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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hallow Crossing is Book 2 of the Fair Folk of Mullarkey Series. Each book is a stand-alone story, and they can be read in any order.

      I took inspiration for Hallow Crossing from my own region of Quebec, and I hope that I brought some of the unique elements of Quebecois life to the page. I was also inspired by my love for the forest and foraging…and mushrooms in particular.

      Visit The Fair Folk of Mullarkey page on my website (at KimMcDougall.com) if you're interested in book extras like the maps, music playlists and animal-related articles.

      Welcome to Mullarkey Mills. I hope you enjoy your stay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WELCOME TO MULLARKEY MILLS

          

        

      

    

    
      If you head north on Highway 148 out of Gatineau, Quebec, wind along the beautiful Outaouais River for about an hour, then turn onto Mill Road and drive past two dairy farms, hundreds of acres of forest, and Equinox Rescue Ranch, you’ll come to a scene from a quieter time. Mullarkey Mills is an English-speaking village nestled into a predominantly French province. It’s a modern village that retains the flavor of its old Irish roots—a tight-knit community of diverse individuals.

      Some might even call it quirky.

      A picturesque covered bridge is the centerpiece of this community. The River Bryce runs beneath it, meanders through the forest, and eventually flows into the greater Outaouais River. Just before the bridge, you must stop at Auntie Clare’s bakery and general store for her famous—some might even say magical—apple pies. During the short summer, a chip wagon parks beside the store and picnic tables are set up with bright umbrellas. Everyone agrees that Frites Mullarkey has the best poutine in all of the Pontiac Region.

      The Pishogue Shop shares the same dusty parking lot and caters to those looking for more eclectic gifts than Auntie Clare provides—gem stones, dream catchers, smudge sticks and anything else a modern witch might need.

      Turn right before the bridge, pass the decommissioned tank and tribute to fallen soldiers, and you will find the crumbling community center where Christmas markets are held in December and seed exchanges in March.

      But if you drive over the bridge and another few kilometers along the forested road, you will eventually find Cedar Grove Inn, a hundred-year-old hotel with a history of hauntings. The only building in Mullarkey Mills older than Auntie Clare’s store is the original log cabin that grew into the rambling inn.

      And if you park your car at the inn, then follow the old camp trail on foot, you’ll find an ancient brambly hawthorn bush, known to locals as Thornveil. If you’re very unlucky or unwise, you might stumble through that bush and into the Hallow Crossing.

      And then, only the fairies can save you.
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      Joelle lugged the framed portrait into the last room along the inn’s ground floor hallway and set it against the wall. As she headed to the large patio doors, ancient pine boards creaked under her feet. A plush rug in tones of muted red and gold covered part of the floor and softened the look. The rust-red curtains complimented the rug and they were open to catch the setting sun. The chocolate bedspread seemed to have grown organically from the pine sleigh bed. Fat throw pillows added comfort. A reading nook was set up by the patio with a plush chair draped in a hand-knitted throw blanket, and a collection of books perched on a round table along with a word-of-the-day block calendar. She tore off yesterday’s sheet and glanced at the word: Ragamuffin, (n) a person, typically a child, in ragged, dirty clothes, or an exponent or follower of ragga dance style.

      Huh. That might be a difficult one to fit into everyday conversation. She tucked the sheet into the table’s drawer and read today’s word: Nubilous, (adj) cloudy, foggy, or misty. Obscure or vague.

      She tried to add a bit of whimsy to every room and the calendar suited this one perfectly. Besides, she liked obscure and unwieldy words. It was an obsession that had started in childhood. Her mother attributed it to an over-active imagination. Nana Walsh had said she was fae-kissed, but not within Mom’s hearing. Nana’s secret tales had always been full of old, nearly forgotten words and to Joelle they’d sounded like music.

      She stood back to survey the finished renovations.

      It had been a lot of work to bring out the room’s charm. Cedar Grove Inn was…temperamental. It didn’t take kindly to changes, but she’d persisted, working through odd mishaps like missing tools and locked doors that wouldn’t open. She’d sanded the floors and installed wainscoting and crown moldings. The sleigh bed had already been there, but she’d lovingly restored it, while the inn seemed to hum around her. The rest of the furniture had been chosen with care. Now that all the elements had all come together, she felt the look was nostalgic and comforting. The room had become Joelle’s favorite and she called it the Sunset Room.

      Her hands trailed along the wall that was papered in beige with an elegant pattern of vines. A gust of wind rattled the window, and the inn creaked in protest.

      “It’s all right.” She patted the wall. “Just some wind.”

      Under her touch, the inn seemed to settle.

      Eleven years ago, in 2015, Joelle’s sister Penny visited Cedar Grove Inn. On a warm September morning, she packed a light rucksack with water and a boxed lunch from the inn’s café. She left her phone, wallet and all other valuables in her room and walked into the forest. She was never seen again. Investigators found one of the inn’s kayaks ten kilometers downstream, but no sign of Penny. The story made national headlines for a month, then everyone went back to their lives and Penny Martin’s story was relegated to one of those quirky mysteries that would never be solved.

      And then, at the height of the pandemic, the previous owners of the inn had decided to retire, leaving the building abandoned.

      Three years ago, Joelle had received the declaration of Penny’s death. The official notice brought grief to the surface again, and she decided to visit the last place Penny had been seen. Her post-pandemic journey to Cedar Grove Inn had been less of an inquiry and more of a pilgrimage. A moment to say goodbye to her sister.

      But something had happened to her while standing on the grounds of the dilapidated inn. She’d felt connected to the land in a way she’d never experienced before. The forest had reclaimed the gardens but rather than being overgrown, it had seemed to embrace the inn. Joelle had walked the grounds wondering what her sister’s thoughts were on that last day. Had she known what lay ahead? Had she planned it as one detective had suggested? Sitting on the stone steps before the inn, she couldn’t believe that anyone would feel anything but comfort and serenity in this place. She’d stood and rubbed dirt from the window to peer inside. Her skin had buzzed with energy when she touched the inn, as if it had been trying to communicate with her. She’d peered inside and seen the long gallery with rough wood walls and stone floor. A wood stove had been the only furniture and its solitude had brought out a longing in her.

      Something inside had clicked. This was the escape she’d been looking for.

      A few months later, Joelle had made that escape a reality, and now, she peered through the glass doors that led to a small patio, thinking about all the work she’d put into that dream.

      Gold leaves swirled around the garden, and she remembered that September day, when she’d stared at the shuttered inn and imagined a life here, away from the corporate race. Away from computers and stock reports. Away from manufactured pressure and a job that was slowly bleeding her soul.

      She’d imagined herself saying, “I put you in the Beach Room.” Or “I reserved the Garden Room just for you.” Daydreaming about how she’d decorate those rooms had been a big part of the lure that took her away from Toronto.

      Three years later, the Cedar Grove Inn was finally open for business again. The Sunset Room was the last of the phase one renovations, and she now had five whimsically named rooms. She just needed guests to fill them.

      The portrait was the last detail for the Sunset Room. Joelle hefted the frame and hung it on a nail she’d already prepared. Her fingers brushed the soft wood, clearing away imaginary dust. She stood back and gazed at it.

      Caught in a moment of time, a very young Penny sat on a boardwalk bench with her knees drawn up to her chin. She was twelve, almost thirteen, and her expression held the expectant glimmer of the woman she would become. Her skin was kissed in golden light by the setting sun. Sand daubed her bare feet. She was turned in profile and yet, the half smile on her face seemed to say that she was looking right at the person on the other side of the camera.

      Even at this age, Penny hadn’t shown any of that gawky awkwardness of most young pre-teens. She’d been lithe and golden and had a sweet sadness that drew people in.

      Their parents had paid for a professional photographer that day, but this photo wasn’t among the formal family portraits. It was a candid shot, snapped while they waited for the adults to stop bickering and get in line. Years later, Joelle had seen the proof tucked away in an old photo album and she’d contacted the photographer to have this print enlarged.

      It was a perfect fit for the Sunset Room. She squinted and tilted her head. Was it crooked? Even as she reached a hand to straighten it, the inn groaned and shuddered. The frame tipped to the left and settled in a square alignment.

      “Thanks. Now it’s perfect.” She rubbed the pinewood molding around the door.

      She was probably going crazy, talking to a building, but she spent long hours alone, sanding old floors, stripping old wood, painting, plastering and decorating. Sometimes the inn was the only one she spoke to for days. That part wasn’t crazy, but the part of her that believed the inn listened and spoke back? Well, yeah. That might be crazy.

      She closed the door on the Sunset Room and headed back to reception, thinking about the hundreds of other jobs that needed doing and worrying that she would spend her start-up budget before all the renovations were completed.

      Standing at the reception desk, she scrolled through computer screens to check on new bookings. There were only two guests in the next week. She tried to be optimistic. Two bookings were better than none. Cedar Grove Inn had only been officially open for business for a month and getting the word out was proving to be difficult.

      When her phone rang, she didn’t think to check the number before answering.

      “Joelle? Is that really you?” Her mother’s sharp voice made Joelle wince. She really needed to give Marilla a special ring tone so this didn’t happen.

      “Nice of you to finally answer,” Marilla said. “I was about to request a proof-of-life picture to make sure you were still alive.”

      Joelle had been avoiding her calls. It was a terrible habit, but one that came after years of listening to her mother lament her life choices.

      Marilla Martin knew the value of money. It brought luxury and opportunity, but most importantly, it brought stability, something she’d hammered into her daughters’ heads from a young age. As far as Marilla was concerned, when Joelle bought the inn, she’d given up her comfortably safe life. She couldn’t have been more reckless if she’d taken up free diving.

      So yes, Joelle avoided her calls.

      “Hi Mom. I’m alive. Just busy.” She set the audio to speaker and laid the phone on the desk. For the next five minutes, she listened to Marilla complain about her latest charity event (the food had been cold) and her neighbor’s dog (it barked all the time) and the dozen other slights that filled her days. While she listened, Joelle browsed social media for local events. Maybe she could advertise through local markets…

      Something Marilla said caught her attention.

