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            The Girl in the Carnival Gown

          

        

      

    

    
      We’re riding our bikes to school when the carnival passes, and with a shared look, the three of us decide we don’t really need to go to school today. Trailers clunk and shuffle along the dusty road. Dismantled amusement park rides lie jumbled in unrecognizable pieces. Ragged tarps cover other trailers, leaving us vying to peek through the holes. Across each vehicle, a banner proclaims Blackrose Carnival! Opening Tonight! No specific information is given, the banners recycled for every stop, all of them tattered, one nearly ripped through. In our flyspeck town, we know only carnivals like this, tiny operations that arrive unannounced for Friday night and depart Sunday morning, on to another town, indistinguishable from ours.

      We pedal madly after the procession, as if we could somehow lose them along the half-mile downtown stretch. As expected, they pull into the supermarket. The owner will go inside and negotiate with Mr. Cole, hoping to convince the old man that he should pay them for the sheer glamor of having a carnival in his parking lot. He’ll listen, and then he’ll demand a hundred dollars for the inconvenience. They’ll haggle, but in the end, Mr. Cole will be counting his five twenties and ordering his staff to set up food stands out front to take advantage of the hungry crowds.

      We drop our bikes beside the supermarket and lope toward the collection of trailers. Reggie strides off on reconnaissance. His twin brother, Ray, follows me, Def Leppard blasting from his Walkman headphones.

      I’m cutting behind a trailer when I spot a dog. It’s a huge beast, a mastiff crossbreed bound by a rusty chain that barely allows it room to turn around. When the dog spots me, it whines and lies down, head on its paws. There’s no sign of a water bowl despite a blistering June sun baking the asphalt. Bare skin flanks the dog’s studded collar where its fur has rubbed away. Scars crisscross its back.

      I hunker down and croon under my breath, and the dog whines again.

      Reggie strides around the corner, saying something, but the slap of a door cuts him off.

      “Hey!” a man shouts. “You trying to get your face bit off, boy?”

      I rise, and he realizes I’m not a boy. His gaze slides over me in a way that raises my hackles. Reggie sees it, too, and he surges forward. A look from me stops him. I pull the bill of my ball cap down, as if that’ll hide me.

      The carnie is in his early twenties. A scraggly mustache and beard tries and fails to hide a serious lack of dental hygiene, and his hands and hair compete to see which can hold the most grease.

      “We were wondering—” I begin.

      “Step away from that dog, girl,” the man says. “She’s a killer.”

      I look at the dog, head still on her big paws, brown eyes turned up to me.

      Reggie snorts. “Yeah, she’d kill for a good meal. When’s the last time you fed her?”

      The man steps toward him. “Maybe you wanna grow up a little, boy, before you talk like that.”

      Reggie’s twelve, but he’s already nearly as tall as the man, lean and lanky, and he fixes the carnie with a stare that has the guy hesitating midstep and then planting his foot hard, as if to avoid withdrawing.

      “You boys get on out of here,” he says. “If your cute little friend wants a look around, I’ll give her the tour.”

      I’m ready to cut off Reggie’s inevitable retort when a man walks around the trailer. He’s in his forties, wearing an old-fashioned waistcoat pulled tight over his belly. He beams with the smile of a used-car salesman running behind on his monthly quota.

      “Well, well, our first customers,” he says. “You’re a little early, kids, but I hope Charlie here was properly regaling you with the delights to come.”

      “We were just talking about your dog,” I say. “She hadn’t gotten her water yet, and I was offering to fill her bowl, knowing how busy you are setting up.”

      The man tilts his head, his eyes glinting with something deeper than his salesman’s smirk. He studies me a moment. Then he says, “Charlie will obtain the necessary water and kibble. And I’ll find you a few game tickets in thanks for noticing poor Dixie’s plight. I’m Theodore Blackrose, owner of this fair festival. Barker, ringmaster, magician, and . . . ” He winks with a look at the departing Charlie. “Carnie wrangler.”

      “I’m Esmerelda,” I say. “But everyone calls me Ezzi.”

      “Ezzi?” His brows shoot up in mock horror. “What a tragic debasement of such a magnificent moniker. I shall call you Esmerelda. And your companions?”

      “Reggie,” I say because he really hates being called Reginald. “And his brother, Raymond.” Ray nods without taking off his headphones. “Game tickets would be great, sir, but we were actually wondering if you might have some work for us.”

      “How can I refuse such a polite request? The extra help would be immensely appreciated. Come this way, please, and I’ll take you to our foreman.”
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      The foreman is more than happy to take advantage of three kids dumb enough to offer their services. We haul fifty-pound bags of popcorn kernels to the snack kiosks. We unpack prize boxes so tightly packed that the tiny stuffed toys spring out like confetti. We scrub dust from those tattered banners and rehang them below the supermarket sign. We even assemble a couple of midway rides . . . and make mental note of which ones, so we don’t ride them.

      It’s backbreaking work, but I love the chance to dig below the surface and see how a carnival works. Reggie does, too, and he’s right in there, the two of us asking questions until the carnies feign laryngitis. Ray never takes off his headphones, and it might look as if he’s bored, but we’re twelve—if we’re bored, we say so . . . or, in Ray’s case, he would just wander off midtask to sit on a picnic bench. He’s enjoying himself, though, and works in silence alongside us.

      When we’re finished, we collapse on the narrow strip of mowed grass that passes for landscaping. Mr. Cole gave us iced lemonade and watermelon—in return for slipping him the carnival food prices so he can undercut them—and we’re enjoying those while waiting for the foreman to bring our pay. He finally comes over and hands us each a ticket.

      “Free admittance to the carnival tonight,” he says.

      Reggie stares down at the stub. “A five-dollar ticket? For eight hours of work?”

      The foreman reaches into his pocket and peels off three one-dollar bills. He passes them out with a snide, “Don’t spend it all in one place.”

      I catch sight of Mr. Blackrose and glance over, my expression enough to bring him striding our way.

      “What seems to be the problem?” he asks.

      “Nothing,” I say. “We were just thanking your foreman for our payment. Admission tonight and a dollar bill.”

      There’s no sarcasm in my voice, yet the ringmaster’s eyes glint again with that knowing look, appreciation for my technique.

      “Well, now, I’m glad you’re such good sports,” he says, “but that’s just our foreman’s idea of humor. I have your proper payment.” He reaches into his pockets and takes out a handful of two-day tickets. Then he pauses. “You three don’t still need parental accompaniment, do you?”

      We all shake our heads.

      “Excellent. Then let me magically transform these”—he flicks his wrist, and the handful of blue paper turns into three gold pieces of cardboard—“into all-access weekend passes, complete with front-row seats to my Saturday night magic show.” He winks at me. “I think I’ve already found a lovely local assistant to join my fair Annabelle.”

      We take the passes with thanks.
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      I check on the dog—Dixie—before we leave. Her chain is empty. There are bowls with water and food, but both are so grimy that I’d like to serve Charlie his dinner in them. There’s a hose nearby, so I surreptitiously empty, clean and refill the bowls.

      As I head to where Reggie and Ray wait, whispers snake out from the magician’s tent, drawing me to it. The black canvas is painted like a midnight sky with oddly shaped constellations. When I peer at the constellations, I realize they’re roses. Black roses, like the carnival’s name.

      The whispers continue, low and urgent, and something in the tone sets my hackles rising, like when Charlie gave me that gross once-over. It’s not his voice, though. It’s a girl’s.

      I step closer still, hoping to make out the words, but all I can catch is that murmur with gaps of silence, as if she’s speaking to someone who’s talking lower still. I reach to touch the midnight-black canvas. It’s cold and clammy, and I shiver. The girl’s voice comes again, and tendrils of fear waft out, wrapping around me, rooting me in place as I strain to listen.

      The voice fades before I catch a single word. I stand there a moment, staring at those odd constellations. Then Reggie whistles, a double high-pitched signal that they’re ready to go. I reluctantly step back from the tent. Then I turn and run.
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      As soon as I get home, I tell my mom that I skipped school. She’s fine with that. It was the last day, mostly games and stuff that we’re too old for anyway. My parents are strict, but as long as I follow the rules, there’s wiggle room to make my own decisions, and I’m encouraged to do that.

      Ray and Reggie’s Mom will say the same thing. They live right next door, and our parents have been friends since they were kids. We’re a tight-knit group here just beyond the edge of town, a rural cul-de-sac of families joined by either kinship or friendship, often both.

      At dinner, my parents want to hear all about my day. My sixteen-year-old brother doesn’t say anything—he’s too busy wolfing down his food, as always. That’s Zeke, short for Ezekiel. Yep, our parents like old names. At least they don’t make us use them.

      When I finish talking about the carnival, I tell my parents about the passes, and they exchange a look.

      “Does this mean you want to go alone?” Dad asks.

      I nod, my mouth full of mashed potato.

      Another shared look, and then Mom says, “Fully alone? Or drop-you-off-and-stay-out-of-your-way alone?”

      I swallow my mouthful. “We can handle it.”

      “I’ll take them,” Zeke says. “Me and the guys—”

      “Alone,” I say. “That means no parents or big brothers.”

      Silence. Defense prepared, my guts strum, as if I’m about to step on stage for a public-speaking assignment. I play it cool, though, fork-cutting my meatloaf into bite-size pieces and then lifting one to my mouth, hesitating at the last second to be sure I won’t need to launch my defense midchew.

      “You said it’s at the supermarket?” Mom asks.

      I nod.

      “There’s a pay phone,” she says. “If I dig up a few dimes, will you promise to save them for calls?”

      My look reminds her I’m not five, so careless I’d spend my emergency money on candy floss.

      “You know, this might be a fine idea,” Dad says. “Zeke got his chance with that traveling circus when he was only a year older than Ezzi. She can handle this, and tell us all about it when she gets home.”

      Mom adds, “Is it all right if Zeke and his friends go tonight? They won’t bother you. Then you’ll have Saturday evening all to yourselves.”

      I glance at Zeke. As my older brother, he’s supposed to be a pain in the ass, so I’ll refuse, and then he’ll be a jerk about it and show up anyway and harass us all night. That’s how it always goes in the movies. In reality, Zeke and I get along just fine. He can be overprotective, but that’s just his nature.

      When Mom makes her suggestion, I glance at Zeke. He grunts, as if to say he’s not thrilled about the idea of me being alone at the carnival Saturday night, but when our parents speak, we obey. His nod promises he’ll give me my space. I thank him with a smile and tell Mom that sounds fine by me.
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      We end up going to the carnival with Zeke and his friends, one of whom is Ray and Reggie’s older brother. We ride in the back of Zeke’s pickup, and then we hang out together, our little pack roaming the carnival, playing games and going on rides in two separate groups but within sight of one another. That satisfies Zeke’s protective streak, and it’s not like anyone would give him crap for hanging out with his little sister. No one gives Zeke crap about anything.

      More than once that night, I’m drawn to the midnight-rose magic tent, hoping to hear the girl again, hoping to settle my fluttering anxiety. It’s closed up tight, though.

      The carnies we met earlier today treat us like strangers, and I’m glad for that. Tonight I want to be a stranger and explore the public side of the carnival. I’ve peered behind the curtain. Now, I’d like to see the other side and piece the two together in my mind. It’s a fascinating experience. I note how the flashing strobe lights hide the peeling paint and rotting wood on the game booths. How the aroma of fresh popcorn masks the stink of mildew on the old tents. How the booming music covers the unsettling creaks and groans of the ancient Tilt-A-Whirl.

      What I notice most, though, are the carnies. They’ve cleaned up, of course. I have, too, wearing a sundress, with my hair plaited and my lips regularly refreshed with roll-on lipgloss that tastes of raspberry. But with the carnies, it’s more than clean clothes and scrubbed hands. Charlie flatters each woman with a disarming grin and saves his leers until they’ve passed. The foreman who gave us those fifty-pound sacks of kernels and “forgot” to mention the wheelbarrow rushes to offer free bags and carrying trays to anyone struggling with their purchases. The two women who’d mocked us lugging the bags now coo and trill at Zeke and his friends as they try their hands at the games of skill. Every carnie wears a mask for the crowds, their true faces showing only when they slip a hand into an untended pocket. They also show those faces when Zeke and his friends win one too many prizes, the carnies strongly “suggesting” they go try the games of chance instead.

      A few times, I slip off to visit Dixie. I’ve brought her scraps of meatloaf wrapped in aluminum foil and a bone Mom had put aside for broth but let me take.

      The last time I go to check the dog, her chain lies coiled and empty. I’m wondering where she’d be when a trailer door opens, and I see the girl. It’s impossible not to see her. She wears a dress striped in green, yellow, red and blue like a circus big top, the skirt billowing with what must be crinolines, a word I’ve only encountered in books. A strip of black fabric circles the base of the skirt, and on it ride white silhouettes of carousel beasts, everything from horses to lions to griffons.

      If I saw the dress in a store window, I’d think it was meant for a small child, a fantastical piece of clothing too ridiculous for anyone over the age of five. But the girl is my age, and on her, it is magical. A costume fit for a masquerade. She’s coming out of a trailer, and her face is turned away. Long blond hair streams down her back in a perfect waterfall that would last five seconds on me.

      When she turns, I see she actually is dressed masquerade-style, the upper half of her face hidden behind a black mask embossed with roses. Our eyes meet, and the hairs on my neck rise. It’s like looking into Dixie’s brown eyes, a haunted emptiness, as if whatever is inside has retreated to some safe and dark corner.

      “Esmerelda,” a voice says, and Mr. Blackrose exits the trailer behind the girl. He lays a hand on her shoulder. “Annabelle, meet a young lady with a name even more exquisite than your own.”

      The girl blinks, and I think she’s insulted, but what passes behind those dark eyes shimmers with inexplicable fear.

      “Annabelle,” Mr. Blackrose says, his voice sharp with warning.

      The girl starts, as if slapped, and gives an old-fashioned curtsy and a “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Esmerelda.”

      “Ezzi, please,” I say.

      Her lips quirk in a smile that seems as much a surprise to her as it is to me.

      Mr. Blackrose says, “Annabelle is my assistant and my daughter.”

      I don’t mean to register my surprise at the latter—they look nothing alike—but he laughs and says, “Thankfully, Annabelle takes after her dearly departed mother. We’re just about to retire for the evening, but I do hope you’ll be joining us onstage tomorrow night for my magic show.”

      “I will.”

      He whisks a single black rose from behind his back. “Then I will see you at nine thirty. The show begins at ten sharp after the rides and the games close.”

      I take the rose and assure him I’ll be there, and he swoops the girl off into the night.
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      After dinner the next evening, Reggie, Ray and I return to the carnival. Zeke grumbles about staying behind, but Mom and Dad haven’t changed their minds. I’m old enough to try this on my own. If anything goes wrong, I’ll probably be in college before I’m given this kind of responsibility again. No pressure.

      We stash our bikes behind the supermarket. Then we enjoy our free passes, which give us access to all the shows and rides. I’ve brought more meat for Dixie, and I keep an eye out for the girl in the carnival gown. I don’t see her, and I’m too busy reveling in an evening of total freedom to look very hard. She’ll be at the show later.

      Mr. Blackrose told me to come to the tent at nine thirty to get ready. I arrive at 9:25 to be punctual . . . and maybe because I can’t wait to get a look inside. It’s been closed all weekend, with a sign on the door announcing the magic show and noting that it’s an additional fee with limited seating. There’s been a big Sold Out! banner over it since yesterday.

      I ignore the sign marked Authorized Personnel Only. I am authorized. Kind of. Opening the flap, I slip into a cool, dark space that smells of wood shavings and sweat. It’s pitch dark at first. Then the midway lights filter through the rose constellations, the tent becoming a night sky that allows just enough illumination for my eyes to adjust.

      The tent is no big top. It might seat a hundred people, and even then, they’ll be packed in tight enough to violate the local fire code. Benches form a semicircle in front of the stage. I cross to it, wood shavings crunching underfoot. Then I hop up onto the stage and peel back the curtain to see a trailer door.

      Ah-ha. That explains why I couldn’t hear more than muted voices Friday. Annabelle must have been inside the trailer, which is backed up to the tent.

      Voices sound again, and this time, the words come clear. It’s nothing interesting, just Mr. Blackrose talking to Charlie about the takedown, which they’ll start after closing tonight.

      I rap on the door. Mr. Blackrose opens it, his face gathering for an angry bark at whoever dared venture past that sign. Then he sees me and expels that bark in a too-loud, too-jovial, “Good evening, Miss Esmerelda.”

      He pivots with a wave, ushering me into a small room where Charlie lounges. The carnie flashes me a jackal-smile, yellow teeth glinting as his gaze rakes over me. He’s seen me often enough to know exactly what I look like, and the look was never about actual interest anyway. It’s as predatory as his smile, a way to make me feel small. I meet it with a steady look that, after a moment, has him snorting and turning aside, as if he’s lost interest in the game.

      Mr. Blackrose explains the show and my role in it. Then he walks toward the two closed doors at the back, opens the left one and flicks on a light to reveal a dressing room.

      “You’ll find your gown in here,” he says.

      “Gown?”

      He smiles. “To match fair Annabelle, of course.”

      I nod and step inside. The door clicks shut behind me. I affix the lock and look around. A floor-to-ceiling mirror covers the interior wall. Beside it hangs a dress that is the reverse image of Annabelle’s. Instead of bright-colored stripes and white carousel beasts, this dress has black and gray and white stripes with a jeweled carousel along the bottom.

      I finger the fabric. It looks nicer than it feels, starchy and cheap. I take the dress down and hold it in front of me. As I do, I catch a faint hiss. At first, I think it’s the rasp of my fingers on the rough material, but when I stop moving, the hissing continues. I cock my head and listen. There’s a click. Then another one. Clicks like the mandibles of some giant beetle, underscored by that steady, unnatural hiss.

      I touch the fabric again and shiver. Then I hang the dress up and open the door.

      Mr. Blackrose is adjusting his comb-over in a mirror. He puts on his top hat. Looks in the mirror. Takes off the hat and readjusts his hair, as if his work isn’t completely hidden by the hat, anyway.

      When I clear my throat, he glances over. He’s prepared to gush, his features arranging for the appropriate expression, words ready to rush out as soon as he opens his mouth. He stops himself, and his lips purse in pique.

      “I’m allergic to polyester fabrics,” I say. “I’m so sorry, sir. I really should have mentioned it, but I never imagined you’d let me wear one of your beautiful gowns, and now I feel awful. I completely understand if you don’t want me on stage like . . .”

      I glance down at myself, as if I’m dressed in a canvas sack rather than a pretty new summer dress, one that I’m sure has polyester in it somewhere.

      “That’s fine, my dear,” he says, finding his smile. “Your dress is lovely.”

      “I’m sorry again. It was such a pretty gown, too.”

      A pause. Then he snaps his fingers. “Why don’t you and Annabelle have a little dress-up party after the show? She has so many outfits that I’m certain you’ll find something. You can tell your parents we’ll have you home before midnight.” He pauses. “Speaking of your parents, will they be here tonight?”

      I shake my head. “They let me come by myself.”

      “Your friends, then? I can make sure they get front-row seats for your performance.”

      I shake my head. “They have a ten p.m. curfew. But the dress-up party sounds like fun. May I run to the pay phone and call my Mom to let her know I’ll be late?”

