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CHAPTER ONE

	I trotted out the doorway of the rock shop and hurried around the corner of the barn-red metal building, past the rock garden with its whimsical statues frolicking among the boulders and flowers. My boots clomped as I hustled down the path through the woods, straight into the area marked by a big wooden sign. White-painted letters declared "HEALING VORTEX." Three boulders, shaped like benches, hunkered in a semicircle around the empty space that was the so-called vortex of mystical energy. I stopped in the middle of the space. No spiritual effects lightened my psyche, or whatever the thing was supposed to do.

	Maybe the vortex shunned me because I'd stopped believing in the supernatural. I liked the charming idea of an invisible energy field that healed what ailed you, but ridicule from school kids had squelched my fascination with the paranormal. I'd long since given up on caring what others thought of me, yet I couldn't quite get back to those beliefs.

	Glancing around, I realized no one was here. My customers must've left already or meandered down the trail to the waterfall. If I returned to the shop without speaking to the customers, or at least verifying they'd left the premises, my boss would chew me out good. "Go act like a tour guide," Stan Lagorio had commanded, and I obeyed. A thirty-two-year-old woman should not have to schlep rocks and chase down tourists for minimum wage. Still, with my lackluster work history, I was grateful to have any job.

	Sultry air stuck to my skin as I trudged down the trail. I swiped a bead of sweat from my temple. Summer on the Keweenaw Peninsula---the way-way north of Michigan's Upper Peninsula---shouldn't scorch. I mopped more perspiration from my brow, plodding onward. Up ahead, out of sight, the waterfall drummed a dull rhythm. Something else moaned beneath the rumbling, something like...

	The throaty bellow of a human in agony.

	I slid to a stop. My heart raced. Adrenaline electrified my every nerve as I struggled to peer through the trees, but the foliage blocked my view. The urge to flee blasted through me, but someone needed to check this out. If I galloped back to the store for help, the injured party might bleed to death or stumble into the water and drown. I inched forward.

	A strangled cry reverberated through the woods.

	I slipped my right hand under my blouse to close my fingers around the grip of the Bond Arms derringer holstered on the inside of my waistband --- legally, thanks to my concealed carry permit and the permission of my employer. The pistol's grip felt warm in my cold hand, heated by my body temperature. The two .357 rounds, one in each barrel, could stop a bad guy or at least slow him down. Never a victim again.

	A chill seeped into me, penetrating to the very depths of my being. The air crackled with invisible energy that skittered across my skin. The trees towered above me as before, the sun still blazed overhead, and the waterfall still thundered further down the trail. But the atmosphere had shifted, like a shadow snaking across my soul.

	Baloney. Energy didn't crackle. No shadows infected me. I'd let my imagination mushroom into paranoia.

	I pulled out my derringer and tiptoed two steps. Hesitated. Took another step. Listened.

	The falls rumbled. Jagged breaths hissed from my lips. The weight of another gaze squirmed down my spine, but I saw nothing except aspen and maple trees, and wildflowers sagging under the weight of morning dew. I would've accepted I was alone and had confused the cry of a fox or bear for a human scream, if not for the worm of doubt burrowing into me.

	A raven swooped down out of the high trees.

	The bird squawked as it passed within inches of me. I ducked down. When I raised up again, the raven was gone. Had it been aiming for me? Christ, I was losing my mind.

	I jogged down the trail and broke through the screen of trees into the clearing surrounding the falls. The water gushed over the twenty-foot-high red sandstone cliff into the small pool below, where it disgorged into a stream. No one stood on the wooden bridge that arched over the stream. I dragged in a breath, inhaling the clean scents of water and grass, but a sharper smell, almost metallic, lurked beneath the woodland aroma. The trail angled left, away from the falls and into the deeper woods. I sprinted around the curve, into the trees.

	And tripped over the man sprawled across the trail.

	My derringer popped out of my grasp as I stumbled sideways. Blood dripped from the man's forehead onto the ground. The fluid stained his red hair and congealed as a dark puddle in the dirt. One arm lay twisted under his body. His eyes stared at nothing. His mouth gaped open, caught in the final scream.

	I crouched beside the man, extending a trembling hand to check his pulse, but I sensed the truth before my fingertip dug into his flesh.

	The man was dead.

	
CHApTER TWO

	A force as powerful as a black hole hauled my attention to the body. The man. Christ, he was still a human being, not a slab of meat. I collapsed to my knees, unable to tear my gaze away from the lifeless body of the man whom --- less than an hour ago --- I'd caught shoplifting a pair of copper-ore bookends, stuffing them into his backpack. Baffled at why a grown man would risk jail time for slabs of polished rock, I'd seized his arm and demanded he give up the items.

	He'd bared his teeth and hissed, "Go to hell, bitch."

	Now the shoplifter lay dead at my feet. The police would probably think I'd argued with the guy, chased him through the woods, and murdered him in cold blood. The sheriff already thought I was a psycho. He'd dream up some kind of motive, just like last time.

	I swallowed hard. The dead man's eyes. They stared into nothingness. Into eternity. I jiggled the body. He didn't rouse. I shook him hard and shouted, "Wake up!"

	The head lolled at an unnatural angle.

	I yanked my hands away. What had I expected? The man was stone dead.

	A shiver coiled down my spine. You have to call the cops. I jammed a hand in my jeans pocket, yanking out my cell phone, and punched the 9 key. The inescapable pull of the dead man tugged my gaze back to the body at my feet, to the blood pooled around his head and the vacancy in his eyes. My fingers twisted around a clump of grass, clenching it until the blades crumpled. Dew seeped over my fingers. Rein it in, Lindsey. I drew in a long breath and let it out slowly.

	My other hand gripped the phone so tight my fingers ached. The phone. I lifted my damp fingers to the keys.

	A crunch pierced the silence.

	I whipped my head around. The noise originated behind me, in the woods. Goosebumps erupted up and down my arms and I snatched up my gun, scrambling to my feet. The stench of blood suffocated me. Straight ahead, a three-foot-wide pine tree loomed.

	Rustling. Behind the tree.

	I bit my lip. "Who's there?"

	A figure leaped out. The naked man loped down the path away from me, toward the falls. His footfalls thwapped. He craned his head around, shot a grin at me, and sprinted faster.

	Maybe he killed my shoplifter. By the time the cops arrived, the stranger would've escaped into the wilderness. I bolted after him.

	It was like a crazed spirit had possessed me, propelling me into a reckless pursuit. Chase a naked man through the woods. Brilliant plan. I'd mutated into the dumb chick from a B horror movie, but I could not stop. Something in my soul drove me onward, legs pumping, blood rushing. My veins burned with adrenaline. My breaths huffed so hard and fast my head started to spin, but I drove my body on and on. I closed the distance between us just as the man touched down on the main trail. The stranger swerved right and vaulted over the wooden railing meant to deter people from jumping into the water. He sailed through the air, powerful, graceful, beautiful. His feet whomped down on the rock ledge at the cliff's base and he trotted toward the falls.

	I hollered through cupped hands. "Stop right there!"

	The man dived straight into the torrent.

	At the railing, I stopped so fast I almost toppled over headfirst. The waterfall pummeled the pool, churning up foam that dissipated as it oozed across the surface. Drops spattered my face, and I blinked at the sting in my eyes. The rumbling of the falls, though far from deafening, drowned out my thoughts and obliterated my intentions. Why had I run here?