      “…I know one of the board members since we’re on the arts council together. I’m sure he would put in a good word for you.”

      “A good word? For what?”

      “For the executive position at Harper’s. Honestly, Joelle, sometimes I think you don’t hear a word I say.”

      Joelle let that slide. It was a fair accusation. But she couldn’t let the rest go.

      “Mom, you know I’m not looking for a job. I wish you’d stop trying to force me back into the corporate world. I have my inn to renovate. Things are looking up. I have new bookings every week.” She flipped the calendar to the end of the month. It was depressingly bare.

      “But you can’t actually live in that…that backwoods.” Marilla didn’t try to hide her exasperation.

      “Why not? You grew up here.” Joelle was pushing her. She knew exactly why Marilla didn’t want her living in Mullarkey. Penny had disappeared from this area. In Marilla’s mind, it was cursed. Joelle wanted to hear her mother admit it. They’d never spoken of Penny’s disappearance, and that omission sat like a cold, hard rock in Joelle’s chest.

      There was a long pause on the other end of the line before Marilla sighed and said, “Exactly. So I know what a dump it is.”

      Joelle felt irrationally angry at the slur to her home. The inn creaked and she absently rubbed the wood counter.

      The front door opened and a man walked in.

      “Mom, I have to go. Don’t sign me up for any jobs.”

      “Joelle, you’re being difficult.” That was Mom’s favorite saying. In her mind, there was nothing worse than a difficult child. Joelle had learned to embrace it.

      “I am difficult, Mom. But I really have to go.” She hung up even as Marilla protested.

      The man walked slowly toward the desk as if measuring each step. He was tall and made taller by a crushed velvet top hat that covered most of his black hair. His coat was long and it hung open to reveal an old-fashioned linen shirt and a white scarf tied around his neck.

      He looked like he was dressed for a Renaissance Faire.

      Then he lifted his gaze to meet Joelle’s, and his eyes stopped her breath. They were deep blue and haunted. A thin, straight nose rested between high cheekbones and above a full mouth that was set in a frown. He carried no suitcase, only a wooden box that he placed carefully on the reception desk.

      Joelle’s glance took in the ornate scroll work on the box before flicking back to her guest’s face.

      “I would be grateful to rent one room for one night.” His voice was quiet and his tone oddly cadenced.

      “Of course. Did you just come in from Ottawa?” The closest Renaissance was on the other side of the city. “That’s a long drive. You must be tired.” Joelle was practicing her best innkeeper small talk. The man wasn’t frightening or threatening, but his steady gaze unnerved her. She scanned the logbook and pretended that the calendar wasn’t empty. On a whim, she set the cursor into the block for the Sunset Room.

      “I have the perfect room, Mr…?”

      “MacOisin. Oscar MacOisin.” He tipped his velvet hat. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance Mistress Innkeeper.”

      “Please, call me Joelle.” She could feel the heat of a blush in her cheeks.

      “Then I should be pleased if you would name me Oscar.”

      “Of course.” Her gaze locked again on those startling eyes. A man with hair that black shouldn’t have blue eyes. They were dark sapphire like the deepest ocean. Small lines crinkled at the edges and she wondered if they were made from laughing or squinting. He seemed somber enough now. In fact, he looked tired and care-worn. Her innkeeper’s instincts kicked in and she suddenly wanted to ease her guest’s burdens.

      “I have a lovely room ready. We don’t usually serve dinner, but I can find something if you’re hungry.”

      “That will not be necessary. I should like to pay with these.” He produced a wad of bills from his pocket. The money was paper and a mix of Canadian and US bills. “Will this be enough?”

      “Um, yes. May I?” She reached for the bills and pulled out five twenties, enough to cover a room. She decided not to ask for a security deposit. How much trouble could one man be anyway?

      She tucked the money into the desk drawer. “If you follow me, I’ll show you to your room.”

      Oscar picked up his wooden box and followed her down the long hall to the last room on the left.

      “We’re in the middle of renovations. This room has just been finished. I hope you’ll find it comfortable.”

      “I expect it will suit.” He was standing very close. Joelle felt an awkward energy flush through her, but she forced a smile. She wasn’t a shy teen anymore. She was an innkeeper. A businesswoman. She opened the door and entered the room.

      Oscar followed her in and placed the wooden box on the table beside the reading chair. Joelle closed the curtains and checked the thermostat, then turned to find him frowning as he studied the block calendar with its word of the day. He took a small flask from the inside pocket of his jacket and drank down a draught.

      Joelle cleared her throat. “Are you sure I can’t offer you some food? Or maybe just tea?”

      “That will not be necessary.” Oscar tucked the flask away. “I have journeyed long and far. I have no needs other than to rest.”

      “Um, okay. Please let me know if you change your mind.” This guy wasn’t going to let the Renaissance act drop, but hey, everyone had their kinks, and who was she to judge?

      From the hallway, she glanced back and spied Oscar staring at Penny’s portrait. Quietly, she shut the door.
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      Most mornings, Joelle walked the gallery while she drank her coffee. It had once been a long veranda that ran along the entire front of the inn. One of the previous owners had turned it into a solarium by insulating the roof and glassing it in. She appreciated the expense and the thoughtfulness that had gone into this update. On chilly fall days she also appreciated the sunlight filling it and the views of trees and trails. Today, every leaf and every branch sparkled with frost, turning the forest into an icy wonderland.

      But even more notable was that the parking lot was empty.

      Staff parked their cars around back by the old barn, leaving the main lot free for guests. They had one guest, but no cars.

      How had Oscar arrived last night? Had someone dropped him off? That was a long ride from Ottawa. Or did he know someone in town? But then why stay at the inn?

      She wrapped her hands around the warm mug and thought about his odd clothes, the paper money…the sing-song cadence of his speech. He was more than a little fae-like.

      She let out a rough laugh.

      It was true that her friend Elenna had found something very uncanny in the woods behind her farm. Hadley, who ran Auntie Clare’s store and Nina, the owner of the Pishogue Shop, had half-convinced her that Cedar Grove Inn was infested with brownies. Joelle thought it more likely the odd occurrences around the inn were due to her own carelessness. And yes, the inn seemed to have a voice of its own, but that could probably be said about any hundred-year-old building. Joelle couldn’t deny that there were things in this world she couldn’t explain, but it was a big leap from believing in Elenna’s forest creature to believing that Oscar could be a fairy, or an elf, or whatever.

      That’s just ridiculous.

      When she met him again, he’d turn out to be perfectly ordinary.

      She gulped the last mouthful of coffee and turned back toward the kitchens, stopping at the mudroom to put on her rubber boots and a thick jacket. She grabbed her phone from her office, then poked her head into the kitchen.

      “I’m going down to the camp!” She yelled to be heard over the music. Warrick favored Quebec folk music and he liked to play it loudly while he worked.

      He looked up from where he was taking an inventory of pots and dishes, then turned the music down.

      Warrick Lemont owned the poutine truck in town. Since the inn’s official opening, he’d helped out by preparing light meals and keeping the kitchen stocked. He was on the short side but brawny, with dark hair that he kept a little too long so it softened his craggy features. Joelle privately thought he looked a bit like a French bulldog that had been transformed into a human by a fairy godmother. He had a Frenchie’s temperament too—friendly, fun and just a little stubborn.

      “Can you keep an eye out for our guest?” she asked.

      “We have a guest?”

      “He came in late yesterday. He seemed really tired, so I don’t want to disturb him. Just make sure he gets something to eat.”

      “Sure thing.” Warrick picked up a ladle to use as a microphone, jacked up the volume, and sang along with the chorus. Joelle’s French was improving and she recognized a few words. The song was a lament about saying goodbye to someone named Louise.

      “Le Vent du Nord,” she said, guessing the band.

      Warrick pointed the ladle at her. “You’re getting good. A little North Wind it is.”

      She left him to his concert and his inventory and went out the inn’s back door. The October sun taunted her through a thick haze of clouds.

      Nubilous weather, she thought, and wished she had someone to share her new word-of-the-day with.

      The inn had come complete with a stray cat. Joelle had named her Shae. And though the cat didn’t spend much time inside, every time Joelle left the building, Shae followed her. Today she dashed down the path, then paused to stand on back legs and sniff the air. Her front paws dangled at chest level. She had six toes on each foot, making the paws look startlingly like hands. A gust of wind lifted the sleek black fur on her back. Her nose twitched as she tested scents on the wind. A white star marked her chest and it seemed to glow every time she took this oddly human stance, which she did often. Then she glanced slyly at Joelle and bounded into the garden on silent feet.

      Joelle shook her head. Weird cat.

      She continued down the trail and around the south end of the inn. She scanned the inn’s roofline with a critical eye. The roof needed repair. There were four more rooms on the lower level’s east side to finish. She hadn’t even started on the second floor. There were decisions to be made there too. Did she turn the upper rooms into family suites? Could she add balconies to the west-facing rooms?

      The dining hall was another source of worry. Her dream was to host live music and dinner theater at the inn, but the main dining room needed repairs and a good coat of paint. For now, she offered breakfasts and light lunches to guests in the smaller café dining room. Warrick was a terrific cook, but he had his own chip-truck to manage during the summer. Eventually she’d need to hire someone full-time.

      And if she ever finished all the interior renovations, she had plans for the outbuildings too. The old barn needed work, but she dreamed about hiring horses for wagon rides. There was room on the north end of the property for another large building. It would be the perfect spot to build a maple sugar shack and host sugaring-off parties. Or she could build a hall for weddings and corporate gatherings. Or what about a spa? Maybe there was a way to combine all three?

      So many decisions. If she stopped to think about them, the panic that was always simmering in her gut started to burn right up to her throat. The best way to stave it off was to keep working. One board and one nail at a time. Winter was coming and during the long, dark nights, she would carve out some time to plan.

      With that in mind, today’s task would take her to the old camp that sat along Bryce River, to decide how many—if any—of the camp cottages were salvageable.

