
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			The Room at the Top of the Stairs

			A Secrets of Redemption Novel



	

Books by Michele Pariza Wacek

			MPWnovels.com/books

			Secrets of Redemption series:

			It Began With a Lie (Book 1)

			This Happened to Jessica (Book 2)

			The Evil That Was Done (Book 3)

			The Summoning (Book 4)

			The Reckoning (Book 5)

			The Girl Who Wasn’t There (Book 6)

			The Room at the Top of the Stairs (Book 7)

			The Search (Book 8)

			The Secret Diary of Helen Blackstone (free novella)

			Charlie Kingsley Mystery series:

			A Grave Error (free prequel novella)

			The Murder Before Christmas (Book 1)

			Ice Cold Murder (Book 2)

			Murder Next Door (Book 3)

			Murder Among Friends (Book 4)

			The Murder of Sleepy Hollow (Book 5)

			Red Hot Murder (Book 6)

			A Wedding to Murder For (novella)

			Loch Ness Murder (novella)

			Stand-a-lone books:

			Today I’ll See Her (novella)

			The Taking

			The Third Nanny

			Mirror Image

			The Stolen Twin

			



	

The Room at the Top of the Stairs

			A Secrets of Redemption Novel 

			by Michele Pariza Wacek



	

The Room at the Top of the Stairs Copyright © 2023
by Michele Pariza Wacek.

			All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any manner or by any means, electronically or mechanically, including photocopying, recording, retrieval system, without prior written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in a review. For more information, contact Michele Pariza Wacek,
PO Box 10430 Prescott, AZ 86304. 
info@LoveBasedPublishing.com.

			ISBN 978-1-945363-81-8

			.

			.

			



	

For my family, for always believing in me.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			I slapped at a mosquito on my neck as I trudged along the muddy wooded path. It had rained the night before, forcing me to pick my way around the sodden leaves and rocks. The air was thick with the odor of wet bark and damp decay.

			The day was hot and humid, which wasn’t unheard of in Wisconsin in July, but it would have made my normal five-mile circuit through the various surrounding neighborhoods very uncomfortable. Canceling my walk wasn’t an option, so I went with the next best thing—a hike near the lake where the trees overhead would at least offer some relief from the sun. It did nothing for the humidity, though, as my frizzy hair could attest. I was covered with sweat, my tee shirt and jean shorts sticking uncomfortably to my skin.

			I was never much of a hiker. Actually, I was never even much of a walker. Growing up in New York City, I took a lot of taxis or rented cars. If I wanted exercise, I went to the gym.

			Since moving to Redemption, Wisconsin, a year ago, I no longer needed the gym. Cleaning the large, rambling house I lived in and caring for the massive garden in my backyard required quite a significant amount of energy and physical exertion. It was more than enough to keep me active.

			It wasn’t until this summer that everything changed. I could even pinpoint the exact moment it happened—the day Penny died. That was the day that turned my life upside down, even though I hadn’t realized it at the time. In retrospect, though, I could see how Penny’s death was the catalyst for everything that turned my life to crap: from Wendy and Jill and Zane and the 1888ers and Eleanor to the Church of the Forgotten and all the rest of it.

			So now, I walked.

			Unlike gardening and cleaning, walking allowed me to escape. And that’s all I wanted to do. Escape my house. My relationships. My life. All of it.

			At first, I tried spending more and more time in the garden, thinking it would at least get me out of the house and away from everyone. Gardening had always grounded me, too. Spending time with my hands in the rich dirt and focusing on helping things grow was therapeutic. But then, my roommate, Mia, started setting up her computer in the backyard on the little outdoor table. She said she just wanted to get some fresh air. Between her job at Aunt May’s and her online college classes, she was spending way too much time indoors.

			If this had happened before Penny died, I would have welcomed her company. We could have chatted and laughed for hours. I would have made a fresh pitcher of lemonade each morning, and we would have spent the day drinking and enjoying conversation. It would have been wonderful.

			Instead, it was more stressful than if I’d just stayed inside and cleaned.  

			 Mia and I rarely talked anymore. Our conversations mainly consisted of her asking me a lot of questions, especially around how I was feeling or sleeping, or if I had seen anything strange around the house. And if she wasn’t asking me questions, she seemed to just watch me … something she spent a lot of time doing when we were outside. Pretty much every time I stood up to take a break from weeding, I would see her eyes on me. Sometimes, she would quickly duck her head down, as if pretending not to, which just made what she was doing even more obvious.

			If I questioned her about it, she would tell me I was being silly. Or paranoid. One time, she asked me who else I thought was watching me when I was in the garden.

			I knew she still didn’t believe me. About any of it.

			The girl in the woods. That Jill was real and had been kidnapped. What I had heard in the Church of the Forgotten’s barn. She didn’t think any of it was real. 

			Now, to her credit, it wasn’t like she believed I was lying about it or trying to manipulate anyone. At best, she thought I had been mistaken, or had misinterpreted what I had seen and heard. 

			At worst, she thought my mind was leading me down a dark path again. Hence, why she kept such a close eye on me.

			Even though I knew she had my best interest at heart and was doing everything out of love, it didn’t suppress my anger … or the constant stream of thoughts reiterating that as my friend, she should have believed me. She should have listened to me. She should have been on my side.

			That was when I decided to take up walking. When I was walking, I didn’t have to be reminded of how little she trusted me. 

			The only problem with walking was it gave me too much time to stew in my own thoughts. I bought a pair of ear buds so I could listen to music and podcasts, which helped some, but not enough. Too often, I still found myself getting sucked down into a pit of resentment and depression. 

			I knew it wasn’t healthy. I knew it was at the crux of my over-drinking, where I teetered precariously on the edge of alcoholism. And I knew if I wanted to save my relationship with Mia, I had to figure out how to let go of all the negative emotions and move on.

			I just wasn’t sure how to do it.

			Especially since it wasn’t just Mia I was struggling with. I hadn’t even begun to sift through the rubble that was once my relationship with Daniel.

			Oh, we were still dating. Technically, anyway. Neither one of us had talked about breaking up or seeing other people or anything like that.

			But I knew he was just like Mia, in that he didn’t believe me either. Worse, he blamed me for getting reprimanded at his job.

			Part of me understood—after what I told him, not finding anything in the barn would have been a huge professional embarrassment. I continuously kicked myself for not getting out of the barn before Eleanor found me. I was sure that was what had tipped her off, and if there had been anything there, she surely moved it. 

			That was definitely my fault. I should have handled it better.

			But just because I had screwed up didn’t mean I was wrong about Eleanor or the barn. She was just a step or two ahead of me. Daniel should have trusted me and believed in me enough to keep at it … to do what he could to search the farm and uncover their secrets.

			Instead, he blamed me for causing trouble and refused to investigate further. 

			And that betrayal cut even deeper than Mia’s.

			A branch slapped me across the face, jolting me out of my thoughts and back into the present. I paused to wipe the sweat off the back of my neck before fumbling for my water bottle. What I really wanted was a glass of wine, but it was too early for that. Instead, I drank the water, which was warm and unsatisfying, before continuing on the path.

			I knew a conversation with Daniel was in order one of these days, just like I knew I was either going to have to have a conversation with Mia or just let it go. And it needed to do it sooner rather than later, as the longer I let it all drag on, the more my resentment grew. 

			Still, I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. At first, I had simply waited, hoping a little time would soften the sharp edges of my emotions, but the opposite seemed to be happening. It felt like it was getting worse and worse, and if I wasn’t careful, it was going to turn into a serious problem. 

			I slapped at another mosquito on my bare arm and considered seeing a therapist after all. I sure wasn’t making headway on my own. Plus, it would certainly make Daniel and Mia happier, though that wasn’t exactly my top concern. But maybe, if they saw that I was listening to them and taking their advice, they might start taking me more seriously, as well.

			I mopped the sweat off my forehead again. The path had been on an incline for a while, and even though it was gradual, I was breathing hard, and the muscles in my calves were beginning to burn. I considered turning around, but almost immediately decided against it. The pain in my legs gave me something else to focus on, especially since I wasn’t listening to anything. I had tried a podcast, but turned it off almost immediately. I had found it grating, and just couldn’t stomach listening to the happy banter. Admittedly, I was also uncomfortable walking through the woods without being able to hear. Even though I knew the chances of being attacked by a wild animal were low, it WAS Redemption, after all. There was no shortage of stories about strange things in the woods, especially near the lake. It just seemed prudent to keep all my senses on high alert for anything suspicious.

			The path took a sharp turn to the right, and suddenly, I collided with a huge piece of paper and something hard and unyielding on the other side of it.  

			“What the …” I said as I heard it crinkle and tear, along with a discernable “oof.” 

			The map and I both fell backward, and I let out a yelp as I landed on a sharp rock. “Ow.”

			A man was sprawled out on the ground and blinking owlishly at me. He looked like he was about my age, early thirties, with sandy brown hair and gray eyes. He wore a pair of beige cargo shorts and a white tee shirt with a streak of mud across it. “Hey,” he said, sounding slightly irritated. “You walked right into me!”

			“You walked into me,” I said crossly, rubbing my bottom. “You were the one staring so hard at that map that you forgot to look where you were going.”

			He glanced down at the crumpled paper on the ground. “I’m not sure how that happened. It was only a moment.”

			“A moment is all it takes,” I threw back, checking my legs for injuries. My tailbone at least seemed unaffected, so that was a relief.

			He turned his attention away from the map and toward me. “Are you okay?”

			“I think I’ll live,” I answered, struggling to get to my feet. “What about you?”

			“It startled me more than anything,” the man said, quickly hopping up to lend me a hand.

			“Thanks,” I said, allowing him to help me up. My butt was sore, and I could practically feel the bruise forming, but otherwise, I was fine.

			“I’m Aiden,” he said.

			“Becca.” Now that I was closer to him, I noticed he was better looking than I had realized. His nose was crooked, like it had been broken at one point, and one eyebrow was longer than the other, but those flaws only added to his charm.

			He flashed me a quick grin that made my breath stop. “I guess I owe you an apology.”

			“It’s not necessary,” I said. “I think it was just bad timing. We both hit that curve in the path at the same time.”

			He leaned over to look behind me. “You may be right, but still, I should have been looking where I was going and not at my map.” He reached down to pick it up, shaking his head at the tear on one side.

			“Are you lost?” I asked. Not that I would be of much help; I had a horrid sense of direction. Still, I was willing to try.

			He was looking down as he carefully folded the map. “No, I’m looking for something.”

			“Looking for something?” I glanced around at the woods surrounding us, wondering what he could possibly be looking for. “What, like for the lake?”

			He looked up at me and gave me a sheepish smile. “No. Nothing like that. It’s … well, it’s hard to explain. I probably should go … let you continue with your hike, as well.” He started backing away from me, like he suddenly couldn’t wait to get away.

			“Yeah, I probably should get going myself.” While that was true, as I definitely wanted to make sure I was home before it started to get dark (not to mention in plenty of time for my pre-dinner cocktail or two), it also wouldn’t have been that big of a deal to spend a few more minutes chatting with Aiden or helping him find whatever he had lost. But something had shifted with him, and his relaxed, borderline flirtatious manner had disappeared. Now, he seemed almost nervous. 

			“Nice meeting you, Becca,” he said, continuing to move away from me. “And sorry again.”

			“No problem,” I said. Aiden waved one more time before turning and disappearing around the corner. I stood motionless for a moment, taking a few moments to collect myself before continuing down the path.

			Some people are just weird, I told myself. And I had enough on my plate without taking on yet another stranger’s issues. It’s not like that ever went all that well for me, after all.

			The hike was getting more difficult as the path continued its upward ascent, so most of my focus was on putting one foot in front of the other. My legs were burning, and sweat was dripping into my eyes. Flies and mosquitos swarmed around me, and I paused to wipe my brow. Again, I considered turning back. It wasn’t like there was any reason I had to finish the hike. Why couldn’t I turn around now and go sit in a nice, air-conditioned booth at Aunt May’s Diner and enjoy a cool iced tea? Maybe a nice, air-conditioned booth at the Tipsy Cow with a cold glass of chardonnay would be even better.

			Just then, I saw a flash from the corner of my eye. I turned to get a better look, but there was nothing there. Just my imagination playing tricks on me, I thought as I reached for my water bottle and went back to mulling whether I should continue or turn around. But then I saw it again—red and gold, almost like … fire?

			No, it couldn’t be. I squinted through the trees, trying to find it again. The woods were way too wet for there to be a fire. Plus, Wisconsin didn’t have a lot of trouble with forest fires to begin with. It certainly wasn’t like out west.

			I saw it again, just a quick glint, like something shiny had caught the reflection of the sun. I took a step forward, peering to see what it was. Was there something hanging from the tree? Like a … medal, or something? 

			I took another few steps forward, ducking under branches and trying to get a better look. I didn’t want to get too far away from the path, for fear of getting turned around and unable to find it again, but I was also really curious as to what seemed to be hanging from the tree. Could it have anything to do with whatever Aiden was looking for? And if it did, how could it have gotten so far off the beaten path? Was that why his nose had been buried in a map?

			I continued slogging through the woods in a straight line, keeping my eyes on the tree while simultaneously protecting them from the branches in my path. I wasn’t sure why I felt so compelled to find whatever it was on the tree. It wasn’t like I knew how to get in touch with Aiden even if I found something interesting that may or may not even be his. But that didn’t stop me from soldiering on.

			Suddenly, my foot slid away, and to my horror, I realized I was on the edge of a steep hill. All the rain had turned the dirt to mud, and it was now slippery and soft. I threw my weight backward as I tried to grab at the branches I was busily pushing away just a moment before. However, they snapped in my hands, and at that moment, the ground gave way beneath me, and I was sliding, tumbling, falling down the hill, dislodging rocks and logs as I went.

			I had almost hit the bottom when my body skidded to a halt. I sat there, stunned and blinking, for a few moments before examining myself for damage. My butt really hurt, but that made sense, considering the bruise from earlier. My legs were sore, too, but that could have been from hiking. I was also covered with mud. 

			Gingerly, I stood up, bracing myself against a small tree. Testing both legs, nothing appeared broken or sprained, although the back of my thigh burned like a bad road rash. Trying to clean all the mud and little rocks out of that kind of wound would be painful, and I winced just thinking about it. 

			Well, all in all, I figured I was pretty lucky to be in one piece. I brushed my hands across my jean shorts, now caked in mud. I wondered if they were even salvageable, or if I was going to have to throw them away. Finally, I paused to look around.

			I had slid into some sort of ravine. It wasn’t very big, but it was deep, especially with the recent rain. The putrid odors of rot and decay were even stronger, and my nose wrinkled in disgust. Water had pooled at the bottom, and I could see a variety of animal prints in the surrounding mud. 

			Well, if the animals were able to get in and out, then I could, too. I was just going to have to figure out the easiest path. I turned around to scan the direction from which I had come, thinking it likely easiest to find my way back to the path once I got out. And that’s when I spotted it … something poking out of the mud. It was so dirty I had a hard time figuring out what it was. I moved closer, to make it out.

			I froze.

			It was a human skull.


		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			I screamed and hurled myself backward, landing for the third time on my poor, bruised rear end. But this time, I didn’t even feel it; I was too panicked by what was right in front of me.

			I had fallen into a ravine. With a body. 

			Where had it come from? 

			Had someone killed him or her?

			I was starting to hyperventilate as I scrambled with the pack attached to my waist. The zipper was caked with mud, so it took me a bit before I could slide it open enough to feel around for my phone.

			“Hey! Is anyone down there? I heard a scream,” a male voice called out from the path. 

			Without thinking, I immediately yelled back. “Yes, you need to call for help! There’s a body down here.”

			“What? A body?” Next came loud thrashing sounds and muttered curse words, seeming to indicate the trees were winning the battle. 

			“Be careful,” I yelled. “The ground isn’t stable. That’s how I fell in.”

			Another muttered curse. “Ouch. You fell in? What did you fall into?”

			“I’m not sure, but there’s a body here, and you really ought to call …” my voice trailed off as it suddenly hit me what I had done. 

			I let a man, a stranger, know I had found a body. 

			How did I know he wasn’t responsible for putting that body where it was?

			I struggled to my feet as quickly as I could and started backing away, immediately stepping into the pool of water. It soaked through my hiking boots as I sloshed backward, trying to get as far away as possible from whoever was at the top of the ravine.

			Near the top, a clump of trees and underbrush were shaking wildly, and then, a face popped through. It was Aiden.

			He stared at me. “Becca? Is that you? What happened? You’re covered in mud.”

			“Don’t come any closer,” I shouted as I stumbled into the water, nearly falling again.

			He looked at me in confusion. “But … don’t you want help getting out?”

			“Stay away,” I shrieked. “I can get myself out.”

			He held his hands up, taking a step backward. “Okay. Okay. I won’t help. So, there isn’t a body?”

			“No, there’s no body. Just go away.” I had no idea how I was going to get myself out, or whether I would even have service down in the hole, but I also knew I didn’t want him anywhere near me. What if what he had been looking for was the body? I went both hot and cold.

			“What’s that, then?” He pointed at the skull sticking out of the ground.

			Oh crap. My stomach tightened into a knot, and I was a little afraid I might be sick. I had been hoping he couldn’t see it from where he was. “It’s probably a rock or something.”

			He stared at me in bewilderment. “A rock? That looks like a skull …”

			“Well, if it is, it’s probably an animal.”

			“Really? What kind of animal has a skull like that?”

			“Well, I don’t know. Maybe a bear.”

			“A bear.” He was staring at me like I had lost my mind. “Do you know what a bear looks like?”

			“How should I know what kind of animal has a skull like that?” I yelled, feeling on the edge of hysteria. Why couldn’t he just go away? I had to call Daniel. “I’m not a biologist.”

			“Or a fashion designer.”

			Now it was my turn to stare at him in bewilderment. “Fashion designer? What are you talking about?”

			“Well, whatever animal it is, it also has what appears to be a keen sense of fashion, considering the clothes it’s wearing.”

			“Clothes?” Was this conversation for real? Was I awake, or trapped in some sort of weird nightmare? “How do you know if it’s wearing clothes or not?”

			He waved his hand in the general direction of the body. “I can see it. It looks like some sort of blue shirt. There also appears to be some long strands of hair, too.”

			How could he see all of that? Granted, he was standing at a different angle; I was more or less in front of and below the body, whereas he was behind and above it. But his description still seemed overly detailed. “You can really see all of that?”

			He let out an exasperated sigh, loud enough for me to hear. “Yes. I know it’s a human body. Just like I know that YOU know, because I heard you yelling about it. Why are you being so difficult? I’m trying to help.”

			“Help?” I took a step backward, still sloshing in the water. My feet were soaked through, although the heat of the day made it less uncomfortable than it could have been. I reached back into my pack to dig for my phone. “For all I know, you’re the reason for that body being here.”

			His eyes went wide. “What? Is that what you think? That I killed that ... whoever that person is?”

			My fingers brushed over the cool surface of my phone. Oh, thank goodness. I was starting to worry I had lost it somewhere on the hike or when I fell. “You were coming from this direction.”

			“You think I killed that person today?” He pointed at the body. “Look at how decayed it is. You can see the skull!”

			I had finally managed to get my phone out of my pack, but I couldn’t check if I had service yet, as I didn’t want to take my eyes off of Aiden. “Well, maybe you killed whoever it is before, and today, you’re searching for the body.”

			He shot me a look. “You think I’m dumb enough to go searching for the body of someone I killed weeks, maybe even months, ago?”

			“How would I know how smart or dumb you are? I just met you.”

			He shook his head. “This is ridiculous. If I had any sense, I would walk away and leave you to get yourself out of this pit, but with that body right there, I know I’m going to be dragged into all of this later, anyway. And I don’t want to be answering questions about why I left a crime scene without reporting it.” He gave me a hard look as he raised his hand, showing me his cell phone. “I’m going to go call this in, okay? There’s no service here, so I have to go look for a signal, but once I call it in, I’ll be back. Okay?”

			My heart sank as I finally turned my attention to my own phone. No bars. Ugh. I was going to have to try to figure a way out before I would be able to contact Daniel. I was also going to have to hope Aiden said what he meant and was going to call the cops and not try to sneak back and kill me.

			“I’ll be back,” Aiden yelled as he started tromping through the woods. If it was any indication of how he normally moved, I at least didn’t have to worry about him successfully sneaking up on me.

			Unless he was faking it. Trying to get me to lower my guard, before the pounce …

			Okay, enough of that. Continuing down that road would only lead to madness and paranoia. And right now, I needed my wits about me.


		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“What on Earth happened to you?” Mia stared at me, so shocked at my appearance, she very nearly dropped the full glass of wine in her hand. “I was worried sick when you didn’t call and … are you covered in mud?”

			“It’s a long story,” I said, thoroughly exhausted. The sun was just about to set, which meant the shadows were beginning to creep into the house. 

			The whole ordeal had been even rougher than I ever could have imagined. 

			First, just getting out of the pit was a nightmare. The muddy ground would have been difficult enough, on its own. But I wasn’t just dealing with slipping and sliding—the ground was unstable and collapsed at least twice as I slogged my way up the hill. 

			Then, once I was out of the pit, I had to find a place where I could get cell phone service without ending up completely lost. The last thing I wanted to do was lose sight of the body or where the path was. It finally occurred to me to mark my path so I could find my way back. I used a combination of sticks and rocks—not ideal, I know—along with torn-off pieces of wrapper from my already-eaten granola bar and empty water bottle.

			By the time I finally found a place to text Daniel, his response was: Are you kidding me? YOU’RE the girl in the woods with the body?

			I wasn’t sure if I should be relieved or irritated. At least Aiden had done what he said he was going to and contacted the cops. But it also meant I had just wasted a lot of time and energy finding cell service.

			All things considered, it didn’t take too long for the cops to arrive. Aiden was the one who led them to the body, and we both provided brief statements, with the caveat that we would likely be questioned again later. 

			I was released first, although I think that was partly because of my sorry state. I headed down the path as quickly as I could, not wanting to talk to anyone. My only focus was on getting home and into a hot shower.

			While I made it home without incident, the shower might need to wait a bit.

			At least Mia was pouring wine, which almost made the wait for the shower worth it.  “I think you might need this more than me,” she said as she handed me her glass.

			I gratefully accepted and drank half of it while she fetched another one from the cupboard. 

			“Are you going to tell me what happened?” Her tone was casual, but I could tell from the tightness of her body that she was still thinking about how just a few weeks ago, I wasn’t sharing much with her at all about what was going on with me.

			“I’m not sure where to start,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck to relieve the itching caused by the dried mud. How on Earth had I gotten mud on the back of my neck? Suddenly, it was everywhere, flaking off from my skin and creating quite a mess. I was going to have a lot of cleaning up to do. Maybe tomorrow, I would skip all of my walking and hiking activities and just clean. 

			“Maybe at the beginning.”

			I wanted to laugh. It felt like I had started my hike a week ago, not just a few hours ago. “I was hiking in the woods and ended up falling in this … well, I’m not sure how to describe it. Sort of hole or a pit, I guess, created by all the rain we’ve been having.”

			Mia was filling the second glass. “Wait, where were you hiking? One of the paths collapsed? Did you call the forest service? They need to fix that before someone really gets hurt.”

			“It wasn’t exactly on the path.” I drained the rest of my wine and thought longingly of a shower again. 

			She glanced up at me. “You weren’t on the path?”

			I sighed. “Like I said, it’s a long story. Can I take a shower first before I tell it?”

			Her eyes went wide. “Oh, of course. Here.” She tipped the bottle into my glass. “Go take a shower and change, and then you can tell me everything.”

			“Sounds like a plan,” I said, turning to head up to my room on the second floor. “I mean, I haven’t even gotten to the part where I found a body.”

			Mia had been mid-drink, and she nearly spat it out. “I’m sorry. Did you say body?”

			I did a little finger wave. “I’ll be down in a jiff.”

			Mia muttered something not very complimentary. I grinned and left the kitchen.

			As I climbed the stairs, I realized that along with my utter exhaustion, I was feeling a strange combination of happiness and despair. The happiness was that in those few minutes, I felt like I was back with the old Mia in our old relationship. The despair was that I didn’t think it would last.

			After a very long, very hot shower, during which I washed every part of my body multiple times, I dressed in an old, comfy pair of gray sweats and a well-worn, oversized turquoise tee shirt. I pulled my wet hair back into a loose ponytail and headed back down the stairs. I was already feeling more like myself, although the fact I had also finished my wine by then might have had something to do with it.

			The scent of beef, onions, tomatoes, garlic, and oregano filled the air, and I walked into the kitchen to see Mia busy at the stove. “I made spaghetti with homemade sauce,” she announced. “And garlic bread. I figured after your adventure, you’re probably starving.”

			“I’m definitely starving,” I said. The table, donning a platter of cheese and crackers in the center, was set for three. I picked up a piece of cheese and popped it into my mouth. “But you didn’t have to do all of this.”

			“Of course I did,” Mia said as she dumped an entire box of spaghetti noodles into a pot of boiling water. “Anyone can see how much you need a hot meal.”

			“That’s true. And I’m sure none of this is any sort of bribe.” I waggled my eyebrows at her.

			She put a hand on her hip. “Oh, you better believe it’s a bribe. I want to hear every single detail.”

			“I guess I better deliver,” I said, reaching for the wine bottle to refill my glass. “Is Chrissy joining us? I didn’t think she was here.” I vaguely gestured toward the table and three place settings.

			“Not Chrissy,” Mia said mysteriously as she went back to the kitchen to stir the sauce.

			I looked at her in surprise. Had she invited Daniel? Even if she had, I didn’t think he would make it. The last time I saw him, he was in the middle of the woods helping process the crime scene.

			The doorbell rang. “Oh, can you get that?” Mia asked, her voice innocent.

			I shot her a look before heading for the door. Daphne was on the other side.

			“Did I hear Mia correctly?” She was looking at me in disbelief. Her long, red hair was pulled back in its customary ponytail, and her face seemed to be covered with more freckles than normal. That happened a lot during the summer with her, as like many redheads, she tended to burn easily. “Did you find a body in the woods?”

			“Come on in.” I held the door open so she could step inside. “There’s wine and food, which you’re going to need, as it’s quite a story.”

			I was surprised that Mia had reached out to Daphne. There was a time when they were best friends, but their relationship had been strained for over a year … ever since Mia learned that Daphne had kept a big secret from her. Since then, they were trying to rebuild their friendship, but it wasn’t going very smoothly or swiftly.

			If it had been up to Mia, I didn’t think she would call Daphne. But she knew Daphne and I were still close, and her selflessness touched me.

			Just like old times.

			“Wine is right there, and dinner is almost ready,” Mia said to Daphne, pointing to the wine bottle with a spatula.

			“Did she tell you what’s going on?” Daphne asked as she moved to fill a glass.

			“Nope, we waited for you,” Mia said.

			I hung back in the kitchen doorway, watching them, feeling that strange bittersweet twist in my heart again. This was exactly the way it was when I first moved to Redemption a year ago, and how I thought it would always be once I decided to stay. At the time, everything around me felt like it was falling apart, except for the relationship between the three of us. Until that very moment, I hadn’t fully comprehended how much I had relied on that connection. It had grounded me and kept me sane during some of my darkest moments.

			And now, watching Daphne and Mia, I realized how badly I wanted that relationship back.

			Mia glanced up at me. “Want to take a seat? It’s ready.”

			“I can help,” I said, but both Mia and Daphne waved me back.

			“No offense, but you look like you’ve been rode hard and put away wet. Literally,” Daphne said.

			“You didn’t even see her when she first came in,” Mia said. “She literally looked like something the cat dragged in.”

			“I’m right here,” I said. “No need to talk about me like I’m not in the room. And besides, I’m not an invalid. I think I can help get dinner on the table.”

			“You sit,” Mia said, pointing her spatula at the table. “You’ve taken care of me plenty of times when I had exams or papers to do. Daphne and I can handle it. Right, Daph?”

			“Right.”

			Meekly, I sat, popping another cheese and cracker combination into my mouth as I watched the easy way they worked together to get the food plated up. Daphne, tall, rangy, plain-looking other than her head of red hair. Mia, petite and delicate, her black hair cut in a short, neat bob. 

			“Anytime you want to start talking is fine with me,” Mia said. “Don’t let our dishing up the food stop you.”

			I launched into a rundown of what happened, skipping the reason why I was out there hiking in the first place. Luckily, neither of them asked, even though both of them knew about my general lack of interest in hiking. I think Daphne knew I was still working through my hurt around Mia’s lack of support and wisely kept her mouth shut. As for Mia, I had already told her I had taken up afternoon walks to help my mental and physical health.

			“So, the body was just sitting there? Out in the open?” Mia asked. She and Daphne had been mostly eating as I talked, although I was so hungry, I took a few bites during pauses, too. It smelled heavenly, although again, that might have been because I was starving.

			“I wouldn’t say it was exactly out in the open,” I said. “You had to be looking into that pit to see it. Or, in my case, in the pit.”

			“Do you think it’s possible the body was … uncovered?” Daphne asked, helping herself to some salad. “With all the rain we’ve been having and how loose you said the ground was, maybe it was buried and got dislodged?”

			“Maybe,” I said, thinking back to how the body was positioned, half in and half out of the mud. “Actually, now that I think about it, that does make sense.”

			“Or maybe you dislodged it when you fell,” Mia said, sticking her tongue out at me and smiling. 

			“Don’t say that,” I said with a shiver, although with where the body was, that idea wasn’t all that farfetched, either. 

			“I wonder who it could be,” Daphne said, a thoughtful expression on her face. “I don’t remember hearing about any disappearances recently, although I’ve been buried in work for a while now, so maybe I wouldn’t have. Mia, what about you? Any talk at Aunt May’s?”

			Mia shook her head. “No, nothing really.” She avoided talking about Jill and Wendy, which I silently thanked her for. “Although I do have to say, it’s been a weird summer. With all that gang activity and the Church of the Forgotten cult moving in, who knows?”

			I froze, my fork halfway to my mouth. In my mind, I was back in the barn on the Church of the Forgotten’s property, hearing a noise on the other side of a locked door. Was that who I found in the woods? Whoever was in that room when I was there?

			Daphne gave her a look. “You think the body might be related to the gang activity?”

			Mia shrugged. “Why not? Back when Red was in charge of those gangs, people used to regularly go missing, and I’m assuming at least some of them were killed. Why couldn’t it happen now?”

			Daphne looked worried. “You think these current gangs are violent? I was under the impression they’re just about petty theft and vandalism.”

			“Sure, for now,” Mia said, reaching for her wine glass. “But things can change in a hurry, especially when gangs are involved. Someone crosses the wrong person, it can definitely end badly.”

			“Oh man,” Daphne said, also picking up her wine. “That’s all Redemption needs … a murderous gang running around.”

			“That’s probably why Daniel is trying to get this nipped in the bud so quickly,” Mia said. ‘The faster he gets the gang out of here, the safer it is for the rest of us.”

			My mouth was so dry, I took a long drink of my wine. “You also mentioned the Church of the Forgotten,” I said, my voice hoarse, like I hadn’t spoken in days. “Have you heard something that would make you think they’re capable of murder?”

			Mia looked at me, and something flitted across her face, almost like she suddenly remembered all that had happened with me and was regretting what she said. “No, nothing specific, at least not about them,” she said, her words a little too quick. “It’s just the whole cult thing. They don’t have a great reputation.”

			“Yeah, Charles Manson saw to that,” Daphne said drily.

			Mia shot her a grateful look. “Exactly.”

			I had once watched a documentary on Charles Manson, and I could still see those piercing, hypnotic eyes in my memory … eyes not that different from Eleanor’s. I shivered again and reached for my wine.

			“So, the truth is, we don’t know anything about the Church of the Forgotten or these gangs. Either or both could be capable of murder.” Mia reached for the garlic bread, taking a piece for herself before handing it to me. “Just like we also don’t know anything about this Aiden person and why he was hanging around.”

			“Yeah, what was he looking for?” Daphne chimed in.  “It seems awfully coincidental for him to show up precisely when you found a body.”

			“I agree,” I said, breaking off a piece of the toasted bread. “And remember, I did bring that up to him.”

			Mia’s lips quirked up. “What, you think he would just admit he was responsible? Right before he called the cops?”

			“Well, probably not,” I said. “But at least he did call the cops like he said he would.”

			“Maybe because he wasn’t sure if he would be able to get away with killing you,” Mia said. 

			I blanched.

			“I’m not trying to scare you,” she continued. “But he didn’t know you. For all he knew, someone would come out looking for you when you didn’t return later that day. Especially with another body there. He might not have wanted to risk it.”

			“He could have buried the body again,” I said. “If he was going to bury me, how much more difficult would it be to throw a second body on top? Then, no one would know about either of us.”

			“Unless you were able to send a text,” Daphne said. “Sometimes, you can sneak one off even if cell service is bad.”

			“And you’re also assuming he didn’t know who you were,” Mia said. “What if he knew you were dating a Redemption cop? Why would any killer want to risk the wrath of a cop?”

			I pictured Aiden, standing at the top of the pit, trying to reassure me that he truly was going to call the cops. “I don’t know …”

			At that moment, the doorbell rang. We all jumped. Daphne spilled her wine into her spaghetti.

			“Are you expecting someone?” Daphne asked.

			Mia shook her head. “I’m not. Are you?”

			“No.” I started to get to my feet. “It’s probably one of Chrissy’s friends.”

			Mia gave me a look. “Chrissy’s friends text. They don’t stop by. That’s what we used to do, but we’re old.”

			“Yeah, that’s true. Unless Chrissy forgot her key.”

			“Chrissy never forgets her key,” Mia said.

			“Could it be Daniel?” Daphne asked, but we both shook our heads.

			“Daniel has a key,” Mia explained as the doorbell rang again.

			“I’ll go see who it is, as I’m already up,” I said, moving toward the door.

			“I can come with you,” Mia offered, but I waved her down.

			“I’ll be one room away,” I said. “It will be fine.”

			In truth, my stomach was in knots. Who could be at the door this late if it wasn’t one of Chrissy’s friends or Daniel? My mind kept straying back to all the strange things that had been happening all summer. The Church of the Forgotten. Wendy. Jill. Zane. The 1888ers. 

			Could one of them have been responsible for the body?

			And because I had found the body, was I now a target?

			I padded as quietly as I could toward the door, even though I knew I was being ridiculous. We had lights on, and we weren’t being very quiet, even if we were in the kitchen. Whoever it was would of course know someone was home.

			I leaned forward and peered through the peephole. My jaw dropped.

			It was Aiden.


		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			For a moment, I could only stand there, gaping through the peephole. Why was he here? Was he responsible for the body in the woods after all, and needing to cover his tracks?

			I considered leaving him out there—maybe even calling Daniel to come over—but then the image of him calling the cops like he said he would and not leaving me alone in the woods flitted through my head. If Aiden was guilty, would he have truly done that? I knew Mia thought so, but it didn’t feel right to me.

			Besides, I was curious, and tired of having so many unanswered questions in my life. If I called Daniel, I suspected I would never know Aiden’s reasons for showing up on my front porch. Our relationship had deteriorated so much, he likely wouldn’t even tell me. 

			And how bad could it really be? Mia and Daphne were in the kitchen. He wouldn’t be able to kill all of us.

			Right?

			Before I could change my mind, I flung open the door. “What are you doing here? How do you even know where I live?”

			“Becca, who is it?” Mia’s voice floated in from the kitchen, but I ignored her.

			Like me, Aiden had taken a shower and changed his clothes. His sandy, brown hair was still wet and slicked back, and he had dressed in a green short-sleeved polo shirt and clean pair of jeans. I immediately felt sloppy in my old sweats and even older shirt. I crossed my arms across my chest, wishing I had put something nicer on. Maybe done something with my hair.

			He held up his hands, palms facing me. “I’m just here because I think it would make sense for us to talk. That’s all.”

			“You didn’t answer my question. How did you find me?”

			“Becca? What’s going on? Who’s at the door?”

			Aiden craned his neck around. “You have company?”

			“That’s none of your business, and you’re still not answering the question.”

			His face seemed to deflate as he sighed. I noticed the creases around his eyes, like he was as exhausted as I was by what had happened earlier. “Look, it wasn’t that hard to find you,” he said. “I overheard the cops saying one of them was your boyfriend. Once I knew that, I was able to ask around. The fact that you live in the town’s most haunted house made it pretty easy.”

			I gritted my teeth. Sometimes, I really hated the fact that my Aunt Charlie had decided to buy this house. Even though she claimed she always wanted to live this quiet, unobtrusive life just minding her own business, she somehow always ended up in the center of everything. And owning the most haunted house in Redemption definitely put her, and now me, in the middle of things.

			“Becca?” Mia and Daphne had joined me at the door, and both were trying to peer around me to see who I was talking to. “Is everything okay?”

			“Everything is fine,” I said between my teeth. “Aiden was just leaving.”

			“Aiden?” Mia’s expression sharpened, and she shoved me to the side. “The one in the woods?”

			“And who are you?” Aiden asked.

			Mia squared her shoulders. “Becca’s friend. And roommate. One of her roommates.” She glowered at Aiden. “But who I am is immaterial. What are you doing here? Are you stalking Becca?”

			“Woah, woah, woah,” Aiden said, taking a step backward and putting his hands back up in the air. “I’m not stalking anyone. I’m just here to talk.”

			“Why?” Mia demanded. 

			He gave her an exasperated look. “Because we found a body. Look, are you going to let me in or not?”

			“I vote yes,” Daphne said, muscling her way between us.

			Aiden took another step back, his expression growing even more wary. “How many people are in there?”

			“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Mia’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

			“Have you eaten?” Daphne asked. “We’re in the middle of dinner, but there’s plenty, if you want to join us.”

			“Daphne,” Mia gasped, slapping her on the shoulder.

			“What?” Daphne responded, turning to both of us. “Mia, you made enough spaghetti to feed an army.”

			Mia sputtered, but Daphne had a point. There was a lot of food.

			“And we have plenty of wine,” Daphne continued. “So, why not invite him in and see what he has to say?”

			She raised an eyebrow as she stared at both of us, challenging us. I could feel Mia seething next to me, and while a part of me agreed with her and absolutely did not want Aiden inside my home, another part of me realized what Daphne was suggesting made a lot of sense.

			Why not invite him and get a sense of his angle?

			“Daphne’s right … there’s more than enough. Of everything,” I said. “Would you like to join us for dinner?”

			Aiden paused, his expression wavering. I saw the flash of hunger in his eyes when we talked about spaghetti, but what his stomach wanted and what his mind thought was smart seemed to be at odds.

			“I agree with you that we should talk,” I continued after a moment. “Why don’t you come in? If you don’t want to eat, that’s fine, too.”

			I heard his stomach rumble, and that seemed to make the decision for him. “If you’re sure it’s okay,” he said.

			“Of course,” I answered, not-so-gently nudging Mia out of the way so I could take a step back and open the door wider. Mia shot me a look, but I could see in her eyes she too knew this was the smarter play.

			Even though a part of me felt like I was one of those idiots in a teen slasher flick perpetually making the absolute wrong choice.

			Aiden stepped into the house, giving Mia a wary look. 

			“She really does have a cop as a boyfriend,” Mia said. 

			“Is he here now?” Aiden asked.

			“He’s working,” I said. “Which you probably already guessed. But he’ll be here later tonight.” That part wasn’t true. Even if Daniel and I weren’t in a rough spot in our relationship, I doubted he would stop by. Normally, when he worked late, he would just crash at his own place. But, especially after these past few weeks, he was definitely not coming by.

			“I’m Daphne,” Daphne introduced herself. “And this is Mia.” She pointed to Mia, who bared her teeth at Daphne.

			“Aiden,” Aiden said with a small nod. “Nice to meet you both.”

			“The kitchen is this way. Come on in and have a seat.” Daphne led the way as the rest of us trailed after her. She waved toward the butcher block table as she headed toward the cupboard. “Have a seat, Aiden, and I’ll bring you a plate. Mia and Becca, go ahead and sit down. I’ve got this.”

			Mia made a strangled noise in her throat that sounded like the beginnings of a protest, but no actual words came out of her mouth as she moved to her seat. 

			“Why don’t you tell us why you’re here?” I asked Aiden as I sat down. Daphne was busy in the kitchen fetching a plate, wine glass, and silverware. Aiden looked at us awkwardly but then sat down.

			“Well …” he paused and rubbed the back of his neck. “I wasn’t really expecting to have this conversation in front of an audience.”

			“Pretend we aren’t here,” Mia suggested, leaning back in her chair and folding her arms across her chest. Daphne shot her a look as she handed him a glass of wine.

			“I hope you like red … that’s what’s open. But there’s white, too, if you would prefer.”

			“Red is fine,” he said, taking a sip before reaching for a piece of cheese and a cracker from the platter. “I appreciate this.”

			“Of course,” Daphne said with a smile as she handed him a plate. “Help yourself. There’s plenty.”

			He smiled at her, that same charming smile I had seen a glimpse of in the woods. “Thanks. I’m starving. I haven’t had dinner yet.”

			“Well, eat up,” I said, picking up my fork. “While you tell us why you’re here.”

			He made a slight face as he started to fill his plate with spaghetti and garlic bread, focusing intently on what he was doing. “Maybe this was a stupid idea,” he said. “Now that I’m here … well, look. Finding that body? It really freaked me out.”

			“That’s a shocker,” Mia said, her voice deadpan.

			Aiden eyed her. “Okay, so yes. Of course, finding a dead body would be a shock to anyone. That’s not it.”

			Mia leaned forward, her eyes glittering. “Then what is?”

			He didn’t look at her as he finished filling his plate. “You don’t understand. I was looking for Fire Cabin.”

			There was an audible gasp. I glanced around the table, but couldn’t figure out who it had come from. Both Mia and Daphne were staring at Aiden, their mouths hanging open.

			“What’s Fire Cabin?” I asked.

			Everyone ignored me. “You know about Fire Cabin?” Daphne asked.

			Aiden’s face was ashen. “Know about it? I lost my uncle to it.”

			“You what?” Daphne’s expression was stunned.

			“When was this? Who was your uncle?” Mia asked. “I didn’t think Fire Cabin has claimed anyone for a while now.”

			“Yeah, I can’t remember the last time,” Daphne said.

			“This wasn’t current,” Aiden said. “It was over fifty years ago.”

			“Well, that was before my time,” Daphne said.

			Mia was still staring intently at Aiden, a peculiar expression on her face. “Fifty years ago? That seems … familiar, somehow. Did someone go searching for him?”

			“You’re thinking about my second cousin, Raymond,” Aiden said. “Yes, he came here in the ‘90s with a group of friends to search for Ken, and one of them disappeared into the woods.”

			“Oh, that’s right,” Mia said, turning to me. “Your aunt helped solve that case, if I recall correctly.”

			“Aunt Charlie? She was a detective?” I had heard rumors that Aunt Charlie was a bit of a busybody who got involved in things she had no business getting involved in, which was yet another reason why some of the people in town weren’t terribly fond of her, but I thought she mostly stuck to her tea business. 

			Mia and Daphne both burst out laughing. “Hardly,” Mia said. “She was very much an amateur.”

			“She was like a Miss Marple,” Daphne said. “You know, an amateur sleuth?”

			“My Aunt Charlie was an amateur sleuth?” I pictured my wild and crazy aunt flying around the house with dried flowers stuck in her hair, her office full of piles of paperwork because she never could be bothered with a computer, and tried to imagine her running around town solving crimes. I couldn’t. 

			“What can we say? She was a busy lady,” Daphne said.

			“Anyway,” Mia continued, turning back to Aiden. “So, that’s what you were doing out in the woods? Searching for Fire Cabin?”

			“Do you have any idea how dangerous that is?” Daphne asked.

			I held up a hand. “Okay, hold on. What is Fire Cabin?”

			Both Daphne and Mia glanced uneasily at each other. “Fire Cabin isn’t really something we like to talk about,” Mia said.

			“Not just us,” Daphne said. “No one likes to talk about it.”

			“What do you mean, no one?”

			“Exactly that,” Mia said. “No one in Redemption.”

			I stared at them in exasperation. “Well, you’re talking about it now.”

			Mia and Daphne eyed each other again. “That’s because Aiden brought it up,” Mia said.

			I tried not to roll my eyes. “Oh, for Pete’s sake. What is the big deal? Telling me you don’t want to talk about it isn’t going to cut it.”

			Mia reached for the wine bottle to refill her glass. “I guess you have a point. Sometimes, I forget how much you don’t know about Redemption lore.”

			“What, you mean what happened in 1888 isn’t enough?” I asked.

			“Oh heavens,” Daphne said. “That doesn’t even scratch the surface. There are so many hauntings and strange things going on in this town.”

			“Especially in the woods. And around the lake,” Mia said, putting the bottle down and taking a sip.

			Daphne pressed a hand against her chest. “Yes, Angel’s Lake. Between Lochy …”

			I raised an eyebrow. “Lochy?”

			“Our resident Loch Ness monster,” Mia said. “There have been multiple sightings of him in the lake.”

			“We have a Loch Ness monster in our lake?” I repeated.

			“Well, something has been eating the bodies,” Mia said.

			My eyes widened. “Bodies?”

			“If you drown in Angel’s Lake, it’s highly unlikely your body will ever surface,” Mia said. “There is a scientific explanation for it, which is that Angel’s Lake is very deep and very cold, and that combination means that bodies don’t surface. It has to do with how the body decomposes, or in the case of cold lakes, doesn’t decompose, so there’s no gas formation, which means the bodies won’t float. However, because Angel’s Lake is deep and cold, a lot of people think we could have a Loch Ness Monster living in there. So, if we have a Loch Ness monster, then it makes sense that Lochy, which is our name for him since Nessie was already taken, is to blame for the bodies never surfacing, never mind science. Or, if it’s not Lochy, then we have some sort of river spirit, like a Naiad or selkie or sprite.”

			Daphne shivered. “The Naiad talk always freaks me out. Remember Enid? She almost drowned. To this day, she swears something grabbed her leg and tried to pull her under.”

			Goosebumps rose on my arms, and I reached for my wine. “Wow. That’s creepy.”

			“There’s a reason why I don’t swim in the lake,” Daphne said. “Although, to be fair, I’ve only heard of the encounters happening at night. Never during the afternoon.”

			“Yeah, and usually, there’s alcohol involved,” Mia said before raising a hand to stop Daphne from talking. “Not that I’m saying that something weird didn’t happen. Enid especially was … hard to explain.”

			“Those marks on her legs,” Daphne said. “Something got to her.”

			The goosebumps traveled up my arms and down my spine. “Marks?”

			Daphne leaned forward. “It looked like something clawed her.”

			“Clawed her?” I pressed a hand against my throat. “Now I’m never going swimming in that lake.”

			“The official report stated that she had scratched it on a rock, but I don’t know,” Mia shook her head. “It sure didn’t look like any rock-related scratches I’ve ever seen.”

			I tried to swallow, but my mouth had gone dry, so I reached for my wine. “And you think the Naiad wants to eat us?”

			“I don’t think anyone has asked the Naiad for an explanation,” Mia said.

			“But you just said something is eating the bodies,” I responded. “So, what? You think it’s the Loch Ness Monster? I always thought those monsters were some sort of dinosaur … and not the kind that eat people.”

			“That’s what everyone thought, until back in the ‘90s, when some guy wound up dead with pretty distinctive teeth marks on his leg,” Daphne said.

			“Teeth marks?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

			“Charlie helped solved that case, too,” Mia interjected. 

			“But … this is absurd,” I said. “How is it I haven’t heard all of this before?”

			“I thought you knew about Lochy and the Naiad,” Mia said, “as well as all the weird stuff that happens in the woods … especially near the lake. It’s better to be cautious.”

			“Especially at night,” Daphne agreed. 

			“What about the Rock?” I asked. The Rock was exactly what it sounded like—a huge rock in a clearing in the middle of the woods not very far from Angel’s Lake. It was a popular hangout for teenagers, including Daphne, Mia, and me. When I used to spend my summers in Redemption when I was younger, we would often party at the Rock.

			“If you stay in the clearing and don’t go wandering off, there doesn’t seem to be any problem,” Daphne said.

			“Being in a big group seems to help as well,” Mia added, “along with a big bonfire. Fire seems to help chase away unwanted visitors. But as Daphne mentioned, it’s when you leave the group, especially if you’re alone, that you’re just asking for something bad to happen.”

			All this talk about Loch Ness Monsters and Naiads and bodies in the lake almost made me forget about how the conversation had started, but the mention of bonfires reminded me. “If fire helps keep you safe, why doesn’t anyone want to talk about Fire Cabin?” I asked.

			Again, Mia and Daphne glanced at each other, and I started to wonder if they were purposefully trying to distract me from the subject with all the talk about Angel’s Lake. 

			“Fire Cabin is a curse,” Aiden spat, his voice filled with disgust. I looked over at him in surprise, having nearly forgotten he was there. “If you’re unlucky enough to find it, bad things happen to you.”

			I frowned. “If that’s true, why did your uncle go looking for it?”

			“Because, like all evil things, it’s a lie,” Aiden said.

			I gave my head a quick shake, wondering if the combination of wine and a very stressful day were making it so difficult to follow him. “This Fire Cabin lies? How can that be? Is it a person?”

			“No one knows what it is,” Daphne explained. “Basically, the story came about back in 1888 when all the adults in Redemption disappeared. Some of the children claimed they saw a huge light in the woods right before they vanished.”

			“What kind of light?”

			Daphne shrugged and reached for the wine bottle to fill her glass, only to discover it was empty. Mia got up to fetch another. “That part has never been clear, but the descriptions made it sound like it was some sort of huge fire.”

			“Like maybe a cabin on fire,” Mia said, uncorking the bottle.

			“Exactly. Although it’s still possible there wasn’t a cabin on fire, but something else. Regardless, ever since then, people have seen glimpses of what looks like a cabin on fire in the woods.”

			“And this ‘Fire Cabin’ … did what, exactly, to the adults? Burn them alive?”

			“No one knows that either,” Daphne said.

			“The fire itself might not have anything to do with it,” Mia said. “It’s possible whatever lives in the cabin is responsible.”

			“What, like a witch?” I asked.

			“Maybe. Or maybe something else,” Daphne said.

			“So, why would anyone want to find such a thing?” I asked. “Are they researching what happened to the adults in 1888 or something?”

			There was an uncomfortable pause. “As the story goes,” Daphne said, “one of two things happens to you if you find Fire Cabin: either your heart’s desire comes true, or you’re cursed.”

			“In my opinion, it’s always a curse,” Aiden said. “Even if you think you’re getting your heart’s desire, it always turns into a curse.”

			“I don’t know if that’s true,” Mia said. “Supposedly, some very rich and successful CEOs have found Fire Cabin, along with a couple of A-List Hollywood actors.”

			“Which ones?” I asked.

			“No one knows,” Daphne said. “It’s not talk about very much.”

			“If it’s not talked about and no one knows who, how does anyone know it actually happened?” I asked.

			“We don’t,” Mia said. “Which is exactly what everyone prefers. Because the last thing anyone wants is a bunch of tourists tromping through the woods looking for Fire Cabin. First of all, there are a lot of things in the woods people would be better off not finding, and when people search for Fire Cabin,” here, she shot a hard look at Aiden, who looked a little shamefaced, “they tend to stray from the paths, which, again, is when most of the problems seem to occur.”

			“And second, since it’s very possible you will end up cursed if you find it, it’s just better if no one looks for it,” Daphne said.

			I pushed a few strands of hair that had sprung free of my ponytail out of my face. “I’m still not clear about how this Fire Cabin works. How does it actually curse anyone? Or grant anyone’s heart’s desires, for that matter? I mean, we’re calling it a ‘cabin.’ It’s a building … a structure. Right?”

			“Again, no one knows,” Daphne said. “It could be something living in the cabin that actually does it, or …” She stopped short and shrugged.