	The man. He'd fled the scene of a crime, or at least a possible crime. My shoplifter died from a severe head wound and the naked man I'd chased must've either been a witness or the killer. The sheriff would never believe I'd seen a naked man unless I delivered him on a silver platter with the recipe for roasting him pinned to his chest. I must track him down.

	Where? He'd vanished into the waterfall.

	"Hello again."

	I yelped, scrambled sideways, tripped over a rock. My arms flailed. I caught a peripheral glimpse of the stranger as I staggered backward. My heel dropped into a hole. My feet flipped out from under me and I sailed toward the ground.

	The man snagged me around the waist. He hoisted me up, hugging me to him. My derringer thumped to the ground beside his feet, but his only reaction was a quick glance at it and a faint lift of one brow.

	Panting, I gaped at my savior. The murder suspect. Or witness. Or... something. His arms, roped with taut sinews, pressed me to his muscular body. Despite his jump through the falls, he wasn't wet. Impossible.

	I wriggled against his grip. "Let me go."

	He released me, stepping back. "You should exercise more care, darlin', or you'll crack that lovely head of yours."

	"What?"

	He nodded toward the ground. I followed his gaze down to a fist-size rock situated right where my head would've struck. Ouch. I gulped.

	The man watched me, his brows furrowed.

	Not a man. A murder suspect. I scuffled away from him, drawing out a distance of several yards. My gaze flicked to the gun, but I couldn't retrieve it without approaching him. "Why did you run away?"

	"So you would follow."

	His Irish brogue tickled my senses like a feather grazing my skin. I gave myself a mental shake, but the sensation lingered. "Excuse me?"

	My suspect sighed as if I were the dumbest human on the planet. Maybe I was. Right at this moment, I wouldn't have bet money on my intelligence. Still, I had my pride.

	I crossed my arms over my chest. "Why did you run?"

	The man hooked a thumb over his shoulder, toward the trail. "To draw you away from the body. It seemed to upset you."

	When I leaned to the left, I glimpsed the trail but not the dead man. The stranger blocked my view, which made me wonder if he'd positioned himself there on purpose. Him. The strange man who'd leaped into the falls only to pop up behind me a split second later. Impossible.

	He glided one step closer, into a shaft of sunshine that painted his face in hues of gold. The shadow from his elegant nose kissed the corner of his mouth. The sun's rays ignited his amber eyes, gracing them with a vividness beyond the normal. I roved my gaze up and down his golden body, soaking in the alien beauty of him. He wasn't actually naked. A tan loincloth clung to his flesh, but since the scrap of fabric covered his buttocks and groin and not much else, the impression of nudity wasn't entirely unfounded. The loincloth's color blended into his complexion. The way it hugged his body accentuated his male physique, the way it clung to his lean hips and the upper swathe of his powerful, tanned thighs.

	My gaze fell across a long scar on his chiseled torso, right over his heart. I wrestled against the bizarre urge to lunge toward him and run my hands over that glorious chest. Heat swept through me, the suddenness of it shortening my breaths.

	Get a grip. I was suffering from shock. Nothing else explained this. I should not be ogling a murder suspect twenty feet away from the victim's corpse. I wasn't like this, not ever, especially not since --- I severed the memory before it swallowed me whole. Nothing supernatural was going on here. I had a half-naked murder suspect to question. Once I knew the answers, I'd subdue this guy --- somehow --- and call the cops. Only then might the sheriff believe me.

	Okay. Time to grill the suspect.

	Straightening, I lifted my chin. "Did you kill that man?"

	The stranger shook his head. The light glimmered on his shadow-dark hair. The breeze tousled his wavy locks around his face, brushing them across the tops of his ears. His lips, thick and luscious, cinched together. Strands of glossy hair fanned across his eyes, but he seemed not to notice. "You ask the wrong question."

	"Did you see what happened to the dead man?"

	The stranger shrugged. His broad shoulders undulated. "Not really, darlin'. But I wasn't on the lookout... for a man."

	"What are you talking about? Who are you? And what are you doing out here dressed like  ---" I flapped a hand toward him. The loincloth, and what it concealed, snagged my attention and warmth rushed through me anew. I clamped my upper lip between my teeth. Zeroing in on his face, I said, "Nobody dresses like that in the woods."

	"Is that so." A statement, not a question.

	"Yes. It's not proper." Cripes. I had more urgent matters to worry about, like the corpse rotting in the woods behind this crazy man. Since the moment I found the body, nothing made sense. It all seemed... paranormal.

	My gaze fell on my derringer, where it lay in the grass near the stranger, so close yet so far beyond my reach. I needed the hard metal in my hand, an anchor to reality.

	I cleared my throat. "What do you know about the dead body? Who are you? Where did you come from?"

	"Again with the questions."

	"I'd quit asking if you'd answer."

	His mouth slid into a wide grin and he strode toward me. One step closer. Two steps. Three. I stumbled backward as ice frosted over my skin, leeching into my flesh. His long legs spanned the distance faster than my feet could travel. My spine smacked into a tree. His body blockaded my view, a wall of muscle and bronzed flesh. Pinned there, I clutched at the trunk. Bits of bark crumbled under my nails, fluttering to the ground. I flattened against the tree. Breaths gusted out of me in sharp huffs. Brilliant, Lindsey, get yourself trapped between a tree and a weirdo.

	He slanted his head down to whisper in my ear. "Take it easy, darlin'. I won't harm ye."

	Did I fear him? No. The realization shivered through me. I should fear him. I ought to hurl him away and flee back to the shop. But I didn't. Call it intuition or a sixth sense, but I understood he meant me no harm, even before he spoke the words.

	Wait. I didn't believe in intuition. I'd gone insane. Snapped, at last.

	He fingered a lock of my hair, studying it as if he'd never seen such a thing before. "Lovely. Like chestnuts powdered with gold dust." He switched his gaze to my eyes. "And your irises are pale as glacial ice, but with substance behind them. Fire. Spirit." He squinted, angling his head side to side. "Something else too. Can't quite place it. An energy bubbling up from a hidden well."

	"Cut the poetics, pal." Wow, I'd actually sounded forceful. I tried to glare at him but chewing the inside of my cheek probably ruined the effect. My ears rang, and I suddenly realized I'd forgotten to breathe. "What on earth are you?"

	He clapped his palms on the tree, straddling my shoulders. His body radiated heat. It poured over me like liquid sunshine. I sucked in a breath. The scent of him devoured my senses --- an earthy tang underlaid with exotic spice and a sharp sweetness that evoked thunderstorms. His breath whispered over my lips. "What are you?"

	"Uh..." I squirmed. "I'm a woman, a human being, like you."

	He chuckled. "We are nothing alike."

	His laughter twanged a nerve inside me, breaking the spell. I blinked three times and hauled in a deep breath, letting it out slowly, overcome by the need to clear my senses. I stared at his chest, desperate to banish all thoughts of the supernatural. I needed to get back to the interrogation. "A man is dead. You must've seen something. Don't you care about that or anything?"

	"Another question."

	"Which you aren't answering. Again."

	"I regret I'm unable to become involved in mortal affairs."

	"Mortal affairs?" I shook my head, dumbfounded. "How can you be so heartless?"

	A strange expression flickered across his features and he bowed his head. "Because I am. You would do well to stay away from me and my kind."

