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        Murdered, says the bride’s ghost.

      

      

      A heartbroken charter boat captain and a haunted boating accident survivor become unwilling partners when they investigate an abandoned, hundred-year-old inn and two ghostly lovers—forever separated.

      Before a curse unleashes retribution and a deadly storm throughout the Pacific Northwest archipelago…and they lose each other in the maelstrom.
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      Sunday, May 30, 1999

      

      Cassidy O’Connell hadn’t dreamed about the lake for three days because dreaming required sleep, something she hadn’t done since the accident. Since the funeral.

      Forgive me, Deb.

      The five-lane highway rushed toward downtown Seattle with its glass buildings, sprawling streets, and—she shuddered—all that water. She’d been driving for days, leaving the Midwest and all of that blame behind.

      Running. Avoiding. Aching.

      She gripped the steering wheel until her hands went numb, acrid whiff of boat fuel burning her nose, boring through her chest like hot metal. Lake water filled her lungs, wreckage pulling her down into its mossy green depths. Where her best friend, Deb floated through the tangled in debris, thick red hair undulating around her like a mermaid, bright blue eyes empty and staring past her. Frozen in time. In death. And forever burned into her mind’s eye.

      Breathe!

      

      Cassidy gasped for air, hum of tires against asphalt bringing her back to the road, to the endless churn of cars and semis rumbling north on I-5 in the predawn darkness.

      But someone pulled Cassidy out of the water that afternoon.

      Just an ordinary afternoon. Sun baked the bright shoreline, boats drifting across the calm lake’s glittery green mirror. No whisper of warning in the thick heat, no hint of death in the lazy calm. No reflection of the devastation approaching.

      Cassidy winced. Why only Deb? Why?

      The whole accident, the whole stupid, senseless accident was Cassidy’s fault. She’d cried until there was nothing left inside to shed, not even her soul.

      Find life’s sparks. Deb’s last words ached through her. Try on the red pumps for once, Cassidy!

      One heartbeat later, a speed boat tore through the boat.

      Cassidy clenched the steering wheel in her fists, trying to push away that raw memory. Her stomach twisted in knots as she tried to focus on the buildings clustered ahead as the sky lightened around them.

      After the funeral, she’d packed everything she owned into her white CR-V that, after three days, stank of old coffee and stale barbeque chips. With a map and Deb’s bag of trinkets, she’d chased the sun, running, running from the accident, the memories—the guilt.

      But for Deb, she’d search for those sparks. For Deb, she’d try to touch the Pacific Ocean—even if it killed her. Deb talked about it since first grade, saved her money to go to California or Washington State. She’d just bought her plane ticket that morning.

      Radio blared. 5:00 a.m., Seattle time. Cassidy counted back the days. Today was Sunday. Four days since she’d left Kentucky. Eight days since Deb died.

      Gone. Like she’d never been here at all.

      At times, it seemed like forever. Sometimes, the accident felt so raw and close.

      To the east, dark sky lightened above the Cascades and green hillsides, fingers of warm gold light reaching into the greyness. What lay beyond that horizon? More sunlight to chase? More roads to follow? Or someplace lighter, softer, to dull the sharp edges of memory that gouged her chest like broken glass.

      Somewhere she could stop running. A place to escape from the pain.

      The highway veered right, then back toward downtown again with gentle serpentine curves until sunlight caught Elliot Bay and it glittered with deadly sparks.

      Cassidy’s breath caught in her throat.

      Her muscles seized, tether lines tightening across her chest, murky lake water crushing her. She gasped for air. Acrid smell of boat fuel and shock of water, tether line slashing. Slow freefall through debris.

      She was hyperventilating.

      The hiss of tires against damp pavement brought Cassidy back to the steering wheel and the highway again.

      She clawed the purse strap off her shoulder, spilling Deb’s trinket bag across the seat, and slumped against the headrest.

      Just breathe.

      She chanted over and over until the rise and fall of breaths slowed and her grip eased on the steering wheel. Thankfully, highway traffic had thinned out. She held her breath until the bay disappeared from view.

      Daylight funneled through the SUV’s windows, casting rivulets of cobalt, aqua, and lavender through the car like a kaleidoscope. Deb’s sea glass. Scattered amongst tiny sea shells, a silver moonstone pendant, and a handful of pewter starfish, the sea glass gleamed in the sunlight. Cassidy’s eyes stung.

      Deb used to scatter these smooth glass pieces across her desk to catch the light. She always told Cassidy that someday, she’d touch the Pacific Ocean. Tears pooled in Cassidy’s eyes, grief mixing with regret.

      What a crazy, grief-stricken idea this had been, throwing everything she had in her SUV and heading west like this, just to touch the ocean. Deb was gone and not even this crazy act could bring her back. Besides, who was she kidding? Just the sight of the ocean—even a pond—terrified her. Her throat constricted, the gnawing guilt unbearable.

      With a shaking hand, eyes still on the road, Cassidy reached out to the sea glass. It had a strange inner glow now that the sun warmed it. Almost immediately, her shaking stopped and a sense of calm touched her, the tension draining away. In moments, clouds slid across the rising sun, but the sea glass kept gleaming.

      Too much caffeine, she decided.

      Exit signs rushed by, their names familiar from the map she’d studied in motels from Indianapolis to Spokane. When the clouds slipped away from the sun again, filling the vehicle with light, Cassidy glanced at the sea-frosted shards. This time, even drenched in sunlight, the colorful pieces didn’t glow. Not even a glimmer of color.

      Maybe Deb was trying to tell her something?

      She rubbed her eyes. Right. Through sea glass.

      She’d driven sixteen straight hours with only two stops. She needed to stop somewhere and sleep. Maybe she wouldn’t even dream?

      But where to stop? She knew nothing about Seattle or any of the towns northward. She could flip a coin, but she was driving and didn’t feel like wrecking her CR-V. All she had were Deb’s shells and colored glass. She was too tired to think straight, much less make any more life-changing decisions.

      Maybe she’d let the sea glass decide? She’d stop at the next town or exit when the colored glass sparkled again.

      As she left Seattle behind, the grey haze lifted, Everett blue skies and sunshine as she headed north on I-5. She glanced over at the sea glass, lying in full sun, but it didn’t sparkle. Not even a flicker of light.

      Traffic increased, making her edgy as exit after exit blurred past. If she kept this up, she’d be in Canada soon.

      How far could she run before she ran out of land?

      Up ahead, a sign read Burlington. She glanced at the frosty pieces of sea glass as the sun went behind the clouds. The sky turned grey and heavy with clouds. But the glass pieces lit with a pale glow, scattering colored lights like confetti.

      “This is getting weird,” she muttered above the radio’s muffled strains. Nirvana. Lithium, maybe? She couldn’t hear the words.

      The closer she got to the Burlington exit, the brighter the glass gleamed. When she reached a sign for Anacortes and the exit for SR 20, a brilliant kaleidoscope of purples, blues, and greens flickered through the SUV.

      “Anacortes it is,” she said, turning off I-5. “And sleep.”

      She veered left beneath the underpass and into what appeared to be endless farm land. Handwritten signs offering cherries by the basket and small espresso stands dotted the roadside. She was grateful to be out of interstate traffic as she followed the highway to Anacortes, looking away from the water that crouched off to her right.

      Microseconds of sleep startled Cassidy awake several times as she followed the traffic like a lemming, turning off the avenue and driving past quaint seaside cottages and large Victorians, their yards brimming with purple rhododendrons and wild pink roses. Along the sleepy road stood gabled cottages with sunburst windows in sugary pinks and soft mints and blues, trimmed white and framed by crisp green lawns.