      Shae had stopped at the head of the trail to dig in the leaf litter beside the parking lot. She paused, turned in a circle, and dug even more frantically. Leaves and debris shot into the air behind her.

      Joelle went over to see what prize the cat had found. Shae jumped away, then sat and washed her tail.

      “What did you dig up?” Joelle’s heart was in her throat as she pushed the leaves aside, expecting to find a disturbed nest of bunnies or mice. Instead, she found a patch of mushrooms. At least, she thought they were mushrooms. Four spindly fingers poked through the wet earth, all white, but shot through with purplish veins.

      Max, a retired animal doctor who lived in town, liked to forage on the inn’s grounds. Joelle had joined him a few times and she’d been amazed at the diversity of plants and mushrooms growing just outside her door. But she’d never seen anything like these. She pulled out her phone and snapped a picture, thinking she might send it to Max for identification.

      Shae scratched in the leaves a dozen yards away, then sat back with a lordly look on her face when she revealed a second patch of mushrooms.

      “You’re like a pig after truffles.” Joelle ruffled the fur behind the cat’s ears. She endured the affection stoically. “Just don’t eat them. We don’t know what they are.” Shae looked affronted, but then cats often do.

      A quick search of the area revealed two more patches of fungi. Joelle pushed the leaves aside, then stood and surveyed her finds. It was odd to find such active growth this late in the season, but she didn’t know much about fungi. Maybe that was normal for this species? Max would know. She gently mounded the leaves around the patches and left them to their mysterious mushroom doings.
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      From 1950, well into the 2000s, a camp had thrived in the woods beyond the Cedar Grove Inn. It had been a small community of about a dozen cabins, some RVs and a gathering hall along the sandy beach where the Bryce River deepened enough for swimming.

      Nineteen years ago, Joelle and Penny had spent a summer in one of those cabins. The camp had been rundown then, and abandoned to the elements not long after. Today’s task was a reconnaissance, of sorts. Could any of the cabins be saved? If not, what would it take to clear them out and rebuild?

      The sun finally made an appearance as she walked along the wooded path. Fall colors had peaked a week ago, but the birch trees still held their golden leaves and a few red maples stuck out like blazing fires. The air smelled of winter and the golden light made her feel nostalgic.

      The only blight to the morning was the thorny bramble patch about halfway along the trail to the camp. It was a hedgerow of hawthorn bushes, so tangled and dense that even without summer leaves, it was impossible to see through it. Joelle couldn’t even guess how deep it went.

      Every time she passed this way, she thought she should cut it down, but then a dozen other chores caught her attention and the hedgerow became low priority.

      “One of these days,” she muttered. She’d take a chainsaw and clear the whole thing, thorns and all.

      Shae darted out from under the bush and twined around Joelle’s ankles. Joelle patted her head and the cat leaned into her touch.

      “How do you avoid all those thorns? You go through those brambles like an otter through water.”

      Shae stood on her back legs and let out a sound halfway between a meow and a chirp, then bounded down the trail toward the camp.

      Such a weird cat.

      A second parking lot filled a small clearing just before she arrived at the camp. Her boots crunched on gravel, but she noted the weeds growing over a large section of the lot. She’d have to clear those. Even if she never reopened the camp, this lot would make good overflow parking for the inn. She smiled at that thought. It seemed impossible now that her little inn would ever need extra parking.

      She walked between two wooden posts. They once held a sign that read Camp Hallow Crossing. The sign was gone now, probably used as kindling, and the signposts leaned precariously. She took pictures of the posts and the parking lot with her phone. Later, she’d make a detailed list of all the needed repairs.

      Between the leaning posts, she followed the path that would take her in a loop from the parking lot, down to the beach and back up again, but she stopped at the first cabin to inspect it. The door hung crooked on its hinges and she had to force it open. Inside was one room, about twelve feet by sixteen feet. The walls and floor were wood planks. Bunk beds filled one wall, but the mattresses were gone. A ladder led to a loft where another bed would have been laid out. Joelle eyed the ladder. It was missing rungs and the wood was black. She didn’t trust it and could only hope the upstairs mattress had been carted away too. A hole in the ceiling had let in rain. The wood floor groaned as she stepped into the room to inspect a black stain on the floorboards. Yep, that was mold.

      The camp was meant to be rustic but not that rustic. She backed out, forced the door shut, and took a picture. This cabin was a write-off.

      By the time she’d made it to the beach, she’d inspected five more cabins. Not one was livable. Shae followed her from inspection to inspection, sometimes watching, sometimes digging in the leaf litter. Now they stood in front of a larger structure that had once been used as a gathering hall and beach hut for the camp dwellers.

      Shae jumped onto an old rain barrel that sat beside the hut.

      “What do you think of this one?” Joelle asked. Shae licked a paw. “Agreed. It probably has to come down too.”

      She circled the building until her feet hit sand. A series of sheds lined the building on the beach side. They had once housed umbrellas, chairs and beach toys. All those were gone now and the wooden structures were weathered gray and missing doors.

      Joelle took pictures of everything. The hall might be salvageable, but she’d have to crunch the numbers. It might cost less to tear it down and start over. That thought saddened her. She had good memories from that hall.

      In the spring of 2007, when Joelle was twelve, her father had a heart attack at his office in Toronto. His coworkers said he was dead before he hit the floor. The suddenness of it was like a knife wound to their family. Her mother, Marilla, retreated from the world. She stopped all the volunteer work that she had so loved. Some days she never even got dressed. Luckily their family was well-off and they’d had a housekeeper. Beatrice would come everyday to clean and make meals for the girls. After a few weeks, Beatrice became concerned by Marilla’s lack of attention and she contacted Joelle’s grandparents who lived near Ottawa. It was agreed that the girls would spend the summer with their aunt and uncle, whose own children were already grown and out on their own. Aunt Susan and Uncle Bill spent their summers at Camp Hollow Crossing, and despite the stiff grief from losing her father, Joelle remembered her time here as happy.

      Joelle had been an awkwardly shy child who grew into a quiet teen. Penny had been a sickly child, who’d grown into a beautiful wilting flower. She’d had an effortless way of making friends. She wasn’t strong or excitable, but everyone—boys and girls—wanted to be the one to help her out when her energy flagged.

      Joelle remembered Penny sitting under an umbrella on the beach, rarely venturing into the water. The other kids would sit and read to her or bring her sodas from the bar. It was like she held court. Joelle could have resented her for it, but she too had been caught up in Penny’s spell. It helped that despite her frailty and her sometimes entitled behavior, Penny had also been kind, and genuinely interested in the lives of her friends.

      While Penny had lounged on the beach with her gaggle of admirers, Joelle had roamed the woods around camp. There’d been an old caretaker named Simon living there at the time. She’d started following him around. At first he ignored her, but eventually he let her pass him nails while he fixed the roof on a cabin. She mended the fence with him and learned the basics of how to use power tools, a hobby that she carried with her into adulthood.

      Standing on the beach now, Joelle wondered what that old caretaker would think of all the ruined cabins that he had carefully maintained for so many years. It seemed sad to see it all go, but Joelle knew that if her business was going to succeed, she’d have to make some hard decisions.

      She walked toward the water’s edge. September and October had been dry months and the water level was low, making the beach wider. Bryce River was slow and deep here, but only a mile downstream it quickened as it flowed through rapids and then over a small but picturesque waterfall. Her mind was already buzzing with ways she could improve the beach. It needed some activities—a net for volleyball, maybe a playground or even a splash pad.

      She turned toward the old hut and froze. A figure stood at the beach head. She wore a white gown and was tall enough that the overhang from the hut’s roof shadowed her face. A gust of wind swirled the skirt around her ankles. She looked ethereal, like a ghost who couldn’t fully manifest.

      “Hello?” Joelle called out.

      The woman stepped back into the shadows. Joelle raised her voice and called out again, running up the beach. Sand dragged at her steps and she was out of breath by the time she reached the hut.

      Shae stood on her back legs, staring down the trail as if she’d seen her too. Wind rattled the trees and Joelle thought she saw that white dress disappear at the head of the trail.

      Shae dropped to all fours and took off after the apparition. Joelle followed, past the rundown cabins and the camp parking, up the trail and past the bramble bush. She was out of breath when she reached the main parking lot, where the cat was rooting in the leaf litter for mushrooms as if nothing untoward had happened.

      A red car was parked in front of the inn.

      “Helloooooo!?”

      Nina Ross stood beside the car, waving. Joelle fought off a sigh, then scolded herself for that reaction. She liked Nina but she could be… a lot. Her big voice and constant chatter was like a dash of cold water on Joelle’s quiet life. And Nina seemed to think everyone was her sister. That grated on Joelle more than she’d like to admit.

      Nina trotted across the parking lot, blond curls bobbing with each step. Her cheeks were pink from the short jog. She was dressed, as usual, in a riot of colors. A knitted half-shawl in shades of pink and red covered a leaf-green sweater. Her flowing skirt was darker green, brown and black. The whole ensemble was tied together with a mustard yellow scarf.

      “Hey, sister. I found you!”

      Joelle cringed and smiled. “You did.” Maybe it was her fault. Maybe she just needed to set some boundaries with Nina. She’d never been good with boundaries.

      Nina grabbed Joelle’s shoulders and graced her with an air kiss on each cheek.

      Joelle pointed toward the path that led back toward the camp. “Did you see someone come up from the trail?”

      Nina shielded her eyes and peered into the trees.

      “No. Was someone here? Could be a hiker. Or a hunter. It’s turkey season, I think.”

      “Maybe.” Joelle wasn’t going to tell her that she’d seen a ghost. Nina thought of herself as a witch, and any mention of supernatural sightings would send her into research mode.

      “Were you out for a walk?”

      “Not really. I was taking stock of the camp cabins, but it looks like most will have to be torn down. I’m hoping to do that before winter sets in, then I can begin to rebuild in the spring.”

      “Oh, wow. So you’re planning an expansion. That’s great news for the town.” As a local merchant, Nina was active in promoting Mullarkey’s businesses. Her Pishogue Shop catered to the pagan aesthetic, and she was a practicing witch. Before she’d moved to Mullarkey, Joelle would have said such things were foolish, but after hearing about the dark things that populated the forests, she thought everyone should know the value of a good smudge stick.

