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      I came home to escape one hell and stepped straight into another. I guess I deserved it. I had walked out at eighteen and never looked back.

      The Cherokee call the mountains where I was born Sah-ka-na-ga, or the Great Blue Hills of God. I’d always thought the phrase an exaggeration; now I wasn’t so sure. In my present state of mind, the Blue Ridge Mountains did seem a bit like heaven.

      “Of course a lake of fire seems good compared to this.” I scowled at the mess that nearly obscured the top of my desk.

      “Have you ever seen a lake of fire? It isn’t pretty.”

      To my surprise, Grace McDaniel stood in the doorway. We’d been best friends in high school. Then I’d gone to college and taken a job at a television station in the big, bad city of Atlanta, while she’d stayed behind.

      Grace was now the sheriff in Lake Bluff, and I was the mayor. Talk about the sins of the fathers.

      Phones rang in the outer office. My assistant had informed me I had three people waiting, before she’d taken off to God knows where to do Lord knows what.

      Everyone said Joyce Flaherty had been the assistant to the mayor since there’d been a mayor in Lake Bluff, Georgia. Considering the town had been settled by the Scots-Irish well before the Revolution, that would make Joyce downright supernatural.

      In reality, Joyce had been my father’s right hand during the thirty-plus years he’d been in charge here and now she was mine. The woman had an annoying habit of doing my job, then telling me about it later. But she knew the job so much better than I did.

      “Problem?” I asked.

      Grace didn’t often show up at my office; she called, left a message, sent a report. We’d been friends, but now . . . Well, Grace seemed a little pissed at me, and I wasn’t sure why.

      “You might say that,” she murmured in a slow, smooth southern accent.

      I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed the cadence—one I’d trained out of my own voice years ago—until I’d come home.

      Grace stepped into my office and shut the door. I waved at an empty seat, but she shook her head and began to pace, her nervous energy crackling in the small, enclosed space.

      Grace was the least likely small-town cop you’d ever come across. Tall and strong, like the Scottish ancestors we shared, she also possessed the high cheekbones and stick-straight ink black hair of the Cherokee who’d roamed these mountains for centuries before they’d been dragged west during the embarrassment we’ve all come to know as the Trail of Tears.

      The slightly smoky shade of her perfect skin also hinted at the intermingling with a slave or two somewhere on that family tree. A common enough occurrence in these parts, since the Cherokee had once owned African-American slaves too.

      Grace could have been a fashion model, but she was as unaware of her beauty as I was unaware of how to be the mayor. And she loved Lake Bluff more than she loved anything or anyone; she’d never leave it like I had.

      Suddenly she stopped pacing and rested her palms on my desk. “You need to come with me.”

      A thinker and doer, Grace made a decision and then she executed that decision. Sometimes—hell, most times—I wondered why she wasn’t the mayor.

      Except in Lake Bluff, people followed the path of their parents, and if they didn’t want to, they got out of town.

      “There’s a caravan of Gypsies camped at the lake,” Grace said.

      I blinked. “I’m sorry. I thought you said ‘caravan of Gypsies.’”

      Her lips curved. “Nothing wrong with your hearing.”

      The way she said it made me think there was something wrong with other parts of me. There was, but Grace didn’t know that. No one did.

      “Claire.” Grace sighed. “What happened to you in Atlanta? You used to understand sarcasm, give as good as you got. You used to be fun.”

      “Now I’m the mayor.”

      “There you go.” My eyes met hers and she winked. “We’ll have you back to yourself in no time.”

      I’d never be the self I’d been before I’d left, but maybe I could at least stop jumping at shadows now that I was home.

      The shrill brrrring of the phone made me start up from my chair, heart pounding.

      Or not.

      Grace made an impatient sound. Had she ever been afraid of anything in her life?

      “Don’t answer it. You’ll only have to deal with some bum-fuck nonsense, and I need you to come with me.”

      “Bum-fuck nonsense?” God I’d missed her.

      “You know how it is around here. Jamie’s cow got into Harold’s corn. Lucy’s cat beat up Carol’s dog. Some dumb-ass kid got his head stuck between the bars of the jungle gym and screamed bloody murder for an hour.”

      “That sounds more like your bum-fuck nonsense than mine.” I stood, relieved when my phone stopped ringing and went to voice mail.

      “All right.” Grace opened the door. “Then you won’t have to listen to someone whine about their property lines, their taxes, or the unfairness of the city bylaws.”

      That would be my bum-fuck nonsense all right. Pausing at Joyce’s desk, I scribbled a note, checked to make certain my cell phone was on, and jerked a thumb toward the rear exit.

      We’d almost reached the back door when someone called, “Mayor?”

      Grace shoved me between the shoulder blades, and I stumbled in my off-white pumps, the perfect complement to my pale peach summer suit, then nearly fell on my face when the back door burst open, spilling us into a parking lot ablaze with summer sun.

      “Remember when we smoked pot out here in high school?”

      “Grace!”

      “What?” She slid dark sunglasses over her light green eyes.

      “Someone might hear you.”