      He beams. “Absolutely.”
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      The magic show is . . . Well, it’s a magic show. When Reggie, Ray and I were little, we went to every magic show we could until we discovered it was all fake. Then we kept going until we figured out all the tricks. After that, curiosity sated, our interest had waned.

      I hope Mr. Blackrose will have a trick or two I haven’t seen, one I can figure out, especially given my new vantage point on stage. Alas, he performs the same tired illusions I cracked years ago, and I must console myself with the fresh experience of being an assistant.

      After the show, Mr. Blackrose and Annabelle sign autographs. The kids want mine, too, even though they see me practically every day. Tonight, I am special. Tonight, I am a star.

      As we finish, the carnies usher the stragglers out and even help them carry their souvenirs to their cars, making sure no one lingers.

      Once they’re gone, Mr. Blackrose says, “Now, Annabelle, take Esmerelda inside, and show her your dresses. She’d like to try them on. We’ll use the Polaroid and take photographs for our dear guest to remember her special night.”

      Annabelle’s head snaps up. “Wh-what?”

      Mr. Blackrose repeats it, annoyance edging into his words.

      “N-no,” she says. “We can’t. There isn’t time. We have to break camp, and Ginny needs help packing and—”

      “—and if I say there’s time, then there’s time. Take Esmerelda—”

      “No.” Annabelle whirls on me. “Go. Just . . . go.”

      She’s about to say more when Mr. Blackrose’s hand grips her shoulder hard enough for her to flinch.

      “Please excuse my daughter, Miss Esmerelda. She’s overtired and being unspeakably rude. She can rest a moment to recover herself while you try on a dress. I think I know exactly the right one for you.”

      He takes us inside where Charlie waits, and he passes Annabelle to the carnie. The girl has slumped, not fighting or even looking my way. Charlie propels her through the door on the right, the one beside the dressing room. Mr. Blackrose follows them. Low murmurs sound, the two men speaking, Annabelle starting to say something only to be cut short.

      Mr. Blackrose appears with a princess dress, high waisted and elegant. “This doesn’t seem to contain any polyester. Why don’t you try it on, and we’ll go back out to the stage for a photograph. Perhaps by then my daughter will feel more herself.”

      I carry the gown into the dressing room. I’m examining the dress when someone raps hard on the trailer door. A carnie tells Mr. Blackrose that a guest is demanding to see the man in charge.

      “Esmerelda?” Mr. Blackrose calls. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      “Don’t rush,” I call back. “It’ll take me a while to do up all these buttons.”

      The carnie says, “The lady claims Charlie picked her pocket. She wants to see him, too.”

      Mr. Blackrose’s sigh ripples through the trailer, but he gets Charlie. Once they’re gone, the trailer goes silent. Or so it seems until I pick up that hum again.

      I ease open my door and creep to the one they took Annabelle through. It’s locked. I fix that and step into an office with a desk, a chair and a fax machine. There’s no sign of the girl.

      I look around, keeping one ear tuned for the sound of the door. A window covers the interior wall, which is weird. Then I look closer. Through the “window” I see the dressing room. The dressing room mirror is one-way glass.

      The whirring noise comes from in here, and I track it to a mounted video camera pointed at the one-way glass. Beside it, a regular camera is hooked up to some kind of timer. It clicks, that insect mandible sound I heard earlier, as it takes a picture of whoever is on the other side of the glass. Videos and photos of me when I was supposed to be changing into the dress. I eye the cameras, not quite sure what I’ve discovered.

      I turn to the desk. Two of the drawers are locked. I break one open to find typed sheets with mailing addresses. The second drawer contains photographs and video cassette tapes. I pick up one of the photos, glance at the picture and drop it as if scorched.

      I blink and give my head a sharp shake. Then I have to pick up the photo again. I don’t want to, but I need to be sure of what I’m seeing.

      I was not mistaken. It’s a photo of Annabelle without her carnival gown. Without any gown at all. I take two sharp breaths and then force myself to sift through the photographs. Most are Annabelle. A few are other girls our age in their underwear as they pull on dresses.

      I close the drawer and look around. Did Charlie take Annabelle with them? He must have.

      I’m standing at the rear wall when I hear stifled crying. I move aside a wall hanging to reveal a narrow door. I snap the lock and open it.

      A metallic clink comes from the darkness within. I squint until my eyes adjust to the windowless room. Then I see Annabelle. She’s sitting upright on a metal cot, and when she moves, a chain whirs against the metal. That chain binds her like a dog, and she’s gagged with a dirty cloth.

      I hold up a finger and slip out. I’d seen a key in the drawer with the mailing list. Sure enough, it fits the lock securing Annabelle’s chains.

      As I free Annabelle, voices sound out outside the tent, and she gives a stifled yelp.

      “Stay in here,” I whisper. “Wait until I tell you it’s safe to go.” I take a wad of bills from my pocket and put them on the bed. “There’s a bus stop in town.”

      I hurry out, closing doors as I go, and I barely get back into my dressing room before the door opens.

      “You done yet, girl?” Charlie calls.

      “I was unbuttoning the dress so I can get into it,” I say.

      “Well, hurry it up.”

      I give him time to take up his position on the other side of the mirror. He expects me to be undressing, so I pull my dress off. Then I drape it over the mirror and smile at his grunt of frustration as I back into the corner to change.

      A few minutes later, he calls, “You done?”

      I reach out as carefully as I can and yank the dress down while staying away from the mirror. Then I wait.

      A minute passes.

      “What the hell are you doing in there, girl?”

      I thump against the wall and groan. Charlie’s chair scrapes the floor. His footsteps cross the trailer. I watch as my door opens.

      “Are you—?” he begins.

      He stops. He stares. A volley of profanity follows, ending with, “Who the hell let a dog in—?”

      I leap. He falls back, hands rising. I hit him square in the chest, and he drops with me on him. He opens his mouth to shout, but the sound comes in a garbled cry as I rip out his throat.

      As Charlie dies, lifeblood soaking the floor, I throw back my head and howl. Annabelle’s door creaks open. Her footsteps slide across the office. She looks out the next door and sees Charlie, still twitching in death. Then she spots me.

      Annabelle starts backing into the office. Our eyes meet. She swallows, uncertain. I back up and wave my muzzle, grunting for her to go.

      As she stumbles forward, the door flies open. Annabelle squeaks. Mr. Blackrose sees me. Sees Charlie. His mouth opens. I lunge and take him down. Behind him, a brown wolf tears into the tent. It’s Zeke.

      When I rip out Mr. Blackrose’s throat, Zeke grunts, acknowledging I’m okay. He glances at Annabelle, frozen behind me. Then he steps back, muzzle-waving her out of the trailer. She hesitates and then totters forward, staggering around us before racing out.

      When Annabelle’s gone, I snarl, telling Zeke he can leave, but he searches the trailer to be sure it’s empty. The overprotective big brother, as always. When he returns, I nod toward Charlie, telling Zeke he can feed on the carnie, but he snorts and takes off to find his own dinner. I wait until he’s gone. Then I begin to eat.
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      When I go outside, I’m in human form. The others are mostly still wolves and still feeding. A few have shifted back and are dismantling the carnival. They come over to congratulate me, hug me, pat me on the back for a job well done. I staked out the carnival and set everything in motion. I had help, of course, like Reggie and Ray’s mom, who’d claimed Charlie picked her pocket to get them out of the trailer. But my parents let me handle the prep work, and my success raises my status to a full adult member of our pack.

      After tonight, it’ll be another year or two before we feed on humans again. The rest of the time, we make do with deer and rabbits. That only keeps our instincts at bay for so long, though, and eventually, we must do this, or we risk losing control and slaughtering innocents.

      We have slaughtered some innocents tonight. My pack never sugarcoats that reality. But this is a choice we can live with. I can live with it even more than usual, thinking of the tapes and photographs stuffed in my bag for burning later.

      Beyond the supermarket parking lot, the town is quiet and dark and still. Someone would have heard a scream or two. As efficient as we are, someone still screams. Yet tonight, the town keeps its curtains pulled and its ears plugged. Our pack founded this place, generations ago, and we have a silent bargain with the humans who’ve settled here. We keep them safe, and what happened here tonight means they are safe from us, too, from our instincts.

      Speaking of safe, Annabelle is gone. My parents explained her situation to the pack, and they gave me money and assurances no wolf would touch her. I see no sign of her now as I walk behind the trailers.

      Dixie is there, whining uneasily. I remove her too-tight collar. Rust sticks the clasp, but I snap that as easily as I did the locks inside. Then I bend to look her in the eye, and rub her neck, and tell her she’s free if that’s what she wants. She can also come with me, but the choice is hers.

      When I stand, she falls in beside me, so close she brushes my thighs as I walk, as if she fears being left behind. I head to where I left my bike. Reggie and Ray are there waiting, Ray licking a last bit of blood from his cheek before he turns on his Walkman.

      As we set out, we pass our dads, driving the trucks that pull the carnival trailers. They wave and tell us to go straight home, and we promise we will.

      We ride so fast that Reggie nearly collides with a figure stepping from behind a tree. His bike stops with a squeak, which he echoes in a grunting growl.

      “Annabelle,” I say.

      “It’s Annie,” she says, her voice quavering. “It was always Annie.”

      I nod. “You can go home now. You’re safe. A bus comes through every morning.”

      We don’t warn her not to tell what she saw. Who’d believe her if she did?

      When she doesn’t move, Reggie glances at me, eager to be going, and Dixie whines, wanting to get away from this place.

      “What if I don’t want to go?” Annabelle—Annie—asks, barely above a whisper. “What if I want to stay?”

      “Your family—”

      “I ran away. That’s how he . . .” She trails off with a swallow. Then she meets my gaze. “Take me with you. I won’t be any trouble. I can do chores, work the fields, whatever you need. Just take me and . . .” A harder swallow, and her voice comes firmer as she straightens. “Show me how to do what you did. How to be what you are. I want that.”

      Reggie looks at me. I nod, and he shifts forward on his banana seat, motioning for Annie to climb on. She does, and we continue home, taking our strays with us.
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      If you had to make a last stand for the survival of your race, Monica supposed there were worse places to do it. As she gazed out over the fort walls, she could imagine fields of green and gold, corn stalks swaying in the breeze.

      How long had it been since she’d tasted corn? Monica closed her eyes and remembered August backyard barbecues, the smell of ribs and burgers on the grill, the chill of an icy beer can as Jim pressed it to her back, the sound of Lily’s laughter as she darted past, chasing the other children with water balloons.

      Monica opened her eyes and looked out at the scorched fields. She’d been the one who’d given the order to set the blaze, but there hadn’t been corn in them, not for years. Only barren fields of grass and weeds that could hide the enemy, best put to the torch.

      “Commander,” a voice said behind her.

      She turned and a pimply youth snapped his heels together and saluted. The newer ones did that sometimes, and she’d stopped trying to break them of the habit. They needed to believe they were in a proper army, with proper rules, even if they’d never worn a uniform before. It was what kept them going, let them believe they could actually win this war.

      “Hendrix just radioed,” the youth said. “He’s bringing in the latest group of prisoners.”

      Monica nodded and followed him off the ramparts. They passed two teenage girls in scout uniforms who nodded, gazes down as they murmured polite greetings. Monica hid a smile, thinking that, once upon a time, she’d have killed to get that respect from girls their age, back when she’d stood at the front of a classroom.

      She thought about all the kids she’d taught. Wondered where they were now, how many were Others, how many were dead . . . Too many in the last category, she was sure. What would they think, seeing their chemistry teacher leading the last band of resistance fighters? Could they ever imagine it? She couldn’t imagine it herself some days.

      As she followed the youth into the fort, Gareth swung out from the shadows. He fell into step beside her, his left foot scraping the floor—a broken leg that never healed quite right.

      Before he could say a word, she lifted her hand.

      “Objection noted, Lieutenant.”

      “I didn’t say a word, Commander,” he said.

      “You don’t need to. You heard we’re bringing in a fresh lot, and you’re going to tell me—again—that we can’t handle more prisoners. The stockade is overcrowded. We’re wasting manpower guarding them. We’re wasting doctors caring for them. We should take them out into the field, kill them and leave the corpses on spikes for the Others to see.”

      “I don’t believe I’ve suggested that last part. Brilliant idea, though. I’ll send a troop to find the wood for the poles—”

      She shot him a look. He only grinned.

      “We aren’t animals, Lieutenant,” she said. “We don’t stoop to their level.”

      Of course he knew she’d say that, as well as she knew his complaint. Gareth just liked to voice his opinion. Loudly and frequently. She’d answered only for the sake of the new recruit leading them.

      When they reached the main hall, she heard the cry: “Prisoners on the grounds!” For the newer soldiers, it was a warning and they scattered in every direction. Monica never tried to make them stand their ground. She understood too well where that fear came from, those years of hiding, watching, waiting to run again. She did, however, ask her officers to take note of those who fled and, later, they’d be taken to the stockades, so they could see that the Others weren’t the all-powerful demons of their nightmares.

      Once they were convinced, they’d react to that cry very differently. They’d join the other soldiers now lining Stockade Walk to watch the parade of prisoners. They wouldn’t jeer, wouldn’t say a word, would just stand firm and watch, the hatred so thick you could smell it, heavy, suffocating.

      As they walked into the main hall, already choked with soldiers, Gareth said, “You can watch from the second floor, Commander.”

      “Like hell.”

      A wave went through the assembled men and women, grunts and nods of approval from those who’d overheard, whispers going down the line to those who hadn’t. Yet another crowd-pleasing routine, she thought wryly. Gareth won approval for the suggestion and she for refusing.

      As they entered the hall, Gareth’s shoulders squared, pulling himself up to his full six-foot-five, his limp disappearing. The crowd of soldiers parted to let them through. Those who didn’t move fast enough earned a glower from Gareth, and scrambled aside so fast they tripped. Him, they feared and respected. Her, they loved and respected. Yet another of their routines.

      Monica took up her usual position at the first corner. When the prisoners walked into the hall, she’d be the first one they saw, waiting at the end.

      She could hear them outside the doors now. This was the toughest part. Nearly every man and woman in this hall had been in this same situation, waiting in their hideouts, hearing the Others approaching, praying they passed. Oh God, praying they passed.

      Gareth moved up behind her. Out of sight of the soldiers, he rubbed the small of her back.

      When the footsteps stopped at the door, a few soldiers broke ranks and, shame-faced, bolted back to their bunks. It was still too much for them, the memories too fresh.

      The door started to open. Monica’s own memories flashed. In that first moment, she didn’t see soldiers and prisoners. She saw the gang of Others who’d burst into her own hideaway ten years ago. She heard Jim’s shout of rage as he rushed forward to protect them, yelling for Monica to take Lily and run. She heard his screams as they fell on him. She heard Lily’s screams as she saw her father torn apart. She heard her own screams as she grabbed Lily and ran for the basement, as they caught her, ripping Lily from her arms. Her screams for them to show mercy—Lily was only a child, only a little girl. They hadn’t.

      Gareth moved closer, letting her rest against him. He leaned down to murmur reassurances in her ear, then, as she relaxed, the reassurances turned to reminders. Stand tall. You’re in charge now. You own their asses. Don’t let them forget that.

      Now she saw prisoners, strangers, not the monsters who’d slaughtered her family and tortured her. Broken and cowed and filthy, they shuffled along the gauntlet of soldiers.

      Gareth tensed. Monica looked up sharply, gaze tripping over the prisoners, trying to see which one had triggered his old cop instincts. Sure enough, there was one at the end, long greasy hair hanging in his face, but not quite hiding the furtive looks he kept shooting her way.

      She stood firm, gaze on the prisoner. He looked away as he passed. Then he wheeled and lunged at her.

      Gareth leapt forward so fast all Monica saw was a blur and a flash of silver. The prisoner’s head sailed from his shoulders. It hit the floor with a dull thud and rolled. When it came to rest at a soldier’s feet, the young woman kicked it. A cheer started to surge, choked off at a simple, “No,” from Monica.

      She motioned for someone to clean up the mess. The procession of prisoners continued on. None even gave any sign they’d seen what happened. They just trudged along, gazes down, until they disappeared from sight.
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      Word came next that the scouts had been spotted. They were moving fast, meaning they were bringing bad news. She left the hall with Gareth and headed for the meeting room to await their arrival.

      As they passed the lecture hall, Monica could hear the teacher giving a history lesson for the children, all born after the Great Divide.

      Three flu epidemics had threatened the world in the decade preceding the Great Divide. As they’d escaped each relatively unscathed, experts swore they’d only dodged one bullet to put themselves in the path of a bigger one.

      The virus had started in Indonesia, with sporadic outbreaks downplayed by authorities until they could announce a vaccine.

      Their salvation turned into their damnation. Some said the vaccine had been deliberately tampered with. Others blamed improper testing. They knew only that it didn’t work.

      No, that wasn’t true. If the goal was to ensure that people survived the flu, then it worked perfectly. People were vaccinated, they caught the virus, they died, and they rose again.

      Even before they rose, though, they’d carried a virus of their own, unknowingly spreading it through lovers, drug use, and blood donations. By the time officials realized the problem, a quarter of the population was infected. After the vaccinations stopped, another quarter died from the influenza itself. Both viruses continued to spread.

      That was the Great Divide. The human race sliced in two, one side fighting for supremacy, the other for survival.

      The world will end, not with a bang, but with a sniffle.

      Or, to be precise, with the risk of a sniffle.

      After Monica escaped her captors, her only thought had, indeed, been survival. Her own. But as she ran from the hordes, she’d picked up others like a magnet attracts iron filings. Everyone was alone. Everyone needed help. As a mother, she wanted to protect them. As a teacher, she wanted to guide them. Within a year, she found herself leading twenty survivors. Then they found Gareth.

      He’d been in the middle of what had once been a town square, fighting a half-dozen of the Others, a roaring whirlwind of blood and steel, fighting valiantly, but wounded and outnumbered.

      They’d rescued him. His story was one of the simpler ones—no family slaughtered before his eyes, just one guy, living a normal life until the day he wasn’t. He’d tried to stick to what he knew—being a cop, protecting the innocent, which these days meant roaming the countryside, fighting bands of Others so survivors could escape. A noble plan, if not terribly efficient. Monica had suggested that, if he really wanted people to protect, he could look after them.

      And so it began. Ten years later, they were here, commanding what might well be the last of their kind, awaiting a final battle. A battle they knew they couldn’t win.
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      The scouts’ news was exactly what she’d expected. The Others were amassing just beyond a forest to the east, the only place for miles that couldn’t be seen from the ramparts. When she’d ordered her troops to raze the fields, they’d started cutting down the forest, then realized the task was beyond them. Besides, she’d reasoned, that meant the Others would pick that spot for their camp, so she could concentrate their surveillance there.

      Surveillance. It sounded so strategic, as if they were fully prepared to meet the enemy, simply biding their time, when the truth was that they were foxes backed into a den, waiting for the wolves to arrive.

      She hadn’t brought them here to die. She’d hoped by running so far, they’d send a message to the Others: “Look, you’ve won. We’ve holed up here in this wasteland and here we’ll stay. Now just leave us alone. Please leave us alone.”

      One last plea for mercy. It was, she realized as the scouts gave their report, too much to hope for. Deep down, she’d always known it was.

