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Excerpt

I’d started on loosening the plaster in my new house. Luckily, the water and electricity had been set up for the trailer, and tonight, I would sleep on the property for the first time. It made me both sad and excited.

Sad, because there was no chance of running into Parker in the mornings before the rest of the crew arrived, and excited, because it was nice to have something that felt like it was all mine.

I swung a flat shovel nearly as tall as me against a wall underneath the staircase to the second floor. Plaster smashed to the floor in chunks. Smooshie skittered across the hardwood hallway and around the corner to the living room. She wanted no part of my foul mood.

Battery-operated lights illuminated the hall, living room, kitchen, and downstairs bathroom—not working currently, like everything else in this place—and with my Shifter vision, I could see incredibly well. I tapped the shovel along the wall to loosen the plaster from the laths, which were wooden slats that were attached in rows to the studs. It was the way they put up walls before the invention of drywall. And it was a pain in the butt. Real messy too. I wore a mask I’d gotten at the hardware store and a pair of safety goggles and work gloves. Every chunk of plaster that crashed to the floor filled me with satisfaction, and after the awful couple of days I’d had, I needed a lot of satisfaction.

Smooshie, who’d put several new holes in the yard and the woods the past couple of nights, began to race from the living room to the hallway and back. When a chunk would hit the ground, she’d slide to a halt and run away. It made me smile. Thank heavens for her. She was a real ally for me. No matter what else happened, she would never like Naomi better than me. That was some consolation.

I worked for the better part of two hours, stopping only for water breaks until the wall was nothing but a striped pattern of wooden laths. “I rock!” I shouted to Smooshie.

I heard her growling, not with menace, but more like when I played ball or tug-of-war with her. She was scratching against something as well. I took the mask and glasses off.

“What are you doing?” I asked, when I walked around the corner. She’d dug a section about the size of basketball out of the base of one of the only walls I wasn’t going to have to tear down. The wallpaper and the drywall hadn’t stood a chance. “Oh, Smooshie. Why?”

She had something in her mouth, and since I’d left the front door open to air out the place, she ran outside with her prize. I chased after her into the darkening night. She placed her possession into one of the holes in the yard and starting pulling dirt over it. More curious than worried, I walked to her spot. She plopped down on top of the hole as if to say, move along, nothing to see here.

“What you got there?”

She put her chin down on her feet, her eyes swiveling up to gaze at me.

“Let me see.” I knelt beside her and put my hand under her belly. I felt something almost like papier-mâché once it dries. I gently gripped it and pulled it out from under the dog.

I could see pretty well in the dark, but still, I wasn’t sure what the heck I had in my hand. “Come on, Smoosh. Let’s go back to the house.”

Once we were back inside, Smooshie jumped around my legs, hoping to get her hard-won prize back. When I got a good look, I nearly dropped the darn thing—because, holy Goddess in a pink tutu, I was holding a foot. I mean, it was brown and leathery, but I was pretty confident this was a human foot.

I examined it closer. The smell of decay was minimal. It had been dead long enough to lose the scent of rot. Also, it was missing a large toe. I hoped that happened before it was dragged out of the wall. I worried Smooshie had chewed it up like a rawhide toy.

“This can’t be happening.” I’d moved to Moonrise so I could stop being surprised by dead bodies.

Wait. There was no body. Not yet. Maybe this was the only thing. Maybe it hadn’t even come out of the wall.

Smooshie was back at the hole, growling and tugging, and yanking on, dear Goddess, a leg with no foot.

“Smooshie! No!” I reprimanded. I dug the clicker out of my pocket and snapped it several times as I pulled her back. Was there really a body in my wall? The leather calf covered in a brown denim fabric sticking out of my wall pretty much meant yes. Yes, there were human remains in my new house. Ugh.

“You’re destroying evidence, girl. Just sit and stay.” She cocked her head sideways at me, the way she did when I got naked. I sighed. Just because Smooshie had found a body, didn’t mean it had to be murder. Right?

Because people wall themselves up before dying of natural causes all the time, Lily. Don’t be daft. I knew foul play was involved, but the idea of calling the sheriff’s department to report another crime made my teeth ache.

Smooshie surged forward when I straightened. I clicked the trainer again. “Stay,” I told her. Unfortunately, the foot she’d found already felt like a possession to her. Her massive chest vibrated with excitement as I placed the foot on the mantel over the fireplace.

Carefully, I pulled at the sheetrock, creating a big, wide circle of it around the area Smooshie had knocked out in her pursuit of a hidden treasure. The inside was stained brown with blood. I wondered if that’s why wallpaper had been put up instead of paint. Had the blood soaked through the drywall? It took me less than fifteen minutes to expose the entire area, and less than five minutes to confirm that I was not unveiling a suicide.

The leathery corpse’s dried-up, shriveled eyeballs stared right into the core of me, and the way the skin had pulled away from the teeth made it look like it was grimacing. It wasn’t cold in the house, but I couldn’t stop shivering. Smooshie’s tail thumped on the floor excitedly.

“Stay put,” I told her. She made a whining noise. My baby wanted desperately to play. “What in the world happened?” I asked the corpse. “Someone did a real number on you.”

I’d seen worse things in my life, unfortunately. My brother’s killer had made him virtually unrecognizable as a person. At least this victim was like a dried husk, not bloated and disfigured. Instead, the dark skin looked as if it had been shrink wrapped around the bones. The Midwest had high humidity and a fluctuation of temperatures. I’d read a mystery once in which it took almost a year of limited moisture exposure for a body to desiccate to this extreme.

I planned to call the sheriff’s office, but Sheriff Avery hated me. He would find a way to make this body my fault. There was a hole in the side of the corpse’s head and another in the chest on the right side. The one in his chest was jagged. Was it a knife? Or some kind of tool? I was assuming the one in his head was a bullet hole, but I didn’t have enough experience with weapons to know for certain. The corpse’s hair was thin, brittle, and choppy, as if the person had gotten a bad haircut right before death.

I allowed my cougar to surface. The world around me colored, and my sense of smell grew keener. I leaned forward and took a big whiff of the body. Must, mold, dust, hardly any rot or decay, even with my Shifter nose in action. It wore denim pants that were stained brown. The shirt was of the button-down western variety. It had decorations over the pockets and metal snaps. There were no shoes, but I imagined this was the kind of person who wore cowboy boots. The right side of his neck was more discolored than the other parts of his exposed skin. A tattoo maybe. It was hard to tell. I’d read that mummified skin could be rehydrated for fingerprints. I wondered if it worked the same for tattoos, or did the process damage the embedded ink?

I plucked a screwdriver, a flat head, from the toolbox and lifted the fold of the shirt. No bra. Which didn’t really mean anything, but I decided this was probably once a man. Hadn’t Parker mentioned a family disappearing from here back in the eighties? Was this the father? Was the rest of the family buried behind the other walls?

The idea was repugnant enough to make me pull back from the wall. I hadn’t noticed that Smooshie had stopped thumping the floor with her tail.

My partial turn had her thinking we were going for a run. “Not this time, girl.” I reached out, and she rolled her ear against my hand. I willed my cougar side to fade. “Such a good girl.” Except for the finding-a-dead-body-in-my-home thing.

Her tail swished frantically, her mouth opened in her usual wide-mouthed, tongue-lolling grin. I scratched her behind the ear. “We’ll run again soon, promise. Right now we have to deal with ol’ Leather Face.”

I turned back to the body. It was folded unnaturally. One hand was bent behind the corpse’s back, the over was tucked into his side. He was making a fist. I reached down with the screwdriver again and gently pried at the clenched fingers.

A whispering crack made me stop. The tip of the index finger fell to the ground. Oops. I looked a Smoosh, who gave me an Is that mine? look. I shook my head. I stared down at the desecrated digit then back to Smoosh. “I won’t tell about the big toe if you keep quiet about the finger.”
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Blurb

Sometimes, trying to be part of the human world can be a real killer… Cougar-shifter Lily Mason is ready to put down roots in the human town of Moonrise, Missouri. She only has two problems: her attraction and proximity to Parker Knowles, her boss at the Pit Bull Rescue Shelter, and her need to shift into animal form more than once a month.

When she gets the opportunity to buy a “fixer-upper” outside of Moonrise with plenty of room to get wild without running into easily freaked-out humans, Lily jumps at the chance. Smooshie, Lily’s lovable pit bull and partner in chaos, is eager to participate with the home improvements. Unfortunately, Smooshie’s help includes digging out a mummified body from the living room wall.

Lily is still recovering from the last murder investigation she got involved in—and she’s not looking forward to being in the middle of another one. The case gets even stickier when Lily’s landlord is murdered, rumors of heist gone wrong run rampant, and Parker’s old high school buddies have returned to Moonrise, thus increasing the suspect pool. Lily’s attempts to become a bona fide citizen of Moonrise might well be thwarted by this newest complication—especially when the murder sets sights on her.
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Chapter 1

I have never been an impulsive person. I look both ways before crossing the street, I test the water with my toe before wading in, and I don’t buy dilapidated, two-story rural houses.

Oh, wait. Yes, I do. The decrepit home on twelve acres of wooded land outside Moonrise, Missouri, was mine-ish. I’d just signed an “as is” rent-to-own, fifteen-year contract with Merl Peterson, a property developer, and had given him a ten-grand down payment.

What have you done, Lily Mason?

“The place needs a lot of work,” Merl said. His bushy eyebrows were as thick and long as the hair on his head was thin and short. “It hasn’t had any work done on it in a long time. I was planning to fix it up myself for a cushy resale price, but Greer’s a hard man to say no to.”

“Greer’s a good man,” I said. “One of the best.”

Greer Knowles was a mechanic in Moonrise. He owned a small garage called The Rusty Wrench. He was the very first person I met when I came to town, thanks to my green and yellow mini-truck, aka the rust bucket. I’ve had the truck for over twenty years now, and Martha, even with her occasional problems, was still the most reliable thing in my life. At least, she’d been the most consistent. I looked over at her. Martha’s wheel well rust had gotten worse over the winter. Salted roads had a tendency to speed up oxidation. But lucky for me, Greer knew how to keep her in top running order.

Greer was also the father of my boss and friend, Parker.

My heart picked up the pace, the way it always did when I thought of Parker. I was currently living over his garage in a small studio apartment. As much as I wanted independence and a place of my own, another reason this house was so important to me was because I needed distance from Parker. It was hard working with a man I had feelings for when I knew nothing could ever come from them. Living right next to him made my heartache almost unbearable.

Merl pushed up his thick glasses and shook his head. “I have another place in town that’s cheaper if this doesn’t suit you.”

What Merl didn’t understand was that I liked the tall columns out on the porch and the ornate gables. There was something about this house, a certain charm, that I wanted to preserve. To make mine. Besides, my pit bull Smooshie needed room to run, to be free to stretch her thick legs. Frankly, I needed the same. As a werecougar living in a human town, I didn’t often have the privacy needed to shift.

Smooshie barked and yipped with manic energy. I looked over in time to see my eighty-pound brown and white pittie leaping around after an orange and black Monarch butterfly near a patch of milkweed. We’d had a warm end to winter, and spring was a couple of weeks away. Even so, seeing a butterfly this early in March was unusual. Smooshie leaped again, her whole body twisting in the air.

I smiled. I really loved that dog.

“I’ll be fine, Mr. Peterson. I have plans for the place.”

“I hope a bulldozer’s involved,” he muttered.

I didn’t say “what?” because I’d heard him loud and clear. My excellent hearing was the blessing and curse of being a cougar Shifter. I could also smell the remnants of his lunch—a burger with bacon, grilled onions, and bleu cheese. Buying a house on an empty stomach was no bueno. I turned to him and said, “Thank you, Mr. Peterson. I appreciate you taking a chance on me.”

“Greer says you’re okay, then you’re okay in my book.” The older man smiled, the lines around his eyes crinkling into small canyons. “Don’t mind the ghosts.” He grinned now.

Parker had tried to talk me out of the place. He’d said it was haunted. His expression had been so severe that I’d tried not to laugh. Not because I didn’t believe in ghosts, quite the contrary. It’s just that I grew up in a town with way scarier paranormal creatures than spirits. Besides, the ghost angle had allowed me to get the place at a steal. No one wanted to live in a house where people disappeared and were never seen from again. Except me.

“If it’s all right, I’d like to hang out for a while, just to get some ideas and stuff,” I told Merl.

“Sure,” he said. “I’ll have Jock Simmons send you copies of the contract. We’ll get things finalized this week.”

“It’s okay that I get the trailer moved over and stuff now, right?”

“Of course. The place is yours. Just need to dot the i’s and cross the t’s, but as far as I’m concerned, you are home.”

I smiled. “Sounds good.” When Merl left, I pulled out my phone and made a call. “Haze. I got the house,” I said when my BFF answered.

“Oh. Em. Gee!” She materialized and hugged me hard. “That’s amazing.”

Smooshie’s barking grew even more excited, almost verging on a frantic hysteria as she danced around Hazel, going up on two feet, but not quite jumping on her.

“Will you muzzle your beast?” a squeaky voice demanded. A red squirrel climbed Haze to get away from my pittie.

“She’s just saying hello, Tiz.” I scratched Smooshie behind the ear, and she leaned her thick body into me, her tail whacking the back of my thighs as she panted her pleasure.

Hazel Kinsey is a witch, and Tizzy, a squirrel, is her familiar. They were both my best and only friends when I was growing up. Being short and skinny in a Shifter community was the same as being weak and useless. I’d never wanted to stay in Paradise Falls, but the death of my parents had made that choice for me. I’d had to drop out of high school to support my little brother, and I stayed until he died. It still hurt to think of Danny. There was nothing left for me there once he was gone.

“Is this it?” Tizzy asked. She made a chittering sound of disgust. “What a dump.”

“Tiz!” Haze crossed her arms. “It just needs a little TLC. And maybe a little…” She wiggled her fingers.

“No magic,” I said.

“Not even a little?”

“She’s probably worried you’ll blow her house down.” Tizzy jumped to my shoulder. “Not that it would take much. Did you find this place in Deader Homes and Gardens?”

“Ha ha. Very funny.”

“I thought so.” Tizzy pulled an almond from somewhere on her furry person—I didn’t want to know from where—and began to chew. “I like all the trees. And oh, look! Squirrels.” Two gray squirrels ran up a mature maple. I rolled my eyes.

Haze, who was taller than me by six inches, put her arm around my shoulders. “You’ll make it a real home, Lily. I have every faith.”

“Thanks for lending me the down payment.”

She smiled. “I know you’re good for it.” She gave me a squeeze.

“I’m kind of scared, Haze.”

My BFF put her hands on my shoulders and stared down at me. “Why?”

“I’m not sure I can make it out here.” By “out here” I meant in an entirely human town. Well, mostly. I’d never had to hide before, and I wasn’t sure I could keep it up. “Aside from the fact that I’m a fish out of water—”

“More like a cat out of the litter box,” Tizzy snarked.

I ignored her. “I didn’t even finish high school. I don’t make enough working at the shelter to afford a mortgage and food.” Shifters burned through calories like fire burned through a month-old Christmas tree. And I needed a lot of protein in my diet, too. “Have you checked out the price of beef lately? It’s ridiculous. I could spend a paycheck on red meat alone.”

“Have you thought about getting your GED, maybe taking some classes at the local college?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’re the smartest person I know, Lily Mason. It would be a shame to let all those brains go to waste.”

Hazel believed every word she said. I could smell the truth on her. It was a gift passed down from my great-great-grandmother on my mother’s side, who happened to be a witch, amazingly enough. I only found out in October that I wasn’t pure Shifter, and some dangerous magic back home had triggered my ability as a truth-sayer. Most people wanted to be truthful, anyhow, and my power allowed them to open up to me. It didn’t always work. If someone wanted to hide a secret bad enough, they could resist the compulsion to come clean.

I nodded to my friend. “I won’t give up.”

“Good, because you’ve been happy here, Lils. More happy than I’d ever seen you before.” She squeezed my shoulders. “Humans are good for you.”

“Yeah, yeah.” I could hear the roar of a dually truck engine less than a mile away. “My boss is coming. You better get out of here.”

“The boss?” She made the sound like thee. “The one who basically rescued you and swept you off your feet?”

“Stop,” I said. “Seriously. You need to go.”

Haze’s phone played “Bear Necessities” from The Jungle Book. “Shoot, that’s Ford.” She looked at the screen. “It’s a 9-1-1. There’s been trouble since Halloween between the Shifters and the witches, and with spring right around the corner, it’s not getting any better.” She kissed my cheek. “Call me if you need me.”

“I’ll be fine,” I told her and gave her a quick hug.

“Bye, Lils!” Tizzy said as she circled her witch’s waist and climbed up her back. “Next time leave your beast at home.”

I knelt next to Smooshie, who happily wagged. “She is home.”

Tizzy stuck her tiny tongue out at me. Haze gave me a wistful smile. “Tell lover boy I said hello.”

“He’s not—” They disappeared before I could finish my protest. Parker’s big black truck was throwing dust up as it came down the gravel drive.

The truck ground to a halt about thirty feet away. Parker rubbed his hand over his dark hair before he opened the driver-side door and stepped out. He was average height, about five feet eleven inches, which was still eight inches taller than me. I’d always been a bit of a runt. He had a broad chest, muscular arms, and crystal-blue eyes that nearly undid me every time he looked my way.

His dog Elvis—half pit bull, half horse—jumped out of the truck after him. The large, silvery-blue beauty hugged his body against his master’s legs. As a PTSD dog, Elvis had been trained to pick up on Parker’s body language and put himself between Parker and stressors. Turns out I was one of those stressors. I didn’t want to make Parker’s life difficult. Just the opposite. It was the reason I needed my own place.

“Whatcha doing out here?” I asked, shielding my eyes from the sun as he approached. An easy breeze carried his scent to me, and I fought the urge to run into his arms. We were friends. Nothing more. No matter what my Shifter libido wanted.

“I have to run into Cape Girardeau for some supplies, and dad asked me to bring you out his toolbox, shovel, and plaster scraper.” He reached into the bed of the truck and lifted out a red bifold-topped metal box.

“It’s so I can bury the bodies.”

Parker froze for a moment. A crooked smile played on his lips. “You need help? I got a hacksaw back home.”

I laughed. “These will do.” I took the shovel and scraper from him. I followed him to the porch where he set the toolbox down.

“There you go,” Parker said. He rubbed his hands on his jeans and put them in the pockets of his windbreaker.

“Tell Greer I owe him some pie.” It was a joke between us. Parker’s dad and I shared a love of food in a pastry.

“I’ll let him know.” His low voice always made my stomach jittery.

Smooshie and Elvis sniffed each other, with Smooshie getting her full nose right up his butt. I didn’t want to begrudge her the formal dog greeting of an old friend, but automatically, I said, “Stop that.”

Smooshie cocked her head at me, gave Elvis one more nose goose then moved away. Thank heavens Elvis tolerated Smooshie. He outweighed her by at least thirty pounds.

“You sure you want to live out here?” Parker asked. “It’s going to take a lot of work to get this place livable.”

“Buzz is moving in with Nadine. He’s going to let me put his trailer out here to live in until I can get it all fixed up.”

Buzz was actually my uncle and was a good forty years older than me, but since we were both Shifters, we could pass for nearly the same age. Nadine was one of the few friends I’d made since I moved to Moonrise. She was a deputy sheriff for the county, and she was very much in love with my uncle. Unfortunately, she could never be Buzz’s mate. Oh, he loved Nadine. He probably loved her as much as she loved him, but Buzz was a werecougar.

A Shifter. The only other nonhuman in town besides me.

Shifters only mated with other Shifters, with only a few exceptions, and all of those exceptions were paranormal mates. There was a distinct aroma that developed between mates, and when a Shifter caught the scent, it was for life. That couldn’t happen in a Shifter-human relationship. It was genetically impossible. But since Buzz hadn’t ever found his true mate, he and Nadine could be happy for many years together. Sadly, it would eventually end. And that was another reason to not get involved with sexy humans like Parker Knowles.

I felt an aching pain in my heart. My kind lived a very long time. Hundreds of years sometimes. I’m not sure anyone is built to watch the people they love grow old and die. I know I’m not.

“So Buzz is taking the big step, huh?” Parker smiled, his blue eyes lighting up with mischief. “He seems more like the rambling kind than the settling-down kind.”

“Nadine has a way of getting what she wants.” She reminded me a lot of Hazel. Nadine was very straightforward, a lot of “what you see is what you get.” I admired her bluntness and her honesty.

I smiled at Parker; a melancholy feeling that I’d grown accustomed to experiencing washed over me. I knelt down, feeling the sudden need to hold on to something, in this case, my pittie. Smooshie put her wet nose to my ear and licked my cheek. I patted her.

“Theresa holding down the fort today?” I asked. She was Parker’s other paid employee. He could only afford to have us both on part time thanks to an anonymous donation that rolled in every month on the fifth. Theresa Simmons, who had started as a volunteer, had worked at the Pit Bull Rescue Center for over two years. Parker also had several volunteers who spent time socializing the rescue dogs to get them ready for rehousing.

“Keith, Jerry, and Emily are in today, so she has plenty of help.”

“Good, I hated leaving you short on a Saturday. I know that’s when you run your errands, but it was the only time Mr. Peterson had open to meet with me.”

“Life happens.” He glanced over at me, his blue eyes locking on my gaze. “They don’t get much better than Merl Peterson. He gave me my first job, did you know that?”

“No, you never told me.”

“Yeah, he likes to hire local teenagers for odd jobs. He’d hire me occasionally for things like deck building and roofing. Summer work. It was long hours but a decent paycheck.”

“My first job I clerked at a convenience store. I worked nights and some weekends.” I’d had to quit school to work full-time, and the Valhalla Gas & Go was the only place that would hire an eighteen-year-old dropout.

“I’m glad you’re putting down roots here.” He looked around, his upper lip curled a little in disgust. “Even if it’s this place.”

“The house has good bones,” I told him.

“That’s not a house.”

“It has doors and windows and rooms and—”

“Ghosts.”

“Parker.”

“Facts are facts, Lily.” He walked up the front steps as if drawn, his voice like that of a tour guide. “Randall Dilley, who built the place back in 1908, hung himself in the living room. Another owner, Lincoln Edwards, was killed in a combine accident in the 1940s, a whole family disappeared from here in the eighties, and there hasn’t been someone living there since Old Man Mills died in the upstairs bedroom two years ago.”

“Let me guess.” I mockingly gasped. “He was murdered.”

“Nah. Natural causes.” Parker paused. “Or so they say…” He let it hang there as if to imply there were more sinister reasons behind the old man’s death. What he didn’t realize is, because of my witch ancestor’s gift, I could smell bull-poop from a mile away.

Anyway. I knew a little about John “Old Man” Mills. The property had been held in escrow as the court tried to find a blood relative somewhere to inherit. No one came forward, so the property was sold to Merl—who’d sold it to me.

“You want to go on the supply run with me?” Parker asked.

“No thanks.” I smiled. “Another time. I want to get in and measure the rooms. I need to figure out where I want to start with this place. Besides, Buzz is bringing out the trailer today.”

“That’s fast.” His lips thinned. “Well, thought I’d ask.”

“And I appreciate it.” To lighten the mood, I asked, “Do you think the ghosts took him out?”

“Who?”

“Old Man Mills, of course.”

“I think he’s one of the ghosts now.” He moved in close, his tone ominous. “Some say when the moon is full, and the wind is right, you can smell his farts on the breeze.”

I giggled. “That’s terrible.”

I will not flirt with Parker. I will not flirt with Parker. It had become my mantra. A mantra that failed fifty percent of the time.

I knew Parker liked me. A lot. I could scent his attraction. For whatever reason, his desire for me smelled like honey and mint. Crisp, refreshing, and exciting. But he deserved to be with a woman he could grow old with, and I had a terrible feeling that if I allowed myself to love Parker Knowles, I wouldn’t be able to give him up when the time came for me to leave Moonrise. I could only stay for so long before people would start asking questions about why I didn’t age, and the first rule of integrating with humans was to never let them know you were different. Not unless you wanted to be hunted down like an animal.

Humans had two impulses when it came to things they didn’t understand. Kill it or dissect it. I didn’t want either of those things happening to me.


Chapter 2

After Parker left, I grabbed the toolbox, shovel, and scraper and took it into the house. The peeling blue ivy wallpaper in the living room gave the house the haunted feeling Parker had mentioned, but it was the most updated of all the rooms. It had drywall, not plaster, which meant, unless there was mold, I could save money by just stripping the wallpaper and painting in there.

Even with all its many failings, I already loved the place. I felt as if I’d finally found a home. A place to call my own.

I set the toolbox down. Getting started would be the tricky part, but I wasn’t afraid to work hard. I would need to hire a contractor to tell me which walls were support walls, and which ones were room dividers. The place could literally tumble down around my ears if I decided to get sledgehammer happy.

Smooshie’s ears perked. She stared at the door with expectation then began to bark the moment I heard the gravel spinning under the tires. I had great hearing, but Smooshie’s hearing was incredible. I went outside. I grinned as I saw Buzz’s blue pickup pulling his twelve-by-sixty-foot trailer onto my property. Behind him was a brown four-door car, its hazard lights blinking as they made slow progress up my drive.

When they got close, Buzz stopped, stuck his head out the window and shouted, “Where do you want it!”

I pointed to a piece of flat ground about twenty feet from the house. It was the side closest to the well and the power meter. I’d have to pay someone to come out and hook up the water, electric, and run a pipe to the septic tank, but I’d put money aside for that purpose already.

Five men—two in their forties or fifties, one that looked to be in his teens, and two who looked somewhere in between—got out of the brown car and began methodically getting down to the business of helping my uncle land the trailer.

They worked efficiently to get it blocked at the wheels, unhitched, and level.

Buzz got out of his truck and grinned. “It was a scary drive.”

“I bet.” The other men joined us. “Who’re your friends?”

“Lily, these are some of my lodge brothers. This is Nick Newton.” Buzz gestured to one of the older men. His hair was a dirty gray, which meant he’d probably been a light or dark blond before age changed the color. His hazel eyes were warm, and the deep leathery lines around his mouth and eyes marked him as someone who’d spent his life in the sun. “He owns Handy Contractors, and I’ve known him long enough to know he’ll only rip you off a little.” Buzz’s grin matched Nick’s.

Nick shook my hand. “As opposed to a lot,” he added. I could smell tobacco on him, but his fingers weren’t stained yellow, so I put him at under half a pack a day, maybe less. “This is Paul, Jeff, Mark, and my nephew, Addy.” He cuffed the younger man behind the ear. “Addy’s the Moonrise varsity quarterback. The kid has a great arm on him. Next year, if he can stay out of trouble, he’ll have his pick of colleges if he can get the team to state.” The older man beamed with pride at his nephew.

Addy was the youngest in the group. I’d seen him before at The Cat’s Meow. He was usually surrounded by a couple of buddies, including James Hanley, a real jerk of a kid, and fawning over teenage girls. I’d heard the name Addy at their table, but I’d always assumed it was one of the girls.

“Addison,” the teenager said, automatically answering my unasked question. His cheeks reddened. “It’s a family name. I’m used to Addy, though.”

I gave him a sympathetic smile. “It’s nice to meet you, Addison.”

The young man gave me a glance that was decidedly grown up, so I gave him one back that conveyed a when-hell-freezes-over message. He blushed again.

Paul was Paul Simmons. Late thirties, early forties, less gray than Nick and shorter, but well-built and handsome. He was a plumbing department manager at Hayes Home Improvement Center. I wondered if he was related to Jock Simmons, the lawyer Parker had used when he’d been suspected of murdering Katherine Kapersky. I hoped not. I didn’t have much use for Jock. I believed he beat his wife, Theresa, the other woman who worked for Parker at the shelter. In my book, any man who puts his hands on a woman is despicable, but a man who hits a woman he vows to love is not only despicable, he’s disgusting.

“I’ve heard nice things about you, Miss Mason,” Paul said.

I wondered from who. Buzz wouldn’t go out of his way to talk about me. He was a private person for obvious reasons.

I peered up at Paul. “It’s all true.”

They all chuckled at the small joke, and the introductions continued.

“Mark is the new guy,” Buzz said.

Mark Stephens was the fourth guy. Mark, it turned out, was an electrician by trade.

“I’ve been back here for two years, and I graduated from Moonrise with Jeff here.” Doesn’t that count for anything?” He laughed and shook his head. “When do I get to stop being the new guy?”

“When another new guy joins the lodge,” Nick teased.

“I was the old new guy,” Buzz added.

The last fellow, Jeff Callahan, was Parker’s age, it turned out. He and Mark had both graduated high school with Parker. Jeff had a beer gut that hung over his belt, which he sincerely needed since he had no butt to hold up his jeans. He was an accountant, which surprised me. I usually thought of pocket protectors and thick glasses when I thought of someone into numbers. This guy looked like a good ol’ boy and smelled heavily of marijuana. My brother used to smoke it, so I was intimately familiar with the scent.

I smiled, though, when I realized Buzz had brought me a contractor, a plumber, an electrician, and… Well, I wasn’t sure how Jeff’s accounting skills would come in handy, but it felt like Buzz had stacked the deck in my favor.

“I can’t thank you all enough for helping Buzz get the trailer parked and leveled. I wish I had a working kitchen, I’d invite you in for coffee or something.”

“Buzz is paying us with a free meal tonight.”

“It’s my turn to bring dinner for poker night.”

“Yep. No kids, no wives, no bosses,” Jeff said, nudging Buzz. He looked at me. “No offense, ma’am.” He raised his arms. I noticed he had a couple of rubber bands around his arm. It reminded me of my dad, who would take the rubber bands off the mail when he got it and put them around his wrists until he could move them into his desk drawer. Most of the time he forgot. My mom would snap him with them every time she passed him. I loved watching the two of them together.

“None taken. Now if I were your wife…” I raised my hands in a shrug. “Then I’d be sorry.”

“Now that’s the truth,” Nick said.

“Hey,” Jeff said defensively.

We all laughed. It was nice. It was a community. My community.

“Lily, Nick said he’d come out and inspect the house for you if you want. He can give you a good idea of what it’s going to need.”

“That’s great. I really need to know what walls are load-bearing. I want to expand some of the spaces. I guess I’ll have to deal with wire and plumbing as well.”

Paul piped in, “Come by Hayes when you’re ready. I’ll give you a good deal on plumbing supplies.”

“And maybe a little help installing?”

Paul grinned. “Maybe.”

“Thank you.” I beamed at Buzz. In the five months I’d lived in Moonrise, these humans had made me feel more welcome than I’d ever felt growing up in a town full of Shifters and witches.

“No problem. Hey,” Nick added. “Tell Parker I really hope he can make it to the celebration Saturday night.”

“There’s a celebration.”

“Coach Thompson,” Addy said. “My football coach. He’s retiring this year, and the school is having a banquet for him. They want the entire ‘09’ state champion team to present him with a lifetime achievement award. Lots of folks coming into town for it.”

The teenager didn’t seem very enthused at the prospect of losing his coach. “It must be hard losing him right before your senior year,” I said.

Addy looked up at me, his expression grim. Nick laughed though. “I’ve been that man’s right hand for fifteen years. He’s a great coach, but I have my own ideas of where to take the team next year.”

So Nick would be the new coach. The kid forced a smile at his uncle, but it was easy to see he wasn’t thrilled about having Nick as the new head coach.

“I’m sure it will be great,” I said diplomatically, then changed the subject. “I really do appreciate you all coming out here today and for the offer of help.”

When Buzz’s friends finally crawled back into their car and left, he put his arm around my shoulders and turned us around to look at the house. “Home sweet home,” he said. “I’m proud of you, Lily.”

My parents were long gone now, but when Buzz said that to me, I heard my father’s voice for the first time in eighteen years. It made my eyes water. “Thanks.”

“You okay?”

“Yes. I’m just really glad to have found you.”

“Me too.” Buzz stared at the thick trees off in the distance. “That’ll be a nice place to run,” he said.

He was talking about a four-legged run, cougar-style. The lovely, large plot of land and the isolation of being surrounded by trees and wide-open farmland had been a big selling point, ghosts or no ghosts.

“Did you know John Mills? The guy who died here?” I asked him.

“Yes,” Buzz answered. “I heard he got pretty senile there toward the end. Dementia took him hard.”

Poor guy. He’d had no family to help him. “Parker says the place is haunted.”

“Parker doesn’t want you to leave his garage apartment.” Buzz chuckled. “Ever.”

“Don’t you worry about what Parker wants.”

Smooshie barked her agreement right before a squirrel in a tree caught her eye. She ran break-neck speed to the base, her barks, high and excited.

“At least the dog is happy,” Buzz said.

“I’m happy, too.” I crossed my heart. “Promise.”

Buzz’s expression grew somber and pinched. “You know it’s not a sin for Shifters to have friends and lovers. You don’t have to be alone. You just have to be realistic about your expectations.”

“I’m not alone, and I’m not lonely,” I lied. The thought of dating someone other than Parker had crossed my mind. The problem was, I only wanted to date Parker. I didn’t want to bother with another man, human or Shifter.

Buzz had once been in love with my mother, it was before I was born, but she and my father had been true mates. It had been the reason Buzz had left our hometown and never returned. It’s why I didn’t doubt that he loved Nadine, but they would never have children. That only happened when a Shifter found his or her mate. Buzz and I had talked about how unfair it was to Nadine, but he assured me that she didn’t want kids anyhow. Once on a girls’ night out, she’d also told me she wasn’t interested in having a baby. I could understand her position. I’d never wanted children of my own either, but that had been when my brother Danny was alive.

Did I want them now? Did Parker? I’d never be able to give him a son to play ball with, or a daughter to…well, he could play ball with her too. I smiled a little.

“Earth to Lily,” Buzz said.

“I have plenty of friends around here, and I don’t need a lover.”

“Yeah. Right.” He gestured toward my home. “Can you use some help with the house? I’m happy to help with some of the demolition.”

I laughed. “Since I’m not dating, I’m going to use all my pent-up energy to give the walls a work over. I need to take the inside down to the bones and see what I’m working with.”

“Asbestos, mold, and lead paint, if I had to guess.”

I laughed again, and Buzz joined in. I loved the rich tone of his laughter. Again, he reminded me of Dad. “You’re awful.”

“Did you get the place inspected for mold and stuff?”

“Not yet. I plan to do it this week.” I shook my head. “But even if I have to strip it down to nothing but studs, I’m going to return the charm to this old place.”

“You really do like it, don’t you?”

“Why are you surprised?”

“I bet Nadine you bought the place just so you could run away from Parker.”

I looked around my isolated property. “I bought the place so I could run.” I grinned.

Buzz and I drove out to the state park a couple of times a month to placate our other halves, but my cat was itching to get out more. I had no idea how Buzz managed not to go stir crazy in town with all the watchful eyes of the community on him. I guess he had a lot of years of practice. I shuddered at how many times I’d let my eyes change or a claw slip. Out here, there were no homes for miles, and my house had a long driveway. Add that to the woods covering the back half of my twelve acres and my Shifter hearing to warn me of anyone arriving, and I was in werecougar heaven.

“And I plan to run a lot.”

“I get it,” he said.

“You want to stay for a while? We can get a quick rabbit hunt in.” And by hunt, I meant more of a chase and not catch. I preferred my food cooked on a stove to raw and possibly wormy.

“Tempting. But I have a thing tonight.”

“Oh yeah, poker with your lodge buddies. Thanks for getting your friends to help with the trailer move. I’ll call Nick tomorrow to have him come out and look at the place.”

“Then you’ll have to thank him. They volunteered when Merl and I told them what you were doing out here. I don’t know Jeff or Paul well, but Nick’s a good man.”

“Merl Peterson?”

“Yes, he’d been with the Moosehead Lodge for thirty years.”

“Do you all get naked and beat drums while you pass around a spirit stick?”

“Only on days that end in Y.” Buzz leaned down and kissed my forehead. “I best get going.”

After a brief goodbye, Buzz took off for town. I leaned up against my truck and watched the gray squirrel taunt Smooshie by leaping from branch to branch. She whined and clawed at the trunk. In a few minutes, she gave up and ran to me, her whole butt wagging as she pushed against my leg.

I reached down and petted her between the ears. “Okay, Smoosh, let’s really have a look at this property.” I took my clothes off—shoes and socks first, followed by shirt, pants, bra, and underwear. Smooshie cocked her head sideways, giving me a quizzical look. She always did that when I got undressed. It was as if she were asking, “How come your fur comes off and mine doesn’t?”

“Don’t worry, girl. The fur’s about to really happen now.” I dug her training clicker from my pants pocket and gave her the command to sit while I clicked it. Obediently, she sat, her tail swishing, creating a windshield wiper effect on the driveway gravel.

I knelt down in front of her, willing my cougar forward, exalting as fur rippled along my skin and every bone in my body transformed from human to giant cat. The entire process took seconds. I stared at Smooshie through my predator eyes. The first time I’d changed in front of her, she’d shied away, but she hadn’t tried to attack. Now that she’d seen me go from Lily to cougar and back to Lily many times, she just got excited. Cougar equaled a run, and Smooshie loved to run.

I gazed over at the tree line behind the house. I touched my forehead to Smooshie’s, the signal to go. She practically headbutted me as she jumped up on all fours. I laughed, but it came out as a throaty purring sound.

I detected the scent of decaying leaves where the ground had thawed, new grass, and a myriad of squirrels, raccoons, and deer scents. Smooshie ran like the devil chased her, hopping over fallen logs, ditches, and a small brook like she was a champion show pony. At one point, she face-planted with a yelp. I padded to where she’d fallen, but she was already up and running again.

There was a hole in the ground, a couple of feet deep. Something had dug up the dirt, but it was partially filled in, and grass was beginning to sprout along the upper edges. I leaned down and inhaled. Most likely a gopher had made the hole, but it was old enough now that I couldn’t scent any one type of animal.

After some more exploration, I found there were many depressions in the ground in my woods. They had varying degrees of depth and flora growth, indicating that whatever species had dug these areas, had been doing it for years.

A rustle of sticks stole my attention. Smooshie was digging next to a mossy boulder. I guess she didn’t like having holes on her land unless she’d created them herself.

I flushed with happiness. Smooshie could dig all she wanted out here and no one would get mad at her or me about it. Yay.


Chapter 3

Soft whimpers followed by labored pants woke me up. I peered out of one eye at the giant pink tongue hanging above my face. Smooshie needed a breath mint. A big one.

“What time is it?” I asked, without expecting an answer. I felt around my nightstand and found my phone. The screen was offensively bright. Five-seventeen a.m. Noooo. I had another hour and almost forty-five minutes before I had to get up for work.

I closed my eyes. “Dear, dear, Smoosh,” I said. “You need to get your bladder on my schedule.”

She put her front paws on my stomach.

Umph. “Fine. I’m awake.” As soon as I moved her aside, she jumped down from the bed and wagged at me impatiently. “I’m moving,” I told her and sat up.

I gazed around at the little apartment I’d called home for the past five months. This would be one of the last times I got out of this bed.

I stretched, and my back cracked like a bundle of firecrackers. I would not miss the fold-out couch bed. At all.

Smooshie barked to let me know I was going to be cleaning up a puddle if I didn’t put some urgency into my “moving.”

I wore a tank top and a pair of pajama pants to bed, so I just threw on a sweater and slipped on my galoshes. Parker’s fenced-in backyard had been a bit marshy this week. I didn’t bother brushing my teeth or combing my hair. Smooshie didn’t look as if she’d last much longer.

She bowed to me at the door, stretching her own back as I clipped her leash on. “Soon,” I told her, “I’ll be able to just open the door and let you out when you have to go. The whole place will be your personal potty paradise.”

I opened the door, and she dragged me down the steps to the gate between the garage and Parker’s house. I could hear Parker and Elvis out back and wondered if that’s why Smooshie had suddenly needed to pee at this unhealthy hour.

I tried to smooth down my frizzy bed hair, but I knew without a brush and some water, my actions were futile. When we rounded the corner, Parker tossed a ball toward the back fence, and Elvis took off after it. He saw Smooshie and me about the time Elvis returned with his prize.

Smooshie tugged hard toward them. She totally wanted in on the action. Parker grabbed another ball from his back porch. I unclipped my anxious pit bull, and she started running toward the back end of the property before Parker even lobbed the toy.

He laughed as he gave it a hard toss past her. “Morning. You’re up early.”

“True story,” I said. Self-consciously, I tried smoothing my hair again.

Parker smiled. “You look fine.”

“I know,” I said a tad defensive. “I’m still waking up is all.” I didn’t want him to think I cared what he thought about my appearance. Even though I did care. “You’re up early too.”

