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Chapter One





"Astronomy compels the soul to look upward


and leads us from this world to another." 


~ Plato ~


“And then the giant mushroom thingy floated toward me with these long translucent thingamabobs grabbing for me. It wanted to kill me. I screamed so hard I woke Todd, and he started shaking me till I came to,” Lucy Smithe panted. 

Cassie Roycroft knew she shouldn’t have answered the phone. At least once a month, Lucy reached out to her, exclaiming the daily horoscope had come true.

Cassie squeezed her eyes shut, rubbing her temples as her head pounded. “Listen, Lucy. You know the horoscopes I write aren’t real. I just have a good imagination.” She lied, knowing Lucy couldn’t handle the truth.

“How can you say that?” the woman squawked. The sound caused Cassie to lean away from the phone. “Everyone for miles around reads your astrology column. We believe in it. You know we do.”

Lucy was a middle-aged woman with a tired face, brown eyes, round red cheeks, and a bulbous, equally red nose. Cassie knew she drank too much. Everyone in town knew this, but she and her husband, Todd, ran a successful local coffee shop called The Coffee Shop.

There would be no point in trying to argue with Lucy, Cassie realized, as she figured out a way to calm the poor woman down—again.

“You wrote: Whispers will come to you in the wind. Heed them and beware that a dark cloud in the shape of many forms comes your way.”

What did that have to do with her dream? Cassie frowned. “Lucy, you said it looked like a mushroom in your dream, correct?”

“Yes, it resembled a mushroom. It was huge,” she gasped.

“Could it be because just a month ago you ended up in the hospital when you got caught up in a patch of jellyfish? They look like mushrooms. And…they even have tentacles. I think this is why you had the nightmare. You relived the accident because you feared the words I wrote in the paper.” Cassie sighed, waiting for Lucy’s response.

“I really don’t think that’s—” Lucy began but Cassie interrupted her.

“It also happened to be dark when you went into the water, and jellyfish glow, just like you would have seen in your dream. No wonder my horoscope triggered your nightmare.”

She heard Lucy blow her nose, the loud honk making Cassie cringe as though the woman had been sitting right beside her.

“Maybe you’re right.” Lucy sniffled.

“I’m certain I am. Now I want you to drink at least two glasses of water, take two acetaminophen tablets and crawl into bed. You’ll have no more nightmares tonight, only sweet dreams. And that’s an order coming straight from the astrologer.”

“Thank you, Cassie. I’m sorry I bothered you again,” Lucy said softly, a positive sign that she was calming down.

“You are not a bother. Now off to bed with you. You’ll feel much better tomorrow. I’ll stop by The Coffee Shop in the morning to see you.”

Cassie ended the call, stood up from the kitchen table and headed to the counter to brew a cup of hibiscus tea. Each month, she promised herself not to answer Lucy’s phone calls, but deep down, Cassie knew she could never bring herself to do that. Town folk did believe what she put in the paper. She felt responsible.

In desperate need of fresh air, she opened the patio door and wandered out onto the deck with her cup in hand. Each day she gave thanks to the heavens above for allowing her to live in such a beautiful place. Perched on a rocky ledge, the cottage faced the ocean, offering a breathtaking view of the bay below.

She stood staring out into the darkness. The stars sparkled like tiny shards of glass, but it was the breeze that captured her attention—it carried a mysterious message.

Setting her cup of tea on the railing, she pulled her cream-colored wool sweater closer around her neck. What did she need to learn about the wisps of wind that tugged against her tightly bound hair?

In the picturesque town of Ladoone, situated on the Pacific coast of Oregon, one could hear the crashing waves as they smashed against the rocks during a storm, or hear the squawk of gulls foraging for an easy meal.

The residents were accustomed to the cool February evening winds coming off the water.

Born in Ladoone, Cassie had no desire to ever leave. Both of her parents grew up here. Like a fairy tale, they married and along came Cassie. An avid fisherman, her father always said ocean salt ran through his veins. She smiled remembering how he made her laugh. According to her mother, the perfect love they shared resulted in their most cherished gift—Cassie.

At the age of twenty-six, she had a perfect blend of both parents, her mother’s glorious honey-colored hair, and her father’s striking green, catlike eyes. She wondered if they watched over her, pleased with how she’d turned out. Not a doctor. Not a lawyer. Not even an artist like her mother or a fisherman like her father, but a reporter. Every town needed a reporter.

