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      The witches of Rattler’s Run all eventually go crazy. Sometimes they take others out with them, and sometimes they just kind of slip away into madness and end up wandering the prairie in their nightgowns. No one in town ever minded those. It was the ones who brought demons back with them, from wherever they went, that really turned the town against us.

      We grew up knowing that could happen and we still missed the signs when Aunt Bess went around the bend. It happened so slow it kind of sneaked up on us, despite Ma’s warnings, and Bess near destroyed the town before her magic gave out and killed her.

      No one went to her funeral except us. But then, there wasn’t much to bury, and no one from town wanted to be part of a witches’ circle, even when it was just standing next to a casket.

      Poor Aunt Bess. It wasn’t like we could have done anything if we saw the signs earlier, but then again, maybe we could’ve. It’s hard to tell with that kind of thing.

      We stayed away from town for a while after that, licking our wounds and trying to figure out what to do next. With Aunt Bess gone, it was just me and my sisters. Ma died years before, even though her ghost came back every now and then, and there weren’t any other siblings or cousins or relations to worry about—or fall back on. At least one of us had to stay in Rattler’s Run forever, and since we couldn’t agree on which one, we were all stuck.

      Some mornings, like that particular morning, I wondered if it wouldn’t be worth just disappearing in the night. Lucia and Olivia would get over it eventually.

      I stared under the hood of the rattletrap SUV that hauled me all over hell and gone, pondering where I would get the money for a new starter. Business wasn’t exactly good for anyone in Rattler’s Run, but it especially wasn’t good for a witch who moonlighted as part of the Park Service. They hired me on as a contractor most years to help with tracking different animal populations, like the wolves and a new herd of bison that roamed the prairie, and to keep an eye out for poachers. That summer, they’d hired on some interns or felons or something and there wasn’t as much business as usual for me, though all the rangers apologized for it. It was a headquarters decision, they said. Not that that put food on my table or gas in my truck.

      The weather started to turn already as September faded, and I didn’t want to be without the truck or the Park Service paycheck. There wasn’t much else a witch could do in Rattler’s Run, not when no one would hire us to work around kids or food. Which left the parks and the tourists.

      Except for Halloween, when the entire town expected the Lucketts to put on a show. I figured that was the year we’d start charging a fee for walking around with pointy hats and gauzy skirts and moles on our chins. We could have rigged up the house as a haunted house, but I didn’t want a bunch of strangers tromping through the last refuge we had. Besides, it could have given the real ghosts we had ideas about staying around full-time, and no one needed that.

      I wiped grease off my hands and finally gave up. Fixing the truck was beyond my rather limited mechanical abilities, and magic wouldn’t do much but more damage with that kind of machinery. Which meant I’d have to call in some favors from the local repair shop, since I had no money to pay for it. Double shit.

      The hood dropped with a thud and I glanced up just as Olivia bounced onto the front porch and across the dirt yard, past the scraggly rose bushes that were just about all we had left to remember Gran except for her ghost. “Where are you headed?”

      “Up to the fort,” she said, flicking a blonde braid over her shoulder. “Something wrong with the truck?”

      “Yeah.” I tilted my head back, closing my eyes against the bright sunlight, and exhaled my worries out to the universe, like Gran taught us. Everything happened for a reason. So the universe was trying to tell me something by making me wait. Or maybe the barn cats got into the engine and clawed up the belts. Again.

      Or Ma’s ghost came back around and wanted to make sure I thought of her.

      “Maybe Jimmy will fix it for you for free,” she said, giving me a sideways look as she waggled her eyebrows. “Or for trade.”

      And she put her hands on her hips like she could illustrate what the sixty-year-old, snaggle-toothed mechanic would want in trade. I threw the greasy rag at her, unmindful of her old-timey costume for reenactments up at the fort for the tourists. “Get out of here. And pick up something for dinner on your way back, after you’re done churning butter.”

      “Don’t be jealous.” Olivia waved her fingers and did some kind of shuffle with her feet that could have been a dance move before she climbed into the ancient sedan that was apparently the only working vehicle on our property.

      Except the ride-on mower, which I’d be damned if I’d take into town.

      I was still pondering the possibilities when the dust cloud settled down from her departure and then rose up again with the arrival of a newer model Land Rover. I coughed and covered my mouth and nose with my sleeve so I didn’t end up with pneumonia as the truck bumped over and around the lake-sized potholes. We really needed gravel or something on the drive, but that would have to wait until we won the lottery.

      Apparently witches weren’t any luckier than regular humans, since we hadn’t even gotten a scratch-off to pay out in all the years we’d been playing.

      The big man who got out of the dusty green truck put on a ball cap as soon as he straightened, squinting in the sun, and brushed more of the dust off his khakis and button-down shirt. His gruff voice was comforting more than intimidating as he held out his hand to shake. “Luckett, we expected you up at the station half an hour ago.”

      I shook his hand and patted the hood of my truck. “Trouble with the starter. I was just headed in to call you.”

      Eddie, one of the park rangers who’d lasted the longest at the local station, gestured for me to pop the hood once more. I obliged, hoping maybe he had some kind of mechanical magic I lacked, and leaned on the bumper to watch as he fiddled with some of the belts. “We might have some extra parts lying around the warehouse. I’ll see what we can dig up.”

      “Thanks, Eddie. I’d appreciate it.” I’d have appreciated it more if he hired me on full-time with a cushy salary and benefits, but since I couldn’t leave Rattler’s Run, I couldn’t go to whatever school they used to make new park rangers. “What brings you by?”

      “We have kind of an odd request,” he said, frowning more as he leaned to check something else in the engine. “Go around and try to start it. Maybe we can get it running for now.”

      An odd request? I slid into the driver’s seat and turned the key, hoping beyond hope for a hint of life from the engine. Nothing. Not even a chug. “An odd request for the park or an odd request for... other stuff?”

      I added the last a bit hesitantly. Eddie wasn’t from Rattler’s Run, like most of the rangers who ended up passing through, but he was one of the few who didn’t seem perturbed by the rumors about the Lucketts and witches and craziness. He was one of the few who got turned around in the Crossroads, the odd kind of Bermuda Triangle we had out on the plains, and lived to tell of it. He came out completely bald and shaken to the core. For a while, we thought he might turn tail and head to one of the safer national parks, like one with grizzly bears or geysers. But instead he started paying attention to the stories, and one night over several beers, he asked me whether I was actually a witch and what the hell happened to him out at the Crossroads.

      So for him to say it was an odd request meant a lot more than if any of the other rangers mentioned it.

      Eddie rubbed his jaw and leaned his hip against the truck’s fender. “Well, it’s not official park business, so I can’t pay you. But some fellas were up here looking for a guide, or at least our approval for traveling into the Crossroads.”

      My eyebrows rose as I looked at him. The park service didn’t approve anyone for travel through the Crossroads, since so many people ended up dead or disappeared through that part of the plains. The Native American reservation also abutted the western edge of it, and there had been trouble with tourists and hikers wandering into areas they had no business poking around in. The ones who survived to tell of it seemed to think the Crossroads were haunted or full of savage wolves, and all kinds of conspiracy theories kicked up during my mom’s childhood. So the Park Service shut down that part of the park completely to outsiders. The official explanation was something about an endangered species of grass or mold or bird needing to be left alone, or the snap blizzards that seemed to brew up right there regardless of whether it was June or January. Everyone in Rattler’s Run knew it was magic, though, through and through.

      “What are they looking for?”

      “They said they were tracking some kind of drone and lost contact with it in that area. The last coordinates they have for it are right in the middle of the Crossroads.”

      “A drone?” I snorted, trying to think of something more ridiculous and coming up with nothing. “What the hell for?”

      “Trying to track wolf populations, I think. They’re an interesting group, working for a university on a federal grant, so Washington called and recommended we help them out getting to the location. I told them we couldn’t allow them into the Crossroads without a guide and I’d do my best to find them one.” Eddie studied me as he closed the hood of the truck. “From what I heard, they’ve got deep pockets and could pay you a hell of a lot more than we could. You interested?”

      “All they want to do is go in and retrieve their little doodad?”

      Eddie hesitated, and I braced myself for the real trouble. After some time, he took a deep breath and shook himself, like he was trying to throw off a memory. “Something feels off about them, about the request. I can’t put my finger on it, and I can’t explain it, but there it is. I figured if anyone could figure out what they’re really after, it would be you.”

      “I’m happy to talk with them,” I said. “But I don’t know about going out into the Crossroads with a bunch of tourists.”

      “They look serious enough. They’re cautious enough they accepted having a guide without much fuss, and they’ve got the right kind of gear. They’ve done their research.” He shrugged. “Headquarters wouldn’t have called if these guys weren’t legitimate. And if it was anywhere else in the park, I wouldn’t mind them going out on their own, even now with the weather changing. But since they asked about the Crossroads and only the Crossroads, I figured it was worth your time.”

      I frowned, waiting for the magic or my connection to the land or whatever it was that tied us to Rattler’s Run to speak up. When nothing flared up to warn me about doing the job, I figured there wasn’t much harm in taking some strangers into the Crossroads and right back out again. And I needed the money to fix my truck. “Yeah, I can do that. When do they want to leave?”

      “Right away, but I’ll leave that up to you. They’re staying in town at the Inn. I’ll let them know you’ll meet them there at six.”

      “Tell them to go to the bar instead.” I canted my head back at the house, where Lucia got ready for work, even though Eddie wouldn’t know that. “I’ll have to get a ride or take the bike. Might as well get a drink while I’m in town.”

