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Chapter One

I crept down the winding, unfamiliar road, a narrow ribbon of asphalt that twisted and snaked through a dense, primitive forest. Sunlight slanted through the branches of the skeletal trees, bathing the pavement in a halo of golden light. My worn tires rumbled against the broken asphalt, making me feel like I was driving through a hollow realm. The fear of my impulsive decision to purchase an old farmhouse without having seen it in person inundated me, and my heart pounded like a warning bell in my chest. I guessed at what awaited me at the end of the road; would the pictures I had seen be up to date? Was the farmhouse really as beautiful as it appeared?
 
As my car rolled up the gravel driveway, I fought back the wave of anxiety that had started to build. I had seen pictures of the farmhouse online, but they had been far too flattering. In front of me was a house in dire need of repair, with weeds and overgrown grass that reached my waistline. The paint on the exterior was chipped and faded, and a few windows were broken. The shutters hung limply off their hinges, creating an eerie reminder of the years this house had been neglected.
 
I pulled as far into the driveway as I could and stopped, feeling my heart sink at the sight of the empty house. I stepped out of the car and noticed a calico cat perched on top of the car, its big green eyes fixed solemnly on me. I hesitated for a moment, debating if I should shoo it away, when I heard a faint meow coming from inside the car.
 
I opened the hatchback, and there it was again. Sitting peacefully in the back seat was the same calico tabby I had seen moments before. I blinked a few times, feeling a bit dizzy from confusion. How did it get in there? I wondered. As soon as my hand reached out to pet it, the feline leapt from the car and sprinted away.
 
I shook my head, convinced that I must have imagined seeing the cat in my car. But as I closed the hatchback, I couldn't help but wonder what other surprises this old farmhouse had in store for me.
 
I took a deep breath as I stepped over the threshold and into the foyer. I spent a few minutes walking around to see how much of the inside of the house looked like the photos.
 
Much to my relief, the master suite had survived the years relatively unscathed. At least I'd have a safe place to sleep.
 
The rest of the house... not so much. I gingerly pushed open another door and stepped into the kitchen. Peeling paint, visible water damage, and a cracked window welcomed me. I went back to the master suite and dropped my bag. I had to get to work. I pulled out my phone to search for a construction business in Andale. My head swam with possibilities, I mentally made a list of renovations that would turn this old farmhouse into my own special place. I tried to get excited and see the crumbling house as a fun project. I could make it my own.
 
I quickly unpacked some of my things. At least the house came with a decent dresser that wasn't water damaged or full of too many spiders.
 
The bathroom in the master was a mess, but I had a roll of paper towels and a bottle of all-purpose cleaner. What more did you need? Bleach... and possibly an atomic bomb. I shook my head to get rid of the thought. The house wasn't what I expected, but it was salvageable. I just had to settle in for a bigger project than expected, but that was life, right?
 
Once I had my underthings and favorite sweatpants put away, I moved onto the next room. There wasn’t anything else to do, since I didn’t have cable or the internet yet, so I figured I might as well get started. I may not have been able to do much, but I could do something. At least some cleaning would keep me from sitting around obsessing over what I’d gotten myself into.
 
I sighed as I surveyed the kitchen. I'd need more paper towels, a new sponge, and likely some heavy-duty cleaning spray, but I had to work with what I had for the time being. With a few deft motions, I spritzed cleaner into the sink and then wiped away dried sauce and bits of food that had been splattered across the sink. Then I grabbed a roll of paper towels and tried to get one of the counters clean, too. As I grabbed a trash bag from the box I'd brought along, I felt my arms grow tired from all the cleaning. Once I had tied one side of the bag to the cabinet handle, I knew there was only one more item that would make this kitchen even more livable… a big trash can.
 
I’d seen one out back through the kitchen window. It wasn’t much, but it would do until I could get a new one.
 
My shoes scraped over the porch boards as I hefted a rusty-looking trash can inside. Every movement stirred up a cloud of dust, and I wrinkled my nose at the musty smell in the air. I left the can in the kitchen and put another bag in it.
 
Holding my breath, I slowly made my way across the living room, where green-black mold webbed up the walls, and into the dining room. The floor was warped here, and a broken pipe protruded from cracked drywall over there.
 
I continued my tour of the house, surveying the devastation. Dust hung in the air and had settled on the walls. Chairs were overturned, and the dining room table had chips missing along its edges. Clothes and toys, abandoned either by the previous owners or by squatters, cluttered the hallway, and I hadn't even made it to the basement yet. As I moved furniture and boxes to assess the damage, I wrote a running list of repairs that would need to be taken care of immediately.
 
The floors throughout most of the house were warped or buckling, so new flooring would have to be one of my first priorities. There had been a leak somewhere downstairs that had caused some mold growth in several more spots. I'd have to contact a specialist for that as soon as possible. And then there were all the windows… none of them provided any insulation at all, which meant replacing all of them with energy-efficient windows was essential for keeping utility bills low.
 
Deciding that the best course of action was to get a professional to the house as soon as possible, I called the only construction company listed in Andale. A woman named Andi answered the phone after a couple of rings.
 
“Figg Brothers Construction, Andi speaking,” she said and then waited for me to respond.
 
“Hi, uh... my name is Tilly Parsons, and I just bought the Winslow residence...”
 
“Oh,” Andi said before I could elaborate more.
 
“Yeah, so I need some help out here. I just moved in, and I didn't realize the house would need so much work. Do you have any availability... soon?”
 
“I can only imagine,” Andi said, and I heard her clicking away at a keyboard on the other side of the phone. “It actually looks like I have a cancelation this afternoon. Would that work for you?”
 
“Oh, gosh, yes. Oh, thank the Universe.” I was more than a little relieved. As I'd made the call, I imagined it would be weeks before I could even get an estimate. All the while, I'd have to make friends with the spiders and the mold spores.
 
“I’ll come by as soon as I’m done with my job at the Bates’ place,” Andi said cheerfully. “Should I call or text before I arrive?”
 
“Oh, no, I’ll be here. Just come as soon as you can.”
 
Once I was off the phone with Andi, I decided I needed more supplies than what I'd brought with me. While I didn't want to go all the way into Andale just yet, I'd passed a gas station on my way to the house. It was a truck stop off the interstate and had a large convenience store attached. There was a good chance they'd have at least some bleach spray and rolls of paper towels.
 
Determined to clean them out of their paper towel supply, I drove to the station, to restock my cleaning supplies. I remembered my way back to the station and pulled into the lot next to the pumps. As I was walking up to the building, a big rig honked its horn and made me jump a little. Fortunately, no one was around to see it.
 
When I opened the door, my eyes widened at the mountain of paper towels, buckets and sponges, cleaning chemicals in bright orange containers, and a plethora of trash bags. I couldn't believe my luck. I grabbed a few tools from the rack and loaded them into the trunk of my car, after paying, of course. To treat myself for all my hard work, I snatched a bag of chips, a cold espresso, and a six-pack of diet soda from the cooler.
 
I paid the clerk, who said five words to me total, and headed back out to my car. At least I knew that if I needed some sundries and didn’t want to make any kind of conversation, the truck stop was nearby. The clerk bagged my purchases in flimsy plastic grocery bags, and I hauled them back out to my car. Then, I drove back to the house with my much-needed supplies.
 
Once I was back at the house, I started to tackle each project one by one. I thought about removing all the excess furniture from every room so that Andi and her team could get started on replacing the floors and drywall. But I decided that grime and mold were the bigger issue. Plus, her team would have an easier time lugging furniture than I would trying to do it myself. So, I broke out those sponges and buckets of water because it was time to start scrubbing.
 
Hours flew by as I scrubbed and cleaned until all the walls, windows and salvageable doors were sparkling. I even found a few hidden gems that had been covered up. There was a beautiful armoire in one bedroom and an exquisite tapestry in the hallway.
 
I could barely believe how much progress I'd made in such a short amount of time. The house was looking better than ever, but I wasn't done yet. Still feeling inspired, I decided to take a break from cleaning up and explore some more.
 
I wandered around the house, noting how everything was now coming together after hours of elbow grease. The place didn't look nearly as horrific as it had when I arrived. It was almost like magic. I’d thought things were far worse than they were. I still needed Andi’s help, but at least the house didn’t look like it needed to be condemned anymore.
 
My gaze fixed on the intricate tapestry that hung on the wall. I could smell musty air as I approached it with my feet shuffling on the warped parquet floor. I gingerly touched its fraying fibers and pushed it aside to expose a patch of exposed, moldy drywall. I felt a strange sense of emptiness as I realized that all that was hiding behind the tapestry was a dead end. Because it felt like there should’ve been something there. Like I should be able to reach out and grab a doorknob, but it was just drywall. Moldy drywall...
 
I went back to the kitchen, grabbed the plastic bucket and filled it to the brim with soapy water before returning to the moldy hallway walls. I then knelt in front of the spot and scrubbed at it furiously, working up a sweat.
 
When I was done, I walked slowly to the kitchen, my arms weary from strain. I tipped the bucket over the sink and watched as the murky gray water slowly trickled away. Then I filled it back up again with clean, fresh water and detergent.
 
Exhaustion was beginning to settle into my bones. I was in pretty good shape from my daily walks and commitment to dumbbell training, but I was not used to doing so much manual labor in one day.
 
I dreamed of falling into a nice, comfy bed that night when it was time to go to sleep. Which reminded me, I needed to make sure the master suite was as up to snuff as I'd previously assumed. It might have just looked good in comparison to the rest of the house, and I needed to be sure I could actually sleep in there.
 
I gently opened the door of my new bedroom, and the faint smell of mothballs and dust greeted me. I walked in and inspected the bed. The headboard was made of dark, worn wood, and the mattress had probably seen better days. It wasn’t too bad, though. Not gross or nasty… just approaching the end of its lifecycle.
 
A thin layer of dust covered every surface, but at least the bedframe seemed sturdy. While a great deal of the rest of the furniture in my “furnished” house would need to be hauled off, the bed was at least usable until I could buy a new one.
 
Part of my fresh start had been selling nearly everything I owned before I moved, and I was beginning to wonder if I'd made a mistake. But it was too late to go back. I just had to make do.
 
I carefully pushed the selector button on the vacuum, feeling a spark of static in my fingertips. I crossed my fingers and muttered a prayer before flipping the power switch. The vacuum hummed to life, and I breathed a sigh of relief that it didn't blow a fuse or start an electrical fire. I set it to work, cleaning out the cracks and crevices of my mattress and box springs. Once the bed was restored, I rummaged through the cardboard box marked ‘bedroom’ and pulled out a brand-new set of sheets.
 
After dusting out a drawer a second time, I unpacked one of my bags. I filled the drawer, and then moved on to another. In it, I put my nightclothes and a few pairs of folded jeans.
 
Next, I moved onto the closet to see if I could store the few dressier items I'd brought along. While I planned to live most of my life in sweats and yoga pants, I’d brought some dresses and a couple of suits just in case. I figured I should get them hung up before I'd have to iron them again.
 
I reached out a tentative hand and opened the closet door, feeling the dry air rush out. A single, bare string hung in the darkness and I gave it a tug. A dim lightbulb blinked to life, revealing a closet caked with dust, webs hanging from every corner, and a closet full of strange shapes that cast eerie shadows on the walls. I held my breath as I moved forward, but thankfully, there were no massive spiders or signs of mold that I could detect.
 
I worked quickly and methodically, pushing the vacuum across the old carpet, sucking up crumbs and then using the wand to remove the cobwebs from the corners. I hung shirts, skirts, and dresses on the wire hangers, careful to match the colors. Just as I finished organizing my closet, I heard a knock at the front door.
 






Chapter Two

I opened the front door to find Andi, a tall woman with short, dark hair and eyes that seemed to sparkle in the sun. Her Figg Brothers Construction t-shirt hung neatly over her frame and her jeans showed signs of wear, but they didn't detract from her presence. A tool belt was slung low around her hips, filled with various tools of her trade. She flashed a warm smile and extended her hand as I invited her inside.
 
“Hi, I'm Andi,” she said, introducing herself. “I own Figg Brothers Construction with my two brothers. It's nice to meet you.”
 
We wandered the property as Andi inspected it, scribbling down notes on her clipboard and ticking off items from her list. She gestured to the roof that had spouted a water fountain from where a heavy rain had made its way inside, and then pointed to the walls where patches of drywall had disintegrated and paint had faded away. It all looked worse again under Andi’s scrutiny.
 
As we tracked our progress, we heard small cracks forming in the windows, indicating that despite my efforts to maintain it, the house was in dire need of restoration and repair. Andi walked around the kitchen inspecting the cabinets, her words punctuated by clicking her tongue in disapproval. The countertops were chipped, the cupboard doors barely hung on their hinges, and the appliances were vintage and rusted. She pointed down at the oven and shook her head. “Normally, I’d say use them as long as you can, but these are most likely dangerous,” she said. “We should invest in new stainless-steel appliances. They will be worth every penny in durability and longevity.”
 
Cautiously, we made our way down the old wooden staircase to the basement, the stairs creaking and groaning with each step. As we descended, Andi pointed out how many of the steps were broken or rotting away.
 
The smell that met us at the bottom of the stairs was unmistakable. It was a musty, moldy odor that seemed to be seeping from the damp walls and corners of the room.
 
Andi wrinkled her nose as she looked around and made a note on her clipboard. “We need to check for moisture down here,” she said. “It could be serious if it's not handled properly. If there's a lot of moisture, we'll need to install a dehumidifier to help control the humidity levels.”
 
I recoiled as another noxious odor invaded my nose, causing my eyes to water and my throat to constrict. I struggled to suppress a gag, and muttered weakly, “That's definitely not mold.” When I glanced up at her, there was an incredulous look on her face. “How can you not smell that?” I asked.
 
“I have a bit of a cold,” she admitted. “And I've got a bunch of VapoRub under my nose.”
 
I pinched my nose with one hand and covered my mouth with the other, trying to keep from gagging again. “Ugh, it's horrible, Andi,” I said, shifting my weight nervously and trying to suppress the urge to sprint back up the basement stairs.
 
The odor was pungent and cloying, a sickeningly sweet smell that seemed to seep through the walls and hang in the air like a thick fog. I could almost taste it on my tongue.
 
Andi's brow wrinkled and she grasped the doorframe with both hands. Tilting her head and craning her neck, she leaned through the doorway into the darkened room next to us. She took a few breaths before recoiling with a grimace. “Oh, gosh,” she groaned when she finally got a whiff of it.
 
Andi stepped back and gagged.
 
“What do we do?” I asked.
 
“I've got masks and a jar of Vicks in the truck. You can go back upstairs, but I'll need to go in there. You might have a sewer backup or perhaps a dead raccoon. Either way, I need to check it out.”
 
For a moment, I was relieved I didn't have to stay in the basement with Andi or go into the dark room with that horrible smell, but then I felt a stab of guilt. It was my house after all, and I worried about the young woman's safety too. I was way too maternal to just let her traipse into the dark, horrific room on her own. Who knew what was in there? But I did know we were safer if we stuck together.
 
“Grab me a mask too. I'll go in with you.”
 
Andi nodded and headed out to her truck. I followed her back upstairs and waited in the kitchen. By the time she got back, I had steeled myself to go back down into the basement.
 
We put on the masks, and I reluctantly followed her into the room. There was a light switch on the wall, and when Andi flipped it on, my heart sank. In the corner of the room was a body, no longer alive. The corpse couldn’t have been there for too long or I for sure would have been able to pick up the stench of death upstairs. I felt my stomach lurch as I struggled to keep my composure. I needed to stop thinking about corpses and the stench of death.
 
Andi's face was plastered with shock and disbelief. She took a step back, her hand shaking as she grabbed the doorframe to steady herself. I could tell she was just as stunned as I was. “Oh my God,” she whispered under her breath.
 
The sight of the dead body had frozen me in place, but that only lasted for a few seconds before fear surged through me once again. We were alone in this dark basement and had no idea who or what else might be lurking down here. I looked around anxiously and felt an urgent need to get out of there as soon as possible.
 
“I should make sure he's really dead,” Andi said, trying to sound brave.
 
“No, I'll do it,” I said, feeling another surge of maternal protectiveness. One moment I was ready to run, and the next I was volunteering to poke the dead guy. Motherhood had done strange things to my brain, that was for sure.
 
I slowly made my way towards the body, my brow furrowed with apprehension. I noticed his neck was bent in an unnatural angle, so I cautiously reached out and flipped him over. I recoiled in shock when I saw the empty whiskey bottle. The smell of alcohol was overwhelming, and the stench filled my lungs, making me gasp for air. At least the whiskey was better than the death smell… I thought as my fight-or-flight instinct kicked in and I booked it for the stairs. I could only hope that Andi chose to follow me because I couldn’t stop myself from fleeing.
 
My legs were pumping like pistons, carrying me up the stairs two at a time. My stomach roiled and I had to get to a bathroom fast. I burst through the door and stumbled towards the toilet. The cat, who had been following us earlier, was perched on the bathroom counter and its emerald eyes tracked my every movement as I tossed the toilet lid open.
 