	His kind? That implied he was --- No. Oh-no-no, I would not go there. I cleared my throat. "You approached me."

	He looked up, but his shoulders slumped. "Alas, I don't always do as I should."

	"Don't you feel anything?"

	"This has nothing to do with emotions." He rubbed my hair between his thumb and forefinger, his attention riveted to the lock. "But to answer your question, I do feel. More than I should, in fact."

	I craned my neck to scrutinize him across the six-inch gap in our heights. A tightening around his eyes, coupled with a falter in his smile, led me to believe --- or maybe hope --- he did feel. He bent his head to peer at me. Those eyes. They smoldered from within. Shades of gold, bronze, and silver swirled inside the irises. No one's eyes swirled. But heaven almighty, his did.

	He dropped my hair. "Have ye lost the power of speech, love?"

	"N-no. Why?"

	His tone rife with amusement, he asked, "Don't ye ever speak a declarative sentence?"

	I snapped my spine straight, glared into his supernatural eyes, and said, "You're an obnoxious twit. How's that for declarative?"

	"You astound me with your charm and slay me with your wit."

	Slay. The word plucked me out of this bizarre conversation and back to the reality of why I'd pursued this man in the first place. Someone was dead. My damn intuition, or whatever it was, refused to let me believe he had killed the shoplifter, but I must get an answer from him. A concrete, rational answer. "Did you kill him?"

	The arrogance flooded out of the stranger's expression. His lips angled downward in a slight frown. "Kill him? Oh, you mean the poor fellow out there."

	He tipped his head back and to the side, indicating the trail through the woods.

	"Yeah," I said. "I mean the guy with his head bashed in. The one lying dead at the scene you fled from --- which is a crime, by the way."

	At least I thought it was. I didn't know for sure, but the statement sounded good.

	"I'm not bound by your rules."

	"They aren't my rules. It's the law."

	"Not my law." He jerked his head, glancing past me, past the tree. I listened, but my ears detected nothing except the soft rumble of the falls and the thudding of my own heart. His gaze shifted to the water. "I wish I could assist you, but I'm afraid I must go."

	"You can't. We have to call the police."

	He pushed away from the tree. "Sorry, darlin'. Can't help ye with that."

	"You must've seen something."

	He shrugged, his shoulders flexing. "I saw what you saw, nothing more."

	"You have to stick around and tell the police your story."

	Humor glinted in his eyes and his lips twitched into a half-repressed smirk. "My presence would do nothing to help the situation. Take my word on that."

	Well, he did have a point. A half-naked man with freaky eyes corroborating my story probably wouldn't console the sheriff. Oh hell, given my relationship with the sheriff, he'd slap cuffs on me for being in the vicinity of trees, never mind my stumbling onto a corpse.

	The stranger swung his head to the left, diving his face into my hair, and inhaled deeply. Sniffing my hair? What the hell? I slapped my palms on his chest and shoved. He didn't budge. I pushed harder, but I might as well have wrestled with a giant redwood.

	He lifted his head, eyes clouding with confusion. "How odd. I thought it was your hair, but it isn't. You smell of --- I must've imagined it."

	"I don't understand a word you've said."

	He fingered my hair, then withdrew his hand. "At least I succeeded in distracting you from the poor dead fellow."

	The stranger pulled back and opened one palm. A flower appeared there as if by magic. A daylily, its white petals blushed with pink. His other hand spread open, revealing my gun balanced on his palm. He pressed the derringer into my hand and curled my fingers around it. "Thought ye might like to have this."

	I stared at him. "Uh... yeah."

	He tucked the flower behind my ear, planted a kiss on my forehead, hopped back a step, and vanished.

	A gasp burst out of me. He hadn't scampered away or even flown up into the sky. He had vanished. Poof. Gone before I could blink. A dream? A hallucination?

	Great. I was insane.

	I tossed the flower on the ground and blazed down the trail, back toward the shop. Where the path forked, heading off into the woods, I halted. A chill sprouted in my chest. It branched out until the tendrils invaded every cell in my body. I swiveled my head --- and gasped again.

	The dead man had vanished.

	
CHApTER THRee

	A coppery odor blustered over me on the wind as I crouched over the blood stain. I gagged and coughed, one hand flying up to cover my nose and mouth. My brain refused to process anything I'd experienced since leaving the shop. I squeezed my eyes shut, took long breaths until my ears stopped ringing, and stared at the stain again. The blood proved a corpse had rested here. I hadn't imagined it.

	Well, it proved something bled here.

	I'd touched the body. Now it had vanished or been moved. Without a witness to corroborate my story, no one would buy it. I had to report it anyway. Suck it up, Lindsey.

	Holstering the derringer inside my waistband, I spotted my phone on the ground where I'd dropped it and snatched it up.

	Sirens wailed, muted as if far away. I knew the woods could swallow sounds, tricking the ear into believing the source lay distant. The cops might've been coming for me, or they might be rushing somewhere else, called out on another matter. I punched 9-1-1 into my phone.

	The crack of a twig snapping reverberated off the trees. Someone was coming.

	My mouth went dry. I pulled in a breath, counting to ten as I released it. A tourist, that's who approached from down the trail. A goofball intent on visiting the vortex.

	The breeze kissed my face. A familiar scent teased my senses. Earth and thunderstorms --- and blood.

	I bit down hard on my lower lip. A salty, metallic flavor seeped onto my tongue and I ran my finger across my lip. Blood slicked my fingertip. Great. I really would have blood on my hands when the sheriff arrived. I licked it off, wiping my fingers on my jeans.

	Darkness draped over me. I hesitated, my finger hovering over the phone's keys.

	"What the blazes are you doing?"

	The gruff voice arrowed straight into my chest. I jerked my head up, yet even before my eyes met his, I knew whose face I'd see. My heart pounded against my ribs, the air froze in my lungs, and every muscle in my body turned rigid. I shoved the phone into my pocket.

	Sheriff Travis Blackwell towered over me from several feet away, the apex of his shadow engulfing me. The sunlight imbued his dirty blond hair with a harsh glint, like tarnished gold. When he planted his hands on his hips, the dark-brown shirt of his uniform stretched taut over his broad shoulders and chest. His tan pants mirrored the color of the dry earth. In one sinewy hand, he held a black box by its handle.

	"Were you planning on calling me?" His Texas drawl reshaped the words.

	I stretched my neck back to meet his gaze. He squinted his slate-gray eyes at me, head listing to the side, lips compressed. Sunlight glanced off his badge, spearing my eyes. My brain struggled to form coherent thoughts, but my words emerged in disjointed clumps. "Yes. I was. Going to report. Uh, what happened."

	"Somebody beat you to it."

	One of his deputies raced up behind him. Kal Ruoho was breathing hard, his face red.

	"Get back to the shop," Travis told him, setting the black box on the ground. "Interview the staff."

	The staff consisted of me, Stan, and Stan's brittle wife who filled in on my days off. Travis knew this, yet he made it sound like his deputy would have a passel of employees to question.

	Kal trotted back toward the shop.

	Travis settled a hand on the gun strapped to his belt. "Who'd you kill this time, Lindsey?"

	Anger seared through me, evaporating my anxiety. Travis must've had magical powers, the way he always turned up at the worst moments in my life. But how in the fires of damnation did he hear about the body?

	I heaved myself to my feet and, hands on hips, drummed my fingers. "What are you doing here?"