      A lengthy pause grew between them. Neither woman seemed to know how to fill it. Finally, Joelle said, “So why are you here?” She inwardly flinched. She hadn’t meant to sound so terse. Sometimes her tongue just blurted out the worst things, but Nina either didn’t notice, or she gave her an awkward pass. Joelle wondered how many passes she’d get before Nina decided she was too abrasive to be a friend. In her experience, that number was three or less.

      “Well, sisters gotta stick together don’t they?” Nina said with a bright smile. “So I was hoping you could help me with a little project.”

      “Um, okay.” She should have stopped her stupid tongue right there. “But you know, I uh, don’t really like to be called ‘sister.’ I don’t mean to be rude.” She rushed on when Nina’s face paled. “It’s just that I had a sister. And she died. Not far from here actually. When I hear you call me sister, it stirs up a lot of old memories. I’m sorry.”

      Nina looked like she might cry. Score one for boundaries maybe, but Joelle had also used up awkward passes number two and three.

      “I’m so sorry! Oh, Joelle. I didn’t know. I mean, I knew. I read it in the papers when it happened like everyone else. I guess I forgot. That must have been terrible for you! It was a hiking accident, wasn’t it?”

      “So they say.” Joelle didn’t believe it. Penny didn’t hike. All her life she’d suffered from POTS, asthma and anemia, ailments that left her feeling weak and frail. The most exercise she ever got was slathering sunscreen on her legs. But seven years after her disappearance, the courts had ruled her dead, and Joelle had inherited her sister’s trust fund. Along with the money, the lawyer had given Joelle a letter from Penny. All it said was, “Use the money for something that makes you feel alive.”

      It was almost as if she’d known she would die. As if she’d planned it. The courts didn’t care. Whether by accident or suicide, seven years gone meant Penny was officially dead.

      The letter had nagged at Joelle. It was the beginning of the end of her career in business—a career that didn’t make her feel alive.

      Right out of college, she’d landed a position at Nayi, a Canadian activewear company. Within a few years, she’d worked her way up the ladder, leaping over more senior colleagues when she spear-headed the Nayi Blue brand, which was aimed at the average person with real work clothing needs. She got the brand into nationwide superstores and made the company a fortune.

      But she wasn’t happy. The hours were long. She spent most of that time chained to her computer.

      Use the money for something that makes you feel alive. Those words, scrawled in her sister’s flowery hand had haunted her. And so she’d come looking for answers in Mullarkey, where her sister had gone right after writing them.

      Nina cleared her throat and Joelle realized she’d been lost in the past for some time.

      “Hey, I’m really sorry.” Nina squeezed her arm. “I’ve got a big mouth. I’m trying to learn to use that fault for good with the power of positivity.”

      Joelle laughed awkwardly. “What do you mean?”

      Nina looked around at the empty parking lot framed in fall foliage. “Well, instead of letting the memory drag you down, I can say, ‘This is a beautiful place for remembrances, isn’t it?’ There. That’s nice and positive.”

      “I guess so.”

      Nina’s expression clouded. “It’s a work in progress. But really, I’m sorry about your sister.”

      “Um, thanks. It’s okay. You were talking about a project?”

      Nina’s lips pursed and she chewed a bit as if she wanted to say more about Penny, but was holding back. Joelle was glad when she changed the subject.

      “Yes, a market. I have a used-trinkets table in my store. I get stuff donated and all the money goes to the community center fund.”

      Joelle nodded. The Pontiac Echo, a local newspaper, had featured the town’s drive to raise funds that would go toward much needed repairs to the community center and the addition of a play park.

      “I might have some items I can donate,” Joelle said. “The inn’s attic is full of stuff. I haven’t had time to go through it all. But whatever’s up there is yours.”

      “That’s very sweet, but you might have some real treasures tucked away. You might want to go through it all first. I’d be glad to help you, and…” She gave Joelle a sly side-eye, “I was hoping to find a place to host a bigger event. Maybe even the inn?”

      “Here? We’re nowhere near ready for events.” The thought of all those people in her inn spiked the simmering panic. Then she sucked in a breath and put on her imaginary innkeeper’s hat. That was the dream, wasn’t it? She wanted an inn full of people—weddings, parties, and events.

      Nina saw her hesitation and rushed on. “I’ll take care of everything. Getting the vendors, putting out a call on socials. I’ll even rope Warrick into making lunch. All you need to do is open up the big dining hall for a day.”

      Joelle made an indecisive humming noise. Why was it so hard? She’d never been troubled with indecision at her old job, but that was because all her decisions revolved around money and people who were statistics on her computer screen. Since she’d taken over the inn, every decision she made seemed to put her in front of people. Real, live people.

      Something that makes you feel alive.

      “Okay. When do you want to do this thing?”

      “Yes!” Nina held out a fist for bumping. Joelle awkwardly mashed her closed hand against it. “Let’s make it soon, before all the Christmas markets take up the good dates. I can come by next week to hammer out the plans and we can look through the attic too. How’s that?”

      “Um, sure.”

      Shae decided she wanted attention and twined around Joelle’s legs, then rose to stand in her homunculus pose again. The white star on her chest glowed like a beacon.

      Nina frowned. “She’s an odd duck, isn’t she?”

      “Yeah. She was pretty feral when I first arrived, but she’s getting friendlier.” Shae dropped to all fours again and rubbed her cheek against Joelle’s leg.

      “She likes you. Maybe she’s your familiar.”

      “I…uh…don’t…” Joelle didn’t know what to say. She didn’t need a familiar.

      “I’ve been looking for one of my own, hoping for a raven or a crow. But all the books say you can’t choose your familiar. They choose you. So I guess I’ll just have to be patient.”

      “I guess so.”

      “It’s all settled then. I’ll be back soon to make plans. It’s going to be faaaaabuuuuulous!” She gave a pinky wave. Joelle watched her get into her car and drive off and all she could think was, What have I gotten myself into?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      By lunchtime, Joelle still hadn’t seen her guest, but when she knocked on his door, there was no answer. Warrick had left for the day, so she couldn’t ask him if he’d seen Oscar. She decided it was none of her business. He’d paid for one night. She reminded herself that the “keeper” part of “innkeeper” didn’t mean that guests had to check in with her. If he wanted to sneak away without saying goodbye, that was his prerogative.

      She settled on a stool by the massive butcher block counter in the kitchen to eat a light lunch. Other than the faint hum of the fridge, the inn was utterly silent. The sound of her teeth crunching on spinach seemed inordinately loud in the quiet. Strangely, instead of feeling isolated, quiet times alone in her inn were soothing.

      Shae sat at attention by the counter with her tail lightly flicking around her feet.

      “I have nothing for you,” Joelle said. “It’s just spinach and feta.”

      Shae slowly lowered her eyelids.

      “Fine. Have a taste of cheese.” She dropped a tiny crumb of feta on the floor. Shae sniffed it, then turned and sauntered away, leaving the cheese behind.

      “You could at least pick up after yourself.” Joelle leaned over and wiped up the mess with a napkin.

      While she ate, she thought about the camp and the cottages that needed to be torn down. It made her sad that a part of the inn’s history would be lost. On the other hand, tearing down the cottages would be like pruning an overgrown garden. It would allow for new growth. And she was excited to start planning the new cabins. She’d never tackled such a complicated build, but her recent experience renovating gave her the confidence to try. She also had an ace up her sleeve in the form of Felix, a local sheep farmer who had retired from a career as a contractor. She was pretty sure she could persuade him to mentor her with the first cabin.

      With that sorted, she washed her dishes and left them to dry, then headed outside to survey the rest of the camp cabins.

      The sun was shining, but the light was brittle, hinting at winter’s bluster. Once she left the garden for the more untamed forest, wet pine needles muted her footsteps.

      Somehow Shae had slipped out the door without Joelle seeing her. That cat truly was liquid. Her feet were silent as she slunk through the undergrowth, but Joelle’s boots crunched on the leaf-strewn path.

      At the camp’s broken down archway, she turned left this time, so she could catalog the state of the cottages along that wing of the trail. She spent an hour poking her head into rotting structures and taking pictures. She made notes of anything that might be salvaged—there wasn’t much—and tried to estimate how many garbage bins she’d need to cart away the debris. Even the demolition would be expensive. She wondered if Penny would think garbage containers were a good use of her trust fund. She glanced around the deserted and dilapidated camp and imagined it filled with families—kids running too fast, grannies lounging in the shade, and a rousing game of volleyball on the beach. That made her feel alive.

      An hour later, she stood on the beach, her surveying done. Shae had followed her from cabin to cabin, but now she’d disappeared on mysterious cat errands.

      Joelle sat on the old barrel beside the beach hut and drank from her water bottle. It wasn’t yet two in the afternoon, but the sun was low and sharp on the horizon. The forest called to her as it always did. She’d spent a lot of time this past summer wandering these woods, but today, she was hesitant to stray too far. Normally, she brought her rucksack when she hiked. It carried emergency essentials like water, a first aid kit, and bear spray. Not thinking she’d leave the camp, she’d left her rucksack in her room. And though she’d never seen a bear on the inn’s property, she’d seen their scat. They were around, but hopefully they were already snug in their winter dens. A short walk wouldn’t hurt.

      As she tramped through the forest, she breathed in the fresh smells of fall—rotting foliage and the tang of impending snow. She was amazed by the silence. No cars could be heard on the distant highway. No planes marred the sky. Even the birds had flown south for the winter. The only sounds were the crunch of leaves under her feet. But soon she heard a new sound, the soft rushing of water where the river narrowed and the shallow water surged over rocks until it met a small waterfall in about half a kilometer.

      A susurration, she thought, drawing on her calendar words.

      She came to a fork in the trail and turned left, away from the water. The trail rose up a steep incline and down again into a sheltered vale where a creek zigzagged toward the river with cedar trees growing along its banks. Many of the trunks leaned precariously as the swampy soil couldn’t hold onto their shallow roots. The shadows deepened in this valley and she hesitated to continue until she spied something unusual ahead.

