
        
            
                
            
        


	Bloodmoon Cove Spirits Series, Books 8 and 9: Lost and Found

A Bloodmoon Cove Spirits Series 2-in-1

(2 stories in one volume)

 

 

 

 

By Karen Wiesner

 

 

 

 

 

[image: cropped-moon]

 

 

 

 

[image: Image]

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bloodmoon Cove Spirits Series, Books 8 and 9: Lost and Found, A Bloodmoon Cove Spirits Series 2-in-1

Copyright 2024, 2025 Karen Wiesner

Writers Exchange E-Publishing

PO Box 372

ATHERTON QLD 4883

 

Published by Writers Exchange E-Publishing

http://www.writers-exchange.com 

 

ISBN: ebook: 978-1-922548-63-4

 

Cover Art by: GermanCreative

  

 

The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the publisher.

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: The Native American tribe and their history and traditions in this book are fictional, specifically tailored just for my Erie "eerie" County (though some of the language and rituals used may be similar to other area tribes).

 

 

 

 

 


[image: A gate with a glowing light

Description automatically generated]

 

 

"Many men spend their lives living in the wrong corner of their souls, mainly out of fear of what they might find on the other side." ~Sally Gardner 

 

"Not until we are lost do we begin to understand ourselves." ~Henry David Thoreau
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"Honestly, I had no idea that the heart could cause such trouble and strife. It could be broken and still mend. It could be wounded and still heal. It could be given away [and] still returned, lost and found. It could do all that and still you lived..." ~Sally Gardner, I, Coriander

 

"We lose ourselves in the things we love. We find ourselves there, too." ~Kristin Martz

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

 

D


amaris Steele woke, instantly alert with recognition at the sound of rummaging nearby. Without pause, she flew swiftly from the full-size bed she'd been asleep in only a moment before to the window nearby. Outside it was the flower box that held her mother's vibrant and abundant summer blooms. 

Almost in a single act, she shoved open the window and shouted, "You get out of there right this instant, Draco Malfoy! Or your winter nuts won't be the only ones in jeopardy!" 

The squirrel both she and her mother were always chasing out of their marigolds bounded away like it could fly. Was she just imagining the so-named villain chittering in glee as it soared through the air, out of reach, in an instant? Damaris had named the nimble rodent (and any of its descendants that resembled the original) after a bully in a series that had dominated her childhood attention. All summer and fall, the squirrels would use the wide window box as convenient winter caches. Neither deterred nor afraid of her fury now, or ever for that matter, she knew Draco would be back sooner rather than later. 

In the aftermath of the rascal's cackling flight, while she checked that the bountiful red, yellow, and orange blossoms hadn't been uprooted, Damaris realized she must have fallen asleep, despite being certain she wouldn't or couldn't. 

Unwillingly, she glanced behind her, the hairs on the back of her neck prickling as she recalled why she'd lain so sleepless hours ago, her head under the sheet, hardly daring to breathe. But the small studio apartment was deserted. She exhaled, then returned her scrutiny to the window once more.

When she moved the plastic owl that was supposed to scare away the squirrels to the opposite side of the overflowing box, her thoughts dominoed from one to the other. Draco was no fool. None of the tips and tricks Damaris and her mother had tried over the years to repel him had worked. Yet they kept hoping something would dissuade him. And now none of it matters. Why try to save these flowers? My life as I've known it in this place is over. Is it wrong that I feel some solace about that?

Tomorrow, she would officially close her mother's beloved bookshop after selling as much of the remaining stock as she could. This apartment above the store they'd lived in for most of her life would no longer be hers soon, as her ability to pay rent had ceased long ago. The landlord had been generous in giving her every opportunity to pay him. She couldn't fault him his actions, especially in light of his sorrow once he finally delivered the final blow. 

Would anyone--all of her mother's most loyal customers--even come? Most of them had already abandoned their once favorite haunt in favor of the massive chain bookstore with its bottomless discounts, used selections of mixed media, along with scrumptious coffee and pastries that had come into the neighborhood in Grimoire four years ago. The manager of the "Greedy Corporation", as she referred to them, had already offered to buy anything she couldn't sell--for far less profit than her mother would have ever tolerated. Beggars can't be choosers, I guess.

Jeryn Èze-Steele had long been separated, but never divorced, from her husband. The bookstore she'd opened when Damaris was still just a "little flutter in her tummy" had given her not only a livelihood but lodging after her estrangement from the cripplingly shy, traumatized man who outwardly denied and silently defined his social phobia in the same instant. 

If your death was good for nothing else, Mom, at least you didn't have to see your legacy fail so spectacularly. 

Air stalled in her lungs at the thought, Or can you actually see what became of your dreams, Mom? 

Damaris's mother had died of severe Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD) a year before the grand opening of the Greedy Corporation. The decline in business had been so swift after that, Damaris, as a brand-new shop owner, had little chance of, or expertise in, preventing it. Her mother had rarely done anything to advertise. Word of mouth had accomplished the task for her. Those interested in the occult came from near and far. Often her mother commented on their generosity in spending triple what regular readers would for the obscure selection of books she offered.

When Damaris had seen the shocking nosedive in profits, she'd researched ways to boost sales. She'd invested in an online presence and had a website created as well as putting weekly ads in the local papers. Her actions might have secured them a future had they been employed before the Greedy Corp descended. As it was, her efforts had been too little, too late. 

Countless times, Damaris had wondered if she should have taken her Aunt Holly's generous offer to bail out the store she'd been the original investor in...and bail her out of the towering mountain of debt that'd grown each month as a result of her promotional endeavors. Without business coming in, even the basics of purchasing new material and necessary supplies, renting the space, heating and cooling it according to the seasons, and feeding herself had quickly taxed and depleted the savings her mother had left her upon her untimely death. Frantically trying to save the store as she had had plunged Damaris into an abyss where she couldn't look up and see any light.

How long could I have kept it going if I'd accepted Mom's mother's best friend's generosity? How long would Holly have had to take a hit by giving something that could never be repaid if I hadn't finally thrown in the towel? 

How long will I ask myself if I actually wanted to save all this or if I was just trying to assuage my own guilt at wanting to turn my back on it? 

Jeryn had been the daughter of Holly Odwulf's best friend, Lily-Rose Èze, an exchange student from France the one and only time Bloodmoon Cove had tried the program. Holly's family had long been one of the richest and most influential families in the area, Scandinavians who'd come over to America from Norway in 1925. 

