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      Hey reader! I’m so glad you decided to grab my book. I do hope you enjoy the story and characters within. Oh, be sure to join my mailing list to stay up-to-date with new releases and more.

      
        
        Visit the link below.

        www.NikkiRiker.com

      

      

      Okay, let’s get this story started, shall we?

      
        
        Happy reading,

        Nikki Riker
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      All I can do is bite back the pain.

      When the trap first snapped shut around my ankle, I howled up at the night sky like an injured animal.

      But now that the initial shock is over, I can control myself more easily.

      As my frightened hyperventilating slows down to soft panting, I try to assess the situation more clearly.

      My boot and thick socks protected me from the rusty teeth trying to dig through to the bone of my right foot, but it doesn’t look good. The ankle nerves throb as I try to wriggle free without gouging the skin against the snare’s jagged fangs.

      Sitting forward, I attempt to insert my fingers between the teeth while prising the trap open.

      I may as well be trying to open Fort Knox with a nail file.

      Huffing, I give up and look around the forest helplessly. It’s easy to see Muohta threading through the trees towards me. The Samoyed’s white fur glows in the moonlight.

      It comforts me to know my new dog will be by my side. At least I’m not alone.

      “Muohta. Good boy. Come.” Patting the ground next to me, I make encouraging noises. “I’m afraid I’ve gone and done something very stupid. My… my foot’s stuck in an old bear trap. Come and sit next to me.”

      But Muohta has other ideas. Stopping two yards away from me, he barks.

      “Come on, you naughty pooch. If anyone ever needed a hug, it’s me.”

      When I speak, I notice my voice has a tremor. The cold, hard facts are slowly dawning on me.

      I’m new in town.

      No one knows where I went, and nor is anyone expecting me to come back.

      And the shortcut I took across Ben Magoo’s land is totally isolated, as well as being half a mile away from the road.

      Not that the road would have any traffic on it. This is Landslide, or as I like to call it, The Land That Time Forgot.

      Luna, you damn fool! Why didn’t I listen to my best friend Tallie before I came here?

      “Beware of those little backwater towns, Luna. One step, one word, out of line and you can say bye-bye to your good girl reputation.”

      “D’you think they’ll be conservative?” I mumbled the question even though I wasn’t really interested in the answer. I hate packing. I think I was trying to cram another pair of sneakers into my suitcase at the time.

      “Mm-mh, definitely, but throw in a smidge of cabin fever and a hefty dose of distrust of strangers in there for good measure too. My advice? Go to Landslide with a muzzle on those usually outspoken views of yours. And whatever you do, don’t wander off alone or go knocking on any spooky cabin doors.”

      It’s so easy to forget all those cautionary tales about hikers straying off the path when you’re outdoors here, because Landslide is not a wilderness exactly. It’s more like a land in limbo. A place suspended between utter isolation and a poor attempt at civilization.

      Gritting my teeth, I see if I can lift my leg with the trap attached to it. Even if I can hobble or crawl to the verge of the road, I would be able to sit there until a vehicle comes along.

      “Argh!” The trap is chained to an iron stake driven into the ground – and I just yanked on it. In agony, I scream at the moon once more.

      Female skeleton found in the woods on Ben Magoo’s land.

      I can see the headlines in my head right now.

      No! I won’t let this misfortune define who I am! I refuse to die. I’m a fighter, just like my dad. There has to be a way out of this.

      “Muohta,” this time I force my voice to be calm. “Come and lie here with me. Let’s think of a plan together.”

      Cocking his head to one side, the dog blinks and then barks again, his pink tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth.

      Already, I am jealous of the Samoyed dog’s thick fur. A chill rises in the air as the night deepens. When my eyes follow the path, and I get a look through the gap in the trees, I see there is no sign of light anywhere. No friendly cottage porch light. No street lights. Nothing.

      If I shut my eyes, it sharpens my senses. All the noises of nocturnal animals get louder. A few brave crickets screech as if they’re trying to keep the cold out. I startle as something rustles in the bushes. I think it’s an owl that hoots.

      It’s less creepy with my eyes open. At least I have the starlight then.

      Mist hovers above the ground and seeps around the tree trunks, roiling as Muohta wags his tail and creates a breeze.

      I’ll try one more time to get him to come to me. I know I’ve only been his dog mom for two days, but where is his loyal doggy nature, for goodness’ sake?

      Making kissing noises with my lips, I keep my voice positive.

      “Mu-Mu-Muohta! Come on! Come here, boy!”

      It’s a disaster. I know dogs bred for snow are usually very naughty, but this one takes it to the next level!

      One piercingly loud bark later, and Muohta is running away. He doesn’t even stop at the edge of the trees to check if I’m okay with him ducking out on me like this. That impudent ball of white fluff just disappears into the night.

