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"One finger cannot lift a pebble."

~Hopi Tribe

 

"There are many good moccasin tracks along the trail of a straight arrow." 

~Sioux Tribe

 

"If a man is to do something more than human, he must have more than human powers."

~Tribe Unknown

 


 

 

Prologue

Holly

 

F


riday, May 20th

 

"What did you tell Mommy and Daddy?" six-year-old Rime asked as they approached, in a skipping gait, the threshold of the gated archway. This path led into the fragrant "stone" garden kissed by spring rain and sunshine. The little girl's father's Beagle followed them, as eager as a new puppy sniffing every delicious trail.

My favorite place as a child, Holly Odwulf--who'd been no older than fifty-years old for as long as she could remember--thought fondly, drawing in the lush, perfumed air and all the things of nature that sustained her while she in turn blessed them. Down to the very smallest animal just born and the seed still hiding under the earth, she lavished her bounty, sending it forth on the warm breeze. In her current state, she never failed to see all the wonders ahead through dazzled eyes, but in her true form the beauty was even more of a fantastical feast for the senses.

"That I was babysitting you, of course," Holly told the child, barely holding a straight face.

Rime looked up at Holly with her obsidian, otherworldly eyes, her rosebud mouth gaping. That was all it took. Holly burst out laughing, and Rime's lyrical giggles immediately joined in. As if the six-year-old-going-on-thirty needed babysitting. Rime was the perfect balance of innocence and maturity. She could amply take care of herself.

Holly lifted an eyebrow of intrigue. "I believe your parents are enjoying the time to themselves while you and I shall find much to amuse ourselves this day." 

With exaggerated abandon, Holly kicked off her shoes, and Rime shed her own with great delight. Along the paved path ahead, the gate opened at Holly's volition. Together, the old woman and the little girl ran through it, the dog rushing and barking excitedly as it tried to keep up on its short legs. 

Rime didn't see the gate closing behind them once they were inside. She was too enraptured, taking in the thriving green of this preserve that held ethereal plant life and diverse creatures to be found nowhere else but within this hidden sanctuary. The Beagle followed in their wake, playful as a pup. Though once he'd been afraid of such creatures, the veil had been lifted from his eyes. Now he leapt beside the does and their newborn fawns, flitted alongside birds and brightly colored insects, vaulted with the woodland animals, and danced with fairies, nymphs, gnomes, griffins, and sylphs, along with the profusion of other mystic creatures that dwelled in this place. Rime gasped anew every second as she spotted something different, but as yet she hadn't moved from the entry.

Holly smiled as she arranged colorful foliage into an impromptu dress. Once she was properly attired, she laid her hand in mid-transformation gently on the child's shiny black head. Finally sensing something unfamiliar beside herself, Rime looked up and her eyes widened in delighted surprise. "Frau Holle!" she exclaimed in delight. "You're so beautiful! I knew you would be even more wondrous in your true form than you are as a grand dame."

Holly soaked up the compliments with a smile, then slyly flicked out her tail, anticipating another joyful gasp from the child that came even as Rime reached forward and wrapped her arms around the long, bushy brush Holly sported in her true form as the most powerful guardian of the forest. Rime buried her face in Frau Holle's--or Huldra or Holda, as she was sometimes also called--silken red fox tail, stroking it so Holly purred. 

"I want to see everything," Rime murmured. The child draped the luxurious tail around her shoulders like a fur cape. She glanced up at Holly. "Can I take my gloves off here?"

The long, velvet gloves had been custom-made for her, infused with the exact variant of cold resistant, high alloy steels that allowed her to touch objects and people for at least a minute or two before the innate chill activated. Her mother Ice also wore them, though she no longer did it out of necessity. She'd passed her gifts on to her daughter before Rime was born, and now everyone assumed they shared a skin disorder to account for the albeit fashionable, elbow-length gloves that harkened back to a more genteel age. Rime's gloves provided elegant, though limited protection to everyone and everything around her.

Holly tenderly stroked Rime's waist-length hair. "I wish you could, mon coeur, but your power is too strong, even here."

"I wish I could take my true form here, too," Rime said, suddenly rebellious.

Holly murmured gentle compassion, unwilling to rein in the child's passion, despite the need to curb her physical enthusiasm. Ice had trained her offspring well, almost from the time she was born. Rime would never hurt a living being. Even when she got older, once the Chenoo shapeshifting blood reached the fever stage, Holly didn't believe Rime was capable of willingly doing harm. 

"You'll be strong in your true form. When you're older and able to transform, nothing will be able to stand against you."

The confidence in the little girl's face was a testament to the pride that ran in all Chenoo icewalker blood--the very thing that was their downfall sooner or later. Holly had often wondered if Ice's strict though loving training would make a difference once Rime was mature enough to transform. Ice herself had been tested in this regard. Her overwhelming power had destroyed countless acres of forestland along with all the living creatures within it--the good perished along with the evil that bound them. Ice alone had been capable of defeating the malevolent being that dominated that area of the woods. Her unfettered display could have continued so the entire world might easily have been consumed. But Ice had remembered who she was, what she stood for, those she loved, and she'd chosen to give up her power rather than to continue her devastation. All that she'd possessed--passed down by her mother before her in order to ensure that one of their own would be strong enough for the task given to them in its time--Ice had given over to her daughter in hopes of teaching Rime how to use the ability for good. Never once had she realized that her daughter would be the one to face what she and her mother had inadvertently prepared for.

But no one can predict how that kind of superiority will taste to the uninitiated. It may be so sweet and addicting, there's no way to deny it. Alternately, wielding it could sting, so terror kicks in, instead paralyzing the bearer. 

Holly sighed. Can I really say that it's a good thing Rime may never be tested in this regard? She literally holds the level of authority in her fingertips that warriors and kings have longed for since the beginning of time. And it's been condensed and purified in her. There's never been, nor will there ever be, another like her with her might. Her mother has shown her the blood price of possessing such supremacy, and Rime herself has chosen to forgo exerting it except when it can be used to best serve humanity, not harm it.

Holly gestured with her limbs around the peaceful nature sanctuary. Here, in her true form, as well as in the greater realm of human beings, her own authority was considerable. The soul of the woman she'd come to inhabit, Holly Odwulf, had been good and kind, and she'd gone on to become a beacon and something of an oddball byword in Erie County. She'd used her riches and influence to do good as a human. But that was only half of her existence.

"My limoniades are also fierce, mon Coeur. My meadow children love me, they choose to serve me and, alongside me, protect the good in this world. You asked me once why I haven't given you a plant name, one that will allow me to invoke my protection over you and, in turn, give you permission to summon my specially trained animals to your side at a moment's notice. You, mighty one, have no need for protection. Your power surpasses all others, even my own."

