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      The music throbbed through the neon-lit interior of the Bayside Bar and Grill. I lifted my glass toward the stage and stomped along with the crowd. My cheeks were sore from smiling, currently at my friend Dana Anderson’s back. Her eyes were glued to the stage where her husband Rob serenaded us with the second Garth Brooks song he’d chosen tonight. Karaoke night was always the Bayside’s big draw, but tonight the place was packed. 

      Our party took up half the bar. I was turning forty in style, thanks to my bestie Marty Griffin Langley and their girlfriend Lucile Bernard reserving the space for my party and talking the owner into karaoke on a Tuesday night.

      Reservations wouldn’t typically be needed, but college-age spring break crowds had flocked to Crescent Bay in the last few days. We didn’t have a lot of nightlife in our tiny town, so this place was hopping. It made for an interesting mix, the college crowd and my friends, who ranged from twenty-something to eighty-something.

      Sarah Griffin and Dana both stood up to applaud Rob as he left the stage, grinning and – if my eyes didn’t deceive me – blushing as he came over to kiss his wife. He held his cowboy hat up between them and the rest of the crowd, while whistles and catcalls filled the air. And maybe a few moans from a group of too-cool college dudes.

      The MC called Lucile up. Cheers erupted at the first strains of Dolly Parton’s Jolene. And a few more moans from the younger crowd.

      Lucile rocked the classic song. The girl could sing! I grabbed Marty and pulled them onto the dance floor, closer to the stage. 

      All three of my former employees, Mel, Bria and Joy, were here too, seated in a booth where they busied themselves singing the wrong lyrics loudly and out of tune and laughing at each other’s improvised changes to the classic song. Mel had bought Morning Star Garden and Art from me. The deal had just closed a couple weeks ago, and if tonight’s shenanigans were any sign, the transition was going smoothly.

      Daphne Costa, owner of the Crescent Cafe and the dear friend who always refilled my coffee, was cutting a rug with DJ Townsend and his sister-in-law, Gabbie. They had some moves.

      “Happy birthday, Naomi!” Daphne shouted to me.

      It was. The happiest birthday I’d had in a long time.

      Which was pretty interesting, given the year I’d had. A year ago I was married – I thought happily – and living an unsatisfying life surrounded by my husband’s friends in Sacramento. Between my government job, my drive to become a mother, and Sawyer’s much more outgoing ways, I was surrounded day and night by people who didn’t care that much about me at all. Lonely, no matter how many people were around. And for some reason, I thought that was okay.

      The move to Crescent Bay had brought my groove out in ways I never imagined. I was happy here. Day to day happy, with a side of everything-is-working-out-marvelously. I grinned around at my friends. Yeah, it was a happy birthday. A fitting start to a new decade.

      A rush of cold air told me someone had opened the door. I might want to sneak outside and cool off for a minute. I turned that way in time to spot David Clark and stopped dancing so suddenly, Marty knocked into me. David spotted them first, probably due to their bright green hair, and his gaze drifted to me before he grinned.

      His smile was magnetic. I zeroed in on him like he was the only person in the room. But there was no shortage of dancers to squeeze past as I went to greet him. “Hey! Thanks for coming out. Isn’t it a school night?” Elementary school spring break was next week, I happened to know. And not because I was stalking a local third-grade teacher.

      “Yeah, but I couldn’t miss your birthday. Or the show.” His eyes darted to the stage, where Sarah was getting a hand up as the music rose for Reba McEntire’s I’m a Survivor. He nudged me with a shoulder. “Can I get you a birthday drink?”

      “Chardonnay, if you please.” I let him go after that while I enjoyed Sarah’s perfect choice of a song.

      Marty yelled and hooted loudest of all at Sarah’s ending warble – probably hoping they’d still be down to sing like that in their mid-eighties, like their grandma. Gabbie Townsend hit the stage next. Her choice was Whitney Houston’s I want to Dance with Somebody.

      Rob came over and swept Sarah away to do just that. It was so fun to see them all cut loose.

      David appeared at my side with my new glass of wine. “I love this song.”

      We edged toward the wall where we could hear better. “You’re a Whitney fan?”

      He side-eyed me. “Of course.”

      “What else do I not know about you?” I gave him a fakey frown. 

      “I didn’t realize my Whitney revelation would put me in the do-I-know-you category.”

      “I would have pegged you as an Aerosmith guy.”

      “I am that as well.” He grinned.

      We both moved a bit closer to each other simultaneously and were suddenly standing very close. Heat rose to my cheeks, reminding me I’d been about to go out for some fresh air. Before I did anything stupid.

      The door opened behind David, offering a welcome blast of cool air. Unfortunately, I wasn’t nearly as happy with the next person to walk through it.

      Great. Forrest McCall. I’d love to return to the days when I didn’t know that face.

      “What’s up?” David followed my gaze.

      “Just not my favorite person.”

      “Forrest? He’s notorious.” David straightened to his full six feet and crossed his arms. I’d never seen him size a guy up like this. I wondered what Forrest had done to merit the animosity.

      As we watched, Mr. Notorious walked behind the bar, washed his hands and donned an apron. The bartender who’d been serving all night greeted him with a cool glance. Rachel Long held half a dozen part-time jobs around town. Her dad owned the Redhawk Market, for one. And she ran the tour bus for special events around town. She’d been friendly all night, singing along with the action on the stage, but now her eyes went cold as she exchanged a sentence or two with Forrest. Then she washed up, grabbed a to-go box, and headed out for the night.

      “Hmm. He works here now?” David frowned. 

      “I don’t know. I thought he worked at the Crown Theatre.” With a family connection to Arold Cayne, he’d seemed to have a great situation there. He even got to occasionally prick folks with needles and shoot them up with sedatives. I’d seen that side of him up close and personal a couple months ago.

      “Hey hon.” Marty put an arm around my shoulders. “Did you see who just walked in?”

      “Yeah.” Marty was one of the few people who knew that Forrest had injected me, and my cousin Joel, with that sedative. We’d seen something we weren’t supposed to, stumbling on a cult ritual in progress at the theater. I had to pretend I didn’t remember to protect the moon garden in the woods behind Covett House.

      Marty and I kept a lot of secrets for each other, after we’d both inherited our duty to the garden and the portal to Afalon hidden there. I was one of the few who knew Marty’s biggest secret, the Griffin power passed through their bloodline so one of their heritage could always defend the garden, with talons and everything.

      We both eyed the bar, and I felt all the air go out of my happy birthday balloon. Lucile stood there while Forrest chatted with a couple college-age women, moving from one scantily clad spring-breaker to another, as she tried to get his attention. Two men standing at the bar also had trouble getting service, as Forrest focused on feeding drinks to the hard-party crowd. 

      One young woman swiped a beer can from Forrest’s hand, shook it, and cracked the top, spraying cold beer everywhere. She held it up and cheered as beer soaked her shirt, leaving it clinging suggestively. Forrest ogled to his heart’s content, his snake’s gaze raking her form as he poured another foam-topped brew. 

      Ew. That was going to be a sticky mess to clean up.

      Lucile wiped the unanticipated beer shower from her cheek and arm. I could see it dripping from the ends of her raven-black hair. Forrest finally spotted her as she leaned across the bar to grab a stack of napkins to clean herself up. He leaned completely into her space as he took her order. 

      I bristled and felt Marty stiffen next to me.

      “I think we’re out pretty soon. I don’t think I can handle sharing air with that guy. But I’m so happy I got to party with you on your birthday!”

      Dana was putting on her coat. Rob had already slipped out to drive a friend across town, but he’d be back any minute to pick up his wife.

      “I guess the party’s winding up,” I told David. 

      Lucile turned from the bar, a strained expression in place. She blinked, brow furrowing. Her gaze darted between the frenzied crowd, and she pulled her shoulders in to take up less space.

      “What a jerk,” Marty said as Lucile reached them, wrapping their arm around her shoulders. 

      “You have no idea.”

      Marty slipped a hand down her arm and entwined their fingers, sticky or not. “Babe, you’re shaking.”

      “Yeah. I’m ready to go. I closed out our tab.” She glanced back at the bar. “He doesn’t want to serve my kind, anyway.”

      “What?” Marty’s posture went rigid, their eyes narrowed. “What did he say to you? Because this bar is not that type of place. This town isn’t that type of place.”

      Lucile shrugged. “Let’s just go.” 

      A cold sensation slithered down my spine. I recognized the desire to flee, to scrape together a brave face. To save the toll of an emotional arrow until you’re alone and in control of your surroundings. Too many of us know that feeling. And nobody should have to.
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      David offered to walk me home, and I snapped up that deal. It wasn’t that I felt unsafe. Yeah, there were a lot of people out by Crescent Bay standards, but the spring breakers weren’t paying us any attention. They’d brought their parties with them. The locals were of little interest. 

      “Look – a bunch of boats are still out.” We stood shoulder to shoulder and stared out at the bay. The wind was warmer even than last week. We were halfway to summer now. A bright half-moon hung over the bay, soon to set. If the smell of fishing bait didn’t permeate this entire block, this would be downright romantic.

      I glanced at David, but his eyes were on the water. On the boat nearest the docks, two guys had climbed to the roof of the cabin. One of them teetered for a moment and his friend laughed and grabbed his arm to steady him. With one more profane shout, they stepped apart and each dove to either side of the boat.

      “What are they doing?” He shook his head, hands tightening on the rail between us and the water. “Idiots. Booze and boats do not mix.”

      “No, they don’t. I hope everyone stays safe.”

      Behind us, the door of the Bayside opened and a familiar trio stepped out into the night, raising a warbling refrain from Friends in Low Places. 

      “Naomi!” Bria grabbed my arm. “Did you have a happy birthday?”

