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            We Are All Monsters Here

          

        

      

    

    
      After decades of movies and TV shows and books filled with creatures by turns terrifying and tempting, it was a guarantee that real vampires could never live up to the hype. We knew that. Yet we were still disappointed.

      When the first stories hit the news—always from some distant place we’d never visited or planned to visit—the jokes followed. Late-night comedy routines, YouTube videos, Internet memes . . . people had a blast mocking the reality of vampires. The most popular costume that Halloween? Showing up dressed as yourself and saying, “Look, I’m a vampire.” Ha-ha.

      Then cases emerged in the U.S., and people stopped laughing.

      While vampirism was no longer comedy fodder, people were still disillusioned. They just found new ways to express it. Some started petitions claiming the term “vampire” made a mockery of a serious medical condition. Others started petitions claiming it made a mockery of long-standing folklore. There was actually a bill before Congress to legislate a change of terminology.

      Then the initial mass outbreak erupted, and no one cared what they called it anymore.
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      I first heard about the vampires in a college lecture hall. I couldn’t tell you which course it was—the news made too little of an impression for me to retain the surrounding circumstances. I know only that I was in class, listening to a professor, when the guy beside me said, “Hey, did you see this?” and passed me his iPhone. I was going to ignore him. I’d been doing that all term—he kept sitting beside me and making comments and expecting me to be impressed, when all I wanted to say was, “How about trying to talk to me outside of class?” But that might be an invitation I’d regret. So I usually ignored him, but this time, he’d shoved his phone in front of me and before I could turn away, I see the headline.

      The headline read, Real-Life Vampires in Venezuela. The article went on to say that there had been five incidents in which people had woken to find themselves covered in blood . . . and everyone else in the house dead and bloodless.

      “Vampires,” the guy whispered. “Can you believe it? I’d have thought they’d have been scarier.”

      “Slaughtering your entire family isn’t scary enough for you?”

      He shifted in his seat. “You know what I mean.”

      “It’s not vampires,” I said. “It’s drugs. Like those bath salts.”

      I shoved the phone back at him and turned my attention back to the professor.
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      Two years later, I was still living in a college dorm, despite having been due to graduate the year before. No one had graduated that term, because that’s when the outbreak struck our campus. Classes were suspended and students were quarantined. The lockdown stretched for days. Then weeks. Then months. The protests started peacefully enough, but soon we realized we were being held prisoner and fought back. The military fought back harder. The scene played out across the nation, not just in schools, but every community where people had been “asked” not to leave for months on end. Martial law was declared across the country. The outbreaks continued to spread.

      Given what was happening in the rest of the world, soon even the college’s staunchest believers in democracy and free will realized we had it good. We were safe, living in separate quarters equipped with alarms and deadbolts so we could sleep securely. Otherwise, we were free to mingle, with all our food and entertainment supplied as we waited for the government to find a cure.

      One morning I awoke to the sound of my best friend Katie banging on my door, shouting that the answer was finally here. I dressed as quickly as I could and joined her in the hall.

      “A cure?” I said.

      Her face fell. “No,” she said, and I regretted asking. I’d known Katie since my sophomore year, and she bore little resemblance to the girl she’d been. I used to envy her, with her amazing family and amazing boyfriend back home. It’d been a year since she’d seen them. Three months since she’d heard from them, as the authorities cut off communications with her quarantined hometown. She’d lost thirty pounds, her sweet nature reduced to little more than anxiety and nerves, unable to grieve, not daring to hope.

      “Not a cure,” she said. “But the next best thing. A method of detection. We can be tested. And then we can leave.”
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      A method of detection. Wonderful news for an optimist. I am not an optimist. I heard that and all I could think was, What if we test positive? At the assembly, I was the annoying one in the front row badgering the presenters with exactly that question. “What would happen if we had the marker?”

      That’s what it was—a genetic marker. Which didn’t answer the question of transmission. Two years since the first outbreak, and no one knew what actually caused vampirism. It seemed to be something inside us that just “activated.” Of course, people blamed the government. It was in the vaccinations or in the water or the genetically-modified food. What was the trigger? No one knew and, frankly, it seemed like no one cared.

      Those who had the marker would be subjected to continued quarantine while scientists searched for a cure. The rest of us would be free to go. Well, free to go someplace that wasn’t quarantined.

      The next day, the military lined us up outside the cafeteria. There were still people who worried that the second they got a positive result, the nearest guy in fatigues would pull out his semi-automatic. Bullshit, of course. The semi-automatic would make noise. If they planned to kill us, they’d do it much more discreetly.

      To allay concerns, the testing would be communal. As open as they could make it. I had to give them props for that.

      They took a DNA sample and analyzed it on the spot. That instant analysis wouldn’t have been possible a couple of years ago, but when you’re facing a vampire plague, all the best minds work day and night to develop the tools to fight it, whether they want to or not.

      My results took eight seconds. I counted. Then they handed me a blue slip of paper. I looked down the line at everyone who’d been tested before me. Green papers, red, yellow, purple, white and black. They didn’t dare use a binary system here. So we got our papers and we sat and we waited.

      When Katie came over clutching a green slip of paper, she looked at mine and said, “Oh,” and looked around, mentally tabulating colors.

      “They say the rate is fifteen percent,” I said. “There are seven colors. That means an equal number for each so we don’t panic.”

      Once everyone was tested, they divided us into our color groups. Then we were laser-tattooed on the back of our hands.

      I got a small yellow circle. When I craned my neck to look at the group beside us—the reds—they were getting the same. So were the blacks to my left. I exhaled in relief and looked around for Katie.

      A woman announced, “If you have a yellow circle, you are clear and you may—”

      That’s when the screaming started. From the green group. I caught sight of Katie, standing there, staring in horror at the black star on her wrist. I raced over. A soldier tried to stop me, but I pushed past him, saying, “I’m with her.”

      A woman in uniform stepped into my path. “She’s—”

      “I know,” I said. “I’m staying with her.”
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      It wasn’t a particularly noble sacrifice. That circle on my wrist meant I could leave at any time. Katie could not. I had nowhere to go anyway. My family . . . well, let’s just say that when I got accepted to college, I walked out and never looked back and don’t regret it. I won’t explain further. I don’t think I need to.

      I would stay with Katie because she needed me and because I could and because—let me be frank—because it was the smart thing to do. I’d heard what the world was like beyond our campus. I was staying where there was food and shelter and safety and a friend.

      Assemblies and a parade of officials and psychologists followed, all reassuring the others that their black star was not a death sentence. Not everyone who had the marker “turned.” Those who did were now being transported to a secure facility, where they’d continue to await a cure.

      There were private sessions that day, too, with counselors. During those, I sat in one of the common rooms with the other yellow suns. Yes, I wasn’t the only one. We all had our reasons for staying, and most were like mine, part loyalty, part survival. We sat and we played cards, and we enjoyed the break from being hugged and told how wonderful and empathetic and strong we were, when we felt like none of those things.

      Night came. Before today, the locks had been internal, meant to protect us while reassuring us that in the event of an emergency, we could leave. Now the doors had been fitted with an overriding electronic system. Perhaps it’s a testament to how far things had gone that not a single person complained. We were just happy for the locks, especially now, in a building filled with dormant monsters.

      I woke to the first shot at midnight. I bolted up in bed, thinking I’d dreamed it. Then the second shot came. No screams. Just gunfire. I yanked on my jeans and ran to the door, in my confusion forgetting about the new locks. I twisted the knob and . . .

      The door opened.

      I yanked it shut fast and stood there, gripping the knob.

      Was I really awake? Was I really me? How could I be sure?

      People who “turned” were not usually killed on sight, not unless they were caught mid-rampage and had to be put down. Studies said that when vampires woke in the night, they later had no memory of it. People took comfort in that—at least if you turned, you’d be spared the horror of remembering you’d slaughtered your loved ones. I took no comfort because it also meant there was no way of knowing what it felt like to turn. Would you be conscious in that moment? Did it seem real at the time?

      I looked at the unlocked door. My gaze swung down to the yellow sun on the back of my wrist.

      Another shot, this one so close that I ducked, the echo ringing in my ears. The shot had come from the other side of the wall. Katie’s room.

      I threw open my door and raced to hers, and finding it open, I ran through and . . .

      Katie lay crumpled on the floor. In her outstretched hand was a gun.

      I ran to her and then stopped short, staring. She lay on her stomach, and the side of her chest . . . there was a hole there. No, not a hole—that implies something neat and harmless. It was bloody and raw, a crater into her chest, just below her heart. I dropped to my knees, a sob catching in my throat.

      She whimpered.

      There was a moment when I didn’t move, when all I could think was that she’d come back to life, like a vampire from the old stories and Hollywood movies. Except that wasn’t how real vampires worked. They weren’t dead. They weren’t invulnerable. I grabbed her shoulders and turned her over.

      Blood gushed from her mouth as I eased her onto her back. I tried not to think of that, tried not to let my brain assess that damage. It still did. I was pre-med. I’d spent enough hours volunteering in emergency wards to process the damage reflexively. She’d tried to shoot herself in the heart, not the head, because she didn’t know better, because she was the kind of person who couldn’t even watch action movies. So she’d aimed for her heart and missed, but not missed by enough. Not nearly enough.

      I shouted for help. As I did, I heard other shouts. Other shots, too, and screams from deep in the dormitory and I tried to lay Katie down, to run out for help, but she gripped my hand and said, “No” and, “Stay” and I looked at her, and as much as I wanted to believe she’d survive, that she’d be fine, I knew better. So I shouted, as loud as I could, for help, but I stayed where I was, and I held her hand, and I told her everything would be fine, just fine.

      “I couldn’t do it,” she whispered. “I couldn’t wait to turn. I couldn’t make you wait.”

      “I would have,” I said, squeezing her hand as tears trickled down my face. “I’d have stayed for as long as you needed me.”

      A faint smile. “Just a few more minutes. That’s all I’ll need. Then you can go.”

      I told her I didn’t want to go, just hold on, stay strong and hold on and everything would be fine. Of course it wasn’t and we both knew that, but it gave us something to say in those final minutes, for me to tell her how brave and wonderful she was, and for her to tell me what a good friend I’d been.

      “There,” she whispered, her voice barely audible as her eyelids fluttered. “You can go now. Be free. Both of us. Free and . . .”

      And she went. One last exhalation, and she joined her family and her boyfriend and everyone she’d loved and known was dead, even if she’d told herself they weren’t.

      I sat there, still holding her hand. Then as I lifted my head, I realized I could still hear shouts and shots and screams. I laid Katie on the floor, picked up the gun and headed into the hall.
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      How many times had I sat in front of the TV, rolling my eyes at the brain-dead characters running toward obvious danger? Now I did exactly that and understood why. I heard those shots and those screams and I had to know what was happening.

      I got near a hall intersection when the guy who’d showed me the news of the first reported deaths two years ago came barreling around the corner. He skidded to a halt so fast his sneakers squeaked. He stared at me, and there was no sign of recognition because all he saw was the gun. He dropped to his knees and looked up at me, and even then, staring me full in the face, his eyes were so panic-filled that he didn’t recognize me. He just knelt there, his hands raised like a sinner at a revival.

      “Please, please, please,” he said. “I won’t hurt you. I won’t hurt anyone. I couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t. I need to say good-bye. My mom, my sister, my nephew…please just let me say good-bye. That’s all I’ll do, and then I’ll do it, and if I can’t, I’ll go away. I’ll go far, far away.”

      I lowered the gun, and he fell forward, convulsing in a sob of relief, his whole body quaking, sweat streaming from his face, the hall filling with the stink of it.

      “Thank you,” he said. “Oh God, thank you. I know I should do it—”

      “Where did the guns come from?”

      He looked up, his eyes finally focusing. “I know you. You—”

      “My friend had this gun. I hear more. Where did they come from?”

      He blinked hard, as if shifting his brain out of animal panic mode. Then his gaze went to my yellow sun. “You aren’t . . . So you don’t know. Okay.” He nodded, then finally stood. “When the black stars had their private counseling session, they gave us guns. Access to them, that is. They told us where we could find them, if we decided we couldn’t go on. Except . . .” He looked back the way he came. “Not everyone is using theirs to kill themselves first.”

      “They’re killing the other black stars?”

      He nodded. “They think we should all die. To be safe. They’re killing those who didn’t take the guns.”

      Footsteps sounded in the side hall.

      “I need to go,” he said quickly. “You should, too.”

      I lifted my hand to show my tattoo. “I’m not a threat.”

      He shook his head but didn’t argue, just took off. I waited until the footsteps approached the junction.

      “I’m armed,” I called. “But I’m not a threat. I’ve got the yellow sun—”

      “And I don’t really give a shit,” said a voice, and a guy my age wheeled around the corner, blood spattered on his shirt, his gun raised. “Kill them all and let God sort them out.”

      I dove as he fired. He shot twice, wildly, as if he’d never held a gun before tonight. When he tried for a third shot, the gun only clicked. I ran at him, but  didn’t shoot. I couldn’t do that. I smashed the pistol into his temple and he went down. Then I heard running footsteps and more shouts, and I raced down the hall, taking every turn and running as fast as I could, until I saw the security station ahead. I fell against the door, banging my fists on it. When no one answered, I held my wrist up to the camera.

      “Yellow sun!” I shouted. “Let me in!”

      A guy opened the door. His gray hair had probably been cut military short a couple of years ago, but no one enforced those rules now and it stood on end like porcupine quills.

      “Get in,” he said.

      I fell through. When I got my balance, I saw a half-dozen military guards watching the monitors. Watching students killing each other.

      “You need to get out there,” I said. “You need to stop this.”

      The gray-haired guy shrugged. “We didn’t give them the guns.”

      “But you need to—”

      “We don’t need to do anything.” He lowered himself into a chair. “You want to, girlie? You go right ahead. Otherwise? Wait it out with us.”

      I hesitated. Then I turned away from the monitors and slumped to the floor.
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      I was released the next day. That was their term for it: released. Cast out from my sanctuary. They escorted me back to my room to get my belongings and gave me a bag to pack them in. Then they walked me to the college gates, and for the first time in over a year, I set foot into the world beyond my campus.

      It was fine in the beginning. Better than I dared to hope for. The entire college town had been tested, the black stars already rounded up and taken away, and while families grieved and mourned their loved ones, there was a sense of relief, too. Was it not better that their loved ones be taken somewhere safe . . . so the remaining family members would be safe from them, if they turned? That’s what it came down to in the end. What left us safe.

      I boarded with an elderly couple who’d lost their live-in nurse and declared that my limited medical experience was good enough for them.

      It was four months later when we heard the first report of a yellow sun turning into a vampire.

      No one panicked. The story came from California, which might only be across the country, but was now as foreign to us as Venezuela had been. The reports kept coming though. Yellow suns waking in the night and murdering their families. Then rumors from those who worked in the nearest black star facility, that they’d had only a few occurrences of the dormant vampires turning. Finally, the horrible admission that the testing had failed, that the stars seemed to indicate only a slightly higher likelihood of turning.

      That’s when the world exploded, like a powder keg that’d been kept tamped down by reassurances and faith. People had been willing to trust the government, because it seemed they were honestly trying their best. And you know what? I think they were. As much as my early life had taught me to trust no one, to question every motive, I look back and I think the authorities really did try. They simply failed, and then everyone turned on them.

      I lived with the elderly couple for almost a year before their daughter came and kicked me out. She said I was taking advantage of them, pretending to be a nurse without credentials. The fact that her town had been taken over by militants had nothing to do with her decision to move home. No, her parents—whom she’d not contacted in years—needed her, so she’d be their nurse now.

      The old couple argued. They cried. They begged me to stay. Their daughter put a gun in my face and told me to leave.

      A month later, after living with some former classmates in a bombed-out building, I went back to try and check up on the old couple. I heard the daughter had turned. She’d killed her parents. Killed their neighbors too because these days, no one was watching. Unless someone reported them, the vampires just kept killing, night after night. Some committed suicide. Some surrendered. Some ran off into the wilderness, hoping to survive where they’d be a danger to no one. The old couple’s daughter just kept living in their house while her parents’ bodies rotted and a growing swath of neighbors died.

      I thought about that a lot. The choices we made. What it said about us. What I’d do if I woke covered in blood. I decided if that happened I’d head for the wilderness. Try to survive and wait for a cure. Or just survive, because by that point, no one really expected a cure. No one even knew if the government was still trying. Or if there still was a government.