The calico swished its striped tail back and forth. It met my gaze and said in a low, conspiratorial voice, “Go elsewhere if you're gonna barf; this one doesn't flush.”
 
My heart raced as my eyes widened in shock, taking in the state of the toilet. Without thinking, I pulled the lever in panic, but nothing happened. Nothing at all.
 
When I looked back up, the cat had vanished. I'd imagined its presence, and I'd definitely hallucinated it talking to me. It had to be stress. Because cats cannot talk.
 
Still, I reached out and attempted to flush the toilet again. Nothing happened, but at least I didn't feel like I was going to puke anymore.
 
Andi called out to me from the living room, so I shut off the light and left the bathroom. “I called the sheriff,” she said when I joined her in the living room.
 
“Oh, good.”
 
“Until they get there, do you mind if we go over my estimate?”
 
“Okay...” I said. I wasn't sure if I should be impressed or unnerved at how calm Andi was with the whole dead body thing. Maybe focusing on getting the contract was her way of dealing with her fear. Who was I to judge anybody on how they dealt with trauma?
 
Andi pulled out a clipboard and her calculator, going through the details with me. I stood in stunned silence as she recited the grand total of what it would take to restore the house to its former glory: new lights and wiring, new drywall, fresh paint, and a complete overhaul of fixtures for plumbing and HVAC systems. The list went on and on. It was going to cost an arm and a leg, but Andi assured me that the work she did was top quality, and the price included the cost of all materials necessary to finish the job. Other than appliances… that cost would be additional and vary based on what level of quality I chose.
 
When she finished up her presentation, Andi looked at me with a look that said, “brace yourself.” She paused for a moment before delivering the total. I gulped as my heart raced and my stomach sank. I’d seen that look many times in my life and nothing good ever followed it. She took one more deep breath before finally saying what I'd been dreading to hear, “We're looking at fifteen to twenty grand plus whatever appliances you choose.”
 
With a deep breath, I tried to think of what to say.
 
“I...”
 
“Keep in mind this is a rough estimate. I'll have something more exact once I can do a better assessment of the basement.”
 
“You mean it could be more?”
 
“It could be a lot more,” Andi said. “Basements can be tricky. Especially if there are issues with the foundation.”
 
“Do you think there are?”
 
“Not that I saw, but I don't want to rule it out until I can actually rule it out.”
 
I thought it over for a few seconds. “Honestly, Andi, that figure is way more than I'm prepared to spend. It's just more than I'm confident investing right now. I think we're going to have to prioritize the most important things. Like the hall bathroom plumbing doesn't work. The rest of it we might have to schedule over time. How long will the most pressing issues take?”
 
Andi paused, her gaze distant as she considered the job. After a moment, she nodded and looked back up at me. “Given the scope of the project, it shouldn't take more than a couple of weeks. I'll need to bring in my crew for some parts of it,” she said, her voice clear and confident, “but most of it can be done by me.”
 
I sighed in relief. A couple of weeks wasn't too long. I could handle that. I thanked Andi for being so understanding and then told her that I'd have to go over everything with my financial advisor before we could definitively move forward. In truth, I didn’t really have a financial advisor. I just needed time to think things over before I committed to thousands of dollars in renovations. That, and it felt wrong to do the deal and sign a contract with a dead body still in the basement.
 
Andi gave me an understanding nod and then began talking about the timeline for when she could start on the project. She went into great detail about how much preparation would need to be done before they started, giving me detailed information on what they would cover first, second, and third.
 
It was a lot to process at once, but Andi answered all my questions without fail and soon enough I had a much better idea of how long this project would take and what would be involved.
 
“Okay, that makes sense. What about any unexpected costs that may come up during the project?” I asked.
 
“Well, we always try to anticipate any potential issues that may arise, but sometimes unexpected costs do come up. If that happens, we'll make sure to keep you in the loop and get your approval before proceeding with any additional work.”
 
The sound of crunching gravel announced the arrival of the Sheriff, who eased his patrol car to a stop, followed by two deputy cruisers. Three doors opened, and the deputies emerged, their uniforms pressed and badges gleaming in the sunlight. As they cautiously surveyed the area, Shane stopped to button the top of his shirt and adjust his heavy belt that held his service revolver. He strode towards me and Andi with a small notepad and pen in hand. His face was hard and unreadable as he asked in a deep voice, “Can you take me to the body?”
 
I led Shane downstairs. I made a point to stay out of the room where the body was located but pointed the sheriff in the right direction. “There's a light switch on the wall to your right when you go in.”
 
Shane nodded. “Can you give me any details that stick out in your mind? Tell me what you remember while it's fresh,” he asked as he walked into the room to see the body for himself.
 
I hesitated, not sure how much I should reveal. “We found him in the basement in the side room when we came down here so Andi could do my renovation estimate,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “He was holding an open bottle of whiskey. I think he might have fallen down the stairs after getting drunk. Maybe he crawled into the side room in confusion or something.”
 
Shane raised an eyebrow, his gaze shifting to the bottle on the floor. “It might not have been his first night in this house,” he said. “Corey was known around town for being a heavy drinker. It's possible he was trying to avoid the inclement weather and stumbled into your home. We had some bad storms the other day. Lots of wind and hail, and some dangerous lightning, too.”
 
I nodded, but something about Shane's explanation didn't sit right with me. “Most of the bottle was still intact,” I pointed out. “It doesn't look like he would have been drunk enough to fall down the stairs after all.”
 
Shane shrugged. “You’re assuming that was his first bottle. Look, I'm not saying it's the only explanation, but it's worth considering. I'll have my deputies take a look around and see if there are any other clues.”
 
Andi stepped forward. “I can check the exterior to make sure all the entry points to the house are secured,” she offered. “We don't want anyone else stumbling in here in the same condition.”
 
I appreciated Andi's offer and nodded my thanks. As Shane continued to ask me questions, I couldn't help but feel a spark of attraction towards him. It threw me off because it was a spark I hadn't felt in a long time. I'd kinda thought that part of me was long dead and buried.
 
His deep blue eyes seemed to drill into me as he asked for my help, and I felt the familiar stirring of emotion in my chest. I reminded myself to stay focused and professional, so instead of allowing myself to get lost in his gaze, I politely offered my assistance. Once he said he didn’t have any more questions for me, I stepped away from him and went outside to wait. I hoped the distance would help me regain my composure. I couldn’t believe the little flip-flops my stomach was doing over him. What was I… a dumb teenager?
 
I hovered on the porch of my new house with my stomach knotted in fear. I watched in silence as the sheriff's deputies moved like a swarm of ants, passing in and out of my house. They carried boxes and bags of evidence, camera equipment, and stern expressions.
 
The sun had begun to dip in the sky, washing the world in a pale-yellow light. My stomach began to churn with anxiety instead of just hurting. I had no idea what could have happened in my basement, but the thought of a death occurring in my home was too much to bear.
 
Eventually, I was just waiting for the coroner and his employees to show up. It was a surreal moment. One that I never could have imagined just a few short weeks before when I first bought the house.
 
The neighborhood, if you can call it that, was eerily quiet as I waited, the only sound coming from the occasional car driving by on the street. I wondered if the occupants were rubbernecking at all of the law enforcement vehicles parked in my driveway and in front of my house. I wondered what they must be thinking of Andale's newest resident.
 
Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the coroner's van pulled up to the curb. The back doors swung open and two men in scrubs emerged, wheeling a gurney towards the house. They approached me and nodded politely, their faces grim and serious.
 
A few minutes later, they reappeared. And there it was, the body, covered in a white sheet.
 
The deputies walked alongside the gurney; their expressions grave as they observe the body being loaded into the back of the coroner's van. I couldn't bring myself to look at the body again, but I now knew that a man named Corey had lost his life in my home.
 
I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to shake off the feeling of dread that had settled over me. As the van drove away, I couldn't help but wonder how Corey had ended up in my basement. I knew that I would have to face the truth eventually, but for the moment, all I could do was sit and wait on my front porch, praying that the deputies would find some answers.
 
“I've got good news!” Andi's voice broke me out of my dark inner thoughts.
 
“It would be the first today,” I said glumly.
 
“The appliances won't last long, but I got the fridge working for now. The oven is iffy, but the stovetop should be safe.”
 
“And the toilet in the hall bathroom?”
 
“That will take some time, but I'll make it priority. For now, the one in the master looks good. Well, it doesn't look good, but it works fine.”
 
“Thank you,” I said because I wasn't about to look a gift horse in the mouth. “I appreciate it.”






Chapter Three

I took a few steps into the empty living room, and all of a sudden, my home felt like a ghost town. The silence was oppressive, and I was struck with the realization of how alone I really was. It was the reason I’d left my own home and moved to Andale, but I reminded myself I needed to give it time. I shook off the feeling and instead decided to focus on what I could do to make things better.
 
I walked into the kitchen, my eyes drawn to the same faded yellow tile and chipped cabinets that were there the day I moved in. A few items from the grocery store seemed like the logical next step in bringing life back to this kitchen. Or, you know, at least make it so I could eat.
 
A quick Google search told me that the only grocery store in town was Andale Grocery, and that it would still be open for a little while longer. Not wanting to waste any time, I hopped in my car and drove straight there.
 
As I maneuvered the car down the narrow roads, the sun was slowly sinking farther, deepening the hazy yellow light over the small town to a burnished orange. I breathed in the sweet smell of freshly mown grass and saw that most of the quaint shops were closed for the day. The streets were fairly empty, but there was a peaceful tranquility that eased away my dread.
 
I drove along the meandering streets of the small town, searching for Andale Grocery. At last, I spotted a vintage wooden sign with bright yellow lettering that proclaimed the store's name. I pulled my car into the lot and stopped, admiring the quaint building and its inviting atmosphere.
 
An elderly man sat in a wooden rocking chair outside of the store, squinting into the setting sun and watching the customers and passersby with a twinkle in his eye. As I slowly stepped closer to him, he suddenly reached inside his pocket and whipped out a handful of snap pops, which he threw at me in an impish display of surprise and delight. “Go away!”
 
I zigzagged between the tiny puffs of smoke, seeking shelter behind a parked sedan. A woman's stern voice cut through the air as soon as the last explosion dissipated.“Grandpa, knock that off right now!”
 
I stood frozen in place, not knowing who the man was addressing. “Go away!” he yelled again, and I scrambled backwards, away from him, desperate to escape. His voice was deep, rough and full of anger. He leaned forward, his eyes narrowing as he pointed to me. “Go away!” the man hollered again, and I wasn't sure what I should do.
 
How was I supposed to get my groceries? Maybe, I figured, I could just drive over to the next town.
 
“Come on inside,” the woman said as she flashed me a pleading smile. She motioned for me to walk past the man who was apparently her grandfather. She stepped between me and her grandpa and motioned to me again when I didn’t budge.
 
I gave a nervous chuckle and waved my hand at him as if to say “no worries” before pushing past him and then through the thick, creaking doors of the store. Inside was almost like a step back in time-the shelves were sparsely stocked but neat. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about analysis paralysis. In Andale, when it came to groceries, you got what you got.
 
The floors were cracked and patterned with faded linoleum tiles, and the walls were adorned with vintage posters of farm animals that almost seemed to be peering down from their frames.
 
“My name is Emmy,” the woman said. “Please forgive my grandfather. He's got dementia, and I cannot figure out why he keeps trying to run off customers, but he does.”
 
“Someone should probably take the fireworks away from him,” I said as gently as I could considering he'd just thrown some of them at my head. “And I’m Tilly. Tilly Parsons. Thanks for rescuing me.”
 
“He's harmless, really,” she said. “In any case, I'm sorry for the trouble. Would you let me make it up to you? I was about to head out and grab dinner. Join me?”
 
I paused for a moment, uncertain if she was just asking in an attempt to avoid a lawsuit or if she truly wanted my company. But before I could respond, she added with a smile, “Come on, it's the least I can do after all this.”
 
That, and my stomach letting out a growl, sealed the deal and I found myself agreeing enthusiastically. “Where should we eat?” I asked. “I have no idea what the options are in town.”
 
“I would suggest June’s Café. There are not many restaurants in Andale, but June’s is great. But if you don’t love it, then the next time I have to make up for my grandfather’s shenanigans, you can pick.”
 
“You’ve got a deal,” I said.
 
We made plans to meet at June's Cafe as soon as I finished dropping off my groceries at home.
 
“Take a look around and let me know if you need any help,” Emmy said.
 
I stared blankly at the shelves for a while, overwhelmed by the choices. Eventually, Emmy tugged my sleeve and pointed to the egg section. We grabbed a carton and added milk, bread, and a few other staple items. I followed her to the checkout counter, relieved that she had saved me from wandering aimlessly around the store.
 
I hadn’t realized how much the day had traumatized me until I struggled to pick out groceries. I had decades of experience buying and preparing food. It was a good thing I was meeting Emmy for dinner because I had no mental or emotional energy left to actually use the groceries to make my dinner.
 
The old man, Eustice, seemed stoically rooted in his rocking chair, gazing out into the parking lot with an expressionless stare as I walked out of the store. His eyes followed us as we loaded my groceries into the car, and he gave a slight nod when I waved goodbye.
 
I hesitated for a moment, wishing he'd at least give me an acknowledgment of some sort, or an apology, but instead he simply shifted his gaze away and remained silent as if suddenly unaware of our presence. He seemed like a completely different person than the man I'd encountered when I arrived. If I was honest, I liked the hollering, firework-throwing version better. Silent Eustice unnerved me.
 
But I could only imagine that he didn't care about me any more since I was leaving. Emmy had said she was struggling with him trying to drive off customers, and I was on my way out. As far as he was concerned, I was a solved problem.
 
Still feeling slightly intimidated by him despite Emmy's assurance that he wasn't dangerous, I quickly got in my car and drove off, relieved to finally be leaving the store and its strange atmosphere behind me. As I pulled onto the main road leading out of town, I felt better.
 
Until I got home.
 






It was an eerie feeling, walking up to the house knowing someone had died in the basement. I could feel a chill go down my spine as I scanned the porch for any signs of life. The windows were dark and shuttered, giving no indication that anyone was home. My heart raced as I opened the door and stepped inside.
 
The darkness seemed to envelop me as I made my way through the hallways and rooms of the house, each step reverberating off the walls like some sort of ghostly echo. Every creak of a floorboard or gust of wind seemed to be speaking to me in a language I couldn't understand. Even worse, there was a strange smell lingering in the air—a scent that reminded me of death and decay. It was something that I couldn't quite put my finger on, but it freaked me out nonetheless.
 
I opened the front door, and the cat was already there, waiting eagerly for my return. It circled around my legs like a lightning-fast ribbon and seemed to anticipate my every move. I struggled inside with the grocery bags and felt the furry body slinking between my feet. The cat seemed determined to make me trip and fall, no matter how many times I shooed it away.
 
“I'm not in the market for a stray,” I told the cat. “And even if I was, I’m not sure I’d adopt a cat that’s trying to assassinate me.”
 
I was standing in the living room, flipping the light switch on and off, trying to get the lights to turn on. Suddenly, I feel a jolt of electricity run through my body. It was a small shock, but enough to make my arm hair stand on end and cause a slight sizzle.
 
“Ow, that wasn't fun,” I muttered to myself, rubbing my hands over my arms where I felt the shock. I quickly realized that it must be a problem with the wiring since I was touching the light switch at the time.
 
I shook my head and sighed. “Great, just what we need, another thing to add to the list of repairs. Andi is going to have her hands full with this place.” I make a mental note to call Andi and tell her to prioritize fixing the electrical issues in the house. While I wanted the hall bathroom to work properly, I didn’t want to get shocked every time I had to switch a light on or off.
 
I continued to mutter to myself as I walked towards the kitchen, still feeling a little rattled from the shock. “I knew I should have hired an inspector to check everything out before I moved in. I guess it's better late than never though.” I grab my phone and start searching for Andi's number, determined to get the electrical issues sorted out as soon as possible.
 
As soon as I found Andi's number, I sent her a quick text message explaining what happened and asking her to prioritize the electrical work. I knew she was a busy woman, but I also knew that electrical issues could be dangerous if left unchecked, so I wanted to make sure it was taken care of sooner rather than later. I didn’t want an electrical fire breaking out in the middle of the night while I slept. Although… the house burning down would have solved my problems with it…
 
A few minutes later, I received a response from Andi. “Hey, sorry to hear about the electrical issues. I'll make sure to fit it in as soon as I can. Can you send me a list of anything else you notice? That way I can come prepared with everything I need to get the job done efficiently. And I can update the estimate.”
 
Ah, yes, the estimate…
 
I stepped over the stray cat, who was sprawled out in the middle of the kitchen floor, and made my way to the pantry. I started putting away my groceries, making sure to put everything in its designated spot.
 
I heard the cat let out a little meow as I stepped around her again, and I couldn’t help but sigh. I’d been trying to shoo her away but she kept coming back. I wasn’t sure what to do with her.
 
