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      She would just have to listen. Or she would be stopped.

      He’d planned this trip in his head, mapping out his route and precisely what he would do and say. But it wasn’t until he was underway that the realization sank in.

      This was actually going to happen. This was who he was now.

      There was every opportunity to turn back. He could have stopped his darker thoughts when they first tickled the back of his brain. He could have channeled that energy and purpose toward a more worthy goal.

      But he couldn’t change the facts. Everything depended on what he did now. As much as he wanted things to be different—and he did want things to be different, didn’t he?—some matters were out of his control. He got to choose what to think, what to do, how to respond. These actions were solely and completely his, and there was a grim thrill to that responsibility.

      But as the miles passed, he couldn’t help feeling that it was inevitable. He might have corrected his path at any of a dozen junction points, but he enjoyed this feeling of drive, and being driven, too much. He was in control, and at the mercy of something more compelling than fate. A dangerous wrong needed to be righted, no matter the cost.

      It was funny. A single paragraph announcing a new book turned his ordered world upside down. A loose thread that threatened to unravel a flawless fabric. It was worth nearly all his savings and boarding that god-awful bus to track down his prey. He was a good hunter.

      So he rented the cheap motel room at the beach. He disappeared into the crowd. He learned the rhythms of the coastal people and the tourists. Sometimes he laughed—quietly, to himself—at how oblivious human beings can be. Always under surveillance, never knowing how close they came to confrontation and irrevocable change from one moment to the next. So vulnerable and weak.

      And he watched. Watched her fall into familiar routines. Watched her sip her tea and read her book. Watched her as she concentrated on her work. He’d had the length of his journey to conjure her in his mind. She looked the same as her photo, but she was surprising in her manner and speech.

      The moment came. Every step rehearsed in his mind, polished to perfection. But there was much left to chance, out of his control. A calculated risk.

      He was ready to make his move.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Summer at the Oregon Coast was pure joy. Wide-open blue skies stretched on forever, the blue so deep and bright that it seemed to spring directly from the imagination. Sounds of gleeful children and adults alike playing in the surf and exclaiming in wonder over discoveries in tidal pools. Hot, salty-fat aroma of corn dogs and taffy, and the cries of seagulls trying and sometimes succeeding in stealing these same treats from unwary beachcombers.

      And, yeah, the invigorating salt air and the warming sunshine and all that other crap.

      That’s what everyone said they loved about the summer. And yet. I wasn’t a fan of the tacky sea breeze that tangled my hair and stuck to my skin. The heat just made me sweat more, stinging my eyes, and it was hell on my migraines. Sleep was a struggle from one night to the next. It was barely July in our little town of Grady, and I felt like a walking zombie in the glare of the sun near zenith. The high season for coastal tourism meant aggravating swarms of strangers. Summer was too loud, from shrieking seabirds to the day-trippers blasting music on beach blankets, and now we had an international surfing competition a little ways down the shore.

      There’s a reason I was called Surly by neighbors who thought they were being cute. In my early thirties, I was the town curmudgeon. I didn’t mean to be sour, but chronic headaches will ruin even the sunniest disposition after a few years. My saving grace was that I owned the popular Tea Reader on Main Street, the bookshop-teahouse where the people of Grady liked to congregate. I saw ghosts, too, though I often wished I didn’t. Life has a habit of springing all sorts of surprises we can neither imagine nor prepare for.

      Back to the dazzling summer. I preferred the darker half of the year, when things were cozier and quiet. The diffuse light of winter was easier on my pain. Under gray skies and cold rain, the tourists still came to town—especially those looking for spooky weirdness, which Grady and larger Naghatune Bay had in abundance—but it was easier to breathe when there weren’t as many bodies crowding the sidewalks, even if their patronage helped to keep my teahouse going.

      It was barely 8 in the morning when I lined up behind at least a dozen strangers at the teahouse counter. The Tea Reader was full to bursting, but most of the faces weren’t familiar. The local buzz was all about the surfing competition down in Standish Beach, a short hop from our little town of Grady and a contentious sibling city. More than half the people in line with me wore competition credentials on lanyards as they boasted about A-frames, backdoors, and cutbacks. I had no idea what they were talking about, but I smiled and nodded whenever one of them made eye contact.

      “You know I was super amped for my slot this morning,” the young man behind me told his companion. Both were deeply tanned, and they wore matching Otter Open Super Surfer Competition T-shirts in swirly mermaid colors. “But then, why does the wind have to be so aggro?”

      “So aggro,” his friend agreed as she kept her eyes on her phone. “Still no-go. I hope they can keep the kooks and gremmies off the water so no one gets hurt.”

      “Those wipeouts are no joke! My dawn patrol practice run? I thought for sure I was going to get skagged by the rail.”

      “That sounds bad,” I offered, trying to be friendly. The surfers looked surprised, then the young man offered a fist bump and exclaimed, “Froth, siskie!”

      My head was pounding, but I laughed with them. Despite the ill-effects of another sleepless night, I wondered how I could support the competition that brought so many new customers into my small business. The primary sponsor, Rainbow Boards, was a local employer down in Standish, and their surfboards were in demand by beginners and professionals across the globe. I’d been shocked by the massive influx from far and wide—surfers, trainers, sponsors, and more descended on our humble corner from around the world. I hadn’t expected to enjoy the company of surfers, but their talk of junkyard dogs slinking back to shore after dawn patrol made me almost curious enough to go watch the trials. Almost.

      For the moment, I needed caffeine. I’d tried multiple times to abstain from tea and even chocolate to see if there was any change to my head pain, but each experiment in self-denial was a month of torture. Also, it seemed downright sacrilegious to run Grady’s teahouse while not partaking of the stuff myself.

      I surveyed the menu on the wall behind the busy baristas. Audrey had made more changes since the previous week, and a few regulars in line grumbled about the orange spice latte and vegan protein matcha falling off the board. This week’s additions included goat cheese flatbread pizza bites and a mysterious-sounding Sea Salt Foam Green Tea Freeze. The chèvre was locally sourced from Gary Spalding’s farm, which made my surfer companions happy. My stomach clenched at the new pineapple cactus smoothie—the Prickly Beach—but judging by the constant whir of the teahouse blender, it was a hit with our patrons.

      “Suri!” Audrey Medina greeted me when it was my turn at the counter. I might own the place, but I didn’t cut in line unless it was an emergency—and a true tea emergency wasn’t something I’d seen, so far. Audrey’s hair was a frazzled mess of dark curls pulled into a messy ponytail, but her smile was as lively as the teahouse crowd and as bright as the day outside. I hated being a storm cloud amid so much sunshine. “You want your usual? Or maybe try something new? There’s a blend of black tea, orange juice, mint, and sparkling water I’m trying to refine. I’m calling it Summer Zest.”