Lily-Rose and Holly had been close friends all through high school. Lily-Rose indulged in many scandalous flings and eventually married a safe, perpetually forgiving man she could never be faithful to but who'd allowed her a secure place to birth her only child, a daughter, Jeryn, who'd been beloved by nearly everyone. Her parents had remained together as a direct result of her influence. 

Sweet and flirtatious, fun and fun loving, as outgoing as a butterfly flitting from one flower to the next with impunity, Jeryn had her pick of suitors all her life. She'd off-and-on dated the star athlete at the school. Unfortunately, the vivacious teenager had valued a good time over a good mind, and eventually it'd been her downfall. As her mother had been, she'd been a heavy smoker, drinker, and partier. Lily-Rose had died of chronic COPD while in her fifties. Jeryn had been diagnosed very early with the same condition, but it was pregnancy when she was 17 that had radically changed her bad habits--too late. The father of her child, the star athlete, had abandoned her, denying her claims of paternity. Instead, the boy who'd been at the top of their class all his life, Jack Steele, had married this woman who had drawn him out of his closed shell as no one else ever did or could. Jeryn lost that first child but quickly got pregnant again by her new husband. 

Ever in the wings, Holly had remained Lily-Rose's constant companion throughout her life and promised her dearest friend she would watch over her daughter and any offspring that came after, as long as it was in her power to do so. It'd been Holly, also a bit of a hell-raiser and rebel about town, who encouraged Jeryn to have a back-up plan in case Jack's social anxiety, coupled with the anguish of being a severely abused child all his life, returned with a vengeance. She'd invested in Jeryn's dreams of opening an occult bookstore in Grimoire, about an hour from Bloodmoon Cove, where she and Lily-Rose had grown up as the belles of every ball. The charming, unusual shop, Kindred Spirits Occult Bookshop, had been an instant hit and, before long, Jeryn had been able to pay Holly back and continue making a solid profit from lovers of the paranormal. 

Jack had never intended to be a father, let alone a husband. Though Jeryn had coaxed him out of hiding within himself while they were in school together and he'd been there for her during her upheaval with the star athlete, he'd quickly reverted to his former state after she found herself pregnant again by him. Jeryn had adopted a healthy lifestyle, quitting her vices, becoming a whole foods vegan, hoping to improve her chances of maintaining a pregnancy and being an active, engaged mother. 

Even still, her health had declined through the years that followed. Her absorbed involvement with her daughter and her bookshop had left her husband feeling left out and estranged. He'd never bonded with Damaris, and a gulf eventually sprang up between them as a result. Jeryn had been his sole claim to intimacy with another human being. As so often happened, his parents' violent alcoholism claimed him as well, causing his wife to feel the need to remove herself and her daughter to a place of safety. 

Holly had offered to take them in, but the most logical place in the world for them to go had been the bookstore with its studio apartment above, filled until that point with storage for the shop. Jeryn and Damaris had made a home in the small, simple space, finding it suited them perfectly, as the business below was something they both gave themselves to wholly. 

Damaris couldn't remember a time growing up that the bookery wasn't stuffed to capacity from the moment it opened in the morning until well past closing time with those who'd already fallen under the charms of the shop and her mother, the magical mistress, as well as strangers soon to become loyal patrons. Her mother had often called Damaris Kindred Spirits' beloved mascot. 

Nothing could have horrified me more. I'm not like my mother was, though, and I'm certainly not enough like her to take her place. Maybe I can tell myself that's why the store died. Not because I desperately wished to escape the smothering sense of not knowing what was real, what was good or evil, but because Mom was the heart of this place. Without her, there was no life...

Damaris smoothed the soil the squirrel had disrupted far beneath the mass profusion of blooms, abruptly aware that she was an odd mix of both of her parents. Shy, though not debilitatingly so; nevertheless, only able to open up like a flower in the sun with those she'd forged a strong bond. Namely, her mother's customers who'd remained stalwartly faithful to her even five years after her death, so much so that they'd gone above and beyond in buying more than they would and could have ordinarily in an attempt to help keep the store afloat; the old grocer who brought her weekly supplies; the woman who delivered her mail; her pet hamster Stuart; her Aunt Holly, of course... And Griffin, someone I never expected to meet, never anticipated falling in love with, especially knowing as I do so well that nothing can come of it. 

As of the day after tomorrow, I'm out of a job, out of a home, out of luck. I failed you, Mom. You spent most of your life working hard to pass your passion on to me, and I lost it. Couldn't keep it going. A small, fearful place inside me knew the day I was forced to let go of your hand that it would come to this. If I'd known my terror at letting you go would be a decision I'd come to regret, I would have tried to find closure as I held your cold, lifeless hand in that hospital room. Now not only am I closing your store for good tomorrow, but I'll have to deny your last wish the day after that. 

Her mother's dying request had been that she not give up on her father. Regardless of what had happened between them, Jeryn would forever love the boy who'd allowed himself to believe for a moment that he could rescue her. "Don't bail on him," her mother had said frequently when their efforts to visit him after the estrangement were scorned. "He's your father, though he's never been a real father to you. Someday he'll realize you're all he has. Someday he'll make amends for his failures...if you don't give up on him."

You can't lead a horse to water. Can't convince a leopard to change its spots. Can't save the unwilling. Damaris had understood there was little she could do when she saw him at her mother's funeral. He'd barely looked at anyone, avoided even her. If only he knew how close Mom was to him at that moment and maybe countless times before, maybe he could have lifted his head. In her heart, she never really left him. 

Damaris had tried calling him since then, but he hadn't picked up even once nor had he returned her calls at her voicemail requests. He'd been unrecognizable, little more than a shadow that beautiful, bright day so at odds with the sorrow claiming the large gathering. A light had gone out of the world then, yet the sun's warmth and healing had been a fitting picture of her mother in life, if not in death.

Mom died, and I couldn't doubt that I'm dead to my own father as well. She wanted me to promise her I'd keep trying to draw him out, but she didn't give me a choice about it. I would have said, done anything to give her peace in those final moments. How accountable am I to a deathbed pledge given in response to an impossible request? But can I actually close the doors of Mom's bookshop, leave Grimoire after that, all without even telling my father I'm going and where?

The cruel angry thought, Would he care, even notice?, was almost as shocking and unexpected as the rapidity of her mother's passing and what had happened to Damaris after that, when she'd forced herself to come home. She'd been so determined not to get on with her life if it meant her mom was gone forever. 

Be careful what you wish for. You may get it.