Rime looked up at her longingly, then gasped as she realized that the fierce cold seeping through her gloves was beginning to freeze Holly's furry tail and cause her pain. The child pulled away quickly, sorrow filling her expression until she backed directly into the velvety muzzle of Eikthyrnir. Whirling, Rime caught her breath at the sight of the pure-white, heavenly stag, larger than any other animal in this preserve and much more majestic. His horn rack was as abundant as the oldest, strongest tree, branching and exuding healing rivers from its every limb. Gathered around him were those drawn from his abundance: Dáinn, Dvalinn, Duneyrr, and Duraþrór. 

"It's said that these harts eat from among the branches of the world tree Yggdrasill. When the morning dew gathered in their horns, the rivers of the world were formed." Carefully, Holly introduced her beloved servants, those she called "her men" in public, one by one. They each whispered, "My queen" with adoring reverence toward their protector. 

Then all five pure white stags bowed low before Rime. In astonishment, the little girl turned to look up at Holly. The question why formed in her dark eyes for just a moment before she realized her power was recognized here as humbly as Holly's own. Rime nodded. "I don't want to hurt anyone or anything with my power."

"That may change, dear one, especially when you encounter evil again, as you did not long ago while with the Mino-Miskwi elder guardian."

There was no question that Rime would, and soon, just as Holly had been dealing with aberrations coming out of the torn veil more and more often of late. Swallowing, the child murmured, "It will happen soon, won't it, Frau Holle?"

Holly took her hand. Together, they walked along the natural paths of the garden. "Are you frightened, mon coeur?" she asked gently.

"Aren't you?"

Holly nodded. "I am. I fear for the town. I fear for precious souls that may be lost. For my children. There will be many changes. Some that will make us grieve. Some that will alter the fabric of life as we know it. But, in the end, these things must come to pass. They will allow us to correct the imbalance. We are called to fill roles in what's to come, just as are others that live in Bloodmoon Cove. Remember, in the end you and I will have made a difference. Do you know what it is you are to do, lovely one?"

Rime leaned her head against the leaves at Holly's side. "Yes...but..."

This young child had known her purpose from birth, perhaps even before. 

"What if we can't do it, Frau Holle? What if we're not strong enough, or...we're not sure we're doing the right things?"

Holly knelt beside her. "You're young, but you hold the wisdom and power of ancients. Not long from now, you will need to be a herald to the younger guardian who doubts his light."

Rime had inadvertently referred to the guardian of the People in her last question, just as Holly referred to this one in her words. The elder and younger were two sides of a powerful coin.

"You alone can show him the way."

"How?"

"Verify what he already knows deep inside. The truth hides in the darkest parts of his being. He fears believing because all those who came before choose wrong paths--routes they believed led to power but instead revealed their own folly. He chooses the path of wisdom--but he is not alone. There is another, but that one has refused to invoke the Old Ways out of irrational fear. A time is coming when the ancient powers must be reawakened."

Rime nodded, understanding. "How will I know I'm needed?"

Holly's laughter was the tinkling of a bell. "Because the light will ask you, dear one, and you'll tell him he already knows the way--he just needs to believe he's on the correct course."

"Will I believe? How can I believe what I don't know?"

"You will. You'll understand when the time comes. Trust me. It's your purpose, and every avenue leads to that."

"So we'll succeed?"

Holly straightened. "Of course we will, mon coeur. Never doubt this. We can't be hampered by doubt. If we don't believe, no one else can and will."

Rime's face was sullen. "It doesn't seem easy to do. But I do trust you."

"Good. And it may not be as difficult as you're assuming." Holly leaned forward, as if she had a secret to share. Rime giggled as Holly's soft grass, flower, and moss hair brushed against her cheek. "All we must do is put one foot in front of the other. Take one single step at a time. What needs to be done will be accomplished when we follow the path we know belongs to us. 

"Never fear, dear one. I feel your trust in me, and it gives me strength. All these things are already in place, and they will happen soon. When the time comes, trust that we'll know what to do and how to do it."

"I will, Frau Holly."

Smiling, Holly twitched her once more soft and bushy tail and tickled the little girl's nose. When she straightened, they talked and walked, hand-in-hand again for only a moment or two at a time, greeting the fantastical creatures that came out to peek at them and receive their blessing.

"The garden will be gone once it's done, won't it?" Rime asked sadly. "Once the veil is mended and the balance of nature is restored?"

Holly murmured in the affirmative. This grief was always with her. But not only her magical garden would disappear on that day, when what did not belong in this realm returned to its own, as needs must. Holly knew as they passed the evil creatures in their midst--all caged or encased in stone or glacier--that, in that final hour, things would be as they were meant to be.

Dvalinn approached, bowing as he said, "My queen; young icewalker, the guests are beginning to arrive."

Every Friday, Holly invited friends and soon-to-be friends from all over the town and county and sometimes even from other parts of the world to join her for an elaborate dinner party. Tonight, she and Rime would play hostesses to the ones she'd chosen to attend. 

"Then the Princess Rime and I shall go and dress for dinner. Make our visitors comfortable until we join them, will you, darling?"

"Of course, my queen."

Dvalinn took his leave, and Holly smiled down at her young charge. "Come, mon coeur. Tonight we shall wear the clothing of humans. Let us put on the dress of mundane flesh and blood once more."

"Do we have to leave the garden already?"

Holly grinned. "If you can stay awake, young one, I promise you we'll return once our guests depart, when the moon bathes my preserve in a black velvet blanket of twilight stars, and you'll see things in this wonderland such as you've never even imagined."

"I will stay awake," Rime promised, though Holly knew she wouldn't and couldn't. The little girl called her Beagle to her. Already, this innocent child was blissfully leaving behind the sorrows that would be held in store for another fateful day.

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

Part I: The Ancient One 
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"Day and night cannot dwell together."

~Duwamish Tribe

 

"Seek wisdom, not knowledge. Knowledge is of the past. Wisdom is of the future." ~Lumbee Tribe

 

"125 years ago, the tribal elders became involved in bad magic. In our sacred place on top Bloodmoon Mountain, Spirit Peak--considered the gateway to the realm of the dead--they performed a ritual, invoking bad spirits. Overnight, our culture disappeared, and the veil between the worlds was torn. Mino-Miskwi means 'good blood'. But, that day on Spirit Peak, when evil flooded into the physical world unchecked, the People became Maji-Miskwi--bad blood..." 

~George Maulson, chief and medicine man of the Mino-Miskwi Tribe

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

George

 

S


aturday, May 21st

 

"Inpatient hospitalization may be necessary if you're actively hallucinating, suicidal, homicidal, or you're unable to control mood swings. Our inpatient treatment is short-term and focused. Programs usually take less than a week." The words were burning in his brain like reading them on a screen over and over.

George Maulson put his arm over his eyes, a part of him feeling like he'd been lying in this bed for days on end instead of little more than eight hours. He'd never been so aware of the other half of the mattress before. When Chenoa was here beside him, the only thing that mattered was the middle zone they shared. Without her, the whole bed felt empty, his life insubstantial. 