      I spent the next year on the streets, sometimes with others, but increasingly alone. I was lucky—none of my companions turned on me in the night. I hadn’t even seen a vampire. That wasn’t unusual. Unless you spotted one being dragged from a house to be murdered in the streets, you didn’t see them. And even those who were hauled into the street? Well, sometimes they weren’t vampires at all. No one asked for proof. If you wanted shelter, you could cut yourself, smear the blood on some poor soul, drag him out, let the mob take care of him and move into his house. Two of the groups I was with discussed doing exactly that. I left both before that thought turned into action.
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      I’d been walking for six months. That was really all there was left to do: walk. Wander from place to place, seeking shelter where you could find it. The cities and towns weren’t safe, as people reverted to their most basic animal selves, concerned only with finding a place to spend the night and food to get them through the day.

      It was better in the countryside. No one could be trusted for long, but that was the curse of the vampirism. That kindly old woman who offered you a warm bed might rise in the night, kill you, and go right on being sweet and gentle when she woke up. Until she saw the blood.

      In the country, there were plenty of empty homes to sleep in and flora and fauna to eat. I met a guy who taught me to trap and dress game. I returned the favor with sex. It wasn’t a hardship. He didn’t demand it, and in another life, it might even have turned into something more. It lasted six weeks. We would meet at our designated place to spend the day together, walking and hunting, and talking and having sex. Then we’d separate to our secret spots for the night, for safety. One morning, he didn’t show up. I went back twice before I accepted he was gone. Maybe he turned, or he met someone who had. Or maybe someone had fancied his bow and his knife and his combat boots and murdered him for them. He was gone, and I grieved for him more than I’d done for anyone since Katie. Then I picked up and moved on. It was all you could do.

      I found a house a few days after that. Not just any house—there were plenty of those. The trick was to find exactly the right one, hidden from the road, so you wouldn’t need to worry about vampires or fellow squatters. Even better if it was a nice house. “Nice” meant something different these days, as in not ransacked, not vandalized, not bloodied. The last was the hardest criteria to fill. There’d been so many deaths that after a point, no one bothered cleaning up the mess. You’d find drained bodies left in beds, lumps of desiccated flesh, and tattered cloth. But other times, you’d just find smears of old blood on the sheets and on the floor, where some squatter before you had been too tired to find other lodgings and simply dragged the rotting corpses to the basement and settled in.

      But that house? It was damned near perfect. Out in the middle of nowhere, hidden by trees, so clean it seemed the family had left voluntarily and no one had found it since. The pantry was stuffed with canned and dry goods, as if they’d stocked up when things started going bad.

      I lived there for three weeks. Read half the books in the house. Even taught myself to use the loom in the sitting room. Damned near paradise. But one day I must have been sloppy, let someone see me return from hunting. I woke with a knife at my throat and a man on top of me. There was a moment, looking up at that filthy, bearded face, when I thought, Just don’t fight. Let him have what he wanted and let him leave. Just lie still and take it and he’d go and I’d have my house back.

      That’s when I saw the others. Three of them, surrounding the bed, waiting their turn. And it was as if a pair of scales in my head tipped. I fought then. It didn’t do any good, and deep inside, I knew it wouldn’t. I don’t even think I was fighting to escape. I was just fighting to say, I object, and in the end, lying there, bloodied and beaten, I took comfort in that, when every part of me screamed in pain. I fought back. No matter what had ultimately happened, I’d fought back.

      It was a week before the leader—Ray—decided he’d broken me and I could be allowed out of that room. It took another week to build their confidence to the point where they left me alone long enough to escape that place, because of course they hadn’t broken me. As a child, I’d been inoculated against far more than mumps and measles. They did what they would do, and I acted my part: the cowed victim who comes to love the hand raised against her. An old role that I reprised easily.

      Which is not to say that those two weeks didn’t leave their mark, and not simply physical ones. But I survived, and not for one moment did I consider not surviving, consider taking Katie’s way out. I respected her choice, but it was not mine. It never would be.
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      As I walked along a deserted country road a day after my escape, I remembered an old TV show about a zombie apocalypse. I’d been too young to watch it, but since those hours in front of the TV were the best times I had with my family, I took them, even if it meant watching something that gave me nightmares.

      That show had endless scenes just like this one, a lost soul trudging along an empty road. While I didn’t need to worry about the undead lurching from the ditches, at least in that world you knew who the monsters were. In ours, the existence of vampires was almost inconsequential. In the last year, I’d had a gun to my head twice, a knife to my throat three times, and been beaten and raped repeatedly. And I had yet to meet an actual vampire.

      When I heard the little girl singing, I thought I was imagining it. Any parent worth the title had taken their children and run long ago. There were fortified communities of families run by the last vestiges of the military, sanctuaries you couldn’t enter unless you had a kid. That’s another reason parents kept them hidden—so no one stole their children to gain entry.

      But this really was a girl. No more than eight or nine, she sang as she picked wild strawberries along the road. The woman with her took off her wide-brimmed straw hat and waved it, calling, “Hello!” and I cautiously approached.

      “You’re alone,” the woman said. She was about thirty. Not much older than me, I reflected.

      I shook my head. “I have friends. They’re—”

      “If you’re not alone, you should be,” she said, waving at my black eye and split lip.

      I said nothing.

      “Do you need a place to stay?” she asked. “Somewhere safe?”

      “No, I—”

      “I can offer you a room and a properly cooked meal.” The woman managed a tired smile. “I was an apprentice chef once upon a time, and I haven’t quite lost the touch.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      She frowned. “Why do I still cook?”

      “Why give me a bed and a meal?”

      She shrugged. “Because I can. I have beds and I have food, and as much as I’d love to share them with whoever comes along this road, most times I grab my daughter and hide in the ditch until they pass.”

      “And I’m different?”

      “Aren’t you?”

      The little girl ran over and held out a handful of strawberries. I took one and she grinned up at me. “We have Scrabble.”

      “Do you?” I said.

      “And Monopoly. But I like Scrabble better.”

      “So do I,” I said, and followed her to the strawberry patch to continue picking.
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      If I thought the last house was heaven, that only proves how low my standards had fallen. With this one, even before the vampires, I’d have been both charmed and impressed. And maybe a little envious of the girl who got to grow up in this cozy sanctuary, like something from an old-timey English novel; the ones where children lived charmed lives in the countryside, spending their days with bosom friends and loyal dogs and kindly grownups, getting into trouble that really wasn’t trouble at all.

      The house itself was as hidden by trees as the one I’d left. The woman had seeded the lane with weeds and rubble, so it looked as if nothing lay at the other end. There was a greenhouse filled with vegetables, fruit trees in the yard, a chicken coop, even goats for milk. The pantry was overflowing with home-canned goods.

      “Keeps me busy,” the woman said as she took out a jar of peaches for afternoon tea.

      For dinner, we had a meal beyond any I’d dare dreamed of in years. Then we played board games until the little girl was too tired to continue. After that, her mother and I read for an hour or so. Finally, we headed off to bed, and I was shown how to lock myself in. There were two deadbolts, one fastened on either side of the door. As I expected these days.

      I said good-night. Then I went inside, turned my lock and climbed into bed.

      I lay there, in that unbelievably comfortable bed, with sheets that smelled of lemons and fresh air. I lay, and I waited. Hours later, when I heard footsteps in the hall, I closed my eyes.

      The woman rapped softly on my door and whispered, “Are you awake?”

      I didn’t answer. She carefully unbolted the lock on her side. Then came a rattle, as she used something to pop mine. The door opened. Eyes shut, I waited until I heard breathing beside my bed. When I pinpointed the sound, I leaped.

      I caught the woman by the throat, both of us flying to the floor. I saw a blur of motion and heard a muffled snarl and turned to see the little girl with a canvas sack over her head. Her mother swung at me. I ducked the blow and slammed her against the wall. The girl was snarling and fighting against the sack. As I pinned her mother, the girl got free of the bag.

      The child’s eyes didn’t glow red. Her fingers weren’t twisted into talons. Her canines weren’t an inch long and sharpened. She looked exactly like the girl I’d just played Scrabble with for two hours. But the look in her eyes told me I’d guessed right. Yes, I’d hoped it was still possible for a stranger to be kind to me, to take me in and feed me and give me shelter because we were all in this hell together. I’d taken the chance, because I still dared to hope. But I’d known better.

      If I was surprised at all, it was because I presumed the mother was the vampire. But this made sense.

      “She’s my daughter,” the woman said. “All I have left.”

      I nodded. I understood. I really did. In her place, maybe I’d have done the same, as much as I’d like to think I wouldn’t.

      I looked at the little girl. Then I threw her mother at her. The woman screamed and tried to scramble away. The girl pounced.

      It was not over quickly. I’d heard stories of how the vampires kill. The rumor was they paralyzed their victims with a bite. But the girl kept biting and her mother kept struggling, at first only saying the girl’s name and fighting to control her. Then came the panic, the kicking and screaming and punching, any thought of harming her child consumed by her own survival instinct. The girl bit her mother, over and over, blood spurting and spraying, until finally the woman’s struggles faded, and the girl began to gorge  on the blood while her mother lay there, still alive, still jerking, eyes wide, life slowly draining from them.

      I walked out of the guest room and locked the door behind me.
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      The next morning, I hit the road, back the way I’d come. I walked all morning with the little girl skipping beside me, then racing off to pick wildflowers and strawberries. She’d woken in her own room, her nightgown and face clean.

      I’d woken her at dawn, seemingly panicked because I couldn’t find her mother. Something must have happened, and we had to go find her.

      The girl followed without question. Now she walked without question. I’d told her that her mother had vanished, and she still skipped and sang and gathered flowers. Proving maybe a little part of her was still that monster after all.

      At nightfall we reached my old sanctuary, the horror I’d escaped two days ago. I led her right up to the porch and rang the bell.

      One of the guys answered. Seeing me, he stumbled back, as if a vengeful spirit stood on the porch.

      “I want to see Ray,” I said.

      He looked at the little girl. “Wha . . .?”

      “I want to see—”

      “Hey, girlie.” Ray appeared from the depths of the dark hall.

      “I want to come back,” I said.

      He threw back his head and laughed. “Realized it’s not so bad, compared to what’s out there, huh?”

      “I brought a gift,” I said. “My apology for leaving.”

      That’s when he saw the girl. He blinked.

      “You can use her to get into a refugee camp,” I said. “We’ll say we’re her parents, and the guys are your brothers.”

      “Huh.” He thought for a moment, but it didn’t take long before he smiled. “Not bad, girlie. Not bad at all.”

      “I just want one thing,” I said.

      He chuckled. “Of course you do. Gotta be a catch.”

      “I’m with you,” I said. “Just you. None of the others.”

      The smile broadened to a grin. “You like me the best, huh? Sure, okay. I accept your condition and your apology . . .  and your gift. Come on in.”
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      After midnight, I slipped from under Ray’s arm and crept out. I tiptoed down the hall, unlocking doors as I went. It was an old house, the interior locks easily picked. The last one I opened was the little girl’s. Then I continued along the hall, down the stairs, and out the front door to begin the long walk back to the other house, my new home.

      I got as far as the road before I heard the first scream. I smiled and kept walking.
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      “The killing of the cat was unimportant, though not inconsequential,” Gabriel said as his aunt walked into the parlor with a pot of tea in one hand and a plate of cookies in the other.

      “You’d better not say that in front of a jury.”

      “That I believe the cat’s death played a role in the later crime?” He took a cookie. “Yes, I’m still deciding how to frame that in the defense. It is an important factor, yet it may be difficult to explain.”

      “I meant calling the death of a cat unimportant.”

      “My client is hardly on trial for killing an animal. I could bargain that down to a misdemeanor. This is felony murder. But it started with the cat.”

      “Such things often do.”

      Gabriel sipped his tea. “It’s not that sort of crime, where one begins with small animals, and moves up the food chain. That’s a natural progression. The cat? Nothing about the beast was natural.”

      When she waited for him to continue, he took his time eating his cookie. She glowered. Then he said, “It began two weeks ago . . .”
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      As Gabriel walked into the office at eight Tuesday morning, he hung out his shingle. That was the common phrase for it, derived from the Old West, when lawyers and doctors would use shingles as business signs. Of course, in 2007 one didn’t hang out a real shingle. One put a brass plate on the door or a discreet sign in the lobby. Unless one was a new lawyer who time-shared the space and literally had to hang out his sign when he started work for the day.

      Gabriel Walsh had passed the bar two years ago. To have his own office already did not speak of a brilliant career. It spoke of failure, of being unable to find a position in a law firm and hanging out a shingle in hopes of bringing in clients foolish enough to hire a twenty-five-year-old barrister. Or it did if one actually wanted a position in a firm. Gabriel did not. When he’d finished interning for Mike Quinlan, the lawyer had offered him a job. And had breathed an undisguised sigh of relief when Gabriel refused.

      “I had to ask,” Quinlan said. “You’re fucking brilliant, and I’d be a fool not to try. But . . .”

      He didn’t need to finish that sentence. Gabriel knew what he was. Cold, ruthless and unscrupulous. Also driven, tireless and ambitious. That made him an exemplary defense attorney. It did not make him someone even Mike Quinlan wanted on staff. What Gabriel wanted was Quinlan’s title: Most Notorious Defense Attorney in Chicago. And most successful.

      Step one toward achieving that goal was hanging out his shingle in this rented office. Step two would be getting his own office. He could afford one. He’d put himself through law school running a gambling ring, where he’d played all the roles, from bookie to loan shark to enforcer—Gabriel did not work well with others. It’d been far more profitable than law, meaning he could easily find the money to rent an office. Yet he’d set his sights on purchasing one of the historic greystones on this very street. The neighborhood was safe and quiet and within a short walk of the Cook County Jail. Until he could justify such a purchase to the IRS, he would share this office. The rent was cheap, which could be explained primarily by the faint chemical smell wafting up from the basement. Gabriel pretended not to notice, promised he would never be in the office between sundown and sunrise, and offered pro bono legal advice to the owner, all of which resulted in a very low monthly rent.

      Gabriel had just settled at his desk when a man walked in. Mid-forties. Average height. Above-average weight. Balding. Dressed in a department store suit. Strikingly ordinary.

      Seeing Gabriel, the man stepped back out the still-open door and checked the sign.

      “Uh, you’re . . . waiting for Mr. Walsh?” he asked Gabriel.

      “I am Mr. Walsh.”

      Gabriel rose and the man’s gaze rose with him. Then the man stepped back again. At six-four, Gabriel wasn’t simply tall—he was big. Not overweight, though it was easy to slide in that direction if he paid too little attention to his diet and exercise.

      “Ben said you were, uh, young. Just caught me off guard there.” A slightly nervous laugh. “He’s the one who recommended you. Benjamin Hall. You helped him out with a problem last year.”

      By helped out with a problem, he meant got him off on a DUI charge that put a woman in a wheelchair. It’d been one of Gabriel’s finer moments. Not setting free a drunk who’d permanently disabled a mother of four—that was nothing to be proud of. But the case had been turned down by Quinlan himself, who’d deemed it unwinnable. Yet Gabriel had won, which got him his first front-page story, his first hate mail and his first full roster of clients.

      “Yes, of course,” Gabriel said. Then added, a little belatedly, “How is he?”

      He didn’t listen to the answer. He didn’t care, but this was the expected response, so he made it.

      “Now I have a problem,” the man continued. “And I’m hoping you can help.”

      Gabriel waved him to a chair. He did not offer refreshments. There was a difference between civility and servitude.

      “It’s about a cat,” the man said. “I think I might need to kill it.”

      “I would advise against that.” That’ll be one hundred dollars, please, and the door is behind you.

      “Strongly advise against it?”

      Gabriel considered. While he understood that he shouldn’t need to, what he thought was very different, because emotion had no place here. He was a lawyer, not a priest.

      “Is the cat a nuisance?”

      The man shifted in his seat. “Kind of.”

      In other words, not really.

      “That is the crux of the matter,” Gabriel said. “If the animal is a danger to you or your children or your own pets, then you could argue it is a nuisance animal. The first step, however, would be to contact animal control. I presume it’s a stray?”

      “No, it’s mine.”