	His mouth twitched downward. His Texas twang thickened a little when he said, "My oh my, ain't this the highlight of my day. Seeing the sweetheart of Mandan County."

	Though I didn't overlook the sarcasm in his tone, I did let it go this time. After all, I'd torn him away from the rampant crime in the tiny village of Lutin Falls, the county seat ten miles from here, where right now someone was probably stepping on an endangered wildflower. "Why are you here?"

	He slanted his head and rolled his eyes toward the ground. The blood stain. Right. "I assume that's the alleged crime scene."

	"It's not alleged. I saw the body." How he knew about it mystified me. "Who called you?"

	"Anonymous tip. The caller said you killed a man. That true?"

	"Of course not."

	"Not like it'd be the first time."

	He locked his burly arms over his chest, tilting forward just enough to project menace. I stiffened. Tried not to, but this man had a way of triggering my fight-or-flight instinct. My stomach churned, and the sourness of bile rose into my mouth. Dammit. I'd sworn Travis would never intimidate me again.

	Yeah. How many times had I vowed that? Ten, twenty, a million?

	"The better question," he said, "is why didn't you call it in?"

	He shifted his weight. The .40-caliber Sig Sauer strapped to his hip bounced. I scratched my arm and stared at the white bark peeling away from a birch tree, but my gaze drifted back to the sheriff.

	Travis cleared his throat, scowling. "Well? What's your excuse this time, Porter?"

	I ground my teeth. Travis had used my last name like he was interrogating a damn suspect. I cranked my face into a glower of my own. "I don't need an excuse. As usual, I've done nothing wrong." I jabbed a finger toward the blood stain. "I found a dead body there."

	He quirked an eyebrow. "An invisible dead body?"

	"No. Someone took it."

	"Who? The corpse fairy?" His lips contorted as if he struggled not to laugh. "How much cash you get for tucking a dead body under your pillow?"

	Jackass. I choked down the word and said, "I left for a minute and when I came back, it was gone."

	"Where in tarnation did you go?"

	Aw hell. I ransacked my brain for an explanation, because no way could I tell him the truth. I hugged myself and fixated on the birch tree again.

	"Spit it out," he said.

	"Um, I..." Took off after a half-naked man I thought might've been the murderer, but he vanished, and then he came back and sniffed my hair. You understand, right? Sure, I'd say that. A straitjacket might flatter my figure. "I thought I saw someone fleeing the scene."

	Good. That almost made sense.

	He scrutinized me, squinting again. "Hmmm."

	I dropped my arms and huffed a breath out my nose. "What do you mean hmmm?"

	"Your story sounds like a load of horse shit." He narrowed his eyes. "Ain't like this is the first time I found you standing over a blood stain yammering about a disappearing victim."

	My nerves bristled as if he'd scraped a stiff brush up my spine. "There was a body, goddammit."

	His expression blanked. His eyes widened, though only for a second. My glacial tone had shocked me too. Though he tried to frown, his eyes crinkled with a repressed smile. "The ice princess returns. Or maybe she never left, huh?"

	The wind rustled the trees, and the aspen leaves sizzled with a phantom fire. My hair feathered across my face, tickling my nose. I sneezed.

	"Gesundheit," Travis said.

	"Thanks." Why on earth was he being polite, I wondered, but discarded the thought. "Can I go, please? I have a job, you know."

	He lodged one hand on his cocked hip. "I see a dark patch over there that might be trace evidence. I got a tip there was a murder committed and I find you admiring the crime scene."

	A viscous chill oozed over my skin. I can't go through this again, please no.

	"Listen up, Porter. Things'll go a lot easier on you if you tell me what you did with the body."

	"You really think I could drag a body off by myself?"

	He shrugged one shoulder. "Maybe you got an accomplice. Or maybe you planted some fake blood here and called in the tip yourself, just to rile me up. The caller had a funny voice that coulda been a man or a woman."

	"Don't be ridiculous. There was a body."

	"Nobody but you saw the alleged victim."

	I clenched my teeth so hard pangs jolted through my jaw. "The body was real. I can't help that no one else noticed the man bleeding to death on the trail."

	Travis blew out a breath, his cheeks swelling and deflating. "That's all you got for me?"

	"Yes."

	"All right, then." He whipped a pair of handcuffs from his belt. "I'm taking you in for questioning."

	I shuffled backward two steps, checking left and right for an escape route. The trail led to the falls or back to the shop and tearing off into the woods without a map or GPS terrified me more than a jail cell.

	"I got no choice," Travis said, and sounded almost sorry about it. "See, I know you're not telling me everything. There's been a report of a death, so I gotta take some action."

	The handcuffs glittered in the sunlight.

	I flicked a finger toward them. "Are the cuffs necessary?"

	"No, but it's more fun for me this way."

	"You're a bastard."

	His scowl slackened into a blank expression, his lips parting. His gaze zeroed in on a sight beyond my shoulder.

	"Perhaps I can be of assistance," a cheerful Irish voice said.

	My heart skipped. Anticipation chased across my skin. Him.

	The stranger who'd sniffed my hair traipsed out of the woods behind me to halt at my side. His hand brushed against my wrist. A tingle coursed up my arm and outward into my body, suffusing me with his warmth. The scent of him enveloped me and every hair on my body prickled with awareness. I resisted the urge to glance at him. My strange, bronzed god.

	Not that he was mine. We weren't... anything to each other. I didn't even like the guy, really. But I itched to peek at him, and so I risked a sideways glimpse. I choked on a breath. Instead of a loincloth, jeans and a cotton dress shirt cloaked his chiseled frame. The sun glistened on his dark hair, swept back into a conservative style.

	He winked at me.

	Was I still hallucinating? Part of me prayed I was, since that would make the dead body a figment of my mind too.

	The stranger slipped his right arm around my waist. His hand bumped my gun, and he ran his middle finger around the outline. His touch teased my skin through the fabric of my shirt. He drew me close, tucking me into the crook of his shoulder. I tried to wriggle free, but he kept his arm around me in a hold more supportive than threatening, as if we were intimately familiar with each other.

	I flitted my gaze from the stranger to Travis. Wait a minute. Travis saw the other man. My Tarzan fantasy was real? Relief sluiced through me, but panic swept in behind it. There was, after all, the minor matter of the wayward corpse.

	His fingers moved over my hip in light circles. Real. I wasn't totally insane, at least.

	Travis eyed my new friend with his best policeman glare. "Who are you?"

	"Nevan. And you?"

	"Sheriff Travis Blackwell. You got a last name, buddy?"

	"I demand to know why you are threatening Lindsey."

	Nevan knew my name? Duh, he must've overheard Travis using it. I poked Nevan with my elbow and muttered under my breath, "Shut up and let me go. I can handle this."

	He ignored me and spoke to Travis. "While you've been harassing my Lindsey, I've been searching for the body."

	Travis's gaze bored into me for a few seconds, then he squinted at Nevan. "You saw the alleged victim?"

	"Indeed," Nevan said. "I saw the poor dead fellow. Lindsey's telling the truth about that."

	Travis swung his attention back to me. "Is she now."

	"Absolutely," Nevan said.

	"Did you see an individual fleeing the scene?"

	"I did."

	Travis rammed his tongue into his cheek. His gaze never vacillated from me, though he aimed his words at Nevan. "Can you describe the suspect?"