      I can tell from the way the dog is heading for the hills that calling for him to come back will just be a waste of time. And is that the rumble of thunder I hear in the distance? Just my luck to be stuck in a trap in the middle of a downpour.

      Time for me to face the facts.

      I’m alone in the woods in the No-man’s-land of Landslide. A town so isolated and insignificant that it doesn’t even have proper Wi-fi coverage or a cell tower.

      Diving my hand into the pocket of my coat, I bring out my phone. My new neighbor, Ben, told me there’s cell phone reception about thirty percent of the time. Sometimes it comes from Canada, and sometimes it connects with the U. S. tower, but it’s better than nothing.

      “Please be connected to something. Please.”

      But whoever the gods of cell phones are, they’re not taking calls at the moment. The header on the screen remains resolutely blank. Time for me to start panicking.

      “Heeeelp! Can anyone hear me? Heeeeelp!”

      I’m screaming so hard I’m out of breath when I finally give up. Tears are knocking on the door of my eyelids, but I won’t surrender just yet.

      And then I see it.

      A white tail wagging under the moonlight. Muohta’s come back!

      But the dog is not alone.

      A primitive fear grips me. For some insane reason the rush of adrenaline excites me too. Not in the normal flight or fight way – in the ‘fuck me now, you big stud’ way! How is it possible for a man to have a sexy silhouette?

      You crazy hound, Muohta! You’ve brought some random stranger over to me and I’m pegged to the ground like that goat in the Jurassic Park movie!

      As my body goes into high alert, I begin to absorb every tiny detail about my approaching rescuer, as if he’s some random hottie coming over to chat to me in a busy bar instead of a mysterious loner stalking the forests at midnight.

      The man’s expression is difficult to read in the darkness.

      His face is etched in shadows and moonlight. He’s all rigid lines and grim grayscale monotones. And then the image fades as the moon hides behind a cloud.

      His outline is mesmerizing as his long strides bring him closer and closer. He’s tall, with broad shoulders and narrow hips. Or maybe he just looks so muscular because of the bulky jacket he’s wearing?

      This is what a wild woodsman would look like. Lengthy black hair, and I think I can see a rough, ungroomed beard too.

      The reed grass seems to fold underneath him as he pushes it aside with heavy boots. Why do I find this man so fascinating? I am not the kind of girl who creams her panties for just anyone, and yet he seems to be able to command my body to melt with sexual hunger with every move he makes.

      Muohta barks and licks the man’s hand, before running to where I am crouched on the ground.

      “Thank you, Mu. You really came through for me…, I think.”

      The tall stranger stops at the treeline and seems to be peering into the darkness at me crouched on the ground.

      I hear him inhale.

      I’m desperate to hide. Call it old fashioned animal instinct, but I’m frozen to the spot in so many ways that there’s no way I can escape.

      But when the man speaks, I feel a small spark of hope… and some other emotion.

      “Good evening, my little sacrificial lamb…”
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      Tallie pounces on me the instant I return to the studio.

      “Well? What did the lawyer say?”

      Flinging my handbag onto the old couch by the kiln, I flop down next to it. This brings my knees higher than my hips, because the couch stuffing has shifted around so much from various visitors’ ass grooves. Standing up from this couch is worth a hundred core muscle exercises, I swear.

      “He’s not a lawyer, he’s an ‘estate planning attorney’ and his name’s William Bryant.”

      Bustling over to the stainless steel urn that’s plugged into a socket by the makeshift kitchen, Tallie throws a tea bag into a mug and pours a liberal amount of boiling water over it from the urn.

      She brings it over to me.

      “Tell me everything. How come you never knew about this aunt of yours? How did she die?”

      Struggling to sit up straight before accepting the mug of lava temperature tea, I grunt my reply.

      “Tempest Aherne. That was my aunt’s name. She was my mother’s half-sister, so…,” I do a quick calculation in my head, “so she’s my maternal grandmother’s eldest daughter, from granny’s first husband.”

      Swiping her hand as if my complicated family tree bores her, Tallie makes a circle with her finger in the air. It’s to show that she wants me to get to the point faster.

      “Okay, I’m getting there, I promise. Tempest chose to live with her father after the divorce. Apparently, my gran allowed her ex-husband and her firstborn child to just disappear together and never bothered finding out where they ended up.”

      A long whistle of disbelief follows my revelation.

      “Harsh! How much did your gran hate her ex?”

      All I can do is shake my head. “I called my Dad when I was in the cab coming back here. All he knows is what my mom told him – which was the same story as the lawyer.”

      I can tell from the way Tallie checks out my face after I say the word that she’s monitoring me for tears. I always seem to get a lump in my throat whenever I talk about my mom.

