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      In the aftermath of being kidnapped by crazed mercury dragons, Kirani Kinsley Ramons dusts off her rusty skills and takes up the mantle of private investigator. With the dead growing more restless by the day and the fear of missing women in need of rescue looming before her, Kinsley dives into the case.

      With her fiancé, her trusty carbunclo, and her hummingbird familiar at her side, Kinsley is ready for anything the world might toss at her.

      As Kinsley unveils the identities of the missing and begins unraveling the mystery of their disappearances, she discovers there might be something far worse than a necromancer lurking within Dragon Heights. Uncertain of who to trust or where to turn, she seeks out the unlikeliest of allies: the restless dead.

      To save those lost in the darkness, Kinsley will have to put everything on the line, embracing the full power of her line, no matter the cost.
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            “Any other day, we would have had a chorus of protests from the back.”

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wednesday, May 13, 2167

        The Fringe

        Dragon Heights, Wyoming

      

      

      A woman darted out in front of my SUV, and I slammed the brakes, bracing for impact. The vehicle’s tires squealed, but I managed to skid to a halt without hitting anyone or anything. Sometime between my heart attempting to beat its way out of my chest and remembering I needed to breathe, the figure wavered, pointed at something off the side of the road, and then disappeared.

      Before my venture into Death Mile, I wouldn’t have put much thought into the possibility of ghosts being real. I would have blamed the incident on a lack of sleep, as Erik had been called to a rather nasty crime scene in the evening, leaving Citrine in my care.

      His carbunclo hadn’t handled separation well, although I’d managed to calm her with some help from Garnet and Tourmaline. However, as he hadn’t managed to come home until three in the morning, we all operated on fumes. As such, we’d changed our game plan, intending on driving three hours outside of Dragon Heights before calling it a day, finding a hotel, and crashing, leaving the entirety of Thursday to investigate the case of the missing women.

      Death Mile and its ghosts had left a mark on me, one I doubted would ever fade. My brush with the dead through a Scrabble board and the disconcerting reality of possessions had done an excellent job of changing my opinion and perspective about death.

      “Please tell me you saw her and didn’t just brake to wake me,” Erik whispered.

      Early in our relationship, I’d done that a few times, keeping him on his toes and reminding him to pay more attention while a passenger. “She seemed rather substantial until she proved otherwise.” I took my time inhaling, counting to twenty before releasing my breath and counting to twenty once more. A quick check of the back seat revealed that Garnet and Citrine had somehow slept through the fuss. A sleepy Tourmaline clicked at me, but his nest had somehow remained fixed into place.

      “Go back to sleep, baby. I’m sorry I woke you.” Whatever magic influenced the back seat had protected our furred and feathered children, and I would offer gratitude to my parents upon our return. “I have no idea how I didn’t wake the carbunclo with that stunt.”

      “They’re tired from last night, and they’re kittens. Any other day, we would have had a chorus of protests from the back.”

      The hummingbird clicked a few more times before settling back in his nest to resume his rest. No matter how many times someone told me it might be up to a month before my familiar fully woke up and became active, I worried for him.

      I wanted the kittens and my bird to be happy and healthy.

      I sighed. “I hate slamming the brakes like that.”

      “The stop wasn’t all that violent. You felt the car skid, eased up on the brake, and resumed pressure to prevent a slide. You probably did it automatically. And anyway, you had at least twenty feet. You did fine. However, I’ll be enrolling you in a refresher course for evasive driving. You need it.”

      While I appreciated the reassurance, I scowled. “You’re only saying that because you want to enroll and taunt me the entire time.”

      “I do want to take a refresher, but not to taunt you. Dragon Heights has some pretty gnarly streets, and I want to handle them better at high speeds. I’m going to use this as an excuse to force you to take the class with me.”

      If taking a driving course made him happy, I would take a driving course, just like I’d be taking a plethora of general self-defense and shooting courses to appease his protective ways. “I will accept this only if you’re paying me upon returning home from my lessons. You will have the choice of making dinner or serving me in bed.”

      Erik chuckled. “That’s a small price to pay. Better now?”