      Audrey was my newish business partner at the Tea Reader and, more importantly, one of my closest friends. As a practicing witch, she’d concocted countless healing teas and herbal remedies to combat my chronic pain. We hadn’t yet found anything that worked more than once, but she remained undaunted. Her perseverance was almost infectious.

      “The usual is fine,” I answered just loud enough to be heard over the surfers’ complaints about choppy waves bordering on “chunder” and something called a “shubie.” I was happy with the bustling business and upbeat atmosphere, but I needed a foreign language phrase book to visit my own teahouse. At the other end of the barista counter, teahouse manager Barbara acknowledged me with a quick nod before she tucked her short red hair behind her ear and tapped on the tablet to ring up another purchase.

      Audrey asked Bart, this summer’s college-student-barista, to make a Simply Suri tea for me, then leaned over the counter. “Is it bad today?”

      “It’s not great,” I replied. “Let’s leave it at that.” I hated that my face betrayed me so readily, but Audrey had an uncanny ability to read other people.

      “I’ll set aside a scone for you. Lemon-raspberry,” she said. “And maybe something for Corrie, too? We’ll bring it over to the bookshop so you don’t have to wait.”

      I protested because the teahouse was hopping and I didn’t think they had anyone to spare for delivery service, even for the quick trip through the Tea Reader’s interior doors. But Audrey insisted, because of course she did. She shooed me away from the counter with a sympathetic smile and turned to greet the next customers. The eager surfers ordered a Prickly Beach, a Summer Zest, and a pair of Flippy’s Delight shrimp salad sandwiches.

      “Audrey for mayor!” one of the surfers sang after their first sip of Summer Zest. My gut tightened at the reminder of Grady’s special election, as though the town needed more drama. Mayor Phil Lindquist had been the target of a smear campaign right in the middle of an investigation into the murder of a prominent ghost hunter. Since then, his wife had left him, and he’d chosen to stand down from his elected office.

      Audrey laughed off the compliment. “How about our teahouse manager, Barbara Costa? She runs a tight ship!”

      “How about we all take a breath and get back to work?” Barbara replied with raised eyebrows, and Audrey promptly loaded more fruit into the blender. Though Audrey was technically now one of Barbara’s bosses, she’d started as a barista under Barbara’s management. Even I knew when to shut up and do what Barbara said.
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        * * *

      

      Crossing into the bookshop brought the relief of a quiet and darker space—the perfect retreat when I was feeling less than social. Despite the library-like atmosphere and my unintentionally grumpy personality, the bookshop saw the occasional patron enter to browse or make a purchase. One warning of an impending customer arrived as unsolicited boxes of books and other items on the doorstep at irregular intervals. It had taken some time to figure out these deliveries were coming from Loki—one of the strangest and most elusive characters in an already peculiar county. Like Audrey’s talents for witchcraft, baking, and reading people, Loki had an eerie ability to predict what a customer would come looking for, or what I needed myself.

      Not to say Loki was a friend, exactly. After the revelation that he wasn’t just named for the Norse god of chaos but was the being himself, the already wide berth I afforded him expanded considerably.

      I didn’t need to worry about bookshop customers today. This side of the Tea Reader was unofficially closed for business while we hosted a writer in residence—none other than Corrie Cask, author of the Raidne’s Lament urban horror series.

      For five days, she’d sat in the upholstered chair in the front window, hunched over a battered antique table just big enough for her laptop, a thirty-two-ounce insulated mug, a ticking kitchen timer shaped like a strawberry, and the occasional sandwich or plate of cookies. Three times already I’d chased away Raidne fans trying to creep on the author as she worked.

      “That’s not what I want you to do,” Corrie muttered as her fingers flew across the keyboard. Even when she was complaining to her computer screen, she kept up an impressive typing speed. With her rose-colored noise-canceling headphones putting a dent in her wild halo of sandy-gold hair, she didn’t notice my arrival from the teahouse. “That is not what that word means. It would help if I could actually spell today.”

      I took a breath. Though the Tea Reader was being compensated for the writing retreat, I’d traded random intrusions by customers for a single, constant presence who talked to herself. A lot. I was required onsite at least part of the day to see to the author’s varying needs. Not yet accustomed to having Corrie in my space, or to the sound of her ticking timer, there was the inevitable jolt of adrenaline when the alarm went off, even when I was on the far side of the bookshop. I pondered buying a pair of headphones of my own.

      “Hey!” a familiar voice exclaimed in my ear. I jumped a good six inches off the floor and held my hand against my racing heart.

      “Trey!” I cursed my ghostly sidekick. A quick glance toward the author at work assured me she hadn’t noticed. Trey laughed as sunlight streamed through the window and through his dark, spectral skin and preppy boating clothes. He had been an East Coast finance bro vacationing at the Oregon Coast at the moment of his untimely death the previous autumn. The ghost had attached himself to me while helping to solve his own murder, and he’d been an invaluable resource with other investigations since. He was also a bottomless well of snark.

      “I swear I’m not trying to startle you.” He raised his hands in surrender. “I can’t help it if you’re distracted. Listen, there’s something weird going on with that lady.”

      I watched Corrie mumble to herself as she worked the laptop keyboard. “She talks to herself while she writes.”

      “That’s not it. Plus, I’m bored.”

      I nearly laughed. “That’s what you want to complain about?” As my new beau, Eddie, spent more time at my cottage, Trey did me the courtesy of making himself scarce at home. With the teahouse crowded, the quiet bookshop was the only reliable place to interact with my ghost friend, but now we had a writer in residence.

      “All she does is sit in that chair and look at the screen,” Trey whined. “I knocked a box of greeting cards to the floor, but she couldn’t hear it with those headphones on. I nudged her table, and she passed it off as a baby earthquake.”

      “She’s from California. Tremors aren’t uncommon there.”

      “She’s oblivious,” he protested.

      “She’s working, Trey.”

      “She’s dull.”

      “Look, we can’t always have a murder investigation to keep you entertained,” I retorted, then muttered a string of expletives under my breath. I’d just jinxed us for sure. “Why don’t you watch the surfers next door? Better yet, go hang out at the competition? Sabotage a couple of the contestants? That should keep you occupied.”

      Trey grumbled something about “living privilege” and faded from sight. I grabbed the tablet that doubled as the bookshop register and prepared to settle in with a good ebook while I waited for my tea.

      “I realize my process may appear strange. Bordering on madness, even,” Corrie said. It took me a couple of seconds to realize that she had pulled off her headphones and was looking at me.

      “Okay?” I shrugged.

