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This book is dedicated to you.

			You are the real magic

		


		
			​


Many a strange occurrence has come to pass,

			but none so strange as the discovery that you are

			not at all who you thought yourself to be. 
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CHAPTER ONE

			


			Lake Crescent, Washington 

			Present Day 

			
The note was tucked carefully under a stack of books on my old oak desk, and the paper’s edges fluttered in the evening breeze filtering through the open window. 

			I froze as my eyes darted around the room.

			I’d closed the window before popping down to the kitchen for a snack, and the unmade bed was littered with blankets from my rushed departure that morning. A cold cup of forgotten Earl Grey tea sat atop the desk, adjacent to the open laptop that lay nearby. Suitcases were scattered across the far side of the room. 

			Nothing else had been disturbed. 

			Only the open window and the mysterious note that lay just beneath it. I slowly crossed my bedroom to investigate.

			

			I was accustomed to notes falling into my possession, but they were usually in unmarked envelopes that appeared in my mailbox or pushed just under my door. This was the first time I was certain someone had accessed my space. My fingers trembled as they tugged at the cream-colored paper. 

			
Meet me Friday at 6 p.m.—the top of Notre Dame.

			Don’t tell anyone.

			I’ll adjust your travel arrangements.

			
Friday . . . only five days away. 

			I had job interviews lined up in London for the following week, and this would move my travel up, shortening my visit with my mom. 

			I glanced at the note again. I didn’t need to pull Fitz’s letters from my purse to know the penmanship matched perfectly. 

			After eight months of us being inseparable, we had been forced apart. Fitz and I had kept in touch through burner phones that showed up at my apartment and letters I mailed to various locations around Europe after the addresses came inexplicably into my possession. 

			I’d considered walking away countless times, but I knew Fitz held the answers I needed to finally understand myself—to understand the things I was able to do. 

			The snap of a branch pierced the still night air. 

			I approached the open window timidly, peering into the endless dark of the moonless night. My eyes strained to make sense of the fathomless depths, but to no avail—I could see nothing. The noise had come from a woodland animal, I reasoned. 

			Still, I pulled my window closed and double checked the latch before tugging the curtains together. I poured a glass of whisky and settled onto my bed with the note. 

			I unfolded the paper again, studying the words scribbled across it. 

			


			Lake Crescent, Washington 

			June 2021 

			
I stared through the large window at the sheets of rain blowing across the lake, mesmerized by what I saw. 

			Although the PNW held a tiresome reputation as the rainiest portion of the U.S., it didn’t often rain like this. I pushed open the cedar-framed window and was met by the cool summer breeze. I relaxed at the scent of evergreens. The patter of rain echoed through my bedroom. Gram had told me it would let up soon. I wasn’t so sure, but Gram was always right about those sorts of things—and well, most things, come to think of it.

			I hoped the rain would stick around so I’d get out of berry picking. It wasn’t that I was opposed to helping Gram, but I’d had the strange feeling that I was being watched. I knew it was ridiculous. I had no evidence. And yet, I couldn’t shake the unsettling feeling that had crept into the back of my mind. 

			I sat in silence as the rain stopped, and then bounded downstairs to perform my berry-picking duties. Pretending not to notice Gram’s smirk, I grabbed the bowl from the counter and headed out the door to find the best berries for her jam.

			The air held a thick, humid atmosphere that was more intense than usual, and I had a distinct feeling we weren’t done with the rain just yet. Storm clouds rolled into the distance, fittingly in the direction of Mt. Storm King, and sunlight began filtering through the lingering haze. The majestic peak took the brunt of the weather in the area, and being the misty mountain that it was, Storm King attracted much of its own legend. 

			I completed my outing in record time. The sun cast its golden rays through the nearby trees. The light kissed the fresh raindrops, which caused the ground to shimmer all around me. Mesmerized, I stooped to get a better look at the ethereal scene when a splash in the stream startled me. Berries scattered through the blades of grass. I turned toward the stream but didn’t find the source of the noise. 

			I froze and listened for anything odd but only found the usual trickle of water, the chirping of birds, and the crash of distant breaking waves. I reached for the bowl but was disturbed by a branch snapping in the direction of the stream. I mustered my courage and walked slowly toward the source of the commotion.

			There was an infamous story of a beautiful waitress who was murdered and cast to the bottom of Lake Crescent. Her body had been preserved by the waters of our curious lake. I’d picked up a book in my teen years about the unfortunate young woman, and the image of her body still haunted me. The incident had occurred in the 1930’s, with little criminal activity around the area since, but the feeling of being watched had truly rattled my mind. 

			I was nearing the edge of the stream when a woman’s voice floated on the summer breeze. It was so beautiful; I swore it was a siren’s call. I strained my ears, trying to make out the words.

			
The wee birdies sing and the wildflowers spring,

			

			And in sunshine the waters are sleeping.

			
Barely breathing, I lowered myself along the stones on the cliffside and stepped into the cool waters of the stream. It took mere seconds to find the source of the commotion, as one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen stepped around the trunk of a massive spruce tree. 

			“Oh! Hello,” she called excitedly.

			She closed the short distance between us, her long, auburn hair hanging loosely down her back, complementing her tall figure. I would have been more in awe of her flawless, milky skin had her intense emerald eyes released me from their spell.

			“I’m Izzy MacGregor,” she said in a thick accent. Scottish, I thought. She extended her hand. “I’m sorry. Did I startle you?”

			“A little.” I laughed in response as I took her hand in mine. “I was just picking blueberries and heard some noise.” 

			Her eyes dipped to my empty hands. 

			“I dropped the bowl. Berries everywhere.” 

			Izzy giggled. “I’ll help you pick them up. Lead the way.” 

			“I didn’t expect to see anyone else up here,” I said as we climbed the bank. 

			“Oh, right. I’m visiting my parents. They just moved in next door, and I’ve been exploring the past couple of days. I was walking the stream out of curiosity.” 

			“It’s beautiful around here. Keep your eyes open though—a herd of elk have been congregating by the stream the past few days, and the moms can be aggressive with their new calves.”

			“Thank you. I’ll be mindful of that,” she said, grinning like there was some sort of inside joke I was missing.

			

			“Have you seen them before? The elk.” 

			She hesitated just long enough that I thought she wasn’t going to answer my question. I turned the bowl right side up, and she finally met my gaze. 

			“They’re fascinating creatures. I love wildlife.” Izzy picked up a ripe blueberry and rolled it in between her finger and thumb, bringing it into the light. “Looks like the rain has been good to the crop. May I?” 

			I nodded, and she popped the berry onto her tongue, closing her eyes while she savored the taste. She was the kind of woman, I thought, who really lived. The kind of woman who stopped to feel the rain on her skin and whose laughter set a room alight, the kind of woman who lived intentionally. I couldn’t place where the knowledge came from, but instantly, I knew her. 

