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PROLOGUE
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“Blah blah blah.”

“Pardon?” Leonid of Corinth blinked at his employer, wondering if the sun hadn’t been too much for him. That thought was followed immediately by the question of whether it was possible for Troy to have too much sun.

He frowned, and rubbed his ear. Could Old Gods get sunstroke? 

“I said blah blah blah. Is that all mortals do? Talk?” Troy Ilios held out his phone so Leo could see the offending video. “They’re all talk and no action. How can this woman have seven hundred thousand followers when all she does is talk in a whisper and tap her fingers on things?”

Leo looked. “She does ASMR. That’s what proponents of that lifestyle do.”

“Well, it’s ridiculous.” Troy waved a hand at the massive wall of stone behind him. “Mortals deserve more interesting content to look at that someone tapping her fingernails on a piece of paper. What’s the hold up?”

“We’re waiting for the drone to be repaired. I told you that earlier. Maybe you should get out of the sun?” Leo asked, studying his employer’s face. What did sunstroke look like?

“Why are you squinting at me in that objectionable manner?” Troy asked, leaning back as if Leo were puffing foul breath at him. 

“I was wondering what the signs of sunstroke were. You don’t feel odd, do you?”

“Odd? Me?” Troy drew himself up, squaring his shoulders and looking down his nose at Leo even though the former was seated. He made a noise remarkably like a snort. “The idea is obscene. Why would you even ask that? Have I ever been odd in all the centuries you have served me?”

Leo knew better than to answer that question truthfully. “I just wondered if spending all day out in the sun mightn’t have been too much for you. It is extremely hot.”

“Your concern for my well-being is right and proper, but don’t allow our time in the mortal plane to taint your memory. I am not a mortal to be so affected by the sun.” Troy gave an injured sniff, glanced down the steep slope to a flat bit of road where three off-road vehicles sat, and immediately clicked his tongue in annoyance, asking again, “Why is it taking so long? The light will soon shift and my good side will be in shadow if we wait much longer to stem the void.”

“I’m sure they will fix whatever is wrong with the drone so that it can film every second of you climbing the...er...void,” Leo said, waving at the tall rock structure behind him that he’d heard someone refer to as a chimney.

“Stemming. I will be stemming the void, not climbing. Really, Leo, how can you not know the terminology by now?” Troy asked, glancing up when Leo’s phone pinged. “What is it? Have I hit three hundred thousand followers? How can that whisper woman have more than double the followers I have when I provide so much more interesting content? Anyone can tap their fingers on things. But only a god can climb the most impossible of structures.”

“Yes, sir. It does seem unfair. However, I’m afraid it’s not a notice regarding your follower count. It’s a reminder you had me set last week about appointing a new lord to the Seventh Hour.”

“Bah,” Troy said, standing to stretch. Leo had to admit that Troy appeared every inch the god who the ancient Greeks had worshipped a few millennia ago, what with his dark curly hair, chiseled jaw, and a physique that had many mortal women doing double takes. But his animal magnetism aside, Leo wished his boss had a bit more going on upstairs. “The Hour is fine. We’d hear something if it wasn’t.”

“Sir, with all due respect, that isn’t necessarily the wisest of attitudes to adopt. If you don’t appoint a replacement soon, the members of the Hour are going to notice that you aren’t there to contain and police them, and at that point, all hell will likely break out. Literally.”

“You exaggerate,” Troy said, doing a few deep squats to warm up his legs. “It wouldn’t be that bad. Everyone there is, for the most part, well-behaved. Other than a few troublemakers, and they know their place.”

“They know their place because up until six months ago when you decided that you were going to take Instagram by storm, they had no other option,” Leo pointed out, more than a little exasperated. While he didn’t mind being out and about in the mortal world, he missed his dogs, missed his nice little cottage, and most of all, missed the busty ale wenches at the Flogged Bishop inn. 

In short, he wanted to go back home.

Troy paused doing his squats, and looked thoughtful, or as thoughtful as a man obsessed with himself could look when it came to subjects that lay beyond his immediate concern. “You think the thanes would really cause problems?”

“Yes. They have sworn to wreak revenge upon those who betrayed them into the underworld,” Leo said, a flicker of hope coming to life within him. If Troy ordered him to find a replacement to head up the Hour containing the four thanes who had been cast into its depths, then he could return home and be with his dogs and cottage and ale wenches. 

“Their vengeance can mean nothing to us,” Troy said after a minute’s consideration.