That she'd checked herself into Trans-Grimoire yesterday "for just a few days or a week" wasn't quite the casual shrug she wanted to make it out to be. Once upon a time, the place had been called Trans-Grimoire Lunatic Asylum, a branch of Grimoire's Lunatic Asylum. Now it was just Erie County Psychiatry Care, but everyone in these parts still referred to it as Trans-Grimoire. Located a few miles outside of Bloodmoon Cove, close to the largest cemetery, the hospital was creepy as hell outside, considerably more unnerving inside the dark, tense, haunted halls. People dealing with minor emotional stress didn't willingly check themselves in there. 

George said it to himself again, as if he didn't already know the truth to the maximum degree: Chenoa's not dealing well with what happened last Halloween. I know she's not. She wants to put it behind her. For me. For Rafe and Cori. But she can't, no matter how much she pretends for us. 

The day after Halloween, she'd fallen into a kind of guilt-induced horror that occasionally resulted in bouts of fierce anger--always directed at George--and, after that, led to depression that went on for weeks and then months. She'd tried to hide it after a while, but the fact that she wasn't eating, was rapidly losing weight, sleeping too much, claiming migraines to escape human interaction... Eventually George had dragged her to the doctor, where Cori had done a thorough work-up and consulted with the psychiatrists on staff. Eventually, they'd diagnosed full-on Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.

I did this to her. Because I asked her to do something I couldn't because I had my own equally important task to perform elsewhere. I couldn't do both. There was no one else. But I shouldn't have asked her to do something like that.

In truth, it'd been George's great-nephew Rafe who'd asked George to do the unthinkable, not realizing George would be called away for something else at the same time. None of it had been ideal, but no matter how often George went around it, searching for something different, he always came back to the conclusion that they'd all done what they had to do, like it or not, ghosts and Voodoo priestesses...and PTSD...be damned. Had to be done, dammit. Wish I could escape that truth. I can't. But I wish it hadn't been necessary. I wish I'd protected the woman I love from all this, though she herself always fights me when I try. My only defense is that Chenoa's the strongest person I've ever known. She's also the most optimistic. I thought if anyone could do this, it was her. Yet it nearly broke her. 

Not that he blamed her. He'd been in her place, in almost exactly the same situation as what'd gone down this past Halloween, a few years ago. He'd had to make an impossible decision. In both situations, the nearly-best outcome had prevailed, luckily. But that was all it had been--sheer luck. It could have gone completely the other way. Compared to that worst case scenario, this outcome had been all but a walk in the park. 

Yet Chenoa had checked herself into Trans-Grimoire--not outpatient treatment. She'd gone for inpatient for worst cases. George refused to humor the irony of it because it meant that the woman he loved didn't feel capable of handling her mental problems. Say it. Face it. She's down so low, she may be considering suicide. And that's unthinkable. I'll never survive that.

Chenoa had long since stopped talking to him about all this. She spoke to Cori away from the hospital, and George had, at least, felt grateful for that much. He told himself if Chenoa got too low, Cori wasn't her bound-by-oaths-of-secrecy psychiatrist; she'd reach out to George to intervene, if need be. 

George took a deep breath, his throat so dry, the air felt trapped in the space between his mouth and lungs. The sob residing there for all the hours he'd lain here in Chenoa's bed, wishing he could sleep but unable, felt larger than life. 

Beside him, the Redbone Coonhound puppy shifted so he and George were shoulder to shoulder. Moccasin whined, surely missing his mistress as much as George was. 

"Not the same without her, is it?" George murmured. His throat hurt badly with the hoarse words.

The pup snuggled closer, whining again. 

Chenoa had grown up with a Redbone Coonhound named Buttercup. When the aged companion died, Chenoa hadn't wanted a substitute. But it'd been close to 45 years; George had hoped enough time had passed that she'd accept a new puppy. He'd gotten Moccasin from Holly Odwulf in November, just a few weeks after the incident on Halloween. For a while, the rascal had seemed to make Chenoa feel better. Most days, Moccasin gave his mistress her greatest joy. 

While he rarely approved of Bloodmoon Cove joining with the times, George had almost wished they weren't so backward here. If the town was willing to align itself with the doings of the rest of the world, Chenoa could have brought the puppy with her when she checked into Trans-Grimoire, but, as such, the institute refused to allow pets when any of their other patients might suffer from animal allergies.

Chenoa is alone. She chose to be. Maybe because all she sees in her everyday life reminds her what happened that night that changed everything...
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Previous Halloween...

 

"Please tell me you think all this as insane as I do," Chenoa begged when she and George were alone in her apartment over the diner. "Are we actually doing this? You just got out of the hospital..."

He murmured, "I'm healed fully. You know shamans in our tribe heal fast."

"You act like that's normal. What happened, that you healed instead of suffering something much worse, is a miracle. Corinne said she'd never seen anything like your recovery before. You had a traumatic brain injury, and she feared much worse when Rafe got you to the hospital--"

Chenoa had tears in her eyes again. The very few times in her life that she hadn't appeared as strong and stalwart as a tree in a storm, he'd realized her weakness was him. He couldn't bear to see her suffering, especially over him and his need to stand against what threatened this town and its population. 

He eased her down to his lap, held her, and soothed her. He stopped short of actually reassuring her about Rafe's requests of him. No longer than twenty minutes ago, he and Cori had come here and proceeded to lay out their plan. They intended to shut themselves up in Angel's Refuge (renamed Tinker, Tailor, Baker Boutique) with Bella and Marsh tonight. 

Halloween night. Bad idea. 

All the things Rafe had asked of George, asked him to do if worse came to worst... 

It will come to that. Without a doubt, the worst end would come, inevitably, even worse than any of them could imagine. In Bloodmoon Cove, it always did. 

"We have to stop them, George," Chenoa said, sobbing. "We can't let them do this."

Dread tamped down on a burst of despondent mirth. "You know that boy as well as I do. He's as stubborn as an eagle, and his wife's worse in some ways."

"So we're letting them do this?"

Chenoa has lived in Bloodmoon Cove as long as I have, heard all the stories since the veil was torn between the realms of the living and the dead. She knows all hell's gonna break lose in that house tonight. And we can't stop it. We can choose to assist from the outside, just the way my great-nephew laid out, or we can just stand back and let the events unfold.

It wasn't even a choice really. George's duty was to his people. The town. The ones he loved.

Quietly, he said, "I can't talk him out of it, Chenoa. You can't."

"So...shouldn't we be there? Shouldn't we be with them? Maybe we can help--"

It's already too late for that. My instincts tell me we need to be on the outside of the house, that we have a part to play, maybe not necessarily the roles Rafe assigned us before he and Cori left here to confront whatever's haunting that house. Whatever unfinished business was left by Roman Torres when he died, the four of them are gonna try to finish it. Who knows how? But Rafe'll find a way. He always seems to in the end. Unless today's not his lucky day. Halloween's never been that for anybody around here.