      “Prepare a reconnaissance team,” Monica said as she rose from the table. “We’ll leave at the first night bell.”

      Two of the trained scouts exchanged uneasy looks. They’d come from the true military teams, long since disbanded, where commanding officers stayed behind the enemy lines. They glanced at Gareth, as if hoping he’d advise her to stay behind.

      “You heard Commander Roth,” he said. “Get that team ready.”
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      Monica was back on the ramparts, looking out over the barren fields, waiting for the team to convene below. The scrape of Gareth’s dragging boot told her he was coming, but she didn’t turn, just stood at the railing, looking out until she felt his arms around her waist.

      “We knew this was coming,” he said.

      “I know.”

      “We’re as prepared as we’re ever going to be.”

      “I know.”

      “There’s still one more option,” he said.

      “No.”

      “Just saying . . .”

      “And I’m saying that I know it’s an option. I’ll remember it’s an option. But—”

      She inhaled and shook her head. He pulled her back against him, chin resting on her head, and she relaxed against the solid wall of his chest.

      She felt his head turn, as he made sure there was no one around before he leaned down and kissed her neck, his lips cool against her skin. Those who’d been with them a long time knew they were lovers, had been for years. As discreet as they were, it was hard to hide something like that, living in close quarters. They were still careful, though, for the sake of those, like the scouts, who’d come from the troops, where such a thing would be a serious concern.

      There weren’t many of them left—true soldiers, trained ones. ‘Military commander’ had never been Monica’s role. Years ago, when they’d started meeting up with other groups of survivors, she’d made it clear that she wasn’t cut out for that. She’d take charge of the civilians. Gareth had been invited to lead a military division, but he’d stayed with her, trained the civilians to protect themselves. Then, one by one, the troops had fallen, the few survivors making their way to Monica’s group, until they were all that remained. Now they looked to her to protect them, and she wasn’t sure she could.
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      By the time they left, night had fallen. That wasn’t an accident. They traveled at night when they could, moving silently across the burned fields. The same open land that protected them from sneak attacks made them prisoners during the daylight.

      It was an hour’s walk to the forest’s edge. They’d just drawn within sight of it when they heard a barely muffled gasp of pain ahead. They’d split up, Gareth and Monica proceeding, the others fanning out.

      The stifled whimpers came from just past the first line of trees. It sounded like a child, but they continued ahead with caution, Gareth in the lead, machete drawn. Those were the best weapons they had—knives and spears and makeshift swords. They had guns, too, but without ammunition, they were little more than clubs. The Others were no better off. This was a primitive war of tooth and claw and steel, as it had been for years, the munitions factories among the earliest targets.

      Monica’s weapon of choice was a throwing knife, and she had one in each hand as she followed Gareth. At the rustle of undergrowth, he stopped, and she peered around him to see a figure rising between the trees.

      “Oh, thank God,” a girl’s voice said. “Oh, thank God.”

      The figure wobbled, then dropped with a cry. They found her on the ground, clutching her leg as she lit a lantern. She was no more than eighteen, thin-faced and pale.

      “I thought you were the Infected,” she said, her voice breathy with relief. “They got the rest of my troop. I-I tried to fight—”

      “Shhh,” Monica said, moving closer.

      The girl looked up at them. Seeing Gareth’s scarred face, she gave a start, but Monica nudged him back. He slid into the shadows.

      “They took the others,” the girl said. “They took them all.”

      Monica crouched beside the girl. “We’ll get you back to your camp. We just arrived ourselves. Reinforcements.” She offered her most reassuring smile. “You’ll have to show us the best way to go. In case more of them are out here.”

      The girl nodded and reached up. Monica tucked the throwing knives into her waistband halter and tried to take the girl’s arm, but the girl clasped hers instead, fingers biting in as she rose slowly.

      Then she yanked Monica toward her. Silver flashed as the girl’s free hand pulled a knife from under her jacket. Monica’s foot expertly snagged the girl’s “wounded” leg and she went down, the knife flying free. Monica kicked it out of the way as the girl grabbed for it. Another kick to the girl’s stomach and she fell, doubled-over and gasping.

      “Did you really think I didn’t know what you are?” the girl snarled between gasps. “Did you think I couldn’t smell what you are?”

      “No,” Gareth said, stepping forward, machete whispering as it brushed his leg. “And did you really think we wouldn’t smell an ambush?”

      He swung the machete as the forest around them erupted, Others lunging out from their hiding places. The girl tried to scuttle back, but he was too fast. Her head flew from her shoulders. Blood jetted up, her body convulsing in death. The Others stopped, all frozen in mid-step, staring.

      “What?” Gareth boomed, bloody machete raised. “Isn’t that what you do to us? Lop off our heads? The only way to be sure we’re dead? Well, it works for you, too.” He smiled, his scarred face a pale death mask against the night. “Any volunteers?”

      “You may want to consider it,” Monica said, her quiet voice cutting through the silence. “Because, if you look over your shoulders, you’ll see we aren’t alone. And they won’t kill you. They’ll turn you.” She looked around, her perfect night vision picking out each face, her gaze meeting each set of wide eyes. “They’ll infect you.”

      Gareth roared, giving the signal for attack and the forest erupted again as their soldiers leapt from the undergrowth and swung from the trees. In that first wave of attack, some of the Others bolted. More ran after a few half-hearted swings of a blade. She had invoked the greatest weapon they possessed: fear.

      Fear of becoming Infected. Fear of becoming like us.

      Without that weapon, they’d have been massacred. Even with it, the fight was long and bloody. Finally, they were left standing among bodies, some their own, but most not and that was really all they could hope for.

      They continued on. They’d come to see the Others’ camp and they weren’t turning back. It was a slower walk now, trudging through the forest, some of them wounded. Nothing was fatal—few things were for them—but injuries healed slowly and imperfectly, like Gareth’s broken leg and scarred face. It was, as with everything about their condition, a trade-off, in some ways better than life before, in others worse.

      As a teacher, Monica had been one of the first to be inoculated, along with her family. One of the first vaccinated, one of the first infected, one of the first to die. The virus had hit with lightning speed, leaving her writhing with pain and fever, listening to her daughter’s screams, unable to get to her.

      Then, a miracle. Or so it seemed at the time. Death and rebirth.

      Before they could even decide what to do, the soldiers came, the first squads deployed with orders to annihilate the Infected. They’d gone into hiding, staying one step ahead of the death squads, squatting in abandoned homes, certain if they could just wait it out, the authorities would realize their mistake and help them. But the order to kill all Infected stayed. Then came the bounty. Then the gangs of blood-crazed bounty hunters. They’d escaped the death squads, but not the gangs.

      Jim had blamed zombie movies. When the dead rose again, people were sure they knew what they faced—an undead scourge that would end life as they knew it.

      Some of the old stories were true. The Infected could not be easily killed. They carried the pallor of death, the faint smell of rot. Their bite could infect the living. They fed on meat, preferably raw, and while they had no particular hunger for human flesh, it was true that, if driven mad with hunger, they had been known to do what they would otherwise never consider.

      But, unlike the zombies of legend and lore, they were still alive in every way that counted, still cognizant, and they could be reasoned with. The same could not be said for the living—for the Others.

      The Infected had been hunted to near extermination and now, when Monica finally set eyes on the Others’ camp, those seemingly infinite tents, she knew their end was at hand.

      “We can’t fight this,” she whispered to Gareth.

      “But we will.”

      And that was what it came down to. They would fight, hopeless or not.

      They started back for the fort. She let Gareth take the lead, her mind whirring with everything she needed to do. She didn’t notice when she veered slightly off course. Didn’t notice the tripwire. Didn’t notice until her foot snagged it and she heard Gareth’s shout and saw him diving toward her, shoving her out of the way, heard the explosion, saw the flying debris and saw him sail backward, hitting the ground hard enough to make the earth shake.

      She raced over and dropped beside him.

      “Shit,” he said, rising on his elbows to look down at his chest, his shirt shredded, the flesh below shredded, too, a mangled, cratered mass. “That’s not good.”

      She let out a choking sound, meant to be a laugh, but coming out as a sob. It’d been a small blast, a homemade bomb designed to do nothing more than shoot shrapnel, but all that shrapnel had slammed into Gareth’s chest. If he hadn’t been Infected, he’d have been dead before he hit the ground.

      She waved the medic over, but one look at his face told her all she needed to know. They could recover from most injuries, but if the damage was too great, too extensive . . .

      Oh God. Not Gareth. Please, not Gareth.

      She stayed beside him as the medic took a closer look. The soldiers ringed around them, solemn-faced, a few shaking, arms around each other.

      When the medic looked up to give his report, Gareth waved the soldiers back out of earshot. They hesitated, but obeyed at a growl from him.

      “I can make him comfortable,” the medic murmured. “Get him back to the fort . . .”

      “Waste of time,” Gareth said. “Someone’s bound to have heard that blast. Get them moving before—”

      “No,” Monica said. “You’re coming if I need to carry you myself.”

      She expected him to argue, but he gave a slow nod. “You’re right. They don’t need this. Not now. Take me back, tell them I’ll pull through.”

      That wasn’t what she meant at all, but he had a point. Their best warrior—a man who’d single-handedly annihilated mobs of Others—killed by a simple tripwire bomb? That was a blow to morale they could ill afford.

      The medic bound Gareth’s chest while the soldiers fashioned a makeshift stretcher from branches and clothes, and they took Gareth back to the fort.
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      Monica stood on the guard’s balcony overlooking the stockade crammed with Others. Prisoners of war. That had been her policy from the start. Leave as many of the enemy alive as possible. Bring them here. Keep them alive and comfortable. Use them as bargaining chips and as proof to the Others that they weren’t monsters.

      It hadn’t mattered. Her missives to the government had gone unanswered, as they always had.

      For years, she’d tried to reason with the Others. First to negotiate, then, as their numbers dwindled, to beg for mercy. She understood that they posed a threat. So they’d go away, far from the living.

      The Others might as well have been getting letters from a colony of diseased rats. Eventually, she’d realized that was exactly how they saw the Infected—diseased rats that somehow had the power of communication. Subhuman. Dangerous. A threat requiring swift and thorough extermination.

      She looked out at the Others and thought of what Gareth had said. The final option. Back when she’d first started arguing for the taking of prisoners, the other commanders had seen the possibilities. Horrified, she’d fought until the option was off the table. Only it wasn’t really. It never had been.

      She left the guardroom and walked through the fort. She passed the rooms of soldiers playing card games, of civilians mending clothing and preparing meals, of children listening to stories at the feet of the old ones. Everywhere she looked, people were carrying on, hiding their fear, laughing and talking, just trying to live.

      Just trying to live. That’s all they’d ever asked for, and that was all she ever wanted for them. So how far was she willing to go? Not to save them—she wasn’t sure that was even possible anymore—but to give them every possible chance for survival.

      How far would she go? As far as she could.
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      Three days later, she was back on the balcony overlooking the stockade. Gareth was beside her.

      “I need to be there,” he’d said. “They need to see me standing there.”

      So the doctors had done what they could, binding him up, and she’d done what she could, washing away the worst of the stink of rot that had set in. They’d cleared the hall and carried him on a stretcher to the stockade door. He’d taken it from there, finding the strength to walk up to the guard post. He stood in front of a pillar and she knew he leaned against it, but to those below, their champion was back on his feet. And, now, with this new hope she’d given them, so were they.

      Once again, she looked out over the men and women packed into the room below. Only this time, they looked back at her. More than one hundred and fifty trained soldiers on their feet, watching her.

      In those faces, she saw fear and uncertainty. She saw hate, too, but less of that, surprisingly less.

      Guards ringed the room. Civilians walked up and down the aisles with trays of meat. Cooked meat because, for now, that would make them comfortable. They gave the hostages as much as they wanted. That would help. So, too, would the doctors slipping along, silent as wraiths, watching for signs of trouble, others in the back room, dosing the meat with mild sedatives.

      The transition had gone smoother than she’d expected. The doctors assured her it would, but she'd seen one too many hellish deaths and rebirths to truly believe them. They were right, though. After all these years, the virus had mutated, ensuring its own survival by making the process faster, less traumatic. One shot of the virus. Then a death-inducing dose of sedative. Within a day . . . rebirth. And now, two days later, an army to command.

      She started her speech with a history lesson. How the Others had driven them to this place. How they’d fought the sporadic incursions, killing only those they could not capture. How they’d treated the prisoners of war humanely. Every man and woman there could attest to that. But now, with the wolves at their door, refusing to negotiate, they’d been forced to do the unthinkable.

      “We need soldiers to fight,” she said, her voice ringing through the stockade. “Right now, I’m sure you don’t feel much like helping us. But you won’t be fighting for us, you’ll be fighting for yourselves. You are us now. You are Infected. Every one of you is now free to walk out our front gates. But you won’t. Because you know they won’t let you. Your brothers-in-arms, your friends, your families—everyone one of them would lop off your head if you walked into that camp because you are no longer human. You are Infected.”

      She paused to let her words sink in. Behind her, Gareth shifted, struggling to stay on his feet. She glanced at him. He smiled and whispered that she was doing fine.

      She turned back to the troops. “To everyone you left behind, you are now dead. Do you feel dead?”

      They shuffled, the sound crossing the stockade in a wave.

      “To everyone you left behind, you are now a monster. Do you feel like a monster?”

      More shuffling, sporadic grunts.

      “To everyone you left behind, you have no right to live.”

      Another glance at Gareth. He stood straighter, chin lifting. He was dying. They all were and this was how they had to face it: stand tall and refuse to let Death win so easily. They’d cheated it before. Now they had to cheat it again.

      She turned back to the crowd below. “Do you want to live?” She paused. “Are you willing to fight to live?”

      The answer came softly at first, her own troops calling back. Gradually, more voices joined them, the new soldiers joining in, their shouts boosting the confidence of the others until the cry ran through the fort.

      Gareth moved up behind her, his fingers sliding around her waist, his touch ice-cold now.

      “You gave them hope,” he said. “You gave them a chance.”

      She nodded. It wasn’t much, but it was the best she could do. Maybe, just maybe, it would be enough.
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        Adre, adre, am y cynta', Hwch Ddu Gwta a gipio'r ola’

        Home, home, on the double, The tailless black sow shall snatch the last.

        

      

      Cainsville, October 31, 1979

      Seanna Walsh was not pretty. Not bright. Not charming or witty. Not good or kind. Yet Lance couldn’t get her out of his head. She’d wormed her way in, that insidious thought he couldn’t escape. He had to, though. Had to pry her out before he went mad. Which meant she needed to die on Nos Galan Gaeaf.

      Lance would not actually kill her. That is, he would not wrap his hands around her scrawny neck, nor fire a bullet through her flat chest, nor slit her pale throat and watch her strange blue eyes bug as her lifeblood soaked the ground. He thought about that. He thought about all of it, late at night, replaying the fantasies until he lay shivering and sweat-soaked. But then he imagined the reality of it, and the fantasy became a nightmare, handcuffs clamping around his wrists, his mother sobbing, his father staring, wordless for perhaps the first time in his life.

      No. Lance would not kill Seanna Walsh himself. But he would bring about her death on Nos Galan Gaeaf . . . by removing her stone from the bonfire.
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      When the morning of Nos Galan Gaeaf arrived, Lance asked the gargoyles if he should give Seanna one last chance. He counted them on his way to the school bus stop. If they came up with an even number, that would mean yes. Yes, he should give Seanna another chance.

      Of course, it was easy to game the system. He walked the long way to the bus stop knowing that route would give him five gargoyles, meaning no, he did not need to give her another chance. He just had to get the right answer. Like he had to check the door four times after he locked it, to be absolutely sure his father wouldn’t come home and find it open. Check the door four times. Check the gas stove six. Check the lights twice.

      Even numbers were good omens. They were safe. The number of times to check depended on the severity of the transgression if he made a mistake. Leave on a light, and he’d only get a snarl from his father. An unlocked door would lead to a smack. Leave the gas on? Lance didn’t even want to think what would happen if he did that.

      Check, check, and check again, so his whirling mind could rest easy. The same went for any question of importance. It had to be checked against the gargoyles.

      In cases like this, Lance would walk a route where he knew how many gargoyles he should see. Yet that was no guarantee in Cainsville, where he could walk past the bank four days in a row and clearly see the gargoyle perched there . . . and the next day there would be no sign of it. Two days later it would reappear, sneering at him as if to say it’d been there all along and he was a fool if he thought otherwise.

      Today, all five of the gargoyles he expected to see were there, and on counting the last, he shuddered in relief. The question had been answered. He did not need to give Seanna another chance. Then, as he approached the bus stop, he heard Seanna’s smug voice say, “I spy with my little eye, one hidden gargoyle.”

      “Where?” Keith said as he peered around. “I don’t see anything.”

      “For ten bucks, you will.”

      “Fuck you, Seanna.”

      “You wish, zit face.”

      The other kids laughed. They always did, no matter how unimaginative her insults, no matter how many times they’d been the targets of them. It was as if she held them all under her sway. But none so much as Lance.

      “Give you five for it, Seanna,” Abby said.

      “Make it six plus your Twinkies.”

      Abby handed over the bills and the snack, and Seanna whispered instructions. Abby gave a slow look around, careful not to tip off the others. Then she chortled. “Got it! One more for my May Day list.”

      Lance tried not to look for the gargoyle. He desperately tried. But his heart started to pound, his mouth going dry, and he knew if he didn’t look, he’d spend the day obsessing over it. He would give a quick glance, and if he didn’t immediately see--

      He spotted it peeking from under a roof edge, its color blending with the stonework, and he could tell himself that’s why he’d never seen it before. It was the comfortable answer. It was not, however, the truth. As for what was the truth? He didn’t know. No one did. No one cared. To them, it was no different than a rainbow, a glimpse of everyday magic. To him, it was an uncomfortable reminder of factors he could not control, could not predict. The odd boy out, as always.

      That unexpected sixth gargoyle meant he had to give Seanna one last chance. He spent the next five minutes frantically searching for another gargoyle to change the answer. When the bus came, he reluctantly followed the other kids on, still gaping about.

      No gargoyles were coming to save him. They’d given their answer. One last chance.

      He went to slide into the seat with Seanna. She thumped her backpack down on it and gave him a sneer.

      “As if,” she said. “Back of the bus, loser Lance.”

      He took the seat behind her. A couple kids chortled. Abby jerked her chin, warning him to abandon his course.

      “Excuse me,” Seanna said. “The restraining order says fifty feet.”

      “You got a restraining order?” Keith said.

      “I wrote a restraining order. Either this loser leaves me alone or I kick his ass. Again.”

      More chortles.

      “I’ll move,” Lance said. “As soon as you give me back my money.”

      The chortles turned to open guffaws.

      “You’d have more luck getting blood from a gargoyle,” Keith said. “If Seanna conned you out of your pocket money, consider it payment for a lesson learned: don't mess with a Walsh.”

      Seanna settled into her seat with that smug smile. A few other kids high-fived each other. Walshes, all of them. One of the oldest families in Cainsville. And not an upstanding citizen in the lot of them.

      Seanna and her kin proudly claimed an ancestry of con artists, pirates, and thieves, and in Cainsville, Walshes were treated with as much respect as doctors, lawyer and priests. Don’t mess with them, and they wouldn’t mess with you. It was the barest whiff of a moral code, and somehow, that was good enough.