      “It’s been great.” I gave her a hug. “Thanks for coming out.” I grinned at Mel and Joy too. 

      David addressed Mel. “How’s construction going?”

      Mel was remodeling the upstairs of the building she’d just purchased from me. She planned to live above the store in a light-filled two-bedroom space. Along with her cat, Moseley. 

      “I can’t wait! For one, there’s the excitement, and for two, my current lease is up at the end of April.”

      “That’s cutting it a bit close,” I said. “If you need to stay somewhere for a few weeks in between, you’re welcome at Covett House.”

      “Thanks, Naomi! That’s awful sweet of you. I don’t think it’ll be necessary, though.” She threaded her arm through mine. “You should swing by and see the changes.”

      A little dart of envy sliced through me, but it wasn’t Mel’s fault I had no gift or inclination for running the gorgeous little shop my Nanna Rose had opened in the seventies. I knew Nanna would be happy with my decision. And I was happy not to have to try to run the place anymore. Morning Star was in the right hands.  

      More shouts carried over the bay. David had his eyes on the boaters again.

      “Did they both make it out of the water?”

      “Yeah. But they don’t look like they’re done.”

      “Well, I am,” Mel stated with a loud yawn. “It’s going to be an early morning for me tomorrow.”

      “Me too,” said Joy. She gave me a hug. “It was fun! Even for the DD. This way, ladies.”

      They walked toward her car.

      “At least some people know how to make intelligent, informed decisions,” David grumbled.

      “Middle-aged women?”

      “Yeah. Those.”

      “Spring break comes around every year, with a new batch of dummies each time.”

      “That doesn’t mean I like to watch.” David shrugged it off. “Should we get you back to Covett House?”

      “We can amble that way.”

      “Oh. Are we ambling now?” He glanced down at his feet. “How does one amble?”

      “You’re overthinking. That’s the whole point of an amble – you’re not really thinking at all. Just enjoying the night.”

      He chuckled. “You’re so strange.”

      “Good strange?”

      “Pretty great strange.”

      His words stopped my giggle in my throat, so I made a weird choking sound. “Hmm. You’re pretty great, too.”

      We ambled for a few, making it another block in silence, the moon behind us now, dropping our shadows straight into our paths.

      “I was a little surprised you sold the garden shop to Mel.”

      “It happened sort of fast. It was a good call, though. I didn’t fit in there like she does.” 

      “Is that why you sold it?”

      This question was easier to answer. “You know, when it came down to it, I could see how much she wanted it. Mel has plans wrapped up in that place, as evidenced by the construction…I felt a little like a…”

      “What?” He met my eyes, obviously interested.

      “Kind of like a conduit, I guess. That’s another strange thing to say⁠—”

      “I get it. I feel like that with the kids sometimes. It’s amazing for them to confess a dream, and for me to point them in the right direction or even just tell them they can do it. The lightbulbs that go on…it feels amazing.”

      “Yeah. That’s it exactly. I helped open this path for her. I feel good about it.”

      He nodded, dropping into silence. 

      Shrieks and catcalls could be heard in the distance, closer to the Bayside, where another wild group was making its way to karaoke. 

      David seemed deep in thought as we approached Agate Street. Not much longer now and we’d be saying good night. As friends. With like, a little wave or something. Not with the kiss my imagination was toying with.

      I was so awkward. What could I lose by being frank with him? Maybe he didn’t see me like that at all. I could come to grips with that and move on from this thing that had never been a thing between us, not since two brief dates when we were seventeen⁠—

      “Naomi…are you seeing anyone?”

      “Um. Huh?” What were we talking about? 

      His brow furrowed adorably. “Was that a yes?”

      “Oh…no. That was my brain catching up with the question.” I cleared my throat. “Nope. Not seeing anyone.” Was it hot in here? Out here. Was it hot out here?

      If he saw my panic, he was a gentleman and didn’t mention it. “Well then. Would you go out with me this Saturday?”

      His expression was so serious. Was he worried I’d turn him down? 

      “Yes. I’d love that.” That’s where my words ended. Were we really going to do this? After all these years? And after months of what I’d hoped was flirting. But with the wreck of my twelve-year marriage in the not-too-distant past, I didn’t trust my interpretation. 

      “Good.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Are you free at four?”

      “I think so. What do you want to do?”

      He smiled. “If you don’t mind, I’ll keep my plan to myself for now.”

      “Oh. You have a whole plan.”

      “I do.”

      “Intriguing. Very intriguing.” I tapped a finger against my lips. We were across from the Museum of the Odd and Wondrous at the north end of my property. It was built by my great-grandfather to collect curiosities and provide entertainment in our tiny town. It also served as a cover for our family’s interest in the uncanny and the arcane. My whole family was strange, it wasn’t just me. But David didn’t know about any of that.

      “Don’t build it up too much.” He shrugged. “I’m glad you said yes, though.”

      I nodded across the street toward the 1888 Victorian mansion that I was still often surprised was mine. “I can probably get myself home safe from here.”

      “Okay. Night, Naomi.” 

      He said goodnight, but I knew he watched me walk around to the back door. Because he was a gentleman like that. And since he was such a gentleman, I couldn’t break out my shouts of glee until I was safe in the Covett House kitchen where he couldn’t hear me whooping it up.

      Saturday couldn’t come fast enough.
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        * * *

      

      Saturday was too fast. What had I been thinking? 

      After all this time, all of my fantasies, I was just going to go out with the man? All casual like? 

      David’s expression hadn’t been casual. I had no reason to believe his interest was casual. He wasn’t that sort of guy. And he knew I’d been through it with my divorce and barely dated since. Or maybe he hadn’t been paying that close of attention. 

      I knew who he’d dated recently. His last relationship ended around the beginning of the year. I wish I could say I’d handled it gracefully, but that had been another occasion that had me whooping in my kitchen after I heard about it.

      He’d seemed to get along with Sammy. Except she seemed to take the whole thing more seriously than he did. Which might be the case with me too, and what did that say about our chances?

      Here I was thinking about our chances and all he’d asked for was a first date.

      If I wasn’t capable of a non-pressury first date, I shouldn’t even be dating.

      Naomi. Just quit this nonsense.

      I took a few deep breaths. I was still in bed. Literally hiding under my covers. The first thing I thought this morning was what the heck did I do to my life? 

      I didn’t like this feeling. Who needed to take chances? I didn’t need to take chances. Not on a man who drew me like a moth to a flame. Or maybe like a moth to a nice, soft moth trap that wouldn’t wound the moth at all. That’s more how David felt. 

      I shook my head. I was slowly drowning in these ridiculous thoughts. I needed to get out of this bed.

      One. Two. Three. I shoved the blankets off in a flurry of motion, pretty sure I flung a cat somewhere until I spotted Thomas sitting next to the door grooming his face, nonplussed. 

      Mrrow. He batted the door.

      “I know, goofball. I’m coming.” I let him out of the bedroom so he could go down and get a drink of water and check his bowl while I showered. I had slept later than normal. Dana would already be downstairs organizing something, dusting corners, and all the other stuff it took to maintain a three-story historical property. 

      I knew what Dana would say when I told her about my date. She’d whoop with me. Except I wasn’t in that place anymore. I was now a resident of the fear place. And I wasn’t a stranger here. 

      There were real reasons that I should have let David down gently.

      Yes, I wanted to go out with him. But if there was any man who could do my heart more damage, I worried it was David. 

      He was too good. I liked him too much. 

      I couldn’t risk this.

      I should call him and tell him I’d changed my mind.

      I was sick and couldn’t make it. I couldn’t go on a date with him on Saturday.

      After worrying my shower away, I took extra time blow drying my hair. Avoiding everything that wasn’t warm air blowing where I aimed it. Brain off.

      I was a mess.

      Needing something to do with my hands, I took my coffee and went in search of Rob. No doubt he was already working on something. I found him pruning shrubs along the front fence.

      “Isn’t it a little late for that?”

      “Nah. Abelia flowers on new wood. This’ll help them give their best show come June.”

      “Huh.” I glanced around at all the varieties of shrubs and noted some had been trimmed back below knee height. “This is a lot to keep track of.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I have all day.” He grinned under his sunhat, straightened his back and took in my face. “What can I help you with?”

      “I’m just antsy. Looking for something to do with my hands.”

      “How about your feet?”

      I tipped my head to one side. “What?”

      “The lawn in back needs edging, but it’s more of a full-body effort.” He rubbed his back. “Not my favorite job anymore.”

      “Sweet. I can help with that.” I swigged the last of my coffee and strode off to the shed, found the edger, and got to work. A full-body effort was just what I needed to shut down my overthinking.
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      I gave the edging my best and within half an hour my palms were stinging. Sweat was pouring out of me. But when I looked back, I got the satisfaction of a clean edge curving around to where I’d started next to the path. The tangible result of my labor pleased me almost as much as knowing Rob wouldn’t have to break his back at the job.

      As further reward, a breakfast sandwich from the Crescent Cafe was starting to sound mighty fine. Along with a tall mocha, with whip. Maybe a little dash of caramel sauce. I was really dreaming now.

      Dana came out on the back porch. “What are you avoiding with this job?” she asked as she set two glasses of iced tea on the railing. 

      Ah, tea would do nicely. I grinned at her. “Thanks, Dana.” I ran my arm across my face to clear the sweat and joined her on the porch.

      “Thank you. Rob needs a massage after that type of job anymore.”

      “Aging is not for the weak.” I rubbed my own back. I should take a long walk in the woods later to make sure I didn’t stiffen up. The iced tea was naturally sweet, spiced with cinnamon and refreshing mint. “This is delicious. You’re the best.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      I clutched the glass and tried to decide if I wanted to get into it. But if I didn’t tell her now, I’d hear about it later. “David asked me out last night.”