			“They’re sweeter this year than normal,” I said, considering her. “You love nature, don’t you?” 

			“Very much,” she said. The sunlight touched her face, highlighting the freckles splayed across the bridge of her nose and cheeks. 

			Her gaze lingered on me, and she pursed her lips. 

			“What is it?” I questioned. 

			“My brother will be keen to meet you.” 

			“Oh.” I looked around like her brother might materialize at any moment. “He’s visiting your parents too?” 

			“Aye. He’s around here somewhere. Wanders the woods almost as much as me, that one.” 

			“Why do you think he’ll want to meet me?” 

			“It’s just a feeling I have,” Izzy said.

			“Well, I look forward to meeting . . .” 

			“Fitz.” 

			

			“Fitz,” I echoed. A small jolt ran through my body at the feel of his name on my lips, and I took a deep breath, hoping to shake off the odd sensation. 

			I dropped another handful of berries into the bowl and dusted off my hands. I didn’t know what else to say, but I didn’t want our conversation to end. “Where is your accent from . . . if you don’t mind me asking?” 

			“Scotland.” 

			“I thought so. I’d love to visit Scotland.” 

			“When you’re ready, I’ll tell you all the must-sees.” 

			“Do you like Washington?” I asked.

			“Very much. It’s a bonnie place,” she mused absentmindedly, dropping the last berry into the bowl. 

			“Iz—are you out here?” A man’s voice broke the still afternoon air, and a thrill moved through me at the sound. 

			“Speaking of Fitz,” she said conspiratorially to me. Then she called, “Aye, over here!” 

			Izzy eyed me pointedly before walking toward the nearby tree line. A man emerged from the verdant canopy. I studied his tall figure as he made his way to Izzy. He carried himself with ease and confidence. There was a prickle at the nape of my neck, though I couldn’t understand the signal. 

			The two had a brief exchange before Izzy called across the clearing. “My dad needs me. It was lovely to meet you!”

			She disappeared into the trees that separated our homes, and Fitz walked toward me. 

			As he came more clearly into focus, a small gasp disturbed the back of my throat. He was beautiful. 

			Fitz wore a thin crewneck sweater and jeans, and though there was something innately academic in his style, the way he carried himself was almost playful. As he neared me, I studied his structured jawline, which held the faint scruff of a few days without a razor, and I followed it to his strong cheekbones and his chestnut hair. 

			My heart beat wildly. 

			The world tilted beneath me as I met the emerald eyes of Fitz MacGregor. And there it was: the same feeling that coursed through me as with Izzy before. Fitz was complex, and I knew that instantly, the same way I knew he loved the sound of jazz and the taste of whisky on his tongue. Fitz was comforting, like the rain, a good cup of tea, the first few notes of my favorite album. 

			I knew this man. 

			His gaze was intense, somehow seeing straight through me, and my breath came short. His eyes lingered across my face, and at first, I thought I imagined it, but no—the rise and fall of his chest grew more exaggerated by the second. 

			We stared wordlessly long enough for my anxiety to flare. But he finally reached out his hand, and I placed mine into his expectant grasp. 

			An electric shock surged from my fingertips through my entire body, and I swallowed hard. My breathing grew more labored, and a jolt of panic coursed through me at my inability to understand the reaction. 

			“Glad to meet you.” His attempt at civility couldn’t mask the strain in his voice.

			“I—I’m sorry, but I have no idea what’s happening.”

			“You feel it too.” It was more statement than question, but I nodded anyway. 

			“Should we . . .” I looked down at our linked hands.

			

			“Oh, right. Sorry.” 

			He released me, and it left me feeling utterly empty. Perspiration formed on my forehead, and my eyes flitted across Fitz’s face searching for any signs of distress. He shoved his hands in his front pockets. 

			“The weather is mental. Maybe it was just static,” he said. 

			“Static electricity? That’s the best you’ve got?” 

			Fitz chuckled. It was a welcome sound. “Indeed, it is. Please, I’d love to hear a more plausible theory from you.” 

			I raised my hands in mock surrender. “I don’t have a theory yet.”

			“But you’ll sort out a good one.” 

			“I’ll do my best.” I smiled. Fitz’s amusement was contagious.

			The wind picked up, rustling his mess of chestnut hair, and a rumble of thunder pierced the quiet. 

			“Now, that’s something you don’t hear very often around here,” he mused. 

			“We’d better get out of here before the bottom falls out, as my grandmother would say.” 

			I wanted nothing more than to get to know Fitz. I wanted more time, and a wave of relief washed through me at his offer to walk me home. 

			We set off in the direction of my place and reached the porch just as the rain began to fall. I wasn’t sure how to approach seeing him again without sounding overzealous. 

			“You’re welcome to wait out the storm here, if you’d like,” I finally said. 

			“Thank you. But I’m late for another commitment.” I thought he seemed disappointed, but perhaps it was only my own hope. Still, he lingered, and his eyes studied me. 

			“I feel like I’ve met you before.” The words tumbled out before I could stop them, and I groaned inwardly. 

			“I’d remember you if we had.” Fitz smiled softly. “Perhaps in another life.” 

			I wasn’t so sure he was joking. 

			“I’d better be going,” he continued. “But Izzy and I will drop by tomorrow if that’s all right?” 

			“I’d like that.” 

			“I’m glad to have met you, Hadley.” 

			Fitz stepped into the rain. He paused, looking at me over his shoulder one last time as the rain streaked down his beautiful face. And with that, he disappeared into the trees that separated our homes. 

			I was so preoccupied I didn’t realize until I walked into the house that I hadn’t given Fitz my name. 

		


		
			​


CHAPTER TWO

			


			Lake Crescent, Washington 

			Present Day 

			
After Dad’s untimely death eight months prior, my mother and I hadn’t found the courage to organize his belongings. But I’d left my job as a public relations consultant in Boston two weeks ago and driven home to the glacial-fed waters of Lake Crescent in Washington State to spend time with my mother. I’d passed the better part of my trip home rifling through old chests in my father’s study and sorting through his side of the closet with my mom.

			When I’d first mentioned my upcoming trip to London to my mom, her face had fallen. Both of my parents had always encouraged me to see the world, and I knew my mom would never truly stand in the way of my growth. But life without Daddy was uncharted territory. 

			I settled into the oversized chair in the corner of my room and pulled my favorite blanket around me. The temperature had dropped earlier in the day, our first taste of fall, and it seemed a good time to conduct another search for job openings. I scanned one of the many career sites I’d been monitoring, and the hair on my neck bristled as my eyes swept over a newly posted opening: PR Manager, Edinburgh Castle. I followed the link to the “Careers” tab on the castle website and read the listing. 