George shook his head. "We can't--" he started when they heard someone calling up the private stairs to the apartment.

Chenoa got up, and he watched her, his sense of disquiet too great to even speak. His gaze strayed to the grenade launcher inside the box Rafe had left for them, asking them to go to his and Cori's house next door to Tinker, Tailor, Baker Boutique tonight. Take the grenade launcher with them and--

He's insane. But if he can't rid that place of the evil that's waking up inside it...what other course do we have? The real question is whether I can get myself to destroy that house with any and possibly all of them still in it? Even as the words "Hell, no" formed, George knew differently. If there was no other recourse, if the choice was to let evil destroy everyone and everything in this town...

Rafe said it while he and Cori were here. There may be no other way. If they can't deal with the threat, we have to destroy the house. Burn it to the ground. Blow it up. With them inside it--

Chenoa back came in, followed by Bennet and Ice. Little Rime came running around her, calling George by her own personal affectionate name for him, as if he was her grandpa. They hugged, but she stepped back immediately. Even through the long, velvet gloves she wore to cover "her condition", he could feel the ice-cold chill seeping deep into his bones during their seconds of contact. 

"Sorry. I know we just visited you in the hospital, George," Bennet said sheepishly, "but Rime insisted she had to see you before we rush home."

The storm was gearing up. It wouldn't be long before it hit. Folks in these parts knew to be inside long before it could.

George offered a small smile. Though neither of them asked for it, the three other adults left the room so he could be alone with the little girl. When they'd gone beyond overhearing them, Rime came to stand near the arm of his chair, her hands behind her back. Her black hair hung in a long, straight curtain down her back. Like her mother, her bangs gave her what might have been a severe appearance if not for her sweet expression. "Does your brain tickle?" she asked.

Tickle... Even as George felt a smile tug at his mouth, he recalled that something had tickled his brain not long ago, leading him into the woods...where he'd again come to, injured and unable to recall what'd happened to put him where he was in that condition. 

She leaned closer, smelling like frost and fresh air. "I can make the tickle go away," she said in a conspiratorial whisper.

"You can?" he asked, though he already knew she could. He didn't know exactly what this amazing little girl was or what power she held in her hands, literally. But he did know she possessed a purity...and dominance...beyond any other being he'd ever encountered. They didn't need to speak about it for him to feel it. He'd known it from the moment Bennet and Ice told everyone they were pregnant. To George alone, they admitted the child she was carrying was different and special.

Rime nodded sweetly, shaking her head vigorously. "Do you want me to?"

"Will it hurt?" he asked, not really afraid of the pain so much as uncertain he actually did want to remember what a dark, hidden part of him wished to forget. Each time he cast back, his brain resisted, warning him the truth would bring about trauma worse than a concussion.

"I hope not, Grampa George. I'm sorry if it does."

Hoarsely, he muttered, "Do it."

Very carefully, she removed her black velvet gloves and laid them on the arm of his chair. Then she said, "Close your eyes."

More than anything else, to do so bothered him because he remembered the dreams of his youth, remembered how much a part of his life the dreamwalking had been then...

Brilliant, blinding, agonizing light filled him. The next thing he knew, George heard Chenoa saying from afar, "I have to go down and close up the diner. I hate to leave everything a mess but...if you really think we have to spend the night in Rafe and Corinne's house..."

He nodded, his mouth dry. His mind whirled deliriously, threatening to bring up the contents in his stomach in a violent purge. There was simply no way to sit still, even if he tipped over the second he rose. He had to act, the same way he'd tried previously when he'd rushed out to the woods. Rime had shown him what was at stake in chilling clarity. 

As soon as he heard Chenoa's footsteps, following Bennet and Ice and Rime downstairs, George opened his eyes, reached for a notepad and wrote a note, telling Chenoa she had to do exactly what Rafe had asked them to. She had to be the one to make the hard call, to do the deed that could destroy the ones they loved if it became the only means to destroy an evil that could infect the whole town. One by one, this entity wouldn't rest until nothing stood in its way.

Standing precariously, George turned back to set the note on the seat of his favorite armchair.

Chenoa would hate this. She would try to talk herself out of it, convinced it wasn't right even as a last resort. That was why his written words were necessary. When nothing else could, they would convince her. 

He winced at the thought of her graceful, delicate hands holding the powerful grenade launcher, aiming it. She'd had been a star basketball player in high school, one renowned for her aim. Never once had she missed the basket. She could do it. She'd have bruises all over her body, self-loathing in her heart at every stage. But...she would do it. The tree in the storm. Reliable. Stalwart. Unbowed and unbending.

Quickly, he pulled on his boots and coat. He sneaked out of the apartment down the back steps behind the diner and darted across the street to White Feather Crossing. 

His pickup was parked on the opposite side of the minimart, the one not facing the diner. Luckily, Chenoa wouldn't see him leave. 

His heartbeat irregular, breathing ragged, he recalled the tickle that'd driven him into the woods the first time after Rafe asked him that odd question that wasn't nearly odd enough. Not when he remembered that he'd seen the Haitian priestess. She'd been in the clearing 51 years ago when his eyes opened from the dreamwalking. He should have seen only the Ancient Cave--where he'd intended to leave the obsidian arrowhead, effectively hiding it from the place of the living. He'd realized his father would find it otherwise. The evil the elders had brought forth when they'd ripped the hole in the veil would be compounded, just as his grandfather had believed it would be eventually. He'd trusted George alone to safeguard humanity, their people, and Bloodmoon Cove itself from that danger. The Haitian priestess must have had great power at her command to have sensed the cave at all, but to have gotten inside...that would require a master. She'd lifted her hands, and...

Whatever she'd done to him, George remembered nothing of seeing her for 51 years, beyond a tickle that'd only started because Rafe had asked a direct question: "Have you ever seen a Haitian woman come around town...?"

George had run back to the woods, to the clearing. Though he'd banished his grandfather's spirit from his side, he'd had no choice but to call on him again, not at all certain he'd come. "Why was she near the Ancient Cave? Where is the obsidian arrowhead, nimishoomis?" he'd asked when he'd been inside the cave only a day or so ago.

There'd been no response, but he'd known anyway. Fifty-one years ago, when he'd woken on the ground in the clearing, he'd assumed he'd either succeeded in hiding the arrowhead inside the sacred cave, thereby sealing away the powerful place forever, through his final dreamwalking...or that he'd lost the key. 

Neither was true. The priestess had been there in the clearing 51 years ago, sensing somehow she was on holy ground. She'd seen him as well, and they'd stared in disbelief at one another for mere seconds. Then she'd hit him with some kind of invisible spell or force that knocked him out and stole his memory. Long before he woke, she'd been able to access the Ancient Cave with the obsidian arrowhead. 