      Mom passed away ten years ago, when I was only twenty-two years old. She never even got to see my first art installation – a massive two-floor terracotta mosaic in the lobby of Vegas’s top luxury hotel.

      She would’ve been so proud.

      “Trust your dad to be of zero help.” Tallie rolls her eyes.

      That makes me laugh. “Frankly, I would have been shocked if he had been a fountain of information. What doesn’t bite my dad on the end of his nose, he doesn’t bother about.”

      My dad surprised everyone by retiring from the Minneapolis police force early three years back. But it wasn’t so that he could go live in Florida. He became obsessed with mountain climbing instead. Once a year, he heads to the Himalayas to acclimatize and then climb some impossibly high mountain. The rest of the time, he’s doing the same thing here in the States.

      Tallie is like a dog with a bone when it comes to pumping me for gossip.

      “But how did your aunt die? I mean, she must have known it was coming…, she had time to visit William Whatshisname after all.”

      Daring to take a small sip of tea, I warm my hands on the mug.

      “You would think so, but no. Mr. Bryant says Tempest didn’t have a clue when she was going to pass away or how long she had left to live. But he did say Aunt was sure about one thing – all her stuff was to be left to me.”

      “And she never even met you.” Tallie is amazed. “It just goes to show, it’s best to stay far away from people if you want them to have a good opinion of you.”

      Taking another sip of tea, I smile a little. “I hope that’s a generalization. As for me, I’m sad I never got know my aunt. From what Mr. Bryant was telling me, she sounds like a wonderful person.”

      Getting up from the deckchair where she was sitting, Tallie goes to turn on the kiln. All the chairs in the studio are either patio furniture rejects or seriously secondhand. Interior decorating is not our strong suit.

      “What did Auntie Tempest leave you?”

      Pulling a sheet of paper out of my bag, I squint down at the columns of words and rows of numbers.

      “Tempest left me her property in Landslide. All of her possessions in Landslide. And her savings – about a quarter of a million dollars after what I have to pay in U. S. taxes and legal fees.”

      The paper drops from my hand, fluttering to the floor. It’s hard to take in. Such generosity from a relative I never even knew.

      After saying some juicy swear words, Tallie whips out her phone and starts tapping.

      “Landslide…, Google Maps, Google should find it. Okay…” looking up at me, Tallie frowns. “It’s not on the map.”

      Time for me to explain. “The name’s a bit of a clue, Tal. You won’t find it on any map. Mr. Bryant told me there was a massive mudslide or earthquake way back, which caused a tidal island to form in one of the creeks flowing into the Lake of the Woods. That’s Landslide, I guess.”

      Her thumbs flying, Tallie taps the lake name. “Okay, Lake of the Woods. Got it. God! It’s beautiful.”

      “Landslide is at the perfect point where the northwest top of the Continental U.S. intersects the Canadian states of Manitoba and Ontario.”

      Bending to check the kiln temperature thermostat, Tallie frowns. “So, where is it? Canada or the States?”

      Draining my mug of tea, I move to the plastic bucket that acts as our kitchen sink to rinse it out.

      “Neither. And both. It’s not like two countries would want to go to war over who gets to own a pile of mud. I guess Landslide belongs to both sides. A few logger families settled on the island when everyone was sure it wasn’t going to slide away again. And so did dear old Auntie Tempest’s father.”

      A slight frown creases Tallie’s face. “I suppose this is the part where you tell me what you’re going to do with your new Landslide house.”

      I mull it over as I do the rest of the dishes. Tallie is used to me tuning out like this. Sometimes, I can sit and stare off into space for hours, my sketchpad lying blank on my lap.

      Tallie is a talented potter and ceramicist. We started collaborating in art college. She crafted terracotta pottery and I wanted to create authentic mosaics similar to those made in the ancient world. After I approached the student called Tallie Markham to ask if I could have the shards of all those unpainted terracotta pots that shattered in the kiln, she was happy to give them to me.

      Prematurely gray and full of energy, her sunny personality hid Tallie’s determination and ambition – an ambition that matched my own. Our dreams aligned. We would not stop until we were nationally recognized and celebrated artists.

      Only a few years later, we were. And we still are.

      Tallie’s amphorae and hand painted tiles are sought after all over the world by collectors. As for me, I got my first mosaic installation commission not long after finishing college and I haven’t looked back since.

      I adore the soft earth tones of different clay soils, and I love piecing tiny broken squares of pottery together to form Grecian and Roman inspired scenes and images. Just like artists used to do thousands of years ago.

      Bar a two year stint in Italy, where I helped archeologists repair murals and mosaic flooring in Pompei, Tallie and I have shared a studio at South St. Anthony Park, just off University Avenue in St. Paul, for eight years.