With the groceries put away, I decided that I’d deal with the stray cat situation later. It wasn’t going to be an easy task, but I’d figure out a solution eventually. For now, I had more pressing matters to attend to. I grabbed my keys and headed out the door, making my way to the cafe to meet Emmy.
 
As I walked into the cafe, I was greeted by the familiar smell of freshly brewed coffee and frying burgers. I spotted Emmy sitting at a table near the back, and I made my way over to join her.
 
“Hey there,” I said, sliding into the seat across from her. “I'm glad you suggested this. It's been a long time since I ate at one of these old-school diners, but it looks nice.”
 
“Oh, you're going to love it,” Emmy replied with a grin. “They have the best coffee in town too. So, what's new with you?”
 
“You mean since an hour ago?”
 
Emmy chuckled. “Yeah. Fill me in on your hour.”
 
But before I could say anything, I realized at least half of the people in the diner were staring at us. A few people got up and made their way over to our table.
 
I was drawing a crowd. At least, I assumed it was me. Everyone was looking at me and not at Emmy.
 
“I guess word got out,” I said and cringed.
 
“I'm sorry,” Emmy said. “I heard about Corey Dimer's death. I hoped taking you out for a good meal would help you forget about it for a while.”
 
Before I could respond, people started asking me about Corey and his death. A man dressed in a faded gray suit stepped forward and asked, “I heard Corey Dimer died in your basement. What can you tell us about it? What happened to him? You're new in town. Are you some sort of psycho killer? You must be to have bought that house. What normal person would want to live there?”
 
I felt my cheeks turn red and my stomach churn as the crowd of people pressed in around me, firing off questions about Corey Dimer's death. I still couldn’t believe I’d found him lifeless in my basement earlier that day.
 
“I-I don't know,” I stammered, feeling completely overwhelmed. “It might have been a drunken accident.”
 
“What do you mean, a drunken accident?” one of the people asked, frowning.
 
I swallowed hard and tried to collect my thoughts. “I-I don't know for sure,” I said. “But the sheriff, Shane, he investigated the matter thoroughly. Maybe you should talk to him.”
 
The room went silent. People began to whisper among themselves as I tried to remain composed. Even though I wasn't sure what had happened to Corey, I knew things looked bad for me… especially since he had died in my basement.
 
But before anyone could ask any further questions, Emmy stood up and said, “Okay, everyone! That's enough for now.”
 
One man in the crowd wasn't satisfied with any of that. “Cady probably knocked him off,” he said, his voice dripping with suspicion. “I always knew he was trouble, and so did she.”
 
“Who is Cady?” I asked, my brow furrowing in confusion.
 
The man glared at me, as if expecting me to know the answer. But I had no idea what he was talking about. “Cady owns the Star-Spangled Bar & Grill,” the man finally said. “She and Corey had been involved for some time, but they'd recently broken up after a very public argument. Rumor has it she was furious with him for cheating on her. Nobody knows for sure why or how Corey ended up dead in your house, but there's a good chance that Cady might have had something to do with it.”
 
“Heard she might have roughed his drunk butt up when she booted him from her bar the last time,” a woman in a red dress said. “She literally kicked him out. Literally.” The woman even pantomimed a little kick.
 
I made a mental note of that as the crowd grew bored with me and my lack of information or willingness to share gory details, and disbursed. That left Emmy and I to eat our dinner in peace.
 
I looked over the menu and decided on my favorite diner dish, buttermilk pancakes with a side of bacon. Emmy ordered the same. The waiter took our order and left us to ourselves. We chatted about our day, but all I could think of was Corey's last moments in life, leading up to his death in my basement. Had he been sad? Had he felt lonely?
 
When the food arrived, it was piping hot and smelled heavenly. I piled syrup onto my pancakes and doused them with butter before cutting into them with my knife and fork. The pancakes were fluffy and light, melting in my mouth with every bite. The bacon was crispy yet savory, adding a nice contrast to the sweetness of the pancakes.
 
We continued chatting as we ate, each of us putting aside thoughts of Corey's death for now—at least until we were done eating our meal. After savoring every bite, we thanked the waiter before he left us alone once more. As we made our way back to the parking lot, Emmy said, “It was nice meeting you today. Maybe we can do it again soon?”
 
I smiled and nodded my head. “Yeah, that'd be great,” I said as we reached the car.
 
After everything that had happened that day, possibly making a friend on my first day in town had been a pleasant surprise. At least I didn't feel as alone.
 
I settled into my seat and watched as Emmy drove away towards her home, disappearing in a plume of dust as she took off down the road. As I waved goodbye, I thought about what had happened to Corey and what might still lie ahead for me, and realized that I was alone again.
 
I wasn't ready to go back to the house yet, and there was nothing but a stubborn stray cat and bad memories waiting there for me, so I decided to walk around Andale for a while. I needed the exercise to stop the middle-age spread after that huge plate of pancakes, and I needed to clear my head.
 






Chapter Four

I wandered the main street, and most of the shops were already closed for the day. But there was one place still open, a shop called Andale Arts Center.
 
The light from inside was warm and inviting, so I opened the door and went in. I figured I'd buy some painting supplies. I was still on a mission to find myself, and my true passion, after all, and painting seemed like a good place to start.
 
I had always wanted to try my hand at painting, but I had never had the opportunity to do so. I take a few minutes to explore the aisles of the store, taking in all of the different items on offer.
 
As I walk down the first aisle, I was struck by the sheer variety of paints and canvases available. There were tubes of oil paints in every color of the rainbow, as well as stacks of blank canvases in various sizes. I couldn’t help but feel a sense of wonder at the endless possibilities that lay before me.
 
I continued down the next aisle, my eyes drawn to the rows of brushes in all shapes and sizes. I picked up a few, testing the bristles between my fingers and trying to decide which ones would work best for me.
 
As I moved on to the next aisle, I was struck by the selection of palette knives and other tools. I had never even heard of some of these items before, but I was eager to try them out and see what kind of effects I could create with them.
 
As I was trying to decide between oil and acrylic paint, I overheard two women gossiping one aisle over. I tried not to eavesdrop, but when they brought up Corey's murder, my ears pricked up.
 
“I'm just glad Corey got what he deserved,” one of them said.
 
“What do you mean?” the other asked.
 
“Well, you know Rev. Westfield has always said that drinking is evil. And Corey was a real drunkard. God punished him for it.”
 
I froze in my tracks, a cold feeling washing over me. I knew that Corey was dead, but these women had no idea he'd been found in my house. At least I hoped. I forced myself to approach them, trying to keep my voice steady.
 
“Excuse me,” I said, trying to catch their attention. I couldn't help my curiosity and made my way down the aisle to where the women were standing. They were both middle-aged, with bleached blonde hair and heavy makeup. As I approached, they turned to look at me, their eyes narrowed in suspicion. “I couldn't help overhearing your conversation. What did you say happened to Corey?”
 
The women stood close together, their heads cocked, as they heard my question. The first woman blew out a long sigh, her eyes narrowed with indignation. “Terrible,” she finally said, her tone heavy with sarcasm. “Poor Corey was found dead this morning. God finally caught up with him and his wicked ways.”
 
I couldn't believe the way they were talking about Corey, as if his death was some kind of joke. “I'm sorry, but I don't think it's right to speak about someone who has just passed away like that,” I said, struggling to keep the anger out of my voice.
 
The women seemed taken aback by my words, and they exchanged a look of disgust. “Well, excuse us for speaking the truth,” the first woman said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Some people just can't handle the fact that God has a plan for us all.”
 
“I'm sorry, but I don't agree with that,” I said, my frustration mounting. “Corey was a human being, and he deserved to be treated with respect and kindness, no matter what mistakes he may have made in life.”
 
The women seemed to sense that they had crossed a line, and they turned to walk away from me. Before they were completely out of the aisle, one of them turned back to me and said, “You need Jesus.”
 
“Real bad,” the other one added with a hearty laugh.
 
I was left standing there, feeling shaken and angry at their callous words. I knew that Corey's death had likely been caused by a combination of factors, and I couldn't believe that these women had the audacity to attribute it solely to a punishment for his supposed drunkenness. I shook my head and went back to my shopping, determined to put the encounter behind me.
 
As I finished gathering the rest of my painting supplies, I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned around to see a woman standing behind me. She introduced herself as Jade, the shop owner. “Nice to meet you.”
 
I responded, “Nice to meet you too.”
 
“Hi there,” she said with a warm smile. “I saw you were having a bit of a conversation with those two ladies back there. I hope they weren't giving you a hard time.”
 
I shook my head. “No, it's okay. I was just curious about something they were saying.”
 
Jade nodded sympathetically. “I understand. Those two can be a bit much sometimes. I'm sorry if they upset you.”
 
I waved my hand dismissively. “It's fine. I just didn't agree with what they were saying.”
 
“Well, don't let them get to you,” Jade said, as she walked with me up to the register. “Not everyone in Andale is like that. Most folks don't like having the Westfield congregation in town, but they own a lot of the property and bring money to the community. It's a complicated situation.”
 
I raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”
 
Jade hesitated for a moment, as if weighing whether or not to continue. “It's just that some people think the Westfields are more of a cult than a church. They can be very controlling and manipulative, and they don't take kindly to people who disagree with them.”
 
I was shocked by her words. “I had no idea,” I said.
 
“Well, don't let it worry you,” Jade said, as she checked out my order. “You just focus on your art and leave the Westfields to the rest of us. We'll figure out how to deal with them.”
 
I took a deep breath, trying to gather the courage to ask the question that had been on my mind. “Actually, there's something else I wanted to ask you. Do you think that maybe someone from the Westfield Church could have killed Corey as retribution for his 'sins'?”
 
Jade looked taken aback by my question. “I hadn't thought of that,” she said, frowning. “But now that you mention it, maybe that's what happened to him. I've always had a feeling that the Westfields were capable of some pretty dark things. They might say they're a church, but like I said before, they've always seemed more like a cult.”
 
“I had a feeling you might say that,” I said, relieved that I wasn't the only one who suspected something might be off about the Westfields after those women’s vile comments. “Do you have any idea who might have done it?”
 
Jade shrugged. “I don't know for sure. It could have been anyone. The Westfields have a lot of followers, and they're very devoted to their cause. If they thought Corey was a sinner, they might have felt justified in taking matters into their own hands.”
 
I nodded, feeling a sense of malaise settle over me. “I had a feeling it might be something like that. I just can't believe that someone would kill someone else over something like drinking. It seems so extreme.”
 
“I know, it does,” Jade said, her voice heavy with sadness. “But the Westfields are an extreme group. They're willing to do whatever it takes to uphold their beliefs, no matter how misguided they might be. It's a dangerous combination.”
 
We stood there in silence for a moment, both lost in our own thoughts. I was starting to feel like I was in over my head, and I wasn't sure what to do next. But one thing was clear, I couldn't just sit back and do nothing. I had to find out the truth about what had happened to Corey, no matter how difficult it might be.
 
The weight of the conversation was heavy on my mind, and I couldn't shake the feeling that there was more to the story of Corey's death than I knew. But then, to my surprise, Jade's demeanor changed abruptly. She clapped her hands together and grinned at me.
 
“Well, enough of that heavy stuff,” she said. “Let me show you something that will brighten your day. Have you ever considered the soul energy of crystals?”
 
I was shocked by her sudden shift in mood, but I tried to play along. “Uh, no, I haven't actually,” I said.
 
Jade's face lit up. “Oh, you're in for a treat then! Crystals are such magical things, each one with its own unique energy and healing properties. Let me show you some of my favorites.”
 
Before I could even answer, Jade whisked me over to an extravagant display of crystals, each one more dazzling than the last. There were glittering amethysts, which were said to promote spiritual growth and enhance intuition. There were sparkling citrines, which were believed to bring joy and abundance. And there were deep violet kunzites, which were thought to promote inner peace and calm.
 
I was overwhelmed by the sheer variety and beauty of the stones. Each one seemed to glow with an inner light, and I couldn't help but feel a sense of awe as I gazed at them. Jade was right. It almost did seem as if each stone had a soul. I’d seem many gemstones in my life before, but I’d never seen them glow like that.
 
“See, isn't this beautiful?” Jade said, gesturing to the crystals. “Each one has its own unique energy, and they can be used in all sorts of ways. You can wear them as jewelry, carry them in your pocket, or even place them in your home to promote a sense of calm and balance.”
 
I nodded, trying to keep up. “That's really fascinating,” I said.
 
Jade beamed at me. “I'm so glad you think so! Crystals have been used for centuries to promote healing and well-being, and I believe that they have the power to transform our lives. Just choose the one that speaks to you and let its energy guide you.”
 
I hesitated, not sure if I was ready to embrace the crystal craze. But Jade seemed so genuinely passionate about them. I was stunned by the sheer variety and beauty of the stones.
 
But as I looked at the crystals, I couldn't help but feel a sense of disconnection. The flighty crystal gal in front of me didn't seem like the same person who had just warned me about the dangers of the Westfield Church. It was as if she had put on a different persona in an instant, and I wasn't sure what to make of it.
 
I tried to go along with Jade's enthusiasm, but I couldn't shake the feeling that there was more to her than met the eye.
 






Chapter Five

I grabbed my phone as it started ringing, glancing at the caller ID before answering. “Hey, Andi,” I said as I answered the call.
 
“Hey,” Andi replied. “I just wanted to let you know that I'm planning on starting the renovations on your house the day after tomorrow. Does that work for you?”
 
“Yeah, that's fine,” I told her. “I'm just glad to get started on this project as soon as possible. And don’t forget about the broken light switch, please.”
 
“Of course,” Andi said. “I'll make sure to bring some spare parts just in case we need to replace anything. I'll see you day after tomorrow then.”
 
As I hung up the phone, I couldn't help but wonder why Andi hadn't mentioned the corpse we had found when she’d come to give me the estimate. Part of me was relieved not to have to talk about it, but another part of me was disappointed that Andi seemed to be all business and didn't want to discuss it further. I guessed I'd just have to wait and see if it came up during the renovations.
 
Jade had wandered away from the front counter while I was on the phone with Andi, so once I ended the call, I grabbed my bag and left the shop.
 
As I walked down the quiet, mostly dark small-town street, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of nostalgia wash over me. The street was lined with charming little shops, their quaint exteriors made even more picturesque by the soft glow of streetlights. Each one was closed for the night, their doors locked and windows dark.
 
But as I continued down the road, I spotted a bright and cheerful sign in the distance. It read “Sweet Delights” and was accompanied by a colorful illustration of an ice cream cone. I couldn’t resist the temptation and decided to go inside.
 
The door chimed as I opened it, and the warm and appealing aroma of freshly made waffle cones greeted me. The interior of the shop was cozy and inviting, with pastel-colored walls and a glass case lined with all sorts of delectable ice cream flavors. The scent of sweet, creamy goodness filled the air, and I couldn’t wait to sample some of the treats on offer.
 
The woman behind the counter introduced herself as Flora with a friendly smile. “Welcome to Sweet Delights!” she said. “What can I get for you today?”
 
I considered my options for a moment. “I think I'll have a scoop of the butter pecan ice cream,” I replied.
 
Flora nodded. “I churn the butter for that one by hand and only use the freshest mammoth pecans. Would you like one scoop, two scoops, or a sundae?” she asked.
 
I debated for a moment before deciding on two scoops. “Two scoops, please,” I said. “I'm sure it's amazing, and I'd regret not getting two.”
 
Flora nodded and began scooping my ice cream into a waffle cone. I hadn't asked for a waffle cone, but I wasn't going to turn it down. As she worked, she asked, “Would you like to turn that into a milkshake instead? I can actually blend it up cone and all.”
 
I considered her offer before shaking my head. “No, I think I'll stick with the ice cream. Thanks, though!”
 
“No problem,” Flora said with a smile as she handed me my ice cream cone. “Enjoy!”
 
I thanked Flora for my ice cream and couldn’t wait to dig in. As I took a few bites, I couldn’t help but make a joke. “I'm sure my hips won't like all of these delicious treats nearly as much as I will,” I said with a grin.
 
Flora chuckled. “Oh, don't worry about it,” she said. “Everything in moderation, right? And besides, it's all worth it for a little bit of indulgence every now and then.”
 
I nodded, completely agreeing with her. I took another spoonful of my ice cream and savored the creamy, buttery flavor.
 
After a few more bites of my delicious butter pecan ice cream, Flora nodded her head toward the bakery across the street. “You know, I used to sell a variety of baked treats too,” she said with a hint of sadness in her voice. “But Darnell over at Darnell's Bakery killed that part of my business. He's just so darn successful with his baked goods, you know?”
 
I nodded sympathetically, not sure what to say.
 
But then Flora's expression brightened. “But you know what they say, right? The best revenge is living well. And I have to say, being so successful with my ice cream has been the best revenge. So, I can't complain too much.”
 
I nodded, understanding her sentiment.
 
“Well, I'm glad you're doing well with your ice cream,” I said with a smile. “It's delicious.”
 
Flora grinned back at me. “Thank you so much! I'm glad you're enjoying it.”
 
I nodded, savoring every bite of my delicious butter pecan ice cream. “This is really good,” I said again, smiling at Flora.
 