      “Ooh! You accepted, right?” She knew I’d been into him for a while. Now her expression changed as she saw I wasn’t excited. “What’s wrong?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t think I should go. I already have all these expectations. It’s ridiculous. I feel like I’m seventeen again.”

      Which was exactly the age I’d been when I first went out with David Clark. Twice. And then I went home for my senior year and never spent another summer in Crescent Bay. That turning point haunted me when I gave it a chance. What if I’d returned for one more summer, instead of fundraising for my family’s foundation the summer before college?

      What ifs were stupid. 

      “Sounds like you’re worrying too much. David is nice. It’ll be fun.”

      “My brain mostly knows that. But it’s trying to talk me out of the risk in all sorts of clever ways.”

      “Ah, the clever, clever brain. What does the heart say?” 

      “Oh, the heart is going to kill me if I cancel.”

      “Okay then.” Dana smiled. “Tell that brain to shut up. When’s the big day?”

      “Saturday.” I swigged the rest of the iced tea. 

      “Need a refill?” 

      “Nah. I’m going to do some more and then call it quits once I’m done with this side.”

      I’d almost reached my goal when my phone rang. I sighed with relief when I saw the screen.

      “Marty,” I answered. Then, without further ado, “David asked me out last night.”

      “Oh…hon, I have to talk to you. Can you meet me?” Their voice sounded…ragged. Not right.

      “What’s up? Where am I headed?”

      “Bayside Park.”

      “Huh. I thought you’d be at work.” 

      “No. Not yet.” A pregnant pause. “If you could come down here, I can sort of explain.”

      I didn’t like the hedging. We didn’t hedge. So it must be important. “Be there in ten minutes.”

      If Marty said they needed me, I was on the way.
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        * * *

      

      Two Crescent Bay Police cruisers with their lights on were the first thing I saw at Bayside Park. Then the ambulance. More red lights streaked across the water. What was the Coast Guard doing here? 

      A cluster of people stood near the shoreline, where little waves lapped as the tide rose. Marty stood among them. It was easy to spot their green hair. I followed their line of sight as I approached. Two figures on the Coast Guard vessel were struggling to get something out of the water.

      Oh, no.

      I broke into a run, not that getting to the shore more quickly was going to save the person they were pulling from the water.

      The body was too still. 

      David’s worry last night had been spot on. Someone had drowned, and I would bet it was one of the hard partiers. 

      Detective Koray Morris glanced my direction and, clenching his jaw, gave me a wave of recognition. He said something to Marty, and they whirled to meet me.

      “Hey. Are you okay?”

      Marty blinked. “This is so sad and stupid. I spotted him in the water. He wasn’t moving. He was too far out for me to reach, but I could tell it was a…” their voice broke, “a body.”

      Marty’s eyesight was better than most, even in their human form, due to the griffin power. 

      Koray watched their face, brow knit with focus. “How do you know it’s a him?”

      “It’s Forrest McCall. He’s wearing the same yellow polo he wore at the bar last night and he has red hair.” They peered at Koray. “Am I wrong?”

      “Let’s just wait for the official word.” But I could tell Koray was confused. Marty could make out a lot more detail than he could, and he didn’t know about their supernatural gift. “What brought you to the park this morning?”

      “I was coming to talk to Forrest. I have to open the store in a while…not sure if I’ll bother now.” They rubbed their arms and I wanted to pull them into a hug.

      “I can help if needed.”

      Marty nodded at me, then faced Koray. “Forrest brought the bigot to the Bayside Bar and Grill last night.”

      “You all were down there for Naomi’s birthday, right?” Koray glanced at me, unsmiling. “Happy birthday, by the way.”

      “Er…thanks.” That’s right. I was forty now. I hadn’t even thought about it this morning. I was too hung up on that conversation with David last night, which suddenly seemed a heck of a lot less important in light of the body being dragged from the bay.

      “What do you mean about Forrest being a bigot?”

      “He told Lucile he didn’t want to serve her kind.”

      “And that made you angry?”

      “For sure. I’m pissed. I already left a message with the owner of the bar, questioning his hiring choices. And I wanted to confront Forrest face to face and let him know we aren’t going to take that kind of thing.” 

      “Your interpretation is he was referring to Lucile’s sexual orientation, not her race?” Unfortunately, Asian Americans experienced hateful attacks all too frequently.

      “Either way, I’m not going to see her subjected to bigotry and just do nothing about it.” Marty’s hands were fisted at their sides, and I willed them to calm down a notch.

      Koray watched them for a moment. His shrewd evaluation seemed to penetrate Marty’s anger and their shoulders slumped.

      “I didn’t wish him dead. Of course.”

      “What time did you arrive?” Koray continued the interview.

      Out on the water, the police boat kicked on its motor and moved toward the docks, churning up stronger waves that crashed rhythmically on the little beach where we stood. 

      At the docks, a figure stood up from a small boat already moored there. A tall man with dark hair under a ball cap, he stepped onto the dock carrying a fishing pole and walked quickly toward the parking lot.

      I saw Koray take notice and watch the man’s exit. He wrote something in his notebook.

      Marty wasn’t the only one who’d been down here this morning. This fellow was already returning from his unsuccessful fishing trip.

      The radio at Koray’s hip sounded and he stepped away from us to take the call. The paramedics peeled away and jumped in the ambulance, clearly planning to meet the boat at the docks. They flipped their lights on, but no siren, indicating transport in progress, but no life-saving activities.

      “Oh, hon. This is awful.” I put an arm around Marty, and they sank against my support. 

      “Forrest had the closing shift. I was going to wake him up, give him a talking to. Both our families have history in this town. What made him turn into such a jerk?”

      They turned away from the water like they couldn’t look at it anymore.

      “What else did you see?” I quizzed, eyes on the detective’s back. 

      “No one close to him. I haven’t noticed anyone moving around the houseboats. Forrest lives on one of them. That’s where I was headed. Saw a lady walking her Labrador off leash, throwing balls for him.” They shrugged. “That’s about it.”

      “What made you look out at the water?”

      “His yellow shirt. He was…drifting closer when I first saw him.” They ruffled their green hair, then put a hand on their belly. “I don’t feel so good.”

      “Shock wearing off?”

      “What am I going to tell Lucile? She was so upset last night.” 

      Forrest could never wound her like that again.

      What had happened after he left the Bayside last night? How many of the partiers had still been acting up at that hour?

      Koray had his eyes on the houseboats now, their positions compared with the waterline. “Tide is coming in?”

      I stiffened. He was right. I pulled out my phone and looked up a tide chart. “High tide in half an hour.”

      We all absorbed that information. How far could the rising tide have carried Forrest’s body? 

      I wasn’t an expert, but I didn’t think this narrowed down the possibilities.
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      I joined Marty to open the store. I didn’t want them to be alone. We walked, leaving my car at Bayside Park. Marty texted Lucile, who called a few minutes later, as we turned toward Marty’s Toys and Trivia and left the view of the bay behind. 

      Marty lagged behind me a bit, talking to their love, and I took in the view of the treeline beyond the tiny town center. A walk in the woods would be balm for my soul, once I made sure Marty was okay.

      Lucile worked at the bank, so she could only talk for a minute, and she wouldn’t be off until six. 

      Were the police going to want to talk to Marty again, after what they’d found? Especially since they claimed to be going to talk to the drowning victim?

      “Maybe it’ll turn out to be an accident.” Marty slipped their phone back into their jacket and shoved their hands into the pockets of their jeans. 

      I looked at them and they didn’t turn to meet my eyes. We passed the mural on the side of the building, the eyes of the gambling green aliens following us, and they pulled out keys. 

      “Maybe.” I decided to agree for now. If the thought helped them get through the day until we had more news, I was all for it. But my mind was whirling with Forrest’s misdeeds and his enemies. Even David had said last night that Forrest was notorious. 

      I gave the front counter area a quick dusting and then dusted displays while Marty opened the cash register and booted up the computer in their tiny office.

      “Trivia tomorrow night?” I asked. 

      “Yep. Biggest night of the week,” Marty confirmed as they went to turn the sign on the door to open. “I’m glad I have tonight off, though. I might get out, if you know what I mean, and burn off some steam.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t griffin out last night after the bar. You were pretty mad.” I could tell they hadn’t by their hair, which was still green. Shapeshifting turned their hair back to its natural shade, which had led to quite the bill for hair dye in my bestie’s life recently. 

      “Lucile was upset. Helping her calmed me down some.” 

      “Good. I’m glad you were together last night.” A solid alibi couldn’t hurt, and Marty lived alone in an apartment, in a big house where the only other resident was nearing a century of life. Mr. Cutledge didn’t hear well, and he slept long nights. He was no one’s idea of a solid alibi.

      “I didn’t go home until about one thirty. Both of us needed to get some sleep. And once I decided to confront Forrest this morning, I had a plan. You know what a plan does for me.”

      That shot the alibi. Forrest would have left the bar around two if he was closing. 

      What was I even thinking? Marty was probably right. Forrest’s death was probably an accident. And even if it wasn’t, Marty would never do something like this.

      But would the griffin? 

      I shook the thought away like a pesky fly. “I get it. I’m not sure confronting him would have done anything.”

      They considered me for a minute, eyebrows raised.

      “Hey! I couldn’t confront Forrest after what he did to Joel and me.” I huffed a breath. Where was this coming from? “You know I couldn’t. It would have revealed too much about the garden⁠—”

      Movement outside the door pulled me around and I tried for a deep breath, as Marty’s first customer of the day came through the door. They were frustrated. I should just let it go. But it hurt to hear.

      Possibly because I felt the same way. If I’d told authorities what had happened at the Crown Theatre months ago, maybe Forrest wouldn’t have been able to go on hurting people.