      A cedar had bent over, making a perfect arch like a gymnast halfway through a backflip. Cedars are hardy trees and fallen trunks often reroot. This one was no different. The bent trunk was split, but the fallen end had sprouted roots and new green shoots.

      It was a natural bower.

      Joelle felt a little thrill go through her. So many of her grandmother’s tales had started with an unlucky or unwise person walking through such an archway. Nana Walsh had been a native to the Pontiac Region and she loved fairy stories, though she’d had to whisper them to the girls because their mother had an irrational dislike of all things supernatural.

      Maybe it was Nana’s echo that urged her feet toward the bower. Or maybe it was her fanciful thoughts about Oscar that made her do it, but suddenly she found herself holding her breath and ducking under the arch.

      On the other side, she waited a beat, not sure what she was expecting. Should the world dissolve, to be replaced by some fairyland? Or maybe she expected a winged and bejeweled fairy queen to greet her. Neither of those things happened. Instead, Joelle’s foot sunk up to the ankle in a bog. She tugged at it, but the boot was solidly stuck.

      A branch cracked behind her. And another. Joelle froze. With the dry leaf cover, even a squirrel could make a racket in the forest, but this sounded bigger and steadier than a skittish squirrel.

      She yanked her foot and it came away, leaving the boot stuck in the mud. Now she hopped on one foot and pleaded with the powers of the forest not to punish her stupidity by bringing her face to face with a bear while she was barefoot and without defenses.

      Another crackle of leaves under a heavy tread. Joelle frantically tugged on her boot as the figure broke from the trees and stepped into the valley.

      Joelle’s boot came free and she fell on her butt in the muck.

      Oscar rushed to her side.

      “Are you injured?” His dark eyes flashed with concern as he reached to help her up.

      “Just my pride.” Joelle slipped her hand into his and he lifted her effortlessly. Her fingers lingered in his for a moment too long. He still wore the long coat, but had left the top hat behind. As he bent to retrieve her boot, the afternoon sun brought out highlights in his blue-black hair. He handed her the boot with a smile.

      “Thanks. I must look like a ragamuffin.” She stuck her wet foot into her even wetter boot.

      “Raggamuffin?”

      “Sorry. It was a recent word of the day. It means a child in dirty and tattered clothes. ”

      He nodded. “I understand. The calendar. Today’s word would be more appropriate. Turbid. As in your boot was mired in the turbid bog.”

      “Not to be confused with turgid, as in the turgid vein throbbed…” She felt her face heating and threw up a hand. “Oh, you know, I get caught up in those daily words. Hard to fit them into everyday conversation though.”

      Oscar grinned. “I should be happy to debate the confluence of turbid and turgid with a ragamuffin.”

      “Ah, yes. Right.” She glanced away, hoping to hide her blush and noticed he was carrying the wooden box. “Out for a stroll with your box?”

      Oscar’s brows furrowed and the light went out of his eyes.

      “It contains the ashes of a valued friend. Alfred was my companion since childhood. When he knew the end was nigh, he begged that his remains should rest in his homeland.”

      Joelle’s eyes dropped to his mouth as he spoke. She couldn’t help it. His formal words should have seemed ridiculous, but they weren’t. His cadence had a singsong tone that was mesmerizing. She realized she was staring and cleared her throat.

      “I’m sorry for your loss. He was a local then?”

      “Local?”

      “From around here?”

      His eyes lifted as if he looked through the trees at the horizon.

      “Near enough. I cannot lavish too much time on the task, and your inn was the closest crossing.”

      “Um, of course.” That made no sense. The inn wasn’t on any crossroads.

      Joelle realized she should be afraid. She was alone in the woods with a man who was clearly a little unhinged, but there was nothing menacing about Oscar.

      Geez, girl. Just because the serial killer is sexy doesn’t mean he won’t murder you.

      But when she studied his profile as he gazed into the trees, she couldn’t bring herself to believe the killer part.

      “May I ask how you came to be seated in the mud?” His lips quirked up in a smile.

      “I, uh, slipped when I went through that.” She pointed at the cedar arch. “My grandmother used to tell me tales of fairy doors. Rings of mushrooms and natural bowers, that sort of thing. They’re supposed to be gateways to fairyland. It’s stupid, I know. It was just a childish whim…”

      She clicked her jaw shut before the ramble got away from her.

      Oscar smiled. “We should hold fast to the child inside for as long as possible. But I am curious, if your fairy door had been real, what did you expect to find on the other side?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. A land of sunshine and flowers? A paradise like in the old stories, full of music and laughter? And maybe I’d find my father and sister drinking honey mead and toasting those they left behind.”

      The wind had picked up and the fall had messed her hair. She smiled to lighten her words and wiped a lock of hair from her cheek.

      “I don’t know why I’m rambling. You must think I’m pretty foolish.”

      Oscar reached out and smoothed back the errant lock that wouldn’t be tamed.

      “Pretty, yes. Foolish, no. I hope your utopia exists and that your father and sister drink with Alfred tonight.”

      His words…his touch…they warmed something inside her, a small coal that had been dormant all her life.

      “Can I…I mean, would you like company while you lay him to rest?” She hoped that didn’t sound too forward.

      Oscar smiled. “I would appreciate company. I wish to fulfill Alfred’s last request, but in truth, now that I’m here, I am uncertain of my final destination. The forest looks much the same in every direction. I had hoped to spread his ashes somewhere special.”

      “I know just the place if you don’t mind a short walk.”

      “Not at all, Aoire an Gheata.” He bowed and swept his arm, indicating that she should lead the way.

      He’d slipped easily into another language. Joelle didn’t understand his words, but she let it go and turned toward the river.

      Twenty minutes of tramping through the woods brought them to the edge of Bryce River where it tumbled over a small cliff. The drop was only ten feet, but it ended in a wide pool that was deep enough for swimming. The sun had finally peeked through the clouds and it lit the falls in soft light. Tendrils of mist lingered around the pool, adding a hint of mystery to the scene.

      “Beautiful!” Oscar said. He wasn’t even winded by the walk, though Joelle struggled not to puff.

      They were silent for a moment, then Oscar opened the box and tilted it into the river. The ashes spread on the surface like a gray blossom. The current tugged at them until a line broke away and within minutes they were washed downstream.

      “Godspeed, my friend.”

      Joelle stepped back to give him privacy. After a moment, Oscar tucked the empty box under his arm and climbed up the slope to meet her. His eyes were wet with tears and he wiped them away with his sleeve.

      “I regret that I have burdened you with my grief.”

      “Not at all.” Joelle wanted to hug him, but held back. “I’m glad you were able to remember your friend properly. I was remembering too. This was a favorite hangout spot when I was a kid. My sister and her friends would come here to drink beer and smoke, play music and dance. This little oasis was party central back then. I like it better now.” She breathed in the clean, crisp air.

      “I would have loved to see you dance by the riverside.” Oscar stood a pace away, and she had a driving urge to step closer to him. Instead, she backed up and gave out a rough laugh.

      “I doubt it. I was pretty awkward and clumsy. Just a kid, hero-worshipping the older teens. But I did have my first kiss here. Right over there, actually.” She pointed to a corner of the clearing. “It wasn’t so exciting. I was shy. He was a little too eager. Our teeth clashed. There was blood.” She laughed, her eyes fixed on her boots. “I don’t know why I keep telling you all this personal stuff. I’m usually quite private.”

      Oscar bowed from the waist. “I am honored to be the keeper of your secrets.” He leaned in. With one finger on her chin, he tilted her face upward and kissed her. The brush of his lips on hers was light and far too brief.

      “Now you have a better remembrance of this place.”

      “Uh, thanks.” Joelle wanted to dig her fingers into his curls and deepen that kiss. Instead, she bowed her head to hide the feelings it produced. “I’d better get back. We have guests arriving tonight.”

      “Of course. I shall escort you, Aoire.”
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      In the fading afternoon light, Joelle sat at a small desk in the library, cataloging books. The small room was the site’s original log cabin, built in 1889. A few years later, the second innkeeper added on the main two-story lodge but kept the original cabin intact. The dining hall, café and kitchen were added by the third owner in the 1930s.

      The library, with its exposed pine logs, was her favorite room. She’d decorated the space like a cozy and familiar den with two seating areas, a desk and a couple of side tables. Old portraits and knickknacks from the attic were arranged on the tables, and she’d added a family photo to make it feel like home. Bookshelves took up two walls, but the bare outer wall still shone with the golden wood finish, and it was shot through with tiny veins as if branches had melded with the pine logs. Joelle had never seen anything like it.

      The fourth wall had much the same effect, but when the gallery had been added on, the builders cut a large door into it. Joelle had repurposed an antique barn door on rails to fill that doorway. On warm days, or when the stove was lit in the gallery, she slid it open to let sunlight flood the room. The barn wood was the perfect addition to this organic space.

      She spent a lot of her down time here. Over the summer, she’d toured Ottawa garage sales and church basement markets for vintage books and hard cover editions of modern books to fill the shelves. Those waited in boxes piled in the corner until cooler weather drove Joelle indoors. She’d found a decent cataloging app and now she was entering each book into the system before carefully arranging them on the shelves. She hoped that guests would borrow and even take the books home with them, but her natural organizational skills demanded that she keep an inventory.

      She tried to work, but her thoughts were not on books or inventory. They were back in the forest, standing by the river with Oscar.

      The light finally faded. She looked up to turn on a lamp and found him leaning against the door frame. His top hat dangled from one hand and the wooden urn was tucked under his arm. A wry smile lit his face.

      “Concentration looks beautiful on you.”

      She should tell him that his comments were inappropriate. The kiss too. They barely knew each other. People didn’t just go around kissing and complimenting each other for no good reason.

      Or maybe they did. Flirtation was a skill that had passed Joelle by. Penny had been the expert, and now that she thought of it, her sister had been kissed by near-strangers a lot in her short life.

