way into the rest of my body. To get started, I just needed to get Tim’s sorry ass out of this police car.

      I stared at the cop. He didn’t deserve what was about to happen to him, so it needed to be not too bad. I sent out my usual fire ants and aimed them right for his family jewels. He squirmed in his seat a few times, trying to adjust his pants.

      “What is that?” His voice rose several octaves. He swerved to the roadside, tires crying out, and slammed to a stop. He glanced back at Tim, shook his head, and got out of the car, patting his crotch and dancing around.

      I grabbed Tim by the shoulder. In my current state, that of spirit, he was no heavier than a pencil. I kicked the car door open a little too hard, and it blew off the car and tumbled into the ditch.

      The cop spun around, red-faced and sweating, one hand holding his dick through his pants. The surprise on his face would have been comical had he not been reaching for his gun.

      I opened my third eye and looked for the place where I could step back into the wheel of life’s highway of fate. A little dab of the neon sunshine of my fate line flashed near a culvert a few feet away. I focused on it, pulled Tim out of the car, and dragged him toward it.

      Tim, or maybe Oscar, kicked and screamed, gibbering curses. Oscar’s power pulled at mine, teasing at first, then gobbling it like a man starving. I ignored it. Let him hang himself.

      The first bullet whizzed past me and hit dirt about a foot from Tim’s kicking legs. I moved faster, strength already flagging. I dug deep and pushed with all I had, heart throbbing in my neck, exertion aching deep inside. Another bullet hit the dirt right next to Tim. The yellow dot of fate was only a few feet away. I yanked Tim the rest of the way and let us both fall into my new fate.

      We stood in the sphere, Tim and I. The madness fled from his eyes. It had been wiped away when we passed between worlds.

      “What is this?” He looked around. “Where is this?” He leaned close, staring at my face. “Are you an alien? I could always tell something was wrong with you, Peri Jean.”

      His words killed any guilt I felt. I stared deep into his eyes, searching for Oscar. My enemy had turtled down inside my ex-husband for safety. But he’d forgotten something. Or maybe didn’t realize it. I could track my own magic now.

      I followed the glow of the mantle through Tim, chasing it down to its source. Tim’s soul was colorless and pitted with the scars of a wasted life. He’d never once cared about anybody but himself and even now thought he’d escape unscathed.

      I slammed my fist into the ugly, parched surface of Tim’s soul, making a hole big enough to pull Oscar out. Oscar scuttled backward, tried to send magic out to shock me away from him. I opened myself, opened my third eye, and let my own power absorb back into me. Then I used it to pull Oscar out of Tim.

      Tim convulsed, and his eyes rolled back in his head, the experience too much for his fragile body. I kept pulling until I had Oscar out of Tim.

      Oscar grappled to get control of the power he’d stolen from me, by now understanding I was using it against him. I kept my third eye open, calling for the line of fate that had once been his. I found it, dead and rotted, buried under more vibrant lives.

      I struggled with the power Oscar and I now shared, straining so hard to control it that my eyeballs bulged and my head pounded. Sweat dripped from me, but finally I wrangled it into a force not unlike a catapult.

      I pulled back on it, letting it gather momentum, and then released. Oscar, now nothing more than a sliver of light, rocketed toward his fate and hit it with an earth-shattering boom.

      Next to me, Tim had fallen. His body bent with tremors. Reaching into his soul had done something to his brain. His body stilled, and his eyes opened.

      He smiled at me. “You really are an alien, aren’t you?” Tim smiled. “You can tell me.”

      I gripped his arm, pulled him up, and marched him into the line of my fate and back to Miss Ugly’s lair. I found her standing over my still form, her club held aloft over her head.

      Tanner strained against his bonds screaming, “No. No. Just give her a minute.”

      “Hey!” I yelled at Miss Ugly’s back.

      She turned, club still held up to strike, and saw my spirit form bringing her Tim in the flesh.

      Tim’s eyes widened at the sight of Miss Ugly. He let a little giggle slip from his lips. “The fuck is that?”

      “Mine,” she whispered and came toward Tim.

      I let go of him and leapt back into my body, horrified at my numb hands and fingers. Miss Ugly pointed behind her. The ropes of tendon binding Tanner and me fell off and snaked toward Tim.

      I climbed to my feet and almost fell right back down. Icy needles prickled through my arms and legs as feeling tried to come back.

      Tanner wobbled to me and grabbed my hand. “Let’s go, right now.”

      I shook my head and pointed. Miss Ugly had backed Tim against a huge, ancient oak tree and slashed her mark into his forehead. The cords of tendon wound around him so tight that they’d embedded into his skin. My ex-husband’s eyes rolled to me, pleading.

      The magnitude of what I’d done washed over me, hot and ugly. I’d condemned a man I’d once loved to death. It didn’t matter that his line of fate had already been terminal. I’d chosen to give him to a monster to save myself.

      Miss Ugly raised her huge club over her head, arching her back as she prepared to bring it down. Tim’s scream intensified, turned into the terrified wail of one doomed. The club came down with a sickening crunch. The tendon cords dropped from Tim and arranged themselves back into a neat pile.

      Miss Ugly gripped Tim’s ankle and dragged him to the bone where Tanner and I had been bound. One side of Tim’s head was caved in, but his sides moved. He was still breathing. Miss Ugly’s pet tendon cord bound Tim to the bone post.

      Sickening understanding hit me. She’d let Tim season before she finished killing him and butchered him. The meat would taste better that way.

      Tanner tugged my hand again and whispered, “Let’s go.”

      I’d thought Miss Ugly would have a parting shot for us, but she no longer even seemed to know we were there, now that our fates were no longer connected. Tanner gave me another gentle tug, and I let him lead me back toward the two columns that marked passage across the veil. Over here, they were easy to see. Not so much on our side.

      Ashamed as I felt, I still gave myself a little cheer for surviving. Letting Oscar beat me would have been worse than letting Felicia beat me. Or Michael Gage. Or anybody else whose ass I’d had to kick in my history of ass kickings. And I’d gained something more with this victory.

      I glanced at Tanner out of the corner of my eye. He still looked like sex on a cracker. The final battle with Miss Ugly hadn’t dampened my anticipation for the next time we took our clothes off and pressed our bodies together. It might not be love, and it might never be. But anything we had together would happen in the present moment. That was a hell of a lot better than living for a memory.
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      Tanner and I crossed into our side of the veil between dark and light right where we’d gone in, behind the RV park. The heat punched into us like an invisible fist. Sweat popped out all over me. Tanner groaned.

      “The humidity. It’s like a wet towel over my face. I can barely breathe.” He let go of my hand and marched toward the campers and air conditioning.

      I followed, not willing to spare the energy to speak. This kind of heat didn’t allow for mistakes. Before I'd gone ten feet, a sheen of sweat covered my body.

      Caw. Caw. Cawww.

      Orev flapped toward me and landed on the ground at my feet. He opened his wings as though in greeting. I knelt in front of him and gently patted his sides. The bird, whom I’d seen attack and try to put out eyes, made a cooing sound.

      “Where did you go?” I whispered.

      A picture took form in my head, one of Sol and his goat friend Bub sitting at a table, hunched over a chessboard whose pieces were made of tiny, hideously deformed humans. While I watched, Sol touched the head of one of them and spoke. It moved across the board. Another piece proceeded to hack it to death with a sharp weapon. Sol and Bub laughed together.

      The image faded. Why had Sol and Bub taken Orev? I rummaged through my exhausted mind until I realized Tanner had squatted next to me. He stretched one hand out to Orev, who drew his head back in warning.

      “Let him,” I told Orev. “He’s our friend now.”

      Orev let Tanner stroke him, but I could feel his indignation. I ignored it and rose. Orev flapped to perch on my shoulder. I walked into camp, exhaustion aching in my legs.

      We’d only gotten about halfway to my camper when Hannah came running up to us, sweat rolling down her red face. Rather than speak, she ran at me and grabbed me in a hug.

      She tried to jump up and down a little and almost made it. That made me smile.

      “I knew when you changed your fate,” she panted, fanning her face. “I knew. The vision of your death just went away.”

      “Did you take the runes and dump them like I said?” If Oscar had any power left, down in the dungeon of his soul, he’d be trying to reconnect to them. I didn’t want him anywhere he could use them to siphon my power or to spy on me. That was exactly how he’d found a way to sic Miss Ugly on me.

      “When I knew you weren’t going to die, I waited.” She walked alongside Tanner and me, glancing between us, probably trying to figure out how far things had gone.

      I sure wasn’t going to tell her, not after all the nay-saying I’d done over Tanner. Instead I voiced one of my bigger worries. “How did things go for Cecil at the hospital?”

      Hannah twisted her lips and stared at the sand clouding around our feet and sticking to the sweat on her bare, whiter-than-white legs. “They put in a stent, I think you call it. He’ll be home later today. But…” She turned to me and said, “Shelly seemed upset.”

      “Do you see his death yet?” I put on the face I used as Sanctuary’s second in command and locked my gaze onto hers, something I never did with Hannah.

      Shock widened her eyes. “N-n-no. But I’ve never seen a death more than a few days out.”

      I nodded, and we neared our campers. Tanner slid one arm around my waist, kissed my cheek, and said, “I need a cool shower. This humidity has me soaked. But I’ll help you do whatever needs to be done with those runes.”

      My face heated. Hannah stopped walking and turned to stare at me, mouth open. “You were naked with him. I can tell.”

      Tanner’s face turned dark red. He hunched his shoulders and shuffled to his camper, slamming the door behind him. A lock clicked.

      I tried to play it cool. “Do you have a cigarette? Mine got wet.”

      She took the pack out of her pocket but held it out of my reach. “You have to spill at least a little.”

      I led the way back to my camper, went in, and got out my own cigarettes. Lighting one, I gave Hannah a smug smile.

      She rolled her eyes. “He’s probably as fantastic as he looks.”

      “Twice as fantastic.” I put a saucy lilt in my voice, not willing to tell Hannah that it had been more than just sex. No need to push things.

      Tanner had a long way to go before he decided what he wanted out of a life without his wife and daughters. I had a long way to go before I knew if Tanner was anything more than Mister Right Now. But it was good so far, and I was glad I’d turned the corner.

      “How do you get all these men?” Hannah frowned at me, as though she didn’t turn heads everywhere she went. Men like Leon Blackfox, men who owned things and didn’t have a zillion problems, glommed onto her way before they would me. She was classier and didn’t look like she might give them a black eye.

      “I’m a charming sumbitch.” I grinned and jetted cigarette smoke out of my nose.

      An SUV crept through the RV park. I recognized Griff’s stiff posture behind the wheel. I stepped out into the lane and motioned to him. He saw me and sped toward us.

      Both Griff and Mysti clambered out, looking as though they hadn’t slept in a day. I ran at them, and they wrapped their arms around me.

      I hadn’t yet changed out of my ruined shirt, and my wounded chest was on full display. Griff zeroed in on it.

      “This is the mark? It’s complete.” His eyes widened. “Holy shit. You escaped after she’d completed the mark?”

      Griff’s reaction brought even more pride in what I’d managed. I let him take pictures of the mark with his phone and beamed at his praise.

      “Tell us how you won.” Mysti’s eyes sparkled. My win equalled a win for my mentor.

      I spilled the whole story, excited words running together. Mysti stopped me at points to clarify. Her eyebrows raised when I got to the part about the death and rebirth ritual that finally let me use the wheel of life for its true purpose. Hannah rolled her eyes at that part.

      “But I’m so exhausted now I don’t even think I could call a circle,” I babbled.

      “You need rest.” Mysti had said these words to me so many times she could have saved herself energy by printing them on a card and just holding it up when needed.

      “You do too.” I pointed underneath my eyes to show I’d noticed the dark circles under Mysti’s. “I hate that you came rushing over here.”

      “Our purpose is double-pronged,” Griff said.

      Before he could continue, Tanner banged out of his beat-up old camper, hair wet. He’d dressed in olive shorts, a brown tank top, and flip-flops. He glanced around the group, saw the knowing looks, and flushed.

      “Hot water heater doesn’t work. I’ve learned to shower fast.” He shoved his hands in his pockets with the pronouncement.

      Griff strode to Tanner, hand out. “I’m Griffin Reed, Tanner. You don’t know me, but I’ve heard of you. Are you still dealing in…” Griff thought for a few seconds and said, “Special items?”

      “That’s my real job.” Tanner relaxed and smiled at Griff.

      Griff took out his card and handed it to Tanner. “Maybe we’ll find a way to work together when the time’s right.”

      “Is this why y’all came rushing over here?” I muttered to Mysti.

      She shook her head. “Brad and Jadine are getting married tonight.”

      “That was a quick engagement.” I glanced at Hannah, eyebrows raised. What had happened while I was gone? Before Hannah had a chance to answer, Mysti pulled me aside.

      “You need to do something with those runes, like yesterday.” She’d turned back into my teacher. It was a good thing because I’d almost forgotten about them in all the hubbub.

      “I told Hannah to drop them somewhere deep where nobody would find them. You got a better idea?” I watched Tanner talking to Griff.

      His demeanor had changed. He stood straighter, more confident, and talked like an expert. I truly didn’t know him well. Perhaps feeling the weight of my gaze, he turned and gave me a little smile and a wink. But we knew each other well enough for a start.

      Mysti watched the direction of my gaze with none of Hannah’s teasing lasciviousness. When she spoke, it was with concern. “So no more Wade?”

      I shook my head. “I told you about Desiree’s visit.”

      Mysti’s gaze scanned over my face, sadness evident in her soft eyes. “If Wade believes in Desiree’s prediction, it’s true. We create our own reality.” She stepped a little closer. “But I’ll tell you something about Tanner. I sense that one mates for life. Watch yourself.” She tipped a nod in Tanner’s direction.

      If that was the case, I was too late. The future pressed down on me, filled with worries about wasting my time with Tanner. I shut it off with a click. Enjoying life with someone you liked was not a waste. Especially not when they looked like Tanner Letts.

      “Now about these runes,” Mysti said. “ Do you have any potions or herbs to ward off interest?”

      We exchanged a smile. I had tried out a lot of the recipes Samantha had in her grimoire. Most of them were in the tradition of root work and scarily effective. “Come on in my camper.”

      Mysti grabbed her witch pack out of the SUV and followed me inside. Hannah trailed behind us, so curious she almost climbed up our backs to see what was going on.

      Inside, I dug through the items that weren’t destroyed when Oscar blew up my shabby chic buffet. I found myself bitching to Mysti about the loss of the buffet as we searched through my magical arsenal.

      “At least you figured out what he was doing,” said Mysti, the queen of silver linings.

      Hannah got the runes out of the camper’s tiny freezer where she’d put them in a plastic freezer container, the kind usually used for food.

      Evil rolled off the runes, ominous as the heat waves that rise off blacktop in the summer. Oscar knew I was up to something. He wanted to scare me away. Too late now.

      “We might want to work a little harder to seal this box airtight,” Mysti said.

      Hannah found a roll of silver duct tape and started to tape the box shut. Mysti stopped her.

      “We’ll pack this with agrimony.” She withdrew breathable packets of herbs from her witch pack.

      “What do those do?” Hannah leaned close.

      Mysti went into full teaching mode. “Agrimony sends negativity back where it came from.”

      I held up a little brown vial of oil I sold to people in my tent at the carnival. “I’m going to anoint the runes with Althea oil to persuade anybody who finds the box that it’s nothing of interest.”

      Mysti nodded and packed the agrimony around the runes, whispering, “Do not let this evil touch others.”

      The fork I’d left lying in my sink began to rattle. “It won’t work.” Oscar’s voice filled the camper. We ignored him.

      I anointed the runes with the Althea oil, eyes closed, calling the mantle to bless it. “Nobody who sees this box wants it. They don’t want to know what’s in it. They will forget they even saw it right away.”

      Oscar rattled the fork in my sink some more. Finally the fork rose and flew at me. I batted it out of the air and said, “Close it, now.”

      Mysti snapped the top on the runes. They rattled inside, popping the lid like bugs hitting a light after dark. Hannah covered the box with duct tape. The runes kept rattling. Mysti reached back into her witch pack.

      “I think it needs more.” Mysti dug through my pack and held up a can of flat black spray paint.

      I nodded my agreement, picked up the box, and walked outside. I dropped it on the ground next to the charcoal grill provided by the campground.

      “Why are we doing this?” Hannah followed close behind.

      “Black soaks up nasty energy and dissolves it.” Mysti shook the can several times and began spraying the box. When she covered the top side, we sat down at the picnic table to wait for it to dry.

      Griff and Tanner still stood in a huddle, talking intently. Brad and Jadine had wandered over.

      Brad threw his arms open. “Sis!”

      Mysti got up and hugged him but without her usual sparkle at seeing her beloved brother. She hugged Jadine as well. “I can’t believe someone as pretty as you wants to marry my scalawag brother.”

      Jadine gave her a shy smile. I knew her well enough to know she was capable of her own shenanigans.

      “Who’s marrying y’all?” I asked.

      “Finn,” Brad said.

      I raised my eyebrows at Hannah. She put her hand over her mouth. The idea of Finn marrying someone made me want to bray laughter, and I couldn’t in front of Mysti. This was her brother.

      Mysti got up to turn the box and spray it again. I followed to find her squatting, with tears streaking down her face.

      “What is it?” I whispered. Mysti had always been such a comfort and help. She deserved the same kind of friendship from me.

      “Brad and I have been together since our parents died, except for the three years when I had already aged out of foster care and couldn’t get guardianship of him.” She bit her lip. “Now he’s moving on. I can’t be there to watch and make sure everything goes well for him, that he’s treated fairly.”

      I bit my lip. Brad could use a little real world experience. Mysti had him spoiled. He considered most mundane tasks beneath him. That didn’t fly in Sanctuary. I didn’t let it. If Brad wanted to thrive here, he’d learn exactly the kind of lessons Mysti wanted to shield him from. But I could keep a watchful eye on him.

      “I’ll make sure he’s treated fairly.” I didn’t promise he’d get his way all the time or that he’d be farting “If You’re Happy And You Know It.” But nobody would crap on him.

      She nodded, and another tear leaked down her face. “Griff’s glad he’s moving out.”

      I laughed and gave her a one-armed hug but dropped my arm when I got a whiff of myself. “We’ve got time before the wedding to get rid of these runes. What do you say?”

      “I’d like nothing better.” Mysti put on a brave smile, but sadness still clouded her usually sparkling brown eyes.

      “Let me get a quick shower.” I hurried into my camper and washed both the sex and the fear sweat off my body. Just as I got out, my phone rang. The number showed up as unknown. I answered. “Hello?”

      Silence on the other end. Then a click as they hung up. I took the phone away from my ear and stared at it. The smell of Wade—sunshine and gasoline—filled my senses. Had it been him? Didn’t matter. Good or bad, it just hadn’t worked out.

      I let the loss of Wade well up in me and spill over. I sat down on the edge of my unmade bed, put my hands over my face, and wept. The proximity of people who’d be upset if they knew I was crying convinced me to keep my sobs as silent as possible, but I let myself hurt over the loss of Wade.

      It wouldn’t be the last time I cried over Wade. Healing takes time. That’s why I could anticipate that things might change between me and Tanner. All I had, all any of us ever have, is the one moment in which I existed. So I let myself feel the way I felt.

      The sobs died down on their own. I got up, washed my face, and put on makeup. Someone rapped on my door.

      “Come in,” I yelled, still smearing eyeliner on my lids.

      Hannah climbed into the camper, her phone in one hand. Had she gotten the strange hang-up? Maybe Wade had talked to her. If he had, I hoped she kept it to herself. It was past time for me to let go of the whole thing. I stiffened in anticipation of whatever she had for me.

      She put her face next to mine in the mirror. “That the eye shadow I bought for you?”

      “Tantalizing Taupe in the flesh.” We both snickered at the silly name. “It’s good stuff. Thanks for getting it for me.”

      “You need to buy better makeup and clothes for yourself. You’re worth it.” She winked in the mirror.

      Hannah’s friendship made me feel like I could face anything. I tipped my head at her phone. “What you got?”

      “While you were missing, I looked for places to get rid of the runes. Mysti and I were just discussing which would be best, and I wanted to run my idea by you.” She held up the phone. I clicked off my makeup mirror and faced her. She held the phone where I could see. “This place is only an hour away. It’s a hole over one-hundred feet deep, and public spelunking is not allowed.”

      I stared at a deep, dark hole that looked wide enough to be a small pond or lake. The deep blackness of the hole made the hair stand up on the back of my neck.

      “We’ll have to invent a ruse to get in.” Hannah gave me a wild-eyed smile, another little remnant of her old self. She loved shenanigans. “It’s only open to the public when tour guides bring people into the park.”

      I returned her smile. “Sounds like a winner to me.”
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        * * *

      

      The drive out to this deep, deep hole felt as though it took forever. Tanner sat in the back seat next to me, his arm over my shoulder. I let his smell, soap with a hint of wild musk, push away the memory of Wade. A weight lifted off me. We smiled at each other. He gave me a light kiss.

      Mysti’s words came back. That one mates for life.

      The thought of all that could mean rose up, threatening to destroy the inner peace I was working so hard to find. Not the time, I reminded myself and settled into Tanner’s side, watching the landscape get more and more sparse as Griff’s fast driving ate up miles of parched highway.

      When we got to a place where there was more sand and short trees than anything else, Griff told us to look for signs of a state park. We found it and pulled off on the roadside.

      “Someone get my briefcase out of the back.” Griff’s eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. Paying me or not, Griff was still the boss, and I was still the employee. I ducked out from under Tanner’s arm, climbed into the scorching heat, and opened the SUV’s cargo doors.

      Beneath heavy luggage, I found Griff’s scuffed, black leather briefcase. I dragged it out, got back into the car, and gave it to him. Griff took out a wide wallet, the kind I associated with law enforcement, and tucked a laminated card into it. Then he started the car and drove down the narrow lane into the state park. A vehicle marked with an official seal had parked across the road to block our way.

      A skinny guy wearing a khaki uniform climbed out of the car. “You folks want to visit the park, go back into town and look for the park visitor center. You’ll buy a ticket, and they’ll drive you out here for a tour. That’s the only way the State of Texas can allow you out here. Too dangerous otherwise.”

      Griff showed him the wallet and badge. “Griffin Reed, deputy chief. Our agency is considering doing a geological study on the area. My team and I were assigned to assess our interest level.”

      The park ranger leaned into the car and looked us over. Between Tanner with his long hair, funky jewelry, and shorts and Mysti with her hippie wear, we didn’t look the part at all.

      Griff said, “My crew is made up of freelance archaeologists and geologists.”

      The park ranger handed back Griff’s fake ID and put his hands on his hips. “Well, I suppose since this is what the US government wants, I’ve got no choice but to let you pass. But I’ll just say I’m not happy about you people coming out here like you own the world. This is Texas. We take care of our own business here.”

      “We understand, sir.” Griff put the car in gear and waited for the park ranger to move his car. When he did, Griff drove past, following signs directing us to the sinkhole.

      The desolate, open land, so different from the lush pine forests of East Texas, had its own kind of beauty. The sun made the dull-colored rocks and sand blaze like white fire. The thorns on the scattered cacti looked like a thin, wiry coating of hair. Animals raced in the distance. I first thought them deer, but closer inspection revealed they were large goats. The largest ones I’d ever seen.

      I thought of the place as desert but knew we’d not quite reached the Chihuahuan desert of Texas. This was just the prelude.

      We finally found the sinkhole. On one side was a fair-sized asphalt parking lot. On the other, stark wilderness with heat ripples floating over the sand. A thick metal guardrail protected the sinkhole, warning people not to get too close. At over a hundred feet deep, if someone fell in, they were done in this life.

      Griff took the plastic ice chest where we’d put the box containing Oscar’s runes out of trunk. I held out my hand. Griff cocked his head at me.

      “You sure? I’ll do it.” He held the ice chest just out of my reach.

      “Oscar’s my problem.” I leaned down and grabbed the ice chest, pulled it from his grasp. The evil of the runes, blunted by the protections and wards Mysti and I had put on them, still crawled up my arm. I steeled myself and walked toward the huge hole.

      When I got close, I set the ice chest down and removed the box of runes. A cloud raced over the sun, and a chill wind sent sand to pepper my face. I put my arm up and staggered backward. Rocks slid under my cowboy boots.

      Remembering how close that long, dark drop-off was, I panicked. An arm slipped around my waist, and Tanner pulled me against him.

      His deep purr was hard with panic. “Careful.”

      I opened my eyes. Nobody was there but Tanner, eyes bright and concerned. Hannah hovered nearby, pulling on her fingers, one after the other. I gathered myself and gently pushed Tanner away.

      “It’s okay. Almost done.” I reached for the mantle, letting its power flow through me. The box trembled in my hands, trying to get to the mantle, but now I knew what was going on. I held the mantle just out of reach and shaped it into my will. In a loud, clear voice I said,

      “I call on the elements

      Earth, air, fire, and water.”

      Here I paused and let the energy from each element manifest. The earth beneath my feet charged, sending its renewal through my boots and up my legs. The wind picked up, ripping through my hair, caressing my face, carrying energy on its infinite wings. More renewing energy came from beneath my feet, from an aquifer, deep below the earth’s surface. And the fire came from within me. A bolt of heat lightning flashed in the distance.

      “Bind this box

      Bind the runes within

      Block its evil from without

      Make it invisible to curious eyes

      Make it repel and revolt

      By the power within

      By the power without

      Blessed be.”

      I got a good, tight grip on the box and reared back my arm like a softball pitcher. My arm flew forward. At the apex of my pitch, I tried to let go of the box. My fingers were stuck.

      My heart jumped in fear. The momentum from my throw carried me forward. Tanner pulled me back from the edge again. This time, Hannah grabbed him, bending her knees to get leverage. Griff and Mysti crowded in, Mysti with her wand grasped in one hand and Griff holding her back from the edge.

      “I command you to release.” She hit my hand with her wand. “Release.”

      I concentrated on my fingers, begging them to let go of the box. The black opal pinged on my chest, and Orev appeared. Wings flapping, he hovered in front of me and latched his beak on to the box. The mantle swirled between us. I used it to push the box away from me.

      My fingers let go. The box fell, disappearing into the darkness faster than I’d thought it would. For a long time, no sound of impact followed. I imagined the box suspended in midair, maybe about to expel itself. Then the faint splash of water came.

      I relaxed and backed away from the sinkhole. My legs trembled, and my head spun from relief. I sat down hard on the rocky soil. It hurt my behind, but I didn’t care. It was over for now.

      I’d still have to find where Oscar’s soul was hidden and banish him, but he could no longer draw power from me. I hoped I hadn’t shot myself in the foot by getting rid of the runes, but they were too dangerous to keep.

      Priscilla Herrera’s form appeared across the sinkhole from us. She acknowledged me with the barest of nods and faded from sight. So she was back too.

      My friends and I climbed into Griff’s SUV, all of us exhausted.

      “I guess we have a wedding to go to.” Mysti tried for a brave smile and almost made it.

      Griff drove us back to the RV park, smiling ear to ear.
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      Brad and Jadine’s wedding was a hurried, thrown together affair.

      The owner of the RV park lent us use of the park’s community hall. We grouped as many metal folding chairs as the small room would hold in front of the slightly raised stage.

      A nearby craftsman brought over an arbor for Brad and Jadine to stand beneath. Finn, who’d gotten his minister’s license online sometime back, helped the guy carry it in. Hannah sat off to the side picking out a pretty tune on the new guitar she’d bought recently.

      Then it was magic time.

      Brad, wearing one of his expensive suits, probably purchased by Mysti, walked to the front of the room and shifted foot to foot, his face tense. Finn, wearing nothing fancier than a pair of cargo pants and a thin button-down short sleeve shirt, stood next to Brad, dark eyes glowing with mischief. The sight would have made me laugh had it not been for the stricken look on Mysti’s face. She leaned against the wall near the stage, chin trembling. She needed me. I left my post at the back door and walked to the front.

      I passed Leon Blackfox and a group of performers from Summervale Carnival sitting along the back row. Leon watched Hannah, his dark eyes mournful and longing. I gave him a nod and kept walking past a mish-mash of campers from the RV park and members of Sanctuary sitting closer to the front. I reached Mysti and held out my hand to her.

      “Come on. We’ll sit on the front row.” I led her to a pair of chairs occupied by a thirty-something couple who’d been staying in the RV park. “This is the sister of the groom, and I’m the cousin of the bride. Do you mind if family sits in the front row?”

      The female hipster huffed but dragged her male companion out of his seat and moved to another row. Mysti and I sat down. Shelly, face tight but dressed in a gorgeous light blue suit, sat down on the other side of Mysti. The two of them exchanged understanding nods.

      Tanner hurried down the aisle and sat on the other side of me. His white shirt and light tan pants set off his dark skin and green eyes. He gave me a smile and a wink, leaned over, and kissed my cheek. We joined hands.

      Finn straightened and said, “Would everybody stand for the bride?”

      The room rumbled as everybody stood. Hannah began picking Canon in D on her guitar, the notes ringing beautiful in the small room.

      The back door opened, and the room rustled again as everybody craned to see Jadine. I stood on my tiptoes.

      Jadine, arm through Cecil’s, walked down the aisle in a white dress she absolutely had not just had hanging in her closet. She and Brad must have planned this coup for weeks, maybe thinking surprising everybody was the only way for it to happen. Or maybe they just wanted to live for today and get on with the good stuff as fast as they could.

      Cecil walked with his shoulders stiff, staring straight ahead, all signs of the old community leader gone. He was simply a man facing the heartbreak of giving his only daughter away to her husband as best as he could.

      Finn took out a white sheet of paper and studied it. By the time Cecil and Jadine got in front of the podium, he set the paper aside. In a better speaking voice than I’d have given him credit for possessing, he said, “Who gives this woman in marriage?”

      Cecil stood a little taller. “Her mother and I.” His voice trembled only a little. Cecil passed Jadine’s hand to Brad and came to sit with the rest of us in the first row.

      Finn cleared his throat. “When you know you’ve met the right person, you don’t want to waste another minute of your life without them. You want to face whatever life has to offer together, starting right then.”

      Tanner squeezed my hand. My throat tightened. Maybe. Just maybe.

      Finn continued. “So when Brad and Jadine said they wanted to get married today, not tomorrow or next week, I said, ‘Let’s make it happen.’”

      Several people giggled, including me.

      Finn smiled and stood a little straighter. “Let’s all join this couple in celebrating as they embark on the greatest journey there is: that of partnership, family, and togetherness. Bradley Jamison Whitebyrd, do you take Jadine Gregg to be your lawfully wedded wife?”

      Brad, who looked like he might faint, said, “I do.”

      The remainder of the ceremony went off flawlessly, and when Finn told Brad he could now kiss his bride, the room broke into applause. People formed a line in the front of the room to congratulate the bride and groom.

      The rest of us cleared the chairs, let in the caterers, and got ready to party. Cecil and Shelly had arranged for the taqueria where Hannah and I had eaten to cater the after-wedding supper. The taqueria brought in a group of traditionally dressed guitarists who began playing Mariachi music. When Brad and Jadine joined the party, the band cut off a lively song and announced the bride and groom would dance their first dance.

      The guitar players launched into a fiery song full of fingerpicking and haunting highs and lows. Jadine and Brad danced their first dance. Cecil and Shelly joined in about halfway through.

      I watched, fascinated at the juxtaposition of the older couple and the younger couple, both following each other’s cues, smiling at each other. A lump rose in my throat. This was the wheel of life. Old, young, up, down. To be lived for whatever moment you found yourself living in.

      Tanner came to stand next to me. He held out one hand and raised his eyebrows. Would I dance with him?

      The wheel of life spun on, ready or not. Go forward or get left behind. I sure didn’t want that.

      I took Tanner’s hand and kissed him. Then we got on the dance floor and had a good time.

      Shelly and Dillon drank a few too many margaritas, got the band to play “Sweet Caroline,” and drunk-shouted the words. It was a scene too awful to ever forget.

      Leon Blackfox spent the time sitting next to Hannah and talking, his expression grave. She listened with her brow furrowed and her hands clasped between her knees. At least she didn’t tell one of the men of Sanctuary to throw Leon out.

      I gorged on tacos, chips, and rich tres leches cake and danced until my stomach hurt. Tanner stuck to my side. We exchanged steamy glances, each touch supercharged and more intense than the last. Finally, we slipped away from the party. I took one last look over my shoulder to see Leon Blackfox hold his hand out to Hannah. She stood, and the two of them glided onto the dance floor. I closed the door with a feeling of relief and practically ran with Tanner through the park to my little home on wheels.

      Once inside with the door locked, we peeled off each other's clothes. Lips and tongues tasted each other’s bodies. Lights dim, we caressed and explored until our bodies quivered, covered with sweat, and finally made love. After, we lay on the bed facing each other, arms and legs entwined, not talking, just enjoying each other's presence.
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        * * *

      

      I jerked awake sometime in the night, not sure what had disturbed my sleep. Tanner’s leg rested over the top of mine. He slept still and sound. Deciding I needed the bathroom, I disentangled myself and crept across the silent camper to the tiny restroom.

      A dog barked somewhere near, the sound not quite muffled in these tin can houses. The dog had probably woken me. I peeped out the tiny window next to the toilet and saw the red cherry of a lit cigarette. Looked like the dog had a good reason to bark.

      I snuck back toward the bed, naked, and picked around as silently as I could for my clothes. I settled for the long skirt and black tank top I’d worn to the wedding with no underwear. The person sitting outside my camper wouldn’t care if didn’t have on underwear. He might get a thrill out of it.

      Tanner moaned and rolled over. I froze. Too much more fiddling around in here, and I’d wake him up. Then I’d have to explain. I didn’t want that.

      I palmed my cigarettes off the counter by the sink and stepped out as silently as I could, sliding my feet into the flip-flops I kept near my steps. I lipped a cigarette out of the pack, lit it, and walked toward the picnic table.

      “What are you doing here?” I said.

      Wade Hill turned around, drew on his cigarette, and crushed it out in the ashtray. “Less than you. Sure didn’t take you long to move on after Desiree talked to you the other night.”

      So he had known I was at the carnival that night. I smoked in silence. Wade had walked away from me. His sister had told me to stay away, that I’d get him killed if I didn’t. There was no way I’d let him shame me for moving on. “Did you sit out here and watch Tanner and me?”

      “No.” He said it the way a sullen teenager does, with two syllables. No-wuh. His teeth flashed in the darkness in more of a sneer than a smile. “But it was impossible not to hear the two of you.”

      “And you listened.” This seemed like something I should be embarrassed about, but I couldn’t quite work up the energy to give a shit. The way things ended between Wade and me didn’t leave me a lot of tolerance for scene like this.

      “Some.” He shrugged his huge shoulders. “I’d come here to talk, to tell you something. Then I saw you and Mr. Grunge-Rock Nineteen-Ninety-Nine hanging all over each other at the wedding.”

      “Grunge-Rock?” I said the words without inflection, really focused on the other part of what Wade said. He’d come here to talk to me, to tell me something. It must have been important.

      “You know…your new guy’s got that long, straight hair. The stubble. The tan. The tight jeans. The wanna-be badass jewelry.” Wade rolled his eyes and snorted.

      I let the dig at Tanner pass. I’d never win. “What did you come here to talk to me about?” Right away, I wished I could take back the question. Whatever Wade had to say would only shit on my newfound happiness.

      Maybe what I had with Tanner was not forever, but it was something enjoyable for both of us. A nice friendship and more. I was ready to make peace with the present, to learn how to dance with change. If Wade said he’d changed his mind, was willing to risk the consequences of being with me, what would I do?

      “It doesn’t matter now.” He lowered his chin and looked at me from underneath his brows, pouting.

      That pout threw cold water on any misgivings I had. I would not play this game with Wade. I had a soft bed and a willing man in my camper. Tanner might be complicated, but at least he was willing to take a chance on leaving his grief behind to seek out happiness.

      What was I doing? I couldn’t compare Wade and Tanner tit for tat. Wade had special circumstances. He carried a curse when it came to me. If he hung around too long, it would kill him.

      I thought about the wheel of life inside my camper. Could Wade’s fate with regard to me be changed? Maybe. Maybe not. The price of it not working would be death for Wade.

      He couldn’t risk that for me. If Wade died because of me, I’d have to kill myself. Because I wouldn’t be able to stand the guilt. So it was over and done with. Forever.

      Giving up on Wade broke my heart into a million jagged, howling pieces. But the last few days had taught me one important thing. Life went on.

      I had to live it the best I could and find my own happiness because there would not be a do-over. I wouldn’t get a special medal at the end for spending my life pining over the big love that never happened.

      Wade sat across from me, watching me think. This was the first time I’d noticed how intently he watched and wondered how much he intuited just from body language. Against my better judgment, I reached across the table and took his hand. “How are you?”

      He nodded. “Good. Got a decent job doing factory work. Pay tops out at more than I’ve ever made in my life. Got a couple of women who don’t mind my company.”

      His dark eyes searched me for a reaction. There was no way I’d give him one. It wouldn’t help the situation.

      I let go of his hand. “You take care of yourself, you hear me?”

      “That my invitation to leave?” He stood, stepped out from behind the picnic table, and held out his arms. I went to him and let him hug me, inhaling the scent of sunshine, of open road, and of gasoline. I closed my eyes, drinking it in like it was the last time. It probably was.

      Wade let go of me and dug out a slip of paper about the size of a business card. “Desiree asked me to give you this. It’s her address and phone numbers. She said if you ever need help, her door is open.”

      Wade didn’t wait for me to react, to say yes or no. He took off walking into the darkness. I watched him until he faded from sight and listened for his motorcycle.

      But then I remembered he’d blown it up the last day he spent in the Six Gun Revolutionaries motorcycle club. Somewhere in the distance, a loud motor started. Not a motorcycle. Maybe a truck or an old car with a nasty muffler.

      I slipped back inside my camper, set my cigarettes back on the counter where I’d found them, and began undressing.

      Tanner’s voice came out of the darkness. “That him?”

      “Who him?” I stripped down and crawled into bed with him.

      “The guy who broke your heart, the one you didn’t want to let go of.” He moved his hands over my body, light and teasing.

      I pretended to ignore or forget the question and tried to pull him on top of me.

      He shook me off. “Tell me. Was that him?”

      “It was him.” I took my hands off Tanner and scooted away.

      “I saw him earlier tonight at the wedding. Finn told me who he was.” Tanner didn’t sound jealous, but he didn’t sound happy either. The dim light hid whatever emotions I might have seen on his face. Defensiveness pricked at me.

      “Okay. I was outside talking to a guy I used to have a thing for. What do you want to know about it?” I tensed, ready to get up, get dressed again, and tell Tanner to get the hell out of my home.

      “I know everything I need to know. You came back in here with me.” Tanner scooted closer and caressed my face with the tips of his fingers. My eyes had adjusted a little more to the dimness, and I could see amusement sparkling in Tanner’s eyes. It almost buried the spark of fierce possessiveness. But not quite.

      “Then why question me about it?” I held my body stiff, still not sure if he wanted to fight. A lot of men would have.

      “I wanted to make sure you’re okay. It hurts to lose somebody when you think it’s forever.” He let out a sigh.

      I scooted closer and wrapped one leg over his hip. “I'm okay. It doesn’t matter. He doesn’t matter.” That was a lie, but what was that silly saying of Hannah’s? Fake it till you make it. That’s what I was going to do. I kissed Tanner’s lips and spoke against them. “The important thing is that he’s gone, and you’re here, and we’re both awake.”

      I trailed my fingers down Tanner’s chest and touched him in a place that made his legs stiffen and his breath catch. He made a low sound in his throat, a growl. I kept my hand moving and pushed him onto his back.

      Neither of us spoke the rest of the night. Instead, we made up for lonely nights and lost time.

      Sometime in the complete darkness before daylight, I lay staring at the ceiling, listening to Tanner sleep. Though I’d put away the wheel of life, its magic thrummed hard, all those lifelines racing forward like a freeway at rush hour. Time passing. Life changing. Every day, every second. And we were no more than travelers tossed between paths dark and light.

      Dawn crept through the blinds, playing over Tanner’s tawny skin, underlining the point of it all. Be happy when it’s good.

      Smiling, I lit my first cigarette of the day.
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      The box of runes still sat at the edge of the lake where Peri Jean Mace had thrown it several hours earlier. The sight of them haunted Oscar Rivera, drove him mad with desire. And there was nothing he could do but sit in his stupid soul box staring at them.

      The real shame was Oscar hadn’t been able to pull Peri Jean down with the box. She’d been right at the edge when that stupid man, the one still grieving his wife and children, had pulled her away.

      If only Oscar had been able to isolate her and make her fall. Then he might have been able to siphon her dying power into him, pull the runes to his soul box, and resurrect her dead body. Peri Jean’s body thrummed with untested power. Oscar’s soul shivered at the thought of it.

      At least he had another chance. He’d lived in this cave many, many years. People came down here more often than Peri Jean thought. Oscar only needed a chance to make one of them curious enough to touch that box of runes. Once they did, all the black paint and flowers and prayers wouldn’t make a bit of difference.

      Once he got topside again, Oscar would relieve Peri Jean Mace of her power. She didn’t even know how to use it. Then he’d resume the plan he started so many years ago. This century was so much better suited for it.

      

      
        
        Keep reading for a note from the author.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note From Catie

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hey Reader!

      

        

      
        Confession: I’d die of fear if Miss Ugly came after me. Just sayin’.

      

        

      
        Didn’t your stomach sink as you read the final scene of Dark Traveler?

      

        

      
        Peri Jean just gave the Coachman (aka Oscar Rivera) everything he needs to return. And she doesn’t even know it yet.

      

        

      
        You can guess how that’s going to turn out.

      

        

      
        But wait. There’s more.

      

        

      
        Remember Mohawk from Dead End? Peri Jean made a bargain with him. Now he’s ready to collect.

      

        

      
        (His real end goal is to own Peri Jean. So he gives her an assignment he thinks she can’t complete.)

      

        

      
        To Peri Jean, the task seems to be nothing more than talking to a ghost. After Miss Ugly, how bad could it be?

      

        

      
        The answer: pretty damn bad.

      

        

      
        Peri Jean is headed straight into one of those pockets of hell hidden in our everyday world.

      

        

      
        To survive, she’ll need all of her magical skill and the ability to trust another person.

      

        

      
        Can she do it? Read Wrong Turn and find out.

      

        

      
        Turn the page for an excerpt of Wrong Turn, book 10 of this unputdownable Urban Fantasy series.
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      The house, a white brick ranch with pretty turquoise shutters, didn’t look like a witch’s house. But the hemlock and henbane growing in the flower beds hinted we’d found the right place. I parked my truck a little way down the block and left the engine running. Too hot to do otherwise.

      Tanner, sweat beading his forehead, fiddled with the truck’s air conditioner until he had it running full blast. He gave me a smile.

      I smiled back, but fatigue wavered behind my eyes. I took a sip of Vietnamese-style coffee. It was sweeter than I liked, but I hoped the combination of sugar and caffeine would keep me rolling just a little longer. The two days spent driving from Archer City, Texas, to Natchitoches, Louisiana, had me whipped.

      It wasn’t just the drive that had kicked my ass. My hot boyfriend had kept me awake most of the night. I reached across the truck and tucked his hair behind his ear. He grabbed my hand and planted a sweaty kiss on it. I took another sip of the sweet coffee mixture. Come to think of it, it was a nice change from my usual strong, bitter coffee.

      Summervale Carnival had a yearly engagement here. They had invited Sanctuary to join in as long as we kept it on the down low. Nobody else wanted to come to humid north Louisiana at the end of August, but Cecil voted us all down. Sitting in front of this witch’s house, I suspected his ulterior motive for this visit to sportsman’s paradise.

      Across the truck, Tanner held his condensation-beaded plastic cup of Vietnamese coffee to his forehead. "Why are we here?"

      "Cecil didn’t say any more than I told you—this Queenie woman might have a solution for getting rid of the scar tissue spell." The scar tissue spell had been placed on me in infancy. It kept me from accessing the full measure of my witching abilities. Eventually, it was going to get me killed.

      "What are we waiting for?" Tanner adjusted the air-conditioned vent until it blew directly in his face. The livid red streaks decorating his broad cheekbones worried me. The humidity in this part of the Southeastern US didn’t agree with my California-born boyfriend. He’d already puked once.

      "Cecil said he’d be here at one." I lit a cigarette and picked at the lighter’s safety label with my fingernail.

      Tanner put his hand over mine to still my restless fingers. "Look at me."

      I blew out a long breath but did what he said. More than just my lover, Tanner had grown into my closest confidant. We talked naked in the dark of night. We spent the miles driving from place to place talking on phones. Hours-long conversations about everything and nothing. Now Tanner fixed me with his gaze. Jewel green, sexy, and wild.

      "Whatever Queenie the Witch says won’t be all bad. If it is, you and I will find another way."

      I wanted to believe him, but nothing ever came easy for me. There was no reason to believe this would be any different.

      Someone tapped on my window. I turned to see my great-uncle Cecil wiping sweat from his face with a plain white handkerchief. He motioned me to follow him and walked toward the witch’s house.

      "You can stay in the air conditioning." I opened my truck door.

      Tanner grabbed my arm. "How could you think I’d want to stay?"

      As close as we’d gotten, I didn’t feel comfortable having Tanner hear me get bad news. One day he’d get tired of the bad news and head out for greener pastures. I wanted to put that off as long as possible. There was no way to tell Tanner that without making him mad, so I shrugged and said, "Come if you want."

      He reached for the door handle, and the relief I felt shamed me. How had I let myself turn into such a wimp? Cecil raised his eyebrows when he saw Tanner trailing behind.

      "I didn’t tell Queenie there’d be three of us," he said in a low voice when we reached the porch.

      "Do you think she’ll be upset?" I had never even heard of Queenie until Cecil told me I’d be meeting with her.

      "Hell if I know," Cecil stage whispered. "Last time I spoke with her, she and her husband were running house repair scams in the Deep South. That’s been thirty, thirty-five years ago."

      This visit with Queenie the Witch was beginning to worry me. "Why do you think she can even help?"

      "Because Queenie always knew where to find the Wanderer." Cecil spoke out loud now, voice sharp with impatience.

      Cecil hadn’t yet explained who, or what, the Wanderer was or how he might help. When pressed, he’d only say, "The Wanderer just knows. If anybody can help, it’s him." But what if I didn’t want his kind of help?

      Hinges whined as the front door swung open. "Cecil Paul, are you and these young folks just gonna stand out here and argue, or are you going to ring my doorbell?"

      Cecil’s lips cracked into a grin, spreading wrinkles across his face. He turned and held out his arms. "Queenie! Sugar, you look just the same."

      The two embraced, laughing. I studied Queenie. Black hair shot with liberal white threads. Face as wrinkled as Cecil’s. Crepey skin hanging off skinny arms. Either it hadn’t been three decades, Cecil’s eyesight was failing, or Queenie didn’t look the same at all.

      I pushed away the less-than-nice thoughts. Queenie had agreed to help, even though she didn’t know me from a frog on the porch. Tanner took my hand, twining his fingers through mine. I glanced at him for reassurance. He winked and squeezed tighter.

      Cecil and Queenie broke their embrace. Cecil, still squeezing her arms, said, “Thank you so much for making time for us.”

      Queenie mock frowned. “For you? Anytime.”

      Cecil gestured at me, pride shining in his eyes. "This is my great-niece, Peri Jean Mace."

      "Leticia’s granddaughter?" Queenie cocked her head and studied me like a cut of beef she might be considering in a butcher shop.

      I nodded.

      "I suppose you’ll do." Queenie's dark eyes sparkled with humor, and she grabbed me in a hug and squeezed with a strength I hadn’t suspected. She let go of me and took in Tanner.

      "Tanner Letts, ma’am." He held out one deeply tanned hand.

      Queenie stared at it for several beats, making no move to take it.

      Cecil said, "Tanner is Peri Jean’s…ah…friend. He’s a trusted member of Sanctuary. He decided to join us at the last minute."

      Queenie nodded and took Tanner’s hand. Instead of shaking it, she turned the palm up and traced one of the lines. She raised her eyes to Tanner’s. "Passion. Loyalty. You’re a catch."

      His sun-browned cheeks flushed, and he cast his eyes down. Queenie let go of Tanner and held open the door for us. We filed inside and stood in the entry hall. An old wall mirror threw my reflection back at me. I winced. The humidity had turned my black hair into ropy clumps that looked like something out of a painting of Medusa.

      Queenie closed the door and led us through a spacious living room where a huge TV showed a peaceful ocean scene. The plain beige carpet and tasteful furniture could have been in anyone’s home. Not what I expected at all.

      Queenie motioned us into the dining room. "This is where I work."

      She went straight to the oblong dining room table and straightened the black tablecloth covering it. A tuxedo cat jumped onto the table and meowed. Queenie gave the cat a pat and went to a shelf of different colored candles.

      I took one step into the room. Queenie’s considerable power rushed out in warning. It swirled around me, testing, probing. My black opal necklace, which magnified my gifts and warned me of magic nearby, shot painful electric jolts into my chest. I stopped right inside the door. Cecil, oblivious, sat at the table. The cat hissed at him.

      Tanner stopped next to me. "What is it?"

      I shook my head, keeping an eye on both Queenie and the cat. She turned, holding a virgin purple candle, and gasped. She spoke in a harsh, unfamiliar language to the cat. It jumped off the table and came to rub against my legs. The black opal’s pings softened to a bearable level. The magical force lost its menace and welcomed me inside.

      "Faustus thinks every person of power is a threat. He likes us to have all the power." Queenie sat the purple candle on the table and two vials of oil next to it. "Since we’re working for you, dear, you’ll need to dress the candle."

      I moved to the table, taking slow steps to keep from tripping over Faustus, who trilled at me. I’d spent enough time with my raven familiar, Orev, to understand Faustus was laughing at me. Little rat-turd muncher. I held my left hand over each of the two vials of oil, testing to see which one had the magic that fit mine, and picked up the one on the right.

      "We’re contacting the Wanderer?" I needed to know so I could set my intent before I rubbed on the oil.

      Queenie nodded. "I’ll contact him on your behalf."

      I picked up the candle and the oil and walked to a table that had several animal skulls on it. Placing my hands on the table, I drew on the energy of the bones, the wood, and the magic of the beeswax Queenie had made the candle from. The lights flickered. Intent set, I cleared my mind of everything else and rubbed the oil from top to bottom to draw things to me instead of push them away.

      "Someone taught her well," Queenie said to Cecil.

      "It wasn’t me." But the pride on his face said he took credit for me anyway.

      "Oh, I know that. You were always too busy chasing women to learn the old ways." Queenie took the candle back to the table and motioned me to follow.

      For the first time, I noticed only three chairs around the table. Suddenly I understood Queenie's reaction to Tanner. She’d set up the table for three participants. Three as a number held great power. Now she’d have to add a fourth person. It might throw off the balance of what she had planned.

      "Queenie, Tanner won’t be upset if he can’t participate in the ritual," I said quickly. "He knows he’s gate-crashing."

      Queenie gave me a wink. "No, sweetie. If I understood Cecil Paul correctly, this is serious stuff we’re discussing. Your lover needs to hear whatever is said."

      My cheeks flamed because Queenie had hit on why I almost didn’t want Tanner here. Letting him in on too much personal business solidified his spot in my life. And I wanted to keep it loose and easy. Every little merge tangled things further, made it harder and more painful for one of us to change our mind and leave. But Queenie was already dragging a chair away from the wall. Tanner hurried to help her, placing it exactly where she told him.

      She took an object covered with black lace out of a cabinet behind her chair and placed it on the table. Next to it, she set the purple candle and motioned for me to light it. Queenie and I sat at the same time.

      She pulled the black lace away to reveal a black crystal ball. "My power is much like what I feel coming off you, Peri Jean. By that, I mean I won’t be conducting a traditional ritual. Instead I’ll use both your power and mine to tell me what you want to know."

      I nodded to let her know I understood and agreed.

      Satisfied, Queenie turned to Cecil. "I’m afraid I’ll need you to explain why you need the Wanderer. He doesn’t like being disturbed for frivolous reasons, and if I facilitate such a thing, the responsibility will fall on me."

      Again I speculated on who this person—or creature—was. And I questioned the wisdom of hunting him down.

      Before I could tell Cecil we needed to get out of this place and leave this nice lady to her TV programs, he launched into the story of how I came to have a spell covering my magical core. Queenie listened with her faded brown eyes fixed on Cecil’s face, nodding every few sentences. When he stopped talking, she sat in silence, her wrinkles arranged into a frown. She started to speak a couple of times but shook her head.

      "So Leticia is the one who chose this for Peri Jean?" Queenie looked me over again, as though seeing me for the first time.

      I nodded. "From what I understand, yes."

      Queenie nodded again. "I’m sure she had her reasons. Why don’t you tell me your reasons for wanting the spell removed."

      "Two different times I’ve dealt with a spirit called the Coachman. In life, he was a man named Oscar Rivera. " I paused to take a calming breath. Just thinking about Oscar made my chest tighten.

      Queenie drew back from me, face set in distaste.

      "You know him?" I asked.

      "Heard of him." The distaste stayed on her face.

      "Both times, he almost killed me because I couldn’t access my full power." I stopped because I wasn’t sure what else to say.

      Cecil spoke up. "This is her destiny, Queenie. The challenges intended for her will come whether or not she’s ready." He leaned forward. "In addition, she may not be able to pass our family’s power on to the next generation without full control of it."

      "And that’s the really important thing." Queenie raised what eyebrows she had left and gave Cecil a not-very-nice smile.

      He leaned back in his chair. "This power has been in our family for millennia. It’s important that it continue. Is it not important to you that your family’s power continue?"

      Queenie appeared to think that over, but she wasn’t really considering. She was gathering her energy. It moved in the air, cooler and sharper than my power. Reality rippled around Queenie. Tendrils of it moved near her sagging ears. She put her hands on the black crystal ball and took a deep breath.

      "Put your hands on the ball, Peri Jean." Her voice had gone guttural.

      I leaned forward and did as she asked. Soon as my fingers touched the black sphere, Queenie’s power sang in my fingertips, testing me, pressing against what little bit of Priscilla Herrera’s mantle I had access to.

      "Now Cecil Paul." Her voice rang deeper with more power.

      Cecil wiped his hands on his dress pants and put his fingertips on the ball. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. The power stabilized to a low hum.

      "Now Tanner Jackson Letts," Queenie commanded.

      Tanner jerked next to me. Queenie knew his middle name. He took a deep breath and put his fingers on the ball, throwing me a nervous glance. Power vibrated around the woman’s little old lady shell, greater and more terrible than anything I had in my arsenal. Just went to show things aren’t always what they seem.

      Queenie’s strong voice cut into my thoughts. "Cecil Paul, join me in thinking of the Wanderer, in remembering all we know of him."

      Both elders leaned their heads forward in concentration. A low hum came from Queenie.

      Threads of bright light shot through the black sphere like rainbow lightning. Different colored threads touched each person's fingers. When it got to my fingertips, a light shock carried through my body. It tried Cecil again, but came back to me. The shock grew more intense.

      "Don’t pull away," Queenie said. "Just let it test you."

      The light shot power into my fingertips over and over again until an ache spread up my arms. My black opal grew warm on my chest, then hot enough to burn. It would leave a red mark. My raven familiar, Orev, cawed outside Queenie’s house. Faustus hissed in response. I opened my eyes to find Queenie staring at me.

      "You are the one," she said and took her fingers off the black sphere. The rest of us followed suit. Queenie picked up the swath of lace and draped it back over the black ball. She stood from her seat and blew out the candle.

      Finally I could stand it no more. Patience had never been my strong suit. "Did you find out anything about the Wanderer?"

      Cecil blew out a breath and shook his head. "She means no disrespect, Queenie. She’s young and impatient."

      Queenie barely acknowledged either of us. "You’re not ready for contact with the Wanderer. He’ll only help you on the last leg of your journey. You have at least several more trials to complete. More to discover about yourself. Keep your mind open."

      I leaned back in my chair and tried to keep the disappointment off my face. Pissing off Queenie might create an ass whipping I didn’t want to experience. But I was disappointed. We’d come all the way to Natchitoches, Louisiana, for nothing.

      "If you want to move forward, stop living in your own life like a ghost." Queenie pointed one arthritis-warped finger at me.

      What did that mean? I couldn’t keep from frowning as I puzzled over it. Meanwhile, Queenie stood and walked us to the front door. Remembering the customs of our kind, I dug in my pocket for the fold of cash I kept there.

      "Do you take donations?" I asked Queenie.

      She held out one hand and said her line. "Whatever you feel appropriate."

      I put the entire wad of cash in her hand. Fear can motivate generosity as well as anything else.

      Queenie made the money disappear. “Don’t be so disappointed. Today was a success."

      "How so?" I couldn’t hide my incredulity. The money I’d given Queenie would have bought groceries for the month.

      Queenie smiled as though she knew my thoughts as well as her own. "The Wanderer will meet with you when the time is right. He is now aware of your need."

      She closed the door on any answer we might have made. The deadbolt clicked home. It was a clear message that we needed to go. Tanner and I followed Cecil to the economy car he and Shelly pulled behind their motorhome. He unlocked the door and stood back for the heat to boil out.

      "Follow me downtown. We got in too late last night to get meat pies, and I’m ready for one or two." Without waiting for an answer, Cecil got in the car and started it.

      "Are meat pies barbecue?" Tanner asked on the short walk to my truck.

      I answered with a glare. Tanner’s obsession with Texas barbecue—the culture and the food—left the permanent taste of smoked meat in my mouth. The only smoke I wanted to taste all the time was cigarette smoke.

      The restaurant Cecil chose consisted of a long, narrow room full of tables for four. Despite the lunch hour being over, people jammed the place. The smell of frying food made my mouth water.

      Cecil ordered a plate of corn fritters as an appetizer. Tanner had never even heard of the deep-fried balls of batter embedded with corn kernels. He wolfed one down and refused another.

      "Too heavy," he said, face pale and beading with sweat.

      I finished my corn fritter and reached for another. The food wasn’t too heavy for me. I loved deep-fried anything. But worry churned in my stomach.

      Cecil voiced my feelings. "Queenie scared me. What might be in store for you?"

      “Nothing good.” I had several pissing matches running in the background.

      The threat of Oscar Rivera hung over me like a storm cloud and would until I vanquished him from this plane. I’d destroyed the Six Gun Revolutionaries Motorcycle Club. And I owed favors to several chthonic beings who could choose to call in their markers any time.

      

      Cecil pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. "Other battles you’ve been through have lessened the scar tissue, yes?"

      Yeah. And they almost killed me too. Cecil didn’t like whiners, so I kept the thought to myself and just nodded.

      "Then there's nothing to do but be careful." Cecil dug into his meat pie, which had come while we talked, and chewed with his eyes closed. His wife, Shelly, would have had a shit fit at him for eating so much fried food.

      I finished my meal in silence, wondering how much more I could stand before I fell over from exhaustion.

      Cecil went back the RV park to rest before the carnival started that evening. Tanner and I set off to see the sights of Natchitoches. Established in 1714, the city was the oldest permanent settlement in the 1803 Louisiana Purchase.

      Guzzling cold drinks and pouring sweat, we explored the carefully preserved downtown buildings. Along the banks of the Cane River Lake, right off the downtown, Tanner pointed to a sign advertising the Christmas Festival of Lights.

      "We should come back in a few months." He kissed me.

      "I’d like that." It felt good pretending to be just another couple in the honeymoon phase of a relationship.

      The day ended as most days did with Tanner, our clothes in a pile on the floor and our bodies tangled together. Had I known how much things would change in just a few hours, I’d have cherished it more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I lay in the dark trying to figure out what had changed. Maybe it had been a nightmare, the kind waking up erases so completely you’re left with nothing but an unsettled feeling. But I didn’t think so. Something was different.

      The shadows of my camper seemed the same. The basket of laundry sat on the table where I’d left it, silently scolding me for being too lazy—or horny—to fold it before I went to bed.

      Tanner slumbered next to me, a heavy arm and leg thrown across me, pinning me to the bed. He slept the sleep of the dead, slow even breaths puffing against my hair. He hadn’t woken me with a sudden movement. What then?

      The air conditioner rumbled overhead, shaking my little camper with its noise. It may have woken me when it kicked on. The unit blasted cold air into the small space, but the late August heat and humidity still burned like fever under my skin. But it wasn't the only thing that kept me from falling right back to sleep.

      Queenie had said I had more trials to face before the Wanderer would help me with the scar tissue. Trials, most of which turned out to be life-threatening, scared the pudding out of me. This trial would likely come at exactly the wrong time. But what could I do? My thoughts began to fragment as the languor of sleep slipped over them. My eyes drooped.

      A shadow moved near the bathroom at the back of the camper. I sucked in a deep breath. My heart lunged into action, pumping blood and adrenaline through me. Someone was in here with us.

      My body tensed. Had I left the door unlocked? No. I’d locked the door as Tanner tugged off my clothes a few hours earlier. The shadow slowly taking shape in the darkness belonged to someone who’d broken into my little home. I nudged Tanner. He responded with a sluggish grunt and tightened his grip on me.

      Great. It would take force to wake him up, and right now I wanted to believe the shadow didn’t know it had woken me. I reached for the mantle. Even though I didn’t have full control of the power it contained, the few hours’ rest had me fully charged. I gathered energy, pulling on everything in the room, even the electricity.

      Once the shadow neared, I’d give him or her a blast of something they might not live through.

      The bathroom light flicked on. I jerked with shock, eyes burning, and threw up one arm to shield my eyes, squinting at the blurry figure. There was something wrong with his head. It brushed the camper’s ceiling and seemed to bend with it.

      Next to me, Tanner’s slow breaths stopped. He was awake. Good. At least he’d help me fight.

      The shadow spoke. "Peri Jean Maccccce." He dragged out my last name, making it hiss. All of a sudden, I knew who it was. Mohawk. I couldn’t mistake that voice.

      His skinny body came into focus. Now I could identify his bleached blond Mohawk as the part of him brushing the ceiling. In spite of the heat, he still wore a leather jacket, ripped black pants, and heavy jack boots. Made sense. Aren’t snakes cold-blooded?

      Faster than my vision could track, Mohawk rushed at the bed. I let out a sissified scream, clawed at Tanner like a damn girl, and hollered, "Don’t let him take me."

      Tanner, with no regard for his own safety, rose to meet Mohawk. The covers fell off his naked body and puddled at his knees. Tanner drew back his fist. His back muscles bunched, and he let one punch fly at Mohawk. The creature from the dark outposts dodged Tanner’s fist the same way he’d have avoided walking through a spider’s web.

      My hope sank. Of course Mohawk could counter any physical attack and beat it. He wasn’t even human. My friend and mentor, Mysti Whitebyrd, called beings like Mohawk chthonic beings. The only way we had any chance of beating him was to use magic.

      Shoving the covers off my naked body, I crouched next to Tanner, drawing on our combined magic, and let loose a bolt of electric fire. It slapped into Mohawk’s chest and died there in a puff of smoke. The smell of singed leather competed with the being’s swampy, snake stench. He opened his mouth, let his snake fangs show, and hissed. The sides of his neck flared out like a cobra’s.

      One skinny, long-fingered hand flashed out, grabbed my arm, and yanked me off the bed. Tanner let out a warrior’s yell and leapt on Mohawk. The snake man held my arm so tight the bone began to ache. In a second, my lower arm began to tingle from having the blood flow cut off. With his free hand, Mohawk plucked Tanner off him like an errant kid and slung him back on the bed.

      Tanner rolled to his feet and tensed to launch himself at Mohawk again. The monster held out one hand. A flash of light, not unlike the one I’d tried to blast Mohawk with, blazed into Tanner. He fell on his side, holding his chest and gasping.

      I quit fighting to get away from Mohawk and launched myself at him, jabbing at his eyes with my fingers. He let go of my arm to fight me off, curled his other hand into a fist, and slammed it into my sternum. Pain bloomed in my midsection. My legs folded, and I sank to the floor of my camper, where I lay naked and curled into the fetal position, struggling to breathe.

      Tanner, a red welt forming on his chest, got to his feet. He was ready to fight again. Mohawk pointed one finger at him. "Stop now, Tanner Jackson Letts, or I’ll kill you."

      No. I wouldn’t let Mohawk kill Tanner. He didn’t even deserve to be in the middle of this. I tried to draw breath to speak. My injured sternum spasmed, refusing to let me draw more than the shallowest wisp of oxygen. I held up one hand to Tanner and shook my head.

      Tanner frowned and gave Mohawk a death glare. His battle-scarred fists clenched.

      Mohawk flicked his forked tongue at Tanner. "One more attack, and I’ll consider Peri Jean Mace in violation of our agreement.”

      “She’d never make a deal with a piece of shit like you.” Tanner’s chest rose and fell with each breath. A vein throbbed in his forehead. He was ready to go to war.

      Mohawk’s woody brown eyes flicked over my naked body. His pupils expanded, and his nostrils flared. He chuckled. “If that’s what you believe, you don’t know this woman very well.”

      A chill started at the base of my spine and spread over my body. I shook my head again at Tanner, silently pleading.

      Recognition flooded his face. The fury went out of his green eyes as though a switch had been flipped. Shoulders slumped, he dragged on his clothes, retrieved mine, and helped me into them. I had a hard time uncurling my body. Each pull on my abdominal muscles sent stabbing pain through my bowels.

      Mohawk sat at my camper’s table watching our progress. He drummed long, sharp fingernails on the table and checked the time on his phone every few seconds.

      When I could speak, I said, "Why did you break into my home?"

      "We have a bargain. I can tell you haven’t forgotten. Did you think you could fight your way out of it?"

      I shook my head. Tanner set a glass of cold water in front of me, face set in hard planes of anger. We exchanged a glance. I’d told him as little as possible about Mohawk and the deal I’d made. Some part of me had hoped it would just go away. I should have known better. Never taking my eyes off Mohawk, I sipped the water.

      “I’m not a cheater. I do what I say I’ll do. But you promised to contact me through the marble. I thought you’d changed your mind and come to just take me.” If I failed to fulfill my end of the bargain with Mohawk, I’d forfeit my freedom. Become his slave. Bear his offspring. I shuddered at the thought.

      "Then you do want to attempt to find the book?" Mohawk checked his phone again. Like he had anything more interesting to do than harass me.

      "Anything to get you out of my life." I took my first deep breath, and then another just to make sure I could do it again.

      "At the risk of sounding like a broken record, I want to remind you that coming with me voluntarily would satisfy all debts." Mohawk set down his phone and leaned forward. "I am willing to grant your freedom in five years’ time. You only have to…"

      “She’s not going anywhere with you,” Tanner shouted.

      Nausea roiling in my sore stomach, I ignored Tanner and spoke to Mohawk. "No. I’ll get the book. Whatever it takes, I’ll get it.”

      Mohawk sat back in his seat and watched both of us for several long seconds. Finally, he heaved a deep sigh, reached into an inside pocket of his jacket, and withdrew an old, wrinkled photo. He set it on the table.

      A young woman with wispy blond hair blowing in a long-dead wind stared out at a vista of tree-covered hills. A minidress with a geometric pattern showed off her shapely legs. The garment’s cut suggested the picture might have been taken in the late sixties.

      The young woman clutched a huge book to her chest. On the visible end of the book was metal twisted into a circles and dots pattern that raised the hair on the back of my neck. Even the years separating me from this book were not enough to hide the wrongness of it. It probably didn’t help that Mohawk had already hinted at what it did to people who read it.

      "This is the book? The one you want me to find?" I reached out to touch the picture with my index finger but drew it back. I didn’t even want to touch an image of the nasty thing. Tanner crowded in for a closer look.

      Mohawk nodded. "This human is the last one to possess the book.” He slid out of the bench seat and took the few steps to the camper’s door.

      "Wait." I shot out of the bench seat, shoved around Tanner, and went after Mohawk. "I need more information. I don’t even know her name."

      Mohawk spun to face me. I halted in my tracks. He tilted his head, dead eyes boring into me. His tall, stiff hair scratched against the cabinet over my sink.

      "Why would I help you? I’ve told you how I’d like this to end.” He ran one skinny, cold finger over my face.

      Cold horror radiated outward from where he touched. I backpedaled away from Mohawk and sat down in the seat he’d just vacated hard enough to jar the breath from me.

      "You have…" Mohawk looked at his phone again. "Oh, let’s make this fun. You have seventy-two hours from right now. Failure means you belong to me.”

      My lungs constricted, and my mouth dried up. A lifetime as Mohawk’s consort would drive me mad. Blood roared in my ears. Mohawk smiled.

      "This is your last chance to come with me voluntarily. As promised, I’d release you in five years. But if you play this out and fail?" He clucked his tongue. "You’ll be mine for the rest of your natural life.”

      “Now wait a minute…” Tanner, who’d gotten control of his anger, took a step toward Mohawk.

      The creature hissed and pointed one finger at him. “Interfere, and you’ll die crying for your mother.”

      I grabbed Tanner’s arm, sweat stinging my forehead and scalp, and pulled him close. Tanner put one arm around me. The three of us glared at each other, barely breathing. One drop of sweat rolled down the back of my head, down my neck, and left a cold trail down my back. Mohawk’s pupils grew larger until they spread over most of his eye. A smile twitched at the corner of his mouth.

      "Last chance.” He sang the words.

      I shook my head. "I’ll find the book."

      He laughed and stepped out into the night, leaving the camper’s door hanging open.

      Tanner walked to the door, closed it, and locked it. He turned to me, green eyes burning bright and intense. “All right. Time to come clean about that asshole and whatever he’s holding over you.”

      I took a deep breath. “You remember me telling you about the hag that almost killed Hannah?”

      “It attached itself to you, and to get rid of it, you had to buy it out of slavery.” His face slackened. “That was the hag’s owner? Sweetie, why did you…” He put both hands over his face and took deep breaths. Finally he dropped them. In a deceptively calm voice, the one he used before he started screaming, he asked, “What happens if you don’t find the book?”

      My voice trembled when I spoke. "He admires the line of witches I’m descended from. He wants to have a child with me."

      Tanner’s face fell in shock. "But I thought you were…couldn’t have kids."

      I shook my head. "It can be fixed by a healer. I’ve just never…"

      Never what? Wanted to risk having a child? Wanted to see how badly whoever fathered it could screw up both our lives?

      "But any child you had with him wouldn’t even be human." Tanner’s face paled, and he swallowed hard.

      I imagined the result of a union between Mohawk and me. A sour wave of nausea shot up my throat. I ran into the bathroom, fell to my knees in front of the toilet, and barfed.
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      Tanner held my hair while I called dinosaurs. When I was finished, he wiped my face with a cold cloth. I sat on the floor, eyes closed, leaning against the tiny door to the camper’s only full-length closet space, too weak to move just yet.

      Tanner ran more cool water on the cloth and wiped my forehead with it. I felt a rush of love for him. I opened my eyes to stare at his not-quite-handsome face and his brilliant eyes.

      Sweet Tanner, so sincere and helpful. We exchanged a smile. With one arm, I pushed myself off the floor. Tanner pulled me to a standing position. I got out my toothbrush and brushed the awfulness out of my mouth.

      He watched me. "Tell me about this book. What does it do?"

      I spat out toothpaste and turned on the faucet to wash it down. "Best I can understand, it instigates murder and mayhem."

      Tanner frowned in the mirror.

      "Mohawk was once worshipped as a god. He compelled his followers to draw symbols on the walls of caves. These symbols drove his worshipers into a violent religious frenzy."

      Tanner, who’d dealt in magical items all his life, thought this over. "The symbols probably created a mild hypnotism. So you’re saying the symbols from the caves ended up in these books?"

      I nodded. "There’s three of these books. Mohawk wants this one back into play."

      Tanner made a disgusted face. The gravity of my task hit me. I was going to release evil into the world to save myself from an awful fate.

      I examined myself in the mirror. Could I really be so selfish? Tanner stood behind me in the mirror and put his arms round my waist.

      "I know what you’re thinking." His whisper sent a shiver through me. "You can’t look at it that way. You have to value yourself enough to fight for your own survival. Whatever it takes."

      He released me, helped me back to the table, and sat me in front of that creepy picture while he rummaged in the refrigerator. He was about to make me ingest some of the awful sports drink he loved. And I felt so bad I’d probably do it.

      I studied the picture while he filled a glass with ice. The woman holding the book had a sweet face ruined by evil, dead eyes. Her fingers curled around the edge of the book possessively. Was she dead or alive? I concentrated on the picture. Sometimes I could tell if a person in a picture was alive or dead. But this time, I only got a whiff of dry, dusty air. I turned the picture over. Scrawled on the back were the words "Devil’s Rest, 1973."

      Tanner set my neon-colored drink in front of me. "Any ideas?"

      "No." I hid the lie by putting the condensation-covered glass to my forehead. Tanner couldn’t know about Devil’s Rest or 1973. He’d only want to help, and it might get him killed. No. I had to do this alone.

      A plan pieced itself together. I’d get in my truck and leave everything, including Tanner, here.  My friends and family would be pissed, but they’d be safe.

      Tanner watched me, brows drawn together. "You’re lying." One hand flashed out and snatched the picture from me. He held it close to his face, studying it.

      Don’t turn it over. Please. I sat still as possible, as though that would make my hasty prayer come to pass.

      Tanner squinted at me across the table. "What are you hiding?"

      Not waiting for an answer, he put the picture close to his face again, memorizing details. I held my breath and begged the universe to make him give it back. Don’t let him see the name Devil’s Rest. Tanner moved the picture a few inches away from his face, eyes moving back and forth. He turned over the picture. I wanted to scream at him to drop it, but Tanner had a stubborn streak.

      Now he raised his eyes to mine. "What’s Devil’s Rest?"

      I shook my head.

      He pushed the picture across the table. "I see plans forming behind those dark eyes. Tell me."

      "I’m leaving as fast as I can. Before anyone wakes up." I put my fingers on top of the picture.

      "What? Why?" Tanner, always eager to involve others, never understood the wisdom of going the course alone.

      "They’ll want to help." I said the words as though my family’s help came with cooties.

      "The more of us there are, the faster we can get it done." Tanner drank down his own over-sweet sports drink.

      "No way. Mohawk doesn’t want me to find his book. He wants me to fail so he can make me his slave. If they get in the way, they’re toast." I finished off my sports drink in three big gulps with a grimace and a shudder.

      Tanner thought this over in his usual solemn way, head lowered, hair fallen across his face. After a few seconds, he nodded. "You’re right. Let me go get a shower and pack. We’ll leave a note for them."

      This was the hard part. "You can’t go either, sweetie."

      He stood, came around the table, and shoved his way into the booth seat next to me, crowding me in. "I go where you go." Before I could answer, he kissed me.

      A few seconds later, I pulled away, heart hammering, body flushed. "I’m serious. You can’t go."

      Those eyes, molten green and hot as asphalt at the end of August, hardened. "Why not?"

      "There are a thousand ways this could go bad." I cupped his face in both hands, hoping to soften the blow. "I need to know you’re safe."

      Tanner snarled and pushed my hands down. "You don’t trust me."

      I shook my head. That wasn’t it. I trusted Tanner with everything I had. My body, my life, my belongings. The person I didn’t trust was myself. Things tended to go wrong around me, and people got hurt. Like Wade Hill. There was one who’d never speak to me again.

      An expedition like this could change everything. Tanner and I had gotten together in the midst of extreme danger. Another bout of extreme danger might be too much. I cut the thoughts off cleanly. What needed doing? Pack for Devil’s Rest. Go talk to Hannah.

      I climbed over Tanner to get out of the booth style dining table and went to my bed. There I lifted my mattress to access the storage underneath and pulled out both my witch pack and the traveling hatbox I used for a suitcase. The latter had been a gift from Hannah. She’d bought it in Austin from an artist who’d painted runes and ravens all over it. I hefted the hatbox onto the table, opened it, and began tossing in the freshly laundered clothes.

      Tanner followed. "That Queenie woman was right about you."

      "Huh?" Busy calculating what I’d need for three days—because nothing mattered after that—I barely heard Tanner.

      "Look at me." He grabbed my wrist, hard enough to make me gasp at first, then loosened his grip. "Stop packing." He spun me to face him. His eyes burned into mine. "That woman said you live like a ghost in your own life. That’s what you’re doing right now by not wanting me to go with you."

      "Hey, you’re right. Let’s all go. Go tell Dillon and Finn to get the kids ready to travel." I threw another handful of underwear into my hatbox. "No, wait. Let’s go get Hannah first. She really needs some more fucking trauma in her life."

      Face reddening, Tanner narrowed his eyes into angry slits. "Don’t blow me off." His voice rose to a shout on the last couple of words. Someone’s dog started barking. He took a deep breath and spoke nearly in a whisper. "Do not blow me off. You know exactly what I’m talking about."

      I yanked my wrist away from him. "No. I most certainly do not. All I know is my whole life is a circus of tragedy and danger, and I don’t want you dragged into it."

      Maybe a quick session of mattress rodeo would soothe his hurt feelings. I sidled close to him and brushed my lips against his.

      He wasn’t finished saying his piece and talked against my lips. "Then let me go with you. Finding stuff like this book is what I do. I can help you."

      I drew back to stare at him. What he said was true. But what else came with it? Danger for him. Maybe death. I shook my head.

      "Let me go take care of this. I’ll make up for it when I get back." I trailed my fingers down his bare chest.

      He moaned and planted soft kisses along my jawline. "I know exactly what you’re trying to do right now."

      "Me too." I popped open the button on his pants and dipped my fingers inside, still thinking about the time and getting out of here before people started stirring, and tugged him toward the bed.

      Tanner didn’t let me pull him. He planted his bare feet and stood like a statue. "You’re avoiding the subject. I said you live in your life like a ghost. In order to keep from thinking about it, you’re trying to get me naked."

      I glanced down at the front of his pants. "You want to be naked with me."

      He put his arms around my waist and pulled me against him. "But I also want to talk to you about this."

      "About what?" I let my chest rub against his.

      His eyes slid closed, and he pulled me against him hard enough to make us both grunt. He shook his head and pushed me away.

      "Listen, please." He held up one hand. "That lady, Queenie, said you walk in your own life like a ghost. I know what she’s talking about. You tiptoe around like you don’t belong here rather than just living. Not wanting me to go is part of it."

      My face heated. "That’s not true."

      He rolled his eyes and huffed out an ugly laugh. "Of course not."

      I closed the distance he’d put between us, pressed my lips against his hot skin, and slipped my arms around his waist. "I can’t risk you going with me and getting hurt, maybe even dead. What if I lose and he takes me as his…concubine?" The idea made my mouth dry, and I swallowed hard. "He’ll kill you if you fight him. Or he might kill you for fun. Or he might take you as well. This is no game."

      "And what we faced together a few months ago was a game?" He cupped my chin and tilted my head to look at him.

      I shook my head. "No. It wasn’t a game either."

      "I helped you then, and I want to help now." He slid one hand under my shirt and ran his fingers over my bare skin. I shivered.

      "Not this time." I tugged him toward the bed, to make that the last thing we did together, rather than argue.

      But Tanner pushed my hand away and stepped around me to open the door. The sound of frogs singing drifted into the camper. "I’m going to shower and pack my bag. If you’re not here when I get back, we’re done."

      Knowing I was beat, I waited until the door slammed before I got up and finished my packing. I grabbed my bags and a wad of cash I kept for rainy days and slipped out of the camper.
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      Next door, in Tanner’s seventies era camper, the lights shone and the sound of water hitting the walls of the shower drifted through the night air. Sadness rose up, swelling in my chest. I took out my phone and dialed Brad Whitebyrd’s number. He picked up on the fourth ring, his voice thick with sleep.

      I didn’t bother with pleasantries. "Get up, get out here, and stop Tanner from leaving in about ten minutes."

      "Who is it?" Jadine’s voice asked.

      "Peri Jean, what is this about?" Brad groaned.

      "Mohawk’s ready for me to find his book." Brad knew all about my bargain with Mohawk from his sister, Mysti. "Tanner wants to help, and he can’t. Stop him." I hung up and walked to Hannah’s camper, teeth clamped on my lower lip to keep from getting all weepy. Control yourself. I heard Priscilla Herrera in the command and was still puzzling over how I felt about that when the door to Hannah’s motorhome swung open.

      She peeked out. "Hurry if you’re going to leave him behind."

      She motioned me inside her luxury liner. A divorce settlement from her husband, a major league baseball player, let her do everything first class.

      "Did our argument wake you?" I hoped not. I didn’t want to hear what Hannah thought about the things Tanner and I had said to each other.

      She shook her head. "I was already awake. Leon likes to leave early."

      I raised one eyebrow. I knew they’d been dating but hadn’t realized they’d progressed to the point of sleepovers, even sneaky ones. Sounded like a good arrangement right then. At least everybody in the world didn’t know their business. I might try it with Tanner’s replacement. My heart gave a little ache at that.

      "I didn’t hear much, really." Hannah rubbed my back. "I only know what I do because Tanner said that last bit to you after the door was open. So Mohawk’s back?"

      Hannah amazed me. She could take a few random facts and figure out a world of information.

      "I’ve got seventy-two hours to find that stupid book or I become his bride." I screwed up my courage to ask her the question I’d come to ask.

      Hannah made a face. "Do you want me to come with you? I can be packed and ready in ten minutes."

      I shook my head. "I meant what I told Tanner. I don’t want anybody else involved in this. Too dangerous. That’s why I’m here. I need your gun."

      I stood still, my heart thundering. I’d never asked anybody for a gun in my whole life. This was the first time I honestly thought one might help me.

      Most people would have asked me a zillion questions. Hannah just nodded and walked to the back of her fancy motorhome. A cabinet opened and closed. She came back holding a little zippered pouch in zebra print.

      "This one’s not registered to anybody. I got it after the business with King and the Six Guns. I keep thinking Corman’s going to come back to finish things." She held the cute little pouch out to me. I took it, surprised at its weight, and tucked it into my hat case.

      Hannah cleared her throat. "The only thing is…well, I hate to say this. But I don’t think it’ll kill Mohawk."

      I raised my head so we could look at each other while I had my say. "It’s not for him. It’s for me. I won’t let him take me alive."

      Hannah and I stared at each other for several long seconds. She held out her arms. I went to her, and we hugged tight.

      I spoke first. "If we don’t see each other again, I want you to know I’ve been grateful to have you in my life."

      She pulled back from me and put her hands on either side of my face. "Same. I love you."

      We hugged again, this time harder. I pulled back and said, "I need to go before Tanner gets out of the shower."

      She nodded and wiped at her cheek. "If you do make it back, you need to think about what Tanner said. About tiptoeing through your life."

      "Thought you didn’t hear much." My skin heated as I tried to remember everything Tanner and I had said.

      "I heard that. And he’s right." She opened the door for me, indicating she’d said her peace.

      I walked out but turned back to her. "He won’t be here when I get back. And he’s wrong anyway."

      She smiled. “Tanner might surprise you. Most guys would have taken the piece of ass and let you go."

      My face heated. Didn’t hear anything, my ass.

      Brad Whitebyrd sat on the hood of Tanner’s truck when I came out of Hannah’s motorhome. I walked over, climbed up, and gave him a hug. He put both arms around me and rested his cheek on my shoulder.

      "You should call Mysti. She'd help you." He ended the hug and stared hard at me.

      "So would everybody in this camp, including your wife. It might get them killed." My voice trembled on the last word.

      Brad hung his head. He wouldn’t offer up his pretty bride as a sacrifice to my drama, and I'd never ask him to.

      "Goodbye," I whispered.

      Orev perched on the rearview mirror of my truck. "Caw caw caw."

      I opened the truck’s door and laid a towel on the passenger seat while he worked his way inside. Then I climbed into the driver’s seat and drove out of there like the devil was riding my bumper.

      A few miles down the road, I stopped at a convenience store and looked up Devil’s Rest on my phone. It was south and west of San Antonio. At least seven hours from my current location. I got on Louisiana State Route 6 and drove into the darkness of the new morning.

      That final bit of nighttime and the lonely highway woke up the ghosts of my regrets. Tanner. Leaving the way I had was a bitch move, one he didn’t deserve. I’d become attached to him and then let myself get scared about it. I should have done things differently. I should have said goodbye to my family.

      "I’m sorry. I’m sorry," I whispered, tears dripping from my jawline.

      The yellow stripes disappeared under my headlights with no answer. Maybe there wasn’t one.

      I crossed the Texas-Louisiana border just as the sun peeked over the tall pine trees. It rose blazing into a sky already white with humidity and chased away the velvet of the morning like a mean dog protecting his yard. I kept driving and stopped in Lufkin at a McDonald’s for breakfast but couldn’t make myself order more than coffee, which I drank while sitting on the hood of my truck, smoking. I offered Orev cat food, but he flew off and came back later with a snake which he ate right in front of me.

      I turned away and text messaged Cecil about what had happened and what I’d be doing. He tried to convince me to wait for the family to join me, but I wouldn’t even tell him the name of the town where I was going. Cecil finally gave up, told me he loved me and to call if I decided to quit being a jackass and accept his help. I wanted to ask if Tanner had left Sanctuary but couldn’t bring myself to do it.

      I got in my truck and checked the map function on my phone to see how much farther to Devil’s Rest. Five and a half hours from Lufkin.

      Just to torture myself, I went into my contacts and pulled up Tanner’s. A picture of him smiling, the sun peeking out from behind his head. I had treated him shabbily, like he didn’t matter. He’d responded the only way someone with any self-respect could. By removing himself from my life.

      My finger hovered over the call button. The urge to call him itched, nearly impossible to resist. It wouldn’t cost me anything but pride to apologize. He certainly deserved it. But I couldn’t make myself call. After a couple of wasted minutes, I put the phone away, started my truck, and got back on the road.

      I pushed the speed limit as hard as I could, ever aware of the minutes passing. As I moved west, the trees got shorter, and the sky stretched open, endless and blue, the sun a frying egg in the middle. The landscape grew sparse, the road ribboning out with waves of heat rippling above it. My phone said it was eighty-two more miles to Devil’s Rest.

      Those final miles beat with urgency. Any minute saved might be the one that allowed me to find the book. A green sign that said Devil’s Rest and pointed left onto a rutted and forgotten-looking asphalt road marked the final turn. I fishtailed as I made it.
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      The town of Devil’s Rest would have reminded me of Gaslight City had it not been for the huge expanse of sky hovering over it. In East Texas, the pines would have hidden the sky, wrapped it in their web of secrets. Devil’s Rest’s stark openness made it seem harsher, more mean. I drove through town on a street called Veterans Drive, not sure how to proceed.

      I had the picture of the woman holding the book, but I didn’t know her name. I didn’t even know where she’d lived or what the book had compelled her to do.

      Tanner’s knowledge of magical items would have been useful here. The voice sounded like some creepy mixture of Priscilla Herrera and me. I ignored it and the flash of remorse it brought. I pulled into the slant parking in front of a row of buildings and already had the truck in park before I realized I was facing a bridal shop, with an out-of-date wedding dress in its dusty window. It would have to be a bridal shop.

      I took out my phone again and scrolled through the pictures I’d taken of Tanner over the course of our short relationship. I got stuck on the one we’d gotten a fellow tourist to take on the ferry from Galveston Island to the Bolivar Peninsula. Tanner had one arm hooked over my shoulders, and we were staring into each other’s eyes, laughing.

      I’d made a mistake. Story of my life. And now I had to sit here in front of a bridal shop mourning it. Screw that. I started the truck, backed into traffic, and cruised to the other end of the small downtown.

      An older one-story building caught my eye. The awning was shaped into long diamonds. Inside each diamond was a neon letter. They spelled Phil’s. Another sign on the window read "Home of Phil’s World Famous Monkey Burger!"

      Gross as it sounded, my stomach rumbled. I whipped into the parking lot. Soon as I opened the truck’s door, Orev scrambled over me and took flight. I let him go and walked across the parking lot to the diner. A cowbell clanged when I opened the aluminum framed door. People turned to stare. I pretended not to see and walked inside.

      The sign over the counter said "Order Here," so I stood in line behind a blond woman with her two kids. The kids wanted dessert more than hamburgers. A minor skirmish ensued. By the time it was my turn, I’d had plenty of time to study the menu. My stomach had stopped rumbling and started roaring.

      "What’s a monkey burger?" I asked the cashier, who wore a nylon uniform that looked like it probably forced your skin to sweat.

      She snorted. "You know how many times I gotta answer that every day?"

      I shrugged and shook my head. "’Least one more, I guess."

      She sighed. "A monkey burger is two hamburger meat patties, grilled onions, a slice of ham, and ranch dressing. Meal comes with one side and a drink.”

      “Why’s it called a monkey burger if…” I began.

      She held up one hand to stop me. “The burger is named for Phil’s daughter. When she was little, Phil called her his little monkey. This is her favorite kind of hamburger. So it’s a Monkey Burger.”

      I might have asked if Phil’s Monkey Burger was really world famous, but the look on the cashier’s face suggested she’d had just about enough questions from me. I kept my questions to myself and ordered the monkey burger meal with onion crisps just because they sounded good and an unsweet tea with half lemonade.

      The clerk took my money and gave me a big plastic number. "Set this on your table. We’ll bring it out to you."

      I chose a booth at the back of the diner and took out the picture of the woman holding the book to look at while I waited. Someone in this little nowhere town probably knew who she was. All I had to do was figure out how to find them.

      I’d seen a sheriff’s office on the way into town. They might be able to help, especially if the woman with the book did something awful, but they also might take offense to me poking around in the county. I’d dated the sheriff of a little nowhere county for a while. He could be a real prick when he thought a stranger might be nosing around.

      One narrow building in the downtown had claimed to be a library. They’d have back issues of newspapers. But unless the librarian knew the woman in the picture, it would be a needle in a haystack search. For the first time since I’d told Brad to leave his sister out of it, I wanted to call Mysti Whitebyrd. She’d help with no questions asked. But she also might come to Devil’s Rest. If I lost this game with Mohawk, she’d die before she let him take me.

      I sat in my booth, watching people come and go, and wanting to scream in frustration. My time was running out, second by second, and I was no closer to finding the book than when I’d started hours ago. The woman I’d been standing behind in line used her phone to take a picture of her young son with ketchup smeared on his face. That gave me an idea.

      Image searches. Someone might have uploaded this very image online with an explanation of who the woman in the picture was and what she did. To find it, all I had to do was run an image search. I should have thought of that to begin with.

      Before I could get out the picture Mohawk had given me, a woman wearing the same type of uniform as the girl who’d taken my order appeared at my side. She set down a plate holding the biggest burger I’d ever seen, a separate basket of crispy fried onion pieces, my drink, and a squeeze bottle of ketchup.

      My mouth began to water. Eat now. Mess with the picture later. I thanked her and dug in.

      As I ate, I realized it had been over twenty-four hours since my meal of Natchitoches meat pies. Tanner and I had chosen to enjoy each other the night before instead of having supper. Hungrier than I thought possible, I polished off the hamburger, most of the onion pieces, and got a refill on the tea and lemonade.

      Remembering my plan to do an image search on the picture Mohawk gave me, I cleared back my plates and wiped the smears of grease off the table. I set out the picture and stood to get the right angle hovering over it. The waitress came back to bus the table.

      "You were hungry." She picked up the plates. "Sure you don’t want some dessert? We got…" Her gaze fell to the picture, and the smile faded from her face. "Damn it. Can’t you people leave well enough alone?"

      I glanced down at the picture. Its mere presence was obviously some kind of social faux pas in Devil’s Rest. Normally I’d have been embarrassed enough to sweat bullets. Not this time. Relief nearly turned my muscles to jelly.

      "You know who this is?" I tapped the edge of the picture.

      She rolled her eyes at me and shouted over her shoulder. "Phil? Phiiiiiil? We got another one."

      A fiftyish man with swarthy skin, a big, fleshy nose, and a stained paper apron covering his clothes came out of the kitchen. "What is it?"

      "This one’s got a picture of Loretta Nell." The waitress reached for the picture, but I snatched it up. No telling what she and Phil would do to it, and it was the only clue I had.

      Phil watched me slide the picture into my bag with narrowed eyes. He punched one stubby finger at me. "You people are a disgrace to the human race. What happened here happened a long time ago."

      Every instinct begged me to cower and apologize. These people had seemed nice enough before the waitress saw the picture, and the hamburger had been delicious. But the last couple of years had taught me something. Once you shit in a bed, it will always be a bed that’s been shit in.

      There was no way I’d win Phil over, get him to buy me a cup of coffee, and tell me a story. Right now, I could do one of two things. Get all the information I could or run.

      "What happened a long time ago?" I asked.

      A lady with a hairspray halo twisted in her seat and snarled worn teeth at me. "You know good and well what you came here for."

      I shook my head truthfully. A little tendril of fear worked its way through me. I had fucked up, and this little scene could go a lot of different ways, none of them any good.

      Phil grabbed me by the arm and tried to pull me away from the table. I pulled out of his grasp and snatched up my bag. This pissed Phil off. He grabbed me under one arm, held me off balance, and marched me toward the door. The other customers forgot their meals and yelled encouragement at Phil, a few of them clapping.

      My fear grew legs and ran rampant, showing me images of what a crowd like this could to do me. If they hurt me bad enough, I wouldn’t be able to look for the book. I staggered along, trying not to fall, and prayed I could make it to the parking lot and relative safety.

      Then someone stuck out their foot. I went sprawling. Phil’s painful grip was the only thing that kept me from face-planting on the floor. I tried to regain my footing, but with Phil yanking me along, the best I could do was take big clown steps the rest of the way to the door.

      The waitress held it open so Phil could sling me onto the rough asphalt. I’d been thrown down enough to know to roll with it and not try to catch myself. One elbow got a good scrape, but I ended up on my feet.

      Phil charged toward me, teeth bared in fury. I held up both hands, already reaching for the power of the mantle. It crackled against my skin and warmed the black opal.

      "Stop right there, Phil." I spoke as calmly as I could, given my elbow had already started to drip blood onto the parking lot.

      Phil took one more step, but then he seemed to sense something. Fear widened his eyes for a flash, but then they narrowed again in rage. "My momma was one of the ones killed by those pieces of garbage. You axe me, ever’ one of them motherfuckers got exactly what he or she deserved."

      The waitress spoke from the door. "Your kind coming here, stirring shit up, disrespects the people of this town."

      Both Phil’s and the waitress’s eyes blazed crazed fury in my direction. Several faces crowded the plate glass windows.

      I backed toward my truck, hands up, mouth shut, and magic at the ready. I recognized the look in their eyes. This kind of zeal couldn’t be talked down. Couldn’t be reasoned with. But it could escalate into something deadly.

      The people who’d burned down my grandmother’s house and tried to beat me and my friends to death had looked just like this. Possessed. Wild. Ready to drink blood and howl at the moon.

      Heart trying to lodge in my throat, I opened the door to my truck, barely holding my magic at bay. It was so close to the surface, I’d have to release it in some way or it might make me sick. Before I could get the door closed, Orev swooped inside. He cawed at me. Hurry.

      “I agree,” I said and started the truck.

      My phone buzzed with a text message. I reached to take it out of my bag, and my concentration slipped. The plate glass window of Phil’s exploded outward.

      I put the truck in gear and backed out in a big hurry. Phil, esteemed inventor of the World Famous Monkey Burger, ran after me for a few hundred yards, screaming obscenities and shaking his fist.

      It wasn’t until I was passing the Devil’s Rest city limits sign that I realized I’d gotten not one but two really good clues to the identity of the lady in the picture. Her name had been Loretta Nell, and she’d been involved in murder.

      I did a U-turn and drove back through Devil’s Rest, toward the only lodging I’d seen.
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      The Devil’s Rest Guest Houses consisted of two facing rows of pastel painted cabins separated by a narrow concrete lane. Each cabin had its own carport, and the sign outside advertised free internet. Even if it was slow as molasses in January, I’d still be able to research Loretta Nell. Just knowing who she was and what happened could go a long way toward figuring out what happened to the book.

      I parked in front of a church next door and took out my phone. Sure enough, Devil’s Rest Guest Houses Wi-Fi signal showed up. Bingo. I tapped on it.

      A box popped up. It read “Enter Your Password.” I groaned. Of course they wanted a password. Otherwise everybody and their dog would be using their signal to surf.

      I took a closer look at the pastel cabins. Might be a nice place to rest and set up home base. Get a hot shower that lasted more than the five minutes the RV hot water heater allowed.

      I moved the truck into the Guest Houses’ parking lot. The first cabin was marked "Office." I went inside. The smell of disinfectant and flower-scented air freshener hit me, and the idea of a warm shower and a bed with clean sheets began to sound as necessary as the internet.

      A woman with a curly cap of iron-colored hair raised her head, took one look at me, and shook her head. "You ain’t staying here. Get out of our town."

      The flat way she said it rocked me. Gossip traveled faster than the bullet train here in Devil’s Rest. In the couple of minutes it took me to drive to Devil’s Rest Guest Houses, someone had called this old bitch and warned her I might be coming. No use arguing.

      Skin burning with humiliation and indignation, I backed toward the door and pushed it open one-handed. I turned and came face to face with a beanpole of a man. Thin lips set in a snarl, he held a short handled hatchet in one hand.

      He leaned around me to speak to the woman at the desk. "She giving you problems, Mama?"

      "Better not be." The woman fixed me with a steady glare, magnified by her thick-lensed glasses.

      I shoved past the guy and hurried to my truck, glancing often over my shoulder, and burned rubber out of the Devil’s Rest Guest Houses. Once it was out of sight, I slammed the flat of one hand into the steering wheel.

      Whatever killing Loretta Nell had done in this town had marked it. But it also must have been pretty famous if people came here on pilgrimages. It must be all over the internet. To hell with it. I didn’t need a motel room to research. I whipped onto the shoulder and dragged my phone out of my bag.

      A message from Tanner hovered at the top of the screen. "Let me know you’re okay."

      I squirmed again over the way I’d acted and unlocked the phone’s screen. No bars and no service. It figured. I put the phone down and pulled back onto the sun-bleached highway.

      I drove away from Devil’s Rest, remembering the map had shown another town not far south. I’d drive a few miles and see if I came to it. Right past the few businesses on the outskirts of town, I spotted a sign that made me slow down.

      Old-fashioned as sock hops and ducktails, the red sign’s white letters, each overlaid with a strip of neon, read Devil’s Slumber Inn. Underneath the name the word "Vacancy" flashed, almost invisible in the bright sun. The sign’s orange arrow pointed toward a one-story L-shaped row of rooms with orange doors. I crept into the empty parking lot, shoulders tensed.

      This could turn out just like things had at the Devil’s Rest Guest Houses. There could be some Brylcreemed golden oldie waiting to chase me out. Town like this, the locals probably didn’t have much excitement. Today must’ve been a kind of Mardi Gras for them.

      The Devil’s Slumber Inn didn’t look like much. It was the kind of place where Mysti Whitebyrd would take in the clean, rolled-up bedspread she kept in the trunk of her Toyota sedan and exchange it for the motel’s. The guest houses would probably have been immeasurably nicer, but I was running low on options. The town I remembered seeing on the map might be ten minutes or an hour away. With no phone service, there was no way to find out.

      The red neon sign on the motel office’s glass door flashed “Open.” Underneath hung a hand-lettered sign that said "Clean Rooms. WIFI for guests only, so don't ask." Only one way to find out if they’d rent me a room. I sighed and climbed out of the truck. Orev hopped out and took off flying.

      "Don’t go far. They might not let me stay," I called after him. The bird kept going. I went inside the motel’s office.

      An electronic bell dinged, and someone yelled, "Just a minute."

      The voice had come from an open door at the back of the office that led down a dimly lit hallway. Probably a small apartment for the owner or caretaker.

      I picked up a faded brochure advertising a nearby spring-fed lake. All the people pictured wore outdated clothing and hairstyles. Stuff from before I was born. The hair on the back of my neck rustled, warning me again something was very amiss in this little hidden hamlet of hell.

      A young guy hurried into the office holding a thick sheaf of printed pages. He set them down on the counter and squinted at me. "You don’t look like a roadhouse chippie."

      I drew back from the assessment.

      Laughing, he held up one extremely pale hand speckled with fine, dark hair. "Sorry. Miz Hester, the owner of the guest houses, already called to warn me you’d be coming by. She told me you had trashy, long black hair and wore eyeliner like a roadhouse chippie."

      I did a slow burn. Prejudice based on what I was—a psychic medium—had dogged me my entire life, getting worse when my witch powers began to manifest. I’d almost been killed for being something I couldn’t help.

      Nasty people like Miz Hester needed a lesson in compassion. Part of me wanted to march back over there and give it to her. But Mohawk’s book and the ticking clock attached to it took precedence. The guy settled his stormy blue eyes on me and quirked his lips in a smile that probably got him laid often.

      "Good thing for you I don’t share Miz Hester’s desire to rid this town of nosy-rosies. Making enough money to keep this place open is more important to me." He leaned forward, eyes still fixed on mine, and said, "Plus, I think you’re hot."

      I took a step back, a little repulsed by this odd guy and his overt come-on. "You’ll rent me a room?"

      The smile again, this time accompanied by a wink. "Sure, why not?"

      I dragged out my brand-new credit card.

      He shook his dark head. "Cash if you’ve got it."

      I hadn’t thought to stop by a bank, which limited my cash reserves, but I nodded.

      The guy quoted me a price that was neither cheap nor expensive, and I paid for two nights. Once he had my cash, he held out one hand for me to shake. "Name’s Dwight Carr, owner and operator of the Devil’s Slumber Inn."

      We shook. Dwight’s hand was cool and dry against mine and stronger than I’d expected. Something wasn’t right about this guy, and it wasn’t just the come-on. I pulled my hand away, resisting the urge to wipe it on my pants.

      "You let me know if I can be of service. And I mean any service." He slipped me a raunchy wink.

      I bit back a smile. The young women who came here to find out about Loretta Nell probably kept Dwight in free ass. Well, he wouldn’t be getting a piece of mine. But I did have a question for him.

      "Actually, you can help me. What do you know about this Loretta Nell person?" I watched Dwight’s face carefully for the flash of anger I’d seen on the other residents of Devil’s Rest.

      Dwight’s smile only broadened. "Only if we can play some show-and-tell. I want to see the picture you flashed at Phil’s Monkey Burger, the one that caused such a ruckus."

      I hesitated, overcome with an irrational fear that Dwight might take the picture from me and rip it up. But my time was running out. Showing him seemed the only way to move forward. I slid the picture out of my purse and set it on the counter, thumb and forefinger holding it to the worn Formica. Dwight tried to take the picture. I shook my head but offered no explanation.

      "Can you turn it around to face me?" The amused glint never left his eyes. I did as he asked. Dwight leaned forward. The smirk fell off his face. "Where’d you get this? I heard rumors about Loretta’s book, but there’s not one picture of it floating around."

      Instead of answering, I put the picture back in my bag. "We’re playing show-and-tell, Dwight, and it’s now your turn. Who’s Loretta Nell, and what did she do that has this town on a gag order?"

      Dwight’s eyes chilled. Fear pricked at the base of my spine. Awareness of how alone I was out here filled my heart and made it thud harder. Dwight reached under the counter and dug around. I stiffened, muscles screaming at me to run, but I held still. He straightened and set a brass key down on the sheaf of papers.

      "You’re in room five."

      I reached for the key, but he put his hand over it.

      "How about we go to room five, and I’ll give you the whole story on Loretta Nell and the Messengers? I’ve got some primo giggle smoke." He pulled the key just out of my reach.

      I’d had enough of Dwight. For all the time he’d wasted, he could have told me Loretta Nell’s life story. If he decided not to let me stay here, it might be a blessing in disguise.

      "I appreciate the offer, but I don’t smoke dope." I packed as much disdain as I could into my refusal, even though I really had nothing against pot. I just didn’t smoke it. "Tell me about Loretta Nell."

      The smile finally fell from his face, and he gave his pretty eyes a practiced roll. "I can’t believe you’re here with that picture and don’t know anything. But all right. Loretta Nell Grimes came here in the early nineteen-seventies with a bunch of other hippies. They called themselves the Messengers."

      What a weird name to call their group. Had they chosen it because they delivered a message from Mohawk’s book? I didn’t ask. The less Dwight knew about why I was here, the better. Something flickered behind his eyes, as though he knew my thoughts, but he continued talking without missing a beat.

      "The Messengers rented a farmhouse outside town and told everybody they were going to live off the land." Here, he snorted as though it was the corniest, most typical thing he’d ever heard. "They stayed to themselves, so people got to thinking they weren’t so bad. Besides, there’d been a couple of pretty brutal murders, whole families, and a couple of kidnappings. People had bigger things to worry about."

      Had one of these been the murder of Phil’s mother? My monkey burger rolled around on my stomach. Dwight watched me, eyes gleaming in a way I didn't like at all.

      "But this one sheriff’s deputy, Freddy Stephens, figured out those hippies were the ones doing the killing." He drummed his opened palms on the countertop and hummed some tune. "Freddy Stephens and some other lawmen raided the farm. It turned into a standoff, and all those murdering hippies ended up full of bullet holes. Except for Loretta Nell. They never found her body." The smile slid back onto his face. "Now…you tell me where you got that picture."

      "A collector." The word popped out before I had much time to think about it. I’d helped Tanner move a few magical artifacts. He always called the people who wanted them collectors.

      "Of pictures?" One of Dwight’s eyebrows cocked, stark black against his pale skin.

      I suddenly wanted to tell him to give my money back. My truck would be an okay place to sleep for the next two nights. Maybe I could use the public library’s internet. Even if I had to pay for it.

      "Come on. Maybe I can help you." This time he wasn’t flirting. He was curious what I had going on.

      "The collector I’m working for wants Loretta Nell’s book." I kept it short and simple.

      Dwight nodded slowly. "The book. Yeah. Your picture’s the first I’ve seen to prove its existence. I’d only heard rumors. Supposed to be some kind of book of the dead. Sacrifice to the god, and you’re all powerful." He waggled his fingers and made a woo-woo sound. He had to take his hand off the key to put on his little finger puppet show, and I snatched it. My fatigue made me clumsy, and I dragged the sheaf of papers off the desk.

      "Shit," I yelled as papers fluttered to the floor.

      Dwight hurried through a swinging half-door separating the counter from the reception area and knelt to help me pick up the papers. I dropped to my knees to help him.

      "I got it," he snapped.

      I ignored the little turd and began picking up papers. They were covered with row after row of email addresses. Dwight saw me looking. His shoulders slumped, and the confidence fell off him.

      "This place doesn’t get the most business. I’ve been trying a little email marketing." Red spots blazed high on his cheeks.

      Devil’s Rest didn’t seem like a place to get rich. And I didn’t think emailing all these people would get him more business. Different strokes. "So about the book. Any ideas where I could start looking for it?"

      "I’ve been out to that farmhouse dozens of times. If that book was there, I think I’d have found it." Dwight went back to stacking his email addresses, popping them against the counter.

      Something about this place, and Dwight, made me itch. I lifted the sleeve of Tanner's too-big Foo Fighters shirt and scratched my arm. Dwight's eyes widened at the sight of my raven tattoo. I dropped the sleeve.

      He straightened. "You know, you might have better luck searching for Loretta Nell's book at the farmhouse yourself. Why I don’t I give you directions?"

      "I’d appreciate that." I had already started formulating a plan. If this had been a made-for-TV movie, sweeping victory music would have been playing in the background.

      Dwight reached under the counter again and pushed a home-printed brochure at me. "Map’s ten dollars. Cash."

      Inwardly growling, I dug out the ten-spot and snatched the map.

      "What's the internet password?" I wanted to knock the smile off Dwight’s face.

      "Loretta." Dwight’s laughter followed me into the hot parking lot.
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      I glanced at room five and turned over the brass key in my hand. Should I go to my glamorous room and try out Dwight’s internet access to learn more about Loretta Nell and the Messengers? After all, I’d gotten a room so I could access the web.

      The lengthening shadows gave me my answer. No. Better to use the last of the daylight to visit the farmhouse.

      I got into my truck, turned on the air conditioning, and studied the map. A big red x marked the farmhouse. Unless Loretta Nell escaped the police raid, which I doubted, she’d died in the farmhouse or on the grounds. The best and easiest way for me to find out about the book would be to contact her spirit.

      Loretta Nell herself could tell me the location of the book. I'd banish her for her trouble, get the book, and see if I could salvage my relationship with Tanner. The more I thought about it, the less I wanted to see him walk away. He mattered to me unlike any man—even Chase Fischer—had.

      Come to think of it, maybe I did have an immediate use for Dwight’s internet. I still hadn’t answered Tanner’s text message. Even though there was still no phone service, there was internet as long as I had Dwight’s silly password. I logged in and tapped out a quick email.

      
        
        Tanner,

        No cell service out here in the wilds. Hope you are checking your email.

        Things are okay. I’m here in Devil’s Rest and think I have a line on this book. Maybe I’ll be finished faster than I thought.

        Please forgive me for the way I acted.

        xoxox PJM

        

      

      I tapped send and had to wait several seconds for the confirmation ding. Dwight’s internet sucked. But hadn’t everything about this trip?

      I spent a few minutes hunting through my witch pack and the covered bed of my truck to make sure I had everything I needed. Then I started the truck and put it in gear.

      Dwight’s map instructed me to reset my vehicle’s trip meter before I left the Devil’s Slumber Inn. Then I was to drive exactly ten point two miles south of Devil’s Rest and turn onto an unmarked dirt road. The helpful note on the map said the road’s official name was Stephens Ranch Road, but dark tourists kept stealing the sign. The county eventually quit bothering to replace it.

      Stephens Ranch Road turned out to be hard to miss. A tall, rusted metal archway with a big S on either side marked a dirt road winding into the hills. I turned onto it, bumped over the cattle guard, and drove along feeling pretty good about things. If it all went well, I could be headed back to my friends and family tonight.

      But then the road came to a fork, both branches stretching off into nowhere. I took out the ten-dollar map and studied it more carefully. It didn’t show a fork in the road. Had I turned off on the wrong unmarked road? I didn’t think so. All the landmarks had matched up with Dwight’s cheesy map.

      I took the road to the right because I didn’t want to waste the time to backtrack. According to the map, the farmhouse was three miles from the state highway. I’d gone a mile and a half, so I’d either be there soon or not.

      The road took me up a steep incline that switched back and forth up the side of a hill. I chugged along at little more than a crawl because each second made me more sure I’d chosen the wrong branch. Now I’d have to find somewhere to turn around or back down the way I came. Turning around would be a bitch because this little road was barely wide enough to accommodate my truck.

      At two and three-quarters of a mile, the hill flattened out into a grassy clearing overlooking miles of rolling green hills below a deep blue sky broken only by a few puffy clouds. The place seemed vaguely familiar, but the Texas Hill Country was full of views like this one.

      Something moved at the edge of my vision. I turned to see three men getting out of a truck parked on the far edge of the clearing. They sauntered toward my truck. The chubby one in the middle with sunburned cheeks waved. One of his two companions, a pig-faced guy wearing a muscle shirt to show off his nice body, smiled at me. The third one, nondescript with his mousy hair flopping in his face, marched along with his head down like he was going to war.

      My body tightened. I had two choices. I could slam the truck in reverse, do a quick donut, and haul ass back down the road I came in on. Or I could see if these men might give me directions.

      A stinging combination of apprehension and doubt simmered in my guts, the bane of womanhood. I’d been on my own most of my life and considered myself a capable woman. But the hardest part was knowing when to take a chance on people being normal and helpful and when to run. It could go either way. Once it did, things would happen fast, and it would be too late. I made sure the gearshift was in drive and kept my foot on the accelerator.

      The chubby guy with sunburned cheeks smiled wider and hollered, "You lost, lady?"

      The other one, with the ugly face and the nice body, yelled, "Looking for the old Stephens farmhouse?"

      I started to nod, but then it hit me that the third guy with the floppy brown hair had disappeared. Where had he gone? I took my eyes off the first two guys and searched for him. As I stared out the windshield, Floppy Hair leapt onto the hood and jeered at me. My fear snapped. I screamed.

      The other two men laughed and closed the distance faster than I’d given them credit for being able to move. The chubby one yanked at my door and frowned when it wouldn’t open. He yanked again.

      "Open this door, you bitch." He beat on the window with a meaty fist. Now that I could see his eyes, I knew I never should have stayed. They glinted pure, wild crazy.

      The pig-faced one, eyes just as wild as Chubby’s, pulled a hammer out of his back pocket and hefted it in one hand as though testing the weight.

      Go, go, go. I snapped into action, jamming my foot down on the gas pedal. The truck shot forward.

      Pig-Face bleated a high-pitched squeal but couldn’t jump out of the way in time. The truck moved him. I tensed for the huge bump of running him over, but it never came. Chubby chased my truck, beating his fist on the side, his face so contorted with rage he barely looked human. I swerved toward him. He tried to jump away and fell into a cactus. His pain-filled scream made something inside me wake up and blink sleepily at the world.

      Anger always simmered close to the surface for me. Now it came at me full steam. I wanted to hurt Pig-Face and Chubby again. The urge was so strong, vivid, bloody images accompanied it. But I’d had a lifetime’s practice controlling my anger—or at least knowing when to run before I got my ass whipped.

      I put more pressure on the gas pedal and made a U-turn, cruelly steering my truck over the rough terrain. An ATV buzzed to life and burst out of the bushes near the mouth of the road, racing to block me from leaving. Floppy Hair sat on the back. His hair streamed out behind him like a banner.

      I gunned the engine even harder. Floppy Hair and I reached the road at the same time. He gave me demonic grin that would never pass for normal, accompanied by a satisfied raise of his eyebrows. As though to say “got you now.”

      Maybe some women would have stopped to keep from damaging their vehicle. Others might have stopped because they didn’t want to run over Floppy Hair. I wasn’t either of those women. I swung the steering wheel toward the ATV and never let off the gas. Floppy Hair could do nothing but let me hit him or get out of the way. He chose the latter, missed the road, and jounced down the steep hill. I hoped the ATV rolled over and killed his sorry ass.

      I hightailed it back to the Y in the road and sat hunched over the wheel, taking deep breaths and shaking. Part of me expected my would-be attackers to come chasing after me. But I’d fucked them up pretty bad. It would take them a while to regroup and work up their nerve again. If they came back, I’d show them my magic. Make all of us sorry.

      I stared down the other fork in the road. Would traveling it bring me just as bad of luck as the first fork? My instincts yelled at me to get back to the motel and find someone to come back out here with me. But who?

      I’d run off a perfectly good boyfriend, perhaps the nicest I’d ever had, five hundred miles ago. My conscience didn’t want him here anyway. The same went for my friends and family. Even so, I wished for them with all my heart.

      A familiar black form came to rest on a scrubby little tree’s gnarled branches. Orev. My raven familiar would come with me. He cawed as if saying, yes, he would. His thoughts met mine, and I saw what he’d seen as he flew here.

      Go back toward the main road a bit. There was a place where I could turn around if I was careful. If I drove slowly, the men wouldn’t be able to tell if I’d left the property or if I’d gone down the other fork looking for the farmhouse.

      Orev was right. I did as he suggested, coming upon a grassy crossroads I’d barely noticed before. The turnaround done, I drove back to the fork and took the road I didn’t choose before, driving slowly so as not to create a dust cloud. This was going to work out. I’d find the farmhouse, summon Loretta Nell, and get the book. Easy as chocolate pie.

      The narrow little road went on for so long I figured I’d somehow gotten lost again. But then I rounded a curve and saw a faded red barn. Beyond it stood a white shape that could be nothing but a house. I stopped the truck, twisted in my seat, and stared behind me for the telltale puff of dust from another vehicle following. The shadows had lengthened with the ending day, but other than that, nothing had changed.

      I continued my snail’s pace, still determined not to throw up dust for anybody to see. In the distance, the barn had looked small and quaint. As I got closer, I realized it was a towering building that covered as much ground as three houses. Beyond were mazes of pens and corrals. All empty with boards buckled and warped by the intense Texas heat.

      In back of the barn lay a pile of junk that would have been the envy of any hoarder. A bicycle sat balanced on its handlebars. The wheel’s rim had been torn away, and the spokes pointed at the sky like meat skewers. Imagine falling on that. My skin tightened, and I glanced away.

      I drove toward the farmhouse but didn’t see the graffiti until I got almost to the yard. The white chipped paint had been covered over with phrases like "Josie did it. She killed them all. Josie is just like Loretta Nell," and my personal favorite, "Josie is the devil."

      I stared at the words. Dwight hadn’t mentioned anybody named Josie, but he had mentioned a group called the Messengers. Maybe she’d been one of them.

      I parked near a sagging picket fence that used to be white but was now mostly gray. I slung my witch pack over my shoulder and grabbed the padded case holding my stang in one hand and a pot of grave dirt in the other.

      The faded fence’s gate was warped shut. I had to put down the grave dirt and the stang to power it open. The hinges let out a groan. It echoed over the empty property. The air around the old farmhouse went still.

      The sense of someone, or something, watching pricked at my skin, so intense that I did a slow circle, scanning the horizon for those assholes back at the hill.  Nothing moved. I was alone, but only in the sense of being the only living person for a few miles.

      Had I come here without talking to Dwight first, I’d have still known a bunch of people died here. It hung over the house like a swarm of flies. This old farmhouse was the kind of place where ghost hunters said they saw something.

      If I believed Dwight, and I had no reason not to, the people who died here were murderers. Bad folks. Sometimes dark, ugly shadows came to claim evil souls. But sometimes hell didn’t even want them. They were left to walk the earth, lonely and angry, terrorizing whoever they could.

      I stared into the farmhouse’s second-floor windows. The glass had been busted out and littered the ground near my feet. Rust-colored splotches decorated the crabgrass and broken glass.

      Blood? That didn’t make sense. Dwight had said the cops took out the Messengers in the early nineteen-seventies.

      A board above creaked, and a shadowy figure passed across one of the windows. The whispers of the dead filled the back of my mind. Yes, a spirit here would talk to me. Even if I had to force them.

      I steeled myself, climbed the leaning steps, and picked my way across the porch, mindful of dry-rotted boards. The front door swung open on its own, letting out a stale cloud of pent-up heat. Chest tight, heart hammering, I walked inside.

      Dust motes floated over the narrow, empty living room. I opened my second sight and looked around. Nothing here. But the black opal heated on my chest, pulsing, and Orev cawed outside. A board creaked overhead.

      "Up here, witchy-witch." The sing-songy voice came from both inside and outside my head.

      Loretta Nell Grimes? Only one way to find out.

      I picked my way across carpet so dust covered I couldn’t even tell what color it had been. The narrow staircase climbed one side of the room, going straight up the wall. Climbing these stairs could end with me lying in a pile of broken boards with a rusty nail sticking out of my eye, but the spirit was upstairs. I needed to make contact if I wanted to find the book. The black opal pulsed again, as though in agreement.
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      I slung the stang in its padded case over my shoulder to free up one hand. Gripping the shaky banister with all my strength, I took the first step. The wood groaned but held me. Body tensed, ready to fall, I took the next step. And the next.

      By the time I reached the landing, sweat covered my body, and I trembled all over, breath coming in gasps. Climbing with fear of falling hurt more than pushing a lawn mower all day. I longed for a cigarette but didn’t dare light up in this old tinderbox.

      "Come," the voice whispered all around me.

      The black opal gave one long pulse. With the hair on the back of my neck burred out like a dog’s hackles, I tiptoed down the hallway. The door at the end slowly swung open, the hinges squealing like the pig-faced guy when I hit him with my truck. I swallowed hard and forced myself to keep going.

      The room at the end of the hall was where I’d seen the shadow pass across the windows. I crept inside. The air stunk like death and chilled my skin despite the end-of-day heat.

      The room held a bed pushed against the far wall with a dusty comforter bunched up. The nightstand hung open where it had been rifled either by thieves or thrill-seeking jerks. The room’s air shimmered with dark energy. The mantle uncoiled inside me like a snake seeking sun, ready to fight, and Orev cawed outside. The supernatural was with me, in me, all around me, but I still couldn’t see the ghost.

      "Got you," whispered a female voice, right next to my ear.

      The temperature dropped from a little chilly to cold enough for my breath to puff out in front of me. She was here. I readied my energy to fight a spirit, but the seconds ticked past with no more activity. My shoulders relaxed, and I took a more careful look around the room.

      The way the comforter lay on the bed made it look like someone was underneath it. Creepy. I couldn’t quit looking at it. The fabric rustled. A puff of dust dotted the dying daylight. The comforter rose, the fabric draping over a human shape. My breath caught in my throat. Terror began to uncoil in my stomach. Then I caught myself.

      Spirits did stuff like this to scare the living. It was a great trick, and it probably scared the poopy-poo out of ghost hunters. But I wasn’t one of those. I was Peri Jean Mace, psychic medium and witch. A woman of power. This spirit was the one who’d better watch out. I drew myself to my full height of five-feet-nothing.

      "Loretta Nell?" My voice trembled. What the hell? I cleared my throat. "I just want to talk."

      The comforter flew off the bed, trailing dust, and came right for my face.

      I didn’t have time to yell, to move, to do anything before it wrapped around me in a musty cocoon. A surprised scream escaped me. I sucked in a lungful of musty fabric odor and began to cough. The supplies I’d so carefully collected to summon Loretta Nell dropped to the floor in a heavy crash.

      I staggered sightless around the room, knocking into furniture and walls, trying to pull the comforter away. My thoughts fractured into terrified blocks of information. Can’t see. Can’t breathe. Fear fluttered in my midsection like a trapped bird. Something moved against my legs.

      I stopped in my tracks. What was that?

      The comforter shifted against my torso. I held my breath, heart thundering in my chest. A woman’s high-pitched laugher tinkled in my ear. My throat closed, its dry sides grinding against each other. Something was inside the comforter with me.

      Wild terror eclipsed any rational thought, and I screamed.

      Icy fingers scrabbled over my face, fingernails scratching and tearing. Stinking breath, straight from the grave, filled my nostrils. Panic ripped through me. I grabbed fistfuls of comforter and pulled as hard as I could. It wouldn’t budge.

      My horror, fully unspooled, spread thorny vines through my bloodstream. Stay calm. Stay calm. Mysti always chanted those words when things got out of control. I whispered them to make them seem more real. "Stay calm. Stay calm. There is a way out of this."

      The specter writhed harder against me, its frantic whispers filling my head. “Mine now. Mine now. All mine.”

      Images of gnashing teeth and spurting blood flashed behind my eyes followed by a shaking image of people kneeling before a crude effigy of a snake that looked to be made of human intestines.

      My sanity broke like a glass shattering on the floor, bits spraying in every direction. I drew in a dusty breath and screamed. Fight or flight kicked in. I took a few running steps, tripped, and pitched forward. My shoulder clipped something, probably a wall, and then there was nothing.

      No. The window. I’m falling out the window. I tried to scream, but my voice wouldn’t come.

      Orev’s caws came, along with the sound of his wings flapping. He hit me, flying against the force of my fall. Then there were more birds. The harsh caw of crows joined Orev’s throaty croak. They pushed me back into the room.

      Orev stayed with me, cawing, pulling at the ghost until it detached from me. The nasty comforter crumpled to the floor.

      The ghost flew away from Orev and flashed around the corners of the room, running so fast my eyes couldn’t track it. I opened my second sight.

      That gave me a clearer image of the spirit. A young woman with a puff of cottony blond hair flitted around the room, disappearing, then appearing again. Loretta Nell would have been pretty had it not been for the expression on her freckled face. It was wild, pure vicious animal.

      Normally, I’d try to calm a ghost before attempting to communicate. Instinct told me there was no point this time. I had enough power to force Loretta Nell to talk to me. It felt disrespectful as hell to do that, but she’d tried to kill me. To hell with being nice.

      I got a bundle of sage out of my witch pack and used my cigarette lighter to get it started. Waving it around my body, the same way I’d do with soap in a shower, I cleansed her negative taint off my person. My fear and panic floated away with each inhale of the heady smoke.

      Under my breath, I chanted, "All negative feelings, all negative impulses, get thee out of me," over and over until I felt them go. Then I shook my hands to rid myself of the last of it.

      Good thing I’d brought the supplies to make a strong circle. It would have been too risky to communicate with Loretta Nell otherwise. Her violent death and evil, hate-filled life had left behind a murderous force. She’d tried to drive me out the window to my death. I remembered the blotches on the ground outside and shivered. Had she done the same to others?

      Sacrifices. That’s how she keeps the power.

      Thinking I understood what was going on calmed me. I took a few cleansing breaths and centered myself. The time had come for Loretta Nell to go on to her reward. I reached for the mantle. We’d talk, and then I’d send her packing. Let the entities in the dark outposts have her.

      I zipped open the padded case and pulled out my shroud-wrapped stang. The power of the wood vibrated through my arm and pinged when it touched the black opal. The mantle zipped toward this new power, thrumming through my hand and into my fingertips.

      The two magics touched. A flare of light flashed and rippled through the air around me. It whooshed against my skin like the percussion at a heavy metal concert.

      Loretta materialized in one corner. She fixed her blazing, insane eyes on me and hissed, teeth bared. They were stained red with blood. My stomach crawled at the sight of her, threatening to expel my monkey burger. I forced my mind back on task. Set up the contact.

      My pot of grave dirt had turned over and spilled on the nasty carpet, but there was still enough left to do what I needed. I righted the pot and pulled it near my feet.

      Holding the stang in one hand, I leaned my head back and imagined a dome of light surrounding me. I made it the brightest possible light, so bright the idea of it hurt my eyes and burned against my face like summer sun.

      The musty smell went away, replaced with the smell of warm grass and healthy fertile soil. Somewhere nearby, birds chirped.