“They want to destroy mortals.” As a rule, Leo disliked using abrupt tactics with Troy, since the latter could be as obstinate as an ass when it came to herding him to a desired action, but there were times when it was a necessary risk.

“Meh,” Troy said, and started to turn away.

“Mortals who make up your existing and future Instagram audience,” Leo said, buffing his fingernails on his shirt as he played his last card.

Troy frowned, his ebony brows pulling together in a manner that had the ancient Greeks who worshipped him falling on their knees in supplication. “Hmm. I suppose you have a point. It wouldn’t be at all kind to the mortals to unleash beings who wanted to see them wiped off the earth. Very well. I charge you with picking someone to replace me as lord of the Hour in the next few days.”

“But—my lord—I’m not the right person—”

“Of course you’re not. Only I can appoint a replacement. But you can at least find the individual. So go do that.” Troy made shooing gestures. 

“Go where?” Leo asked, feeling adrift in a sea of confusion.  

“Wherever a suitable replacement can be found. Do not bother me with trivial issues! Go find a replacement, and then inform me so I might make it official, and can focus all my energy on growing my brand. Now, I shall give those idiots a piece of my mind, and tell them to get the blasted drone running so they can get shots of me looking down the belay.”

Leo’s hope that he might be able to return home fizzled and died even as he sighed, pulled out his phone, and loaded up a search engine to locate any demigods who weren’t already attached to a spiritual realm. 
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“Go home, Finch. Don’t leave your apartment. Don’t let anyone in unless it’s me. Don’t pick up your mail—we’ll check it for you. You should hear from me or the OEO about the Witness Security Program in the next twenty-four hours. You might want to pack a bag with the stuff you can’t live without. We’ll send the rest to you later.”

“Pack? Why would I pack anything?” Finch Dante, Dark One, former physician, and would-be author frowned when his friend and next-door neighbor Damon Blackwood exited the sterile police interview room. He bit back the urge to blurt out that he didn’t fear any mortal, given how difficult it was to kill a Dark One. Not even the thug he’d inadvertently witnessed committing the execution of a rival. “I don’t need protecting. I’m perfectly fine as I am.”

Damon stopped to have a hurried conversation with one of the policemen in the hallway, gesturing toward Finch, who felt itchy and irritable. He was an orderly, tidy man, and kept his life equally orderly and tidy. It rankled when mortals’ chaotic lives disarranged his. 

“Detective Rodriquez here will make sure you get home safely,” Damon said before pulling out his phone running down the hallway, not even hearing Finch’s words of protest.

Finch sighed to himself, and tapped on his phone.

ME

I won’t be able to visit you next month as planned. Something has come up. 

CHRISTIAN

Something pleasant, I hope? Allegra and the children will be most disappointed not to see you.

ME

I am unable to specify the situation into which I find myself, but I am taking advantage of it to work, so that will be productive, if not quite pleasant. I am at a pivotal point in my book, and the unmentionable situation should provide me with the tranquility I need to finish it. I will message you when I return to circulation, so to speak.

CHRISTIAN 

It all sounds very mysterious. You would, naturally, tell me if you are in trouble, and if there was something I could do to aid you.

ME

I always have.

CHRISTIAN 

And I have always appreciated the pragmatic side to your nature. How long do you anticipate being incommunicado?

ME

I’m not sure. 

CHRISTIAN 

Curiouser and curiouser to paraphrase the twin’s favorite book. Enjoy your writing time.

Finch tucked away his phone when the detective assigned to see him home gestured. He was mildly bemused with the swiftness and ease with which Damon had swooped in when the police had taken him into protective custody, and set into motion the improbable idea of a witness program. 

It all seemed so helter-skelter, but he couldn’t deny the one shining bright point in the whole situation: he would be left alone.

This is, naturally, ridiculous, he wrote seven days later in the digital diary he kept to make notes of interesting points of discussion for his book. I can’t be killed easily. Not by most mortal means. The idea that I need to be given a new identity and whisked away to safety would be comical if my life was less ordered than it is. However, Damon did have a good point when he persuaded me that the small town in which I will be residing should provide ample peace and quiet for finishing my current book. I might even be able to outline the book on the value of emotional control that so many mortals clearly are in need of. Yes, all in all, I think six months in a small, quiet, nondescript town where nothing ever happens will be a good thing.

“I’ve got the keys to your new car,” the marshall accompanying him to Oregon said some hours later when they emerged into a grey, rain-washed sky, of which Finch approved. He adjusted his hat against the daylight, and moved forward when the marshall gestured to an unmarked black sedan. “It should be waiting for you in Ravenfall. You have the information about Marshalll Blackwood’s family member who is meeting you? You’ll have to get the keys to the shop from them. There wasn’t time to send them out to you. Here’s the rest.”