			“Let’s just say that no one who has ever found Fire Cabin has done a tell-all interview about what they found and saw,” Mia said.

			I turned back to Aiden. “So why was your uncle looking for it? And why are YOU looking for it, when you seem convinced it’s a curse?”

			Aiden didn’t respond right away. Instead, he picked up his wine and stared at the red liquid as if expecting to find the answers in it. “My uncle was a saint,” he said, his voice quiet. “Or at least as close to one as you can get in this lifetime. Everyone who knew him talked about how selfless he was … how his entire focus was on making the world a better place. He was always volunteering, working at homeless shelters, and helping build homes for the poor. Once he graduated from college, he was going to go to Africa and help build schools.”

			Aiden paused and took a long drink of wine, nearly draining his glass.

			“Sounds like a great guy,” Mia said, picking up the bottle. Aiden held his glass out so she could refill it. “What happened when he went to Africa?”

			“He never went,” Aiden said, taking another drink. “At some point, he decided there had to be a better way to help the poor and hungry. There were just so many poor people, and even if he spent his life in Africa building school after school, would it really change anything? Could his paltry efforts actually make a dent? That’s when he decided to find Fire Cabin.”

			“So, you’re saying he decided to find Fire Cabin to help poor people?” Daphne asked.

			Aiden nodded glumly. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

			Mia, Daphne, and I all looked at one another. “But why?” I asked. “It sounds like a crap shoot, in terms of whether you get your heart’s desire or are cursed, so why trust some ‘entity,’ or whatever it is, to do the right thing and help poor people?”

			“Not to mention, why take the risk?” Daphne added. “If you end up cursed, you’re certainly not going to be able to do anything to change the world.”

			“Believe me, our family tried to talk him out of it for exactly that reason,” Aiden said. “It was too risky. But Ken was adamant. He believed there’s no point in believing in something if you weren’t willing to take a few risks to go after it. Plus, he thought since he wasn’t asking for something that would directly benefit him, there was a better chance of his wish being granted.”

			“I don’t see why that would have anything to do with it,” I said. “Fire Cabin doesn’t sound like it’s … all that good.”

			“You don’t have to sugarcoat it. It’s evil,” Aiden said. “Pure evil.” He was staring into his wine glass again. “Ken had no idea what he was getting into. He was too good, too pure to recognize evil like that.”

			Again, Daphne, Mia, and I exchanged a look. Aiden was making Ken sound a little too good to be true. “Okay, so I get why Ken was looking for Fire Cabin, but that still doesn’t explain why you are now.”

			He picked up his wine and flashed me a self-deprecating smile. “Don’t you get it? I’m already cursed. My family is cursed. Since Ken disappeared, nothing has gone right for us. My grandfather lost his job and ended up drinking himself to death. My grandmother was just as much of an alcoholic, but it took her years longer before she killed herself. My father went the opposite way and worked eighty-hour weeks, which resulted in him having a heart attack two years ago. He was only fifty-five.”

			“Oh, that’s horrible. I’m so sorry,” Daphne said, reaching over to put a hand over his. He gave her a faint smile.

			“Thank you. He did survive it, not that it matters. It’s like he didn’t learn anything at all, and he’s right back to working eighty hours a week again, even though the doctors expressly told him not to. My mother has completely checked out, as well. I’m surprised she hasn’t divorced him, but she might as well. She spends her days sleeping around and her nights drinking. I could go on, but what’s the point? I’m sure Ken would have been horrified to realize everything he set in motion, but none of us can go back in time and change anything.” His expression shifted, became more haunted. I got the feeling there was more he wasn’t sharing.

			“I’m sorry,” I said. “That’s really rough. And I’m not trying to pry, but it’s been fifty years since Ken disappeared. Why are you searching for Fire Cabin now?”

			His face twisted. “My little sister was just diagnosed with cancer. Brain cancer.”

			“Oh, that’s awful,” I said softly. “I’m so sorry.”

			He nodded faintly and drained half his wine in a single gulp. “That was the last straw. I realized I could no longer sit back and watch this family continue to be destroyed by this curse. I had to do something.”

			“Look for Fire Cabin,” Mia said.

			He shrugged. “At this point, what do I have to lose? Jemma is my best friend. If I lose her …” His expression was brooding as he cut himself off. “Anyway, I feel like I might as well see if I can find this Fire Cabin, and maybe if I do, that will somehow break the curse.” He sat back in his chair. “It’s at least worth a try. It’s better than sitting around waiting for doctors and test results and not being able to do anything, anyway.”

			“I get that,” I said, and I did. Nothing was worse than sitting around helplessly waiting for someone else to do something, especially when the life of a loved one hung in the balance. “I would probably do the same, if I’m honest.”

			He glanced up and flashed me a small smile, similar to the one when he first met me, and again, I felt the breath catch in my chest. There was something about him that was hard to pin down. When you looked at his features separately, like his crooked nose and uneven eyebrows, it seemed like he wouldn’t be good-looking at all. Yet somehow, they all fit together.

			Mia cleared her throat. “I’m not trying to be insensitive. I’m truly very, very sorry for everything you and your family have gone through, not to mention poor Jemma. But why are you here, Aiden? What does this have to do with Becca?”

			Aiden gave her a surprised look. “Isn’t it obvious? Because of Fire Cabin.”

			Mia looked confused. “I’m not following. What does she have to do with Fire Cabin?”

			Aiden stared at her before gesturing toward me. “Well, because it looks to me like Becca found it.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			The three of us stared at Aiden. 

			“What are you talking about?” I finally asked. “I didn’t see anything that even remotely resembled a cabin on fire.” The words were barely out of my mouth before I was mentally picturing the flash of light I saw in the woods, and how I’d thought one of the trees was on fire.

			Aiden was studying my face intently. “You DID see something, didn’t you?”

			I shifted uncomfortably. “Why would you say that?”

			“I can see it in your eyes.”

			“See what in my eyes?”

			“There’s a look,” Aiden said. “At least, that’s what I’ve heard. People who have been touched by Fire Cabin have a look in their eyes. You have that look.”

			“That’s ridiculous,” I said. “Besides, how you would even know what this ‘look’ even is, if you’ve never seen it?” I placed air quotes around the word “look.”

			“I can just tell,” Aiden said simply. “But the real question is, why are you so upset? What did you see?”

			“Yeah, Becca,” Daphne said. She was staring at me, a strange, unreadable expression on her face. “What did you see?”

			“It wasn’t anything,” I said, waving my hand dismissively, but both Mia and Daphne had turned their attention to me, too.

			“What did you see?” Daphne asked.

			“It’s what I told you before,” I said. “I thought I saw something hanging from a tree, and since YOU-” here, I gave Aiden a hard look, “were looking for something, I thought maybe that was it.”

			Aiden gave me a curious look. “You thought you saw something of mine? What did you see?”

			“It was … I don’t know. Like a piece of jewelry or something hanging on a tree.”

			Aiden looked even more puzzled. “Jewelry? What kind of jewelry?”

			“I don’t know. I wasn’t close enough to get a good look. I just saw a flash, like a piece of gold or some other metal reflecting the sunlight.”

			Understanding began to dawn on his face. “You DID see something that looked like fire, didn’t you?”

			“It wasn’t like that,” I insisted. “It was just a flash, and yes, I did think maybe the tree was on fire, but just a single tree, not a cabin. And when I looked again, I saw it wasn’t. So, I couldn’t have seen this Fire Cabin.”

			Daphne shivered and folded her arms across her chest while Mia stared at me, her expression horrified. “Becca, are you saying you saw something that looked like a fire that wasn’t, and when you went to check it out, you stumbled upon a dead body?”

			“I …” When they said it like that, it sounded much worse. Especially after all that talk about curses. “Honestly, it was so small. It wasn’t anything like what you were describing.”

			Mia leaned forward. “You do understand no one really knows what people actually see.”

			“We’re not even sure what the children saw back in 1888,” Daphne said. “There are a lot of different stories floating around, not to mention it was almost 150 years ago.”

			I played with my wine glass, trying not to reveal how uneasy the conversion was making me. “So, you’re saying that the flash I saw in the trees, that was small enough to come from a necklace, could be confused with an entire cabin on fire?”

			“Hey, it’s not the craziest thing,” Mia said. “You know that kid’s game, Telephone? Where everyone sits in a circle and repeats what the person next to them whispers? Invariably, the garbled mess that comes out at the end is nothing like how it started.”

			“This isn’t a game of a Telephone,” I said. “We’re talking about what some people saw, not what they heard in a whisper.”

			“Same difference,” Mia said.

			I sat back in my seat. “You guys are all nuts. Let’s say what I saw WAS Fire Cabin. No one asked me what my greatest desire was, nor did I hear anything about a curse. And I’m still here, right? I didn’t disappear. So, by your own logic, how could I have found Fire Cabin?”

			“Well, like I just said, no one knows exactly how it works,” Daphne said.

			“But we know people disappear, right?” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I wanted to shove them back in. “I’m sorry, Aiden.”

			Aiden waved his hand. “It doesn’t matter. It was a very long time ago, before I was born. I just have to live in the aftermath. But you’re right. It does seem like people who have seen Fire Cabin, the actual Fire Cabin, do tend to disappear. However, that doesn’t mean it isn’t somehow connected.”

			“How so?” I asked.

			“I’m not sure yet, but if I had to guess, I would say maybe the body is somehow connected to Fire Cabin. Maybe a victim from long ago? And for whatever reason, Fire Cabin decided to have it re-appear again,” Aiden said.

			I made a face at him. “That sounds like a reach. Why would you assume that a body I stumbled upon in the forest has anything to do with this Redemption-based old wives’ tale? I hate to say it, but it’s not that uncommon for people to find bodies in the forest. Especially after all the heavy rainfall we’ve been having. Maybe that poor unfortunate soul I found was murdered, and their body was buried in the woods. Now, it’s been dislodged because of the muddy ground. That’s surely how that pit I fell into was created, too … mudslides.”

			“Yes, I agree. It looks like a simple answer on the surface,” Aiden said. “But it doesn’t explain why you went off the path in the first place.”

			“I told you. I thought I saw something on a tree, and I figured it might be what you were looking for,” I said again. 

			He folded his arms across his chest and looked at me like I was a small child who was completely missing the point. “But why? Why would you leave a path to tromp around in the muddy woods for someone you had just passed on the path? And for that matter, what would you have done if there really was a piece of jewelry on that tree? How would you have found me?”

			“I …” Flustered, I glared at him. The truth was, I didn’t really understand why I had done what I had done either. I remembered thinking it didn’t make logical sense, but I still felt compelled to go check it out. “I was just curious. Nothing more, nothing less.”

			Aiden’s lips quirked up in a knowing smile. “Uh huh.” 

			“I was!” I was getting exasperated. “You’re making a big deal out of nothing. Just like the logistics of finding you. I didn’t stop to think through all the variables; I just wanted to see what was on the tree. But all that aside …” I folded my arms across my chest, mimicking his posture. “You still haven’t explained what you’re doing here.”

			“I told you … because I think you stumbled upon Fire Cabin, and that body you found is related,” Aiden said.

			I rolled my eyes. “Oh, come on. Do you really expect us to believe that what you think is ‘strange behavior’ on my part is evidence of Fire Cabin being involved? You don’t even know me. How would you know what’s normal behavior for me?”

			He let out a low chuckle. “Good point. And if it was just you, I probably wouldn’t be here. But …” He uncrossed his arms and leaned forward slightly, his expression intent. “It’s not just you. And I think you know it. You all know it.” His gaze included Mia and Daphne. “Something is going on in Redemption.”

			“That’s hardly news,” Mia said. “There’s always something going on in Redemption.”

			“Not like this,” Aiden said. “Something has shifted. Something big.” He paused as he looked at all of us, one by one, again. “And while it’s true there is always something strange going on in Redemption, it’s not been on this scale before.”

			“When you say something has shifted, what exactly are you referring to?” Mia asked, her voice wary. 

			“Well, look at all that’s happened this summer.” He started ticking things off his fingers. “There’s that so-called ‘Church’ of the Forgotten, which is probably more cult than actual church, that just moved in. There’s been a big uptick of local crime. I know a lot of it is considered petty—stealing and vandalism and stuff like that—but still … more crime is more crime, no matter the type. So why now? Then there’s that woman who claimed her daughter was kidnapped, but then it turned out she didn’t even have a daughter …”

			“Wait a minute,” Mia interrupted. “You’re talking about Wendy? How did you even hear about that?”

			“It was in the newspaper,” Aiden said.

			Mia’s eyes narrowed. “What newspaper? Are you saying it was covered nationally?”

			Aiden preoccupied himself with his wine glass. “Not nationally. I saw it in the Redemption Times.”

			“The Redemption Times?” Mia asked in disbelief. 

			“I didn’t think you were local,” Daphne said.

			“I’m not. I live in Riverview,” Aiden said.

			“Then why are you getting the Redemption Times?” Mia asked.

			“I didn’t think they even delivered to Riverview,” Daphne added.

			A flush of red crept up Aiden’s neck. “I have an online subscription.”

			“But why?” Mia asked.

			“I told you why. Because of Fire Cabin,” Aiden said. “I want to keep an eye on Redemption to see if anything changes.”

			Even though what he said was believable, especially considering the story he shared about what happened to his family, there was something about his manner that wasn’t right. Maybe it was because he still wasn’t making eye contact, and the red flush hadn’t left his neck, but it definitely seemed like he was hiding something. 

			Mia sensed it, too. I caught her eye, and she crossed hers as she stuck her tongue out at me, clearly trying to connect with me on a lighter level. “But what happened to Wendy had nothing to do with Fire Cabin. She made the whole thing up.”

			“I know that,” Aiden said. “But still. Why would anyone make up having a daughter? And then make up a kidnapping?”

			Mia made a face. “Probably because she has some undiagnosed mental issues. It’s sad, but it’s hardly related to what you’re saying about something having shifted in Redemption.”

			“But why now?” Aiden asked again. “That’s my point. Even though she lied about having a daughter for years, the fact she decided to escalate it to a fake kidnapping this summer, in Redemption, is telling.”

			“It was probably the circumstances,” Mia said. “Her mother just died, and grief can do strange things to people.”

			“Maybe. But maybe that’s not the only reason,” Aiden said.

			Mia held out her hand. “Enough about Wendy. She has nothing to do with this shift, or whatever. Maybe you have a point with The Church of the Forgotten becoming established here and the crime going up, but Wendy is just a sad case. That’s it. If anything, it’s a coincidence … but I don’t even know if I buy that. Just like finding this body in the woods is a coincidence.”

			Aiden didn’t look convinced. “When was the last time a bunch of strange, unexpected events happened at the same time in Redemption?”

			Mia gave him an exasperated look. “How should I know? Again, there’s always something strange going on in Redemption. That’s even how this conversation started.”

			Aiden was undeterred. “I’ll tell you when. It was the summer of 1987. Do you remember what happened then?”

			Even though I had no idea, I could feel the goosebumps start to rise on the back of my neck. Daphne let out a little gasp, covering her mouth.

			“That’s when Jesse disappeared. And Jonathan.” Her eyes cut uncomfortably to mine. At first, I didn’t know what she was talking about, but then it hit me. 

			That was the summer Jonathan lost his mind and killed his best friend, Jesse, and Aunt Charlie had no choice but to kill Jonathan.  

			“That’s not all,” Aiden said grimly. “There was that waitress who went missing, as well. And the bar she worked for, The Lone Man Standing, also burned down, killing the bartender.”

			There was a long silence. Even though I knew what had happened when Aunt Charlie first moved to Redemption, hearing it from Aiden seemed to put an even more sinister spin on it. 

			Daphne’s face had turned white. “What are you saying?”

			Aiden stared at us, his expression intense. “I’m saying I don’t think it was just coincidence that all of that happened at the same time. I think there was something else at play. And whatever that was, I think it’s happening again now.”

			“That’s a load of crap,” Mia said abruptly, looking irritated. Daphne, on the other hand, looked ill. “First off, everything stopped after the bar burned down.”

			“You’re sure about that?” Aiden asked.

			“Yes. I’m sure, and so is everyone else,” Mia said. “Nothing else happened.”

			“Nothing else big, like people disappearing and bars burning down,” Aiden said. “But that doesn’t mean little things weren’t happening … things so small they aren’t talked about anymore. Or it could mean that something stopped whatever that energy was, or caused it to go dormant again.”

			Mia didn’t look convinced, but I found myself shifting uncomfortably in my chair. Charlie killed Jonathan because she thought he had been possessed by something. Could that have been what stopped it? 

			“I’d think we would have known if something had happened to stop it,” Mia continued. “But all that aside, what’s going on now is nothing like what happened back then. Nothing has burned down, no one has disappeared or died …”

			“How can you say that? We literally just found a body in the woods,” Aiden said.

			“You have no idea how long that body has been there,” Mia said. “It may have been years, in which case, it would have nothing to do with whatever is happening now.”

			“I don’t think that body was out there for years,” Aiden said. “I got a good look at it.”

			“What, are you a medical examiner now, too?” Mia asked.

			Aiden ignored her. “I’m just saying, I think there’s something else going on, and I think we ignore it at our own peril. I agree that what’s happened so far isn’t as bad as what happened back then, but we also could be at the beginning of it, and who knows what’s going to happen in a few months?” He paused and gave us all another hard look. “I know you can feel it, too. It’s like a storm building. It’s not here yet, but it will be. And when it hits, look out.”

			My skin prickled again, except this time, it felt more like electricity dancing across it, making the hairs on my arm stand up. My mouth was dry, and I wanted desperately to drink some wine, but my throat was so tight, I didn’t think I would be able to swallow.

			“You’re reaching,” Mia said, but her voice was shaky. “There’s no proof any of those things are connected. And then to try to make the case that all these things mean something really big and nasty is coming to Redemption? Come on.” She laughed, but it sounded forced.

			“Look, I’m not going to pretend to know what’s going on, but something is,” Aiden said. “And I, for one, don’t want to be caught unprepared.”

			“What exactly do you propose we do about it?” Daphne asked. Her voice sounded rusty, like she hadn’t used it in months. “If you don’t know what’s going on, and I sure don’t, then how exactly are we supposed to prepare for it?”

			“I think a good way to start is to admit there’s something going on that is bigger than us,” Aiden said with a hard look at Mia. “Then, I think banding together is the best way to start. If all of us are aware, we’re more likely to catch things out of the ordinary. Plus, we can compare notes …”

			“Compare notes?” Mia interrupted. “That’s what this is about? Now I get it … you want the inside scoop on that body, don’t you?”

			“I didn’t say that …” Aiden said.

			“And with Becca dating one of the cops,” Mia continued as if Aiden hadn’t said anything. “Of course he’s going to talk to her about it. And if we form this alliance, or whatever, you’ll be able to pick her brain on the case.”

			“It’s not just the body,” Aiden said, his cheeks flushed—whether with frustration, anger, or something else, it was hard to tell. “It’s everything that’s been happening.”

			“What everything?” Mia demanded, throwing her hands in the air. “The Church of the Forgotten moving in? That happens, especially in rural areas, which newsflash, we’re in. And is it that surprising that a town with a past like Redemption would attract a cult or whatever it is? The only real surprise is it didn’t happen sooner. As for the rise in crime, that’s happening everywhere; it’s not just a Redemption problem. Wendy is a weird anomaly that has nothing to do with anything. And then there’s a body that you and Becca stumbled upon, which could just have happened because it’s really wet out there, and that’s what happens when there’s been a lot of rain. What you’re saying is all nonsense. So I don’t understand … wait a minute.” She leaned forward, glaring at Aiden. “Are you a journalist?”

			“What?” Aiden was so shocked, he banged his plate and nearly spilled his wine. “Why would you ask such a thing?”

			Mia’s eyes glittered. “You didn’t answer the question.”

			“Because it’s a ridiculous question,” Aiden said impatiently. “I told you why I’m here.”

			“Which makes no sense,” Mia said. “Unless you’re a journalist and are hoping to get a story out of this. And what better way than with inside information?”

			“This is ridiculous,” Aiden fumed. “I’m trying to help you. Don’t you see?”

			Mia stood up. “I think you should leave.”

			Aiden glared at her, but after a moment, he put his wine glass down and stood up. “Fine. I’ll go. But if you change your mind, I can give you my cell.”

			“Just go,” Mia said.

			Aiden straightened up. “Whatever. I’m at the Redemption Inn if you change your mind.” With that, he turned and headed for the door, Mia following close behind him.

			“Wow,” I breathed to Daphne as soon as he left the kitchen. “That was nuts.” 

			“Yeah,” Daphne agreed, but her expression was uncertain. 

			Aiden said something to Mia, who responded, but other than the low sounds of their voices, I couldn’t make out any specific words. “Do you think he’s a journalist? He didn’t deny it.”

			Daphne frowned, her eyes moving toward the door and back to me. “He’s hiding something,” she said slowly. “I don’t know if it’s that, though. It doesn’t feel like that’s it. I feel like he truly does think something is going on and wants to get to the bottom of it, but …” her voice trailed off as Mia came back into the room, her cheeks flushed and with a triumphant expression on her face.

			“I can’t believe we listened to that nonsense for so long.” She reached for the wine bottle on the table, and, finding it empty, went to fetch a new one. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I need to wash that bad taste out of my mouth.” She grabbed a bottle, then turned to me. “Becca?”


		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Someone was in the kitchen.

			I laid in bed, staring at the dark ceiling and listening to Oscar, my black cat, gently snoring next to me. With the door to the master bedroom closed, I had no idea why I suddenly felt it so instinctually. It wasn’t like I could hear anything from where I was. 

			But it didn’t matter. I knew there was someone in the kitchen. 

			It’s probably just Mia. Or Chrissy, I told myself. It’s not like you live in this house alone.

			But I knew it wasn’t either of them. It was someone else. Someone I had to go see.

			Finally, I threw back the covers and got out of bed. I was going to end up there eventually, so why prolong it?

			I padded across the room, quietly opened the door, and continued down the hall. I noticed both Mia and Chrissy’s closed bedroom doors. Not that it meant anything. They could have gotten up, left the room, and shut the door behind them. I did that all the time, but I also had a cat in my room that I didn’t feel like feeding in the middle of the night, which is what he would want if he got up with me.

			Now that I was out of my room, I could clearly hear someone moving around the kitchen, making tea, by the sound of it. Quietly, I made my way down the stairs and into the kitchen. 

			The silvery light of the moon slanted across the kitchen, turning it gray and otherworldly. I could only see her back as she did something at the counter, but I knew immediately who it was—her wild, crazy hair spilling down her back instantly gave her away.

			 Aunt Charlie.  

			She half-turned. “Becca. There you are. Took you long enough.” She reached for the tea kettle boiling on the stove to pour it into the teapot.

			I swallowed hard, my mouth dry and my tongue like sandpaper. “It’s been a while.”

			She sighed. “It has.” She finished pouring the water and put the kettle back on the stove before noticing I was still standing in the doorway. “What are you standing there for? Come, sit.”

			I wasn’t sure if I wanted to, but I quickly found it wasn’t up to me. My body was moving regardless of my intention, my limbs jerking sporadically as I plopped down onto a seat.

			Aunt Charlie was already there, pouring tea into a cracked, hot-pink mug for me. I couldn’t take my eyes off it.

			“I loved that mug,” I said.

			Aunt Charlie smiled as she set it down in front of me. “I remember.”

			I stared at it. White steam gently rose from the brown liquid. I took a deep breath, inhaling the lavender and lemon. “Didn’t CB break it?”

			Aunt Charlie sighed. “I don’t think it was on purpose. Boys will be boys.”

			I looked up at her. “But if it was broken, how is it here?”

			She smiled at me as she picked up her own mug covered in sunflowers. “Same reason why I’m here, dear. Now, drink up.”

			I looked back down at the mug but didn’t touch it. “You haven’t been back. Not since I found …” I paused, suddenly not wanting to bring up Jonathan or the basement. 

			Aunt Charlie sighed and put her mug down. “No. I haven’t. But it’s not because I haven’t wanted to.”

			“Then why?”

			She didn’t answer, instead just nodded toward my mug. “Have some tea before it gets cold.”

			I looked down. The tea was thick and dark, almost like sludge. But the smell was heavenly, and I found myself feeling compelled to drink it. I fought against it. “Why do you want me to drink? And why won’t you talk to me?”

			She picked up her mug and held it near her face, her eyes watching me carefully. “Is it so wrong to want to enjoy a cup of tea with my favorite niece?”

			“Your only niece.”

			She waved a hand. “Semantics. You’re still my favorite.”

			I smiled despite myself. “You’re not answering the question.”

			Her expression flattened, and she slowly lowered her mug back to the table. Suddenly, she looked old and frail, her skin gray in the silvery light of the moon. “I made so many mistakes,” she said softly, her eyes not on me, but beyond me. “And you’re going to have to put things right.”

			My throat seemed to close, and I struggled to swallow. “I know. We went through this already. But it’s okay now. Everyone knows what happened.”

			She shook her head. “No, it’s not over. It’s barely started.” She shifted her gaze to meet my eyes. “The reason I didn’t come before is because I couldn’t. And I’m not sure how much I’m going to be able to help you now.”

			 It’s like a storm building. It’s not here yet, but it will be. And when it is, look out. Aiden’s words sounded off like a gong in my head, so loud I was sure Aunt Charlie could hear them. I opened my mouth to speak, but began gasping for air instead, my chest suddenly feeling crushed by the same force squeezing my throat. “Help?” It was barely a whimper.

			Aunt Charlie’s eyes were unfocused again. “What we did, what we all did. We’re all to blame.”

			My chest was burning. I tore at my night shirt as I opened my mouth wider, trying to suck air into my lungs, but nothing seemed to happen.

			Aunt Charlie seemed oblivious to my struggles. “You need to prepare yourself, Becca. It’s coming.”

			“Wh … wh …” I gasped, my voice nearly a squeak.

			She leaned across the table, her eyes burning into mine. “And whatever you do, don’t pay attention to the crying.”

			I wanted to ask what she was talking about, but no matter what I did, I couldn’t seem to get air into my lungs.

			Oxygen must be starving my brain, I thought. I surely heard her wrong. 

			Suddenly, her expression altered. She held up a finger as if to quiet me, and turned her head ever so slowly, like she was listening intently. I turned my head as well, but all I could hear was the blood rushing in my ears.

			“Enough of that,” Aunt Charlie said, leaning forward across the table. “You need to go. Now.”

			I woke with a jerk, still struggling to breathe. I was choking, my throat entirely closed off, and I thrashed around, my fingers scrabbling at my neck.

			A sharp, white-hot pain tore down my cheek, making me wince and my eyes water. I blinked the tears away and saw Oscar sitting by my head, staring down at me with his green eyes.

			“What the …” I tried to say, but my voice came out in a strangled squeak, and I was finally awake enough to realize there was a sheet wrapped around my neck, constricting my airway. I unwound it, allowing fresh, sweet air to fill my lungs.

			I looked back at Oscar, who was still sitting there, watching me. I touched my still-stinging cheek, and when I lowered my hand, it was wet and red.

			“Did you scratch me?” I asked him.

			He stared at me.

			I touched my cheek again. “Well, I guess I should thank you for waking me up.”

			The tip of his tail twitched, almost like he was saying, “You’re welcome.”

			“Great, now I think the cat is talking back to me,” I said, shaking my head as I went into my ensuite bathroom to check out the damage.

			It wasn’t too bad. Once I cleaned it up and was able to examine it more closely, I could see it was just a surface scratch. It would surely heal quickly and without issue.

			I left the bathroom to head back to bed, only to realize I was wide awake and wasn’t going to be falling back asleep anytime soon. Oscar seemed to realize that, as well, and was waiting by the door for me. 

			“All right, I guess we’ll go down,” I said with a sigh. “Maybe a cup of tea will help.” An image of the black, tar-like sludge tea in my dream flashed across my mind, but I forced it away, along with the uncomfortable feeling that Aunt Charlie was still downstairs, puttering away in the kitchen. 

			I opened the door quietly, and Oscar and I slipped out and crept down the hall, careful to avoid the floorboards that creaked. I didn’t want my nocturnal wanderings to wake Mia or Chrissy. The house was silent and still, other than the faint ticking of the grandfather clock.

			I was about to head down the stairs when I noticed Mia’s door ajar. I took a second look to make sure I wasn’t seeing things—maybe a shadow falling across the door, but no. It was definitely open. I glanced over at Chrissy’s room, but her door was shut tight. 

			Was Mia in the bathroom? No, that door was wide open.

			I paused at the top of the stairs, listening to the silence and feeling a vague sense of unease creep down my spine, even though there was no reason for it. So what if Mia’s bedroom was open? She was an adult, and if she wanted to get up in the middle of the night, there was no reason why she couldn’t.

			Still, I found myself hesitating at the top of the stairs, my hand on the banister. The house was so quiet that if I hadn’t seen Mia’s door open, I would have assumed she was asleep, too. But all that meant was she was trying to be as quiet as I was. Nothing else. In fact, she could be in the kitchen right now, making a cup of tea. I could go down and join her, and we could have a nice little chat before heading back to bed. Maybe I could even tell her about my dream, and we could discuss it.

			But even as I pictured that cozy scene, a part of me wasn’t convinced—the same part that refused to allow me to go downstairs. It was also the same part that kept showing me images of the days when we first moved in, and I would find Chrissy downstairs sleepwalking …

			No. I had to stop. Chrissy wasn’t Mia, and besides, that was months ago. I needed to pull myself together and stop the nonsense. I refused to slip back into that paranoid version of myself. I was better than that.

			The touch of warm fur tickling my ankle jolted me out of my thoughts. I looked down as Oscar gazed up at me, blinking his green eyes.

			The message was clear. He wanted me to go down. And he was right. I took a deep breath to steady myself and started to descend.

			The first place I checked was the living room, which was empty. I had expected that, so it wasn’t a surprise. It was rarely used, even when Aunt Charlie was alive. The kitchen was where we mostly hung out, followed by the family room at the back of the house. I headed to the kitchen next, even though by the utter silence and the heavy pit in my stomach, I already knew what I was going to find.

			Nothing.

			I stood for a moment in the doorway, surveying the room, trying to see signs of anyone having been there. Maybe Mia had already made a cup of tea and was now in the downstairs bathroom and would soon be heading up to bed.

			But no. The kitchen looked exactly as I had left it before I went to bed. I could still see the pots on the drying rack and the washcloth slung on the side of the sink, although the silvery light of the moon had drained all color from the kitchen. For a moment, I was thrust back into my dream, waiting for Aunt Charlie to materialize in front of me as she bustled around making tea.

			Stop it, I told myself, even as I felt the beads of sweat start to dot my hairline. Just because you had a bad dream and Mia isn’t in her bedroom doesn’t mean anything is wrong. 

			Even though I knew that was the truth, it didn’t stop the uneasy feeling from continuing to grow and fester inside of me. 

			Enough. I was being ridiculous. I squared my shoulders, took a deep breath, and headed into the family room.

			Even before I saw her, I knew she would be in there. The same room I found Chrissy sleepwalking in numerous times. 

			She was standing motionless in front of the bookcase, her back to me. 

			“Mia,” I said, keeping my voice soft, so I wouldn’t scare her. 

			She didn’t move. I took a step toward her. The room was as gray as the kitchen, making me feel like I was walking into a black and white movie.

			“Mia,” I said a little louder. If she was sleepwalking, I didn’t necessarily want to wake her, but I also wanted to make sure she heard me if she was awake. I took another step toward her, squinting in the gloom as I tried to figure out if she was conscious.

			“You killed me.”

			I slammed to a halt. “What did you say?” The words were higher and louder than I intended, tumbling out of my mouth even as I told myself to be careful not to wake her.

			She turned her head enough so I could see her profile and one eye. “You heard me.”

			I clapped both hands over my mouth to stop myself from screaming. I was suddenly thrust back to a year ago, standing in the same place with Chrissy in front of me. Even though their voices were completely different, in that moment, they sounded exactly the same.

			Mia continued to turn her head, and for a moment, I was terrified it was going to keep going, like she was possessed by a demon. But then, her body began to shift as well, until she was facing me, staring at me with blank and empty eyes. The moonlight was slanted across her face, turning her skin gray and papery looking, reminding me of Aunt Charlie. Actually, now that I was able to look more closely at her, she looked older, like she had somehow aged since dinner. “You shouldn’t be here. This is all your fault.”

			I peeled my fingers away from my mouth, hoping I would be able to keep my screams from escaping. “Maybe we should go back to bed. It’s still the middle of the night, and I know you need your sleep.”

			“You don’t know what I need.”

			My throat felt like it was closing again. Every time I heard her speak in that strange, hollow, Mia-but-not-Mia voice, I wanted to run screaming back to my room. But I also knew I couldn’t leave her like this. She could hurt herself. I decided to try a different tact. “Who are you?”

			“What does that matter?”

			“It matters because you’re sleepwalking, Mia. You’re dreaming.”

			“Who’s Mia?”

			It felt like I had been doused with icy water, so cold, all my organs seemed to shut down. I was suddenly terrified for my friend. Was Mia trapped in a really terrible dream? Or was there something even worse going on, like this was the beginning stages of schizophrenia? I remembered vaguely that her mother had struggled with some sort of illness before her death, but I wasn’t clear on the details. Could the same thing be happening to Mia?

			“If you’re not Mia, then who are you?”

			“Why do you keep asking me that?”

			“Because it doesn’t make sense. Mia is still alive, and you’re saying I killed you? I don’t even know who you are.”

			Mia’s head snapped to the side, looking like a parody of her cocking her head. “Have you killed so many people you’ve lost count?”

			“No.” I was starting to feel flustered. Was I really allowing a sleepwalker to throw me off my game? “I haven’t killed anyone.”

			“You lie.”

			“I’m not lying.” I clapped my hand over my mouth again. Breathe, I told myself. Arguing with a sleepwalker was going to get me nowhere. “If I killed you, then tell me how I did it.”

			There was a long silence. I wondered if maybe whatever was going on with Mia was done, and I could finally escort her to her room to hopefully finish sleeping, but just as I was took another step toward her, she began to speak, her voice lower than before. “You didn’t stop it. You let it happen.”

			An icy tendril wrapped itself around my stomach. “I let what happen?”

			Her face tilted upward, those blank eyes staring straight into mine. “You let them burn me.”

			 I gasped. My knees had gone weak, and I stumbled, my legs no longer strong enough to support me. All at once, my dreams from a few weeks ago came roaring back. The girl in the woods, the forest on fire.

			It had to be coincidence. It had to be. 

			Those empty eyes continued to watch me as I threw a hand out, trying to catch myself. My fingers brushed something soft and warm. Like fur.

			Oscar!

			I tried to throw my weight to the other side, not wanting to fall on him, but instead, I found myself straightening up, my balance restored. In this exact moment, a look of horror flashed across Mia’s face, and she let out a shriek, whether it was of fear or fury, I couldn’t tell.

			I bounded toward her, just in time to catch her as her eyes rolled into the back of their sockets, and she collapsed.


		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			I cupped my mug of coffee between my hands, welcoming the warmth. Despite how much the morning was already heating up and the kitchen being nice and toasty, I still had a bone-deep chill I couldn’t shake. Maybe I should take a hot shower or bath … really hot. Like burning hot. Maybe that would warm up the cold that seemed to have lodged deep inside me.

			It hadn’t gotten much better after Mia woke up, her eyelids fluttering. After catching her, I had just managed to guide her to the floor, resting her head on my lap as I anxiously called her name and wondered if I should call 9-1-1. “Where … what … Becca, what’s going on?” 

			“You were sleepwalking,” I said, brushing her hair away from her face. What I really wanted to ask her about was the sleeptalking, and whether she could remember any of her dreams, but as she still seemed a bit confused and out of it, I thought it best to take it one step at a time.

			She blinked at me, her expression puzzled. “Sleepwalking? I don’t sleepwalk.”

			“Well, you did tonight. Do you see where you are?” I made a sweeping gesture with my arm.

			She blinked again, her eyes darting around as her surroundings finally sank in. “How did I get in here?”

			“I told you; you were sleepwalking.”

			Something flickered across her face, so fast I couldn’t quite tell what it was, but it almost seemed like fear. But then she had turned away and was struggling to get up. “No, no. That can’t be. I don’t sleepwalk.”

			“It’s not a big deal,” I said. “It could just be because you’re stressed. I know that’s the cause of a lot of sleepwalking …”

			“I don’t sleepwalk.” She nearly spat the words at me. Her face flushed and her eyes glittered. I was so shocked, I could only sit there watching as she heaved herself to her feet, nearly falling in the process.

			“I’m going back to bed,” she said. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

			“Okay,” I said, my voice quiet. I listened to her footsteps as she climbed the stairs and wondered what exactly had just happened. Why would Mia react so strongly to sleepwalking? It wasn’t like it was that big of a deal.

			Unless … sleepwalking meant something else to her. Like there was a bad family history around sleepwalking. I knew there were cases when people had done some elaborate things while they were sleepwalking, including killing someone. Was it possible that was in her family history? 

			Or was it possible that sleepwalking was a symptom of a disease? I made a mental note to check online. That would definitely explain Mia freaking out. I would, too.

			Or … was it related to what happened to Chrissy? I couldn’t deny the similarities. Finding Mia in the same place I found Chrissy. Mia talking to me in the same tone Chrissy did. Mia denying she ever sleepwalked, just like Chrissy had.

			I didn’t like where this was going at all.

			I still wasn’t sure if Chrissy had been faking the whole thing or if something else was going on. We never talked about it. It didn’t seem important, as she hadn’t done it since her father was arrested.

			But now … 

			Needless to say, after everything that had happened, sleep was impossible. I headed back to the kitchen to make a pot of coffee and feed Oscar. I didn’t turn the light on, as the moon was bright enough, but that reminded me of my dream and Aunt Charlie, which made me think of all the baking Aunt Charlie used to do, especially when she couldn’t sleep.

			The next thing I knew, I had the flour and sugar out and was whipping up a batch of banana bread and blueberry muffins. I contemplated baking cookies, too, but decided what I’d done was probably enough. 

			I drank coffee while I baked, finishing one pot and starting a second. By the time Mia and Chrissy joined me, the kitchen was no longer gray and cold, but bright and cheery, lit up by the morning sun and wonderful scents. 

			However, neither of my roommates stayed long. Mia poured herself a cup of coffee and downed it while standing by the counter before heading out the door for a morning shift at Aunt May’s. Even though she was careful not to look at me, I could see the black, prominent circles under her puffy eyes. 

			Chrissy also gulped down a half of a cup of coffee as she munched on a muffin and checked her phone. If she noticed the tension between me and Mia, she didn’t comment on it. Soon, she was heading out the door herself as she, too, had an early shift at Aunt May’s.

			With both of them gone, I was left alone with my thoughts and way too much sugar, both of which were unwelcome. I picked at a piece of banana bread as I continued drinking coffee. I was already feeling wired and tired, which was unpleasant, but not as unpleasant as my thoughts. 

			I could already tell this was going to be one of those days.

			The landline rang, jerking me out of my thoughts. For a moment, I didn’t move, figuring it could just go to voicemail. If it wasn’t spam, it was probably a tea customer, and I didn’t feel like dealing with business at that moment.

			But almost as soon as I had those thoughts, I was heaving myself out of the chair and heading to the phone. That was a terrible attitude to have, and I needed to shift my mindset, pronto. I was blessed to have a growing business, and I should be more grateful. 

			I picked up the phone. “Becca Kingsley, here. May I help you?”

			Silence greeted me.

			“Hello?”

			No answer. All I heard was the faint buzzing of an empty line.

			I was about to hang up, figuring it was a spam call after all, when I heard it. The sound of an indrawn breath. Very faint, but it was there.

			“Hello? Is someone there?”

			Still no response. I pressed the receiver tightly against my ear, trying to make out if I really had heard someone breathing.

			As far as I could tell, there was nothing, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was on the other end, listening to me. Watching me.

			I quickly hung up the phone and took a couple of steps backward. A chill came over me, and I wrapped my arms around myself as I glanced around the kitchen, like the unknown caller would be there, maybe hiding behind the stove or in the hallway next to the washer.

			The only other being present was Oscar, who was sleeping in his usual place—the chair in front of the window. He opened an eye, looked at me, then closed it again.

			Somehow, that made me feel better, even though it was unjustifiable. Cats weren’t like dogs. They didn’t guard the house. Yet, for some reason, I felt like Oscar wouldn’t be so relaxed if there was someone in the house with me.

			I was about to go back to my coffee when my cell phone buzzed with a text. I jumped, flinging my arm out and almost knocking my phone to the ground. 

			Man, I had to get it together. I was only lacking a little sleep, not having a nervous breakdown.

			I picked up my phone. It was Daniel. Want to meet for lunch?

			I stared at the text. It felt like it had been ages since he had me asked out. Why would he now? Was it a good or bad sign? Did it have anything to do with the body I stumbled upon, or was it something else entirely? Maybe he finally wanted to have the long overdue conversation we both knew we needed to, though that was the last thing I wanted to deal with today. 

			On the other hand, if that was what it was, maybe it was for the best. The day was already starting out badly—why not get the rest of the bad things dealt with rather than spoiling another day?

			I texted him back. Sure.

			***

			“Thanks for meeting me,” Daniel said, sliding into the booth at The Tipsy Cow. I had asked to meet there rather than at Aunt May’s, as I wasn’t sure I wanted Mia to overhear us. Although The Tipsy Cow was more well-known for being a popular bar, it also had a great lunch menu, including a very tasty Cobb salad that I decided would make up for enjoying my morning baking splurge.

			“I’m glad you asked,” I said. “It’s been a while since we’ve gone out.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I regretted them. Daniel’s smile faded, and his expression turned pensive.

			“Yeah, it has been.” He turned all his attention to the menu, even though I was sure that just like me, he already knew what he wanted.

			“I’m not complaining,” I said quickly. “I know this has been a rough time for you. All the gang activity and … everything else going on.” I didn’t want to get into my part in the “everything else going on,” so I thought it was enough to make my point.

			“Like finding bodies in the woods,” he said. He was still looking at the menu, but his voice was light.

			Oh yeah. I guess I really was involved in most of his “everything else’s.” “Like that, too. Are there any updates?”

			Before he could answer, the waitress appeared, asking to take our order. She was a wisp of girl, with huge gray eyes hiding behind colorless hair. She reminded me of a rabbit poised to scurry away at any moment with or without our food order. I wondered if she normally only handled the lunch crowd, which was busy, but nothing like the evenings, when the wooden booths and scarred hardwood floors were packed with a variety of people ranging from tourists to office workers grabbing a drink after work.

			We put in our orders—the salad for me, a turkey club sandwich for him, and iced teas. The last thing I needed was more caffeine, but I knew iced tea didn’t have much in it, and I did need to distract myself from ordering a glass of wine. I was still struggling with a lack of sleep and didn’t need the sugar so late in the day.

			“Yes, we’ve been able to identify her,” Daniel said after our waitress darted back with our drinks. 

			“So, it’s a ‘her,’” I confirmed. 

			Daniel nodded as he reached for his drink. “Her name is Pamela Lansing. Does it ring a bell?”

			I shook my head. “Should it?”

			“No, but it’s always worth asking,” he said. 

			“Do you know what happened to her?”

			Daniel took another drink of his tea. “The M.E. hasn’t released his formal report yet, but unofficially, he thinks she was probably strangled.”

			I swallowed hard and touched my throat. “Definitely murder then, as opposed to an accident.”

			“He’s not saying one way or another. It’s possible it was an accident.”

			I gave him a look. “How do you accidentally strangle someone?”

			His lips quirked up in a smile. “Kinky sex.”

			I felt my cheeks redden. “Oh, of course.” I felt like an idiot for not picking up on that right away. 

			“Anyway, if it was an accident, whoever she was with may have panicked and decided to bury her in the woods.” He spun his iced tea glass around absentmindedly.

			“But …”

			His eyes flickered up at me. “Her daughter is also missing.”

			My jaw dropped open. “She has a daughter? How old?”

			“Almost ten.”

			My heart lurched in my chest. An image flashed before my eyes: the girl in the woods, her long dress dragging in the dirt, her eyes begging me for help. 

			No, it couldn’t have been Pamela’s daughter. That didn’t make any sense. The girl I encountered in the woods was miles away from where I found Pamela’s body. I forced myself to refocus. 

			“That poor girl. Do you think whoever killed her mother has her?”

			Daniel’s mouth flattened. “It’s certainly possible. But …” His voice trailed off, and he reached for his iced tea again. 

			I cocked my head as I studied him. “What’s going on?”

			He put his glass back down and sighed as he rubbed his forehead, not looking at me. “There’s so much about this case that doesn’t make sense.”

			That uneasy feeling started to stir in my gut again. “How so?”

			He straightened up, finally looking me in the eye. “Well, that’s part of the issue. I don’t want to tell you.”

			My stomach instantly twisted into a knot. “Why not?” I asked, even though I didn’t think I was going to like the answer.

			His eyes bored into mine. “Honestly? Because I don’t want a repeat of what happened a few weeks ago.”

			I looked at him in surprise. I didn’t expect that answer at all. “How could that poor dead woman have anything to do with anything that happened a few weeks ago? Or …” My eyes widened. “Are you saying she’s somehow connected to Wendy? Or Eleanor?” My mind raced. Was Pamela who I had heard in the barn? Did the Church of the Forgotten then kill her and dump her body in the woods? And did that mean the Church had her daughter? 

			The girl in the woods. The old-fashioned dress she was wearing, an exact match to the ones the women in the Church of the Forgotten wore. 

			I thought I might be sick.

			Daniel’s blue eyes narrowed, and he looked like he wanted to punch something. “See? That’s exactly the reaction I didn’t want.”

			His words sliced through my racing thoughts like a scalpel, leaving me cold and empty. “If you didn’t want to tell me, then why am I here?”

			“Because I have no choice,” he spat. “You’re going to find out one way or another. It’s too sensational for you not to. At least this way, I can somewhat control your response.”

			Anger flared inside me. “I’m not a child,” I snapped. “You don’t have to ‘control’ me or protect me. I can take care of myself.”

			He opened his mouth as if to argue back, then closed it with a click. “I know that,” he said quietly. All the irritation and frustration seemed to have drained out of him, leaving him exhausted. He raked a hand through his blonde hair, which was in dire need of a haircut. “And I’m not trying to. It’s just … I don’t want to see you hurt again, is all.”

			I inhaled deeply, feeling my own anger dissipate as sadness replaced it. “But I wasn’t hurt. I’m fine. Really.”

			He flashed me a crooked smile. “You are now. But …” he paused, shaking his head. “You have no idea how difficult it is when there’s no proof to back up your theories. How can I possibly sort out what’s true or not true?”

			“So, you don’t trust me,” I said, my voice flat.

			He stared at me in disbelief. “How can you say that? After all I’ve done for you? I put my career on the line for you …” he broke off as the waitress returned with our food.

			“Okay, I messed up with Eleanor,” I said quietly as soon as we were alone again. “I’m truly sorry about that. I should have been more aware and able to hide what I found, instead of tipping her off …”

			“And that’s the problem,” Daniel cut me off. “There is no proof of anyone ever being in that room, yet you still refuse to adjust your thinking based on new evidence.”

			“Obviously, they did a really good job cleaning up,” I said. “It doesn’t mean I was wrong. It just means I messed up in the way I handled it. And I know that.”

			Daniel closed his eyes, and I got the sense he was fighting the urge to bang his head against the back of the booth. “This is going nowhere. Let’s eat, okay?”

			I stared at my salad, suddenly not the least bit hungry. All I wanted to do was sink into a puddle of depression. This, right here, was the crux of our relationship issues. Daniel wasn’t able to trust me without proof. Was it even possible for us to heal and move forward?

			I peeked up at him from under my eyelashes and caught him staring at me, his dark-blue eyes full of desire and longing. Tingles ran down my arms, and I felt a tug low in my belly. I wondered what he would say if I asked him to skip the rest of lunch. It had been weeks since we had been together, and from the look in his eyes, he missed it as much as I did.

			But then, it was like a switch flipped, and we suddenly both remembered why we’d been apart. It was like a bucket of cold water, and Daniel dropped his gaze and went back to staring at his meal. I picked up my fork to poke at my salad.

			There was a long moment of silence, during which we both pretended to eat, until I realized he still hadn’t shared his news with me. I decided to break the ice. “What’s going on with the body that you didn’t want to tell me?”

			He sighed, almost like he was hoping I had forgotten about his initial reason for inviting me to lunch. He set his sandwich back down on his plate, and I wondered if he had lost his appetite, as well. “According to the M.E., Pamela has been dead for at least three months. He’s hoping to further narrow it down, but it’s right around there.”

			The knot in my chest that had tightened with the mention of the Church of the Forgotten started to loosen. If Pamela had been dead for three months, then there was no way she was who I had heard in the Church of the Forgotten’s barn. It also seemed highly unlikely that the girl I had seen in the woods was her daughter.

			 Daniel picked up a fry as he continued talking. “Pamela herself hasn’t been seen by her friends and family for at least seven months.”

			I stared at him. “She’s been missing for seven months? And no one said anything?”

			Daniel made a face. “Not exactly. At least the missing part. Pamela and her daughter Zelda were living in Riverview, and about seven months ago, they packed up and moved to Milwaukee, according to Pamela’s friends and neighbors. However, as far as we can tell, she never did.”

			“Where did she go?”

			“That’s the problem … no one seems to know.”

			I frowned and stabbed at my salad. “But what about her friends and neighbors? Didn’t they stay in touch?”

			“I guess not,” Daniel said. “Pamela was always something of a loner, I guess. No one was all that close to her. Even her friends were more like acquaintances, so I don’t know if anyone really expected her to stay in touch.”

			“What about social media?”

			“She has a couple of accounts, but she rarely posts. The last post we can find was from well over a year ago.”

			“So, in other words, we have no idea when she actually went missing.”

			“Exactly,” Daniel said. 

			I reached for my iced tea. “What about where she was supposed to move to in Milwaukee? Did she have a job waiting for her?”

			“If she did, we can’t find a record of it. Nor did anyone report her missing.”

			“So she just … vanished?”

			“That’s what it seems like.”

			I mulled it over as I took another bite of salad. While it was certainly strange, I wasn’t sure why Daniel hesitated to tell me about it. “Is there any reason why she would have ended up in Redemption? If she was living in Riverview and moving to Milwaukee, how did Redemption suddenly enter into the mix? Or did she even move here after all?”

			“No, there’s no record that she moved to Redemption, either. But she does have a connection to Redemption.” 

			“Which is?”

			Daniel stared at his plate as he played with his sandwich. “She’s an 1888er.”

			My eyes widened. Back in 1888, all the adults disappeared, leaving only the children behind. No one knew what happened to them, although there was no end to the rumors and theories. 

			The descendants of the adults who disappeared called themselves “the 1888ers.” They were a secretive, paranoid bunch who kept to themselves, although I had met two of them in the last month alone—Wendy, who originally said her daughter Jill had been kidnapped, only to then retract it and say she didn’t have a daughter after all, and Zane. 

			Now, Daniel’s reason for hesitating to tell me was clear.

			“So, she has family here in Redemption?” I asked.

			“Not exactly,” Daniel said. “Years ago, Pamela’s brother, Jeb, disappeared without a trace. Just poof. There was an investigation, but it didn’t last long, as there were no leads to follow. Shortly after that, Pamela’s mother packed herself and Pamela up and moved to Riverview, which is where Pamela lived until seven months ago.”

			“Oh, that’s awful,” I said, thinking of that poor mother. First her son disappeared, and then her daughter was killed. I couldn’t even imagine. “What about Pamela’s mother? Were you able to locate her?”

			“Dead,” Daniel said flatly. “She died about eighteen months ago.”

			“Oh no. That’s so sad. Poor Pamela.”

			“Yeah,” Daniel said, his mouth a flat line. “It’s really sad. A couple of Pamela’s neighbors said Pamela hasn’t been the same since her mother died.”