      I nodded, and I turned my attention to where the ghost had pointed, discovering an overgrown path large enough for the SUV to navigate with minimal issues, leading deep into a gnarled wood forest. While Wyoming had forests, very few of them reminded me of something best left for horror flicks on Halloween. “It looks like we’ll be going off the beaten path for this.” I checked the navigation system to discover we were close to the edge of the Fringe. “Please mark this location so we can get back to it later.”

      Erik picked up his phone from the tray below the navigation system, tapped at the screen, and replied, “Done.”

      I turned off onto the unpaved trail, wincing at the branches and leaves brushing against the side of our new baby. “We’re going to have to give her a new paint job, and we haven’t even had her a week.”

      I blamed the past few years spent living a frugal life for my comment.

      With a little help from my parents, should I be brave enough to accept their help, I could have my new baby repainted if we damaged her during the venture.

      Erik dared to laugh at me. “She’s an SUV. She can have some battle scars. You’re already expecting to haul bodies in her, so what’s a few scratches?”

      I sighed. “I wasn’t serious about hauling bodies. I would call the ME and have them haul the bodies.”

      “So practical.” My fiancé reached over and patted my leg. “Once we’re farther from the main road, you can stop and take a breather if you need. You didn’t get much sleep, either. Sure, you got more than me, but the kittens didn’t exactly let you get a whole lot of rest until I got home.”

      “We’re going to have to take turns adapting our babies to separation. Citrine did not handle you at work by yourself well at all.” I did as he instructed, going roughly a quarter of a mile before putting the SUV into park and taking a few moments to steady my nerves.

      The only trouble I wished to court involved Erik and a bed, and if we courted more than a good time, we were armed with family members willing to babysit our children while we worked. I foresaw Erik’s family helping more than mine.

      They had my family beat in numbers to a horrific degree.

      While my fiancé wrinkled his nose, he nodded. “We’ll take turns once a week while the other runs errands. That should ease them into it. I think we just need to convince them we aren’t abandoning them, especially Garnet. Citrine is closer to the average for a carbunclo. They tend to have severe separation anxiety for the first month, and then they get better about staying home or having a babysitter. Garnet’s remarkable in her willingness to stay with me or your parents.”

      “If you try to steal my kitten, you will pay for all eternity,” I warned him.

      He laughed. “I’m not going to steal your kitten. At least we don’t have Peridot with us. If he’d gotten woken up from that, he would have lost his mind, and we would have had to call your parents to come get him.”

      In a few months, I expected my parents’ kitten would be more willing to leave my father’s side, but much like Citrine, Peridot needed my father to reassure him every five minutes that he wouldn’t be displaced. “Why are carbunclo so anxious about their new people?”

      “I’m not sure. Garnet’s situation makes sense. She’d been passed around. Citrine might have become like Garnet, but Mr. Acri put an end to that fiasco in a hurry. I’m not sure why Peridot is anxious. Your parents took him from his mother and father after proper introductions. Maybe it’s a carbunclo thing. The legends have them getting tossed a lot, and if I were a carbunclo, I wouldn’t like that.”

      I would need to put some serious thought into the myths and legends surrounding the carbunclo. “Maybe they need time to realize they are the treasure? I wouldn’t give Garnet or Tourmaline up for anything. I’m sure you feel the same about Citrine.”

      “I do,” he confirmed. “You’re in the same category, so should you try to run away again, I will chase you, I will throw you over my shoulder, and I will drag you back to our house, where I will indulge until confident you’re too tired to move for at least a few days.”

      With his status as a yellow hatchling out of the bag, I had zero doubt of his willingness to implement such a plan. Should I be foolish enough to run, his plan would inevitably lead to children, and it would be a coin flip if we would have many or one. As such, I took his warning seriously. “I will wait until after we engage in unholy matrimony to run away.”

      “Holy.”

      I snickered, as we’d had numerous playful debates over the subject of marriage and my stance. As I believed matrimony led to many sinful and pleasant things, there was nothing holy about it. He preferred believing his worship of my person counted as the holiest of acts. Once confident I could drive without crashing into anything, I put the vehicle back into drive and resumed navigating down the trail, which consisted of two ruts large enough to accommodate a pickup. “It’s been used often enough the weeds haven’t taken it over.”

      That could be problematic.