      “I think I’m going to drive up there. It can’t hurt to take a look around.”

      Tallie and I don't say what we’re thinking out loud.

      My ex, Giulio, went back to Italy three months ago. To say it knocked me for a bit of a loop is an understatement. His decision to leave me seemed so arbitrary.

      We hooked up in Italy during my work there, and he loved me enough to follow me to America.

      After cohabiting with someone for seven years, it never dawned on me that my relationship with Giulio would not follow a natural trajectory. Engagement, wedding, marriage, in that order. But it turned out Mr. Giulio di Bari had a different idea in mind.

      I’d walked into my apartment – I’d paid down the deposit on a mortgage for a one bedroom condo with a view of the river with my first commission check – to find my long-term boyfriend throwing things into an unzipped carry-on case. It was one of those generic compact luggage brands with an extendable handle and wheels.

      I remember the conversation we had distinctly.

      “This is a surprise, sweetie. Where are you going?”

      Not even bothering to look at me, Giulio had ripped off the Band-Aid quickly.

      “Back to Italy. Mama needs me.”

      Edging over to the side table, I’d put the key fob down gently. “Oh, no! I’m so sorry to hear that. Is… is she okay?”

      “No, she’s fine.”

      I waited for him to elaborate, but Giulio was not very forthcoming. I could tell from the way he kept glancing at his phone that he was already on a tight schedule.

      He hadn’t texted me. If I hadn’t come home early, he might have been gone before I got back.

      “So, what’s the emergency?”

      Zipping up the case, Giulio had looked around the apartment that had been our home together for seven years. But the only expression I could read in his face was him checking to see if he had forgotten something important.

      Stepping forward, he kissed my cheek. “There is no emergency, Luna. It’s time for me to go home, that is all.”

      He was out on the landing before I could react. I grabbed his arm to stop him.

      “What about your job at the deli?”

      His shrug was very eloquent. “What about it? I quit.”

      “Why?! Why are you doing this?”

      Taking a deep breath, Giulio explained.

      “You are not traditional enough for me, Luna. Look at the walls. No crucifixes. Just a bunch of weird paintings. Look at the kitchen. You don’t cook. The only small appliance you own is an espresso machine. And a corkscrew.”

      I was outraged.

      “I’m not a drunk!”

      Giulio had held up his hand. “I didn’t say that, but you are happy to exist on coffee and take-outs with the occasional glass of wine.  Domestic goddess you are not!”

      “But that’s how I was when you met me.” I found it hard to make sense of what was happening.

      “Yes, and that’s great when you are a girlfriend, Luna, but it is not what I am looking for in a wife.”

      Pointing over my shoulder, Giulio sighed. “I wrote all of this in the note. Please read it. Ciao, bella.”

      And just like that, he was gone.

      Boy, oh boy, did Giulio’s note make it clear to me how much he hated my fiercely independent spirit and lack of nesting instinct. Tallie told me I was well rid of a bad bargain, but that did not negate the fear I felt at being thirty-two and newly single.

      Here’s the thing. I managed to get through high school and college without losing my head - or my reputation – as far as sex was concerned. It’s not that I was frigid, but it helped that I got a decent vibrator the moment I could afford to buy one.

      But here’s the problem with vibrators; they replace all those organic things that happen when two young people find one another attractive. No muss, no fuss.

      By the time I finished my studies, and had an impressive portfolio of projects to boast about, I was still technically a virgin.

      My first two lovers were a bust – enough to ruin all my fantasies.

      The guy who took my virginity, I think he was less experienced than I was if that were at all possible. It hurt to the point of pain, if not downright discomfort. And partner number two was just as bad. He mounted me as if I was a machine gun tripod and then proceeded to jitter on top of me as he emptied his load. Ugh.

      And then I met Giulio. He was sweet natured and looked like a young Renaissance prince with his curly brown hair and slim body. He stands heads and shoulders above all other men in my memory, because he gave me my first non-vibrator related orgasm.

      Excuse me for being bitter that I still have my vibrator but I don’t have him!

      Despite my acidic memories of how he left me, I have the same concerns as any other woman who worries that lightning might not strike in the same place two times. Will I ever dare to love again? And if so, will he be a good lover?

      Throwing a lump of clay on the potter’s wheel, Tallie gives me a wink before wetting her hands and digging her thumbs deep into the cold, gray blob.

      “You do that, Luna. Drive up to Landslide and have a look around. It can’t hurt.”
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      This far north, all of the trees are evergreen. But I don’t need yellowing leaves to tell me that fall is on the way.

      The further north I drive, the worse the weather gets. When I jump out to fill my little hatchback with gas, the wind whips my hair around my face so that I have to keep on spitting out the soft, red filaments.