      The thought of kissing Oscar again made her stomach flip uncomfortably.

      “Uh, thanks. I like cataloging.”

      Dumb, dumb, dumb! I like cataloging? Who said things like that?

      Oscar’s grin widened and she had the unsettling feeling that he could track her thoughts.

      Outside, the evening had turned stormy. A gust of wind thrashed against the gallery windows. The inn groaned and settled on its footing. Joelle patted the desk absently as if she could soothe the inn through the connection of wood.

      Oscar glanced at the ceiling with a half smile. “You have a magnificent inn, Aoire an Gheata. A true hallow hold. And it is clearly fond of you. I regret that my stay must be so fleeting.”

      “What did you just call me? You said that before. Ee-ra un yata?” Joelle tried to copy his accent and suspected she failed miserably. He laughed, but it was a good-natured sound.

      “That is very close. Aoire an Gheata,” he repeated slowly. The soft burr of the Gaelic words seemed to caress her. “It means shepherd of the gate or less formally, innkeeper. In my land, innkeepers are highly respected and given great honors.”

      “And where is that land?” Her voice sounded breathless.

      He smiled but there was no amusement in his eyes. “Far from here.”

      “How far? The next town over? The next province? Another country?” She stopped short of saying, another world, but he refused to take the bait. Instead, he lifted her hand, turned it over and planted a kiss on her palm.

      She snatched it away. The skin blazed where his lips had grazed her.

      “And what is a hallow hold? You don’t need to be coy. Tell me the truth.”

      He studied her for a long moment, his expression inscrutable, then nodded.

      “And what truth do you need to hear?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. You appear out of nowhere—no car, no luggage. You talk like something out of a Dickens novel and you look like…like that!” She waved her hand at him. She realized that she sounded a bit hysterical.

      He glanced down at his coat. “Am I not dressed appropriately for this era?”

      “And you say stuff like that!”

      Oscar nodded as if he’d come to a decision. “Traditionally the aoire an gheata is also the keeper of secrets. Can you preserve my secret, Innkeeper?”

      He reached for her hand again. His thumb circled around the pad of her palm. She swallowed hard and nodded.

      “Your inn sits on one of the few crossings that remain between our worlds.”

      “Our worlds?” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

      Oscar nodded solemnly. “Your world, Earth, and mine. You might call it Fairyland or Underhill.”

      “So you’re what? An elf or a fairy?” She pulled her hand away and covered her mouth as if she could shove back those impossible words.

      “Your people have named us so, and worse over the years. I prefer the term fae or Sidhe, if you must. Elves are tiny and they have terrible tempers. Fairies are flighty creatures but look, no wings.” He turned slightly to show his broad, wingless back.

      Joelle slumped into her chair. There was so much to unpack in his declaration, she didn’t know where to start.

      She was shepherd of a crossing between two worlds. How did that even work? And Oscar wasn’t human. It seemed ridiculous, like she should ask him to prove it, but hadn’t she already known? Hadn’t she been clinging to the Renaissance Faire idea a little too tightly because she didn’t want to consider the alternate reality?

      In the end it was something else he’d said that stood out.

      I regret that my stay must be so fleeting.

      “You’re leaving, then?”

      She glanced past him toward the windows. Night was falling fast and wind tossed the trees. “It’s going to rain.”

      “Yes, how delightful is that? I wish I could stay to enjoy it. We could dance in the rain and feel it wash away all our concerns.” He bent forward. “Do you dance, Aoire?” His voice was soft and right next to her ear.

      “No,” she whispered.

      “A shame. I shall come again to teach you. ” There was a long silence where Joelle tried to calm her thrumming heart, then he picked up the portrait of her family that had been sitting on the desk. The photo had been taken the same day as the portrait of Penny in the Sunset Room, but this was the formal pose her mother had approved. He studied it for a long moment, then set it down again.

      “A beautiful child who grew into a beautiful woman.”

      Joelle was so used to people reacting to Penny’s beauty, but when she looked up she found his gaze fixed upon her.

      The storm chose that moment to break and rain lashed the gallery windows. Inside the tiny library, she felt isolated from the world, cocooned in books and intense feelings. She rose and put some distance between them, not because she felt threatened but because she didn’t trust herself not to take back that kiss he’d stolen by the river.

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “I hope you have a safe journey through the…uh, gheata, and that you’ll visit us again.” There. That was a prudent, business-like thing to say.

      His eyebrow quirked upward. “Of course.” He bowed in that courtly way, tucked the top hat over his unruly curls and left. With his straight back and loose gait, he walked like a dancer, and his boots were nearly silent as he crossed the flagstone floor of the gallery. The wind grabbed the glass door as he exited. He shut it firmly and lifted a hand to wave one last time. She waved back, then tucked her hands under her arms and hugged herself.

      There was no vehicle in the parking lot, no one waiting to pick him up. Oscar walked into the rain and disappeared into the forest. Joelle rose and stood by the glass wall, watching the storm as the light faded. Rain pattered the roof of the gallery and streaked down the glass wall like tears. Joelle stood there until true night fell, wondering if she’d imagined Oscar MacOisin entirely. Or worse, had she actually met a fae?
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      On a sunny November morning, Joelle stared out the gallery window. A fire crackled in the old stove and the sun heated the glass wall in front of her. Even with autumn weather firmly taking hold, the gallery was warm. It was the perfect spot to do a bit of bookkeeping rather than being cooped up in her windowless office behind the reception desk. She tucked a blanket over her lap and laid her computer on top of that. As soon as she got comfortable, her eyes drifted toward the library. Her memory conjured Oscar leaning against the door. From there, the visions took her along the trail to the waterfalls and the intensity in his eyes, right before he’d kissed her.

      Her computer had sat idle on her lap for so long, the screen went black, and still the memories lingered.

      The one who got away. It was an old-fashioned saying, as if people could be snared on hooks and reeled into love. The thought of catching Oscar made her chuff out a small laugh. That would be like trying to catch the light of a star or the breath of a wind.

      She sucked in a sigh and let it out slowly. She was being overly dramatic, romanticizing a moment in time that probably had no relevance to Oscar, even if he was a fae—especially if he was fae.

      Her mind kept coming round to that absurd possibility, and the more distance she put between herself and the memories, the more ridiculous it seemed. She’d come to accept the quirks of Mullarkey Mills. Elenna had fae creatures living in the woods behind her farm. Nina seemed to accept the reality of brownies. Joelle hadn’t seen any evidence of those gnomish creatures, but she was willing to believe there was something uncanny about the old inn. What had Oscar called it? A hallow hold?

      So there might be pixies in the woods and and some spirit haunting her inn. And now her potential boyfriend was some fae being from another world.

      Ha! The irony was that boyfriend was the more unlikely term in that sentence. Joelle didn’t have a great track record with relationships. Her mother always said she was too closed-off. Penny had just called her weird, in that way that older siblings could tap into the heart of one’s insecurities.

      Joelle was closed-off. And weird. She preferred forests to boardrooms. She liked five syllable words. She’d never been in love before because no one had ever bothered to see the person beneath the weird veneer. Or maybe she hadn’t allowed them to see. She was old enough to be that self-aware at least.

      But Oscar saw her. Aoire an Gheata, he called her. She turned the words over on her tongue, though she couldn’t replicate his soft burr. She’d never thought of words as sexy before, but those were. The way he spoke them had been like a caress. And the way his eyes locked onto hers, as if he were peeling away the walls she’d built around herself, one by one, leaving her exposed. And instead of bringing out her vulnerabilities, Oscar made her feel…what? Safe? Yes. Safe, seen and wanted.

      If not boyfriend, then why boyfriend-shaped, she thought. And that led to another question. If not fae, then why fae-shaped?

      Her hand tapped the dormant laptop, as she tried to rationalize his odd dress, his formal diction…the way he sort of appeared and disappeared from nowhere. If there was another explanation for these things, she couldn’t think of it.

      She woke her laptop and typed “hallow hold” into the search bar. Scrolling through the first pages gave her nothing but exercise videos about some kind of plank position. Nothing otherworldly.

      Maybe Nina would know more. As if the thought conjured her, a car pulled into the parking lot in front of the gallery. Nina popped out of the driver’s side and waited while Max slowly eased himself out the passenger door.

      Max had been a semi-retired vet until last year when he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s and had given up his practice entirely. Now he spent his summers foraging in the wilds around Mullarkey and his winters reading by the fire.

      During Joelle’s first weeks at the inn, he’d come over to introduce himself and ask if he could forage on her lands. She’d agreed and they’d struck up a friendship. Despite his age and his diagnosis, Max was spry and active. She often spotted him walking in the woods and he sometimes brought her fresh chanterelles.

      He waved to her. Joelle lifted a finger to indicate she’d be outside in a minute and shut her laptop. Her mind wasn’t on work anyway, and she’d forgotten that Nina had promised to come help her sort through the junk in the attic, though she wasn’t sure how Max could help with that task.

      She tucked her computer in her office and threw on a jacket. Outside, Max and Nina stood at the head of the camp trail.

      “Are you here for the attic?” Joelle asked.

      “Yeah, but Max wants to see those freaky mushrooms you sent pictures of. You know how weird he is about fungi.”

      “Mycelium is the nervous system of the forest,” Max said. “Without it, you wouldn’t have trees, or berries, or flowers. Then you’d have no insects or animals, small or large.”

      Max frowned. Bushy white brows lowered over his eyes. He had the florid complexion of someone who’d spent most of his long life outdoors. His white hair had recently been trimmed but that didn’t tame it much. Gravity hadn’t been kind to his nose or ears and they gave him a gnomish air.

      Nina rolled her eyes. “Uh-oh, now I got him going. Cue the lecture on fungus.”

      Max frowned. “You’re never too old to learn something new, young lady.”

      “Of course not. Mushrooms are exciting.” Nina rolled her eyes.

      Joelle had forgotten about her little patch of odd mushrooms and that she’d sent the photos to Max. She patted his arm. “Personally, I like a good mycelium story.”