      “She didn’t con me,” Lance said. “She picked my pocket.”

      “Because you were stalking me again,” Seanna said. “Violating the terms of my restraining order. Consider it a fine. If you don’t want to pay, don’t get close enough.”

      Even Abby nodded at that, giving Lance a look of mingled sympathy and exasperation. The boy who kept sticking his finger in the electrical outlet and expecting a different result.

      “So you won’t return the money?” he said.

      “Hell and no. Now get your skinny ass to the back of the bus before I kick it there.”

      Lance slid from the seat and walked to the back. Only once he’d passed all the other kids did he allow himself a tiny smile of satisfaction.

      He’d given her a chance, as the gargoyles decreed. And she’d blown it.

      Tonight, he would take her stone from the bonfire.
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      For the other kids, tonight was Halloween. It was for some in Cainsville, too. Some of those who wished to celebrate October 31 that way piled into cars to visit family in Chicago and go trick-or-treating. For others, the town elders hired a bus to take them to a nearby town that had agreed to welcome any children of Cainsville who wished to celebrate the more common holiday. The bus left before dinner, filled with kids in costumes, their chaperones bringing bags full of candy to donate to the host town.

      Lance watched the bus pull away, and he did not wish for one moment to be on it. Even when he was a little kid, he’d never wanted that. In this, he was not the odd boy out. He wanted to stay and celebrate Nos Galan Gaeaf. If he felt anything watching the bus leave, it was pity for the children on it, noses pressed to the glass, mournfully watching the town fade as the bus carried them away.

      Every family was welcome to stay, but Lance had heard it whispered that the newer families were not encouraged to join Nos Galan Gaeaf. Few wanted to--the adults, anyway. What made Cainsville delightfully eccentric most of the year changed at the holidays. Pagan holidays, outsiders whispered. May Day. Solstice. And the most discomfiting of all: Nos Galan Gaeaf. No, they were happy to stick to their modern Halloween, ignore its pagan roots, and pretend it was all about princess dresses and candy corn.

      The first of November was Calan Gaeaf. The beginning of winter. Marking the boundary was Nos Galan Gaeaf or Spirit Night, when the veil between the human world and the Otherworld was thinnest. A night to be indoors. But before that, when the evening was still young, it was a time for celebration.

      It began with the harvest feast. Tables were set up all along Main Street, right in the road. Everyone ate for hours, and then the children played twco fala, bobbing for marked apples that would earn them prizes. The teens hung around acting bored, but when the elders came by with “extra” candy and trinkets, all apathy evaporated, everyone partaking with, “Thank you, ma’am,” and, “Thank you, sir.”

      When the apples were done, the bonfire began. Lance could feel the heat from the massive fire three doors down. Seanna stood less than ten feet away from him, having apparently decided not to enforce her restraining order. He watched the light of the bonfire lick her pale face and imagined it was real flames instead. Imagined her bound to a stake, the fire burning at her feet.

      Burned as a witch. An apt punishment. That’s what she was--a witch transformed into a foul, poisonous mist that had insidiously crept through an open window one night to be inhaled in his sleep. Until then, she’d been just another kid, brattier than most, braver than most, but not special. Certainly not special. Then last summer she went away to visit relatives and when she came back, he saw her as if for the first time, and he could not look away, however hard he tried.

      She’d bewitched him. That was the only answer. And so burning would be apt. Unlikely, but he could hope.

      As the bonfire roared and one elder told a story, another brought around a basket of smooth stones. Lance held his breath as he watched Seanna. She was thirteen, which made this her first time participating in the rite of Coelcerth. She could abstain. Then he’d have to think of another way to rid himself of the witch.

      Seanna took a stone without hesitation. She plucked the felt-tip marker from Abby’s hand. Abby only sighed and waited as Seanna wrote her name on the stone and then took the marker back to finish her own. When it was Lance’s turn, he wrote his name in careful block letters.

      Once all of the rocks had been distributed, the town elders proceeded to the bonfire, one by one, and laid their stones around it. Then the townspeople lined up. It was a solemn procession, a silent one, but with an air of hope. Come morning, when they found their rock still in place, they’d breath a sigh of relief and hug their family and celebrate, as if life had handed them a guarantee. You will live another year.

      Lance waited until all the other kids had set down their stones. He made a mental note of where Seanna put hers. Then he laid his a few feet away. He tapped it to the ground twice first. Two for yes. Two for a positive result. If he fumbled, he’d do four. He didn’t fumble. Two taps and down it went, nestled among the others.

      When all the rocks had been placed, one of the elders stood before the fire, raised her wrinkled arms and shouted,

      “Adre, adre, am y cynta', Hwch Ddu Gwta a gipio'r ola’.”

      It was Welsh, like Nos Galan Gaeaf and Calan Gaeaf and Coelcerth and everything else about Cainsville. Founded by Welsh immigrants, it held on to that identity like the townspeople clutched those rocks--a talisman against the uncertainty of the world.

      The old ways always worked for them, so they would continue with them long after others had forgotten their roots.

      Adre, adre, am y cynta', Hwch Ddu Gwta a gipio'r ola’.

      Home, home, on the double, The tailless black sow shall snatch the last.

      The elder shouted that, and the children squealed with the giddy delight of feigned terrors. An excuse to run as fast as they could. A better excuse waited at home--a bag of candy--and if you had siblings, you’d best hurry because not all bags were created equal.

      Off the children ran, shouting and bumping into each other like pool balls. The adults urged them on, laughing and yelling, “Watch out for the sow,” and, “Last one gone will be eaten!”

      When Lance was a child, it hadn’t mattered that he had no siblings, that there was no reason to run to claim the best bag of candy. He’d done it for the thrill, to be part of the excitement, part of the crowd. Now he watched as the children raced down the passage beside the bank, and he crowded in to see them reach the end, where a figure dressed in black flew out, waving his arms, a painted hog’s skull on his head. The children shrieked and squealed as if this didn’t happen--in this exact spot--every year.

      Lance couldn’t see the children, but he knew the path the brave ones would take. They’d veer to the playground. Then over to the bushes on the left. Past the massive oak. Finally down the east passage back to the street. All places that hid Hwch Ddu Gwta--another black sow, leaping from behind bushes or jumping from a tree.

      Lance tracked their progress by the shouts. Then he looked over to see Seanna watching them, too, a rare smile on her thin face.

      He saw that smile, and he hated it worse than her smirks and sneers. That smile said there was more there, something worth saving.

      The smile was a lie.

      He escaped down Main Street, stopped in an alcove and studied the bonfire for later, when he’d return to take Seanna’s stone. As he turned, he found bright blue eyes laser-beamed to his, and he gave a start, as if those beams probed right into his thoughts. Which they might have, given who it was.

      Rose Walsh might be Seanna’s aunt, but when Lance was little, he’d thought of her as Seanna’s big sister. An easy mistake to make--the families were so close they shared yards, kids running from one house to the next. “Like some kind of commune,” his mother would sniff, and if Lance noticed Seanna at all in those days, it was with envy for that life she had, that family.

      Rose was about eighteen, built sturdy like most Walshes, with the kind of chest that magnetized his gaze if he wasn’t careful. He stood in no danger of that now. He could only stare at her eyes, desperate for a sign that she didn’t actually know what he had planned for Seanna.

      Rose Walsh had the sight. That’s what they called it in Cainsville, and they said it no differently than they’d say someone had a knack for baking pies or playing piano.

      “Too old to run home?” Rose said.

      He started at the sound of her voice. Her lips curved in just the faintest smile as she wished him a good Nos Galan Gaeaf. Rose Walsh wasn’t given to smiles, but she had always been kind to him, steady and unflappable, and her expression bore no sign that she’d foreseen his plan.

      “Too old to run home?” she repeated.

      “A bit.”

      “But old enough to join the mari lwyd. I bet if you asked, they’d let you go along.” That faint curve of her lips again. “It’s a fine excuse for underage drinking.”

      He smiled at that, and at the thought of joining the revelers, but he shook his head, saying, “I’ll wait. Thank you, though,” and then slipped off. He felt the weight of Rose’s gaze following him.

      Lance poked around Main Street, scoping out the area for his return. He kept an eye on the dwindling crowds, not wanting to be noted as among the last to leave.

      He was walking past the fire when one of the elders fell in beside him. He didn’t know her name. To him, they were just “the elders.” Old people. Gray-haired and wrinkle-faced. A homogeneous lot of senior citizens.

      This one was a woman with long graying hair. Short and stout, like the teapot in the rhyme. Despite her obvious age, she fell in at a perfect pace with him. He slowed, though, out of respect. Even Seanna treated the elders with respect.

      “Rose tells me you might like to join the mari lwyd,” the woman said.

      Lance shook his head. “Not this year. Thank you.”

      “Are you sure? I can make a place for you. I think you’d enjoy it.”

      “No, thank you, ma’am.”

      “Well, then, best run along home. Before Hwch Ddu Gwta comes out to play.”

      She patted his back, and he felt the weight of her gaze, too, watching as he headed for the side street.
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      On the walk home, Lance heard the mari lwyd making the rounds from house to house. The gray mare.

      He heard the chatter and laughter grow louder, and he turned onto his street just as the mari lwyd left a house. He saw it, and for one split second, he was a child again, getting his first look.

      After his parents thought Lance had gone to bed, he’d snuck out to see the mari lwyd. One glimpse, and he’d run home so fast his lungs burned, and he’d lain in bed for hours, reciting multiplication tables, his talisman against the night and its horrors.

      He shook his head at his younger self. Sure, it was a spooky sight. A hooded figure wearing a mare’s skull, white garments flowing, an equine specter. But the men and women with the fearsome creature were laughing, halfway to drunk, jostling like kids as they made their way up the steps to the next house with its light on.

      One of the men rapped at the door. It opened immediately and someone inside let out a cry of feigned terror. The group shouldered their way inside, where they would tell a story in exchange for a “tipple” of whiskey and then bless the house against the coming winter.

      The front windows were open, and through them Lance heard the story start, and his steps slowed. He thought of Rose and the elder and their invitation.

      Join the procession of the mari lwyd. You don’t need to be the odd boy out. It’s Cainsville, where gargoyles appear and disappear, where a teenage girl can see the future, where the mari lwyd bestows her blessings for the winter ahead.

      Come and join us.

      He wanted to. He desperately wanted to.

      Next year.

      Tonight he needed to kill Seanna Walsh.
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      Sneaking from the house was easy. His parents barely noticed he’d come in. The hardest part was going out his window. That was not difficult in itself--it opened easily. The problem was it was bad luck to exit through a different door than the one you’d entered. He gritted his teeth and went out his window. Then he checked it four times to be sure it was closed.

      Lance counted steps to Main Street. Another talisman. Get an even number, and everything would go well. Of course, it was easy to get an even number--just take an extra step if it came up odd--but it was the mindfulness that mattered. It also helped quell his anxiety over not exiting through the proper door.

      As for any anxiety over what he was about to do? He was afraid of getting caught. That was all. Seanna Walsh had earned her fate the day she’d bewitched him. He could not rest while she lived, so she could not live.

      Main Street was dark and deserted, leaving only the embers of the bonfire to guide him. It was enough. He went straight to Seanna’s stone. He snatched it up and put it into his pocket. Resisting the urge to run, he backed against the brick wall of the bank. Then he pushed one trembling hand into his pocket and found the smooth stone. As his fingers caressed it, he smiled.

      Come morning, the townsfolk would gather early, stomachs too knotted to drink their morning coffee. One of the elders would go around the dead fire, collecting stones, one by one, and calling out the names. If any were missing . . . well, they all knew what that meant. At next year’s Nos Galan Gaeaf, that person would not lay a stone at the fire. They’d be dead under one, rotting in their grave.

      Or that was the story. But there was a trick, and Lance knew it.

      When Cainsville children were young, no one told them exactly what the rite of Coelcerth meant. That would be cruel--ruining the night for them as they lay in their beds, terrified that a parent or other loved one might not hear their name read out the next morning. Lance had been twelve when he overheard older kids talking, and the very thought of it had been a shockwave through his brain. It was as if all of his personal talismans and rituals had coalesced into simple perfection: a ward against the ultimate uncertainty. Would he survive another year? This rite would tell him. Every year, he could answer that question.

      Last year, having passed his thirteenth birthday, he’d laid down his stone . . . and plummeted from the heights of absolute control to the depths of darkest doubt as he realized he had to wait until dawn to find out if he would live.

      He couldn’t wait.

      He’d snuck back to the bonfire and found his stone. Then he’d hidden in the shadows, waited and watched the spot where his stone lay. Several times, he thought he saw a flicker in that ring of stones. Thought he saw one disappear. He’d been about to check when he’d heard footsteps.

      As he’d hid, a figure had appeared. Hooded and dressed in black.

      The reaper. Death. Come to claim his due.

      In terror, Lance had watched as the figure circled the bonfire. It crouched, reached into a pocket of those voluminous black robes and pulled out a rock.

      Next it pulled out a felt-tip marker, wrote something on the stone and laid it in one of the empty places. Twice more the dark figure did that. Then it stood and under that hood, he’d seen the wizened face of one of the elders.

      Lance had held himself still until the woman left. Then he’d fled all the way home.

      Over the next year, Lance realized what he’d seen. The trick of Coelcerth. The truth about fate and certainty.

      The elders didn’t take stones. They replaced them. Some of them, at least. Every Calan Gaeaf morning, a few would still be missing. When the rite finished, the elders would speak. They would warn.

      If you did not hear your name, the die has been cast. But remember this: there is no fate you cannot undo. Take heed. Watch your health. Examine your life. Find out why your stone has vanished, and correct it while you can.

      And those whose stones were missing? The absence rarely surprised anyone. They were people who ate too much, worked too hard, exercised too little, drank to excess, or had otherwise entered into a life too dangerous to survive.

      The elders used Coelcerth not to frighten people, but to shake them out of their complacency.

      Death is on your doorstep. Do something about it.

      Some heeded that advice; some did not.

      As for the stones the elders replaced, those were the deaths that could not be prevented. Accidents and tragedies. No one ever wondered why the rite of Coelcerth did not foresee these. It was presumed they were unforeseeable, that the rite did not guarantee you another year, but merely suggested you were on the right path.

      Lance knew the elders would replace Seanna’s stone. She would think she had another year. But she did not.

      He smiled again. Then anxiety began gnawing at his gut, the one that insisted he had to be sure he hadn’t made any mistakes. He took out the stone and held it up in the moonlight.

      Seanna W.

      This stone was her grave marker. Seanna Walsh, R.I.P.

      Lance snickered. Never had the epitaph been more accurate. He would rest in peace once Seanna Walsh was dead and gone.

      He pocketed the stone again, making sure it nestled deep in his pocket where it couldn’t fall out. Then he headed down the passageway beside the bank. As he reached the end, his steps hitched, as if Hwch Ddu Gwta would leap out at him like it had for the fleeing children.

      He smiled at the thought. The adults who played the role were long gone, the passage silent and empty, the park equally quiet. He took another step and--

      A shadow slid over him.

      Lance looked up to see an owl gliding over his head. The raptor landed on the playground fence. It perched on one of the cast-iron chimera head posts. He kept walking. The owl’s unblinking gaze followed him into the square.

      Lance reached into his pocket to clutch the stone. The owl’s head swiveled, still following him. He had to circle the playground to get to the passageway that would take him home, and as the raptor’s head kept turning, his did, too, watching the bird, ready to bolt if it flew at him.

      He knew that was silly. There were always owls in Cainsville. At night, he’d see them perched beside gargoyles, as if joining them in silent vigil. Spotting them always vanquished any fear he had of being out past dark. The owls and the gargoyles stood watch, so he was safe.

      Tonight, he did not feel safe.

      When a rustle sounded in the bushes behind the playground, Lance stopped so fast he stumbled. His hand flew from his pocket to stop his fall. The stone sailed free and thumped to the ground.

      The rustling stopped.

      Lance straightened and held himself still as he peered into the darkness. After a moment, he could see a figure half hidden behind the bushes. A black shape on all fours.

      Hwch Ddu Gwta. The tailless black sow.

      Lance shook his head sharply, ashamed by the very thought. Really? Whatever magic there was on Nos Galan Gaeaf, no one even really pretended there was such a thing.

      The tailless black sow will snatch the last.

      It’d been years since a child had died in Cainsville, and never on Nos Galan Gaeaf. He was imagining things.

      He took a step toward Seanna’s dropped stone. As he bent to pick it up, a snort from the bushes startled him, and he rose, stone forgotten. A black, misshapen figure rose from behind the bushes, low and hunched, making him think of the headless woman who accompanied the black sow.

      As the figure stepped around the bushes, Lance scrambled backward, his hands rising to ward off . . .

      “You have got to be kidding me,” Seanna said. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      He opened his mouth.

      She beat him to it, saying, “Dumb question. You’re following me. Stalking me. Again.”

      “I--”

      “You just don’t take a hint, do you?” she said as she strode toward him. “I’m not interested, Lance Miller. You think this will get my attention? It only pisses me off, and you really don’t want to piss--”

      Her foot kicked the stone. She stopped moving. They both did.

      Silence.

      Lance’s heart pounded, every fiber of his being screaming for him to lunge, to grab that stone. But he couldn’t move. Absolutely could not move.

      Seanna reached down and picked up the polished stone. “This is . . .” Color bled from her pale face. “You stole my Coelcerth stone?”

      “No, I--”

      “I tell you I’m not interested, and you steal my stone to punish me? Let me spend a year thinking I’m going to die?”

      She closed the gap between them in an angry stalk.

      “You cowardly little prick. You don’t even have the balls to threaten me to my face. That’s it. I’m taking this to the elders. No more dealing with your bullshit. Let the town council handle it.”

      She turned away, stone in hand, and that’s when his paralysis broke. He lunged. Knocked her flat on her ugly face. Grabbed her hair and yanked it back to slam that ugly face into the ground.

      Bash it until it was bloody. Bash it until she never opened her foul mouth again. Bash it until he dashed her brains out. Until he was free.

      As he slammed her face into the dirt, he waited for her scream. For her pain. For her fear.

      Seanna didn’t make a sound.

      He yanked her hair back again and--

      Seanna ripped from his grasp. She rolled over, blood flying from her nose. As she raised her hand, he saw something clutched in it. A rock. A large one. She swung it against the side of his head, and everything went black.

      

      Lance opened his eyes to see the full moon overhead.

      How was he seeing the moon from his bed?

      And why did it feel as if he were lying . . .?

      On the ground. He bolted upright as he remembered Seanna with her Coelcerth stone. Seanna with the rough-edged rock. Swinging it at his head.

      He leaped to his feet and looked around, his head pounding.

      He was alone beside the playground.

      Damn it, no. No, no, no. He couldn’t let her tell the elders. Seanna might have thought he was only trying to frighten her, but the elders would know the truth, and if they did not, Rose would tell them.

      This whole thing was a trap. Seanna had made him take her stone, and then she’d lain in wait to catch him. Why else would she have been out here?

      Her fault. All hers.

      He heard a noise from the street. The slap of shoes on pavement.

      Seanna, returning her stone to the bonfire.

      He still had time to stop her. Stop her and make her pay for her trick. He wouldn’t rely on old magic to get rid of her. She was right--that was the coward’s way. He would do this himself. He looked down at the rock she’d hit him with.