      I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with the clean air, and called the corners.

      "I call to the power of North

      I call to the power of East,

      I call to the power of South,

      I call to the power of West

      Join me."

      Around me, the points of the compass fell into place with a flash of power. The golden bubble surrounding me grew with them and strengthened.

      "I call to the power above

      And to the power below."

      The dome lengthened into a sphere and clicked closed. Now it was time to call the elements. I centered my concentration and let the mantle flow throughout, its power dizzying.

      "I call to the element of water." Humidity settled over my skin, and the sound of a brook babbling reached my ears.

      "I call to the element of air." A soft, warm wind filled my circle, chasing away the last of the cold and leaving behind the smell of sunshine and flowers.

      "I call to the element of earth." The wood in the house’s walls, in its floors, sang to life. A low hum filled my head as it spoke to me.

      "And I call the element of fire." A blast of flint filled my nostrils, but fire was also my power. The mantle opened like a ripe flower, filling me to bursting and dancing with anticipation.

      I drove the stang into the grave dirt. The circle clanged like a bell being rung. The air around it rippled. A blast of heavy air hit me, moving through my hair and my eyelashes.

      Now I was as safe as I could be while dealing with something as repugnant as Loretta Nell.

      I dug in my witch pack and found my offering bowls. Into one, I poured olive oil. Into the other, I dumped a little cherry-scented pipe tobacco. I knew so little about Loretta Nell that I could only guess what appealed to her.

      I took out the picture of Loretta Nell, studied the crafty smile curving her lips, memorized the way her arm rested over the huge book she held pressed to her chest.

      Then I put my hand on the stang and called her. I’d pull Loretta Nell’s spirit through the stang so that I had power over her. This would prevent her from hurting me, which she’d already proven she wanted to do.

      "Loretta Nell Grimes." My voice came out guttural and deep, as it often did when I communed with the spirit world. "I call your spirit. Accept these offerings, and answer my questions."

      The floor beneath my feet rumbled. My body tensed, but I pushed away the distraction. I couldn’t freak myself out. If I did, I’d lose control of this situation.

      "Loretta Nell Grimes." The name came out in a growl. "Come. Let us visit. Accept your offerings."

      The stang heated underneath my hand and then cooled. Magic rumbled through it and flowed into my body. She was with me.

      The tobacco began to smoke. Tiny red embers glowed within it. Then a puff of smoke whooshed out as though someone had inhaled and exhaled. It went from brown and moist to gray ash in a second. The oil simmered, rippling and moving, and then boiled down to nothing.

      "Loretta Nell, I understand you’ve been through an ordeal. Show me where the book in this picture is, and I’ll help you feel better." I held out the picture to make sure she saw it.

      The photo fluttered between my fingers. Good. She knew what I meant. Sometimes older spirits no longer understood living ideas.

      "Take me to the book in the picture, Loretta Nell." I couldn’t ask her. I had to sound in control, confident and sure what I wanted her to do.

      Loretta Nell manifested, clearer than ever. She wore the same geometric patterned dress from the photo. Dirt blackened her bare feet. The musk of her body odor filled my nose. She cocked her head at me, the way a dog does when a human speaks to it. Finally she nodded. She understood. I let a little relief seep into my muscles.

      "I’ll show you." With one thin, graceful hand, she motioned me to follow.

      The beauty of making a circle with the stang in the pot of grave dirt was that I could take it with me wherever I went. I picked up the pot and followed Loretta Nell.
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      Loretta Nell’s form floated in front of me, a small gap between her feet and the floor. She led me down the staircase and out the front door. It swung closed behind us with a click that hit me as ominous and final.

      We crossed the yard and went through the warped gate I’d left standing open. Dry, dead grass crunched beneath my feet. Because I was using my magic, the smell of its nutrients filled my nose. The flow of its energy joined mine.

      Loretta Nell led me to the barn. Its huge sliding door yawned open, a maw of blackness waiting inside to swallow us up. Had the door been open when I first saw the barn? I couldn’t remember. But I knew one thing. I wasn’t going into that darkness with no light. I stopped walking and dug in my pocket. My keychain had a tiny light that wasn’t much good for anything except desperation.

      Just a little bit more. I’ll have the book. I can be done with this whole thing. I can go find Tanner, see if I can salvage our relationship. The inner pep talk bolstered my cringing nerves. I thumbed the keychain light and walked into the darkness, mind full of rattlesnakes, spiders, and other stinging dirt monsters.

      Shock molded me to a spot right inside the doorway. I’d expected dark emptiness with a tiny cone of light around me. But inside the barn, a warm, moving light, like that of fire, danced. The walls wavered dimly in the flickering light. Sprays of blood covered them. Bodies hung from the walls.

      A dark shadow slanted over the bodies. The shadow gathered light, which first defined a head and shoulders. A flickering image of Loretta Nell came together in front of the wall. She stood erect, chin high, like an artist before her work. Maybe that’s what it was to her.

      "Why are you here?" She fixed me with emotionless eyes the blue of storm clouds.

      We’d been over this, but I answered anyway.

      "The book in this picture." I took it out again and held it up.

      "You can’t have it. The Serpent God charged me with the duty of spreading his word." Loretta Nell waved one hand at the bodies behind her. As though she’d pulled a switch, their stomachs opened, and ropes of intestines fell to swing between their legs.

      Bile stung the back of my throat. I took deep breaths until I was sure I wouldn’t spew monkey burger lava all over my magic circle. My stomach settled.

      "The Serpent God has sent me to retrieve the book. He demands you release it." I let the mantle give my words a little magical push. Some spirits needed a little convincing.

      Loretta Nell’s blue eyes darkened with fury. Her cute face contorted. "No! The Serpent God wants me to have the book. I am his favorite daughter."

      I took a more careful look at Loretta Nell. Was she the child of Mohawk? I opened my third eye and looked for the taint of otherworldliness on her but only saw an angry, dead human.

      "Loretta Nell, you can move on from this. Whatever happened in your earthly life is done. There’s more." I raised one arm and pointed at the wall. A bright light opened and grew. "I can send you there. You can heal and find peace."

      "Noooooo! My job is to arrange cleansings." She waved her hand again.

      I flinched, expecting further mutilation of the corpses behind her. Instead, the world around me faded.

      Loretta Nell stands in front of a room full of young adults. On the walls are pictures of Jesus Christ on the cross, of Daniel in the lion’s den. It hits me that she’s in a church.

      "What is that slut up to now?" The words come with a tickle of hot breath against my ear.

      I turn and find myself face to face with a teenage girl. She wears cat-eye glasses with black frames etched with white flowers. Dancing hazel eyes meet mine, and she claps one hand to her mouth and giggles through her nose.

      Mind reeling, I force a smile to my face. Do I know this chick?

      Nerdy brown pigtails and a pretty, oval-shaped face. No. I don’t know her. Then why is she talking to me? She must think I’m someone else.

      I glance down to see a powder blue double-knit skirt covering my lap. The outdated fabric stops well above my knees to show off suntan-colored pantyhose. Matching vinyl shoes with a hideous brass buckle adorn my feet. Ick.

      I look around the room. More double-knit polyester. More butt-ugly colors. Button-up collars and shaggy hair for the boys.

      They all look ready to go home and watch Janis Joplin, who isn’t dead yet, on the Dick Cavett Show. And I’m one of them. Cold fingers walk up my back.

      Am I me, Peri Jean Mace? Surely not. This girl beside me wouldn’t be giggling with a thirty-something woman. I grab the tooled leather purse sitting next to me and rummage through, fingers stumbling over a plastic makeup compact. I open it and stare at an unfamiliar heart-shaped face. The girl has pretty brown eyes, fair skin, and brown hair with a widow’s peak. Definitely not me.

      Loretta Nell clears her throat at the front of the room. "I know all y’all probably wonder why I—the bad girl of Fairview Baptist Church…"

      "She’s not a bad girl. Just a slut." The girl next to me giggles, but so do a lot of other kids.

      I want to tell them all to shut up. Loretta Nell brought me back to the time of I Dream of Jeanie and bell-bottoms to show me something. The sooner I see it, the sooner I can get out of this unfamiliar body.

      Loretta Nell reddens. "Fine. I just want to read something to y’all."

      She opens the book, Mohawk’s book.

      My heart begins to thud. I don’t want to hear this after all, and I don’t want to see what it did. I concentrate, trying to push myself out of the vision.

      Loretta Nell begins to read. The words sound like gibberish at first, but then my brain relaxes and I hear them for what they are.

      "You are a wave sweeping over the earth, reaping the red harvest. You feel this wave, rising inside you. You are of a single power. You are of a single purpose. You were made to reap the harvest. You were made to cleanse this earth of the undeserving.” Loretta Nell reads on, but the words all mean the same thing.

      A boy in front of us turns and winks at me. A memory belonging to the girl whose body I’m in flashes. In it, this winking boy mashes his lips against hers, hand squeezing one breast so hard it hurts. She tries to push him away, and he shoves his knee between hers. She slaps his face. He slaps her back and walks away.

      Anger burns in the body I’m borrowing. Loretta Nell’s recitation from Mohawk’s book seeps into the anger, stirring it. My skin heats with is fever.

      That boy—his name is Kevin—needs to be taught a lesson. He needs to be cleansed from the earth. Boys like him, boys who think they can get away with treating girls like toys, shouldn’t be allowed to get away with it.

      Around me, other kids shift in their seats, a few murmuring. Our fury joins together. It gains strength.

      My anger trips into fury as I stare at the back of Kevin’s head. I could hit it and hit it until the skull cracked open and I saw his brains.

      From the back of the room comes, "You nasty bitch. I’ll teach you to spread rumors about me." A pained scream follows.

      The fury inside my head pounds, begging me to show Kevin I won’t take his shit. I grip my purse strap in both hands, slip it over Kevin’s head, and yank down with all my weight.

      The pigtailed girl beside me watches with parted lips. Every once in a while, she licks them. Her hazel eyes flash, and she’s on me, yanking at my hair.

      "You bitch, you think you’re better than everybody else." Her fingers search for my eyes.

      I let go of my purse to stop her, and Kevin leaps over the back of his seat, arms outstretched. He tackles me to the floor, planting his knees on my chest. He slams his fists into my face over and over. The sound of my skull shattering is like the crack of a wet branch.

      In the background, Loretta Nell is shouting, "In his name. In his name. All in his name, you snotty assholes."

      A familiar voice woke me from the vision of hell on earth.

      "Peri Jean! Look at me. Do not take another step. Peri Jean!" A clattering sound followed the words.

      Something popped against my ankle. It stung. The vision faded. I came to, surrounded by a huge, blueberry sky studded by a million pinpricks of starry light. Nothingness stretched out before me. Orev perched at my feet, head reared back to give me another peck.

      "Peri Jean, please listen to me. Please." This time I recognized Tanner’s voice. He wasn’t supposed to be here. I’d let him go because he might get hurt or killed. But now it was too late. He was here, and he wouldn’t leave until we did what we came to do. That snapped me back into the real world.

      I stood on the barn’s roof, a long, damn way to the ground. Panic beat at my chest. Had I climbed up here? I didn’t remember. What had happened in that barn? I’d lost control.

      A wave of fear swam in my head. My foot slipped. A scream tore from my throat. Heart slamming, I fought for balance.

      “You’ll never have the Serpent God’s book,” Loretta Nell’s voice, perfumed with the grave, blew into my face.  “It was entrusted to me.”

      I fought for control, sucking oxygen deep into my lungs and letting it out slowly. My thundering heart slowed. Things began to make sense again. Loretta Nell thought me a thief. I’d just explain. Once she understood this was what Mohawk wanted, we’d be okay.

      “The Serpent God sent me to retrieve the book.” My voice only shook a little.

      “Liar.” Loretta Nell’s anger rose, chilling the night air.

      “No. The Serpent God wanted to have a child with me. I didn’t want to do that, so I agreed to retrieve the book…” I quit talking as freezing hands pressed against the small of my back and gave me a hard shove.

      I locked my knees and pushed back. One foot slid on the barn’s tin roof, slick with dew.

      "Noo," I squealed and let myself go down on one knee.

      Maybe that would keep me from overbalancing and toppling over the edge. I had seen the barn in daylight and knew how far it would be to the ground. The memory of that pile of junk, those bicycle spokes pointing at the sky, flashed behind my eyes. A whine escaped my lips.

      “The Serpent God would never bestow his offspring on you. I was his chosen daughter, the keeper of his word, and you’re a worthless little shit stain.” She shoved me again.

      I slid on the slanted roof, feet kicking for purchase. My heel caught a rough spot. I lay gasping, trying to slow my heart. If I allowed myself the luxury of panic, I’d die. I had to think.

      Tanner’s voice came from below. "Listen to me. There’s all kinds of broken shit down here. It’ll kill you if you fall. Hear me?”

      The image of those bicycle spokes loomed large in my memory. A falling sensation swept through me. I squeezed my eyes shut.

      "Yeah." I barely got the word out.

      "Hang tight, baby. I’m coming up there to get you. Just be still." His footsteps crunched on the dead end-of-summer grass.

      I wanted to tell him not to, but I couldn’t. Uncontrollable shivers ripped through me. My teeth chattered. Tears leaked from my eyes.

      Loretta Nell. Where was she? I twisted to see if she was still behind me. The wraith glowed against the dark night sky, malice radiating off her.

      The world flashed, and that rage I’d felt in the vision came back. It pulsed at my temples and throat. Told me to get up and fight her.

      I pinched the inside of my arm as hard as I could. The thoughts stopped. I turned over and lay flat on my stomach, the tin cold through my dew-dampened clothes, to watch Loretta Nell. My heart beat so hard I should have been able to hear it banging on the tin.

      Loretta Nell inched toward me. Mad light danced in her eyes, but she controlled way more energy than most spirits. She had taken me into a vision, pulled me into a deep enough trance that I almost walked off the roof of this barn to my death. Then she’d forced the return of the emotions I’d felt in the vision. So far, she was winning.

      I reached for the mantle. It gave me no more than a weak buzz. Perfect. In order to use my magic well, I had to be calm and in control. Right now, I was all out of sorts. Sweating, shivering, scared. So I used a method I’d developed where I called my power a little at a time.

      First I concentrated on the air. I focused until I felt the slight wind drying the sweat on my back. I sniffed until I smelled the promise of dawn. Then water. I went through the same process of feeling the humidity on the air, the sheen of dew still standing on the barn’s roof. Then earth, the best one of all. I heard the rattle of the trees as the wind moved them, smelled the sweet scent of their leaves. Then I called fire. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and a little bolt of lightning popped. I pulled the fire of that lightning into me, let it fuel my power.

      Loretta Nell moved even closer, kneeling to watch me like a cat waiting for a mouse to move. All she needed was the writhing tail.

      "It’s too late," she hissed and launched herself at me.

      I gathered the mantle and aimed it at her. Spirit mediumship was my talent. A form of necromancy, spirit mediumship allowed me some control over spirits. The best forms of control required spell casting. But right then, I just threw power at Loretta Nell.

      "Get the hell away from me," I screamed and blasted her with all the magic I had. The rage from the vision came back, and I poured it into my one shot at sending her away.

      She glowed even brighter for a second. In that second, my imagination put on a dog and pony show. It convinced me I’d just empowered Loretta Nell to give me the most gruesome death I’d ever imagined.

      But that didn’t happen. Not quite. Loretta Nell brightened until the light coming off her almost blinded me. Then she began to fade. She opened her mouth, elongating her face into a horror mask, and let out a howl so loud it vibrated through my body.

      My ears popped. My back teeth ached. I slapped my hands to my ears, but it didn’t help because the howl was coming from inside my head. Then she winked out of existence, and I was alone on the roof.

      I lay on my back, gasping, and stared at the endless blanket of stars.

      "Peri Jean?" Tanner’s voice came from nearby. He put his forearms on the roof and hooked his leg over the side. "You all right?"

      "Got a headache." I put my hands over my ringing ears.

      "I bet. That was some scream. I bet your throat’ll be sore tomorrow too." He crept over to me, the old tin bowing beneath his weight.

      "I screamed? All I heard was Loretta Nell." I got my legs under me and tried to stand. Tanner had to grab my arm to keep me from overbalancing.

      "You screamed too. Loretta Nell—that a ghost? You get her to tell you where the book is?" Tanner took my arm.

      Warmth spread through me, making the awful day seem a teeny bit less bad. I grabbed his hand and brought it to my cheek.

      "I’m sorry I treated you the way I did." The words kicked my Texas-sized pride right in the gonads, but they needed to be said. "Had you talked to me that way, I’m not sure I’d have come looking for you."

      Tanner pulled his hand away and held his ground. He wanted more. I didn’t blame him.

      "I want you here. I’m grateful for your help." I wracked my brain for more right words, but Tanner closed the distance and put both arms around me. He’d live with what little I had given him.

      "It’s gonna be hell getting down from here," he said against my head.

      Even though I wanted to cry from the frustration of nearly a whole day wasted, I laughed because Tanner was here. I didn’t have to do this alone.
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      Ten harrowing minutes later, Tanner and I climbed down the rickety ladder connecting the barn’s ground floor to the loft. My stang lay a few feet from the pot of grave dirt, which had been overturned. I retrieved both items, muttering to myself.

      "What?" Tanner said from behind me.

      I faced him. "Loretta Nell must have gotten me to break my protective circle while she had me in that vision."

      I explained what I’d seen in my trip into Loretta Nell’s past but couldn’t quite put words to that pure, white-hot rage. Tanner recoiled as I detailed the experience. I didn’t blame him. What I’d seen, and my reaction, turned my stomach.

      "I might have a theory on how she got control of you and why she wanted to bring you out here, if you want to hear it." Without waiting for my answer, Tanner shone his flashlight on the walls.

      Gone were the dead bodies. Reddish brown stains marked where they’d hung. Age darkened the stains, blurring their edges. But that didn’t stop me from making out the purposefully rounded corners of a sigil. Fear crawled up my back.

      Tanner pointed the flashlight at several more sigils. “It’s like somebody’s temple of worship.”

      “Did she control me with these?” I muttered the question to myself.

      Tanner answered. "From what you’re telling me, this Loretta Nell can do a lot more than the average ghost. And I might even know how it ties to the book."

      "Let’s talk about it outside." I tightened my grip on my stang, tucked the pot that had formerly contained grave dirt under my arm, and led the way outside.

      Tanner took my arm and led me around the side of the barn. "Loretta Nell was able to invade your consciousness because of the power in those symbols on the wall. I’m thinking those symbols were probably taken right out of Mohawk’s book. You agree?"

      "I’ll agree for now." I’d take every chance I could to smart off.

      Tanner twisted enough to give me the slow smile that had won my heart over the past months and put his arm around me. He whispered in my ear, "You’re going to pay for that later."

      "Promise?" I planted a kiss on his lips. "Now finish telling me your theory about Loretta Nell."

      "The Serpent God was worshipped by some religion or cult. Religions and cults have leaders, priests and priestesses. Think about it." We came to a stop in front of a pile of junk.

      "You’re saying Loretta Nell was a priestess and, therefore, has special powers. That works. She told me she was Mohawk’s favorite daughter." I thought it might be possible, even though I didn’t quite understand how it worked.

      "That’s exactly what I’m saying." Tanner gestured at the junk around the side of the barn. "This is what you’d have fallen on."

      I couldn’t make out details in the darkness, but metal glinted in the moonlight. Tanner pulled out his flashlight again and flicked it on. Now I could make out part of the bicycle frame, twisted spokes aiming at the sky. I shivered. Tanner tugged me away from the wreckage and toward our trucks parked in front of the house.

      I trudged along behind him. Loretta Nell’s ghost had tricked me from the first minute I got out that silly bundle of sage and tried to cleanse myself. As a priestess of Mohawk’s followers, or favorite daughter, she had power I wasn’t prepared to combat.

      "I don’t know what to do now.” I said to Tanner’s back.

      "I brought my scrying mirror. Why don’t we see if I can pick up a trace of the book?” He twisted and tried to smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

      We walked back to where he’d parked his beat-up old truck next to mine in front of the farmhouse. The vintage two-tone paint job glowed against the darker rust spots.

      "Why don’t we leave?" I wanted away from this haunted place before Loretta Nell returned. She surely would since I hadn’t completed the banishing ritual I’d planned to do.

      Tanner shrugged. "We can go, but if the book is somewhere on this property, this is our best chance of picking up its psychic signal."

      I considered just getting out of here. But my time was running out. If Tanner’s scrying mirror worked, we could be on the road away from Devil’s Rest as soon as we had Mohawk’s book in hand. I nodded my okay.

      Tanner began preparing to scry.

      He placed a worn square of a striped, woven blanket in the bed of his truck and set his black scrying mirror on the fabric. Next to that he placed his incense bowl. From his pocket he drew a plastic packet with a little incense in it. He sprinkled this in the bowl and lit it, blowing gently to get the smoke going.

      A new problem hit me. I gripped his arm to get him to stop. "This isn’t going to work. We don’t have a piece of the book like we did with Miss Ugly’s skull lamp, and I don’t have a connection with the book like I did with the wheel of life."

      I let go of Tanner and dug around in my truck until I found an unopened pack of cigarettes. As I lit up, I realized I did have a connection. Mohawk had bitten me with his snake fangs. "Wait, I do."

      I explained about the snakebite. Tanner made a disgusted face, but his preparations to scry for the book became more urgent.

      Tanner jogged back to the truck’s cab and came back with two cheap prayer candles in glass containers. He lit them and placed them next to the incense. The candles flickered in the light wind, their glow playing over Tanner’s face.

      Something in my chest twinged, deep enough to make me squirm. I liked him too much. It would never end well. Worries and thoughts jammed together. I smoked faster, consumed by it all, until I caught Tanner watching me.

      He tucked a hank of hair behind his ear and lowered his head. He held out one hand to me. I took it and forced the worry out of my mind. A hum of magic passed between us. My black opal heated.

      I didn’t have much power left, but our bond as lovers connected us. Together we had enough. The smoke from the incense drifted toward us, tracers following behind. It enveloped both of us. The black opal pulsed with each heartbeat. The hum of magic increased.

      Tanner ran the index finger of his free hand over the mirror and let his eyes slide closed. I did the same. The spot where Mohawk had bitten me flamed to life, whatever venom he’d left throbbing all the way up my arm. Tanner’s breathing deepened. The candles began to gutter as though being blown by a hard wind. He gave my hand a soft squeeze, and we opened our eyes at the same time.

      The scrying mirror at first just reflected the light of the sputtering candles, but then it opened to a blue, cloudless sky that overlooked the kind of green, hilly vista one could see from every high point in this part of central Texas. Then it went dark.

      "Wait a minute," Tanner said and ran his finger over the mirror. This time, it stayed dark. He let out a frustrated grunt and turned to me. "You know that place?"

      "Sure, it’s everywhere out here." I let go of Tanner’s hand and blew out the candles.

      "That’s what I thought." He cleaned up his equipment, his movements angry and fast. "We’ll just have to figure out something else."

      I started toward the house. "My witch pack is upstairs. I’m not leaving it."

      "I’ll come with you." The truck’s door shut behind me, and Tanner jogged to my side.

      "No. She tried to run me out the window." I pointed to the window I’d almost fallen from.

      Tanner faced me and leaned so close I could smell the orange breath mints he liked eating. He gripped both shoulders and gave them a gentle squeeze.

      "I’m in this because I care about you. Don’t shit on it." He kissed the tip of my nose, grabbed my hand, and pulled me into the house.

      I followed, bewildered that he’d risk himself over a girlfriend he hadn’t even had six months. His loyalty made my heart ache. I didn’t deserve it. I knew that much. But I couldn’t quite let him go to keep him safe.

      We took careful steps across the porch. The front door was not only closed but stuck. No open invitation this time. Tanner struggled with it, lifting the door until the cords in his neck stood out. Either this was Loretta Nell’s way of keeping us out, or she was off somewhere licking her wounds from the blast I gave her. Finally Tanner’s efforts paid off. The door swung open, hinges groaning an off-key baritone.

      Tanner shone his flashlight up the staircase and turned to me. "You climbed this?"

      "It didn’t look that bad in daylight." I gave him a weak shrug and started up the stairs. Tanner kept a firm grip on my arm as though it would keep me from falling through dry-rotted wood.

      Then we were back in the room where Loretta Nell first attacked me. My witch pack and summoning supplies were right where I’d left them. I began gathering them as Tanner walked around the room.

      "This shit’s creepy. It’s like whoever was here just left." He shined the flashlight on a picture hanging on the wall.

      "The guy at the motel, Dwight, said a group of killer hippies lived out here in the early nineteen-seventies. The cops figured out what they were up to, came out here to arrest them, and ended up having to kill them." I zipped up my witch pack and slung it onto my shoulder, ready to go.

      "That may be true, but this stuff here is not from the seventies." Tanner shined his flashlight on the nightstand where an electronic telephone base sat. "That’s for a landline phone, but cordless phones like that weren’t sold until way later. I’d say this floral wallpaper is from the nineteen-nineties. Somebody lived here after the killer hippies were killed."

      I grunted. "We’re probably about to find out more than we ever wanted to know about this place and what happened out here."

      Tanner turned to me and shined the flashlight in my direction. "Why’s that?"

      "Summoning Loretta Nell to find the book didn’t work. Scrying for the book didn’t work." I hurried for the rickety stairs.

      "Wait up," Tanner called. "You’ll end up tripping in the dark and falling." He caught up and slung his arm around me.

      I wanted to lay my head on his shoulder and cry about the day. I didn’t dare. Crying wouldn’t help. I’d save the crying until I knew I’d found the book and was rid of Mohawk for good.

      When we were back at our trucks, I said, "I have a room at the motel about ten miles back… Wait a minute. How did you find me?"

      "I looked up Devil’s Rest online. Got directions out here. Went to the little guest houses. Nearly got into a fight with some skinny asshole there. Then I went to the Devil’s Slumber Inn where you rented a room." He shrugged and grinned.

      Affable Tanner. Nicer than I deserved Tanner. I swallowed hard. No crying. Not now. Maybe not ever again if I didn’t find the stupid book.

      "Follow me back there. We’ll unload and do some research." I opened the door to my truck and tossed in my witch pack.

      "Now that I found you, I ought to go back there and beat up that little jerk behind the desk." Tanner let out a chuckle.

      "What’d Dwight do to you?" I turned back to Tanner, smiling in spite of the dire situation I’d gotten myself into.

      "Charged me fifty dollars to tell me where you were and another ten to sell me a map to get out here." Tanner’s husky voice dropped to an angry growl.

      I started laughing, unable to help myself. Dwight had himself a regular little cottage industry going. I had to admire his entrepreneurship. Tanner got into his truck and slammed the door on my giggles.
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      Before I hooked up with Tanner, I just thought I drove fast. Tanner drove like a man running from Hell. He beat me back to the Devil’s Slumber Inn by enough minutes to have started an argument with Dwight.

      "I’m not paying you another nickel, you little pissant. Not after what you charged me this afternoon to tell me where my girlfriend was." Tanner leaned into Dwight’s face and jabbed the younger man’s collarbone with one forefinger.

      Dwight still wore the same smartass grin he’d had on when I met him. "The rules are the rules, mister. If you’re staying with Miss…"

      He gestured at me, eyebrows raised as though asking me my name. And I remembered something odd. Dwight hadn’t asked me to sign a guest register or fill out a guest card. The asshat probably didn’t report cash sales to the government.

      I approached the two and crossed my arms over my chest. "I’m out of cash, Dwight. And it sounds like my honey is too. How much extra are you hitting me up for?"

      “Twenty extra a night." Dwight took in my dirt-smeared arms and disheveled clothes but didn’t seem surprised.

      A little warning bell dinged in the back of my mind, but I ignored it. Tanner had his brows pulled down and his fists clenched. He’d hit Dwight if it came down to it.

      Tanner crowded closer to Dwight, his eyes slitted and glittering. "Maybe you can apply the money you already charged me to what you think we owe."

      Dwight stood a little taller and glared back. Tanner, a decade older and thirty pounds of muscle heavier, barely reacted. He’d beat Dwight until the younger man begged for mercy.

      Dwight, seeming to sense this, slumped. "I guess."

      "You guess," Tanner echoed.

      I pulled my key out of my pocket and went to unlock my motel room.

      "Wait a second," Dwight called after me.

      I turned on the sidewalk but didn’t walk back to him.

      "I…uh…gave you the wrong room. Number five’s already rented for the night." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a key.

      Tanner snatched it. "Which room?"

      "T-t-ten." Dwight pointed across the L-shaped row of rooms. "All the way at the end."

      Tanner stomped to my truck and began unloading my things. He brushed past Dwight, knocking into him hard enough to make the younger man stagger, on his way to room ten.

      Dwight squirmed. "He’s really pissed, huh?"

      I’d seen Tanner’s face as he got my bags. Amused rather than pissed. He’d beat Dwight at his own game and would crow about it all night. I gave Dwight a non-committal shrug. We watched Tanner continue the process of unloading the vehicles. Dwight’s voice, when it came, startled me.

      "I’m guessing you had no luck finding Loretta Nell’s book?" He slipped his hands into his pockets.

      "Nope. Not a bit." I thought about the way Loretta Nell’s ghost had tricked me, about the blood on the ground outside the house. "How would I find out more about Loretta Nell and what happened to the Messengers?”

      “I’ll be glad to help. For a price.” The smirk reappeared on Dwight’s face.

      Tanner came back and stood close to me. He lowered his head and stared at Dwight. The younger man tried to ignore the stare but began to twitch as though he had a fire ant crawling on his purple-headed warrior.

      "There’s a website called The Message,” Dwight said in a sigh. “It was around way before the Crime Channel did a segment on the Messengers. Matter of fact, they cribbed most of their info from it." Dwight put his hands in his pockets and rocked back and forth on his feet, glancing at Tanner every few seconds.

      I took out my phone and opened the notes function. "Is the website just the message dot com?"

      Dwight nodded, overly helpful now. "I’ll give you one more Devil’s Rest tip. This one’s free. Get on the ball if you want something more to eat other than convenience store food. They roll up the sidewalks by nine o’clock."

      "You recommend anywhere, Dwight?" Tanner poured menace into his voice. He was playing this scene to the hilt.

      Dwight squirmed again. "Seeing as you’ve been kicked out of Phil’s, try Roderick’s Bar-Be-Cue. Old Rod hates the Get Out of My Town Brigade. He’ll serve you a good meal." He gave us directions, and we got into Tanner’s truck and left.

      Tanner and I drove back to town and found Roderick’s with no problem. They were closing, but a white-haired guy with a red, porous drinker’s nose—probably Roderick himself—offered to fix us two sandwiches to go. We thanked him and sat down to wait.

      I took out my phone, saw Roderick’s offered free Wi-Fi, and navigated to the message dot com. A cheesy, dark gray background with graphics made to look like bullet holes that dripped animated blood came up on my screen. Psychedelic rock from the sixties began to play.

      Roderick came from behind the counter holding a large, brown paper sack. "Threw in some potato salad and a couple of pieces of our signature pecan pie. On the house."

      He held the sack out to me and told Tanner how much our supper would be. Women’s lib, and women paying for meals, had obviously not hit Devil’s Rest. Tanner hauled out his wallet and gave Roderick some money. I watched the exchange wordlessly.

      Roderick shoved Tanner’s money in his pocket and said, "Heard the music playing on your phone. Y’all wouldn’t happen to be visiting Devil’s Rest because of Loretta Nell Grimes or the Messengers, would you?"

      "Might be," I said.

      "I ain’t like some of the people in this town who’ll put a boot up your ass just for coming here, but I’ll caution you to be careful. They call this town Devil’s Rest, and that’s an apt name." He stared hard at Tanner, as though it was his responsibility to keep me out of danger.

      "Thanks for the warning." Tanner walked to the door and held it open for me.

      Tanner rarely held open doors. His California upbringing had taught him a different kind of manners. He was just as polite as any guy I’d been with, more in many ways, but I still teased him about his lack of old-fashioned chivalry. Now I winked as I walked past. He smirked at me and followed me into the parking lot.

      As soon as the door closed behind us, a deadbolt clicked home. The parking lot lights turned off a few seconds later. Roderick really had been ready to close shop for the day. Tanner dug in his pocket for the keys to his truck. I walked along, swinging the bag against my legs.

      "I wonder how many people Loretta Nell’s ghost has killed out there at that farmhouse," I mused aloud.

      "No telling." Tanner unlocked his door, and I went to my side of the truck.

      I was going to tell Tanner that I wasn’t sure I could beat Loretta Nell. But then I saw what was waiting for me on my side of the truck. I sucked in a surprised breath. Two of the three jerks I’d confronted when I took the wrong turn at Stephens Ranch crouched low, waiting for us to come back out.

      "Hi, bitch. This is for Austin." Chubby rose and drew his hand out of his pocket. It swung through the air and clobbered me on the side of the head before I had time to react.

      The fist caught the upper part of my ear. It began to ring immediately. Chubby must’ve had something in his hand because the blow hurt way worse than a hit from a fist. Fiery pain spread. The punch itself jolted my brain hard enough to knock me off balance. I clutched one hand to my hurting head and staggered toward the beat-up sedan parked next to us. The sedan and I connected, and I sprawled backward to sit hard on the parking lot.

      Pig-Face closed in. "You put Austin in the hospital. He’s in a comber. Might not live."

      He means a coma, I thought stupidly and wondered if Austin and Floppy Hair were one and the same. Considering his absence, I guessed they probably were.

      Pig-Face reared back one of his roach stompers to give me a kick. Something hit him from behind. Pig-Face clapped both hands to his butt and sort of howled through his big-nostrilled nose.

      Chubby hurried to his injured friend and grabbed Tanner around the waist. Tanner shook him off and gave Pig-Face another kick, this one in the knee. Pig-Face howled for real that time. Chubby froze, eyes wide. Pig-Face gripped his knee, tears streaming from his bug eyes, and went down for the count. Tanner kicked him again, this time in the face, spun around, and punched Chubby in the nose. The man bent over holding his face.

      Tanner leaned over me. "You all right?"

      I didn’t know right then. The blow to my head still had me dazed.

      Chubby recovered and rushed at Tanner, all flailing fists. Tanner hit him again in the nose. Chubby lurched backward, but Pig-Face picked that moment to jump on Tanner’s back.

      No, no, no. This couldn’t be happening. I tried to get to my feet, but my injured head swam. I staggered back against the beat-up sedan.

      I shook my head, trying to clear it. There was something special I could do. What was it? The black opal pulsed on my chest, and a raven cawed in the distance. Orev. Night was Orev’s sleeping time, but he sometimes came to my aid. The black opal pulsed again.

      My head cleared a little, and I remembered. I was a witch. And a damn good one, thanks to Mysti Whitebyrd.

      I pulled on the mantle, felt the power gathering. But the day had whipped my ass. The energy building was nowhere near as strong as usual.

      Pig-Face had one arm hooked around Tanner’s neck. Tanner pulled on the arm with both hands, his face straining with the effort. Chubby, blood streaming from his nose, delivered a punch to Tanner’s midsection. Tanner, his boxing training kicking in, tightened his torso, but his face still contorted from the punch.

      I only had power enough to hurt Chubby or Pig-Face, but not both. I picked Pig-Face and imagined fire ants covering his body, stinging and biting and stinging again. Pig-Face, who’d had his eyes squeezed shut with the effort of choking Tanner to death, came to life.

      He let go and fell to the ground, slapping at his burning skin. I focused the pain between his legs. He grabbed himself and let out a high, keening squeal. He rolled to his feet, ran across the parking lot, and disappeared into the darkness, still yelling.

      A figure came from around the side of the building carrying something long and curved on the end. I doubled up both fists, magic spent, and prepared my body to take a beating. The figure ignored me, stepped up behind Chubby, and swung the object like a teacher swinging a paddle. I got a flash of white hair in the ambient light. Roderick.

      Chubby quit pummeling Tanner, stiffened, and arched his back. Roderick reared back his weapon and swung again, hitting the same spot. The weapon made a meaty thud. Chubby yelped. Roderick swung his weapon back again, but Chubby put up one hand.

      "No more, Mister Rod." His voice trembled.

      "Then you best go home, Jayden." Roderick held the weapon, which I now could see was a crowbar, in position to strike again.

      "These folks was trespassing out at the old Stephens Ranch," Chubby whined.

      "That ain’t none of your business. Just because you trespass out there all the time don’t make that property your’n." Roderick swung his arm back, ready to let the crowbar fly again. "Now get on out of here."

      Chubby climbed into the sedan I’d been leaning against and started it. Tanner dragged me off the hood and got me away from the car. Chubby gunned the car. It shot backward and almost hit the restaurant’s dumpster. He slammed on the brakes, slid to a stop, and sped out of the parking lot.

      "Food’s ruined." Roderick stood over the bag. Someone had stepped on it and mashed the contents.

      Tanner steadied me against his truck. I stood holding my head while he picked up the bag of ruined food, took it to the dumpster, and tossed it inside. He came back and held out one hand to Roderick.

      "Thanks for helping us. I think they were about to whip our asses." Tanner put a little Texas swing on the last three words. He’d been working at imitating the way I said it for a while now. He was close, but I hoped he never really got there. I liked Tanner the way he was. I caught Roderick watching me watch Tanner.

      "Two of you didn’t do too bad for one man and a woman against those two thugs. Those boys are mean." Roderick’s teeth flashed blue in the moonlight. "How about y’all come in for a real barbecue supper?" He gestured at his darkened business.
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      Roderick seated Tanner and me at a booth made of rough cut wood and varnished so slick our butts slid on the seats. "What I got’s ribs. There’s beans, potato salad, and coleslaw to go with that. That all sound good?"

      "Nom nom nom." Tanner had developed a love for barbecue that went beyond my tolerance of the stuff. I kept expecting my body odor to start smelling like smoked meat.

      Roderick hurried off to get the food. Tanner and I spent the minutes he was gone examining our injuries. Both Tanner and I tended to get into fights, so this wasn’t a new practice.

      A knot had risen on the side of my head. It was tender when Tanner probed it, but his fingers came away free of blood. Tanner had a few scrapes on his knuckles and a bruise forming on his neck.

      Roderick set two plates of food in front of us and went back into the kitchen. He came back with three longneck beers, which he distributed. I didn’t drink, not even beer, but I figured I’d keep my mouth shut and be a good guest. Besides, a few sips of beer might ease my aching head.

      "Two of you act like you get into scrapes on occasion." Roderick took a pull on his beer. His lips popped as he pulled it away.

      "She’s got a bad temper," Tanner said in a hushed voice and jerked a thumb at me.

      "He just likes to fight." I bit a hunk off one of the ribs. Tender, juicy, with just enough smoke for taste but not so much it made me feel like a fire-breathing dragon.

      "How’d those fellas get it in for you?" Roderick drank out of his beer again, glancing between Tanner and me.

      I wiped my mouth and hoped I didn’t have bits of food stuck in my teeth. "Aw, I got in a scrape with them when I went out to the Stephens Ranch earlier today. Might’ve hit Pig-Face with my vehicle and made Austin wreck his four-wheel motorcycle."

      Roderick chuckled. "That explains it. I’d advise against you going back out to the Stephens Ranch. It’s a good place to stay away from."

      "That so?" Tanner barely glanced up from his barbecue.

      Roderick nodded. "It’s dangerous out there. Not too long ago, a teenage girl fell outta the second story window. Died right there on the ground in front of the house."

      The icy feel of Loretta’s hands on me as she tried to wrestle me out the window came back. Chill bumps rashed over my arms, and I shivered.

      Roderick gave me a shrewd nod. "Boy with her swore something with glowing eyes pushed his girl out that window. ’Course the po-lice charged him for doing that very thing, and he got the death penalty. Convicted by a jury of his peers, right here in Devil’s Rest, Texas."

      "What do you think happened?" I ate more barbecue, even though Roderick’s story had stolen my appetite. For one thing, not eating would insult him. For another, my magical abilities worked better when I had a full stomach and a good night’s rest.

      Roderick’s wrinkled face creased in thought. His words came slowly, as though he had to weigh each one before he said it. "I think that place is like a disease, taints everybody who lives there. Maybe that boy did push his girlfriend outta that window. Or maybe a ghost did it." He snorted into his beer and took another long pull. "Maybe the devil himself did it."

      The devil himself. The words sparked a memory. I scraped my mind for it and finally found it in my memory of the farmhouse. Over the flaking paint of one wall had been painted the words "Josie is the devil." I told Roderick what I’d seen. He nodded, finished his beer, and stood.

      "Yep. That’s another story," he said. "Lemme get another cold one, and I’ll tell it to you. Y’all want one?"

      Tanner nodded his head and finished the last of his beer. I shook my head and waved my hand over my beer, of which I’d had maybe five sips. It tasted worse than it smelled.

      Roderick came back a few minutes later with three bottles. Inwardly, I cringed but made myself smile. Roderick winked and set a bottle of water in front of me.

      I took a long sip and sighed. Much better than the beer. "Thank you."

      "Next time, tell me you don’t want beer." He shook his finger as he said the words and sat back down with a heavy sigh. "All right. You was talking about that ‘Josie is the devil’ business. I’m going to assume you have a vague idea about what happened to the Messengers."

      I licked barbecue sauce off my fingers before I spoke. "They were murderers who the police killed."

      Roderick nodded. "Good enough. The deputy who got the credit for figuring out those hippies was murderers was a feller named Freddy Stephens. Freddy ended up buying the farmhouse and all the land that came with it. No doubt he got the deal of a lifetime."

      "And that’s where the name Stephens Ranch comes from?" Regretfully, I took the last bite of barbecue rib.

      "Yep. That little dirt road became Stephens Ranch Road. Now that you’ve got all the background, here’s the story." Roderick paused for a sip of beer. "Freddy Stephens and his wife raised their only child out on that ranch, a little boy they adopted and named Freddy Junior. Freddy Junior grew up, got married, had two kids of his own. Freddy Senior and his wife got old, and she died. Freddy Senior started having a hard time taking care of himself. Freddy Junior lived over in Austin and decided to put his daddy in a retirement community close by so he could keep an eye on him. You follow me so far?"

      Tanner and I both nodded. He curled his barbecue-stained fingers over mine.

      Roderick watched, eyes squinting into a smile. "So the whole family piles on down to the ranch to have one last good old family weekend before they moved Freddy Senior to the retirement community." Roderick drank again. "Things did not work out according to plan. Something happened that ended with every single Stephens dead except the granddaughter, Josie Stephens. Little college-aged thing. Cute as a button."

      "Did Josie kill them?" I took out my cigarettes and showed them to Roderick.

      He waved a hand. "Go on and smoke. Those no smoking laws are stupid anyway. Just ash on your paper plate there, and we’ll throw it all away when we’re done." Roderick took out a green and white pack of cigarettes and lit up. "To answer your question, there ain’t nobody really knows if Josie killed those folks or not. Sheriff’s deputy found her wandering the road, covered in blood, and about to die of heatstroke. Traumatized. When the po-lice went out there to the farm and found the carnage, suspicion started up about her doing the killings."

      The vision I’d seen back at the Stephens Ranch let me know that Loretta Nell could have incited Josie into a killing rage. But I also knew that Loretta Nell was a powerful ghost, capable of murdering a living person. The murderer could have been either Josie or Loretta Nell.

      Tanner’s rough purr broke into my thoughts, nearly made me jump out of my seat. "What did the cops decide about Josie’s involvement?"

      "An aunt on Josie’s mother’s side of the family showed up with a lawyer, and they ended up dropping all charges. But Josie wasn’t right no more." Roderick touched his temple to show us exactly what part of Josie had broken. "She’s over at the state mental hospital. Probably be there for the rest of her life."

      Pity for Josie and her ruined life hardened my stomach, making it feel overfull.

      "I’ve answered your questions." Roderick tapped the table to draw me out of my reverie. "Now you answer one for me."

      I nodded.

      "What did you come out here looking for? Excuse me for saying, but you two’re a good bit older than our usual visitors." He snorted, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes.

      Tanner and I exchanged a glance. He nodded. I gave a slight shake of my head.

      He rolled his eyes. "If it hadn’t been for Roderick here, we’d have been beaten to death in the parking lot."

      I flushed, dug the picture out of my bag, and pushed it across the table to Roderick. "Looking for this book."

      I’d expected Roderick to show surprise at the picture the way Dwight had, but he began nodding right away.

      "I thought this was the Christian Bible first time I seen it." He took a long sip of beer. "When the Messengers first come to town, they came in here. Loretta Nell was carrying this book under her arm."

      Roderick smoked and thought for a while. Finally he nodded to himself and began speaking again. "Loretta Nell…well, you see this picture. I was a young man back then, and young men think there might be a chance with every pretty woman they see. So I knew where the Messengers was staying. Hell, everybody in town did. Back then, it was the old Pilz Ranch."

      Roderick stopped talking and shook himself. When he continued, his voice had lowered as though he was afraid of someone hearing. "I went out there. Looking to get in Loretta Nell’s pants more than anything. They welcomed me like long-lost family. Including Loretta Nell. Especially Loretta Nell. We smoked a little of their wacky-tabacky, and Loretta Nell got out that book and started reading out of it."

      I drew in a deep breath, and my stomach began to churn. From Loretta Nell’s vision, I knew firsthand what the contents of Mohawk’s book did to people. But I’d been able to leave the vision. Roderick had looked into the abyss and had to live with the aftermath.

      Roderick took a trembling breath. "I’ve never felt that way, before or since."

      I gulped, remembering the purity of the rage I’d felt in that vision, the way I’d wanted to hurt that boy Kevin. I’d wanted to see his brains splattered everywhere.

      Roderick rubbed his hands over his face, shaking his head. "I decided the fella next to me was competing with me for Loretta Nell. I attacked him, and we fought. It was like something else, something mighty mean, just took me over." Roderick’s eyes had gone glassy as he told his story. "I got that fella down and beat his head into the floor over and over again, hollering, ‘In his name.’"

      Tanner listened in stunned silence, eyes taking up most of his face.

      "Did you kill him?" In the vision, I’d have killed Kevin if he hadn’t killed me.

      Roderick nodded, his faded eyes fixed on some distant hell.

      It occurred to me that we were all alone with this man. He could pull a butcher knife out of his shirt and stab us to death right here. Maybe that’s what he was building up to.

      Roderick took a hard pull on his cigarette and crushed it out on my plate. "After that feller was dead, the room smelling of shit and blood, Loretta Nell came over, rubbing herself on me like a cat, all boneless." Roderick turned his gaze on me. His eyes, rheumy with age, blazed with fear of that long ago time.

      “What happened to the body?” Tanner sat tensed as though ready to fight again.

      “Those crazy motherfuckers dragged it out to the barn, strung it up, and started writing on the walls in that poor boy’s blood,” Roderick said to the table. “They tore him apart eventually. Ate pieces of him like animals. That was when I left. Ran home like the devil was after me.”

      “How’d you get away with it?” I wasn’t sure why I cared. Roderick didn’t deserve my judgment, and whatever he’d done forty-plus years ago didn’t matter today.

      “The guy wasn’t from town, so nobody here missed him. During the day, I could pretend it never happened.” Roderick wiped the sheen of sweat off his face with one trembling hand. “But nighttime was a different story. Loretta Nell would come to my window and tap on it. Then she’d motion me to come outside. I knew if I ever did, I’d be lost forever. So I pretended not to see her.”

      Now is when he’ll attack us. I tensed my body.

      Roderick’s voice continued, softer than ever. "Month later, I joined the Navy. During Basic, I got a letter from Daddy saying what had happened to the Messengers. He asked if I’d seen anything funny out there. I never answered."

      "But you never did anything else like that?" Tanner watched me out of the corner of his eye, no doubt remembering what I'd seen in the vision back at the barn.

      "They was a war going on, boy. Don't you know what that's like? You kill people when you’re at war.” Roderick's eyes were like two deep pits, hundreds of years old and sad about it all.

      Neither Tanner nor I answered. We hadn't been to the kind of war Roderick had. We couldn't possibly understand.

      “I'd go into a red rage and then come to myself like I'd been asleep, always saying, 'In his name.' Loretta Nell would come to me in dreams, like she'd been that day at the farmhouse, all boneless and full of promises." He lit another cigarette.

      "How'd you make her go away?" I'd worked with spirits long enough to know they didn't just take pity on their victims and leave them alone.

      "The last time it happened, I swore never again. Went to bed that night. Sure enough, Loretta Nell came. I turned the rage on her, beat her and beat her. Killed her in my mind. Every time she tried to come back, I fought her. When that rage came, I fought it. After a while, she quit coming. Or maybe I quit seeing her.” Roderick shook himself and made a rough sound in his throat. His eyes cleared.

      He reached across the table and put one sun-spotted hand over my arm. "Reason I spoke of things I ain’t never told another soul is that you don’t want to find that book, young lady. I see Loretta Nell all over you, sense her. Don't let her come in. Get out of this town and never look back."

      Oh, how I wished we could do that. Between the vision I had in the barn and Roderick’s story, I knew we were dealing with something more powerful and mean than I knew how to beat. Worse, the book of the Serpent God would release mayhem into the world, make sane people do things they wouldn't normally do. But what was my other option? I wouldn’t become Mohawk’s slave. That left death. I thought about Hannah’s gun. Maybe I should just kill myself. Tanner slid his arm over my shoulder and gave me a squeeze.

      "We can’t quite walk away," he said in his concise California non-accent. "We’re under some pressure, outside pressure, to find that book."

      Roderick watched us from behind a haze of smoke. "Never heard of life working another way."

      I lit my own cigarette. "You ever hear any more about the book, what became of it?" I knew it was a long shot. Roderick wasn’t even in town when the Messengers met their end.

      He shook his head. "Might’ve gone into evidence. But don't go down to the sheriff’s office asking a bunch of questions. When the Crime Channel came to town last year, Sheriff Hale threw one of them in jail for what she called loitering." He chuckled. "There’s two kindsa folks in Devil's Rest. One group would just as soon lynch anybody who comes to town asking about the Messengers. The other group, which includes me, is willing to put up with them to keep their dying businesses afloat. If I were you two, I’d go to the library."

      "The one downtown?" I remembered passing it right before I discovered Phil’s, Home of the World Famous Monkey Burger.

      "Same one." Roderick nodded. "Now if you go in there and old lemon lips Burris is behind the counter, ask if Mandy Drake is working. She’s the one who’ll help you." He smiled and winked. "Mandy’s my niece. She loves the notoriety the Messengers give this town. Might be why I ain’t so hard on those who come looking for the truth, whatever that is." Roderick checked the worn watch he wore on his wrist and raised his eyebrows.

      Tanner immediately slid out of the booth and began gathering the plates. "Just tell us where to throw this away, and we’ll get out of your hair."

      We spent a few minutes helping Roderick clean up after our mess. His parting words as he held open the door for us to pass through were, "If you won’t leave town, at least promise me you’ll take care of each other. Seeing the two of you together reminded me of the good times with my wife, all six months of ’em."

      We left laughing, and Roderick left the lights on until we got into Tanner’s truck and started the engine.
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        * * *

      

      We stopped by the library on the way back to the motel. It was long closed, as expected. The sign gave the time it opened the next morning.

      "I don’t know what we’ll do if tomorrow is Mandy’s day off," I said to Tanner back in the truck.

      Tanner, the voice of reason, said, "If Mandy’s not working, we’ll see if Roderick will tell us where she lives." He drove us back to the motel.

      I checked the clock on my phone, its dull glow lighting the cab of Tanner’s beat-up pickup truck. Closing in on twenty-four hours since Mohawk’s visit. One-third of my time gone, and I was no closer to finding the book than when I’d started. I checked the time again.

      Tanner took his eyes off the road. "Expecting a call?"

      I tossed the phone on the dashboard. "I’m running out of time."

      The words threatened to choke me. The idea of becoming Mohawk’s prisoner hurt more than the idea of death. I glanced over at Tanner. He made the idea of death hurt pretty bad.

      I wanted us to go see the Festival of Lights in Natchitoches this Christmas. And I wanted a future with him that stretched into the great beyond. Admitting that, even in the privacy of my mind, scared me. Getting attached to Tanner couldn’t possibly have a good outcome.

      The lights of Devil’s Rest faded behind us. Soon nothing lit our way but the huge moon hanging in the sky and the headlights of the truck. As we neared the motel, the lights on the retro sign’s arrow flashed in the darkness, pointing at Devil’s Slumber Inn. The lights started at the top and cascaded all the way to the bottom. Then the entire arrow and sign would stay lit up for several seconds, flash off, and start again.

      Tanner backed into a parking space facing the sign. We sat in the dark, listening to the truck’s cooling tick and watching the arrow. He took one hand off the wheel and curled his fingers over mine.

      Words I wanted to say to him but couldn’t flashed through my mind. He’d sucked up his pride and come to help me. Even knowing the risk it involved.

      If things went wrong, his life would be in just as grave a danger as mine. But I understood now that he wouldn’t go. Asking would only insult him.

      I tilted my head to watch the lights of the sign flash over Tanner’s face. The dim glow cast pools of shadow over his face, rendering it unreadable. He’d acted as though we hadn’t fought before I left. As though he hadn’t threatened to end things because of my asshole behavior.

      Though we’d gotten to know each other well, our relationship was still new. I didn’t know everything there was to know about this man. The chemistry between us blew my mind. But I liked Tanner’s personality almost as much as I liked looking at him.

      Kind to a fault, fierce when the situation called for it, loyal even when it threatened his own safety. He was the other half of me. But I shied away from even vague plans for a future together. I wasn’t convinced that was possible.

      Tanner had a complicated history. The death of his wife and children had scarred him, maybe beyond repair. He’d made progress. Their deaths were no longer killing him with guilt. But he still mourned them and always would.

      I knew all too well that Tanner might get up one morning and tell me it was time for him to hit the road. Fear of him breaking my heart kept me quiet. If I said the things I felt and then he left, I’d have to live the rest of my life knowing I wasn’t enough.

      Tanner, perhaps feeling the weight of my gaze, turned to me. He wasn’t movie star handsome, but he had his own magnetism. An intensity burning behind his green eyes, a way of carrying himself that reminded me of a powerful animal stalking its prey. The heat I’d felt since the first second we met built between us.

      Tanner took his hand from mine and caressed my cheek. In a soft voice, he said, "We can’t do any more tonight."

      I nodded and swallowed the flood of worries I wanted to spout just to get them out of me.

      "Whatever happens, I’m going to be here." He scooted closer. The smell of barbecue and the heat of his skin enveloped me. He nuzzled the side of my face, his whiskers rasping against my neck. His whisper heated my skin. "Put your arms around me."

      I did and rested my cheek against one shoulder. More words pressed at my lips, asking to get out into the world. I should tell him he’s the most important person in my life. But I kept quiet and put one hand behind his neck, tangling it in his long hair, and kissed him. The salt of his sweat burned my tongue. I tried to memorize the way it felt, just in case.

      Tanner had been in the motel room, but I hadn’t. The sign on the office door claiming the Devil’s Slumber Inn had clean rooms was optimistic at best and a bald-faced lie at worst.

      As I had suspected, the room made me wish I traveled with a clean bedspread and linens.  A dark stain crept down one wall painted the color of cheap wine, and a spiderweb hung in the corner. A fuzz of white dust covered the dials on a TV at least my age.

      Tanner had set my hatbox on a dusty dark wood veneer table. I opened it and dug for my flip-flops. I didn’t want the carpet touching my feet. Tanner came up behind me and put his hands on my shoulders. I leaned into him but said, "Let me shower. I stink."

      "I want to help you," he murmured.

      Tanner pushed me to sit on the edge of the bed. He knelt in front of me and pulled off each boot, intense eyes fixed on me. He pulled me to my feet, dragged my stale shirt over my head, and unhooked my bra. The click of the clasp seemed loud in the quiet room. I pushed the flimsy garment off.

      Tanner's eyes heated. His tongue teased the corner of his mouth for a second, leaving a patch of wetness. The smell of him filled my senses, chased away the awful day to the point where it was just Tanner and me. I reached for my jeans.

      Tanner brushed my hands away, undid the button, and dragged them down my legs. I rested my hands on his back, sharing his feverish heat. The fabric rubbed harsh on my suddenly oversensitive skin. I gasped.

      Tanner raised and held out one hand to me. "Let's get you in the shower. It'll make you feel better."

      Naked and dreamlike, I shoved my feet into the flip-flops and let him lead me into the bathroom. He turned on the water, fiddled with it until it ran hot enough to steam.

      "Take off your shoes." He held my hand to balance me while I did it and guided me into the shower. I did a slow turn and stood with my face turned up to the hot spray, staring at the ring of rust around the shower pipe and the permanent rust stain bleeding down from it.

      The shower curtain billowed, sending a draft of cold air through the shower. Tanner’s feet slapped down behind me. So this was how it was going to be. Not in the nasty bed but in the nasty shower. His fingers trailed down my side, through the water sluicing over my skin. I braced for him to push my legs apart.

      But he reached round me, grabbed the paper wrapped bar of soap, and opened it. The soap slicked over my wet back. He rubbed it in slow circles, massaging the taut muscles between my shoulders. He worked his way down both arms and around to my chest. He brushed the tip of one nipple. My body tightened, and I gave a little squeak. He ignored both responses and moved on to my legs, strong fingers running over sore calves and thighs.

      I moaned and put both hands on the stained tile to keep my balance. Eyes half closed, I waited for him to get down to business. I knew he wanted to. His arousal had brushed me several times. But instead he turned off the water and pulled the shower curtain back. The metal hooks rattled against the bar. He grabbed a towel and began to rub me dry with the rough fabric. I grabbed the second towel and tried to dry him.

      "No. This is for you." He soaked all the water off me and then held my arm while I stepped over the tub. "Go wait for me in the bed."

      Even drunk on desire, I still didn’t want my feet touching the floor. I slid into my flip-flops and went into the other room where I pulled the bedspread off the bed and dumped it in the closet. The cool sheets rustled as I lay down on them. A few seconds later, Tanner came into the room, dots of water still shining on his body.

      "Lay on your stomach," he said, his voice thick.

      I did as he said. The hair on his legs tickled against mine as he knelt over me. Again I waited to feel him inside me. His hands ran over my shoulders, fingers digging in to find the knots of tension. I moaned into the pillow. Tanner’s fingers found every sore stress point on my back and rubbed it into jelly.

      Body relaxing, I let go of my worries and drifted, eyes nearly closed. I didn’t even notice when he stopped. I only became aware of his breath tickling my ear, the heat of his chest against my back, and the thud of his heart. The smell of the cheap motel soap and Tanner’s own hot, musky smell filled my senses. His lips brushed my cheek. I shivered.

      Now. Admit you need him. Admit you were wrong about him coming here. Stubbornness lodged the words in my throat. If I said them, I left myself open to hurt.

      But hadn’t Tanner risked everything to come here? He’d saved my life and then rubbed me down like a high-end masseuse. He’d taken a beating for me and worshipped me like a goddess. Tomorrow he would try to help me save my own skin, all the while asking nothing in return.

      "Let me turn over," I whispered against his lips. I needed to see his face.

      Tanner raised enough for me to do what I wanted, the wet ends of his hair trailing my face. I rested my arms, now heavy and relaxed, over his shoulders. I practiced the words. None of them sounded right.

      "You’re the only person in the world I’d trust with my life," I finally said.

      Tanner’s only answer was to quirk one side of his lips. He raised himself to his knees and ran his fingers down my body, trailing fire. In a quick motion, he wrapped my legs around his hips. Bracing one hand on either side of my head, he said, "I’d do anything for you. You’re my world."

      We both gasped. The noise of our lovemaking filled the room, growing in intensity until it reached a white-hot crescendo where everything grayed out for a second.

      Later, I lay smoking. Tanner took my cigarette and dragged on it. I touched my fingertips to his cheek and drank in those gorgeous eyes.

      He pulled my fingers away from his face and kissed them. "Things are going to be okay."

      "Because we’re together." It might be the last couple of days I got to be with Tanner, so I cuddled against him and didn’t know anything else until the morning sunlight streaked across my face.
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      "Sorry. But I come bearing gifts." Tanner stood in the motel room’s doorway holding two cups of coffee and a paper sack. He came inside and deposited the items on the dusty little table. "Coffee pot didn’t work. Dwight was nice enough to let us have these two cups for free. He sent you a pig in a blanket. Wanted to charge me for mine."

      Laughing, I swung my legs out of the bed and groped for my flip-flops. At the table, I tried to give the pig in a blanket to Tanner, but he insisted on halving it.

      "We’ve got a half hour before the library opens." He popped the last bite in his mouth and gestured at my untouched half of the pastry. "Eat it, or else."

      Still not caffeinated enough to flirt with him, I forced down the food, drained my coffee, and got out my laptop. "I never did get to finish looking at the website about the Messengers last night. Might help us ask Mandy Drake better questions when we get to the library."

      Tanner scooted his rickety chair next to mine as the gray background and the bullet holes loaded. Again the psychedelic rock blasted out of the speaker. I had time to recognize it as The 13th Floor Elevators before Tanner reached over and muted it.

      "Your Grateful Dead albums are bad enough." He gave me a smartass grin. I pretended to stick my finger in his ear.

      I navigated to The Message’s menu. The gothic red lettering had the blood animation where they seemed to ooze red stuff. I clicked red text that read, "The Day the Messengers Died." The page began loading.

      Tanner had positioned himself at my shoulder leaning into me. He still smelled of motel soap from the night before. Remembering what had passed between us, I pushed his hair out of his face. I needed to tell him he mattered, that this mattered, just in case. My heart picked up speed. He turned to me. I ran one thumb over the shallow crow's feet at the corner of one eye. He waited, expression curious and open. Maybe even a little hopeful. Here it was. The right moment. I screwed up my courage. Just at that second, his gaze slid off mine. His mouth dropped open.

      "What the holy hell? Who puts that up where anybody can see it?" Lips turned down in disgust, he pointed at the laptop’s screen.

      Shocked by his outburst, I turned my attention to the computer. It took every ounce of my self-control to keep from shoving the machine away.

      Black and white photographs littered the screen. Every one of them showed dead people. Mousing over the pictures gave visitors a chance to click for more information. Just to get off the page of horrific images, I clicked on a picture of a row of dead bodies that looked to be full of bullet holes.

      A new screen popped up. The title read "About The Messengers." A group photo was centered underneath the title. I clicked to enlarge it and stared into a dozen smiling young faces. Loretta Nell Grimes crouched on one end, grinning ear to ear.

      All the people in the picture had long, straight, stringy hair. A few women wore floppy-brimmed hats. The men had bushy, unkempt beards. The women’s clothes looked like something Mysti Whitebyrd would wear, only dirty.

      The thing that struck me? Other than needing a good scrubbing, these people looked normal, like a college class on an outing. I took a closer look. A shiver ripped through my body.

      "Holy shit," Tanner muttered.

      Every one of the Messengers held a sharp weapon in his or her hand. Some of them, including Loretta Nell’s, were stained with something dark.

      I clicked out of full screen so I wouldn’t have to look at those weird smiling faces another second. The webpage had a centered block of text underneath the picture naming each of the people and giving their age. Loretta Nell had only been twenty-six.

      Underneath that, the words "The Rise and Fall of the Messengers" were centered on the page.

      
        
        When the topic of killer cults comes up, names like the Manson Family and Superior Universal Alignment are usually bandied about. Most people have never even heard of the Messengers, yet they have a higher body count than both the Manson Family and Superior Universal Alignment put together.

        The Messengers operated in the far southwestern corner of the Texas Hill Country but are believed to have gotten their start on the campus of the University of Texas at Austin in 1969 and 1970.

        Their inarguable leader, Loretta Nell Grimes, is said to have approached students asking if they’d like to join a prayer circle. Most who joined dropped out of school and life and ended up dead on the grounds of the Pilz Ranch about ten miles outside Devil’s Rest, Texas.

        Not much is known about what the Messengers did on that ranch. The only well-documented piece of the Messengers’ short history is of the day in 1973 when police raided the ranch. That day, armed members of the Messengers met police and opened fire. Police returned fire. The shooting continued until the entire group lay dead.

        Once they could safely enter the ranch, police found a house of horrors full of altars that seemed to be dedicated to the worship of snakes. Inside the ranch’s barn, corpses had been hung to dry. Pieces of meat had been stripped from the corpses, which began rumors the group had been cannibals.

        

      

      Roderick's story filled my mind. Right after he killed for the first time, Loretta Nell had invited him out to the barn to become a member of the Messengers. Had eating human flesh been the initiation? If police found pieces of meat stripped from the corpses, maybe it had. An image of Loretta Nell with red-stained teeth flashed behind my eyes. I put one hand to my mouth.

      Tanner raised one eyebrow. "You okay?"

      I told him what I had on my mind. His face and lips paled. The half pastry I'd eaten swam on my stomach. I forced myself to keep reading.

      
        
        Most of the Messengers’ bodies remained unclaimed by embarrassed family members and received a pauper’s burial in the Devil’s Rest Cemetery. The biggest mystery of the Messengers’ massacre remains what happened to Loretta Nell’s body. There is no report of her remains being entered into evidence by the coroner or prepared for burial by the Devil’s Rest Funeral Home.

        The four sheriff’s deputies who busted the Messengers testified to seeing Loretta Nell’s lifeless remains and speculated that someone had stolen the corpse as a macabre souvenir of the day.

        Whether or not they were telling the truth will likely never be known because every one of the four, including Freddy Stephens who led the raid, died on the very property where they shot the Messengers dead.

        

      

      The final sentence contained a link, so I clicked it. It navigated to a new page with pictures of the four lawmen who’d stopped the Messengers’ murder spree.

      One group picture showed the four men standing over a pile of dead Messengers, their arms around each other, smiles on their faces. They reminded me of hunters standing over their kills.

      Another black and white picture showed one of the deputies, a round-faced man with black hair. He had his arm around a plain-faced woman with frizzy brown hair. The man wore a broad smile. The woman looked like she wasn’t sure what had hit her.

      
        
        After the massacre, Freddy Stephens and his wife purchased the Messengers’ old stomping grounds as a place to raise their young family.

        Below was a picture of each of the other deputies involved in taking down the Messengers with a short blurb of how he’d died.

        1985 — Dennis Muldoon drowned in a swimming accident in a lake on the Stephens Ranch property.

        1999 — Ronald Jessup died in a hunting accident on Stephens Ranch. His gun exploded in his face.

        2004 — Harris Coates died at Stephens Ranch when the all-terrain-vehicle he was riding rolled over on him, breaking his neck.

        

      

      The final picture showed Freddy Stephens. He’d lost most of his hair, and sunspots covered his red face. He wore his uniform and looked to be at a party of some sort.

      
        
        2006 — Freddy Stephens, after retiring from the Devil’s Rest Sheriff’s Department, was stabbed to death on his property, along with his son, his daughter-in-law, and his grandson. The only survivor of that night was Josie Stephens, Freddy’s granddaughter. Many believed she committed the murders, but she was never charged. Josie claimed Loretta Nell, thirty-three years dead at the time, did the killing that night.

        

      

      Below that was a picture of the Stephens Ranch as I had seen it. The deserted farmhouse with graffiti on the walls. The deteriorating barn with its faded red paint and sliding door opening onto a black maw. In the center of the darkness stood a shadowy figure.

      I held the screen close to my face and thought I saw a flash of Loretta Nell’s blond hair. The text read:

      
        
        If there is life after death, could a group like the Messengers, one who died a hard (albeit deserved) death, exact revenge on those who killed them?

        This website has discussed only the deaths of the deputies who enacted the raid on the Messengers’ lair. Not discussed are the fates that befell their wives and children.

        By the time of the Stephens Family Massacre, there were no survivors.

        

      

      Against my desires, I went back to The Message website’s home page.

      "What are you doing?" Tanner practically yelled, one hand gripping my shoulder like a kid he might want to yank away from something they shouldn’t be seeing.

      "I’ve looked at all this awful crap and still haven’t found any mention of Loretta Nell’s book. I need to make sure." I proceeded to click on every awful picture to see where the links took me.

      The pictures of the remains found in the barn led to pages talking about the victims. Each victim had his or her own profile marked by that person’s picture. The smiling people in those photos never imagined they’d get mixed up with the Messengers and die for it.

      Another page featured an interview with one of the coroners who cleaned up after the Messengers. He claimed there were at least forty unique unidentified remains of victims found on the ranch. Authorities were unable to match them to known missing persons.

      
        
        "The early seventies were really just a hangover of the sixties, and you had a lot of people just drifting," said the coroner. "We will probably never know who all those poor people were."

        

      

      Another page featured graphic pictures of the Stephens Family Massacre.

      "There's nothing else of use." I closed out the page in disgust.

      "Okay. Any other ideas?" Tanner went to the sink to brush his teeth.

      "If Mandy at the library doesn’t know anything about the book, and I’m guessing she won’t, we’re going to see Josie in the mental hospital." I began dragging on clean clothes, still wishing for more coffee.

      Tanner turned to me, toothbrush in his mouth, and said something. After a second, I interpreted his words as "How come?"

      "The timeline doesn’t make sense to me." I went to the sink and stood next to Tanner trying to do something with my hair.

      He spat out his toothpaste. "Why doesn’t the timeline make sense?"

      "The Messengers were killed in the early seventies. Then Freddy Stephens buys the property and raises his family there without incident. Nothing happens in the house until the whole family was butchered—what—thirty-plus years later?" I put on eyeliner and deodorant, the only two required components of my daily routine.

      Tanner watched me. "No incidents only counts if you ignore the three lawmen who lost their lives out there."

      I grunted and finished drawing the thick black line before I answered. "But that’s nothing like the Stephens Family Massacre. That shit was brutal. You saw those pictures."

      Tanner put water on his fingers and used it to smooth down his long, straight hair. "So what are you saying?"

      "Let’s say Loretta Nell, or maybe the collective vengeful spirit of the Messengers, did kill the Stephens Family, just like Josie said. How did that family live in the house all those years safely? And what changed the night they were murdered?" I stared at Tanner in the mirror. "There’s a piece of the story missing."

      We packed our things and loaded them into my truck. I didn’t trust Dwight not to go through them while we were gone. Then we left for the library.
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        * * *

      

      We parked right in front of the library. On the sidewalk, a mid-twenties woman struggled with a folding sign advertising the annual book sale, all funds to be used for the library renovation. She shared Roderick’s hawkish nose and bore such a strong resemblance to him, she had to be Mandy Drake. We got out of the truck and approached her.

      I asked anyway. "Ms. Drake?"

      She turned to see who’d said her name, and the sign toppled over.

      "Shit," she hissed under her breath.

      Tanner hurried to help her get the sign upright. It didn’t want to open. One of the hinges was stiff and needed a squirt of some kind of lubricant. Tanner forced it with the palm of one hand. Mandy breathed a sigh of relief.

      "Mrs. Burris usually helps me set this out, but she had a doctor’s appointment this morning." She waved her hands at the sign, as though dismissing it, turned to me, and held out one hand. "To answer your question, yes. I’m Mandy Drake. You must be the young couple Uncle Roddy told me to expect."

      Uncle Roddy? Tanner and I exchanged an amused glance. We shared a fourteen-year-old boy’s sense of humor. This would be good for miles of giggles. Mandy’s lips quirked as though she knew the joke well and had anticipated it.

      "Let’s get off the street. Someone might hear and get offended." She held open the library’s door and motioned us inside.

      Though the library’s exterior was a downtown storefront, the inside resembled every other library I’d been inside. A circulation desk took up a large amount of space near the entrance. Beyond that stretched out shelf after shelf jammed with books. A staircase along one wall bore a sign telling visitors the genealogy center was upstairs with the non-fiction books.

      Mandy led the way to the circulation desk, opened the little swinging door to let us come behind it, and then unlocked a door marked employees only. "I’ve got a few early morning regulars who come in to read the newspaper and gossip. They’ll likely know who you are and be upset you’re here. If they report me to Mrs. Burris…" She shrugged. "There’s not many jobs in Devil’s Rest."

      Tanner and I nodded our understanding and went inside the tiny office. Mandy motioned to two chairs in front of a cluttered desk. We sat, and she went behind the desk. The name plate in front of the desk claimed it as Mrs. Burris’s desk. Mandy caught me reading the sign.

      "I’m just assistant librarian. I do have my papers—my degree, I mean—but Mrs. Burris has been the head librarian here since dinosaurs roamed the earth. I’m really just a glorified flunky, and my paycheck shows it." She tittered a little, but her eyes didn’t smile.

      "It’s not my business, but why not go to one of the cities and get a job? Surely they’d pay more." Tanner asked in his perfect California-speak.

      I didn’t need to ask this question. I already had an idea of the answer.

      "I’m hooked on the history of the Messengers. Mom grew up here and used to tell it to scare the wits out of me. When I got old enough, I started coming here and researching. The first attempts were kid stuff." She gave us an embarrassed smile. This one touched her eyes, crinkling them at the corners. It gave her generally unattractive features a little boost. "But I’ve gotten better over the years. There’s a local group of us who are pretty into it. We meet once a month to exchange information. You’re staying out at Devil’s Slumber, right?"

      I nodded.

      "Dwight Carr’s in our group." She laughed, a true laugh, throaty and full of life at whatever she saw on my face. "Yeah. He’s an odd one, and he’ll cheat you if he can. Try to get into your pants too." Her cheeks colored, and I guessed she’d fallen victim to Dwight’s unique charm. "But Dwight’s a good researcher. He tracked down Loretta Nell Grimes’s backstory. Where she grew up, went to school, that sort of thing."

      "Did anything he found indicate what got her interested in…" I shook my head and shrugged at the end of the sentence, not sure how to say it without being crass.

      Mandy finished the sentence for me. "In murdering people for Jesus?"

      "Did Loretta Nell and the Messengers really commit murder for Jesus?" Tanner had been glancing around the office as though looking for something in particular. Now he turned his attention on Mandy.

      Mandy’s gaze flicked over Tanner. She caught me watching and her cheeks reddened. She cleared her throat and made a point to speak to me instead of Tanner.

      "You’ve seen the website, right? The Message? Dwight loves it. He’s always directing people to it. I find it a little tasteless, but…” She bared her teeth in an embarrassed smile.

      I nodded. "We read through the whole thing before we came here."

      "You found the eyewitness reports of Loretta Nell proselytizing on the campus of UT?” She asked.

      Both Tanner and I nodded.

      “That’s what I mean by killing people for Jesus. We know nothing beyond that." Cheeks still pink, she stared at the desk several seconds, eyes moving. “I hope I haven’t offended you.”

      “Not at all.” Another connection clicked into place, this one inspired by the vision I’d had in the barn at Stephens Ranch. Loretta Nell had used Mohawk’s book to get that church youth group, or whatever they’d been, to murder each other. She’d been practicing a religion, all right. Just not the Christian one.

      A bell dinged in the library. Mandy excused herself, greeted someone from the door, and came back to sit down. "You’re welcome to ask Dwight about his research into Loretta Nell’s history, but he’ll want to charge you for it. He wouldn’t even allow the rest of the group to copy what he’d found."

      "Is it worth paying for?" Tanner had assumed his usual thinking position, elbows on his knees, gorgeous biceps bunched, fists clasped under his chin.

      "I don’t think so." The door dinged again. Mandy greeted another patron. When she came back to the desk, she was antsy, probably ready for us to go. "Uncle Roddy said the two of you were looking for a book."

      "Your uncle told us you’d know if it had been taken into evidence," I said.

      She shook her head. "I looked at my list this morning after Uncle Roddy called, and there’s no record of it."

      Ugh. Another waste of precious time. My shoulders rounded.

      Mandy spoke quickly as though she knew I’d probably get up and leave soon. "Uncle Roddy said you had a picture. May I see it?"

      I dug it out.

      Her eyes lit with interest. "May I get a copy of this?"

      I nodded and watched as she snapped a few photos with her phone. When she finished, she pushed it back to me.

      "Dwight’s history of Loretta Nell Grimes doesn’t include anything about that book. All our group has about it is Uncle Roddy’s story, which he said he told you."

      I wondered just how much of the story Uncle Roddy had told his niece. I bet not all of it.

      Mandy stared at her phone and used her fingers to enlarge the picture she’d taken. "Well, look at that," she whispered.

      "What?" I half stood, trying to see what she saw.

      "Wait a minute." She tapped her phone a few times, and her laptop dinged. "I sent it to my laptop. Come here and look."

      Tanner and I got up and crowded around her. She enlarged the picture until it was fuzzy and pointed with the tip of a pencil at a metal clasp holding the cover shut. A blurry key stuck out of it.

      She tittered. "Just a book nerd thing."

      I glanced at Tanner. He shrugged and tipped his head at the door. I gave a slight nod. Mandy was still engrossed in the picture.

      I gathered my bag. Then I thought of something to ask Mandy. "Do you know much about the massacre of the Stephens family? I saw the graffiti on the house."

      "Oh, you want to know about Josie. Now that’s an odd story." She licked her lips and leaned forward.

      My stomach twisted in disgust at her relish. That massacre had been a tragedy. Innocent lives lost. I worked to keep the revulsion off my face. Mandy began her story.

      "Josie was found on the road right outside Stephens Ranch. If you’ve been out there, you know the ranch is a couple of miles off the road. She was barefoot and leaving blood tracks with every step. And—get this—her face was covered with gore. Like she’d taken a bite out of someone.” Mandy’s eyes widened, and her nostrils flared.

      My stomach rolled.

      "Had she?" Tanner’s olive skin had turned a sick shade of green.

      Mandy shook her head so hard her earrings clacked together. "Not that the cops could find. Wait a minute, I take that back." Her lips stretched into a greedy smile. "The victims had been…chewed on. But the gore on Josie’s face didn’t belong to any of her family members. Josie always said Loretta Nell was there with her. Seems there was someone else there." Mandy’s eyes glowed with pleasure.

      I wanted to get away from Mandy as soon as possible. Her delight in all this horrible, hurtful stuff sickened me.

      "But that’s not the kicker." Her smile widened, showing even more teeth. "When they found Josie, she kept screaming, ‘Take me back. I need the book.’" Mandy held up her phone and showed us the picture she’d taken. "We knew from Uncle Roddy’s story that there’d been a book. We’ve spent hours discussing what it was. This has to be it."

      The bell outside dinged again. Mandy pushed back from her desk, a sure sign she needed us to beat it.

      "Is there anything else I can help y’all with?" Her eyes darted to the door.

      "Roderick mentioned Josie's in a mental hospital..." I began.

      "Josie’s at the state mental hospital in Austin." She walked to the door, peeked out, and held it open. I started to step out, but she blocked my way. "Wait a second. Mind if I ask why you’re looking for the book?"

      "A collector engaged us to find it." I knew that wouldn't do it. Mandy was too curious to leave it there. But I wasn't a good enough liar to think of something completely off-putting on the spot.

      Sure enough, she clicked the door closed and whispered, "Who? And what do they want with it?"

      Tanner saved me having to answer. "I've been in this business since I started working for my father back in California when I was fourteen. You learn not to ask.”

      Tanner cracked a crooked, charming smile for Mandy. I could practically see her heart fluttering. Wanting to leave before she thought of more questions, I squeezed around her.

      "Wait." She led me around a corner and pointed at an exit hidden at the back of the room. "Sorry. The fewer patrons who see you, the better."

      I nodded my understanding and hurried to the door, Tanner close behind me.

      We managed to get out of the library without telling her anything more. Later, when it was much too late, I wished I had warned her.
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      Back out on the sidewalk, Tanner took my hand and caressed it with one rough thumb. I gave him an impulsive kiss on the cheek. He hugged me. I hugged back, drinking in the comfort he offered.

      Tanner was the best part of my life. And we’d just stumbled across each other. The twist of fate both fascinated and humbled me. Life wasn’t all bad.

      An elderly man wearing black horn-rimmed glasses stopped to stare at us. "You the one who caused the ruckus at Phil’s Monkey Burger?"

      Sweat tingled on my scalp. The smell of the cheap motel soap reached my nostrils as my body heated.

      The man came a little closer. Tanner stiffened, shoulders expanding, arms lifting away from his body in silent threat. He’d hit if it came down to it.

      The man stopped a couple of feet away. "Two ’a you need to get outta town. We don’t take kindly to strangers coming in here snooping around."

      "Understood." Tanner’s deep voice didn’t sound like he understood. It sounded like he was about one word from kicking this oldster’s ass all the way to the city limits sign. The man must’ve heard it too. He made a wide loop around Tanner and me and went into the library.

      This town gave me the creeps. Too many shades of Gaslight City. I couldn’t wait to get out. Tanner gave me a gentle tap on the arm.

      I spun around to face him and nearly yelled, "What?"

      He put up both hands and took a step back. "I just asked if you still want to go to the mental hospital."

      Wishing we could go back to holding hands and flirting, I tried to smile. "I guess. Unless you have a better idea?"

      "Hate to admit it, but I don’t. We don’t have any other stones to turn over here in town." He slipped an arm over my shoulder and led me to the truck.

      "You're right." I stared into the brightening sun, calculating how high it was in the sky, thinking about how much time had passed since Mohawk woke me up and told me I had seventy-two hours. I handed Tanner the keys and crawled into the passenger side.

      Tanner climbed behind the wheel and began fiddling with his phone. "Damn. No signal."

      "We’ll have to wait until we get out of this devil’s triangle to get directions." My mind tallied up the extra time lost and told me I needed to worry some more.

      Tanner carefully followed the speed limit through Devil’s Rest. Neither of us had voiced it, but this would be a bad place to have a run-in with law enforcement. Traveling with Cecil and Sanctuary had helped me develop a sense of such things. Tanner, who’d spent his entire adult life searching for magical items, had developed it for his own reasons, which I suspected were not always one hundred percent legal.

      Once we passed the Devil’s Rest city limits sign, Tanner sped through the parched landscape, at times going ninety miles per hour. He took chances I wouldn’t have, passing when he wasn’t supposed to and swerving onto the shoulder to get around slower moving vehicles. It scared me, but I wanted him to hurry. This trip to see Josie might be another piss in the wind. Then where would we be?

      Tanner, as he did when he knew I was upset, babbled. "That Mandy chick was a new kind of weird."

      I shrugged. "Look at Devil’s Rest. Probably the only social life she has is dredging up that horror and going over every detail. The way she talked to us is probably the way she talks to the other members of that group."

      Tanner nodded, gaze fixed on the road. He never dismissed an idea just because he didn’t have it first. He’d mull over what I said and tell me days later he agreed or didn’t.

      "About that group." Tanner turned to me. "If you want the information Dwight has on Loretta Nell Grimes, tell me. I’ll twist it out of him."

      I nodded. Tanner was probably still mad about the way Dwight had gouged him for information on my whereabouts and directions to the Stephens Ranch. I hated to let Tanner strong-arm information out of Dwight. We were already leaving a way bigger footprint in Devil’s Rest than felt safe. I began chewing on the fleshy part of my index finger, not hard, just enough to offset the pain of my tense muscles.

      Periodically, I checked my phone. Finally it had a smidgen of service. I got directions to the mental hospital. We drove straight there. I gasped when it came into sight.

      "Holy shit," I muttered.

      "No shit." Tanner pulled into a parking place and leaned forward so he could see the whole thing.

      The building was huge. Four stories and maybe an attic level. The building’s front had snowy white Georgian columns across the front. To each side of the columns, a long wing jutted out. Despite the new paint and clean grounds, the place gave me the creeps.

      I took out a cigarette with shaking hands and tried to light it, but my lighter hand trembled so hard I couldn’t hit the tip.

      Tanner reached over and steadied my hand. "This the same place you got sent as a kid?"

      I dragged deep and shook my head. "Place I got sent was newer. And closer to where we lived in East Texas."

      Tanner shook his head. "I’ll never get used to all the distance in this state. East, West, South, North. Each part is considered a different place. I can’t keep them straight."

      I nodded, too wired up to formulate an answer. It isn’t like they’re going to try to commit me. I can go in there, just like everybody else. It’s a public place. I drew hard on the cigarette, crushed it out in an ashtray full of butts, and turned to Tanner. "I gotta go in now."

      He unbuckled his seatbelt.

      I put my hand on his arm. ”You don’t have to come. Josie might talk more if it’s to another woman.”

      But the truth was, I wanted that California cool Tanner could put on like a pair of shades.

      Tanner ignored me, got out of the truck, and came around the side of the truck to open my door. "Let’s do this.”

      I just sat there staring at the huge mental hospital, remembering my time in such an establishment. He gently pulled me out of the truck.

      "I didn’t know it would bother me this much." I tried to laugh.

      "Most traumatic experience of your childhood? Please. I’m surprised you’re walking." He took my arm and led me across the parking lot.

      The building seemed bigger each step we took. As we neared it, fear slipped so deeply into my mind that I couldn’t even read the signs telling visitors where to go. Tanner put one arm around my shoulders and led me through a double set of French doors in which the panes were so old the glass had dips and imperfections. Like the Georgian columns, the doors were whitewashed a blinding white. He walked me to a window with a sign that read "Visitors Check In Here."

      I expected to see a nurse wearing a crisp white uniform, her hair done in a severe, old-fashioned bun. It would have completed the spooky vibe of the place. Had that person been waiting to check us in, I might have run screaming. As luck would have it, the lady behind the window had long, curly ginger hair and wore a set of brown scrubs with delicate yellow flowers.

      "Help you guys?" She picked up a clipboard with a pen attached.

      "We’d like to see Josie Stephens, please." Tanner put on his most polite smile, but his bar brawl nose and piercing eyes made the grin look more like a hungry tiger’s than a friendly dog’s.

      The smile slid off her face. "I’ll need to see some ID, please."

      Tanner and I exchanged a quick glance. I nodded, and we both pulled out our driver’s licenses and handed them over. The nurse, if that’s what she was, read them carefully. She handed the IDs back and took a step away from the glass.

      "Josie Stephens has a visitors list. We are ordered to follow that list to the letter. Anybody who’s not on it can’t get in." She gave us a flat-eyed stare.

      I couldn’t move. All this way, and I wouldn’t even get to see Josie.

      "Can’t you just ask her if she’d be willing to see us?" Tanner’s voice was still calm, but I heard the edge in it.

      One look at the nurse gave me her answer. Sure enough she opened her tight lips and said, "No, sir. Ms. Stephens is not an attraction. She had an extremely traumatic experience, and she deserves to be left in peace."

      Another nurse, this one wearing hot pink scrubs, came inside. She waved at the nurse behind the glass, walked across the room, and went up a staircase I hadn’t noticed before. If only I could pass myself off as a nurse. A flash of inspiration hit me. I could do that exact thing.

      "But this is important, ma’am, a matter of life and death." Tanner’s voice rose just a little.

      "It’s okay, baby." I tugged at his arm. "This nice lady’s right. Josie Stephens doesn’t deserve to have a couple jerks like us piling in on her."

      The nurse behind the glass smiled a little and nodded.

      "But…" Tanner turned to me frowning, took one look at my face, and said, "Oh." He turned back to the woman behind the glass. "Thanks for your time, ma’am. We’re sorry to have bothered you."

      "No problem." The lady sat back down and started typing. She must’ve decided we weren’t going to attack.

      I took Tanner’s hand and tugged him from the building. Once we were back out in the boiling sunlight, I said, "I’m going to do a spell to make myself look like a nurse. Get in that way."
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      Back at my truck, I dragged my witch pack out of the backseat, unzipped it, and dug around until I found the waterproof envelope where I kept Priscilla Herrera’s grimoire. I pulled the envelope out of the pack and removed the spell book.

      Soon as I touched the book, my ancestor’s strong, determined energy flowed through my fingers and woke up the black opal. Somewhere behind me, a raven cawed. The mantle opened up inside me, blossoming like an exotic flower and spreading its perfume through me.

      Chilly wind came from nowhere, whipping both mine and Tanner’s hair. I focused on the spell I wanted, the one commonly called a glamour spell, and opened the book. As usual, the book went right to the spell I wanted. A puff of age and old paper tickled my nostrils. The writing in the book looked more like symbols than anything in the English language at first glance, but as I stared, the words wiggled around like snakes and took a form I could understand.

      I glanced over the instructions, noting they were different from the other time I’d used this type of spell. At the bottom of the page, words formed. "Don’t forget the cost of this magic."

      I nodded. The last time I’d done this spell, I’d gotten what I wanted, but I’d also enabled a murderer to take a life. The life taken was mostly unknown to me. But I’d had only the murderer’s word that the person he killed was evil. Maybe I shouldn’t do this.

      Orev cawed behind me, resolute. He thought I should go for it. Priscilla Herrera’s energy thrummed through me, ordering me to do it, even if it was just to hone my skills.

      Tanner glanced over my shoulder at the spell book and rubbed his eyes hard. "Gives me a headache."

      The whole thing gave me a headache too. According to the instructions, I’d have to find someone to impersonate. Not really wanting to try the lady we’d already spoken to, I stared out into the parking lot.

      Several vehicles arrived at the same time. Hospital employees wearing scrubs of all shades exited their vehicles and herded themselves into a building. It was either a shift change or the end of a meal break. I’d need to make up my mind quickly. The shift change, or whatever it was, would end soon. Coming into the hospital at an odd time would raise further suspicion.

      Mind as made up as it was going to get, I began to walk toward a woman of my general height and age who also had a mane of long, dark hair. She’d separated from the crowd to gather it into a ponytail. I glanced back at Tanner and said, "Come on. Think of a question to ask this woman while you’re walking."

      We cut across the parking lot toward her, walking fast but not running. When we got close, I nodded to Tanner and mouthed, "Go."

      "Excuse me, ma’am?" Tanner tried to do a Texas accent. He sounded about as authentic as Spanish rice made with ketchup.

      The woman glanced up at him and made a face, almost rolling her eyes. Dislike came off her in waves. Oh, no. We must’ve picked the bitch of the bunch. But then she glimpsed me standing behind Tanner. The irritation fell of her face.

      She smiled, brushed around Tanner, and spoke to me. "Y’all need some help?"

      Struck dumb, I stared. I had no idea what Tanner had planned to ask her. Think fast. Wing it. "I noticed the historical marker outside the building and was wondering if there’s tours."

      As I spoke, I focused on her face, memorizing it as best as I could. The spell book had suggested a likeness. I didn’t have one of those. But I knew from experience an item belonging to the person also worked for this spell.

      The nurse, whose name tag said D. Homer, pulled her lips into a pout. "No. They ought to. The facility dates back to the eighteen-forties. But we still house and treat patients on site. It’s probably a privacy concern."

      That was it. There was nothing else for this woman and me to say to each other, and I still needed either a picture or a personal item.

      D. Homer checked her watch and said, "I’m sorry not to be more help. Hyde Park’s right over there. Lots of cool eating places, and it has a lot of history."

      No idea what else to do, I smiled and nodded. "Thanks for the tip."

      D. Homer walked away from us and toward the building.

      I skulked back to my truck and glanced at the spell book, reading the directions one last time. Maybe I could make myself look like D. Homer just from memory. I closed my eyes and tried to call up her face.

      "Need this?" Tanner held up his phone. On its screen was a picture of D. Homer, smiling as she spoke with me. "I’ll let you use it. For a price."

      I slitted my eyes at him and held out my hand. "If I told you to drop your pants right here, you’d do it. No deal."

      Tanner blustered with mock outrage. "That’s wrong. I’d at least make you take me behind some bushes."

      I took the phone and set it down next to the spell book. One more read through, and I was ready. Oddly, there was no question in my mind that I could do it. The unknown ramifications concerned me more. I held out my hand to Tanner. "Let’s share power. Might make it last longer."

      Wordlessly, he put his hand in mine and closed his eyes. I closed mine and found the mantle nestled deep inside me, underneath its shroud of scar tissue. I pulled gently on the energy, teasing it out. It flowed through my body, blunted but still powerful enough to make me see the world that lay underneath ours.

      A greenish haze of pollution overlaid the sky. But underneath, I saw the element of air. It rippled against the sky, rolling and somersaulting, pushing the wind. The earth, long covered by pavement, hummed beneath my feet. It could be hidden, but progress couldn’t kill it. I drew both sources of power into me, letting them fuel the mantle.

      Next to me, Tanner’s body stiffened. His hand tightened on mine, and he took a deep breath and moaned as the power hit him.

      Water flowed beneath the earth, endlessly recharging and renewing. I called for its cleansing magic and let it move through me and into Tanner.

      The fire came last because it was inside me. It burned through my veins and called power from Tanner. The burn grew hotter, so hot that sweat popped out all over my body. It was time.

      I let my eyes slide open and called up the digital picture of the nurse. I stared into her face, eyes roving over every feature, every sharp edge.

      "Power of elements, I call on thee

      Make it where they see her and not me."

      I repeated the simple chant three times and then threw the power of the mantle into it, concentrating with all my might, on moving the energy that would make me look like the nurse.

      My face began to tickle, then itch. The itch grew until it stung like ants on my face. I jerked my hand away from Tanner’s and brought it up to touch my skin. My nose was wrong. Sharper and longer. I faced Tanner, but he still had his eyes closed.

      "Tanner?" I shook his arm.

      He opened his eyes. His mouth dropped open, and he backpedaled away from me. He stared hard at me and then came closer. He ran his fingers over my cheeks, frowning. He slid a hand down my body. "It is you. At first, I wasn’t sure. But the body’s yours."

      I used the camera on my phone to look at myself. A gasp escaped my lips, and I nearly dropped my phone. It had worked. I was D. Homer. At least for a few minutes.

      I stared at the hospital with dread. The last time I’d been in a place like this, they’d wanted to lock me away. Irrational fear bolted through me, trampling down all the confidence I’d built since that day when I was eight years old.

      Tanner pulled me close. "You sure about this? There’s got to be another way."

      There probably were other ways, but I didn’t have time to figure them out. Josie knew some stuff about Loretta Nell. According to Mandy Drake, Josie had at least known about Mohawk’s book. She’d demanded to be taken back to Stephens Ranch to get it. Maybe she knew where I could find it.

      Tanner waited for my answer. Even if he knew going in that hospital and scaring the shit out of myself was the best bet, he was too nice a guy to kick my ass all the way in there.

      I gave him a squeeze and stepped away. It felt like taking the training wheels off a bike. "I have to do this. This spell won’t last long, so I need to hurry." I marched across the parking lot and into the front door.

      "Deena?" The nurse who’d told me I couldn’t see Josie frowned. "Didn’t you just come through?"

      "I forgot something." The sound of my voice mixed with a little of Deena’s made me stiffen. The spell had been so simple and low energy that it hadn’t even disguised my voice. This isn’t going to work. They’ll put you in a padded room and keep you forever. My knees went watery at the thought, but I forced myself to keep walking.

      "Guess I missed you going out," the nurse said to my back, but she didn’t sound too sure.

      I hurried up the same stairs I’d seen the other nurse use and acted like I knew where I was going. Soon, I knew I’d overplayed my hand. The hospital was huge, and I had no idea how to find Josie. Asking another nurse would blow my cover.

      I wandered the halls, drawing curious glances from Deena Homer’s co-workers, but nobody called me out for not being wherever Deena was supposed to be. A TV blared nearby, and I peeked into a room full of chairs and realized, as I glanced over the patients’ faces, that I didn’t even know what Josie looked like.

      My spirits sank. In my hurry to get this done, I had made every possible mistake. I had no idea what Josie looked like, didn’t know where to find her.

      "Deena?" The voice came from right behind me.

      My stomach jumped. Sweat popped out all over my body. If this person wanted to converse, it could go so very, very badly. I slowly turned to face whoever’d caught me.

      A middle-aged woman wearing a starched white nurse’s uniform glared at me. Her name tag read Fitch, which I first mistook for Bitch. "Why are you in the women’s wing, Deena? I thought we talked about this."

      "Uhhh…I forgot something in my car." The sound of my own voice jolted me. The glamour was already wearing off. Fear spread through my body. It would make the spell wear off even faster, but I didn’t have the self-control to stop it.

      Fitch frowned. "You don’t have to come through the women’s wing to get to the children’s wing." She pulled a spiral bound notepad from her pocket. "I’m going to make a note of seeing you up here. Two more times, and I’ll make a formal complaint. I’m tired of you young nurses playing more than you work."

      Shit. I’d gotten Deena, who seemed perfectly nice, into trouble. Another glamour spell, another batch of trouble. At least nobody was dead yet.

      Fitch stopped writing in her notepad. "Come on. I’ll walk you out." She did just that, leaving me outside a locked door.

      "Fuck," I muttered and stomped off, no clue where I was going. If Josie was anywhere, she was behind that door with Fitch the Bitch and now off limits to me. I passed a row of windows looking out on a courtyard. My reflection showed regular old Peri Jean Mace starting back at me with scared eyes.

      Perfect. Footsteps approached. I turned down a hallway, ducked behind an open door, and watched through the crack between the doorjamb and the door. Fitch the Bitch passed by, craning her neck, probably trying to catch the errant Deena Homer doing shit she wasn’t supposed to be doing. The only bright side was that I now looked like me. Deena Homer wouldn’t get into further trouble for my shenanigans.

      Fitch approached. I stood as still as I could. She went into one of the patient rooms and came out, leaving the door open. She stared right at the door I was hiding behind. I held my breath, heart thudding so loud in my ears it was hard to believe Fitch couldn’t hear it. But she didn’t seem to. She passed by, rubbing at chill bumps that had risen on her sun-spotted arms.

      I came out from behind the door and crept in the direction I’d seen Fitch come from. This wing was being renovated. Scaffolds lined the walls. An unopened box of tile sat next to a neatly folded drop cloth. This would be the perfect place to hide out while I figured out what to do next. I ducked into an empty patient room and took out my phone, ready to hit the web for all my research needs. My phone’s blank screen stared at me. I let out a disgusted grunt.

      Since getting one of the fancy full-featured smartphones, I had trained myself to think the phone held all the answers just because I could access the internet. But there wouldn’t be a recent picture of Josie online. Nor would her room number here at the hospital be posted. I rolled my eyes.

      Behind me, a small voice said, "You looking for me?"

      My whole body jerked, and I nearly dropped my phone on the hard tile, which surely would have busted it into a million useless pieces. I juggled the glass and plastic albatross before finally getting control of it and tucking it into my pocket. Heart hammering, I turned to see who’d spoken.
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        * * *

      

      The girl sat lotus position in the corner of the empty room, a hand of solitaire laid spread at her knees. At first, I thought Loretta Nell’s ghost had somehow found me here at the asylum. But a closer look revealed fuller lips, a broader nose, and darker blond hair.

      "Josie Stephens?" I stared at the slight woman with thin red scars all over her face, her hair long and unkempt but clean.

      She nodded. "Are you the lady who came earlier wanting to see me? The one Ilsa wouldn’t let come up?"

      I gaped at her. "How’d you know? And what are you doing in here?"

      Josie smiled, showing small, neat teeth. "Ten years in a place like this, and you learn the ropes. As for your second question, waiting on you."

      Cold fingers walked up my back. "Why?"

      "Loretta Nell said you’d be coming." She swept the cards into a pile and began shuffling them.

      The chill spread to the rest of my body. Soon I’d be shaking. Stay calm. Pretend it’s all cool. "You’ve been in contact with Loretta Nell?"

      "We talk every day." She giggled at whatever she saw on my face, putting a hand criss-crossed with thin, red scars over her mouth. Her stormy blue eyes gleamed with something that made my skin crawl. Then it was gone. "Go on and ask."

      "What do you think I'm here to ask you?" I felt sorry for this woman who'd had her life cut off the day she got thrown into this place. Had it not been for Memaw, the same thing could have happened to me.

      "All kinds of people come to see me. They all ask the same questions. They want to know about the night my family died, and they want to know why I said Loretta Nell Grimes did it. Why would you be any different?" She slapped some cards down on the floor.

      I crouched on the floor so Josie and I could see eye to eye. Standing over someone indicated a dominant position, and I wanted her to trust me enough to talk.

      "I’m different because I know Loretta Nell murdered your family."

      She lowered her chin. Her chest rose and fell with her breaths. "So what do you want to know?"

      I nodded. "Did you ever see Loretta Nell before the night she killed your family?"

      Josie bared her teeth in another smile. It somehow reminded me of an animal waiting for a chance to bite. "Oh, I get it. You’re one of those."

      A warning bell went off in my head. I let it ring. It was too late to do anything but play this out. "One of what?"

      She continued playing her new game of solitaire. "Ghost hunters. Paranormal investigators. You’ve been out to Poppy’s house. Maybe heard footsteps. Or didn't you say you'd met Loretta Nell?"

      I didn’t want to give Josie any more information about myself. This whole setup felt wrong. More than ever, I wanted to get away from Josie, go back to Tanner.

      "If you've met her, she’s going to kill you." Josie turned over a card. "See, I didn’t know to leave her alone."

      "You brought her ghost back, didn’t you, Josie?" I whispered.

      She ducked her head but nodded. "It started six months before the night she killed my whole family. We’d gone to visit Poppy. Nana had just died, and Poppy said I ought to go into the attic and see if I wanted some of Nana's stuff from when she was young. There was nothing I really wanted, so I started poking around."

      I said nothing. Josie spoke mostly to her cards, laying them down, picking them up. She wasn’t really playing solitaire. She was just moving the cards around. She seemed to have forgotten she was talking to a real person.

      "I saw the door behind a wardrobe. One of those tall ones so big a person could stand in it. Took me an hour to get enough stuff out of the wardrobe so I could move it, but I did." She stopped playing with her cards and stared through me. "I wish I had just left it alone. But I didn’t. I opened the door and found that room, that awful little room. There were pictures cut out of magazines and posters on the walls. It wasn't too much different than my dorm room at college. And I could feel her in there, maybe listening to records or reading." She raised her head, and we stared at each other. She whispered, "I'd heard about Loretta Nell and the Messengers all my life. But for the first time, I got curious about who she was. Biggest mistake of my life."

      "What did you do?" My voice shook. I didn’t want to hear this story. Normal people, the ones who didn’t have to live with freaky talent like mine, never knew when to leave well enough alone. The unlucky ones ended up where Josie Stephens now sat.

      "I bought an Ouija board," she told me, wide-eyed.

      I held in my groan. It just got worse and worse. An Ouija board gave a powerful ghost like Loretta Nell an engraved invitation to wreak havoc. No wonder things ended the way they did.

      "She visited the first time we used it…" She paused, and I thought I’d have to prod her to continue, but then she started talking. "That was when cameras in cellphones were pretty new. My roommate and I took a lot of pictures. When we looked at them, they all had her in them. If the picture was of my roommate, Loretta Nell would be next to her. Just standing there. No expression on her face." Josie lowered her chin and set her eyes on me again. "Like this."

      A shudder ripped through me. When Josie did that, it heightened the slight resemblance between her and Loretta Nell.

      She blew out a breath. "Then Alex—that was my roommate—died."

      I drew in a whoop of air. This wasn’t what I’d expected. "How?"

      "Single car accident. They couldn’t figure out what happened." Josie stared at the window behind me so intently I turned to make sure Loretta Nell wasn’t there. When I turned back to Josie, she was smiling again.

      "After Alex died, I got obsessed with what happened to the Messengers. I spent a lot of time in the library, reading news articles, poking around on the internet." She licked her lips. "Then I started using the Ouija board to talk to Loretta Nell by myself."

      I wanted to tell her to stop, to beg her not to say another word. Or to just get up and leave. But I hadn’t even asked her about the book, and it seemed Josie had been in fairly direct contact with Loretta Nell for quite some time before she ended up here.

      My voice came out cracked and trembling. "What did Loretta Nell tell you?"

      Josie shrugged. "It was just letters that didn’t make words. Then it just became places."

      "Places?" Cold sweat rolled down my body as Josie talked. The stuff matched other stories I knew about spirits gaining control of people. Was I sitting unprotected in a room with a mass murderer, even one who got duped into what she did? I inched away from Josie, hoping she wouldn’t notice.

      Josie nodded. "The library. The theater building. A few days afterward, things would happened to people there. They died." She started humming, eyes on her cards.

      "What about your family? Did Loretta Nell warn you in advance what was going to happen to them?” I tried not to hear the humming or to acknowledge that the song was a gospel standard called “Power in the Blood.”

      She raised her eyes to mine. The smile came back. "No. By that time, I was having blackouts. All I remember is Loretta Nell coming out of the walls of Poppy’s house to take her revenge."

      I stiffened. The words didn’t bug me so much. The smile did. Knowing and feral, it made my knees wobble. It was time to go, past time. But I still had questions.

      "That night, the night your family died, did you see a book? Or did Loretta Nell read to you from a book?" I watched Josie for a reaction.

      Josie shuffled the cards again, gaze fixed on the floor. "Book?"

      That didn't make sense. Mandy had said Josie begged the deputy to go back to the house for the book.

      I took the picture from my bag and held it where Josie could see it. She put down the cards and leaned forward, tilting her head to one side. Magic flashed through my black opal right about the time I noticed Josie had tilted her head too far for it to be comfortable.

      I tried to scoot away from her, but the linoleum was slick and new, and I lost my balance. Josie snatched the picture away from me and crumpled it to a ball in one hand. Her lips stretched into an ugly snarl, and she changed positions to crouch on her knees. Her face contorted, and she looked more like Loretta Nell than ever.

      "You'll never have the Serpent God," she growled. "You're unworthy. You don't even love him."

      The black opal pinged uselessly on my chest, its warning too late to do me any real good. I cowered away, trying to remember how much space was between me and the door. But I’d been too focused on my stupid phone and then Josie to notice such a small detail. I inched backward.

      Josie crawled forward, eyes shining with cunning. She leapt and pinned me to the floor, stronger than I ever could have imagined. Eyes wild and shining, she leaned over me. Something tugged at my brain. It tapped around the edges, trying to get in.

      Panic shocked me into action. I grabbed at her arms. She whipped them out of my grasp and snapped at my hand. I doubled up a fist and swung at her, but I was on my back, at the wrong angle to really hurt her. She slapped my ineffective punch away and settled her mad eyes on mine.

      The tugging came again. I gathered my energy and pushed against it. Josie’s head snapped back. She shook herself and locked eyes with me. Sour terror filled my mouth. I had to bite my lip to keep from screaming. Josie wasn’t holding me down anymore. Josie had not physically changed, but Loretta Nell stared out from behind Josie’s eyes.

      The room flashes twice and is gone. I’m back in the barn at the Stephens Ranch.

      Dim light filters into the barn from a floodlight outside. The empty room I saw before is now filled with all manner of junk. The bloodstains on the walls are not as shining and fresh as when I saw them. My mind latches onto that, but before I can figure out why that’s odd, I hear the girl whimpering.

      A much younger and less weathered Josie crouches against a dark-colored farm truck, her teeth chattering. Sweat plasters her long hair to her face. In one hand, Josie girl holds a sickle. Something moves in my peripheral vision. Josie and I both gasp.

      Loretta Nell flits around the room, manifesting then disappearing again. She darts in to tap Josie’s shoulder. The poor girl screams, body jittering from fright.

      “You can’t have me, you crazy bitch.” Josie’s voice is guttural with pure animal fear.

      “You’ve been mine since the day you were born, just like all the other children of those bastards who killed me.” Loretta Nell manifests in Josie’s face.

      Josie screams again but gets control of herself and crawls to her feet.

      “No. I’m not yours.” She hefts the sickle and takes on a warrior’s stance, sides heaving with exhausted breaths.

      Loretta Nell’s spirit manifests, solid as a real person, and races toward Josie. The girl’s eyes widen. She rears back one arm and swings at Loretta Nell.

      The sickle sinks deep. Loretta Nell clutches at her chest. Phantom blood seeps from the wound. Loretta Nell staggers backward and sits down hard.

      Josie advances on Loretta Nell, eyes gleaming with mad fury.

      “You killed my family. Whether you’re a ghost or not, I’m going to kill you,” she grates in Loretta Nell’s face.

      Loretta Nell, at first glance, seems afraid. Her eyes are wide and shining. Her mouth is open in a little o. But I can see things Josie, the panicked teenager, cannot. The hand Loretta Nell is holding to her chest is not cradling a wound, it’s holding the sickle in place. And behind her wide eyes is something close to fear but not the real deal. Behind Loretta Nell’s wide eyes is greed. She needs this little scene to play out and is terrified it won’t.

      Josie grabs a hanging pulley attached to the ceiling and drags it to Loretta Nell. She ties the rope around Loretta Nell’s torso and hoists her body into the air. Loretta Nell hangs still, throwing in a reasonably convincing twitch every few seconds, hand still holding the sickle to her chest.

      I want to scream at Josie to stop, that it’s a trick. But this is a vision. I’m seeing the past, and I can’t change what’s already happened.

      Josie digs the sickle deeper into Loretta Nell’s chest and pulls it all the way down to her pubic bone. A half-transparent flow of glistening guts and blood spill from the body. Loretta Nell’s head flops to one side as though she’s dead, but her eyes stay bright and aware.

      Josie showers in the blood and entrails, rubbing them on her face, eyes shining with madness. She raises her hands to her face and licks the palms.

      Josie leaves Loretta Nell hanging, goes over to the work table, and comes back with a long knife, the kind used to skin animals. She peels off a piece of Loretta Nell’s flesh and lifts it to her mouth.

      I can’t keep quiet. “No, Josie, no. It’s what she wants you to do.”

      Not hearing me, Josie eats the piece of flesh. Loretta Nell’s still eyes come to life as she watches her victim feed on her. Josie’s face ripples, becoming Loretta Nell’s for one second.

      She lets out a wild roar and sticks her head into Loretta Nell’s open chest, burrowing. Loretta Nell’s body moves lifelessly underneath the wild attack. But her eyes. Her eyes are bright with glee.

      The vision fades, and I’m back in the mental hospital with Josie leaning close enough to kiss me.

      "That book is not for you. It’s not for the last survivor. It’s for Loretta Nell and the Messengers." Josie delivered her words in a high, sweet lilting country accent.

      But they were all dead, rotting in their graves for the last forty-plus years. I dared not say that. Josie had the upper hand. She might eat me the way she had eaten Loretta Nell in my vision.

      Caw caw caw. Orev’s presence came into my mind. A tapping sound came from the window. Orev must’ve landed there and was hitting it with his beak. I didn’t dare take my gaze off Josie. She inched closer, saliva dripping from her mouth to plop onto my face and slide down my cheek.

      "J-J-Josie, if you tell me where the book is, I can get you free of Loretta Nell." My voice trembled so hard I barely recognized it. "Maybe even get you out of here."

      Josie smiled, blue eyes cold as rain in January, now all Loretta Nell. "I will rise again. And I will kill both the last survivor and you for trying to take what’s mine. And then I will cleanse the earth of the undeserving.”

      She fitted one hand over my throat and began to press down, her face straining with the effort. I coughed against the sudden loss of oxygen and punched at Josie. She didn’t move.

      “But first the last survivor.” She breathed a cloud of foul breath into my face. “The last survivor is key.”

      Even with my consciousness fading, I knew this was important. I tried to ask what she meant by key. A weak croak escaped my lips.

      Fitch the Bitch slammed into the room, walkie-talkie gripped in one hand.

      She yelled into it. "I found Stephens. We need Winston in the unfinished wing right now."

      Fitch grabbed Josie under the arms and tried to pull her off me. Josie twisted in her grasp, arms and legs flailing.

      “She’s just like the last survivor,” Josie screamed.

      Fitch’s eyes widened. The nurse’s body jerked as though she’d been goosed. It was enough for Josie to twist and sink her teeth into the nurse’s arm. Fitch yelled and let go of the wild thing. Josie got to her feet and ran out of the room, bare feet slapping the linoleum.

      Fitch pointed one finger at me. "Stay right there. You and me need to talk." Then she ran out of the room, yelling into her walkie-talkie again.

      I wasn’t staying anywhere and waiting for Fitch to tell me off. I grabbed the wadded-up picture off the floor and hightailed it out of the room.
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      I raced down the hallway, shoes squeaking on the shiny, new linoleum. The hallway ended at a T, and I went left, toward the parking lot and Tanner. My smoke-singed lungs screamed for oxygen, but I pushed on, picturing Tanner and the warmth of his arms. I called up the soft purr of his voice, the music of his laugh, his strong thighs, the taste of sweat on the back of his neck.

      Tanner had come to equal safety and stability. When did that happen? Maybe the long nights we’d laid together in the darkness, fingers laced together, talking.

      I ran past the row of windows, my reflection transparent. Queenie had been right. I was a ghost in my own life. I needed to put my whole self into my relationship with Tanner and quit holding back because I didn’t want my heart broken again. I needed to quit being afraid of what I was, of my power. The fear might help me avoid hurt and scary things, but it would always hold me prisoner. Just like if I had spent all my growing up years in a place like this one.

      Footsteps pounded behind me, coming nearer each second. My pace slowed as my smoke-damaged lungs failed to provide the oxygen I needed to keep running full blast. My pursuers were barely a turn behind me.

      I came to a door marked “Exit” and slammed through it. A huge man stood on the other side. The contrast of his dark skin against his white uniform almost burned my eyes. His name tag said K. Winslow.

      "There you are." K. Winslow reached for me with a hand roughly the size of my head.

      I tried to duck around him, but he caught my arm and yanked me off balance. I let out a shrill yell. K. Winslow gave me a hard shake.

      With his other hand, he pulled out a walkie-talkie and said, "Nurse Fitch? Winslow here. I got the intruder."

      Fitch’s voice came back. "Good job, Kevin. Bring her to my office."

      I doubled up a fist and swung it into Kevin Winslow’s stomach, using my whole body the way Tanner recommended. The impact rang up my arm as though I’d hit an iron wall. Winslow tightened his grip, pulled me off the floor, and dangled me in front of his face.

      "Hit me again, and I’m gonna beat the white off ’a you. Got it?" His voice, low and menacing, echoed in the stairwell.

      Fear flooded my bloodstream, pushing my heart so hard and fast my skin tingled.

      Winslow gave me a teeth-rattling shake. "Hear me, girl?"

      I nodded.

      He let go of me. I fell hard on concrete floor, most of my weight landing on one knee. Pain shot through my body. I howled. Tears spurted from my eyes, and I rolled over onto one side clutching my injury. By tonight, the knee would probably be twice its normal size and the color of an eggplant. My tormenter clicked his tongue.

      "Aw, hell. I didn’t mean to do that." He grabbed me by the same arm, which had begun to throb from how hard he’d gripped it, and hauled me to my feet. He leaned into my face. His breath smelled like corn chips and salsa. "You gotta mind me, or I’m gonna hurt you. Understand?"

      I nodded again, crying from the pain in my knee.

      He put an almost gentle hand on my shoulder. "You know my name. What’s yours?"

      "Peri Jean Mace." My voice trembled.

      "You done got yourself in deep shit, Peri Jean Mace. Josie Stephens is Nurse Fitch’s pet project. Or peeve. Hope you have a damn good reason you broke in here to see her." Kevin Winslow hauled me up the steps and stopped in front of a door like the one I’d slammed through an eternity ago. He held it open and pointed toward a closed door a few feet away with a sign that read Suzanne Fitch. I stumbled toward it. Winslow took one arm to hold me upright.

      "Peri Jean, I want you to understand something." He continued talking as he tugged me along, never looking at my face. "Suzanne Fitch is my boss, and this is a good paying job for a guy like me. You’re gonna tell her what she wants to know whether you like it or not."

      I nodded, gasping from the pain in my knee. What kind of damage had Kevin Winslow done to me? I wanted Tanner. Just the thought of him took away some of the darkness and gave me a little comfort. Kevin doubled up one roast-sized fist and knocked softly on Nurse Fitch’s office door.

      "Bring her in, Kevin," Nurse Fitch sang.

      Kevin opened the door and pushed me inside. Nurse Fitch set her pen aside. "Seat her in front of the desk, please."

      Kevin used both hands to fold me into the chair. Nurse Fitch watched the same way she might have watched someone pat a hamburger patty before throwing it on the grill.

      "How’d you get in here?" she asked.

      I shook my head and shrugged.

      Nurse Fitch glanced at Kevin and gave a slight nod. Something slammed into the back of my head hard enough to knock me forward. My forehead smacked the edge of her desk. I slid to the floor, banging my already throbbing knee on the floor. I yelped like a kicked dog.

      Kevin grabbed me under the arms and pulled me back into the chair. I couldn’t sit up straight.

      "I’ve told you not to hit them so hard," Fitch hissed at Kevin.

      "Didn’t seem hard to me." I heard the shrug in his voice.

      "He’s a big dude," I slurred, thinking about Wade Hill. "They don’t know how hard they’re hitting."

      "Uh-huh. She’s right," Kevin said from behind me, where he might have been getting ready to clobber me again.

      Fitch watched me from across the desk, gaze still clinical and cold. "Tell me how you got in here." Her eyes flicked to Kevin Winslow standing behind me.

      I couldn’t take another hit. But if I told Fitch how I got in, she might lock me up for being crazy. The scared eight-year-old who’d been sent to a mental hospital began to scream. Hysteria buzzed around my thoughts, a swarm of bloodsucking mosquitos, ready to help me do something crazy.

      Then I remembered who I was. Peri Jean Mace. Great-great-great granddaughter of Priscilla Herrera, a witch of considerable power. Peri Jean Mace. Raised by Leticia Gregson Mace, a fierce little woman who could have backed down the devil himself. Peri Jean Mace. A badass witch who had more power than these two clowns could imagine.

      "I’ll give you one more chance, Miss…" Fitch said in a bored voice.

      "It’s Peri Jean Mace," Kevin Winslow supplied.

      "Miss Mace then. Tell me how you got in here, or Kevin will convince you to talk." She settled her gaze on mine, probably thinking it was intimidating. For the record, it was.

      But I didn’t do humility too well.

      "I’m a witch." I watched her face go slack with shock then hard with angry disbelief. "I used a glamour spell to fool your gatekeeper downstairs." I waited for her to call me a liar. Maybe she’d even go for the gold and call me a crazy liar.

      Suzanne Fitch didn’t do either. She picked up a framed picture off her desk and stared at it with her lips pressed together.

      This was it. My opening. I drew on all the bad energy the hospital had and concentrated on the glass of that picture. A satisfying clink came from Fitch’s desk.

      She flicked her gaze to me. “Am I supposed to believe you caused that?”

      I pulled myself up and sat in my chair again. My knee screamed in protest, but I pretended not to feel it.

      “You don’t have to. I’m not finished.” I called on the element of air and got a funky, electricity charged wind blowing in the office. The mantle glowed and strained behind the scar tissue spell. It called to me, asking to be let out. I pulled at it.

      Suzanne Fitch’s office took on a hazy glow. Ghosts marched through, wearing clothes of their era, trailing cold air with their passage. All the hurt and fear people had felt in this place hung overhead like storm clouds.

      I breathed in, gathering my focus, and called down a bolt of lightning. It hit a stack of papers at the corner of her desk. Both Fitch and Winslow let out screams. A wisp of smoke trailed from the papers. Intent on me, Fitch didn’t notice. The papers began to belch smoke. A flame licked around them.

      Winslow shot forward, his huge feet pounding the floor. He grabbed a file and slapped at the papers. Suzanne Fitch recovered faster than most would have. She grabbed her own file. She and Kevin beat out the fire before it got big enough to set off the smoke alarm.

      "Kevin, please open the door to let the smoke out." Her voice came out a little breathless, but her face stayed calm and in charge. Kevin did as she asked and stood in the doorway as though daring anybody to ask what was going on.

      Suzanne Fitch moved her jaw as though chewing on her words. "Fine. You’ve some sort of psychokenesis. Why did you use it to get in here to see Josie Stephens?"

      I’d hidden what I was all my life because I feared ending back up in a place like this. Coming clean with someone in charge of keeping mentally ill people under lock and key scared me. But I had a few questions of my own to ask Suzanne Fitch, and she was, by God, going to answer.

      I took a deep breath. "Josie Stephens might have knowledge of a book I need to find. And when I say need, I am talking life and death."

      Suzanne stared across the desk at me but didn’t call me a liar.

      Planning how I could make Suzanne Fitch stroke out if things went sour, I took out the now battered picture of Loretta Nell Grimes holding the book and set it on Fitch’s desk. She picked it up and studied it, mouth thinning into a hard straight line. She slid the picture back across the desk and leaned back in her chair, making it groan. Before she could speak, the walkie-talkie on her desk came to life.

      "Nurse Fitch?" A new voice twanged over the speaker. "Sam Adamick here. Got the other ’un."

      My heart stuttered as icy fear coated it. They had Tanner. He wouldn’t be riding to my rescue. Worse, they might hurt him. Anger melted my fear in a quick flash.

      Fitch keyed the walkie and spoke. "Bring him up."

      "Nurse Fitch?" I sat very still, anger pumping hard now, and waited for her to acknowledge me. She did with a flick of her eyes. I spoke slowly, my East Texas brogue worse than usual. "If you hurt my man, I’ll kill you, Winslow, and this Adamick. But you’ll be first. I’ll make your eyeballs pop right outta your head."

      She flinched and paled. Winslow moved out of the doorway. A massive guy dragged Tanner into Fitch’s office. Tanner took one look at me, eyes widening, and spun to face the guy I assumed was Sam Adamick.

      "You said if I came with you, she wouldn’t be harmed." Tanner hands hung by his sides, not fisted yet, but I knew the tone of voice. He wasn’t far from violence.

      Adamick shrugged. Tanner doubled up one fist and let it go, his whole body twisting with its delivery. His feet came off the ground when the punch hit. Adamick, who might have been fit twenty-five years and a hundred pounds ago, staggered backward, holding his jaw.

      Tanner jerked away from Adamick, grabbed my arm, and yanked me out of the chair. Kevin launched himself at Tanner.

      “Stop it, all of you,” I yelled. The energy building in me swirled another harsh wind into the room. Another bolt of lightning cracked onto Suzanne Fitch’s desk. She screamed.

      Winslow and Adamick froze. Tanner edged me closer to the door. I pressed myself hard against his side. He gripped me with one arm, protecting, but also drawing strength. We needed each other.

      Stop being scared to love him. The voice didn’t even sound like mine. It sounded suspiciously like Priscilla Herrera.

      Winslow stepped in our way. “Nope. You ain’t going nowhere.”

      I turned back to Fitch. “What do you want from us?”

      “You’re trespassing on state property. I’m supposed to involve police.” She leaned away from the smoking papers on her desk.

      “But you’re not going to.” Otherwise the police would have been waiting for me in Fitch’s office.

      Fitch shook her head. “Josie Stephens is a problem patient. Weird things happen around her. She gets out of locked rooms, out of restraints. She hurts staff members.”

      I shrugged. Nurse Fitch probably wouldn’t believe how Josie was doing it if I told her.

      “I don’t care how she’s doing it.” Fitch seemed to read my mind. “I care about running a safe hospital.”

      “We’re not killing Josie for you.” Tanner spoke up from beside me.

      I glanced at Fitch, expecting to see horror but only saw irritation.

      “Neither of you look very upstanding. If I call the authorities into this, what other kind of trouble will you be in?” She leveled her gaze on me like someone used to getting her way.

      If I had been a drinker, this would have been where I said, “Hold my beer.”

      Instead, I drew on the mantle in silent concentration, pulling it to the point of painfulness, and aimed it at Suzanne Fitch. I imagine fire ants and red wasps crawling over her body and stinging. All at once.

      She let out a shrill cry. “Winslow! Adamick!”

      I turned my attention to the two big men. Winslow took one look at my face and took off running. Must not have been that great of a job after all. Adamick reached for me. Tanner slammed a fist into his flabby midsection, but I concentrated on his eyes. I imagined them burning. Adamick clapped his hands over his face and staggered out of the doorway.

      I turned back to Fitch’s desk. Her eyes widened, the fear bright behind them, but she kept her face placid. I admired that.

      “Now that we’re alone, you’re going to tell me why you looked like somebody rubbed sandpaper over your asshole when Josie started talking about the last survivor.” Far as I could tell, this last survivor was the only clue I’d be getting from this whole shit show.

      Fitch took a shaking breath, licking her lips at the same time. "Please. Both of you, sit."

      Tanner and I glanced at each other, each silently asking the other what to do. I sat first. He followed.

      I found my voice. "Tell me about the last survivor, or I’m going to fuck this place up so bad that you’ll never be able to explain it away."

      Beside me, Tanner chuckled.

      Fitch closed her eyes and let out a sigh. When she opened them again, they held a sad resignation.

      "A very dear friend of mine was Josie’s therapist.” Fitch turned around the picture whose glass I’d broken.

      In it, a younger and more carefree Suzanne Fitch embraced an attractive woman. The two laughed at the camera, hanging on to each other the way Tanner and I did. Fitch pressed her lips together, eyes sad.

      “Josie talked to Colleen at length about the book and the last survivor." Fitch continued staring at the picture.

      “Bring her in. Let us speak to her.” Excitement built in my chest. This could really go somewhere.

      "Colleen no longer works for the hospital, or anywhere. She was traumatized by her experience with Josie. She sees very few people." Fitch said no more, but her fierce expression said it all. She’d protect this woman with everything she had.

      I admired Suzanne Fitch. We had a lot of the same traits. For that reason, I hated myself for what I needed to do.

      “Ms. Fitch, if you don’t put me in touch with Colleen, I’m going to report you to whatever board governs this hospital. Your poor security allowed me to get in, and then you allowed your flunkies to assault my boyfriend and me.” I swallowed hard, cringing inside. I sounded imperious—and like a pussy—even to my own ears. “You will lose this job faster than a cat whips a dog’s ass.”

      For the first time, Fitch didn’t have a response at the ready. She searched my face, probably looking for a crack of weakness she could wedge her way into and talk me out of my threats. I stared steadily back.

      Her face hardened. “Get out while I make a phone call.”