      “I might meet y’all there, too,” he said, a hint of a drawl making an appearance. I didn’t know much about Eddie other than his role as a park ranger, but he had an air of kindness about him that reminded me distantly of an uncle or father-figure I remembered as a watermark of a real person. I’d never known my father, just like my sisters hadn’t known theirs, so part of me was usually looking around to see if someone might have the same eyes as me. Eddie wasn’t nearly old enough, nor had he ever lived anywhere my ma had, but I liked to think maybe my real father was a bit like him. “I’ll have Dave or one of the others bring a service truck down here for you before you leave for the Crossroads, since it might be a while until yours is fixed. I didn’t see anything wrong with the starter, but that doesn’t count for much.”

      “Right.” That was more the truth than he even realized. Magic worked funny around machines, and long-term exposure to witches or magic or anything like us tended to degrade metals and cause stuff to go funny or not at all. Which made keeping a toaster working in the house damn near impossible. The technology in our house was a lot closer to the historical reenactors’ quarters at the fort than any of our neighbors, but at least we could make up for it with touches of everyday magic. “I’d appreciate anything you can help with. It’s been kinda lean this year.”

      Eddie nodded, about to say something else that might have bruised my ego or made me like him even more, then his radio squawked and he unclipped it from his belt. “Sorry, I’ve got to head back. There’s a big tour group that’s been causing a bit of trouble with some of the mannequins, and I promised not to leave Dave in charge of the fort for more than an hour.”

      I laughed, flipping my useless truck keys around my finger. “Poor Dave. Give him my best.”

      “Will do. We’ll see you at the bar around six.”

      He got into his truck and started it up, about to pull out when I stepped forward to squint at him, shielding my eyes from the sunlight. “Wait. How will I know these cats? The ones with the drone thing.”

      “You’ll know.” He chuckled, shaking his head, and touched the brim of his cap in a polite kind of salute. “If you don’t, you’re not half as psychic as I think you are.”

      It was my turn to laugh, though it wasn’t nearly as easy as his. “I’m not psychic, Eddie. I promise.”

      “That’s what a real psychic would say,” he said, then winked to show he was mostly joking. Mostly.

      I shook my head and stepped back from the truck, waving him away. “Then I see you buying me a beer later this afternoon.”

      The park ranger snorted. “We’ll see about that.”

      He drove off, the truck rattling and rumbling as it bounced down the rutted dirt road away from the house, and I stood there longer than I should have, watching the truck turn off toward town. The dust hung in the air like unwise words, and I wondered why the air remained so still and tense, like a storm was brewing far away and we just couldn’t see it yet. I checked the horizon, just in case, and closed my eyes so my magic could sink down from my feet and into the earth, searching for a hint of what was to come. But the earth and the spiderweb of ley lines didn’t have anything to tell me, so I turned around and went up to the house to ask Lucia for a ride to town before her shift at the bar.
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      Being a witch in a small town was never comfortable, but it was even less comfortable walking into places when you were pretty sure they’d just been talking about you. Like when conversation died to nothing except coughs and cleared throats, and no one would meet your eyes. I knew there wasn’t anything on my face or the front of my shirt as I stepped into the bar, but there might as well have been. The locals looked away and the few tourists caught the tension in the air and did the same.

      Cauldron burn it. Lucia ignored it and tied on her apron, going behind the bar to relieve Clara from her long shift, and I wandered over to take a stool right near the cash register. I didn’t see anyone in the bar who might have been looking for a drone, so I got a beer and sat back to watch and wait.

      Once upon a time, the people in town had been nicer to us. We hadn’t suffered too much in school, my sisters and I, and we’d had part-time jobs babysitting and pet-sitting and doing odd jobs for people. They all came to Ma’s funeral, and brought us casseroles and pies and all kinds of things afterward as well. It wasn’t until Aunt Bess went crazy and almost destroyed everything that people got uncomfortable with us again. I guessed it was easier to be mean to us now that all three of us were over twenty-one and no longer little kids. We lived outside town in an odd house that never looked quite right and just reminded everyone that there was something wrong in Rattler’s Run. The only times they called on us was on Halloween, when something got lost up at the Crossroads, or as a last-ditch attempt to save someone dying. And we couldn’t do much about any of those events.

      Clara, one of Lucia’s best friends for as long as any of us could remember, leaned her elbows on the bar as she took the stool next to me. “You look thoughtful, Luckett, and you never look thoughtful. What’s up?”

      She made me smile even when I didn’t want to. No one called me Anastasia, at least to my face, since it was too long a name to bother with. Our last name was just easier to throw around. My childhood nickname, Sass, faded away from everyone except my sisters, mostly because I lost my sass after my heart was crushed and lit on fire by a boy with blue eyes and a giant rodeo belt buckle and too much swagger. I took the cold bottle that Lucia handed me and lifted it to salute Clara. “Truck died and I don’t have the money to fix it. So I’m pondering whether it’s worth taking some tourists out to the Crossroads, and whether I can charge them enough to get the damn thing fixed.”

      Her dark eyebrows rose. “Tourists? Seriously?”

      “Yep.” I took a long drink, closing my eyes, then put the bottle down so I could peel off the label. Lucia rolled her eyes and tossed me a coaster to pick apart instead. “They’re supposed to meet me here so we can figure out the details.”

      Lucia pulled half a dozen pints and loaded them on a tray, giving me an arch look. “Then earn some tips and haul this over to Grady and his boys.”

      “Grady doesn’t tip and you know it,” I said under my breath, but I figured that was part of paying her back for the ride into town on the back of her motorcycle. And if I hung around the bar long enough, I’d have one too many and would need her to drive me home, unless Olivia stopped by on her way back to the house. “But sure, I’m happy to do your work for you.”

      I didn’t wait for her response before picking up the tray and carrying it across the bar to the table in the corner, near the pool table, where a rancher and four of his boys demolished hamburgers and fries and everything deep-fried on the bar’s menu. I put the glasses in front of them and tucked the tray under my arm, ignoring the way Grady leaned away so I didn’t accidentally touch him, and swallowed down irritation and a hint of hurt. I hadn’t done anything to him personally, but he’d lost part of his herd to Aunt Bess’s final storm and he knew we could never pay him back for the lost animals. He held a grudge, even a year later, though his mama raised him to be polite enough not to mention it to our faces.

      It was past six by the time the door swung open and the bar went quiet for the second time as a group of four strangers walked in and looked around for a table. Clara, who’d stayed to hang out with Lucia and earn a few more tips by delivering the food, since no one wanted it when Lucia or I brought it out, raised her eyebrows at me. I meant to get up and march over to the group, introduce myself, and figure out whether it was worth taking them out to the Crossroads, but instead my ass stuck to the stool and I couldn’t move as the tallest man in the group studied everyone in the bar.

      His gaze swept over everyone, as if weighing and measuring them, and only paused on Grady and his pals, since they had a shotgun and a couple of rifles propped up next to their table. But the stranger didn’t seem particularly concerned; he just noted that they were armed before moving on. Then his dark eyes landed on me and stayed, and my heart dropped and flew at the same time as it tried to choke me to death. Holy Bell and Book.

      He was nearly a giant and built like some kind of gladiator, with muscles I could tell came from work and not from a gym, and an eerily self-possessed air, as if he knew he was the most dangerous thing in the room. Maybe the most dangerous thing in town. His dark hair fell across his forehead but was close-cropped on the sides, and his skin had a natural tan that made me think of faraway islands. His beard, neatly trimmed, had a hint of red when the light caught it. But his eyes... They were dark brown, like chocolate, with little flecks of gold, and if I hadn’t known magic existed, I would have believed it the moment I met his gaze.

      “Get it together, Luckett,” Clara said from the side of her mouth, elbowing me as she pretended to lean over the bar to retrieve another beer. “Cheese ’n’ rice, I didn’t peg you as someone who’d get so damn tongue-tied over a pretty face.”

      My cheeks grew hot and I ignored the stranger and his enchanting eyes as I got up to toss my empty bottle in the recycle bin. “I’m not tongue-tied.”

      Lucia snorted, though she gave the strangers a long look herself before cutting limes for someone’s rum and Coke. “New blood never hurt, Sass. And besides, one of us has to start having babies eventually. He looks like he’d be a good time on the way to a couple of rugrats.”

      “You all are just the worst.” I shoved to my feet, hoping I could get my equilibrium back before I had to negotiate with the strangers for how to get out to the Crossroads, and turned around fast enough that my elbow slammed into someone standing behind me. I bit back a curse and rubbed the bruised joint, speechless as I looked up and found I’d barely made an impression on the stranger’s impossibly chiseled chest. “Sorry about that.”

      “My fault, I was probably standing too close.” He didn’t exactly smile, but there was something about the way his eyes crinkled that was very appealing. “Are you Anastasia?”

      The fire returned to my cheeks to hear him say my full name; it always sounded absurdly feminine, when I was anything but, and too fancy for a place like Rattler’s Run. Especially the way he said it, all slow and foreign – Ahn-nah-staaah-see-ah. I’d gotten teased about it often enough growing up that I was still sensitive to anyone calling me Anastasia, or Stasia, or anything like it. Even Sass brought back too many bad memories. I cleared my throat and stuck out my hand. “I am, but everyone calls me Luckett. You’re looking to go out to the Crossroads?”

      “Yes,” he said, and his massive paw gently swallowed up my hand and most of my wrist as well. I felt all small and delicate, dwarfed by his size, and for some reason I couldn’t look away. His nose was just a little bit crooked, like it had been broken once or twice. I wondered suddenly if he snored. “I’m Lincoln. Nice to meet you, and thanks for meeting with us. Can I buy you a beer while we talk?”