Damaris looked down at the window box she and her mother had cultivated together each and every year until her mom was gone. There was no reason to care or be concerned if the flowers were uprooted by Draco's countless nuts in preparation for his lean winter months. No way to fight that she couldn't leave here fast enough...or, more accurately, would feel that sentiment only if she could take Griffin with her.

Following an oddly satisfying, visceral impulse, she put her hands under the edge of the long flower box and heaved so it and all its contents went over the side, plummeting headlong before crashing onto the sidewalk below in front of her cherished mother's life's work. 
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After washing dirt from her hands in the kitchen sink, Damaris crawled back under the light cotton sheet over the bed. For a minute, she considered cracking her book, but Renaissance art history wasn't the kind of reading anyone needed at this time of the night. Instead, she covered her head, afraid to face the consequences of what she'd done. 

Deprived of even the will to cry, she labored to breathe in the stifling heat, her ears pricked up in the ghastly silence of the night that so often was filled with dread. Though her mother had taken great pains to protect the exquisite books in her shop from extreme temperatures, they'd never used air conditioning in the minimalistic and sparse apartment above. Somehow, she and her mother had always been fine with just a fan or two on the hottest summer days and nights. Now only blistering hot air blew around her, making the dry heat worse, especially because she was holding so still.

In the semi darkness, she felt Stuart's silky fur as he ducked under her hand beneath the thin sheet. Her trepidation eased with a choked little laugh, and she caressed him. As usual, he sensed her anxiety and wanted to soothe her.

Thinking of her mother's flowers lying there scattered and unearthed on the sidewalk in front of the shop only made her feel worse, though nothing seemed to matter anymore either. 

Damaris had been left with a single option, one she'd fought hard to avoid. Her debts had been insurmountable, climbing higher and higher every single month, and six months ago, she'd been hiding from the truth that she was living the beginning of the end. She'd watched her mom's savings bleed away, first in increments and finally so rapidly, it was gone almost like numbers fading to invisibility in their columns in an ancient ledger. Desperately, she'd tried to hold on. She'd clung relentlessly to what had been left to her. Stupidly. Holly Odwulf, who'd insisted that Damaris call her "Aunt Holly" just as Jeryn was instructed to from the time she could talk, had been trying to get her to see reason about what was already a done deal, even if she didn't want to face it. 

Damaris tried to breathe freely, but her lungs burned, unable to exhale the air trapped inside them. The strains of an old hymn her mother used to hum while deadheading the late autumn marigolds came to her, only the lyrics seemed to reverse themselves as they came. I once was found, but now am lost. Could see, but now am blind...

Hopeless. This is the end, even as it feels like a new beginning. Will I really be happy if every trace of Mom vanishes?

"Your mama was just a slip of a girl, 18, I believe, when she rented this building from me. It's been hard letting go, I know, for me but mainly for you. Still, you have to understand, Damaris, that I'm losing money, too, and have been for years now--"

The landlord had hemmed and hawed. She'd remembered countless times over the last few years when he came to ask for rent payment only to leave empty-handed with promises that next month would be better. He'd done that to honor the memory of her mother, Damaris knew. Even if he'd felt some bit of kindness toward her, she'd always been aware that his deferential treatment stemmed from the remaining great love he held for Jeryn. Hurting Damaris was like hurting her mom personally, and, time and time again, he couldn't get himself do it. How often had he said wistfully that every time he came to the shop or the apartment above it, Jeryn was still here? He could feel her spirit.

But he'd come to grips with that loss and, as gently as possible at the beginning of this month, he'd told Damaris if she didn't pay her rent by the end of July, he couldn't continue to let her rent the building. He must have seen something in Damaris's eyes--something that told him she wouldn't be able to do what he asked. "I'm sorry, Damaris, but this is my final word. I have another business lined up to take residence of this space as of August 1st, so..."

He was kicking her out. He couldn't look her in the face when he murmured, "Best make arrangements immediately. I won't ask you to repay all that's owed. I wouldn't do that. But you'll have to find yourself another...situation...before the end of the month."

Damaris had wanted to hide her head in the sand, ignore the eviction altogether. Surely he would relent if she did. But she remembered too poignantly the way he'd said, "I'm losing money, too, and have been for years", and she knew she couldn't force him to do that ever again. 

No promise could keep me here after that. Please, God...don't let Mom follow me. Let her stay here, or go. Go where she should have gone long ago, if I hadn't held her back with my fear of being alone in the world.

What else could she do? Damaris had wondered, even when the end seemed certain. She'd have to call Aunt Holly, beg her to bail her out. But Damaris couldn't get herself to do that without some dignity. Holly had vowed to care for Lily-Rose and all her offspring for as long as she lived and beyond, sealing the pledge in her will. Damaris couldn't take advantage of her generosity when Holly had offered to cover her debts without repayment. "I'll pay you back. I refuse to hear of anything else. Please don't insist otherwise. I have to do it this way, or I can't live with myself. I'll find another job, I'll save, and I'll pay you back one way or another--"

When Holly interrupted, Damaris had been certain she'd insist on fulfilling her vow, hell or high water. Instead, Holly had agreed to her terms, but added, "I do have a suggestion if you're looking for work. Bloodmoon Cove finds itself in dire need of help at the library, doing various things including custodial work to sprucing up the space. Finding someone has been nigh on to impossible these last few years, as the young seem to be driven out of town like we're harboring the plague. We're currently on the verge of closing altogether if we can't get someone to step in and help. You seem perfectly suited. While I can't promise you anything resembling a large salary, you'll certainly be able to live on your own with it. Perhaps you'll allow me to offer you room and board just until you get back on your feet? This old estate and the crotchety matriarch who runs it could use some company, daffodil. But I expect you may find yourself putting in long hours, getting the library back into shape, and I shall see you even less than I do now."

Always, it was Holly who came to Grimoire to visit, never the other way around. Jeryn had driven less and less over the years, and, though she'd helped her daughter get her license as a rite of passage, neither of them felt comfortable or confident with the task. The car Jeryn had been so proud of as a teenager hadn't even run prior to a few weeks ago. Seasons unending, the subcompact had sat in the farthest corner of the bookshop parking lot, gathering rain, scorching sunbeams, colorful leaves, and mountains of snow.

Damaris had made a point to verify Holly's assessment of the Bloodmoon Cove Public Library and found her to be entirely truthful--and possibly even a bit restrained in describing the ruin it was falling into. From that moment, Damaris had begun to see tiny pinpricks of light on the horizon. For paying the debts she'd accumulated. For starting all over with a clean slate. For leaving behind the echoes that'd keep her in fearful paralysis. For finding something worthwhile to do that was entirely her own thing. She would build on her own merits, rise and fall absent from the shadow of someone else who was larger than life. 