	"Not really. We saw the back of him, nothing more."

	"Uh-huh. And what happened to the body?"

	"Not a clue," Nevan said, his expression overflowing with innocence.

	Travis glowered at him with such ferocity I expected flames to shoot out of the sheriff's eyes. Nevan matched Travis's eye contact with unwavering intensity yet managed to hold on to his look of utter innocence.

	I waved my hand between the men's faces. When Travis rotated his eyes toward me, I asked, "Are we done here?"

	"Hardly," Travis said. "You're still a suspect."

	"I didn't do anything."

	"Gotta take you in for questioning. None of this adds up and I want some frigging answers. From both of you."

	My mystery man bounced on his heels, jostling me against his firm torso. My stomach fluttered, but I coerced a calm demeanor from my traitorous body. His voice took on a decisive edge, though somehow he imbued his words with politeness. "Lindsey has answered enough of your questions."

	Travis curled his lip at Nevan.

	I jabbed a finger in Nevan's side. He either didn't notice or didn't care. I poked him again and hissed out the side of my mouth, "Cut it out. You're not helping."

	He ignored me. Again.

	Travis crouched beside the blood stain. He cracked open the black box he'd brought, which held plastic bags and other equipment.

	I rose onto my tiptoes for a better angle. "What are you doing?"

	"Collecting evidence." He donned a pair of latex gloves and set about his work. When he'd finished gathering a sample of the blood-soaked dirt, he closed up the kit and rose. "No tire tracks or drag marks, no footprints other than yours."

	No footprints? But Nevan had run past the body. Impossible.

	Travis sighed. "You're coming with me, Lindsey."

	"But  ---"

	Kal jogged up the trail, halting at the edge of the clearing. Travis held up one finger to me. "Wait here." His lip curled once more as he told Nevan, "That means you too."

	Travis retreated to the clearing's edge to chat with Kal, their backs to us, their voices too indistinct to make out.

	I murmured to Nevan, "Thank you."

	"Are you expressing gratitude to me?" Surprise tinged his voice.

	"Yes. Thank you for sticking up for me with Travis."

	"You're most welcome." He hesitated, and when he spoke again, I swore I detected a note of anxiety in his voice. "But in the future, take care when thanking me. It may have unforeseen consequences."

	"Such as?"

	Another pause. "Take my word for it, that's all I ask."

	His clothes dissolved. No other way to describe it. They simply evaporated into nothing --- save for the loincloth, which coalesced around his hips. His skin burned hot against mine as his arm shifted up to my shoulders and one fingertip traced a circular path on my upper arm, carving a trail of sensation in its wake. It felt so good I wanted to snuggle into him, lost to the tingle his touch ignited.

	No. I did not want to.

	I could not be attracted to a man I'd just met who had swirling eyes and the ability to poof in and out of view, who was arrogant and annoyed me. Then again, he had lured me away from the dead man because I seemed upset. And he distracted me from the problem until I calmed down. And he saved me from cracking my skull on a huge rock. He stood up for me with Travis too. Maybe I did know a little bit about him.

	But not nearly enough.

	I disentangled myself from his hold, scurried a few steps away, and spun to confront him. "Why did you do it?"

	He sauntered to the nearest tree, a couple yards away, and leaned his long body against the trunk. "You'll have to be a bit more specific, love, if you want me to answer."

	"Are you saying you will answer my questions?"

	"Possibly." He raked a hand through his hair and his biceps bulged from the movement. His voice dropped to a husky whisper. "If you're nice to me."

	"Nice?" I stomped closer. "What the hell do you mean?"

	"If you'd quit swearing at me, that'd be a start."

	I clenched my hands into tight fists. My nails dug into my palms and pain shot through my knuckles. "I'm so sorry if my language offends you. I'd think a guy who can poof in and out of sight would have a thicker skin."

	"My, but you are fetching when you're vexed."

	I scrunched my lips, fuming with an anger rooted in more than this man's sarcastic, blasé attitude. Yet I had seen glimmers of deeper emotions under the surface, which made me wonder if his nonchalance was a cover. For what, though?

	He arched an eyebrow. "Are ye all right?"

	"Fine." I forced my hands to unclench. "What are you?"

	"A man. Has it been so long since ye had one that you're unsure?"

	"I --- wh  ---" My thoughts disintegrated, but I gathered the bits and pieced them back together. My brain ached from the effort. "My personal life is none of your business."

	He pushed away from the tree. Strode toward me. Stared into my eyes. The molten metal of his irises feathered a tingle down my spine.

	I floundered backward. "What do you want from me?"

	"To understand," he said in a sultry tone, as his eyes towed me down into their depths. "You intrigue me, and I must deduce why."

	"Huh?"

	His gaze stroked over me from head to toe. "Shall we play, darlin'?"

	"This isn't a game."

	"It could be. If you'd loosen up a bit."

	"Loosen up?" The spell shattered, I shot my best glare at him. "Forgive me if I have trouble relaxing around a complete stranger."

	"It was a suggestion, not a command. Though I cannot comprehend how a person could be so tense and not snap like a twig underfoot."

	I had the most ridiculous urge to explain myself, but I bit it back. "This conversation is over. Thanks for the assist, but I hope I never see you again."

	His face pinched, he glanced away. When he turned back to me, the nonchalance swept in again. "I suppose you'll be returning to the shop, then?"

	"Not that it's any of your business, but I plan to scarf down an insanely fattening lunch, gain five pounds in the process, and then go back to work and pretend none of this ever happened."

	"Your friend the sheriff seems intent on detaining you."

	"He's not m --- Ugh, forget it. Maybe I can talk him out of arresting me." Riiiight. And then I'd take my pet unicorn for a stroll.

	Amusement tugged at one corner of Nevan's mouth. "Good luck with that, darlin'."

	I whirled on my heels and stomped toward Travis. I felt Nevan's gaze tracking me, like a warm breeze tickling the back of my neck. Don't look back, just keep walking.

	A raven squawked overhead.

	I shielded my eyes to spy the bird swooping in front of the sun. Its head angled in my direction, those coal-dark eyes sharp on me. I had the strange sensation the bird was sizing me up.

	The raven flew out of sight.

	I tapped Travis on the shoulder. He started, half turning toward me. How he missed the weirdness unfolding right behind him baffled me, but I didn't have time to worry about that. I held out my hands, wrists together. Right now, a jail cell sounded like a haven from the insanity around me. The supernatural around me. "Arrest me or let me go, please."

	Travis's brows shot up. He nodded to Kal, who set off down the trail toward the shop. Travis hooked the cuffs around my wrists, each locking shut with a metallic snick. My stomach twisted. My fingers grew cold, despite the sweltering day.

	"You ain't under arrest --- yet." Travis placed a hand on my shoulder to guide me down the path in front of him. "But I am taking you in."

	A pang tightened the back of my throat.

	Travis's brow furrowed, his gaze scanned the woods behind us. "Where'd your friend go?"

	Good question. Nevan was gone, again. "He had to leave. Urgent personal business."

	"How the hell'd he get past me and --- Never mind." He cursed under his breath. "I'll track him down if I have to comb the whole county to do it."

	I bowed my head. A bead of sweat rolled down my temple to splat onto my chest.

	Travis gave me a little shove, urging me to move faster. "You won't see the sun again, Porter, till I get answers to every damn one of my questions."