“Shop?” Finch asked, taking the bulky manila envelope, opening it to spill out onto his lap a new driver’s license, an insurance card, a small pamphlet, and two credit cards. He managed to stop from grimacing at the name that he would be living under for the next six months: Jeremy Renfrew. Hrmph. “What shop?”

“Marshalll Blackwood’s mother owns a shop in town.” 

Finch stared at the man in growing horror. “I don’t know anything about running a shop. I was told I would be able to work on my book, not hand out groceries to townspeople.”

“It’s not that kind of a shop,” the marshalll said with a half shrug. “Something to do with crystals or runes. I don’t know exactly. Blackwood’s mother used to rent it to some crazy lady who ran off without paying the last half a year’s rent, so he arranged for you to take over. There’s an apartment above the shop where you should be safe. We’ve ordered a security system to be installed in the next few days, just in case.”

“That doesn’t negate the point that I am not a shopkeeper. And I know nothing about crystals or runes,” Finch protested, disliking the fact that Damon hadn’t mentioned any of this when he’d persuaded him that the sabbatical—as Finch thought of it—would be best for everyone. 

“If you don’t want to sell the crystals, that’s no skin off my nose. Just don’t do anything that the locals would find suspicious. You don’t want to do anything that’s going to call attention to yourself. Don’t let people take your picture—you never know who’s going to post something online. One TikTok video of you breakdancing on the sidewalk, and whammo. Two days later they’ll be fishing you out of the ocean with a couple of bullet holes in your head.”

Finch continued to stare at the man, distraught not over the image of his imminent death, but at being expected to interact with the people of the small town that Damon had promised him would be a balm to his antisocial self. “This is not what I agreed to. I have changed my mind. I will return to my apartment, and take my chances.”

“Too late,” the marshalll said with far more cheer than Finch thought appropriate. “Just keep your head down, don’t draw any attention, and those six months’ll go faster than you think.”

Famous last words, Finch entered into his phone’s note function. He had a horrible presentiment that in this case, he was being remarkably prescient.
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“Are you close to being there? Tat, I’m counting on you! If Damon knows you went off to skulk around an estate sale instead of waiting for his buddy to arrive, he’ll have my balls on a platter. And then Mom will light up whatever mangled remains he leaves of me, because she promised him that I would be there to hand over the keys and get his friend settled.”

I squinted at the sign reading Forest Road 7N21, shifting the car into low as it bounced its way downward, toward the slate grey-blue water that glistened through the trees. “I’m not quite there, and don’t even think of trying to blame me for the fact that you decided to galivant off to San Francisco to be with your latest rather than take care of your brother’s request.”

“San Francisco?” Rolly’s voice was edged with sharp spikes of midnight blue, like mountains viewed against a night sky. “How do you know I’m here?”

“Your voice is dark blue,” I answered, swerving to avoid a rut. 

“My voice is...oh, your synesthesia. What does blue mean?”

“Usually sexual satisfaction. I assume that means your boyfriend is there?” 

“It’s like you’re a human lie detector,” he answered with a little giggle that came out pale yellow. “Regardless, I hope you get home soon.”

“I’m hurrying. I cut short the estate sale as it is, which is a shame, because the late owner had a cracking collection of weird stuff, and I managed to get six porcelain dolls out from under that snobby antique dealer in Raven’s Bay. Oh! You’ll never guess who I saw there!”

“No clue,” Rolly drawled, the blue of his tone starting to turn grey. “Someone exciting?”

“Hardly. Our very own not-so-beloved mayor Jericho Taf’s clerk, Mara. She was clearly snooping around looking for those raven dolls that Jerry repeatedly demands I find for her.”

“Raven dolls? I know you have some weird stuff, but really, Tat, you’re going too far with dolls made out of ravens. Don’t they smell?”

“They aren’t real ravens, silly. I’ll have to show you the ones I have—they’re about ten inches tall, and are anthropomorphized ravens. The collection I have is three out of five raven sisters. They’re librarians by day, and crime fighters at night.”

“Tat,” Rolly said, his voice now orange with amusement. “Did you hit the crack pipe especially hard this morning?”

I gave an eye roll at the same time I swerved hard to avoid a pothole. “You know I don’t do that sort of thing. The backstory is what the artist gave the dolls. Anyway, what I was going to say before you distracted me—”

“I never!”

