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      For the readers who crave spooky season all year long. I’m down. Let’s do this.
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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      I stared into the skeletal face of Death, half shrouded by the hood of his black cloak. 

      He was taller than me. How rude. 

      I tested the tip of his wicked-looking scythe with one finger. Plastic. It only appeared deadly.

      “Everything’s looking so great!” I exclaimed, pivoting to check out the rest of Sheldon Rosberry’s work on the creeptastic entry to the Museum of the Odd and Wondrous. He’d staked out a corridor in front of the museum to channel patrons straight into the Halloween spirit. Corn stalks formed its walls. The roof was a sheer, gauzy black material that muted the lights of town but wouldn’t have people tripping over themselves.

      “Thank you! Welcome to my little slice of the Underworld. Cerberus took me all week.” Sheldon pointed to the three-headed dog at the bend of the corridor. Its snarling faces and savage fangs made me shiver. He’d been looking at it all week?

      “That might be a bit too effective at scaring the children.”

      “I have to do my part,” Sheldon said soberly. “Especially since we failed to put on a proper haunted house.”

      “Hey,” I held up my hands, “I offered Covett House, but no one on the committee thought we’d be able to pull off a convincing haunt.”

      “The old Branson place would have been perfect,” Sheldon grumbled. “And Grady Cordell is just a caretaker, anyway. I’m surprised you all let him stand in the way. John Branson would never have turned us down.”

      “Oh, really? Because I’ve heard he barely exchanged two words with his neighbors in his final years and was a complete recluse.” 

      Branson House was a Covett House contemporary, built about ten years after my historic Victorian home. Unfortunately, the Branson fortune had taken a nosedive mid-century, and the family had never recovered financially. By John Branson’s death a few years ago, that property had been about all he owned. 

      His son owned it now, but as far as I’d heard, he rarely returned to town. And the house’s disrepair would need to be managed before he could sell it. He’d shown no interest in any of that work. 

      A life-long local, Mr. Cordell had been doing the basics to make sure the place still stood since the elder Branson passed away. 

      Now that I’d accepted the existence of ghosts, after meeting Mrs. Ellory at Covett House, I knew that Branson House was almost certainly haunted. But who knew if its ghosts would play nice with the local children? Probably safest not to choose an actual haunted house for our entertainment purposes.

      Personally, I was fine with Mr. Cordell’s refusal. We’d taken over the town with haunted fun. We didn’t need to put town kids in harm’s way exploring a decrepit house. 

      Sheldon waved me toward the door. “Come see the rest.”

      “Cool. David’s coming to meet me for the play opening – he’ll probably want an early preview, too.”

      The weekend’s fundraiser included a double feature of plays. Outdoors in the Griffin Rose Garden, the high school was putting on a performance of Bird or Devil: Tales of Poe directed by Regina Mobley, the high school drama teacher. Meanwhile, at the historic Crown Theatre, Gwen Canfield was directing Murder at the Midnight Menagerie. We’d be going to that show tomorrow night. Both performances included several of our friends.

      “You’d best see it now, because it’s going to be a busy weekend.” He rubbed his hands together. “I can feel it.”

      It wasn’t profit driving the grin on Sheldon’s face. The man loved Halloween almost as much as he loved this little museum. Sure, there was the library redesign campaign all these town shenanigans were raising money for this weekend, but he’d gone all in just for the joy of it.

      I hoped I had half Sheldon’s energy for fun when I was eighty. 

      “Naomi! There you are.” David Clark, my handsome and eternally cheerful boyfriend, ducked past Death without a second glance. He stopped short in front of Cerberus. “Nice work, Sheldon! What a great illustration of Greek mythology. Almost life-size.” 

      “That’s what I was going for.” Sheldon nodded. “Might as well make it as realistic as possible, with the number of hours I spent molding him.” 

      “Is that paper mâché?” David touched Cerberus’ shoulder and then stood back to take in the full scene, hands on his hips. “You’re practically doing my job for me. The kids are going to love this.”

      I wasn’t surprised he saw things through his third-grade teacher lens first. He’d been doing parent-teacher conferences all day. His hair was somewhat mussed, like he’d been tugging at the back a lot, which he did when he was thinking about how to say something.

      I was grinning at him when he finally turned and met my eyes. 