      “Oh. That, I’m afraid, is a whole different matter, falling under the animal cruelty laws. In that case, I would even more strongly suggest animal control.”

      “I’ve taken him to the shelter twice. He comes back.”

      “Ah.” Gabriel tapped his pen against his legal pad. “I’m going to need more information then. Why do you wish to get rid of the cat? Is it a health issue? Allergies? Or a financial one, such as medical needs you cannot fulfill?”

      “I . . . just want to get rid of it.”

      Gabriel waited for a better answer. The man squirmed, then said, “It’s bothering me.”

      “Attacking you? Being abnormally noisy?”

      “No, it just . . . stares at me. I know that sounds . . .” The man pushed to his feet, and began to pace. “It sounds crazy. But you don’t understand. It just sits there and it stares and it stares. One yellow eye, staring at me all the time.”

      “One?”

      The man ran a hand through his hair, upsetting the fine balance of his comb over. “It was a mistake.”

      “A mistake? You mean the loss of the other eye? You blinded—”

      “Half blinded. The cat can still see perfectly well. It’s not a big deal.”

      Gabriel was not particularly empathetic. All right, not one bit empathetic. But when the man said that, with a plaintive whine in his voice, it was all Gabriel could do not to say, And if I blinded you in one eye? Would you consider it ‘not a big deal’? He decided then that he did not like the man. Which had absolutely no bearing on the case—or on his ability to defend him. If it did, Gabriel would have no business at all.

      “I was drunk,” the man said. “I came home and it was screeching at me, and I get enough of that from my wife. So I had this penknife in my pocket—”

      “I understand,” Gabriel said, which was not true, but comprehending the reasons for a client’s behavior was as unnecessary—and improbable—as liking him. “So you half-blinded the cat and now it follows you about and stares at you accusingly.”

      “Not accusingly,” the man said. “It’s a cat. It doesn’t think that way.”

      “So after half-blinding it, it randomly follows you about. I can see where that would be disconcerting.” And I don’t blame the cat one bit. “If you wish my legal advice . . .”

      “I do.”

      Gabriel scratched numbers on his pad and then turned it toward the man. “That would be my fee for the advice. Any further consultations would be an additional charge.”

      The man hesitated at the amount, and then said, “That’s fine.”

      “First, you will provide me with the name of the shelter that took the cat. I will obtain confirmation that you did in fact deliver the animal and that it escaped. In the meantime, you will take the cat to a different shelter, for one last attempt to divest yourself of it.”

      Gabriel hated to make the next suggestion but saw no reasonable alternative. He continued, “If that fails, you will do what a shelter would have done if unable to find a home for it—have the animal euthanized by a licensed veterinarian. There is no legal issue with euthanizing a healthy cat, but in the event of any such claim, you have proof of your attempts to get it adopted.” While Gabriel could not imagine any legal grounds for complaint, suggesting otherwise would have halved his fee. “Does that sound reasonable?”

      “My wife won’t like me putting the cat down.”

      “Then I would suggest you don’t tell her. Now, if you could provide your personal details and the name of that shelter . . .”
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      Gabriel made the phone call as soon as the shelter opened for the day. Naturally, the woman who answered did not wish to admit they’d lost the cat—twice. She insisted that the man had been playing some sort of game with them.

      “He must have come in and taken the cat out,” she said.

      “Is that possible? Anyone can simply wander in and open the cages?”

      “Of course not, but we’re a shelter, not a jail. All I know is that the cat was there when we closed for the night and gone when we opened and Mr. Patton insisted it was on his doorstep. Which means not only did it need to open a cage and two locked doors, but it traveled clear across the city in a matter of hours. That is not possible. He must have taken it.”
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      The next morning, Gabriel’s phone rang almost before he had time to put down his briefcase.

      “It came back,” Patton said by way of greeting. “I took it all the way out of the damned county and it still came back.”

      Which was, Gabriel had to admit, odd. Not entirely impossible, despite what the woman from the shelter had said. Still, very improbable.

      “You suggested your wife is fond of the cat. Could she be retrieving it from the shelter?”

      “I didn’t tell her where I was going.”

      Which did not mean she didn’t know, but Gabriel said, “Then do what you must. Just do it properly, at the appropriate facility, and be sure it’s documented.”
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      Gabriel thought no more of the cat that day. The matter had been dealt with. Naturally, he’d have preferred a conclusion that did not involve the death of an innocent beast. Even more, he’d have preferred a conclusion that didn’t involve the death of a wronged beast, since the blinding of the cat gave it every reason to torment Patton. But more desirable steps had failed, and it came to a choice between a painless death and a more terrible conclusion, with Patton losing his temper, as he had that night with the penknife.

      Gabriel arrived at the office the second morning after Patton’s initial visit to hear the phone ringing. As he unlocked the door, it went to voice mail. Then, as he was removing his jacket, it began to ring again.

      Gabriel answered. The voice on the other end rattled off an address. Then, “Get here. Now.”

      Gabriel recognized Patton more by the home address than his voice, which was thick with rage.

      “What has—?”

      “I’ll pay double your rate. Just get over here, Walsh. Now.”
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      Gabriel was not in the habit of taking orders from clients. Of course they tried to give them, as if he was the hired help. Which he was, technically, but the balance of power in any relationship was critical. Being young and inexperienced already tilted it out of his favor. He’d wrench it back any way he could, including ignoring such a summons . . . unless the client offered him double his rate and he didn’t actually have an appointment for three hours.

      He arrived at Patton’s home, a tiny house in a working-class neighborhood. When he rapped on the front door, Patton called, “Come in!” and Gabriel entered a dark and empty front hall.

      “In here!” Patton’s voice came from an adjoining room.

      Gabriel paused. He did not carry a weapon. He had many—relics of his youth—but they were in his apartment, security talismans, their existence quite humiliating enough. He’d certainly never carry one. His size usually kept him safe and when it didn’t? Spending one’s teen years living on the streets of Chicago meant one didn’t require weapons to fend off a threat.

      He still paused, and when he walked into that room, he angled his entry so he would see Patton before he stepped through the doorway. The man sat on a recliner and stared at the coffee table. And on the table? A huge orange cat. With one good eye.

      “Explain this.” Patton jabbed a finger at the feline and then glowered at Gabriel, as if he’d resurrected the creature himself.

      “Are you certain it was euthanized?”

      “I stood there while she did it.” Patton yanked a paper from his pocket and held it out. “Here’s the bill. Euthanization and proper disposal. This”—he waved at the cat—“is not proper disposal.”

      “Hmm.”

      “That’s your answer?” Patton’s voice rose. “My dead cat has come back.”

      “Yes, that’s very odd.”

      “Odd?”

      Patton started raving, spitting and snarling about how “odd” didn’t quite seem adequate to the situation. Gabriel ignored him and walked to the beast. It sat still as a gargoyle, staring at Patton. Gabriel lowered himself to a crouch in front of the animal and it deigned to look at him, yellow eye meeting his and blinking once, as if to say, Yes, I’m alive. Then it returned its accusing stare to its owner.

      Gabriel reached out carefully, being sure the cat could see his hand moving. He touched the back of its neck. The cat shifted, but didn’t otherwise move, too intent on the target of its silent outrage. Gabriel rubbed the cat’s neck, feeling the warmth and the pulse of life there.

      “Yes, it’s clearly alive.”

      “No fucking kidding it’s alive! What did you think it was, a zombie?”

      Gabriel had never encountered a zombie, but he did not believe in ruling out any possibility. As for the fact of the cat’s return, to Gabriel it was simply a puzzle. There was most likely a logical explanation, and one ought to always consider logic and simplicity first. Yet he would not discount the possibility of a less-than-natural cause either.

      The second sight ran in his family—his aunt Rose had it, indubitably. And she lived in a town where gargoyles appeared and disappeared, depending on the weather, the time of day, even the time of year. The world had its mysteries. He accepted that as readily as he accepted the existence of bacteria. He could not see either, but he did see both in action, and that was enough.

      “I’m going to kill it,” Patton said.

      “You already did that. I hardly see the point in repeating the process.” Gabriel stood and looked about. “Do you have a carrier of some sort?”
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      Gabriel took the orange cat to Cainsville. He’d hoped to speak to his aunt about it. Beyond having the second sight, she was also an expert in matters of folklore and magic. Her car was gone, which meant she’d gone out of town—there was no place within town that required a vehicle. Still, he took the cat to the door and knocked. No one answered. He was putting the carrier back in his car when a voice called from across the road.

      “What are you doing with that?”

      He turned to see Grace perched on the front porch of her three-floor walkup. He did not use the word “perched” facetiously. Old, wizened and permanently scowling, Grace reminded Gabriel of the town’s gargoyles, hunkered down on her stoop, watching for trouble, and never so delighted as when she found it.

      “It’s a cat,” he said.

      “I can see that. What are you doing with a cat?”

      He took it over to her, primarily to avoid shouting across the roadway.

      “Please tell me you aren’t giving your aunt a cat,” Grace said. “She has about as much use for one as I do. Or you, for that matter. What—?” She peered at the beast in the carrier. “Something’s wrong with it.”

      “Yes, it’s missing an eye.”

      She rolled hers at him. “Obviously. I mean something else.”

      “Apparently, as of yesterday, it was dead. Then it came back.”

      “Huh.”

      “That’s what I said. It’s somewhat troubling.”

      Her thin shoulders lifted in a shrug and she said, “It happens.” Gabriel couldn’t tell if she was joking but decided it best not to pursue an answer.

      “What are you going to do with it?”

      “Find a place for it, I suppose. It keeps returning to its owner. I thought perhaps if I left it here, in Cainsville, and it appeared in Chicago again, I could be certain unnatural forces were at work.”

      “Because returning from the dead isn’t proof enough?”

      “I didn’t actually witness the death.”

      “Well, give it to me, then. Patrick’s been looking for a cat. I’ll drop it at his place.” She smiled. It was not a pleasant smile, and he was quite certain the young local writer had no need of a cat, but if it took the beast off his hands . . .

      He set down the carrier. “And in return?”

      Her smile then was genuine. In other places, one might take offense at the suggestion that a favor was not given freely. Cainsville was different. “Two scones and a coffee,” she said, and Gabriel nodded and headed off to the diner.
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      When the phone rang at two the next morning, Gabriel was expecting it. Indeed, that’s why he’d given Patton his cell number. If the cat returned, Patton was to contact him immediately and Gabriel would be there in twenty minutes, regardless of the time of day or night. Because while Gabriel could tell himself that he simply wanted to know if the cat returned, that promise suggested that, perhaps, he had developed a certain respect for the feline. Far more than he had for Patton. The man was a bully and a coward. There had been plenty of those in Gabriel’s life. The cat, however? It was a survivor, and that was to be admired. Despite the possible inconvenience of the hour, Gabriel would intervene to ensure it did not suffer further at Patton’s hands.

      Then he answered the phone . . . and discovered there was, perhaps, even more to worry about than the life of a cat.
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      Gabriel arrived at Patton’s house twenty minutes later. He sat in his car and watched the crime scene technicians coming and going. Then he climbed out and headed for the front door.

      He stepped over the yellow tape and continued up the walk. One young rookie looked over, but made no move to stop Gabriel. If he acted as if he belonged, he was rarely questioned.

      He climbed the steps and went into the house. He found a crime scene tech—a girl no older than him—and said, “Gabriel Walsh. I’ll be handling the case. Can you tell me what happened here?”

      The woman nodded, presuming he meant he was with the State’s Attorney’s Office. Not a lie. Simply misdirection.

      “Vic was found over there.” She pointed at the blood spray on the sofa. “And the other vic was supposedly there.” She waved below a dent in the wall.

      “The second victim being the cat, I presume.”

      “Yeah. The perp woke up with the cat sitting on his headboard, staring down at him. He said some nonsense about the cat being dead or in some other town. I don’t know. Anyway, he chases the cat out, saying he’s going to kill it. Wife goes after him. She sees him throw the poor thing against the wall and totally freaks. Then he goes ballistic on her. Killed her with a penknife. A penknife. Can you believe it? Coroner lost count of the stab wounds.”

      She shook her head. Gabriel walked to the dent in the wall. He could see orange fur embedded in it. He bent and noted the dark stains on the carpet.

      “And the cat?”

      “Well, he swore the poor thing was dead. Said its head was all bashed in. Hell, he said he stomped on it, just to be sure. Sick son of a bitch.”

      “Did someone take the cat’s body?”

      “Wasn’t one to take. By the time we got here, it was gone. Apparently, the crushed kitty got up and walked away.”
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      The orange cat was on the back porch. It sat there, patiently waiting for the people inside to leave and for its target to return.

      Gabriel crouched in front of the beast. Its jaw seemed off-kilter, as if it had been broken and healed badly. When Gabriel put out his hand, the cat let him rub its neck and he verified it was, indeed, warm and breathing.

      “You know he isn’t coming back,” Gabriel said.

      The cat gave him a level look, as if it realized that was the theory, but was not yet convinced it was necessarily fact.

      Gabriel shook his head, rose and headed back to his car.
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      “Your client is crazy, Walsh,” Assistant State’s Attorney Pena said as they left the prison two days later.

      “Would you care to state that opinion for the record?”

      Pena snorted. “It wouldn’t matter if I did, considering he’s refusing to cooperate with a psych eval.” They walked from the building. “If you can’t get him to bargain, he’s screwed. You know that, right?”

      Unfortunately, Gabriel did know that. Patton may have hired him as his counsel, but he wasn’t actually taking counsel. He refused to plead diminished capacity. He refused to consider a plea bargain. He insisted on being tried by a jury of his peers, convinced they would understand.

      “I’ll speak to him,” Gabriel said.
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      First, Gabriel had to bribe the guards. That was easy enough. It wasn’t as if he was trying to smuggle in an automatic weapon. They’d rolled their eyes, said “Whatever,” and held out their hands. Bribery was usually a simple matter. The tricky part was figuring out how to include the expense on a client’s bill.

      Gabriel sat across the table from Patton after the guards brought him in. He laid out the terms of the plea bargain—what the State’s Attorney’s Office offered and what Gabriel thought he could negotiate down to from there.

      “You’re wasting your breath, Walsh,” Patton said. “I’m going to a jury. They’ll understand. I killed that cat because—”

      Gabriel put the pet carrier on the table. The orange cat peered through the wires at Patton, who backed up fast, chair legs screeching across the floor. The guards made no move to interfere. They’d been well compensated for their inattention.

      “You did not kill the cat,” Gabriel said.

      “Th-then this seals it, right? I can show them the cat and prove that—”

      “That it came back from the dead? No. There’s no way to prove this is the cat you allegedly killed, and the SA would simply accuse me of a very poor trick.” Gabriel adjusted the carrier so the cat could better see its quarry. “Do you know where I found it? At your home. Waiting for you.” Gabriel looked at Patton. “Would you like me to try for bail again?”

      “What?”

      “Pursuing your bail request. Would you like me—”

      “You said the cat was at my house. Not here.”

      “Of course. It can hardly come in here. Security would remove it. It will be at your house, waiting for you. Not that I’d suggest you allow that to influence your decision. It is, after all, simply a cat.”

      Patton glowered at him for at least a full minute. Then he unhinged his jaw just enough to say, “What was the deal again?”
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      Later that day, Gabriel returned the cat to Patton’s house. He opened the carrier on the front porch. The cat came out, sniffed and planted itself in front of the door.

      “He’s not coming back,” Gabriel said. “He took the plea bargain. He’ll be in jail for a very long time.”

      The cat looked at him.

      “You don’t need to wait.”

      The cat seemed to consider. Then it rose, stretched and trotted down the steps onto the sidewalk. It took one last look at the house, head tilted, as if committing it to memory, planning to return when the time came. Then it headed off down the street and disappeared.
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      “I would have made more if it had gone to trial,” Gabriel said, with deep regret, as he took a bite of his cookie. “But I couldn’t have won the case, and I decided my reputation was better served with a decent plea bargain.”

      “It is justice,” Rose said. “For his wife . . . and for the cat.”

      “Hmm.” That was, of course, the least of his concerns. He was simply glad he’d insisted Patton wire him the money before sealing the plea bargain. The man had not been otherwise inclined to pay his bill.

      “Do you think the cat’s gone for good, then?”