      She touched the gold pendant hanging on a long chain around her neck. “I talk to my characters, and to the draft itself as it pours out onto the page. I’m a distraction when I work around other creatives, or other people.”

      “I see.” I didn’t see, but Corrie seemed to expect a response. She tugged on her pendant again, probably a nervous habit. “Is that a good-luck charm?”

      “Something like that.” She lifted the necklace so it caught the sunlight. A gold dragon curved around a polished black oval and glinted in the light.

      “That’s a nice dragon,” I said.

      She laughed. “It’s supposed to be a sea serpent, in honor of Raidne and her Siren kin. But yes, I suppose in reality it is just a dragon.”

      “But it helps you write?”

      “I suppose it does.”

      “Corrie Cask!” someone shouted from the other side of the window, making us both flinch. On the sidewalk, a curly-haired young person held up a copy of the author’s fifth Raidne book, Echoes of the Argonauts, and flashed an eager thumbs up. A twenty-something girl on a skateboard giggled behind him.

      Corrie waved back, but her smile cracked at the edges.

      I’d read the first three books in her popular series—a twenty-volume urban fantasy horror following the trials and redemption of an angsty and long-suffering Siren. Eddie had insisted that I give them a try, and I wanted more common ground with my burly firefighter boyfriend before he discovered I’m stagnant and uninteresting. Raidne’s Lament, Siren Song, and Daughter of the Waves were compelling enough. It made sense that the bookshop had sold out of Corrie Cask books a few times after the announcement that the author was coming to Grady. But instead of a twenty-first title continuing the intrigue, violence, and emotional rollercoaster of the alliances and rivalries of mythological sea creatures, Corrie said this new manuscript was a political thriller. Not everyone welcomed the news.

      “What happens next?” the eager reader shouted at the window. Another guy in cargo shorts pressed his face to the glass, shielding his eyes against the bright sun to see inside.

      “I’ll take care of it.” Unbolting the front door, I tried to ignore the blast of glare and heat as I came around the porch to speak to Corrie’s fans. There were more of them than had been visible through the window. The congregation featured a few surfers, including the pair who’d been behind me in the teahouse line and a mustached man sporting the same Otter Open credentials and t-shirt, plus a broken arm in a cast.

      “What’s the new book about?” the girl on the skateboard asked me. “We won’t tell anybody.”

      “How about an autograph? It’ll just take a second!” the first fan demanded.

      “You know the rules.” I rested my hands on my hips and tried to look menacing—not impossible for an average-height, curvy woman in her thirties, but I deepened my voice for effect. “If you’re going to interrupt her work, she’ll have to go somewhere else and the book will take that much longer. Save your questions for the author event.”

      “Yeah, okay.” The boy’s enthusiasm remained undimmed. He and the skateboarder headed into the teahouse, followed by the injured surfer. The others loitered on the sidewalk, sipping their smoothies and checking their phones. The guy in cargo shorts, rounder and shorter than the others, gave me a lingering look before opening the teahouse door.

      “Sorry about that,” I told Corrie as I came back inside and locked the door. “We can pull the shade down, or move your desk away from the window.”

      “I’ve gotten comfortable here,” Corrie replied, but then she ran her fingers beneath her wet eyes and sank her plump body into the support of the upholstered wing chair. “I should have expected as much, even after coming all the way to this tiny little place. Ever since I was doxed, I guess there’s nowhere safe.”

      Instead of taking offense at her calling Grady and the Tea Reader “this tiny little place,” I noted the change in her phrasing and vocabulary. A few well-meaning fans had shaken her. It was no wonder she’d needed to get away from her usual Los Angeles haunts just for her peace of mind, over and above her book project. I pulled a box of tissues from beneath the sales counter and held it out to her, but she waved it away.

      “It’s no matter,” Corrie said, sniffing back tears. “My creative process has long required a tenuous push-pull between needed solitude and being under a microscope of expectation and judgment. Now, perhaps more than ever. The pressure helps me to focus. And so, ever onward.” She slipped her headphones back on, reset her strawberry kitchen timer, and turned her attention to her computer screen, signaling the end of our brief conversation.

      “One Simply Suri, made to order.” Barbara entered via the pass-through and closed the double doors behind her. The teahouse manager shouldn’t have been delivering even in-house orders, but I was happy to have my tea. “And a few scones and whatnot to keep you and your guest fortified.” She passed me a tall thermos and a small plate of ginger cookies and a lemon-raspberry scone, then crept toward Corrie to replace the author’s crumb-covered dish with a fresh one stacked with cookies, scones, and mini muffins. Corrie didn’t even look up.

      I took a long gulp from the thermos. In an instant, the sweet, vanilla-infused tea had me feeling more even-keeled. Audrey had experimented with an iced version of the Simply Suri for the warmer months, but there was nothing like the original.

      Barbara rested Corrie’s empty plate on the sales counter and gave me a hard look. “Suri, do you have a minute?”

      I gestured toward the reading nook I’d created for myself farther back in the bookshop, nestled among the shelves. My retreat wasn’t as sheltered after Audrey’s redesign, but it still afforded a measure of privacy. There was only my chair—the battered twin of Corrie’s seat in the front window—so the space didn’t lend itself to intimate conversations. I offered the chair to Barbara, but she demurred.

      “Boss, I gotta tell you,” Barbara began. “Audrey is driving me nuts.”

      Barbara knew I didn’t like being called “boss,” though it was better than Surly. She teased me with it every now and again. The look on her face today, however, indicated this was no laughing matter.

      “I know it’s been an adjustment,” I replied as I sat. “For me, too. When I opened the Tea Reader, I never intended to have a partner. It’s been only a few months. We’re still figuring things out, and what everyone’s role will be going forward.”

      Barbara blanched, and I wished I could take back my last comment. “Boss, when you hired me, you gave me full control over the management of the teahouse. From the menu to the employees, to the flatware and the utilities.”

      More murmuring came from Corrie’s position in the window, but with a different pitch and cadence. I assumed she was sounding out character dialog as she committed the words to the digital page. Barbara didn’t seem bothered by it.

      “You’re absolutely still the manager,” I told Barbara. “I continue to have every faith in you. You’ve kept the teahouse running smoothly for years. I’d be lost without you. Even when it looked like we’d have to close for good, you stuck by me. Was your raise a couple months ago not enough?” I’d strained the budget to make the increase in pay happen—not just for her but for all the employees—and she knew that better than anyone.

      Barbara made a face like she was chewing on something tart. “I’ve always been straight with you, Suri. As direct as you allow. It shouldn’t surprise you that you and your business partner have very different ideas about running things. I can’t be a servant to two masters, and I won’t accept a diminished role.”