      It was a harrowing six hour plus journey for someone who dislikes driving and has a pathological hatred of chaos. As my neat and well-ordered Twin Cities life recedes further away, I try to swallow my panic. I’m literally heading into the unknown.

      Spending the night in a highway motel seems like a good idea. I have to reach the ferry early in the morning. And I am so not a morning person!

      I manage to reach the Long Point jetty and drive up the ferry gangplank only a few minutes before it departs. There are other ferries that can take me to Angle Inlet, but it would involve me producing a passport. Needless to say, I’m the only passenger.

      “Got here by the skin of your teeth, Missy.” The ferryman seems to be in a chatty mood. “We don’t go up to that part of the Angle Inlet creek every day.”

      Mr. Bryant told me as much. The waters get shallow when the lake tide ebbs. Lake of the Woods is closely connected to the Great Lakes system, and apparently the subsidence that caused Landslide to form makes the tides there more acute.

      Looking around the deck, I see pallets with loads of brown cardboard boxes strapped to them. Pointing at the pallets, I take a guess.

      “Are you also the local Amazon delivery guy?”

      The elderly man snorts. “Ha! Out here, you’ll be lucky if you get your Amazon delivery in forty-eight days, never mind forty-eight hours. Like I said, we don’t go up to that part of Angle Inlet every day.”

      As the ferry chugs along, the man points out some local spots to me.

      “That’s Garden Island State Recreation Area. Can have a nice picnic there if you want.”

      And, “If you squint over that-a-way, you’ll see Hay Island. Nothing there but biting flies.”

      It’s so bizarre knowing that’s Canada a short distance away across the water.

      “How long has Landslide been a township?”

      The man sucks his teeth while he thinks. “I’m not sure. Maybe when the general store was allowed to start accepting mail.” He points to a bag in the cabin. “That’s a United States postal service delivery right there. They get mail from the Canadian side as well. But as for who they pay their taxes to, I have no idea.”

      This baffles me. “So, where do I pay my property taxes? Canada or the U.S.?”

      Chuckling, the ferryman shrugs. “Damned if I know.”

      I feel the ferry begin turning sharply to the left.

      The lake narrows significantly. Lushly green riverbanks and overgrown creeks are all I can see on either side. We have left the lake behind. This must be the inlet.

      After what seems like hours, I have to ask. “Where’s the northwest angle?” I want to know, because that’s the furthest anyone can go before the United States gives way to Canada.

      Jerking his head back the way we came, the man says, “We’re long past it.” Then he points up ahead. “There’s your final destination.”

      When I heard that Landslide was an isthmus island on the border between the two countries, I got an image in my head of Panama sunsets and balmy palm trees waving in the breeze. I could not have been more wrong.

      When the tide is this high – which it has to be if any boat is going to be able to dock there – the island looks more like an aberration. It doesn’t fit into the surrounding landscape at all. To me, when I get my first glimpse of Landslide, I’m reminded of those pictures of beached whales dying on the sand.

      A huge hump rising out of the lapping water looking as though it repels the light. The damp riverbanks and long, rustling reeds seem to cling to its sides with tentacle fingers.

      As the boat gets closer, I can’t shake the image of the island being something alien out of my mind.

      The ferryman notices my consternation.

      “You’re seeing it at the wrong time. Landslide is a tidal island. Come here in the early morning in summer and I swear you’ll never want to leave. Or you could take a canoe out during low tide. It’s better when the causeway is exposed.”

      “You mean it’s only connected to the land during low tide and you can only bring a boat here when the tide is high?”

      “Yup. Certain tides. The really low and high ones. During equinoxes and solstices, and such. Then you can run across to Canada all you want with no fear of being stuck in the mud. Just remember to take your passport with you for identification.”

      “My God! Isn’t there a bridge?”

      Shaking his head, he gives another noncommittal shrug. “Used to be one going Stateside, but it collapsed. I guess the good folk of Landslide didn’t care to have it fixed. I suppose it must have been a logistical nightmare to find out which municipal area was responsible for repairing it. None of them are keen to take on Landslide.”

      I don’t ruddy well blame them! As the treeline gets closer, I’m struggling to see why anyone would want to come here. A solitary figure is waiting on the jetty as the ferry putters to a halt and the ferryman cuts the engine. After throwing the man on the jetty a rope, they get busy lowering the gangplank onto the shore. Then the two men start offloading the boxes.

      The black waters slop against the side of the boat as I look over the rails with morbid interest. Only when the ferryman clears his throat do I realize that both men are waiting for me to drive down the gangplank.

      “Oh – er – thank you for the guided tour.” Buzzing down the window, I wave my thanks to the ferryman. I turn on the charm for him, because I know I’ll be seeing him again soon when I return home.