			The position itself sounded like the right fit for my experience, and working somewhere like the castle would align with my love for history. And . . . Edinburgh was where I believed Fitz to be. I took a slow sip of tea as I debated my next move. 

			A knock at the door halted my decision making. 

			“Momma?” 

			My mom peeked her head around the door. “Ready to start dinner?” She’d lived in Washington State for over thirty years, but neither she nor my father had lost their Mississippi accents. 

			“I’ll be right there.” 

			She smiled brightly, and my stomach flipped. We’d cooked dinner together almost every night, but for the first time since my return, the experience wouldn’t be pleasant. 

			My fingers flew over the keyboard. Within minutes, the application process was complete, and I was staring at a confirmation page. 

			There was no time like the present to inform my mom of my newly solidified plans. 

			“You’re adding Paris and Edinburgh? Alone?” 

			“I’ve always wanted to see Paris. And I’m not positive about Edinburgh yet—I might not even receive an interview request.” 

			My mom pursed her lips. 

			“This is something I need to do, Momma.” I flipped the salmon I was cooking for dinner, trying to keep the conversation casual and hide the annoyance in my voice. 

			“I just don’t understand why you left your job in Boston. Or why you’re looking for a new one in Europe, for that matter.”

			I let my eyes linger on the pan while I rolled through my thoughts.

			I understood my motivations for the change perfectly, but the thought of talking about it with Momma seemed overwhelming; being honest about my grief seemed impossible. 

			“You know I’ve always wanted to go abroad, at least for a while,” I said. “I think it’ll do me some good.” 

			My mom remained silent. 

			“And who knows. Maybe I won’t even receive an offer from anyone. But this trip is about figuring all that out.” 

			She narrowed her hazel eyes as she leaned against the counter. “Why can’t Jordan go with you on the trip?”

			Jordan had been my best friend since childhood, and we’d traveled to many a place together. But now she worked as an intelligence analyst for the FBI, and her team was always overtaxed. 

			“You know how difficult it is for Jordan to take time off,” I said. “And after her promotion, she’s swamped.” 

			And if I was being honest, I needed to take this trip alone, even before Fitz’s note had materialized in my room. 

			Silence. 

			“Can you pass me the salt?” I asked. 

			My mother sighed. She tucked the loose strands of her honey-colored hair behind her ear, taking her time. 

			“Do you really have to go right now? You could visit Gram for a couple weeks, and then maybe timing would work for Jordan to go with you. Or Tanner,” she countered. 

			

			“Momma, if I do find a new job over there, I’ll be living alone regardless. If I can’t manage a solo trip, then I have no business moving halfway across the world.” 

			“I don’t know that you have any business doing that anyway.” 

			I threw my arms up in protest. “You don’t trust me?” 

			My mom paused, her eyes dropping to the floor for mere seconds. “Of course, I trust you, Hadley.” 

			“Then what is it?” 

			“It’s just your first time out of the country alone, and I can’t help but worry.” 

			“I’ll be fine.” I grabbed dishes from the cabinet to plate our dinner. 

			“I can’t lose you too.” 

			Her words stopped me in my tracks, and suddenly, I wasn’t so concerned with dinner. I set the plates on the counter gently and met her gaze.

			“Oh, Momma.” My father’s death had gutted her, but it was still unlike her to make such an honest confession. 

			She raised her hand. “I don’t mean to sound dramatic. I just worry a little more these days. The world seems fragile lately.” 

			“I’ll be smart,” I promised, my voice losing the last of its edge. “I’m not going anywhere for a very long time.” 

			My words echoed through my thoughts—except in my dad’s voice instead of my own. He materialized in my mind, his soft, gray eyes filled with pain. Even so, he wore a brave smile and reached for a hand I recognized well. 

			Is this Momma’s memory?

			My face was then reflected back at me: my concerned blue eyes, my favorite Mississippi State sweatshirt that I’d claimed from my father’s closet the day prior, my hair which had inexplicably darkened to an auburn during the course of a couple weeks right after his death. 

			“She’s so much like Matt.” 

			My stomach lurched. 

			“Oh, no,” her voice sounded again. 

			The world tilted off-kilter as the realization sunk in. This wasn’t like before. 

			I was reading my mom’s mind. 

			“Hadley, are you okay?” 

			I couldn’t speak. 

			“Hadley!” 

			I nodded. 

			“Are the panic attacks back?”

			They’d never left, though she didn’t need to know that. 

			“You’re scaring me, honey. Can you breathe?” 

			I nodded. My mom had me sit in a nearby chair, and I focused until I was able to steady my irregular breath and my racing heart. 

			“Better?” 

			“Yes. I’m sorry.” 

			“Don’t apologize. But . . . what brought it on?” 

			“I don’t know,” I lied. “I think it’s just the life changes catching up with me, you know?” 

			“If this is still happening often, I don’t think you should travel alone,” she said. 

			“It isn’t. I promise you I’ll be fine. I need you to trust me.” 

			My mom hesitated, but she nodded reluctantly. “I thought it would be nice for you to come back here. Cathartic, maybe. But now I’m afraid I did the wrong thing.” 

			“What?” I asked. “No, not even close. I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else right now.”

			

			My mom reached for my hand, and a pang of guilt filled my chest at the thought of leaving her alone again.

			


			Lake Crescent, Washington

			June 2021

			
I woke to an odd crackling noise. My eyes popped open and darted around nervously. I sat up and reached for the back of my head, feeling the damp strands in a state of utter confusion. 

			The night had settled in with the steady patter of rain, but at some point during the evening, the rain had moved out, and the moon’s pale glow softly illuminated the forest. I was sitting on a fallen log, cocooned in a sea of deep green; verdant moss decorated many of the tree limbs, and lush ferns blanketed the earth. The leaves still dripped with the evening rain, and the earth was soft and quiet underfoot. I jumped from the downed log and navigated around several massive tree trunks attempting to orient myself.

			Light glimmered from the opposite side of a towering spruce, and my eyes reeled to adjust to the sudden illumination. I crept to the tree and timidly peered around it. A tall figure draped with cascading auburn hair took shape in the glow. 

			Izzy. 

			She stood next to a large elk cow, and I almost yelled as Izzy reached toward its head. I had just warned her about this.

			I’d seen countless elk over the years, but none that would allow you to even approach them. I was too late to warn her, and I froze as I awaited the animal’s reaction. Surely, it would attack her. 

			The elk, however, seemed perfectly content as Izzy ran her hand down the side of its neck. The animal looked squarely into her eyes before tilting its head. A small calf limped toward its mother with an injured hind leg. 