      “There’s my girl.” He came over and put an arm around me, tugging me in for a quick kiss. “I had a feeling you’d be here, since Dana said you already left.”

      “Yeah, I had to see the museum for myself before the weekend begins. Sheldon was just going to show me inside.”

      Taking my hand, David glanced back at the three-headed dog. “Awesome. Let’s go see what other tricks he has up his sleeve.”
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        * * *

      

      Some days, I wondered if this little slice of Crescent Bay history was worth keeping alive. When I first inherited this place along with Covett House, I saw it as a barrier between me and getting out of this town. Who would want to own and operate a tiny, bizarre museum filled with somewhat scandalous faux natural history and archeological relics and saddled with a dodgy financial history? 

      If not for Sheldon running the place almost single-handedly…I had to admit I would have parted ways with the Museum of the Odd and Wondrous as soon as possible after inheriting.

      And today, Sheldon made me regret ever thinking this place should close.

      He waved us in. David and I both fell silent upon crossing the threshold. 

      The soft strains of a violin played in the background. It sounded like a record, not a modern digital copy. He’d set up a projector to splash a pomegranate shade over the soft gray walls along the back of the cabinets. I would have thought the color would be gaudy, but instead it brought out the rich polish of the dark wood curios and made me feel like I was stepping into a chamber lined with rubies. 

      It’s not like Sheldon could make more room between the copious curiosities that filled the museum, but the color on the walls made it feel more spacious.

      Turning to the north, I jumped at the movement of a couple standing there. “Oh…” 

      The figures’ shadows had jumped, but not the figures themselves, because they were wax.

      “Where in the world did you get a wax Hades and Persephone?”

      “Not only that.” Sheldon moved toward them and pointed to a keyhole. “They have a whole program that plays through every half hour.”

      “What? About the kidnapping? Or the…kidnapping?”

      David looked between us. “Good questions.”

      “No, no, it’s a kid-friendly version. Very Disney.”

      I met David’s eyes and could see my alarm reflected there.

      “Kid friendly from what era, may I ask?” I squeaked.

      He shrugged me off. “It’s fun. Just a few minutes that reflect how their story sums up the seasons.”

      “Erm…”

      David shook his head, and I trailed off. He was probably right. We could probably count on Sheldon’s taste not to scar the local children. He’d been at this for decades, right?

      “How in the world did you fit this in here?” I did a slow turn and then snapped my fingers. “You took out the fortune teller? Seriously? That thing’s a classic.”

      “Yes, but it’s what all our patrons are used to.” He waved off my concern. “I temporarily traded it down the coast to San Diego and they brought me this pair.” He grinned and took in the shop. “It’s what inspired the whole theme.”

      “Well, it works. This is some show, Sheldon!”

      “Speaking of shows, we need to get on our way if we’re going to grab a sandwich and be seated on time.” David spun around. “I love it, Sheldon. I’ll be back tomorrow.” He grinned and clapped Sheldon on the back.

      “What kind of help do you need staffing the place? I know we’re off hours for a few days.”

      The museum was usually open exactly the hours Sheldon wanted, ten to six, give or take a few. But the demands of the long weekend fundraiser meant more hours and I didn’t want him taxing himself, especially now that I knew he’d spent all his off hours on Cerberus for the last week.

      “If you don’t mind covering so I can take a hefty nap tomorrow afternoon, I want to see us through the evening. That work for you?”

      Sheldon lived down the street, across from Covett House. Easy nap-ready commute. The kind you’d never hear of in the city.

      “Absolutely.” I started moving toward the door. David was right, we should get going. “Does two to six work?”

      “You’re a gem.” Sheldon turned toward the reception counter, taking in his handy work one final time before the crowds started showing up in town for tonight’s double opening performances. He should feel proud. I admired all the work he’d put in. And the weekend was just about to begin.

      Sheldon nodded and followed me toward the door, plugging in yet another set of lights for the corridor outside. 

      I opened the door and David said, “Wasn’t there a statue here, at the entrance?”

      Sheldon moved past me, pausing at the bend in his makeshift corridor. He turned back to look at me.

      “What happened to Death?”
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      Once we calmed Sheldon down after the loss of his skeleton, we didn’t have time for a sandwich. Instead, we made a quick stop for pastries at the Crescent Cafe.