She beamed back at me. “I'm glad you think so!” she said. “I've been running this shop for a long time now, and I take a lot of pride in the quality of my ice cream.”
 
I nodded, feeling content and happy as I enjoyed my treat. But then Flora surprised me with a bit of news. “You know, my son is the mayor of this town,” she said, pride shining in her eyes. “And the sheriff.”
 
I was momentarily taken aback, but then I smiled. “That's really impressive,” I said. “It must be nice to have successful sons.”
 
Flora nodded. “I'm very proud,” she says.
 
I nodded back, feeling a warm sense of contentment settle in my chest. The ice cream was delicious, and it had been such a pleasure chatting with Flora. As I finished up my cone, I hummed happily to myself. “Well, I should probably be going,” I said, standing up from the table. “Thank you so much for the ice cream. It was delicious.”
 
Flora smiled at me. “You're welcome, dear,” she said. “Come back and see us anytime!”
 
***
 
As I situated myself back at my new place in the master suite, I couldn't help but feel a sense of determination. This farmhouse may have been in rough shape, but I was determined to bring it back to life. I knew it was going to be a lot of work, but I was ready for the challenge.
 
At least that's what I told myself instead of getting upset that the house was basically crumbling around me. Andi would come the day after tomorrow, and she'd start making everything all better. She'd seemed confident and competent, so I had no reason not to believe in her skills as a contractor.
 
Of course, the anxiety and the strange sounds the house made at night didn't let me get a restful night’s sleep. I was up before dawn and gave up on trying to snooze.
 
I remembered Flora talking about Darnell's Bakery. If his baked goods put her out of the bakery business, they had to be good. I told myself I wasn't a traitor if I went and tried out his shop. Plus, I was reasonably confident it would be open early. Most bakeries were.
 
So, I got dressed and headed back to the town square. I was in my car and halfway down the driveway when I realize I hadn’t seen the cat that morning. Was I sad about that?
 
Couldn't be... I said I wasn't in the market for a stray, and I meant it. I was just tired and needed a coffee.
 
The tantalizing smells wafting out of the bakery were too hard to resist, and I couldn’t wait to see what delicious treats the shop had in store.
 
I pushed open the door and was immediately overwhelmed by the sights and smells inside. The counter was lined with an array of freshly baked pastries, from flaky croissants to towering layer cakes. The smell of sugar and butter filled the air, making my mouth water.
 
I took a moment to peruse the offerings, trying to decide what to choose. There were so many tempting options that it was hard to narrow it down.
 
That's when I heard a voice behind me.
 
“Welcome to Darnell's Bakery!” he said, and I turned around to see a tall, handsome man smiling down at me. He had dark hair that curled slightly around his ears and kind, deep brown eyes. “I'm Darnell,” he added with a friendly smile. “You're new in town and we haven't met yet.”
 
“I'm Tilly,” I said and offered him my hand. “Tilly Parsons.”
 
“Nice to meet you, Tilly. I can see that you're having trouble selecting your baked goods for the day. Don't worry, everyone does at first. Why don't I put together a 'welcome to town' box for you?”
 
“Oh, that would be lovely, thank you.”
 
Darnell carefully placed a selection of baked goods into a white cardboard box, taking care not to damage the delicate pastries. The box was already half full, but he had a few more items to add before it was ready to go.
 
First, he added a couple of fluffy blueberry muffins, their tops studded with plump, juicy berries. Next, he slipped in a couple of buttery croissants, their flaky layers practically melting in his hands. Finally, he finished off the box with a few of his famous home-baked cat treats.
 
I couldn’t help but be curious about the cat treats, so I asked Darnell about them. “Why did you include cat treats?”
 
“I've seen a cat hanging around at the old Winslow place when I drive home at night. My husband, Henry, and I live a couple miles down the road from you, but we're your closest neighbors. You are the woman who bought the Winslow place, right?”
 
“I am,” I confirmed.
 
A broad smile spread across Darnell's face. “See, I didn't think we'd had two new ladies in town. So, you see, I think the cat treats will go over well. All the cats in Andale love them.”
 
Apparently, the treats were a hit with the local feline population, and Darnell always made sure to have a batch on hand. They were made with wholesome ingredients like oats, chicken broth, and a touch of catnip, and he took pride in knowing that he was providing a healthy snack for his furry customers. He told me all of this with such loving detail that I didn't have the heart to tell him I wasn't keeping the cat.
 
Satisfied with his selection, Darnell closed the box and secured it with a piece of tape. He wrote “For Tilly” on the top in bold, black letters, making sure there was no mistaking who the treats were for.
 
I thanked him for his generosity and made my way towards the door. Just as I was about to leave, Darnell casually asked, “By the way, did you hear anything about Corey's death?”
 
His question caught me off guard and I paused for a moment. Instead of going out the door, I turned back around to face him again.
 
Then, I told him the story about Andi and me finding Corey dead in the basement of my new-to-me house while Andi was working on an estimate for the renovation. I mentioned that Sheriff Shane and his men came to do an investigation and the coroner took the body away.
 
Darnell shook his head sadly, but not before admitting that he thought something suspicious had been going on in the old Winslow place for some time now. He mentioned hearing weird noises at night and people coming and going from the house late at night, things that didn't seem quite right.
 
“But someone should talk to Jack,” Darnell said.
 
“Someone should talk to Jack? Who’s Jack?”
 
“Forget I said anything,” Darnell said and waved his hand as if wafting off a bad smell. “I'm not a gossip.”
 
“Okay, then. Well, it was good to meet you.”
 
“You too, Tilly. Welcome to the neighborhood.”
 
I thanked Darnell again for his help before leaving the bakery, still feeling uneasy about what had happened to poor Corey. As much as I wanted to get away from what had happened in my new home, it seemed like this mystery wasn't going away anytime soon.






Chapter Six

As I was leaving the bakery, I got a call from Andi. She asked if I could go to city hall and pick up the permits she needed to start the renovations. Apologizing for asking me to do it, she explained that she had an emergency repair she had to attend to and didn’t want to delay my renovations any further. With a heavy sigh, I agreed and made my way towards city hall.
 
The building itself was majestic, with tall white marble pillars reaching up into the sky. As I walked across the courtyard, I admired its beauty and grandeur. It was like stepping back in time. Inside was just as awe-inspiring. There were large carved wooden doors, ornate chandeliers lighting up the foyer, and walls adorned with intricate gold designs on deep blue wallpaper. The floors were a beautiful marble that reflected light from every angle. It was hard to believe that such a grand building is the city hall for little ol' Andale.
 
I made my way to the main desk, where I found a tall woman with dark hair pulled back in a tight bun. She smiled at me when I approached and greeted me warmly.
 
“Can I help you?” she asked.
 
“Yes, I'm here to pick up some permits for Andi with Figg Brothers' Construction,” I answered.
 
She nodded and told me to wait just a moment before disappearing through a door behind the massive mahogany counter. Minutes later, she returned with an envelope full of permits in her hand and set them down on the counter in front of me. As I was about to leave, she stopped me with a question.
 
“Are you the woman who bought the Winslow house?”
 
Startled by her question, I hesitated for a second before answering yes. She shook her head knowingly. “That place needs a lot of work. I'm Katie, by the way. I can help you find anything you need here at city hall.”
 
“It does,” I said. “That's why I'm here.” I held up the permits.
 
“Sorry about the welcome to town you got,” Katie said. “Tilly, right?”
 
“That's me. It's nice to meet you, Katie, but what do you mean by 'the welcome to town I got'?”
 
Katie clucked her tongue. “It's too bad about Corey. That must be tough to have something like that happen in your new house. And then having all these small-town gossips turning their attention to you.”
 
I got the feeling Katie was one of those 'small-town gossips' and wanted to chew the fat about Corey's death. Seeing the opportunity to find out what Darnell had been talking about, I pounced. “I overheard a person mention that they needed to question someone named Jack about the murder. Any idea what that's about?”
 
Katie eagerly told me the story. “Jack owned a car dealership and had sold Corey a car that he drove for a while and even slept in until it eventually broke down. Corey had been pestering Jack for months to either fix the car or make it right in some way, and the confrontations between the two of them had been escalating over time. Eventually, things came to a head and Jack snapped, attacking Corey with a tire iron. Jack's reputation was already somewhat questionable, and the incident with Corey, including the restraining order and Corey's accusations that Jack had cheated him, caused Jack public embarrassment and further damaged his reputation.”
 
I was just about to respond when I saw Sheriff Shane standing off to my right. He'd been watching Katie tell me the story, and he walked over to us. He frowned at Katie and admonished her to be more discreet. He then turned his attention to me and asked to see me in his office. I felt like a kid about to get detention.
 
He took a moment before speaking again, as if reevaluating the situation. “Please follow me.”
 
As I followed him up the stairs to his office, I began to wonder if I’d misread him. Maybe he was just upset with Katie, and he was actually about to ask me out on a date.
 
Why did I think that? Why did I care?
 
Whenever I was around Shane, my mind spun with strange possibilities. I didn’t want to be in a relationship, yet I couldn’t help but find his deep blue eyes and broad shoulders alluring. It wasn’t the kind of thing I'd usually act on, but something about him had been drawing me in. I didn't know him at all, though. Maybe his personality would be the dealbreaker, and I could let go of any silly crush I had on him.
 
When we reached Shane's office, he opened the door and allowed me entrance before entering himself and taking a seat behind a large wooden desk that overlooked the small town of Andale below us.
 
I sat down across from his desk. At that point, I was certain that he was going to ask me out on a date, but instead, he started scolding me about staying out of Corey's murder investigation.
 
“Listen, I know you mean well, but you need to mind your own business,” he said. “This isn't some amateur sleuthing project. This is a serious crime and we have trained professionals handling it.”
 
I felt my cheeks flush with embarrassment as he spoke. I had been so sure that he was going to ask me out, but now it was clear that he saw me as nothing more than a nosy civilian.
 
I had the baked goods that I had picked up at Darnell's bakery, but I decided against offering one to him. I'd thought perhaps we could have a cup of coffee and share them, but I didn't want to seem like I was trying to win him over or suck up to him.
 
“You can go, Tilly. I just didn't want to say that in front of everyone in the lobby, but I'm assuming you're a smart enough woman to understand me. Do you understand me?”
 
“Yes, sure,” I said and stood up.
 
“Thank you. You can go. I have a lot to do.”
 
As he dismissed me, I realized that I was no longer attracted to him. I had been foolish to think that he might be interested in me. I left his office feeling defeated and embarrassed. I'd been right about his personality. It had definitely put the nail in the coffin of any interest I’d had in him romantically.
 
I hurried home after that. Suddenly, I just didn't feel like being around people anymore.
 
Once back at the house, I went straight to the kitchen and poured myself a glass of water from the pitcher in the fridge. I tried to shake off the encounter. As I took a sip, I remembered that I had promised to call my son, Wes, to check in on him. That was a better use of my time then obsessing over Sheriff McGrumpy.
 
Wes was a graduate student at MIT, working on a project in the physics department. I missed him dearly, and I always looked forward to our weekly phone calls. I grabbed my phone and dialed his number, feeling a surge of love and pride as I waited for him to answer.
 
“Hey, Mom!” he answered on the third ring. “How's it going?”
 
“It's going okay,” I replied, trying to sound cheerful despite my disappointment with Sheriff Shane. “How's your project coming along?”
 
“It's going well,” he said. “I'm making good progress. We're working on developing a new type of solar panel that's more efficient and cost-effective.”
 
“That's amazing, Wes. I am so proud of you.”
 
“Thanks! I try. So, Mom, you sound a little down,” Wes said. “Is everything okay?”
 
I hesitated for a moment, not sure if I wanted to burden him with my problems. But then I decided to confide in him. I told him about finding Corey's body in the basement of my new house, and how the sheriff had scolded me for trying to get involved in the investigation.
 
“Wow, that's really intense,” Wes said, his voice full of concern. “I'm so sorry you had to go through that. Are you okay?”
 
“I'm fine,” I said, although my voice betrayed my anxiety. “I'm just a little shaken up, and I feel like I'm not being taken seriously by the sheriff.”
 
“Well, Mom, it sounds like the sheriff is just trying to protect you,” Wes said. “I think you should take his advice and stay out of it. This is real life, not a murder mystery novel like you like to read. It could be dangerous for you to get involved.”
 
“It's not like I was even trying to get involved, Wes,” I said. “I was just talking to Katie, the receptionist at city hall, and she was telling me all this stuff about the case. I couldn't help but listen. It's not like I was going out of my way to poke my nose into it.”
 
“Well, even if you weren't actively trying to get involved, it sounds like you were still putting yourself in the middle of it,” Wes said. “I think it's best to just stay out of it completely. You don't want to risk getting caught up in something that could be dangerous.”
 
“I know, you're right,” I said, feeling a sense of frustration. I had always been a curious person, and it was hard for me to resist the temptation to try to solve a mystery. But I knew that Wes was right, and that it was important to listen to the sheriff's warning and stay out of it. “I guess if I'm being honest, I was a little curious about the case. I mean, the man was found in my basement. And yeah, I guess I do love a good murder mystery.”
 
“Just be careful, Mom,” Wes said. “And remember that you have me and other people who love you and want you to be safe. Okay?”
 
“I will.”
 
“Before we hang up, Mom, I just wanted to say one more thing,” Wes said, his voice serious. “I know you miss Dad a lot, and I do too. But I also know that if he was still here, he would want you to be safe. He wouldn't want you getting involved in something that could be dangerous.”
 
I felt a lump form in my throat at the mention of Wayne, my husband whose death had prompted my move to Andale. Wes was right, Wayne had always been overprotective of me, and he would have definitely discouraged me from getting involved in the murder investigation.
 
“You're right, Wes,” I said, my voice shaking slightly. “I miss him so much, and I wish he was here to tell me what to do. But I'll do my best to stay safe, for him and for myself.”
 
“I know you will, Mom,” Wes said, his voice filled with love and compassion. “I love you, and I'll talk to you soon.”
 
“I love you too, Wes,” I said, feeling grateful for my son's support and understanding. “Take care.”
 
We said our goodbyes and hung up, but as soon as I did, the words I'd said felt wrong to me. After I hung up the phone with Wes, I sat at the kitchen table for a few moments, lost in thought. I couldn't stop thinking about what Wes had said about Wayne, and how he would have wanted me to stay safe.
 
Wayne had always been overprotective of me, and I loved him for it. But sometimes it had felt a little stifling, like I couldn't make my own decisions or take risks. I missed him terribly, but I also knew that I had to live my own life and make my own choices.
 
“I know you want me to be safe, Wayne,” I said out loud, feeling a sense of sadness wash over me. “But I have to live my own life and make my own decisions. I miss you so much, but I have to find my own way.”
 
I sat in silence for a few more minutes, feeling a mix of emotions. As I sat lost in thought, I suddenly heard a disembodied feminine voice. It was soft and ethereal, and it seemed to be coming from everywhere and nowhere at the same time.
 
“You're right,” the voice said. “You need to be your own person. You can't let the past hold you back. You have to live your life and make your own choices.”
 
I jumped up from the table, startled by the voice. My heart was racing as I looked around the room, trying to locate the source of the voice.
 
“Who's there?” I called out, my voice trembling. “Where are you?”
 
There was no answer, just silence. I realized that I had no idea where the voice had come from. It could have been coming from inside my own head, or it could have been something supernatural. Or, it could be a burglar. Or the killer!
 
I grabbed an old rusty fire poker from a box of junk, determined to protect myself from whatever was lurking in my house. I started searching from room to room, looking for any sign of the voice or any other strange occurrences.
 
As I searched, I couldn't shake the feeling that something was watching me, waiting for the right moment to reveal itself. I knew I had to be careful and stay alert.
 
But no matter how hard I searched, I couldn't find anyone or anything out of the ordinary in my house. Eventually, I made my way back to the kitchen, feeling a mix of frustration and relief.
 
As I walked into the room, I was surprised to see the stray cat that had been hanging around my house sitting on the kitchen counter, staring at the refrigerator pointedly. For a moment, I almost asked the cat if she was the one who had given me the mysterious advice. But then I shook my head, realizing that I must be losing my mind.
 
Despite my doubts, I felt almost compelled to give the cat some cottage cheese from the fridge. So, I opened the door and scooped out a generous portion onto a small paper plate and set it down on the counter in front of the cat.
 
The cat ate half of the cottage cheese and then sauntered off, leaving me standing in the kitchen alone. A few seconds later, the cat returned and finished the rest of the cottage cheese. As she left the kitchen, I could have sworn I heard a brawny voice thank me.
 
I stood in the kitchen, my mind racing with confusion. Had I really just heard a voice coming from a cat? Was I losing my grip on reality? I didn't know what to think, but one thing was clear, I needed to get to the bottom of what was wrong with me.
 
I grabbed my laptop, determined to do some research and figure out what was going on. I started Googling auditory hallucinations, reading through article after article about the causes and symptoms of this phenomenon.
 
After some heavy reading, I concluded that I didn't have any other symptoms that should concern me. I didn't feel like I was losing touch with reality, and I didn't have any other strange experiences that couldn't be explained by normal means.
 