      Justice.

      Lance scooped it up and started for the passageway back to Main Street. He was just about to step into it when a shadow passed overhead. He looked up, ready to glower at the owl. Instead, he caught a flash of what looked like . . .

      No, it was an owl. It must be. The yellow talons and feathered tail of an owl. Not stone-gray talons. Not the flick of a stone-gray tail.

      Just an owl.

      He picked up his pace as he crept between the buildings, his footsteps silent on the well-worn path. Shadows swallowed the moonlight, and he had to reach out with his free hand, fingertips grazing the brick wall as he used it to guide him.

      When a figure stepped into the passageway, he gave a start. Then he shook himself. It was just Seanna. He could tell by her thin body and height, though she’d tried to trick him by donning one of the Hwch Ddu Gwta cloaks, the oversized black robe trailing behind her, hood up over her face.

      Lance hid the rock behind his back and walked right up to her and said, “Is that supposed to scare me?”

      Seanna just stood there. He couldn’t see her face in the shadows under the hood. A tickling chill ran up his spine, but he forced it away and reached up to knock her hood back.

      The hood fell. There was nothing under it.

      Lance staggered back. Pale hands appeared from the sleeves of the robe. Bony fingers unfastened the cloak. As the flowing fabric pooled to the ground, he saw a neck. A bloodied, raw neck, the severed spine poking through.

      He spun so fast he pitched forward but came out running, tearing down the passage. When a shadow filled the other end, he knew what it was. Knew and told himself he was wrong.

      A trick. Just a trick.

      The black sow curled back its lips, dagger-sharp tusks flashing. Lance wheeled, rock still in his hand, back to the wall, gaze swinging between the two, ready to bash whichever came at him first.

      But they just stood there, one at either end of the passage, blocking his escape.

      The headless woman.

      The tailless black sow.

      Silent.

      Motionless.

      Waiting.
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      Seanna crouched before the glowing embers of the bonfire. She’d found the place where she’d laid her stone. Empty now. She cursed Lance. Nasty tricks were fine, but this was outright cruelty.

      She reached into her pocket for the stone. When she pulled out snips of ivy instead, her temper sparked anew. Goddamn him. When he’d shown up, she’d been cutting ivy for the rite of Eiddiorwg Dalen.

      Snip ten pieces of ivy on Nos Galan Gaeaf, throw away nine, and sleep with the tenth under her pillow. That would grant Seanna the gift of prophetic dreams. The gift of the sight. Rose might claim that wasn’t how she got hers, but her aunt had to be lying. Trying to keep her gift all to herself.

      Seanna threw the ivy aside. Too late now. She’d have to wait for next year. All because of Lance.

      She returned her stone to its place and settled back on her haunches to survey the ring of rocks. She had to squint to make out names, and she was about to give up when the clouds veiling the moon thinned and its glow lit the street.

      Another scan of the stones. Then a smile as her fingertips touched down on the one marked with Lance’s name.

      To her left, she heard what sounded like a sudden gasp. She squinted toward the sound. It seemed to come from the walkway by the bank, but she couldn’t see anything.

      She reached again for Lance’s stone. Her fingers wrapped around it. A shriek rent the air, and she stumbled, falling flat on her ass. Then a screech, this one cut short, the cry of some animal seized by a predator.

      Seanna peered toward the walkway. She’d seen an owl earlier by the playground. As she caught the faint but sickening crunch of bone, she shuddered. Definitely the owl.

      She rose, pocketing Lance’s stone. Then she set out for home, taking the long way around, letting the crunching of bone and ripping of flesh fade behind her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Haunted House of Her Own

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanya couldn’t understand why real estate agents failed to recognize the commercial potential of haunted houses. This one, it seemed, was no different.

      “Now, these railings need work,” the woman said as she led Tanya and Nathan out onto one of the balconies. “But the floor is structurally sound, and that’s the main thing. I’m sure these would be an attractive selling point to your bed-and-breakfast guests.”

      Not as attractive as ghosts . . .

      “You’re sure the house doesn’t have a history?” Tanya prodded again. “I thought I heard something in town . . .”

      She hadn’t, but the way the agent stiffened told Tanya she was onto something. After pointed reminders about disclosing the house’s full history, the woman admitted there was, indeed, something. Apparently a kid had murdered his family here, back in the seventies.

      “A tragedy, but it’s long past,” the agent assured her. “Never a spot of trouble since.”

      “Damn,” Tanya murmured under her breath, and followed the agent back inside.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Next, Nathan wanted to check out the coach house, see if there was any chance of converting it into a separate “honeymoon hideaway.”

      Tanya was thrilled to see him taking an interest. Opening the inn had been her idea. An unexpected windfall from a great-aunt had come right after she lost her teaching job and Nathan’s office manager position teetered under end-of-year budget cuts. It seemed like the perfect time to try something new.

      “You two go on ahead,” she said. “I’ll poke around in here, maybe check out the gardens.”

      “Did I see a greenhouse out back?” Nathan asked the agent.

      She beamed. “You most certainly did.”

      “Why don’t you go take a look at that, hon? You were talking about growing organic vegetables.”

      “Oh, what a wonderful idea,” the agent said. “That is so popular right now. Organic local produce is all the rage. There’s a shop in town that supplies all the . . .”

      As the woman gushed, Tanya backed away slowly, then escaped.
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      The house was perfect—a six-bedroom, rambling Victorian perched on a hill three miles from a suitably quaint village. What more could she want in a bed-and-breakfast? Well, ghosts. Not that Tanya believed in such things, but haunted inns in Vermont were all the rage, and she was determined to own one.

      When she saw the octagonal Victorian greenhouse, though, she decided that if it turned out there’d never been so much as a ghostly candle spotted on the property, she’d light one herself. She had to have this place.

      She stepped inside and pictured it with lounge chairs, a bookshelf, maybe a little woodstove for winter. Not a greenhouse, but a sunroom. First, though, they’d need to do some serious weeding. The sunroom—conservatory, she amended—sat in a nest of thorny vines dotted with red. Raspberries? She cleaned a peephole in the grime and peered out.

      A head popped up from the thicket. Tanya fell back with a yelp. Sunken brown eyes widened, and wizened lips parted in a matching shriek of surprise.

      Tanya hurried out as the old woman made her way from the thicket, a basket of red berries in one hand.

      “I’m sorry, dear,” she said. “We gave each other quite a fright.”

      Tanya motioned at the basket. “Late for raspberries, isn’t it?”

      The old woman smiled. “They’re double-blooming. At least there’s one good thing to come out of this place.” She looked over at the house. “You aren’t . . . looking to buy, are you?”

      “I might be.”

      The woman’s free hand gripped Tanya’s arm. “No, dear. You don’t want to do that.”

      “I hear there’s some history.”

      “History?” The old woman shivered. “Horrors. Blasphemies. Murders. Foul murders. No, dear, you don’t want this house, not at all.”

      Foul murders? Tanya tried not to laugh. If they ever did a promotional video for the bed-and-breakfast, she was hiring this woman.

      “Whatever happened was a tragedy,” Tanya said. “But it’s long past, and it’s time—”

      “Long past? Never. At night, I still hear the moans. The screams. The chanting. The chanting is the worst, as if they’re trying to call up the devil himself.”

      “I see.” Tanya squinted out at the late-day sun, dropping beneath the horizon. “Do you live around here, then?”

      “Just over there.”

      The woman pointed, then shuffled around the conservatory, still pointing. When she didn’t come back, Tanya followed, wanting to make note of her name. But the yard was empty.
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      Tanya poked around a bit after that, but the sun dropped fast over the mountain ridge. As she picked her way through the brambles, she looked up at the house, looming in the twilight—a hulking shadow against the night, the lights inside seeming to flicker like candles behind the old glass.

      The wind sighed past and she swore she heard voices in it, sibilant whispers snaking around her. A shadow moved across an upper window. She’d blame a drape caught in a draft . . . only she couldn’t see any window coverings.

      She smiled as she shivered. For someone who didn’t believe in ghosts, she was quite caught up in the fantasy. Imagine how guests who did believe would react.

      She found Nathan still in the coach house, measuring tape extended. When she walked up, he grinned, boyish face lighting up.

      “It’s perfect,” he said. “Ten grand and we’d have ourselves a honeymoon suite.”

      Tanya turned to the agent. “How soon can we close?”
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      The owners were as anxious to sell as Tanya was to buy, and three weeks later, they were in the house, with the hired contractors hard at work. Tanya and Nathan were working, too, researching the house’s background, both history and legend.

      The first part was giving them trouble. The only online mention Nathan found was a secondary reference. But it proved that a family had died in their house, so that morning, he’d gone to the library in nearby Beamsville, hoping a search there would produce details. Meanwhile, Tanya would try digging up the less-tangible ghosts of the past.

      She started in the gardening shop, and made the mistake of mentioning the house’s history. The girl at the counter shut right down, murmuring, “We don’t talk about that,” then bustled off to help the next customer. That was fine. If the town didn’t like to talk about the tragedy, she was free to tweak the facts and her guests would never hear anything different.

      Next, she headed for the general store, complete with rocking chairs on the front porch and a tub of salty pickles beside the counter. She bought supplies, then struck up a conversation with the owner. She mentioned she’d bought the Sullivan place, and worked the conversation around to, “Someone over in Beamsville told me the house is supposed to be haunted.”

      “Can’t say I ever heard that,” he said, filling her bag. “This is a nice, quiet town.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad.” She laughed. “Not the quiet part, but . . .” She lowered her voice. “You wouldn’t believe the advertising value of ghosts.”

      His wife poked her head in from the back room. “She’s right, Tom. Folks pay extra to stay in those places. I saw it on TV.”

      “A full house for me means more customers for you,” Tanya said.

      “Well, now that you mention it, when my boys were young, they said they saw lights . . .”

      And so it went. People might not want to talk about the true horrors of what happened at the Sullivan place, but with a little prodding they spun tales of imagined ones. Most were second-hand accounts, but Tanya didn’t care if they were true. Someone in town said it, and that was all that mattered. By the time she headed home, her notebook was filled with stories.

      She was at the bottom of the road when she saw the postwoman putting along in her little car, driving from the passenger side so she could stuff the mailboxes. Tanya got out of her own car to introduce herself. As they chatted, Tanya mentioned the raspberry-picking neighbor, hoping to get a name.

      “No old ladies around here,” the postwoman said. “You’ve got Mr. McNally to the north. The Lee gang to the south. And to the back, it’s a couple of new women. Don’t recall the names—it isn’t my route—but they’re young.”

      “Maybe a little farther? She didn’t exactly say she was a neighbor. Just pointed over there.”

      The woman followed her finger. “That’s the Lee place.”

      “Past that, then.”

      “Past that?” The woman eyed her. “Only thing past that is the cemetery.”
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      Tanya made mental notes as she pulled into the darkening drive. She’d have to send Nathan to the clerk’s office, see if he could find a dead resident who resembled a description of the woman she’d seen.

      Not that she thought she’d seen a ghost, of course. The woman probably lived farther down the hill. But if she found a deceased neighbor with a similar appearance, she could add her own spooky tale to the collection.

      She stepped out of the car. When a whisper snaked around her, she jumped. Then she stood there, holding the car door, peering into the night and listening. It definitely sounded like whispering. She could even pick up a word or two, like “come” and “join.” Well, at least the ghosts weren’t telling her to get lost, she thought, her laugh strained and harsh against the quiet night.

      The whispers stopped. She glanced up at the trees. The dead leaves were still. No wind. Which explained why the sound had stopped. As she headed for the house, she glanced over her shoulder, checking for Nathan’s SUV. It was there, but the house was pitch-black.

      She opened the door. It creaked. Naturally. No oil for that baby, she thought with a smile. No fixing the loose boards on the steps either. Someone was bound to hear another guest sneaking down for a midnight snack and blame ghosts. More stories to add to the guest book.

      She tossed her keys onto the table. They hit with a jangle, the sound echoing through the silent hall. When she turned on the light switch, the hall stayed dark. She tried not to shiver as she peered around. That’s quite enough ghost stories for you, she told herself as she marched into the next room, heading for the lamp. She tripped over a throw rug and stopped.

      “Nathan?”

      No answer. She hoped he wasn’t poking around in the basement. He’d been curious about some boxes down there, but she didn’t want to get into that. There was too much else to be done.

      She eased forward, feeling the way with her foot until she reached the lamp. When she hit the switch, light flooded the room. Not a power outage then. Good, though it reminded her they had to pick up a generator. Blackouts would be a little more atmosphere than guests appreciated.

      “Nathan?”

      She heard something in the back rooms. She walked through, hitting lights as she went—for safety, she told herself.

      “Umm-hmm.” Nathan’s voice echoed down the hall. “Umm-hmm.”

      On the phone, she thought, too caught up in the call to realize how dark it had gotten and flip on a light. She hoped it wasn’t the licensing board. The inspector had been out to assess the ongoing work yesterday. He’d seemed happy with it, but you never knew.

      She let her shoes click a little harder as she walked over the hardwood floor, so she wouldn’t startle Nathan. She followed his voice to the office. From the doorway, she could see his back in the desk chair.

      “Umm-hmm.”

      Her gaze went to the phone on the desk. Still in the cradle. Nathan’s hands were at his sides. He was sitting in the dark, looking straight ahead, at the wall.

      Tanya rubbed down the hairs on her neck. He was using his cell phone earpiece, that was all. Guys and their gadgets. She stepped into the room and looked at his ear. No headset.

      “Nathan?”

      He jumped, wheeling so fast the chair skidded across the floor. He caught it and gave a laugh, shaking his head sharply as he reached for the desk lamp.

      “Must have dozed off. Not used to staring at a computer screen all day anymore.”

      He rubbed his eyes, and blinked up at her.

      “Everything okay, hon?” he asked.

      She said it was and gave him a rundown of what she’d found out, and they had a good laugh at that, all the shopkeepers rushing in with their stories once they realized the tourism potential.

      “Did you find anything?”

      “I did indeed.” He flourished a file folder stuffed with printouts. “The Rowe family. Nineteen seventy-eight. Parents, two children and the housekeeper, all killed by the seventeen-year-old son.”

      “Under the influence of Satan?”

      “Close. Rock music.” Nathan grinned. “It was the seventies. Kid had long hair, played in a garage band, partial to Iron Maiden and Black Sabbath. Clearly a Satanist.”

      “Works for me.”

      Tanya took the folder just as the phone started to ring. Caller ID showed it was the inspector. She set the pages aside and answered as Nathan whispered he’d start dinner.
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      There was a problem with the inspection—the guy had forgotten to check a few things, and he had to come back on the weekend, when they were supposed to be away scouring estate auctions and flea markets to furnish the house. The workmen would be there, but apparently that wasn’t good enough. And on Monday, the inspector left for two weeks in California with the wife and kids.

      Not surprisingly, Nathan offered to stay. Jumped at the chance, actually. His enthusiasm for the project didn’t extend to bargain hunting for Victorian beds. He joked he’d have enough to do when she wanted her treasures refinished. So he’d stay home and supervise the workers, which was probably wise anyway.
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      It was an exhausting, but fruitful, weekend. Tanya crossed off all the necessities and even a few wish-list items, like a couple of old-fashioned washbasins.

      When she called Nathan an hour before arriving home, he sounded exhausted and strained, and she hoped the workers hadn’t given him too much trouble. Sometimes they were like her fifth-grade pupils, needing a watchful eye and firm, clear commands. Nathan wasn’t good at either. When she pulled into the drive and found him waiting on the porch, she knew there was trouble.

      She wasn’t even out of the car before the workmen filed out, toolboxes in hand.

      “We quit,” the foreman said.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “The house. Everything about it is wrong.”

      “Haunted,” an older man behind him muttered.

      The younger two shifted behind their elders, clearly uncomfortable with this old-man talk, but not denying it either.

      “All right,” she said slowly. “What happened?”

      They rhymed off a litany of haunted-house tropes—knocking inside the walls, footsteps in the attic, whispering voices, flickering lights, strains of music.

      “Music?”

      “Seventies rock music,” Nathan said, rolling his eyes behind their backs. “Andy found those papers in my office, about the Rowe family.”

      “You should have warned us,” the foreman said, scowling. “Working where something like that happened? It isn’t right. The place should be burned to the ground.”

      “It’s evil,” the older man said. “Evil soaked right into the walls. You can feel it.”

      The only thing Tanya felt was the recurring sensation of being trapped in a B-movie. Did people actually talk like this? First, the old woman. Then the townspeople. Now the contractors.

      They argued, of course, but the workmen were leaving. When Tanya started to threaten, Nathan pulled her aside. The work was almost done, he said. They could finish up themselves, save some money, and guilt these guys into cutting their bill even more.

      Tanya hated to back down, but he had a point. She negotiated twenty percent off for unfinished work and another fifteen for the inconvenience—unless they wanted her spreading the word that grown men were afraid of ghosts. They grumbled, but agreed.
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      The human mind can be as impressionable as a child. Tanya might not believe in ghosts, but the more stories she heard, the more her mind began to believe, with or without her permission. Drafts became cold spots. Thumping pipes became the knocks of unseen hands. The hiss and sigh of the old furnace became the whispers and moans of those who could not rest. She knew better; that was the worst of it. She’d hear a pipe thump and she’d jump, heart pounding, even as she knew there was a logical explanation.

      Nathan wasn’t helping. Every time she jumped, he’d laugh. He’d goof off and play ghost, sneaking into the bathroom while she was in the shower and writing dirty messages in the condensation on the mirror. She was spooked; he thought it was adorable.

      The joking and teasing she could take. It was the other times, the ones when she’d walk into a room and he’d be standing or sitting, staring into nothing, confused when he’d start out of his reverie, laughing about daydreaming, but nervously, like he didn’t exactly know what he’d been doing.

      They were three weeks from opening when she returned from picking up the brochures and, once again, found the house in darkness. This time, the hall light worked—it’d been nothing more sinister than a burnt-out bulb before. And this time she didn’t call Nathan’s name, but crept through the halls looking for him, feeling silly and yet . . .

      When she approached the kitchen, she heard a strange rasping sound. She followed it and found Nathan standing in the twilight, staring out the window, hands moving, a skritch-skritch filling the silence.

      The fading light caught something in his hands—a flash of silver that became a knife, a huge butcher’s knife moving back and forth across a whetting stone.

      “N-Nathan?”

      He jumped, nearly dropping the knife, then stared down at it, frowning. A sharp shake of his head and he laid the knife and stone on the counter, then flipped on the kitchen light.

      “Really not something I should be doing in the dark, huh?” He laughed and moved a carrot from the counter to the cutting board, picked up the knife, then stopped. “Little big for the job, isn’t it?”

      She moved closer. “Where did it come from?”

      “Hmm?” He followed her gaze to the unfamiliar knife. “Ours, isn’t it? Part of the set your sister gave us for our anniversary? It was in the drawer.” He grabbed a smaller knife from the wooden block. “So, how did the brochures turn out?”
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      Two nights later, Tanya started awake and bolted up, blinking hard, hearing music. She rubbed her ears, telling herself it was a dream, but she could definitely hear something. She turned to Nathan’s side of the bed. Empty.