Cassie shivered, not from the cold, but because of the feeling something was about to go terribly wrong.

Hearing a whine, she looked over her shoulder to find Bagley pawing at the glass.

“All right, come on out,” she said, opening the door.

Bagley, a Belgian Shepherd breed known as a Belgian Laekenois, captured her heart right from the beginning when she rescued him from the shelter. The two of them were inseparable. Cassie seldom went anywhere without the wiry dog. Standing mid-thigh to her, Bagley was intelligent, alert, and protective when needed, but most of all, he loved her.

Scratching behind his ear, she continued to look over the dark water. She shouldn’t have written such a dark message in the Coastal Times as a prelude to the horoscopes. Typically, a kinder, more positive message would have been sprawled across the page, but this time Cassie couldn’t write one. The water disturbed her, and so did the wind.

Bagley’s body tensed as he barked sharply into the dark. He felt the ominous force swirling around them, too.

“I don’t know what it is, Bagley. What’s the message? And why is it worrying me?” The dog looked up at her with dark brown soulful eyes. She was so glad to have him. She lifted the cup to her lips, while studying the water. She uttered a silent prayer, hoping that her wires were crossed and that the feelings would disappear in the morning.

“Come on, Bagley, let’s go in. It’s bedtime.”

Inside she put on her pajamas, shook out her hair and snuggled deep into her bed pulling the covers up to her neck. Bagley lay beside her resting his head on the pillow. She turned off the light but stared at the ceiling, unable to dismiss her unease until she lost her fight to keep her eyes open.


      [image: ]The tower loomed over the ocean appearing to hang off the rocky cliffs. She needed a better view, but fog swirled around the structure and over the water below.

“Hello,” she yelled. “I can’t see anything. Is anybody out there?”

When no response came, she called out again. Still no answer.

The mist inched over the brick wall, closer to where she stood. Cassie’s breath came in shallow gasps, her chest tightening as the ominous blackness moved closer. She stepped backward attempting to avoid the snakelike tendrils slithering around her legs, suffocating her in its icy grip. Cassie screamed, trying to break free.

Then she felt it. A presence.

Heat mixed with the bitter cold of the fog. A tall imposing figure stepped from the shadows. He was sinfully gorgeous even in the dim light, but it was his eyes that held her captive, piercing and as blue as a deep ocean wave. His stare burned straight through to her soul.

His hand brushed her cheek, spreading warmth through her body. His deep rich voice sounded in her ear.

“You will never be alone.”

Cassie struggled to understand the eerie scene playing out around her. He couldn’t be real. This had to be a dream.

The fog dissipated around them, but the darkness refused to let them go. It carried an undeniable warning.

“We are in danger,” she murmured to the man. “Something is coming for us.”

Cassie sat straight up in bed, gulping for air, her heart pounding. Bagley placed a paw on her arm and whined with concern. She pulled him close, her heartbeat slowing.

“Evil is hiding in the shadows, Bagley, and I don’t know why or what it is.”
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Chapter Two





"Beware of the lurking darkness


preceding the mysterious arrival of strangers.” 


~ Anonymous ~


Dressed in blue jeans and a warm turtleneck sweater, Cassie stood in the dark morning gloom which was shrouding everything in gray. 

Bagley sat expectantly, wagging his tail.

“All right. Let’s go.” She swung her pack over her shoulder, grabbing her phone and keys as she made her way outside, locking the door behind her.

Winding around the side of the cottage, she walked the dirt road heading into Ladoone.

Mr. Fisher brushed the front door stoop of the small grocery store, which happened to be called Fishers Grocery.

“Good morning, Cassie,” he said, glancing up stone-faced.

“Morning, Mr. Fisher. It’s a chilly one.” She stopped and Bagley waited patiently at her side. She had known him all her life and still couldn’t call him by his first name, George.

“We need sunshine. I’m done with the darkness around here,” he grumbled.

“Wishful thinking. Have a good day.” She smiled and continued past the store. Rain would undoubtedly be in the forecast.