	~

	"Couldn't find a body, if there ever was one," Travis snarled. He slammed the driver's door of the vehicle. A sticky breeze surged in through the open windows. I slumped into the backseat, a sour taste infiltrating my mouth. He'd left me here for an hour --- inside his Ford Expedition marked with the sheriff's logo, branding me a suspicious character by association --- while he, Kal, and Stan searched for the missing corpse.

	They found nothing. No body, no tracks, no evidence aside from the blood stain. For a moment, I feared I'd imagined the whole incident. But Travis had met Nevan, which meant I wasn't crazy. Probably. Hormone-addled, yes. Crazy, not so much.

	Revving the engine, Travis rolled up the windows as the air conditioner rushed cool air through the car. "I'm sending the blood sample off to the state lab for analysis. If it comes back as porcupine, you're in big trouble for wasting police time."

	"There was a body." My attention wandered to the rear of the rock shop and the woods beyond it. I pitched sideways, straining for a better view. "Nevan corroborated my story, remember?"

	He twisted around to nail those cool, gray eyes on me. "Yeah, I'm sure your boyfriend wouldn't lie for you or anything."

	"Nevan is not  ---" I'd almost blurted out he wasn't my boyfriend. Don't tell him the truth, dummy, it'll blow your alibi. Yeah, because I had such an ironclad one. "Nevan's not a liar."

	But I was. Nevan hadn't exactly lied to me. He refused to tell me much of anything.

	Travis's lips flattened into a thin line. He let out an exasperated sigh. "I don't get it. Why'd you hook up with a sleaze like Nivea?"

	I clamped my lips between my teeth for a second to avoid laughing. "His name is Nevan. And it's none of your business who I hook up with."

	Jeez. For the first time in my life, I'd uttered the phrase "hook up." Not that I'd done any such thing.

	"Guess you're right," Travis said. "And I reckon I should worry more about what you'll do to him than what he'll do to you."

	"You have no clue what really happened with Calder."

	"Enlighten me."

	I ground my teeth, which only made my jaw ache.

	He draped one wrist over the steering wheel, his fingers coiled into his palm. "No body, no crime. If you won't talk, I can't help."

	I fidgeted, the cuffs biting into my wrists. "I didn't ask for your help."

	"But ya sure as hellfire need it."

	Maybe I did need help, but I positively did not want his assistance. So, I changed the subject. "Why did you follow me here?"

	"Somebody called in a tip, Porter."

	"No. Why did you follow me to Michigan?" I'd moved here to get away from the Blackwell clan and everything I'd suffered in Texas. Six months after I came here, Travis showed up and wouldn't explain why or how he'd found me. "How'd you even track me down?"

	He scratched his neck, eyes averted. "I'm a cop, Lindsey, and you ain't exactly an experienced criminal. Tracking you down wasn't that complicated."

	"Why bother? You hate me." I'd avoided asking him for three years because I avoided contact with him as much as possible and I avoided conversation with him at all costs. He might think he wanted the truth about his brother, but he'd never believe me if I told him what Calder had done.

	Travis stared into space for several seconds while I squirmed in an attempt to scratch an itch on my back by rubbing it against the seat. At last, he looked at me over his shoulder. "I gotta protect the good citizens of Mandan County from the likes of you."

	He steered the vehicle out of the parking lot onto the highway, taking me back to his office for an interrogation. I glanced behind the car, into the woods. My life had changed irrevocably, and I still had no idea how or why.

	 I wrinkled my nose at a strange odor wafting over me, something like cat urine but not quite. Did Travis never clean this car?

	A sensation of pressure slithered down my neck, almost like fingertips closing around my throat. Tighter. Tighter. I fought for breath but couldn't budge a muscle. My pulse thundered in my ears. In the rearview mirror, Travis's eyes stayed focused on the road ahead. The pressure choked my throat, and a voice growled in my ear.

	"Mine forever, sweet thing, or no one's."

	Dark splotches encroached on my vision. I struggled to shout for help, but it came out as a strangled hiccup.

	The phantom fingers sprang free of my neck. I sucked in a wheezing breath.

	"You okay back there?" Travis asked, studying me in the rearview mirror.

	I coughed, rubbed my eyes with the back of my hand, and drew in a slow breath. "Just got a little overheated, I think."

	He cranked up the AC and cool air flooded into the backseat. The blessed relief of it calmed my nerves, but a lingering doubt niggled at me. Maybe I'd had a panic attack due to the stress of the day, or my mind snapped under the strain of paranormal shenanigans. I might've believed that, except the words I'd heard a moment ago were familiar. Calder Blackwell issued the same threat on the night that destroyed my life.

	I tucked my hands between my thighs, my fingers suddenly chilled. He wasn't here. He couldn't be.

	Calder had been dead for three years.

	
CHApTeR FOUr

	The shade of a tall aspen tree blanketed me, shielding my skin from the sun's heat. With the late-afternoon air temperature in the high eighties, though, and the humidity almost as high, sweat oozed out of my pores to dampen my flesh and hair. I rested against the tree trunk, an uneaten turkey sandwich in my hand and an unopened bag of baked potato chips on my thigh.

	Travis had relented on his promise I wouldn't see the sun again. After three hours of interrogation, he'd let me go. I honestly couldn't provide the answers he wanted because I had no clue what was going on. The memory of those hours replayed in my mind, still fresh. Travis had ordered me to sit in a chair beside his desk, which abutted the wall, and then he dragged a folding chair in front of me, flipped it around, and settled his large body onto it with his forearms resting on the back. His knees grazed mine.

	Once he uncuffed my wrists, Travis started in on me. "Come on, Lindsey. Fess up."

	"To what? I didn't even know the guy."

	His fingers moved as he spoke, punctuating his words. "I'm not buying any of this. You were first on the scene and all you can tell me is some person fled the scene."

	"Nevan told you. He saw the suspect."

	"Right." Travis elongated the syllable into a sarcastic insinuation. "Nevan. There's a high-quality witness. He skedaddled and left you high and dry."

	He kind of had. But as Nevan had warned me, his presence did nothing to alleviate my predicament. Instead, he chafed the sheriff even more. There in his office, Travis's questions had run in circles, a tornado of accusations and demands for answers I either didn't know or didn't dare give.

	"Who's the suspect you claim fled the scene?"

	"Are you sure the alleged victim was dead?"

	"Where did the body go?"

	"How come you didn't call nine-one-one?"

	"If somebody fled, why aren't there any footprints besides yours?"

	He insisted on verifying I had a permit to carry a handgun, though he damn well knew I did, adding more time to the ordeal.

	The grumble of car engines roused me from the memories. The noise originated just over a little rise that hid the shop building from my view. Customers rarely visited this part of the woods because the only trail leading to it was a narrow track worn down by deer. This was my little sanctuary. Every day, I tromped out here on my lunch break to escape the stress of work --- and the incessant watchfulness of Stan Lagorio. Today, Stan had given me honest-to-God permission to take a late lunch, even though I'd been gone for hours in the middle of my shift. He knew the sheriff had taken me in for questioning and I swore he was... sympathetic.

	The world really had flipped upside down and inside out.

	For the umpteenth time, I lifted the sandwich to my mouth. Although my stomach growled at the prospect of food, I stared at the layers of meat and cheese with a growing sensation of nausea. I dropped my hand to my lap.

	"Your meal doesn't look particularly fattening."