      The road ambled down a small hill where a sprawling, royal blue and white Victorian house nestled against the woods. In front of the house, tucked between a tall hedge of pale pink roses and a wall of purple hydrangeas and butterfly bushes was a large indigo sign capped with a black and white orca carving.

      Cassidy slowed down.

      A misty gold sun and pale lavender moon gleamed against a field of white stars. Rich salmon-colored letters swirled around the moon: Sundial Inn.

      It was time to stop driving.

      She pulled into a gravel lot behind the inn and shut off the motor. She grabbed her purse and stiffly exited the SUV, barely making it up the small flight of stairs into the lobby.

      The inn felt like she’d stepped back a hundred years in time. A traditional Victorian parlor with white lace sheers fluttering like spirits and rose-colored velvet curtains pooling on dark mahogany floors. The huge room was crowded with pink fainting couches and plum, camelback sofas. Marble- topped lyre tables flanked the sofas with delicate glass lamps in frosted shades of pink and gold, lace doilies beneath them. Wallpaper swirled with pink roses and grey latticework covered the walls.

      She’d expected that musty smell of old houses, not the soft scents of rosewater and citrus. Off to her left, stood the front desk. Such pristine antiques! They looked almost new. They had to be reproductions.

      She stepped up to the polished cedar desk to the left of the parlor. A pen and ink well set beside the yellowed guest register and ornate brass call bell. Another nice touch. Behind the counter were over a dozen numbered mail slots. Some had envelopes and others had old brass keys.

      Behind the desk stood a tall woman in a long blue skirt and striped blouse. Her blonde hair was parted on the side and swept up into swirls in the back. The young woman looked a bit younger than her, in her mid-twenties as she glanced up from her book and smiled, her oval face like porcelain.

      “Good morning,” said the woman in a soft, musical voice.

      “I need a room, please,” said Cassidy, her eyelids drooping. She leaned against the desk and felt the lull of sleep close.

      “How long will you be staying with us?”

      Cassidy sighed. She had no idea. “A week—maybe two?”

      Until she found more permanent housing. She could never go back to Kentucky again.

      “What brings you to us?” the woman asked, her blue gaze unwavering.

      Glowing sea glass and a dead friend’s wish to touch the ocean, Cassidy thought with a sigh. How crazy did that sound?

      “I’m running away from my life.”

      The woman laughed softly. Then with a knowing gaze, she turned around and selected a key from one of the boxes. She handed a large key on a wooden paddle to her, the number fourteen carved and gilded into the wood.

      “Room Fourteen,” she replied. “Top of the stairs to your left. Your room has an attached bath. It is twelve dollars a night and has a northern exposure. Maybe that will help you get your bearings?”

      “Twelve dollars?”

      What sort of rat trap awaited her upstairs? She couldn’t even buy a music CD for twelve dollars, but right now, she was too exhausted to care.

      The woman nodded. “I’m Isabel, by the way.”

      Reluctantly, Cassidy reached for the key, but the woman pressed it into her hand and held on for a moment.

      “Don’t worry, it doesn’t face the water.”

      Cassidy’s eyes widened and her mouth bobbed open, but she couldn’t respond. How could this woman know she was afraid of water?

      The woman called Isabel let go of her hand and turned back to her book, humming. “Don’t forget to sign the register,” she said between hums, not looking up.

      Cassidy picked up the old-fashioned pen, dipped it in the ink well, and signed her name. She scratched today’s date in the date field beside her name and set down the pen.

      “Upstairs to your left,” the woman replied. “Enjoy your stay.”

      It took the last of Cassidy’s strength to climb the grand flight of stairs that wound around a large stone fireplace. The upstairs overlooked the entire first floor. Doors with large gold numbers, all of them even numbers, lined the hall. She frowned.

      Except the last door.

      The last room at the far end of the floor had a gold number one on the door. Light flickered underneath the door, casting eerie shadows. How many rooms were occupied?

      Cassidy crept down the hallway, stopping in front of door one. She turned the doorknob, but the door wouldn’t open.

      Faint whispers echoed from underneath the door, but she couldn’t make out the words over a steady rush of wind. The draft was cold against her feet. She shivered, goose bumps rising on her arms.

      Something just wasn’t right about this inn.

      Wood creaked behind her. She turned, gasping. Isabel stood behind her, a smile on her porcelain face.

      “Room Fourteen is at the other end,” she said in a soft soprano voice. “This room is just for storage.”

      Cassidy nodded. “Guess I’m sleepier than I thought.”

      “This way,” said the blonde woman, leading her away from Room One—back to Room Fourteen.

      Isabel waited until Cassidy slid the key into the lock before heading downstairs. The door creaked open and Cassidy stumbled inside. She jerked her hand to her mouth, dropping her purse.

      The room was huge!

      Polished mahogany floors looked new. Tall walnut window frames stretched to the ceiling and what looked like gas lamps perched on the walls. A four-poster bed leaned its head against pale iris-striped wallpaper, a marble-topped nightstand draped with a doily beside it. Prints of English gardens hung throughout the room. A walnut chair- rail divided purple stripes from tiny sage and lavender dragonflies against a soft olive background.

      Near the window stood a beige camelback sofa, lavender stuffed chair, and roll-top desk, forming a small sitting area. No phone set by the bed, no television in the corner. Not an electrical outlet in sight.

      Cassidy paused beside the chest-of-drawers against the far wall and touched a ceramic wash basin resting on a lace doily. Beyond the chest was a small, white bathroom with a toilet, sink, and claw foot tub with a shower head. A hot shower!

      She peeked out the window, making sure the room didn’t face the nearby Puget Sound, and then pulled down the fluffy bed quilts. She slid off her shoes and jeans and sank into the bed. The feather pillows and soft linens smelling of lavender carried her off to a dreamless sleep.

      The room was perfect. For twelve dollars a night, she might stay here forever.
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        * * *

      

      It was daylight again when Cassidy awoke. Stretching, she sat up in bed, the room smelling of rosewater and lemons. No cars rushed by, no sound of planes overhead, not even the buzz of a lawn mower. The world seemed to have melted away.

      How long had she been asleep?

      She hadn’t even brought in her things yet. After a hot shower, she’d go out to the SUV and start rearranging her life. For now, she’d just sit here and take in the sunlight pooling on the mahogany floors.

      After a shower, Cassidy went down to her SUV and armful by armful, she unloaded her belongings. It seemed strange that her white CR-V was the only vehicle in the Sundial’s lot. But Mondays were probably not busy days.

      As she passed a large drum table in the foyer, she noticed blueberry scones and butter in a small pottery cup. An open mason jar of strawberry jam stood beside the tray of scones. Three glasses and a pitcher of lemonade with fresh-cut lemons sat beside the tray.

      “Help yourself,” the blonde woman called to her. “I just took the scones out of the oven.”

      “Thank you,” Cassidy replied, carrying a laundry basket filled with clothes, books, and her laptop.

      She hurried up the stairs to her room and set down the basket, rushing down the stairs again for a fresh scone. Collapsing into one of the mint green high back chairs, she devoured two scones. The butter tasted sweet, the strawberries fresh picked, and the lemonade cool and sugary.

      The blonde woman, wearing a long tan skirt and embroidered white blouse, moved toward Cassidy, wiping her hands on an apron. She poured herself a glass of lemonade.

      “Hope it isn’t too sweet for you,” she said and drank deeply from the glass. “I like lots of sugar.”

