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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      My brush was finishing the left nostril of the Madonna when the call came. From long practice, I ignored the ringing and smoothly completed the stroke on the board. Painted in the late 15th century, the portrait’s age demanded respect, even from a modern device.

      I stepped back from the painting and examined my restoration work with a critical eye. Nice. I turned off the lamp.

      I was cleaning my brushes when the phone rang for the third time. Wiping my hands on a towel, I tapped the phone, putting my sister on the speakerphone to hear her announcement.

      “She’s dead.”

      The cutting of the bond between myself and my mother early this morning had woken me from a dead sleep. I thought I was past the need for confirmation but found myself asking anyway, “It was around 1:30, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes.” There was a pause before Phillipa said, her voice breaking, “Ding dong.”

      I couldn’t agree more. Indeed, the witch was dead. I asked Phillipa, “What’s the plan?”

      My older sister was a big planner. I imagined she would have a mental spreadsheet in her head of what she would do once our mother died. It wasn’t like she hadn’t had time to plan: our mother had broken her hip a few months back. Her long-desired death was not exactly an unexpected event.

      “How soon can you get here? There are things we need to discuss as a family and not on the phone.”

      “I’ll come this evening via train.”

      “You sure? What about the crowds? Wouldn’t a rental car be better?”

      “It’s fine. A crowd is anonymous. I’ll be okay. Besides, I let my driver’s license expire.”

      Phillipa let big-sister exasperation leak into her voice. “Really, Vic? What if you needed ID?” When I didn’t respond, she gave an aggrieved sigh. “Will you stay at the house?”

      “Seems easiest.”

      “Liam refuses to go inside.”

      My brother had a talent for psychometry, a method of reading an object’s past by touching them. I could only imagine how uncomfortable he would feel within the family home. However, a house empty of people presented no danger to my talent. I only needed to keep the right doors closed.

      My mind was on death, both past and present, so Phillipa’s next words jarred me out of my abstraction. “Will work give you any trouble?”

      “During the summer? For the death of a family member? No trouble at all.”

      

      When I called to ask for time off, my boss at the university was all concern. That didn’t surprise me. Tony was a soft jelly type of man who remembered his staff’s birthdays and always let them have a half-day on the Friday before a holiday weekend.

      Whenever I had to be in the same room with him, his emotions were like being stuck in marshmallow-goo. I tried to keep as much physical distance as I could between us; I didn’t want to get attached to niceness. It was messy.

      “Take as much time as you need. Losing a parent is hard.”

      Was it? Probably for normal people with average parents, it was. For now, I was still assessing my own psychic damage. I probed that lost emotional connection, like a tongue touching the place where a tooth was suddenly missing. Eventually, I would get used to the sensation of loss. Life continued. That I knew.

      For now, though, I was feeling lightheaded, floaty, from the relief of Rachel Rowan’s death. Tony’s voice on the other side of the phone startled me.

      “Where should we send flowers?”

      “I’ll let you know when I get the details.”

      Ha! Flowers? He should send a bouquet of vervain and dill. But for all of Tony’s historical knowledge, I doubted he would get a reference to plants traditionally used to ward off witches.

      “What about the Madonna? Do you want me to return her to the university?”

      “Your studio is secure, and covered by insurance. It would be safer there, for now. I have my hands full here with an emergency fumigation. Some idiot brought in a cardboard box from outside, and now everyone is seeing bugs.”

      My studio, where I worked by myself, far from people, was indeed secure. Its security system was probably better than the university’s.

      “I’ll keep you updated about my plans by email,” I told him.
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        * * *

      

      Taking the train was a calculated risk. I chose a time when it would be crowded with people all rushing to get home from work, their tired minds on getting dinner and not much else.

      The larger the crowd, the more muddled the emotional output. My empath abilities registered it as white noise.

      I watched the scenery flying by. The train was already out of the city, passing through the suburbs. It was all achingly familiar, and the dead link between me and my mother gave me an eerie feeling. Like I had forgotten something.

      But I hadn’t. That was the problem. I hadn’t forgotten a damn thing.

      At each stop, more passengers left to enjoy their ordinary lives. This line would eventually take me to Grimsby. It was the last stop before the train returned.

      Tired from my interrupted sleep last night, I found my head starting to nod. My forehead pressed against the cool glass of the window, and to the rocking of the train, I fell asleep.

      

      In the water, I was drowning. My hands flailed upward, trying to connect with something, anything. A hand pushed my head under the surface. I opened my mouth to scream. Stinking lake water entered my mouth, suffocating me.