      I’d fought my own battle with Audrey over the layout and organization of the bookshop, and had lost. Audrey had been right about creating a more welcoming space, but the forced makeover still stung a little. I scooted to the edge of the chair and looked up at Barbara. I had a bad feeling about what was coming next. “What are you saying?”

      Barbara planted tight fists on her hips and looked miserably uncomfortable. “It’s not about the money. It’s about the approach. Maybe my position is being phased out, and Audrey just hasn’t let me know yet. Lately she’s been finding people’s rough edges and seems to want to grind them down. One minute she’s micromanaging, and the next she’s losing focus. I found her keys this morning wedged between the napkins and the artificial sweeteners at the condiments station. She didn’t even know she’d misplaced them.” Barbara lifted a hand to dismiss the thought. “I need to know where I stand. And I think you need to have a serious talk with Audrey before things come to an ugly head.”

      “Are you having trouble working together?”

      “Boss, you need to figure out your business, or I’ll have to quit.”

      I sank into my chair, deflated by Barbara’s bombshell. I mumbled my thanks for her candor. Barbara gave a curt nod and returned to the teahouse. I’d thought the Tea Reader was doing okay, but taking on an unexpected partner and her infusion of cash hadn’t been frictionless. Apparently, things were worse than I’d imagined.

      In the front window, Corrie spoke to herself in a secondary voice unlike her own—something about rainforests and cattle ranchers that sounded more like narration than dialogue. Maybe there was something off about the writer in residence.

      I glanced around the bookshop, hoping to spot Trey lurking among the shelves. He’d worked on Wall Street and always intimated that he had better ideas than I did about running a small business. I was finally ready to hear him out. But he was nowhere to be found, because I’d sent him away.
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        * * *

      

      I’d flipped through the digital pages of The Siren of Canosa—the fourth book in Corrie Cask’s Raidne’s Lament series—but I was too distracted to absorb any of the story. The tablet rested in my hands until I couldn’t take looking at its dark screen any longer. I slid the device between the seat cushion and side padding. I gulped down the warm Simply Suri tea like a parched man stumbling out of the desert and hoped the caffeine would take the edge off my headache. The lemon-raspberry scone sat untouched on the side table.

      Corrie came around the corner of a tall bookcase. “Ah, there you are. I’ve texted a lunch order to the teahouse and have been assured that it will be delivered promptly. I was unsure if you might require nourishment, so I doubled my request.” She blinked at me and tugged on her pendant, awaiting my reply.

      When Corrie’s manager, Alvin Finch, first contacted me to propose his client’s writing residency in my little bookshop, it had seemed like a heaven-sent gift—or, at least a temporary accommodation that would be worth any hassle. Alvin had been a student intern at the Oregon City Library when I was working there, and he’d gone on to establish himself in celebrity author management. I was both tickled and a little star-struck to hear from him. Having Corrie Cask write from my modest storefront seemed like a boon all the way around, but I hadn’t bargained on providing custom breakfast, lunch, and dinner day after day, plus an endless supply of tea and scones. I trusted Barbara to alert me if the bill for Corrie’s refreshments surpassed the weekly fee Alvin was paying us.

      I thanked Corrie for her thoughtfulness and watched her disappear around the bookcase again, no doubt to get in a few hundred words more before her sandwich arrived.

      For five days straight, she’d ordered the same lunch: a pastrami sandwich with yellow mustard on marble rye bread, with red onions, romaine lettuce, pickled banana peppers, and sliced cucumbers. Naturally, Audrey added the sandwich to the teahouse menu board and called it Raidne’s Repast—along with the Neptune’s Salad made with avocado and imitation crabmeat that Corrie often requested for dinner. Corrie still hadn’t tried the Flippy’s Delight we’d named for one of her characters.

      The Tea Reader hadn’t had a lunch menu before the author’s arrival. The addition of a few sandwiches and salads, plus a fruit and cheese plate, had the teahouse far busier than we’d normally expect in the summer months, even with the surfing competition. We’d put in a second refrigerator to hold the extra ingredients, not to mention contracting with new produce vendors and stocking meal-size plates and bowls. I wondered if the surge in customers, plus Audrey’s unannounced changes to the menu, were part of what was weighing on Barbara.

      “There’s something not right about her,” Trey announced at full volume about five inches from my right ear.

      I cursed and gritted my teeth. “You’ve got to stop doing that!” I hissed quietly, in case Corrie hadn’t put her headphones back on.

      Trey loomed over me and chuckled, clearly pleased with himself. “I take my entertainment where I can get it. Like listening to the surfers in the teahouse. It’s totally tubular, dude!” He extended his thumb and little finger and waggled his hand at me. I laughed, but his grin faded. He cocked his head toward the front of the bookshop. “But the writer in the window? Something about her gives me the creeps.”

      “So you’ve said. Can you elaborate?” I whispered. “She’s not my cup of tea, but she’s nice enough, and hosting her earns the bookshop some money. I thought the time and space would be a pleasant break.”

      “How is this a break?” he asked. “No one comes in here anyway.”

      I stuck out my tongue—unlike me, but befitting his brand of teasing. Voices in the teahouse muffled by the closed pass-through doors rose in a sudden chorus of “Sideshore!,” “Windswell!,” and “Epic!” What followed sounded like a mass exodus of surfers onto the sidewalk. The teahouse quieted as parked cars roared to life on the street.

      “Word’s out that surf conditions have improved in Standish, and the competition can proceed.” Trey turned on a sardonic grin and shouted, “Catch a wave, man!” as he faded into the bookshelves.

      “Wait!” I was on my feet, trying to call him back. “What did you mean about Corrie?”

      “Did you need me for something?” Corrie appeared again at the end of the bookcase, looking both curious and irritated. “Is everything quite all right?”

      “No. I mean, yes,” I stammered, having been startled twice in a matter of minutes. The author was in her fifties and thick around the middle, but she moved like a cat, quick and silent. “Everything is fine. I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

      “I distinctly heard you call my name.” Corrie’s expression darkened into a scowl.

      “So, yeah, I was practicing my introduction for your book reading.” My cheeks burned, both with the lie and the reminder of the impending event. I disliked public speaking. My hands started to sweat and my mouth went dry just thinking about it. I half expected the ghostly Trey to pop in with sarcastic praise like, “Nice save!” but he was notably absent.

      Corrie’s frown softened. “How commendably thorough of you, Suri.” She cleared her throat and adjusted her dragon pendant. “However, I must inform you that these disruptions interfere with my work. Any disturbance to my focus is catastrophic to my creative process and flow.”

      “Don’t your headphones help with that?” I asked.