But to fully embrace anything new, she had to let go of the past. Even the recent past. Once she'd agreed to Holly's offer of a new life, she'd made the decision to move out of this building as soon as she possibly could so as not to take advantage of the landlord's genosity any longer than necessary. She'd made arrangements. Announced the closing of the store. Approached the Greedy Corporation about purchasing her remaining stock. She'd promoted the closing of Kindred Spirits on the website that would be taken down tomorrow as well as including a final proclamation in the free, local community papers. She knew others had picked up the story as well, though she'd declined the few interview requests she'd gotten. Once she closed the bookshop doors tomorrow evening, she and Stuart would get into the old car that had been coaxed into resurrection by a master mechanic, and she would go to meet her new life. She would be free. At the very least, she told herself that was possible, but never quite believed there was a way to escape what continued to haunt her.

Amidst packing up what little possessions she'd accumulated in her life and coming to grips with what she must now do to survive, she'd found herself with loose ends. 

Her father. What point in calling? Leaving a message? He never answered, never called back in response to her voicemails. Probably never even listened to her messages. So...yeah...

And Griffin. If only she hadn't met him-- But she couldn't regret that, even if they were opposites in every possible way. She'd all but resigned herself to being a virgin spinster when he'd swept away her resignation to that kind of lonely existence. A part of her wasn't even sure how it'd happened. One minute she'd been asking businesses in the community to put up flyers she'd created herself in their windows to save the bookstore from closing, and the next the most beautiful man on the planet had been engaging her, charming her, talking her into things she was helpless to deny him or herself. Not only that, he'd coaxed Stuart into loving him as well. But that wasn't surprising. Everyone who'd ever come into Kindred Spirits since her mother's death and Aunt Holly's bestowal of the hamster on Damaris had been enchanted by the irresistible mascot.

"We'll find a new place to belong, Stuart," she whispered, jarred by the sound of her own whisper in the dark. "Just you and me again." No more ghosts...

The thought resounded harshly, making her wonder what she most feared giving up. Her mother's legacy and request to keep contact with the male component of their union, or...? 

Regardless of her pining heart, there was no leaving behind one indisputable fact: Griffin was the worst possible option for her, romantically or otherwise. From the moment she'd set eyes on him outside the motorcycle retail and repair shop he co-owned--a store she'd barely realized resided in her own neighborhood up until that point--she'd known he was inappropriate. Even his name, Griffin Thostenson, calling to mind a Norse god of old beyond the reach of mere mortals, was unseemly. He was untamed, gorgeous, a spark that could set fire to everything unworthy. And I'm a speck, a mote, a foreign substance that exists necessarily in solitary confinement. 

Nevertheless, his spark had ignited, rather than incinerated, something bright and hot inside her. She craved him like warmth in bitter winter. Even as she'd made the decision to cut all ties, leave behind completely everything that marked the place of her failures so she wouldn't ever have to see the ruins or remnants again, her heart had made a wish her head insisted couldn't and wouldn't come true. 

Logically, she knew she wasn't the type of woman a man like Griffin would want for the long run. He was too beautiful. She was too awkward. A beautiful dream. One that I won't completely lose. I won't fight him if he wants to continue this once I've gone. Maybe he really will come after me...but I won't let myself invest in blind hope.

Apropos, when the snippet of music assigned to Griffin's memorable name sounded in the blazing hot darkness, she closed her eyes tightly, even as her hand moved by rote to the bedside table for her phone. His text message was on the screen, all that she'd secretly wanted and told herself to abandon without looking back: Need you.

That she was a novelty to him and would soon wear off was a given. She'd never doubted that. But she couldn't deny him or herself. Just once more. Then I'll let go. 

She texted back a single word, the only one she'd ever had to in the contradictory too short and too long time they'd been together: Yes. 

 


 

 

Chapter 2 

 

 

D


amaris could picture Griffin impatiently pulling out that old-fashioned, silver pocket watch he carried with him at all times, waiting for her text to come through, and her instinctive smile made her chest tighten. 

If ever a man was at odds with his appearance, it was Griffin. He was just shy of six foot and extremely muscular, a motorcyclist with a mean-looking gang, yet he could have graced any issue of GQ Magazine with his breath-stealing Nordic blue eyes and pushing-past-shoulder-length, golden brown hair that looked like it was spun from the purest silk as it cascaded in thick, loose waves down his back. Only the full beard and moustache kept him from being too femininely pretty. On him, worn jeans, black, shockingly-logoed t-shirts, and leather jackets were tuxedos. 

Sometimes Damaris thought it must be because they'd only known each other a grand total of six months that she still felt as winded as she did every time she glanced his way. In part, yes, he was undeniably so good looking and sexy, he weakened her knees on sight. Even still, from the moment he'd spoken to her in that rumbling, laidback drawl of his, she'd wanted to know more about him. Wanted the time it would take to learn everything. She couldn't imagine she'd ever get enough of him. 

For the last several months since they'd become lovers, she'd noticed that the time between his initial text and her responding one had shortened to almost nothing. Additionally, she'd begun to speculate whether he routinely hung out on the sidewalk near her shop after midnight. More than once, he'd said he didn't feel any great love for his own small, cluttered apartment. Considering that he spent less than a full work day doing mechanical duties at the business he co-owned and the rest of his time with her, she'd wondered if he only needed an hour's sleep here and there. He never seemed tired, always appeared wired and restless for more life and more interaction. I haven't allowed myself to believe that has anything to do with me. But having him here chases away all the restless spirits.

Suspecting he'd show up in even less time than he had the previous evening, she got up to unlock her door, then slipped back into bed, pushing away the sheet. Diligently, she closed her eyes so she wouldn't have to see anything in the room she didn't want to. Stuart squeaked from his cage on the nightstand he'd returned to a while ago. Also of late, she hadn't heard the roar of a motorcycle approaching on the silent streets in the neighborhood after her and Griffin's brief communications. Curiously, she pondered whether, if she went to the window now, she would she see him standing in the bright street lamps that had unfathomably never prevented her from sleeping. Had he been there earlier, witnessing her interaction with the marigold bully and her subsequent violence? 