      Max decided that Joelle was being smart, and he snorted. “Young people have no respect these days. Now, I was promised a freaky mushroom.”

      “Of course.” She walked them to the far side of the parking lot. There was a small clearing before the land gave way to forest. In the summer it was a grassy lawn about forty by forty feet, bordered by a cedar hedge. The clearing was big enough that Joelle had been considering the addition of some picnic tables as overflow seating for the café. Recent storms had driven the last leaves from the trees, leaving the ground freshly covered in a brown and gold blanket.

      Shae appeared from the forest and sat beneath the hedge, washing a paw while she observed the humans.

      “They were around here somewhere.” Joelle bent to push leaves aside until she found the odd sprouts. They were bigger now, nearly twice the size of just a few days ago. Four white fingers with thin purple veins running through them rose a few inches above the ground. Joelle couldn’t help herself. She stroked a mushroom with the tip of one finger. It was soft as velvet. Something electric thrummed through her, as if the mushroom’s touch reverberated through her veins.

      Shae bounded over and swatted her hand until Joelle pulled it away. Then the cat rubbed her cheek against Joelle’s leg.

      “As promised,” Nina said. “One super freaky mushroom. Not to mention a bizarro cat.”

      Max ignored the cat and bent to inspect the mushroom. Tentatively, he reached a hand toward it. Shae pounced on him too.

      “What is she, the mushroom police?” Nina asked.

      “She’s okay.” Max scratched the cat under the chin and Shae rubbed against his hand. He took out his phone and snapped several pictures of the fungi, from above and below.

      “Are there more?” he asked.

      Joelle walked across the clearing and dug in the leaves to reveal another clump of mushrooms. Shae followed her as she uncovered two more clumps. Max inspected each patch, then they all stood back to study the clearing.

      Nina tilted her head from one side to the other. “Is it just me, or are the mushrooms growing in a perfect square?”

      Joelle agreed. The patches were evenly spaced.

      Max made a noncommittal grunt. He went from clump to clump, again, taking more pictures and peering closely at the growths.

      “So what do you think?” Joelle asked.

      Max, who was kneeling, held out a hand for Nina to help him up. When he was standing, he wiped dirt from his knees with a shaky hand.

      “Under normal circumstances, I’d harvest a couple of these and take them home to make a spore pattern, but…” He eyed Shae who was watching him intently. “I think I’ll leave them alone and do a bit more research.”

      Joelle nodded. “I’m with Shae on this one. These mushrooms feel…I don’t know. Special, somehow. I don’t like the idea of picking them.”

      “You know that mushrooms are just the fruiting body of the organism,” said professor Max. “Picking them is like picking an apple from a tree. That’s all.”

      Joelle hugged her arms over her stomach. “Tell that to Shae.” The cat watched them with a hooded gaze.

      “Do you have any idea what they could be?” Joelle asked.

      Max pursed his lips, making his mustache twitch. He seemed reluctant to answer.

      “Why don’t I beg a cup of coffee from Warrick while you two forage in the attic. I’ll see what I can come up with.”
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      They left Max in the kitchen with Warrick and a mug of coffee. Joelle grabbed a couple of flashlights, and at the end of the first floor hallway she unlatched a red velvet cord that blocked a staircase. She fumbled on the wall for the light switch.

      “When are you going to open up the rooms on the second floor?” Nina asked as they climbed.

      “I’ll finish the downstairs first. Only one room on the east side is done and I’ve been living in it. But the others need to be renovated before I start on the upstairs.”

      “Sounds like you have your work cut out for you.”

      “For many, many years.” They paused on the upper landing while Joelle searched again for the light switch. Something moved in the shadows at the far end of the hallway. She got an impression of a long fluttering white tail.

      “Did you see that?” Her hand stilled on the wall, then she hastily flicked the switch. The hallway filled with pale yellow light. The inn seemed to be holding its breath.

      “See what?” Nina peered past her shoulder.

      Joelle shook her head. “I thought I saw something.”

      “Must be those brownies.”

      “Not unless they wear white gowns.”

      “Ooh! Maybe you saw the White Lady. She’s quite famous around here.” Nina squinted into the darker end of the hallway as if hoping the specter might reappear.

      “I read about the White Lady when I researched the history of the inn,” Joelle said. “There wasn’t one sighting that couldn’t be explained by a flapping curtain or too much wine drunk at a party.”

      Nina shrugged. “Maybe, but you shouldn’t be so quick to dismiss it. Paranormal tourism is a hot ticket right now. Play up the White Lady story and you might get some great free press for the inn.”

      Privately, Joelle believed that not all press was good press. Out loud, she said, “The stairs for the attic are over there.” She pointed to the first door along the hallway. Beyond that were more closed doors that led to empty and outdated rooms. Joelle pulled a keychain from her pocket and sorted through the keys until she found one that fit the attic door. The lock stuck. She tried to force the key, but feared it would break. She pulled it out and twisted the door knob in frustration. The knob clicked and the door swung outward, nearly banging Joelle’s nose. She jumped back and glanced at Nina who stared at the door like it might bite her.

      “I, uh…must have loosened it,” Joelle said. “You know, like a pickle jar.” The old boiler in the basement chose that moment to turn on with a rumble and a flickering of the lights.

      Nina raised one eyebrow. Joelle shoved open the door to reveal another set of very dark, very narrow and impossibly steep stairs.

      Nina wrinkled her nose. “I’m pretty sure those aren’t up to code.”

      “Not even a little bit.”

      “You’ll have to lock this door when you open the rooms up here or someone will break their neck on these.”

      “Maybe. I was thinking about turning these upstairs rooms into family suites. I had someone out to assess the attic already. It’s in good shape. It could be turned into sleeping lofts, then these stairs would become redundant.”

      They climbed as Joelle spoke. When they reached the top, she shone her flashlight into the dark space. Light cut across crates around the outer walls. Old toys, furniture and boxes were piled in the middle of the room, leaving two narrow aisles for them to maneuver around. A shuttered window at the far end provided a crack of sunlight. Joelle found the string hanging from a bare bulb and pulled it. The dim bulb lit enough of the shadows that they could move around safely.

      “Wow!” Nina was already pulling things from boxes. “Look at this.” She held up an antique wedding dress. It was creased and yellowed with age. The lace collar was tattered.

      Joelle wrinkled her nose. “I don’t think anyone would want to buy that.”

      “Not for the rummage sale, but it would make a great halloween display in my shop window next year.”

      “It’s yours. You might want to wash it first.”

      “Nah. The dirt adds to its creepy charm.”

      “It’s positively captivatory,” Joelle muttered.

      Nina wrinkled her nose. “Are you still on that word-of-the-day calendar? Why do all the words sound so Victorian? You should get a street slang calendar.” She shook out the gown. “This dress is on fleek!”

      “I think they’ve moved on from fleek already,” Joelle said aloud, but she thought, Oscar would have appreciated captivatory.

      That brought up another problem. Should she tell Nina about Oscar? She didn’t want to hide from her friends, but how would they react to her dating a fae? And were they really dating? It was one kiss…okay, a few hand kisses too. But he was gone now. If the stories about the fae realm were true it might be a hundred years before he returned.

      She didn’t believe that. Oscar had said he’d come for her again and she believed him. That just left her with the problem of explaining to her friends that she was romantically involved with one of the dark beings who lived in the forest.

      She chickened out. She couldn’t bring herself to say it.

      Hey, Nina, I’m dating a fairy.

      Apart from how ridiculous it sounded, she knew Nina would lecture her on the dangers of dealing with the fae. She’d listened to all the arguments when Elenna had elected to treat with the fae living on her farm.

      “Hey, Nina?”

      Nina looked up from sorting through a box of old ceramic tiles. “Yeah?”

      “I met a guy.”

      “You did? That’s great! What’s he like? Is he cute? Of course, he’s cute. Where’d you meet him?”

      Joelle held up a hand to stall the barrage of questions.

      “His name is Oscar. He’s really nice.”

      “Well, of course he’s nice. You wouldn’t like him otherwise, would you? Or are you into bad boys? I gotta say, they’re more trouble than they’re worth.”

      “Not a bad boy.” Not a human boy either, she thought.

      “So when do we get to meet him? You should bring him to the dance next Friday.” Joelle opened another box, found more books and set it aside for the rummage sale.

      “Maybe. He, uh…travels a lot for work.”

      “Well, the next time he’s in town, we’ll have a little shindig so you can introduce him all around.”

      “Yeah. Sure. That would be great.” Now she regretted saying anything. Nina would take one look at Oscar and her witchy sense would kick in. She would know exactly what he was. Maybe if he lost the top hat and long coat? An image of Oscar in jeans and a t-shirt flitted through her mind and Joelle had to pause to rein in the flutters that produced in her stomach.

      Nina was blissfully unaware of the battle going on inside Joelle. She dug into box after box, channeling her new optimism with compliments for each bit of junk. She squealed with delight when she found a box of vinyl records

      “There are entire stores dedicated to vinyl now,” she said as she unsheathed an old album. “These could be worth a fortune!”

      Joelle glanced at the box. The titles were mostly children’s albums and opera. “Doubtful. I think those stores cater mostly to hipsters. They won’t want Old MacDonald’s Farm.”

      “You’re probably right.” Nina frowned. “I’ll put them in the rummage sale anyway. You never know.”

      While Nina dug into another box, Joelle turned in a circle, surveying the junk in the room. There was so much stuff! If she ever wanted to use this space for lofts, it would all have to be sorted. A small voice in her head whispered that she should rent a dump container, park it below the attic window and just chuck everything out. But then her fingers brushed across a set of leather-bound Sherlock Holmes books piled on an old wash stand. There were treasures to be found here. And, she reminded herself, it would all go toward the community center renovations. So she rolled up her sleeves and crouched in front of a wooden chest.

      An hour later, they had made good headway. Joelle emptied boxes as she went, refilling them with items sorted into three categories: keep, throw away and donate. Nina’s organization was less well defined. Her biggest pile was stuff for her shop window. A smaller pile was destined for the community rummage sale. She didn’t seem to think anything was trash-worthy. She also babbled the whole time, commenting on each item or regaling Joelle with stories about the founding families of Mullarkey.