      “We’re both armed, and we’re still within Dragon Heights,” he reminded me. “We’re also close enough help is a call away. We have parents, and we are willing to use them.”

      “That seems like overkill. My mother is still fuming over the mercury dragons. Honestly, she’s going to take that grudge with her to her grave, and I pity any mercury foolish enough to cross her at this point. She isn’t going to be kind. She’s erased that entire concept from her personal dictionary.”

      “I’m more worried about my mother. I saw clips of what she did to the one she caught, and it was horrifying.” Erik made a show of shuddering at the memory.

      “She used his corpse as a landing pad, and then she skated on the body until she came to a halt.” I joined him in shuddering over the memory of the video, something I regretted watching. “The poor bastard who caught it on film gagged. I’m impressed he didn’t vomit. I’ve seen some nasty shit as a homicide detective, and I almost threw up.”

      “I don’t know how I didn’t. A few cops did upon reviewing the evidence. The coroner is not happy with her over the whole thing. He had to at least attempt to figure out what killed him. He finally wrote dismemberment on the death certificate. You might have been able to figure out precisely how he died, but I suggested we not ask you or any of the other purples to check. Dismemberment was accurate enough.”

      “Understatement,” I muttered. “We should get therapy over that. We can get therapy for our other issues at the same time. But I need therapy after watching that video. I don’t know how your mother doesn’t need therapy.”

      “My mother would do it again without hesitation. If they hadn’t messed with one of her babies, she wouldn’t have had to give a demonstration of why you don’t screw around with a momma dragon. Nobody has been brave enough to tell her that you’re not technically one of her babies yet.”

      Despite everything, I laughed at the insanity of it all. “It’s close enough. I already indicated I would accept whatever gaudy proposal you have in mind if your mother happens to defeat my mother in a cage fight.”

      “They’re going to beat each other senseless over that. Your mother is going to destroy my mother because your mother will absolutely want to torment you and make you propose to me. She lives to embarrass you.”

      “I’d just order you to get on your knees and beg like you mean it,” I confessed, shrugging. “Then you get to do your gaudy proposal anyway.”

      Erik narrowed his eyes and considered me with interest. “But will you wear that leather outfit?”

      “I could.”

      “Please do not tell my mother this, but I want your mother to win now. That sounds like a great deal of fun, and I’ve been hoping you’ll wear that outfit again.”

      My father had tried to warn me about yellow dragons, but I hadn’t listened. I foresaw many hopeful hints I should wear the leather shirt that had done an excellent job of making Erik’s common sense dribble out of his ears. “After we check out this lead, we can discuss that. I’m sure you can convince me to wear my leathers at our engagement party later tonight. But for now, it’s time to focus on learning what we can. With luck, there’ll be a few live bodies at the end of this trail.”

      “I wish I could be optimistic, but the fact a ghost pointed us in the right direction tells me there aren’t.”

      I sighed, wondering how many bodies we’d uncover before learning the full truth of the mercury dragons and the attacks on those within Dragon Heights. While I feared where the road would take us, I put the SUV into drive and hoped for the best despite the multitude of worries nipping away at me.
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        Wednesday, May 13, 2167

        The Valley of Thorns, The Fringe

        Dragon Heights, Wyoming

      

      

      The sign, which was covered in red roses, informed us we entered the Valley of Thorns and warned against trespassing. The roses dropped their petals, covering the trail with puddles reminiscent of red blood, reminding me we investigated the murders of many and would be haunted by rather literal ghosts if we failed to solve the mystery of their deaths.

      I got out of the SUV and investigated the gate, which had a chain someone had left unsecured. While there was no way to avoid leaving evidence behind, I still put on a pair of gloves to mitigate the damage I did to the site before going to work hauling the damned thing open while Erik photographed the scene.

      “She’s back,” my fiancé murmured, and I turned in time to spot him taking pictures of something off to my right. Sure enough, the ghost from the road stood and waited, disturbing in her stillness.

      “Check on the kittens and the bird while I make sure this doesn’t close on me while we’re driving through.”

      He did as told, and after looping the chain around a nearby tree, I secured it with the padlock, careful to keep from engaging the mechanism.