      I despised what ifs.
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        * * *

      

      Sarah Griffin lived in a cheery little two-tone green cottage across from Covett House. Her front porch, bedecked with flourishing plants, was wide enough for twin rocking chairs she’d aligned with the view of the woods behind my property. Of course she had. For decades, Sarah had been the griffin, her ancestral power a compliment to my family’s. She’d watched the woods for signs of friends as much as for signs of trouble. 

      The extra chair was for whoever stopped in. Sarah had lived alone for decades, too.

      My Nanna was the most frequent occupant of that chair, just like Sarah was the most frequent visitor to the Covett House library, especially when the weather wasn’t so fine. Most days you’d find them side by side. Living across the street from each other was such a blessing to the two of them. And their deep friendship meant I grew up with Marty as a friend.

      Neither of us knew, back then, the secrets our grandmothers kept. 

      At the moment the twin rockers were empty. 

      I knocked on the green front door. 

      It took her a minute, but the door eventually opened wide. “Morning, Naomi. What has you haunting my porch?”

      “Not great news, unfortunately. I wanted to ask you to check in on Marty later today. They found something this morning…well, not really something⁠—”

      “Are you going to spit it out today, or should we take a seat?”

      “Marty found Forrest McCall’s body at Bayside Park this morning.” Once I was talking, the story flowed out fast. 

      “Forrest is the one…”

      “Who shot me up with a sedative a couple months ago? Yeah. Same guy.”

      “He was bartending last night at the Bayside.”

      “Yeah,” I said again. “That seemed to surprise a bunch of people.”

      “I noticed he got Marty riled.”

      “He said something really mean to Lucile and hurt her feelings.”

      Sarah whistled. “Our griffin doesn’t take well to folks insulting our friends.”

      “Forrest seems to have insulted a lot of people.”

      “Not a lot of time between closing down a bar and being found floating this morning.”

      “I thought about that, too.” I lifted my empty hands. “It might turn out to have been an accident. Either way, Marty might need an ear today.”

      “I’ll head down to the store after lunch.” Sarah patted my arm and picked up her watering can. “Thanks for telling me. I doubt Marty’s going to say anything.”

      “They like to handle things themselves.”

      “Sometimes that’s a downright stupid choice.”

      I couldn’t disagree.
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      There had to be people who disliked Forrest even more than Marty. From what I’d experienced of the guy, mistreating people excited him. He’d been excited when he stuck me with that needle. It was the happiest he’d sounded all night. That’s the part that had creeped me out since that night, when Joel and I witnessed that cult ritual at the historic Crown Theatre.

      Joel didn’t remember, of course. A side effect of the sedative.

      Bramm had helped me remember. It was an aspect of his leprechaun magic to both tangle and untangle human memory. A handy skill, if the timing was right. He’d been there that night and he’d helped me remember when I woke from Forrest knocking us out.

      It was better that Joel didn’t remember. The girlfriend who involved us in that situation broke up with him just after, and he was still in the dark about the extent of our family’s obligations in Crescent Bay. Exactly like he was supposed to be. 

      That’s why I hadn’t told about Forrest. It kept everything that was supposed to stay a secret, a secret. Forrest’s godfather, Arold Cayne, had his eye on Covett House and the strange occurrences that seemed to crop up around the property since long before my time. He’d already tried to use me as some sort of weak link, attempting everything from digging for information to trying to buy the property when I wasn’t at my best.

      Arold Cayne would probably be learning of his godson’s death right about now.

      I frowned. This sucked. Forrest was definitely a piece of work, but I felt for his family, for the people who cared about him.

      I couldn’t even call with condolences. I’d be admitting I remembered exactly what had happened that night.

      An ache tightened my belly. 

      Choices, choices.

      Marty was right of course. My conscience knew it. Letting Forrest get away with drugging me and my cousin, even in order to protect long-guarded secrets, meant he faced zero repercussions for his behavior. Had I denied him the intervention that could have shifted his path? Or was his death just an awful accident?

      Easy answers were hard to come by these days.

      That didn’t alleviate the guilt I was currently wallowing in. 

      What did I know about Forrest? I could count on one hand. He was Arold Cayne’s godson. He wasn’t career ambitious, or at least his last couple jobs hadn’t shown it. Last I knew he was the lighting tech at the Crown Theatre, and now bartending at a local bar. He had a penchant for control and violence. He enjoyed upsetting people, hurting them.

      Marty had said he lived on a houseboat. A far cry from Arold Cayne’s swanky English-style country home outside town. The cluster of houseboats on the bay was nice, they weren’t run too down or anything. Most of them were rentals, which I guessed made sense for someone in their late twenties.

      He’d lived on the bay he’d died on. He’d still been wearing the shirt he wore to work on the same bayfront, a short walk away.

      A bayfront currently crowded with partying students. Some of them occupying houseboats alongside Forrest’s. 

      It must have been cold by the middle of the night, but he wasn’t wearing a jacket, and he wasn’t dressed for boating or swimming. Had he gone with some of the partying students after hours?

      His death could still turn out to be an accident. But I had a bad feeling it wasn’t.

      The oven had warmed the kitchen at Covett House. The familiar aroma of chocolate chip cookies filled the air, making my stomach rumble. My two brownie friends, Lulu and Cary, currently sat at the counter’s edge with thimble-size cups and a bit of still-steaming cookie each.

      “Ah, Naomi!” Cary greeted me between bites. “Please, partake. The cookies are still warm.”

      The coffee was still hot too. I glanced to my right and the cupboard opened for me. One of my favorite coffee mugs illustrated with a grumpy pug slid toward me. “Thanks, guys.”

      Cookies and coffee for lunch. This could work. We enjoyed our treat in companionable silence. Before long, buoyed by caffeine and chocolate, I felt a little steadier.

      I had about an hour before a library redesign committee meeting. Arold Cayne was on the committee too. 

      “Are these cookies spoken for?”

      “Nope. We were just in the mood.” Lulu grinned. 

      “Then if you don’t mind, I’ll take two platters to go.”
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        * * *

      

      Lucile Bernard had moved to Crescent Bay last year to manage the Crescent Bay Community Bank. Marty met her when she was struggling to get her furniture into her new apartment, and after helping her out, they circled each other very briefly before starting to date. 

      The relationship might be fairly new, but it was serious. My bestie might not admit it yet, but I was certain Lucile was the one.

      Or maybe that was just wishful thinking, because I really loved her too. Her bubbly personality and quick wit were a great compliment to my eccentric goofball of a best friend.

      Right now she was a bank manager sure to be having a tough morning after being verbally abused last night and then finding out her abuser had died.

      Cookies were the obvious answer.

      I slipped into a parking spot around the block and took up one plate of Lulu and Cary’s cookies. 

      Inside, I waved to Carol Riggert, who’d been a teller here since I was a kid come to cash in loose change and pointed toward Lucile’s office. She shrugged and flipped another page of her magazine. There wasn’t another customer in sight. I didn’t know the other teller, but he was staying busy dusting the booths that outnumbered staff three to one. Banking had changed a lot in the past three decades and the building’s footprint was built for a different age.

      I knocked at Lucile’s door and waved through the window into her office. She blinked at me for a moment and waved me in.

      “Naomi…what’s up?”

      “Hi. Sorry to disturb you.”

      “That’s okay.” She glanced at the pile of paperwork on her desk.

      “I just wanted to check on you and make sure you’re okay.” I held up the cookies. “Sugar fortification?”

      She sighed. “Yes, please.” She selected a cookie and leaned back in her chair, pulling her shoulders back. “I’m having trouble focusing.”

      “That makes sense. It’s a weird day.”

      “I didn’t wish him dead.”

      I shook my head. “Funny, that’s exactly how I felt.”

      “He wasn’t a nice person. I didn’t like him.” She gritted her teeth. “He made me so mad last night. Who did he think he was?” She took an angry bite of cookie and rolled her eyes with pleasure. “These are good. Thanks…I needed this.”

      “I thought you might. I stopped in at Sarah’s and asked her to check on Marty. She’s probably over at the shop right now.”

      “That’s brilliant. Thank you.” She blinked again. “I’m glad I wasn’t there to see—” She gave me a horrified glance. “Sorry…I just…”

      “It’s okay. Perfectly normal reaction. I don’t like seeing dead bodies either.” 

      “But Marty…they must be feeling just as conflicted as I am. They were going to confront him. That plan was the only thing that calmed them down last night.”

      “They were pretty calm by the time they left your place?” I had to ask. 

      “They were tired. We both were. I went straight to bed after Marty left.”

      “You didn’t want to go with them to confront Forrest this morning.”

      “Eek. No. That is so not my style.”

      “What he said to you last night…what do you think he meant?”

      Lucile shook her head. “I couldn’t tell. I felt like he was talking about my relationship more than my race.” She gave a rough laugh. “Does it really matter which part of me he disagreed with?”

      I shrugged. “Either way, I’m sorry he said that and left you with his stupid baggage.”

      “Another day in the life.”

      That was bleak. I pushed the cookies closer, and she snagged another. 

      A thought occurred to me. “Was that your first interaction with Forrest?”

      “No. He’s a customer here.” She held up her cookie free hand. “And that’s all I should say.”

      “Was he mean to you before?”

      “He didn’t make any slurs, but he wasn’t happy with our restrictions in certain areas. He blamed me for enforcing basic security.” She shrugged. “That’s my job, of course, so I did what I had to do. By the time our interaction ended, he was pretty frustrated with me.”

      “Do you think that’s why he went after you last night?”

      “I don’t know. He said what he said, and there’s no reason that justifies it.”

      “Agreed.” But knowing he had prior motivation helped it make a little more sense. His choice of a victim wasn’t random.