			Izzy proceeded toward the calf and took a seat on the cold ground. She touched her hand to its leg and whispered so lowly I couldn’t make out the words. After a few minutes, she stood, and the calf walked over to its mother without issue. It was healed. 

			“Impossible,” I muttered. I clasped my hands over my mouth immediately. My words had been barely a whisper, but they didn’t escape Izzy’s notice. I stepped from behind the tree.

			“Oh!” Izzy gasped. “Hadley . . . What are you doing out here?”

			“I was just wondering the same thing. I don’t know how I got here.” 

			“Don’t you?” Izzy asked. 

			“No.”

			“What’s the last thing you remember?”

			“Falling asleep in my bed. I don’t know how I got here. Why am I here?” My voice was filled with panic. 

			Izzy moved closer, and she seemed to glide above the ground as the ivory train of her dress floated behind her. Izzy’s eyes were wilder than I’d ever seen. 

			I gasped when I realized a soft glow of light was pouring from her pale skin. The sight was ethereal, and it left me speechless, completely in awe. Every hair on my body stood on end. 

			“Is this a dream?” I asked.

			“How should I know? If it were, I’d only be a figment of your imagination.”

			“I think you know.”

			

			Izzy opened her mouth to speak but was cut off by a distant buzz that vibrated through the forest. The sound grew in intensity like the hum of an airplane as it fired up on the runway. 

			“What is that?” I asked, to myself as much as to Izzy. 

			“I—I don’t know.” Izzy cocked her head toward the commotion, and her eyes widened. And when she spoke again, it was with urgency. “You need to go. Now.”

			“Why?” 

			“Someone’s here. You aren’t safe!”

			“Izzy, what are you talking about? What’s going on?” 

			“I don’t know. I know it doesn’t make sense. Please, Hadley. Please just get out of here.”

			“I don’t see anyone. Are you sure someone’s there?”

			“This is dangerous. You must go.” 

			A swirl of fog materialized in the distance. It was the softest shade of gray. It yielded a pair of eyes like pools of ink, and I could’ve lost myself in their depths. The sight was ominous—unnatural—and something in my gut told me that I should run, that I should be terrified, but I couldn’t leave Izzy behind. 

			“Come on, Izzy! Let’s go!”

			Izzy shook her head, and in the face of danger, a calmness came over her. She placed her hand softly on my face. 

			“Go home,” she whispered gravely. 

			A violent wind swirled through the treetops and formed a funnel cloud that plummeted to the earth. 

			Izzy stepped back. She pointed to the swirling cloud. “Run, Hadley!” 

			Taking a chance, I ran toward the cloud and was swept away. I screamed as the cloud engulfed me. I was robbed of my sight until I woke in my bed, gasping for air. 

			

			“A dream,” I croaked out, still dragging in ragged breaths. “It was only a dream.” 

			I fumbled my way to the bathroom sink and turned on the faucet, hoping a splash of cold water would do me some good. As I patted my face dry, something odd caught my eye in the soft illumination spilling in from my bedroom. I flipped on the overhead light and studied a patch of green caught in my strawberry blonde strands. 

			A jolt of panic shot through me as I pulled moss from my hair.

		


		
			​


CHAPTER THREE

			


			Lake Crescent, Washington

			June 2021 

			
The pebble bounced across the surface of the water before sinking to the lake’s fathomless depths. 

			“You ever hear the native story about how this lake was formed?” Tanner asked, brushing his dusky strands away from his face. 

			Tanner and I had met during our undergraduate in a history class at the University of Washington and had bonded instantly. With his squared, chiseled jaw and athletic build, I’d seen him draw a lot of attention over the years, but it was his inward qualities that had endeared him to me. He’d been through the roughest chapter of my life with me, although he was there for many of the good moments, too. He’d grown up near Seattle after his parents relocated the family from Beijing when he was a baby. They’d bought a weekend home on Lake Crescent, only a few houses down the gravel road from my parents’ cabin. 

			“Someone was talking about this at the lodge recently—warring tribes, right?”

			“Yeah, the Quileute and Klallam tribes were fighting, and allegedly Mt. Storm King was tired of their battle and threw a chunk of itself into a river that was here at the time. They say it dammed the river and killed their warriors, but the lake was born. And so was peace.” 

			“Seems like there’s a lot of local legends about this lake.” 

			“All that talk, but the lake still has her secrets,” Tanner said. 

			A shiver ran through me. Tanner tossed another pebble toward the lake, and it skimmed the smooth surface before following its predecessor. It was one of the rare days where the lake looked like glass, and the temperature was cool for June. I’d thrown one of my dad’s flannels over my favorite blue turtleneck, but I still found my layers weren’t quite warm enough in the shade. 

			The sound of crunching gravel announced Jordan’s return. 

			Her tall figure bounded down the hillside navigating the towering trees as she juggled three mason jars and a picnic basket. Tanner and I jogged up to meet her halfway, and a bright smile crossed her face. 

			“Compliments of Gram,” she said. 

			“Oh, hell yeah!” Tanner reached for the basket, his eyes sparkling in anticipation. I swore they shifted with his mood. I’d seen them as dark as inky pools—onyx stones set against his golden skin. But other times, they appeared a softer shade of brown, bordering on russet. 

			Jordan passed off a mason jar to me, and I removed the silver, screw-top lid to enjoy some of Gram’s famous sweet tea. 

			“Always makes me feel at home,” Jordan said. 

			

			Jordan’s family had relocated to Mississippi from D.C., and I’d spent all my childhood summers in the southern heat with my grandmother. Jordan and I met the summer her family moved to Starkville, and the two of us had become fast friends. 

			She had just graduated from Amherst in May, but her dream was to work as an intelligence analyst for the FBI. She was about to start the application process. 

			This summer, I had applied for an internship with the National Park Service to work at Olympic National Park, and luck was on my side. I was assigned to Lake Crescent Lodge, which allowed me to spend the season with my parents after my father’s cancer diagnosis. Gram wanted to spend time with Dad as well, and with Jordan’s break before her application process, we’d pivoted our summer tradition to Washington. 

			It had been a little over a week, and the three musketeers were already deep into the outdoors—we’d spent the morning kayaking.

			We scattered ourselves along the old, wooden dock, and Jordan pulled a book from her backpack. She was an avid reader, and I’d rarely seen her without a book nearby. 

			“What’s this one about?” I asked.

			“Oh, it’s so good. It’s about a band of magical pirates who get marooned on an island surrounded by mermaids.” 

			Tanner chuckled. He was often amused by Jordan’s literary tastes. 

			“Shut it, Tanner.” 