      The ghost waited, showing no sign of impatience while I steeled my nerves and prepared for what might come. I expected bodies—and my magic would have a field day should I endure the misfortune of needing to touch any of them.

      Rather than complain, I got behind the wheel, waited for Erik to buckle in, and eased the vehicle through the gate. As we passed her, the ghost disappeared.

      “Do you think this counts as a haunting?” I kept an eye on the mirrors to see if the woman returned, but all remained still and quiet.

      “I wouldn’t call it one in the traditional sense. You slept properly, and I haven’t seen any signs of psychic haunting. However, I feel that they might have done something to you while you were on your little adventure without me.”

      Erik would rib me for months to come over having gone to Death Mile alone, and I would tolerate it with a smile. The next time he engaged in some foolishness, I would turn the tables, giving him a taste of his own medicine. And like me, he would tolerate it with a smile. “A mark of some sort to make me easier for them to find?” I suggested, as it was the least harmful of the possibilities I’d conjured thus far.

      “I think so. There are records of such a thing happening, usually when a ghost isn’t able to break through the person’s defenses. Rather than infiltrate their subconscious, they follow the victim around until their final wishes are granted.” Erik held up his phone and gave it a wave. “I’ve been doing a lot of reading about ghosts in my spare time.”

      I’d caught him more than a few times rotting his eyes using his device, and I sighed. “We should get proper ereaders if we’re going to be reading a lot.”

      “Says the woman who is attached at the hip to her tablet,” he replied, and he laughed at me. “We can go get ereaders for book materials and similar after we investigate here. It can be our reward for surviving this.”

      “Are we setting the bar that low today? As long as everyone currently living gets out of here alive, we get to go shopping?”

      “Absolutely, and I’m going to foot the entire bill in the hopes you throw off all your clothes tonight in a display of gratitude for my generosity.” Erik referred to his phone. “We’re on the edge of cellular service for the area. I had no idea that this was here. There are public records for the property, however.”

      “Owned by a mercury dragon by any chance?”

      “That was, at one point, the case. However, the owner passed away before either one of us was born, which explains why nobody has paid it any attention.”

      “Nobody owns it right now?”

      “Correct. The deed was cleared of ownership a decade ago, and the property can be purchased for its assessment value from the city.” Erik narrowed his eyes. “That’s only two hundred thousand, and the place has six hundred acres. Apparently, it’s an unacceptable distance from the city proper, the house was collapsing when it was appraised, and it has no basic luxuries dragons like, including running water.”

      Interesting. My savings account, which I had discovered my parents had meddled with, had sufficient funds to make the purchase. “Let’s say crimes were committed on the property and we bought it, what would the situation be? I did not pay sufficient attention to land ownership details when working homicide cases unless the owner happened to be the one committing the crime.”

      “It would be the same for any owner with a crime committed on their property. As long as we cooperate with authorities, it won’t be a problem.”

      “How long would it take to make the purchase?”

      “About three hours, assuming we have the funds.”

      “My asshole parents kept depositing money in my savings account when I wasn’t around to chaperone them,” I informed him. “I have the money available.”

      “It has six hundred acres, and the kittens would love to explore every acre of it. Tourmaline will adore investigating every flower. There are probably some gem deposits in the waterways here, too. It’d make a good getaway property. It’s close to home, it has a lot of space, and there is access to cellular. We can coerce our parents into helping with the electricity and running water issues.” Erik frowned, and he tapped at his screen. “I also have a suspicious amount of money available in one of my accounts, as it seems I also have meddling parents. I could process the purchase online. It’s available for online acquisition, and I have all the info needed to do it with me.”

      “You do?”

      My fiancé waved his phone at me. “I take pictures of everything important and keep it on here.”

      “I thought you didn’t have sufficient funds to repair our house in the Tower Ward,” I stated, wondering when his parents had started pulling their tricks.

      “I’ve been pretty frugal lately,” he admitted. “And I wanted those assholes to repair our house after destroying it. It’s easy to tell myself no. It’s not easy to tell my parents no. But according to the account, my father deposited an excessive amount of money recently without telling me. I don’t usually check these accounts because they’re for large purchases.”