      “Uh, sure.” I glanced at my sister, who was grinning wider than the Cheshire cat, and she made a shooing gesture for me to go sit with Lincoln and his pals.

      “You go on, Sass. I’ll bring the drinks over soon as I tap the new keg.”

      There wasn’t anything wrong with the keg she’d been pulling from the whole night, but my sister never let a chance to tease me a little – or more than a little –  pass her by. And with Clara there to egg her on, I was in trouble. I had to keep the magic at bay as it started to stir up in my chest and percolate in my blood, reacting to strong emotions and some of that storm in the air. And there was something about him... I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I understood what Eddie meant about knowing these guys were different.

      I followed him over to the table where two men and a woman sat, and damned if Lincoln didn’t pull out a chair for me like I was some kind of fancy lady. I nodded, clearing my throat. “Thanks.” I started shaking hands around the table before I sat, since Ma insisted you never shook a man’s hand sitting down. “I’m Luckett.”

      They all had a watchful air, similar to Lincoln, although their eyes weren’t nearly as striking as the big guy. He looked like the oldest, maybe in his early thirties, while the others were more likely in their late twenties. All older than me for sure. I felt even more out of my depth, although at least the whispers of the ley line beneath the bar gave me more confidence. That and the fact that they needed me to take them into the Crossroads. They were there to ask me for help.

      Lincoln introduced the dark-haired woman as Hazel, and the two sandy-haired men as brothers, Nelson and Mason. They could have been twins, maybe, though the witch side of me knew them apart by the differences in their auras. All four of them had a stronger swirl of destiny around them, though I couldn’t see any magic in them that looked like ours. I frowned, trying to parse it out, and avoided looking Lincoln in the eye for too long. I couldn’t afford to get distracted.

      I waited until Clara brought over the beers and some snacks, lingering long enough to take a good look at Mason and his sleeve of elaborate black tattoos, and disappeared again before I leaned back in the chair and got to business. “Eddie said you all want to go into the Crossroads.”

      “Yes,” Hazel said. Her eyes weren’t as dark brown as Lincoln’s, more of a milk chocolate, though her hair was just as dark and cut to about her chin. She looked more like an efficient high-powered lawyer from a television drama than someone who’d go chasing after wolves in the middle of the country. And her manicured fingernails were a touch too long for someone who wanted to go camping. “We’ve been tracking wolf pack dynamics in the area via drone. It’s less distressing to the animals, so it allows us to get closer and linger with the packs as they’re hunting and interacting. Unfortunately, we think an eagle struck the drone and disabled it out on the plains. We need to get it back in order to download the video and figure out what went wrong.”

      And then all four of them looked at me expectantly, as if I’d somehow magic up the drone right there on the table in front of them.

      Maybe they’d heard a little too much around town about the Luckett sisters. A wiggle of unease replaced the happy squirm of falling under Lincoln’s attentive gaze, and I wondered whether something else was afoot. I drummed my fingers on the table, frowning as I studied the label on my beer bottle. “Well, even with the coordinates you’ve got, the device could be anywhere. If an eagle got it, it might be in pieces and scattered across half a mile of grass. How closely are you expecting to look for this thing?”

      “We’d prefer to go by SUV,” Lincoln said slowly, as if alternative means of transportation had not occurred to him. “How else would you suggest?”

      “I wouldn’t normally recommend horseback, but to get in and out of the Crossroads and not get stuck...” I shrugged, peeling that damn label off like it was a compulsion. At least it gave me something else to think about instead of the shivery feeling in my stomach as I caught a glimpse of the hard muscles in Lincoln’s forearms after he rolled up his sleeves. “Machinery gets funny out there, in that particular place. Sometimes engines die for no reason. Horses generally don’t.”

      I didn’t mean for it to be funny, but they cracked smiles all around. When I looked up, trying to figure out the joke, Mason started to look a little uncertain. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “No.” I leaned back and out of the way as Clara appeared with burgers and fries, and I was careful not to touch their food in case they’d heard more from the townspeople than they should have. With the way everyone in the bar was staring at us while trying to look like they weren’t, the strangers had to suspect something was up. “I’m dead serious. That’s why the park service won’t let you go out there without a local guide. It’s kind of like the Bermuda Triangle of the plains. Some people make it through just fine, and others...”

      I shrugged again.

      Hazel huffed a laugh, shaking a ketchup bottle hard enough I leaned out of the way, just in case she ended up throwing it across the room by accident or the lid flew off to splatter ketchup all over. “If you’re trying to scare us to justify a higher fee, there’s no need. Our research is well-funded and we can afford a premium rate.”

      “Look,” I said, then paused to listen as static ran through the room. Something was definitely up. I half-turned and caught sight of Lucia in my peripheral vision; she was looking west, a bottle opener forgotten in her hands.

      The storm seethed and settled, promising all kinds of trouble, but magic ran as strong as ocean currents underneath. We could feel the ley lines under our house and out at the Crossroads, but it was much harder to sense them in town with all the concrete and metal and electricity. Now, though, it felt like a highway of magic opened up right underneath us. I exhaled, trying to shake off the disorienting rush of magic and memories.

      “I don’t care about the fee. I’ll take what you pay, make no mistake about that, but it’s no use to me trying to scare folks away from the Crossroads. Some fools go out there on their own, despite what the park service says, and end up dying or disappearing, and then I’ve got to go out and pick up the pieces. Sometimes literally. So I’d rather we all go together to make sure you make it back to send more robots out to follow the wolves. But if you don’t respect the land out here, and the weather moving over it, you won’t make it back.”

      And then I shut my mouth, because I hadn’t spoken so many words together since Bess’s funeral, when Lucia and Olivia made me give the eulogy.

      I half-expected the four to shove to their feet and storm out, or at least to tell me they didn’t need my help and I could go sit at the bar with my half-drunk beer, but instead Lincoln only considered me thoughtfully, his food forgotten in front of him. The other three tucked into their meals, the brothers demolishing their burgers in three bites, and the silence stretched as no one spoke. Finally, Lincoln leaned his elbows on the table and studied me even more closely. “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “Yep.” He nodded once more, and knocked his knuckles on the battered wood table for good measure. “Okay. If you think horseback is the way to go, we’ll do it. If you think we can use the trucks, then we’ll rent some trucks. Whatever you recommend.”

      My eyes narrowed as I watched him. That was too easy. And none of the other three looked even partially put out by the prospect of riding around and camping rough. I didn’t want to call his bluff, but I would if I had to. “I’ll check the weather and get back to you. It feels like a storm is brewing. When did you want to leave?”

      “As soon as possible,” Hazel said, taking over as Lincoln devoured half his burger in a single bite. I wondered if the man would need another three or four just to make a meal. “We’ll lose the data if the backup batteries drain too low.”

      They sure were going to a lot of trouble for some research data. “These must be some wolves.”

      “What’s that?” Mason glanced up, almost guarding his plate with one arm as he waited.

      They all tensed, and I wondered if they’d been watching something other than wolves with that drone. There wasn’t much out on the plains, but there were plenty of legends and rumors about hidden gold and buried treasure and archaeological wonders just waiting to be discovered. Or drug smugglers and meth labs. I didn’t blink, going on and hoping my voice was bland as oatmeal. “These wolves you were tracking. Must be some kind of pack, to go to all this trouble.”

      Lincoln’s smile went tight at the edges. “They are.”

      Right. I didn’t believe that bullshit for a second, and I didn’t need witch magic to see through the lies. “I’m glad to help out environmentalists like yourselves, so I’ll check the weather and get a feel for what we might need, and let you know the plan tomorrow morning. You’re staying at the Inn, I take it?”

      “Yes,” Hazel said. She pulled a scrap of paper from her pocket and slid it across the table. “This is my cell phone. Just call when you’ve got the information. If we need horses, we’ll have to rent those from somewhere.”

      “Grady’ll rent you some good horses,” I said, and tilted my head in the rancher’s direction as I studied the phone number and tried to figure out where the area code was from. I’d never seen it before. “He won’t overcharge you as much as the place here in town that rents to tourists on those ridiculous Oregon Trail camping trips.”

      “But he’ll still overcharge us?” Lincoln asked it with a charming smile, his teeth white and even.

      “Of course,” I said. A little heat gathered in my cheeks. “You’re not from around here, so... that’s just how it is.”

      “Great,” Mason said, shaking his head. “Maybe you can talk to him for us and get a better price.”

      I slid my chair back a little. “Nah. Grady doesn’t do business with me.”

      The truth slipped out before I could come up with an artful lie, and four pairs of eyes focused on me as if I’d said something shocking. Lincoln folded his arms over his chest, and as his shirt stretched, I could see traces of a tribal tattoo on his bicep and forearm, similar to the other man’s. It looked like his shirt would split right into pieces as the fabric pulled tight. “Why not?”

      “Long story,” I said. “It’s not worth getting into. Our families did business in the past and it didn’t work out, so it’s kind of become habit.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Nelson said, his sandy eyebrows drawing down.

      “You’re not from a small town, are you?” I wanted to laugh, but it would have been unkind. When none of them said anything, I slid my chair back more and pushed to my feet, the scrap of paper in my hand. “Thanks for the beer, and –”

      I froze as the three men stood as well, and for a long moment, we just looked at each other. I retreated a step, uncertain. “I’ll be in touch.”

      Lincoln nodded and offered his hand once more. “It was very nice to meet you, Anastasia. We look forward to working with you.”