	The sandwich popped out of my grasp as I jumped at the masculine voice emanating from behind me. The sandwich flew apart. The bread landed on the grass while the meat and cheese plopped onto my jeans.

	Nevan ambled from behind the tree and halted near my feet. "Not that I have much experience with mortal food, but from what I've seen, that sort of meal is considered healthy."

	"Could you please quit scaring the daylights out of me?"

	"I do apologize. I had no intention of frightening you."

	"Hmph." I plucked the tatters of my sandwich off the ground and tried to reassemble it. "What do you want this time?"

	"I see your gratitude has waned."

	Flicking bits of grass from the sandwich, I raised it for a bite. The scent of turkey and swiss cheese wafted into my nostrils and my gorge rose in my throat. I stuffed the sandwich back into its plastic bag. "I was grateful, yes, but that's done and gone. You split before Travis could interrogate you and he took his frustration out on me."

	"I'm deeply sorry for abandoning you."

	"Yeah, whatever." I played with the zipper seal on my sandwich bag. "Why are you here?"

	"To be quite honest, I'm not certain."

	I glanced up at him. Big mistake.

	From this angle, his loincloth provided me with a glimpse of what lay beneath it. Just a glimpse. A hint of flesh. But I recognized the shape of the flesh and my cheeks flamed at the realization. I'd caught a peek at his manly parts.

	Squeezing my eyes shut, I clamped my lips between my teeth. The spark of pain did nothing to free me from the knowledge of what I'd seen. Almost seen. Sort of seen. Oh jeez. Why me? Why did I have to stumble over a teleporting corpse? And out of all the billions of women on earth, why did I have to acquire a supernatural stalker who pranced around in next to nothing?

	Burying my face in my hands, I groaned. The heat of my blush warmed my fingers.

	"Are ye not well, darlin'?" His voice sounded too close.

	I peeked out between my fingers. He was crouching so near me I could've extended one finger to poke his nose. His face hovered inches from my hands, his expression concerned. He laid a hand on my upper arm, the touch light and casual, but it stirred something inside me. A want I'd suppressed for too long. The sensation wasn't sexual, not entirely. I longed for more than a kiss or a sensual caress. I longed for connection, belonging, for someone to need me. But a stranger could not need me.

	"Lindsey."

	"Everything's fine." My hands muffled my voice.

	"Why, then, are you hiding in this manner?"

	"Um..." Blast it all. I was acting like a teenager who'd sneaked into her first R-rated movie with nudity and sexual content. I lowered my hands, the fire in my cheeks somewhat abated. "Really, I'm fine. Thank you for your concern."

	His eyes widened a hair, enough to remind me of what he'd said earlier about thanking him. The statement had made no sense. Gratitude exacted no consequences, at least none so dire it justified his fear. Then again, I was talking to a half-naked man who popped into and out of sight whenever he felt like it.

	I drew my knees to my chest, erecting a barrier between us. "Sorry. I know you hate it when I say thank you."

	He sat back on his heels. "On the contrary, I enjoy your gratitude."

	A hint of sensuality warmed his tone. I hugged my knees. "But you said I shouldn't be grateful. It would have unforeseen consequences."

	"I said you should take care when expressing gratitude to me. Feel as grateful as you wish but refrain from voicing it. You'd likely come to regret it."

	"That makes no sense. If I'm grateful, I say it and I don't backpedal later."

	"You misunderstand." He edged closer, his firm chest bumping my knees. "I'm not suggesting you'll regret thanking me. I'm saying you'll regret letting me know you're appreciative."

	I cracked my mouth open, tapping my tongue on the bottoms of my front teeth. "I don't get it. What is the big deal about being polite?"

	His voice grew wistful. "Alas, you may never understand the rules of my world. I'm not at all sure I'd want you to."

	I had the weirdest urge to slide my fingers through the dark, sleek curls tumbling over his ears. "You keep saying your world, like we live on different planets."

	He tilted his head up, his eyes seeking mine. "Not different planets. Separate realms of reality."

	"You've got to be joking."

	"Ah, but you know I'm not." His tone was casual, but tension lingered in his body. "I should have said nothing. Don't know what I was thinking."

	"Hmm."

	He canted his head, regarding me with curiosity. "Afraid I don't understand your noises, love."

	"Sounded an awful lot like you were apologizing for telling me the truth."

	"Yes, I was. I should never have told you anything."

	I snorted. "That's rich. You apologize for honesty, but not for evasion."

	His body shifted as he settled onto his buttocks, one leg outstretched and the other bent to support his arm. The pose also shifted his loincloth, but I resisted the temptation to look. The last thing I needed was my cheeks on fire again.

	Nevan balanced his wrist on his knee. His fingers rose and fell like swells on the ocean. "What would you have me do, then?"

	Another snort ripped out of me. I really couldn't control it. How could any man be so dense? I stretched my legs out alongside him, clasping my hands on my lap. "If you want me to be nicer to you, then try being a little more cooperative with me."

	"I can't."

	A half-strangled roar of frustration erupted out of me and I threw my hands in the air. "You follow me around but won't explain anything. Do you have any idea how infuriating that is?"

	He tilted his head, eyes alight. "I'm beginning to see."

	A shorter roar broke out of me and incited a closed-mouth smile from him. I seized my bag of chips and tore it open. Crispy potato slices sprayed up, pattering down on my jeans and the grass.

	Nevan chuckled. Little stars glittered in the whorls of his eyes.

	I crushed the now-empty bag in my fist and tossed it aside. The foil unraveled with a crinkling noise. "Why do you keep showing up?"

	He shrugged. "You intrigue me."

	"I'm not that interesting."

	He stretched his foot out to nudge my calf. His bare sole was dirty, but then he did apparently live in the woods. "I disagree. You are the most unusual mortal I've ever encountered."

	Unusual? Intriguing? Baloney. I was the most boring person on the planet, a hermit nobody liked. Except my family. And this... man, or whatever he was.

	Another term he'd used circled back around to the front of my thoughts. "You called me a mortal, and earlier you said something about mortal affairs. But everybody's a mor  ---" The words died on my tongue, annihilated by an insane revelation. "You can't mean that you..."

	"At last you're beginning to see."

	"No. It's not possible." I clung to my preconceptions for one second longer, then I flung them out into the universe. "You're immortal."

	Nevan's smile was mischievous. "I am immortal, yes."

	My thoughts floundered. I opened and closed my mouth, shook my head, and gaped some more at the creature seated across from me. No. Not a creature. I had to think of him as a man, albeit one with incredible powers, because the alternative was terrifying.

	I resorted to my comfort zone --- asking annoying questions. "Are you really Irish?"

	"Well now, I was born on the island currently known as Ireland. But I'm more of an ancestor to the humans living there today."

	"Ancestor?" The earth wobbled under me. I clutched at the grass, my nails cutting into the blades, bleeding moisture from them. "How old  ---"

	"Tell me about yourself. Where do you hail from? This place?" He made a sweeping gesture with his arm.

	"I'm from nowhere. My family moved around a lot for my dad's work."

	"Tell me more. I'm enthralled."

	I rolled my eyes. "You are so full of it."

	"At times, I'll admit. But not now." He settled a hand on my knee and squeezed lightly. The warmth of his flesh penetrated my jeans. "Do you see your family often?"

	"No." An ache pulsed in my chest. "I haven't seen them in over three years."