      

      I awoke with a start, choking, my heart pounding from fright. Still panicked, a voice made me jerk in surprise like a frightened deer.

      “Pleasant dream, Vic?”

      The carriage was now empty except for a man sitting opposite me, nearest to the aisle. A face I had known once as softer, more lively. Now his features held the neutral stillness of the experienced hunter. It assessed me with stony eyes.

      My talent hit a blank emotional wall. I knew only one person that could do that: Reed Easton.

      Like I didn’t have enough ghosts from the past. Some of what I felt must have shown on my face, for he said with a voice deeper than I remembered, “Not pleased to see me, old friend?”

      “Good evening, Reed.”

      He gave a gracious nod of his head, as if he were royalty, acknowledging a peasant. I wondered how long Reed had sat there watching me sleep. Was his interest creepy or romantic? Knowing how we had parted fifteen years ago, my guess veered towards unsettling. And dangerous.

      As if he had read my thoughts, he asked, “Returning to Grimsby after all these years?”

      I might not be able to read his emotions, but I was experienced in matching feelings to faces and words. He still held a grudge, while I had no regrets over burning that bridge. I was a talented bridge-burner, and had learned long ago: never look back to see the fire.

      Suddenly, I became aware of how wrinkled my shirt was. Wearing the most paint-stained but comfortable jeans from my closet did not exactly scream: ‘look at how successful I am without you in my life.’

      I pulled the sympathy card. “My mother died.”

      “Ding dong, huh?”

      Considering my mother’s reputation in Grimsby, I had already figured the turnout for any memorial service wouldn’t be numerous. But Reed’s words made me wonder. Maybe a crowd of Grimsby residents, all holding pitchforks, would storm the house, wanting confirmation that the witch was dead. As well as her spawn.

      “Your sister seems to be doing well.”

      “Yes, she is.”

      How much longer before we pulled into Grimsby station? Could I excuse myself and hide in the bathroom?

      “And Liam?”

      I tried not to wince. Liam was not faring well. He had his reasons, but I wasn’t sharing them. I said politely, “He’s fine.”

      Reed gave a small chuckle that I remembered all too well. “Still hiding the truth, Vic?”

      I saw the silhouette of the town’s water tower against the setting sun. Good, not much longer. I reminded myself to act like an ordinary human being. I was experienced with pretending.

      Keeping my voice level, I asked pleasantly, “Your family?”

      “Fine,” he said, giving a smile that was sarcastic, acknowledging the game we played.

      The adult version of his face had no softness, only angles. Reed, once a star athlete on the high-school swim team, was still lean and muscular. He wore crisp jeans, sharply pressed, a light blue jacket, and an Oxford shirt with the top button undone. It all fitted with immaculate tailoring. Well. Hm.

      The train stopped. I practically jumped from my seat, grabbing my bag. Slinging the strap over my shoulder, and my eyes downcast, I muttered, “It was nice seeing you after all this time⁠—”

      With the speed of a cat, Reed was at the door, blocking my exit with his arm. He bent to me, his breath on my ear softly fluttering my hair. I shivered.

      “Was it nice? Seeing me?” he asked softly.

      I kept my eyes forward, looking straight through the glass to the platform beyond. Freedom was so close. When I didn’t answer, he pulled back, his light jacket flaring open with the movement.

      I shoved the door open as fast as possible. As I hurried away, I wondered why my old high-school boyfriend would be wearing a gun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      I hid in the women’s bathroom of the train station and texted for a driver. I didn’t want to risk any more chummy meetings with old flames. Talking with Reed any further could become quicksand, that I would have a hard time escaping.

      The driver was pleasant, and the car was clean. Unfortunately, his emotions were not as tidy. It took me a full five minutes to stop tasting the acid-weeping flavor of them.

      From a lifetime of experience I knew what a combination of guilt-loss-sad-worry-despair meant. The driver had a loved one who had recently died, or was about to.

      When we pulled up to my parent’s old house, a sharp headache was slicing my head in half. This is why I had a private studio: to avoid people and the migraines their messy emotions give me.

      Standing outside the car, I felt a reviving breeze. I pulled a twenty out of my pocketbook and handed it to the driver through his window. I was careful not to touch his fingers; touching people only made the emotional output stronger.

      “You pay through the app,” he started to explain.

      “I already did. This is a gift to you.”

      He reluctantly took the money, still protesting. “Tips also go through the app.”

      “It’s not a tip,” I explained patiently. “It’s a gift. Because I like you. Good luck.”