      I stood. “Fuck with me, and I’ll make you wish your daddy liked condoms. Hear me?”

      She flinched at my vulgarity but gave me a slight nod. Tanner and I stepped outside the room.

      “That was mean,” he whispered.

      My face heated. It wasn’t just mean. It was ruthless, just like Priscilla Herrera. I rubbed at my stomach. My ancestor still scared me silly. But the more things I survived, the more I understood her.

      We all made wrong turns. Sometimes it just couldn’t be helped. Getting turned around and headed back in the right direction took whatever it took. The world Priscilla and I lived in was dog eat dog. A woman either had to show her inner steel to the world or be buried beneath it.

      Minutes crept past. I expected to hear police sirens any second. But the door finally opened, and Fitch came out holding a slip of paper.

      “She’s expecting you.” She held the paper just out of my reach. “Now you listen to me. If you traumatize my loved one further, all the magic in the world won’t save you.”

      “Understood.” I snatched it out of her hand.

      Tanner and I walked out of the hospital and into the blistering sun. It took my breath away and burned my skin. Heat baked through the soles of my boots to warm my feet uncomfortably. It fit the shame I felt for the way I’d treated Fitch, even though being the bigger bully had been the only way.

      I could only hope Colleen was worth the effort. If she wasn’t, I didn’t know where I’d turn next.
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        * * *

      

      The short walk to the truck made my knee throb. By the time we reached it, I gripped my thigh and practically hopped.

      Tanner had to lift me into the truck. "You need to see a doctor."

      I shook my head. Mohawk’s clock never stopped ticking. A hospital emergency room or doctor’s office would cost me too many hours.

      "We can find a drugstore on the way to see Colleen Pellingham." I tapped the address into my phone’s map to get directions. A robotic voice began telling Tanner how to get back to the main road.

      He sat fingering the steering wheel and doing nothing to start the truck.

      "Why aren’t we moving?" I gave him a pat on the arm.

      "I keep wondering who this last survivor could be. The website said every one of those cops and their families were dead. Josie is the only surviving descendant of any of those cops." He put one hand over his mouth and ran it over his stubble beard.

      "Only one way to find out." I buckled my seatbelt to let Tanner know I was ready to go.

      Tanner stuck the keys in the ignition and started the truck. He reached over and put one hand on my leg. "You know I’ll drive you across hell if you need me to. And I’ll take you to see this Colleen Pellingham. But what if it’s a trap?"

      I put my hand over his. "I have to try. Not finding Mohawk’s book is the end for me anyway."

      Tanner’s head rocked back as though I’d slapped him. He pulled his hand away and began driving. My phone’s navigational system sent us through unfamiliar streets. Tanner stopped at a drugstore and bought me a bottle of over-the-counter pain pills and some analgesic cream. I swallowed a handful of pills and pulled my pants down to rub the cream on my knee while he drove.

      When our electronic navigator told us to make a right and the destination would be on the left, Tanner pulled to the curb, shut off the engine, and tucked a lock of hair behind his ear. He unbuckled his seatbelt and twisted to face me.

      "We need to talk. You’re talking like you die if you don’t find the book. What am I missing?" His eyes, always intense, carried a hurt deeper than I’d seen in a long time.

      "I’m not going with him." I pulled out my cigarettes, lit one, and offered the pack to Tanner.

      He lit his with shaking hands. "What does that mean?"

      I let out a breath it felt like I’d been holding since I left Sanctuary. "Hannah loaned me a pistol. It won’t kill Mohawk, but it will kill me."

      Tanner’s whole body jerked. He dropped his cigarette in his lap. I snatched it and brushed off his jeans. His mouth worked, but nothing came out. He shook his head repeatedly. I crushed the cigarette in the ashtray.

      "You’ve got to understand…I can’t. I can’t go with him. I can’t let him do what he wants to do to me." The idea of being forced to have a child sired by Mohawk made me want to barf in my mouth, so I pushed it away.

      "But even if you have to let him take you, there’s still a chance you can get away." He grabbed my hand and held it tight. "If you’re dead…there’ll never be anything else." He let go of me and twisted away, rubbing at his eyes with the back of his hand.

      "I can’t live like that." I reached to touch his back, but he flinched away from me.

      Then he turned around and glared at me through wet eyes. "But if you’re alive, there’s always a chance. Don’t I mean enough for you to be willing to try?"

      He did. But what kind of life would I have if Mohawk took me as a slave? Made me birth a monstrosity made of both of us? Before I could formulate an answer, Tanner grabbed me and pulled me to him.

      "I can’t do it again," he whispered over and over.

      It didn’t take telepathy to know he was talking about losing his family—a wife and two daughters—in one ugly swoop. But I couldn’t make promises, not on such an unsteady future.

      I held him tight, aching with guilt over making him feel this way, and stroked his hair. "Let’s just take it a little at a time, see how things go."

      These weren’t new words. I said them to Tanner every time he talked about what we’d be doing over Christmas, where we’d be next spring. I said the words, smiled at him, and hoped for the best. I didn’t know what else to do.

      Stop living like a ghost in your own life. I jerked to attention. Where had that come from?

      Tanner drew in a deep shuddering breath and raised his shirt to wipe his eyes. I stared at the scars on his chest, injuries he’d gotten in the wreck that killed his wife and two daughters.

      Almost to himself, he said, "It’s gonna be okay."

      He started the truck again and drove to Colleen Pellingham’s house, hunched over the wheel as though he was driving me to my death right then. I loved this man, hated that I was making him hurt, but didn’t know how to change it.

      Colleen lived on a pristine white concrete street of identical row houses made of light-colored brick. They all had brown shutters and brown garage doors. Colleen’s unit was discernible only by the number next to the fancy porch light.

      Tanner pulled to the curb and cut the engine but made no move to get out. I unbuckled my seatbelt.

      "Wait," he said, gaze still focused on the street.

      I did as he asked.

      Tanner turned to me. His eyes had dried as we drove, but the red rings around them attested to his emotional state. "I’ll meet you all the way. Whatever happens, I’ll be right there. That’s my promise.”

      My heart froze, then pounded hard. I gulped back a rush of stupid words. Anything I said would cheapen Tanner’s selfless pronouncement. I’d had to kiss a lot of toads to find him, but he was worth the wait.

      Finally, I thought of something to say. "And I'll defend you to my dying breath."

      "Let's hope you don't have to." He held his fist out, and we bumped.

      Tanner deserved so much better than me. He got out of the truck and waited on the sidewalk. I joined him and took his hand. We marched to the front door. It opened a crack as we approached, and a wide dark eye peered out.

      "Peri Jean Mace?" The voice quavered. Fitch had indicated Josie hurt Colleen Pellingham so badly that she no longer practiced as a therapist anywhere. Colleen had seemed so vivacious in the picture Fitch showed us. I dreaded seeing what Josie had done to that laughing, happy woman.

      "I’m Peri Jean." I stepped around Tanner so Colleen could see a fellow woman.

      "Your ID, please?" Colleen held one thin, trembling hand through the crack in the door.

      I dug it out and handed it to her. A second later, the door opened. I saw Colleen’s entire face for the first time and had to hold in my gasp of shock.

      A livid red scar bisected her face. The jagged split had gone over one of her eyes, and I was willing to bet the eye in the socket was a prosthetic. Colleen stared at Tanner, taking in his scuffed work boots and his faded blue jeans.

      "This is Tanner Letts. He’s my…boyfriend." I took his hand again. It felt funny calling a nearly forty-year-old man a boyfriend. But lover sounded worse.

      Tanner’s lips quirked in a smile, and he gave my hand a little squeeze.

      Colleen motioned us into a dim living room. The mini blinds were closed, and heavy dark drapes covered them. The only light came from a lamp sitting on a sofa table. On the table was a picture of Colleen and Suzanne Fitch locked in an embrace in front of a Christmas tree. I recognized this room in the background.

      Colleen motioned us to sit on a burgundy love seat. She sat in a matching recliner and reached down beside it. A weapon. This woman was probably as scared of us as we were her.

      "Suzy said you’d had a run-in with Josie Stephens." She swallowed hard.

      Hearing the formidable Nurse Fitch being called a curlicue name like Suzy almost made me smile. But I held it back. I let go of Tanner’s hand and leaned forward, making contact with Colleen’s one functional eye. "Josie attacked me. Held me down on the floor. If Nurse Fitch hadn't found us when she did, I'm not sure what would have happened."

      Colleen took a trembling breath and nodded. "Suzy called again after you left her office. She said you had a picture of Josie's book."

      I took it out and passed it to Colleen. She positioned the lamp to shine on it and stared hard at it, face going pale. Her breathing quickened. "Suzy and I both thought maybe the book was part of Josie’s psychosis."

      "It’s real, and I need to find it." I held out my hand for the picture, and Colleen passed it back. "Nurse Fitch also said you were aware of a last survivor. Josie carried on about this last survivor when she attacked me. She said the last survivor was key. I'm looking for any information you have about either."

      Colleen’s breathing quickened, and she began to twist the fabric of her slacks between her fingers. "You understand that Josie thinks she's Loretta Nell sometimes?"

      I nodded. No need to tell Colleen that Josie and Loretta Nell were psychically merged. She might think I was off my rocker and clam up.

      "Josie reminded me of my younger sister. She pulled me in so deep. It all happened before I knew what was going on." She lifted a shaking hand to wipe at the damaged side of her face.

      "She fooled me too, and I thought I was ready for her." I caught Colleen's gaze and gave her what I hoped was a nod of solidarity. Colleen's condition wasn't something I'd avoided out of smarts or toughness. I'd simply been lucky.

      Colleen crossed her right leg over her left and then hooked that ankle around the left leg. Something a child would do. It had the effect of making her seem smaller. When Colleen spoke again, her voice came out in a soft squeak.

      "I thought it would be therapeutic to let Josie work through her delusions about Loretta Nell Grimes. Josie told me all about Loretta Nell and her nasty book. Names, dates, information she should have never known. Told me where to find things, who to ask." Colleen stopped speaking and swallowed. "She was obsessed with what became of the lawmen who’d helped dispatch the Messengers."

      Tanner smiled a little at her play on words. I didn’t think it was funny.

      "According to the website, all the deputies there that day and their descendants are dead. Except for Josie." This was what Tanner and I had discussed coming over, and I wanted to see if Colleen agreed.

      "That horrific website." A little smile played on her lips. "It's wrong. Josie somehow knew there was one last survivor."

      Neither Tanner nor I spoke.

      Colleen seemed to take our silence as some kind of judgment. "You don’t understand what she was like, the things she’d say. It was like I’d fallen under a spell."

      In as sympathetic a voice as I could manage, I asked, "Did Josie ever explain her obsession?"

      "Not really. She just said the book was useless as long as the last survivor lived." Colleen sat back in her chair, pressing herself hard against its plush back.

      Tanner and I exchanged a glance. He looked as confused as I felt. I'd seen Loretta Nell using that book. It didn't matter if this last survivor, whoever he was, lived or not. I could understand Loretta Nell wanting the lawmen who stopped her tirade of terror dead. But saying they rendered the book useless? That didn't make sense.

      I turned back to Colleen. "Josie convinced you to find out who he was, didn’t she?"

      Colleen reddened, and her good eye lowered. "He’s the son of Harris Coates. On record, Coates was childless and unmarried. But he had an illegitimate son. The mother left town before the baby was born and raised him on her own. They were long gone by the day of the massacre."

      "Any idea where he lives?" Tanner threw me a quick, nervous glance.

      "How do I know the two of you aren’t somehow caught up in Josie’s thrall? I lost an eye over this man. How do I know you aren’t just going to kill him?" Colleen’s voice raised a little.

      "You don’t," I said. "But I’m going to die day after tomorrow if I don’t find that book."

      Colleen’s skin turned ashen. "How do I know you're telling the truth?"

      I sat back, already ashamed of what I was about to do. "You don't. But you do know I'll get Suzy fired from her job if you don't pony up whatever information you've got."

      Colleen's eyes narrowed. "You're not going to do that. It almost made you sick just to tell me that."

      Annoyance flashed behind my eyes, kindling another headache. "All right. How about this? If I can track down this book, I'm also going to banish Loretta Nell Grimes's ghost from this plane. She'll leave Josie alone and make Suzy’s job easier."

      Colleen unwound her legs and clasped her hands on top of them. She sat that way for so long, I considered prodding her with magic. Without warning, she took a sheet of paper off the table next to her chair and held it out. Tanner stood and retrieved it. He handed it to me and sat back down. Harris Coates’s son was named Aaron Todd. He lived in Devil’s Rest.

      "How’d he end up there?" I shook the paper at Colleen. It contradicted the story she told us about the expectant mother leaving Devil’s Rest to raise a child on her own.

      "I don’t know. But I can’t believe he doesn’t know who he is." Colleen sat still except for her chest rising and falling.

      I stood. "Thank you for speaking with us."

      Colleen stood. "What are you going to do?"

      I shook my head. "Go see Aaron Todd. He might be the answer I'm looking for."

      Colleen didn’t look too convinced. I didn’t mind. I wasn’t either.
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      The journey from Colleen's front door couldn't have been more than twenty yards, but it felt like a million miles. The dark townhouse where Colleen spent her days and nights felt like a prison.

      Tanner walked with his head down, hair swinging in his face, but it didn’t hide his downturned mouth. Needing a little ray of light in my life, I hurried to his side and took his hand. He pecked my cheek.

      "I felt sorry for her," he almost whispered.

      "Me too. It's like she stopped living the day Josie hurt her." Another thought crowded into my mind before I even stopped speaking. At our cores, were Colleen and I so different?

      Tanner and I climbed into the truck in silence. I searched Aaron Todd’s address. He’d been there all along, right in Devil’s Rest, just blocks from Phil’s Monkey Burger. I started navigation.

      Tanner listened to the directions with a blank look on his face. He’d stuck the keys in the ignition but hadn’t started the truck.

      “It’s a trick, isn’t it? You’ll run around in circles until you run out of time, and that’ll be that for both of us." His words came faster and faster at the end.

      Dread settled at the pit of my stomach like a lead cannonball. So far, I had successfully avoided this train of thought. There was no point in it. It wasn't like there was some chthonic being quality control line I could call and complain about Mohawk being unfair. Either I'd manage to outplay him, or I wouldn't.

      "I suspect you're right, but I will absolutely not lose by default." I stared at Tanner's profile.

      He sat with his fists clenched. He'd have fought Mohawk right then—and died—if he could have.

      "There is a way to work this out. It'll likely involve cheating Mohawk, but I don't have a clear enough picture to know what to do. So let’s go see Aaron Todd." I lit a cigarette and leaned my head back.

      Tanner drove too fast all the way back to Devil’s Rest. We found Aaron Todd’s tidy, slate-colored, mid-century bungalow with no problem. On the front porch, the smell of fresh paint mingled with the freshly turned soil in the flowerbeds. I knocked and got no answer other than the endless, patient bark of a dog several houses away.

      "Aaron ain’t here." The voice came from the other side of the porch.

      I had to back several steps away from the door to see a man staring through the stark white porch railing at me. His white hair puffed over the top rail like a bunny’s butt, and the way he had his hands wrapped around the rails reminded me of someone in jail.

      I checked my watch. Mid-afternoon. Tick-tock. Tick-tock. "Where can I find Mr. Todd?"

      The old man huffed. "What’re you selling, lady?"

      I got a glimpse of myself in the door’s glass top half. Tight jeans, boots, tight-sleeveless T-shirt. Tattoos on my arms. Hair a wild, dark mess trailing down past my shoulders. A bruise forming on my forehead. I sauntered toward the guy. "What’s it look like I’m selling, mister?"

      Tanner came up the walk, head lowered, staring at the guy from under his brows, a snarl set on his fine lips. He had one fist doubled up.

      The oldster took another look at me, his mouth hanging open. "A-a-aron’s got a honky-tonk out past the Devil’s Slumber Inn."

      A frustrated scream built in my throat. I knew the exact place, having passed it on my way to and from the Stephens Ranch. "The Devil’s Dance?"

      Never in my life had I wanted to roll my eyes worse. I’d wasted hours tussling with Josie, Suzanne Fitch, and Colleen Pellingham. And for what? So I could come back to Devil’s Rest and go to a place I’d noticed within my first few hours of being in town.

      The old guy, focused on Tanner, who’d advanced to the point they were standing chest to chest, could only nod.

      Tanner, radiating danger, leaned into his face. "We can find Aaron Todd at the Devil’s Dance honky-tonk?"

      "Y-y-yep." The guy turned away from Tanner and hurried in the other direction. The sound of the dog barking got louder for a second, only to be cut off by a slamming door and the man’s scolding voice.

      "Let’s go." Tanner started walking back to the truck.

      I followed, feet sinking into the lush, green lawn. Aaron Todd’s neat house and his manicured lawn were not what I expected from the bastard son of a deputy who’d had a ghost’s target on his back. What would Aaron Todd be like?

      I climbed into the truck next to Tanner. He sped out of town and down the road to the honky-tonk. When we passed the Devil’s Slumber Inn, Dwight stood in the parking lot talking to two girls who looked just about old enough to get themselves in hot water and too young and stupid to get themselves out. They both held Dwight’s homemade maps.

      The sight made something wiggle at the back of my mind, some connection. But then we passed the motel, and it slipped way. A few minutes later, the sign for the Devil’s Dance Roadhouse came into view. It was roadhouse. Not honky-tonk. Stupid old man.

      The sign featured the requisite red devil, pointing a finger at a dog dick red building. Underneath the devil, another sign read "Bikers Welcome." Figured. It was just the sort of place a bunch of road hogs would love.

      A surge of missing Wade rose up and evened out before I had time to really think about it. He wouldn’t have been any more help than Tanner, and he might have been more trouble. I glanced over at Tanner, only to find him watching me, that same sad expression on his face.

      "Come on." I tried to make my voice brisk. "We find that book, maybe we can get a motel room in San Antonio. Take a few days before we rejoin Sanctuary."

      Tanner tried to smile, disbelief dulling his normally brilliant eyes. "I’d go for that."

      In the roadhouse parking lot, Tanner grabbed my hand and wound his fingers through mine, and we crossed the gravel without talking. A spring screeched as I pushed open the door, and the smell of stale beer and staler air conditioning rolled out. Reminded again of Wade, I took the first step inside the darkness. A darkened glass window with a slot to pass money and probably IDs sat to our right. Next to it was a sign that read "Cover charge $10 when a band’s playing." Our feet whispered on the concrete as we passed by the window, down the dark hallway, and into a large open area.

      The sound of a shotgun being pumped echoed through the room. "You found me."

      Tanner stopped and put his hands up. I snorted and walked toward Aaron, daring him to shoot me. Tanner grabbed at me, but I danced out of his grasp.

      I sat down at the bar. "That old bastard tell you I was coming?"

      Aaron didn’t answer. Thin lips pressed in a line, he leveled the gun at my face, nostrils flaring with each breath.

      "Put it down and let’s talk." I tried to pretend my heart wasn’t trying to chisel its way out of my chest. In the mirror, Tanner still stood, hands raised and eyes wide with almost comical horror. I twisted around so I could speak to him. "Aaron ain’t going to shoot us. Come on."

      Tanner hesitated, chest rising and falling fast. He lowered his arms.

      Aaron dropped the gun’s barrel. "She’s right. Shooting her would put me in a tub of hot shit." He shoved the gun out of sight, took a ring of keys out of his pocket, and began flipping them on his hand.

      I laughed, dizzy with relief. This whole ordeal was making me crazy. Aaron laughed with me, and something in it caught my attention. Aaron and I took each other in.

      The rough, weathered skin around Aaron’s mouth twitched but never turned into an actual teeth-baring smile. His faded blue eyes twinkled. I didn't necessarily go for men nearly old enough to be my daddy, but Aaron had a weird kind of charm. The done it all, seen it all kind. He probably had to beat women off with a stick.

      Aaron winked. I pretended not to see. Tanner slid onto the barstool next to me. I clasped hands with him and kissed his cheek. Aaron, eyes still locked on mine, gave me a sage nod.

      "So what do you want with me? And what do you want to drink? You need to drink if you’re going to sit in here." Aaron set cardboard coasters emblazoned with red devils in front of us.

      "Iced tea and lemonade?" I shrugged. Tanner pointed at a bottle advertising a locally made beer. Aaron busied himself getting our drinks. I spoke to his lean back. "What I came here for is going to sound crazy."

      Aaron set my iced tea and lemonade in front of me, raised his eyebrows, and gave me that almost smile again. "Do you know how many times women have said that to me?"

      My mouth started to curve. I bit my lip and glanced at Tanner. He sat very still, gaze fixed on Aaron like a dog guarding a favorite toy. Come any closer, buddy, and I’ll snap.

      Aaron saw the look and shook his head. He might think Tanner a wimp because he had been afraid of the gun. He’d regret his mistake if he disrespected Tanner.

      "I know your father was Harris Coates." I blurted the words out to slap some of the cockiness out of Aaron. Sure enough, the I’m-so-sexy smirk dropped off his face.

      "And?" He got the keychain back out and swung it around his index finger. Once. Twice. He flipped the keyring into his hand and curved his fingers around it.

      "I’m looking for a book that belonged to Loretta Nell Grimes and the Messengers. You know anything about it?"

      Aaron swung the keys around his finger again. "Just that if you’re in a jam over it, you’re a dead woman." He tipped his chin at Tanner. "You too."

      Tanner blew out a snort that reminded me of a bull getting ready to charge. And he might have been. He spoke to me. "Let’s go. He doesn’t know anything."

      "That’ll be ten for the beverages." Aaron didn’t sound like he was fooling around either.

      I did roll my eyes then. "Stop the shit. Both of you."

      But Tanner stomped through the bar and slammed outside.

      With Tanner gone, Aaron smirked again and leaned on the bar and stared into my eyes. "I’ll tell you anything you want to know, you drink a shot of tequila with me."

      I shook my head. "Talk to me anyway."

      The door screeched, and Tanner came back in. He slammed a crumpled ten dollar bill on the bar, sat down on the barstool next to me, and took a long pull on his beer. He clunked it back down on the bar and glared at Aaron, mouth set in a snarl. Aaron laughed.

      I took the crumpled picture of Loretta Nell holding the book out of my pocket and laid it on the bar. "I’m looking for this book."

      Aaron picked up the picture and frowned at it. "Loretta Nell Grimes. She sure was a looker. What makes you think I’d know about this book?"

      "Because Loretta Nell says you're the key. She wants you dead." I knew the words would get a reaction out of Aaron.

      His ruddy skin turned pasty, and he pushed the picture back at me. "Bullshit."

      "Nope. It’s true. I’m a spirit medium. I’ve been in contact with Loretta Nell Grimes, and she says you're the key. What does that mean?" I leaned on my elbows and watched Aaron Todd the same way I'd watch a snake.

      "What do you want the book for?" Aaron brought the shotgun up to sit on the counter between us. Next to me, Tanner went still, his grip tightening on his overpriced craft beer. I put one hand on his back and looked at Aaron like he was almost as scary as a roll of toilet paper.

      "I’m working for a collector who wants the book." The clock ticked endlessly in my head, and I begged the universe for this not to be another runaround.

      Aaron Todd shook his head, and I knew I was sunk. "I don’t know nothing about any book."

      I tipped my head back and put my hands over my face.

      Aaron put one cold, rough hand on my arm. "Now I didn’t say I ain’t got some ideas for you, honey."

      "She ain’t your honey," Tanner growled.

      Aaron Todd laughed. "Every woman’s my honey, mister."

      Tanner shot out of his seat.

      "Will the two of you just can it?" I nudged Tanner. "I’m not interested in him." I pointed at Aaron Todd to make clear who I meant. "But I do want to hear what he has to say."

      Aaron’s smirk almost broadened into a smile.

      I stared into his faded eyes. "And you. Stop fucking with my man, or I’ll kick your nuts up so high they’ll look like a chin implant." The smirk fell off Aaron’s face. I gathered the power of the mantle. "Tell me what you know. Now." The lights behind the bar flickered, and thunder boomed in the small room. A hot wind picked up and fluttered Aaron’s carefully shabby hip clothes.

      Aaron’s eyes darted around the room. "What is that? What are you doing?"

      "What I do." I made lightning pop behind the bar. "Tell me what you know, or I’ll do more."

      Aaron grabbed on to the old wood and squeezed his eyes shut. "Fine. I didn’t grow up with my father. Met him during the last couple of years of his life. Daddy always said he was marked for what happened that day."

      I shook my head. "But the Messengers were bad people. And Loretta Nell was worse."

      "The shoot-out wasn’t all that happened. It was what happened after that." Aaron took a shot glass from beneath the bar and poured a shot of amber colored liquid into it. He took the liquid in one gulp and shuddered. "Loretta Nell snuck away during the shoot-out. They found her in the barn. She had the book with her." Aaron poured himself another shot. "She started reading out of it, and my daddy said he snapped. Like a crazy rage. He said him and those other men did things to her, made her die screaming." Aaron stopped speaking and shivered all over. "When she was dead, they knew they could never let anybody see the body. Freddy Stephens suggested they hide Loretta Nell’s remains. He promised to come back later and bury her."

      Aaron quit talking and poured himself a third shot of the strong stuff. He offered the bottle to me, but I shook my head.

      I didn’t need liquor. The confession had fuzzed up my brain, made it thick and slow. But I knew one thing for sure. If Freddy Stephens had disposed of Loretta’s body, he’d likely disposed of the book too. I’d have to contact his spirit. If it went as swimmingly as contacting Loretta Nell’s spirit had, Mohawk might not have to come after me. I might already be dead.

      Back to us, Aaron stared at himself in the mirror behind the bar. He spoke to our reflections. "My daddy never trusted Freddy Stephens after that day. He did everything he could to stay away from Stephens Ranch. But the last time I talked to him, he said he was going to have to go out there and see Freddy. He never came back."

      "Why'd you come here, to this awful little town?" I swallowed against the bitterness Aaron's story had made me taste.

      "Inheritance." Aaron's shoulders slumped.

      The conversation was over. Aaron Todd was another waste of time. I got off the barstool. Tanner did the same. I turned back to Aaron, maybe to thank him, maybe to tell him to go to hell, but he was still staring at himself in the mirror. Tanner and I left.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner drove us out of the Devil’s Dance Roadhouse parking lot without asking me where I wanted to go next. I asked no questions. Contacting Freddy Stephens’s spirit had me worried.

      Aaron had said his father never trusted Freddy Stephens after the day he and the other sheriffs killed Loretta Nell. I didn’t blame him. Freddy seemed to have spent the rest of his life carrying out Loretta Nell’s revenge. Until the night Josie brought Loretta Nell home.

      Thoughts of Freddy slipped from my mind, and I focused again on Josie and her survival. She and Aaron Todd were the last survivors. But Josie had spoken as though it was only Aaron Todd. Why would she exclude herself? It didn’t make sense.

      There was something I wasn’t catching on to, and damned if I could figure out what it was. My scrambled brain repeated one option: contact Freddy Stephens’s spirit. Ask him about the book. After everything I’d seen, I hated to take the risk. But what else could I do?

      Tanner pulled into the motel parking lot. I turned to tell him my plans. Before I could get any words out, he put one hand behind my neck and pressed his lips to mine, his passion fierce enough to hurt.

      "I want you. Now." His breath burned hot against my lips. To punctuate his sentence, he gave my lip a light nibble. I gasped and dug my fingers into his arms. He drew back, eyes burning hot. I drank it in, running one thumb over the stubble on his cheeks. He kissed me again. "Say you want me."

      I breathed in his musky scent and said his words back to him. "I want you. Now."

      He dragged me across the truck, out the door, and into the trashy little motel room. Door barely closed between us and the rest of the world, he kissed me harder than before, arms wrapped so tight around me I could barely breathe. He let go and tugged my flimsy tank top out of my jeans. I raised my arms and let him pull it over my head.

      Tanner needed this right now. Facing losing me, maybe his own death, and dealing with an asshole like Aaron Todd had washed every bit of cool Zen king off him. He needed me to belong to just him right then. And I needed to be wanted that way.

      He tangled one hand in my hair, pulled my head back, and kissed my throat openmouthed, his teeth grazing the tender skin. We moaned together.

      He shifted his grip, lifted me, and tossed me onto the bed. I moved to undress, but he brushed my hands away and yanked off my clothes. By the time I lay naked on the thin sheets, my breath came in ragged gasps. Tanner stood over me, still fully dressed.

      I stared into his eyes, finding all the things I loved about him. The warmth. The kindness. And the passion. I held open my arms to him. "Come here."

      Smiling, he crawled onto the bed, his clothes rasping against my bare skin. I twined my arms around his neck. His lips tasted like cigarette smoke and hops from the beer. He worked his way down my body, sucking and nibbling.

      I propped my head on the pillow and watched him, mesmerized at the contrast of his tawny skin against my deep olive, at the way his tongue left wet trails on my belly. And how my body felt hot enough to melt. His mouth found my hipbone. I jerked and cried out. Raising his eyes to mine, he gripped one ankle in each hand and planted them on his shoulders.

      Body quivering with anticipation, I opened myself to him. We watched each other while his tongue teased, and my breaths sharpened. I reached for his hand. He took it off my ankle and twined his fingers through mine. Body stiffening, I screamed loud enough I'm sure Dwight heard me in his office.

      The sound of Tanner's zipper going down broke the rhythm of my gasps. I raised myself on my elbows and murmured, "Just pull down your pants."

      He did what I said and climbed between my legs, pulling them around his waist.

      "Squeeze me," he whispered.

      The whole world narrowed down to our breath mingling, our eyes locked. With maddening slowness, his lips brushing mine, he slid into me. I dug my fingers into his shoulders and screamed again.

      Bodies sliding together, we made promises neither of us could keep. The ticking clock ceased to matter. All that mattered was spending time with the man I loved.

      Afterward, we lay naked on the rumpled mess we’d made of the sheets, sweat drying on our bodies. Tanner ran one finger through the beads of moisture.

      "This is us together," he whispered.

      I nodded. The feeling of us together was so big right then it ached. It wasn’t just the lovemaking, though that helped. It was the rightness between us all the other times. I wanted to tell him I loved him, even if it ended ten minutes from now. I wanted him to know how much this time with him had meant.

      Tanner cut off any words I might have said. "Was I too forceful? Tell me if I was."

      I shook my head.

      He blew out a breath. "I don’t get jealous, but the way Aaron looked at you, like it was a done deal." He frowned. "And the way you looked at him."

      With one hand, I caressed his cheek. "You matter more than he ever could. Guys like Aaron Todd are a waste of time. Aaron only cares about Aaron. Women want him because they think they can be The One who’ll make him change. But he never will." I continued caressing Tanner’s hot, damp skin. "You, on the other hand, are worth every second I spend with you. I wish it could be like this all the time, every day." I slid one hand down his ribs.

      He closed his eyes, but then opened them right away. "Yeah?"

      I nodded. "More than you know." A little of the worry lifted. I’d been wrong for wanting to take care of this book business all by myself. Tanner not only helped, he might end up saving my life. Or at least my sanity. He deserved better than me.

      Tanner sat up. "I want a shower. Come with me?"

      I deadpanned at him, "If we’re going to find this book, we’re going to have to get to work. Go. And hurry."

      Tanner padded into the bathroom. I waited until the shower turned on to text Hannah. "Tanner gets my RV and my truck. And half my money. Give the other half to Finn and Dillon."

      Her message came back a few seconds later. "Going that well?"

      "Even better." I sent a sad face.

      Her message consisted of two words. "Love you."

      Mine was one. "Same."

      The shower cut off, and I took my turn, rushing. I tried putting makeup over the bruise forming on my forehead from Winslow’s roughing me up at the mental hospital. My efforts only made it look worse. Finally, I wiped off the concealer and slapped on my usual heavy eye makeup, which Hannah called tramp tracks.

      I found Tanner sitting on the bed, smoking and using my laptop. He glanced at me. "What’s the plan?"

      “All I know to do is contact Freddy Stephens’s spirit. And I don’t want to.” I sat down next to Tanner and rubbed at my tightening shoulders until he took up the cause.

      “Then don’t. Let’s try to approach it from another direction.” Tanner’s hands kneaded the muscles.

      I moaned as he hit a particularly tender spot. “The only other direction we have is Aaron Todd. Why does the last survivor need to be dead? Why is he key? I don’t understand how Aaron Todd is holding anything or anybody back."

      "That story Aaron told about what those sheriffs did to Loretta Nell? I mean, I can see why her spirit wants revenge." Tanner rubbed harder.

      I hung my head, moved with the rhythm of Tanner’s massaging, and thought about what he’d said. "Then maybe it’s not about him holding her back but a meaningful sacrifice." That still didn’t sound right.

      "Or maybe he knew more about the whereabouts of the book than he said." Tanner stopped rubbing and gave me a light pat. "So what are we doing next?"

      “We can go beat more information out of Aaron Todd or find where Freddy’s buried and make contact." I still didn’t feel too confident about contacting Freddy’s spirit.

      Tanner moved away from me and picked up the laptop. "While you showered, I researched Freddy Stephens." He moved the laptop so I could see the screen. "I think Freddy was using the book somehow." He tapped a few buttons, and a news article came up. The title was "Devil’s Rest Jail the Deadliest in Texas?"

      The article, written for a college newspaper, chronicled a series of odd deaths starting in 1975.

      "Not too long after the Messengers met their grisly end," I said in a dramatic TV-announcer voice.

      The article went into a great deal of detail about jail cell suicides, usually of transients, of which there seemed to be many. It made sense.

      A town like Devil’s Rest would attract its share of seekers. The town’s name alone was bait. The Messengers just made it worse. I thought about the way I’d been treated at Phil’s, Home of the World Famous Monkey Burger. Had those people been carrying out a celebrated Devil’s Rest tradition above and beyond anything to do with the Messengers? I shivered.

      "You cold?" Tanner rubbed his hands over my arms.

      "Mmm." I read a little further. Freddy Stephens had been the arresting officer for all but a few of the dead people. Aaron’s father had arrested those.

      "Those were sacrifices," I muttered. "Freddy and that other guy, Aaron’s father, made them under the influence of the book."

      "Maybe." Tanner got off the bed to put on his boots. "Or maybe killing Loretta Nell and the other Messengers just taught them they liked taking human lives." He held out my cowboy boots. "What do you want to do?"

      “I don’t want to contact Freddy Stephens’s spirit.” I slid the boots onto my feet. "After what happened with Loretta Nell, and what you’ve found out here, I’m afraid of what will happen." My face heated at my cowardice.

      "I wouldn’t do it either." Tanner pulled himself onto the dresser. It gave a loud pop under his weight. His eyes widened, and we both laughed.

      "I’ve got four options." I began ticking them off on my fingers. "I can contact Freddy’s spirit. I can contact Aaron’s father’s spirit. We can go whip Aaron Todd’s ass and see if he’ll tell us more. Or we can use non-magical methods to figure out what happened to the stuff in Freddy’s house." I was leaning toward the last one. "Freddy probably wasn’t expecting to die that night. He didn’t have time to hide the book. So whatever happened to the rest of the stuff in the house probably happened to the book."

      Tanner lowered his head in thought. "Could be hidden somewhere in the house. Or some scavengers could have picked it up. If it's the latter, we’ll never find it."

      "I say no to scavengers. Mohawk would be satisfied if someone else had found the book. All he wants is for his creation to be causing mayhem and murder." I got off the bed and picked up my keys from the table. "Mandy Drake is going to help us again."

      "She’s scary. Pass." Despite his objection, Tanner followed me out of the room and got into the truck next to me.

      I was halfway back to downtown Devil’s Rest before I spoke again. "Mandy’s not half as scary as me."

      "I’ll second that," Tanner muttered behind one hand. I poked his ribs where it tickled. He squirmed away from me.

      The library, with only ten more minutes to be open, had no patrons. Mandy sat at the circulation desk, her attention focused on her computer screen. She didn’t move when the entry chime dinged. Tanner and I stood at the circulation desk.

      "Hi Mandy," I said to get her attention.

      She jumped and peeked around her screen. "Oh, hi. How’s the search for your book going?"

      "I haven’t given up yet. You got a minute for another question?"

      She shrugged.

      "After Freddy and family were dead and Josie was in custody, what happened to the stuff in the house?" I tried to keep any urgency off my face. Tanner’s feelings about Mandy resonated big time. No matter how nice she acted, I didn’t trust her.

      "The contents of the house were auctioned off. Josie was the last Stephens, so the property legally went to her. But she’d been declared mentally incapacitated, so an aunt on her mother’s side of the family arranged the sale of the property and contents. I think they used it for her legal defense." Mandy smiled, but it wasn’t the greedy, salacious smile that had scared Tanner and me when we first met her. This one was normal. I relaxed a little.

      "Does a record exist of the items auctioned off?" I leaned on the counter.

      Mandy frowned and held up one finger. "I can’t believe I never thought of looking that up. That would be an awesome topic for our discussion group." She began clicking on the keyboard. Her shoulders sagged after a few seconds. "No. It was a private auction. Would you like the name of the auctioneer? He’s local."

      "Yes. Thank you." I grabbed a flyer for a library book sale and flipped it over to write on the back.

      Mandy gave me an odd look, like she might want to scold me for wasting a flyer, but then just read off the address.

      A few minutes later, Tanner and I were back in the truck. The auctioneer, a Jeb Pugh, lived only a mile from the library.

      "Running around in circles," Tanner muttered as he drove.

      "I'm gonna figure out how to turn it around. I promise." I concentrated on my promise as though that made it more likely to come true.
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      Darkness had fallen by the time we got to Jeb Pugh’s house. Though Pugh lived only a few blocks from Aaron Todd’s spiffy bungalow, his house was the polar opposite of Aaron’s.

      To start with, Jeb Pugh’s vintage house was a late nineteen-seventies ranch house. Nothing cute about that. To make matters worse, Jeb had let his house go. Dirt dulled the red bricks. Black mildew streaked the sidewalk leading to the front door.

      Tanner and I both had to leave the sidewalk to edge around a knockout rose bush so neglected it had only a few leaves. The concrete floor of the postage stamp-sized porch was so black with mildew it could have been paint. I rang the doorbell and was rewarded with the sound of shoes slapping on a hard floor. The door opened, and bright light beamed out on the gloomy entryway.

      A man wearing square wire-framed bifocals gave us a trusting smile. "Help you young folks?"

      I stared in shock. I had expected someone unkempt, with dirty clothes and maybe body odor. This guy, with his carefully trimmed white hair, and his tucked-in checkered shirt didn’t fit the house. "Yes, sir. I’m Peri Jean Mace, and this is my boyfriend, Tanner Letts. We need to ask you about an auction you performed some time back."

      Pugh’s smile dimmed but stayed in place. I took that as a hopeful sign. Sure enough, he stepped back and held the door open. "Why don’t you come inside? Mosquitos’ll set up a dictatorship if I stand here with the door open much longer."

      Tanner and I followed Jeb Pugh down an entry hall with outdated linoleum. It opened into a combination living room and dining room with a too-big table. In the living room part, a woman with a fluff of short, cottony hair sat in a recliner with her feet up. She worked the lever to put down the footrest.

      "Oh, company. You should have warned me, Jebediah." She stood and used both hands to smooth down her light blue slacks.

      I glanced at the clock on my phone and winced. These folks were probably just about to go to bed. "We’re sorry to have disturbed you so late, ma’am. We’ve got a few questions for Mr. Pugh, and he invited us inside."

      Jeb Pugh motioned at the heavy dining table. "I’m Jeb. Not Mr. Pugh. Y’all have a seat."

      The lady joined us and held out one arthritis-swelled hand to me. "I’m Cheryl Pugh."

      I shook her hand. "Peri Jean Mace and Tanner Letts."

      Cheryl Pugh practically pushed me into a chair. She sat down at the far end of the table. "Jeb, you’re not going to get them something to drink?"

      "Now Cheryl, I ain’t had the chance to see what they want." Jeb’s voice raised, but the smile never left his face. "Coke? Milk and cookies? That is what I’m going to have."

      "Milk and cookies," Tanner agreed before I could speak. I glanced at him and realized I’d forgotten to eat again. Poor man was probably starving.

      Pugh went into the kitchen, rattled around a bit, and came out holding a tray with four tall glasses of milk and a box of store-bought iced oatmeal cookies. He set out the refreshments and took a seat at the head of the table. Tanner immediately grabbed a handful of cookies, pulled his milk to him and went to work. Both Pughs watched with amusement.

      "I’m guessing you folks want to ask about the Stephens auction." The good humor left Jeb’s eyes with the words, but he didn’t seem angry as many of the town folks did when the topic of Devil’s Rest’s true crime history came up.

      I nodded that we had.

      "What do you need from me?" Jeb watched me steadily.

      As soon as I’d seen Jeb Pugh, I’d known candor would be the best approach. I took out the bedraggled picture of Loretta Nell Grimes holding the book and slid it across the table. I waited until Jeb Pugh picked up the picture to speak.

      "I need to find that book. I’ve gotten in trouble with…someone bad. Both Tanner and I are in danger." I threw a glance at Tanner, silently asking what he thought of me just laying it all out.

      He was so busy with his cookies, he barely shrugged.

      Jeb stared at the picture some more. "Where’d you get this?"

      "The man who wants me to find the book gave it to me, and he’s not the kind of man you question." I wished fervently for a cigarette but saw no ashtrays in the Pugh house.

      Cheryl Pugh held out one hand to her husband. He hesitated but passed her the picture. Her face stilled at what she saw, and she whispered, "That’s her. That’s Loretta Nell. She could look so normal." She handed the picture back to me.

      "Did you auction off this book?" I asked Jeb.

      He shook his head. "I seen that book only once in my life, and that was the day I took my teenage self out to the ranch to see what all the fuss was about." He glanced at his wife, flushed, and looked down at the shiny surface of the table.

      Cheryl Pugh didn’t seem all that shocked. "Oh, Jeb, who cares? I barely knew you then." She turned to me. "Loretta Nell Grimes flashed herself around town, invited young men out to the ranch. They came back bragging about orgies. Later they complained about catching the clap."

      Tanner snorted. I shook my head at him and caught Cheryl smiling at us.

      "You want to know what made my skin crawl?" She didn’t wait for an answer. "The way Freddy Stephens bought that death trap and dragged his wife and that innocent little baby they’d adopted out there. Then they all died—the whole family. Except that Josie, and she probably killed them."

      The room went quiet except for Tanner crunching on those stupid cookies. The air conditioner kicked on. It seemed to spur Cheryl into talking again.

      "I helped Jeb put on that auction, and I can assure you that book was not one of the items we auctioned off. Most of it was the kind of stuff you’d see at a moving sale." She finished her milk and set the glass aside.

      Jeb snapped his fingers at his wife. "But remember that young man who kept bidding on stuff?"

      "Oh yes. He acted like everything there was a collector’s item." Cheryl spoke to me. "Tell you who it was. Guy who owns the Devil’s Slumber Inn. I know you’ve got to be staying there."

      Dwight. The king of the moneymaking scam. That nasty little troll. He probably sold the stuff to people who couldn’t get enough of the macabre.

      "I see you know who we mean." Jeb laughed.  "He didn’t get anything of value. I expect any souvenirs worth having got removed by that lawyer."

      I cocked my head but didn’t ask the obvious question.

      Cheryl spoke in answer. "The house was sealed after the murders. But once they decided not to charge Josie, everything went to her. The aunt who’d taken up custodial care of the girl opted to sell it all and put the money in a trust for Josie. That’s when we got called in."

      "I know just what you’re about to say. Hush up. I want to tell it." Jeb shook one crooked finger at his wife. "The day we showed up for the house to be unsealed so we could prepare for the auction, a lawyer met us there. He said he came to retrieve some property that went to another party named in Freddy Stephens’s will."

      Cheryl took up the story. "That lawyer had a locksmith with him and everything. They went upstairs and opened Freddy’s safe and got some stuff out. I asked him who’d been named in the will, and he wouldn’t tell."

      "He didn’t know who he was dealing with." Jeb smiled at his wife.

      Cheryl patted at the table, smiling. "I knew his secretary. Our daughters were best friends in high school. All I had to do was take her to coffee and ask. She swore me to secrecy, because her boss would know where the leak came from if it got out, but she told."

      I smiled. Nosy little ladies in small towns always had an in. "Who was it?"

      "Aaron Todd. He owns that bar out past…" Cheryl trailed off at the look on my face. "What is it, hon?"

      I turned to Tanner. "I’m going to beat his fucking ass."

      Cheryl’s mouth fell open at the force of my anger. I tried to cover it, but the real me was out of the bag and into the world.

      "He lied to us," I growled at Tanner.

      Tanner stood. "Mr. and Mrs. Pugh, thanks for the midnight snack. It really hit the spot."

      The Pughs, unable to cover their shock at my change in personality, showed us to the door.

      I stopped and spoke to Cheryl. "What did Aaron Todd get from Freddy Stephens’s estate?"

      Cheryl recovered from her shock at my outburst enough to say, "She claimed her boss wouldn’t tell. One of the stipulations of the will."

      I sighed. "Thanks."

      Tanner and I turned to go.

      "Good luck," Jeb Pugh called to our backs as Tanner and I hurried back down the walk.
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        * * *

      

      We drove out to the Devil’s Dance only to find the parking lot empty and the bar dark. A piece of white paper had been taped to the door. I got out of the truck to read it.

      The page, which had been typed on a computer and printed out, read "Went on an errand. Will reopen at eight p.m."

      I didn’t have to check my phone to know Aaron Todd was running a couple of hours late.

      "He may have left town," Tanner said from behind me.

      "Why?" I didn’t give him a chance to answer. "Let’s check his house."

      We got back in the truck and drove to Aaron’s neat bungalow. Lights blazed through the gaps in the curtains. Tanner parked at the curb, and we hurried to the front door. I doubled up one fist and gave the glass storm door several raps.

      "Open up, Aaron. We need to talk." I listened for movement inside the house and heard none. The sound of a door slamming came from nearby.

      "He’s going out the back door." Tanner took off running toward the back of the house, me on his heels. A chain link fence bordered Aaron Todd’s backyard. Tanner hit the gate running, barely pausing to undo the latch. He left it hanging open.

      We raced into the backyard to find the back door gaping wide, dim light streaming from it. My eyes adjusted to the gloom. A bullet-shaped barbecue pit and a couple of trash cans lurked near the door. Otherwise the yard appeared empty.

      "He must’ve jumped the fence and went into the woods." I wasn’t enthusiastic to explore the greenbelt behind the house.

      Tanner ignored me and took graceful, silent steps toward the back door. He took the last step running and kicked one of the trash cans. Someone grunted. A man-sized shape rose from behind the trash can, shoved Tanner out of his way, and launched himself across the tiny yard.

      Tanner recovered and raced after him. The man vaulted the fence within a few seconds and disappeared into the greenbelt behind the house. Tanner and I hit the fence and climbed over.

      We plowed into the thick growth, trees tearing at our bare arms. The sound of someone crashing through the greenbelt seemed to come from everywhere. Then it stopped. The only sound I heard was my pounding heart and Tanner’s heavy breathing.

      I dug in my pockets and got out the tiny flashlight I used to unlock doors at night. It was such a rinky-dink thing it didn’t even have an on-off switch. A button had to be held down for the light to come on. I pressed it and saw the blood on Tanner’s face.

      "You’re hurt." I leaned in, looking for the wound.

      "Huh?" Tanner touched his face and held out his bloody fingers. He felt around some more. "This isn’t my blood. It was on him."

      I wasn’t so sure and tried to look closer, but he shook me off and took several steps deeper into the woods. He cupped his hands over his mouth and yelled, "Aaron Todd, we just want to talk."

      A branch popped nearby. A rock whistled into the clearing and smacked Tanner in the chest. He grunted and put his hand to the spot where it had hit.

      I ran in the direction the rock had come from. "That’s it, Aaron. I’m gonna rip your dick off and make you eat it with soy sauce."

      I didn’t even see the rock coming. It clipped me in the chin and knocked me off balance. I staggered and grabbed on to a tree. A branch snapped, and another rock hit my thigh. Hard enough to elicit a yelp.

      That pissed me off. I ran in the direction the rock must have come from. Gnarled tree limbs tangled in my hair. Cursing my decision to grow it long, I stopped to pull them out.

      Tanner appeared next to me and gently untangled the limbs. "Let’s get out of these woods."

      I twisted to face him. "No. He threw rocks at us. Fuck Aaron Todd."

      Tanner leaned so close our cheeks brushed. "I don’t think it’s Aaron."

      "Huh?" I tried to pull away from Tanner, but he wouldn’t let me go.

      "I think Aaron’s dead." His hot breath whispered against my ear. He lowered his whisper to almost nothing. "And whoever’s out here with us killed him." He gave me another tug. "Come on. He knows these woods, and we don’t. He might be five feet away from us right now."

      I swallowed hard and looked around. Darkness obscured any hint of another person nearby. Tanner gave me a light tug, and we crept back through the little copse of trees. I spent the short walk looking over my shoulder. We climbed back over the fence a lot more slowly than before and trudged to the back door. Tanner pulled me to a stop.

      "Don’t go in. If I’m right, Aaron’s body’s in there." He took out his phone. "We need to call the cops."

      Despite the situation, I smiled. "If Cecil heard you say that, he might revoke your membership in Sanctuary."

      Tanner held his phone in one hand, fingers poised to dial. "We need to let them know we had nothing to do with this. That older couple, the Pughs, knew you were pissed when we left their house."

      He had a good point, but I still wasn’t ready to give up precious hours to a police investigation. Especially not a murder investigation. It could keep me from finding the book. Not that I was close. Best I could tell, I wasn’t even in the same country.

      Josie’s face appeared behind my eyes. The last survivor had to die. She'd said he was key. Her use of the word kept coming back to bother me. Something was off about it, but I couldn't figure out what. One thing was for sure. Aaron was likely now dead. If I could figure out why it had been so important for him to die, I might still be able to find the book in time.

      "Come on," I begged Tanner. "If I call the cops, I’m not going to find the book." I peeked inside the open door. Blood spread in a widening pool on the light-colored tile.

      He shoved the phone back in his pocket but didn’t follow. "We’re going to leave traces of ourselves everywhere."

      I nodded my understanding, climbed the steps, and stepped inside, careful to avoid stepping in the blood.

      The kitchen had been remodeled to look old, with mid-century style tile countertops and white cabinets. It was a nice room, if you ignored the smell of raw sewage and the dead body sprawled on the floor like a broken doll.

      Aaron Todd had died on his side, eyes open and one hand reaching toward something visible only to him in his last moments. The killer had etched the word “PIG” on Aaron’s forehead.

      Whoever had thrown rocks at Tanner and me in the woods had cut open Aaron’s stomach and left his guts in a greasy pile in front of him. That explained the smell. Aaron had been de-gutted, same as the bodies nailed to the wall of the Stephens barn in my vision. The killer, who'd been as alive as Tanner or me, had acted in Loretta Nell's stead. Cold spread through my body.

      Loretta Nell had done a good job of erasing every link to the men who killed her. She only had one heir left to go—Josie. What did Loretta Nell have in store for her? That still bothered me. I shook it off and pulled myself into the moment.

      Tanner stepped into the kitchen, got one look at Aaron, and clapped his hand to his mouth. He gagged. I rushed to him and dragged him in front of the sink, careful to keep him out of the blood.

      "If you need to puke, do it here. Neatly." I stood with Tanner at the sink, hand on his shoulder as though he needed my help, but I really didn’t want to look at Aaron Todd.

      Tanner stood in front of the sink, breathing hard, swallowing every few breaths. "We were in the woods with whoever did that."

      He gagged again. This time he lost his milk and cookies. I got a few steps away from him, wondering why I didn’t care enough to vomit. Had I already seen too much? Done too much?

      I forced myself to walk back over to Aaron Todd. This time I searched for the presence of a spirit. My black opal sent a light shock into my chest. I stared into Aaron’s glazed eyes. Ghostly translucent eyelids blinked over his open eyes. I startled.

      Embarrassed heat rushed to my cheeks. What kind of psychic medium witch was I? Not a very tough one for sure. A shadow fell over my face. I glanced up to see Priscilla Herrera watching the scene. She gestured at Aaron.

      She didn’t have to speak. I knew her well enough to understand the message. Don’t be intimidated. Make him talk to you. And she was right.

      I knelt next to Aaron and searched for the power that made me different from most people. The scar tissue covering my power had been worn so thin it now leaked in a half dozen places. I directed the mantle through it, which ached like a wound being stretched open, and let its electric charge flow through me. It opened my second sight. A spot in the middle of my forehead burned as my third eye opened.

      I turned it on Aaron and saw the flirt I’d talked to a few hours earlier. We’d talk now, really talk. I had too much power pushing at his spirit for him to try to fuck around with me.

      "I’m dead." Ghost lips moved over Aaron’s still, dead ones. He tried to smile.

      "You’re dead," I agreed. "You should’ve given me the book."

      He wrinkled his nose. "I never had the book."

      What? I had thought for sure he’d lied to us about having the book. What else could the lawyer Cheryl Pugh mentioned have given him? Before I could insist he tell me, Aaron’s ghost looked down at his mutilated body.

      His see-through features contorted in horror. His spirit form flashed once, then twice. Too many brushes with the truth, and he’d beg to move onto the next plane. I had to get what I could out of him before he did that.

      "If you didn’t have the book, where is it?" I reached out to the spirit with my magic, hoping to hold it just a little longer.

      "The only time I’ve ever seen it is in that picture you showed me," he said, still focused on his corpse.

      "Then what did the murderer want?" I gave a little more forceful pull on the spirit.

      Aaron’s hand reached for his pocket, probably looking for those stupid keys he’d kept playing with in his bar. "Is this all there is? I don’t want to spend eternity like this."

      I slumped. He’d processed his death and was ready to move on. I’d help, of course. Dealing with spirits was my talent. But couldn’t Aaron give me a little more information?

      "I’ll help you cross over," I soothed. "But first, tell me who killed you and why."

      "I don’t know who it was." Aaron rose from his body and stood looking around the room. He pointed in the corner. "Is that real?"

      I stared in the direction of his finger, opening myself fully to the spirit world. A blinding light grew in the corner, getting ready to receive Aaron.

      "Don’t go over there yet," I said. "Tell me who killed you and why."

      "It was a man, but he had on some stupid mask. It doesn’t matter now." Aaron wandered toward the light.

      It did too matter, damn it. I got to my feet and chased after him.

      "Hey, wait. Why did this guy kill you?" At least I could get one good answer out of him.

      Aaron turned back to me. The ghost’s eyes had already darkened with death. He didn’t speak but pointed at his corpse’s head. PIG.

      "Loretta Nell?" Even as I said her name, I knew I was wrong. Loretta Nell was dead. Unless she had control of someone. That wasn’t right either. The only person I knew her to have control of was Josie Stephens, and Josie lived in a mental hospital. The person Tanner and I had chased was twice Josie’s size.

      Aaron’s ghost flickered again. The light in the corner brightened. He reached one translucent hand into his pocket but came up empty.

      "You want your keys?" If it made the ghost stay a little longer, I could dig in a corpse’s pockets.

      Aaron’s ghost nodded.

      I went back to the corpse and tried the pocket he wasn’t lying on. A condom. A wadded receipt. No keys. Cringing with revulsion, I rolled the corpse. The blood-soaked shirt made a sticky sucking sound as it separated from the floor. The corpse flopped onto its back. I gagged but forced myself to reach into the other jeans pocket. Another condom. Aaron had believed in being prepared. I dug around some more. Empty.

      I turned to find Aaron standing right in front of the light. He was ready. If I held him too much longer, the opportunity would pass and I’d have to tap serious magic to get him across the veil.

      I went to stand next to him. "Your killer took the keys, didn’t he?"

      The ghost turned to me and said something, but no sound came out. His ability to speak was leaving along with the magical spark of life all of us held for one brilliant season.

      "Just nod if I’m right." I let my magic pull on Aaron’s spirit again. He nodded. I had a million more questions for Aaron, but there was no point asking them. He was ready to go, and it was time. I broke the magical connection between us and said, "I don’t think it hurts. You just start walking, and it takes you."

      The ghost turned back to me. His eyes were completely gone, replaced by black holes. His ruddy skin had turned the color of oatmeal. He raised one arm and pointed at the wall next to me. His lips moved again. I shook my head.

      "It’s fine, Aaron. Thanks for your help." I motioned at the white light. "Go on."

      Aaron’s ghost took an uncertain step into the glow, and it flowed over him. He took another step and turned back to me.

      "Go on. It’s fine," I told him.

      He did as I said, and the glow took him over, erased what he’d been, and winked out. I stared at the empty spot. Would the light come for me after I’d breathed my last? Or would it be the darkness? I might have a chance to find out sooner rather than later.
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      Tanner joined me to stare at the wall. "That womanizing prick tell you anything worth knowing?"

      I bit back a laugh and faced him. Tanner had splashed water over his face. Beads stood out on his dark skin, still an ashy gray, and dampened his hair. The light would surely come for my sweetie. Even speaking ill of the dead, he was too nice for anything else.

      "Aaron never had the book, but the murderer took his keys." I wanted to scream in frustration.

      "Why the keys? Think he had something back at the bar?" Tanner stared longingly at the door, likely itching to get out of the murder house.

      "I don’t know. Right before he left, he pointed at this wall." I showed Tanner how Aaron had pointed.

      Tanner walked to the wall, knocked, and took pictures down to see if there was a safe behind them. He stilled and shook his head. "The garage. It’s right out there." He pointed at the wall.

      We hurried outside to the small structure next to the house. Sure enough, the door light spilled from the open door. I ran inside, ignoring Tanner’s order for me to wait.

      The garage had been too small to park a modern car inside, and Aaron had used it as a storage room. Someone, probably Aaron’s killer, had tossed the room. Papers and files lay everywhere. A gray file cabinet had a foot-sized dent in it.

      A presence rolled over me, pinging my black opal. Aaron. Because we’d shared such an intimate moment so recently, I recognized him right away. My vision flickered, and the spot between my eyes burned. He wanted to show me something. I let the vision take me.

      A man wearing a pink pig mask rages around the tiny room. Aaron watches, eyes full of terror. He tries to sidle to the door. The masked man stops searching and points a pistol at him. Aaron freezes. The masked man marches toward Aaron and puts the barrel of the pistol to his forehead.

      "Freddy Stephens gave you something other than those keys. I know he did." The masked man’s voice seems vaguely familiar, but I can’t place it. "He left directions to the place where he buried Loretta Nell.”

      Confusion clouds my understanding of what’s going on. Who cares where Loretta Nell is buried? Nothing matters but the book. Another realization slams into me. Aaron's killer, likely with Loretta Nell's help, is trying to beat me to Mohawk's book. The implications flood my mind, but I don't have time to contemplate them because Aaron picks that moment to speak.

      Aaron shakes his head, lips trembling. "Freddy Stephens left me nothing but the keys."

      The masked man jabs the pistol’s barrel harder into Aaron’s forehead. "Then give me the keys."

      Anger at the masked man thuds in my temples. I hate people like this. Want to hit them and hit them.

      Aaron closes his eyes and lets out a shuddering sigh. He seems to know it’s the end of the line for him.

      "They’re back by the front door, right where I dropped them when you shoved me into the house." Aaron’s voice shakes, but he still manages to sound sarcastic and bored. I admire him for it.

      The masked man steers Aaron out of the garage. As he does, Aaron throws a glance at the file cabinets, relief evident on his face. The vision fades.

      I came back to myself with Tanner gripping both arms, face less than an inch from mine, and breathing his barf breath on me.

      "You’re going to have to brush your teeth, sweetie," I mumbled.

      Tanner flushed. He let go so quickly I nearly fell down onto the concrete floor. I caught myself just in time to keep from bashing my head on the dented file cabinet. I spread my hands on the cool metal and leaned against it. Aaron had used my own power to show me what he wanted me to see. The sound of casters rolling across concrete came from behind me.

      Tanner took my arm. "I got you a chair even though you made fun of my breath. Sit down." He helped me into the chair and came around in front of me, staring into my eyes. "You’re getting too tired."

      "It doesn’t matter. We're not just racing against Mohawk anymore." I struggled against the waves of fatigue threatening to put me down for the night.

      Tanner pressed his lips together, brow wrinkling, and began to shake his head.

      "Whoever killed Aaron wants to beat us to that book." My skin burned with the fever of worry.

      Tanner took a step backward. He rubbed his forehead with one shaking hand.

      "No," he breathed.

      I gave him a few seconds to accept the truth before speaking.

      "Aaron’s murderer thought Freddy had given Aaron the location of Loretta Nell’s grave. Turns out, all Freddy left Aaron was a key." Talking made my head swim. I put my elbows on my knees and tried to get control of myself.

      "A key to what?" Tanner glanced around the mess.

      "I don’t know, but I think there’s something important in here. As the killer took Aaron out of the room, he glanced back and looked relieved." The dizziness came and went in waves. Nausea came on the tail of them. When was the last time I’d eaten an actual meal? Roderick’s. Had a good night’s sleep? Before I met Tanner.

      Tanner watched me, frowning. "So?"

      "Aaron did everything he could to get his killer out of this room. He was hiding something." Ignoring the most current flood of nausea, I stood. "And we’re going to find it."

      Tanner nodded. "Okay. What are we looking for?"

      "What the key goes to? I'm not sure, but something’s bothering me. Aaron's killer wanted to know where Loretta Nell was buried. Not the location of the book." I took out my cigarettes, but another wave of nausea hit me. I put them away.

      "I don't get it." Tanner's eyes narrowed, their green growing more intense as he thought. "Is her corpse needed for some ritual with the book, to make it work?"

      I shook my head. "I don't know. But here's what I do know: Aaron wasn't surprised when the killer asked where Loretta Nell is buried. That makes me think the answer to all our questions is somewhere in here."

      Sifting through Aaron’s storage room went slowly. He hadn’t had much of a filing system. Business receipts and profit and loss sheets mixed with personal bank statements and receipts from the renovation Aaron had done on his bungalow. From the amount of money he’d spent on the latter, he’d apparently planned to stay.  That set up another layer of the mystery. Why would Aaron stay?

      The deeper I dug, the clearer a picture of Aaron emerged. He’d lived in a cycle of boom or bust. The Devil’s Dance was one of many businesses he’d owned. Aaron had filed bankruptcy, been sued for nonpayment of debts, and owed some woman exorbitant alimony payments. But none of it answered the looming questions about Loretta Nell's burial site or what Aaron's key opened. I tossed the files onto the floor where they scattered, spreading into a big mess.

      Tanner wandered over, probably to offer comfort, but bent to pick up something off the floor. He held up the large brown envelope. "What's this?"

      "It's got a lawyer's name on it. Aaron was constantly in legal trouble…" I let a tired shrug finish the thought.

      "The return address is in Devil's Rest. It could be the lawyer Mrs. Pugh mentioned." Tanner pulled a sheaf of papers from the brown envelope and read off the top page. "Says here Frederick Richard Stephens had left Aaron Wayne Todd an antique skeleton key, a sealed letter, and a manila file with 'Shawn Grimes' written on the tab."

      I leapt to my feet and crowded in, trying to see what else he had. He tried to turn his back. I tickled him. We wrestled, giggling. For those seconds, we weren't sitting in the same property with a murder victim. Mohawk was a campfire story designed to scare stupid teenagers. Then I snatched the papers and skimmed over them.

      I found a cheap white envelope so thin the blue security backing showed through. It had Aaron’s name scrawled on it in looping old folks’ script. "This must be the sealed letter. I don't see the file. And I guess we both know what happened to the key."

      Tanner grabbed the envelope. "Aaron said his father didn't trust Freddy. Why would Freddy leave him this stuff?"

      "One way to find out," I said.

      Tanner withdrew a sheet of paper covered with a blue ink scrawl and began to read. I came close and read along with him.

      Aaron,

      You told me at your father's funeral that you blamed me for his death. You were right about everything. I'm a weak, selfish man. You were right to call me a murdering son of a bitch.

      Right now, I need you to put aside your feelings for me and pay very careful attention.

      Once I am dead, you and this key I'm giving you are the only things keeping Loretta Nell from doing what she promised that awful day in 1973.

      Harris said you knew what we did to Loretta Nell, so I won't waste time rehashing it. But I will tell you the last thing she said, just to make sure you know.

      Loretta Nell turned around to us, all bloody and torn up and said, “I will rise again. When I do, the Messengers and I will do to Devil's Rest what should have been done in the first place.”

      Well, I buried that book with Loretta Nell. But I kept the key in hopes that anybody who found her wouldn't be able to get it open.

      Tanner stopped reading.

      I shivered hard, scrubbing at my arms. Tanner and I exchanged a glance.

      He said, "That's why the killer wants to know where Loretta Nell is buried—the book is with her."

      "And now he has the key to get the book open." I took up the reading.

      Now we need to talk about Shawn Grimes, the son of Loretta Nell Grimes. Yes. Even trash like Loretta Nell has kids.

      After the shooting stopped, after we'd killed Loretta Nell, I found the boy hid up in the attic. Had a picture of his momma holding that book clutched in his hands, shaking all over. That kid knew his momma was dead.

      He said to me, “You’re gonna pay for what you did to my momma. She’s gonna get you. And I’m gonna help her.”

      That kid's words chilled me to the bone, but I tried to play it off. Told him he was young, didn’t know what he was talking about. If he was wise, he’d do everything he could not to be like Loretta Nell.

      This kid curled his lip, eyes blazing like somebody who’s killed all his life—maybe he had—and said, “The Serpent God will guide my path.”

      I grabbed up that kid and stowed him in the back of a squad car until children’s services could come collect him. I never saw him again. But I've always felt him out there waiting for the right time.

      I stopped reading to give my heart a chance to quit pounding.

      Tanner's wide eyes suggested the story had made him feel the same as it had me—witnessing evil. I started reading again.

      I’ve kept track of Shawn Grimes over the years. The file included will have his current address at the time of my death.

      Aaron, I know your daddy left you that rattle trap house of his. I need you to set yourself up in Devil's Rest and keep a watch on things. You might think you want to blow me off, but if they ever decide to take their revenge, they'll come for you too.

      At the bottom of this letter is a number. It goes to a bank account that I’ve put money in over the years. Nobody knows about this money but you and me. The name on the account is someone who doesn’t even exist anymore. One of those damn Messengers. Use it to start yourself a business. And don't fuck around. Keep it solvent.

      This key opens the gate to hell. Guard it with your life. Stay off the Stephens Ranch. That’s where all the deaths have occurred so far. I hope that if you stay off the ranch, Loretta Nell won’t be able to get to you. If Shawn Grimes, or any of his like, ever comes sniffing around, you kill him.

      Best Wishes,

      Freddy Stephens

      Tanner and I sat in stunned silence for several minutes after we finished reading Freddy Stephens's version of a last will and testament.

      Tanner spoke first. "Do you think Aaron's killer is Shawn Grimes?"

      "I don't know." Icy bands of fear wrapped around my heart. They squeezed and choked. My mind cut off in self-defense, allowing me to watch the drama raging around me from far away.

      "I don't understand why this is happening. Loretta Nell’s been killing people out at that ranch since 1973." Tanner's voice rose with each word as though volume would make all our problems go away.

      "Those killings are small compared to what the book is capable of causing. Mohawk wants to see huge, crazy violence. A massacre." I turned to him, movements slow and forced, still distant from it all.

      "But why now?" he demanded.

      "Time and season. Mohawk has me in his sights. It's a perfect opportunity for them to make a comeback." I stifled an almost hysterical giggle.

      Tanner's small, intense eyes narrowed, glittering. "That's not going to happen. I will not let it happen."

      I continued without acknowledging his fury. That distant place my mind had gone was nice and cool. "But there's more. Events are, for some reason, favorable for Loretta Nell's revenge plan to take place."

      "Then what do we do now?" Tanner set the letter aside and stared at the floor.

      "Shawn Grimes is our only lead. We do whatever it takes to find him and hope like hell he leads us to the book." The cool distance was fading. My reality break was over. Time to get back to work.
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      Tanner and I went through the package Aaron had received from the law firm. No matter how many times we looked, the Shawn Grimes file was not part of it.

      "That file is somewhere in this room." I surveyed the mess of spilled papers and overturned boxes of junk.

      "Unless the killer came back in here after Aaron was dead and found it." Tanner's gaze met mine. "Do you think the guy in the woods was Shawn Grimes?"

      His words seeped into me, cold as ice. That we’d been playing rock toss with Aaron’s killer back in the woods was nothing new. But knowing it had probably been Shawn Grimes somehow made it worse. Especially after reading what that kid had said to Freddy Stephens. We had to find him and end him. That would put a cramp in Loretta Nell's plans.

      "How are we ever going to find anything in this mess?" The words came out of me in a strangled whisper.

      Tanner shrugged and sat down on top of the file cabinet. The cheap, thin metal crimped under his weight.

      I raised my eyebrows at him. "First the dresser back at the motel and now this. It’s all that barbecue you eat."

      He wadded up a paper and tossed it at me. The tension broke a little. I handed him a pile of papers to search through. He fumbled them and let them slide out of his hands. They cascaded to the floor in a fanned out mess.

      Annoyance flashed, but I took a deep breath. Tanner hadn't meant to do that, no matter how damn dumb it was. I knelt to pick up the papers. Tanner slid off the file cabinet to help. We went through the papers as we picked them up.

      "There's nothing here." Tanner went through the last pages.

      "But there's something sticking out from behind the file cabinet." I pointed at the discolored edge of something that looked like paper.

      Tanner and I moved the file cabinet. Behind it was taped a dirty white mailer. The summer hadn't been kind to the tape on top, and it had begun to let loose, making the corner visible. I ripped the mailer off the file cabinet and pawed it open. Inside was a file labeled "Shawn Grimes."

      I gave Tanner a hard hug and drew back to stare into his eyes. That had been the first thing that attracted me. Those clear green eyes.

      He laughed and ducked away from me. "Don’t get too excited. It might not even help."

      "You kidding? Aaron Todd went to some trouble to hide this. It's hard for me to believe there isn't something useful in here…" I trailed off. Tanner and I stood staring into each other’s eyes. The connection between us loomed bigger than life again, aching in my chest.

      Tanner took the file and opened it. On top of the thin sheaf of papers sat a picture of Shawn Grimes as a kid. He held the picture of Loretta Nell that Mohawk had given me clutched to his chest.

      "Looks like Loretta Nell, doesn’t he?" Tanner squinted at the picture. He noticed resemblances between parents and kids more readily than I did.

      I looked for Loretta Nell in the kid and found her in the spray of freckles across Shawn’s nose and cheeks. His eyes, though dark instead of Loretta Nell’s blue, blazed with a fury I knew well from my few encounters with Loretta Nell’s ghost. Oddly, Josie's ferocity came to mind.

      I picked up the picture of Shawn and read the back: "Shawn Grimes, age six. Taken the day he was made a ward of the state."

      I cringed. In other words, this poor kid had just watched his mother die and the world he knew crumble, only to be kidnapped by a bunch of well-meaning strangers who snapped a picture of him like an animal in a zoo as he sat in their offices.

      The reports stacked underneath the picture said about what I’d figured they would. Nobody wanted to adopt Shawn. His age and what he’d seen in his short life marked him as undesirable. He bounced from group home to foster home and spent some time in juvenile detention facilities.

      The progressive decline of Shawn’s existence and the waste of his potential depressed me. If I hadn’t had Memaw to love and raise me, I might have ended up much the same.

      Wait a minute. I couldn’t let this poor man's disadvantaged childhood distract me. My life hung in the balance.

      I flipped through the rest of the pages and saw nothing of use. Shawn's changes of address stopped around the time Freddy Stephens died. I glanced at Tanner and shook my head. "Another waste of time."

      Tanner, the soul of patience, flipped to the last page in the file again. I’d mistaken it for yet another memo from one overworked state employee to another about Shawn’s inability to quit doing bad things. Instead, it was a letter addressed to Freddy Stephens from a Linus Bramwell, Author.

      "Read this part." Tanner tapped the middle paragraph.

      
        
        In my efforts to write an accurate account of the Messengers, I tracked down Shawn Grimes, the son of Loretta Nell Grimes. He told me quite a wild story about that day.

        You’ve never done many interviews about your involvement in putting an end to the Messengers reign of terror. I’d love the opportunity to get your take on what happened.

        

      

      The letter was dated two years before Freddy Stephens was murdered, which made it a good twelve years old. It was still worth seeing if Linus Bramwell, Author, was alive. I dragged out my phone and typed his name into the browser.

      Tanner, who’d already started a search, held his phone up to my face. "Says here he lives in Austin now."

      "Smartass," I muttered at Tanner.

      He smiled and stood up a little straighter. "You know it makes you hot."

      I squinted at the address. It had shown up because it was part of an announcement of a writers group meeting three months earlier. The internet was a great way to stay connected, but it was also a scary motherfucker for people who might not want to be found.

      "Think we should barge in on this guy tonight?" I glanced at the time on my phone and saw it was headed toward midnight. One more full day, and then I faced Mohawk. I wasn’t going to find the book in time.

      "I'd say we need to think about what we hope to get from Linus Bramwell before we waste precious time on him." Tanner put his hands on my cheeks and caressed my face with his thumbs as though we weren’t standing a few yards away from a dead body and a world of trouble if the cops barged in. Much as I hated to admit it, he had a good point.

      "Aside from maybe seeing a recent picture of Shawn Grimes so we'd know who to watch out for…" I trailed off, mind working. "We're going to have to get that key from him. Mohawk won't give us a pass on it."

      Tanner nodded. "Bramwell might also be able to offer insight into Shawn Grimes. Sometimes knowing about someone helps you anticipate what they'll do next."

      "Let's go see Bramwell," I said with fake enthusiasm and pumped my fist for emphasis.

      Instead of answering, Tanner pulled me to him. "Stop worrying. We are going to make it," he whispered.

      I hugged him hard, not because I believed him, but because I needed the comfort right then.

      "I’ve got an idea," I said without letting go. "Let’s get out of town before they find Aaron’s body. We’ll find somewhere to sleep on the way."

      "That’s a bad idea." Tanner followed me back into the house and watched me wipe the doorknobs with the hem of my shirt. "The Pughs know you were headed over here. That neighbor, Mr. Nosyheimer, got a great look at you this morning and knew you were asking about Aaron Todd. Cops are going to be looking for you."

      I stopped in front of Tanner and put my hands on his shoulders. "Baby, don’t you think Sanctuary can disappear like they never existed?"

      "But…" Tanner shook his head and said no more. He followed my pass through the house, face stiff with disapproval.

      We drove back to the motel. Some kids were having a party and had their door open, blasting music for the entire motel to enjoy. Tanner and I exchanged an eye roll, and things were okay between us again. He’d been involved in the paranormal all his life. Surely he’d walked away from sticky situations from time to time.

      Fifteen minutes later, we’d loaded our vehicles. I dropped the keys to our room into Dwight’s overnight slot. However things turned out, we wouldn’t be needing them anymore.

      "Leaving like thieves in the night?" said a voice behind me.

      I jumped and spun around, expecting to see a cop with his gun in one hand and handcuffs in the other. When I saw it was Dwight, I laughed to cover my fright.

      "Yeah. The book’s a loss." No way I’d tell him we might be back. If we did come back, I wanted to sneak in and out of town as quietly as I could. "I’m paid up, right?"

      "Sure. Y’all didn’t buy any porn, and you didn’t use the phone. We’re square." He laughed.

      Tanner stood a short distance away. "You ready?"

      I walked away from Dwight and patted Tanner on the chest on my way past. He stared at Dwight a few more seconds, got into his truck, and followed me out of the parking lot. I turned on my truck’s radio and listened to the voices fading in and out of the static most of the way to Austin. My truck was new enough to have satellite radio, but I liked the static and the way music and voices came and went. It reminded me of life.

      I chased Tanner’s taillights back to the outskirts of Austin. We stopped at a huge truck stop and parked far away from the building.

      Without a word, we crawled into the back of my truck, curled together, and slept with the windows down. The sound of tapping on metal invaded my dreams a few hours later. I jerked awake to see a golden strip of dawn on the horizon.

      A cop stared into the window, shining his flashlight on us. "Sir? Ma'am? This is private property, and the manager would like you to hit the road."

      Tanner and I dragged ourselves to a sitting position. Heart hammering, doing everything I could to look normal, I gave the cop a nod.

      The Devil's Rest police might have already found Aaron Todd's body. They might be looking for us right now. Sleeping in this parking lot had drawn attention and had been foolish. Cecil would have bawled me out for it.

      "Sorry about that." I prayed my voice sounded normal.

      "Y'all get going, okay?" The cop clicked off his light and walked away.

      "Think it's too early to visit Linus Bramwell?" I waggled my eyebrows at Tanner.

      He giggled. "Yeah, but it won't be if we go get breakfast." He made no move to get out of the truck.

      "What is it?" I was already lighting a cigarette and wishing for coffee.

      "What do we do if Linus Bramwell's no help?" Tanner swallowed hard.

      "I don't know," I said honestly. "We might be out of plays."

      Tanner got out his phone and found us a place to eat breakfast. We ate our greasy meal talking about everything but what would happen if we couldn't find Shawn Grimes.
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      Forty-five minutes later, Tanner and I sat in the parking lot of a shopping center one mile from Linus Bramwell's house. We’d parked Tanner’s truck and driven past Linus’s subdivision.

      A guard shack sat at the entrance. I didn’t need to go talk to them to know they wouldn’t let us in without Linus’s okay. I watched the clock on my phone roll over to seven o’clock.

      "It’s early, but we can’t wait any longer." I glanced at Tanner, looking for approval, but caught him staring at me with the saddest expression on his face. I took his hand and kissed it. Then I dialed the number Linus Bramwell had allowed to be listed online.

      It rang once, twice, three times. A man who sounded ten times more chipper than I felt answered. "Yes?"

      "Linus Bramwell? The one who was writing a book on the Messengers?" Now that I had the guy on the phone, I felt more unsure than ever. There was no way the guy would agree to see us.

      "Who exactly are you, and where did you get my name?" He no longer sounded chipper. He sounded suspicious and a little afraid.

      I gathered my nerve and started talking too fast. "My name is Peri Jean Mace. Mr. Bramwell, I’ve been researching Freddy Stephens’s involvement in what happened with the Messengers, and your name came up. I was wondering…"

      "I’ve never heard of you." He sounded annoyed, and people who felt that way usually hung up.

      I kicked myself into high gear. "I know you suspected Freddy Stephens of some wrongdoing in relation to the Messengers, and I’ve got a file on Shawn Grimes in my hand right now. Freddy Stephens had it prepared."

      Silence met my words.

      I decided to go for broke. "I’m at the shopping center a mile from your house. Call down to the guard shack. Tell them to let me in."

      A silly nursery rhyme played in my head. Little pig, little pig, let me in. I had to stifle hysterical laughter. This earned a raised eyebrow from Tanner. He took my hand again. I drew on his support the same way I’d draw on my magic.

      "Come on, Mr. Bramwell. You know you’re curious. Let’s talk." I spoke with more confidence than I felt.

      He sighed. "What did you say your name was?"

      I repeated it, even spelling it for him.

      "Go to the guard shack, and they’ll be expecting you." He cleared his throat. "But Ms. Mace?"

      "Yes?"

      "I’m armed. Any bullshit, and I’ll kill you." He hung up.

      Tanner and I drove through the subdivision. The robotic voice from my phone giving directions was the only one doing any talking. We found Linus Bramwell’s house and stared in silence. The newly risen sun made the Austin stone, Spanish-style structure glow like all the gold in El Dorado. Tanner pulled into the circular drive and stopped at the front door.

      He tucked a lock of hair behind one ear and tried to smile at me. "House like this would cost several million back in California. What do you think it costs here?"

      I shrugged. Real estate had never been on my radar. Until the last year or so, I couldn’t have afforded even a plywood shack.

      Tanner ignored my lack of a reaction. "Bet it’s worth at least half a million. Maybe a million."

      I understood his point. "Bramwell may have never written the book about the Messengers, but he must’ve written something that did mighty well."

      "You ready?" He offered me his hand.

      We got out of the truck and walked to the front door. I held the Shawn Grimes file in my free hand and slapped my leg with it. Tanner knocked on the door.

      Little pig, little pig, let me in. I stifled the same crazy giggle from earlier. Facing my own death, I was losing it.

      The door swung open. A white-haired man, face the color of chalk, stepped into the space. He held a handgun pointed right at Tanner and me.

      I stiffened at the sight of the gun, and Tanner’s hand jerked in mine. I squeezed tighter. He squeezed back.

      "Mr. Bramwell, I’m Peri Jean Mace. This is my boyfriend, Tanner Letts." Sweat formed between my hand and Tanner’s. Was this how it ended? Shot to death in some bland Austin subdivision?

      Bramwell glanced at the file in my hand. "What’s in there?"

      I took out Shawn Grimes’s picture and showed it to him. He nodded and tipped his chin at the file again. I showed Bramwell his letter to Freddy Stephens. He looked like he might throw up.

      "Where’d you get this?" His voice trembled.

      "Freddy Stephens left this to a man named Aaron Todd. He was…"

      "Harris Coates’s bastard son. He dead now too?"

      I jerked in surprise and guilt.

      Bramwell clapped one hand over his mouth and coughed. Between gasps, he said, "Look, I've changed my mind about this..."

      Tanner and I exchanged a glance. Another mistake. More time wasted. I turned to go, pulling Tanner with me.

      "Wait," Bramwell called. "Come in. Damn writer’s curiosity. Gonna be the death of me yet."

      Tanner and I stepped inside and followed Bramwell through the house. I gaped at the exposed beams, stone walls, and stone floors. Though the odor of brand new still hung in the house, it had been made to resemble some rich person’s idea of a Spanish mission.

      We came into a kitchen that could have housed a family of five. Bramwell opened one of the rustic wood cabinets and took out a coffee cup. He turned to speak to me.

      "Can you wait to kill me until I’ve had some coffee?" Without waiting for our answer, he stepped in front of a fancy coffeemaker and filled his cup.

      Tanner prowled into the breakfast nook, put his hand on the rustic wood table, and stared out the wall of windows at Bramwell’s pool and hot tub. I tried to read Tanner’s posture but couldn’t pick up much more than sadness. Had he lived in a place like this with his wife, the beautiful Bea, and his beloved daughters?

      He never went into much detail about his life before he met me. I knew he’d made good money selling arcane items and antiques to rich California people, and he’d lost it all after his wife and daughters died in a car wreck. He caught me watching him and winked. I walked to him and let him fold his arms around me.

      Linus Bramwell spoke from the coffeemaker. "If the two of you hadn’t been holding hands, so obviously in love, I wouldn’t have let you in."

      Cheeks heating, I turned my attention to him but didn’t answer. What do you say to something like that?

      "Do either of you want coffee?" Bramwell gestured at the machine.

      "If you’re going to kill us, I might take a cup before you do it." I was paraphrasing Bramwell’s earlier quip, hoping to break the ice.

      Bramwell didn’t laugh, but he poured me a cup of coffee and brought it and his cup to the table. He spoke to Tanner. "Mr. Letts?"

      Tanner glanced quickly at the gun, still sitting on the counter next to the coffeemaker, and shook his head. Bramwell nodded and sat down at the table, motioning me to do the same. We both took sips of our coffee. It was so good I closed my eyes to savor it.

      Bramwell took another sip before he spoke. "I’m not going to kill either of you."

      "I knew that when you opened the door." I leaned toward him and lowered my voice. "You ain’t got that killer vibe."

      Bramwell blanched and threw a look over his shoulder at the gun he’d left behind. "Before we go any further, I’d like to know what you want out of this conversation."

      I considered giving him a hard time but was too tired and scared. I took the picture of Loretta Nell Grimes holding her book of horrors out of my back pocket and handed it to him.

      "I’ve been tasked with finding this book. It's a matter of life and death for me." The entire story hovered on my lips, right along with the terrible need to cry, but I pushed it down.

      Bramwell nodded and slid the picture back to me. "What makes you think I'd know where to find it?"

      "I don't. But I hope you know where to find Shawn Grimes." Just the mention of Shawn's name brought back the image of Aaron Todd's gutted corpse. The coffee soured on my stomach. If Shawn did that to Aaron, he was a dangerous man, likely a psychopath. And here I was looking for him.

      "What do you want with Shawn?" Linus's eyes had gone flat with some emotion I couldn't quite identify.

      "I think he killed Aaron Todd over the book." I watched Linus carefully. He could be helping Shawn Grimes, even hiding him. If that was the case, we were going to have to fight for our lives in a few seconds.

      "You saying Aaron Todd had the book?" Linus still had that flat look in his eyes, but now something lively danced behind it. Writer's curiosity?

      "No. Look at this picture." I took the picture back out and tapped the book. "Freddy Stephens left Aaron a key to open the book. Aaron was killed last night and the key taken."

      Linus picked up the picture and squinted at it. "What makes you think Shawn had anything to do with Aaron's death?"

      I drew out the letter Freddy Stephens had left for Aaron Todd and passed it to Linus. His eyes, now shining and dancing, moved fast as he read. He raised his head. "Wow. Shawn told me about this—this prophecy. Now it's coming to pass."

      “Prophecy?" Tanner finally turned away from the pool. “I thought it was just revenge."

      Bramwell made a face. "Can't prophecy and revenge go together?"

      Tanner and I both shrugged. I didn't care. I just wanted the craziness to end.

      Linus glanced between us, deflating a little. "The two of you really are in danger, aren't you?"

      Tears welled in my eyes. I cursed my own weakness and swiped at them.

      Linus nodded. "No more games. I'm going to tell you everything I know about this Shawn Grimes business. I'm not sure it's going to help you the way you think, but maybe something..."

      I searched for guile and saw nothing but a man who'd gone from curious to deeply sympathetic in a few seconds. I nodded. "I'd appreciate that."

      "Before we start, answer a question for me. Do you know what I write? Either of you?" Bramwell glanced between Tanner and me.

      Tanner nodded. ”I looked you up. You write books about the occult. Fiction and non-fiction.”

      Tanner’s words surprised me. I turned to stare at him. He hadn’t said a word.

      Linus smiled and nodded. "In the early 2000s, I was researching cult activity in prisons. A young man, who turned out to be Shawn Grimes, approached me. He told me about the book, about his mother's murder. It was from him I first heard of the Serpent God." Bramwell’s eyes had quit twinkling. Fear now darkened them. He got up to get more coffee and could barely hold his cup steady enough to pour. He spoke with his back to us.

      "Shawn's story didn't fit into my current project, and I blew him off. But meeting him haunted me. I looked up the story of the Messengers and became interested in writing a book about occult murderers. I tried to see Shawn in prison but learned he’d been released. I tracked him to a shack, literally a shack, in Austin where he was living with a woman and her child." Bramwell returned to the table. "Shawn and I became friends. Well, friends as much as anybody can be friends with a human being like him.

      "Now we're back to prophecies," Linus said. "Would you like to hear the one Shawn told me?"

      I didn't want to hear, but I nodded anyway.

      "According to Shawn, the day lawmen came to raid the Messengers’ compound, Loretta Nell knew they were coming. She conjured up this half man, half snake." Linus shivered. "This thing promised Loretta Nell that she'd rise again to continue their work. It promised her that she and Shawn would host a festival of blood and suffering. After that, they would live like gods." Linus raised one trembling hand to his mouth. "It would be many years before this came to pass. Loretta Nell would know it was time because a woman who was also a raven would come."

      My breath caught in my throat. Waves of dizziness filled my head.

      Linus pointed at the raven tattoo on my arm. "That's you, isn't it?"

      Nausea climbing up the back of my throat, I managed to nod.

      "When the woman with the raven came, it would be time for the sacrifice of the last survivor—Aaron Todd—and then the book could be used again." Linus, unable to contain his excitement despite any sympathy he felt for me, leaned forward, a smile hovering on his lips. "Now I see that the last survivor held the key to the book, and it was useless without the key."

      "Let's back up," I said. "I don't understand this thing about Aaron being the last survivor. What about Josie?" I had finally tired of slapping the loose end away.

      Bramwell raised his eyes to mine. The crow’s feet at their corners narrowed, and his blue eyes twinkled. He was loving every second of this. "Josie is not who you think she is. You've been to see her, haven't you?"

      I nodded.

      "I'd be surprised if you hadn't. Those stories about her screaming to be allowed back on the ranch to find the book are pretty compelling." Pushing back his chair, Linus said, "Let me show you something."

      He got up, went into a room off the kitchen, and came back carrying his own file. He took out a picture of a dark-haired man with intense eyes sitting at a metal table with a beer resting between his muscled arms, staring right through the camera at me. The dead-eyed man in the picture could be nobody but Shawn Grimes all grown up.

      "Does he look familiar?" Linus did smile now, likely enjoying the mystery.

      "He does, but I just can't place him." Shawn Grimes as an adult reminded me of someone else, all right, someone I didn’t know well. It was in the brows and the lips. The identity of this other person hovered at the edge of my consciousness but I couldn’t quite lure it out.

      "Like I said in my letter to Freddy Stephens, Shawn told me a really wild story about what happened that day. Would you like to hear it?" Bramwell settled back in his chair, still watching me.

      Chest tight, I nodded. This whole thing had my head spinning.

      "Shawn said the deputies just showed up and started shooting people. There was no attempt at arrest. Loretta Nell hid Shawn in the attic, told him to stay there until the real cops came." Bramwell snorted at that. "Shawn said the shooting stopped, and the men went into the barn. He heard his mother screaming." Bramwell’s throat clicked as he swallowed. "Freddy Stephens carried Loretta Nell’s body out of the barn and off into the woods."

      The woods. I tried to remember the layout of the ranch. In what direction had the woods been? Linus's soft, cultured voice cut into my thoughts.

      "When Freddy came back from the woods, he went into the house and looked until he found the baby." Linus raised his eyebrows. This was the punchline.

      I snapped off the thoughts about the woods. "Baby?"

      "According to Shawn, Loretta Nell had given birth very recently." Bramwell gave me a minute for it to sink in.

      "Freddy’s child," I muttered. Just saying the words made another piece click into place. "Freddy and his wife adopted the baby. He grew up to be Josie’s father."

      Linus pointed one finger at me like a gun to let me know I had the right answer.

      This was why Josie wasn’t dead. Though she might have shared DNA with the lawman who’d killed Loretta Nell, she also carried Loretta Nell’s genes. When Josie ate whatever facsimile of flesh Loretta Nell could manifest as a ghost, that bound them even further. Now Loretta Nell intended for Josie, her granddaughter, to carry out her revenge plan. I thought about Josie wandering the halls of the mental hospital. After a decade in this place, I’ve learned the ropes.

      The feeling of being a puppet having my strings pulled came back. Mohawk had lured me out here to carry out plans he'd made decades ago. He'd pitted me against people who knew their mission and couldn't wait to carry it out. Mohawk had put me at a disadvantage from the very beginning. Well, he was going to get a Peri Jean Mace surprise right up his ass. I wouldn't just give up and let him win. I began to assess where I stood.

      Shawn Grimes had the key to the book, probably the book as well by now. He’d pick up his last remaining family, and he and Josie would go on a murder spree fueled by that book. Mohawk planned not only to feast on the destruction but on my misery after he took me as a slave. I’d played the fool, and now I’d probably never set things right. But I’d eat catshit and onions before I quit.

      "Mr. Bramwell, I appreciate all you've helped me understand, but I need to find Shawn. Now. He’s about to…" I tried to call up words but saw only blood and dead bodies in my mind’s eye.

      "You see, that's why I'm so disturbed about what you're telling me. Shawn Grimes is dead, has been for a good five years." Bramwell raked his fingers through his thick, white hair, blinking rapidly.

      Shock spread in my chest to tingle against my nerve endings. I shook my head, denying Bramwell’s statement.

      "It's true," Bramwell said. "Shawn Grimes was murdered. It was a sad situation. He'd been straight for a while, but one morning he went out to start his car. Someone walked up to it and shot him to death."

      I wanted to scream denials, but I saw the truth on his face. Here I was, my freedom in its last hours, and I was just as lost as I’d been from the beginning.

      "May I see that picture again?" Bramwell held out his hand.

      I gave it to him, put my hand in Tanner's, and stared out at the fancy pool and hot tub. It was a nice fantasy. Escape here.

      Bramwell held up one finger and hurried out of the room. This time he came back holding an old photo album. "You need to understand something about my relationship with Freddy Stephens. About two weeks after I sent the letter asking for an interview, my ranch in Dripping Springs burned to the ground." Bramwell’s face turned the color of paste. "Killed my wife, my horses, even my dog. I had a speaking engagement in San Antonio that night. Wasn’t even home."

      "Freddy Stephens did it?" Fury burned hot just underneath my skin. I was glad Freddy Stephens and I hadn't met. I hated people like him.

      Bramwell did a thing where he wiggled his shoulders and almost nodded.

      "I'll never really know. Not long afterward, I got a message in my voicemail. This rough voice said, 'Back the fuck off or you're next.' Shawn Grimes swore the voice on the message was Stephens." Bramwell did the odd motion that wasn't quite a shrug or a nod again. "But I told you that so maybe you can better understand what I'm going to tell you next."

      "Mr. Bramwell, you don't have to explain yourself to me. I'd have hunted Freddy Stephens down like a rabid dog." The hot anger under my skin would have carried me beyond fear.

      "I believe you." Linus almost smiled. "Well, here's my story. When I heard what happened to Freddy Stephens, I went to the auction of his house."

      He paused as though Tanner or I would act shocked. I couldn't believe he'd done so little.

      Bramwell continued. "There was a guy at the auction buying stuff left and right, and he ran up the bids on everything. But I managed to get this one thing."

      He flopped the photo album down on the table and flipped through it. The album showed a bunch of pictures from people wearing plaid pants and flare collars. The women wore bell-bottoms and had beehives. I recognized a picture of a much younger Freddy Stephens and another of a man who looked a lot like Aaron Todd.

      Bramwell kept flipping pages. "At first I thought I’d paid too much for an album full of pictures of a guy who’d killed my wife and animals. But then I saw this." Bramwell held the album where I could see and picked at the edge. He pulled it back. "He’d hidden his secret pictures in here."

      The pictures behind the cover showed a young Freddy Stephens and an alive Loretta Nell Grimes in a variety of poses. All the pictures had been taken in a spot that looked vaguely familiar. Some of them had Loretta Nell holding the book.

      Bramwell held my picture of Loretta Nell up to the ones from his photo album. Both were taken in the same location. He flipped a few pages in the photo album and pointed to one of the whole family. It was the same spot. This time I recognized it. This was the spot where I’d first encountered the thugs who’d tried to beat Tanner and me to death in the parking lot of Roderick’s barbecue joint.

      "This is where he buried her," I muttered to nobody in particular. Then I turned to Tanner. "After everything we've been through, Loretta Nell—and the book—have been in one of the first places I visited after I came to Devil's Rest."

      Anger was my default emotion, and I wanted to be furious about the way I'd been led around in circles. But I was too scared. Mohawk was winning. He was beating the shit out of Tanner and me.

      "We need to get back to Devil's Rest and dig up the book before whoever murdered Aaron figures out where it is." Tanner pushed his chair back and stood. He held out one hand to Linus. "Sir, thank you for your hospitality and your help."

      Linus shot out of his chair, his gaze focused on me. "If you’re willing to come back and tell me your story…" Bramwell trailed off with a bow of his head.

      "I’ll think about it," I told him. In truth, I'd have to talk to Cecil, see if he had any thoughts. Sometimes my great-uncle saw trouble on the horizon better than I did.

      Linus walked us out to the truck and shook both our hands again. He asked for my phone number, and I gave it to him, even though he had it on his caller ID.

      Tanner and I left Linus Bramwell’s fancy subdivision and drove back to the strip mall.

      The acres of concrete had filled up with people going and doing. They sped through the parking lot, walked into stores as fast as they could, and generally had a pinched hurry-up air about them. Today, I was like them. I needed to hurry if I wanted a chance at survival.

      "Let’s take your truck back to Devil's Rest," I told Tanner. "Mine’s the one more people have seen. If the cops are looking for me…" I shrugged.

      Tanner and I spent too many minutes brainstorming a place to leave my truck, one where it wouldn’t get towed or rouse suspicion. We decided on a parking garage a few miles away. Turned out, driving a few miles in Austin took almost an hour. But we emerged from the garage without my truck, holding a ticket to get it back.

      We got into Tanner’s old beater and rolled down the windows. The air conditioning only worked sometimes. I got the GPS working on my phone and began talking Tanner out of Austin.
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      Once the packed-together buildings of Austin ended, we headed south for Devil's Rest. I watched the landscape speed past.

      I understood what my great-uncle Cecil loved about this place. This open, empty land made up a hypnotic panorama. The lonesome, crooked highways screamed desolation. The blazing sweep of sky, the sun a merciless burning corona at its center, didn't forgive mistakes easily. The whole place felt like a secret.

      My phone's ringing jolted me out of my daze. I answered, "Peri Jean Mace."

      "Ms. Mace? This is Linus Bramwell." His voice broke up on the last few words.

      "Yes, sir. We're getting out into the wilds, so the signal's not too good. What can I do for you?" I stared out the window at a bloated deer carcass on the roadside.

      "I'll make this fast then. Since you left, I haven't quit thinking about who murdered Aaron Todd. With Shawn dead and Josie locked up, who else would care about all this stuff?" He said something else, but the signal scrambled it. I turned to Tanner. "Pull over before I lose him completely."

      He did as I asked.

      "Linus, I didn't catch that last part." I lit a cigarette and watched buzzards circling the dead deer. Pretty soon, they'd dig in. Bon appetit. Ick.

      "I said that I had forgotten all about Shawn's son," Linus said.

      I dropped my cigarette in my lap. Tanner slapped at it, but I snatched it up before he could ruin it.

      "Shawn had a son?" Even as I asked the question, I remembered Linus telling us about hunting Shawn down at a shack in Austin where he was living with a woman and a boy.

      "I never really knew, to be honest. Shawn brought the boy to several of our meetings, and the boy seemed versed in the subject matter." Linus paused several seconds. "I took a picture of Shawn every time he came to talk, and I am positive I had one of Shawn and the boy. Maybe I don't. Getting old sucks. My advice is don't do it."

      If I couldn't get the book, I wouldn't be getting old. Neither would Tanner.

      "Aha," Linus shouted. "Here it is. I'm going to send it. Hold on." The sounds of Linus moving around came over the phone. "Okay. It's sent. I know you're headed to dig up that blasted book. If I think of anything else useful, I'll call."

      We said our goodbyes and hung up. Tanner took off driving again. I held my phone in my lap, watching one bar of service fade in and out. At this rate, Linus's picture would never come through. The picture finally popped into existence, as though by magic. I opened it. At first, the preteen next to Shawn Grimes looked like every other gawky, dorky boy with his sweaty cap of hair and red, freckled cheeks. Then I saw the eyes, and bile rose up the back of my throat.

      "It's Dwight Carr," my voice rasped out, barely a whisper.

      Aaron Todd's killer, Loretta Nell Grimes's grandson, had rented me a motel room and flirted with me. If Linus had been right and Shawn Grimes had fed Dwight the story of Loretta Nell's demise and the prophecy for her resurrection, Dwight had probably known who I was the second he saw my tattoo. And I'd stupidly done everything right under his nose.

      Now that I’d made the connection, Dwight’s resemblance to Loretta Nell, his grandmother, made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. He looked like a male version of her with dark hair.

      Tanner swerved over on the side of the road and grabbed my phone. "That little shit."

      I put my cigarette to my lips with one shaking hand and dragged deeply. The burn of the smoke in my lungs pushed down my urge to scream and claw at my face.

      "Dwight sends people out to that farmhouse for Loretta Nell to kill them." Tanner closed his eyes, fingers on the bridge of his nose.

      "He killed Aaron." I rubbed at the headache forming in my neck. "He has the key to the book. He’s probably already dug it up."

      "I don’t think so." Tanner set the phone aside and faced me. "Somehow Loretta Nell can’t show him where she’s buried. So he’s waiting for us to lead him to the book the same way we led him to Aaron Todd and the key."

      Tanner started the truck, got us back on the road, and sped toward Devil’s Rest. The minutes dragged past, but my thoughts raced.

      The truth of it all sunk in deep. Dwight had been keeping track of us the whole time I’d been in Devil’s Rest. I’d been so wrapped up in my own drama, I hadn’t even realized it. Stupid. He had done a better job of tricking me than Mohawk had. And he was winning.

      The Serpent God's prophecy was coming true. Dwight had the key, thanks to me. Now all he needed was the book. Then he'd… The indescribable pictures of blood and gore floated behind my eyes again. I shuddered. No way I'd let that happen. I'd beat him in the end.

      But something else nibbled at the edges of my thoughts. Some detail I’d forgotten. We passed a billboard showing a young woman leaning against a wall, her hair in her face. Josie. That was it. How did she play into Loretta Nell’s plans?

      Then I saw it. Josie had eaten part of Loretta Nell’s spirit. Taken Loretta Nell into her as surely as Dwight had joined himself to Loretta Nell by being her grandson and sending her people to murder. The memory of Josie becoming Loretta Nell in those last moments I spent with her filled my head. I shuddered.

      Loretta Nell would need Josie out of the mental hospital to finish the possession. Then whatever was left of Josie Stephens would be no more. She’d be all Loretta Nell Grimes, and she’d go on to help Dwight fulfill the Serpent God's prophecy.

      I tried again to imagine what that would entail. That scene from my vision in the barn, where the kids in that church youth group tore each other apart, was the only information I had to go on. It was horrible enough.

      Then I thought of something worse. What would Josie do to get out of the mental hospital to come help Dwight create carnage? I needed to warn Suzanne Fitch that Josie would try to break out soon. Maybe even tonight.

      Disgust pumping through me with every beat of my heart, I took out my phone and called the mental hospital.

      Barely listening to the automated menu, I pushed zero until I got a human voice and said, "Suzanne Fitch. This is an emergency."

      One ring. Two rings.

      "Suzanne Fitch. How may help you?" Suzy Fitch sounded frazzled.

      "Josie’s going to try to escape today or tomorrow," I said.

      "Who is this?" Fitch’s voice sharpened.

      "Peri Jean Mace. I used magic to set some papers on fire in your office. Remember me?"

      Fitch drew in a sharp breath, and her voice dropped to a near whisper. "How do you know?"

      Too tired to explain, I said, "I just do. The guy who's going to break Josie out is named Dwight Carr. He's her cousin."

      Fitch let out a sigh. "It's okay, Peri Jean. You don’t have anything to worry about. Dwight Carr has been banned from visiting Josie for almost a year now. He was caught being inappropriate with her."

      My stomach gave another disgusted lurch. "Keep an eye out for him anyway."

      "Oh, we will. I’ll tell Winslow and Adamick right now. Is that all?" Her voice had sharpened now that she had a plan.

      "Yes," I said. Fitch hung up on me. I turned to Tanner. "Let’s stop by the Devil’s Slumber Inn. If Dwight’s there, we’ll make it where Fitch doesn’t have to worry about him coming to get Josie."

      Tanner drove like a speed demon all the way to Devil’s Rest. We screeched into the parking lot of the motel, parked the truck lopsided, and ran to the office. The door was locked. Tanner and I got on either side of a concrete planter, lifted it, and swung it at the aluminum and glass door. The glass shattered inward in a crumpled sheet. Tanner unlocked the door, and we went inside.

      I climbed behind the partition, hurried through the office, and slammed into Dwight’s living quarters. The living room consisted of a gross couch with a cowboy roping cattle embroidered into the leather and wooden wagon wheels on each end.

      A laptop sat open on the couch next to a stack of papers. I picked up the one on the top and recognized the ginormous list of email addresses I’d seen the day I checked into the Devil’s Slumber Inn. The next page showed the same thing.

      "What is it?" Tanner said from behind me.

      I handed the paper to him and went to the little apartment’s tiny bedroom. It reeked of sex and marijuana. The bed was unmade, stained sheets in full view. I checked the adjoining bathroom but found nothing more than another mess. I went back out into the living room to find Tanner studying the email addresses.

      "Let’s go," I told him. "Dwight’s on the way to Austin already. Hopefully Adamick and Winslow can stop him from getting Josie out."

      Tanner let the paper he was holding flutter to the floor. "Those two could stop an eighteen-wheeler."

      We exchanged a smile. Though the timing was wrong, and we had miles to go on this journey, I went to Tanner and hugged him, just wanting to enjoy that split second of life with him. He laughed and hugged back.

      "Let’s do it," he said.

      We got back into his truck and started the drive to Stephens Ranch.
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      Tanner’s and my good mood died as soon as we got to the top of the hill and saw Pig-Face and Chubby from Roderick’s barbecue joint. They must have recovered from their beating enough to come back to their favorite hangout. Austin—aka Floppy Hair—must have still been languishing in his "comber."

      Now that I knew Loretta Nell and her book were buried here, these men's aggression made more sense. Another clue I hadn't seen. I wasn't going to survive long if I didn't pay better attention.

      Purple half-moons hung under Pig-Face’s eyes, and he had a piece of tape over his broken nose. Chubby held his back where Roderick had whipped him with the crowbar. They carried weapons, Pig-Face a baseball bat and Chubby a hatchet. At least they didn’t have guns.

      Tanner shoved the gearshift into park and unbuckled his seatbelt. He leaned forward and pulled on the top of the bench seat. I leaned away so he could get behind it. He pulled out a tire iron and a length of chain. He offered me my pick. I took the chain. He opened his door.

      I grabbed his forearm to stop him from climbing out. I needed to say something, to let him know how much he meant to me. Just in case. He turned back to me, face expectant.

      My brilliant, romantic words were, "If this is the last five minutes of my life, there’s nobody I’d rather be with."

      He winked and nodded. "Same for me."

      We climbed out of Tanner’s worn-out truck together. Soon as my feet touched the ground, fury came out of nowhere and worked its way through me, its flames licking at my self-control. The black opal pinged. This savagery was stronger than anything I'd felt so far. Did the book know it was about to come into play?

      I glanced at Tanner for reassurance but found his face twisted hatefully. My stomach did a cartwheel. Despite how often Tanner found fistfights, he rarely got angry. He’d told me he couldn't allow himself the luxury of anger. He knew he could really hurt someone.

      Tanner smiled then, but it looked more like the way a dog shows its teeth before it bites. His small, intense eyes squinted as he focused on Chubby and Pig-Face.

      "Hey, you dickless pieces of shit. Want another beating?" Tanner sing-songed the words, his voice raw with rancor.

      Chubby hefted his hatchet. "We gonna do the beating, asshole."

      Tanner adjusted his grip on the tire iron. The four of us walked toward each other, arms out from our bodies. My rage reached its boiling point and ran over, its venom flooding through me. My self-control snapped off with a click. I wanted to see these two petty assholes hurt.

      I called to the mantle. It moved inside me like a coming storm. The magic pricked through my body. Energy from the earth came up through my legs. Bruise-colored clouds rushed over the burning sun. A streak of red lightning lit the sky.

      Pig-Face’s eyes followed it. I had expected fear, but third-degree hate blazed from his eyes. He didn't care.

      That was okay. I’d make him care before this was over. I called down another bolt of lightning. It hit the ground between the thugs and us. The mantle swirled in my chest, expanding with each furious breath I took.

      "Get in your truck and leave now." My voice boomed off the hills like a clap of thunder.

      Pig-Face and Chubby jerked in surprise but didn't back down. Their eyes darkened with anger and pleasure at that anger. Good. I felt the same way.

      I channeled the mantle into the chain. The metal grew hot as though I’d laid the thing in fire. The burn didn’t matter right then. My anger was like a tidal wave rushing toward these assholes, and I was riding it like a surfer from hell. I took one step forward and swung the chain at Pig-Face.

      He raised one hand and caught it. The heat seeped into his skin. His eyes widened, and he let out a pure, high, satisfying scream and dropped the baseball bat he’d held.

      Dark joy pounded along with my anger. I bared my teeth in semblance of a smile. "Damn, that was a good scream. Think you can do it that way again?"

      The fire of wrath blazing, I jerked the chain and swung it again. It hit his midsection, which included one bare arm. Smoke rose from his arm. He screamed harder.

      I glanced down at my hand. Smoke rose from it. The chain was burning me too. But I wanted to hear Pig-Face scream again, wanted to relish the shine of fear in his eyes until I beat them out of his head. This bloodthirstiness felt good. Too good. No wonder so many people did mean things.

      I reared the chain back for another blow. Pig-Face saw it coming and pealed out a scream. It sounded like the best opera I'd ever heard. The chain hit his neck with a dull thwack. I pulled it away and delivered another blow. Pig-Face blocked with his arm. When I pulled the chain away, a stripe of skin came with it. I knew what it meant to feel like a goddess.

      Chubby rushed Tanner with a wild scream, raising his hatchet as he came.

      Face set in fierce lines, Tanner swung the tire iron fast. It hit Chubby across the lower half of his face. Blood foamed from his mouth. The hatchet thumped on the dirt. Chubby dropped to his knees bawling, hands cupping his jaw, blood hanging in a slobbery line stretching toward the ground.

      I stopped beating Pig-Face, who’d quit letting out those high girly screams anyway and watched. Bloodlust stormed inside me.

      Tanner approached Chubby, smiling that awful toothy smile, and swung the tire iron in an upward arc right over the guy’s family jewels. The hit made a soft thump. Chubby collapsed howling, face turning the color of beets. He clutched at himself.

      My rage spiraled high. I ran at Chubby, dizzying inferno of hate clouding my thoughts, and kicked him in the nuts as hard as I could. The bones of his hands felt like brittle sticks. I kicked again.

      "You cheated. You cheated." Chubby broke off his words to let loose a howl that would have been the envy of any self-respecting coyote.

      Tanner leaned down, vein thumping in his neck, and growled, "We don’t care."

      He swung the tire iron again and hit Chubby in the arm. The bone made the same sound as a wet branch snapping in two. Chubby’s face knotted into a scream, his whole body shaking, tears streaming from his eyes. Tanner smiled at me, and I smiled back, feeling more love for him than I’d ever felt for anybody, even Wade.

      Wait a minute. That’s wrong. This isn’t us. The words, barely more than a whisper, came from deep inside, almost too far away for me to hear. The red delirium faded just enough for me to realize that voice knew its stuff.

      Something was bad wrong with both Tanner and me. We got into fights with other people. Lots of them. But neither of us was cruel by nature. We didn’t enjoy hurting people.

      I spent a lot of time mad at the world, and I had killed people. But never just for pissing me off. They had to really, really do something awful. Hurt someone I loved. Prove themselves a permanent threat.

      Kill them, another voice whispered. Kill them both. Eat their hearts.

      Saliva shot into my mouth, and my stomach rumbled. Every thought turned red and hot. The desire to spill blood heated me, not unlike sexual desire.

      Pig-Face got to his feet again, eyes burning with stupid hate. He picked up the baseball bat off the ground, using one hand to wrap the injured fingers of his other hand around the shaft. Chubby, broken arm hanging, somehow got to his feet. He picked up his hatchet with the arm that wasn’t broken. There wasn't a shred of humanity on either man’s face. They wanted to kill us too.

      Tanner walked toward the two men, steps light and graceful, smile splitting his face. "Come on," he rumbled. "Let me kill you."

      Before I could stop myself, I called the mantle into the chain again. My hand ached as the metal burned the skin. The pain didn’t matter. I walked toward the fight, hand tight around the too hot chain. The need for violence boiled away all coherent thought.

      Sacrifice them to me. I'll let you keep your freedom. The voice came again, sly and prodding. The haze of fury dimmed just a little. That voice belonged to Mohawk.

      I snapped back to reality, really saw what I was participating in. Cold revulsion splashed over the hateful fury. My stomach tightened into a cold ball. I let the chain fall to the ground.

      Tanner and Pig-Face marched toward each other like soldiers of the scrap yard, their makeshift weapons raised. Chubby stumbled along behind Pig-Face.

      No. Tanner had to stop before he killed Chubby and Pig-Face. Killing them was exactly what Mohawk wanted. The deaths would bind Tanner and me to Mohawk. We’d become his new killers. I knew this the same way I sometimes knew a magical spell would work.

      The realization drove away a little more of the madness. My hand began to throb where I’d burned it with my own magic. I turned my hand over to see the shape of the chain branded onto my palm. My shoulder ached from swinging the chain with all my force.

      The horror of what I’d done sank in. Bile stung my throat. Tanner, Pig-Face, Chubby circled each other, taking swings and dodging with inhuman speed. Stop them.

      I ran for the truck. My smoke-singed lungs ached within a couple of steps. I hit the truck hard, clambered in, and gave the key a vicious twist. The truck’s old engine blasted to life. I jerked it into gear and jammed my foot down on the accelerator. The truck leapt forward, hitting a pothole and jouncing my hands off the steering wheel. I grabbed it again, fighting for control, and steered toward Tanner, Pig-Face, and Chubby.

      Tanner swung the tire iron at Chubby’s one good arm, knocking the hatchet from his hand. My sweet, decent boyfriend smiled, murder in his eyes, and scooped up the hatchet. Pig-Face tried to rush him with the baseball bat. Tanner chopped at the arm holding the baseball bat. The bat fell to the ground with a thump.

      The sight tickled at the ball of fury I’d tucked away. That anger wanted to come out for another round. I forced myself to look carefully at Pig-Face and Chubby. These were human beings, not so different from me, give or take a hundred IQ points. The poor men’s sides heaved. They were beat. Tanner was about to kill them just to be doing it. Then he’d belong to Mohawk.

      The idea of Mohawk taking away the man I loved, shitting up my life after all, brought the rage roaring back. Only this time it was directed at doing good instead of evil.

      I laid on the horn to get Tanner’s attention. His head jerked in my direction, eyes dead with anger. I blasted the horn again and sped toward him. Tanner’s mouth dropped open, and he leapt out of the way. Chubby and Pig-Face finally saw the truck.

      They ran from it, but in the wrong direction. I wanted them to go toward the road leading away from the hilltop. If they stayed here, we’d kill them. I had control of the rage but didn’t think I could hold it. I chased Chubby and Pig-Face around the clearing, having to go extra slow not to hit Chubby. He ran with one arm flopping and the other hand holding his ruined nuts.

      Finally we made the entire circle of the hilltop clearing. A few more steps, and we’d be back at the road leading down the hill.

      Tanner waited at the intersection to the road, holding the tire iron in one hand and the hatchet in the other. As the men ran and limped toward him, he raised both. The men bellowed battle calls and rushed Tanner. He swung the hatchet and chopped Pig-Face in one leg, laying it open. Somehow, Pig-Face kept his feet. It had to be the rage pushing him along. Otherwise both of these losers should be lying in the fetal position while they waited for an ambulance.

      I drove the truck closer to Pig-Face and Chubby, blaring the horn to let them know I could run over them. The two men stumbled down the road leading away from the hilltop, barely able to stay on their feet. I used the truck to herd them down the road.

      Their truck appeared in my rearview mirror, headlights flashing, horn honking. I saw Tanner at the wheel. My stomach squeezed into a cold, nauseated ball. I didn't want to watch my sweet boyfriend murder these two.

      We came to a wide spot, and the truck flew around me. Tanner skidded to a stop next to Pig-Face and Chubby. Tanner bailed out of the truck, holding the hatchet aloft. But Pig-Face and Chubby must have finally come to their senses. They both put their hands up. This seemed to calm Tanner. He motioned at the truck. They climbed in and sped off, tires kicking up a fan of dust.

      Before I knew what I was doing, my foot slammed down on Tanner’s truck’s accelerator. It jumped a few feet. What the dunderfuck am I doing? Mohawk’s laughter rang in my head. Using the same focus I used to call my magic, I pinpointed the lunacy and shoved it aside.

      I pressed my foot on the brake and watched them go. Tanner turned to face the truck, sides heaving. We stared at each other through the glass. He stomped toward the truck, eyes still slitted like a gunslinger’s.

      I tensed. Having just seen what he was capable of, the beast that lurked within, there was no question whether he could kill me. He threw the weapons into the back of the truck. They clanged on the metal, and I jumped.

      Tanner stepped away from the truck, some of the tension gone from his shoulders. He mouthed, “You okay?”

      He’d seen the beast within me too and had every right to be scared. I rolled down the window, mind flashing with images of him reaching into the truck and putting those strong hands around my neck.

      But trust was a two-way street. He was willing to trust me again. If I couldn’t afford him the same respect, I didn’t have any business telling myself I loved him. Calling as much courage as I could, I reached through the open window, extending one hand to Tanner.

      “I’m fine. Are you okay?” My voice sounded more normal than I would have imagined.

      Tanner took my hand and nodded. He tried to smile. A rush of love, one stronger than the rage, filled me. It chased away the last of the black-tinged red fury. I let it go with relief.

      “They might come back any time,” I said. “Let’s dig up Loretta Nell and get the book as fast as we can.”

      Tanner hurried around to the other side of the truck and got in. We joined hands, and I backed up the hill, marveling at how my love for Tanner had shifted the tide of emotion.
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      I backed into the clearing where Freddy Stephens and Loretta Nell Grimes had once taken pictures, the place where Freddy had picnicked with his family.

      Had Freddy fed on this place the way those thugs had? Maybe he’d come up here and soaked it in, let it convince him to kill people he arrested and to bring his friends to the ranch to get killed.

      I parked the truck in nearly the same spot Tanner had when we’d first arrived and got out. Tanner came around to my side of the truck, head hung.

      “I can’t believe I did that. Sometimes I get into fights, sure, but never…" He shook his head.

      "I think I’d have killed them had I not heard Mohawk’s voice." My skin tightened at the memory. "He told me to sacrifice them to him. He told me he'd let me keep my freedom."

      Tanner nodded. "I heard him too. That’s why, when you were chasing those men with the truck, I waited at the mouth of the road back down the hill. I figured either I’d make those guys leave or kill them. Didn’t matter which."

      The feeling of having my strings pulled came back. I thought I finally understood. "The way this hit us when we came up here together was different than what I felt when I came alone. Then I was just scared."

      "The two of us together made it stronger." Tanner shoved his knotted fists in the pockets of his jeans, face flaming.

      "I think if we had sacrificed those assholes to Mohawk, we’d have become the new owners of the book." A shiver worked its way up my back.

      How close had I been? If I was honest with myself, very close. I hung my head and took deep breaths. Even now, I still felt it. Anger nibbling at my brain, irritating, trying to get me to react.

      How had I been so stupid? A being like Mohawk had plans within plans, manipulations beyond what I could imagine. The anger got bigger. My skin flushed. If I let myself, it would rage into a tower of hate nothing would douse until I hurt someone. Maybe myself.

      Ignore it. Priscilla Herrera’s voice came from inside my head. Let it go. Think of the things you love. Nice things. Think of your young man. Her voice lowered at that last sentence, full of insinuation.

      Normally, I’d have bristled at the implication. In order to pass on the family magic, I needed to have a child. Tanner was perfect. Decent, proven fertility, and with his own magical talent. But then we’d be tied together. What if we decided we never wanted to see each other again?

      Negative thoughts and fears crowded in. I shut them down and took a deep breath. The side trip into the land of failed romance had done its trick. The anger burned low, manageable. I raised my head to find Tanner watching me.

      "We’re about to come into direct contact with this book,” he said. “Do you think we can keep it from controlling us?" He turned away to stare at the dimming daylight, showing he didn’t expect an answer. I moved to stand next to him.

      The hills stretched into the distance, softly rounded tops blending together. White mist veiled the farthest ones. The darkening sky shone a soft pink over them. Now I understood why Tanner stared out. The beauty of it tamped down the bloodlust we both had brewing inside us. We stood side to side, shoulders brushing.

      “What should we do to keep the book from controlling us?” I worked to keep my voice calm, taking deep slow breathes.

      "I’ve got something in the truck. Not sure how much it’ll help." He snorted. It was almost a giggle.

      I chanced looking at him. A smile stretched across his face.

      "Remember when I went with Gus and Cliff to play cards?" He still wouldn’t look at me.

      I nodded. Gus and Cliff were the only same-sex couple in Sanctuary. They liked to gamble and occasionally invited Tanner or me to join them at card games. I always refused because I sucked at cards and didn't want to ruin the evening. Tanner sometimes accepted because, as a dealer of arcane items, he might come across something valuable.

      "I won a jeweled scarab beetle. Folklore says they protect against evil. It’s not very magical, but we can try it." He started toward the truck.

      "While you get it, I’ll start looking for Loretta Nell’s remains." I had to hurry. The sun now hung over the hills, blazing a deep cheese color. I sought the mantle and found it weak and tired.

      I called to Orev anyway. He swooped out of one of the squat trees and landed on a boulder, head cocked, black eyes fixed on mine.

      Too tired to use our telepathic connection, I spoke aloud. "There’s a body buried up here. Can you find it?"

      The black opal pinged at his presence but went still. The bird flew around the small clearing a few times and perched on a rock at the far edge. I walked to him, black opal heating with every step.

      I stood next to the rock where Orev had perched and gasped. The ground dropped off here, providing a stunning view of the hills and the sunset. The black opal sent a shock of magic into my skin.

      This was the prettiest spot on the overlook, yet we’d steered clear of it. We must have sensed the evil on the lizard level of our brains. I opened myself to Loretta Nell’s spirit in hopes she’d lead me to her grave. Nothing.

      It didn’t surprise me. She seemed most active near the house and barn where she’d met her end. She might not have even realized where Freddy buried her. Some spirits became disassociated with their human shells almost immediately following death.

      Footsteps crunched in the dry grass behind me, signaling Tanner’s approach. He held out one closed hand. I cupped my palm underneath. He dropped the beetle into it.

      The thing wasn’t even an inch long. Made of some metal, perhaps brass, it was crafted down to the finest details. I’d have been willing to believe it was an actual beetle dipped in brass. It gave off age and experience, but was without real magic as Tanner had said.

      I carefully slipped it into my pocket. "Orev says she’s buried somewhere over here. I can’t get a sense of her spirit."

      Tanner snorted, eyes dull with scorn. "Of course not. Nothing’s ever easy."

      We walked, searching for a sunken spot or an area where it seemed the rocks had been removed to dig for a grave. Nothing.

      Caw. Caw. Caw.

      I glanced at Orev, still perched on the rock. He’d want to find somewhere to roost soon. Was he rushing me?

      Caw. Caw. The bird tilted his head one way, then the other. The gist of his thoughts came. Look at me.

      I walked toward him. He looked the same as usual. Deep black feathers, so black they seemed to absorb light. He hopped around on the rock.

      What did he mean? I came closer and took my first close look at the rock. It was a big one with a long flat base and a peak where Orev had perched. I touched the rock. The black opal gave me a sharp enough shock to knock me back. My hand fell away. As it did, my fingers ran over something uneven. I leaned close. There, almost faded by wind and rain, was the shape of a crude flower.

      "Tanner?" I called. "She’s under this rock. Help me move it."

      Tanner hurried over. We stood side to side, put our hands on the rock, and pushed, both of us grunting with effort. The thing didn’t budge. Tanner walked back to his truck and came back swinging a pry bar.

      "Doubt this’ll work." He shoved the flat part of the bar under the rock. I put my hands next to his, and we tried to dislodge the rock. The rock moved, but not enough.

      I let go of the metal and walked a few feet away, panting. "I wonder if just knowing the location’ll be good enough for Mohawk?"

      Tanner put his hands on his hips and shrugged. He wouldn’t outright tell me no. He was too nice for that. Besides, I knew the answer.

      Mohawk wanted me for breeding purposes. He’d twist things any way he could to get his way. It was up to me to outsmart him.

      "Let’s try again." I walked back to the rock. Tanner joined me, but with significantly less enthusiasm than the first time. We pulled and grunted. The rock lifted a little but nothing like we needed for it to get out of our way.

      Priscilla Herrera appeared on the other side of the rock, smiling. “It won’t be so bad when he takes you. You’ll grow used to the situation quickly. Your cowardice will come in handy.”

      "Cowardice?" I quit pulling and rose to my feet. "How could you call me a coward?"

      "You’re too afraid of your natural gifts to use them to move this rock." She did something awful then. She put her hands on her hips, arched her back, and laughed at the sky. It went on and on. Finally she straightened up and settled her dark gaze on me again. "At least you’ll have an heir to pass the mantle to. This one will have more ability than any of us. Of course, it’ll probably also turn into a snake and crawl on its belly from time to time."

      "Why are you so damn hateful?" I clenched my fists. "Can’t you just tell me what to do instead of being an asshole?"

      She smiled. My bravado dropped, and cold fingers crawled up my back. Priscilla Herrera, my third-great-grandmother, rushed at me and slammed into me. The ghost knocked me onto my back. The first blow slammed into my chest and knocked my breath out of me.

      "Wake up." Her scream came from inside my head and all around me. "Each step you take, each decision you make, is you creating your own destiny." She hit me in the chest again, even harder. "Stop walking as a ghost. Live in your life."

      As suddenly as the attack began, it ended. Priscilla was gone. I lay staring up the sky, noting it had turned the color of blueberries cooked into pie filling.

      Tanner dropped to his knees beside me, eyes big, spitting out questions faster than I could process them. "What happened? Was that Loretta Nell? Are you okay?”

      “I’m okay,” I managed between gasps. “That was just a visit from Priscilla Herrera.”

      Tanner, who knew about Priscilla, glanced around, as though she might come do something nasty to him.

      I gripped one of his wrists, closing my fingers over the strong tendons, to get his attention. "I’ll have to use magic to make the rock move. Orev’s going to help me."

      Caw. Caw. Caw. The bird put his whole body into each cry. I’d finally hit on the right answer.

      Tanner pulled me to my feet. "Okay. What do I do?"

      What could he do? The answer came without much effort. Share magic with me.