      “I’m going to do some themed windows for my store,” she said. “I could do one about the White Woman. I already have plans for the Dagg ghost. Did you know he was the only ghost in the region known to speak?” She continued to prattle on about the ghost who apparently drove laborers off the Dagg farm in 1879, but Joelle was only partly listening. After a while, her voice became a soothing background noise and Joelle tuned her out.

      She found a cardboard box with a lid, like the kind used for printer paper. The top was wedged tight and when she finally pried it off, the box jumped in the air and fell over on its side, spilling a stack of framed artwork at her feet.

      “Ow!” A heavy block of wood fell on her toe. Joelle picked it up and discovered a wooden frieze. Quebec antique stores were full of these folk carvings. They were often wrought from flat pieces of pine or spruce. This one was cedar and it had weathered to gray. It depicted a simple log cabin with a bare tree growing beside it. The absence of leaves and the smooth slope of ground suggested snow. She flipped it over and ran her finger over a few words etched onto the back side: Hallow Crossing Inn, 1889.

      Huh. She flipped it over again. Could this be the original log cabin that had become her inn?

      “Oooh! Look at this!” Nina’s tone was excited.

      Joelle let her hand holding the frieze drop as Nina shoved an ancient scrapbook under her nose. The pages were yellowed and cracked. The sweet, musty smell of old books wafted up to her. Bibliosmia, thought her word-collecting brain. The breakdown of chemicals in the paper. It was the smell of nostalgia.

      “This is the story I was telling you about.” Nina pointed to a newspaper clipping pasted in the scrapbook. Joelle unfolded a the page and read an article from over seventy years ago in the Pontiac Echo.

      
        
        Mullarkey Mills: Police were called to a disturbance at the Hollow Crossing Inn last Friday, May 2nd 1953, when two guests refused to pay for their room stay. Bill and Ruth Balenki from Toronto caused a scene when they insisted their room was haunted and refused to pay because they could not sleep due to the constant disturbance of a White Woman specter.

        Stories of hauntings have been circulating since the inn’s construction in 1909, but the inn’s owner, Glen Calleau, insists that all resident ghosts are friendly.

      

      

      The rest of the article detailed previous ghostly experiences at the inn—sightings of ephemeral ladies in white dresses, picture frames suddenly falling off the walls, and coyote-like howls breaking the quiet of the night.

      “I told you the inn was haunted,” Nina said. “People have been seeing ghosts here for over a hundred years. You could really cash in on that.”

      Joelle grunted, neither in agreement nor disagreement. She really didn’t want a bunch of ghost hunters lurking around, and she still didn’t see anything that couldn’t be explained by over-active imaginations. What really caught her eye was the name of the inn from the article.

      “The Hollow Crossing,” she said as she held up the wooden relief. She turned it over. “This says Hallow Crossing. Are they the same?”

      Nina peered at the carving and nodded. “That was the original name. I think they changed it some time in the thirties or forties. Hallow Crossing was a designation for holy ground. I guess they didn’t think it made a great hotel name.”

      “Holy ground? Like a church?” Joelle couldn’t remember mention of there being a church here.

      “Maybe. Or it could be older than that. The indigenous peoples had many such holy places. It’s sad to think we just bull-dozed right over them. But you could check the archives in Shawville. They have records going back to the first settlers.”

      “I might. It would be interesting to feature some history of the inn. I could make a display in the gallery.” Joelle tucked the wood frieze into the “keep” box. Nina added the scrapbook.

      “You’ll have to add the ghost stories. I’m telling you, it’s big business.”

      Joelle decided to take a break and see how Max was getting along. They carried boxes of goods to donate downstairs to the dining hall, where they would set up the rummage sale.

      Joelle carried the carved relief of the inn to the kitchen to clean off the dust and found Max frowning at his phone.

      “Did you find anything?” she asked.

      He looked up and his frown deepened.

      “As far as I can tell, none of my foraging apps have anything like your little toadstools.”

      “So they’re a complete mystery.” Nina seemed pleased by that. “We found a few of our own mysteries.” She pointed to the carving and Joelle handed it over to Max. He studied the relief.

      “It’s a fine specimen of Quebecois folk art. The artists were known as les patenteux, or the inventors. Homes and taverns were covered in such reliefs back in the day.” He turned it over, read the words etched on the back, then jerked back in surprise.

      “What is it?” Joelle asked.

      Max scrolled through a website on his phone. “I found this, but it’s just an old wives’ tale, so I didn’t take it seriously.” The screen showed her a block print of a mushroom with a tiny door and window. Smoke curled from a chimney poking out of the mushroom’s cap. It was cute and folksy, and Joelle had no idea why he would show it to her.

      “There is an old fairy story about hallow caps. They were sentient fungi that grew to immense proportions to become dwelling places of the fae.”

      “Sentient?” Nina said. “What do you mean? They could talk?”

      “Maybe.” Max scratched his beard. “The stories aren’t clear, but they could certainly think. They seemed to have some kind of symbiotic relationship with the fae. It’s not really clear, but the structures they grew into were called Hallow Holds.” He tapped the old print of the inn.

      “I’ve heard that term before,” Joelle said hesitantly. “But I’m not really sure what it means.”

      “Me neither.” Max scratched his mustache with thumb and forefinger. “I’ll have to do more research.” His expression was one of concern.

      Only Nina seemed excited by their find. “Just think! You might have fairy mushrooms growing in your yard!”

      Joelle crossed her arms over her chest. Max raised one eyebrow. They all knew that anything was possible in the forests around Mullarkey Mills.
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      The last Friday of November was unseasonably warm. Joelle planned to spend the day tearing down rotten structures in the camp. Dressed in overalls with a thick shirt, work boots, and a tool belt, she hooked the trailer to the ATV, then added a tool box, shovel and crowbar to the trailer bed.

      She slowed at the head of the trail to inspect the hallow caps, as she was now calling them. Max’s research hadn’t revealed anything more about the odd fungi, but he’d promised to keep digging. She left the ATV in neutral and jumped off it. Brushing aside leaves, she found the first patch of mushrooms. They’d grown again, which defied both the general life-cycle of mushrooms and the season. Despite the reprieve from the cold, winter was almost upon them and all sensible flora and fungi were hunkered down for the season. Despite her misgivings, seeing their tiny heads poke through the leaf litter never failed to make her smile. She’d become oddly fond of the little mushrooms, so she carefully packed leaves around them again before heading down to the camp.

      Yesterday, she’d demolished most of the old beach house, leaving only the roof trusses and supports on a bare cement slab. In the spring, she’d get Felix out to have those evaluated and possibly replaced before she started to rebuild.

      Today’s chore was pulling up the rotten deck behind the beach house. She had a nice view of the river as she worked. Shae kept guard over her domain from her perch on the old rain barrel as Joelle tore out plank after plank and loaded them onto the trailer. Until now, she’d been sorting the wood into junk and reusable boards, but these were all junk and would have to be burned.

      A little past three in the afternoon, Joelle took a break to stretch and hydrate. She strolled down to the river to stretch her back, which was cramped from the constant bending. They were coming to the shortest day of the year and the sun peeked through the trees near the horizon.

      She turned to check her work. The deck was nearly gone. She had only a few boards left to remove, but she wasn’t sure she had the energy to finish today.

      Shae still watched from her barrel perch. She sat in the loaf position with her massive paws in front of her. With the extra toes, it looked like she was melting into a puddle of black fur.

      Joelle sighed and stretched her back again. “You’ve got thumbs. Can’t you finish the deck for me?”

      The cat slow-blinked. Then she sat up, her eyes alert and staring into the trees.

      Joelle felt a tingle of warning right before a voice said, “Let me help, Aiore.” The voice was warm. The feelings it stirred in her stomach were even warmer.

      She spun around. “You came back!” It was a stupid, obvious thing to say and Oscar grinned.

      “I did. I would like to see more… of your town.”

      The sinking sun highlighted his black hair with burnished flames. She realized that the memories she had of him—the ones she’d been carefully doling out in the dark of night when she couldn’t sleep—those memories had done him no justice. He was devastating up close. Not delicate-pretty as she’d once thought, but cut from something wilder. The angles of his face were sharpened by weather and a long life full of laughter and song. A three-day beard made him look just a little feral.

      The beard was new. So were the clothes.

      The top hat and waistcoat were gone. In their place he wore a gray wool sweater that looked hand-spun and battle-worn, black jeans faded at the seams, and leather boots built for forest paths instead of city streets. A deep green scarf circled his throat like a hunter’s token, and a weathered rucksack rode one shoulder. He looked like something the woods themselves might have shaped and sent walking.

      He accepted her frank appraisal with a half smile.

      She shut her jaw that was hanging open and cleared her throat.

      “We’re, uh…glad to have you stay with us again.” She didn’t know why she was speaking in the royal “we.” It just seemed appropriate, as if adopting the role of innkeeper could keep her safe from her hammering heart.

      “I see you brought luggage this time. Will you be staying long?”

      “Only a few days. My mother requires my attention at home.”

      “Oh, I hope she’s well.”

      Oscar shook his head. The light danced off his hair.

      “Quite well and demanding. You might say I am second in her business.”

      “What business is that?”

      “Governing, mostly.”

      Joelle’s eyes snagged on his mouth. His lips pressed together in a grin and her eyes jerked upward. He’d caught her staring. Again. They she registered his words.

      “Governing? So your mother is a…” Her mind shied away from the word, but Oscar supplied it.

      “A fairy queen, yes. My mother is Queen Naimh of Tir na Nog.”

      “Oh.” What was she supposed to do with that? There was so many stories about the unrelenting power of fairy queens. They mostly didn’t end well.

      Oscar seemed amused by her discomfort. Flustered, she brushed her hands on her pants.

      “Well, I’m just about done here. Why don’t we head up to the inn and get you registered.” She turned toward the ATV that was hooked up to the trailer full of old lumber. Shae sat on the driver’s seat.
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requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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