Before she could think about it too deeply or indulge her interest in spotting him loitering, she heard footsteps on the metal stairs at the back of the building that led directly up to her apartment. She couldn't imagine a full five minutes had passed since she'd given him the go-ahead. When she glanced at her phone with their texts' times recorded on the messages screen, she confirmed that, and wondered why she was so surprised. 

She'd told him she was going, hadn't hidden anything from him...except her feelings about leaving him. They didn't talk about their relationship in terms of sustainability, in part because she was certain they were poorly suited for one another. He might argue, but deep down she knew he had to concede the same. They were too different, and the world he came from, the people who populated it, weren't in favor of her anymore than she was of them.

He's so different from them, though, despite outer appearances. He's one of those people who fits in wherever he goes, certainly because he has the charm and outgoing personality to pave the way for his belonging there. But how many bikers are as pretty he is, more like an angel than a human or even a demon? How many of his friends like listening to musicians like Berlioz, Adam Skorupa, Krzysztof Wierzynkiewicz, and Martin Jacoby instead of thrash and death metal? How many carry around a battered pocket watch like a gentleman of old?

Griffin claimed he wasn't much a reader, yet he knew so much about "nothing", and somehow he could effortlessly engage in an intellectual conversation and make salient points without fail. He was also an artist extraordinaire, though he had no formal training and had never committed his elaborately striking sketches to more than random bits of paper or throwaway napkins. Since Damaris had met him, she'd found the scraps lying around everywhere: Haunting portraits of her in many different poses and moods, fun doodles of Stuart performing his unbelievable derring-do, and unique vignettes of her customers reading or browsing. She'd kept every single one. While packing these past few weeks, she'd faced that they overflowed in the extra-large shoe box she'd assigned them. I shouldn't keep them. Even if I throw them away, though, I'll never forget--

Her breath hitched in her throat when he entered the darkness and came to her, along the way stripping off his clothes and shoes like an exotic dancer who made undressing look like visceral poetry instead of mundane chore. 

Theirs had never been a relationship of physicality. Always, countless hours of engaging at a verbal and cerebral level without considering the hours that slipped by unnoticed preceeded her insistence--while he was in mid-sentence--that he hush, causing him to look at her in shock, affectionately marveling at her rudeness. Each time, he forgave her instantly when she kissed him. The very first time, she'd been tentative. She'd been a virgin in every sense of the word. Not only had she never kissed someone or been kissed, but the opportunity had never presented itself. Quite frankly, she'd rarely even thought about such things, other than to be amazed and incredulous that people could ever feel that comfortable with each other. Her parents' relationship had taught her only that romance was ill-advised, a momentary impulse that led to regret, separation, and the desire to forget their indulgence and certainly their lapse in wise judgement.

Stuart squeaked welcome when his newest friend approached the bed, and Griffin murmured, "Hey, little dude" before he slipped across the mattress toward her, tossing away the unused sheet on his side. 

"What happened to the flowers?" he asked.

She met him halfway to the center of the cramped in a good way, full size bed. "Draco infuriated me." Sighing, she snuggled against Griffin's smooth, hot skin, wishing she'd taken off her own nightshirt.

"Yeah, well, you almost hit me, sorceress. Another foot..."

"You were down there?" she asked in surprise at her own surprise. She hadn't stuck around to look long when she'd pushed it over the edge of the wooden box built into the outside of the window.

"I was worried about you. Did you sleep?"

"Did you?" she returned defensively.

He lifted his hand, turning it so he stroked her cheek with the back. "Didn't try. Talk to me, Mari."

They'd talked endlessly for weeks when she made the decision to close the shop, pack her life up--a chore she'd drawn out endlessly and needlessly. In truth, she didn't own enough to fill even a half-dozen boxes. What she actually wanted to keep of the total... Little or nothing. 

She'd also told him she couldn't decide whether or not to bother telling her father she was going. If she did, she would do it via text. Following her mother's funeral, she'd made actual phone calls, left voicemail messages. After being shunned a few times, she'd learned her lesson. Her text messages were short and required a response. Yet he'd never sent so much as a neutral emoji.

"Go to his place. I'll go with you," Griffin had insisted and offered in one breath.

She'd laughed. "He won't let me in. He won't even acknowledge me."

"I don't get it."

Damaris had pursed her lips. "You said your mother moved on with her life and lost track of you. You've never known if it was accidental or deliberate. What's not to understand? In their eyes, we don't warrant the effort it takes to even think about us."

"My mom spent her life trying to avoid any feelings of guilt. She was pretty good at forgetting what she didn't want to remember. But...you? No. Your old man couldn't be that much of a hard ass. You're you, after all."

Damaris had laughed. "What does that mean?"

"It means you're irresistible. Fragile. To know you is to love you. And he must love you in his own way. You're his daughter. The last part of your mom."

"What if he's not my father? What if my mom was embarrassed to get pregnant out of wedlock, especially since she didn't marry the father of her child, but some other guy who was kind enough to quell the shaming she would have gotten back then? Maybe he couldn't get himself to love another man's child."

"You really believe that? Does it sound like something your mom would do? Doesn't to me."

Not once but dozens of times, her mother and Holly had insisted that scenario couldn't be further from the truth, and, if Damaris required scientific proof, it could be had with a phone call and a blood test or two. And Griffin was right. The only thing her mother had ever regretted in her life was her poor health--smoking and drinking--which led to the miscarriage of her first child. 

"You don't--" Griffin started now, but Damaris put her fingers against his mouth, shaking her head, and moving in to kiss him, effectively shushing him. 

Realizing her eyes were saying "Enough talk" as well as her actions did, she sat up, pulled off her own clothes, and then proceeded to silence any possibility of reluctance with her uninhibited eagerness. 

To think she'd been the demure maiden when they'd met. While walking around the neighborhood six months ago, asking fellow business owners to swap advertising with flyers in their windows in her effort to save her own, she'd come upon something called Boneshaker's Back Door. Apparently a boneshaker was an early, two-wheeled conveyance someone straddled and propelled forward by pushing the feet against the ground. "Back door" was motorcyclist's slang for the last, most experienced rider in a group ride.

Damaris had been studying in appalled shock the front window of the shop where an all but naked woman was painted sprawled face-up along the long seat of a motorcycle, her wicked stilleto heels hooked around the handlebars. How the buxom, brunette with a lion's mane of thick hair and a waist as curvy and impossibly tiny as a Barbie Doll's managed to look both sexy and comfortable was certainly a feat of artistic imagining. Damaris had learned since that Griffin had designed their logo and Ivy, one of his friends' girlfriends--and Griffin's own, off and on since they'd met--had been the inspiration for the perky illustration. 