      My stomach unbalanced once again as I shook his hand, the warm clasp comforting and unnerving at the same time, and I almost stammered as I answered. “Right. It’s Luckett. I’ll let you know tomorrow about the horses.”

      I beat a hasty retreat to the bar, not daring to look back, though the sounds of the chairs moving made it clear the men sat back down once I’d moved away. I almost had to keep walking into the back storeroom to collect myself. I’d never been around men who believed in standing up from the table when a woman left, and the fine manners did more to throw me off my game than any enchanting looks from Lincoln and his amazing eyes.

      But still the static built in the air, and I wondered what else they were hiding about themselves.
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      I ended up hanging around the bar until Olivia showed up, still wearing her costume from the fort, and joined me at the bar. Lucia had to close, so she’d be there until at least two or three in the morning. Just as I was about to leave with Olivia, Eddie and Dave and some of the other rangers stomped through the door and brought a whole new level of energy to the otherwise complacent bar. Eddie even asked us to play pool, and so for a brief, bright moment, it felt like a normal night from before Bess went crazy.

      Until the bells over the door rang again and I turned to see the tall boy with blue eyes and a rodeo championship belt buckle saunter in with some of his pals, back from the state college for the end of the summer. My heart sank and my stomach twisted when I saw him, and when his gaze drifted across the increasingly rowdy room to land on me, he just moved on like I was nothing more than a piece of furniture.

      Olivia damn near turned into a snowman as she glared at him, her magic turning the air cold around her until I shivered, and Grady and his boys got up to leave. Eddie shook their hands before the ranchers disappeared out the door, and the park ranger frowned as he leaned a hip on the pool table and chalked his cue. “What’s up, Miss Olivia?”

      “Some trash blew through the door is all,” she said, looking mean enough to spit poison like a real rattler.

      I shook my head and handed my cue over to Dave. “I think I’ve had enough fun for the night. Thanks for the game. I’ll let you know when we leave to take the –”

      The three boys—since they were definitely boys and not men—joined a group of brothers and friends near Lincoln and the strangers, though Alex with the blue eyes peeled off to the bar to order drinks. Lucia didn’t want to serve them, it was plain on her face, just like Alex knew she didn’t want to serve him and went up there just to make sure she had to. Somehow I hadn’t seen the dickish side of him when we were dating, or maybe he hadn’t been such a dick until he went away and figured out a world existed beyond Rattler’s Run.

      At least Lucia pulled pints that were mostly head, and gave Alex a cold look when he raised his eyebrows in protest. He picked up the mugs and muttered, though it carried to me and all of his friends. “I guess that’s what we get for puttin’ up with witches.”

      “Say that again,” Clara said, hopping to her feet, loud enough that everyone definitely heard her. Heads turned to see what was going on. Even though Clara was known as a hot head and someone who often went looking for trouble when she was bored, her squaring off with Alex when the Lucketts were around promised more entertainment than normal for a Wednesday night.

      “It’s fine,” I said under my breath, ignoring the curious look from Eddie and the watchful wariness of the strangers. Just what I needed—my only paycheck disappearing because Alex wanted to look big in front of his friends. And he wanted to hurt me more, no doubt. “Clara, finish the game for me. It’s about time Liv and I took off anyway.”

      “I said,” Alex said, pitching his voice louder as he stared at Clara and her narrowed eyes, “this is what we get for putting up with witches.”

      Eddie didn’t wait for anyone else to react, and instead shoved forward and loomed over Alex. “Watch your mouth, young man. Take your beer and go sit down. Leave the ladies alone.”

      Alex gave him a long look, surveying the burly ranger, then his attention drifted to me and his lip curled slightly. “Ladies? If you say so. But you’re right. They’re not worth it.”

      He turned and retreated to where his friends waited, and it felt like the rest of the room stared at me instead. I swallowed down humiliation, since everyone in town knew that Alex broke up with me right after Aunt Bess’s storm destroyed half of his family’s farm. A year later and it still hurt just as fresh as when Alex cursed at me and called me a bitch, a witch, a hag... The vile words still echoed in my head when I was alone and it was late and there was nothing else to distract me.

      Nothing like a disastrous first love to really screw up a witch.

      I kept my chin up as I got my jacket from behind the bar, not daring to meet Lucia’s eyes in case her sympathy put me over the edge, and walked out without looking back. Olivia followed after me, muttering under her breath as she passed Alex’s table and making gestures with her hands like she meant to curse him—all of it meaningless, even if he didn’t know it.

      It would have served him right to end up hexed. Even though Ma taught us to never use magic for evil, lest it come back to us threefold, there had been several weeks and months when I wondered if it would have been worth cursing him with something nasty. Even the lingering threat of madness in the aftermath of Bess’s death wasn’t enough to entirely deter me.

      Olivia didn’t say much on the way home, and I stared out the window at the darkness bumping past. I tried to focus on everything I needed to get ready, in case the tourists still wanted to get to the Crossroads. Inevitably, any thoughts about the strangers brought me around to Lincoln and his mesmerizing eyes, and whether he’d heard what Alex said. And then I pondered the mystery of Lincoln himself, and the aura that flared green and gold around him.

      Something was different about them. It was possible I’d grown accustomed to seeing the auras of people familiar to me, and assumed Lincoln and his pals were odd just because their auras were so much brighter and saturated with color. But in my heart I knew they weren’t normal folks.

      “Did they look different to you, too?” I didn’t look at Olivia as she pulled the sedan onto our dusty drive and the headlights illuminated a pair of eyes far off. Probably a possum or raccoon, searching for the garbage we’d started locking up in the shed. I didn’t have to tell Olivia which “they” I meant.

      “Yeah.” She frowned as she took her foot off the gas to avoid bottoming out the sedan in a pothole, also peering out the windshield. “They’re not witches, that’s for damn sure, but they’re not human. Or not entirely human, anyway. I don’t think you should go anywhere with them.”

      The eyes didn’t move off the drive, and instead got bigger and a little scarier as the car wobbled closer. My soul went cold and I instinctively locked the car door. “Put it in reverse, Liv.”

      She stomped on the brakes and hauled on the gear shift, but the gears ground and the engine spluttered and then died, leaving us there in the dark with not one but four pairs of eyes, getting closer.

      “Well, fuck.” Olivia gripped the steering wheel with shaking hands and tried to restart the car. “Call for help?”

      “Phone’s dead,” I said. Whatever was out there was magical, draining the batteries of everything around it. A knot formed in my throat. Typical. Just typical. I’d get killed right after meeting someone like Lincoln, who promised a pleasant mystery instead of a miserable one.

      “Dire wolves,” she said, matter-of-fact and like it wasn’t the worst-case scenario. “This is the tenth pack this year, and it’s only September.”

      I leaned so I could reach into the back seat, not daring to take my attention off the glowing eyes in the darkness as my hand searched for the rifle. “I didn’t see any sign of them earlier.”

      “Must be the storm that was brewing brought them out.” She took a deep breath, trying the ignition once more. “Damn it, Sass. What are we going to do?”

      We couldn’t outrun them. The dire wolves were twice as big as regular wolves, five times as fast, and ten times as smart. We had to fight and hope to kill them, but four against two wasn’t good odds, especially in the dark and with the wind blowing dust up to obscure their shadows even in the car’s watery headlights. They were like the ancient dire wolves that roamed the plains, but bolstered by magic instead of just size and cunning.

      We’d never seen so many in one year, but since Aunt Bess’s little mishap, it seemed like they appeared at least once a month. Not always as a full pack together, but we’d seen pawprints in the dirt around the house, or in the garden and among the herbs that were supposed to keep them out.

      Maybe Bess had woken something up out at the Crossroads, and invited something to follow her home before the magical storm killed her. Her ghost told us she meant to free the Lucketts from the Crossroads, but instead maybe she’d bound us there tighter than ever by inviting dangerous creatures back.

      But we still didn’t have a plan for being caught out in the middle of the night. My fingers closed around the cold steel of the rifle, and I maneuvered it into my lap so I could check the ammunition. Dire wolves were more magic than reality, but bullets still killed them. Especially silver bullets blessed and strengthened with magic. If I could see them, I could kill them or scare them.

      “Can you hit the floodlights from here? We need to see what’s out there in order to hit it.”

      Olivia rubbed her hands together, briefly closing her eyes, and my skin prickled as she gathered up magic and whispered a few prayers under her breath while she did it. I didn’t comment on her shaking hands.

      Olivia was the youngest and least confident in her magic, and she had a tender heart. It had always been easy to scare Liv, and I regretted it wholeheartedly as we faced down four dire wolves on our own. I wished Lucia was with us, at least because then she wouldn’t have to come home and find our dead bodies by herself if we weren’t fast enough to kill the beasts.

      “Okay.” I took a deep breath to steady myself and chambered a round in the rifle. “When I say ‘go,’ hit the floodlights. I’ll shoot as many of them as I can, and you get the protection spells up as fast as possible once we’re out of the car. If we can make it to the porch, we’ll be in good shape. They can’t follow us there.”

      She nodded, even if it wasn’t particularly convincing, and put the car in park. She took the keys out of the ignition and shoved them in her pocket, and reached for the door handle.

      Two of the pairs of eyes shifted to the left of the car, and the other two went right. Trying to encircle us, maybe, or at least cutting us off from making it to the porch and the strong wards that protected the house. My mouth went dry and I adjusted my grip on the rifle. I’d only have one chance to get good shots at them, since the wolves could move so damn fast, and if I missed, Liv and I were pretty much goners.