			The sunlight filtered through the nearby trees, casting dancing shadows across Jordan’s deep brown skin. I’d always been fascinated by the way the light pulled flecks of amber from Jordan’s dark eyes. Her tight curls were the color of a starless night sky, and she wore two space buns pinned at the top of her head, the rest of her hair spiraling to her elbows. Tanner had gifted her a Pearl Jam t-shirt, which she had promptly cropped and tossed on under a jean jacket. With her black ripped jeans and oversized sunglasses, she looked every bit the badass she was. 

			After sunning ourselves, Jordan decided we should take a walk, and we meandered along the gravel road that hugged the side of the mountains. The lake houses were below us, their driveways jutting straight down from the roadway.

			“That’s where Izzy lives.” I pointed through the trees to the cedar cabin with its gabled roofline peeking up at us. 

			“It’s beautiful,” Jordan marveled. 

			“I’m ready to meet this family,” Tanner said. “They sound . . . interesting.” 

			The day after I met the MacGregor siblings, Izzy and I had ridden our bikes around the lake, but the following day the family seemingly disappeared, and I hadn’t seen nor heard from them for several days. Even now, the house looked deserted. Something felt off about the situation, but I guessed the lake and I weren’t the only ones with secrets. 

			Tanner wandered ahead of us. 

			“What if the MacGregors are in the witness protection program?” Jordan’s eyes filled with wonder. “Oh! Or maybe in some branch of government ops?” 

			I laughed. “Of course, that’s where your mind went.” 

			Jordan shrugged.

			“I like that theory more than your others, though.” 

			Jordan cut her eyes in my direction as a knowing grin pulled at the corners of her lips. 

			“Hadley Weston,” she said reproachfully. 

			

			“What?” 

			“How exactly would you know about those theories?” 

			I groaned. “I’m sorry.” 

			“It’s okay. Lord knows you can’t help it.” 

			Even though Jordan had grown accustomed to my oddities, I still felt horrible when I knew things she hadn’t told me. She’d always understood me on some level—she knew about my ability, but never once made me feel like I was different from her.

			On our return to my house, two figures materialized at the top of my driveway. One’s long, auburn hair gave her away instantly, and the other made my heart stop. 

			Izzy skipped into my arms. “These must be your friends?” 

			“Jordan and Tanner, meet Izzy,” I offered by way of introduction. 

			As Izzy, Jordan, and Tanner exchanged pleasantries, Fitz walked toward me. 

			“Hadley, it’s good to see you again,” Fitz said. 

			The sound of my name on his lips sent a thrill sparking through my body. The world began falling out of focus again, and I fought against my mind for control. 

			“Glad to meet you,” Fitz said to Jordan and Tanner. 

			My eyes followed his movements warily. He shook hands with both Tanner and Jordan seemingly without incident. My fingers tingled as I recalled the shock between the two of us when we had touched. I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, hoping it would help with my nerves. Fitz met my gaze curiously before offering a soft smile, and my nerves eased slightly. 

			“Mum was just about to put the kettle on when we left. Fancy a cup?” Izzy asked. 

			Jordan and Tanner looked to me for direction.

			

			I nodded. “That sounds nice.”

			The MacGregor cabin was captivating. The high ceilings lent a roomy feel to the space, especially in conjunction with its open concept. The foyer opened into the kitchen and living room. Massive windows covered the wall facing south, allowing for a magnificent view of the lake and the short pier that jutted into the water. The tree line had been thinned in front of the house, but it ran wild on either side of the structure, maintaining the cocooned effect most of the homes around the lake boasted. 

			Izzy led Jordan and Tanner onto the back deck, but I meandered slowly through the space as I studied the details. 

			The interior of the home was mostly comprised of cedar boards, a real testament to the local logging community, and a stone fireplace promised a cozy winter spot. The furniture was a mix of creams and leather, and touches of tartan were spread across the space—the blanket on the couch, the dish towels in the kitchen, the runner in the foyer. 

			I turned to Fitz, who had stayed behind with me. 

			“The MacGregor tartan?” I asked, gesturing to the plaid pattern. 

			“You’re a curious one, aren’t you?” 

			“I apologize in advance.” 

			Fitz chuckled. “I just completed my PhD, so curiosity isn’t a crime as far as I’m concerned.”

			“Wow, congratulations. That’s incredible. What was your area of study?” 

			 “Scottish history with a focus in Divinity—medieval witchcraft and religion.” 

			“Fascinating,” I marveled. “Witchcraft has always been interesting to me.” 

			

			“Oh aye?” he questioned, a gleam in his eye.

			“I was consumed with the idea of witches as a child. My parents thought it was a phase, a passing fancy from Halloween. But then they realized my interest ran much deeper and that trying to sway me from the obsession was useless. It felt . . .” 

			“It felt what?”

			I shook my head. “You’ll think it’s silly.”

			“Try me.”

			“It just felt so real. Like magic was all around me,” I recalled sadly, remembering the child I had once been. 

			“No. That’s not silly at all. I was fascinated by it myself.” 

			“That’s what led you to your focus in school?” I asked.

			“Aye. I was so captivated by the subject, I traveled to the burghs in Scotland where accused witches were tried, and somewhere along the way I decided to study it seriously.” 

			“What piqued your interest in that subject?”

			“My family tree,” Fitz said. “My father and I traced back to a grandmother who died in the witch trials in Forfar, Scotland in 1662.”

			“What was her name?”

			“Esther MacGregor.” 

			“I can’t believe you were able to trace back to her. It must’ve been shocking to discover your ancestor was executed in a witch trial.”

			“I was horrified. It was a long time ago, but it felt personal. From there, I learned what I could about who she was and about the time period.”

			I nodded. “It changed your trajectory.”

			“I reckon you’re right. I was debating on my degree program for university when we got our ancestry sorted, and this research settled my mind on Scottish history.” 

			

			His eyes bore into mine. There was something unspoken in the air—I felt it—but whatever it might be, I couldn’t quite grasp it. 

			He pushed his rolled sleeve a little further up his forearm, and a desire to touch him took hold. I wanted to know if he would shock me again. I balled my hands into fists, resisting the urge to reach out to him, when a noise startled me. I turned, losing my balance.

			Fitz caught me just before I hit the ground and pulled me upright. A jarring shock pulsed through my arm from his touch, and we pulled away quickly. 

			“You good, Hads?” Tanner called, walking through the doorway. 

			“Yep, all good here,” I assured. I turned to Fitz. “Sorry about that. I’m not usually clumsy.” 

			“Nae bother,” he said, his accent thickening. 

			“Have you ever had this happen before—the shock?” I whispered. 

			Fitz looked around, but the rest of our companions were lost in conversation on the far side of the room. He returned his focus to me. “Never.” 

			“Me neither. I don’t understand it.” 

			“Neither do I.”