      Okay, he couldn’t sleep so he’d gone downstairs. She could barely hear the music, so he was being considerate, keeping it low, probably doing paperwork in the office.

      Even as she told herself this, though, she kept envisioning the knife. The big butcher’s knife that seemed to have come from nowhere.

      Nonsense. Her sister had given them a new set, and Nathan did most of the cooking, so it wasn’t surprising that she didn’t recognize it. But as hard as she tried to convince herself, she just kept seeing Nathan, standing in the twilight, sharpening that knife, the skritch-skritch getting louder, the blade getting sharper . . .

      Damn her sister. And not for the knives, either. Last time they’d been up, her sister and boyfriend insisted on picking the night’s video. The Shining. New caretaker at an inn is possessed by a murderous ghost and hacks up his wife. There was a reason Tanya didn’t watch horror movies, and now she remembered why.

      She turned on the bedside lamp, then pushed out of bed and flicked on the overhead light. The hall one went on, too. So did the one leading downstairs. Just being careful, of course. You never knew where a stray hammer or board could be lying around.

      As she descended the stairs, the music got louder, the thump of the bass and the wail of the singer. Seventies heavy-metal music. Hadn’t the Rowe kid—? She squeezed her eyes shut and forced the thought out. Like she’d know seventies heavy-metal from modern stuff anyway. And hadn’t Nathan picked up that new AC/DC disc last month? Before they came to live here. He was probably listening to that, not realizing how loud it was.

      When she got downstairs, though, she could feel the bass vibrating through the floorboards. Great. He couldn’t sleep so he was poking through those boxes in the basement.

      Boxes belonging to the Rowe family. To the Rowe kid.

      Oh, please. The Rowes had been gone for almost thirty years. Anything in the basement would belong to the Sullivans, a lovely old couple now living in Florida.

      On the way to the basement, Tanya passed the kitchen. She stopped. She stared at the drawer where Nathan kept the knife, then walked over and opened it. Just taking a look, seeing if she remembered her sister giving it to them, not making sure it was still there. It was. And it still didn’t look familiar.

      She started to leave, then went back, took the knife, wrapped it in a dish towel and stuck it under the sink. And, yes, she felt like an idiot. But she felt relief even more.

      She slipped down to the basement, praying she wouldn’t find Nathan sitting on the floor, staring into nothing, nodding to voices she couldn’t hear. Again, she felt foolish for thinking it and, again, she felt relief when she heard him digging through boxes, and more relief yet when she walked in and he looked up, grinning sheepishly like a kid caught sneaking into his Christmas presents.

      “Caught me,” he said. “Was it the music? I thought I had it low enough.”

      She followed his gaze and a chill ran through her. Across the room was a record player, an album spinning on the turntable, more stacked on the floor.

      “Wh-where—?” she began.

      “Found it down here with the albums. Been a while since you’ve seen one of those, I bet.”

      “Was it . . . his? The Rowe boy?”

      Nathan frowned, as if it hadn’t occurred to him. “Could be, I guess. I didn’t think of that.”

      He walked over and shut the player off. Tanya picked up an album. Initials had been scrawled in black marker in the corner. T.R. What was the Rowe boy’s name? She didn’t know and couldn’t bring herself to ask Nathan, would rather believe he didn’t know either.

      She glanced at him. “Are you okay?”

      “Sure. I think I napped this afternoon, while you were out. Couldn’t get to sleep.”

      “And otherwise. . . ?”

      He looked at her, trying to figure out what she meant, but what was she going to say? Have you had the feeling of being not yourself lately? Hearing voices telling you to murder your family?

      She had to laugh at that. Yes, it was a ragged laugh, a little unsure of itself, but a laugh nonetheless. No more horror movies for her, however much her sister pleaded.

      “Are you okay?” Nathan asked.

      She nodded. “Just tired.”

      “I don’t doubt it, the way you’ve been going. Come on. Let’s get up to bed.” He grinned. “See if I can’t help us both get to sleep.”
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      The next day, she was in the office adding her first bookings to the ledger when she saw the folder pushed off to the side, the one Nathan had compiled on the Rowe murders. She’d set it down that day and never picked it up again. She could tell herself she’d simply forgotten, but she was never that careless. She hadn’t read it because her newly traitorous imagination didn’t need any more grist for its mill.

      But now she thought of that album cover downstairs. Those initials. If it didn’t belong to the Rowe boy, then this was an easy way to confirm that and set her mind at ease.

      The first report was right there on top, the names listed, the family first, then the housekeeper, Madelyn Levy, and finally, the supposed killer, seventeen-year-old Timothy Rowe.

      Tanya sucked in a deep breath, then chastised herself. What did that prove? She’d known he listened to that kind of music, and that’s all Nathan had been doing—listening to it, not sharpening a knife, laughing maniacally.

      Was it so surprising that the Rowes’ things were still down there? Who else would claim them? The Sullivans had been over fifty when they moved in—maybe they never ventured down into the basement. There’d certainly been enough room to store things upstairs.

      And speaking of the Sullivans, they’d lived in this house for twenty-five years. If it was haunted, would they have stayed so long?

      If it was haunted? Was she really considering the possibility? She squeezed her eyes shut. She was not that kind of person. She would not become that kind of person. She was rational and logical, and until she saw something that couldn’t be explained by simple common sense, she was sending her imagination to the corner for a time-out.

      The image made her smile a little, enough to settle back and read the article, determined now to prove her fancies wrong. She found her proof in the next paragraph, where it said Timothy Rowe shot his father. Shot. No big, scary butcher—

      Her gaze stuttered on the rest of the line. She went back to the beginning, rereading. Timothy Rowe apparently started his rampage by shooting his father, then continued on to brutally murder the rest of his family with a ten-inch kitchen carving knife.

      And what did that prove? Did she think Nathan dug up the murder weapon with those old LPs? Of course not. A few lines down it said both the gun and knife had been recovered.

      What if Nathan bought a matching one? Compelled to reenact—

      She pressed her fists against her eyes. Nathan possessed by a killer teen, plotting to kill her? Was she losing her mind? It was Nathan—the same good-natured, carefree guy she’d lived with for ten years. Other than a few bouts of confusion, he was his usual self, and those “bouts” were cause for a doctor’s appointment, not paranoia.

      She skimmed through the rest of the articles. Nothing new there, just the tale retold again and again, until—the suspect dead—the story died a natural death, relegated to a skeleton in the town’s closet.

      The last page was a memorial published on the first anniversary of the killings, with all the photos of the victims. Tanya glanced at the family photo and was about to close the folder when her gaze lit on the picture of the housekeeper: Madelyn Levy.

      When Nathan came in a few minutes later, she was still staring at the picture.

      “Hey, hon. What’s wrong?”

      “I—” She pointed at the housekeeper’s photo. “I’ve seen this woman. She—she was outside, when we were looking at the house. She was picking raspberries.”

      The corners of Nathan’s mouth twitched, as if he was expecting—hoping—she was making a bad joke. When her gaze met his, the smile vanished and he took the folder from her hands, then sat on the edge of the desk.

      “I think we should consider selling,” he said.

      “Wh-what? No. I—”

      “This place is getting to you. Maybe . . . I don’t know. Maybe there is something. Those workers certainly thought so. Some people could be more susceptible—”

      She jerked up straight. “I am not susceptible—”

      “You lost a job you loved. You left your home, your family, gave up everything to start over, and now it’s not going the way you dreamed. You’re under a lot of stress and it’s only going to get worse when we open.”

      He took her hands and tugged her up, arms going around her. “The guy who owns the Beamsville bed-and-breakfast has been asking about this place. He’d been eying it before, but with all the work it needed, it was too much for him. Now he’s seen what we’ve done and, well, he’s interested. Very interested. You wouldn’t be giving up; you’d be renovating an old place and flipping it for a profit. Nothing wrong with that.”

      She stood. “No. I’m being silly, and I’m not giving in. We have less than three weeks until opening, and a lot of work to be done.”

      She turned back to her paperwork. He sighed and left the room.

      

      It got worse after that, as if in refusing to leave, she’d issued a challenge to whatever lived there. She’d now stopped laughing when she caught herself referring to the spirits as if they were real. They were. She’d come to accept that. Seeing the housekeeper’s picture had exploded the last obstacle. She’d wanted a haunted house and she’d gotten it.

      For the last two nights, she’d woken to find herself alone in bed. Both times, Nathan had been downstairs listening to that damned music. The first time, he’d been digging through the boxes, wide awake, blaming insomnia. But last night . . .

      Last night, she’d gone down to find him talking to someone. She’d tried to listen, but he was doing more listening than talking, and she only caught a few um-hmms and okays before he’d apparently woken up, startled and confused. This morning, they’d made an appointment to see the doctor. An appointment that was still a week away, which didn’t do Tanya any good now, sitting awake in bed alone for the third night in a row, listening to the strains of distant music.

      She forced herself to lie back down. Just ignore it. Call the doctor in the morning, tell him Nathan would take any cancellation.

      But lying down didn’t mean falling asleep. As she stared at the ceiling, she made a decision. Nathan was right. There was no shame in flipping the house for a profit. Tell their friends and family they’d decided small-town life wasn’t for them. Smile coyly when asked how much they’d made on the deal.

      No shame in that. None at all. No one ever needed to know what drove her from this house.

      She closed her eyes and was actually on the verge of drifting off when she heard Nathan’s footsteps climbing the basement stairs. Coming to bed? She hoped so, but she could still hear the boom and wail of the music.

      Nathan’s steps creaked across the first level. A door opened. Then the squeak of a cupboard door. A kitchen cupboard door.

      Grabbing something to eat before going back downstairs.

      Only he didn’t go downstairs. His steps headed for the ones coming upstairs.

      He’s coming up to bed—just forgot to turn off the music.

      All very logical, but logical explanations didn’t work for Tanya anymore. She got out of bed and went into the dark hall. She reached for the light switch, but stopped. She didn’t dare announce herself like that.

      Clinging to the shadows, she crept along the wall until she could make out the top of Nathan’s blond head as he slowly climbed the stairs. Her gaze dropped, waiting for his hands to come into view.

      A flash of silver winked in the pale glow of a nightlight. Her breath caught. She forced herself to stay still just a moment longer, to be sure, and then she saw it, the knife gripped in his hand, the angry set of his expression, the emptiness in his eyes, and she turned and fled.

      A room. Any room. Just get into one, lock the door and climb over the balcony.

      The first one she tried was locked. She wrenched on the door knob, certain she was wrong.

      “Mom?” Nathan said, his voice gruff, unrecognizable. “Are you up here, Mom?”

      Tanya turned. She looked down the row of doors. All closed. Only theirs was open, at the end. She ran for it as Nathan’s footsteps thumped behind her.

      She dashed into the room, slammed the door and locked it. As she raced for the balcony, she heard the knob turn behind her. Then the creak of the door opening. But that couldn’t be. She’d locked—

      Tanya glanced over her shoulder and saw Nathan, his face twisted with rage.

      “Hello, Mom. I have something for you.”

      Tanya grabbed the balcony door. It was already cracked open, since Nathan always insisted on the fresh air. She ran out onto the balcony and looked down to the concrete patio twenty feet below. No way she could jump, not without breaking both legs, and then she’d be trapped. Maybe if she could hang from it, then drop—

      Nathan stepped onto the balcony. Tanya backed up. She called his name, begged him to snap out of it, but he just kept coming, knife raised. She backed up, leaning against the railing.

      “Nathan. Plea—”

      There was a tremendous crack, and the railing gave way. She felt herself falling, dropping backward so fast she didn’t have time to twist, to scream and then—

      —nothing.
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      Nathan escorted the innkeeper from Beamsville to the door.

      “You folks did an incredible job,” the man said. “But I really do hate to take advantage of a tragedy . . .”

      Nathan managed a wan smile. “You’d be doing me a favor. The sooner I can get away, the happier I’ll be. Every time I drive in, I see that balcony, and I—” His voice hitched. “I keep asking myself why she went out there. I know she loved the view, and she must have woken up and seen the moon and wanted a better look.” He shook his head. “I meant to fix that balcony. We did the others, but she said ours could wait, and now . . .”

      The man laid a hand on Nathan’s shoulder. “Let me talk to my real estate agent and I’ll get an offer drawn up, see if I can’t take this place off your hands.”

      “Thank you.”
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      Nathan closed the door and took a deep breath. He was making good use of those community theater skills, but he really hoped he didn’t have to keep this up much longer.

      He headed into the office, giving it yet another once-over, making sure he’d gotten rid of all the evidence. He’d already checked, twice, but he couldn’t be too careful.

      There wasn’t much to hide. The old woman had been an actor friend of one of his theater buddies, and even if she came forward, what of it? Tanya wanted a haunted house and he’d hired her to indulge his wife’s fancy.

      Adding the woman’s photo to the article had been simple Photoshop work, the files—paper and electronic—long gone now. The workmen really had been scared off by the haunting, which he’d orchestrated. The only person who knew about his “episodes” was Tanya. And he’d been very careful with the balcony, loosening the nails just enough that her weight would rip them from the rotting wood.

      Killing Tanya hadn’t been his original intention. But when she’d refused to leave, he’d been almost relieved. As if he didn’t mind having to fall back on the more permanent solution, get the insurance money as well as the inheritance, go back home, hook up with Denise again—if she’d still have him—and open the kind of business he wanted. There’d been no chance of that while Tanya was alive. Her money. Her rules. Always.

      He opened the basement door, stepped down and almost went flying, his foot sending a hammer clunking down a few stairs. He retrieved it, wondering how it got there, then shoved it into his back pocket and—

      The ring of the phone stopped his descent. He headed back up to answer it.
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      “Restrictions?” Nathan bellowed into the phone. “What do you mean restrictions? How long—?”

      He paused.

      “A year? I have to live here a year?”

      Pause.

      “Look, can’t there be an exception under the circumstances? My wife died in this house. I need to get out of here.”
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      Tanya stepped up behind Nathan and watched the hair on his neck rise. He rubbed it down and absently looked over his shoulder, then returned to his conversation. She moved back, caught a glimpse of the hammer in his pocket and sighed. So much for that idea. But she had plenty more, and it didn’t sound like Nathan was leaving anytime soon.

      She slid up behind him, arms going around his waist, smiling as he jumped and looked around.

      Her house might not have been haunted before. But it was now.

    

  

  
    
      Thank you for reading!

      
        
        I hope you enjoyed this short collection of dark fantasy tales. Volume 2 is now out and includes three previously released tales and one brand-new story. Click here for details.
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        If you’re in the mood for ghost stories, may I recommend my haunted-house Victorian time travel novel, A Stitch in Time? It’s a little different from the short stories in this volume, but you can see whether it’s your sort of tale by turning the page and trying the first three chapters free.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Six months ago, I inherited a haunted house. I also inherited the ghosts that go with it. Or that’s what Aunt Judith said to me in her final letter, smelling of her tea-rose hand cream, the scent uncorking a fresh spate of ugly crying. But I understand what she meant. Not that the house is haunted, but that it haunts me. If I can wave burning sage and tell myself I’ve put the spirits to rest, then I should. What happened there twenty-three years ago does indeed haunt me.

      It’s time for me to face that, and so I’m heading to Yorkshire, where I’ll spend the summer ostensibly on sabbatical in my great-aunt’s country house while I decide what to do with it. What I really want, though, is answers.
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      As my taxi rolls through the Yorkshire countryside, I tick off the landmarks, as if I’m a child again, plastered to the window of our rental car as we make our way to Thorne Manor. Outside Leeds, I saw changes—houses where I remembered fields, shopping centers where there’d been forest—but as we roll into the moors, we seem to slip back in time to my childhood, every tiny church and stone sheepfold and crumbling barn exactly as I remember it.

      The last time I came this way, I’d been fifteen, a girl just starting her life. Now, I return at thirty-eight, a history professor at the University of Toronto. A widow, too, my husband—Michael—gone eight years.

      We drive through High Thornesbury itself, a picture-perfect village nestled in a dale. As we start up the one-lane road, the cabbie has to stop to let sheep pass. Then he begins the treacherous climb up the steep hill. At the top stands Thorne Manor, and my heart trips as I roll down the window to see it better.

      The house appears abandoned. It is, in its way. Aunt Judith rarely visited after Uncle Stan died here all those years ago. Yet from the foot of the hill, Thorne Manor has always looked abandoned. A foreboding stone slab of a house, isolated and desolate, surrounded by an endless expanse of empty moor.

      As the taxi crunches up the hill, the house comes into focus, dark windows staring like empty eyes. No light shines from windows or illuminates the long lane or even peeps from the old stone stables. I push back a niggle of disappointment. The caretaker knows I’m coming, and yes, I’d hoped to see the house ablaze in welcoming light, but this is more fitting—Thorne Manor as a starkly beautiful shadow, backlit by an achingly gorgeous inky purple sunset.

      The driver pulls into the lane and surveys the lawn, a veritable weed garden of clover and speedwell.

      “Are you sure this is t’ place, lass?” he asks, his rural Yorkshire accent thick as porridge.

      “I am, thank you.”

      The frown-line between his bushy brows deepens to a fissure. He grips the seat back with a gnarled hand as he twists to look at me. “You didn’t rent it from one of those online things, did you? I fear you’ve been played a nasty trick.”

      “I inherited it recently from my great-aunt, and there’s a caretaker who knows I’m coming.”

      I hand him the fare with a heftier tip than I can afford. He scowls, as if I’m offering blood money for his participation in a heinous act against innocent female tourists.

      “That caretaker should be here to greet you properly.”

      “I already texted,” I say. “She’ll be here soon.”

      “Then, I’ll wait.”

      He turns off the diesel engine, takes exactly the fare from my hand and settles in with a set of his jaw that warns against argument. When I say that I’m stepping out to stretch my legs, he mutters, “Don’t go far. Nowt out here but sheep and serial killers.” And then he peers around, as if one of each hides behind every jutting rock.

      I close the car door and drink in the smell of wild bluebells. As I walk toward the house, I catch a sound on the breeze. A rhythmic squeak-squeak, each iteration shivering up my spine.

      A figure labors up the hill on an ancient bicycle, the chain protesting. Atop it sits a black-clad figure, long coat snapping in the wind, the hood pulled up, face dark except for a glowing red circle where the mouth should be.

      Squeak-squeak.

      Squeak-squeak.

      The figure turns into the laneway, and the cab driver gets out, slamming the door hard enough that I jump.

      “I thought you said the caretaker was a woman,” he says.

      I see now that the bicycle rider is a man with a lit pipe clamped between his teeth. He wears a macintosh draped over the back of the bike, the hem dancing precariously close to the rear wheel. Under his hood is a round, deeply lined clean-shaven face and bristle-short gray hair.

      “Miss Dale?” The rider’s voice . . . is not the voice of a he. I look again, and in that second glance, I’m far less certain of gender.

      “Ms. Crossley?” I say, sloshing my pronunciation of the title, in hopes it could go either way.

      “Aye.” She eyes me with a sharp gaze. “You were expectin’ someone else?”

      “No. Just making sure. We’ve never met.”

      As I say that, moonlight illuminates her face, and I hesitate.

      “Have we met?” I say. “You look . . . familiar.”

      “I’ve been takin’ care of t’ place twenty years now. Never seen you visit, though.”