      I unlocked my door and reached for the handle. “Ready...”

      “Wait,” Olivia said, her voice cracking, and I searched for reassuring words.

      But headlights appeared bright and bold behind us, cutting through the gloom and exposing the enormous gray wolves, and we all froze, staring at each other. Then the dire wolves broke and ran, disappearing like smoke, and I could finally breathe again. I shoved the rifle down near the door as I half-turned to squint at the headlights. “Who the hell is that?”

      “I don’t recognize the car, but remind me later to bake them a pie.” She whispered something else that might have been another prayer, then put the keys back in the ignition. The car wouldn’t start—the battery was probably completely drained—but at least we weren’t stranded among the dire wolves.

      Someone got out of the enormous SUV behind us—another Land Rover, although newer and nicer than the park service’s trucks—and slowly approached the sedan where Olivia and I waited. The passenger door opened as well and a smaller figure got out, half-jogging up to my side of the car, and I touched the rifle to reassure myself. Just in case. We hadn’t had ghouls or demons or anything show up in the last few months, but with so many dire wolves around, it wouldn’t have surprised me a bit.

      Although I didn’t think demons drove cars that nice.

      My mouth went dry for the second time as I looked up and found Hazel standing next to my door and Lincoln next to Olivia’s, both of them looking concerned. Great. Just my luck I’d have even more to explain after Alex’s witch comment.
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      Both of the tourists looked far more serious and capable of fending off the dire wolves than normal tourists would, or even the ranchers. I had no doubts that Lincoln could fight off a dire wolf with his bare hands. But that didn’t make it any easier to unlock and open my door, maneuvering around the rifle as I tried to force my legs to stand me up.

      Hazel’s dark eyes were both wary and concerned, and she watched me closely as she stepped back to give me room. “Are you okay?”

      “The battery just up and died,” I said. “What are you all doing this far from town?”

      “Your sister asked us to follow you out here,” Lincoln said, his deep voice smooth and reassuring. “She said she had a bad feeling and wanted to make sure you were okay, but she couldn’t leave the bar. So Hazel and I figured we could take a drive.”

      Lucia. Bless her heart. No doubt she felt things going screwy the same time Olivia and I recognized the danger of the dire wolves. Olivia, still shaking, leaning against the side of the sedan and stared up at Lincoln with a comically bewildered expression. “Good timing.”

      He chuckled, a sound that made shivers run all the way through me, and nodded at the car. “Pop the hood and we’ll jumpstart it, so at least your battery can re-charge.”

      As Olivia leaned back into the car to unlatch the hood, Hazel retreated to the still-running SUV to retrieve jumper cables and maneuver it around the sedan so the battery hookups would reach. Lincoln took his time propping the hood of the sedan up as Olivia went to thank Hazel, and he waited until we were alone to clear his throat. “You ran out of there pretty quick after that idiot showed up and started running his mouth. Everything okay?”

      “Sometimes life in a small town is too claustrophobic,” I said under my breath. “Everyone knows everyone else’s business.”

      He smiled with half of his mouth, pretending to pay attention to the battery and not to me. “I know what you mean. I grew up in a tiny little corner of West Virginia. Practically every other person was a cousin of some kind, and God help you if you tried to do anything with your life.”

      I smiled back despite the way my heart pounded and my shirt stuck to my back with clammy sweat, shaking my head. “You expect me to believe that? You’ve got no accent at all.”

      Lincoln rubbed his jaw, the stubble rasping against his palm, and when he spoke, a twang as thick as molasses dragged his words out. “I managed to rise above my raisin’, despite everything.”

      I laughed, the specter of the dire wolves fading a little. He rolled his sleeves up, revealing a series of black ink designs and muscles the size of my thighs, and distracted me more as he took the jumper cables from Olivia. Heat warmed my cheeks and I retreated a few steps, pretending to search the darkness for the glowing eyes. The dire wolves didn’t usually give up so easily, not when they had us isolated and alone, but I wasn’t one to look gift horses in the mouth. And later, when Lucia got home, we’d have some heavy-duty spell casting to do to protect the house and more of the yard.

      Hazel glanced at me as Lincoln told Olivia to get in the sedan and start the engine. “Were those wild dogs or something, when we drove up? It looked like they were hunting something.”

      “Dogs, wildcats, bears, whatever.” I tried to smile again, though the chills returned. We’d have to get fresh lavender and sage from the garden; it was better picked under moonlight anyway. “Just a hazard of living out here, I guess.”

      “Good-sized rifle you’ve got in the sedan, at least.” Hazel folded her arms over her chest, watching Lincoln explain to Olivia how to jumpstart the car and how long to leave it running. “Does it happen often, that the wildlife gets this close to the houses?”

      She asked the question too casually for it to be believable, and I wondered again why they’d driven out from town just on Lucia’s hunch. But it wouldn’t do to let them see I suspected something was off, at least until I figured out what they wanted. “Often enough we carry rifles to deal with it. It seems like more got closer to town this summer, though. It’ll get worse when the weather turns for good and hunting gets lean.”

      Hazel nodded, shoving her hands in the pockets of her jacket. Before she could go on, I added, “Maybe your research can help understand what’s driving them this way.”

      “My research?” She looked at me, a hint of a question in her eyes, then her face froze into a mask of pleasant agreement. “Exactly. Our research should help figure all that out. We haven’t seen behavior like that before in similar wolf populations, so this is rather unique.”

      “There’s more of them up at the Crossroads,” I said, spontaneous-like. “Make sure you bring rifles if you know how to use ‘em. You can buy some from Grady when you rent the horses. We’ll look around tomorrow morning and see if there’re any tracks to follow.”

      She nodded again as Lincoln turned from the sedan as it chugged to life. “We can come back out tomorrow to make sure the car starts, and to check out any tracks left behind. Do you have another vehicle, just in case?”

      “Lucia’s got the motorcycle,” I said. “The truck died this morning.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “Damn, girl. You’ve got shit luck with cars.”

      “You don’t know the half of it.”

      “Is that why you suggested horses?” It took a second, but her grin started to pull free. “Nicely done.”

      “No,” I said, though I couldn’t help smiling in response. I didn’t want to like her, but that grew more and more difficult as she kept grinning. “I promise. Machines don’t work right up at the Crossroads. Some kind of magnetic zone or something.”

      Hazel snorted. “Right. I get it. No, it’s fair enough. I’m sure the roads are barely passable this time of year anyway, and it’s been a while since I saw Linc and the boys saddle up.”

      “I promise it’s not hazing,” I said.

      She folded her arms over her chest, still smiling very slightly. “Sure. What’s wrong with your truck?”

      “Starter died.” I clammed up as Lincoln appeared, not wanting to sound poorer than we already did. “Thanks for the help. We’ll let it run for a while. Hopefully it was just a fluke.”

      He nodded, carefully rolling his sleeves back down and buttoning the cuffs. He looked so damn formal compared to everyone else I’d seen that day, and probably more formal than everyone I’d seen in a month or more. It’d be damn funny to see him on a horse and camping rough, even though he looked like he could easily transition to mountain man. “We’re happy to help. We can come back tomorrow morning if you need it.”

      “Thanks, you’ve done enough. More than enough.” Olivia got in the sedan and pulled out, bumping up to the house to park, and I wished for a second she’d left me with the rifle. Just in case those dire wolves were waiting for the strangers to leave. I raised my eyebrows and offered my hand to shake once more. “I’ll be in touch tomorrow.”

      “Any time,” he said, and gently squeezed my hand with his. My stomach got all fluttery again, and I untangled myself as fast as possible as Hazel started grinning more. Lincoln nodded and headed for their SUV. “Have a good night.”

      I mumbled my thanks and shot Hazel a dark look as something like a giggle escaped the otherwise dignified woman, and I waited until the SUV reversed and retreated into the darkness before I turned tail and hiked up to the house. I probably should have invited them in for tea or water or beer or something, but we didn’t have much time to waste before we lost the moonlight and the spell wouldn’t stick as well.

      I didn’t run up to the house, in case the dire wolves or just regular wolves were waiting in the dark, but I didn’t dawdle either. It was just good sense.
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      Olivia had already called Lucia to tell her we were okay by the time I gathered up all the things we’d need for the spell and went into the house. Liv pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes and leaned against the kitchen counter. “It’s just getting worse, Sass. What are we going to do?”

      “We’ll ward against them, and be more careful in the future.” I left the herbs on the kitchen table and went to the fridge for some juice. “That’s all we can do, Liv.”

      “No, Sass. I mean... We can’t keep going like this.” She exhaled in a gust, and when she looked up, her face was paler than even when we faced the dire wolves. “It’s just the three of us now. We’re not enough to keep things under control, not after what Bess did. There’s got to be something we can do, or someone we can ask for help.”

      I focused on the juice and not the sense of helplessness that lingered just on the edge of our reality. “I know, Liv. We’ll figure it out. Maybe when I’m up at the Crossroads with Lincoln and them I’ll be able to sense whether Bess did any permanent damage. We can all three of us go up there later and try to set another binding or something.”

      “How can we bind it if we don’t know what’s waiting?” She started to pace, hugging herself, and the old-timey costume she still wore made it a little tough to take her seriously. I sat at the table and started to braid the sprigs of sage and lavender and rosemary. She paced and talked and waved her hands until Lucia bolted through the front door.

      Our oldest sister was wide-eyed and near panic as she skidded into the kitchen. “What happened? How many were there?”