      “I doubt it.” He took the last cookie from the plate. “It’s a very patient cat.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Absinthe & Angels

          

        

      

    

    
      “A proper reading of Dickens requires absinthe,” Michael says as he lifts his glass. “The nectar of the muses.”

      Ava shakes her head. “There’s no way anyone could drink this and still write.”

      “All those old writers did. How do you think they penned prose like this?” He lifts the book and reads a few lines from the arrival of the first ghost. “Trust me. That required chemical intervention.”

      “Just tell me our Christmas tree isn’t actually on fire,” she says.

      He chuckles. “Nope, just your brain.” He refills her glass. “Unless the tree really is on fire, and I’m hallucinating that it’s not.”

      She tugs out her gifts, saying, “Just in case,” and he laughs and kisses her cheek before he resumes reading.

      The absinthe isn’t actually so bad. It makes things clearer, sharper . . . and occasionally weirder. Nothing wrong with a little head tripping for the holidays.

      Ava takes another sip and rolls onto her side to watch Michael read A Christmas Carol. Her favorite holiday story, proving perhaps that she does indeed enjoy the weird. But right now, the words float past, and she just watches him as she basks in the warmth of the fire and the gift he’s given her.

      Whatever is in the boxes under the tree, they aren’t her real presents. This is. Her perfect holiday getaway.

      Start with a cabin in the snow. It can’t be some resort-property cottage, either. Out here, their nearest neighbor is a mile away. They’re even far enough from the road that they’d never have made it without four-wheel drive.

      No neighbors. No Wi-Fi. No cell service. Just peace and quiet.

      The isolation is Michael’s way of making this holiday season easier on her. As a child, Ava had wonderful family Christmases. Even after Dad took off, Mom held it together, especially at the holidays. Now Mom’s gone, stolen by cancer two months ago, and Ava’s brother Jory called last month to say he wouldn’t be flying home for Christmas.

      So Michael gave her this—a quiet cabin ten miles from the ski chalet where their friends are staying.

      It’s Christmas Eve; snow is falling; the fire’s blazing; absinthe is making her head spin, and her fiancé is reading A Christmas Carol.

      It doesn’t get better than that.

      Ava looks out the window. As snow swirls through the darkness, she envisions a moonlit stroll through the woods, the perfect cap for their evening. Maybe even more than a stroll, if it isn’t too cold.

      She smiles at the thought and sips her drink and watches the dancing snow and imagines endless evergreens laced in white. Their own private winter wonderland. When Michael pauses to turn the page, she thinks she hears . . . music? Singing?

      Oh, angels we have heard on high . . .

      Angels or absinthe, singing through her veins.

      Michael raises his voice to play the part of Scrooge and then lowers it for—

      A sharp rap sounds, and Ava jumps, absinthe spilling. Michael frowns at the cabin door.

      “Did you hear . . . ?” he says.

      She nods, clutching her glass.

      “A bird?” Michael says as he gets to his feet.

      When he heads for the door, Ava scrambles up and grabs him. “Don’t. Please.”

      He lifts his brows. “Pretty sure it’s not the Ghost of Christmas Past. And if it is, it must be for you. I’ve been a very good boy.”

      He smiles, and she relaxes her hold on his sleeve. “Just . . . be careful.”

      He continues toward the door. “Let’s lay bets. A bird or the wind?”

      The rap comes again, and this time there is no mistaking it for bird or wind. It’s three distinct raps, knuckles on wood.

      Ava creeps to the side window and peers out. She can see their truck, alone in the lane, covered in snow. She tries to get a look at the front door, but the angle is wrong.

      She turns to find Michael behind her, looking out and frowning. The knock comes again. Three raps.

      “Don’t answer,” she says.

      “The fact we don’t see another vehicle might explain why someone’s at our door,” he says. “Roadside trouble, and they followed the lights to the cabin. Or hikers who’ve lost their way. Are we going to leave them out there on Christmas Eve?”

      She calls, “Who is it?”

      No answer. Michael strides to the door. “Who’s there?”

      Silence.

      “I asked, who’s there?” His voice booms through the tiny cabin.

      Still nothing. Ava sidesteps toward the front window. All she can see is the falling snow. She cups her hand to the glass and—

      A white face appears. Stark white with blackened eyeholes and a red slash of a mouth. Ava staggers back with a shriek as Michael races over. Then he sees what she sees, and he stops.

      “What the hell?” he says.

      It’s a man in an old suit—a jacket and tie. Over his head, he wears a pillowcase painted with a grotesque face. A second man appears beside him, also masked with a painted pillowcase. Beneath it, he’s dressed in old-fashioned pajamas.

      “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” Michael whispers.

      Ava doesn’t answer. She wants to tell herself they aren’t seeing the same thing, that she’s imagining these figures, conjured from her oldest nightmare.

      Before Michael can speak again, one of the men presses his pillowcased face to the window and says, “Give us food. Give us wine. Then our song shall be thine.”

      His voice is eerie and unnatural, wheezy, as if he’s inhaling as he speaks.

      Ava takes a step backward and smacks into Michael. He wraps his arms around her and whispers, “There are two men at our window, wearing old clothing and pillowcases, right?”

      She nods and finds her voice. “They’re mummers.”

      “Mum—?”

      “Give us food. Give us wine. Then our song shall be thine,” the two men say in unison.

      “Mummers,” Ava whispers.

      “You told me about . . .” He trails off and gives a ragged laugh. “Well, now I understand what you meant, and I don’t blame you one bit.”

      Last year, they’d been drinking with Ava’s college friends, comparing Christmas horror stories. It was mostly the usual jokes about terrifying post-Christmas credit-card bills and having to suffer through dinner with drunk relatives. Michael, though, Michael had one-upped them with Belsnickel, the old-world boogeyman from his German grandmother’s stories. He did that for Ava, after she confessed to her real holiday fear: mummers. Her friends had laughed and teased her, and Michael had come to her rescue with his story, even if secretly, she suspected, he’d been fighting the urge to join her friends’ laughter.

      Michael had never heard of mummers—no more than she’d heard of Belsnickel. Michael was from Ontario, where they seemed, thankfully, mummer-free. Ava grew up in Newfoundland, and most of her friends were familiar with the tradition . . . and thought it was cool.

      It was not cool. It was being three years old, waking up Christmas Eve to the sound of bells, running to the window, expecting to see Santa’s sleigh, and instead spotting a group of passing mummers with their strange costumes and horrifying pillowcase heads. Ava had ducked fast, but not before one saw her. They’d come to her window and crowded in and asked her—in those wheezing voices—if she’d been a good girl. If not, they said, they’d come back. Even after she’d hidden under the bed, they stayed at her window, taunting and tormenting her.

      And now there are mummers at her window again. Which cannot be. Absolutely cannot be.

      “So I’m going to admit—even at my age—they’re kinda freaking me out,” Michael whispers. “At three, I’d have pissed my pants.” He takes a step forward. “I’ll just tell them we’re not interested, give them a few bucks for their trouble and . . .”

      He stops, finally realizing what she has already.

      “What are they doing out here?” he says. “The nearest town is—”

      “Ten miles away.”

      Michael takes a deep breath. He eyes the mummers and then says, “They must be from one of the neighboring cabins. I’ll handle this.”

      He steps to the window. “Hey, guys. Thanks for coming by but—”

      They slap their gloved hands against the glass. Michael jumps, but his shoulders square, as if steeling himself not to inch back.

      “I’m having a quiet, romantic Christmas with my fiancée,” he says, “which I’m sure you guys can understand. If you want a more appreciative audience, there’s another cabin—”

      They push their faces against the glass. “Give us food. Give us wine. Then our song shall be thine.”

      “Yeah, thanks, but no.” He reaches into his pocket and takes out a twenty. “I’m going to slip this through, and you guys have a great Christmas—”

      In unison, four gloved hands thump the glass. “Give us food. Give us wine. Then our song shall be thine.”

      Michael adds another twenty and holds the bills up. “You can buy your own.” He walks to the window and unlocks it.

      Ava struggles against the urge to stop him. But he’s being careful, and she’s overreacting. It’s just a couple of guys from a nearby cabin, who got loaded and decided to go a-mummering, grabbing old clothes and a couple of pillowcases.

      Michael eases the window up a half inch and pushes out the bills. One man reaches out . . . and grabs the window instead. He wrenches up, and Ava leaps to help Michael get it shut.

      The window slams down, catching the man’s fingers. The mummer only withdraws his fingers slowly. Then he stares at them.

      Both men stare with their painted eyes, and this close, Ava should be able to see the holes. But there are none. Below the noses, the red mouths have openings, but she sees only darkness behind them.

      One man bends, his mask sliding down the glass as he disappears. When he rises, he holds the two bills in his hand. Painted gaze still fixed on the window, he rolls the bills. Then he gives one to his companion. They lift them to their mouth holes and push them through, jaws working behind the masks as . . .

      “Did they just eat twenty-dollar bills?” Michael says. “Okay, that isn’t a few beers. These guys are on something.” He raises his voice. “Well, apparently, we’ve fed you. Now, if you walk back a few steps, you can grab a handful of snow to wash that down. Then it’s time to go and have yourselves a very merry—”

      “Give us food. Give us wine. Then our song shall be thine.”

      “You know what this window needs?” Michael mutters. “Curtains.”

      When Ava doesn’t respond, he turns and says, “Ava?”

      She’s returning from the kitchen. In her hands, she holds a bag. She opens it to show a bottle of wine and a box of chocolates.

      “I’m giving them what they want,” she says.

      “Okay, but we’re not opening that door.”

      “Of course we aren’t.” She heads for the bedroom. “Just keep them busy.”

      She shuts the bedroom door, and outside it, she can hear Michael talking to the mummers. Meaningless patter—asking them where they’re from, what they want for Christmas, whether they have family plans . . . Acting as if there is nothing odd going on at all. Nothing unnerving. Certainly nothing frightening.

      Michael is staying calm, cracking jokes, trying to handle an irrational situation rationally. And so will she. She’ll forget the terror of that childhood Christmas Eve, and instead she’ll remember the day after it, when two of the mummers came to her house. Without the costumes, she knew them from town—the couple who ran the bakery. They apologized for frightening her. They’d had too much to drink and hadn’t realized she’d been genuinely terrified.

      Not boogeymen—just regular people who’d gotten carried away with the spirit—and the spirits—of the season.

      That explanation hadn’t worked for three-year-old Ava. She’d never been able to set foot in their bakery again, and she’d spent the next two Christmas Eve nights sleeping under her bed. Even these days, when she goes home for the holiday, if mummers come to call, she finds a reason to be out for the evening.

      But Ava is not three years old anymore, and there is indeed a rational explanation here. If she can’t see eyeholes or faces, that’s the absinthe messing with her mind. The men didn’t really eat those twenties—they just shoved them into their pillowcases.

      A couple of idiots who’ve had too much booze or too much dope and decided to prank the neighbors.

      All she has to do now . . .

      She opens the bedroom window, drops out the bag and walks back into the front room, where the two figures stand silent at the window. She strides up to it and raises her voice. “You want wine and food, right?”

      No answer. Those unnerving masks stare at her, and as hard as she tries to spot eyeholes, she can’t.

      Absinthe. Just the absinthe.

      “There’s a bag beneath the back window,” she says. “It has wine and chocolates. Now, if you insist on singing us a damn song, go for it.”

      Silence. Then they say in unison, “Give us food. Give us wine. Then our song shall be thine.”

      “I did!” Ava’s voice rises. “It’s right outside the window.” She jabs her finger toward the bedroom. “Go get it.”

      Neither figure moves.

      “Peyton,” Michael whispers.

      Ava glances at him.

      “It’s Peyton or Chris,” he says. “They’re both at the chalet tonight. They know where we’re staying, and they were there when you talked about the mummers. They set this up.”

      He walks to the window. “Peyton sent you, didn’t she? Or Chris.” He glances back at Ava. “Maybe Jory. Your brother knows where we’re staying, doesn’t—?”

      The glass smashes. Four hands reach in and grab Michael. Grab and yank him off his feet so fast that he’s sailing out the window before Ava realizes what’s happening.

      She snatches at his feet as they fly through, and she catches one, but the mummers easily rip it from her grasp.

      She starts scrambling through the window, screaming for them to stop. She’ll give them what they want, whatever they want.

      “Give us food. Give us wine. Then our song shall be thine.”

      Their voices float back as they cross the snow at an impossible speed, Michael struggling and shouting as they drag him behind.

      Ava wheels. Her gaze lights on the bottle. Not good enough. She flies into the kitchen and grabs a knife. Then she races out the door.

      

      They’re gone.

      Completely gone.

      Ava can’t even find tracks in the snow. She’s been out here for at least twenty minutes, walking and listening and trying to hold it together. Every whistle of the wind or cry of a bird has her jumping, knife raised. She’s long since lost feeling in her feet, but she never considers going back for her boots or coat.

      As she walks, she thinks of earlier, envisioning a moonlight walk in the snow.

      The perfect cap to a perfect evening.

      She swallows back a gasping sob.

      When she hears a grunt, she follows it, expecting to find an animal. Instead . . .

      She isn’t sure what she’s seeing at first. The moon has disappeared behind cloud cover, and all she can make out is three figures standing in the forest. When she blinks hard, she sees white pillowcases over the heads of the two mummers. But it isn’t Michael between them. It’s a tree. They’re flanking a tree, and they’re . . .

      Give us food. Give us wine. Then our song shall be thine.

      One lifts a glass and takes a drink. The other pushes something into his mouth.

      Michael. Where is—?

      The cloud passes, and the moonlight shines down, and she sees Michael. He’s tied to the tree. Bound and struggling, grunting against a gag.

      Blood streams down his chest, glistening in the moonlight.

      The first mummer presses his glass against a cut in Michael’s neck, filling it with blood. The other chomps down on Michael’s arm, ripping out a chunk of flesh and gobbling it down.

      Ava runs at them, screaming, “No!”

      The mummers stop. They just stop. She’s twenty feet away, running as fast as she can through the snow, and they just stand there, watching her. She sees Michael’s eyes go wide, and he madly shakes his head, howling against the gag, telling her to go, to run.

      She raises the knife and charges at the first mummer and—

      

      Ava starts from sleep, gasping for breath, Michael’s name on her lips, her fingers aching, as if she’s still gripping the kitchen knife.

      She blinks and stares at the lights of the Christmas tree. Behind her, Michael is reading from A Christmas Carol. A half-finished glass of absinthe rests by her elbow.

      She pushes up, blinking harder now, trying to clear her head. The lights seem to glitter and glide, and her ears feel as if they’re stuffed with cotton, every sound distorted.

      She turns and sees Michael’s empty glass beside her. And next to it . . .

      Is that the knife? From the kitchen?

      She rubs her eyes and sits up. Michael sits crosslegged, his sweatshirt hood pulled up as he reads.

      “Michael?”

      He turns. His hood falls back, and she sees . . .

      A white pillowcase, crudely drawn face grinning at her.

      Michael reaches for the knife.

      “Give me food. Give me wine . . . ”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One Last Story

          

        

      

    

    
      I am out of stories, and so it is time to write my own final scene. Not because I am out of stories; that is but a subplot in the tale. If my life is a book, then I have reached the beginning of the final sequence, and as an author, I must know where that lies and resist the temptation to drag out the looming conclusion. The tale is told. The end is nigh. I must have the strength to pen “The End.” But not quite yet, because I am not a writer of quiet stories. My plots end with a bang and a twist, and that is how I will conclude my own. With a mystery to be solved. One elderly writer, alone in her cabin in the woods, about to be the victim of a whodunit guaranteed to hit the headlines . . . and provide one final boost to her book sales, a life insurance policy that will pay out for years to come.

      I am old. Let us not mince words. Richard never did.

      “We’re old, Marguerite,” he’d say, and I’d smile, look up into the stars and say, “Yes, isn’t it wonderful?” and we’d both laugh.

      Certainly, in many ways, growing old is not wonderful. One will never feel the same at eighty as one did at twenty, or even fifty, but we did our best to keep our bodies and minds tuned and, if not exactly purring, at least chugging along. Personal trainers, healthy eating, university classes, mental puzzles, all the little extras that might, if we were lucky, allow us to enjoy our old age.

      Enjoy it we did. We walked the Great Wall. Backpacked through Switzerland. Played softball with our grandchildren. Danced with our toddling great-grandchildren. Hiked and kayaked at our remote “cabin in the woods.” Yes, we were those seniors, and we worked our asses off to be those seniors, and we loved every minute of it.