And she's been there ever since, biding her time. 

There was nothing George could do about that but trust that Rafe had the skill to handle whatever came their way inside the house tonight. George had his own task in front of him, his own part to play, right here, in this place he'd abandoned once upon a time. Only a short time ago, he'd stood in this very clearing, speaking to his grandfather again, though he'd once vowed never to seek him out again. He hadn't seen the crone then. But he'd felt something evil an instant before he'd been struck from behind with killing force. 

Maybe he'd died, or come close. Regardless, he'd failed to do what he'd intended then when he awoke, damaged but alive, and dragged himself out of the woods.

He had one more chance, but he couldn't shake the belief he was already too late. The sense of pervasive evil was no longer in the clearing. It was gone almost entirely, as if he'd imagined its existence. If not for Rime's clarifying power, he would believe he had, too.

Under his breath, he murmured, "Nimishoomis, unlock the door I barred so long ago. Help me save the ones I love..."
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"It's done," George had told the group when Chenoa put their conversation on speakerphone in the aftermath.

"You destroyed the container?" Rafe had asked.

"With all the elements of nature...and then some. Cleansed and purified the cave again. Made sure nothing unholy could remain there for long in the future. Yeah, it's done. I'm driving back. Be there in 5-10 minutes." 

Later, Chenoa told him she'd gone back to her apartment as soon as she closed up the diner so she and George could head over to Rafe and Cori's house. But George was gone again. She was furious. In the note George left her, he told her she had to do what Rafe had asked him to--she had to go to their house, sit vigil in case she saw the neon signals Rafe said he might leave them on the third-floor window, instructing them on what to do if they appeared. 

Not surprisingly, Chenoa had never fired a grenade launcher in her life, though Rafe had showed them both how to use it before he and Cori left her apartment over the diner. She'd been forced to make sure the grenades ended up on the roof, or near it, in the dark, because she didn't want to destroy the lower levels of the house if there was any way to avoid it. 

Her third grenade had already left the launcher and detonated, exploding most of the attic into nothing, when Bella and Cori had raced out the front door screaming for her to stop. Chenoa had been thrown backwards into the ditch three times by the kickback that came each time she fired it. Battered and bruised, she'd been--as she'd described it to George later--mad, sad, and terrified when it was finally over. 

"I almost killed all of you!" she'd said on a sob.

But Rafe had assured her she hadn't. "And, with both of those containers destroyed, their inhabitants physically dead, beyond recall, there's no reason to think the curse wasn't destroyed along with Nadege and Kesara."

George had returned to them unharmed, Chenoa had forgiven him, but all this time she'd been putting on a good face for those who knew about all this. Only George, Rafe, and Cori knew the full truth about how badly her actions had affected her. To have almost taken the lives of those she loved the most to save the town from yet another arcane horror had broken something inside her. Even if none of the people involved held anything against her, and law enforcement had long been embroiled in the supernatural goings-on that'd descended frequently on Erie County, especially Bloodmoon Cove, citizens and so had been apprised of the situation, Chenoa couldn't seem to forget the consequences that night might have wrought. 

She checked herself into Trans-Grimoire for a reason I don't even want to consider. For, essentially, nothing. Because no amount of therapy can change the fact that it happened and Chenoa will have the rest of her life to remember what happened. God forbid if she feels her only option is suicide. I can't let that be the case. But what alternative is there?

What came to George's mind made him sit up on the bed, hunched over his legs.

No, the solution wasn't even a solution. It was as impossible as anything else. To get rid of the memories permanently. Take them out of her mind altogether...

Vividly, he recalled dropping her off at the hospital yesterday morning, not wanting to leave her there for anything in the world. Sure as hell not wanting to have to stay away for the full week she'd begged him to give her to "get her head on straight". He'd driven home...somehow...stumbled into the back room of his business, fell into his crappy bed, feeling drunk with grief and horror about what her actions meant. 

When he couldn't abide not being close to her, he'd gone next door to her apartment, let himself in, and there was nothing else he could do. In the agony of remorse that was an oxymoron, since he didn't and couldn't regret their actions, he'd felt sick with loneliness and wanting to, at any cost, heal the woman he'd loved most of his adult life.

The question he'd been wrestling with in all the sleepless hours since filled his head as clear as a billboard sign. What would he do if Chenoa couldn't heal from this trauma? Couldn't bounce back and accept the situation? Once upon a time, he'd worried she'd never get out of the abyss infertility had put her in, but she'd come through that, made herself a mother to every child in the tribe and the town to make up for that hole in her own life.

George couldn't live without her. That much he was sure of, though they had never been able to be together openly the way they'd wanted to be since she graduated high school. Because of tribal politics, they had to hide their relationship. They'd built a life together anyway, not publicly, but it'd been enough for both of them all this time. Without the children they'd both wanted more than anything, she was the bright spot in his life and had been for as long as he could remember. If she couldn't go on...he couldn't go on. Simple. Without Chenoa, all that waited for him were ghosts and grief and the grave. And that damn sure wasn't enough. 

Eyes stinging, he couldn't have missed her more if his greatest fears manifested themselves in reality. When his cell phone rang on the bedside table, he ignored the flare of hope that rose inside him, reached for it, and saw it was Rafe. Early even for his great-nephew, but not actually all that surprising. He mumbled something that was little more than, "Yeah?"

"How's it going?" Rafe asked carefully, almost gently.

George found he couldn't answer. The sob that filled his throat was too much to get more out than, "S'up?"

"I know it's a bad time...for anything, but I think I figured out something about Umbra. Me and Cori are hoping to talk to you about it. If you're up for it."

He wasn't. But the other choice was lying here like a useless lump, dying inside.

George forced himself to his feet. A flare of anger gripped him. What would his life have been like if he could ignore all this metaphysical, supernatural crap? If Rafe hadn't come to Bloodmoon five years ago? 

Much as he wanted to strike back at the world right now, he couldn't regret that his sister's grandson had come here, the one place she and the boy's mother had told him never to enter. Rafe might have been wise to obey, but not only would he have not met George, but he wouldn't have met his wife Cori and the two wouldn't have their 18-month-old son Sage.

Rafe had resisted for a while, tried to separate himself from his former ghost-hunting. But, in this place, it wasn't possible. The hole that'd been torn in the veil between the spirit world and the real world by their own ancestors 125 years ago didn't make sitting on the sidelines about it all easy. More and more over the years since Rafe had come, George had felt himself being pulled into all that he'd tried to turn his back on. The spirits and entities he'd been able to ignore--if he tried really hard--were there, were a constant presence now, so that he'd had no choice but to move further away, physically, but also to make vows and try to turn his back on the Old Ways his tribe was starting to look upon with wonder and covetousness once again.