      She was a thin, statuesque woman, her hair in a Gibson Girl style. All summer and sweet lemonade.

      “Me, too,” said Cassidy, taking another sip of lemonade. “By the way, I’m Cassidy O’Connell. Of course, you already knew that from the register.”

      “Forgive my manners,” said the blonde woman. “My name is Miss Isabel Danvers. Please call me Isabel though.”

      Cassidy set down her glass as Isabel sat down in a high back chair beside her. She folded her small hands in her lap.

      “So, what brings you so far from home, Cassidy?”

      Cassidy settled back in the chair. “So many things, I don’t know where I’d even start.” She looked away toward the dark fireplace. “Have you ever felt like you were running toward… whatever you were running away from?”

      She cringed, wanting to take those words back. Tell a stranger your whole life story. People always appreciate that. Why couldn’t she have just said she was on vacation and leave it at that?

      “How so?” Isabel asked.

      “No matter where you go,” Cassidy continued with a sigh, “the thing you’re trying to avoid is all around you.”

      She’d already run two thousand miles, yet the accident was still right there in front of her. And so was the water. She couldn’t escape them.

      Isabel nodded. “Like being afraid of bees and everywhere I look there are flowers.”

      “Yes, exactly.”

      “What are you avoiding?” Isabel asked, laying a hand against Cassidy’s arm.

      Water…dying…remembering…forgetting.

      All of it knotted up inside her so tightly that she couldn’t untie any of it. She didn’t want to remember the accident, but she didn’t want to forget Deb. She hated how Deb’s family had cleaned out Deb’s apartment, sold her car, and given away all her things, erasing every physical trace of her. In an instant, flesh and blood evaporated into memories and feelings, the mind fading what had once been so alive and so visceral—so much a part of her life. And now, it felt like Deb had never really been here at all.

      Cassidy didn’t want to acknowledge her fear and guilt. If she said it out loud, it’d be real and she’d have to deal with it. She wasn’t ready.

      “It’s all right if you don’t want to talk about it. But if you need a friend, I’m here.”

      With the poise of a Siamese cat, Isabel rose to her feet.

      “Where are all your guests?” Cassidy asked, changing the subject.

      Isabel’s face lit with a smile. “We just opened for the season yesterday, so you’re my first guest. Why don’t you go sightseeing? Explore the town? It’s a friendly little place.”

      “The only sights I’m going to see today are the job postings,” Cassidy said with a frown.

      She hadn’t planned anything beyond filling the SUV with gas and buying a map. She had a few thousand in the bank, but that wouldn’t last long.

      “Check the shops down by the ferry,” said Isabel. “Talk to Anna Charles at Orcasional Espresso and Beads.”

      “Where?”

      “Orcasional—orca and occasional.”

      “Espresso and beads? Really?” Cassidy cried.

      That sounded like a lot of fun.

      Isabel untied her apron and slipped it off her shoulders. “She’s been in business a year now. Tourists drink coffee and shop while they wait for the ferry. The coffee sales have gone up so much that she needs someone to handle the gifts and beads. Why not see it for yourself?”

      Beads, coffee, and gifts—sounded like fun. And it was close enough to walk there. That would save a lot of gas money.

      “All right, I’ll go there this afternoon. Thanks for the tip.”

      “Any time, Cassidy,” said Isabel and disappeared into the back room.

      Cassidy finished her lemonade and hurried upstairs to change clothes. She wanted to look presentable when she applied for the job.

      Still, the coincidences nagged at her. A ridiculously cheap room at the height of tourist season and a job prospect all within twenty-four hours? Within walking distance of an empty inn with twelve-dollar-rooms right beside a busy ferry terminal—with summer just starting?

      And how did that woman know she was afraid of water?
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      Griff Perry swept a rich stroke of salmon-colored paint onto the old, faded sign’s raised lettering. He’d already finished painting the large black and white orca that crowned the sign and he’d touched up an old gold sun, lavender crescent moon, and tiny white stars. When he finished painting the letters that read, Sundial Inn, the sign would be returned to its original 1909 colors. Dad would have loved to see the inn’s sign restored.

      And the inn.

      He longed to put a new coat of royal blue on the inn’s weathered, greying cedar and paint her trim brilliant white again, but the old building was in bad shape. He loved this place, even with its collapsed entryway, rotting floors, and crumbling staircase that once curved gracefully up to the second floor. Maybe after the summer whale watch season, he’d have more money for repairs? He’d never given up on anything in his life. And he wouldn’t start now.

      A car door slammed.

      Griff laid his paintbrush on the edge of a dented paint can and rose to his feet. His neck muscles corded at the sight of the burgundy Cadillac de Ville parked in the gravel. He hissed out a breath, his lips pressed flat.

      This day was going downhill fast.

      A pudgy, auburn-haired woman with helmet hair and bright coral lipstick got out of the car. Barrel-chested in a tight white blouse, she flounced toward him, green skirt swishing against thick sausage legs, fleshy feet smashed into black high heels like modeling clay. His skin crawled at the sound of those heels clicking against gravel.

      A short, balding man in a grey business suit scurried like a rat beside her—but that was an insult to rats. His eyes narrowed, the foul stench of lawyer wafting toward him.

      Over the years, he’d watched old lady Danvers sic all kinds of lawyers on his dad, trying to get the Sundial Inn. They always showed up in their expensive suits with their lawyer-speak and vapid threats. Dad hired a lawyer and drained his retirement account fending off Danvers challenges. Griff didn’t find out until much later that Dad’s lawyer had been working with Danvers all along.

      He’d never trust another one.

      He crossed his arms over a faded grey Pearl Jam t-shirt and glared at the woman shuffling across the gravel lot toward him. The lawyer skittered like a crab after her.

      Griff held up a hand. Paint daubed his old Levi’s and grungy brown Merrell’s and splattered his tan face and blond hair.

      “There’s a leash law in this county,” Griff snapped, pointing at the huffing lawyer. “So, keep it on a short leash.”

      The lawyer’s red face scrunched and he glared at Griff. “I knew there was little chance of a civil conversation with you, Mr. Perry,” said Tracy Danvers. Her bright coral lips flapped into a smug grin. “I thought that perhaps my attorney and I would try reason this time.”

      “Reason?” Griff scoffed. “You mean theft.” He glared at the lawyer who fumbled through a clunky black briefcase. “How about we talk about facts. I’ll start.” He smirked at them. “You don’t have the deed to this place.”

      “Neither do you, Mr. Perry,” Tracy Danvers countered, wagging a finger at him.

      “Oh, I’ll produce it, Ms. Danvers. Don’t you worry about that. But see, without the deed, no one can sell the inn. It’s part of Dad’s will.”

      Griff’s dad left him the inn in his will, but the deed hadn’t been among Dad’s possessions. If it took Griff the rest of his life, he’d find that deed. Only then would the inn legally belong to him. It was the only way this greedy witch would stop challenging his claim to the place.

      The balding lawyer opened his mouth to speak.

      Griff took a long stride toward him. “Save the lawyer-babble, buddy. I didn’t have to sell my soul to the state bar to know you can’t sell private property without a deed. Especially when they’re still settling an estate.”

      The balding man glared at Griff. “The courthouse is searching for the deed as we speak. Soon they will settle this matter and produce the deed. It’s the last item of your father’s estate to be settled.”

      Griff rolled his eyes. “First thing I did was contact the courthouse. Perhaps the clerk forgot to tell you about the 1912 fire that destroyed a bunch of records. Including the Sundial’s deed on file. The only deed left is the original that was in my dad’s possession.”