      Tanner and I were connected. Our souls and our magic had touched. Whether he stayed with me forever or left sometime, the bond was here right now. Not enjoying and living in it was the stupidest, most cowardly thing I could do.

      Priscilla was right. She wasn’t nice, but she always had good advice. My fear of Tanner eventually hurting me had convinced me not to enjoy him as much as I could, to put up a wall so he wouldn’t hurt me. The wall would eventually destroy anything we might have.

      "Why do I keep doing this?" I muttered.

      "Doing what?" Tanner stood a distance away watching me carefully, as though I might sprout horns.

      "Shutting out people, shutting out my magic, shutting out anything that scares me. It’s counterproductive." I tried to laugh. It didn’t work.

      Tanner took a tentative step toward me. "When the most important people in your life shit on you, you end up not trusting yourself."

      I flinched at the nakedness of his assessment. He knew me. That in itself scared me. Stop it, Peri Jean. I shook off the weird, vulnerable feeling and held out my hand to Tanner. "Do you trust me?"

      He closed the distance between us, took my hand, and nodded. "Even though you’re scary."

      "Okay then. We need to combine our power to make that boulder move." I glanced at the horizon. The sun had turned the color of blood. I gave Tanner’s hand a squeeze. "It’s going to hurt. We’ll feel terrible afterward, probably have to eat and sleep to get better."

      Tanner nodded. His breathing deepened. He was already putting himself into the trance state he’d need to access his magic. No questions asked. No fear. He was just going forward.

      An aching, bittersweet emotion I couldn’t quite describe welled in my chest. It hurt and felt good at the same time. It left me wanting, hoping I'd feel it again. This was the man and the ease I'd stumbled around looking for all this time. I kissed his cheek to thank him, even though he'd never understand quite what I felt.

      I lowered my head and closed my eyes, pulling my conscious down deep inside. Sweat popped out over my body with the effort.

      The mantle shone behind the thin layer of the scar tissue spell, blinding brightness escaping through cracks and holes. The spell was damaged, dying, but it still held back the majority of my power. I coaxed the mantle out through the cracks of the scar tissue. The pain receptors inside the scar tissue screamed as they stretched. I stiffened against the ache but let it come.

      Wind picked up, drying the sweat on my face. The earth vibrated power beneath my feet. The magic began to work its way up my legs. Tanner’s hand tightened over mine.

      "It’s going to be okay," I murmured, hoping I wasn’t lying.

      I called water, and a light mist came from the sky. Fire came by itself, from within me. It crackled though my veins and hit Tanner hard enough to make him cry out.

      "The book," I said. "Call to it. Make it push the rock away."

      "I can’t." Tanner tried to pull away, but I tightened my grip.

      "I’m going to do it too." Without warning him, I latched onto his power. Unlike my power, which glowed a blinding white, Tanner’s was jewel green like his eyes. It danced like smoke, graceful and dangerous.

      I pushed it out to find the spark of magic Mohawk had instilled in the book. He’d bitten me once with his snake fangs, and I knew his magic when I brushed against it. Dark purple, the magic of the book held no light whatsoever.

      I let Tanner’s and my power brush against the magic of the book. I teased, coaxed, and promised. The book’s magic leapt after me. It would capture me, use me, the most powerful acolyte it had had in centuries. Shaking with effort, I jerked Tanner’s and my magics away before that dark force latched on and claimed us. We escaped with it breathing down the backs of our necks. It grabbed for us one last time.

      I raised my head, hoping the book's greed had moved the rock to get at Tanner and me. The rock raised a little. The book’s darkness seeped out of the crack, searching for what I’d promised. The rock dropped back into place. A howl of rage answered the dull thump of the rock settling back into place.

      Wisps of dark smoke worked their way from under the rock and crept along the ground, searching for us. Wind scattered the smoke.

      The rock vibrated, and a ripping sound issued from beneath it. Tanner’s hand closed around my upper arm, and he yanked me backward. The rock tipped over the same way Tanner and I had nearly given ourselves hernias trying to make it do. It rolled down the hill, picking up momentum as it went. After several dozen yards, it blended with the gray twilight.
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      Not quite knowing what to expect, Tanner and I approached Loretta Nell’s final resting place. I turned on my little pocket flashlight, which was almost the same as nothing, and shone it into the dark patch of earth. Pity filled me.

      Loretta Nell’s corpse reminded me of a small animal killed on the road and run over so many times it was flat and unrecognizable.

      I tried to swallow my emotions. "Asshole Freddy didn’t even bury her. He just set that rock over her."

      Tanner hunched his shoulders. "But she was a pretty horrible person."

      She had been, but who deserved this? I got the beetle out of my pocket and cupped it in my palm. The book lay on Loretta Nell’s chest, a little dirty but perfectly recognizable by the lacy silver corner caps winking in the dying light.

      I took a step forward, but hesitated, my cowardice getting the better of me. What was going to happen when I touched this thing?

      Nothing, not if you don’t let it. Priscilla’s voice echoed in my head. It plays on weakness. You may be a coward, but you aren’t weak.

      I steeled myself and reached for the book. The skeleton twitched. I jumped and yelped. The skull, which had a fist-sized hole in it, twisted to face me. The air cooled. Loretta Nell was here.

      Hand quivering, I reached into the grave and pulled the book away from the skeleton. It made a sticky, ripping sound. My fingertips numbed with the evil it held. A clump of dirt fell from it and thumped to the ground.

      Whispers, louder than any ghost I’d ever encountered, hissed in my head, their words chilling and clear as a January night. Nobody can understand you like the god of the serpent can. He wants you to have power, love, and bounty. A sacrifice. Just one. The god of the serpent does the rest.

      The book, oversized and thick, was cumbersome. But I didn’t dare put my other hand on it. If it had this much power with me holding a protective amulet, I hated to think what it would do to the unprotected hand.

      The book’s metal corners cut into the skin of my straining fingers. I adjusted my one-handed grip and regretted it immediately. The leather cover was pliable and warm, like living skin. I didn’t want to know what kind of skin it had been made of. Didn’t even want to think about it. But I did. Sweat rolled down my back and arms.

      The sun winked out at the edge of the horizon, deepening the night. Coyotes howled nearby. Their crazy laughter raised the hair on the back of my neck. I turned to Tanner to tell him it was time to go, but another voice interrupted me.

      "Turn around real slow, Peri Jean. Both you and your man." Dwight’s voice came from behind us.

      Still struggling with the book, I turned around. Dwight Carr stood in the last dregs of ambient light pointing a semi-automatic pistol at us. Josie Stephens stood next to him. She held the sickle. They both wore the same smiles the Messengers had in that creepy picture online.

      Winslow and Adamick had failed to stop them after all.

      I threw my head back and let out a frustrated yell. "You have to be kidding me."

      Dwight would make me give them the book. Of course he would. He had Loretta Nell’s revenge to carry out, and I had just filled in the last puzzle piece for him. Mohawk would be here in mere hours. And I’d be dead or a concubine because of these two stinky, greasy little turds.

      Josie smiled and shrugged. "Nope. No kidding."

      "Bring the book here." Dwight sharpened his voice to sound like a TV bad guy. He failed miserably. He sounded like a constipated elk.

      I made my decision. I’d die here, save myself the humiliation and misery of being taken slave by Mohawk. I hardened my voice, did my best to embody King Tolliver, and said, "Come and take it."

      Tanner swiveled his head to stare at me. "No! Not yet. There’s still hope."

      "No, there’s not," I argued, glaring at Dwight. "I’m not letting go of the book. Kill me and take it."

      I took a few steps toward him so he’d get a good shot. "Do it. And let Tanner go."

      Tanner gaped at me several more seconds. Then his eyes narrowed, and he turned to Dwight. "Kill her, and I’m beating both of you to death."

      Dwight turned the pistol on Tanner, not sure which of us to shoot.

      "Just let it go," I told Tanner. "We had a good run. But you don’t need to die over it. You’ve got a great life ahead of you. I-I—" I turned my face to him and gave into the weakness I’d been trying to stave off for at least a month now. "I love you. These weeks with you have been the best of my life. I’m sorry this is how it ends."

      "It doesn’t end this way," Tanner shouted.

      Dwight shot in the air. "I’m killing you both. Give me the book."

      "Fuck you." I stuck out my chin, pretending my heart wasn’t hammering in my chest.

      Tanner lunged at me, hit me hard enough to knock me to the ground. The air left my lungs in a combination whoosh and cry of pain. He wrestled the book away from me and slung it away from Dwight. Josie ran for it.

      "Why did you do that?" I tried to say. No sound came out of me other than a pained wheeze.

      Tanner grabbed me around the waist, threw me over his shoulder, and took off running. He ran like people in the movies, zigzagging back and forth. Dwight took two shots at us. Both came close enough that I felt the air move. Maybe Tanner didn’t have too bad an idea with the running back and forth.

      Tanner ran past Loretta Nell’s grave and down the hill. He raced along as though he wasn’t carrying a hundred pounds of me slung over his shoulder.

      Dwight shot two more times. This time, the bullets didn’t come close enough for me to feel them.

      "Come on, Dwight." Josie’s shout floated through the quiet night. "Forget them."

      A vehicle started somewhere nearby, revved, and sped away.

      Tanner kept moving until he had us behind some trees. He dumped me on the ground.

      "You’re heavier than you look. It’s all the fried food y’all eat down here." He flopped down beside me and gasped for air, holding his side.

      "Then quit saying y’all and trying to talk like us if you don’t like it here," I mumbled.

      Tanner chuckled and finished catching his breath. He turned to me. "Did you mean what you said up there?"

      I frowned and shook my head at him. "Heat of the moment."

      "Liar." He tried to lace his fingers between mine, but I jerked away.

      "Why didn’t you let me die up there?" I hissed at Tanner. "Mohawk’s going to come in a few hours. If I don’t have that book, he’s going to take me into custody. Do you know what he’s going to do to me?"

      He let his head fall back and stared up at the starry night. "You’re always putting the cart before the horse. And everything’s so full of doom and gloom. How do you know we can’t get the book back between now and then?"

      I rose to my knees. "Once the power of that book gets in Dwight and Josie, how easy do you think it’s going to be to best them?"

      Tanner held both hands up. "We’ll figure something out."

      I ignored him and crawled to my feet. My ribs hurt where Tanner had hurled me to the ground, and I still smelled him on me. Made me want to kick him. My phone buzzed with a text message.

      It would probably be Hannah or Finn and Dillon saying they were coming to the rescue. Then I’d have to worry about everybody I knew dying in a misguided attempt to help me. I dragged the phone out of my pocket.

      The message was from an unknown number. "Linus Bramwell here. Please call."

      My phone had one bar of service showing. It flickered off and changed to no service. I let out a disgusted snort and started walking.

      Tanner leapt to his feet. "Where’re you going?"

      "To get the book back." I stomped back up the hill, madder than I’d been in a long while.

      Tanner ran past me and stopped at the top of the hill with a sad moan. I hurried to his side. We gaped at his old truck together. It sat on four flat tires. The hood was open, pieces of the engine strewn on the ground.

      "You should’ve let him shoot me," I muttered.

      "Oh, come on. You can’t be blaming me for this," Tanner shouted.

      I didn’t, not really. But the frustration of this whole fiasco had come home to roost. I wanted to have a meltdown, fall on my knees, and scream. Tanner was an easy scapegoat.

      I finally shook my head at him. "We’ll have to walk back to town. And once we get there, I don’t know what we’re going to drive. My truck’s in a parking garage in Austin."

      Tanner put his hands on his hips and leaned his head back. His angry posture. A rush of love for this man hit me hard.

      I rubbed one hand over his flat stomach. "It’s gonna be okay, sugar." I said the words saccharine sweet with just the right little twist of smartass.

      Tanner dropped his arm and stared at me, eyes narrowed. One corner of his mouth twitched. I knew what was coming and tried to run, but I had smoked for fifteen solid years. I didn’t get far.

      He grabbed me around the waist and swung me, yelling, "What did you just say to me?"

      I laughed and played along with him. It didn’t hurt a thing to enjoy my last few hours on earth. We got everything that was valuable out of Tanner’s truck and walked off the Stephens Ranch together. We found the road back to Devil’s Rest and walked down its empty middle.

      My phone buzzed again. I pulled my hand from Tanner’s, checked it, and found not only three bars of service, but another message from Linus Bramwell.

      "Dwight Carr is the son of Shawn Grimes, the grandson of Loretta Nell Grimes. He’s broken Josie out of the mental hospital.”

      Linus didn’t realize I’d recognized Dwight as soon as I got the picture. I’d been too focused on stopping Dwight to call him back.

      I thumb-typed a quick message. “They already found us and took the book."

      Tanner and I started walking again. My phone rang. I answered on speakerphone. "Linus?"

      His panicked voice crackled over the line. "Are you and your young man all right?"

      "We’re both fine," Tanner answered.

      "You say those two crazies got the book from you?" Linus was practically shouting.

      "Yep. We’re walking back to Devil’s Rest to try to stop them." Flashes of the vision where Loretta Nell made the church group turn on each other flashed. That's what Josie and Dwight would try to do. I had to stop them. Just the thought of the battle ahead made my bones ache.

      “How did you know Dwight had broken Josie out of the mental hospital?” I asked.

      Linus spoke so fast his words sounded like another language. ”I’ve a contact at the mental hospital. An orderly named Winslow."

      I closed my eyes. Of course. Winslow was an enterprising kind of guy. He’d make himself available to whoever had money.

      "Winslow says that Josie and Dwight killed a man named Adamick and a nurse named Fitch. Dwight and Josie were screaming ‘In his name’ at the time of the murders."

      All the spit in my mouth went dry.

      Linus kept talking in my silence. "You know that I write about the occult. This book you're trying to get your hands on operates on sacrifice. The more sacrifices, the stronger the bond between the person and the book. You’ve got to find a way to break that bond."

      Headlights peeked over the horizon.

      I spoke quickly, ready to end the call. "Linus, I’m going to do everything I can to stop them…"

      "Just a minute," he cut in. "Breaking the bond will take…consuming the…"

      The phone beeped as the call dropped. I stared at the screen. It read "Call failure."

      I thought I had heard Linus say the word “consuming.” Was I supposed to eat the book? If that's what it took, I'd do it. But it sure would be a hard meal to swallow.

      The headlights were closer now, and the driver had slowed. I shoved the phone back into my pocket and turned to face the next few minutes of my life.
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      The truck’s headlights turned the world white. I threw up one hand to shield my eyes.

      "Run," I yelled at Tanner. Before he could protest, I waved my arms over my head. Tanner glared at me for a second and then did the same. I wanted to kick him in the ass but was too tired.

      The truck rolled to a stop. Roderick leaned across the seat and opened the door, activating the dome light.

      Before he spoke, I had a second to feel relief. Where did that come from? The encounter a few months earlier with the hag that almost killed Hannah had left me not really caring if I lived or died. It had been liberating. I glanced at Tanner. He was the reason for my change of heart. I didn’t know how to feel about that.

      Roderick was talking, his voice high with panic. "Seen your truck drive through Devil’s Rest. Then you never came back. Thought you two were dead or hurt." He took a good look at us and made a face. "You are hurt. What happened?"

      I saw no reason to lie. "Dwight Carr came for the book. Tried to kill us. Maimed Tanner’s truck." The rest was too complicated to explain.

      Roderick nodded slowly. "Well, let’s go get that book. He don’t have no more right to it than you."

      I wasn’t so sure about that, but we needed a ride. Tanner and I barely got the truck’s door closed before Roderick took off, burning rubber. Tanner and I had been walking almost forty-five minutes. Not five minutes later, the Devil’s Slumber Inn sign flashed in the darkness. A crookedly parked car sat in front of the motel office. Maybe we’d caught Dwight after all.

      "Stop off here." I tapped Roderick’s arm.

      He gave me an odd look but did as I said.

      We crept through the broken door and into the office. The sign outside lit the room in flashes. Unless Dwight and Josie were hiding underneath the counter, we were alone. We hurried down the narrow hallway to Dwight’s little apartment.

      The only light in the room came from the screensaver on his laptop. I tapped a few keys to wake it up. A spreadsheet appeared on the screen. Those email addresses again. I didn’t get it. Roderick came to stand behind me, watching me scroll through the addresses.

      "There’s my email right there." He pointed.

      I scrolled some more, amazed at the number. There had to be at least a thousand addresses here.

      "I think this is everybody in town, or damn near." Roderick’s hand hovered over the keyboard. "You mind?"

      I passed the laptop to him. "Be my guest."

      He scrolled for several long seconds. When he spoke, anger laced his words. "So that’s what he was up to. Damn it, Mandy."

      "Pardon?" Tanner stood a safe distance from Roderick, body tensed as though he was waiting for anything.

      "See, Mandy’s real taken in by Dwight Carr. Does all kinds of things for him she shouldn’t. This is one of those things." Roderick’s nostrils flared.

      I’d play, even though I didn’t really want to know at this point. "Like what?"

      "The Devil's Rest Library is run by the City of Devil’s Rest. So Mandy used her access to their computer system to get every single email address they had." Roderick glared at the laptop as though he’d like to throw it.

      Tanner made a face. "Why emails?"

      Roderick shook his head as he delivered his rant. "Dwight said he wanted to send out a mass mailing about being nicer to people coming to town curious about the Messengers."

      Dwight’s plan fell into place. I moved toward the laptop. "Excuse me." I practically pushed Roderick out of my way. He went willingly enough. I minimized the spreadsheet program. Open on the screen was a service for mass emails. There’d only been one email sent.

      I got so lightheaded I had to sit down on Dwight’s couch. The squeak seemed loud.

      "What is it?" Roderick leaned over my shoulder.

      I opened the email Dwight had sent to everybody in Devil’s Rest. The email contained no text, only five pictures of pages from an open book. I couldn’t see the gross leather cover or the silver corner caps, but I didn’t need to. The images couldn’t have come from anywhere but Mohawk’s book.

      I didn’t want to look at the pages, was afraid of what they’d awake in me, but I couldn’t help myself. Each page had a few symbols on it. Nothing I knew the meaning of offhand. But these symbols tapped at my lizard brain, trying to coax my fury back to full flame.

      My mind supplied ideas of the ways I could kill both Roderick and Tanner and use their blood to paint those symbols on the walls of this room. I hit the off button on the laptop and pushed it aside.

      Roderick stood staring with glazed eyes. Faster than I’d have thought him capable of moving, he snatched a metal ruler off the desk and came at me with it.

      "In his name," Roderick screamed.

      I jumped up and shoved the rolling chair into Roderick. It didn’t faze him. Tanner hit him from behind, knocking him to the floor. The expression on Roderick’s face never changed from dazed madness. I stomped on the hand holding the metal ruler. Roderick didn’t react.

      "Do it again," Tanner yelled.

      I didn’t want to hurt Roderick. He’d been nice to us, and I liked him. But I did as Tanner said, bringing the hard sole of my cowboy boot down on the back of Roderick’s hand. I felt and heard the bone snap.

      Roderick let out an agonized scream. Bile shot up the back of my throat, followed closely by sour, hateful guilt. Roderick stopped screaming and began to flail, trying to escape Tanner’s grip. Tanner grunted with the effort of keep Roderick in check.

      I left them and ran around the room, looking for a way to restrain Roderick. But few people have handcuffs or lengths of rope lying around. I found a supply closet and ran back to Tanner.

      "Let’s get him in that closet over there." Without waiting for his answer, I began to tug on Roderick. He snapped at my hand, the click of his teeth somehow more horrifying than his attempt to kill me with the metal ruler.

      Tanner helped me haul Roderick to his feet. He kicked and jerked in our grips. I lost my patience and slapped him across the face.

      "Snap out of it. Let it go, or it’ll kill you," I yelled.

      Roderick’s eyes lost some of their maniacal shine. He struggled again, and I slapped him again.

      "Stop it." I spoke the same way I sometimes spoke to members of Sanctuary. "Stop it, or we’re going to lock you in that closet. It’s over. Let it go."

      Roderick relaxed in our grip, but neither of us released him. The older man stood panting, his shoulders slumped.

      "It’ll all right. I’m done." His voice didn’t sound like a madman’s, but I’d been fooled too many times in the last few days to trust anybody. I kept my grip on Roderick’s arm. He said, "You can let go. I won’t attack you again. I’m so sorry I did that." The remorse in his voice convinced me. I let go.

      "If Dwight sent those images to everybody in town…" I didn’t want to think about what it meant, not after what we’d just been through with Roderick.

      Roderick cradled his broken hand. "Mandy. She checks her email twenty-four hours a day. I’ve got to go see if I can help her."

      "And we have to get that book from Dwight." Tanner checked the time on his phone. "And you’ve only got a few hours before Mohawk comes for you."

      Roderick glanced between us. "What are you two really up to?"

      I shook my head at him. "You don’t want to know. Give us a ride to town?"

      To my surprise, Roderick agreed. We stowed the valuables we'd taken from Tanner's ruined truck in Dwight’s apartment. We’d either be alive to come back for them or not. Roderick drove us the last few miles to Devil’s Rest.

      On the outskirts of town, we passed the first row of burning houses. One of them had someone hanging from a cross out front. My stomach sank. We were too late to help anybody.
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      Flames belched from the windows of houses. Doors hung open. A small, still form lay on one of the lawns, fine blond hair blowing in the night breeze. One of her little shoes had fallen off a few feet from her.

      Cars sat with open hoods, flat tires, and broken windows. Flames licked at a few. Human forms sat slumped over in more than one.

      Roderick passed it all, face grim and still.

      Something didn’t add up. This kind of carnage had taken time to get rolling. Some of the cars had finished burning and sat smoking. How had Roderick bypassed getting caught up in it? I put my hand on Tanner’s leg to signal him. He slipped his arm over my shoulders. Otherwise, I kept as still as I could.

      "This wasn’t going on when you left town?" I asked Roderick.

      He stared at the road ahead, seeming not to see the ruined town. We had reached the edge of the downtown area. He spoke without looking at us. "Dwight said if I brought you two back, he’d give me Mandy and let us leave town."

      The passenger side door clunked open. Tanner jumped out of the truck and dragged me with him. We hit the ground hard. Pain flashed in my elbow as it connected with the pavement, the hard packed surface shearing off a layer of flesh. Tanner dragged me to my feet.

      "Hey!" Roderick slammed on the brakes. He clambered out of the truck and barreled around it.

      Tanner and I ran, hands clasped. We cut between two buildings. Roderick’s footsteps pounded behind us for a couple hundred yards. Then he yelped in surprise. The sound of a body hitting the ground came out of the darkness. Roderick began to scream in earnest.

      "No, no, no." His words struck pity in my heart. He’d not been a bad man. Just one who loved his family enough to do whatever it took to save them. I understood that. Roderick’s screams cut off abruptly.

      Tanner and I ran until we found ourselves in the parking lot of a dentist’s office. I put my hands on my knees and tried to catch my breath.

      "I’m gonna quit smoking," I gasped.

      "No, you’re not." Tanner stood next to me, panting but not as hard as me.

      Little by little, the stitch in my side eased. I stood up straight. Something rattled nearby. I jerked to attention and tried to place the noise. It sounded like a raccoon raiding a trash can. But I couldn’t dismiss it. Not tonight. I stared into the darkness, willing my eyes to adjust.

      They soon did. A shadow stood next to the dentist’s office, swinging one arm. The arm passed the trash can, and it rattled. My eyes adjusted a little more. The whites of the person’s eyes shone in the darkness. Their lips split in a smile, and their white teeth glowed in the dark.

      "Let’s go." I started backing up.

      The person standing in the darkness let out a wild scream and raced at us, knife held aloft in the arm they’d been swinging against the trash can. I didn’t have time to move. Tanner took one step toward the knife-wielding maniac. His fist moved so fast I couldn’t see what he did.

      The woman sprawled forward, taking big steps, trying to regain her balance. She stepped in a pothole and went down. She somehow landed on the knife, stabbing herself in the chest, right underneath the ribcage. I expected screams. They didn’t come.

      The woman reached across her chest and pulled on the knife. It came out with a sucking sound. She slowly got to her feet and came toward us, holding the knife out again. Tanner and I both backed away, too stunned to run.

      The woman shambled toward us, each step less graceful than the last. Her bladder let go. Urine slashed the pavement. She dropped to her knees, eyes still wide and wild, and tossed the knife at us.

      "In his name." With those guttural words came a line of slobber and blood. She shuddered and fell forward.

      I backed away from the dead lady, not wanting to meet her ghost. Tanner stood rooted to the spot. I went back and took his hand.

      "We gotta go." I gave him a light tug.

      Tanner turned to me, mouth open. Nobody had to tell me the scene had been too much for him. "She was probably a nice person."

      "I know." I gave him another tug.

      He pressed his lips together. Tanner knew how to whip the ass of a person, but he also hurt deep for them. Usually it touched me. Tonight it scared me because any hesitation could get us killed.

      The sound of a vehicle approaching came from the darkness. That snapped Tanner out of his gloom. We hurried to hide in the pocket of shadow on the porch in front of the dentist’s office.

      A convertible rolled into sight. Two young men sat in the front seat, and two young women sat with their feet on the backseats and their behinds on the trunk of the car. They saw the dead woman and rolled to a stop. The boy in the passenger seat pulled out a pistol and fired several rounds into her dead body, then a couple more at the dark sky. They drove away howling like coyotes.

      The hair stood up on the back of my neck. Tanner shivered next to me. In the distance, a voice came over a loudspeaker. Though I couldn’t understand the words, the speaker's cadence reminded me of the fiery sermons Memaw had dragged me to when I was a kid. And I knew the voice.

      "Dwight." I started walking toward the sound. Tanner walked behind me, saying nothing. I stuck my hand in my pocket to make sure the snub-nosed pistol Hannah had loaned me was still there. It might not work on Mohawk, but it would damn sure work on Dwight and Josie. If I could hit them.

      Tanner jogged a few steps and fell in beside me. I let go of some of the gloom to smile at him. Horror raged around us, but we still had a smile for each other. I was glad I’d picked this man. And that he’d returned my feelings.

      If I died, I’d lose something I really liked: Tanner. Tonight would have been easier if we’d never met. I shook off the thought. We had met. We’d met, fallen in love, and now I was angry that I might not get to see how things played out.

      Then there was my family and Sanctuary. Sure I had a lot of duty there, but I’d chosen it. If I died, I’d miss so many things.

      The truth was out. I didn’t want to die tonight. And I wouldn’t let Mohawk take me. I’d have to do whatever it took to get out of here alive and with my freedom. All this time I’d looked for the book, I’d thought I was doing everything I could. But I wasn’t. I needed to live out loud.

      I hadn’t used every bit of my power to battle Loretta Nell’s ghost. She’d caught me by surprise the first time. But I should have been ready for her when we’d encountered each other in the mental hospital. She was just a nasty old ghost, not even a true chthonic being like Mohawk.

      And Dwight. I should have fried his brain back at the Stephens Ranch, no matter how tired I was. He was a worthless person. Whatever he’d done to turn the citizens of Devil’s Rest into lunatics proved that.

      Tanner and I reached downtown. Neither of us could speak for several seconds. The sight in front of us was just too much.

      Not ten feet from me, a woman beat a man with a golf club. His head had a dent in it, and blood was spreading in a pool around his body. But she kept right on swinging, hollering, "In his name, rise.”

      Rise. That was different. The rest had just been saying "In his name." Where had the “rise” come from?

      On the street, one of the boys from the car who’d passed by the dentist’s office chased one of the girls. He was laughing. She wasn’t.

      Tanner yelled, "Hey!"

      I elbowed him as hard as I could. He took it with a pained umph.

      "Don’t get their attention," I said in a low voice. "Let’s find Dwight, get the book, and stop them then."

      That satisfied Tanner enough to get him moving. We walked in the direction of Dwight’s preaching. The highs and lows were really no different than what I’d heard in the churches of my youth. But his words were.

      "You feel the Serpent God's spirit. Let it take you. Let it use you," Dwight’s magnified voice boomed. "Look upon the man next to you. Has he sinned against you? Then you deserve to avenge it."

      Dwight said a string of words in another language, his voice guttural. The spark of rage from back at the Stephens Ranch woke up and burned bright. Mohawk's voice whispered in the back of my mind. I pushed it away.

      All around us, the citizens of Devil's Rest did the opposite. They tore the flesh of their neighbors and family, broke the bones of people they’d known all their lives. They did it yelling, "Rise," calling the Serpent God to power in Devil’s Rest. Their eyes shone with animal insanity.

      Tanner and I moved underneath the awning of the buildings, our steps as swift and silent as we could make them. Dwight’s voice got louder and louder until my eardrums rattled. We found him standing in the bed of a truck behind a wooden podium. The book was open in front of him, a portable PA system piled around his feet. Josie Stephens sat on the cab of the truck, swinging her legs in time with Dwight’s shouts.

      He yelled into a microphone, "The Serpent God rewards those who sacrifice to him. Those who survive this night will live like royalty. The Serpent God will bless us and keep us. So sacrifice, sacrifice for him."

      Bloodcurdling screams rose over Dwight’s commands. I stepped into a doorway and pulled Tanner with me.

      "What is it?" His breath tickled on my face.

      "I need to see what I’m up against." The heat coming off Tanner’s body turned me on, despite the awful scene in front of us. I wanted to spend the night in his arms, not dead. That meant giving it all I had, not living like a ghost in my own life.

      I settled my gaze on Dwight and opened my second sight. Loretta Nell moved just underneath his skin. I focused on Josie and saw the same thing. Loretta Nell’s ghost was in two places at once. How could that be? It didn’t matter. All that mattered was getting the book away from those two freaks, killing them if that’s what it took.

      Evil emanated from the book like an egg salad fart. But I felt more than just evil baking off the leather cover and pages. Power surrounded the book and its current owners. Loretta Nell’s body had protected the book all these years. She’d formed a relationship with the power in it. Now that power belonged to her ghost.

      "Spill blood," Loretta Nell screamed in Dwight’s voice. "Spill blood in his name, and he will rise in this town."

      A chorus of screams started up and quickly cut off. The hair on the back of my neck bristled. I had to put a stop to this.

      I called to the mantle. Orev’s caws came from nearby. He’d probably perched on top of a building. His presence met mine. Though ready to help, he was almost as scared as I was.

      The wind on the street picked up, spraying grains of sand on all the revelers and murderers. Now or never. I stepped out from the doorway and walked toward Dwight, gathering power as I went.

      Tanner walked with me, one hand in his pocket. I understood now I couldn’t keep him away no matter how hard I tried. He had a right to choose his fate as much as I did. The two of us marched into the middle of the street in lockstep.

      The city fountain stopped flowing as I passed. The water boiled and steamed. Earth magic came up through the concrete. My steps rang as loud as a giant’s might have.

      Dwight stopped talking and smiled. Loretta Nell’s spirit flashed over his face.

      "Hi, Dwight." I spoke as though we were at a church service. Calm and sweet. Just one member of the flock greeting the other.

      "Peri Jean. I see Roderick failed at his task." His lips pulled down in a mock scowl.

      "So what? You killed Mandy anyway," I sneered. Thunder rumbled in the distance, as though agreeing with my accusation.

      Dwight’s smile broadened. He bent at the knees, grabbed something out of the bed of the truck, and held up Mandy’s severed head. She’d died screaming. He lobbed the head at me. Josie shrieked with laughter and clapped her dainty hands.

      Tanner let out a repulsed yell, but I focused on not letting the head hit me. Human heads were heavy. It would hurt. The head slapped on the pavement and rolled underneath an abandoned car.

      I stepped back in front of the podium. "Give me the book, Dwight." I held out one hand.

      He made a pouty face and shook his head. Josie gave me double fuck-you fingers behind him. I wanted to send it back but figured I could be adult about this.

      "Loretta Nell’s making you feel all pumped up like you’re getting revenge for her. But this isn’t some movie. The cops are eventually going to show, and you’re going to die." I held out my hand for the book again.

      Dwight gave me the finger and went back to preaching, Loretta Nell roiling behind his face.

      Fine. We’d do this the hard way. I drew on the waiting power I’d built up, pulling magic from everything around me, including Tanner. The power built until my eyesight changed into what I called LSD-vision. Everything came to life.

      I called fire. It flamed bright inside me, powered by all the other elements. I aimed it at Dwight and let it fly. The young man jittered as though he’d picked up an electrical wire, his arms flung out from his sides. I kept pushing power, expecting his eyeballs to burst or his skin to melt. Instead, Dwight began to laugh. Loretta Nell’s mad howl mixed in with his laughter.

      I quit pushing my power at Dwight. It wasn’t hurting him. It was only tiring me out. But why?

      My only guess was that Loretta Nell’s power and the book’s power outranked me. Fine, then. What now? My body still trembled from the wasted effort. One more good blast, and I was done. I’d better make it worth it.

      Dwight picked up the book off the podium, walked to the edge of the truck bed, and knelt down. He crooked one finger for me to come closer. I did but stayed out of reach, hand on Hannah’s gun.

      Dwight fixed knowing eyes on me and spoke in a low voice. "The Serpent God wants me to deliver a message to you. You ready?"

      Sweat broke out on my forehead.

      "The Serpent God says there’s no way for you to win this and that he’ll be along to collect you directly." Dwight rose and walked back to the podium.

      How I wanted to bite him and claw out his eyes. But jumping him wouldn't get me anywhere. Right then, Dwight, Josie, and Loretta Nell created a triumvirate of evil I couldn't whip.

      My fingers caressed the pistol. The idea of whipping it out and pulling the trigger flashed in my mind over and over. Two things kept me from it. One, I was no longer sure the pistol would kill Dwight or Josie. Not after my magic failed to do the job. Two, I still had to face Mohawk.

      My magic still seemed the best solution. But I needed to quit farting around and bring out the serious firepower. My problem? I had no idea what to do with it. One glance around me indicated I was going to have to figure it out. And fast.
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        * * *

      

      I stood on the street like a moron while Dwight went back to convincing the townspeople of Devil’s Rest to do horrible things to each other. He ignored me as though I was no more important than a fly. In his current state, I suppose I carried about the same threat.

      Suddenly I understood what Linus Bramwell had meant about breaking the bond between the book and its users. It would level the playing field.

      I leaned to speak in Tanner’s ear. "I’ve got to banish Loretta Nell."

      As though he’d heard me, Dwight stopped speaking and glared down at me. "Leave now, Peri Jean. You’re under the protection of the god of the serpent. But Tanner there?" His smile chilled me. "At my word, these people will fall on him like a pack of wild dogs." Loretta Nell’s voice blended with Dwight’s, gave it a demonic burbling effect.

      The corpses littering the sidewalks and the streets came into focus, their glazed eyes seeming to stare right at me. Dwight wasn’t lying. The same folks who killed them would tear Tanner to bits in a matter of seconds. All my bravery dropped to my feet where it puddled and cooled.

      A cold hand pressed against my back. Priscilla Herrera’s voice whispered in my head. Ignore your fear. Think of all you win if you fight.

      Tanner faced Dwight with his fists clenched, not willing to back down even with the threat of Dwight siccing the crazies of Devil’s Rest on him. He was here for me, willing to face this horror right alongside me.

      Someone that brave deserved bravery in return. I pulled myself together.

      There had to be a way to catch Dwight off guard. I grabbed Tanner’s hand and started to back away. He resisted, but I caught his eye and shook my head. We walked away. Once we passed Dwight, I called on the mantle and on Orev. He’d have to help me pull Loretta Nell out of Dwight, Josie, and the book.

      I’d already called the elements. They were ready to help me. I used my physical connection to Tanner to pull on his magic, letting its warm energy seep through me. Still walking away from Dwight, I took a deep breath and spoke a banishing incantation I'd created on the spot.

      I said in a low voice,

      "Loretta Nell Grimes,

      from the living plane I banish thee,

      Loretta Nell Grimes,

      With the power of North, West, South, and East

      I banish thee,

      Loretta Nell Grimes,

      With the power of above and the power below

      You must go."

      Behind me, Dwight stopped his chanting to kill, kill, kill and said, "Peri Jean Mace, are we not finished playing yet?"

      I turned around. Dwight leapt onto the truck’s cab, climbed over it, walked down the hood, and hopped to the pavement in front of me. Josie came right behind him. Both stalked toward me.

      Were they really going to make it this easy? The closer they got, the more power I could direct at them. I called to Orev.

      The bird swooped down from whatever rooftop he’d been perched on and landed on Dwight’s head, digging in his claws. Dwight screamed and danced, grabbing for the bird's legs. Orev’s wings flapped. I sent my magic out to the bird, and we connected.

      Through the bird’s primitive mind, I saw Loretta Nell’s spirit within Dwight. I grabbed onto her and pulled as hard as I could.

      Loretta Nell dug in deep, summoning the power of the book she’d managed to absorb. Dwight threw his head back and screamed, the whites of his eyes blooming red as the blood vessels inside exploded.

      I sunk my claws, Orev’s claws, deeper into Loretta Nell and kept pulling. My body began to shake with the effort. I ignored the pain and kept on without care for what it did to Dwight’s body or mind. I just pulled with all I had.

      A burst of Tanner’s power warmed me, replenishing me. I gave one last hard yank. Loretta Nell came out of the top of Dwight’s head, exploding it as neatly as a shotgun blast. Dwight’s body slumped and thumped to the pavement. The smell of fresh sewage hit me.

      Intent on survival, Loretta Nell wiggled away from me and snapped her full presence into Josie. The girl-woman jolted, body stiffening as though caught in the throes of an explosive orgasm. She shook from head to toe as the spirit absorbed.

      I hurried toward her, Orev cawing right behind me. Josie recovered and raced for the truck, slipping in the gore from Dwight’s exploded head. I stayed right on her heels and caught her as she tried to vault onto the truck’s hood. She flipped over and clawed at me, snarling like an animal.

      She dug her fingers into my neck. "Now it's time for you to die. Your only true purpose was to find the book. I'm the Serpent God's favorite daughter." She spoke through bared teeth, flecks of spittle flying into my face.

      I reared back and hit her in the mouth. Blood spurted onto her teeth.

      On the other side of the truck, the screams ceased. In their place rose a chant. "Holy, holy, holy."

      "Holy fuck is more like it," Tanner muttered.

      Josie-Loretta Nell let go of me and hurried to see what had changed her acolytes' focus so quickly. She scrambled back onto the truck to see over their heads. I followed and immediately wished I had stayed ignorant.

      The biggest, whitest snake I’d ever seen slithered down the middle of the street. Easily the length of a car and the girth of a tree, the snake's belly made a rasping sound on the pavement. People knelt on either side of the street and salaamed it. Tongue flicking, woody brown eyes fixed on me, the snake came right for us. As Dwight had promised, the Serpent God was coming for me.

      Fear crowded out all rational thought and ate the little bit of courage I possessed with relish. The primitive part of my brain blared one message, run, run, run.

      But it wouldn’t do me any good to run. Not now. Mohawk was right here, more powerful than I’d ever be. He’d catch me with no effort at all.

      The snake morphed into the shape of a human man as it came. Mohawk ran the last few steps to the bed of the truck where Dwight had been preaching.

      "I ssssee you killed one of my disciples." He showed me his snake fangs.

      Josie-Loretta Nell grabbed the book and held it against her chest, eyes glittering, lips stretched into a crazy grin.

      Shaking head to toe, I pointed at the book. "Here’s your book. I retrieved it for you."

      Mohawk laughed so hard the punk chains on his leather jacket clinked. "Yes, you did what I wanted. You found the book. You did this." He swept his arms wide. "But you don’t possess the book. I ordered you to possess the book. Loretta Nell Grimes, through the body of Josie Stephens, still possesses the book. Your freedom is forfeit."

      Tanner and I huddled together. I don’t know which of us shook harder. Dizziness filled my head, cool and light. Black dots danced in my vision.

      "No," I managed to whisper. "I got the book. I dug it up. I found it. That’s what you said."

      Mohawk glided closer. "When I gave you this task, I knew you would fail. Loretta Nell’s spirit and the book’s power are fused together. You cannot possess the book. Therefore, I’ll possess you."

      The pieces clicked together, each one making me a little sicker. Mohawk had had a plan from the first second he gave me seventy-two hours to go on this wild goose chase.

      Dwight and Josie were primed and ready to use the book to drive the town of Devil’s Rest right into apocalypse. Aaron Todd had the key to open the book. All I had to do was locate Loretta Nell’s body and get the book out of the ground. And I had done it.

      I slipped my hand into my pocket and pulled out the little pistol Hannah had loaned me. This was it. Faced with human slavery, I’d rather die.

      Tanner put his arm around me. His body trembled against mine. I let him see the pistol. He nodded. We’d die together. I put the gun to my temple and placed my finger through the trigger guard.

      "Oh for Pete’s sake." Mohawk flicked his fingers. The gun pulled out of my grip and flew toward him. "You can’t think it would be that easy. Do you?" He flashed his snake fangs again.

      Josie-Loretta Nell pealed a victory whoop, followed by a volley of mad cackles.

      Through the fear, a little embarrassment sparked. Actually, I had thought it would be that easy. Fury chased the sharp shot of embarrassment. This sucked. Mohawk had tricked me, made me complicit in the deaths of Aaron Todd and a bunch of other innocent people. How dare he?

      The answer came right away. He didn’t dare. He just did. He had the power to take, and so he did. Josie’s hoarse laughter cut off like a switch flipped.

      "You should've just let her kill herself, your majesty. You don't need her to sire your offspring. I am your favorite daughter." Josie threw back her shoulders and arched her back. The posturing would have been funny had Loretta Nell’s face not been rippling right beneath the surface of Josie’s, driving her laughter and foolish actions.

      Mohawk's eyes grew wide. Energy crackled around him. "Things will go the way I say they will and no other way. If you want to continue as the high priestess of my message, you will obey me without question."

      Mohawk's voice boomed off the buildings and echoed in the black pit of this night. Every voice stilled at its command, even Josie-Loretta Nell. Bottom lip juiced out in a pout, she nodded.

      Mohawk smiled, showing his snake fangs, and crooned, "That's my favorite daughter. Such a good girl."

      Josie-Loretta Nell threw me a smirk of triumph.

      I wanted to kill her. Everybody won tonight, except me. It sucked, and it made me furious, but I had to face the truth. I had lost.

      The human mind is a torture device unlike any other. Mine went to work, making a chronicle of how things would go.

      Mohawk wanted to sire a halfling with me. In my current state, I couldn’t conceive. After my miscarriage, I hadn’t gone to the doctor and had developed an infection. It had rendered me infertile.

      Mohawk would have me supernaturally healed. Then he’d do things to me. Horrible things that would chip away at my sanity. In the end, I’d probably be a giggling mess just like Josie-Loretta Nell.

      I wanted to put my hands over my face and scream. Everything I’d endured, everything I’d learned. All of it was rendered worthless tonight.

      Tanner squeezed my hand and whispered, "It’s going to be okay. No matter what, it’s going to be okay."

      I squeezed back but spoke to Mohawk. "Let Tanner go. Let him walk out of here."

      Mohawk threw his head back and laughed. He turned his back to me and spoke to the people kneeling behind him. "Fetch some nails and wood to make a cross. Large nails."

      The rumble of a few hundred bodies going into motion, all eager to please the Serpent God, killed the quiet.

      "I can’t let Tanner go," Mohawk said. "For one thing, he knows too much about all this. For another, we’ll need a sacrifice to allow Loretta Nell to become Josie."

      "You can’t," I breathed.

      "Oh, I ca-an," Mohawk sang. "I’m boss motherfucker right here and now. I’ll do whatever works."

      He was right. Nobody could stop him. I turned to Tanner. "Run!"

      He shook his head. "I was dead from the time I lost my wife and daughters until I met you. You saved me. I won’t leave you to face this alone."

      I opened my mouth to scream at him, to call him names, to hurt him so he’d leave. But Mohawk motioned at Tanner, and three burly members of his fellowship surrounded us.

      Tanner stood his ground until one got close. He snapped two fast punches into the guy’s nose. The crunch of it breaking set the other two into motion. One of the other guys, who probably outweighed Tanner by a hundred pounds, jumped onto his back.

      "Fucker," I screamed, pounding at his ribs.

      My punches had no effect on the big man, so I bit his arm. The final guy clubbed me in the back. The force of the blow knocked me on the ground. I fell on my injured knee. Pain shot through my entire body, a bolt of lightning shearing away rational thought. I lay there panting, able to do nothing more than watch. One of the men kicked Tanner’s legs out from under him. Tanner fell to the ground with a pained grunt.

      We stared at each other, beaten, both of us facing the end of the road. A tear spilled out of one eye and rolled down my cheek.

      "I love you," I mouthed at Tanner.

      He pressed his lips together, eyes shining as tears filled them. He nodded as one tracked down his face.

      "How sweet," Mohawk crooned.

      "Shut up, you stinky old pussy fart," I shouted, acting a lot braver than I felt.

      They dragged Tanner away. I scrabbled after them, determined to fight some more. Mohawk appeared in my face, more snake than human.

      "Stop it, or I’ll have them pull him limb from limb right now." He backed me onto the bed of the truck and made me sit on its edge, not far from Josie-Loretta Nell. He climbed on the truck's bed to face his favorite daughter. With one long-fingered hand, he caressed the girl’s face. She smiled up at him. He kissed her mouth. "Only a little longer, my beauty. You’ll be restored to your former glory."

      I winced at the idea of Loretta Nell back in any kind of power. She’d been crazy in life, even crazier in death.

      "I know what you’re thinking." Mohawk tapped his temple. "Loretta Nell’s too insane. Things’ll just blow up for her again. But she learned from the first time, didn’t you, pet?"

      Josie-Loretta Nell nodded. Mohawk kissed her cheek. His snake tongue flicked against her skin.

      I turned away, stomach tossing. To hell with them. They were all crazy. I needed to focus on a way to get Tanner out of this. One of us needed to survive this night.

      Something moved next to Josie-Loretta Nell. My father’s ghost came into view. I startled. I’d seen very little of him since the night he’d helped me defeat the Coachman. Daddy put one finger to his lips.

      Shhhhh. His soft whisper filled my head. You don’t have much time, baby, and neither do I, so listen close. You have power over the spirits. Use that to turn the monster’s power against him.

      A commotion rose. Some of Mohawk’s new followers had raided the hardware store and stolen cross ties and a nail gun. Now they nailed the thick beams to a wood base and began constructing a cross on which to crucify Tanner.

      My sweetie’s eyes had grown big. He’d die a horrible death tonight if I didn’t do something to stop it. I glanced back at my daddy, looking for clarification of what he’d told me to do.

      He was fading but gave me a smile before he winked out of existence. I didn’t know what Daddy had meant about using Mohawk’s power against him, but I had my own idea.

      If I pulled Loretta Nell out of Josie and broke her connection to the book, nobody would own it. Then I could possess it, and Mohawk would have to admit I’d won. I began to make plans.
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      The construction of the crucifix halted when two of the carpenters got into an argument. One of them shot the other in the eye with the nail gun, which resulted in another crazy trying to get the nail gun away from the first one.

      Mohawk stood over them, a beatific smile on his face, paying no attention at all to me.

      This was my chance. I opened my second sight and studied Josie. Loretta Nell’s ghost wore her like a living garment. But her hold was tenuous. She couldn't quit glancing at me, hating me for being something she wasn't. I could do this.

      Orev let out an encouraging caw from nearby. He knew what I had planned and would help in any way he could.

      I went deep into myself where all the magic hid, dropped all clutter from my mind, and concentrated on my lungs inflating and deflating. Then I focused on my third eye. It opened and streamed bright light on Josie. It showed me exactly where Josie ended and Loretta Nell began. Even better, it showed me the crackle of jealousy over Mohawk’s desire for me that weakened her hold on Josie. My black opal heated, and the smell of my own burning flesh reached my nostrils.

      "Loretta Nell." I spoke in a low voice, hoping not to distract Mohawk from his orgy of carnage.

      She half turned and bared Josie's small teeth in a sneer.

      "How does it feel for every important man in your life to betray you?" I plowed on, not giving her a chance to answer. "I mean, we're not just talking about Freddy Stephens. The Serpent God, the being you gave up your life to follow, picked another woman over you. How do you pick up your dignity after that?"

      A low growl came from her, increasing in volume by the second. The hair on the back of my neck bristled, one animal ready to fight another, but I ignored it and used my third eye to watch Loretta Nell's connection to Josie. The second it was at its weakest, I fashioned my hand into a claw, drawing on Orev’s power as a guider of souls, and reached into Josie.

      Loretta Nell let out a furious howl. She frantically tried to regain her hold on Josie, but it was too late. I grabbed on to her and pulled, the same way I had with Dwight. She had a lot of power because of the book, but I dug in, determined to be brave.

      Loretta Nell whipped around like a snake, writhing to throw me off. I held on for all I was worth and began to drag her out of Josie. She quit trying to resist and mounted her own attack.

      She dug psychic claws into my hand and used them to rip and tear me open. Power leaked out of me in a ghostly wisp, and my spiritual core ached with the damage. Loretta Nell used her hold to pull me deeper into Josie, effectively trapping me.

      Josie snapped into motion. She pulled a shining silver knife out of a hidden pocket and swiped at my arm with it, laying open the flesh. I yowled and tried to pull away, but Loretta Nell had me in her grip. Josie slashed with the knife again. I grabbed at her wrist with my free hand. Our flesh smacked together. Sweat slicked both Josie’s wrist and my hand, and I almost lost my grip on her. But I dug in my fingernails. Josie’s teeth gritted in pain. She kept straining to bring the knife down on me.

      "Stop it." Mohawk rushed over and pulled us apart. He took a deep breath, nostrils flaring. He frowned at me. "What do you think you’re doing?"

      Down on the street, another fight broke out near the crucifix. The nail gun whoosh-hissed as it shot a nail. Someone screamed.

      I glanced away from Mohawk’s angry face. Tanner had gotten the nail gun away from his executioners and held it on them. Every time one of them came forward, Tanner shot him with a nail. Head shots. A fan of bodies had begun collecting at his feet.

      Mohawk spun away from us. I had only seconds to do whatever I was going to do.

      Daddy said I needed to use Mohawk’s power against him. The power of the book belonged to Mohawk. Loretta Nell harnessed that power right now. Maybe Daddy had meant for me to steal the book’s power from Loretta Nell and use it against Mohawk.

      I had to try. Centering my power again, I grabbed for Loretta Nell’s spirit. She pushed me away easily. Powered by madness, Mohawk's book, and Josie, she far outranked me. My body and spirit shook with exhausted trembles. My muscles ached like I’d been hauling roofing bundles all day. I grabbed again, and Loretta Nell wiggled right out of my grasp.

      I used the last of my power to lunge one final time. Loretta Nell ran but wasn’t fast enough. I got a tenuous hold on her. This time was going to have to count for everything. Loretta Nell struggled against me. My psychic muscles ached. I began to lose my grip.

      Priscilla Herrera’s voice filled my head. Eat Loretta Nell. Consume her. Absorb her power.

      Linus Bramwell's words echoed in my head. You must consume...

      Their meaning became clear. Revulsion swept over me. Even as a spirit, Loretta Nell oozed evil and magic. She stank of it like a hundred-year case of body odor. I didn’t want her inside me.

      Priscilla read my thoughts. Do it or become the Serpent God's bride. You choose.

      Put in those terms, the choice was pretty easy. The spirit thrashed against my hold. I dug deeper, grinding my teeth with the effort.

      The mantle moved inside me, eager and more interested than I’d ever seen. It turned over and over until it beamed out of the cracks in the scar tissue spell. It worked its way up my throat and forced my mouth open. It reached out in a shining arc and dove into Josie. It hooked into Loretta Nell’s spirit and took up the tug of war.

      "Stop that right now." Mohawk's shout rumbled through my whole body. "I'll kill you."

      I ignored him. He wasn't going to kill me, no matter what I did. Then he'd never sire a halfling with me.

      He changed tactics. "I'll hunt down every Gregg and kill them. I'll make you watch while I kill Tanner."

      I had a feeling he'd do those things anyway. Mohawk quit yelling threats and pulled at me. He beat at my back with his fists. He bit me. But he was too late. The mantle sank sharp teeth into Loretta Nell’s spirit and took the first bite.

      Her scream ripped through my head. The force of it nearly scrambled my brain. My whole body filled with the roar and shook with the force of it. Evil squirted into my mouth. It tasted sour and had an after bite like old coffee. But some deeper part of me relished this taste, considered it the taste of victory.

      Eat, Priscilla ordered.

      I gave the mantle teeth, and it took bite after bite of Loretta Nell. She wailed like a dying animal for what felt like an eternity and had to be at least a full minute. My magical core filled with her essence and darkened to an amber color with the taint of her evil.

      I burped. Hot bile raced up the back of my throat. I clapped my hand over my mouth to hold it in. I wouldn’t let her go that easily.

      Loretta Nell’s life flashed through my mind. She’d killed and killed and killed. Hated everything and everybody. Disgusting images of her taking lives and using people flashed behind my eyes. My knees buckled, and I dropped to the bed of the truck, landing in something wet and warm.

      Before I could analyze what I was kneeling in, my chest twinged. I put my hand over the sore spot.

      Spirits don't have a heartbeat, but they have a rhythm all the same. Loretta Nell’s energy pulsed inside me. Each pulse came slower. She was dying for the second time in her conscious existence. Her being shook and writhed in agony.

      The pain, rather than physical, was emotional. Loretta Nell didn’t want to die. She wanted to go on and on, spreading all the evil and misery she could. Wild, blood-soaked images flashed in my mind, trying to make their place, battering at my sanity.

      I pushed back at the horror that had been Loretta Nell Grimes. The mantle came to help. It forced her will into a flat, calm line. Loretta Nell screamed like a dying panther. Her energy pulsed slower and slower, until she just stopped.

      Loretta Nell was dead. What’s more, she had died inside me. Horror spiked in my brain. The idea of joining with Loretta Nell had almost as much appeal as eating a dog. It was wrong, went against my nature. Would what remained of Loretta Nell eat away at what was good about me?

      A cold, calculating part of me woke up. It tamped down the horror and analyzed Loretta Nell's remains. The power she’d gained from her use of Mohawk’s book pulsed an ugly, stained amber. But it was all mine now to control and use as I saw fit.

      I delved into this new aspect of my magic. The contents of the book and the ways to use it now belonged to me. The desire to use it burned deeper than any other urge I’d ever experienced.

      My father’s voice rose from the shouts and calls for blood. Control it. Control yourself. There’s more of you than her.

      He was right. He had to be. I knelt there, warm wetness seeping through my jeans, and took deep breaths until I controlled the urge to rip and tear and make things bleed. Little by little, my head cleared. I opened my eyes and took stock of how badly I was hurt.

      The place where Josie had cut my arm oozed a steady stream of blood. It would need to be closed. My hands, where I’d pretended to have Orev’s claws, were covered with ugly shallow scratches. Nothing huge or life-threatening.

      The warm wetness continued to dampen my jeans. I glanced down and nearly screamed. I was kneeling in bloody clumps of dark tissue. I felt my chest and head, studied my hands and arms again, taking extra care to look at the knife wound. My injuries weren't that bad.

      Then something moved in my peripheral vision, and I saw what was left of Josie. I screamed until I ran out of air.

      Josie Stephens reminded me of a sock turned inside out. She was nothing but gore and blood. Chunks of bone lay scattered about. The metallic smell covered me, invaded my nose, took up every part of my mind.

      The part of me that was now Loretta Nell Grimes screamed in grief for her dead granddaughter and grandson. It filled me, hurting, burning, overflowing. I opened my mouth with the idea of screaming again, but a cold hand clapped over it.

      Priscilla’s voice came. Do not scream again. Get up and show them all who you are.

      I put my hands in the cooling blood, stomach heaving, and pushed myself to a standing position. Wiping my hands on my jeans, I walked to Dwight’s podium. The book sat on it, unbloodied, unharmed. Last I’d seen it, Josie had it. Had it brought itself here?

      Soft whispers brushed against my mind. The book could do anything. Convince anybody of anything I wanted. All I had to do was pick it up, use the key, and open it.

      The key? Last I knew, Dwight had that. My pocket grew hot. I reached in and found the skeleton key there waiting. It had found me, same as the black opal found me if I took it off for too long.

      The book’s familiar whispers started back up. Perverse. Evil. Wrong.

      I stood behind the podium and stared out at the Devil’s Rest crazies, who’d killed each other this night in honor of the Serpent God. Mohawk. I looked around for the son of a bitch. We needed to have words.

      Instead of finding Mohawk, I found Tanner. He’d set the cross made for his execution on fire and was using the burning wood to stave off the crazies surrounding him.

      Something fifty times more intense than anything I’d ever felt for Wade, Dean, Chase, or any other man chased away the evil thoughts. It warmed me, made me smile. I walked to the edge of the truck bed.

      "All of you, step away from Tanner Letts right now." I jerked at the sound of my own voice. It didn’t sound like me. It was deep, commanding, sure of itself. More me than I had ever been.

      The crazies responded to it, though. They scattered and ran to stand on the side of the street, all watching me with fearful eyes.

      "Come on." I motioned to Tanner.

      He stared at my face for several long seconds. "Is it still you?"

      That was a good question. Was it? I searched inside and found all the old insecurities, all my memories, all my worries. They lay in a pile on one side of my consciousness. On the other side was the shining sheet of the mantle, trapped behind the scar tissue, which was more tattered and ragged now than ever. A few threads of dark amber cut through it, all that was left of Loretta Nell Grimes.

      "It’s me, Tanner. Come up here. Stand with me." I held out my hand to him.

      He paused. "Is that your blood?"

      I dropped my hand, confused. Why did he care? I’d vanquished our enemies. Then I got it. He thought I was an animated corpse. “It’s not mine. It belonged to Josie Stephens.”

      Josie who was now dead because of me. The regret of her loss hit me again, but this time it wasn’t just some residual emotion of Loretta Nell’s. This one was all me and strong enough to feel true grief for a person who tried to kill me. That reminded me I was human and could overcome this and anything else. We all carried a seed of evil. But our universal connection allowed us to think before we acted, to help instead of hurt.

      Tanner walked to the bed of the truck. I held out one hand. He took it and leapt onto the truck with me. I wanted to hug him but hated to smear blood on him. I settled for squeezing his arm and kissing his cheek. It left a smudge.

      Footsteps rang on the pavement. I saw nobody at first. Then the movement of the snake caught my eye. This one was black with a poisonous viper’s head. It continued wriggling toward us, growing until it took on Mohawk’s human form. He stopped a few feet from me and bowed.

      "The Gregorius Witch has finally emerged in your pitiful shell." He showed me his snake fangs. I was too tired to feel repulsed or scared.

      "Yes." I meant to call him Mohawk, but another name came out. His real name, one some ancient part of me knew.

      Mohawk’s crazies rumbled with a moan of religious ecstasy.

      Mohawk glanced around at them, smiling. "You see the power you could have?" He walked toward me. "It’s all right there in that book. Everything you need to do. You’d be a goddess on earth."

      "Admit I’ve fulfilled our bargain. Release me." That commanding voice came out of me again. It shook inside me.

      Tanner glanced at me with his eyebrows raised, his intense gaze unsure for once.

      "Ahh, Gregorius Witch. I cannot release you." Mohawk, or whatever his real name was, had taken on a more formal speech pattern. He had adopted something almost like an accent, but its rhythm was unfamiliar.

      My daddy’s words came back to me. Use his power on him. How could I do that? I checked the mantle and found it fully charged. It had enjoyed Loretta Nell’s spirit in a way that scared me. Use his power on him. I drew on what was left of Loretta Nell, easily finding the magic of the book, and let it flow through me. I raised my head to stare at Mohawk.

      "I command you to concede I have fulfilled our arrangement." My voice shook the ground.

      Mohawk laughed. "I cannot. The book was once Loretta Nell’s to control. Now it is yours. You must either make use of it or give it to someone who will." He cocked his head at me. "This is what I told you from the beginning, if you’ll remember."

      But he’d lied about so many things. How was I supposed to predict which ones were true or not true?

      He came closer. "Would you like me to advise you on finding a successor?"

      "Are you going to try to cheat me?" My hand darted out for Tanner’s, but I pulled it back. I had to do this myself. I was the Gregorius Witch, whatever that meant.

      He shook his head and held out one long, skinny hand. "If you wish to be free of me, Gregorius Witch, let me help you."

      I tried to climb off the truck. My abused muscles let out a scream. Tanner put his hands under my armpits and lowered me. Mohawk reached for me. I recoiled but then reconsidered. I had control of this situation now. I put my hand in Mohawk’s, the hair on the back of my neck standing up like a dog’s hackles, and let him lower me to the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner slid off the truck and pulled me away from Mohawk.

      "Tell us how to get rid of the book." I spoke in the same commanding tone but heard the thunder fading from my voice.

      Mohawk sniffed the air and made a face. "The two of you smell terrible. I can’t deal with you like this."

      He motioned to a man made unrecognizable by the blood covering him head to toe. The guy came without hesitation.

      Mohawk spoke to him in a dismissive tone. "Find them clean clothes and a place to wash themselves. Get me someone who can cook and open the diner. We’re all hungry."

      The man stared at Mohawk, swaying back and forth, eyes glazed.

      "Now, now, now," Mohawk screamed.

      The bloody man jumped into action, grunting and gibbering at other gore-streaked people. I tried to understand the words they said to each other and couldn’t. They’d regressed to language not quite human.

      A woman missing one eye stumbled over to us. She grunted something and motioned us to follow.

      Tanner and I exchanged a glance. We clasped hands and followed.

      The woman led us up some stairs at the back of one of the buildings and showed us an apartment. A framed picture on the wall showed the same woman, perfectly normal and smiling with her arm around a cute guy wearing a baseball cap. One night, and all that was over for her. She led us through the apartment and pointed out a bathroom with a shower stall. Grunting and gibbering to herself, she left.

      I turned to Tanner, wanting to put my arms around him and rest my face on his chest but stopped as I remembered the way he’d feared me back at Dwight’s makeshift podium.

      "You scared of me now?" My voice had lost all semblance of command. Now I was just a squeaky little woman, afraid of the future, afraid of having her heart broken.

      Tanner closed the space between us and put his hands on my waist. "You know you’ve got the right woman when you’re a little scared of her."

      He pulled me to him and brushed his lips against mine. I kissed him back because I wasn’t sure who I was right then and needed everything to feel normal. We got in the shower together.

      Our touches, tentative at first, asked the big question: Are we still okay? But as our breaths sharpened and our pulses sped up, the need to make sure we were both still alive blotted out any other concerns.

      When we got out of the shower, two sets of folded clothes lay on the floor outside the bathroom. On top of mine lay an unopened box of wound-closing bandages. I found some rubbing alcohol in the bathroom, and Tanner dressed my wound.

      "I dislike the idea of giving that book to someone who'll use it," I said as Tanner used the strips to pull the wound together.

      "The conundrum of adulthood." Concentrating on his task, Tanner's voice was little more than a husky whisper.

      "Huh?" I tried not to wince as Tanner slapped a larger bandage over the strips holding the knife wound closed. Tanner sat back to look at me.

      "Life is rarely pure black or pure white. The choices we make day to day are mostly gray. We allow some bad stuff to exist in exchange for what we deem most important." He took my hand, his meaning clear.

      "Is this living out loud?" I tried on the words for size. They might have been a little big, but I could get comfortable in them. I'd chosen Tanner and me over martyring myself to stop an evil that could never be stopped.

      Tanner kissed my hand. "We did the best we could."

      I leaned in and brushed a kiss over his lips. "And we're leaving together."

      "That's what's important." He kissed me, really kissed me, and I let the argument be over for right then.

      An hour later, we sat in Phil’s, Home of the World Famous Monkey Burger. The maddening smell of frying bacon came from somewhere in the back. Tanner and I held hands on top of the table. Mohawk sat across from us sipping coffee as though he wasn’t a monster who had caused a massacre and killed a few hundred innocent people.

      He watched me over the top of his mug and set it down on the table with a clunk. "You don’t look like the Gregorius Witch any more. You look like a scared little girl again."

      I glanced at the book, which sat at the far end of the table on top of a plain black tote bag, the key attached to the one of the lacy silver corner caps with a bit of yellow string. It radiated wrongness. Chill bumps marched over my skin.

      I pointed at it. "How do I get rid of that? Do I have to banish Loretta Nell?"

      "There is no banishing. She’s part of you now." Mohawk held up his coffee cup.

      Phil approached. He had a broken nose. Several missing patches of his hair revealed a bloody scalp. Three of his fingers were gone. Teeth marks covered his hands. He filled Mohawk’s coffee cups, eyes rolling, gibbering madness.

      Mohawk motioned him away and spoke to me. "I should charge you for the information."

      "Suck it. You got exactly what you wanted out of this whole fiasco." I sipped at my coffee, which was actually quite good, considering the circumstances.

      "I want a halfling with you." Mohawk sat back to allow the woman who’d let Tanner and me use her apartment deliver our plates.

      We all got the same breakfast. Three slices of bacon, three sunny side up eggs, two pieces of toast. Tanner stared at his. Mohawk and I dug in, glaring at each other.

      "Not happening. Ain’t paying you either, not if I have to find someone else to bestow that walking nightmare on." I jabbed a piece of toast dripping egg yolk at the book.

      Mohawk’s features flattened, his face widening. He let me see fang.

      "And don’t even show me your snake face. Right, baby?" I elbowed Tanner.

      He jumped but pulled himself together. "Absolutely. We’ve had enough. You said you had some ideas. Let’s hear them."

      I gave him an approving smile. He took the first bite of bacon.

      Mohawk rolled his eyes. "Love is overrated. You know that, right?" He leaned forward. "Six million dollars for the halfling. I’ll get you a condo on the beach. Or the mountains. In your name. We’ll never have to talk again."

      "Tell me how to get rid of the book." I ate a piece of bacon like I had this conversation every day.

      Mohawk sat back, lips set in a pout. He stuck his fork under his eggs and slung some at me. It landed on my clean shirt. I narrowed my eyes at him and tossed the remainder of my coffee in his face.

      "Tell me how to get rid of the book." I leaned over the table and growled.

      Mohawk dug several napkins from the metal dispenser on the table. "I should kill you for that." He mopped off his face and tossed the soggy napkins onto the table.

      Glaring at him, I dipped a napkin in my ice water and dabbed the egg off my shirt. I tossed the dirty napkin on his and sat back in my seat.

      Mohawk let out a hissy giggle. It quickly deepened into full-chested guffaws. He reached inside his leather jacket and took out a tattered slip of paper. It fluttered to the table. "These are just suggestions."

      I opened the paper and found three names and addresses, all nearby. "Who are these people?"

      "Who cares?" Mohawk ate his eggs and stared at the wall over my shoulder. "They’ll do whatever they’re going to do, and the next person will get the book."

      I tossed the paper back on the table. "No deal."

      Mohawk rolled his eyes. "Hanson Shadix is a seventeen-year-old boy who likes setting fires and killing animals. He’s ripe to do more and will make a great disciple." He stopped speaking, dipped his toast in the portion of eggs he hadn’t thrown at me, bit it off, and chewed. "Hanson will be good for a school shooting or maybe a mass poisoning."

      "He’s a kid. He needs help, not encouragement." I pushed my plate away, wishing I hadn’t eaten as much as I had. The greasy food tossed in my suddenly tender stomach.

      Mohawk shrugged. "William T. Buckmeyer has a ranch near the Mexican border. So far, he’s kidnapped one hitchhiker and plucked out her eyes for being a prostitute. He’s looking for one to stone to death. He’ll be a great serial killer."

      The idea of someone, probably a woman, being stoned to death made the food I’d eaten grow heavy. I took out my antacids and crunched one between my teeth.

      Mohawk watched, smiling. "Danna Donahue is a schoolteacher. Very popular with her coworkers, the parents, and even her students. There’s darkness in her she doesn’t even know about yet. She might have a cruel social experiment in her." Mohawk wiped his last square of toast over his plate and popped it in his mouth. He chewed with his mouth open.

      Sitting there in the soft morning sunlight, with his punk hairdo and punk clothes, he looked like a kid who’d spent all night partying. Not an ancient creature who got off on directing murder and mayhem. Then I noticed the pattern of snakeskin right under his human skin.

      No, not human and not a kid. Make your decision carefully, Priscilla Herrera’s voice whispered in my ear.

      I didn’t want to give any of these three people the book. The first two might already be evil, but helping them become more evil went against my nature. The idea of hurting that last lady made me hurt. Left alone, she might never hurt a fly.

      "That’s wrong," Mohawk said. "She’s got it in her. The book doesn’t work unless the evil’s already there."

      "That’s horseshit." Tanner balled up his napkin and tossed it onto the table. "That book made us almost kill those dumbasses."

      Mohawk grinned, showing off flat short teeth. "Look deep inside yourself, Tanner Jackson Letts. There's evil. Most of you never do anything about it. That’s why I’ve handpicked these three. They’ll be the easiest to turn."

      I shook my head. "I can’t hurt anybody like this."

      "Then you become my slave." Mohawk shrugged. It was win-win to him.

      Tanner spoke to me as though we were alone. "Years ago, I heard about an artifact auction here in Texas. Supposedly someplace in San Antonio."

      "The book will still find the right person." Mohawk used his napkin to scrub the grease off his mouth. "Don’t you want to know whose life you influenced?"

      I didn’t know what to do. Back at that apartment, with Tanner dressing my wounds, it had all seemed so simple. Choose myself. Choose Tanner. Live out loud. But with it right here in my face, I saw people and hurt. Any exchange of the book would cause misery beyond what I wanted on my karma score sheet.

      Tanner spoke into my ear. "If you do the auction, the book will be chosen. Anybody who chooses that thing…"

      "They’re still going to do bad stuff with it.” I lowered my voice. “Hurt people."

      Tanner nodded. He’d lost his first family because of another driver’s carelessness. He knew all about how people can hurt each other, even when they don’t mean to.

      "If you sacrifice yourself to this thing—because that is what you’ll be doing—is the book going to be taken out of play?" Tanner didn’t wait for me to answer. He turned to stare at Mohawk.

      The monster wearing the young punk’s skin lowered his chin and looked up at us. A smile grew on his face, and his eyes changed from human to snake eyes. He laughed. It was answer enough.

      As usual, Tanner was right. I could give myself to Mohawk, and he’d give the book to someone, or I could put the book back into play myself and stay free.

      Tanner leaned close. "Live out loud. Survive."

      I hated spreading evil. Sure I did bad things, made bad decisions. We all did. But the deliberate spread of mayhem? I couldn’t get comfortable in it.

      Tanner put his arm around me. "I’m with you. Whatever you do, I’m with you."

      I twisted to face him. "Can you find out how to get the book in the auction?"

      It was like buying meat in a grocery store. Some animal had suffered greatly so that the clean, cellophane-wrapped package could be there for me to buy. But I hadn’t had to see the animal’s suffering.

      Was it the more honorable choice? No. Tanner had called it the adult conundrum. There was no honorable choice. There was choosing myself and living out loud or dying in every way but the one that would free me. I chose the auction because, for the first time in a long time, I wanted my life, especially the part of it that entwined with the man beside me.

      Tanner motioned for me to let him out of the booth, dragging out the fancy phone I paid for him to have. He walked a few booths away and sat down.

      Mohawk smiled at me. "Young love."

      "Eat dog turds, snake man," I snarled at him. "What happens to this town? The people in it?"

      "I’ll clean it up." Mohawk made a sweeping gesture at the plate glass window. "Other than you having ingested Loretta Nell, it’ll be like the last three days never happened. Tanner’s truck is beyond repair. I’ll have it destroyed so it's never traced back to him. I got you something to drive out of here. Look for a convertible in front of the dentist’s office a few streets over. " He rose in his seat and leaned toward me. "Drop the scared little girl act. Let me see the Gregorius Witch again."

      I recoiled from him, not sure what he wanted. But when he said that name, something flared inside me. It felt a lot like the satisfaction of eating Loretta Nell Grimes’s spirit. The thing inside me grew bigger. The lights in the diner flickered, and a little breeze moved the wadded napkins on the table.

      Mohawk leaned forward, nostrils flaring. “Leave with me.”

      I raised my middle finger. The lights flickered again and buzzed.

      Mohawk laughed. “You’re a fool not to marry your fortune to mine.”

      I turned away from him.

      Tanner rejoined us, much happier than the situation warranted. He almost glowed. He’d enjoyed stepping back into his old life for a few moments. What did that mean? I shook off the thought. Save it for another day. Tanner put his arm around me and kissed my cheek.

      He whispered in my ear, "Everything’s going to be all right." He drew back, mischief sparking in his eyes.

      I jabbed him in the ribs. We wrestled, both of us laughing, and I let the stress of the moment slip away.

      A bell dinged. I turned away from Tanner to find the seat across from us empty. The slip of paper with the names was gone.

      Mohawk walked across the parking lot, staring out at the demolished cars and the smoking buildings. He waved both arms and shouted a word in another language.

      It was as though a light switch flipped. Gunfire popped in the distance. A woman screamed, loud and long. A truckload of people holding garden implements careened around the corner. They slowed in front of Mohawk but then burned rubber trying to get away from him.
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      Tanner and I walked to the dentist’s office still holding hands. The woman who’d tried to kill us the night before, but ended up killing herself, still lay in the parking lot like someone’s forgotten trash. Nearby sat the convertible we’d seen the night before when it had been full of kids driving around looking for trouble. The keys swung from the ignition.

      "I don’t know how I'm going to pull my camper," Tanner said as he slid behind the wheel.

      "Let’s figure it out far away from here." I buckled my seatbelt, got out my phone, and typed in the address Tanner’d gotten for the auction. The auction was in China Grove, Texas, a small town right outside San Antonio.

      Tanner cranked the engine and got on the road. The last of the hellish summer heat hung in the wind combing through our hair. But like everything else in my life, it hung on the cusp of change. The brilliant blue sky had already shed its white haze of summer humidity. It spread clear and cloudless over us. The gorgeous day ate at our gloom and eventually swallowed it whole.

      We talked and laughed like a couple going to a picnic. The car’s radio played all happy songs. We sang the words, even though neither of us could really sing. But the passing miles gave my worries time to sneak back in. I stared out at the passing landscape more and sang less. Finally I turned down the radio and spoke aloud what bothered me about all this.

      "Don’t you think it’s a little coincidental that they’re having an auction when we need it?" It might not bother Tanner, but I wanted warning if this was going to turn into some kind of brawl.

      Tanner stared at the highway stretching out in front of us and licked his lips. "This auction isn’t…" He stopped speaking and seemed to rethink. "This auction is run by a guy like Mohawk. It goes on all the time. Dave, my friend, said to go to this address and give them the password."

      "What’s the password?" My head swam with the new knowledge.

      Two years ago, I’d had no idea anything more otherworldly than me being a medium and a few people being telepaths existed. Now I learned about something new every time I turned around. My world had broadened along with my own growing gifts. In times like this one, I felt like a lost child in a big forest full of predators, endlessly seeking a place to hide. The problem? There was nowhere to hide.

      Tanner, with no idea of my inner vertigo, smiled and said, "The password is Santa Claus."

      We both laughed, and it swept away a little of my tension. I turned up the radio, found a station playing redneck rock and roll, and sat watching the miles pass. The DJ broke in after a stretch of songs by the Allman Brothers and said he had breaking news. Something inside me twisted. I turned up the radio even more.

      "From Devil’s Rest, Texas. A convoy of tankers carrying fuel exploded sometime last night and burned down the majority of the town. At least two gas stations exploded after catching fire." The DJ, who’d been speaking excitedly, stopped and sighed. "So far, no survivors have been found. Authorities have closed off the area and declared it unsafe. If you have friends or family in Devil’s Rest, authorities ask you to not go rushing out there…"

      I spun the dial and turned off the radio. As promised, Mohawk had cleansed the town of Devil’s Rest, hidden the horror that had happened there. Authorities and cleanup crews wouldn’t find a single living soul. They’d be left to wonder exactly what had happened and to spend a bunch of money cleaning up the mess.

      How many deaths had I made possible just by going to Devil’s Rest? Too many. Jeb and Cheryl Pugh came to mind. So did Roderick and Mandy. Shame heated my skin and made my stomach feel full of poison. I took out my antacids and crunched one.

      "Stop beating yourself up." Tanner put a hand on my thigh.

      I didn’t bother to answer, just sat with my head down. This was living out loud. This was choosing me. Many innocent people had paid the price for my selfishness. Could I live with it? I'd have to. I wanted my life too bad to do otherwise.

      China Grove turned out to be a lot less exotic than the name. The address for the auction had a gated entry. Tanner pulled up next to an intercom box and pressed the button.

      A creaky expressionless voice came back almost immediately. "Password."

      "Santa Claus." Though we’d laughed about it earlier, it was no longer funny at all. Nothing was.

      The voice came back, still devoid of emotion. "Mr. Letts, please park to the right of the house. Someone will be out to see you and Ms. Mace inside. Please wait for your escort."

      I froze. Whatever was on the other end of the intercom knew my name. I turned to ask Tanner if he’d told them, but his gray skin and tight lips gave me the answer.

      The gates slowly swung open. Tanner drove us inside the property. The driveway wound through beautifully landscaped grounds and opened to a tennis court-sized parking lot. A huge manor loomed over it, so big it looked like it belonged in a movie about rich people in the English countryside.

      I immediately understood why we’d been told to park in the lot to the right. The left side had nothing but paneled trucks. To the right sat rows of vehicles way fancier than Tanner’s and my stolen ride. Tanner pulled into a parking space and cut the engine. A stiff-postured man wearing a dusty black suit rushed around the side of the house and hurried toward the convertible.

      Tanner made no effort to get out. "Dave—my friend from California—said not to react, no matter what we see."

      The man reached the car, and I had to hold back a gasp. His skin had a decidedly greenish cast, and a jagged scar ran across his throat. He bent to stare into Tanner’s face.

      "Your contribution to today’s auction belongs to the Serpent God, yes?" His voice was the one we’d spoken to on the intercom.

      I leaned forward to answer. The man’s eyes found me, the whitish-gray corneas locking on my face. My skin prickled, and the words died in my throat. I gave a short nod and leaned back in my seat, heart pounding as though I’d narrowly missed some horrible fate.

      "Where is the book, please? I must verify the authenticity."

      Tanner, staring straight ahead, said, "It’s in the trunk. The tote."

      The man turned and walked to the back of the car. Tanner used a lever on the floor to open the trunk. The man rustled around. Then silence. Tanner and I exchanged a glance. Sweat stood out on his upper lip, and his chest rose and fell with quick breaths.

      The man returned to the front of the car, the tote bag tucked under one arm. "Follow me inside. Mr. Silas is waiting."

      Tanner got out, came around to my side of the car, and held open the door for me. He hadn’t been raised to play doorman, so I could only assume he didn’t want me far from him. I had no problem with that. I let him take my arm as I slid out of the car. We joined hands and followed the man to the house’s front door. It swung open as we approached.

      A woman wearing a short black and white maid’s uniform stepped aside to let us enter. She had the same greenish skin and a faded, round scar at her temple. Her grayish-white eyes never settled on us. She stared at the sky behind us. We went inside, and the door closed behind us with a final sounding clunk.

      Our feet rang on gleaming marble floors. A chandelier as big as my RV’s kitchen twinkled from a cathedral ceiling. A tall, slim man stood from a maroon, satin-covered sofa with dark wood trim. His pencil-thin mustache and slicked back hair reminded me again of old movies where people lived in impossibly big houses.

      "I’m Black Silas. Welcome to my home and to the auction." He held out a hand to me. "Peri Jean Gregg?"

      He had the first two names right, but why Gregg instead of Mace? The freak outside had called me Mace. Something to puzzle over later. I took his hand and shook it, relieved the skin was pink and warm—hot, in fact—instead of the greenish cast of the two servants.

      He smiled, revealing a row of straight white teeth. "Tanner Letts, correct?"

      Tanner nodded and shook Mr. Silas’s hand.

      "I knew your grandfather, Jackson, quite well. Great man." Silas held Tanner’s hand an extra second. "You returned to Texas after the accident that claimed your family?"

      Fear pumped through my heart. Maybe Tanner’s friend, Dave, had told Black Silas our names, though that still didn’t explain him calling me Gregg instead of Mace. But there was no reason for Silas to know about what happened to Tanner’s wife and daughters.

      "Yes, sir." Tanner’s face had gone shiny with sweat.

      Silas stepped between Tanner and me, pressing a hot hand to each of our backs, and pushed us toward a set of double doors across the room. "The auction is already in progress, of course. The Serpent God’s book will be up after the current bid closes."

      When we got within a few feet of the doors, they swung open, seemingly on their own. A blast of chilly air met us. Silas pressed us inside. I stared in awe.

      This one room was at least as large as the house I’d shared with Memaw back in Gaslight City and filled with people. The auctions I’d been to were usually noisy. This one was stone quiet, except for the auctioneer’s soft words.

      The auctioneer, tall with a fringe of white hair around the lower half of his scalp, stood on a slightly raised stage centered at the far end of the room.

      "Now taking bids on the knife used by the killer known as the Baytown John." He held up a dark-bladed fillet knife with a wooden handle. "For those who’ve never heard of him, Dennis Neil killed twenty prostitutes before he was caught. This is the knife he used to dissect them in his home. It was made by Dennis himself."

      Rows and rows of chairs, not a one empty, stretched to the back of the room where Tanner, Black Silas, and I stood. Near the middle of the room, a hand holding a red marker raised.

      Silas ushered us around the perimeter of the room. Some of the bidders turned to stare, but most were intent on the Baytown John’s knife. A man about my age wearing all black and a grim expression on his face continued to hold up the marker.

      The auctioneer nodded. "Bidder number seventy-five starts the bid at red, which is tier three. Any others?”

      Silas parted a black curtain to the left of the stage and pointed to a short row of theater style seats. "You’ll be able to watch from in here."

      He gestured to the opening in the curtain. Though it had appeared opaque before we crossed through, it was sheer on this side. I had a perfect view of a sweating guy wearing an ill-fitting suit holding up a black marker on the front row.

      "Bidder number thirty raises the bid to black, tier seven." The auctioneer’s voice, perfectly audible behind the curtain, sounded just as calm as it had at the sight of the red marker.

      Black Silas’s eyes widened. He took out his phone, pressed a button, and spoke into it. "Bidder number thirty has live cargo?" His eyes grew as he heard the answer. He hung up, leaned forward, and spoke into my ear. His breath was ice cold. "You’re free to leave once the book has been sold. Your payment…"

      I shook my head. "Keep the money. Donate it. I don’t care."

      Black Silas moved away from me and stared at my face. He cocked his head. "Your wish is our command." He held out a black business card. "If you ever need my services again, contact me directly. No need for intermediaries for you, Miss Gregg."

      I took the card, and Silas swept away. We watched the bid markers raise to yellow. The auctioneer pointed out that yellow was tier eight.

      A couple who couldn’t be far out of their teens won the knife. The girl, with mad eyes and who wore a short skirt with no underwear, jumped around and squealed. The other bidders watched with straight faces and little interest.

      The auctioneer set the knife aside and picked up Mohawk’s book. The key had been cut off the twine and stuck in the keyhole.

      "This tome is one of three created by ancient worshipers of the Serpent God. This cult made sacrifices in exchange for favor from the god. The followers of the god of the serpent have risen and fallen several times over the history of civilization. This particular book was last owned by Loretta Nell Grimes of the Messengers." He held the book over his head, turning slightly left and right so everybody got a chance to see it.

      A slight rumble went through the room.

      The auctioneer set the book down on a tall table next to him. "The authenticity of the book is guaranteed by Black Silas himself. Shall we start the bidding?"

      Mohawk’s book garnered much more excitement than Baytown John’s knife. Mouth dry, I watched as it received a total of thirteen bids. The final marker, a gold one, was held up by a silver-haired man wearing an expensive suit.

      The auctioneer acknowledged the bid with a sober nod. "Let the record note that bidder number six has bid gold, tier thirteen. Because bidder number six is the only person in this room who has gold tier standing, he has won the book."

      Something in me, the little bit of Loretta Nell that remained undigested, spasmed at the loss of the book. I took that as my sign to get the hell out of this creepy place. I stood and held out my hand to Tanner. His hand, when it closed around mine, was slick with sweat. We walked the perimeter of the room, still attracting little notice, and left through the door we’d come in.

      The huge entry hall was empty and silent. But the feeling of someone watching crawled up my back and gave me chill bumps. I quickened my pace. By the time Tanner and I reached the door outside, we were running.

      We raced to the car, slammed open the doors, and clambered inside. Tanner gunned the engine and peeled out. He raced toward the gate. I twisted in the seat, watching behind us, as though we were being followed by a mob carrying pitchforks and torches. We both breathed a sigh of relief when the gates opened to let us out.

      Tanner drove fast away from Black Silas’s mansion, not speaking until he pulled into a convenience store. "To Austin to get your truck and get rid of this thing?"

      "I hate driving this car even to Austin. Seems like we're just asking to get pulled over." I took out my cigarettes.

      "The car's owners are dead. Nobody's looking for it yet." Tanner played with the keychain, metal cut in a feather shape and painted bright colors.

      I tried to imagine the person who'd bought that keychain, shying away from thoughts about how they'd likely died. Instead I focused on my boyfriend, thankful for surviving to have this moment with him.

      "Let's do it." I made myself smile.

      Tanner sped out of the parking lot and cut into traffic like a stunt car driver.
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        * * *

      

      The eighty-mile drive between China Grove and Austin passed with me making phone calls.

      I first talked to Cecil. He barely reacted to my story about what happened to the citizens of Devil's Rest and what I'd had to do to beat Loretta Nell.

      "What did you do with the book?" he asked instead.

      "Auctioned it at a place in China Grove," I said.

      "You got into Black Silas’s auction?" Cecil's voice rose with surprise.

      "Tanner arranged it." As much as I hadn’t wanted Tanner to join me on this trip, he’d saved my ass in more ways than one.

      Cecil grunted at that. "Didn’t I tell you he’d be a good addition to Sanctuary?"

      Shelly, Cecil’s wife, spoke up. "And a good match for you?"

      I hated being on speakerphone, and Cecil loved using the feature. But I made sure to keep my voice polite. "You were both right." I glanced at Tanner. "About everything."

      "Get him to take on the mark of the raven.” Cecil lowered his voice. “Ask him to stay."

      I wasn’t ready for that yet. But I said, "I’ll do it. Talk to you in a few days?"

      We hung up, and I called Hannah. She answered right away. "Peri Jean? Is it really you?"

      "Yep. The book’s gone. My debt to Mohawk is paid." Just saying the words made relief flood through me again.

      A male voice, one I thought belonged to Leon Blackfox, spoke in the background.

      Hannah’s voice trembled. "Leon and I heard the news about Devil’s Rest and were sure you were gone."

      "No, but I lost your gun." Truth was, I hadn’t tried very hard to get it back. Things got too weird to worry about it.

      "To hell with it. All that matters is you're alive." Her voice had that overly bright sound it used to get when she was with a man. It was one of the best sounds I’d heard in a long time.

      As soon as I hung up from Hannah, my phone buzzed with a text message. "This is Queenie from Natchitoches. The Wanderer says congratulations. He'll be watching you."

      At least one good thing had come of all the bad. I had a chance at meeting the person, or thing, that could help me shed the scar tissue spell once and for all. I thanked her and spent the rest of the drive watching white clouds pollute the perfect blue sky and thinking about what I’d done.

      Tanner had been right about the adult conundrum. Good and evil danced cheek to cheek. They coupled in honky-tonk parking lots under the blink of neon signs. They broke up the next morning over their tequila hangovers. Then they got back together the next weekend. It wasn't pretty, but it was the way the real world worked.

      The good guys—Tanner and me—had won this particular joust between good and evil. As much as we could anyway. That mattered more than some misguided self-immolation. There were times to fight for the underdog, the way I had for Hannah, which put me in Mohawk's crosshairs, but there came a time when every heroine had to fight for herself.

      Victory came with sacrifices, heartbreaking ones. But sacrificing myself meant the good I added to the universe would be gone forever.

      I, Peri Jean Mace, was worth saving. I was a loyal friend. A talented witch with untapped power that frightened even me. A fierce warrior.

      Maybe a little evil had to be allowed in order for there to be good in the world. And maybe this was all some massive justification for being selfish, for choosing my own life and Tanner's. In which case, I would call the black mark on my conscience the cost of survival.

      Then I need to make it count. No point in surviving if I couldn't let it go. Quit living like a ghost in my own life.

      We found the parking garage and left the convertible a few blocks away with that metal feather keychain swinging from the ignition. Time to say goodbye to Devil's Rest and all that had occurred there. But, like Lott’s wife in the Bible as she and her family fled Sodom and Gomorrah, I turned back for one final look.

      The shiny paint threw my reflection back at me. A skinny woman with long black hair, holding on to the hand of a man with powerful shoulders. Tanner tugged my heartstrings in a million ways, for a million different reasons. After kissing a mountain’s worth of frogs, I’d finally found the right man. I smiled.

      Something moved behind us, coming so fast it was a blur. My heart jumped. I twisted to face the threat. The sidewalk was empty except for normal people rushing around, phones plastered to the sides of their faces. I turned back to the car.

      The reflection in the paint, again, was different from what was really there. A dark, cloudy sky roiled in the reflection. Lighting zagged across the sky. A horde of shapes on horseback followed the lightning, a pack of dogs with fiery eyes running alongside them. They raced closer. One horseman pulled ahead. As he sped toward us, his face came into focus.

      Oscar Rivera. The Coachman.

      My nerves spasmed. Adrenaline flooded my bloodstream. I let out a yelp, jerked my hand out of Tanner’s, and spun around. Again, the sidewalk was empty.

      “What is it?” Tanner scanned the street, body tense and alert.

      “I don’t know.” I opened my third eye and scanned for magic or supernatural baddies. But Tanner and I were truly alone on this random street. My heart slowed, as did my panicked breaths. It was okay. For now. Tanner put his hand on my hip.

      “Do you see something?” Tanner, brow furrowed, stared into my eyes, searching for what was wrong.

      “We’re okay for now. Maybe a little supernatural indigestion?” I forced a smile and let him take my hand again.

      I followed Tanner into the parking garage, silent, my thoughts churning and bubbling. Oscar presented a true threat. A narcissist at best, and a psychopath at worst, he would go to any lengths to achieve his goal.

      He would be back. There was no doubt about that. It might not be today. Maybe not tomorrow. But sometime. If only I understood Oscar’s endgame. Maybe then I could anticipate his next move. Fight him better.

      But you don’t. And you can’t. All you have is now. The thought pushed its way to the surface of my mind like an angry sign-carrier at a protest. It was right.

      All I had was that moment with Tanner. I wanted to enjoy our relationship. Living in fear of the next week, the next month, even the next year was a waste of what we could have.

      We reached my truck and unlocked it.

      Tanner turned to me. "Back to Sanctuary?"

      I thought about what I was going to say next. Tanner and me being together within Sanctuary was one thing. And so was him traveling with me to take care of business. What I was about to suggest went beyond that. It was living out loud.

      “Why don’t we take a few days off in Austin? No work. No drama. Just us?” The words felt dry as dust on my tongue. It wasn’t that I was afraid of refusal. It was that I was afraid of elevating Tanner’s status in my life.

      Tanner thought it over, frowning at the dirty cement wall of the parking garage. “I’d like that. A lot.”

      "And after we do that, why don't you sell your camper and move in with me?" I held my breath, waiting for Tanner's reaction.

      All of a sudden, the huge parking garage, so empty my voice echoed off the concrete walls, seemed too close of quarters. The knife wound on my arm picked that moment to start aching. My nerves ground like concrete on tender skin.

      Other than my asshole first husband, I’d never lived with a man as a romantic partner. Wade, who’d come the closest, had just been a roommate. But this needed to happen between Tanner and me. I needed him. Fighting evil didn't matter as much without him by my side.

      After what seemed like an eternity, during which I'd had time to imagine every awful outcome of my suggestion, Tanner picked up my hand and kissed the back of it.

      "After Bea and the kids…I didn’t think I was going to feel like this again." The skin around his eyes crinkled, and his eyes sparkled with mischief. "I’m glad I decided to give you a chance."

      "You gave me a chance? Puleeze." I rolled my eyes. But then I dropped the act. I didn’t want Tanner feeling like moving in with me was his only choice. If he didn’t want to, it was better he didn’t. I squeezed his hand.

      “You can say no to moving in with me. We can replace the truck you lost in Devil’s Rest, no problem.” I gave what I hoped was a brave smile.

      Tanner shook his head. "Nah. I want to live with you.”

      He pulled me to him. We kissed hard to seal the deal. In Tanner’s arms, Oscar and his stupid endgame seemed less dire. Maybe something I could handle when it came.

      Wrong turns and the bad places they led to were part of the war of life. Just the way things went. But war could kill the spirit long before the body stopped living. The man in my arms reminded me that I wasn’t dead yet, that I had a reason to find the way home.
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            Note From Catie

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Greetings from East Texas.

      

        

      
        Anybody want a lunch date with Loretta Nell Grimes? Me either.

      

        

      
        Nor do I want to read Mohawk’s book.

      

        

      
        And the bloodthirsty crazies of Devil’s Rest? *shiver*

      

        

      
        Peri Jean won in the end, though. She outsmarted Mohawk and fell deeper in love with Tanner.

      

        

      
        But this was just one battle.

      

        

      
        Those final paragraphs of Wrong Turn hint that Oscar is, indeed, coming for Peri Jean.

      

        

      
        Looks like there’s danger ahead for the characters we’ve come to know.

      

        

      
        Peri Jean cannot beat Oscar if she can’t break the spell blocking her full power. To do that, she needs The Wanderer. He refuses to see her.

      

        

      
        Can Peri Jean convince him? Is there another way?

      

        

      
        This final battle is life or death for Peri Jean and everyone she loves.

      

        

      
        Can they make it out alive?  Read Last Exit, the 11th and final book of the series, to find out.

      

        

      
        Turn the page for an excerpt of Last Exit and brew some coffee or tea. You might read all night.
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      I struggled to get the “Closed” sign open. It popped out of my hand and clattered to my feet. Damn Cecil and these cheap-assed open/closed signs. I had warned him. Told him you get what you pay for. He’d gone behind my back and bought them anyway.

      Calm down. Cecil and the signs weren’t the whole problem. They weren’t even that big of a deal in the grand scheme of things. The tension aching between my shoulder blades came from another source. I cut off the train of thought. Not now. I’d have to live through the dreaded event soon enough.

      I focused on the night sky. A cloud cover rendered it starless and murky. It had been one of those blustery, windy days with a high chance of rain in the weather forecast. If my poor aching bones were right, this storm would usher in the first cool weather of autumn. We needed the break. That gorgeous Texas Hill Country sky blazed hot enough to melt glass by the end of summer.

      But I wished the rain could wait until tomorrow, after Tanner and I finished our little errand. The flood of worries came again. I slammed the door shut on them. Best not to dwell on it. It wouldn’t do any good. I picked up the sign to try again.

      Wind whipped my hair into my face, delivered stinging lashes to my cheeks. I ignored it and put some muscle into my task. The wind strengthened. It caught the sign and slammed it closed on my thumb. I bit back an ugly word and let the sign fall to the dirt again.

      Injured finger clutched to my chest, I glanced around to see who’d been watching. A few Summervale revelers glanced in my direction. None showed any interest.

      They had other things on their minds. Though Samhain was still five days away, many wore costumes. Their excitement lent a mystical charge to the air. Everyone had a spring in their step, drawn by the moon and the shadows that lurked in the darkness.

      A woman wearing a red leotard, tail sewn on the ass, came toward me. She’d attached manufactured goat horns to her head. She held the chubby hand of a toddler wearing a purple and gold satin costume and a pointed hat with bells on it.

      I smiled at the kid. She—or he, the costume made it hard to tell for sure—gave me that wide-eyed stare kids give strangers. I nodded to the mother.

      “Too cute.” I pointed at the kid.

      She giggled her thanks and kept walking, probably afraid I was going to try to pull her into my tent and take her money. If only. I stared at the tent where Tanner ran his arcane items business. Usually I loved hanging out with my scorching hot boyfriend. But I had a bad feeling about what we had planned for tonight.

      My worried thoughts swelled. They tapped at my defenses and begged to come out to play. I gave up and let them come.

      Some friends of Tanner's from California were in Texas. Staying at a hotel in Austin, not too far away. Tanner and I would be going to visit them shortly.

      But that wasn’t what worried me. It was the way Tanner had acted about the whole thing. He had told me just that morning over breakfast. After everybody was at the table. So I couldn’t ask many questions. Worse, his invite to tag along was half-hearted.

      I could have just refused to go. But no woman can resist that sort of bait. We live on curiosity. And we have to know the whole story, even when it would be best if we didn't. I had a gut feeling this whole adventure would end badly. But there was nothing I could do other than play it out.

      So I did the only thing I could. I snatched that el-cheapo sign off the ground and put my anxiety into it, forcing it open, even bending the frame a little. I attached it to the little pole that would keep it from blowing away.

      A loud clap of thunder forced my attention off the blasted sign. I stared into the impenetrable night. Lightning flashed. Carnival goers shrieked and gasped. They scattered like a pack of buzzards surprised by a car. The dirt throughway emptied. Except for one person. Her eyes locked with mine.

      Time stopped. My heart crawled into my throat and lodged there. I held up my hands in a warding off gesture.

      “No. You’re dead,” I whimpered. Unable to stand it another second, I scooted back into my tent and closed the flap. Mouth cotton dry, I went back over what I had seen.

      Barbie. Standing there giving me that evil glare she reserved for when I'd committed a mortal sin. My mother had been a bitch, a thief, and a murderer. She had abused me and abandoned me as a child. Was she my personal boogieman? Probably.

      Acknowledging the havoc and pain my own mother had wreaked in my life put me back in control. The logical side of my brain took over. Barbie was dead. I had watched her die. If I had really seen her, she was a ghost. In which case, I had the upper hand.

      Not only was I a powerful spirit medium, I was a witch. And not just any witch. Mohawk—that sleaze bucket—had called me the Gregorius Witch. I didn't know quite what that meant but the name gave me a tingle of power unlike anything I had ever experienced.

      I, Peri Jean Mace, would go back outside my tent and banish Barbie. I would fling her into the deepest, darkest pit, and she would never find her way out. Then I’d go with Tanner to meet his friends. Get the mystery over with. I pushed my shoulders back and marched toward the tent flap. Just as I reached it, someone came inside.

      I screamed and backpedaled. My feet tangled together, and I pitched to the ground. I landed with a grunt and raised my arms to protect my head. Now it would happen. My mother’s ghost would kick me. She would pound me with freezing fists.

      "Are you okay, honey?" The voice didn't belong to Barbie. Relief flooded me.

      I raised my head to see who my visitor was. Queenie, a witch from Natchitoches, Louisiana. Someone I trusted way more than my mother’s ghost. I climbed to my feet, brushing off my pants and trying to retain my dignity. Impossible task. I’d just busted my ass in front of her.

      So I sucked it up and forced a smile to my face. "Miz Queenie! What are you doing so far from Natchitoches?"

      She gripped me in a hug and kissed both my cheeks. “All week long, I had a feeling I needed to come see you."

      She let go of me and set her quilted bag on top of my séance table. From it she withdrew a smaller cloth pouch, which she laid on the table. She turned back to me, smiling, but it wasn’t a comforting smile. Her faded eyes, darting around my tent, said she had serious business with me.

      “Are you here about the Wanderer?" Nervous tendrils spread through my stomach. This was even worse than meeting Tanner’s friends.

      I didn't know who—or what—the Wanderer was. But Cecil and Queenie both seemed to think he could relieve me of the spell blocking me from the full power of Priscilla Herrera's mantle. No telling what kind of horror that experience had in store for me.

      "I think it might be," Queenie smiled. From the cloth pouch she pulled a deck of Tarot cards. “I’ll pass on his message by reading your cards. Are you game?"

      I glanced at my cell phone. Two minutes until it was time to meet Tanner. Any other time, I'd have messaged him and told him to go on without me. But I wanted to see firsthand what he didn't want me to see. On the other hand, whatever Queenie had for me could save my life. I shoved the phone back in my pocket.

      "Of course I have time." I went to the séance table and sat down.

      Queenie took the chair across from me. The two candles I kept on the table flamed to life. I jerked with surprise. Queenie, acting as though she hadn’t seen, calmly shuffled the cards three times. She set them in front of me. "Cut them, please."

      I did as she said, and she directed me to do it two more times. Queenie laid out a spread of three cards in front of me.

      "You choose which one to turn over first."

      I let my hand hover over each card. The one on the left made my eyeballs burn. I pointed at it and Queenie turned it up.

      The image of a burning tower, a man and woman falling to their deaths in a tossed ocean greeted me. I recoiled. My scant knowledge of Tarot included the meaning of the Tower. My skin tightened.

      “Upheaval, clearing the way for something new.” Queenie’s voice raised the hair on the back of my neck. “Turn the next card.”

      Again, I passed my hand over the two remaining cards. The one on the right sent a charge of bright energy flowing through me. I pointed to it. Queenie gestured her permission for me to see what waited.

      The image on the card turned my stomach. A man lay prostrate, ten swords sticking out of his back. I didn’t know the meaning of this card offhand, but the image was clear enough. Bad shit coming down the sewer pipe.

      Queenie stared at me across the table. Her lips trembled. She licked them and spoke. “Ten of Swords. Betrayal. Loss. Ending. Turn over the final card, please.”

      I did as she asked. After the Tower and the Ten of Swords, the sight of the skeletal horseman with his scythe didn’t surprise me. Still, I jumped when Queenie spoke.

      “The Death Card. You clear away what is old and used up so that something else can regrow in its place.” She swept a hand over the three cards.

      I did my best to stay calm, but worry fogged my brain. "What would you say the Wanderer's message is?"

      The candle sputtered. Queenie watched it as though it was talking to her. She gulped. Just as I suspected. Nothing good. She took a deep breath and began to speak.

      "A storm is coming.” Thunder clapped, underscoring her point. "You're going to lose things that are very important to you right now. If you survive, you will become someone new."

      Upheavals, losses, death. There’d been so much over the past couple of years. I had lost almost everything there was to lose. The idea of more tragedy coming down the road, headed for me, invoked wild terror. I didn't see how I could withstand more hardship. I wiped at my face, surprised to find sweat there.

      Queenie reached across the table and squeezed my hand. "None of us relishes upheaval. But it is something each of us must endure. You must learn to believe that you will come out on the other side." She took her hand off me. "Now as for what it has to do with the Wanderer, he won't lend his help to you until you reach this point." She tapped the Death card.

      Wordlessly, Queenie packed her tarot cards back into their pouch, which she dropped in her large, quilted bag. She stood from the table. She was done.

      “I have a flight out of Austin to Mexico City late tonight. I winter in Mexico each year.” She winked at me. “If I want a quick visit with Cecil and Shelley, I'll need to hustle."

      She turned and hurried out of my tent. I clambered after her. But by the time I got outside, she was already gone.

      I sent her a silent well wish. The early Samhain revelers jostled past me. They had forgotten the coming storm and were back to the business of having fun. Just the few minutes Queenie and I had been inside our tent had called forth even more in costume.

      My cell phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out. There was a text message from Tanner on the screen.

      "I waited on you a few minutes, but you must've changed your mind. See you in a few hours."

      No way. He wasn't getting off that easily. I ran through the crowd, determined to catch him before he left. Urgency drove my short legs through the pre-Samhain carnival goers, earning more than a little ire. I flashed them glares but didn’t back up my silent threat. Right now, catching Tanner mattered more.

      Just about the time my smoke-damaged lungs set up a true protest, I saw Tanner’s broad, squared shoulders going through the carnival exit.

      I followed at a dead run, no idea that tonight was the last night I’d ever work for Summervale Carnival. Or that years would go by before I passed through its gates again.
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        * * *

      

      I raced through the carnival’s parking lot, side aching, and grabbed at Tanner. He spun, face set in hard lines. His lips pressed together when he realized it was me.

      “I waited. Where were you?” Embarrassment or anger tinted his broad cheekbones.

      “I had a last minute visitor.” The few short words came out in a rushed gasp. I really needed to quit smoking.

      Rather than ask who my visitor was, Tanner turned and marched to the back of the lot where I usually parked my truck. I had no choice but to follow or be left behind. I marched along, mind churning.

      This was the first time Tanner had blown me off. It stung. I didn’t know how to take this departure from his usual kindness. Should I force a confrontation or simply try to ride it out?

      One thing was for sure. I wouldn’t say a word about Queenie. My gut said it wasn’t the right time. We needed to get this visit to his friends behind us. Save Queenie’s bad news for later.

      Tanner quickened his step, leaving me behind.

      “Wait just a damn minute.” I yelled at his back.

      Tanner stopped so fast, I walked right past him and had go back. He waited, hands on hips, lips pressed into an angry slash. “What now? We’re going to be late.”

      “Then you need to start talking.” I jammed my hands on my hips and stared into his glittering eyes. Careful, Peri Jean. This man is a tornado when he’s angry.

      Tanner narrowed his eyes, gave his head a frustrated toss. “All right. What do you want to hear?”

      Oh, no he didn’t. I wasn’t going to stand there and act reasonable while he patronized me.

      I closed the distance between us. “You’re going to tell me why you’re acting like somebody poured a shot of hot sauce up your ass, and you’re going to do it right now.”

      He let out one of those long, put-upon sighs. “Can we not? You wanted to come with me to see Dave and Neecie. Fine. You’re going.”

      I took a step away from him. My fingers found the ends of my shoulder length hair and twisted the strands. I didn’t get it.  Tanner and I lived together, shared everything. He knew everybody I knew. Why didn’t he want me to meet these people? Was he ashamed of me?

      Though I’d thought I left all those old insecurities behind, tears burned my eyes. Maybe he was ashamed of me. Tanner had lived an affluent life with his deceased wife and two daughters. Not only that, his wife, Bea, had been drop-dead gorgeous. One of those lithe, California blondes.

      These friends of his, this Dave and Neecie, might be less than impressed with short, dark-haired me. Maybe Tanner didn’t want to see their reaction to me first hand. I backed away, shaking my head.

      “You don’t want me to go. I won’t.” I swallowed back the raw tide of hurt.

      The anger left Tanner’s face. He dropped his gaze to his feet. For several seconds, his shoulders rose and fell with his breaths. When he raised his head, the harsh glare of anger was gone. His eyes had softened.

      “Come here.” He held out both hands.

      I shook my head. “It’s okay.”

      I turned to walk back to the carnival, already calculating the money I could make if I reopened my tent for the evening. The carnival was about to close, but people wait until the last minute to act on their most forbidden desires. No matter how we progressed as a society, how enlightened and accepting we got, a sèance still seemed forbidden and a little scary. The people who came to see me with only a few minutes until closing were the most interesting. I quickened my step. Tanner came after me this time, put one arm around me, and pulled me to face him.

      “You probably remember Dave was the one who gave us directions to Black Silas’s auction in China Grove.” His dusty cowboy boots, ones I’d bought him, kicked at the ground.

      I hadn’t, but I nodded for him to continue.

      “Dave and I used to do business together.” Finding and selling magical items made up the majority of Tanner’s business. “I suspect he wants to talk about that.”

      I still didn’t understand the problem. Tanner’s business was different than mine, but I helped him sometimes and shared in the profits. I shook my head and shrugged. “So? Do you not trust me?”

      He rolled his eyes. “You know that’s not it.”

      “Then what is? I’m trying to understand why you’re doing everything you can to keep me from meeting your friends.” My voice rose with each word. “But all I’m coming up with is that you’re embarrassed of me or don’t trust me.”

      I glared at him, cheeks blazing with the admission of my worst fears, and waited for him to tell me how wrong I was. The seconds stretched out.

      Tanner nibbled at the corner of his lip. “It’s neither of those things. Dave and Neecie are from a different world than all this.”

      He swept a hand at the noisy carnival behind us. I turned to look at it, trying to see whatever Tanner saw. Garish lights. Smells of artery-clogging fried food. Throngs of people out for a night of low-brow fun. I faced Tanner.

      “You’re right. I don’t belong with Dave and Neecie.” I spun on my heel and started walking back toward the carnival again.

      Tanner didn’t come get me this time. I tightened my body against frustrated tears. The rumble of my truck’s engine came from behind me. Tanner would drive past me in a few seconds. I could give him the finger. That might ensure he’d stay away for the night.

      With some men, the fights only made the sex hotter. Fighting with Tanner hurt. It made me sad. Then I’d want to apologize. And Tanner didn’t deserve an apology right now. He’d shown his ass for no good reason. The truck pulled up next to me. The window whirred down.

      “Please get in.” Tanner leaned across the seat, face tight with impatience.

      I considered running off like a pissy teenager, making Tanner chase after me. It seemed stupid even in my imagination. A good hint it was a dumb idea. I stopped in my tracks and crossed my arms under my boobs.

      “You don’t want to show up fighting with your girlfriend. Especially not a girlfriend who’s beneath your friends.” I took off walking again, hunched over my crossed arms.

      He gunned the truck and caught up with me again. “Look at me.” He swallowed hard. “I’m sorry, okay? Please just get in. I promise I’ll do my best to explain.”

      I blew out a hard breath. Tanner meant the world to me. Easily the most stable guy I’d ever been with, he was usually the one comforting me and making sure everything was the way I needed. Maybe he needed a turn acting crazy and unreasonable. This was, after all, a glimpse at a life that got violently ripped away from him—not one he chose to leave. He deserved a chance to explain himself. I got inside the truck.

      “Don’t drive too fast.” I buckled my seat belt.

      Tanner raced the truck through the sand parking lot. People walking to their cars hopped out of the way, some of them yelling, others giving us the naughty finger. Tanner turned to me and grinned.

      “Slow down,” I yelled and gripped the oh-shit bar a little harder.

      Tanner got us out to the road without running anybody down and sped toward downtown Austin, about a half hour’s drive away. We rode in silence for half the drive, and then Tanner reached out and took my hand.

      “In no way do I think Dave and Neecie are better than you.” He gave me a quick squeeze and let go to grip the wheel with both hands as he made a dangerous pass.

      “Then why do you want me to stay away?” I huddled into my seat. How was it I’d come so far, accomplished so much, and something like this could turn me into an insecure mess in a matter of seconds?

      Tanner stared at the traffic for so long, I nudged him. He turned and gave me a smile, a real one. “I’m thinking of the right way to say it.”

      I contemplated the darkness. Those three Tarot cards came back, their images floating against the night sky. Upheaval. Betrayal. Death. Thunder shook the sky.

      Tanner angled his head to stare at the sky through the windshield, almost rear-ending a car in front of us. “I didn’t think the forecast called for storms.”

      “The weather is changing. Lots of times that means thunderstorms.” The thunder cracked again, and a bolt of lightning lit the sky. The Tower Tarot card flashed behind my eyes. Whatever changes will be forever, the voice sounded like me, only older and more sure of herself. I turned my head to face Tanner. “You’ve stalled long enough. Say your piece.”

      He wouldn’t look at me. “Appearances are very important to Dave and Neecie. They go to a great deal of effort to be trendy and hip. It’s a lifestyle for them.”

      I nodded and waited for the rest.

      Tanner took his hand off the wheel and gripped my hand again. “But you’re just you. Profane. Wickedly funny. Sexy as hell. And you make no bones about it. That’s what I love about you.”

      “And you know Dave and Neecie won’t like me.” This was something I understood. Nobody in the world likes being told something, or someone, they love is less than wonderful.

      “It’s not that they won’t like you. It’s that you’ll be so different from anybody they know that they’ll be analyzing you, trying to figure out what makes you tick.” The dashboard lights shone green on his face. “I didn’t want to subject you to it.”

      Some emotion flashed across his face, and he turned away as though watching the traffic. I nodded slowly. Not every word of that was true. But I’d have to let things ride for now. Whatever the truth was, we couldn’t show up to Dave and Neecie’s hotel arguing. They’d pick up on any tension between us. I didn’t want them knowing our business.

      “I’m sorry for pushing my way in to the visit.” I wasn’t really, but an apology would smooth things.

      Tanner took his attention off traffic to smile at me. We flew toward the car in front of us. Silently, I pointed. He snapped his gaze back on the road and swerved around them. They rewarded his ace driving skills with a shrill horn honk.

      Once we were speeding down the fast lane again, Tanner spoke. “There’s something else I need to tell you about Dave. Bea was his first cousin.”

      I cringed. Not only had Dave known Tanner’s first wife, he’d been family. There was no way he wouldn’t be offended to see Tanner moving on.

      Tanner continued, oblivious to my growing unease. “Bea and Neecie grew up next door to each other, but Neecie went to private school instead of to public schools with the rest of us. Bea introduced Neecie to Dave. They’ve been together ever since.”

      I leaned my head back against the headrest and forced myself not to groan. Neecie would hate me just on principal. She’d see me as an intruder moving in on her best friend’s husband.

      “Don’t worry. Dave and Neecie will love you,” Tanner said. “When they called tonight to make sure we were still on, they specifically asked if I was dating again.” He smiled.

      Dave and Neecie weren’t going to love me. Not a chance. They’d size up and catalogue every way I fell short. Maybe tell Tanner what they’d figured out. I kept my lips zipped.

      “We’re five minutes early,” Tanner crowed.

      Great. Five extra minutes to hang out with Dave and Neecie. I could barely contain my excitement.
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      The made-to-look retro neon sign read Starlight Hotel. It didn’t quite match the wall of shrubs grown to hide the property from the street. Tanner parked my big truck curbside between a restored Volkswagen Karman Gia and a shiny new Toyota Prius.

      Tanner shut off the truck and got out, but I hung back. Staring into the vanity mirror, I smeared on some lipstick Hannah had given me. My eyeliner had migrated over the course of the evening. I used a tissue to wipe it away and redid it.

      Tanner opened my door. “Stop. You look great.”

      I did stop, but not because I looked great. I stopped because I didn’t think it mattered. Tanner’s friends were going to think whatever they thought of me.

      Tanner led me to an entrance almost hidden in the shrubs. An iron gate barred our way. Tanner punched a few numbers into the keypad next to it. A lock clicked, and we passed onto Starlight Hotel property.

      The well-lit grounds looked like a movie set. We walked along bright white sidewalks, past several buildings.

      “Dave was right.” Tanner led me toward one of the buildings. “It’s hard to believe you’re in the middle of Austin.”

      I agreed. The sounds of the bustling city seemed distant. This place felt private, almost isolated. None of this looked like any hotel I’d ever seen.

      “Are you sure this is a hotel? Nobody’s going to call the cops on us for trespassing?” I asked as we passed under the outstretched limbs of a huge oak.

      “It’s a hotel, all right. The kind Dave and Neecie enjoy. It’s called a boutique hotel.” Tanner pulled me close to him and brushed his lips against my cheek. “There’s probably fewer than fifteen rooms to rent, and the nightly rate likely runs around one thousand per night. Maybe five hundred for the cheap rooms.”

      The numbers rocked me. I had a little nest egg from finding the Mace Treasure a year earlier, but I never touched it. It was earmarked for a home someday. A home I hoped to share with Tanner. Tonight made me wonder if we wanted the same things.

      Thunder clapped behind us, and lightning briefly lit the sky. We both jumped and then laughed. Tanner took my hand, and I gave him an affectionate squeeze. But the lightning bolt in the Tower Tarot card loomed large in my mind. Nervous acid ate away at my stomach. I wished for a cigarette but didn’t quite dare fire one up at such a fancy place.

      We passed a long, narrow swimming pool. A neon sign had been placed behind it. One word reflected in the water. Vibe. What did that mean? I glanced at Tanner and wrinkled my nose.

      “It’s a lap pool. For exercise.” Then he realized I meant the sign. “It doesn’t mean anything. It doesn’t have to. It’s hip and unique.”

      I didn’t get it but said nothing. What kind of people had enough money to pay a thousand dollars for one night in a hotel? Tanner had once treated me to a weekend trip at a nice hotel here in Austin, but this place made it look like a rooms-by-the-hour establishment.

      Tanner steered me up the steps of an old, whitewashed bungalow. We crossed the porch.

      Tanner tapped on the door. “Dave? It’s Tanner.”

      The door swung open. A man with a big, bushy beard and short hair dashed out, holding open his arms. “Tanner!”

      The two men embraced, laughing, clapping each other on the back.

      I took a few steps back, chest tight and tense, a tangle of negativity crowding my thoughts. The man I guessed to be Dave had tattoos running down both arms. He even had one visible on his neck. The rolled up cuffs of his jeans brushed lace up work boots so worn out they looked ready for the garbage.

      Maybe feeling me studying him, he turned to me, smiling, one hand held out. “I’m Dave Stewart. And you are?”

      Tanner took a quick step forward. “This is my friend, Peri Jean Mace. The one I was telling you about.”

      Dave looked confused for a second but covered it well. He grabbed my hand, and pumped it. “Of course, of course.”

      A squeal came from inside the room, followed by the slap of bare feet on a hard floor. “Oh my god, it’s Tanner.”

      The door slammed open, and a thin woman, also wearing rolled up blue jeans, these with rips in them, jumped at Tanner. He caught her and swung her around. She smacked a kiss on  his cheek. Tanner, laughing, set her on the porch. She’d left a smear of her very red lipstick on his cheek.

      The squealer turned to me and raised her carefully shaped eyebrows. “I’m Neecie. Did I hear Dave call you Peri Jean?”

      I nodded, wishing I could be anywhere else on the planet. Neecie pulled me into a soft hug. I tried not to stiffen and pull away. Strangers don’t need to hug me.

      She let go of me and headed back inside, motioning over her shoulder. “You have to see our fabulous room.”

      I followed them all inside, praying I got through this without doing the wrong thing. My chances were about as good as a pig’s in a slaughterhouse.

      Dave and Neecie’s one thousand dollar room looked like somebody’s grandmother’s house that had been redecorated by painting all the antiques garish colors and putting some faux fur rugs on the hardwood floors. I smiled and nodded as Neecie showed us all the retro touches, ending with the bed.

      “It’s the softest bed I’ve ever slept in.” She sat down on it and curled her fingers in the bedspread. Neecie wasn’t just thin. She had that delicate, fine bone structure that looked like she’d break if handled roughly. “The guy at the front desk said these beds come from Japan.” She said the last few words in a whisper and raising those perfect eyebrows again.

      I worked to keep the shock off my face, to act as though I saw beds from Japan every day. Neecie puzzled me. Like Dave’s boots, her clothes looked like cast offs. Worn out, frayed blue jeans with holes in the knees. A tunic-style blouse made out of an old flannel shirt and a what looked like a cast off bed sheet. But the ring on the third finger hinted at the kind of affluence I couldn’t imagine. So did this room, even with the brash colors.

      “So Peri Jean, are you from Austin?” Neecie leaned back on the bed, eyes bright with interest.

      “I’m from East Texas. Little town out in the middle of nowhere.” I stared at Neecie’s fair skinned arms and graceful wrists and glanced at my own hands. Scars across the knuckles from fights. Veins prominent on the backs.

      Dave and Tanner joined us at the bed. Dave sat down next to Neecie, tattooed arm brushing her unadorned one. The two of them stared at me so intently I began to squirm.

      He asked, “Where is this little town in relation to where we are now?”

      “About five hours north and east of here.” I began to sweat under the heat of their assessment.

      “It’s about three hundred fifty miles,” Tanner sat on the bed next to Dave. “It’s the kind of place you expect to hear banjos and worry that the locals might eat you for lunch.”

      They all laughed. This was a different Tanner than the one who’d gone to Gaslight City with me one month earlier to watch my uncle Jesse marry Rainey Bruce, one of my oldest and dearest friends. That Tanner had made quick friends with my uncle and remarked on how quaint my hometown was. Which Tanner was the real one?

      Tanner, Dave, and Neecie exchanged knowing glances. For one wild second, I thought they were going to invite me to have some kinky sex with them.

      Instead Dave said, “Does anybody want coffee? Or I’ve got beer. Local craft brew.”

      I had been up since dawn, and the coffee sounded good. I opened my mouth to accept, but Tanner shook his head.

      I followed his lead. “No thanks.”

      Dave ran a hand through his hair, which I noticed looked unwashed. So did Neecie’s for that matter. But when Neecie had hugged me, I hadn’t smelled dirty hair. She’d smelled soapy and sweet. Did Dave and Neecie use a styling product to make their hair look greasy? I bit my lip to keep from smiling.

      “But we bought a Chemex, just to use during our visit,” Dave said. “There’s this new brewing method that allows you to get all the floral notes. It produces a super fragrant cup.”

      “It really is good,” Neecie said, still kneading the bedspread like a cat.

      Tanner shook his head again. “Last time you made me a cup of coffee, it took you an hour. I’d rather hear about this offer you have for me.”

      I stared at Tanner. He knew all along Dave wanted to talk business. No maybe or might about it. How many more half-truths would I catch him in? He caught me watching him and flushed but didn’t drop his eyes.

      “Fair enough.” Dave pointed at the cigarette pack visible in the breast pocket of Tanner’s button down shirt. “How about going outside for one?”

      Though we’d just gotten inside, we all trooped back outside. Dave began the process of rolling a cigarette. He caught me watching, winked, and offered the cigarette to me. I shook my head, pulled out my store-boughts, and lit one.

      Dave popped his cigarette in his mouth and lit it. I sniffed for the skunky odor of marijuana but only detected tobacco. Dave rolled his own plain tobacco cigarettes?

      Dave spoke without taking the cigarette out of the corner of his mouth, making it bounce up and down with each word. “So I told you about the little bungalow we bought in Silver Lake, right?”

      Neecie turned to me before Tanner could answer. “That’s the Silver Lake area, in L.A.”

      “You mean Los Angeles?” I said it like a hick on purpose. “In California?”

      Neecie nodded, her sharp features creased into an ecstatic smile.

      Tanner’s mouth twitched at my show. “That the one you sent pictures of?”

      “The same.” Dave got out his phone, tapped a few buttons, and passed it to me before continuing to talk to Tanner. “I told you it’s only a thousand square feet. We decided to turn one of the closets into extra space. When I knocked out the wall, I found this tiny, hidden room.”

      I’d been flipping through the pictures while Dave talked, but now I stopped. Secret rooms almost always had unsavory things attached to them. Were Dave and Neecie here to recruit Tanner and me to run a ghost out of their cute little house? I halfway wanted to see California. But I wasn’t so sure about taking Tanner back there. He might have a full-on regression into mourning his wife and children.

      Thunder shook the world. Just beneath its rumbling, I picked up other sounds. Men shouting. Dogs barking. Hoofbeats pounding. And underneath that, blatting engines. A memory flitted at the edge of my mind but passed before I could latch on.

      I glanced at Dave, Neecie, and Tanner. They hadn’t heard anything past the thunder. They were still talking about whatever Dave found in the house. And I had missed whatever it was.

      Tanner rubbed his chin, hand rasping over the short stubble he kept just the right length with a beard trimmer. “You say it’s a witch’s altar?”

      “Or something,” Dave nodded. “I saw it, felt that crackle come off it, and I told Neecie ‘There’s one guy in the world who could tell us what this stuff is and if it’s worth anything.’”

      “And help us find buyers if it is,” Neecie chimed in.

      Tanner shrugged. “You know the same buyers I do.”

      Dave did this thing where he shrugged and wagged his head back and forth. When he spoke, it was in a whiney, wheedling voice. “But without you there to tell me how powerful this altar is or isn’t and how valuable it is or isn’t, how can I get top dollar?”

      “You must fly back with us.” Neecie’s gaze flicked to me. Guilt passed over her face like a cloud over the sun on a windy day. She dismissed me and focused on Tanner. “We’re looking at a commercial space right near the house. Selling these items could really give us the financial push we need to get into it.”

      Tanner nodded. “I understand that and want to help you, but…”

      A heavy heat settled in my stomach, mingling with the shock already filling it. Tanner had come here knowing Dave and Neecie had a proposition for him. That meant he was willing to entertain whatever they had to say. I knew this as sure as I knew to watch for snakes in tall grass. My mind struggled to catch up, but it felt as graceful as running through mud.

      Tanner glanced at me out of the corner of one eye and hung his head.

      Dave and Neecie, skillfully ignoring me, doubled down on him. They showed him pictures from their phones, pictures of L.A., the city where Tanner grew up and spent most of his adult life. He smiled and exclaimed over places he’d loved. His words didn’t upset me. The light behind his jewel colored eyes did. In the months I’d known Tanner, I’d never seen him glow like this.

      Then Dave delivered the deathblow. “I ran into Nichole. You ought to see the kids. They’re getting so big. They asked about their Uncle Tanner. Nichole asked about you too.”

      Tanner stiffened. Nichole was his sister. They had some bad blood between them, something Tanner wouldn’t talk about other than to admit he owed Nichole an apology over the way he’d acted following Bea’s death.

      Neecie put a hand on Tanner’s arm, caught my glare, and dropped it. “Come to L.A. See your sister and your nieces and nephew. Visit with all your old friends. Maybe stay.”

      “Even if you don’t stay, we could really use your help selling this altar, or whatever it is.” Dave kept his gaze carefully off me.

      How could these people stand right here in front of me and try to talk Tanner into abandoning me? And not even invite me to come with him? The nerve of it made me see red.

      I forced myself to back up. Tanner had no commitment to me. He’d said he loved me. But people fell in and out of love all the time. I knew that as well as anybody. I curled in on myself and stood staring out at the night, smoking cigarette after cigarette until Tanner said we needed to get back to the RV park where my family was camped.

      “You live in an RV?” Neecie nearly screamed.