I decided to dismiss the voices as a result of stress and a busy schedule. I had been through a lot lately, and it was possible that my mind was just playing tricks on me.
 






Chapter Seven

Feeling slightly relieved, I closed my laptop and decided to take a hot bath in the master suite. The bathtub was in pretty good shape, and I was looking forward to soaking in the hot water and letting all of my worries melt away.
 
I trailed my fingers along the intricate patterns in the old tapestry as I passed by, feeling a chill of anticipation race through me. I had felt a strange connection to this tapestry ever since I had first laid eyes on it, and I was inexplicably drawn to it. Its colorful threads seemed to weave a secret, beckoning me to come closer and discover what was hidden behind it.
 
With a sense of trepidation, I pushed the heavy tapestry aside and pressed my palm against the wall. Every nerve in my body was alive as my hand was drawn to a specific spot as if an invisible force was guiding me, controlling my movements with an unseen puppet master.
 
A shudder of fear ran through me as I withdrew my hand from the unfamiliar surfaces. I stumbled quickly down the hall to the bathroom, my heart pounding in my throat. The lock on the door clicked into place with a reassuring 'thunk.'
 
Steam began to curl up from the tub as I adjusted the hot and cold spigots until I had the right temperature. With a sigh of relief, I watched the water cascade steadily into the basin.
 
I gingerly stepped into the tub, the warmth of the bathwater rising up around me like an embrace. I closed my eyes and tried to let the heat loosen my tired muscles, but a prickly feeling at the back of my neck made me open them again. I felt a presence, a shadow lurking just beyond where I could see, as if something was waiting for me in the darkness.
 
All around me, the steam from the water fogged up the bathroom mirror and coated the windows with a thin layer of condensation. I thought about how I had left Boston all those months ago, and how I had thought that moving to Andale would help me move on from the pain of losing Wayne, but now I wasn't so sure. Maybe what I really needed was to be near Wes, in the old cafés and familiar streets that held so many memories of us together.
 
I was on the verge getting the boxes to start packing my things to move out when the shrill ringing of the doorbell dragged me out of my reverie. The noise sounded like a rusty bell, followed by a high-pitched squeal. If I were staying, that doorbell would need replacing. I added it to my mental list of things to tell Andi needed fixing.
 
I reluctantly pulled myself out of the comforting embrace of the hot bathwater, and draped my long, oversized terrycloth robe around me. On my way to the door, I tightened the belt around my waist.
 
As I swung the door open, I was taken aback to see Shane on my porch. The cold night air hitting my wet hair and damp skin sent a chill up my spine.
 
“Shane, what are you doing here?” I asked, feeling uncomfortable.
 
“I'm sorry to bother you so late, but I need to return to the crime scene,” he said, his voice serious. “There's something I need to check.”
 
“Of course,” I said, stepping aside to let him in. I was still in my bathrobe, but I didn't want to delay the investigation.
 
“Thank you,” he said, entering the house. “I appreciate your cooperation.”
 
I followed him downstairs to the basement. My mind whirled with thoughts of the murder and the mysterious voice I had heard earlier as we entered the room where Corey's body had been found.
 
Shane seemed annoyed that I had followed him, but he didn't try to force me out of my own home. Instead, he just asked me to stay out of the way and let him do his job.
 
“I understand that you're curious, but it's important that you let me handle this investigation,” he said, his voice firm. “I don't want you contaminating any evidence.”
 
I hung my head, my shoulders sagging under the weight of Shane's words. I knew he was right, but I felt a pang of guilt as I reluctantly stepped away.
 
“I'm sorry, Sheriff,” I said. “I didn't mean to cause any trouble. I just want to help.”
 
“I know you do,” he said, his voice softening slightly. “But the best way you can help is by staying out of it and letting me do my job.”
 
He then went on to explain that the coroner's initial investigation had shown that Corey had been stabbed in the neck before being pushed. Part of the blade was still in his neck, and the other half must have broken off. Shane was in the basement to look for the other part of the knife.
 
I wasn't thrilled to hear this, and I couldn't help but feel sick as I watched Shane scouring the room. As Shane searched for the broken blade, I couldn't help but feel a sense of curiosity about him and the town. I decided to ask him about his experience living in Andale and his role as the sheriff.
 
“So, how long have you been the sheriff here in Andale?” I asked, trying to make small talk.
 
“I've been the sheriff for about ten years now,” he replied, his voice serious. “It's a small town, but we have our share of crime and drama.”
 
“I can imagine,” I said, thinking about the murder that had taken place in my own home. “And what about your brother? Flora mentioned that he was the mayor.”
 
Shane looked confused for a moment, and then he chuckled. “I'm sorry, but I don't have a brother,” he said. “I'm the mayor, the fire chief, and the chief of police. It's a small town, so I wear multiple hats.”
 
“Oh, I see,” I said, feeling embarrassed for my mistake. “I'm sorry, I must have misunderstood.”
 
Shane ignored my apology and instead apologized for his mother. “I heard that she went on a bit of a rant about Darnell's Bakery,” he said, looking sheepish. “I'm sorry if she caused any problems.”
 
“It's no big deal,” I reassured him. “I actually enjoyed meeting your mother. She's a strong and independent woman.”
 
“Yes, she is,” Shane said, a look of concern crossing his face. “But sometimes I worry about her. She's in her seventies now, and she's still running a business. I've been trying to persuade her to retire, but she stubbornly refuses.”
 
I couldn't relate to his concern for his mother, as my own mother had died when I was young, and my father and stepmother had been living abroad for nearly thirty years. But I could tell that Shane loved and respected his mother deeply, and his concern for her touched me.
 
“I understand how you feel,” I said anyway, feeling a sense of empathy for him. “It can be tough to see the people we love working so hard, especially when they're getting older. But sometimes we have to respect their decisions and support them however we can.”
 
“You know, my Grammy lived to be 115 years old,” Shane said, as he continued to search the room for clues. “She was a tough old bird, and she never let anything get her down.”
 
I was surprised by the revelation, and I couldn't help but feel a sense of admiration for his grandmother. “Wow, that's amazing,” I said. “I can't imagine living that long.”
 
“Yeah, it was pretty impressive,” Shane said, a look of pride crossing his face. As he spoke, he suddenly froze, his eyes focused on something in the corner of the room. “Ah-ha!” he exclaimed, triumphantly holding up a small, jagged piece of metal. “I think I've found the other half of the blade.”
 
I walked over to him and examined the piece of metal, feeling a sense of dread settle in my belly. It was clear that this was the missing half of the blade that had been used to kill Corey, and the hilt was still nowhere to be found.
 
“This doesn't look good,” I said, feeling uneasy. “Do you have any idea who could have done this?”
 
It was by accident that I found the broken hilt of the knife. I was climbing the stairs when I saw a glint in the corner of my eye, and I stopped to investigate. As I peered into the shadows, I saw the hilt lodged in the side of the stairs, almost as if it had been hidden there on purpose.
 
I called out to Shane, and he came running over with his flashlight. As he shone the light on the hilt, I could see that it was a kitchen knife, the kind you might use for everyday tasks like slicing bread or chopping vegetables.
 
“This is a terrible weapon to use to kill someone,” Shane said, his voice grim. “It's not very sharp, and it would take a lot of force to do the job.”
 
“Maybe it was a spontaneous act,” I suggested, trying to make sense of the situation. “Maybe someone grabbed the first thing they could find and used it in a moment of anger or desperation.”
 
“It's possible,” Shane said, frowning. “But I can't imagine someone carrying a kitchen knife around with them randomly. It just doesn't make sense.”
 
After we finished searching the basement, we headed back upstairs. As we walked, I worried there was something we'd missed. I knew that Shane was doing everything he could to solve the case, but I couldn't help but wonder if he was overlooking some important clues.
 
“Shane,” I said, trying to be subtle. “Are you investigating Jack as a suspect in the murder?”
 
He didn't answer my question directly, but he gave me a stern look. “I know how to do my job, Ms. Parsons,” he said, his voice firm. “And I appreciate your cooperation. But I'm afraid I can't discuss the details of the investigation with you. Right now, the best thing you can do is let me handle this and stay out of it.”
 
Shane strode out the door after that, leaving me feeling conflicted. Even though I was still annoyed with him for scolding me earlier, I couldn't deny that he was an attractive man. He was tall and muscular, with a rugged, chiseled jawline and unfathomable blue eyes. His dark hair was styled in a messy, yet dashing way, and he had a confident, self-assured demeanor that was hard to resist.
 
But despite his attractiveness, I couldn't pretend that I was interested in romance right then. My husband had died barely a year before, and I was still struggling to come to terms with my grief. I wasn't ready to open myself up to someone new, no matter how tempting it might be.
 
I sighed, feeling sad. It was hard to believe that just a few short months before, I had been happily married to the man I loved. And now, I was alone in a new town, trying to start a new life without him.
 






Chapter Eight

The next morning, as I was trying to enjoy my coffee and breakfast, I was interrupted by a loud knock on the door. I grumbled to myself, wondering who could be disturbing me so early in the morning. But as I opened the door, I was greeted by a sight that made me wish I had stayed in bed.
 
I'd known the Figgs were supposed to show up that morning to begin work on the house, but the sun had barely cracked the horizon. I could still hear crickets chirping when I opened the door, a signal to anyone with half a brain that it was still technically nighttime. But I was probably just being grumpy. Everyone knew that contractors started their day early, so I pasted on a half-smile and welcomed them into the house. It was clear almost immediately that Andi was the brains of Figg Brothers Construction, and her two brothers were the brawn.
 
Andi looked alert and ready to work while her brothers looked as though they didn’t have much going on behind their eyes. To be fair, they did offer me friendly smiles, though.
 
“Good morning, Tilly,” Andi said, giving me a polite smile. “We're here to work on your house. Where would you like us to start? Should I just go by the list, or do you have a particular place for us to begin.”
 
As I tried to direct the Figgs to the most pressing tasks, I found myself constantly thwarted by their lack of focus and attention to detail. Despite Andi's best efforts to keep them on track, her brothers seemed more interested in causing chaos than actually getting work done.
 
Every time I turned around, I found them in a different part of the house, tearing something apart or trying to fix something that wasn't broken. It was like trying to herd cats, and I was starting to lose my patience.
 
“Guys, can we focus here?” I said, trying to keep my cool. “I really need you to work on the plumbing in the hall bathroom. That's the most pressing issue right now.”
 
But instead of getting to work, the brothers just looked at each other and shrugged. “Sure thing, ma'am,” one of them said, before wandering off in the opposite direction.
 
I gritted my teeth and felt overwhelmed with frustration. I knew that the Figgs were good at their jobs, if Andi could stay in control, but they seemed determined to make my life difficult. As I watched them bumble around the house, causing more problems than they solved, I couldn't help but wonder if I had made a mistake hiring them.
 
After a couple of hours of dealing with the frustrating Figgs brothers, I had had enough. I pulled Andi aside and asked her for a realistic timeline for the renovations on my house. Because I knew there was no way it was two weeks. Not at the rate things were going…
 
Andi looked at me with a sheepish expression on her face. “To be honest, it's going to be a few months,” she said, her voice apologetic. “We always estimate a couple of weeks, but with everything that needs to be done here, it's going to take longer.”
 
I groaned, feeling dread pool in my stomach. I had hoped that the renovations wouldn't take too long, but it seemed that I was in for a long, drawn-out process.
 
“Is there any way to speed things up?” I asked, feeling desperate.
 
Andi shook her head. “I'm sorry, but we're already working as fast as we can,” she said. “Back when my father and grandfather ran the business, we could get things done in a couple of weeks. But things are different now, and it takes longer to complete jobs. My brothers struggle without my grandfather or father to guide them. As you can see, they don't always listen to me.”
 
I nodded, feeling disappointed... and frustrated. That seemed to be the theme of my new life in Andale.
 
“You know, there are other contractors in the city,” Andi said. “They might be able to help you out. But be prepared to pay a lot more. They don't usually work in Andale, so you'll have to pay extra for them to come out here.”
 
I asked Andi if she could give me the list of other contractors, and she hesitated for a moment before pulling a sheet of paper out from under some other papers on her clipboard.
 
I took the list from her. Andi had obviously had to deal with this kind of situation before, and it was clear that she was trying to help me out as much as she could.
 
“Thank you,” I said, giving her a genuine smile. “I really appreciate your help.”
 
Andi returned my smile, but there was a hint of sadness in her eyes. “I'm just sorry that my brothers are making things so difficult for you,” she said. “I know they can be a handful, but they mean well.”
 
I nodded, understanding where she was coming from. “I'm sure they do,” I said. “I just wish they could focus a little more.”
 
Andi sighed, looking over at her brothers as they bumbled around the living room, causing more chaos than they were fixing. “I know,” she said. “I just wish they could see things the way I do. But they're not always the most perceptive guys.”
 
I took a deep breath and stepped out of the main room, looking for a quiet corner to make my call. I quickly found an isolated bedroom, shut the door, and pulled out Andi’s list. I went through the contractors, dialing each one and holding back my frustration as they informed me that they were all booked up for weeks, and each one had a much higher fee than the Figgs’ quote.
 
Feeling resigned, I decided to stick with the Figgs for the time being. They might be frustrating, but at least they were affordable. And who knew, maybe with a little guidance, they could get the job done.
 
As I was leaving the room, I felt the tug of the tapestry again, stronger that time. It was almost as if it was trying to pull me back, urging me to stay away from the Figgs. But I managed to push past the feeling and hurried to join the brothers and Andi.
 
“I've decided to let you guys finish the job,” I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt. “But I'm going to help Andi keep you in line, okay?”
 
The brothers exchanged a glance and then shrugged, oblivious to the severity of the matter. But Andi gave me a grateful smile. “If nothing else, I can promise you that we'll do our best,” Andi said.
 
Later, when I popped into the hall bathroom to check on the brothers, I couldn't help but overhear Stephen and Miles, the brothers, talking about Corey's murder. I paused for a moment, my curiosity piqued.
 
“I heard Jack and Corey had another face-off after the fight at the dealership,” Miles was saying.
 
“Yeah, I heard that too,” Stephen replied. “Probably because Jack heard that Corey had gone to threaten Latonya at the B&B. You know, where she's the manager.”
 
I felt a sudden urge to find out more about this, because it sounded like there was more to the story. And as I considered my options, I made a mental note to mention the incident to Shane too.
 
I made up my mind to take a break from the renovations in order to clear my head and attempt to get my anxiousness in check. I strode out of the house, the loud clattering of tools and the brothers ripping apart things that might not ever be repaired properly ringing in my ears. One last peek back through the window revealed sawdust covering surfaces and walls with holes, and I sighed. I would have to find time later to ask the brothers what they were doing, in hope that the mess could be cleaned up eventually.
 
After the short drive into Andale, I parked my car and began strolling around idly for a few minutes. Eventually, I couldn't help but feel drawn to the Andale B&B. It was a charming, Victorian-style building with a wrap-around porch and colorful flowers in pots on either side of the door. It seemed like the best place to find out more about what had happened between Corey and Latonya.
 
I stepped inside to find a friendly woman with short, sun-bleached blonde hair, clear blue eyes, and an inviting smile. She was in her mid-fifties, wearing a brightly colored dress with a paisley print, and her feet were encased in white canvas sneakers. She introduced herself as Rita and told me that Latonya was out at lunch. After we exchanged pleasantries, I decided to stay and enjoy her charming conversation. She was easy to talk to, and she seemed more than willing to spend a little time chatting with me.
 
“So, how long have you worked here at the B&B?” I asked, trying to make small talk.
 
“Oh, I've been here for about five years now,” Rita replied. “It's a lovely place to work, and Latonya is a great boss.”
 
“That's good to hear,” I said. “I'm new to town, and I'm still trying to get a feel for the place.”
 
“Well, you couldn't have picked a better place to live,” Rita said. “Andale is a wonderful community. Have you had a chance to explore much yet?”
 
“I've been pretty busy with renovations on my new house,” I said. “But I've met a few people and visited a few of the local businesses. Everyone seems really friendly.”
 
“That's one of the things I love about this town,” Rita said. “There's a real sense of community here. People look out for each other.”
 
I smiled and nodded, then took a deep breath and asked the question that had been on my mind. I hoped that, like everyone else I'd met so far, Rita was open to a little gossip. It seemed like everyone in this small town was primed for it, so I went in for the real meat of the conversation.
 
“Rita, I heard that there was an incident where Corey Dimer had threatened Latonya. Did you witness anything like that? Do you know anything about it?”
 
Rita bit her lip and cast her gaze downward, debating whether to answer truthfully. She finally looked up and met my eyes. “I saw them go into her office, but they didn't seem angry or anything that day. It wasn't until later, when Jack stormed in after someone reported seeing Corey enter the B&B, that I realized something was going on,” she said. “Jack was ready to defend his wife, and I could tell then that Corey had been threatening Latonya. But he must have done it quietly, because I never heard a peep.”
 
“Is that all?” I pressed gently.
 