      The lawyer smiled, crossing his arms against his chest. “Then it should be a simple matter to produce this deed. You do have the deed, don’t you, Mr. Perry?”

      “I’m still sorting through Dad’s estate,” Griff snapped. “And as long as I continue to maintain the property, you can’t grab the inn from me.”

      “Caring for a property like this,” said the lawyer, motioning toward the dilapidated Victorian-style inn, “requires specialized knowledge and a lot of capital, Mr. Perry. You possess neither. If you care as much about this historic property as you claim, wouldn’t it be more prudent to turn it over to someone who can truly care for it? Someone like Tracy Danvers?”

      Griff bristled. “My dad was a contractor and carpenter by trade,” Griff replied, hands on his hips. “I worked alongside him since I could hold a hammer.”

      Tracy Danvers’ smile didn’t fade. “Here are some other facts you haven’t considered, Mr. Perry: Your bank account has radically dwindled over the past year and continues to empty out on this—condemned— property. And you have no friends in local government.” She chuckled. “And your charter boat still belongs to the bank—run by my dear friend and cousin, Mark Danvers.”

      Griff stared down her lawyer until he took a step backward. He pointed a finger at Tracy Danvers. “If that’s how you want to play this, it’s fine by me, Danvers. But know this. I’ll fight you every step until I locate Dad’s deed. You’ll never put your claws on the Sundial. That, I promise you!”

      A cold expression touched Tracy Danvers’ face, an unsettling glint in her eyes. “Very soon you’ll run out of money just like your father and won’t be able to fight my claim. Before summer’s end, I’ll have the inn and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

      Before Dad died, the ol’ man made him promise to keep the inn from being sold. No matter what.

      According to Aunt Rose (before she got sick), the inn was tied to some crazy legend called Isabel’s Tears. Griff had never believed those stories, but Dad did. He grew up with them. For Dad and Aunt Rose, the woman who’d raised Griff, he would keep that promise. The Sundial Inn had been in the Perry family for over a hundred years. Griff wouldn’t let Tracy Danvers take it—not without the biggest fight of his life.

      “Keep careful records of those loan payments,” Tracy Danvers called to him, her heels crunching against the gravel as she waddled back to the de Ville, her lawyer slithering beside her. She opened the passenger side door, a smirk on her face. “I’d hate for a bank error to make you lose that boat. How would you restore this inn?” She chuckled. “Or eat.” She let out a grating laugh, looking like a harbor seal swallowing a fish.

      “Oh, don’t worry, Danvers,” Griff replied, pulling a pen and notepad out of his jacket that lay in the grass. “I intend to keep all kinds of careful records.” He poised the pen over the pad, talking out loud as he wrote. “On Monday, May 31st, Tracy Danvers threatened to ruin my credit and commit banking fraud. Her local bank contact is Mark Danvers, D-a-n-v-e-r-s. Thanks for the facts!”

      Disgusted, Tracy Danvers flounced into the car and slammed the door as her weaselly lawyer started the engine. Gravel pinged against rubber, kicking up clouds of grey smoke as the de Ville raced onto the road and away from the inn. In a moment or two, the cool, sweet breeze coming off the Puget Sound swallowed up the stench of Danvers and her lawyer.

      Grinning, Griff put away the notepad and pen and returned to the inn’s sign. As he bent down, he noticed a small white SUV parked behind the inn. Damn tourists. He sighed. Maybe some poor schmuck couldn’t afford the fare over?

      He’d give them a break this time. Everybody deserved a break. He’d let it go for today. But he’d have to get mean if they continued to park here.

      He picked up the paintbrush and finished painting the word, Dial, but in the back of his mind, he couldn’t keep Danvers out of his thoughts. What other nasty little things did Tracy Danvers have planned? She wouldn’t stop until she had the inn. Financially, it could ruin him. Like it ruined his dad.

      And she knew it.

      The land alone was worth a fortune, but Griff had other plans. He wanted to reopen the inn and reestablish the Perry name. He was the last male in the Perry line. Restoring the inn might even break over a century of Perry bad luck. With the inn restored, maybe he could even repair the damage and pain his grandfather had caused, too? Damage that had shamed Griff’s dad until his death. Even Griff carried around a shadow of that shame. Dad spent his entire life trying to restore the inn and the family name. Finishing what Dad started was the last thing he could do for his father.

      Griff’s stomach clenched as he squinted at the Sundial’s Victorian gentle curves and eaves. He had a soft spot for this old inn and he wasn’t going to see it stolen by Tracy Danvers.

      The battle for the inn had begun.
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      A small building painted in sea blues and pale greens stood near the Anacortes ferry terminal entrance. Its whimsical sign, adorned with shells, starfish, and an orca whale, read Orcasional Espresso and Beads. Beside the coffee house was a pink and yellow building.

      Cassidy rolled her eyes at the sign that read Spirit Readings in crisp purple script.

      She didn’t believe in ghosts.

      She waited for an Outback and a Land Rover to drive past then crossed the street, gazing in the window of the brightly painted espresso shop nestled against the hillside that overlooked the ferry terminal. Inside, starshaped and spherical prisms cast rainbows on purple velvet fabric that draped the window ledge. Whimsically painted cats stood beside handfuls of aqua and pink glass beads and silver toe rings sprinkled across the fabric.

      And sea glass! She smiled. Like Deb’s. The handful of smooth white and green glass supported a small sign that read, Help Needed.

      Chimes whispered as an older couple in blue windbreakers and sunglasses stepped out of the espresso shop. Each carried a paper coffee cup, the rich scent of coffee washing over her. The man, a zoom lens camera around his neck and a fanny pack at his waist, handed the woman a teal paper sack. She said hello to Cassidy as she slid the sack into her purse.

      “Hello,” Cassidy replied, catching the door. She slipped inside the shop, delicate wind chimes announcing her entrance.

      The shop was small and cozy, smelling warm with roasted coffee and hazelnuts. Four bar stools lined the counter’s right side. Behind the counter was the espresso machine to the right and a cash register to the left. Beside the cash register was a small room with two tables of beads and a handful of bookshelves.

      A thin, black-haired woman stood at the espresso machine, her maple complexion creased with laugh lines. She was a muscular woman, no more than five feet six, with bright ebony eyes and a kind, square face. She looked a bit older than Cassidy, probably in her mid-thirties.

      “May I help you?” the woman asked with a cheerful smile. “Are you Anna Charles?” Cassidy asked.

      “I am,” the woman said with a nod.

      Cassidy pointed toward the window. “I saw the sign in the window and wanted to apply for your job. I was told you were hiring and⁠—”

      Anna grinned. “And you’re hired!” She thrust her hands in the air. “Thank the Great Spirit! This place is falling apart.”

      “Don’t you need me to fill out an application or check my references?” Cassidy asked, surprised.

      “Later,” she said, shuffling Cassidy toward the counter as three people entered the shop. Anna handed her a green apron.

      Anna made lattés and mochas while Cassidy fumbled through ringing up the purchases. All the register keys were marked and Anna was good at giving out instructions while making coffee.

      For the rest of the day, swells of people swept through the little store until Anna flipped over the closed sign at six p.m.

      Even after the last drink was made, the scent of fresh brewed coffee still permeated the store. Cassidy closed her eyes for a moment, wanting to immerse herself in that warmth, knowing that in a few days, she probably wouldn’t even notice the scent. Or she’d start hating it.