      Then came the trip nearly two years ago. We escaped the snow of early December to return just in time for Christmas, and Richard brought back a cough. Nothing serious, the doctors said. Just a bug picked up overseas. Two days before Christmas, he was admitted to the hospital in respiratory distress. Christmas Day, they put him on a ventilator. He didn’t live to see the New Year.

      The world soon had a name for what killed him and others, and within three months, that world shut down with a global pandemic. If it hadn’t been for that pandemic, I might have given up then, adrift without Richard. But I couldn’t quit then because my family needed me. I was the matriarch. Or, as Richard said, “the chick in charge.” It was up to me to keep things together when they fell apart. When my sister died of the virus. When my brother spent weeks in the hospital with it. When half my grandchildren found themselves alone in an apartment, cut off from the world. When my children struggled with working from home and not seeing their children and grandchildren. I rallied the troops. I played cheerleader and therapist and Mom and Gran, and I loved it. Hours on Zoom calls and group chats and text strings. It didn’t matter if I’d lost my stories when Richard died. I had a purpose.

      Then the world slowly righted itself. I got to see my children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren, and that was glorious. Backyard BBQs. Picnics in the park. Hikes on every trail we could find. Two weeks taking over an entire small wilderness resort. But as the righting continued, everyone got back to their lives, and after a brief period of pride and satisfaction in seeing that, I stepped back, ready to resume my own life and . . .

      And it was not there.

      Richard was gone. My stories were gone. My sister was gone. My friends were either dead or debilitated or—rightfully—afraid to resume a normal social life.

      Then my dog died, and it was the proverbial straw that broke my back. Broke my will.

      I have had—and lost—many dogs in my life. Richard and I always joked that other people measure their lives in dog years, and we measured ours in dogs. We got our first on the day we returned from our honeymoon. When she passed, we grieved for a year and then got another puppy. And so it continued. There was always a dog in our lives.

      Before we got Dolly, we did pause, wondering whether it was unfair to get a puppy that might outlive us. We’d recently turned seventy, and it was time to start thinking about such things. Our children insisted that if anything should happen to us, they would happily take her. They knew how much we loved our dogs, and so they clambered to assure us all would be fine.

      Now Dolly is gone. She’d been my only companion for most of the pandemic, and I’ve never been more attached to a dog. She’d been my reason to keep exercising, giving her endless walks. She’d patiently listened to the explosions of worries and grief I didn’t dare inflict on my already suffering family. When I couldn’t hug anyone else, I had Dolly, eagerly lapping up the attention and the tears.

      She started losing weight two months ago, and I got her into the vet’s right away. They gave me a slim hope of survival with her cancer diagnosis, but I paid whatever needed to be paid, right up until I had to admit I was keeping her alive for me. Making her suffer for me.

      I had planned this trip for us. We’d go to the cabin for the first time since the pandemic. The first time since Richard passed. Everything was sorted at home, no one needed me, and so the two of us would hole up in the cabin for a month, as I tried to find a new story. A new story to write. A new story to live.

      Without Dolly, it fell apart. I fell apart. I don’t want a new story. I just want to end this one. Bring it to a satisfying conclusion, with a twist and a payoff.

      Before I turn off the secondary highway, I take out my phone to send a last group text to my family. I open my phone to a string of individual messages, everything from my youngest son fretting about me going “off-grid” at my age, to my oldest daughter passing over me a handful of writing prompts, to three of my grandkids sending me puppy pictures, trying to coax me into a “new Dolly.”

      I answer all of those. Then I send the group one. It is simple and unsentimental. The more personal ones came a few months ago, when a common cold put me into a panic, sending personal messages to each of my children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren, telling them what I loved most about them. This message is different.

      “Heading into the wild! Will pop out for groceries and an update next Tuesday. Love you all. XOXOXO. Hope you have a great week!”

      I hit send, and then I turn off my phone and turn onto the road that will lead me to the end.

      

      Getting to the cabin requires a long and treacherous drive, up and down mountain roads, around hairpin curves, all of it on washboard dirt roads. I turn that final corner, and spot a tennis ball on the drive.

      “Ah-ha!” I say. “That’s where you left your ball, Dolly. It’s . . . ”

      I glance in the rear-view mirror, expecting to see the dog at my shoulder, watching out the windshield, her gaze scanning for red squirrels and spruce grouse. I expect to hear Robert grumbling good-naturedly about how the dog is as bad as our kids, moping for weeks because “we” left her favorite toy behind when she’d been the one who lost it.

      There is no Dolly. There is no Richard. There is just a ratty yellow tennis ball in the middle of the lane. I still pull over. I still pick it up. I hold it, squish it, then pull back my arm, throw it and yell “Go!” Then I cry. I stand on the driveway, and I cry.

      When something moves in the trees, I spin, hand rising, key between my fingers. I snort at that. I’ve been in the city too long if I think a key will protect me from anything out here.

      I whistle, and listen for the scuffle of something small fleeing or the shuffle of something larger ambling away, wanting me to know it’s not frightened—it just doesn’t feel like eating me today.

      When no such sound comes, I frown into the surrounding forest. Either I was hearing things or whatever it was got away too quietly for my hearing aid to pick up. Richard and I spared no expense on our “senior” needs. I’d rather have a top-quality knee brace than a pair of designer heels. It’s not like I can wear designer heels anymore . . . or have anyplace to wear them. But if there’s one joy of turning eighty, it’s that people are just astounded to see you still up and about, and they pay no attention to your shoes or anything else you’re wearing.

      I tilt my head. Wind rustles through the trees, and the lake laps at the shore. My hearing aid is fine. I climb back into the little SUV and start it up again, and I can hear the purr of the engine, too. I smile and pat the dashboard. Hardly a race car. Certainly not a luxury vehicle. But she gets me where I need to be.

      I tap the gas pedal . . . and the wheels spin. Another tap, this one with more force behind it. The tires screech in protest, and the SUV fishtails. I put her into park again, get out and circle the vehicle. Then I curse, the profanity ringing out.

      The front tire has sunk into a muddy rut.

      “Right,” I imagine Richard saying beside me. “David was going to fix that in the spring.”

      Three years ago, beavers had dammed a nearby creek, diverting the water over our driveway. We’d noticed it after a particularly wet fall, and we’d known it’d be even worse after spring flooding. Our grandson, David, and his partner, Mick, had jumped to volunteer their services in return for a few weeks at the house. That’s how we were able to keep a place like this. Anytime work needed to be done, we only had to casually mention it and our family members would vie for the “privilege” of fixing it, when payment was exclusive use of the house.

      “What’s going to happen to the house now?” Richard’s voice murmurs behind me.

      That’s already been arranged. Our children will share it, time divided equally, for their own use or their children’s use, as they see fit.

      “And they’re going to want to come?” Richard says. “After you were murdered here?”

      I silence his voice. I’m not thinking about that. There’s a lot I’m not thinking about.

      I get back into the SUV, park it and lug my baggage up the drive, one by one. It’s only three bags—a suitcase, a backpack and a laptop case—but I’m past the age of being able to load everything into one haul.

      As I take up the last piece, I mutter under my breath. This is not the way I intended to start my last trip. I was supposed to drive up the lane, see the house and bask in that first spark of joy one last time.

      A cabin in the woods. Robert always joked about that, saying I should write nothing but horror stories while I was here. It began life as a place for me to escape and write. The old writing cabin is usually the first thing I see, the little building perched on a bluff overlooking the lake. Calling it rustic is a kindness, but one it deserves.

      We found this place after I sold my first book and fretted of ever selling another, with two kids at home and a third on the way. Richard wasn’t about to let that happen, so he took me on a tour of cottage properties, and this is the one I chose. It was also the only one we could justifiably afford. Still, I’ve never regretted that. The other properties may have had cute and tidy cottages—with electricity!—but they didn’t have the beauty of this one.

      For ten years, I made the monthly drive up during good weather and sometimes in bad, if the muse struck hard. We no longer live a mere two hours away, and the property no longer holds only a rustic writing cabin. There’s a proper summer home now, but the cabin stays, even if it’s been twenty years since I actually wrote in it, preferring the sun-drenched studio Richard added to the main house.

      That cabin is where I go today, though. The center of my plan.

      Once I’ve put my bags into the house, I head down to the cabin. It’s locked, though we always joked that was mostly to keep hikers from taking refuge in there and then suing us when the roof collapsed.

      The cabin is a sturdy little building of rough-hewn wood. According to the former owner, her father built it by hand, with timber he felled from these very woods. We can joke about the roof, but in fifty years, we haven’t done more than minor repairs. She’s old and not much to look at, but she’s holding her own against time and the elements, not unlike her owner, and I will now give her one last story, as she deserves.

      The key is in the house. I don’t bring it down. Instead, I break the lock. Oh, that’s not easily done, but I am prepared. The lock must be broken. That is “obvious clue #1.” The lock will be broken, and a trap set up inside to warn of intrusion.

      I will set the trap. I will also trigger the trap.

      The next obvious part of the narrative is that there will be signs someone has been living inside.

      Someone was living in the shed, possibly taking refuge during the pandemic, and when octogenarian author Marguerite Woodhouse returned, after the death of her husband, she startled the inhabitant, who murdered her.

      Yes, that’s the obvious story, which is why I’m not doing it. The lock will be broken. The door will have been left ajar. Yet there will be no signs that anyone stayed there, and I will make a note of it in my journal, which I began two months ago.

      The lock on the writing shed was broken, and there was a simple intrusion alert set up, which I tripped. I presumed someone had been staying there, so I approached with caution, but there was no sign of a current—or even past—occupant. Not so much as a footprint on the desk or ashes in the hearth. Even a stash of chocolate bars, which the children left in the cupboard are untouched. How very odd. A real-life mystery. Ha!

      The last part goes a bit far, and as a writer, I would never stoop to such an obvious setup.

      Little did she know that the real mystery would be her own. The mystery of her death!

      While I would be more subtle, newspapers are not known for such subtlety in their narratives, and they will devour the irony of this one. I’ll make sure of it.

      After I’ve broken the lock, I go inside and walk around. I’ll want to leave footprints in the dust. Double-check those candy bars I’d seen in the cupboard, make sure mice haven’t gotten to them. It should appear as if I took a good look about the place, but none of my poking about can be attributed to an intruder.

      I grab a book from the shelf—that’ll provide an excuse for why I came in here, in case my family mentions that I write in the main house. I’m thumbing through my options when a knock sounds at the door.

      I spin so fast I grab the bookcase just in time to break my fall.

      Goddamn it! The last thing I need is for my corpse to be found a week from now outside the cabin, where I dragged myself after breaking my damn hip. That might get me in the papers, but only as a pathetic epitaph. Old lady forgets she’s old, dies because of it. Yes, I’ve reached the age where every stumble brings with it the specter of a broken hip, and such an accident is a lot less deadly when I have cell-phone access.

      That is my first thought. My second is: “Holy shit! Someone just knocked at the door of my cabin in the woods.”

      “Hello?” I call as I reach for my pocket knife.

      A gust of wind catches the door and bangs it against the post, and I exhale with a shaky laugh.

      I hadn’t heard someone knock. It was just the open door banging in the lake breeze.

      I stride over and shut the door. Then I return to the bookshelf. I think I’ll take —

      Two staccato raps send me spinning again. I stare at the now closed door and mentally replay the sound. A definite double-tap at the door, quick and friendly.

      Knock-knock.

      Who’s there?

      I resist the urge to say the words and instead stride over and yank open the door, hoping to catch the trespasser off guard.

      No one’s there.

      I step outside.

      “Hello?” I call.

      The wind rustles through the trees. Somewhere on the lake, a loon’s haunting call sends a chill down my spine.

      I walk to the edge of the bluff, knife in hand. I tell myself to relax. People use the lake, even if it’s usually empty this late in the fall. I have neighbors. Distant ones. Seasonal ones. But the point is that people are out here, and they sometimes stumble over our hideaway and poke about, ignoring the polite “Private Property” signs.

      “Hello?” I call, louder now.

      The loon answers. Then the wind rattles the door against the jamb.

      Is that what I heard? I close my eyes. The rattle seems much softer than the double rap I remember, but I’d already been on edge. It could have been the same sound.

      One last glance around and then, seeing nothing, I head for the main house.

      

      I’ve been in the house long enough that any lingering unease has disappeared. It’s been many years since I came up here alone, and I’ve forgotten how easy it is to get spooked. The dog would growl, and I’d envision winter-hungry bears, only to see a young fox trotting past. Voices would raise the hairs on my neck, and I’d envisioned a showdown with belligerent hunters, only to see kids canoeing across the lake. We’ve never had to deal with more than drunk college kids camping on our beach . . . which wouldn’t be so bad if they didn’t also expect to use our bathroom in the morning.

      Everything is fine. It has always been fine, and that is part of the story I’m spinning. It would be far less of a mystery if we’d been in constant conflict with local hunters or under constant siege by entitled campers. No, when the authorities look for clues there, they won’t find any.

      I spend the next hour setting up clues inside the house. There’s a storage space under the stairs, where I move items around and hide a stash of wrappers from British import candies. Then into the crawlspace under the house, where I place two shoe prints. One is a boot larger than my own, and one a shoe significantly smaller. A single print each, in a soft spot on the earthen floor. As for the actual shoes, they don’t exist. I’ve made the soles from papier-mâché.

      I take the shoe models outside. I’m going to put one set of prints behind the long-abandoned outhouse, and the other behind the cabin. Then I’ll burn the papier-mâché down to ash. That will be the start of my fire set-up, where I’ll also half-burn a page from one of my novels. It’s an old edition, long out of print.

      None of the clues connect to one another. That is the trick, as I’ve learned in my writing. A mystery reader wants to take seemingly unconnected clues and figure out what actually links them, because something will. That’s fair play. This is an altogether different story. There is no link between British candy wrappers and a half-burned page of my books and the half dozen other clues I’m planting. This is pure set up, with no solution. But those who undertake the puzzle won’t know that.

      As I place the fake footprints, I consider where to place another clue. It’s a receipt from the shop where I bought my supplies. Not my receipt, but one I found outside. It hadn’t been part of my plan, but I’d been unable to resist grabbing it. The receipt is for one pack of cigarettes, two cans of soda and a bag of beef jerky, paid for in cash, bought two hours before I made my own credit-card purchase. The receipt will fit perfectly with the cigarette I brought, which will be partially-burned and left behind the writing cabin. The police will examine it for DNA and find none.

      So where should I leave the receipt? It has to look as if it fell out of a pocket. What if I—?

      A whistle cuts through the air. My head jerks up. It wasn’t a loud whistle—like Richard calling the dogs—but a soft one, like someone imitating a bird call.

      Because it was a bird call, silly.

      I shake my head. I really am jumpy out here. Mistaking bird calls for people imitating bird calls. Next thing you know, I’ll—

      Another low whistle, and the hairs on my neck rise.

      That’s not a bird call. I’m not even certain it’s supposed to sound like one. More like someone pretending to be imitating a bird.

      Pretending to be imitating a bird? What nonsense is that? I’ve been writing mysteries too long. Crafted too many scenes of my heroines in forests, being stalked by—

      A shadow flits past the corner of my vision. I wheel and find myself peering down a game trail that cuts through the forest for the lake. Something crossed the trail and disappeared into the forest. Something a whole lot bigger than a fox.

      A deer, obviously.

      A mental “wrong answer” horn blast from a dozen old TV game shows.

      A deer crossing a game trail instead of following it? A deer that silently slips through thick forest, passing ten feet from me, undetected but for the dark shape of its movement?

      Uh, no.

      Not a deer. Not a bear. Not a wolf walking on its hind legs.

      Someone is out here.

      Goddamn it, I need to stop playing this game with myself. Stop denying that someone’s here out of fear that I seem silly and paranoid. I did hear a knock earlier. A distinct knock. I did hear a person imitating a bird. I did see someone sneak across the game trail. Because I was supposed to hear and see all that.

      Someone is trying to spook me.

      I do not for a single moment wonder if it’s one of my younger grandkids. Four are in their early twenties, old enough to drive out here and old enough to want to spent a little time with Nan and decide to surprise her. None would do it this way. Oh, sure, Ivan is fond of a good practical joke and Toni adores horror movies, but my children raised them well, and not one would think it was funny to scare the shit—and possibly the life—out of their elderly grandmother.