      But when he sees my hand digging into my pocket for a cash tip, he waves the note away before I can hold it out towards him. He nods to show me he appreciates the gesture.

      All my luggage is in the trunk of my car. I’m free to drive away the second my tires touch the ground, but the man on the jetty stops me by holding out his hand. “Name’s Ben Magoo. I think I’m the nearest person you can reasonably call a neighbor.”

      Of course. My impersonal, leave-well-alone Twin Cities is far behind me now. I guess people are all up in your business on an island.

      Shaking his hand, I manage to muster up a smile. “Pleased to meet you, Ben. Luna Blackwood. Please call me Luna.”

      Ben Magoo smiles. “Tempest said that she always loved your name. I am so sorry about your aunt’s passing-,”

      I cut him off right there. I’m exhausted after two days of traveling, and he’s about to launch into one of those conversations that require lots of concentration to follow. I have to stop him at the beginning, before it becomes a saga.

      “Please come by the house for a visit, Ben. Tempest’s attorney told me the real estate agent would be waiting at the house with the keys if I arrive on this day?”

      The two men nod. “That would be Linda. She’s local, but based in Winnipeg now.”

      Backing away, waving, smiling, and thanking them, I get behind the wheel of my little car. I’m about to drive off when Ben flags me down again.

      Oh, for fucks sake. What does he want now?

      Pressing down the window, I wait for him to say his piece.

      “Luna, some of the road signs are down. Landslide’s deceptively big, so whatever you do, don’t just follow the road – you’ll just be going ‘round in circles otherwise.”

      I begin reaching for my phone before he can stop speaking. “Waaay ahead of you, Ben.”

      He isn’t finished yet. “Look, the cell tower reception isn’t so good either. Sometimes we get connectivity from the Canadian side, sometimes the States if we’re lucky. Here-,” digging in his coat pocket, he hands me a heavily folded scrap of paper, “-use this.”

      Don’t mind if I do. “Thanks, Ben. Bye.”

      To be fair on old Ben, I’m spending way more time looking at the rough map he gave me instead of the road. Did I say road? I meant country lane. There’s no way this potholed mess with grass and weeds invading the verge can be called a road.

      I feel the tree roots under my tires when I drive over them, that’s how thin the tarmac is. I’m not too ticked off about it, because going at a snail’s pace allows me to look around. The shoreline is hidden by the seemingly endless forest on either side of me. But behind the higgledy-piggledy attempt at erecting a fence there is a verdant field running parallel to the car.

      The cows or sheep – or whatever cattle they keep round here – must have already gone back to the byre because I can’t see anything grazing on all this yummy grass. Can bears swim? I don’t know, but if I were a domesticated animal, I would prefer to spend the night in a barn instead of that forest…

      I have to do a double-take when I see a woman waving at me from outside a white painted two-story house. The panhandle driveway is hidden by bushes, but I see the signpost just in time. It’s not showing a street name or number. The black words have been singed onto a roughly hewn piece of wood and then suspended from a log pole.

       

      
        
        Denn die Todten reiten Schnell.

      

      

       

      Is that German? Did someone called Todten Schnell live here before my aunt? I will have to look up what that means on Google Translate when the damn cell phone reception decides to show up.

      Why did my Aunt Tempest leave that sign up there? I mean, it’s not very helpful for anyone trying to find her house.

      I hope Tempest had a happy life. This place seems kind of deserted. If Ben Magoo was her nearest neighbor, at least he seems to remember her fondly.

      Pulling up the handbrake when I reach the house because I have to park on the incline, I step out of the car and struggle to suppress the giant stretch I want to make. I hold out my hand instead. “Hi there.”

      The agent clasps it firmly and pumps hard. “Hi there, welcome to Landslide, Luna! May I call you Luna? I’m Linda Farmer. I’m originally from here, can you believe it. I swear I could not wait to turn eighteen so I could go work on the mainland. Oh, my God, you’ve got the same hair as your aunt. My condolences, of course. How was the trip up here?”

      Whew. But her info dump is sweet. I’ve been on Landslide for less than an hour and I’m already in love with the candid way of speaking the locals have.

      “I drove it over two days, so that I was in time to catch the ferry this morning.”

      “Clever!” Linda approves of my strategy as she beckons me to follow her up the incline towards the front door. “So, you’re nicely rested.”

      I wouldn’t put it quite in those terms. I’m too excited to sleep well. As a naturally creative person, I have only two sleep modes in bed. I’m either sliding off into a doze when an idea or past incident flickers through my mind enough to make me wake, or my brain is turning cartwheels with images, fleeting conversations, and faces that stand out in a crowd.

      Those people who can nod off in front of the television, I envy them.