      A knock at Lucile’s open door made us both jump. 

      “Hello Lucile,” Koray said from the doorway. “Can I have a minute of your time?”

      I stood. Time to beat a quick retreat before⁠—

      “Fancy meeting you here.” Koray’s side eye as I passed made me cringe. He called after me. “Naomi, I’m sure I don’t have to tell you to keep your nose out of my investigation.” 

      A glance back showed him pointing to the cookie platter and lifting one.

      That’s how much he wanted me to stay out of things.
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      Arold Cayne wasn’t at the library redesign committee meeting. Sarah stepped up and filled in as chair for him, but she didn’t give a reason for his absence. I couldn’t help staring at his empty chair and wondering how he was doing. I didn’t like the man, but that didn’t mean I wanted him to suffer.

      At nearly a century old, it was time for major improvements to the Crescent Bay Public Library. Improved accessibility, and flow to the Griffin Rose Garden that shared that city block were two of our major goals. At this point, we were poring over design options and planning our fundraising campaign. 

      The second platter of cookies went over well as we evaluated the eye-popping numbers estimated for the project.

      Regina Mobley, the high school theater teacher, suggested an outdoor performance called Bird or Devil: Tales of Poe at the Griffin Rose Garden, where the community could come together around the arts. 

      “I’m sure Arold Cayne would be interested in a complementary show at the Crown Theatre.” Sarah met my eyes. “Naomi, will you call Arold this week and give him an update, then verify his interest?”

      It gave me a reason to call and check on him. And Sarah knew exactly what she was doing. I nodded and jotted a note in my calendar. “If we’re promoting a weekend of festivities, I’d be happy to donate twenty-five percent of the proceeds from the museum that weekend. I’ll see if Sheldon’s down to put on some sort of special event to capitalize on the foot traffic generated by the performances.” 

      “I’ll donate twenty-five percent from Morning Star’s proceeds that weekend too.” Mel grinned at me, and I smiled back. 

      “Me too,” Daphne said. 

      Sarah raised her eyebrows. A quarter of the coffee shop’s revenue for a weekend was starting to sound like real money.

      Daphne shrugged. “It’s good for all of us. Let’s pull together and see if we can get major involvement. This library project is going to be next level for the town center, but first we need to raise a whole heck of a lot of cash.”

      “We could schedule the weekend of plays alongside the surf competition in September.” Silence greeted my statement.

      Finally, Sarah said, “I don’t think they’re the same crowds. The folks who come for surfing stay pretty busy with that event while they’re in town.”

      I smiled and let it drop. That was true. The surfers and their cadres kept to themselves more than we were looking for. I wasn’t going to press around the unspoken resistance. Last year, there was a murder too close to the surf competition, and too close to our own town and friends. The murderer was currently awaiting trial in a women’s prison, so I had every confidence the violence would be limited to crushing each other’s waves this year. Still, it had absorbed a lot of the goodwill that putting on a major event generated. I understood it wasn’t worth the risk of connecting the events.

      “I can’t afford such a large portion of proceeds, but I’ll work out a more targeted donation,” Daniel Long, owner of the Redhawk Market, spoke up. “We could also run the Redhawk Shuttle for free that weekend if that will help.”  

      Sarah gave a quick nod. “That would be a big help. Free shuttle service to any point in Crescent Bay will go a long way toward clearing the streets for the pedestrian traffic we want to generate.” She clapped her hands. “I’m loving hearing all this cooperation, folks. This could really turn into something.”

      Daphne looked down at the printout in front of her. “It had better.”

      “Timing is an interesting question,” Regina said. “We’d usually do our first theater performance in late October at the earliest, so we have time to get organized after school starts. But if we wait much longer than that, it’ll be too chilly for an outdoor show.”

      I felt Daphne’s eyes on me. “How about Halloween week?” she asked. “We could do a creeptastic job decking out the museum.”

      “You know…that sounds super fun! It could get even more businesses involved with kids’ activities. And kids’ activities to promote a library redesign! On point, my friends!”

      Daniel pulled out his phone and looked something up. “Halloween is on a Thursday.”

      Watching his profile, something struck me. But I couldn’t place it. 

      “School will be closed for conferences Thursday and Friday,” Regina said, looking at the calendar on her phone. “But if we get buy-in from our performers’ parents that they’ll be available, it could be a great opportunity to do a four-performance weekend – night shows on Friday and Saturday, matinees on Saturday and Sunday.”

      “I’ll check with Bobbie North and see if she wants to offer a Halloween picture booth at the rose garden.”

      “We could do something pretty to complement the décor at the museum and the late-season roses. How about Fairy Halloween?” Mel grinned at me again. 

      “You know it.”

      She didn’t. But still. 

      “I think we have a great start on the brainstorming here.” Sarah looked around, waiting for any more ideas to trickle in before she gaveled us out of here. “Next meeting two weeks from now, folks. Let’s try to poke holes in this plan. Next time around, if everyone’s on board, we’ll lay out the actual calendar and start to get some firm commitments.”

      Fairy Halloween. It had a fun ring to it.
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        * * *

      

      I put off my not-so-fun assignment of calling Arold Cayne with an update until Friday morning. 

      Marty had held up pretty well at trivia last night. They showed up with purple hair, and it seemed that taking a night to griffin out had helped them blow off some steam. They were back to sardonic humor instead of the edgy rage that had unsettled me these last couple of days. 

      It was mostly our regular trivia crew, including both Townsend brothers. A couple of the visiting college-age folks had come, earning side eye from Officer Seth Townsend – probably because it was his night off and he wanted to relax instead of being reminded about the events of the week. 

      But to be honest, after the drowning Wednesday morning, the students visiting town had been more subdued. The Bayside Bar changed closing time to midnight for the rest of the week. Trisha North’s yoga studio added a couple free drop-in classes to encourage an activity other than partying, and Mark’s Sandwiches and Sugar Dreams Sweets offered a combo coupon. 

      Some of our young visitors may have taken the local businesses up on their opportunities for distraction, but from the traffic around town, it seemed just as many had taken the signal this was no longer party town and left early. 

      That’s why it was so easy to step into line at the Crescent Cafe Friday morning. I needed a pick-me-up before I picked up the phone. No one joined the line directly after me, so after taking my order for a large mocha and a croissant breakfast sandwich, Daphne leaned her elbows on the counter. “I heard the police asked a couple of the students to stay. A guy Forrest cut off after he’d had too much to drink and his girlfriend.”

      “Do they really think Forrest might have been killed because of that?”

      “I think all options are still on the table for Koray. They haven’t even nailed down a cause of death.”

      “Should it take this long? He drowned…right?”

      She shrugged. “I think it’s a fairly normal timeline at this point. Or that’s what I gather from true crime podcasts.”

      “How do you listen to that stuff?”

      “Huh? Oh, I love it. It’s fascinating. Some people think they can get away with anything. And some others are total heroes, and you’d never know it. How are you not listening?”

      “To each their own, I guess.” I didn’t need my ears full of all that drama. The shocking details would creep up on me when I woke in the middle of the night in my empty, creaky house. No thank you. But if we kept going like we were going, someone was going to make one of those shows about Crescent Bay.

      Although I had a feeling any such idea would be mysteriously quashed under the edict of King Egan and the Day Court.  

      “It’s just a couple of students who were asked to stay?”

      “Yeah. I heard this from Seth, so…” Our favorite talks-too-much local law enforcement professional, Seth Townsend hadn’t been hired for his discretion. He also hadn’t been fired yet for his indiscretion. “Anyway, it could still turn out to be an accident.”

      “Do you know anything about Forrest? I know he’s somewhat related to Arold Cayne, because he used to work at the Crown.”

      “Oh, yeah. I heard they had a falling out. I think Arold got tired of cleaning up after Forrest. He didn’t seem to have the best judgment.”

      “Huh.” When I’d seen them together last winter, they’d seemed like they were on the same page. You know, holding people with tasers and injecting acquaintances with sedatives. That sort of thing. 

      “Forrest’s mother is more of a mess than he is. Or was. But her family is really tied in with Cayne. A cousin, or a business partner, or both? Until she got addicted to opioids, anyway. She doesn’t live in CB anymore. I think Forrest moved back here to get away from her.”

      The addicted to opioids part set off my alarm bells. It probably wasn’t great for Forrest’s mental health to be messing around with illegal use of substances. And Arold had been right there that night when Forrest drugged Joel and me. Some great example he was.

      “Do you know why he and Arold weren’t getting along?”

      Daphne snorted. “Arold finally caught up with what a roach he was helping raise around here?”

      I raised my eyebrows. “What makes you say that?”

      “Did you see Rachel Long’s face Tuesday night? She had already complained to the owner of the Bayside and asked him not to hire Forrest, but he didn’t listen.”

      “Rachel had issues with Forrest?”

      “Apparently he hit on her at some event last year and then was a complete misogynist when she turned him down. There might have been more to it. She didn’t want to talk about it, but I remember that week and how upset she was.”

      “When was this?”

      “Not sure. Definitely before Christmas.”

      “Arold and Forrest seemed pretty close as of January,” I mused. “He was still working at the Crown then.”

      “True.” Daphne shrugged. “For all I know, he offended a bunch of other people between then and now. Like I said, a roach of a human.”

      I left the Crescent Cafe feeling worse about all of this. We didn’t have a cause of death, but the idea that Forrest’s death had been an accident was feeling less and less likely.
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      I shouldn’t have spent the morning worrying about calling Arold, because he didn’t answer anyway. I leaned back in my favorite chair, mind drifting to the weekend, and stroked Thomas as he watched me through slitted eyes, his tail curled around him.

      I should call David. I should cancel our date. But now I was the jerk who’d waited until the last minute.