			A woman bounded down the staircase that hugged the east-facing wall. There was no question that she was Izzy’s mother. Auburn hair hung just above her shoulders, framing an ivory face with a striking pair of eyes the same shade of green as her children’s. A broad smile warmed her features as her eyes swept across us, and in that moment, I was certain that Ann MacGregor was every bit as charming, self-assured, and attractive as her young daughter.

			“We’re so pleased you’re joining us for tea.”

			A round of thank-yous sounded before introductions were made, and I thought Ann’s eyes lingered on me just a bit longer than with Jordan and Tanner. Ann moved toward the kitchen to boil water, and Jordan’s pointed look toward me confirmed my suspicion. Fitz pulled out a barstool for me. Izzy set plates of shortbread cookies and a cake topped with almonds on the table while Ann steeped the tea. 

			“This one’s a favorite,” Izzy shared. “Dundee Cake.” 

			“I’ve never heard of that, but it looks delicious,” Jordan said.

			“Mum’s specialty,” Fitz chimed in. “It has spices, oranges, and raisins.” 

			Ann beamed at her children’s praise. “Hopefully, you like it.” 

			“Love it.” Tanner covered his face with a napkin, his praise barely coherent with his mouth full of cake. The group laughed. 

			 A door opened to reveal an office. The man that stepped through the doorway was as tall as Fitz and shared his chestnut hair. His face held striking blue eyes the color of storm clouds, but the trait that stood out most was the presence he brought to the room. Though his family was happy he was joining us, something felt off about him to me. Ann kissed him lightly on the cheek and placed a steaming mug in his hand. 

			“Ian, meet Izzy and Fitz’s new friends.” 

			Introductions were made, and yet another set of eyes lingered on me. And this time, I felt even Tanner’s observation. The pattern was impossible to ignore. 

			As the afternoon wore on, we settled into a rhythm of conversation. Jordan and I had countless questions about Scotland while the MacGregors had countless questions about us. And as the light grew golden, I realized we would be late for dinner with my parents. The rest of us were so consumed in our conversation that we’d lost Tanner and Ian. 

			Fitz and I rose in search of our missing companions. 

			

			The door to the study was cracked, and hushed voices floated from the other side. They were seated across from each other at an old wooden desk. The conversation looked serious.

			“I’ve got it,” Fitz whispered in my ear, sending a chill through my body. 

			He emerged with Tanner and Ian, and the latter two wore grim expressions. We exited the cozy home into the cool air of the June evening. 

			“What was that about?” I whispered to Tanner.

			He shook his head in response. I was about to push him for more information when Fitz called my name. Jordan and Tanner walked to the top of the driveway, granting us privacy. Fitz leaned against the house, a smirk resting on his lips. 

			“May I see you tomorrow?” he asked. 

			“Gentleman.” I smiled. “And the answer is yes.” 

			“Late morning work for you?”

			I nodded. “What’ll we do?”

			“You like plans, don’t you?” 

			“I’m afraid so.” 

			“Let’s try skipping plans tomorrow. We’ll let the day take us where it wills.” He turned toward the door but paused, looking back over his shoulder. “Oh, but Hadley—wear something comfortable. We’ll have ourselves a wee adventure.”

		


		
			​


CHAPTER FOUR

			


			Lake Crescent, Washington

			Present Day

			
As I followed the curves of Highway 101 around Lake Crescent bound for the airport, my mind was spinning. I’d promised my mom I’d be safe, and yet there I was, closing the distance between myself and a potentially dangerous situation. Truth be told, I had no idea what I was walking into, but I had to take that chance. I’d regret passing on the opportunity for the rest of my life. 

			I checked the time, debating whether I had enough of a travel buffer to stop at my favorite pullout along the lake. 

			Lake Crescent was a living, breathing entity—I knew it would sound odd to say it out loud, but it was. I’d never known another place so charged with magic. Even though I’d experienced so much hardship along its banks, I still found solace there. I didn’t have time for a proper goodbye, but I decided I would stop for a few minutes and breathe its pure air once more before spending ten hours on a plane. I’d make it to Tanner’s house in Seattle with a little less time to spare, but we had the airport haul down to a science. 

			I stepped from the car and walked toward the shoreline. The wind rustled the branches high above me, and the edges of my vision blurred with the deep green of lofty spruce, fir, and alder. The tree-topped mountains jutted straight into the smooth surface of the pristine lake from every side. I’d always felt shielded from the outside world here, like the lake was a world of its own. Its hues were dependent on the sun, and on that day, the light bathed the lake in aqua blue.

			It was often said the lake didn’t give up her secrets, and perhaps that was part of my kinship with her. The secrets I harbored were buried deep within me, just like the fathomless depths of the lake. 

			


			Lake Crescent, Washington 

			July 2021 

			
I tugged at the rope as I took my final step onto the rocky surface of Mt. Storm King. Fitz and I had spent most of our days together over the past month, taking turns choosing our adventures. I’d decided to share one of my favorite hikes with him. There were countless trails with breathtaking mountainous views in Washington, but the perspective from high above my lake home was my favorite. 

			We walked cautiously along the center of the peak until reaching the best viewpoint on the mountain. 

			“Now, that’s a braw view,” Fitz marveled. 

			“That means good?”

			“Oh aye. This is bonnie—you know that one by now?” 

			“Aye,” I said, mimicking Fitz’s tone. 

			He laughed, shaking his head. 

			I scanned the scene below us. Fitz was right: it was bonnie. The lake’s sapphire surface was as smooth as glass below the plunging mountains surrounding it. The day had started out stormy, which wasn’t common for July, but the clouds faded to soft gray, the wind died down, and the rain ceased its descent as we arrived at the trailhead, just as Gram had predicted. That woman was a marvel. 

			The storm had been enough to scare off the crowds that morning, which were usually thick in the summer months, and we shared the mountaintop with only a few others. We settled on to the edge of the rocky peak, and I stretched out appreciatively, happy to rest my feet for a bit. 

			“So, how’s the job search going?” I asked. 

			“Slow. But that’s by choice, so I can’t complain.” 

			“Same here,” I said. “I’m stalling, but I can’t stay here forever.” 

			“I’m sure your parents are happy you’re here.” 

			“You’re searching for a professorship?” I asked, steering the conversation away from my dad. He’d been feeling better the past couple of days, but the bad ones were still inevitable—and they were always in the back of my mind. 

			“What makes you think that?”

			“Didn’t you say you’ve always wanted to be a professor?” 

			Fitz’s gaze jumped quickly to mine. 

			“What’s wrong?” I asked. 

			

			“Nothing is wrong,” Fitz said. 

			I narrowed my eyes. 

			“I never told you that—about wanting to be a professor.” My heart dropped. 

			“This has happened a few times now—you’ve done this with Izzy too.” 

			I remained silent. 