      Before he could argue further, I turned and walked up the drive to the house. Fifteen years. Well, the place was the same.

      I stopped and took a deep breath while I surveyed it.

      Our house was on the corner of a street in an area Grimsby residents knew as Claypit. The unappetizing name came from what had once made Grimsby great: the manufacturing of bricks.

      My great-grandparents’ house was gifted to my father upon his marriage. A Victorian Italianate candy box. A stolid square built with the local dusky-rose brick, with a flat roof and tall, narrow windows.

      One of those homes that would make an ideal setting either for a romance movie or a horror show. Like many things Rowan, there was no in-between.

      I remembered Mother being very proud of it. To visitors, she always pointed at the circular plaque on the porch that certified ‘built in 1869’ from the Historic Register. My mother had worn the mantle of my father’s prestige so well that the town forgot it wasn’t hers to begin with.

      I passed the bronze sign with barely a glance.

      The light at the porch was on. Did Phillipa do that for me? Or was it a forgotten relic from when Rachel Rowan toppled down the stairs (and off her throne) three months ago?

      Mother had never liked the dark, and always insisted that the house be well lit. Perhaps she should have focused on illuminating the dark corners of her soul.

      Weeks back, Phillipa had mailed me a copy of the house key and directions on how to turn off the burglar alarm system. I used the key and that information now. It wasn’t sophisticated. I thought of three ways I could bypass it as I punched in the buttons.

      Inside, I turned on more lights as I explored, letting Claypit know a Rowan had returned to the nest.

      I wandered through the ground floor, finding that little had changed in fifteen years. Her dollhouse was still waiting for my mother’s entrance. You could almost hear the click-click of her heels over the original heart-oak boards.

      I shook myself. You don’t care about ghosts, remember?

      On the first floor was the entrance to my mother’s sacred place: the formal living room. We kids had only been allowed there when cleaning it. Or when summoned for punishment.

      I walked boldly into her space and as I sat down on the sofa, gave a brittle chuckle. No one could stop me. That moment was when I knew she was dead. Truly dead.

      As my hand stroked the polished wood, I thought about my many connections in the fine art world. I knew several auction houses that dealt with furniture. I would speak to Phillipa about disposing of our mother’s prize collection as soon as possible. The idea gave me sadistic glee.

      With the Power of Attorney from our mother, Phillipa had kept the utilities turned on. Speaking from her realtor experience, Pip said nothing aged a house faster than it being deserted.

      I imagined she had a good idea of the house’s value. Yet, oddly enough, thinking of the “For Sale” sign Phillipa would quickly put on the front lawn bothered me a little. A feeling of nostalgia, a yearning for something that never really existed, came over me.

      To slap away this sentimental nonsense, I deliberately thought of the rooms upstairs I had yet to see. Ha. Yeah, the house could be sold. The quicker, the better.

      In the kitchen, I found a hand-written note tacked onto the fridge door: ‘I’m sure you haven’t eaten. Stuff in the fridge.’ It was signed with my sister’s very decorative ‘P’ in the same script she used to decorate the cover of her high-school notebooks.

      My stomach rumbled, and I realized that my big sister was right—I hadn’t eaten since early that morning. I pulled out the containers, and flipping up lids, chose pasta. I automatically sat down in my usual place at the table, triggering a stream of memories, mostly bad, of sitting there with my family.

      “Let it go,” I commanded myself. I refused to see ghosts. The dead weren’t my bailiwick.

      Despite my self-talk, the Alfredo sauce had turned to glue in my mouth. I forced myself to continue chewing, making my body straighten from the cringing, head-down posture it had assumed.

      When I was cleaning up in the kitchen, Phillipa called me again.

      “All good?”

      “It’s fine.” That word again. I needed to take a course on how to make pleasant chit-chat. Pick up a few more phrases I could use to perfect my camouflage.

      “I thought we could meet at Vincent’s for breakfast. Liam is willing. We can decide on our next move.”

      So many things to discuss, but more not to.

      “Vincent’s?”

      “Dominic’s old place. Dom retired after a heart attack, and his grandson has it now. I know you won’t believe this but it’s not a greasy spoon anymore—it’s a hipster cafe!”

      “There are hipsters in Grimsby?” The town was bricks, lumber, and railroad. Where was the proud blue-collar town I had left?

      “You’re out of touch, Vic. Grimsby is growing as a getaway spot. People are coming up here to shop at the quaint historic downtown, hike trails, and kayak on the lake.”