      “Yep. But I own it free and clear.” I stepped toward Dave and Neecie, enjoying the way their eyes widened, and held out my hand. “Nice meeting you folks.”

      Tanner played grabby hands all the way back out to my truck. I didn’t respond the way I usually did. Normally we’d have ended up doing something raunchy right there in my truck. Not tonight. I climbed behind the wheel before Tanner could and held out my hand for the keys.

      He handed them over with a sigh. “You drive like an old woman.”

      I ignored the barb. “Are you going back to California with them?”

      He went around to the passenger side of the truck and climbed inside. Any other time, he'd have wanted to go twelve rounds over me driving. That alone told me how bad this was.

      Part of me wanted to force Tanner to answer right then. Get the unpleasantness over with. But I tamped down the impulse, started the truck, and drove us back to the little town outside Austin where my family camped in a remote, nearly deserted RV park. This discussion was better had when I wasn't behind the wheel of a huge truck. Tanner must have felt the same way. The entire half hour drive, he said nothing.

      As we turned into the RV park and drove past the darkened RVs where friends and family slept, Tanner said, “I think I want to fly to California with Dave and Neecie.”

      My entire body tensed. I pushed my lips together and locked my jaw. If I opened my mouth, I’d start screaming and not be able to stop.

      Tanner put one hand on my arm. “Look at me.”

      I did, tears gathering in my eyes.

      “When Bea got pregnant, neither of our families wanted us to have the baby. We were too young, too irresponsible. Even our friends said we were crazy. I mean, we were kids in high school.” Tanner gave my arm a light squeeze. “But not Dave and Neecie. They stuck with us. They babysat. In those early years, they helped us stay afloat.”

      “You owe them,” I muttered. It made sense. Tanner was the most decent, kind man I knew. Of course, he wouldn’t abandon his friends.

      “And I need to set things right with Nichole. If she’s willing to speak to me again, I’ve got to do this.” Tanner leaned close. “Please understand. And know that I am coming back.”

      I swallowed the urge to cry, shut off the truck, and floated into my RV, barely aware of my movements as I unlocked the door. Tanner followed, head hung. I turned on the lights, wincing at their glare.

      I spoke for the first time. “Let’s get you packed then. Text them and let them know you’ll be there in a couple of hours."

      His mouth dropped open.

      I turned my back on Tanner, sorrow poisoning my emotions, and went to find his duffel bag.
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      I stood in the doorway of the tiny closet in my RV’s bathroom, pretending to assess what belonged to Tanner. But, really, I was fighting to control my bleeding emotions.

      Shock radiated through me in dizzying waves. I couldn’t believe I didn’t see this coming. But Tanner had never let on he was unhappy. Not even a little bit. So how could I have known?

      I grabbed Tanner’s leather jacket, one of the few things he had from his old life before we met, took it off the hanger, and started to put it in the duffel bag at my feet. My arm stopped midway and just hung there, trembling. I raised the jacket to my face and inhaled deeply.

      Tanner’s musky, earthy smell. It had come to mean home, happiness, and safety. I took another deep breath. Tonight would be the first night in a long time that I’d sleep without this smell wreathing me, without the weight of Tanner’s leg across my body.

      My lips trembled. I swiped an impatient hand over them. I would not let Tanner see me cry. Nor would I run around pulling a big, ugly fit. Adults didn’t do that. Okay. Maybe some did. But this one didn’t. Not anymore. I was better than that.

      Tanner and I had had good times. Better than good. If he wanted to go now, he had his reasons. I had to accept them and move on.

      “We’re not over. I’m no further away than a phone call. I’ll be back soon as this stuff sells.” Tanner’s voice came from behind me.

      I sucked in a harsh gasp and let out a little scream. The jacket fell around my feet. I picked it up, folded it, and stuffed it in the duffel bag.

      “Did you hear me?” Tanner touched my shoulder. “Call me if you need me. I’ll be back before you know it.”

      I doubted it. Rather than argue, I began pulling his shirts off hangers, folding them, and packing them.

      “Get a sack for your shoes,” I said without turning around. “You don’t want them getting your clothes dirty.”

      Tanner’s light footsteps retreated. A rustling sound came from a few feet away. He reached around me and held the sack in front of me. I shoved his sneakers and his flip flops into it and passed it back.

      “Would you just talk to me?” He stood behind me for several long minutes, waiting.

      Finally I managed to choke out, “I can’t.”

      He walked away. A few seconds later, the closet next to the bed opened, and the sounds of his rustling around for his things came.

      I grabbed a plastic bag and loaded up his toiletries, resisting the impulse to stick his toothbrush in my butt before I packed it.

      We had Tanner’s things packed within the hour. That was the nice part about living in an RV. There wasn’t room to store much. Tanner made one last circuit, making sure he’d left nothing.

      I already had my truck keys in my hand, bouncing them. “Do you want me to drive you back to Dave and Neecie’s hotel?”

      He glanced at the bed and tried to smile. “I thought we could…”

      “Absolutely not.” I had never been less in the mood in my life. Well, maybe a few times.

      Tanner’s face fell, but he gave a sad nod of acknowledgment. We loaded the truck in silence. Hannah was right next door, and I didn’t want her to come out to find out what was happening. I’d have to explain the whole thing to her soon enough. Right now, I just wanted to take Tanner wherever he wanted and call it done.

      The thunder continued to rumble. For the second time, I thought I heard men’s shouts, the whinnies of horses, and dogs barking behind it. And that weird sound of engines racing. That memory fluttered again at the edge of my consciousness. Again, it faded before I could assess it.

      Lightning cracked, bringing back the brightness of daylight for an instant. My imagination gave the clouds strange shapes. Almost human.

      The radio played to Tanner’s and my silence as we drove. The moonless night, still except for the claps of thunder and flashes of lightning, was so dark that the reflection of my headlights on the road’s yellow stripes was all we had to light our way.

      “I’m coming back,” Tanner repeated.

      “You’ve said that.” I lit a cigarette and kept my eyes on the road.

      “But you don’t believe me.” His voice rose with indignation.

      “Would you believe me?” I stole a glance at him, at the dashboard lights glowing on his face. An ache grew in my chest. I swallowed hard against the rising tide of emotion.

      “No. Probably not,” he mumbled. “Things have moved so fast between us. That was okay when I was eighteen with a pregnant girlfriend. But now I’m pushing forty. A little perspective won't hurt either of us.”

      His words stabbed at my deepest insecurities, woke them up, and made them start talking. Why does he need perspective? I thought we were happy. I shut down the thoughts, cleanly pushed them out of my mind. There’d be plenty of time for recriminations later. Right now, I wanted to get this man out of my truck, out of my life, so I could have a tantrum in private.

      The curbside in front of the Starlight Hotel was full, so I had to drive around looking for a spot. Tanner, maybe seeing the end coming, started talking.

      “You’re thinking I don’t love you, but I do. Hey, look at me.” He tapped me, but I wouldn’t look at him. Because then he’d see the hurt on my face. My pride couldn’t have that.

      Eyes forward, I whipped into a parking place. We were blocks from the hotel now, and it would be a helluva walk toting Tanner’s worldly belongings. Plenty of time to nag at each other and cause more hurt. Might as well speak my mind before things went any further. I took a deep breath and faced him.

      “If you love me so much, why are you doing this?” I gestured at the backseat, full of his stuff.

      He dropped his head and spoke to his lap. “I’m scared.”

      Again, the images of those Tarot cards popped into my memory. The Tower. Death. Ten of Swords. Was Tanner cutting ties and running off the big upheaval predicted in the cards? It made a sick, ironic kind of sense.

      He turned to me, eyes bright and wet. “I know I’m hurting you, and I’m so sorry. But I need some time to digest all this.”

      There was no way to answer. I pulled the keys from the ignition, got out, and began unloading Tanner’s stuff.

      Two dark figures hurried down the sidewalk toward us. As they neared, their faces became clear in the glow of the streetlights. Dave and Neecie.

      I threw my head back and stared at the murky sky. Could things possibly get any worse? Having this final scene with Tanner in front of them was worse than crapping my pants in public.

      “We saw you two drive by.” Dave had that asinine smile pasted on his face again.

      Neecie hurried around Dave and came straight toward me, a fresh coat of that bright red lipstick on her lips. She put her arms out. I took a quick step backward and shook my head.

      I might have to tolerate this scene in a grownup way, but I would not let her humiliate me. Neecie stopped her approach and stared, curiosity evident in her wide eyes and posture.

      “Okay, then.” She withdrew. “This caught you off-guard. You’re hurting. I get that.”

      Rather than acknowledge her half-assed sympathy, I pulled Tanner’s things out of the truck and set them on the sidewalk. He only had two duffel bags of clothes and toiletries. The rest was his stock of arcane and magical items, the stuff he sold at the carnival.

      Staring at the pitiful evidence of Tanner’s life sitting there on the sidewalk, my throat tightened again. I glanced up to catch Dave watching me, smile gone, lips pulled down.

      My fist curled. Furious words, ones I could yell at him, formed in my mind and pushed their way to my lips. Let it go, Peri Jean. It’s not his fault. Tanner is choosing this. I let my fist relax as a sob built in my chest.

      Dave was probably just as uncomfortable as I was. Here he was thrust into the middle of my tense situation. Neecie too. She’d done nothing to me. Not really. Despite how different they were from me, their love for Tanner was obvious. They needed him right now and wanted him with them. And they thought he was better off back in LA.

      Tanner’s decision to go didn’t match his seemingly genuine sadness over leaving or his promises to come back. But Tanner had a good heart. He didn’t like hurting people, and he wasn’t doing this to hurt me. He wanted perspective. Away from me. My chest began to throb in earnest.

      “Need help carrying this stuff to your room?” I spoke to nobody in particular.

      Dave rushed forward and grabbed both duffle bags. “Not at all. We’ve got it.” He elbowed Neecie. “Come on. Grab that box, and let’s let them say their goodbyes.”

      Never taking her eyes off the silent drama of Tanner and me, Neecie grabbed one of the boxes of items for sale and followed Dave back down the sidewalk. At the corner, she turned for one last glance at me. Nosy little mouse turd.

      Once they were out of sight, I moved toward Tanner. I’d touched him many times over the past months. But tonight I hesitated. He moved forward and put his arms around me. Our bodies folded together, my head on his shoulder.

      I raised my head and untangled my arms from his. Using one finger I brushed his hair out of his face and locked eyes with him. “I love you and wish you all the luck in the world.”

      “I’m coming back,” he whispered, voice quivering.

      I let him go, climbed into my truck, and started the engine. Tanner grabbed the last box and walked down the sidewalk, head hung low, tangle of long hair hiding his face.

      Once he turned the corner, I pulled out of the parking space headed back the way I came. My route back home took me past the hotel’s entrance. I got there just in time to see Neecie holding open the little iron gate for Tanner to pass through.

      She fixed her lips back into a sad pout and waved to me. I showed her my middle finger, gunned the motor, and sped away.
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        * * *

      

      Thunder crashed and lightning bolted through the night sky all the way back. The storm would bring the first cool, autumn weather to central Texas. Wash away the dismal dog-breath humid summer. Make way for a new season.

      But a storm like that created dangers. Out here in central Texas, roads flooded easily. I could get washed away. Lost on a raging river. Maybe forever.

      My mind tripped back to Queenie’s Tarot reading. Did the Tower represent Tanner’s leaving? Or was it the Ten of Swords? It wasn’t Death. I had a feeling I hadn’t yet hit bottom.

      Every camper in the RV park was quiet and dark when I returned. Good. At least I didn’t have to tell anybody about Tanner yet. After Neecie’s little show, I couldn't endure any more sympathy for a few hours. No matter how well meant.

      I crept into my RV, stripped down, and took a fast shower. The RV’s hot water heater provided approximately five minutes of hot water. It wasn’t nearly enough to wash away the hurt of Tanner’s blow-off. But I doubted anything was.

      Body clean, I crawled into my pajamas. I hadn’t used them since Tanner came into my life. That brought a little smile, and I slid between the sheets with it still on my lips.

      But I couldn’t sleep. The pillows smelled like Tanner’s hair, and the sheets smelled like sex. I got up and made up the table into a bed. Because my bedspread smelled like Tanner, I got a flimsy lap blanket out of the closet and used that for cover. I fell into a fitful sleep where Tanner’s voice endlessly promised, “I’m coming back.”

      Three raps on the door broke my thin rest. I jolted awake to hazy, gray light streaming through the windows. Looked like the day was going to match my mood.

      Hannah yelled, “Get the hell up and let me in.” She banged on the door three more times.

      I climbed out of my makeshift bed and opened the door. Hannah stood there holding two cups of coffee and a doughnut box.

      “Breakup food,” she muttered and shoved her way in. When she saw where I’d slept, she grunted and began stripping the sheets off my bed. “Got any more?”

      I shook my head. It was easier to wash them than store a second set.

      “Where’s your quarters?” She gathered the sheets and bedspread in her arms.

      I got my sandwich bag of change and followed her outside. We walked up the little lane of RVs to the overpriced laundromat, empty at this hour. We got the bedding started washing and walked back to my RV.

      “How’d you know?” I glanced at Hannah.

      “You know I don’t sleep well. I saw the two of you loading up the truck, then leaving. When only one of you came back…” She shrugged. There wasn’t any need to say more.

      I drank the coffee she’d brought and munched on doughnuts. Hannah had bought the custard filled ones.

      Tanner’s voice kept echoing in my head, “Call me if you need me. I’m coming back.” But he wasn’t coming back, and he didn’t want me to call him.

      “What happened?” Hannah made a pained face.

      “I don’t know.” I told her about the visit with Dave and Neecie.

      Hannah rolled her eyes at my description. “Oh dear. Hipsters?”

      Not completely sure what the term meant, I described what I’d seen, especially Neecie’s puzzling worn out clothes but their obvious wealth.

      Hannah pealed laughter at that. “That one outfit probably cost more than every garment you’ve got put together.”

      I shrugged, still puzzled over the weird outfit. “Hipsters or not hipsters, they had a business offer for Tanner. And he knew they were going to present it. Never said a word to me. What’s more, they didn’t seem to know about me at all.”

      Hannah nodded slowly. “I guess I’m not all that surprised.”

      I put down my coffee and glared at her across the table. What the hell did she mean by that?

      She bit into another cream-filled doughnut. “For what it’s worth, I also wasn’t surprised Leon Blackfox had a wife in South Dakota.” She sipped her coffee. “We get back what we put out.”

      Oh, goodie. Self-help gems from Hannah. Just what I needed.

      She put down her doughnut. “Hear me out before you start rolling your eyes.”

      “I didn’t roll my eyes.” I ate my doughnut with feigned calmness.

      “But you wanted to.” Hannah raised her eyebrows and settled her gaze on me. It made her look about a decade older and ten times tougher.

      “All right, I’m listening.” I said with as much open-mindedness as I could fake.

      “I met Leon when I didn’t want to trust any man. He saw that vulnerability and put on a big show of being this protector of women.” Her lip quirked down on one side. “But in the end, he was just hanging out with a broken woman while his wife took care of their kids in South Dakota.”

      “He has kids too?” I curled my lip.

      “Of course. The wife called me. Told me the whole story.” Hannah stared at me across the table, letting the horror of it sink in.

      We sat quietly for several seconds. Then she burst out laughing. I did too. We laughed until my ribs hurt, and Hannah’s face was so red I worried she wasn’t getting enough oxygen. Hannah stopped laughing first. Picked up her custard-filled doughnut and took a big bite. She smacked while she ate it and swallowed it with gusto.

      “That phone call flipped on a light bulb for me. I survived Michael Gage…” She trailed off, eyes moving back and forth, maybe searching for words to describe what happened to her. She snapped out of it and settled brimming eyes on me. “I survived that. Now I have this-this second chance. It’s either make the most of it or waste it slouching around like something pitiful.”

      Her words hit me hard. I’d survived things too. Nothing so terrible as what Hannah went through with Michael Gage. But I had survived. Losing Tanner was small in life’s grand design.

      But just thinking his name unleashed a tide of hurt. His laugh. The rough purr of his voice, telling me the stories of his life. All the hours we spent riding in my truck. It had seemed so good. Until he left. Hannah picked up another doughnut, contemplated it, and set it back in the box. She studied me.

      “You’re thinking about Tanner now, wondering what happened.” She didn’t phrase it as a question, so I didn’t bother to answer. “Want me to tell you?”

      I thought about it. Did I want Hannah giving me the self-help digest version of what was wrong with my personality? Honestly? No. I opened my mouth to tell her.

      But she rushed to speak before I could. “You don’t love yourself. You’ve come a long way since we started being friends again, but you don’t love yourself.”

      I held out one hand. “Check, please. You’re a shitty shrink.”

      She slapped it away. “Don’t make fun of me. I’m telling you the truth.”

      We faced off across the table. A couple of years ago, when Hannah first came back into my life, I could stare her down. Not now. She carried her share of bad miles.

      “Loving a woman who doesn’t love herself is a tall order for any man. It’s a lot of pressure.” She leaned back in her seat and waited.

      “Bullshit. I never ask anything of Tanner.” I leaned back in my seat, ready to battle.

      “Oh? What about when you went to get Mohawk’s book?” She watched me, something in her caramel eyes I didn’t quite recognize.

      “I left his ass here so he wouldn’t get hurt.” My voice had hardened. I still felt ashamed for the way I had treated Tanner.

      “You left him because you wanted to die alone if that’s how things went.” She pointed one finger at me, pinning me to my seat. “Then he had to come chasing after you to make sure you fought Mohawk and won. Like I said, it’s a lot of pressure.”

      Face heating, I put my elbows on the table and leaned forward. “Pressure? Give me a break.”

      She mimicked my posture. “It’s pressure because his job as your lover is chasing you around, making sure you don’t destroy yourself. That’s what people who don’t love themselves do.”

      Heat crept through my body. I opened my mouth to argue with Hannah, but she cut me off.

      “The way I know you hate yourself? When you love yourself, you believe you can withstand whatever life throws at you.” She paused for a beat. “But you don’t. You run around scared shitless of what’s going to happen next, what’s going to go wrong, even when things are great. That’s how people know you hate yourself and your life.”

      The heat spreading through my body became a flash of anger. “Bullshit. I let Tanner move in with me, even though I was afraid of exactly this.”

      She scoffed. “You did that out of fear of losing him. You’ve spent the last few months walking around like a dark cloud is about to burst over your head and piss battery acid all over you.”

      “I don’t do that.” I said in flat tone of voice.

      “Do too. And because you don’t feel confident in your ability to endure, you think it’s the end of the world every time you face a frightening challenge. It’s exhausting to other people. As long as you’re like that, it’s going to make you lose people you love.” She climbed out of the booth and walked toward the door but paused before opening it and turned back to face me. “I’m saying this because I love you down to the pit of my soul. I wouldn’t be alive right now if it weren’t for you. You’ve got more heart and more fight than anybody I know. And I want you to find a way to see how great you are.” She slipped outside before I could answer.

      I sat with my face flaming, tears brimming my eyes. Hannah was wrong. She had to be. Because the person she described sounded pathetic. She couldn’t be me.
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      I sat at my table, surrounded by doughnut crumbs, and couldn’t quite work up the energy to move. Not even to wipe down the table, or to go take my sheets out of the washer and move them to the dryer.

      Had Tanner really cut and run because I was too much trouble? I prided myself on being tough, rolling with the punches. Fighting when needed. I sacrificed myself for others. Put their needs ahead of mine.

      But do you do it because you don’t like yourself very much?

      I shook off the thought before it went too deep and went to get dressed. Get busy and stay busy. That would keep the doldrums at bay.

      I wiped down the table, scrubbed the countertops, and picked up the general mess. By the time I finished, I felt pretty good. But when I dropped my pajamas on the pile of dirty clothes in the laundry basket, my forward motion took a rude kick. Crumbled in the laundry basket was one of Tanner’s T-shirts.

      We didn’t even think to check the dirty laundry. Both of us had been too shook up. Worse, the shirt was one Tanner loved. Solid black, it had the words Led Zeppelin and a winged man. I picked it up and put it to my face, inhaling his scent.

      Then Hannah’s diagnosis of all my problems ran through my head again. Had Tanner left because he was tired of taking care of me? No. He left because he’s a selfish, cowardly bastard. I slung the shirt back into the laundry basket. I’d wash it and see if my cousin, Finn, wanted it.

      From outside my RV came the sound of thumping bass. It came closer, and I could make out Spanish words. Latino rap. The music got even louder, so loud my toiletries vibrated on the counter of the bathroom sink.

      This was ridiculous. Somebody was either going to turn down the music, or I’d turn it down for them. I spun, marched to the door, and slammed it open.

      An 80s Cutlass Supreme sat in front of my RV. Dark, metallic blue and tricked out to the nines, this was a showpiece. Bass rumbled and thumped from the car.

      I’d come out ready to deliver a deluxe knuckle sandwich to the music lover, but now I wasn’t so sure. The Cutlass was parked in front of my home as though it belonged here. The music cut off.

      I flashed again on Queenie’s Tarot cards. The Tower. Death. Ten of Swords. Tanner’s leaving had already turned my life upside down. Was this another kick in the ass?

      My stomach tightened into a fiery ball. I stifled a sour burp, squared my shoulders, and went to face it head on. Before I walked three steps, the car’s door opened.

      Weak sunlight filtering through the gray clouds shone on a head of long, curly blonde hair. Tubby Tubman took one last pull on his cigarette, tossed it on the ground, and stomped on it.

      “C’mere and gimme some sugar, girl.” He held out two skinny, tattooed arms.

      Despite the fact that Tubby caused a stink everywhere he went, I considered him a good friend. I ran to him and threw my arms around his bony bod. He hugged me so tight my back made a popping sound. We let go of each other.

      “Whose car is this?” I made a face and pointed at the gaudy thing.

      “You don’t like the late birthday present I got you?” He stuck out his lower lip in a pout.

      “You’re too cheap to give me a car.” I elbowed him.

      “Good point. Feller who owed me some money settled the debt with this car.” Tubby considered. “After I cut off both his pinky fingers with a pair of bolt cutters.”

      My stomach, still raw with fear, did a slow flip-flop as I imagined two lifeless, bloody pinky fingers on someone’s floor.

      Tubby glanced around the camper. “Where’s Tanner?”

      My two favorite men had met a few times, none very successful. Tubby’s unique charm went beyond anything Tanner could appreciate. It was a relief not to have to play referee to them.

      “He went back to California.” I said it like it didn’t matter.

      Tubby, who’d known me since I could barely tie my shoes, cocked his head and frowned. “You okay?”

      I nodded. No point in analyzing Tanner’s leaving further. It brought up too many questions, ones I didn’t want to deal with right now.

      “Damn that’s an ugly car. Can’t be anybody but Tubby Tubman.” Hannah’s voice came from behind us. She hurried around me, grabbed Tubby, and hugged him. He jumped with surprise and flushed.

      “You see Rainey and Jesse lately?” I asked Tubby. Rainey wasn’t a hands-on person, but that didn’t make her any less of a friend.

      He nodded. “They’re doing good. Jesse works her front desk. She fires him pretty much every day. He comes over to the billiards hall, drinks a beer, laughs about it, and goes back.”

      My uncle was old enough to be his bride’s father. Rainey and Jesse had fallen in love while she helped him get out of prison for a murder he didn’t commit. Most of us thought their passion for each other would fizzle once Jesse was released. But the two had surprised us all by marrying several weeks ago.

      Rainey’s father, Hooty Bruce, had been less than thrilled that one of his old school chums married his daughter, but he’d taken the disappointment with his usual affable dignity. He’d cried in front of me privately and said he worried his daughter was saddling herself with a husband who’d die long before her.

      I suspected Jesse was the one man who could tolerate Rainey’s tantrums, her mean words, and her drive to be the best without feeling threatened. Rainey gave Jesse back his lost youth, made him feel less like a man who’d spent the best years of his life in prison. They’d found what they each needed.

      “What are you thinking so hard about?” Tubby poked me in the ribs, in the spot he knew was ticklish.

      I pushed his hand away. “Wondering what kind of trouble you’re in, who I’m protecting you from this time.”

      “I’m always the one who bails your sorry ass out.” But Tubby threw a glance at the car, then at Hannah. He lowered his voice. “Truth is, I got some bad news.”

      Thunder rumbled the sky.

      Hannah jumped at the sudden noise, but covered it by turning to Tubby.

      “If you pull out your wiener, Tubman, I’m going to make you sorry.” She showed him her fist.

      He giggled. “Naw. You’d like it too much. Bad news is that somebody who don’t like none of us paid me a visit last night.”

      “Who?” I shifted foot to foot. Names and faces flashed in my mind. I made a lot of people—and things—mad.

      “Corman Tolliver.” Tubby sank his teeth into his lower lip, frowning. It was as close to expressing worry as he’d get. Tubby prided himself on hiding his fear. If he was this afraid of Corman, that meant I needed to worry.

      Hannah gasped at Corman’s name. Her hands danced in the air like dying birds. She grabbed my cigarettes from me and lit one. Her hands shook so hard she had to chase the tip of her cigarette with her lighter to get it going. She took a long drag.

      “What’s that animated turd want?” She grated out words in a cloud of smoke.

      “Wade Hill. Said he’d forget about what we did if I gave up Wade.” Tubby’s blue eyes flicked back and forth, unreadable.

      Dark fear broke loose and trampled through me. No. Not this. Not now.

      Wade had helped me destroy the Six Gun Revolutionaries Motorcycle Club several months earlier. Corman had been arrested with his father after the incident but quickly released. It made sense for him to be gunning for Wade. Perfect sense.

      “What’d you tell Corman?” Anger and fear harshened my voice.

      “That I’d give him an answer today.” Tubby’s calm voice clashed with the blaze behind his eyes.

      “Why didn’t you kill him?” Hannah stared at the dirt, cigarette clipped between her first and middle finger.

      “Can’t shit where I eat right now. Got problems with Sheriff Dean Turgeau. Asshole wants to bust me. Murder rap’s a good reason.” Tubby leaned against the Cutlass and lit his own cigarette.

      “So you just disappeared?” I rubbed at my burning stomach. Corman could have followed Tubby to me. He was a sneaky bastard, just like his father.

      “He ain’t followed me. Don’t you think I have better sense than that?” Tubby’s voice raised several octaves, and he gestured at the Cutlass. Understanding soured my boiling stomach further. Tubby had used the car to escape Gaslight City under cover. Its owner had been collateral damage.

      “What do we do?” I asked him.

      “Let’s go in your camper and talk about it. I’m ’bout to starve.” Tubby’s stomach rumbled on cue.

      “Come on.” I led the way, and the other two followed. My thoughts churned.

      Wade had started his life over five hundred miles south and west from Gaslight City, not all that far from where I was camped right then. He lived with his sister and worked in a factory. He’d left his time as an outlaw behind. I’d do everything I could to make sure he got his second chance. Corman would have to be exterminated, and Tubby would help whether he wanted to or not.

      I opened the door to my little RV. Dark magic washed over me in a foul wave, bowling me back against Hannah. She caught me under the arms.

      “What the hell?” She hoisted me back to my feet.

      I couldn’t answer her. The box sitting on my table held my full attention. Even if I wasn’t one hundred percent sure the table had been empty when I walked outside, I still would have known the box was wrong. It emanated evil.

      “What’s wrong?” Tubby said from behind me.

      “Yeah, what is it?” Hannah gave me a light shove.

      I gathered my wits and stepped inside my home. The smell of rotten eggs settled over me. My stomach rebelled, and I gagged, putting my hand over my face to mask the smell.

      Tubby shoved around me. “What happened? Your toilet broke?”

      He began opening cabinets, hunting for something to eat.

      “Get away from it.” I gave his arm a hard tug.

      “What? Get away from what?” He jerked away from me, grabbed a package of chocolate sandwich cookies, and tore them open. He shoved three into his mouth at once. How could he eat with that smell?

      Hannah had backed against the counter and had her hands out in warding off motion. She stared at the box, a sick expression on her face.

      “What is it?” She stifled a gag.

      Finally. Someone else sensed the danger rolling off this thing.

      “I don’t know. It wasn’t here when I stepped outside.” A chill ran over me as the ramifications of my words hit home. While Tubby, Hannah, and I stood not ten feet from my RV’s door, someone had snuck in and left this. None of us had heard a thing.

      “Think it has something to do with Corman?” I asked Hannah.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. But that box holds death. I feel it all over me.”

      Hannah, who’d gained the talent of predicting deaths after trying to end her life, had an internal gauge for stuff like this. I’d never doubt her.

      “What do I do?” I said to nobody in particular.

      “Open the damn thing for starters.” Tubby pulled a buck knife from his back pocket and approached the table. His lips parted with a soft pop. He gave his head a slight shake and swallowed hard.

      “What?” Holding back my nausea, I approached the table. The box had an address on it written in fancy script.

      To: Peri Jean Mace, One Dumb Bitch

      From: Oscar Rivera, Lord of Babylon (AKA The Coachman)

      Panic raked stinging claws over my nerves and worked its way into my thoughts, chewing and tearing. My breath came a little faster. My mouth dried to the consistency of sandpaper.

      A deep, ugly chuckle came from the box.

      Hannah and I both gasped.

      Tubby, face set in anger, pulled the box open and stared in confusion. “This stuff mean anything to you?”

      The stench intensified, but Hannah and I leaned close. She tilted her head to one side. Her mouth opened in slow motion, and she let out a scream.

      I snatched the box away and stared at the contents. For a moment my brain froze. Then it began processing details, one by one, hysteria building at its edges.

      Inside the brown cardboard box sat another box. The cheap plastic kind used to store leftovers. The black-painted duct tape sealing it closed had been cut through and dangled in flaps.

      “The box we sealed Oscar's runes in.” Cold sweat beaded on my forehead. Fear swelled my heart until it ached. I reached for the box and flicked off the lid, even though I knew what I’d find. Sure enough, the runes were gone, all except one.

      “But that hole we threw them in was over a hundred feet deep.” Hannah yelled in my ear.

      I ignored her denial. The proof we’d screwed up sat in front of me. Oscar Rivera had his runes. Somehow, despite my best efforts, I had given them back to him. He now had a gateway to enter back into the living world.

      The mark on the one remaining rune glowed red. It pulsed like a heartbeat.

      Oscar’s voice came from all around me. “I’m coming for you.”

      A red form came up from the rune and flew at me. Hannah shrieked. Too stunned to make a sound, I scrambled backward, got tangled up with Tubby, and fell on my ass.

      Queenie’s cards had been right. First Tanner. Now this. And I still felt the same way. Overwhelmed.

      “I can’t do this again,” I sobbed at Hannah and Tubby.

      Tubby came a little closer and put one hand on my shoulder. “Baby girl, I’m lost. What is this?”

      I sat down at the table, shoved the box out of the way and cried hard. It was just too much for twenty-four hours. When I got control of myself, I used my shirt to wipe my face.

      “Go get Cecil and the rest of the family. I only want to tell it once.” I stood on shaky legs and walked to the bathroom to splash water on my face. Damned if I’d meet them all weepy-eyed.
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      An hour later, the cloudy day had already darkened to early night. All of Sanctuary gathered in the RV park’s common area.

      Sanctuary was a traveling community started by Cecil’s parents, my great-grandparents. It included people who had supernatural gifts or dealt in the occult. But it also included people who didn’t fit into regular society for one reason or another. We were cons. It would have killed Memaw to hear me say that, but it was true.

      My family, cousins and my great-uncle and his wife, sat closest to where I’d be speaking. Tubby sat with them. Someone had brought in the cardboard box and set it on the picnic table.

      Cecil, my great-uncle, stood and raised both hands. “Everybody? Let’s get started.”

      Illness had weakened his voice. Nobody heard him. Cecil had been ill the last few months. He’d become a shadow of himself, leading the group mainly from behind me.

      My cousin, Dillon, handed off her youngest child to her husband and stood on their table. She cupped her hands around her mouth and hollered, “Shuuuut Uuuuuuup.”

      That did the trick. People quit talking and turned around in their seats to face where I stood in front of the group.

      “Thank you, Dillon,” I said.

      Several people laughed.

      “We’ve called this meeting to let you know of a danger we’re now facing. Those with us last February remember our problems with a spirit called the Coachman. His real name is Oscar Rivera.” I paused and searched for recognition on their faces.

      Thunder crashed in the distance, eliciting a few gasps.

      “Not him again. Why can’t you people get rid of him?” Anita Johnson stood. She and her husband had once tried to overthrow the Gregg family to lead Sanctuary themselves. Made sense she’d start the squawking. Her husband, Kenny, stood up next to her.

      “Yeah. Y’all said you got rid of the threat back in August after that monster like to’ve got you.” Kenny crossed hairy arms over his chest and slitted his eyes at me.

      Cecil coughed into his hand and stood. He had to hold onto the back of his chair.

      “Kenny, you’re alive because of this little woman right here. You best sit your ass down and do whatever she says.” Lecture delivered, Cecil sat with a grunt of relief.

      Kenny and Anita stayed where they were.

      Tubby nudged Cecil and lifted his shirt to reveal a semi-automatic pistol. He tipped his head at Kenny and Anita, asking Cecil a silent question. Cecil raised his eyebrows at Kenny.

      Kenny paled and sat. Almost as an afterthought, he grabbed his wife’s arm and forced her to do the same. The two began a whispered argument.

      “How do you know Oscar is back?” Gus Martinez stood from the table he’d been sharing with his husband Noah Killebrew.

      I reached into the cardboard box and held up the plastic box the runes had been inside.

      “Oscar sent this to me.” I left out the part where he called me a dumb bitch. It sort of fit, much as I hated to admit it. “The magic Oscar Rivera uses to access the living plane was sealed in this box and dumped in a deep, deep hole. Somehow he managed to get hold of it. He sent the box with a message that he’s coming for me.”

      Noah stood next to Gus. “Where’s Tanner? What does he think about this?”

      The three men had become quick friends. They attended card games together. Of course Noah and Gus would want to know where Tanner was.

      “He’s gone back to California.” I stared out at the sea of curious eyes, cheeks heating.

      “What’s going to happen to us?” A dime store psychic who called himself The Mystical Johann called from the back of the commons area.

      “Nothing good,” Anita Johnson shouted.

      “Well, I’m leaving. I joined up with you people for safety. This ain’t it.” The Mystical Johann flounced out of the pavilion.

      I had expected this response. It made me miss Tanner even more. He would have soothed feelings and helped plan. I was too rattled to do anything but run for cover.

      “Leaving might be the best option,” I yelled over the din, which died down as if a switch had been flipped. When I spoke again, my voice echoed off the shelter’s concrete floors. “I suspect we’re about to be fighting for our lives.” I didn’t add that I couldn’t protect them all. My titanic pride wouldn’t let me.

      “Now wait a minute.” Cecil half stood, but the room had already begun to rumble with chairs being pushed back and people talking among themselves. They streamed from the little room.

      Cecil gripped my arm. He tugged at me until I faced him. He focused his dark eyes on mine, the old leader demanding the new hire perform, and perform well.

      “Never dismiss your army,” he hissed.

      “They’re not an army. They’re people who don’t have any stake in this.” I met his gaze, unflinching.

      He blinked twice, and I knew I’d won. Boy, I hoped I wasn’t wrong telling these people to hit the road. I took off walking. Cecil gave a disgusted grunt and followed.

      Bruise colored storm clouds covered most of the sky. The RV park’s lights flickered on and buzzed in the quiet. Cecil and I watched as more than a few Sanctuary members raced around their campers, unhooking, getting ready to cut and run. I lit a cigarette and offered Cecil one. His wife, Shelly, no longer allowed him to smoke, but this was dire. Cecil took the cigarette, lit it, and inhaled deeply. He spoke without looking at me.

      “Baby, I know Tanner left you without any warning, but you’ve got to get it together. Come on now. What’s next?” He prodded me in the ribs with one bony finger.

      I shrugged.

      “Don’t give me that shit.” His voice roughened. “Think.”

      “What’s there to think about?” I spun to face him, eyes burning. “I don’t know how Oscar’s going to attack, so there’s no way…”

      “I know one thing that would help a lot.” He stared into my eyes.

      The mantle. Of course. Just the thought of my magical core and the scar tissue spell surrounding it made my shoulders ache with unreleased tension. If I could absorb it, I’d give Oscar a fight he wouldn’t forget soon. But it wasn’t just a finger snap away.

      “You’re right, Papaw. I have to absorb the rest of the mantle. But Queenie said the Traveler won’t see me yet.”

      “Why?”

      “She did a Tarot reading. The cards I got were…” I didn’t even want to speak the names of the cards she drew. Somehow that made them seem more real.

      Cecil watched my inner battle, face creased with concern. “Go on and tell me. Can't offer you advice otherwise.”

      I collected myself and did what he said, speaking the words through tight lips. "The Tower. Ten of Swords. Death.”

      Cecil’s olive skin paled to sick yellow, and his mouth slackened. But then he seemed to catch himself. He stood up straight and arranged his face into one of firm, fatherly concern.

      “It’s not the news you were hoping for. But you’re not beat yet. What are you going to do right now?” Cecil watched a bolt of lightning streak across the sky. The flash of harsh light made him appear nothing but a skeleton. The illusion passed, and I forced my mind into brainstorming mode.

      “Oscar sent one of his runes. I might be able use the wheel of life to figure out what he’s up to.” This was the best I had.

      No wonder Cecil was annoyed with me. I should have been planning all this time instead of falling in love and playing house with Tanner.

      “How will you do that?” Cecil crossed his thin arms over his chest.

      “There’s latent magic in that rune. It was glowing earlier. If I can latch onto it, I might be able to channel it. See whatever the rune has seen.” The plan began to take shape. I’d have to ask Priscilla Herrera how to do what I wanted, but she’d help. She lived for stuff like this.

      “Not bad. Quick thinking.” Cecil gripped my shoulder. “Despite my sharp words, I’m proud of you.”

      Thunder shook the sky. Underneath the thunder came another sound. Men yelling, hoofbeats pounding, and barking dogs. That sound again. What was it?

      I turned to Cecil. “Do you hear that at all?”

      He shook his head, puzzlement wrinkling his features.

      Thunder rumbled again. I lurched toward Cecil and put my arm around him, pouring my power into his worn out body. He stiffened with it. The thunder slammed again. Then came those calls. The hoofbeats. The dogs howling. Underneath the roar of engines at high throttle.

      Cecil turned to me, eyes wide. “It’s too late. Oscar is coming right now. And he’s got an army with him.”

      I froze, not sure what to make of Cecil’s reaction.

      “Go,” he yelled. “Tell everybody to get ready.”

      I left my great-uncle, my last elder and source of comfort, standing alone in front of the roiling sky and ran for the nearest camper, which happened to belong to my cousin Finn and his wife, Dillon.

      I banged on the door. Zora, their oldest child, opened it. “Hannah’s here. She gonna put makeup on me.”

      “Good,” I scooped her up, and set her on my hip.

      “I’m a big girl now,” she yelled in my ear.

      I ignored her and barged inside. Dillon stood over the stove stirring something that looked like stew. Finn sat at the table having a very serious discussion with Hannah.

      He spoke without glancing away from Hannah’s face. “Zora, I told you to help your mother.”

      “Finlay.” I said his full name in my leader’s voice.

      He jerked and glanced at me.

      I stood over the table, feeling a little foolish issuing orders while I held a squirming little girl. “Papaw and I heard something in the storm. Shouting, voices. Dogs barking. And engines running. Papaw said Oscar’s coming and to warn everybody.” I paused, trying to figure out how to explain the last part. “Finn, he was scared.”

      Finn shoved his way out of the booth and headed out the door. “What’s the plan?”

      “I don’t know.” I followed him to Brad and Jadine’s nice new fifth wheel.

      He faced me, dark eyes flashing with fear and anger. He let out a long breath. “All right. We’ll figure it out as we go.”

      Finn spun away from me and ran the last few steps to Brad and Jadine’s. Brad answered the door smiling before Finn could knock. He must have been watching us through the window. His eagerness to fit in kept him in a high state of watchfulness. He took one look at Finn’s and my faces, and the smile dropped off his face.

      “What is it?” He spoke to me more than Finn, but Finn answered.

      “Oscar’s coming. We’ve got to fight.” My handsome cousin wiped the greasy sweat off his face.

      “What do I do?” Brad glanced between Finn and me, face tightening.

      "See Papaw standing out there?” Finn pointed to where Cecil still stood watching the storm come. “Go stand with him. Now. And leave your wife here.”

      Jadine peeked out from behind Finn. “You don’t order me, Finn Gregg. I’ll go with my husband.”

      Finn growled and marched away. I followed him, trying to hoist Zora to a more comfortable position on my hip.

      “Let me walk,” she yelled in my ear.

      I set her on the ground, grabbed her chubby hand, and pulled her along.

      “The dead people are coming,” She chanted, running along beside me.

      I stopped, and she plowed into me. I caught her before she fell.

      “What did you say?” I stared into her dark eyes, much as Cecil had done to me not so very long ago.

      “The dead men are coming. That mean man who took me from Mommy and Daddy.” Her voice wavered.

      That was true enough. Oscar was coming. But who were the dead men? Cecil had mentioned an army.

      I knelt in front of her and tried to smile. “What do you see?”

      Her mouth worked as her young mind tried to interpret the pictures in her mind. I struggled to find words she’d understand while Finn beat on doors and shouted at people to get ready, the monsters were coming.

      Dillon appeared next to me. “I’ll take her so you and Finn can do what you need to do.”

      Zora, who’d had her face screwed up as she thought hard, screamed, “I’m helping Peri Jean figure out what do to about the dead men.”

      “She says there’s dead men coming. Not just Oscar,” I told Dillon what I’d heard—the dogs barking, the horse hooves pounding. The engines. We were facing more than a singular threat.

      Dillon turned so pale her freckles stood out like black dots. She marched over, grabbed Zora, and picked her up. “Come with me, little girl.”

      “I’m a big girl,” Zora screamed. A fat tear slipped from the corner of one eye and rolled down her cheek. Her gaze found me. “And I’m helping.”

      “You can help your mother more than you can help me.” I tried to put my hands on her cheeks.

      She slapped my hands away. “You’re just trying to get rid of me because I’m too little.”

      Dillon spoke to her older child. “Zander’s with Hannah. Don’t you want to see him?”

      Zora hollered louder.

      Dillon gave her head a frustrated shake. “If all hell’s fixing to break loose, I want to be near my other kid.”

      Zora still sobbed as though her heart was about to break.

      “Why don’t we all go?” I put on a phony smile.

      The little girl made a big show of holding back her tears. She rode on her mother’s hip like a queen suffering the greatest of indignities.

      We walked toward Cecil and Shelly’s motorhome. The stuff Zora had said about the dead men coming rolled over and over in my head. There should have been something there that I could use. But this was all happening too fast.

      Shelly burst out of her motorhome. “What is this Finn’s saying? Oscar is coming now? Can’t he just stay in his grave?”

      That was when I knew. I was a spirit medium and witch. I had limited powers of necromancy. I should be able to control Oscar to an extent. A crazy plan strung itself together.

      “If I can call a circle big enough to cover us all, Oscar might not be able to get through.” Fear of failure raced through my bloodstream, making my skin tingle.

      Both Shelly and Dillon stared at me, not quite getting it yet.

      But Zora yelled, “Yeah. We keep the dead men out with witch magic.”

      Thunder boomed. Behind it came the shouts and the dogs barking. They were closer than ever.

      “I’m going into my camper to get supplies. Tell Brad I need him,” I said to nobody in particular.

      “I’ll get him.” Shelly marched off to find her son-in-law.

      Dillon, Zora, and I collected Zander and Hannah and went to my RV. We found Tubby sitting at the table eating chocolate sandwich cookies. While we’d all been running around panicking, he’d sat here and finished most of the package. I grabbed my stang and began trying to relax enough to call my magic. I wanted Tanner, needed his calm comfort and his fierce willingness to fight if that’s what it took.

      Brad pounded on the door and walked in to my camper. “We’re making a circle?”

      I held up my stang. “I need consecrated dirt. You have anything like that?”

      Without answering, Brad ran out.

      I spoke to Dillon. “Get everybody in as small of a place as possible. I’ve never tried to circle this many people.” I couldn’t admit out loud that I wasn’t sure I had the power. “All the holders of the raven tattoo will help me call the circle.”

      Dillon hurried out, Zora running behind her. Hannah still held Zander. He had both hands on her cheeks and patted them, chanting his favorite words. “Pretty girl, pretty girl, pretty girl.” She hoisted the little boy higher on her hip and followed Dillon out of my home.

      I motioned at Tubby. “Go help them.”

      With him gone, I took a long look around, scanning for anything I might need. Then I walked outside and closed the door of my little home for the last time.
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      Finn had gathered everybody who wanted the protection I offered in a grassy field next to the RV park. Cecil, face pinched with fatigue, stood surrounded by several members of our group, fielding questions. He gave me a relieved wave.

      Kenny Johnson jogged out to meet me. “What do you think you’re going to do now?”

      “Shut up, moron, and get into the circle,” I said tonelessly. He wasn’t worth wasting energy.

      Finn hurried over, “Brad’s doing some weird chakra shit over there. What am I supposed to be doing?”

      “Get everybody who’s not a carrier of the raven mark into the middle of the circle. Mash them together. The rest of us make a circle around them. We’re going to try to protect them and ourselves at the same time.” Fear tightened my chest.

      Thunder rumbled in a cannonade now, one right after the other. Lightning strobed to life a sky full of human shaped shadows. Phantom dogs barked endlessly, snarling and yipping. Behind them droned that sound of engines running. What the hell was it?

      I turned to speak to my people. “I’ve kept Oscar away from me with a circle before. All the Greggs will share power to hold the circle long enough to keep him away.”

      “What happens if it doesn’t work?” Anita Johnson yelled, wrinkled lips creased.

      I shook my head at her. If whatever Oscar was bringing down on us looked as bad as it sounded, we’d probably die.

      “Gregg family, get ready,” I yelled.

      Shelly and Cecil took a position in front of the scared group of people we were trying to protect. Dillon and Finn stood next to them, holding hands.

      They’d positioned their two children behind them and told Kenny and Anita to keep watch over them. I didn’t trust Kenny or Anita any further than I could throw them, but I trusted they knew their lives would end, and badly, if they harmed a Gregg child.

      Brad and Jadine worked their way out to the front of the group.

      “I’ve cleansed the ground as best as I can.” He shrugged. I’d worked with Brad for a while now. The shrug meant it wasn’t good enough.

      Thunder shook the earth. Lightning flashed right after it. The shouts and the dogs barking faded in, and right back out. Behind them buzzed engines. They were close now, too close to quibble.

      “It’ll have to do,” I told him. “Where’s the consecrated dirt?”

      Brad pointed to several pots of the dirt he and Jadine collected from cemeteries. It was one of their jobs to keep me in the stuff.

      “Sprinkle it around the outside of the circle.” I motioned at the clutch of horrified people.

      Lightning flashed again. I tracked it through the sky and saw something that took my breath away. The shadow of a horseman flitted through the clouds. The whinny of a horse echoed in my head. A memory from a couple of months ago came roaring back in full detail.

      It had been the day Tanner and I escaped Devil’s Rest in a dead man’s convertible. We’d parked the car on an anonymous street in Austin and abandoned it. As we started to walk away, I’d turned for one last look at the horror we’d survived, my mind on what happened to Lot’s wife in the Holy Bible. In the gleaming paint, I’d seen a stormy sky, lightning flashing, and a horseman wearing Oscar’s face charging toward me, sword raised.

      It had been a warning. And I’d ignored it to have a honeymoon with Tanner, who was gone now. What a fool I’d been. Guilt opened a bottomless pit in my conscience. Unfortunately, it wasn’t one I could leap into and escape. I had to stay and deal with my mistake.

      Dread thudding at my temples, I grabbed another pot of the dirt and hurried to help Brad. When I got to Jadine, I spoke into her ear. “Take two steps forward, and I’m going to position you directly inside the circle. You can step backward, but don’t go any further forward.”

      She nodded and held out her arm for me to direct her to the correct spot, nostrils flaring. She whispered in my ear. “I smell wet dog.”

      I sniffed the air but didn’t have her well-developed sense of smell. “When I call the circle, lend your power. There’ll be a sound, but you’ll feel it in your body too.”

      She nodded, sightless eyes staring straight ahead.

      I went through the same routine with everybody in our family, save the children, who clustered next to Anita.

      Hannah stopped me. “Can I do this too?”

      She’d gotten the raven tattoo a month earlier. I nodded. If she didn’t help, she wouldn’t hurt. Intent went a long way.

      I pointed at Tubby. “Stay near Hannah. If things go to shit, help her.”

      He gave me only a slight nod, flinching as thunder shook the sky.

      Once we had everybody in position, Orev flapped into the circle, cawing, his wings stretched wide. He landed on my shoulder and cawed softly into my ear. I didn’t speak bird, but I knew the meaning. Hurry.

      I gripped the stang harder, calling its power. My black opal awoke on my chest, sending waves of sharp magic through my body. The mantle awoke behind the thin layer of scar tissue imprisoning it. It pulsated warmth throughout my body. My fingertips tingled with magic.

      The oncoming storm’s wind changed and spoke to me. Now, it said. Lightning flashed again. The fire inside me latched onto it, channeling some of its wild power.

      The rumble of hoofbeats, loud engines, and barking dogs blasted through my head. My magic rose in defense, making me lightheaded. I swayed on my feet.

      “Peri Jean?” Brad called from a few feet to my left.

      “Let’s do it.” I raised my stang and drew earth magic through my body, pushed it into the stang, and sent it outward. Light began to radiate from the deer antlers adorning the stang. Its brightness hurt my eyes, but I focused on it and took a deep breath.

      “I call to the power of the North,” I intoned. My family members repeated the line.

      My raven tattoo woke up, burning as badly as it had the day I got it inked onto my skin. Power thrummed through it and reached out to my family members, going deosil around the circle. Brad yelped as it hit him.

      I said the next lines.

      “I call to the power of the East,

      I call to the power of the South

      I call to the power of the West

      Join me.”

      My family dutifully repeated each line. The power flowing through us got stronger and stronger with each one. Orev perched on my shoulder, so full of power he shook.

      The points of the compass came to life with a flash. The wall of light coming out of my stang passed over my head and connected to each family member.

      The thunder slammed closer, and the lightning cracked around us. The shouts of the men and the howls of the dogs warred with the engines behind them. Thunder shook the earth at short intervals.

      “I call to the powers above and below,” I yelled over the din.

      The golden light of my growing circle passed over my body. Time to call the elements.

      “I call on the element of water.” The dew of humidity misted over me, dampening my clothes.

      “I call to the element of air.” Warm wind chased through the bodies gathered in the circle, drawing an uneasy murmur from a few.

      “I call to the element of earth.” Energy flowed into me from the ground. I breathed it in, letting it flow into the deepest part of my magic. The mantle rose to meet it, twining with it.

      “And I call the element of fire,” I boomed, Orev cawing beside me.

      Lightning cracked down right in front of the circle. Ignoring the screams of my friends and family, I pulled the power into me and fed the mantle with it. It pushed against the scar tissue, stretching it painfully.

      I drove the stang into the circle of consecrated earth.

      “As above, so below,” I called out. “Let this circle protect us from all harm.”

      The golden wall of magic dove under the earth, searching for the roots of the world tree to encircle. I willed it to be so, pouring my already flagging energy into the task.

      Lightning flashed in the dark sky. Through the haze of magic and the turbulent clouds, white flashed. I squinted. The clouds moved again. My stomach clenched at what I saw.

      A gray horse with red eyes raced toward us. On its back rode a figure with stag horns, not so different from the ones attached to my stang, on his head. He held a sword aloft. The metal caught one of the RV camp’s pole lights and illuminated the rider’s face for one second. He was nothing but a skull covered with a few bits of dried flesh.

      I’m coming for you, bitch, Oscar Rivera’s voice boomed in my head. I jolted at the shock. Zora’s words came back. The dead men are coming. So they were. Oscar had somehow fashioned himself into walking death.

      A wall of cold crept up through my feet, sending scrabbling fingers in search of my heart. The horse’s hoofbeats shook my whole body. Oscar raised his body off the horse as it sped toward us. I pushed harder at my magic, willing the circle to close.

      “Peri Jean, it’s not going all the way. There’s not enough power.” Brad’s voice shook with fear.

      I pushed with every bit of magic I had. Fatigue darkened the edges of my vision.

      Orev let out a distressed screech. Not working.

      He was right. It wasn’t going to work. Without full control of the mantle, I didn’t have enough power to encircle and protect this many people.

      Thunder crashed, and the clouds opened again to emit another dark figure on a horse, this one white. Horse and rider galloped in the midst of white dogs the size of ponies. The dog’s eyes glowed like red searchlights and matched the burning tips of their ears. It looked like they’d been dipped in a vat of hellfire head first. The rider’s voice invaded my thoughts.

      “Wanna fuck?” Michael Gage snickered.

      My skin chilled.

      The clouds fell open now. As more riders and horses came out of the sky. Their voices threatened to drown out my thoughts. Joey Holze. Nash Redmond. Colton Starr. Camden DeVoss. Veronica Spinelli. Their malicious laughter invaded my mind.

      The sound of the roaring engines shook the sky, louder even than the thunder. Finally I recognized it. Motorcycles.

      Headlights reflected off the clouds, and motorcycles with their dead riders roared from the sky. King Tolliver rode out front, a skeleton with peeling flesh, only recognizable by his big horse teeth.

      His nasty voice vibrated inside my head. “Bet you thought you’d never see me again.”

      Fear circuited through me, making me even more exhausted.

      The other motorcycle riders’ presences came into my awareness. Trenchcoat. Other Six Guns I’d helped kill without even knowing their names.

      A speckled white horse descended behind them. Its rider had a familiar mane of brown hair flowing from it.

      My throat closed. No. It couldn’t be. I squinted at the rider. It wore the same peeling skull as the other horseman, making it unrecognizable.

      A familiar voice invaded my mind. “Hey, you little shit. Miss your momma?”

      Sweat tickled my scalp, and my knees went to jelly. I froze.

      The blast of a horn shook the earth. Oscar’s charge made my teeth vibrate. “Kill them all, strip them of their power.”

      I broke from my thrall.

      “Run!” I screamed and yanked my stang from the earth.
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      People scattered all over the RV park. Dillon and Finn ran next to Anita and Kenny, all of them trying to get the kids out of danger. Brad grabbed Jadine, threw her over his shoulder, and ran after Dillon and Finn. I looked for Cecil and Shelly but couldn’t see them in the confusion.

      Panic settled into my chest, freezing me to the spot. Cecil needed help. He was no longer strong enough to fight anybody. I stood on my tiptoes. The crowd thinned a little more, and I saw Tubby pushing Cecil and Shelly along. He’d defied my order in the best possible way. I let out a breath.

      Hannah appeared at my side. We joined hands and ran as hard as we could. Since we both smoked like chimneys, what we did was more like stumble along, gasping and coughing.

      A woman’s scream cut through the roar of chaos. “No, no, please no.”

      “That’s Lorrie.” Hannah yanked me toward the commotion.

      We rounded a corner to see a horse looming over Hannah’s friend from the face painting tent. Joey Holze. I knew him even though he had the same skull head as Oscar.

      Then he raised his sword. As he did, the metal seemed to be turn to white, crackling light. He swung. Lorrie tried to jump out of the way, but the blade dragged across her throat. Hannah screamed as her friend tumbled to the ground, writhing, her neck a gaping wound. Lorrie’s life’s blood spread on the ground around her.

      My stomach dropped. Shock froze me to the spot. Hannah tried to run toward her friend. That cut through my revulsion.

      I yanked her back. “It’s too late.”

      And it was. Lorrie’s eyes were already glazing over.

      Joey Holze swung off his horse and leaned over Lorrie, who’d had a little spark of telepathy. His sides expanded as he inhaled. A glow rose off Lorrie. I squinted at it. What was that? Her soul? Then the mantle flipped over in my chest, and I knew. It was her magical core. Joey inhaled again. Lorrie’s magical core went straight into Joey. He stiffened and seemed to expand. When he raised his head, a little more flesh covered his face.

      Sick realization flooded me. Joey had eaten Lorrie’s magical core, maybe her soul as well, the same way I had consumed Loretta Nell Grimes’s a couple of months earlier. And it had nourished him, probably made him stronger.

      Another scream came, this one male. Hannah and I turned to see Early Ramey running at top speed, King Tolliver in hot pursuit from the back of his motorcycle. King caught up to Early, pulled a glowing white sword from nowhere, and used it to lop off Early’s head. The poor teenager’s body fell. His head rolled a couple of feet, hair flopping, and bounced against a tree.

      King pushed down the kickstand of his motorcycle, marched over to Early’s still form and inhaled the magical core. The same thing Joey had done. Strips of flesh appeared on King’s skull. Cold sweat broke out over me.

      Despite the fear, a little thread of hate glowed to life. King had cut Early down the same way I’d stomp a roach in my RV. As though sensing my thoughts, King faced us.

      We snarled at each other as guilt seeped through me. I’d been responsible for the people who traveled with us. Now I’d failed Early and Lorrie, and judging by the screams around me, many others.

      The stitch of hate reddened and grew. It called my magic. I let it come until hot energy vibrated through my body. The black opal burned on my chest. Heat grew in my fingertips until they throbbed. When the pain became so intense I could stand it no longer, I threw it at King.

      A flash of light told me my aim had been true. King let out a screech of pain and toppled over. His blue motorcycle landed on top of him. Just as I thought him dead, King pushed the motorcycle off and picked himself up. He turned his skull head to face me, and I swear on my sweet dead grandmother, the fucker was smiling. He mounted the motorcycle and made it roar to life.

      What the hell? I’d killed him. If not that, hurt him bad. And here he was acting like nothing had happened.

      King raised his sword.

      I quit thinking and ran. Hannah and I raced for my camper, not because it was safe but because I was out of ideas. A short distance away, Dillon and Finn ran next to Kenny and Anita. Both men carried a screaming child. My mother leaned forward on her horse as she closed in on the group, sword of doom raised for the kill.

      Hannah and I screamed “Dillon!”

      Dillon glanced at us, and we both pointed. The young woman saw the problem and tackled her husband, screaming at the same time for Kenny, who carried her other child, to drop to the ground. It all happened in a split second, right as my mother, Barbara Willis Mace, swung her sword.

      Anita, for some reason, did not drop to the ground. She turned to face the horseman, thin lipped mouth open in a scream. She never got it out. The sword completed its arc and sliced cleanly through her neck. Anita’s head thumped to the ground. Kenny wailed his grief, let go of Zander, and lunged at the horse. Finn wrestled him away. They all ran for their lives.

      I stood frozen among the carnage, barely hearing Hannah’s screams for me to keep going. Everything I’d lived for the past few months was being destroyed right before my eyes.

      My mother climbed off her horse, skull tilted in a way I remembered from when she smirked.  She leaned over Anita and inhaled the poor woman’s soul. Even though Anita hadn’t had any supernatural abilities, every soul has a little spark of magic. My mother’s armor filled out a little at the breasts and hips. Her mane of hair grew thicker and richer in color. She mounted her horse and charged toward us.

      My emotions regressed to that of a child. Mommy was mad again and would hurt me. I grabbed Hannah’s hand and ran for my life. In my flight to escape my rampaging mother, I saw things that would haunt me forever.

      Snarling red-eyed, red-eared dogs attacked an RV and ripped open the sides, the metal emitting pained screeches as it bent. They set upon the elderly couple huddled inside and tore them to bits in a matter of seconds.

      A horseman set another RV on fire. This one belonged to Noah and Gus, the couple Tanner had played cards with. I took a few steps toward it. The RV exploded in a burst of fire. Gus and Noah streamed out, engulfed in flames, waving their arms, their pitiful screams thin in the air as they ran in circles and finally fell.

      The horsemen lapped up their souls and grew stronger.

      My eyes fell on Oscar Rivera in the middle of it all. The antler horns on his headdress vibrated as he laughed.

      I searched my power. It was there, but weak. Trying to recover. The failed circle and blasting the horsemen had taken up too much energy. I needed rest, and a lot of it. But I didn’t have time for that.

      I called to my magic. It felt like scraping the bottom off an empty mayonnaise jar. I pulled at the tiny thread of energy, body aching with the effort. Orev responded from a tree. It would have to be enough. I set my sights on Oscar and started walking.

      Hannah yanked me back. “You can’t. You’re so tired, you’re holding your side. You’re not strong enough.”

      I faced her. “But do you see my death?”

      Hannah took a deep breath and let her shoulders relax as she called her power of foreseeing death. She searched my face. “No.”

      “Then go find the rest of the family. Stay with them. If I don’t come back, call Mysti.” I took off toward Oscar.

      Seeming to sense my approach, he turned the horse but otherwise did not respond. I finally got a good look at Oscar’s return to the land of living.

      His head, a skull partially covered with tissue and sinew, had living eyes. Jewels sparkled from his antler headdress. Silver armor sparkling with magic protected whatever there was of his body. The metal of his sword flashed pure white-silver.

      “Well, well, well. If it isn’t my favorite dumb bitch.” His beautiful voice caressed my mind. If I allowed it, he could use his voice to lull me into hypnosis. Good thing I was too mad for that.

      “I’m going to kill you, Oscar,” I hollered, still walking toward him, still calling power.

      I called to the power of my ancestors. They surrounded me, witches in blood if not practice. Their whispers tickled at my brain. The energy strengthened, and I channeled it into a ball. I’d throw it at Oscar. It would hurt him, maybe buy me some advantage. I reared back like a star baseball pitcher.

      Then I lay on the ground, on my back, staring at the sky and confused as hell. The space in front of me rippled as though something otherworldly was hiding in it. My third eye tingled in the center of my forehead. I opened it.

      The hag, the one I’d banished from Hannah and bestowed on King Tolliver came into view. It smiled, barbed teeth slick with spit, and straddled my chest. Its bony hands closed around my neck. Because we’d once shared my body, its thoughts came to me.

      King Tolliver wasn’t as tough as you thought. He became depressed rather quickly and ate some glass. Took him a while to die. That was fun, but then I had to go find something else to do. And I do hate you with a passion unlike any other.

      “Did you let Oscar out?” I thought back.

      Of course, stupid. He offered me the world. A place of leadership in his new kingdom. The hag pressed harder, cutting off my air supply.

      I plucked at its arms, but there was no way I could overpower a supernatural being. Was there?

      From somewhere near Oscar’s deep voice intoned, “Choke her out so I can get at the magical core. It’s mine, remember?”

      The hag redoubled its efforts. The need for oxygen beat at my chest. Black spots danced in my eyes.

      The mantle pushed at the scar tissue, straining toward the hag. My chest ached with the force of it. That snapped me awake. The mantle pushed forward again. Pain flashed through me.

      The mantle wanted the nasty little hag’s power. The knowledge came to me as though it whispered in my ear. I’d eat the hag’s magical core instead of it pulling mine out and giving it to Oscar.

      I sent a blast of magic into the hag, shocking it. Light flashed behind its awful, black eyes. The ugly little thing screamed in pain.

      A hunched figure ran toward me and kicked the hag, knocking it cockeyed on my chest. Cecil reared his shiny old man shoe back and kicked the hag again, this time in the head. Still it clung to my neck.

      “Get it, baby,” he gasped through his effort, clutching his chest through his shirt. Cecil’s heart. His poor, weak heart. Would it get him through this?

      I couldn’t worry about that right now. Ignoring the need to breathe, I bucked underneath the hag, throwing it off balance. Magic heated every inch of my body. My hands lit. I grabbed the hag’s arms and sent the fire into them. The arms blackened and began to smoke. Their owner let out a piercing scream.

      Orev cawed from behind me. His wings rustled, both inside my head and out. My hands and Orev’s feet hit the hag’s chest at the same time. The force of our blow knocked the hag backward and off me. It tried to run.

      I sat up and snatched at the scrabbling thing, pulled it to me, and held it down with my knees. Orev and I tore the little monster’s chest open as it screamed. Its magic pulsed right next to its heart, black and malignant. Orev darted forward and plucked out the magical core with his beak. He bit it in half and consumed his end like a particularly good snake.

      Without letting myself think about it too much, I popped the end he’d left me into my mouth and swallowed. The taste of blood filled my mouth, and the scent of metal filled my nose.

      My magic ate what had powered the hag. The beast’s power flowed through me, so great it felt as though I’d burst. It blackened the edges of my vision and throbbed inside me like a wound. Then it evened out.

      I turned my attention back to the hag’s still body. Rubbery skin flayed open to reveal a cracked ribcage. With the magical core gone, all that remained was the heart.

      Crystal encrusted, the heart glowed ruby-red. It gave off its own weird light. One that faded with each passing second. Orev pushed around me and plucked it out.

      “Don’t touch it,” I barked.

      Orev dropped the nasty organ on the ground, where it rolled, glinting in the weak moonlight. Despite what I’d told Orev, I grabbed the thing and stuffed it in my pocket. Tanner had taught me these things had value.

      The hag's small body dried and blackened within seconds. I shoved it away from me, finished with it.

      Then I stood and settled my gaze on Oscar. He sat frozen on his mount, sword held at half-mast. Too shocked to move? Good. I’d kill him where he sat.

      “I’m gonna kill you, Oscar,” I growled and stomped toward him, wiping the blood from my mouth with one arm.

      He showed me his bony middle finger. “You’re too dumb. Remember where you threw the runes? You might as well have handed them to me gift wrapped.” He waited for me to catch on.

      My skin went cold. The pieces clicked together. That deep, deep hole where we’d thrown the runes had been the place where Oscar had hidden his soul. Embarrassment burned through me.

      Seeing that I’d caught on, Oscar began to laugh. Between guffaws, he managed to gasp, “What kind of moron does that?”

      Embarrassment at my colossal mistake burned through me. Fury followed. I might have screwed up once, but I’d make it right.

      I called my fire. It came, hotter and more willing than normal, fueled by the hag’s inhuman magic. Heat gathered in my hands, burning from the inside out, so painful I wanted to scream. But I couldn’t allow myself the luxury of pain. Not in front of Oscar. With a mighty push, I sent the fire to Oscar.

      It formed a bright ball and flew right at his head. He spurred his horse and whirled out of its path. The fireball changed directions and followed. Oscar spurred the horse harder, trying to escape the flames. He was too slow. It slammed into his back. Oscar exploded in a flash of light.

      The riderless horse galloped away. From somewhere in the dark night came the sound of a horn. The flat note blasted against my skin, vibrating.

      The barking of the dogs stopped. So did the screeches of metal from the other horseman tearing open RVs like sardine cans so they could kill the occupants and absorb their power. The pounding of horse hooves rose as did the motorcycle engines. A flash of lightning caught them disappearing into the clouds, the dogs running behind them.

      “How did that not kill Oscar?” I muttered to Orev.

      My raven familiar didn’t bother to answer. He perched on a post, swaying back and forth. He let out a pained squawk and keeled over on one side. Both legs stuck straight out.

      Then I felt it. The hag’s poisonous magic swelled inside me like an expanding balloon. The scar tissue spell stretched with it. Pain lanced through me, hot and intense.

      I fell to my knees, clutching my chest, the same way I’d seen Cecil do. The agony crested, and my bowels loosened. The buzz from the pole lights got so loud it vibrated my eardrums. Blackness rimmed the edges of my vision and spread until it was all I saw.
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      A cool breeze came out of the blackness to chill my sweat-coated skin. A freezing hand stroked the hair back from my brow. One icy thumb swiped over my forehead.

      “You aren’t dead, so wake up.” Priscilla Herrera’s voice sounded almost sympathetic.

      I shook off the blackness and blinked. Candlelight jumped on rough-hewn walls. Glassy pain ripped through my chest. I hissed and writhed.

      Cool water dripped over my face. A freezing hand delivered light slaps to my cheek.

      “Wake up,” she said, and slapped some more.

      I forced my eyes open. Priscilla Herrera wiped my face with a wet cloth made of some rough material. She dripped more cool water on my face.

      “That was a very brave thing you did.” Her voice carried none of the recriminations it usually did. “But now we have to deal with the consequences.”

      “Where am I?” I took in my surroundings. I lay on a long table surrounded by animal skulls with candles affixed to them.

      “You think Samantha is the only one with a hiding place?” Priscilla Herrera raised one thick brow, dark eyes sparkling. “Of course, Samantha with her games and silly fancies created a place out of a story. But I don’t work that way. This is a real place, the place I lived with my husband and raised my children.”

      I took a closer look. Sure enough, we were inside the cabin in Gaslight City where Priscilla Herrera had spent her final hours. My mother murdered my father in front of this house.

      The pressure returned to my chest. My insides seemed too big for my body. I curled my legs, barely able to breathe.

      Priscilla turned away from me and hurried to the pot hanging in her hearth. She dipped out a ladleful and poured it into a cup.

      She hurried back to me and put the cup to my lips. “This will ease it.”

      The liquid smelled like boiled donkey foreskin mixed with a dash of camphor. I sipped it because anything was better than this pain. The liquid numbed my lips and made my tongue tingle. I swallowed and took another sip.

      “That’s enough. Now we’ll see if that monster’s magical core kills you.” Priscilla sat down on a stool.

      The pain in my chest eased. It was still there, but it seemed further away, less immediate. Without it clouding my vision, I noticed Priscilla wore a smile, a real one that crinkled her dark eyes at the edges. She was pretty in a scary way.

      “What are you so happy about? You said I might die.” I had never seen Priscilla smile like this.

      “You won’t die. I was being facetious.” She patted my chest.

      “Where’s Orev?” I hoped we hadn’t left him back at that RV park. He’d been sick too.

      “He’s resting.” She gestured at a perch near the ceiling of the cabin. Orev stood still with one leg raised, his usual sleeping posture.

      The pain had exhausted me. I fell into a light doze. A while later, Priscilla woke me and gave me more stinky water to sip.

      Something popped inside my chest. Relief flooded through me, closely followed by voices. That of the hag. That of Oscar.

      This had happened when I ate Loretta Nell Grimes’s spirit. I’d seen bits and flashes of her life.

      Priscilla’s voice broke into my thoughts. “Can you make out what they’re saying?”

      I listened, but only heard bits and flashes. “Revenge against the entire Gregg family, taking what’s mine…nothing that makes sense.”

      “Try harder,” she grumbled.

      I concentrated on the voices. It was like listening in on a conversation in another room. I squeezed my eyes shut and pushed myself toward them.

      Oscar sat before a fire. The multicolored stars in the night sky told me he was in the dark outposts. He pointed to the deer antler headdress he’d been wearing when he attacked.

      He said, “With this, I will rise to the power worthy of me. We will walk the earth as something neither alive nor dead. You’ll all rise to power with me. The first thing we’ll need is the power of the Gregorius Witch.”

      I repeated what I’d heard, body chilling. That name again. The one Mohawk called me when I beat him out of making me his brood mare. Hearing it this time, in conjunction with someone wanting to kill me, didn’t thrill me the way it had before.

      Priscilla’s nostrils flared, but she didn’t look particularly surprised. She handed me the cup. “Drink the rest of this and listen to me. It’s time for you to learn who you are and about your destiny. There’s no time left to ease you into it.”

      I stiffened. “You call the way we’ve been doing this easy?”

      She slitted her eyes at me. “The being you call Mohawk—you shouldn’t make fun of him, you know—called you the Gregorius Witch.” She settled her dark gaze on me. “You’ve never questioned what that meant. Why is that?” Those dark eyes bored into me, chilling me, threatening me.

      I shook my head and took another drink of ass water. The term Gregorius Witch both excited and terrified me. Things like that usually stung like a bitch if you prodded them too much.

      “Sting like a bitch or not, you’re going to find out tonight. You must understand this part of your history so you’ll better grasp what is at stake.” She brushed strands of hair that had strayed from her bun off her face. It made her look normal, like someone’s favorite aunt or grandmother instead of a mean old witch who never cut me any slack.

      “The Gregorius Witch was the child of an old god and a human sorceress.” She watched my face, her mouth curved in amusement.

      “Like Mohawk wanted to have with me.” My mouth puckered with the disgust I still felt at the idea.

      “Yes, that’s why Mohawk wanted to sire a child with you so badly. The child the two of you made together would be even more powerful than one with a full-blooded human.” Her eyes sparkled with amusement. “Dark Beings are a randy bunch. It’s not so uncommon. But it’s not so easy to make it work, either. Most of those children are not viable, mentally or physically.”

      “But the Gregorius Witch did live.” I tried to imagine what sort of woman she’d have been. My mind supplied a woman with whipping black hair. Maybe she’d had olive skin and dark eyes like mine.

      “Live she did. Born in the time of gladiators, she lived for more years than is normal for a human. She was power incarnate, feared and respected. She was a sorceress to emperors and chieftains.” Priscilla warmed to her story, face more animated than I’d ever seen. “It was the Gregorius Witch who took on Orev as a familiar. She found him with a broken wing and nursed him back to health. They made a blood bargain, bound themselves to each other for eternity.” She sat perfectly still as she told this story, eyes sparkling. “The Gregorius Witch made the bargain with Sol for her power, the mantle, to be passed from generation to generation.”

      Something occurred to me. “How could you possibly know all this? You’re talking about something that happened thousands of years ago. It probably doesn’t even exist on record.”

      Fire kindled to life in Priscilla’s dark eyes, and I recoiled, regretting my question immediately.

      She leaned into my face, and I smelled grave dust on her breath. “You’ll know every detail of this story when the mantle is yours because then your story will be added to it. Only the most worthy take on the mantle. Only the most worthy have their stories added.” She turned away from me, sides expanding and contracting.

      “I’m sorry.” My cheeks flamed. This was the nicest she’d ever been, and I’d screwed it up.

      She turned back. “No. I am sorry. It was Leticia, your grandmother, who chose not to prepare you for this. She chose instead to run from it. And here we are.”

      I thought hard, wanting to please this hard woman again. “So if I can absorb the mantle, I’ll have half the power of a half-god?”

      A slow smile spread across Priscilla’s face. “No. Everything all of us have been before you will belong to you. Everything.”

      I finally understood what Oscar was up to. “If Oscar manages to take it from me, he’ll have it all.”

      She nodded.

      “But how? The mantle can only be passed to one of my descendants. Oscar is not that.” If I could get out of this on a technicality, I would.

      Priscilla, who’d have normally given me a rough rebuke, only gave me a sad shake of her head. “To pass it to someone living, that is true. It would drive anyone else mad or kill them. But Oscar straddles the realm of the living and the dead. He can’t be killed, and, quite frankly, he’s already mad.”

      I hunched over, dug my elbows into my knees, and cupped my cheeks in the palms of my hands. Each new thing I learned made it all a little worse.

      Priscilla put a gentle, yet freezing, hand one my forearm. “Take heart. Oscar has had months to work on this. You are only now finding out…”

      “Months after I threw the runes right into that hole with him.” I nearly shouted. The magnitude of that mistake would haunt me for a long time.

      “It’s not your fault,” she hissed with such fierceness I flinched. “You did the wrong thing, yes. But even I didn’t know. Now you’ll fix it.”

      I took the last sip of the nasty water and handed the cup back to Priscilla. She took it with a nod. Pain now gone, I sat up and scooted to the edge of the table.

      I had a question. “What happens if Oscar gains the mantle’s power?”

      Priscilla leaned forward, eyes locked on mine. “After he annihilates everyone you love and steals their power to fuel his mission, he’ll bring war to the human race. He will open the gates between veils so everything can cross. There’ll be anarchy and destruction.”

      She let that soak in. It would be the end of the world as I knew it. Innocent people. Mothers. Fathers. Their children. Dead because Oscar was an asshole.

      Priscilla got off her stool with a grunt. “It’s time for you to go back to your body. Are you ready?”

      I stood. Orev dropped from the ceiling to land on my shoulder.

      Priscilla walked to the door and held it open. I passed into the night and my vision faded to dark.

      Something struck my face.

      “Wake up,” Shelly yelled.

      I hauled myself out of the blackness and sucked in a deep breath. The pole lights still buzzed, but the hum was now bearable.

      “She’s coming around. Don’t hit her again,” Finn said.

      Shelly ignored him and delivered another stinging slap to my cheek.

      Not wanting to get hit again, I forced my eyes open. Shelly, Cecil’s wife and my great-aunt by marriage, straddled me. The glow from the pole lights bleached her already light hair into a hazy glow floating around her head. She reared back her hand for another slam.

      “No,” I managed to whisper and shaded my eyes from the harsh light with one shaking hand.

      Finn hauled Shelly off me. He leaned into my face, close enough for me to see the tears streaking his cheeks. “Wake up. Please wake up.”

      “What happened?” My voice came out in barely a whisper.

      “You just passed out,” he said.

      “She stopped breathing,” Shelly shouted from the sidelines.

      Had I died? The thought sent icicles down my spine. I glanced at Hannah. She gave me an unsure smile and approached. She offered her hand. I took it. Both of us grunting with the effort, she pulled me to my feet. My knees wobbled. Hannah slipped one arm around me to hold me upright. My entire family crowded around me.

      Zora ran to me and hugged my legs, staring up at me with that huge grin only kids can pull off. “I touched you so you’d wake up.”

      I knelt and hugged her back. Zora no longer moved that kind of energy, but her touch might have helped heal me.

      “Thank you,” I whispered and kissed one velvety soft cheek. She gave me a slobbery kiss on the lips.

      From my position next to my young cousin, I said, “I’ve learned what Oscar wants. The mantle. If he succeeds, he’ll ascend to the power of a half-god and open a rift between this world and the dark outposts. He’ll bring apocalypse to the human race.”

      Several mouths fell open.

      “How are we supposed to fight against that?” Dillon came forward, took her daughter’s hand, and tried to pull her away from me.

      Zora let out a screech like an animal caught in a snare. I gave her a light push toward Dillon. She shoved my hand away with another squall. Knowing when to quit, I let her be.

      “I don’t know how we’re supposed to fight, but we’re going to figure it out.” I turned away and began surveying the wreckage of Sanctuary.

      What I saw tightened my throat and made my heart ache. One thought floated through my head: gone, all gone.
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      Cecil came to stand next to me. Side by side, we took in the destruction.

      The RV park was small. Owned by friends of Cecil’s, it was a no frills, off the grid place. A place for people like us.

      Sanctuary, with its dozen and some change RVs took up most of the spots. There’d been a few campers outside our group, but they’d stayed to themselves and seemed to desire the same kind of privacy Sanctuary did. Now they’d paid for being in the same place as us.

      Every RV in the park looked like scrap metal, unrecognizable as dwellings. Smoke rose from a few.

      I counted my family’s heads. “Where are Brad and Jadine?”

      As I waited for an answer, my mind helpfully played a movie of the killings I’d witnessed. Bands of fear closed around my heart. Cecil approached.

      “They’re fine. Just seeing what they can salvage. This isn’t Jadine’s first rodeo.” Cecil spoke with a little smile, proud of his adopted daughter for picking herself up and moving on.

      “How many dead?” I’d seen a total of eight people killed. No doubt there were more.

      “Everybody’s dead except our family, Hannah and Tubby, and Kenny.” Shelly pressed her well made up lips into a grim line.

      We exchanged shocked glances. Tears blurred the edges of my vision. Faces of the people we'd lost danced through my head, their last pleas for help clawing at my conscience. I gulped back a sob. Oscar and his cronies would die by my hand, and die screaming. Those dead people had been my responsibility. I’d make this right if it was the last thing I did.

      Finn picked up Zander. “We gotta get out of here before the cops come. This place is out of the way, but it ain’t another planet. You know somebody heard that racket.”

      “You’re right.” I nodded my throbbing head.

      Hannah stared out over the rubble, her expression sick. “What about police reports? What about insurance claims? I had quite a bit of money in that tore up motorhome over there.”

      I turned to Cecil. “Papaw?”

      Thank goodness he was still the leader of Sanctuary. I had no idea how to balance being an outlaw and collecting insurance money on stuff we legitimately owned.

      Cecil stared out at the mess of our lives. Tears brimmed in his eyes. Sanctuary had been his parents’ conception. All of it dashed to shards in ten minutes.

      He spoke softly, voice trembling. “I’ll call my lawyer. Get him on it. But for now, get moving. I got a bug-out plan for us.”

      He popped me on the shoulder and shuffled away. It was my job to push everybody along.

      I raised my voice. “Salvage what you can, see if your vehicle still runs.”

      “Meet back here in 15 minutes,” Shelly yelled.

      Tubby and I jogged to the spot where my RV had been parked next to Hannah’s motorhome. The top of my RV was caved in as though a giant had stepped on it. The metal on the sides had been pulled back like the top of a tin can. The door hung on one hinge. The step had been torn off and flung who knew where.

      Tubby leapt up on the threshold and held out one skinny hand. I used it to climb up. We took in the ruin in silence.

      The bed had been ripped to shreds. Pieces of sheet and fluffs of mattress stuffing floated in the air. Dishes, toiletries, clothes covered the floor. The sight reminded me of a landfill. The whole thing carried the strong odor of urine.

      I let my shoulders hunch forward. The RV had been my home only a few months, but I’d loved it because it was the first place I’d ever lived in that was all mine.

      After several seconds, Tubby nudged me with one bony elbow. “Come on, girl. Time’s wasting.”

      He was right. I took hurried steps across the sagging floor. “My witch pack is in the closet by the bed. My trunk with my supplies is underneath the board the mattress sat on. That's all I need.”

      Tubby and I made quick work of getting out the only two things I couldn’t leave behind. My truck had deep ruts scratched in both sides. All four wheels had been hosed down with dog pee. All that was okay if it still ran. I went around to the front and had to stop myself from sinking to the ground. The hood stood open, and pieces of the engine scattered the ground.

      Miracle of all miracles, Tubby’s trashy Cutlass hadn’t even been touched. Maybe the raiders hadn’t thought it worth their time. He opened the trunk and lifted my things into it.

      I put one hand on his arm. “Why don’t you go back to Gaslight City? Staying with us is only going to put you in danger.”

      He snorted and puffed out his chest. “You my friend, ain’t you? I ain’t going nowhere.”

      Some emotion, made of equal parts sorrow and gratitude, swelled in my chest. The muscles, still tender from almost dying of hag poisoning, ached with it.

      In my silence, Tubby slammed the trunk shut.

      “Let’s go hurry Hannah along.” I ran the few steps to Hannah’s fancy motorhome.

      Hannah sat on the ground by the wreck of her motorhome with a blank stare on her face. The metal side of Hannah’s motorhome had been ripped off, just as mine had. Long scratches covered the interior walls. Her clothes, much more expensive than mine, lay in a damp snarl on the dirt.

      “They dragged my clothes out and pissed on them.” She raised her head to stare at me. It was too dark to see her eyes, but I knew the way her jaw jutted out. Angry, ready to fight.

      “Is anything still usable?” I hated to even ask.

      Hannah drew out her two handguns and showed them to me. “I don’t even have a vehicle to drive.”

      “Me either. I’m riding with Tubby.” I raised my eyebrows at him.

      “We can all ride together,” Tubby said quickly.

      Cecil, Shelly, and Dillon approached. Shelly had Zora by the hand. The little girl dragged the older woman along, her little face set in determination.

      Zora yanked her hand out of Shelly’s grip and launched herself at me. I managed to catch and lift her, but I staggered. Tubby kept me upright, but the weakness scared me.

      “We’re leaving now,” she yelled in my face, delighted by all the excitement.

      “Looks like it,” I told her and turned my attention to Cecil. “Where’s Kenny? Shelly said he’s still alive. Is that right?”

      Another wave of dizziness passed through me. I tried to set Zora on the ground, but she locked her legs around my waist like a wrestler.

      Dillon approached me, tapped Zora, and held out her hands. Zora turned her face away. Dillon shook her head at the little girl. “You better mind me, baby.”

      To me, Dillon said, “Kenny’s real upset. Finn and Zander are with him now, trying to get him moving.”

      Dillon finally pulled Zora off me. The little girl screeched. Dillon pretended not to hear and said, “I think we’re gonna have to leave Kenny here.”

      “We can’t leave him for the cops,” Cecil snapped. He pointed at me. “Get him to come on or put a bullet in his head. Now.”

      I froze at the finality of Cecil’s orders. He glared at me to let me know he meant every word. I staggered toward the only other voices I could hear in the still night.

      I met Brad and Jadine before I’d gone far. Brad carried a laundry basket of personal belongings. Jadine had one hand on Brad’s arm and her aluminum cane in the other, but she looked stronger than Brad right then.

      Brad looked shell-shocked. The laundry basket shook in his hands. I remembered Mysti telling me about the way she and Brad had moved from foster home to foster home with their worldly belongings in a garbage bag. This must have brought back sad memories.

      “Y’all all right?” I peeked into the laundry basket and saw mostly electronics. My head swam from the motion. I needed rest, and I didn’t see it happening for a while.

      “Everything we had is gone.” Brad spoke through tight lips.

      “Do you still have a working vehicle?” If everybody’s vehicles had been turned to worthless piles of metal, I didn’t know how we’d get out of here.

      Brad gave his head an angry shake.

      “Don’t worry,” Jadine told her husband. “We’ll get it figured out. Papaw’ll know what to do.” Jadine didn’t sound at all concerned. She’d lived this way all her life. Maybe I needed to take a lesson from her.

      “Papaw can’t bring back our home and our truck.” Brad started to stomp away.

      I grabbed his arm, pulled him back, and spoke into his ear. “Cut the attitude. Nobody plays that crap here.”

      Brad’s head snapped back as though I’d struck him, but he gave me a slow nod and began walking, Jadine following. Once he got a few steps away, he said something in a sweet tone of voice. Jadine giggled.

      Brad had become my family by marriage only a few months earlier. I still wasn’t sure this was the right place for him, but I’d promised Mysti Whitebyrd, his sister and my mentor and friend, that I’d make sure he got treated fairly. Most of the help I gave him landed in the “quit acting like a baby” category.

      I left Brad and Jadine, hurrying along until I found Kenny crying with both hands over his face. Finn stood next to him, his son Zander on one hip.

      Finn waited until I got close and whispered in my ear. “I’ve got my pistol if it comes to that.”

      Finn had spent his whole life with Cecil. Of course, he’d know the orders when it was time to bug out.

      My stomach somersaulted, and bile rose up the back of my throat. I put on my leader face and sat down next to Kenny.

      “I saw what happened, and we’re all sorry. Anita was one of us. You are too.” I held my breath against the odor of his fear sweat.

      Kenny cried harder. I felt for him. If I knew Tanner was dead, it would kill me. Because of that, Kenny deserved what kindness I could manage to give him.

      “You have to get up. Cecil says all of us have to go now.” I put my arm around Kenny. His b.o. wreathed my head.

      Kenny leaned his head on my shoulder, tears immediately soaking through the thin material of my T-shirt. My consciousness wavered again. I squeezed my eyes shut for several seconds. Once I had control of myself, I lit two cigarettes and pressed one between Kenny’s lips.

      “Cecil said I have to get you moving before the police come.” I couldn’t quite make myself articulate Cecil’s orders. I didn't think I'd ever be able to give that kind of order.

      Kenny’s tears cut off, and his head snapped up. His eyes searched mine, and his mouth dropped open. He’d been with Cecil long enough to understand too. He seemed to get control of himself and glanced around us, taking in the smoking trashed RVs, and the piles of still bodies.

      “What about Anita? Do we have time to find her…body?” He turned to me, dumb eyes wide and almost innocent.

      Finn and I exchanged a glance. I raised my eyebrows. He shook his head. I rolled my eyes.

      “Listen. Sooner or later—probably sooner—somebody’s gonna come nosing around. Once that happens, the blue light special is gonna descend on this place like stink on shit.” I hated the way I sounded, but this had been a long, nasty twenty-four hours.

      Kenny took a wadded bandana out of his pocket, honked into it, and replaced it. He stood and staggered toward the rest of our group. Finn took his arm and led him along.

      I stood, and my vision filled with black dots. The hag's memories played in my subconscious as I absorbed it. The dizziness faded, but I needed sleep. I hurried toward Tubby’s car.

      My eyes fell on a still figure. One of the dead. I took a closer look. The Mystical Johann. Poor son of a bitch. The man lay on his stomach. From his back protruded several long, skinny lengths of rebar.

      Queenie’s reading came back. The Tower. Death. The Ten of Swords.

      This had been the big upheaval. And I’d either die or be changed forever by beating it.
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      We raced around trying to figure out how to best make use of the few working vehicles we had left.

      Cecil and Shelly commandeered Kenny’s monster four-door truck, which had somehow escaped damage. Dillon and Zora crowded with them. Brad, with more resourcefulness than I’d credited him, drove up in an old Suburban. Its owner was probably dead. Finn climbed in with them, Zander on his lap. They all hightailed it out of the RV park.

      Hannah didn’t want to leave her expensive motorhome. She stood in front of it, arms hugging herself, and looked like she might want to cry. Tubby marched over to her and put his arm around her.

      “It’s a thing. Let it go.” He turned and walked toward the Cutlass.

      A few seconds later, Hannah followed him. I was already in the backseat, so she had to sit in the passenger seat. She sat gingerly, as though Tubby might do something inappropriate any second.

      He started the Cutlass and said, “I’ll cut off your fingers if you fuck with my radio.”

      He turned the Latino rap back on and drove. On the way out, I forced myself not to look back.

      We stopped at a twenty-four hour discount store and bought what we needed to get through the next days. Hannah complained mightily that all the jeans were made for short people. That’s when I knew she’d make it.

      Back in the car, Tubby turned to me. “Papaw said he gave you GPS coordinates for where we’re headed.”

      Tubby’s calling Cecil Papaw, as the rest of us did, stopped me. It was usually reserved for members of Sanctuary. But Tubby had saved Cecil’s life. Maybe that helped him make the cut. For now.

      I handed Tubby my phone and called out the passcode. He programmed the mapping function to give us directions to our destination.

      “That’s in the middle of nowhere,” Hannah said. “Is Papaw sure there’s somewhere to stay?”

      “If he says there is, there is.” I trusted that much to be true.

      Tubby started driving. I lay on the back seat of Tubby’s Cutlass and tried to relax. Hannah and Tubby talked quietly in the front seat. The dashboard lights played over their faces. Watching them interact, exchanging insults, laughing at each other, somehow helped my mind unspool. I drifted somewhere between waking and sleeping.

      The rough buzz of the motorcycles became part of my half-dreaming state. My imagination put Wade on one of the motorcycles, leaned way back, the muscles of his forearms taut under their jungle of tattoos. Thinking of Wade no longer woke up feelings of love lost. I only wished my old friend well, hoped he could avoid Corman and stay alive. Once I ended this mess with Oscar, Corman needed to go away permanently. Few people deserved it more.

      Then I remembered the ghost version of the Six Gun Revolutionaries Motorcycle Club. My eyes snapped open, and I sat bolt upright and stared out the back window. Motorcycle headlights burned in the dark night, right on the Cutlass’s bumper. The rumbling engines shook the car. I squinted at the darkness, searching for the horsemen. But clouds covered the moon, and a murky fog rose from the highway.

      “Oscar’s back already?” Queasy terror bubbled in my stomach. Tubby, Hannah, and I couldn’t fight off that horde of murderers alone. We’d die out here on this lonely road.

      Hannah turned enough so I could see the anger creasing her face.

      “No. It’s not Oscar. These are real motorcycles, driven by living people. But if they don’t watch out, they’re gonna be ghost riders.” She raised her hand enough for me to see the pistol clutched in it.

      Oh boy. Tension wound the muscles in the back of my neck. My headache throbbed harder. I stared into the night and counted three motorcycle headlights. Either we’d kill them, or they’d kill us. I reached for my magical energy. A weak pulse answered me. The black opal echoed it. I was too tired for this fight.

      Before I even had time to consider how tired I was, one of the motorcycles cut in front of us.

      “What the fuck, dude?” Tubby yelled and slammed on the brakes.

      The car’s tires screamed. The force nearly flung me over the seat and out the windshield. I pushed myself backward and landed on the backseat.

      “Oh no, no, no,” Hannah muttered.

      “What is it?” I pushed myself back to a sitting position.

      “Hold on,” Tubby yelled.

      The car bumped hard, jarring me off the seat and into the filthy floorboard. My elbows ground against the dirty carpet as I tried to raise myself. The car’s wheels rattled over gravel.

      “Stop,” Hannah screamed.

      “What do you think I'm doing? Pulling my damn pud?” Tubby yelled back.

      We slammed into something. I banged my head on the padded back of the driver’s seat. I struggled to get myself off the floor. My depleted energy made it feel as though I was swimming through semi-set Jell-O.

      “Why did you do that?” Hannah yelled.

      “They was motorcycles parked across the road.” Tubby’s words came between pants.

      “You should have just plowed into them. That was Corman Tolliver. Didn’t you see him?” Hannah sounded more disgusted than scared now that the whole thing was over.

      “Woman, don’t you think I know that?” Tubby turned to glare at her.

      Hannah glared back and stuck out her tongue. Tubby grabbed for her face, and she dodged out of his way.

      I tuned out their antics, one word echoing in my mind: Corman.

      “You actually saw Corman?” I asked Hannah. Please let her say no.

      Hannah quit arguing with Tubby long enough to address me. “Yes, I saw him. He was sitting in the middle of the stupid road on his dumb motorcycle."

      My stomach plummeted. How had Corman found us? The answer was easy enough. King’s ghost could have told him if Corman was receptive to contact from the dead. It would have been easy work for Corman to track us from the RV park that Oscar and his band of spectral thugs had destroyed.

      The knowledge burned at my already singed nerves. If Corman was this serious, he'd stop at nothing to have his revenge on Wade.

      Hannah cut into my silence.

      

      "Rather than running Corman’s sorry ass over, Tubby ran off the road. After that, we hit a tree.” Hannah pointed at it.

      “You don’t have to say it like that, like I did it being stupid.” Tubby thumbed the seatbelt release and slung the belt off him so he could face Hannah.

      “I’d have hit them. I’d have run right over them and squashed them flat.” She closed her fist and made a grinding motion.

      “Bullshit. You’d have done the same damn thing.” Tubby had twisted around so he could sit on one skinny hip and argue with Hannah.

      I ignored them and maneuvered myself to look out the back window. The cloudy night blocked out the moon. The night was so dark it looked like black soup. My eyes slowly adjusted to the murky light.  Three figures crept toward us.

      “Shut up,” I whispered.

      Tubby and Hannah kept right on debating the correct handling of a blocked road. I shoved Hannah in the shoulder. She turned her snarl on me.

      I hissed, “Somebody’s coming.”

      Without a pause, she said, “I’m ready.” She lifted the handgun. “I’ve been waiting for this chance.”

      Tubby spoke in a near whisper. “Y’all duck down.”

      The first crack of gunfire cut the silence. Bullets punched into the car with hollow sounding thunks. I held my breath, waiting for one of us to cry out. Nobody did.

      Tubby started the car and slammed it into reverse. The bumper let go of the tree with an ugly screech. We flew toward the figures. Gunfire punched into the car. Tubby hit the embankment we’d flown down on our way to hitting the tree. The impact knocked me into the front seats again.

      Tubby put the car in drive and floored it. I rose in time to see a black jacketed figure running in front of the car.

      “Hit him, hit him, hit him,” Hannah chanted, leaning forward as though this was a particularly good sporting event.

      The figure ran for his life. I couldn’t even tell if it was Corman. Tubby gave the car one last blast of gas, and overtook the runner. He disappeared under the car like magic, and we bumped over him. Tubby reversed over our victim and went forward again.

      He lowered his window, the old mechanism grinding, and yelled into the darkness, “Who’s next?”

      Gunfire answered. The flashes came from the woods on Hannah’s side of the car.

      Hannah slammed open the door, braced her pistol on the top, and fired off several rounds in the direction of the muzzle flash. Nothing answered. She sat back down in the car and lowered her window.

      “I think I hit one of ‘em. Maybe killed him.” She said it like she’d just won the lotto.

      But she was wrong. A figure ran out of the darkness, pistols in both hands, firing. Hannah propped her arm on the open window and returned fire. This time, the guy did fall.

      I sat in the back, heart pounding so hard it jarred my vision. Everything had happened so fast. And now we’d run over one person—several times—and shot another one.

      Gunfire exploded again. This time, it came from Tubby’s side of the car. We all hunched down.

      Tubby stared through the space between the seats. “There’s a shotgun and a box of shells underneath the back seat.” He held out one skinny hand for it.

      I dug and found a beat-up shotgun and a box of birdshot. This was it? We were going to die out here. I gave him the weapon.

      “What am I supposed to use?” I asked.

      Hannah, a pistol in each hand, gave me no more than a quick glance. “You suck at shooting. Hit them with something worse.”

      “Something worse? What do you think I am? A magic dispensary?” I shot question after question as though it might change the fact that we were being shot at, and one stray bullet could kill any of us.

      Nobody answered.

      “You ready?” Tubby asked Hannah.

      She nodded, eyes fixed and hard. “On three?”

      Tubby nodded. They counted off together. On three, they slammed open their doors and began shooting, Hannah over the hood of the car, Tubby crouching behind his door.

      The cloudy night was impenetrable except for the muzzle flashes.

      “I’m out of bullets,” Hannah hissed at Tubby. She squatted and began reloading.

      A few more gunshots came, and Tubby answered.

      Tubby reloaded his shotgun. “I can’t hit anything at this range. Need a deer rifle or something.”

      “Peri Jean Mace,” Corman screamed.

      My insides shrank in on themselves. I hunched deeper in the seat, no longer worrying about who Tubby had run over.

      “Peri Jean Mace,” Corman screamed again.

      “Answer him,” Tubby muttered.

      “No,” I hissed.

      “Do it,” Tubby bared his teeth at me.

      “What?” I yelled.

      “My father’s dead because of you, you nasty bitch.” Corman choked on the last word.

      “I hope that asshole’s burning down in hell,” Hannah screamed back.

      Corman shot once.

      “He’s running out of bullets,” Hannah whispered to Tubby.

      “So are we,” Tubby whispered back.

      Something deep inside me turned over. A feeling, one I recognized from when the hag and I shared my body, flowed through me. The pure, black-hole emotional destruction the hag delivered twitched at my fingertips, asking to get out.

      Something similar had happened when I ate Loretta Nell Grimes’s soul back in Devil’s Rest, Texas. For a few days, I’d felt flashes of her murderous rage inside me. Now I had a measure of the hag’s ugly gift. Could I use it against Corman? I thought so.

      “Let’s talk about it. Negotiate.” I shouted out the broken back window.

      Tubby sneered at me. “Whaaaat? You can’t negotiate with doo-doo. It just gets on you, and then you’re all shitty.”

      “We’re never going to get him by shooting at him.” I reached forward, touched Tubby and gave him a light shock of magic.

      He grunted from the pain. “Girl, you better know what you’re doing.”

      I hoped I did.

      “Get out of the car,” Corman yelled back.

      “We all getting out,” Tubby answered him. “If you hurt one of us, the other two is gonna kill you.”

      “I’m going to kill him anyway,” Hannah whispered.

      Nobody bothered to answer her. We all got out of the car and met near the front bumper, huddled together.

      “Show yourself,” I called into the darkness.

      Corman stepped out from between some trees, only a few feet from us, a chunky semi-automatic pistol pointed in our general direction. Even in the darkness, the hollowness beneath his eyes and under his cheekbones was obvious. He’d also had his nose broken, badly.

      “I spent three fucking months in jail because of your sorry ass.” The hand not holding a gun reached up to touch his nose. “Your stupid cop boyfriend did this.”

      “Dean’s not my boyfriend. Hasn’t been for over a year.” I barely paid attention to the conversation. The dark power moving inside me took up all my attention. It yearned toward Corman, ripe with expectation.

      “Tell me where Wade Hill is, and I’ll let you all go.” Corman rested the sights of his gun on me.

      “Wade walked out of my life. Dunno where he is.” This wasn’t true at all. I had Wade’s sister’s address and could find him with no problem whatsoever.

      “Liar,” Corman yelled as though he could read my thoughts.

      Before I knew what I was doing, I stepped out from between Hannah and Tubby and stalked toward Corman. Power sang through my body and lighted my vision as though we were standing underneath a streetlight.

      He raised the gun and took a step backward. “Stop. Stay the hell away from me.”

      Power sang to me from the trees and the ground. Even the sound of the night frogs seemed just for me. I closed the distance between me and Corman. The darkness Corman carried so deep that he wasn’t even aware of where it began or ended called to me. I wanted to eat it.

      Corman pointed the gun at my face, pleasure flickering behind his eyes. His finger tightened. The gun bucked in his hand. The world slowed down to a crawl.

      The bullet crept out of the barrel. An eternity seemed to go by before the muzzle flashed. I focused on the bullet, on the killing energy inside it, and sucked it into me. The bullet dropped to the ground halfway between Corman and me.

      Still in slow motion, Corman’s mouth fell open. He aimed the gun again. I used the energy I’d stolen from the bullet to set fire to the gun. It turned red in Corman’s hands before he realized what was happening. He screamed and slung it at me.

      From behind me, Hannah laughed.

      Corman backed away from me, eyes wide, hand out, warding me away.

      “Devil, devil, devil,” he chanted.

      “That’s no way to talk.” I took the last steps running, grabbed his jacket in my fists, and pulled him close. Touching Corman made my stomach roll in queasy waves, but my need overpowered my revulsion.

      I jammed my lips down on his with the vague notion that I could draw from him psychically. Corman’s hands pushed at me. I ignored them and inhaled all that made Corman evil, most of it learned at his awful father’s knee. What was left of the hag’s spirit lapped it up.

      The world took on color I hadn’t known existed. Even in the dark of this night, the leaves on the evergreen trees were greener than green. The night air smelled sweet, perfumed with dry grass and Corman’s fear. Euphoria filled me to bursting. I sucked deeper. Corman’s evil tasted so very good. I took one last deep sip of his darkest heart and let him fall to the ground.

      Shoulders hunched, head hung low, Corman tried to crawl away from me, whimpering like a hurt animal. I watched him the same way a frog watched a moth getting a little too close.

      Hannah walked past me, gun arm out. She was going to kill Corman. That was fine with me. He deserved it.

      A woman’s voice came several yards away. “Oh my god. What are you people doing?”

      Hannah ignored her and advanced on Corman. She’d take the head shot. Put him down clean and fast.

      “Stop right there, ma’am,” came a man’s voice. "Put the gun down. We’ve called the police.”

      Tubby, Hannah, and I spun around. Two dark shapes headed toward us, one of them shining a flashlight. This was Texas. They could be armed to the teeth just like us, but I stomped toward them anyway.

      When I got close enough to see the whites of their eyes I growled, “Get out of here or I’m going to eat you alive.”

      The guy shone his flashlight in my face, and the woman screamed. They nearly tripped over each other getting turned around. Then the man fell down trying to climb the embankment. The woman left him where he was and scrambled away.

      Thunder clapped in the sky. Underneath it, I heard those shouts, the ones of Oscar’s band of murderers. The frenzy from feeding off Corman and using his evil to replenish my energy faded in a flash.

      “They’re coming back,” I said to nobody in particular.

      “Fine,” Hannah said. “Let me go kill Corman, and we’ll go.”

      “He’s gone,” Tubby mumbled. “He run off while Peri Jean was making them folks piss their pants. Let’s just go.”

      He stomped toward the car. I followed.

      “I sucked out his energy. Maybe he’ll go off somewhere and kill himself,” I told her.

      She snorted. “Oh, I hope he does.”

      Tubby got in the car and gave the ignition key a vicious twist. The car fired to life.

      “Get in.” He pounded the car outside of the door with open hand to make his point.

      Neither Hannah nor I made fun of him. We just did what he said.

      I would replay the moment I decided to let Corman slip into the darkness that night many times over the years to come. But right then, I didn't know any better.
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        * * *

      

      We sped down the highway, lightning flashing behind us. I sat on my knees, watching the show through the back window. Each lightning flash silhouetted the mad band of killers in the clouds. Every clap of thunder echoed their merry shouts. The ghostly headlights of the motorcycles flickered at the cloud’s edges. The insectile buzz of their engines drilled at the edge of my sanity. The wind from the open front windows whipped at me, bringing the smell of wet dog, horse sweat, and gasoline.

      The storm picked up speed. Gusts of wind shook Tubby’s Cutlass. The clouds dipped so low they seemed to touch the road. They’d be here soon. How would the three of us alone survive their kind of attack?

      “Give me that shotgun,” Hannah poked me in the back.

      I patted the floorboard where Tubby had thrown it. My fingertips connected with it just as the ghostly motorcycles roared up behind Tubby’s Cutlass. It might have been my imagination, but I thought I could see King Tolliver’s big teeth, stained red by the glow of the Cutlass’s taillights. It was time to do all the damage I could. I yanked the shotgun off the floor and pushed it at Hannah.

      Hannah got to her knees, leaned out the passenger window, and began firing at them. The bullets passed right through the ghostly motorcycle riders. They weren’t quite alive enough for bullets to matter.

      “No,” Hannah and I wailed together.

      One of the motorcycles roared closer. King. It wouldn’t seem possible for a skull to grin, but King’s did. A big, cheesy-toothed leer. A chill crept over my skin. We had no way to hurt him. He’d keep coming until he killed us.

      Or maybe not. My gift allowed me to reach out and touch the spirit world. It would take some doing, but draining away Corman’s resolve had given me a second wind.

      I opened my third eye and viewed King and his motorcycle in the realm of spirit. In that dimension, his energy glowed sickly green, velvety black at the edges. He’d chosen to manifest just as he had in life—a dickless despot riding a motorcycle. It made sense. That identity had ruled his life. Time to see if I could blow it up.

      I narrowed my focus on the motorcycle, gathered my energy, and imagined the gasoline inside the tank burning. The gas tank exploded in a shower of sparks. It was nothing more than an illusion, but King’s eyes widened. His mouth opened in a scream. He lost his grip on the energy holding his persona together. The illusion dissolved in a shower of green and blacker-than-black sparks. His image of who and what he’d been in life had burned him in the end.

      It would have been more satisfying had I not known King would be back. Ghosts always came back.

      The horses took the place of the motorcycles, the dogs running right along with them. Hannah raised the shotgun.

      “Don’t bother.” I pulled on both our energy. Hannah squeaked when my power hit her but didn’t protest. I molded the combined energy and opened up blossoms of red-hot flame in the midst of our pursuers. Both inside and outside my head, dogs yelped. A horse screamed in pain. It hurt my heart to harm animals, but they were spirit. They’d be back.

      No matter how many times my energy hit its target, the horde simply regenerated and returned. The roar of the motorcycles rose over the thunder of pounding horse hooves. Hannah let out a scream of fury at the sound. But I was too scared to make a peep.

      I had already used most of my energy and Hannah’s. There was no way I could keep fighting them. Frustration sat down hard on my shoulders. Soon I’d run out of energy, and that would be that. There was no way to win.

      The engine howled as Tubby held down the gas pedal as far is it would go. It was a good effort, but not good enough. These monsters could come at us all night. Soon we’d run out of gas. Then what?

      I had to switch tactics and fast. Back at the campground, Oscar had run when I hurt him. He was the one I needed to focus on stopping.

      I concentrated on finding Oscar. Though he’d achieved a kind of living-dead status, he was still half-dead. He’d never be able to hide from me. His nasty, hateful spirit bobbed behind his warriors. Of course. The boss isn’t going to risk himself.

      I latched onto his life force with no problem. Oscar never even felt my presence. He was enjoying terrorizing me too much. I gave his energy a hard pull.

      All my aches and pains went away. I drank in the energy like the finest of gourmet meals. It was ironic. Oscar himself taught me this trick.

      Oscar, on the other end, slowed. He had a hard time holding onto his horse. He began to slide off the back of his saddle. He realized what I’d done at the last second.

      “You cheating little coward,” he bellowed as he crashed to the ground.

      Oscar rolled onto his back, so furious his spirit seemed a red ball of hate. With the last of the magic holding him together, he drew a hollowed out cow horn from his belt, held it to his lipless mouth, and exhaled into it. The instrument emitted a long, eardrum-shattering blast.

      I jerked in shock at the eardrum rattling noise and popped back into my own consciousness. Oscar’s warriors dropped away from the car like magic. As abruptly as they’d come, our pursuers were gone, leaving behind only a few disagreeable grumbles of thunder. I broke my connection with Oscar, and hung on in the back seat, panting. Tubby sped into the night.

      The energy I’d gained from the Hag, Corman, and Oscar congealed in me like a greasy meal, their evil nauseating me. The fatigue rolled back worse than ever. I slumped onto the seat.

      Hannah peeked around the side of her bucket seat. “What can I do for you?”

      “Leave me be,” I groaned.

      Hannah reached out to touch me but drew back. She turned around and began arguing with Tubby. I lay on the back seat sweating and shivering as my magic tried to process three doses of pure evil. Hannah’s and Tubby’s argument turned to conversation. The rise and fall of their voices felt warm and comfortable. I quit paying attention.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I must have dozed. The next thing I knew, the car slowed and gravel cracked under the wheels. I sat up, rubbed my eyes, and took my first look at Cecil’s bug-out plan.

      My stomach sank. I had expected to see a middle-of-nowhere motel. Maybe a house. But darkness reigned supreme in this place. Tubby’s headlights splashed over two darkened buildings. He turned in front of one and let the car roll to a stop.

      The weak glow from the headlights illuminated a dilapidated wooden building. Judging by the unreadable sign above the boarded over front door, it had been a business at some point. Now it seemed empty. Both its dark windows and its empty parking lot indicated disuse.

      “Damn. I think we got the wrong place, y’all. This don’t look like nothing.” Tubby glanced back at me. My tough, tough friend’s face pinched with worry.

      I didn’t know what to say. Had Cecil given us the wrong coordinates?

      My great-uncle had been sick, very sick, since a bad episode with his heart a couple of months earlier. But he hadn’t been forgetful. He’d seemed distracted more than anything.

      A figure came around the side of the building, face in shadow. Tubby flashed one skinny arm back, grabbed the shotgun, and was out of the car with it before I could move.

      “This is Thomas Tubman,” he yelled. “I’m looking for Cecil Gregg…or Gregson…aw shit, I don’t know. He’s an old dude…”

      The figure put its hands up. Cecil said, a smile in his voice, “I’m Cecil Gregory today. But I might be Cecil Gregg tomorrow.”

      Cecil loved playing with variations of the name Gregg and had fake IDs in just about every version imaginable. Now I realized the name dated way, way back in our family. Back to the Gregorius Witch. Cecil came closer and leaned into the car, eyes finding mine. He nodded, satisfied, and stood up straight.

      “Pull the car around back of this next building. Get it out of sight.” Cecil waved his arm in the direction he wanted Tubby to go.

      Tubby got back into the car. Hannah and I climbed out, laden with sacks of cheap clothes and toiletries. Cecil hurried to me and grabbed me in a tight hug. He drew back and kissed first one cheek and then the other. He did the same to Hannah.

      “What happened to you kids? We’ve been worried.” He took my arm and led me away.

      “What didn’t happen?” Hannah muttered.

      “Remember Corman Tolliver from Gaslight City?” I pulled out my cigarettes and lit one.

      Cecil pulled it out of my hand and dragged on it. “That little asshole you should have killed and didn’t?”

      My face heated. I was glad nobody could see it. “He forced us off the road, made Tubby hit a tree. We ended up having a shoot-out with them.”

      “Kill him this time?” Cecil handed back the cigarette.

      “Nope. All I had a chance to do was drain his energy.” I trudged along, waiting for my scolding.

      Cecil gave me a sideways glance but said nothing. Thank fate for small favors.

      “Then those assholes from the RV park attacked us again,” Hannah said.

      Cecil stopped in his tracks. “And you’re still in one piece?”

      “I did something bad to Oscar. Took his energy, made him fall off his horse. He blew his horn, and they left.” Fatigue ached in my back.

      Cecil led us around the side of the building that I guessed had once been a business. He opened a door and motioned us through.

      The interior of the building was a far cry from the run down exterior. The door opened on a large, well-lit kitchen. The cabinets, stove, and refrigerator had seen better days, but looked in working order. The windows had been blacked out.

      Every set of eyes turned to us. Zora and Zander, the only children to survive the attack, ran to us, both of them hugging our legs. Hannah and I greeted them with as much enthusiasm as we could muster.

      Brad came to me next. He pulled me into a tight hug and held on for a beat longer than was necessary. Poor guy. He’d probably just realized what he married into. Brad let me go and slumped back to Jadine, who had an array of candy, soft drinks, and cigarettes spread out before her. She even had one of those candy necklaces around her neck. At least Brad loved his wife enough to stop at a convenience store as they ran for their lives and buy her junk food.

      Shelly came over to rummage through the bags in my arms. “Did you buy the underwear I requested?”

      I put down the bag, fished out the ones in Shelly’s size, and handed them to her.

      She pursed her lips at the package. “Discount Dilettante brand, I see.”

      “Puleeze. This is Bargain Babes brand.” It had taken time to catch onto Shelly’s humor, but the effort had been worth it. She filled a maternal role I had missed.

      Shelly dug through the sacks until she had toothbrush, toothpaste, soap, and a towel. “Let me give you the grand tour now. I’m going down for the count as soon as I get clean.”

      I grabbed the sack of things Hannah and I had picked out for ourselves and followed Shelly out of the kitchen. The next room, large and open, contained stacks of sealed, unlabeled boxes. A few months ago, I’d have wanted to know what they contained. Now I knew not to ask.

      The wall behind the boxes, which should have faced the street, had been covered with plywood, blocking the windows. No wonder it appeared dark from the road.

      Shelly motioned us through the mess, speaking over her shoulder. “Welcome to the Snake Creek Hotel.”

      She led the way up the stairs, which opened into a long hallway lined with closed doors on each side.

      “Snake Creek?” Hannah made a face.

      “Yep.” Shelly motioned us along. “The hotel was established in 1898, when the town of Snake Creek got its post office. The town dried up during World War II.”

      Shelly opened the door to a long, narrow bathroom. “The Snake Creek Hotel dates back to the days when travelers expected to share a bathroom. This is the only one.”

      She left the door standing open and led us three doors down and across the hall. She used a key to unlock it. “This room is for you girls.”

      Hannah pushed open the door, revealing a room empty except for two cots. Neither had sheets or a pillow. Hannah arranged her face into her old almost-famous, over-bright smile.

      “You up for a slumber party?” She waggled her eyebrows. We giggled.

      “Papaw and I don’t know what to do about Tubman.” Shelly said. “We hate to ask him to leave. We hate to ask him to stay downstairs with the boxes. That’s a lackey’s job. Tubby’s…almost one of us.” She shrugged.

      “You mind if he stays with us?” I asked Hannah and hastened to add, “He’ll behave if we’re firm.”

      “I know how to handle Tubby Tubman.” Hannah’s casual statement spoke volumes about months of her life I didn’t want to contemplate. She walked into the room and pulled another cot, this one still folded, away from the wall. I hadn’t even seen it. I helped her open it. Shelly watched from the door.

      “If you’re set, I’m going to shower. I recommend you two do the same before the men nasty up the restroom.” Shelly hurried down the hall, went into the bathroom, and closed the door.

      Hannah shut the door separating our room from the hallway. I opened the sack holding our toiletries and discount clothes, and we began splitting up what we had. Someone knocked. I got up to answer the door. Tubby, struggling with my witch trunk and backpack, stood outside the door.

      “Looks like I’m bunking with you two. We gonna have a threesome?” He grinned.

      Hannah giggled. I stared at her in surprise. She used to loathe that kind of humor from men. She shook her head at me and shrugged. She had a point. It was best just to take Tubby as he came. I helped Tubby get my witching supplies into the room. We put them on the dusty floor underneath the blacked out window.

      Tubby faced me and sighed. “I take it you ain’t tried at all to get in touch with Tanner Letts?”

      I shook my head, too tired to answer.

      Tubby sat down on his cot and stared at his filthy, worn out sneakers. “Tanner and me ain’t made friends, but you need to call him.”

      I glanced at Hannah. She shrugged.

      “Tanner’s a bad son of a bitch when he goes to war, and we need help.” She gave me an apologetic smile.

      Outside our door, footsteps approached. Someone rapped three times, and Shelly’s voice came through the old wood.

      “Peri Jean, I’m done with the restroom. Take your turn if you’re going to.” Shelly's footsteps receded.

      I grabbed a few toiletries and hurried out of the room. It was easier than explaining to two of the toughest people I knew that I was afraid to call Tanner. He might tell me to get bent.
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      In the restroom, alone, I put the lid down on the toilet and sat. I took out my phone and stared at Tanner’s contact information. I ached to speak with him. He had said to call if I needed him. If this didn’t qualify, I don’t know what did. But, boy, it hurt my pride. Before I could change my mind, I tapped his name and then “call.”

      On the other end, the phone rang once and cut off before that ring could finish. A message came on telling me that number was unavailable and invited me to leave a message. I listened, stunned, and did something I never would have believed I’d do.

      “Tanner, it’s me. Oscar Rivera is back and worse than ever. I…need you.” I hung up before I could say more and took my shower.

      I scrubbed my body with shaking hands, adrenaline still pumping. Calling in reinforcements didn’t bug me. But Tanner telling me to call if I needed him and then not answering got under my skin.

      My oversized pride stung and twisted. I could just imagine Tanner listening to the message and rolling his gorgeous eyes. Maybe even making fun of me to Dave and Neecie. But then he’d help. Tanner was too decent to refuse to help.

      I listened for the phone’s ring and even cut short my shower because I thought I heard it. Soon as my hands were dry, I picked up my phone and checked it for missed calls. Nothing. I emerged from the bathroom rubbing my hair with a stiff discount store towel.

      Cecil leaned against the opposite wall, smoking a cigarette.

      “Call Mysti Whitebyrd. Tell her we need her help and will pay.” He turned and walked away without waiting for my answer.

      I didn’t want to call Mysti. My mentor had risked herself to help me so many times. It embarrassed me to keep asking. She probably thought I was the world’s slowest learner.

      But I had no other ideas about what to do next. As things stood, Oscar would keep attacking until he wore us down. I didn’t have the magical umph to kill him outright.

      Cecil’s willingness to pay Mysti testified to the urgency of our situation. My uncle kept a tight fist on his wallet and avoided paying whenever he could. He wouldn’t tell me to call Mysti if he saw another option. Cecil, who met life’s twists and turns with stoic defiance, was afraid. Terror tightened my chest, closed my throat.

      I took out my phone. My hand shook so hard I dropped it. I let the shakes take me. The panic subsided as quickly as it came. I picked up my phone off the floor and called Mysti’s number. She answered, breathless. “Peri Jean? Oscar just attacked us. He might be heading your way…”

      I cut her off. “He’s already gotten me twice tonight. Destroyed everything I had.” I rubbed at the headache throbbing in the back of my neck. “What happened on your end?”

      “We’re on a job in San Antonio. Or were. They tore the roof off our hotel. Killed our client.” A car door clunked in the background.

      “How’d you make them leave?” I asked.

      She was silent several beats. When she spoke, her voice had lost most of its strength. “We escaped while they killed our client.”

      The Mysti I knew liked to win. Running must have hurt her pride something terrible. I hurt for my friend, sad I had called to ask for more help.

      “Cecil wants you to come here and help us. He said he’d pay.” I went into my room to find Tubby lying on his bunk, feet crossed, playing with his phone. Hannah had her back to him, legs tucked under her. Probably asleep. Or ignoring him so he wouldn’t drive her crazy.

      Mysti sighed on the other end of the line. Also unlike her. Most of the time, she was eager to help.

      “But you don’t have to,” I said quickly.

      “No. We’re coming. But after what just happened, I wonder how much help we’ll be.” Her voice changed to her usual brisk tone. “There’ll be no fee since we’re fighting together. Where are you?”

      I texted her the GPS coordinates. “When you get here, drive around to the back of the building next to the hotel. There’s a place to hide your vehicle.”

      “Under deep cover, are we?” Mysti laughed. Despite everything I’d seen and experienced, I joined her. When she stopped laughing, Mysti said, “How are things with Tanner?”

      “He left yesterday for California. Supposedly on business. But I think we’re done.” The memory of the way Tanner’s phone went straight to voicemail floated to the forefront of my mind, and something new occurred to me. Usually it would ring several times before it rolled to voicemail. He’d deliberately ignored my call.

      “Really? He seemed so into you.” Mysti’s voice rose in surprise.

      “Win some, lose some. Right?” I tried to sound cheerful, but my voice wavered on the last word.

      Mysti changed the subject. “We’re going to find somewhere to rest tonight, but we’ll be there first thing in the morning.”

      “There’s cots but no sheets and one bathroom for everybody.” I laid down on my cot, which shrieked in protest.

      “Understood.” Mysti hung up.

      Tubby put down his phone and turned to me. “What if I come over there with you? Help you make that cot squeak.”

      As Hannah had done, I turned my back to him and tucked my legs under. It was the only defense. Tubby talked to my back a little, the suggestions more and more pornographic until he began to snore softly.

      I lay staring at the wall, thoughts buzzing. Every once in a while, one of them swooped down and stung me.

      Oscar and his soldiers blazing out of the sky like gods on a rampage. I replayed those horrific seconds of watching people I’d cared about die. I examined every detail of the attack. The wild screams and victorious shouts. The galloping horses with their red eyes. The wild dogs ripping and tearing people to shreds. The ghostly motorcycles roaring around. All those people who hated my guts.

      Oscar rode through my head on his gray horse, sword brandished. I picked apart every detail. The headdress. The way Oscar himself seemed to be made of bone and metal with no flesh. The way they all died but then got up to fight again.

      My stomach clenched in dread. They’d be back. That was the worst part. Because there was no way to beat Oscar. I didn’t have the power or the knowledge.

      Priscilla could talk all she wanted about shedding the scar tissue spell and gaining my destiny. I didn’t see it happening in time. Not after all I’d tried. Everything I did thinned it, but nothing made it completely go away. What else was there for me to try?

      The Wanderer. Both Cecil and Queenie acted as though he was the answer. But I’d seen Queenie’s tarot reading firsthand, watched her tap that Death card and say the Wanderer wouldn’t intercede until I died and was ready for rebirth. Those baptisms of fire would likely kill me. Then Oscar would take my magical core, kill what remained of my loved ones, and summon hell on earth.

      I don’t know when I slept, but I woke to an empty room. Both Hannah and Tubby had risen and left me to sleep. I climbed out of the cot and did a few aching toe touches. My bones cracked. I shed last night’s cheap pajamas and put on jeans and a plain black T-shirt. I fished in the pockets of yesterday’s filthy clothes for my smokes, my roll of antacids, and the odd little hag’s heart. Shoving them into the pockets of my stiff, new jeans, I went looking for human life.

      Cecil and Shelly sat at a long folding table in the kitchen, picking at eggs and bacon. An empty coffee carafe sat between them. I grabbed it on the way past, filled it at the sink, and began coffee. Once it was brewing, I sat down at the table and acknowledged them with a nod.

      “Queenie called from Mexico City to see how things were going. When I told her, she appealed to the Wanderer to see you. He still refuses.” Cecil’s words blew away some of my pre-coffee haze.

      It was almost as though he’d been watching my dreams. For a man whose only talent was spirit medium, just like me, he was pretty damn good at guessing what I was thinking. I couldn’t manage more than a grunt in response.

      “Have you heard from Tanner?” Shelly pushed her half-eaten breakfast away.

      I shook my head.

      “Have you left him a message apologizing for whatever you did?” Cecil lit a cigarette.

      Shelly gasped. “Peri Jean does not owe that man, or any other, an apology.”

      Cecil gave his wife the finger.

      I shook my head again but understood something new. Neither Shelly nor Cecil believed I could fight off Oscar. Between Mysti, Tanner, or the Wanderer, they thought the answer to survival lay with someone other than me. The coffee maker finished. I got up, poured a cup, and went to the door, cigarettes in hand.

      “Chilly out there. Fall’s coming." Cecil took off his flannel shirt and held it up.

      I set my stuff down, took the shirt from Cecil, and put it on. Then I kissed his cheek. He patted my back. I lit a cigarette and went outside. The cool, humid air cut through my clothes, calling for chill bumps on my arms.

      Hannah sat on the hood of a junked car. Tubby stood nearby, pinwheeling his arms and talking in a loud voice. Hannah giggled at whatever he said. She saw me coming and turned her attention away from Tubby.

      He stopped what he was doing and hurried to me. “You sleep good?”

      I shrugged. The real answer was no. My head swam from lack of sleep and whatever poison still lurked in my body.

      A black SUV crept down the road in front of the hotel. The window rolled down, and Griff leaned out, squinting at the Snake Creek Hotel. I ran out so he could see me, waving and pointing where he needed to park.

      Griff pulled off the road and drove around the side of the second building. I followed, relief surging through me. Griff and Mysti would know what to do. They always did.

      But when my friends got out of their vehicle, they looked more beaten than I did. Mysti had a bruise forming on one cheek, and scratches covered her arms. Griff moved stiffly, as though he’d suffered some injury his clothes covered. Closer inspection revealed dots of blood soaking through his shirt.

      “Are you okay?” I pointed at the blood.

      “Damn dogs clawed me. Every time I move around, the cuts open again.” Sad lines bracketed his mouth. “They killed the people we’d come to help,”

      There was nothing worse for Griff. He may have worked in the supernatural world, but he took helping people seriously.

      “It’s because of me. I’m so very sorry.” Shame took a heavy seat on my shoulders.

      Both Griff and Mysti shrugged, as though this was the way things went, the risks people like us took on. Maybe it was.

      “There’s coffee inside. Shelly and Cecil had eggs and bacon.” My stomach rumbled at the thought of food. I hadn’t had anything since before Oscar’s attack.