      Anna leaned against the door, a weary smile on her face as she locked it.

      “We made it through another day. Thank you, Cassidy. You were my hawk medicine today.” Anna moved over to the espresso machine and the rasp of frothing milk filled the room.

      “Your what?” Cassidy asked as she walked between the two tables of beads arranged by colors and cleaned up stray beads.

      Sunlight drenched the tables, beads casting rivulets of cobalt, ruby, and emerald that danced across the floor. She smiled. Just like Deb’s sea glass.

      “My hawk medicine,” Anna replied. “Every living thing can be a messenger. If we honor its message.”

      Anna picked up a large, waxy squeeze bottle and squirted thick chocolate syrup into two white paper cups.

      Cassidy smiled. “I’m no messenger. I just needed a job.”

      Anna laughed, her alto voice rich and velvety like an autumn cabernet. “And if I hadn’t listened, I might have told you to come back later and then you might have gotten another job. But I dreamed of hawk last night, so I was ready to listen.”

      Cassidy had never heard of animals bringing messages before. “Where did you learn about this medicine stuff?” she asked.

      “The tribe,” Anna said. “It’s part of our heritage. My mother passed it down to me. Her mother passed it down to her and so on. My people have lived in this area a great long while.”

      She was Native American, Cassidy realized. Animal totems were central to their beliefs, especially in the Northwest. She remembered seeing pictures of totem poles in a Washington State brochure. She knew these totems had significance and meaning, but she knew little about them.

      Anna stepped out from the counter and handed Cassidy a steaming cup. “One mocha with whipped cream.”

      “Thank you.” Cassidy gratefully took the cup. Sipping hot coffee and chocolate through the cool cream warmed her insides as she straightened rows of bead-filled teacups and coffee mugs that lined both tables.

      Anna returned to the espresso machine, wiping off several parts that had been soaking in a bowl. The tang of vinegar hung in the air as Anna wiped down baskets and screens.

      “What else would you like me to do?” Cassidy asked.

      Anna pointed to the broom in the corner. “Would you sweep the floor?”

      “Of course!” Cassidy set her cup on the counter and grabbed the broom. “So, tell me more about these hawks and messengers.”

      Anna grinned and reached for a container labeled citric acid. “The universe guides us through messengers. Some messengers are always there for us and others just bring occasional messages. Some help us find our own destiny.”

      Find our own destiny?

      Cassidy paused, broom in mid-swipe. Ever since Deb died, she had wondered if she’d somehow cheated death. Had her destiny been to die, too? If that boater hadn’t pulled her from the water, she would have drowned. She gripped the broom tighter, cloud of dust rising as she swept dust and pine needles into a dust pan.

      She’d lived and Deb died. Why? It was so unfair.

      At times, she felt strangled by guilt, hating herself for surviving when Deb hadn’t. And now she was supposed to just go on with her life when Deb couldn’t. Deb had been helping her overcome a horrible fear of water. The boat trip was supposed to be a major step forward for Cassidy. A chance to confront her fear. It was her fault Deb was even on the lake that afternoon.

      It was her fault that Deb died.

      “What do you mean by occasional messages?” Cassidy asked.

      Anna’s expression softened, dark eyes turning somber. “Like orca. Orca reminds us to seek our own wisdom and to find our own destiny. I’ve never seen an orca from the ferry, but when I was contemplating opening this shop, I saw orcas every day from the ferry. When I agreed to open the shop, I stopped seeing orcas. That’s why I named my shop Orcasional Espresso & Beads.” Anna winked at her. “And because tourists come to see the orcas.”

      “But just because you see a hawk in a dream or soaring overhead doesn’t mean there’s a message or that everything will magically fall into place,” said Cassidy, an edge in her voice that she couldn’t hold back. “Sometimes a hawk in the sky is just a hawk in the sky.” She picked up the dust pan and dumped it into the trash can. “Things don’t always work out the way you want.”

      She knew that better than anyone. She sighed, knowing she should keep her mouth shut. Getting hired and fired in the same day would definitely be an accomplishment—even for her.

      She expected an angry rebuttal, but Anna seemed unaffected.

      “That’s true, Cassidy. Even when they are messengers, they can bring messages we don’t want to hear. Sometimes those messages are painful. Sometimes, they break our hearts. But sometimes, messengers are there to comfort or heal. The intent is the same—to guide. You can’t receive a message if you’re not listening.”

      Frowning, Cassidy set the broom back in the corner and walked toward Anna. She leaned against the counter.

      “How do you do that?” she asked in a small, quiet voice. “How do you stay so positive?”

      “By listening,” Anna said. She pointed toward Cassidy’s face. “Listen for the sound, for the message. Listen with your eyes, with your fingers. It takes practice, but you’ll know.”

      She bit her lip. “How will I know?”

      “Pay attention to what’s around you,” said Anna, wiping her hands on a towel. “You’ll find the hope you need. Your message.”
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      After everything had been cleaned, swept, and put away, Anna turned out the lights and she and Cassidy walked out into the Pacific Northwest’s lengthening shadows. The sun hung low in the sky, distant murmur of gulls rising above the chatter of voices and slamming of car doors from the ferry lines below. A hint of salt clung to the soft breeze.

      “When would you like me to work next?” Cassidy asked.

      “Tomorrow at ten,” said Anna, locking the door. “We’ll talk about hours and money then, all right?”

      Cassidy nodded. “Thank you, Anna. I like working with you.”

      “You, too. See you tomorrow.” Anna walked over to a blue Neon parked beside the building.

      Cassidy turned and walked up the road, past a restaurant, toward the blue and white inn with its quaint Victorian charm. As she walked past the white picket fence that cradled the Sundial Inn, two dragonflies darted around her head and landed on a fence post. Their large, lacy wings gleamed against their spring green bodies. They flitted around her head again then disappeared into the tree line behind the inn.

      The ferry road was clogged with nonstop traffic. An unending line of cars and minivans streamed past the inn toward the ferry lanes below. It had been this way since she’d gotten here. She gazed at the crisply painted inn with its pristine lawn and brilliant pink English roses.

      A little place to lose yourself for a while. Yet, despite the inn’s beauty, no one even glanced at it as they drove past.

      Like it wasn’t even there.

      Cassidy walked around back and checked the parking lot for other guests, but her SUV was still the only one in the lot. Why? How could people not know about this place? And its twelve-dollar-a-night rooms? How was that even possible? This close to the ferry lines, the inn should be bursting at the seams with guests.

      The white wooden stairs creaked as she stepped into the inn. She started toward the staircase when Isabel called her name from the front desk. Cassidy turned.

      “Did Anna put you to work?” Isabel asked, glancing up from the Inn’s register.

      Cassidy nodded. “She’s got a unique view of the world. But I like it.”

      “I’ve heard that,” said Isabel, sorting through a pile of envelopes on the desk, “but I also hear she makes wonderful coffee.”

      “Yes, she does,” said Cassidy, stepping toward the staircase.

      “A letter came for you today,” Isabel said, not looking up from her sorting.

      A letter?

      Cassidy froze on the first step. “No one knows I’m here,” she said, turning around.

      Isabel left the pile of envelopes at the desk and walked toward the staircase. She reached into her ivory apron pocket and pulled out a crisp white envelope, extending it to Cassidy.

      “Who’s it from?”

      “Someone named Deb.”

      Cassidy gasped and sank down on the step, her body trembling.

      “Are you all right?” Isabel cried. She dropped down beside Cassidy, tan skirt pooling on the wood floor.