      “You don’t have to give me the real-estate sell, Pip.”

      “I’m serious. There’s a real revival happening here. Why do you think I’m so busy?”

      I tried to wrap my mind around the idea. It seemed that not all things were going to be the same.

      “Was the train ride okay?”

      I was about to say it was fine, but stopped myself in time. I told her tentatively, “I saw Reed. Reed Easton. On the train.”

      Why had I said his last name? Pip knew who I meant.

      “Oh? Well, his father still lives here, though he’s not the police chief anymore. Retired. His mother died some time back from cancer. Maybe Reed’s here for the weekend? I sometimes see him in town.”

      Today was Friday, so Pip could be right. Yet somehow, I couldn’t shake the thought that his coming had something to do with my arrival. “Was Mother’s obituary in today’s paper?”

      “Yes. I got it in right before the deadline. Why?”

      “No reason. I was just wondering.”

      The beauty of electronic communication was, there was no emotional attachment to the words spoken. It was neutral. I leaned into that comfort. Tomorrow would not provide any.

      Phillipa asked, “Do you want me to drive over to pick you up tomorrow?”

      “No. I’d prefer to walk. It’s just a few blocks.”
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        * * *

      

      I was so engrossed in reading technical journals that the rock flying through the glass window made me jerk from my chair. I flattened myself to the floor under the dining table and waited.

      Lying on the carpet, panting, I got a fleeting taste of the vandal: an aggressive, masculine signature of smoky-hungry, burning-battery-acid that probably made him an absolute joy to be around. But even as I grasped his emotional energy print, it faded. He was out of my range.

      Crawling out from under the table, I found the rock, bigger than my fist, in the middle of the carpet of my mother’s pristine visiting room. I wondered if the vandal knew the irony of that. It had gone through a side window that looked out to the alley between our house and our neighbor’s.

      I picked it up and found curses and runes written on it with a black permanent marker. A fairly adequate beginner’s curse. I took the rock to the kitchen sink and ran cold water over it, twisting it under the faucet to clean off its energy of ill intent. I dried it with a tea towel.

      I found a black marker in the kitchen’s junk drawer—still the same wonky drawer that refused to close properly. I doodled over the runes, transforming their shapes into fantastical dragons and trolls. As I worked, I hoped nasty guy felt the death of his magic.

      Admiring the finished piece, I said with satisfaction, “And you said my art degree wouldn’t be of any use.”

      But the person I spoke to was dead, lying on a slab somewhere, and if her ghost had made a caustic comment, I didn’t hear it.

      

      I convinced the alarm company not to call the police. I’d deal with the damage in the morning, and the police weren’t going to be of any help. They seldom were.

      I decided to sleep in the guest room. It held no memories for me and boasted a very comfortable mattress. I’d never understood why Mother kept the room, since we never had overnight visitors, but she loved the idea of it.

      A room that would always be perfect.

      I set my suitcase on a chair that had never enjoyed an occupant. The lace pillowcases and the extra bolster pillows I threw into the hallway. I removed the wall prints and tucked them behind the dresser so I couldn’t see their false gaiety.

      It helped make it habitable, but I couldn’t open the window. Mother had nailed all the sashes shut long ago. It kept all the silent screaming neatly trapped inside the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      My morning shower, in the bathroom at the end of the hall, felt good. I dressed, and as I left the second floor, ignored the closed doors. I’d deal with them in good time, but that wasn't today.

      I did lock the front door. Maybe no one would notice the big hole in the side window. I idly wondered if I would care if someone stole anything. I couldn’t think of anything that would distress me if it was gone.

      The corner lot ran parallel to a boulevard of other Claypit stately homes. Six blocks from these dowagers, and I was on the historic main street of Grimsby, where, naturally, everything was built from more brick.

      Some things had changed: modern lamp posts with a vintage look; the cracked and uneven sidewalks were now as smooth as pancakes. That would disappoint the skateboarders. The pedestrian crosswalks were clearly marked and even had ramps. I passed decorative planters, trashcans, and benches. Most of the storefronts were now occupied, and the parking slots were getting full.

      What town was I visiting?

      There was no way to miss the new Vincent’s. The diner was popping. I was waiting in line when I saw my sister wave. She was sitting at a table in the corner, near the back of the restaurant’s long, narrow interior.

      Beside her was my younger brother, Liam. I hadn’t seen him in person for at least five years, and my oldest sister for about two. Most of our contact over the years had been by email, phone, and sometimes video chat.