			I shook my head as I forked up a piece of chicken. “What about Pamela’s father? Or Zelda’s father, for that matter.”

			“Pamela’s father died when she was an infant,” Daniel said. “As for Zelda’s father, we’re still looking into his whereabouts. Although it doesn’t appear he and Pamela ever married, he was a part of Zelda’s life. Zelda visited him a couple of times a year.”

			“Only a couple?”

			“He didn’t live here,” Daniel explained. “He was somewhere in Minnesota, or maybe Michigan … far enough away for it to be a decent commute. Pamela would drop Zelda off for a week and then go get her.”

			I raised an eyebrow. “Minnesota or Michigan? Those are completely different states in completely opposite directions.”

			Daniel sighed. “Yes, but they both start with M, and no can remember for sure which it was. It’s also possible it’s neither of those, and he actually lives in Illinois.” He sighed and ran a hand through his hair again. 

			Looking at him made my heart hurt. Despite how frustrated and upset I was with him, and let’s face it … downright sad, I also felt bad for him trying to puzzle through this difficult case. “Do you think the father might have something to do with Pamela’s death?”

			“It’s possible,” Daniel said. “Maybe she decided to reconcile with him and just didn’t tell anyone. It’s also possible Zelda is with her dad, and whatever happened to Pamela happened while Zelda was spending a week with her father. Until we can locate him, it’s hard to know how to move forward.”

			“Yeah, you don’t really have much to go on, that’s for sure,” I said. “No cell phone, I take it?”

			He shook his head. “Nor any identification at all. Just the clothes she was wearing, which seemed way too big for her, so it’s possible they weren’t even hers. Someone may have dressed her before disposing of her body.”

			“Why would someone do that?”

			Daniel shrugged. “It’s hard to know at this stage. Could be some sort of kink thing. Some killers keep souvenirs of their kills.”

			“You think we’re dealing with a serial killer?” Oh man, this was getting worse and worse.

			“At this point, we don’t know anything, so we’re keeping all options open,” Daniel said. “But currently, there is no evidence that whoever did this is a serial killer.”

			Considering the fact there hadn’t been much evidence for a number of things that had happened in Redemption that I knew for a fact were true, I didn’t find that overly comforting. 

			“It’s also possible there was some sort of evidence on Pamela’s clothes that would have led to her killer,” Daniel said. “So, the killer decided it would be better to change her outfit.”

			“That sounds … cold,” I said.

			Daniel inclined his head. “Murder is generally pretty cold.”

			“But if that were the case, why bother to dress her at all? Why not leave her naked?”

			“Again, you’re asking a lot of good questions we don’t have the answers to,” Daniel said.

			Another horrifying thought occurred to me. “Was she … sexually assaulted?”

			“No.” Daniel’s voice was firm. “There is no evidence of anything like that.”

			“Well, that’s a relief,” I said before another thought occurred to me. “You said she was probably wearing clothes that weren’t her own, and she had no identification on her. How were you able to identify the body so quickly?”

			“Fingerprints,” Daniel said. “Apparently, after her brother disappeared, her mother marched her into the police station and had them take her fingerprints as a precaution, in case something happened to her, and she disappeared, too.” He half-smiled, but it was tinged with sadness. “Who would have thought that we would end up using them to identify Pamela as an adult?”

			“It’s strange how things work out,” I said, feeling a pang of grief myself. All the suffering that family had gone through, and yet another tragedy was the only reason why we were able to get the answers we needed so quickly. 

			Now, the only one left might be ten-year-old Zelda. “Is there any other family on Pamela’s side? Cousins, aunts, uncles … anyone?”

			“I’m not sure,” Daniel said. “It seems Viola, that’s Pamela’s mother, had a sister, so we’re looking into tracking her down. As of right now, I don’t know where she is or if she’s even still alive. We’re also looking at Pamela’s father’s family, as well. I think he might have had a brother somewhere. We’re working on locating him, too.”

			“Well, for Zelda’s sake, I hope you can find at least one of them,” I said. Especially if it turned out that Zelda’s father didn’t want her full-time. Hopefully, someone else in her family would be willing to raise her.

			“Yeah, I agree.” Daniel picked up his uneaten sandwich again. “Anyway, as you can see, our top priority is finding out what happened to Pamela and Zelda.”

			“I’m glad,” I said, not sure where he was going.

			He continued staring at me, still holding his sandwich. “We have it covered,” he said again.

			“That’s good. If Zelda is alive, she deserves to be found.”

			He breathed out heavily through his nose, and I got the impression he was trying not to roll his eyes. “Becca, what I’m trying to say is, we’re investigating. You don’t have to.”

			“Okay. I wasn’t really planning on investigating anyway,” I said, although as soon as the words were out, I wondered how true they were. Aiden wanted me to keep him in the loop, and I didn’t see the harm in doing that, even though Mia was dead set against it. Regardless, I would definitely be sharing everything with Mia and Daphne. Surely, that wasn’t considered investigating. And if I wanted to ask Zane a few questions about Pamela and her family, assuming he would talk to me, that wouldn’t be “investigating” either. Would it?

			Judging by Daniel’s expression, he wasn’t buying what I was saying. “I mean it, Becca,” he said, his voice stern. “Let us do our job. It’s better that way. For everyone.” 

			“Who’s everyone? As far as I can tell, the police have their hands full with all the crime going on in Redemption. I would think you would welcome help. Not that I was planning on offering any,” I hastily added.

			“It’s better for us, because we know what we’re doing,” he said. “When amateurs get involved, they can mess up a case even if they don’t mean to. And it’s better for you, too. You’ve got plenty to do between your business and taking care of Chrissy and the house and yourself. You should focus on that.”

			Even though he didn’t say it, the message was clear: 

			I shouldn’t get involved because it was bad for my mental health.

			The problem for him was that I was already involved.


		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			After lunch, my initial plan was to see if Daphne was available to chat. Not only did I want to fill her in on what Daniel told me, but I also wanted to touch base with her about Mia’s sleepwalking. I hadn’t felt like bringing that up with Daniel, and I really needed to talk it through with someone.

			However, my lack of sleep was catching up with me, and all I wanted to do was go home and take a nap. I was exhausted and frustrated, and I could feel a headache coming on. Maybe if I laid down on the couch for a few hours, I would have a better attitude all around.

			When I walked through the front door of my house, I was greeted by the unmistakable scent of coffee. Had I forgotten to turn the coffeemaker off? I hurried into the kitchen, worried I was about to discover a burnt pot. Instead, I found Mia sitting at the table with a cup at her elbow and a fresh pot brewing.

			“Hey,” I said weakly. “I didn’t expect you until later. I thought you were working a full shift.”

			“I did,” Mia said tiredly. “I just got home a little bit ago. I made coffee.”

			“I can see that,” I said. I glanced at the clock and realized it was later than I thought. I went to the fridge to deposit my leftover salad and wondered if I should start figuring out something for dinner. Maybe I could do something simple, like a stew or chili. I could just throw the ingredients together and let it simmer while I took a nap. Or maybe, I should take a nap first and then deal with dinner. 

			There was a strange awkwardness in the room, and I couldn’t pinpoint if it was all in my head because I was so tired, or if it was coming from everything left unsaid about the night before. Wherever it was coming from, it felt heavy and uncomfortable, and all I really wanted to do was get away from it.

			“I take it that was lunch.”

			I half-turned to see Mia watching me. Her face was puffy, and black circles ringed her eyes. Her computer was open along with a notebook, but she hadn’t touched either. Instead, she picked up her cup and took a long sip.

			“Yeah, I had lunch with Daniel.” I saw no reason to hide it, especially since I had every intention of telling her what Daniel had disclosed to me.

			Mia immediately perked up. “Did he tell you anything about the body you found?”

			“He did. I was going to tell you tonight after you were done with your schoolwork.”

			Mia’s eyes flickered to her screen, but I could see the longing in them. “Yeah, that would probably make the most sense.”

			“Plus, I was thinking about getting dinner started and then taking a nap.” Even as I said it, I knew the nap would be useless. Despite how tired I was, I was also feeling too wired to sleep. It was probably all the caffeine from earlier. 

			“I feel you on the nap,” Mia said, stretching. “The only problem is, I don’t think I’ll be able to get my brain to settle down.”

			I rubbed my forehead, trying to push back the headache that was still lurking. “Quite honestly, I don’t think it’s going to happen for me, either.” A hot bath and an early night seemed like a better plan for getting caught up on sleep, rather than trying to nap now.

			There was a pause. “Well, if you’re not going to nap, you could give me the highlights now, and later, when I’m done with this paper, we could talk about it more?” 

			“Okay, let me take something for this headache real quick first.” I knew the pending conversation wouldn’t only be highlights. If Mia was as sleep-deprived as me, the notion of her getting any more schoolwork done was laughable. So, we might as well just talk now.

			I headed to the bathroom to fetch some ibuprofen, and when I returned, Mia had closed her laptop and pushed it aside. Her notebook was on top of it. She was standing by the counter, holding an unopened bottle of wine. She eyed me over it. “It’s probably too early.” 

			“Probably,” I said. “And I just took some pain medicine. We should probably wait a few hours. I could make tea.”

			“Tea would be better,” she reluctantly admitted, giving the wine bottle one last look of longing before returning it to the counter. “Besides, if I have any now, I really won’t get any work done later, and I should at least try.” She scrubbed at her face with both hands and went back to sit at the table in front of her coffee cup. “Okay, let’s hear it.”

			I poured myself a glass of water, then started the tea as I filled Mia in on everything Daniel had told me. Well, almost everything. I didn’t disclose how he hadn’t wanted to tell me at first or that he lectured me about not investigating, although a part of me wanted to. There had been a time I would have, but not now. Too many things had come between Mia and me over the past few weeks for me to share everything with her.

			It was yet one more item on a whole list of things that made my heart hurt. At this rate, when I took that hot bath, I was also going to give in to a good long cry.

			“Wait a minute,” Mia said as I set a mug of tea in front of her. “You’re saying the person who you found in the forest was an 1888er?”

			“According to Daniel,” I said, sitting across from her with my own cup of tea. I held the mug close to my nose and deeply breathed in the scents of lavender and lemon. I could already feel the tension in my temples draining away, although to be fair, it might have been the ibuprofen kicking in.

			Mia picked up her mug and took a sip, but her actions were mechanical, like she wasn’t even aware of what she was doing. “That’s … incredible.”

			“The whole thing is incredible,” I said. “The fact no one even knew that poor woman was missing? In this day and age, how can that even happen?”

			But Mia wasn’t listening. She was staring off to one side, a strange expression on her face. “I can’t even believe I’m going to say this, but … do you think Aiden might have been right?”

			I looked at her in surprise. “Aiden? But you said …”

			“I know what I said,” she said, cutting me off. Mia had been quite clear about what she thought of Aiden after seeing him out of our house the way she did.  Namely that he was not to be trusted, and if I knew what was good for me, I wouldn’t have anything to do with him. “However …” She leaned forward toward me, still holding her mug. The tea sloshed over the side, but she didn’t seem to notice. “That was before I knew she was an 1888er.”

			I chewed on my lip, trying to force my tired brain to follow her thought process. “So, because she’s an 1888er, you think Aiden is right? About what, precisely? Fire Cabin, or some evil entity coming for us? Or both?”

			Mia furrowed her brow. “I was thinking Fire Cabin, but now that you said it, maybe both.”

			 “So, you think her being an 1888er changes things?”

			Mia looked at me in surprise. “Don’t you?”

			I thought about it. “I guess I was thinking it had more to do with why she died here, specifically, rather than what Aiden was talking about. You know, instead of moving to Milwaukee like she told everyone, she somehow ended up around here.”

			“But where?” Mia spread out her hands. “If an 1888er moved back here, especially somewhere in town, I think I would have heard about it. People would have talked. Plus, she has a ten-year-old, who must have been going to school somewhere.”

			“What if she wasn’t in town?” 

			“Then where was she? Who sold or rented her a place to live? They likely would have figured out she was an 1888er, and probably would have said something to someone. Setting that aside, though, Daniel said she was dead for at least three months, which means she would have missed rent and utility payments. Wouldn’t someone have noticed her missing and reported her?” 

			“You’d think so.” When Mia said it like that, it did seem odd that Pamela could have just vanished the way she did without someone noticing, even if it was just a landlord or creditor. 

			“And again, her daughter must have been in some sort of school or program where someone would notice her missing,” Mia continued. “Even if she was homeschooled, there would still be a lot of activities she’d be involved in with other parents who would surely notice her absence. And I haven’t even touched on what Pamela did for money. Unless she was independently wealthy, which I suppose is possible, she must have had a job, so again, someone somewhere must have realized she was missing when she stopped working.”

			“Daniel mentioned her having a job when she lived in Riverview,” I said. “But if no one reported her missing, maybe she wasn’t working. So what was she living on?”

			Mia tapped a finger on the side of her mug. “She could have lived off her savings. But that hardly seems like a long-term plan.”

			“Maybe she did have something lined up, but it fell through.” I thought for a second before reaching behind me for the small notepad and pen that I kept next to the landline in case customers called in orders. “Let’s go through the timeline.” I dragged my chair closer to the table and clicked the pen to start writing. A Christmas gift from Chrissy, the pages of the notepad were a light yellow, and at the top had a silly drawing of a woman holding a glass of wine with the caption “It’s wine o’clock somewhere.” I remembered the smirk on her face as I opened it, and now, I found myself wondering about the appropriateness of a gift that celebrated drinking from my stepdaughter.

			Well, that was a problem for another day. I had enough to worry about at the moment.

			“So, according to Daniel, she packed up and left Riverview roughly seven months ago,” I said, writing on the pad. “Approximately three months ago, she was killed. So that leaves four months, give or take, that she was apparently completely off the grid.”

			Mia shifted her chair closer to me and was leaning over my shoulder. I could smell the faint traces of bacon grease, coffee, and sweat that had soaked into her white tee shirt and jeans, the standard uniform at Aunt May’s. Most of the time, Mia showered and changed when she came home from a shift. The only time she didn’t was when she had to hop on an online class. I wondered why she hadn’t today.

			“It’s not out of the realm of possibility that she had saved enough to live off of for four months,” Mia said. “But it does make you wonder what her plan was. Did she have something lined up that didn’t materialize, like you mentioned, so she was just treading water while looking for something else?”

			“Or maybe it wasn’t even supposed to start for six months or more,” I said. “What if she decided to take some time off and tour the country or whatever before starting her new gig?”

			“Yeah, but if that were the case, why did she end up dead in Redemption?” Mia asked. “Redemption is only forty-five minutes away from Riverview. If she was going to tour the country, how is it she ended up right back here four months later?”

			I stared at the cheery yellow paper, so at odds with this woman’s final few months. “You’re right, it doesn’t make sense,” I said. “As it stands, it looks like she quit her job, told everyone she was moving to Milwaukee, but didn’t, and four months later, she was found dead in a town just forty-five minutes away from hers.” I stared at what I wrote a moment longer before swiveling my chair to face Mia. “Do you think she changed her name?”

			Mia stared at me in disbelief. “What? Like her identity?”

			“Yeah, that’s exactly what I mean.”

			“Why would she do that?”

			I turned back to the notes. I thought about Wendy and Zane and how paranoid they were. Wendy was so terrified of something, she was pretending she never even had a daughter, though I was sure she had. 

			Pamela had a daughter, too. Was that the connection?

			“She was scared,” I said. “She’s an 1888er. We know they’re paranoid. Is it possible something got to her, and she decided she had to change her whole identity?”

			Mia’s expression slowly shifted as she processed what I was saying. “So, you’re saying maybe she did move to Milwaukee, but under a different name?”

			“Exactly. She might have had a job, an apartment, the whole works. But Daniel wouldn’t know that, if it was all under a different name.”

			“And if that were the case, she could have been declared missing, but under the wrong name,” Mia said slowly. 

			“Yeah. Or maybe she was even living here under a different name.”

			Mia shook her head violently. “Again, someone moving here with a ten-year-old who went missing three months ago would not go unnoticed. People would have talked. Now, Milwaukee is a different story.”

			“We probably need to tell Daniel to check all the missing women who match her description,” I said, even though a part of me didn’t want to say a word to him. Not just because I was still unhappy with him over our earlier conversation, but because he would undoubtedly accuse me of “investigating,” when really, I was just chatting with Mia. I wondered if I could get Mia to mention it to him and keep me out of it. “Although it’s still not clear how her body ended up here instead of somewhere in Milwaukee, but yeah, this theory would explain a lot.”

			“I know exactly why she’s here,” Mia said darkly, without hesitation. 

			I glanced at her. Her mouth was a straight line, and her eyes were bleak. “Why?”

			She cocked her head, her expression almost exasperated. “I already told you.”

			I mentally flipped back through our conversation. “Are you talking about … Fire Cabin? And waking up whatever darkness is in Redemption?”

			“What else?”

			Mia was looking at me like this was all very obvious, despite it being anything but, to me. Maybe I should have waited to have this conversation with her, after all, when I had gotten caught up on sleep. “I’m not sure what you’re saying. How does either one of those have anything to do with Pamela being murdered? Or …” A thought suddenly struck me. “Are you saying that she had come back to Redemption to look for Fire Cabin, and that’s why she was murdered?”

			Mia’s eyes lit up. “Oh, that’s an idea. I hadn’t thought about that. Pamela was looking for Fire Cabin, but she didn’t want to tell anyone, so she pretended to move to Milwaukee.”

			“That doesn’t explain what happened to Zelda, though, unless Pamela did ship her off to her father or someone else,” I said.

			“And if she did that, depending on the arrangement she made with whoever is taking care of Zelda, they might not even know Pamela is missing. Or dead,” Mia said.

			“That would explain a lot,” I said. “I wonder if there’s any way to prove that theory? It seems like Pamela kept her cards close to her chest, so I’m guessing she didn’t tell anyone.”

			“Tracking down Zelda’s father, or any other adult who she would have felt comfortable living with, would be a good start,” Mia said. “Although you might be right. With her mother gone, we might never know the truth about what Pamela was thinking or why she would have done something as drastic as look for Fire Cabin. She must have been desperate, if she did.” Mia looked away, but not before I caught a glimpse of fear in her eyes.

			I took another sip of tea, mostly to cover my surely skeptical expression. I was having trouble wrapping my head around what the big deal was about Fire Cabin, or why she and Daphne were so terrified of this particular Redemption myth. Quite honestly, it all sounded a little silly to me. Sure, being cursed would be bad, but why on Earth would anyone go looking for something that might curse them? Of course, humans have a pretty major self-destructive streak; that’s why we created things like nuclear weapons that could completely decimate us. But still, searching for something that could curse us seemed a bridge too far. The thieves who stole cursed treasure from Egyptian tombs were at least after items that were worth a lot of money. What was the value in finding Fire Cabin? Was the small chance of your greatest desire being granted worth the risk of being cursed?

			“So, I’m still a little confused,” I said. “If you don’t think Pamela was looking for Fire Cabin, how could it have been involved?”

			Mia didn’t immediately answer. Instead, she traced a finger around the rim of her mug as she stared off into the distance. “It’s a little hard to explain,” she finally said. “I’m not even sure I can.” She paused again, wrinkling her forehead as if it might somehow make her brain function better. “Let me try to explain it like this: Fire Cabin and the 1888ers have always been … linked, I guess.”

			“How so?”

			“It’s not official or anything,” Mia said hastily. “But think about it. The Fire Cabin story started with the adults disappearing in 1888. And the 1888ers are obviously linked as direct descendants of the adults who disappeared. They also believe they’re cursed, and Fire Cabin usually curses people. You get the picture.”

			“Yes,” I said. “Which is why Pamela looking for Fire Cabin would be such a desperate move.”

			“Exactly,” Mia said. “Normally, I wouldn’t think an 1888er would do anything like that. They wouldn’t want anything to do with Fire Cabin. But I’ve never heard of anyone being found in the general area where Fire Cabin appears to people. At least, according to Aiden, which is why I think we need to talk to him.”

			“Okay, that all makes sense, but I’m still not getting the connection,” I admitted.

			“Let me try it another way,” Mia said. “It’s not so much that Fire Cabin and Pamela are linked, in terms of Fire Cabin causing Pamela’s death. It’s the combination of the body of an 1888er appearing where Fire Cabin also appears. It’s almost like …” Mia dropped her voice to nearly a whisper. “It’s happening again.”

			I felt a coldness inside me, even though I wasn’t completely sure what she meant. I just knew whatever it was, it was bad. “What’s happening again?” I whispered back, even though the only other being who could hear us was Oscar.

			Mia swallowed. Her skin was nearly gray, and her eyes were dark with terror. “What happened in 1888. When the adults disappeared.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			“About time you guys showed up,” Aiden said smugly. We were standing in the lobby of the Redemption Inn. He was grinning until he got a closer look at the expressions on our faces. Then, his smile slowly faded. “What’s going on?”

			“Can we talk? In private?” Mia’s face was stony as she awkwardly balanced her overly large computer bag with one hand while gesturing with her other toward the room off to the side. It was where breakfast was served every day, but during any other time, it was often used as a community meeting area … or, a place where a small group of people could discuss how to prevent the coming of the end of times.

			An exaggeration, sure. But at that moment, it didn’t feel like it.

			After Mia dropped that particular “It’s happening again” bomb in my kitchen, we decided it was time to bring Aiden and Daphne into the mix. Mia still wasn’t completely sold on Aiden, but she had done some research and discovered that what he told us about his family and Fire Cabin checked out, so she reluctantly agreed to work with him. 

			I texted Daphne to see if she was free as Mia packed up her laptop, explaining we might need it. Daphne was, so I drove over to pick her up on the way to the Redemption Inn. Once we arrived, we had Lynne, who was working behind the desk, call Aiden’s room for us. I wasn’t sure what we were going to do if he wasn’t there—maybe leave a note with our cell numbers. But luckily, he was in, and he came right down.

			“Of course,” Aiden said. Mia caught Lynne’s eye and gestured to the room again to let her know what we were doing. Lynne waved back, and we walked together to a table near the back.

			Behind us was a large glass window overlooking a spacious grassy backyard framed with tall trees and a raised flower bed. A bird bath flanked by two busy bird feeders was positioned in the middle, and it was all very peaceful. There, it felt like the middle of nowhere rather than downtown Redemption. Of course, the fact that the hotel was made of smooth, polished logs and that it sported a hardwood floor and walls hung with brightly colored quilts helped portray that illusion.

			“What’s going on?” Aiden asked as soon as we settled in, me next to Mia on one side and Aiden and Daphne on the other. But before anyone could answer, Lynne appeared with a platter of freshly baked ginger snap cookies in one hand and a pot of coffee in the other. “I have iced tea and freshly made lemonade, as well,” she said. 

			“Oh, you don’t have to go through all this trouble,” Mia said.

			Lynne sniffed. “Nonsense. It’s no trouble at all.”

			Daphne leaned closer toward the cookies. “Is that Nancy’s recipe?”

			“You better believe it,” Lynne said, depositing the cookies in front of her. “Nancy would unretire in a heartbeat if I served anything else.”

			“Oh, I haven’t had one of these in forever,” Daphne said, helping herself to one. “When I was a kid, these were my favorite. Well,” her eyes flickered toward me, almost apologetically. “Other than Charlie’s chocolate chip cookies, that is.”

			“Charlie’s cookies were good, I grant you that, but they didn’t hold a candle to Nancy’s famous ginger snaps,” Lynne said. Nancy was the original owner of the Redemption Inn, and she had a firm policy of offering complimentary afternoon cookies and a never-empty coffee pot to her guests. Lynne had been one of Nancy’s best employees, so it was natural for Nancy to sell her the Redemption Inn when it was time for her to retire. “Do you want coffee, iced tea, or lemonade?” Her tone was firm; she was bringing us something to drink whether we wanted it or not.

			Aiden and Daphne chose coffee while Mia and I decided on the lemonade. I was just relieved there was a choice without caffeine, as I probably had already reached my quota for the week. I also didn’t touch the cookies. As good as I was sure they were, I figured I had met my quota for sugar for the week, as well.

			“Becca has some updates from Daniel,” Mia said as soon as Lynne deposited the drinks and four small plates on our table. She leaned down to arrange her computer bag, so it was propped up on the wall between her and the window.

			“Do you know who was killed?” Daphne asked as Aiden helped himself to a cookie. I noticed Mia hadn’t reached for any, either.

			“Yes, we do.” I proceeded to fill them in on what Daniel had told me. As I talked, Aiden’s eyes never left my face, and he kept leaning closer and closer to me, like he was afraid if he didn’t, he might miss a crucial detail. Daphne, on the other hand, seemed to edge further and further away, her face growing paler by the second. She had even stopped eating her cookie, leaving half of it on her plate.

			“I knew it,” Aiden said when I was done. “It’s all connected to Fire Cabin.”

			“About that.” Mia leaned forward slightly. “Why do you think Fire Cabin is somewhere in that area anyway? As far as I know, no one knows where it actually is.”

			“Well, that’s true. No one does. At least not specifically.” A flush of red was starting to creep up Aiden’s neck.

			“Exactly. Because people who find Fire Cabin tend to either disappear or never talk about their experiences.” Mia’s eyes glittered as she glared at him. “So, what led you to believe that particular area is where Fire Cabin is located?”

			“Are you accusing me of something?” Aiden asked. His tone was reasonable, but the red was still climbing his neck. 

			“Like I said before, I just find it peculiar that you happened to be in that area of the forest when the body was found,” Mia said.

			“Oh, so we’re back to that again.” Aiden slid back in his seat, folding his arms across his chest. “How could I kill her when, according to the cops, she was killed three months ago?” 

			“What’s to say you weren’t in Redemption three months ago when Pamela was still alive?” Mia demanded. “And with all the rain we’ve been having, you decided maybe you better check to see if the grave you dug was still intact. When it wasn’t, you came up with this whole Fire Cabin story.”

			“That’s absurd,” Aiden said. “I wasn’t anywhere near Redemption three months ago. Besides, I told you why I was looking for Fire Cabin.”

			“You did,” Mia said. “But it might be nice to get some outside confirmation of it, since we only have your word right now.”

			“Hold on,” I said, finally able to get a word in edgewise. Mia’s hostility toward Aiden had caught me off guard. At no time had she said she was planning on cross-examining him. While she made some good points, I thought she was being a little harsh. “Aiden, you haven’t said why you thought Fire Cabin would be in that area of the woods. I had never heard of it, which is why I was hiking there. But why did you think it was there?”

			Aiden looked away as he rubbed the back of his neck, which was now bright red. “I don’t know if it’s there or not,” he said. “That’s why I was searching. It was only when Becca found the body that I figured I might be on to something after all.”

			“But why did you think that was the right place to look?” Mia persisted. “The forest is huge in that area. Why did you decide to start there?”

			Aiden finally turned back to us. “While it’s true most people who search for Fire Cabin either never find it or disappear while searching for it, there have been a couple who have come close. Remember Raymond, my second cousin, who came here in the 90s to search for Fire Cabin? One of his friends had seen Fire Cabin as a child.”

			“And lived to tell about it?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “I thought that didn’t happen.”

			“My understanding is that she didn’t actually see anything,” Mia said. “She was with someone else, I think her stepfather, who told her to stay put while he checked it out.”

			“Did he disappear?” I asked.

			Mia pressed her lips together into a flat line. “No, but he did die shortly after that.”

			“Oh, that’s terrible,” I said, feeling a rush of shame for questioning the story, even though the whole thing still seemed far-fetched to me. On the other hand, there was probably a reason why this particular story had so much power over people … and it was likely coincidences like that poor man’s death.

			“Is that where you were?” Mia asked. “Where that group was searching?”

			Aiden rubbed his neck again. “Well, it’s hard to know exactly where they were, but yes, I was trying to retrace the steps of a couple of people who had shared their stories. Naomi, the one who was helping Raymond, is not the only one with a story like that,” he added. “Plus, we also know Fire Cabin moves around, although it appears there’s a general range or area where it seems to be found the most. It’s not exact, of course. We’re dealing with memories, which are unreliable even at the best of times, and encounters with Fire Cabin are not the best of times. However, you can start to see patterns after a while. It’s still hard to know if you’re in the right spot or not, which is why finding the body was such a breakthrough. Not that I wanted Pamela to die,” he said hastily. “Unfortunately, that seems to be the price you pay with Fire Cabin. And now that I know Pamela was an 1888er?” He shook his head. “It’s all connected. Exactly what I’ve been thinking.”

			“Well, what do we do about it, then?” I asked, before Mia could continue her interrogation. She was still staring at Aiden, her eyes full of accusation. While I didn’t blame her—it seemed clear Aiden was either not telling us the whole story or lying to us—until we knew more about what we were dealing with, grilling him wasn’t going to help.

			“Well, I think we need to start with Pamela and her family,” he said, pulling his phone out of his pocket and bringing up the Notes app. “It was Pamela Lansing, right? And her mother was Viola?”

			“Yes,” I said, glancing at Mia. I saw the same concern in her eyes. I wasn’t sure how much I liked Aiden taking notes on everything I said, but I also wasn’t sure how to tell him to stop without revealing my lack of trust. Or, if it even mattered. He could probably remember until he got back to the room, anyway, and what was to stop him from writing it down then?

			He was staring at his phone, his thumbs flying over the keyboard. “What about the brother?”

			“Daniel didn’t say his name,” I said.

			He glanced up at me. “Did he say when he disappeared?”

			“What, like a date?” I shook my head. “That would have been a little weird. And besides, I don’t know if he even knew the exact date.”

			“It might be in the archives of the Redemption Times,” Mia said, reaching down to pull out her computer. “Although I don’t know if they have everything available online. Depending on how old it is, we might have to check the library.”

			“It’s worth at least looking online first,” Aiden said as Mia made room on the table for her laptop. I noticed she hadn’t touched her lemonade. Condensation dripped down the glass, leaving a ring on the table. She scrubbed at the wet spot with a napkin and then wiped off her fingers before opening the computer.

			“So, what’s after that?” I asked as Mia logged into the Redemption Inn’s free Wi-Fi and started searching. “I mean, after we find out about Pamela’s brother. If he just disappeared without a trace, like Daniel seemed to think, then what?”

			“There’s got to be a connection between Pamela as an 1888er and her body being found near a rumored Fire Cabin spotting,” Aiden said. “I don’t know what that connection is yet. I think finding more out about her brother and maybe her mother is a good place to start, though.”

			“It doesn’t look like the newspaper has archives that far back,” Mia said. “We’ll probably need to either go to the library or to their office. I’ll try some general searches for Pamela’s name and family and see if anything pops up first, but I’m not optimistic. If the family is as paranoid as other 1888ers, they won’t have much of an online footprint.”

			“According to Daniel, Pamela had a few social media accounts set up, but she rarely posted,” I said. “Which fits her being an 1888er.”

			“Not really,” Mia said, frowning at the screen. “As far as I know, the 1888ers don’t even set up accounts. They try to be as off-grid as possible.”

			“But why?” I asked. “I thought they were afraid of curses or something supernatural happening to them. How would not being on social media help that?”

			“I think it’s more about not drawing any attention to yourself,” Mia said as she clicked through to different sites. “The less anyone knows about you, the better.” She paused and sat back in her chair, a strange expression on her face. “So, I found two social media profiles for Pamela. At least, I think they’re Pamela’s, but something isn’t adding up.”

			“What?” I asked. “We already knew she had profiles. She just wasn’t posting much. Or WAS she posting a lot, and Daniel had it wrong?” If Daniel had told me something that wasn’t right, I truly hoped it was some sort of oversight or mistake, as any other reason might bring me to my knees.

			“No, Daniel was right about her rarely posting,” Mia said, her tone still puzzled. “But her accounts are public.”

			“Maybe she wanted to be an influencer,” I half-joked.

			Mia eyed me. “Influencers post a lot more often than a couple of times a year.” She went back to her screen.  “It doesn’t make sense. She creates social media profiles she rarely uses, but otherwise has almost no online presence. Why create the profiles in the first place?”

			“Are you sure it’s her?” Aiden asked.

			“How many Pamela Lansings from Redemption, Wisconsin, but currently living in Riverview, Wisconsin, could there possibly be?”

			“Good point,” Aiden said.

			“Maybe it’s her job,” Daphne said. She had been so quiet, I had just about forgotten she was even there. I don’t think I was the only one, either, because Aiden and Mia jerked their heads toward her, too. Daphne’s face was drawn, and her color was still not right. The freckles on her face stood out more prominently than normal. She licked her lips. “If she works in social media, her boss might have thought it weird if she didn’t have any of her own profiles. Or maybe she created those profiles to get a job. Companies do check social media nowadays, and it’s possible Pamela thought it might look more suspicious to have no presence than to have a small one.”

			“I suppose that could be true,” Mia said, her eyes never leaving Daphne’s face. I could tell she saw the same thing I did, but with Aiden sitting right next to her, she was probably reluctant to ask what was wrong. “Did Daniel mention what Pamela did for a living?”

			“It didn’t come up,” I said. I noticed Aiden making a note on his phone.

			“She might have also done it to stay in touch with friends, too,” Daphne added. “That’s what I do. I don’t post a lot either, but I do check out my friends’ feeds.”

			“You’re assuming she has friends,” Mia said. “I wouldn’t. Especially seeing as she lied to everyone about moving to Milwaukee.”

			“She might have had a good reason for lying to everyone,” Daphne countered. “It’s also possible she didn’t lie and just never made it to Milwaukee.”

			“What, like she was abducted on the way there?” Mia asked, her tone skeptical.

			Daphne held her hands up. “Stranger things have happened.”

			“No one missed her, though, or filed a report,” I said. “I would assume someone somewhere would have done something.”

			“I wouldn’t assume that,” Daphne said. “They could have thought she was a flake and bailed on them. Or maybe whoever took her reached out to tell them she changed her mind. There are a lot of things that could explain that.”

			“But that means she might have been held for a couple of months before she was killed,” I said. 

			Daphne gave me a look. “That happens too.”

			“What a horrible thought,” I said quietly, folding my arms across my chest. “It also means Zelda might still be with whoever did that.”

			Mia put a hand on my arm. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves. Besides, it doesn’t explain why she would have been buried in the woods of Redemption.”

			“People disappear in Redemption all the time,” Daphne said. “I think it makes perfect sense. Plus, it throws the trail off. Look at us, right now, sitting here trying to find a connection to Redemption.”

			“In my experience, it’s rarely coincidence,” Aiden said. “And if this was just about getting rid of a body, why drive all the way to Redemption to do it? Why not dump her in Lake Michigan? That would make much more sense, and she would be far less likely to be discovered. No, there’s a reason she’s here, and my guess is that it’s because she was killed around here.”

			“I agree,” Mia said. “But I also agree we need to find out more about her.”

			“What else is on her social media profiles?” Aiden asked. “Like, does it list a job or anything like that?”

			Mia shook her head. “No, there’s really not much. Which is why it’s so weird that she does share the details about where she grew up and where she lives now.”

			“Does she have a profile pic?”

			Mia snorted. “Yes. Minnie Mouse.”

			“Well, that’s not helpful,” Aiden said.

			“Looks like we need a way to find out more about Pamela,” I said. “Where she works, what happened to her brother, anything we can about her mother, whether there’s any other family, and about her involvement as an 1888er. Oh, and if we can track down Zelda’s dad, that would be good, as well. Anything else?”

			Aiden’s thumbs were flying across his cell phone screen. Mia was watching him, her eyes narrowed. “No, I think that’s a good start. But where are we going to find all of this information?” Mia asked. There was a dangerous note to her voice I couldn’t identify.

			“Well, the newspaper is a good resource,” Aiden said. He was still looking at his phone and didn’t seem to notice Mia staring at him. “We could probably find some articles that can at least point us in the right direction. We could also request government records, like marriage or birth records, which could help track down other family members. Then we’d have a maiden name to go on, too …”

			Mia slammed a hand down on the table, causing the plates to jump. Her lemonade glass shook as the liquid sloshed out of it. It was precariously close to her computer, but luckily, it didn’t spill. 

			She didn’t seem to notice how close she’d just come to disaster. She leaned forward across the table and glared at Aiden, who was clearly startled. “Who are you?”

			“I told you who am I,” Aiden said, but he seemed uneasy. 

			“You’re definitely a journalist. Aren’t you?”

			“What? No! I told you, I’m not a journalist.”

			“Then why are you taking so many notes? And how do you know so much about researching?” Mia demanded.

			Aiden blinked a couple of times and ran a hand through his hair. “Nothing I said about researching is rocket science. It’s common sense in this day and age.”

			“Not that common,” Mia said. “I didn’t think about requesting government records.”

			“I’m sure it would have eventually occurred to one of you,” Aiden said, which I thought was nice of him to give us the benefit of the doubt. I hadn’t thought about it, either. “As for why I’m taking notes, it’s for the same reason anyone takes notes … so I will remember the details. And yes, I’m going to research her myself, because I too have a vested interest in finding out more about her. But that doesn’t mean I won’t tell you what I learn.”

			“How could Pamela possibly be linked to your uncle’s disappearance?” Mia asked.

			Aiden held up his hands in frustration. “I haven’t a clue! She might not be. Look, I get it that it’s a long shot, but the fact that I’m looking for Fire Cabin when her body turns up sure seems to indicate a link.”

			Mia sat back in her chair and crossed her arms. “So, if you’re not a journalist, then what do you do?”

			“It’s not that exciting,” he answered, exasperated. “I work for an insurance company and push a lot of paper. Okay? I’m not trying to get a scoop in or screw you or anything else. I just want to find out what happened to my uncle and see if there’s a way to lift this curse off of my family. And if I’m lucky, maybe I can do it in time to save Jemma.” His voice was bitter, and I suddenly wished Mia hadn’t been so harsh on him, even though I understood where she was coming from. The fact that he appeared out of nowhere while I was out hiking right before I just happened to find a body was definitely odd. Add in the fact he was obviously hiding something from us, and suddenly, there were a lot of reasons not to trust him.

			But his love for his sister seemed genuine, as was his grief for whatever she was going through. Mia seemed to sense that as well, as her expression softened. If I didn’t know better, I might even think she was embarrassed.

			“There’s another way to find out more about Pamela, her brother, and the rest of her family,” Daphne offered, breaking into the stillness. “Probably a better way than whatever we might find in the newspaper, although that’s probably not a bad place to check.”

			“What?” Aiden asked, a sudden eagerness in his voice. A little too eager, I couldn’t help but think. I glanced at Mia and saw the same suspicion in her eyes.

			“I would talk to the 1888ers,” Daphne said. “If anyone knows anything about Pamela and her family, it would be them.”

			“That’s true,” Mia said. “But there’s just one problem with that.”

			“What?” Aiden asked.

			“The 1888ers won’t talk to us,” Mia said. “Like I said earlier with the social media stuff. They keep to themselves and rarely talk to ‘normies,’ which is what they call us. I highly doubt they’ll tell us anything about Pamela.”

			Aiden’s face fell. “Oh, that sucks.”

			Daphne cocked her head. “That’s not true. There is one person they’d probably talk to.”

			“Who?” Mia asked.

			Daphne looked directly at me. “Becca.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Mia blanched. “Oh no. Absolutely not. We’re not doing this again.” She glared at Daphne—an “I can’t believe you would suggest such a thing” look.

			“What do you mean, ‘absolutely not’?” Initially, upon hearing Daphne’s words, my stomach tied itself into a knot. I didn’t want to upset the fragile truce I had going with Mia. But Mia’s reaction—as if she were my mother, and I some willful, out-of-control child—set my teeth on edge.

			Mia gave me a sideways look. “Becca, we’re not doing this again.” Her tone was final. “You have no business getting involved with the 1888ers again.”

			“You have no business making those decisions for me,” I said. “I’m an adult and can take care of myself.”

			Mia turned sideways in her seat to face me. “I’m not saying you can’t. But I know you remember what happened last time.” Her tone was at least more reasonable now, more like I was simply being stubborn. “Do you really want to do that to yourself again? To us?”

			“I didn’t do anything to any of you,” I said crossly before forcing myself to pause and take a breath. I was starting to sound like the child Mia was treating me like. From the corner of my eye, I could see Aiden watching us, his expression a mix of interest and uneasiness. I had a feeling he was contemplating leaving. “Okay, look. I know things didn’t … well, they didn’t turn out the way any of us hoped. I know I made a mistake, and I apologized. But there’s nothing wrong with me. I’m not crazy.”

			Mia pressed her lips together. “I don’t think it was good for you. And I think it would be a mistake to get involved again.”

			“So what … you want me to hide in my house and not get involved with anything ever again?” I asked. “I messed up. It happens. It’s a part of life. And when it happens, you do what you can to make it right. Then, you pick yourself up and keep going.”

			“Becca has a point,” Daphne said. “They say if you fall off a horse, you should get right back on it. This is exactly the same. Becca misread a situation, but now, she has a chance to talk with them again. And this time, she can avoid the mistakes she made before.”

			I wasn’t sure if that was exactly right, as I felt my biggest mistake was letting Eleanor know I suspected something was fishy with the barn. In this case, I was going to be dealing with the 1888ers, not the Church of the Forgotten. But I also wasn’t sure Mia cared about the details. “Plus, I need to do this not just for me, but for Pamela. I’m the one who found her body. If there’s something I can do to help get to the bottom of what happened to her, I have to do it. Especially considering there’s a child involved.”

			Mia was glowering at Daphne. “This is a mistake.”

			“Maybe. But I think it’s an even worse one if I don’t try to help,” I said.

			Mia glanced around the table before folding her arms across her chest and leaning back in her seat. “We’ll talk later,” she muttered to me under her breath.

			Aiden was still watching us, his eyes alight with curiosity. I could see how much he wanted to ask for details, but he restrained himself. “Would it help if we all came with you? For support?”

			I shook my head. “No. As Mia said earlier, they’re already an untrustworthy bunch. It would be better if I went alone.” Next to me, Mia made a choking sound in her throat, but didn’t say anything. “But I will report back everything I hear.” I eyed Mia. “I promise.”

			Mia refused to look at me.

			***

			I carefully picked my way up the broken, weedy driveway toward the ramshackle house. The sun was starting to set, casting long shadows against the overgrown lawn. My car was the only one parked on the street, although while driving over, I had noticed an older model beige sedan behind me. I kept an eye on it, as the part of town where Zane lived didn’t get much traffic, and I wondered if the car belonged to Zane or Wendy. But as I made the turn down Zane’s street, the car sped past me, so I figured it was just coincidence.

			It didn’t make sense to wait to talk to Zane, and since I was getting a second wind, I was open to heading over there immediately. However, it was also getting close to dinner. After a brief discussion, we decided I would drop Mia and Daphne off at my house, and Aiden would follow in his car. They would figure out dinner while I went to see if Zane would talk to me.

			I was less optimistic than Daphne about Zane’s willingness to talk to me. The last time I went to see him, he told me (in no uncertain terms) not to come back.

			It wouldn’t surprise me if he didn’t even open the door.

			A crow landed in the middle of the straggly front lawn, his black, beady eyes watching me carefully. I felt a prickle of unease. What was it with crows and the 1888ers? And was this the same one as the last time I’d been to see Zane, or was there a flock of them taking turns watching me whenever I stopped by? 

			I stepped onto the porch, knocked on the door, and waited. I was prepared to stand there for a bit and keep knocking, so I nearly fell over when the door instantly opened.

			I was even more startled to find myself looking at Wendy.

			She had gained a little weight since I had last seen her, and it was definitely an improvement. She looked better … healthier, softer, and more feminine, although her mud-brown hair was as frizzy as I remembered. She wore a loose, yellow shirt, which brightened her face, along with a pair of faded jean shorts. 

			She took a step backward, holding the door open wider. “We’ve been expecting you.”

			“But don’t get too comfortable,” a male voice snarled from behind her.

			I did a double take. Never in a million years did I expect to be invited into the house. Truth be told, I would have been happy with one of our porch conversations.

			Hesitating, I took a step forward. Wendy nodded encouragingly, so I took another and passed through the entranceway. 

			“It’s nice to see you again,” she said as she closed the door behind me.

			“You too,” I said, feeling a little wobbly, as if the floor had shifted beneath me or I had somehow inadvertently stepped into an alternative dimension. I almost found myself asking how Jill was doing, but at the last minute, managed to keep the words from tumbling out of my mouth. I had a feeling that particular question might derail the conversation I had come to have.

			“Don’t sit down,” Zane said. “You won’t be staying long.”

			And just like that, everything snapped back to normal. 

			Zane looked exactly as he had the last time I’d seen him. He scowled at me, his dark, intense eyes boring into mine. His blue shirt, although stained, seemed freshly laundered, as did his jeans that were held in place over his too-slender hips with a piece of rope. But his weathered face and bald head were exactly the same.

			“Oh, hush,” Wendy said. “It wouldn’t kill us to sit down for a minute, would it?”

			Zane folded his arms across his chest. “I let her in, didn’t I? I think that’s enough hospitality for one day.”

			Wendy turned back to me, shaking her head and rolling her eyes. “He’s a work in progress.”

			“I’m fine,” I said. “I don’t need to sit.” I was still processing the fact that I was inside Zane’s house. Although old and worn, it was cleaner than I expected. The brown linoleum floor was cracked in places, but there were signs of a recent scrubbing. Off to one side was the living room, in which the carpet had faded into a nondescript color. The couch was a hue of green that likely hadn’t been available since the seventies. A large console television was against one wall, and though it was on, the sound was off. I was impressed it worked at all. The whole place was neat and tidy; the only clutter consisted of stacks of paper and magazines piled on the coffee table. I could even detect the faint scent of lemon and bleach intermixed with that of ground beef, onions, and tomatoes. I wondered if I was interrupting their dinner. 

			“Good, because you’re not going to,” Zane said bluntly.

			Wendy frowned at him. “Zane, we talked about this.”

			Zane muttered something unintelligible. My gaze kept bouncing between the two of them as my mind tried to process whether the situation was actually happening, or if I was somehow being pranked.

			“I hope I didn’t interrupt your dinner,” I offered. 

			“Oh, you didn’t,” Wendy said at the same time Zane insisted, “Yes, you are. It’s rude, and you should leave.”

			“Dinner is not quite ready, so you’re fine,” Wendy continued after giving Zane a look. “We have a few minutes.” Even though her tone was still warm and friendly, it was clear she wanted me to get to the point. 

			“I appreciate that,” I said. “Thanks for inviting me in. I’m wondering, though, why you said you were expecting me?”

			Wendy looked at me in surprise. “Well, because we were. This is about Pamela, right? The body you found in the woods?”

			My jaw dropped open. “How did you know? I didn’t think that information was public yet.”

			“Don’t worry about that,” Zane said, his eyes glittering. “We know all sorts of things.”

			“Then …” I paused, not sure if I should say it. But if they already knew Pamela’s identity and were truly expecting me, I imagined they also knew what I wanted to talk about. “You know she’s an 1888er.”

			“Why do you think we were expecting you?” Zane asked.

			I cocked my head and studied him. There seemed to be a sadness underneath his customary prickliness. “Did you know Pamela?”

			He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “I knew her as a child. But it’s been years since I’ve seen her or Viola. Since they left Redemption.”

			“Why did they leave?”

			“Why does anyone leave Redemption? To protect themselves.” He snorted then and scuffed his foot across the floor. “Not that it matters. Redemption always wins in the end.”

			“Is that why you think Pamela came back? Because Redemption always wins?” Many residents believed that Redemption decided who stayed and who left. I didn’t necessarily buy it, but the 1888ers did.

			“Why do you think she came back?” Zane asked.

			“Well, she was killed in the woods …”

			“That doesn’t mean she came back on her own accord,” he interrupted.

			I stared at him. “You think someone killed her somewhere else and brought her body back here?”

			“I didn’t say that,” Zane said.

			“But …” I was starting to feel like maybe I should have waited to talk to Zane. Even though my head was clearer than it was earlier, it was obviously not clear enough to follow Zane’s word games. “You just said …”

			“I said,” Zane cut me off again, “that she didn’t come back on her own accord, but that doesn’t necessarily mean she was brought by force. It may also mean she felt like she had no choice but to return.”

			“Do you have any idea why she might think that?”

			Zane and Wendy exchanged a glance. “What do you know about her family?” Wendy asked.

			“Not much. I know her mother, Viola, brought her to Riverview after her brother disappeared. At least I assumed they lived in Riverview all this time. Viola died about a year and a half ago. And Pamela has a daughter named Zelda, but it seems she never married.”

			“What do you know about her brother?” Zane asked.

			“Nothing. Other than he disappeared years ago. And his name is Jeb.” I squared my shoulders and shifted my stance to face Zane. “What do you know about him?”

			He nodded toward my purse. “Are you recording me again?”

			I felt a fission of excitement. Could this be the missing piece of the puzzle? I pulled my phone out and showed him that I was not. He leaned forward, his forehead creased as he peered at the screen before looking back up at me. “Got an actual recorder on you then?”

			“I do not,” I said. “I’m not recording you.” 

			He didn’t look completely satisfied, but I wasn’t sure if he ever did. “Jeb was a troubled soul. I’m not surprised he disappeared.”

			“How was he troubled?”

			Zane moved his tongue around his mouth, as if trying to dislodge a piece of food that had gotten stuck between his teeth. “You have to understand … over the years, there’s been different … perspectives on dealing with the curse. There’s been some who have advocated a more … well, violent approach.”

			“Violent? Like how?”

			Zane’s expression was grim. “Sacrifices.”

			Something dark and cold shifted inside me, like it had suddenly woken up. “What kind of sacrifices?”

			Zane looked away. “Blood.”

			My throat seemed to close, and I was having trouble breathing. This was worse than I thought. I was starting to wish I hadn’t come. “You mean … like killing an animal?”

			Zane ran a hand across his bald head. “Not animals.”

			“Humans?” I gasped, pressing my hand against my mouth. My stomach twisted, and for a moment, I thought I might throw up, almost like my body wanted to rid itself of the darkness I hearing. “Is that why people disappear in this town? Because the 1888ers are sacrificing them?”

			Zane was shaking his head violently. “No. Most of us don’t agree at all with that. Even the ones who talk about it … it’s really only talk. I don’t think they’ve ever actually done it.”

			“You don’t think?” Was this a trap? I took a step back, wishing again I hadn’t been invited inside, or better yet, had never come.

			Zane sighed. “Look. Over the years, these discussions have come up. People want to take matters into their own hands and find a way to break the curse themselves.”

			“By killing people?” I took another step backward, my back bumping against the door.

			“Whatever our ancestors did must have been something dreadful to make them disappear like that,” Zane said. “Blood for blood.” He licked his lips and leered at me.

			I pressed my back against the door. Zane hadn’t moved, nor Wendy, but I was aware of my inability to fight them both off, if it came to that. Yes, they were both older than me, but it was still two against one, and it wasn’t like I was in the best shape. My only hope was that Mia, Daphne, and Aiden would come looking for me if I was gone too long.

			“Stop it,” Wendy said to Zane. “You’re scaring her.”

			He shrugged. “She deserves to be scared, after all she did.”

			Wendy turned back to me. “It’s just talk, is all. No one ever actually did it.”

			“How can you know that?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

			“We’re still cursed, aren’t we?” Zane asked. 

			“That assumes a human sacrifice would actually work to lift the curse,” I said. 

			He stared at me for a moment. Then, his lips twitched upward in what seemed like a slight grin. “Good point. The real reason is timing. The few times it’s come up over the years, nothing has ever come of it. No one has gone missing; no was found dead. So, that’s why I know it’s always just been talk.”

			There was something about how he phrased his answer that made me pause. “So you’re saying you have zero reason to believe it’s ever been more than just talk?”

			He sighed again. “Okay, there was one time that someone disappeared after talk like that.” His eyes didn’t waver as they continued boring into mine. “Can you guess who?”

			“Jeb,” I breathed.