While the Mino-Miskwi tribe had been scattered to the four winds, including George's sister, far sooner than he would have liked, he'd landed in the unwilling position of becoming their leader. He was responsible for not only his People, but also for the sins of the fathers--the ones that had led to the hauntings and horrors the entire county faced. He had a responsibility to protect them all. Protecting Chenoa was my responsibility. And I failed her. Now what can I do to help her?

"You still there?" Rafe asked, still gentle, after George didn't know how long he'd paused.

"Be there soon." 
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Not giving a damn whether anyone saw him and the puppy exit Chenoa's apartment above her diner and cross the street to White Feather, George unlocked the door, trying not to jingle the bells that were necessary to alert him to customers but annoying at this moment. He cringed at their happy, optimistic sound. 

For an instant, he looked back over his shoulder. At this time of the morning, barely after six a.m., Chenoa's long-term diner staff had been preparing breakfast and baked goods for the morning rush for a while now. They could do it without her, but none of them preferred that any more than the customers who set their alarm clocks by hot coffee, good food, and Chenoa's sweet smile. He'd done that himself most of his life. Now...now he wasn't hungry.

The scent of strong coffee filled the air, and that was something, even if it wasn't Chenoa's coffee. The convenience mart urns had started on a timer at six a.m., so he snagged a cup before he went into his extremely small studio apartment behind. The tiny bathroom between the bedroom and the living room sections had a tight-fitting stand-up shower, toilet, and a sink while the rest of the apartment space held a full-size bed, a nightstand, and a dresser on the far back wall. To the left, along with the bathroom, was a living room consisting of a couch, a desk, and a coffee table while the right had a stove, fridge and some semblance of cupboards and shelves above and below. 

After Chenoa graduated high school and opened her diner all in the same year, they'd begun the relationship that hadn't been appropriate between them prior to that, given that he was five years older than she was. Once they were both adults, he spent most of his off hours with her. For many years, he'd physically slept out in his camper at Bloodmoon Cove Park at night--back when he was idealistic enough to believe his presence made a difference in protecting the people from being close to the mountain, where the veil rift had originated on Spirit Peak. When he'd made the decision to stop that, oddly enough, Holly Odwulf had been there and had offered to put his camper in storage on her estate. She said she'd take good care of it--in case it was ever needed again. He'd agreed because he didn't have any other options for it.

He changed his clothes, brushed his teeth, and promptly defiled them with coffee. For a long minute, he scrutinized himself in the shabby mirror on the medicine cabinet door. His shoulder-length, black hair without a trace of gray looked like two wings on either side of his head--no better and no worse than it had before he'd climbed into Chenoa's bed hours ago, hoping to find some comfort there. He didn't look like a man about to turn 65. He didn't actually look all that much older than his great-nephew. Mino-Miskwi holy man blood ensured that in both of them. But he felt his age today more than he ever had, even the very few times he was injured and his body was speed-healing him.

Shaking his head at his gruff appearance, he turned out of the cube of a room, whistling for Moccasin, who followed him out to his truck. Opening the door of the pickup, he set his travel mug in the center, then shrugged on his worn sheepskin-lined, jeans jacket. As soon as his hands were free, he sucked down more coffee.

George envied the puppy, who just needed a change of scenery to feel enthusiastic again. His long, red body stretched out so he was standing on the seat on his hind legs, his head out the passenger window, Moccasin couldn't have looked any younger and happier if Chenoa was the one driving the truck. 

Silently, George faced the road, not begrudging the pup his excitement. Instantly, his mind returned to things he shouldn't even be thinking about because he knew to the core of his being the solution was wrong. It went against all he'd turned his back on for so many years. The Old Ways had caused endless trouble. Going back to them now wouldn't solve anything. 

But it's Chenoa. It would be for her. In my mind, the sun shouldn't shine without her permission. But what would Rafe think? My granddad? 

Growing up, George had been closer to his grandfather Chogyn than anyone else on the planet. His own father had been the opposite of a good role model--as a man and, in his time, the leader of their tribe. Though he'd been little more than a boy, George's grandfather had become the holy man in the tribe, a role passed down from father to son, after the incident on Spirit Peak.

When George was born, his grandfather had accepted his own son Kaga didn't have the wisdom to lead the tribe, certainly not to be responsible for their protection. So he'd begun teaching his grandson what he needed to know for as long as George could remember. He'd soaked it up like a sponge. Given his rocky relationship with his dad, George had welcomed the proper role model he'd found in his grandfather.

I was aware all my life that I had to learn, had to absorb and remember, everything nimishoomis taught me because it couldn't be written down. He didn't trust it to be passed on to those without wisdom--like my father. So I remember. I remember everything. I even remember what my grandfather taught me about the transference rite.

Post World War II, several of the Mino-Miskwi warriors had come home to Bloodmoon Cove suffering from severe PSTD. For two decades they'd suffered, and his grandfather had finally offered the ritual as the means to heal them. At the time, George had been equally fascinated and horrified about what happened during and after the ordeal. Both warrior and holy man had undergone a dreamwalking state. While they were in it, his grandfather and the warrior had traded--a bit of his grandfather's healing power in exchange for the warrior's pain and suffering. When they woke, the warrior no longer remembered his anguish at all (though, in all cases, he did recall the actual events) while Chogyn had willingly accepted that he would never forget any of the agony he'd taken on his own shoulders. 

While his grandfather coped with the trauma, he'd described every detail to George about how he'd been able to walk in another's boots. If I had to, I could perform the transference rite. I could heal Chenoa, take from her the anguish she's suffering. I'll live with it, whatever it takes to make her whole again.

But should I? 

Even as nimishoomis had described the process from start to finish in great detail, he'd also warned George about being hyper-aware and focused every second about what was being done. The path for providing safety and stability to guide the recipient required so much of the healer. "Both must only give away what's intended, no more, no less. Without awareness and concentration, mistakes can happen. Your mind must not be distracted or overcome with doubt or worry. Physical safety, emotional stability, these are required above all else. The healer must provide that for the transference to be successful."

I can do it. It's worth doing. But...Rafe won't like it. Hell, I don't like it. But conventional methods of healing won't help her. I know this. She's currently undergoing treatment, but it'll be a waste of time. Chenoa's desperate. That's why she checked herself into Trans-Grimoire. 

That reminded George of another thing his grandfather had warned him about. Taking pain away from someone might leave an even bigger hole in his or her life than the original trauma. "Sometimes finding balance in life that allows you to live with the anguish instead of removing it is best. We must be sure that we're not upsetting the potential for balance and well-being coming about naturally. This rite is not for the healthy or for ones with the capacity to heal. It's only for those who can't heal, can't find equilibrium between their minds and bodies and spirits."

George wondered what Chenoa would say about it. She wouldn't like it. Instinctively, he knew that. She was as against the old ways as he was. But if there were no other options...was it a last resort?