      No, she wasn’t all right! She rubbed her forehead. “Have I gone completely insane?”

      Isabel shook her head, but didn’t say anything. She laid a hand on Cassidy’s sleeve, but Cassidy pulled away, sliding back against the railing.

      “I’m on the road four days and because of some stupid sea glass, I end up here, at the end of the world! In some little sea town halfway to Canada! And the first hotel I find looks like a movie set and now, I’m getting letters from dead people!”

      Cassidy gestured toward the parlor, at the sofas and chairs filling the expanse. Every single one of them was as empty as the inn’s parking lot in back. “Where are the guests, Isabel? Where are the guests?”

      “Cassidy, please⁠—”

      “These two-hundred-dollar rooms are only twelve dollars a night, Isabel! And the very next day after I get here, I walk out the door and into an instant job, no application, no interview—nothing. Because I said I needed a job. And now, I get a letter from Deb Cooper!” Cassidy grabbed hold of Isabel’s arms, the tears burning her eyes. “Deb Cooper is dead, Isabel! She died in a boating accident over a week ago.”

      “You mentioned some sea glass, Cassidy? Where is this sea glass?” Isabel asked softly.

      Stunned, Cassidy stared at Isabel’s unconcerned gaze. Hadn’t Isabel just heard her? Didn’t she get it? She was holding a letter from a dead woman.

      She let go of Isabel. “Don’t you understand?” She pointed at the envelope in Isabel’s hand. “Deb Cooper’s dead. She couldn’t have sent that letter. Who cares about some stupid glass that Deb kept in her desk drawer?”

      Cassidy cringed, feeling like a fool for blurting all this out to a stranger, but it wasn’t everyday she got a letter from the dead.

      “Could you show the glass to me?” Isabel asked.

      Sure, why not? This kind of thing happened all the time. She’d call Ripley’s later.

      Cassidy struggled to her feet and hurried up the stairs to her room. Isabel followed. She led Isabel to her dresser where she’d placed the pieces of sea glass. She gathered the smooth pieces into her palm and held them out to Isabel.

      Smiling wistfully, Isabel gently picked up three small pieces of lavender glass. She clutched them in her fist and pressed them against her heart, closing her eyes.

      “This is why our paths have crossed,” Isabel said and held out the lavender glass.

      “Because of sea glass?” Cassidy shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

      Isabel motioned her toward the camelback sofa that leaned against a huge window. “This is a long story, but perhaps it will explain some things for you.”

      When Cassidy didn’t budge, Isabel tugged on her sleeve. “Please, it’s important.”

      With a sigh, Cassidy collapsed onto the sofa. How much crazier could this get? She ran her hand through her hair, brushing it out of her eyes.

      “All right, tell me about the sea glass.”

      Isabel sat down beside her and held out the sea glass. “These aren’t just tumbled glass trinkets for tourists. They came from the sea.”

      “How can you be sure of that?”

      “The color and the shape.” Isabel sighed. “The memories within them.”

      In the folds of her apron, she took the frosty curved pieces of lavender and arranged them until they formed what might have been a curve, like they had been part of a sphere or special shape.

      Cassidy sat up and peered closer at the pieces. They did look like they almost fit together, not like the other bits of white, green, and blue glass.

      “But why does that matter? What did they come from?”

      “Bells.” Isabel gently stroked the pieces. “Wedding bells. Glass floats shaped like bells, specially made in Seattle for a wedding.”

      “Wedding floats?” Cassidy asked, frowning.

      Isabel nodded, her gaze falling to the window. “For a shipboard wedding held in the strait. That never happened. And neither ship ever returned to home port.”

      A chill danced across Cassidy’s spine as Isabel laid the glass on the sofa cushion. Isabel folded her hands into her lap, her gaze far away. Cassidy waited patiently for her to return to the story, but she stared out the window for some time. Finally, in a low, intense voice, she spoke.

      “One Saturday afternoon in August of 1909, two schooners left their island harbors. One schooner, the Sea Spirit with its teak hull and crisp white sails, traveled south through Haro Strait with the bride and her family. The Starfisher left Port Crescent and traveled north, the groom and his family anxious to rendezvous with the Sea Spirit for a long-anticipated wedding. It was the highlight of the social season. The skies were overcast and steely, only a hint of ill wind on the salt air.”

      Isabel’s stare turned distant. Empty. Fixed on the lavender sea glass as her fingers rhythmically caressed the frosty, sea-churned pieces.

      Cassidy folded her arms against her chest, remembering the boating accident, the water rushing into her lungs, tether line hopelessly tangled around her. God, she didn’t want to relive that moment. Ever again! She exhaled sharply, trying to push away the memory, and took a deep breath.

      “On the Sea Spirit, the bride and her wedding party hung lavender bell floats, wrapped so carefully in purple netting. The glass shop had taken months to fashion dozens of these floats.”

      Isabel held up a rounded piece of glass to the light, her voice fading for a moment.

      “Small evergreen trees had been tied to the mast tops, a symbol of eternity. Wild roses, ferns, and blue hydrangeas were strung together as garland, the wind scattering flower petals across the deck and in the bridesmaids’ hair. Everything was ready. The two schooners would drop anchor near False Bay where the groom would board the Sea Spirit with his best man and wedding party. Where the two lovers would have been married.”

      Isabel was silent again, her gaze still far away. A smile hinted at the corners of her mouth, her watery eyes closing. A long, heavy sigh made her slump forward. At last, her eyes opened, tears spilling down her cheeks.

      “Like a viper, fog slithered into the channel. The boats were so close together. They could rendezvous before the weather got worse. Without warning, wind rose across the strait with typhoon force. Large waves broke across the bow of the Sea Spirit as its captain signaled desperately for a sign of the Starfisher. Or the light on Dungeness. Anything to guide them to safe harbor.”

      Isabel clutched the glass now, drawing a hand to her pale lips.

      “One by one, the bell floats shattered, garlands torn apart and washed over the side. The schooner listed, taking on water as the captain tried to navigate toward a distant shore light, but it was too late. The rain fell in sheets and none of them could escape the waves.” Isabel bowed her head, her voice sounding strained now. Tired. Heart sick. “By the time the sun set, the Sea Spirit had sunk in the strait—somewhere north of Ediz Hook and Dungeness.” Tears threaded down her porcelain face. “The light that the Sea Spirit saw wasn’t Ediz Hook at all. It was the Starfisher’s distress signal. Given just moments before it sank under the waves.”

      “What happened to the crew and passengers of the Starfisher?” Cassidy asked.

      “They were never found. The next morning, the Starfisher was found derelict near Port Crescent, but no bodies were ever recovered.”

      “Did anyone from the Sea Spirit survive?”

      “No one,” Isabel said, bowing her head. “The bride’s body and some of her wedding party washed up in Deadman’s Bay on San Juan Island. The rest were never found. Occasionally, beachcombers find pieces of lavender glass from the wedding bell floats. Anyone who remembers the story will tell you to throw back the glass because it’s a sign of ill tides.”

      Isabel rose from the sofa and laid the lavender pieces of glass back on the dresser.

      “Okay, that explains the glass—sort of, I guess—but it doesn’t explain anything about this inn or the fact that you’re holding a letter from my dead friend.”

      “You’re right,” said Isabel. “We’ll talk more later, after you’ve read your letter.”

      “No, now!” Cassidy shouted as Isabel laid the plain white envelope on the sofa and walked out of the room. “Isabel, please,” Cassidy shouted, following the blonde out of the room. “This is crazy! No, it’s worse than crazy. It’s impossible!”