			I expected some snarky comeback, but instead, he nodded solemnly. “Jeb.”

			I was silent for a moment, trying to piece together all the new information. “Do you think … someone sacrificed him?”

			Zane ran a hand over his bald head. “Jeb wasn’t a bad kid. He just fell into a bad crowd. I think it’s possible something like that happened … or, something just went horribly wrong.”

			“Oh boy,” I whispered, feeling a little sick. What a waste of a life—of two lives, possibly. Even if Jeb was delusional.

			“It was a terrible time,” Zane continued. “Viola was beside herself. That’s why she took Pamela and left Redemption. I think she wanted to make sure Pamela didn’t fall into the same crowd.”

			“Makes sense,” I said. “So, why do you think she would come back, if she did so voluntarily?”

			“I think she probably wanted to finally learn the truth about what happened to her brother,” Zane said. “Pamela didn’t want to leave Redemption. She never believed Jeb was dead. She was sure he would come back, and she wanted to wait for him here. After all these years, I’m guessing she’s finally come to terms with the fact that he is most likely dead after all, and now, she wants to find out why. With Viola gone, there isn’t anyone to stop her from returning and poking around.” He shifted his weight again and swallowed hard. “And that’s probably what got her killed.”

			My eyes widened. “Did you see her? Did she come talk to you?”

			“No. But I wouldn’t expect her to. She would have known I’d tell her the same thing I’d told her mother—leave it alone. Some things are better left to die in peace.” He glanced away again, and I watched a faraway look fall over his face. I couldn’t help but think he was peering into the past, remembering a young Pamela, and maybe even a young Jeb … perhaps even wishing he could warn them about making the wrong choices and getting themselves killed. “Pamela always had an obsessive streak,” he continued, coming back to the present. “Even as a child, she was prone to intense, single-minded focus. When her brother disappeared, it became her obsession.” He turned to look directly at me. “That’s why I don’t think she came back on her own accord. Her obsession dragged her here. Maybe Redemption had something to do with it, too. But mark my words … Pamela had no choice but to come back to this cursed town. It’s the place where she was born, and apparently, was fated to die.”

			“That’s … that’s depressing,” I said after a moment. The words felt inadequate, but it was all I could come up with. The fact that Pamela had spent her entire existence being obsessed over her brother’s disappearance—to the point of losing her own life—was awful.

			Zane nodded. “That’s what happens when you’re an 1888er. You’re cursed to live a terrible life until you’re finally put out of your misery.”

			There was a heavy moment of silence before I was able to speak again. “What about her daughter?” I asked. “Do you think she ended up like her mother?” I couldn’t say the word “dead.” The idea of a ten-year-old being dragged into her mother’s madness and paying the ultimate price was just too sad.

			Zane made a face. “It’s hard to know. I can’t imagine Pamela being stupid enough to bring Zelda with her, but stranger things have happened. If she sent her to live with her father, which is what I assume she would have done before embarking on this sorry quest, then Zelda is fine. But, if she didn’t …” he let the question hang.

			“They didn’t find Zelda’s body,” Wendy said, her voice cracking slightly. She swallowed and tried again. “They only would have killed her if they had no choice … like if she was a witness to whatever happened to her mother. In which case, I’m sure they would have buried her with her mother. So, the fact that Zelda’s body hasn’t been found probably means she’s safe.”

			“Who’s they?” I asked carefully, giving Wendy a hard look. She seemed pretty confident in her statement … as if she knew who killed Pamela and could safely assume that person wouldn’t kill a child. Wendy avoided my eyes, peering down at the floor, instead. I turned to Zane, who also looked uncomfortable. “Do you know who did this?”

			“No,” Zane answered. “Not really.”

			“Not really?”

			“It’s not how it sounds,” Zane said. “First of all, we don’t have proof of anything. It’s just speculation on our part. And second, we don’t actually know who is involved.”

			I stared at both of them, bewildered. “It sure sounds like you know who killed Pamela and Jeb. How can you, on one hand, be so confident that Zelda is safe and why Pamela came back, but on the other, claim you have no proof and actually know nothing?”

			Wendy and Zane eyed each other. “You have to tell her,” Wendy said.

			“Tell me what?”

			Zane shifted his focus from Wendy to me. “Pamela isn’t an 1888er. At least, not technically.”

			I held up a hand. “Wait. You just said …”

			“I know what I said,” Zane cut in. “Her family can trace their ancestry to 1888, but …” he paused and worked his mouth again, like he had before. “It’s debatable whether they were actually here when it happened or if they came shortly after.”

			“I don’t understand what you’re saying,” I said. “Was their family here, or not?”

			“They were here. At least, they were somewhere in Wisconsin during that time,” Wendy clarified. “But it’s possible they weren’t here, as in Redemption, when it happened.”

			“How do you know this?” 

			“Because there’s no record of them being here when the adults vanished,” Zane said. “They’re descendants of Geraldine Bertram, who seems to have arrived in Redemption after it happened, while they were rebuilding.”

			“But if Geraldine wasn’t here, why would they consider themselves 1888ers?”

			“Well, Geraldine was related to one of the adults who was definitely here when it happened. Her sister, who disappeared,” Wendy said. “And that seems to be why she came … to find out what happened, and then, she ended up staying. This whole scenario isn’t all that uncommon. There are several families in Redemption who have that type of connection—they aren’t direct descendants of the adults who disappeared, or of the children who were left behind. But they’re still related to them.”

			“Yes,” Zane jumped in. “Someone’s sister or brother or cousin was one of the adults who disappeared. They came not just to find out what happened to their family members, but to help out the children who were left behind. So, while a lot of them call themselves 1888ers, and some of them, like the Lansing family, do seem to have inherited the curse, they aren’t technically 1888ers.”

			“Okay, I get it. But what does that have to do with knowing who killed Pamela and Jeb?”

			Again, Wendy and Zane exchanged a glance. “Because it’s probably one of those people who did it,” Wendy said.

			“They’re the ones we’ve always had the most trouble with,” Zane explained. “And again, we know Jeb fell in with a bad crowd. The way he was talking the year before he disappeared …” Zane shook his head. “You couldn’t reason with him. So, I don’t know who exactly was influencing him at that time, but if I had to guess, it was one of these factions distantly related to 1888ers.”

			“And you think one of these … ‘factions’ is responsible for these murders? Why?”

			Zane didn’t say anything for a moment as he stared off into space. “Being an 1888er entails more than just being cursed,” he said, his voice quiet. “There are dreams … nightmares, really. A constant sense of being watched, even when you’re alone in your home. Strange, unexplained, paranormal-type events, like items moving around in your home. Doors slamming in the middle of the night when no one is there, and the phone ringing at odd hours with only the sound of breathing on the other line …”

			The strange phone call I had received popped into my head, and I shivered, folding my arms across my chest. It had happened a couple of times over the past few weeks, but surely, that was just a coincidence. It couldn’t have anything to do with this. I pushed the thought out of my head. 

			“It’s like living with a poltergeist,” Wendy added. “Although it’s not like you actually see objects flying around or anything like that.”

			Zane was staring at me, his eyes darker than before. “If you’re an 1888er, you know.” His voice dropped. “Whatever happened in 1888, it was evil. You can still feel it. And it’s constant. Every day, we’re reminded of the mistakes our ancestors made. But the ones who aren’t direct descendants don’t feel it like we do. Sure, things may pop up occasionally, like an infrequent nightmare or tragedy, but it’s not like what we experience. So, most of them don’t really understand the true evil behind it.”

			“But if they don’t understand how evil it is, wouldn’t they be less likely to try to get rid of the curse? Rather than going all in with something as terrible as human sacrifices?”

			Zane scowled at me, then turned to Wendy. “See? This is why it’s impossible to talk to normies. They don’t understand.”

			“I know. It’s frustrating, but you have to try,” Wendy said.

			An unreadable look passed between them again before Zane met my eyes. “Have you ever wondered what the attraction is to evil?”

			Immediately, my brain started flipping through pictures. Stefan. CB. JD. All the people who I considered evil and had the misfortune of being in their crosshairs. My mind lingered on CB, whose memory still broke my heart to this day. “They’re born like that?”

			“I’m not talking about those people.” Zane waved a hand dismissively. “The ones who were born like that. I’m talking about regular people who, for some inexplicable reason, start walking down a dark path. Why do those people choose evil?”

			I shrugged. “I don’t know. Probably for some inexplicable reason, just like you said. Does anyone know?”

			“That’s just what it seems like on the surface,” Zane said. “Underneath it all, there’s a reason.” He took a step toward me, his eyes glinting. “Power. There’s a lot of power in evil. And it’s different from the power found in good. It feels stronger and more accessible, even though it’s a lie. The problem is, some people can’t tell truth from lies, or recognize the difference between evil and power. They want the power, but they don’t realize they’re sacrificing their souls to get it.”

			“Are you saying that’s why Jeb got tangled up with the wrong crowd? Because he was looking for power?”

			“He wouldn’t be the first,” Zane said. “And I do believe he was misled. Underneath it all, I don’t think he was evil. I think he was weak. I think he was seduced into believing he was gaining power and not understanding the price he was paying for it, which, in his case, was his life.”

			“So he was the one being sacrificed?” I asked, slightly confused.

			“I haven’t a clue. It’s possible something just went very, very wrong that night, and he wasn’t meant to die, or …” Zane shrugged. “He could have been tricked. He didn’t realize what he was walking into … that he was the one they were planning to kill that night. Like I said, weak.” He looked away, a twisted expression on his face. “That’s the problem with those who aren’t officially 1888ers. They don’t feel the evil, only the power. And they want the power. Some of them are naïve, like Jeb, and have no idea what they’re getting themselves into. Others …” He turned to me, his eyes hard. “Others know precisely what they’re doing. They’re the ones you need to avoid, at all costs.”

			I felt a chill move through me. “Who are they?” 

			“That’s enough talk,” Zane said, his voice short. “It’s time for you to leave. Our supper is burning.”

			I doubted that, as I figured I would smell it if it was. “But if you know who they are, why won’t you tell me?”

			“It’s time to go,” Zane said, stepping toward me, his expression flat. 

			“I don’t understand,” I said, taking a step toward the door. “If you know who killed Jeb and Pamela …”

			“I told you,” he said, his eyes so dark, they looked black. “I don’t know who they are.”

			“But …”

			“Out!” he barked, shoving past me to open the door. “Go. Now. I’m done talking.”

			“At least tell me what I should be looking for,” I pleaded as Zane practically pushed me out the door. 

			“You’re a smart girl. You’ll figure it out.” He paused and narrowed his eyes at me. “And when you do, don’t come back here.” Then, he slammed the door shut.

			For a moment, I could only stand motionless on the porch, staring at the front door as I tried to sort out all the different thoughts spinning in my head. Something was niggling at me, but I couldn’t put a finger on it.

			Finally, I was able to catch my breath, and I turned and made my way down the driveway and back to my car.

			It wasn’t until I was halfway home that it occurred to me what was bothering me, and the realization left me cold.

			Underneath Zane’s anger and grouchiness as he threw me out of the house was a different emotion. The real emotion that he was trying to cover up.

			Fear.


		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			“Zane seriously expects us to believe there’s a group of people performing human sacrifices in this town?” Mia’s expression was incredulous. We were sitting around the kitchen table with wine and pizza from Rocky’s. Even though I knew she was still upset with me for going over there, she had gotten just as caught up in the story as the other two.

			“He didn’t actually say that,” I said. “He said there were discussions, but to his knowledge, it didn’t go farther than that.”

			“What about Jeb disappearing?” Mia pointed out. “And Pamela’s death?”

			“Well, yeah, Jeb was the exception,” I admitted. “But for all we know, he wasn’t an actual sacrifice. Something could have just gone wrong.”

			“And Pamela?”

			“Maybe it was about cleaning up loose ends,” I said. “They didn’t want anyone digging into Jeb’s disappearance and asking a bunch of uncomfortable questions. And, with Pamela gone, no one will.”

			Mia shook her head as she picked up her wine glass. “I don’t buy it. First of all, who are they even sacrificing humans to? The town of Redemption? Whatever it was that made the adults disappear back in 1888? And what would these human sacrifices even accomplish? What would they get for them?”

			“Power,” I said simply.

			“But what kind of power?” Mia asked. “Like, do they think they’re going to be able to cast spells? Or are they suddenly going to find themselves President of the United States? Or CEO of some big company? ‘Power’ doesn’t really say anything.”

			“Zane didn’t get into that,” I said. “Nor did he explain the logistics of how the sacrifices would work, or who they were for.”

			“Yeah, sounds like he was reaching,” Mia said.

			Aiden’s thumbs had been racing over his phone as we talked. “I’d like to know how many of these … I don’t know what to call them … ‘almost’ 1888ers, maybe? How many there are.”

			“I think knowing which ones were friends with Jeb would be helpful, as well,” I said. 

			“That goes without saying,” Aiden said. “Although that might be harder to track down, all these years later. Especially if people don’t want to talk. But I’ll start digging around and see what I can find.”

			“Daniel might be able to find out more, too,” Mia said. “We probably should have invited him over for pizza so he could hear all of this, too.”

			I busied myself topping off my glass. I didn’t know what to do about Daniel. I had been trying hard not to think about him or that intense moment at lunch, when he practically undressed me with his eyes. While on the one hand, I knew Mia was right, and I should tell him—especially since it seemed like one of those “almost 1888ers” was probably responsible for not only Jeb’s death, but Pamela’s—on the other, I didn’t feel like listening to him lecture me about how I shouldn’t get involved. 

			Not to mention if I had any hope of saving our relationship, it would likely be better if I kept my mouth shut about my involvement in any investigations.

			“I don’t know how effective the cops will be at this stage,” Aiden said. “It sounds like the people who might know something aren’t talking. I could be wrong, of course, and maybe there are people reaching out to the cops right now, but if they aren’t, it may not be wise to involve them at this point.”

			“Why wouldn’t it be?” Mia asked.

			“Because if they get spooked by the cops, they might disappear completely,” Aiden said. “Look, I don’t think it’s going to hurt if we wait a few days before bringing the cops in. As far as I can tell, no one is in immediate danger. It doesn’t sound like Pamela’s daughter would be a target at all, and the rest of the family is dead. We can do some digging ourselves, and if we find something out, great. We can bring them in later.”

			 Mia was staring at Aiden incredulously. “Are you hearing yourself? You do realize you are advising us to do the exact same thing Pamela did, if what Zane said is true, and look how that turned out. Pamela was poking around her brother’s death, and now, you’re suggesting we do the same.”

			“It’s not the same,” Aiden said, his cheeks flushed. “First off, we don’t know what Pamela did. For all we know, she ended up confronting the killers. I’m not advocating we do that at all. I’m just thinking we do some poking around to see if this theory even has legs.”

			“But that involves talking to people,” Mia said. “How can we be sure we’re not talking to the wrong ones? Or worse, the dangerous ones?”

			“If we stick with those who are actual 1888ers, we’ll be fine,” Aiden said. “And, besides, there are four of us. Pamela was by herself. It’s easier to get rid of one person. If we stick together, they’ll probably think twice about killing four people over one.”

			“You hope,” Mia said. “If they’re into human sacrifices, maybe they’d like the fact that there are four of us.”

			“I know there are a lot of strange disappearances associated with Redemption. But if there were actual human sacrifices going on, it would be hard to hide,” Aiden said. 

			“What do you mean?” I asked.

			“Well, think about it. If there’s a group of people who are sacrificing humans to appease some … entity, or whatever the dark side of Redemption is, I would imagine there would be some sort of ritual behind it,” Aiden said. “For instance, there would be an altar. There might be a pattern of people going missing on certain days or times or seasons. Lastly, I suspect if there were multiple people involved in the sacrificing, at least a couple would struggle with their conscience or with keeping their mouths shut. So, at the very least, there would be rumors flying around. But there isn’t. Therefore, I suspect it’s not happening.”

			“Makes sense,” I said.

			“Besides, Pamela was strangled, right?” Aiden added. “That doesn’t seem like the right M.O., in my opinion, for a ritual killing.”

			“Well, as we still don’t know what entity they’d be trying to appease or what they hope to gain from it, other than maybe ‘power,’ I don’t know if we can draw any of those conclusions,” Mia said. “Whatever they’re trying to accomplish now may be very different from what’s been done in the past.”

			“I have to go.” Daphne abruptly got to her feet, nearly knocking her chair over in the process. I had almost forgotten about her, as she hadn’t said a thing since I’d returned from Zane’s house. “Sorry, I just remembered something I have to do. I’ll text you guys later.”

			“Um … alright,” I said. “Are you feeling okay?”

			“I’m fine,” Daphne said brusquely, which didn’t exactly answer the question. Nor did she look fine. Her skin was still way too pale and had an almost greenish tinge. I noticed she had barely touched the piece of pizza on her plate, although it appeared she had made up the calories in wine. Her lips and teeth were stained red, which looked even more garish against her skin. “I’ll see you later.” Without waiting for a response, she hurried out of the kitchen. After a moment, we heard the front door slam.

			Aiden looked at Mia and me, his brow furrowing. “Is she okay?”

			“Probably,” Mia said, although she looked as taken aback as I felt. “We’ll call her later just to be sure.”

			Aiden nodded as he got to his feet. “I probably should be going, as well. I’ll keep you updated on what I find out.”

			“Thanks Aiden,” I said, standing up. “I’ll walk you out.”

			He nodded again, and I followed him out of the kitchen and to the front door.

			“We should plan to touch base every day,” he said, his hand on the doorknob. “Even if we don’t have anything to report.”

			I shot him a curious look. “Any reason why? Or are you more concerned about something happening to one of us than you seemed in there?” I gestured with my head toward the kitchen.

			He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Just trying to think ahead. I was a Boy Scout, you know. Always be prepared. Stays with you.”

			“Of course,” I said with a smile. “It’s definitely better to be safe than sorry.”

			“Exactly.” He opened the door and paused again. “Let me know about Daphne, too, okay? How she’s doing.” There was an odd note in his tone that I couldn’t identify.

			“Why? I mean,” I amended as I realized how rude that sounded, “you barely know her. I’m just a little surprised.”

			His expression was pensive. “Yeah, I know, but … there’s something about her.” He chewed on his lip, like he was trying to decide whether to say more. “Well … just keep an eye on her. She didn’t look well.”

			“Okay,” I said as he stepped out onto the porch. I didn’t disagree with him; something was going on with Daphne. Hopefully, once I got her alone, she would tell me what it was.

			After shutting the door behind Aiden, I took a moment to just stand there, listening to the sound of the dishes clinking in the kitchen. I wasn’t particularly looking forward to the unavoidable conversation I was about to have with Mia, but I also knew putting it off wouldn’t make anything better. In fact, it would surely make things worse. As much as I would prefer to head up to my room, I knew that would be a mistake. After several deep breaths, I headed back into the kitchen. 

			Mia was still piling the dirty plates on top of one another, her movements rough, causing the plates to clatter against each other. “I can do that,” I said. “You guys got dinner. The least I can do is clean up.”

			Mia continued as if I hadn’t said a word. She dropped a handful of forks on the top plate roughly, her mouth pressed into a thin, straight line.

			Inwardly, I sighed. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			She picked up the dishes and carried them to the sink. “What I want,” she said as she slammed them down onto the counter, the sound making me wince, “is to not have this conversation.”

			“Mia, it wasn’t a big deal,” I said. “I went to Zane’s, got a few answers, and came home. I don’t know why you’re acting like what I did was so wrong.”

			She was scraping the leftovers into the garbage, but she straightened up at my words. “Seriously? Are you seriously saying that to me?” There was a dangerous tone in her voice. “Becca, do you remember what you were doing just a few weeks ago? How completely paranoid you were?”

			“I wasn’t ‘completely paranoid.’”

			“Oh?” She put a hand on her hip. “What do you call being convinced someone is watching you and messing around with you, even though there was no evidence of it? Or seeing a child lost in the woods, again, with no evidence of it happening? Or insisting that something is true even when the person herself tells you she was lying …”

			“Are you saying I’m delusional?” I interrupted. “Is that what you really think of me? That I’ve lost my mind? That I was making things up?”

			She sagged, and some of the fiery energy seemed to leak out of her. “No, that’s not what I think. But Becca, sometimes you just get so caught up in something, it’s impossible to reason with you.”

			“But I DID see those things …”

			“I know that,” Mia cut in, her voice heavy. “And I don’t even think you were necessarily wrong about what you saw. We know kids do stupid things, and leaving your garden tools out was probably just some prank. And you probably did see a girl in the woods outside of Penny’s house, but that doesn’t mean she was kidnapped. Again, she was probably just messing around and was perfectly safe. As for whatever happened at the Church of the Forgotten, well, it wouldn’t surprise me if something unsavory was going on out there, even if Daniel didn’t find any trace of it in the barn. But …” she took a step toward me, still holding a plate in one hand. “Becca, the problem is, you wouldn’t let it go. You kept insisting something was going on. Wendy admitted to lying about having a daughter, and you refused to believe her, insisting the lie was the truth, even though there was no evidence to support that.”

			“It’s not that simple,” I said. It was all I could do to keep from telling her about my final conversation with Wendy, and how she admitted to me that Jill was real, and safe. But I knew even if I told Mia that, she wouldn’t believe me. 

			“You see, that’s where you’re wrong,” Mia said. “It IS that simple. Look, I’m not saying strange things weren’t happening. This is Redemption—it would be weird if strange things weren’t happening. And it’s possible there is even a ‘there there’ somewhere, although knowing Redemption, it’s probably nothing you would expect. But Becca, you have to be able to let things go and admit you’re wrong sometimes. It’s okay that you were taken in by Wendy. I was too. So was Daniel. So were a lot of people, including her own mother. There’s no shame in believing someone and trying to help them, even when it turns out they aren’t worthy of it. But you have to be able to let it go … to keep it from turning into an unhealthy obsession.”

			“So, that’s what this is really about,” I said.

			A suspicious look flickered across Mia’s face. “What are you talking about?”

			“Wendy. This is all about Wendy. You’re still upset with her and the way she treated Penny, and now you’re upset with me for trying to help her. It’s not about the garden tools or the girl in the woods, or even what happened at the Church of the Forgotten …” I threw up my hands. “It all comes down to Wendy, doesn’t it?”

			“That’s not true,” Mia said, her face flushing red. “And even if it were, Wendy lied to us. Don’t you get it? She played us all. And you’re a fool to still believe her.”

			“Mia, you and I both know something is rotten in Redemption,” I said. “I found a body in the woods just a few days ago. More than that, there is a link to that body and whatever happened, or didn’t happen, with Wendy.”

			Mia shot me an incredulous look. “There is no link between Pamela and Wendy.”

			“Of course there is. They’re both affiliated with the 1888ers.” I took a step toward her. “That’s the missing piece. Don’t you see? There’s something going on with the 1888ers, and whatever it is, it’s not good.”

			Mia smashed the plate she was holding against the counter. I was sure it would shatter, but amazingly, it stayed intact. “This is exactly why I didn’t want you talking to Zane. It’s all starting up again. All the paranoia and conspiracy theories. I can’t deal with it again. All the crap I have to wade through to try to figure out what’s true or not true … now you’re even saying I’m sleepwalking when I’ve never sleepwalked a day in my life!”

			My jaw dropped. “But you were sleepwalking. Why in the world would I make that up, Mia?”

			She shook her head violently. “Oh no. You’re not sucking me back into this. I just told you, I don’t sleepwalk.”

			“Then how did you get into the family room?” I demanded. “Do you think I dragged you down there myself? And how would I do that without waking you?”

			Her hands flew up toward her face. “You have no idea how much stress I’m under. I probably got up to get a glass of water, and I … dozed off in the family room.”

			“You what?” I stared at her incredulously. “You can’t be serious. That is the stupidest explanation I’ve ever heard.”

			“Well, how do you explain it then?” she threw back at me.

			“Easy. You were sleepwalking.”

			“No! I don’t sleepwalk. I can’t sleepwalk. Don’t you get it?” Her voice had risen, and she was practically shrieking at me. “It’s not possible. I can’t be sleepwalking!”

			“Okay, okay,” I said, as soothingly as I could. Mia was nearly hysterical, and I was suddenly terrified for her. This had to be linked to some health issue. Was sleepwalking a symptom of something serious, like a brain tumor or something? I was going to have to research it. Regardless, if Mia was sick, I was going to have to figure out a way to get her the help she needed.

			But I could worry about that later. Right now, my only focus was on calming her down.

			“You’re right. Okay? I must have misinterpreted the situation. You do get really buried in your work. Maybe you were thinking about one of your classes, and you … forgot where you were.” Even to my own ears, it sounded completely ridiculous, but it seemed to soothe her.

			“It’s really hard going back to school at my age,” Mia said. “You have to relearn how to study, even. And pre-law is extra hard. Plus, I still have so many shifts at Aunt May’s, and I’m just so tired …”

			“I know,” I said. “Well, I don’t know, but I can imagine how hard it is. And you haven’t been sleeping well anyway, so it’s certainly possible you’re drifting off at odd times. I know it happens. People just fall asleep in the middle of the day and don’t even realize it. There’s a word for it … narcolepsy, I think.”

			Mia was nodding. “Exactly. Yes. It’s not uncommon when you’re really tired to fall asleep at weird moments and not remember things.” She sucked in a long, shuddering breath and scrubbed at her face. “But Becca, can you see why I don’t want you to get involved with all of this again? I’m having enough trouble with everything on my plate. I can’t handle you losing it again.”

			I reached over to squeeze her arm. “I can totally see that, and I promise you, this is not like before. Okay?” I hoped that would be enough, as I had no intention of making a promise I couldn’t keep.

			She opened her mouth to answer when the sound of my phone buzzing with a text interrupted us. “Hang on,” I said as I headed over to pick it up. My stomach was in knots, hoping it wasn’t Daniel wanting to know what I had been doing with myself all day. One issue at a time, I thought. 

			But it wasn’t Daniel. It was Daphne. 

			I think I know what the almost 1888ers were trying to do.


		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			“Sorry about the wait,” Daphne said, cupping a steaming cup of coffee between her hands. “I needed a little time.”

			“I totally understand,” I said as Mia nodded, even though neither of us did. Not really. 

			Let’s just say it had been a long night.

			After Daphne’s bombshell, she said she would explain everything the next day. She was too tired to get into it that night. She certainly looked exhausted when she had run out of the house, but Mia and I both had a feeling there was more than that going on.

			I invited her over for breakfast, and she accepted, at which point Mia swapped her morning shift with one of the other staff, claiming something personal had come up. Luckily for her, she had a lot of goodwill banked, as over the years, she was typically the person who took all the extra shifts and rarely requested time off. These days, she was initiating the swaps more and more, and I wondered how much longer that could last.

			I still had plenty of leftover muffins and banana bread from my last baking spree, so I didn’t plan on making anything more. But when I woke up early and was too wound up to go back to sleep, I decided to make a bacon, egg, and cheese casserole, along with a fruit salad. I pictured Daphne, remembering how little she had eaten the night before, and figured that should be enough food if she did get her appetite back.

			Initially, though, she still seemed completely uninterested in food. All she wanted was coffee, which I liberally doctored with cream and sugar, as I thought the sugar would help calm her. Mia and I helped ourselves to the rest of the spread, and even Chrissy came in and grabbed a couple of pieces of bacon and a muffin before heading to Aunt May’s. Even though she hadn’t said anything to Mia about missing her shift, I caught the look of disgust she flashed Mia’s way and made a mental note to ask her about it later. I knew there had been some tension between them, but I thought things had been smoothed over. However, if Chrissy’s expression was any indication, it was still as tense as ever between them.

			On the bright side, Mia and I seemed to be in a better place. I wasn’t sure if she completely believed what I had said the night before about the current situation with the 1888ers not being the same as the incidents she’d pointed out, but it appeared she was willing to at least give it a chance. That, or she was as curious as I was about what was going on in Redemption now.

			Daphne picked up her coffee with both hands to take another long drink. Her hands shook, and a little spilled over the side and dripped onto to the table. While blotting it up, I realized how puffy her eyes were, with deep purple bruises under them. She was also still wearing the same clothes she had on at dinner the night before—a white tee shirt with a large rose in the center and navy-blue shorts.

			“Mia, do you remember when we were kids, and there was all that talk about ‘asking Redemption’ to do something for you?”

			Mia first looked surprised and then a little disappointed as she reached for the butter. “That’s what you think is going on?” 

			“In a way.”

			Mia shook her head, her lips pursed, as she started buttering her banana bread. “But that was just kids talking about doing some sort of seance thing in the woods. I’m not even sure anyone actually did it. I think it was more talk than anything. Regardless, how can that possibly have anything to do with human sacrifices?”

			Daphne picked up her mug and took another sip. I noticed her hands weren’t shaking nearly as bad as before, and the color seemed to be coming back into her face. “Do you remember the story about the little girl who disappeared for a few days and then reappeared?”

			“Of course. The town took her and then gave her back,” Mia said. “At least, that was the story.”

			Daphne nodded. “Yes, it did.” She cocked her head. “But what about the story behind why the little girl disappeared? Ever hear that one?”

			Mia popped a piece of banana bread into her mouth. “No, is there one?”

			“There is.” Daphne dropped her gaze and stared into her mug. “And I think my mother had something to do with it.” 

			Daphne’s voice was so low, I wasn’t sure I heard her right. Mia seemed to think the same thing, because she glanced at me, her eyebrows raised.

			“Did you just say what I think you said?” I asked gently. “Your mother was involved in a child going missing?”

			Daphne didn’t look up. “I think so. I’m not sure.” She sighed and finally raised her head to look at us. “I think I told you how my mother used to rant about stuff. A lot of it was nonsense—things that didn’t make sense. But some of it was based in Redemption history. Like when Jessica disappeared, and some things about that little girl. She called her ‘Gina.’” 

			Mia stilled. “Gina?”

			Daphne nodded. “At first, I didn’t think anything of it. I thought she had made it up, just like she had so many other things. Of course, her rants were usually mixed with at least some fact, so I figured she either knew a girl named Gina growing up and for some reason mixed her into the delusion, or she just plucked the name out of thin air. But after everything that happened yesterday, I started to get an uneasy feeling about it, and I decided to look up the story. Turns out, there really WAS a girl named Gina who lived in Redemption in the sixties. And she disappeared for three days before suddenly reappearing.”

			Mia gasped, a hand flying up to cover her mouth. 

			“What?” I asked. 

			Mia gave her head a quick shake. “Nothing. It’s just … my mother’s nickname as a kid was Gina. That’s all.”  She dropped her hand and gave us both a weak smile. “It’s just kind of a weird coincidence after everything that has happened, that’s all.”

			Daphne gave her a hard look. “Did she live in Redemption as a child?”

			“Not to my knowledge,” Mia said. “We didn’t move here until I was seven or eight, something like that. My dad wanted to be closer to his mother, because she was having trouble living on her own. And then, he ended up getting a job here, so it seemed to work out.”

			“And you don’t remember your mother ever saying anything about living here as a child?” Daphne asked.

			“I just said as far as I knew, she didn’t live here,” Mia’s voice was growing sharper with every word that fell out of her mouth. “Why? Are you saying that the little girl who disappeared could be my mother?” 

			“It’s probably just a coincidence,” I interrupted, eager to keep things from getting any more heated between my friends. “Gina is a common name.” I wasn’t sure why Daphne was pushing Mia about her mother—did she know something we didn’t? But before we went down that path, I wanted to find out exactly how Daphne’s mother was involved.

			“Yeah, that’s probably it,” Mia said, but her face still looked troubled. She picked up another slice of banana bread.

			“So, you said your mother was somehow involved,” I redirected Daphne. “How? Did she babysit Gina or something?” I wasn’t sure how old Daphne’s mother was, so I didn’t know how old she would have been when Gina disappeared.

			“No, I doubt my mother babysat her. I think they were the same age.”

			“Were they friends or classmates, then?” 

			Daphne started twisting the coffee mug around in a circle. “That’s the thing … I’m not completely sure. It’s possible my mother just included Gina in her rantings randomly. But …” her voice trailed off.

			“But,” I prompted after a few moments of watching Daphne make little circles with her mug. Mia was still busy eating. At the rate she was going, she would likely finish the entire loaf herself.

			Daphne let out a long, heavy sigh. “I think they were friends. Good friends.”

			I didn’t like where this was going. Daphne looked so depressed, I had a feeling her story wasn’t going to end well. But I also couldn’t imagine how a child the same age as Gina would have had anything to do with her disappearance. Could Daphne’s mother have been with Gina when she was taken, or something? I eyed Mia, but she was focused on the bread. “Would that be so surprising?” I asked. “If they were about the same age when it happened, I would think it was likely they were friends.”

			Daphne lowered her head even further, still spinning the coffee mug. “The problem isn’t that they were friends,” she said, her voice so low it was hard to hear her. “The problem is what I said before … I think she had something to do with it.”

			“With Gina’s disappearance?” 

			Daphne nodded her head, although she was still staring at the table.

			“But your mother was a child herself. How could she have anything to do with it? Besides, I thought you said Redemption, the town itself, took her.” I glanced between her and Mia, who was still eating. 

			Daphne raised her head. “No, I’m not saying she helped kidnap her. At least not willingly.”

			“What do you mean, ‘not willingly’?”

			“I mean, I think she might have been messing around with something she shouldn’t have been, and that’s what caused Gina to disappear,” she said. 

			“What was she messing around with?” Mia asked before popping the last bite of bread into her mouth.

			“Again, I don’t know all the details, but if I were to guess, it would be something like what we were just talking about. Maybe she ‘asked’ Redemption to do something for her, and … well …”

			Mia stopped eating and stared at Daphne. “You think she asked Redemption to make her friend disappear?”

			There was a visible strain around Daphne’s mouth. “I guess I was hoping it was more like she asked for something else, but it all went horribly wrong.”

			I reached over to put my hand over Daphne’s. “How is your mother? Can you ask her about it?”

			“I don’t know,” Daphne said. “I haven’t tried. She has good days and bad days. But even on her good days, I just don’t know.”

			“What if we go with you?” Mia asked. 

			Daphne shot her a hard look. “Why would you want to come with me?”

			Mia gave her a lopsided smile in return, although it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Moral support.”

			Daphne didn’t look convinced. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea. You know she’s not well.”

			“If you don’t want us to come, we won’t. But …” I gently squeezed her hand. “We really ought to at least try asking her what happened. Don’t you agree?”

			Daphne stared into her coffee mug again. Tendrils of her red hair draped over her face. She had tried pulling it back in a ponytail, but it was so messy, it seemed she only got half of it. 

			She stayed like that for a few minutes before letting out a long sigh, similar to the sound a balloon makes when all the air drains out. “I know.” She brushed her hair out of her eyes and looked up, her expression set. “Let me call over there and make sure she’s good enough to see visitors today.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Immediately upon our arrival, I understood why Daphne didn’t want us to see where her mother was living. It wasn’t that the mental health facility wasn’t trying—the lawn was taken care of, although there wasn’t much landscaping other than the grass. There was a huge chain link fence with barbed wire at the top, and the squat, brown building itself would have been better suited in the industrial side of town. At least it was clean, though, the sharp odor of bleach heavy in the air. The furniture was adequate—nothing great, but no obvious holes or tears. Luckily, the staff appeared to be compassionate.

			Yet there was something depressing about it … almost as though a gray cloud had descended over it and was clinging to all the surfaces, leaving a greasy film that could never be washed off. Maybe it was because the facility catered only to the hopeless—the ones who were never going to get better and would only leave in a body bag. Or maybe it was the cracks marring the otherwise respectable image—the dead beetle lying in the corner, the strain on the faces of the staff, and the faint underlying stench of something rotten that not even the bleach could cover up. 

			“Oh Daphne, it’s so good to see you,” the woman at the check-in said. She was older and heavyset, her dark hair streaked with gray and pulled back in a tight bun. Her nametag read “Janice.”

			“Good to see you, too,” Daphne said as she signed in. “How’s my mom today?”

			“Doing very well. She’ll be pleased to have visitors.” Janice closed the book and tucked it away in a desk drawer. “I think she’s in her room, if you want to go back there. We just finished breakfast.”

			“We’ll do that, thank you.” Daphne turned to head down the long hallway as Mia and I trailed after her, our shoes making a slight squeaking noise against the linoleum floor. The air conditioning was on full blast, and I crossed my arms across my chest as we walked, wishing I had thought to bring in the old green sweater I always kept in the car for occasions such as this.

			It was quieter than I expected. Even the couple of patients we passed by—an older man in a stained blue bathrobe, his eyes down, and a younger man in a wheelchair whose gaze remained vacant and fixed on the wall, a line of drool stretching down his chin—were silent. The doors to the rooms were open, so I could see patients sitting on beds and chairs, staring at nothing. Even the orderly mopping up the hallway and the nurse holding a little tray lined with paper medication cups barely made a sound.

			There was something unnatural and, well, creepy about it. How could it be that quiet? Wouldn’t someone somewhere be talking? Or music playing? Or something?

			About halfway down the hall, Daphne paused in front of a door that wasn’t quite shut. She knocked a couple of times and gently pushed it open. “Mom? Are you there?”

			There was no answer, but Daphne pushed it open wider and gestured for us to follow her.

			Daphne’s mom was sitting on a chair next to a window with bars on it. Her back was to us, revealing a head of matted gray hair. She was gently rocking back and forth, and unlike everyone else in the place, appeared to making some noise as she softly hummed to herself.

			Daphne walked up to her and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Hi mom.”

			The woman turned her head toward Daphne. Her face was puffy and wrinkly, and her skin looked almost gray, but when she smiled, I could see the resemblance to her daughter. “Sweetheart,” she said. “You missed breakfast.” Her tone became reproving when she added, “It’s the most important meal of the day, you know.”

			“Sorry, mom,” Daphne said, leaning down to give her a peck on her cheek. “I brought a couple of people to see you. Do you remember Mia and Becca?”

			“Nice to see you again,” Mia said with a little wave. I was trying to remember if I had ever met Daphne’s mother, but I didn’t think I had.

			Daphne’s mom was staring at me, blinking owlishly. Then, her entire face brightened. “Charlie? Oh!” She clapped her hands. “I’m so happy to see you!”

			Daphne closed her eyes, her face seeming to collapse. “That’s Becca, mom. Charlie’s niece. You remember Becca, don’t you?”

			But Daphne’s mother wasn’t listening. She stretched out her hand toward me. “Charlie, I’m so glad you’re here.” A moment later, her face fell, and when she spoke again, her voice was a hoarse whisper. “It’s happening again.”

			“Um …” I glanced at Mia and Daphne, who looked mortified.

			“Mom,” Daphne began, but Daphne’s mom waved her off.

			“You know how I can feel these things,” she said. “The storm. It’s coming. Again.”

			I felt a chill run down my spine. “The storm?”

			She nodded solemnly. “We never should have asked the town.”

			It was like a bolt of lightning hit the room. Next to me, Mia stiffened, and Daphne’s mouth fell open.

			I took two steps forward and gently clasped Daphne’s mother’s outstretched hand. Her skin was dry and papery, and the bones underneath felt small and brittle. “Tell me about it,” I said, squatting down next to her, as there weren’t any other chairs. I had to fight to ignore the sour, unwashed odor floating around her.

			“We shouldn’t have done it, Charlie,” she said, shaking her head. “We should have stopped it. I should have stopped it. I knew better.”

			“Knew what …” I paused and looked up to meet Daphne’s eyes. Her name? I mouthed. Daphne mouthed back Claire.

			“Knew what, Claire?”

			“That it was a mistake.” She fixed her eyes on mine. They were watery and bloodshot, but the hazel color looked so much like Daphne’s. “I don’t blame you, Charlie. You couldn’t have known. But Lou? And Jesse and Jonathan?” She shook her head. “They definitely knew better.”

			A tiny bolt of excitement shot through my stomach, but I tried to contain it. She had to be talking about Jessica’s uncle Jesse, and his friend Jonathan, who had also been Charlie’s lover. Did this mean that the four of them had actually done what the almost 1888ers were trying to do? Contact whatever dark force was associated with Redemption? 

			The only problem was that three of them were dead, and the fourth, Claire, was not all there mentally. I wondered about this Lou person. Was he or she there, too? And if so, might we be able to talk to him or her?

			“What did you … err, I mean … we do?” I asked.

			She blinked at me again. “The seance, of course. Don’t you remember? We asked the town to help protect you from Alan.”

			Alan? Who the heck was Alan? Perplexed, I stared at Claire before eyeing Daphne and Mia, who both wore equally blank expressions. “Uh … I’m having a bit of a … moment. Why did I need protection from Alan again?”

			Claire sighed. “You really shouldn’t have. After all, he was dead.” Dead? I was trying very hard to hide my startled expression. “But there was something …” she tapped her lips with one finger. “I could feel it. There was a storm coming. Maybe you were right, and he did fake his death. At the time, it felt better to be safe than sorry. But …” she leaned closer to me, revealing at least two black and rotting teeth. Her breath was awful, and it was all I could do not to turn away. “But I think we were wrong. We should have remembered Gina.”

			My heart started beating faster. “Gina?” Behind Claire, I saw Daphne close her eyes again, a strange mixture of despair and resignation on her face.

			“Yeah. That should have taught us a lesson. That and Jonathan’s mother … we should have known better.”

			Jonathan’s mother? This was getting more and more confusing. At this point, I wasn’t even sure what questions to ask, as it all seemed to lead down a rabbit hole. “You’re right,” I said, trying a different tactic. “We should have known better.”

			Claire pressed her lips together. “Yes, we should have. Because now, it’s all happening again.” She lowered her voice. “The storm. It’s coming. Can you feel it?”

			 Goosebumps rose on my arms and the back of my neck, just like they had when Aiden started talking about a storm. Of course, it was possible it was due to the temperature in Claire’s room, which felt like an icebox. 

			Over Claire’s shoulder, I met Daphne’s eyes and could see she was feeling uneasy as well. The energy felt different, like something was about to happen, something bad, but I also realized I might be overreacting. I rubbed my forearms and told myself that just because Aiden, a stranger, and Claire, who was currently residing in a psychiatric hospital, said the exact same thing, it didn’t mean something was going to happen. It could be a coincidence.

			Never mind I didn’t believe in coincidences.

			Claire was staring at Mia, her head cocked to one side. “Wait, who are you? I feel like I should know you.”

			Daphne put a hand on her mother’s shoulder. “Mom, that’s Mia. Remember Mia? We went to school together.”

			“Mia,” Claire mused before shaking her head. “No, I don’t think that’s who she reminds me of.”

			Daphne shot Mia a helpless look.

			I tried to get Claire back on track. “So, you think everything that is happening is because we contacted Redemption?”

			“There’s always a price,” Claire said. “Gina paid the price, remember?”

			“By disappearing?”

			Claire looked surprised. “Of course. What else would I be talking about?”

			“But she was returned.”

			“There was a price paid for that, too,” Claire said, her voice dark. “We just didn’t know it then.”

			“Do you know what the price was?”

			Claire nodded and turned her head toward the window. “The storm. It took a few years to come, but it finally did.” She turned her head back to me, her eyes haunted. “It always does.”

			I shivered again and pressed my arms closer to me, trying to retain some warmth. It was really too cold. “Is there anything we can do to stop it?”

			Her face took on a faraway look, as if she was seeing into the past or maybe another dimension. “What’s coming was set in motion years ago. There’s only one thing you can do now.”

			I licked my lips. “What’s that?”

			She turned her head and stared straight into my eyes. “Survive.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			“Okay, so that was creepy,” Mia said as we pushed open the doors that led to the parking lot, the hot humid air blasting us as we stepped out. I, for one, welcomed the heat. Mia gave Daphne a sideways look. “No offense.”

			“None taken,” Daphne said, although there was an odd tone to her voice I couldn’t identify. Her head was down as she stepped off of the curb, so I couldn’t see her expression. “I agree. It was definitely creepy.” These words sounded more like the normal Daphne, which was a relief. Especially considering she was processing the visit, too. After all, it had to be difficult seeing your mother in that condition.

			Whatever had kept Claire responsive (at least reasonably so) disappeared after she told us the only thing we could do was survive. She then lapsed back into her humming, completely ignoring all our questions and prompts.

			Finally, when it was clear we had gotten everything we were going to get from her, we said goodbye. Even though I had to wrinkle my nose to do it, I gave Claire a quick hug and told her how happy I was to see her again. She didn’t even look at me.

			“I’d love to know what exactly happened years ago,” I said. “But I’m not sure who to ask. Charlie is dead, of course, and I’m assuming the Jesse and Jonathan she was talking about were Jessica’s uncle and Charlie’s lover, both of whom have passed away, too.”

			“That’s what I assumed, too,” Mia said.

			“But what about Lou? Does anyone know who that is?”

			Mia glanced at Daphne. “Do you think she was talking about Louise?”

			“Louise?” I could feel my heart sink.

			“Maybe,” Daphne said. “It would make sense. If the Jesse Claire was talking about was Jessica’s uncle, he was also Louise’s brother. My understanding is that they were close.”

			When I had first moved to Redemption, Louise had been horrible to me. More than that, she did everything in her power to force me to leave. She had since apologized, which I had accepted, and we were now cordial to each other. But we were far from friends. 

			“Do you think Louise would even talk to me?” I asked.

			“I don’t know why she wouldn’t,” Daphne said. “She did apologize.”

			“Yeah, but …” I let my voice trail off. This situation was already feeling out of control. Asking someone who had been an enemy of my family for years for help seemed like a recipe for disaster.

			But what choice did I have?

			“It doesn’t hurt to ask,” Mia said, as if reading my mind. “The worst that can happen is her refusing.”

			“Or she deliberately misleads us,” I said as we reached the car. The parking lot was nearly empty, making me wonder if the staff parked somewhere else. There were only three cars—one blue, one red, and one beige.

			Mia squished up her face. “That’s not really Louise’s way. She’s always been pretty straightforward. I would imagine if she’s not going to help us, she’ll tell us flat out to our faces. She’s not one to play games.”

			Mia kept talking, but I was no longer listening. There was something about the beige car that was bothering me. There was really no reason to think it was the same one that had trailed me when I had driven to Zane’s house the day before, but I couldn’t shake my uneasy feeling. I was about to ask Mia and Daphne if they had noticed anything strange about it until I remembered Mia’s outburst, and I immediately shut my mouth. It was probably nothing anyway. I was just on edge after that strange visit.

			“Becca? Earth to Becca …” Mia snapped her fingers at me.

			I jumped, realizing I was standing next to my car but hadn’t unlocked it yet. “Oh, sorry.”

			Mia tilted her head and gave me a knowing look. “It’s going to be fine, Becca. Don’t worry about Louise.”

			Oh, that’s right. Louise. Something else to feel uneasy about. What a day it was turning out to be. “I hope you’re right,” I said.

			***

			“Are you sure this is a good idea?”

			We were sitting in the car, where I had parked next to the curb alongside a perfectly normal, two-story house in an equally normal neighborhood. Old-growth trees lined the quiet residential street complete with manicured lawns and nicely trimmed flower gardens.

			“Of course it’s a good idea,” Mia said impatiently from the backseat as she reached for the door handle. “What else are we going to do? I don’t suppose you have Louise’s cell number on hand?”

			It was a rhetorical question. Not only did I not have Louise’s number, but I wasn’t even sure she would let us in the door.

			Mia was already halfway outside when she paused to peer back at Daphne and me. “Are you two coming?”

			“Yes,” Daphne said before glancing at me. There was a coldness in her expression I had never seen before, but her voice sounded normal. “It’s going to be fine. Let’s go.”

			I’m probably making a bigger deal about this than needed, I told myself. After all, Louise did apologize to me. But while an apology was certainly adequate to allow us some small talk in social situations, I had no idea if she would truthfully answer uncomfortable questions.

			I mentioned that maybe it would be better if I wasn’t there, as I thought Louise might be more open to talking without me. Both Daphne and Mia told me I was being silly.

			I got out of the car and followed my friends up the driveway to the neat, white house with black shutters that I barely remembered visiting as a child with Jessica. I wasn’t sure what we were going to do if Louise wasn’t home. But as Mia pointed out, this was a start.

			Mia was the first to climb the steps leading to the small front porch. On one side of it was a large planter with red geraniums, and on the other, a cheery wind chime hung from the rafters.

			Mia rang the doorbell. It didn’t take long for the door to open, revealing an older, heavyset woman. She had short gray hair, a heavily lined, puffy face, and faded blue eyes. But underneath the weariness and folds of skin, there were traces of an ethereal beauty that was so similar, yet so different, from her daughter, Jessica.

			She blinked a few times in confusion when she saw us. “Mia, Daphne, Becca, what a nice surprise. I wasn’t expecting you.”

			“I know, and we’re sorry to barge in like this,” Mia said. “Do you have a few minutes?”

			“Of course,” Louise said, holding the door open wider. “I’m sorry I’m not exactly dressed for visitors.” She self-consciously smoothed the front of her pink, flowered housedress.

			“It’s fine,” Mia said after a short pause. I think she expected Daphne to say something as much as I did, but Daphne just stared straight ahead, her expression still as cold as it was when we were in the car. I suddenly got a bad feeling about our visit.

			Louise seemed a little surprised as well by Daphne’s lack of response, but she covered it by making a big deal about closing the door behind us and heading off to the kitchen. “I just put on coffee, if you’d like a cup,” she called out as she disappeared down the hallway. The rest of us followed.

			From what I could see, the house was as neat and clean on the inside as it was on the outside. There were lines in the carpet indicating a recent vacuuming, and the scent of lemon cleaner hung in the air.

			“I think I have cookies, too,” Louise called out.

			Mia groaned. “Please don’t trouble yourself. We had a huge breakfast.”

			“No trouble,” Louise said as we reached the open and airy kitchen. She gestured for us to sit at the table, which was next to a pair of sliding glass doors that overlooked the large, manicured backyard. She bustled around collecting cups and plates in the dated, but clean, kitchen. On one wall hung two framed photos: one of Jessica, her daughter, and the other of Jesse, her brother. I recognized them both immediately, but it took me a moment to realize they were the same photos that had been enlarged for the memorial service Louise held for them a year ago. 

			A memorial service Louise had made clear I wasn’t welcome at.

			“Do you need help?” Mia asked, providing a much welcome break in my thoughts.

			Louise waved her off. “Absolutely not. Go on, get yourself settled, and I’ll be right there.”

			We all found a chair while she brought over coffee, cream, sugar, and cookies. The cups, decorated with delicate pink rosebuds, matched the plates. We waited until she had served everyone and made herself comfortable with her own cup of coffee and cookie. 

			“Now, to what do I owe this honor?” she asked, stirring in a teaspoon of sugar. 

			That was a great question, especially since I realized I had no idea how to start the conversation. We hadn’t discussed it in the car on our way over, and somehow, the idea of saying, “Oh, Claire mentioned how you two had contacted Redemption at least a couple of times and were probably responsible for a little girl named Gina disappearing, and we’d like you tell us about it” might not be the best approach.

			I eyed both Mia and Daphne. Mia looked as dumbfounded as I felt. Daphne was staring at the table with that same blank expression on her face. What was going on with her? Did she not want to be here after all? Maybe we should have waited a day or so … given her some time. 

			Louise glanced around the table, raising an eyebrow. “Oh, come now. Don’t answer all at once.” 

			I smiled weakly and reached for the cream and sugar to doctor my coffee. It was mostly to give myself something to do, as the last thing I needed was more coffee. Louise must have taken that as an opening because she pounced on me. “I especially didn’t expect to see you, Becca. Quite honestly, I never thought you’d come to this house again.”

			I could feel my face turn red. “Um …”

			“But I’m glad you’re here,” she continued in a rush. “That sounded worse than I meant it. If there’s something I can do to help you, I would like to. I feel like I owe you that. I owe Charlie that,” she finished quietly.