      Linda plops a massive bunch of keys into my hands and begins talking in her rapid fire way. “Okay, I gotta dash. Mr. Bryant tells me you want to flip Miz Aherne’s property portfolio? If you want it to sell fast, there are a few things you might want to fix up a little bit first so we can get the best offers. Have a look around in the morning and let me know when you want me to list them.”

      She presses her card into the palm of my other hand. “That’s my address.”

      “Are you saying that th-there’s more than one house?”

      She’s already heading for her car. “The other properties are at the end of this road – and the dog is penned in a cage out back. I have to go now, Luna. Goodbye – and good luck.”

      My head feels like it’s spinning.

      “There’s a dog!?”

      But her door is closed and Linda can’t hear me anymore.

      Fumbling with the keys, I try to squeeze them into the back pocket of my jeans, but the bunch is too large to fit. I guess I’ll have to hold onto the keys while I warm my hands in my jacket pockets.

      Trudging around the house, I’m amazed at how quickly I get tired. Puffing, I look behind me. Okay, this is quite an incline. I’ll have to bring my car closer to the door if I stand any chance of carrying my case and boxes of supplies inside.

      Glancing around the backyard, I see the usual suspects: a washing line, a shed, and an old stone wash basin.

      Where’s the dog cage? A loud purring sound like a motorboat far away is coming from behind the shed. The purr turns into a howling bark as I get closer. What kind of a dog is it that makes that kind of noise? If it’s a guard dog, there’s no way I’m going to introduce myself to it just as the sun is starting to sink beneath the horizon of dark trees.

      It’s like my eyes are blinded when my aunt’s dog bounces out of the kennel and lurches at the chain link fence. The dog’s fur is so white and fluffy, it’s ridiculous.

      And when it barks, it’s not fear or territorial bullshit that’s making the dog do it.

      From the way it’s smiling at me, I have no doubt the dog is happy to see me.

      But there’s a slight frown between those black, slanting doggy eyes. Perhaps the animal is a little bit bored and anxious too, as if it needs stimulation and love to make its life worthwhile.

      I think this doggy and me are going to get along just fine…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          
            luna

          

        

      

    

    
      The door is slightly open. The light I left on in the living room downstairs glows softly from the passage.

      I’m restless, edgy. My limbs feel heavy, too cumbersome to move. When I try to lift my head off the pillow, my neck feels as limp as a noodle.

      A long sigh exhales out of my chest.

      But I can’t take my eyes off that slim gap of light…

      This is because I know that someone is standing in the passage shadows.

      I think it was a sound that woke me, but I’m not sure. Was it a knock or a bump? Am I really lying here in the middle of my precious sleep time worrying about things that go bump in the night?

      The light source flickers as the dark shape begins to form. I’m fascinated – mesmerized – as it materializes into the silhouette of a man.

      The scent of leather and old lace seeps into the room as the gap in the door widens. He comes in. He comes closer. And with every step he takes, the weight in my limbs shrinks, retreating to one particular part of my body – that secret nub of pleasure hidden beneath the plump lips of my pussy.

      My clitoris becomes heavy and throbs. A warm sensation floods my veins. It’s as if my body is a target and my clit is the bullseye.

      And the man in the room can sense this. It pleases him. When I stare at the crotch of his tight leather pants, I can see his cock has thickened. His throbbing member is so long that the mauve bulge of his glans sticks out of the belted waistband riding low on his hips.

      “I’m melting, I’m melting.” My words come out as a desperate sigh.

      The Wicked Witch of the West – those were her dying words in the Wizard of Oz. If this is what dying feels like, then shoot me dead right now. That precious crevice between my creamy thighs is molten with desire.

       Didn’t Shakespeare call an orgasm the ‘little death’? Le petit mort. That gorgeous sensation where you hold your breath to make it last longer; where the hearing fades and words either become a breathy whisper or mount into a scream of joy.

      “You’re going to give me a little death.”

      I have to tell him this. I want to share every secret, every little thing I know, with my mysterious visitor.

      His deep voice stimulates me. “Tell me how bad you want this.” And then he caresses that enormous bulge in the crotch of his pants, his large hands forming a frame around it as he flaunts his sexual prowess in my face.

      Involuntarily, my hand reaches for the soft mound at the bottom of my belly. All I need is one touch and I will be pre-orgasmic with utter lust.

      But when I brush a probing finger across my greedy, pulsing lovebud, I can feel that something vital is missing.

      “You must penetrate me.” I’m gasping with frustration. That high that I am chasing cannot happen without his participation. “I need you inside me – now.”

      All I want is to feel that perfect cock inside me. I know coming with his yummy penis thrusting deep into me will be the best ride of my life.