      Daphne Costa, the owner, wasn’t working tonight – she had a part as a nymph in Murder at the Midnight Menagerie that opened tonight at the Crown Theatre, just two blocks away from the historic library we were raising renovation funds for.

      I didn’t recognize the person filling in and the shop was busy enough that I didn’t want to bug her with an introduction. Despite the frenetic pace, she took her time decorating a young girl’s hot chocolate with whipped cream and sprinkles and then delivered it with a flourish. The girl’s parent grinned and got a wink in return. I smiled to myself. This was why I loved life in our small town.

      Daphne might be trying her hand at the stage, but she’d gotten her space in the spirit for the weekend in between rehearsals. Delicate webs clung to the front wall, crawling between the large windows and up toward the ceiling. Large plastic spiders clustered above the door, daring patrons to walk beneath them. Tiny spiders dotted the threads of webbing along the wall. And I would not be sitting under them, fake and plastic or not. 

      Back outside, we strolled and munched on our goodies. The weekend had just started, and my sugar addict was already coming out to play. “So, we have the outdoor show tonight, and the one at the Crown Theatre tomorrow night, after Sheldon’s back from his nap.”

      “Sandwiches tomorrow, then?” David nudged me with an elbow since his hands were too full to take mine. “Do you mind if I hang out at the museum with you? School’s not back until Monday.”

      “Sure. I have no idea what the foot traffic will be like. But at least we know the downtown business owners had fun with the concept.”

      I pointed to Trisha North’s yoga studio next to the cafe. A sign on the door advertised a haunted hot yoga session tomorrow.

      “What is…” David shook his head. “Not for me. I don’t relax well while being haunted.”

      “At least it’s creative.”

      The outdoor performance meant the Griffin Rose Garden across the street from the cafe was bustling. Someone had planted headstones featuring seasonal quips and puns beneath many of the roses. The graveyard for dad jokes would grow eerier as darkness encroached. For now, the glow of the stage drew folks toward the show.

      David polished off his second pastry as we neared the gazebo surrounded by roses that had seen their last blooms for the year. He brushed the crumbs from his hands. I reached for a crumb at the corner of his mouth just as he paused and accidentally poked him.

      I giggled, but David didn’t seem to notice. He was looking at something over my shoulder. He grabbed my hand and wound through the crowd toward the gazebo.

      “Uh oh. That’s what I thought.”

      “Sheldon’s skeleton!” It was seated in the gazebo, ankles crossed, its chin raised like it was taking in the view of flowers. “Where’s his cloak and the scythe?” 

      I scanned the floor of the gazebo with no luck.

      David twisted his lips. “I have a feeling I might know who’s responsible for this.” 

      I looked around but didn’t see anyone to inspire his frustration.

      “Yesterday a group of kids pulled a trick at Mr. Thremble’s house – to the tune of hours cleaning up toilet paper. He was pretty steamed.”

      “I wish I was surprised that particular scheme has stuck around.”

      “He was especially steamed because he knew one of the boys. Had him in class the year before last, just before he retired.”

      “I get it. A targeted tee-peeing.” I rested my hands on my hips. “That’s awful. But do you think the same kids stole the skeleton? Or at least his cloak and scythe?”

      “I don’t know. This would be a lot to haul around.”

      The image of a few middle schoolers sharing the skeleton’s weight with his arms over their shoulders popped into my head. “You’d think someone would have questioned a couple kids arranging a skeleton in the gazebo.”

      We both gazed around at the copious display of Halloween spirit. 

      “But maybe not this weekend.” David winked at me.

      “Either way, I’m thinking Skelly will be safe until after the play. Then we’ll haul his bony butt back to the museum.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out for our minor offenders. I’m sure we’ll get Death’s clothes back before long.”
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        * * *

      

      The night grew chilly during the play in the park. Bird or Devil: Tales of Poe was haunting, especially under the open sky. The sounds had nothing to bounce off. The various creaks, groans, and the rapid beating of wings and hearts just melted into the night.

      It was hard to believe this was mostly a high school troupe – they took me to a different world for a couple hours as I snuggled into David’s side amid the sold-out crowd for the opening. I’d have to tell Regina what a great job her students did…and giving up a long weekend to do it, too. From the crowd’s engagement, it was obvious I wasn’t the only one who was impressed. 