      There were plenty of reasons I couldn’t have a man in my life at this point. For instance, take all the secrets I was trying to tease out about Forrest. It didn’t actually have anything to do with me, but I couldn’t seem to help myself. 

      Or take the fact that I wasn’t really emotionally available. I had a lot of hang-ups related to my recent divorce. I wasn’t even sure I wanted a relationship.

      And all of this mental chatter assumed that David did want a relationship.

      Because I sure hoped he did. If he’d gone to the effort to ask me out, acted all shy and uncertain about my interest…I wanted him to be all in.

      Could I be all in?

      It was too early to call him. He’d be teaching until mid-afternoon and settling pre-spring-break business after that. 

      Starting to date again at forty.

      Was that why I was so resistant?

      I had a perfectly comfortable life. All my needs were met, and I got to decide what I did with each day. I didn’t have to check in with anyone. 

      It’s not like David was a controlling sort. 

      But that didn’t matter. It wasn’t about David. It was about me and gauging whether I was ready to sacrifice any of the independence that had been the best part of my marriage ending… I wasn’t sure I wanted to be tied to anyone.

      How was I supposed to start dating, when my worries were all bound up in assumptions tied to marriage? I wasn’t marrying the guy. I was going on a date.

      Thomas saved me from my circling thoughts by jumping down. He pawed the door. 

      Yeah, I was done in here too. We left the blue room and went downstairs. 

      In fact, I’d had enough of this house. Dana wasn’t around, and while the brownies were always fun company, they’d also try to soothe my current angst. And I wasn’t sure I wanted to be soothed.

      Thomas and I went out to the back porch. He darted off into the woods, leaving me to my own devices. 

      Fine. I walked the three hundred feet to the museum path. But I circled around to the front so I wouldn’t startle Sheldon. I ran into Sarah heading in the front door. 

      “Naomi.” She pulled up short and looked up at me. “How are you?”

      “I’m good. Just…”

      “Bored?” She laughed. “Welcome to the life. It’s either all the excitement or none of it.”

      “What have you heard?”

      Bless her heart, she knew I was talking about Forrest. “They’re taking their time saying anything. That tells me it was murder.”

      I blew out a breath. “That’s my feeling too. Daphne said a couple college kids were asked to stay in town while it all gets sorted out.”

      “Glad at least a couple of the suspects aren’t locals.”

      We went inside. Mel was seated on a stool by the counter. She must be working on the apartment today. She was dressed in faded, ripped jeans and a loose flannel shirt. I waved. 

      A dad and his child, maybe six years old, were goofing off with the mechanical fortune teller. While it was a good schtick, I’d known all the canned responses the turban-clad figure would give from the age of eight. A modern upgrade wouldn’t work in this circumstance. The intrigue was tied up in the analog aspect of the technology. A fully wired-in prophet just wouldn’t work for these kids. 

      Once they’d been cajoled to seek their grand adventures, the little boy put his hand in his dad’s. “Can we get ice cream now?”

      The fellow gave Sheldon an apologetic look, but Sheldon just said, “I’d prefer ice cream too.”

      With matching grins, the pair took off for Sugar Dreams Sweets. 

      I strolled over to the counter. “How’s it going?”

      “Fine.” Mel shot Sheldon a look. “I was just filling Sheldon in on plans for Fairy Halloween.”

      “Yes, she was.” Sheldon picked up a dusting rag and moved to one edge of the shop. “It’s an intriguing idea. We might be able to pull some things from storage to outfit the museum appropriately.”

      Mel snorted. “Yeah, I bet you could find plenty to work with in Rose’s eclectic collection. She was so weird. I miss her.”

      Sarah peeked into the coffee pot and found it wanting. She shook her head and set about making a fresh pot. Smart woman. “As I was walking over, I was thinking about the outside. Don’t you think it’d be cool to have a tent, like an old revival tent or something? Folk could walk through that entrance to the weird and wondrous⁠—”

      “Odd and Wondrous.” Sheldon frowned. “It is a weird name. Probably seemed marvelous to the old man back when he chose it, but it doesn’t really make any sense.”

      “I like the tent idea. We could choose a ‘beyond the veil’ aesthetic, get people in the mood for wonder.”

      Sarah nodded. The coffee pot was now bubbling happily. She sidled up to Mel, peering at her over the rim of her glasses. 

      Mel moved from the stool with a murmured apology, and Sarah grinned, taking up her accustomed reign at the museum’s counter.

      “I’d better get going, anyway. Lots to do today.” 

      “You didn’t want to stay for coffee?” Sarah pointed to her handiwork, its rich scent inspiring hope, though it was still a few minutes off.

      “Nah. I’ve probably had enough.” Mel paused next to Sheldon on her way out. “We’ll talk more later?”

      He nodded, and as she left I got the distinct impression he was avoiding meeting my eyes.

      Huh. Hopefully nothing had gone wrong at the building. I could see Mel trying to deal with it herself if she found a problem. But she must know I’d help if she ran into a snag. We were friends. And we both knew I didn’t need the money. 

      “What brought you in today, Naomi? One more visitor before noon and I’m going to hand out these dust rags and put you all to work.”

      Sarah cackled, slapping a hand on her thigh.

      I reached out a hand. “You’re on.”

      He gave me a sidelong glance along with a rag. 

      “My head is too busy and my hands too idle, so I’ll take a job, thank you.” I set to work across the room, on a tall, narrow curio. I lifted a disk of amber to dust it. A lizard stared up at me. I shivered. Its entire body had been preserved in just a few seconds, who knew how many centuries ago. This place was so weird.

      Sarah chuckled. “It’s the date, isn’t it?” 

      I whipped my head around. “Who told you about that?”

      But I knew it was Marty without an answer. Of course it was Marty.

      She had selected three mugs from Sheldon’s collection, and now she poured us the good stuff. “Too much in your own head all right. Anyone could see you’ve had your eye on that fine gentleman for months.” 

      Fine…gentleman? My head was swimming. Where was she going with this? “Yeah, dating advice is not why I came in today.”

      Sheldon cleared his throat. “Who are we dating?”

      “David Clark,” Sarah told him. “We’ve talked about this.”

      “What do you mean you’ve talked about this?” I sputtered. They were talking about my non-dating behind my back? 

      But of course they were. As Nanna’s oldest friends, they wanted to see me happy. And when Sarah wanted something, she was pushy as all get out.

      “I shouldn’t date him,” I finally offered.

      “Why is that? You like the man. I’m surprised you didn’t make a move before now.”

      “My life is too complicated⁠—”

      “Your life, my dear, is not complicated enough. Not by far.” And with that, Sarah raised her mug and watched me over the rim.

      “But what do I do about⁠—”

      She held up a hand. I was surprised at the ferocity in her gaze. “My challenge to you,” she said in a soft tone that was somehow more authoritative than any shout, “is that you take this one step at a time, with the man in front of you. You’re not the woman you were twenty-some years ago. And he’s not your ex.”

      I looked down. The little lizard startled me again and I was suddenly tearing up. I put the little guy back on his shelf and picked up another amber piece, this one containing a shell with a gorgeous spiral I could barely see through my tears.

      Come on, Naomi. Get a grip.

      “It’s okay, kid. You’re getting the feels because this is the first date that’s meant anything since your divorce. Perfectly natural.”

      At least there was that.

      Sheldon held his peace, which was probably a wise move.
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        * * *

      

      I stayed for a cup of coffee, since the aroma had been taunting me, and then escaped. I needed fresh air. Stopping at Covett House long enough to find Thomas had returned to the porch, I changed into my boots, and then I tromped straight into the woods. 

      It had been several days since I visited the moon garden. I rested a hand on the pillar when I arrived at it, but decided I wanted otherworld company about as much as human company at the moment. So I kept on the mundane path and soon found myself on the bank of Covett Creek. A zillion memories of chasing tiny, darting fish and trying to feed periwinkles popped into my head. Making my choice, I slipped my boots and socks off and entered the creek, the cool water closing over my feet. Covett Creek was waist deep in certain places, but here it mostly ran around my calves. It felt delicious.

      I moved slowly, unwilling to slip onto my forty-year-old butt. A minnow around an inch in length swam straight up to my ankle and nibbled on me before darting into the shadows.

      I giggled. Then I took a deep breath. I raised my chin and looked around, lifting my face to the dappled sunlight breaking through the trees that arched over the creek.

      Grinning to myself, I checked the rocks for periwinkles, though I no longer believed they lived on the leaf matter so plentiful on the stream’s edge. They probably ate bugs. Life was like that. It wasn’t what you thought when you were a kid. It was both more terrible and more magical – at least if you bothered to look beyond the silly tasks and trifles we busied ourselves with. 

      A sparkle at the stream’s edge caught my eye. Something bright blue. A piece of colored glass? It rested on the bank, the sun glinting against it. It was in clear view. Surely someone would have picked this up if they noticed it. If it was glass it looked large enough to do someone damage. 

      It was probably plastic. A bauble out of a quarter-machine.

      But it wasn’t. It was a gem of some sort, heated in the sun. Its edges felt slick, almost like they were moist, but no droplets remained when I rubbed my fingers together.   

      It wasn’t precisely cut, as if intended for jewelry. The bevels seemed to be its natural shape. It was about the width of my thumbnail, and longer. 

      Maybe I should take it back to Covett House and report it to the police station. It seemed valuable.

      I slipped it into my pocket just as my phone rang. 

      Arold’s name stood out on the dark screen.

      “Hi, Arold,” I answered. 

      A garbled reply was all that reached me. I stuck a finger in my left ear to cut out the creek noise. Still garbled.