“Elvis was restless.” Parker threw Elvis’ ball again then retrieved the other from Smoosh and threw it for her. “I think Elvis knows Smooshie’s leaving.”

I raised a brow. “And that’s made him sad?”

“Well, he’s gotten used to having her around.” He shrugged. “Even if she’s a little disruptive.”

“Uh-huh.” I was pretty sure it wasn’t Elvis who felt restless.

“You want to come in for coffee? These two can stretch their legs for a few minutes without us.”

“Sure.” Oh, how I wished I’d have brushed my teeth!

Parker’s kitchen smelled like freshly made toast and rich Columbian coffee. A medium-dark roast, which I knew was his favorite. He poured me a cup and set it down on the small circular table that filled the floor space. I took a seat in front of it.

“I can put you some bread in the toaster if you’re hungry. Theresa brought some Irish butter over this week, and it’s really good.”

“Coffee’s perfect.” The Irish butter sounded tasty, but eating before I’d even had a chance to pee seemed somehow wrong. Parker sat across the table from me.

“I still can’t believe you’re moving out.” He tapped is fingers on the table. “I was just getting used to having you around.”

“You’ll see me almost every day. It’s not like I’m quitting my job here.” I sipped the hot brew. Parker didn’t respond, and the silence was deafening. I didn’t want our friendship to be awkward. I wanted us to be easy with each other, but it had become a tug-of-war between my conflicting emotions for him. It wasn’t Parker’s fault. Other than the one time we almost kissed, he hadn’t tried to put any pressure on me to be more than a friend, even though his scent and body language said he wanted more.

I filled the quiet between us with small talk. “You think we’ll get another frost before the end of March?”

“Usually do,” Parker said. “But it’s been warming up fast. The thunderstorms will be rolling in soon.”

“They get pretty bad around here?” It had rained a few times in February, but nothing terrible.

“Yeah, but not like the flatter areas of the state. We get the occasional tornado warning, but I’ve never seen anything come from it. The weatherman is calling for some severe storms this week.” He shook his head. “In school, they would put us through these drills where we had to sit against the wall in the hallway and put our heads between our knees. We used to joke it was so we could kiss our ass goodbye.”

I smiled. We had witches who urged harsh weather patterns to miss our town, so I’d never experienced what Parker was talking about. I wondered what my life would have been like growing up in a place like this, with its beautiful simplicity. “Speaking of school, I ran into a couple former classmates of yours, a Jeff Callahan and Mark Stephens.”

Parker’s expression changed to curious. “I played ball with Mark. I didn’t realize he was back in town.”

“He said he lived here in Moonrise. Two years now, apparently. Oh, and Nick Newton asked if you were going to be at some retirement party this weekend.”

“Coach Thompson, my high school football coach. I’m still thinking about whether to go or not.” His expression held a melancholy I hadn’t noted before but he shook it off. “Mark’s really back in town? Two years now? Wow. I had no idea. We lost touch after he moved. Jeff used to be a friend too. I haven’t really talked to him in years either. Where did you meet them at?”

“They all came out and helped Buzz bring the trailer out to the new property. Him and Nick Newton, Mark Stephens, Paul Simmons, and Nick’s nephew, Addison.” Jeff didn’t look athletic. At all. “Jeff played football?”

Parker grinned. “He rode the bench mostly, but he was part of the team. That’s all that mattered.” He shrugged. “Small town.”

I liked that in Moonrise, even geeks could be jocks. Still, it surprised me. All of Buzz’s lodge brothers had seemed like decent guys. I still wondered about Paul, though. “Is Paul Simmons related to Theresa’s husband?”

“He and Jock are cousins, I think. Why?”

“No reason. Curious is all.”

“I don’t know him well.” He sipped more from his cup, his blue eyes flashing on me briefly. “Jeff’s an accountant.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Apparently, he makes a killing during tax season.” Parker sighed. “It seems like all my high school teammates are doing well for themselves.”

Did Parker think because Jeff had a degree that it meant he was better somehow? I hoped not. Parker was the best man I knew. “If it makes you feel better, he’s a total pot head,” I blurted out.

Parker’s eyes widened, and he scootched forward. “Seriously?”

“Totally.” I grinned. “I could smell it when he stood by me.”

“You know he’s an instructor out at the college.”

“He works at the college too?”

“According to his bio.” Parker turned in his chair, opened a cabinet drawer, and pulled out a flyer and set it on the table.

“What’s that?”

“It came with the invitation. It’s the 2009 3A State Football Champions. The whole team is listed, along with their accomplishments.”

I skimmed down until I landed on Parker’s name. “Parker Knowles. After an honorable discharge from the Army, Parker settled back home in Moonrise, where he runs a rescue shelter for American Pit Bulls and Pit Bull Breeds. He is currently single.”

“That’s me in a nutshell,” Parker said.

I scanned the brochure and saw a few names a recognized, including Jeff’s and Mark’s. Bridgette Jones’ name was at the very end with two others, Michael Duffy and Travis Mount, on the “Deceased” list. My heart pinched. She’d been Parker’s high school sweetheart, but she’d been nuts.

“Why are there female names on here? Did you all have girls on the team?” It seemed very progressive for the area.

Parker laughed. “No. The cheerleaders were invited as special guests as well. They supported us all the way to state.”

“Go team,” I muttered as I stared down at Bridgette’s name. She had taken her own life after she’d tried to kill me and failed. I was surprised they’d included her. I figured the town of Moonrise would just as soon forget that they’d born a murderess into the world. Especially after it made the national news.

The press had made Parker out to be a local hero who took down a husband and wife murder team despite the incompetence of the county police. Yet another reason Sheriff Avery hated my guts. It hadn’t happened that way, exactly, but I was more than okay with not landing in the spotlight.

I read a few other biographies, a nurse, a human resources manager, a pharmacist, a safety engineer, physical therapist, and the list went on. Parker’s class only had thirty-nine students. I couldn’t believe how many of them had gone on to complete college degrees.

“Oh, look.” I pointed toward the end of the bio list. “Ryan’s in here. He played too?” I didn’t wait for Parker to answer. “Ryan Petry. Degree in Veterinarian Medicine from Missouri State University. Ryan has a successful practice in Moonrise, where he treats both domestic and farm animals. He teaches introduction to veterinarian medicine at Two Hills Community College. He is currently single.”

“He’s a catch,” Parker muttered. He and Ryan were friends, but he was jealous of my friendship with the handsome vet.

I’d had lunch and a couple of dinners with Ryan over the past several months, but our relationship was not a romantic one. I’d told Parker before that Ryan and I weren’t dating, but he didn’t seem to believe me. If Parker had been a Shifter like me, he’d be able to scent my lack of attraction to Ryan. Hell, he’d be able to smell, like I could, Ryan’s lack of attraction to me.

“Speaking of Two Hills Community College,” I said, moving the conversation away from Ryan. “I think I might check it out.”

“For classes? What are you planning to study?”

I wasn’t exactly ashamed to tell Parker that I hadn’t finished high school, or that I needed to take a GED class, but after seeing all the successful biographies of Parker’s classmates, I felt self-conscious. So, I skipped the middle step to my goals and went straight for, “I’ve always wanted to study medicine.”

“You want to be a nurse?”

I did not roll my eyes. I wanted to. But I didn’t. “That would be an honorable profession, but no, I want to be a doctor.” Or at least I had for the past twenty-seven years. Up until my eighth year, I’d wanted to be a pretty, pretty princess.

For the past couple of months, I’d been thinking about practicing a different kind of medicine, though. It was one of the many reasons I enjoyed Ryan’s company. He’d even offered to hire me part time to work in his office and assist him out in the field on occasion. I wasn’t sure how Parker would react, but I was seriously considering the job. Especially now that I had a home that needed a substantial investment for improvements.

Hazel had lent me the ten-thousand dollar down payment and enough scratch to get my utilities hooked up, but I would still have to come up with a five-hundred-dollar mortgage payment every month, pay back my BFF, and find spare money to buy items to fix up the place. Buzz giving me his trailer to stay in was a huge weight off my mind. It meant I could make repairs on my own timetable. Years of poverty had taught me to be an amateur plumber, electrician, and carpenter. I had basic skills, but I knew at some point, I’d have to hire professionals.

“That’s great, Lily,” he said. “You’d be a really good doctor.” He leaned forward and pushed his fingers across the table toward mine. Only inches separated us, and I could see a gentle longing in his expression. One I’m certain matched my own.

“I’m not sure if I’ll do it or not,” I told Parker. “I’ll check out their programs and settle on something, though.”

“Do you need some time off tomorrow to go out to Two Hills?”

“I’ll go on my lunch break.” I turned the handbill over. The back had candid shots of the 2009 Moonrise football teams, and their cheerleaders, of course. I recognized Parker in several group shots and one where he was standing next to a hulking guy who made him look like a dwarf.

“Who is that?”

Parker’s face lit up. “Adam Davis. He was the class clown. Real nice guy off the field, but on the field, watch out.” His eyes stared off into the distance. “Just another friend I lost touch with. You never think that’s going to happen when you’re in school. I really thought we’d all be hanging out forever. I left for basic two weeks after graduation.” He tapped a picture of him, Mark, Jeff, Adam, Ryan, and some guy I didn’t recognize. “When I got home two years ago, I felt like I was wearing the wrong skin. Sometimes I still feel that way.”

He was singing my tune. Only it had been the opposite for me. The whole time I’d been in my hometown, I’d felt like an alien trapped on a hostile planet. Moving to Moonrise changed that for me.

I caught Parker staring at the guy in the picture I didn’t know. “Who’s that?”

“Mike Duffy.”

I recognized his name from the deceased list. “He was a good friend?”

“The best. We’d been best friends since kindergarten. The six of us hung out all the time, but I was closest to Mike. I couldn’t believe it when my dad told me he died. I was still in service at the time.”

“What happened to him?”

“Some farm accident.” His eyes crinkled with a brief wince of pain. He moved the conversation to his other friends. “Adam and Jeff hung out a lot. They were an odd pair, but they had a lot in common. They both liked numbers, for one thing.” He smiled at the memory. “Adam had a good head on his shoulders. He got a concussion his first semester at college. It pretty much ended his football career. Really, he was the only one of us good enough to play at that level. He became an engineer instead.”

“And Ryan and Mark?”

“Yeah, those two palled around. They were inseparable in high school. We all hung out, though. In school, they called us the ‘Big Six.’” He smiled again. It made his face, which had seen too much death and war, appear young.

I looked down at his high school pictures again. I could see the boy in the photos when Parker smiled. The details for the weekend event were centered on the back. “The dinner honoring your coach and team is next Saturday. You need me to work extra here so you can go?”

Parker shrugged. “Maybe.” He shook his head. “A classmate, Naomi Wells, has been calling me for the past week. She wants me to go with her to the Saturday night dinner.” He looked at me as if gauging my reaction.

I pursed my lips, my mood souring. “Then it’s settled. I’ll stay here next Saturday night and hold down the fort while you enjoy reminiscing about the good old days with Naomi.”

“You don’t mind?” His voice was soft.

My throat tightened with emotion. “Of course not. Not at all.” I stood up and looked out the kitchen window.

“Shoot! Smooshie is digging her way out under the fence.”

“She’s tenacious,” Parker said, standing up and looking outside. Elvis, of course, was happily sitting and watching.

Impulsively, I grabbed the flyer and shoved it in my pocket when Parker stood up to look. “I’ll see you in a little bit,” I said and hurried out the door to stop my Hairy Houdini from making a grand escape.


Chapter 4

The morning passed quickly, with a new intake, a black and white male named Dexter, brought in by Keith Porter. This was the second new one this week. The other, a gray female we named Star looked practically starved, and Keith said she’d been overbred to the point of malnourishment. Star was a sweetheart, and Ryan seemed certain she’d recover well.

When Dexter was walked past the kennels, the loud barking from all the dogs thundered up the hallway. It was a cacophony of sound that reverberated throughout the center.

Until I’d started working for Parker, I’d never heard anything like the noise these dogs could generate. The place smelled like dog, of course, but we tried to keep it clean, so there was always an undercurrent of lemon, pine, bleach, and Lysol. Blankets and towels were washed as needed, but we had a lot, so it didn’t have to be every day. Unless the smell grew too pungent to handle. In January, the washing machine had broken down. We started throwing the soiled items outside because it got too bad in the utility room, and they’d frozen to the ground. It hadn’t been our brightest move.

Keith Porter was a tall, lanky fellow, a little younger than Parker in age, and his brown hair and the scruff on his face always reminded me of Shaggy from Scooby-Doo. Theresa had confessed to me when I first got to town that she’d been having an affair with the young man. I didn’t judge her. Her husband was a monster, and according to Theresa, he’d made several threats about what would happen if Theresa tried to leave him. When I asked her if he hit her, she didn’t deny it.

Parker worked outside most the day with the dogs. He was also setting up a new run fence for the pit bulls who needed to be kept separate from the other dogs, even with supervision, until they could be properly socialized for rehousing.

It was Theresa’s day off, so I cleaned all the three social rooms by myself as Parker and Keith took the dogs, one by one, out for exercise, training, and play. I put clean covers on the couches, picked up any poop, mopped up any pee, and swept the floors of dirt, debris, and dog hair—though pit bulls didn’t shed much, thank heavens—and made sure each one of the kennels had food and water.

Smooshie, who followed me everywhere during my chores as long as the other dogs were kenneled or outside, had learned to leave the food and water alone. The afternoon volunteers usually cleaned the kennels, but if they were bad enough, I’d do it in the morning too. The dog beds were made of PVC and vinyl, so they were easy to wipe down, and the blankets were changed out when they got too smelly.

I threw myself into work to keep my mind off Parker and his event. Why had I said I’d cover for him so he could go with another woman? Was Naomi Wells tall? Beautiful? With a name like Naomi, she probably had the body of a supermodel. She’d been one of the team’s cheerleaders, and I’d snuck a peek at her bio on the flyer. She was a journalist for the St. Louis New Dispatch, which meant she was smart.

Dang it! I wanted to be happy for Parker. We were friends. That’s it. That’s all I wanted. Just because I wasn’t seeing anyone didn’t mean it was fair for me to expect him to stay celibate and relationship-free too. On some level, I think I’d hoped he would.

No, I told myself. Be happy for Parker. He deserves to be loved. He deserves to be loved by someone who isn’t lying to him all the time about who and what she is. Someone who can give him babies. Someone he can grow old with.

I walked down the hall after I put away the barrel of dog food in the supply closet, and was surprised to see Theresa, crying as she talked to Keith. Her blonde hair was curled and flawlessly set, and she wore a pale-green going-to-church dress suit that complimented her creamy peach skin tone. She was clenching a piece of paper in her hand.

“Theresa,” I said as I came up on them. “Are you okay?”

She thrust the paper at me. “Someone knows, Lily.”

I uncrumpled the note. I recognized the large capital letters immediately. The blood drained from my face. I know your secret. Soon everyone will.

This had to be the same person who had sent me similar notes when I’d first moved to town.

Anger bubbled inside me. “Where did you find the note?”

“It was under the windshield wiper on my car!” Her lower lip quivered. “What if Jock had seen it first?”

“Do you know it wasn’t meant for Jock?” I asked.

“That’s a good point,” Keith said. “What if it was for Jock, not you?”

“Don’t be stupid,” Theresa snapped. “It was on my car, not his. Besides, Jock doesn’t give a damn what people think about him.” She walked over to the chair in the living room and slumped down into it. “Jock is going to kill me.”

I tried not to get irritated with her for calling Keith stupid. Stress could turn even the best people ugly. “This could be some bored old bitty just trying to have fun with people.” I’d read Agatha Christie’s book The Poisoned Pen when I was younger. I hoped that’s all these notes were. Nothing had come of the one I’d received in November. Two notes claiming to know my secret and nothing more. It had been long enough that I’d managed to put it out of my mind most days.

I put my hand on her shoulder. “You tell enough people that you know something about them, and you’re bound to hit a few that will feel guilty enough to think it’s a possibility.”

“Oh, do you think so?” Theresa’s eyes glimmered with hope.

“Definitely.” I gave her a quick, supportive smile. “Now, don’t let whoever it is see you sweat.”

Keith gave me a grateful look as Theresa visibly relaxed and her tears dried up.

“I’m going to get lunch over at The Cat’s Meow now that I’m done with my morning chores. Do you want to get a bite with me?”

“Thanks, but no, Lily. I have to get back home. Jock’s parents are coming for dinner tonight, and I have a lot of food to prepare,” she said.

“Another time then,” I said.

Before I could leave, Parker came inside with a guy who was several inches taller than he was, and he had a big grin on his face. His eyes were lit with pure joy, and I couldn’t stop watching.

He saw me and smiled wider. “Lily! I want you to meet someone.”

The man, who was built like a lumberjack on steroids, leaned forward and held out a meaty hand. “Adam Davis,” he said genially when I took his hand and shook. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too, Adam.” I looked at Parker. “I recognize you from the pictures of the football team. I’m sure Parker’s glad to see you.”

Adam gave Parker’s shoulder a little punch. “This guy had an arm like a rocket, Lily. He could throw a ball like no one I’d seen.”

“And this guy could block the defense in a way that normally took three guys.”

“That’s great.” I had no idea what they were talking about. I never watched football. Ever. “It sounds like you two were superstars.”

“Adam just got into town this morning.” Parker sounded happy. “He’s here for the Coach’s retirement dinner.”

“I figured so.” I laughed. “Well, it’s a good thing I’m free to work for you then. You’ll have a great time catching up. I’m going to get some lunch. You want me to bring you anything back?”

“No, I got stuff in the fridge,” Parker said. “I’ll see you in a bit.”

As I was leaving, I heard Adam say, “Please tell me you’re tapping that.”

To which Parker said, “Shut the hell up.”

* * * *

The Cat’s Meow was packed with the local Sunday crowd. Buzz did great business on “the Lord’s day.” After all, who wanted to go home after sitting in church for two or more hours and then cook all afternoon? Besides, for some of the women in town, it was the only day of the week they put on dressy clothes and did their hair. I didn’t blame them for wanting to take advantage of feeling pretty for a while longer.

Reverend Kapersky, who preached at Church of New Hope, rarely came into the diner to eat anymore. His wife Katherine, the woman killed by Bridgette Jones, had been a terror in the community, but the Rev was a good man. I was glad to see him sitting at the corner booth with Opal and Pearl, two elderly sisters who were practically fixtures in Buzz’s diner. Opal had white hair, the color and texture of cotton, and Pearl, who was the more vain of the two, was always dying her hair a new color. This week it happened to be a pale lavender. I liked it.

I saw Addison Newton with a couple of girls and his delinquent friend, James Hanley. They were laughing and talking obnoxiously loud, and the tables around them were getting visibly annoyed. James reminded me so much of some of the boys my brother had started hanging around with. This was about the same time he started doing drugs and getting into trouble. I wanted to shake Addison and warn him that whatever he thought of himself, people would always think of him as his choices. Hanging out with a jerk like James Hanley was a choice.

Freda, Buzz’s waitress, a tall woman with flaxen hair and a well-shaped body, especially for a human just past middle-age, carefully moved plates of food from a large tray down to a booth table just inside the door. It looked like all four patrons had ordered the diet plate—one large biscuit halved over crispy hash browns, smothered in sausage gravy, topped with thin slices of sharp cheddar cheese, two eggs, two slices of bacon, and two sausage patties.

Freda looked up at me and smiled. “Sit anywhere, hon,” she said. It was her standard greeting when anyone entered the dinner.

I sat at the counter on an open stool and greeted the man sitting next to me on the left. He was drinking coffee and eating a gooey cinnamon roll. My stomach grumbled as I considered having both a diet special and a cinnamon roll for lunch.

Buzz peeked his head out the kitchen window. “Hey, Lily. I’m going to let you be my guinea pig for a special I’m planning next week. You game?”

“Breakfast or dinner food?”

“Breakfast.”

Good. “Sure, as long as bacon is involved. Also, make my plate a double. I’m starved.” I probably should have eaten before work this morning, but Parker’s Naomi bomb had tied my stomach in knots. Shifters didn’t skip meals, for good reason. Our metabolism was five times the rate of a human’s, and we went into starvation mode if we didn’t take in the calories of an Olympic swimmer in training.

“No worries,” he said. He winked. “I think you’re going to really like it.”

Freda tapped the counter in front of me. “What can I get you to drink, sweetie?”

Most of the time I drank coffee, sometimes water, but on other occasions, like now, I wanted something sweet and cold. “I’ll take a cola with a lemon wedge, lots of ice, please.”

“You got it,” she said brightly. She was always polite and friendly at the diner. She had been brought up in an era where customer service mattered. And for Freda, it meant great tips and job security. However, after I’d suspected her daughter Lacy might be a killer last year, she tended to ignore me if I saw her out in public. Maybe she ignored everyone when she was on her own time. I sometimes did when I’d worked as a waitress.

“Thanks, Freda.” I felt a slight tug on my hair, not hard, just enough to get my attention.

“Hey, Lils,” Nadine Booth said. “I thought I’d come have lunch with you.”

Nadine worked at the sheriff’s department, but she’d had Sunday and Wednesday off work this week, so she wore denim jeans and a dark-green sweater, instead of her tan uniform. She was tall, around five-eight, so I had to crane my neck back to meet her gaze.

“Hey,” I said back.

Nadine sat on the stool to the right of me, and I swiveled to face her. “I thought you were getting Buzz’s crap organized today.”

“All his crap fit into a tiny trailer before making its way to my house. It took me all of about five minutes to get it organized.” Her pale-green eyes sparkled with mischief as she said, “How hard is Parker pining, now that he knows your moving on?”

I tensed. “I am not moving on. I’m moving out.”

“I’m just teasing you, babe.” She stared over toward the kitchen window. I looked and saw Buzz humming as he happily cooked for a full house.

“Jeez, you got it bad,” I told her.

She turned her eyes to me. “You’re not lying, sister. That man makes my heart dance a foxtrot. I don’t think I’ll tire of looking at him.” She grinned. “Or touching him. Or making sweet—”

I held up my hand. “I don’t need you to paint me a picture. Just saying.” Besides, I already knew more about my uncle’s love life than any niece ought to.

“How’s the new place? Do you think you can make it livable?”

“Eventually.”

Freda put my cola down in front of me on the counter, and she slid a lemon-lime soda over to Nadine.

“Thanks,” we both said.

“Hey, are you going to thing at the high school next weekend?” I asked Nadine. “I saw you were one of the cheerleaders.”

“Only because they needed more girls. I let a friend talk me into joining that year. Still, I might go. I’m trying to trade shifts with Bobby Morris, my Monday for his Saturday, so it all depends on what he says. Why? You want to come?”

“No,” I said a little too quickly. “Parker was talking about it is all.” I shrugged. “He just mentioned a Naomi Wells.”

Nadine’s eyes widened. “Really? That’s fascinating.”

“Why?”

“Naomi was a real man-eater back in high school. She was the co-captain of the cheerleading squad and used to churn through boyfriends like a paddle in cream. She moved away after high school. Parker was talking about her? Do you think he’s interested?”

“Maybe. No. I don’t know. Naomi wants Parker to go to the dinner with her.” I planted an elbow on the counter and my face against my palm. “He asked me if he should go.”

“I hope you told him no, and not only no, but double-triple-no-no-no.”

“I offered to watch the shelter for him.”

Her expression was as disappointed as her tone. “Lils.”

“He’s a free man. He can date whoever he likes.”

“I don’t know why you don’t lock him down, for the love of crackers. I’ve never seen him into anyone the way he moons over you.”

“I can’t.” I took a long, sad, pathetic sip of my cola and belched. “Excuse me.”

A hushed but intense conversation at a nearby table distracted me from my commiseration. I glanced back. Jeff Callahan sat at a table with a man I didn’t know. It was the intensity that drew my interest. Nadine was still talking about Naomi Wells, going through the many, many broken hearts she’d left in her wake over her high school career, and how she’d moved away, yada, yada, but I was blocking her out so I could hear what was happening across the busy dinner.

“You owe me, Gary,” Jeff said. “Who got you out of trouble when the IRS audited you two years ago?”

“Look, Peterson got the bid. I can’t do nothing about that.”

“And I can’t do anything about an anonymous call to the government about some undeclared income.”

“Now, Jeff,” the man said. “I don’t take kindly to blackmail.”

“And I don’t take kindly to liars.”

“I never said I could make sure your auction bid was accepted. Merl’s came in right at the end, and he offered more money. There was no way to not award him the land.”

“Hey, Lily.” Nadine poked my shoulder. “Where’d you go?”

I missed the end of the conversation as I turned my attention back to Nadine. “I’m here.” I smiled at her.

“I thought you were having a seizure there for a minute.”

Freda set a plate down in front of me. I stared down at the steaming special. It looked like a tall stack of blueberry pancakes surrounded by sausage links, with lots of butter and maple syrup over the top. There was a lot of food, but I was mildly disappointed. Until I cut into the stack and took a bite. My eyes widened, and I looked to the kitchen window to see Buzz grinning at me.

I swallowed the mouthful and cut into the pancakes again. “Bacon,” I said, right before I stuffed my mouth with another large bite of fluffy pancakes with crispy, thick-sliced, Applewood-smoked bacon pieces cooked in. I hummed as I chewed.

“Good, right?” Buzz asked.

“Uh-huh,” I grunted, already getting my fork loaded for the next mouthful.

“I don’t know how you put food away like you do, Lily. You and Buzz have got the appetites of lions and the metabolisms of hummingbirds.”

“Good genes,” I muttered. I practically inhaled my lunch. In a few minutes, I was down to just the sausage links, and they were going fast as well. I really wanted to order a second plate, but Buzz had suggested I pig out at home and not in public, where the nice humans might freak out about me eating my weight in food.

“Oh. Em. Gee,” Nadine said. She gaped in the direction of the entrance.

I looked up from my plate and glanced in that direction. A woman with long, silky golden-brown hair, a rosy flawless complexion, and a long, lean body walked in.

“Sit anywhere,” Freda told her.

She wore designer jeans, calf-high suede boots, and a midnight-blue cashmere sweater. She was both beautiful and completely put together.

My stomach knotted. Please don’t be…

“Naomi Wells,” Nadine hissed in a whisper.

“Naomi Wells,” I repeated. Had Parker seen her already? If so, I didn’t have to worry about him liking me anymore.

She saw me, and her eyes flashed with something akin to recognition. Then she saw Nadine, and her mouth widened into a friendly smile. She strolled straight for us.

“Nadine,” she said on approach. “It’s so good to see you. You haven’t changed one bit.”

“I used to be twenty pounds heavier and had a face full of acne,” Nadine muttered to me. To Naomi, she said, “Do we know each other?”

“It’s Naomi.” She pointed to her chest. “You remember, from high school.”

“Oh, right,” Nadine said. I could smell the sour lie pouring off her. “Naomi. Did we have gym together? High school is kind of a blur for me.”

Naomi’s eyes narrowed shrewdly. “Our entire class had P.E. together, and you were on the cheer squad briefly, but I can understand why you’d want to block those years out.” She turned her gaze to me. “I don’t believe we’ve met before.”

“Lily,” I told her. “I’m Lily Mason.”

A hint of a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “It’s so nice to meet you, Lily. Are you new to Moonrise?”

She wasn’t lying, exactly, but the conversation felt fabricated. But why? “Yes. I’ve been here less than a year.”

“How are you liking the place?”

“I like it just fine,” I told her.

“That’s lovely. I live in the city now, and I sometimes really miss Moonrise.”

Nadine rolled her eyes. “I bet.”

Naomi flashed Nadine a predatory smile then turned her attention back to me. “Pleasure to meet you, Lily.”

Again, not exactly a lie, but this had been something more than a casual, accidental meeting. “You too,” I said.

“I’ll see you at the coach’s dinner, Nadine,” she said. “I guess I’d better find a place to sit.”

“See you,” Nadine said. When Naomi walked away, Nadine swiveled her stool to me. “You want to get a drink Wednesday night at Dally’s Bar? I could really use a girls’ night. Not too late, of course, but we could celebrate your new place with a couple of cold beers and maybe a shot or two.” Nadine’s eyes kept darting toward Naomi. “I can’t believe I let her make me feel like I was in high school all over again.”

“A girls’ night out sounds great.” I could use the distraction as well. There was something very slick about Naomi Wells, and I’d never trusted slick. “I better get back to work.”

“Hey, if you need some help with your new place, let me know. Taking a hammer to something actually sounds awesome about now. Except Tuesday night. Buzz is taking me to that new Marvel movie, and I really don’t want to miss it.” She patted my arm. “But I would, if you needed me to help you with anything.”

I laughed. “You enjoy your movie. I promise I won’t need you.”

Famous last words.


Chapter 5

Two days had passed since the Naomi Wells bomb had been dropped on me. Other than to tell me he’d agreed to go with her to the event, Parker and I hadn’t spoken much. I hadn’t wanted to tell him that I’d met her, but she’d shown up at the shelter on Monday. She made a big thing about our “chance” meeting at The Cat’s Meow. Parker gave her a tour of the shelter, and she offered to do a piece for the New Dispatch on the place to drum up more support. I disliked Naomi, but if her job could help Parker get more donations for the new shelter he was building outside of town, I’d put on my big girl panties and tolerate the woman.

I’d started on loosening the plaster in my new house. Luckily, the water and electricity had been set up for the trailer, and tonight, I would sleep on the property for the first time. It made me both sad and excited.

Sad, because there was no chance of running into Parker in the mornings before the rest of the crew arrived, and excited, because it was nice to have something that felt like it was all mine.

I swung a flat shovel nearly as tall as me against a wall underneath the staircase to the second floor. Plaster smashed to the floor in chunks. Smooshie skittered across the hardwood hallway and around the corner to the living room. She wanted no part of my foul mood.

Battery-operated lights illuminated the hall, living room, kitchen, and downstairs bathroom—not working currently, like everything else in this place—and with my Shifter vision, I could see incredibly well. I tapped the shovel along the wall to loosen the plaster from the laths, which were wooden slats that were attached in rows to the studs. It was the way they put up walls before the invention of drywall. And it was a pain in the butt. Real messy too. I wore a mask I’d gotten at the hardware store and a pair of safety goggles and work gloves. Every chunk of plaster that crashed to the floor filled me with satisfaction, and after the awful couple of days I’d had, I needed a lot of satisfaction.

Smooshie, who’d put several new holes in the yard and the woods the past couple of nights, began to race from the living room to the hallway and back. When a chunk would hit the ground, she’d slide to a halt and run away. It made me smile. Thank heavens for her. She was a real ally for me. No matter what else happened, she would never like Naomi better than me. That was some consolation.

I worked for the better part of two hours, stopping only for water breaks until the wall was nothing but a striped pattern of wooden laths. “I rock!” I shouted to Smooshie.

I heard her growling, not with menace, but more like when I played ball or tug-of-war with her. She was scratching against something as well. I took the mask and glasses off.

“What are you doing?” I asked, when I walked around the corner. She’d dug a section about the size of basketball out of the base of one of the only walls I wasn’t going to have to tear down. The wallpaper and the drywall hadn’t stood a chance. “Oh, Smooshie. Why?”

She had something in her mouth, and since I’d left the front door open to air out the place, she ran outside with her prize. I chased after her into the darkening night. She placed her possession into one of the holes in the yard and starting pulling dirt over it. More curious than worried, I walked to her spot. She plopped down on top of the hole as if to say, move along, nothing to see here.

“What you got there?”

She put her chin down on her feet, her eyes swiveling up to gaze at me.

“Let me see.” I knelt beside her and put my hand under her belly. I felt something almost like papier-mâché once it dries. I gently gripped it and pulled it out from under the dog.

I could see pretty well in the dark, but still, I wasn’t sure what the heck I had in my hand. “Come on, Smoosh. Let’s go back to the house.”

Once we were back inside, Smooshie jumped around my legs, hoping to get her hard-won prize back. When I got a good look, I nearly dropped the darn thing—because, holy Goddess in a pink tutu, I was holding a foot. I mean, it was brown and leathery, but I was pretty confident this was a human foot.

I examined it closer. The smell of decay was minimal. It had been dead long enough to lose the scent of rot. Also, it was missing a large toe. I hoped that happened before it was dragged out of the wall. I worried Smooshie had chewed it up like a rawhide toy.

“This can’t be happening.” I’d moved to Moonrise so I could stop being surprised by dead bodies.

Wait. There was no body. Not yet. Maybe this was the only thing. Maybe it hadn’t even come out of the wall.

Smooshie was back at the hole, growling and tugging, and yanking on, dear Goddess, a leg with no foot.

“Smooshie! No!” I reprimanded. I dug the clicker out of my pocket and snapped it several times as I pulled her back. Was there really a body in my wall? The leather calf covered in a brown denim fabric sticking out of my wall pretty much meant yes. Yes, there were human remains in my new house. Ugh.

“You’re destroying evidence, girl. Just sit and stay.” She cocked her head sideways at me, the way she did when I got naked. I sighed. Just because Smooshie had found a body, didn’t mean it had to be murder. Right?

Because people wall themselves up before dying of natural causes all the time, Lily. Don’t be daft. I knew foul play was involved, but the idea of calling the sheriff’s department to report another crime made my teeth ache.

Smooshie surged forward when I straightened. I clicked the trainer again. “Stay,” I told her. Unfortunately, the foot she’d found already felt like a possession to her. Her massive chest vibrated with excitement as I placed the foot on the mantel over the fireplace.

Carefully, I pulled at the sheetrock, creating a big, wide circle of it around the area Smooshie had knocked out in her pursuit of a hidden treasure. The inside was stained brown with blood. I wondered if that’s why wallpaper had been put up instead of paint. Had the blood soaked through the drywall? It took me less than fifteen minutes to expose the entire area, and less than five minutes to confirm that I was not unveiling a suicide.

The leathery corpse’s dried-up, shriveled eyeballs stared right into the core of me, and the way the skin had pulled away from the teeth made it look like it was grimacing. It wasn’t cold in the house, but I couldn’t stop shivering. Smooshie’s tail thumped on the floor excitedly.

“Stay put,” I told her. She made a whining noise. My baby wanted desperately to play. “What in the world happened?” I asked the corpse. “Someone did a real number on you.”

I’d seen worse things in my life, unfortunately. My brother’s killer had made him virtually unrecognizable as a person. At least this victim was like a dried husk, not bloated and disfigured. Instead, the dark skin looked as if it had been shrink wrapped around the bones. The Midwest had high humidity and a fluctuation of temperatures. I’d read a mystery once in which it took almost a year of limited moisture exposure for a body to desiccate to this extreme.

I planned to call the sheriff’s office, but Sheriff Avery hated me. He would find a way to make this body my fault. There was a hole in the side of the corpse’s head and another in the chest on the right side. The one in his chest was jagged. Was it a knife? Or some kind of tool? I was assuming the one in his head was a bullet hole, but I didn’t have enough experience with weapons to know for certain. The corpse’s hair was thin, brittle, and choppy, as if the person had gotten a bad haircut right before death.

I allowed my cougar to surface. The world around me colored, and my sense of smell grew keener. I leaned forward and took a big whiff of the body. Must, mold, dust, hardly any rot or decay, even with my Shifter nose in action. It wore denim pants that were stained brown. The shirt was of the button-down western variety. It had decorations over the pockets and metal snaps. There were no shoes, but I imagined this was the kind of person who wore cowboy boots. The right side of his neck was more discolored than the other parts of his exposed skin. A tattoo maybe. It was hard to tell. I’d read that mummified skin could be rehydrated for fingerprints. I wondered if it worked the same for tattoos, or did the process damage the embedded ink?

I plucked a screwdriver, a flat head, from the toolbox and lifted the fold of the shirt. No bra. Which didn’t really mean anything, but I decided this was probably once a man. Hadn’t Parker mentioned a family disappearing from here back in the eighties? Was this the father? Was the rest of the family buried behind the other walls?

The idea was repugnant enough to make me pull back from the wall. I hadn’t noticed that Smooshie had stopped thumping the floor with her tail.

My partial turn had her thinking we were going for a run. “Not this time, girl.” I reached out, and she rolled her ear against my hand. I willed my cougar side to fade. “Such a good girl.” Except for the finding-a-dead-body-in-my-home thing.

Her tail swished frantically, her mouth opened in her usual wide-mouthed, tongue-lolling grin. I scratched her behind the ear. “We’ll run again soon, promise. Right now we have to deal with ol’ Leather Face.”

I turned back to the body. It was folded unnaturally. One hand was bent behind the corpse’s back, the over was tucked into his side. He was making a fist. I reached down with the screwdriver again and gently pried at the clenched fingers.

A whispering crack made me stop. The tip of the index finger fell to the ground. Oops. I looked a Smoosh, who gave me an Is that mine? look. I shook my head. I stared down at the desecrated digit then back to Smoosh. “I won’t tell about the big toe if you keep quiet about the finger.”

She gave me a quick bark.

I grabbed my phone from my purse. When I turned it on, it beeped at me twice. Of course the battery was on the last leg.

“Okay, girl. To the truck,” I told her, since I’d left my charger out there. “Come on.” I did not need to have the phone die in the middle of reporting a body. That would not play well with Avery.

When I got Smooshie into the truck, I went around to the other side and climbed in. I started the engine and plugged my phone into the car charger. It made a couple of more beep sounds, then the lightning bolt indicating it was receiving external power showed up on the depleted battery image. Instead of calling the sheriff’s department, I called Nadine.

I cussed myself for calling her on date night, but I’d panicked. “Hey, Chick,” she said brightly. “We still on for drinks tomorrow night? You better not be cancelling on me.”

“Hey, Nadine. Nothing like that. I…uhm…”

“Just spit it out, Lils. You need my help at the new place? My carpentry skills are terrible, but I’ll happily take a sledgehammer to unwanted walls.”

“Speaking of walls…” I proceeded to tell her all about Smooshie finding the mummy beneath some drywall, the two wound holes in his body, and what I could describe. I left out the part where I broke off his finger.

“Jesus, Lils. That’s terrible. Which deputy took the call?”

“I didn’t call the police.”

Nadine made an eep-like sound, and we were disconnected.

I called her back.

In a very calm and official-sounding voice, she said, “Call the sheriff’s office now, Lily. And don’t you dare tell anyone you called me first.”

“But you’re coming, right?”

A brief pause made me fear she would hang up again. “Yes,” she finally said. “I’ll be there.”


Chapter 6

Before the first responders arrived, Merl Peterson called. “Is it true?” he asked.

“I’m not sure what you mean?” Had I done something wrong?

“A friend of mine who works for dispatch called me. Did you really find a body in the house?”

“Oh. Yes. It was behind the living room wall.”

He cussed a blue streak, apologized, then hung up abruptly.

Three hours later, I had two sheriff vehicles, one fancy white luxury car, and an ambulance lined up in front of my house. Deputy Bobby Morris, a tall man with dark skin and piercing brown eyes, was the first to arrive. He looked to be in his thirties, but it was hard for me to tell sometimes with humans, they aged at such crazily different rates. I’d seen women in their twenties who looked older than some in their forties.

It was the first time Morris and I had met, and I determined in a few short words that he had an honest countenance. He hadn’t been friendly, exactly, but he’d been professionally courteous, and unlike Sheriff Avery, he didn’t automatically dismiss me.

When the sheriff finally arrived, I’d been summarily kicked out of the “crime scene” and he proceeded to grill me like a steak burger at The Cat’s Meow. The fact that he smelled like a steak burger added to the image, and frankly, made me hungry. I wondered if his wife knew he was topping off her health shakes with fatty red meat. A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth, and the sheriff stopped talking mid-sentence.

“Are you even listening to me, Ms. Mason?”

“I’m sorry, Sheriff.” All his lecturing words had turned to blah, blah, blah. “What did you say?”

“I asked you if you touched or removed anything from the body or around the body.”

“Uh, no.” I thought guiltily of the screwdriver. “Other than the drywall, I didn’t disturb evidence.”

“And the foot?” He gave me a pointed look. “Why was it on the mantel of the fireplace and not in the wall?”

“Smooshie found the body, Sheriff Avery.” I cast a glance at my truck, where Smooshie was poking her head out the opening at the top of the passenger window. She barked and whined, eager to join in on whatever fun she thought we were having. “She’s a dog. They play with bones.”

“And you let her?”

“I was in the other room. It wasn’t like I’d planned to buy a house with a body in the wall.”

“Uh-huh.” He grunted as if he didn’t believe me.

Nadine pulled in about that time with Buzz.