      A nearly full moon crested the tree line in the third act. Despite David’s earlier claim of some troublemaking among the town’s youth, everyone was well behaved during the performance. By the end, a few toddlers and infants snoozed on their parents’ shoulders and siblings snuggled under blankets as they watched the show.

      Once the final bows had been taken, the audience began to rise and stretch, a behemoth undulating in the shadows. The lights on the paths had been extinguished for the play and they didn’t come back on right away.

      A man bumped into me as he tried to move past me in the crowd. “Whoa there. Sorry.” 

      I realized it was Grady Cordell. I hadn’t seen him in the audience before the lights went out. He wore a dingy corduroy coat and scanned the crowd through the thick lenses in his horn-rimmed glasses. He pushed on and stopped next to Regina. It looked like he tried to say something to her, even standing in her path for a second as she tried to go around him. When she rushed off, he was left talking to himself, wringing his hands.

      “Wasn’t it great, hon? The suspense!” Annette Langley said, taking my arm. My best friend Marty’s mother, she was also the proprietor of the Luna Bed and Breakfast a couple blocks away. “Where are you two headed after this?”

      “To retrieve a skeleton.”

      “Oh, really? Any other night that would be special, but it seems just about right tonight.”

      “The skeleton in the gazebo?” Annette’s husband Roger asked. “People are going to be disappointed. They’ve been taking selfies, and it’s finally spooky dark.”

      “Huh. I hadn’t even thought of that.” I scrunched my nose, trying to decide which Sheldon would rather and not at all wanting to call him when he might already be in bed.

      “Tell you what,” Roger said, “how about we hit the Bluefish for a night-cap? I’m sure the skeleton can wait until after that. They’re not serving anymore, so it’ll be down to the closing staff by now.”

      “A skeleton crew.” Annette grinned at him. He was the owner and head chef at the fanciest restaurant in town. The two of them practically had a monopoly on the romantic weekend experience in Crescent Bay. It wasn’t exactly the crowd we were serving with the fundraiser this weekend, but they’d been great sports, and I knew the Luna was currently full of families instead of the usual escaping couples and traveling grandparents.

      “Don’t let my husband push you into anything. If you have other plans for your date⁠—”

      “Nah, the Bluefish sounds great to me.” David cocked his head. “What do you think?”

      “Sounds lovely. I’m not about to pass up having the view at the Bluefish practically all to ourselves.”

      “We’ll take the best table and everything.” Roger winked at me.

      “Sold.” I threaded my fingers through David’s as we began to walk the couple blocks to the bayfront where the Bluefish Grill was located. I glanced at Annette. “Have you heard from Marty? Last I heard, they were driving through Montana and Lucile had an allergic reaction that meant they had to stay in Billings.”

      Marty had been dating Lucile Bernard since she’d moved to town more than a year ago and Marty offered to help her move furniture. The rest was history.

      “Yeah, by the time they finished at urgent care, Lucile was still all puffed up and it was after midnight. But they only stayed that one night in Billings. The whole point of Montana was the open landscape. Now they’re back in Idaho. They’ll get home this weekend sometime.”

      “I’m so happy they got away!” It wasn’t easy for a small business owner to take a vacation. But they’d left the shop in good hands. Our friend Gabbie Townsend had been filling in for Marty here and there for months, but this was the first time she’d been left in full control of Marty’s Toys and Trivia, including a trivia night. As one of the most avid trivia nerds in town, she was more than capable of hosting.

      “How have you been doing?” Annette asked me. “I know the library redesign has been taking a good deal of your time. We’re lucky you made yourself available.”

      “Thanks for that. It’s been fun – I definitely feel like the effort is worth it. I’m looking forward to setting foot in a beautiful new library space, and watching folks enjoy the atmosphere and the rose garden, wheelchairs, canes and all.”

      Accessibility had been a major factor in the need to redesign the library entries and layout. We’d taken the opportunity to also redesign the space joining the library to the Griffin Rose Garden that shared the block. In our vision, every community member would be able to enjoy the garden on their visit to the library, if they desired, and vice versa. 

      “The fundraiser is off to a great start. Can you believe the crowd that came out tonight?”