It's bad magic--but is it on the scale of what was done 125 years ago on Spirit Peak? Can it hurt anyone other than Chenoa, if I do it wrong? Can it actually help her? 

Like it or not, George had been grappling for the past five years over all the things he and Rafe had been doing to drive spirits out of Bloodmoon Cove. He was against it, but there was disharmony and dissent between flesh-and-blood human beings and the entities that'd crossed into this world. There seemed no way to mend the tear. Often, George felt like they were just standing in the eye of a great storm, trying to hold the inevitable clash at bay. He also felt that he'd perpetually been forced to move to one side or the other during this time to prevent worse consequences--which summed up what they'd done last Halloween. Something had to give because the spirits of the dead were encroaching on the living more and more. Sacrifices had to be made because of that. Chenoa's actions qualified as just that. She shouldn't have had to do what she did. But what other choice had there been? 

I can remove the burden from her, transfer it back to myself, where it belongs. I can do that for her. But I don't know if I should. At what cost do I undertake such an uncertain rite?
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"He's coming?" Cori asked when she came in the kitchen, taking the travel mug of coffee Rafe had filled from the carafe. 

He nodded.

"How did he sound?"

Rafe shrugged, not wanting to worry his wife. "About as good as can be expected."

Laying her head on his upper arm, she asked softly, "Do you think he knows?"

For all George's gruffness and willful ignorance, his great-uncle was one of the smartest men Rafe had ever met. "How can he not?"

Chenoa had gone along with George dragging her to the hospital to find out if something else was wrong beyond the deep depression she hadn't been able to shake since Halloween, but she wouldn't see anyone there except Cori. Since then, she'd also been confiding in her. Cori wouldn't have broken that confidence for anything, but Rafe had guessed Chenoa was actually feeling like she wanted to end it all rather than live with the guilt for what she'd very nearly done to those she loved. Once he'd figured it out, Cori had admitted she was worried about Chenoa and she'd begged her to check herself into Trans-Grimoire if she ever got close to giving in to self-harm inclinations.

Cori moaned slightly, agonized by what their closest family members were going through. Rafe hugged her tighter, forgiving her completely for the recent argument they seemed to treat like a bone they both dragged out more often than they should just so they could fight over it. 

Theirs hadn't been a normal relationship right from the start. Five years ago, he'd had a realistic vision of Cori and her closest friend then, Ruby, performing a magical spell to bring back Cori's dead husband. Prior to that (unbeknownst to Cori), Ruby had given Tom a love spell to make Cori fall in love with him, and, even after his death, she'd been under it as well as beholden to a cursed ring of his that lured her to his family's estate in Bloodmoon Cove. With his great-uncle's help, Rafe had managed to save Cori from the worst fate imaginable. Once the love spell and the curse had been broken, their attraction to each other had been almost too intense. They'd given in to it in the heat of passion...and then spent a few weeks feeling shy and uncertain about each other, since they hadn't yet built a solid foundation to a relationship beyond the physical attraction between them. Sometimes Rafe marveled that they'd ever been able to make it work--especially given their favorite argument of late. Could two people have more separate opinions than they did about things that absolutely required agreement to manage?

At the very least, Cori had known who and what Rafe was right from the get-go. The biggest reason for his mostly celibate life until he met her had been because ghost-hunting wasn't the sort of career most women would believe in let alone become involved in with a man who claimed it as a profession. 

Cori was a little too interested in that aspect of his life, and she'd never quite agreed with the way he went about it. If it'd been a simple matter of disrespect on her part, he might have found a way to live with it. But, no, she wanted to be involved, wanted to join him, no matter how dangerous the hunt for spirits might be. What she didn't understand--and he didn't want to tell her in so many words, even in the heat of anger--was that ultimately the situation wasn't up for debate. He didn't want her involved with the things he had to do, period, things like Chenoa had been dragged into last Halloween and had been suffering from ever since. Beyond that, ghost hunting had to be done his way.

If only it'd never become a thing, the way it did with my dad. He left this world with our last violent clash still unresolved. And I've never gotten over it, never known if he was right, if I'm just making things worse or actually helping.

Long before the age most boys in their tribe had undergone their first vision quest, Rafe had been aware of the supernatural world around him. He'd seen the spirit locuses--doors ghosts could enter into this world and leave it--if they chose to; he heard them talking to him, screaming at him, begging him to help them. It wasn't long before his physical health became overwhelmed with their constant presence, their relentless barrage of demands, the new ones flitting in and out of doorways no one else was aware of everywhere he went. He couldn't block the entities out, no matter how hard he tried. But he also felt like it wasn't right to hear them out. They didn't belong where they were, in the real world. They belonged wherever spirits should go when a soul left the physical body. In the case of supernatural beings that'd never been human, well, those most of all had to be driven out, back where they belonged, whatever the cost. The tears between the real world and the spirit world were anomalies, things that needed to be mended for good, once and for all. He'd begun to wonder if he could do something to help once-human ghosts go where they were supposed to. Maybe if whatever was keeping them bound to this realm was resolved, they'd leave. 

So, at the age of 11, he'd found himself undertaking a paranormal investigation into the death of a young girl who'd been haunting him since he and his parents and his grandmother moved to that place that had a massive rip in the veil. Once he found the truth, he anonymously sent it to the police detective who'd been in charge of the unsolved case. The ghost had gone away. He'd researched and figured out how to close the spirit locus in that place with the elements--fire, salt, iron, silver--that cleansed, purified, drove out, and sealed.

To this day, Rafe could remember the elation he'd felt at succeeding. For the first time in years, the migraine that plagued him without end had finally given way to something else--a sense of purpose. Stupidly, he'd let it go to his head and he'd told his parents and Nan--George's sister--everything. The reaction he'd expected was the opposite of what he got.

His dad wasn't part of the tribe any more than Rafe's grandmother's husband had been. When Abequa had left Bloodmoon Cove, she'd intended to leave everything behind, even her family--a brother who'd had no choice but to assume all responsibility for the tribe. She'd laid down the law with her daughter after that, as well as her grandson, though Nan had trouble being strict with Rafe, whom she was closer to than she'd ever been to her daughter. 

Rafe's father was Catholic, and what Rafe described to him sounded like devil worship. Rafe had been so stunned, cowering under his dad's anger, he'd barely gotten the question, "What should I have done?" out. All his life, he'd endured the influence of the spirits around him, suffering from the sickness that came when someone was attuned to and sensitive to them and their doorways, could feel them so strongly and hear the resonance of their voices even from the other side of the spirit locus. He'd finally found something that quieted them--one voice, just one, but he'd felt alive in a way he never had before when the ghost of that poor girl was finally avenged and she'd gone where she belonged. He'd closed the hole permanently. Just one, but it was a start. How could he not feel he'd done something important, something that gave him motivation, purpose, and a sense that he could make a difference in this world?