      “They are depleted at present. I’ve moments ago plugged them in and expect them to fully charge within three hours at most.” She pulled an ancient flip-style phone out of her pocket—smartphones, she said, were “unnecessarily complicated and overtly distracting”—and glanced at the gray and blue display. “I suppose it is time for a break. And yes, here is our lunch being delivered. Fortuitous timing!”

      Balancing plated sandwiches in each hand, Audrey tried to close the pass-through double doors with her foot. As soon as one door was closed, the other swung open.

      “Leave it,” I suggested.

      Corrie snatched one plate and held it high to scrutinize her sandwich and the accompanying handful of pretzels and sections of tangerine. “Perfection as always, my dear. I appreciate your accommodating my rather eclectic tastes.”

      “Sure,” Audrey replied with a shrug. I was finding Corrie’s unusually eloquent phrasing a little less irritating, but the rest of the Tea Reader staff seemed to accept the quirk without qualm. Except now I sounded like Corrie inside my own head. “Let me know if you need anything else?”

      Corrie dipped her chin and headed for the pass-through. “With the zealous competitors having so recently taken their leave, for the time being, I thought I might enjoy the more subdued ambience of your teahouse for a lunchtime change of scenery.”

      “Knock yourself out,” I said to Corrie’s back as she disappeared into the teahouse.

      “She’s fun, huh?” Audrey handed me my plate, identical to Corrie’s. I couldn’t tell whether she was being genuine or sarcastic. “Could’ve saved me the trouble if I knew she was just going to carry her food back over.”

      “She’s definitely something different.” I studied the pastrami sandwich with its banana peppers and cucumbers, and the squirt of mustard next to the twisty pretzels and fruit. It wasn’t a bad combo, and certainly healthier than the microwaved pizza roll I would have had instead.

      “I was thinking about who to invite next,” Audrey said.

      “Next?”

      “After Corrie Cask finishes her book and goes back to LA,” she replied. “Maybe an author local to the Pacific Northwest, like Wendy Wagner, Kate Ristau, or Dale Ivan Smith. Or we could swing for the fences and invite Fonda Lee or Andy Weir.” Audrey was a sci-fi loving witch, and the light in her eyes danced as she pulled a strand of curly hair out of her ponytail and twisted it around her fingers.

      “I’m not wholly convinced this arrangement is working out so well.” I carried my lunch to my chair, and Audrey sat on the floor while I settled in. I took a small bite of my Raidne’s Repast sandwich and stalled for time.

      “Everything worth doing requires a little reach.” Audrey sat cross-legged and grinned up at me. “Kind of like you and Eddie. Even though you liked him, you had to step outside your comfort zone to let someone new into your life. And now look at you!” Her smile faltered, and she looked away.

      “Audrey, is everything okay?”

      “It’s fine.” She sniffed hard and turned back to me.

      “Okay, because I want to talk to you about all the changes in the Tea Reader.”

      “Maybe I should get a chair here in the bookshop,” she said. “We’re partners. I should have my own chair. Then we can sit together and have a proper business conversation.”

      She wasn’t wrong. But this nook was my refuge when my pain got to be too much, or if I needed a quiet spot to think things through. Guarding this space was the primary reason I’d reacted badly to Audrey’s reorganization of the bookshop, though her instincts had been right on. Sitting on the floor, she looked defiant instead of amiable. She had to know she was pushing my buttons. We’d had earlier conversations about our new partnership, but this was different, and I didn’t know what had changed. I remembered what Barbara said about Audrey and rough edges.

      “Transitions can be tough to navigate, even when they’re good,” I said. “And when things change, it can be confusing to figure out how all the pieces fit back together.”

      “Especially when there are new pieces.” Audrey stared at the ceiling, tracing dust motes in the air.

      “Precisely.” I felt encouraged by her reply. “And so with the new partnership and the teahouse⁠—”

      “Relationships are hard,” she said, cutting me off. Before I could ask what she meant, a loud commotion arose in the teahouse. Instead of the usual buzz, voices shouted in anger and fear.
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        * * *

      

      I flung open the doors separating the bookshop from the teahouse and was alarmed to find Corrie Cask being verbally accosted by the man in cargo shorts I’d spotted on the sidewalk earlier. He loomed over her as she sat at a table by herself, her sandwich half-eaten on her plate.

      “You can’t just leave Raidne stranded like that, with so much at stake!” the man shouted, his eyes wide and wild. Corrie leaned back against the wall as he counted off loud arguments about her book series on his fingers. She twitched in her chair, looking like a trapped animal, while everyone around her watched in silence.

      “Boss?” Barbara came around the barista counter, phone in her hand and ready to call the deputy sheriff, but I waved her off. I was feeling uncharacteristically courageous.

      “After everything that happened with the return of the Argonauts, and with her sister Teles and their long struggle?” the distressed fan pleaded with Corrie. Tears brimmed in his eyes as his anger increased. “And right after they overcame the Blight? With the fate of the Rose Gold Throne hanging in the balance? What will happen to the Seven Sea Caves? You can’t just leave everyone up in the air!”

      I approached him, my hands lifted in a conciliatory gesture. His thick hair shook with every gesticulation, his cheeks aflame. He looked earnestly upset, but also unhinged, and that was a potentially dangerous combination.

      “Sir? Is there something I can help you with?” I glanced at Corrie, who visibly deflated with relief.

      “You want to help?” He shot me a frustrated grimace and made an irate gesture toward Corrie. “Try telling Ms. Cask that she can’t just leave her fans hanging, after seventeen years and twenty books! Does loyalty mean nothing?” He wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “We’ve come on this long journey with you, and you abandon us? Just like you abandoned Raidne!”

      “You don’t understand.” Corrie looked down at the table, her eyes unfocused. I wasn’t sure if she was speaking to her fan, to me, or to the room at large. Everything around her went hazy, and I worried I was starting to experience aura with my migraines.

      “Well, that sounds vexing,” I replied. “And I’m sure your concerns are entirely reasonable, but you can’t come into my teahouse and harass people.”

      “But I’ve tried everything else! Everything.” His voice broke, and he reached for a tall-backed chair to steady himself. “I’ve come all this way because my emails and letters weren’t getting through.”

      Corrie lifted her head. “Felix?”

      The man and I turned to stare at her.

      “Felix?” Corrie asked again. “Felix Twiller?”

      “Yes. Yes. That’s right,” the man answered after a moment of stammering.

      “I did get your letters, at least a few of them.” Corrie appeared weary but resigned, no longer afraid. “I imagine there were many others I didn’t see. You’re very passionate about my books.”

      “That’s right!” Felix nodded with his whole body. “You probably hear this a lot, but I truly am your number one fan.”

      Corrie cringed. “Please don’t say that. Or don’t say it like that.”