      “Our parents need to learn how to behave,” I muttered, shaking my head. “We’ll split it fifty-fifty, and I’ll pay you back for my share. That way, I’ll feel better about being impulsive and reckless. If we own the property, we have a good reason to come back here often, and we can work on solving the mystery without drawing unwanted attention.”

      “You’re owed restitution from the mercury dragons, too. It wouldn’t surprise me if they offer you the mansion as part of what you’re owed.”

      “That’s a bit much, isn’t it?” On what planet was a kidnapping worth them compensating me with an entire mansion? “And what do you mean that’s only part? That place is huge!”

      “We were both traumatized into shifting for the first time, that’s why. Apparently, there are a bunch of rules about compensating baby dragons if an act of violence leads to their first shift. As we were both forced into shifting outside of the natural order of things, we’re owed. Dragons are responsible for members of their clan; it helps with general policing. As nobody wants to pay for the idiocy of another dragon, clans tend to be really strict with their members’ behavior.”

      “You mean like how your dad punishes his kids extra if they screw up as a cop?”

      “Exactly. Your parents are responsible for themselves and for you; while they have related dragons in the area, they are not officially part of the main clan. My father is responsible for all the Millson dragons in Dragon Heights as well as a few other yellow dragons who are part of the clan but weren’t born into it. Dad still holds responsibility for me and will unless we officially form our own clan. Your parents will hold responsibility for you until we’re married, and our marriage documents will determine who gets to hold responsibility. Honestly, I expect we’ll form our own little clan, as we both are the kind to hate having others hold additional responsibility over us. In bad news, having our own little clan means our punishments are harsher because we don’t have the backing of other dragons. It’s something we’ll have to talk about later.”

      As Erik loved everything about weddings and planning ours, I would suffer through his enthusiasm and do my best to muster some enjoyment of the process. “We can talk about it once we’re home. I know nothing about how clans are established, why we would want to establish a clan of our own, or anything like that. Would we have to change our names?”

      “No, we don’t unless we want to. We could take your family name for the clan, though. If we do that, we’ll be one of six or seven clans with the same name, and that’ll drive my father absolutely wild. He leads the only Millson clan in Dragon Heights, and he means to keep it that way. The Ramons clans are flighty and egotistical and make clans whenever one of the bolder hatchlings decides he or she has had enough of their parents.”

      I laughed at the thought of having a cousin or some other relative hitting the end of their rope. “I mean, I can understand it. My parents are something else.”

      “Your parents are extreme, and your mom wasn’t even born a Ramons dragon. She took your father’s name because shocking everyone by doing so amused her. She’s a Scaretti dragon, and the Scarettis haven’t forgiven her yet for daring to throw in her lot with a navy. She sometimes shows up at her former clan to beat the crap out of her parents, siblings, and grandparents because she thinks it’s funny to remind them they couldn’t control her then and they can’t control her now.” Erik tapped at his phone’s screen. “There. I have put in a purchase offer for the property, and I’ve begun processing the payment. As we’re paying in cash, there’s no actual approval process; it’ll automatically become ours as soon as the payment clears.”

      “Don’t we need a real estate agent to handle this?”

      “Not in this case, as it’s the city that’s selling the property. They provide all the paperwork, register everything with the state, and otherwise spare us a great deal of hassle. According to this, we should have a deed ready for signing in two weeks, but the property will be ours officially as soon as they receive the money. The deed will be backdated to when the bank clears the transaction.”

      If only everything in life were so simple. “What would have happened if we had needed a mortgage?”

      “Suffering and a need to hire a real estate agent to help us deal with everything.”

      For someone who wanted to rise through the ranks of the police force, Erik hated certain forms of paperwork, including leasing agreements and anything dealing with a bank account. In some ways, his aversion to financials had given me a chance to truly shine.

      He handled the people, I handled the numbers, and together, we’d solved more than a few mysteries that had flummoxed our fellow officers.

      I feared the Valley of Thorns would vex us in many ways, especially with our reckless dive into property ownership. “I’ll talk to my father about the building problems, you talk to your father about getting us a proper road in and out of here. If anyone asks, we decided to detour here after puttering around on the internet revealed this property was up for grabs. Six hundred acres for two hundred thousand is a pittance, and our parents are going to be proud of us.”