      “So what if they did? It’s not like we got high yesterday. We were sixteen.”

      “It would leave a bad impression. You’re supposed to be the law around here.”

      “You want me to arrest myself for something I did ten years ago? Sorry, but the statute of limitations on that crime is over.”

      Grace set off, her long, lithe legs eating up the distance more quickly than mine ever could. Not that I was short, just shorter, three inches shy of Grace’s five-ten. And I wasn’t lithe; I was more . . . round. Not fat—at least not yet. But I had to work at it—low-fat yogurt, low-fat dressing, dessert only on very special occasions, like the Second Coming.

      Grace reached the squad car and slid behind the wheel. I clambered into the passenger seat, snagging my hose on the door and cursing.

      “If you didn’t wear the stupid things, you wouldn’t ruin them. This isn’t Atlanta.”

      I glanced at Grace’s tan slacks and equally tan blouse, complete with a stylish Lake Bluff Sheriff’s Department patch.

      “Don’t say it,” she warned.

      “Say what?”

      “That someone in an outfit like this has no business giving fashion advice.”

      “Okay.” I faced front. “I won’t say it.”

      I’d returned to Lake Bluff three weeks ago for my father’s funeral. He’d only been fifty-five, and while he’d never watched his weight, or his intake of cigarettes and whiskey, his death had still been a shock. That I’d agreed to remain and fulfill the rest of his term as mayor had been an even bigger shock, yet here I was.

      We left town and headed onto the highway that led to Lunar Lake. The present incarnation of the town had sprouted on a hill a few miles from the lake—hence its name. No matter where you stood in Lake Bluff, the view was incandescent.

      The majority of the population—just under five thousand souls—made their living in the shops, restaurants, and small, quaint hostels that lined the streets. A goodly portion of that living came to us during our yearly Full Moon Festival.

      People traveled from miles around to enjoy the weeklong celebration, which culminated on the day and night of August’s full moon with a parade, picnic, and fireworks. We were expecting a huge turnout this year, since a rare total lunar eclipse would take place that night.

      Two to four lunar eclipses occurred each year, but only during a small percentage of them would the Earth totally cut off the sun’s light from the moon. As far as I knew, the Full Moon Festival had never coincided with such an event.

      Because of this, not only would we be hosting our usual summer tourists, but also stargazers—amateur and professional—would arrive to observe nature’s performance. Since many of the scheduled events took place at the lake, I understood Grace’s concern about the Gypsies.

      We wound down the two-lane highway—paved with asphalt, surrounded by gravel—into the valley where Lunar Lake gleamed. In between the rich evergreen of the trees, the sun sparked golden shards off the clear surface. On the other side of the valley, the mountains rose toward a sky the same shade as the lake.

      “Do we get a lot of Gypsy caravans through here these days?”

      Grace pulled onto the hard-packed dirt trail that led to the lake. “Not a one.”

      “Are there any Gypsies left?”

      “I think they went extinct about the same time as the Indians.”

      “More sarcasm,” I said. “Goody.”

      Her lips twitched, but she didn’t crack a smile. Grace so rarely did. “Gypsies are everywhere. Most people just don’t notice them. And apparently, they prefer to be called Romani or the Rom.”

      We came around the curve in the road, and Grace slammed on the brakes. I don’t know what I’d expected to find. Tents? Hippie throwbacks? A homeless convention? I had definitely not expected to see a jumble of horse-drawn wagons and a crowd of brightly dressed...

      “Well, you said there were still Gypsies.”

      Grace glared at me, or at least I thought she did. I couldn’t see her eyes past the tough-cop sunglasses.

      “Sorry,” I said.  “The Rom.”

      As Grace and I climbed out of the squad car, the Romani stared at us as keenly as we stared at them.

      The men wore black pants and colorful blousy shirts; the women, long rainbow-hued skirts and white peasant-style blouses; scarves covered their heads. Gold bracelets, beaded chains, and hoop earrings sparkled everywhere.

      Several wagons were fitted with bars, and animals paced inside, though the conveyances were too far away, to determine any species. The horses that drew the wagons were huge—Clydesdales maybe, though they didn’t resemble the Budweiser crew, except in size. These were dappled gray instead of brown and upon closer inspection possessed broader chests and stockier rumps.

      “Lake Bluff Sheriff’s Department.” Grace removed her sunglasses, hooking the earpiece in her shirt before striding forward with her hand on the butt of her gun.

      Those nearest to her shrank back. A panicked babble in another language lifted toward the sky.

      I might have changed, but Grace could still out-bull any bovine in a china shop.

      “Hello, I’m Claire Kennedy.” I put on my best CNN anchor smile. “Mayor of Lake Bluff. Can I ask what you’re doing here?”

      The babble slowed to a trickle, although everyone continued to stare. A few made the sign of the cross, or near enough.

      “Take your hand off your gun,” I whispered.

      “Not.”

      “You’re scaring them.”

      “Scared of the sheriff is a healthy thing to be.”

      “Is there anyone in charge?” I asked.