			“Don’t be nervous. I just want to understand.” 

			Silence. 

			“How do you know these things?” 

			“I don’t know,” I finally said. 

			“You’re positive about that? That doesn’t quite make sense.” 

			I shook my head. My mind was racing. 

			Fitz grew pensive before swinging his legs around to face me. “Does this happen often?” 

			“No.”

			“Hadley . . .” 

			“What?” I asked.

			“You’re not being truthful.” 

			“Excuse me?” 

			“I know that’s a lie,” Fitz said. 

			“And how would you know that?” 

			Fitz looked around, but none of our fellow hikers were in sight. “Because I know when people are lying to me. I feel it. I . . . see the lies.” 

			My heart quickened. “See them?” 

			“Aye.” 

			Why was he telling me this?

			“What do you see when people lie?” I asked. 

			

			“The light around the person dims—it sort of wavers when they’re not being truthful.” 

			I paused before saying, “I—I know what you mean. Except that I see a transparent thread forming, and I feel it in the air. It makes the air feel heavy.”

			Fitz’s eyes lit. “You have that ability too?” 

			I nodded, closing my eyes briefly. 

			“What happens with the thread?” Fitz asked. 

			“It depends. If it’s a singular lie, it fades. I won’t see the thread again unless we revisit the conversation. If they add on to the lie, another thread forms, and a knot ties them together.”

			Fitz smiled. “That’s incredible.” 

			“Is it?” 

			“I think so. It’s certainly useful.”

			“I can’t argue with that.” 

			“Can you do anything else?” he asked. 

			I nodded my head. 

			“Like?” 

			I hesitated, not quite ready to share the rest. 

			“I’ll go first?” he suggested.

			“Please.” My voice was shaky. 

			Fitz reached for my hand and gave it a quick squeeze. “I have a bit of a strange skill. It came on when I was a wee boy, and it’s intensified as I’ve grown older. I’ll show you, but it’s a bit jarring.” 

			“I’m ready.” 

			He turned his head curiously, and suddenly, I could think of nothing but my conversation with Jordan and Tanner from the prior evening. 

			We were seated on the pier by Tanner’s lake house, making plans for an upcoming hike. The memory was vivid. Waves licked the shoreline, and frogs croaked through the trees. I tried to push the scene from my mind, to focus on Fitz, but I couldn’t escape it . . . until my mind went blank. 

			I looked at Fitz, but before I could speak, I spun into a June afternoon. 

			I was riding bikes with Izzy. We talked and laughed as we peddled our way around the lake. 

			The emotions that had plagued me that day came rushing back. I’d had the strange dream about Izzy wandering through the woods the night before, and I’d spent that afternoon in utter confusion, wondering whether it had truly been a dream. I gasped at the intensity, and my mind went blank. 

			“What the hell was that?” I asked, breathing hard. 

			“I’m sorry if that was intense. I wanted to find a couple recent memories that wouldn’t be too taxing for you.” 

			“You can read minds?” I asked.

			“Not exactly. Not everyday thoughts as they run through people’s minds, but I can latch on to memories. I can pull any of your memories to the surface.”

			“They felt so . . . vivid. It was like I was reliving them.” 

			“Aye. It always happens like that.” 

			“And I couldn’t stop thinking about them. I couldn’t get out of the memory.” 

			Fitz nodded. “Not until I release you from it.” 

			“Show me something else.”

			“Are you sure?” 

			“Yes,” I responded, uncertain if I truly was. 

			Fitz searched my eyes, prying into the far reaches of my mind. Slowly, his expression changed. The memory that rose to the surface took my breath away. 

			A large field with deep green ryegrass stretched across the distance toward the horizon, and a quaint, two-story farmhouse came into focus, the home where I’d spent so many summers. I studied every last detail. The white paint, large windows framed in maroon shutters, and a wrap-around porch were forever burned into my mind. 

			“All I need is a glass of Gram’s sweet tea,” I said. 

			“I don’t think I can help you with that one.” 

			It was disconcerting to hear Fitz’s voice while I was so completely lost in my own mind. Gram’s front porch was still the only thing I could see.

			“Oh, don’t even try. I’m pretty sure Gram could reach across the lake and slap you for messing with her tea.” 

			Fitz laughed heartily. 

			I closed my eyes briefly, savoring the feeling of Gram’s kingdom, and opened them again to Lake Crescent. 

			My body could no longer contain my emotions, and I laughed, though tears ran down my face. 

			“I’m so sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t have done that,” Fitz said. 

			“No, you don’t understand.” 

			Fitz’s eyes flickered worriedly across my face. 

			“I’m happy,” I said. 

			“Happy?” 

			“I’ve felt so strange my entire life, Fitz. I’ve never known anyone who can do strange things too. I’ve never known anyone who could understand me.” 

			Relief washed over his face. “Thank god. I thought I had upset you.” 

			“Quite the opposite.” 

			“Well, fair is fair. Tell me about your other gift. Can you read minds? Is that how you know things we haven’t told you?” 

			“Not exactly. I don’t know what’s wrong with me to be honest.” 

			“Well, first of all,” Fitz said, “there’s not a damn thing wrong with you.” 

			I remained silent. I couldn’t agree with him. 

			“So, your ability . . .” he prompted. 

			“I don’t know how I can do what I can do. I don’t hear thoughts. Information just shows up.” 

			“What do you mean exactly?” 

			“I just know things. I have no idea how I know them. I just do.” 

			Fitz nodded thoughtfully. “So, you aren’t asking for the information? You’re not trying to gather information from anyone?” 

			“No. Never.” 

			“Ah, and that’s why you think we’ve told you those things. Is this new?” 

			“No, the information has been coming to me since childhood. I’ve done a pretty decent job over the years of discerning where the information came from—whether someone actually shared something with me or not. But ever since I met you and Izzy . . .” 

			“What?”

			“I’m having a lot more difficulty controlling it.” 

			“I wonder if it has anything to do with me,” Fitz said. “Maybe being around someone else like you has intensified your gift.” 

			“How do you control yours?” I asked. 

			“Years of practice.” 

			“Do you think you could help me?” I asked.

			

			“I don’t have your gift, but I think I can be useful. Let’s give it a go, at least.” 

			My heart swelled. “Thank you so much.” 

			Fitz reached for my hand. After a moment, the shock faded to a dull roar that pulsed between us, but for the first time since I’d met Fitz, I counted that pain as a blessing.

		


		
			​


CHAPTER FIVE

			


			Seattle, Washington

			Present Day

			
I pulled into Tanner’s driveway, and his tall, muscular frame emerged from the front door before I could even put the car in park. He waved from the small porch before popping back into the house. 