“—is that there happened to be one of the raven dolls at the estate, but I hid it behind an armoire so Mara wouldn’t see it. She took off after flipping me the usual shit, but I had the last laugh because I got the raven doll. Ouch! Man, they need to pave this road.” I rubbed the top of my head where it hit the interior car roof.

Rolly made a tsking sound. “One day Jericho is going to find out you hide things at auctions that you know she’ll want, and then there will be hell to pay.”

“Meh,” I said, peering ahead at the road. “She doesn’t scare me. Much. When are you and your boy toy coming back?”

“No clue, and Teddy isn’t a boy toy. He’s a delicious Nepalese rock climber, and I’m going to be more ripped than you can imagine by the time he gets through teaching me everything he knows. Oh, speaking of that, don’t forget to get the keys. And make sure Damon’s friend understands that rent is due on the fifteenth of the month. Not the twentieth, or the thirtieth. Mom is still fuming over Ozy stiffing her the last six months, so be firm with Damon’s dude, and get the first and last month’s pronto.”

I grimaced to myself. “About that...did Ozy say anything to you about leaving town? She never once hinted that she might take off suddenly, and it sounds like she left some things behind.”

“Not really, just a few odds and ends, some personal stuff in the bathroom, and her collection of rocks. Nothing of value, in any case, which is why Mom is happy for Damon’s friend to take over the shop, and have the rent start pouring in again.” His voice was definitely grey now, telling me he was bored of the conversation.

I squirmed a little even as I twirled the steering wheel to avoid another deep rut. “I just feel kind of weird demanding that a total stranger hand over cold hard cash to me. Why can’t he Venmo your mom?”

“Dear one, if life were that simple, I wouldn’t have to run to San Francisco just to get away from my mother’s attempts to matchmake me with the perfect gay son-in-law. Just get the money from the guy, and deposit it into my account. I’ll zap Mom the money later.”

I shifted even lower as the road hair-pinned its way down off the higher elevations, until I made one spectacularly tight turn, and suddenly, the coastline was laid out below me like a three-dimensional map. “All right, but if he gives me even the slightest bit of grief, you’re going to be in for a whole lot of bad juju.”

“It’s not like I’m asking you to castigate him on the doorstep, Tat. Just show him around the shop and apartment, give him the keys, and collect the first and last in cash. Besides, maybe he’ll be Mr. Right.”

“There is no such thing, at least not for me,” I said, trying to keep the bitterness from my voice. I could never see the colors in my own voice, but if I could, I imagined it would be a nasty dark mustard yellow. “Not after the last one.”

“The German tourist? How is he? Did they fix his legs?”

“Yes,” I said, miserable and guilt-riddled when I thought of the latest of my dating disasters. “He flew home to Munich a few days ago, or so his Facebook says. You’d tell me if you knew that someone in town had cursed my romantic endeavors, wouldn’t you?”

“Probably, unless it was coming from someone high up,” he admitted. “But I say again that you’re not cursed.”

“Then how do you explain the fact that most men in town avoid me like the plague, and the ones that don’t end up in situations that could be in the next Final Destination movie?”

“The first is due to the fact that everyone thinks you ran off Ozy, and the second is a combination of bad luck and a poor choice in men,” he answered, then said in a muffled volume, “Yes, I’ll be there in just a sec. I’m just making sure Tat doesn’t go off the deep end with the misery that is her sexual self.”

I sighed a loud, dramatic sigh that would have won an award if there was such a thing. “You’re not far wrong on the miserable love life front, although I didn’t do anything to Ozy. You know that.”

“I know you wanted her shop.”

“She has an excellent location that anyone would covet—” I started to protest.

“You said she drove business away from you.”

I slapped the steering wheel. “Three different customers told me she warned them that none of my dolls were haunted! That’s tantamount to taking money right out of my till. And I don’t know why everyone ignores the fact that she was so mean to me, saying things like I had it in for her.”

“Girl. You named five dolls Pox-Riddle Ozymandra.” Rolly’s voice was rich with laughter, the grey heading toward a fuchsia color. “Of course she was rude to you.”

“I did not drive her from the town, regardless. And it’s a moot point since she’s gone now, and your mom went and rented that lovely shop to some stranger. You owe me for this, Rolly.”

“I know, I know. I promise I’ll write up five blood-curdling backstories for your haunted crap.”

“Ten.” I slowed down to eye the town that stretched along a wide crescent-shaped section of the coast, a small isthmus emerging from the center to sit in the center of a natural bay. The town itself wasn’t large—six streets radiated out from the main section, with houses following the curve of the crescent in a single line—but it was a special place, and I loved it almost as much as I loved my shop. “You owe me ten histories for my haunted crap, and at least half of those will be dolls.”