      “Someone who speaks English?” Grace added.

      “That would be me.”

      A ripple began near the back—sound, movement, an aura of deference as they bowed their heads. The crowd parted and a man appeared.

      “Holy shit,” Grace said.

      I choked, not just at her words but also at the sight of him. “Holy shit” about summed it up.

      He wore the same black pants as the others, with shiny, knee-high black boots, but his chest was bare and shimmering with sweat or lake water, hard to tell without a taste.

      Smooth, bronzed skin flowed over lean muscle and ridged abdomen. A breeze blew in from the mountains and at the sudden chill, his biceps flexed. With eyes the shade of blood beneath the moon and a face that was all sharp edges at the cheeks, chin, and nose, how could I be faulted for staring?

      Someone handed him a towel, and he rubbed the cloth over his chest, the movement both efficient and suggestive. He lifted the towel to his curling ebony hair, just long enough to brush the spike of his collarbone. When he scrubbed at it, droplets flew, and the strands played peekaboo with the silver hoop dangling from his left ear.

      He threw the cloth behind him as if expecting someone to catch it, which they did, before handing him an impossibly white shirt.

      “Sheriff,” he said in an accent so Irish I smelled clover. “Mayor Kennedy. I’m Malachi Cartwright” He bent slightly at the waist. “Call me Mal.”

      “No need to get chummy,” Grace said. “You won’t be staying.”

      Cartwright’s eyebrows lifted, along with one corner of his mouth. “Won’t we now?”
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      Grace stepped forward, fingers tightening on the butt of her gun.

      I threw out my arm, smacking her in the chest. “Stop that. I’ll handle this.”

      My father always said you catch more flies with honey than vinegar, and I’d found it to be true. Of course Grace’s dad had been of the opinion that might is always right, and he’d made certain that was true. Grace was more a chip off the old block than I was.

      She ignored my words and shouldered her way in front of me, leaving her hand on the gun. “You can’t just camp here. We’ve got a festival starting in a few days.”

      “Which is exactly why we’ve come, darlin’.” Cartwright stretched out his arm and a sheaf of papers appeared in his palm. I knew the stack hadn’t just appeared, but whoever was giving him things was damn quick about it.

      He presented the sheets with a flourish. “We’ve been hired to entertain you.”

      The way he said “entertain” caused heat to flare in my stomach. I had no doubt that his idea of entertainment and mine were a whole lot different—or maybe, considering the direction of my thoughts, just the same.

      Grace glanced at me with a scowl.

      “Wasn’t me.” I held up my hands in surrender.

      After snatching the papers from Cartwright, she peered at the first page, then lifted her gaze to mine.

      “Joyce,” we said at the same time.

      Grace passed me the contract. Sure enough, my assistant had hired the caravan to entertain during the Full Moon Festival.

      The festival planning had begun long before I’d returned, and since those who’d been planning it had done so for years, I’d let them continue. I probably should have paid more attention.

      I didn’t think the people of Lake Bluff were going to be all that happy to discover itinerant Romani camped at the lake. From the way Grace was eyeing them, she wasn’t wild about the idea either.

      Unfortunately, they’d been paid a good chunk of our treasury already, and it was too late to hire someone else to entertain, even if we had the money for it. The festival was our cash cow. Without it, Lake Bluff wouldn’t survive.

      “Is everything in order?” Cartwright asked.

      I found myself captured again by his dark, dark eyes. I was disturbed, not only by their strange color but also by their intense expression. What was it about me that interested him?

      Perhaps it was just the novelty. I wasn’t the only blue-eyed redhead in Lake Bluff, but I was the only one here, and no one in the immediate vicinity wore a business suit and heels. Smart of them. My Dior jacket had me baking in the sun, and my Kenneth Cole pumps were coated with dust, the heels sinking into the gravel with every step, no doubt scratching the surface beyond repair.

      “Everything appears fine.” I returned the contract.

      His fingers brushed mine as he accepted the papers. I jerked away, nearly tearing it in my haste to retreat.

      The Rom murmured. Cartwright’s smile froze. Grace shot me an exasperated look.

      The reaction was rude, as if I didn’t want him to touch me. I didn’t. Not because of who he was, but because of what he was.

      A man. They frightened me.

      “I guess you can stay,” Grace said. “But you’ll need to keep your people under wraps.”

      Cartwright’s eyes narrowed. “What exactly is your meaning, Sheriff?”

      “My meaning is this—everyone in Lake Bluff has a gun and no one is afraid to use it. Sneaking around after dark where you don’t belong is an invitation to get shot.”

      “You think we’ll be stealin’ then, perhaps kidnapping a few of your wee ones?”

      Cartwright’s gaze scanned Grace from top to bottom. For the first time in the history of Grace, the perusal was not complimentary.

      “All of the Romani aren’t thieves and baby stealers any more than all Indians are lazy drunks.”

      Grace’s cheeks darkened. “Point taken. I apologize.”

      My eyes widened. Another first.

      “Others in Lake Bluff might not be as enlightened as I am.”