“Oh, wait, I do remember hearing something fall off of Latonya's desk when they were in there. I didn't think anything of it at the time, though. I had no idea Latonya was in danger. I feel horrible for that oversight. I should have helped her.”
 
Rita looked away, her eyes misting up. I reached over to pat her arm reassuringly.
 
“It's okay,” I said softly. “You sound like a wonderful friend and employee, and Latonya is lucky to have you.”
 
Rita shook her head and then looked up at me with a determined expression. “But enough about that,” she said. “How about I show you around the B&B? It's really something special.”
 
She stood up and began to lead me around, pointing out the quaint details of each room, from the vintage wallpaper to the antique furniture that had been thoughtfully arranged. Every detail was meticulous, as if Latonya had put her entire heart and soul into creating this beautiful space for people to enjoy. We eventually made our way back to the front office, but when we got there, I noticed Rita looking out the window with an anxious expression on her face.
 
“Latonya's back,” she said. “Let's go say hello.”
 
Just then, the door opened, and Latonya stepped inside. She was wearing a pink sundress with white sandals, her hair falling in natural waves around her shoulders. She had a pleasant expression on her face until she saw me sitting there, and I think she might have realized what we had been talking about. Everyone in town knew that Corey had been found in my basement. So, what else could we have been chatting about? Her face dropped for a moment before she composed herself again and gave me an uncertain smile.
 
“I'm back,” she said quietly. “Rita, how were things while I was gone?”
 
“It's been pretty quiet,” Rita replied with a friendly smile. “But this nice lady has been keeping me company while you were out. Latonya, this is Tilly, and she was hoping to get a few minutes to speak to you.”
 
“Follow me, then,” Latonya said and beckoned me with a nod of her head.
 
I nodded my head back in response and followed Latonya down the hallway towards her office. When we walked into the room, it was breathtakingly beautiful. The walls were painted an inviting light blue that was just the whisper of color. A desk stood against one wall with pictures of family members smiling from their frames. Two chairs faced each other by a window overlooking the B&B's back gardens and a small table with an antique pink tea set sat between them.
 
“Please sit down,” Latonya said and gently waved a hand toward the table and chairs. “The gardens look so beautiful this time of year.”
 
“Thank you for agreeing to speak with me, Latonya,” I said as I took a seat at the small table by the window. “I'm new to town, and I'm still trying to get a feel for the place.”
 
Latonya smiled and nodded. “I know how that feels,” she said. “I moved here from the city about ten years ago. It was a big change, but I love it here now.”
 
“What brought you to Andale?” I asked, making small talk as I tried to get a feel for Latonya's personality.
 
“I was looking for a change of pace,” Latonya said. “I used to work in corporate marketing, but I wanted something more laid-back and fulfilling. I always loved the idea of running a bed and breakfast, so when I saw this place was for sale, I jumped at the chance.”
 
“It's a beautiful building,” I said, looking around at the cozy office. “And it seems like a great location.”
 
“It is,” Latonya agreed. “And the town itself is wonderful. Like I said, I love it here. What about you? What brought you to Andale?”
 
“I actually bought the Winslow house sight unseen,” I said, feeling a little sheepish. “I saw some pictures online and fell in love with it. I figured it would be a good project to take on, and a change of scenery would do me some good.”
 
“Well, I'm glad you're here,” Latonya said. “Andale could use more people like you. So, what can I do for you today? Did you have any questions about the B&B?”
 
“Actually, I was hoping to ask you a few questions about Corey,” I said, getting to the point. “I heard that he threatened you. Can you tell me more about that?”
 
Latonya's face fell again, and she looked down at her hands. “I'm not sure I should be talking about this with you,” she said. “It's not exactly a pleasant subject.”
 
“I understand,” I said, trying to be reassuring. “But I'm acting as a consultant for Shane, and I have some past experience in investigation. It might be helpful to get your perspective on the situation.” I didn't tell Latonya that my “experience” was limited to reading murder mysteries and watching true crime documentaries, hoping she would believe that I was a real consultant. Oh, and that I was a self-appointed “consultant.” I just had to hope she never actually asked him… To my surprise, she seemed to buy it.
 
“Corey came in here demanding money,” Latonya said, her voice shaking with anger. “He said he'd leave town if I gave him enough cash, but if I didn't, he'd find a way to get Jack in trouble. He said he'd make him violate the restraining order against him or something like that. I was so scared, I gave him what he wanted. I just wanted him to leave me alone. It was terrible,” Latonya said, shaking her head. “Jack came home and I told him what had happened. He was so angry; he couldn't even sit still. He said Corey had threatened me, and he couldn't just let it go. So, he went to confront him. And then, they got into a physical fight. Before I knew it, Jack was being arrested and taken to jail. I had to spend the whole night trying to get him out. It was a nightmare.”
 
“I'm so sorry you had to go through that,” I said, feeling sympathetic. “It must have been very difficult. Did you explain to Shane why Jack confronted Corey?” I asked, trying to get a better understanding of the situation.
 
“Yes, I did,” Latonya said, her voice shaking. “I was so worried that Corey would come back and cause more problems. I had no idea what he was capable of. But I swear, my husband Jack couldn't have had anything to do with Corey's death. He's a good man, and he wouldn't hurt anyone. He was just trying to protect me. He wouldn't kill anyone.”
 
I nodded, but something about Latonya's story struck me as off. For one thing, Shane hadn't officially announced that he was looking for a murder suspect yet, so it seemed strange that Latonya was so quick to defend her husband that way. It made me wonder if there was more to the story than she was letting on. Or if I was just overanalyzing a wife looking out for her husband...
 






Chapter Nine

I walked into Sheriff Shane's office and sat down across from his desk. He looked up at me, his expression serious.
 
“What can I do for you?” he asked.
 
“I was just wondering if you could follow up on something I heard,” I said, trying to sound casual. “Latonya at the Andale B&B told me that Corey came to her office and threatened her, demanding money in exchange for leaving town. She said she gave him the money, but he still managed to get into a physical fight with her husband, Jack, who ended up getting arrested.”
 
Shane's expression darkened. “I'm sorry, but I can't discuss the details of an ongoing investigation with you,” he said. “I'm going to have to ask you to stay out of it and mind your own business.”
 
I was taken aback by his harsh tone. “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to get involved,” I said. “I was just curious.”
 
“Well, it's best if you leave the detective work to the professionals,” Shane said, his voice softer now. “I understand that you're new to town, but I have to ask you to stay out of this case. It's for your own safety.”
 
I nodded, feeling chastened. “I understand,” I said. “I'll stay out of it. Thank you for the advice.”
 
“Listen, I didn't mean to sound so harsh,” Shane said, hesitating. “I don't want you to feel like you can't ask me questions or talk to me. How about we grab lunch together and chat more about this? Maybe I can give you some more insight into how things work around here.”
 
I was surprised by his invitation, but I found myself nodding. “That sounds good,” I said. “Thank you.”
 
“Great,” Shane said, standing up. “I know a great little place a few blocks away. How about we meet there in an hour?”
 
“Sure,” I said, standing up as well. “I'll see you then.”
 
I left his office, feeling a mix of excitement and nervousness. I had to remind myself that this was just lunch and not a date. But I couldn't deny that I was looking forward to getting to know Shane.
 
***
 
I spotted Shane as I walked into June's Cafe. He was already seated at a table near the back, and he waved me over. I made my way through the crowded restaurant, trying to avoid bumping into anyone as I navigated around the tables. When I reached Shane's table, I slid into the seat across from him.
 
“Thanks for agreeing to meet me,” he said as I sat down.
 
“Of course,” I replied. “I'm anxious to know more about the investigation into Corey's death.”
 
Shane's dark eyebrows drew together in a deep frown. He sighed and dragged his hands through his hair, leaving it disheveled. His voice was strained as he spoke. “I know you're curious, but please just stay out of this,” he said, looking me directly in the eye. “It's not safe for you to get involved.”
 
“I'm not trying to get involved,” I protested. “But I can't just ignore what happened in my own home. And I heard something interesting today that I think you should know about. Besides, you’ve invited me here to talk. Why did you do that if you didn’t want to discuss any of it with me.”
 
“All right,” he relented. “What was this about Jack and Latonya? I have already looked into this avenue for the case, but I would like to know what you heard.”
 
I told Shane about my uncomfortable exchange with Latonya at the B&B, her terrified claims that Corey had threatened her and demanded money, and my suspicion that Jack may have had a hand in Corey's death. Shane leaned back in his chair, eyes wide, as I talked. I couldn't tell if I was giving him revelatory insight on the case, or if he couldn't believe I wouldn't drop it.
 
As I spoke, the waitress hovering nearby, Martha by her nametag, looked increasingly agitated. She was a middle-aged woman with curly hair, a thin frame, and an overexerted expression. When I mentioned Corey's name, her eyes widened, and her mouth opened in surprise. She dropped her tray on the floor, let out a small cry, and raced out of the restaurant without saying a word.
 
I looked at Shane in shock, wondering what had just happened. He looked as perplexed as I was, and we stared after the waitress in silence. “What was that about?” I asked finally.
 
Shane shook his head slowly and sighed, a clear sign of disapproval. A wave of guilt hit me, and I felt my face flush as I realized I had hurt the waitress' feelings with my thoughtless words. I stood up, squared my shoulders, and told Shane I was going to apologize. He muttered something about me sticking my nose into things again, but I ignored him and made my way to the kitchen. The door was ajar, so I quietly pushed it open to go find the waitress inside.
 
As I passed through the kitchen, the aroma of freshly cooked food filled my nose, and the steamy heat clung to my skin. The cook stood in front of a pot, her stout frame and stern expression illuminated by the light coming from a single bare overhead bulb above her. I could feel her eyes boring into me, but I didn’t look her way. Instead, I focused on the sound of sobbing and followed it out of the kitchen and into the alley. There I found Martha. She was leaning against the wall, and right before I could step out and say her name, she pulled a spoon from her apron and began licking it.
 
It was a strange and unsettling sight, and I hesitated for a moment. But then I decided that it wasn’t appropriate to approach her in this state, so I turned around and quickly went back inside. I tried to shake off the strange encounter and returned to my lunch with Shane.
 
As I sat down in the booth, I told Shane about what I saw with Martha. “I followed her outside and she was crying, and then she pulled out a spoon from her apron and started licking it. It was really strange.”
 
Shane looked at me with a stern expression. “Tilly, you need to mind your own business. This isn't your investigation. You're not a detective.”
 
I sighed and tried to change the subject. “So, what can you tell me about the case? Do you have any leads?” I could admit that I was being stubborn, but I’d just seen a woman licking a spoon in an alley. I felt like I should get some answers abouts something… anything when it came to Andale. “Or did you really just invite me out to lunch to get me to shut up about Corey’s death?”
 
Shane shook his head. “I can't discuss the case with you. You need to stay out of it. I never should have said we could chat about it. I’m sorry, but that was a mistake. Please, just let me do my job.”
 
So, I dropped it. I couldn’t just keep asking him the same questions over and over again. I’d already done that too many times, and I worried that if I didn’t back off a bit, he’d just stop talking to me entirely. I didn’t want that because despite the rocky start, I liked being around Shane. Plus, if he never spoke to me again, I would never get any details about the case out of him…
 
The arrival of another waitress only served to make the situation more awkward, as I struggled to make conversation while we waited for her to take our order. I ordered pancakes, even though my stomach had knotted itself in a tight ball of nerves. The rest of the meal was an exercise in misery, and as soon as I had cleared my plate, Shane leapt from his seat and mumbled a short goodbye before making a beeline for the door. At least he paid the bill on his way out.
 
After a couple more minutes, I’d finished my Diet Coke. There was nothing more for me to do but leave, so I got up and headed for the door. I had one foot out of the diner already, but Martha's voice froze me mid-step. She had been watching Shane and me from across the room, her eyes trained on us until he left. Now, she quickly rushed over and pulled me aside, a frenzied energy radiating from her. She spoke quickly and urgently about how Corey had been holed up in the library with his “sister” for days before vanishing. Every word was filled with tension, as if she knew a terrible secret.
 
I couldn’t help thinking Martha must have a metallic taste in her mouth from the spoon, and it distracted me for a moment until I realized that what she wanted was for me to talk to Corey’s “sister” at the library. She narrowed her eyes, speaking in a tone that could cut glass, “Go talk to Corey’s ‘sister’ at the library.” The way she stresses the word sister, I could tell that this was more than a simple request. Her motives remained shrouded in mystery, but I decided it was worth the risk… and I needed a library card anyway.
 
I stepped out of the diner and onto the bustling sidewalk, taking a moment to orient myself before heading in the direction of the library. It was a bright, sunny day, and the warm temperature seemed to have brought out everyone in town. I dodged a group of chattering teenagers, sidestepped a slow-moving couple pushing a stroller, and ducked around a man with a large backpack.
 
The library was only a few blocks away, and I arrived there in no time. I pushed through the heavy glass doors and found myself in a cool, quiet space. The smell of old books and freshly brewed coffee filled my nostrils. I approached the checkout counter, where a woman with short, spiky hair was helping a young boy check out a stack of graphic novels.
 
With a friendly grin, the woman proclaimed her name to be Ursula. “Nice to meet you, and how can I help you?”
 
“I'm new in town,” I said, extending my hand to shake hers. “I was wondering if I could get a library card?”
 
Ursula chuckled and handed me a form to fill out. We talked about the town and my plans as I filled it out. When I was done, I handed it back to her with a smile and asked, “Are you Corey's sister?”
 
Ursula's smile disappeared and she looked like she was about to cry. “We were on the verge of leaving this place once Corey found what he was looking for.” She clammed up then and quickly issued my library card, avoiding eye contact. I could tell she'd shut down and wouldn’t be providing any more information, so I thanked her and walked off to browse the stacks of books.
 
I was browsing the stacks at the library when I felt someone tap my shoulder. I turned around and saw one of the librarians, a petite woman with short blonde hair. She glanced around nervously before whispering to me.
 
“I saw Ursula and Corey hugging a few months back,” she said. “It was before Ursula made him leave their shared apartment in the building behind the library. They looked way too cozy for siblings, if you know what I mean. I heard you asking about them, and I thought someone should know.”
 
I nodded, intrigued by this new piece of information. The librarian quickly glanced over her shoulder and then hurried off before I can ask her any more questions.
 
Just then, Ursula approached me with a cart of books to return. I ducked into another aisle and grabbed a couple of random books.
 
Once I was sure the coast was clear and Ursula had moved on, I took the books to the counter and checked them out. As I did so, I couldn’t help but think about what the librarian said about Ursula and Corey. What was he looking for? Did he find it? Was this all connected to his disappearance?
 
The questions swirled in my head as I went back out into the sunny day. With a determined look in my eyes, I made up my mind to continue investigating until I got some answers.
 
***
 
As I walked up to the apartment building behind the library, I noticed that it was a small, unassuming brick building with peeling paint and a rickety wood staircase leading up to the three apartments above. It looked like it could use a little bit of TLC. I made my way up and knocked on the door of the ground-floor apartment.
 
A woman who looked to be in her seventies answered the door with a friendly smile. I introduced myself and told her I was new in town and wondered if she knew anything about the siblings who used to live in the apartment upstairs. The woman, who introduced herself as Mrs. Simpson, invited me in and offered me a seat on her couch, chattering away about how nice it was to have someone to talk to.
 
As we chatted, I couldn’t help but notice that Mrs. Simpson seemed to be avoiding my question about Ursula and Corey. She talked about the weather and how quiet it was in this small town, but when I brought up Ursula and Corey again, she got a little bit evasive. It wasn’t until I'd been sitting with her for a while that she finally opened up.
 
“Oh, Ursula and Corey,” Mrs. Simpson said with a sigh. “Such a sad story. They were both such sweet kids, but Corey had a bit of an addiction problem. Ursula tried her best to help him, but he just couldn't seem to get a handle on it. I remember one night, I heard them arguing about it. The next day, Corey was gone. Poor Ursula was devastated. She's a good kid, she really is.”
 
We chatted a bit longer, but then I made up a story about a doctor’s appointment to get out of there. Mrs. Simpson seemed like a lonely woman who would talk for hours if I let her. I felt bad about bailing on her, but if I didn’t go soon, I’d never get to do what I planned to do next. I thanked Mrs. Simpson for her time and information and made my way back out of the apartment, deep in thought about what I'd just learned.
 
Once I was alone in the hallway, I decided it would be a good idea for me to “investigate” Ursula's apartment. I convinced myself that it wouldn’t hurt anything for me to pop inside and take a quick peek around. As long as I didn’t touch anything or take anything, it couldn’t be that illegal...
 
As I made my way up the stairs, the wood creaked under my feet and the railings felt slightly unsteady beneath my grip. The building seemed old and in need of repair, and I couldn’t help feeling a bit nervous as I approached Ursula's apartment. When I reached the door, I paused for a moment, looking around to make sure no one was watching. Seeing no one, I bent down and checked under the mat, hoping to find a key. To my delight, I found one nestled in the corner. I took a deep breath and slid the key into the lock, turning it slowly to avoid making any noise. The door clicked open and I slipped inside, closing it behind me.
 