“Deputy Booth,” Sheriff Avery said. “What are you doing out here?”

“Lily called me,” she replied.

“After I called you all, of course,” I said to the sheriff.

Nadine gave him a tight-lipped smile. “Buzz is Lily’s only family. I thought she’d want some kin with her.”

Buzz’s red hair shined like copper wires in the spotlights Deputy Morris had set up. He shrugged when Avery glared at him before he looked over to me. “You all right, Lily?”

“I’m good. Thanks for coming.”

“You got a nose for finding bodies,” the sheriff said, interrupting the family reunion. “Why is that, Ms. Mason?” He eyed me suspiciously.

I asked myself that same question. Often. But to Avery, I said, “I didn’t have anything to do with the Kapersky murder, and I don’t have anything to do with this poor guy’s death. As old as that body looks, he was placed there long before I’d ever even heard of Moonrise.”

His gaze narrowed on me as if he’d caught me in some big lie. “How do you know it’s a he?”

“Oh, for the love of Pete,” Buzz murmured.

“It’s just a pronoun,” I said. “I don’t really know one way or the other.”

“It’s a man,” a woman said. She had black hair swept up into a neat bun. She wore blue slacks and a silvery-gray silk blouse under an open windbreaker. She took off a pair of gloves and shoved them into her jacket pocket. “By the wear on his teeth, I’d put him mid-thirties, early forties when he died.”

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Regina Crawford,” she replied, offering me her hand. “I’m the coroner.”

So she’d replaced Tom Jones. Interesting. Tom had been Bridgette’s husband and accomplice to the previous murders in town. The coroner position was an elected one, which meant the coroner didn’t actually need medical expertise. Tom had been a dentist. I wondered if Regina was a barber.

Not with that fancy car. “What do you do when you’re not on county time?”

“I’m a GP at the family practice in town.” She smiled. I could see amusement in her expression. “And what do you do when you’re not finding bodies?”

“Ha ha,” I said. Not amused. I guess I’d earned the remark though. “I’m glad the coroner has real medical knowledge. Are you state certified for medical examinations?”

She raised her brows. “No, not yet, but I’m working on it.”

I heard a crackling over the police radio. Bobby Morris walked a fair distance from us and took the call. I could hear things like 1099 and 1053, and since I didn’t know police code, I was clueless, but when I heard Bobby say, “Give me a minute,” and shut himself into his vehicle, I figured it was something more than a traffic violation.

The sheriff walked over to his deputy’s SUV and tapped on the window. The motor in the door squealed as the window rolled down.

“What’s happening, Bobby?”

The deputy, who had been so calm and nonchalant when he’d arrived at my place, looked disturbed. “There’s another body, Sheriff.”

“Another mummy? What the he—”

“No, not an old body. A fresh one.”

“Where?”

“Two Hills Community College.”

“Who?”

Even quieter, Morris said, “Merl Peterson.”

I felt the blood rush away from my fingers and feet. I glanced at Buzz. His face held a look of contemplation. He didn’t show any of the alarm I was feeling.

“Get this scene wrapped up, Morris.”

Without a glance back at me, Sheriff Avery jogged to his vehicle, got in and took off.

“What in the heck was that all about?” Nadine asked.

Buzz gave me a quick shake of his head.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Seemed urgent though. Maybe you could find out from Deputy Morris.”

She brightened. “Good idea.”

Regina Crawford’s pocket beeped. She pulled out her phone. I craned a little her way and glanced at a text. It was one word. Body. It beeped again. Two Hills Community College, behind admin building. Regina said, “Gotta go.”

I moved closer to Buzz when we were alone. “You heard all that, right?”

“Of course.”

“Merl Peterson is dead. I talked to him tonight. He called right after I reported the body. Someone over at the dispatcher’s office told him about it.”

“You can tell the sheriff when Merl’s death is public knowledge. For now, act like you don’t know.”

I could feel the tears doing their best to form. I took a deep breath. Was he dead because I found this old corpse. Was this somehow my fault?

As if reading my mind, Buzz said, “This isn’t your fault, Lily. Or your problem. Let the police do their job.”

I wondered if the sheriff would feel that way, about whether it was my fault or not. I was sure I’d be asked to provide an alibi. As to the “letting the police do their job,” I was also sure the sheriff totally agreed.

Buzz put his hand on my shoulder. “Calm down. It’ll be okay.” He gave me a meaningful look. “Also, you have to stop reacting when you hear something no one else can. Okay?”

The conversation from thirty feet away had been crystal clear when I’d focused on the sheriff and Morris talking, it was hard to believe no one but Buzz and I had been privy to the conversation. Where we grew up, you just expected people would overhear you talking if you were in a public place. “I’ll do better.”

“I know. It just takes time.”

Nadine came jogging back to them. She put her hands on her hips and shook her head. “You all are not going to believe this.”


Chapter 7

The light patter of rain on the metal roof of the trailer woke me. Buzz had bought a memory foam mattress to replace his old one for me, and Smooshie was buried beneath the covers. A few times during the night, she’d awoken me with little barks and growls, her paws moving, as she dreamed of chasing squirrels. Or at least I hoped it was squirrels and not more dead bodies. My head hurt with the pressure that came with cooler weather, high humidity, rain, and lack of sleep.

It had taken four hours after I’d reported the body for the police and the forensics team to photograph, print, collect potential evidence, and clear the house. They’d cut out large squares in every piece of drywall to make sure there weren’t any more remains buried in the walls. So much for saving money. The whole living room would have to be redone.

It was late when the last of the vehicles pulled out, and I was left alone. Buzz asked me to go back to his and Nadine’s for the night, but I didn’t see a reason for it. Surprisingly enough, I wasn’t scared. Whoever had done that to the guy in the wall was probably long gone, and even if he or she wasn’t, they wouldn’t accomplish anything by scurrying out of the woodwork now. Even so, it wasn’t until the rain started hours later that I finally fell asleep.

I shuddered now, praying my new home didn’t have any more surprises. Like more corpses under the floorboards or worse. I stared at the ceiling, reluctant to get up. The bed was comfy, much more comfortable than Parker’s pull-out sofa bed. I missed knowing Parker was next door, but I did not miss the apartment. I certainly didn’t miss the sound of cars going up and down the road all hours of the day, and even some at night. It was peaceful here, if you didn’t count the dead guy, and I needed peace. And distance.

The rain turned stormy, and the sound of it took on a thunderous beat. Smooshie wiggled herself closer to me and poked her nose out from under the blanket. She began to snore. I closed my eyes, wishing I had a good murder mystery handy. I still hadn’t read the latest Aurora Teagarden novel by Charlaine Harris, but it was on my list to get as soon as possible. I really wanted more Shakespeare books, but I contented myself with the knowledge that Harris would keep writing stories, and I would keep reading them.

What would Aurora do with a dried corpse in her house? She’d most likely march down to the police station and snoop out crucial evidence that would put her on the killer’s trail. If I went down to the police station to snoop, Sheriff Avery would probably have me arrested. I decided to stay away from the sheriff’s office for now. Nadine would give me the scoop when she got it, but today was her day off, and she might not get any new information until tomorrow.

It was still a little dark out as rain sheeted down the windows and a brisk wind shook the trailer. My alarm hadn’t gone off yet, so it had to be early. I wanted, make that needed, more sleep.

Something fell in the kitchen. Smooshie sat up at the same time I did. “Maybe it’s the ghost of Old Man Mills,” I said to her. I gave her my best spooky “OoooooOOooooo.”

Smooshie crooked an ear.

“A pan probably rattled out of a cabinet.”

The dog stood up, stretching her front paws forward, her chin an inch from the surface of the bed and her butt high in the air. There was a reason the yoga pose was called “downward dog.”

I looked at her. “Do you want to check it out or should I?” The trailer shook again as the wind gusted up. “We’re not in Kansas, right?” Reluctantly, I got up and slid the door back to the small hall that led into the kitchen area. A cookie sheet was on its side, propped up against the bench seating that came with the pull-out table. “Yep, just a pan.”

Lightning flashed, and the windows of the trailer lit up with the quick flash. Smooshie wedged herself under the table for shelter. “It’s okay. Just a storm.”

I didn’t know who I was trying to convince more, her or me. I grabbed my phone from the counter to check the time. Dead. Crap on toast. I’d forgot to plug it in to fully charge when I settled in. I had no idea what time it was, and I couldn’t check the weather or call for help even if I wanted to.

I plugged in the phone and started a pot of coffee. Was my corpse and Merl Peterson’s death related? If so, how? Merl had only acquired the property recently. Whoever laid the drywall had to be responsible. John Mills had suffered from senile dementia, according to Parker. Someone could have put a body in the wall without him knowing, and even if he had witnessed it, would anyone have believed him? Would he even have remembered?

How could any of this have anything to do with Merl Peterson though? He was killed at the college. Wait, I take that back. All I knew for certain was that he was found dead at the college. Maybe he’d had a heart attack.

No, the sheriff wouldn’t have raced off for an accidental death.

The way Avery had looked at me last night, I knew he thought I was bad luck. I wish I knew how Merl died. I also wished I knew who had been buried in my wall. Old Man Mills had died of old age. Probably. No mystery in his death. There was the family that went missing in the eighties. Surely this wasn’t one of them. Oh my Goddess. What if there really were bodies all over the place?

I poured a cup of coffee and sat down on the bench. Smooshie crawled under my legs. “Poor baby.” I would have to remember to get her a Thunder Buddy vest. Parker and Ryan both swore by these kinds of dog jackets. They said it helped keep a dog from getting to anxious when they were scared or under stress. This was the first hard storm of the season, so I didn’t realize she was so afraid. And the trailer amplified the noise.

Four hard bangs on the trailer door made my heart pound as I jerked upright in my seat. The storm had masked any car or truck noises. I went to the door and jumped again when three more bangs happened.

“Who is it?” I shouted.

“It’s Parker!” he shouted back. “Let me in.”

I undid the slide bolt, unlocked the door knob and opened the door. Standing in the rain, wearing a slicker and rubber boots, Parker looked like a drowning dog.

I moved aside. “Come in.”

He dripped a huge puddle of water on my floor just inside the door. “Why didn’t you answer your phone?”

“What?”

“Theresa told me someone was murdered out here. That you found the body. Why didn’t you call me? You shouldn’t be alone with another killer on the loose.”

He looked so upset. I couldn’t be mad at him for treating me like a victim, which I wasn’t, because he had rescued me from Tom Jones. If Parker hadn’t found me and hadn’t stopped Tom, I would have bled to death. I had the bullet scar in my shoulder to remind me of my close call.

“I found a corpse, Parker, but it has been dead for a long time. There isn’t any killer on the loose. At least not here.”

“I thought…I heard Merl Peterson was murdered. It wasn’t him?” He leaned back against the door, his eyes closed with relief. “I mean, an old dead body is bad, but…”

“I get it.” And I did. Parker had been scared for me. “Merl Peterson was found at Two Hills.”

“So he did die?” He wiped the rain off his face with a dishtowel I handed him. “I’ll check in with my dad soon. He and Merl have been close friends for as long as I’ve been alive. Longer.”

“Take off your rain coat,” I said sympathetically. “I’ll pour you a cup of coffee, and you can warm up while I tell you what I know.”

I spent the next ten minutes relaying all the events from the night before. Parker chuckled when I told him about Smooshie trying to bury the foot in the yard. He gave her head a ruffling pet. I told him about Morris getting the call about Merl. I didn’t tell Parker that I was over forty feet from him when he told the sheriff.

Once again I was reminded of why it would never work between us. The storm softened to a light patter again. “That’s kind of nice,” Parker said, referring to sound the rain created.

“It really is,” I agreed. “Have you met the new coroner? Regina Crawford.”

“Really? Doctor Crawford is the new coroner?”

So he did know her. “She seems competent. I think I like her.”

“She works out of the same practice as my doctor. She just moved to Moonrise a couple of years ago. About the same time I came back home after my discharge.”

“Nadine says she’s going to the thing on Saturday,” I said, kicking myself for the abrupt change of topic.

“Good,” Parker said. “It’ll be nice to see a friendly face.”

“Naomi doesn’t have a friendly face?” I hated that I was fishing.

Parker gave me a weary look. “Her face is fine.”

I blinked. “Is it?”

He didn’t elaborate.

“What time is it?” I asked.

He looked at his watch. “Eight-forty.”

“Oh no. I was supposed to be to work forty minutes ago. I’m sorry, Parker. Go back home. I’m fine, as you can see. I’ll get dressed and meet you there.”

“You should take the day off. Theresa called.”

“I know, to tell you about the body.”

“No, she called to see how you were doing. When I told her you hadn’t made it to work yet, she told me about the body. She was really worried about you.”

As opposed to just wanting to gossip, he implied. “That’s nice. I’ll thank her tomorrow when she comes in.”

“You can thank her on Friday. She came in to cover for me when I told her you hadn’t arrived to work yet, so I gave her tomorrow off in exchange.” He gave me a tight smile that said he’d been sick with worry.

“I’m all right, Parker. Honestly. I may have the name of a delicate flower, but I’m certainly not.”

“I know that,” he said. “Better than most. You’re a strong woman, Lily Mason.”

His use of both my first and last name made my belly flutter. Stop that, I scolded my mid-section. “Then you know I’m fine. I’ve been through lots worse than Moonrise has put me through, and I’ll weather this as well.”

“Why don’t you ever talk about where you’re from, Lily?”

My stomach clenched. “I talk about it.” Lie. It was my fault the conversation had taken this turn, and I wished I could take back the implication about my past tragedies.

“Other than a few vague mentions of the friend who helped you with the down payment on this place, you never talk about it. Did you have a boyfriend there?”

“No.” And I hadn’t. I wasn’t considered good stock for the Shifters, and the warlocks tended to like their partners with a lot more power or money. Which meant on this question, I was absolutely truthful with Parker. I just hoped he didn’t ask questions I couldn’t answer.

“Did someone you love die?”

“Yes.”

“That explains it.” He shook his head.

“Explains what?”

“You like me, don’t you.”

Oh Goddess, not this talk. Anything but this talk. “Yes.” I gulped. “You’re a good friend.”

He shook his head. “When you lose someone, it can be hard to start over. It can feel like a betrayal. But the person you loved, who loved you, I don’t believe he’d want you to be alone. To be lonely.”

“I…” I put my hand on his. “I left home because my brother died. He was my responsibility, and I was a poor substitute for a real parent. He needed a mom and a dad but he got me instead.” I fought the tears as I gave words to my deepest regret. “I came here because I have no one left for me back home. Buzz is my only family.” I met Parker’s gaze. “I’m heartbroken, but not for the reasons you think.”

“So, you’re not avoiding relationships, you’re just avoiding a relationship with me.”

“I’m not in a place to have a relationship with anyone.” I gave his hand a squeeze. “Who did you lose?”

“How did you…? Her name was…” He paused, the word stuck in his throat. “Angela. Her name was Angela. God, I haven’t said that name out loud in a long time. She was a radio operator for a unit my team was tasked with babysitting.”

“And you loved her?” I felt a mild pang of jealousy. It made me feel like the worst kind of woman.

“I think so.” He shrugged. “We knew each other for only a few months.”

Sometimes that’s all it took. “How did she die?”

He pulled the collar of his T-shirt away from his neck. “The firefight in Yemen happened. We were escorting trucks from her unit to an evacuation point. The truck she was in hit a land mine.” He shook his head. “Angela didn’t survive the blast.”

When he’d told me the story before, he’d always said he “lost some buddies,” as if he’d been distancing himself from the memories. He never used their names. Now I knew why. He blamed himself for Angela’s death, the same way I blamed myself for Danny’s.

“It’s hard thinking about all the things you should have done different. Beating yourself up for this wrong choice or that bad decision.”

His gaze met mine, and the whites of his eyes had reddened with unshed tears. “Copy that.”

I was wide awake now, unfortunately for Smooshie, who’d already crawled out from under the table, went down the hall, and I heard the box spring make a noise as she put herself back to bed.

“I have some eggs in the fridge. Are you hungry?” I hadn’t cooked yet in the small kitchen, so scrambled eggs would be a good test drive.

“Sure,” Parker said. “Why not?”

“I have to warn you, Buzz got all the chef talent in our family. I know enough to keep myself from starving to death, but that’s about it.”

Parker laughed, and it was nice to hear after the weight of his confession. He stood up. “Why don’t you let me cook? After all, I’m the one who barged into your place.”

“You don’t have to twist my arm,” I said. “Pans are above the microwave.”

He opened the fridge. “Wow, by ‘some eggs,’ you meant several dozen.”

“I like eggs.” They were quick and easy to make on top of being excellent protein sources for private pig-outs.

“And cheese,” Parker added, pulling out a five-pound bag of shredded cheddar. “And dang, woman, you must spend half your paycheck at the butchers.”

I forgot I’d stocked up on beef, pork, and chicken. I was going to divide it out when I had a chance and freeze some of it. “Cook,” I said. “Don’t judge.”

He smiled. “Words to live by.”

As Parker cooked, I remembered the argument in the diner. It probably had nothing to do with Merl’s death, but the guy said Peterson, and I couldn’t shake the feeling they’d been talking about Merl. “Do you know a guy who works at the courthouse named Gary, or something like that?”

“What does he look like?”

“Middle aged, thin, glasses. I didn’t get a long look at him.” I hadn’t wanted to be obvious I was listening. “Maybe his name was Greg. I think he works in the department where properties are auctioned.”

“He doesn’t sound familiar.” Parker had found some bowls in a lower cabinet below the drain board. “Why?”

“It’s probably nothing,” I said. I didn’t have any real idea the conversation between Jeff and the man had anything to do with Merl, so I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it. “I hope Merl got all the paperwork filed on this property for me. If not I may have to jump through some hoops. Thought I could start with the guy in charge of that stuff.”

“Contrary to popular belief, not everybody in a small town knows everybody else.” He smiled when he said it. He cracked a dozen eggs into the bowl.

I smiled.

“I know you have a good appetite,” he said. “My dad swears you have a tapeworm.”

“Gross. I don’t have worms.” I drank some of my coffee. It had cooled a little more than I found pleasant, so I topped it with some fresh. “I’m part road runner,” I said. “Meep meep.”

“That I believe.” The stove’s heating coil turned cherry red, and he set a frying pan down to heat. “Oil?”

“Counter.” I pointed to where I had a canister of sugar, a canister of flour, and a quart of oil. What had started out as a potential disaster was turning into a nice moment between friends. I’d have to hold this memory, the one of Parker making me eggs, to get me through Saturday and Sunday. I wanted him to find someone to be with, I just didn’t want to think about it, or imagine, or even better, I didn’t want to know about it at all.

Was that too much to ask?

My phone rang. Parker leaned over to look at the display. “Sheriff’s office,” he said.

“Ugh. I do not want to face Sheriff Avery this early in the day.”

“It might be important. Maybe they identified the body.”

“Fine.” I grabbed the phone on the third ring. “Hello?”

“This is Deputy Larimore from the county sheriff’s department working in conjunction with the prosecutor’s office. Am I speaking with a Ms. Lilian Mason?”

“Lily,” I corrected. “Like the flower.” They were my mother’s favorite. “But yes, this is Lily Mason. Can I help you, Deputy? Is this about the body found in my house?”

“No, ma’am. There was a body in your house? Did you report this?”

“Yes. Last night.” Impatience colored my tone. “If you aren’t calling about the body, then why are you calling me, Deputy Larimore?”

“I have been asked by the district attorney to inform you that a date has been set for Thomas Franklin Jones’ trial, and a subpoena has been issued for your court appearance as a prime witness.”

“Oh.” Tom’s attorney had managed to get two postponements already and I’d begun to think a trial might never happen. I was the main witness for the prosecution, since Bridgette had confessed her crime to me then shot me. Her husband Tom chased after me to finish what his wife had started. If it hadn’t been for Parker, Tom probably would have killed me. “When?”

“May sixth, Ms. Mason.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Are you supposed to notify Parker Knowles?”

“I can’t give out that information, ma’am.”

“He’s here with me now. I can hand the phone to him if you want, or I can just tell him.”

“I’d appreciate you telling him,” Deputy Larimore said. “Thank you, ma’am.”

“What is it?” Parker asked as he stirred the eggs in the pan.

“Tom Jones.” I suddenly had the intense urge to call for Smooshie so I could wrap myself around her for comfort. My own, of course. She was perfectly content to stay in bed. “They set his trial for May. Subpoenas are coming soon.”

“That douchebag. He couldn’t just go quietly away. I can’t believe he recanted his testimony.”

“He had enough money to afford an attorney who convinced him to fight.” I sighed. I agreed with Parker. I wished every day Tom would vanish off the face of the earth.

“I don’t know how he thinks he’s going to go free. His wife killed Katherine. He covered it up. Then he killed Katherine’s brother Ed, and he and his psycho wife tried to kill you.”

I noticed Parker didn’t say her name. He and Bridgette had been an item in high school. Prom King and Queen. They’d ruled the school, according to Nadine. And now, she was just Tom Jones’ psycho wife. I touched my shoulder where Tom’s bullet had pierced me.

“Does it still bother you?” Parker asked.

I put my hand to my side. “Not much.” As a Shifter, I healed a little faster than humans, but without a healer witch’s magic, the bullet’s path had scarred enough to leave me with some stiffness. It had taken a lot of stretching and shoulder exercises to get most of the mobility back.

“This is such utter crap.”

“I’m not looking forward to testifying.” I shuddered at the thought of reliving the evening in front of a bunch of strangers. I’d have to work at controlling my emotions. It would be dangerous to let my claws come out mid-testimony.

Parker put a plate of scrambled eggs in front of me and opened three drawers until he found the utensils and handed me a fork. His expression was compassionate and sympathetic. “He’s a coward.”

“Most murderers are.” I took a heaping bite of the eggs. They were good. Not too heavy with garlic, and just the right amount of salt and pepper. Smooshie jumped out of the bed, shaking the whole trailer with her acrobats. She scrambled into the kitchen, sat down, and looked up at Parker with those doughy, soulful eyes. She reminded me of a homeless waif straight out of a Dickens novel.

Parker laughed. He cracked an egg into the pan, mixed it up until it was just cooked, then tossed it in with Smooshie’s dry dog food that I’d set up on the floor near the couch the night before. As she happily rooted around in her food, wagging her tail dangerously and making piggy noises, I knew she was falling in love Parker.

I looked up at him. He had his arms crossed over his wide chest, a smile on his face as he surveilled Smooshie chomping away at her egg-laced kibble. He turned the wide charming smile on me, his blue eyes lit up with pleasure.

“Do you like your eggs?”

“Mmmhmm.” I nodded and chewed and loaded up the fork for the next bite.

Yep. Smooshie was definitely falling for this guy.


Chapter 8

Dally’s Tavern & Grill was on State Street. It was half restaurant, half local dive bar, and filled with a combination of locals of all ages and college-age kids. It had taken me a couple of outings to get used to the chaos. Shifter bars tended to be quieter and less social, but really, outdoors was a Shifter’s favorite place to drink. That way when the fighting broke out, there wasn’t any property damage, and trust me when I say that if you have more than one Shifter drinking, there will be damage, be it someone’s face or the nearest wall.

The wooden door with the rod iron handle that fronted the tavern had an old world feel to it that I liked. The interior was a combination of brick, metal, and neutral tones. The high ceiling was crossed with wooden beams with copper light fixtures dangling from them every couple of feet. Even so, the large room was dimly lit. The scents in the room were a combination of body odors, perfumes, colognes, hard liquors, and beer.

A pale blonde hostess, probably no more than twenty-one, met me when I walked inside. There were three people who trailed in right after me.

“How many?” she asked.

“I’m meeting a friend. Nadine Booth.” I raised my hand and up over my head. “About yea-high, brunette, about my age.” But really almost twenty years younger.

“Uhm, we’ve been pretty busy,” the girl said. “Do you want to go in and look if she’s here? If she’s not, come back and I’ll get you seated.”

“Thanks.” I smiled at her because she looked like a fragile thread ready to snap, and I didn’t want to add to her stress. “I’ll go look.”

I heard her ask as I walked past, “How many?” to the folks behind me.

The bar side had two pool tables, two electronic dartboards, and one shuffleboard table, full-sized. I looked for Nadine. The seats around the bar were all occupied. I saw Ryan Petry sitting at a table with Ava Green, Lacy Evans, and Paul Simmons. Huh, I wondered if it was a double date.

Lacy was a single mom. The first time we met, she’d run a stoplight and crashed her car. She’d also left her baby at home alone because she’d only planned to be gone a few minutes. She was Freda’s daughter, the one I had originally suspected of the Kapersky murder. Even though she hadn’t turned out to be a killer, I still didn’t like her very much. However, I liked Ryan a lot, and if she made him happy, who was I to disapprove their relationship?

Ryan looked up and saw me. He tipped his beer and smiled. I waved, and he waved me over. “Hi, Ryan,” I said when I approached the table. “Night out, huh?”

Lacy and Ava gave me simultaneous back off looks. Paul Simmons stood up and shook my hand.

“Hi, Lily. Nice to see you again. You getting any work done on the house?”

How far out of the loop was this guy? “Not since the mummy.”

“That was your place? Jesus Christ. I’d have considered moving to the moon if I found a body in my home.”

“Our Lily’s a cool cat,” Ryan said. His word choice startled me for a moment, but I recovered when he winked. “You want to join us for some drinks?”

“Can’t. I’m meeting Nadine.” I scanned the room and found her. Finally. “There she is.” I flashed Ryan a smile. “Talk to you later.”

“You bet,” he said.

“It was nice to see you again, Lily. Let me know if you need any help with the plumbing.” Paul scooted back into the booth next to Ava. He looked over at Ryan and gave him a brief smile.

The reason it had taken me a second to find Nadine is that I had been looking for a woman sitting alone. When I landed on Nadine, she was sitting with the raven-haired coroner, Dr. Regina Crawford. Nadine saw me about the same time. Her wide smile blossomed as she waved me over.

“Hey, girl,” she said. “Reggie here needed a girls’ night out too.” She gave me a meaningful look.

“I hope it’s okay,” Dr. Crawford said. “I don’t want to impose.”

“Of course not,” I told her. “The more the merrier.” But my mood soured. I’d wanted to ask Nadine some pointed questions about Merl Peterson’s death, and having the doctor around was cramping my nosey style. On the other hand, Regina was the new coroner and might have some insight. “Where are you from, Dr. Crawford?” Her accent, like mine, wasn’t Southern Missourian.

“I’m from Kansas City. The Missouri side, of course, and please, call me Reggie,” she said. “I don’t want to play doctor tonight.”

“Unless some hot guy needs you to take his temperature,” Nadine quipped.

Reggie and I flashed each other a look of surprise, then she started laughing and I joined in.

“He better be super-hot,” Reggie said. Her black hair, which had been in a bun the previous night, was now loose and around her shoulders. It was shorter than I expected. Her dark brown eyes were warm, and I found myself really charmed by the city doctor.

I reached for small talk. “I can’t believe the storms last night.”

“They were bad,” Reggie said. “The thunder shook my whole house several times. I thought I was in the middle of an earthquake for a moment.”

Nadine gave her a look.

“What?”

She shrugged. “We’re right on top of the New Madrid Fault.”

“That’s true,” I agreed. “I read about it in a conservation magazine.”

Nadine’s eyes widened. “You’re reading conservation magazines now?”

“Parker keeps them at the shelter. It’s something to read during down time.”

“And who is this Parker?” Reggie asked. She leaned forward. “Dish.”

“He’s my boss and my friend.” Who just happened to show up at my place this morning and cook me eggs. “That’s it.”

“Is he attractive?”

Nadine giggled. “Yeah, Lily. Tell us. Is Parker attractive?”

I mouthed, I hate you, to her, but it only made her giggle more. “He’s handsome, if you go in for his type.”

Nadine wouldn’t let it go. “And what type would that be?”

“I don’t know.” Tall, rugged, muscular, beautiful blue eyes, smells good, I listed off in my head. “You know, handsome.”

“You paint a vivid picture, my friend.” Nadine got up from her seat. “You want a beer or something stronger?”

“Beer’s good to start.”

“Back in two,” Nadine said and headed to the bar.

“So,” Reggie said, a sly smile turning up the corners of her mouth. “You want to know about the body you found in your wall?”

My lower jaw almost came unhinged. “Heck yes.”

She rubbed her hands together excitedly. “Good. I’ve been dying to tell you since you got here.”

“Should we wait on Nadine?”

“She already knows. Why do you think she asked me to come out tonight?”

I laughed. “I really like you Reggie.”

“I’m easy to like,” she said with a mild shrug then grinned. “So, the guy in your wall was a wanted felon.”

“You’re kidding me.”

“I would not kid about this.” She shook her head. “His name was James Wright, and he was wanted for bank robbery.”

The guy had been dead for a while, so it couldn’t have been a recent robbery. “How old was the case?”

“The robbery took place back in 1986.” Her eyes widened for dramatic effect.

“The police have been looking for this guy for thirty years and he’s been dead the whole time,” I said incredulously. “How is that even possible?”

“But he hasn’t,” Reggie said.

“Hasn’t what?”

“Been dead the whole time. When the medical examiner dated the clothing and bones, he determined the body had been dead around seven or eight years.”

“So who put him in the wall and why?”

“Both excellent questions.”

Nadine put a beer in front of me. “Did you tell her the best part yet?”

“I was getting there,” Reggie said. She took a sip of her mojito. “That’s really strong. Lots of gin.”

“I think that’s why this place is a favorite with the college crowd,” Nadine said. “Now tell her or I am going to spill. I can’t believe I didn’t call you and blab earlier.”

Reggie put her slender, well-manicured hand up. “Okay.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “James Wright had a partner in the bank heist.”

“And do the police think the partner killed Wright?” My heartbeat quickened. “Was the old man, John Mills, the partner? Oh man, how crazy would that be.”

“Too crazy,” Nadine said dryly. “John Mills was crotchety and grumpy, and a good farmer, but he was no bank robber. Would you let Reggie tell the story?”

“Fine.” My heartbeat slowed. “He had a partner. Go on.”

“Yes, he had a partner, a guy named Gail Martin. Gail was caught two weeks after the bank job just outside Poplar Bluff. That’s about sixty miles from here. He was arrested, tried, and sentenced to forty years in maximum security.”

“But they never found Wright.”

“Nope, they never did. Until you dug him out of the wall yesterday.”

“If his partner is in jail, then who would kill him? And why?”

Nadine piped, “I think his partner put a hit out on Wright for disappearing with the money and leaving him to face jail alone.”

I raised my brow.

“It’s a theory,” she said a tad defensively.

“What about the wounds?” I asked Reggie. “Did the medical examiner find out what kind of blade made the chest hole?”

“A gun, actually. There was black powder stippling around the wound. The examiner said it was an extremely close shot. The gun was probably pressed against Wright’s chest when it was fired.”

“Maybe a struggle,” I said. Thinking about how hard it would be to put a gun to someone’s chest without getting disarmed. You didn’t come at your prey from the front, not if you wanted the upper hand. “How big was the guy?”

“Six feet two inches. From the old photographs, he was pretty stocky as well.”

I could see shooting him from across a safe distance, but who the hell had the balls to press the barrel to his chest without fearing for their own life? “Maybe it was an accident.”

“Doubtful. The shot to the head was no accident, which is what killed him, by the way,” Nadine said. “And neither was hiding the body.”

“What about his hand? Did they find anything in it?” Other than a snapped-off finger.

“You’re good, Lily. Yes. In his right hand he was holding something. It was really corroded, so the lab is doing some tests to see if they can get it recognizable.”

“It was either something important to him personally, or a clue to the killer. You don’t hold on to something that tight at the moment of death unless you think it has real value.”

“Are you sure you weren’t a cop in a past life?” Nadine asked.

“I’m just curious is all,” I said. “There are too many rules to police work. Besides, I’d rather do what she does.” I gestured to Reggie.

“Here, here.” Reggie raised her glass and took another sip of her drink. I liked the way the mint and gin smelled together. I reminded me of Parker’s mint and juniper shampoo.

Nadine’s hand wrapped my wrist. I looked down at her fingers as she squeezed tightly. I met her gaze.

“Don’t look,” she whispered.

“What?” Automatically, I swiveled to look behind me.

Parker, wearing a black t-shirt, his best jeans, and a blue windbreaker, was being seated at a booth on the restaurant side of the tavern with Naomi Wells.

I shrank into my shoulders as the predator in me fought to climb out. My fingers curled under my palms into tight fists to hide my claws.

“I told you not to look,” Nadine said.

“What is it?” Reggie asked. “Or who?”

“It’s no one,” I said tersely.

“Dang, girl, your voice just went all Hannibal Lecter.” Nadine eased up on her grip.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath to get my body under control. “I’m fine. Parker and I are friends. He can date whoever he wants.”

“Oh, the Parker,” Reggie said. “Where?”

“Left corner booth past the divider,” Nadine said helpfully.

Only Parker’s head was visible now that he had been seated.

“Okay, Lily,” Reggie admonished. “You definitely left out some details in your description. That man is fine.”

“He’s all right,” I grumbled. Stupid men.

“Who is the woman with him?”

Nadine answered. “That’s Naomi Wells. Small-town-girl-makes-good-in-the-big-city story. She’s a journalist in St. Louis, just back for a hometown celebration.”

“I think I’ve seen this movie,” Reggie said. “It was a Lifetime Original.”

“Did everyone die at the end?” I wanted the disaster of a night over and done with.

“Lily!” Nadine said with surprise. She was smiling, though, so it hadn’t taken her aback. “You’re jealous.”

“Am not.”

“What do you think, Doc?” my Moonrise soon-to-be ex-BFF asked. “What’s the diagnosis?”

“Chronic heartbreak aggravated by a severe case of jealousy. I prescribe marching over there and telling him to kick the city girl to the curb.”

“Stop it.”

Nadine touched my arm again. “I get it, Lils,” she said more seriously. “You’re scared to let yourself be with Parker, you’re scared of getting hurt, but if you don’t make a move, you are going to lose any chance of being with a guy you’re crazy for.”

I liked it better when we were talking about the dead body. “I think I’m going to call it a night. Smooshie is going to need let out soon. As it is, I fully expect the trailer to be trashed by the time I get home.” I’d barely finished half my beer, but I’d lost my taste for it.

“Don’t go, Lily,” Nadine pleaded.

“I didn’t mean to chase you away with my teasing,” Reggie added. “You should stay.”

“If you stay,” Nadine said, “I’ll tell you about Merl Peterson.”

My ears perked. Shoot. Curiosity was this cat’s Achilles’ heel! I crossed my arms and leaned back. “Fine. Tell me about Merl Peterson.”

“Merl died of blunt force trauma to the back of the head.”

“Did he fall and hit his head?”

“Not unless he fell on a marble ball from “Floating Truth” an art display out back of the admin building and the ball crawled away after.”

“Huh?”

“The marble ball, about the size of a grapefruit, was picked up and used to kill Merl. It was found about five feet from his body with blood on it.”

“Someone bashed his head in?”

“Yes.”

“Are there any suspects?”

“Merl’s wallet was missing, along with his Mason ring. The sheriff suspects a robbery gone bad.”

“Any prints on the ball?”

“No,” Reggie said, getting in on the discussion. “It had Mr. Peterson’s blood on it, but no prints.”

“So the killer was smart enough to wear gloves. But the campus has classes at night, so it’s possible this was just a crime of opportunity. Maybe the killer would have pounced an anyone walking in the back courtyard on campus.” I had liked Merl. I didn’t want to think about someone hating him enough to kill him on purpose. “What was Merl doing out there, anyhow? Do you know?”

Nadine shrugged. “No clue. You don’t have to check in on campus. He could have been there visiting a faculty member or a student, or maybe he just liked to walk out there. Who knows?”

Merl knew. And now he was one more ghost to add to the Mills house curse. Now that I owned the property, was I next? I shook my head. I had an advantage. No one except Buzz knew I was a Shifter. And humans were a lot more fragile than my kind.

“What is it, Lils? You think of something?”

I shook my head again. “I’m just being silly. Parker told me about a curse on the Mills house. How all the owners have died or disappeared. Merl was an owner briefly, and now he’s dead.”

Nadine’s brows narrowed together. “You think you’re next? Don’t be daft, Lily. John Mills lived in that house for eight years and died of old age. He was eight-nine when he passed on. That house didn’t kill him. A long life did.”

“You’re right,” I said. “I told you it was silly.”

“Are you hungry?” Reggie asked.

My stomach growled at the mention of food. “Starving,” I said.

Nadine laughed. “That’s my girl.”


Chapter 9

Two orders of hot wings, a platter of nachos, and a pile of cheesy bacon fries later, I still hadn’t gotten over Parker being at Dally’s with Naomi. I hadn’t told him I was coming here tonight, but I had told him I was having girls’ night with Nadine. Had he purposefully brought her here to make me jealous? Gah! I was being ridiculous.

“Nadine Booth,” a booming voice shouted. We all looked up. Parker’s friend Adam strolled right up to our table.

“Jesus,” Nadine whispered as she slouched in her seat. I hated to tell her, but hiding behind me would be an impossible feat.

He looked at me. “Nice to see you again, Lily.”

I smiled. “Nice to see you too, Adam.”

He grinned, his shoulders relaxing so you could see his neck. He really was a big guy. He craned his head sideways to look past me. “Nadine. It is you,” he said. “I thought it was. Woo-wee, you have filled out nicely.”

“Thanks. And you’re still filled with hot air,” she said.

“Aw, now, don’t be like that.” He smiled. “I’m only in town until Monday. Give me a spin on the dance floor for old times’ sake.”

“One dance,” she said. “Then you go on. This is a girls’ night, and the last time I checked, you were no girl.”

“I’ll let you check again if you want to be sure.”

Nadine hooted with laughter. “I’ll take your word for it.”

As they went out on the small dance floor, I got a call from nature. I might have hollow legs when it came to food, but the second beer was putting serious pressure on my bladder. “I’ll be right back,” I said to Reggie. “Nature calls.”

I passed the dance floor on the way to the bathrooms. Two couples aside from Nadine and Adam were slow dancing to a sad country song. Since I didn’t keep up with music, I wasn’t familiar enough to recognize it though. There was something about beer, bars, women, and apple pie. I pushed out all the noise from my head as I went into the nearest stall, dropped my pants, and peed, thankful for the semi-peaceful moment. My senses were so overloaded, I felt a bit fried. After, I went to the sink and washed my hands with hot water, then turned on the cold and splashed my face.

In the mirror, I saw that my hair, the color of dark cinnamon, had gotten wild since I’d left the trailer. The humidity this far south had given me a serious case of the frizzies. My skin had freckled a little more since the weather had warmed, and I spent more time outside. I wore very little makeup because most of the time I’d rub it without thinking. I once gave myself two black eyes at a high school party back home. I’d forgotten that I was wearing mascara and my eyes had been irritating me, so I kept scrubbing them with my palms. It wasn’t until my friend Hazel pulled me aside and handed me a wet towelette and a compact mirror that I knew why a couple of high school jerks had asked me if I was related to raccoons.

I didn’t wear mascara anymore. I usually didn’t care that my eyelashes were almost nonexistent, but Naomi Wells had lush eyelashes. Which meant, tonight I cared.

The door opened, and my nightmare walked in. “Oh, hi, Lily. Fancy meeting you here.” She laughed. It was loud and bawdy. I’d expected her laugh to be as pretty as she was, and I felt like a petulant child that her terrible laugh made me feel better.

“Hello,” I said as I pulled some paper towels from the dispenser. She didn’t make a move toward a stall like I expected. Instead, she moved in next to me, rummaged in her purse for some strawberry-tinted lip gloss and dabbed it on her full lips.

“You out on a date tonight?” she asked.

I had a gut full of nachos and wings and beer, and it made me surly. Still, I tried to be polite. “No, just out with some friends.”

“That’s right,” she said. “You and Nadine, right?”

I remembered she’d been in the diner when Nadine had asked me to come out for drinks on Wednesday. Had she brought Parker here on purpose? And for what reason? It wasn’t like I was competition. She couldn’t possibly know I was even remotely interested.

“I better get back out there.”

“Hold up,” Naomi said. “I heard about what went down with Bridgette last year. I’m really sorry you had to go through that.”

Numbness crept over me. Had Parker told her about that night? I’d never asked him not to tell anyone, but I felt betrayed all the same. “It was awful.”

“Did Bridgette say why she killed Katherine?” Her tone was gentle but probing. It reminded me of Hazel when she was interrogating someone. Friendly, but insistent.

“I don’t want to talk about it, Naomi. Sorry.” Though why I was apologizing was beyond me.