      “Sis!” Brad yelled from behind me. He shoved me out of the way and grabbed Mysti in a hug. He squeezed his eyes shut, and I realized how much he must have missed the safety of his big sister. Growing up orphans, Mysti had been his rock all his life.

      Jadine trailed behind Brad, aluminum cane in one hand, sightless eyes set at a point in the distance. Griff approached and spoke to her. She smiled and hugged him.

      Thunder rumbled in the distance. We all watched the sky as though Oscar and his murderers might come down right now.

      Mysti went to the SUV and got out her laptop. “Let’s go inside. We need to talk about what I think we’re dealing with here.”

      A few minutes later, Shelly and Jadine stood at the stove frying more bacon. Mysti and Griff listened as I told them everything I’d experienced from eating the hag’s magical core to finding out about the Gregorius Witch and my ultimate destiny.

      Griff took a sip of coffee. “I’m surprised eating that little monster’s magic didn’t kill you.”

      “I think it came close.” I didn’t go into that awful smelling funk water Priscilla Herrera made me drink. Mysti would want me to guess what had been in it. Instead I dug in my pocket and came out with the hag’s heart in my fist. I dropped it on the table. “I kept a souvenir.”

      A hush fell over the room. The hard little heart rocked back and forth, ruby crystals glinting in the harsh overhead lights. Coolness crept over my skin. It was the kind of chill felt in places that poked the primitive part of the brain and told it to hit the road.

      “What are you going to do with it?” Griff’s lips turned down as he studied the thing.

      I shrugged. “Sell it. Trade it. Use it to make a potion.”

      Mysti, using a ballpoint pen, moved the heart where she could get a better look.

      “Even dead, it’s powerful.” She pushed it toward me, my signal to put the thing up. “Use it well.”

      Mysti winked and changed the subject.

      “So the combined power of the Gregorius Witch, plus every witch in your line, will be yours if you can shed the scar tissue. Correct?” A smile hovered on her lips, and a manic brightness gleamed in her eyes. Mysti had encouraged me to accept my destiny at every turn.

      I bit my lip to keep from reminding her how spectacularly I could fail at all this.

      She squinted her eyes and leaned close. “Don’t be afraid. You got this. Now, think back to Oscar’s attacks, both of them. Did you see anything else of note?”

      I lowered my head and thought carefully. This was Mysti’s information gathering phase. She liked to hear even the smallest detail. As I sifted through my awful memories, one flashed to the surface. Something big that I had almost forgotten.

      “They were eating souls and magical cores.” My words rushed out.

      Mysti raised one eyebrow in question.

      “Oscar’s huntsmen,” I said to her unasked question. “They’d lean over their kills and sort of inhale. The magical core—or soul, whatever the person had—would come right out.” I stopped for a breath. “It was making Oscar’s warriors stronger.”

      Mysti closed her eyes and groaned.

      “What is it?” I knew it was bad, but Mysti rarely reacted with such pessimism. She always knew the next right thing to do.

      Mysti and Griff exchanged a meaningful look. He shrugged.

      “We saw them do it too,” Mysti said.

      Griff took over the story. “We went to San Antonio to help a young woman whose house was infested with malicious spirits. It was so bad, we checked her into a motel in San Antonio. When Oscar and those others ripped the roof off the motel, those hounds came in first. They clawed the girl to death.”

      Mysti tapped the table. “But listen to this. Once she was dead, those horsemen leaned over her and breathed in her soul. They got bigger and more solid. More real.”

      Stomach churning, I remembered what I’d seen back at the RV park. My mother killing Anita came back in stark detail. This time, I could see her mane of long dark hair thickening. The same had happened when Joey Holze killed Lorrie the face painter. Her soul had nourished him, made him more than just bone and metal. And when King Tolliver killed Early Ramey, his gross teeth had seemed to get bigger. I wanted to scream at the endlessness of it.

      “They’re doing the same thing I did to Loretta Nell and the hag. And they’re gaining power and getting stronger with each one.” I accepted the plate Shelly held out and began wolfing down bacon and eggs, so hungry my stomach growled as I ate.

      “Is that how they’re coming back to life then?” Cecil, still smoking, rubbed his stubble.

      Shelly strolled by and plucked the cigarette out of his fingers. “You’re not supposed to be smoking.”

      “Hey,” Cecil said to her back. Shelly kept walking, ignoring him.

      I touched his arm to get his attention. “I think that’s some of it. But there’s also something else. After I ate the hag’s magical core, I saw Oscar through the hag’s eyes. He was saying that he and his army were neither dead nor alive. That’s why they can’t be killed."

      Mysti opened her laptop. “Are you ready to hear a theory on what we’re dealing with?”

      “I don’t want to hear it, but I guess I need to.” I ate the last bite of egg, lit a cigarette, and leaned back in my chair.

      Cecil snapped his fingers at me and pointed at the pack of smokes. I slid it across the table. He lit one with relish. Shelly might have won a skirmish, but the war was far from over.

      “Let’s hear it, Ms. Whitebyrd.” Puffs of smoke accompanied each word out of Cecil’s mouth. Mysti smiled at him and sat a bit straighter. She loved having the answers.

      “I think Oscar has managed to raise the Wild Hunt. Do you know that term?” She glanced around the table.

      “I do,” Griff said.

      “Not you.” Mysti turned her laptop around so Cecil and I could see.

      A piece of artwork covered the screen. Wild horseman raged through midair, seemingly chasing something.

      “That’s Johann Wilhelm Cordes’s Wilde Jagd.” Mysti tapped a key, and the image changed. “This is Wodan's Wild Hunt by Friedrich Wilhelm Heine. This second image is important because it leads to the next thing we need to talk about.” Mysti was in full teacher mode. She even had a pen pointed at the hunt’s leader. “In German mythology, the Wild Hunt was storied to have been led by Odin or Krampus. Perhaps Berchtold or Holle. But here’s the cool thing about the Wild Hunt.”

      “Depending on what you consider cool,” Griff cut in.

      Mysti ignored him. “The Wild Hunt can be found in many cultures. In Italy, it’s called Estantiga, which translates to ‘the old army.’ In England, it was called by many names—Cain’s Hunt, Herod’s Hunt. In Cornwall, they called it the Devil’s Dandy Dogs.”

      I jumped at that, remembering the way the dogs had ripped into people I knew, biting chunks out of them while they screamed for mercy that never came.

      Griff spoke, lending a voiceover to the horrific images in my head. “The huntsmen are described as specters, demons, sometimes the fae. It is generally agreed they are not humans but creatures from another dimension. Which could mean they are neither alive nor dead.” Griff stared at me as he repeated my words from a few minutes earlier.

      “In some tellings, the hunt is associated with Yule.” Mysti glanced up from her screen and met my eyes. “But it can also be associated with Samhain.”

      Samhain was in a few days’ time. The veil between our dimension and the next would be at its thinnest. Oscar would be at his most powerful. Worry gelled in my stomach, turning the coffee and food into a flaming acid. I got out my antacids and crunched three between my teeth.

      “He chose this time of year because he has the best chance of beating me. He’s planned this down to the last detail.” I stared at Mysti, wanting reassurance.

      “You’re right.” The excitement from teaching fell off her face. “And there’s no way to reverse your status as the target of the Hunt.”

      I frowned, puzzled.

      “I did a little spirit work this morning. My spirit contact from the dark outposts says being named as the hunt’s target is sure doom.” Mysti plucked at the beads on her top with trembling fingers. “The hunt will ride until its target is annihilated, down to the last friend and the last drop of shared blood.”

      I tried to digest all the bad news, but one piece wouldn’t quite go down.

      “How did Oscar know to call the hunt? How did he wield such power?” I muttered the question almost to myself, not really expecting an answer.

      Mysti, lips turned down, shook her head. She didn’t know. Maybe it didn’t matter. We were in grave danger either way.

      Tubby burst into the kitchen, Hannah on his heels.

      “Storm’s coming.” His face had gone white enough to make his freckles stand out.

      From outside came a rolling clap of thunder. Underneath was the rumble of horse hooves beating a non-existent ground. Motorcycles roared behind, competing with the baying of hounds.

      They’d found us already.
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        * * *

      

      The thunder went from a rumble to a cacophony of hoofbeats, shouts, and barking dogs. The drone of the motorcycles chased behind them. The noise, both in and outside my head, became all I heard or knew.

      Every nerve in my body drew wire tight. My heart quivered in my chest, like the breath of a trapped animal. They were coming. I still wasn’t ready.

      I drew on the mantle, still trapped behind the thin wall of scar tissue. The previous night’s rest had done me good. My magic throbbed to life. Warmth spread throughout me, tingling at the surface of my skin.

      Orev cawed behind me. The rustle of his wings came closer until his feet closed on my shoulder. Power hummed between us. The tiny, fine hairs on my arm stood on end and prickled on the back of my neck.

      Something slammed into the door separating the kitchen from outside. The building shook. Several people screamed. The sound of running footsteps came through the roofing and wood. The beams creaked. More screams.

      Hannah came to stand next to me. In one hand, she carried a rusty tire iron. “I don’t have enough bullets left to fight.”

      I only nodded. Drawing power took all my focus. Throwing out both arms, I pulled magic from the naturally occurring components of everything around us.

      Something slammed against the door. Breaking glass tinkled. The smell of gasoline had time to reach my nose before a whoosh rattled the door in its frame. Fire licked around it. Wisps of smoke drifted from the dry wood.

      “Gonna burn you out, you fucking witch,” Joey Holze yelled, voice both inside and outside my head.

      “Burn her out!” Barbie’s hoarse scream cut off so she could guffaw.

      Something heavy hit the roof. The old wood popped and groaned. A motorcycle engine buzzed as one of the ghostly iron horses rolled over it.

      “They’s pouring gasoline on the roof,” Kenny yelled from the big open room with all the boxes.

      Brad ran into the room. “Everybody come on. We have to get out.”

      People streamed out of the kitchen. I followed them. Smoke drifted from the ceiling like errant ghosts. The wood popped as the fire ate it. Soon the flames would take over the building. Anybody left inside would die.

      Someone had pushed all the boxes to one side and ripped the plywood off the building’s old front door. My family and friends hurried to it, so afraid of the fire they weren’t thinking. The huntsmen would be out there, waiting to slaughter them.

      “No,” I screamed at the top of my lungs, the force of it scalding the inside of my throat.

      Everybody stopped and stared at me.

      “They’re waiting to kill you,” I said, already doubting my decision to stop them.

      What else could they do? The choices were to leave and be killed or stay and burn to death. Fire licked the ceiling above, sending down little cinders to remind us time was running out. I glanced at the stairs. My witch pack and trunk were up there. But a thick cloud of smoke belched down the stairs. I’d die if I tried to retrieve them.

      Anger and grief stopped my thought processes. I was about to lose all the witching supplies I’d so carefully chosen. Including Priscilla Herrera’s spell book.

      “We’ve got to get out of here. Now.” Dillon had one kid on each hip. Finn hurried along behind carrying a bag of baby supplies.

      “I think I know what to do.” Griff appeared with his sleeves rolled up. In one hand, he held a metal can with the word flammable on it.

      “Fight fire with fire.” Finn dropped the bag.

      “That’s our baby’s diapers,” Dillon snapped.

      “You want to fight instead of me?” her husband said to her.

      He shouldn’t have asked. Dillon handed both kids to her husband and hurried away with Griff.

      Over her shoulder she said, “Don’t forget the damn diapers, Finn.”

      Trying to hold onto his two kids, Finn grabbed for the bag. Brad handed it to him and took Zander in one arm. With the other, he held onto Jadine.

      “All right,” Brad said in a low voice. “Let them go out first with whatever they’re making. The rest of us’ll run for the cars.”

      Kenny came over and stood next to me, hairy arms crossed over his chest. Over the course of the evening, his cheeks had hollowed, and his mouth had turned down.

      Griff, Dillon, and Mysti came from the kitchen, all holding torches. With red cinders raining down around them, they looked like fire nymphs. Cecil and Shelly brought up the rear, both holding their own torches.

      I channeled the power I had managed to gather. It burned in the center of my chest. The over-tight indigestion from eating the hag came back. Sweat popped out over my body, sliming my skin. I fought for control. I had to have it together for this.

      The ceiling gave a loud crack. Red sparks rained down, stinging my arms. Several screams filled the room. This was it.

      “Go!” Mysti yelled.

      Griff kicked open the door. He held up a can of aerosol spray and depressed it against the torch. Flame shot out. A horse screamed, and so did my mother’s voice. Good.

      I crowded behind the torchbearers and twisted to speak to my family. “Run for your lives. Don’t wait for anybody. Don’t help anybody. Just go.”

      I burst into the hazy light, throwing up my left hand. Fire formed in a beautiful orange and red ball. The colors undulated and sent up tiny sparks. I focused on Nash Redmond a few feet away and threw the fireball. It hit him in the chest and knocked him off his horse. Mayhem broke out.

      The people behind me scooted past and ran to the building next door for their cars. The battle raged in front of me. Griff and Dillon used aerosol cans and torches to set horses and horsemen on fire.

      Dogs surrounded Mysti, saliva flying from their mouths, red-tipped ears glowing. She lifted a bottle of clear liquid to her mouth and blew fire into their faces. They ran away yelping, their white fur turning black.

      One of the dogs, the one who’d gotten the biggest blast of fire spit, fell on its side and stilled. Its eyes glazed in death. Then the black soot faded from its white fur in a fast sweep. The dog got back up, shook itself, and snarled.

      Sorrow melted my resolve. We couldn’t beat them. We’d die fighting, and Oscar would have my power once and for all.

      A lump formed in my throat as I watched my friends fight for their lives. It was useless. Griff’s dark SUV blasted from behind the second building, Brad at the wheel, his face set and fierce. I pointed at where Griff and Mysti were back to back surrounded by dogs but still trying to fight.

      Brad plowed toward them. He ran over dogs. The phantom animals yelped, went through their death throes, and then got back up to fight again. Brad ran over Michael Gage, the SUV pushing the bone and metal his body was fashioned from under the SUV’s wheels and crushing it. He pulled up beside Griff and Mysti. Finn opened the back door.

      “Get in,” he screamed.

      Griff and Mysti blew fire at their attackers and leapt into the SUV. Brad took off, but Finn yelled something, and he slammed on his brakes. Horsemen and dogs closed in on them, a couple going around to circle them.

      I watched in disbelief. Why weren’t they leaving? Everybody in the SUV was watching a fight several yards away. Then I understood. Dillon.

      My cousin-by-marriage, the only woman in camp skinnier than me, stood back to back with Hannah. Dillon used her aerosol can to spray fire to keep back the dogs. Hannah had made her tire iron into a torch, which she stabbed at anything that got close. She already had a bleeding wound on her cheek.

      Oscar sat nearby on his gray horse, watching the dogs and other huntsmen wear down the two women. His sides heaved with mirth, and he pointed one gloved finger. Of course he was enjoying this, laughing at it. He was too evil for anything else.

      Fury built in me and mixed with my magic. I held out my left hand. Another fireball glowed to life. I let it fly at Oscar. The fireball hit him in the knot of bone and sinew that served as his neck. Its force knocked him off his mount. I ran toward him, channeling more magic. The beginnings of fatigue ached deep in my bones.

      When I got near enough, I reached into the raging mass of Oscar’s consciousness and pressed on it. He was already dead, so I couldn’t make him stroke out, but I could scramble his thoughts, maybe interrupt whatever magic he was using to manifest on both the living and the dead plane.

      But I didn’t stop to think I had already played a version of this little trick on Oscar when I drained his energy back on the highway. He was waiting for me.

      Oscar’s consciousness rose around mine like a cage of red thread and ensnared me. I tried to pull away, but it was like trying to get away from melted cheese. It just stretched with me, creating new strings to connect us. The more I wiggled and tried to escape, the more thoroughly it coated me. Oscar had me.

      I staggered to the side. Shelly and Cecil came out of nowhere to stand on either side, both sending fire out to Oscar. The fire didn’t faze him. He batted it away with one chain-mail gloved hand. He narrowed his focus on me and siphoned off my power. My brain fuzzed. I couldn’t fight. I couldn’t do anything but let it happen.

      Brad sped over in the SUV, headed straight for Oscar. He slammed into him. Oscar fell, and the wheels bumped over him. As soon as the SUV cleared, he stood again, glittering eyes fixed on me, cinching his mind tighter around mine.

      Brad staggered out, brandishing a hunting knife. He buried it to the hilt in Oscar’s back, closed his eyes, and began moving his lips. Brad, an energy witch who specialized in calling circles, began to tremble with effort. Though I had no way of knowing his intent, I could only guess he might try to bind Oscar’s magic.

      Lights flashed in the eye sockets of Oscar’s skull. He pinwheeled his arms, reaching for the knife and Brad. Brad pushed the knife in deeper, face knotted with concentration, and kept moving his lips. Oscar’s armor chinked. His body seemed to settle in on itself.

      It was working. If Brad could keep up this effort, I’d be able to free myself from Oscar. I saw movement in my fading peripheral vision.

      My mother appeared, sword raised and riding fast toward Brad. No. I couldn’t let Mysti’s brother be killed. Not like this.

      “Brad, get in the car and go,” I yelled.

      Orev flew at my mother, landed on her face. A mass of blackbirds joined him. Crows, ravens, magpies, and buzzards. Their heads pecked, and black ichor that might have blood flew.

      Barbie screamed. The horse, a beautiful white stallion with bunching muscles, bucked off my mother and the mass of birds covering her and ran.

      Oscar used the distraction to sling Brad off him. To his credit, Brad ran for his life. That left me lurching around, head aching like a rotten tooth. Oscar tightened his grip on my mind. I convulsed once with the pressure of it.

      Cecil redoubled his efforts of keeping the huntsmen and the dogs away. Fatigue bent his shoulders forward, and his hands trembled. He wouldn’t last much longer.

      Kenny sped up in his huge heavy-duty truck. He pushed the passenger door open. “Y’all get in. Now!”

      I took a couple of steps toward the truck. Oscar’s mind whipped tighter around mine, strands of him invading me with red, vengeful hate.

      Shelly and Cecil ignored Kenny and kept fighting as I staggered around, hands holding my head. It felt as though it might explode any second. I got control of myself enough to connect with Orev. Together, we pushed against Oscar.

      Hannah and Dillon, somehow having slipped their attackers, ran up behind us. Dillon grabbed my arm and dragged me toward Kenny’s truck. I shook her off.

      “Shelly and Cecil.” I pointed desperately at my elderly great-aunt and uncle.

      Dillon’s face fell, but she did as I asked, ignoring Shelly’s and Cecil’s attempts to fight her off. Hannah came to help her, shooting fearful glances at me. Just as they’d gotten the two to the truck, she dropped Cecil’s arm.

      Her mouth opened in a perfect O, and her eyes rounded to the point it scared me. She screamed one word. “Nooooooo….” It seemed to go on forever.

      Fire blossomed in my lower abdomen, turning my bowels into liquid. I glanced down to see what had happened. A sword stuck out of me. Vision graying, I raised my head to see who’d killed me.

      Oscar grinned at me from the other end of the sword. “This is it, you vapid little bitch. I’ll have what I deserve.”

      A black mass of feathers dove at Oscar’s head and landed squarely on the headdress. Orev. Thank goodness. The rest of the birds joined my raven familiar.

      Instead of clawing out Oscar’s eyes, which was what they should have done, they covered his headdress. Made of leather with deer antlers and jewels attached, it was obvious why birds would gravitate to that. But it wouldn’t hurt Oscar. Clawing out his eyes would hurt him. Even if they grew right back.

      Oscar, however, had a different reaction. He screamed and let go of the sword. The weapon slid out of my middle and thumped to the dirt.

      A stream of my blood followed it to splat on the ground. I slapped one hand over my lower abdomen as though hiding the wound would fix it. Shock held the pain at bay for the moment, but I had only seconds before it took me. I tried again to shake Oscar’s hold off my mind. He was still too strong.

      The birds’ wild caws blotted out all other sound. They flapped and clawed, battling Oscar for the headdress. He went down, holding onto the thing with both hands. His panic beat at me. The more hysterical he got, the more his hold slipped.

      His mind unwrapped from mine a bit at a time. At the last I jerked away. But it was too late.

      Blood leaked out of my abdomen in a steady stream. The shock had gone, taking with it any merciful unawareness of the pain. My insides ached. Cold spread inch by inch through my body. Gray fogged the edges of my vision.

      The birds quit squawking. I glanced over at Oscar to see they’d flown away, except my Orev. Poor Orev staggered around, disoriented, sharing my injury. He was too sick to control them anymore.

      I grabbed for the mantle, only to find its shine had dulled. Its power felt more like a light push than its usual electric pop. The world around me faded a bit more.

      No. This couldn’t be it. I wouldn’t let this be it.

      The ghostly Six Guns and the horsemen stopped to watch my end. Barbie stood right out front. Skin had grown over some of her bones, and one eye shone out of a socket. Enough hate radiated from that one eye to burn a hole through my heart.

      Oscar joined them, picking up his sword off the ground. “Time to die, Peri Jean Mace. I would say you fought a good fight, but it was really a shitty effort.”

      I groaned in pain and frustration. Vision fading, I fell to my knees, hands laced over my stomach, still horribly aware of all that was going on.

      Cecil screamed and bawled from inside Kenny’s truck. Shelly held him back from coming to me, her dark eyes leaking tears.

      “Go,” I croaked at them. They didn’t need to see me die. I curled my knees to my chest.

      An engine screamed up behind me, and a door slammed. A ball of flame hit Oscar in the chest. The gas can carrying the flame fell to the ground, gave a polite cough, and spewed fire up his legs. Oscar danced around.

      “Help me.” His armor clinked as he beat at himself.

      In my mental fog, he reminded me of a kid doing the pee-pee dance. I giggled and tasted blood at the back of my throat.

      Skinny hands closed around me, and Tubby Tubman scooped me into his arms. I screamed from the pain of being moved.

      “It’s okay. It’s okay,” he chanted, his voice choked. He was crying. Tubby Tubman, the toughest person I knew, was crying.

      Veronica Spinelli and Trench Coat put Oscar out by rolling him on the ground. He lay still a few seconds and bounded to his feet, holding his sword up.

      “Get them, you morons. Kill them.” Oscar led them toward us.

      They’d kill both Tubby and me, and they’d have what they came for. I tried to plan, but I was in too much pain and too weak.

      Kenny appeared in front of us, holding a torch and Mysti’s bottle of clear liquid. “Get Peri Jean in your car and go. I’ll stay.”

      “You can’t. They’ll kill you,” I slurred at Kenny.

      “Anita’s dead,” he choked. “This is the end of my road. Safe and long travels. Both of you.” He turned from us, shoulders square and brave. His sacrifice touched me. Even assholes could be heroes.

      “Kenny, wait.” Saying the words hurt every inch of my body.

      He came back.

      I gripped his arm with bloody hand. “You were one of us. A Gregg, if not by blood, then spirit. Godspeed.”

      Kenny picked up my hand and kissed it. Then he marched toward the assembled huntsmen and his death.

      Tubby carried me to his car. Each step jostled and hurt worse than the one before. Just as Tubby shoved me into the back seat, Kenny let out an agonized scream. I raised my head to find him, to honor him by watching his last moments. Tubby slammed the door in my face. I twisted around on the back seat and leaned my face against the window.

      Kenny had somehow managed to set all the horses and their riders on fire. He bled from more wounds than I could count. He dropped to the ground and rolled over on his back to stare at the sky while he died.

      Cecil raced Kenny’s truck through the horsemen and their riders, tearing them apart, dispersing them for the moment. He swerved to miss Kenny’s lifeless body and peeled out of the dirt parking lot.

      Tubby took off. I hurt too bad to turn my body to see more. The pain clutched at me, pulling me under. I wanted to hear Tanner’s rough voice speaking words of comfort.

      I pulled out my phone, surprised I hadn’t lost it in the scuffle, and unlocked the screen. My finger smeared blood all over it. I dialed Tanner’s number.

      A recording picked up, and an impersonal voice said, “This is no longer a working number.”

      Grief stabbed through my fading emotions. Tanner had turned off his phone. I’d truly lost him. With a sob, I let the phone drop into the floorboard, wishing I could tell him how much he’d meant to me.

      The world turned around, as though someone had flipped it. I found myself on a airplane full of people. The white noise from the engines filled the cabin. How had I gone from dying on the backseat of Tubby’s car to the inside of a plane?

      I glanced down at my hands. Tawny skin with a sprinkling of dark hair. I knew those hands. Tanner. I had somehow found my way into Tanner’s body. Was I here to say goodbye?

      Before I could figure out what to do, or how to do it, a familiar voice spoke from beside me.

      “I’m thinking we’ll call up our old contacts, and…” Dave moved forward and into my field of vision. He waved a hand in front of my face. “Tanner? What’s wrong, buddy?”

      “I thought I heard Peri Jean’s voice. Calling for me,” came Tanner’s raspy purr.

      Dave gave a nervous laugh.

      “It’s not funny, David.” Tanner’s voice had gone sharp, each word clipped off precisely. “Something’s wrong. Bad wrong. I need to get in touch with her soon as we land.”

      Neecie’s voice came from the other side. “Don’t worry about her. You’re doing the right thing. Let those people get back to their lives.”

      “Those people? Their lives?” Tanner’s voice raised. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Calm down,” Neecie whispered. “You didn’t belong there. Think of this as a course correction. Leave her behind.”

      Tanner let out an angry growl. “I’ve had enough of your barbs about Peri Jean and the Greggs. I love her, and they’re family to me. If she needs me, I’m going back.”

      The world turned again, and I was back in Tubby’s car, jouncing painfully with every bump. It really seemed I had been with Tanner for just that one second. But that was impossible. I was a psychic medium. Not a telepath.

      The whole thing had probably just been the fevered dream of a dying woman. Brought on by a last wish to tell Tanner just how deep my feelings had gone. That he had been the right one. But now it was too late. Now I’d have to face whatever lay on the other side of life.

      The thought trailed off. The world faded, first gray with black dots, and then white. I let my consciousness slip away, hoping Tubby wouldn’t get too upset about me dying in his car.
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      Tubby’s shouts gave me a rude push back into consciousness.

      “No, I don’t see any damn gate. It’s dark out here.” Tubby brayed a few sobs. “She’s dying. Oh shit, can’t you do something?”

      My consciousness crept back in little by little. A clammy chill coated my skin. I wanted to shiver, but I was too tired. A red ball of pain pulsed at my center. My jeans clung wetly to my skin. Had I pissed my pants? What a great way to end things.

      Tubby cried some more, but then shut it off like the flip of a switch. “No. You’re right. I’ll calm down.” He paused. “I see the sign. There’s the gate. The code’s 55632?”

      The car door opened, and the car shifted as Tubby got out. The sound of coyotes yowling in the distance drifted through the open door. They were singing me home, to whatever waited in the great beyond. Tubby got back into the car and slammed the door, sobbing again. The tires thumped over a cattle guard.

      “Fight,” said a voice next to my head. A freezing hand pressed against my forehead, the cold of it seeping in my head like an ice cream headache.

      My eyes flew open at the pain. Priscilla Herrera leaned over me, this time as her young, tattooed specter.

      “You can’t die. You have to pass on the power.” She patted me with cold hands.

      The death wound woke up. Its intense pain spread through me. I wished for sleep, the kind I’d never wake from, just to end the misery. I accepted my own death. A peace I had never expected slipped over me. With it came a revelation.

      “You don’t need me to pass on the mantle. Mysti Whitebyrd took on Petunia LeBlanc’s mantle, and they weren’t even related,” I told Priscilla and relaxed, eyes drifting closed.

      “The Gregorius mantle can only be passed daughter to daughter. That was the bargain made thousands of years ago.” She stroked my forehead and pressed cool lips to it. “You, my sweet, have a long and fruitful road ahead. You are the next generation of our line. Don’t give up.”

      An image flashed into my mind. In it, a very pregnant me sat on the scarred wood floor of a room with the softest yellow walls, putting together a crib. Tanner spoke to me from the doorway. We smiled at each other. Just as quickly as it came, the image faded, leaving me to wonder if it had been a real vision of the future or just wishful thinking. I looked for Priscilla, so I could ask, but she was gone.

      Tubby’s sobs and curses came from the front seat. The electric window hummed as he rolled it down.

      “This ain’t a house. Why didn’t you tell me to look for a damn storage building?” he yelled.

      Another male voice rumbled a sharp answer. I knew that voice.

      “Don’t matter anyway. I think she’s done dead. She was back there talking to people who ain’t here.” Tubby began to cry again.

      Pain gripped me again. I yelled, barely recognizing my own weak voice.

      “She’s not dead,” the familiar voice said. “Let’s get her out of the car and carry her in the house.”

      Tubby got out of the driver’s seat and pushed it forward so he could get to me. The sharp smell of his sweat enveloped me. He pushed his skinny arms between the seat and me and lifted.

      The movement poked the pain, hard. Like hornets swarming from their nest, it came, seeping over me, becoming all that I was.

      “Just leave me here,” I managed to whisper.

      “You’ll die,” Tubby grunted. His steps crunched over dead, dry vegetation. Each one provoked the agony in my gut a little more.

      “Leave me. Let me go.” I gasped from the pain and coughed. The salty taste of blood filled my mouth. I tried to spit but didn’t have the strength.

      “I got the door,” the familiar voice rumbled. “Hurry. She doesn’t have long.”

      A door opened, and light shone in my eyes. I winced and tried to turn my head away. My muscles didn’t work. We brushed past another person. The scent of sunshine and gasoline filled my senses. It hit me whose house this was. Wade. Tubby had brought me to Wade’s.

      “Put her on the couch.” Wade’s voice followed us through the too-bright room.

      “I’ll get blood on it,” I whispered.

      Tubby let out a whinny of laughter. He lowered me onto something soft. I moaned with relief.

      “Please make her better.” He curled his fingers around mine. I couldn’t squeeze back, but I wanted to tell him how much I’d liked knowing him.

      A blast of cold touched my skin. Priscilla had come back.

      “You’re not going to die.” She didn’t sound so sure. In fact, she sounded pretty scared.

      I opened my eyes, wanting to see what fear looked like on her, but they didn’t work. I saw nothing but bright light with two figures silhouetted over me. A third figure joined them, this one not quite solid. Priscilla.

      “Tell the healer I am here and will lend power through you.” Her voice shook in my head.

      I tried to repeat her words but only got out two. “She’s here.”

      “What is it?” Wade leaned so close I smelled soap and shaving cream. Did he shave now? I tried to touch his face, but Tubby had hold of my hand.

      “Priscilla. Here. Power.” I listened to myself not make sense but couldn’t help it. It was too late.

      “It is not too late,” Priscilla yelled. The lights blinked on and off.

      “You see that?” Tubby’s voice went from sad to scared in an instant.

      “No, what?” Wade rose from me. He drew in a sharp breath. “Okay. It’s Peri Jean’s spirit guide. She just wants to help.” He knelt beside the couch and put both hands on my stomach. He let out a moan.

      “Don’t stop,” Tubby yelled.

      “I’m not, you jumping jackass.” Wade took a deep breath, then another. The room quieted except for the hum of electricity.

      Pinpricks of magic rushed over my abdomen where his hands rested and approached the burning wall of pain inside me. The magic probed at the pain. I screamed.

      Wade began to speak. “Father over the heavens and the underground, the sea and the land, the night and the day, let me heal this woman, Peri Jean Mace.”

      My black opal heated first, radiating power throughout my body. The heat spread to my internal injuries. The warmth became fire, and the fire became agony. I clenched my teeth against it. The whine of a wounded animal escaped from between them.

      Priscilla Herrera’s cold hand covered my forehead. The energy she possessed as a spirit raced through me. My back arched. Wade cried out but only tightened his grip on me.

      He began to chant in a cadence as old as mankind. “When thou wast in need, I found thee. I knew thee by thy real name, Peri Jean Mace. I laid the hands of heaven above upon thee.”

      More power flooded into me, the sweet pressure filling me. I cracked my eyes open to see Wade wreathed in a bright nimbus, sweat dripping from his flushed face, his eyes squeezed shut.

      He said, “By faith, I healed thy wounds. The old gods have blessed me and will bless thee. My blessing is yours. Heal her wounds.” He paused, gasping. “Say it with me, Tubman.”

      Tubby’s nasally twang joined Wade’s deep rumble. They spoke the words again and again. Fire filled my body, especially the spot below my navel where Oscar’s sword had stabbed into me. The pain spread through every inch of muscle and skin. My back bowed, body tight and quivering.

      Wade began to speak his incantation again, his voice more forceful than ever. His sweat dripped onto me, cool against my feverish skin.

      “It’s closing. The wound’s closing.” Tubby’s excitement made him sound like a little boy.

      I cracked open my eyes and watched him, damp hair plastered to his face, sweat rings under his arms. He reached out and cupped my cheek with one hand.

      “You gonna live, baby.” A tear slipped out of the corner of one eye.

      “One last time,” Wade panted. “We need to make sure the internal wounds are closed.”

      I searched for my magic again. This time I found the mantle pulsing behind the living gauze of the scar tissue spell. I pulled on it and lent it to Wade’s power. He grunted when this new surge of energy hit him, but kept right on chanting. The heat built in my body as more healing took place.

      Wade’s words cut off. He fell away from me. His running footsteps shook the house. The noise of him being sick came from nearby.

      “Gross,” Tubby whispered.

      “He has to get rid of it somehow,” I mumbled.

      “You talked. You talked.” He gave me a sweaty hug.

      To my surprise, I was able to lift my arms and put them around him. He was right. Wade had saved me.

      A short distance away, a toilet flushed. Water splashed in a sink. Wade’s footsteps shook the house again. Cabinets slammed. More water ran. Wade stood over us holding a glass of water.

      “Let me kneel down beside her.” He kicked at Tubby. The smaller man gave him a glare but did what he said. Wade knelt beside him. “Now get her head up.” Wade pressed a glass of water to my lips. “Drink it. Now.”

      I took a few sips but sputtered them out.

      “Try again.” He held the glass to my lips.

      That time, I took a few sips. Wade put the glass of water on a whitewashed coffee table. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble to paint a fern design on it.

      Wade used his shirt to wipe sweat off his face. He slapped Tubby on the back, smiling. “We did it, you nasty little turd. We saved her.”

      Tubby sat on the floor, which I now saw was plain wood plank, and leaned back on his hands. “You’re just as nasty as me.”

      I tried to get up.

      “No, no, no.” Wade got back to his knees. “Just settle down.”

      “I’m getting blood on the couch.” My voice came in a weak gasp, but it was better than before. I pushed Wade’s hand off my chest.

      “All right. All right.” Wade stood and took my arm. “What do you want to do?”

      “I want to be clean.” My legs folded like overcooked spaghetti. If it hadn’t been for Wade holding me up, I’d have hit his pretty coffee table.

      He sighed. “All right. Tubman, you passed my sister’s house on the way in.”

      “I didn’t see it,” Tubby said.

      “Well, you drove right past it.” Voice tight with impatience, Wade sounded like he was getting ready to start shouting. “Unlock the front door with the key from underneath the flowerpot. My niece’s bedroom is the first one to the left off the living room. Find sweatpants or tights and a clean shirt. Bring them back here.”

      Tubby turned to go.

      Wade grabbed his arm. “Do not get into anything. Do not take anything. You hear me?”

      Tubby tried to pull away. “What kinda man you think I am?”

      “You really want me to answer?” Wade let go of Tubby with a shove.

      Tubby stumped off muttering under his breath. I caught the words "Godzilla" and "cocksucker."

      “Come back here and say that,” Wade called, my arm still gripped in one huge hand.

      Tubby slammed the door. His footsteps rang on steps, and then he was gone.

      Wade and I were all alone.
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      Wade twisted me where he could look me in the face, and I got my first look at him.

      The scar on his head from where he’d been shot several months ago was now white and looked very old, like it had happened when he was a child. His beard covered only his upper lip and chin and had been trimmed close to the skin. The skin on his cheeks was smooth shaven. That’s where the smell of shaving cream had come from.

      He licked full lips that I’d never noticed back when he had his Rasputin motorcycle man beard. “You want to clean yourself off, right?”

      Almost frozen with shock at the transformation of Wade from wild man to regular guy, I managed to nod. He hauled me past a bed and into a tiny bathroom with only a shower, toilet, and sink.

      “Hopefully it doesn’t smell like vomit in here.” He flipped on the lights, looked at me, and winced. “You’ll need to take off your clothes. Do you want to wait until Tubman gets back?”

      I shook my head and began to pull off my shirt. Wade pushed me to sit on the toilet and took off my shoes. I still had on Cecil’s flannel shirt with the black T-shirt underneath. Wade pulled them over my head. Then I sat there wearing nothing but a bra and blue jeans, chest smeared pink with blood.

      I raised both arms. “Hold me up, and I’ll pull down my jeans.”

      He did as I asked, his face an inch from mine, one black eye boring into mine. I got my jeans unbuttoned and unzipped, and Wade sat me back on the toilet and pulled them the rest of the way off.

      We both looked at my wound. It was so small, it could have been a cat scratch.

      “Thank you for saving me.” My voice came out weak and too soft.

      Wade flushed. “I got a washer and dryer in here. Let me put these in to wash.”

      He turned away, clothes bundled into his arms, and hurried out of the bathroom.

      I leaned back against the cool porcelain of the toilet, wishing I’d told him to take my underwear but not wanting to be that naked in front of him. The thing Wade and I had always had, that odd connection, had come roaring back. I didn’t want those feelings to bloom into something we had to acknowledge. Wade was the wrong man. I knew that now.

      Tanner Letts had stolen my heart. Despite the disconnected phone, some part of me still hoped for another chance with him. If what I saw of him on the plane with Dave and Neecie was real, he’d been thinking of me. Then there’d been that other vision, the one of me in the sunny room with its soft buttery walls, pregnant and assembling a crib. I wanted that with Tanner.

      Before he’d left, I’d known I was in love with him. I didn’t want to let that go without fighting for it. The connection I felt with Wade was real, but the one I had with Tanner was more solid. Maybe because we’d actually acted on the attraction and worked to build a relationship.

      Wade came back with a big plastic bowl. “Your bra and panties are disgusting. They’re going to stink in the morning.”

      Our eyes locked. Before I knew what I was doing, I disrobed the rest of the way. Wade turned away and kept his eyes averted. He took the bra and panties from me and put them in the bowl. He filled it with water and left the room again.

      His heavy footsteps approached, and I covered my breasts with one arm, skin crawling in something almost like embarrassment. But not quite.

      He ran the water in the sink until it was warm, soaped up a washcloth, and began washing me, face set and businesslike. The front door opened.

      “Bathroom, Tubman,” Wade yelled.

      Tubby’s quick steps approached, and he gasped upon seeing me naked. I turned my face away but felt his eyes crawling over me. Wade washed the rest of me with brisk, almost rough movements, rinsed the cloth, and wiped me down.

      It was almost funny. Less than a year ago, I’d wanted Wade with all my heart and soul. Now Tanner dominated my thoughts. He’d be upset to know Wade not only saw me naked but touched my skin. Wade pressed a soft towel to my fingers.

      “Dry off.” He stepped away from me, threw Tubby a glance, and rolled his eyes. I followed his gaze.

      Tubby stood frozen in the doorway, a ball of clothes clutched to his chest, looking at me.

      Wade snatched the clothes from him. “Pull her up off the toilet so we can get these clothes on her.”

      Tubby approached and did what Wade asked. Unlike Wade, his eyes roamed my body, lingering on some of the tattoos. He saw me watching and reddened but didn’t glance away.

      “Sorry,” he muttered.

      I’d have expected no less from Tubby, but I didn’t bother to tell him that.

      Wade wrangled me into a too-big T-shirt and yoga pants and scooped me into his arms. He took me to the bed and nodded to Tubby. He pulled down a pretty quilt made of floral patterned fabric. It didn’t seem Wade’s taste at all. Wade laid me on clean white sheets.

      “She’s got to rest, at least tonight. Call whoever you need to, tell them she’s gonna live.” Wade dug in an armoire that looked to have once been a TV cabinet. He got out a light blanket and spread it over the couch. “I’m so tired I’m almost sick. I get the couch. You can either have the floor or go sleep on my sister’s couch. I’ll send her a text message that you might be there.”

      Wade tapped on his phone and then pulled his boots off. I watched in a fog, noting vaguely that he’d lost the engineer boots and now wore the kind of boots a factory worker might.

      He caught me watching and smiled. “Steel toed, darlin’. Don’t mess with me.”

      I laughed as much as my beat-up body would let me. Laughing with me, he padded over to a light switch and flicked it off. He turned on the light over the stove and came back to the couch in its dim glow. Wade took off his shirt, revealing familiar tattoos and chest heavier with muscle than when we’d been roommates. He lay down on the couch. It groaned in protest of his bulk.

      “Just rest,” he said.

      I drifted then, in a fog halfway between sleep and waking. My dreams were fragmented and frightening. Tanner walked through them. I followed, making promises, and begging him to come back.

      Shelly and I talked about the future of Sanctuary next to a grave. I realized with a shock the tombstone had Cecil’s name on it.

      Finn stood at the front of a church, wearing a cheap suit, waving a Bible, and screaming. Zora sat behind him on a bench swinging her legs and smiling.

      My dreams skipped track, and I lay in bed with Tanner, his hands running over my body. With one thumb, he caressed my nipple until it stood stiff. I arched my back toward him. He dipped one hand between my legs, lips brushing mine in rhythm with the movement of his hand. I rocked my hips against his fingers. He groaned.

      Wait a second. That groan sounded wrong.

      My eyes flew open. In the half-light Wade leaned over me, naked. He had one hand down the front of the yoga pants I’d worn to bed. The too big T-shirt had been pushed up to my collarbone.

      His dark eyes searched mine. “Is this okay?”

      His fingers teased, featherlight, sliding back and forth in the slickness between my legs. I gasped, too turned on to think about an answer. I couldn’t concentrate on anything but the movement of his hand between my legs and his breath tickling my lips.

      Wade had been my fantasy for a long time. He’d flirted, teased, shunned, and went back to do it all again. His exit from my life had been abrupt, had left things unfinished. Now I had a chance to finish it.

      Tanner and guilt hovered at the corner of my mind. But I remembered that disconnected phone number message. Those seconds of being with him on the plane to California and the wishful dream I’d had of the sunny room and the baby crib might not even be real. For all I knew, Tanner and I were done.

      I let my body take over because old desires always die hard.

      Wade’s hand found the best spot of all, the one that blotted out all rational thought. I undulated my hips against his fingers. He watched, a smile twitching at his lips.

      “Say yes.” His tongue teased the corner of my mouth.

      “Yes.” I spread my legs wide and let my fingers trail over the ridges of stomach muscle to drift over the slick tip of his shaft. I curled my fingers around him and slid my hand over his length.

      He groaned, eyes fluttering almost closed, but he snapped them open and fastened them back on mine.

      “You sure?” His hand kept moving between my legs, as though to ensure my answer.

      I nodded and kept stroking, maybe for the same reason.

      We’d wanted each other so long and so badly, nothing else seemed to matter other than the heat of his skin against mine and his smell in my nose. I wanted this experience, even if it was just one time. Something, some fact, nagged at the back of my brain. But it drifted away before I could latch onto it.

      Wade fastened his lips over mine, tongue fluttering against mine to match the almost-not-there motion of his fingers. He broke the kiss and pulled away from me.

      Had he changed his mind? Some still rational part of me insisted that might be best. Before the thought could take root and blossom, Wade crouched over me and pulled off the yoga pants. The rasp of the material over my skin brought chill bumps. I yanked off the t- shirt. Wade grabbed my ankles, hoisted them onto his shoulders and pulled me to him.

      “I wanna watch you,” he whispered. He pushed the tip of his cock down to tease my over-sensitized skin.

      I drew in a sharp breath and whimpered, “Please, oh please.”

      Eyes on mine, he lifted my hips. “Anything you want, baby.”

      I let out a little scream and dug my fingernails into his wrists as he pushed his thick length all the way into me. The sensation of being stretched to my limit made every movement, even the tiniest one, intense.

      Wade moved gently at first, my fingers still squeezing his wrists. His eyes devoured mine, roamed over my body, and came back up again. The bed squeaked out the beat of our lovemaking.

      A low rumble filled the room. At first I thought it was thunder, but then realized it was Wade’s moans. The sound of them drove my frenzy. I rolled my hips, pressing down against his hardness. I wanted to feel all of him I could.

      Wade pulled his wrists out of my hands and moved my ankles off his shoulders. He wrapped my legs around his waist and braced his hands on either side of my head, fists clutching handfuls of sheet, dark, fierce eyes locked on mine. His hips bucked against me.

      The bed’s cries grew louder. So did mine. He stiffened, and we both screamed our pleasure.

      Then he was beside me, sweaty body pressed against mine. He kissed my lips, one hand caressing my cheek. I stared into his eyes. They’d softened, and the light of his good humor shone in them.

      “That was amazing. I always knew it would be,” he whispered against my lips.

      He was right. It had been. I murmured my agreement and kissed him. Somewhere in the back of my mind, some detail begged to cut in and ruin the moment, but I was too tired and too sated to give it notice.

      Wade turned me on my side so my naked back pressed against his chest. His arm rested over me, protecting me from the whole world. I sighed, as content as I’d ever been.
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      I woke with a sharp inhale. I’d been dreaming I’d died and was at my own funeral as a ghost. Tanner had been there, crying, and I hadn’t been able to let him know I still existed. I shook off the dream and rubbed my face. I patted the bed next to me. Empty.

      “Good morning,” Wade said.

      I raised my head to find him sitting at a round table with a cute little red checkered tablecloth.

      Who had decorated this place? Not Wade. I’d lived with him. His idea of decorating was a calendar with a nude woman on it thumbtacked to the wall. His sister must have done all this. She had a real flair for decorating. I loved this cute little space.

      “Mmmph.” I pointed my toes and raised my arms over my head to stretch. My body screamed, especially the area below my navel where Oscar had stabbed me. I let out a squeak.

      “That’s gonna hurt for a while.” Wade got out of his chair and lumbered to the kitchen counter. He spooned coffee grounds into the spotless, stainless steel coffee maker, poured in some water, and started it.

      I picked my way out from under the sheets and quilt mounded on me and sat on the edge of the bed. I put one foot on the floor and tried to stand. Just that effort sent a stab of agony through my middle that doubled me over.

      Wade watched me, head tilted to one side, dark brows raised. I glanced down at my body. Naked. The night before came back in vivid detail. My skin heated.

      The fact that had nagged at the edge of my mind the night before jumped into full view. Wade’s sister, Desiree, had predicted he’d die if he ever hooked up with me. That had been the detail I’d kept shying away from. That was why Wade walked out of my life. If Desiree was right, I’d just helped Wade sign his death warrant.

      I drew in a sharp gasp. Oh, no. What had I done? Traded sex for someone’s life, that’s what. And not just anybody. This was Wade. A man who’d risked himself to save me more than once. A man who’d been my friend when I desperately needed one.

      Iron bands of guilt squeezed my heart. Bile crawled up my throat, stinging all the way. The reality of what I’d done spread over me like poison ivy. It burned with a fire nothing could soothe. I’d done the wrong thing. Again.

      The worst part? I regretted what Wade and I had done. He was no longer my heart’s desire. Tanner was. Wade held the key to a long lurking, unsatisfied question. After Tanner’s rejection, I couldn’t pass up the chance to answer that question.

      But things were always clearer in the rearview mirror. I should have used some restraint. Wade’s sister had asked me to stay out of his life because doing so might save it. Now look what I’d done.

      The guilt put on weight, growing fat on my self-pity. It pressed against my heart hard enough to make it ache. A sob built in my throat. I gave it a savage push back. No crying. A bunch of weak, girlish tears wouldn’t change a damn thing. I cut a guilty glance at the table to find Wade smiling at me.

      “I dried your clothes this morning.” He pointed to a neatly folded pile of clothes on the floor next to my side of the bed. The hag’s heart lay next to them on a strip of paper towel. Hopefully being washed and dried hadn’t ruin any value it might have.

      

      I nodded my thanks and snatched my panties off the top of the pile. I jerked them on, relishing the rough feel of the material against my skin. I didn’t deserve for the material to feel soft. Not after what I’d done. By the time I got to my jeans, I had to stop and pant from the pain. I embraced that too, welcomed it as a sick little penance. Wade got up and walked to the shining white stove.

      “Breakfast? I got bacon and eggs.” He held up a black cast iron skillet.

      Who had time to think about breakfast? I was busy beating myself up. When would I ever get my shit together and do things right?

      I glanced out the window at Wade’s tree-covered yard. A narrow driveway cut through the trees. The Cutlass was gone, but Tubby had to be somewhere out there. He wouldn’t just leave me. Would he? I hoped not. He was my way out of this situation. I might not have deserved to run away, but I wanted to.

      “Where’s Tubby?” I directed the question to Wade’s broad back.

      “Up at my sister’s,” he answered without turning around.

      I nodded, glad Wade couldn’t see how much I wanted out of here. Soon as I could, I’d find Tubby and get him to take me back to my family. I didn’t even know if they were okay.

      A white 1970s Cadillac, its distinctive boxy headlights dim, eased down the narrow lane through the trees. It stopped in front of Wade’s house. The door opened, and a woman with big boobs, long legs, and a bush of blonde hair got out.

      “Who’s that?” I yanked on Cecil’s ruined flannel shirt. The bloodstains had seasoned to an ugly chocolate milk color, but it at least smelled clean. Wade let the cast iron skillet clatter to the stove.

      “Shit. I forgot she was coming. Stay away from the windows.” Wade bolted out the door, closing it securely behind him.

      I stepped out of direct sight of the window and watched Wade jog up to the woman. They kissed. She curled her hands in his hair and hooked one leg over his hip. She broke the kiss and stared into his eyes.

      Wade, face creased into a charming smile, put both hands on the woman’s cheeks and began talking. Judging by his posture, he was apologizing for something.

      That was when I let myself see Wade’s one-room house through clearer eyes. The carefully painted fern on the whitewashed coffee table. The floral quilt on the bed. The clean kitchen. The gingham tablecloth. His sister didn’t do all that. The woman who shared his bed did.

      And this one looked like an actual girlfriend. One who cared enough to put little Día De Los Muertos painted skulls in his kitchen window for Samhain. The guilt came roaring back, more intense than ever. How much worse could this get?

      Chest tight, I glanced out the window. The long-legged woman smiled and shook her finger at Wade. She grabbed his shirt in both hands and pulled him in for another kiss. He obliged, hands roaming over her body, and squeezing her shapely butt. She got back into her car, did a quick turnaround in the yard, and was gone.

      Shame radiated through my entire body until sweat popped out on the back of my neck. That little exchange made it obvious Wade had a girlfriend he liked, and here I was, the ultimate white elephant. Wade came back in, cheeks flushed, and let out a deep breath.

      “That was Aspen. I was supposed to go garage sale-ing with her this morning. She buys furniture, refinishes it, and sells it. It pays for her… Why am I telling you this?” He made a face.

      I could barely look at him. “Wade, I am sorry for everything. Tubby shouldn’t have brought me here.”

      He approached me and gripped my upper arms. “Shut the hell up and look at me.”

      Face flaming, I couldn’t imagine doing any such thing. He put a finger under my chin and forced me to raise my head.

      “If Tubby hadn’t brought you here, you’d be dead right now. No hospital could have fixed that. As it was, Tubby barely got you here in time.” He stared into my eyes, eyebrows raised.

      “We did the wrong thing.” I stepped away, sat on the bed, and pulled on my boots. Every movement hurt.

      He came to stand next to me and plucked at my blood-stained flannel shirt. “Take off that disgusting thing. It looks like death.”

      He pulled the shirt off my shoulders, tossed it in the garbage can, and brought me one of his. It hung to my knees and smelled like sunshine and gasoline. Like Wade. A tear spilled out of my eye. I’d probably never smell Tanner’s earthy musk again.

      I peeled off the shirt and held it out to him. “I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can. Come here. Let’s talk.” He took my hand, led me to the table, and motioned for me to sit down. I did with an audible grunt. The coffee was ready. Wade got us both cups and sat down. “Two spoons of fake creamer, right?”

      I took a sip. It chased away a little gloom, but not much. “We shouldn’t have done what we did last night. That woman likes you. A lot.”

      Wade chuckled into his coffee and took a long drink. “They all do, baby.” He lit a cigarette and passed it to me. “Here. This’ll make it better.”

      I took the cigarette and smoked, staring out at the gray morning because I couldn’t stand to look at the man across from me.

      “Do I have to ask you to look at me again?” He put his hand over my wrist. I drew away. He laughed this time, loud and long, throwing his head back to stare at the ceiling.

      “Damn. I never expected this from you,” he said almost to himself. “You don’t have anything to feel guilty over. I knew what I was going to do the second Tubby dragged you in here half-dead. It’s my fault.”

      I stared at him across the table. The wide, straight smile. The fan of wrinkles at the corner of each eye. And those black eyes. They sparkled like magic. He wasn’t sorry. Not a bit.

      As though to prove it, he said, “I figured the timing was perfect. One night, you know?”

      A new emotion had come to stand next to the shame. I wasn’t sure what to call it yet, but it made my stomach hurt. Nausea ripped through me.

      Wade continued, completely oblivious. “I mean, you’ve got your thing with Mr. Rockabilly…what’s his name? Tyson?” He snapped his fingers, still grinning ear to ear. “Tristen?”

      “Tanner.” My voice sounded dead. A chill spread through me.

      “I knew it was something with a T and an N. But something hip. Not Tyrone.” Wade snickered.

      “Tanner,” I muttered again because my mind was frozen. Wade had done this, thinking I was still with Tanner, which was okay because he was with Aspen and it was just one night of his life.

      The smile fell off Wade’s face. He sat back in his chair. “This is not the first time I’ve been unfaithful to Aspen. It certainly won’t be the last. I’m working my ass off to pay for that stupid damn Cadillac she insisted on. I wanted to have some fun, so I did.”

      He stared across the table, eyes flat and stubborn, edging toward pissed. More than ever, I wanted away from him. I wished I could have kept my memories of him the way they were. I pushed back my chair.

      “Wait a minute. What are you so mad about? You sure weren’t mad last night.” His voice had that sharp edge to it, the one I knew to stay away from.

      I raised my head and locked eyes with him. “I’m mad that you don’t even have enough respect for that woman out there, who obviously likes you, to not sleep with other people.”

      His eyes went flat black. “No. I’m not faithful to Aspen, but let me tell you something, sweetie. I wouldn’t have been faithful to you either.” He waited a beat for that to sink in.

      It sank in with the kind of sting I never wanted to feel again.

      Wade leveled that flat, dangerous gaze on me. “The reason I walked away from you wasn’t fear that I’d get killed hanging around with you. It was that I didn’t want you looking at me like you’re looking at me right now. And eventually you would have.”

      He took out his cigarettes and popped the pack on the table, even though he held a burning cigarette between his first and second fingers. It was time for me to go.

      I pushed out of my chair, stood, and patted my pockets. No phone. I walked to where my clothes had been. Each step felt wobbly and insubstantial. Like I might float off at any second. I searched on the floor and under the bed. Still no phone.

      I turned back to Wade. “Where’s my phone?”

      He stood, towering over the table, and stubbed his cigarette out in the ashtray. “Don’t go yet. I want to tell you something. Last night was what I’ve wanted since the first time I saw you. Did I ever tell you about that?”

      “Does Tubby have my phone?” I stared at the door, longing to go through it and leave this awful scene.

      Wade hurried to me and grabbed my arm. “The first time I saw you, I’d just moved to Gaslight City and joined the Six Gun Revolutionaries. You were telling off Chase Fischer.” Wade turned me so I was facing him, but I wouldn’t look at him. “Chase had apparently stood you up, and you’d gone to find him. He was standing in front of you glassy-eyed stoned, and you were screaming at him in the street. I said to myself, ‘I’ve got to have that girl.’” His voice trailed off on the last word, and he let go of me, shoulders rounded.

      “But you’d have never been faithful to me.” The revelation, though it didn’t matter now, shook me to the core. I’d completely misjudged Wade. What else had I misjudged?

      “Sex doesn’t mean anything,” he yelled at the top of his lungs.

      I backed away from him. He could kill me with one hit.

      He stormed toward me and grabbed me. “I left because I loved you too much for it to end like this.”

      I was too scared to speak. Wade had never come close to losing his temper with me, but I was afraid he might now. He took in the look on my face and slowly released me.

      He whispered, “I’m sorry.”

      “I want Tubby.” My voice shook. I couldn’t stand this anymore.

      “He took his car up to my sister’s and slept there.” Wade’s voice trembled.

      I walked toward the door. My hand was shaking so hard, I had trouble getting hold of the doorknob. Then I had a hard time turning it. Finally I got the door open.

      “Peri Jean,” Wade said from behind me. “I did love you. Still do. I wish I was a different kind of man…”

      I stepped outside and shut the door on his words. The truth had been there. Wade had been a shark where women were concerned the whole time I’d known him. But I had refused to see that the same rules would apply to me.

      I had idealized him, tried to make him into what I wanted. If I had never come to this place, I could have kept telling myself that story. But now I knew the truth. It stung like a million red ant bites, hurting the kind of deep feelings I never told anybody about.

      Head down, tears of shame flooding down my face, I ran right into somebody. At first, I thought it was Tubby. Good. I’d tell him to get me the hell out of here. But women’s perfume flooded my senses. Nothing cheap, but nothing expensive either.

      Aspen. She’d seen me through the window and come back to beat the religion out of me. I deserved it. Bracing myself for the first punch, I raised my head.

      Desiree stood in front of me, face set in a snarl. I gasped. She grabbed my arm, squeezing too hard and digging in her fingernails. It hurt, but I said nothing. I deserved this. Desiree began dragging me away from Wade’s cabin.
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        * * *

      

      Face set in fury, Desiree towed me through the trees. I wanted to be mad at her. I wanted to call her a bitch and give her a bloody nose. Everything I’d managed to learn about survival required me to fight. But learning who Wade Hill really was had taken all the fight out of me.

      Wade’s and my night of passion had so many consequences, none of them good. Wade might not care that he had cheated on Aspen with me, but I cared. I wouldn’t want to be treated that way.

      Worse than the betrayal, being with me put Wade in danger. Desiree’s long-ago card reading predicted he’d die if we became lovers. Mad as I was at Wade for using me to betray his girlfriend, I didn’t want him dead. I’d once loved him, wanted to spend my life with him. I still wanted him to find whatever made him happy.

      Desiree got me out of sight of Wade’s house and shoved me down in the leaves. My elbows took the weight of the fall, jarring my injured abdominal muscles. I let out a little scream.

      Desiree reared back one of her sexy boots, gave me a kick in the thigh, and screamed, “Don’t cry!”

      I cut off my cry and stared at her, waiting for more. Maybe a beating would help me feel better. My one night of stupidity with Wade had the potential to create a world of hurt.

      Desiree leaned toward me, teeth bared like a vicious animal. “How dare you come on my property? I begged you to stay away from my brother. Don’t you care about anybody but yourself?”

      The tears rose up then. I pulled my knees up to my chest, put my hands over my face, and cried. The guilt worked its way through the swell of bitter grief and overtook it. Crying was nothing but a silly little girl’s ploy. I dropped my hands.

      “Go ahead, kick me. Kick me to death.” I met Desiree’s furious gaze. “I deserve it.”

      Desiree reared back her sexy boot again and kicked me in the hip.

      I did nothing to block the blow but couldn’t stop the tears rolling down my face. “Go on. I deserve this. Wade doesn’t even care. He thinks it’s stupid.”

      Desiree, who’d balled up both fists and was drawing one back, stopped short and let her arm fall to her side. A dark cloud of grief passed over her face.

      She snorted. “So you finally met the real Wade Hill. The one who gets off on being a walking cloud of destruction. Heartbreaking, isn’t it?”

      I didn’t answer. The two kicks she’d delivered throbbed. If she didn’t kill me in these woods, they’d be the color of eggplants soon.

      Desiree jammed her hands onto her hips and stared at the sky. “To hell with this. He chose what he did with you. I can love him with all my heart, but I can’t save him.” Her face crumpled for a second. By some force of will, she pulled it straight and held out her hand. “Get up. Let’s go to my house for coffee.”

      I peered at her through my tears. “You’re not going to kill me? You should.”

      “Nope. You’ve hurt yourself worse than I ever could.” She put her hand in my face. I took it and let her pull me to my feet. Pain ripped through me. My vision wavered. I rocked on my feet, gasping.

      Desiree took my arm and held me steady, a far cry from her fury a few moments earlier. “All right?”

      I nodded.

      “No, you’re not all right. Tubman said you like to have died. I figured he was full of shit.” She gripped my arm with both hands and practically carried me down the path away from Wade’s house.

      Every step sent a shot of agony through my injured pelvis. Soon sweat ran down my face and dripped into my eyes. By the time we reached the steps to her wraparound porch, nausea rocked my stomach and my bowels were hot and loose. I grabbed onto the porch step’s railing and hung there.

      “Tubman,” Desiree yelled at the house.

      Tubby came to the door holding a cup of coffee. As soon as he saw me, he set down his coffee and rushed at me.

      “Oh, baby. I’m so glad you’re alive.” Tubby grabbed me in a hug.

      I let out a pained bleat.

      Desiree pushed Tubby off me. “Carry her inside and put her on the couch.”

      He picked me up more gently than I’d have imagined him capable and mounted the steps.  Ceramic dogs painted flat black with a white skeleton pattern lined the path to the front door. Hay bales scattered the porch, watched over by a scarecrow with a cloth sack head and cutout eyes. Desiree caught me looking at it and gave me a wink.

      “Samhain’s my favorite holiday of the year.” She swatted at Tubby. “You better have made enough coffee for me to drink, son.”

      “I did.” His voice went up several octaves. He sounded like a little boy defending himself to his mother. If I hadn’t been hurting so bad, I’d have laughed. Tubby carried me across the threshold of Desiree’s house the way a groom carries his bride.

      “Right here.” Desiree pointed at a worn sectional sofa.

      Tubby set me on it.

      Desiree spoke to Tubby in a brisk tone. “Get us coffee and get bacon started.”

      Tubby hurried through the room. Desiree had it tricked out for Halloween with black and orange ceramic cats everywhere. A ceramic pumpkin’s eye cutouts flickered with the light of a burning candle inside. A gourd painted to look like an owl spilled fresh orange mums. Tubby stopped to sniff the flowers.

      “Wait a minute,” Desiree said in her smoky voice.

      Tubby stopped in his tracks but didn’t turn around.

      “There’s French vanilla creamer in the fridge. Put some in my coffee.” She sat next to me and began taking off her boots. When Tubby was out of earshot, she turned to me and whispered, “Damn, he’s cute.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. Tubby saved me from having to comment by bringing in our coffee. He carefully set a cup in front of each of us.

      He said to me, “Yours just has powdered creamer in it. I know what you like.”

      I nodded my thanks and forced a weak smile.

      Desiree took a sip of her coffee and glared at Tubby. “Did you start the bacon?”

      “No, but I’m fixing to.” He marched back to the kitchen.

      Desiree spoke to me in a low voice, “That little skinny butt reminds me of my first husband, God rest his sorry soul.”

      An ashtray in the shape of skull sat on the coffee table. At least Desiree smoked in the house. She lit a cigarette and offered me one.

      Once I had a little nicotine coursing through me, I said, “I’m sorry. I’ve done the wrong thing most of my life, but this is the worst. Your card reading is one step closer to coming true.”

      She stared out the window at the hills in the distance. The seconds ticked by, so many that I began to worry she was getting ready to change her mind about beating me to a pulp.

      “Fate is almost always chance mixed with choice,” she finally said. “My brother is a grown-assed man. I realized back there in the woods that I just have to accept what he’s chosen. That’s why I didn’t finish kicking your ass.”

      I watched her, waiting for hysterical tears, fierce anger, or some show of emotion. None of that came.

      “My brother knew the consequences of being with you,” she said in her smoke-fogged voice. “He always claimed to love you. Maybe one night of passion was worth whatever it cost.”

      Cold fingers worked their way down my back. I didn’t want to be the reason Wade didn’t get to grow old. There was nothing all that special about me. I wasn’t worth it. I caught Desiree watching me, a sardonic smile curving the full lips she shared with Wade.

      “You don’t believe a man like Wade would make a choice like that? You ain’t lived much yet.” She let out a rough laugh, lines spreading outward from her smile.

      “Would you make a choice like that?” I asked her.

      In this light, the gray roots of Desiree’s blonde hair showed. So did the crevice of wrinkles between the boobs her low-cut shirt showed off. But her long legs, encased in tight jeans, still looked better than many women young enough to be her daughter.

      “Naw, girl. But I’m a woman. We deal in superglue, coupons, and shitty diapers. Life beats the romance out of us a lot faster than it does men.” She took a pull on her cigarette, the cracks in her lips like crazing on porcelain, and tipped me a wink.

      I thought about what she’d said. Wade had seduced me last night knowing it would be the only time. He’d even said he didn’t care if his connection with me killed him. Did he do it out of some romantic notion of true love? Or because he didn’t want to do the work and risk the heartbreak of a real relationship? Either way, he was cheating himself. He was a great man with so much to offer the right woman.

      My mind circled back to Tanner. This time Hannah’s voice played over the memory of leaving him on that street in Austin with his California friends. She’d said I didn’t love myself enough. The first time I’d heard those words, I had denied them with all my might. Now I wasn’t so sure. Best I could see, Wade and I both ran around trying to destroy our own lives.

      Desiree sat up and stubbed out her cigarette in the ashtray. “Let me take a look at that wound.”

      I reached for my shirt.

      “Let me do it. It might hurt a little less.” She raised my shirt and pushed my jeans where she could see. She hissed through her teeth. “You’d be dead now if Tubman hadn’t brought you.”

      She let go of me and stared out the window at the hills. Her lips moved. “For everything there is a purpose…”

      “What?” I almost hated to ask. The answer might reawaken her wrath.

      She cut her eyes at me. “It’s from the Holy Bible. ‘To everything there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven.’ To that, I’ll add that the fighting we do against the universe’s plans for us often takes us where we were supposed to end up in the first place.”

      The smell of bacon drifted from the kitchen. Tubby came out, took one look at us sitting on the couch, and left the room again.

      Desiree sat a few minutes longer. Finally she seemed to come to herself. “How about I get you something for your pain?”

      Without waiting for my answer, she left the room. I sat in the stillness alone, pondering her words.

      I had spent a lifetime trying to escape my fate. But it seemed every step I took forced me to accept a little more of my true nature. Desiree had expended force and energy trying to keep Wade from his fate. Yet fate, in the form of Tubby Tubman, had brought me back to Wade’s door. And he’d made a choice that doomed him so I could live to fight Oscar again.

      Right then, my life pressed on my shoulders, heavy enough to crush. It seemed a labyrinth of lost highways, one hairpin curve after another. I kept searching for the last exit to normal. More and more, I suspected it didn’t exist. This was it for me.

      Desiree bustled back into the room wearing latex gloves and holding a little aluminum tub. She sat back down and motioned me to get my clothes out of the way. Once I did, she slathered a cloudy ointment over the exposed skin.

      “This’ll sort of numb you. Let the muscles rest so they’ll keep on healing.” Finished, she capped the container and handed it to me. “This is poisonous. Don’t eat it, and wash your hands after you apply it.”

      “Thank you.” I slipped the tub in my pocket. Wonderful, sweet numbness had already begun to spread through my sore body. My vision sharpened at the edges. Whatever was in this ointment was some potent shit. I leaned back and breathed a sigh of relief.

      “No need for thanks. I think me helping you is part of what’s supposed to happen.” Her eyes clouded over again, and her brow creased with thought.

      I sank deeper into the couch. As the mystery ointment relaxed me, I started telling Desiree about my battles with fate, about the scar tissue, and finally about Oscar and the Wild Hunt.

      Tubby brought out a plate of bacon, a loaf of bread, and three plates. He made his sandwich and listened quietly. A couple of times, I caught Desiree watching him, a small smile on her face.

      When I stopped talking, she said, “That’s a lot to process in such a short time. I do understand why you’ve struggled.” She made herself a bacon sandwich and took a bite before she spoke again. “You will have to eventually make peace with your fate. You likely won’t shed the scar tissue until you’ve truly done that.”

      “But I don’t know how.” I made my own bacon sandwich, even though I didn’t really want it.

      Desiree chewed. “It has to do with accepting what you are.”

      “But I do.” The words felt true, but I knew they must not be.

      Desiree shook her head. “You might think you have, but you haven’t yet. Even I can see that, and I barely know you. But if the Wild Hunt is after you, it might not matter anyway.”

      “Why not?” I set down my sandwich.

      “I don’t know much about the Wild Hunt. Just stories I heard growing up. In my opinion, here’s what you need to think about. Oscar Rivera has named you as the target of the hunt. The question you need to ask yourself is how to kill Oscar. That would put an end to the whole thing.” Desiree popped the last bite of her sandwich into her mouth.

      Oscar no longer had a body. He was spirit. He could possess a body, and that body could be killed, but Oscar would still survive. He could survive because his soul still lived.

      “His soul,” I muttered, picturing the way Oscar’s army was eating the souls of the people they killed for extra power.

      Desiree nodded and lit another cigarette. “Wade told me that Oscar hid his soul somewhere as part of an immortality deal. That right?”

      I nodded, remembering the vision where I’d seen Oscar sacrifice a baby to seal the deal.

      “Okay then. You need to find the soul and destroy it.” Desiree squinted at me through her haze of cigarette smoke.

      But Desiree didn’t understand. I had already, accidentally, found where Oscar hid his soul. The hole where I threw the runes away. I’d given him everything he needed to beat me, all wrapped up in a nice package.

      Tubby, who understood the problem, said, “No, his soul probably ain’t there no more, but he’s just hid it somewheres else. There’s a rhyme or reason to where he hid it. We’ll find it.”

      Tubby pulled a phone out of his pocket and glanced at the screen. “We probably need to be heading on down the road.”

      “That’s my phone,” I yelled.

      Tubby dropped it next to me and began helping me off the couch. Desiree’s ointment must have done its job because I got up a lot easier than I’d gone down.

      Desiree stood and held open the door for us. “I would say come back again, but…fate has a way of making you end up where it wants you.” She and I exchanged a wry smile. She turned her attention to Tubby. “Bye, honey.”

      Tubby slipped her a wink, and she shut the door. The sound of the deadbolt engaging came through the door.
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      Tubby tried to help me into his now trashed Cutlass, but Desiree’s poisonous ointment had me feeling better by the second. I pushed his hands away.

      “I got it. Thanks.” I buckled my seatbelt with only a twinge of pain through my middle.

      Scrolling through my phone, I saw where Tubby had been answering my text messages from Hannah to Cecil and everybody in between. The messages, riddled with misspelled and non-words, had put my family in an uproar.

      One message from Cecil read, “Tubman, if you’re lying to me, I’ll have Finn scoop out your eyeballs with a sharpened spoon.”

      I began sending messages to everybody telling them that Wade had managed to heal me and Tubby and I were leaving now.

      Cecil sent a message back with more GPS coordinates and “Don’t come in here like the peckerwood mafia. This is a tourist place for nice folks.”

      I answered, “Yes, sir,” but wondered where we’d landed and what exactly Cecil was thinking. We didn’t need to be around a crowd of people right now.

      Tubby got into the car and started it.

      I lit into him. “Why were you answering my text messages? They knew it wasn’t me.”

      Tubby turned to me, blue eyes cold as winter clouds. “Because you were fucking your brains out with Goliath back there. You want everybody to know about that?”

      “No,” I muttered. “I’d like to pretend that never happened.”

      Tubby jerked the car into reverse, did a hard turnaround, and sped off Desiree’s property. He stared straight ahead as he drove, jaw clenched.

      I sat back in my seat, muscles tense with apprehension. Was this Tubby’s version of jealousy?  I hoped not.

      Tubby and I had shared a brief, yet passionate, romance in our twenties. I had said goodbye to it with a sigh of relief. Years passed. Out of the blue a few months earlier, Tubby had tried to get me to go out with him. I’d refused and said I just wanted friendship. My feelings hadn’t changed. I let the radio do the talking for the next several miles.

      Tubby held his silence until we got off Ranch to Market Road 187 at Medina. He pulled into the parking lot of a convenience store and twisted to glare at me.

      “What’re you gonna tell Tanner about fucking Wade?” He narrowed his eyes at me. He’d know a lie if I dared tell one.

      “Tanner’s gone. I don’t owe him any kind of explanation.” I propped my elbow on the window and put my face in my hand.

      Tubby rolled his eyes. “That’s so weak.”

      I dropped my hand and glared at him. “I’m grateful you did what it took to save my life, but it doesn’t give you a front row seat to my fucked-up shit. Okay?”

      So fast I didn’t have time to react, Tubby unbuckled his seatbelt, jammed his knee in the seat, and came at me. I pressed myself against the car door, still unable to comprehend what was happening. Tubby wrapped both arms around me and pressed his lips to mine.

      Heart hammering, I put both hands on his chest and pushed as hard as I could. But it was no use. He was stronger and not recovering from a life-threatening injury. I pressed my lips together and tried to get my knees between us, but the seatbelt hampered my movements.

      Tubby drew back as though stung. “So Wade’s good enough, but I’m not?”

      Of all the times for this crap. Couldn’t Tubby wait until a time when I hadn’t almost died and had my heart broken twice in two days? Obviously not.

      My first impulse was to put my arms around Tubby, to hug him and comfort him. He was one of my oldest friends. Despite how ridiculous he came off, he was an intelligent, complex man. He just sucked at actual relationships. But I didn’t dare touch him, not right in the middle of his play for me.

      I said as gently as I could, “You and I tried this, remember?”

      “I’ve grown up since then.” He hovered over me, face pleading. “I want you back in my life.”

      “We can’t.” There were a thousand reasons, all of them good.

      “At least let me kiss you. If there’s nothing…” He shrugged, bow-shaped lips crimping into a smile.

      I shook my head. There’d be something. I didn’t have to let him kiss me to know that. Tubby and I had had enough chemistry to blow the world into an unrecognizable mess.

      “If you let me do this, I’ll never ask again.” He ran one finger slowly over the chill bumps on my arm.

      I thought about Tubby never asking again, never hinting again, never flirting with me again. His attention had made me feel good at the worst times in my life. A lightbulb went on in my head. I had used Tubby to feel better about my disappointments in life. It was time for me to let him go.

      Could I do this? Show Tubby he didn’t want me but still keep him as my friend? Probably not both. But he deserved more than he’d ever have with me.

      I unbuckled my seatbelt, pushed myself off the seat, and straddled Tubby, staring into his blue eyes. I put my mouth over his but made it about as sexy as using tissue to blot off lipstick. Tubby, never one to give up, put his hand behind my neck and deepened the kiss.

      He stopped abruptly, laughed in my face, and gave me a light shove. “Get off me.”

      I did what he said and sat on my side of the car, hand on the door handle in case he lost his mind again. Tubby wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and threw his head back to let out a string of mad cackles. He glanced at me and laughed some more.

      “That was awful,” he yelled.

      I started to laugh too, mostly out of relief. Now he could let this go.

      He came toward me, smiling and normal, and wrapped his arms around me.

      “I love you, friend,” he whispered in my ear.

      “I love you too.” I squeezed him tighter.

      Tubby let go, scooted into the driver’s seat, and started the car. He got us back on the road.

      “You seriously wish it hadn’t happened with Wade?” He turned off the radio.

      I relaxed then, let out the breath I’d been holding. “Seriously. I’m in love with Tanner. He probably won’t ever come back. But if he does, he’ll see it as a betrayal.”

      “Baby, I hate to say it, but if he cut off his phone, he ain’t coming back.” He cut a guilty glance at me, one that told me he’d tried to call Tanner to let him know I was hurt bad and learned the same thing I had last night.

      “It’ll be whatever it’s going to be.” My voice trembled.

      Tubby put his hand on my leg and squeezed, probably the only comfort he could offer. “I had an idea for finding Oscar’s soul.”

      He was changing the subject. Thank goodness. My romantic life sucked. I wanted to quit thinking about it.

      “Tell me.” I took out my cigarettes, lit two, and pressed one between Tubby’s lips.

      “Find out about Oscar’s history. He might’ve hidden it in one of his old haunts.” He dragged on the cigarette and exhaled through his nose in twin jets of blue smoke.

      “Not a bad idea.” I thought back. “The first time I met Oscar, last February, I found an entry about him in a book. It didn’t say much other than… Hold on. I’ve got it here in my phone.”

      “What would we do without those things?” Tubby laughed.

      I took out my phone and searched through the notes I’d kept when I worked more often for Griffin Reed and Mysti Whitebyrd. “Here it is.”

      I read aloud from my phone’s screen. “‘A more interesting case of obsession is that of Oscar E. Rivera, a native of Houston, Texas. Rivera enjoyed success leading séances for the Houston rich but became obsessed with an ancient immortality rite he discovered. Rivera took on the name Lord of Babylon and left Houston in 1870 seeking an underground river he believed would connect him to the underworld. He never returned.’”

      Tubby nodded, eyes fixed on the road. He cracked his window and let the wind take his cigarette butt.

      “There’s several things there.” He glanced at me. “You’ve got the underground river leading to the underworld. You’ve got the Lord of Babylon thing.”

      “He also committed at least one murder in Austin,” I said. “She was the first person he killed after making the immorality pact. Her bone made the first rune.”

      Tubby shuddered. “Ewww. And just think. You touched those runes.”

      I ignored him. “Oscar was also a native of Houston. He may have hidden his soul somewhere there.”

      The idea of poking around Houston filled me with dread. For one thing, it was a good five-hour drive north and east from our current location. For another thing, the traffic was insane. Too many people, all in a big hurry.

      Tubby nodded but said, “Yeah, but Houston is a big, big city.”

      No shit. Another lightbulb flashed behind my eyes. “How far are we from Austin?” I loved Texas’s Hill Country, but the open country made things seem farther away than they really were.

      “’Bout two hours, but Cecil’s coordinates are taking us that way anyway.” Tubby glanced at the map on his phone. “You got an idea?”

      “Maybe. Let me make a phone call.” I got into my contacts and called someone I’d met under pretty bad circumstances, hoping he’d answer the phone.

      Linus Bramwell, author on the occult, answered on the first ring. “If it isn’t my favorite troublemaker. What’s shaking?”

      “I’m looking for information about Oscar E. Rivera. He’s the subject of an urban legend in which he’s called the Coachman. He’s also used the name Lord of Babylon.” I paused to let Linus take in what I was saying.

      “Sounds familiar.” The sound of him clicking computer keys came over the line. He went silent as he read whatever he’d found. “Oh, I’ve heard about this guy. Why do you want to know about him?”

      I blurted out my sordid history with Oscar Rivera. I told him about the way Oscar had hidden his soul and bargained for immortality. About the way he’d sent Miss Ugly to kill me and recruited my ex-husband to help him. Then I told him about Oscar calling the Wild Hunt to kill me and what he’d do with my magic if he succeeded.

      Linus sucked in his breath at that point. “What are you going to do?”

      “I think I can get rid of him forever if I destroy his soul.” The magnitude of it chilled me.

      “Fairy tale justice. It might work,” Linus muttered, still clicking. “How can I help you?”

      “Oscar may have hidden his soul somewhere from his past, but I don’t know enough about him to figure out where that would be.” My cheeks heated asking this man for another favor. He’d helped me before just because I’d asked. Now I was asking again.

      Linus said nothing for several long minutes. “I have some resources, but I don’t want to become a target of the Wild Hunt.” Fear hushed his voice to a near whisper. “Why don’t you start by telling me what you know of Oscar’s history? That will give me a starting point.”

      I read him the same passage I’d read Tubby and included the name of the book it had come from and the author.

      Linus’s only answer was the clicking of keys on a keyboard.

      “We’re two hours away from you. Is that enough time?” I was already sending Cecil a text message explaining where I was going and that I’d be later than expected.

      Linus came back with, “That’s fine. I’ll leave yours and Tanner’s names at the gate.”

      “I’m with Thomas Tubman today.” Anxiety bloomed in my gut at having to give Linus some explanation for Tanner’s absence.

      But Linus simply barked a dry laugh and said, “Understood.”

      Tubby and I sped toward Austin, only stopping to buy cheap hamburgers at a fast food restaurant, which we ate on the way.
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        * * *

      

      Tubby gawked at at the entrance of Linus’s subdivision. “Damn thing’s twice as fancy as the one where Rainey lives.”

      Tubby was right. Though Rainey lived in the nicest subdivision in Gaslight City, this place far outclassed it. The guard shack alone made hers look like a kid’s lemonade stand.

      We followed a flagstone drive of variegated colors to the guard shack. A steel arm that could have easily finished killing Tubby’s Cutlass barred the road into the community of expensive houses. Stone walls at least twelve feet high, emblazoned with the subdivision’s name, protected the development.

      The guard’s eyes widened at Tubby’s beat-down car, but he quickly rearranged his expression into a poker face and took Tubby’s and my driver’s licenses. He came back less than minute later. “Mr. Bramwell is waiting to see you.”

      We cruised through the subdivision’s narrow streets. When Tanner and I had come here a couple of months ago, it had been early morning with barely anybody stirring. Now, at midday, people were everywhere, despite the gray day.

      Eyes widened, fingers pointed. A few clapped phones to ears, probably calling the guard shack to ask about the nasty car invading their pristine corner of paradise. A small part of me didn’t blame them. Tubby and I looked like what we were: white trash.

      “This one.” I pointed to Linus’s Spanish-style house with its tile roof.

      Tubby parked at the curb and leaned across the car to stare at the house. “Who is this guy?”

      “He writes occult fiction.” I worked the door latch and got out. Tubby hurried to follow. We approached the door, and I rang the bell.

      Linus opened so quickly, he must have been standing on the other side.

      “Well, if it isn’t Peri Jean Mace.” He held open his arms, and I gave him a hug. He turned to Tubby, hand out, smiling. “Linus Bramwell.”

      “Tubby Tubman.” Tubby wiped his hand on his pants and shook Linus’s hand, craning to peek inside the fancy house.

      Linus held open the door. “Come in.”

      We went inside, Tubby goggling at the made-to-look-old features of the obviously new home.

      “This’s a nice place,” he muttered to me.

      I nodded, remembering the way Tanner had looked around. It had been as though he knew about places like this, wished himself back in one of them instead of slumming with me. Probably at least some of the reason he’d gone back to California.

      Instead of leading us to his spacious kitchen, which looked out on his luxurious pool, Linus lead us through a living room with exposed beams, warm terracotta-colored tile, and rustic furnishings that probably cost a small fortune.

      “Let’s go into my office.” Linus held open a heavy door made of rough wood.

      Tubby stared at it as we passed. “Where do you get a door like this?”

      “It’s reclaimed from an old house in France, Mr. Tubman.” Linus’s shoes tapped softly on the floors until he crossed onto a faded Persian rug. He went behind his desk, also made of rough wood, sat down, and motioned for Tubby and me to take the red leather-covered wingchairs in front of the desk.

      We sat, Tubby still staring at all the details.

      “I managed to dig up a little on Oscar.” Linus’s grim face gave me a bad feeling.

      “I appreciate your effort.” I leaned forward, trying to ignore Tubby’s gawking.

      Linus smiled in acknowledgement, clicked a few keys on a silver keyboard, and stared at his monitor.

      Tubby half rose from his chair to peer at an expensively framed print of Hieronymus Bosch’s Garden of Earthly Delights.

      “What the fuck?” he muttered.

      I reached over, popped him on the leg, and hissed, “Straighten up.”

      He gave me the finger. Linus looked up about that time. I swatted Tubby’s finger away and tried to act dignified.

      Linus acted as though he’d seen nothing. “Oscar was an occultist in Houston, Texas, which you already knew. In the census for 1870, he listed ‘professor’ as his occupation.” Linus tapped a few more keys. “I suspect Oscar considered himself a professor in spiritualism. He was quite popular among the wealthy, which plays in our favor. Those people had time to write letters to each other, and those letters were preserved.”

      I had a hard time imagining Oscar behaving himself well enough to fit in with the well-heeled. But he’d been handsome and had a commanding presence. He must have figured out a way.

      Linus leaned close to his screen and squinted. “In one of these letters, a society woman writes that Oscar told her he’d been orphaned after his parents died of influenza. He claimed to have spent the rest of his childhood in a tiny German farming community where he was raised by a German witch. Whatever the truth was, this socialite notes that Oscar spoke fluent German with a cousin of hers.”

      I perked up. This could give us a big clue about where Oscar hid his soul. “Does it give the name of the town?”

      “Unfortunately, no.” Linus went back to reading from his computer screen. “But this might interest you. From everything I’ve found, Oscar Rivera was a phony.”

      “W-what? How?” This went against all I knew about Oscar. Even as a spirit, he had powerful magic.

      “Séances are easy to fake. There was stuff like tapping and automatic writing.” Linus sounded like he was winding up for a lecture, one on the wrong topic. I’d have to cut him off.

      “Of course, but I was more curious about you calling Oscar a phony. He’s a lot of things, but not that.” I told Linus some of the things I’d seen Oscar do in visions of the past.

      “It seems he changed after something very bad happened to him.” Linus spun his monitor and showed us a badly scanned picture of a young Oscar Rivera and a woman with two young boys. Like all the pictures of the time, the subjects looked as though they were about to be led to the guillotine. Linus turned the monitor to face him again.

      “The woman in the picture was Olive Allen. She married Oscar Rivera in 1860. Over the following years, she gave birth to the two boys in the picture.” Linus’s eyes scanned over the screen. “This part of Oscar’s life is only well documented because it’s so tragic. Even so, information is limited. Oscar lived in Houston right after the Civil War. It was a rather lawless period in which some shameful tragedies occurred. If you think people are intolerant now, imagine how they were back then.”

      The idea chilled me. Some people who’d known me all my life had tried to kill me because they thought I was satanic. They’d been willing to kill Rainey Bruce and Wade Hill right along with me just because they were in the wrong place at the wrong time. I nodded my understanding.

      Linus watched me, both sympathy and curiosity evident in his gaze. “The most detailed account I found says that Olive, Oscar, and their sons were dragged from their home and lynched right in their front yard.”

      “For being Satanists, I assume.” I muttered the words.

      Linus rolled his eyes and nodded. “Oscar somehow survived. He claimed not to know who hurt his family.”

      “What happened after that?” Tubby lost interest in the expensive furnishings enough to speak. “I mean, what did Oscar do?”

      “Impossible to know for sure. But after I got some ideas of his social circle, I was able to find a few clues.” Linus tapped a few keys. “Rumor claimed Oscar summoned a demon to help him carry out revenge. The men suspected of lynching Olive and the children were found ripped apart, as though animals had attacked them. After that, Oscar became a known spell caster, one who had no problem with the darker side of things.”

      My cheeks tingled. Though this gave me no hints where Oscar might have hidden his soul this go-around, it did give me a sense of this man, who he might have been and what might have driven him.

      I’d never know for sure, but I suspected Oscar’s near-death experience gave him a little something extra. I’d seen it before. A man like Oscar, one who’d been unable to protect his wife and children, would have grabbed onto that extra power.

      Linus talked about Oscar summoning a demon. It probably murdered the people who hurt Oscar’s wife and children. I’d have done the same. Did that make me like Oscar? I shied away from the thought and forced my mind back on track.

      The demon Oscar had called forth had surely wanted some form of repayment. I’d dealt with their kind too and knew something of their ways. Mysti called them chthonic beings. Tanner called them boogers. Priscilla Herrera called them dark beings. I called them trouble.

      Once a booger had a human in its snare, it handed out favors like a politician. But one day, all those favors would come due. At that point, most humans found themselves up crap creek in a sinking boat.

      But Oscar had sought immortality. He had let himself get pulled even deeper than simply having revenge on his family’s murderers. What had driven him?

      All my experiences with Oscar had centered on revenge and power. Could anybody be that boring and shallow?

      Linus’s soft, scholarly voice cut into my thoughts. “When you called, you read to me an entry from a book about spiritualists.”

      “Sure.” I dug out my phone. “I’ve got a picture of it right here. I can send it to you.”

      “Not necessary. I found it online.” Linus’s eyes crinkled into a smile. “I was able to find out a bit about the immortality rite referenced.”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “It supposedly came from a book found in an abandoned monastery. Oscar bought it from an explorer known only as Black Silas.” Linus stopped reading to stare at me. “Are you all right, dear?”

      I croaked a non-answer at him. It was all my airless lungs would let me do. Black Silas. We’d met because of my adventure in Devil’s Rest, Texas. He’d helped me auction off a book that drove people into a murderous rage. He scared me witless.

      Linus watched me, intelligent eyes sharp and probing. “What is it?”

      I chewed my lip and brainstormed possible answers. Black Silas was dangerous. I’d sensed that much about him. He’d been pleased to meet me, but he might be less than pleased if I gossiped about him. Careless words might put Linus in danger.

      I shook my head at my friend. “I can’t say anything.”

      Linus sat back in his seat, eyes suddenly dull and angry. “That’s not fair. I’ve helped you more than once. This is of interest to me.”

      “Can I say I’ve met Black Silas and be done with it?” My heart trembled giving even this much detail.

      “That’s impossible. This man would be well over a hundred and fifty years old…” Linus paled.

      “Black Silas is not human, and he’s not anybody you need to know about.” I hardened my voice into the one I used when necessary on underlings.

      A warm wind began to blow in Linus’s office, making papers flutter off his desk. Horror stole into my veins. What on earth was this? The answer came without much thought. Injured and scared, my tenuous control on my power was even looser than normal.

      Magic crackled at my fingertips, and the smell of ozone filled the room. Whispers teased at the edge of my mind. I tried to pull back the power. But getting it back in was a lot harder than letting it out. A low hum came from the wood floor.

      Linus’s face turned gray. He grabbed for his desk and stood, chest rising and falling. The wind whipped around him.

      “Oh, boy,” Tubby muttered.

      I strained to control the magic seeping from me, shaking with the effort. If a little force had done this, how did I ever expect to be an accomplished witch? I sucked in a hard breath and pulled at the magic so hard the pain returned to my newly healed injury.

      The wind died. The papers lay still on Linus’s desk. The poor man still stood behind it breathing hard.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “It’s over now. But you can’t know Black Silas. You’re my friend, and I’m afraid of what he might do to you.”

      Linus licked his lips and nodded, nostrils flaring. He sat carefully behind his desk. “We may revisit the issue at another time. For now I’ll accept your answer. The last historical mention I found of Oscar was of him consulting a geologist about underground rivers. He disappeared after that.”

      I had vague ideas of Oscar’s further adventures. He’d gone out to Central Texas, where there were caverns and pools of water underground. He’d sought out the hole where I’d thrown the runes and somehow got himself down there without falling and killing his own stupid self.

      Linus began clicking keys on his computer. “You came here on a theory that Oscar hid his soul somewhere in his past. As I pulled together all the information I just shared, my heart sank on your behalf. I don’t think your theory is going to pan out.”

      My head snapped up.

      “Houston is a city of progress. It’s not like, say, New Orleans where you can go to a carefully preserved historic area.” Linus still looked a little green from his fright, but he was too curious to throw us out. “Houston doesn’t have an abundance of structures that would date back to the 1860s. The likelihood of one of those few being linked to Oscar is slim.”

      I fell back in my chair. Oscar had been raised in a German-speaking community in Texas’s Hill Country. Maybe he’d hidden his soul there. “And there’s no further mention of where Oscar was raised?”

      “I found nothing more.” Linus gave me a sad shake of his head.

      I put my forehead in my hand. We’d gone out of our way to come here, but Linus hadn’t had the magic answer. What now?

      A voice that sounded suspiciously like Memaw spoke up in my head. The first thing you need to do is thank this nice man for his time. A smile spread over my face. Memaw had been all about good manners. I raised my head.

      “Linus, thank you for taking time out of your busy day for us.” I stood and held out my hand.

      He didn’t take it. Instead he gave me a crafty smile. “We’re not finished. Sit back down.”

      I did, heart speeding up, body tensing.

      “After I figured out my research wasn’t going to help you, I called a contact of mine.” Linus smiled. “You’re not the only one who has non-human affiliations. They agreed for you to come see them.”

      Tubby leaned forward in his seat, gaze steady on Linus. “What’s the catch?”

      “They’ll want payment,” Linus said.

      “Do you know what they’ll want?” Paying them worried me. These beings asked for things that would keep someone connected to them. I didn’t want that.

      Linus flushed. “In the past, I’ve traded them peyote buttons and high grade marijuana. Or methamphetamine.”

      “What kinda stuff do you ask them in exchange for the dope?” Tubby still stared at Linus, almost menacing in his seriousness.

      Linus let out a sigh. “Nothing as big as what you’re about to ask.”

      Tubby turned to me. “I say no. Let’s do our own thing.”

      We had no time for that. Oscar would be back. It was just a question of when.

      I met Linus’s gaze. “I’ll do it. When do we leave?”

      “Now.” The older man stood from behind the desk, went to a closet, and took out a thin jacket. “Ride together or you two follow me?”

      “We’ll follow you.” Tubby stood.

      Linus saw us out the front door and disappeared back inside the house to get his car out of the garage. I followed Tubby out to the Cutlass.

      “He’s gonna get us into trouble,” he said over his shoulder.

      “Then you don’t have to go with me. Linus will take me. You can either go back to Gaslight City or to where Cecil and my family are.” I stopped a few feet from Tubby’s car.

      Tubby swung around and rushed into my face, shaking one bony finger. “The fuck you think this is, girl? Date night with Sheriff Dean? I ain’t just walking off and leaving you to whatever monsters this Linus feller has lined up.” He leaned so close our noses brushed. “We friends. I stay until it’s over.”

      A lump rose in my throat. Tubby wasn’t perfect, but there wasn’t another one like him.

      I nodded my understanding and tried to explain. “We have to do this. Oscar will be back. The next attack might kill us.”

      Tubby stilled for several seconds. “You’re right.”

      He got into the car and started it. The door to the garage began to rise. My RV could have fit inside it twice. Linus backed a deep green Lexus onto the street and led the way out of his fancy subdivision. The guard had a look of relief on his face as we passed his shack.
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      We left the city and drove west, into the great wide empty. Linus Bramwell drove like the old man he was, but that didn’t bother me. After living and riding with Tanner for several months, not riding with someone who drove like he was racing for a checkered flag was a nice break.

      I spent the time on the phone, first with Cecil, then with Hannah.

      “This place is weird,” she hissed. “Everybody’s huddled up and whispering, but nobody will tell me what’s up. Where are you and Tub?”

      Hannah was calling him Tub now? When had that happened?

      “Somewhere Linus Bramwell knows. He said these people deal in information, and they aren’t human.” I hoped this didn’t turn into a shit show but sort of knew it would.

      Hannah made a worried humming sound. “You know how those beings are. They all want something.”

      “I don’t have much to take. Not even my dignity.” My night of passion with Wade had dampened that part of me I’d worked so hard to build up, took me right back to tramping around for a night of carnal satisfaction that left me feeling empty and lonelier the next day.

      “What are you not telling me?” Hannah’s voice dropped to a near whisper. “Did something happen with Wade?”

      Everything. But I couldn’t talk about it with Tubby next to me. My tryst with Wade had made Tubby feel like a pile of monkey poop. He was a true friend and didn’t deserve that.

      “I’ll take that silence as a yes. I’ll also take it to mean it’s over now.” She muttered something under her breath.

      “What’d you say?” I wanted to get angry, to let that hissing wildcat that had controlled so much of my life out to play.

      “I said, ‘I’m not too surprised.’ Wade Hill has a big heart, but lives under a cloud of self-destruction.” Her voice had the flat tone it always took on when she remembered her tenure as a Six Gun Revolutionaries groupie.

      Not for the first time, I tried to imagine what she’d seen Wade do, what he’d said to her. Just to know him from an outside point of view. I swallowed the questions. Hannah might say stuff I didn’t want to hear.

      The trauma she’d suffered had changed her, had taken away the lighthearted kindness she’d given away the way some people drop pennies into the tray next to a gas station cash register. This new Hannah told the truth, even the hurtful truth.

      Tubby’s voice cut into my thoughts. “That Hannah? We’re going right past where she is. She wanna join us?”

      I thought it over before I said anything. Asking Hannah to come would put her in whatever danger Tubby and I were walking into, but this new fierceness she possessed might help us get out. That made up my mind.

      “Tubby says we’re going right past where you are. Want us to pick you up?” I glanced at Tubby to find him grinning. Interesting.

      Hannah’s lighter scraped as she lit a cigarette, and she inhaled. “Yeah. There’s a farm road about a mile from here. I’ll meet you there.” She rattled off the road number.

      I called Linus to let him know what we were doing. Ten minutes later, we picked up Hannah. True to her word, she stood on the roadside, purse slung over her shoulder, red hair blowing in blustery wind. Tubby swung to the roadside, got out, and held the front seat down for her. She took his hand as she climbed in. Even more interesting.

      “Smells like blood and death in here.” She tossed her purse on the seat next to her and rifled for her smokes.

      “What did my family say about you leaving?” I twisted in the seat, earning a howl of pain from my still tender midsection.

      Hannah watched with interest but didn’t ask how I was. She wasn’t that woman any longer. You either lived, or you didn’t.

      “I didn’t tell ’em. They’re now having a big powwow about the Wanderer.” The hard lines around her mouth deepened with her words. “Anybody who doesn’t have Gregg blood is out.”

      “What do they think they can do?” Nobody could talk chthonic beings into doing things they didn’t want to do. You either bargained or accepted their decision. Were they bargaining? Surely not. None of them were that foolish.

      “They’re just scared…” Hannah trailed off and leaned forward, her brows rumpling, and pointed.

      Linus had pulled into a driveway with a closed gate. Lined up on the fence posts were animal skulls. Somehow I just knew we were in the right place.

      A very white-skinned man with a crop of ginger hair on his chest strolled out, opened the gate, and motioned us through. This guy looked like a bad album cover from the 1970s. He wore his hair short on the top and sides but long in the back. His jeans hung almost to his pubic bone and belled around his ankles.

      “Dear God,” Hannah whispered as we passed.

      I looked to see what she meant. Ginger Chest Hair wore a big smile, showing off a mouth overcrowded with pointed teeth. Oh dear.

      We passed through some of the fragrant juniper trees native to the Texas Hill Country, rolling slowly down the rough rock and dirt driveway.

      “Peri Jean, look back.” Hannah’s voice carried a note of urgency.

      Ginger Chest Hair jogged behind our two-car caravan, still smiling that creepy smile. The hair on the back of my neck rustled and stiffened. What had Linus gotten us into?

      Tubby tilted his head to watch the man in the rearview mirror. “Got my .45 and bullets, it goes bad.”

      “I’ve got my Walther PPK,” Hannah said, never taking her eyes off our pursuer.

      Great. We were going down like Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid.

      The trees ended abruptly and opened up to a line of three houses. All three of the houses made Wade’s converted storage shed look fancy, with their uneven porches, peeling paint, and sagging roofs.

      A thick woman wearing too-tight pants came out holding a rifle of some sort. Her dirty blonde hair spread down her waist in greasy clumps. She walked toward our car, muffin top jiggling over her pants.

      Linus got out of his car and said something to her.

      She smiled, showing a mouthful of the same jagged teeth as the man who opened the gate, the one who now stood a short distance behind our cars, grinning. The two must have been family of some form or fashion.

      Another man, also shirtless, with dark, swarthy skin and greasy brown hair came out of the center cabin. Right behind him followed a woman who would have been normal looking if she hadn’t been wearing tight jeans and nothing else but a pink bra. They crowded around Linus.

      Linus motioned us to get out of the car. Tubby, Hannah, and I glanced at each other.

      Tubby said, “We here. Ain’t much else to do.”

      That got me to open the door and climb out. I halfway expected the weirdos to run over like a pack of ignorant yard dogs, excited to see someone different. To my relief, they just stared.

      Linus motioned me to stand next to him. “This is the young lady I told you about.”

      The swarthy guy, who’d been playing with a pair of black lacquered sticks, which I now saw were pieces of a fishing rod, came over to greet me.

      I held out one hand, but he crowded into my space, sniffing my neck. Tubby let out a menacing growl and put one hand on the butt of the pistol tucked into his pants.

      The guy drew back and spoke to the others. “She’s what Bramwell said. Witch. Maybe more, just like Pappy.”

      It was then I saw his teeth for what they were. A scream built in my chest, but I knew better than to let it out. The man who’d sniffed me had two rows of teeth, all jagged with pointed ends, just like shark teeth. I held as still as I could. Hannah crowded close, one hand shoved in her purse, fingers probably wrapped around her pistol.

      Linus said, “Peri Jean is having trouble with…”

      “Oscar Rivera.” The thick woman moved closer, rifle still propped on her shoulder like a soldier getting ready to march.

      “We done heard.” The guy with the ginger chest hair had crept up on us without a sound and now brushed past, his skin warm and rough against mine.

      “What you want from us?” The thick woman came forward. She shifted the rifle to lay flat across her shoulders and propped her arms on it. She hadn’t shaved her armpits.

      “Oscar separated his soul from his body in an immortality bargain…” I began.

      “We know about that too,” the skinny woman with the pink bra cut in.

      “Yep. He left it at the final gateway. Near the last river.” Ginger Chest Hair came close for another sniff of me. It took everything I had not to flinch away.

      “Not anymore,” I said. “I made a mistake and gave him power to move it. Now it’s somewhere else.”

      Ginger Chest Hair cocked his head, more curious than shocked.

      “And you need to know where that soul now is,” said the swarthy man.

      I nodded.

      “We can probably…” Ginger Chest Hair began.

      “Oh no, you don’t,” the thick woman cut him off. “You’re not giving away our services just because she’s pretty and you want to impress her. Only way these women would touch you with a ten-foot pole is if you forced ’em. Then they’d scream the whole time.”

      Hannah stood a little straighter, the arm inside her purse tense. She’d go out fighting. I would too.

      “We can pay.” Linus leaned over and dug in his car. “I have more peyote buttons and some medical grade marijuana.”

      Pink Bra came forward to stare into Linus’s car, as though checking to see what else he had. She sniffed the air, nose wrinkling. Just when I thought she’d agree, she said, “That ain’t enough. We want more’n that.”

      “Yep. This is big shit.” Thick Woman hadn’t moved from her spot.

      It was big shit all right. Big enough that these people might decide to turn us away. Now that I saw them—and smelled them—I wouldn’t protest too much. Maybe it would be better just to get in our cars and get out of here. If it wasn’t too late.

      “Linus, we might be asking too much of these nice people,” I said from my position of safety between Hannah and Tubby.

      “Didn’t say we couldn’t find out.” Pink Bra made her way toward me, double rows of teeth flashing as she spoke. “Just saying it’s worth more’n some dope.”

      “What do you want?” It might not be worth it.

      “Wanna know who you are, is one thing.” She lunged forward to sniff at my neck, her cold nose rubbing against my skin.

      I jumped away, heart hammering and adrenaline pumping. “Who I am?”

      “You smell like the other side.” Pink Bra sniffed near my armpits.

      I backed away, muscles jumping with revulsion and fear. “Let’s get out of here.”

      They surrounded Tubby, Hannah, and me before we could take even a step toward the Cutlass. Ginger Chest Hair leapt forward, grabbed me, and dragged me away from Tubby and Hannah. Hannah stormed after me, gun already drawn.

      “I’ll kill you, I swear.” She jacked the slide and chambered a bullet.

      “You kill him, and I’ll kill you.” Thick Woman pointed her rifle at Hannah.

      Swarthy rushed forward and put a small, sharp-looking knife to Tubby’s throat. My old friend went still but showed no other sign of fear. Linus, both hands up, scooted away from the fight.

      “Stop it, all of you.” My voice had more than a little Priscilla Herrera in it.

      They all froze and turned to stare at me. Tubby took the opportunity to elbow Swarthy in the stomach. Swarthy, caught by surprise, lowered the knife for an instant. It was all Tubby needed. He hurried to me, hand on the butt of his pistol. I held up both hands.

      “Tell me what you want in exchange for the information. If I can pay it, I will.” These people—or whatever they were—could save us some time.

      “Like my sister said, we wanna know who you are and what you are.” Thick Woman still had her rifle pointed at Hannah.

      “I’m a spirit medium and a witch. I’m descended from the Gregorius Witch.” A little pride tingled in my chest when I said those words, as did some curiosity.

      The two men, Swarthy and Ginger Chest Hair, stared with open desire. Pink Bra and Thick Woman watched them, anger growing on their faces.

      “You know what? I can’t stand girls like you.” Thick Woman set down her rifle and took slow steps toward me.

      I backed away.

      “You’re the kind all the men want. The kind they’ll walk away from a woman like me just to have a chance with.” Her eyes heated with hate. “And you run around acting like it ain’t a thing.”

      I kept backing up, testing my strength with each step. “So what do you want to do? Cut off my face?”

      She snorted like a pig and rolled her eyes. “I wanna see what you got other than that pretty skin and that face.”

      No way. She outweighed me by at least fifty pounds. Hurt as I was, she’d beat me like a dirty rug.

      “Not with your fists, idiot, with magic.” She pulled a crooked wand from her back pocket, polished it with her hand, and pointed it at me.

      I stood there, both hands up, feeling like the world’s biggest idiot. I had no idea how to fight like this. Did we shoot spells at each other? I didn’t have any prepared. My witching supplies had burned up in the Snake Creek Hotel. Lost forever.

      “You want to know where your enemy’s soul is so you can beat him?” Ginger Chest Hair spoke up. “This is the only way.”

      My stomach woke up then, crackling with electric fear. The muscles still ached and trembled from my healing injury. I wasn’t in shape for this. But I was out of options. I had to fight Thick Woman with magic if I wanted to get the jump on Oscar. I tried to agree to the duel. Nothing came out but a weak croak.

      Thick Woman snickered. That pissed me off. Anger was better than fear any day and twice as good on Sundays.

      I cleared my throat and spat. “What do we do? How does it work?”

      “We magic each other until one of us hollers for mercy.” Her wand dangled from one hand. Magic radiated off it. What kind of damage could she do with that thing?

      I nodded. “Fine. Let’s do it.”
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        * * *

      

      Fear of losing took over my mind. I tried to plan, tried to center myself to call a circle.

      Priscilla’s voice spoke up in my head. You don’t need spells. You’re descended from the Gregorius Witch. You have a raven familiar.

      Before her words even faded, a fluttering heat moved in my chest. My consciousness moved backward until I was staring inside myself. The mantle glowed red from behind the scar tissue spell. The sphere of magic pulsed, expanding and contracting the now-thin membrane separating me from the full measure of my power.

      Wisps of it leaked out of the scar tissue. They connected with the slam of an electric shock. The black opal heated against my chest, magnifying the magic. Each pulse jolted my entire body.

      Thick Woman raised her wand like a pistol, one she obviously knew the ins and outs of using as well as she knew her name, and said, “Burn her down, baby.”

      The fire started at my feet, not more than a prickle of discomfort. Thick Woman stretched out her wand arm and bared her rows of teeth, straining to push as much of her power at me as she could. Blackness slipped over her eyes, making her look more inhuman than ever.

      “Burn her,” she rasped.

      In an instant, the prickle in my feet turned to unbearable, invisible flame. I jumped and screamed. The fire went out.

      Thick Woman dropped her wand, giggling. Pink Bra joined her. Ginger Chest Hair and Swarthy cawed out screechy laughter. They danced a quick hoedown. Swarthy actually leapt up and clicked his heels together.

      “You shut up,” Tubby yelled at them, pulling his gun.

      Hannah gave me a puzzled glance. Of course she didn’t understand what had happened. Thick Woman had burned me from the inside out. Made me jump around and squeal like an idiot.

      Humiliation raced to take the place of the pain. Anger chased behind it, snapping and snarling. The pulse of the mantle evened out into one long throb.

      “It’s okay," I told Tubby and Hannah. “I know what to do now.”

      The spot I knew as my third eye tingled. I let it slide open and saw the creatures before me for what they were. Human, yes, but not by much. Flat black eyes stared back at me. They all had gray skin, almost the color of the clouds littering the sky. Ginger Chest Hair and Pink Bra had slits on the sides of their necks like gills.

      Thick Woman raised her arm for another blast. A word I didn’t understand slipped from her lips. My vision blurred, and the light from my third eye winked out. My eyes burned like I’d gotten soap or some other corrosive substance in them. I stumbled, turning my back to Thick Woman, rubbing at my face.

      “Tell me how to help.” Hannah tugged at me. I couldn’t answer. The stinging in my eyes took all my focus.

      Thick Woman didn’t give us a chance to regroup. She whispered the word again. This time I heard it, but not with my ears. The word registered in some deep, dark part of me I didn’t yet have access to.

      Thick Woman had said, “Trepidatio.”

      “Look at her. She don’t know what to do.” Ginger Chest Hair giggled.

      “She’s gonna figure out how to die,” Thick Woman yelled.

      Wait a minute. We hadn’t agreed to fight to the death, had we? I’d thought this was more of a playground scuffle. Whatever it was, I was losing. I needed to get my shit together.

      “That’s what you think,” Tubby shot back. Words barely out of his mouth, he drew in a whistling breath. “No. Not that.”

      Hannah echoed Tubby’s panicked inhale. “Get ’em off her.”

      I gave my eyes another rub and forced them open. A scream lodged itself in my throat but wouldn’t come out.

      Snakes roped around my feet. A copperhead, tongue flicking from its thick, triangle-shaped head crawled up my leg, diamond-pupiled eyes empty of anything other than ruthlessness. I stilled.

      He won’t bite if I don’t move. He thinks I can’t see him. He’ll go away if I stand still enough. The thoughts ran together in a jumble. Hysteria sparked and then roared as though doused with gasoline.

      The copperhead inched its way up my leg, tongue still flicking the air. A coral snake, its red and yellow bands on prominent display, slipped over my boot. From somewhere behind me came the chitter of a rattlesnake’s warning.

      The panic, now a roaring fire, seized my heart in a burning vise. It begged me to brush off the copperhead, to kick the other snakes away from my feet, to run fast and far.

      But the snakes had me beat in terms of speed. I’d been bitten by two snakes, both of the supernatural persuasion. I occasionally had nightmares about the speed at which they’d moved.

      “We can’t shoot them. We’ll hit you. Use your magic.” Hannah said from behind me.

      I found the spark that made me different from most people and latched onto it. Just that small action broke Thick Woman’s spell. The copperhead flashed transparent a couple of times. Then its woodsy pattern faded back into existence. But now I knew it wasn’t real.

      I raised my head to snarl at Thick Woman. “That all you got?”

      I forced my third eye open again. Those soulless black doll eyes made gooseflesh shiver over my skin.

      Thick Woman chuckled. “Had Red kept her big mouth shut, you’d ’a never knowed. But that’s all right. I can take care of ’er.” She flicked the wand in Hannah’s direction.

      Hannah let out a scream, but it was muffled as though she was screaming behind her hand.

      Going against my instincts not to turn my back on Thick Woman, I spun to see what was the matter. Hannah’s lips appeared to have disappeared altogether. From the nose down was one rough stretch of skin. She grabbed her chin, still screaming through her nose, and tried to pull it apart.

      I took a step toward her. Fire stabbed into my back. My vision flashed the same way a bolt of lightning does. The shockwave raced through my brain. My knees softened and folded. I hit the ground hard. I lay staring at the gray sky like it was the most interesting thing since streaming TV.

      “Now wait a minute,” Tubby shouted, his voice far away.

      “Take him,” Thick Woman yelled.

      Tubby let out a girlish scream. He staggered into my vision, Pink Bra fastened to his back like a particularly ugly jockey. Tubby ran out of my field of vision, still bleating that pitiful high-pitched scream.

      I searched for Linus. Swarthy had him by the arms. Linus fought, but he was an old, soft human man. He didn’t stand a chance.

      Tubby ran past, trying unsuccessfully to shake Pink Bra.

      “Help me, Hannah.” He slapped at Pink Bra’s legs. “Don’t matter if you can talk. They taking me down like lionesses on the savannah.”

      Thick Woman tackled Tubby and dragged him to the ground. Both women crawled over him, arms and legs everywhere.

      Ginger Chest Hair stepped into my field of vision, rows of teeth bared in a menacing grin. “My sister’s been wanting a man.”

      Someone, maybe Swarthy, let out a scream. “Fucker bit me.”

      I swung my head in time to see Linus elbow Swarthy and make a run for his car. He opened the door of his Lexus. Was he going to abandon us? Before the thought even had time to ripen, Linus reached into the car and made the horn blow.

      Linus let off the horn and yelled, “Twila, you and Demeritus get off Mr. Tubman. Right now.”

      Both girls screamed laughter. Thick Woman popped her wand at Linus. He fell into his car as though pushed by a huge, invisible hand. The door shut, and the locks engaged. He tried to start the car. All the engine did was go urrrur-urrrur-urrrur. Linus pounded the wheel, face contorted with anger and more than a little terror.

      Tubby screamed, this time in real pain. I tried to roll over and found that I could. Whatever Thick Woman did to me must have been wearing off.

      What I saw infuriated me. Both Thick Woman and Pink Bra straddled Tubby. He was bleeding from one arm. The wound looked like a bite. What the hell were they trying to do to him?

      I got my knees under me and crouched, panting and clutching my sore stomach. Pink Bra and Thick Woman were trying to pull poor Tubby’s clothes off. He pushed at their hands, bleating like a trapped animal. His eyes rolled over to me.

      The panic in them tripped a switch inside me. Unfortunately for this family of weirdos, that switch was right next to where I hid all my magic. I got to my feet and walked on unsteady legs to Hannah.

      She’d started crying and clogged her nose with snot. Now she staggered around, trying to draw oxygen. I imagined myself knocking the magic right off her and clapped her on the back. She fell forward, sucking air in large whooping breaths. I grabbed onto the branches of a tree and used my other hand to steady her. The effort pulled at my sore muscles, and my vision swam. Hannah got hold of herself and faced me, red-faced and angry. There is nothing scarier than a pissed-off redhead.

      “Get them,” she gritted through her teeth.

      Still staggering, I approached Pink Bra and Thick Woman. One of them had raked scratches over Tubby’s face. I didn’t have the strength to get them off Tubby, but Orev might.

      I raised my arms as though wings were attached, gathering my power and making contact with my raven familiar. His caws echoed through my head.

      The gray sky darkened with the silhouettes of many birds. Their wings beat a malevolent thunder. A hawk swooped in and clawed Pink Bra’s back with lethal looking feet. He pecked her cheek, drawing blood. A piece of flesh flapped open. Pink Bra shrilled, rolled off Tubby, and ran for one of the dilapidated houses.

      I imagined myself as a bird, diving for Thick Woman. The birds flocked to her. They flogged and pecked at her. Unlike Pink Bra, she didn’t scream. She waved one arm, and the birds swept back, driven by some invisible force. The birds scattered into the sky, angry squawks the only thing to prove they’d been there. She got off Tubby and faced me.

      I held out both hands, this time in a challenge. “Finish it.”

      Anger beat at my temple and neck. Thick Woman had hurt me and my friends. Now we’d dance.

      I limped toward Thick Woman, abdomen aching so badly I could barely lift my feet. This injury had taught me that every nerve in the human body had some connection to those muscles below the navel. For the first time, I thought about my broken fertility. Had Oscar’s sword killed it forever? The thought made me see red. Unfortunately, the only enemy in front of me was Thick Woman. Too bad for her.

      I drew magic from the humidity, the dirt at my feet, even from Thick Woman herself. The mantle grew like an extra lung, one filled with magic.

      Control yourself. Don’t kill her. The possibility of causing her to stroke out was very real. I had done that to Michael Gage.

      Thick Woman had electrocuted me, caused me to hallucinate, trapped Linus in his car, tried to rape Tubby, and sewed Hannah’s lips shut. But no permanent harm had been done. Other than the bite marks and scratches on Tubby.

      I glanced at him. He stood staring at the bite mark on his arm, a sick expression on his face. A flash of anger threatened to undo my control. A few deep breaths, and I had it again. What could I do to Thick Woman that would scare the smartass out of her but not do permanent damage?

      Burn her clothes? Blow up her gun? No. Both had the potential to get out of hand. My memory flashed on Thick Woman’s snake trick. It had scared me, but it also said a lot about her. People hurt others in ways they fear being hurt themselves.

      I focused my magic on Thick Woman. It slipped into her brain through the corner of her eye. She screamed and clapped her hand to the eye. She raised her wand.

      Hurriedly, I planted seeds of the images I wanted her to see, but I did it gently. By the time I finished, sweat rolled down my sides and slimed the back of my neck. Controlling the magic was harder work than just letting it go.

      Thick Woman coughed. The cough wracked her body, and she bent over with it. She tried to clear her throat. That turned into her gagging.

      She bent at the waist, straining and gagging at the dirt. It sounded as though she had something caught in her throat. She dropped to her hands and knees, back arching with the force of trying to dislodge whatever it was. Her nostrils flared with her panicked breaths.

      I gave what I’d lodged there a gentle push that cost me way more energy than an all-out shove would have been.

      A huge snake head, complete with flickering tongue, pushed its way out of her mouth. I bit back a smug smile. It had worked.

      “What the hell?” Ginger Chest Hair ran to Linus’s fancy car and jumped on the hood, denting it.

      Thick Woman’s eyes crossed, trying to see what was coming out of her. I gave the snake a gentle nudge forward so she could see its shiny head.

      Her eyes widened to the point that it wouldn’t have surprised me if they had popped out. Thick Woman screamed around her mouthful of snake.

      I grabbed my knees, panting with effort, and continued to seep gentle magic into the snake.

      Thick Woman fell on her back, legs kicking, still shrieking through her nose. She slapped the ground next to her, signaling her surrender.

      I let go of the magic powering the snake. It disappeared, and Thick Woman relaxed. She lay on the dirt, sobbing and breathing hard. After a few minutes, she began to catch her breath. She rolled to her knees and grabbed her wand off the ground where she’d dropped it.

      “Now, Twila, you done lost fair and square.” Swarthy came forward.

      “I didn’t holler uncle.” She got to her feet and held out the wand.

      “If you do anything else, I’m going to kill you.” My tired voice barely rose above a whisper, but Twila—aka Thick Woman—must have seen the truth in my eyes. She stuck the wand back into her pocket.

      “Fine. You want the location of a damned soul? Only person can give that to you is Pappy.” She pointed at a nearby hill. “He’s at the top of that hill.”

      I stared at Twila, throat clogged not with phantom snake but incredulity. She could have sent me to that hill before we started this whole pissing match.

      “Why’d we just do what we did?” I managed to ask.

      She turned to me, smiling, those awful rows of teeth on full display. “I done told you. I hate chicks like you. You get all the men, and you ain’t nothing but a little slip of a girl who don’t know how to give ’em proper use.”

      She spun on her heel and marched toward the house Pink Bra had disappeared into. Over her shoulder, she said, “Don’t be here when I come back out.”

      She went inside and slammed the door hard enough to rattle the windows. Swarthy approached and stood picking at his fingernails a short distance way. He might have thought it was too far for me to hurt him. He’d have been wrong, but I wouldn’t prove it.

      He pointed at the spot where the yard ended in cactus and wild brush. “Path back there. Take you right to Pappy’s hill.”

      I stared hard at the hill but still saw no house. All I saw was a big, gnarled oak tree, limbs stretching far and wide. If Pappy lived on this hill, where did he live? And what was he? I had a feeling I wouldn’t like finding out.
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      The three ramshackle houses of Freakazoid Ranch sat on the edge of a hill. The path Swarthy mentioned, a well-traveled white dirt lane, was between the second and third house. Muscles aching with tension, I made my way to it.

      Behind the houses stretched out a valley spotted with patches of vegetation. The death throes of summer had burned most of it to a crisp, but a few dots of color here and there attested to the resilience of nature. The sky, even full of clouds as it was today, spread out vast and endless like an artist’s canvas. The path to Pappy’s, bright and sandy, traveled up the nearest tall hill, right to that huge tree with its long, crooked limbs.

      I stepped onto the path and took one last glance over my shoulder at my friends. Hannah, Tubby, and Linus had congregated near Linus’s car. Hannah waved to me.

      None of them had offered to accompany me on this little errand. I didn’t blame them. This whole experience was the stuff of nightmares. If Pappy turned out to be as much of a dead end as those freaks behind me, the better part of a day would be lost. And Oscar would surely be back tonight.

      Thick Woman and Pink Bra sneered at me through the window of the house they’d fled into when I’d started to really hurt them. The memory of their glee as they attacked Tubby slithered behind my eyes. Their behavior had been frightful and ugly. Anger sloshed inside me, ready to spill over and spread some crazy. One sneer from any of us would start the fight all over again.

      If Tanner had been here, he’d have given me some bullshit lecture about letting it go and being the bigger person. But I knew better. The simple truth was that people who hated other people on sight usually had a few empty drawers in the old mental toolbox.

      Even so, I’d have just about eaten a turd to have Tanner with me. The image of his earnest face and those green, green eyes haunted my memories. Loss stabbed deep into my heart. The night with Wade pretty much guaranteed Tanner and I were quits even if he came back. I’d have to tell him what happened. Then he’d never speak to me again.

      I gave my head a hard shake. Now wasn’t the time to mourn Tanner. I needed to be thinking about what lay ahead.

      “That might serve you better.” Priscilla appeared next to me, swinging tattooed arms like a suburbanite on a power walk. Only this walker was transparent and wore an ankle-length dress topped with a sleeveless chemise.

      “What do you think’s at the end of this trail?” I pointed at the tree. Something hung from one of its branches. Maybe a swing. We were too far away for me to tell for sure.

      “Whatever it is, you’ll find a way to use it to your advantage.” She marched along beside me, feet hovering several inches over the tops of the cacti.

      “What happened to me being a coward and a loser?” I almost missed the constant criticisms. This new, nicer Priscilla scared me a little. Maybe something awful was coming, and she didn’t have the heart to tell me.

      “I still think those things of you.” She shrugged. “But you’re changing. Becoming something more. Our time together is almost over.”

      “What do you mean?” My voice echoed in the wide expanse of empty before us.

      “Once you absorb the mantle, I’ll no longer be separate from you. Just as the Gregorius Witches before me became part of me, I’ll become part of you.” She delivered this piece of information with another mysterious smile.

      I trudged along, thinking that over. Would I gain Priscilla’s cold ruthlessness?

      “You’ve already got it.” She stopped and faced me. “What is it you really fear? Why not just say it?”

      I stopped on the trail. Anything I said would start an argument, and Priscilla would win. She had answers I’d never even thought of the questions for.

      She crossed her arms over her chest, the primitive tattoos rippling with her movement. “Speak.”

      “I fear not being me anymore.” And that wasn’t all. I feared something else, something I couldn’t quite articulate, but it loomed big, stitched so deeply into the scar tissue spell that I couldn’t even see it enough to identify it.

      “You’ll be more you than you ever were. You’ll be part of something immortal.” Her dark eyes bored into my face, their chill creeping deep.

      But how much of Peri Jean Mace would be left? I wanted to still love my friends and family.

      Priscilla shook her head and took off walking again. I followed at a safe distance. We closed in on the hill. There was no dwelling up there. Only that tree and whatever swung from it. The object swinging from the tree gave me a bad feeling. I turned to say something to Priscilla, but she was gone. Of course. Just when I might need her.

      I climbed a little more of the hill. The use of my climbing muscles woke up the pain in my gut. My stomach let loose a blinding blast of agony. I stopped, put my hands on my knees, and tried to catch my breath. There was no way I’d be able to fight anybody like this.

      “You don’t need your physical muscles for the fight.” Priscilla’s voice seemed to come from nowhere.

      I turned a slow circle, holding one hand over my aching middle.

      Orev perched on a small tree nearby.

      “Use your head, or you’ll never make it through this.” Priscilla’s voice came from his beak.

      My raven took flight to the top of the hill. His caws drifted back to me.

      Come on. Come on, they seemed to say.

      Both Orev and Priscilla were right. It was time for me to face what was up there. I walked the last few yards, sweat snaking down my back and sides. The top of the tree became visible at first, its lower limbs coming into sight with each step I took. A corpse swung from one of the low branches. Orev cawed a greeting.

      “Pappy?” I asked the bird.

      He cawed.

      The wind kicked up, and the dead man swayed, noose creaking. His tattered clothes fluttered around what was left of his body. Pappy had been dead a while. Most of the muscle and skin from his bones was gone, probably eaten by predators. A wide black stain had spread on the dirt underneath the hanged man.

      Communicating with a spirit didn’t faze me the way it would have only a couple of years ago, but my instincts held me back. Something was wrong here.

      For one thing, the well-decayed corpse hung from a new rope. Bits of old, rotten rope scattered the dark stain below the corpse’s skeletal feet. A coil of new rope lay against the tree. I couldn’t make sense of it.

      I opened my third eye and took a better look at the corpse. Magic pulsed from the dirt through my feet. The mantle flipped over and pressed at the scar tissue, too cramped to really stretch. The black opal heated on my chest.

      The corpse slowly raised its head to stare at me. The empty eye sockets filled in with black eyeballs just like the ones I’d seen back at Freakazoid Ranch. The mouth opened, displaying rows of sharp teeth. A hiss came from a not-there throat.

      A voice spoke in my head. Why do you come?

      “I’m looking for the soul of Oscar E. Rivera, also known as the Coachman and Lord of Babylon.” I spoke in a firm, clear voice. I called it my spirit-dealings voice. They tended to get unruly if I wasn’t clear about what I wanted.

      I know where that is. One skeletal hand went up and pulled at the noose. Let me down, and I’ll tell you.