      When Cassidy reached the top of the stairs, Isabel was gone.

      “This isn’t over, Isabel,” said Cassidy, returning to her room and closing the door.

      For a long time, Cassidy stared at the envelope, unable to even touch it. There was no way this letter was from Deb. It was impossible.

      With her stomach in knots, Cassidy paced the room, her brain spinning at the information overload. At the remote possibility that somehow, this letter was really from Deb.

      But she knew better!

      Finally, she stopped pacing and turned to stare at the envelope perched on the corner of the sofa. She ran her index finger across it and finally, picked it up, turning it over in her palm. The two-cent stamp startled her. Squinting, she examined the cancellation mark closely. It read June 6, 1909.

      “This has to be somebody’s idea of a sick joke,” she muttered and tore open the envelope.

      Carefully, she unfolded the letter. White stationery with a purple dragonfly at the top, Deb Cooper in gold letters below it. Cassidy flinched. It was Deb’s stationery.

      The words were written with a green felt tip marker and the flowing script was unmistakably Deb’s beautiful handwriting. Today’s date was at the top of the letter.

      Tears stung her eyes as she read the words at the top of the page. She heard Deb’s alto voice in her head, saying each word as she read the letter.

      

      Hey, Chick!

      

      I know I made a mistake out there. I cut that curve way

      too short. I know you’re probably blaming yourself right

      now, thinking that if I hadn’t been so bent on helping you

      kick your fear of water, this wouldn’t have happened.

      

      But Cassi, it wasn’t your fault. It was just a stupid

      accident. Trust me, it wasn’t your fault!

      

      Sometimes, things don’t happen for any other reason than

      chance, two bodies in motion that cross paths at the same time.

      A few seconds more or less and history changes.

      

      I wanted to make sure you knew you weren’t to

      blame. You’re my best friend and I miss you lots. But I’m

      so happy you took a shot at a new life. Find yourself out

      there, Cassi. Try on those red pumps for once!

      

      The Pacific Northwest is a wondrous place. I know that as

      soon as you’ve gotten through your fear, you’ll be able to touch

      the Pacific Ocean for me. Don’t let that fear hold you hostage,

      chick. Once you touch it and call it by name, the fear goes

      away.

      

      Love always,

      Deb

      

      For a long time, Cassidy stared at the letter, trying to find some way to dismiss it. But the words were so Deb. Finally, she opened a small file box on the floor (where she kept all her important papers) and opened the plastic top. She dug through the contents until she found a folder marked Deb. She opened the folder and pulled out some old notes from Deb that she’d saved.

      Deb used to leave notes for her all the time, on her windshield, on her front door, in her kitchen. She never threw anything away. She’d kept all the notes and now, she was glad she’d kept them. Many of the notes displayed that purple dragonfly at the top with Deb’s name below it.

      

      Cassidy shook her head in disbelief. This note was definitely from Deb. But how? How?

      

      She laid the letter on top of the dresser beside the bits of lavender sea glass. Part of the glass’ float shape was still visible in the three pieces that Isabel placed side-by-side like a mosaic. She tried to imagine dozens of these lavender floats hanging like garlands of flowers around a schooner’s hull. Even if these pieces were from those floats, what did it matter to her? Was Isabel telling her to throw back the pieces if she wanted to avoid more bad luck? Or was she trying to tell Cassidy the sea glass had caused the boating accident?

      Cassidy rubbed her forehead. The thought was absurd. What she needed now was a hot meal and some sleep.

      It didn’t explain anything. Not about the espresso shop, this inn, or why she and Isabel Danvers’ paths had crossed. Her stomach clenched, remembering Isabel saying the sea glass was a sign of ill tides. She sucked in a sharp breath.

      Maybe that did explain everything?
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      Cassidy couldn’t stop thinking about Isabel’s story. The wedding and the sea glass were disturbing. All night, she dreamed images of a drowned bride washing up on the shore, lacy veil and flowing white dress spread across sand and rocks, hair tangled with seaweed, lifeless eyes staring into the sky. Like her last memory of Deb lying on the dock after they’d recovered her body from the lake. She couldn’t shake those images.

      Or the memory of drowning.

      She shivered, feeling those terrible moments of silence building, lungs burning, nylon rope tangled around her, tearing into her flesh. The memory pressed against her chest as she descended through the silent, murky water. Sheen of boat fuel swirling around her, casting rivulets of rainbows when the sunlight hit it. The need to inhale—to fill her lungs—was overpowering as she slowly suffocated, the world murmured undisturbed above her.

      She gasped and climbed out of bed to pace the room. She didn’t want to think about sea glass or the accident. She picked up the letter and her hands trembled, tears running down her face.

      No. This was impossible. It was a sick joke. The dead didn’t write letters. They didn’t even send email. She couldn’t think about this right now.

      She glanced at the clock by the bed, just past seven in the morning.

      Disgusted, she threw the letter into her file box and took a shower. She dried her hair, dressed in jeans, a grey cardigan, and a purple t-shirt. After throwing on some taupe eye shadow and brown eyeliner, she slid her feet into black flats and headed out for a walk before work.

      To clear her head.
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      Every morning at ten, she was at the Orcasional Espresso pricing and straightening beads while Anna made coffees to go. The week flew by.

      Cassidy liked to look at the beads as she rang them up for customers and placed them into little plastic bags. She’d never seen so many colors and shapes. Several times a day, she rearranged the little teacups and gathered up loose beads, sorting the scattered colors back to their proper places. Anna had been training her to work the espresso machine—and clean it. She was learning how to steam milk and make the different types of coffees. Anna said she had a knack for learning the machines which made Cassidy feel more confident.

      Today was Friday. Another payday. Having a steady paycheck felt good again. Normal.

      Cassidy hunched over the first table of beads near the counter and gathered up handfuls of loose beads while Anna made a big order of eight coffees for a group of tourists waiting for the ferry. Three locals stood behind the tourists, looking annoyed. Cassidy hurried to the counter to take the locals’ orders while Anna finished the lattés, the milk steaming wand hissing through the store. The locals seemed happy when Anna began making their lattés.

      Cassidy rang up the tourists’ big order and then rang up lattés and cinnamon scones for the remaining customers, including one tourist who returned to order a dozen blueberry scones.

      Wind chimes sang as the door closed behind the last customer and for a moment, the store was quiet. It never lasted long though. In a moment, two hikers entered the store with their packs and boots and windbreakers.

      “Dreamed about any hawks lately, Anna?” Cassidy asked, returning to the bead trays. She dropped a handful of garnet-colored beads into a white porcelain teacup with faded pink flowers.

      Anna looked up from the espresso machine, casting a sideways glance at her. “My hawk already brought his message. Did you listen for yours?”

      She winked at the two young hikers studying the wall menu and they smiled politely.

      Cassidy thought for a moment, then shook her head. “I haven’t seen many animals since I got here.” One ginger tabby, a sheltie, and a few golden retrievers on leashes, she realized.

      “No ravens or crows along the road as you walked?”

      The sandpapery rasp of steaming milk filled the store for a few moments, then stopped. Anna snapped lids onto the coffees and rang them up. Change jangled into the drawer followed by the crunch of bills.

      “No ravens. Just some dragonflies,” Cassidy replied as she moved to a tray of blue and green beads.

      “Dragonflies?” Anna replied with a knowing smirk. “That’s all?”

      Cassidy nodded.

      “Only dragonflies.” Anna rolled her eyes. “That’s a powerful totem, Cassidy.”