	His hand slid a couple inches down my thigh, braced by his wrist on my knee. The action seemed unconscious, so I pushed aside the notion it meant anything. He tapped my thigh with one finger. "You miss them."

	"Yeah." Why was I confessing all to him? I couldn't explain it but talking to him eased some of the weight in my chest. "Every summer, they travel the country in a big RV. They keep wanting to visit me, but I put them off."

	"Why is that?" He watched me with deep interest.

	The paranoid part of me, admittedly sizable, wondered why he was asking these questions. "Enough about me. What does being immortal mean? You can't ever die?"

	"I can." He wiggled his fingers, eliciting a tickle that spread up my thigh. "But if you're investigating ways to get rid of me, I'm afraid I'm rather difficult to kill."

	His fingers. They teased.

	"Please stop that." I reached for his hand, to shove it off, but he withdrew it before I could touch him. His intense scrutiny made my skin itch. I picked at the hem of my shirt. "Can anything hurt you?"

	"I'm immortal, not invincible. Many things can injure me, but I heal rather swiftly." He hesitated, rubbing his chin. "To destroy me requires extraordinary power. An endued sword, a magically enhanced poison, things of that nature."

	"Endued?" I asked.

	"Invested with power."

	I straightened my posture, which pressed my gun into my belly. I must've winced, because he surged toward me. In the space of a second, maybe less, he went from lounging at my feet to kneeling before me --- too close, just like before.

	His hand settled on my shoulder. "What causes you pain?"

	"Nothing." I shrugged away from his hand. "And please quit touching me."

	His lips twisted into a half frown.

	I tried to look stern. "You're sure you don't know anything about the dead man."

	"My, you are a suspicious one."

	"You've got that backwards. You're the one acting sus  ---"

	My phone warbled. I wrestled it out of my pocket. Nevan's gaze held mine as I muttered a greeting.

	"Porter, where the hell are you?" Stan's voice bellowed through the speaker, rattling my whole ear, inside and out. "Your lunch break ended six minutes ago."

	Checking the time on my phone, I saw he was right. "Be there in a minute."

	I disconnected the call before he could scream at me anymore. My brain couldn't handle another shock. I hauled my body off the ground, brushing chips and bread crumbs off my jeans. Nevan rose too, his expression unreadable.

	Shoulders hunched, I snatched up my lunch. "I have to go."

	He executed a little flourish with his hand, the fingers curved toward the palm. Then he opened his hand to reveal a perfect peach seated in the center. He offered the fruit to me. "Do eat a little something before you go."

	"Not hungry."

	"Humor me."

	I grumbled but accepted the peach.

	He nodded and vanished.

	I didn't know which bothered me more --- that he could disappear in an instant, or that I was getting used to it. My fingers rubbed across the peach's fuzzy surface. I lifted the fruit to my mouth. The fairy tale about Snow White sprang to mind, the poison apple glimmering in my inner vision. Poison peach? Maybe Nevan intended to drug me and abduct me to his "separate realm." Whatever that meant. Deciding I didn't care to find out, I tossed the peach into the grass.

	Once again, Nevan had evaded my questions. He told me next to nothing, except how to kill him. I couldn't figure out why he divulged that info. Of course, it wasn't like I could visit MagicalDeathWeapons.com and order an endued sword.

	As I topped the rise, headed down to the parking lot, a shadow swept across the ground in front of me. I looked up to see a raven swoop low overhead. Its wings pumped up and down, whooshing with each down stroke. For a second, I swore the bird locked eyes with me, its gaze probing, before it soared out of sight.

	Twice today, I'd been convinced ravens were spying on me. The idea sounded ludicrous, but then so did vanishing corpses and men with swirling eyes.

	I shivered and trotted back to the store.

	~

	"The healing vortex is around back. Head out the back door, through the rock garden, and follow the signs." Over the past two hours, I'd given the same directions to a dozen tourists and smiled at each and every one of them. My dimples hurt. I longed to rub my temples, to stop the seed of a headache from sprouting, but Stan was surveilling me from the other side of the shop. I pasted on my professional smile for the young couple standing across the counter from me. "When you're done there, please stop back in to check out our wide selection of native rocks and semiprecious gemstones."

	The brunet man nodded. "Thanks, ma'am. We'll do that."

	I opened my mouth to respond but a visceral recognition of an alien presence shivered across the back of my neck and swept over my entire body, freezing my voice. My pulse pounded in my ears, drowning out the hum of the industrial fans and the chattering of my customers. The sensation unleashed a repressed memory. Calder Blackwell on top of me. Eyes wild. Teeth scraping down my throat.

	"You okay, ma'am?"

	I jolted back to reality. The brunet man gazed at me with concern in his topaz eyes. Heart still racing, I cranked up my smile again. "I'm fine. May I help you with anything else?"

	What was wrong with me? Why did I keep feeling Calder's presence, to the point it hurled me back into the memories I'd locked away in the deepest vault of my mind? I scratched the back of my neck, but the icy tingle endured.

	The man's blonde companion batted her mascara-laden eyelashes at him. Seriously, she batted them. And then she focused her denim-blue eyes on me. "Does, like, the vortex spin you? I get seasick."

	I tilted my head. "Spin? Uh, not as far as I know. It's invisible."

	A man sauntered into the shop through the front doors. The sun shimmered on his glossy, platinum-blond hair, a startling contrast to his olive skin. He scanned the shop, head swiveling, until his gaze landed on me. His lips skewed upward, but the expression failed to reach his eyes. The man rolled his broad shoulders back.

	My scalp prickled. Though I tried to convince myself I was overreacting, I sneaked a hand to my waist to pat my gun through my shirt.

	"But you can feel it, right?"

	At the blonde girl's voice, I jumped. "What?"

	"The vortex. You can feel what it does to you, right?"

	"Uh-huh." I caught sight of Stan peripherally, his squinted eyes trained on me with the precision of a sniper sighting his target. No more sympathy for me, my duty called. I squared my shoulders and cleared my throat. "The healing energies wash over you like a cool breeze, infusing your body with ancient wisdom."

	The brunet guy tucked an arm around the blonde. "Awesome."

	Her gaze drifted past my head. Pencil-thin brows crinkled as she struggled to mouth the words emblazoned on the wall --- Rock the Keweenaw, the Copper Country's Geology Superstore.

	"What's a Kay-wee-now?" the girl asked.

	I smiled again, for real this time. "It's pronounced Kee-win-aw. Don't worry, nobody gets it right the first time."

	The girl's mouth hung ajar, like an oven door cracked open to release the hot air. Her brain must've overheated. "I thought we were in Michigan."

	Oh jeez. Stan owed me more than minimum wage for this. "It's kind of confusing. The Keweenaw is part of Michigan's Upper Peninsula, but it's also a peninsula of its own." I pulled a map out of a drawer, unfolded it, and flipped it around to face the girl. I tapped a sliver of land protruding from the U.P.'s northwest corner. "Right here. It's attached to the U.P."

	"Cool."

	"Yeah, it is. And it's a beautiful place to be." Not to mention a great place to hide --- until your past caught up with you and got himself elected sheriff. An image of the missing dead body ruptured my thoughts. Maybe this wasn't such a great hideout after all. I should've left the second Travis turned up in Lutin Falls, but something about this place kept me rooted to it, as if I belonged here. Now you're believing in fate? So much for logical Lindsey.
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