“No, no,” she crooned. “I’m sorry. It’s just that…Bridgette had been a friend in school. It’s hard to process how someone like her, so put together, could have done such an awful thing. It’s a lot to take in. I was hoping you might tell me something that would make it make sense.”

Bridgette Jones had been selfish and vain. She killed Katherine because she didn’t want the older woman telling the town that her husband Tom was the father of Lacy Evans’ baby, and then he’d gone on to kill Katherine’s brother because Bridgette was worried Ed knew the secret as well. Both of them had tried to kill me. And now, because Tom recanted his confession, I would have relive that night over again. There was no way in the world I was going to do it here in Dally’s bathroom with a woman I barely knew.

“There is no making sense of what Bridgette did,” I finally said. “None. I’m sorry she was your friend, but she was responsible for two deaths, and she almost killed me. I wouldn’t even know where to start explaining that kind of behavior.”

“I understand,” Naomi said. She reached in her purse again, and I heard the faint sound of an electronic beep. It wasn’t loud enough for human ears, but just enough that I picked it up.

Play it cool, I reminded myself. She’s human. I’m supposed to be human. What she can’t hear, I’m not supposed to hear. It was probably nothing. She might have brushed against a button on her phone when she put the lip gloss away.

I didn’t say goodbye as I walked out the door, but before I got three feet away, I heard my own voice say, “I wouldn’t even know where to start explaining that kind of behavior.”

It stopped me in my tracks about half-way down the hall, my nails sharpening into claws. Had she recorded me? I mean, of course she had. I’d just heard my words echoing off the bathroom walls. I hadn’t said anything exciting or revealing, but that wasn’t the point. Naomi Wells had followed me to Dally’s, tracked me into the bathroom, and then recorded our conversation. What the heck was she playing at?

I walked away, my mood soured by the encounter.

Ryan Petry put his arms around me and swung me around before setting me down on the dance floor.

He smiled like a man full of bliss, his eyes shining like he’d used them to capture stars. He moved with me, his right hand on my shoulder to lead me, his left in my right hand. Luckily, I’d learned a few two-stepping moves from Nadine and kept up without tripping over my own feet.

“Lily, you look beautiful tonight.” He grinned down at me. I could smell a mixture of blended whiskey, grenadine, and orange juice. My friend had been doing watermelon shots. They were a favorite of his.

“You’re drunk,” I said, glad to think about something other than Naomi and Parker.

“Yes, I am,” he said. Then he lifted his lead hand from my shoulder and put a finger to his lips. “Shhhh. It’s a secret.”

I laughed. “Not a very good one. I saw some pictures of you in high school.”

“Really?”

“On the back of that flyer. You were standing between Mark Stephens and Mike Duffy. Gosh, you all looked so young.”

For a moment, his eyes grew sad. I had to bring up Mike Duffy, a friend of his who’d died, and totally kill his good time.

“I’m sorry, Ryan. I didn’t mean to dredge up painful memories.”

“What do you mean?” he asked in a way that said he really wanted to know.

“Your friend Mike died. I’m sure it was hard on all of you when it happened. Parker said he was away in the Army when his dad told him.”

“Parker and Mike were like brothers. We all were. At least we were back then.”

“What do you think about Adam? He’s awfully loud.”

Ryan laughed. “He’s always been the life of the party.”

“And Naomi?”

“Lily.” Ryan gave a look of understanding and disappointment as he pulled me close. “She’ll never shine as bright as you in Parker’s eyes.” He leaned back a little to meet my gaze. “Do you think I’m handsome?” He didn’t smell like desire or lust, and he wasn’t looking at me the way a man looked at a woman he wanted to bed, which meant, the question wasn’t so much about what I thought. I realized Ryan was feeling insecure. But why?

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” he said. “Right as rain. Oh!” His eyes lit up. “Proctor’s cow is about to calve in the next week, do you want to tag along?”

“You sure know how to show a girl a good time.”

“Girls aren’t the problem.” He lost his smile for a moment, and then it returned. “Shhh,” he said again. “That’s a secret too.”

I giggled as he twirled me under his arm and back, and when he pulled me in tight, I glanced over to where Parker’s booth was on the other side of the tavern.

Parker stared at me, his eyes flickering away as I caught him watching. He looked miserable. Naomi sat across from him.

I looked up into Ryan’s beautiful face, and said, “You are very handsome.”

He dipped his head and kissed my nose. “Thanks, Lily. You always make me feel better.”

“I thought that was beer’s job.”

He chuckled. “Sometimes beer needs a little help.” The song ended and he let me go. “So, do you want a call when the calf comes?”

“Yes,” I said. “That’d be cool.”

“Great. I’ll call you then.”

I smiled. “Sounds good.”

When I finally made it back to the table, both Reggie and Nadine looked at me expectantly.

“He’s just a friend,” I said with mild exasperation.

Reggie pursed her lips. “I’m beginning to think you say that about all the men in your life.”

“Only when it’s true.” I tapped the table, cussing myself for the claw marks I’d left earlier. Thankfully, neither of my friends seemed to notice. “Okay. I’m going to call it a night. Smooshie is good at holding her water, but I’m pushing the limit.”

Reggie smiled at me. “I hope we can do this again,” she said. “I haven’t had this much fun since the divorce.”

I wondered if that’s why she’d moved to the other side of the state from Kansas City, but I’d save that question for next time. “I look forward to it,” I said. “I’m really glad Nadine invited you to join us.”

I gave both women a brief hug and headed to the exit. When I got to the hostess area near the front door, Parker was standing there.

“Hey, Lily,” he said. The way he stared at me quickened my breathing.

“Hey, Parker.”

“I didn’t know you’d be here tonight.”

“Your date did,” I said.

“Really?” His lost boy expression changed to one of disbelief. “How could she?”

“It doesn’t matter. I’m glad to see you getting out. You deserve to have some fun.”

“I’m not having fun,” he said.

Good! “I’m sorry to hear that.” It didn’t seem hardly fair that people couldn’t lie to me, even if they didn’t always tell the whole truth, while I could lie at will. “I’m just on my way home. I need to let Smoosh out.”

“I didn’t realize you and Ryan were so close.” His ears had reddened, but he seemed more hurt than angry.

It occurred to me that if Parker believed I was seeing Ryan, he’d stop trying to find ways to date me. But I couldn’t bring myself to create that kind of deception, especially after I told him that I wasn’t in a place to have any relationships. “It was just a dance, Parker. I’m really tired, and I want to go home.”

“You mean to the trailer.”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I mean.”

I moved past him and out the front door with unnatural quickness, knowing that Buzz would be more than disappointed if he knew I used my other half to avoid a petty human confrontation. I didn’t care. I was at the point where it hurt more to be where I was, than I cared whether someone noticed something weird about me.

I’d parked two blocks down in a large car lot since there hadn’t been any street space available when I’d arrived. It was only nine at night, so the streets were fairly empty except for a few people exiting other restaurants and bars on the street. I saw a couple who looked almost freshly out of high school, kissing up against a wall. I scowled as I passed them. Stupid young love.

When I got to Martha, I put my key into her rusty door. I felt restless with anger and raw energy. Smooshie and I were running tonight. We would run until our furry legs couldn’t move.

I heard a slight click before a loud bang rang out. I reflexively ducked even as I told myself the sound was only a car backfiring. Goddess, help me. My shoulder scar ached at the thought of getting shot again. I’d never felt that kind of physical pain before.

Still shaking, but annoyed with my wussy response, I stood up. “You’re being paranoid, Lily,” I said.

That’s when I noticed the hole in the framing around the door. I put my finger in it. It was still warm.

“Oh. Oh, crap.” I grappled my phone from my purse and ran up the street toward the tavern.

Parker was outside with Naomi. When he saw me, I must have looked completely freaked out. “What’s wrong?” He grabbed me by the shoulders, forcing me to look at him. “Lily, what’s happened?”

“I was… Somebody…” I shook my head, fighting against my own denials. “Someone shot at me, Parker. They shot at me.”


Chapter 10

Once again, I found myself in my third least favorite place in the world. The sheriff’s office. The second least favorite was the hospital. And my first least favorite was the morgue. I didn’t need to end up there to know I wouldn’t like it.

Sheriff Avery had made a point of coming in from home to interview me himself. His office was large with oak paneling that gave it a den vibe. He had a metal shelving unit filled with manuals. His desk was cluttered with files and scattered paperwork. On his desk was a picture of his wife, Margaret, and a picture of Theresa Simmons and her husband Jock. Theresa was Sheriff Avery’s daughter. I wondered if he knew what a complete turd his daughter had married. Avery didn’t strike me as the kind of guy who would let someone abuse his daughter. However, he did strike me as the kind of guy who was so wrapped up in his job that he wouldn’t notice if something awful was going on in his personal life.

He thinned his lips. “Tell me what happened again.”

I sighed. “I put the keys in my car door. I heard a gunshot. I ducked. When I didn’t hear another, I stood up. There was a bullet hole in my truck.”

“Do you think it was deliberate?”

“Maybe.”

“Why would someone want to kill you, Ms. Mason?”

“I don’t know that someone would, Sheriff Avery. It could have been a random shooting for all I know. Whoever it was didn’t stick around to find out if their shot hit me or not.”

“Could it have been a warning?”

“I don’t know.”

“Why would someone want to warn you?”

The more stupid questions he asked, the angrier I got. “I. Don’t. Know.”

My stomach burbled. And the sheriff raised his brows.

“Nachos,” I said.

He grunted.

“Can I go home now?” Several hours had passed since my truck had been shot, and Smooshie was going on six hours without a break. “I have a dog who doesn’t care why I’m late, she only cares that I’m late.”

Parker had offered to go let Smooshie out, but I told him I’d call Buzz to do it. Which is what I’d planned, until Sheriff Avery hijacked my witness statement and turned it into an interrogation.

“Fine. You can go for now, Ms. Mason, but keep yourself available.”

I winced and gave a quick shake of my head. “Where do you think I’m going to go, Sheriff?”

“Goodbye, Ms. Mason.”

* * * *

Other than one pile of poop and a pee puddle, Smooshie had managed to resist the urge to destroy the trailer. As a matter of fact, she barely picked her head up from the bed when I found her burrowed under the blankets in the bedroom.

I cleaned up the mess, changed into bed clothes, and crawled under the covers with her. “You’re not in trouble, sweet girl. Tonight was my fault, not yours.”

The covers moved as her tail swished. She licked my cheek and softly whined as my body began to shake. I’d been shot at. Again. At least I hadn’t been hurt this time, but it didn’t change the fact that it had brought a flood of past trauma up in me. I thought Moonrise would be different for me, but it seemed that no matter whether I was back home in Paradise Falls, or here in this town, trouble seemed to follow me. It may have been why I entertained the idea that the house might really be cursed. I sometimes felt like I’d been born to bad luck.

I didn’t realize I was crying until Smooshie crawled closer and curled her body into me. I wrapped my arms around her and just let go. My phone beeped. I ignored it. It beeped again. And again. By the ninth text message, I got up and grabbed the stupid thing with the thought of throwing it against the wall.

One message was from Buzz. One from Nadine. The rest from Parker. All three wanted to know if I was okay. Since I wasn’t, I ignored each of them, put my phone on silent, and crawled back into bed. I tossed and turned. Not even the memory foam could take the tension from my muscles. I really needed to run.

I let my cougar slip into my eyes and flashed Smooshie a look I knew she could see, even in the dark. “Want to run?”

She scrambled from the bed, yanking the covers with her as she hit the floor and ran toward the front door.

“I guess that’s a yes.”


Chapter 11

The night air was crisp as Smooshie and I explored the woods. There was a giant oak that was hollow near the base that completely monopolized the dog’s attention, much to the chagrin of the squirrel family living inside the tree. I signaled her with a chuff, which sounded more like I was coughing up a hairball. She barked a couple of times, but backed off.

It was natural for her to want to hunt. I understood the compulsion to chase something down because their running away excited you. It happened to me every time I shifted, but I didn’t want Smooshie to get comfortable killing small animals. It might start as a rabbit or a squirrel, but her aggression could escalate to other small animals, like dogs and cats. I’d heard it about my own kind my entire life, that once you got a taste for blood, it was hard to give up. Smooshie didn’t have the same kind of reasoning to reel her back from the edge if she crossed the line from play to predator, so I preferred she just stayed ignorant to the bliss of catching prey.

I found more depressions in the ground. They seemed even more noticeable in the moonlight, because they looked almost like shadows where the light passed over the holes. I’d thought an animal had made them initially, a gopher or a mole, but they seemed uniformly spaced out.

I ran at the nearest tall tree and leaped up, grasping the bark with my front and back claws, digging in as I scaled the trunk to the lower branches. Smooshie excitedly tried to follow me. She managed to get a few feet and slid back. She tried a couple more times, than sat on her haunches with her neck craned back as she stared at me. A few high-pitched noises escaped her throat. That was her way of telling me that she wanted to play, but not this game.

I tried to reassure her, but while my cougar form could make plenty of threatening noises, there were only a couple of sounds I could make that might calm her, and I hated purring like a domestic cat. It just made me feel…precious. Blech. Instead, I used the sound to mean stop. The high, sharp, breathy cry dropped her to her stomach.

I examined the surrounding area, and tried to detect as many of the anomalies as possible.

A balloon of anxiety formed in my gut as I realized what I was looking at.

I jumped down from the tree, landing, of course, on all fours. It was a myth that cats always landed on their feet, but we managed to do it most of the time. I smiled at that, and Smooshie gave me a weary look. I must have flashed too much fang. I purred now, and she pushed her body against mine.

I sauntered to one of the areas I’d seen when I was up in the tree, and Smooshie followed. This was a mound, not a depression, which meant it had been filled in. Animals didn’t usually dig holes then cover them back up. I sniffed around, detecting the faint whiff of something not quite right. Some grass was starting to grow in the dirt, which meant it had probably been dug up after the first thaw at the end of February.

I pawed at the dirt. Smooshie got in on the action, and she managed to move a lot of earth in a short amount of time. I roared, which sounded more like a baby’s scream. Smooshie stopped digging. I inhaled deeply. It was faint, but I definitely smelled tobacco. I pushed the dirt around some more and found a crumpled brown cigarette butt.

It confirmed one thing to me: even if a lot of these holes had been made by gophers, some of them were created by a man or woman. Someone who smoked. I dug some more, but there wasn’t any other human clues. It could have been dropped casually. Old man Mills maybe, hanging out in his woods. Squirrel hunting or watching while he had a cigarette.

Smooshie pushed against me. I pushed back and rubbed my cheek against her face. She rewarded me with a quick swipe of her wet tongue across my nose.

Ick.

I gave her a gentle head butt, my let’s go gesture. I stretched my legs and took off at a quick lope. In a few seconds, Smooshie had caught up to me. I didn’t run full speed, because while dogs are fast, cougars are faster, and I didn’t want to leave my girl behind. The breeze on my fur made me feel freer than I’d felt since leaving home. It wasn’t that I missed Paradise Falls. I didn’t. But I missed being able to shift when I wanted and not worrying about whether someone would catch me.

As we raced from the back of the woods toward the trailer, I pulled up short as I heard a vehicle crunching down the gravel road.

Crap. Crap. Crap. Why did people keep showing up unannounced? Just because I didn’t answer my phone didn’t mean I was dead. Sheesh. And why couldn’t I get a moment’s peace on my own property in the middle of the night?

I’d never make it to the trailer before my uninvited guest. I pulled up short, but Smooshie kept running, and without my human voice, I couldn’t tell her to stop.

I ran back to the tree line and hid. The truck was Parker’s. I should have just messaged him back. If I had, he wouldn’t have made the trip out here.

“What are you doing out here, Smoosh?” he asked. He leaned over and scratched her ear. “How’s your momma doing?”

Inside, I smiled. Outwardly, more purring. Ungh. I hadn’t thought of myself as Smooshie’s mom, maybe a big sister, but definitely not a mom. It was kind of sweet when Parker said it though. I watched him walk to the trailer. He disappeared around the side of the trailer for a moment then reappeared with Smooshie on his heels at the front door.

I watched him hesitate with his hand in the air, knuckles forward, as he debated on knocking. Finally, he rapped on the door twice. “Lily?”

When I didn’t answer because hel-lo, cat here, he knocked again. “Lily, you in there?”

He jiggled the door. It wasn’t locked, which surprised Parker. I could see it on his face. I could also see the tightness in the way he moved that made me think he was afraid. I wanted to run to him and tell him I was okay, but…cougar.

Smooshie pushed past him and jumped up into the trailer. He followed her inside. A few seconds later, he came out and went to the house. I heard him yelling my name inside the place for a few minutes. After, he walked outside, his eyes squinting as he scanned the trees. “Lily!” He walked toward the woods. “Lily! Are you out here?”

Goddess help me. Why wouldn’t he just give up and go home?

Because he was scared for me. I’d been shot at tonight, and now my dog was running around free without me, and I was nowhere to be found. Of course he was freaking out.

He pulled his phone from his pocket. “Yes,” he said. “I’d like to report a missing person.”

No, no, no. He called the police. I did the only thing I could think of to salvage the situation, I willed myself back into human form and shouted, “I’m here! Parker! I’m here and I’m fine.”

“Uhm…” he pulled his phone away from his ear, “…hold on.”

“I’m here!” I yelled again from behind a wide oak. My woods were full of them. “It’s me, Lily. I’m okay.”

“Never mind,” he said into his phone. “False alarm.” He hung up and shoved the phone back into his pocket. “What are you doing out here?” he yelled in my direction.

When I made no effort to come out of the woods, he started walking toward me.

“Stop,” I said when he was close enough to hear me without shouting.

“Are you okay?” His eyes narrowed in my direction. His eyes were probably adjusted to the dark as well as a human’s could, but it still didn’t match my ability.

“I’m fine.” I poked my head out from behind the trunk. “Why are you here?”

His expression changed quickly, as if I’d slapped him. “You didn’t answer my texts and wouldn’t pick up the phone when I called. I was worried about you.”

“As you can see, I’m okay.”

“I can see your head, but nothing about you hanging out in the woods in the middle of the night is okay.”

“And why not? They are my woods. I’m not allowed to take a run at night?”

“Lily, come out from behind the tree.” He took another step toward me.

“Parker Knowles, stop right where you are,” I demanded.

He stopped again. “Lily, why won’t you come out of the woods?”

Oh for Goddess’ sake. “For the same reason you won’t leave.” The cool air was freezing my naked tushy. “I’m stubborn.”

“You don’t sound hurt.” He took another step.

“I’m warning you, Parker. Stay back.”

“What are you hiding? You got a body out here?” He was teasing now, but there was a mild hint of anxiety to his questions.

“The only body I’m hiding is mine.”

“What?” His brows raised in genuine surprise.

“I’m naked.”

His breath left him in a hiss. When he processed my words, he said, “You’re kidding.”

I stuck a bare arm out then pulled it in. Next, I stuck a bare leg out. “Do you need any more proof? Because there might be a three-quarter moon in the sky, but behind this tree, it’s a full-moon situation.”

Parker started chuckling and quickly it turned into a complete belly laugh. Smooshie had walked behind me and tried to goose me with her cold nose.

“Stop it,” I said, unable to temper the sharpness in my tone. Smooshie trotted back over to Parker, who was starting to wheeze. “Ha ha. Laugh it up. I really thought I’d have some privacy out here.”

He finally got himself under control after a few minutes. Criminy, he’d been holding stuff in. Hysterical laughter was a stress-release mechanism. I’d suffered a few episodes myself over the years.

“This is not funny.”

He chuckled again, but it didn’t get out of hand this time. “It’s really not. Who goes jogging in the nude?”

“Someone who has enough property to keep it private.”

“Would you like me to bring you some clothes?” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Or you just want me to go home?”

Part of me wanted him to go home. The logical part. But my other parts, the stupid parts, said, “Go get me some clothes. My robe is hanging on the back of the bedroom door.”

He smiled, and it made me smile. Dang it!

We made a careful dance of him not looking while I put on the robe after he’d retrieved it from the trailer. He made coffee once we came indoors, and I sat at the table and let him. Smooshie, of course, crawled back up on the bed.

“Lazy,” I said.

“What?” Parker asked. He set two cups down on the table. He’d poured both cups three-quarters of the way full.

“The dog. She’s a lazy beast.” I said it fondly. “She loves the memory foam.”

“I bet it cushions all her bones just right,” Parker said.

In my cougar form, I found that hard surfaces could make sore spots on my hips and shoulders. I understood why Smooshie preferred the bed to the floor, or even the thin cushions of the couch.

The aroma of the rich, dark roast made me sigh. I took a sip, and after standing naked outside, I was glad for the heat.

“This is good,” I said. “Thanks, Parker. You make a heck of a good cup of coffee.”

“The Army taught me more than just how to shoot guns,” he said.

I met his gaze, and his eyes held warmth. He was kidding with me, which was good. Most of the time when he mentioned the Army, I could scent the stress on him. Not that I needed to be a Shifter to know when he was stressed, his body language usually said it all.

I smiled at him, but I couldn’t force it up to my eyes. “We have to stop meeting like this.” Tonight was a prime example of why. Parker showing up unannounced while I was in Shifter form could be dangerous for not only me, but Buzz as well. I thought I could be less careful out here, but not if I didn’t make things clear with Parker.

“Someone shot at you tonight, Lily.”

“I know. I was there. I heard the noise. Saw the hole in my truck.” I stood up and went to the sink, a panic of epic proportions welling up inside me.

Parker got up and stood next to me. He turned on the cold faucet. “It’s normal to feel freaked out.” He wet his hand and wiped the tears I didn’t realize were falling down my cheeks. The water felt cool against my skin. Parker’s calloused fingers were more gentle and less rough than I thought they’d feel.

I took a deep breath, trying to find my center.

“The first time I was in a firefight, we were taking down a compound out in the middle of nowhere. There was nothing like your tree to hide behind. Not in the desert. We’d gone in at night. I stayed just far enough outside the perimeter of the target to stay out of sight, as the more experienced members of the team went inside to retrieve documents. When they came out, it was my job to paint the building for a drone strike and lay down suppression fire for the team if they came under attack on exit. I was calm and cool that night. Three Taliban ran out behind the team, shooting their weapons and raising the alarm. I fired my assault rifle in three-round bursts, and as soon as the team cleared the strike zone, we signaled for the drone strike. It was over in thirty minutes.”

“Why are you telling me this, Parker?” I turned to face him.

He stroked a wild strand of hair away from my face. My body shivered.

“You feel feverish.”

“I’m okay.”

“I thought that too. I thought I was okay. I’d even felt a little elated. I know that sounds sick, but I did. I’d had guns shooting at me, and I’d been shooting back, and it had excited me in the moment.” He shook his head, his blue eyes like shiny pools I could drown in. “The next mission, I was tasked once again to stick with the radio operator, while he painted the target and I covered the team’s escape.”

“And?”

“And I did my job. I didn’t falter. But with the second victory, I didn’t feel the same excitement. I felt sick. I…”

“Felt like you would explode from the inside out with all the anxiety you were feeling?”

“Yes,” he said on a breathy sigh. “You know I suffer from PTSD.”

I was aware of his post-traumatic stress. I was also aware of how close his body was to mine, and how good he smelled. I loved the scent of his shampoo and body wash.

“It didn’t start with my injuries, or at least not the injuries that took me out of the Army. It started with the first mission, and every single one of them after that. That’s how it works on you, even when you’re brave.” He smiled down at me. “And you’re maybe one of the bravest people I’ve met.”

I didn’t feel brave, but Parker’s comment pleased me. He always seemed to know the right thing to say to make me feel safe.

I wanted him to know me. I wanted it more than anything else in the world.

“I found my parents murdered when I was seventeen years old,” I confessed. There was so little about my past that I could share. How could he understand that I was closer to his dad’s age than I was to his age? I had more years of stories than he’d been alive. “I walked in to find them slaughtered in our home. I’d been out with a friend. My brother, Danny, he’d been home when it happened, but my parents had hidden him away. He saw them like that…”

“Like what?”

“Throats cut. Hearts…”

I let go of what I was about to say. There would be too many questions if he knew their hearts had been ripped from their chests. No human had the strength to pull off that kind of crime. It had been a combination of Shifter power and witch magic. Two things I could not discuss with Parker.

He didn’t press me. “Oh, Lily,” he said softly. “You really have lost so much.”

His sympathy made me cry again. I thought I’d put those tears behind me, but grief could sneak up on you. It was like herpes, once you’d been exposed, it never really went away, and you never knew when it would rear its ugly head.

“I’m okay.”

“You keep saying that, but I don’t think you are. You were shot five months ago, and then someone shot at you tonight. There are bound to be emotional repercussions.”

“Bound to be, huh?”

“Sorry, too many months of therapy. But it doesn’t mean I’m wrong.”

He wasn’t. I had been freaked out. The shot, whether accidental or deliberate, had shaken me up. Once you’ve had a bullet punch through you, you never wanted that to happen again. Ever.

“Now do you understand why I wanted to check up on you?”

“I get it, but I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.” I looked away as his stare become more intense. “I’ve been taking care of myself for a very long time.”

He looped his finger under my chin and raised my face so that I would look at him. “I wish you’d let me take care of you, Lily. If only for a little while.”

His voice was soft and low and it made my heart full. I hated myself for feeling both vulnerable and safe with Parker. I had secrets though. Secrets I could never tell him. “I can’t,” I said, trying hard not to sound as sad as I felt.

He put his arms around me and hugged me. “Yes, you can.”

I stood there for a few seconds with my hands at my sides, my head against his chest, and his strong, steady heart beat in my ear, weakening my resolve. It felt good to be held. Until this very moment, no one had held me like this, comforting, loving, since my parents died. I put my arms around Parker’s waist and pressed my palms against his back. We stayed like that for a few minutes, neither of us talking, other than the occasional, “It’s okay,” from Parker when I would start crying.

By the time we disengaged from holding each other, his blue T-shirt had dark spots where my tears and snot had landed. I grabbed a towel from the counter and wiped at the wet spots. “Sorry,” I said.

He took my hand and stilled it against his chest. I looked up at him. He dipped his head and brushed his lips over mine in a gentle kiss. If someone had been watching, they might have described it as chaste, but chaste was the last thing I felt as the sizzle went straight from my mouth all the way down to my lady bits.

“I’m not sorry,” he said. Parker eased himself back from me. He grabbed his windbreaker off the back of the small sofa. He gave me a half-smile. “I’m going to go now, before you say something that will ruin this moment for me.” It was said teasingly, but I could feel and scent that he meant every single word.

I didn’t argue. “Good night, Parker.”

He nodded to me and opened the door. “Good night, Lily.”


Chapter 12

The next morning, I called my friend Hazel. She was the chief of police back in our hometown, but she’d also been an investigator in the FBI for a decade before that, and I wanted her to reach out to her contacts for some information for me.

“Hey, Lils,” Haze said brightly. “What’s up?”

“I found a body.”

“Another one? What are you, a murder magnet?”

“Har har.” I could hear Tizzy in the background going on about what flowers would be in season in June. “What’s that about June?”

“Ford and I have finally set a wedding date.”

“Oh, Haze, I’m so happy for you!” It was a bright spot on a cold day. “What day? I don’t want to miss it for anything.”

“You’d better not. I can’t get married without my maid of honor.”

My emotions swelled and choked off my words.

“Say yes,” she said.

“Yes,” I managed to croak out. “Of course I will be your maid of honor.”

“Good. Now that that’s settled. Tell me about this body.”

“The guy’s name is James Wright, and he’d been dead for a long time in the walls of the house I just bought.”

“Wow. You really do stumble over the most interesting cases.”

“Believe me, not by choice. This guy was wanted for bank robbery. His partner was captured and sentenced to forty years in prison.”

“What do you need from me?”

“Everything you can tell me. Also, can you find out if a Merl Peterson had any connection to either of the bank robbers?”

“Your landlord?”

“He’s dead too.”

“Oh, Lils.”

“I didn’t find his body. But he died the same night I found James. I’m struggling to think it’s a coincidence.” I didn’t tell her I got shot at because I didn’t want her popping down to Moonrise and taking over. I wanted Haze’s help, but on my terms, not hers.

“Okay. I’ve got it written down. James Wright, wanted bank robber. What was his partner’s name?”

“Gail Martin.”

“A woman?”

“No, a man.”

“And Merl Peterson, you want any connection.”

“Yes.” I paused for a second then added, “And John Mills, the previous owner of this house. See if there’s a connection there as well.”

“Makes sense since the guy was found in his wall. Anything else?”

“That’s it for right now.” I changed the subject. “I’m really happy for you and Ford. I’m sure his mom is over the moon about you two getting married.”

“She’s got her fingers in every part of this wedding pie,” Tizzy said loudly. “I think she’s going to give Haze gray hair.”

“Haze is strong. She’ll manage, even if she has to get creative.”

“Not too creative. Her magic still sucks, Lils.”

I laughed. “You’re right. She shouldn’t get too creative.”

“Is everything okay, Lily?” Haze asked. “You sound a little weird this morning.”

My cheeks heated as I thought about Parker’s kiss. As it was, I was a little afraid to go to work today. Would he expect me to be different with him? More intimate because of the hug and the kiss we’d shared? I didn’t want to walk around on eggshells around him, but really, I’d gotten very good at avoiding him at work this past week. I could do it a few more days until I figured out what to do next.

“Call me when you get the information.”

“I guess you don’t want to talk about it.”

“Nope.”

“Love you, Lils.”

“Love you back, Haze.”

After I hung up, I looked down at Smooshie, who’d flopped onto the floor at my feet. “Potty time.”

She leaped up and twisted around excitedly.

“It’s potty time,” I said again, this time with playful energy.

Her high-pitched bark immediately lightened my mood. I leaned over and lay my head on her back and scratched her hind end right above her tail. It was her joy spot. After, I went to the front door, opened it, and said, “Go forth and conquer the yard.”

She jumped out the door and over the two metal steps like an antelope. I sat down on the steps, debating my next move. Did I call Parker and ask for the day off? Or did I go in to face the music?

He’d called me brave last night. In the cruel light of day, I felt like a coward. At least when it came to Parker. I’d been kissed once or twice in my life, and definitely more thoroughly, but never had I felt the depth of connection I’d experienced when Parker’s mouth whispered over mine.

I touched my lips, ghosting my fingers across as if to recapture the exact memory. “It wouldn’t work,” I told Smoosh, as he ran up to me and dropped a stick at my feet. I picked it up and threw it. She took off after it, but instead of bringing it back to me, she put it in one of the holes she’d dug and buried it.

“The game’s no fun if you’re the only one playing,” I told her. There was no play in the look she gave me. It was similar to the look that Parker had given me after he’d kissed me and right before he left. Definitely not playing.


Chapter 13

I put my big girl panties on and went into work. I don’t know if I was relieved or disappointed when Keith told me that Parker had gone on a supply run. It took a lot to run a shelter, and it seemed no matter how much food or cleaning supplies he bought, it didn’t take long to run out.

“Theresa get any more notes?” I asked Keith.

He scratched at his undeveloped beard. His eyes were a pretty aquamarine, and they turned him from goofy-looking to handsome, or at least interesting. “No, nothing. I can’t convince her, but it was probably for Jock. That dude is a serious piece of waste.”

I didn’t disagree. “I’m sure nothing will come of it.” Nothing had come of the two notes sent to me. I think the person wanted to see what kind of reactions he or she could get from the people targeted.

Shake enough trees, and you’ll find a few nuts.

The front door opened and Addison Newton walked in. I gave the boy a questioning look, but said, “Hi, Addy. What can I do for you today?”

“Hey, Ms. Mason.” He bounced up a little on his toes and back down. “I…do you all need some help? I’m interested in volunteering.”

“Oh.” His question surprised me. He didn’t strike me as a charitable person when I watched him with his friends. “Why do you want to volunteer?”

“I like dogs. I think I like them more than people.”

“And?”

“And I have to have some volunteer hours somewhere to qualify for the A-Plus scholarship. It’s the only thing I have left to do to qualify.”

“So dogs and college?”

He smiled, and it was almost shy. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Write a short essay on why you want to volunteer here, and I’ll convince Parker to give you a shot.” I was pretty sure Parker would take him on regardless. The shelter could always use more help, but I wanted to see if the boy was serious about volunteering here, or if he just thought it was an easy way to rack of up some hours. Regardless, I was impressed he was taking the initiative to go to college.

“What kind of degree do you want?”

“I’m leaning toward doing something in physical therapy or sports medicine. I’ve had a few injuries playing football, and I think I’d be good at helping people rehab.”

“You’ve given it some thought,” I said.

“I have.”

“Do we have a deal?”

“I’ll write the essay tonight,” he said. He rubbed his hand over his hair in a way that was meant to be aw-shucks charming. And it was.

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Come lunchtime, Parker still hadn’t come back from his outing. I walked the few blocks to The Cat’s Meow to clear my head on the way. It was unusually slow, but weekdays could get that way for Buzz. He said he didn’t mind, because it all worked out in the wash on the weekends, and breakfast was busy every day.

Opal and Pearl sat at their usual table. I swear there had to be roots growing from their booties to the cushioned seats.

“Hey, Lily,” Pearl said. “I heard you found a mummy at your new place.”

I looked over at Buzz through the kitchen window. He shrugged unhelpfully.

Freda said, “Mind your business, Pearl. Lily’s got enough on her plate right now.” When she was closer to me, she said, “I heard you almost got shot again last night. I’m glad you’re okay.”

“Thanks,” I said. I glared at Buzz again, and again, he shrugged.

“Can I come back?” I asked.

“Sure,” he said. “I’m just cleaning the grills. They can wait a few minutes.” He looked at Freda. “Holler if we get someone. I’ll be back in the office.”

Buzz’s office was a small room, minimally furnished with a desk, a desk chair, and a wooden chair in front of it for people he met with. There was a filing cabinet and a floor safe as well, but that was it. I sat in the wooden chair. He perched on the corner of the desk.

“I heard about last night from Nadine,” he said. “How come you didn’t call me?”

“By the time I left the sheriff’s, I just wanted to go home.”

“I get it,” he said. “Do you think you were targeted?”

“I don’t know. I was…preoccupied when I left Dally’s. I didn’t notice anyone following or watching me. It could have been someone just messing around and the gun accidentally went off, but I’m scared it was a warning.”

“Why?”

“First I find a body, then my landlord is murdered, and then someone takes a shot at me. One event by itself wouldn’t raise my alarms, but all of them together seem too big not to be connected.

Nadine had already told him about the bank robbers. He rubbed my shoulder. “Are you all right?”

“Other than getting tired of people asking me that question, I’m fine.” I sounded curter than I meant to be. “I’m sorry I didn’t text you back last night. I just didn’t want to even think about it anymore.”

“Parker came by for breakfast this morning,” Buzz said.

I glanced at Buzz. “Yeah, so. He comes here for breakfast all the time.”

He gave me an appraising look. “But he usually doesn’t come in with your scent all over him. What changed?”

“Nothing.” I stood up because I suddenly felt restless. Pent up. Caged. “Nothing has changed. At least not for me.”

“You’re lying to yourself, Lily.”

“It’s none of your business.”

“If it’s anyone’s business, it’s mine. I’m the only one in town you can be completely honest with. You can tell me anything, and I’ll listen.”

“You’ll judge,” she said unfairly. Buzz was the only person in town she could talk to, and he’d done nothing but help her since she’d arrived in Moonrise.

“Maybe. But only because you’re family. That’s what family does.” He smiled. “We love, we judge, but ultimately, we accept.”

Family also left. That’s what Buzz had done when my mother and father mated. He’d left. He’d been in love with my mom and couldn’t stand to see his brother take her as his wife. Buzz’s real name was Daniel, the same as my brother’s name. It meant even though my parents never told us about Buzz, they missed him enough to name their only son after him.

“I care about Parker more than I should. More than I can stand if I can’t be honest with him. It’s easier just to keep my distance.”

Buzz hiked his brows. “How’s that working out so far?”

“Terrible, but it’s better than the alternative.”

“You mean it’s better to be alone and lonely, instead of with someone who makes you happy.”

“For now.”

“What?”

“Happy for now. It can’t last. He’ll get older, and I won’t age much. One day he’ll notice, and he’ll wonder why. And even if I trusted him enough to tell him the truth, he’d grow old and die right before my very eyes. I’d be helpless to do anything more than watch life take him away from me.”

“So better to be miserable than allow yourself real happiness for a decade, maybe more.”

“I can’t give him children. Is it really fair for me to take away his best years, just so I don’t have to be alone? He needs someone who he can grow with. That’s not me. I’ll stay still, and he’ll pass me by, and I will have robbed him of a chance for real happiness.”

“Who’s to say it would even last? You guys could have a few good dates, and then a big fight would end it all. Or you might get hit by a bus a year or two from now, and he would then outlive you. The world is full of what ifs and would’ve-could’ves. You have to take every day as a chance to eke out some happiness for yourself.”

I stared at Buzz. “The human be damned, as long as we get ours. Is that what you’re saying?”

“Do you think that’s how I feel about Nadine?”

“Don’t you?” I sounded harsh even to my own ears.

Buzz’s expression was a mixture of hurt and disbelief. “I love her,” he said softly. “Does she seem unhappy to you?”

“Not yet.” Goddess, what was wrong with me? When had I become such a snipe? Oh, about the same time my heart got so twisted by a human who would never be my true mate that I couldn’t see straight.

He shook his head. “Well, there’s the family judging thing we talked about.”

I should have apologized, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I’d felt isolated most my life, but when you want ice cream, but no one makes it, you get to the point where you realize going without ice cream is a just a fact of life. Parker was ice cream. Ice cream that wanted me as much as I wanted it. Only, I was pretending to be lactose intolerant. Argh. “I’ve got to go.”

“You haven’t eaten lunch.”

“I’ve lost my appetite.”

“Fine,” Buzz said.

“Fine.” I walked out of his office, past the kitchen and out into the dining area.

Freda said, “You gonna eat, hon?”

“Not today, Freda.”

On the way out the door, I ran into the guy who’d been arguing with Jeff Callahan. Literally.

He was holding a stack of folders and not watching as he walked through the door, and I’d been distracted as well. “I’m so sorry,” I said, and knelt to help him pick up his work.

“It’s okay. My fault,” he offered. “I should have been watching.”

“Me too.” I smiled.

He smiled back, as if really noticing me for the first time.

“I’m Lily Mason.” I held out my hand. He shook it.

“I’m Gary. Gary Ream.”

“Do you always take your work to lunch, Gary?”

“Not usually.”

“Would you like some company?”

“That’d be nice,” he said. “Yes, I’d like that.”

Freda gave me a strange look. I ignored her. I could change my mind about eating if I wanted. Gary and I sat in the nearest booth to the door.

“What’ll you have?” Freda asked.

“A tuna melt, salad, and a diet cola,” Gary said.

“I’ll take the double-bacon cheeseburger with cowboy chips, a side of smoky beans, and a regular cola.”

Gary’s eyes widened.

“I like to eat,” I said.

Freda said, “Separate checks?”

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, please.”

“No,” Gary insisted. “I’ll get Ms. Mason’s lunch today.”

Freda went to turn in our orders and get our drinks. I turned my attention to Gary. “So, what is it that you do?”

“I’m the circuit court clerk.”

“What do you do there?’

“I mostly fill out a lot of paperwork.” He laughed again. “I make sure all the ducks are in a row for the courts and a lot more.”

“Like what?”

“Small claims. Child-support enforcement. That kind of thing.”

I smiled. “So you go after deadbeat dads, huh?”

“Not just dads,” he said. “I had to serve a mother’s work that we would be garnishing her wages if she didn’t pay her ex-husband child support.”

“Wow.” I had a feeling this guy knew a lot about the seedier side of some people in this county. “What about property auctions?”

“I oversee some of that too.”

“I just bought a house and some property that had gone up for auction.”

“Really? I don’t remember your name. I have a pretty good memory for these things.”

“Well, technically, Merl Peterson won the auction, but he sold me the place after.”

“Poor Merl,” Gary said. “He was one of the good ones. I can’t believe he’s gone.”

I don’t know what I expected from Gary, but sympathy for Merl wasn’t it. The man across from me looked genuinely sad. “Were you all friends?”

“For many years,” Gary said. “I was shocked to hear about his death.”

Freda walked over and set our drinks down. “Food will be out in a jiffy,” she said.

“Merl owned several properties. Which one did you get?” Gary asked.

I took a sip of my cola and kept my eyes on his face. I wasn’t getting any signs he was hiding anything. Not yet, anyways. “It’s off of DD Road, 1031 northwest 400 Road.”