      Felix let go of the chair and slid his hands into his pockets. “I’ve read everything you’ve ever written. Truly. And I’ll read this next book, no matter what it is. But I really hope it’s a Raidne book, and not the crazy political thriller your website says you’re working on. Millions of readers are depending on you!”

      “I genuinely doubt that is the case,” Corrie replied.

      Barbara stepped up beside me, phone still in her hand. “Want me to call Jim and Colin?”

      I glanced at the screen. She had the deputy sheriff’s office on speed dial. “I don’t think that will be necessary. Would you pour Mr. Twiller an iced tea on the house? And maybe bring a slice of lemon cake?” I’d done nothing to deescalate the situation, but I could try to keep things from heating up again. Barbara gave me a worried look, but she didn’t question my request.

      Felix’s outrage softened, and he and Corrie engaged in a more civil conversation about urban fantasy and horror fandom. She gestured toward the empty seat at her table and invited him to sit.

      “You mustn’t believe I don’t appreciate and value your interest and your loyalty, Mr. Twiller.” Corrie nodded when he insisted she call him Felix. “I have built an enviable career on those fictional Sirens and the various dramas and strife surrounding them. How I relished those deep dives into mythological research! Bringing that world to life was truly a labor of love. But I never dreamed those characters would be so beloved, nor that my stories would unspool across so very many volumes. Can you imagine doing the same work, day in and day out, with the same people, for seventeen years?”

      Felix shrugged. “I’ve been at the bank for about that long. Nineteen years. It’s steady work.”

      “Haven’t you ever longed for a change?” Corrie asked.

      Barbara slid a slice of cake and a tall glass of honey peach iced tea in front of Felix, and Corrie quietly let me know my assistance was no longer required. I followed Barbara to the barista counter while Corrie explained to Felix how she feared the Raidne stories were growing stale along with her own literary ennui, and that she craved a new challenge to keep her mind limber.

      “Has he been in here before?” I asked. “Felix Twiller?”

      Barbara emptied clumps of soggy tea leaves from the iced tea brewers and refilled the strainer baskets with fresh leaves. “It’s hard to tell with all the unfamiliar faces coming in—the summer tourists, then the surfers and their hangers-on. I’d say he’s been in a few times. He’s got a real bug up his butt about Corrie’s books.” Her aggravated tone surprised me. “So what if the series is over?” She wiped down the tops of the pastry cases, then straightened a stack of napkins next to the register as new barista Bart rang up Gary Spalding’s order of the lemonade iced tea drink Audrey had named for him.

      “One Spalding Special!” Bart announced with more zeal than necessary. He’d worked the counter for almost a month, but some of the regulars still made him nervous. Given Gary’s mercurial nature, I didn’t fault him. The gray-haired goat farmer usually came into town once a week to pick up groceries from Moroni’s, but he’d been in the teahouse almost daily since Corrie Cask’s arrival.

      “There are like twenty books!” Barbara exclaimed. “Can’t he just start over again?”

      “Well, now hold on there.” Gary tapped his phone on the register to pay, then kept an eye on Bart preparing his drink. “That’s a temporary comfort at best. Sure, you can go back and be surprised by details you didn’t notice or remember from the first time. But there’s also the creeping disappointment, knowing you’ll end up in the same place. Don’t skimp on me now.” He scowled at Bart, who promptly added another sprig of fresh mint to Gary’s glass.

      “Which is where, exactly?” Barbara asked.

      “Ah.” Gary took a beat to regain his train of thought. “The same place being this limbo of not knowing what happens next. Hell of a way to end a series.” He accepted the glass, took a suspicious sip of his drink, and narrowed his eyes at Bart.

      “I can make another?” Bart offered.

      Gary broke into a grin. “Not bad, young man.” He grabbed a copy of the free Naghatune Reader newspaper and strode across the floor to an empty table where he could watch Corrie Cask. I’d thought Gary was sweet on Emmaline Kapul, the owner of The Knitting Genie on the other side of Main Street. But Emmaline was on an extended trip to Florida, and I guess Gary was lonely.

      “I’d wager Felix has read the entire series a few times over.” I watched the super-fan sitting with Corrie. From afar, their exchange looked more calm. Felix tapped his finger on the table to make a point, and Corrie wore a patient expression as she responded between small bites of her sandwich.

      “I hope there aren’t more like him lurking about.” Barbara poured herself a glass of iced tea. “Scared away at least six customers with all that yelling.” She reached into the pastry case to rearrange the remaining scones, cake slices, and assorted muffins, and to remove the empty plates. “Can you ask Audrey to come back over to the teahouse? These sweets and savories aren’t going to replenish themselves.”

      Audrey hadn’t followed me over from the bookshop. We’d barely started our conversation, and I hoped she wasn’t sitting alone, stewing.

      Another glance toward Corrie assured me that Felix was no longer a threat or a nuisance. I crossed into the bookshop and let out a shout when I saw the disarray. Bookcases that had been arranged in neat rows now stood at asymmetrical angles. The nearest one, at least a foot taller than I was, stuttered toward me in six-inch increments.

      “What on Earth?!” I exclaimed.

      “Right?” Audrey came around from behind the bookcase to catch her breath. “It took me a few minutes, but I think I understand what you were saying. I maybe got a little ahead of myself in the teahouse, and I’ll bet some people who will remain nameless probably got their noses bent out of joint.”

      “Yes, but we were talking about the teahouse.” I tried to collect myself in the face of so much upheaval in such little time. “This is the bookshop.”

      “Okay, they’re not wrong to be a little cheesed. And I hear you about this bookshop being your space and your refuge, and about partnership dynamics being tricky to sort out. And I realized, that’s it!”

      “What’s it?” We’d been here before, mere months ago, when Audrey took multiple stabs at reorganizing the bookshop’s shelving system, and I feared a repeat.

      “What I’m thinking is an overhaul of the color scheme.”

      “The color scheme?” I didn’t have an eye for aesthetics, but the warm beige paint on the walls looked fine to me. The bookcases mostly matched each other, though the antique display tables were different shapes and sizes. I thought it was charming.

      “How do you feel about celery green?” Audrey laughed at the face I made. “Or maybe wood tones? Cobalt blue is an option, too. You know, to perk the place up!” She shoved the tall bookcase another few inches across the floor. “I’ve ordered paint samples. We can do test patches over there.” She pointed at the wall behind my now-exposed reading nook. “And what do you think about these chairs?” She pulled out her phone and turned the screen toward me. I was confronted by a photo of an overstuffed orange swivel chair that would have been at home in a groovy 1970s sitcom. “They also come in green and brown.”

      “We don’t need new furniture.” I glanced at my worn wing chair. I’d spent so many hours in its comfort that the upholstery was practically molded to my shape.