      Liv didn’t wait for me to even take a breath before she launched into a long-winded play-by-play of the episode. Lucia soon enough talked over her with the update on what happened after we left the bar, and their voices piled up and up and up until my ears screamed and I banged my fist on the table.

      They both looked at me, and Lucia scowled. “What the hell is your problem?”

      “Can we get this done already? I’m tired and I’ve got to get up early tomorrow to figure out what the fuck to do about these tourists and the wolves and the Crossroads. Okay?”

      “Just because Alex was a dick to you doesn’t mean you get to be a complete bitch, okay?” Lucia threw her bag on the counter and went to wash her hands. “So get off your high horse, Sass.”

      “Fine.” I left the herbs on the table and headed for the stairs. “Let’s get this shit done before the dire wolves come back.”

      “Where are you going?” Liv called after me.

      “I need a second,” I snapped, and didn’t stop moving until I made it into the main bathroom on that floor. I lurched inside and locked the door, dropping to sit on the edge of the tub so I could cover my face with my hands.

      My chest heaved as I tried to breathe and not vomit or cry or scream. The sudden terror of probably dying in a wolf’s jaws had been replaced too quickly with the assurance of rescue and the uneasiness of Lincoln’s presence, and all of it swirled inside me until my brain shut down. I couldn’t do magic without getting my shit together. I couldn’t risk the spells and wards backfiring because I couldn’t concentrate.

      The leaky faucet dripped in a familiar rhythm, and my feet left muddy prints in the ratty mat next to the tub. We’d tried to redecorate a few years earlier but it seemed like anything we could afford was too cheap to last long. We really needed the money, and even though something in my guts tightened when I thought about taking Lincoln and his team out to the Crossroads, there was no way I could refuse.

      Which meant we had to make sure the house was protected before I left. I wasted time sitting in the bathroom, trying not to cry over stupid shit like Alex’s comments and the way he acted like he was better than me. He’d always known it, apparently, but he’d never talked about it when we dated. Maybe I’d even thought it a little, myself.

      I shoved to my feet and splashed water on my face, combed my hair into a tighter ponytail so it wouldn’t bother me outside, and retrieved a sweatshirt from my room before I plodded down the stairs to face my sisters in the kitchen.

      Neither of them commented on my red eyes and blotchy face at least, though I knew I’d probably hear about the temper tantrum later. Lucia handed me a couple of candles, a handful of herbs, and a heavy bell we hadn’t had to use in years. My stomach tightened again at the thought of having to ring it to drive away bad spirits and demons, but I took it wordlessly.

      “Did you turn on the floodlights, Liv?” Lucia went onto the porch and frowned at the yard, and not for the first time, I was glad we didn’t have close neighbors. Although it would have been nice when we were kids, it was too much a liability when strange happenings kicked up around us. So at least there weren’t any mundanes around to witness us work magic or draw on the ley lines or fall victim to the dire wolves who hunted us.

      Olivia shed her costume on the porch until she wore only panties and a bra, then strode into the yard barefoot. “Yeah. The breaker on the backyard wasn’t working, but we should be fine.”

      Lucia and I traded looks. Liv had never been shy. Lucia cleared her throat. “Aren’t you a little cold there, Liv?”

      “I’m not going to fucking dry-clean that costume again because it stinks of burned sage and smoke and the Mother-only-knows what else.” But she shivered and scowled at us as the wind picked up from the west with the force of her irritation. “But yeah, it’s cold as balls out here, so move your asses.”

      I sighed and dragged off the sweatshirt, irritated that we’d have to mimic her. The magic always worked better when everyone was equal, even in ways that shouldn’t have mattered. It worked better when I cast with my sisters than it ever had when working with Gran or Ma or any of my aunts and cousins, even when they were more experienced and powerful than we were. And unfortunately it worked better when we were all dressed about the same, and had the same emotional energy, and matched everywhere else.

      Lucia muttered under her breath as she stripped off her jeans and stalked out into the yard, lighting candles and starting to chant the initial banishing spell that would keep any lingering wolves far enough away for us to set the real protections.

      I juggled the bell and candles and herbs after I tossed aside my clothes. The faster we got through things, the better. And I hoped like hell that no one from town chose to drive up to investigate what we were doing, particularly the handsome stranger who’d already saved my life once.
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      I woke up to a quiet house. The night passed in a blur of magic and stubborn ley lines that didn’t want to offer up enough power to truly protect the house, so it had taken longer than normal to strengthen the wards. I’d been too tired to even drag myself into the shower, so my hair still reeked of the burned herbs. Nothing else stirred in the house, which meant Olivia was back at work already and Lucia had either stayed asleep or gone to meet Clara somewhere.

      My bones creaked as I got up and shuffled into the bathroom attached to my room. When the family started shrinking over the previous two generations, we hadn’t needed so many rooms and ended up converting some of the extra space into larger closets and private bathrooms. Aunt Tina had dated a contractor from the next town over, and he helped out for free so long as we provided the free labor. I’d learned a lot from watching him and helping, but not enough to actually fix things when they broke around the house. It hadn’t worked out with the contractor and eventually Tina wandered out to the Crossroads and disappeared.

      I shook myself from where I’d stalled in the closet, staring without seeing at a clean but faded pair of jeans. We assumed she died, because there was a terribly familiar ripple in the ley lines that always happened when one of the Lucketts died, but we never did find her. It made me sadder every time I thought about it.

      So I pushed it away. I needed to get my shit together and start planning how to get those strangers out to the Crossroads so they could find their drone and I could maybe find a fat paycheck.

      My truck still wouldn’t start and Liv had taken the sedan, although a note on the table said Lucia had gone to town with Clara to buy groceries and that the motorcycle was in the barn if I needed it.

      I sat on the porch and drank at least three cups of coffee to gather my courage. I called the repair shop in town and tried to explain to Jimmy what the problem was with the truck, and asked him quietly if he could fix it on an IOU. He hesitated for long enough I knew a “no” was coming, so I cleared my throat and said someone was on the other line and I would call him back.

      I didn’t, though. My pride smarted too much. Maybe Eddie and the rangers would find the extra parts and I could take some of the money from taking the strangers to the Crossroads to get the truck fixed. After we paid off some of the second- and third-notice bills we had hanging over our heads, and restocked the pantry with more than just instant noodles and taco mix.

      The floor of the porch creaked when I finally pushed to my feet, and I frowned as one of the boards cracked and started to split. And made some repairs around the house.

      I’d have to charge the strangers a shitload more than they probably wanted to pay in order to cover everything we needed to cover. Lucia was already working as many shifts at the bar as she could, and Liv practically spent more time in the nineteenth century at the fort than she did at home. There wasn’t much else we could do—legally—to cover our bills.

      Spending a couple weeks out at the Crossroads, wandering around searching for a drone, could do a lot to patch things up. I could find the money to buy supplies and grain for the horse and a new winter jacket. Maybe I could make the tourists buy all that stuff.

      I got another cup of coffee and checked the weather on my phone as I jotted down a list of food and other supplies they’d need to bring. It seemed perfectly reasonable to ask them to pay for supplies. They’d already be renting horses, so they could get a couple of pack mules as well.

      The forecast seemed reasonable enough for a couple of days, with no arctic blasts predicted for the next week or so. No storms lingered or threatened from the north, and the temperature hovered well over freezing. If we waited too much longer, full winter would descend on us and there was no way in hell we could camp out there. We’d have to risk the trucks and they’d break down and we’d all freeze to death in one of the snap blizzards.

      So I plucked up my courage and fished around in my jacket pocket for the scrap of paper with Hazel’s number on it, and dialed her phone before I lost my nerve. “It’s Luckett.”

      “Great to hear from you,” she said, cheerful enough it put my teeth on edge. “You’ve got good news for us, I hope?”

      “I think so,” I said. “But there are a few—”

      “Come meet us for lunch,” she said. Hazel’s voice grew muffled, as if she covered the phone to speak to someone else, then brightened still more. “There’s a diner here in town. Do you know it? Rory’s?”

      I snorted, pinching the bridge of my nose. There were two sort-of restaurants in town, and a café at the fort for the tourists. We had to drive thirty minutes east to find even fast food. “Yeah, I know it.”

      “Great. We’ll see you soon.”

      Before I could get a word in edgewise, the call disconnected and I was left staring at my phone in astonishment. Well, shit.

      I braced myself to face another awkward meal, but I would have been lying to myself if I didn’t think I went upstairs to review my wardrobe one more time just in case Lincoln might be intrigued by something other than a sweater, and not because I was cold and wanted another layer.

      Shaking my head the whole time at my own stupidity, I left behind the bulky sweater and instead found something that fit a little closer around my waist and dipped low enough my boobs would be cold unless I wore a heavy scarf as well. I even borrowed one of Lucia’s leather jackets from the front closet as I stuffed my feet into the knee-high leather riding boots I’d left on the porch from the last time I’d forced the horse to exercise.

      The barn was warm and quiet as I pulled the door open so I could wheel the motorcycle out, checking the tires and the gauges, and paused to feed the ornery horse an apple. She snorted and snapped at me, turning her back as soon as she got the apple from my palm, and I rolled my eyes. We’d opened up three stalls into one, so she had plenty of room, and even tried to find a pony or a goat or something to keep her company. She wanted none of it except to doze in her stall and sometimes in the sun in the small corral next to the barn, and not even a broken fence could motivate her to wander far from her feed bucket. I forked more hay into her stall and set the radio on low so she had some music, then started up the motorcycle before I took one of the half-helmets off the wall and made sure I had my phone and wallet.