      He kneels at the foot of the bed, his pale face glowing in the golden lamplight. The springs creak as the mattress gives way to his weight. I watch him crawl towards me like some feral creature of the night. Yes, he’s enjoying this; taking pleasure from the control and power he has over me.

      A flash of white, a brush of icy cold leather against my shivering skin, and he’s crouched between my legs, holding my knees far apart as he inspects my wet cleft.

      “Play with yourself. I want you dripping wet. I’m all hard horn, blood, and teeth. Lure me inside you with the juice from your delicious cunny.”

      I have to obey him. I’m happy to obey him. I want to please him.

      Brushing my fingertips against my clit with delicate strokes, I bring myself closer and closer to the edge.

      “I’m… I’m close…,”

      My orgasm begins to mount with precipitous speed.

      The man’s teeth flash white as he gets ready to penetrate me.

      A rumbling growl makes us pause. Turning my head to the light as my orgasm starts peaking, I see the white dog standing there.

      “Go away…!” I’m screaming as the pleasure peak spasms inside me, as my finger kneads my clitoris. “No, no, no!”

      The echo of my despondent wail is still ringing in my ears as I sit up in bed.

      I’m alone, with only Tempest’s white fluffy dog staring at me as the last wisps of my orgasm fade away.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up bright and early, because I forgot to draw the drapes closed last night. The light streaming in the window chases all my bad dreams away. I slept like a log, bar the occasional nightmare... I think. If I had any dreams, they are dull and faded shadows now.

      The floofy white dog is lying on the bed with me. I guess he’s taken a shine to me because I fed him a whole can of dog food last night.

      Stretching, I move to the bathroom. When I see my face in the mirror, I reckon I look kind of pale. I started reading my aunt’s notebook last night, but I got sleepy after scanning the first page and so went to bed.

      After clattering downstairs to the kitchen, I walk around looking out of the windows as I wait for the water to start bubbling.

      With the kettle almost boiling on the gas stovetop, I pick up the notebook my aunt left for me.

      Pouring boiling water over two teaspoons of coffee granules, I add milk and sugar before going to sit at the table overlooking the road.

      I pick up where I left off. The first page of the notebook told me how to switch on the generator and turn the dial on the HVAC thermostat. Twisting the gas valve from ‘Close’ to ‘Open’ is easy.

      On page two of the notebook, it starts to get more personal. It’s almost as if Aunt Tempest is talking to me.

      Please be assured that I didn’t die in the house, dear Luna. I wouldn’t want you to get creeped out by that.

      My only sorrow at leaving this world would be that I can’t take Muohta with me. He is a Samoyed hound from Siberia. His name means ‘Snow’ in the Lule-Sámi dialect. He loves herding, hunting, and pulling small sleds in winter, so feel free to hook him up with those kinds of jobs.

      He might get anxious if you leave him at the house and go off by yourself, so it’s probably best that you take him everywhere with you.

      Slamming the notebook down on the table, I go refill Muohta’s bowl with the salmon and rice kibble I found in the cupboard. I’ve just inherited a dog! I hope there’s a vet on the island.

      Grabbing a tin of cookies off the shelf, I nibble on them as I continue reading.

      Okay, here are a few tips.

      Stay off Ben Magoo’s land if you don’t want him getting pissed. He’ll probably give you a pass the first time you do it, but try not to make a habit of it. His property is on the left as you walk to the inn.

      Inn? No one told me anything about an inn. Dog-earing the page, I read some more.

      The attic floor beams are wonky, so please don’t install heavy items up there. I know you like to craft things, but the ceiling boards are going to crack if you put anything bigger than a small box up there. The power points are hooked up to the generator. Ben will bring you full tanks of gasoline every fall so you have enough to get you through winter. You can order your supplies from the general store up the road. It’s the small building painted red opposite the inn.

      Was Tempest honestly expecting me to stay here through winter? Fat chance! But the notebook’s not finished yet.

      There is no cell phone coverage – don’t listen to those optimists who tell you there is. Nor is there any Wi-fi. The best way to call for help during an emergency is to use the radio on board the boat. Monty Hubble brings the mail every now and again until he can’t get the ferry through the ice anymore. You can use Vince Pruitt in a pinch.

      The tide gets low enough once every few months for the land bridge to be used. You must please post the tide times on the bulletin board at the inn as a courtesy for the summer visitors.

      This last part is written in bold letters.

      IF YOU RUN INTO ANY TROUBLE, THERE’S A CUBBY IN THE DISTILLERY. HIDE THERE UNTIL IT ALL BLOWS OVER. AS YOU HAVE PROBABLY GUESSED BY NOW, LANDSLIDE SECURITY IS AS CRAZY AS THE CRIMINALS!
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