Damaris had been so focused on the front window she hadn't noticed the man leaning against the brick wall nearby, smoking a cigarette, until he grinned and said based on her clear expression of disgust, "Don't like our back warmer Honey?"

Giving him a cursory scowl and thinking it was time to go, she'd asked in a chilly voice, "Your what now?"

"Back warmer--a girl on the back of your motorcycle. This here is Honey."

Damaris had shaken her head and started to walk away without acknowledging his statement.

"What do you got there?" he'd asked.

She'd been distracted enough to be unsure what he meant until she'd turned back and he nodded at the stack in her hand. That she was desperate enough to try anything to save her mom's legacy, even walk around from business to business and suggest a swap of advertising with fliers on front store windows, couldn't have been more certain when she'd forced herself out of her impatience with the childish antics of pig boys.

All business, she'd told him what the flyers were for. She hadn't finished with the sales pitch she knew by heart before Griffin had moved close enough for her to smell his cigarette smoke and aftershave scent and forced her to acknowledge he resembled nothing less than a fallen angel from heaven.

"Sure. We'll put it up. You don't have to put one up for ours, as you're not a fan of Honey." He'd lifted an eyebrow before a grin spread across his gorgeous face.

Her brain had felt sluggish, star-struck as she was, not understanding why he thought she didn't like the condiment.

He'd grinned again, and she'd shaken herself, trying to break herself out of his spell. "Do you have the authority to decide what goes on your front window?"

"I'm co-owner. And head mechanic. Sometimes a salesman."

It was then she'd realized why so many motorcycles frequented their community. All day long, she heard the rumble and roar, sometimes whole groups of them at a time. It was because they were going to Boneshaker's--a testament to how popular and successful the place was. 

"You do the promotion for the shop?" she'd asked dumbly.

"We don't need to advertise. Word of mouth."

The very thing her mother had gotten in spades from the time of her grand opening, but, without her spearheading the bookery, only the loyalest of customers came around once she'd passed. 

"I can put one of your flyers up in my shop window if you--" she began to offer.

But he'd already been shaking his head. 

"If you're sure. I should get going. I have a lot of businesses to visit."

Oddly, he'd tagged along and, before long, he'd been the one cajoling the nearby businesses into putting up her flyer. Not one of them refused him. Then he'd walked her back to her shop, no matter how much she'd tried to dissuade him, and he'd come back again, only a few minutes after she'd opened the next morning, and he'd stuck around all day, past the closing. 

Whenever she'd wondered later how he'd managed to pull all this off without her once wanting him to leave and stop the discourse they'd seemed to share from the moment he engaged her in conversation in front of Boneshaker's, she could only ascribe it to his charisma, combined with animal magnetism. All around him, people seemed to come alive when he engaged them all but effortlessly. She'd watched it in awe from the perspective of a discombobulated social misfit in the same way she had when she'd witnessed her mother using innate wiles with everyone who fell across her path. 

She could have talked a reader into any book in the shop with just a few smiles, enticing words, and irresistible beams. And Griffin can talk a nun out of her habit--and every other scrap of attire--with one soul-stealing grin and swoon-worthy word of witness.

That he flirted every second of every minute of the day, with her and those around him, wasn't even a conscious undertaking. No doubt why I assumed there was nothing personal in his every frequent glance, utterance, and caress that came my way. Equally no doubt why learning he intended to seduce me into liking and even loving him came as such a shock.

He'd moved so slow toward a physical relationship between them that within a week of spending nearly each moment of their days and even their nights together, Damaris had cast aside any trace of timidity. If he'd rejected her insistence that he be quiet and let her kiss him, she would have been irrevocably crushed. Instead, he'd taken her hesitant exploration of his tempting mouth and turned it into the start of the most intense, pleasurable act of her entire life up to that point. His response to the meeting of their lips had ravished her thoroughly. When he broke away, not straying further than a half-inch from her, he'd murmured, "So that's it."

With those three words, Damaris had all but read his mind, which had previously been filled with questions: Had that been why she'd seemed to not to hear a single word he'd uttered yet hadn't looked away from him to so much as blinking for the last ten minutes? Why she'd shushed him, ignoring his scandalized look at her bad manners, sliding so close to him, her fingers grazing the soft, firm lips she'd been beguiled with, before she'd put her mouth against them? Why she'd capitulated in an instant when he proceeded to take her gesture and turn it back on her so forcefully, she was gone, just gone, lost in hitherto unknown sensual delight? 

She'd nearly laughed out loud in glee at the phrase she'd only read in classic romance fiction. She couldn't have said no to what happened next--and blissfully again and again in the weeks and then rapturous months that followed--for anything in the world. He'd spoken of how neither of them had ever talked so much, so freely, so productively, so nakedly to another living soul. Nor have I.

Early on, it'd seemed like the next step for Damaris was to meet his friends--Steve, or Crossbones as he was known by with the group, who'd been Griffin's best friend growing up; Steve's older brother Boneshaker (Bob) and the man's wife Everly, co-owner of the shop; and another biker called Skull, who was divorced and currently "hooking up" with Ivy, another member of the group for the past decade since the curvy brunette and Griffin had met at one of their wild parties. 

Damaris held no one close enough to feel any compulsion to introduce Griffin to. 

Unfortunately, she'd realized too many things in the one unpleasant confrontation with his friends--and that was, in fact, the most tactful way to put the encounter. Griffin had known most of the group since he was young; they'd gone to school together. None of them really seemed to care about anything but motorcycles and partying, complete with smoking, drinking, drugging, and having sex. None of them had had good home lives. Griffin's dad took off on his Harley when he was in high school while his mom stuck it out a few more years before disappearing without a word as well. 

When his friends weren't teasing Griffin ruthlessly for his "pretty face", for being dumb, his ideas equally stupid, they were asking Damaris questions that seemed designed to do nothing more than shoot her down and demean her for not liking the same things they did and for being vastly different from them. Ivy had acted like a jealous shrew, despite that she was currently the monogamous partner of the big, fat man named Skull. 

Damaris had asked Griffin afterward how he could stand to be undervalued like that, and he claimed he'd never noticed. It was just the way they were. His friends didn't mean anything by their cruelty. 

"If that was friendly, I hate to think how they act around someone they're being deliberately cruel to," she'd commented. 