“You do not play fair, Tatiana,” Rolly said on a breathy giggle. “Fine, ten it is, but I reserve the right to make the histories dank. Seriously dank.”

“Doesn’t dank mean good?” I asked, confused.

“Does it? I thought it meant moist. Unsavory. Dark and gloomy.”

“Well, yes, that’s the normal definition, but I believe there’s a slang version that is intended to imply something is cool. I can ask Clemmie.”

“Lord, I don’t keep up with youngspeak,” he said with another giggle. “But as far as what I meant, it’ll be grim.”

“The darker and grimmer the better, so far as my buyers are concerned,” I answered.

“You got it. Thanks, Tat! See you next week.”

The Bluetooth connection to my phone clicked off as I drove slowly to the center of town, where a bright red and white sign announced Axegate Walk. There were a few parking spots in front of the storefronts, but ever mindful of the comfort of customers, I pulled into one facing the bay, instead, absently glancing toward the café that sat like a beacon on a finger of land pointing into the ocean. 

Cthulhu Arms, read a faded, salt-and-wind scrubbed sign with a barely visible arrow pointing out to the isthmus. Home Cooking. Take Away Available. Catering for Rites—Religious, Sacrificial, and Otherwise.

My stomach growled as I got out and paused next to my car, wondering if I shouldn’t pop in to see what daily special Deacon was running, but a glance at the big clock that sat dead center on the boardwalk had me running in the opposite direction from the café.

A man in what I thought of as an Indiana Jones fedora was standing in the middle of the boardwalk, glancing at his phone before looking up and scanning the storefronts.

“Damn. He would be early. Rolly’s mom is going to blame me for this, I just know it—er, excuse me,” I said, hurrying up to the man just as he was turning away. 

“Yes?” He turned to face me, and immediately my heart started beating wildly, and I couldn’t seem to take in a breath.

He had dark chestnut hair, and the faintest hint of stubble, but his eyes were what had me simultaneously sucking in my stomach and straightening my shoulders. They were the color of the water off a Caribbean island I’d been to three years before—perfectly azure, set with a black ring, and the thickest eyelashes I’d ever seen. “Uh...” 

“Did you want something?” he asked, a slight crease forming between those two beautiful eyes.

Even his eyebrows were nice, my brain pointed out, my inner Tatiana indulging in a full-fledged squeefest over his straight, dark brown brows, angled jaw, and blunted chin. He looked like he could be on the cover of a men’s fashion magazine.

“Yes,” my mouth managed to say even while I was processing the slightly curled ends of chestnut hair that ruffled ever so slightly from under his hat. 

One eyebrow rose a smidgen. “Would that be something other than staring at me like I was a mouse and you were a hungry python?”

“Maybe,” I said before I realized it, then horribly ashamed that I had just stood in front of a stranger and ogled him, blushed furiously. “No, that is...I didn’t mean...gah! I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to gawk. And I swear to you that I’m really not the idiot you must think I am. Or a...well, I don’t know what the female version of a horn dawg is, but I’m not that, either. I just...you have really nice eyes, but I expect you hear that a lot.”

“Not really, no,” he said, giving me a swift, impersonal once-over. His voice, I noticed, was a forest green. Odd, that. I’d never run into someone who spoke in forest green. The closest I’d ever come to that was my mother’s light yellow-green voice. “Is there something you needed from me?”

I bit back any number of risqué comments, and hoped he didn’t notice how red my cheeks were. “Actually, it’s just the opposite. Are you waiting to meet Roland Blackwood?”

“Yes.” He studied me again, this time a little more leisurely, his gaze lingering for a fraction of a second too long on both my breasts and hips before his gaze narrowed on me. “You are Damon’s...sister? You don’t look...erm...”

“I’m not related to him, if that’s what you’re wondering. I’m Korean, not Black,” I said, giving him my friendliest smile. “Or rather my mother is Korean. My father is Russian, and I don’t even know Damon, but I am a friend of his brother Roland. I’m Tat Romanoff.”

“Tat?” He took what I assumed was an involuntary step backward, his voice going even darker green. I upped the wattage in my smile, worried I was making a poor first impression.

“It’s Tatiana really, but everyone calls me Tat. Or Tatty. Sometimes Titty, but I don’t let that by me because you have to have set boundaries, right? You must be Mrs. Blackwood’s new tenant. Rolly asked me to help you get settled since he had to go to San Francisco to learn how to climb rocks from his latest.”