      I glare into the forest. Whoever is out there is a stranger. Someone who does think it would be funny to scare an old woman. They must have been poking around—or camping out—when I arrived, and they either want to see me soil my old-lady drawers or scare me off so they can go back to enjoying my lovely bit of land.

      Well, that’s not happening. I have plans, and they will not interfere with them.

      “Haven’t they already interfered?” I imagine Richard whispering. “You’re setting up a meticulous murder, and they’re ruining it with false clues.”

      They’re all false clues. That’s the point. If this intruder adds a few more, fine. If those extra clues cause the police to target them for my murder, well, that’s what they get for pulling this shit.

      I march back to the house, head for Richard’s old closet and get the shotgun from the locker. That takes a while—I have to find the combination on my phone. Only after I take the gun do I realize I’ve messed with my own plan. I wasn’t supposed to suspect anything before my murder, and now there will be signs that I removed the shotgun.

      I’ll deal with that later.

      Gun in hand, I head outside. As I stand on the porch, I blink into the falling sun. Is it that late already? Yes, because I’m eight hours north of home, and twilight comes early here in the fall.

      With the gun under my arm, I walk the perimeter. I circle twice, just to be sure that whoever is out there sees that I’m not just an old lady—I’m an old lady with a gun. I could be half blind. Half deaf. Half senile. I could fire at the first blur of motion. Fire at a friendly “Hello!”. Fire at an unarmed camper in my mental confusion.

      I conduct my patrol. Then I stride into the house, lock the door and stand there, gripping the gun, feeling my heart race with an odd exhilaration. My mind races too, with an excitement of a very different sort.

      I want to write.

      I sputter a laugh. That’s my reaction to a straight shot of adrenaline? I am afraid, and I am angry, and I want to . . . write?

      Yes. I want capture this moment, this feeling, and mine it for fiction. I’m seized by an idea. A story. An elderly woman alone in a cabin in the woods. They always say to write what you know, and I am itching to use this as the spark for a new story.

      Soon I find myself in my studio with my laptop and a banana for dinner and only the vaguest idea of how I got there. That isn’t my mind slipping—it’s my mind enflamed by inspiration.

      I intend to craft a short story, which would be perfectly acceptable under the circumstances, giving me time to both write and quickly edit it before I’m gone. Instead, after an hour, I have the first few chapters of a novel. I also have a character, and that is even worse. Those early chapters are like test driving a car. Most of the time, I wrinkle my nose and say “Not that one.” A character is an altogether different thing. I have crafted one I want to get to know better. I want to spend some time with her. I want to give her a story.

      Too bad. She’ll get a piece of short fiction, and that will have to do. I’ll re-craft the chapters into—

      A wordless whisper sounds behind me, and I jump, laptop sliding from my lap, me executing a World-Series-worthy dive to catch it. Then I pause there, half out of my chair, joints screaming in protest as I clutch my precious laptop, and I listen.

      Silence.

      I tilt my head to peer around. It’s dark, and I forgot to turn on a light. There are no curtains on the window—nothing to impede the view—but no moonlight pierces the heavy clouds. The glow of my laptop is the only thing lighting the room, and it did a much better job of that when my eyes had a thirty-year-old’s photoreceptors.

      I reach one careful hand toward the lamp. Tug the chain. It clicks, and nothing happens.

      I pull again, and get nothing but another mocking click.

      A floorboard creaks. I refuse to jump this time. I’m not sure I could, with every muscle held so tight. I start to set down my laptop and hesitate, as if abandoning a precious child to its fate. What if the intruder steals my laptop? I’m off-line and haven’t backed up my new story.

      With a sharp shake of my head, I set down the computer and back up to the fireplace. I reach behind me and take the poker. The other implements rattle, and every nerve rattles with it. I clench and raise the poker. Then I head for the kitchen, where I left the shotgun.

      I fumble along the kitchen counter until I find my cell phone. I turn on the flashlight and wave it around to see nothing, not even the glow of the flashing 12:00 on the stove. The power is out.

      I take a deep breath. I don’t tell myself the power goes out all the time, even if it’s true. I will no longer play that game of false confidence. Someone is here. I went outside to set up my clues, and I didn’t lock the door behind me. Whoever was there came in here.

      Another floorboard creaks underfoot.

      I back up to where I left . . .

      Where did I leave the shotgun?

      I don’t remember. I’d been distracted by the story idea, and I know I set the gun down somewhere, but I can’t actually recall doing it.

      I shine the light again. No sign of a gun on the counter or the table or leaning against a wall.

      Just because I don’t see it here doesn’t mean I didn’t leave it here.

      The intruder came through the side door, the only one I had opened. That leads straight into the kitchen.

      My heart thuds, stealing my breath, and I have to clutch the countertop to calm down and think.

      Maybe I am overreacting. Maybe no one is in—

      Down the hall, a shadow flits past the living-room window. A shadow that is undeniably inside the house.

      I back up, poker raised.

      Get out.

      That’s the only answer here. The only sane one, at least. The other option is attack, and I want to do that instead. Oh, how badly I want to do it. Raise the fire poker and charge in there, whooping like a banshee. Show this asshole that I am not a woman to be trifled with. I am old. I am not physically what I used to be. But I can still kick an ass that needs kicking.

      It’s a wonderful fantasy, and I’d happily give it to that character I’ve created. She’d attack, and the sheer surprise of that would throw the intruder off guard, and she’d knock him flying, tie him up and calmly drive until she had service to call the police.

      That’s fiction. In reality, I’d charge in there, whooping, only to be met by a shotgun blast. The newspaper accounts might mention a poker in my hand, but anyone reading the article wouldn’t imagine an old woman confronting an intruder; they’d picture her huddled in a corner, pathetically clutching her weapon.

      That will not be my epitaph.

      Instead, I’ll claim only the last part of that fantasy scenario. The one where the heroine drives away and calls the police.

      I back along the counter, gaze fixed on the living room, poker ready. My hand goes out to snatch my keys and—

      My keys aren’t there.

      I know I put them on the counter. I remember that part. I came in, slapped them down and hauled in my bag.

      The keys were here. Now they are not, and with that, my chest seizes and I gasp for air.

      A floorboard creaks in the living room. I hold my breath and listen. Another creak. I spin, wildly searching for my keys, knowing I won’t see them, that this intruder stole them along with my shotgun, and the only thing they left me was my damn phone, because they know I don’t have service.

      I’m about to stop looking when silver reflects in my cell-phone light. My keys, on the floor, where they slid off the counter.

      I snatch them up. As I back to the door, I catch a glimpse of something in the shadows. Is that the shotgun? Propped in the corner?

      I ease forward. Then a footstep sounds in the living room. A shadowy figure steps into the doorway. It turns toward the shotgun. It sees the shotgun. One arm reaches out, and I wheel, yank open the door and barrel out.

      I stop on the porch and stare into the darkness. Where is my SUV?

      My gut plummets. The intruder has played a trick. Took my keys, moved my vehicle, and then left the keys on the floor, for me to find if I tried, only to discover there was nothing to use them on.

      I hit the Unlock button, and a distant beep-beep sounds. It’s coming from down the lane. Right! I left the SUV there.

      I cannot recall the last time I ran—the last time I dared run—but I run down that lane, slipping on damp patches and loose stones, cursing myself for parking so far away. I reach the vehicle, yank open the door, slide in, start the engine and . . .

      It is only when the tires spin that I remember why I left the SUV here. It’s stuck.

      Conveniently stuck. Where it had never gotten stuck before. Oh, I know about the overrun creek, but in that moment, I am certain I’ve been intentionally trapped, and what fills me isn’t terror but fury.

      I will not die like this. I don’t care how carefully the intruder has arranged my death. I spent my career putting my heroines in predicaments exactly like this. A dozen escape options leap to mind. As I sort through the most realistic ones, I work on getting the vehicle free, hitting the gas in drive and then reverse—

      The tires spin, and the SUV screams backward out of the rut. I hit the brakes, momentarily stunned by my success. Then a figure appears in the headlights, too hazy to make out with my shitty night vision.

      I hit the gas again, my gaze on the reverse camera as I roar down the rutted road. The driveway curves, and all I see through the camera me is dark trees. There’s an empty space to my left, and I pull into it for a three-point turn. I’m almost around and glancing over my shoulder when I see a figure behind me. Someone is in my back seat.

      I hit the gas. I don’t think. All I want is to get away, and I jam on the gas and the SUV lurches and veers.

      “Marguerite! Watch—!”

      The front end slams into a tree, and the world goes dark.

      

      “Marguerite. Come on, Mags. Wake up.”

      My eyelids flutter. I open them to see Richard. We’re in my SUV, and I’m slumped in my seat.

      Did I fall asleep at the wheel?

      I don’t care. Richard is beside me, and seeing him, the last twenty months evaporate in a blink. It was all a dream. The worst kind of “twist” in a story, but dear lord, I’ll take it.

      The pandemic never happened. Richard didn’t die. My sister and friends didn’t die. Dolly didn’t die. Everything is fine, except for the part where I fell asleep at the wheel, and God, I’m going to lose my license, aren’t I? I don’t care. Don’t care at all. Better that than . . .

      I see Richard then. And I see right through his opaque form to the windshield, the dark autumn night, and the deflating airbag.

      My eyes fill with tears and I pull back sharply, smacking against the head rest.

      “Mags?” he says.

      I refuse to look at him, this delusion woven from my treacherous brain.

      He moves into my field of vision. “I’m sorry. I only meant to spook you, not scare you into crashing the car.”

      I don’t answer, just turn away as my eyes fill with tears.

      “Apology not accepted?” he says. “I guess I deserve that.”

      “You’re not real,” I mutter. “I’m imagining you.”

      He pauses for a moment. “And everything that happened tonight?”

      “My imagination.”

      “Hmm.” He settles back into the passenger seat. “Well, at the risk of insulting your excellent imagination, I feel a bit slighted.”

      I snort.

      “Any chance it could really be me?” he says.

      “No, because I don’t believe in ghosts. And even if I did, you wouldn’t suddenly pop up now.”

      “Wouldn’t I? Wouldn’t I find some way to return when you need me the most? Give you the kick in the ass you need?”

      I snort again. “By scaring the shit out of me?”

      “Nah, just scaring the sense into you. Are you really ready to go, Mags? If you are, I won’t stop you, but I don’t think you are.”

      Fresh tears well. “It’s not supposed to be like this. First, you. Then my sister. Then the damn dog.”

      “Everyone abandoned you.”

      I shake my head. “I have the kids, the grandkids, the great-grandkids . . . ”

      “But they’re okay, and you’re not.”

      “I’m really not,” I say, my voice a whisper. Then I glance over at him. “Now you’re going to tell me to think of them. Of what it would be like for our family if I left this way.”

      His brows rise. “Am I? I thought you knew me better than that. This isn’t about them. It’s about you. Your choice. I just don’t want you making the wrong one.” He pauses. “It was pretty cool, though, as exit strategies go.”

      I peer at him.

      “Oh, I know what you were doing. I know you. A grand mysterious exit, one that you told yourself you were doing for the kids, a last promotional burst to sell more books. Bullshit. There’s plenty of money, and they don’t need it anyway. You were just being dramatic.”

      I open my mouth to protest. Then I glare at him.

      “So maybe I am really here?” he says.

      Tears well and spill down my cheeks. He envelops me in a hug that I swear I can feel.

      “Soon, Mags,” he whispers. “Soon you’ll come to me. But let’s not rush it.”

      I let myself stay in that embrace for a few minutes. Then I straighten and wipe my eyes.

      “So now what?”

      He points at my phone. “Well, for starters, you go through those messages and pick a damn puppy.”

      I laugh, the sound bubbling through my tears. “Yes, sir.”

      “Then you go back inside, pick up your laptop and continue that story.”

      “I’m not sure I can.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I saw you writing. I walked right past you, and you never noticed. You have a new story. Write it.”

      “Yes, sir. And then?”

      “Then you find a new story for yourself. One last story.” He meets my gaze. “I know you have it in you.”

      I nod, and lean forward to brush my lips over his cheek. He points at the dropped phone. I pick it up and flip to the puppy pictures my grandkids sent.

      Time to start one last story. And I’m going to make it good one.

    

  

  
    
      Thank you for reading!

      
        
        I hope you enjoyed this short collection of dark fantasy tales. Watch for volume 3, coming October 2022. Like this one, volume 3 will include three previously released tales and one brand-new story.
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        If you’re in the mood for ghost stories, may I recommend my haunted-house Victorian time travel novel, A Twist of Fate. 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

          

        

      

    

    
      There are two things I do before I leave the house that night. Two snippets of time to be preserved in the amber of memory, polished until they gleam sun-bright.

      After August falls asleep, I slide from our bed and pull on the riding dress I secreted away before we retired. He groans, and I go still, my heart hammering. At a thump behind me, I turn, barely daring to breathe. He’s on his back now, eyes closed, sound asleep.

      I exhale. As I do, clouds shift beyond the window, and moonlight hits him. That sliver of light plays across his bare chest and face, and three years seem to disappear, and instead, it is our wedding night and I’m looking at my new husband, my breath catching as the moon glides over him.

      I will never be this happy.

      That is what I thought. I’d been almost shamed by my joy, as if I did not deserve it. I’d been afraid for it, too, wanting to swaddle it in wool, lest it shatter.

      How did I get so lucky?

      I’d thought that, too. August Courtenay was the third son of an earl, and for a young woman like me—with a good name but nothing more—our marriage should have been the achievement of a lifetime. His family and his fortune meant nothing to me, though.

      Perhaps, then, my joy should come from what that moonlight revealed: a man with the face and body of a Greek god. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t thoroughly enjoy the sight of him. Yet again, that wasn’t the source of my happiness.

      If anything, August’s wealth and good looks had been detriments to our union, sending me fleeing his early pursuit. Only a fool falls for a man like that. A fool who thinks she’ll win more than a few nights of passion and a cheap bauble for her finger instead of a wedding band.

      No, my joy in that moment, waking beside my bridegroom, was the happiness of finding that most elusive of romantic prizes: love. Love from a man who saw to the core of me, past all my rough edges and idiosyncrasies. And I saw everything in him and loved him back. Loved him beyond imagination, beyond measure.

      That was three years ago. Now . . . ?

      I have a secret passion for Gothic tales, and I know how this one should go. Penniless girl weds an angel and finds herself shackled to a demon instead. There is nothing demonic in August. Just something small and frightened that I desperately want to soothe, and I cannot.

      In each of us, we carry a shadow of the child we were, and August’s is a very sad and lonely boy who is certain every woman he loves will leave him. One would think that marriage, and then a child, would cure his fear, but the more tightly we are bound to one another, the more fearful he becomes, that fear manifesting in an anger and a jealousy that has begun to frighten me.

      I picture the bride who woke beside her husband three years ago. I imagine what she’d think if she could see herself now, slipping from bed, pulling on a riding gown, preparing to sneak back to Thorne Manor and retrieve her wedding band, innocently left in the kitchen as she helped the housekeeper fix an uncooperative bread dough.

      That bride would laugh at her future self. Why all the intrigue? August knows she helped with the dough. He’d understand her removing her ring. What else would he think? That she’d taken it off for a tryst with the owner of Thorne Manor . . . August’s oldest and dearest friend? How absolutely preposterous.

      That is the extent of my husband’s jealousy. The sick and sorry truth of it, that I have done nothing to ever give him cause for concern. I would never do anything, still being as madly in love with him as I was on our wedding night. Yet he cannot rest his watchful gaze when I am around other men, even his most trusted friend, who has treated me like nothing but a dear substitute for the younger sister he lost.

      And so I must slip from bed to ride through the night and retrieve my wedding band while praying—praying—my husband does not wake to find me gone.

      As I rise, I watch August, and my chest tightens with love and with loss, and with the determination that we will get past this. We must. I won this incredible man, and I will not give him up so easily.

      I ease from the room to the second thing I will do before I leave. The second memory I will unknowingly create. I tiptoe into the room beside ours, where I creep to a bassinet. Our son—Edmund—sleeps as soundly as his father.

      I bend and inhale the smell of him, his milky breath, his sweet skin. I cannot resist brushing my lips across his head, already thick with his father’s curls. One light kiss, and then I slip away, whispering a promise that I will be back before he wakes.