But that hadn't been the only problem she'd seen. Could she actually be with a man who smoked (something her mother and grandmother had done that exacerbated the COPD illness they were diagnosed with and eventually claimed their lives), did drugs, consumed alcohol in sufficient quantities to be considered alcoholics? Partied like it was a worthy goal? 

No, she couldn't, but even she'd seen that Griffin wasn't like these people he called friends at all. He didn't fit in with them. Yet he professed loyalty to them, though not enough to continue with the bad habits that bothered her most. He'd quit all his vices he'd claimed he'd simply gone along with most of his life without feeling any real need for them personally. The only thing he'd given up and missed, he said, was red meat. But he'd learned he didn't mind being a vegan other than that, even if she'd never asked that of him specifically. 

That he went along with things without complaining was obvious. When she'd asked him what they were doing together, he'd had no viable answer, except to say he didn't want their relationship to end and to offer quips she couldn't argue with. He and Ivy had drifted in and out of a sexual relationship for ten years, neither attempting to hold on, and, as far as Griffin had told Damaris, all his relationships since he entered his tweens had been similar. 

Damaris had no more experience than what she'd shared with him to build on. Her parents' marriage had been a tragedy--nothing more, nothing less. She both liked and loved every part of the time she and Griffin had spent together. But he got in the way when she'd decided she wanted to cut all ties with Grimoire. She wouldn't and couldn't ask him to come with her. What would be the point? She'd be starting a new life in Bloodmoon Cove and had no wish to look back for any reason for the two loose ends behind her. So, as soon as she'd made her choice about the future, she'd texted Griffin probably the most ineffective Dear John letter in history. Because two minutes hadn't passed before he was standing at her door, trying to talk her out of putting all that'd been her life in her rearview mirror once her mother's shop was permanently closed. 

Much of his dissuasions weren't even verbal. Everything he said and did told her he wasn't ready to let go...despite that neither of them spoke again in terms of what they'd do when her deparature was at hand. They simply acknowledged with their behavior and words that the day was coming. When he left her each night, it was always with the hard-pressed statement, "I guess I should go" to which she always offered, "I guess so." 

He's always back a few hours later though. With a text that tells me he needs me, and I always accept in the affirmative. I wish he'd never left in the first place. What will happen tomorrow?

Despite that it was literally the conveyance that would take her out of his life, he'd gotten her mother's old car running. With his "gang" away on a three-week motorcycle trip across country, the bike shop was closed, and he planned to spend tomorrow helping her with the massive liquidation sale that would hopefully give her enough cash to ensure she got where she was going. If she was lucky, it would also be enough to allow her to travel to her new job at the Bloodmoon Cove library from the Odwulf Estate until she received her first paycheck and found her own place to live. 

"You don't have to do this, sorceress," he murmured when their breathing and temperatures returned to normal.

"Do what? Move on with my life?"

"Uproot it. Cut all ties. Job or no job, you can stay here in Grimoire--you can stay with me."

"And do what? Occupy your apartment?"

"Why not? Let me take care of you until you can figure out what to do with your life. I make more than I could ever use in three lifetimes."

"I can only imagine what your friends would think of me mooching off you."

He shrugged. "They've probably thrown me overboard anyway."

He'd refused to participate in their semi-annual motorcycle ride because it meant leaving her. Nothing she'd said to encourage him to go if he wanted to had changed his mind. 

"Doesn't that bother you?" she asked pointedly.

"No. Or at least not as much as maybe it should or would have in the past."

The words to ask why that was came but got trapped in her throat, just as they had all the times she wanted to impulsively tell him her feelings for him. But she wouldn't. She wouldn't ask him to go with her. She wouldn't do anything that would cause him to hold on.

But he answered the question she didn't speak. "I think I'm also at the place where I need to make decisions about where I'm going with my life. I've never done that before I met you. I think I might be ready to move up. I've always stayed in the same place because I went along with it. I never considered uprooting or cutting all ties."

"Did their reaction to you not going on the bike ride make you consider your future?"

He laughed, shaking his head. "No. Or at least not as much as maybe it might have in the past."

"You've just said exactly the same sentiment twice in the space of a minute," she informed him.

He raised one glorious eyebrow. "Yeah. But my friends aren't the reason for my soul searching. It's all about you. When you texted and said you were going and not coming back, said goodbye like it was already a done deal... I didn't like it. I didn't want it. I don't now. You've changed me. I like it. I want it. I don't ever want to let it go. I'm feeling things I've never even thought about in the past."

She wanted to ask "Like what?". Didn't. Couldn't. Her throat might just as easily have been a pipe clogged and impossible to clear.

He answered anyway. "If I could abandon all reason, I'd fly with you wherever you want to go. We'll get hitched. I'll tell you I love you so much, I can't think about anything else."

Her mouth opened. A sob pressed so hard on her throat, the strength of it should have freed her imprisoned refusal to be a factor in his decisions. "We're not compatible, and you know it," she heard herself say with all the warmth of an ice block.

"I don't know anything of the kind."

"I hate your friends. They hate me. I can't be with someone who sees partying like it's a worthwhile endeavor, the sole focus and motivation for getting through a day or a week--"

"I haven't done anything associated with that since I met you. Quit smoking. Hell, I haven't had a steak in six months. I eat fruits and vegetables and grains and bird seed up the yin yang. I take daily vitamins and supplements, for crying out loud! I should be asking myself who the hell I am, like I don't know anymore. But I'm not. I don't need to. I know." 

He offered her a grin that she almost wanted to look away from to keep it from burrowing deep inside her. Just one more thing to keep her from looking back. "You and your mom own an occult store, but you claim neither of you were or are witches. So explain the spell that's been cast over me. I can't be the person I was before you came into my life. Not anymore. I can't just go through the motions, like I've always done. Not when I know you're out there, where maybe you don't want to see or talk or be with me ever again."

"I have to go. I have to--" --cut all ties and not look back because, if I don't do that tomorrow, I'll never leave.

"At least tell me where you're going."

She'd resisted admitting this to him, despite that he knew she already had a job lined up, working in the library wherever she ended up.

"From here, I'm going to stay with my aunt Holly."

"Your aunt who's not really your aunt? The one who calls you 'daffodil'?"

She nodded. "Holly pretty much owns Bloodmoon Cove. She's their unofficial queen. She was my mother's mom's best friend, and she's always been there for me and my mom. Even now."

He nodded, and she accepted that she'd said all this to him before. None of it was new. "Is Holly another sorceress?" he asked, his beautifully sculpted mouth curving up slightly with the original question.

Damaris laughed. "Actually, they call her a völva from where she comes from."