			“Well, it’s funny you should say that,” I said, the words tumbling out of my mouth before I could judge how smart they were. Someone was going to have to get this conversation started, and Mia seemed to be at a loss while Daphne was … well, I wasn’t sure what was going on with Daphne, but it didn’t seem like she was going to be much help in the moment. “Because what we need to ask you does have to do with Charlie.”

			Louise’s eyebrows arched. “Oh?”

			“As well as Claire. And …” I swallowed hard and tried to keep from looking at the framed photos behind her. “Jesse and Jonathan.”

			She put her teaspoon down. “You have my full attention.”

			Mia turned to me, her eyes wide, like she couldn’t believe I had just waded in without any preamble. I couldn’t quite believe I had done so either, but now that I had started, I wasn’t sure how to continue. So, I decided to try a different approach.

			“Did you hear the news about the body that was found in the woods?”

			Louise shook her head, clucking her tongue. “Pamela. I knew her mother. That poor girl.” Her head suddenly shot up, and she looked at me, her eyes narrowing. “Wait … were you the one who found her?”

			“I was,” I said. “Which is why I’m here.”

			“You’re here because of Pamela? You think I had something to do with it?” She didn’t sound angry; it was more like astonishment at the idea of someone even thinking that.

			“Of course not,” I said. “At least not on purpose.”

			“On purpose?” Louise repeated. 

			I sighed. This wasn’t going well. “You know Pamela was an 1888er, right?”

			“Of course. Everyone does. But what does that have to do with how she died? Or …” Louise’s eyes widened. “You think she died because she was an 1888er?”

			“Possibly.”

			Louise put a hand over her mouth. “Oh, heavens. That’s horrible. But … what does that have to do with me? Or Charlie? Or Claire, or Jesse?” I noticed she didn’t add Jonathan’s name, which wasn’t a huge surprise, considering how it all turned out. Still, it was an interesting omission.

			“Maybe nothing. But … it’s possible something happened when Charlie first came to town that may be tied to what happened to Pamela.”

			Louise looked mystified. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. You already know what happened when Charlie first came to town. My brother was taken from me forever. What could that possibly have to do with Pamela?”

			While Louise’s voice was still mild, I could hear the tension and anger lurking just under the surface, as if the old Louise—the one who blamed my Aunt Charlie for Jesse’s disappearance—was just waiting to emerge.

			This was so not going well. 

			“I’m so sorry about what happened to Jesse. I hope you know that. But what I’m talking about happened before he disappeared.”

			Louise blinked at me. “Charlie moved here. She bought Helen’s house. She started an affair with Jonathan. What else do you want to know?”

			I opened my mouth and closed it. At this point, I felt like I was going to have to just spit out what I was dancing around, and likely get thrown out of Louise’s house for all of my troubles. Just then, though, Daphne sat straight up and looked directly at Louise.

			“We’re talking about making contact with Redemption,” she said bluntly. Her voice was flat, emotionless, and very unlike herself. “You know … what you and my mom did that caused Gina to disappear.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Louise was so startled, she spilled her coffee. “Oh, heavens, I’m so clumsy. Let me get a rag,” she said, but before she could get up, Mia was already on her feet and headed toward the kitchen sink.

			“I’ll take care of it,” she said. “You stay there.” I threw a couple of napkins over the pool of coffee, stopping it before it could drip onto the pristine floor, but Daphne hadn’t moved. 

			“Oh, I just washed the floor, too,” Louise murmured.

			“That’s what you’re worried about? The floor?” Daphne asked. 

			I gasped before quickly pressing my fingers against my mouth. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. In all my years of knowing Daphne, I had never seen this side of her. Louise seemed equally shocked, as her mouth had fallen open, and she gaped at Daphne. Even Mia seemed dumbfounded, although she covered it by focusing on wiping up the spill.

			“No, no, it’s not … I’m not ….” Louise didn’t seem to quite know what to say. 

			“My mother has lost her mind,” Daphne said flatly. Almost lifelessly, really, which somehow made her words even more impactful. “Everyone else is dead. You’re the only one left. And I want to know exactly what you did to set this tragedy in motion.”

			Louise’s mouth dropped open again. “You think I had something to do with your mother’s mental issues? You do know that mental breakdowns run in your family, right? Your grandmother, Claire’s mother, was also hospitalized with early onset dementia.”

			“My mother doesn’t have dementia,” Daphne said.

			“And she wasn’t the only one,” Louise continued as if Daphne hadn’t spoken. “Maybe it was your great-great grandma? There might be an extra great in there … but she, too, had some sort of mental breakdown.”

			“I’m aware of my family’s history,” Daphne said, her voice still devoid of emotion. “That still doesn’t mean there wasn’t a price to be paid because of whatever you did.”

			“I had nothing to do with Claire’s illness,” Louise snapped. “We were just kids messing around. There is no way that what we did had anything to do with Claire’s mental breakdown.”

			There was a price paid then, too. We just didn’t know it. Claire’s voice rang in my head, and suddenly, the pieces started clicking into place. 

			Daphne was about to speak again, but I reached over to touch her arm. “Claire wasn’t the only one who paid a price,” I said gently. “You did, too, Louise. Didn’t you?”

			Louise turned to me, her expression a strange mixture of surprise and grief. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			I waved to the photos behind her. “Jesse. Jessica. They were your price. Weren’t they?”

			Louise opened her mouth, closed it, and seemed to deflate in front of me. “I didn’t know. None of us knew. We were kids. We thought we were helping.” Her voice was plaintive, almost like she had reverted back to a child. 

			I took a deep breath. “Who were you helping?”

			There was a long pause as Louise stared at her coffee cup. I hardly dared breathe, not wanting to break the spell. It went on for so long, I didn’t think she was going to tell us, but finally, the words came.

			“His name was Butch. He was one of the summer visitors.” Her eyes darted up to meet mine. “Like you. He would come year after year and spend several weeks in the summer with his family. No big deal, right? Except he was a bully. And one of his favorite targets was our friend, Gina.

			“Usually, Gina would just avoid him. It wasn’t a great solution by any means. We had to be careful hanging out at the lake or going to any neighborhood parties, but it was only a few weeks out of the summer, so it was doable. Until one year, I think when we were about ten, his family decided they loved it in Redemption and were planning to move here.

			“When Gina heard the news, she was terrified. The idea she would never be able to escape him was … unfathomable. He was the same age we were, which meant he would be in our grade and classes, too. Well, Gina was beside herself. Claire and I couldn’t bear to watch it, so we decided to try to help.

			“I don’t remember whose idea it was to contact Redemption to see if it would help us, but we all agreed to it. After all, Redemption was known for deciding who stayed and who left. It seemed perfectly reasonable to ask for Redemption’s help to keep Butch out, especially since we were here first. For all accounts and purposes, Redemption should have been on our side, not Butch’s. We also thought it couldn’t hurt, and the worst thing that would happen would be that our parents would find out, and we would be punished.” Here, she paused, and I could swear I saw tears shimmer in her eyes. “We couldn’t have been more wrong.”

			A gray cat sauntered into the kitchen then, tail straight up, as if he owned the place. Louise lifted her eyes to watch him, but they were unfocused, as if she wasn’t really seeing him at all.

			“So, Redemption took Gina?” I asked.

			“Not at first. Initially, it worked exactly the way we’d hoped. The next day, Butch was gone. We found out that something had happened to his grandmother, so the whole family had to leave to help take care of her. We couldn’t believe our luck. It was exactly what we had hoped. We were so excited.

			“Until Gina disappeared.” 

			Louise stopped talking and reached for her coffee cup, but she didn’t drink any, simply squeezing it between her hands. Her face still had that faraway expression. 

			“What did you do?” I asked. 

			She shrugged. “The only thing we could think of. We asked Redemption to return her. Except this time, we asked Jesse and Jonathan to help us.” Her left eye twitched, and she reached up with one hand to press on her temple. 

			“And it worked? Gina was returned, right?” Mia asked.

			Louise nodded. “We found her by the lake. She was completely disoriented, unable to remember anything at all. She was never right after that, and eventually, her mother took her and left Redemption.”

			The cat had circled back around to Louise. It sat in front of her, tail twitching, like he was expecting something. She stared at him, but again, it was like she didn’t see him.

			“Do you know happened to Gina after she left Redemption?” Mia asked.

			“Not really. I had heard she was in and out of psychiatric hospitals, but I don’t know if it was true or not,” Louise said.

			“Do you know if she ever came back to Redemption?” Mia asked.

			“I’m not sure. If she did, she never contacted me.” Louise gave her a hard look. “Why are you so interested in Gina?”

			Mia dropped her gaze and became very interested in her coffee cup. “No reason,” she mumbled.

			I looked at Mia in surprise. It wasn’t like her to back off like that. Usually, when she was trying to get to the bottom of something, she was like a dog with a bone. I wondered why she just didn’t ask Louise straight out if she knew if Gina was her mother or not.

			Daphne apparently had the same thought. “We think Gina is her mother,” she said matter-of-factly.

			My mouth fell open as Mia’s head jerked up. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

			“Don’t you want to know the truth?” Daphne asked. “Here’s your chance. Trust me, you don’t want to wait until it’s too late and there’s no one around who can answer.” 

			“Hold on,” Louise said, holding up her hand. “You think Gina, my childhood friend, is your mother?” Her voice was incredulous.

			Mia looked almost embarrassed as she hid her face again. “My mother’s childhood nickname was Gina,” she said quietly.

			“That’s not that unusual of a name,” Louise said.

			Mia bit her lip. “Yes, but she too was in and out of psychiatric hospitals. She was never well, mentally. No one ever explained why. And …” her voice trailed off.

			“You can say it,” Daphne said, her voice flat. 

			“Say what?” Louise asked, bewildered.

			“Go ahead,” Daphne said. “Tell her what my mother said. My crazy mother. I know you’re all thinking it.”

			“Even if your mother is crazy, it doesn’t matter,” I said. “It’s like that old saying, just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re out to get you.” 

			I hadn’t actually meant to say it, or anything, really. The words just fell out of my mouth. But I also wanted to do something to diffuse the tension in the room, which was now thick in the air around us.

			Daphne turned to me, a startled expression on her face. I flashed her a quick, reassuring smile. “Crazy people are often right about a lot of things, even if people don’t always listen to them.”

			Daphne tilted her head, and I could see the muscles around her eyes soften. She gave me a small smile.

			Louise’s gaze ping-ponged between the three of us before settling back on Mia. “What did Claire say to you?”

			Mia also looked a lot more relaxed and like herself than she had a few minutes ago. “Claire thought she recognized me.”

			 Louise looked mystified. “Claire recognized you? Why is that surprising? Of course she would recognize you. You and Daphne have been friends for years.”

			“But that’s the point,” Mia said. “She didn’t think she recognized me as Daphne’s friend. She thought I reminded her of someone else.”

			“But that could be anyone,” Louise said. “Did she say you reminded her of Gina?”

			“Well, no,” Mia said.

			“It also sounds like she brought up Gina, right? So you’re assuming she was thinking of her?” 

			Mia’s cheeks reddened. “Um … yes.”

			Louise waved her hand. “I don’t see the connection. Who knows what Claire was thinking about. Maybe she thought you reminded her of a celebrity or famous actress.” 

			Mia’s brows knit together. “I guess that makes sense.” There was a tinge of relief in her voice, which I could totally understand. Who wanted to be related to the girl who started the storm?

			Speaking of the storm … 

			“Was that the last time you contacted Redemption?” I asked, changing the subject.

			Louise glanced at me, almost like she had forgotten we were there. Some unreadable emotion flickered in her eyes before quickly disappearing. “Do you know why Charlie came to Redemption?”

			“Um …” I was a little taken aback by the question. “I don’t understand how that’s relevant.”

			Louise sat back in her chair, folding her arms across her chest. “So no one told you the story.”

			“I’m assuming it was because she wanted to get out of New York.”

			Louise’s eyes glittered. “But why did she want to get out of New York?”

			I thought back to what my mother had always said, which was that Charlie was stubborn and reckless and a bit of a rebel, and if there was a way she could cause trouble for her family, that’s what she would do. “Because she was a black sheep?”

			The corner of Louise’s mouth twitched up. “That’s probably true, but not the full reason. She was escaping an abusive relationship.”

			I felt like I had been punched in the gut. “What?”

			Louise nodded grimly. “He was her fiancé. Alan, I think his name was. He did something to her … I can’t remember the details, but whatever it was, she ended up in the hospital.”

			“No … that can’t be true,” I said softly. Louise must have gotten something wrong. There was no way I wouldn’t know this about my Aunt Charlie. My family would never have kept it from me. “You must be mistaken.”

			Louise’s face softened as she looked at me. “I’m sorry, Becca.” 

			I turned away, not wanting to see the pity in her eyes. I was sick. How could my family, my mother, my Aunt Charlie, keep something like that from me? Louise had to be wrong. That was the only explanation.

			But then, a memory popped into my head. My mother yelling at Aunt Charlie on the phone. “This is what you do,” she shrieked. “You make a big deal out of everything. Just like you did with …” My mother’s eyes on me, breaking off the conversation, telling my Aunt Charlie she would call her back. 

			And that wasn’t the only time. Other events crowed in my head. A party, at which someone said something about Charlie and an ex-fiancé, only for my mother to cut them off with a few words about how they were mistaken. At the time, I thought they had mixed up my two aunts, as my Aunt Marguerite had been engaged to another man before she married my uncle. But now, I didn’t know what to think.

			“If it makes you feel any better, I don’t think your mother … what was her name? Anne something, wasn’t it?”

			“Annabelle,” I said through numb lips.

			“That’s right. I don’t think Annabelle ever believed Charlie was being abused,” Louise continued.

			I snapped my head around. “Wait. What are you talking about? You just said Aunt Charlie ended up in a hospital.”

			Louise sighed. “You and I both know not all abused women, or men for that matter, are believed. I think Annabelle thought what happened was an accident.”

			The numbness had spread outward from my lips until my whole mouth felt paralyzed. “An accident?” Was it truly possible that my mother would have doubted her own sister about something like that? While I knew their relationship had always been strained, this seemed to take it to another level.

			Unless … the relationship ruptured because my mother hadn’t believed Aunt Charlie. That seemed very possible. It also explained why my mother never told me about Aunt Charlie being abused, as she didn’t believe it.

			But it didn’t explain why Aunt Charlie didn’t tell me herself. And with that acknowledgment, I could feel a sore, achy pain settle somewhere behind my breastbone. Why hadn’t she told me? And if she had, would I had been less likely to make my own poor choices around men? 

			Or maybe it wouldn’t have mattered. Maybe all this showed was I was more like her than I had thought.

			“So, Charlie was running away from an abusive fiancé?” Mia asked. “How was this not known?”

			“Because she didn’t tell anyone about it,” Louise said. “Basically, it was just me, Bill, Claire, Jesse, and Jonathan who knew. As you know, Jesse and Jonathan both died a few months after Charlie came, so then, it was down to just Bill, me, and Claire. It’s possible Charlie told a couple other people … she was very close to Pat as well as a cop named Brandon Wyle. But I suspect she didn’t. As for the three of us … well, I know I didn’t say anything, and neither did Bill. I doubt Claire did either. So, that’s why no one else knew.”

			“I understand why my mother didn’t say anything,” Daphne said. “She was friends with Charlie and wouldn’t want to hurt her. But why didn’t you? It sounds like the perfect way to get back at her.”

			Louise sighed again and rubbed her eyes. She looked like she had aged another decade in the past ten minutes. “I’m not proud of how I handled myself when Charlie was alive. And I would be lying if I said the thought didn’t cross my mind from time to time. But … I guess it goes back to what Claire said about paying a price. I think somewhere deep down I knew that I was at least somewhat responsible for whatever happened to Jesse. I think I always knew what we did was a mistake. A big one. And as I was in pretty deep denial over my part in that whole sorry mess, the last thing I wanted to do was bring up Alan and have my involvement dragged into the light as well.”

			“What happened to Alan?” Mia asked. 

			“He died,” Louise said shortly.

			“He died?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Is that what Aunt Charlie asked the town to do? To kill her abusive ex? No wonder a price had to be paid.

			Mia seemed to be thinking along the same lines. “Seriously? Did the town kill him?”

			“I’m not sure,” Louise said.

			“How can you not be sure?” I asked.

			Louise reached up to rub her temple again. “I know what you’re thinking. You think we asked the town to kill him.”

			I glanced at Mia and Daphne. Mia appeared to be on the same page as me, but Daphne’s expression was back to flat and unreadable. The small smile she had flashed me a few minutes before now a distant memory. “Didn’t you?”

			Louise shook her head. “Charlie had taken great pains to make sure Alan didn’t know where she was. Remember, this was back in the 1980s. There were no cell phones, so in some ways, it was easier to disappear. But despite all of Charlie’s precautions, Alan eventually found her.”

			“Was it because of my mom?” I spat, sounding more bitter than I meant to.

			Louise inclined her head. 

			“I can’t believe it,” I said, pressing my own fingers against my temples. Although, in a way, I actually could. “My mother told an abusive jerk where her sister was. Did she want her to be killed?”

			“Again, I don’t think Annabelle meant to hurt Charlie,” Louise said. “I truly believe Annabelle, in her own misguided way, was trying to help her sister. I know it’s difficult not to judge, but families are convoluted, and unless you grew up in the middle of it, it’s hard to understand. Anyway, the end result was that Alan found out where Charlie was, and he came after her. Luckily, he never arrived. He was killed in a car accident.”

			“Woah,” Mia said. “I didn’t see that coming.”

			“I didn’t either,” I added. “I also don’t understand why you contacted Redemption. If Alan was dead, what did you ask the town?”

			“If he truly was dead,” Louise said. “Charlie was convinced he had faked his own death and was still coming after her, so she was planning to run again. We convinced her we could contact the town and ask Redemption if Alan was still alive, and if he was, we could ask Redemption to protect her.”

			Louise stopped talking again and stared out the window. Somewhere in the middle of her story, the gray cat had disappeared. Maybe he realized he was being ignored and left in a huff.

			“Then what happened?” Mia finally asked when it seemed like Louise wasn’t going to continue.

			Louise started, having been completely lost in thought. She picked up her coffee cup and gave us all a hard look. “You know what happened. All hell broke loose.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			“So it was after contacting the town that all those … things happened?” Mia asked.

			Louise took a sip of coffee. “If you mean what happened to Jesse, then yes. Jesse disappeared, along with Jonathan and at least one other person, a waitress at the Lone Man Standing, which also burned down. Red, the owner, was killed in the fire. That seemed to end it, but all those things happened within a span of a couple of months. It was a crazy, intense time. More than one person thought we might be experiencing our own Redemption version of the end of days, but thankfully, the bar burning down seemed to have drained the worst of the energy, and everything more or less went back to normal.”

			“Until now,” Daphne said.

			Louise stared at Daphne before violently shaking her head. “No. Oh no. This is nothing like that time. You weren’t even born yet, so you wouldn’t know.”

			Daphne’s expression didn’t change. “The storm. It’s coming.”

			Louise blanched. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” She tried to put her cup down, but her hands were shaking so much, she spilled it again.

			Daphne leaned forward. “You do feel it, don’t you? Whatever you and my mother set into motion years ago … it’s coming back, isn’t it?”

			Louise’s face was stark white. “No,” she whispered. “It was finished when the Lone Man Standing burned down and Red was killed. That was enough.”

			“Some people think Red wasn’t killed,” I said.

			Louise’s face jerked toward me. “Of course he was. Where else would he have gone?”

			“Crime is up in Redemption,” I said. “The gangs are back. Just like when Red was around and the Lone Man Standing was still, well, standing, I guess.”

			“Crime is up everywhere,” Louise said. She reached for her mug and nearly tipped it over again. “That has nothing to do with Red.”

			“You’re in denial,” Daphne said, a sharp edge to her voice.

			“And you don’t know what you’re talking about,” Louise snapped. “Look, I’m sorry about Claire, I really am, but the hard truth is that she is insane. She has been for many years. I don’t know what delusion she’s been sharing with you, but you need to stop taking the word of a crazy person.”

			Daphne’s head reared back like Louise had slapped her. Louise suddenly pressed her hand against her lips, as if she wanted to somehow shove the words back into her mouth. “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “That was uncalled for.”

			“The only reason why my mother is crazy is because of what you did!” Daphne exclaimed.

			I thought Louise would surely react with anger again, but instead, she just fixed Daphne with a sad look. “You’re right,” she said. “What we did, both when we were children and when we were adults and should have known better, had terrible consequences, and I’ve had to live with them every single day. But make no mistake … your mother is just as culpable as I am.”

			Daphne opened her mouth to argue, then closed it. Her face seemed to close in on itself, almost as if the anger was slowly draining out of her and being replaced by grief and regret. Watching her, I felt my own grief rise up, along with resentment, that we were being forced to reckon with the consequences of other people’s actions. 

			But wasn’t that part of the human condition? So many times, we’re forced to deal with things that aren’t our fault. We could easily become resentful … or, we could realize that we made mistakes or terrible choices, and the consequences had rippled outward, wreaking havoc in not just our own lives, but other people’s, too. Maybe the times we were forced to clean up other people’s actions were part of the price we had to pay for screwing up.

			“For what it’s worth,” Louise said, “I’m sorry for my part in this whole sorry mess. You have no idea what I would give to be able to turn the clock back and make different choices. But … unfortunately, that’s not an option, and all that’s left to do is find some way to live with the messes we created and try our best to keep moving forward.”

			“What if there was a way we could change things?” Mia asked.

			We all turned our heads toward her. “Redemption has a time machine somewhere?” I asked.

			One side of Mia’s mouth went up. “If there was a time machine anywhere, it would definitely be in Redemption. No, I meant, what if we could change things now? You said that when the Lone Man Standing burned down, it all ended, right?” She turned to Louise, who nodded. “Is there something similar we could do now to end it?”

			“What, like burn down the bar that’s there now?” I asked. “What is it, The Jack Saloon?”

			Apparently, my sarcasm was lost on Louise, who instantly looked horrified. “Don’t say things like that,” she said.

			“I was kidding, Louise.”

			“It doesn’t matter. You shouldn’t even kid about things like that.” Her mouth turned down in a disapproving frown.

			“I don’t understand. Why not?”

			“Just don’t. Trust me on this.” Louise started fussing with the dishes and silverware, like she was about to clear the table and send us on our way.

			Mia, Daphne, and I traded uneasy glances.

			“What aren’t you telling us?” It was Daphne who finally asked, but unlike the hostile tone she had earlier, her voice was gentler now. Like the old Daphne.

			Louise didn’t look up. Still shaking her head, she said, “I don’t want to talk about it. You just need to trust me on this.”

			“Louise,” Daphne said again. “Look at me.” 

			A long moment passed, but finally, Louise raised her chin and met Daphne’s gaze.

			“The storm is coming,” Daphne said. “You and I both know it. That’s what my mother told me. She also said the only thing we can do is survive it. Not stop it, not change it, but survive it.” She leaned forward slightly. “I don’t know if she’s right or not, but if there is even a chance we can change things, don’t you think we should try?”

			“Or at the very least, learn as much as we can about what we’re facing, so we can survive it?” Mia added.

			Louise looked at them and let out a long sigh. “It’s just … I honestly don’t know if there’s a connection or not. And again, this isn’t anything I’m proud of or like talking about. But ….” She let out another deep breath. “That first time we contacted the town? When we were kids? We did it in the woods on the same property as the Lone Man Standing.”

			“Oh, that makes sense,” Mia said as Daphne nodded. “I should have figured that out.”

			My gaze swiveled between them. “What am I missing? Why does that make sense?”

			“Because that property has always been considered one of the … I guess you would call it ‘hotbed areas’ linked to whatever happened in 1888,” Mia said.

			“So, yeah, if you’re trying to contact the town, that would be a good place to do it,” Daphne said.

			“Are there other places?” I asked.

			This time, it was the three of them exchanging glances. “Well, there’s only one other area,” Daphne said, her voice hesitant. “The main area, I should say.”

			The way they were all looking at me, I suddenly wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer, but I was in too deep to back out now. “Where’s that?”

			Even before Daphne answered, I somehow knew what she was going to say. “Your house.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			“My house? How was my house involved with whatever happened to the adults in 1888?”

			“It’s probably not your house, as your house was built later, for Mad Martha,” Louise said. “Just like the Lone Man Standing bar didn’t exist back then, either. It’s the property.”

			“Well, how is my property connected?”

			“No one knows for sure,” Mia said. “Because no one knows exactly what happened in 1888.”

			“Well, if no one knows what happened, how could they know my property is connected to it? Or the Lone Man Standing, for that matter?”

			Daphne lifted her hands helplessly. “It’s just rumors. Like a lot of things connected to 1888. It may have nothing to do with it at all. It’s just one of those things that is just … understood.”

			“Yeah, it’s understood by everyone who has lived here all their lives,” I muttered, wishing Aunt Charlie had decided to buy a different home in Redemption rather than such a notorious one. Another thought struck me then, and I gave Louise a hard look. “The second time you contacted Redemption, when my aunt was with you, where did you do it? At the Lone Man Standing?”

			Louise had the grace to look ashamed. “Um …”

			I sat back in my chair, flinging my arms out. “Oh, great! You did it in my house, didn’t you?”

			“It seemed to make more sense than skulking around in the woods next to Lone Man Standing,” Louise said. “It’s not like we could do something like that in the middle of the bar.”

			She had a point, but still. The idea of anyone doing any type of ritual in my home was unnerving. “Which room?”

			Her brows furrowed. “I’m sorry?”

			“Which room did you do it in?”

			“It was one of the upstairs bedrooms. The room at the top of the stairs.”

			Mia made a face. “Of course it was.”

			“Why did you pick that room?” I asked. I was sure I could guess the answer, but I wanted to hear it from her.

			“Because according to Charlie, that was the …  well, the most haunted room in the house. It’s the room where Mad Martha killed Nellie, and then herself.”

			An image flashed in my mind. Standing in the middle of that room when it was Chrissy’s. Seeing the words written on the mirror in smoke and blood.

			Beware. It’s here.

			I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to shove the vision away. I didn’t want to think about what it meant, especially knowing what I did now. 

			Was whatever Aunt Charlie and the rest of the group set in motion all those years ago now here?

			“Is there anything we can do now?” I asked. 

			“Like maybe hire an exorcist?” Mia suggested, half under her breath. I wondered if she was joking. To me, it wasn’t such a bad idea.

			“I don’t know,” Louise said. She rubbed her temples again, looking exhausted and worn out. “I honestly don’t know if there’s anything you can do.”

			“Well, there has to be something,” I insisted, refusing to give up. “What about Fire Cabin?”

			Louise grimaced. “Why would you bring that up?”

			“Because whatever is going on, it seems to be linked to whatever happened in 1888,” I said. “And according to all of you, that’s when Fire Cabin came to be, as well. Plus, Pamela was supposedly found near Fire Cabin’s assumed location, so it sure seems like it’s somehow connected.”

			“Fire Cabin is a curse,” Louise said. “You shouldn’t even mention it. You don’t want to risk invoking the curse.”

			“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” I said, completely exasperated. “Look, it’s all a curse.” I spread my hands out wide. “We’re talking about a bunch of adults, an entire small village, just up and vanishing. How could that possibly be anything but a curse? Especially since the children were left behind. If the adults had simply up and moved for some reason, they of course would have brought their children with them. And their horses and cattle and everything else. So yes, I think it’s safe to assume that whatever we’re dealing with, it’s bad. Maybe it’s even evil. But, if we don’t name it and face it, how can we possibly defeat it?”

			“What if we can’t defeat it?” Louise asked. “What if no one can?”

			“Maybe we can’t, but does that mean we shouldn’t even try?” I asked. “And what’s the alternative? Hiding our heads in the sand and refusing to say the words ‘Fire Cabin’ or talk about what happened in the past? You and your friends made a mistake all those years ago. But you’re human. We’ve all made mistakes. And you certainly weren’t the first to make one in Redemption. I would argue that whatever the adults did back in 1888 was the worst sin of all, considering the aftermath is still reverberating to this day … not to mention how it set the stage for the mistakes you made. So, can we have an honest conversation about all things Redemption to see if there’s anything we can do to turn things around?”

			All three of them were staring at me like I had grown a second head. 

			“What?” I asked. “You don’t agree with me?”

			“It’s not that,” Mia said. “It’s more like …. is it even possible to fight against this? It’s not anything you can see. It would be like fighting … well, energy. How can anyone even do that?”

			“I don’t know, but Becca has a point,” Daphne answered. “We have to at least try.”

			“Yeah, that’s probably true,” Mia said before glancing at Louise. “What about you? What do you think?” 

			Louise hadn’t said a word. She continued staring into her coffee cup, her expression brooding.

			“Louise?” Mia asked again.

			Louise finally looked up, and I realized her expression wasn’t really brooding. It was more like shame. “I have so much to atone for,” she said softly.

			The three of us eyed each other again. I was almost afraid to ask what new bombshell she was about to drop, but Mia beat me to the punch. “Um … what does that mean?”

			Louise pushed her mug away from her and straightened up, clasping her hands together on top of the table. “The reason I know Fire Cabin is only a curse and nothing more is because I tried to find it.”

			Mia’s jaw dropped open. “You didn’t!”

			“Oh, I did.”

			“Did you find it?” I asked.

			Louise glanced at me, and her lips twitched upward into an almost smile. “No, but I don’t think it matters. I think even looking for it invokes the curse.” She paused and took a deep breath, almost as if to collect herself. “I was about eight months pregnant. I had pretty much lost my mind. A combination of hormones and stress and grief. Charlie looked like she was here to stay; Jesse hadn’t reached out to anyone at all, and I was beside myself. No one else seemed to be as bothered by what had happened as I was—I mean, Jesse had simply vanished, and the woman who I was sure was responsible for it was still here, living her life like nothing had happened. I felt like I was in a constant state of never-ending rage.

			“I don’t know where I got the idea, but at some point, I became convinced that if just one thing would go my way, just one thing, then everything else would be okay. I wouldn’t be so angry anymore. I decided I needed closure on whatever happened to Jesse. 

			“But how would I get it? No one else knew what happened to him, either. And the one person who I believe knew, Charlie, kept insisting she didn’t. So, who else could I ask?

			“I thought about asking Redemption again, but I wasn’t sure if it would work with me alone. Before, there had always been a group of us. Claire was pregnant with you at the time,” she nodded to Daphne, “so I didn’t think she would agree. There was no one else left to help me.

			“The only thing I could think of was to find Fire Cabin. I could do that alone.” 

			She paused, swallowing hard, and took a drink of her coffee, which had to be ice cold by now. I watched to see if she made a face as she swallowed, but her expression didn’t change, so I wondered if she was even tasting it.

			“I ended up concocting this ridiculously complicated excuse for not being home, telling Bill that an old college friend was hosting a baby shower for me in Riverview, and I would be very late coming home. In reality, the ‘old college friend’ didn’t even live in Riverview anymore. She and I had lost touch, and this was before social media. But we had been close enough while in school that I figured it would seem plausible to Bill. I could tell he thought it was a little weird, but I also think he was relieved that he wouldn’t have to listen to me rage about the unfairness of what had happened for a full day. So, he didn’t ask too many questions.

			“The only problem with my plan was that it was the dead of winter, so I knew hiking in the woods was going to be tough. Luckily, we were having something of a warm snap—not terribly warm, mind you. This is still Wisconsin, after all. But the temperature was bearable, and there wasn’t much wind, which was truly a blessing. I dressed in layers, so I could remove clothes if needed … the pregnancy always had me running hot. Plus, I packed a thermos of hot chocolate, a couple sandwiches, and some snacks. I figured I would be fine.”

			“Didn’t Bill find you dressing like that a little strange?” I asked.

			“I purposefully chose a Thursday to go, while he was working. That way, he wouldn’t know how early I left, either. I even made up having some appointments around town, so he wouldn’t find it strange if he called me earlier in the day and I wasn’t home. 

			“As soon as I had cleaned up after breakfast and gotten ready, I headed over to the woods. There was one path in particular that was rumored to have the most Fire Cabin sightings, so I was going to start with that one. I had a few others marked off as well, in case I had the time.”

			“Wait a second,” Daphne said, holding a hand up. “Fire Cabin aside, you were eight months pregnant, and you were planning to spend the day hiking around by yourself, with no one knowing where you were. That didn’t strike you as a really bad idea?”

			Louise sighed. “I told you, I wasn’t myself. I wasn’t thinking straight. I was also desperate for some mental relief, and I really thought this would be the ticket. Plus, I was worried if I told anyone, they would stop me from going. It seemed easiest to just do it. I thought I was taking enough precautions. My feet were swollen from the pregnancy, so I wore Bill’s good hiking boots. I didn’t think he would notice them missing. I had a walking stick, too, and even packed a blanket, so if I needed to, I could stop and rest. But yeah, in retrospect, I agree that it was incredibly stupid.”

			“So what happened?” I asked. “Did you find Fire Cabin?”

			She began spinning her coffee cup. “I don’t think so.”

			“You don’t think so?”

			“It’s hard to say, because I ended up falling asleep.”

			Daphne’s eyes widened. “You what?”

			Louise shook her head. “Yeah, I know.”

			“You’re lucky you didn’t die of hypothermia,” Daphne said.

			“Well, like I said, it wasn’t that cold. Probably close to forty, with no wind. And I had a lot of layers on. I was hot, almost uncomfortably so, so I unzipped my jacket, but that wasn’t enough. So I found an old log to sit on. After I rested a minute, I was going to remove some layers. But …” she stopped talking and tilted her head. “It’s hard to explain. I’m not even sure what happened, but I must have dozed off. I don’t even remember falling asleep. All I recall is draping the blanket across the log, sitting down, and taking a moment to rest and collect myself. The next thing I remember, I was waking up on my side, and it was starting to get dark.”

			She stopped again and took another drink of what must be dreadful coffee. This time, she did make a slight face. “It made no sense. I had started hiking in the morning, and I hadn’t been out there that long when I took that break, so … had I really slept most of the day?”

			“That’s crazy,” Daphne said. “How could you possibly have been okay after sleeping outside all day in the middle of winter?”

			Louise lifted her hands helplessly. “I don’t know. It’s really a mystery. All I can come up with is that I was somewhat sheltered in the woods, surrounded by all of those trees, and there hadn’t been much snow that winter, so the log was relatively dry, but yeah. It’s a little scary.”

			“Then what did you do? Did you keep looking for Fire Cabin?” I asked.

			Louise rolled her eyes. “Are you kidding? I got out of there as quickly as possible and went home. Lucky for me, Bill had taken Jillian out for pizza that night as a treat. Otherwise, I might have had some uncomfortable explaining to do. But I had enough time to change and eat all the food I had brought with me. I was starving.”

			“So, that’s it? You didn’t find Fire Cabin?” Mia asked.

			Louise shook her head. “No, but something had shifted in me. Maybe it was just finally getting some sleep, but I suddenly realized how stupid and reckless I had been tromping off in the middle of the woods at eight months pregnant. Things could have been so much worse. I really thought I dodged a bullet, and I was determined to stop being so obsessed with circumstances beyond my control. I wanted to focus on being thankful for what I had—my family and a healthy baby on the way. Unfortunately, that didn’t last long.”

			“What do you mean?” I asked. 

			For a moment, she didn’t answer as she went back to playing with her coffee cup. There was a streak of something across the rim, like lipstick, even though I didn’t think she had been wearing any when she invited us in. I took a closer look at her mouth and noticed a tiny drop of blood. Had she bitten her lip at some point during the story? I quickly looked at the coffee cup again and realized it did indeed look like a smear of blood. 

			Whatever had happened, Louise didn’t seem to notice as she continued gathering her thoughts. “Even though I didn’t find Fire Cabin—at least, not consciously—in a way, it seemed like I was … well, cursed. Not in the same way everyone else was, of course. For starters, I didn’t disappear. But I was cursed.

			“At first, everything was fine. Charlie decided to go back to New York for a few months because one of her sisters was ill. I took that as a good sign, as I had been wishing for her to leave and that I would learn what happened to Jesse, even if those two wishes seemed contradictory. While Charlie was gone, I gave birth to Jessica. It was an easy birth, and Jessica was a healthy, happy baby. She slept well and hardly fussed. I thought things had turned around for me, and I was … content. At peace. I comforted myself that it was only a matter of time before I would learn the truth about Jesse.

			“But then Charlie returned, and my life became a nightmare. Overnight, Jessica went from a dream to a colicky baby who never seemed to stop crying. Bill got a big promotion at work, which meant great money, but longer hours. I was left to deal with two kids alone. It was awful. Everywhere I looked, people were having fun and enjoying life, while I was trapped in a house with a baby who would never stop crying. All my grief, frustration, and anger about Jesse disappearing came roaring back. And this time, it stayed. And stayed. For years. It wasn’t until you played me the tape of Charlie’s confession,” she nodded toward me, “that I finally realized how much of my life had been destroyed by my hatred, resentment, and anger. It had eaten me up from the inside out. If that’s not a curse, I don’t know what is.”

			There was a long moment of silence. I thought about what Aiden had said about his uncle unleashing the Fire Cabin curse and how it affected his entire family. I was starting to understand how Fire Cabin really was a curse, and why the people of Redemption wanted nothing to do with it.

			“This is clearly why my mother always told me to avoid that cabin,” Daphne said, echoing my thoughts. “If what you’re saying is true, even looking for it can invoke the curse.”

			“Claire was definitely right about that,” Louise said. “You should stay far away from Fire Cabin. It’s not worth even trying to look for it.”

			“I don’t necessarily disagree with you, but what if it’s the key to what happened to Pamela?” I asked. “If she was looking for it, and if what you’re saying is right, then …”

			“Then you’re better off not finding the truth,” Louise said firmly. “Trust me on this.”

			Even though I thought Louise had a valid point, I still felt like we needed as much information as possible, even on Fire Cabin, in order to stop whatever bad thing was coming our way.

			“But if all of this is happening because of a curse, then there’s got to be a way to break it,” I said.

			Louise’s eyes widened. “You can’t break the curse. That’s not possible.”

			“How do you know that?” I asked. “There’s always a way to break a curse.”

			“You’re thinking about stories you’ve heard about curses,” Louise said. “That’s completely different.”

			“She may be right,” Mia piped in. “The Hope Diamond is cursed, and I’ve never heard of anyone being able to break it.”

			“That doesn’t mean there isn’t a way. Just that no one has found it yet,” I said.

			“Becca, you need to leave this alone,” Louise said sternly. “Don’t go messing around with things you don’t understand, especially in Redemption.”

			While I didn’t disagree with her, how else were we going to figure out how to stop the madness if we didn’t try things that hadn’t been done before? I also didn’t think it made sense to keep arguing with her, either. 

			“Did you have any dreams?” I asked, changing the subject. If nothing else, I could at least get as much information as possible out of her. 

			Louise jerked her head toward me. “Dreams? What are you talking about?”

			“That day you fell asleep on the log. Did you have any dreams?”

			Something flickered across her face. Was it fear? It was gone before I could identify it. “No. I don’t dream.” Her voice was short and final. She was done with the conversation.

			But I knew she was lying.


		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Shortly after Louise ended our conversation, we left. She had other plans that evening and said she needed time to get ready. I wasn’t sure I believed her, but as we had probably gotten everything we were going to out of her, it didn’t make much sense to insist on pushing it.

			As we were leaving, Mia asked Louise if she knew Pamela, her mother, or her brother. 

			“I knew Viola,” Louise said. “Not well. She kept to herself. That whole family did. It was awful when Jeb disappeared. As a mother …” she pressed her lips together in a straight line. “Anyway, yes, I did know them.”

			“Was Viola ever involved in contacting Redemption?” Mia asked.

			“I have no idea. I’ve never heard anything one way or another about that. Why?”

			“Something drew Pamela to Redemption,” Mia said. “She had been gone for how many years before coming back? Maybe it was Fire Cabin, or maybe someone in her family tried to contact Redemption, just like you did.”

			“I don’t know anything about that,” Louise said. “It’s possible, I suppose. But I wouldn’t know.” Her voice was flat as she continued ushering us toward the door, and we said our goodbyes.

			“Well, that was … enlightening,” Mia said once we were outside.

			I glanced back at the closed front door. “Yeah, I wonder what else she’s hiding from us.”

			Mia shot me a sideways glance, a slight smile on her lips. “Right? Although, quite frankly, she told us more than I thought she would.”

			“And it certainly explains a few things,” I said, thinking about Aunt Charlie and her doomed relationship with Jonathan. “Although I still would like some questions answered, such as why no one thought to tell me that Aunt Charlie had an abusive fiancé.”

			Mia shot me a sympathetic look. “Welcome to the wonderful world of families. I wouldn’t mind getting a few answers myself.”

			“Me too,” Daphne added. Her face was still pale, and there was a hardness in her eyes that wasn’t there before. I wondered if she was still blaming Louise for what happened to her mother.

			“But all that aside,” I said. “There’s still no explanation as to why Pamela came back, much less any clues about who killed her.”

			Mia bit her lip and glanced back at the door. “I wondered if Viola might have been part of their little group contact sessions. I’m still not completely sure she wasn’t. But it’s also possible that it was all about whatever Jeb was involved with.”

			“It does seem like the repercussions of messing with Redemption’s dark side can last for years … including its effect on your close relationships and family,” I said as we reached the car. “I would say it’s likely that was exactly what Jeb was doing. So, I guess we now need to figure out who else participated, so we can find out what exactly happened.”

			“The problem is, that might have been what Pamela was doing,” Mia said as she opened the car door. “And it got her killed.”

			“Yeah, that is a problem,” I agreed. I slid into the driver’s seat and turned to Daphne, who still hadn’t said a word. “What are your thoughts?”

			“I think we need to check with Aiden,” she said. Her tone was clipped, and she still didn’t look quite right. “He was going to research her family, right? Let’s find out what he knows.”

			“Oh, that’s a good idea,” I said, starting the car. I wanted to ask her if she was okay, but something about her expression stopped me. Mia looked like she had had the same thought, but she also kept her mouth shut.

			“Since we’re in the car, maybe we just drive over and see if he’s around?” I suggested, shifting the car into drive. Neither Mia nor Daphne responded. I took their silence as a yes.

			***

			“We have to go back to the woods,” Aiden said. 

			We were at The Tipsy Cow, and had just finished telling Aiden what we had learned from Louise and Claire, minus the family drama. As it was happy hour, there was a decent-sized crowd, but we had managed to find a booth near the back and ordered drinks and appetizers: wine for Mia, Daphne, and myself, beer for Aiden, and a large platter of various fried munchies—zucchini, mushrooms, onion rings, and cheese curds, a Tipsy Cow favorite. Aiden was munching on it like it was the first meal he had eaten in days, and I was thinking we maybe should have ordered something more substantial.

			“Where?” I asked, although I was pretty sure I knew the answer.

			“To the place we found Pamela.” 

			“Why?” Mia asked, dipping an onion ring in a side of ranch dressing. “What do you think we might find there? Especially seeing as the cops have already been through it, probably with a fine-tooth comb.”

			“I have no idea, but I’m guessing there might be something. Either something related to Fire Cabin or contacting Redemption,” Aiden said, wiping the grease from his hands with a napkin and unlocking his phone. “Did Louise tell you where she was when she was looking for Fire Cabin?”

			“No, and no, I don’t think she’s going to tell us any more than she already has,” I said. “This isn’t anything she wants to talk about.”

			Aiden looked down dejectedly. “Bummer. That would have really helped.”

			Mia was practically bouncing in her seat. “Helped with what? You promised to share what you found if we told you what we knew. So, let’s hear it.”

			Aiden grabbed another fried cheese curd. “I can share what I know, but the information isn’t complete yet.”

			Mia looked like she was trying very hard not to roll her eyes. “This isn’t a test, Aiden. We promise we won’t give you a bad grade. Just share what you’ve found so far.”

			He popped the rest of the cheese curd in his mouth, wiped his hands again on his napkin, and unlocked his phone. “So, first, I did find Zelda’s father. His name is John Tellmann, and he lives in Minnesota.”

			“Is Zelda with him?” I asked.

			He frowned. “I’m not sure, but I’m leaning toward no.”

			My stomach hit the ground. Zelda had to be with her dad. The alternative was too awful to think about. “What do you mean, you’re not sure?” I asked. 

			“Well, I didn’t actually interview him,” Aiden said. “Without having any idea whether the police have told him about Pamela or not, I didn’t think I should risk being the one to break the news about the death of the mother of his child. What I did do was call the schools local to him to see if Zelda was enrolled, but she wasn’t. That doesn’t mean she isn’t with him, of course. He could be homeschooling her. But I also called his employer, and according to him, he hasn’t taken any time off, nor does he work from home. So it would be a little challenging for him to teach a ten-year-old while working full time.”

			“Maybe they live with someone else who is doing the teaching,” I said.

			“That’s possible,” Aiden said. “There’s no record of a marriage, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t a partner in the picture.”

			“Was he married to Pamela?” Daphne asked.

			“It doesn’t appear so. There’s no marriage certificate that I could find, nor divorce paperwork. They had separate residences, and other than parenting Zelda, appeared to live separate lives.”

			I was still stuck on Zelda not being with John. “Is there any other reason why you think Zelda isn’t with her father?”

			“That’s all I’ve uncovered so far. It’s not much, I know, but my guess is the cops will find him soon enough, and once they do, they can interview him and see if he either has Zelda or knows where she is.”

			I made a face as I reached for my wine. I didn’t particularly want to wait until Daniel decided to update me, but it didn’t appear like I had much choice. 

			“What about Pamela? Did you find out anything more about her?” Daphne asked.

			“Yeah, like why she lied about moving to Milwaukee?” Mia added.

			Aiden reached for his beer. “That, I didn’t find out, at least not yet. What I did uncover is a bit more about her family.” He scrolled through his phone. “Viola was born in Redemption. She had an older sister named Ruby. When she was in her twenties, both her parents were killed in a car crash, and a couple of months after that, she married her husband, Beau Lansing. They had two children, Jeb and Pamela. Beau was a construction worker, and unfortunately, he was killed in a work-related accident.”

			“Oh, that’s terrible,” I said. So much tragedy. Viola lost her parents, her husband, and her son all at such a young age.

			“Yeah, she sure seemed to have a lot of bad luck,” Aiden said grimly. “Jeb was twelve when his father died, and he didn’t take it well. He started acting out—his grades went south, and he was getting into fights, drinking, etc. Before his father’s death, he seemed to be a normal, happy kid. Played sports, had decent grades, didn’t get in any trouble. But after, he took a 180-degree turn for the worse.”

			“No wonder he got tangled up with that bad 1888er crowd,” I said.

			“It’s sad, but really not that uncommon when kids lose a parent that young,” Aiden said. 

			“Were you able to track down who he was hanging out with before he disappeared?” Mia asked.

			“I found one person,” Aiden said. “Gandalf.”

			I blinked. “Gandalf? Like the wizard in Lord of the Rings?”

			“Just like that,” Aiden said. “My guess is that’s not his real name, but I don’t know that for sure.”

			“No last name either then,” Mia said.

			“Not yet. Nor do I know if he’s even still in Redemption. But I’ll do more digging.”

			Mia drained her glass. “Is that it? If it is, I probably should get back home to get some studying done.”

			“Almost,” Aiden said. “Jeb wasn’t the only family member to disappear without a trace. Viola’s sister, Ruby, also vanished.”

			“When did that happen?” Daphne asked.

			“Shortly after Beau was killed.”

			“Wow.” I shook my head. “I don’t even have the words.”

			“I know,” Aiden said. “It must have been brutal.”

			“Does anyone know what happened to her?” Mia asked, gesturing to the waitress for another round. “I guess one more won’t hurt.”

			“It’s not clear, but it seems like she just up and left,” Aiden said. “One day, she didn’t show up for work, and when they checked her apartment, she wasn’t there, but most of her belongings were. Viola ended up cleaning out the apartment, and I think she took over the lease, as well. It seems she ended up subletting it.”

			“Do you know where she went?” I asked as the waitress returned with our drinks.

			“As far as I can tell, nowhere,” Aiden said. “There’s no record of her after she left Redemption. No credit cards, bank records, employment, social security payments, nothing. It’s like she dropped off the face of the planet.”

			“Was there an investigation?” Daphne asked. “Sounds to me like she may have been kidnapped or killed.”

			“There was no investigation,” Aiden said. “At least not officially. From what I was able to dig up, there was no evidence of foul play, at least at her apartment. No evidence of violence or anything like that.”

			“What did Viola say about it? Anything?” I asked.

			“According to the landlord, who I was able to contact, Viola made it sound like her sister had decided to move away, although the landlord found that strange, since Ruby had left most of her belongings. But Viola said her sister could be flighty at times.”

			“Well, maybe Ruby did just up and leave,” I said. “But I agree it’s strange. You’d think there would be some trace of her somewhere.”

			“Right,” Aiden said. “I mean, did she change her identity or drop off the grid in some other way? And if so, why? That’s a pretty severe move. It makes you wonder if Ruby was involved in something nefarious … like looking for Fire Cabin or contacting Redemption.”

			“Or maybe it was Viola who did something,” Daphne said. “It seems like family members often pay the price for their relative’s mistakes.” Her voice held the faintest hint of bitterness.

			“Very true,” Aiden said. “And unfortunately, since Viola’s dead, we can’t ask her. Speaking of which …” he drummed his fingers on the table for a moment, his expression pensive.

			“What?” Mia asked.

			“There’s one other thing I uncovered, though I’m not sure how relevant it is.” He picked up his beer to take a sip. “A couple of years before her death, Viola converted to Catholicism.”

			“What was she before?” Daphne asked.

			“I don’t think she was anything,” Aiden said. “I couldn’t find any record of her attending any church or place of worship when she was in Redemption. The whole family, including Ruby, kept to themselves. Before Beau died, Jeb was in little league and football, and Pamela played a little soccer, but that seemed to be it for after-school activities. And after Beau died, all of that ceased. But it was more than just Viola … Pamela and Zelda were also baptized and confirmed as Catholics.”

			“Well, it’s not uncommon for people to find religion near the end of their lives,” Daphne said.

			“That’s true, and that may be all it is,” Aiden said, but his expression remained skeptical.

			“You think there’s something more to it?” I asked.

			“I don’t know what I think yet. There are still too many questions, but … I do find it interesting that two people who showed no interest in religion, being a part of a community, or having a lot of friends suddenly make such a drastic change. Usually, when there’s that much of a behavior change, something has caused it. So, what happened?”


		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			“Is it possible they were trying to protect themselves from Redemption?” I asked. 

			“It didn’t work very well, at least for Pamela, if that was the case,” Mia said as her phone buzzed with a text. She reached to dig it out of her pocket.

			“I have no idea,” Aiden said. “Maybe she just knew her time on Earth was coming to an end. But the timing does seem telling. They all convert to Catholicism, and a few years later, Pamela is back in Redemption, where she hasn’t lived in years, and is found dead in the woods near a source linked to great evil?”

			I shifted uneasily in my seat. When he said it like that, it did sound like Pamela or someone in her family had dabbled in something they never should have touched.

			“I have to go,” Mia said abruptly, downing the rest of her wine in one gulp before sliding toward me in the booth. I took the hint and quickly moved, so she could scramble out.

			“What’s going on?” I asked.

			Her face was pale. “It’s just something for school. I have to go meet someone.”

			“Okay,” I said, watching her hurry away from the booth. “Should I pay for you?” I called out to her back.

			She half-turned but kept walking. “Oh. Yes, sorry. I’ll pay you back. Thank you.” She waved a hand and disappeared.

			“That was weird,” I said as I turned back to the table, intending to sit down. But Daphne was standing up, too.

			“I should go, as well,” she said. “Do you mind taking me home?”

			“No, that’s fine,” I said, but her question reminded me that the three of us had come in one car. I turned to see if I could still see Mia, so I could ask her if she wanted a ride home, but she had already left.

			Daphne was trying to flag down the waitress, presumably for the check, when Aiden told her not to worry about. He would cover the bill.