      Escaping the house is not easy. It is the Courtenays’ ancestral estate, a “country home” that would fit five of our London townhouses. Having grown up in London, I’d shuddered when August first invited me to his family’s Yorkshire estate. Afterward, he joked that I very coincidentally fell in love with him on that visit, and it was the countryside that truly won my heart. Not so, but Courtenay Hall ignited a fierce passion for place that I’d never experienced before. It is, of course, his eldest brother’s estate, yet the earl abhors the countryside, and we are free to summer here.

      A house of this size, of course, requires staff, and I must exit as stealthily as any burglar would enter. At one time, the staff was accustomed to their young mistress creeping out for a moonlit ride. I’d gallop under the stars, across the estate’s vast meadows and through its game forests, and never encounter a single person who felt obliged to tip his hat or who looked askance at my windswept hair. I’d return after an hour or so and crawl into bed, drunk on moonlight and freedom, and August would sense the cool draft of my night-chill body and roll over to greet me with lovemaking.

      Last month, when we arrived at the summer estate, I’d slipped away for a ride, and August had followed. He’d stuck to the shadows, and when I caught him, he insisted he’d only been concerned for my safety. If that were the case, he’d have said so and ridden with me. No, he’d been following me.

      So while I do not fear being stopped by staff, I do fear them innocently mentioning my moonlit ride to August. Yet I am prepared, and soon I am on my horse, riding from the estate without attracting any notice.

      Thorne Manor is not, unfortunately, over the next hill or down the next dale. It’s nearly seven miles away. I am only glad that I have a young and healthy gelding and that the roads are empty at this hour.

      When I near the village of High Thornesbury, the sound of voices drifts over on the breeze. Drunken male voices. I skirt the village at a quieter pace and then set my mount galloping up the hill to the manor house.

      The house is dark and empty. William had business to tend to in London, and so August insisted he take our coach. Yes, a lord, particularly one with William’s income, should have his own coach, but our William is even more eccentric than I. As for household staff, he has only his aged housekeeper and groom, and he gave them two nights off to stay with their adult children in High Thornesbury.

      I don’t stable my horse. I’ll give him a quick grooming before the return journey. For now, I leave him at the water trough and then slip in through the kitchen door, which never quite locks properly and needs only a certain lift-and-pull to open it.

      My goal is less than ten paces from the door, where I’d helped the housekeeper, Mrs. Shaw. Baking is my passion. It had also been my salvation when my parents died and left their three daughters with a comfortable home and a small income but no money to bring into a marriage. As the oldest, I considered it my responsibility to provide that for my sisters. There’d been an easy and acceptable way: marry one of several rich suitors. Or a difficult and scandalous way: open my own bakery. Naturally, I chose the latter.

      My wedding band is exactly where I left it, tucked behind a canister of flour. I’m putting it on when a scream sounds overhead, and I jump, my riding boots sliding on the kitchen floor.

      Eyes wide, I press myself into the shadows as something thumps on the floor above. I hold my breath and measure the distance between myself and the door. Another thump, and I turn instead to a hanging meat cleaver.

      I ought to run. That is the sensible thing to do. Yet I keep imagining that scream. A high-pitched screech like that of a terrified woman.

      William is away, and most of High Thornesbury will know it. How many also know about that broken kitchen door? For a man with William’s dangerous reputation, one would think he’d be far less trusting. Or perhaps he expects his reputation will keep invaders at bay.

      There is another possibility. Not burglary, but a man luring a woman to this empty house.

      I touch the handle of the cleaver before thinking better of such a sharp and unwieldy weapon. I take a poker from the hearth instead. Then I creep, sure-footed, to the stairs.

      I’m halfway up before a sound comes again, and it stops me in my tracks, my mind struggling to identify what I’m hearing. It’s hollow and haunting, half yowl and half keening, raising the hairs on my neck.

      I climb slower now, poker gripped in both hands, gaze straining to see in near darkness.

      I reach the top, and the sound comes softer, hauntingly desolate. I swallow and continue until I reach an open door. Moonlight floods the small room. A child’s room, yet I’ve stayed in this house often enough to know it’s William’s. His childhood bedchamber, which he inexplicably insists on retaining.

      The sound comes again, but there is no sign of anyone within. The noise seems to emanate from the vicinity of the bed. Could someone be prostrate and injured on the floor behind it? I grip the poker tighter and take two steps before my ears follow the noise instead to the box at the end of William’s bed. A storage chest.

      Am I hearing a trapped child?

      One hand still wielding the poker, I heave up the heavy lid of the box to see a calico kitten trapped within and yowling piteously.

      “Who put you in there?” I whisper, and I’m about to throw the lid completely open when—

      The box disappears. One second, I’m gripping the half-open lid, staring at a kitten, and the next, the lid disappears, leaving me staggering. I stumble forward and catch myself on the foot of the bed.

      I push up sharply, shaking my head as I hold the foot of . . .

      The foot of a bed that is not William’s.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The bed is but an empty steel frame, listing to one side, in a room that stinks of disuse. The moon shines through a curtainless window.

      I look around. It is structurally the same room, yet entirely different in its furnishings. There’s a narrow bed frame and an odd white-painted chest of drawers. A vanity sits to one side, its top scattered with jars, all of them coated in a quarter-inch of dust.

      I walk to the vanity and lift one bottle. It looks like red glass, but the material is like nothing I’ve seen before, lightweight and covered with glossy printed paper that has faded with age. Big letters proclaim “Sun In,” and the picture . . . Is that a photograph of a young woman?

      I turn the bottle into the light and nearly drop it. The photograph depicts a naked woman. I blink and stare. No, she’s not entirely unclothed, but she might as well be, dressed only in scraps of blue fabric over her breasts and nether regions. She’s at a beach, holding some sort of ball-like sphere, and I can only stare in horror and fascination.

      I gingerly set down the bottle and pick up a tiny tube made of the same strange material. It bears the words Dr Pepper. Some kind of remedy, then? I open the cap to find a waxy sweet-smelling stick. A third container is white with a bright pink lid. The glossy paper is covered in lips and hearts, and the typeface screams “Teen Spirit” and proclaims it to be something called deodorant. A deodorizer? I have heard of such a thing to cover the scent of manure. As for “teen spirit,” I know what spirits are—either alcohol or ghosts—but whatever is a teen?

      Clearly I am sleeping. I only dreamed that I awoke and rode to Thorne Manor. I’ve never been an imaginative sort—my sister is the writer—but some latent talent has arisen in this fantastical dream.

      I set down the “deodorant” and walk from the room. It does look like Thorne Manor. Pictures line the hallway, but it’s too dim for me to see them, and I don’t pause to look closer. Downstairs, a clock strikes the hour, and it is unmistakably the same clock.

      I reach the front door, and that, too, is the same, or so it seems until metal glints, and I notice an odd locking contraption above the knob. When I turn the handle, a metal bolt slides back. The doorknob itself has also changed, but after a few tries, it opens with a click.

      I pull the heavy wood door to look out at a front lawn so wild and overgrown it would give Mr. Shaw heart failure. I walk down steps to a laneway that now runs to the stables instead of circling past the house.

      There’s no sign of my horse, but by now, I don’t expect to see him. This is clearly a dream, and I am exploring it out of curiosity. When I wake, it’ll be a delightful story to tell August.

      Should I share it? What if he wonders why I am dreaming of Thorne Manor? My heart thuds. Is this how it will be forever now? I cannot even share my dreams with my husband for fear he’ll read something untoward in them?

      No, we will overcome this obstacle. It may take time, but he will see he has no cause for jealousy.

      I cross the lawn to find a wider road than I remember. At the foot of the hill, High Thornesbury glows with an eerie light, a dome of it cast over the village.

      Entranced, I hike my skirts and make my way down the hill. It is not a short walk. Not an interesting one, either. Everything seems exactly as I recall until I round a corner to find a metal signpost. It seems to be warning of a sharp curve, which makes me laugh. Any fool can see the curve. It’s not as if a horse will come careening around and miss the turn entirely.

      A sheep bleats in the distance, and a cow answers. I smile. That, at least, has not changed. Nor have the brambles along the roadside, already thick with red berries that will turn black and sweet in another month. The air smells of heather, the scent of the moors. There’s something else, an acrid scent I don’t recognize, but the heather is stronger, along with the less pleasant odor of sheep droppings.

      I’m nearly to the bottom of the hill when thunder rumbles. I peer up, but the night sky is clear, moon and stars shining bright. The sound grows closer and becomes like the growl of some wild beast. I stagger backward as lights appear from nowhere, two blindingly bright orbs bearing down on me faster than a horse at full gallop.

      It is, of course, my imagination. A new fancy from my dream. After that initial moment of terror, I fix my feet in place, determined to see what my mind has conjured. I am curious. Yes, that is an odd reaction to a creature barreling toward me, growling and shrieking as it rounds the corner. But I want to see it. I want a tale to tell August and a tale to tell my sister Miranda, one that might inspire a fresh tale from her pen.

      At the last moment, my resolve cracks. This creature—a low-slung carriage-sized shadow—is charging me at demonic speed, its eyes blinding my own, and a tiny voice whispers, “What if it is not a dream?” I throw myself to the side, diving through a tangle of hedge and bramble as the beast screams to a stop.

      Through the thorny vines, I watch as the beast sprouts wings that disgorge two men. The one closer to me is dressed in blue trousers that fit as tight as riding breeches. Over his chest, he wears a shirt without collar or sleeves or buttons or cravat. He looks like a vagrant, unshaven with wild and uncut hair.

      “What?” His shadowy companion throws up his arms. “Are we stopping for hallucinations now?” His voice is thick with the local accent, but it’s not quite right.

      “I saw a girl in the road,” the other says. “A blonde in a blue dress.”

      The first man snickers. “Like the one who shot you down tonight? Had one too many pints, and now you’re seeing her everywhere?”

      “That was a purple dress. This one was blue. A long, old-fashioned dress.”

      His companion gasps. “Oh, my God, you saw her!”

      “Saw who?”

      “The ghost of the moors.” The shadowy figure waves his hands. “Whooo! She’s coming to get you!” The figure starts climbing back into the beast. “Get back in the bloody car, or you’re walking home.”

      The other man returns, and the beast roars off. I watch it go . . . and then I run.

      I race back to Thorne Manor, up the stairs to that strange and empty room, where I wait to wake up.

      I do not wake up. At some point, I sleep, instead, drifting into a fitful dream of hearing my son’s cries and being unable to find him. Then I wake from that to find myself on the floor of that bedroom, in a house that is and is not Thorne Manor.

      I investigate. It is all I can do, short of sobbing in a corner, which would hardly solve anything. The house is empty. Long empty, although furnishings suggest it has not been abandoned. And those furnishings . . . the strangeness of them, like the house itself both familiar and not.

      The kitchen is filled with devices I do not recognize, cannot fathom the purpose of, mingled with ones so familiar I find myself stroking them like talismans that will carry me home. The entire house is like that—things I know and things I do not. Somehow that is worse than if it had been entirely unfamiliar. It’s like seeing a portrait of my parents that does not quite look like them, teasing me with grief and longing and frustration.

      I find water, and I find food, and I ponder my situation for a day and a night before coming to the only conclusion that makes sense. I have passed through time.

      Later, I will laugh at how long it took me to realize what would seem obvious to any modern denizen of the world. Time travel is so deeply embedded in modern storytelling that it is almost cliché. Yet I come from a world that has not yet birthed H. G. Wells and his time machine. I have read both Rip Van Winkle and A Christmas Carol, which lightly touch upon the concept of moving through time, but that is nothing like what I experience.

      And yet I have encountered the concept, in a way, which might be the only thing that keeps me from declaring I’ve gone mad.

      It happened on my honeymoon. August and I were on a ship bound for Italy. It was our second day into the voyage, and we’d only left our stateroom for food. That morning, we were stretched out naked on our bed, the sea breeze drifting through the open porthole. I remarked on how incredible it was that we could travel to Rome in a few days, and I mused on how much faster it might be for our great-grandchildren.

      “You should ask William about that,” August said, cutting an apple and handing me half. “I believe he may have secret knowledge of the future.”

      “It certainly seems like it, with his gift for investing.”

      “Not a gift at all. As I said, secret knowledge.” He slid closer and lowered his lips to my ear, as if we were not alone in our stateroom. “I believe he once knew a girl from the future.”

      I sputtered a laugh. “The future?”

      He rolled onto his back. “The summer we were fifteen, he became incredibly, irritatingly distracted, with scarcely any time at all for me.”

      “No time for you? Or your youthful shenanigans?”

      “Shenanigans? True, I was a bit of a rascal, getting myself into this bind and that.”

      “Bind,” I murmured. “Now that is a word I have never heard used to refer to a lady’s private parts.”

      He choked on a bite of apple, sputtering as he coughed it out. He waggled a finger at me. “I was a very proper young man, Rosie, who saved himself for his marriage bed.”

      That had me laughing hard enough that someone rapped on our door to be sure we were all right. August assured him we were.

      “So William shunned your company,” I said. “That summer you were busy falling into binds, and he did not wish to join you.”

      August shook his head. “I will not rise to your bait, only saying that your opinion of my youth is very wicked. Not inaccurate, but still wicked. So William spurned me, and being mildly jealous—”

      I cleared my throat.

      He gave me a look. “All right. Very jealous. A man must have one flaw, and that is mine.”

      “One flaw?”

      “Others have more. I have but one.” He coughed to cover my laugh. “And so, to resume my tale, I became jealous and resolved to learn the reason for his distraction. It was a girl.”

      I gasped. “Truly? A young man distracted by a young woman. What a twist in the tale!”

      He rapped my bare bottom with one finger. “You mock, but William was not me, and I had never seen him display more than mild interest in the fairer sex. Yet there he was, enthralled by a secret love. Even more remarkable was the girl herself, who dressed and spoke in the oddest way.”

      “Because she was”—I gripped his arm, my eyes mock wide—“from the future!”

      “Well, no, at first, I thought she might be French. Or American. Or perhaps some fae creature from his beloved moors. After that summer, William fell into the darkest brood, and I realized the affair had come to an unhappy end, and I resolved not to tease him about his mysterious buxom brunette. Then, years later, when his mother passed and he realized the family coffers were near to empty, he began making the maddest gambles, investing in newfangled ideas that seemed destined to failure.”

      “Yet they succeeded, and thus he filled the family coffers to overflowing. And somehow that is proof that this girl was from the future . . . ?”

      “She gave him information on the future. On inventions yet to come.”

      “So William Thorne fell madly in love with a girl from the future, who broke his heart but shared secret knowledge of her advanced culture.” I peered at him. “Are you sure she wasn’t French?”

      He laughed and pulled me to him for a kiss. And that was the end of the conversation as we resumed our honeymoon and promptly forgot everything else.

      I still do not leap on August’s speculations as the obvious answer. Yet there is another aspect to the tale that forces me to consider it.

      August hadn’t merely raised the possibility of traveling through time as a hypothetical fancy. He’d been talking about William Thorne, who’d met a strange girl at Thorne Manor, a girl with odd dress and odd speech, whom William kept hidden, a girl August believed came through time.

      A girl who came through time at Thorne Manor. Where I opened a box and tumbled into the dusty and abandoned bedroom of a girl.

      It is then that I remember the kitten. I return to the bedroom and, in the light of day, clearly see tiny feline tracks on the dusty floor. Tracks that lead to the foot of the bed and disappear.

      A kitten from the future, who somehow passed through time and found herself trapped in a box that doesn’t exist in her world. She cries for help, and I come running, only to pass through time in the other direction.

      That is both perfectly sensible and perfectly ridiculous. Yet if time travel exists perhaps it is like yeast, an inexplicable but proven chemical reaction. Add yeast to the right ingredients, mix in the right environment, and you can make dough magically rise. Add a portal to a house, mix in the right circumstances, and you can blink through time.

      Someone in the distant past discovered that yeast makes dough rise. For centuries before that, people ate unleavened bread. Was it not possible that I had made a discovery of my own? One made before me by a girl who met a boy from another time, loved him and then disappeared back to her own realm?

      The solution then is obvious. Recreate the circumstances and return to my husband and child.

      I plant myself in that spot, matching my dust-cleared footprints exactly. And there I stand through four hourly chimes of the clock below.