      “Folks have certainly gone wild with the Halloween theme.” Roger pointed out the sign advertising a pumpkin painting contest at the indoor market on Saturday. The display included pumpkins painted in elaborate doodle patterns and unclaimed pumpkins in a huge variety of sizes and colors.

      “I know! It’s impressive. A fundraiser weekend was a Daphne and Mel idea.” The owners of both the Crescent Cafe and Morning Star Garden and Art made for enough of an anchor that a bunch of other business owners got involved. “Worked brilliantly! Everyone is having so much fun, they forgot we’re working toward a cause.”

      A boy in bright red basketball shorts and a hoodie shoved past Roger, who stumbled and quickly recovered, pulling Annette closer as another boy rounded the corner and took off after his friend.

      “Slow down!” Annette called after the boys. She shook her head at me. 

      David grimaced and gripped my hand tighter.

      “You know them?”

      “Yeah, one of them was Alex Warton, the boy I mentioned earlier – the one I suspect had his friends help him drape TP all over Mr. Thremble’s yard.”

      “Did they really?” Roger asked. He slapped his leg. “Kids should have fun. Even if stumbling old people are in their way.”

      “You are not in the way,” I told Roger.

      “You’re just saying that because I’m about to treat you to my special.” Roger winked as we approached his restaurant. 

      “I’m saying it because you are an institution in this tiny town, Roger Langley!”

      “Why thank you!” He opened the door of the Bluefish Grill with a flourish. “Let’s go! I bet there’s moonlight on the water. My favorite.”
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        * * *

      

      We enjoyed two drinks with Roger and Annette. His special was a cucumber mint martini. By the time we left, my cheeks felt warm. I tugged David closer on our walk to the Griffin Rose Garden.

      “You seem worried,” I said.

      “I’m hoping Alex and his friends catch a clue. That was scary when he shoved past Roger. He almost knocked him over.”

      “Roger is fine.” I squeezed David’s hand. “No harm done. And no harm with the skeleton either. Not really.”

      “Or the toilet paper.” David squeezed back. “Thanks. You’re right. It’s not delinquent territory. Sometimes I worry⁠—”

      “Too much!” I said, kissing his arm. “Look…here we are, and Skelly is none the worse for wear.”

      It was a bit creepy coming upon the skeleton in the dark gazebo. The park lights still hadn’t come on. I’d have to check on that. We probably wanted them on the next couple nights after the show, so nobody tripped and got the short end of our good time.

      “You know,” David said as I bent to get Skelly’s legs while he lifted the heavier chest region, “what we didn’t consider was the candy hangover this town is going to have. Hopefully the crankiness will work through by the time school gets back on Monday.”

      I shook my head. “Unlikely. You’re going to deal with all the attitude from the third graders who didn’t get enough sleep this weekend and would rather hang out with Skelly than with you.”

      “And scary plays in the park, with the whole town done up in spiderwebs like we’ve had some sort of terrible infestation.”

      I snorted a laugh. “Why do we take Halloween out on the spiders?”

      “Because they’re ginormous by Halloween. Too easy a target.”

      As we crossed the street to the museum, I focused on not tripping. All the parking stalls along the street were empty. The wind blew a stray plastic cup down the sidewalk and David scooped it up without missing a beat.

      In the distance, I heard a shout and then laughter. Sounded like a group of young people, probably over near the schools or in the neighborhood beyond. David glanced that way, then shrugged.

      The youth goofing off weren’t his responsibility, but as a teacher, David sometimes had trouble drawing that line. There was a reason both the students and the parents loved David. He really cared.

      He winked at me. “I’ll let it go. Let’s get Skelly home and then let’s get Naomi home.”

      The museum was all locked up, so we moved Skelly inside Sheldon’s roped off Underworld, where Sheldon and I could deal with him in the morning.

      “You look pretty cute moving skeletons.” David stood right behind me when I straightened. 

      I leaned back against his chest and his arms came around me. He kissed my shoulder, right where it met my neck.

      “Mm. That would feel even better if Cerberus wasn’t giving us the stare down.”

      David laughed and dropped another warm kiss on my skin, which was cold from the night air.

      I turned in his arms, careful not to trip over Skelly. 

      The waxing moon shone through the sheer black fabric. Just a couple more days until full moon and another ceremony at the moon garden, hidden in the woods behind Covett House.