      “Shoot. I’ll call you back in a second, the reception’s no good here.” I hung up, hoping he’d heard that, and scrambled for the bank. I dried my feet on my socks and shoved my bare feet into my boots. I could deal with that when I was back on the porch, where I knew the cell service was decent.

      I was midway down the forest trail when a gray streak burst out of the undergrowth. I jumped and let out an embarrassing little shriek.

      Thomas rested on his haunches a few feet away and swiped a paw over his face, the picture of nonchalance.

      “Don’t look so proud of yourself.”

      It wasn’t that hard to scare me. 

      Thomas followed me back to the porch, no doubt intrigued by my haste. When I pulled out my phone and sat on the back porch steps, his face fell.

      “That’s right. I’m still boring.” I dialed Arold and waited for his answer.

      “Naomi. Hello.” 

      “Hi, Arold. Thanks for returning my call.”

      “I was intrigued to find a message from you.” No doubt he hoped I’d let something slip about Covett House.

      “We missed you at the Library Redesign Committee meeting on Wednesday. And…I’m so sorry to hear about your godson.”

      “Ah.” He didn’t seem to have expected that. He cleared his throat. “Thank you. It is a loss.”

      This wasn’t Arold’s usual casual belligerence. He sounded really sad.

      “My condolences, Arold. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

      “Actually…” He paused.

      “Yes?” 

      “Would you meet me?” He said in a rush. Then, “I have to say…I am not myself these last couple days. Another soul in the house would do me good.”

      “I can be there in twenty minutes. Have you eaten? We keep the fridge well stocked around here. I can put something together.”

      “You’re a blessing, Naomi.”

      Aww…that was nice. “But have you eaten?” I pressed.

      He gave a raw chuckle. “Now that you mention it, no, not since last night.”

      “See you in a few.”

      It looked like I was about to get a close-up view of that English-style country house. And the old man’s pain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Eight


          

        

      

    

    
      I’d driven by the Cayne home, a couple miles inland off Crescent Bay. Everyone had driven by it. The pastoral scene was out of a storybook, not something you’d expect to find along the rural California coastline.

      The three-story house would dwarf any other in Crescent Bay. But it seemed smaller sitting alone amid acres and acres of rolling green. Accessed down a long drive that cut across the landscape from the main road, I gave a little gasp as I turned onto it. The private two-lane road was lined with rounded hedgerows and otherwise almost bare of landscaping, austere, a lot like the man who lived here. 

      This was a big house for one man. And I knew how that felt.

      I approached a gate with a circular driveway beyond it. I pulled the Volvo up next to the intercom and pressed the buzzer. After a minute of waiting, all the while imagining elevator music, I pressed it again.

      “Erm. Yes?” Somebody grumbled next to my ear.

      “Hi. I’m Naomi Monday, here to see Arold. And I was invited,” I said quickly.

      The station gave a loud beep and the gate swung inward without need for further words. Cool.

      I pulled around and parked just past the large, double door entrance. Eek. Should I ring the bell? That didn’t seem effective given the scale of the house.

      But before I could lift the small cooler I’d brought from the passenger seat, one of those grand front doors opened and a stiff older gentleman stepped out to stand on the top step, arms straight at his sides and chin lifted, even though that made him stare directly into the sun.

      Solar power had nothing on this guy’s sense of formality.

      I shouldn’t be surprised Arold had an honest-to-goodness butler. But I was still a little shocked, I have to say. Not something you expect to run into in homey Crescent Bay, where people wore their beach wear straight into the restaurants and everything.  

      “Ms. Monday. Welcome. I am Wilton. Mr. Cayne is in the atrium. Follow me.”

      I glanced up at the blocky front of the house. Even the window placements were perfectly symmetrical. It didn’t look like a house that would have an atrium.

      The interior held more personality. Rich fabrics in deep autumn shades, intricately carved spindle chairs and tables. Much of the art featured an English mounted hunt. Hounds with noses lifted, wild-eyed horses, and unsmiling men sighting down their rifles.

      Wouldn’t have been my choice, but I could see Arold living here.

      We passed through the more formal rooms at the front of the house and entered a dining room that could seat twelve. More gorgeous antique furniture. English gardens adorned the walls. A set of French doors revealed the atrium, which overflowed with plant life thriving in the light from the open sky above. A fountain gurgled somewhere nearby. The wing bordering the atrium was just one level, so open sky could be seen above it. Sunsets were probably magnificent viewed from here.

      We stepped down into the space and a short path took us between a pair of Japanese maples. At the center of the space, we found Arold, seated among miniature palm trees and rich green ferns in his own private oasis. He stood to greet us.

      “Your guest,” Wilton intoned.

      “Hi, Arold.”

      “Naomi.” He pointed to the chair opposite him. “Would you like something to drink?”

      “Coffee?” Sitting in the offered chair would put me too far away from the table to unpack the goodies I’d brought. So I hovered.

      “Will an espresso suffice?” Wilton asked.

      “Sounds like coffee to me.”

      “I’ll have one as well,” Arold put in. He eyed the cooler I’d carried in, but he was too polite to ask.

      While Wilton went for the coffee, I unpacked the chicken salad, baguette crisps, brie and grapes. Then I moved both chairs closer to the table.

      “Wow. Thank you, Naomi. This looks grand.” He patted his stomach. “I didn’t realize how hungry I am.”

      Wilton returned with two fluted glass mugs, coasters, and place settings for two, readying the table with precise aplomb. Then he left.

      I took my seat and pointed to the food. “Please. Enjoy.”

      Arold filled his plate as I took a moment to take in the view of open sky. I spotted the moon almost directly above us.

      I loaded the plate Wilton had brought me and then raised my espresso toward Arold. He nodded, and we broke bread in a silence that was only a little bit awkward. I wasn’t all that hungry, but I slowly munched, wanting to give Arold time to eat his fill. 

      Most of the plants in here were unrecognizable to me. I wasn’t the gardener in the family. I suddenly wondered if Nanna had ever joined Arold for a meal here, and I doubted it.

      So why had he asked me?

      Finally, Arold pushed his plate away. He wiped his mouth and tossed the napkin on his plate, and that seemed to summon Wilton, who began clearing up.

      “Would you like to see the grounds?” 

      “Sure. Thanks.” That definitely sounded better than just sitting. And I didn’t think Wilton would accept my help. He was already covering the dishes I’d brought and replacing them in the cooler.

      Arold marched to another set of French doors leading into the single-level wing. It was a large, open living space with gorgeous views of the countryside. Arold led me to the left and reached a large door bordered by thin windows that led onto a hardscaped terrace. The path ahead disappeared among rows of thick grapevines wearing their spring green. “Wow. That’s a lot of grapes.”

      “Yes.” A sidelong glance. “Have you ever enjoyed Riverbend wines?”

      “They serve it at the Bluefish. Those guys are local?”

      He nodded and pointed to the nearest arbor. “Their brand is based on these vines.” I could hear the pride in his voice.

      I peered at the surrounding landscape. “Where’s the river bend?”

      He smiled. “Their facility is near one, I assure you.”

      “Just a commercial relationship?”

      “A friendly commercial relationship. Yes. They’ve contracted for all the grapes we can produce.” He shrugged. “The art is beyond me. Wine making takes patience.”

      “Do you grow anything else here?”

      “Nah. I felt I should do something with the land, but it’s a residence, not an agricultural property.”

      A residence for one. And Arold seemed lonely. Heck, he’d asked me over. That was evidence enough. 

      “Did you grow up here?” I couldn’t picture Arold as a child. He’d probably been intense and morose back then too.

      He turned back to look at the house and jutted his chin toward it. “Born in this house, and I’ll die here.” He faced away again. “But I’m the last Cayne. Never had children of my own. I thought⁠—”

      I couldn’t watch his face as he struggled for composure. We trudged down the path, the gravel crunching under our feet. A tiny bird startled from a grapevine, darting across our path. Arold didn’t seem to notice.

      “I should have let him stay.” Arold pulled up short, gaze distant. His voice dropped. “He would still be alive if I’d let him stay.”

      “There’s no way to know that.”

      “I should have stopped him.”

      “Stopped him from what? Forrest drowned. How could you have stopped that?”

      But Arold didn’t answer. He was lost in his thoughts. 

      A harsh ring cut the air. Arold pulled his phone from the pocket of his cardigan. He took a few steps away and turned to face the house while he answered.

      The breeze was slight, but I still couldn’t hear what he said. From the slump of his shoulders, it wasn’t good.

      By the time he slipped the phone into his pocket and turned to face me, he stood straighter, and the deep wrinkles in his face had firmed into the mask I knew. “Apologies. I have somewhere I need to be shortly.” He glanced at his watch. “Thank you again for coming.”

      “You’re welcome, Arold. Take care.”

      At this apparent dismissal, I realized I was supposed to find my own way through the antique cloistered Cayne house. But I shouldn’t have worried. Wilton met me at the side door and whisked me through before I could think twice about what Arold had shared with me…and what he hadn’t.
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        * * *

      

      I am not a sleuth. I’m not that drawn to mystery. 

      When reading, I choose lighthearted romance, and if I’m in a grimmer mindset, family drama. I never really cared to figure out the whys, whens, and hows. It didn’t give me the satisfaction that others seemed to get from puzzling out clues and guessing correctly.

      But that was books.

      Today, I pulled off the country road on a long drive, turned the Volvo around and parked well away from the road in the shade of two large shrubs. 

      I fastened my gaze on the road.

      Ever since certain family secrets blew my understanding of the world out of the water, I’d had a compulsion to follow the threads. Maybe I was hoping to weave them together, so the world made sense again.

      It did help. The more I understood about aspects of our history that remained shrouded in shadow, with most of us going around pretending such things didn’t exist, the more I could help the garden and the fae portal it contained be a positive influence on our world. The more I could help avoid the darker influences seeping into our town to access the power that had accumulated here.