Gary blanched.

“You know where that is?”

“Yes.” He tugged at his tie, loosening it from his throat. “Is it hot in here?”

“Yes,” I told him, and leaned forward. “I heard Jeff Callahan had been interested in the place. Do you know why?” I thought about how much I wanted him to tell me the truth.

“He wants to parse out the acres and turn the property into a housing subdivision.” Gary put his hand to his mouth as if he couldn’t believe what just came out. “I…I…that information is confidential, Lily. I hope you’ll keep it to yourself.”

“No worries, Gary.” Bummer. I had been hoping for more nefarious reasons. I couldn’t see anyone getting murdered to build houses, but motives could be tricky. And who good was his business? If I’d learned nothing from The Learning Channel, I’d learned property development wasn’t cheap. Callahan had reeked of marijuana when I’d met him. Not generally the drug of choice for the ambitious, but one never knew.

“Thank you for your honesty. I appreciate it.”

He mumbled, “You’re welcome,” just as Freda brought our lunches over.

“Yum,” I said. I wanted to go back to ask Buzz about Jeff Callahan, but I was still irritated about our conversation. I nodded at Gary’s cute little tuna melt and garden salad and picked up my giant double cheeseburger. “Dig in.”

I looked out the window. Adam Davis was standing out on the sidewalk in front of the diner talking to Ryan. They were talking and laughing. I knocked on the window and they both startled. I smirked. Ryan waved me to come out, but I wasn’t finished with my burger.

Gary got up, his tuna sandwich half eaten and his salad untouched. “Good day, Miss Mason.” He made a beeline for the register.

I motioned Ryan inside. He and Adam came in and sat down in the booth with me. Freda was over in seconds. She cleared Gary’s plate and took drink orders from Adam and Ryan.

“What are you two up to today?” I asked.

Ryan leaned forward. “Well, I was just heading back to my office when I ran into Beast Mode here.”

Adam chuckled. “That’s right. I haven’t seen Big Sexy since he left for college.”

“Big Sexy and Beast Mode? Do tell me more.”

“Our freshman year, Ryan was the tallest guy in our class,” Adam said. “All the girls were constantly throwing themselves at him. One of the senior football players nicknamed him Big Sexy and it stuck.”

“And Beast Mode?”

Adam grinned. “Just look at me, darling. My junior year, I had a growth spurt and bulked up big time.” He and Ryan both said at the same time, “Beast Mode Cowboy.” Then they hooted.

I shook my head and laughed. “Did all of you have nicknames or just you two?”

“Our Lily wants to know about Parker,” Ryan said.

I gave him a warning look. He smirked.

“We called Parker, The Gun Show. The guy had biceps that looked like two cantaloupes when he flexed his muscles.”

I barked a laugh. Thinking about Parker as a high school boy flexing his muscles was such a departure from the way he was now. “And the others?”

Ryan said, “Mike was The Duffster. Jeff was The Nerdist.”

“Poor Jeff.”

“He didn’t mind.” Adam shook his head. “He’s really changed.”

“How so?” I asked. I finished my burger and cowboy chips, and was working on my smoky beans.

“He just isn’t the same guy I used to know.” His brow ridge was predominant, and his eyebrows furrowed over the thickness. He looked at Ryan and said, “And Mark, what was it we used to call him?”

“I don’t remember,” Ryan said.

“Sparkles!” Adam said. “Markles Sparkles.” He laughed.

“Yeah, that was it.” Ryan sounded miserable. They’d been close friends. I wondered what changed that. Age and distance, I supposed. It had a way turning friends into strangers.


Chapter 14

When I got back to work, Keith told me that Parker had come back but went out again to assess a couple who wanted to become fosters for rescue dogs. It looked like I was going to dodge an emotional bullet with him today. Was I disappointed? Maybe.

Theresa Simmons walked into the shelter near the end of my shift. She gave me a brief hug. “Lily, how are you feeling today? I heard you almost got shot last night. How terrible!”

“I thought you had the day off,” I told her. “Thanks for covering for me yesterday. I really appreciate it.”

“You’ve had such an awful week. My mom said that Dad hasn’t slept hardly at all since Merl Peterson was found. They were friends, you know.”

“I didn’t know. Merl was a nice man.”

“He really was. He didn’t have any kids or a wife. It’s sad that he doesn’t have anyone to mourn him. I guess Greer is making the arrangements for his funeral.”

“Greer?” Parker had said they were good friends, even so, most of the time family took care of those kinds of arrangements.

“Yes, he’s the executor for Merl’s estate. Merl already had his plot and stuff paid for, but Greer is taking care of everything else.”

“Parker didn’t tell me.” I felt bad I hadn’t reached out to Greer since Merl had been killed. Greer was the only reason Merl even considered selling the house and land to me.

“Just between you and me, Jock says that Merl left the bulk of his estate to the Moosehead Lodge. It’s a tidy sum.”

“How much?”

Her eyes lit up. “Over a million dollars in cash and properties.”

“That’s a tidy sum.”

She grinned. “Right?”

“So he didn’t have any family?”

“He had a sister who died six years ago from breast cancer.” Theresa shook her head somberly. “She had a son from her first marriage. But Merl wasn’t close to him. At least that’s what my dad says.”

Sheriff Avery sure did a lot of talking around the dinner table. I wondered if he knew just how much Theresa liked to gossip. He definitely wouldn’t like the fact that she was sharing all the personal information with me.

“He must have been a lonely man.”

“Not hardly,” Theresa said. “He was completely immersed in the lodge. Plus his friends took turns inviting him around for dinners and such. I’d never seen anyone so content with their life.” A wistful expression crossed her face. Her tone turned bitter. “He stayed busy during the day, and at night he got to go home to a quiet house without anyone bossing him around or making him feel like the worst scum humanity has to offer.”

I couldn’t help but think about Theresa’s husband Jock. Did he make her feel like the worst scum of humanity? “I’m sorry, Theresa.”

Her expression changed from angry to blank before she allowed a smile to light her face up again. “For what?” she asked, doing a decent job at hiding her personal pain.

I gave her hand a squeeze. “Thank you again for working for me yesterday.”

“For you…” she said, “…any time.”

* * * *

I drove to The Rusty Wrench, which was two streets over from Parker’s place. Greer had his garage door open and a Volkswagen Beetle up on the rack. I parked. Smooshie saw Greer in his coveralls by a monitor just inside the garage, and she excitedly barked.

“Excited to see the G-paw,” I said. “Just hold tight.” I clipped her leash onto her collar.

Greer craned his head back and smiled.

I got out of the truck, Smooshie in tow. Well, more like she was towing me. “She can’t wait to see you, Greer.” I laughed as he fished a treat out of his pocket.

“Sit,” he told her.

Smooshie obediently sat. She looked up at him with love and expectation.

“Good girl,” Greer said. He put his palm out and Smooshie took the nibble, happily chomping away.

“She really loves you.”

“Then my plan is working,” he said. Although he was smiling, I could see the exhaustion on his face. His skin looked a little duller, the lines around his eyes a little deeper. Greer’s hair was graying. When I first moved here, I’d never really spent much time with humans before, so I thought he must be really old to have gray hair, but it turned out Greer was forty-eight. Which meant, he was only thirteen years older than me. It put a lot into perspective for me.

“I’m really sorry about Merl,” I said. “I know you two were close. I hate that this happened to him.”

Greer’s blue eyes were stormy. “Why would anyone want to kill Merl? He would give you the shirt off his back. Everyone who knew Merl liked him. He was that kind of guy.”

“How did you two become friends?”

“When Amy died, I started attending grief counseling. Merl was in my group.”

That’s right. Merl and Greer were both widows. I hated that I was dredging up the painful past and the painful present all at the same time. “So, you can’t think of anyone who’d want to hurt him?”

“Not a soul.”

Smooshie got on the trail of something that led her in circles around my legs. I braced myself to keep from falling when she wrapped us up tight, and then turned to get unwrapped.

Greer smiled. “I’m glad you stopped by, Lily. You always make the day a little brighter.” He patted Smooshie on the head, and she sniffed his hand for more treats. “Both of you.”

“I’m glad. I should have come by sooner. It’s been a crazy week.”

“Yeah, I heard about the body in your wall. I can’t believe you’re staying out there after that. Parker would gladly put you up for a while longer until things get sorted. You guys make a good team.”

All Greer needed to add to the end of that sentence to make it any more blatant was a nod-nod-wink-wink. “I know he would let me stay as long as I needed, but I have to have my own place. My own space. You understand, right?”

“Not really,” Greer said. “I’d give anything to not have my own space again.”

He put his hands in his coveralls. Smooshie sat and readied herself for a treat. Not this time, I thought.

“I didn’t mean to be careless with my words, Greer.”

“I know you didn’t.”

“I came by for a little work as well.”

“You have truck problems again? Martha ran great at her checkup last month.”

“She’s still running good. I wanted you to take a look at a hole in the door frame on the driver side.”

“How’d that happen?”

I guess Parker didn’t tell his dad everything. Hopefully that meant he hadn’t told his dad about our middle-of-the-night kiss. I didn’t want Greer getting dreamy for a wedding. “Someone shot it last night.”

Surprise replaced sadness in his expression. “What idiot did that?”

“You tell me and we’ll both know. The police didn’t find him last night. He shot once and took off.”

Greer walked with me out to the truck and looked at the damage. He put his finger inside the hole. “I can pull it out, seal it and paint it. It doesn’t look like it hit anything important. I’d say it was a .22 hole and probably shot from a good distance, since it didn’t penetrate more than the body.”

“Is that significant?”

“Not really. It was probably some kids.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Kids can be dumb. Like shooting-a-gun-in-town kind of dumb. And a .22 has the cheapest rounds to fire. It was probably a case of accidental stupidity that got your truck shot.”

“Do I detect personal experience in your observation?”

He grinned. “I might have shot out a light or three when I was young.” He narrowed his gaze at me. “Don’t go telling Parker on me though. I’m happy for the boy to think I’ve never been anything but perfect.”

I laughed, locked my mouth, and then threw away the key. “Can I leave Martha with you tomorrow morning? I can pick her up after work.”

“Sure, and if I don’t get it finished, just drop her back again on the next day you’re at the shelter.”

“That will be Saturday.”

“You’re not going to the sport’s banquet with Parker?”

“No.” I tried for incredulous and failed miserably. “I’m going to watch the shelter for him while he goes. Why would you think I’d be going?”

“I thought he might take you as a date.”

“He’s going with Naomi Wells.” Saying her name made me feel surly.

Greer shook his head. “I told you kids are dumb.”

* * * *

I had to get home. Nick Newton had called. He said he could come out this evening and look at the place for me. It was the soonest he could work it into his schedule, and I wasn’t about to say no. Mark Stephens was coming out to look at the wiring as well. If I could get electricity going to the house, it would make the work a little easier.

Nick arrived in a white pickup that had a sticker on the door panel with the words “Handy Contractors” and a website and phone number. The bed had a large metal toolbox near the back window. Mark pulled in right after him. His truck was red, no label.

“Hi, Nick. Mark,” I said when they got out of their trucks. Smooshie said hello by ramming her wide head between Nick’s thighs.

Nick wobbled back as I grabbed Smooshie by the collar. “She aggressive?”

“With her love,” I said. “I’ll put her in the trailer while you work.”

“What’s going on with your yard?” There were five or six holes now in the yard, a couple deeper than the others.

“She likes to dig. I think there’s a gopher or something underground, and she’s not going to rest until she finds it.”

“You should break her of that.”

I liked Nick, but I didn’t want his advice on how to treat my pittie. “She’s fine. I don’t really mind, and if she’s happy, who does it hurt?”

“All right.” He shrugged. He put on a toolbelt he’d grabbed from his passenger seat. “I’ll go ahead and get started.”

“Thanks, I really appreciate this.” I looked at Mark, who carried a bag with some equipment, most likely voltage testers and such.

“No problem. Happy to help,” Nick said perfunctorily.

“Me too,” added Mark.

I put Smooshie up and joined the two men in the house. The police had done a number on my walls in the living room. I sighed. More money. More work. I wondered if I had dreamed too big, thinking I could get this place livable. I imagined myself twenty years from now still living in Buzz’s trailer while this place rotted to the ground.

“Is this where they found the body?” Mark asked, pointing to a side wall. He hadn’t changed much from his high school pictures. Still a nice-looking guy, maybe a little thicker in body, but he had a wide mouth, angled cheekbones, and soft brown eyes that contrasted with his short blond hair in a way that made him look interesting.

“No,” I said and gestured to the wall across from me. “In there.”

“That’s the darnedest thing I’ve ever heard of.” Nick shook his shoulders. “Gives me the willies.”

“Me too,” I said. “Do you know who put up the walls in here?”

Mark shrugged, but I didn’t expect him to know. He had left Moonrise his senior year, before the body had been put there.

Nick ran his hand down an intact seam. “Too rough to be professional. It’s not bad, though.”

It wasn’t exactly a lie, but it didn’t smell completely of the truth either. “Well, whoever did it packed a corpse inside. Is there a way to find out who?”

“Unless it was a professional contractor, probably not. Lots of people do this kind of work under the table. They get paid in cash, no paper trail.”

Mark nodded. “Lots of high school students get hired for summer work and such. Though I can’t imagine anyone killing someone and sticking them in the wall.” He shivered as if the idea repulsed him. “I best get started. Sarah wants me home for dinner by six. My folks are coming over.” I could detect a whiff of acrid distain when he talked about his parents. He wasn’t happy about seeing them.

I left Mark to do his thing with the fuse box and the outlets and followed Nick around the house. We went room to room, even upstairs. I wanted to take down several of the upstairs walls and create a large bedroom-slash-sanctuary for myself up there. The windows gave a bird’s-eye view to the beautiful surroundings.

“Your roof is pretty good. Mills must have had that replaced not too long back. There are a few water stains, but nothing fresh, and with the storm the other night, this place would have leaked like a sieve if the roof hadn’t held up.”

“That’s great news.” Less money. Less work. “Do you think I could tear down some walls up here? I’d like to combine the two bedrooms and make them into one big one.”

“You can take out the inside walls if you leave the one that runs down the middle here. It goes down into the inside corner of the living room, and,” he made a straight-line swing with his arm, “leave the beams up going that way, on both top and bottom. Those are important to keeping your upstairs upstairs and the room over your head.” He grinned.

“Gotcha.”

“You can wall up the second bedroom door, and it wouldn’t be hard to open up the space to the upstairs bathroom as well. Just remember, the thicker the beam at the end of the wall or if you run into a metal girder, don’t try to take it out. You can always call me if you have a question.”

“Do you have a smartphone?”

“It’s smarter than me, but yes.”

“You may be getting some texted pictures from me,” I said.

He laughed. “Keep them clean or the old lady will have my ’nads.”

I laughed. “They’ll probably be dirty, but only in a dust-and-cobweb kind of way.”

“Deal,” he said.

I went downstairs to find Mark. He was in the living room looking inside the walls where they were open. He had a flashlight and was looking toward the base of the wall.

“Is there wiring down there?”

He jumped a little.

“I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“It’s okay.” Mark took a deep breath. “I don’t see any electrical lines on this wall. You might want to run some before you replace the walls. Some outlets over here will be convenient.”

“Thanks. I’ll do that.” Mark still seemed a little shaken. I hadn’t meant to sneak up on him. He gave me a shaky laugh.

“How come you moved away?”

“It’s a long story,” he said while he moved around the room.

“I’ve got time.”

He gave me a tight smile. “My parents decided I needed a change of scenery.”

It wasn’t a complete lie, but it wasn’t the whole truth. Why would his parents send him away? Was this the reason for the change in his scent when he talked about them?

“And you came back?”

“My wife and I wanted to be in a small town to raise our kids. And since my parents were still here…” He shrugged again. “I don’t think you’ll have too many problems with the electricity over here. The fuse box is in good shape, and it looks like the outlets have been updated over the years. I didn’t see any loose wires in the exposed walls. It’s a little harder to tell on the plaster ones, but I think you’ll be fine.”

“You think?”

He smiled. “If things spark, shut it down.”

I smiled remembering lunch with his friends. “Sparkles.”

Mark’s smile faded fast. “What’s that?”

Ouch. “I’m sorry. Ryan and Adam said your nickname had been Markles Sparkles in high school. You’re an electrician. I thought it was fitting.”

I watched his fist clench at the mention of Ryan and his nickname. Sheesh. They must have had a serious falling out for him to react with so much anger.

Mark narrowed his eyes on me, but Nick came down the stairs and put a stop to whatever he was going to say.

Nick tapped his clipboard. “I’ll write up a few things that I noticed, Lily. Just remember—”

“If it’s thick, metal, or connected to a joist, leave it alone.” I looked at the wall of the living room he told me to leave alone. “And don’t take down the beams in this wall.”

Nick winked and nodded. “You got it.” Nick and Mark left together, and I went to the trailer to fix some dinner for Smoosh and me.

My phone beeped. There was a message from Reggie. I’d forgot that I’d exchanged numbers with her last night when we’d been waiting for the police to arrive after the shooting. I clicked on it. There was a picture attached, and the message said, this was in his hand.

I clicked on the picture to download it to my phone. It was a large file and came up slowly. When it finally downloaded, it was showed a rectangular bar with the number 400 engraved in the middle. My house was on 400 road. Was this a coincidence? Or did the number have something to do with my address?

I texted her back. Weird.

Right?

What is it?

Some kind of pin, I think. Two prongs on the backside.

What does the number mean?

Your guess is as good as mine.

Thanks. Talk to you soon.

Welcome. Don’t tell anyone you got this from me. Remember, snitches get stitches, and since I’m the doctor…

I laughed. LOL. Mum’s the word.

I tried to think about what I knew for sure. I still didn’t know if the two deaths were connected, but I had a gut feeling. Merl was an upstanding guy in the community. Everyone liked and respected him. James Wright was a low-life criminal. He wasn’t even from this area. I had a niggling feeling that the pieces to the puzzle were mostly there, but I just didn’t know how to put them together.

I half thought I’d get another visit from Parker, considering he’d shown up two days in a row, but everything was quiet. I threw two twelve-ounce steaks in a hot cast iron skillet. The sizzling meat perked Smooshie right up. She was suddenly very interested in what I was doing.

“I’ll share a little,” I told her. She liked her dog food better when I minced up freshly cooked meat and mixed it in. I had to be careful though, because Ryan warned me that she was at a healthy weight, but if she gained any more pounds it wouldn’t be good for her. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt Smooshie by overindulging her.

My phone rang as I flipped them over to caramelize the other side. I picked it up. “Haze, what do you have for me?”

“Hi, Lily. I’m fine. How are you? Good? So nice to hear it.”

“Hi, Haze, how are you?” I asked. “You sound great. Now give.”

“Fine. Your boy James Wright doesn’t have any connection to the area, but his prison pal, Gail Martin, used to live in that area with his mom and stepdad. A Nancy and Darrel Shephard.”

“Do they still live in the area?”

“Nope. Martin left home in 1982. His parents abandoned their place, and pretty much disappeared around 1984. They resurfaced a few years later when the stepfather was caught pulling a con. He was using an alias at the time. Fingerprints matched him to his real name though.”

“Did they have any ties to Merl Peterson?”

“Nothing I could find.”

“Well, crap.”

Still. Her voice sounded too excited for this kind of news. “What else did you find out?”

“Ask me where the Shephards and their juvenile delinquent son lived?”

My stomach turned. “Seriously?”

“No lie, my friend. 1031 NW 400 Road. Your place.”

“Goddess help me. Is Martin still in prison?” Had he been released early? Escaped? I was jumping to conclusions, but a freaking bank robber with con-man parents had lived here at one time, and I’d found his partner in the wall.

“He’s still in. The police never found the money he stole. One and a half million dollars.”

I whistled. I lived in a trailer and could barely afford my mortgage. One and a half million dollars was an astronomical amount of money.

“He’s not even eligible for parole because of that. You have another ten years before you have to start worrying about that jailbird.”

“Thanks, Haze. I don’t know if any of this helps yet, but I’ll keep you up-to-date.”

“Lily.”

“Yeah?”

“Stay safe.”

“I will. I promise.” It was a promise I hoped I could keep.


Chapter 15

Parker didn’t call or stop by the night before, and I was a little disappointed. I thought he would at least call me. Was he avoiding me? Was the kiss so bad, he was living with regrets?

I had an aching pit inside me when I drove to town in the morning. I wanted to go by the college before work. My purpose was twofold. First, I was going to pick up an application from the Admissions office, and second, I wanted to talk to Jeff Callahan. I’d checked his class schedule online, and he had a nine a.m. class on Fridays.

I pulled into the large parking lot. Cars, trucks, and vans with red college tags filled in almost every available space in both the student and faculty parking. Luckily, I was only a visitor this morning. There were a handful of open spots, and I parked Martha in one at the end of the first row.

It wasn’t cold, but I pulled my cardigan tighter around me. I didn’t expect to be nervous, but what if I couldn’t get into the GED program? When Hazel had given me forged identity documents that put my age at twenty-eight, I should have had her get me a high school diploma as well. My nerves were making my hands shake. Ugh. So much for Brave Lily.

I walked into the Administration Building. There was a room guide on the wall. Admissions was in room 109a. I walked down the wide corridor, avoiding eye contact. The office had a glass front with a glass door. Inside there were three employees, two women and one man, sitting behind a long counter. It reminded me of a trip to the DMV. There weren’t any numbers to grab, so I opened the door and went in without ceremony.

The first woman, a full-figured brunette with hazel-brown eyes and a creamy complexion, looked up at me and said, “Hi, what can I do for you today?”

I froze for a second.

“This is Admissions. Are you in the right room?”

“I think so.” Why was I so embarrassed to admit I never finished high school?

I glanced nervously at the other two clerks. The other woman was a stern-looking black woman who kept giving me side eye over her reading glasses. The man was a thin and balding with pasty skin from too much fluorescent lighting and not enough sun, if I had to guess. He wore a beige short-sleeve, button-down shirt with a pocket protector in his front pocket. He had glasses too, but his were for distance, and magnified his eyes in a way that made them look buggy.

“Don’t mind Al and Tilda. They love to scare incoming freshman. This will be your first time enrolling, correct?”

Tilda looked at her coworker and said, “You’re ruining my fun, Gladys.”

I took a deep breath and pulled my ovaries up by the bootstraps. I am a strong woman and a Shifter. I ain’t afraid of no GED. “I never finished high school. I’d like to enroll for your HSE class.” HSE stood for high school equivalency.

“That’s great,” Tilda said. “Good for you, honey.”

Al grumbled something about the fall of today’s youth, and shuffled to the copier with a folder stuffed with papers.

“Don’t mind him,” Gladys said. “Al is one of those people who came out of the womb grouchy.” She opened her drawer and pulled out a map of the campus. She pointed to a square on the map. “You’re here.” She drew a line with her finger to a building that was back behind the square. “You need to be here in the Tolliver Building. Enrollment starts next week on Tuesday, Wednesday, and Friday, between nine a.m. and four p.m. in the Learning Center. You come back then and check in over there and they will get you set up for a summer course.”

The way she rattled off the information told me I wasn’t the only one who came to the wrong place for the program. “Thank you, Gladys. Is there anything I should bring along? I have my driver’s license and a birth certificate.”

“Then you’ll be fine,” she said reassuringly.

“Do you know how much it costs?”

“Absolutely nothing.” She smiled.

Tilda chuckled. “It’s an investment.”

“Lily,” a woman said from the doorway. “What are you doing over here?”

I turned, a snarl on my lips. Naomi Wells was dressed in a cream-colored pant suit with blood-red heels and a black and red hand bag. Her hair was done up in a flattering French roll. Her makeup was as flawless as her outfit.

Did I hate her because she was pretty? I’d never been jealous of other women before. When growing up in a town with witches, you get used to being one of the ugly ducklings. Was it just because she was putting the moves on Parker? Maybe. I didn’t want to think of myself as petty and jealous.

I tried to make my face pleasant and relaxed. Her smirk told me I was failing miserably.

“Hi, Naomi. I’m just—”

Gladys stood up and handed me a folder with Course Catalog written on the front. “Here is the information you wanted.” She gave me a quick wink. “Hope to see you again soon.”

I nodded gratefully. “This is a small room,” I said to Naomi. “Let’s take it out into the hall.”

When we exited Admissions, Naomi said, “What do you want to study?”

I looked down at the course catalog in my hand. “Oh, uhm, something in medicine. What are you doing here?”

“I…” She gave me an odd look. “I can’t think of what I was about to say.”

Was Naomi hiding something? My witch inheritance made me an honesty magnet, but if someone really didn’t want me to know something, they might not be able to lie to me, but they could avoid telling the truth. Naomi was telling the truth about not being able to remember what she was going to say, because she had been about to tell a lie, but instead, the real reason for her visit to the college was on her lips.

I pressed a little. Not too much though. “I seem to be running into you everywhere. I’m going to start thinking you’re following me.” I lightened my tone and asked. “You’re not stalking me, are you, Naomi?”

“Yes,” she said, then snapped her mouth shut and blinked.

Holy crap on a cracker. I never expected her admit to stalking me. I’d been feeling a little paranoid about her since she’d recorded our bathroom conversation, but what is it they say, it’s not paranoia if someone is really out to get you?

“Seriously? You’re following me?”

Naomi frowned. “I mean, well, nothing. I have to go.” Her smile turned feral and malicious. “I can’t wait to see Parker tomorrow night. I always had a thing for him in high school, but he only had eyes for Bridgette back then.”

This woman loved to bring up this nightmare blast from my past. I picked my cell phone out of my purse. It was nine forty-five. Jeff Callahan’s class would be over soon. “It was nice to see you, Naomi.”

“I hope I’ll see you around soon,” she said.

Not if I see you first. “Sure,” I told. “Talk to you later.”

I waited for her to clack down the hall and out of sight before I made a beeline to the building’s side entrance. Jeff taught in the Sanders Math and Science Building. The campus was small, so it was a short walk past the art building and the college bookstore.

I went inside, dodging a gaggle of students exiting rooms on both sides of the hall. Some classes were still full and in progress, but I knew Jeff’s class was only fifty minutes. I scanned the hallway, catching the scent of pot. Unfortunately, Jeff wasn’t the only recreational user on campus, and I ended up following five dead ends before I found Jeff at his instructor’s desk talking to a young male student. I waited outside the door for the kid to leave.

When the room was clear, I stuck my head in the door. “Hey, Jeff.”

He glanced up, clear surprise in his expression. “Lily. Hi. How are you?” He shook his head. “What are you doing out here?”

“Checking out the campus. I’m thinking about taking some classes.”

“Come in,” he said. “I’m just taking care of some last-minute work before I have to vacate for the next class. Chemistry starts at ten, and Professor Robins gets touchy if I don’t get out of here on time.”

“Don’t let me stop you.”

He started typing into his computer. “I just have to log attendance and sign out. I stopped using class time to do it. Some of my students need every minute of math they can get.”

I would probably be one of those students. English, science, and history were easy for me, but when it came to numbers, my mind didn’t always work like it should. “I might need some help with math if I decide to attend.”

“My door is always open. Metaphorically speaking; I don’t really have a door here, or an office. Adjunct professors pretty much share different classrooms, and we have to make arrangements if a student wants to see us before or after class.” He closed the attendance window and logged off. “How are you settling in at the Mills place?”

“I like to think of it as the Mason place now.”

“That’s right.” He smiled. “Awful business out there.”

“Yeah. Talk about a surprise. I mean, I really thought mold would be the worst thing I’d find in the walls.”

He laughed nervously. “I bet.”

“And poor Merl Peterson.”

“Right.” Jeff shook his head again. “It’s such a shock. Merl would give the shirt off his back to help a stranger.”

He wasn’t the first one to say so. And I knew from experience how true that statement was. Merl had really cut me a solid deal. “I didn’t know him well, but he was certainly fair with me.”

Jeff gathered up his books into a leather satchel and slung it on his shoulder. “We better go.”

I walked out of the class with him. We passed a tall, thin elderly woman with long, puffy white hair, and round spectacles. She wore a very bohemian maxi dress.

“Mr. Callahan,” she said in greeting.

“Professor Robins,” Jeff said. “Have a nice day.”

She didn’t reply.

“That’s the chemistry professor, huh?”

“Yes.”

“I’d be scared of her too.” I smiled.

Jeff smiled, but he still looked worried.

I didn’t know how to work the auction into the conversation subtly. So I went for not so subtle. “Did you try to buy my house and property?”

He stopped and stared at me. “Why do you ask?” He popped a rubber band on his wrist. When I gave him a questioning look, he said, “Quitting smoking.”

I didn’t ask if he was talking cigarettes or marijuana, because I could smell the faint hint of weed smoke on his jacket. That alone didn’t mean much. Smoke had a tendency to cling for a long time regardless of its source, but his pupils were a little dilated as well.

I kept my focus on the property. “I heard through the grapevine that you might be interested in turning the place into a housing subdivision. Bringing the suburbs to a rural address.”

His expression relaxed. “Oh. You’ve been talking to Gary Ream.” He nodded and started walking again. “Sure, I thought it would be a good investment. You win some, you lose some.”

His shift from nervous to relaxed instantly increased my suspicions. “Was there another reason you wanted to buy the place?”

“I…I don’t want to…” Jeff’s expression became muddled confusion. I was pressing too hard in an area he didn’t want to delve. He popped the rubber bands again.

“Did you kill Merl?”

He blinked. “No. Of course I didn’t. Why would you even ask that?”

Another notion hit me. “What brand of cigarettes do you smoke?”

“Uh, I don’t know what this had to do with—?”

“Have you been digging around on my land?”

His eyes widened, and he quickened his pace.

“You have, haven’t you?” It had to be about the robbery. The money. Had he killed James Wright? He would have been, what? Seventeen at the time. It felt like a stretch, but I didn’t know what else to assume. “What are you looking for out there?”

Red-faced, he practically ran out of the building with me right on his heels. Deputy Morris and Nadine, both in full uniform, were walking toward us. I looked at Nadine and when our eyes locked, she waved her hand away from her side and mouthed the word, move away.

There was nothing but grass to my right, so I walked in that direction when I heard Nadine shout, “On your knees, Callahan. Now.”

What the heck was happening? I looked over at Jeff, who reluctantly went to his knees. He glanced my way, real fear coloring his expression.

Deputy Morris said, “Jeffrey Michael Callahan, I am placing you under arrest for the murder of Merl Peterson. You have the right to remain silent and refuse to answer questions. Anything you say may be used against you in a court of law.” He put handcuffs on Jeff and stood him up. “You have the right to consult an attorney before speaking to the police, and to have an attorney present during questioning now or in the future. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed for you before any questioning, if you wish. If you decide to answer questions now without an attorney present, you will still have the right to stop answering at any time until you talk to an attorney. Knowing and understanding your rights as I have explained them to you, are you willing to answer my questions without an attorney present?”

“I don’t understand any of this,” Jeff said.

I knew he was being honest. He really didn’t know what was happening or why.

Nadine came over as Morris took Callahan to their police SUV. “What are you doing with Jeff Callahan, Lily?”

“I just had a few questions I wanted to ask him. He’d tried to buy my property at the courthouse auction, but Merl won the bid. Do you really think he killed Merl?”

“You didn’t hear this from me, but we found a bloody shirt in Jeff’s trash bin. Merl’s wallet was in there as well. The evidence is pretty damning.”

“What made you even look at Jeff?”

“An anonymous tipster sent us in his direction.”

“Who?”

Nadine frowned. “There’s a reason it’s called an anonymous tip.”

I hadn’t smelled a lie when he’d said he hadn’t killed Merl. “Jeff might not be clever, but he wouldn’t be smart enough to not leave any prints at the scene and then be stupid enough to leave evidence in his trash.”

“One thing I know for certain, Lils.” She held up her finger. “Most criminals are caught because they are careless and stupid. The shirt and wallet were wrapped in a black plastic bag and shoved to the bottom of the bin. He probably assumed when it was picked up tomorrow morning he’d be home free.”

“So he conveniently put the evidence in a plastic bag to preserved it from contamination.” Jeff seemed more like the type to do a more thorough job of getting rid of evidence.

“There’s other evidence. Jeff phoned Merl an hour before he was murdered, and Merl was killed on campus. Jeff works here. It’s looking like a pretty airtight case.”

“I guess.” I bit the inside of my cheek and worried it for a few seconds. “It still doesn’t seem right to me. We’re missing something.”

Nadine looked over her shoulder and watched Morris stick Jeff in the backseat. “I got to go, Lily.”

“Call me later.”

“Promise,” she said then sprinted to the SUV.


Chapter 16

It had stormed again the night before, so I spent most of Saturday morning doing more demolition in the house. I’d really wanted to spend the evening poking around those holes to see if I could come up with more than a cigarette butt that might or might not have been Jeff’s, but the soupy ground would have made it hard for me to detect any unusual scents. At least I hadn’t found any more dead bodies in the house, but I didn’t find any more clues either. How were a bank robber, a property developer, and an accountant tied together in such a way that would lead to murder? It came back to the money. But if there was money on this property, wouldn’t someone had found it already? Maybe Jeff had. Maybe that’s why he could afford to back a subdivision. Did Merl know something about the money? Could he have been blackmailing Jeff, and when the body was found, he threatened to go to the police?

It was feasible, but it still didn’t feel right.

Late in the afternoon, I showered and cleaned up, including giving Smooshie a bath—she’d had no issues about wallowing in the mud—and I dropped Martha off at The Rusty Wrench. Buzz said he would pick me up after work, so Greer could keep the truck a day or two if he needed it.

After, I walked over to the shelter. Smooshie had to pee every twenty feet, but eventually, we got there. I wore jeans and a sweater, my hair a little wild with frizz, and had a gut-check moment when I couldn’t stop thinking about Naomi on Parker’s arm. Together, they would make a handsome couple for the banquet. The quarterback and the head cheerleader. I couldn’t stop the bile burn in the back of my throat.

Parker wasn’t in the shelter, and I didn’t know if I was relieved or disappointed. I could see his house lights on. Dang. It was disappointment. He really didn’t want to see me. Paul Rogers was on duty for the afternoon shift. Addy Newton was dutifully following Paul as he worked.

I nodded to the teenager. “I see Parker approved your volunteering.”

“I brought in my essay this morning and he said I could shadow Paul today, and if it works out, he’ll give me more hours.”

“That’s great, Addy.” I looked at Paul. He had been volunteering at the shelter for more than a year. The dogs always took to him right away. He was a big guy, both in height and girth, and he exuded warmth. “Is the kid doing a good job?”

“So far. He has an admirer in our new Star.” Paul smiled. Star was the female we’d taken in this week. She’d been very shy with the handlers, and very submissive.

“She breaks my heart,” Addy said. “I can’t believe the shape she’s in. If I could, I’d tear her last owner’s head off.”

“Ditto that,” Paul said. “She’s getting healthier every day though. She’s put on a pound just in the last two days.”

“That’s great.” I took my phone out of my purse and put it on Parker’s desk then I put my purse in his desk drawer. “Are you leaving at six tonight?”

“Yes, but I want to take Dexter out for a run in the backyard. Addy’s going to go hang out with Star for the next half hour. Tripod needs some cuddles if you want to hang with him in the TV room. You’ll have to take Dolly and Leo after.”

Dolly was a full brindle beauty. She was going to a foster family next week. And Leo, who was black and white, and lovable brute, had some adopters coming to see him on Monday. I’d miss him, but Parker had checked them out, and Leo was getting a great new forever home.

“Sounds perfect.”

“Hey, Lily,” Parker said.

I turned and gasped. It was the first time I’d seen him since the kiss. He wore a dark-blue suit that accentuated his broad shoulders and tapered waist, a pale-blue shirt, and a silver-and-blue striped tie that complimented his blue eyes. His hair was neatly trimmed and styled, and his five o’clock shadow was shaved clean. All my lady parts stood at attention.

“Wow, you look really nice.”

He smiled, but it was tight. Not happy. “Thanks.”

“You ready for tonight?”

“Yep.”

Paul’s eyes shined with humor. “I think this is the first time I’ve ever seen you in anything but jeans, T-shirts, or flannel.”

“Me too,” I said. “Naomi will be proud to have you next to her tonight. Any woman would.”

“Any woman?”

I glanced at Paul. He clipped Addy on the shoulder. “Come on, kid. Let’s get to work.” The man knew how to take a cue.

“Thanks, Mr. Knowles,” the teenager said. “You know, for giving me a chance.”

“Sure, Addy. I’m happy to do it.”

Paul and Addy took off, leaving Parker and me alone in the office.

Parker leaned against the wall but he didn’t say anything. I could see the internal conversation going on in all the micro-tics happening in his face. I wished I could get inside his brain and hear his thoughts, but while I had good ears, they weren’t that good.

I broke the silence. “I thought you might call last night.”

“I almost did.”

“What stopped you?”

“This.” He looked me in the eye. “I can see it written all over you, plain as day.”

“What?”

“You want to be friends. I get it.” He stood up straight and pulled back his shoulders. “It’s harder for me than for you. I’m not a dense man. I know when someone likes me. When you were in my arms the other night, I’d never felt anything so right. I know it wasn’t just me.”

I shook my head. “No, it wasn’t just you.”

“Then why do you keep putting roadblocks between us?”

Smooshie leaned hard up against my leg, as if she could sense my distress. “Because we’re too different.”

His ears reddened, and his lip curled at the corner. “What does that even mean?”

Inside, I said, I’m not human, you are. Out loud, I said, “You have to trust me.”

“But I don’t,” Parker said. “I don’t trust you at all.”

I couldn’t smell the lie behind his anger. He might trust me with the work, but he didn’t trust me with his heart. It broke mine. “I’m sorry, Parker. I really am.” I led Smooshie from the room, and we headed down the hall to hang with Tripod.

I heard the door to the office slam, and I winced as Parker left the building. I looked at Smooshie, who was giving me a you blew it look. She wasn’t wrong.

Tripod—named because he only had three legs, one in the front, two in the back—hopped over when Smooshie and I walked into his room. Both pitties did the butt-sniff dance as they circled the floor. I sat down on the blanket-covered couch, and Smooshie jumped up on one side of me while Tripod managed to get up on the other side.

It was quiet in the room, so I turned on the TV. I needed noise to drown out my thoughts.

Why did Parker have to make things so difficult? I supposed he could ask the same thing about me. I wasn’t trying to be difficult. On the contrary, I was trying to keep my life as simple as possible.

I focused my attention on the murder of Merl Peterson, because it was better than wallowing in self-pity.

What did I know?

Merl was a pillar of the community. He owned a lot of property around town. He had no wife or children. He left all of his estate to the Moosehead Lodge. He was bashed in the head on the college campus. There was no connection between Merl and the mummy formerly known as James Wright. James Wright wasn’t from the area, but his partner Gail Martin used to live where James’ body was found.

I shuddered. I couldn’t believe the history behind that house. Well, at least I didn’t have to worry that the family who “disappeared” in the eighties was buried in the floorboards or stuffed in the attic. That was a big relief.

The body had been in the wall less than a decade. Martin had been locked up thirty years ago. Why would Wright, twenty years or more later, go to Martin’s childhood home? Nothing about this case made very much sense.

And what about the holes that were depressions on the property? Most of them looked pretty old, but some of them were fresher. While I suspected they were man-made, I hadn’t discounted an animal, because Smooshie really did seem to think there was some exciting activity happening underground, but I found it hard to believe that an animal made all those impressions. When I’d looked at them from higher up, they’d formed a rough grid pattern. I knew gophers dug in multiple places around the same area, and that could give the holes a grid-like feel, but there was something too uniform about these. I wanted to talk to Jeff. He said he hadn’t killed Merl, and my lie-detector didn’t ping. Even so, he knew something about what was happening on my property, and if I could question him, I was certain I could get him to tell me the truth.

When Paul’s shift ended, Addy came and found me. “Do you think I could stay and shadow you tonight as well?”

I remembered Nick had said that Addy was a quarterback for the football team. Why wasn’t he going to his coach’s party? “It’s Saturday night. Don’t you have the retirement banquet tonight?”

He blushed. “I’m grounded.”

“What did you do?”

He toed the floor and wouldn’t meet my gaze. “I got drunk with a buddy the other night, and things got a bit…stupid. Even for me.”

The way he avoided looking at me, and his sudden desire to work here, made me wonder if the “stupid” involved a .22 rifle.

Before I could say yes or no, the teenager added, “Besides, working here tonight will give me something to do other than look at my bedroom walls. Dad’s okay if I stay, and I really want to help.”