      And until I had to make more excuses to David. We’d been dating more than six months, but there were parts of my life David couldn’t know about. As long as we were just dating, that’s how it had to stay.

      Most relationships that began in middle age had baggage. People just accumulated a lot of issues by their forties. But most didn’t inherit a duty to maintain a fae portal and its connection to earth after, as they called our world.

      The idea of hiding things from him…knowledge that would possibly make him run the other direction from my strange life, didn’t sit well with me. But once he knew, the fae would be a part of his world forever. 

      A part of our world. Forever.

      Refusing to ponder that any longer, I kissed my man under the shrouded moonlight in our stolen Underworld. 

      This, at least, could just be between us.

      Well, us and staring Cerberus.
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      “Show people a skeleton and they’ll know what to do with it.” I stood with Sheldon, looking at the heap of Skelly sitting on the ground outside the museum. “People are creative.”

      “Huh. I wouldn’t have thought of it. But you know I’m not as attached to my phone as most of the world.”

      He was about as attached as most octogenarians. I just nodded. “So, what do you think? Now that Death is over, should we make Skelly a selfie-station?”

      I’d done a lap around the garden in the early morning sunlight, but I hadn’t recovered Death’s cloak and scythe. Town was quiet this morning. I’d had a chance to ask Daphne about last night’s show at the Crown Theatre, as well as compliment her spider decor, when I dropped in for a mocha, my morning favorite, and a latte for Sheldon. Trisha’s hot haunted yoga would start in an hour. I had half a mind to watch her door and see who showed up to that.

      “A selfie-center it is.” Sheldon bent to set his coffee on the ground and started to lift Skelly.

      I tapped his shoulder. “Here – let me take his heavy parts.”

      He lifted Skelly anyway, with no trouble at all, and gave me a wry smile. “How do you think I got him out here the first time?”

      “Magic?”

      He chuckled as he hauled Skelly out of the Underworld, bony heels clicking against the ground.

      I placed a chair next to the wall of the museum, where we could arrange him with more support. Could you make a skeleton smile for his pictures?

      “What’s going in the frame with him?” Sheldon asked, forever a spooky perfectionist. Now that we were making a selfie-station, he was going to do it right.

      “Not Cerberus. He would steal the show.”

      “Oh!” Sheldon snapped his fingers. “I have just the thing.” He scurried inside the museum.

      Was it just me, or was Sheldon getting excited about this?

      I took a moment to sip my coffee and enjoy the sun warming my back as I waited for him.

      Whatever he’d grabbed, it must be big, because the covered corridor he’d marked out as Underworld shifted like a great snake digesting a meal.

      Was he dragging something? I hurried to help and burst out laughing when I saw him. “Really?”

      Sheldon was dragging something…a seven-foot-tall plastic palm tree. He’d plopped a straw hat on his head and draped a Hawaiian shirt in a vibrant shade of purple over his shoulder.

      He dressed Skelly while I looked on, bemused.

      “Hey all,” DJ Townsend said as he walked up. He lived in a duplex nearby and operated a game store in town. “Whatcha got hanging today?”

      I threw an arm around DJ’s shoulders and gave him a squeeze. “Skelly plans to be available all day for photo ops.”

      “Cool. I have to say, it’s shaping up to be a fun weekend. Too bad Marty’s out of town.”

      “Have you heard from Gabbie?” The friend covering operations at Marty’s Toys and Trivia was DJ’s sister-in-law.

      “Yeah. Everything’s cool at the store.”

      “I saw the Langleys after the play last night. They’re thinking Marty and Lucile will be back some time this weekend.”

      Peering into Sheldon’s Underworld, DJ said, “Is that Cerberus spoken for, long term? I’ve got the perfect place for him at my shop if he needs a home.”

      Sheldon grinned. “You like that, huh? We can talk after the weekend.” He turned to me. “See? Cerberus is a hit.”

      “I never questioned it.” I held up my hands in surrender to his genius. 

      “I didn’t really plan long-term, but unless I want him in my living room, I better take you up on that.” Sheldon clapped DJ on the shoulder. He left his hand there, his smile dying.

      “Sweet!” DJ grinned.

      I followed Sheldon’s line of sight. 