“His latest what?” the man asked.

I thought for a moment, then gave him another smile filled with the calm reassurance that I was not a man-ogling woman who allowed the name Titty by her without protest. “Whatever he wants. Let’s go pick up your keys.”

“You don’t have them? I was told that Damon’s family member would have them,” the man said, hesitating a few seconds before falling in next to me as I headed down the boardwalk to the bookstore.

“Nope. I was off picking up some dank haunted dolls from an estate sale. What’s your name? Rolly didn’t tell me.”

“Dank...” He stopped, and from the corner of my eye I caught him doing a little head shake, his jaw flexing a few times as if he was having to stop himself from speaking. “My name is Finch.”

“Really? Finch?”

He stopped dead, his jaw flexing again as he blinked incredibly thick eyelashes. “That is, my name is...erm...Renfrew.”

“Finch Renfrew? Or Renfrew Finch?” I tipped my head as my libido gave him a fast once-over. The thought that he really was worth the effort passed quickly through my mind before I squelched it. No more romantic escapades for me! “I have to say, you don’t look like a Renfrew.”

He did something amazing then—he sighed. Not just a normal annoyed sigh, or even a sad sigh. He heaved a big sigh, a dramatic, soul-deep sigh, the kind that said so much with just an exhalation of air. He lifted a hand to gesture vaguely. “That’s because it’s not my name. It’s my...” He was silent for a moment before squaring his shoulders and looking me dead in the eye. “It’s my pen name. I’m an author. My name is Finch, but I prefer for everyone to call me Renfrew. Jeremy Renfrew.”

“OK,” I said, biting back the words on the tip of my tongue. “Do you mind if I call you Finch? It’s kind of a cool name.”

His jaw worked again, then his shoulders slumped a little. “I suppose that would be allowable.”

I gave him another max-wattage smile. “That sorts out the names, then.”

“Yes,” he said, and we both turned back toward the length of the boardwalk. “I will refrain from calling you Titty, however.”

I laughed; I couldn’t help it. He had an English accent that I found highly pleasurable, his voice striking some sort of a chord inside me that made me feel like it was part of me. I wondered about the odd color of his voice, but decided that Inner Tat was close to being smitten on the spot. Such behavior was not to be encouraged, so I dragged my mind from wondering what it would be like to have that delicious voice whispering dark blue sweet nothings in my ear. “But seriously, Finch? Is it your first name or last name?”

“Yes,” he answered, marching alongside me without glancing over.

“Finch like the cute little bird? Is it a family name? Is it English? You sound English. I know they have a lot of interesting names like that. My cousin married into an old English family with an interesting name, but it’s not as cool as Finch.”

He stopped again, this time a martyred expression flitting across his face. “Do you always ask so many questions?”

“Yup. I have a natural curiosity about people. My old therapist—old as in former, not old as in elderly—had me take a personality test, and an interest in people came out as my number one strength. Is Finch a town in England that your family was named for, or did your ancestors raise finches, and the name kind of stuck?”

To my surprise, he gave a chuckle that was fairly rusty in color, like he didn’t use it much. Oddly, I was warmed by the idea that I could make him laugh.

“It is a family name, but my ancestors have not, to my knowledge, raised anything but hell, my father in particular.”

“Daddy Finch is a bit of a character, eh?” I asked, my steps slowing. I had a strange reluctance to get the keys and get Finch settled. It was far more enjoyable talking to him, listening to his voice, and watching his pretty eyes. 

“He was.”

There was a sense of finality to his words that warned he wasn’t willing to explore that conversational thread, so I just murmured a platitude, then paused to gesture down the boardwalk. “You probably want to know about Axegate Walk. It’s been around for over a hundred years, before the red blight came in and wiped out all the shellfish in the 1970s. Ravenfall and Raven’s Bay both turned to tourists to keep everyone going, and luckily, we have Axegate Walk. All Raven’s Bay has is a weird forest. Morning, Amanda. Morning, Sian.”

Two women who had emerged from a shop stopped to clutch each other, whooping in laughter. 

“Really, I can’t possibly look like that,” Sian said, wiping back tears of hilarity. Both women held long strips of photos, the type photo booths spit out. “My teeth! Amanda, my teeth!”

“Stop,” Amanda said, waving one of the strips at her friend. Both women’s voices were shades of yellow, heading to orange for Sian. “I’m going to pee my pants if you don’t stop. Besides, I have three eyes in this one. An actual third eye! Did you ever see anything so horrible? I knew the aura photos were going to be revealing, but honestly! A third eye!”