The kid’s eyes pled with me, and I didn’t have the heart to turn him away. In many ways he reminded me of my brother Danny. It made me want to give him a chance.

“I don’t mind, then,” I finally said.

We took turns spending time with each dog. Smooshie was used to having the front office to herself, and she had a nice big pillow bed to plop down if she wanted. Besides, she’d dragged her favorite toy, a squeaky monkey, from the toy room, and hid it under the pillow bed. She liked to keep guard like a dragon sitting on treasure.

Around seven, Greer came in. “Your truck’s going to be ready by tomorrow afternoon.”

“You’re the only garage open on Sundays,” I noted.

“Technically, I’m closed tomorrow, but I got nothing better to do.”

I asked Parker once why his father worked on Sundays. He told me it was his dad’s way of pissing off God because God had pissed him off. I understood how loss could shake your faith.

Greer held up a thermos. “I brought some fresh coffee. Want a cup?”

“You don’t have to ask me twice.” We went into the office, and I grabbed two Styrofoam cups from near the empty coffee pot. I’d meant to make some, but it was easy to lose track of time here.

He poured and we both sat. “Helluva day,” Greer said.

“Helluva week,” I corrected.

“Ain’t that the truth.” He blew on his cup, steam rolling over the rim. “I’m just glad they got Merl’s killer. I can’t believe it’s Jeff Callahan though. That boy, same as the others, always had so much respect for Merl. He used to hire them for this and that. Give them a little extra money.”

“Parker said that. I’m really sorry again about your friend.”

He stared down into his cup. “It’s always hard. Open house is on Monday and the funeral is Tuesday. They finally released Merl to the funeral home this morning.”

“You let me know if there’s anything I can do to help, okay? You and Parker have been incredible to me. I don’t know if I would have stayed if it wasn’t for the two of you. And Buzz, of course.”

“You’ve helped us too, Lily. In ways you can’t even see.” He smiled sadly. “We’re both glad you ended up in Moonrise.”

My phone beeped. I had a text from Nadine. “Hold on, Greer.” I unlocked the screen.

Jeff had an alibi.

“Oh no.”

“What is it?”

We had to release him.

“Callahan has an alibi. Apparently good enough they let him go.”

Greer’s nostrils flared. He clenched his fingers hard enough to crumple the Styrofoam cup full of hot coffee. “Son of a—” He shook his hand.

“We need to get cold water on that,” I said. I set my phone down and unrolled some paper towels. I handed a wad to him.

He took them and dried his fingers. “I’m fine.” Greer walked over the trash bin next to the desk. He glanced down at my phone. “What’s that?”

“What?” I picked my phone up. I must have swiped the back button with my palm when I set it down, because the picture Reggie had sent me was on the screen. “Oh. You weren’t supposed to see that.”

“It’s a weightlifting club medal.”

I picked the phone up and enlarged the picture. “It says 400 on it. What does that mean?”

“It means the person who got the medal was able to lift 400 or more pounds.”

“How do you know?”

“Parker had one. He actually had four of them—200, 250, 300, and 350. The football coach gave them out when the boys hit their target goals.”

The body had been in the wall for nearly seven years. Could one of Parker’s high school friends have murdered James Wright? Maybe. But why kill Merl? I still couldn’t quite make the connection.

I stared at Greer. I didn’t want to tell him that the medal had been in James Wright’s hand. Besides, I made a promise to Reggie. Even so, I had to find a way to warn Parker he might be partying with a killer right now. “I need to go. I have to talk to Parker.”

“Finally come to your senses, huh?”

“What?”

“You and my boy belong together. He should be with you, not with Naomi.”

I didn’t want to mislead Greer, but I also didn’t want to have to explain. “What about the shelter?”

Greer nodded. “I’ll stay here and watch Smoosh and the other dogs.”

“And Addy,” I said. “Thank you.” I winced. “Can I borrow your car?”

Greer pulled the keys to his coupe out of his pocket and handed them to me. “Don’t ding her.”

“I won’t.” I’d call Nadine on the way. The medal wasn’t enough to arrest anyone. Especially if the whole football team had them. And it could have been from someone a little older or even younger. But I had my suspicions about the killer of both Wright and Merl, and I thought I’d finally figured out the why.

He touched my arm before I could put on my sweater. “Don’t break his heart, Lily.”

I hugged Greer. “Don’t worry.”


Chapter 17

I tried to call Nadine, but her phone went to voice mail. I texted her: Call me! I nearly broke down and called the sheriff, but I doubted he’d believe my suspicions. Plus, I could get Reggie in a lot of trouble if Avery found out she’d sent me pictures of evidence. My heart raced in my chest, and my claws came out as I drove to Moonrise High School. I wasn’t sure what I’d do when I got there.

The town was small enough that it only took five minutes to get to the school. The parking lot was packed. There had to be at least sixty or seventy cars, trucks, and vans sandwiched side by side. I parked near the road. I tried calling Nadine again. Straight to voice mail. I called Parker’s number and got the same.

I rolled my shoulders to ease the tension. “Just get out of the car,” I told myself. “One foot after the other.” This was a fool’s mission. The truth was, there probably wasn’t going to be any trouble at the high school, regardless of who killed Merl or James. I wondered if my motives were pure or selfish. Did I just want to see Parker with Naomi? Had I used this flimsy evidence as a way to crash the party?

I was honest enough with myself to admit it was a possibility.

People would be safe as long as the murderer thought he or she was safe. Right?

A car pulled in a couple of spots down from me. I saw Ryan Petry on the passenger side. The driver was Paul Simmons. I relaxed a little. I needed a friendly face right now.

I started to get out of the car, but stopped when Ryan leaned across the front seat and kissed Paul.

Oh. Wow. I was a terrible detective. However, it explained a lot. I’d seen Ryan do a lot of flirting with women, but he never smelled of lust or arousal. Apparently, I’d been sniffing him around the wrong gender.

Ryan got out of the car. He stood there watching as Paul backed up and pulled out of the school. I opened my door and got out as well.

Ryan heard me and looked up. I gave him my best reassuring smile, but he looked stricken. I strolled over and took his hand. “Your secret is safe with me.”

He squeezed my hand. “You want to go inside?”

That had been a quicker conversation than I’d expected. I didn’t press him, though. It was Ryan’s thing, and he could talk or not talk about it as he saw fit. “Yes, please.”

A truck drove up when were got to the door. It parked almost sideways in a parking space. Jeff Callahan stumbled out of the cab.

“This is bad,” I whispered.

“Why?” Ryan asked.

“Jeff was arrested and released today for Merl Peterson’s murder. It’s pretty clear he was framed, and—”

“Move out of my way,” Jeff said. He bared his teeth as he shoved past Ryan and me.

“We have to stop him.”

“There’s a reason I’m a veterinarian and not a cop, Lily.”

Exasperated, I sighed. “Fine. Then let’s go find a cop. Nadine is in there somewhere.”

When we got into the gym, the auditorium was decorated with streamers. A big banner with the team’s picture, Coach Thompson on one end of the players and Assistant Coach Nick Newton on the other. The tables were covered with white cloths, sparkles, flower arrangements, and candles. There were men and women of all ages in attendance, but the coach had been around for a couple of decades. The current team, a group of about thirty teenage boys of various sizes. Addison should have been among them, but a grounding was a grounding.

All in all, the gym had been turned into a banquet hall. It was pretty. I took out my phone. No bars. Great. It was no wonder I couldn’t get through to Nadine or Parker. Coach Thompson the 2009 team had attracted a huge crowd. The gym was wall-to-wall with people. The sea of folks milling around made it even harder to find my friends.

A woman stopped Ryan and me before we got too far.

“You need badges,” she said. “Though I’d know Ryan Petry anywhere. You haven’t changed a bit, Big Sexy.”

Ryan flashed a charming smile and looked at the woman’s name badge. “Celia,” he said. “So nice to see you. You look great.”

Celia beamed at his compliment. She rifled through the few names left on her table and grabbed Ryan’s. “You didn’t plus-one on your RSVP. I’m afraid I don’t have a name badge for your friend.”

“This is Lily Mason.” He leaned in close to Celia. “You don’t mind me bringing her in, do you? She’s practically like my sister. You know how it is with family.”

Once Ryan took me out of the she’s-not-my-girlfriend equation, the woman giggled and gave us the go-ahead. Ryan offered me his arm. He looked handsome, stylish, and smelled really good. I looked disheveled, ready for a slumber party, and I smelled like dog. It was no wonder half the gym stared at us.

I finally saw Parker standing by Mark Stephens, Adam Davis, Nadine, Buzz, and a couple of other people I didn’t recognize. Where the heck had Jeff Callahan gone?

“Parker!” I yelled. I was dressed in jeans and a black sweater. My tennis shoes gripped the gym’s highly polished floor as I ran toward him. Ryan, who had no idea why I’d shown up, ran with me. He really was a good friend.

Parker’s expression changed from surprised to pleased to pissed. Nadine saw me and just looked pleased. Good ol’ Nadine. Parker needed to get over the whole Ryan thing. The only person who couldn’t see that Ryan and I weren’t interested in each other was Parker.

“Did you see Jeff?” I asked.

“No, why?” Parker said.

“He was arrested today for Merl’s murder,” Ryan supplied, stealing my thunder. “He was released and he just ran past us in here looking really freaked out.”

“I told Parker about Jeff already,” Nadine said, giving both Ryan and me a sour look. “And that we had to let him go. He had a solid alibi.”

“I have some new information.” I grabbed my phone from my purse and pulled up the picture. I showed it to Parker. Ryan moved around so he could see as well.

“I’ve seen that. It was in James Wright’s hand when he died,” Nadine said. “We don’t know what it means yet.”

The expression on both Parker’s and Ryan’s faces showed they both had a good idea what it was. “Who all had the 400 weightlifter medal on their jacket, Parker?”

His eyes were wide, his face incredulous. “There was only one guy who managed that kind of weight.” He looked around. “Where’s Adam?”

I searched the small crowd. The large man had been here moments before, but now, he was nowhere to be seen.

Nadine grabbed my arm. “Are you saying that pin belongs to Adam Davis?”

I looked at Parker.

Parker shook his head. “I can’t know for sure, but Adam held the record in our weightlifting club. No one else got close to four hundred.”

Nick Newton came over. “What’s going on?”

“Have you seen Adam?” Parker asked him.

“He just went out the back door. I saw him go after Jeff.” Nick gestured to the far side of the gym. “Something going on?”

“Jayzus,” Nadine said. “If he killed Merl and tried to set up Jeff…I have to call for backup.”

I showed her my phone. “No bars. I’ve been trying to call you both since I found out what the medal was.”

“I’ll go and check on them,” Nick said. He walked away before Nadine could stop him.

“I’m going, too,” Parker said. “If Adam framed Jeff, there could be trouble.”

Nadine stepped in front of him. “You’re not a cop, Parker. Let me handle this.”

“I can handle myself.” He pushed past her. I gave Nadine an apologetic look and took off after him.

Ryan started to follow, but Mark grabbed him by the arm as he glared at me. “What are you telling people, Petry?” Was this over the “Markles Sparkles”? Now that I knew Ryan was gay, it made me wonder if Mark and he had been more than friends in high school.”

“Let go of me,” Ryan said to him. “I never talk about you to anyone.” He leaned in close to Mark. “I never even think of you.”

That remark mostly confirmed my suspicion. Mark blinked, his face stricken. I waited as Ryan caught up to me.

“I’m sorry, Ryan.”

“I am too,” he said. “We better catch up if we’re doing this.”

I scanned the room and saw Parker heading out the back door. “There.” Ryan and I took off in a sprint to the door Parker had exited.

* * * *

The doorway led out to a concrete slab with a basketball hoop. On the other side, a green lawn and an equipment house. I saw Parker running toward the football field. He was shouting.

“Adam! Stop. You don’t want to do this, man!”

Ryan and I picked up speed. There was a figure on the ground near the south-end goalpost.

Parker was there before us, of course, but it didn’t take long for Ryan and I to get there. Parker had his hands pressed on Callahan’s stomach. Blood oozed past his fingers as he tried to stem the flow.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Adam,” Parker said. “He stabbed Jeff. I don’t get it. Nick went after him, but I didn’t want to leave Jeff. He’s losing a lot of blood.”

“Yes,” Ryan said. I looked up. He was on his phone. “We have a stabbing victim at the Moonrise High School varsity football field. South goalpost.” He paused as they asked the victim’s name. “It’s Jeff Callahan. I’m Ryan Petry. Yes, we know who assaulted him. No, he is no longer here or an immediate threat.”

While Ryan finished with the 9-1-1 call, I checked Jeff’s breathing and pulse. “Hang in there. Help is on the way.”

“You’re in danger.” Jeff blinked up at me. His words were slurred.

“Don’t speak,” I told him. His lips were going ashen, and his eyes kept shutting. Ryan had stripped off his jacket and button-down shirt, then taken off his T-shirt and handed it Parker to help hold pressure and stop the bleeding.

Dang, he was in lean shape. He put his shirt and jacket back on while I turned my attention back to Callahan. “Why did he try to frame you for Merl?”

Jeff didn’t answer.

I shook him. He blinked. “Why did he want you to go down for Merl’s death?”

“Money,” Jeff hissed. “Wants the money.”

“What money?” Parker asked.

“Adam wants the money?” I asked.

“No,” Jeff said. “Not…” His eyes fluttered and his respirations became labored.

“Tell me, Jeff. If not Adam, who?”

Jeff passed out from blood loss as sirens and lights flooded the end field. The emergency vehicles parked on the track nearest the end zone.

Nick came running back about that same time. He looked pale, and his breathing was labored.

Nadine ran to us, leading the charge. “Where’s Adam?”

I shook my head.

Nick coughed, then took a deep breath. “He got away.”


Chapter 18

Parker drove me home after we’d dropped off Greer’s car at the shelter, he’d cleaned up and changed clothes, and we’d picked up Smooshie and Elvis. Elvis and Smooshie filled the backseat of his truck to capacity. Smooshie scratched at the window, hoping to ride with the wind in her face, but Elvis, the gray pittie-Great Dane mix, kept poking his head up into the front and setting his chin on Parker’s shoulder.

There’d been so much blood. Parker looked numb and exhausted. His eyes reflected the night’s horror. Nadine called and told us that Jeff was in critical condition, but the doctors were hopeful he’d make it. They still hadn’t caught Adam. Jeff’s words haunted me.

You’re in danger, he’d said. But why? What was there left to hide?

“The money has to be the bank robbery money, right?”

Parker nodded, but said, “I don’t know.”

“What did you see when you saw Adam with Jeff?”

“Jeff was leaning against the goalpost. Nick was there, talking to them, but Adam was standing over Jeff, waving a knife at Nick. When I yelled, Adam took off.” Parker flexed his grip on the steering wheel. “I still don’t understand. Any of it,” he clarified. “Adam and Jeff were best friends. He wouldn’t hurt Jeff. Not the Adam I knew.”

“He isn’t the same man anymore.”

Parker flipped on his brights when we exited onto BB road. “I can’t believe he’s changed so much.”

“Haven’t you?”

He gave me a quick unfriendly look then sighed. “I suppose I have. But he was still a teenager when that bank robber was killed. Why would Adam do that? And why kill Merl now?”

“Because Merl knew Adam put the body in the wall.”

How could he?”

“You told me that Merl gave you your first job. Building decks, roofing, small home improvements, that kind of thing. I think Merl did the same with Adam.” It was dark when we got to the trailer. I’d forgotten to turn on a light when I’d left. I looked at Parker. “Merl had called me when the body was discovered. He was angry when he hung up. We know he called Jeff, and Jeff probably called Adam.”

“And he killed Merl to keep his secret.”

“Exactly.” I wondered if Adam was still a threat. The money had probably been found a long time ago by Jeff. I hadn’t noticed any fresh dig spots on the property other than what Smooshie managed. If the guy had any sense at all he’d have escaped to Illinois or Kentucky by now. “I don’t need you to stay, Parker.”

Parker sat still, his fingers still gripping the wheel. He turned to me with hard eyes. “You heard Jeff. He said you were in danger.”

“He’d lost a lot of blood. He was the one in danger, not me. Besides, Adam has no reason to come after me. The police are after him. His main focus will be his freedom.” Besides, if Adam came around for me, I’d make sure he never tried to hurt me again. Meow. I couldn’t do that if Parker was with me.

“I’m not leaving you, Lily. Not tonight.”

In the distance, I heard gravel crunch beneath tires. “Someone’s coming.”

“I don’t hear anything.”

Crap. “I thought I heard something.”

Parker turned off the truck engine and we got out. I gazed out into the darkness toward where I’d heard the vehicle.

“Do you see anything?” Parker stood behind me now. This close, I could feel the warmth of him. I stopped myself from purring.

“Goddess,” I whispered, calling on her for strength. The full moon would be coming in the next week, and my control was a little shaky around lunar cycles.

Headlights flashed then went out.

“There it is,” I said.

“That car had to be a good mile away, Lily. How did you hear it?”

“Must be the adrenaline,” I lied.

A small white sedan pulled in. Parker stepped around me, placing himself between me and potential danger. But I could see in the car, and it wasn’t Adam.

“Naomi,” I said. Why was she here? It was eleven o’clock at night. “I don’t have the energy to fend off her questions.”

“I’ll get rid of her,” Parker said.

Too late though, Naomi was already out of the car and walking toward us.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I…” Her normally shrewd expression faltered. She was still wearing a tight black dress that hugged her curves in all the right places. “I just want to ask a few questions.”

“About what?” Parker growled.

I grimaced and sighed. “Naomi works for the Dispatch. She’s a reporter.”

“I know.”

I looked at Naomi. “You’ve been trying to get me to talk about Bridgette Jones since you arrived. You’re doing a story on the trial, aren’t you?”

“Is that why you asked all those questions about Lily?” Parker’s tone was livid. He clenched his fists.

“Yes,” Naomi admitted. “My editor won’t give me my own byline unless I can bring him something juicy. I thought the Tom Jones trial could be my big break. But there are nastier things going on in Moonrise right now, and I want this story. I need this story.”

Naomi had tried to play at “hometown girl finds success in the city,” but she was really a cog, trying to advance herself in a cutthroat world. I could smell the bitter scent of her desperation.

“You need to leave,” Parker said. His voice was low and scary. “Now.”

“Please. Just give me something.”

How about a punch to the throat? My head began to pound as I worked to control my seething anger. I didn’t care that she’d been trying to get a story from me. I did care that she’d used Parker. “Get off my property.”

Her face pinched, and with crystal clarity, I could see a look of mortified interest. “What’s wrong with your eyes?”

Stupid! I’d been careless. My eyes must have shifted, and the moon’s light revealed the same glow other predatory animals had.

Parker turned to me. I closed my eyes and concentrated on keeping them human. “Go,” he told Naomi.

She held up her phone, the light flashing bright as she snapped a picture of us.

I reacted. Badly. I closed the distance between Naomi and me with a single leap and swatted the phone from her hand. “Don’t make me tell you again. Get off my property.”

Naomi grabbed the phone from where it landed a few feet away and scrambled back to her car. I knelt down and took in deep breaths to calm my raging beast. So close. I’d come so close to exposing myself to both Parker and a persistent reporter.

Parker’s hand was warm on my back. “She’s not going to give up so easily,” he said.

I hoped he was talking about her getting the scoop on the crimes, and not about trying to figure out why my eyes had looked so alien. “I agree. This isn’t the last we’ve seen of her.”

Parker went to the truck and let Smooshie and Elvis out. After, we went inside the trailer.

Even though I could see in the dark better than any human, I had a profound sense of relief to be indoors with the lights on. I sat on the couch. The two dogs sandwiched me on either side. Parker brought me a cold washcloth.

“I’m okay,” I said. “You really don’t have to stay. I’m sure Elvis would prefer his own bed.”

“I told you I’m not going anywhere tonight.” This time his tone was gentle, not angry and irritated like he’d been with me earlier.

The dogs jumped down from the couch and started barking. Parker went to the window. “There’s a car pulling in, no lights.”

I heard a quiet engine shut off. I’d been so focused on Naomi leaving, I hadn’t heard the new car pull in.

Parker turned out all the lights in the trailer and locked the front door. “Stay down, Lily. We know Adam’s dangerous.”

“It might not be him.”

“Then why turn the lights off and coast in?” He looked at me. “A noncombatant wouldn’t have a reason to come in quiet.”

“Adam’s not a combatant.”

The large man stepped out of his car. “I need that money, Lily. Don’t make me come in there and take it from you,” he shouted.

Why did he think I had the money?

Answering my unasked question, Adam said, “I know you’ve been digging around here. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.” A loud blast followed by glass plates shattering in my cupboard where the bullet pierced the side of the trailer had Parker and me dropping to the floor.

“I can’t get my life back without the money!” Adam sounded crazy and desperate. Not a good combination.

I stared at Parker, fear making my heart race and breath quicken. “I take it back,” I whispered. “He’s totally a combatant.”

“Shhh.” Parker crawled to the couch. He moved Smooshie and Elvis to the bedroom and slid the door shut. “Do you have a gun?”

“No,” I hissed. I had other weapons, but none I could display in front of Parker.

Parker made his way toward the door.

“What are you doing?”

He put his hand on the door handle.

“No!” I whispered harshly. “Are you crazy? Don’t go out there.” The scent of my anxiety, like rotten citrus fruit, overwhelmed my senses. But Parker didn’t stink of fear or trepidation. He had a calm about him I’d never seen.

It’s combat, I thought. The storm comes after. I didn’t know if it was reassuring or frightening that he seemed in his element.

He looked at me, his eyes shining with purpose. “Call the police.”

I groaned. My fear had turned me into an idiot. I grabbed my phone and dialed.

“Nine-one-one, what is your emergency?” a woman asked.

Before I could answer, Parker opened the door. “No,” I said. “Parker, don’t.”

“Hello,” the operator said. “This is 9-1-1, do you have an emergency?”

The door closed. Goddess help me, I prayed. Why was Parker putting himself in danger? “There’s a man with a gun outside.”

“Are you in a safe place where you can talk, ma’am?”

I didn’t feel safe, but I said, “As safe as I can get for now.” Smooshie tried to crawl underneath me, smashing as much of her body against mine as possible. Crap. She was frightened. We both were. I really needed a Thunder Buddy vest, maybe two of them.

“Ma’am,” the woman said again.

I went to the window and peeked outside. “I can’t see them,” I told her.

“Who?” the woman asked. “Tell me what’s happening. Give me your location. I’ll get the police dispatched to you right away.”

“1031 northwest 400.”

“Can you give me more information? Can you tell me your name?”

“This is Lily Mason.” I went to the back window. Parker walked out from the shadows. My stomach gripped with fear for him.

“I’ll take you to the money,” he said to Adam.

“What the hell is he thinking?” I hissed.

“Who?” the operator asked.

Adam kept his gun trained on Parker. I let my eyes go cougar, and I could see his large hands were shaking. Please don’t shoot him, I pleaded silently. My fangs dropped down and cut into my tongue as I pushed past the dogs in the bedroom and looked out the back toward the woods where Parker was leading Adam away. Away from me.

I saw the muzzle flash in the trees before the shot rang out. Bang!

“No!” I screamed. “Parker!”

“Lily,” the operator said. “Lily. Tell me what’s happening.”

Dread clawed at my throat. “Another gunshot.”

“Is anyone hurt?”

My skin tingled with goose bumps as a sudden chill took hold of me. “I don’t…” I couldn’t see anything more. The trees hid any movement. Please, Goddess, I bargained. Not Parker. Not him.


Chapter 19

“Are you still with me, Lily? The units on the way to you are fifteen minutes out. I need you to stay on the phone with me.

“I can’t,” I told the 9-1-1 operator. “I just can’t.” I had to help Parker. No matter what, no matter the cost. I couldn’t lose him too.

Smooshie had stayed quiet and hidden since the gunshots, not that I could blame her, but now began to bark as she saw the beginnings of my shift. “No,” I told her as I set down the phone. “Not this time, girl.”

I made my way out of the trailer, hugging the front wall in a crouch, as I worked my way to the back end that faced the trees. I could see some movement. I stepped lightly, careful to not make a sound. There were some benefits to being a predator. I caught Parker’s scent. I inhaled past the musty scent of wet bark and left over winter decay. Beyond that was I didn’t smell blood. That was a good sign.

I pushed my beast forward, golden fur sprouting on my arms. Goddess help me if he saw me like this, but I had to use the only advantage I had at my disposal. I slipped quietly into the tree line, using shadows to hide my progress. I heard voice up ahead, and crept closer.

“Give me an excuse,” I heard Parker say, his tone angry and menacing. “I’ll blow your head off.”

Relief flooded me. Parker had the gun. The upper hand. I pushed my beast back down, my skin returning to normal, as I raced toward his voice. I had a moment’s relief when I saw Parker kneeling on Adam’s back. He had the larger man’s arms back, and with Adam’s own shirt, Parker had trussed him up like a Thanksgiving turkey. The relief vanished when I saw he was holding a gun to Adam’s head, his finger curled on the trigger.

“Parker,” I said gently. “The police are on their way.”

“He would have killed me,” he said coldly. He pressed the gun tighter to Adam’s head. “He would have killed us both.”

Adam was crying, but he didn’t move. “I didn’t, Parker. I wouldn’t.”

I moved in next to him and went down to my knees in the dirt. “You stabbed your best friend.”

“I’m not a killer,” Adam said.

“Tell that to James Wright. To Merl Peterson.” My hands began to shake. “You are a killer.”

“The guy in the house. That was an accident,” he sobbed. “I didn’t mean to kill. We were working for Mills when we came on him in the woods. He had a gun. I didn’t mean to hurt him.”

“The shot to the head killed him. You’d already wounded the man. Why didn’t you call the police?”

“I have a clear shot on your girlfriend, Knowles. You need to put the gun down.”

From the back of the woods, Nick Newton walked out from behind a tree. He held a rifle up and pointed it in my direction. “Get up, Davis,” he said to Adam.

“He’s going to shoot me,” Adam said, his face still sideways against the ground.

“No, he isn’t. Are you, Parker?” Nick didn’t waver with the rifle. He had the barrel trained on me.

I didn’t know if I could dodge a gunshot, but I didn’t want Parker to give in. “The police will be here anytime,” I told Nick. “You won’t get away with this.”

Nick fired once, the bullet whizzing just above my head, and quickly chambered another round. “The next one is going to give you a third eye in that pretty forehead of yours.” He tapped the trigger. “Now toss the gun and untie Adam. Don’t make me tell you again.”

Parker eased up with his gun hand and moved his knee off Adam. The larger man rolled away from him, getting himself loose from the T-shirt binding him. He put it on. I expected him to look angry, raging even, but Adam Davis still looked scared.

“Toss the gun,” Nick demanded.

Parker looked at Nick, his eyes narrowed with disgust. He dropped the weapon.

“Pick it up,” he told Adam.

Beast Mode Cowboy looked more like a lamb than a lion in that moment. He picked the gun up. “I’m sorry,” he told Parker.

“Shut up,” said Nick. “Let’s go.”

How did he plan on getting away with more murders? This was Moonrise, not Los Angeles. It wouldn’t be too difficult for even Sheriff Avery to figure out this mess. Besides, the property would be filled with police in a few minutes. I could hear their sirens in the distance.

I walked to Parker when Nick lowered his rifle.

“There’s no way out from here.”

“There’s always a way out.” Nick gestured over his shoulder. “Come on. My truck is in the field behind your woods.” His cruel smile made me shudder. “Didn’t you know we were neighbors?”

Adam pointed the gun at us and said, “Move.”

As we walked—Parker and I side by side, with Adam and Nick behind us—I tried to fit the puzzle together. “Adam fought with James Wright, and in the struggle the gun went off, wounding him.” I glanced over and back at Nick. “But you shot him in the head.”

“Quiet,” Nick said. “No talking.”

I knew he wouldn’t do anything while we were still on the property. He seemed to want something. “Why kill him?” I mused. “Why not call the police?” I snapped my fingers. “The money. The money from the bank robbery was never recovered. You thought it was hidden here somewhere. And by all the holes in the woods, you think it’s out here.”

Nick snarled. He hit me in the back with the butt of the rifle. Parker turned, ready to lunge, but I caught his arm and warned him off with a quick shake of my head. Adam still had a 9mm trained on us.

“Merl hired you, Adam, and Jeff to work for Mills, didn’t he? That’s why you killed him,” I said to Nick. I swiveled my eyes to Adam. He looked tense, but also relieved.

“Adam shot Wright in self-defense, but he told you about the money hidden on this land. So instead of turning him in, Nick, you got greedy.”

Nick came up behind me and wrapped his arm around my neck. I tucked my chin and bit into his arm. He screamed and pulled the trigger on his rifle.

A dead silence followed a groan of pain as Adam slumped to his knees. Blood darkened his white T-shirt on the left side. He dropped the gun, gripping his chest.

Parker lunged for the weapon, but Nick threw me aside and had his rifle back up and pointed at Parker.

“No!” I screamed, and it came out like a mountain lion’s roar.

I slashed at Nick, pouncing on his back. The big man swung at me with his rifle, another shot rang out. All my fear turned to fiery rage. This man killed Merl, and he would kill Parker and me if given the chance.

I wouldn’t let him. I couldn’t. I didn’t care what it took to take him down.

The side of his gun hit me in the face. I jumped to my feet with inhuman quickness.

When Nick saw me for the first time since I’d first attacked him, he stumbled back with fright. He lifted his gun and aimed it at me. Parker shoved him from the side, but Nick managed to hang on to his weapon. He swung it at Parker like a baseball bat. Parker ducked, and when he did, I launched myself at Nick, tearing at his flesh with my claws. He screamed. And screamed. And then he didn’t.

I fell to the ground when his body went limp beneath me.

Parker stared at me. His face white with shock and disbelief.

I’d lost control. I’d exposed my true self, and Parker would hate me for it. I hated me for it.

I shook my head. “I’m sorry, Parker. I tried…” I forced the fur on my arms to recede, and my fangs and claws to retract. Oh Goddess. I broke rule number one of living amongst humans. Never let them see you shift.

“What are you?” he asked. I took a step toward Parker, but he took a step back. His hand gripped the 9mm as if it were his lifeline. Would he shoot me?

“I’ve wanted to tell you for a while now. I—”

Barks and shouting, along with wide-beam spotlights, flooded the woods around us.

Sheriff Avery’s voice boomed as he yelled out commands.

“Over here,” Parker said. He gave me a look I couldn’t read. I braced myself for whatever would happen next.

Smooshie and Elvis were the first to get to us. Elvis went right to Parker and put his head under Parker’s hand. Smooshie, however, made a show of sniffing the bodies and examining the entire scene. I grabbed her by the collar to keep her away from the bloody gore.

Nadine, Morris, and another deputy came into the clearing with Avery. They had their guns up and pointed at us. “Drop the weapon, Knowles!” Avery said.

Parker bent at the knees and set the pistol on the ground. “Nick Newton killed Merl Peterson,” he said. “He and Adam were planning to do the same to Lily and me.”

I could tell Nadine wanted to get to me, to see if I was okay, but she also wanted to keep her job. I nodded at her. Some of her tension eased.

Avery looked suspicious. “So why are you two standing? And they’re on the ground?”

Here it was. The moment of truth. How would Parker explain Newton’s wounds? They were definitely not made by a human.

Parker stared at me for a moment, his facial expressions changing as he tried to work out what he would say. “It was dumb luck.” He shrugged. “Damnedest thing. A bobcat jumped out of a tree at Nick. His rifle went off and shot Adam. The wild animal attacked him until he fell, and then took off.”

Avery looked at me. My mouth was dry as I backed up Parker’s story. “It’s true. It came out of nowhere.”

Nadine stood between Sheriff Avery and me. A shield of sorts. When he left us alone, she said, “Shortly before you called nine-one-one, Jeff Callahan told us everything. The James Wright killing. The looking for the missing bank robbery money all these years. It was Nick that stabbed him, by the way, not Adam.” Her mouth turned down in a frown, and her eyes reflected a sadness. “Adam had stopped Nick from finishing Jeff off.”

“Well, that’s something, I suppose.” Not that it would do him any good now. But at least he’d had decency left in him.

Nadine wrapped a blanket around me as medics made their way to the bodies. “I’m so glad you’re safe,” she said, and hugged me tight.

“Me too.” I looked over at Parker. He stared at me like I’d sprouted fur and grew a tail. Wait. That’s exactly what had happened. Granted, the tail was small in my half form, but it had been there.

Would he keep my secret? Goddess, what about Buzz? He’d made a real life for himself here. Had I ruined everything?

Parker went with Deputy Morris back toward my trailer. I walked with Nadine and Smooshie, who, of course, had to stop by every tree and pee. I had to pull the clicker out of my pocket to get her away from the one that housed the gray squirrel family.

Maybe Haze would know a memory spell. She was so bad at witchcraft, though, she’d probably give him a magical lobotomy. I couldn’t do that to Parker. Better I leave than to put him at any further risk from me.

It was several hours before the police presence went away. Parker left without saying goodbye. He hated me. Who could blame him? He’d faced a lot of enemies in his life, but he’d never come across a monster like me.

“You sure you don’t want to come home with me?” Nadine asked.

“Yes, I’m sure.” I didn’t know how much longer I’d been in Moonrise, and I wanted to spend my last days and nights in my own place.


Chapter 20

The clear blue sky and warm sun promised a beautiful day as I watched Smooshie chase butterflies in the yard. I’d spent several days hiding out on the property, trying to soften my depression with demolition in the house. I’d already torn out the wall upstairs between the two bedrooms. It had been easier than I thought it would be, and while Nick had been a brutal killer, he’d also been right about them not being load-bearing walls.

Buzz was still mad at me, and I couldn’t blame him. He offered me hope in a way that felt like a punch to the gut. He told me that no matter what Parker said, people wouldn’t believe him. Nobody else had seen me shift, so Parker would come off as delusional. Folks would assume his PTSD had gotten the best of him in a bad situation. No harm, no foul.

Only, it felt like a lot of harm. I didn’t want Parker to suffer because of me. Just the opposite. My lack of control had been a direct result of him being in danger. Add to the fact that I’d never killed anyone before, and three days by myself was a lot when it came to rehashing the fight over and over in my mind.

I believed with all my heart that Nick Newton was going to kill Parker. As many times as I ran the scenario in my head, I knew without a doubt, if it came down to him being alive or me being outed as a Shifter, I’d choose getting outed every time.

Jeff Callahan recovered after emergency surgery. Nadine told me he had confessed everything: Adam’s fight with Wright, Newton shooting Wright in the head then blackmailing both teenage boys into staying quiet. He told them they’d go down for murder with him, accessories to the crime. Nick also blackmailed Jeff into trying to find the money with him, and to also try to buy the property when it went up for auction. They’d both been responsible for the multiple holes. Adam had gone away to play football and hadn’t returned. He’d almost believed he’d been out of it, but when he came home to honor his old coach, his worst nightmare had been waiting for him.

Nick made Jeff arrange a meeting with Merl then he killed him and set Jeff up for the murder when the police started poking around Merl’s calls, which had included me and Nick. Jeff had been with Freda, though, when the murder went down.

Air-tight alibi. Freda had sat at his bedside almost constantly since his stabbing. She was nineteen years older than Jeff, but she was very attractive. Too attractive for Jeff Callahan. But who was I to judge. Jeff would be going to prison, so I hoped she wasn’t too attached to the accountant.

Goddess, I hoped Jeff didn’t take back his confession. I was already struggling under the weight of testifying at the Tom Jones trial.

They still didn’t know who’d fired at my truck. And while I suspected it was Addison Newton, I didn’t have any plans to rat the kid out. Frankly, I liked him, and not just because he reminded me of Danny. I wanted him to have a chance. I was just sorry I wouldn’t be around to see it.

Parker hadn’t called me or stopped by since the night I went all furry on him. I wanted to call him, but that wouldn’t be fair to Parker. He had a right to be freaked out.

I hadn’t called Hazel about the whole mess. I didn’t want her trying to fix things for me. I would leave if it came down to it, for Parker and Buzz’s sake. I didn’t want to ruin either of their lives. But I would definitely miss the place. It already felt like home.

A gray squirrel sprinted across the yard. Smooshie barked, her interest in the butterflies lost, and took off in a race toward the woods with the small creature.

“Smooshie!” I ran after her as she followed the squirrel to the big oak with the hollow at the bottom. My pittie shoved her large head under the hood of the tree bark, her tail wagging as her nails bit into the dirt.

I grabbed her collar and yanked her back. “No, Smoosh!” I grabbed her clicker from my pocket and snapped it like mad to get her attention. After a few seconds, she gave up, but her muscles were bunched with explosive energy, and I knew that if given half a chance, she’d burrow herself into the tree.

As I held her tight, I noticed tiny marks in a bare strip of bark on the exposed roots. I leaned down for a closer look. There was a tiny “x” etched into the wood, too precise to be an accident.

A rush of excitement warmed my skin.

I heard a vehicle coming up the drive, and recognized the sound of Parker’s dually. My stomach lurched into my throat. I hurried to the edge of the woods. When Parker got out by himself, and not with a bunch of hunters or men in lab jackets, I shouted, “I’m down here.”

He looked surprised then started walking down past the trailer to me. “You’re not naked again, are you?”

My heart fluttered. His expression was cautious, pensive even, but his tone had been teasing. I stepped out so he could see me. “Fully dressed.”

He half smiled. Smooshie ran to him, her whole body happy to see him in a way that only Smoosh could show. I was happy too, but after three days of nothing, I wasn’t sure what to expect.

“Are you doing all right?” I asked.

Parker shoved his hands in his pocket. “Not really, but I’m also not not all right. If that makes sense.”

“I’m really sorry, Parker. I wasn’t trying to scare you.”

He squinted at me, his lips thin and tight. “I saw what I saw. Right? You turned into something.”

I could tell him no. Maybe try to convince him it was his PTSD that made him see things. A trick of his eyes. Would that be easier for Parker to cope with? Would he be content to believe the lie?

“I’m a Shifter.” My pulse became a dull thud as heat climbed my skin. I’d faced killers, crazy magic, and I’d also been shot, but never had I felt so afraid. “A werecougar.” I looked at him. His gaze met mine. “So you were close with the whole bobcat thing. Well, at least you were in the right family.”

“This can’t be real.” He shook his head. “I’ve been trying to convince myself for the past couple of days that what I saw couldn’t possibly have happened. How is this real?”

“There is a lot in this world that exists outside of human knowledge. The kind of magic and monsters that people only see in fiction and fairytales. It’s overwhelming, even when you live in that world. Trust me. It’s the reason I moved. I can’t even imagine what it would be like to be a human with this knowledge.”

“You’re not human.” He said it in a way that was pure statement, not a question. I could see the doubt creeping into his eyes.

“I’m not,” I said. “Do you want to see?”

Slowly, he nodded. “Yes.”

“Are you going to freak out?”

His Adam’s apple bobbed. “Maybe.” Smooshie stuck her head between my knees and I automatically petted her rump. “What about Smooshie? Does she…know?”

I smiled. “Yes. We run together.”

“The other night, when you were naked?”

“Yep.” The creep of blush warmed my cheeks. “I knew you wouldn’t leave if I didn’t show myself, so…”

“Oh.” His blue eyes sparkled. “So are you going to get naked now?”

“Parker!”

He chuckled. It made me feel like maybe things would be okay. “I’m kidding.” His expression turned serious. “Unless you really are going to get naked.”

“How about if I just sprout some fur, maybe a couple of whiskers?”

He nodded, watching me with expectancy.

I took me a moment to get my concentration right. Talk about performance anxiety. Finally, my skin turned into a pale-golden fur, about the same texture as Smooshie’s. A set of claws replaced my fingernails.

Parker’s eyes widened. I waited for him to make the next move. Finally he said, “Can I touch…er, you?”

“Uhm, sure.” I held out my hand.

He closed the distance between us with measured steps. He reached out, his hand hovering over mine. I imagined it was like getting up the nerve to touch a snake. When he stroked my fur, I swallowed hard. My throat had gone dry with heat and nerves.

“Soft,” he muttered. He pressed the tip of his index finger to the point of a claw. “Sharp.”

“This is beginning to sound like a Sesame Street episode.” My words were breathy.

He looked at me, his blue eyes warmer than blue should be. “Lily,” he said.

I went up on my tiptoes.

He stepped back. “I…I need a little time.”

“Okay.” I tried to keep my disappointment out of my tone. “No one can know about me. Not ever. It would be more than dangerous for my kind to get exposed as real.”

“No one would believe me even if I was inclined to tell someone. Which I’m not.”