      A few young people were darting through the Griffin Rose Garden across the street. They weren’t bothering to stick to the paths. When they reached the stage still partially set up for coming shows, they jumped up on it and started fake sword fighting with…

      “Is that Death’s scythe?” 

      I noted another youth running toward his friends, Death’s cloak hiked up around his knees for the sake of speed. He wore bright red basketball shorts. Alex.

      “Sure is. I’m going to have a word.” Sheldon stalked off across the street. 

      I had a bad feeling Sheldon was about to give the kids a piece of his mind in no uncertain terms. “I…uh…”

      “You’d better go after him. He looks pretty determined.” DJ leaned against the wall of the museum, next to Skelly. “I’ll stick around here. Got another half hour before my store opens.”

      “Um…yes. Okay.” I didn’t want to confront the kids with Sheldon. Where was my cool-headed boyfriend when I needed him?

      I caught up with Sheldon on the other side of the block, about to cross the street. “Did they see you coming and run?”

      “No,” he huffed. “They’re consumed with their own games.”

      Yep. Sounded like kids, all right.

      We crossed Town Street and glanced around the empty school yard. The only motion was the swings swaying in the wind.

      “Maybe we should go back. We can keep an eye out for them. They’re probably going to be goofing off all day.”

      “It’ll just take a minute. I’ve had that cloak for ages and it’s still in good condition. The way they’re dragging it around, it won’t be for long.”

      Past the school, we entered a wooded neighborhood. This area was a mixture of contemporary Craftsman-style homes and California bungalows with their deep porches and detached garages, and a few much older homes dating clear back to the founding of Crescent Bay in the 1860s. The yards weren’t fenced.

      I had a feeling our quarry had fled across one backyard or another.

      A burst of laughter erupted from our left and Sheldon’s head swung that direction. He was moving fast for his age, his arms pumping at his sides as we rounded the next left, sticking to the sidewalk, thank goodness. If he’d worn a sweatband, he could be straight out of a fitness video from the eighties.

      I didn’t mention that.

      As we passed Branson House with its sagging shutters and peeling white paint, something moved behind one of the first story windows. 

      “Now…they know better than to be playing in there.” Sheldon huffed up the sidewalk. The man was usually much more patient, but these kids had him ready to tear out his hair.

      I folded my arms across my middle and waited on the walk while he tried the front door, which was locked. He didn’t even glance at me, but thankfully did use the handrail on the stairs. Next, he took the stone footpath around the right side of the house.

      Craning my neck, I tried to decide whether to follow him. But I wanted to be there to defuse any confrontation, so I picked my way along the overgrown stones and spotted Sheldon trying a side door at ground level near the back of the house. No doubt it led to the basement. Not my preferred entry. Talk about spiders!

      Thank goodness we hadn’t pursued the haunted house idea. I could barely approach this place, much less hang out here while the spooks went on, handing out change and door prizes. Grime coated the trim on the windows, and you could barely see inside. The morning sun wasn’t helping – the glare turned the dusty glass an opaque, milky white.

      A gust of wind made the neighbor’s wind chimes sing, carrying woodsmoke from someone’s morning fire. These signs of the living made Branson House seem like an empty, forgotten shell. I didn’t like this place. I could all too easily believe it was haunted.

      Sheldon shook his head and rounded the back of the house. 

      I scurried after him. “Maybe we should call Grady?”

      But the back door opened at Sheldon’s touch. It had just been resting closed. He looked over his shoulder at me. “Grady won’t mind if we get these kids out of here, I promise.” He spoke with the confidence of a man who’d spent all of his eighty years in this community. 

      “We don’t even know if⁠—”

      Sheldon had already disappeared inside. It was my turn to huff up the back porch steps, but the kids weren’t the targets of my frustration. I didn’t enjoy trespassing, despite my companion’s long history with the property owners.

      The hair on the back of my neck rose as soon as I crossed the threshold. I glanced into the corners of the ancient kitchen. A large hearth separated the tiny room from the dining room, revealing just a slice of a sunbeam beyond. 

      “Grady?” The pitch of Sheldon’s voice surprised me. 

      Just like we’d probably surprised the property’s caretaker by barging in. I hung back, wondering if I should wait outside while Sheldon had his chat.

      “Naomi don’t come in here! Call an ambulance!” He returned to the kitchen, skin grayish and sweating. “Grady is dead.”
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