			The cozy craftsman-style bungalow was painted a faded green and trimmed in white. Shrubs lined the porch, and a large spruce tree offered much-appreciated shade from the hot sun during the summer months. 

			Tanner reappeared and bounded down the front steps. I exited the car to greet him. 

			“Hads!” Tanner shouted lifting me from the ground. “God, it’s good to finally see you!” 

			“It’s good to see you too! Momma and I missed you last weekend.” 

			

			“Some of us have to work for a living, Weston.” 

			I scoffed, punching his shoulder lightly. “You know I’m heading to Mother England for interviews, right?” 

			“Nah, I’m glad you took some time off to help your mom. And I’m so proud of you for doing this. You excited?” 

			“Unbelievably excited. Momma? Less so.” 

			He pulled a Mariners cap from his back pocket and pulled it over his dark hair. “Tell me all about it in the car.” 

			Tanner was chattering in the driver’s seat about a new training regimen he’d designed—he was one of the best personal trainers in Washington, and he’d built a successful business out of that. 

			“I was bummed to miss our annual Storm King hike, but it was the only day they could have me in for that interview. Even though my schedule is pretty stacked with clients, I think this gig could be a great decision, you know?” 

			“This is the one you mentioned the other night on the phone that you couldn’t tell me about?”

			“Yeah. I still can’t tell you who it’s with, but they’re pretty major.” 

			“Well, keep me posted—I mean, as much as you can.” 

			My phone buzzed, pulling my attention to a new email.

			Ms. Weston, 

			Thank you for your interest in our open PR Manager role here at Edinburgh Castle. The hiring manager for this position, Mr. Murray, would like to arrange an interview with you and has a strong preference for it to be in-person rather than via video conference. I see you’ve indicated you’re traveling to the U.K. soon, and we would like to arrange the interview while you’re in the area. If you’d like to move forward, please advise on your availability at your earliest convenience. 

			We look forward to hearing from you. 

			

			Sincerely,

			Edna McLeod 

			Assistant to James Murray

			“What is it?” Tanner asked. 

			“Nothing. It’s just an interview request.” 

			“That’s awesome. Where?” 

			I hesitated. 

			“Spit it out, Weston.” 

			I took a deep breath. “Edinburgh Castle.”

			“Scotland? I didn’t know you were applying there.” 

			“I wasn’t . . . necessarily. This opening just came up while I was researching, and it looks like a great fit for me.”

			“I see.” He paused. “Isn’t that where Fitz lives?” 

			“. . . I don’t know for sure if he’s still there.” 

			Tanner cut his eyes to me. “You’re playing with fire.” 

			I gazed out of the passenger side window hoping Tanner would let the conversation drop. The skyscrapers of downtown Seattle flashed by. I’d always loved the drive down I-5 through the downtown corridor. An ache plucked at my heartstrings. I’d missed the PNW more than I wanted to admit, even to myself. Boston hadn’t been easy, but Boston was over. 

			A new adventure was just what I needed.

			


			Forks, Washington

			September 2021

			
At first sight of the Cedar Creek Inn, a deep breath escaped my lungs, my mind momentarily devoid of trouble.

			The three-story farmhouse oversaw a large field and the great trees covering the mountains to the south, white paint stark against deep green. Memories bubbled up—my dad walking me down the narrow lane along the inn as a child, in search of elk grazing the fields; my mother lounging on the front porch, a good book in hand. 

			I parked along the old wooden fence outlining the property, and Fitz emerged distractedly from the car. It had been his turn to pick our outing, and he’d chosen the inn without hesitation. 

			Tanner had given me a look of disapproval when I’d told him I was going to share my love for the inn with Fitz. I knew he was worried about my relationship with Fitz . . . whatever it may be. But as Fitz and I gazed at the inn, my happiness was palpable—it was one of the few places where I could always breathe easily.

			“I see why you love this place,” Fitz murmured under his breath. 

			A Scottish flag hung from the front porch, floating gently in the breeze alongside the American flag. Fitz turned to me, a question resting on his features. 

			“When guests visit from other countries, Ben and Sarah hang their flag alongside our stars and stripes,” I explained. “They’re welcoming you.” 

			Fitz grinned broadly. 

			My eyes scanned the house and surrounding area, registering the subtle changes since my last visit—a fence repair, a fresh coat of paint on the porch, a new sign. But it was mostly just the same. The soft trickle of water from the creek was perceptible in the quiet afternoon. Cows dotted the field, their bodies basking in golden rays, strewn all around an old wooden barn. The structure was popular with tourists, likely one of the most photographed barns in the world. The wood had grayed, faded by the rain, and was contrasted with a blue roof, bright in the afternoon sun. 

			The front door swung open, revealing a familiar face. His eyes twinkled brightly in recognition behind silver-rimmed glasses, and a crimson Washington State University cap and gray Cedar Creek Inn polo proudly proclaimed his love of both. 

			“Hadley!” he exclaimed, his voice warm and inviting. “It sure is great to see you again.”

			“It’s great to see you too, Ben.” 

			A woman’s voice floated on the afternoon breeze. “I thought I heard you, Hadley. Welcome home!” 

			Ben’s wife, Sarah, stepped around the corner, her arms extended in my direction. She hadn’t changed a bit. Her hair was the color of snow, framing blue eyes and a face defiantly untouched by time. 

			Ben and Sarah had been staples in my childhood. My parents and I had visited their inn for many years. They’d become like second parents to me, and occasionally, when college life became too noisy, I’d found my weekend escape in this very home. Introductions were made, which included a sly look from Sarah as Fitz shook Ben’s hand.

			I showed Fitz around the inn while Ben and Sarah pointed out their most recent updates to the rooms. Eventually, Fitz and I settled on to Adirondack chairs on the back porch. The promise of fall floated in the afternoon air, but the sun’s warm rays kept us comfortable.

			The back door swung open, and a young woman bounced across the threshold, her usual exuberance lighting up the space around her. Blonde curls tumbled to her shoulders, framing her storm-cloud eyes. 

			“Addy! I’m so glad to see you!” We embraced warmly. “I hated that I missed you last time.”

			“I was so bummed! But I’m glad I didn’t miss this visit.” Addy nodded toward Fitz. 

			“Oh, right. This is Fitz.” 

			 She grinned, eyeing me meaningfully before shaking his hand. “I did come out here on a mission. Sarah has fresh baked cookies. You want coffee or tea to go with them?” 

			We both requested tea, and Addy bounded back through the doorway. 

			“She’s sweet,” Fitz said, nodding toward the door. 

			“She’s curious. The only guy I’ve ever brought here is Tanner.” I rolled my eyes. “Why did you decide on coming here?” 

			“The way you’ve spoken of Ben and Sarah, the house, all of it . . . I wanted to see it.” 
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