      “With some additional lighting, it won’t be so dark in here, especially if we unblock the back windows. And you can still have your reading nook.”

      “But it won’t be my nook anymore.” My left temple throbbed in time with my heartbeat. Since when did Audrey care about color schemes? “Those windows are blocked for a reason. I keep that space dim and quiet, because that’s what I need when I have a migraine.”

      Audrey’s face took on a beatific expression normally reserved for Meridian Retreat attendees, but I knew she hadn’t just come from a workshop on communing with angels or uncovering Akashic records. “But, Suri, this will be so much better for you. You can’t overcome your obstacles if you keep arguing for your limitations. This will be our nook now—a place for the Tea Reader partners to hang out, with matching chairs and everything.”

      Barbara was right; something was very wrong with Audrey. I knew my friend to be intuitive, generous, and kind, but here she was pushing unconstructive and unwelcome changes. Studying my unsheltered reading chair, I felt like I’d been invaded. With the migraine digging into my eye socket, I didn’t have the energy to argue.

      “Can we not do this right now?” I asked. “We’ve got a writer in residence, and I don’t want to disrupt her work.”

      Audrey glanced toward Corrie’s cozy setup in the front window. I could see that she was about to protest, but she shrugged and let her arms hang at her sides. “Yeah, okay. But when she’s gone, we have to get this place turned around. I’m worried about you, Suri.”

      I frowned. “To be frank, I’m worried about you.”

      “I’m just helping.” Audrey’s expression brightened. “We can still paint test colors, though.” She tapped her phone screen. “Don’t worry. I’ll pick out a bunch of different colors. We can absolutely transform the space!”

      Before I could stop her, a fresh uproar erupted on the other side of the closed pass-through.

      I cursed the day and wondered why I’d bothered getting out of bed. But this time, I recognized one of the shouting voices coming from the teahouse.
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        * * *

      

      “Eddie?” I called out as I came through the pass-through into the teahouse. The scene wasn’t all that different than the last time I’d rushed over from the bookshop, maybe twenty minutes earlier. Corrie sat at her table in the window, her back against the wall again as she tried to recoil from the animosity and anger on display immediately in front of her.

      But this time, Felix wasn’t directing his aggression toward the author. Instead, he was engaged in a shouting match with my boyfriend.

      Barbara caught me as soon as Audrey and I came through the passage. “Want me to call Jim and Colin this time?” She lifted her phone, ready to dial the deputy sheriff. “I’m not getting in the middle of that.”

      “This isn’t your problem, tough guy.” Felix was no physical coward—or he was fully committed to his love of all things Corrie Cask. He stood toe to toe with a sturdy and muscled first responder who was a full head taller than he was, and even jabbed his finger in my boyfriend’s face. A member of Coastal Fire and Rescue, Eddie Cortés was built like an oak tree. Where Eddie was solid and angular, Felix was soft and round. They were both red in the face.

      “You cannot just harass innocent people!” Eddie shouted, almost my exact words from earlier, but much louder. “Not in here, and not anywhere!”

      “I’m not harassing anybody!” Felix spat and gestured toward Corrie. “We were having a pleasant and productive conversation. It’s not my fault she got upset.”

      “You doxed me,” Corrie said with a hitch in her voice. “You’re the one who posted my address online for everyone to see. You exposed me to vitriol and threats of violence. Do you have any idea what that’s like? You destroyed my privacy! Snatched away my safety! You’re the reason I had to flee here.” She choked and hid her tears behind a paper napkin.

      I didn’t have the bandwidth to absorb the weight of Corrie’s complaint, but I knew it was bad. Her personal details had been posted on a message board. When proposing the writing retreat, Alvin mentioned a few unsavory emails. But I hadn’t understood the extent of the threats that forced her to flee her home. Now I could appreciate Corrie’s stilted attitude and polite entitlement—assuming that wasn’t her true personality.

      “Do you see it?” Eddie took a step forward, and Felix retreated the same distance. “Do you see what you did? You think that’s okay?”

      “It’s not my fault!” Tears streamed over Felix’s fleshy, inflamed cheeks, and he stomped his black boots on the hardwood floor. “People are terrible online. They say and do terrible things. Too many bullies and trolls! I’m not like that. I could never do any of those things.”

      Eddie crossed his arms over his broad chest. The muscles in his neck twitched, and I knew well enough that he was trying to keep his anger in check. He had a soft spot for underdogs and anyone who got picked on—probably why he was defending Corrie. And I got the feeling that Felix had been a victim of online bullying, too. But what do they say? Hurt people hurt people. Eddie took a deep breath and practically growled on the exhale. “If you put her information out there, you effectively pointed the gun right at her, even if you’re not the one who pulled the trigger.”

      Corrie gasped and sobbed harder. I rested my hand on Eddie’s elbow. “Maybe don’t mention firearms,” I suggested.

      Eddie looked at Corrie. “Ms. Cask, I sincerely apologize. I don’t want to escalate a tense situation. But this guy has got to know what he set off by posting your private information.” Eddie fixed Felix with a hard stare. “With all the controversy over how the Raidne series ended, she’s lucky she wasn’t swatted. Or worse.”

      “I would never do that!” Felix shrieked. “Never ever! Those stories are everything to me. About Raidne finding her strength and purpose after her family cast her out. She lost everything, even her connection to her own people. But then she came back stronger than ever, and so much wiser! Don’t you see? I just need the story to keep going.” Felix turned to Corrie and wiped his eyes with the heels of his hands. “Raidne has to keep going! She just has to!”

      The teahouse door opened. Three tourists stopped on the threshold, surveyed the emotional shouting match, and turned right back around to leave. I also noticed some of the local regulars edging their way toward the door. Gary Spalding, however, folded his newspaper and got up from his table to stand next to Eddie.

      “You’ve got a lot of nerve talking to the lady like that,” Gary snapped at Felix.

      “Hey, Gary!” Barbara announced with a forced smile. “How about another Spalding Special, on the house?” She offered free refills to the retreating customers, and complimentary orange muffins as well. Gary and most of the others followed her to the barista counter to claim their rewards.

      Eddie stepped forward, his shadow swallowing Felix. “You say you’re an earnest fan. I want to believe you.” His voice was calmer now, more like the Eddie I knew and treasured. I felt my blood pressure tick down a few points. “Maybe you didn’t dox Corrie. Maybe it was someone else. But you still came all the way to Grady to confront her. Did you honestly think all this shouting would convince her to write the book you want? Or did you have something more sinister in mind?”

      “Eddie!” I tugged at his elbow, but like I said, he’s built like a tree. I might as well have tried to move a mountain.