"A clairvoyant who can predict the future?" he asked in disbelief.

"How did you know?"

"My dad used to say my mom was one. He didn't mean it as a compliment. So give me this völva's address."

"You won't need it. You shouldn't come."

From the nightstand came an indignant squeak.

"I will need it, and I will be coming, sooner or later. Maybe riding in your blind spot, but you can be sure I'll be there all the same, Mari. Tomorrow, I'll be there every step of the way while you do what you have to do." 

Like yet another kiss or curse, he leaned close and added softly, "Whether you like it or not."
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Griffin repotted the dirt and flowers, which were so hardy, they barely looked amiss once he set them back in the wooden window box upstairs. True to his word, he was there when Damaris opened her eyes, clearly having refused to even utter the usual words about guessing he should go so she never had the opportunity to give the "guess so" return. Throughout the blur-quick day, Griffin seemed to be at her elbow without fail. She found his closeness a comfort when she most needed it. My shield.

Saying goodbye to her mother's most loyal customers was akin to pronouncing her failure to live up to her mother's faith in her ability to continue her legacy indefinitely. Everything inside her cried out with the utterances of sorrow at the closing of the bookstore. She'd tried her best, given more than she thought herself capable of giving, yet she'd only ever been a caretaker, and she knew that. Even though she'd loved the place as much as her mom had, she'd never invested her heart in it, only fed back Jeryn's leavings into it even as it lay gasping and dying with her mother's abrupt departure.

Griffin's presence and charisma allowed the customers' wallets to be coaxed open wide. By the time the clock signaled the end--of the work day and the livelihood--he'd charmed them out of every penny of cash they carried. The profit was moderate considering how much she'd invested, yet it was enough to get her out of the city and well on her way to a new future. 

In her small kitchen upstairs after they ran to Greedy Corporation to collect on her remaining stock, she and Griffin splurged on a big meal that made no sense whatsoever. It was merely the last of what was in her fridge and pantry. She didn't want to bring anything beyond a snack for the road along with her. 

While chewing a raw vegetable and grain pita sandwich mixed with avocado dressing, Damaris let her gaze carry to the window, where the marigolds flourished, none the worse for wear after their spill. "I guess Draco is free to stockpile to his heart's content from now on, unless the new renter decides to fill the window box with non-organic decorations instead."

"You love your mom's marigolds," Griffin commented softly.

"I still have a bag of them from last year's deadheading. I can grow more wherever I end up." But she'd already decided not to bring them along. Clean break. Nothing from the past shackled to me.

They talked about things that didn't matter but felt good nevertheless until there was no more putting off her departure. She'd already packed what little there was of her possessions--clothes mostly, her vitamins and supplements, and a few books, photographs, and mementos into the tiny car that started up with avid enthusiasm. Stuart was in his deluxe carrier on the passenger's seat. Compact as the bi-level, sturdy wire haven was, it came with a platform, slide ramp, hideaway dome, and exercise wheel to keep him healthy and amused, and locked-in food bowl and water bottle. There were two access points--the larger top hatch and a side door. Both had wire tabs that allowed the doors to snap closed. Neither was any match for Stuart when he wanted to get out, of course. But somehow she and Griffin had never actually seen him employ the force necessary to push either door open. Always, one minute he'd been inside the carrier, the next he was free.

Griffin glanced over the powder blue car that would be as out of place on the road as Damaris herself was, reassuring her, "She'll get you where you need to go, if not comfortably or in style." He was crouching at the driver's side door, his arms across the bottom of the open window.

"Thanks," she said softly, reminding herself of all the things she'd decided she couldn't and wouldn't say, hell or high water. Looking at him for long had become too hard. 

"I won't say goodbye, just...I'll see you soon, Mari."

I love you; I never want to leave you became "Guess I better go."

"Guess so." He leaned in to kiss her lingeringly, expressing enough love in the gesture for the both of them. 

"What will you do now?" she asked, hesitating even when she nearly had her own permission to get away. She wasn't entirely sure what she meant by the question: What would he do the minute she drove away or was it more of a general inquiry?

He shrugged. "Go to Boneshaker's. Figure out the rest of my life."

She swallowed, aware her breathing was shallow enough to make her feel dizzy from lack of oxygen. 

"You planning to visit your dad, tell him where you're going?" he asked. "Or at least call him and leave him a message?"

"Why?"

"'Cause you have no idea what you mean to those of us under your spell."

"He's not," she corrected definitively.

"Don't give up."

If her mother had ethereally uttered the sentiment at that moment, Damaris couldn't have been more shocked. She didn't have an answer and didn't bother giving one. She turned away, put the car in drive, and slowly made her way toward a future that felt like her one and only option for moving forward. She'd almost made it to the highway, concentrating so fully on the unnatural act of driving again, that her mind was a blank until her cell phone suddenly made a noise. Carefully, she pulled off the side of the road, her head now crammed with thoughts that seemed too flighty and anxious to sort out into meaningful clarity.

With her emergency lights on, she answered the call. 

"How did it go?" Holly asked.

What more could be said? Damaris offered vaguely, "It went."

"I'm sorry, daffodil. But your mom would have been all right about you closing the shop. I promise you that. She always did know when to move on."

Damaris almost laughed out loud at the latter statement that couldn't have been further from the truth. And she suspected Holly knew that as well as she did.

Swallowing to prevent hysteria, Damaris remembered her mother saying that was why she and her little bean sprout had moved into the shop when they left Jack. "It was time. Better than being sucked down into an abyss. Sometimes there's no return from a black hole once it's got hold of you."

"What time will you be here? An hour, hour and a half?" Holly guessed.

Damaris chuckled at the optimism. Holly knew she wasn't the most agile driver. "If I don't get lost, you mean?"

"It's a good thing it's such a straight road. GPSs and cell phones generally don't work on that road, especially the closer you get to Bloodmoon Cove. But there's no way to get lost. Take the highway you're very nearly merging onto right now until you reach Bloodmoon Cove. It's the first town you'll come to. That's that. From there, use my directions. Anyone in town can guide you to Odwulf Estate if you need more help."

"All right. I'll see you soon."

"Make the call, daffodil--the one you've been waffling about for weeks now. Whether or not your boneheaded father admits it, you're his last hope for surfacing."

In twenty seconds flat, Damaris's emotions flip-flopped from shock that Holly knew what she'd been putting off to acceptance that gave way to anger at her dad. Shame bit at its heels, followed by grief, and finally resignation. 
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