			“You don’t have to do that,” I said.

			“It’s fine,” he said, pulling out his wallet. “I’m happy to take care of it. You go, and I’ll walk back to the hotel.”

			Daphne wanted to use the restroom, so I told her I’d meet her outside. I was hoping I might be able to catch Mia.

			But there was no sign of her. I stood on the sidewalk, squinting as I looked both ways, and wondered where she was. I couldn’t believe she would walk home. While it wasn’t that far—only about a ten, fifteen-minute drive—it would be a decent hike, and Mia wasn’t much of a walker.

			From behind me came the sound of wheels clacking against the sidewalk. I turned to see Maude ambling toward me, pushing her ever-present shopping cart, one broken wheel catching on the cracks. As usual, she wore way too many layers for a warm summer day, though it never seemed to bother her. Her head was down, and I could hear her muttering to herself. 

			I took a step back to get out of her way, part of me hoping she wouldn’t notice me. Normally, it wouldn’t bother me to spend a few minutes chatting with her, but I didn’t want a repeat of our last conversation.

			Be careful. Now that you saw her, she sees you.

			I swallowed hard, trying to push down the uncomfortable pit that had lodged in my stomach.

			Suddenly, the shopping cart slammed to a halt. Maude looked up at me, her bloodshot eyes wide with fear. “She’s come back.”

			My whole body went hot, then icy-cold. I tried to take another step backward but ended up tripping on the cement step that led to The Tipsy Cow’s front door. “Who’s back?” I tried to ask, but the words stuck in my throat. In my mind’s eyes, I saw the girl in the woods again, her hand stretched out to me, begging for help. 

			Maude took a step closer. “You must stop her.” Her breath was sour, and I could see a rotting, black tooth.

			“Stop her?” I asked, sure I had heard Maude wrong. Why would I want to stop the girl in the woods? I was supposed to help her.

			Right?

			Maude was nodding. “She’s come back.”

			Maybe Maude wasn’t talking about the girl in the woods after all. “Who has come back?”

			“The fire.”

			Fire? Now I was back in my dream, trapped in the woods, as the girl faded away and the fire began to rage around us. I pushed that image away. Surely, that wasn’t what Maude was talking about. “What fire?”

			“Her!” And just like that, Maude’s face had transformed from fear to anger. “Her! She’s come back!”

			“Maude, I don’t know who you’re talking about,” I said, keeping my voice calm. “Who has come back?”

			Maude started shaking her head violently as she took a step back, jerking the shopping cart and muttering to herself.

			Even though I knew it was probably nothing—that she was just lost in another one of her delusions—a part of me couldn’t let it go. I took another step toward her. “Who has come back?”

			Maude continued muttering to herself. I bent my head, trying to hear her more clearly.

			“Becca? What are you doing?” 

			I whirled around to see Daphne standing in the doorway of The Tipsy Cow. “Oh, I was just talking to Maude,” I said, gesturing behind me.

			Daphne gave me a funny look. “You were?”

			I turned and saw that Maude was already several feet away from me, her back toward me as she pushed the shopping cart away. How had she maneuvered it around that fast? I turned back to Daphne. “I … she was facing me just a moment ago,” I said weakly.

			Daphne’s eyes flickered toward Maude and back to me. “What was she saying?”

			“Just … nothing really.” Even though I knew Daphne would support me, I found myself uncomfortable at the idea of repeating the conversation. “We should probably get going.” 

			Daphne nodded and headed toward the car. I was about to follow her when I instinctively turned back to Maude. She had stopped moving, and as I watched, she slowly turned around to face me. 

			“The storm,” she mouthed, punching a stubby finger toward the sky. “It’s coming.” 

			Prickles of sweat beaded my hairline as my stomach twisted into a tight knot.

			“Becca!” Daphne had turned and was staring at me from the sidewalk. “Are you okay?”

			I wiped the sweat off my forehead and ran a hand through my hair, now frizzy from the humidity, and jogged to catch up with her. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just … a long day.” I didn’t dare turn around to see what Maude was doing.

			Her eyes were concerned as she studied me. “You sure?”

			“Yeah. It’s been a lot to process.”

			“You can say that again.”

			***

			Gasping, I sat straight up in bed, clawing at my sleep shirt. My dreams had been filled with fire. I was burning up. My throat was sore and aching, as if I had actually breathed in smoke. I could even smell it on my clothes and in my hair.

			I practically fell out of bed, trying to breathe, trying to get away from the flames. The floor was cool, and I collapsed on it, pressing my sweaty cheek against it as I fought to catch my breath.

			Slowly, slowly, my breathing began to slow, and the sweat started drying on my skin. I felt my body begin to relax. Maybe I would just stay where I was for the rest of the night …

			Wait. What was that sound? At first, I assumed it was nothing more than the blood roaring in my ears, but I quickly realized it wasn’t that at all.

			Someone was crying.

			I sat up, straining my ears. Was it Mia? No, it sounded too young for Mia, more like a girl. Chrissy? Maybe, but it didn’t sound like her, either.

			But who else could it possibly be?

			I pulled myself to my feet and padded across the room to open the bedroom door. Oscar was still curled up sleeping on the bed. Apparently, my falling out of it hadn’t phased him at all. 

			I cracked open the door and peered into the hallway. The sound of crying was louder, and a strange, orangish glow pierced the darkness. I could still smell the smoke; had someone lit candles and then gone to bed? Didn’t they realize how dangerous that was? 

			I crept down the hallway, trying to find the candles. The crying was getting louder. I passed Chrissy’s door, which was firmly shut. I pressed an ear against the wood, just in case. Nothing. I continued down the hall.

			Mia’s door was open a crack. Not only did the crying seem to be coming from inside her room, but so did the strange orange glow. In fact, it seemed to be pulsating. Why would Mia be crying, and why had she lit what must have been several candles?

			A part of me thought I should leave her be and go back to bed. Would she really want me bothering her in the middle of the night when she probably thought it was safe to have a good cry without anyone interrupting her?

			But something compelled me forward. I put my hand on the door and started to push it open.

			Don’t pay any attention to the crying.

			Aunt Charlie’s voice rang in my head, as clearly as if she were standing behind me. I hesitated, again thinking I should mind my own business and go back to bed.

			But I couldn’t resist the compulsion and pushed the door open.

			The first thing I realized was that there were no candles causing the strange, orange, pulsing glow. 

			The second was that the room was empty. 

			But that made no sense. I could still hear the crying. 

			I stood in the doorway, trying to make sense of what was in front of me. How could I be hearing crying when the room was empty?

			But then, it hit me. The crying was coming from the closet.

			I stepped into the room. The closet door was closed, but the crying was definitely coming from inside. Why would Mia be crying in the closet? In the middle of the night?

			None of it was making sense.

			I looked around the room, still searching for Mia in case I had somehow missed her. But it was empty.

			My eyes landed on the mirror. Words, written in smoke and blood.

			Beware. They’re coming.

			I choked back a scream. I wanted to run out of the room, but I couldn’t move. My legs were stuck, as if in quicksand.

			And then, I heard the crying again, louder. It was definitely coming from the closet. 

			I glanced at the mirror again, but the words were gone. Maybe they were never there at all, I thought. But the crying was absolutely real. 

			I took a step toward the closet, when again, I heard Aunt Charlie’s voice. This time, it was muffled … almost like someone had gagged her mouth.

			Don’t pay attention to the crying.

			What was Aunt Charlie talking about? Of course I needed to pay attention to the crying. What kind of monster would I be if I ignored it?

			I reached for the closet knob and swung the door open. 

			There, in the middle of the floor, a girl was crouched in the corner. Her face was turned away from me, her blonde hair long and ragged, but I could see that her skin was smudged with something dark—dirt, maybe. She wore what looked like a once white nightgown that was now gray with dirt.

			“Why are you crying?” I asked softly.

			She looked up at me, her eyes the color of a summer sky on a cloudless day. Though they were red and puffy, and her face streaked with tears, she looked like an angel. “Because I can’t get out.”

			“What do you mean, you can’t get out?”

			“I’m trapped.”

			“Trapped?” I craned my neck to see if there was some sort of chain or rope holding her in place, but I couldn’t see anything. “How are you trapped? Are you hurt?”

			 “Can you help me?”

			Don’t pay attention to the crying. 

			There seemed to be a buzzing in my ears. I paused and gave my head a quick shake. The girl noticed, and a shadow passed over her face, just for a moment, before it cleared. “Please?” she whispered.

			“What do you need help with?”

			Her eyes were such a clear blue, practically flawless. I almost felt like I was drowning in them, as if they held oceans. I thought of Angel’s Lake, so perfect on the surface. 

			But slip beneath it, and that’s where the bodies were hidden, deep in the depths, never to emerge again …

			“You have to let me out,” the girl pleaded, interrupting my thoughts and causing them to scatter. Confusion settled over me as I tried to remember what I had just been thinking. It was something important … maybe. “Please, you must let me out! I’m dying in here.” Her mouth was a perfect rosebud, her lips pink and delicate.

			A part of me wanted to agree. I could feel the words in my chest, tugging at me, begging to come out of my mouth. Of course. Anything for you. What must I do?

			But something held me back, refused to let those words go. Instead, I stared at the streaks on her cheeks from the tears I shouldn’t pay attention to … tears I shouldn’t trust. “What would I have to do?”

			Her face seemed to flatten, the dimension disappearing in front of my eyes. “What needs to be done.” 

			Her tone had instantly shifted, grown dark and ugly. I took a step backward, away from her. “What does that mean?”

			Suddenly, her face shimmered, like her skin was a mask covering something much darker—rage and hate. Her lips pulled back, exposing fang-like teeth, and her cheeks were sunken. Those crystal eyes had morphed into hot pools of darkness. “It means,” she hissed, “you do as I say.”

			I gasped as my eyes flew open. I was in my bed, Oscar asleep next to me. It had all been a dream. A terrible, terrible dream.

			I lay on my back, staring at the ceiling, trying to catch my breath. The room was still dark, but it was starting to turn that smoky gray that meant dawn was on the horizon. Even though I was still exhausted and would love a few more hours of sleep, or maybe ten more hours, I knew from experience it was probably not going to happen.

			Oscar got up with me and waited by the door while I took another moment to settle myself. There was no reason to be nervous about opening the door. Of course there was no girl hiding in Mia’s closet. That was absurd.

			Oscar watched me as he sat by the door, his tail flicking impatiently. 

			“Fine,” I said to him as I turned the doorknob. “Even though it’s super early for your breakfast, I guess we’ll go down.”

			Oscar looked at me like I was being an idiot. It was never too early for breakfast. 

			The hallway was still dark, no sign of orange light anywhere. Not that I expected it. I quietly made my way down the hall, passing Chrissy’s closed bedroom door and the open bathroom.

			And then I saw it. Mia’s door was open.

			I froze, the blood rushing to my head and then to my feet, making me dizzy. I put a hand against the wall to steady myself as my vision spun. 

			Faintly, ever so faintly, I could hear the sounds of a child crying.

			Becca, pull yourself together, I told myself. Mia probably got up early to get some work done. She hadn’t done any studying the night before, at least I didn’t think she did. She just disappeared into her room after saying it had been a long day, and all she wanted was a hot shower and her bed. It was a little out of character for her, as she usually wanted to talk things through over a glass of wine or two. But it was also out of character for her to go running out of a bar the way she did after receiving a text.

			On the other hand, whatever was going on in Redemption was putting everyone on edge. Daphne hadn’t been herself either, so it was probably nothing.

			Probably.

			Oscar brushed up against me, his warm fur tickling my bare calf and grounding me. I took a deep breath and began to inch my way forward down the hall.

			I told myself I wasn’t going to look into the bedroom, and I especially wasn’t going to look in the closet. Yet I was already leaning forward to peer into the room.

			It was empty.

			I sucked in my breath through my teeth, which made a whistling noise that, for a moment, I confused with the sound of a child crying. Until I realized it had come from me.

			I eyed the closet, an internal battle raging inside me. On the one hand, I wanted nothing more than to peek inside, while on the other, I fought the urge to get as far away from the room as possible.

			The closet door was firmly shut. Not even open a crack. 

			I held onto the doorframe as I stared at it. Would it really be so bad if I went into Mia’s room and looked inside? It wasn’t like she would know. She was probably downstairs getting a drink of water or a cup of tea. Or maybe she was making coffee to fuel an early start …

			Mia standing in the den, staring at the bookshelf. You killed me.

			All the blood drained out of my head, leaving me lightheaded for a second time. I had to get downstairs and check on her. I had to see if she was sleepwalking again.

			I hung onto the banister for dear life as I carefully and quickly made my way down the stairs, trying to ignore the blackness around the edges of my vision and the little stars that kept popping up in front of me like miniature fireworks. If I was going to faint, I had better get myself onto the first floor, so I wouldn’t hurt myself from falling. Luckily, by the time I stepped into the living room, my vision was beginning to clear.

			Although that meant I was even more acutely aware of how empty and still the house was. Like everyone in it, other than me, was asleep.

			Even before I entered the kitchen, I knew it would be empty. And with a sinking heart, I knew before I even stepped foot into the family room what I would find.

			She was standing in the same spot as before, her back to me, her arms straight down at her sides. She wasn’t moving, not even her chest as she breathed. Of course, I knew she must be breathing. She couldn’t be upright if she wasn’t. But the utter stillness …

			“Mia,” I called out quietly. “Mia. Are you okay?”

			She didn’t answer.

			I took a step toward her. “Mia, it’s Becca. I just wanted to … check on you. See how you’re doing.”

			“Did you check my closet?” she asked.

			“What?” I about choked on the word. I stumbled forward, nearly falling, before I caught myself and straightened up. She couldn’t have said what I thought. I must have imagined it. How could she possibly have known what I was thinking? “What did you say?”

			Slowly, she turned to face me, her entire body rotating as she remained ramrod straight, not even twitching a muscle. “You heard me.” Her voice was the same as it was before, hollow and dark. Yet it also seemed older. Ancient, even. Mia’s voice and not Mia’s voice.

			I pressed a hand against my chest, my heart slamming into my ribcage so hard, I was sure she must be able to hear it. “I don’t think I did.”

			Her face was smooth, expressionless, and gray, almost like a statue. “You lie.”

			“I’m not lying.” 

			“All you do is lie.”

			“That’s not true. I don’t lie,” I said, before realizing I was arguing with a someone who was sleepwalking.

			With a slight bend at the waist, she leaned forward. Her empty eyes looked directly into mine. “Stay out of my room!”

			Her voice was a hiss—a thousand voices all whispering at once.

			“Mia! What is going on …”

			Before I could even finish my sentence, her eyes rolled up in their sockets, and she collapsed.


		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			I was too slow to stop her from hitting the ground, but I was able to cushion her collapse and keep her from hitting her head on the hardwood floor. I crouched down next to her, calling her name as I stroked her cheeks.

			Her eyelids fluttered open. “Becca? What? What’s going on? Why are you in my room?”

			“I’m not in your room,” I said, already dreading the conversation. 

			“What?” Her eyes focused, and she looked at me before letting them flicker around the room. There was a long, uncomfortable pause. 

			“It happened again, didn’t it?” Her voice was flat.

			“I’m so sorry,” I said, the words coming out in a rush. “Is there a medical reason why you might be sleepwalking? Normally, it’s not a big deal, honestly …” My voice trailed off.

			Wincing slightly, she slowly sat up and looked around the family room again. “I could use some coffee. Do you want some?”

			“Yes!” I awkwardly scrambled to my feet. “I’ll go make it right now.”

			“You do that,” Mia said, rubbing her head with one hand as she continued looking around the room, still trying to process where she was.

			I hurried into the kitchen and got the coffee started. Oscar meowed loudly as he brushed against me, so I also quickly took care of his breakfast. All my baked goods were gone, so I put some bread in the toaster and then set the table with cups, plates, butter, raspberry jam, cream, and sugar. By the time Mia made her way into the kitchen, I had the toast on a plate in the center of the table and was pouring the coffee.

			“Sit. Have something to eat,” I said, taking the pot back to the warmer.

			“Thanks,” she replied, still rubbing her head gingerly as she carefully sat down. 

			“Is your head okay? I’m so sorry. I thought I kept you from hitting it.”

			“I’m fine.” Her voice was short as she reached for the cream.

			Still, I hovered. “Do you want ice? Ibuprofen?”

			“Becca, sit down.” Her voice was firm, yet oddly gentle. 

			I sat.

			She poured the cream into her coffee. “I don’t think I hit my head. It just feels … weird.”

			“Weird? How?” I asked as she handed me the cream.

			“Just … foggy, almost. Like I slept too deeply, or … I don’t know how to explain it.” She sighed and started dumping sugar into her coffee. “You’re probably wondering why I acted the way I did before, the last time I was ... well, when you found me down here.”

			“Well, yes, it’s crossed my mind.”

			She half-smiled before pushing the sugar bowl toward me. “Do you know what an Onryō is?”

			“Never heard of it,” I said.

			“They’re a type of Japanese ghost,” Mia said. “They’re always women who have been terribly wronged, and in their rage or resentment or passion, they vow to take vengeance against whoever wronged them. That’s when their spirit separates from their body and becomes tethered to this world. Onryō are believed to be able to cause physical harm to the living, including killing and injuring them, and in some cases, have been responsible for causing natural disasters.” Mia paused to bring her coffee cup to her lips, holding it with both trembling hands. Coffee sloshed over one side and dripped onto to the table, but she wasn’t paying attention. Her eyes continuously flickered around the room. “Onryōs have also been known to possess people.”

			My fingers tightened around my own cup as I remembered Mia’s question: Who’s Mia? “Are you saying we’re being haunted by an Onryō?”

			Mia put her cup down in the puddle on the table, spilling a little more in the process. “Not exactly. After we moved to Redemption, my grandmother on my father’s side stayed with us for a while. She wasn’t doing well on her own, because of some health issues. She had grown up in Japan and emigrated to the U.S. with my grandfather right after they got married, and eventually, they ended up in Redemption raising my father. Anyway, she had grown up with Japanese ghost stories and had a superstitious streak in her. Not that being superstitious is all that strange when you live in Redemption, as nearly everyone seems to believe in ghosts and hauntings, but I digress. She was convinced that at least some of the ghosts in Redemption were Onryōs, especially …” she paused and glanced around the room again. “The ones in this house.”

			“You mean Mad Martha? She’s an Onryō?”

			“Maybe,” Mia said. “Along with Nellie. Nellie was the one who was murdered in this house, so she’s definitely a candidate.”

			“Wow.” I looked around the kitchen as well, as if I expected to see Mad Martha or Nellie standing in the corner. “But as far as I know, they haven’t done anything in their spirit form to the living, so are you sure they qualify?”

			“Well, grandma was convinced,” Mia said, shrugging as she picked up her cup. Her hands were steadier, likely thanks to all the sugar she had added to her coffee. I watched the dark liquid drip from the bottom of the cup onto the table. “And if she knew I was living in this house, much less staying in the room where they were both killed, she would give me quite an earful … and probably drag me out of there.” Mia shook her head as she sipped her coffee.

			“Yet it was your idea to move in and stay in that room,” I said.

			Mia nodded. “It was. I was always …” she chewed on her lip for a moment. “I guess I should say I always wanted to believe, but never quite did. My grandmother was so convinced, and coupled with living in Redemption for so many years, I feel like I should believe. But …” she shook her head. “Maybe because I’ve never had any direct experiences with a ghost, I’ve always been a bit skeptical. So, yeah, once I got serious about becoming a lawyer, I realized it would make so much more sense for me to move in with you, and that trumped me worrying about living with an Onryō or two. Especially since you and Charlie always seemed fine. So how dangerous could it be?”

			The pieces started clicking into place. “But when I told you that you were sleepwalking …”

			“I started to remember the stories about Onryō, especially the ones about possession. Not that I’m saying I was possessed when I was sleeping or sleepwalking, but …” she hunched over her coffee, her skin pale and waxy, which highlighted the dark, puffy circles under her eyes. “I’ve been having trouble sleeping.” Her voice was low.

			I sat up straighter, prickles of anxiety darting along the back of my neck. “How long?”

			She looked down into her coffee cup. “A while.”

			“Nightmares?”

			She shrugged a shoulder. “It’s hard to know. I don’t really remember my dreams. But sometimes I wake up, convinced I heard someone walking around my room … or in the closet.” 

			My mouth fell open. The closet. The image of the girl popped up in my head, huddled in the corner, crying. 

			You have to let me out.

			Don’t pay attention to the crying.

			Mia let out a shaky laugh. “I know that sounds foolish. I’m sure it was just bad dreams. All the stress I’m under with school, along with too much coffee and wine … it would probably be weird if I didn’t hear things moving around in my room in the middle of the night.”

			My mouth was so dry. I picked up my cup to take a long drink, trying to moisten it. “Have you ever … have you ever heard any crying?”

			“Crying?” Mia gave me a puzzled look. “What do mean, crying?”

			“Like a child crying.”

			 “No.” She studied me. “But I assume you have, since you’re asking me. Are you sure it wasn’t Chrissy?” 

			“No, it’s too young. Like a ten-year-old girl.”

			There was something about her expression I couldn’t read. “That’s kind of odd. I wonder what it means.”

			“Probably nothing,” I said. “I’m guessing it was just a bad dream, as well.”

			“I’m sure.” She dropped her head, so I couldn’t read her expression, but it was making me uneasy. Was she hiding something? Had she heard crying but didn’t want to admit it? Why would she do that?

			Or was she back to thinking that I was losing my mind again, which seemed pretty rich, considering I wasn’t the one sleepwalking, or sleeptalking.

			Speaking of sleeptalking, I wondered if I should tell Mia that she was doing it again, but something held me back. She would want to know what she said, and if I told her, it would definitely sound like she was possessed.

			Mia was already not looking well. Telling her that she sounded possessed might push her over the edge. I figured I should probably wait and let her get her head around the sleepwalking before mentioning the sleeptalking. I was also aware that she might get upset with me for not telling her right away, but if I explained I was worried about her health, she would hopefully understand. Hopefully.

			Mia straightened up and raised her cup to her lips. “Anyway, I suppose I should think about barricading myself in my room at night, so I don’t fall down the stairs or something while I’m asleep.” She paused and studied the table, as if finally noticing the mess she had made.

			“I’ll grab a washcloth,” I said, getting out of my seat. “Why don’t you have some toast? I can also scramble you a couple of eggs if you’d like.” I knew Mia wasn’t eating enough. She had only had a few fried appetizers the day before, and despite that particular food lacking nutrients, at least she was getting some calories. And as far as I knew, she had nothing when she had gotten home. So unless her mysterious exit included dinner, she had eaten very little in the last twenty-four hours.

			“No, that’s okay.” She stretched and let out a huge yawn. “I should probably think about getting ready for work.”

			“This early?”

			“Well, I am on the morning shift.” She eyed the clock. “I guess it’s earlier than I thought, and there’s time for a piece of toast before heading out.”

			I wiped down the table and refilled both of our cups as Mia spread jam and butter on her toast. “What’s next?” she asked.

			“Next?” I asked as I reached for my own breakfast. 

			 “With this … case, I guess.” Mia took a bite. “Like are you going to talk to Daniel about what we’ve found?”

			“I probably should,” I said. “And I could ask him if he tracked down Zelda’s father yet.”

			“It would be good to know she’s safe.”

			“It would. After that, I’m not sure. Aiden is digging around some more today, and he wants us to go back out to the woods as soon as possible.”

			Mia shook her head. “I honestly don’t understand what he hopes to find out there. It’s been days since you found Pamela, and the cops have been all over that area. What could we find that they didn’t?” 

			“I have no idea.”

			Mia popped the rest of her toast in her mouth and brushed the crumbs from her palms. “Well, I’m off to get dressed, but don’t go doing anything without me.” She smiled when she said it, like she was trying to make sure she didn’t offend me. 

			“We won’t,” I promised. “Daphne has to work today, as well, so it will probably be tomorrow or the next day. We can certainly plan around both of your schedules.”

			“I’m going to hold you to that,” Mia said with another smile, but underneath it, I could see she wasn’t messing around. She had no intention of not being kept in the loop again.

			Mia disappeared up the stairs while I ate another piece of toast and finished my coffee. I was just about done when the landline rang.

			I froze, the hand still holding the final bit of toast paused in midair. Who could be calling this early? Was there an emergency back in New York? Something wrong with my family?

			No, it couldn’t be that. They would call my cell. I turned to look at my phone on the counter, and the screen was blank. Just to be sure, I got up and unlocked it. No calls or texts.

			So, who else would be calling me so early?  

			“Are you going to get that?” Mia was standing in the doorway, dressed in her waitress uniform, a perplexed expression on her face.

			“Sorry, yeah. I just couldn’t figure out who would be calling this early.”

			“Well, if you answered, you would know,” Mia said. “It’s probably a spam call.”

			“Probably.” I said, though really, I was remembering the multiple calls where all I heard was the faint sound of an indrawn breath. Nothing else besides the breathing.

			Mia looked at me impatiently as the phone continued to ring. “Well? I don’t understand. Isn’t this your business line?”

			“Yeah, it is,” I said. I squared my shoulders and walked over to the phone. “Becca Kingsley here.”

			I steeled myself to be greeted by silence, but instead, a way-too-cheery voice responded. “Oh, Becca, I’m so glad to have finally reached you! This is Sharon, from the Historical Society. I was hoping we could schedule that chat.”

			I closed my eyes briefly. This was exactly why I stopped answering the phone in the first place. I couldn’t believe I had forgotten. “Oh, hi Sharon. Can I call you back? Now is not a good time.”

			“Are you actually going to call me back this time?” Her tone was teasing, but I could hear the reproach underneath. 

			“Yes, yes, I will.”

			“When?”

			“Later.”

			“This afternoon?”

			“Um, probably tomorrow. In the afternoon.”

			“Okay, I’m going to hold you to that. Do you have my number?”

			I thought about how often she had left it on my answering machine. “Yes, I’m sure I have it somewhere.”

			“I can give it to you again if you have a pen …”

			“No, it’s fine,” I said firmly. “I have it. I’ll call you tomorrow.” I hung up even though I could hear her asking me what time she should expect a call.

			Mia was watching me, her mouth hanging slightly open. “Who was that?”

			I headed into the kitchen for the coffeepot. Since I was up anyway, I might as well get a refill. “Sharon from the Redemption Historical Society.”

			Mia looked surprised. “She’s still calling you? I thought she would have given up by now.”

			“Apparently, she’s quite tenacious. That, or she doesn’t know how to take a hint.”

			Mia’s lips quirked up in a half-smile. “Well, I guess you’re stuck telling her you’re not interested to her face.”

			I sighed. “Unfortunately, that does seem to be the case.”

			Mia moved around the kitchen, collecting her keys, wallet, and phone. “No wonder why you didn’t want to answer.”

			I kept one eye on Mia while pouring the coffee, debating whether I should ask her about the hang-ups. “I don’t suppose you’ve answered the landline lately, have you?”

			Mia had been looking at her phone and only paying half attention to me, but after a moment, my words must have sunk in, because she looked up, her expression puzzled. “Wait, what? Why would I answer your phone?” 

			Inwardly, I kicked myself. I should have just left it alone. “No reason.”

			She studied me, her eyes narrowing. I could tell she wanted to ask more questions, but she also had to leave. “We’ll talk later. I have to go.”

			“Have fun.”

			“Don’t I always?” Mia asked as she headed out of the kitchen. “And again, don’t go investigating without me.”

			“Yes, mom,” I said just before the front door shut, leaving me alone with the dreaded phone that I willed not to ring again.


		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			“Got time for a coffee?” I asked Daniel, trying to keep my voice bright. He was sitting behind his desk, which was covered with even more piles of paper than normal. He looked a little flustered, which was also out of character. Usually, Daniel was the poster boy for calm and collected, but today, he looked overwhelmed.

			I had thought about texting Daniel and seeing if he was free, but after I cleaned the kitchen, I realized I couldn’t stand the idea of being in the house alone. Although I technically wasn’t alone, as Chrissy hadn’t left yet. But that was because she was still in bed. Once she dragged herself out of it, she would likely be out the door in no time. 

			And then I truly would be alone, other than Oscar, who had already settled in and napping in his favorite chair. I envied him. I wished I could take a nap in the sun, but even though my eyes were gritty with exhaustion, I knew I wouldn’t sleep a wink. Instead, I would just lay there, listening to the silence press against me as I strained my ears, trying to listen for the sound of a crying child …

			Working wouldn’t help either, even though my to-do list was starting to get out of control.  My little upstairs office was right next to Mia’s room. It would be even worse if I tried to get some much-needed work done. The idea of sitting in that room, next to Mia’s room, the place where everything bad in this house had happened …

			Nope. Couldn’t do it. At least not today.

			Instead, I decided to get my errands done, which I had also been neglecting. The fridge wasn’t going to fill itself, so a trip to the grocery store was high on the list. And since I was running around town anyway, I figured I might as well drop by and see if Daniel was free in person. 

			Speaking of Daniel, he looked dreadful, probably as bad as I felt. There were dark circles under his eyes and a hollowness in his cheeks that wasn’t there when I had seen him a few days ago. Was he not eating or sleeping well? Were they driving him too hard with all the cases he was working on? I wondered if he’d be honest and open up to me like he used to if I asked him, and I felt a familiar pain in my chest. Again, I wished things could go back to the way they used to be, so I could help him.

			He glanced at the clock on the wall and then back at me. “There’s coffee here. I could get you a cup.”

			“The coffee here is dreadful.”

			He flashed me a crooked smile. “That’s true, but if we go somewhere with better coffee, I lose time that I should be working.”

			I put both hands on the edge of his desk, careful not to disrupt one of the many piles, and leaned in closer to him. “You need a break. Think about how much more efficient and productive you’ll be after a nice walk in the sun and a good cup of coffee from Aunt May’s. Maybe even a muffin.”

			He raised his eyebrows. “A muffin too? You drive a hard bargain. Although …” His eyes flickered back to the piles. “I’m really swamped.”

			“And you’ll still be really swamped whether you take a break or not. At least if you do, you might have a chance of being more productive this afternoon.”

			He met my eyes, and for just a moment, it was like the old Daniel was back. The spark of electricity jolted through me, and watching his eyes, I could see he felt it, too.

			It only lasted for a moment, though, and then he was back to studying the wall clock. I was sure he was going to turn me down, so I steeled myself for the disappointment that was already feeling harsher than I had expected, considering how far apart we had become.

			But he surprised me. “You’ve got a point. Taking a break is a good idea. It might give me some fresh ideas.” 

			“Okay, then,” I said as he stood up and came around the desk. “Let’s go.”

			He put his hat on. “Give me a moment. I’ll meet you outside.”

			I nodded and wound my way through the station to the front door. I was surprised by how busy it was at not quite ten in the morning. A disheveled man who desperately needed a shave and a shower was sitting next to an exasperated officer who looked like she was doing everything in her power to keep her cool during their exchange. At another desk, an elderly woman with very thick glasses was practically yelling at a younger, frazzled officer, who wore the long-suffering expression of someone who would rather be just about anywhere else. “Listen, sonny,” she said, pointing a gnarled finger at him. “Don’t tell me I don’t know what I saw. I’ve been living by myself since you were in diapers, so if I tell you that I saw a …”

			I didn’t hear what she had seen, as I had reached the front door and was stepping out into the heat and humidity of the parking lot.

			Two people, a man and a woman, were walking in at the same time, so I moved off to the side and waited for Daniel underneath a very large oak tree. 

			The parking lot was about half-full, and I scanned it idly as I dug in my purse for my phone. I didn’t realize I was looking for the beige sedan that had followed me until I spotted one near the back, almost hidden by a white pickup truck.

			I stared at it, feeling a trickle of sweat trail down my back. From my angle, I couldn’t get a good look at it, although if I was being honest, I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to tell even if I was right next to it. Lots of people have beige cars, after all. It probably didn’t mean anything.

			And yet …

			The phone that I hadn’t yet located buzzed in my purse, making me jump. I fished it out and saw it was Chrissy.

			Hey. I was hoping to catch you today. Brittany invited me to go with her on her family’s annual two-week camping trip, and I wanted to make sure you were okay with it.

			I stared at the text, trying to decide how I felt. Two weeks felt like a long time for her to be gone, although I reminded myself she was seventeen. In a year, she would be an adult and could very well be making plans to move out altogether. 

			I typed back. When are you going? 

			Tomorrow.

			My jaw dropped. Tomorrow? And she was just telling me now? Via text, no less?

			The three little dots appeared on my screen, indicating her typing.

			This was very last minute. She just asked me yesterday. 

			I frowned. Yesterday? Who asks a teenager to join them on a two-week family trip all spur of the moment like that? What about work?

			Brittany’s mom called my manager. She wanted to explain how their plans changed, and that they realized they could invite me. With next year being our senior year, we might not get another chance to do this.

			Wait, what? Why on Earth was Brittany’s mom going through all that trouble for Chrissy? It made no sense.

			Except … Louise was Brittany’s grandmother. And we had just gone to talk to her the day before. 

			Was this Louise’s way of getting Chrissy out of Redemption to keep her safe? Louise knew there was nothing she could do to protect herself or us, but she could at least stop it from destroying the next generation. 

			The storm is coming. 

			Suddenly, despite the hot and muggy air, I felt cold in the shade of the oak tree. I stepped into the sun, but even though I could feel the heat on my skin, it didn’t seem to penetrate my core.

			I paused for a moment before replying, suddenly thankful Chrissy was asking me via text, so she couldn’t see my reaction. I was also equally grateful for Louise looking out for Chrissy, assuming that was what was going on.

			Whatever happened with the storm, at least Chrissy would be safe.

			Well, if Brittany’s mom went through all that trouble, I guess I can’t very well say no.

			Lol. She told me you can call her if you want to talk to her about it. 

			“Ready?” Daniel asked from behind me, making me jump for the second time. 

			“Yes, just give me a second,” I said, furiously typing a response. Great, I might take her up on that. Hopefully, I’ll see you tonight before you go.

			“Who was that?” Daniel asked as I tucked my phone back into my purse.

			“Chrissy. Apparently, she’s leaving for a two-week camping trip with Brittany’s family.”

			“Oh, that sounds like fun.”

			“I think so too,” I said as we started walking down the street toward Aunt May’s. A small part of me was insisting I tell him the truth, the whole truth, but I knew if I did, I would have to tell him about Louise, Claire, and maybe even Aiden, who I also had neglected to mention to Daniel as of yet. Not to mention my visit with Zane and … yikes. I hadn’t realized how much I hadn’t told him. It was definitely not the right time to go down that particular rabbit hole. It would take too long, and I wouldn’t be able to ask him if they found Zelda or not, which was the more important conversation.

			I’ll tell him later, I promised myself. When there’s more time.

			“All right, Becca, spit it out,” Daniel said.

			 I stumbled mid-stride. Could he read my mind? Did he know what I was hiding from him?

			Daniel caught my arm to steady me. His fingers grazed my skin, shooting electricity up my arm. I sucked in my breath, the instant longing a pit in my stomach. 

			Daniel must have felt it, too, because he turned away as he dropped my arm. It didn’t matter, though. I could still feel the current between us, whether we were touching or not. Again, I felt that strange mixture of emotions—grief, resentment, lust, and just plain missing him.

			But just like it wasn’t the time to tell him all the things I had been doing that he had explicitly told me not to, it also wasn’t the time to deal with the strangeness that had become our “relationship.”

			I took a deep breath to steady myself. “Spit what out?” I kept my voice light and playful, nothing like the storm of emotions inside me.

			He shot me a sideways glance. “You’re here, right? In the middle of the day, after talking me into this walk. So, out with it. What is it?”

			“Well, since you put it that way,” I said. Maybe I could just pretend I was just there for information, which was sort of true, although I couldn’t quite bury the guilt that twisted inside my gut. “I was wondering if you had any updates on Pamela.”

			He released an exaggerated sigh. “I should have known.” He glanced over at me and smiled, so I knew he was joking. At least partly joking. And I appreciated it, even if there was still a lot of tension between us.

			“There’s not a lot to report. We’re still waiting on lab work, and unfortunately, there aren’t a lot of leads. Her friends and associates in Riverview have no idea why she would be in Redemption. They believed she was in Milwaukee, so it was quite a shock to them.” He paused as a family of four passed by us—mom, dad, and two adorable children both under ten holding ice cream cones. The younger of the two looked on the verge of losing hers at any moment. 

			My mouth was dry. He hadn’t mentioned Zelda, and it didn’t feel like a good sign. “What about Zelda? Or her dad? Were you able to locate him?” 

			He didn’t say anything for a moment, and my heart sunk even further. This couldn’t be good. “Becca, I don’t want you to take this the wrong way.”

			My lips were numb. “You didn’t find her, did you?”

			He sighed again, this one not exaggerated or teasing. “No.”

			There was another long pause. Apparently, I was going to have to drag the information out of him. “Does that mean you found Zelda’s dad, or you didn’t?”

			“We found him,” Daniel said. “He lives in Minnesota. The last time he saw Zelda was Thanksgiving. Apparently, he and Pamela split the holidays, custody-wise. One would get Zelda for Christmas, and the other for Thanksgiving, and he gets her a couple of weeks over the summer and every other Spring Break, as well. According to him, he didn’t even know they were moving. Neither Pamela nor Zelda mentioned anything about it.”

			“Wow,” I replied. I wondered if that was because Zelda hadn’t known, or if she had just been very savvy for a ten-year-old. Regardless, lying to a parent was never a good thing. My guess was that Pamela had kept it from her until after she returned from seeing her dad.

			“But Becca,” Daniel’s voice deepened. “Just because Zelda isn’t with her dad doesn’t mean she’s not safe and sound somewhere.”

			“Does he have any other ideas where she might be?”

			“No, but again, that doesn’t mean she’s not okay.” 

			I could feel my anger and resentment growing inside me. “Are you telling me you’re not taking her disappearance seriously?”

			His eyes widened. “Absolutely not.” He stopped short and grabbed my shoulders, turning me so I was looking him straight in the eyes. “We are taking her disappearance very seriously. Which is why you don’t need to get involved.”

			“But …” 

			Daniel was shaking his head. “No buts. This is why I didn’t want to tell you. We’re doing everything we can to find Zelda. If she’s alive somewhere, we’ll find her, and if she’s not … well, we’ll still find her. But you need to leave it to us, okay?”

			“I’m not a child,” I said, the anger and resentment obvious in my tone. “I can make my own decisions.”

			“I know that, and I’m not trying to tell you what to do,” Daniel said, his tone now matching mine. “Look, investigating anything having to do with children is a totally different story than what you’ve involved yourself in before. Even hardened, experienced cops are haunted by cases involving kids. And there’s no shame in that. It just means we’re human.” His voice shifted into an almost pleading note. “Please, Becca. I know how easy it is to allow your emotions to get the better of you. Please let us handle this. For your own sake.”

			I stared into Daniel’s dark-blue eyes, and I could feel myself softening. He did care. He truly did. I could see it in his eyes, how worried he was for me and how much he wanted to protect me. My resentment started to drain away, even if I didn’t particularly appreciate being treated like a child.

			“Okay, I’ll let you handle it,” I said.

			He closed his eyes briefly. “Thank you, Becca. I know how difficult that is for you, but trust me, you’re making the right choice.”

			I wondered if that was true, especially since I didn’t have a clue as to what I would say to Aiden and Daphne. Mia would probably be all over it, as she was just like Daniel when it came to her concern for me. But how would I explain to Aiden and Daphne that I was done investigating?

			I pushed that particular concern away. I’d worry about it later. Besides, if there truly were no leads, as Daniel was saying, it was probably a moot point, as there would be nothing to investigate. 

			Daniel let go of my shoulders, and we continued our walk to Aunt May’s. After getting our coffee, we headed back to the station, carefully choosing other subjects to talk about. Daniel told me about some office politics he was dealing with and gave me an update about the investigations into the gang activity, which seemed to be going about as well as Pamela’s investigation. I told him about my garden and business, neither of which was benefiting from my lack of attention recently, but I played it up.

			We were almost back at the station when my phone started buzzing again.

			“Is that yours?” Daniel asked, digging in his pocket for his.

			“I think so. It’s probably Chrissy needing help finding something she wants to pack for her trip. I’ll text her back in a bit.”

			But when I got to my car and finally looked at my phone, I saw it wasn’t Chrissy at all. It was Aiden.

			I have a lead on Gandalf.


		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			“So, this is where Gandalf lives,” Mia mused as we climbed out of the car. “Somehow, I pictured it differently in my head.”

			We were parked on the side of a quiet residential street with lots of old-growth oak trees, carefully manicured lawns, and two-story ranch houses. Down the street, I could hear the buzz of a lawn mower along with the occasional laughter of children.

			I was still a little uncomfortable being there, even though I told myself that technically, I wasn’t breaking my promise to Daniel. He had specifically asked me to stay out of the search for Zelda, and I was. Gandalf had nothing to do with Zelda and Pamela. He was Jeb’s friend, and Daniel hadn’t said anything about investigating what happened to Jeb. So, I was doing nothing wrong.

			Still, I felt uneasy.

			“I don’t know if he still lives here,” Aiden said, joining us. He had parked about a half-block away from us. “But I’m pretty sure he grew up here.”

			Daphne, Mia, and I all gazed at the nondescript blue house with black shutters and the white, wraparound porch.

			“I thought the 1888ers lived on the outskirts of town, not in the middle of a suburban paradise,” I said.

			“We don’t know for sure if he is an 1888er,” Daphne said. “His family could have moved here right after the adults disappeared, like Pamela’s family did.”

			“But I thought those people still considered themselves 1888ers,” I said.

			“Even if they do, it doesn’t mean the actual 1888ers accepted them,” Daphne said. “So, it’s more likely they would live in regular neighborhoods instead of on the outskirts.”

			“That may be true,” Mia said, “but I still pictured something a little more … mysterious, I guess, for someone nicknamed ‘Gandalf.’” 

			Daphne half-smiled. “What, like a wee little cottage in a magical glen with a fairy garden in the back?” 

			Mia wrinkled her nose. “That’s a terrible Scottish accent.”

			“It was supposed to be Irish,” Daphne said.

			“Ah, that must be the problem. You’re trying to pass off a Scottish accent as Irish,” Mia said.

			“Maybe it’s an illusion,” I joked. “It really is a wee little cottage, but Gandalf has cast an illusion spell over it to make it look like a normal house.”

			“You guys should go on tour,” Aiden said. 

			“Don’t think we haven’t considered it,” Mia said.

			Aiden chuckled. “Maybe don’t quit your day job just yet. Shall we go up to see if Gandalf even lives here?”

			“Lead the way,” Mia said. 

			We headed up the driveway single file, with Aiden leading and me lagging behind. As we walked, I noticed that the curtains were all tightly closed, even though from what I could see, the other homes on the block kept theirs open. Was Gandalf not home? It was possible he was on vacation, if he did actually live there.

			Aiden reached the doorbell first, so he rang it while the rest of us filed onto the porch. I noticed it was as well-maintained as the rest of the yard. The white floorboards were neatly swept, and there was a matching whicker rocking chair on one end. A variety of brightly colored flowerpots were filled with equally bright geraniums and orange-red marigolds, and a pink and purple wind chime slowly spun in place where it hung from the rafter. A cheery, green welcome doormat decorated with daisies rested in front of the door. It was such a strange dichotomy against the closed drapes that I was even more convinced no one was home.

			“Guys, I don’t think …” I started to say, but just then, the door opened, and an elderly woman peered out from behind it. She wore a bright-pink housecoat covered with red and purple flowers, and her thin, gray hair puffed around her head like a dandelion gone to seed. Her pale-blue eyes blinked at us from behind gold-rimmed glasses.

			“Do I know you?” she asked.

			“I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure,” Aiden said with a charming smile. “I’m Aiden, and I’m looking for Gandalf. Is he here, perchance?”

			The woman’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Why?”

			Aiden’s smile widened. “I just had a couple of questions for him, that’s all.”

			“No. No. No!” With each no, she shook her head more violently. “Not again. No!”

			Aiden’s smile faltered. “He’s not in trouble or anything like that. Honestly. We just have a couple of questions …”

			“No,” the woman shrieked. “No more Gandalf. No! I won’t have it. Not again.”

			“Ma’am, please,” Aiden said in a cajoling voice. “We’re not here to cause any trouble for anyone …”

			“Go away,” the woman demanded, spittle flying from her mouth. Behind her glasses, her eyes were wild. “There’s no Gandalf here. Gandalf is dead!”

			Aiden’s eyes went wide. “Wait, what?”

			“He’s dead! Dead! So leave us alone. Leave us alone!” She slammed the door so hard, the wind chime tinkled.

			“What on Earth …” Mia breathed.

			Aiden’s face was ashen. “I don’t understand. He’s not dead. I checked for a death certificate.”

			“Maybe you had the wrong Gandalf,” I said.

			Aiden shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. I mean, how many could there be? Plus, I’m pretty sure Gandalf’s real name is Nelson Nickelson.”

			Mia stared at him. “You’re kidding, right?”

			“No, I’m not. I just assumed …” Aiden still looked a little shell-shocked. “I assumed with a name like that, everyone called him by his nickname. I should have asked for Nelson.”

			I glanced back at the closed front door. “Well, at least one person isn’t fond of that nickname.”

			“Apparently not. Anyway, the point is that once I had the name Nelson Nickerson, I checked death certificates, but I didn’t find one. So, he should be alive.”

			“Maybe Nelson hasn’t been back to visit for a while,” Mia said as we started walking back to our cars.

			“Maybe,” Aiden replied. “If he’s estranged from whoever just answered the door—I’m assuming his mother—it would explain her reaction.”

			In my head, I kept picturing the woman as she screamed at us, the wildness in her eyes. I couldn’t help but compare her to Claire, Daphne’s mother, and wondered if there was something else going on … something deeper than being upset that she hadn’t seen her son.

			“Is there anywhere else Nelson might be now?” Mia asked as we reached the cars.

			“That’s the thing. I’m not sure. This is his last known address,” Aiden said.

			 “You couldn’t find any other location for him?” I asked.

			“Not yet,” Aiden said. “He doesn’t seem to have any sort of online footprint. No social media accounts, at least the main ones. Nor any other records.”

			“Then how can you be so sure he’s not dead?” I asked. 

			“I told you; there’s no death certificate.”

			“That doesn’t mean he’s not dead,” I said. “His body could be in some ditch somewhere that no one has discovered. Or he died somewhere else, like a different country.”

			“Possible,” Aiden said. “Although I also didn’t find any missing person report for him, which is why I assumed he’s still alive. But it’s possible if he did go missing, it wasn’t taken seriously, because he’s an adult. It’s not against the law for adults to disappear.”

			Mia glanced back at the house, as if expecting the old woman to suddenly emerge, screaming at us again as she chased us with a frying pan. “She sure seemed convinced he’s dead.”

			“She did,” Aiden said. “And maybe that’s because she knew he was doing something dangerous, like looking for Fire Cabin. Which is why we need to go back to the woods. Tomorrow.” 

			“Now you want us to go look for Fire Cabin to find Nelson?” I asked. “How many people do you really expect to find in the woods?”

			“I have no idea what we’ll find,” Aiden said. “But I just have this feeling that we need to go out there, and we need to do it soon. Tomorrow.”

			Daphne shivered and folded her arms across her chest. “I don’t know, Aiden. Messing around with Fire Cabin usually doesn’t end well.”

			“Exactly,” I said. “I know I don’t particularly want to be cursed.”

			“Normally, I’d agree with you, but we’re way beyond that now,” Aiden said. “We’ve all been touched by the darkness in this town in some way. We are all cursed. At this point, it doesn’t matter what we do or don’t do. Besides, sometimes, the only way out is through, so … we need to go through.”

			There was a long silence. As much as I would prefer to not go out looking for Fire Cabin, deep down, I knew Aiden was right. Sitting on the sidelines, hoping we would survive, was no longer an option. If we were going to go down, we might as well go down swinging.

			“I still don’t see what you hope to find in the woods,” Mia said at last. “The chances of discovering something of Pamela’s that the cops missed are pretty low, let alone Nelson or anyone else.”

			“Call it a hunch,” Aiden said. “I just know we need to go out there.”

			Mia said something else, but I had stopped listening to them. Instead, I was focused on a beige sedan parked on the street a few houses down.

			“Becca?” Daphne asked, her voice concerned, and I realized I had gasped. “What’s wrong?”

			“It’s that car,” I said, the words out of my mouth before I considered the wisdom of telling Mia I thought I was being followed. 

			The three of them turned to look. “That beige one?” Aiden asked.

			I nodded. No use hiding it now.

			“What about it?” Daphne asked.

			I drew in a deep breath and made a point of not looking at Mia. “I think it’s been following me.”

			“It’s been following you?” Daphne repeated. Aiden looked concerned, and Mia sighed. 

			I recounted all the places I had seen it, starting with Zane’s house. “Maybe it’s not the same car. Or it could be a coincidence, I suppose.”

			“I’ll check it out,” Aiden said, and before anyone could reply, he was jogging down the street toward the car.

			My heart was beating so fast, and I thought I might be sick. What if whoever was following me was hiding in the car, and attacked Aiden? Or worse?

			Or what if it was just a little old lady who had no clue who I was, and it really was just a big coincidence? I could imagine the disgust on Mia’s face. I might never hear the end of it. Worse, I might end up in therapy after all.

			Aiden reached the car and leaned forward to peer into the windows. I pressed a hand against my chest, trying to calm myself.

			He straightened up and jogged back. “It’s empty.”

			I closed my eyes briefly, feeling Mia’s eyes boring into the back of my neck.

			“Becca, you’re imagining things again,” she said, her voice quiet.

			“I did say it might be a coincidence,” I said, a bit defensively.

			“Uh huh,” Mia muttered. 

			“So tomorrow, Fire Cabin,” Aiden said. “What time? Should we say ten?”

			“I have to work until noon,” Mia said.

			“Then let’s say one,” Aiden said. “Work for everyone?”

			“Sure,” I said. “I’ll make sandwiches. If we’re all about to be ‘officially’ cursed, at least we can be well fed.”

			“That sounds perfect. I’ll bring cookies,” Aiden said.

			“Cookies?” Mia asked.

			“From the Redemption Inn. Their famous ginger snaps.” He grinned. “We can have a picnic.”

			“Great,” Mia muttered. “A picnic with Fire Cabin. If that isn’t quintessential Redemption, I don’t know what is.”

			“Hey, at least we’ll be able to enjoy the best ginger snaps in Redemption,” Daphne said, rolling her eyes.

			Aiden clapped his hands together. “Alright then. It’s settled. Tomorrow, we look for Fire Cabin.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			“About time you guys got here,” Aiden cheerfully called out as we exited the car into the heat and humidity. I could already feel my hair frizzing up. “We’ve got a schedule to keep.”

			“A schedule?” Mia asked as she strapped her backpack on. “What are you talking about?”

			We were the only two cars parked in the smaller dirt parking lot, which was a huge relief to me. I hadn’t even realized how stressed I had been until I pulled in and saw only Aiden’s car. I also knew we hadn’t been followed, because I had been carefully watching the rearview mirror the whole way.

			Hopefully, Mia was right about the beige car, and it was just a coincidence.

			“Well, we need enough time to hike before it gets dark,” Aiden said. His backpack was huge, big enough to carry a tent, and I wondered what he had packed in it. “I know most of the time, Fire Cabin only makes an appearance at night, but there are instances when it appears during the day. So, we may need to search twice—once when the sun is out and again when it’s dark.”

			“Wait, what?” I paused, still holding my keys in one hand to lock the doors. “You want us to stay out here at night?”

			Aiden gave me a funny look. “Of course. What did you think we were going to do?”

			“Good thing I packed citronella candles,” Daphne said. “I have extra bug spray, too.”

			“I thought we’d only be staying until it got dark, not after,” I said, unlocking the car again and opening the back door.