      I sent a text to both of my sisters that I was headed into town on the bike, and tried to do the math on how much money we’d need to keep the house safe and warm for the winter so I knew what to aim for in wages. Maybe a cool million dollars would do it.

      At least I could still laugh about it, though I remembered to keep my mouth closed as the motorcycle chugged to life and bumped me down the drive toward the road. Bell forbid I showed up with bugs in my teeth.
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      I took my time parking outside of Rory’s, ignoring the looks from some of the townies. Rattler’s Run was little more than a single street with no stop lights or anything else to direct traffic. The Inn, which used to have a fancy name but gradually the letters fell off the front until everyone just called it “The Inn,” anchored one end of the street, closest to the fort, and the bar and bank sat at the other end, closer to the lonely two-lane highway that saw more threshers and herds of cattle puttering along than actual cars. A lone gas station sat a mile closer to the highway but rarely saw any business other than the townies, farm equipment, and the occasional tourist or people lost off the highway.

      I hung the helmet by the chin strap from the handlebar of the motorcycle, raking my hands through my hair to get it back into some kind of order, and tossed the keys and wallet and phone into the helmet before picking it back up. Then I couldn’t find any other reasons to delay walking into the diner, particularly since I thought I could see Hazel and her friends from the front windows.

      One of the ranch hands in town on his day off smiled at me and tipped his hat, about to whistle or say something sweet, but his pal cleared his throat and then they both kept walking. The pal started muttered the second they were out of earshot, and the other glanced back at me in surprise. No doubt the friendly one was new to town and hadn’t heard about the dangers of hooking up with the Lucketts.

      My cheeks burned as I walked into the diner and the owner, Rory Junior, glanced up from behind the counter of chipped Formica. “Luckett. Haven’t seen you in a while. Feel like a milkshake?”

      “Sure, Rory,” I said. “Mint chocolate?”

      “Comin’ right up.” He hummed as he went to where the mixing stand waited, and I hovered near the counter so I didn’t have to saunter right over to the large table in the back where Lincoln, Hazel, and the two brothers waited. “How are your sisters doing, Luckett? Haven’t seen any of you around much this summer.”

      “Working hard,” I said. I cleared my throat and slid onto one of the stools bolted to the floor in front of the counter, and leaned my elbows on the smooth white surface as I watched him scoop ice cream from the cooler. “You need someone to wash dishes or something, Rory? Any extra work around the place?”

      I hated asking, since I was pretty sure I already knew the answer. But if for some reason the trip to the Crossroads didn’t pan out or the tourists didn’t pay much, we needed a backup plan.

      Rory’s eyebrows rose as he glanced back at me. “Really, Luckett? I thought you were working for the rangers these days.”

      “It’s been sparse this season.” I waved to acknowledge Hazel’s gesture for me to join them, and hoped they got the message that I had some business to take care of first. I really didn’t want them to overhear me begging for a job washing dishes in a greasy spoon. “And with winter coming and all… We wanted to see if there was something available.”

      He was a nice guy, probably old enough to be my grandfather, and handed me the milkshake in a tall, frosty glass. He even waved away the crumpled bills I offered to pay for it, and handed me napkins instead. “I’ll let you know. We’ve got two dishwashers now but they’re not the most reliable, and when school starts up again, we might need help.”

      “Thanks, Rory.” I smiled and hoped he believed it. “And thanks for the milkshake.”

      He winked and went to the other end of the counter to ring up someone’s ticket, and I ran out of excuses for avoiding Lincoln and his pals. I really didn’t want to avoid him, not when every look he sent my way sent the most delicious shivers all the way through me. But I felt like I stood a better chance at keeping hold of my dignity if I stayed away from him.

      Hazel grinned and kicked a chair out from the long table they occupied so I could sit. “Nice bike.”

      “Thanks,” I said. I rested the helmet on the table and the milkshake next to it, shedding the leather jacket even though it was kind of chilly in the diner. I nodded at everyone, trying not to react to the very slight smile on Lincoln’s face. “Hope you all are enjoying your stay in town.”

      “It’s been…interesting,” one of the brothers, probably Mason, said. His unruly blond hair made him look even younger than he had the night before, and the clean-shaven jaw was far more square and cut than I remembered. He almost gave Lincoln a run for his money in the panty-dropping department. He dunked a French fry in what looked like mayo and licked some extra off his fingers in a way that reminded me of rumpled sheets. “We spent the morning at the fort. I didn’t realize so many tourists like that kind of thing.”

      A safe topic. I nodded and leaned back, spooning up a bit of the milkshake, and tried not to judge him for the sacrilege of eating mayo with fries. Everyone knew it was ketchup or ranch dressing or nothing. Weirdo. “That started up not too long ago. Something about people who played the Oregon Trail computer game having the time and money to experience close to the real thing but without the dysentery. About the same time, some archaeologists uncovered artifacts and stuff around the remains of the fort. They always knew the fort was there, since the Army kept all the records, but no one knew much about the early history. It all came together, and now we get tourists all summer.”

      “So you have people doing wagon train reenactments?” This from Nelson, who was equally clean-shaven but with dirty blond hair instead of his brother’s gold.

      “Oh yeah.” I forced a smile and jerked my chin in the general direction of the fort. “It’s the tail end of the season, so there aren’t as many, but from June to August this town is lousy with tourists and Conestoga wagons and all kinds of shit. There are a couple of adventure tour operators who run different length tours out of here, so people can go bumping along the prairie in a wagon towed by oxen for however long they like.”

      “Sounds like a higher form of insanity,” Hazel said. She added a little pepper to the veggie omelet in front of her, shaking her head. “I can’t imagine wanting to go camping for that long.”

      “It’ll be a couple weeks to get out to the Crossroads and back,” I said, suddenly cautious. Maybe it was her way of asking to take SUVs instead of horses. “Depending on how long it takes for you all to find your doodad.”

      “Our doodad?” Mason grinned, demolishing most of the giant meat-eater’s burger that Rory’s made—half a pound of beef, quarter pound of bacon, two fried eggs, and a slab of hash browns layered with three buns. It was a wonder he didn’t have a heart attack right there at the table. His chair creaked a little under his weight, though. “The drone, you mean.”

      “Sure. Drone, doodad, doesn’t really matter to me.” I flushed and deliberately didn’t look at Lincoln in case I sounded like a toothless oakie. “You have some way of tracking this thing other than the last known coordinates, right? Or are we going to be wandering around looking for pieces of sky junk?”

      Hazel chuckled, fishing around in her bag for a tablet. She flipped through the screen and brought up some kind of app, tilting it so I could see the screen. “This is where it’s beaconing from, but we don’t know how long the batteries will last. If they die before we reach it, we might have to wander around a bit.”

      I frowned as I picked up the tablet and started fussing with the resolution, zooming out to try and orient myself to where the little flashing dot was in relation to the rest of the Crossroads. I navigated the prairie by the ley lines, but those wouldn’t show up in the maps she used. “Hmm. That looks like it’s right in the middle of the Crossroads. It’ll definitely be four or five days to get out there, probably a couple days to search for what you need, then a week to get back. So at least two weeks.”

      “You’re willing to take us?” Lincoln sounded only politely interested, though he smiled as he watched me. Like he knew a secret.

      “Maybe,” I said. I cleared my throat and tried to come up with a less-awkward way of asking about payment than just demanding to know how they’d make it worth my while. “It depends on if you’re able to rent horses from Grady or someone else, and supplies, and—”

      “And payment,” Hazel said. She frowned at the table, not looking at me as she clicked through something. “Some of these adventure tour operators charge an arm and a leg, but it’s understandable with what they offer. Looks like… about five hundred a day?”

      I choked on a mouthful of milkshake, partly because I’d never actually checked how much those places charged and partly because it almost sounded like that’s what they intended to pay me. I wiped at my eyes and tried to laugh, leaning back in my chair. “Yeah. They pull the tourists in, even with that price tag.”

      I wanted to add “fools,” even as I wondered whether my sisters and I could run tours and charge that much. Just one trip a month at those rates would get us more income than all three of our jobs. And if we kept a monopoly on the Crossroads, we could probably charge even more.

      Mason offered me one of the laminated menus, which I’d had memorized since I started high school. “Order something for lunch, Luckett. We have a generous stipend for food. The patty melt looks good.”

      I smiled and tried to wave it away, but Lincoln leaned his elbows on the table and his deep voice shivered through me until I wanted to stretch and purr like a cat. “Please. We’re probably keeping you from something important, so the least we can do is buy you lunch.”

      “Uh, thanks.” I flushed and bought some time by staring blindly at the menu. Hazel kept frowning at her tablet, scratching notes on a half-used napkin next to her plate. I put the menu down and tried to squint at the math she did, but then Mason waved at the waitress and a girl I knew from high school sauntered up.

      Her expression soured when she caught sight of me. “Hey Luckett. Fancy seeing you here.”

      “Hey Marie.” A knot formed in my throat and I handed her the menu. “The chicken ranch wrap, please, no tomatoes. No fries. Thanks.”

      “Extra fries,” Nelson said, giving her a winning smile. “Three baskets of fries, and some mozzarella sticks, and another grilled cheese, please.”

      She snatched the menu from me but gazed hungrily at the stranger and his muscular shoulders. “Anything for you, hon. I’ll have it right up.”

      And from the way her eyebrows moved, she expected to have something else right up. I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing, which would have no doubt earned me some spit in my wrap, and from the way Mason elbowed his brother, I wasn’t the only one who heard the undertones. Marie had been scheming to get out of Rattler’s Run since freshman year of high school, dating only football players who stood a chance of getting a scholarship out of state and joining every club there was that could have taken her somewhere other than where we were from. I didn’t blame her, although she only made it through two years of college before she ended up back on her daddy’s farm.