      In the flesh, I was always surprised we weren’t kids anymore. Liam was bear-sized, much bigger than that boy my memory insisted on making him. Despite it still being summer, he wore gloves; a muffler was wrapped around his neck, and sunglasses masked his eyes.

      There wasn’t much to see of his face, which was deliberate. He hated the roundness of his features that made him look young and vulnerable. Hiding for Liam wasn’t only vanity but a necessity for survival.

      Phillipa was just as glamorous as I remembered, but maturity had put lines around her eyes, though they were barely noticeable under her pristine make-up. Saturday morning, and she was wearing a business outfit: a blouse of pale cream silk, a tailored navy jacket, and a matching skirt. Her shoulder-length blond hair was smoothly immaculate.

      She was the type who could wear white and never get a mark on it.

      “What do you think?” Phillipa waved her professionally manicured hand around, indicating the cafe.

      “Distressed cement floors, check; rustic brick walls, check; and a wall displaying printed T-shirts for sale. Should appeal to the coffee-house crowd,” I agreed.

      The music wasn’t too loud, but the metal chairs weren't very comfortable. No five-egg, ten-stack-pancake-with-a-slab-of-bacon breakfast, but they did have crepes, fresh fruit, and baked eggs that came in their own serving dish.

      We were at a square table with four place settings. I sat opposite Phillipa, Liam between us, with his back to the brick wall. It was an old formation of protection that we Rowans knew well. All braced and ready for an attack from an outsider.

      Thankfully, the morning crowd made an emotional white noise. Pip had chosen a good time and place to meet.

      “Like the new beard,” I said, picking up a menu. Liam’s gloved hand stroked his chin.

      “Not new, Vic. I’ve had it for at least four years.”

      I winced. I was just that good at avoiding people. Liam was even better at it.

      “Wow! It’s been that long since our last video chat?”

      I almost reached out to connect with his emotions, but I shied from that. I had invaded his privacy too many times—perhaps with the best intentions, but I couldn’t ignore the damage it had done.

      I made sure to keep a blocking wall between myself and both of my siblings. It took a lot of focus and energy and wasn’t something I could continue for a long period, but I’d rather be tired than hurt either of them again.

      As usual, Phillipa wanted to be in charge. When the waitress came up to take our order, she suggested what I should order. I felt a whisper of resentment, that reluctance not to do what my older sister wanted. Contrary, I chose something different.

      Liam gave his own request. He hadn’t touched a menu, so I assumed he was familiar with the place, living in Grimsby.

      Several people entered the restaurant. Most gave Phillipa a verbal greeting and wave. My sister’s talent was to be loved, even by people who would like nothing better than to see us all drowned in a sack like unwanted kittens.

      Like a car trying to start on a cold January morning, it took a moment before our conversation warmed. The three of us finally found common ground, and the talk grew familiar and easy. One of my comments startled Liam into a gruff chuckle; the sound of it tickled my shriveled heart.

      Still, despite the camaraderie, each of us sat alone in our skin.

      Liam pulled out a set of folding silverware from his pocket. I was about to put a forkful of egg soufflé in my mouth when Phillipa said brightly, “What do you want to do with her body?”

      Before I could digest the comment or my egg, Liam suggested a tried-and-true option for quieting the restless dead.

      “Cut the head off, pack it with salt, and bury her at a crossroads.”

      Phillipa countered, “I was thinking of something simpler—cremation. It’s much cheaper. Then we could scatter her.”

      Liam continued, pedantically. “Ashes should go in a lead container, packed with salt. Then we bury it at a crossroads, under a stone to weigh her down.”

      “Will you stop with the salt and crossroads idea,” Phillipa said crossly.

      I took a few more bites, letting the friction between oldest and youngest settle before saying, “I don’t want her buried next to Victor. The family plot is off-limits.”

      “That’s a given,” said Phillipa quickly.

      Thinking of our dead parents, I added, “Why wasn’t Victor cremated?”

      Phillipa considered my question. “I guess Mother didn’t want to do that. But we could have Victor cremated on the pretense we were going to spread their ashes together.”

      “Oh, like that wouldn’t arouse anyone’s suspicions at all,” said Liam, giving a succinct and brutal analysis of the situation.

      I asked, “You mean because of how he died fifteen years ago? Surely no one cares about that anymore?”

      Phillipa gave me an unreadable look. “Your old boyfriend’s dad may be retired from the police force, but Greg Easton goes out of his way to remind me that Victor’s murder remains an open case.”