			“What does it matter?” Mia asked. “And what are you doing?”

			“Looking for my sweater,” I said as I started searching the backseat. I was wearing my usual hiking garb, shorts and a tee shirt, but I knew once the sun went down, it would cool off quickly, especially in the woods. “Argh. Where is it? Mia, did you take it?”

			“Why would I take your old sweater?” Mia asked.

			“You don’t need a sweater,” Aiden said. “We should get going.”

			I backed out of the car and slammed the door. “Let me check the trunk.”

			“It’s eighty degrees and humid,” Mia said. “You don’t need a sweater.”

			I popped open the trunk. “It won’t be eighty degrees when the sun goes down.” I poked around the box of clothes and various knickknacks I had meant to drop off at Goodwill for the past few months, along with a snow shovel, ice scraper, and some library books I had forgotten to return. Still no sweater. “Ugh. Maybe I should run home and grab something.”

			“We don’t have time for that,” Aiden said. “We really need to get going.”

			“How cold do you think it’s going to get?” Mia asked. “It’s July.”

			“Fine,” I said, slamming the trunk. “But I’m warning you, if I get too cold, I’m leaving.”

			“If you’re that cold, I have an extra blanket you can use,” Aiden said. “Let’s go.”

			Aiden turned and started leading the way toward the hiking trail we had both been on when I discovered Pamela’s body. After a moment of hesitation, Mia and Daphne followed.

			I still didn’t move. Even though I was already starting to sweat in the heat of the afternoon sun, I was still considering running home and grabbing a light jacket. Except … the longer I stood there, the more I started to realize if I did go home, I probably wouldn’t come back.

			A breeze ruffled my hair, lifting up my ponytail and trailing down the back of my neck. I stared at the dark, shadowy entrance to the woods. Maybe it was the angle from where I was standing, but it reminded me of the gaping mouth of some sort of monster.

			And suddenly, I knew. This was not going to end well. 

			I contemplated going home right then and there and forgetting all about it. This was a bad idea. I should just leave.

			But then, Daphne half-turned and saw I was still standing in the parking lot. “Coming, Becca?” she called.

			I almost said no. It was on the tip of my tongue to say I had changed my mind—this was a mistake, a big one, and we should leave well enough alone. We should be focusing on doing exactly what Claire had told us to do … surviving. Not trying to fight whatever darkness was coming.

			But something in Daphne’s face kept me from saying what I knew to be true. Maybe it was the quiet determination that said even if this was the wrong decision, it was better than cowering in a corner and hoping not to be noticed. Or maybe it was just because she was my friend, and I knew she would be there for me if I needed her, so I needed to be there for her.

			Whatever it was, I found myself straightening my backpack and walking toward her. “I’m coming.”

			***

			“That’s enough. I’m done,” Mia said, removing her backpack and plopping down on an old log.

			“I am too,” Daphne said, also removing her backpack and stretching. “It’s time for a break.”

			We had been hiking nonstop for the past several hours. Once we had found the place where Pamela’s body was—which wasn’t hard, as the yellow police tape was still up—we started making slow circles branching off from that area. It was tedious and tiring, especially carrying our backpacks. My back hurt, and my thighs and calves were burning. I was feeling done myself. 

			We had discovered a clearing a little way from where Pamela’s body was, and made it our unofficial home base. 

			But Aiden hadn’t moved. He was still standing, arms crossed, a perturbed expression on his face. “It’s not dark yet.”

			“I don’t care,” Mia said, digging in her backpack for a bottle of water. “In the real world, it would be considered happy hour, which is late enough.”

			“But we said we weren’t going to stop until dark. Then we would take a break and eat before doing the rest.”

			“You said,” Mia said, unscrewing the cap from the bottle. “I just didn’t disagree with you. And I’m done now.”

			“Don’t forget, we still have to walk out of here,” Daphne added.

			Mia rolled her eyes as she drank. “Yeah, I think that’s enough hiking for one day.”

			Aiden remained standing. “But we’re already here. Don’t you want to get what we came for?”

			“No one is stopping you from hiking,” Mia said. “You can keep going, if you want. Knock yourself out. You can even leave your backpack with us, if it helps.”

			“We can always come back tomorrow or another day,” I said, removing the Tupperware containers of food I had spent the morning packing. “We don’t have to do it all in one day.”

			“Exactly,” Mia said, wincing slightly as she rubbed one of her calves. “I don’t think anyone realized how much work this would be. Or at least I didn’t. I think it’s better to take it slower and do a more thorough job than try to race through everything in one afternoon and maybe end up missing something because we’re so tired.”

			Aiden sighed. “Fine.” He took off his backpack and sat down as well.

			Next to me, I laid out the sandwiches I had made, along with a selection of fruit, vegetables, cheeses, smoked salmon, olives, crackers, and nuts. Hopefully, I had enough food. I knew we’d all be hungry, but now that I was looking at the spread, I wasn’t sure I had anticipated how hungry I would get tromping around the woods while carrying a heavy backpack. Mia pulled out a bottle of wine.

			“You brought wine?” Daphne asked. She had been busy arranging the citronella candles.

			Mia grinned. “Glasses, too.”

			Daphne didn’t smile back. “Don’t you think it’s better to keep a clear head, considering what we’re doing?”

			“It’s only one bottle of wine. And there are four of us,” Mia said. “Well, I actually brought two, but we can wait to open the second one.”

			Daphne shook her head. 

			“It should be fine,” I said. “I think I brought enough food, too, at least I hope so. The wine shouldn’t affect us.”

			“You brought enough for an army,” Mia said.

			“Don’t forget, I have cookies too,” Aiden added. He had been busy unpacking his backpack, and along with a cardboard box, which I assumed contained the cookies, he had also removed two blankets and a wood log.

			Mia paused. “You brought wood? You do know we’re in the woods, right?”

			“This is one of those starter logs,” Aiden said, leaning down to place it in the center of the clearing. “I wasn’t sure how wet the wood out here was going to be, so I brought a couple of these to get the fire going. I figured we could add to it from there.”

			Daphne looked concerned. “You think it’s safe to have a fire?”

			“Why wouldn’t it be?”

			“Maybe ‘safe’ isn’t the right word,” Daphne said. “Maybe ‘smart’ is better.”

			Mia raised an eyebrow. “What’s wrong with having a fire? You brought candles.”

			“Yeah, but that’s to ward off the mosquitos.”

			“I don’t understand why it would be bad,” Aiden said.

			Daphne looked around the circle at each of us. “You don’t? We’re sitting in the woods, only a few yards away from where a woman was found dead. And we’re here because we’re trying to make contact with … something that we know has the capacity for evil. And here we are making a fire and eating and drinking like we’re on a camping trip.”

			“This isn’t like a regular camping trip at all,” Mia said. “I would have brought a lot more than two bottles of wine.”

			Daphne shot her a look.

			“First of all, this is the woods. There are lots of bodies in woods. Animals die every day here,” Aiden said.

			“That’s animals,” Mia said.

			Aiden waved his hand. “They’re still bodies. So wherever we set up, there’s going to be dead things around us. Second, the fire is important. Just like sitting here in one spot is. We don’t know what’s going to trigger Fire Cabin. Some people have encountered it while hiking, but others have while resting in front of a fire. The food, well, if we didn’t have it, we’d all want to leave sooner than we should. The wine probably isn’t all that important.”

			“Again,” Mia said, pouring the wine into four plastic glasses. “It’s one bottle being consumed by four people. That’s not much.”

			“I don’t think you’re hearing me,” Daphne said.

			Mia handed her a glass. “I am. But the wine will also relax us a bit. As Aiden said, we don’t know what’s going to trigger Fire Cabin. A little wine might put us in a better mindset.”

			Mia tried to hand Aiden a glass, but he put his hand out to stop her. “Let me go collect some firewood, and then I’ll have some.”

			By the time he returned, I had passed out the sandwiches, and Daphne had laid out the blankets, so we were sitting on them rather than the logs. She had also lit the candles, which smelled more like dust than citronella. I wondered how long it had been since she’d used them. Aiden immediately got to work, and before too long, the fire was crackling merrily, and he accepted the cup of wine from Mia.

			“Don’t forget about the cookies,” he said, passing the box around. We all took one.

			No one said much as we ate and drank. The fire was comforting, and the food was tasty, especially the cookies. The red wine Mia had brought was nice, too, but Daphne was right. Something felt wrong. I found my eyes constantly straying toward the general direction where Pamela’s body had rested, even though I couldn’t see it.

			“We shouldn’t be here.”

			We all stared at Mia, who was looking into the fire. At some point, the sun had gone down, so it almost felt like we were trapped in a web of blackness, save only the puny flames of the fire. The air smelled of smoke and citronella, but underneath it were traces of something dank and dark. Almost like rot. Like Pamela’s body was slowly decaying just outside of the firelight. Maybe it was even sitting up, watching us, even as its body decomposed …

			“We shouldn’t be here,” Mia said again. “It’s not right.”

			“I know,” Daphne said softly. I thought that was much better than “I told you so,” which she had to be thinking. 

			“Yes, we should,” Aiden said. “We don’t have a choice. If we don’t stand up and fight, who will?”

			Mia’s eyes flickered up. “There’s always a choice.” Her voice was flat and emotionless, the way it sounded when she was sleepwalking, and a shiver ran up my spine. “But who’s to say we’re making the right one?”

			A movement caught the corner of my eye. “Did you see that?”

			The other three looked at me. “What?” Aiden asked.

			I nodded toward the darkness. “Something is out there.”

			Aiden turned, craning his neck. “What? What did you see?”

			“I don’t know, but something is there.” I stood up. “Didn’t you see it?”

			“I didn’t see anything,” Mia said. 

			“I didn’t either,” Daphne said.

			Aiden was still looking over his shoulder. “What do you think it is? Fire Cabin?”

			“I don’t know,” I said, starting to walk toward it.

			“Becca, what are you doing?” Daphne’s voice was sharp. “Come back here. It’s not safe.”

			I kept walking, my legs continuing to move forward as though I wasn’t in control. “Someone has to check it out.”

			“No! Stop!” Daphne’s voice sounded desperate. “Aiden, stop her. Stop her!”

			But I didn’t stop. I kept walking forward, into the darkness and away from the cheery fire … straight into the shadows of the unknown. Twigs cracked under my feet, and branches stretched out and scratched my skin. The smell of decay and death grew stronger and stronger, as that of the smoke and citronella grew fainter.

			Even before I saw her, I knew what I was going to find. She was there. Waiting for me.

			“It’s about time,” Pamela said.

			She was standing in the trees, right above the place where her body had been found. She was wearing what appeared to be a blue dress, but it was more rags than dress, so it was difficult to tell. Underneath it, her rotting skin seemed to be sliding off her bones. 

			“I thought the cops took you away.”

			Her black lips twisted up in a smile, revealing impossibly white teeth. “You of all people should know that makes no difference. Not in Redemption.”

			I stopped. “Who killed you?”

			Her smile disappeared, and she almost looked sad. As sad as a decaying corpse could look, that is. “That’s not the question you should be asking.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because the answer won’t help you. Not now.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			She looked away, and I saw a flash of something near her neck, almost like a necklace. “They’re coming for you.”

			“Who’s coming for me?”

			She turned her head toward me, strands of her long, matted hair getting tangled in whatever was around her neck. “You’ll know soon enough.”

			I was starting to get angry. “You know these riddles aren’t helpful. If you want to help me, then tell me something useful.”

			“You don’t think I want to?” Pamela’s voice rose, like she was starting to get angry. Her eyes flashed red, and I started to think maybe riling up a corpse wasn’t the best idea. “I can’t! Because if I do, you might screw it up.”

			My anger grew hotter, so hot it seemed to be heating my entire body. “What are you talking about? How can me knowing what’s going on cause me to screw it up?” 

			She took a step toward me, her whole body starting to vibrate with rage, so much so that pieces of her skin flew off. “Because if they know you know, you won’t be able to do what you must. And you MUST. Because you have to save Zelda.”

			My eyes widened. “Zelda? Your daughter? She’s alive?”

			Pamela’s body seemed to soften. “Yes. She’s alive and unharmed. For now. But she’s in grave danger, and you are the only one who can save her. But first, you must save yourself.”

			“How do I do that?” 

			Pamela looked away again. She cocked her head, almost like she was listening to something I couldn’t hear. “They’re coming for you. You need to be prepared. They’re going to try to take you down. But you can’t let them. Zelda is depending on you.”

			The sweat was pouring down my body. Why was I so hot? I pulled my tee shirt away from my skin, and I could almost hear a sucking noise. “What are they going to do? How can I prepare myself?” 

			“Prepare yourself,” Pamela said again. “And whatever you do, don’t listen to the crying.”

			I gasped. “What?” Suddenly, the sweat pouring off my body turned to ice.

			Pamela’s eyes bored into mine. “It’s time,” she said. “You need to wake up. Now.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			“Becca!”

			I opened my eyes, but it was just as dark as it was when they were closed. My head was pounding, and it tasted like something had died in my mouth. Something sharp was poking my chin and my left hip, although I couldn’t figure out what it was. It was also cold, and whatever I was lying on was really hard. Had I fallen asleep on the floor of my bedroom? What was I lying on that was so sharp?

			“Becca! Are you with us? Where are you?”

			Was that … Daphne’s voice? It sure sounded like her. But what was she doing in my house in the middle of the night? And what was all the thrashing and buzzing about? 

			“I’m here,” I croaked. My mouth was so dry, I could barely talk. I forced myself to open my eyes.

			A white light swung toward me, like some sort of laser beam. “Becca? Is that you? Keep talking.”

			“I’m here, but I don’t know where here is,” I said, smacking my lips and struggling to sit up. Whatever was buzzing was really annoying. There was also a horrible smell. Like a chemical mixed with something else. I wrinkled my nose, which caused my head to pound more.

			The bright beam swung at me, the light nearly blinding me. The pain ripped through my head, causing me to let out a small shriek. “Argh. What are you doing?” I squinted and put my hand out, trying to shield myself from the light.

			There was a loud gasp. “Becca! My God! Are you okay? What happened to you?”

			“What are you talking about?” I asked as the thrashing moved toward me, along with three shadowy shapes. Thankfully, the light moved away, allowing me to get my bearings. “Wait a minute,” I said, blinking in confusion. “Are we still in the woods?”

			“We must have fallen asleep.” Mia’s voice floated toward me, although she didn’t sound convinced.

			“We didn’t fall asleep. Something happened to us,” a male voice answered. Aiden.

			“What, like Fire Cabin?” Mia asked as I tried to get to my feet. The third shadow hurried over to help me, then shone the flashlight down my body.

			“Exactly like that,” Aiden said, his voice dark.

			“I don’t remember anything about fire or a cabin,” Mia said. “In fact, I don’t have any memories of anything. Wouldn’t I remember something if it was … that?”

			“Is that blood?”

			Aiden and Mia came toward us as Daphne continued to examine me with her flashlight. “And … ashes?”

			I was staring down at myself in horror, trying not to vomit. There it was … an unmistakable mixture of blood and ashes.

			In my mind’s eye, I saw the mirror in Mia’s room. The wording. In smoke and blood.

			Beware. They’re coming.

			“No, no, no,” I muttered, frantically scrubbing at it. It couldn’t be on my body. No, no, no. How would I ever get it off?

			“Becca, stop,” Daphne said, grabbing hold of my hands. “You might hurt yourself.”

			I was trembling and shaking my head violently, fighting her to free my hands. “No, no, no! I have to get this off me!” I had to.

			“What’s that smell?” Mia asked, wrinkling her nose. 

			“Is that … gasoline?” Aiden asked.

			I immediately stopped fighting Daphne and stood motionless. 

			Mia lifted a hand to her nose. “Oh my gosh, it IS gasoline! Becca, why are you covered in gasoline?”

			“I …” I didn’t know what to say. Why WAS I covered in gasoline? And ash? And blood?

			What had I been doing that I couldn’t remember?

			The same buzzing noise from earlier broke the silence, and I finally realized it was my phone. “That’s my phone. Someone’s been calling … I should see who it is,” I said, my voice trembling.

			“I think the blood is Becca’s,” Daphne said carefully as she peered at me. With shaking fingers, I managed to dig my phone out of my pocket. “She’s got cuts on her hands and scratches on her arms.”

			“I’m more concerned about the gasoline,” Mia said. “Where did she get gasoline out here?”

			I dropped the phone, and Daphne had to help me find it with her flashlight. When I saw who it was, my stomach twisted into an even tighter knot, if that was even possible. “It’s Daniel.”

			“Oh, I bet that was who was calling us earlier, as well,” Mia said. “You better answer.”

			Daniel was calling them earlier? When? Weren’t we all asleep? I had so many questions, my head was practically spinning with them. But first, the phone. 

			“Becca? Finally! Why weren’t you answering? Where are you?” Daniel was practically shouting the questions, and I winced.

			“I’m … um … why are you calling so late?”

			“I’ve been calling you for the last hour. Why haven’t you picked up?”

			“I was … I was sleeping.” Even to my own ears, it sounded lame.

			“Sleeping?” Daniel’s voice took on a dangerous tone. “Becca, where are you?”

			The last thing in the world I wanted to do was tell him where I was. I didn’t even want to think about how he would react if he knew I was in the woods where Pamela’s body was found because we were looking for Fire Cabin. “What’s going on? Why are you calling so late?” I repeated.

			“Is Mia with you?” He barked.

			I blinked and looked at Mia, although it was too dark to make out her features. “Um …”

			“Daphne?” His voice went up a notch.

			“Uh …”

			He swore under his breath. “What about that Aiden person? Is he there, too?”

			I almost dropped the phone. “Wait, what? How did you …” I clamped my lips down, biting off the end of the sentence, but it was too late.

			“I can’t believe it. No, I CAN believe it. Put me on speaker,” he ordered.

			With my shaking hand, I moved the phone away from my ear and fumbled for a moment while looking for the speaker button. Quite honestly, though, he had been so loud, I thought they’d probably heard him regardless.

			“Daphne? Mia? Aiden? Can you hear me?” Daniel’s voice boomed out of the cell phone, much louder than what should have been possible. He barely paused for an answer, although I noticed both Daphne and Mia checking their phones. “I want all four of you back NOW. At Becca’s house. Got it? I need to talk to you.”

			I cleared my throat. “Um, okay. We’ll get there as fast as we can.”

			“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. I trust you’ll be there as well. Got it?”

			“Uh … sure.” I seriously doubted we would be there anywhere close to fifteen minutes. We’d be lucky to get there in an hour by the time we hiked back in the dark, but I didn’t think Daniel was in any mood to negotiate.

			There were a couple of beeps as Daniel hung up, and I closed my phone.

			“You should have told him where we are,” Daphne said. “There’s no way we’re getting to your house in fifteen minutes.”

			“How did he know I was here?” Aiden asked.

			“Probably because he’s a good cop,” Mia said. “I guess I should have checked my phone sooner, too. He left a bunch of texts and messages.”

			“Yeah, on mine, too,” Daphne sighed. “I was too worried about finding Becca.”

			“Yeah, so was I,” Mia said.

			There was a long, uncomfortable silence. “How long were you looking for me?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe twenty minutes. Maybe longer,” Mia said.

			“You weren’t with us,” Daphne said. “We all woke up over by the fire … well, the fire we made, I mean. But you weren’t there.”

			“How did you get all the way out here?” Mia asked.

			In my head, I saw Pamela standing in front of me, her rotting skin sliding off her bones. They’re coming for you. You need to prepare yourself.

			“I have no idea,” I said. 

			Another uneasy silence stretched out before Daphne broke it. “We better get going. Daniel is already upset enough, and the fact we aren’t going to make it there in fifteen minutes isn’t going to help.”

			“No, I guess not,” I said, taking a deep breath and tapping the flashlight icon on my phone.

			***

			Dawn was starting to break by the time we made it to my house. I was surprised Daniel hadn’t called again to check on us, as it felt like it took hours to get back.

			Making sure we had collected all our belongings by flashlight was difficult enough. We managed, but it took some time. 

			Little did we know the worst was still to come. Hiking back on the twisty, rocky path in the dark with a pounding headache and a terribly upset stomach was agony. It was felt like a never-ending nightmare. There were multiple moments in which I was sure I wasn’t going to make it—I was destined to collapse on the side of the path and never move again. But finally, finally, we reached the parking lot. I was half-convinced our cars wouldn’t be there, or they wouldn’t start, but both fears proved unfounded. I drove the three of us home as Aiden followed closely behind.

			Daniel’s car was parked on the street, though it appeared empty. I could see the lights on inside my house, and I cringed, half-wishing I was back on the path from hell. It might have been better than whatever I was about to face inside my own home.

			I got out of the car, leaving my backpack in the trunk. The other three did the same, and I suspected it was for the same reason—even though Daniel was probably going to figure out where we had been, it didn’t seem prudent to make it overly obvious.

			I was reaching to unlock the front door when it flew open, revealing a very angry Daniel. “Where have you been? I said …” Here, his tone shifted to obvious concern. “Becca! What happened to you? Are you hurt? Do we need to go to the hospital?”

			“I’m fine,” I said tiredly as Daniel turned the porch lights on to examine me more closely.

			“Is that blood?”

			“I think it’s her blood, but it’s nothing life-threatening,” Daphne explained. “Her hands and arms are cut.”

			Daniel was looking me over closely. “Wait a minute. Is this …” he touched my shirt. “This looks like ash. How did you get ash on your shirt?”

			“I’m not sure.”

			“And …” he wrinkled his nose. “Is that gasoline I smell?”

			I was suddenly so tired, I wanted to lay down right there on my porch and go to sleep. “Do you mind if I come in? To my house?”

			His eyes narrowed, but he stepped back and allowed us to move inside. As soon as I was in, I could smell coffee, and my stomach gurgled. Despite my queasiness, a cup of coffee sounded really good. But first, I was dying to clean up.

			“Where are you going?” Daniel barked behind me.

			I had been heading to the stairs. “To take a shower.”

			He was shaking his head. “Oh, no you don’t. We’re going to talk first. Then you can take a shower.”

			I wanted to protest, but the set expression on his face was enough to convince me that arguing would get me nowhere.

			One by one, we filed into the kitchen. I noticed Oscar in his usual spot, but for once, he wasn’t napping. Instead, he was sitting up, keeping a close eye on everything. I got the feeling he was waiting for me. 

			“Sit,” Daniel barked. The four of us sat. Daniel, however, did not. He stood in front of us, glowering. He also didn’t offer us any coffee, even though I saw a full pot behind him.

			“Where have you been?”

			The four of us looked at one another uneasily. 

			“I’m waiting.”

			I was too exhausted and feeling too gross to deal with his interrogation. “Daniel, why don’t you tell us what’s going on? Why are you here? Why were you calling us nonstop in the middle of the night?”

			He folded his arms across his chest. “You were in the woods, weren’t you?”

			His accusation caught me off guard. “Um …”

			He leaned forward slightly, his blue eyes glaring into mine. “If I go out to the place where Pamela was found, am I going to find signs of the four of you camping out there?”

			“Well, we weren’t camping …” Aiden clarified.

			Daniel slammed a hand against the kitchen table. “I knew it!” His head swiveled toward me. “Becca, you promised me! You promised you were going to stop this!”

			“Well, to be fair, I promised I would stop trying to find Zelda,” I said. “I didn’t say anything about looking into what happened to Jeb …”

			“Jeb?” Daniel yelped. “Pamela’s brother? Is that what this is about?”

			“I mean … sort of …”

			“Sort of?” Even though he hadn’t moved, he was practically vibrating with anger. 

			“It’s kind of a long story,” I said lamely.

			“I have time,” he said. “I have all the time in the world. So, let’s hear it. What were you doing out there?”

			Even though the words looking for Fire Cabin were on the tip of my tongue, I couldn’t voice them. If I did, I would have to explain why, which I knew would take forever. I’d have to catch him up on Louise and Zane and everything else, and all I really wanted to do was go to sleep. 

			Aiden, apparently, didn’t have the same issue. “We were looking for Fire Cabin.”

			Daniel’s head snapped backward as if he had been hit. “You were what?” He looked from one of us to the other, his eyes wild.

			“Looking for Fire Cabin,” Aiden repeated. He took a breath as if to say more, but Daniel held up his hand to stop him.

			“Is this true?” he asked, looking at me, Daphne, and Mia.

			There was a long pause before Daphne nodded. “Yes.” Mia also nodded in confirmation.

			Daniel closed his eyes, like he couldn’t comprehend what he was hearing.

			“It’s not their fault,” Aiden said. “It was my idea. I talked them into it …”

			Daniel’s eyes snapped open, and he held up a hand again toward Aiden. “Enough. I will deal with you later.” He turned back to Mia and Daphne. “I can’t believe you two would agree to this. I understand Becca. She didn’t grow up here, so she doesn’t truly understand the danger. I also know how stubborn she is. But you two? What’s wrong with you?”

			“You’re right. I should have known better,” Daphne said, her voice miserable.

			“It wasn’t … intentional,” Mia said. “It just sort of … happened.”

			“Happened?” Daniel’s voice was skeptical. “How on Earth does that just happen? No, wait …” he held up a hand yet again. “I don’t want to know. At least, not now. I suspect that’s going to be a long conversation, and we don’t have the time right now.”

			“Probably a good call,” Daphne said.

			Daniel didn’t look amused. “Right now, I don’t need to know the why. I just want to know the what. What exactly happened out there?”

			I licked my lips and glanced at the other three. “Well, we … uh … don’t remember.”

			Daniel stared at me. “You don’t remember? How can you not remember?” His head snapped toward Mia and Daphne. “Do you remember?”

			“None of us do,” Daphne said quietly.

			Daniel started to pace, as if the energy inside him could no longer be contained, and he needed to move it out of his body before it burned him alive. “What does that mean? Explain.”

			Another pause. “We just … don’t remember,” Mia said.

			Daniel gritted teeth, looking like it was taking all his effort to remain calm. “What DO you remember?”

			“Well, after hiking for a while, we stopped to eat,” Daphne said. “And … that’s really the last thing I remember before waking up in the dark on the ground.”

			“Was that the only thing you did? Eat?” Daniel asked, fumbling around in his pocket for his notebook and pen.

			“Aiden started a fire,” Mia said. 

			“We had wine, too,” Daphne said.

			Daniel’s eyebrows went up. “Wine?”

			“Only a glass each,” Mia said hastily. “Maybe even not a full glass. We split one bottle between the four of us.”

			Daniel was scribbling down notes. “Do you still have the bottle?”

			Mia’s expression was wary. “Why would I still have an empty bottle? I’m sure I threw it away.”

			“How sure are you?”

			Now, Mia looked chastened. “I guess I left it in the woods. But I wasn’t planning on doing that. I would have cleaned up after myself, but … well … things changed.”

			“Things changed alright,” Daniel said grimly.

			“I probably still have the second bottle though,” Mia said. 

			“You brought a second bottle?”

			Mia rolled her eyes. “It was two bottles and four people! And we didn’t even open the second one. You guys are acting like I dragged half a barrel out there.”

			“Yes, if you have the second bottle, I’d like to have it,” Daniel said, going back to his notes.

			I could see Mia and Daphne exchange a glance. “Daniel, what is this about?” Daphne asked.

			“In a moment. What did you eat?”

			“Sandwiches. Fruit and cheese. The sort of stuff you bring on camping trips,” Daphne said.

			“Who made it?”

			“I did,” I said.

			Daniel glanced up from his notes and briefly met my eyes. “Do you have any leftovers?”

			“I haven’t a clue,” I said. The entire period of time in the woods was taking on a surreal, nightmare quality, and I didn’t have the faintest idea what I had stuffed in my backpack on the way out. “Daniel, what’s this about?” I asked again. “Why are you so interested in our leftovers and trash?”

			Daniel didn’t answer, instead taking his time to finish his notes and close the notebook. He put it down on the table in front of him and gave us all a hard look. “The Jack Saloon burned down last night.”

			“You mean the bar?” Mia asked.

			“Is there another Jack Saloon in Redemption?” Daniel asked drily.

			“Well … um … that’s too bad,” Mia said, awkwardly glancing around the table at the rest of us. I could see the same uneasiness in her eyes that I was feeling. “And kind of weird, too. That’s the second time a bar in that location burned down in the last, what … thirty, forty years?”

			“Yeah, it’s definitely kind of freaky,” Daphne said with a shiver. I folded my arms across my chest, fighting off a chill. It had to be a coincidence. 

			But I couldn’t stop thinking about what Louise had said—how the burning of the Lone Man Standing had stopped whatever evil had been put into motion.

			Was someone trying to put a stop to whatever had been started—whatever was coming—by doing the same thing now? 

			Mia was still talking. “…not really sure what it has to do with us, though.”

			Daniel folded his arms across his chest and leaned against the counter. “There appears to be a witness who saw someone splashing gasoline around the bar right before the fire started.”

			Gasoline? I could feel Mia, Daphne, and Aiden’s heads swivel toward me. My heart began to pound. Just because I smelled like gasoline didn’t mean anything. It certainly didn’t mean I had anything to do with burning the bar down.

			“And there’s this.” Daniel reached down and pulled a folded, long, green shawl from what looked like a plastic evidence bag. He tossed it onto the table with a plop.

			“Does that look familiar?”

			I was about to say no, I didn’t own a shawl, but when I took a closer look, I realized that wasn’t what it was.

			“That’s my sweater,” I croaked, my voice cracking. “Where did you find it?”

			Daniel’s eyes bored into mine. “Are you sure about that?”

			“Yeah, it looks like it.” I turned it over. “Although there are burn marks on it. Maybe it isn’t mine.”

			“The burn marks are from last night,” Daniel said. 

			I put the sweater back down onto the table and gave Daniel a hard look. “What are you saying?”

			His expression was equally hard. “I’m saying there was a witness who saw someone who matches your description splashing gasoline on The Jack Saloon. Your sweater was recovered near the bar, and your alibi is … suspect.”

			“It’s not suspect at all,” I said in utter disbelief. “I was in the woods with Mia, Daphne, and Aiden.” I waved a hand toward the three of them, expecting them to jump in and defend me, but none of them did. Instead, they just sat there, shellshocked expressions on their faces.

			“And none of you apparently remember what happened last night,” Daniel continued. “So, I need times. When did you wake up?”

			Mia and Daphne looked at each other. 

			“Uh,” Daphne said. “I didn’t really look at the time. I was so sick and confused.”

			“So was I,” Mia said.

			Daniel stared at them. “You were both sick?” They nodded miserably. He swiveled his head toward Aiden. “How about you?”

			“Something happened to us,” Aiden said darkly.

			“Are you sure it wasn’t too much wine?”

			“Oh, for Pete’s sake! It was one bottle,” Mia said, exasperated.

			Daniel ignored her and made a note. “Back to when you woke up. You didn’t look at your phones to see what time it was?” 

			“Well, I did, but only to use the flashlight,” Daphne said. Mia and Aiden nodded.

			They were all being very careful not to look at me, and I was starting to get a very bad feeling. “I was with you guys. Tell him. This is nonsense. I didn’t burn down a bar!”

			But none of them acknowledged me.

			 “I’ll get to you in a moment,” Daniel said to me. “I want to hear their version of what happened when they woke up.” He reached down to pick up his notebook.

			Daphne swallowed hard. “Well, like I said, I felt horrible. I still do. My head was pounding, and my mouth was dry. I was feeling around for my phone when I heard Mia moving around next to me, so I asked her if she knew what had happened.”

			“Neither one of us did,” Mia continued. “We didn’t remember falling asleep, let alone deciding to spend the night in the woods.”

			“While we were talking, Aiden joined the conversation,” Daphne said.

			“And Becca?”

			A long silence. I thought I was going to be sick. “Well, that’s the thing,” Daphne finally said. “The three of us, we were still more or less in the same positions we were in when we sat down around the fire. Becca, though … she wasn’t.” 

			“Where was she?”

			“She was further in the woods, away from us,” Daphne said.

			“How far?”

			Daphne wrinkled her nose. “I can’t tell you that. I just know we were searching for her for a while before we found her.”

			“She didn’t answer you when you first called out to her?” Daniel asked.

			Daphne glanced at me, a miserable look in her eyes. “No.” Her voice was almost a whisper.

			Daniel turned to Aiden. “Is this what you remember, too?”

			“More or less,” he said. “I wasn’t using my phone for a flashlight though. I had brought some with me, so I got them out.”

			Daniel made some notes. “Is it possible that Becca left the campsite while the three of you were unconscious? Were you out long enough for her to leave and return?”

			“That’s nonsense,” I exclaimed. “I wouldn’t leave by myself, especially in the middle of the night. You know how easily I get lost.”

			“I agree,” Daphne said firmly. “And how could we even answer a question like that, if we were unconscious? Besides, Becca wouldn’t have left us like that.”

			Finally, someone defended me. On the contrary, I didn’t like the way Mia, Daniel, and Aiden still wouldn’t meet my eyes.

			Daniel flipped his notebook closed. “Let’s get you to a hospital. You need to be checked out.” His eyes flickered around the table. “All of you.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			It wasn’t exactly a routine medical checkup.

			Daniel refused to let any of us take a shower or wash up before we left, although he did allow us to change our clothes and shoes, which made no sense to me without the shower. That is, until he brought out the plastic bags and bagged up everything we had worn. He took our backpacks, as well. 

			At the hospital, along with cleaning my wounds, they drew blood and took samples from my skin.

			“This is ridiculous,” I hissed to Daniel after they finally let me leave, although they had made it clear that I was not to leave Redemption. “You know I had nothing to do with that bar burning down.”

			Daniel’s eyes were hooded as we stepped out of the air-conditioned building and into the hot, humid parking lot, the air thick with the smell of asphalt and exhaust. “I know no such thing. You have no alibi. There was a witness who saw you. And your sweater was at the crime scene.”

			“I’m being set up,” I said.

			“You were covered in ash!”

			“There was ash at our campsite though,” I said. “I probably fell into it or something. You know how much of a klutz I am.”

			“You stunk of gasoline.” His voice was like ice. “Did you bring gasoline into the woods, too?”

			I didn’t answer. That part confused me, as well. How could I have gotten gasoline on myself in the middle of the woods? “Someone must have dumped it on me.”

			He spread his arms out. “Who? How? Did you tell anyone you were out there?”

			“Well, no …”

			“So how would anyone know where to find you?”

			“Maybe someone followed us …”

			“Followed you?” Daniel stared at me in disbelief. “Are you hearing yourself?”

			“Look, it’s the only explanation that makes any sense at all,” I said. “Someone drugged us, and while we were drugged, they dumped gas on me, and then they walked back and burned down the bar.”

			Daniel held up a hand. “You sound completely paranoid. Who is this ‘someone,’ and why would they go through all that trouble?”

			In my head, images flashed: the beige car that had been following me, the hang-ups. “I don’t know, but someone has been following me.”

			Daniel stared at me. “Someone has been following you?”

			I nodded violently, hoping I had finally said something that would get him to start believing me. “It started a few days ago. Someone in a beige car. At first, I wasn’t sure, but …”

			“No,” Daniel said, his voice so hard, I immediately stopped talking. “Not again. We’re not doing this again.”

			“What are you talking about? Doing what again?”

			He pressed his lips together, like he was debating which words to use. “This … paranoia … that someone is after you.”

			I reeled back as if I had been slapped, and in a way, I had been. Even though I knew Daniel was struggling to believe what I had seen, he had never called it “paranoia” before.

			His face shifted after he saw my reaction, and for a brief moment, I saw what looked like regret flicker in his eyes. “Look, I know it’s not entirely your fault. You just need to know your triggers and how to take care of yourself.”

			I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You think I’m crazy.”

			“I didn’t say that.”

			“You said I need to know how to take care of myself. How is that not saying I’m crazy?”

			“You’re not crazy,” Daniel said firmly. “I don’t believe that for one minute. Your brain works differently than other people’s, is all.”

			I took a step away. I couldn’t deal with any more. My head still ached, and I was exhausted. “I can’t talk about this now.”

			Daniel shot me a frustrated look. “Becca, you can’t run away from this. It’s a very serious accusation.”

			“What, that I’m crazy?” My voice was bitter.

			If possible, he looked even more frustrated and exasperated with me. “No, that you are to blame for setting the fire.”

			“What? Daniel, you can’t possibly believe …”

			“This has nothing to do with what I believe,” Daniel cut in. “It has everything to do with what a prosecutor can prove in court. Look at the facts. You had access to the food, as you made the sandwiches, so you could have drugged everyone that way.”

			My jaw fell open. “You can’t truly believe I would do that?”

			“I told you, it’s not about what I believe. It’s about what a prosecutor will believe. And what he thinks he can convince a jury to believe. What I described is a lot more believable than some nebulous person going through an enormous amount of trouble to set you up,” Daniel said.

			“But why would I do it?” I asked. “Why would I burn down The Jack Saloon? I was only in that bar once in my life.”

			Daniel’s expression went cold, and I suddenly realized I had made a mistake. “I have no idea why you would burn it down,” he said, taking a step toward me, his voice as cold as his eyes. “Just like I have no idea why the Lone Man Standing was burned down, either.”

			I turned my face away, hoping Daniel hadn’t seen the truth written all over it, but I was too late. “You do know something, don’t you?” he accused.

			I shook my head. “No. It’s not what you think.”

			“Oh, you have no idea what I’m thinking,” Daniel growled.

			“It’s nothing,” I said. “Honestly. It’s just … right before the Lone Man Standing burned down, a lot of strange things happened. Bad things. People disappearing, murders … but when the bar burned down, it all stopped.”

			“What are you suggesting?” Daniel asked. “That burning The Jack Saloon down would stop the bad things from happening now? That sounds like motive.”

			“I didn’t say I believed it,” I hissed, getting angry with myself. “It’s a theory.”

			Daniel’s expression was dangerous. “Whose theory?”

			It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him about Louise. Maybe he could go harass her instead of me. But while I could see her burning down The Jack Saloon, I couldn’t see her following us into the woods, drugging us, or setting me up to take the fall for it.

			However, that wasn’t what stopped me from telling Daniel. What stopped me was knowing if I told him about Louise, he was going to want to know why I was there in the first place, which meant I would have to tell him about Claire and Zane, and this really didn’t seem to be the time. Especially considering how furious he was with me.

			“So, that’s it,” Daniel said. “You’re not going to tell me.”

			“I want to,” I said. “But there’s a lot to tell and I don’t feel like doing it standing in the middle of a hospital parking lot. Not to mention you’re on duty and might be called away at any second.”

			For a long moment, he studied my face, his expression unreadable. “Forget it,” he said as he turned away.

			I suddenly couldn’t breathe. It felt like a giant fist was squeezing my stomach. “Forget what? You can come over later, and I’ll tell you …”

			I was going to say “everything,” but he cut me off. “Becca, I’m tired.”

			The fist around my stomach tightened, even though I didn’t think it was possible. “Well, I’m not surprised. You’ve been working nonstop …”

			“No,” he said, turning to look me directly in the eyes. “I’m tired of this. You lying to me.”

			“I didn’t lie!”

			“Maybe not technically,” he said, his voice heavy. “But a lie by omission is still a lie.”

			I didn’t know what to say. He was right. I HAD been hiding things from him. 

			“I can’t do this anymore,” he continued. 

			My stomach dropped to the ground. I tried to answer, but my voice failed me, so I cleared my throat and tried again. “I don’t understand. What can’t you do?”

			“This,” he said, pointing between him and me. “I can’t do this anymore. We’re supposed to be in a relationship. You’re supposed to be my girlfriend, Becca. And that means trusting each other with the truth. But you don’t.”

			“Can you blame me?” I asked, my voice rising in anger. “You just said you thought I was being paranoid. That I’m crazy!”

			“Can you blame me?” he shot back. “You don’t tell me the truth unless you’re backed into a corner and see no other option. How can I possibly view what you’re saying any other way?”

			I wanted to argue with him. I wanted to tell him that he was wrong—that as my boyfriend, he should believe in me and support me, no matter what.

			But I couldn’t argue with his logic. I hadn’t trusted him with the truth. I hadn’t held up my end of the relationship. 

			Should I be so surprised that it had come to this?

			“Fine,” I said, my voice hollow. “If that’s what you want.”

			His look was sad. “What I want hasn’t mattered in a long time.”

			He turned and walked away, leaving me motionless as I sunk into a deep, black pit of despair. I felt worse than when I had caught my first husband cheating on me, or when I realized my second husband had me committed.

			I was sure I would cry. In fact, I couldn’t believe I hadn’t started yet.

			But the tears wouldn’t come. It was like whatever dark place I had landed in was so deep, even the tears couldn’t reach the surface.


		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			“Can you blame him?” Mia asked, her voice waspish.

			Daphne stared at her in shock. “Mia! What is wrong with you?”

			Daphne, Mia, and I were back in my kitchen, glasses of wine in front of us, as it was now approaching evening. Aiden had presumably gone back to his hotel. The coffee that Daniel made had been poured into the sink, but the air still smelled slightly of the burnt liquid. My headache was still right behind my eyes, likely a result of the lack of caffeine I had that day. I had managed to grab a cup from the vending machine in the hospital, but in retrospect, I should have gotten a second. Maybe a third.

			“What?” Mia asked. “I’m just stating the truth.”

			“Daniel just broke up with her. Why not have some compassion … some sympathy?”

			Mia opened her mouth but then closed it, as if reconsidering what she was going to say.

			“What?” I asked.

			Her eyes flicked toward me. “Nothing.”

			“No, I want to hear it. What were you going to say?”

			“Becca, I don’t think …” Daphne tried to intervene, but I stopped her.

			“No, I want to hear it.”

			“You want to hear it?” Mia asked, turning toward me, her expression flat. “Okay, fine. What I was going to question was why I should be compassionate toward someone who drugged me so they would have an alibi?”

			There was a long silence, only broken by Daphne drawing in a long, shaky breath and the ticking of the grandfather clock.

			“You really believe I would do that to you?” I was amazed at how calm I was. After everything that had happened—not just the horror of the night before, but knowing that I was a suspect in an arson investigation AND my boyfriend breaking up with me—I had reached such a low point, it just didn’t matter anymore. My system was completely overwhelmed, and I shut down.

			I was sure I was also in shock. I think I was also hoping I would wake up any minute and realize I had the mother of all nightmares.

			This couldn’t be real. This couldn’t be my life now.

			“No, I don’t believe it, but what other explanation is there?” Mia asked. “Who else could have drugged us but you?”

			“What about the wine?”

			Mia gave me a pained look. “The wine was from here! I grabbed two twist-cap bottles from our stash. Or are you saying I was the one who drugged everyone? Including myself?”

			“But I was drugged, too,” I said. “You’re saying I drugged myself.”

			“Maybe,” Mia said. “Not right away, but when you came back. It would explain why you were so unresponsive and the last to come to.”

			I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. First Daniel, now Mia. How did I end up here, with one of my best friends and my now ex-boyfriend thinking so little of me? “You honestly think I would drug the three of you, leave you in the woods, walk back into the dark, and drive over to that bar to burn it down with gasoline? And that I’d leave my sweater there … the one that wasn’t in my car? Oh, wait …. maybe I hid my sweater with the gasoline that I didn’t have. All just to drive back, find my way back to you, in the dark, and then take the same drug I gave you to make you think we were all drugged?” I paused and gave both Mia and Daphne a hard look. Mia looked away, refusing to meet my eyes, but Daphne at least looked a little ashamed. “I don’t even know where to start unpacking all that. If I was to commit this elaborate crime, do you really think I’d be stupid enough to leave my sweater, so I would get caught? Or that I, as someone with no sense of direction, was somehow able to pull this entire thing off in the middle of the night, with no help? Or …” I felt like my eyes might fill with tears at the last statement, but they remained completely dry. “Or that I would actually do something like that to you? Do you think so badly of me that you honestly believe I would drug you?”

			“Well, what are we supposed to think?” Mia asked, but her voice was less intense, and she still wouldn’t look at me. “You’re the only one who was in a position to drug us.”

			Something was niggling at me, but my brain was too stressed and exhausted to pull it out enough to get a good look at it. “It wasn’t me,” I said. “I don’t know how whoever it was did it, but I do know it wasn’t me.”

			Mia picked up her wine, but she didn’t drink it. She stared into the glass as if all the answers might be floating around in it. “Look, I’m not saying you’re a bad person, and I didn’t mean to imply that,” she said, her voice quiet. “I truly don’t think you would do anything on purpose to harm us.”

			My blood turned to ice in my veins. Even though this shouldn’t be worse than her thinking I did it on purpose, somehow, it was. “What are you saying?”

			Finally, she raised her head and looked at me. “I’m saying I think, deep down, you’re a good person. I think you would do anything to stop the storm and protect the people you love. I think it’s possible that, if a part of you thought that burning down The Jack Saloon would end the madness around us, you would do it in a heartbeat. I also think it’s possible that, as a good person, you didn’t want to drag us into it. Maybe you thought it would be better if you just handled it alone. So …” she shrugged. “Yes, drugging us was awful, but was it any worse than the alternative? Knowing that you were going to go burn down a bar? If we knew, we would be criminally liable, but drugging us would only make us a little sick for a day or two. No big deal. You could even argue you did us a favor.”

			I tried to respond, but my mouth was so dry, nothing came out. I took a quick drink of wine and tried again. “There’s only one problem with your theory. I didn’t drug you. I don’t know how else to say it. Go ahead and search the kitchen. You won’t find any drugs here.”

			Mia played with her wine glass. “It’s also possible, with your history, you didn’t even realize you were doing it.”

			Again, first Daniel, then Mia. I closed my eyes, fighting the urge to bang my head against the table. Doing so would only feed the narrative, at that point. “So, I’m crazy.”

			“I didn’t say that,” Mia said. “But it is a well-known fact that the brain often protects itself from traumatic memories and events. And you do have a history … well, your brain has a history of protecting itself. It’s possible that’s what’s happening now.”

			I turned to look out the window. The sun was starting to set, and the yard was filled with a warm, golden light. I imagined the birds hopping around my bird feeder, guzzling up their fill of sunflower seeds, and the rabbits having a feast in my garden. Outside, everything was normal. And on any other warm, summer night, the three of us would likely be sitting out there, drinking wine and enjoying the peace around us.

			Instead, we were arguing in the kitchen, and Mia was the second person that day to accuse me of losing my mind. 

			“I can’t believe you would throw my amnesia back into my face like that,” I finally said. Despite my harsh words, my tone was hollow, practically devoid of emotion. 

			“Becca, I’m not trying to,” Mia said. “But you have to admit that the evidence paints a picture.”

			I turned my head to look at Daphne. “You’re awfully quiet. Is this what you think, as well?”

			Daphne pressed her lips together. “I don’t know what to think,” she said as she eyed Mia. “But the one thing I DO know is things are never what they seem in Redemption. I’ve learned to distrust whatever seems the most obvious on the surface, as that is rarely the truth.”

			Mia’s eyes narrowed. “Suck-up. You always want to have things both ways.”

			Daphne lifted her chin defiantly. “Are you going to tell me I’m wrong?”

			They stared at each other for a moment before Mia broke her gaze. “Becca, all I’m saying is maybe getting yourself some help would be a good step. Then, we can see where to go from there.”

			Her voice was so reasonable that for a second, I considered it. Was it possible? Could I have done all of what I was accused of and just forgotten? I was having a hard time believing I would purposely drug my friends, but if I was being honest with myself, there were a lot of things I had done in my past that I was having trouble believing now. Would it be so bad to agree to therapy? Maybe it would help. Even if it didn’t, maybe it would convince Daniel to give me another chance …

			Just like that, I remembered the one detail that had been niggling at me, as if my exhausted brain, in one final, heroic effort, dragged it out of the ethers and presented it to me.

			“Cookies,” I whispered.

			Mia stared at me like I had truly lost my mind. “What are you talking about?”

			“We didn’t just eat the food I made or drink the wine out of the bottle you brought,” I said, my words coming out in a rush. “We also ate Aiden’s cookies.”

			Mia rolled her eyes. “Oh, for Pete’s sake. So now you think Lynne from the Redemption Inn is behind drugging us and burning down The Jack Saloon?”

			“Who said anything about Lynne?” I asked. “All we know is that Aiden showed up with cookies. Who’s to say where he actually got them from?”

			Mia was shaking her head. “I’ve had enough. This is ridiculous. Now it was Aiden behind the whole thing?” Mia asked.

			“Is that really so far-fetched, Mia?” Daphne asked. “You even said you don’t trust him.”

			Mia glared at Daphne. “Don’t you start. This has nothing to do with Aiden or Lynne, and you know it.”

			“It may not be Aiden,” I said. “Or Lynne. My point is there were other ways we could have been drugged. Maybe Aiden left the cookies out, and someone was able to get to them …”

			“Enough,” Mia said, standing up so abruptly, the chair fell over. She glowered at it, then refilled her wine glass. “I can’t listen to this anymore. Becca, you need help, and until you get it, we can’t talk about this.”

			“Mia, don’t do this,” Daphne said.

			“So I’m not allowed to defend myself?” I asked.

			Mia bent down to wrestle the chair back up. “This has nothing to do with you defending yourself. It has everything to do with you refusing to face reality. And the reality is, the only person, the only realistic person, who had the means to drug us was you. Again, I don’t think you’re a bad person, but I do think you need help. All of this paranoid talk and conspiracy theories are just making you worse.” She finally got the chair upright and stood up straight herself, straightening her shirt and picking up her full wine glass. “So, until you come to terms with what you did and are willing to accept it and get the help you so desperately need, we’re done talking about this. I’m done.”

			“But Mia,” I said. However, it fell on empty ears, as she had already turned and was marching out of the room. We could hear her footsteps as she climbed the stairs to her room and slammed her bedroom door shut.

			For a long moment, I could only sit there, wondering how my life had unraveled so quickly. Daniel, Mia. Was Daphne next?

			I couldn’t even look at her. If she walked out … I didn’t even know what I would do.

			“I suppose you’re going to leave as well,” I said softly.

			“Eventually,” Daphne said. “I wasn’t expecting to be gone this long. But … give her some time. You know how Mia can get. She’s confused. We’re all confused. No one knows what happened. Just give her some space, and after a good night’s sleep, I’m sure she’ll see things differently.”

			I pictured the flat look in Mia’s eyes, and in this case, I was sure Daphne was wrong. Not only did I think Mia wasn’t getting over it with a good night of sleep, but I had heard the subtle threat in her words. 

			If I didn’t get my act together and get some help, Mia was going to move out.

			Considering how I’d been neglecting my business, that would hurt financially in the short-term. But that wasn’t the real issue.

			If Mia moved out under these circumstances, she would essentially be calling an end to our friendship.

			First Daniel, then Mia.

			I thought I was still numb. I thought I had hit rock bottom and was too far gone for tears. I thought I was too overwhelmed with everything that had happened to cry.

			But when I opened my mouth to answer Daphne, no words came. Instead, I burst into tears.

			Daphne immediately moved her chair next to mine and put her arms around me as I sobbed so hard, I thought I might suffocate. 

			All the pain, all the betrayals, all the confusion and anger. I cried it all out. 

			And Daphne held me through it all.


		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			It was after nine when I heard a knock at the door.

			I was still in the kitchen, though I was now sitting alone in the dark, a half-eaten bowl of soup and a few crumbled crackers in front of me. After Daphne left, I knew I had to force myself to eat something. The last time I had anything was in the woods the night before. Normally, I would have probably made myself a sandwich, but I didn’t think I could stomach looking at one, knowing there were people out there who truly believed I had been drugging sandwiches.

			Instead, I heated up a can of chicken and vegetable soup and ate what I could with a handful of saltine crackers.

			Mia had appeared once to collect a carton of cottage cheese, an apple, a bag of pretzels, and a bottle of wine before disappearing back to her room. Neither of us spoke.