      “I’m not a bully!” Felix hugged himself tightly, his shoulders stooped as he cried. Corrie was weeping, too. I wasn’t sure who I felt sorrier for.

      I moved in front of Eddie and looked my boyfriend right in the eye. “You need to step back. This is not a good look for you.”

      Eddie took a few breaths, and I watched the frustration drain out of him. He apologized to Corrie, and to Felix, and I knew he meant it. Eddie found an empty chair a few tables away to cool down. Audrey brought him a glass of iced tea.

      “Audrey? Suri? Everything okay in here?”

      I turned to find Colin Jung—the assistant deputy sheriff and Audrey’s boyfriend—lingering in the doorway and trying to make sense of the scene. Gary and several others laughed together at a corner table over their free drinks and muffins. Eddie sat with his back to the dining room and gulped down his tall glass of tea. Felix leaned against the wall a few meters from Corrie’s table. They were both still crying.

      “Anything you need help with?” Colin asked, though it was plain from his expression that he hoped I’d send him on his way. He gave Audrey a shy smile, but she stiffened and looked away. That wasn’t a good sign.

      “I’m not sure, Colin,” I replied. “Corrie, would you like us to remove Felix?” I looked over at Eddie, who tipped his head from side to side to work out the tension in his neck. “Or anybody else?”

      “I must apologize for losing my composure.” Corrie pushed away from the table and stood, balling her tear-soaked napkin in her fist. “If you don’t mind, I will request a takeaway container for the remainder of my meal. It would be best if I withdrew to my accommodations for an indeterminant time, to collect myself. This has been an unfortunately turbulent lunch break.”

      Barbara handed Corrie a folding paper box and a trio of fresh napkins. Colin ran through his procedural questions with Felix—asking who he was, where he’d come from, and what business he had with Corrie Cask. Felix Twiller, thirty-two years old, from Detroit, Michigan, he replied loud enough for the rest of us to hear. He’d hopped a bus to Grady to plead his case to Ms. Cask directly, hoping to convince her to return to her urban horror series.

      Eddie rose from his seat and hovered behind Colin. I don’t think he was trying to intimidate Felix, but it was hard for such a big man not to be imposing. I hoped he wouldn’t reignite their row.

      “Corrie? Ms. Cask?” Felix called as the author headed for the door. “Please. Sorry things got out of hand. I really am your biggest fan. I would never hurt you.”

      Corrie paused, then turned to face Felix. The air blurred as translucent colors swarmed around her. I blinked hard and willed the migraine aura away, with no success. I stared at the floor, where everything looked solid and crisp. When I lifted my gaze again, the same color wave fantasia swam around Corrie.

      “You say that, Mr. Twiller, but do your words match your actions?” Corrie’s eyes were red from her tears, but her voice was strong. “You placed me in immediate and very real danger with your online hijinks. Your letters bordered on threats of harm if I didn’t acquiesce to your demands.”

      “Demands? No.” Felix took a desperate step toward Corrie. Eddie planted a large hand on his shoulder and held him back. Colin took notice.

      “I would never threaten you.” Felix shrugged out of Eddie’s grip. “It was a misunderstanding, just like I said. I came here to apologize.”

      Corrie was unmoved. “Yet you never dropped your insistence that I produce the book you want.”

      “A request?” Felix replied. “An earnest request that you reconsider, that’s all. I just wanted you to know how much Raidne means to me.”

      “I will not have my work dictated by the likes of you, enthusiastic fan or not,” Corrie said. “I’m truly sorry, Mr. Twiller, but if you approach me again, or make any attempt to contact me, there will be unpleasant consequences.”

      “Con-se-quen-ces.” Colin scribbled Corrie’s words in his little notebook.

      Corrie looked at Eddie, and he gave a quick nod. Colin noted the exchange and scribbled some more.

      “Maybe we all take a break, and just go on with the day?” I suggested with a stilted laugh. “Separately, of course.”

      Corrie departed through the front of the teashop. I assumed she’d return later to collect her things from the bookshop. She had a key. She often walked on the beach in the afternoon, then let herself in after closing. Sometimes I’d find her in her chair before the morning teahouse rush, and wondered if she’d worked through the night.

      “So, does anyone want to file a formal complaint?” Colin asked.

      “I don’t think that’s necessary,” I replied. “Thanks for coming so quickly, Colin. I’m afraid we wasted your time.”

      In near-perfect imitation of his boss, Deputy Sheriff Jim Vandenhauter, Colin capped his pen and slid it and his little notebook into the breast pocket of his short-sleeved uniform shirt. “Never a waste of my time.” He tried to catch Audrey’s eye again, but she slipped across to the bookshop.

      “Maybe an iced tea for the road?” I suggested. “It’s hot out there.”

      Colin did his polite “aww shucks” routine and followed Barbara to the barista counter. Felix mumbled another apology to me, cast a nervous glance Eddie’s way, and made a hasty exit. The teahouse was quiet again, with the regulars sipping summer beverages and swapping gossip about the spectacle just passed.

      I turned to Eddie, and his big shoulders sank. “You want to tell me why you pushed into other people’s business?”

      “He was yelling at her, Suri. Standing over her and thumping the table. Corrie looked scared.” Despite his sheepish expression, indignation burned in his eyes. “Nobody deserves that.”

      “Especially not your favorite author.” I wasn’t trying to be strident, but from the look on Eddie’s face, that’s how my words hit. I gestured toward the nearest table and invited him to sit. He declined.

      “I’ve got to get back to the station,” Eddie said. “I only stopped in to pick up iced tea and sandwiches for Carl, Debbie, and Ian.”

      “Can we talk later about your need to come to everybody’s rescue?” I lowered my voice. “And your infatuation with Corrie Cask?”

      He gave me an amiable smirk, then a kiss on the cheek. “The only person I’m infatuated with, Suri Mudge, is you.”

      I felt a tingle all the way down to my socks. I squeezed his wrist and reminded him of our dinner plans.

      “Keep an eye out.” Eddie nodded toward the window. Felix stood on the sidewalk, his back to the Tea Reader, and studied his smartphone. “Maybe he brought friends to town with him.”

      “I’m sure he didn’t.” I wasn’t sure of anything of the sort. I walked Eddie to the barista counter, where Barbara and Colin’s hushed conversation ended abruptly. The migraine surged, dug into my eyeball, and sent out roots. I had little patience for intrigue on such a bright and hot day.

      Balancing a box of drinks and a bag of sandwiches, Eddie kissed me again. If not for his shift at Coastal Fire and Rescue and my need to corral Audrey before she redecorated the entire building, I would have asked him for a ride back to my cottage. He had a sure-fire cure for my headaches.
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or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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