      Cartwright’s mouth twitched. “Of course not.”

      He said something to his people in their language, and they shuffled and stared.

      “What did you tell them?” I asked.

      “To stay in camp after dark.”

      “Does anyone else speak English?”

      “Some. But we prefer to speak Romani, the language of the Rom. We don’t want to lose our heritage.”

      “Understandable,” Grace said.

      When we were kids, she had spent a lot of time studying the old ways with her Cherokee medicine woman great-grandmother, who’d insisted the ancient knowledge should not be lost.

      Now that Grace was a public servant, I wondered how much of her background she flaunted. The Lake Bluff sheriff was elected, and while the residents were used to seeing Native American descendants in their town, that didn’t mean they wanted their head cop performing a rain dance beneath the light of the moon. If the Cherokee even had a rain dance.

      “What type of entertainment are we talking about?” I asked.

      For all I knew, they might have come here to do naked rain dances, which would not be the kind of show we wanted for our family festival.

      “Human sacrifice and the like.”

      I gaped; so did Grace. A few of the Rom laughed.

      “Sorry.” Cartwright spread his hands. “I couldn’t resist.”

      When neither Grace nor I cracked a smile, he said a few short words in their language and his people dispersed.

      “We perform like our ancestors. As you can see”—Cartwright swept an arm out to indicate the wagons, the animals, the gaily dressed people—“we endeavor to bring the flavor of the Old World to the new. The Rom have long been travelers.”

      “Why is that?” Grace asked.

      “The easier to avoid arrest for our stealing and kidnapping.”

      Beginning to get his humor, I laughed; Grace didn’t.

      “Seriously,” she said. “What’s up with your blast-of-the-past show?”

      “We’re different, and that keeps us workin’ week after week.”

      “When you say different⁠—”

      “Fortune-telling, animal acts, trinkets.”

      “Big whoop,” Grace said. “Been there, done that, a hundred times before.”

      “Not like this.” He turned to me as if I’d been the one questioning him. “If you’d like to come by another time, Mayor Kennedy, I’d enjoy showing you what makes us special.”
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      “He’s got the hots for you,” Grace said as we drove away.

      I glanced back. Malachi Cartwright’s dark gaze bored into mine. I quickly faced forward. “No, he doesn’t.”

      “‘Come on by, Mayor Kennedy,’” she mocked, sounding like the love child of Scarlett O’Hara and the Lucky Charms leprechaun. “‘Preferably alone. Without that nasty old sheriff. I’ll show you my etchings. I keep them in my pants.’”

      “Grace,” I protested, barely able to speak past the laughter. “He was just trying to be friendly, and since you were doing your Godzilla-stomps-on-all-the-little-people act⁠—”

      “He couldn’t keep his eyes off you. Barely looked in my direction the entire time we were there.”

      “And I bet you aren’t used to that.”

      “No, but I didn’t really want him to look at me. His eyes are ...” Her voice faded.

      “What?”

      “Pure black. Like a demon or something.”

      “Have you been hitting the peace pipe again?”

      “No one’s eyes are pure black,” she insisted.

      “And neither were his. It was just a trick of the light.”

      “Sure it was.”

      I didn’t bother to argue. Arguing with Grace was never worth the headache that followed.

      We reached the town hall, and she let the car idle out front.

      “You’re not coming in?” I asked.

      “Places to go, people to arrest.”

      I got out but leaned back in the window when Grace called my name.

      “I appreciate your coming along,” she said.

      “Why’d you ask me?”

      Her eyebrows lifted above her sunglasses.

      “It’s not like I’d be of any help in a sticky situation.” I waved my hand at my suit and heels, which were pretty much ruined after the trek to the lake.

      “You might not carry a gun or have much in the way of balls,” Grace began.

      “Wow, Sheriff McDaniel, you’re so PC sometimes, you scare me.”

      “But,” she continued with a scowl, “you’ve got your father’s gift of gab.”

      Jeremiah Kennedy had been the consummate politician. He’d known everyone’s names, where they lived, their dogs, their children and grandchildren. He’d been good at this job in a way I doubted I could ever be.

      I was starting to wonder if I was good at anything anymore. In high school I’d been not only a cheerleader but also captain of the debate team and a state champion forensics speaker. The rush I’d felt in front of a crowd had been seductive.

      I’d taken my counselor’s advice and gone into broadcast journalism, dreaming of a career beneath the bright lights of CNN, only to discover I wasn’t pretty enough, talented enough—hell, I wasn’t anything “enough” to succeed.

      “Except for today,” Grace continued. “That guy made you go all girlie.”

      “Did not.”

      Grace ignored me. “I’ll run a check on them later. See what you can find out from Joyce.”

      “Sure.” I straightened, and Grace pulled away from the curb.

      Grace had never much cared for anything girlie, and that was understandable. She was the youngest of five and the only girl. Her mother had run off when Grace was three, right around the time mine had died on an icy mountain road she had no business being on.