She passed the post office, hardware store, and eventually arrived at The Coffee Shop, a quaint little shop with blue trim around the roof and colorful flowers all over the exterior, painted by the local elementary students. It screamed cheerful. Being February, however, red and pink covered everything. Hearts decorated the door, while cut-out cupids hung from the ceiling by fishing line. Everything in The Coffee Shop shouted Valentine’s Day.

Cassie walked in to see locals sitting around drinking coffee or eating breakfast. Everyone paused when she entered the store. Oh, brother, she thought. Lucy must have shared her nightmare with them and they assumed it had been because of her horoscope in the paper.

“Good morning, everyone,” she said, heading to the counter. One by one, they returned to their conversations.

“How are you this morning, Cassie?” Alice asked from behind the counter. She was a petite redhead with brown freckles sprinkled across her nose, hazel-colored eyes, and cheeks almost the color of her hair.

"I’m doing fine," Cassie said, moving to the end of the counter where Bagley sat looking up at Alice with a glimmer of hope in his eyes.

“There’s my boy.” Alice bent over to pet him and handed him a piece of cheese.

“Alice, you’re going to make him fat,” she scolded with a smile. Cassie made a point of visiting a few senior homes each month in Portland, so she had him certified as a service animal. To the elderly, Bagley was a star.

“How can I resist? Look at that face. Would you like your usual, Cassie?”

“That would be great. Is Lucy in yet?” she asked sliding onto the stool.

“No, not yet. She must have had a long night.”

“What’s got everyone chatting so enthusiastically?” Cassie asked, taking the coffee Alice poured.

“We have visitors in town,” Alice stated, putting the sandwich in a bag and handing it to her.

“What visitors?” Cassie asked, frowning.

“Look up at Razor’s Edge when you leave, and you’ll see.”

“I’d best get to work then. Thanks, Alice. Can you tell Lucy I stopped by to see her? And don’t believe in anything she says.” Cassie shook her head and headed out the door.

Once outside, Cassie looked towards the cliff known as Razor’s Edge, home to the ancient lighthouse she loved. The Historical Society of Ladoone planned to restore the structure, but their budget would not have made a dent in the cost to repair the lighthouse. So, it sat.

Sure enough, a few cars surrounded the site, including a shiny black limousine. What was going on? When her phone rang, Cassie knew it would be her boss, Andy Schafer. Digging it out of her pocket, she answered it with “Good morning.”

“I’ve heard Travis from Gulliver’s Realty is up at Razor’s Edge along with some people in a fancy car. You need to get up there and check it out,” Andy said.

“Do you know anything about who’s there with Travis?” she asked.

“If I did, I wouldn’t be calling you.” The man was always so gruff.

“I’m on my way. I’ll get back to you in a bit.” Cassie ended the call.

In his late fifties, with thinning salt and pepper hair, brown eyes, and thinning cheeks, Andy had lived in Ladoone for the past twenty years after marrying a local woman. Despite his gruff tone and usual unpleasant nature, Cassie liked him.

“Let’s go, Bagley. Looks like we’ve got a real story this week.” She tightened the pack on her back and took off at a jog with him at her side.

A few minutes later, she stopped as the drizzling rain began to come down in earnest. Pulling out her rain jacket, she put it on before removing her camera. Moving forward, she zoomed in on the cars and snapped pictures. One man, who must have been about six-foot-five, towered over the other men. Dressed all in black, he held an umbrella to protect himself from the rain. A shiver ran down her spine. Travis, who ran Gulliver’s Realty, stood at least two feet shorter than the man and pointed at the lighthouse. Securing the camera on its lanyard, she hung it around her neck and made her way toward them.

Travis, wearing his usual brown suit—probably the only one he had—looked her way with a scowl.

“Cassie, this is a private meeting,” he growled.

“Don’t be so aloof, Travis, who’s your friend?” She angled her head to look up at the stranger. Jet-black hair framed his steel blue eyes, and a strong jawline. He stared at her, and Cassie felt like electricity danced over her skin. Her smile faltered, and she noticed the slight twist of his perfect lips as though he knew exactly what she was feeling and thinking. 

It was him.

The man from her dream last night.

Her body began to overheat, and she pulled at the zipper on her jacket. It shook her to the core.

“Beat it, Cassie, this isn’t a story for the press,” Travis snapped.

The man extended his hand to her, then looked down at Bagley, who let out a warning growl. “Caspian Blackwood,” he drawled.