			When I heard the knock, I was tempted to ignore it. If it was Daniel, I didn’t think I could deal with him. If it was Daphne, as grateful as I was that she had stayed with me while I had bawled for what seemed like hours, I didn’t particularly want to see her, either. I didn’t want to see anyone. All I really wanted to do was go to bed and forget the last twenty-four hours, but first, I had to decide if I was going to finish my cold soup or not, and even that decision seemed beyond me.

			But something compelled me to heave myself out of my chair and make my way to the front door.

			Aiden was standing on the porch.

			“Is this a bad time?” he asked after getting a good look at my face. I knew I looked terrible, but honestly, Aiden didn’t look much better. His face was puffy, and he badly needed a shave. 

			“No, it’s fine,” I said. “But I am pretty beat. Can it wait until tomorrow?”

			“I promise I won’t stay long,” he said. “And I think you’ll want to hear this.” 

			I paused, thinking I ought to call Mia down, but something stopped me. I also thought about simply standing in the doorway, but then I found myself stepping onto to the porch and closing the door firmly behind me.

			It was a lovely night. The air was cool, but not too cold, and the crickets were chirping their little hearts out. An occasional firefly flitted by, little sparks of light piercing the darkness.

			“First, I have to tell you something,” he said. Now that I was closer, I could see how pale he was, which made his eyes seem overly dark … almost haunted. “I wasn’t completely honest with you about a couple of things.”

			It was all I could do not to roll my eyes. Like that wasn’t obvious. Instead, I folded my arms across my chest. “I’m listening.”

			He took a deep breath. “In my day job, I’m an insurance investigator.”

			I blinked at him. That wasn’t at all what I expected. “Okay …”

			“I started in arson, before moving to medical fraud, so I know what I’m talking about. You couldn’t have done it, and the evidence will prove it.”

			I unfolded my arms, a tiny ray of hope beginning to pierce through the gloom and despair inside me. “How? What evidence?”

			“There are a few things, and I haven’t even seen all of it, so there’s probably more. After they released me from the hospital, I took a look at the burn site for myself. Then, I talked to a couple of the firemen, who still happened to be there. First of all, the timing won’t work. The bar was set on fire sometime after two thirty a.m. Three thirty was when Mia, Daphne, and I first woke up. We didn’t get out of the woods until five thirty. There’s no way you could have driven from the bar to where we parked, which even at that time of night is at least a fifteen-minute drive, and then found your way to our campsite in less than an hour.”

			While what Aiden said made sense, it didn’t seem like it was quite the evidence I needed to prove my innocence. “I agree it would be tight, but what if the investigators say I hurried, or …”

			“That’s not all of it,” Aiden said. “The other evidence is you.”

			“Me?”

			“Yes. Remember how you were covered with ashes? Your entire body was covered … your front and your back.”

			“But … wouldn’t I be covered with ashes if I had been the one setting the fire?”

			“Not like that. You would have had to have been inside the bar while it burned to get that much ash on you. And if you were, you certainly would have inhaled the smoke. So why weren’t you still coughing and hacking when you supposedly returned?”

			I stared at him. “That’s a good question.”

			“And why didn’t you smell of smoke?” Aiden continued. “You didn’t. Just gasoline. Again, you would have been covered with smoke and ash, not just ashes. And speaking of ash, I suspect the ashes on you came from our fire, which would have been different than the ash from the bar. Once those tests come back from your clothes and skin, the case against you will fall apart.”

			“Wow … that’s great news,” I said. “And unexpected.”

			Aiden grinned. “I figured you would want to hear it. Which is why I came over to tell you. You can sleep better now, knowing at least the legal part of this nightmare will be going away.”

			“That’s great … but it still doesn’t explain the gasoline on me or how we were all drugged.”

			Aiden’s smile faded. “The gasoline is easy. Whoever covered you in ash also dumped gasoline on you. The drugs … I think that might have been my fault.”

			“Your fault?”

			He nodded, looking a little ashamed. “I think it was the cookies.”

			“But why would Lynne want to drug us?”

			“It wasn’t Lynne.” He took a deep breath. “I asked Lynne about cookies the night before. I told her that I was going hiking with three other people, and we would love some of her cookies to take with us. She was … hesitant. She didn’t think she would have them ready in time for us to go. She does most of her baking in the afternoon, after she gets breakfast and checkouts out of the way. But she said she’d see what she could do. 

			“The next morning, while I was sitting at breakfast, someone who I had never seen before came over with the box of cookies. She said she had been able to make them for us after all.”

			“Who was it?”

			He shook his head in frustration. “I’m not sure. She was young with black hair and glasses. That much I remember. Anyway, when I went back to the hotel, I looked for Lynne to thank her for the cookies, but when I found her, she apologized for missing me. She said she had the cookies all ready to go, but then she got busy and couldn’t find me.”

			My mouth dropped open. “So, who actually gave them to you?”

			“That’s the thing … Lynne said she had put the cookies in a box, but it disappeared. She thought another guest might have taken them. I’m thinking it was whoever drugged us. They must have overhead me asking for cookies the night before, and either they took Lynne’s cookies and drugged them and gave them to me, or they took the box and gave me different cookies that were already drugged.”

			The hopeful feeling that had started to bloom inside me was slowly dying as the realization of what Aiden was saying sank in. “If what you’re saying is true, then …”

			“We’re being followed,” he finished. “More than that, we’re being targeted.”

			I didn’t think it was possible to feel any worse than I had been all day, but it was. “But why?”

			Aiden’s expression was grim. “I have a few theories, but I’m not ready to share them yet. I want to do a little more digging first. For now, I’m thinking there are at least two, if not more, people behind it. One followed us out to the woods, waited until we ate the cookies, and then set the stage to frame you. The second stayed in town and burned the bar down.”

			I folded my arms across my chest again. Suddenly the cool, refreshing night felt cold and unwelcoming—an all-too-easy cover for someone lurking behind a tree or bush, watching and waiting for a chance to strike …

			Aiden glanced around uneasily, as if the same dark thoughts had suddenly occurred to him, too. “I better go. I’ll be in touch, though.”

			“Thanks,” I said, hugging myself tighter.

			He studied me for a moment, an unreadable look in his gray eyes. There was an intenseness to them, and I felt like I was drowning. My skin prickled with cold, or maybe it was electricity, and I shivered.

			That seemed to break the spell between us. Both of us took a step back from each other. “Sleep tight, Becca.” He shot me a lopsided grin, and I felt a jolt run through my body.

			“You too,” I said tightly, taking another step back so I was practically pressed against the front door. Don’t be ridiculous, I told myself. The last thing you need to do is get involved with another man. And he knows it, too. You just broke up with one, so maybe give yourself a break.

			Besides, it was clear I had rotten luck with men. It would be much better for everyone concerned if Aiden and I remained friends.

			***

			The sound of crying.

			I stared into the cup of tea resting on the table in front of me. If anything, it seemed even louder than before.

			“Drink your tea,” Aunt Charlie said. She was sitting across from me, holding her own cup. The kitchen was dark, full of shadows and secrets.

			I continued staring. The liquid was so dark, I could barely see it, but I could definitely smell it. Floral. Maybe roses or violets. Something fresh and living and green. 

			The crying was definitely louder. How could Mia not hear it? I could barely stand it, and I was on a completely different floor. Being in the same room as it would be agonizing.

			“You need to drink your tea,” Aunt Charlie said again.

			“But the crying …”

			“I told you, pay no attention to the crying.” Aunt Charlie’s voice was sharp. 

			I could feel myself getting angry. “How can I not? There’s a child clearly suffering. How can I ignore that?”

			Aunt Charlie put her cup down and leaned forward. “That is no child.” She glanced up as a fresh wail sounded from upstairs. “And that room never should have been used.”

			I looked at her in confusion. “But you put CB in there.”

			A shadow fell across Aunt Charlie’s face. “A mistake I will always regret. I was so arrogant. I thought I knew better. That I was in control. I couldn’t have been more wrong.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			She leaned back, her features growing dimmer. “You will. And you’ll wish you never had.”

			I was getting angry again. “Do you always have to talk in riddles? It’s so annoying.”

			Even though her features were hidden by a shadow, I thought I saw her smile. “Fine. How’s this? You need to stay focused.”

			“On what?”

			Her face was nearly completely swallowed by the darkness now. “Beware. They’re coming.”

			A chill crept across me, like skeleton bones trailing across my skin. Again, I saw the mirror in Mia’s room, the words written in blood and smoke. “Who’s coming?”

			Her face was so dark, it was like a curtain was covering her face. “I don’t have much time,” she said. “They’re trying to keep me away.”

			“Who?”

			Now, her body began to disappear into the darkness. “The storm. It’s almost here.” Her voice was growing fainter. “Find the truth. Before it’s too late. And drink your tea.”

			“Where? What truth?” I called out, but she was gone, seemingly vanished under a veil of blackness.

			I was alone in the kitchen, the only interruption of the silence being the increasingly loud crying. Actually, it didn’t even sound like a child crying anymore, but more like screaming.

			Then came the cracking and popping.

			Like fire.

			Whatever it was, it was getting closer.

			I tried to jump to my feet, but I couldn’t move. I was stuck in the chair, as if I had been superglued to the seat. I tried to move myself and the chair at the same time, but the chair wasn’t budging either.

			I was trapped. And whatever was upstairs was starting to come down. 

			The screams were changing again, now like the gnashing of teeth by a monster whose prey had escaped. It was so close, I could smell it … something foul and rotten, mixed with the sharp scent of smoke.

			I looked down at the teacup, and even though I hadn’t planned on drinking it, Charlie’s voice echoed in my head. I found myself seizing it and bringing it to my lips. I had no idea how drinking tea would possibly help me escape whatever was coming down the stairs, but at this point, I was out of options. 

			I tipped the liquid into my mouth and almost screamed myself. It was fiery hot, like drinking liquid flames. It trailed down my throat and into my stomach. I was sure I was going to self-combust into a giant ball of fire as the gibbering monster kept coming, closer and closer …

			I woke with a gasp. I was in my bed, tangled in my covers. My body was slick with sweat, and my mouth and throat were burning, almost like I really had been consumed by the fire …

			No. It’s only a dream. 

			Only a dream.

			I laid back down and stared at the ceiling, feeling hopeless and frustrated. It was starting again. The terrible dreams. Just like last summer.

			This couldn’t be good.

			Beware. They’re coming.

			 I tore at the covers, desperate to get away from the bed, away from this house, away from Redemption. I couldn’t go through the nightmare of last summer again. I couldn’t.

			Next to me, Oscar watched, blinking his dark-green eyes. He was so calm, so unruffled, it seemed to settle me down a bit. He got up and rubbed his face against mine, his whiskers tickling my chin.

			It’s going to be okay.

			I wasn’t completely sure where that voice came from, but I could feel the panic and anxiety begin to drain from my body.

			It WAS going to be okay. Aiden had assured me that I wasn’t going to be charged with arson, which would prove both Mia and Daniel wrong about me. Whether or not that would be enough to change their minds about my mental health was yet to be determined, but at least it would give me a chance to defend myself. 

			I unwound my body from the sheets as my breathing and heart rate slowed back down to normal. As I did, Oscar stood up, stretched, and hopped off the bed, tail flicking as he waited for me by the door.

			I quietly opened it and tiptoed down the hall. If Mia was asleep, I didn’t want to wake her. Lord knew she needed the rest, maybe even more than me. 

			However, as I drew closer to her room, I could feel my heart sink in my chest.

			Mia’s door was open. 

			Maybe she’s just downstairs getting a drink, I told myself as I started down the stairs. Just because she’s not in her bedroom doesn’t mean she’s sleepwalking.

			But she was. I found her in her usual spot, in the family room, her back to me.

			“There you are,” she said, her voice hollow and dead, just like before. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

			Even though the house was warm, I felt a deep chill. I took a step closer to her. “Mia, why don’t we go back to bed?”

			“Why do you insist on calling me Mia?”

			“It’s your name, isn’t it?”

			I could see her back and shoulders tighten under her sleep shirt. “You don’t listen,” she said. “Why do you refuse to listen?”

			I took another step toward her. “I’m listening. If you don’t want me to call you Mia, then what do you want me to call you?”

			Suddenly, she whirled around to face me. “Stop right there. Don’t come any closer.”

			I stopped, mostly because her sudden movement shocked me. “Okay,” I said, holding my hands up. “I won’t.”

			Her face was smooth and completely devoid of expression, but that somehow made it even more eerie. “I don’t believe you. You refuse to listen. Why would you listen to me now?”

			“I’m listening. I promise.”

			For a long moment, she didn’t respond … just stood there, as still and motionless as if she were made of stone. Then, she cocked her head to one side, as if she was listening to something I couldn’t hear. Her movements became sudden and jerky, like a puppet on strings.

			“You refuse to listen,” she said again as one hand came up. She was holding something, but I couldn’t tell what it was until the light caught it, reflecting a flash of sliver.

			She was holding a knife.

			I gasped. “Mia, drop that knife. You’ll hurt yourself.”

			“See?” She pointed the knife toward me. “I told you. You refuse to listen. And now, you must pay the price.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			Mia took a slow, heavy step toward me, the knife still raised in the air. I backed up, ever so slowly.

			“Mia,” I shouted, no longer trying to wake her up gently. “Mia, you have to wake up. You have to wake up!”

			She took another slow, ponderous step toward me. “I told you. My name is not Mia.”

			“Mia,” I screamed.

			Mia stopped, blinking suddenly. “What? What’s going on? Why I am down here?” She stared at the knife in her hand in confusion. “And why am I holding this?”

			“Oh thank goodness,” I said, coming toward her. “I was so scared …”

			Mia looked up at me, her eyes blinking in confusion for another moment before shifting into terror. “Stay away from me,” she said, brandishing the knife as she backed away from me. “Don’t come any closer.”

			I stopped again. “Mia, what in the world are you doing? Why are you pointing a knife at me?”

			“I’m … I’m …” she stared wildly at me, then at the knife, before dropping it as if it were a snake. It clattered as it fell to the floor. “What have you done to me?”

			“I haven’t done anything to you!”

			She kept backing away from me, circling around the room to get closer to the door opposite me. “Yes, you are. And this house … it’s not normal. This is not normal!”

			I tried again. “Mia, you’ve been under a lot of stress. We both have …”

			She was shaking her head violently. “No. No. This isn’t stress. I don’t know what this is.”

			“Mia?” My voice was a plea.

			She had circled around and was heading toward the door. “No. Just stay away from me. I’ve had enough. Just leave me alone.”

			And with that, she ran out of the room.


		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			“Thank you again for coming so early,” I said to Daphne as I handed her a cup of coffee. “I didn’t know what to do.”

			“Of course,” Daphne said. “What are friends for?”

			Mia had left the house shortly after the sleepwalking fiasco. I had no idea where she had gone, as it was too early for anything to be open. I knew she had a key to Aunt May’s, though, so it was possible she went there. I kept thinking maybe I should text her just to check if she was alright, but I was pretty sure she wouldn’t answer me.

			I was really worried about her.

			I waited as long as I could to reach out to Daphne, even though it was still too early when I finally did. She immediately responded and said she was on her way, which eased some of the pressure in my chest. 

			At least I wouldn’t be entirely alone.

			“So, what’s going on?” Daphne asked. “Is there some sort of update with the case?” Her brow furrowed. “You haven’t been charged, have you?”

			I shook my head. “No, nothing like that. It’s Mia.”

			Her forehead smoothed. “Oh. Well, I know it’s stressful, but she’ll get over it.” I thought I detected a faint note of reproach in her tone, like I could very well have waited until later in the day before contacting her about this. 

			“It’s not what you think. Something big is going on with Mia, and I don’t know what to do.”

			Daphne’s expression shifted and became a little more concerned. “What’s going on? Did you two have another fight?” Her eyes flicked toward the upstairs. “Are you looking for someone to help mediate?”

			I dragged my hand roughly through my hair. “I think we’re beyond that at this point.”

			“Oh, that doesn’t sound good,” Daphne said. “Do you need me to talk to her?”

			“I doubt it would help, but you couldn’t even if you wanted. She’s gone.”

			Daphne’s eyes widened. “Gone?” She looked over at the clock. “Is she at work?”

			“I have no idea.”

			Daphne looked like she wasn’t sure how to react. “Is she coming back?”

			“I’m assuming so. Her stuff is here.”

			Daphne stared at me. “You better start from the beginning.”

			I ran my hand through the tangled mess of my hair again before launching into what had been going on. I started with the sleepwalking, and thought that was all I was going to share, but then I found myself telling Daphne about my dreams. As I talked, her expression became more and more stunned. Even when I was finished, she still didn’t say a word. 

			“So?” I finally asked. “What are you thinking? Do you see why I’m so worried?

			Daphne picked up her coffee cup but didn’t drink it. Her face had grown paler as I talked. “I do. I definitely do.”

			I waited for her to say something else as she tightened her fingers around her cup. “But …” I urged her to continue.

			Her eyes flicked back to the stairs. “This is my fault.”

			I stared at her. I hadn’t expected that response. “How is this at all your fault?”

			She was squeezing her cup so tightly, her fingers turned white. “The room.” Her voice dropped. “Mia never should have been in there.”

			“Well, that’s hardly a secret,” I said. 

			Daphne shook her head. “Yes, but I should have insisted you close that room off.”

			“Even if you had, I don’t know if it would have mattered,” I said. “Mia knew all the stories, as well. It was her decision. And where would she have slept? The only other room on that floor, my office, is pretty small.”

			“You could have fixed up the attic for her,” Daphne said. “Or she could have two rooms, your office and part of the attic. We could have figured something out.”

			“Maybe,” I said. “But that doesn’t change the fact that it was ultimately Mia’s decision.”

			“Mia had no idea what she was agreeing to,” Daphne said. “She didn’t understand the risks. I did. I should have pushed.” She stared into her cup. “I knew better. I was uncomfortable with the arrangement, but I told myself I was being overly cautious, and it would all be fine.” She shook her head again. “I’ll never forgive myself.”

			“Daphne, I think you’re taking this too far. Mia is an adult. And she can be stubborn when she wants to be. I’m not sure there was anything you could have done to stop this. But …” I glanced toward the upstairs as well, an idea starting to take shape in my head. “I agree with you that there’s something wrong with that room. And I’m wondering if maybe we should do something about it.”

			“Like what? An exorcism?”

			Even though Daphne was joking, at least mostly joking, I still felt my blood run cold. Don’t pay any attention to the crying. “Maybe. But I was thinking of something else we could do right now.” I glanced upstairs again and took a deep breath. What I was about to suggest was going to cross a line, and it may not be one we could cross back. “I think we need to search the room.”

			Daphne’s face went blank. “You want to … what? But Mia’s things are still there, right?”

			“I’m not saying search Mia’s things,” I began, but even in the back of my head, a little voice argued that it might not be a bad idea to do so. I shut that voice down. That would be a last resort, and even then, I wasn’t sure if I could justify it. “I’m saying search the room itself.”

			“But … you have searched it,” Daphne said. “Not to mention cleaning it before Mia moved in. Right?”

			“Yes, but obviously, I missed something,” I said, still thinking about the old furniture that had been in there when CB was living in the room, too. “There’s got to be a clue in there … something that would point to whatever made that room the way it is.”

			Daphne looked skeptical. “I don’t know. Should we really be doing that? It feels like a violation.”

			“We won’t go through her stuff,” I repeated. “Just the room itself. And maybe the old furniture, as well. The stuff left over from when Helen Blackstone owned the house.”

			“That feels like splitting hairs.”

			I spread my hands out. “Do you have a better idea? We have to do something. This is getting serious. Mia was carrying a knife while she was sleepwalking last night. She could hurt herself or someone else.”

			Daphne opened her mouth and shut it. I could see on her face she knew I had a point. Mia’s sleepwalking had gotten out of control, and we needed to do something.

			“For the record, I’m very uncomfortable with this,” Daphne said, getting to her feet. 

			“You want to do this now?”

			Daphne straightened her shirt. “Might as well. What’s the point of waiting? C’mon, let’s get this over with.”

			We headed up the stairs. The room to Mia’s door was shut, the way it normally was. I put a hand on the knob, but before I turned it, I gently knocked. 

			“I thought you said Mia was gone,” Daphne said behind me.

			“She is. But …” I swallowed hard. Now that I was about to do it, I was having second thoughts. This was a huge violation of Mia’s privacy. Maybe instead of sneaking in while she wasn’t there and searching her room, I should have a frank discussion with her and see if we could search it together. 

			But then I pictured Mia’s face after she dropped the knife. There would be no frank discussion … at least not until we got to the bottom of whatever was haunting her. 

			I squared my shoulders. “You’re right. If we’re going to do this, we need to just do it.” I turned the knob and pushed open the door.

			The first thing that struck me was how much of a mess her room was. Clothes and papers were strewn all over the floor, and the bed was unmade. The empty carton of cottage cheese with the apple core inside it and bottle of wine were crowded together on her nightstand, along with her empty glass and almost empty bag of pretzels. But despite the mess on the floor, the closet doors were shut.

			“Wow,” Daphne said, picking her way across the floor. “I didn’t realize Mia is such a slob.”

			“She usually isn’t,” I said, carefully stepping around a discarded shirt and shorts that looked like what she had worn to the woods. “She’s always been good at keeping the kitchen and bathroom clean, and the few times I’ve seen her bedroom …” my voice trailed off as I shook my head. “I don’t know. This isn’t like her.”

			Daphne stood in the middle of the room, slowly circling it. “Well, where do you want to start?”

			“Um …” I couldn’t decide if the mess was going to make our search more or less challenging. On one hand, Mia was far less likely to know we were in there because of it, but on the other, we were pretty much forced to dig around more in her belongings than I was comfortable with. “Let’s start with the furniture. I’ll check the dresser if you want to go through the nightstand.”

			We worked in silence. Even though this wasn’t the first time I had searched the dresser, I went through it more slowly this time. There had to be something I was missing.

			“There’s nothing here,” Daphne said, making a face at the trash layering the top. 

			“Check the bed,” I said as I pushed the dresser away from the wall to look behind it.

			But there was nothing there. I eyed the closet, but somehow, I couldn’t bring myself to open the doors yet. “Maybe there’s something in the walls or floor,” I said, lightly tapping on the walls. Daphne looked at me like I had lost my mind, but she started doing the same at the other end. 

			We went through the entire bedroom but found nothing out of place. “There has to be something,” I said, more to myself than Daphne. “I can’t believe we haven’t found it. Maybe we need to check again.”

			Daphne put a hand on my arm. “You know as well as I do where we need to check.” Her face was pale as she nodded toward the closet.

			Don’t pay attention to the crying. 

			Daphne was watching my face closely. “I don’t want to open the door either,” she said, as if reading my mind. “Which is why it makes sense that whatever is haunting this room …”

			I swallowed. “… is in there.”

			She nodded slowly. I remembered she too had once been transfixed by the closet. 

			“The closet has been the scene of an unspeakable tragedy,” Daphne said, referring to how Mad Martha had killed herself in it. “At least one that we know of. But if we’re going to do this …”

			“We need to do this,” I said. Daphne was right—delaying it wasn’t going to make anything better.

			I took a deep breath and started walking toward it, but the closer I got, the more of a struggle it was, like the air itself was heavier around it. Or maybe I was trapped in a dream and couldn’t move again.

			Even though it was only a few steps away, it felt like hours before I reached the door. I put my hand on the knob and tried to tug it open, but it didn’t move. 

			“What’s going on?” Daphne asked.

			“It’s stuck or something,” I said, pulling harder. 

			She came over to help me, but at that moment, whatever was blocking it unstuck itself, and the closet door flew open. It was so sudden, I stumbled backward, crashing into Daphne. We both went down in a heap. More clothes tumbled out of the open closet as if they had been piled up against the door, along with a couple of boxes filled with photo albums and other memorabilia.

			“Geez, what happened?” Daphne asked.

			“I have no idea,” I said, crawling toward the open closet, my heart sinking in my chest when I saw the mess. I had a feeling there would be no way to put the genie back into this bottle, and if I had any hopes of Mia not knowing we had been in her room, they were effectively dashed.

			Daphne’s mouth was pressed into a thin line, like she was having the very same thought. “Well, let’s get started.”

			We gingerly began moving Mia’s stuff out of the way to make room to examine the closet itself, tapping on the walls and the floors. Again, there didn’t seem to be anything out of place.

			Daphne sat back on her haunches, her freckles standing out more prominently on her face. “Now what?”

			I stared into the closet. “We’re missing something.”

			“We’ve checked everything,” Daphne said. “What else is left?”

			But I was only half-listening. In my mind’s eye, I was seeing the girl huddled in the corner of the closet. I can’t get out.

			“Becca?” 

			“It’s got to be here,” I said, crawling back to the corner to examine it again. But as far as I could tell, there was nothing there. “Can you get a flashlight? There’s one in my office.”

			Daphne’s expression was skeptical, but she did what I requested. I shone the light into the corner and checked again. 

			Daphne was peering over my shoulder as I slowly directed the beam of light around the wall. “Wait, what’s that?”

			“Where?”

			“By the baseboard.”

			I aimed the flashlight where she was pointing. There was a square of slightly discolored paint, and I reached out to tap it. Was it a different sound than the rest of the walls?

			“Hold on,” I said, getting up and trying to contain my excitement. “I’ll be right back.”

			Before Daphne could ask what I was doing, I was out of the room and running down the stairs to the garage. In a moment, I had found what I wanted and was flying back into the bedroom.

			Daphne’s eyes were round as she stared at the items in my hand. “You’re not …”

			“I am,” I said determinedly and headed for the closet, a hammer in one hand and a crowbar in the other. I dropped the crowbar and was going to start with the hammer, but Daphne put a hand on my arm before I could swing it.

			“You know,” she said. “If you do this, there’s no going back.”

			I looked around the bedroom. Even though it had been a mess before, it was worse now. “At this point, I don’t think it matters,” I said. “And besides, what choice do we have?”

			I knelt down and smashed the wall with the hammer. It took a little time to get through the plaster and drywall, but eventually, I found it. There was a little space in the corner, tucked behind the floorboard, and in that little space was a small leather-bound notebook.

			“What is that?” Daphne asked as I pulled it out. It was very old, the pages brittle and yellow and covered in spidery writing. I carefully turned the pages, trying to make sense of what I was seeing.

			Daphne was craning her neck to look over my shoulder, one hand holding the flashlight. “Wait, is this what I think it is?”

			I slowly nodded. “It’s Nellie’s.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			March 6, 1913

			I shouldn’t be keeping a diary.

			I need this job. We need the money, especially after I lost the governess position because of Father’s accident. But if Mrs. Blackstone saw me scribbling in a diary …

			Well, I don’t know how she would react, which is part of the issue. She’s completely irrational much of the time. Most days, I have no idea what will set her off. Just the other day, she walked into the room where I was rocking Edward Jr. and began to scream at me, and then Edward Jr. began to cry. It was dreadful. I didn’t even know how to respond. I’m supposed to be taking care of Edward Jr. That’s my job. 

			If she finds me doing something that isn’t my job, like writing in a diary, well … if I had to venture a guess, at the very least she would complain about me again to Mr. Blackstone.

			At worst, she might finally get her wish and have me fired.

			But I can no longer take it. If I don’t write things down, I shall go mad, maybe as mad as Mrs. Blackstone.

			Or maybe it’s too late, and I’m already mad. 

			That would make the most sense. Only a madwoman could experience what I have in these walls. That’s why I must write these things down, so I have some sort of record, and maybe then, I can begin sorting out what is real and what is imagined. 

			And I am desperate to do that. Every day, I feel a little bit more of my sanity slipping away, and I can’t let that happen anymore. I must hold on. I must. 

			It’s this house. I know it. There’s something wrong with it. Something … no, I dare not say it, even here.

			I need this job too much. No one else will pay as well as the Blackstone’s. I can’t afford to lose this job. 

			Even though the dreams …

			Oh, the baby is waking up. I must finish this later.

			March 8, 1913

			I had the dream again.

			I don’t remember much of it, but I know it has something to do with fire. Fire and smoke and heat and flames. 

			And the sound of a child crying.

			I always think it’s one of the children, but it never is. I check on them both, Helen and Edward Jr., and I always find them sleeping soundly.

			It must be a dream, but why do I dream of fire? And a child crying?

			Is it a premotion? Or a … forgotten memory?

			Oh heavens, why did I write that? Of course it’s not a memory. How could I remember being burned alive? That’s utter nonsense. 

			It must be the house. I never used to have dreams like this. I never used to dream at all! Something in the house must be doing this. Or maybe … 

			No, I can’t go there. It’s not my job to speculate on the house or the whispered rumors around what this place really is. My job is to empty all of these fanciful thoughts out of my head, so I can perform my duties and keep Mrs. Blackstone happy (if that’s even possible).

			Oh, how I wish I could go back to my nice governess job! I wish I could leave here, but I can’t. I must be strong. My family is counting on me.

			March 10, 1913

			Oh diary, the strangest thing happened to me today. I was in the kitchen with Cook, having a cup of tea and a little chat. I love spending time with Cook. There’s something so comforting and grounding about her. She even slipped me a cookie, although I know Mrs. Blackstone would have frowned on that. 

			Cook was busy preparing a chicken for dinner, along with potatoes and fresh bread. She went to add some coal to the stove, when suddenly, flames shot out. I cried out, sure Cook was about to be badly burnt, and then, just like that, I was no longer in the Blackstone house. I was in my own home, listening to something I knew I had no business listening to, but yet I couldn’t pull myself away …

			And, the next thing I knew, I was back in the Blackstone kitchen, blinking at Cook, who was shaking my shoulder and calling my name.

			“What happened? It was like you were having a fit,” she said, her brow creased in a worried frown.

			I stared at her, my mouth dry and sour. “I … I don’t know,” I managed before picking up my cup and gulping down some of the cold tea. 

			She clucked her tongue. “Maybe you better go up to your room and rest.”

			“No, no,” I said quickly, standing up. I couldn’t possibly rest in the middle of the day. That would surely get me fired. “I’ll be fine. I probably should go check on Edward Jr. anyway.”

			Cook gave me a disapproving look. “She works you too hard. You should talk to Mr. Blackstone. She’s running you ragged.”

			“I’ll be fine. Thank you for the tea and cookie,” I said as I hurried out of the kitchen.

			Even though I knew Cook meant well, the last thing I wanted was to be by myself right then. The past is the past, and I had no intention of reliving it again.

			No matter what the house wants.

			March 12, 1913

			Oh diary, today was an awful, awful day. I don’t know if I can sleep. Mrs. Blackstone is convinced I am trying to poison her. Me! Why would I possibly want to poison her? 

			But there’s no talking sense into her when she gets in one of her moods. Today, she not only accused me of it, but she also cornered Cook and Gertrude and asked them if they had ever seen me tamper with her food or drink. Of course, they both said that was impossible, but that didn’t stop her from accusing me to Mr. Blackstone. I had to sit there in the dining room and listen to her rant about me to him. Poor Mr. Blackstone. He had such a long-suffering expression on his face as he listened to her.

			Afterward, he pulled me aside and told me not to worry about anything. He said he knew I would never do such a thing, and that Mrs. Blackstone wasn’t well, so we have to be patient with her. While that was reassuring to hear, I couldn’t help wondering how long he would possibly put up with Mrs. Blackstone’s constant outbursts at me. Eventually, he will surely grow tired of it, and decide the only thing for him to do is let me go.

			That, or maybe Mrs. Blackstone would take matters into her own hands.

			That’s enough of that. I need to try to get some sleep. Before I know it, morning will be here. 

			March 13, 1913

			It’s barely dawn, yet I sit here wide awake. Another dream full of smoke and ash. Another morning I’m awakened by the sounds of a child crying, but it’s not Edward Jr. or Helen.

			It can’t be related. It can’t! What happened in the past has nothing to do with the present. I’m having nightmares because I’m living in a nightmare. Mrs. Blackstone is mad, and she is trying to make me mad.

			And she might just succeed. 

			It has nothing to do with the history of this town, the history of this house, or my own history. How could they possibly be related? It makes no sense.

			No, I’m being foolish. I need to keep a level head. Father always said of all his children, I am the one with the most level head, and now I need to use it. Mrs. Blackstone is sick. She needs our compassion and our care, so she can get well. That’s what Mr. Blackstone says, and he’s right. The last thing anyone in this house needs is my fanciful thoughts.

			I need to stop all of this nonsense and focus on my job. My very good, well-paid job. That’s it.

			March 20, 1913

			Oh heavens, it’s going from bad to worse here, diary. As if Mrs. Blackstone accusing me of poisoning her isn’t bad enough, now she’s accusing me of sleeping with Mr. Blackstone!

			I tried to explain that Mr. Blackstone and I are simply employee and employer, no more, no less, and that he hasn’t been anything but respectful and polite. 

			But she claims she saw us together, conspiring against her. I have no idea what she’s talking about, other than maybe she saw him comforting me after she accused me of poisoning her. But can she blame me for taking some small comfort in that? She was the one who accused me, after all! And Mr. Blackstone is nothing but a gentleman. A good, kind, sweet man who is doing his best to keep his shrew for a wife happy.

			She doesn’t deserve him.

			No, I need to stop this. She is my employer, and my job is to keep her happy. Mr. Blackstone would be quite cross with me if I failed in my duties. And no matter what I think about Mrs. Blackstone, I know I want to keep Mr. Blackstone happy.

			Even if there are moments when I catch her staring at me … her eyes dark and cold. In those moments, there is something about her that I can’t put my finger on. All I know is one thing …

			She frightens me. 

			March 30, 1913

			Oh diary, I didn’t think it was possible, but it’s all still getting worse.

			I can’t sleep, and even when I do, my dreams are full of fire and soot, so much so, I choke on it, and my skin becomes so hot, it burns. Then I wake to the sound of a nonexistent child crying. Constantly crying. 

			My days are spent being watched by a pair of eyes full of hatred for me.

			I need this job. I tell myself this hundreds of times of day. My family is counting on me. I must stay here. I must.

			Even if I go mad. 

			Or worse.

			April 3, 1913

			I can’t stay here anymore.

			I can’t quit, either, but I can no longer stay here.

			Mrs. Blackstone frightens me too much. Her eyes … the way she watches me. I fear for my safety.

			Ed, I mean Mr. Blackstone, tells me I’m being foolish. That Mrs. Blackstone is harmless. She couldn’t hurt a fly.

			But deep down, I think he’s wrong. 

			I know I need to quit. I want to quit, but I dread it, too. What will my family do without my income? Where will I find another job that pays as good as this one? And how can I leave the children with Mrs. Blackstone? She is incapable of taking care of them.

			But how can I stay here? 

			The dreams have become unbearable. I cannot sleep. I cannot eat. Cook is worried sick about me. She is constantly giving me cookies and cakes, anything to put some meat on my bones.

			It’s impossible to think my past and the house have anything in common. It makes no sense.

			So why do I feel this pull to write it down, to finally tell the story that has been seared into my soul … the story I have not dared tell anyone?

			Right now, in the dead of night, desperate for sleep, I’ll try anything. I’ll share the secret that has been haunting me. And then, I will hide these pages in a little hole I accidentally found in the closet a few weeks ago, so Mrs. Blackstone won’t find you.

			I’ll tuck you away there, and God willing, never take you out again.

			It was a little over a decade ago when it happened. I awoke one night from a strange dream. I was thirsty, so I left the bed to get a cup of water. I was heading to the water jug when I saw Mother and Father sitting by the fire. Father had been drinking. He rarely drank, but that night was an exception.

			Although I had seen him drink before. It wasn’t entirely unusual.

			What WAS unusual—what caused me to pause in my quest for a cup of water and remain hidden in the shadows, listening to them—was Mother drinking, as well.

			Mother never drank. 

			I knew then something was very, very wrong.

			So I eavesdropped. And what I heard made my blood run cold.

			It took me a while to piece it together, because I wasn’t alive when it happened. It wasn’t what happened in 1888, when all the adults disappeared, including my grandparents.

			It was what happened the summer before, in 1887.

			There had been a girl. Her name was Lily. She was a beautiful child. Blonde hair, blue eyes, and a heart-shaped face with perfect, pink lips.

			But there was something strange about Lily. Actually, Lily’s family was strange. They mostly kept to themselves, which was a relief to the rest of the town. Still, people were civil when they had to be.

			Lily was different. Behind that angelical face lurked something no one wanted anything to do with. She could be cruel. There were whispers about things she did to the animals, baby rabbits and birds, unlucky to be caught by her. But there was no proof, only rumors.

			Until the day ten-year-old Judith was found dead.

			It was a terrible day. The screams of the mother lasted throughout the night. But it didn’t matter, as no one would have slept anyway. Everyone was horrified by what had happened.

			Everyone but Lily, that is.

			Judith hadn’t just died, you see. She had been murdered. Slowly, brutally. She had been tortured.

			Just like those poor animals.

			And everyone knew Lily was the monster who had done it. 

			The question was what to do with Lily.

			Some of the adults wanted to turn her over to the sheriff and let him deal with it. Others wanted to wait until the traveling priest returned and have him to do an exorcism. After all, there was no way a child could be that wicked unless she was possessed by a demon.

			But most of the people didn’t want to wait. More than that, they didn’t want to take the chance of her ever being allowed to roam freely in society. She was way too dangerous.

			So, one night, they took her from her family’s house. They dragged her back to the place where Judith’s body had been found. They built a bonfire.

			And they burned her at the stake.

			Everyone wanted to believe what they had done was good and right. Lily had brutally killed another child. She deserved to die.

			But somehow, standing in a circle around the fire, watching as Lily screamed, listening as Lily’s mother cursed them and their descendants, it didn’t feel like the right thing after all.

			It felt, instead, like they had somehow made everything worse. 

			Then, seven months later, everyone who had taken part in that terrible decision or who hadn’t done enough to stop it disappeared, never to be seen again.

			Had they disappeared on purpose? Father and Mother, getting steadily drunker, thought it was a possibility. They had known Lily and Judith. They remembered Judith’s murder and Lily’s screams.

			But mostly, they remembered Lily’s mother, and the curse she had spat upon them. Even that night, they dared not repeat it.

			And now, in this house, the house built on the land where Lily was born, I am compelled to write this story down.

			Oh, I can hear Edward Jr. fussing. I must go to him. But I’m already feeling better, lighter, now that I’ve finally confessed what I overheard so many years ago. Maybe that was all I needed to do to find peace in this house, and now that Lily’s story has been told, all will be well.

			Maybe now, I’ll finally get some sleep.


		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			“Is that it?” Daphne asked.

			I flipped through the rest of the notebook. “Seems like it.”

			Neither of us spoke for a moment. I never knew the exact date when Mad Martha killed Nellie and then herself, so it could have a been a week, a month or even the same day after Nellie’s last entry. I wondered if whatever peace she claimed she had finally found lasted until the end, or if things deteriorated for her.

			“Do you think it’s true?” Daphne asked, nodding toward the diary.

			“Which part?”

			A small smile touched her lips. “Well, all of it. But especially everything about Lily.”

			I looked back down at the yellowing pages. “I don’t know. But … it feels believable, doesn’t it?”

			Daphne’s face was solemn. “If it is true, it sure explains a lot.”

			“Fire does seem to be a recurring theme in Redemption,” I said.

			Daphne’s face had gone a bit pale. “It’s not just the fire.” She gently touched one of the pages. “If what Nellie says is true, Lily was born here. On this land.”

			I looked down at the pages myself, suddenly aware of how hot the room was. I could feel beads of sweat starting to form on my temple. The room felt stifling. How could Mia stand sleeping in here? “What do you think it means?”

			A line of sweat had appeared above Daphne’s upper lip, as well. “I think it means that the hauntings didn’t start when Mad Martha killed Nellie and herself. I think maybe this house, and particularly this room, has been the source …” 

			“What are you doing in my room?”

			I froze, my fingers hovering over the diary, as my stomach dropped to the ground. I thought I might be sick.

			“Well?!”

			I winced at her tone, not that I could completely blame her. “It’s not what you think.”

			“It’s not what I think? Are you kidding me?” Her voice had gone up an octave. “You’re in my bedroom! Do you think I’m stupid?”

			Mia was standing in the doorway, and I forced myself to look at her. I had expected to see anger, but what I saw was far worse. It was cold fury. Her face was almost entirely white—even her lips were bloodless, except for two spots of color high on her cheeks. I had never seen her so upset. “No, I don’t think you’re stupid, but honestly, Mia, it’s not what you think.” I started speaking very fast, the words tumbling out of my mouth as if I could persuade her with the quantity of words alone. I shook the diary in my hand, the old pages rattling together like old bones. “Look! I found Nellie’s diary.”

			Her expression didn’t change. If anything, it grew even darker. “Nellie? You mean the one Mad Martha murdered over a century ago? You just happened to find her diary in my bedroom?”

			“I know it sounds crazy …” I started to say.

			She lifted an eyebrow. “Sounds crazy?”

			“It was the dreams,” I burst out. “The dreams of the child crying. She was in the closet, and I thought …”

			“You thought?” Mia interrupted. “Becca, you didn’t think at all! If you had thought about it, you would have realized rather than sneaking into my room when I wasn’t here, you could have told me what you wanted to do. Instead, you hid it from me, and why? So you could search my things?”

			“We weren’t searching your things,” I said, my stomach sinking even further to the floor.

			“Then why didn’t you talk to me first?”

			“Well … um …” I didn’t know how to answer that without infuriating her even more, if that was even possible.

			“Mia, it wasn’t like that,” Daphne said. “Becca was worried about you …”

			Mia whirled on her. “And you! I don’t even want to hear from you. I can’t believe you violated my trust a second time. How could you do that to me?”

			“No one violated your trust,” Daphne said. “Mia, Becca found you holding a knife last night. There’s something seriously wrong here.”

			“You’re right. There is something seriously wrong,” Mia said. “Two of my best friends just violated my privacy and my trust by searching my room without my permission.” 

			“No! That’s not true,” I said, my voice getting louder, as if that might help my words get through to her. “You haven’t been yourself, and I thought maybe it was because of this room.”

			“I haven’t been myself? Are you serious?” Her tone had a dangerous edge. “And you’re blaming the room?”

			“It’s not the first time this room has been a problem,” I said. “Remember Helen, the one who lived here before Aunt Charlie, told her to stay out of it, too. It’s not your fault. It just seems like there’s something about this room that does bad things to people.”

			“I can’t believe what I’m hearing,” Mia said, taking a step backward. “This just … this is it. You go through my things without my permission, violating my trust and privacy on the most fundamental level, and then you have the gall to blame me for why you did it.”

			“No one is blaming you,” Daphne said. “Mia, if you just take a breath and listen to us …”

			Mia’s eyes went wide. “You want M.E. to take a breath? M.E.? Did you really just say that?” 

			“Daphne is right. We’re not blaming you,” I said, struggling to get to my feet. “I told you, it’s not your fault …”

			“Oh, that’s right. It’s the room’s fault,” Mia said, taking another step backward. “Are you listening to yourself? Can you hear how crazy you sound?”

			“I’m not crazy. Look, just look at this.” I shook the diary again as Mia continued backing away from me. “It explains so much. Just hear us out …”

			“Becca, stop,” Mia said. She held her hands up, palms out toward me. “Just stop.”

			“But …”

			“No! You don’t listen! Don’t you understand? I don’t want to hear your excuses. Because there IS no excuse for what you did. I can never trust you again. Can you understand that?”

			“Mia, wait a minute,” I said, my voice sounding desperate. I was getting a terrible feeling about what she was going to say, and I didn’t want to hear it. “Just give me a moment to explain …”

			“I’ve given you plenty of moments to explain, and yet, here we are,” Mia said. “I’ve had it. We’re done.”

			I reeled backward, as if I had been slapped. “You don’t mean that.”

			“I do mean it,” Mia said. “We’re done. I’m moving out.” She pushed past me and started running down the stairs.

			“No, Mia. You don’t mean that!” I called out. “Come back. Let’s talk about it.”

			“We’re done talking,” Mia said. “Leave me alone.” She had reached the bottom of the stairs.

			“But your stuff. What about your stuff?”

			“I’ll come back for it,” Mia yelled. I could hear her opening the front door. “Don’t contact me. I mean it, Becca. Leave me alone.”

			The front door slammed so hard I could almost hear the pictures rattling on the walls.

			And just like that, Mia was gone.


		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			It was late afternoon when Daniel called.

			Daphne had left, and I was sitting in the garden with a glass of wine—not my first of the day and likely not my last—watching the sun start to set. I was still in shock over what had happened earlier. Mia couldn’t really be gone. She would be back.

			Right?

			When my cell chirped, I practically tackled it, hoping it was Mia, but to my surprise, it was Daniel.

			“This is … unexpected,” I said. Was he calling about Mia? Had she told him what happened, and he was calling to lecture me about what a rotten friend and roommate I was?

			Or … was it possible he missed me?

			He cleared his throat, and I felt my heart skip a beat. Maybe this day wasn’t a complete disaster after all. “I just wanted to tell you that you’re no longer a suspect for arson.”

			I blinked. “Oh … that’s good.” With everything else that had been happening, I had managed to completely forgot about the possible charges against me. “I appreciate you telling me.”

			“Of course.” His voice was formal. “I figured you would want to know as soon as possible.”

			I decided not to mention that Aiden had already figured out I wasn’t going to be charged, so I hadn’t been that stressed about it. Besides, it was still good to hear that it was official. “You’re right. Does that mean you know who burned down The Jack Saloon?”

			“Not yet. But we have a few leads we’re following up on.”

			I paused, hoping he would fill me in on some of those leads, but he was silent. “Do you have any idea why I was set up?”

			He sighed. “If we knew who did it, we would also probably know why they tried to set you up.”

			I frowned. Could he be any more difficult? “Well, is there anything you can tell me? Someone went through a lot of trouble to make it look like I burned down a bar. Am I in danger?”

			He was quiet. “I don’t know why you were targeted, but I don’t think you’re in any real danger. The arson appears to be related to the gang activity.”

			“The gangs? But if that’s true, why would they target me? I don’t know anything about them.”

			“My guess is that’s precisely why you were targeted. They were trying to pick someone who didn’t have anything to do with them, to distract us.“

			“If that’s the case, why me? Why not someone else … anyone else?” I gestured with my hand, even though Daniel couldn’t see me. “There’s a town full of people who don’t have anything to do with gangs, yet somehow, I was the one they picked.”

			“I’m not sure yet. All I can tell you is I’m working as hard as I can to find who did it, so we can get some answers. It’s also possible … never mind.”

			I sat up straighter. “What? What were you going to say?”

			His voice was hesitant. “It’s just a theory right now. I don’t know how much I should share.”

			“Daniel, please. Whoever is behind the arson tried to get me arrested for something I didn’t do. I need to know as much as possible, so I can protect myself.”

			He didn’t say anything for a few moments, and just when I was sure he was going to hang up without giving me anything, he surprised me. “Look. I don’t have any proof or evidence. This is just my gut talking. But … there’s something off with the gang activity. Things aren’t adding up.”

			I could feel myself grow cold. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean … I’m not sure there even is a gang.”

			“No gang? Then who is causing all the crime you’ve been seeing?”

			“That’s the thing. It’s almost like someone is trying to make it look like a gang has moved to Redemption.”

			Suddenly, the wine I drank earlier was not sitting right in my stomach, and I pressed a hand against it, hoping I wouldn’t throw it all up. “Like how they tried to make it look like I burned down The Jack Saloon.”

			“Exactly.”

			The sun dipped behind a cloud, plunging the backyard into darkness. The birds that had been chirping so sweetly near me fell silent. “But why? Why would anyone do anything like that?”

			“I don’t know. At least not yet. But, Becca,” his voice deepened. “I promise you, I’m looking into it, okay? And as soon as I know more, I’ll tell you. I don’t want you to worry.”

			That ship has sailed, I thought, but I didn’t think it made much sense to share it with him. It’s not like there was anything more he could do. 

			We hung up, and I stared at my garden without seeing it, my mind flipping through everything that had happened that summer.

			What was the connection? Or was there even a connection? On the surface, it didn’t seem like it. In fact, the only thing I could see that connected all the events together was … me.

			But how could that be? I wasn’t even from Redemption. In fact, the only reason why I was here was because Aunt Charlie died and left me her house …

			The house.

			I turned around to stare at it. With the warm summer sun slanting across it, it looked like a large, comfortable farmhouse. White with black shutters and trim and lots of old-growth trees and bushes surrounding it. 

			A house anyone would want to live in.

			Although the way the light reflected off the windows, it almost looked like eyes watching me, waiting to see what I was going to do …

			Nonsense. I had lived in my house for a year now. There was nothing wrong with it. Nothing at all.

			I think it means that the hauntings didn’t start when Mad Martha killed Nellie and herself. I think maybe this house, and particularly this room, has been the source …

			Daphne’s voice echoed in my head. With all the commotion around Mia, we had never gotten back to that conversation. But now, I wondered what she had been about to say.

			Could it be … was it possible that Lily had been born on this land?

			And that was the source of all the evil that plagued Redemption?

			At this point, I had no idea what was going on, but the more I thought about it, the surer I was that the house was somehow behind it all.

			And if I was going to have any peace, I was going to have to get to the bottom of it..


		

	
		
			A note from Michele

			It will all be wrapped up with Part 3, The Search, which will be released December 26, 2023. 

			Everyone is telling Becca she needs to move on.

			Sure, Mia left. And no, no one knows exactly where she is.

			But Mia is an adult. And she has good reason to be angry at Becca, so it’s not a huge surprise.

			But Becca knows in her gut something is wrong. After all, Mia had been staying in that room … the one at the top of the stairs.

			And she wouldn’t be the first person to change for the worse because of it …

			Preorder your copy right here.

			****

			In the meantime, if you want to read more about Fire Cabin, I invite you to check out Murder Among Friends.

			Five friends went into the woods. Only four came back.

			Murder Among Friends is part of the Charlie Kingsley Mysteries (so you can read more about Aunt Charlie’s sleuthing adventures). The books are all standalone so you can read them in any order.

			****

			You can also check out exclusive bonus content, including a Secrets of Redemption’s Reader Guide. Here’s the link.

			The bonus content reveals hints, clues, and sneak peeks you won’t get just by reading the books, so you’ll definitely want to take a look. You’re going to discover a side of Redemption that is only available here.

			***

			If you enjoyed The Room at the Top of the Stairs, it would be wonderful if you would take a few minutes to leave a review and rating on Amazon, Goodreads, or Bookbub. (Feel free to follow me on any of those platforms as well.) I thank you and other readers will thank you (as your reviews will help other readers find my books.)

			All of my series are interrelated and interconnected. Along with my psychological thrillers, I also have a cozy mystery series that takes place in the 1990s and stars Aunt Charlie. (It’s called the Charlie Kingsley Mysteries series.)

			You can learn more about Redemption and my other series at MPWNovels.com. You’ll also discover a lot of other fun stuff such as giveaways, puzzles, recipes and more.



	

More Secrets of Redemption series:

			It Began With a Lie (Book 1)

			This Happened to Jessica (Book 2)

			The Evil That Was Done (Book 3)

			The Summoning (Book 4)

			The Reckoning (Book 5)

			The Girl Who Wasn’t There (Book 6)

			The Room at the Top of the Stairs (Book 7)

			The Search (Book 8)

			The Secret Diary of Helen Blackstone (free novella)

			Charlie Kingsley Mysteries:

			A Grave Error (a free prequel novella)

			Ice Cold Murder (Book 2)

			Murder Next Door (Book 3)

			Murder Among Friends (Book 4)

			The Murder of Sleepy Hollow (Book 5)

			Red Hot Murder (Book 6)

			Cornucopia of Murder (Book 7)

			A Wedding to Murder For (novella)

			Loch Ness Murder (novella)

			Standalone books:

			Today I’ll See Her (free novella or purchase with bonus content)

			The Taking

			The Third Nanny

			Mirror Image

			The Stolen Twin

			Access your free exclusive bonus scenes from The Room at the Top of the Stairs right here.
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