      In case I didn’t understand, Liam clarified, “Chief Easton likes to threaten us. He thinks to keep us in line.”

      Victor’s death was not forgotten, then.

      “Seriously, cremation is fast, easy, and affordable,” said Phillipa.

      “The funeral home has her corpse in a private room,” said Liam. “You could go spit on Mother before we torch her.”

      “You two didn’t do that, did you?”

      They both gave me round, owl-eye stares.

      My sister finally said, “You don’t have to go.”

      I hadn’t seen Mother since the day our father had died. Thinking out loud, I said slowly, “I would like to see her. Unfinished business.”

      Phillipa went back to planning everyone’s lives.

      “Okay, when we get done here, I’ll drive you over.”

      I spread jam on my toast. The jar label said it was homemade by a local farm. Very farm-to-table.

      “I had a bit of excitement at the house last night.”

      I told them about the rock and the window. About the huge hole in it. Phillipa, the organizer, pulled out her cell phone and started calling to find a repair person. Liam asked me, “Do you want me to touch the rock? Find out who did it?”

      Stupid me. I hadn’t thought of that.

      “I cleaned it. Sorry.”

      “How are you feeling about staying there?” His question surprised me.

      “I’m fine.”

      I wondered how many times I would use that word before my visit to Grimsby was over.
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        * * *

      

      The funeral director explained that this was a private showing for the family before they carried out the cremation. My mother would be in a natural state. After this appropriately solemn exchange, I entered the small room alone.

      The walls were covered in somber blue drapery, so dark it was almost black. The only illumination was from a tiny lamp on a table next to a box of tissues and a Bible. Two chairs allowed families to collapse comfortably in their grief.

      The first thing to strike me upon seeing my mother’s body was how small she was. On the table, she appeared child-like. It wasn’t fair. Evil should be larger than that. It gave me an odd feeling that none of this was true.

      Her skin was pale and heavy like clay. Her dyed chestnut hair showed three months of snow-white roots. I was suddenly aware of how long fifteen years was.

      I could say what I wanted in this twilight room, smothered in the thick folds of serious drapes. My lips trembled as they formed words.

      “You’ve sent demands to me, through Liam and Pip, that I should come home. Here I am.” My voice grew in volume. “No sneer? No nastiness? Well, being dead makes you finally powerless, doesn’t it?”

      I shifted closer, staring down at the slack face of the woman I hated. I tried to stop the words, gain control of myself, but I couldn’t. I felt emotion clog my throat, tears of frustrated rage in my eyes. She didn’t answer. I almost reached out to shake her. Force her to hear the words I should have said when she lived.

      “What you did to Liam I will never forgive.”

      I took a deep, ragged breath and let it out in an explosive exhalation as the tension left my body.

      “Ding dong, Mother, the witch is dead. You’re gone, and I’ll make damn sure—forgotten.”

      

      Phillipa was standing in front of her car in the funeral home parking lot. Next to her, I recognized the tall form of Reed Easton. I was in a mood to punch someone’s face. He’d do.

      But when I came closer, I saw that Pip’s face had a dazed, pale expression.

      “The police have Liam,” she said.
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      The Grimsbys’ police building was the same, but even more tired than I remembered. Still grim and somewhat useful. It reminded me of an old vacuum cleaner that you were reluctant to replace, even though it left too many bits on the floor.

      During the drive, Phillipa explained Reed had seen her when driving by and stopped to give her the news about Liam. I looked in the rearview mirror and saw Reed was following us to the station. Parked, I said nothing as I got out of the car.

      Someone quickly buzzed Reed through the door that separated the public from the private areas. It left us womenfolk waiting.

      Phillipa smiled nicely at the officer watching us from his duty desk, ready to work her charm on him. She could discover they were questioning Liam, but that was all.

      I leaned my back against the cinderblock wall and slipped into a meditative state. Concentrating, I could feel the presence of about half a dozen people here. Overall, there was a level of thrilling excitement, like a kicked anthill. Something momentous had happened, but the emotional radiation was too strongly mixed. I couldn’t pick out individuals, even one I knew as well as my brother.

      I blinked, slowly becoming aware of my surroundings again. Leaning over to Phillipa, I murmured, “I didn’t reach Liam.”

      Phillipa whispered back, “While you were under, I heard them discussing a murder. We need to get Liam a lawyer.”

      Murder? Liam? I couldn’t wrap my mind around what Pip was saying. It made little sense, but one thing I knew.

      “We aren’t hiring anyone from this one-horse town,” I told my sister.