“Got some new pictures?” I asked, craning to see them.

“Oh, hi Tat. Yes, we thought we’d treat ourselves.” Amanda wiped her eyes, before turning her gaze on Finch. “Who’s your friend?”

“His name is Fi—er—Jeremy,” I said, sliding Finch a conspiratorial smile that he did not return. “He’s taking over Ozy’s shop. Hey, you guys haven’t heard from her, have you?”

Sian shook her head. She was taller than Amanda, with long blond hair, heavy eye makeup, and a tattoo of a butterfly on her collarbone. “No. Not since you forced her to leave with all your evil doll juju.”

“My dolls aren’t evil. They just look a bit dubious,” I said, feeling like I was fighting an uphill battle. “Besides, I did not force Ozy to do anything.”

“Hrmph,” Sian said, turning to eye Finch.

“I heard she went to Seattle to deal with the estate of a relative who left her a fortune after he fell into a volcano,” Amanda said. “That’s what Deacon said, anyway. Oh, speaking of disasters, how did your date go last week?”

I cleared my throat and slid a quick glance toward Finch, who had pulled out his phone when it pinged at him. “Not great.”

“Did you actually kill this one?” Sian said with a sniff. “Or just maim him like you did the others?”

“I haven’t killed or maimed any of them,” I said, very aware of Finch. Not that I wanted to impress him, but still, I didn’t need him getting the wrong idea about me the second we met. 

“What about the guy last month?” Sian persisted. “He was taken off in an ambulance.”

“It wasn’t an ambulance,” I said, trying not to look as annoyed as I felt. “Not any longer. And he left quickly because he had a flight to Nepal.”

“Right in the middle of your date?” she persisted.

“You know how it is when you have an important appointment with a Nepalese monastery,” I said, desperate to get the conversation back on track. “Sometimes, you have a sudden flight out to Nepal, and you end up with a guy driving a decommissioned ambulance to get you to the airport.”

Both women stared at me. I refused to look at Finch.

“That bad, was it?” Amanda asked.

“He said something about wanting to join a non-speaking order of monks to quiet the tormented screaming voices of the damned that filled his head, yes, but you can hardly blame that on one date with me,” I said with what I hoped was a light, carefree laugh.

“Considering you broke both legs of that German tourist last week, I think it’s entirely possible you drove last month’s victim to a monastery,” Sian replied.

I turned to Finch, unable to keep from telling him, “It’s not like it sounds. I met a German tourist, and we decided to go to a putt-putt golf course. He slipped and was trapped in a windmill hazard, and subsequently broke both his legs. I had nothing to do with the unfortunate incident other than being on a date with him at the time.”

Finch blinked. “That does sound unfortunate.”

“Just how did he slip, that’s what I want to know,” Sian said, her snark level at maximum. 

“Then there was that accountant last year who was doing a walk up the coast for charity,” Amanda said with a little frown. “Did they ever find out why his leg dropped off the day after you guys...you know...hooked up?”

“That had nothing to do with me!” I said quickly, shooting a worried look at Finch. He was staring at Amanda with an odd expression that was mingled surprise and something that looked a lot like horror. “It was some rare bacteria or infection that attacked him. The doctors said so.”

“Uh huh,” Sian said, her lips curling in an obnoxious smile. “And that man who spontaneously combusted when you and he were necking in his car while you sat at the overlook—”

“He didn’t combust! Not all of him!” I protested. “Just bits here and there, and he was fine as soon as I rolled him out of the car, down the slope, and into the water. Geesh, Sian. It’s like you think I’m doing these things purposely!”

“Everyone knows that a date with you risks potential disaster,” she answered with a cocked eyebrow at Finch.

I cleared my throat, feeling a little warmth on my cheeks that I badly wished hadn’t manifested. “Yes, well, it doesn’t matter since I’ve sworn off dating for the time being.”

Sian gave a short bark of laughter. “It’s about time. The men of Ravenfall can breathe easy at long last knowing the Grim Reaper is off the dating market.”

“I’m sure none of those accidents were your fault. Although the man who lost his memory and had to be committed later...well, I suppose it’s best if we don’t speak badly about those with mental issues,” Amanda said with a morsel of sympathy, then she glanced at her watch. “Ack. It’s after one. I have to run or Deacon’ll have my head,” she said, taking one last lingering look at Finch before dashing across the street, heading toward the Cthulhu Arms. 