      Arold knew something more about Forrest’s death, something he’d chosen not to tell me even though he was in a surprisingly sharing mood. 

      I wanted to see what he did next.

      Not five minutes later, a Lincoln Towncar cruised past. Arold, off to answer whatever call he’d just received.

      I watched his car crest the next hill and then pulled out onto the road behind him. I wasn’t trying to catch up – I just needed to catch sight of it turning toward town, and then I fell back again.

      Thick stands of Douglas fir and bigleaf maple gave way to a panoramic view of the glistening bay and the ocean beyond. The tide was high, and even from up here I could see the whitecaps on the ocean as the afternoon wind kicked up. 

      The cluster of houseboats where ill-fated Forrest had moved, apparently after Arold kicked him out, trembled on the water. They appeared abandoned now that many of the spring breakers had left, shadows quivering around them in the mid-afternoon sunlight. 

      My skin prickled and I rubbed a hand over one arm to settle the gooseflesh.

      Okay…where had Arold gone? The crosshatch of Crescent Bay streets spread before me. I scanned quickly. There! The Towncar was making the turn at Agate Street. 

      I put on my blinker and followed.

      Arold parked outside his theater.

      I pulled into a spot across the street and watched his car in my rearview mirror. He didn’t go inside the theater. Instead, he started across the street.

      I knew where he was headed now.

      The police station.

      I glanced that direction. My eyes locked on a shock of purple hair, attached to one of my favorite humans, who was currently striding up the stairs to the station. My stomach sank. 

      The police had called Marty in as well.

      This couldn’t be good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Nine


          

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t eat, even though Lulu had made a gorgeous quiche. With nerves jangling, I made a chamomile tea and took it upstairs to the blue room and my favorite chair. Thomas jumped up with me and instantly began purring. I set the tea aside and scritched around his ears as he started making biscuits against my belly.

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” I grumbled at him. But we both knew it did.

      I couldn’t call Marty yet. They were likely still at the police station, and then they probably had to return to the shop. They didn’t have any regular employees, just reasonable small business hours and some holiday help, so they probably had to close up to go to the police station. 

      What did Morris think he was playing at? Marty had nothing to do with Forrest’s death. Marty had a plan to confront him, not to kill him.

      What had Arold meant when he said he should have stopped Forrest? What did he suspect Forrest had done? And how did he think it was connected to Forrest’s death?

      I just hoped Marty would be in a sharing mood. Maybe I’d head down to the store in a while instead of calling. 

      I was staring at my phone and sipping my tea when it rang. I jumped and sloshed tea on myself. I also sprinkled Thomas, who yowled and jumped off me, all his hair standing up. His tail lashed as he made for the exit.

      “Oh, get over it! It’s just tea,” I shushed him. I’d just noticed the name on my screen.

      David. No doubt calling about our date. Eek!

      “Hi, David.” I fumbled my tea again as I brought the phone to my ear. “Oof.”

      “Hello, Naomi oof.” I felt his smile through the phone. That was a talent I prized. 

      “Welcome to your spring break.”

      “Yeah. I’m still tidying up a little here. I was calling about tomorrow.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. Was he calling to cancel on me? I wanted him to cancel, right? Right? 

      Before too many seconds ticked past, I went with, “Yes?”  

      “We’d agreed on four o’clock, but do you mind if we move our date up to two?”

      He wasn’t canceling. And I was…relieved. 

      Because every time I heard his voice, or pictured his smile, I forgot my worries. 

      What had Sarah said? Take it one step at a time, with the man in front of me. Sounded simple enough...

      “Um…yes. That works fine for me.”

      “Can I pick you up at Covett House?”

      “Still not willing to give me any details, huh?” Now I was grinning. What did he have planned?

      “Life doesn’t come with enough fun surprises. I’m not ruining this one.”

      The sweet sentiment stole my breath. “Well…I’m excited. See you at two tomorrow.”

      “See you, Naomi.”

      I loved the sound of my name when he said it.

      I hung up the phone determined to cling to that feeling and quit second guessing.

      Instead, I snuggled deeper into my chair, inhaled the aroma of chamomile, and let myself dream. 
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        * * *

      

      “What’s with the mile-wide smile, babe?” Marty asked as I hip-nudged the door open and entered Marty’s Toys and Trivia to the melodic greeting of swing jazz.

      I was carrying two of the infamous brownie sundaes from Sugar Dreams Sweets. I held them up so Marty could take in the goodness. 

      “Oh, bestie strikes again!” They set aside the broom they’d been dancing with…er, sweeping with, and joined me at the front counter, hand out for their sundae. 

      I handed it over. “You know this is bribery, right?”

      Their eyes widened in mock horror. “I thought it was kindness.” 

      “Of course. But also bribery.” I popped the lid off mine and took the first couple amazing bites as I gathered my nerve. “I also have a confession. I saw you outside the police station today, so I know they called you in.”

      Marty cocked their head. “Why didn’t you say hi?”

      “I was sort of in my car, following Arold Cayne, and you were moving pretty fast.”

      “I do that.” They nodded. “Since when are you following the esteemed, genteel, upper echelons of Crescent Bay society?”

      “Is that Cayne? Because I think you’re talking about us too.” I gestured between us. “Both from founding families. Both utterly entrenched in this mad place.”

      “Utterly,” Marty said soberly. “More every day.”

      The swing jazz switched tracks and Marty spun in place between bites, kicking up a few dance steps. 

      “You don’t seem like someone who was just questioned by the police.”

      “Maybe I seem like someone no longer suspected by the police.”

      “Okay, please spill. What happened? Suspected means murder. Is it murder? Do we know that?”

      “Yes, Forrest McCall was definitely murdered. His cause of death was drowning, but his system was pumped full of enough sedative to knock out a horse.”

      “Sedative?” I said in a small voice. 

      “Someone sedated him and then put him in the water to drown.” Marty grimaced. “Horrible. But possibly not as horrible as being awake while drowning? I don’t know.”

      Rubbing my arms, I said, “Horrible enough.” A chill seeped into my bones. I’d suspected he was murdered, but this was cold. Calculated.

      “I know they called Daniel in for questioning, too.”

      “Daniel Long?”

      “Yeah. He was fishing that morning. Remember?”

      Oh, man. “He was the one tying up his boat as they pulled the body from the water?”

      Marty nodded. “Of course, they’re not going to find anything. Daniel wouldn’t do something like this.”

      I shuddered as the reality of what we were talking about hit me. 

      “You okay?” 

      “I’m absorbing. It’s all pretty awful.”

      Sedated. Knocked out, like he’d done to me and Joel. If he’d dumped me in the bay after giving me that shot, no doubt that would have been the end of me too.

      “I can see your wheels spinning. Since we don’t know exactly what Forrest gave you and Joel that night, since you never had a tox screen or tests, we can’t know if it was the same sedative he used on you.”

      “But he had access to such a thing before. Was it his drug that was used?” Marty was right, we couldn’t know for certain since we didn’t know what substance I’d been injected with…but the familiar detail hit too close to home for comfort.

      Forrest had injected us under the guise of protecting the secrets of the Order of the Fiery Arrow. I assumed they’d sanctioned the tactic, if not directly supplied the drug. Everyone in that room knew Forrest had used that drug on us, so their mysterious ritual could escape notice. 

      As far as I could tell then, Forrest was a lackey, not a member. But Arold was a full-fledged Arrow. 

      Forrest had the Order’s trust a couple of months ago, enough to witness and aid in that big night. What had changed since then? 

      A rift between the two men…that much I knew. 

      A rift wide enough that the young heir apparent to the unclaimed Cayne dynasty had moved out of the seat of power and struck out on his own.

      But was it a personal rift? 

      Or was something more sinister going on?

      Could Arold’s secret sect have caused his godson’s death?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At a few minutes past ten on Saturday morning, Sheldon called. I was painting my nails – something I almost never bothered with – and had to let them dry for a couple minutes before I returned his call. In the meantime, I stewed over what he could have to say just minutes after opening. 

      “Hey. What’s up? The museum okay?” 

      “Yes, it’s standing as usual. Can you swing by?”

      “Yeah. Give me fifteen minutes.”

      Knowing nothing was on fire, I finished up my nails and slipped on a pair of flats. I still needed to make a final decision on an outfit for my date. 

      Since David hadn’t shared any details, I would need to be prepared for anything. But surely he would have told me if I needed to be beach ready. For just about any other date activity, these flats just might work, but I was probably going to change into capris and a light blouse as the day warmed. 

      Maybe I was going a bit overboard on personal preparation, but I was having fun. I didn’t often have reasons for all the buffing, polishing, and perfuming. I could get just as girly as I wanted to.

      Sheldon was expecting me, so I used the back door to the museum, since it was closest.

      I heard two voices inside. 

      “I should have told her before. I know that.”

      “Done is done.” Sheldon was mid-shrug when I came around the corner.

      “Hey, Mel.” I glanced between the two of them and settled on Sheldon. “You rang?”

      I expected a joke in return, but he set his mouth and looked at Mel.

      “What’s going on? Did Morning Star burn down or something?”

      “No! The store is fine.” Mel rubbed a hand over her hair and finally met my eyes. “But I need your help.”

      Why was I getting gooseflesh? “Okay.”

      She swallowed. “Look…there are things about me that you have no way to know. And I’ll be honest, I wouldn’t be telling you this now if there were any other way to help her.”

      “Help who?” My head was spinning.

      Sheldon started on fresh coffee. He was trying to give us privacy.

      “Rose knew about me. And I knew about her.”

      I paused, my brow knitting. I wasn’t about to confirm or deny that subtle statement. 

      “That’s why I need your help. At the moon garden, they’ll spread the word.”
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