      The wind on the hill picked up, whispering against my skin. The hanged man swayed with it, rope creaking, waiting for his answer.

      Let me down. He yanked at the rope around his crooked neck.

      My heart picked up speed. I could control a ghost, but Pappy wasn’t a ghost. Though decayed, the thing in front of me lived.

      As if to prove my point, Pappy gave his noose a harder yank, his long, yellowed fingernails digging into the rope’s rough fabric and making it creak.

      Please. I’ll tell you everything about Oscar Rivera. I’ll tell you everything you ever wanted to know. Just let me down. His voice sounded reasonable, nicer than anybody back at Freakazoid Ranch.

      I looked around for Priscilla. She’d know what to do. My great-great-great-grandmother’s ghost crouched in the tree, watching me like a big animal ready to pounce.

      “What do I do?” Standing well clear of Pappy, I tilted up my head to address her.

      “If you had full control of the Gregorius Witch mantle, you’d know.” She gave me another Mona Lisa smile, eyes glinting with equal measures of malice and amusement. She shook the branch, making it rain bark and leaves into my face.

      Young witch, you have nothing to fear from me. Pappy locked his bony fingers in a pleading gesture. Let me down.

      Light fingers danced in my head. He was reading my mind. Straining so hard my head ached, I slammed down my defenses.

      I can tell you how to gain the full measure of your power. You want Tanner Letts back? I can tell you how to get in touch with him. Pappy had started to sway in his excitement.

      Priscilla chuckled from somewhere above. She was enjoying this little shit show.

      Just let me down… The light fingers moved around in my head again. …Peri Jean Mace. Let me down, and I’ll tell you when your first child will be born and the sex.

      I glanced again at Priscilla, silently begging for help.

      She shook her head. “You don’t want my knowledge to be part of you. Let’s see how you do without it.”

      I’m the only way you’ll find Oscar’s soul in time, Pappy babbled in my head. If you don’t defeat him before the Samhain, he’ll be too strong.

      That did it. “How can I get you down?”

      He pointed one bony finger at the ground. Underneath the rope is a knife. Hand it to me, and I’ll cut myself down.

      Sounded easy enough. I did what Pappy said, standing on tiptoes to get the knife into his hand. His smell filled my senses, dusty, like dried flowers in an antique shop, mixed with maybe rosemary. Pappy snatched the knife. I backed away.

      Legs kicking, Pappy cut the noose. The desiccated corpse landed on his feet in front of me. His knees bent to catch the fall’s impact. His power brushed against my skin, far greater than it had been while he hung from the tree.

      Fear seized my heart and squeezed. I backed away, realizing too late that I’d messed up and wondering how long it would take for my mistake to bite me in the ass. Turned out, it wasn’t long at all.
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      The corpse threw his hands over his head and stretched. His bones made cracking sounds. He turned to me, black eyes assessing. My pulse pounded harder.

      Pappy bowed at the waist. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. It’s been far too long since I’ve had a break.”

      My mouth went dry. Wrongness beat at my temples. But it was too late for that now. Pappy came closer, reaching for me. I backed away.

      He stopped. “You said you want to know where to find Oscar Rivera’s soul. Is that not true?”

      I forced myself to nod. There was no choice but to play this out.

      Pappy took another step toward me. “I have to touch you to put the images in your head. They don’t make sense to me.”

      I focused on a piece of tendon dangling from one brown, skeletal hand. My skin crawled. Maybe it wasn’t too late to say no. But maybe it was. Pappy hadn’t put down the knife he’d used to cut himself out of the noose.

      He watched me assess him. “Either you want the information, or you don’t.”

      At last, I took a step toward him, indicating willingness. Pappy closed the distance between us faster than I’d have thought a skeleton could move. He put one hand on each cheek, bones pressing into my skin.

      “No,” I whimpered. Another bad move. I really knew how to screw up.

      As soon as my mouth opened, so did Pappy’s. His black, shark eyes locked on mine. A sound like a dozen devils screaming all at once came from Pappy’s mostly fleshless skull. It shot into my mouth before I could get control enough of myself to snap it shut.

      Nighttime. The thunder of horse hooves. Oscar and his huntsmen ride through flat, moonlit country, the inky sky a blanket of stars. The hounds run alongside them, their bounding strides eating up distance much faster than the horses.

      The huntsmen’s shouts and laughter echo over the plains. The hounds bay in answer. Night predators run into the darkness, hackles raised. These things are greater, more evil, than any simple night predator. Even the ones with big teeth.

      The troupe passes by my line of sight. For the first time, I see them not as fleshless creatures, fashioned from bone and metal, but as they’d been while alive.

      Oscar Rivera comes first, his sloe eyes and thick lips as arrogant as ever. My mother rides next to him, swaying with her horse’s movement, her spine arched. Of course. Good old Barbie never settled for anything less than the boss man. The moonlight plays over her beautiful again face. Even as a ghost, she’s still far prettier than I’ll ever be.

      Joseph Holze, a man who tormented me most of my life, finishing with the flourish of attempted murder, comes next. Joey is healthier than I ever remember him, his broad face and slightly protruding eyes set into a grimace of disgust.

      Tim McSwain, my ex-husband and tormentor, rides behind Joey Holze. In death, he is restored to his glory as a bearded hippie messiah. But now I see the cruelty shining from his eyes, cruelty I should have noticed the first time he smiled at me.

      Michael Gage comes next, his dark, handsome features filled with vicious pleasure. A far cry from the night I forced the blood vessels in his brain to explode.

      Nash Redmond follows close behind his father. Now that I know, I see the resemblance. The leading man’s square jaw. The dimples. The two exchange smiles.

      On the backs of the next two horses are two faces I’d hoped to never see again. Camden DeVoss, finally free of Nazareth, Texas, in death, throws his head back to howl like a coyote. The real coyotes don’t dare make a peep. Camden turns to Colton Starr, easily the most handsome man I’d ever met in person, and smiles at him. Colton pretends not to see.

      What had happened to Colton? I’d watched him taken away by police for the murder of Shayne Turgeau and for trying to kill Dean Turgeau’s ex-wife and me. Prison must not have agreed with him.

      Veronica Spinelli brings up the rear. Gone is the road whore I watched Dean Turgeau shoot to death. She’s a golden goddess on horseback, eyes alert and searching the landscape.

      The troupe comes to a small grouping of darkened, disintegrating buildings. The horses slow to walking speed, and they pass through a gate.

      I follow, pushing my spirit self as fast as it’ll go. A cemetery. They’ve passed into a cemetery. I strain to make out the words on the archway over the gate. They’re in German. I don’t know German.

      But I do remember Linus’s discovery of Oscar’s early life, his being raised by a German witch in a German-speaking settlement. Linus had dismissed the information, but it had been the one useful thing we’d discussed. Of course.

      I break off my thoughts and hurry after the specters. They ride to the center of the cemetery. Next to it hulks the tattered shape of a deserted church, its crooked steeple stabbing at the night sky.

      Oscar dismounts next to a tombstone shaped like an obelisk and kneels next to it. He speaks, his voice pitched too low to hear. His shoulders shake. He’s weeping for someone from his growing up years. Something almost like pity tightens my throat. I push it aside. I do not want to feel sorry for something as evil as Oscar.

      Oscar stands and extracts something from his cloak. It sparkles in the moonlight.

      Even though I can’t see it clearly, I know it’s his soul. I creep forward. This is what I need to see.

      Oscar wheels around. “Who’s there?”

      His statesman’s voice echoes over the tombstones. I hold my breath, even though I am only spirit right now, and pray he doesn’t see me. Seconds crawl past.

      “Gage!” Oscar calls. "See what’s out there.”

      A horse wheels around and gallops in my direction.

      Bony hands yank me from the vision.

      I came back to myself on the hill with Pappy’s skeletal hands still cupping my face. I took a step away from him.

      His hands tightened. “You’ve not paid for my service.”

      Priscilla chuckled from above. My face heated. She was right. I didn’t think to negotiate. I was too busy worrying about Tanner Letts, my aching guts, and not wanting to lose myself to the Gregorius Witch mantle.

      Panic seized my throat. I fought for control. This was no big deal. I might have been at Pappy’s mercy, but I could still negotiate.

      “What do you want?” I managed to choke out.

      “A taste of your blood.” The warmth left his voice. Now it sounded cold and amused.

      “No. If I do that…” I didn’t really know what would happen. I just knew it was a big deal, not to be taken lightly.

      “I’ll know all about you, all your secrets. Secrets are my trade.” Pappy’s black eyes stared into mine, his consciousness rifling freely through mine.

      I reached out for Priscilla, now desperate enough to beg for her help.

      Her voice came from within my head. You aren’t willing to take on all I have to offer? You can’t have any of it. Our connection broke with a pop.

      Pappy let go of my face and seized my left hand. I tried to yank away from him, but it was no use. He twisted my arm at a painful angle, forcing me to my knees. I barked a wimpy cry for help. Priscilla’s cruel laughter answered.

      Pappy stabbed the dirty tip of his knife into one of my fingers. A blackened, withered tongue crept from his mouth and scraped across my fingertip like sandpaper. Revulsion shivered through my heart.

      Pink, healthy flesh began to fill in Pappy’s cheeks. He opened his mouth and lunged for my hand, as though to take a big bite. I jerked away from him.

      Pappy, now a young man with waves of long, dark hair cascading down his back, widened his stance, knife held loosely in one hand. He laughed, rows of shark teeth flashing white.

      I glanced down at the hand he’d licked. The tip of my finger was black and withered. Black veins formed under the skin and crawled up my forearm. The rot spread over my hand.

      “Get him hanging again. Or die. Your choice.” Priscilla’s voice came from next to me. A puff of wind and the rustle of her long dress marked her leaving me to my fate. Screw her. I’d figure it out.

      Pappy and I circled each other. He hissed laughter, every so often feinting at me with the knife. I dodged away. Each effort sent a tear of pain through my midsection. I backed away, holding my stomach like the guts might fall out.

      I had to face facts. There was no way I could physically fight Pappy. My body was still healing. Magic was the only answer.

      I should have guessed that in the first place. Priscilla was a wise old spirit. She knew exactly when I’d need her help and when to withdraw from me. When it would count.

      Pappy feinted at me again. I dodged away, tripped over my own feet, and hit the ground. My teeth clicked together. Agony shot through my stomach. Pappy hurried in for the kill.

      The mantle jerked to life, instinctively sensing a threat. Heat rushed to the surface of my skin. Magic tingled at my fingertips. Golden sparkles filled my vision.

      Pappy raised the knife to stab me.

      An invisible force yanked me into the sky. My organs reacted to the change in force with a sinking sensation. My ears popped. Then I realized what had happened. I was levitating.

      Pappy ran underneath me, realized he’d missed, and raised his head. Those flat, emotionless eyes latched onto mine.

      My energy ebbed, and I dropped gently to the ground. Pappy ran at me again. This time, a blast of fire hit him in the chest. It knocked him onto his back. His shirt flamed for a second, releasing the odor of burning garbage. He got back up. I hadn’t hurt him a bit.

      The static of fear filled my mind. I fought against it. If fear took over, I wouldn’t be able to think. If I couldn’t think, Pappy would eventually outsmart me.

      I brushed away the thoughts. The frenetic lines of illogic, all incomplete and unusable, died down. What weapons could I use against Pappy?

      As a spirit medium, I had experience binding and banishing spirits. Though Pappy didn’t qualify as such, binding still might work. But how? I didn’t have supplies to draw a circle. I didn’t have incense.

      Priscilla Herrera chuckled in my head. I ignored her.

      I pushed my consciousness against the mantle, stoking its fire, and concentrated on binding Pappy. A stick caught my eye. I grabbed it and an overgrown strand of grass. I poured magic into both until the air around them wavered.

      I held up the stick. “I name this stick Pappy.”

      Pappy, who’d been trying to sneak up on me, halted, face still.

      “Pappy, I bind you from hurting others.” I wrapped the blade of grass around the stick.

      Grass pulled itself from the ground, roots dangling, wove together, and circled Pappy. He slapped at the green rope, but it looped over his arms and pulled them to his sides.

      “Pappy, I bind you from doing evil.” I made another loop around the stick.

      More grass wove together and joined the green rope already squeezing at Pappy’s arms. He strained against it, cords standing out in his neck, long, black hair whipping side to side. The muscles in his neck bulged as he strained against his binding. The grass rope held him fast.

      I went to the coil of rope next to the tree. Rough fibers of the rope chafing my fingers, I fashioned it into a noose. Now all I had to do was put the noose over Pappy’s head. Easy as herding armadillos.

      I approached Pappy, feet light on the grass. His head rose. His black eyes stared into mine, full of depth and mysteries. I couldn’t look away. The light fingers tapped against my brain again.

      “Dimittis me,” he whispered.

      My bowels went loose and hot. My vision wavered and darkened at the edges.

      “Dimittis me,” he whispered again.

      It meant release me. The mantle knew. The command took root in my mind, spreading roots. My hand rose on its own. My index finger, the one turning black and necrotic, pointed at the grass rope. I watched stupefied, no more in control than a kid watching a movie. My index finger curled in a come-along motion, and the grass rope separated and dropped to the ground.

      Pappy’s knife arm rose. He lunged at me, screaming another word I didn’t quite catch.

      The mantle lashed inside me. My paralysis broke with a snap. I clambered out of Pappy’s way, a scream pounding in my throat. He ran a few feet and spun with an enraged roar.

      I backed away, heart leaping. Why couldn’t I just carry a gun like Hannah? I could have shot Pappy and run. Oh, wait. I didn’t carry a gun because I had magic. But it hadn’t worked on Pappy.

      Spit forming at the corners of his mouth, Pappy stalked toward me.

      This was it. Everything I’d gone through, and I was going to end up dead on this hill, killed by a monster with ugly teeth. I didn’t even know what he was.

      “You don’t have to.” Priscilla’s voice came from all around me. Her freezing finger pressed against my breastbone.

      The mantle worked its way out of a thin spot in the scar tissue and spread. My ribcage ached with the pressure. Hot, vibrant energy burned through my veins and snaked into my brain.

      I focused on the rope coiled at the base of the tree. Pumping power into it, I said, “Come.”

      The rope slithered toward Pappy’s feet. He watched it come with the same stupid surprise he’d shown at my attempt to bind him.

      “Take him.” I gave the two words power. My voice trembled with it.

      The rope wrapped itself around the branch Pappy had been hanging from, the fibers whispering against each other. The noose slithered after Pappy. He tried to run. The rope lunged and crawled up his leg, traveling up his body too fast for my eyes to track. The noose slipped over his head. Pappy let out a howl that shook the earth beneath my feet.

      “Hang him,” I grated out.

      The rope whipped over a high branch and hoisted Pappy into the air. His legs pinwheeled and pedaled. He tried to saw at the rope, but only managed to stab himself in the neck. Blood ran down in a hot gout.

      I reached with my left hand. “The knife.”

      The knife flew from his fingers and into mine. I set it at the base of the tree where I’d found it.

      Pappy continued to kick and flail as his blood rained onto the earth. After what seemed forever, his movements slowed. His skin turned gray, then brown and shiny. Pieces of him flaked off and fell around my feet.

      Priscilla’s voice came from beside me. “Do you see now? Your magic just saved you. You won’t survive unless you accept your destiny.”

      Without answering, I turned and walked down the hill. Embarrassment beat at me with each step.
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      On the walk back to Freakazoid Ranch, I swung my arms and forced myself to hum. Priscilla had to be watching and listening. I’d show her this was a walk in the park for me. The humming and arm swinging got old and sounded stupid even to my own ears pretty fast. I shut up and thought back to Pappy hanging from that tree.

      His survival baffled me. Was it an animation spell? An immortality bargain like the one Oscar had taken? Aside from going back to ask Pappy, there was no way to find out. Unless I asked one of my new friends at Freakazoid Ranch.

      Little chance of that. Those people—or whatever they were—had no limits. Their disgusting behavior made me wonder what Pappy had done to end up hanged and exiled from the rest of the family.

      My family had rules. No crybabies topped the list. What you saw in Sanctuary stayed there. No calling authorities into our business. Unflinching loyalty.

      Kenny, dead now in an act of sacrifice for Sanctuary, had acted as a traitor. Cecil probably would have killed him. But he’d left the choice to me. I had robbed Kenny of his status within the community, assigning him the lowliest jobs, but let him live. He had repaid me with his life. At the end, he’d been one of us.

      Did the members of Freakazoid Ranch protect each other by hanging Pappy on top of that hill? My instincts said yes. They must have had a sad life with him among them, even sadder than what they had now.

      Nearing the small grouping of houses, I slowed my pace. Thick Woman and Pink Bra stood at the mouth of the trail. Just great. I couldn’t fight them again. Dealing with Pappy had drained me both magically and physically. Tubby and Hannah would help me fight. Linus would too. But could we beat them without magic? I just couldn’t imagine moving any more energy right then. Every inch of my body hurt. Even my hair follicles ached.

      “You chicken out?” Thick Woman flashed her rows of teeth.

      I held out my hand to show them where Pappy had pricked the finger. The black rot had faded, but the wound was red and throbbed with each beat of my heart.

      “Nuh-uh.” Pink Bra crowded close, giving me a sour whiff of body odor.

      “She’s lying. She did that herself.” Thick Woman leaned close. Her hair gave off a stale, unwashed smell.

      Anger flashed in my brain. I formulated a retort but stopped short of saying it. Why bother with these two?

      I brushed past them, yelling, “Hannah!”

      Hannah hurried toward me, already reaching into her belt for her gun.

      “It’s fine.” Getting shot sounded like the least fun way to end this day.

      For one thing, I didn’t want another up close and personal encounter with Wade Hill. Desiree might not let me live through it.

      Linus hurried to me. “Thank goodness. I’m sorry I didn’t warn you. After everything…”

      He had known what waited for me on that hill and didn’t bother to give me any kind of heads-up? I simmered more anger but refused to act on it.

      “What is that thing?” I kept my voice low and even, but Linus’s eyes widened all the same. Some of the color drained out of his face.

      “Pappy is a half-god.” He came a little closer and dropped his voice to a whisper. “The child of a human and one of the Old Ones.”

      A half-god. More specifically, an insane half-god. Priscilla had told me most weren’t viable mentally or physically. She’d also said I’d have the power of a half-god if I took on the mantle. Would I be like Pappy?

      Another memory came. “I thought half-gods could be killed.”

      “Sure. But they don’t want him dead.” Some of Linus’s color returned. The role of scholar must’ve been a comfortable one for him. “They keep Pappy alive because he knows things, and they deal in knowledge.”

      I asked my last question. “Why did they hang him?”

      Linus dropped his voice to a near whisper. “The children hanged Pappy for raping his daughters and killing the offspring.”

      A wave of cold washed over me. All of a sudden, I wanted more than anything to get out of this place and never see these people again. I glanced back toward the houses to see the whole crew—Pink Bra, Thick Woman, Swarthy, and Ginger Chest Hair watching us. Yes. We needed to go. We could figure out where the cemetery with the German writing on the gate was after we got elsewhere.

      “Let’s get out of here.” I turned toward Tubby’s trashed Cutlass.

      Linus stopped me with one hand on my arm. “Were you at least able to find out where Oscar hid his soul?”

      I told him what I’d seen.

      He listened, frowning. “So the bit about Oscar being an orphan was true. And I know that place. Damn it. I wish I hadn’t gotten so old. It’s right on the tip of my tongue.”

      By this time, Hannah and Tubby had joined us. He watched Linus think for several seconds before he spoke.

      “What’s special about it? Maybe that’ll help you remember.” Tubby lit cigarettes for himself, Hannah, and me. I noticed his fingers touched her lips. And she smiled at him.

      “Oh, I know exactly what’s special about it.” Linus’s voice rose in irritation. “I used the place in one of my books. A witch is buried there. People visit the grave to petition her protection.”

      That was the grave Oscar had visited and cried over. The witch must’ve been someone special to him.

      Linus paced around, lips moving. Finally he raised his head. The look on his face dashed my hopes.

      “It’s in my notes back at the house. Follow me back there. Spend the night even.” He pulled his keys out of his pocket, smiling.

      Hannah and I exchanged a glance. I didn’t want to go back to Linus’s house. Though he’d no doubt prove an excellent host, I wanted the comfort of my family. They equaled safety and home. Especially when I was hurting.

      Linus’s smile faded.

      “It's not that we don’t appreciate the offer, but I got hurt last night and don’t feel so good.” I took a couple of steps toward Linus and pushed aside my clothes to show him my wound.

      “This asshole stabbed her with a sword,” Tubby said. “She like to have died.”

      “Who healed you?” Linus’s eyes went bright with interest.

      “Can’t say. He’d be angry.” I took a step back from his avid interest.

      He recoiled from my refusal with a quick nod. “Very well. I’ll call you once I get home and look through my notes.”

      It didn’t take genius level intelligence to know he’d conveniently forget since I wasn’t willing to tell him Wade’s name. I’d refused to play ball regarding Black Silas and was refusing again with Wade. I seemed like nothing but a well of need to Linus. The truth smarted, but I took it in stride. You can’t have everything.

      “Thank you for helping me today.” I stuck out my hand.

      Linus gave it an unenthusiastic shake. “Of course. Anytime.”

      He didn’t mean it, and that was okay. I strongly suspected I could reopen communications by offering something else that interested him. For now, I needed to find out the name of that cemetery. I knew two people who dealt in that kind of thing. Mysti and Griff.

      Linus walked to his car. I led the way to Tubby’s Cutlass and tried to get into the front seat.

      Hannah blocked my way. “Shotgun.”

      “You’re kidding,” I whined but climbed into the back seat without further protest.

      Hannah took the front seat without answering and started fiddling with the radio as soon as Tubby cranked the engine. The two of them exchanged a smile. Tubby followed Linus back to the main road but didn’t turn back toward Austin.

      “We headed to where Cecil and the others are?” Tubby had to yell to be heard over the radio.

      I took out my phone. “Let me call Mysti.”

      Mysti answered on the first ring and began babbling. “Where are you? Tubman said you’re okay, but you know how he lies. If you don’t tell me where you are right now, I’m going to hex you. No, I don’t mean that. But where are you?”

      I told Mysti about the people we’d just met and what they’d showed me. “Linus said the graveyard is well-known because a witch is buried there. The area around her grave is supposed to offer protection.”

      I fell quiet, praying to whatever ruled the universe that Mysti had heard of this place. If she hadn’t, I was going to have to kiss Linus’s ass. Maybe even give up Wade’s name to get what I wanted. I still wasn’t willing to put Linus in the path of Black Silas.

      But Mysti didn’t let me down. “I do know that place. Well, Griffin does. Hold on.” Mysti patched Griff into the call, words running together as she explained what we needed.

      Griff was silent for several long moments. Long enough for fear to take root and bloom next to my heart.

      Finally, he spoke. “Just a minute. I’m seeing if I have the location recorded on my phone. Otherwise, it’s going to be an expedition.” A few seconds later, he said, “Shit. But I remember the road. Is Tubman chauffeuring you and Hannah?”

      “He is,” I said.

      “Give him the phone.” Griff had switched from concerned friend back to boss.

      Without thinking much about it, I handed Tubby my phone. He and Griff had a short discussion. He handed my phone back to me and started driving.

      I scrolled through my phone to Tanner’s contact info and dialed him again. I got the same message I had when I was dying. The number had been disconnected.

      It made sense. Tanner had first joined Sanctuary dead broke. We got together, and I’d wanted him to have nice things. I’d paid for his phone service. But Tanner’s pride wouldn’t let him continue to use a phone paid for by a woman he was no longer in a relationship with.

      That told me a lot about what to expect from him in the future. I leaned back against the seat, tears burning my eyes. Tubby reached out to change the radio station. Hannah slapped his hand away. He pulled her hair. They were flirting. The realization opened a pit of the deepest sadness and loneliness in my heart. I couldn’t even send them a mental well-wish.

      After long enough for me to want to crack their heads together, Tubby turned off the little two-lane highway onto a cracked one-lane asphalt road. I peered out the windows at the landscape, willing myself to recognize something from my vision. But the overgrown trees and roadways mostly looked the same.

      The asphalt road ended, and we crept along a dirt road. I didn’t recognize any of this. My gut clenched at the possibility we were going to the wrong place. Then a little clump of weathered buildings came into view. My heart jumped.

      “This is it,” I muttered.

      Hannah turned back to me, flushed and grinning.

      I pushed down my misery at having lost Tanner and smiled back. She likely wouldn’t find lasting happiness with Tubby, but at least he didn’t have a wife stashed out of state. He might kill people in front of her, but he would never hit or abuse her. He might not be able to love her, but he’d treat her well.

      The sign with the German words on it came into view. In daylight, I could see it stood over a brick entrance to a gated cemetery. Griff and Mysti’s SUV was parked on the side of the road, which I could see ended a few feet beyond the cemetery. Griff slid out of the driver’s side and waved unnecessarily.

      Tubby parked nose to nose with the SUV and shut off the Cutlass. He started to say something, but then cut it off. “Holy hell.”

      Mysti, colorful clothes flying, ran toward the Cutlass, her face pinched in determination.

      “Better let me out,” I said. “Otherwise, she might tear the car apart.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hannah leapt out of the car and pushed forward the back seat just as Mysti reached it. I began the painful process of pulling myself out. Mysti, with more strength than I’d given her credit for, yanked me from the car. She threw her arms around me and squeezed until I yelped.

      She startled and let go of me, gaze running over my unstained clothes. “Wade healed you.”

      I nodded. The rest of it didn’t deserve a mention. Wade’s and my tryst had hurt my heart. I didn’t want to talk about it anymore.

      Her eyes, not as dark brown as mine but with a little more honey in them, flicked over my face. Her lips pursed. She knew something wasn’t quite right with me.

      “May I see?” She gestured at my midsection to let me know what she meant.

      I pulled away my shirt and lowered my jeans. This was getting to be a habit. Maybe I should pursue a career in exotic dance if the witch thing went south. Griff hurried over. The three of us examined the still livid, though fading, mark together.

      “Not bad,” Griff whispered.

      Mysti frowned. “What’s the shiny stuff smeared on it?”

      “An ointment Desiree had. She said it’s poisonous to ingest.” I took the tub out of my pocket and showed it to Mysti.

      She took it from me, unscrewed the lid, and sniffed. She made a face and raised her eyebrows. “I don’t know what that is.”

      “Me either.” I held out my hand for the ointment.

      After a second’s hesitation, Mysti handed it over. She’d have probably kept and studied it had I not demanded it back. Not for the first time, I wondered at the shift of power between us.

      Mysti had started out as my teacher. She still advised me when I needed it. But she now treated me more as a contemporary. Someone who performed just as effective magic as she could.

      “Daylight’s fading. Shall we?” She gestured at the cemetery, eyes crinkling in a smile.

      We walked below the arched gate into the quiet world of the cemetery. Mysti took my arm and hurried my step away from our friends. She hustled me a short distance away, stopped walking, and faced me.

      “I can tell something’s wrong. Spill it.” Her sharp, probing gaze clashed with her wrinkled peasant blouse and tiered, ankle-length skirt.

      I didn’t want to tell her. I’d made a mistake. But she’d asked because she cared. I motioned her closer.

      “I slept with Wade,” I whispered.

      She drew back and stared into my face. Her lips turned down. “And you finally saw him. Really saw him. I’m so sorry.”

      The pain of what I’d done throbbed to life.

      Mysti pulled me close and spoke into my ear, her breath hot on my face. “Life is full of lessons. The only shame is when you don’t learn from them.”

      “But Tanner…” I choked off the words.

      “Tanner left. Your world didn’t stop the second he walked out the door.” She held me tight. “If he can’t accept that, he’s not worth a second’s worry.”

      The others caught up. Mysti and I let go of each other.

      Hannah pointed. “Is that the obelisk?”

      I swallowed a big gulp of dread and nodded. We trudged through the huge, old oaks standing guard over the graves. The monument seemed bigger with every foot of ground we covered. Waves of energy emanated from the huge stone. They found my energy and tapped at it, testing it. Yes, the person buried here had power even in death.

      “This damn place is creepy,” Tubby whined behind me.

      “It’s warning you not to play with things you can’t handle.” Mysti ducked under a low hanging branch as thick as her body.

      “As you can see, most people ignore it.” I gestured at the prayer candles crowding the base of the obelisk and leaned in to see the name. It was blank. I drew back, confused.

      “Other side. It faces west,” Griff called.

      We had to walk around the obelisk to read the inscription.

      Herta Schüler

      Born in Hamburg 1800

      Died in Texas 1898

      She was the right age to have been a foster mother to Oscar Rivera.

      In addition to the candles, visitors had drawn upside-down crosses, pentagrams, and some Xs on the smooth, gray stone. Dead flowers of all kinds littered the ground.

      Where could Oscar have buried his soul? In the vision, I saw him take it out of his cloak and saw it glint in the moonlight, but I’d gotten pulled out of the vision before he did anything with it.

      Griff held out a spade. “I guess we just start digging?”

      Tubby crowded in, grabbing for the tool. His blue eyes shifted around the enclosed space, and chill bumps made the blond hair on his arms stand at attention.

      “Come on,” he muttered. “Let’s get this over with and get the hell out of here.”

      I elbowed him away. “Wait a minute. Oscar’s going to know the second we have his soul. He’s going to come for us. We’ve got to have a plan, or this is a waste of time and energy.”

      “Good point.” Griff moved the spade out of Tubby’s reach.

      Tubby frowned at me. “What’s the plan then, boss lady?”

      My shoulders rounded. “The only thing I’ve ever done to get rid of souls is eat them. And I’m not eating Oscar’s soul. The hag almost killed me.” I cringed at the memory of the pain.

      Mysti’s nose crinkled. “You’re lucky it didn’t. The hag was a higher being. Don’t try that again until you have full use of your power.”

      I gave a tough shrug. Deep down, I agreed.

      Griff spoke in my silence. “There are weapons that will kill anything—spirit, chthonic being, you name it. Unfortunately…”

      “Tanner would be the one to know about that, and he’s lost to us.” My face heated.

      Mysti gave me a fierce frown. I interpreted it as “Not your fault.”

      “Wait a minute.” Tubby wouldn’t stay quiet, even when the topic went far beyond his area of expertise. “Aren’t spirits just made of energy?”

      Nobody answered, and Tubby rolled his eyes. “Energy can’t be killed, right? So how do special weapons or eating souls kill them?”

      I saw where he was going and hoped we could reason it out. We were, after all, nothing more than a couple of witches, a nosy grave dowser, a former B-list celebrity, and a redneck crime kingpin.

      I began talking, thinking as I spoke. “When I ate Loretta Nell Grimes’s spirit and the hag’s magical core, I absorbed them. The energy didn’t die. It changed. Both what Loretta Nell and the hag had been personally faded away. I gained the energy for my own use.” I pushed myself to see a solution and didn’t.

      “So how do you change Oscar’s energy without eating it and without one of these weapons?” Tubby asked.

      We all stood thinking.

      “You did fine with Loretta Nell, but not the hag.” Mysti spoke barely above a whisper, face tight with the pressure to think of a solution.

      It hit me. The solution had been there all along. I spoke in a rush.

      “Loretta Nell worked out fine because I had more magic than her.” I remembered Mohawk calling me the Gregorius Witch. That had been the first time I’d heard that name. But now I understood all that it meant. “But the hag was a being greater than me. So it almost killed me.” I shook my finger at Mysti, heart hammering. “Oscar’s spirit is more than me right now.”

      Mysti stood up straight, a hard light burning behind her eyes. “He is. So we need something greater to kill him.”

      Or to contain him. I rummaged through my list of contacts. Sol and Bub had refused to help me when Oscar had sent a supernatural assassin after me. They had, instead, taken bets and had fun seeing how things worked out for me. I couldn’t depend on them. But I did know one person who dealt in supernatural oddities, someone for whom Oscar’s soul might have value. I shivered at the memory of him.

      “I know someone who might help. But that still doesn’t take into account Oscar coming for us. And he will once we have the soul.” I glanced around my friends.

      A voice came from all around me. “You’d have to distract Oscar, of course. But why would I let you have his soul?”

      Fear landed with a jolt in the pit of my stomach. I spun around to face a very elderly woman’s ghost. Had to be Herta.

      Wrinkled flaking skin. White eyes. Dark lips. Her coldness seeped into my skin, making my sore muscles ache. Whispers scrabbled at the back of my mind. A querulous old voice rose above them.

      “Get away from here. This ground is protected.” She flicked her fingers at me.

      I flew backward, right into Hannah. We fell in a heap. Tubby rushed to help Hannah. Mysti held out one hand to help me up. I took it and got to my feet.

      She whispered, “Herta wouldn’t have mentioned distracting Oscar so we could get away with his soul if she weren’t willing to help.”

      I nodded. It was time to make a deal with Herta. I hated this part.

      Aloud, Mysti said, “Help me clean the marks off Herta’s tombstone. She wasn’t this kind of witch and wouldn’t have liked these things.”

      We spent the next few minutes rubbing the marks off the tombstone. Mysti left the flowers, but took the prayer candles covered with Xs to the cemetery’s fence and left them. She motioned to Griff, and he brought over her witch pack. She set out old china bowls. In one, she poured water. In the other, she placed a crust of bread.

      She put her arm around me and spoke in a whisper. “Summon Herta. Explain your need. I can feel her magic. She was a good person. Maybe once she understands the evil Oscar intends, she will help us despite her personal relationship with him.”

      I reached inside, searching for my ability to summon a ghost. My power sprang forth, willing and overly excited.

      “Herta Schüler, please talk to me.” I meant to whisper the words, but I boomed them out, sounding like Priscilla Herrera.

      Herta’s form flashed in front of the grave. Both eyes were black pits, not an uncommon sight in the spirit world. The water in the bowl dissipated in seconds. The bread in the other bowl began to smoke. It blackened into ash.

      Herta’s power, frightfully strong for one so long dead, radiated off her. It brushed against my power. Static blared in my head.

      “You’re here to steal from my son.” She had a strong German accent, spoken with sharp, clipped sibilants. It was almost as threatening as her magic.

      There was no point in lying to her. “Yes. But Oscar intends to kill me and to wage war on the living with my power.”

      Her form flickered, eyes filling in to a faded blue. “I know the boy I raised grew in einen Teufel. But he is still mein Sohn.”

      I caught onto mein Sohn because of the context. But einen Teufel had me puzzled.

      Herta let out an impatient snort. “A devil. My son is a devil.”

      I nodded my understanding. “If you know Oscar grew into a devil, then you know he must be stopped. Let us dig up his soul and rid the world of him.” I still held the spade in one hand, ready to finish this errand.

      The breeze moving through the ancient trees turned icy.

      “I won’t betray my son. Even if I would, he’ll come as soon as you tamper with his soul. Someone would have to stall him for you to get away.” This was the second time she’d mentioned distracting Oscar. Though her refusal sounded final, she was giving me a solution.

      We needed to negotiate. What might Herta want that I could grant? I glanced at the prayer candles and other crap we’d piled by the fence and at the smudges where we’d rubbed the Xs and pentagrams off her grave.

      “I can clean your grave. Make it look nice again. If this is where you’re choosing to spend eternity, I can make it nice.” Even as I said the words, I couldn’t believe Herta would want to stay here. What a lonely place.

      “I don’t want to be here. I’m trapped.” Herta stopped her advance and hovered over the ground, white hair blowing in the wind. Anger began to radiate off her.

      “Then I’ll help you get out of this cemetery and on to whatever’s next for you.” Even better. Something I could understand her wanting.

      “Nobody can help me.” The air turned even colder. “Father Weber trapped me here for eternity.”

      This was Herta's price. She wanted out of this place. Herta moved toward me. She wanted to touch me.

      I stiffened, skin crawling, but stood still. Her freezing hand connected with my forehead. There was a snap, both inside and outside my body. Blue light flared.

      Wind filtered through the trees, rattling the leaves, blowing hard enough to send a flurry of them dancing to the ground. My brain ached with what felt like an ice cream headache, and the smell of decay filled my senses.

      Something passed between us. On my end, it felt like a hard pull on my magical energy. Herta Schüler’s story seeped into my mind, fragmented and mundane, detailed and horrific.

      Herta Schüler had been a natural witch like Mysti and me. She’d used her power to make healing potions and to bless this little settlement with prosperity. She’d been a childless widow with money. She had taken in children in need of a home and loved them.

      Flashes of Oscar as her adopted son played behind my eyes. He started as a skinny boy, eyes dark and full of fear. He carried water and hoed in the garden. He grew. The fear left his eyes. Herta taught him reading and writing. The final image of him showed him packing a small wagon attached to a horse. Herta saw him off smiling but then went into her house, sat at her table, and cried.

      Further flashes showed her surrounded by other adopted children and later their children. She went through the same ritual as she had Oscar of seeing them off to greater fortunes.

      Then came Father Weber. Flashes came of this short, bald-headed, buck-toothed asshole turning Herta away from the doors of the church, making a warding-off-evil gesture with one hand.

      Father Weber had Herta’s tombstone turned the wrong way. At Herta’s burial, he had buried a piece of iron over her casket and, by doing so, trapped Herta’s spirit on this plane.

      The fury started in my belly, liquid fire and intoxicant of the self-righteous. People who abused their power pushed my buttons. The victims, little people like me, often had nobody to help them. My anger grew.

      I wanted to personally piss on the grave of the man who did this. But such actions fueled no purpose. Best to focus on how I could help Herta.

      “What if I dig up the iron so you can leave here? Maybe turn your headstone around. Would you show me where to find Oscar’s soul then? Tell me how to stall him?” Shivering from worry and the cold Herta emanated, I waited for her answer.

      Herta’s brow creased. Oscar had been a son she loved. Giving him up presented a moral dilemma.

      I felt sorry both for Herta and Oscar. He had been a sweet boy, and they’d loved each other. But life had knocked him around. Killed his wife and children. Oscar came up fighting, but he took the dark path and lost himself along the way. It could happen to anybody, even me. As much sympathy as I had, Oscar would be a danger until he left this plane forever.

      “Yes or no?” I licked my lips. If Herta said no, I’d have to fight her. It would drain my energy to dangerous levels, and I still might lose.

      “Oscar was my son. It goes against my nature as a mother to betray him.” Herta hung her head.

      My stomach sank. All that for nothing. She had changed her mind.

      “But…” She put her freezing hand on me. “It is my fault Oscar is doing this. It is I who told him the legend of the Wilde Jagd. It is I who taught him how to contact die dunklen Wesen and make deals. So this is meine Strafe.” She shook her head at the confusion on my face. “The Wild Hunt. Demons. Punishment.”

      I let out the breath I’d been holding. “Show me where the iron’s buried. Let’s get it off you.”

      She flickered out of existence and reappeared a few feet away.

      We went to work digging. Griff kept the spade for himself, and the rest of us used knives, keys, whatever we had. Herta had been in the ground a long time. It took many minutes for us to hit the iron. Once we did, our movements reached a feverish pitch. Griff finally pulled out a short section of iron decorated with curlicues.

      “My house,” Herta whispered next to me.

      I stiffened. Father Weber had defaced Herta’s home so that he could trap her spirit forever in this cemetery. Rage flashed hard enough to make my vision waver.

      “The tombstone,” she whispered. “You promised to fix my tombstone.”

      Griff glanced at the spade in his hand and made a pained face.

      “It’ll have to be done with magic.” I came closer to the huge monument. It probably weighed hundreds of pounds. Mysti came near.

      “We could combine our power to move it.” She regarded the huge stone with an expression of dread.

      I held out my hand. Mysti clasped her fingers over it. Her power hit mine and almost knocked me staggering. She’d claimed not to be as powerful as me, but this blast of pure energy was like nothing I had inside me. My power was connected to the element of fire. Mysti’s power dealt more in air. How we’d do this came to me in an instant.

      I called on the shining light of the mantle and let the fire join forces with Mysti’s air. Together, we sent out our magic, pushed it toward the monument. The energy wrapped itself around the stone.

      “Now push,” Mysti ordered.

      Bending my knees as though lifting a heavy weight, I gave it everything I had. The tombstone began to turn. It was like watching a turtle cross the road. My magical muscles began to throb with the strain. Next to me, Mysti began to shake with effort. Sweat popped out on her face and made streaks through her makeup.

      The tombstone shifted a tiny bit at a time. After what seemed like forever, the inscription finally faced perpendicular to Herta’s final resting place.

      “Just a little more,” Mysti gritted out.

      I nodded and redoubled my efforts. Sweat rolled down my forehead and burned my eyes. A low whine came from my throat. Just when I thought I could stand it no longer, the tombstone moved the last few inches.

      Mysti and I both fell backward. She pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, sides heaving. I lay on my back and turned my head to watch her. After a few seconds, she gave me a smile.

      “You did great. I knew you could do it.” Still panting, her words came out uneven.

      I shook my head at her. “Why do you keep that hidden?”

      Mysti tinkled laugher, stood, and held out one hand. She’d say no more. I let her help me up.

      “Are you free now?” I asked Herta.

      Herta answered by flitting around the edges of the graveyard. She even left the fenced area and made bright revolutions around the church. A seed of worry sprouted in the fertile soil of my mind. What if Herta didn’t keep her end of the bargain? It might take us hours of digging around Herta’s tombstone to find Oscar’s soul. And she’d promised to help me distract Oscar when he came to stop me. I still needed her to do those things.

      “Don’t go yet,” I called.

      Griff shook his head and began digging with the spade.

      Herta zipped back to her grave, wind of her passage rattling the leaves.

      She pointed at the church. “Don’t waste time digging. The soul is in the church. Under the pulpit. Hurry.”
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      The church wasn’t too many yards away, but even the short distance made my abdomen ache. Hannah caught up with me, huffing and puffing.

      “I need to talk to you about something.” Hannah pulled her fingers a few times.

      It didn’t take a genius to guess what she was about to say. The glances between her and Tubby told an obvious story. It woke up the ache of losing Tanner, but I had no regrets about taking a pass on a do-over romance with Tubby. Too much risk of losing the bond we had. If Hannah wanted to see where a flirtation with Tubby led, she should. Before I could tell her that, she spoke again.

      “Normally I’d stay away from Tubby because the two of you had a thing.” She pulled her index finger hard enough to make the joint pop and flinched.

      I cringed on her behalf. Did she really think I’d get angry? Or was she afraid of Tubby? Sometimes the men who instilled a little spark of fear did so because they were the right one. A memory of dancing with Tanner flashed in my mind. Deep, hollow sadness filled my chest and ached at the base of my throat. He’d been the right one. I’d never deny Hannah the chance to see if Tubby was the right one for her.

      “You don’t have to ask my blessing, but you have it. Take a chance.” My voice wavered on the last couple of words. Tears flooded my eyes. Not wanting Hannah to see, I quickened my pace and hurried up the church’s crumbling brick steps.

      When I reached for the door of the rickety old building, an invisible force rose up and knocked me backward. I flew up several feet before I dropped and landed hard. Pain flared in my midsection. I put my arms over it and whimpered.

      Hannah dropped to her knees beside me. “Are you all right?”

      “I’ll live.” Trying to catch my breath, I opened my second sight. Something supernatural had shoved me away from the door. What?

      Over the door of the church hung several horseshoes. Not those. I handled them all the time. Hoisting myself to my feet, I stared at the bricks. Nothing unusual there. The only other thing that caught my attention were two decorative posts with geometric flower shapes burned into them.

      Footsteps crunched toward us. I twisted, knowing it was Mysti and Griff.

      She kept her distance. “Father Weber covered all the bases, didn’t he? Horseshoes, witch marks burned onto the posts. Why, I bet at one time there were even witch balls.”

      “But I handle horseshoes all the time,” I protested.

      “Haven’t I told you that it’s all about intent?” She winked.

      Cringing with embarrassment, I crawled to my feet. Mysti had made note of all this before she even climbed onto the bricks. I hadn’t seen them until I looked for them. Then I’d had no idea what I was seeing or why it could hurt me.

      “How did Oscar get in if this place is protected?” The depth of my ignorance terrified me. How was I going to survive?

      “Oscar can bypass this ward because he is neither living nor dead. Being in-between grants immunity.” Mysti rattled off the answer without an ounce of reproach, but my cheeks grew even hotter.

      “Then what do we do?” My pride made the words almost too big for my mouth. But I managed.

      “Remove them, Tubby.” Mysti snapped her fingers at him.

      Tubby hurried on to the church entry with his bolt cutters. There was finally a use for them. He swung at the decorative post. It only took him a few hits to dislodge it. He kicked it off the porch and moved on to the next one. Griff yanked on the post between each hit. This one took fewer blows. Tubby jumped to pull the horseshoes off the doorframe. He pitched them into the church’s overgrown yard.

      I glanced at Mysti. “Shall we?”

      She slipped her arm through mine. “We shall.”

      We hadn’t taken two steps before the shape of a short, ugly man appeared before us. Father Weber in spirit form. He stood with his stubby legs apart, rabbit teeth clenched in a snarl. No witches, his awful, grating voice exploded in my head.

      “How is that awful man keeping us out?” I yelled at Mysti.

      Mysti walked back to where her witch pack was and came back with a handful of something. She tossed a couple of Mercury dimes on the brick. They turned black and began to smoke. Her shoulders rounded, and she made a face.

      “He’s put a witch bottle, probably full of his fingernails and urine, underneath this brick porch. It’s meant to ward off evil.” She kept her distance from the church door. “Before you ask, Oscar’s in-between status let him pass on through."

      “Fine, but I’m not evil,” I snapped. A lifetime of hearing that made me a little sensitive.

      Mysti gave her head an impatient shake. “No. Nor am I. But Father Weber empowered the bottle to keep people he considered evil out. We are those people.”

      “Do we dig it up?” The suggestion made my body hurt. We had neither the equipment nor the time.

      Mysti twisted to face me, one eyebrow raised. “Are you saying that sorry little man is stronger than us?”

      I scrambled to my feet. Memories of the way this man had treated Herta pulsed in my veins. “No.”

      I marched back up the brick steps. The wall of energy Father Weber had put in place rose up to meet me. I took one second to gather myself. The shining power of the mantle raced through me, both hot and cold at the same time. I threw up one hand and pushed at Father Weber’s wall of energy.

      Father Weber’s ghost materialized in front of me. “Stay out, devil.”

      Energy from his force field blasted into my chest. I tumbled down the brick steps and landed hard on my tailbone. A pitiful scream escaped me.

      Tubby hauled me to my feet. “I can probably pass. I’m evil, but I ain’t got no magic.”

      Sadly, he was right. Father Weber would have considered my murdering friend a non-devil. But I wouldn’t let Tubby take care of this. My anger at Father Weber had risen up like a fire-breathing monster. It demanded blood, or something like it. I pulled my arm from Tubby’s.

      “If he kills me, dig up his bones and piss on them.” I stomped back up the steps.

      “Want some help?” Mysti asked as I went by.

      I held up one hand as a no. At the threshold of the church, Father Weber waited, translucent arms crossed over his chest.

      “Let me in,” I growled. My voice didn’t even sound human.

      Father Weber made the sign of the cross.

      “God won’t stop me. I’m one of his children too.” I gathered my energy and made Father Weber’s ghost my central focus. Body shaking with the effort, I grabbed the ghost by the scruff of his neck and pulled as hard as I could.

      His feet left the bricks and wood of the old threshold. The ghost’s howl of fury made my back teeth ache until they seemed ready to explode. The bricks hiding Father Weber’s witch bottle cracked open. Noxious smoke danced up lazily. I adjusted my grip on Father Weber’s ghost.

      Without planning, the words came from me, almost as though someone else spoke them.

      “I call the element of air

      Send this weak little man’s spirit

      So far away, nothing else will ever come near it.

      Imprison him alone in wickedness

      Where he may enjoy his own perniciousness.”

      I threw Father Weber’s spirit into the great beyond. It flew like a huge dark bird, its shadow cold and malicious. As it faded from sight, so did his shout of rage.

      “Good riddance,” I muttered and marched into the church.

      The old building’s floorboards bowed and popped with each step. Finally one broke. I danced away as the board tumbled to the dark crawlspace below. I took more careful steps after that.

      The pulpit leaned to one side, rusty nails exposed where it had been yanked off its base.

      “Sloppy job, Oscar.” I took mincing steps around and knelt in front of it.

      Oscar’s soul radiated evil and hate. It felt the same as listening to a speech by a politician not worth voting for. I pushed the pulpit slightly, not wanting to reach underneath it blind.

      The chittering hiss of a rattlesnake’s warning answered me.

      Heart thudding heavily, I scrambled to my feet and took a few steps away from the pulpit. Oscar had enlisted a deadly sentry to guard his treasure.

      Had my magic supplies not been lost when Oscar and his merry band of assholes burned down the hotel, I might have had a way to draw the snake away from the soul keeper. But my stuff was gone, burned up. Even Priscilla Herrera’s spell book. That left me few choices.

      The rattlesnake would only get angrier if I tried to scare him away. I could kill him, but I didn’t have the heart. The snake was just doing what snakes did.

      My mind flashed on a figure swinging from a tree. Pappy. Why on earth was I thinking of that nasty thing now?

      Dimittis me. Pappy’s words came with a blast of foul-smelling air.

      An idea formed. I focused on Oscar’s vileness and whispered, “Dimittis me.”

      The snake’s rattling increased in speed, and his head popped against something.

      I said the word again. “Dimittis me.”

      Something scraped underneath the pulpit. Oscar’s soul box. It must be moving. The sound of the snake striking at the moving object came through the boards. After several seconds, the gold edge of something peeked out from under the pulpit.

      One more time. “Dimittis me.”

      A shining, tiny golden box scraped toward me. I bent my knees and held out my hand the way I would for a dog to lick. The box slid right into it.

      A bolt of fire flashed in my head. I staggered to the side, reaching for something to steady me. I slammed into a wall, hearing the crack of the dry rotted wood, but unable to control myself enough to put less pressure on it.

      Fire flashed again. The forgotten church faded away. Wood smoke stung my nose. A crackling fire with some animal roasting over it filled my field of vision.

      “She’s got my soul, you incompetent morons,” Oscar’s melodious voice thundered.

      I jerked away from his consciousness, even though I knew it was too late. Pushing myself off the old church wall, I staggered across the floor, black motes dancing in my vision. Arms grabbed me. The scent of Mysti’s rosemary sachet replaced the fire smell. She dragged me out of the church.

      “He’s coming,” I rasped at my friends. “We've got to run now.”

      Herta appeared off to the side. “If you want me to stall him, you must do one thing more.”

      I tried to walk toward her, but fatigue jellied my knees. Griff got me by one arm and Mysti the other. They dragged me along behind Herta.

      She stopped at the foot of a huge cedar tree, which hulked over a crumbling chimney. Her emotions seeped into me, telling me better than she ever could that this had been the site of her home.

      “Underneath the bricks of this chimney. That’s where I hid it when I knew I was dying.” She pointed.

      “Let me go,” I muttered.

      Griff and Mysti did as I asked. I found my feet easier than I’d expected. Whatever connecting with Oscar had done to me was already fading. My strength and stamina increased with each trial. I pointed.

      “Dig here.”

      Tubby, who now had the spade, hurried forward and did what I asked. It didn’t take him long to unearth a porcelain box. I took it from him and set it in front of Herta.

      “Open it,” she said.

      I did as asked. A tarnished locket lay inside. I took it out and tried to give it to her.

      “See what’s inside.” She wouldn’t take it.

      I opened the locket and stared into the faces of Oscar’s wife and children.

      He wanted me to help him avenge them, and I wouldn’t do it. Herta’s voice filled my head. He left angry and forgot this. I should have helped him. He’d never have become what he did.

      Maybe. Maybe not. It wasn’t worth arguing now. I held out the locket to Herta.

      This time she took it. Go now. I’ll stall him.

      I turned away from Herta, wishing I could have done more for her. Thunder shook the sky. Underneath was the faintest baying of hounds. Oscar was on his way.
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      “What are we doing with that?” Mysti pointed at the tiny gold box holding Oscar’s soul.

      I turned the thing over, examining it for the first time. With bird’s wings carved into the top, it resembled a woman’s jewelry box more than protection for something as delicate as a soul. But then, if Oscar’s soul was anywhere near as heinous as its owner, maybe it wasn’t so fragile.

      “I expected a piece of jewelry.” I ran my finger over the delicate design.

      In a long ago vision, where I’d watched Oscar separate his body from his soul, I had seen a glint of gold from the soul keeper, but this was the closest I’d ever been to it. It emanated Oscar’s essence. Evil. Selfish. Stubborn. Crafty. Now that essence tried to crawl into my skin. I fought against it.

      Thunder cracked again. A cool wind rustled through the lost settlement.

      “We need to go, girl.” Tubby stared at the fast-moving clouds.

      “What are you going to do?” Mysti pressed.

      “Something I probably shouldn’t.” My voice shook, and my hands trembled as I unlocked my phone’s home screen and scrolled through pictures of Tanner and me. Each one pierced my heart. Finally I found the one I wanted. It was a picture of a business card. Solid black with the name Black Silas and a ten-digit phone number. I showed it to Mysti.

      She shrugged and held up her hands. “You know they’re liars. Every last one of them. And you know they have plans on top of plans.”

      “Who are you calling?” Griff pressed closer, face creased in concern.

      “Black Silas.” I squeaked out the name like a little girl and hit dial. The rings burred in my ear. One. Two. Three.

      A click and a familiar voice. “Peri Jean Gregg. I was just speaking of you with an old friend.”

      Gooseflesh formed on my forearms, and a shiver worked its way through me. Black Silas bothered me on a level I couldn’t quite explain. It dug right underneath my skin and hovered in a dark cloud at the edge of my brain. It pricked at a secret, invisible place, one that knew danger by its old name and understood the consequences went much further than death.

      “Hello? You didn’t butt dial me, did you?” He let out a hearty laugh.

      “No, Mr. Silas.” The short sentence left me breathless.

      “Is this about the box emblazoned with the mythical phoenix? The one you’re holding in your beautiful hand right now?” Amusement filled his voice. It wasn’t hard to picture the handsome, if a bit old-fashioned, Black Silas smiling.

      “Yes,” I whispered, chill bumps racing over me.

      “And you want me to…let’s see…help you get rid of Oscar E. Rivera because you’re not big enough or strong enough to do it yourself.” The devil always knows exactly what one needs.

      My heart thudded faster. “Yes.”

      “Let’s be clear. You’re asking for my assistance in this matter?” He’d let me hang myself. It was the only way.

      “Yes.” The word sounded like the final nail pounding a coffin closed. “What does it cost?”

      “Cost?” He did laugh then. “We’ll discuss that when I see you.”

      I shook my head. There was no way I’d agree to owe Black Silas without knowing what. “Wait a second.”

      “I’m sorry, dear. Too late to renege. Arrangements have already been set in motion.” He sounded almost sympathetic, even though I doubted him capable of sympathy.

      “But…” I trailed off after the one word. I didn’t know what to offer.

      Black Silas cut off anything I might have said. “Bring Oscar Rivera’s soul to the crossroads near where your family is staying. Do it right after dark. We’ll settle up then.”

      “No, wait. Please.” My voice came out high and breathy. A sharp wind cut through the cemetery, cooling the sweat on my face.

      He hung up.

      Heart throbbing, I turned to my friends. “I just screwed up so bad.”

      Griff leaned in. “What did you give him? There are ways to break deals with these things.”

      “I don’t know. He just said it was too late for me to change my mind.” My cheeks tingled, and a cool lightness tingled in my head.

      Griff’s and Mysti’s eyes locked. He tipped his head at me. She shook hers. He frowned at her.

      “There’s something you need to know.” He threw Mysti a guilty glance.

      “Griff, no. Cecil said not to…” Mysti looked at me and shrugged. “Go on. There’s no need trying to hide it now.”

      Hannah sidled closer to me, breathing so hard her nostrils flared. Her warm eyes had a wild edge.

      “Cecil had a spell with his heart after you got injured. He’s not in great shape.” Griff could barely look at me. That alone told me how bad off my uncle was.

      My stomach went weak and woozy even though the news was no shock. Cecil’s heart had been bothering him since I met him. He’d had surgeries. He took a lot of medicine.

      Seeing me take what should have been a killing blow had been too much for him. Every time something like that put a strain on his heart, it could kill him. The fear I usually felt at the prospect of losing Cecil jumped up, ready to play. I sidestepped it. We could dance later.

      Something more important had my attention. Why hadn’t anybody told me?

      Mysti read my face. “Cecil insisted you not be told. He threatened me with death, Hannah with exile. He offered to have Griff framed for murder.”

      I almost wanted to laugh at Cecil’s threats. Each one was deadly serious. But his ability to come up with them so quickly and be so resolute about them still impressed me. He knew more about exerting influence over others than I ever would. I both understood the fear of Cecil’s threats and wished somebody had told me Cecil was sick. I kept my mouth shut. Nothing would be solved by recriminations at this point.

      “Why isn’t he in the hospital?” I spoke to Hannah.

      “The man who owns the place where they’re staying is some kind of retired doctor.” She rolled her eyes. “Cecil said he’d have to be good enough.”

      “We need to get there now,” I said to nobody in particular.

      “I’ll message Tubman directions.” Griff tapped on his phone. A few seconds later, Tubby’s phone dinged.

      Tubby glanced at the directions and ambled toward his car. Hannah joined him, leaning close to speak. He nodded and winked at her. I turned away, not wanting to watch them flirt anymore.

      “Is it okay if I ride with you and Griff?” I asked Mysti.

      Thunder rumbled hard enough to shake the ground at our feet. This time, the shouts of men followed. Instead of answering my question, Mysti took off running. I followed close on her heels. Griff ran with us, thumb jabbing at the remote unlocking device clutched in his hand.

      The SUV’s lights flashed. The doors unlocked with a clunk. We all scrambled into the vehicle. I barely got my door shut before the SUV’s engine roared to life.

      “Seatbelts buckled,” Griff yelled and sped away from the crumbling old settlement. From the window, I got one last glimpse of Herta’s ghost. She held the locket with the pictures of Oscar’s family in one hand as she waited to confront the boy she’d loved and raised. I should have felt pity for her plight, but I was too busy hoping she kept her promise to buy me some time. When the decaying remnants of the lost town faded, I turned to find Mysti watching me.

      “Black Silas said you couldn’t change your mind about involving him because things had already been set in motion. Am I getting it right?” She chewed the corner of her lip.

      My face heated, but I nodded. I knew I’d done the wrong thing.

      She let out a breath. “Something has been going on with your family since we got to Ghost Town.”

      “Ghost Town?” I raised both my voice and my eyebrows.

      “Yep. Ghost Town.” Griff’s eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. “This retired doctor friend of Cecil’s owns it. It’s a tourist attraction. Some old buildings. A cavern.”

      I processed the information. This sounded exactly like the kind of place Cecil avoided. He must have needed a doctor mighty damn bad to go there. My skin tingled with the knowledge. “Tell me what you saw.”

      Mysti shrugged. “Your Uncle asked everybody who wasn’t a Gregg by birth or marriage to please get the hell out.”

      This didn’t surprise me. Hannah had already said as much.

      “I got to hear a little more than you did,” Griff said. “Cecil said something about contacting the Wanderer in the cavern. Then Finn saw me lurking in the bathroom and kicked me out.”

      Pieces of information fell into place. Cecil was back on his crusade to get me an audience with the Wanderer. The Wanderer who had already said he’d only meet with me when I got to the Death card. The Wanderer wouldn’t change his mind. He’d simply give us a way for me to fulfill the prophecy of the Death card. The idea of facing whatever that was made me want to puke.

      I needed to put a stop to whatever Cecil had in mind. If Black Silas came through, no matter what he demanded in return, Oscar would be dead forever. I could put off dealing with the Wanderer for now.

      “I need to stop Cecil from doing whatever he’s planning.” I said aloud.

      Griff nodded and pressed his foot harder on the accelerator. We said little else as we sped through the deepening dusk. I leaned my head back on the seat and stared off into the cliffs and valleys of my life. The last few days flashed behind my eyes in a series of depressing images I had no idea how to process. Black Silas’s cold voice played on repeat. Too late to renege. Arrangements have already been set in motion.

      Cecil might have already made a deal with the Wanderer. One that involved me in something I couldn’t begin to imagine. What awful thing could he have agreed to? I fidgeted.

      After what seemed like an eternity, we drove underneath a sign that spelled out “Boone’s Ghost Town” in ghostly neon green and rattled down a rutted dirt road. I heard the music before I saw the lighted sign reading “Ghost Town Dance Hall.”

      The dance hall, shaped like barn, had a wide sliding door across the front. Light poured out of it. Dozens of people milled around. I frowned. Worse than I thought. This place was full of townies.

      Cecil usually didn’t put himself in situations where outsiders might see or hear things that were none of their business. Were we really that desperate? My inner realist provided an immediate answer. Yes. This shit is dire.

      Griff shot past, Tubby close on his bumper, and parked in front of a long one-story building. Griff shut off the engine.

      “What is this?” I looked around for signage and saw none.

      “Buckaroo Bunkhouse,” Mysti said drily. “For cowboys who have too much fun to drive home. We’ve got the whole thing to ourselves.”

      I shucked off my seatbelt and reached for the door handle, trying to prepare myself for whatever waited inside Buckaroo Bunkhouse. But the last twenty-four hours had taken its toll. I was in no shape to make life or death decisions, and I knew it.

      The bad part? I had a feeling this was a done deal, that I was traveling a one-way road with no exits. My last exit had passed long ago. I had no choice but to tough it out and hope I had what it took. I sucked in a deep breath and trudged toward the bunkhouse.
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      Shelly slammed out of the bunkhouse and stalked toward me. “You should have been here hours ago. What happened?”

      “It took a little effort to get Oscar’s soul.” I showed her the tiny phoenix box.

      She recoiled from it. “Get inside. Your uncle’s waiting.”

      I hurried into the bunkhouse. It turned out to be a long room lined on each side with ten bunk beds. Twenty beds. Plenty for thirteen people. But only if those people liked each other an awful lot.

      “Here comes that mean little woman.” Cecil’s voice came from a bottom bunk. A skinny bare foot stuck out from under one side of the sheet. His face was pasty, his olive skin faded to the color of chicken broth.

      “What happened to you, old man?” I sat down on the little chest beside the bed.

      This was my joke with Cecil. I’d call him an old man, and he’d call me a mean little woman. Stuff like that made this bad turn of health hurt all the worse. He’d be gone too soon. His loss would be like Memaw’s. There’d be nobody who could ever take his place.

      He rolled his eyes. We wouldn’t discuss it. “Did you find the madman’s soul?”

      I took the soul box out of my pocket and held it out to Cecil.

      He cringed. “Get it away.”

      I stuffed it back in my pocket, ignoring the brush of evil against my skin. Cecil lifted a shaking hand, two fingers extended. Give me a cigarette. Hating myself, knowing Shelly would black my eye if she saw, I did what he wanted.

      He lit his cigarette. “What’s your plan?”

      “We have to destroy Oscar’s soul. Eating the hag’s magical core almost killed me. I don’t have a weapon strong enough to kill a soul. So I called someone who is strong enough—Black Silas.” I leaned my head back against the wall, suddenly aware of the ache of fatigue in my bones, of the coldness in my skin.

      Cecil gave a resigned nod. “Not a bad plan.”

      I studied his face. “Now you talk to me. Mysti and Griff told me you were trying to contact the Wanderer. What are you up to?”

      “Doing the best I can with a shit situation. Same as you.” He stared at the bottom of the bunk bed over him.

      “The Wanderer isn’t going to see me.” I couldn’t bring up that Death card. Not now, not without screaming.

      “You, my sweet, are in the winter of your naivety about this world. My heart aches for you.” He put his hand over mine, the clammy skin chilling me even more.

      I pulled back my hand. “What is that supposed to mean? You just said contacting Black Silas wasn’t a bad plan, didn’t you?”

      “It’s not a bad plan. You just didn’t consider everything.” Cecil tried to inhale his cigarette, choked on it, and let out a string of ugly coughs.

      I shot off the chest and fluttered around him. He shook his head, coughs still wracking his body, and motioned me to sit again. I obeyed, scared to upset him more. Cecil’s coughs slowed. He took a few deep breaths, then pulled on his cigarette. The smoke jetted from his nose in a bluish plume.

      “What are you going to do if Black Silas actually destroys Oscar’s soul?” He waved away the cloud of smoke between us and peered into my face.

      I shrugged. “If Black Silas gets rid of Oscar, that’s it. I win.”

      Cecil shook his head. The expression on his face was one I knew well. It said, You should know better. But I didn’t. Too much had happened in the last few hours. My mind was scrambled. The only two things I knew for sure were that I missed Tanner and that I was scared of the bad thing I sensed coming. I hung my head and shook it.

      “Don’t be ashamed. Queenie’s the one who told me when I called to ask her advice on contacting the Wanderer.” He gripped my arm in one cold hand. “Think. Who are Oscar’s huntsmen? Name them for me.”

      I took a deep, shaking breath. “Joey Holze, Michael Gage, Nash Redmond, Veronica Spinelli, my own damn mother…” I trailed off, trying to think of more, and finally said, “Ghosts of people who hate me.”

      Cecil spoke my thoughts. “These spirits are your sworn enemies. So even if Black Silas kills Oscar for you, they’re still going to exist. What are you going to do?”

      I slumped and shook my head, more ashamed than ever. There was so much I hadn’t thought of.

      Cecil let out an impatient breath but stopped short of saying anything. He put his cold hand back on me. “Sweetheart, listen to Papaw now. Even if Black Silas destroys Oscar forever, you’re going to have to call the hunt against the remaining huntsmen.”

      But I didn’t know how to call the hunt. I didn’t even have a clear understanding what it was. Dimly, I remembered we’d originally been talking about the Wanderer. Cecil had managed to change the subject. Why had he done that? The cords in my neck began to throb from tension.

      Cecil dropped his cigarette butt in an empty soda can on the floor. It hissed as the fire died.

      “You’re going to have to wield a great deal of power to call your own hunt. How will you get that power?” He didn’t have to say more. We were still talking about the Wanderer. Just from a different angle.

      “I’ll have to absorb the mantle completely.” The news came as no surprise. Just another shovel of shit on a growing pile. Worse, I had no clear answer how to fix it.

      I owed a chthonic being named Sol an unspecified favor for eating a hole in the scar tissue. That hadn’t done the job all the way. Letting go of my own baggage thinned the scar tissue spell a little here and there. I could probably let go of the rest over time, but this transformation needed to happen now. Cecil was right. I needed the Wanderer’s help. And he’d done what it took to secure that.

      Cecil’s voice, brittle with years and rough with experience, was so soft I had to strain to hear him answer my unspoken thoughts. “Now you see why I contacted the Wanderer. I managed to secure a meeting for you. The meeting will take place in the cavern on this property.”

      “Why the cavern?” I didn’t want to go down there. Some people came out to the Hill Country just to tour caverns. But they gave me the creeps. So damp and dank. And dark. Very, very dark.

      Cecil tapped me to get my attention. His eyes bored into mine. "I expect you to do whatever it takes to keep this meeting.”

      I closed my eyes. Black Silas’s words suddenly made sense. Arrangements had already been set in motion. My deal with him over Oscar’s soul was just one facet. Outside, the sky rumbled with thunder. Herta had given me a little time, but Oscar was on his way. Soon I’d face both him and Black Silas.

      “Oscar’s coming. How am I going to get rid of him and meet the Wanderer?” The words spiked worry though my heart. No telling what the Wanderer would do to give me control of the mantle.

      Cecil shook his head. “Things will work out. I’ve made arrangements. Once my end of the deal is complete, someone will tell you what to do next.”

      I tensed. Why not Cecil? He was the one who’d made the arrangements with the Wanderer. I had such a bad feeling about all this. My whole world was swirling around a toilet bowl, and I had no way to stop it.

      Cecil hoisted himself out of the bunk bed and grabbed for his white button-down shirt. “When is Black Silas meeting us?”

      “After dark.” I helped him get one skinny, tattooed arm into the sleeve and then made him sit back down.

      “Then we need to go.” He kept struggling into his shirt.

      “You stay here and rest.” I tried to pull the shirt away from him. He yanked it from my grasp.

      “Help me get ready. Now.” Cecil’s dark eyes gleamed with authority.

      Heart pounding from his rebuke, I helped Cecil pull the shirt over his shoulders.

      “Where is the meeting?” He barely glanced at me.

      “Black Silas mentioned a crossroads near here.” I shivered against the cold premonition something bad was about to happen, something that couldn’t be fixed.

      “Of course. It would be there.” Cecil snatched his socks off the top of his boots and tugged them on. He scowled. “Help me. Now.”

      I did what he said. Soon we walked out of the bunkhouse, me holding Cecil up by one arm. Shelly hurried over.

      “What are you doing?” Rather than speak to Cecil, she spoke to me.

      Tired of all the arguing, I shrugged.

      Cecil pointed at Kenny’s huge truck and spoke to me, ignoring Shelly. “Help me into the truck. Then tell the others we’re all going to the crossroads. They need to bring weapons.”

      Shelly helped Cecil while I faced what remained of Sanctuary. Shelly, Brad, Jadine. Hannah with Tubby as her plus-one. Dillon, Finn, and their kids. Griff and Mysti, stuck by circumstance. They all stared back, faces filled with varying degrees of fear and defiance.

      “Get your vehicles loaded and ready. Bring weapons.” My voice competed with the country music coming from the dance hall.

      A rustle of uncertainty went through what remained of my friends and family.

      "Do it now.” I lowered my voice just the way Cecil would have, lowering my chin and glaring at them.

      They broke apart, doing as I’d said, throwing me odd glances.

      I went to Dillon and stopped her from crowding her kids into the truck she and Finn had procured from somewhere. “Except you. Take your kids somewhere safe and hide with them.”

      She bared her teeth at me. “Fuck that. I’m coming to help you.”

      “Who’s going to raise your kids if you get killed?” The words rolled off my tongue, cold as well water in winter. I sounded just like Cecil at his meanest.

      Dillon flinched and slumped away from me. She grabbed one kid by each hand and marched for the bunkhouse. My heart ached as I watched my best warrior leave my side. But what else could I do?

      A hazy night had fallen by the time I climbed into the late Kenny’s monster truck with Shelly and Cecil. Brad and Jadine took one look at the three of us, turned on their heels, and got into Finn’s truck. Griff, Mysti, Hannah, and Tubby rode in Griff’s SUV.

      The tension hung between Cecil, Shelly, and me, heavy enough to be an extra person. Cecil drove the mile from Boone’s Ghost Town to the crossroads in silence. I stared out the window at the thick clouds, waiting for a peal of thunder holding the shouts of men and the bay of hounds.

      By unspoken agreement, we parked in a line half on and half off the dirt road.

      Cecil stared at me in the rearview mirror. “Get out. I want to talk to my wife.”

      Shelly, staring straight ahead, made no reaction. Not even a glance.

      I slid out of the truck, sour acid pooling in my gut. Something bad was about to happen. Cecil knew what it was and wouldn’t tell me no matter what. My ignorance ached like an infected wound. The options before me looked like a choice of rotten fruit. No matter which I picked, I’d get something I didn’t really want.

      I stood still and took deep breaths. It did nothing to calm me. The magic of the season crackled in the air and popped against my skin. The date was October thirtieth, one day before Samhain. Tomorrow night, the veil between the living and dead would be at its thinnest. Oscar would be even stronger. If my plan with Black Silas didn’t work, if the Wanderer refused to help me again, I’d be knee-deep in shit creek.

      Mysti and Griff hovered around me but didn’t talk. Finn stood next to me, arms crossed over his skinny chest. He had my back. Brad and Jadine stood off to the side. Jadine had hold of Brad’s arm as though he might run if she let go. Tubby and Hannah stood close together. Hannah had a hand on his arm.

      A truck with only one headlight approached. We all stiffened. Tubby and Hannah hurried to my side, both reaching for guns. The truck, blaring jukebox country, slowed. The driver, his face a dim blur in the murky darkness, turned to stare at us. He gunned the accelerator and hurried past, taillights fading within seconds.

      Thunder rumbled the sky. The shout of Oscar and his huntsman vibrated faintly underneath. They were on the way to stop me from handing over Oscar’s soul to Black Silas to destroy. And Black Silas was on the way, supposedly to help me.

      Cecil and Shelly finally got out of the truck. Tears streaked Shelly’s face. Cecil lit a cigarette, the flame creating ghastly shadows on his gaunt face. Shelly watched, lips turned down, but said nothing. The worry I almost had under control came roaring back, flaming higher than ever.

      Cecil tugged my sleeve. “Walk over here. Let’s talk.”

      I followed him a short distance away from the others. He stopped and faced me.

      “I need you to make me a promise.” Cecil blew a cloud of poisonous smoke into the night.

      “Let’s hear it.” I swallowed hard against the panic crowding my throat.

      “Never run from your destiny again.” He gripped my arm with more strength than I would have imagined such a sick man could have.

      I blinked twice. “What do you mean?”

      He leaned into my face, breath reeking of cigarettes. “Who you are is enough. Be who you are.”

      “Is this about the Wanderer?” I couldn’t understand why he’d tell me this.

      “It’s about everything going forward.” Cecil turned away from me.

      I followed, ready to demand answers.

      Finn stepped in front of me. “This might be Black Silas.”

      Two round headlights drifted toward us, flickering weakly. It took me several seconds to understand why Finn had known this was Black Silas. But it came with a rush. There was no sound of an engine running. The headlights came silently, as though they were the ghost of a car.

      Headlights blinding us, the car pulled to the intersection of the four roads and stopped. It was too dark for me to see the car’s color, but I could make out enough to see that it was an old model car. Like the one Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow died in.

      The door creaked open, and the huge revenant I’d met at Black Silas’s auction house in China Grove, Texas stepped out. He left the headlights beaming. Without acknowledging us in any way, he opened the car’s back door and stepped aside.

      Black Silas stepped onto the road and nodded at Cecil. “The deal is done, old friend.”

      Cecil stiffened but returned the monster’s nod.

      Fear pricked its way up my back. Some secret, back-door deal had passed. Now bad things would happen, and I couldn’t do a damn thing to stop them. A darker cloud than before covered the moon.
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      Black Silas walked toward us, the headlights creating a nimbus of white fire around him. Darkness pooled over his face.

      He beelined for Cecil and held out his hand. “It’s been too many years.”

      Cecil took Black Silas’s hand. He jerked when they touched. Remembering Black Silas’s too-hot touch, my skin crawled.

      “Funny coincidence that this is where we’ve ended up.” Black Silas gestured at the crossroads. Another story I’d never know.

      Cecil barely nodded. Black Silas shifted position, and the headlights beamed on Cecil’s face. It shone with sweat. He gripped one of my arms too tight and pulled me forward.

      “Show Mr. Silas what you have.” He tightened his hand around my arm.

      Wrongness crawled over my skin like the sticky gossamer of a spider web, the kind that stays no matter how hard you try to brush it off.

      Cecil stepped closer and whispered, “It’s going to be okay.” He kissed my cheek.

      I dug the phoenix box out of my pocket, careful not to pull out the hag’s heart with it. Some instinct told me to keep that to myself for now. I held the box out to Black Silas. He drew in a sharp breath at the sight and took the box. He raised his eyes to mine. His teeth gleamed in the darkness. With the bright beam of the headlights silhouetting him, he looked like a film negative.

      “Oh, what this would bring at auction.” He waved one long-fingered hand over the box.

      With the wave of that hand, the icy heat of Oscar Rivera’s inherent evil pushed at my skin, testing my barriers. I strained against it.

      “Can you kill the soul?” This was the only question that mattered.

      Black Silas bounced the box in his hand. “You asked my assistance, and I intend to give it.”

      Not an answer. Acid heated my stomach. I patted my pocket for my roll of antacids, but they weren’t there. I’d lost them along the way. Just like Tanner. Just like my witching supplies. I pressed one hand to my mouth, winced against my burning insides, and tried to decide what to do next.

      Thunder clapped, nearer than ever. Right behind it came the shouts of Oscar and his huntsmen, the neighs of their horses, and the hoarse barks of the red-eared dogs. The thunder of motorcycles faded in for a second.

      “What are you waiting for?” We had to get this done before Oscar came. Something told me that once he got here, it would be too late.

      “I said I’d help. I just didn’t say what I’d do.” Black Silas made the gold box containing Oscar’s soul disappear and turned his back on me.

      “Now wait just a damn minute,” I yelled and grabbed for Black Silas.

      Cecil pulled me away. I fought my uncle with all I had. This was our only chance. If Oscar came again, he’d have another chance to kill me. I couldn’t allow that. Cecil gripped both my wrists with more strength than I expected, holding me away from Black Silas. The monster never acknowledged us. To him, we could have been ants fighting.

      I jerked one arm away from Cecil. My great-uncle, a man I loved and trusted, motioned to Finn. My cousin hurried over and reached for me.

      “Don’t you dare,” I snarled at him, used to being in charge.

      At Cecil’s signal, Finn put both arms around me, picked me up, and dragged me away from Black Silas. Cecil followed, hand on his chest, nostrils flaring. I struggled so hard against Finn that he kicked my legs out from under me and forced me to the ground.

      Cecil knelt next to me. He spoke through clenched teeth. “Stop it. It’s done.”

      I had more fight left, but the fierceness in Cecil’s eyes stopped me.

      “You finished?” He spoke to me like a child who’d been showing his ass.

      Breath whistling through my nose, I nodded.

      Cecil signaled to Finn to let me up. He helped me to my feet, eyes averted. I faced Cecil, embarrassment blazing over my skin.

      Cecil put one arm around me and pulled me close. “No matter what happens, know that you didn’t fuck up. You used the resources you had.”

      “But I failed, didn’t I?” The question was barely worth asking.

      Cecil let me see the barest of nods. “There is only one way, and you don’t have it yet.”

      The mantle. The center of the Gregg family’s power. My inheritance. My destiny. My curse. I flinched away from Cecil, wishing for the millionth time I was normal.

      “Someone’s coming.” Finn pointed.

      This crossroads rippled with magic. Deep, old magic. I hadn’t felt it when we first got here, but now it whipped around me, combing through my hair, trying to figure me out. A sharp, metallic smell filled my nose. It reminded me of blood. I pressed against Cecil, and he slipped an arm around me.

      “This has to happen,” he said in a low, trembling voice.

      “What?” I asked, but a clap of thunder covered the word.

      Underneath the thunder, shouts of men rose and fell. So did the drumming of hoofbeats and the howls of dogs. The Wild Hunt. They were here. It was too late.

      Bile shot up my throat. My eyes stung. I swallowed hard, heart already matching the hoofbeats in speed and force. I jerked away from Cecil, slipped Finn’s grasping hands, and ran to Black Silas. I reached for the box.

      “Give it to me.” My words grated in my throat.

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Miss Gregg. I cannot interfere.”

      The hoofbeats and shouts grew louder still, rumbling the earth like a passing freight train, filling my head so full of chaos I couldn’t think. The mantle’s hackles burred out, like a dog sensing an intruder. It stretched the scar tissue to its limit. My chest ached with the strain. I struggled to breathe.

      A shadowy figure approached from the left fork of the crossroads. The burning headlights of Black Silas’s car picked up the spikes of horns pointing at the sky. The goat’s gray fur came into focus next. He trotted toward us, bell around his neck clanging.

      Thunder clapped again. Lightning jagged across the sky, turning everything too bright for just a second. The sounds of the hunt echoed in the night.

      I ran back to Cecil and grabbed his arm, ready to drag him out of here. “Come on, Papaw. We’ve got to go.”

      He spun, face contorted in anger. “We can’t. We have to see this through. You can’t just run away like a scared kid.” He caught himself then. His face stilled, and he took a deep breath. “Listen to me. I love you, and I’m proud of you. But you must endure this.”

      Cecil turned me to face the goat. It was now only a few feet away. Its otherworldliness joined the crossroads magic brushing against my skin. Dread ached between my shoulders.

      The goat clopped merrily toward us. He might have even been smiling. I knew one supernatural being who liked to pose as a goat, but this wasn’t Bub. Bub would have come to us wearing the garb of clergy. Maybe even carrying an ancient Bible. It was his schtick. He’d have also greeted me by now. We weren’t friends, but we tolerated each other.

      When the goat came within touching distance, its front hoofs left the ground. Its bones made wet thunking sounds as they shifted under the skin. The face rearranged into something almost human but kept the horns.

      Now I knew this goat. It was the one Oscar had made his immortality pact with. I began to shiver. Cecil gripped my hand.

      “You have something of mine.” The goat had a whiny, cold voice.

      Something of his? I didn’t know what he meant. Right then, I barely knew my name. A gibbering sound came from my mouth.

      “I have it, Your Lordship.” Black Silas stepped forward, holding out the phoenix box, and kneeled before the goat.

      The goat reached out one spindly-fingered hand and snatched the golden box. He held it up to the glare created by the headlights and studied it.

      Then he turned to me. “Usurp Oscar’s position as master of the hunt, and this soul is yours to kill. My covenant. But you must win that honor on your own.”

      The thunder grumbled again, shaking the ground. The wild shouts of men having fun, chasing something smaller and weaker, but still good quarry, came out of the clouds. A bolt of lightning zigzagged across the sky. The bay of one lone hound spoke to it. The goat man raised both arms like someone taken by the spirit in an apostolic church.

      “Come now.” His whiny voice clapped loud as thunder.

      The bay of many hounds answered.

      “No,” I whispered and glanced at my friends and family.

      Finn stepped in front of me, brandishing a shotgun. Shelly came closer, clothes blowing on her slight body. She held a high-power deer rifle in front of her. I groaned. Those weren’t going to do anything. Hannah’s bullets had done nothing to harm Oscar and his marauders.

      I tapped Finn. “Don’t bother. Bullets don’t hurt them.”

      Without turning, he said, “These are special bullets, made with iron. It’ll hurt ’em all right.”

      Hannah and Tubby came to stand on the other side of me. Between them, they had four pistols, one for each hand. Both had their eyes slitted. Not afraid, not angry. Just two modern-day gunslingers ready for high noon and whatever carnage it brought. Maybe they were right for each other.

      Mysti and Griff stood off to the side, stuck in this, but not really a part of it. Like the others, Griff held a pistol in each hand. Mysti held only her wand, energy crackling on the end of it. Our eyes met. She gave me a slight nod.

      I didn’t have to speak to her to know the message. You can do this.

      I loved Mysti, but I feared she was wrong. There was no way I could beat Oscar. I’d given away his soul, the one bargaining chip I had. Without full control of the mantle, there was no way I’d be able to usurp him as master of the hunt. This fight would go just like the others. I’d hurt Oscar a little. He’d hurt us more. Maybe I’d be able to run him off before he killed anybody, but he'd be back.

      The mantle, still expanding inside me, nipped at the edge of my consciousness. It would lend a little power. I relaxed and let it in. The magic flowed through my brain, iron hot, making explosions of light flash behind my eyes. The black opal heated on my chest and reached out.

      Orevorevorevorev.

      Orev, who usually slept at night, answered. His voice came from everywhere and echoed inside my head.

      Hoofbeats approached, now louder than the thunder that had preceded them. The shapes of horses and deadly riders emerged from the billowing clouds. Behind it buzzed the sound of motorcycles. Their ghostly headlights came into view first, hovering just above the road. The first huntsman, Michael Gage, raced alongside them, whipping his horse to run faster.

      Tubby fired the first shot. The rest took up their arms and joined in. I aimed energy at the gas tank of King Tolliver’s motorcycle and let it fly. The gas tank exploded in a bright flash, flames licking over King’s body and face, their roar covering his screams. The iron bullets punched into Michael Gage’s horse. It fell with a scream, trapping Michael.

      I watched, fascinated. Finn had been right. These bullets did their job.

      Oscar’s antler headdress danced in Black Silas’s headlights as his horse touched down from the sky. He charged toward Cecil and me, raising his sword. The metal caught Black Silas’s light and seemed to glow.

      I stepped in front of Cecil. He tried to push me away, but I roared a word at him, one I didn’t even know when I was my regular self. My poor old uncle cowered from me.

      I lowered my head and focused on Oscar’s sword, pouring all my concentration into it. My body jittered. I ground my back teeth and pushed harder. Fire flashed from the sword and began to climb up Oscar’s arm.

      His shriek rattled my eardrums. The horse ran a few more steps. Its pained screams hurt my heart. But survival was survival. I pushed more energy into the fire, urged it higher. The horse staggered and fell. Oscar went down with it.

      The flaming sword clumped to the dirt. The fire whipped in the wind. My magical core pulled me toward the sword. I took one step in its direction. The sword’s flame roared brighter, its magic reaching out. The two magics touched. The sword went out and lay blackened on the road. It was over. I’d defeated Oscar.

      I turned to the goat man, hand already out for the soul box.

      He shook his head and pointed. I turned back.

      Oscar got up and shook off the ash. His armor glowed good as new. Still smoking, Oscar picked up his sword and sheathed it. He helped his horse to its feet and climbed on its back. The charred duo shook themselves like wet dogs. The black ashes dropped from them.

      “No,” I said to the goat man. “I killed them. I won.”

      “Until you take his position as master of the hunt, he cannot die.” The goat man turned his attention to Oscar and said, “Finish what you came here to do, and you can have your soul back.”

      Oscar adjusted his headdress, fixed his gaze on me, and raised his sword. I felt, rather than saw, Oscar’s smile. He had me.

      “No,” I muttered. “This isn’t fair.” My breath tore in and out of my already dry mouth.

      “Life isn’t fair,” Cecil said in my ear.

      Oscar cued up to take another run at me. I drew on my power, but setting him on fire had taken most of it.

      Oscar raced toward me. He held the sword aloft. Cecil stepped in front of me. He pushed me backward with one hand.

      “No.” I ducked around Cecil.

      Cecil and I struggled to get in front of each other, arms flailing like two teenage girls. I could only give our tussle half my attention. The other half went to my magic. I needed enough to fight Oscar. One eye on Cecil, I tracked Oscar’s movement. Cecil gave me a hard shove away from him and planted his feet.

      Before I could regroup, Cecil slammed his fist into the side of my head. My brain short-circuited as it sloshed against my skull. I went down on one knee. Cecil reared back one of his pointy-toed boots and kicked me in the side.

      “Stay down.” Dark eyes blazed out of a mask of fury I’d never seen on my uncle, who’d been nothing but sweet to me.

      Cecil stepped in front of Oscar, drew a revolver from his pants, and began firing. Oscar jolted each time one of the six shots hit him but kept coming. Cecil didn’t even have his pistol loaded with iron bullets. What was he thinking?

      I called for Orev. Our minds connected. Something winged and huge brushed past my face in a rustle of feathers and headed straight for Oscar. It hit him at the same time that several other birds did.

      Pecking and flogging, they knocked Oscar’s horse off course. It turned a confused circle less than a foot from Cecil and me. But it got right back on course and came again, Oscar leaning forward. They reached us. A long howl filled the night. It came from me.

      Oscar’s sword arced through the darkness, right toward Cecil. I struggled to get my feet under me, grabbing at Cecil’s legs. He kicked me away just as the sword swiped across his chest at an angle. He staggered backward and fell. I grabbed Cecil and clutched him to me, my body hunched over his.

      Thoughts scattered, heart jittering, I accessed every drop of power I could and transferred it to the birds in the form of instructions. Kill. Kill. Kill.  The birds converged on Oscar’s face and head. Their squawks and calls took over the night.

      So many birds covered Oscar I couldn’t see him. They latched onto his headdress with their feet and flapped their wings as though trying to pull it off. Oscar quit trying to defend himself and focused on keeping it on his head. Some knowledge teased at the edge of my brain, but Cecil let out a pained moan and I lost it.

      I glanced down at him. The fight around me faded in importance. All I saw was Cecil, shirt soaked with blood, gasping in my arms. Suddenly, I understood the deal Cecil had made. How he’d bought me a ticket to see the Wanderer. Sometimes the Death Card was spiritual. But this time it had been literal.

      A knot of emotions twisted in my chest, as painful as the nervous acid had been earlier. My failure to shed the scar tissue and gain full control of the mantle had led to this.

      “No,” Cecil gasped. “Don’t think that.”

      He took a few more rough breaths and said something else. It was hard to hear him over the birds, so I leaned close enough to see blood bubbling from the corner of his mouth.

      “Tell me again.” My words ached in my throat and sounded all thick. That was when I realized I was crying, loud, braying sobs.

      “I said, I know I’m dying because I can read minds again. Just like when I was a little, little boy.” He stroked my face, leaving trails of wetness. “You’re the only one I ever met whose gifts stayed the same, didn’t fade. That’s why you’re the right one. That’s why…” He coughed.

      I strained to raise him, a muscle in my back pulling the wrong way. Cecil turned and spat a wad of blood and phlegm on the ground. He stared into the distance, lips moving.

      “I’ll tell her,” he said.

      “Tell me what?” I bawled.

      “Now listen. Your memaw is over there.” He wiped blood off his mouth.

      My head snapped up. Memaw. I’d not seen her since the night she died and her ghost walked off with my grandfather’s, both of them young again. I squinted at the night, using all my power. Nothing was there. Was Cecil hallucinating?

      “Your memaw says to tell you to get both Oscar’s headdress and his sword. Once they’re yours, you are master of the hunt.” He coughed again, more blood dribbling from his mouth.

      Shelly ran over and dropped to her knees next to Cecil, her usually cool face knotted with tears. She gripped her husband. He put one bloody hand on her back but held me with his eyes.

      I focused my attention on Oscar. The birds still swarmed around his head, flogging him. Bring Oscar’s headdress to me. Just that little connection drained so much energy. My vision wavered, and I rocked on my knees.

      Cecil started to cough again, this time worse. Blood ran from his mouth in thin strings.

      “Help me.” Shelly could barely say the words. She was crying too hard now.

      Shelly and I got Cecil’s head up enough for him to spit out the blood. Our eyes locked. Hers blazed anger. I’d stolen her husband from her. I nodded my understanding. We’d settle it later.

      Cecil’s fingers gripped my wrist, smearing blood on my skin. It glowed in the dark night. “Leticia and I are both so proud…”

      Cecil’s body began to seize. Shelly and I both gripped him, neither of us with any knowledge of what to do for him. He was probably bleeding internally. How could I fix that? I racked my brain and came up with no solutions.

      Cecil’s convulsions seemed to go on forever, even though it couldn’t have been more than seconds. Each one tore at me. When his body stiffened with the final one, Shelly and I both clutched at him. He let out one last rattling breath as his life left him.

      I eased my uncle to the ground and wept tears of regret and loss. Cecil had been flawed, but I’d loved him. He’d always known what to do, what to say, who to be. He’d loved me when I needed it.

      “Oh, Papaw.” I stroked his hair back and drew in a quivering breath, the loss so deep and painful it seemed to consume me. “Those bastards will think the devil is a nice guy by the time I get through with them. That’s a promise.”

      With that, I pulled together my resolve. Kill now, mourn later. I glanced at the birds. They’d converged on Oscar’s head, pulling at the headdress, wings flapping with the effort. It was as good an attack as any. Body aching, I looked for energy to push into them and had none. I let out a frustrated growl. Of all the times to be low on energy.

      The huntsmen came to Oscar’s aid. They all bore the wounds of this battle. Part of Joey Holze’s head had been shot off. King Tolliver’s face had several bullet holes in it, and his arms were burned black. My mother, missing one arm, rode up on her red-eyed horse. Despite their injuries, they all lived. Unlike Cecil. Veronica Spinelli swung her sword back.

      A flash of anger filled me. No way I’d sacrifice these birds to her.

      Go, I shouted mentally.

      The birds flew away before Veronica’s stupid sword even arced through the air. I held out one hand, not sure what I wanted. Someone put a pistol in it. The iron bullets would fix Oscar. Hurt him good. I walked toward Oscar with it pointed.

      “Stop.” The goat man that Black Silas had called master stepped from the shadows.

      “Eat shit,” I growled and kept coming.

      He waved one crooked hand at me.

      He was waving me off? Oh, hell no. I pointed the gun at him. Or tried to. My arm wouldn’t move. I tried to take a step. My feet seemed frozen to the ground. Straining with all my might did nothing but make me grunt.

      Behind me, Mysti yelled, “Help me. I can’t move.”

      “Let me go,” came Hannah’s fury choked voice.

      I tried to answer them and couldn’t even move my tongue. The goat man produced the box holding Oscar’s soul. In his other hand, something white flashed. I was too far away to see exactly what.

      “Oscar Rivera, you must take possession of your own soul. This is a battle that must be fought to the death. I can no longer protect you.” The goat man clapped the soul box and the white object together.

      The white object began to grow arms and legs. It expanded until it was about a foot tall. It looked just like a man, only one whose neck ended in a stringy clump instead of a head. The texture of the thing’s skin reminded me of a carrot. Only a glowing white one. What the hell was this thing? A root of some kind maybe.

      The goat man laid the ugly little object on the road. He tapped it three times. The man-shaped root got to its feet. Oscar’s evil emanated from it. Somehow, the goat man had put Oscar’s soul in this little root.

      Horror crept over me, cold and sneaky. The sight of that hideous, inhuman object taking on human form made my skin crawl. A scream filled my throat. But frozen like I was, there was no way to let it out.

      The goat man gave the root holding Oscar’s soul a little shove. It ran for Oscar, scrambled up his horse’s legs, and disappeared into the suit of armor he wore. Armor clanked. Oscar went rigid, his body shaking. His posture tightened. A high whine came from him. I entertained a fantasy that he was dying. But then he relaxed into himself again.

      He nudged his horse toward me and adjusted his grip on his sword. The goat man held up his hand in my direction. Energy surged through my limbs, flowing through my body until my teeth vibrated with it. The mantle plumped up and pushed against the scar tissue. The goat man dropped his hands. I tripped forward as he released me.

      I snatched the pistol off the ground and ran at Oscar, firing. I’m pretty sure none of my shots hit the mark because Oscar didn’t react at all. The flapping of hundreds of birds wings came from within my head and around me. I opened my mouth, and a raven’s growling battle cry came from it.

      A jolt of energy came from behind me. In my heightened, restored state, I could see Mysti’s signature on it. It dislodged Oscar from his horse.

      I ran harder and leapt for Oscar. With one hand I grabbed onto the horns on his headdress. With the other, I grabbed the hilt of his sword. Oscar blasted an agonizing jolt of magic into me and threw me off him.

      I called all the energy I had and sent a stream of it into him, hoping to shock him enough that I could get the sword and the headdress away from him.

      Shelly appeared beside me. “For Cecil!”

      Together we lunged at Oscar. I grabbed for the headdress, Shelly the sword. Gunfire began as Oscar’s huntsmen came to his aid. The headdress slipped. Some of its magic seeped into my fingers. A blood-thirsty rage filled me.

      “It’s coming off.” I gave the headdress another yank.

      “Retreat. Retreat.” Oscar’s voice echoed in the night.

      The horn blew. Its force threw both Shelly and me backward. Oscar wheeled his horse around and ran for his life. Before the horn’s echo faded, Oscar and his horse blended into the night. The huntsmen followed, their hoofbeats mingling with the rolling thunder.

      The headdress gone, my rage faded back to its normal low simmer. I picked myself up off the ground and looked around for the goat man and Black Silas. They could kill me, sure, but I was going to say what I had to say. Both seemed to be gone. Cowards.

      I stomped back to Cecil’s body. Each step felt like a mile, and my chest ached as though I’d been kicked. My family surrounded me. We stood over our lost elder like crows do over one of their dead.

      Black Silas appeared next to me. “Come with me.”

      “My uncle’s dead. Fuck off, please.” I gave him a shove.

      Suddenly, he was in my face, eyes blazing with something worse than fury, something more powerful than my paltry magic.

      “Oh no, you don’t. I liked Cecil Gregg. He was a smart man. You’ll not disrespect his sacrifice out of silly human pride.” He gripped my arm with fingers like iron and dragged me away from my family. I pounded him with one fist, which he ignored. They seemed not to even see our struggle.

      With a voice that stank of the grave, Black Silas spoke into my ear. “Cecil sacrificed himself so the Wanderer would grant you audience. I’m to explain the particulars of this meeting to you as a final favor to Cecil.” Black Silas gave me a hard shake.

      I stopped hitting him and glared at him, my teeth bared. If I had even sort of believed I could kill Black Silas, I’d have tried. Cecil was gone. I wanted to spread the hurt.

      Black Silas glared back. He was scarier than I’d ever be. “Are you ready to act like a woman of your station instead of a spoiled child?”

      Heat rushed over my body and collected in my cheeks. I dropped my eyes from Black Silas’s and nodded.

      “There’s a cavern at the place you’re staying,” he said. “Meet the Wanderer there at the devil’s hour. He’ll give you two items. Do not lose either. Your life depends on it.”

      I hung my head and let the tears drip from my chin. Black Silas grabbed my chin and forced me to look at him.

      “Do whatever the Wanderer says, or all is lost.” With a breath of hot wind, Black Silas was gone. Engine revving, his old car backed up, and went back the way it had come, leaving me alone with my mourning family at the crossroads.
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      We put Cecil’s body in the bed of Kenny’s truck. It felt like an insult to a man I had considered great. Shelly, crying too hard to talk, climbed into the driver’s seat and motioned for me to ride with her. Shelly drove my dead great-uncle, one of the finest, kindest men I’d ever known, back to Boone’s Ghost Town the same way we would have a load of groceries.

      The green neon still glowed on the sign leading into the attraction. Lights still shone from the dance hall. Music still blasted. People dressed like cowboys partied on. It was just another night to them, but everything had changed for my family and me.

      Shelly steered the truck on past the dance hall, her face set and shiny with tear streaks. The three vehicles behind us, full of friends and family, made it seem like some kind of funeral procession.

      “He deserves better than this.” She parked in front of Buckaroo Bunkhouse.

      I nodded but otherwise couldn’t move. Regret stiffened my muscles and sat heavier on my shoulders than any weight I’d ever carried. Cecil was dead because of me. My mentor. My elder. My friend. I’d barely spoken to him over the past few days.

      Cecil had taught me so much about embracing who I was. About what I could do if I wanted to. He’d accepted me when I needed someone to do that. Now he was gone. My life would never be the same.

      If I’d understood Black Silas correctly, Cecil had sacrificed himself so the Wanderer would see me. Then he’d told me to do whatever the Wanderer said. This set up all kinds of freaky scenarios. What kind of being took life sacrifices in exchange for appointments?

      Shelly’s voice, raw from crying, cut into my thoughts. “This was the last thing Papaw could do for you, and he was proud to do it.” She sobbed a few times but got control enough to speak again. “Papaw has known he was dying since the last hospital visit. They told him he had six months…maybe.”

      That didn’t help my feelings. Cecil might have had only a few months left to live, but he’d died tonight because of me. I choked back my grief. Shelly pulled me into her arms. We clung to each other, sobbing. She hitched out the rest of what she wanted to say.

      “He wanted to die a hero. On his own terms. Not in some damn hospital with tubes running out of him.” She took a shuddering breath, exhaled with a low moan, and let go of me.

      “That what he told you before it all happened?” I took out my cigarettes and lit one, the smoke sour in my mouth. I deserved all things sour.

      “He didn’t have to. We lived together almost as many years as you’ve been alive, honey.” She twisted to face me, dark eyes bleak and hard. “You want to know what he told me after he made you get out of the truck?”

      I didn’t. Not really. Because it would make me feel even worse. But Shelly would tell me because she’d just lost her partner and needed to mourn.

      “To take care of you. To make sure you fulfilled your destiny.” She unbuckled her seatbelt and sat staring at me.

      The tears welled up, stinging my sinuses, and overflowed my eyes. They left cold trails down my cheeks and neck.

      She took out her phone and checked the time. “You’ve only got a few hours until you meet the Wanderer. Before you do that, I’d like to…” She glanced toward the bed of the truck where Cecil’s mortal remains lay.

      Bury Cecil. The unspoken words hung in the air. I wouldn’t have been able to say them either. Shelly was right, though. We’d have to get Cecil out of the bed of this truck and bury him. That would take some arranging, and it would be up to me to smooth the way. Shelly seemed to read my thoughts.

      “You’re our leader now, so get yourself together, come inside, and help us plan. Meanwhile, I’ll go comfort Cecil’s and my daughter.” Shelly opened the door and slid from the truck.

      Jadine’s sobs drifted in. Shelly went to her daughter and held her. Dillon ran out of the bunkhouse. Shelly and Jadine showed her what was in the bed of the truck. Dillon began crying too.

      “No, Papaw, no,” she said between sobs.

      She and Jadine embraced and wept together. Both saw Cecil as I did, a father-figure, the world’s best coach on how to be an outlaw and never get caught. Shelly ushered them into Buckaroo Bunkhouse. I sat alone in the truck, smoking and letting the tears run their course. The door on my side opened.

      I turned, expecting to see Finn. It was Hannah.

      “You’re out of time. Shelly needs you.” Her eyes were wet. She’d been crying for Cecil too.

      I hopped out of the truck and caught up with Hannah, putting one hand on her back. “You did good back there. Kept them off us.”

      “Papaw died anyway.” She walked with her head down.

      “The worst part of it all is that he planned it. He traded what life he had left so the Wanderer would see me.” I grabbed Hannah’s arm, needing her sympathy.

      Hannah stopped and faced me. “That’s some serious baggage to carry.”

      “Think how awful it’ll be if I fuck it all up.” I swiped tears off my cheeks.

      She grabbed me in a fierce hug, but didn’t assure me things would turn out okay. They didn’t. Not in the real world. I hugged her back.

      Shelly’s voice rose inside the bunkhouse. “Don’t you say no to me, you little pin-headed turd.”

      Uh oh. She’d gone full-on angry Yankee. I let go of Hannah. Both of us took off running.

      I reached the bunkhouse first, slammed inside, the bright lights burning my eyes. My eyes adjusted just in time to see Brad pull Shelly out of an unfamiliar man’s face. The man and Shelly continued snarling at each other.

      The man looked to be around sixty and had a wiry build with visible muscles in his arms. I had a bad feeling this was the man who owned this property. And now that Cecil was dead, whatever charity he’d felt he owed us had run out.

      Brad stood between the man and Shelly. He saw me, and relief flooded his face. Poor guy. Brad and Mysti had both grown up in foster care, but Mysti was the tough one. Now he’d married into a family of outlaws.

      I walked right up to Brad and stepped between him and the unfamiliar man. He and I stared each other down. Hadn’t someone told me this guy was a doctor? Griff and Mysti, yes. They’d told me Cecil got out of going to a hospital by bringing this guy into our troubles.

      The man sure didn’t look like any doctor I’d ever seen. Unless we were talking about the kind who sold prescriptions out of a ratty mobile home. Hard, cold eyes gleamed back at me. The tattoos on his arms were punch tattoos, so old the ink had faded to a bluish green. They had the look of jailhouse tattoos. Old ones, from the days before prisoners started making tattoo guns out of old cassette players.

      “What’s the problem?” I hoped I sounded like Cecil. He’d always asked questions like he could listen to the answer or shoot somebody dead.

      “You can’t bring a dead body on my property.” The doctor’s spittle hit my face. It took everything I had to hold still.

      “It’s already done. Let’s work on the solution.” I took my eyes off the doctor’s for a second and found Finn. I motioned for him.

      My cousin, now my right-hand man, pushed his way forward and stood next to me. He crossed skinny arms over his equally bony chest. He wasn’t much tougher than me, but he talked a good game. Tanner, on the other hand, would have twisted this guy’s arm behind his back until he begged us to do whatever we wanted. But Tanner wasn’t here. I’d lost him, and now I had to do the best I could.

      “Shelly, what are you and…” I didn’t know the guy’s name, so I just gestured at him.

      “Daniel Boone. Doctor Daniel Boone,” the guy said, straight-faced. I tamped down my laughter.

      “Shelly, what are y’all arguing about?” I stared at the doctor as I spoke, daring him to make a peep.

      Shelly shoved Brad off her and stood next to me. “I want to bury Papaw in that graveyard right as you first enter Ghost Town property.”

      “And I still say hell no.” Doctor Daniel Boone shook his head. “Some of those graves date back to the 1800s. Now I loved Cecil. But I need you people to get his carcass…”

      I didn’t give him a chance to say anything else. I brought one knee squarely and swiftly into his nuts. It wasn’t a hard hit, but in my experience any direct hit worked. Sure enough, Doc clutched his balls and bent his knees, face reddening.

      I took slow breaths, the way I’d seen Cecil do in situations like this, and spoke in an even voice. “Don’t call Cecil a carcass. Okay?”

      The doctor grunted and continued his junk-cupping squat.

      Finn gripped the doctor under his arm and raised him. “My cousin asked you a question. Answer it, yes or no. Nodding is fine.”

      The doctor nodded his head. Finn let him drop. We surrounded him and waited for him to catch his breath.

      When he did, he glared at us. “That’s a historic cemetery. I don’t want you putting an unmarked grave in there.”

      I squatted down in front of him. “The farther away from this place we go with Cecil, the more chance the po-po’s going to catch us. If we say we were here…and we will be forced to do just that…”

      I threw a pointed glance at the tattoos. The doctor flushed. Exactly the reaction I’d hoped for. He didn’t want a close encounter with law enforcement any more than we did.

      Shelly spoke into my ear. “Cecil loved the Texas Hill Country. Being buried in a place like this, one with history, is exactly what he’d have wanted.”

      The doctor muttered again about an unmarked grave. I reared back my foot and raised my eyebrows. He waved one hand to let me know he understood.

      I smiled. “I think the best solution is for us to bury Cecil in your cemetery here. It’s what he’d have wanted. You’ll need to go close your juke joint…”

      “Now wait a minute.” The doctor pulled himself to a standing position. “I started out helping an old, sick friend. Now you’re closing down my business. That’s how I make money.”

      I felt for the guy. I really did. But we couldn’t take Cecil to a mortuary. They had to make reports, and we didn’t need questions from law enforcement. Cecil’s death would be too hard to explain.

      “This is going to happen.” I took a step forward. The doctor flinched. I bit back a smile, ashamed of myself. “You can consider this your final favor to an old friend, or you can make us beat the Jesus out of you.”

      The doctor’s shoulders rounded. A darkness spread through me. This was the first thing I’d done as my family’s new leader, and it made me feel dirty inside. Had Cecil ever felt this way? I wished we’d talked more about situations like this. Too late now.

      Doctor Daniel Boone held out one hand for me to help him up. I nodded for Finn to do it. The good doctor brushed himself off.

      “There’s an equipment shed across the property. Shovels and shit in there.” The doctor spoke in a breathless voice. His nuts must have still hurt. Good.

      “Fine. Brad can drive…” I didn’t want to say Cecil’s body. “Brad can drive the truck over to the cemetery.” I tossed him the keys.

      We left the bunkhouse and walked to the equipment shed. The doctor went inside and flipped on the light. He pointed at a row of shovels hung on the wall. “This is all the shovels I’ve got.”

      A farm tractor sat at the back of the shed. I pointed at it. “Got any attachments that’ll dig a grave, Doctor Boone?”

      The doctor turned around and studied me. I hoped he didn’t decide he wanted to fight.

      “I insist that people who coerce me into digging an illegal grave call me Dr. Danny. Nice to meet you.” He stuck his hand out for me to shake.

      “Peri Jean Mace.” I shook with him.

      “I know. Cecil spent all day bragging about you.” He climbed up in the tractor’s seat. “Now let’s bury that stubborn old bastard.”

      Things went fast after that. Dr. Danny got the tractor out of the equipment shed and hooked it up to a small backhoe. A few of us grabbed shovels and followed the tractor to the cemetery. Dr. Danny drove the tractor inside and directed Brad to pull the truck over to a grassy, vacant area near the back fence. We closed the gates again and stood in the darkness.

      Dr. Danny took out his phone. “I guess I’ve put it off as long as possible.”

      He made a call and said, “Helene, I need you to shut things down.” A pause. “I don’t care if it is Halloween Eve.” A longer pause. “I don’t care if we’re making more than we did all summer. Shut it down, and shut it down now.” He hung up on her talking and put the phone in his pocket.

      Helene must have been good at following orders. Within ten minutes, a female voice came over the loudspeaker system. “I’m sorry to break up the party, folks, but we just discovered a safety issue.”

      A rumble went up. Helene waited until they quieted.

      “No cause for alarm. No danger right now. But we do need to vacate the premises for your safety.” Her cheerful voice had an angry edge. “Please come back and see us another time. We’ll have this fixed by tomorrow night.” Then she muttered, “I hope.”

      Car and truck engines started. Backup lights flashed. Pretty soon, a convoy of headlights rolled out of Boone’s Ghost Town. They drove right past the darkened cemetery, unaware of our presence. Dr. Danny watched them go with a sick expression on his face.

      I got a little closer and lowered my voice. “While we wait for them to get gone, maybe we could have a little wake for Cecil. Why don’t you start, Dr. Danny? Tell me how you knew Cecil.”

      It hurt my soul that a group of outlaws standing in a darkened cemetery was as close to a wake as my wild and wonderful uncle would get. He deserved more, and I wished I could provide it. But things were too desperate right now.

      Dr. Danny nodded his head. “I suppose I could.”

      The low murmur of my cousins talking among themselves stopped. They formed a tighter circle around Dr. Danny.

      Dr. Danny shrugged. “In prison. But you probably guessed that. I was a doctor with a drug problem. Led to me doing all kinds of shit. Which led to me losing my license and serving a few years in the federal pen. Cecil was serving out a sentence for tax evasion. I was mad at the world and pissed off the wrong guy. Cecil kept me from getting killed.”

      It didn’t surprise me. Cecil had had a habit of helping people remove thorns from their lives. He’d had a talent for picking people who’d benefit him on down the road. The life and times of a con man.

      Shelly stepped forward, dropped her cigarette on the dirt, and carefully mashed it under her shoe. She intended to speak next.

      “Cecil knew my husband,” Shelly said in her Yankee accent. Her voice trembled on the last word. She cleared her throat and stood straighter. “They did business together sometimes. I thought Cecil was cute, even though he was at least twenty years older.”

      She smiled, that same faraway smile I’d seen her give Cecil over the months. Her smile told the story of many years spent together, of the kind of bond you found once a lifetime. The ache of Tanner’s desertion tightened my chest. I drew in a shuddering breath. Shelly picked up her story in a sad, soft voice.

      “I’d been out of love with my husband for quite some time. We had our kids, and that was about all we had in common. Cecil and I started having an affair. My husband knew I was cheating on him but couldn’t figure out with whom. It boiled over the night before my husband and some other men were going to rob a bank. We argued all night, and I said I was leaving.” She glanced around the group, maybe gauging reactions. “My husband beat me up, tied me to a chair in the kitchen, and left to rob the bank. Said he’d deal with me when he came back.”

      Shelly touched a spot high on her cheekbone. In the dark, the mark was invisible. But I’d seen the divot in her skin and wondered about it often enough to know what she was touching. Now I knew how she’d gotten it.

      She began speaking again, a smile growing on her face. “Next thing I knew, Cecil came in the back door and untied me. We got in his car and left. He made an anonymous call to the police. They interrupted the robbery. My husband, who bragged to everybody he ever met that he’d never spend a day in jail, started shooting. The cops killed him.”

      Jadine cleared her throat. “I don’t remember this because I was just a baby, but Cecil and Shelly found me in some woods in a box crying. They treated me like I was really theirs. They always encouraged me to be just who I was.”

      I nodded, unable to speak. Cecil had been a con man, a murderer, and who knew what else. But he’d also been a good friend, a good husband, and a good father.

      Life rarely painted people in black and white. Shades of gray colored them, made them a mix of good and evil. My vision blurred with tears. When I wiped them away, several people stared at me. It was my turn to speak.

      “Cecil accepted me at a time in my life when I wasn’t sure where I belonged. He helped me find myself. He tutored me. He loved me.” My voice shook on the last word, and I could say no more.

      The parking lot was empty by then.

      Brad turned on the truck’s lights so we could see what we were doing. Dr. Danny dug a hole, and we buried my uncle, who’d been nothing but good to me, in an unmarked grave in a graveyard full of strangers. The ugliest truth of life is that it just stops. The ends we come to are neither glamorous nor beautiful. Then everybody left figures out a way to go on.

      As though reading my thoughts, Dillon said, “I guess we’d best go back to the bunkhouse. Maybe start packing.”

      She threw a long glance at Dr. Danny. He ducked his head. He wouldn’t ask us to leave. We’d hurt his nuts too bad for him to dare. But people like us, life’s travelers, knew when to go. I gave her a nod. My family began milling back to the bunkhouse.

      I checked the clock on my phone and saw that I had less than half an hour until my appointment with the Wanderer. In the nice, dark, shadowy cavern. My favorite place.

      “I need in your cavern,” I told Dr. Danny. People who used the caverns as tourist attractions kept them locked, either to keep out freebie seekers or for insurance purposes. I’d never know which and didn’t really care.

      He exhaled a long breath through his nose and squeezed his eyes shut. This night probably felt as though it could never end soon enough for him. I knew how he felt. “Meet me back at the storage shed. Once I put this up, I’ll give you access.” He started his tractor and drove away without waiting for my acknowledgment.

      I trailed behind, rubbing my aching stomach, steps heavy with grief for Cecil and worry about the next mountain of feces I’d have to climb.
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        * * *

      

      Hannah walked with me to the equipment shed, head hanging, wringing her hands. We stood a short distance away and smoked while Danny unhooked the backhoe and put everything away. Hannah stole glances at me out of the corner of her eye.

      She tossed her cigarette away half-smoked. “Where to next? Now that Cecil’s gone, you’re the one who says.”

      I kept smoking, staring into the dark night, trying to prepare myself to meet the Wanderer. My nerves ground painfully. Deciding where to go was the last thing I wanted. I tried to channel my uncle’s wisdom but knew I didn’t have it. Then I remembered the date. Today was Samhain.

      “I’m going to end this whole crap-fest tonight.”

      She raised her wet eyes to mine. “Tonight?”

      “Yep. It’s October thirty-first.” I held up my phone and showed her. “The Samhain is tonight. The veil between us and the spirit world is thinner than ever. If Oscar wants to use my power to rip a permanent hole, tonight’s his best chance.”

      “What if the Wanderer won’t help you?” Hannah’s shoulders drew up.

      “I don’t know.” The words came out in a near whisper.

      Dr. Danny came out of the equipment shed and locked it. “You ready?”

      I nodded and gave Hannah a quick wave. She trudged away, head hung low. Danny walked fast across the property. I had to jog to keep pace.

      We stopped at a light-colored stone building with a gate across its front. Dr. Danny unlocked the gate, reached in, and flipped a switch. The whole thing lit up like Saturday night. If I hadn’t been scared out of my wits, I’d have thought it pretty, even if it was a cavern. Dr. Danny took a step back.

      He motioned for me to go inside. “Steps take you straight down. There’s lights all along the way.” He chewed his lower lip.

      “Say it. I’m not going to whip your ass.” It was no lie. Without Finn to help me, there was no way I’d be able to beat up Dr. Danny.

      “Tours of this cavern start at ten in the morning. That’s just about seven hours from now.” He stared, as though waiting for an answer.

      My patience with Dr. Danny grew a little thinner. “If I’m not out by then, something has gone wrong, and there was nothing I could do to help it.”

      I walked away from Dr. Danny to keep from biting him. The building turned out to be nothing more than an open room with a stone floor. At the far end of the room was a wide set of stone steps.

      Now that I was here, all the worries came back. The Wanderer, despite whatever bargain Cecil had made with him, might still refuse to help me. Cecil forcing the coming of the Death Card might not be enough. Queenie had indicated the Wanderer thought me not ready for his kind of help.

      Exactly what is his kind of help? whispered a sinister voice from the dark of my mind.

      I made myself walk to the steps. The lights lining the way emitted a maddening buzz.  It didn’t matter what kind of help the Wanderer offered. He was my last hope. I gathered my courage and took the first step into the unknown.

      A layer of dampness from the humidity slicked the stone steps. I held tight to the metal bannister, also wet with condensation, and forced myself to take step after step. The staircase ended in a dimly lit room with high ceilings showing off the rock formations, which looked to me like dripping lava. The room was empty.

      “H-h-hello?” Despite my pounding heart and singing nerves, I wouldn’t call him Mr. Wanderer or another silly name.

      A scraping sound echoed in the huge room. I jumped and clapped my hand to my chest. The gesture reminded me of Cecil. Ashamed, I dropped my hand. I checked the clock on my phone just in time to watch the time change from 3:00 a.m. to 3:01. The Wanderer was late.

      The sound came again. My heart leapt, a caged animal flinging itself against its bars in a futile attempt at escape.

      “Is anybody here?” I licked my lips.

      A dark blob appeared on a nearby wall. I took a couple of steps backward. The shape morphed until human shoulders, and a head became visible. A man stepped out of the wall.

      Tall with long, graying strawberry blond hair and a red beard, I put him in late middle age. Creases cut the skin next to his eyes and on the part of his cheeks not hidden by beard. He took purposeful strides toward me on long, muscular legs encased in rough leather pants. Items tied to rawhide patted against his legs. If I’d imagined a frontiersman from the eighteenth century, the Wanderer would have come to mind.

      He stopped a few feet from me. “You’re Peri Jean, the next Gregorius Witch.”

      His words echoed in my head. The next Gregorius Witch. A clammy sweat broke out over my body. If I understood Priscilla Herrera right, taking on the full measure of the mantle would give me the power of a demigoddess. Forever.

      My pulse fluttered. Though I’d said goodbye to normal a lot of times, this one was the real deal. There’d be no take backs. Whatever becoming the Gregorius Witch did to me would be the new me.

      I might hate it. I might suck at it. I might spend the rest of my life a freak and a pariah.

      The Wanderer cocked his head. “Are you the next Gregorius Witch or not?”

      Oh boy. He expected an answer. I gulped and nodded.

      The Wanderer held out one hand covered in crisp reddish hair. At first, I thought he meant for me to shake it, but instead he gestured to a natural bench set into the stone wall.

      “Dr. Danny won’t mind if we sit here while we talk.” The Wanderer had a slight accent, somewhat like Herta’s. He continued holding out his hand. Finally I understood he meant for me to go first.

      I walked past him. “How do you know Dr. Danny won’t mind?”

      He smiled, folding the creases of his face even deeper. His eyes, blue as the winter sky on a pretty day, twinkled with good humor. The Wanderer wore the skin of a very sexy man, middle aged or not.

      A flush worked its way over my face and body. The Wanderer was desirable in a way none of the other chthonic beings had been. I didn’t know what to think about that, so I sat on the cold stone.

      “My uncle Cecil died so you’d see me.” I said it in the same way I’d have told the pizza guy I had a coupon.

      “He did.” The Wanderer hitched up his pants and sat down next to me, his arm brushing mine. The smell of leather hung between us. Neither of us said anything. It reminded me of a red-faced first date. That irritated me.

      “Do you know what I need?” At best, we’d get this show on the road. At worst, the Wanderer would tell me to rot in hell and leave. I didn’t care which at that point.

      “Queenie has informed me.” The Wanderer glanced at me, no longer smiling, but eyes still dancing with humor. “Let me ask you a question. What do you think holds this scar tissue spell, as you call it, in place?”

      Few questions would have been harder to answer. I searched for a way to explain that didn’t involve telling my life story.

      “It’s all my emotional baggage, stuff I can’t let go of.” I couldn’t make it much simpler.

      “Have you noticed that you only try to rectify this issue when your life or someone else’s is at stake?” The Wanderer stared at me until I squirmed. He nodded. “Would you believe me if I suggested your baggage is rooted in one simple thing?”

      I didn’t believe him. The scar tissue was made up of many layers, all bad things that had happened to me or because of me.

      He nodded at whatever he saw on my face. “Of course you don’t. The root of this scar tissue, the thing that holds it together, is something so old and so ingrained, you think it’s who you are.”

      The Wanderer grabbed one of his rawhide strings and showed me a piece of amber with some kind of bug suspended in it.

      “You think you’re trapped by it. That to let go of this thing, you’ll lose who you are, all that you believe.” He let the amber bug drop.

      He was wrong. I had already lost everything because of who and what I was.

      “Have you ever thought that by losing all, you can start to rebuild?” He waved one hand. The tarot cards Queenie had drawn appeared on the wall in front of us.

      The Tower. Death. Ten of Swords.

      “The man with the swords in his back. Isn’t that how you feel most of the time?” The Wanderer smiled at me. “But if you let it all break apart and die, like the Tower, you can be reborn.” He paused. “But only if you understand what to give up.”

      I slumped. Circles and riddles. That’s what this whole conversation was turning into. I didn’t have enough mental energy left for that kind of thing. “What do I need to do?”

      “I cannot tell you. Only you can discover it.” The Wanderer let out a sigh. “This was why I told Queenie you weren’t yet ready.”

      “But I need to shed the scar tissue to fight Oscar.” My voice rose with my frustration.

      “But if you get rid of the spell before you’re ready, you’ll either go mad, die, or both.” The Wanderer’s voice rose too, much more forceful than mine.

      “But if I don’t, I’m going to die anyway. And so are a lot of other people.” This time I shouted. My voice echoed in the chamber, magnified and disembodied.

      He drummed his fingers on his leg, thick brows furrowed. Without warning, he turned to me and cupped my cheeks in his hands. His eyes closed. Was he going to kiss me? No. I didn’t want that. I struggled, kicking uselessly at this man who probably outweighed me by a hundred pounds.

      The Wanderer tightened his grip, fingers digging into my cheeks to force my mouth open. My teeth ground against the tender skin, the pain growing more and more intense until I lost control. My mouth popped open. The Wanderer opened his mouth and inhaled deeply.

      Deep inside, I felt a tug. The Wanderer inhaled again. The tug turned into a pinch. Something inside me let loose and passed between the Wanderer and me.

      My heart pounded in my throat and began to slow. Light flashed behind my eyes and faded. The Wanderer eased me onto my back. He stood and stretched out my legs.

      I tried to speak, but my voice was frozen in my throat. My slowing mind registered the Wanderer leaning over me.

      “You’ll need two tokens. One for the trip there. One for the trip back. Don’t lose them.” He closed something cold in my hand and then placed both hands on my chest. He brushed a kiss on my forehead and whispered, “Just let go.”

      The Wanderer straightened to his full height and walked away. He faded back into the rocks and was gone.

      My heart slowed to a beat every once in a while. The Wanderer had taken my breath just like in an old fairy tale. I was dying. The thought scared me, elated me, and pissed me off all at the same time. The Wanderer had cheated Cecil. He’d come with no intention of helping me. He’d simply killed me and left me in this cavern.

      As I raged inwardly, my vision filled with growing black dots. They expanded until there was nothing but a tiny pinpoint of light. After a while, it winked out too.

      Tanner’s face loomed large in what consciousness I had left. How I hated not to see him again in this life. Deep down, I had believed I could win him back. If not that, then make it where he crossed the street when he saw me coming.

      And my family. Finn would step into the leadership position. I loved my cousin, but some of his decisions made less sense than tamales served with ranch dip. Hopefully Hannah and Tubby would get out before Finn got them killed.

      The thoughts raced. They went faster and louder with each revolution until I thought they’d drive me mad. Then they slowed. One realization remained.

      There was nothing I could do. No matter how much I hated it. The darkness deepened, took on textures I didn’t know it could have. It was happening. I was moving to the next plane.

      Fear took over. I worried about what lay in wait for me on the other side. I’d made a lot of people and things angry. This recent war with Oscar proved as much.

      The sound of water dripping somewhere in the cave seemed overly loud. It became my whole world. But then it faded too.

      The dampness from the stone seeped through my clothes, cold against my skin. Little by little, the cold mattered less until it no longer felt like anything.

      I tried to draw a breath and couldn’t. Was I dead? No. I still thought. Or was this what it was like to be a ghost? Floating with no body and no senses, just a ball of thought.

      The Wanderer had been right. I wasn’t ready to take on the mantle. I wasn’t ready to be the Gregorius Witch. Need and preparedness were not the same.

      The Wanderer had said one little root held the scar tissue together. That one thing stood between the mantle and my magical core. What was it?

      I searched my mind until I wanted to scream. It wasn’t there.

      No, but it will be. When the time is right, it will be.

      The voice wasn’t Priscilla Herrera, but it wasn’t me either.

      Not yet. But it will be.

      The voice was right. I’d been on this path since that day a lifetime ago when I’d called my power to keep my mother from killing me. This path had taken me on a tour of hell, but I was closer to finding my place in the universe than ever.

      I was the next Gregorius Witch. It was my destiny and had been since the day I was born.

      The only thing left was to let go so I could take the next step on this journey.

      So I did.
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      Water lapped nearby. Its fishy, humid smell filled my senses. Something splashed, and wood creaked beneath me. I snapped awake.

      A dusky sky hung above me. I stared at it as the memory of how I’d gotten here flashed. The Wanderer had stolen my breath.

      I sucked in a deep breath just to prove I could and whipped my head side to side. I wiggled my foot. At least I could move again.

      My hands lay clasped on my chest the way funeral directors arranged corpses in coffins. I moved one of them, and something rolled down my side and bounced on a hard surface.

      The coins the Wanderer put in my hand after he stole my breath. My breath caught. He’d said I’d need them both. So had Black Silas. Two warnings about the same thing. That was serious business.

      My body jerked into action. Gripping the coin I still held, I and rolled over on my side. My other arm snaked out to snatch the escaping coin. It rolled across damp wood planks and teetered on the edge of one of the cracks.

      Blood pounding in my ears, my free hand slapped the boards. But my motor skills were still sluggish. I couldn’t quite catch it. Panic rocked my brain. Underneath was water. If it fell, I’d never get it back.