“If you want me to leave, I’ll leave. I don’t want to complicate your life.”

“Too late for that.” He touched my chin. “Look. I’m asking for a little time here. That’s all. I just found out the woman I love isn’t quite human. I don’t know how to process how I’m feeling right now.”

I didn’t either. Parker just confessed to being in love with me. “If you want time, I’ll give you what you need.”

“Well, right now, I need you to come back to work.” He looked more relaxed now. “The dogs miss you, the volunteers miss you, and I miss you. Besides, Greer has your truck ready, and he says every day it’s in his parking lot is lowering the property value of his garage.” He smiled at me. “Besides, I’m going to be fundraising hard in the coming weeks. I want to get the new shelter built by the end of summer. It’s going to take a lot of money. But nothing feels impossible when you’re around.”

Nothing’s impossible. “The tree!”

“What?”

“Come on.” I willed my fur back to skin and my claws to recede then grabbed his hand. I took him to the marked oak. After pulling Smooshie out again, I rolled onto my back at the hole and began to climb in.

“Did you hit your head the other night?” Parker asked.

I rummaged around in the dark, feeling around with my hand above my head until I found what I was looking for. I yanked it down, my hand slipping into a loop handle, and crawled out of the tree.

“Is that what I think it is?” Parker asked.

The bag was a heavy canvas, dirty and moldy, but still intact. There was a lock at the top, but it had been exposed enough to the elements that I was able to tear at the fabric.

Inside were bricks of plastic-wrapped cash. Gail Martin’s retirement plan.

I held up a square of one hundred dollar bills.

“We can’t keep it,” Parker said.

Goddess, I loved an honest man. “I wouldn’t dream of it, but I think the finder’s fee is ten percent.” I put it in his hand. “That’s about one hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”

“You could do a lot with that, Lily. You could make your home the way you want it.”

“Well, I could do that with my half.”

He tucked his chin.

“You were here when I found it, Parker. That means we’re partners. Fifty-fifty. Do you think seventy-five grand will get the new shelter off the ground? If not, I’ll donate my half.”

Parker put the cash back in the bag. He moved close to me. “Partners,” he said. “You’ve got a deal.” And then he kissed me, his mouth moving gently against mine.

I didn’t shout “woo hoo!” but I wanted to. I didn’t know what the future would hold for Parker and me, but for the first time in three days, I had a lot of hope.

The End
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Barkside of the Moon Mysteries, Book 1
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Chapter 1

When I was eighteen years old, I came home from a sleepover and found my mom and dad with their throats cut, and their hearts ripped from their chests.

My little brother Danny was in a broom closet in the kitchen, his arms wrapped around his knees, and his face pale and ghostly. Until that day, I’d planned to go to college and study medicine after graduation, but instead, I ended up staying home and taking care of my seven-year-old brother.

Seventeen years later, my brother was murdered. At the time, Danny’s death looked like it would go unsolved, much like my parents’ had.

Without Haze Kinsey, my best friend since we were five, the killers would have gotten away with it. She was a special agent for the FBI for almost a decade, and when I called her about Danny’s death, she dropped everything to come help me get him justice. The evil group of witches and Shifters responsible for the decimation of my family paid with their lives.

Yes. I said witches and Shifters. Did I forget to mention I’m a werecougar? Oh, and my friend Hazel is a witch. Recently, I discovered witches in my own family tree on my mother’s side. Shifters, in general, only mated with Shifters, but witches were the exception. As a matter of fact, my friend Haze is mated to a bear Shifter.

I wouldn’t have known about the witch in my genealogy, though, if a rogue witch coven hadn’t done some funky hoodoo witchery to me. Apparently, the spell activated a latent talent that had been dormant in my hybrid genes.

My ancestor’s magic acted like truth serum to anyone who came near her. No one could lie in her presence. Lucky me, my ability was a much lesser form of hers. People didn’t have to tell me the truth, but whenever they were around me, they had the compulsion to overshare all sorts of private matters about themselves. This can get seriously uncomfortable for all parties involved. Like, the fact that I didn’t need to know that Janet Strickland had been wearing the same pair of underwear for an entire week, or that Mike Dandridge had sexual fantasies about clowns.

My newfound talent made me unpopular and unwelcome in a town full of paranormal creatures who thrived on little deceptions. So, when Haze discovered the whereabouts of my dad’s brother, a guy I hadn’t known even existed, I sold all my belongings, let the bank have my parents’ house, jumped in my truck, and headed south.

After two days and 700 miles of nonstop gray, snowy weather, I pulled my screeching green and yellow mini-truck into an auto repair shop called The Rusty Wrench. Much like my beloved pickup, I’d needed a new start, and moving to a small town occupied by humans seemed the best shot. I’d barely made it to Moonrise, Missouri before my truck began its death throes. The vehicle protested the last 127 miles by sputtering to a halt as I rolled her into the closest spot.

The shop was a small white-brick building with a one-car garage off to the right side. A black SUV and a white compact car occupied two of the six parking spots.

A sign on the office door said: No Credit Cards. Cash Only. Some Local Checks Accepted (Except from Earl—You Know Why, Earl! You check-bouncing bastard).

A man in stained coveralls, wiping a greasy tool with a rag, came out the side door of the garage. He had a full head of wavy gray hair, bushy eyebrows over light blue, almost colorless eyes, and a minimally lined face that made me wonder about his age. I got out of the truck to greet him.

“Can I help you, miss?” His voice was soft and raspy with a strong accent that was not quite Deep South.

“Yes, please.” I adjusted my puffy winter coat. “The heater stopped working first. Then the truck started jerking for the last fifty miles or so.”

He scratched his stubbly chin. “You could have thrown a rod, sheared the distributor, or you have a bad ignition module. That’s pretty common on these trucks.”

I blinked at him. I could name every muscle in the human body and twelve different kinds of viruses, but I didn’t know a spark plug from a radiator cap. “And that all means…”

“If you threw a rod, the engine is toast. You’ll need a new vehicle.”

“Crap.” I grimaced. “What if it’s the other thingies?”

The scruffy mechanic shrugged. “A sheared distributor is an easy fix, but I have to order in the part, which means it won’t get fixed for a couple of days. Best-case scenario, it’s the ignition module. I have a few on hand. Could get you going in a couple of hours, but…” he looked over my shoulder at the truck and shook his head, “…I wouldn’t get your hopes up.”

I must’ve looked really forlorn because the guy said, “It might not need any parts. Let me take a look at it first. You can grab a cup of coffee across the street at Langdon’s One-Stop.”

He pointed to the gas station across the road. It didn’t look like much. The pale-blue paint on the front of the building looked in need of a new coat, and the weather-beaten sign with the store’s name on it had seen better days. There was a car at the gas pumps and a couple more in the parking lot, but not enough to call it busy.

I’d had enough of one-stops, though, thank you. The bathrooms had been horrible enough to make a wereraccoon yark, and it took a lot to make those garbage eaters sick. Besides, I wasn’t just passing through Moonrise, Missouri.

“Have you ever heard of The Cat’s Meow Café?” Saying the name out loud made me smile the way it had when Hazel had first said it to me. I’d followed my GPS into town, so I knew I wasn’t too far away from the place.

“Just up the street about two blocks, take a right on Sterling Street. You can’t miss it. I should have some news in about an hour or so, but take your time.”

“Thank you, Mister…”

“Greer.” He shoved the tool in his pocket. “Greer Knowles.”

“I’m Lily Mason.”

“Nice to meet ya,” said Greer. “The place gets hoppin’ around noon. That’s when church lets out.”

I looked at my phone. It was a little before noon now. “Good. I could go for something to eat. How are the burgers?”

“Best in town,” he quipped.

I laughed. “Good enough.”

Even in the sub-freezing temperature, my hands were sweating in my mittens. I wasn’t sure what had me more nervous, leaving the town I grew up in for the first time in my life or meeting an uncle I’d never known existed.

I crossed a four-way intersection. One of the signs was missing, and I saw the four-by-four post had snapped off at its base. I hadn’t noticed it on my way in. Crap. Had I run a stop sign? I walked the two blocks to Sterling. The diner was just where Greer had said. A blue truck, a green mini-coup, and a sheriff’s SUV were parked out front.

An alarm dinged as the glass door opened to The Cat’s Meow. Inside, there was a row of six booths along the wall, four tables that seated four out in the open floor, and counter seating with about eight cushioned black stools. The interior décor was rustic country with orange tabby kitsch everywhere. A man in blue jeans and a button-down shirt with a string tie sat in the nearest booth. A female police officer sat at a counter chair sipping coffee and eating a cinnamon roll. Two elderly women, one with snowball-white hair, the other a dyed strawberry-blonde, sat in a back booth.

The white poof-headed lady said, “This egg is not over-medium.”

“Well, call the mayor,” said Redhead. “You’re unhappy with your eggs. Again.”

“See this?” She pointed at the offending egg. “Slime, right here. Egg snot. You want to eat it?”

“If it’ll make you shut up about breakfast food, I’ll eat it and lick the plate.”

A man with copper-colored hair and a thick beard, tall and well-muscled, stepped out of the kitchen. He wore a white apron around his waist, and he had on a black T-shirt and blue jeans. He held a plate with a single fried egg shining in the middle.

The old woman with the snowy hair blushed, her thin skin pinking up as he crossed the room to their table. “Here you go, Opal. Sorry ’bout the mix-up on your egg.” He slid the plate in front of her. “This one is pure perfection.” He grinned, his broad smile shining. “Just like you.” He winked.

Opal giggled.

The redhead rolled her eyes. “You’re as easy as the eggs.”

“Oh, Pearl. You’re just mad he didn’t flirt with you.”

As the women bickered over the definition of flirting, the cook glanced at me. He seemed startled to see me there. “You can sit anywhere,” he said. “Just pick an open spot.”

“I’m actually looking for someone,” I told him.

“Who?”

“Daniel Mason.” Saying his name gave me a hollow ache. My parents had named my brother Daniel, which told me my dad had loved his brother, even if he didn’t speak about him.

The man’s brows rose. “And why are you looking for him?”

I immediately knew he was a werecougar like me. The scent was the first clue, and his eyes glowing, just for a second, was another. “You’re Daniel Mason, aren’t you?”

He moved in closer to me and whispered barely audibly, but with my Shifter senses, I heard him loud and clear. “I go by Buzz these days.”

“Who’s your new friend, Buzz?” the policewoman asked. Now that she was looking up from her newspaper, I could see she was young.

He flashed a charming smile her way. “Never you mind, Nadine.” He gestured to a waitress, a middle-aged woman with sandy-colored hair, wearing a black T-shirt and a blue jean skirt. “Top off her coffee, Freda. Get Nadine’s mind on something other than me.”

“That’ll be a tough ’un, Buzz.” Freda laughed. “I don’t think Deputy Booth comes here for the cooking.”

“More like the cook,” the elderly lady with the light strawberry-blonde hair said. She and her friend cackled.

The policewoman’s cheeks turned a shade of crimson that flattered her chestnut-brown hair and pale complexion. “Y’all mind your P's and Q's.”

Buzz chuckled and shook his head. He turned his attention back to me. “Why is a pretty young thing like you interested in plain ol’ me?”

I detected a slight apprehension in his voice.

“If you’re Buzz Mason, I’m Lily Mason, and you’re my uncle.”

The man narrowed his dark-emerald gaze at me. “I think we’d better talk in private.”

Chapter 2

Buzz’s office was a small room at the back of the kitchen. He gestured for me to sit in a wooden chair in front of his desk then crossed his arms and leaned back against the wall. “What are you doing here, Lily?”

“So you know who I am?”

“If Jack sent you after me, you can tell him I’m not coming home. How’d he even find me?”

“My dad is dead.” I instantly regretted being so blunt. Buzz dropped his arms to his sides, his face ashen with shock. “I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s been so long for me now, I didn’t think.”

“How long?”

“Seventeen years ago.”

“And Constance? How is she holding up?”

I shook my head. “She’s dead too.”

He moved behind his desk and sat down, his hands shaking as he scratched his beard. “The last time I heard from Jack, you’d just been born. I told him I never wanted to hear from him again.” His voice was choked with grief. He looked up at me. His liquid gaze held me. “How?”

“They were murdered. Some stupid druid ritual.”

“Druids? They don’t usually mix with our kind.”

“It was actually a witch and some Shifters who were practicing druidic magic. Their power fed on the pain of their victims.”

Buzz’s face reddened, and I could smell a faint whiff of acrid anger. “Christ Almighty.”

“You really have integrated,” I observed. In the paranormal world, most followed the teachings of the Goddess. It was rare to find a Christian amongst Shifters or witches, so to hear my uncle invoke the name of the Christian God’s son fascinated me.

“How did you find me?”

“My best friend used to work for the FBI.”

“Another integrator?”

“Sort of. Hazel is a witch, but she lived and worked with humans before moving back to Paradise Falls.”

“Land sakes, I never thought I’d hear that name again.” His eyes softened with nostalgia, and for a painful second, he reminded me of my dad.

“Sooo, do I call you Uncle Buzz?”

“Uh, no.” He held up his hands. “I might be forty years older than you, but these humans will see us as much closer in age. We’ll say we’re cousins.”

“I’ve never really hung around with humans.”

“Then this ought to be a real treat.” He rubbed his hand over his hair. “For as long as it lasts. You can’t stay, Lily.”

“You’ve managed to hide from these people. If you can do it, so can I.”

“I’ve had forty years of experience fooling humans, girl. I made a lot of mistakes in the beginning. I’ve only been in Moonrise for a handful of years, and if things go well, I can stay here for another fifteen or twenty before folks start wondering why I’m not looking a lot older.”

The soft dip at the apex of his upper lip revealed longstanding grief.

“You look a lot like him,” I said.

“Who?”

“My dad.”

“Fine.” Buzz sighed. “You can stay for a little while, but I have a one-bedroom trailer and no place to keep you.”

“I’ll find a place to stay.” Surely they had a B&B or a local motel. I didn’t have much money, but it would be enough to get me by for a few weeks.

“Buzz,” Freda yelled back. “You got customers. Church crowd’s coming in.”

“Busiest time of the week,” Buzz said. He ushered me out of the chair and toward the door. “Go get some lunch.” With a wink, he added, “On me.”

* * * *

I sat on one of the counter stools. The vinyl covering was a bit rough on its pipe-seam edges and snagged on my chocolate-brown leggings. Luckily, it didn’t tear a hole. I placed my coat on the seat next to me.

“Hey, there. I’m Freda.” The waitress stood across the counter from me and pointed to her name tag. “Can I get you started with some coffee?”

“Yes, please.” The heat in the diner made me realize just how cold I’d been. “That would be great.”

She slid a laminated menu across to me. “Be right up, sugar.”

“No sugar,” I said.

She looked at me funny.

“I like my coffee just straight black.”

“Oh.” She smiled. “I got ya.” She winked. “I’ll leave off bringing the cream and sugar around.”

“Thanks, Freda. I’m Lily, by the way.”

She smiled again. “Nice to meet you, Lily.”

A few moments later, she came back with a piping-hot cup of black coffee.

“You know what you want to eat yet?”

“I’ll take the triple-decker bacon burger with double cheese, double bacon. All the fixings and a side of fries.”

Freda raised a brow, her lip curling on one side into an amused smirk. “Where you going to put all that food, honey? You’re just a tiny little thang.”

“I have hollow legs,” I said seriously.

“Just like your cousin. He’s a helluva good cook, and the way he eats, it’s no wonder.” She laughed. It was a nice sound. “Buzz,” she hollered as she traversed to the kitchen window and hung the check. “Order in.”

The coffee was good and hot. Freshly brewed. I liked that the diner didn’t let a pot sit around all day after breakfast. Fifteen minutes later, my food arrived. The three beef patties were thick and juicy, four slices of bacon, and lots of gooey cheese made my mouth water. I inhaled the delicious fire-grilled aroma. On the side, there was a large tomato slice, onions, and hamburger pickle chips. The bun was buttered and toasted to perfection. And the fries… Oh my goodness, the fries. They were thick cut, crispy on the outside… I took a bite. Tender on the inside. Salted just right. Sheer nirvana.

“Are you okay?” Freda asked. “You look like you’re having a religious experience.”

I giggled as I ate another fry. “I think I am.” Uncle Buzz made an awesome burger. I took another big bite and resisted the urge to hum.

The booths had filled up with families in a wide variety of ages and dressed in their finest clothes. A woman with hair the color of margarine walked in and dusted her feet on the welcome mat. She wore an expensive wool and cashmere double-breasted coat. The collar was high on her neck, and the hem hit her mid-thigh. The narrow shoulders fit her slim figure and made her appear classically regal. By the way she scanned the room, I was certain it was the appearance she wanted to affect.

I’d seen her kind before and suffered the slings and arrows of their sharp tongues. I hunched my shoulders and then forced myself to relax. I had nothing to fear from a human.

She cast a gaze at the man sitting nearest the door, the one who wore the string tie.

“I didn’t see you in church this morning, Edward.”

He barely looked up from his coffee. “It’s not against the law, Katie. Otherwise, you’d have sent the sheriff.”

She hushed her voice, but with my cougar ears, I could easily hear her words. “How does is look to have my own brother miss Rex’s service?”

Edward didn’t bother trying to match her lower tone. “You married a preacher. Not me.” Several of the patrons shifted uncomfortably as the mood of the diner sobered.

“He’s a reverend, Edward. Not a two-bit preacher.”

“I’m sure God could care less about titles.”

The woman he called Katie stood up straight and looked as if she would say more, but a man walked in behind her. “Let’s get a seat, Katherine,” he said. He looked at the man seated in the booth. “Afternoon, Ed.”

Edward nodded. “Rex.”

Ah, the reverend husband. It felt odd listening in on their conversation from across the room, but I grew up in a town where privacy only happened at home and sometimes not even then. There are no secret conversations in a room full of Shifters.

“Heya, Reverend Kapersky. Mrs. Kapersky,” Freda said to the couple with less enthusiasm than when she’d greeted me. “Y’all have a seat, and I’ll come ’round with some coffee.”

Whispers began as they sat at the last open table. “I hate her,” I heard someone say. “Shhh,” said another. “Old bat is going to take it too far one day.”

My uncle came out of the back. “Afternoon, Rev.” He smirked and winked at Katherine Kapersky. “Aren’t you looking like a ripe peach on a hot summer day?”

“Uh-huh,” she replied. “The next council meeting, you won’t be such a wise-cracker.”

“You know you don’t want a food chain coming in and killing local business.”

“Well, you ain’t exactly local, are you, Buzz?”

The cop Nadine slid from her seat just a few places down from me. “Buzz has been here long enough for us to count him as hometown, Mrs. Kapersky.”

Freda positioned herself between Buzz and the vile woman. “That’s the truth,” she added.

Katherine eyed the waitress and the young female officer with disdain. “You shut it, Nadine Booth. If you ever want to be sheriff, you’ll keep in mind who you disrespect.”

“Like you’d ever throw your hat in for me,” Nadine mumbled.

“Let it go,” my uncle said. He smiled again at the unlikeable woman. “The usual for y’all? Wedge salad for the missus and a BLT for you, Rev?”

In reply, Katherine Kapersky took off her jacket and handed it to Freda to hang up before she sat down.

“Thank you, Buzz. That’d be nice,” Reverend Kapersky said.

I wished I could say I’d never met anyone as miserable as the Kapersky woman, but unfortunately, people like her were always around.

Freda took a tray with a BLT on toasted sourdough, and a wedge of lettuce with bacon crumbles, finely diced tomatoes, chopped chives, crisply tart Granny Smith apple slices, and finished off with a creamy bleu cheese dressing (according to the menu) to the reverend and his sourpuss wife.

“Enjoy,” Freda said, and somehow managed to make the nicety imply that they could, “choke on it.” Katherine Kapersky didn’t even acknowledge Freda. I hated to pass judgment on someone I didn’t know, but this Katie woman made it easy. She was terrible with a heaping side of bitter.

“Ow!” she shouted and spit a mouthful of salad onto her plate. She picked up a small piece of bacon, examined it and put it back down, her expression sour.

“Are you all right, dear?” Reverend Rex asked benignly.

Buzz came out of the kitchen. “What happened?”

She glared at him. “Other than your bacon being hard as a rock, everything is just peachy.” To her husband, she said, “I think I chipped a crown.”

“I’m sorry, Katie. You want something else from the kitchen? I have cherry pie.” He smiled.

I saw the woman soften for a microsecond before her expression once again matched her unpleasant personality. “So I can choke on a pit? No, thank you.”

I heard someone mutter how they’d like to choke her.

Katherine Kapersky pushed her plate aside and hissed to her husband, “Hurry up.”

With great tolerance, the reverend pushed his plate forward and stood up to get his coat on.

Buzz shook his head but held his tongue. “Have a nice day, folks.” He wiggled his brows as he passed me on the way back to the kitchen. “Welcome to Moonrise, Lily.”

Chapter 3

An hour later, I waited at the intersection by the garage, the one with the broken sign. Traffic was light, but I still had to wait for a few cars and trucks. A young man in a full-size gray pickup gestured to me to cross. I gave him a wave of thanks and headed to the other side.

A blaring horn startled me. “Look out!” I heard someone shout.

Behind me, a black sedan zoomed past the broken sign and raced toward me.

My first impulse was to use my cougar strength to leap away from harm, but something slammed into me from behind, and I landed several feet from the street. I rolled to my back and blinked up at the heavy beast that had just saved my life.

A dog. A great big dog, white and rusty-brown in color, stood over me with its tongue lolling to one side as its ears twitched left and right. Its wide mouth split its adorable face in a smile. Its breath was something to behold—somewhere between sweaty socks and spoiled lima beans. Poor baby needed a mint!

I sat up. It sniffed at me. I sniffed back. I could tell by the lack of über-charged testosterone in the dog’s scent she was female.

“Good girl,” I said, running my hand over her chest and front quarter. She thanked me by licking the side of my face.

I laughed.

All this sounds like it took minutes, but really it was seconds. A man grabbed the dog by the collar and pulled her back as I got up from the asphalt.

“Are you okay?” the guy asked.

“I’m fine.” And for the first time since I’d left Paradise Falls, I really felt okay. I stood up, dusting the snow and street from my puffy winter coat as we got out of the road. I noticed with more than a little disgust that my leggings had a hole in the right knee. Still, it was better than being road kill. “Your dog saved me.” I smiled at the pittie and scratched under her chin. “She’s a real beauty.”

“Hold up, girl.” He gently tugged the dog. “Wow, I’ve never seen her this excited.”

“She’s a hero,” I told him. I took off my gloves and knelt down to rub her cheeks, enjoying the warmth on my hands. “Aren’t you?” I devolved into baby talk. “Yes, you are. Such a good-good girl. A sweet baby. Yes, you are.”

The dog yanked free of the dude and leaned her body into mine, her wiggly butt gyrating as her giant tail whacked me. The only other time I remember getting tail-whacked like that was when my brother and I played together in our cougar forms. He used to think it was hilarious to tail-smack me. The bittersweet memory made me sigh.

The dog, as if sensing my melancholy, wedged herself under my arm as if she were trying to hug me. I can’t explain what happened next because I’d never felt anything like it before. A wave of utter adoration washed over me.

I fell in love with this furry bundle of energy.

“She really likes you.” He said it as if she didn’t like everyone. A baby as sweet as she was, I found it hard to believe she wasn’t the most popular pet in town.

“Aww, come here,” I said, looping my arms around her and scratching down her back. I let my gaze go to the man who’d tried to rescue me from my rescuer—and froze.

He was tall and broadly built, though it was hard to tell how much was him and how much was his winter coat. He had dark-brown hair and ocean-blue eyes. I caught the scent of honey and mint on him. Most likely a cologne or body spray. It smelled really nice.

His square jaw worked back and forth as he considered me. “Are you new in town?”

“I’m not from here, if that’s what you mean.” The dog licked my hands. I brushed my palms over her ears. “Aren’t you so smooshie? Such a sweet smooshie girl. What’s her name?”

He smiled, and my stomach dipped. “Smooshie sounds like a great name.”

“Doesn’t she already have a name?”

“I’ve been calling her ‘girl’ mostly.”

I noticed then the scars around the dog’s cheeks, but she looked healthy otherwise.

As if he could read my mind, he said, “I own a pit bull rescue. She was in a foster home for a couple of months with some friends of mine, but they just couldn’t take care of her anymore, and we’ve been having trouble finding someone to adopt her.” He crossed his arms. “You wouldn’t be interested in adopting Smooshie, would you?”

My stomach squeezed, and my chest filled with heartache for the dog. I knew him saying the dog’s name, calling her Smooshie, was a ploy to play on my sympathy, but this sweet girl had me at first lick.

“I think she’s adopted me,” I finally said. “So I guess I have to let her take care of me.” Smooshie licked my hand, her long tongue getting into every crevice between my fingers. I’m sure the hamburger I’d scarfed played a huge role in her attentive kisses.

“Good.” He clicked a leash onto her collar. “I think you two are a perfect fit. You really seem to know your way around a dog. You ever own one?”

“No,” I said. But I am a Shifter, I didn’t believe in owning animals. Despite the whole cat-versus-dog stereotypes, werecats, in general, didn’t mind werewolves. Or dogs. Especially this one. “We’ll be friends,” I told Smooshie. The dog wiggled happily.

The man’s blue eyes sparkled as his gaze met mine. “I’m Parker, by the way.”

I had a moment of clarity meeting Smooshie and Parker. It reminded me of the time when I was five years old, and I was forced (and I mean physically) to attend Paradise Falls Elementary School. My mother and father had walked me to PFE on a mild August morning, kissed me on the forehead (after ten minutes of prying my claws—yes, I’d partially shifted into my Were form—from their legs), and ushered me to the long line of students waiting outside the front doors.

I’d always been a solitary soul. I’d easily entertained myself for hours during the day, which made me a great child for my parents, but scored me zero points on the social interaction scale. So, it petrified me, as a loner, to be situated amongst a hundred other children who were all, much to my horror, taller than me.

A lanky brunette wearing black leggings and a skull-adorned pink tunic stood in front of me, clutching her backpack to her chest and talking to herself, or so I assumed. I’d cast a glare of betrayal back at my parents, who both waved and smiled encouragingly. At that moment, I hated them for their treachery. I’d been happy at home in my own little Lily bubble, and the fact that they were making me go out in the world to face other people felt royally unfair.

“Stop that,” I heard the girl in front of me say. “No, you have to stay inside.”

I personally thought she was nutty as a walnut tree.

She glanced over her shoulder at me and said, “Your hair matches Tizzy’s.”

I thought she was insulting me until a tiny head popped out of the backpack, and the small red squirrel said, “Letmesee, Haze!”

And in those few seconds of meeting my soon-to-be future BFF and her exuberant flying-squirrel familiar, I no longer felt abandoned and stranded.

So when Parker offered me his hand to shake, I took it. “Nice to meet you. I’m Lily.”

“Are you all right, Miss Mason?” asked the mechanic Greer Knowles. He strolled quickly toward Parker and me. For an older gentleman, he moved with ease.

“Yes.” I put my mittens back on because between the cold wind and Smooshie’s saliva, a patch of ice was forming on my palms. “Thanks.”

“That damn four-way is going to get someone killed.”

“Morning, Dad,” Parker said. Apparently, the nice-smelling dog rescuer was the mechanic’s son. “You know the council is never going to approve the money for a stop sign.”

“They will when someone dies.” Greer shook his head and turned his attention to me. “Good news. You sheared the distributor. Bad news, the part I need to fix your car is in Oklahoma. It will be Tuesday before it gets here.”

“How much?”

“Forty-eight for the part, plus twenty-five labor.”

It was a fair price. More than fair, but I couldn’t help but think about the chunk it would eat out of my savings, especially since I didn’t have a job. Every cent I had would need to last me.

“Thanks,” I said. Smooshie contented herself to stay next to me, and I admit, having her close made me feel more calm and centered. She was better than a mood stone.

“I’ve rarely seen a dog so taken with someone right from the get-go,” Parker said. “You want to come down to the rescue and fill out the paperwork?”

“Sure,” I said. I had nowhere to live. Which meant, the dog was going to be just as homeless as I was right now. Jeez, I hadn’t thought this through.

“Uhm, Parker.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m just visiting family for a couple of days. I don’t even have a place to stay yet. I doubt if a B&B will let me keep Smooshie. Can you keep her for a couple more days?”

Parker smiled. “I have a studio apartment over my garage. It’s just a bed, a bathroom, and a kitchenette, but you’re welcome to it as long as you need it.”

“It’ll only be two or three days at the most.”

He waved me off. “However long.”

“You don’t even know me.”

“You’re kind, Lily. I can tell in the way you are with Smooshie. As far as I’m concerned, that’s all I need to know.”

“Parker!” a woman shouted. “Parker Knowles!” I looked up to see Katherine Kapersky sprinting toward us. She looked ready to spit nails. For such a put-together woman, she had an attitude worse than a skunk Shifter’s. And they were as crotchety as shapeshifters come.

Parker groaned. “Not now,” he said out the side of his mouth.

“That woman needs a muzzle more than your dogs,” Greer said. “You better get, son.”

“Come on,” Parker said to me. “My place is just three streets down.” He didn’t bother waiting for me to answer as he headed in the opposite direction of my uncle’s café. Smooshie and I were right on his tail.

So was Mrs. Kapersky.

“Parker!” The woman used his name like a demand. “I know you can hear me.”

I looked back over my shoulder. Her blonde hair had enough hair spray that it barely moved, even with her brisk pace. She flapped her pocketbook in our direction.

“I think she’s going to follow you all the way to the shelter.”

“Probably,” Parker said. He stopped and turned. “Mrs. Kapersky. So nice to see you.” Even though his words had been meant as a polite kindness, I could taste the lie like a green persimmon’s bitterness on my tongue, an unfortunate side effect of my witch inheritance.

“I saw that dog of yours running around the streets.” Her finger shook as she pointed it at him. “Between your beasts and the crazy drivers, this town is turning dangerous for folks to even walk around in.”

Had she seen my near miss with the car, or had she had a close encounter of her own?

The creases between Parker’s eyes deepened. “My dogs have never hurt anyone, and you know it.”

“The board meets this week, and I promise you, we will be voting on whether to ban the shelter from the city limits.”

“Mrs. Kapersky.” Parker’s body went rigid, his hands flexing as if self-control was something he had to practice. “This is Lily Mason. She’s adopting the dog right now. You won’t have to worry about her anymore.”

“Too little too late,” the woman snapped.

Parker’s dad was right behind her. “If you want a real cause, Katie, you’d get this sign fixed. Miss Mason here almost got ran over.”

The woman turned her laser beam eyes to the mechanic. “You stay out of this, Greer.” And with that, she turned on her heel and stormed off.

Parker shook his head.

His dad said, “That woman was born in a briar patch and never got all the thorns out of her sorry hide.”

“That’s no lie,” Parker agreed.

“I’m glad you’re okay, Miss Mason,” Greer said.

I nodded at him. “Thanks.”

“All right.” He gestured toward his son, who was already heading off again. “Parker’s a good kid. He’ll take care of you. I’ll give him a call when the truck is ready.” The scowl on his face returned as he stared down the street at the Kapersky woman. “Have a nice day, Miss Mason.”

It took a minute to catch up with Parker. Smooshie, who’d been silent during Mrs. Kapersky’s tirade, whined. Her sad gaze made me want to go werecougar on the horrid woman. I know it had only been five minutes, but Smooshie was under my protection now. Anyone foolish enough to be mean to her would find my claws in their behind.

“What was that all about?” I asked.

Parker scratched behind her ear. “It’s nothing for you to worry about,” he said. “She’s an old witch.”

Alarm rang through me. A witch was responsible for the deaths of my parents and my brother. While I knew they weren’t all bad, my best friend Haze, for example, I also knew that a rogue witch could cause a lot of damage and chaos. “A witch? How old?” The older ones tended to be more powerful, and as wrinkly as she looked, she had to be a thousand years or more.

“I’m pretty sure the crone celebrated her sixtieth birthday last year.”

“Only sixty?” I tucked my chin. She couldn’t have strong magic. I was still getting used to my own witch DNA, and I didn’t really have a hold on my own power yet. The blonde hair marked Mrs. Kapersky as a creator. “Do you have many…witches living in Moonrise?”

“We have our share, just like anywhere else.”

Really? It surprised me that he would know about witches. I was certain this was a human-only town, with the exception of my uncle. Hazel, now the chief of police in my hometown of Paradise Falls, had lived in the human world for nearly two decades, and no one had been the wiser. She said it was pretty easy to hide. But she’d been a witch, not a Shifter, and I wondered if it was easier to hide magic than shifting.

“Does she have a coven?” I asked.

Parker raised his brow at me. “A what?”

“Mrs. Kapersky. I just wondered if she had a coven because I don’t sense her magic.”

“If by magic, you mean pure meanness, then yeah. That woman is a demon.”

Was she a witch or a demon? I was lost. Surely, Uncle Buzz would have mentioned if paranormal beings lived here.

He studied me. “I don’t mean she’s a real witch. She likes to complain about everything all the time and stir up trouble.”

Oh. I blushed. He wasn’t talking about real witches. Duh. “I think the word you’re looking for starts with a B. I’ve known a few of those, too. Ironic she’s married to the preacher.”

“No doubt.”

The rescue shelter smelled nicer than I thought it would. I mean, it definitely smelled like dog, but when you housed a bunch of dogs, that couldn’t be helped.

“How many do you have?”

“Right now I have enough room to take care of twenty dogs, but only enough volunteers for about eight. I’m trying to save enough to buy some property outside of town. I want to build a large shelter on at least ten acres to house at least two hundred dogs.” He shook his head. “I hate having to turn away a pit bull that needs care and attention. Some of them come to me in pretty bad shape.”

I hated to think of what Smooshie must have gone through before her rescue. “Do you take care of them by yourself?”

“I have two employees and some volunteers. Good folks who will come and hang out with the dogs in care, re-socialize them to people. When they are ready, we have foster homes who keep them until we can get them adopted. Like with children, it takes a village. We get donations in from all over the state, money, food, and such. The local vet office, Petry’s Pet Clinic, vaccinates the dogs for free, and neuters and spays them for me.”

“That’s really nice of the vet.”

“Ryan Petry is an old buddy. I usually ask for a small adoption fee from prospective owners. What I get, I give to Ryan. It covers his costs for the medicines.”

“How do you keep it going? I mean, if you give away the adoption fees?”

He chuckled. “The rest of this place is paid for with donations from animal lovers all over the state. We have regular monthly and one-time donors. It’s not a lot, but it keeps the lights on.” He smiled. “We have a website people can access.”

His love for the breed moved me. “That’s really wonderful. These dogs are lucky to have you in their corner.”

“I’d do anything to keep them safe.”

I hadn’t had much help when I was raising my brother. Maybe if I had, he wouldn’t have died so young. “It’s a noble endeavor.”

He smiled. “The dogs help me as much as I help them.”

He didn’t elaborate, so I didn’t pry.

“Thanks for putting me up,” I said, trying real hard not to move in closer for a better whiff of his delicious scent. “I won’t be a bother. I don’t plan to stay in town long.”

Parker’s blue eyes softened. “That’s too bad.”
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Witchless In Seattle Mysteries, Book 2

Dakota Cassidy

Chapter 1

“Crispin Alistair Winterbottom!”

“What now, Miss Cartwright?”

I ignored his aggravated sigh and my urge to lob something at the wall.

“You know exactly what. This will never work if you keep trying to land a date with our client’s deceased lover. Understood?” I whisper-yelled at my partner in spy.

“Bah,” he whisper-yelled back. “It’s not a date, Stevie. I was just asking if Kitty liked to dance. When has a trip around Plane Light Fantastic ever hurt anyone, Funstomper?”

I ran my hand over my temple before giving it a good squeeze to ease the tension. “That’s not the point and you know it. When we agreed to do this—reopen Madam Zoltar’s with me as her successor—you agreed to play by my rules when contacting the dead.”

“Nonsense. I am playing by your rules, Dark Overlord. You said nothing about asking a client’s deceased loved one if they had a hobby. Not a solitary word. Did she, Belfry?”

Belfry, my tiny cotton ball bat familiar, stretched and yawned from the bed he’d made out of one of the leaves of an elephant ear plant. “I hate to side with the Cumberbatch-alike ghost, but he’s kinda right, Boss.”

Chiding my ghost for not playing by the rules was as close to pointless as one got, but I did it out of habit. Much the way any mother of a toddler who needed repetitive reinforcement would.

Winterbottom, or Win as I call him, is my afterlife connection—my conduit to the other side.

Really. That’s the absolute truth.

Plainly speaking, he’s a dead British spy who barged into my life (or my ear, if we’re being literal) just over a month or so ago when he needed my help and wouldn’t leave until I caved.

If I helped him solve a murder, in return, he’d help me move on with my new life here in Ebenezer Falls, Washington, as a shunned, powerless, broke ex-witch—and give me all his worldly possessions as a reward of sorts.

“Worldly possession” being a decrepit old Victorian in crumbling, graffiti-filled disrepair and more money to renovate it than I could spend in five lifetimes.

The truth. My hand to God. That really happened. Though, according to him, he’d already planned on giving me his house and money before I’d agreed to help solve the murder.

He said my afterlife connections were enough of a reference to consider me a worthy recipient. Also according to him, that was all he needed to ensure his monster of a house—what I now lovingly call Mayhem Manor—would be in good hands.

Win never reminded me of what he’d so generously given my bat familiar Belfry and I. He never rubbed it in. He’d never asked for anything more than his initial request in return.

But he sure made up for it in other ways. Like today. We’d taken over Madam Zoltar’s tarot card reading and medium business here in town in her honor.

Madam Zoltar’s death was the murder I mentioned, and what brought Win and I together in the first place. Now it was the glue sticking him to my backside.

I longed for the days when I was a witch and I desperately missed communicating with spirits—my specialty before I was shunned (another long story). Running Madam Zoltar’s helped ease that ache a bit, even if I was only communicating by proxy.

Also something of note: Shunned is a kind word for what happened to me. After I literally had the witch slapped out of me by an angry spirit, I ended up booted out of my coven back in Paris, Texas, when I became mortal again, by the very leader I’d have trusted with my soul.

And it hurt—stung like no tomorrow. My fearless leader was Baba Yaga, in case having a name to attach to my tragedy is necessary, and the longer I thought about how she’d dumped me like a fickle girl dumps a ’90s boy band, without listening to a word of my defense, the less I was able to continue to outwardly support what she’d allowed to happen to me. I worked hard not to be bitter because technically, she was still Belfry’s head honcho, but as of late, the work had become harder.

Anyway, once the dust settled after solving Madam Zoltar’s murder case, Win and I concocted a plan—one that had given me a reason to get up in the morning.

I’d be the new medium, hence my turban and caftan (another shout out to Madam Zoltar and her keen, quirky fashion sense—hey, girl!), and Win would be my legit conduit to the afterlife. Being that he was in limbo and had no plans to change his afterlife Facebook status to “crossed over” anytime soon, our arrangement worked just fine—so far.

We’d agreed to take this journey together in memory of Madam Zoltar, a beloved figure here in Ebenezer Falls, and also someone Win had become very fond of just prior to her death.

But we had rules and stipulations to this agreement.

Though, hear this, I’d never take money to contact the deceased from someone who was in the throes of grief. Never. I’d also never take their money if I couldn’t truly communicate with said deceased.

So Win and I decided not only would we work as a team, we’d donate whatever the customer could afford to pay (yes, you read that right. Sliding-scale séances) to various charities—animal rescue being high on my list—and use only what we needed to pay the store’s expenses.

And that’s what led me here—to Spy Guy’s otherworldly philandering.

I looked at the picture of Kitty Talucci, the one our client, Edward Randolph, had brought to the reading. A picture of his lover, her luscious ebony hair falling down her back in a riot of curls, lying against the alabaster skin of her shoulders. Decked out in a strapless, red Lycra dress, which hugging her abundant breasts and accentuated her tiny waist and lush hips, she was beautiful. I pointed to it with the tap of my index finger.

“You were not asking about her hobbies, Win. I know it and you know it.”

“I beg your pardon,” he spat in that uppity British tone of his.

“Does Kitty look like a woman who hasn’t danced a time or two, Win?”

He gasped with his high-pitched-mock-Stevie-girlie-squeal. “You’re stereotyping. That’s against the law.”

“Point for the dead spy,” Belfry chirped, stretching his wings.