      I had arrived shortly before the grandfather clock struck three in the morning. Perhaps timing is the key then. That night, I stand on that spot from one until five. I repeat this every night for a week. Then I think perhaps the moon matters, and I wait for it to be in the same portion of the cycle and try again.

      I wear the same dress. I position myself as if opening an invisible box. I arrange my features in some semblance of surprise, as if seeing a kitten. Nothing works.

      For six weeks, I try to get home. When I need food, I forage or raid village gardens at night. Days and weeks come and go, and I stay. I stay in an empty house, crying myself to sleep, dreaming of my husband and child, becoming a mere ghost of myself.

      I stay, and the kitten does not return, and when six weeks have passed, I begin to understand what that means.

      I am here, and I am not going back.

      That leaves me two choices. Fade away with wanting, drifting into madness as I haunt this empty house. Or make a life for myself here. Make a life while never giving up hope, while never stopping my efforts to return to my family.

      I stay until the second change of the moon brings me no closer to home. Then I dry my tears and walk out of Thorne Manor.
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      I might not be the writer in the family, but I could pen an entire novel on my first year in the twenty-first century. It would be an adventure, a mystery, a tragedy and a farce, and at times, a tale of horror.

      In a terrible way, it is my parents’ untimely passing that allows me to survive in this new world. We may have had little money, but our parents made sure their daughters wanted for nothing. Our mother educated us. Our father hired tutors when we had the extra funds. I was given free rein in the kitchen, even when I ruined a small fortune in ingredients, testing new recipes.

      We were spoiled in other ways, too. Relatives breathed a sigh of relief when I neared marriageable age. Here, clearly, lay the solution to my parents’ financial woes. I might be an odd girl, but smitten young men already penned odes to my fragile beauty. I could be married off soon and married off well to a wealthy bridegroom who would extend his generosity to my sisters and help them make equally good matches.

      A sensible plan. But if my parents had been sensible people, their daughters would not have been dowryless. My parents were not fools. Nor were they spendthrifts. They were something even less acceptable in society. They were romantics.

      My father was the second son of a baronet, whose only chance at a gentleman’s life had been to make either a good marriage or a good career. Instead, he became a physician and married his mentor’s daughter. While he was an excellent doctor, he shared his wife’s charitable heart and—like her father—insisted on charging patients according to what they could afford. We were far from penniless, but my sisters and I were often the only girls at a party wearing last year’s fashions. Worse, we weren’t the least bit ashamed of it.

      My parents married for love and found wedded bliss, and so that would be my dowry: the freedom to marry the man of my choice. And I had been in absolutely no rush to do so.

      Had they lived until I wed, I’d have gone straight from their home to my husband’s, never needing to worry about the myriad concerns that come with independent life. If I’d been that girl, I doubt I’d have survived my first year in the twenty-first century. Instead, I’d lost them when I was nineteen, alone and unwed, with two younger sisters to care for.

      Even with that experience, in this new world, I am like a baby taking her first steps, putting each foot down with care and deliberation, constantly assessing and analyzing her environment. Oh, I suppose there are babies who fearlessly rush into ambulation, accepting the bumps and bruises as an intrinsic part of the process; I was not that child, and I am not that adult. I consider, consider and then consider some more.

      That first year is an excruciatingly slow process of learning about my new world. I raid gardens for months while I determine the best and safest way to gain employment. I live in sheds for months more until I have the money and knowledge to rent a room. Others would move faster, but my careful deliberation allows an easy transition. I do not make mistakes that mark me an outsider. Mistakes that might have landed me in a psychiatric ward.

      I assimilate. That is the word used for newcomers to a land, and that is what I do. Slow and careful assimilation, all the while telling myself it is temporary.

      I return to Thorne Manor every month, matching the moon cycle. With each failure, I fortify my defenses against despair until the day I arrive to find the house occupied. Seeing that, something in me breaks. The change is not unexpected—I noticed a caretaker had been preparing the house in the last month. It is not even an unmovable obstacle—the new owner doesn’t change the locks, and I had a key copied from one found in a kitchen drawer. Yet as the house moves into her new phase of life, it draws back the shroud on a mirror I’ve kept carefully covered, refusing to acknowledge the reality reflected there. The reality that I am not moving forward in my own life. That two years have passed, and I am no closer to home than I was that first night.

      That mirror also shows a woman two years older. A mother with a son who will now be three years old. A wife with a husband who . . .

      I’ve tried so hard not to finish that sentence. Not to wonder what August thinks happened to me. I tell myself that perhaps time is frozen in their world, and when I return, it will still be that same night. My years away will have been an adventure during which I grew and learned so much. I will return no longer the young bride, cowed and confused by August’s jealousy, but a twenty-first-century woman with the skills and the confidence to correct the problem. To save my marriage without losing myself in the process.

      A glorious fantasy. The reality? The reality is that my gut tells me time has not stopped in that world. My infant son is a young boy now and almost certainly has no memory of me. My husband will have thought I ran away, abandoned him, his worst fears come true.

      I’ve refused to face these things because they loose a wild, gnashing, all-consuming terror inside me. I’ve been forgotten by my son, reviled and hated by my husband, and there is naught I can do about it.

      Has August moved on? Found a new wife for himself and a mother for Edmund? The thought ignites outrage. His wife is alive. Edmund’s mother is alive. Yet when I consider it in the cold dark of night, I must face an equally cold and dark truth. I almost hope August has moved on. For his sake. For Edmund’s.

      I do not want them to mourn me forever. I do not want that place in their life vacant forever. If I cannot return home, I want August to have found a woman who makes him happier than I did, a woman who can silence his demons, a woman who will love my son as her own.

      And where does that leave me? Does the woman in the mirror stay frozen forever, aging but unmoving? Subsisting and existing but never truly living? Alone and lonely, the exact fate I would never wish on August?

      Is it time for me to move on? More than a year will pass before I’m ready to answer that question.
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      It is year four. My son has just turned five. My husband will turn forty soon. I myself have celebrated my thirty-first birthday. Time passes, and I stay still, and I am, in this very moment, facing that as I’ve never faced it before. I stand in my bakery, looking at a man who could be part of my future.

      He could or he could not, and either seems equally likely. I do not know him that well. We may realize we are not compatible. Yet it isn’t about this man so much as it is about taking this step.

      Eight words. “Would you like to go for tea later?” Even if nothing comes of it, by speaking the words, I am acknowledging that I may never return to August and Edmund.

      The man—Noah—has no idea what I’m contemplating. He’s pretending to choose two macarons. For over a month now, at precisely one o’clock each afternoon, Noah stops to pick up macarons for his afternoon tea. I’m not even sure whether he eats them. The first time, when he’d come wanting sweets for his mother, he’d declared he wasn’t much for pastries himself. That, apparently, was before he tried my macarons.

      They’re decent macarons. Not my finest pastries. The delicate almond cookies sandwiched with ganache are currently in vogue, and I do them well enough. My minuscule bakery in the Shambles has won awards for my cannelés and my jam tartlets, but the tourists want macarons, and apparently, so does Noah. He’s just never certain what flavor he wants on that day, which is an excuse to linger and chat with me, and I am fine with that because he is an excellent conversationalist.

      Do his visits remind me of August’s wooing? Of how my husband wandered into my shop looking for a gift—for a lover, of course—and left nearly an hour later with a basket of pastries, none for his lover? Do I compare and contrast August’s visits with Noah’s and find the latter lacking? Excellent conversation, to be sure, but bereft of the charm, the spirit and the sheer overwhelming Augustness of August that finally won me over.

      It is not the same. Nor do I want it to be. I look at Noah, a handsome divorced thirty-five-year-old with a steady office job and a good flat and a kind manner, and I know that if I’m to take this step, he is an excellent man to take it with. He is safe.

      I will not say he is boring. I will not. On a scale of one to ten, with one being deathly dull, Noah rates a perfectly respectable seven. It’s not his fault that August was a twelve, and really, if I’m being clear eyed with myself, honestly remembering the tumult and heartache of our last year together, perhaps I would, in the long run, be happier with a seven. Just as August, if he has found new love, has hopefully found someone more conventional, able to placate his jealousy in a way I could not.

      Noah leans over the counter, dark hair tumbling forward as he peers through the glass at the jewel-toned cookies below. “They’re all too good, Rosie. That’s the problem.”

      “I should suggest one of each, but I’m a terrible salesperson.”

      He smiles. “And as much as my stomach would love that, my waistline would not. You need to start offering only two types a day, so I don’t need to choose.”

      “Is that what you’d like?” I say. “Grab two and be on your way?”

      Rosalind Courtenay, are you flirting?

      Yes, I am, and when Noah lifts his eyes to meet my dancing ones, his cheeks color. “No, I suppose that isn’t what I’d like at all.”

      I wait for him to say more. He won’t. His gaze slips to the wedding band on my finger, and that is enough. He knows I claim widowhood, but as long as I wear that ring, he is respectful of my grief. If a step is to be made, I’m the one who must make it.

      We speak instead of local politics and an upcoming festival where I will have a booth. I’m debating what to sell—in addition to macarons, of course—and I ask his advice, and we chat until a queue forms and my shop girl—ahem, sales associate—cuts me a look that politely begs for help. Noah sees it and chooses swiftly, as considerate as ever.

      He’s barely out the door when I make my decision. I will ask him to tea. Today. Now.

      I serve one quick customer and then apologize to my assistant and promise to be quick. Apron off, I’m out the back door, ducking down the narrow alley to intercept him.

      He’s moving fast, his tall and lanky frame expertly weaving through tourists milling through the Shambles. Tourists. I owe them my success. As lauded as my pastries might be, it’s my key location and those tourists themselves who allow me to pay the rent on both my tiny shop and flat. And yet, well, I’d be lying if I didn’t admit there were times when I cursed them, muttering that the lack of tourist hordes was one thing definitely better about the nineteenth century.

      With his height and his sharp suit, Noah easily cuts through the crowds. I’m a five-foot-tall, slight-figured blonde in a sundress. No one moves for me. No one even notices me. Well, yes, some men do, sadly, but not to move out of my way.

      I’m weaving through the crowd when a child’s screech catches my attention. Children—particularly young ones and particularly happy ones—always have that effect on me. I’m like a pointer hearing a game bird. I stop whatever I’m doing as if that joyous cry might somehow come from my son.

      This time, it’s not even a boy. It’s a girl of perhaps eighteen months. She’s spotted a bright-colored toy in a shop window and nearly launched herself out of her father’s arms, reaching for it. That makes me smile, even as a pang shoots through me.

      I’m about to turn away when the father’s voice cuts through the surrounding burble of tourist chatter.

      “Yes, yes, Amelia, that is a toy. A lovely toy, and we shall return for all the required closer examinations once your mother has shown me this magical bakery, which is apparently, even more magical than all the other bakeries she adores.”

      The first thing to catch my ear is the name. Amelia. I’ve always liked that name. Then I notice the man’s tone. It’s oddly formal . . . and yet not. Almost a mockery of the speech of my own world, like an actor well-versed in older language, using it to humorous effect. Both of these, however, would not hold my attention if it were not for one more thing.

      That voice.

      I know that voice, and on hearing it, I turn slowly, my lips parting in a whispered, “William?”

      While he’s facing the toy shop, his figure matches that of William Thorne. Dressed as I never saw Lord Thorne dressed, of course—in a casual shirt and trousers, with a zebra-striped baby bag over his shoulder—but he’s tall and broad shouldered with dark hair that curls at his neck nape. And the woman beside him, angled sideways from me?

      I remember August’s words from that night in our stateroom.

      I resolved not to tease him about his mysterious buxom brunette.

      The woman with William is tall with chestnut-brown curls and a full figure. She’s also pregnant, and though I can’t see her face, her figure nudges at my mind. I’m chasing that nudge when she smacks her husband on the arm.

      “If you’re going to mock my love of bakeries, William, perhaps you shouldn't bring treats to the flat every evening.”

      “Mock? Did I mock? Never. I happily indulge your passion for pastries. I simply wish that if you were to discover the most magical of all magical bakeries, it could be located somewhere other than this.”

      He turns to look meaningfully along the narrow cobbled road with its cutesy shops and gaggles of tourists. I have to smile as he shudders. His companion rolls her eyes, her response swallowed by passing college students in Harry Potter robes, shouting, “Expelliarmus!”

      It is only then, as the students pass, that I realize William has turned. That I see his face, and that it is, beyond any doubt, his face. And the woman with him is his “girl” from the future.

      The latter might seem wild conjecture. After all, buxom brunette is hardly an uncommon descriptor. Yet I see her face now, and I am, for a moment, back in twenty-first-century Thorne Manor.

      I might have lived there for two months, but I’d never paid much attention to the house itself. I’d paid particularly little attention to the objects that make a house a home. The books on the shelves, the photos on the walls, the papers on the desk. Those were all reminders that I was trespassing on another’s property, invading another’s most private place. Yet when I see the woman’s face, I cannot deny that I’ve seen it before. An old photo at Thorne Manor, one of a young girl with her parents, all of them in modern dress.

      This woman was once a girl with a connection to Thorne Manor. A relative of those who owned it in the present. That was how she met William, how she’d passed through time to spend a teenage summer with him.

      More than that, I know her. Not the girl, but the woman. I see her face in full, and recognition strikes like lightning. She has come to my shop thrice in the past week. We’ve spoken on the last two occasions, but even on that first one, I’d noticed her.

      I can picture her, standing in my shop, eyeing the pastry display, her daughter on one hip. I noticed her, not because she was beautiful or unusual. I noticed her because she was happy. A mother perhaps nearly a decade older than me with a baby on one hip and another in her belly. A mother glowing with contentment and joy. I saw her, and I’d retreated into the back. As I did, our eyes met, and hers widened, and I’d thought it was because she realized I was backing away.

      When she came two days later, I made a point of serving her, shamed by my first reaction. She’d asked questions in an accent I’d mistaken for American. As we talked, I learned she was a history professor from Toronto, married to an Englishman. They had a summer house in North Yorkshire, but her husband was in York for a horse show, and they were spending the week at a holiday flat.

      When she’d come by yesterday, I’d found myself smiling, happy for the excuse to chat. I even offered her my card and said the shop shipped throughout Yorkshire. We don’t ship anywhere, actually, but I’d felt the urge to reach out. I’ve come to realize I’ve omitted one very important part of a satisfying life: companionship. So I was seeking that, whether with this woman or with Noah. Baby steps toward a fuller life.

      Now, seeing the woman with William, I know exactly why her eyes had widened that first day. Why she’d returned twice more and made a point of talking to me.

      She knows who I am.

      She has seen a portrait or photograph of me in my world. Her husband was August’s best friend. She would know his wife had vanished, and she might even know my former profession. One day, she walks into a bakery in York, and who does she see? She cannot believe her eyes, quite literally, and so she comes twice more, striking up conversations as she continues her assessment. When she has decided I am indeed Rosalind Courtenay, she brings William to confirm.

      I watch them. Her face is turned up to William’s, his own countenance as joy-bright as hers. Tears spring to my eyes. I could not be happier for him. He is a dear friend and a good man, yet there has always been a shadow in him. Now it is lifted, and he glows with its leaving, and I want to run to him and throw my arms around his neck.

      William. Dearest William. It is I. Rosalind.

      Yet my feet do not move. I only stare, and that moment of joy on seeing him freezes in my gut as one tear trickles down my cheek.

      William.

      I want to run to you. Throw myself at you. Beg you and your lovely new wife for help. You are here, in my world, and you can take me home.

      Tell me you can take me home.

      What if you cannot? What if you are trapped here, too? Only for you, it would be a blessing. You have your wife. You have your daughter and another child on the way. You have your home and even your beloved horses. You will miss August dreadfully, but otherwise, there would be nothing tying you to that other world.

      Even if William and his wife can move freely between worlds, that does not mean they can take me back. What would we do then? Have William return to tell August that I’m trapped forever in the future?

      As I watch, William and his wife continue toward my bakery, and my feet remain rooted to the cobblestones. They are nearly past the alley when William half turns, frowning. My breath catches, but his gaze only slides across the shadows before he continues on.

      I wait until they are gone, and then I run. It is time to go back to Thorne Manor. Back to that spot that brought me here, in the hope—the wild hope—that seeing William means I can finally return home.
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