      Mama had been from Atlanta, and she’d missed it every day. She’d been a newspaper reporter, and late seventies Atlanta was a very exciting place. She’d met my father while doing a story on small-town mayors, and they’d fallen in love. She’d given up the job she adored to come to Lake Bluff, then spent the next four years trying to get away as often as she could—or so I’d heard in snatches of gossip throughout my childhood.

      Grace and I had been thrown together, both motherless, both largely ignored by fathers devoted to something larger than us.

      I’d been as fascinated with Grace’s differences as she’d been with mine. Not that she hadn’t teased me mercilessly about them, which had, in turn, led to me teasing her just as mercilessly. We’d been like sisters, and I wanted that closeness back more than I’d wanted anything for a long, long time.

      Center Street bustled as everyone made last-minute preparations for the festival. Directly across from the town hall, Bobby Tumbaugh, owner of the Good Cookin’ Cafe, hung a banner advertising Blue Ridge Dining at Its Finest—Southern Chocolate Gravy and Biscuits.

      Chocolate gravy and biscuits had never been my idea of fine dining, but my father had always enjoyed them for breakfast.

      Bobby lifted a hand. I did the same. We’d dated our junior year, and he’d taught me a few things in the front seat of his daddy’s pickup that I had remembered fondly for quite a few years.

      Directly next to the cafe was a combination bookstore and souvenir shop, complete with Native American trinkets, Appalachian doodads, and Civil War paraphernalia. On the other side stood a beauty salon, then the Gun and Loan, where firearms could be bought and just about anything else could be borrowed, and a coffee shop that sold the fancy lattes and chai teas that had become so popular in big towns. No one had thought the Center Perk would take off, but a hundred thousand Starbucks couldn’t be wrong.

      Farther south, the Lake Bluff Hotel housed a fine-dining restaurant and a higher-class gift shop. Subsequent streets held several bed-and-breakfasts, candle and candy shops, plus various establishments that sold jewelry, knickknacks, and other bright and shiny things. It never ceased to amaze me the amount of junk people bought when they were on vacation.

      I let my gaze wander over the quickly moving, industrious citizens, a stark contrast to the lazily milling tourists who had already begun to arrive. I should have asked Grace if she’d sufficiently fortified the local police force with rent-a-cops, but I was certain she knew her job and needed no help from me.

      “Claire!”

      Joyce’s shrill voice hailed me the instant I entered the foyer, echoing throughout the high, domed ceiling.

      Town hall had been constructed before the Civil War, back when they’d been able to afford building government offices from stone and marble. The place was a monstrosity and would last until the end of time.

      Nearly six feet tall in her bright white walking shoes, Joyce was as solid as an oak, in stature and temperament. Her hair was shorn close to her head and black as the day she’d been born, courtesy of a standing appointment with Miss Clairol. Joyce dressed like the lumberjack her father had been—jeans, flannel shirts, and boots in the fall and winter, khaki shorts, plaid, sleeveless shirts, and walking shoes in the spring and summer.

      She’d started life as a high school phys ed teacher. But when kids became mouthier and a teacher’s ability to kick their ass for it became nonexistent, Joyce went to work for the city. She’d never married, devoting herself to this job and my father to the exclusion of all else. There were times I’d wondered if they had a thing going on; I’d decided I didn’t want to know.

      “Everyone’s left.” Her mouth flattened in disapproval.

      “Who’s everyone?”

      “I told you there were people waiting to see you, then you snuck out the back door.”

      Oops.

      “I knew you and Grace would be up to your old tricks the minute my back was turned.”

      I stifled a grin at the memory of those old tricks. Although I doubted Grace and I would be sneaking a joint out back or getting sick on cheap wine anytime soon, you never could tell.

      For the first time since I’d returned, I felt as if returning might have been a good choice and not the second stupidest thing I’d ever done.

      “You have to be above reproach,” Joyce said. “The whole town’s watching you.”

      My urge to smile faded. “I know.”

      When I’d returned for my father’s funeral, I hadn’t planned to stay, although I hadn’t had anywhere to go. I’d recently quit my job as a producer at one of the top Atlanta television stations.

      I hadn’t been all that broken up about it. I was an adequate producer but not outstanding. I was never going to go any further than I already had, and for the first time in a lifetime, Atlanta did not appeal. The gilded glow I’d placed over the city—because my mother had loved it so—had been tarnished.

      “Balthazar was here,” Joyce said.

      “He’s always here.”

      Balthazar Monahan was a recent transplant from the North. No one knew exactly where he was from; no one knew exactly why he’d come, unless it was to be elected the mayor. He’d been after the job from the day he’d arrived and had not been happy when it was offered to me for the taking.

      He’d spent the past three weeks tallying every one of my mistakes, then trumpeting them far and wide, which was easy for him to do since he owned the Lake Bluff Gazette.

      “What did he want this time?”

      Joyce shrugged. “He came in as he always does; when he found out you were gone, he started whispering to the people who were waiting to speak to you.”

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      “You can say that again.”

      “Shit.”

      Joyce chuckled. “Relax. People have to give you a chance to get used to the job. Being the mayor isn’t easy.”