“It’s called profiling and I’m not a cop, but even if I were, I’m really not profiling. Kitty was a dancer. Burlesque. You’d know that if you weren’t busy looking into her deep, dark velvety eyes. Now quit trying to pick her up and help me help Edward find her last will and testament, so he can prove to her evil ex that Snape is now his cat because Kitty left him to Edward in her will.”

“Who names their cat Snape?” Win balked.

Repositioning my turban, I smoothed my colorful caftan and made a face. “Women who like Harry Potter and Alan Rickman?”

“Ah, a fellow Brit. This bodes well for me,” he purred in his whiskey-smooth voice.

“No. There is no boding anything. Now, get out there to that table and let’s get ’er done. One more swish of your flirty ghost hair and it’s curtains for you, International Man of Intrigue.”

If I could actually see Win, I’d bet five bucks he was rolling his eyes at me right now. “Fine, fine. You’re the boss. Just remember, the spirits respond well to me and my hair swishing.”

I made a face at the air. “When I was a witch, I never had to swish my hair to get the spirits to communicate with me. They just did. No bribes, no flirting, no cash exchanging hands.”

“She speaks the truth, Winterbutt,” Belfry agreed, tucking back down into the green leaf. “Though, cash would have been nice.”

Win scoffed in that way he had when he wanted me to hear he was disgusted. “That’s because you’re a woman, Stevie. The game of pickup is not a two-way street. It’s a proven fact that women are far more successful at picking up men than the other way around.”

“I bet that fact checker was a man. A man who didn’t want to admit we just have better game. And you basically just admitted you’re trying to pick up Kitty.” I pointed to the door separating us from the room we’d privately dubbed Séance Command Central, and said, “Now go. We need to finish up because I have a lunch date with Forrest.”

“Oh, then by all means,” Win drawled with his uppity British lilt. “We shouldn’t waste a second longer. I wouldn’t want you to miss a ham on rye on my account.”

Forrest Sherwood was our next-door neighbor here at the shop. He owned Strange Brew, the coffee café to the right of us. He was also an old high school acquaintance who’d taken an interest in me since I’d moved back to my hometown, something Win didn’t seem to care for much.

He was always picking at Forrest, who, of course, is thoroughly unaware of Win’s existence. Win’s dislike of Forrest leaves me scratching my head sometimes. Forrest’s a nice guy who works hard, makes amazing coffee, and has the cutest grandfather ever named Chester.

But I didn’t have time to address Win’s sarcastic jabs at Forrest today. Today was all about finding our feet out here in the world of commerce in Ebenezer Falls.

Madam Zoltar’s had been reopened just a week, and we were finally seeing some foot traffic as curiosity got the better of the locals and tourists alike. Everyone wanted to know if the formerly accused murderer, Stevie Cartwright, really could communicate with the dead.

I won’t get into the murder accusation. Suffice it to say, even though I was utterly innocent and totally exonerated, the fact that my fellow Ebenezers had all but tarred and feathered me during the investigation into Madam Zoltar’s death still stung. So maybe I still feel a little grudgey, despite how kind the townspeople have been since my good name was cleared.

After checking on Belfry and finding him fast asleep, I pushed open the door of what was once Madam Zoltar’s small apartment, now our storage/coffee room, and wiggled my finger over my shoulder at Win. Pointing to Edward, our grieving boyfriend, who was waiting for me to help him find Kitty’s will, I said, “Let’s do this, Spy Guy.”

“Is everything all right?” Edward asked, his sweet face lined in worry as I reentered Séance Command Central.

I patted him on the hand to reassure him before taking a seat at my brand-new reading table. “Everything’s fine. Sometimes I just get so overwhelmed by the spirits and their shenanigans, I need a moment to gather myself and refocus.”

That’s not a lie, either. Win could make the man above need a moment, so someone like little ol’ mortal me didn’t stand a chance.

I took in a deep breath and looked Edward square in his eye. “Now, where were we?”

Edward reached his forefinger up under his round, thick, black-rimmed glasses and wiped a tear from his eye. “You said my Kitty was here—right here in the room with us.”

“Yes. She absolutely is.” I closed my eyes again and focused my attention on asking the appropriate questions for Win to relay. “Kitty? Edward’s here. He wants you to know he misses you very much and he has a question for you. Can you help?”

“Kitty says to tell Edward she’s busy,” Win supplied in a dry tone.

The house that Win gave me is at the height of renovations with his contractor Enzo, and it’s gorgeous—and he’d lose his ever-lovin’ afterlife if anyone were to mar his precious.

So, yep. When we got back to the house, I was going to draw on the freshly sheetrocked wall with a black Sharpie. Maybe a peace sign, or hashtag #payback.

I stirred in my chair and cleared my throat, our mutually agreed-upon signal for “quit screwin’ around”.

“So, Kitty, like I said, Edward has a question for you. He’d like to know where you left your will. It’s not in the place you said it would be, and your ex-boyfriend, Marlon, is threatening to take poor Snape away from your beloved Edward. Where did you put your will, Kitty?”

“She says she’s still busy.”

I clenched my teeth and muttered under my breath, “Well what is she doing? Her nails?”

Edward gripped my hand with his sweaty cold one. “Are you really talking to her? What is she saying?”

“She said she’s busy. I can’t make her talk to me, Stevie,” Win said in exasperation. “Rule number five hundred and twenty-two clearly states, no former spy interrogation tactics with the spirits. This is inclusive of, but not exclusive to, waterboarding, jumper cables, cigar cutters, any sort of contractor’s tool, all forms of bamboo-ish-like torture, fire, bullets, bombs, anything affiliated with bombs, chains, razors, yelling, berating, and/or other forceful measures that may never be taken when inducing spirit conversation in the afterlife. Your words.”

I grated out a sigh, forgetting Edward was with us. “Oh, we do not either have five hundred and twenty-two rules yet. It’s only in the three hundreds, Melodrama Mama, and I said nothing about razors, but I’m glad you mentioned them. They’re definitely out. Please put that on the list.”

Edward leaned back in his seat, pulling his hand from mine, the vein running along his forehead pulsing. The apprehension on his face was clear. “What? I don’t understand what she means. What do razors have to do with anything? What’s happening?”

The distress on Edward’s face was obvious, from the lines in his forehead shaped in a frown to the downward turn of his trembling mouth.

I patted his hand again then sneezed, giving Win the second agreed-upon signal to quit screwin’ around. If we got to the stage where I coughed, it was DEFCON and Win better be prepared to be on the receiving end of a good tongue-lashing.

“It’s all going to be fine, Edward. Sometimes other spirits interfere with my communication and our signals get crossed.”

“Other spirits?” he asked as he peered at me with watery eyes.

“Yep. Spirits who struggle with simple directions. They’re everywhere. All around us. Some even have names that rhyme with Winterbottom.”

Edward’s face went openly confused.

“You truly are despicable, Stevie Cartwright. You do this all the time and I have absolutely no way of defending myself. It’s cruel.”

I fought a grin, but just as I reached for Edward’s hand once more, there was a commotion outside at the front of the store.

A crowd had gathered, the voices floating toward my ear filled with rising hysteria, lifting above the loud music typically blaring in the food court.

How odd.

But I shrugged it off. Maybe Forrest’s grandfather, Chester, had threatened the kids who skateboarded along the sidewalk with his big broom. Chester was infamous for chasing the local teens when they scooted along the sidewalk, his broom in his chubby, weathered hands, held high over his head as he bellowed at them and called them words like miscreants and rug rats.

Chester made me giggle. I adored this crabby, chubby little man, and he liked me pretty well, too, but we didn’t always have such a mutual admiration for one another.

He was the first person to accuse me of murdering Madam Zoltar, totally unfounded and completely reactionary on his part, but at the time, it had caused me some serious grief.

However, I’d forgiven him since then, and he was now one of the best parts about living here in Ebenezer Falls. I especially loved that he was helping me design gardens for the front of Mayhem Manor. We’d spent hours at the kitchen table, plotting and planning for spring, and I couldn’t wait to get my hands in the soil right alongside him.

Someone screamed outside, cutting off my thoughts.

Edward gripped my hand. “What’s going on?”

I rose from my seat and headed toward the new picture window I’d had installed in the front of the store, peering around our blinking Madam Zoltar sign toward the food trucks parked just across the street.

Frank Jessup, the manager of the local used bookstore, flew across the street, his eyes wide, his long legs eating up the distance between the food trucks and my store. He looked panicked, maybe even afraid as he ran straight for Forrest’s coffee shop, ducking inside.

Forgetting about Edward and Kitty, I ran to our front door and pushed it open, the chimes Madam Zoltar had been so fond of tinkling a haunting sound. We were having an unusually warm, sunny day for March in Washington, which had brought a big lunch crowd to the food court.

I couldn’t see anything through the throng of heads crammed around my favorite taco vendor’s food truck.

“He’s dead!” someone screamed in a light Spanish accent.

My heart began to pound and I tried to swallow, but my throat kept closing up. No. Please don’t let it be…

And then someone confirmed my deepest dread. “Call the police! Tito’s dead! The Taco Man’s dead!”

Chapter 2

Win’s aura surrounded me, his oddly cool yet somehow warm presence enveloping my space. I often equated it to a hug, but I’d never tell my spy that.

If Win knew how much he meant to me, especially arriving at a time in my life when everything had been falling apart, I worried he’d find me too needy, too much for a man who’d likely spent a lot of time on his own as a spy—without distractions like sticky relationships to keep him from doing what he had to do. I’d made it my mission to tread lightly when it came to my squishy girl feelings.

“Damn, Stevie. I’m sorry, love.” Win’s voice caressed my ear, offering the comfort I’d come to relish.

I bit the inside of my cheek. I couldn’t believe it. Tito was dead? I pushed out of the door, walking into the sunshine blindly, my feet more than familiar with the path I was taking because I’d taken it a hundred times before.

It was the path that took me directly to the food truck of my favorite taco vendor in the world. The Salty Sombrero’s tacos were what had kept me from starving to death when I’d first moved back to Ebenezer Falls after my shunning.

At the time, I was alone, without any family but Belfry, pushing poverty and a cardboard box under a bridge somewhere. Tito’s lunch specials, three for a buck on Tuesdays and Thursdays, allowed me a decent if not exactly low-calorie meal. I’d buy as many tacos as I could fit into my purse and my dwindling budget would allow, keep them in the hotel room Belfry and I were staying in, and eat them cold at night for dinner.

I loved Tito, even though he’d accused me of murdering Madam Zoltar, too. But like Chester, once he’d realized how wrong he was, Tito had gone out of his way to make things right with me.

In fact, just last week as Win and I were cleaning up Madam Zoltar’s, right before we had our grand reopening, he’d brought free tacos for me and the high school kids I’d hired to help.

He’d been all smiles on his roundly cheerful face as he passed out warm, soft-flour-tortilla tacos in twos, chatting with me in broken English about getting his final papers next month.

He’d been so proud to finally be on the path to getting his American citizenship; he’d recited the Pledge of Allegiance to show me how good his English had become. We’d laughed and laughed when he kept saying “One nation under God, invisible” instead of “indivisible”.

Dang. The memory felt like someone had just ripped my heart out by way of my belly button.

And now he was dead. Could this have something to do with the message Win had gotten from the afterlife about a month ago, one that we were never able to pursue due to lack of information?

A spirit had reached out to me via Win. A spirit of Latin descent—a female aura, to be precise. She’d requested help with a “friend” and then she’d up and disappeared. Win had no description of her. He claimed she was just a voice—an older voice who’d said she had a friend here in Ebenezer Falls in need of earthly aide.

I’d told Win to tell her we’d get right on it, but then she’d disappeared.

I stood just on the fringe of the food truck parking lot in the warm sunshine, seeing the colorful sails bobbing on the choppy waters of the Sound, unable to push past the wall of people. Unable or unwilling, that is. I couldn’t pinpoint which.

I think I’m still a little raw from my last bout with murder and my feet are telling my brain to move along, but my heart is telling my brain to piss off.

“Do you suppose this has to do with the voice that contacted me?” Win asked what I’d just been thinking.

I nodded numbly as the wind caught my caftan, whipping it about my feet. “I wondered the same thing. But how could she have known this would happen? In fact, what did happen?”

“Dang. Seems like we can’t keep anybody alive in this durn town,” Chester muttered as he came to stand next to me, threading his arm through mine and leaning into me while we shared the view of the small parking lot.

Many times, when I peeked out the picture window of Madam Z’s between readings, I’d look out over the sea of multicolored trucks parked in a semi-circle end to end and smile at the people who lived in my town and frequented the carts, rain or shine. Families, couples, everyone who made up Ebenezer Falls, strolling and enjoying the one thing we all did universally—eat—and the sight always made my heart warm.

But today, even as the sun beat down on our heads via a cloudless sky, while tulips and daffodils bloomed all around us in the beds the community had built, and despite happy music blaring from speakers set about the court area, the trucks looked less cheerful.

I noted Jacob, the fish-and-chips guy who owned The Deep Sea Diver, wasn’t in the vicinity today. Sally, over at The Sunshine Inn, had mentioned he skirted the permits necessary to park and serve food whenever possible. Today was probably a smart day to avoid the place altogether.

The breeze picked up, bringing with it the call of seagulls and bike horns as Ebenezer Falls celebrated this unusual break in the weather.

Still, my eyes went back to the area where I suspected Tito was sprawled. “Do you know what happened, Chester?”

He shook his silvery-white head and patted my arm, his normally twinkling eyes somber. “Nope, and this time, I’m gonna be real careful about what I say, girlie. Don’t want ya goin’ to jail for round two or we’ll never get those gardens done.”

I’d laugh if I didn’t still remember what the interior of an Ebenezer Falls holding cell looked like, thanks to a whole lot of unfounded suspicion on not just Chester’s part, but the police department’s, too.

“Stevie? You okay?” Forrest asked from behind me, his tall presence strong and reassuring. He placed one of his big hands on my shoulder and squeezed before moving to stand on the opposite side of his grandfather.

“I’m fine. I had nothing to do with this one, if that’s what you’re wondering.” I tried to joke, but inside, my guts were all ripped up.

There’d never be another taco like Tito’s Supreme Grande soft taco slathered with sour cream, guacamole and, of all things, dandelion leaves. Never.

I often thought Tito was trying to fit in with the latest fad of organic meets traditional in order to continue to compete in the marketplace with some of the more foodie-minded trucks. But the line at his door every day was proof enough he didn’t need tofu and quinoa to make a sale.

Thankfully, someone had the smarts to turn off the music, and only hushed whispers now pervaded the food court. The police arrived then in a wave of sirens and flashing red and blue lights, the screams of the ambulance not far behind before their tires came to a screeching halt.

As the crowd parted to allow the paramedics and police through, I got my first real glimpse of Tito, splayed out on the concrete in front of his festive pink and mint-green food truck with the dancing sombrero splashed across the side right next to the menu for all that taco goodness.

He’d often said the colors of his food truck were meant to represent his life. Fun, colorful, like a Mexican hat dance every single day.

“Bloody hell,” Win muttered in my ear—exactly what I was thinking.

“Is that what I think it is?” Chester asked in a somber hush, tightening his grip on my arm.

“I think it is, Pops,” Forrest said, his voice wooden and perplexed, if one’s tone could be such at the same time.

It absolutely was exactly what Chester thought it was.

Cheese.

Tito’s whole shiny ebony head was covered in cheese. The gloriously velvety, mildly spicy, brilliantly orange-yellow cheese he so generously poured over his Not-So-Naked Nachos and topped with slow-cooked brisket, chives and jalapenos. Another of my favorites.

There was also a trail of cheese from his truck to where he’d fallen.

Okay, so after my last experience, here’s where I should bow out, right? March myself right back to my shop, finish Edward’s reading and ignore anything to do with a potential murder case.

Because let’s face it, I’d been to this rodeo. The difference was, this time I hadn’t been anywhere near Tito or his truck when he was found. Unlike the last time, when I was in Madam Z’s shop with her dead body when the police arrived—with Chester hot on their heels, ready to burn me at the stake.

Back then, it never even occurred to me that Madam Z had been murdered. My first thought was that she’d had a heart attack. And that had been my first thought here, too, but I’d learned real quick about first impressions after my run-ins with the law and a real live killer.

But then I had a crazy niggle that what happened here was none of those things. The one I used to get when I was a witch. The one that was never wrong—and that niggle said Tito’s death had to do with foul play.

“Heart attack? Stroke?” Chester asked, his gruff voice smaller today.

“It sure looks that way,” I agreed, despite the gnawing…nay, burning protest of my gut. “Maybe he fell into the vat of cheese before he stumbled out here? He always had that huge pot of it simmering on the stove by the back door of the truck. Maybe he was trying to get help when he did?”

Win coughed in my ear. “Hmm, Mini-Spy. A heart attack? Haven’t we heard that before?”

So Win must be feeling that niggle, too. But two murders in the matter of as many months? Here in Ebenezer Falls, where crime was on record with an all-time low for a suburb just outside Seattle?

“I smell fish, and it’s not Forrest’s breath,” Win murmured.

I shook him off, riveted by what was happening around Tito’s body as the paramedics and police gathered to assess. His white apron, typically covered in all manner of whatever food he was cooking that day, was still around his neck but untied at his waist, suggesting maybe he’d just been putting it on. It lay flat on top of him, a stark white against the dark concrete.

He’d clearly fallen out of the truck backward, landing flat mere steps away. His arms were spread out beside his body, suggesting he hadn’t even tried to stop his fall. His face troubled me the most; the cheese was beginning to harden over his skin in the sun, turning dull, while bits of jalapeño stuck to his nose and cheeks.

As the police began to move people along, I noted for the first time a man in the very back of the crowd, his youthful face a mask of pain, as though he were on the verge of crying. His eyes were a startling green, shimmering with unshed tears.

Handsome, with deep chestnut hair and chiseled good looks, he looked away, his wide football-player shoulders trembling when the paramedics finally covered Tito’s body after placing him on the gurney.

“Titooooo!” a woman wailed, her agonizing sob slicing through the warm breeze as said woman pushed her way through the parting crowd.

Everyone turned to see Tito’s estranged wife, Magdalena—or Maggie, as we called her here in town—stumble toward the gurney, a tissue in her hand, her long black shawl with the red fringe falling from her rounded shoulders.

“Didn’t she throw Tito out just last month?” Win wondered.

“I thought she and Tito were getting divorced?” Chester mirrored Win’s thoughts.

“I knew there was trouble. I was right outside here, changing the sandwich board, just before she confronted him about something. She caught him upside the head with a broom, yelling and carrying on, crying too—left in a real huff. Next thing I heard from the gossip mill was she’d told him she wanted a divorce and was staying with her daughter, Bianca,” Forrest said.

I hated hearing there’d been trouble between Tito and Maggie, but I hated it worse because they hadn’t mended fences before he passed. “Do you know what happened?”

“Forgive my crassness. I’m simply repeating what I’ve heard. Word around town is, Tito put his enchilada in the wrong oven,” Win provided in my ear.

I had to fight a gasp. No. He wouldn’t…

“Heard he was cattin’ around,” Chester supplied, running a hand over his stubble-littered jaw.

Tito? My Tito was a bandito? Naw. He loved Maggie. Adored her. Talked about her like she was the second coming. I couldn’t imagine he’d cheated on her. Maybe it was just a misunderstanding.

Maggie’s cherubic face was tearstained, streaking her thick makeup and leaving dark circles around her usually vivid coal-black eyes. “Mi amor!” she howled, her voice raw and scratchy. “Como pudistes dejarme asi? No, mi amor, no, no, noooo!”

Bianca, her daughter, ran behind her, catching her by the waist as Maggie fell on Tito’s body, clinging to his prone hand.

“Mama, please!” Bianca begged, tears of her own streaking down her gorgeously high cheekbones.

Bianca was every man’s dream. Svelte, with curves in all the right places, and full lips filled in with a raspberry gloss. Thick, straight hair the color of a raven’s wing fell down her back to almost her waist, accentuating olive skin so clear, if I were the jealous type, I’d hate her hot tamale guts.

Her waist was tiny, her hips full in her brightly colored mini-skirt, accompanied by a white, off-the-shoulder peasant shirt and big gold hoops in her ears.

She caught Maggie’s shoulders, her ringed fingers gripping at her mother, tugging to pull her away from Tito. “Come, Mama. Shh-shh, now,” she crooned in a hoarse whisper. “Come with me. No mires, por favor.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat and gripped Chester’s hand tighter, sorrow filling my heart.

“Folks, I’m gonna have to ask you to move it on out, please!” ordered my favorite local law enforcement officer, Lyn Paddington, a.k.a. Sandwich (because he once ate a sardine and mayo sandwich with sweet pickles on a dare).

I shifted out of the way but I didn’t leave as directed. I was riveted, my eyes scanning the surrounding area where Tito had fallen, looking for anything that would tell me he didn’t have a heart attack. Which was a little insane. I’d far prefer Tito left this world that way than by way of a murderer.

“Stevie?” Sandwich said, looking down at me.

I glanced up at his normally happy face, now tight with concentration. “Yes?”

“I said move it along, please. Remember the last time you were at a crime scene?”

I planted my hands on my hips and nodded, my turban tilting awkwardly to the left. “You mean the time I was accused of a crime I didn’t commit, and Starsky and Hutch questioned me like we were remaking Silence of The Lambs? You bet I remember, buddy. Weren’t you the one to take me to your place of business like a lamb to slaughter?”

Sandwich sighed, a brief look of remorse on his face before he hitched his rounded jaw toward the other side of the street. “I apologized a hundred times for that, Stevie. Now please, go back to the store and tell fortunes and let us do our job.”

Lifting my chin, I narrowed my gaze at him. “I do not tell fortunes. I communicate with the dead.”

He chuckled. “Yep. And I’m Walker, Texas Ranger.”

Rolling my eyes, I didn’t bother to try to defend my afterlife activities. No one believed me anyway. Everyone in town humored me, despite several gushing testimonials on Yelp.

But I did as I was told. I just didn’t do it in a rush. I’ll admit I was reluctant, so I lingered for a few moments until Sandwich became distracted by another thrush of gawkers who’d stopped to form a cluster by the ambulance, and then I scurried on past him, heading straight for Tito’s truck.

“I knew you couldn’t resist,” Win remarked with a chuckle.

Okay, so I couldn’t resist. I swatted Win out of my ear, inching my way around the back of the truck, peering around the corner to be sure no one was behind it.

There was a shadow crossing the sharp midday sunlight, making me look up at the chain-link fence backing the food court area. I caught only a glimpse of a plaid flannel shirt, and what appeared to be an inhaler sticking out of the back pocket of the jeans worn by whoever it was, before they climbed through the ripped opening in the fence and the sun blinded me.

It was probably one of the local kids playing hooky from school. Not everyone’s a suspect, Stevie Cartwright. Get it together.

When I saw the coast was clear, I made a break for the back door of the truck, near which I knew Tito kept the pot of cheese he ladled with such love. I don’t know why I had to see the interior of the truck or what I hoped to find. I don’t know a lot of things. Like what compels me to speak impulsively or connect dots one wouldn’t necessarily connect. I just had a feeling—a tingle of awareness something was off.

A strong one.

Trying not to contaminate anything in case my gut was right and this genuinely was a crime scene, I stepped around the trail of cheese leading to where his body had ended up and peered inside Tito’s truck, a vast wonderland of taco shells, the mouthwatering scent of spicy meat, and an overturned pot of hardening cheese on the floor.

I leaned in just a little, noting the interior was clean as a whistle with the exception of the overturned pot. Utensils hung neatly above the long counter of burners and prep space. A tall fridge where he housed his dandelion leaves and juicy, locally grown, farm-fresh tomatoes shone as though someone had just waxed it. The credit card machine sat at the window and there was even a small stack of bills right next to it.

So if foul play was involved, it wasn’t a robbery. None that was visible anyway.

“How could someone have murdered him in a crowd of people, Win? If someone dunked him in some nacho cheese, don’t you think he’d have made a whole lot of noise banging around? He didn’t just go quietly. Not if he managed to get out of the truck. He was running away if this was murder.”

“It was quite noisy outside. The music is always loud. Surely loud enough to cover up a struggle.”

I glanced around again, but it was all quite ordinary. “Nothing,” I muttered, squeezing my temples. “So maybe we’re wrong. I think we’re just on edge after Madam Z’s murder and we’re seeing shadows that don’t really exist.”

“Some would say I don’t really exist, Stevie.” Then he snickered. “Maybe I’m just a figment of your imagination. Maybe neither of us is really here. Maybe this is all a dream.”

“Hah. If only they could hear you yapping in my ear all the time. No one would doubt your realness, Spy Dude.”

“I do not yap. Every bit of information I pass on to you is culled to within an inch of its usefulness. It’s one of the first things they teach us in spy school. Less is more.”

“They really have a spy school?”

“Well, not a school per se, but certainly there’s rigorous training. You know what I mean.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Your super-spy skills are unmatched. But I hate to tell you, I don’t think there’s really anything to see here…”

That was, until I saw it.

“What are you seeing, Stevie?”

Tilting my head, I made sure I was seeing what I thought I was seeing, then nodded. Yep. I was seeing something. “In the puddle of cheese. See it? It’s a picture. Curled at the edges with a blop of glutinous deliciousness on it.”

Which was strange indeed. Tito had a row of pictures of himself and his family, all lining the wall above the prep surface, clothes pinned to a string. He’d told me he hung them there to remind him of when he’d come to America so many years ago. So, how did this one get knocked down but not the rest? It didn’t look like one was missing from the lineup.

Win inhaled. “Hmmm. But a picture of who? Doesn’t look like anyone in the family.”

“No. But it sure looks like the guy I saw standing at the edge of the crowd earlier when they were taking Tito’s body away. I’ve never seen him here in town before either.”

“Why would our Tito have a picture of him? And who’s the other person in the picture? Whoever it is, they have their arm around the boy, but I can’t see his face.”

“Good question, Spy Guy.”

So if this guy were a newcomer to town, why would a stranger be so broken up over Tito’s death?

Could it be he’d seen something?

Done something?

Or was he just as crushed as I was that Tito had gone to the great enchilada in the sky, leaving my taste buds to mourn him in quiet anguish?

Hmmm.

Chapter 3

“Was he doing anything suspicious? Anything unusual?”

“Nope. Nothing unusual at all other than the fact that he looked like he was in agony. It sure appeared as though he was trying not to make a scene, but it was very clear he was pretty torn up. I mean, I’m shattered about the loss of Tito’s tacos. His sons don’t make them quite the way he did. But am I so shattered I’m in a puddle of misery?”

I almost plucked the picture out of the cheese but Win, as though reading my mind, scolded me.

“Hands off, Sticky Fingers Louise. No touching evidence. You do remember how that went down the last time, don’t you? Think Montblanc pen and accusing someone unjustly.”

I rolled my eyes at the reminder of how I’d waved what I thought was evidence under the wrong person’s nose.

“It was a heat-of-the-moment thing. There’s someone else in the picture, Win. I can’t just leave without finding out who it is. I just want to see,” I complained, angling my head while balancing in the entry to the truck so I wouldn’t touch the frame of the door and leave my fingerprints. But no such luck. The glob of cheese covered the identity of the other person. “So why do you suppose this kid was so upset?”

“Quite possibly, he’s just as broken up as you over the loss of the Taco King. It is you who always said no one makes Mexican the way Tito does. In fact, as I recall, just the other day as you gorged on the Bangin’ Burrito—item number six on Tito’s four-star menu, was it?—you said if you died right then, your life would be complete as you sighed like a schoolgirl dining with her crush. Maybe this young chap feels the same way you do, and it brought him to tears.”

“Maybe,” I sighed, planting my hands on my hips, giving the inside of the truck a last critical once-over, only to find more of absolutely nothing. “I think we’re making mountains out of molehills because we love a good whodunit. But we can’t turn this into something it’s more than likely not. I don’t know what the picture is from, but it likely has a really good explanation. Tito probably had a heart attack or fell or something that has nothing to do with murder. Let’s forget this. We need to get back to Edward anyway.”

“Edward has left us, but Kitty’s back,” he purred in the whiskey tone reserved for his ghostly dabbling.

“Win, I’m warning you. Knock it off. You leave Kitty Talucci alone. She is not up for afterlife grabs.”

“Well, if it isn’t Stevie Cartwright.”

I fought the impulse to jump out of my skin at the sound of Officer Nelson’s voice—or Officer Rigid, as I secretly called him after our last tango over Madam Zoltar. Wherein he did everything by the book and made me feel guilty with his hawkish, intense gaze and perfectly starched uniform without a speck of lint on it. All without even trying.

I turned to face him, the sun blocked by his tall frame, and watched him scan my face with his dark eyes that would be quite attractive if they weren’t always looking at me like I was Ebenezer Falls’ resident unprosecuted serial killer.

“Hola, Officer Nelson. I suppose you’re wondering what I’m doing back here.” I might as well just be open. It’s not like Mr. Scary Face wasn’t going to make me feel like I’d done something wrong anyway.

“I was absolutely wondering, Miss Cartwright. Or should I call you Madam Zoltar 2.0?”

Naturally, someone like Mr. Law Enforcement wouldn’t believe in ghosts. I heard it in his scathing tone. But I was determined to make him like me. Don’t ask why, I don’t understand it either. I just know his disapproval unsettles me. He’d be a great ally to have, being a police officer, if he’d just give in and let me weave my Stevie Cartwright web.

I smiled up at him, trying to keep my turban from slipping off my head as I craned my neck. “How about just Stevie? Seeing as I’m not a suspect in any more murders, we can do a first-name basis, can’t we? Skip the formalities? What’s your first name?”

“Bet it’s something solid and stalwart like John-Boy,” Win commented dryly.

He stared down at me for a long moment from beneath the brim of his hat, his deep eyes swirling in thought, and then he said, “It’s Officer Nelson, Miss Cartwright. And as I said, I was wondering what you were doing back here. This is a crime scene until otherwise notified. Which means, I’ll have to ask you to leave.”

My mouth fell open. I knew it did, but I couldn’t stop it from unhinging. “A crime scene? So it was murder?” I breathed the word out, fighting the hitch in my throat.

His head swiveled from left to right. “I said no such thing. All deaths with unusual circumstances like Mr. Bustamante’s are considered crime scenes until the coroner says otherwise. Now, if you’d please exit the area.” He held out his arm and motioned for me to beat feet, his mouth in a thin line of still more disapproval.

Mr. Bustamante? I’d had no idea that was Tito’s last name. He was just my Taco Man. My beloved purveyor of spicy, meaty goodness.

I batted my eyes at him. Unsuccessfully, because my eyelashes stuck together, but whatever. “But in your esteemed, highly respected opinion, would you consider this a crime scene?” I asked as I pried my right eye apart.

“Bloody hell, Stevie. We’re going to have to work on your brown-nosing flirt. It’s ghastly and lacks so many subtleties,” Win crooned.

Now Officer Nelson buttoned up tighter than a drum, standing erect, his casual stance gone. “I have no comment. Again, I’ll ask you to please exit the area, Miss Cartwright so that we can continue to do our jobs.”

“Please exit the area, Miss Cartwright,” I muttered under my breath in a saucy mimic of his words, but I sauntered out of there just as I was told anyway so I wouldn’t land in the klink.

The parking lot had emptied out and it appeared all the trucks had closed up shop. Their awnings were rolled up and their serving windows closed.

My heart clenched as I made my way across the street, the joy of the warm day gone for me now that Tito had left the building.

Entering the store, I noted Win was right. Edward was gone, and without any client appointments until early tonight, I decided going home to check on Enzo, our contractor, was a good idea. He’d made enormous progress in just under a month of renovations, but we were a long way from done.

“Bel? You awake?” I asked, making my way to the back room where I’d left him napping.

I heard him chirp a yawn. “Yep. Wide awake.”

“So you haven’t heard?” I peeked under the broad leaf of the banana plant and stroked his wing, his soft white body twitching as he shook off sleep.

“Not a peep. Did you find out where that hottie Kitty keeps her will so we can save Snape from the evil ex-husband?”

“Tito’s dead.” I cringed as I said it out loud.

Belfry gasped. “No. No way. What happened?”

I scooped him up and tucked him into my purse, where I’d nested a small washcloth for him when we traveled back and forth to the store. “C’mon. I’ll tell you on the way home.”

When we got back to the house, despite my sadness over Tito as I told Belfry about his cheesy death (pardon the pun), I almost yelped in joy at the sight of the subcontractor who was due to pave the driveway, standing in the mud with Enzo, whose arms were flapping up and down.

“Look, Win, the cement guy’s here! Dance with me!” I cheered, twerking without an ounce of rhythm.

“Beyoncé salutes you,” he said dryly.

“We’re going to have a real live driveway, Spy Guy! Whatever will I do with all the extra time I’ll have on my hands when I don’t have to rappel down the stairs to get to the road to reach my car every morning?”

Win barked a laugh. “Don’t be so dramatic. When you rappel down the side of Mt. Olympus, then we’ll discuss treacherous conditions.”

I stopped short on my way up those very stairs I mentioned. “Stop. You did not rappel down Mt. Olympus.”

“How would you know?”

“Well, I wouldn’t know, would I? I still don’t even know how you died. In fact, I have no confirmation you were ever a spy at all.” I was still a little bitter about that. Win held the circumstances of his life and death close to his ghostly chest and I was just supposed to take him at his word.

Which I had.

I reasoned his being a spy was probably part of his motivation not to share, but the other half of me, the half that wanted to use my Google Fu on him and dig into his life, thought it was terribly convenient to claim he was a spy with no recorded history. Yet. I continued to respect his wishes.

“Don’t be bitter, Stevie. I told you, all in good time.”

“When is a good time, Win? Define ‘good’ in Win’s world.”

“Say again, Miss Cartwright?” Enzo said from behind me before he plowed up our crumbling steps to stand in front of me, a pink piece of paper dangling from his thick, calloused fingers.

I pressed my hand to my totally fake Bluetooth, the one I used as my beard when someone caught me talking to Win, and shook my head. It was an ingenious idea and kept people from asking too many questions or thinking I was bananapants for talking to myself. And yes, it had been Win’s idea. Score another one for the spy.

Smiling, I said, “I was just on the phone. So how’s everything going? Is the driveway going in? Please say yes. I don’t even care how much it costs. I don’t. I’d pay double just to avoid dragging my sorry butt up these stairs in the pouring rain every day.”

Enzo grunted the grunt that meant more money was required. “Glad you said that, because it’s gonna cost ya,” he offered in his bold New York accent.

I stopped to look at him just before reaching the wide porch, now newly planked with a gorgeous, darkly stained cedar. “You say that like it’s a million dollars. How bad can it be?”

His moon-shaped face wrinkled as he fussed with his signature Yankees ball cap, rearranging it on his head. “Close enough.” He held up the estimate from the driveway guy and stuck it in my face.

“Oh, bloody bollocks!” Win barked in my ear. “The devil I’ll pay that kind of money for a blessed driveway! Besides, the exercise is good for you, Stevie. You said as much yourself just the other day when you were admiring your thighs and how toned they’d become.”

Fighting a blush, because I hadn’t realized Win had actually paid attention to my comment or my thighs, I smiled at Enzo. “I told you, I don’t care how much it costs. Tell him we’re in.”

Enzo’s moon face scrunched up in distaste. “But he’s way the heck over budget, Miss Cartwright! He could cut some corners on a job this big and still come out smellin’ like a rose in Brooklyn.”

“What the wise contractor said, Stevie,” Win agreed.

But I shook my head, pulling my turban off and stuffing it under my arm. “I don’t want to haggle with him because I want it done ASAP. I know you want to get the best deal for me, Enzo, and I appreciate it, but this isn’t up for negotiation. I need to be able to get to the front door of my house without feeling like I’d just climbed Everest in some sandals.”

He shrugged his pudgy shoulders and jammed his thumbs under his overalls. “All right, but I’m tellin’ ya, he’s takin’ ya for a sweet ride.”

“Then consider me his willing passenger,” I said on a chuckle as I reached for the beautiful antique doorknob I’d driven all the way to Portland for because Win absolutely had to have it.

“Oh! Almost forgot. There’s a lady in there waitin’ for ya. Dresses like she’s on her way to a Duran Duran concert. Popped up outta nowhere, too. Went to use the facilities, coulda sworn I locked the front door and bam, there she was. Nice enough, though, and darn sharp to look at. Seemed pretty harmless and said she wasn’t budgin’ an inch ’til she saw your pretty face. You want I should go in with ya?”

My stomach somersaulted in a nervous lurch. I only needed to hear the Duran Duran part of Enzo’s explanation to know who waited for me inside, and she was anything but harmless.

Baba Yaga was here.

Yay.

Baba had a penchant for anything from the ’80s, her all-time favorite era, according to her. Leg warmers, dog-ear teased hair on either side of her head, Aqua Net, leopard leggings, ripped sweatshirts and row after row of bangle bracelets were her jam.

Patting Enzo on the shoulder, I shook my head. “No. You go give two thumbs up to Driveway Guy so he can get started right away and I’ll handle my guest. Thanks for watching out for me, though.”

“Made ya a pot of coffee. Got a new brew the other day. Heavy on the hazelnut with just a hint of dark-chocolate roast.”

Pinching his cheek, I smiled at him. “You are my dream man, Enzo. Will you marry me?”

He grinned, wide and facetious. “Ya think the missus’ll mind a sister-wife?”

I giggled in response, pushing open the heavy door. As I stepped into the entryway, now light and airy with new walls painted in a pale lemon and reclaimed dark wood flooring, complemented by white crown molding, I inhaled. Setting my purse down on the small table next to the stairs, I let the beauty of my surroundings soothe me.

I loved the bright, cheerful entry with its multicolored stained-glass window above the hulking door Enzo had taken such pains to restore, the winding staircase leading to my future dream bedroom, the light infusing every corner of the space.

“Am I hearin’ right? Is the old bat here? Like here-here, in Ebenezer Falls?” Belfry asked.

I scooped him out and nodded, tucking him onto my shoulder. “She is. She probably wants to see you, buddy. You know how much she likes to check up on her subjects and be treated like one of the people.”

Belfry bristled, the hair on his tiny body standing on end. “Why would she wanna see me?”

“Because you still serve her, Bel, and she’s always been hands-on, and you went through a trauma just the way I did. I have no affiliation to her anymore. Which means she has no power over my mortal butt. So what could she want to see me about? Has to be you she’s checking on.”

“I take it this is the fearless leader you spoke of who shunned you?” Win asked.

I took a deep breath and nodded. “Ex-fearless leader, and you take it right.”

“Shall I make myself scarce? Do you wish to speak privately? Or do you want me to pull the old ghost routine? Shake the table? Flicker the lights? Hold that thought. I know. Why don’t I open and shut the fridge door? I’m getting quite proficient at it. Just ask Bel.”

“The truth, Boss! Winterbutt totally held the door open long enough for me to see the moldy sliced ham you bought a hundred years ago for sandwiches you never ate in favor of chocolate Pop-Tarts.”

Shrugging my shoulders, I shook my head. “Nope. There’s nothing I haven’t told you at this point and nothing I want to hide.”

“Poke, poke, poke,” he teased.

Feeling prickly, I got saucy. “Well, it’s true. You know almost everything there is to know about me.”

“All right then, I’ll come with. I’ll be with you the whole way. If you need my assistance, simply say the word.”

I’d never tell him, but I took comfort in knowing Win had my back. That he’d be right in my ear if I needed him.

How did you make chit-chat with the woman who’d once been your esteemed ruler after she’d blatantly sided with an angry, spiteful, deader-than-a-doornail, no-good warlock and his fellow council members?

Not only sided with them, but didn’t say word one in my defense when said no-good, wife-abusing warlock literally slapped the witch right out of me in a fit of rage after I’d dared intervene in his private family matter. And all this after he’d nearly killed his wife and son while I tried to stop him.

That was exactly how I’d ended up back in my old hometown of Ebenezer Falls. Not just because I had nowhere else to go. But because I’d tried to help an abusive, power-tripping warlock’s son in the most frightening moment of his young life and in return, I no longer had my powers, my friends, or my life.

My old life. My new one was shaping up quite nicely, thank you, and if Baba was here to check on the debris she’d left in her wake, I’d tell her so. I was never a very outspoken witch. I played by the rules. I was loyal to the coven even when I thought something wasn’t totally fair.

But no more.

Squaring my shoulders, I took my time getting to the kitchen, parsing my angry thoughts, trying to form them into cohesive sentences.

But I just couldn’t. Now that the eleventh hour was here, and I was about to face the person who’d technically agreed I deserved to have my powers taken from me, I found I had only ugly things to say.

Which meant I’d better say nothing at all.
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