      It paused on the edge of the board, rocking back and forth. I forced myself to sit up. My head swam, and my still sore stomach muscles let out a pained screech.

      Magic tingled on my skin, reminding me of something important. I was a witch. Without me telling it to, something reached out of my mind and tapped the coin. It tipped backward onto the plank and lay still. I snatched it and closed my trembling fingers over it.

      How had that happened? I closed my eyes and turned inward, looking for the shining light of magic. It was there, no different than usual. Then how had my mind reached out like an extra finger and kept the coin from rolling into the water?

      You’re almost ready to become. That voice again, the one that didn’t sound like me at first. But this place made me hear it a new way. The voice sounded a lot like my voice when I whispered. Chill bumps formed on my arms. I shivered.

      The splash came again. I searched the dark water. A shadowy figure standing on a boat floated toward me. The coins twitched in my hand.

      I opened my fingers and studied the coins. Shiny gold, blank except for the raised image of a bee or a wasp. I ran my finger over the metal and found an indention in the coin’s back. Some poor bug had been covered in molten gold to make these.

      Why were they so important? In fact, what was this place? My mind shied away from the answers. It didn’t matter now. All that mattered was taking care of the business I had here.

      The boat bumped against the pier. The coins twitched again. I rolled onto my knees and stood on shaky legs. Steps unsure, I walked to the end of the pier, footsteps ringing hollowly on the boards.

      The figure standing in the boat held a long pole half submerged in water. A dark hooded robe hung to its ankles, swaying with the breeze. The mist coming off the water and the hood hid any telling details of his appearance. We stared at each other.

      “I’m Peri Jean Mace.” My voice echoed over the water. “Are you here for me?”

      Instead of answering, the figure held out a hand, wrapped in dirty strips of fabric, palm up. One skeletal finger poked out of the fabric. The fingernail on the end had been filed to a sharp point.

      Fear jumped in my chest, tried to run. But I didn’t have time for its nonsense right now. Carefully, so as not to drop it, I placed one coin in the outstretched palm. The fingers closed over it.

      A hand pressed to my back, and Priscilla Herrera’s voice spoke up inside my head. Get in.

      I climbed into the boat. It rocked back and forth, sloshing in the water. I dropped into a crouch and grabbed the edge, fear unspooling in my stomach.

      The figure, who I suspected was an animated skeleton similar to Pappy of the Shark Teeth Rednecks, dug the pole into the water and gave it a shove. The boat began to move.

      Black water lapped at the sides. We passed a set of huge eyes staring out of the darkness. The eyes sat above the long flat snout I associated with an alligator or other modern-day dinosaur. It ducked under the water.

      Humidity rising off the water settled on my face in a cold dew. The damp air filled my senses, reminding me of days I’d spent on the open water, fishing or watching someone else fish.

      The tall figure stood at the bow of the boat, digging the pole into the water and pushing on it to propel us.

      “Where are we going?” I asked its back.

      The figure gave no sign it had heard.

      I opened my second sight and searched for Priscilla Herrera. She’d been with me before I got on the boat, but now her dark, cold presence was nowhere near.

      Orev. Maybe he could come to me. I reached out to him. The rustle of flapping wings came across the water. Orev landed on the boat’s edge.

      He cawed at me. The meaning came. Be careful here. This is the land of the dead.

      My stomach lurched and plummeted. The land of the dead. Of course. No Samhain was complete without a trip to the land of dead. Especially when it was my Samhain.

      Was this my new home? I glanced at the other coin the Wanderer had given me. No. This coin would pay my way back to the land of the living. But first I had to withstand whatever waited at the other end of this boat ride.

      Back in the cavern, the Wanderer had mentioned finding the root of the scar tissue spell. The thing that held it together. How would I find that here?

      Fear stretched out the seconds of the trip. Orev had warned me to be careful. Of what? I sent out the question to Orev. A picture came back of a bottle on a chain. Before I could ask for more information, we bumped against something.

      The ferryman stepped aside for me to get off the boat. I scrambled past him and used a post to pull myself onto a pier exactly like the one where he’d picked me up. I turned back to ask him what to do now. The water in front of the pier was empty, as though he’d never been there.

      Pulled by a force I couldn’t have named, I crossed the pier. It ended on a sandy beach bordered by thick woods.

      Orev appeared in front of me, cawed at me, and flew into the woods.

      Mouth sour with worry, I followed my familiar. Closer to the woods, a wide path led into the brush. Orev called from a tree near the mouth. I stepped into the woods and breathed deep the scent of cool, damp pine.

      A young man wearing a calf-length black fur cloak stepped out of the shadows. A huge dog’s head rested on top of the young man’s head. The rest of the dog’s pelt covered his back, tail dragging the ground. The smell from the hide hit me. Bile filled my mouth. What a gross getup.

      I took a step back, grabbing for my magic. The air around me crackled as it came to life.

      The young man held up both hands. “I’m not going to attack. I just wanted to tell you that’s the forest of the dead. Sure you want to go?”

      “I have to.” I kept a hold on my magic in case I had to blast this freak.

      But he stepped back into the shadows without another word and disappeared before my eyes.

      Orev squawked at me. Come on.

      I gathered my resolve and stepped into the forest. Brush hugged the bases of the trees like an unkempt beard. It made seeing more than a few feet ahead impossible. I crept along with my shoulders hunched. How would I find anything in this thicket? A few yards along the path, the undergrowth thinned. Someone—or something—had cleared it away so it seemed the trees went on forever. The shape of a structure winked in the distance. I didn’t need Orev to tell me this was the right way to go.

      I trudged along the path, still tense, imagining everything that could possibly go wrong. Any journey that required a boat ride with a skeleton through the land of the dead would host more horrors than good times.

      Orev cawed at me from a tree. A message came with the caw. Just go forward.

      He was right. There was nothing to do but follow the road I was on and do the best I could.

      The house, which had seemed a distance away, now appeared right through the trees. Apprehension and the need to see what awaited convinced me to take the first step off the path.

      The world darkened, the trees crowding closer. Whispers and giggles reached my ears. A nude figure with skin so white it seemed to shine in the darkness darted behind a tree and disappeared. Death radiated from the creature. Cold hands squeezed my heart.

      A branch snapped behind me. I spun, hands up to fight, but saw only another milky white figure darting just out of sight. Another branch popped. I turned on my heel as fast as I could. This time, the figure brushed against me. The contact sent a shock of cold through my body.

      Get your ass to that house, girl. My inner self had a damn good idea. I raced toward the structure, fairy tales about errant children who strayed from the path filling my mind. Something—a hand, oh fucking shit, it’s a hand, one of those dead white hands—grabbed at my shirt. I yanked out of its grasp and ran harder.

      Footsteps crashed behind me. The creature’s breath rasped in and out, not in exertion but chuckles.

      Fear tripping my senses, flashing lights behind my eyes, I sprinted for the cabin. The front door cracked open.

      A woman about my age with a baby propped on her hip appeared. “Come on before they catch you. We won’t be able to help you then.”

      I reeled toward her. My ankle twisted on a branch. The whispering chuckles behind me grew to a full-blown giggle. Fingers snatched at my back again. I leapt for the door.

      The woman stepped aside so I could gain entry and slammed the door, but not before I saw the face of the thing that had been after me. Nose-less with a round hole of mouth, lined with a corona of teeth. Long, skinny white body. Hands with long fingers, tipped in sharp points.

      Shuddering, I twisted to see if it had scratched my back, pulling at my shirt.

      “You’re okay.” The woman bounced her baby on her hip and kissed its downy hair. The baby, eyes closed as though sleeping, didn’t react.

      I put my hands on my knees and gasped. Even in the land of the dead, my lungs still felt like two charred pieces of meat.
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        * * *

      

      I dragged breath after breath into my lungs. My heart slowed enough for me to take in my surroundings.

      From the outside, the cabin had seemed tiny. Inside was a different story. Shelves full of bottles and jars lined the walls nearest me. A black cat peered at me from atop a table, tail swishing back and forth.

      “So you’re the next Gregorius Witch?” the woman with the baby asked.

      I stood straight before I answered, “I am.”

      The woman with the baby nodded. “Are you ready to go forward now?”

      I wasn’t sure. The way forward could be worse than what lay behind me. I stood frozen at the precipice of my future, whatever it held.

      “Come forth,” hissed a voice from deeper inside the cabin.

      Wood smoke from a roaring fire obscured the back wall of the cabin, which seemed way farther away than it should have been. Whoever had called to me hid behind that smoke. I didn’t want to go back there.

      “Come now.” The voice sharpened with impatience.

      I glanced at the woman with the baby. She nodded her head, dark curls bouncing on her shoulders, and shifted the baby. “You must. Or this trip was all for nothing.”

      I didn’t want that. Cecil had died for me to be here. I had let the Wanderer steal my breath and had come to the land of the dead. What’s more, if I didn’t do this, I’d never beat Oscar. He’d kill me and use my magic to bring about some cataclysmic event.

      I ducked into the smoke. My eyes stung and teared up. A few seconds later, my sinuses throbbed.

      The cabin took many steps to cross. I walked with my hands out, stumbling over furniture I could barely see in the smoky haze. I followed the dancing light of the fire until I stood before its wavering warmth.

      Fingers closed over my arm and turned me. I stared into the face of an ancient woman. Wrinkles obscured both homeliness and beauty, her lips a dark, shapeless pucker. Gray hair hung past her shoulders in thick waves. Around her neck hung a small bottle on a chain.

      I groaned. Almost exactly the image Orev had shown me. I’d led myself to danger.

      “We’re no danger.” The gray-haired woman’s lips stretched into a kind smile. It transformed her into a person, rather than a visage of extreme age. In her face, I saw the woman who’d answered the door. The two must have been related—grandmother and granddaughter. Or maybe even more generations separated them.

      “The danger you face is in what we’ll sell you.” A clear voice came from my other side.

      I jumped and gasped. The woman on my other side couldn’t have been more than eighteen, if that. Her dark hair hung to her waist, twisting into curls.

      Her smooth, unlined eyes crinkled, and she let out a dainty, crystalline giggle. The older woman laughed too, her laugh hoarse and uninhibited. The woman with the baby stepped through the smoke, her confident laugh joining the other two. The three women laughed as one, making the same gestures, bending their knees and throwing back their heads the same way.

      The ball of fear I carried everywhere uncoiled and slithered smoothly through me. Orev cawed from outside, warning me to stay calm. These creatures could turn ugly if things didn’t go their way. Unable to calm myself, I tightened my control. It would have to be enough.

      “The Wanderer sent me here. I have this spell that blocks me from accessing my true…”  I trailed off, feeling more foolish than ever.

      The women cut off their laughter at once. They all spoke together. “We know who sent you and why you’re here.”

      The older woman broke away from the other two. She went to the hearth and stirred something in a big pot. The woman with the baby leaned over a wooden crib and laid her baby carefully inside. The older woman rose from the hearth and nodded at the other two women.

      Before I had a chance to think about what the nod could mean, the two younger women leapt on me. I struggled, throwing punches, but quickly realized I was no match for them.

      The younger woman grabbed my hair in a hand stronger than most men and forced me off balance. They dragged me toward the hearth. I locked my legs, but they lifted me as though I weighed no more than a pile of laundry.

      The old woman smiled as the other two set me down next to her. I tried to run, and she hooked a finger over the waist of my jeans, holding me in place with no effort whatsoever. The three women closed their eyes and began to chant in another language. To my surprise, I picked out a few words.

      “Elixir of life

      Elixir of death

      Born by fire

      Death by the same…”

      It was enough to make me wish I’d heard nothing.

      The chant ended as abruptly as it began. The mother lifted a dagger with a jeweled handle. The young girl gripped one of my fingers, pulled it over the steaming pot, and held it fast while the other woman stabbed her dagger into the tip. She milked out three drops of blood. At once, all three women let go of me.

      I backed away, heart filling my throat, wounded hand held to my chest. The wild desire to run beat at me. I stilled my feet. The mother had been right when I first got here. If I ran, this horror of a trip would be wasted.

      The women hunched over the hearth, all three chanting that language. Now I couldn’t understand a word of it. They had to be making a potion for me. If they’d wanted to cook some part of my body, I’d be in the pot right now. A sulfuric odor filled the room. I put my hand over my nose.

      The older woman tapped the pot three times with a crooked, nubby wand. Light flashed from the boiling brew. The fire dampened beneath the pot. She turned and crooked one finger at me. “Come.”

      I did as told, resigned to whatever fate had in store for me. With the fire now little more than glowing coals, the steam issuing from the pot had died down. Whatever was inside stank to high heaven.

      The youngest woman slipped a sparkling glass vial into my hand. “You must draw your own draught.”

      I nodded and reached over the pot. The heat from the liquid inside moved the fine hairs on my arm.

      A voice, one I recognized as Priscilla’s, tickled against my ear. “If you don’t want it to burn you, don’t let it.”

      A deeper than deep part of me understood she was right. I turned my mind inward and found the mantle straining behind the scar tissue. Sensing me, its efforts became frantic. I drew on a little of its vast power and whispered, “Fire don’t reach me.”

      I stuck my hand in the pot. The liquid felt no hotter than good bathwater. I held the dram underneath and let it fill. I drew it out dripping. The older woman popped a cork in the tiny bottle. She fitted a metal cap over the dram’s top and threaded a chain of the brightest silver through it.

      “The matter of our payment is at hand.” The mother retrieved her baby from the crib and rocked the still-sleeping child.

      “What do you want?” I assessed what I had of value and came up with nothing.

      The three women crowded around, studying me. They touched my hands, ran their thumbs over my fingernails. My body tightened at the thought of what it might feel like to let them remove one. They fingered the raven tattoo.

      Orev cawed from outside the cabin. He’d come, even though the closed door kept us from each other. The women quit touching me.

      “We’ll take the necklace.” The youngest women lifted my black opal pendant and studied the setting.

      Panic surged. No. They couldn’t have that. The black opal had been with me since right after my life had started changing. It helped me, made me stronger. I might not be able to beat Oscar without it.

      The women tinkled laughter as one.

      The eldest one stopped first and fixed me with kind eyes. “If this bit of magic works, you’ll be able to beat anything lower than us. And this creature you fight? Even with the power of the dead, he’s barely your master.”

      “If this bit of magic doesn’t work, you’ll die.” The youngest one gave me the same kind smile.

      “And you won’t need the black opal anyway if that happens.” The mother slipped the black opal off my neck and put it on her sleeping baby.

      A pit opened somewhere deep in my emotions, bottomless and black. It took a second to recognize it as grief. It wasn’t just losing the extra magical umph. It was grief over letting go of a piece of my past. It was sadness that the black opal, which had chosen me, had now let me go.

      Then I remembered where I’d gotten the black opal—Dean’s mother. That time in my life, and my romance with Dean, seemed like somebody else’s life. I had learned and changed since then, become almost a new person. Maybe it was fitting for me to let the black opal go.

      A tiny pop sounded in my head as the connection between me and the black opal severed. Unshed tears stung my sinuses. I pushed them down.

      The elder women unfastened the chain attached to the dram and nodded. I was to put my head through it. I bent and let her slip it over my head. The clasp clinked as she fastened it. A bolt of magic shot through me, straining the scar tissue spell and rattling the mantle behind it.

      “Choose the time to take this magic into you very carefully. You’ll not survive if you choose wrong.”  The old woman stared into my eyes as she spoke.

      Something flashed in my mind, a quick flare of light, but then it was gone.

      The mother walked to the door and held it open. “Now you must go.”

      I edged toward the open door, dreading another confrontation with the white things. She gave me a light shove out of the cabin and shut the door. The cabin faded and was gone. It was just Orev and me. And the creatures who’d chased me.

      It took them less than a minute to find us. Flashes of white came through the trees, branches snapping with their passage. They’d be on me in seconds. Then I remembered. They’d left me alone while I walked the trail. I’d be safe if I found my way back to it. I crashed through the branches and pine needles littering the forest floor, but the trail was nowhere to be seen. I waited for the first set of cold, white hands to close on my shoulders.

      Orev cawed from a tree right next to me. When I glanced up to see what he wanted, he gave the ground at my feet a pointed look and ruffled his feathers. I was on the trail. Orev took flight, leading me out of the woods.

      I trudged along behind him, full of questions. The potion would kill me if it didn’t work. I had to pick the right moment to take it, but when was that?

      Before I knew it, I’d followed the path back to its beginning. I quickened my steps, ready to be out of these woods. A shadow stepped in front of me.

      “You can’t go.” It was the man wearing the dog skin. The head of the dog still rested right on top of his head, its empty eyes creepy and dark.

      “I have business across the veil. Let me pass.” I took a step toward him, gathering my energy. It’d give this weirdo a blast that would singe the hair off his ass.

      The man seemed to grow wider and his nose broader. The tail of his dog cloak twitched. “No spirits who come in can leave.”

      Orev gave me a warning caw from a tree a few feet away. I couldn’t interpret the exact meaning, so I went on instinct.

      “I’m not a spirit. I’m the next Gregorius Witch.” I stood a little straighter, fully expecting him to step aside. The statement had carried so much weight with others. Dog Boy didn’t seem to care.

      “You entered the forest of the dead. Nobody leaves.” His voice deepened into a growl on the last words.

      The hairs on the back of my neck rustled. Orev cawed again. Another warning. But of what? I didn’t see how I could reverse this situation.
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        * * *

      

      Dog Boy and I glared at each other. The only way around him would be to go off the path and face those hideous creatures that had chased me to the cabin. Even if I did that, there was nothing to stop Dog Boy following me. Then I’d have to fight both him and those disgusting, giggling creatures.

      “Get outta my way.” I clenched my fists to let Dog Boy know I meant business.

      The dude growled, and damned if he didn’t sound just like a dog. He even had the sharp canines of a dog. Holy taco meat. When did that happen?

      I threw up my hand and let the ball of energy I’d been gathering fly. It hit Dog Boy square in the chest and blew him backward. He fell with a yelp and rolled to his feet. As he rolled, the dog pelt on his back melted into his skin. His torso changed shape, and his hands seemed to shrink and ball up. His nose became a snout. In mere seconds, a dog the size of a pony stood in front of me.

      The dog bared his teeth, a deep growl bubbling in his chest. The coarse, matted hair on its sides vibrated with each growl. Huge muscles bunched in the thing’s hindquarters as it tensed to lunge, tail slowly waving back and forth.

      Fear prickled at my nerve endings, begging me to scream and run. But dogs chased things that ran. This one was so big, it would be over in seconds if we played that game.

      Dog Boy’s growls increased in intensity. A line of saliva dripped from his sharp, ivory teeth, stretching and snapping back. He feinted at me. I gasped and jumped back from him. It was all he needed.

      Dog Boy lunged and caught me in the chest. I screamed and fell backward, arms up to keep him off my face. The hard-packed ground slammed into my back. The air belched out of my lungs. My arms faltered. The dog’s snarling snout came even closer. Panic seizing my heart, I got control of myself and shoved the dog upward just as he snapped in my face. Saliva dotted against my skin. My shoulders began to ache from the strain of holding the dog off me. I couldn’t do this forever.

      Orev swooped down from the canopy of trees and landed on the dog’s back, digging in with his feet and squawking for all he was worth. The dog took his attention off me and twisted to snap at Orev. The bird rose, a blur of flapping wings, and dove into the dog’s face. The dog winced away. The movement gave me enough leverage to throw him off me. The effort caused a sharp ripping sensation in one of my shoulder muscles. I ignored it and struggled to my feet.

      Dog Boy, already back on all fours, launched himself at me again. His mouth yawned open as he came, slobber spraying from it. I raised one arm to neck level. In the next instant, his powerful jaws clamped down on it. I howled in horror and used the other arm to push at him. It was no use. He dug his teeth in deeper and gave my arm an agonizing yank. I squealed like a trapped animal, which I suppose I was.

      Orev swooped in, talons digging at the dog’s eyes. The dog screamed, dropped his hold on my arm, and clambered backward. Orev followed. His furious caws filled my ears. The dog’s snarls and yips joined Orev’s anger.

      This was my chance. I could dart around Dog Boy and Orev and get out of this forest. Make a run for the dock and hope my skeletal tour guide was waiting for me. Orev and Dog Boy blocked the path going out, but I could cut around them. Those faceless, naked men who lurked off the path would come for me. But maybe I could slip them. I had to take a chance.

      I raced at the brawling pair. My injured shoulder throbbed with each footfall. I gritted my teeth against the pain, took a deep breath, and jumped off the path.

      They were waiting for me. A half dozen fish-belly-white hands reached for me, their hissing laughs taking the place of Orev and Dog Boy’s brawl. I backpedaled away and burst back onto the path in time to see Orev swoop at Dog Boy. The dog snapped at my bird, and a cloud of feathers rose.

      Oh, hell no. I ran at the dog and hit him with my injured shoulder. It knocked him back several paces. A bolt of pain shot through my shoulder and climbed up one side of my neck. The creature rebounded as though I’d done no more than tap him. Orev swooped in before he could bite, herding him back a few paces.

      I called my magic. It throbbed through my injured shoulder and down that arm. My hand twitched, but no magic came. Instead the memory of plucking the hag’s sparkling, hard heart from its chest flashed. My jeans pocket, where I’d stowed the heart, heated. The magic left in this nasty last piece of the hag sent pinpricks through my body.

      “What do I do?” I muttered to myself.

      Think, came Priscilla Herrera’s voice from inside my head. You can come up with the solution yourself.

      I pulled the hag’s heart out of my pocket and stared at it, racking my brain for ideas. The ruby crystals encrusted on the organ sparkled in the weak light filtering through the trees.

      Orev flew to me, his exhaustion traveling through our connection, and landed on my shoulder. He cawed at the dog but made no move to go back to fighting it. He was too tired.

      Turning the hard, sparkling hag’s heart over and over in my hand, an idea came to me. Orev and I might not be able to outfight Dog Boy, but what if we distracted him with a treat? Surely a dog would love eating the heart of another beast.

      I held up the hag’s heart where the dog could see it. Dog Boy’s wild, mad eyes tracked it.

      “Yum yum.” I sniffed the heart and immediately wished I hadn’t. It might have been hard as a rock, but it smelled of old blood.

      Dog Boy, however, raised his ears and cocked his head.

      Shaking the heart in the air where the dog could see it, I tossed it behind me. It hit the ground and rolled. The dog shot past me, thick tail moving in a circle as he bounded after the treat. I spun and ran for the light at the end of the path.

      The dog’s running footsteps stopped. There was a pause, during which he must have eaten the heart. Then he came after me, grunting and panting. He hit my back. The ground rushed up to meet my face. This was it. Now I would die.

      But instead of biting me, Dog Boy let out an ugly, dry cough. I twisted in time to watch him arch his back and gag. Nothing came up. Dog Boy began the series of coughs that led up to retching again. He seemed to have forgotten all about me.

      I shoved out from under him, clawed my way to my feet, and took off running. Behind me Dog Boy gagged. He tried to bark but just started coughing again. I raced for the end of the path and didn’t stop running until I hit the pier.

      “Come on, come on,” I whined at the foggy mist covering the water, dancing foot to foot. Soon Dog Boy would dislodge that piece of nastiness from his throat and come after me. A particularly loud barf sound came from the forest. Any time now, Dog Boy would come charging out to drag me back.

      The boat came out of the mist, and the skeleton held opened its hand. I put my final coin in the hand and climbed aboard. It rocked no less, and it scared me just as much. We went back the way we came, many sets of eyes watching us across the black water.

      Something fluttered against my face. I brushed it away, wondering what kind of flying creatures this realm of the dead housed. It came again. This time as a sharp pop.

      “Peri Jean, wake up.” The voice came from all around me. The pops on my cheeks started again.

      My eyes flew open, and I sucked in a sharp breath. Oxygen filled my lungs, replenishing the way cool water does on a hot day.

      Hannah rose and spoke to someone nearby. “See? I told you she wasn’t really dead.”

      Taking deep, gulping breaths, I glanced around the room to see my entire family, faces set in various degrees of distress. Mysti and Griff stood off to the side, eyes wide, hands clutched. Mysti gave me a weak smile.

      Had I dreamed that whole episode—the women, the woods, the weird boat ride? I took deep breaths until I could move and sat up. Something unfamiliar and cold banged against my breastbone. My fingers found the dram of potion the three women had sold me in the land of the dead.

      Nope. No dream. All I needed to do was figure out a way to take this without killing myself. My eyes found Mysti’s, and I pointed the dram.

      “Help?” I mouthed.

      She nodded.

      I climbed to my feet and made my way toward her. Mysti would know what to do, what it all meant. Things would be okay. I hoped.
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        * * *

      

      Mysti met me halfway. I explained about the Wanderer and the three women. Her eyes grew wide. What remained of my family and friends crowded around to listen.

      “You gave them your black opal necklace?” Tubby wrinkled his nose.

      “They said I only needed this to beat Oscar.” I pointed to the little bottle hanging from my neck.

      Mysti leaned close and squinted at it. “Take it off, please.”

      I hooked my fingers under the chain and pulled. Nothing happened. I tried again. The chain wasn’t stuck to my neck. It didn’t pull at my skin. It was like trying to lift a car. No matter how hard I pulled, it didn’t budge.

      Mysti tried. Hannah did too. Even Finn and Dillon took a turn. Mysti backed away to talk to Griff. They spoke with their heads together, faces pinched in worry. Seeing me watching, they motioned me over.

      “Tell me again what the three women said about this potion.” Mysti leaned in to look at it again.

      “To choose when I took it carefully, or it would kill me.” Curious about Mysti’s curiosity, I took out my phone, turned on the camera, and reversed it to see the dram.

      The potion looked like melted silver. Iridescence shimmered through it. The molten silver went through the full spectrum of the rainbow, all the way to black, and then silver again. I watched it the same way I’d have watched a kaleidoscope.

      Griff’s voice broke into my reverie. “The Wanderer mentioned the scar tissue spell having a root, yes?”

      I nodded, still fascinated by the color moving through the dram.

      He tugged my arm to get my attention. “The root of the scar tissue, whatever that is, and the warning about when you should take the potion are connected.”

      I snapped to attention. Griff was right. The conversation with the Wanderer seemed eons away after fighting the monsters in the forest of the dead. But I needed to examine it further. The Wanderer had said the scar tissue was connected to a root. A place where it began. This one thing held the scar tissue spell together.

      “The root has to be gone for the potion to work,” I muttered, still trying to put it together.

      “I disagree.” Mysti glanced at Griff.

      He nodded his agreement. “Think about the words they chanted…born in fire, death by same. Your magic often comes out as fire. Perhaps this potion will allow you to burn away the root of the scar tissue, thus destroying the whole spell.”

      “If you can identify the root.” Mysti still stared at the dram, her eyes moving with the shifting color.

      The root of my scar tissue. Of course it would all boil down to that one thing. I had no idea where to begin finding it. Was it a memory? The Wanderer had said it was something I’d learned so early that it had become deeply ingrained in my psyche. He had also said I wasn’t really ready to find it and that was why he hadn’t jumped to my aid in the first place.

      Dr. Danny came down the steps into the cavern. “I want you folks off the property in fifteen minutes. Please.”

      “Gee, thanks.” Shelly gave him a withering smirk.

      “No. Don’t start that crap. I’m done. Any favors I owed Cecil ran out when I buried his body in a historic cemetery. I depend on this place for my income.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      I could tell Finn and Tubby to beat his ass, and they’d do it. But I saw no reason. There was something to be said for treating people the way I hoped they’d treat me. Even if they ended up shitting all over me.

      “He’s right.” I raised my voice, surprised it didn’t hurt the muscles in my lower stomach and the shoulder muscles I’d injured fighting Dog Boy. Something about being in that other place and then leaving it had made those muscles feel a hundred percent better. I flexed, looking for hurties, and found none. Everyone stared at me.

      I straightened and said, “Let’s get our things and go.”

      Dr. Danny gave me a grateful smile. “I’ve already lost the fares for the cavern today. If I don’t open the dance hall in an hour, the whole day’s a loss.”

      Huh? I cocked my head at him and then glanced around at my friends and family.

      Only Dillon met my gaze. “You laid in here all day. Dead.”

      “She wasn’t dead.” Shelly swatted her arm.

      “Was too.” Dillon ducked away from Shelly and spoke to me. “They all sat around crying, trying to decide what to do. Dr. Danny wouldn’t let us bury you next to Cecil.” She shrugged. “I guess that’s a good thing now.”

      “Wait a minute…are you saying it’s night?” When I’d looked at my phone earlier, I was positive the time hadn’t even been eight. I checked it. It was before eight. Eight p.m.

      I groaned and slouched. “We’re cooked.”

      “What is it?” Finn crept closer but didn’t touch me. It was as though he was afraid I’d explode.

      “Oscar will be here any time. It’s the night of the Samhain. The veil is thinnest tonight. He’ll be at his most powerful. This is his best chance to kill me.” I slumped toward the stairs.

      Shelly hurried after me. “We knew he’d come. We’ve been preparing all day. Or I have. The rest of them cried a lot.”

      I took in Shelly’s red eyes. She’d been crying too. Maybe for Cecil, maybe for me. Today had been an upsetting day for all of them. I reached for her hand, and she let me take it. We walked up the steps together, our progress slow.

      If Shelly had spent the day preparing for our final battle with Oscar, I needed a report of what had been done. Then I’d decide what still needed to be done.

      It all felt pretty dire. We had no master plan to beat Oscar. No access to a weapon that would put him down and keep him down. No magic that would fry him forever. The dram hanging from my neck was our only ace in the hole. And I knew in my heart I wasn’t yet ready to drink it.

      Shelly and I stepped outside the cavern’s outer building and into the deepening darkness. Another cloudy night with no moon. Maybe my last one.

      “Shelly, I need…” I began.

      “Hey, skinny,” a familiar voice rumbled.

      I spun at the sound of it, wondering for just a second if I’d lost my mind entirely.

      Wade leaned against the sedan I’d seen parked in front of Desiree’s house. Over his shoulder, he’d slung the kind of axe nerds carried at medieval reenactments. I saw Wade with new eyes. A warrior. A highwayman. A gambler. The kind of man no woman would ever catch because he was too busy fighting the war of life. The kind of man you wanted on your side when you went into battle.

      Desiree sat on the hood of the car, long legs swinging. In her lap was a spear with a knife affixed to the end. Amazon goddess. The kind of woman who’d leap out of a tree to cut her enemy’s throat. Our eyes locked, and she gave me a slight nod.

      I glanced back at Wade to find him watching me expectantly. Not too long ago, I’d have run for him, thrown my arms around him. But not now. Whatever passion that had lurked between us had crashed and died a fiery death. My eyes ran over the owl tattoo sleeve on his arm. We’d come so far and lost so much since the night we met. I swallowed against a Texas-sized lump in my throat.

      Wade blinked several times. He set his axe on the hood of the car and came to me, his steps hesitant. He pulled me into his arms. Into my ear, he whispered, “I may not be the kind of man you wanted, but maybe I can be the kind of friend you need.”

      I put my arms around his waist and hugged him back, the ache of disappointment in what could never be welling in my chest and then fading.

      He let go and stared into my face. “You look pretty good for a dead woman. Or was that screaming, crying call I got from Hannah a joke?”

      “I wasn’t crying,” Hannah yelled from behind me.

      Wade snorted. “What are we doing here?”

      “Oscar will be here soon to fight to the death. Go for his headdress and his sword. I can’t take over the hunt without those two things.” I glanced at Desiree and nodded, silently thanking her for coming.

      “What about killing his soul like I suggested?” Her eyes flicked over me, sharp with challenge. I gulped. Now I’d have to tell her how I both succeeded and failed.

      “I found the soul, but I didn’t have enough power to kill it. I called in help and got betrayed. Oscar’s got it now in this root-like thing.” My cheeks heated at how stupid I’d been.

      “It was a mandrake root,” Mysti said from nearby. “Some folklore names it as a vessel for spirits.”

      Desiree studied her as though she just might tell her to piss off. Mysti gave her a forty-yard stare right back. Power crackled off both women. Both used to being the wise one, the one everybody looked to for answers, they saw each other as competition.

      Desiree turned her attention on me. “So we’re going to take the headdress and sword. Once we do, you’re going to have to call the hunt. That takes a lot of magic. I’m assuming you still don’t have the full measure of your power.”

      I showed her the dram and explained my dilemma. She shook her head as though she was dealing with a tedious bank teller instead of facing death at Oscar’s hands. She lit a cigarette as though she had all the time in the world and squinted one eye at me.

      “So what we have here is a lot of ifs. If you drink the magic potion. If we get the headdress and sword.” She blew smoke in my face. "Here’s the problem. The Wild Hunt isn’t made up of humans. It’s spirit.”

      Mysti bristled. “Not necessarily. Other legends have the hunters as gods, like Woden. Sometimes the hunters are the fae.”

      The corner of Desiree’s mouth twitched. Whether out of anger or a desire to laugh, I couldn’t tell. “And we’re neither gods nor fae.”

      Mysti pressed her lips together in concentration. I’d come to know Mysti well. She liked being the expert. Desiree came off as a combination of femme warrior, full of confidence and easy knowledge. This must have challenged Mysti. She would want to one-up Desiree. I didn’t see a point. Oscar would come. We’d fight him. Then we’d live or die. Who cared who was right? Finally Mysti turned to me, eyes bright. Eureka. She’d found what she knew that Desiree didn’t.

      “If Peri Jean successfully sheds the scar tissue spell and absorbs the mantle, she’ll be the Gregorius Witch.” She gripped my arm. “You’ll call the hunt as an Old One. That’s how this will work. We will be swept up as your chosen court and hunt as such.” She gave Desiree a chilly smile. “Now you let me ask you a question.”

      Desiree’s lip twitched again. This time, she let it become a smile. “Go ahead.”

      “If you think we won’t win, why be here?” Mysti asked the question as though she might consider telling Desiree and Wade to hit the road.

      Desiree jabbed one thumb at her brother. “This is what he’s chosen. I’ll stand with him.”

      Mysti drew back. She understood that. She was loyal to her brother too.

      Shelly, who’d been watching the exchange from a short distance away, came over and gripped my arm. “Let’s go to the crossroads. Let Oscar find us there.”

      I nodded. “Good point. We don’t want him tearing up Dr. Danny’s Ghost Town.”

      “I don’t give a shit about that,” Shelly snapped.

      Desiree cut in. “We go to the crossroads because on this night, the veil is thin. It’s even thinner there.” She then addressed Shelly. “I take it you’ve called in reinforcements other than us?”

      Shelly nodded.

      “Who?” As leader, I needed to know.

      “The vengeful dead,” Mysti said. “Brad and I contacted them.” Brad watched from nearby.

      I raised my eyebrows at him. He raised his eyebrows and gave me one of his surly smirks.

      “We don’t have your talent, but we can do it,” His words carried a dignity that did not match his scraggly goatee and new tattoos.

      I nodded my thanks. “Good job.”

      Tubby joined us. “I made some phone calls.”

      His meth army. I forced a smile and patted his back. Had I been consulted, I’d have told him not to bring them in. But it was done. No point in arguing now.

      Finn approached. “Dr. Danny’s getting antsy. We need to go.”

      “I’ll ride with you.” Without waiting for a response, I turned and began walking.

      Finn followed me to his beat-up truck. He walked with his head down, his hands jammed in his pockets. We got to the truck, and Finn stood in front of the passenger door.

      “What is it?” I wanted to push him out of the way and just get inside. Any more drama, and I was going to start crying and not be able to stop.

      “Dillon’s upset, afraid of losing your respect for running with the kids.” He shuffled his feet in the dirt.

      I gripped his skinny arm. “She’d lose my respect if she didn’t take those kids and Jadine somewhere safe.”

      If I lost, I could only hope Oscar wouldn’t go looking for them. At one time, he’d coveted Zora’s gift of raising the dead. Though that gift seemed to fade more with each passing month, as Cecil had warned it would, Zora was still a powerful little girl.

      “Listen to me.” I stepped into Finn’s personal space. “If I fall, get in your truck and go. Don’t look back. Just meet up with your family and run.”

      He stared at me with sad eyes. “If Oscar kills you tonight, we’re all dead eventually. He’ll find us. Might take a week, might take years. But he’ll find us.”

      I knew. But I’d hoped Finn hadn’t realized it. Finn held open the door for me. I climbed in. Feeling someone’s stare on my back, I turned. Wade pointed at the car he and Desiree had come in. I smiled and shook my head.

      Nope. Never again. Not with a man who openly told me I’d never be enough. Even though I’d always love him in some small way.

      Finn drove us away from Boone’s Ghost Town as his wife drove his kids in another direction. I glanced back at the place and sent Dr. Danny a silent well-wish.
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      Finn parked on the steeply slanted shoulder of the crossroads. I got out of the truck and stared at the inky sky. Just like the first night we went there, both roads were deserted and still. No noise from animals of the night. No whisper of wind through the squatty trees. A full moon beamed down from a clear, starlit sky. But in the distance, thunder rumbled. The hunt was coming.

      Our rag-tag group got out of their cars and wandered over to me. We huddled in a circle. Brad stood next to Mysti and Griff. I was glad he had convinced Jadine to run the other way with Dillon and the kids. What a relief.

      Shelly and Finn stood together, arms around each other, both hollow-eyed and sad. Tubby and Hannah, heads close together, talked in low voices. Wade and Desiree, both tall and strong with fierce eyes, stood so close together they nearly touched. Though Wade had black hair and Desiree colored hers blonde, the family resemblance was hard to miss.

      They all waited for my orders. It was time for us to talk strategy. We had none. Until I gained full control of the mantle, we couldn’t actually beat Oscar.

      But I had the magic potion, as Desiree called it. I could just drink it right now. See if it killed me or fixed me. I tugged at it but couldn’t move it.

      A sadness so deep and sure it almost felt like peace spread through me. We were stuck. We couldn’t win. We couldn’t run. All we could do was try to go out with honor. Honor needed purpose.

      I climbed up on a rock so everybody could hear. Before I could speak, the sound of car engines drifted to the crossroads. A freezing wind whipped through, so strong it peppered dust against my skin. Something was coming. I tensed, hoping I hadn’t run out of time.

      Two sets of headlights appeared, coming toward us. They flickered out but then reappeared stronger than ever.

      Brad came to stand beside me. “It’s Cecil.”

      My respect for him went up several notches. Right then, I let go of my worry that Brad would never make it as a Gregg. He was going to do just fine.

      The car, a 1950s four-door Chevy with cat-eye fins, drew abreast of us and shut off. Cecil got out. He wasn’t the Cecil I had known. This Cecil had a full head of black hair and a layer of muscle. He looked like somebody you crossed the street to avoid. He also floated several inches off the ground.

      His dark eyes settled on me. “You ready to fight, girl?”

      I came close to Cecil, ignoring the cold radiating off him and pointed at the dram. “I still haven’t done it. The Wanderer said I had to find the root of the scar tissue. I can’t drink this until I do.”

      Cecil, still my mentor and elder even as a ghost, said, “Don’t give up until you’re dead.  I brought you an army. They’ll buy you the time you need.” He gestured at the ghost car he’d come in.

      A moon-faced man with slicked-back black hair got out of the passenger side of Cecil’s car. This was Samuel Herrera, the fraternal twin of my great-great grandmother, Samantha. He flipped the car’s seat down. Samantha Herrera and her mother, Priscilla, climbed out.

      Another ghost car, one I recognized, rolled to a stop behind Cecil’s. The Nova had been my car until a bunch of bullies burned it up. The driver’s door cracked open, and a very young man with longish black hair got out.

      “Daddy,” I whispered and ran to him.

      He held out his arms, and I hugged him as best as I could. Usually, he had a smile for me. Not this time. His sad eyes met mine. “It’s time for you to meet your destiny.”

      “You say that like it’s the end.” I fingered the cold dram of potion hanging on my chest. Would I lose myself in all this?

      “It is the end of my little girl.” One translucent hand touched my face, sending a chill through my body.

      Eddie Kennedy got out of the car’s passenger side and approached, young and strong again, but just as see-through as Paul. He carried a huge sword, its blade blue like ice. I tried to hug him, but my arms passed through his form. He laughed.

      A van pulled up behind the Nova and parked. The door swung open, and Chase Fischer climbed out. In death, he’d gone back to being a teenager. I ran to him, studied the face I’d once loved with all my heart. He pulled a ghostly sawed-off shotgun out of the van and winked at me.

      Heart full, I looked around at all the people who’d come to help me. One was missing. Memaw. Her absence hurt. But she must’ve had her reasons.

      The headlights of another car approached. This one was of our world and looked like a generic rental sedan. It passed the ghost cars and parked behind Finn’s truck. I glanced at Tubby to see if this was who he’d called. He shrugged at me and shook his head.

      Tanner slowly removed himself from the car and softly shut the door. He stared at me, solemn, so like the first day I met him.

      I launched myself at him, unafraid of his rejection, and threw my arms around him. He staggered against the car but wrapped his arms around me. His earthy smell surrounded me, and I was home. I laid my face against his chest.

      “You should have stayed away. You’re going to get hurt.” For the first time, I admitted out loud that I expected to die tonight.

      “Bullshit,” Tanner muttered. “If I had known sooner, I’d never have gotten on the plane to California.”

      “I tried to call you.” Accusation hardened my voice. If Tanner still cared, why had he ignored my calls?

      He dropped his gaze and kicked at the ground. “My phone went missing at the airport.” He tried to laugh, but it just came out as a snort. “Before cellphones, I probably had fifty telephone numbers memorized. Now I don’t know a single one. No way to tell you what had happened.”

      “Then how’d you know I needed you?” I hated the note of disbelief in my voice. But a lost phone was too convenient.

      Tanner frowned. “I had this…I don’t know.”

      Our eyes locked. The vision of him on the plane. It hadn’t been just a dying wish.

      “I saw you on the plane with Dave and Neecie. Did you feel me watching you?” My heart sped at the words. I didn’t understand how it had happened or why. “You said you loved me. Then Neecie said…”

      “It doesn’t matter what she said.” He cut me off. “When she understood I intended to fly right back to Texas and find you, she confessed to throwing my phone away at the airport in Austin.”

      I drew in a sharp breath. “Bitch.”

      He met my angry gaze. “I knew you were in danger. Felt it. I blew them off and got back on the next plane to Texas, rented a car, and…” He gestured at the night sky. He’d just known where to come.

      I thought back to the night I’d laid in the back of Tubby’s Cutlass, dying. I’d written off that moment when I’d been with Tanner on his flight to California as a dream. It had been something more.

      I threw myself at Tanner again. He squeezed me hard, inhaling deeply.

      I grabbed his hand. “My daddy is here. Come on. You can meet him.”

      “Isn’t your father dead?” Tanner studied me, maybe wondering if I’d lost my mind.

      “Yep.” I dragged Tanner over to where I’d last seen my father and the rest of my dead family.

      My father’s ghost stood near Mysti and Brad. Gripping Tanner’s arm, using precious energy to pour some of my ability into him, I dragged him in front of my father.

      “Tanner, this is Paul Mace, my daddy.” I realized as I said the last word that Daddy looked like a kid standing in front of Tanner. I guessed he was. He hadn’t even lived to be twenty-five.

      Tanner held out one trembling hand. Daddy made a show of shaking it, smiling and nodding.

      One last beam of headlights cut the night. By the time it rolled to a stop, I’d identified it as a Mercedes. Only one person in the world would drive a Mercedes to a death match. Rainey Bruce got out of the car and went around to the trunk without speaking to any of us.

      My uncle Jesse got out of the passenger side and stretched. Jesse, my father’s twin, gave me a window into the future Daddy never got to live. Short gray hair, the beginnings of middle-aged thickness around the middle. He hugged me hard.

      Tubby hurried over. “Thanks for coming, dude.”

      Jesse and Tubby did some complicated handshake, and I realized who Tubby had called to help us. He’d told me Jesse came into his billiards hall for a beer most every day. The two men must have become friends of a sort.

      Rainey race-walked back to me, a huge pistol in one hand. “I’m furious with you. How could you not have called me the minute this problem started?”

      She gave me no chance to answer and instead pulled me to her and held me tight.

      Thunder boomed in the distance. Beneath it, the hunt shouted and their hounds bayed. They’d be here soon.

      I let go of Rainey and stared into her dark eyes. “Because I didn’t want to watch you get killed.”

      She muttered something tough under her breath but hurried back to her husband. I took stock of the living members of our army. They were under my command. The thought of losing any of them raised a horror worse than any other. I couldn’t live with it. We had to win this thing, one way or the other.

      I climbed back up on the rock I’d chosen earlier. Cecil’s loss swam in my head. He should have been the one doing this. He’d have been better at it. I swallowed the flood of sobs threatening and cleared my throat.

      “These last few days have resulted in terrible loss, but we can end it tonight.” I prayed I was telling the truth. “Hear that thunder? Oscar and his huntsmen will be here soon. Half of you need to fight off whoever Oscar has with him. I’ve seen…” But I couldn’t make myself call the names of all the people who’d hated me in life and still hated me in death. It was like the All-Dead Asshole Hour. So I just finished with, “Whoever fights them needs to be careful. If they kill you, they’ll take your soul and use it to make themselves more powerful.”

      My gaze fell on my father. The fury I saw on his face gave me an idea. “What if everybody who isn’t alive fights the huntsmen?”

      Daddy nodded. The rest of the ghosts agreed. They’d hold off the huntsmen and the motorcycle men. Maybe give the rest of us a chance to get that headdress off Oscar. Between us, we had some real magical firepower. Maybe we could combine it to call the hunt, even if I hadn’t yet taken the potion to kill the scar tissue spell. It might not be a good plan, but it was better than nothing.

      I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “Okay. Then the rest of us are going to fight for the headdress and the sword.”

      Plans went fast after that. We talked about disabling Oscar’s horse and who would do that.

      “I’ll get the headdress.” Wade, brandishing his nerd weapon, stepped forward. He gave me a flirty smile. “What happens after that, boss?”

      I ignored the smile. “I’ll put it on my head. We’ll band our power together and call the hunt. If I can’t, I’m going to drink what’s in this bottle.” I plucked at the dram on my chest. It was still impossible to move. I’d cross that bridge if and when I came to it.

      Tanner leaned forward to stare at the contents of the bottle. He glanced at the horrified faces of my family and friends. He whispered to Brad. They had a short exchange. Horror filled Tanner’s face. He pushed his way to the front.

      “No. You can’t do something that could kill you on a maybe.” His words sounded like an order. I prickled.

      “If I can’t take over the hunt, we’re going to die.” My words echoed in the darkness. The weight of the lives depending on me pressed hard on my shoulders.

      Thunder clapped. I nearly jumped out of my skin. A shadow of cloud had begun creeping toward the bright orb of moon. Thunder boomed again, shaking the night. Excited shouts followed. They were closer than ever. Blood-chilling howls joined the shouts. Those damn red-eared dogs wouldn’t miss one more chance to rip us to shreds. The buzz of motorcycles provided background noise to it all.

      Heart thudding hard, I breathed in the chilly, humid night. I felt for the black opal. My fingers found the dram instead. The black opal, and the life I’d had with it, was gone forever.

      Fingering the dram, I gave it another pull. This time it did move. My heart skipped. Holy guacamole. I could drink it right now. But I didn’t dare. Without the root of the scar tissue fixed firmly in my mind, I’d die. Resigned, I waited for Oscar and his hell army to reach us. Maybe I’d figure it out in time.

      Tanner came to stand next to me. He had both hands wrapped around a long-handled axe.

      “I’ll swing for his neck. Probably take several blows. You shake the head out of the headdress and put it on. Then snatch that sword.” His voice trembled, and the smell of his fear hit me.

      From the other side of me, Wade said, “Won’t take me that many blows to chop off Oscar’s head. You swing once, hard as you can, Tanner, then I’ll finish it.”

      The two men glared at each other like dogs with their hackles raised. They slowly nodded at each other. Right now, they were allies. Maybe tomorrow, enemies to the death. I hoped I didn’t have to see that fight.

      Thunder rolled again. The roar of the motorcycles shook the earth. Lightning popped nearby. Someone, probably Hannah, let out a short scream. Tubby laughed. I knew that laugh. He wasn’t amused. He was scared.

      I drew inward. Deep in my mind, I found a door with cracked white paint. It rattled, and light streamed from behind it. I drew together my courage and reached for the doorknob. My hand was small and unscarred with smooth, pale skin, a child’s hand. It closed around the doorknob and twisted the cold metal. The door cracked open, and the light burned my eyes.

      The shouts of the huntsmen vibrated in my ears. The horses’ hoofbeats hit the earth hard enough for me to feel them through my boots. The hounds’ excited, grunting pants underlay it all. Their odor, the perfume of death, fouled the crisp chill air. The motorcycle tires screeched as they hit the road. They were here.

      “It’s time,” I said to no one and everyone.

      The horses thundered toward the crossroads, the horsemen on their backs with swords drawn. Motorcycle headlights blazed behind them.

      Tanner adjusted his stance to where he looked like a batter winding up for a pitch.

      “Which one’s Oscar?” His words came between pants.

      “Look for the horns.” My voice trembled.

      The door inside my head flew open, and bright magic flooded me. It burned the same way my first few sips of whiskey had. My instinct was to strain against it, but I fought the impulse.

      The magic circuited through me, faster and faster. The world lightened. I glanced down at my hands to find them glowing. My heart picked up speed.

      The hunt raced toward us, shouting and laughing.

      Tanner inched closer, stepping slightly in front of me. I gripped his arm, leaned forward, and planted a kiss on his cheek. He almost smiled and winked at me.

      Oscar, the tines of his antler headdress silhouetted against the night sky, raced toward us. Gathering my courage, and my magic, I stepped around Tanner and walked out to meet him.

      The palm of one hand heated as a ball of white light formed there. I could throw this at Oscar. Knock him off his horse. Tanner and Wade could chop off his head. I’d grab the headdress and win. Oscar stopped a good distance from us, far enough away no ball of fire could hit him.

      “Chickenshit,” I screamed.

      The motorcycles’ engines thumped in the night. Their headlights appeared behind Oscar. They shot around him and blasted toward us. Moonlight flickered through the ghostly forms of the dead Six Gun Revolutionaries. King Tolliver rode out front, translucent face set and full of machismo.

      The motorcycles formed a straight line in front of us. They shut off their engines but left their headlights burning. King Tolliver dismounted from his iron horse and sauntered toward us. Trench Coat got off the next motorcycle and shrugged into his dark, calf-length coat. He stared at me, hate blazing around his spirit in a dark nimbus.

      My mouth went dry. Trench Coat had every reason to hate me. I’d sold his spirit to a sleazy dark being I called Mohawk. Either Trench Coat had escaped Mohawk, or Mohawk was on Oscar’s side. Didn’t matter now. It was what it was.

      Seeing my enemies assembled like this showed me how ill-prepared and outnumbered we were. Terror blasted open in my stomach and began its slow spread through the rest of my body. My vision wavered, and I rocked on my feet.

      Winning, no matter how much I wanted it, was unlikely. More likely was the concept I’d die a gruesome death.
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        * * *

      

      A chill wind blew through the old crossroads. It pushed the cloud cover off the moon. Its silvery light bathed my skin and whispered against the mantle. Somehow that let me swallow my fear. These assholes might kill me, but I’d eat fried boogers before I let them see my fear.

      I pulled myself to my full height, all five-foot-nothing, and stomped toward the intersection of the crossroads. Tanner walked at my side, eyes slitted like a gunslinger’s. Wade took a few steps after us, but I gave him a head shake. It was Tanner who should be at my side.

      King walked out to meet us. He hadn’t been a ghost for long and still remembered how to walk like a human. But the raw, red wound across his throat testified to his death.

      Trench Coat glided next to King. He’d been a ghost too long to even make his feet touch the ground. I wondered again about Mohawk, if he knew where his slave had gone. Don’t think about that. Not now. I pulled my concentration back into the moment.

      Our two groups stopped with a good six feet between us.

      “We got a surprise for you,” King Tolliver drawled.

      “You won the asshole lottery?” My words came out full of bravado, but I trembled all over.

      King’s smile grew. He bent his knees, leaned back, and released a ghostly wail into the night. It took everything I had not to flinch away. Beside me, Tanner’s posture tightened.

      Another motorcycle engine screamed in the night. The headlight appeared on the road and zoomed at us. Who’d be coming now?

      Then I knew. Corman. He was coming for Wade. To settle their grudge. I’d led Corman right to Wade. Desiree’s prediction about me getting Wade killed was coming true. And my actions had helped it along. Sorrow stung my eyes and throat.

      The motorcycle roared up to us and screeched to a stop. Corman pushed down the kickstand, got off his ride, and sauntered toward us.

      I turned to look at Wade. Standing where I’d left him, he watched Corman’s approach, face expressionless. The sorrow settled in my chest and swelled. No matter how I felt about Wade’s womanizing, he was still my friend. I couldn’t just stand here and let this happen. Corman Tolliver could go pound sand. I channeled my power and let the ball of light I’d intended for Oscar form in my hand again. Corman could just die right now. I should have scrambled his brains the first time he attacked.

      I raised the ball of light at Corman. “Ready to die, mini-dick?”

      “Not here for you, banana slapper.” Corman rolled his eyes. “I’m here for Traitor Wade. My club is dead because of him. My daddy is dead because of him. The Six Gun Revolutionaries are gone because of him. I want to settle it.”

      Rather than answering, I reared back my arm and adjusted my aim at Corman’s head. The ball of energy would fry the doo-doo he called brains and get him out of the way.

      “Wait just a minute.” King, baring his cheese-colored horse teeth, motioned into the darkness.

      A horse’s hoofbeats clopped toward us. The horse, silhouetted by the ambient moonlight, had more than one rider. Worry sprouted in my gut.

      The horse drew closer, and the feeling budded and bloomed in the space of a few seconds. Michael Gage held Dillon against his chest, a lascivious leer stretching his lips. Dillon twisted in his grip, craning to see behind her. What was back there? My answer came soon enough.

      Jadine walked behind the horse, hands bound together in front of her. A rope connected her to the horse. She quit walking just in time to avoid bumping into the horse’s rump. My worry grew branches, which wrapped around my heart and squeezed. Where were Zora and Zander?

      As if to answer to my question another horse appeared out of the darkness. My mother sat astride it, Zora and Zander gripped against her. As they got closer, I could hear the kids’ terrified wails. My entire body went numb and weightless.

      “No.” My mouth formed the word, but no sound came out.

      Barbie gave me a knowing smile and a wink. Her nasty words pushed their way into my mind. Remember how I treated you? That was playtime compared to what I’ll do to these little freaks.

      I couldn’t breathe. The sight of my loved ones in the hands of two heartless predators chased away all my strength. My knees buckled, and I would have fallen had Tanner not gripped my arm and held me upright. I stared into his wild, jewel eyes. This couldn’t be happening.

      Tanner gave me little nod. Get your shit together, that nod said. Then he slipped an arm around my waist. His support gave me the push I needed. I glared at Barbie and Michael.

      “Let them go.” My words grated out, scoring my throat.

      “Let me settle things with Wade, and they’ll be turned back over to you. I won’t even keep the blind girl for myself.” Corman, not even waiting for my answer, went back to his motorcycle and detached a nerd axe, not unlike Wade’s, from hidden moorings on its frame.

      Wade stepped up beside me, dark eyes glittering in Corman’s direction. “I’m ready.”

      I longed to tell Wade to take Desiree and leave this place. But Jadine, Dillon, Zora, and Zander, people I loved, were in danger.

      Then a new, even more awful thought hit. Even if I let Wade and Corman fight, Barbie and Gage might kill Jadine, Dillon, and the kids just for fun.

      A sound like a balloon popping came from the darkness. We all jumped. Waterlogged shoes squished across the pavement. Sol flickered into view. His too-white bald head shone like corpse flesh in the moonlight. Cold, wet fingers closed on my wrist. Chill radiated through my body.

      Sol’s voice slithered into my head. I’ll make sure they uphold their end.

      I took in Dillon’s wide eyes and trembling lips. I let her kids’ cries wash over me. Stared at Jadine standing helpless behind Michael Gage’s horse. Then I glanced at Wade, a man I’d once loved. My thoughts ran faster and faster circuits. I couldn’t handle this.

      Sol’s grip tightened. You must endure all. I approved you to carry the mantle of the Gregorius Witch because you can rise above this and all other challenges.

      I glanced at Tanner, desperate for security. Just one glance from him, full of encouragement and warmth, was all I needed. I closed my eyes. Yes, I could endure this. And anything else. Not because Tanner had come, but because he reflected my own strength right back at me. He reminded me how tough I was. How tough I could be.

      Finally I gave Corman my nod of acquiescence. Yes, he and Wade could fight to the death. I hoped Wade chopped off his stupid, hateful head.

      Corman tightened his grip on his nerd axe and said to Wade, “Let’s see what you got, you fucking traitor.”

      Wade, huge hands gripping his axe, moved toward Corman, teeth bared in an awful, violent smile.

      “You’ve gained some weight,” Corman told his former best friend. “Sure you’re up for this?”

      Wade took long breaths through his nose and didn’t answer.

      Tanner pulled me away from the two men. The rest of my friends and family formed a half circle behind Wade. The ghostly motorcycle riders did the same on the other side, behind Corman. Sol went to stand next to the two horses holding my family. He stared up at them, his needle teeth bared. Barbie took one look at him and turned her face away. Even in death, she was a coward. King stepped near the spot where Wade and Corman glared at each other. He raised one translucent hand.

      “Go,” rang King’s shout.

      Corman reared back and swung at Wade, grunting with the effort it took. The axe whistled through the air. Too slow, Wade jumped out the way, bending his back to keep it from hitting him. My chest twisted with worry that Wade really had fallen out of shape. I gripped Tanner’s hand.

      He whispered, “It’s okay. You did the right thing.”

      My heart ached again at the one-night stand with Wade. How could I have wanted him over the man standing next to me? Because that man left you. Pushing the thought away, I turned back to the fight.

      Before the arc of Corman’s axe stopped, Wade swung. He aimed low, at Corman’s legs. Corman, realizing the arc of the axe too late, didn’t jump back fast enough. He yelped as the axe sliced his thighs, laying the blue jeans open. Blood flooded out of the wound.

      Corman slapped his hand over the injury. Some naive part of me prayed this was it, that he’d give up.

      But he raised his head to glare at Wade. “That’s the only one you’ll get, you cheap son of a bitch.”

      “Shut up and fight, you little pussy,” Wade growled.

      Corman let out a yell, raised his axe, and swung it again. This time the blade sang on the air. Wade met it with the handle of his own axe. Metal clanged together. Corman shoved off Wade and swung again with the same result. Wade blocked him, but he stumbled, sides heaving. This was tiring him out. He was out of shape.

      “Finish him, Wade,” Hannah screamed.

      Wade slumped away from Corman, axe dragging the ground. The smaller man followed. Wade waited until Corman was close and swung his axe up from the ground, shoulder trembling with the effort. It flew upward in the direction of Corman’s face. Eyes wide, Corman tripped over his own feet and fell backward. He’d survived by luck.

      Wade lost his grip on the axe. It arced over his head, and he staggered to one side to avoid its sharp blade. He recovered quickly and raced toward where the axe had fallen. Wade grabbed the axe, spun, and rushed at Corman, a warrior’s bellow coming from him. Corman lay on the ground as though in shock.

      This was it. Wade would kill Corman. Sol would make Gage and Barbie let Jadine, Dillon, and the kids run away from this. I let go of Tanner and took a step forward to watch the end. That gave me a different view of Corman. He had his hand inside his jacket. What he was about to do hit me like a blast of cold water.

      “No,” I screamed, tight bands of fury and fear squeezing my chest. I tried to run toward Wade. Tanner grabbed my arm and swung me away. Time slowed down as I watched what I couldn’t stop.

      Corman pulled a semi-automatic pistol from his jacket. The nickel plating glinted in the light from the motorcycle headlights. Wade, still roaring, ran at him. He raised the axe over his head to deliver the killing blow. He either didn’t see the gun or thought he was faster.

      “Noooo.” The scream tore at my throat.

      Fire flashed from the muzzle of the gun. Wade’s head rocked back, liquid and brain matter exploding to shimmer in the moonlight before it showered the pavement. Time stopped. The axe clanged to the ground. Wade fell to one knee. He stayed that way for what seemed like a long time, eyes blank. Then he collapsed onto his back. He lay staring at the sky.

      I jerked away from Tanner, ignoring his shout, and ran to Wade. I fell to my knees and grabbed at his still body.

      “It’s my fault. I’m so sorry. Please take it back,” I yowled at the empty sky.

      Corman moved in my peripheral vision. I turned my glare on him. He took one look at me, and his mouth fell open, his eyes widening. He dropped the pistol and ran to his motorcycle. Tubby and Hannah raced after him, each with pistols in both hands.

      “I will kill you now, you fucking cheater.” Hannah’s voice, guttural with fury, was barely recognizable.

      “Go to hell, you used-up bitch,” Corman came right back.

      His motorcycle rumbled, and tires squealed. Tubby and Hannah ran after it. Gunshots sounded. The vague thought that someone should kill him now, before he got away, flashed briefly. But then the world narrowed back down. All I saw was my dead friend.

      I hunched over Wade stroking the soft bristles of the abbreviated beard he had adopted after he left Gaslight City.

      “Please take it back,” I burbled, tears dripping off my jawbone. I chanted the words over and over, lost in guilt and grief. Sobs tore my throat raw. I didn’t care.

      “Give me my kids,” Dillon yelled from somewhere far away.

      “Untie my wife,” came Brad’s hysterical shout.

      Sol’s voice rose, and the earth shook beneath my knees.

      “Get the babies in the truck,” Finn yelled.

      A door slammed, and an engine revved. Tires squealed on pavement. The truck roared away.

      Sol had kept his word. Jadine, Dillon, and the kids were gone. I wept on.

      Caws came from nearby, and Orev perched on my shoulder, his talons digging in. Savoring the slight pain, I stared at Wade’s still face. His cheerful rumble played in my memories, as did all the times he helped and protected me. I wept, the pain so big it felt like I was splitting in two, and waited for his spirit and the last interaction I’d have with him.

      Horse hooves approached. Oscar’s voice came from nearby. “I call the hunt back in session.”

      He didn’t matter. The hunt didn’t matter. I’d just gotten one of my best friends killed.

      Running footsteps came from behind me.

      “Get her up,” my uncle Jesse said to someone, probably Tanner.

      Tanner’s earthy scent enveloped me. His voice was in my ear. “Darlin’? Get up. Lead this fight.”

      Orev dug in deeper, cawing angrily. I raised my head to see both Jesse and Tanner leaning over me. Tears blurred their faces. I wiped them away.

      “I can’t,” I sobbed. “I can’t leave him.”

      Tanner looked into my eyes. Whatever he saw there brought tears to his eyes. He shoved around Jesse and walked away. It didn’t take a genius to understand he’d seen the depth of my feelings for Wade.

      I wanted to yell at Tanner to come back, to explain it was nothing, that he was the one I truly loved. But I knew better. I’d known the second I woke up in Wade’s bed that it would drive a wedge between Tanner and me. I cried harder as I watched him go. He’d never let me win his heart again.

      Jesse leaned in close. “Listen to me. If you don’t act now, fight Oscar now, you lose. Do you want to give in to this…this blast of diarrhea shit?”

      I shook my head, too flooded with sorrow to do much else. I glanced down at Wade, wishing I had five more minutes with him. I needed to speak with his ghost. I had to tell him it was okay that he couldn’t be the kind of man I needed. He’d deserved a better ending.

      We all travel our road as best as we can, Wade’s voice said from inside my head.

      That halted the flow of hurt. It woke up some flicker of connection at the edge of my mind. I tried to pin it down.

      Ignoring Jesse tugging at me and his shouts in my ear, I let the thoughts come. Wade had done the best he could. He hadn’t been a bad man. Just a damaged one who thought he didn’t deserve better.

      Like Wade, I had done the best I could. I wasn’t a bad person or a nasty supernatural thing. But I often thought I was.

      The fog cleared away. I had found the root of the scar tissue. The thought that I was something unwanted, something evil.

      It wasn’t a new concept. I’d heard it all my life from authority figures, peers, even my own lousy mother. But they’d been assholes. The words and rejections had hurt, yes, but it was all so much hot air.

      Yet, I had internalized their hate. Why?

      Because it had been reinforced by someone important. Memaw. At home, in the place of comfort and safety, Memaw had taught me to hide what I was. That it was something bad. Something dangerous.

      The lessons, presented with love, had wormed their insidious way into the fabric of my being. They had become the toxic story I told myself every day of my life.

      Yet Memaw had loved me with all she had. She had given her life to protect me. How could one person be both champion and tormentor?

      Because she’d been human. Flawed and full of contradictions.

      She’d done the best she could. The way people do when they’re faced with an impossible situation. Just like Wade when he walked out of my life and then succumbed to the one night of passion—even though he knew he couldn’t sustain it.

      I saw something else, and it broke my heart. It wasn’t me who had determined Wade’s fate. It was his belief about what he was capable of as a human being. He’d chosen his own fate. I’d never know why he valued himself or his life so little.

      “It doesn’t matter now.” Wade’s voice came again. “It’s over. Your takeaway is to value yourself more.”

      My head snapped up to find his ghost kneeling across his body from me. He would let me see him one last time after all.

      “Overcome that seed of self-hate, or it’ll consume everything you love.” He put one freezing hand on my arm.

      He was right. If I didn’t let go of the self-hate, and right now, I’d be wasting this brave warrior’s life. That would be unforgivable.

      I called up my memory of Memaw, of her beautiful face, her long hair going from salt and pepper to gray and then to cotton white as the cancer ate away at her. She’d taught me to hate myself. Not to be mean or because she was a bad person. But because she thought it was best.

      All this time, letting go of Memaw’s teaching had felt like the ultimate betrayal. She had sacrificed so much to raise me and had loved me when nobody else did. But now I understood. I could love her and know she was wrong. Just like I could love Wade, even though I understood he’d been broken and had chosen how he’d lived and died.

      “You were wrong, Memaw,” I whispered. “But I still love you.”

      I went back to that door deep inside that I’d opened and walked through. The core of my magic hung suspended on the other side, the mantle and the scar tissue spell still fighting for control.

      I closed my fingers around the dram hanging from my neck. It was time to drink it. With my thumb, I flicked off the cork and raised it to my mouth.

      “I no longer want my seed of self-hate.” My voice came out as a little girl’s.

      I upended the dram and swallowed its contents in one gulp. Fire worked its way through me. My magical core flamed to life. The scar tissue began to burn, the flames so hot they turned blue. The door I’d opened caught fire, orange and yellow licking over it as the old paint blackened.

      My magical core exploded, the blast driving me back outside my body. Orange and blue flames licked over my skin. I was on fire. Burning. What had happened? I’d been so sure I’d done everything right.

      My cooking skin sang with pain. Noxious barbecue-scented smoke choked my throat closed. It stung my eyes and blocked my vision. The agony took over my thoughts, turning them into a red haze.

      Orev’s anguished squawks filled my ears. He was burning too, because he’d been part of me. That hurt worse than anything. I had loved him.

      “She’s burning,” Shelly screamed.

      “Use your coats,” Finn yelled. “Put her out.”

      “Get out of the way,” Tanner shouted. Something, probably his coat, began to hit me.

      I wanted to tell them not to bother. The fire was coming from inside. They’d never be able to extinguish it. But I couldn’t make my mouth work. I hunched over my legs as my family and my lover tried to beat out the flames.

      Oscar shouted, “Kill them all.”

      Cecil let out a bellow of rage. The ghosts who’d come to help me took up his battle cry. The sounds of battle began in earnest.

      And there I squatted, burning, as my living family battled the fire and not Oscar. This was almost funny. After everything, I’d screwed up anyway and killed myself. I went back over my actions and couldn’t figure out what I’d done wrong.

      Now I wouldn’t get to see what it meant to be the Gregorius Witch. Just my luck.

      Blackbirds flitted through my thoughts, beating at the disappointment until it seemed so much nonsense. The pain seemed further away with each passing second.

      It didn’t matter how I’d messed up. I’d done my best.

      Now all I needed to do was die so I could come back as a ghost and finish fighting Oscar. Even though I never quite became the Gregorius Witch, I’d still take the hunt from him. He wouldn’t win.

      If this was the next thing for me, I was ready to face it.

      I let my thoughts break apart then. The pain quit hurting. I let myself fall.
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      I lay in quiet darkness, more at peace than I ever remembered. All the things that had led up to this seemed a war of spun sugar and toy soldiers. I settled in to the soft comfort of this new place.

      Hands tugged at me. I brushed them away.

      “Get up.” Priscilla Herrera shook me.

      I searched the darkness for her. Her familiar face came into focus.

      “You need to finish it.” She tugged at me again.

      Though I could have rested forever in this soft darkness, I knew she was right. I sat up and let her pull me to my feet. We stood holding hands in front of my magical core. It was now a fiery red of glowing coals. I’d burned up, so I guess that fit.

      “I’m sorry,” I told her, even though what I really felt was peace. The greatest contentment of my life.

      “Sorry for what?” She waved one tattooed arm. “You’ve done it. Look at that.” She pointed at a burned-out husk, not unlike snakeskin, lying below my magical core. “That’s the scar tissue, the old you.”

      I stared at her in disbelief. “But I burned to death.”

      She laughed. “You’re not dead. You had to burn away the old useless part so you could take on the mantle of the Gregorius Witch.”

      “Did you do this? Burn to death?” I couldn’t believe it. The pain had almost driven me mad.

      “No. Every journey is different. From the day of your birth, you were the one able to ascend to half-goddess.” She beamed at me.

      For the first time since we started talking about this, I didn’t feel ashamed or scared. Instead, excitement stole through me, raising a shiver. “You mean I can still do it? Be the Gregorius Witch?”

      She nodded and held my hand tighter.

      “What do I do? How do I get away from my burned body so I can kill Oscar?” I glanced around, seeing no exit from this silent, still place.

      “Shrug off the burned skin, like an unwanted garment of old, and stand.” She came closer. “But before you do, and we merge forever, I wanted to tell you that I’m proud. We all are.”

      She turned me slightly. Behind her stood many wild-eyed women of all ages and sizes. My tribe. The other witches in my line. We stared at each other. The power rose between us, heady and rich. All mine. I felt myself lifting.

      “Go back.” Priscilla blew a kiss at me and faded from sight.

      I understood without her telling me we wouldn’t, couldn’t, speak this way again. She’d now be part of me, as would all the other women of my line. Their knowledge brimmed in me, whispers and spells, advice and experience.

      My brain shied away from the overwhelm, but I reined it in. This was my destiny, the thing I’d been born for. I listened to what the other witches of my line had to say. They explained to me about the survival of our kind.

      And it boiled down to this: don’t give up, you got this.

      I woke to the smell of barbecued flesh. Hannah cried somewhere nearby, loud, braying sobs. Tubby wept too.

      Rainey screamed, “Help her, goddamnit.”

      “It’s too late, sweet. Don’t worry about her now.” Jesse sing-songed the words the way a parent would to an overwhelmed child.

      “Nooooo…” Rainey dragged out the word and ended it on a sob.

      “Get up now, baby.” Memaw’s voice came from next to my ear and inside my head.

      My heart stuttered. She was here. She’d come after all. Even after I’d decided she taught me the wrong things.

      I tried to open my eyes and found that I either couldn’t or they’d burned up.

      “It’s okay,” she comforted. "You don’t need to see me. Just know that I’m here and I’m proud of you. You did the right thing.” A cool hand, which felt great all things considered, pressed to my back. “But get up now.”

      Caw, caw, caw. Orev’s call came from inside my head as well. He wanted me, us, to get up.

      I began trying to stand. My burnt skin crunched. Tendons, which had drawn up in the fire, resisted my efforts.

      “Oh fuck,” Rainey screamed. “Don’t let her fall over.” She let out a round of hoarse sobs. Jesse spoke soothing words, too low for me to understand.

      I wanted to tell her I was okay, that I just needed help standing up, but my vocal chords didn’t work.

      Feet thumped to the ground and approached me. I felt Oscar, knew him the way I’d know a fart in a car.

      “That’s that,” he said. “I’ll take her magical core, unless any of you wants to die for it.”

      No. He couldn’t hurt anybody else I loved. I mounted another effort to stand, this time ignoring the stretching of the cooked muscles. The stench was harder to ignore. I smelled like hotdogs left on the grill too long. I pushed past the pain and began to get to my feet, one arm reaching out blindly.

      “She’s alive,” Tanner choked. He’d been crying. I didn’t have to see him to recognize it in his voice. He put his hands on either side of my waist. “It’s okay. I got you.”

      Hannah cried harder.

      “Get the burnt skin off me,” I rasped at Tanner. Good Tanner. Decent Tanner. Sweet enough to come to my rescue. Once this was over, I’d beg him to stay.

      “Oh God, help me. She’s trying to speak,” he sobbed.

      I tried to close my hand. Something cracked and fell away. What I needed to do came to me in a flash. Ignoring the resistance from my cooked muscles, I raised my arms. A silt of ash fell from them. Using both hands, I dug into what was left of my face, and pulled.

      Horrified screams met my actions.

      I kept right on pulling, digging with my fingers. I finally reached a hard surface, not unlike the shell of an egg. I pushed one finger through it. The crack, right next to my head, hurt my ears.

      I gave a vicious yank and felt the hard shell’s rip throughout my body. One shrug of my shoulders, and the burned-out husk of the old me dropped to the ground in a pile of stinking ashes. I kicked it out of my way with one bare foot.

      The sound of feathers rustling filled my head. Orev and I were one again, for right now.

      Oscar Rivera stood not five feet from me. He still had a smile on his thick-lipped mouth, but it was no longer a happy smile. This smile was one of someone so shocked they can’t move their face. I walked toward him, aware I was naked and not caring.

      “I’m back.” My voice carried the thunder of the hunt. I approached Wade’s still form. Someone had closed his eyes. His spirit stood next to his body.

      Kill this motherfucker for me. Wade’s rumble filled my head, and I tipped him a nod.

      Oscar began to back up. “We can bargain.”

      Someone fell into step alongside me. Just as I had felt Oscar, I felt Sol.

      “Don’t negotiate. He’s waged war against you three times now. You must kill him.” Sol’s grunts and squeals came through as plain as English. He spoke into my ear. “Recall the bargain you made with me some time ago. The time has come to fulfill it. Kill Oscar Rivera. Destroy his soul and all who helped him. Make this a horrible example for anyone else who’d like to upset the balance.” Sol was gone before his voice faded in my memory.

      No problem. I kept walking toward Oscar. “Give me your headdress and sword, and I’ll make it fast.”

      Oscar ran to his horse and mounted it. He turned the gray horse to face the huntsmen and the motorcycle men, who’d all frozen, either in terror or in preparation of the shit hitting the fan.

      “Get them! Kill them all!” Oscar pointed at my family and me.

      The hounds bayed, and a horse whinnied. The phantom motorcycles thundered to life. All the huntsmen charged.

      I reached for the mantle, the power that now belonged to me, and found it ready. Vast and infinite, it bent my vision with shadows and color I’d never before noticed. A world to explore.

      The huntsmen barreled toward me, all their fears and nightmares hanging over them like clouds. They didn’t know enough to shield their bruised psyches from me. Too bad for them.

      I centered myself and called to the spirits who’d already come to our aid and any who wanted to join in. They assembled before me. Friends, family, enemies. The hunt rushed toward them. I poured energy into my spirits, made them into the nightmares of the huntsmen.

      A cry went up from the huntsmen. The horsemen tried reining in their horses. The motorcycle men braked, back tires fishtailing. But it was too late. They raced through the wall of ghosts and nightmares, screaming. Rather than staying to fight, they fled down the road.

      I jumped out of the way and watched them go, mildly annoyed. They’d have to be found and disposed of. But now wasn’t the time. Now was the time of Oscar’s reckoning. I turned back to him and raised my arms.

      The sounds of feathers rustling echoed in the dark night. I flapped my arms as I walked toward Oscar, kicking up dust. Oscar spurred his horse, but the horse reared up and threw Oscar to the ground. He landed with a rattle of bones and metal, whatever he’d used to fuse together the thing he now was.

      I took the last steps running and grabbed his headdress. I pulled as hard as I could. Oscar wrapped gloved fingers around the antlers to hold the headdress in place. He kicked at me with booted feet.

      “Get out of the way,” Tanner yelled.

      I let go of the headdress and took a step backward. This man was the best in the world. Even hurt and angry about whatever he’d guessed about Wade and me, here he was, fighting for me.

      Tanner swung the long-handled axe he’d come with, just as he’d planned from the beginning. Oscar put both arms up and screamed. Though Tanner had thought it would take several swings, Oscar’s head popped right off. Naked bone gleamed in the ambient light. His sword dulled and rolled away from the body. I’d get that later. First the headdress.

      I grabbed the antlers and shook out the skull. It thumped on the ground and rolled away. I put on the headdress. It clamped down on my head and tightened.

      The weight of the headdress should have been uncomfortable, but I barely felt it. I was the mistress of the hunt. Images of chases flashed through my mind, all of them tasting like victory. Bloodlust bubbled through my veins. I stepped over Oscar’s carcass and picked up his sword off the ground. A little push of magic made the silver glow as it had for Oscar. Wearing nothing but the headdress and my power, I held the sword over my head.

      “I call the Wild Hunt,” I shouted. “And these are my huntsmen.” I swept an arm behind me. Power sang through my body, eager to fill my command. I was the Gregorius Witch, owner of my own destiny. My first taste of this new power would come in the dish of revenge. I was eager for its taste on my lips.
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      Metal clanged and leather squeaked as my command carried itself out. I found myself seated on a huge black horse. Black leather pants covered my legs. A leather shield covered my chest. The sword, still in my hand, shrunk into a jeweled dagger with a blade in the shape of a flame. Fire winked in its depths. My fire. I shoved it into a leather scabbard attached to my thigh.

      Some part of me, probably from one of the witches who’d come before me, knew how to command the horse. I turned it to face my army.

      The people who’d loved me enough to come when I needed them awaited my command. They all sat astride black horses with red eyes. The hunt had clothed them in black leather, and they held swords with flame shaped blades that gleamed like the coldest ice. Behind them stood an army of hounds, black with red eyes, and glowing red-tipped ears. The snarl of the beasts rumbled. They were ready to go. So was I.

      “I call the Wild Hunt,” I yelled again. “Oscar Rivera is my first target.” With a rustle of feathers, Orev and I raised the dagger.

      Oscar’s headless body shifted. The middle of it roiled and wiggled. Out crawled the mandrake root. It had a pointed, ridged head with a sprig of roots for hair but no eyes or face, root-like arms with no fingers, and legs of a similar fashion. The thing scrabbled out onto the road and took off running.

      “Now,” I shouted, and we chased him into the night. The clouds moved off the moon and made the mandrake containing Oscar’s soul glow.

      We raced after it.

      Finn and Jesse rode around me to get ahead of Oscar. The hounds followed, baying their excitement. We surrounded Oscar. The weird mandrake man ran from horse to horse, only to have the hounds snapping at him. I slid off my mount.

      Sol had told me not just to destroy Oscar, but to make an example of him. I glanced at Mysti.

      “I’d appreciate help from both you and Brad.” I didn’t wait to see if she would comply. She would. That was a given.

      “What do we do?” Brad said from behind me.

      “I’m going to draw him out of the mandrake…” I began.

      “Then we’ll need to prepare a ritual.” Mysti dug in her pockets.

      “I won’t need it.” Our eyes locked, and hers widened. I’d always wonder what she saw but would never ask.

      I spoke to all my huntsmen in a booming voice. “Once the soul is out, I’m going to tear the spirit apart. Each of you will consume part of it.” I swept my eyes over my huntsmen. Revulsion, greed, and excitement stared back. “You’ll take on part of Oscar’s power, which is vast. This is my reward for your help.”

      I spoke to Mysti. “Once he’s out, you and Brad hold him.”

      Mysti began digging in her pocket again. She drew out a weird little cross with red thread twined around where the wood met. She held it up to me and nodded.

      I stalked toward Oscar and held out one hand, palm up. I imagined a hook. I reached inside the mandrake and pulled.

      For the first time, I saw the real Oscar Rivera, shed of his beautiful sloe eyes and full lips. He was an ugly little creature resembling a furry frog. He snapped at me, flashing needle teeth. One of them punctured my spirit.

      The pain shot through my midsection. I dropped to my knees but kept pushing. My body shook with the effort. One of the dogs whined next to me. I changed the hook into a dog’s mouth and latched onto Oscar.

      He fought harder than I’d thought him capable. I locked my jaws and let him whip me around, saving my energy and waiting. He stopped to rest. I jerked him out of the mandrake.

      Mysti and Brad crowded in, faces pinched in concentration.

      “We bind you to this spirit maze

      Oscar Rivera

      There you’ll wander lost in haze

      Unable to break free.”

      They repeated the chant, and I used my will to push Oscar at the red thread. He went screaming. Once on the red thread, he became a white, shifting mist. I pulled my dagger from its sheath.

      “Shelly Gregg,” I yelled and sliced off a sliver of Oscar.

      His scream cut the night, so intense and pain-filled the hounds howled. So did a few coyotes in the distance. Shelly lapped down the piece of spirit I offered her, eyes dark with greed. I kissed her cheek.

      “Finn Gregg,” I yelled and cut off another sliver. Oscar’s shrieks shook the night. I ignored them.

      My cousin didn’t welcome his gift as Shelly had, but he took the offered reward without argument. He accepted my kiss and staggered away holding his chest.

      “Just let it settle,” I called after him. I faced the grouping of people again. “Tanner Letts.”

      My sweetie came forward, shoulders stiff, eyes gleaming and eager. He understood this ritual and the exchange of power. He put both hands on my wrist and took his bite of soul. He kissed my lips. I kissed him back.

      “Hannah Kessler,” I called.

      My friend hurried to me and hissed, “Corman got away while you were burning.”

      “I know. We’ll get him. I promise.” I held out the sliver of Oscar’s spirit to her.

      She took it, eyes closed in pleasure. Once the extra presence in her hit, she clapped her hand to her chest, eyes widening. Shelly came to take her away.

      One by one, everybody who’d come to my aid received what I had to offer, including Mysti, Brad, and Desiree. Then the last and largest sliver of Oscar hovered on my blade. I sucked it down like a delicious bit of candy. Somewhere I heard Sol laughing.

      I mounted my horse and yelled, “I call the Wild Hunt. Our target is Michael Gage.”

      We shared his spirit too, and all the ones after. King Tolliver tasted the worst. My mother’s spirit gave me indigestion. Which fit, I guess.

      At the end of the night, we went back to the crossroads, stuffed and satiated. We stood in a circle around Wade’s corpse. Desiree joined us. Her cold eyes bored into me. She’d always blame me for her brother’s death.

      “He wanted a warrior’s burial.” She dropped to her knees next to Wade. I dared not follow suit.

      Shelly, the only one who knew what she meant, directed us in cleaning up our mess and wrapping Wade in someone’s old sheets.

      Tanner worked alongside me. Was he going to stay? He’d kissed me passionately when I gave him his share of Oscar’s soul. My heart leapt at the thought, like I’d dodged a bullet. But then I remembered the look on his face when I was crying over Wade. He’d known something. Tears burned in my eyes. I wanted to say nothing and just hope he stayed. But that was the coward’s way. Tanner had to know the truth, even if it made him leave. I screwed up my courage.

      “I slept with Wade,” I whispered when we were off by ourselves.

      “I knew when you were crying over his body,” he whispered back.

      “Can you forgive me?” I clasped both his hands in mine, wanting to make excuses, wanting to convince him, and knowing I’d better not.

      He pressed his lips together and shook his head, brilliant eyes downcast. “I’ll help you finish burying Wade. Then I’m going back to California.”

      Heart aching, I slunk away and picked up my end of the litter we’d built to ferry Wade’s lifeless body to a lonely hilltop. All of us carried the still form in silence, save for a few grunts of effort. Wade had been a big man. We got him to the hilltop and set him on the pyre we’d built.

      Desiree turned to me, eyes wintry. “Will you?”

      I raised my arms with a rustle of feathers. I didn’t even have to call the elements. A mist of humidity coated my skin. Breeze rustled my hair. The earth sang at my feet.

      “Fire,” I sobbed and pointed one finger at the mount on the pyre.

      Lightning popped down on it. I gave it a little magical push, and hot, blue fire blazed over the man I’d once loved, the one who’d saved me, and the one I’d let ruin the best relationship I’d ever had.

      I inched closer to Tanner and tried to take his hand, wanting his steady comfort. He twisted away and took off walking down the hill alone. He didn’t say goodbye, but I knew that was it. He’d find his car and head back to California. Out of my life forever. Back to Dave, back to Neecie, who’d felt such propriety over Tanner that she took it upon herself to throw away his phone.

      A scream built in my throat. In less than two days, I’d managed to lose the three most important men in my life. I might have had the power of a demigoddess, but I sucked at love and romance.

      Hollow beyond what I believed possible, I watched Wade’s shrouded form burn. Tears rolled down my cheeks and dripped off my chin. My chest ached as though something inside had been cleaved in two. Though I’d fallen out of love with Wade, I had loved him as my friend. Nobody would ever replace the man who’d saved my life, over and over, just because he liked me. I’d never forget him.

      Hannah came and clasped hands with me. We cried together. Howled, really. Knees buckling, yelling our grief at the dull morning sky.

      The fire burned hot and fast, but it finally died down. We buried what was left of one the best friends I would ever have in an unmarked grave on a nameless hill.

      I walked to the largest stone and called my magic. I traced a W, turning the stone permanently black beneath my finger. I had to mark this place as special, even though I knew this was the last time I’d step foot on it.
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      Hannah and I walked down the hill together in the new dawn, Tubby trailing close behind. We reached the bottom. I glanced around for Tanner. Sure enough, he and his nondescript rental car were long gone. I bit back a crying jag.

      “I’m going to kill Corman,” I said to nobody in particular.

      Desiree came abreast of me. “Revenge won’t bring my brother back. Otherwise, I’d kill you.”

      I lit a cigarette and stared her down. I could scramble her brain with barely a push. “I take it you don’t want to help us.”

      “Hell no. I've got a daughter still in high school and a grand baby. This is your clusterfuck.” Desiree brushed past me and stomped to her car. She got in and started it. Backed up. She glanced at the seat beside her, face sour and disgusted. She rolled down the window and held out something.

      “It showed up on my kitchen table about an hour after you left,” she yelled.

      I hurried to see what she had. It was the spell book I’d always thought was Priscilla Herrera’s. Now I understood it went back much further than that, to a time so old I couldn’t even fathom it.

      “Thank you.” I took it with eager hands, excited to see what new information it held for me. Feeling Desiree’s eyes on me, I quit staring the book.

      “I’ll be in touch.” She drove off without waiting for my answer.

      Hannah had come to stand beside me, also staring at the spell book. We exchanged a smile.

      “Do you want to help me kill Corman?” Voice casual as if I were talking about making monkey bread, I raised my eyebrows at Hannah.

      She turned to Tubby. They had a silent conversation.

      Tubby shrugged. “He’s coming for us one way or the other. Best get him first.”

      “We’ll help,” Hannah said.

      We? I smiled at them, happy for them in spite of losing Tanner.

      Mysti and Brad approached.

      “I’m in,” Brad said. He had liked Wade, even though they argued sometimes.

      “Griff and I are in,” Mysti said. She and Wade had shared a special relationship, full of respect disguised as insults. She had to be feeling his loss. Griff had found in himself a man not unlike Wade, one who operated on brute strength and used violence to send a message.

      Griff stood a few feet back, brow pinched in worry. “Tubman’s right, you know. Corman will come for all of us.”

      “We’ll have to watch our backs.” Tubby put his arm around Hannah.

      Griff nodded. “I’ll put out feelers. People owe me favors.”

      “Same here,” Rainey and Jesse said at the same time.

      Everybody watched me. It took several seconds for me to understand they were waiting for my yes or no. This new station was going to take some getting used to.

      I nodded. “Find him any way you can.”

      I could have found Corman with the wheel of life, but it had burned back at that hotel with the rest of my supplies. Or were things like that indestructible? Perhaps they simply moved on to the next owner when it was time. My new knowledge about the way the universe worked suggested I had it right.
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      We took over a tiny roadside motel outside San Antonio. From there, I got used to my new position in life as I caught up with the business of the Gregg family.

      The mantle of the Gregorius Witch reminded me a lot of the forests of East Texas. Shadowy, vast, and full of things with sharp teeth.

      Orev and I ruled over a meager group of psychopomps who helped spirits of those who died too early into the afterlife. I now had the power to open those gates myself. Approvals and denials ran in the background of my mind, almost on autopilot.

      My witchcraft changed from spells and rituals to a simple moving of energy. Mysti coached me through the worst of it. I didn’t mess up too many things.

      And the hunt. It belonged to me until another worthy leader came forward. In one year, either at Samhain or Yule, I and my court would take over the skies. Like Santa Claus, only with weapons in our hands and death on our minds.

      The business of the Gregg family was almost as complex. Cecil had left elaborate plans with his lawyer about my takeover of the family. I signed the papers he sent and emailed them back.

      He called when he got them. “You people left a hell of a mess at that RV park over in Atascosa County. There’s a warrant out for the arrest of just about everybody in the Gregg clan.” He paused and chuckled. “If you want to surrender to the police, I’ll go with you.”

      “Send your bill, and I’ll let you know.” A few seconds later, his bill came. I paid it and fired him in an email. I turned to Rainey and said, “You’re hired. Do your magic.”

      Within twenty-four hours, the police were no longer seeking anybody in the Gregg family for questioning, and insurance papers for our destroyed RVs and vehicles had been filed. Rainey showed me my bill. I wrote a check on the Gregg family trust to pay it.

      Rainey and Jesse left that afternoon for Gaslight City. She couldn’t leave her one-woman law practice for very long.

      Everybody who had any kind of connections put out feelers for Corman. He seemed to have vanished. After a week, Mysti and Griff went back to The Woodlands, Texas. After two weeks and a very intense affair with Hannah, Tubby went back to Gaslight City to tend to his various illegal businesses.

      What was left of the Gregg family checked out of the little roadside motel. We tried to make plans, but our days of traveling together were over.

      Brad and Jadine went back to Summervale Carnival. They’d made friends with some other young couples and wanted to enjoy themselves. To my complete surprise, Shelly stayed with us rather than going with her daughter and son-in-law.

      “You’ll need me,” she said to my unasked question of why.

      Hannah and I had had enough of the carnival lifestyle. So had Finn and Dillon. They had children to raise, and doing it in an RV was putting a strain on all of them.

      The six of us traveled west of San Antonio in a rented van and stopped in a tiny town’s soda shop. By the time we finished our frappes, we’d agreed to look for temporary lodging. None of us quite knew how to move forward.

      Cecil would have known exactly what to do. I missed him wildly and spoke often with his ghost. He refused to give me advice.

      Shelly rarely spoke. She spent her days smoking and staring out the window at the dusty street that ran in front of the old two-story hotel where we'd rented rooms.

      One day, Hannah walked up to me holding out her phone. “What do you think of this?”

      I studied the screen. “Mountains. Desert. What about it?”

      Her lips stretched into one of her rare smiles. “Those are the Christmas Mountains, one of the best places in Texas.”

      I squinted at the picture, not sure what the point was.

      “It’s beautiful out there.” She started talking fast, which meant she wanted something. “Big Bend National Park is nearby. Balmorhea State Park is less than a day’s drive away. So is Marfa. Maybe we could go see the Marfa lights. That’s where they filmed Giant. The best part: nobody knows us. We could just disappear.”

      I took another look at the way blue clouds hung over the mountains and the way deep, impenetrable shadows pooled at their base.

      “There’s five hundred acres for sale.” She showed me another picture, this one of a little ramshackle house. “The property was a hunter’s retreat. There’s this house and another one. Both houses have solar power, electricity, and plumbing.”

      We sat in comfortable silence. I let out a sour burp. My stomach had been bothering me more than usual lately. I ate an antacid and offered them to Hannah as though they were candy.

      Hannah shook her head and named the price of the property. I looked at the pictures again. There was something special about the empty space. I could see myself out there building something worth keeping.

      “I’ll put in what I can on the purchase,” I finally said.

      Hannah squealed and hugged me. We did the jumping up and down thing for the first time in a very long time. It felt good.

      We told Shelly, Finn, and Dillon over supper at the town’s only diner. We’d eaten there so much we knew the nightly specials by heart, and the waitress knew what to bring us without asking.

      For the first time in weeks, Shelly sat up straight. “I’m ready to go. Get it started.”

      I’d have eaten a rat out of a rat trap before I turned away Cecil’s wife. The idea of rats and rat traps made my stomach do a queasy somersault. I needed to get away from this greasy, diner food.

      Finn and Dillon exchanged a glance. She nodded at her husband. He cleared his throat, olive skin darkening over his cheekbones.

      “You remember me marrying Brad and Jadine?” He played with his tea glass.

      I nodded. He’d been competent and amusing, his natural talent for public speaking coming through.

      “I’m thinking about doing old-fashioned tent revivals with faith healings.” His dark eyes, so like my father’s, so like mine, settled on my face.

      I tried to work out the logistics of the faith healings. Dillon could persuade people of a lot of things, but it wore off fast. Then I glanced at Zora, their daughter. She gave me a smile much older than her years.

      When I’d first met her, she’d been able to bring small creatures back to life. But as she matured, her gifts changed with her. Her ability to resurrect had lessened to healing abilities. But they were strong.

      My muscles tightened at the idea of my baby cousin becoming a faith healer. It could be dangerous for her. But I couldn’t argue against it. We were Greggs. Travelers who made our gifts work for us. I did have one question.

      “You’re going to do that without traveling around?” I saw the dangers, but I also saw the draw.

      Finn shrugged. “Lotta land out where you two are going. I thought we could find a place nearby and…”

      “Hide with me on my five hundred acres?” I smiled, and Finn smiled back.

      That huge property would come in handy. I’d use my magic to make it a place people didn’t see and didn’t get curious about. The energy crackled inside me, eager for such a great task.

      The next day Hannah called the realtor and started moving forward on a purchase.

      Griff called a few days later. His voice was high, nervous. “Get on your laptop and look at the latest news from Gaslight City.”

      I typed in a search. The headline came up.

      “Gaslight City Sheriff, Dean Turgeau, Shot to Death by Former Biker Gang Leader.” The shooting had happened earlier that morning.

      Underneath the headline was Dean’s campaign photo. Next to it, a mug shot of a roughed-up Corman.

      Throat tightening, I skimmed the article. Corman had walked right up to a car Dean was sitting in and shot him through the window. He’d died before the ambulance could get there. I wondered what would become of his wife and new baby. Tears brimmed over and streaked down my face.

      Wade wasn’t there to save him this time. And neither was I.

      I read who Corman went after once he killed Dean, and my blood went cold.

      Hannah ran into the room, gasping and holding her phone. Our eyes locked.

      “Is he dead?” I asked.

      Hannah, who saw deaths accurately, shook her head. “But we have to go.”
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      Hannah and I spent the rest of the day driving too fast. I practiced the dimness spell I planned to use on our ranch in the mountains. We passed many black and white Texas Department of Safety cars, but not one of them turned on their bubble lights.

      We sped into the Gaslight City Hospital parking lot and squealed into a parking place. We raced into the hospital.

      I stopped at the reception desk. “Tubby Tubman.”

      The young woman manning the desk goggled at me.

      Hannah leaned into her face. “Thomas Earl Tubman.” She rattled off his Social Security number.

      Had I not been so worried, her knowing Tubby’s social would have interested me more. She and Tubby had gotten mighty close indeed. Good for both of them. They were both wonderful, fierce people who deserved equals.

      The woman tapped a few keys. “Mr. Tubman is still in emergency surgery. His lawyer is in the waiting room.”

      Rainey. We got directions to the waiting room and took off running.

      “Don’t run in the hospital,” the receptionist called after us.

      “Lick me where I pee,” Hannah muttered and kept running.

      Rainey stood as soon as she saw us. My uncle Jesse bolted out of his seat and threw his arms around me.

      Tears I didn’t even realize I’d been holding in came, and I sobbed in his arms. I’d been doing a lot of that lately. Maybe buying the new place and getting settled would help my emotions settle down.

      Rainey, Jesse, Hannah, and I spent the next hours in the waiting room talking about everything but Tubby.

      “I hate Corman Tolliver. That nasty bastard shot Tubby four times. He only stopped because he ran out of bullets.” Her lips trembled, but her eyes stayed dry. “Tubby’s been my client almost as long as Jesse.” She squeezed her husband’s hand.

      “That’s the toughest little son of a bitch in the world. He’s gonna pull through.” Jesse cradled his wife’s hand in both of his.

      Hannah sat twisting her fingers and watching the door.

      Several hours later, a female doctor came in with a chart. “You all must be here for Mr. Tubman. He was lucky. He’s resting…”

      Our cheer drowned out the rest of whatever she said. Hannah rushed at her and hugged her. She begged to see Tubby until they let her. I let her go alone. Tubby and I had turned a corner, and it was no longer my place to butt into his life.

      I sat in the waiting room with Jesse and Rainey and told them what I planned to do about Corman Tolliver. My uncle, who’d spent all his adult life in prison, listened carefully and helped me flesh out my ideas.

      I waited until three a.m., the witching hour, to approach the Gaslight City Sheriff’s Office. Rainey had been able to determine a transfer bus would come for Corman the next morning. Tonight he’d still be in one of their few holding cells. It would be our last chance.

      In the parking lot of the sheriff’s office, I used flying ointment on my third eye and at the base of my neck to help me into a meditative state. I leaned against the building.

      Within seconds, energy crackled through me. The elements came—a fine mist coating my skin, soft wind full of magic, the earth thrumming at my feet. Fire lit and began to burn inside me. I did a chant more because I missed the ceremony of it more than because I had to.

      “By the power of the elements

      The power of three

      Let me blend with my surroundings

      Blessed be.”

      I repeated the chant until I felt lighter.

      “Oh dear,” Rainey whispered. “You still there?”

      “Yes.” It felt as though I were speaking from within a long, dark cave.

      “Shall I tell Hannah it’s a go?” Rainey held her fingers over her phone, waiting for me to call it.

      “Do it.” Without waiting to see if she did, because a good leader doesn’t have to, I slipped toward the door of the sheriff’s office and waited.

      Hannah’s car careened around the corner. The tires squalled to a stop. Hannah bailed out of the car and raced for the door of the sheriff’s office, sobbing. She never even looked my way, probably didn’t see me. I followed her inside and slipped along the wall.

      “There’s a man following me,” Hannah gasped at the officer on duty.

      The officer’s face never changed expression. “What’s going on?”

      “I stopped at Twenty-Four for cigarettes. He came over to me in the parking lot, trying to get me into his car. I told him to fuck off and…” Hannah spoke faster and faster, the hysterical edge in her voice quite believable for a woman who’d only landed one acting role in her whole life.

      I crept through the office and to the door leading to the cells. I put my hand on the card slot, fascinated at how my skin blended with the stainless steel, and gave the mechanism inside a little jolt of fire. The green light began blinking. I pulled the door open as little as I could.

      Hannah began to yell in earnest. “Oh my gawd. I think that’s him.”

      She ran to the door. The officer stood to watch her. I opened the door leading to the holding cells a little wider and slipped through the crack, muscles wire tight, heart slamming against my breastbone.

      I crept down the narrow row of cells. Rather than the stereotypical iron bars, each one had a heavy steel door with a tall, narrow window of security glass. I peeked inside the darkened cells, searching for a presence I knew well. I found Corman in the last one.

      I passed my hand over the door, and it clicked open. I went inside, pointed at the surveillance camera I knew was in the upper corner, and whispered, “You don’t see me.”

      “I knew you’d come,” Corman said from the darkness.

      “That so?” Waiting for my eyes to adjust, I kept my distance.

      “I was waiting.” The bed rustled as he moved around.

      I tensed, pressing my back against the wall. I still couldn’t see him. A dark shape rushed toward me. When I saw the whites of his eyes, I danced away.

      The room cooled to freezing. A rumbling voice filled it. “Not so easy, little man.”

      Flesh slammed against the concrete block wall. Corman let out a pained yelp. I poured magic into my vision and finally got a good look at him. Corman, shirtless, tattoos on display, panted as Wade’s ghost pressed him against the wall. Corman held some kind of sharp weapon. He tried to stab Wade, but his arm wouldn’t move. Wade had him pinned. And it didn’t matter anyway because Wade was dead.

      “This is it,” Wade’s voice filled the room and my head. “Do it, and move on with your life.”

      “Cheating bitch,” Corman grunted.

      I darted forward and snatched his knife out of his hand. “Aww…does that mean we can’t be friends anymore?”

      Corman struggled against the ghost holding him still.

      I slashed his throat open in one smooth motion. Wade let go of him and winked at me. I used my new power to find the shining ball of white that was his soul. I washed away the darkness that had followed him through his life and opened the gates of the afterlife. He streaked through. I sent a wish of goodwill after him.

      Corman slid to the floor, gagging, trying to hold his throat closed. His soul brightened in preparation of exiting his body.

      I watched, fascinated, but backed away, determined not to let the blood spreading around him get on my shoes.

      “I’ll witness your final seconds,” I told him.

      The anger I’d held for Corman drained away, and I saw him for the sad little man he’d been all along. Angry at the world. Angry at himself. Behind that was enough loyalty and passion to drive an army. The waste saddened me, but not enough to take his hand and comfort him.

      The life drained out of Corman’s cold eyes. His spirit, brighter than ever, edged away from the now useless shell and stood before me.

      He’d died too early, and I held the keys to his soul’s final fate. I made my decision in less than a second. Corman had been too destructive in life not to be that way in death. But that wasn’t what made up my mind. He’d cost me too much to show him any final kindness.

      I moved toward his spirit. Sensing my intent, it shrank back and tried to dart away from me. Something inside me latched onto his scrawny spirit and sunk curved barbs into it. The gate between this world and the next opened with a clang that shook the entire building. I reared back and slung Corman so far into the dark outposts he couldn’t even haunt.

      “May you walk there forevermore,” I whispered.

      I walked back through the sheriff’s office, using most of my energy to make myself dim. I didn’t have the power of invisibility, but I could do the hell out of dimness. Even so, I still had to stick close to walls. I soundlessly slipped back into the main room of the sheriff’s office.

      Hannah waved her hands, still explaining her horrible night to the poor officer on duty. He dutifully took notes. I tapped her shoulder. She jumped as though a goose had walked over her grave and wrapped up her story.

      “I’m sure he’s gone.” She let out a fake laugh. “I’ll just go straight back to my boyfriend’s.” Hannah stood.

      “Who’s your boyfriend?” The officer followed suit.

      “Tubby Tubman.” Hannah gave him the sweetest smile.

      The officer’s face stilled. He saw Hannah to the door and forcefully told her to have a good night. She drove around the block and picked me up.

      “It’s done.” I slid into the car.

      She started driving. “You don’t sound thrilled.”

      “In the end, he was just a pathetic turd who died a lonely, horrifying death.” I leaned back in the seat, nausea swimming in my stomach. A few blocks later, I had Hannah pull over so I could vomit on the curb in front of someone’s house.

      The next morning, the story of Corman’s murder was all over the news. The camera had picked up only Corman’s shadow in the darkened cell. Authorities were saying he’d killed himself. Considering he’d killed a sheriff, they probably didn’t really care.

      Tubby was still in the hospital, and Hannah refused to leave town. We stayed at Rainey’s. My uncle’s residence there had facilitated a few changes. Gone was the austere white carpet. In its place was wood stained a warm color.

      “You like it? I cut, stained, and installed the flooring myself.” Jesse reclined on the formerly nice leather couch, now covered with scratches. Rainey’s dog, Ugly, sprawled in his lap.

      We spent two weeks with them while Tubby regained his strength at the hospital. Hannah went to be with him every day and forced him to do his physical therapy. Their cussing arguments were the talk of Gaslight City’s medical personnel.

      Jesse and I took long walks through Rainey’s fancy neighborhood and talked more than we ever had. The year was guttering, and the weather had turned into what passed for winter in Texas. Our breath puffed out in vapor with our words, making them seem more important than they were.

      I told Jesse everything about what had happened with Wade and Tanner’s reaction to it. He laughed at how I’d screwed things up. I surprised myself by laughing too.

      “Things are going to be what they’re going to be, aren’t they?” I stopped while Ugly peed next to a tree.

      Jesse nodded. “Can you live with that?”

      I thought about his question as we circled the block endlessly waiting for the dog to finish his business. We went back to the house. We started supper. Finally I had an answer for him.

      “This might sound crazy, but I’m proud of where I’ve ended up. It might seem like I’ve got nothing left, but I came a long damn way. I feel like I have everything.” I took a sip of my ginger ale. My stomach felt worse than ever.

      Jesse stir-fried chicken, intent on the bubbling food. “You finally learned to love who you are.”

      “I did,” I agreed. That peace I’d found in the dark place between my life and death stole over me. That night, I slept harder than I had in my life.

      A few days later, Hannah and I stretched Tubby across the long back seat of a used panel van she’d just purchased.

      “It stinks back here,” he whined.

      “If you don’t shut up, I’m going to shoot you again.” She doubled up one fist and shook it at him. “Kill you this time.”

      They smiled at each other. I swallowed my envy and felt good for them.

      We drove west and south. On a blustery December day when the clouds hung over the mountains like an avalanche of ash, Hannah and I closed on the property we’d bought together.

      That night we celebrated in a rustic steakhouse. It seemed funny to get a table for eight instead of twenty. But then Finn and Dillon’s kids ran wild until their mother used her power of persuasion to convince them to sit down and shut up. Tubby and Hannah ordered champagne and laughed too loud. It seemed like old home week.

      “I call a toast,” Shelly yelled over our din in her Yankee accent.

      We held up champagne flutes. Mine was the only one filled with water.

      “To new beginnings,” Shelly said in a softer voice. “I love you all.”

      We clinked glasses and made too much noise until they kicked us out so they could close.
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      A week later, sitting at the brand-new table in the kitchen of my run-down little house, I stared at the pregnancy test I’d finally taken. Two lines, a positive, stared back at me.

      My heart thundered in my chest, and excitement uncoiled in my stomach. A baby. And after I thought I’d never have one.

      I’d known, of course. I knew the first day I felt green around the gills for no reason. That’s when I threw away my cigarettes. That’s why I’d agreed to the purchase of this huge property. Wade’s and my child needed a safe place to be born and grow up.

      No question it was Wade’s. I’d known in the back of my mind that he’d healed all of me that night in his little house. He’d even tried to tell me in his way.

      A little sadness stabbed at me. Wade hadn’t lived to meet his child. This baby might have been the thing to break whatever curse he’d placed on himself. A tear slipped down my face, and the sobs came. I let myself cry until it passed.

      Because that was how life worked. You let the sad come when it needed to. Then you let it go. Otherwise life turned into a one-man shooting gallery where every target had my face on it and carried a lifetime’s worth of blame. Things were what they were. I was what I was—the Gregorius Witch, a spectacularly flawed woman of power.

      I wiped the tears off my face and sipped my Gatorade. Hannah and Tubby needed to know. Maybe Hannah and I could do that thing where we jumped up and down and squealed. I finally understood why it was important do that sometimes.

      Right now, Tubby and Hannah were the only people sharing this five hundred acres of nowhere with me. Shelly, Dillon, and Finn had taken the children Christmas shopping in Odessa and wouldn’t be back for days.

      I shoved the pregnancy test in my back pocket and crossed the creaky wood floor. We’d found the wood under the nastiest carpet I’d ever smelled, and the possibility of it, how beautiful it could be, gave me hope and made me love my first real house in a way I hadn’t expected.

      Just as I got to the door, someone knocked. I drew back my hand. Neither Tubby nor Hannah came without calling. And their house was the first one visitors to the property came to. There shouldn’t be any surprise visitors back here at my isolated little house.

      I had done the spell I’d planned on the property. Only family, close friends, and one other person could even see the property. And that one person would never speak to me again. I’d stomped on his heart too bad by sleeping with Wade.

      Tap tap tap.

      Orev cawed from outside. His warning caw.

      I took a step back from the door and called up my magic. A low hum filled the room.

      “Peri Jean? You in there?” The voice was one I’d been hearing in my dreams for almost seven weeks now.

      I yanked open the door.

      Tanner stood on my crumbling concrete steps. I’d thought of him at least once an hour since he’d stormed off that last time. But now that he stood right in front of me, I didn’t know how to react.

      What on earth could he want with me? There weren’t many possibilities. He’d forgotten something and hoped I might still have it. He wanted to tell me he hated my guts. He was here on business. The last one made the most sense.

      I took a good look at the man I still loved. The weak December sun shone off slacks made of some smooth, expensive material and rippled shadows over a white shirt that looked softer than anything I owned. His long hair fell in graceful waves over his shoulders. A man-style. His new California look. It agreed with him.

      I wanted to be angry at him, to scorn his fancy clothes. It seemed the right thing to do. Look at the way he’d left me. But I couldn’t work up any anger. My love for him welled up, so big I couldn’t tell it no. I closed the space between us and hugged him. He returned my hug, laughing. He even smelled expensive.

      I drew away. “You look great.”

      “Not as great as you.” He hugged me again and kissed my neck.

      The familiar thread of desire worked its way through me. I stared into his wild eyes. It was like facing down a jungle cat.

      He glanced over my shoulder. “This your house?”

      I stepped away from the door. “Yes. Sorry. Come in.”

      Pregnancy test still in my hand, I showed Tanner the two bedrooms, one bathroom, and Eisenhower era kitchen. Tanner threw the test several pointed glances, but I pretended not to see.

      Instead I swept one hand over my living room. “It needs work, but it’s got potential.”

      He finally pointed at the test, eyebrows raised.

      “Nothing for you to worry about.” I stuffed the test in my back pocket.

      Tanner recoiled as though I’d slapped him. His eyes, swimming with hurt, searched mine for answers. But he was out of luck. This baby was none of his business. Time to get Tanner out of here. “This visit is a great surprise, but I’ve got…”

      Tanner turned toward the door, even walked a few steps, but spun back to face me. The hurt was gone, replaced by determination. He strode to the kitchen table, sat down, and settled his gaze on mine.

      “I didn’t come here just to turn right around and leave. Sit with me and talk. Please?” He held out one hand, and the tail of a new tattoo peeked out of his rolled-up sleeve. For all the world, it looked like bird feathers.

      My heart picked up speed. Had he taken on the Gregg family mark? Surely he didn’t think he was coming back after the way he left. I caught myself. No need to put the carrot before the rabbit. The tattoo was probably some trendy thing his friends Dave and Neecie had turned him on to. Organic tattoos, done in the style of the ancients with an authentic antique hammer. That made me smile again. I sat down.

      Tanner cleared his throat. “I owe you an apology.”

      “It’s done. Let it go.” Conversations like this made me want to barf. Most things made me want to puke these days. But conversations like this made it even worse.

      He held up one hand. “Let me say my piece. I’m a shithead for leaving. I was scared, so I let Dave and Neecie’s offer serve as the perfect excuse.”

      “Scared of what?” I couldn’t even look at him.

      He took my hand. “Every day we spent together, I loved you a little more. I could see our lives stretching out ahead of us. To the end. And endings hurt…”

      I glanced up to see tears standing in his eyes.

      “It almost killed me to lose Bea and the girls. I thought if I ran away, then I’d never have to face losing you.” One tear rolled down his cheek. He pulled his hand from mine and swiped it away.

      I started to say something, to make some forgiving noise just to get him out of my house. He held up his hand to stop me.

      “There I was in California, with nothing and nobody to hurt me. But then Nichole and I settled our differences.” He took a deep, quivering breath. “I found myself with another chance to have fun with my sister and her children. After I thought I’d lost them forever.” He sat up a little straighter, seemed to gather his courage. “So I came back to Texas to find you. To tell you I’m sorry I ran off like a coward.”

      “You broke my heart. I loved you too.” Loved? Was I done with him? The ache in my heart said no. I still loved Tanner so much it hurt.

      He stared across the table, leaning forward in expectation. He’d eaten roasted donkey nuts. Now he probably wanted to hear me apologize. My pride spoke up first. He doesn’t deserve an apology. He kicked me to the curb like a box of rancid garbage.

      But then I remembered the conversation with Hannah right after Tanner left the first time. I swallowed my super-sized pride and forced out the words.

      “I’m sorry I hated my existence so much. It made being with me scarier than it had to be.” Saying the words stung worse than a sunburn on the ass, but Hannah had been right. Tanner needed to hear me admit it.

      He leaned back in his chair and regarded me. “We both had to die and be reborn so we could end up here.”

      His words punched into me. Queenie’s tarot reading flashed in my mind. Maybe all that upheaval had been going on for Tanner too, and I just hadn’t known. But now the storm was over. We’d both survived, and it was time to start a new chapter in life. One where I admitted my wrongs even if it kicked my pride right in the ass.

      “While I’m apologizing, I’m sorry for having a one-night stand with Wade.” I pulled the pregnancy test from my pocket and turned it where he could see the positive. “But I will never be sorry that this happened. I conceived the night Wade healed me.”

      For the second time, Tanner flinched away from me. His brilliant eyes dulled. He dropped his head to stare at the scarred wood table. My face heated at the baldness of my statement but not the honesty of it. Tanner had to know this baby wasn’t his. If he left now, I’d find a way to live with it. At least I wouldn’t be a liar. Tanner raised his head.

      “About Wade…” Redness crept over his broad cheekbones. “If I had called your phone and gotten a disconnected message…especially after I told you to call if you needed me, I’d have felt betrayed. Abandoned. The way I felt when I got back to California.”

      Understanding passed between us. He’d tried to get back at me, or maybe just forget me, in California. Yet here he was. The most decent guy in the world. My chest tightened.

      “And the baby?” I swallowed hard. My pulse picked up. Was I hoping he wanted to stay? Silly. Things didn’t work out like that. Not for girls like me.

      “I’m excited for you. You’ll be a great mother.” He said it the way people wish each other luck when they’re never going to see each other again. I didn’t blame him. Tanner was a special man, but raising another man’s child? Who was I kidding?

      Almost on cue, Tanner pushed his chair back and began to stand. He stopped midway up and dropped back into the chair. Brow crinkled in a frown, he stared at his fancy slacks, his inner turmoil so great it made my stomach hurt. Finally, he let out an angry snort. He raised his head and rolled his sleeve up to his elbow, eyes on mine. A new raven tattoo, very like mine, graced his forearm. My chest tightened. I’d been right. He’d taken the family mark.

      “Give me another chance.” His raspy voice barely rose above a whisper. “Let me be your partner and a father to this baby.”

      I started to remind him this baby wasn’t his. He’d be raising another man’s child. But he talked fast, his words running together.

      “I know this baby is not mine. But Wade isn’t here to help you. I am. I want you, and now this baby is part of that package.” He stretched one hand across the table, reaching for me. “Just say I can stay. I don’t promise to be perfect. But I do promise to love both of you the best I can.”

      The world seemed to stand still. I couldn’t take his hand. I couldn’t do anything. Now, after everything, Tanner wanted a second chance. For us to ride off into the sunset together.

      It was my wildest fantasy come to life. But fantasies are just that. Not real.

      In reality, Tanner had run off like a dog with a scalded ass. How could I trust him not to leave next time he got scared? Or started missing his old life, the one he could never have with me? Even better, could he trust me?

      The questions were good ones. And I needed to think hard about them. In seven months and some change, I’d have a baby in the mix. Despite Tanner’s promise to love it like his own, what if he left again? A baby didn’t need that kind of upheaval. I got ready to tell him no, that it just wouldn't work. But what I saw in Tanner’s eyes made the words lodge in my throat.

      I saw fear. Vulnerability. But behind that, hope. Hope that I would say yes. And love. I saw his love for me.

      He was willing to take a chance on having his ego crushed and his heart broken. Maybe his nose bloodied for good measure. But he’d loved me enough to come back. To chance it.

      Now I held the key to the rest of my life in one breath. I could send the man I loved away. Spend the rest of my life guarding my heart like a crown jewel. Waiting for absolute proof I could trust.

      But I’d be cheating myself. The baby too. I wanted my baby to have a father. Tanner would be both a good father and a good partner.

      The fear tried to rise up again, a flurry of what ifs. I gave it a rude shove. Fear would not hold me back. Because I understood now.

      The secret of living, and living well, was to jump. To take chances. Not wait for things to be perfect.

      Perfect didn’t exist. There would never be proof things would be okay forever and ever.

      Life was a ride at your own risk deal. To be lived as it came. A second at a time. Cry tears of joy when it worked out. Mourn when it didn’t. Love like it was forever. And fight the monsters when they came.

      “What if I tell you no?” My voice came out choked.

      Even with tears running down his face, Tanner smiled. “I’ll keep trying. I’ll beg. Do tricks. One day you’ll change your mind. Because this—us, you, me, and the baby—is worth it.”

      I shoved my chair back, stumbled around the table, and kissed him. He kissed me back, hard, his citrusy cologne strong in my nose and his lips hot against mine. I broke the kiss.

      “Did I show you my bedroom?” I knew I had.

      The corners of his eyes crinkled as he smiled. “No. I don’t think you did.”

      He held out his hand, and I took it.

      Life would never be perfect. No sure deals. But sometimes fate dealt you a good hand. I followed Tanner into the next chapter of my life.
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks into the new year I sat in my uncle Jesse’s truck outside Hooty’s church in Gaslight City. An impossibly bright sun beamed down from one of those early January deep blue skies. Gorgeous day, but only thirty degrees. Which is arctic temperature in East Texas. I rubbed the chill bumps scattered over my bare arms.

      “You cold?” Uncle Jesse adjusted the heater vent to blow on me.

      I turned the vent back toward him. “I’d rather be cold than puke on my dress.”

      Jesse smiled. “Wrong time of year for that sleeveless dress.”

      The dress had been Hannah’s when she married her first husband. Esther Bruce, Rainey’s mother, had altered it to fit my much smaller frame. It was nicer than anything I’d have bought for myself.

      “I know. But I wanted to do this before I really started showing.” Even though it was my second marriage, I wanted a church wedding. Walking down the aisle with a beach-ball stomach sticking out didn’t sound very glamorous. “Maybe I should have waited until after the baby comes.”

      My uncle threw back his head and laughed. “You’d never get it done then. If you want to do this, you’re going about it the right way.”

      Jesse’s phone buzzed. He put on his reading glasses and stared at the screen. “All right. My father-in-law says it’s time.” He got out of the truck and came around to my side.

      “Is Hooty a good father-in-law?” I asked as Jesse helped me navigate the four feet to the ground without getting tangled up in my yards of dress.

      “He’s almost over a guy he went to high school with marrying his only daughter.” Jesse gave me a wink and held out his arm.

      I took it, and we walked down the sidewalk in front of the church, past the naked January trees, the stiff, sleeping shrubs, and the empty flowerbeds. Dormant, all of it, waiting for another spring. Over the sparse months of winter, even one as short as winter in East Texas, it was easy to believe renewal would never come.

      But the perfect blue sky and blazing sun promised something different. Spring would come, and everything would be alive and vibrant again. Life worked the same way. In spite of all the deaths and the ends, a new beginning waited not too far down the road.

      My new beginning started in a few minutes. Other than taking on the mantle and becoming the Gregorius Witch, I had never been so sure about anything. Marrying Tanner Letts was the first day of the rest of my life.

      And it was going to be a good one. I knew because Tanner and I were good people. Good people don’t always get happy endings, but Tanner and I had gotten lucky.

      Uncle Jesse opened the door. Guitar playing drifted out. Hannah sat on the church’s small stage, strumming her guitar and singing “Storybook Love.” Tubby leaned against the wall nearby, one hand on the cane he’d probably use the rest of his life.

      Hooty waited in front of the pulpit. His dark eyes shone with tears. Tanner stood next to him. He broke into a smile as soon as he saw me. On the other side of Tanner stood a flickering figure. My father, Paul Mace. Forever young.

      A huge rumble went through the room as everyone stood and turned to watch Jesse walk me down the aisle.

      Faces of my loved ones, both living and dead, passed by too fast. Griff and Mysti stood near Jadine and Brad on the second row. Jadine reached out to let her fingers trail over my dress as I passed.

      The front row seemed empty until I let my sight waver. Memaw stood next to my grandfather, George Mace. Both were younger than me. Cecil stood next to them, hands clasped in front of him, face solemn. Next to him, Shelly stood in the spot reserved for the mother of the bride, elegant in a mauve dress. Rainey stood with a little space between her and Shelly so Jesse could join them after he gave me away. Beyond her, Dillon and Finn struggled to hold their kids still.

      Then Jesse and I stood in front of the pulpit, our backs to the congregation. Paul moved from his place beside Tanner to waver on the other side of me. He’d have been the one giving me away had he lived. But having Jesse, his twin brother, do it was just as good.

      Hooty asked, “Who gives this woman in marriage?”

      Uncle Jesse said, “Her aunt Shelly and I.”

      Jesse let go of me and went to stand between Shelly and Rainey. He put his arm around his wife and kissed her on the cheek. The room rumbled again as everyone sat.

      Hooty took a deep breath. “I’ve performed many weddings over the years. Hundreds. But marrying a woman who’s been like a daughter to you is…” He pressed his lips together and shook his head. He wiped a tear from his eye and swallowed. “It’s an indescribable honor.”

      Hooty went through the standard wedding vows, which Tanner and I both had requested. But after we’d said our “I dos,” Hooty said something I hadn’t expected.

      “The miracle of life isn’t the fact that we live. It’s that we weather life’s storms and survive them. I won’t wish you luck, Peri Jean and Tanner; I wish you strength and love. It’s those two things, mostly the latter, that keep you going.” He paused and smiled. “You may kiss the bride.”

      I looked into my husband's wild jungle eyes and felt the world opening up for us, paving a new road for Tanner and me to travel together. Together we’d find a way to fishtail through the sharpest curves and speed up the steepest hills. Not because we had so much horsepower, but because we’d learned the secret to winning.

      Knowing that we could.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      
        
        Keep reading for a special note from Catie.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Peri Jean Mace Fan,

      Ever heard the saying, “A lady knows when to leave the party?” I’m no lady, but I did know—deep in my gut—that it was time to end the Peri Jean Mace Ghost Thrillers series.

      Peri Jean deserved to go out with a bang and not a whimper.

      Though I know I’ll never please every reader, I hope you got a kick out of Last Exit. It was a blast to write.

      Which brings me to the reason I sat down to write this letter.

      Thank you for accompanying me on this journey.

      Writing these books has changed my life. It took me from an adulthood of dead-end jobs to realizing what I want to be when I grow up.

      (I actually suspect I’ll never grow up. How can you and still do this job?)

      The Peri Jean Mace Ghost Thrillers is far from perfect as a series. But this series will always hold a special place in my heart as the catalyst for huge change in my life. It’s the series that taught me I could.

      But none of this would have been possible without you—Peri Jean’s fans. You brought the Peri Jean Mace Ghost Thrillers series to life.

      Your interest let me know someone out there gave a shit. That I wasn’t just spinning my wheels.

      And when you told me how real Peri Jean Mace felt to you? That was when I knew I wasn’t crazy.

      Because all the characters in these books, all the settings, feel as real as anybody I’ve known or any place I’ve been.

      And that brings me to my second reason for writing this letter.

      Every thread in this story and every character came to the end that felt most natural and made the most sense. Not all of those endings were happy. But not all of life is happy.

      Rising above adversity—finding your inner Six of Wands—is one of the themes of the Peri Jean Mace Ghost Thrillers series.

      Life throws us curveballs. The point is not giving up. You throw that damn ball back and hit life right in the nuts. Hard. And then you holler, “You can’t beat me.”

      It’s one of the most valuable lessons I’ve learned. You see, I’m not so unlike some of the people I write about.

      If you want to be first in line to find out what’s next in the world of Catie Rhodes, there are a few ways to do that.

      Join my email list.

      “Like” my Facebook fan page. (Be sure to subscribe to notifications.)

      Just want to know when the next book is coming out? No problem. Follow me on Book Bub or Amazon.com.

      Now we’re coming to the end of this little “goodbye for now” letter.

      Thank you one last time for being a Peri Jean Mace fan. You changed my life.

      Never surrender and never retreat,

      Catie Rhodes

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Hey reader!

      

        

      
        Peri Jean Mace is a tough chick, isn’t she? The bad guy can hit her, but she always gets up and comes back for more.

      

        

      
        If you’re enjoying watching her kick the ass of evil, we need to stay in touch.

      

        

      
        Find me online so we can kick some ass together.

      

      

      

      
        
        Join Catie’s email list (and get a free gift):

        Click here to sign up.

      

      

      
        
        Follow Catie on Book Bub:

        https://www.bookbub.com/authors/catie-rhodes

      

      

      
        
        Find Catie on Facebook:

        http://www.facebook.com/catierhodesauthor

      

      

      
        
        Visit Catie’s website:

        www.catierhodes.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Catie Rhodes writes southern-fried urban fantasy with a strong dose of horror and a side dish of humor.

      She is the author of the Peri Jean Mace Ghost Thrillers. Her short stories have appeared in Tales From The Mist, Let’s Scare Cancer to Death, and Allegories of the Tarot.

      Catie was born and raised behind the pine curtain in East Texas. She comes from a family of world champion liars.

      Their tall tales molded Catie into a purveyor of her own brand of lies and legends. One day, she found the courage to start writing down her stories. It changed her life forever.

      Catie Rhodes lives steps from the Sam Houston National Forest with her long-suffering husband and her armpit terrorist of a little dog.

      
        
        Find Catie online:

        www.catierhodes.com
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