"Ignore them," his dad had said shrilly, as if his answer was so obvious, it didn't need to be said out loud.

"I tried that. It didn't work. All these years, it did nothing but make them shout louder."

"You can't talk to ghosts. They're evil."

Was that girl evil? Rafe hadn't been so sure. But he was certain the trauma that ended her life had so twisted and damaged her, her motives couldn't be trusted, nor could he trust her version of what'd happened to her.

"I didn't talk to her. I don't talk to any of them," he tried to explain, desperately wanting his father's approval, something he didn't realize at the time he was never likely to get. 

"At least there's that," his mom had said, trying to pacify his dad so he'd relent in his fury.

His dad shook his head. "No, but that doesn't make it right. You can't chase demons, do their bidding, and expect them not to overtake you eventually."

Were they demons, or just tortured souls? Rafe wasn't sure. But he was seeing the wisdom of not telling his parents everything. "I'm not doing their bidding. I don't communicate with them at all. I don't even acknowledge them. I...I just figured out what actually happened, and I gave someone--a real person--the evidence that proved what really happened to that girl. And, when I did that, she...crossed over to where she belongs. And I closed the door behind her. That's all I did."

"You think you helped but you can't know for sure whether or not you're actually in league with them by doing what they want."

"I'm not in league with them," he said wearily.

"Are you a priest? Because only a priest is anointed by God to do that kind of work."

At 11, Rafe could only insist he wasn't a priest and promise something he already knew he couldn't uphold. He'd found a way to silence the voices of ghosts all around him, plug the holes, and he intended to keep doing it, one spirit and one doorway at a time, if that was what it took. But he'd gone into the military to make his dad happy, and he'd even completed the chaplain training. Still, he'd realized even then nothing he did was good enough for his dad--because he was the one involving himself in spiritual business that he should have no part in. His father seemed to see it as a conflict of interest or something, which on his best days was funny as hell to Rafe. On his worst, he knew priesthood wasn't right for him either: Because he'd already realized his objective, the one thing that'd worked to make the incessant migraines go away, if only temporarily. Rafe and his dad had never mended the rift between them from that moment until his father's death years later. 

Cori had changed everything in countless ways. One extreme and strange way was that her physical presence near him actually created a barrier against the spirit world. At first, it'd seemed maybe all that would just go away altogether, but the peace hadn't lasted long. His hell came back soon enough. Not long after they became a couple, he was back to seeing and hearing ghosts and their doorways all around, but, at the very least, the headaches went away almost completely. Basically, she mitigated spirit influences over him.

Also within no time at all, she'd wanted to join him in his ghost hunting. He'd resisted but she'd never paid him the slightest attention. The only way to avoid her involvement was to ditch her, and his heart couldn't do that, not when she'd insinuated herself inside from his first glimpse of her sapphire blue eyes in that vision. If only she didn't presume she knew how best to go about his job. 

She wasn't wrong that not all his paranormal investigations went as smoothly as his very first one had. Almost always, there was a battle involved, one that ensured he risked his own life--and hers, because she refused to stay away. She believed if he'd simply give up his dad's silly notions about communicating with the spirits, he could just talk them into going away without a fight. Depending on the creature in question, it might work a time or two, but Rafe knew from long experience that most ghosts were changed by death, distorted in their goals, and frequently bent toward ill will toward the living. The worst thing to do was to trust and take them at their word. What happened last Halloween was glaring proof of that, but Cori didn't want to believe her theory was wrong. 

And we've been brawlin' about it ever since. 

While his wife sipped the coffee he'd handed her, he told her the details she requested about his conversation with his great-uncle to get him to come over. They lived only a few blocks from Main Street, so George's truck pulled up in front of their house within five minutes of Rafe having hung up with him. 

Cori rushed to the door, letting George in, hugging and kissing the old man, along with the coon pup in his arms. George put up with it, but he wasn't someone to be coddled. 

"I need to get going," she said. "Early shift at the hospital."

She'd worked hard to become a doctor. Her first husband had filled the same role, while ensuring she remain nothing more than a nurse despite the aspirations she'd had after high school. Tom had deliberately held her back to keep her from drifting further and further from him, given the sheer number of hours a medical student and practitioner of medicine put in every day. 

While it'd also made Rafe and Cori's early romance difficult, he'd seen how badly she wanted to be a doctor. Besides, Bloodmoon Cove was always in desperate need of good medical care. Rafe himself had trained to become an EMT, just one of the many roles he filled for the county.

After putting her heavily-cream-cheesed bagel on a napkin and picking up her travel mug of coffee again, she drifted into Rafe's arms for a proper goodbye kiss. Rafe saw the wistful look on George's face before he looked away. Can't imagine how hard it's been for George and Chenoa all these years, unable to openly have a relationship because of the political strife in the tribe. If Chenoa's oldest sister finds out about their romance, she'll see Chenoa as a rival for the position of Mino-Miskwi elder female. 

Like so many things, George had never spoken of how he felt about having to hide, not being able to marry Chenoa or have a family with her. They were both too old to even consider the latter. It was a sacrifice they'd willingly made, and probably one that hadn't been easy but was maybe preferable to both of them. Chenoa was a wonderful aunt, George was beloved by most of the children in town. More than once, Rafe had speculated whether either of them had wanted to have kids of their own. 

Rafe and Cori had themselves spent many years unsure whether they wanted to take the risk of starting a family. His job was just too dangerous. But fate had decided for them when she got pregnant, despite how careful they usually were.

"I plan to drop by Trans-Grimoire on my way home from work today to check on Chenoa," Cori told George as she grabbed her bag and keys in already full hands.

Rafe knew his great-uncle, who nodded gratefully, didn't care if that was in an official or unofficial capacity; he wanted one of them to check on Chenoa as often as possible, since he wasn't allowed. They were all aware he could be a burr that refused to be dislodged if given the slightest chance to adhere. 

As soon as Cori was out the door, Rafe went to fill a mug of coffee for himself, seeing George already had a disposable one from White Feather Crossing. "Top you off?" he asked.

George shook his head, not explaining his unwillingness because he didn't have to. While the new boutique next door, Tinker, Tailor, Baker, owned by Bloodmoon Cove newcomers Bella, Marsh, and Ori, competed for the excellent coffee they produced, George was the premiere barista in Bloodmoon Cove. No one could make better coffee than he did, which seemed impossible because gas station and convenience mart coffee had a reputation for being sludge. Even Chenoa's coffee at the diner was slightly inferior to his. George wanted to enjoy one really good cup of coffee before submitting to the crap Rafe's automatic drip maker produced.

When Moccasin was let down to the hardwood kitchen floor, he rushed over to the bowl of food Rafe had already filled for him. Rafe popped two more halved egg bagels in the extra-large toaster. When he turned, he saw George had gone over to the kitchen table, where Rafe had spread out all his research.
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