      There’s accusation in those words. I say, evenly, “Yes, I used to come out as a child, but after my uncle’s death, I only visited Aunt Judith in London.” I turn to the driver. “Thank you very much for staying with me. It wasn’t necessary, but I appreciated the company.”

      Delores Crossley looks at him, her arms folded. When he doesn’t move fast enough, she shoos him with one leathery hand. “That was the lass bein’ polite. Get gone. She’s not askin’ you in t’ tea. Or owt else you might’a been hoping for.”

      He straightens, affronted. “I was keeping an eye on her—”

      “I’m sure you were. And now you can keep your eyes t’ yourself. Go on. Git.”

      The driver stalks back to the car as I call another sincere thank-you. He ignores it, and the taxi peels out in a spray of gravel.

      I say nothing. Translating Delores’s North Yorkshire accent is taking all my brain energy right now. At least she isn’t using “thees” and “thous” as you sometimes find with locals her age. Dad says, when I was four, I came back from our summer trip talking like an eighty-year-old North Yorkshire native, and my junior kindergarten teacher feared I’d suffered a brain injury, my speech garbled beyond comprehension.

      The more Delores talks, though, the faster my internal translator works, and soon my brain is making the appropriate substitutions and smoothing out her accent.

      After the taxi leaves, she turns to me. “So, you’re staying.”

      “For the summer, yes. As I said in my e-mail.”

      “I hope you didn’t buy a return ticket just yet, ’cos I have a feeling you’ll be needing it sooner than you expect.”

      I meet her gaze. She only locks it and says nothing.

      “I’ll be fine,” I say firmly.

      With two brisk taps of her pipe against an ivy-laced urn, she sets the pipe on the edge and stalks inside.

      I drag my suitcase through. The smell of tea wafts past, the distinctive Yorkshire blend I haven’t drunk in so many years. I pause, and I swear I hear my father’s “Hullo!” echo through the hallway and Aunt Judith calling from the kitchen, where she’ll emerge with a tea tray, pot steaming, having calculated our arrival to the minute.

      Grief seizes me, and I have to push myself past the grand entranceway. To my right, footsteps echo, and lights flick on, and I follow the trail of illumination into the sitting room. The sweet scent of tea roses wafts over me, as if it’s engrained in the wood itself. The last time I saw this room, it was mid-century modern. Now, it’s cottage chic, in cream and beige with pink accents. A striped couch begs me to sink into its deep cushions, as does a massive wooden armchair buried under pillows and blankets. Books are artlessly strewn over a rough wooden coffee table.

      Aunt Judith also painted the woodwork, and I try not to cringe at that. When Michael and I married fresh out of college, we’d rented a house for which the term fixer-upper would be a compliment. A crash course in home renovation turned into a shared passion I haven’t indulged since his death. Now, I imagine stripping that paint and refinishing scratched wooden floors, and a long-buried thrill runs through me.

      “Miss Dale,” Delores calls from the next room.

      “Bronwyn, please,” I say as I follow her voice into the kitchen.

      At one time, cooking would have been done outside the house—in a courtyard kitchen. The modern version would have been more of a service area. It’s compact but pretty with painted wood cupboards and a smaller refrigerator than I have in my condo. A good quarter of the space is dedicated to the AGA stove, already lit, warming the tiny room enough that I peel off my sweater. The faint smell of oil wafts from the stove, the scent as familiar as the Yorkshire tea I smell here, too, an open box on the counter, as if Delores drank it while preparing the house.

      “Got a few groceries in the cupboard. Fresh scones and a loaf of bread, too. My wife baked them.” Her gaze lifts to mine, defiant now, waiting for a reaction.

      “Please thank her for me.”

      A grunt, and she waves at the AGA stove. “You know how to work that?”

      “I do.”

      “You’ll need to do a proper shopping. Don’t know how you’ll manage ba’ht a car.”

      Ba’ht. It takes me a moment to access my rusty North Yorkshire dictionary, substitute “without” for “ba’ht” and realize she’s commenting on my lack of a vehicle.

      “My aunt’s will said my uncle’s car was still in the garage?”

      A bark of a laugh. “You couldn’t get that mouse motel running down a steep hill, lass. You’ll need to get sowt else. I can’t be running you around. You saw my mode of transportation. I’m not giving you a croggy.”

      I smile. “I don’t think I’d fit on the handlebars anymore. I’ll be fine. I won’t need anything more now that I’m here.”

      “Nah, now that you’re here, I can fix that mullock of a yard. Been wanting to for years, but your aunt insisted it wasn’t worth the effort. Her will pays me five years of wages, so I’ll be fixing up the property.”

      She circles through the dining room, a small office and then the formal parlor. The last stands empty.

      “Your aunt had me sell the furniture. She asked me to put it in the town shop and use the dosh for the upkeep. I have her letter, if you want to see it.”

      “I don’t need that. Thank you.”

      While I hate the thought of Aunt Judith selling furniture, I’m not surprised. Thorne Manor had been her one luxury, passed down from her grandfather, whose first wife had been a Thorne. The fact that she passed it on to me is both an honor and a responsibility, one that makes my heart ache and tremble at the same time.

      I follow Delores up the wide, grand staircase. My hand slides over the wood railing, worn gray and silk-smooth with age, and at the feel of it, I remember all the times I stepped through the front door, dropped my bag and raced straight upstairs as my dad laughed below.

      “Uh, Bronwyn? Your aunt and uncle are down here.”

      True, and I adored them, but first I had to see . . .

      “Your room,” Delores says, as if finishing my sentence.

      I smile. “I know the way,” I say, and I turn left at the top of the steps.

      She shakes her head. “I made up the master suite. That old room is small and dark, and the bed’s ready to collapse. No reason for you to use it.”

      No reason except that it’s mine, and I spent some of my happiest days there. My perfect, wonderful room, with its perfect, wonderful secret.

      Secret? No. Delusion.

      I swallow, tear my gaze away and hurry after Delores to the master suite.

      “Linens are all new and laundered,” she says.

      I cross the large, airy room to the king-sized bed and make a show of smoothing the linens. I’m ready to gush politely, but they’re five-star hotel quality, and I sigh with pleasure as I rub them between my fingers. Then I notice the thick quilted comforter. It’s clearly handmade . . . by someone who knows what they’re doing. It’s a star pattern, diamonds of jade and wine against a black backdrop.

      “Oh, wow,” I say as I stroke the comforter. “This is amazing.”

      Delores harrumphs, but she’s clearly pleased. “The wife made it for your auntie and never got a chance to give it to her.”

      I turn to face her. “Thank you. For everything. This is far more than I expected.”

      Delores waves a gnarled hand. “I told her she was making too much fuss. You’d think Queen Liz herself was coming.” She tromps from the room. “I’d best be getting home.”

      I walk her down to the front door, and then say a heartfelt, “Thank you, Ms. Crossley.”

      “It’s Mr.” She doesn’t give me time to respond, just meets my gaze with that challenging stare. “I prefer Mr.”

      “And he? Or they? Ze?”

      His eyes narrow, as if I’m mocking him.

      I hurry on. “I’m a university professor, Mr. Crossley. I use proper pronouns.”

      A slow, thoughtful nod. “I prefer he.” A pause. “If you forget and use she, though, I won’t hold it against you.”

      “I won’t forget, Mr. Crossley.”

      “Del’s fine, too.”

      That’s right. He’d signed his e-mails “Del.” The only time I’d seen “Delores” was in the introduction from the lawyer handling the estate.

      He heads for the door. “You have any trouble, call. Or come on down’t. We’re at the bottom of the hill, first cottage on the left. Easy enough run for a strong lass like you.”

      “I’ll be fine, but thank you.”

      “I’ll be back come morning. Take a look at that old car. See if there’s any life left in her.”

      I thank him again, and then walk out and watch him leave, a shadowy figure on a bicycle, newly lit pipe gritted between his teeth.
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      Del leaves, and I’m alone, which is nothing new, and hardly bothers me, even in this isolated old house. I plan to snuggle in with tea and biscuits and a book. I get as far as donning my nightshirt—one of Michael’s old tees—before the bed upstairs seems a lot more inviting than tea or biscuits or even a book. I’ve spent the last day crammed into a seat of some sort: plane, train, taxi. I desperately need to stretch out and sleep.

      When I flip on the stairway light, it flashes once and sputters out. I flick it a few times before fetching a candlestick from the kitchen.

      Being this isolated means the house is subject to power outages, and the utility company is never in a rush to fix them. Granted, I don’t actually need to light a candle. It’s one burnt-out bulb. I could get to my bedroom by leaving on the foyer light. Which would be no fun at all. I’m climbing a darkened staircase, alone in an eighteenth-century haunted house in the English moors. Anyone with a speck of imagination would want to ascend with a lit candlestick, white nightgown—or oversized white T-shirt—billowing around her.

      I do exactly that, and I hear not a single ominous creak of a floorboard, catch not one unearthly flicker in the corner of my eye. Terribly disappointing.

      I step into the bedroom and—

      Something moves across the room. I jump and spin, nearly dropping my candle, only to see myself reflected in a mirror. It’s Aunt Judith’s antique vanity with three-way mirrors. I see it, and I can’t help but smile, that spark of fear snuffed out. As a child, I’d sit at that vanity for hours, silently opening jars of cream and pots of makeup, sighing over the exotic scents and jewel colors. Aunt Judith would always “catch” me, and I loved to be caught because it meant a little girl makeover, creams rubbed on my face, stain on my lips and my hair stroked to gleaming with her silver brush. Then out came the cold cream, as chilly as its name, wiping off Aunt Judith’s work before my mother saw.

      I walk over and lower myself into the seat. The top is still covered in pots and boxes, their cut glass and silver tops gleaming as if Aunt Judith were here only moments ago. I open one jar of night cream, and the smell that rushes out is so familiar my eyes fill with tears. I sit there a moment, remember. Then I rise and pinch out the candle.

      With moonlight flooding through the drapery-free window, I crawl into bed, and oh my God, I was not exaggerating about the linens, sheets so soft I want to roll in them like a kitten in catnip.

      My eyes barely close before I’m asleep.
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      I wake to a tickle on my cheek, like a stray hair dancing in the night breeze. Michael used to say it had to be twenty below before I’d sleep with the windows shut. I crack open my eyes and—

      A face hovers over mine.

      I jump up with a shriek and crouch there, fists clenched as my gaze swings around the room. The empty room.

      When I spot something big and pale to my left, I twist to find myself gazing out the huge bay window. A nearly full moon blazes through . . . a pale circle hovering above me.

      I exhale and shake my head. In the bleary confusion of waking, I mistook the moon for a face, the shadowy craters for features. And I’d woken because a stray hair tickled my cheek, caught in the breeze coming through that window, which I . . .

      I look over. Which I did not open last night—the window is shut tight.

      Well, then, it was a draft. It’s an old house.

      I flip onto my side, away from the window. No sooner does my head touch the pillow than someone whispers in my ear.

      I jump, flailing as the sheets tangle. I fight my way free and scramble from the bed with a “Who’s there?” so tremulous that shame snakes through me.

      A memory flickers, from my last night in this house, twenty-three years ago. I woke to a figure looming over me. A figure whose face I can never remember, who said words I can never recall. Who sent me screaming from my sleep and then—

      I swallow hard and rub my eyes. There is no ghost here. There never was. A hair tickled my cheek. I opened my eyes to see the moon, and then I imagined the whisper. I’m tense and stressed, overwhelmed by memory and emotion, in a place I once loved above all others, a place I haven’t set foot in for two decades when that love twisted to heartbreak and grief and fear.

      There’s nothing here except memories, and so many of them are wonderful. Focus on those. Remember those. Exorcise the ghosts and reclaim Thorne Manor as that place of magic and mystery.

      I cross the room and open the window. The night breeze rushes in, and I gulp it down, lowering my face to the screen. As I do, I see my beloved moors, paths winding through it, familiar trails that make my feet and my heart ache with wanting. A cow lows somewhere, and a dog barks, as if in answer. My gaze moves to the narrow road down the hill, and the glow of houses below. A reminder that I’m not truly alone.

      I’m crawling back into bed when something thuds deep within the house. I go still, my head swiveling. Another thud, coming from the direction of my old room.

      I push to my feet, but a yowl sends me tumbling back onto the bed. I grab the nearest thing at hand, wielding it like a shield, taking sanctuary behind a . . . pillow? I stifle a choked laugh, cut short by another yowl, weak and quavering, a drawn-out cry of despair.

      Still clutching the pillow, I creep to the door. The sound comes again, prickling the hair on my neck. My fingers graze the doorknob.

      What? You’re going out there?

      That only makes me square my shoulders. Yes, I’m going out there. I’m not fifteen anymore. I won’t huddle in my bed, a frightened mouse of a girl.

      Except I hadn’t huddled in my bed that night. I’d run, which is when everything went so horribly wrong.

      Well, I’m not running now. I’m acting clearly and decisively, armed with my . . . I look down at the pillow, toss it aside and snatch the umbrella from my open luggage. I take my cell phone, too, before I slide into the hall.

      The creature keeps yowling. Pitiable sounds that come from behind the closed door to my old bedroom.

      I turn the knob. Then I knee the door hard enough that it slaps against the wall.

      A cry. A skitter of claws on wood. A streak of orange hurtles under the bed.

      Orange?

      Well, it’s not a ghost.

      I play back a mental video of that streak. Too big for a mouse. Too orange for a rat.

      Huh.

      As I step into the room, the stink of still air and mildew washes over me. Dust cyclones in my wake. Ahead, my old bed is indeed broken, the box spring sagging, mattress gone.

      Propping my umbrella against the wall, I turn on my phone’s flashlight and lower myself to the floor. When I shine the light under my bed, teeth flash. Razor-sharp teeth half the length of my pinky nail. Tiny black lips curl in a hiss, and orange fur puffs, little ears flattened in the most adorably fierce snarl ever.

      It’s a kitten. One barely big enough to be away from its mother.

      It hisses again. She hisses. I know enough about felines to realize that calico means female.

      When I move the light aside, the kitten spots me. Or she seems to, her tiny head bobbing, her eyes likely still struggling to focus.

      How young is she?

      And what is she doing in my old bedroom?

      The kitten lets out the tiniest mew.

      “Where’s your momma?” I ask.

      Another mew. I reach under the bed, and she skitters away, claws scrabbling over the hardwood.

      I eye her. Then I back out and look around. There’s clearly no mother cat in here. My gaze trips around the moonlit space as my heart swells with love for this room, and I have to remind myself I’m looking for a mother cat . . . or some way a kitten could get in. Even then, of course, I notice everything, the disrepair hidden by shadow. Two large windows, one overlooking the moors, the other the old stables. My narrow bed and double dressers, and something I’d almost forgotten—a small vanity with a padded stool and mirror, a surprise from Aunt Judith and Uncle Stan when I’d returned at fifteen. My gaze slides over my own collection of makeup and creams, and my eyes mist until the room swims.

      I blink hard. This isn’t solving the kitten mystery. I circle the room, studying the walls. They’re in perfect repair without a baseboard gap big enough to let in a mouse. I look behind the dresser and vanity and bed. No holes there.

      I walk to the windows. They’re shut tight, the smell in here guaranteeing this room wasn’t aired out with the rest of the house.

      I turn to look around again, and I spot the kitten peeking from under the bed. I lower myself to the floor. When she mews, I stay where I am and dangle my fingers. A pause. Then she takes one tentative step. Another. She makes her way across the floor until she’s sniffing my fingers. Then she rubs against my hand. When I go to stroke her head, she hops right onto my lap and purrs up at me.

      I chuckle under my breath. “Not a stray, are you?”

      She is adorable, a puff of long, soft fur, her back and head abstract stripes of black and orange, her belly and paws snow white. As I pet her, she rubs against my hand. A house cat, then, raised with people and a mother who trusted those people to handle her babies.

      I lift the kitten as she motorboat purrs. She really is tiny with an oversized head and huge blue eyes. I know kittens are born with blue eyes, so does that mean she isn’t old enough to be weaned? Either way, I’m sure she’s not old enough to be exploring on her own. So, where did she come from?

      As I pet her, I lift my phone in my free hand and thumb to the browser to see how old kittens are when their eyes change color. When I get a message that I’m not connected to the internet, I glance at the signal strength icon. It’s flat. I had a signal on the drive here, but I haven’t checked my phone since I arrived at Thorne Manor.

      I push to my feet. I hold the kitten just tight enough that she can’t jump to her doom. I needn’t have bothered. She isn’t going anywhere, and when I tuck her into the crook of my arm, she snuggles onto the convenient boob perch.

      I take the kitten downstairs and give her a plate of water. There’s a cold chicken in the fridge, and I tear off tiny bits, which she ignores. When the grandfather clock chimes, I expect it to be three or four in the morning. Instead, it gongs twelve.

      Only midnight? How early did I go to bed?

      Maybe I didn’t fall asleep at all. Or not as deeply as I thought. That might explain that phantom touch. One explanation for ghosts is hypnogogic and hypnopompic hallucinations, where you think you see something while you’re falling asleep or waking up, but you’re actually asleep and dreaming without realizing it.

      Overtired and unsettled by a long day of travel, I’d fallen into a restless sleep and thought I woke to someone leaning over my bed . . . but it was the dream-hallucination that actually woke me. And the dream itself was precipitated by the eerie sound of a trapped kitten.

      Even with the explanation, I’m not eager to return to the master suite. Also, it makes a fine excuse to reclaim my former bedroom. I find the old mattress wrapped in storage and drag it in while the kitten watches in fascination. I put the oversized master suite sheets and comforter on my narrow bed. One corner sags, but I can fix that tomorrow. For now, I settle the kitten into a blanket-filled cardboard box, and by two a.m., I’m drifting off to the music of tiny kitten snores.
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      I wake to the call of a mother cat. As I surface, I catch scents that don’t belong in my bedroom—the perfume of sandalwood, and the musk of horse and the tantalizing aroma of a smoldering fire. Which means I haven’t woken at all. I’ve tumbled into a dream where the kitten’s mother anxiously searches for her lost baby.

      In the dream, someone sleeps beside me, and when I shift, a hand slides onto my hip. A broad, masculine hand tugs me closer, and I ease into the heat radiating from the other side of the bed. My legs bump his, and his reach forward, inviting me in, our feet and calves entwining.

      It isn’t Michael. Not his scent or his touch or even his still familiar breathing. That doesn’t make me pull back in alarm. It’s been eight years. I no longer suffer pangs of guilt on the rare occasion that other men invade my dreams. Michael still visits them often enough.

      The man’s fingers splay over my hip, pulling me closer. A nuzzle, then lips parting against my forehead in a whispered, “Bronwyn.”

      I hesitate.

      I know that voice.

      No, I know that inflection to my name. I do not know the voice. The man’s scent, equally familiar and yet not familiar, smelling of sweat and horse and sandalwood, teases me with hints of familiarity.

      I touch his hand on my hip and slide my fingers over the hard muscles of his forearm, making him shiver against me. He exhales through his teeth as my fingers trace up his biceps to his shoulder. That shoulder shifts under my hand as his mouth drops to the crook of my neck, kissing there, whispering words I can’t catch, just the sound of a British accent, again both familiar and not, a voice in my head, insisting I know him yet refusing to fill in the missing piece with a name.

      I crack open my eyes to see jet-black hair curling over pale skin. He’s still kissing my throat, tickling kisses as he murmurs my name.