“Amanda is a waitress at the local café,” I explained to Finch. “They have really good cinnamon rolls, if you like sweets.”

“I’m not overly fond of them, no,” he replied.

“I just hope you’re happy, having driven off Ozy. She was one of the most interesting people Ravenfall has ever attracted,” Sian said, tucking away her handful of pictures before heading toward one of the side streets. “Your latest better get some comprehensive life insurance before he ends up like the German tourist...or worse.”

“And Sian is a pain in the ass,” I told Finch. “Sorry about them deciding we were a couple. And pouring the details of my dating history all over you.”

“I found it fascinating, actually,” he said, giving me a long look. “The man’s leg actually dropped off? There was no injury beforehand?”

“No. One minute he was walking out of my bedroom saying that he knew the supposed curse concerning my romantic partners was nothing but superstition, and the next minute his left leg dropped off, and bounced down the stairs. It landed right at the feet of a customer who was buying one of my haunted tchotchkes.” I could still hear the woman’s shrieks echoing in my memory. I gave Finch my toothiest smile, and added with a whole lot of false cheer, “Well, I guess we should get going. You’re probably anxious to get into your shop.”

He looked mildly startled, but turned with me as we proceeded down the boardwalk. 
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“Your place is a few doors down, by the way,” I told Finch, pointing out the shops as we passed them. “This is Runes, Runes, Runes, which as you might guess, offers runestone readings.”

The shop was brightly lit, and had little baskets of crystals and such in the window. Inside, three women sat around a table. 

“Indeed,” he said with what I thought of as frosty disinterest. Dammit, now he thought I was some sort of dating disaster.

It doesn’t matter, I told myself. There will be no more romantic partners. I’d decided that right after the last date.

“And this is Tristram’s shop,” I said, gesturing toward the next shop window, hoping to distract Finch from the sorry mess that was my life. 

“Bounties collected,” Finch read aloud, eyeing the gold script painted on the door. “Dog Whisperer. Shaman services available upon request. What does that mean?”

“It means Tristram is bounty hunter, likes dogs, and is also a shaman. That’s a camera obscura studio, but the owner is off back east watching his son get married. And this is the local ice cream shop, but if you don’t have a sweet tooth, you probably wouldn’t like it much, although they do keep the decor dead accurate to the 1950s. And here you are, number forty-two.”

We stopped in front of the glass-fronted shop. I watched Finch, waiting to see what he’d think of it. My lust for better digs aside, I had a fondness for Ozy’s shop, and wondered if he’d like it, too.

Mystical symbols painted on the glass didn’t obscure the inside of the shop, which I was pleased to see still sported plum-colored velvet curtains pulled back to reveal a plastic skeleton sitting in a chair with a fez on its head, and a book clasped in one of its bony hands. Rolly had been right in that Ozy had left her decor untouched when she’d left...which was odd. Very odd. I couldn’t help but wonder...

A rattling sound drew my attention from a nagging speculation. 

“The door is locked,” Finch said, his brows pulling together as he peered inside. The lights were off, but visible through the dimness was a fanciful silk screen sitting behind a small round table, at which four chairs were arranged. The table was covered with a purple cloth that matched the curtains, and dotted with a variety of miscellaneous objects. A few posters on the wall were of the metaphysical sort, with a listing of chakra locations, a picture of a goat-legged Pan figure, and a note that credit card payments would come with a surcharge. “There is an apartment upstairs?”

“Yup. We’ll go get the keys from Mercader. I need to talk to him about the latest crap the Municipal Entity is pulling, anyway.” I headed for the used bookstore that resided next to Ozy’s shop, admiring as I passed the display of books in the window, everything from Wiccan spells to a guide to trapping fairies, a history of Bigfoot, and the art of understanding the language of plants. 

The smell of old books that wrapped around me provided—as it always did—a profound sense of pleasure. A woman with fluffy brown hair stood in front of a bookshelf, her fingers trailing along the spines of the books as she browsed, dressed in layers of gauzy material, with tiny little bells tinkling from various parts of her ensemble. She looked like a fantasy version of Stevie Nicks crossed with Tolkien, as decorated by Martha Stewart. 

Opposite her, in an overstuffed red armchair, sat a man with shoulder-length chocolate brown hair, and wearing a sapphire blue velvet smoking jacket. He looked up when a little bell over the door chimed.

“Morning, Mercader,” I said.

“And greetings unto you, fair maiden. Have you returned to Ravenfall laden with priceless treasures?” Mercader asked, giving me one of his placid smiles, his voice rose gold as usual.
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