      “Tell it to Balthazar.”

      “Won’t matter. Man was born to be a pain in the ass.” Joyce had him pegged, but she so often did.

      I don’t know if it was her years as a teacher or her years at the desk in town hall, but she could read people in an instant. Good, bad, ugly—Joyce took one look and knew your heart. Which was why she was still working for me despite her tendency to bitch, moan, and mother.

      “Speaking of a pain in the ass, where did you get the idea of hiring a caravan of traveling Romani?”

      Her brow creased.

      “Gypsies?”

      Her face brightened. “They’re here?”

      “Do you even read the notes I leave?”

      “Sometimes.”

      I rubbed my forehead. “Why Gypsies?  Which, by the way, is considered pejorative.”

      “Okay.”  She spread her hands. “They contacted me.”

      I let my own hand drop back to my side. “They what?”

      “The head guy ...” Joyce pursed her lips. “A biblical name. It’s on the tip of my tongue.”

      “Malachi Cartwright?”

      “That’s it. Last book in the Old Testament.”

      “I don’t remember a Book of Cartwright.”

      “Hardy-har-har. You’d better watch that quick mouth of yours now that you’re in politics.”

      She was right, as usual. My quick mouth had served me well in Atlanta, but here it might get me lynched, or at least recalled.

      “Cartwright contacted me,” Joyce continued. “Said he’d heard about our festival and wanted to perform. Then”—she jutted out her chin and did a horrible Marlon Brando impersonation—“he made me an offer I couldn’t refuse.”

      “What kind of offer?”

      “They perform every night for the entire week and only charge us half the price of everyone else I talked to.”

      “Why?”

      “Didn’t ask. Gift horse and all that. You know how close the treasury is to empty.”

      I did. We needed to make a decent profit on this year’s Full Moon Festival or things were going to go badly.

      Sometimes I thought I should just turn the office over to Balthazar and let him have the headache since he wanted it so much. Except without this job, I’d have nothing.

      “Are they any good?” I asked.

      “We’ll find out.”

      “You didn’t check their references?”

      “References?” Joyce began to laugh. “They’re Gyp— Romani.”

      “I got that when I saw the earrings and the horse-drawn wagons, though they seem to be laying it on a little thick.”

      “Showmanship is the name of the game.”

      “They could be a traveling band of serial killers,” I pointed out.

      “Grace will run them through her computers.”

      “She will, but she could have done that before you hired them and saved everyone some stress.”

      “I forgot.”

      Which wasn’t like Joyce, but I guess she had to start losing it sometime. Why did it have to be on my watch?

      The rest of the day passed in a blur. Since the mayor of Lake Bluff was in charge of pretty much everything municipal that wasn’t handled by the sheriff’s office, and my only staff was Joyce, I had a full plate.

      Every week we had a town council meeting. I didn’t think we needed a weekly meeting, but since the all-male, all-ancient membership had nothing better to do, and they’d been getting together every week since time began, I was outvoted.

      In the time that I’d been here, the meetings followed the same pattern. They argued; I refereed. We rarely decided anything, and at 9:00 p.m. they adjourned to the American Legion Hall for two-dollar pitchers of Bud Light. They never invited me. They’d always invited my dad.

      Unfortunately, tonight was meeting night.

      I heard them arguing before I reached the community room. I was tempted to turn around and leave them to it. Would they even notice if I didn’t show up?

      “I say we need a new sidewalk in front of the elementary school.”

      “I say we don’t.”

      “Maybe we should wait a while and think on it some more. I can see both of your viewpoints.”

      “We need to lower taxes.”

      “We have to raise them.”

      “Now let’s not be hasty...”

      I took a deep breath and walked in. The room went silent.

      “Gentlemen.”

      “Claire.”

      Every one of them had known me since I wore diapers. I could hardly insist they call me Mayor Kennedy. That was what they’d called my dad.

      My father had secretly referred to his council by the nicknames See No Evil, Hear No Evil, Speak No Evil, and Have No Fun. I hadn’t needed to ask who was who. One meeting and I’d easily been able to assign the monikers myself.

      “What’s on the agenda this evening?” I asked.

      “Sidewalks and taxes.”

      Why had I asked?

      “Didn’t we discuss sidewalks last week?”

      “We didn’t decide anything,” said Wilbur Mcandless. He’d once owned the hardware store but had left it to his son and now spent his days worrying about sidewalks. I guess someone had to.

      Wilbur couldn’t make a decision; both sides of every coin always sounded fine to him. Dad probably should have named him Speak Nothing That Ever Helps, but that wouldn’t have fitted in with the joke, so Wilbur was Speak No Evil.

      “We haven’t finished our discussion on taxes either.” This came from Hoyt Abernathy, former president of the Lake Bluff Bank. He liked to talk about money. Incessantly.

      Rumor had it that on the day Hoyt retired from the bank, he’d made a bonfire of every one of his dress shoes, which was why he now wore slippers. Everywhere. It wasn’t a bad idea.