I searched Ursula's kitchen first, since I hoped it was the most likely place to find clues about what Corey was doing before he died. I checked the cabinets and drawers, looking for anything that might be useful.
 
I found a few bills and some recipes, but nothing that seemed particularly relevant. I checked the fridge and the freezer, hoping to find something that might give me a clue about Corey's activities, but there was nothing out of the ordinary. I even checked the trash and recycling, but there was nothing there either. I started to think I wasn’t going to find any clues in the kitchen, so I decided to move on and check the rest of the apartment.
 
I slowly made my way into the living room, carefully looking around for any signs that might help me understand what happened to Corey. I checked the bookshelves, the coffee table, and even peeked behind the curtains. But everything seemed perfectly normal. There were no sign of a struggle or any indication that anything out of the ordinary happened there. I started to feel a little foolish for even trying to search the apartment, and I began to think that maybe Martha was just trying to lead me on a wild-goose chase. But I couldn’t leave without checking every room, so I moved on down the hall.
 
As I entered the bedroom, I scanned the room quickly. The bed was neatly made and there were no signs of a struggle. I moved over to the nightstand and saw a few items scattered on top - a book, a lamp, and a photo of a man who I assumed was Corey. I picked up the photo and examined it closely. He was smiling in the photo and seemed happy. I set the photo back down and continued my search. I opened the drawers of the nightstand and found some clothes that appear to be men’s. I also found a few documents, including a lease agreement for the apartment. It looked like Corey was living here with Ursula until recently. She had him listed as a long-term visitor but not responsible for paying rent on an amended lease.
 
I searched the bathroom next, taking in the small space. The tiles were a pale blue and there was a small window above the shower that let in a small amount of light. The sink was clean, but there was a small puddle of water on the counter from where someone probably didn't wipe it down properly. I opened the medicine cabinet and found the expected items - Tylenol, toothpaste, and a toothbrush. There were also a few teeth-whitening strips and a small container of what looked like pot gummies. I hesitated to touch them, not wanting to leave any fingerprints behind. I closed the cabinet and took a quick glance in the shower, but it was empty and clean. I exited the bathroom, not finding any clues.
 
I left Ursula's apartment feeling disappointed that I didn't find any clues. I made sure to lock the door behind me and replaced the key under the rug. As I headed down the stairs, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched. I quickened my pace and almost ran out of the apartment building, looking over my shoulder to make sure no one was following me. When I reached the safety of my car, I let out a sigh of relief and started the drive back to my own home.
 






Chapter Ten

I opened the door to my house after a long day to find that the Figgs, who had stayed over to do some work, had already left, leaving behind a tidy mess. The cat meowed and rubbed against my leg, her stomach growling for another meal. I obliged, but with a stern reminder that I wasn’t ready for a long-term arrangement yet… and taking care of a pet was a big responsibility.
 
I took off my coat and made myself a cup of tea. As I sat in my armchair, watching the fire crackle in the fireplace, my mind drifted back to Ursula's apartment and Corey's death. What was he doing here? Was something suspicious going on? If only I had found something to explain what happened…
 
The cat meowed, interrupting my thoughts. I looked down and saw that it had eaten half of its meal already. It didn‘t seem to care as it left and then returned a short time later to finish the other half. I found this strange behavior peculiar but then again, everything in this town seemed peculiar lately.
 
Perhaps there was something at Ursula's apartment that I missed, something so small and insignificant that it didn't jump out at me. Or maybe I was looking too much into the investigation. Either way, my mind had been churning over possible answers ever since I came back from her apartment.
 
I sipped my tea slowly, contemplating what to do next as the cat continued its unique eating habits by my side…
 
The chamomile tea made me sleepy, so I went to bed. I brushed my teeth, put on a pair of warm pajamas, and slipped under the covers. It was still early, but my mind was exhausted from thinking too much. As I drifted off to sleep, I was hopeful that once morning came, I would find some answers about Corey's death.
 
Later, I jolted awake, my heart pounding in terror. I heard the unmistakable sound of glass shattering and the muffled thump of something heavy on the floor below. Immediately, I sprang out of bed and grabbed a long metal poker from the fireplace set. I’d placed it next to my bed since I didn’t have a gun or baseball bat. A woman living alone needs some sort of protection… My hands trembled as I dialed the emergency police number.
 
The dispatcher told me they were on their way and to stay put. But I couldn’t just cower in my bedroom. Looking back, it probably could have gotten me killed, but I had to see who was invading my home. I snuck out into the dark hallway and crept toward the living room as quietly as I could.
 
When I got there, I saw Ursula picking a piece of glass out of her shoe. For some reason, seeing her instead of a masked killer, made me relax. I was half asleep… so it’s not like I was completely stupid.
 
But I was still startled by Ursula's sudden appearance in my home and gripped the fireplace poker tighter. At least my survival instincts kicked in in that regard. “Ursula, what are you doing here?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.
 
“I felt your presence in my wards and figured I'd return the favor by dropping by without an invitation,” she replied, looking unapologetic. “Plus, I would have come to get the ruby anyway.”
 
I'm confused by her words, not fully understanding what she meant by “wards” or what she's talking about with the ruby. “I don't have any idea what you're talking about,” I said honestly.
 
“Of course you don't,” Ursula said with a sigh. “You have no idea what you're getting yourself into, do you?”
 
I shook my head, still holding the poker defensively. “I'm just trying to understand what happened to Corey,” I said.
 
An eerie blue light began to glow around Ursula’s fist as she raised her hand towards me. I backed away, eyes wide with confusion and fear, not knowing what to make of this strange phenomenon. Suddenly, I felt a sharp electric shock on my arm and saw the blue light flare brighter. Her voice was firm as she demanded that I show her where Hestia kept her spell room. “Show me to Hestia’s spell room right now!”
 
I had no idea what she’s talking about, but I heard the same disembodied feminine voice from before directing me to go behind the tapestry. You’ll find what you need there…
 
My heart raced as I stepped forward and brushed my sweating palm against the fabric that separated me from the wall. With a trembling hand, I slowly pulled it aside, and a cold chill ran down my spine.
 
The wall groaned and creaked as it gradually began to split in the middle, revealing a secret room behind it. I stepped forward and peered down at the floor and then up at the ceiling, each footstep echoing across the room. My gaze was drawn to a large ruby encased in a beautiful golden setting that sat atop an altar in the center of the room. The candlelight shone on its surface, making it glow like a star.
 
Ursula’s eyes lit up with excitement as she quickly strode over to inspect the gemstone. She carefully examined it from all angles, turning it and looking at it from the front and back before turning toward me with a satisfied smile. “This is it,” she said triumphantly.
 
Before I could even react, that same feminine spoke again. “Touch it before Ursula can!”
 
Every inch of me screamed to listen to the voice, so I lunged forward and placed my hands around it. Immediately, a surge of energy entered my body, filling me with a warmth and tingling sensation that I had never experienced before. The ruby glowed brighter and brighter as the energy built up within me until finally there was a loud crack like thunder and the entire room was consumed by a brilliant light.
 
The air around me crackled and popped, the electricity raising the hairs on my arms, and I felt my feet leave the floor. I saw bright flashes of my past in a single moment from my childhood to my present day.
 
But as I sort of floated there, something inside me stirred. A strange power radiated through my body, and my outstretched hands crackled with energy. As I turned to face Ursula again, the energy burst forth in a spectacular display of electricity, sparks flying like tiny fireflies. The flux hits its mark.
 
Ursula's body was immediately encased in a solid block of ice that glowed with a brilliant blue light. I was frightened but also fascinated by the power of the ruby and quickly set it back down on the altar, hoping nothing else would come to life.
 
As I stood there in shock, the stray cat approached me and sat down at my feet. “Hi there,” she said, “my name is Isis.” Before I could respond, another identical cat walked into the room and sat down next to her. “I'm Erid,” he introduced himself.
 
“What are you?” I stammered, still trying to wrap my head around the situation.
 
“We are Isis and Erid,” the first cat, Isis, replied calmly. “We are twins, as you can see.”
 
“But how are you talking?” I asked, still feeling a bit dazed. “You’re cats.”
 
“That's a long story,” Erid said with a wink.
 
Suddenly, I heard a noise behind me. I tried to back out of the room, but I backed right into Shane. He steadied me and told me to take a few deep breaths. His hands gripped my shoulders, and I felt a bit safer.
 
“It's all right,” he said in a soothing voice. “Everything is going to be okay.”
 
“It's not,” I said breathlessly. “How can it be?” I looked at my hands and wondered if I'd completely lost my mind.
 
“I'm sorry, but I have to leave you right now. I have to take care of this. I'll be back to talk to you after I take Ursula to lockup,” Shane said. “In the meantime, can you two cats please look after her?”
 
Isis and Erid both nodded their heads in agreement.
 
“Sure thing, Shane,” Isis said.
 
“We'll take good care of her,” Erid added.
 
Shane shoved the still frozen Ursula out of the room. She left a light trail of water behind her as the ice tomb encasing her slowly melted. It would have been almost comical if I hadn’t just been through the biggest shock of my life.
 
I stood there in shock, unable to believe that the cats were able to speak and understand everything that was going on around them. As Shane led Ursula away, I was left alone with the feline twins. The ones who could talk... The cats who were babysitting me...
 
I stumbled into the living room and collapsed into the comfortable armchair, feeling the soft fabric on my skin grounding me to the real world. The two cats jumped up at the same time, landing on each arm of the chair. They stared at me with their big, bright eyes and spoke in unison.
 
“You're a witch,” they said. “You just tapped into your powers with the help of the ruby.”
 
I stared at them in disbelief. “What are you talking about?” I asked.
 
The siblings shared a knowing grin as they spoke in unison. “The Ruby Blood Drop,” they said. “Its beauty and power are legendary, while its deep, luminescent ruby hue seems to pulse with energy.” The cats explained that it was infused with special powers that could be harnessed to power up whenever needed. It was an almost limitless source of power for any magic user. “But it has to be recharged by being positioned over the main ley line,” Erid said. When not in use, the gem was kept safe on an altar in grandmother's spell room.
 
I blinked. What I had heard was impossible, yet here it was, in plain words. I felt like I was falling into a dream, standing still in the middle of a surreal painting.
 
“Hestia was the Keeper of the Ruby Blood Drop,” the cats continued. “She wanted you to be her successor. She spelled the house to only accept someone who was pure of heart and a good candidate to replace her, to allow entry into the spell room. Corey could feel the source of it, but he never would have gotten in.”
 
I felt the weight of the revelation in my chest and fought the urge to pinch myself. I shook my head, trying to make sense of it all; how had I not noticed? The crazy truth was becoming clear, and although it was unbelievable, I knew deep down that it was true.
 
“I'm a witch,” I whispered, still in shock.
 
“Yes,” the cats said, nodding their heads. “And now, it's up to you to carry on Hestia's legacy and protect the Ruby Blood Drop.”
 
I was about to ask the cats more questions when a knock on the door interrupted us. I was expecting Shane, hoping that he would either give me some answers or admit me to the psych ward. I wasn't entirely sure if any of it was really happening.
 
I slowly opened the door and there stood Martha, her pale face streaked with tears. She trembled almost imperceptibly under the porch light. She had her hands clenched into tight fists.
 
Her voice trembled as she spoke, and her hands clasped nervously in front of her. “Can I talk to you?” she asked, her gaze darting around the room nervously.
 
My maternal instincts kicked in, and I couldn't ignore a woman's suffering. I invited her into the house.
 
I was still in shock from everything that had happened, but I knew that I had to do something to help Martha. I took her to the kitchen and started to make some tea, hoping that the comforting ritual would help to calm her nerves. As the water was boiling, Isis came into the kitchen and hissed at Martha.
 
“Martha broke into the house with Corey,” Erid warned me as he jumped up onto the kitchen counter. “And she's the one who stabbed him and pushed him down the stairs. I can see it all so clearly now!”
 
I thought I had officially lost it, but then Martha started talking to the cats too.
 
“Shut up,” Martha said, pulling out a stainless-steel fork and sucking on it. As she did so, she began to glow, and I knew that that was bad.
 
Erid told me to ward myself, but I had no idea how to do it. “Do it fast. Before it's too late!”
 
He and Isis locked eyes, their faces alight with determination. In a synchronized movement, they leaped forward and landed in front of me. The brush of their thick fur against my kneecaps sent a tingle down my spine, and the light emanating from their fur illuminated the room.
 
The air shimmered around Martha as she pulled on her inner power, sending a wave of energy towards the three of us. But the wave dispersed quickly, igniting a spark of collective relief. Martha shrieked and stamped her foot, face contorted in anger at her failed attempt to prove her superiority.
 
I knew that I had to do something to stop her, but I didn't know what. I was out of my depth and completely overwhelmed by everything that was happening. I just hoped that I would be able to find a way to protect myself and the cats before it was too late.
 
Sweat beaded on my forehead as I watched her, my heart pounding in my chest. I felt helpless. All I could think to do was to huddle the cats closer and take a step back. In the heavy silence of the room, I tried to think of a way to keep her from hurting us, but my mind was blank. Every second felt like an eternity as I frantically searched for a solution.
 
“Use your own power, like you did with Ursula,” Isis told me, her voice urgent.
 
I took a deep breath, opened up my heart, and stretched out my arms. I tried to imagine a glowing sphere of energy inside me, but nothing happened. I tried again, focusing on the sensation of a force gathering in my chest. Finally, I felt it like a river of warmth expanding through my body. I shivered with the sheer power of it.
 
Martha sucked greedily on the fork and it splintered in her mouth and fell apart. She gathered up her energy, ready to lash out, but I was already one step ahead. I stared her down, feeling a freezing storm rise up inside me and burst forth with a deafening roar. Martha absorbed the force of my power, frozen in place until gravity pulled her down to the floor.
 
A chill filled the room as she closed her eyes, and gorgeous frost patterns began to spread across her skin. I watched as the intricate artwork of ice slowly spread across her body and shrouded her in a delicate shell of frozen armor. The ice wasn’t as thick as the casing that had trapped Ursula, but it sure was pretty.
 
I couldn't believe what I had done. I had used my own magic to defend myself and the cats, and it had worked.
 
But before I could congratulate myself too much, Erid spoke up. “Your power isn't as strong as when you froze Ursula,” he said. “You're not holding the ruby.”
 
I looked at him in surprise. “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
“The ruby is an almost unlimited source of power for a magic user,” Erid explained again. “But it can't be used continuously. It has to recharge by being positioned over the main ley line, and it's kept on an altar in Grammy's spell room when it's not being used.”
 
I nodded, understanding. “I'll go get it,” I said, turning to leave the room.
 
But Isis stopped me. “It has to recharge first,” she said. “And it has to be in the proper position.”
 
Erid nodded. “I put it back in place, but its magical power is still tapped for the moment.”
 
I sighed, frustrated. “So what do we do now?” I asked.
 
I searched the room for something to restrain Martha. My gaze settled on the thin strips of fabric attached to the curtains. I used four of them, winding them tightly around her arms and legs, my fingers trembling as I knotted them in place. The fabric bit into her skin and she struggled against it, but it would hopefully hold her firmly in place until Shane arrived.
 
Isis and Erid both stared intently at Martha as they lifted their paws and uttered a spell. The air around them crackled with magical energy, and the ordinary curtain ties seemed to come alive, glowing with a pulsing light of their own. They became bands of magical power that held her securely in place.
 
“That should keep her bound until Shane arrives,” Erid said, nodding in satisfaction.
 
“But what if she breaks free?” I asked, worried.
 
“These bands are strong,” Isis assured me. “They'll hold her until we can turn her over to Shane.”
 
I hoped that they were right. I didn't want Martha to escape and cause any more trouble. I just wanted everything to be over so that I could try to make sense of all that had happened.
 






Chapter Eleven

While I waited for Shane to come back, I sat in the chair and watched Martha slowly unthaw. To say that she was unhappy was an understatement, but at least she couldn't shake free of the magical curtain bindings. I wished that her mouth was the last thing to thaw, but I wasn't that lucky.
 
She ranted at me for ruining her plans and for getting in the way of her getting the ruby.
 
“You had no right to interfere,” she spat. “You have no idea what you've done.”
 
I stood my ground, unwilling to back down. “I did what I had to do to protect myself and the cats,” I said firmly. “This is my house. You had no right to try to steal from me.”
 
Martha glared at me, her eyes narrowed in rage. “You're just a selfish little brat,” she said. “You have no idea what's really going on.”
 
“Then why don't you tell me?” I challenged.
 
Martha's eyes darted around the room, her mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water as she debated whether or not to tell me anything. She inhaled a deep breath, her shoulders tensing as if forcing the words out. “Corey planned to run away with Ursula and take the ruby with them,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. It was almost as if someone was making her talk.
 
“But they're siblings,” I said, confused.
 
Martha sneered at me. “That's just a cover,” she said. “They were in a romantic relationship and working together to get the ruby.”
 