      I opened my phone and dialed Hunter Garrick. Would he pick up? Was my number still on his phone, or had he blocked it? I hadn’t seen him in four years, after all. When he answered, he didn’t give a greeting.

      “The situation must be bad for you to call me.”

      In an expulsion of breath that hurt, I babbled. “The police are questioning my brother, Liam. About a murder in the town of Grimsby. Can you send someone? Or recommend someone?”

      There was a pause, but it wasn’t a long one. Hunter always made quick decisions in a crisis. “Grimsby is about an hour north of here by car. Tell them you have counsel. I’ll get there as soon as I can.”

      “Thank you, Hunter.”

      “Tell them your brother has counsel,” he insisted again, in a firm, slightly louder voice as if I were hard of hearing. Hard-headed, I grant you, but my hearing was fine.

      “I will.”

      When I hung up, Phillipa was staring at me like I had grown a second head. “Who was that?”

      “Hunter Garrick, the best criminal defense attorney in the city.”

      Phillipa recognized his name. Who wouldn’t? He was on television enough. She gasped. “The Hammerby murder trial lawyer?”

      “He says to tell them that Liam has counsel.”
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        * * *

      

      I used Hunter Garrick’s name to bludgeon my way to Liam’s side. When I entered the interrogation room, Liam didn’t acknowledge my entrance. He was silent, staring at the opposite wall.

      My brother sat at the desk, stripped of his protective shields. His hat, gloves, and muffler lay on the metal table. Without his sunglasses, Liam’s baby blue eyes and pale round face had no defenses.

      He looked much younger than his twenty-nine years.

      Seated across from him was a guy I faintly remembered, though I had to look at his nametag to nudge my memory: Deacon Hayes. Greg Easton’s second-in-command fifteen years ago, an older version than I remembered.

      It seemed he was now police chief. Deacon Hayes had moved up from ticketing kids who loitered at the strip mall past curfew.

      In a town that had made many a big man, Deacon was a toad-shape of fat. His gut overhung his belt buckle, and his neck was a column of jowls and chin. His eyes were cold, mean, and far too watchful.

      In the corner of the square pea-green room stood Reed, arms crossed, his hip against the wall. I thought I was starting to understand the reason for the gun on the train.

      Bad cop and murky cop.

      “Liam, you have counsel,” I told him. “Your lawyer advises you to stay quiet until he arrives.” As I took a chair next to my sibling, I asked Deacon, “What is this all about?”

      I couldn’t feel anything from Reed. No surprise. Still a blank wall. Mr. Inscrutable.

      From Deacon, I gained a mix of satisfaction-smugness, with just a shadow of uncertainty. He said, “A man of your brother’s description⁠—”

      “Don’t give me that bullshit,” I said, my voice dripping with cold scorn. “That’s a lame excuse. Tell me why you have my brother here.”

      The empath-pathway worked both ways. Yes, I could feel another’s emotions, and could also make them feel mine. I touched Deacon’s uncertainty and leaned. It was a skill I had stopped using a decade ago, seeing how it damaged Liam. Emotions made dangerous tidepools.

      But Deacon had a hard core of self-belief, he refused to doubt himself. “Back in town, twenty-four hours and cocky as ever, Victoria Rowan. Shouldn’t you be home, overcome with grief?”

      “When evil dies, do you mourn its loss?”

      I felt a flash of surprise from him, quickly smothered.

      “We do have a description, and your brother is very distinctive. Hard to forget. A man who walks around mumbling to himself? Who wears gloves, a muffler, and a hat in the middle of summer?”

      “Liam isn’t saying anything without his attorney, Mr. Hunter Garrick.”

      Deacon gave a low whistle. “Already got the rich lawyer lined up, huh?”

      “What about you?” Reed’s voice caused me to break my staring contest with Deacon. I felt a quick, sharp prick of irritation from Deacon. The police chief wasn’t keen about Reed being here. Interesting.

      Reed pushed himself away from his corner and came closer to where we sat. Was he trying to intimidate me?

      “Can you talk?” he drawled.

      I shrugged, playing at being nonchalant. There was nothing I could say, as I knew nothing. Reed continued.

      “What do you know about your father’s death?”

      Oh, that same old song and dance.

      “No, Reed, I don’t know who murdered my father. Maybe you should open an investigation into it, since your father didn’t do such a great job in solving it.”

      I smiled pleasantly and batted my eyelashes at him.

      “You left Grimsby shortly after your father’s death.”