      I’d identified Hoyt as Have No Fun—to him everything was a disaster of epic proportions. Personally I’d call him Eeyore for the whiny nature of his comments.

      “We can’t raise taxes!” shouted Malcolm Frasier, not so much because he was angry as because he was deaf. Hear No Evil—or anything else, for that matter.

      “Why not?” Hoyt shouted back.

      “Folks are hurtin’ already. Higher taxes will make them leave Lake Bluff altogether.”

      “Why would anyone ever leave Lake Bluff?” asked Joe Cantrell, retired fire chief. “It’s so wonderful here.”

      For Joe—or See No Evil—the world was always rosy, an odd outlook for a fire chief. However, there weren’t that many fires in Lake Bluff, and the ones that we did have weren’t serious. People lived too close together and minded one another’s business too well for a fire to ever get out of hand.

      The room went silent as all eyes turned to me. I wasn’t sure what to say. I’d left because I had to. Needed to. Come back for the same reason. But I didn’t want to discuss that with them.

      If I meant to be the mayor and not just play at it, I needed to be the mayor. Now was as good a time as any to begin.

      “All right.” I rapped my knuckle on the tabletop twice. “We’ve yapped enough.”

      “Aye?” Malcolm cupped his ear.

      “No more talking! We vote. Tonight. Make a decision. That’s why you were elected.”

      “A vote?” Wilbur asked. “You sure? We usually just talk about stuff.”

      “Not anymore,” I said. “Gentlemen, grab your pencils.”

      Fifteen minutes later the old business was settled. New sidewalks in front of the school, since the ones there had crumbled into a hazard, and slightly higher taxes to pay for them.

      “That was fun,” Joe said. “Let’s do it again!”

      Wilbur slouched in his chair. “I’m not sure we should have decided on anything so soon.”

      “New business?” I asked.

      Everyone looked around, eyes wide.

      “We’ve been so busy worryin’ about the old business, we forgot to think up new stuff,” Wilbur admitted.

      Thank God, although I was certain that wouldn’t last. They didn’t have much to do except think up stuff.

      “Your father never made us vote,” Hoyt grumbled.

      “Maybe he should have.”

      All four of them gasped. I really had no business criticizing. Dad had done just fine for thirty years.

      “We’re adjourned,” I said.

      “What?” shouted Malcolm.

      The other three made a beeline for the door, no doubt smelling the Bud already. Malcolm saw them going and took off too.

      The meeting had taken a half hour. I was so damn proud of myself I nearly danced. Maybe I could do this job after all. It just might take a little time.
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      An hour later, as I locked the front door of town hall behind me, dusk hovered on the horizon. Joyce had left at six, speed walking the mile and a half home as she did every day.

      My own commute was considerably less. My father had left me the largest house in Lake Bluff—a white rambling two-story, with a veranda that encircled the first floor, jutting into a deck that overlooked the backyard. All I had to do to get there was turn in the opposite direction of the Center Street shops and head uphill for three blocks.

      The streetlights hadn’t come on yet. The setting sun cast tendrils of shadow across the pavement.

      My heels clicked, a lonely, somewhat creepy sound emphasizing my isolation, but I had nothing to fear. Crime was virtually nonexistent in Lake Bluff. The only time it did exist was during the festival and could always be traced to outsiders. There hadn’t been a murder here in decades.

      The mountains rose in the distance, huge and navy blue. Whatever happened, those hills would always be there. The sight of them calmed me as the sun slipped below the horizon with a near-audible sigh, spreading the grayish haze of early evening over my world.

      A pebble tumbled down an incline to my right. A shadow flitted between the tree trunks. I hesitated, but town hall was farther away than my front door so I kept walking.

      I’d been traveling this path twice a day for nearly three weeks, and I’d never been nervous. Of course I’d never felt the presence of anything out there until tonight.

      Something howled, the sound sharp and unfamiliar. I’d heard a thousand coyotes in my lifetime, and none of them had ever sounded like that. But despite the acres of space and the plethora of trees, there hadn’t been a wolf in these mountains for a very long time.

      The shrill, mournful sound died away. I waited for an answer, but none came. Strange. When I was a kid and the coyotes howled, there’d always been more than one.

      A scritch against the pavement, and I whirled, a scream rising at the sight of a man only inches away.

      “Balthazar.” My breath rushed out. “What are you doing here?”

      He crowded into my space; he always did. I’d never been certain if he was a close talker or just a jerk who used his size to intimidate.

      The man had to be six-five and weigh 270. His barrel chest covered with a black dress shirt, several equally black chest hairs poked out between the straining buttons. Balthazar was not only big but extremely hairy.

      The streetlights came on with a tinny thunk, and their reflection gave his brown eyes a golden glow.

      He smirked. He’d meant to scare me, probably been waiting in the trees for hours until I went home. I’d tried to keep my fear of men hidden, but in the way of wild animals Balthazar had sensed a weakness and exploited it.

      “I want some information on the squatters at the lake.”

      How had he found out so fast?

      Just as he’d sensed my weakness, he seemed to sense my question, and answered it in a flat Yankee accent that grated on my nerves more than the mysterious howl had.