      One hand still rests on my hip. The other slides underneath, gripping and pulling me closer, until I feel the hard urgency of him against my stomach. I ease up, breaking his kiss to adjust my position to a more satisfying one. He chuckles and shifts to accommodate me.

      I arch my hips into his, and he lets out a low groan, the sound ending in my name. I try to see his face, but it’s buried in my hair. He’s tall, then. Tall, dark and possibly handsome, but I’m not terribly concerned about the last. This is quite enough, a well-built man groaning my name, his body hot and hard against mine, perfect fodder for a midnight fantasy.

      Our legs entwine further, and I realize he’s naked. I’m still wearing my nightshirt and panties, and he seems to be in no rush to relieve me of those. I’m in no hurry, either, enjoying the journey, the destination inevitable. He presses against me, and I part my legs, and he groans again, his hands gripping my hips.

      Then the cat yowls.

      His eyes fly open. The room’s too dark for me to catch more than a flash of light eyes, blue or green. Before I can get a better look, he shoves me away with, “What the bloody hell?”

      That voice . . .

      No, not the voice. The accent. A proper upper-crust London accent, one that isn’t actually heard in London anymore, a relic of a bygone era.

      He scrambles out of bed, realizes he’s naked, and yanks the coverlet with him, imperfectly draped over his front.

      “Who are you, and what the devil are you doing in my bed?”

      I don’t answer. I’m waiting to wake up. That’s what will happen next, obviously. Two dreams overlapped—the anxious momma cat and the lovely sexual fantasy—the former inexcusably interrupting the latter.

      Or perhaps the dream will restart. Yes, I’d like option two, please. Silence the cat, and return this shadowy cursing figure to his proper place in bed.

      “Are you deaf?” the man snaps. “Dumb? I’m asking you a question!”

      Any time now, Morpheus. Rewind ten minutes please, and hold the cat.

      The man stands there, half-lost in shadow but presenting a very fine figure, broad shouldered and naked except for the unfortunate coverlet.

      “I asked you a question,” he says.

      “Two.”

      His shadowed face scrunches. “What?”

      “You asked me two questions. Who am I, and what am I doing here.”

      When I speak, he goes still, head tilted, face slackening. He blinks, those light eyes vanishing for a second.

      “Speak again,” he says.

      “Is that an order, m’lord?”

      “Yes, it is, girl.”

      “Well, not having been a girl for many years, I decline to comply.” I pause. “Though I suppose I just did, didn’t I?”

      “Who are you?” he asks, his voice lower now, tense, as if fearing the answer.

      “Just a woman who was enjoying a very fine dream before the cat yowled. Please stop yelling at me. You were so much more appealing half-asleep.”

      He stares at me. Just stares. I’m about to speak again when he lunges and grabs me by the arm. I’m still in bed, kneeling, and his sudden yank topples me before I can object. Next thing I know, I’m on my feet, being dragged into a patch of moonlight. My nightshirt tears, but he doesn’t seem to notice. Fingers roughly grip my chin and wrest my face upward.

      Then he stops. Goes completely still again and breathes, “Bronwyn.”

      I look up into a face as familiar as his smell and his voice. I know them by heart, and yet do not know them at all. A broad face, hard edged and beard shadowed, with a knife-cut line between thick brows. A face that I remember as soft edges and smooth cheeks. Yet under that hard maturity, I see the boy I knew. I see his sky-blue eyes. I see the curve of his jaw. I see the dark hair curling over a wide forehead. I look at the man and instead gaze upon a boy I haven’t seen in twenty-three years.

      “William,” I whisper, and he releases me, recoiling.

      I fall backward, thumping to the floor, and when I look up, the man is gone.
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      I sit on my bedroom floor, blinking. A cat mews, and I jump, but it’s only the kitten, crawling onto my lap, as if wondering how I got on the floor.

      Good question, kitten.

      Obviously, I’d fallen out of bed after dreaming I’d been yanked from it by . . .

      William.

      Twenty-three years ago, I fled this house, screaming about a ghost. One episode, however, was not enough to land me in a psychiatric ward. That came when, in my grief and shock, I began babbling about other people I’d seen in Thorne Manor. About a boy who shared my room hundreds of years ago. A boy who’d been my friend . . . and then more than a friend.

      William Thorne.

      I don’t remember the first time we met. For me, William has always been as much a part of this house as the grandfather clock. My earliest memory of Thorne Manor is of being in a room that is mine and yet not mine. In William’s bedroom, the two of us, little more than toddlers, playing marbles as if we’ve known each other forever. In that memory, I sense that I’ve already been there many times, seen him many times, played this game many times.

      I’d been too young to think anything odd about that. William was my friend at Auntie Judith’s summer house. If I closed my eyes and thought about him in my bedroom, I would open them to find myself in his room.

      When we got older, we roamed farther afield. To the stables, to the hay barn, to the moors, to the attic, and the secret passage and every corner of this house. We avoided his family and staff. I was William’s secret, and he was mine.

      Then came my parents’ divorce, and it was ten years before I returned. At fifteen I came back, and I had only to think of him while in my bedroom, and I stepped through, and there he was, my age again and as awkwardly sweet as any fifteen-year-old girl could want.

      I fell in love that summer, and it was the most perfect first romance imaginable. We walked hand in hand through the moors. We kissed under a canopy of stars. We talked, endlessly talked, and wanted nothing more than to be together even if I was curled up in the stable with a book while he groomed his horses.

      As for how I traveled back to William’s time, we didn’t need an explanation. The answer was obvious. He was real, and I was real, and therefore, what happened must be equally real—real magic. A shared room, a shared life. A reasonable explanation for a fifteen-year-old girl, madly in love with a boy who lived two centuries before her.

      The truth was much harsher. After my uncle died and I babbled my confession about William, the doctors explained that stress had twisted memories of an imaginary childhood friend into vivid hallucinations of a teenage boy.

      My father is a historian, and I caught the bug from him, and so, the doctors explained, I imagined a Thorne boy who once lived in my Thorne Manor bedroom. An imaginary playmate for an only child who spent her summers in an isolated country house. At fifteen, I’d been reuniting with Dad against my mother’s wishes. The stress of that proved too much, and my mind conjured William anew, shaping him into the friend and the first love I desperately needed.

      Tonight, I visited William again to find him a grown man, still my own age. Yet this was clearly a dream, and somehow that makes it worse, the flame of loss igniting another, never quite snuffed out. Michael is eight years dead. And William Thorne never lived at all.

      It’s a long time before I fall back to sleep, and when I do, my pillow is soaked with tears for a husband I lost and a boy I never truly had.
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      I wake the next morning in a far better mood. There is a kitten curled up at my side, as if drawn there by my silent crying, and it’s hard to laze in bed with a tiny creature who needs you to fix her breakfast.

      Midmorning, I tuck the kitten into my newly kitten-proof room. Then I pop into the detached garage—formerly the stables—in case Del was exaggerating about the condition of the car. When I tug off the tarp, dust motes fly, and a few mice scatter, but the chrome and cherry-red paint still gleams.

      Uncle Stan’s baby, Aunt Judith had called it. At the time, I hadn’t seen the appeal of such an old car. Now, I realize my mistake. It’s an Austin-Healey convertible. I have no idea what year or model, but she’s a beauty, and my fingers itch to wrap around the leather-bound steering wheel. That, however, is where Del was telling the truth. While the keys are in the ignition, the motor doesn’t turn. I’m no mechanic, but my dad taught me enough to confirm the problem isn’t a dead battery or empty gas tank. Still, I fold the tarp aside and leave the garage door open to air the car out.

      Tucked behind the convertible, I find two ancient bicycles. I take Aunt Judith’s, with its huge front basket. A few drops of oil on the chain, a bit of air in the tires, a backpack for extra storage, and I’m off to town.

      At around a thousand people, High Thornesbury is just big enough that I can blend in with the June holiday crowds. I’ll socialize when I’m less jet-lagged and better able to put names to faces twenty-three years older than I last saw them.

      After a visit to the hardware shop and the grocer, my backpack is full, but my bicycle basket holds only a small bag of kibble and a bottle of red wine, cushioned by a pair of thick woolen socks. Then I smell fresh bread wafting from the tiny village bakery, and since I have extra room . . .

      By the time I leave town, my bicycle basket is full to overflowing. I blame Mrs. Del’s scones. Sure, one might think that since I already have a box of them at the house, I shouldn’t need more, but having some only makes me worry about the morning when I’ll have none. Also, as lovely as tinned biscuits are, they’re no match for fresh shortbread. Or gingersnaps. Or butter buns.

      If I don’t get the convertible running, I’ll be doing a lot of riding on this old bicycle. The seat feels as if it were cast in cement—I need all the extra padding I can get.

      The ride back to Thorne Manor is straight up a twelve percent grade, and I’m spurring myself on with the promise of chocolate-dipped flapjacks when I see Del heading my way on his bicycle. He looks even more bizarre in daylight, his macintosh thrashing, clunky work boots pumping the pedals, the pipe clamped between his teeth. On a fishing boat, he’d be right at home. A bicycle? Not so much.

      His face is set in a way that defies anyone to stop him. So I’m about to lift a hand in greeting as we pass, but he pulls to a halt, and I realize that’s just his normal expression. Impatience and annoyance, set in the stone of his weathered skin.

      “Won’t be up today,” he says. “Got a call in town. Urgent business.” A roll of his eyes doubts it’s urgent, and if he’s right, I wouldn’t want to be the person who summoned him. “I was going to come by and see if you needed owt. You’ve found the grocer.” He peers into the basket, and his face darkens. “Frey’s scones not to your liking?”

      I smile. “They’re too much to my liking, which means they’ll be gone by tomorrow morning.”

      “I’ll bring you more, then. Saints knows, she baked enough of them. Said she remembers you eating a whole basket by yourself when you were a sprog. I said you had probably learned restraint. Guess not.”

      “Frey?” I say. “Is that short for Freya?”

      “Aye-uh.”

      “She used to teach in town, didn’t she? She played whist and bridge with my aunt.”

      Freya was living in Liverpool when I returned at fifteen, so it’s been over thirty years since I’ve seen her. I pull up a mental collection of a soft lap and a softer voice, a laugh too hearty to come from that voice. A pile of dog-eared books. A basket of fresh scones. The smell of chalk and sage and browned butter.

      “I’d love to see her,” I say.

      “She doesn’t get out much these days. Waiting for a hip replacement. She’s off to the city today for a doctor’s visit. She’d love to have you for tea tomorrow, though.”

      “I’ll enjoy seeing her whenever it’s convenient. Oh, and I found a kitten upstairs.”

      “Upstairs?” His gray eyebrows soar into his hairline.

      “Locked in my old bedroom.”

      He frowns. “I was there all last week, cleaning. No kittens inside or out. They’d have a feast in that garage, but I’ve never seen any even in there.”

      “This one’s very young.” I show him the picture on my phone.

      “Huh.” He eases back on his bicycle seat. “Doesn’t seem big enough to be away from her ma.”

      “I know. Last night, I tried looking up what to feed her, but I don’t have a cell phone signal.”

      “Aye, we’re in a bit of a dead zone here. It’s fine down’t the road, but at the house, you need to be in the sitting room. Or the front yard. Unless the wind picks up. Or the fog rolls in. Or it rains. But I don’t need the internet to tell you that’s a very young kitten who can’t eat that.” He points to the dry kibble in my basket. “You’ll need to mix it into a slush.” His gaze lifts to mine. “You keeping her?”

      “I’d like to find her family if I can.”

      “Kitten that young? She hasn’t wandered away from town. Someone dumped her. If you want her, she’s yours.”

      I should say that I’m only here for the summer, and I know nothing about caring for pets. Mom was allergic, and Michael and I had been preparing to buy our first house—which would have meant our first pet—when he got his diagnosis. After that, I just didn’t get around to it. Like I “didn’t get around” to dating again, “didn’t get around” to having kids, “didn’t get around” to buying a house . . .

      All that was on The List. After three doctors declared Michael’s tumor terminal, he made a list of everything he wanted me to do when he was gone. Buy a house. Fall madly in love. Get married and have children. Well, no, actually, I was supposed to have a few flings first. Forget long-term relationships, and just have sex with hot guys. Yes, that was actually on The List.

      Somewhere on it was this, too. Adopt a cat. And so, while I’m sure I’m not the ideal pet-parent for a barely weaned kitten, when Del asks whether I’m keeping her, I find myself saying, “Yes.”

      He nods and says he’ll talk to the local vet and then come by tomorrow morning.
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      While I promised myself chocolate flapjacks as my hill-climbing reward, in reality . . . Let’s just say it’s probably a good thing Michael and I never had kids, because I display a strong risk for becoming my mother, who’d promise me treats for an accomplishment only to bait-and-switch later.

      No, I wouldn’t actually do that to my child, not when I know what it was like. I do, however, do it to myself. I postpone the flapjacks and boil a couple of farm-fresh eggs instead. Then, for added masochism, I do twenty minutes of ballet exercise.

      Mom had been a professional ballerina, who’d hoped her only child would follow in her slippers. Unfortunately, I inherited Dad’s body shape. I’m five-foot-ten and not thin. Never been thin. I was a “big-boned” kid, who became a “voluptuous” adult, both being polite euphemisms for a figure that will never grace the princess—or even the queen mother—in Swan Lake.

      When I was little, my mother held out hope that I would shed my baby fat even when my bone structure scoffed at the notion. That probably explains a childhood of “You can have ice cream if you clean your room,” which turned into “Here’s a nice yogurt parfait.”

      I went to ballet lessons twice a week and adored it. By the time I turned nine, though, Mom realized I’d never follow in her professional footsteps and declared the lessons a waste of money, claiming her child support wouldn’t cover them. That last part was a lie. As I later discovered, Dad always added extra for my lessons.

      I don’t remember my parents ever getting along. They were like colleagues forced to work together on a shared project, and that project was me. When I was five, they finally split. As Mom put it, Dad “ran off with some girl.” The truth is that he reunited with his childhood sweetheart and asked Mom for an amicable split with joint custody.

      In leaving for another woman, Dad stole Mom’s dignity, and she retaliated by stealing me. She claimed Dad was abusive, and he lost all visitation rights. I hated her for that—I hated her for a lot of things—but there was love in our relationship. Taking me out of ballet lessons wasn’t spite or greed. I clearly would never be a ballerina, and she didn’t want to set me up for disappointment. The idea that I’d have been happy dancing as a hobby likely never occurred to her because she wouldn’t have been.

      My mother has been gone two years. Lung cancer from a lifetime of cigarettes to keep her ballerina thin. Dad lives in Toronto, and I see him at least once a week. He’s still with his second wife, who is as lovely and non-evil a stepmom as anyone could want.

      As for ballet, when Dad discovered I’d stopped, he insisted I take it up again. I still dance with a troupe every week—the ballet equivalent of community theatre—and I love it even if you couldn’t pay me to wear a tutu.

      So I might grumble about masochism, doing those ballet exercises, but spinning my way through Thorne Manor sends my already kite-high mood into the stratosphere. In the daylight, the house is pure magic. Its shadows become pockets of cool shade among the rectangles of sunlight stretching across the rich wood floors. A heather-perfumed breeze blows through every open window. I dance between sun and shade, drinking in the scent of the moors and feeling the wind kiss my skin. If there’s anything dark in this house, it’s not here now. In the daylight, I can’t imagine it was ever here at all.

      After my dance exercises, I explore the house, poking around its nooks and crannies. What surprises me most is the smell: a mix of moor and wet wool and old wood and the faint whiff of camphor. It shouldn’t be a pleasant odor, but it is because it’s the smell of Thorne Manor, sparking memories of endless days curled up in one of these nooks or crannies with an old blanket and a book.

      I kneel beside a storage hole under the stairs. I open the tiny crooked door, and I’m not sure I can still fit inside, but I want to try, grab a blanket and a pillow and a novel and a cup of milky tea and pretend I’m five again, fifteen again, half-dozing in the lantern light as I listen to the clomp of Uncle Stan’s boots, and Aunt Judith’s shout for him to take those bloody things off and Dad’s laugh at this daily routine of theirs. My eyes prickle at the memory, but it’s a good one, and maybe someday this summer, I will indeed crawl in here and read. For now, the kitten explores the space, and I watch, smiling like an indulgent parent.

      When she tires of that, I find Aunt Judith’s sewing kit and fetch my shirt from last night. I noticed a small rip in the seam this morning.

      A rip . . . after William yanked it?

      I shake my head. No, a rip because the shirt is ten years old, and I’ve stitched it more than once. It’s one of Michael’s, from my collection, three of which made their way into my suitcase. This particular one is a Toronto Maple Leafs tee. Born in Cairo, educated in England, Michael had never seen a hockey game until he came to Canada for his graduate studies. That didn’t stop him from becoming a bigger Leafs fan than my father, who still drags me to games. Michael had never strapped on skates before, but by his second year, he was on a varsity team. He joked they let him play to inject a little color in the team, but that wouldn’t explain the MVP trophy still proudly displayed in my condo. Michael did nothing by halves. People presumed he learned hockey to assimilate into Canadian culture, but that never crossed his mind. He’d watched a few games, thought, That looks interesting, and threw himself into learning it.

      Michael threw himself into life. Every driving trip we took, I knew to double the travel time because he’d constantly detour to “see what’s over there.” He spoke four languages and started learning Japanese “for fun” after the diagnosis. When that diagnosis came—a glioblastoma brain tumor—the joke was that he’d worn out his brain from overuse.

      I have a stack of his old T-shirts and jerseys, my only sleepwear for the past eight years. I treat them like antique lace, washing them on delicate, mending every hint of a separating seam. And now this one needs repair, which has nothing to do with a dream from last night and everything to do with the fact that, perhaps after eight years, I should stop wearing my dead husband’s shirts to bed.

      Perhaps someday. Not today, though. Today, I grab the shirt and the sewing kit and settle in with my kitten and a cup of tea and stitch the torn hem as if the shirt’s owner will return at any moment and expect it back.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Kelley Armstrong believes experience is the best teacher, though she’s been told this shouldn’t apply to writing her murder scenes. To craft her books, she has studied aikido, archery and fencing. She sucks at all of them. She has also crawled through very shallow cave systems and climbed half a mountain before chickening out. She is however an expert coffee drinker and a true connoisseur of chocolate-chip cookies.

      
        
        Visit her online:

        www.KelleyArmstrong.com

        mail@kelleyarmstrong.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

      

    

  
OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Praise for Kelley Armstrong
      


      		
        Also by Kelley Armstrong
      


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        The Girl in the Carnival Gown
      


      		
        Last Stand
      


      		
        Nos Galan Gaeaf
      


      		
        A Haunted House of Her Own
      


      		
        More Tales to Come…
      


      		
        A Stitch in Time Excerpt
        
          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


        


      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Also by Kelley Armstrong


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/dreaming_ebook2.jpg
#1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

KELLEY. ARMSTRONG





OEBPS/images/blockquote-big-66-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/images/a-stitch-in-time-subpress.jpg
all
1!

KeLiey ARmSTRONG






OEBPS/images/dreaming_ebook.jpg
~ #1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

KELLEY ARMSTRONG





OEBPS/images/phoenix-logo-initials.png





OEBPS/images/social-twitter-screen.png