      “Yes, to attend university. Scholarships don’t wait on grief.”

      “Why leave in the middle of the night telling no one?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Were you hiding in the bushes, watching me say my tearful goodbyes? Why do you think it was in the middle of the night? Maybe it was after breakfast? Before supper?”

      Deacon interrupted our duel of words.

      “Look, Easton, I let you in on this interview as a courtesy to your dad. The FBI has no jurisdiction in this matter, so stand down and let me do my job.”

      Deacon’s remark must have caught Reed on the raw, for, without warning, he suddenly tossed something toward my brother. Liam instinctively reached up to catch it, but my brother was barehanded. He screamed as his skin touched it and fell from his chair to writhe on the concrete floor.

      Scrambling after him, I pried open his hands. He was holding a set of keys with a dangling double-R fob. I threw my mother’s keyring as far from us as possible.

      Liam curled tighter into a ball. I put myself over him, holding him tight against me as I broke my promise and opened a forbidden door. The connection sprang back into place in one breath. I felt Liam’s terror, its pungent stink burning my nostrils.

      I should never have left him. I should have stolen him away with me all those years ago, when I had fled. Guilt made me open the floodgates with no care for myself. Once again, I was my brother’s keeper.

      I grew lightheaded as I brought it deeper into myself, past the boundary that separated our sense of self. Connections continued to be made, but it became too much. Flooded, it sucked me down in a tidepool too strong for me to fight.

      From a long distance away, I could hear Phillipa outside the steel door. She was shouting and pounding on it. How uncharacteristic of her. How impolite. Mother would be angry with her.

      “Vic! Victoria!” That was Reed.

      “Get a paramedic!” another voice shouted. That jerk Deacon Hayes. It would serve him right if I died here under his watch. I rolled off Liam, who was now quiet.

      Eyes closed, lying flat on the floor, I could smell concrete, pee, and cigarettes. Underneath the stench was a faint whiff of bleach.

      “What did you do to my sister?!”

      Oh, your sister did it to herself, Pip. Like she always does.
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      I woke up in the hospital, hooked up to a heart monitor. There was also an IV.

      It wasn’t a private room; whoever was on the other side of the curtain was snoring. Strangely, I felt little emotion from my roommate. It could be because the occupant was asleep, but I didn’t think that was why my empathy was on the blink. There was a strange quiet in my head.

      Oh. Now I remember. I probably temporarily burned myself out. I’ve done that a few times as a kid, but never as an adult. Well, better find out what happened. I checked to see if someone had left my phone on the side table. No.

      My movement must have alerted a nurse, as I heard footsteps. He came around the curtain, a stethoscope around his neck. Behind him stood Reed. I choked back a snarl.

      If I took in too much emotional output from others, I needed time to void it safely. Right now, Liam’s fear was a ball of murderous rage inside me that wanted to strangle Reed.

      “How are you feeling?” asked the nurse. He came to the side of my hospital bed and started checking all the devices attached to me.

      “Fine.” To be fair, I felt fine. I wasn’t sure why I was here.

      The nurse explained that I had collapsed at the police station. “Do you or your family have a history of fainting? Has anything like this happened to you before?”

      “No.”

      “The doctor wants to keep you for observation over the next few days.”

      I thought of all the things I needed to get done before I could leave Grimsby.

      “I do want to speak to the doctor.”

      “She’ll be doing her round in the late evening.”

      “Uh, okay.” The nurse left. I asked Reed, “Do you know where my phone is?”

      He opened the drawer of my nightstand and pulled it out. I didn’t thank him for it: he was the reason I was here. I texted Phillipa.

      awake where is bro?

      lawyer w liam. yummy

      Okay, so Pip had met Hunter. The guy was bonafide honey-smooth Hollywood Glamour, updated for the modern palate. I hoped my sister hadn’t devoured him yet; those two would be two suns colliding. They might produce a black hole.

      where?

      my condo

      Good. Liam wasn’t sitting in a jail cell.

      when can u get here?

      in hospital, lobby now.

      I leaned back on my pillow, laying the phone on my stomach, satisfied.

      Reed cleared his throat. “How are you feeling?”

      At least he had the decency to look shamefaced. That didn’t mean I wouldn’t kill him later. I gave him an icy glare. “The next time you arrest my brother⁠—”

      “It was Hayes who brought him in for questioning. I found out about it over my dad’s police scanner.”

      I mulled over his explanation as he stared out the window, avoiding my gaze. Greg Easton was exactly the type who would have a police scanner at his house. Still living the job.
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