I walked up to Martha, her eyes sunken and hollow from lack of sleep. I cleared my throat and asked, “Can you tell me more about Corey's supposed addiction? He mentioned something to Ursula about needing to get treatment.” Martha's unfocused gaze shifted to the floor and she slowly shook her head.
 
Martha sighed, her chest deflating beneath the weight of her weary heart. “Corey was never an addict. He was just a man-whore, sleeping with anyone who’d have him. Even Latonya.” Her name hung in the air like a piercing bell, and she shook her head again in frustration.
 
I was taken aback. “Really? Ursula believed him when he said he didn’t cheat with Latonya?”
 
Martha released a sharply disgusted exhale. “Yeah, she fell for it hook, line, and sinker. Her face was all smiles, like nothing had ever happened. I can’t believe she took him back after everything he’d done.”
 
“And you overheard the conversation of them talking about getting back together?” I asked. “That's how you knew?”
 
Martha nodded. “Yeah, I did. I pretended like I didn't hear it because I didn't want to get involved. But it was eating me up inside.”
 
“So, what happened before my arrival in Andale?” I asked.
 
“Corey and I broke into the Winslow place, here, again,” Martha admitted. “We knew we had to find the ruby before you moved in, if we could. But my anger and resentment towards Corey boiled over, and in a moment of rage, I killed him.”
 
I looked at Martha with suspicion. “Why are you confessing so easily?” I figured it could be that she'd reached her breaking point, but it could've also been a distraction. I tried to mentally prepare myself for another attack. It was like a storm I could feel coming before I saw it on the horizon.
 
Even so, Martha surprised me when she burst free of the power bands by licking the metal leg of the chair. It was a shocking and revolting moment, but it also gave me an idea to distract Martha from killing me.
 
“Wait, why did you lick the metal?” I asked, still trying to process what just happened. If I could get her bragging about her powers, it would buy me some time.
 
Martha explained as she circled me like a shark, “I am an elemental witch, and I power up with metal and minerals. That's why I always carry some metal on me, though the effect is short-term. I lick the metal to absorb its power, but that gradually weakens the object. It's why the kitchen knife I used to stab Corey shattered,” Martha said matter-of-factly. “I pity you,” Martha continued, “For being at the mercy of something like the ruby to recharge your powers. A witch like me can just carry a spoon in her pocket.”
 
I couldn't quite grasp what Martha meant by her last statement, but I asked, “If the ruby is so pitiable, then why do you want it?”
 
Martha’s eyes grew wide with anger as she moved to lunge at me, but before she could, the kitchen door flew off its hinges and Shane strode in. His arm outstretched with one hand facing Martha, he uttered a few peculiar words and a wave of deep blue light radiated from his palm. Martha immediately stood still, and Shane quickly grabbed a pair of cuffs with an intricate design from his pocket, snapped them on her wrists, and muttered something that made the cuffs glow brightly.
 
Nancy and Dan, two of the local deputies, strode into the house and surveyed the room. Their eyes lingered on Martha for a moment before Nancy gestured towards her with one gloved hand. “Come on,” she said gruffly. Martha walked to the deputies with her head bowed obediently and let them take her into their custody.
 
Shane remained behind to repair the door with a wave of his hand. A faint spark of blue light seemed to coil around the door, and it closed back on its hinges without a sound.
 
When he finished with the door, Shane turned to me and said, “I guess I owe you an explanation now. You have magic powers that have been latent until you touched the ruby.” He spoke in a hushed tone, emphasizing the words, “Keeper of the Ruby Blood Drop.” His eyes widened as he described the ruby's powers, with a hint of disbelief that Martha had attempted to downplay its value. “It seems Hestia’s lingering magic chose you as the rightful guardian of the stone. It will be your duty to guard it from now on.”
 
“Isis and Erid filled me in on the ruby,” I said, pointing to the cats.
 
Shane flashed the cats a thankful look and said, “I'm glad they were able to give you some information. It's important that you understand the full significance of what you are now responsible for.”
 
“Shane, can you tell me more about the ley line under Andale and the ruby's powers?” I asked, still trying to process all the new information.
 
“Of course,” Shane said. “The ley line under Andale is one of the most powerful in the country, and it has been known to attract all kinds of supernatural beings, including witches. The ruby, as you now know, is a powerful magical object, and it's connected to that ley line. It's able to draw energy from the ley line and amplify a witch's powers.”
 
“And what about my new powers?” I asked, eager to understand more about my abilities.
 
“As the Keeper of the Ruby Blood Drop, you have the ability to tap into that ley line and the ruby's powers,” Shane explained. “It's difficult to say exactly what your powers are or will be, as they will likely manifest in unique ways based on your own strengths and experiences. But I can help you learn to control and harness your powers.”
 
“Do I need to do magical training?” I asked. “Like in the movies? Is there a school like Hogwarts?”
 
“We'll have to work on it,” Shane replied with a chuckle. “It's important to understand the basics of magic, like the threefold law, the ethics of magic, and the importance of shielding. You will also have to practice and hone your skills to become proficient with your new abilities. But unfortunately, there’s no Hogwarts. Sorry.”
 
I thought about everything Shane had just told me for a few moments, and I couldn't help but feel overwhelmed once it settled in. I had wanted to start over, but this wasn't the fresh start I had been hoping for.
 
The thought of having magic powers and being responsible for a powerful magical object was a little scary if I thought about it too hard. Panic began to gnaw at my gut.
 
“I think maybe I should just sell the house and leave Andale,” I said to Shane. “I don’t know if I can do this.”
 
“That's your choice to make,” he replied. “But if you decide to leave, Hestia's spell will seal the spell room once you're gone, and the ruby will be locked away until another Keeper is deemed worthy.” Shane's voice was gentle but firm as he suggested that I take a few days to reflect on the implications of staying in Andale. “Take some time to think it over,” he said, waving a hand in the direction of town. “The Ruby Blood Drop chose you for a reason and there are other good reasons to stay in Andale. You can explore your powers and responsibilities among friends.”
 
I could feel the weight of my future settling in with each passing moment, and I knew that a hasty decision could have dire consequences. I nodded my head slowly and clenched my jaw, trying to maintain my composure as I considered the difficult path ahead.
 
“I have to go,” Shane says reluctantly. “My deputies took Martha to booking, but with two the arrest, I have a lot of paperwork to do. I need to get started. Are you okay for now?”
 
“I'm fine,” I said, even though I didn't know if I really was.
 
“If, after I leave, you realize you're not fine, you can call me,” Shane said softly. “I'm sorry if it seems like we got off on the wrong foot. I hope that now that you know what you know, you'll come to understand why I acted the way I did.”
 
I nodded and watched as Shane left. I was alone in the house with the cats... who I realized were staring at me.
 
As I considered my options, Isis and Erid came to me, rubbing against my legs and looking up at me with their big, pleading eyes. “Please don't leave,” Isis meowed.
 
“We've bound ourselves to you now to protect and ward you against the magical attacks,” Erid added. “If you leave, we'll have to go with you, or we'll die.”
 
I looked down at them, feeling a pang of guilt. “But what about your home?” I asked.
 
“Our home is with you,” Isis said. “But we want to stay in Andale with you. We want to be here in Grammy’s house.”
 
I looked at their earnest expressions and felt my resolve start to weaken. They were depending on me, and I didn't want to let them down.
 
“We understand it's a lot to take in and we can understand if it's too much,” Erid said. “But if you stay, we can help you navigate your new abilities and duties as the Keeper of the Ruby Blood Drop. We can be your guides, protectors, and friends in this journey.”
 
The cats' earnest pleas and willingness to help me through the transition touched my heart. I knew that having Isis and Erid by my side would give me strength, and I felt more comfortable about staying in Andale, at least for a little while longer.
 
“All right, I'll stay for a trial run,” I said finally. “I want to learn more about being the Keeper of the Ruby Blood Drop, and I'll need you two to guide me through it. Plus, I already paid Andi a deposit to fix the house.”
 
Isis and Erid both purred contentedly, happy that they could stay in their home, and that I would be staying in Andale as well.
 
Little did I know then that Isis and Erid had their own special magical abilities. They were able to sense when a spell was being cast and could even sense the presence of other magical beings in the area. They also possessed the ability to protect me from dark magic if necessary, although they were less eager to do so due to their love for peace and order.
 
Moreover, they could communicate with one another telepathically, which allowed them to share information quickly and easily. When I asked them questions about their abilities, they were always willing to answer in detail as though they had been anticipating my queries. This made it easier for me to learn more about how I could use my newfound powers responsibly and without fear of causing any harm.
 
I soon realized that Isis’s and Erid's companionship allowed me to feel brave enough to take on the responsibility of being Keeper of the Ruby Blood Drop with confidence. With them by my side, I felt like I might be okay.
 






Epilogue
 
A couple of days later, my son, Wes, called to check on me. I could tell he was worried about how I was adjusting to my new life in Andale.
 
“I'm starting to adapt,” I told him. “I'm still not sure if this is where I should be, but I've decided to stay for a while and see if I settle in.”
 
I thought about telling Wes about the events surrounding Corey's murder, but I quickly dismissed the idea. He would just think I was crazy, and I couldn't blame him. I would have thought anyone with a similar story was crazy until I came to Andale and laid my hands on the ruby.
 
“Are you sure you're okay? You sound a little different,” Wes said, his tone filled with concern.
 
“I'm fine, just trying to get used to everything,” I replied, trying to sound as normal as possible.
 
“Well, if you need anything or if anything happens, don't hesitate to call me,” Wes said before we hung up.
 
I appreciated the support and concern from my son, but I knew I had to figure things out on my own. He could depend on me, but I never wanted to be the kind of mother who leaned on her child for emotional support. I was his rock, and in my eyes, he would always be my baby.
 
I was also thankful he hadn't brought up my meddling in Corey's murder investigation. I'd have to come up with a cover story that didn't include magic, if he ever did bring it up. Thankfully, Wes was a busy guy. He had so much going on with his graduate degree that he most likely wouldn't ask. And I was grateful for that...
 
I hung up with Wes and looked to Erid and Isis for guidance.
 
“You must reignite your exploration of the spell room,” Erid advised.
 
“Yes,” Isis echoed. “Understanding its possibilities will give you the power you need.”
 
My excitement was palpable as I stepped into the room. The sandalwood incense scent was heady, almost dizzying, and the warm glow of candles lit up the room with a comforting light.
 
Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves teemed with ancient scrolls and books that held unimaginable secrets and possibilities. I carefully examined each book, feeling their power as I eagerly anticipated reading their contents.
 
Erid's eyes sparkled with enthusiasm. “It's an excellent idea. Reading the books will help you understand your powers and how to use them to their fullest potential.”
 
I was hovering just one handspan above the book, debating whether I should open its pages and learn more about my newfound abilities when my phone suddenly chimed. Emmy's name flashed on the screen, along with an invitation to lunch. On one hand, I was tempted to dive in and explore my powers. On the other, I wanted to keep some semblance of normalcy and balance in my life. And I was getting hungry.
 
“Emmy just invited me to lunch, I think I should go,” I told the cats.
 
Isis and Erid exchanged a glance, both of their faces etched with concern. Isis stepped forward, the light from the window behind her reflecting in her dark eyes. “But the spell room is so important to you, so vital for mastering your powers,” she said, her voice gentle yet firm. “The books are where you'll learn the most.”
 
I smiled at them. “I know, but if I'm going to stay in Andale, I need to have friends and a life outside of being Keeper.”
 
Isis and Erid grudgingly agreed, but with a request. “Since you'll be at the grocery store to meet up with Emmy anyway, can you bring back tuna?” Isis asked.
 
My lips quirked into a half-smile as I replied, “I'm not sure you deserve that after teasing me and not revealing there were two of you.” Yet, I knew they were only playing. Cats will be cats.
 
The cats began talking simultaneously, but I stopped them both with a wave of my hand. “I understand. Cats, even magical ones, are naturally loveable jerks. And yes, I'll return with the requested tuna.” The two felines looked at each other and then back at me, their whiskers twitching in anticipation. That satisfied them, and I left to meet Emmy.
 
I met Emmy at the June's Cafe, and as we sat down to have lunch together, it was evident that something was off. The wait for our food was longer than usual and the diner's owner, June, was giving me cold stares. Maybe June blamed me for being down a waitress?
 
Emmy was chatty and seemed happy to see me. She asked me more questions about my life before I moved to Andale, but her gaze shifted away from me every time I answered. I could tell she sensed my discomfort with June’s glare, so she tried to switch topics, asking about my impressions of Andale... other than the murder. We spoke for a while, and I found myself relaxing, talking openly about my life without mentioning the supernatural events surrounding Corey's death.
 
After a while, Emmy brought up the topic of magic. “I noticed you haven't mentioned anything about the magic you've encountered since you've been here,” Emmy said.
 
“You know about that stuff?” I leaned across the table and whispered.
 
“You know, I forgot to tell you about the firecrackers that went off on your first night here,” Emmy said without lowering her voice in the slightest.
 
“Oh, yeah, what about them?” I asked.
 
“Well, they were actually magic spells, cast by my grandfather to ward you off and chase you out of town,” Emmy said. “At that point, nobody knew you were a witch yet, and Andale has a way of discouraging non-magical outsiders from moving here to protect the town's secrets.”
 
“Really? I had no idea,” I said, taken aback by this new information.
 
“Yeah, in Andale, the protection of town's secrets is taken very seriously and my grandfather, being one of the town elders, wanted to make sure that the town's secrets remained safe from outsiders,” Emmy continued.
 
“That's a lot to take in,” I said, trying to process everything. “Can you tell me more about how it all works here? This is all very new to me.”
 
“Of course, I'll be happy to help you understand,” Emmy said with a friendly smile. “In Andale, magic is a normal thing, and it's nothing to be kept secret. It might take some time for you to get used to it, but with my help, you'll be comfortable navigating through this new world.”
 
We chatted for a few more minutes about Emmy's favorite crystals and full moon rituals, when we finally saw our food come out. June crossed the diner with a glum look on her face.
 
“What’s wrong, June?” I asked. “Did I do something to you?”
 
“Well, since you got my girl Martha arrested,” June said as she set our food to the table, “I think you should step in and take her place. We're short-staffed, and I need someone to fill in.”
 
It was a little unexpected that she'd offer me a job given that she'd been staring daggers into my head the entire we were in the diner. But I figured she was just tired, cranky, and trying to get a dig in where she could. The offer probably wasn’t serious. She was just trying to make me feel guilty.
 
“Martha got herself arrested by murdering Corey,” I pointed out. “But I'd be happy to try my hand at serving.”
 
June looked surprised that I actually accepted. As I suspected, she was just being snarky and hadn't considered I'd say yes. “Really? You'll do it? Aren't you new in town, and do you even have any experience waitressing?”
 
“I may not have any experience in a restaurant but I'm a quick learner and I'm willing to work hard,” I replied.
 
“Okay then, let's talk terms,” June said, looking pleased. Once we'd agreed on the pay, schedule, and some other details of the job, June left us to eat our food.
 
Emmy looked at me with concern. “Are you sure this is what you want to do? Being a waitress?”
 
“Not sure, but I'm in Andale to find myself, so I'm willing to try anything,” I replied with a shrug. “Plus, the prospect of free pancakes is too tempting to pass up,” I added with a chuckle. “You heard her. I get a free meal with each shift.”
 
Later, as we left June's Cafe, we ran into Shane, who was just entering the diner with his mother, Flora. They were on their way to eat together during Shane’s lunch hour. Flora's eyes darted between Shane and me for a moment before a wide grin spread across her face.
 
“Hello there,” I said, addressing both of them.
 
“Hey, how are you doing?” Shane said, returning the greeting.
 
“Good, just had lunch with Emmy,” I replied.
 
“That's great,” Flora said, “We'll have to join you next time. It would be nice to catch up.”
 
“Sure, we'd love that,” I said, smiling.
 
“We better get a table, Mom. I’ve got a meeting right after lunch. Sorry we can’t stay and chat more,” Shane said, and he looked genuinely disappointed.
 
As we said our goodbyes and parted ways, I couldn't help but overhear Shane say to his mother “Mom, don't even think about matchmaking.”
 
I couldn't help but feel a bit defensive, thinking maybe he really wasn’t interested in me romantically. I made a mental note to be on my guard around Shane in the future, though I couldn't deny that I felt a spark of attraction. And he really had seemed like he was disappointed he had to cut our chat at the door short.
 
I knew I wasn't ready for romance yet, though. I had just moved to Andale and my focus was on discovering my new powers and finding myself. But learning that Shane was also a witch like me had changed my perception of him. I couldn't shake the feeling that he had discouraged me from investigating the case to keep the presence of magic a secret. So, perhaps he did really like me, and maybe, someday, I would give him a chance.
 
Thank you for reading!!!
 
Have you read my Familiar Kitten Mysteries? Start here: Black Magic Kitten
 
Sign up for my newsletter to get information on new releases and promotions.
 
Follow me on Bookbub!
 
Follow me on Facebook!
 
© Sara Bourgeois 2023
 
This story is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to persons alive or dead is a coincidence.
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