      “What do you mean?” Cassidy asked.

      “Dragonflies flit around and disappear quickly, like illusions. Easy to glimpse, difficult to see. Your challenge is to move past those illusions and get a full picture of those truths within you.”

      Cassidy frowned. “What do you mean by illusions?” Like a letter from her dead best friend? She felt uncomfortable now.

      “Lies are illusions. Believing what you choose to believe in the face of facts is an illusion. And fear is a powerful illusion.”

      Even when it caused accidents? Deaths?

      Cassidy’s hands shook, scattering cobalt beads across the table. She brushed them into her hand and dropped them into a bead-filled tea cup dotted with sunflowers. With her head down, she moved over to the counter, picked up a stack of bead trays from beside the cash register, and returned them to the bead tables.

      “What sort of illusions?” she asked, pretending she didn’t quite understand.

      “The illusions we keep closest to our hearts,” said Anna. “Dragonfly challenges you to confront those illusions and break free of them.”

      Confront her fears?

      Look what happened the last time she tried to be brave and conquer her fears. She lost her best friend. That’s why they’d gone to the lake that afternoon. Deb wanted to show her that water was safe. And fun. Just a relaxing day floating in an inner tube on the lake.

      C’mon, chick, come out in the boat with me! No lake shark’s gonna pull you under!

      Cassidy had brought wine coolers to steady her nerves that day, knowing Deb drank them like bottled water. But she needed them to calm her childhood fear of water. She needed them just to get into the boat. But Deb drank five of the six.

      She winced. Enough to cause an accident and kill her best friend.

      Cassidy picked up more spilled beads from between the cups and trays. “Wish it was that easy,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone, keeping her back to Anna.

      Anna walked over to the bead tables when the two hikers had left the store.

      “They come in threes, you know,” Anna said in a soft voice. “When messengers walk with you, it’s not to torment you. It’s to show you a new path.”

      In threes? She’d only seen a couple dragonflies, so none of this applied to her. Relieved, she turned to study Anna’s intense face.

      “I only saw two dragonflies on my way home.”

      The look on Anna’s face told her that wasn’t true.

      Then she remembered Deb’s stationery. All her notes had a dragonfly on them. And the wallpaper at the inn, she realized.

      “Okay, there were dragonflies on the wallpaper and on a letter I got yesterday.”

      She wagged a finger at Cassidy. “See! Dragonfly is telling you to stop denying the truth. Your truth.”

      Cassidy dropped a handful of multi-colored beads into the grab bag bowl. “I don’t know what’s true and what’s not anymore. Much less my truth. Everything feels so out of control.” She sighed. “How will I know?”

      Anna touched Cassidy’s cheek. “By seeing the sun and the rain in a different way. Through new eyes.”

      Cassidy gazed at a small mystical painting that hung near the door. A misty forest of evergreens and a full moon. She could almost smell the cool scent of pine. On one of the evergreen branches set a raven. Moonlight spilled across its feathers in an otherworldly glow. The air around the bird sparkled. Was that branch actually

      swaying? She squinted.

      “Raven’s medicine is in the magic of ordinary things,” said Anna, touching the print. “The magic is there if you listen for it. But raven will only come to you when you acknowledge the illusions in your life.”

      Cassidy continued to stare at the print. A whiff of pine. A cool mist against her cheeks. She reached out to the painting, almost surprised that her hand didn’t pass through it.

      “My whole life feels like an illusion,” she said softly.

      “Do you have plans tonight?” Anna asked.

      Besides rearranging her sock drawer and counting the moths on the screen? And then there was that tuba lesson…

      “Not me.”

      “After we close, let me show you some of the Northwest’s wonderful places.”

      “I’d love that, Anna. This area is so new to me.”

      Anna patted her on the shoulder. “Good! There’s a lot of magic here, if you know where to look.”

      About 4:30 p.m., the store filled up with ferry-goers needing a caffeine boost before the hour-long ferry ride through the archipelago. To Shaw Island, Lopez, Orcas, and San Juan Island.

      Places she’d never see—because of all that water.

      Anna was swamped with customers, so Cassidy handed out the orders and rang up purchases. She and Anna worked in tandem, taking care of each customer until the last one rushed out to the 5:10 p.m. ferry. Anna was exhausted, but smiling. Business had been very good today.

      “We work well together,” said Anna. She reached into the drawer and retrieved a check, handing it to Cassidy.

      “Anna!” she replied, her eyes wide. “This is much more than two week’s pay! I didn’t work that many hours⁠—”

      Anna waved her off. “Close enough. You’re a good employee, Cassidy. I’d like to keep you around for a while.”

      She smiled. “I’m not going anywhere right now.”

      Anna scrutinized her for a moment. “Are you in some kind of trouble?”

      “No, nothing like that.” She forced a smile. “Nobody’s coming to look for me or anything.” She held out the check. “Thank you.”

      She had a brother in Phoenix and a sister in Atlanta and sometimes she even talked to them. Both were a lot older and had the requisite two kids, one cat, and one dog. Her parents traveled around in their RV. She’d sent them a letter when she left Bowling Green (they hated email). It could be months before they got it. She’d never fit into any of their worlds.

      Frowning, Anna continued studying her face. “You’re running from something, Cassidy. It’s in your eyes, in the clench of your jaw, the shift of your weight.”

      Just myself, Cassidy thought. “So, where are you taking me tonight?”

      “I want to take you over to the islands. To the places that all these people line up to go to every day.”

      Cassidy’s muscles seized. “On a boat?”

      “Of course!” Anna chuckled. “We can’t walk there.”

      Chills raked icy fingers across her body and her breath caught. She shivered, tugging at her sleeves, trying to loosen the tether lines, each breath harder to take. She struggled to push away the memory.

      “Oh, Anna, I forgot, I—made an appointment tonight after work. Maybe we can we go some other time?”

      Anna was quiet for a few moments. Finally, she nodded, but the confused look on her face remained. “We’ll talk about it on Monday.”

      “Thanks, Anna—that’s great.”

      After sweeping the floors and wiping down the counter, Anna locked up the store and headed home. Cassidy hurried up the road and away from the store, feeling awful about lying to Anna. But she couldn’t tell her about the accident.

      She wouldn’t burden her new friend with this. She didn’t know how she’d get out of the trip next time, but she’d come up with something.

      “It’s the water, isn’t it?” Anna called to her from behind.

      Cassidy turned. Anna was outside the store, walking up the road toward her.

      “What water?”

      Anna held out her arms. “Any water! I saw the fear in your face when I mentioned the boat. What is it, Cassidy? I want to help.”

      Cassidy wanted to turn and flee into the woods beyond the road. Until now, she’d been able to stay ahead of it. If she just kept moving and working, she could stay ahead of it, wouldn’t have to think about it.

      “Trust me, Anna—you don’t want to know. Let’s just leave it at that.”

      “The fear is real, Cassidy—whatever it is. You run and hide, waiting for it to sneak up and pounce, but it’s an illusion. It’s already on the inside, eating away at you. You must acknowledge the fear, face it, and defeat it or you’ll be running forever.”

      “I–I can’t⁠—”

      “When you can, I’ll listen and I’ll be there to help you.”

      Without another word, Anna turned and walked back down the road.

      Numb, Cassidy watched her walk toward the store and blue Neon, her shadow stretching long and fluid behind her. Only a few steps ahead of the dark. It was never far behind.

      She turned and walked up the road toward the inn, wondering what else besides shadows stretched dark and vivid behind her.
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