      Lincoln was studying my expression when I finally shook my head and went back to my milkshake, but he didn’t speak as Hazel sat forward and handed him the scrap of napkin. “Check my math, boss. Does that seem about right?”

      My eyebrows arched as I watched the deliberations, embarrassed they were talking about my payment right in front of me. I slid my chair back. “I can step outside, if—”

      “Looks good to me,” Lincoln said. He handed the scrap back to Hazel, not taking his gaze off me. “Do you have your own horse, Luckett, or will you need us to rent one for you as well?”

      “We’ve got a horse. Ornery beast, but she’ll get me out there and back.” My heart rate ticked up a notch, waiting for them to say the number. Maybe I could get a couple grand out of the deal, and an advance so I could buy food and supplies. We didn’t have enough credit left at the grocery store.

      “Easy enough.” Lincoln frowned very slightly as he rubbed his jaw. “We can draw up an official contract, if you want the paperwork, but it would probably be easier to just give you cash. Is four hundred a day acceptable?”

      I just looked at him, certain I’d hallucinated.

      When I didn’t move or speak, his eyebrows rose. “Not enough? We could probably swing five hundred, although we’d fund all the supplies either way.”

      He couldn’t mean it. They couldn’t. My voice came out in a croak, and I gripped the edge of the table until my knuckles ached. “That’s very…generous.”

      “It looks like the going rate for guided tours,” Hazel said. She handed me the tablet and flipped through the half dozen tour sites she’d checked for the region. “I took off a bit since we’re providing our own horses, but four hundred a day seemed fair if we provide the food and grain and other equipment.”

      I really thought I might pass out right there at the table and make a fool of myself. I cleared my throat a couple of times. “You, uh, realize this might take more than two weeks, right? I can’t guarantee we’ll find what you’re looking for that fast. It could take a while. I don’t want you to think it’s just going to be—”

      “Here you are,” Marie said, carrying a laden tray. She started slinging plates into the center of the table, smiling at everyone but me, and finally set the wrap in front of me before tucking the tray under her arm. “Everything look okay? Great.”

      I could already see the tomatoes peeking out of the wrap, and sighed. Of course. She’d already spun on her heel and flounced back to the front of the diner, and didn’t bother to stick around to see me unwrap the wrap to pull out of the tomatoes.

      Nelson arched an eyebrow. “I thought you asked for no tomatoes.”

      “I did.” I cleared my throat and tried to focus them on the business at hand, instead of the shitty service. “But as I was saying, the length of time we’re out there will depend on how you track down that drone.”

      “Two weeks minimum,” Lincoln said. “Which means… fifty-six hundred minimum. We’ll go up from there.”

      I concentrated on re-wrapping the wrap as Nelson and Mason demolished all three of the plates of fries, and Hazel took half of the grilled cheese. My brain said it was too much, even though my bank account told the rest of me to shut the hell up and run with it. But everything we did came back to us threefold, and I didn’t want to overcharge them or lie about what I’d expected. “Like I said, that’s very generous. I’m not sure I can accept that.”

      “You want to talk us down?” Hazel asked, a hint of incredulity making her comical. “You’re not much of a businesswoman, Luckett.”

      “I’m not trying to cheat anyone,” I said, holding my hands up. “And karma’s a bitch, so I don’t want that on my balance sheet. I don’t think me taking you out there is worth four hundred a day, especially since you’ve already got to pay for food and equipment.”

      I bought some time by taking a bite out of the wrap, hoping Marie hadn’t done anything else to the sandwich. Since Rory probably made it, chances were it was fine. Lincoln picked up the other half of the grilled cheese and shook his head a little. “If we’d somehow booked ahead, I could see charging less. But you’ve got a bit of a monopoly on going out to that part of the park, from what the rangers said, so I’m surprised you wouldn’t charge us more. We’ll split the difference and agree to four hundred a day for the first two weeks. If we go over that by more than a couple days, we can renegotiate.”

      “Great.” I wondered if maybe I got dollar signs in my eyes as I blinked at him, like in the cartoons. Maybe if they paid me in cash, I could take the five grand home and throw it on my bed and roll around on it. Just the thought gave me shivers. “Would you mind giving me a small advance? I’ve got a pick up a few things before we head out.”

      It hurt my pride to ask, but there was no way in hell I could get supplies without it.

      Lincoln didn’t blink as he pulled a white bank envelope out of the inside pocket of his jacket, flipping through the cash inside to count it, then pulled out a thick stack of twenties. “Three hundred okay to start? That should cover your time from last night and today.”

      I didn’t know what the hell to say to that, but I accepted the cash and slid it into my wallet. “Thanks. We can just subtract it from the…the total.”

      “What do you need to pick up?” Mason eyed the remaining half of my wrap, and I wondered how the hell they could possibly pack enough food to feed all three of the men, given how much they’d consumed in just a single meal. They’d need a whole herd of pack mules just to carry the food. Maybe they could rent one of the Conestoga wagons and some oxen.

      “Supplies and food, mostly,” I said. “We haven’t, uh, done the grocery shopping yet this week.”

      “I thought we were getting supplies.” Hazel frowned and went back to her tablet, pulling up a list so I could review it. “We put in an order with the store this morning, so they’re supposed to have it all together for us tomorrow morning. We just included you in the calculations, and Eddie as well.”

      “Eddie’s going?” I concentrated on the stuff they’d picked out, relieved they at least knew enough about camping to get rice and pasta and beans and dehydrated eggs and oatmeal and other things we could make easily over a propane stove.

      Lincoln nodded, smiling with half his mouth. “Mason talked him into it last night at the bar, since the park rangers seemed rather hesitant about sending us out there at all. I think the rangers would feel better if he went along with us, and Eddie seemed pretty intent on making sure none of us caused you any trouble.”

      I laughed and offered Mason the other half of my sandwich so I could finish off my milkshake. “I don’t think Eddie really—”

      “Saying he threatened us might be a little strong,” Nelson mused, tapping at his chin. “But also pretty accurate.”

      I smiled, shaking my head. “I’m sure he didn’t.”

      Hazel grinned and took her tablet back. “Right. Anyway, he’ll be coming along. So we ordered supplies for six people, and Grady is going to rent us horses and mules to carry everything. We brought some camp stoves and fuel, first aid kit and all that, tents and sleeping bags, and other camping stuff. Can you think of anything else?”

      “Rifles, if you can get those from Grady or the rangers, but only if you’ve got the permits,” I said. “There have been more wolves than normal coming down from the Crossroads. An emergency radio or something like that. Matches, rain gear, snow gear, a shovel.”

      She nodded along and made notes on the tablet. “I think we’ve got most of that, but we’ll double-check. When do you think we’ll leave?”

      “If you’ve got everything ready, tomorrow morning would be best. The weather looked okay for the next couple of days, but it can change any minute. There’s no reason to delay.” I scraped the last bit of ice cream out of the bottom of my glass, wishing I could get another one for the road.

      “Great. I’ll shoot you a message later tonight when we confirm with Grady.” Hazel set the tablet aside and stretched, leaning back in her chair. “Anything else to do in this town, Luckett?”

      I rubbed my jaw and tried to come up with something. “There’s a movie theater the next town over. It’ll take you an hour to get there, but that’s something.”

      Mason grinned. “Seriously? Other than the fort, there’s nothing to do here?”

      “Nope,” I said. I found myself smiling back despite myself. “Apparently that’s part of the charm. Or so I’ve been told.”

      “I’m sure we’ll be busy packing and repacking,” Lincoln said. “So we don’t want to keep you from anything. Should we plan to touch base at the bar tonight to go over the plan?”

      “The plan?”

      A slow smile spread across his face, almost hidden by the beard. “Yeah. Departure time, location, the initial route we’re going to follow… A plan? Or do we just start riding west and kind of north from here?”

      “Right.” I cleared my throat, feeling blood rush to my cheeks. “The plan. Sure. I still have a few details to work out, but tonight or tomorrow morning will work, either way.”

      Hazel got up to wander over to the cash register to settle the bill, before I could even try to pay for my sandwich from the advance they’d given me, and left me at the table under the attentive gazes of all three men. Lincoln nodded, glancing down as his phone lit up with a message. “And we can hope for no more wolves showing up at your house, right?”

      “Fingers crossed,” I said, my entire face burning. It just brought up memories of my sisters and me standing around in our underwear in the middle of the night, working magic and burning herbs, when he could have driven up. “But make sure you bring rifles.”

      “We’ve already asked Grady and Eddie alike,” Mason offered helpfully. “I think we’ll be okay. Have there been that many wolves close to town?”

      “More than any other year I can remember,” I said. I slid my seat back and reached for the helmet, catching sight of Lucia and Clara on the other side of the street. “Even for the summer. Means winter will be even worse. I’ve gotta run, but I’ll send you all a message a bit later about meeting tonight.”

      All three of them stood as I did, and I froze again, waiting for something. The last word, a parting shot, some kind of joke. But they just watched, unconcerned, until I backed up a couple steps and ran into the next table, almost knocking over a chair. Great. Really smooth.

      I ducked my head and half-waved, ignoring the brothers’ grins, and headed for the door. Rory called out a goodbye as he handed Hazel her change, but I didn’t pause long to thank the both of them before I headed for the street. I just needed some fresh air before I lost my composure completely, and Lucia would make me feel like a different kind of fool than Lincoln did, at least.
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