She shook his hand, unsure. When she found her voice, she said, “I’m Cassie Roycroft. I work for the Coastal Times.”

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Roycroft.” He extended his hand, his touch sending a slow burn of warmth through her arm, spreading down to the very core of her.

“It’s just Ms., but you can call me Cassie. It’s a small town.”

“Cassie, it is.” He released her hand, and the sudden absence of his touch left a lingering warmth that she couldn’t shake.

“That’s a large car for the small town of Ladoone.” She smiled up at him, hoping he’d respond with some information she could use.

“Are you familiar with the lighthouse?” Caspian asked.

“I was born and raised in Ladoone. There isn’t much I don’t know about the town and its history.”

Travis squirmed with obvious discomfort.

“What are you doing here, Travis?” Cassie rounded on him.

“That’s none of your business.”

“I plan to buy this property,” Caspian answered.

The hairs on the back of her neck stood up. Bagley let out another low growl. She placed her hand on his head to reassure her protector.

She let out a small laugh. “Well, Mr. Blackwood, I think Travis must have forgotten to tell you that this property isn’t for sale. It’s a heritage site.”

“You have no business up here, Cassie. I’ll be speaking to Mr. Schafer about this.” Travis snapped.

“Oh, he knows. He sent me here.” She returned her gaze back to Caspian.

“Please, call me Caspian,” he said, an intense moment passing between them.

“I believe Travis has wasted your time.”

Caspian stepped closer to her. “I can assure you, Cassie, everything is for sale for a price.”

The nerve of the man. Did he think he could barge into her town and threaten to buy pieces of property that weren’t for sale?

“Well, Gulliver’s Realty doesn’t own the property and shouldn’t be representing that it’s for sale. The Historical Society owns the property along with the Village of Ladoone,” Cassie crossed her arms over her chest and held her chin high.

Caspian’s smirk turned into a smile, annoying the hell out of her.

She turned her glare from Travis to the stranger. “I don’t believe I said anything amusing.”

“Ms. Roycroft… Cassie. My time is very precious, and I seldom waste it. Make no mistake, I’m very aware of the property rights.” His eyes were narrow, almost threatening.

“Then perhaps you should meet with Rolland Sanders. He’s the mayor and he’s also on the Historical Society’s Board of Directors.”

Travis let out an exasperated groan. “My apologies, Mr. Blackwood.”

Caspian’s icy blue eyes never left hers. “I find this vaguely amusing.” His sinful grin made her uneasy.

“No worries, I can give Mr. Sanders a call right now.” She fished her phone out of her pocket.

The infuriating beast of a man never uttered a word as she found the phone number and hit send. He continued to smile down on her. "Hi, Elaine, this is Cassie Roycroft. I need to speak with the mayor about something urgent." She paused, waiting for a response. "I know he’s busy, but this is important. It won’t take long." She glanced at Travis, who was smiling like a cat that had just caught a mouse.

“Hi, Mr. Sanders, thank you for taking my call. I’m up at Razor’s Edge with Travis Butler from Gulliver’s Realty and a man named Caspian Blackwood. Apparently, they think this property is for sale.” Her smile faded as she listened in silence, struggling to believe what she was hearing. “Rolland, this is something that should go to a vote. It’s...it’s not okay.”

Travis laughed at her bitterly.

“Again, Cassie, I’m an important man and I never waste my time before committing to something,” Caspian stated.

“Why would you want to buy this property?” she asked in shock.

“I plan to break up the property and sell it.”

“You can’t do that.” Anger seethed through her. “That lighthouse is centuries old.”

“Business is business.”

Was this the darkness Cassie sensed coming their way? Not wanting to refer to him as Caspian any longer, she rounded on him.

“We may look like a small unsuspecting village of nobodies, Mr. Blackwood, but I can assure you the town will not stand for this.” She redirected her temper to Travis. “You should be ashamed of yourself, Travis. We played in that lighthouse as children. Our parents and grandparents depended on that lighthouse to get home safely. We wouldn’t be here today if not for them and that historical site. You’re pathetic.” She spun on her heels and marched off down the road. Something had to be done. She couldn’t let this man stride into her town and do this. The sky darkened, matching her growing anger and Bagley’s growl. “I should have let you bite him like a chew toy,” she said rubbing the dog’s ears.
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