      “One of my reporters saw you and the chief head thataway.” He pointed toward the lake.

      Being an equal-opportunity bigot—a racist and a sexist, as well as plenty of other “ists” I hadn’t figured out yet—Balthazar had as much use for Grace as he had for me. He constantly referred to her as the police chief, as if the play on words were the funniest thing he’d ever heard. The guy needed to get out more. Way out. Like out of town.

      “You were in such a hurry, he decided to follow.”

      Sometimes Balthazar’s reporters seemed more like spies.

      “Imagine his surprise, to find Gypsies.”

      “Imagine mine,” I muttered. I should correct his usage of Gypsies, but I doubted he’d listen to me any better now than he’d listened before.

      Balthazar’s smile deepened, and I wanted to bite my tongue. I could easily see those words as tomorrow’s headline.

      “The caravan is the entertainment for the festival. If you want more info, talk to Joyce.”

      “I’d rather talk to you.”

      My teeth ground together, making an audible crunch in the suddenly silent night. What had happened to the ... whatever had been howling?

      “They do old-time Romani entertainment—fortunetelling, that kind of stuff.”

      “If they’re just the entertainment, then why did you and the redskin rush out there in the middle of a workday?”

      I winced at the term but didn’t bother to correct him. Grace was going to kick his ass one day, and I was going to watch, maybe help. It had been a long time since we’d done anything fun together.

      Since there was no way I was going to tell Balthazar that Joyce had hired the caravan without my knowledge and Grace had dragged me along to oust them, I had little choice but to lie.

      “We wanted to welcome them to the neighborhood.”

      “You’ve got nothing better to do with your day?”

      The entire length of the conversation, I’d been fighting my fear of being alone in the dark with a man. Now I got angry, which was usually how I got into trouble.

      “It’s nearly nine, and I just left an office I walked into at the same time this morning. Why don’t you put that in your paper?”

      His mouth tightened, though it was hard to tell, considering the paper-thin line of his lips. His cheeks flushed, making an already ruddy complexion mottled. Fury flashed in his beady dark eyes, and I could have sworn he growled, just as he reached for me.

      But before his fleshy fingers closed around my arms and he did whatever it was he planned to do, a howl burst from the trees. The combination of the volume and the proximity made me gasp as my heart threatened to leap out of my chest.

      “What the hell is that?” Balthazar asked.

      “Sounds like a wolf.” I stared at the thick, dark stand of trees, waiting for the beast to burst forth and end not only our curiosity but also our lives.

      I expected Balthazar to scoff, to remind me that timber wolves had been hunted to extinction ages ago and the reintroduction of red wolves had been a failure. The only large wild animals in these mountains were bears and bobcats; neither one of them howled.

      When he didn’t speak, I risked removing my gaze from the shadows that had begun to swirl and dance with dizzying speed. All I saw was his back as he hurried in the other direction. A wave of relief made me dizzier. I didn’t even mind being left alone with . . . whatever—as long as Balthazar was gone.

      My house was up this hill and around the bend, but I didn’t plan to take my eyes off the trees. If I was going to be ripped limb from limb by an animal that shouldn’t be here, I planned to see it coming. Too many bad things in my life had blindsided me when my back was turned.

      I crept toward safety in reverse, my shoes scuffling on the pavement, my breath harsh and fast in the silence.

      The trees rustled. A shadow flitted. I could have sworn eyes stared from the depths of the forest.

      I blinked. I couldn’t help it. I’d been working all day and half the night; I was tired. When I opened my eyes, the other set was gone.

      I turned and smacked into Malachi Cartwright so hard my chest bounced off his.

      He steadied me, the roughness of his palms scratching against my sleeves, and the beauty of his face captured me.

      I’d spent a lot of time around beautiful men and women. Television was full of them. I’d learned quickly that the prettier people were, the less they felt they had to do because of it. Cartwright didn’t seem of the same opinion.

      With a face and body like his he could have been posing for GQ ads, at the least strutting a catwalk in his underwear. Instead he traveled the country in a wagon, working with animals until his hands were hard and rough.

      “Did you . . . ?” An idea flickered. “Is there a wolf in your menagerie?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “I heard a howl.”

      His gaze moved to the trees. “Just now?”

      “A few minutes ago. Didn’t you hear it?”

      He shook his head, but he continued to stare at the forest.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “I came to see your lovely town.”

      “Sheriff McDaniel told you not to come at night.”

      His dark eyes returned to mine. “I don’t take orders from Sheriff McDaniel.”

      I doubted he took orders from anyone. I recalled how whatever he’d wanted—towel, shirt, contract—had appeared in his hand. To paraphrase the great prophet Mel Brooks: It must be good to be the king. I smiled at my own, secret wit.

      “Do I amuse ye then?”

      Any amusement I’d felt fled. One thing he didn’t do was amuse me. I didn’t want to examine what it was he did, because the feelings I had whenever I saw him were almost as scary as the howl of the wolf that couldn’t exist.

      “You never answered my question,” I said.
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