      “It’s true. Our house cost a lot more, and we don’t have a yard. Once we decide to have kids, we’ll be able to set them loose in the woods to play. We might not even see them for most of the day.”

      I raised a brow at my yellow dragon. “That’s how we end up with extra clutches, sir.”

      “Could I talk you into actual clutches and not singlets? I’d like two or three at a time.”

      “Two or three at a time is something we can discuss,” I conceded. “But first, we solve this mystery. There will be exactly zero clutches until these victims see justice. They might not get their day in court, and they might not get compensation, but at the very least, we will find the truth about their deaths.”

      “I wonder what my father will do if I tell him my ability to reproduce is dependent on this case being solved. I bet we’d get a lot of extra resources that way.”

      I laughed at the thought of his father being manipulated with the prospect of grandchildren. “He’ll have a temper tantrum, that’s what he’ll do. Invite me over for your next big family dinner, and if we haven’t solved the case by then, you can pitch a fit while I bask in the glow of having true power over your family.”

      “Sunday night after work,” he informed me. “Most of us have off work in the evening on Sundays right now, so that’s when we do our larger family gathering for the week. I’ll make sure they know you’re coming. Our carbunclo should be enough to bring them out in force. Tourmaline, too.”

      “They are the best little babies, and I will fight anyone who thinks otherwise.” I kept my eyes on the road, wincing every time I brushed up against branches or into thicker clusters of weeds. “I don’t suppose that website has any information about the house here?”

      “Not really. It’s listed as in ruins, which is why the appraisal came back so low. In good news, it’s not trespassing; buyers are welcome to look at the site before making an offer, and there’s no requirement to notify the government of visitation.”

      “Well, that would make using the property for murder easy.”

      Erik sighed. “Unfortunately. When we get out, make sure you have your firearm ready. If there are any serial killers out here, shoot first and ask questions of the body.”
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            I wanted to go dig a hole somewhere and hide.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wednesday, May 13, 2167

        The Valley of Thorns, The Fringe

        Dragon Heights, Wyoming

      

      

      At least a hundred ghosts loitered around the ruins of what might have been a nice house if someone had finished building it. Upon seeing it, I could understand why the appraisal had come in so low.

      Only someone completely lacking in sense would want to deal with such a disaster.

      Before we could deal with the rubble, we’d have to find out why there were so many spirits lingering, locate their bodies, and lay them to proper rest after notifying their loved ones of their fate. If the police allocated every available resource, I foresaw months of effort and a staggering investment in hours to make any progress.

      I wanted to go dig a hole somewhere and hide.

      Instead, I fetched my camera and began taking photos of everything, careful to keep from coming into contact with any of the ghosts. Unlike the woman, the spirits ignored us, drifting around without any apparent purpose. The sight unnerved me.

      What bound them to the place, and how could we help them move on to their final rest?

      A rather worried Garnet whined, perching on my shoulder and pressing as close as she could. Tourmaline visited the nearby flowers, although I noticed the hummingbird avoided the departed and took care to give them a wide berth.

      Erik approached the ruins armed with a stick, and he poked at one of the standing walls. After his third prod, the entire structure groaned before crashing down, and he jumped back with a yelp.

      Fortunately for my nerves, the walls had collapsed away from him, resulting in a cloud of dust and little else.

      “I’m going to have to give this whole place a low score for safety and reliability.” I located a stick and joined him in poking at the few pieces still standing. While it took a few extra nudges, I managed to knock over one of the smaller bits that had clung to stubborn life. With no pieces taller than knee height left, I abandoned the stick and made good use of my shoe, shoving stuff over for a better view of what lay beneath.

      A few cursory thumps revealed a hollow space beneath. “Erik? I’m woman enough to admit I’m scared.”

      “I’m man enough to admit I’m scared,” he replied, joining me. Making use of his stick, he smacked at the floor. The wood creaked and gave way, revealing a dark space below.

      The stench of old decay wafted up, and I groaned over the reality of the situation. “What are we going to tell the cops?”

      Erik raised a brow. “I’m going to tell them I decided we’re going to have big clutches and need a future weekend home, and as there were hundreds of acres here for a pittance, this is the home we selected. So, we’re telling the truth. It just happens our explorations revealed an unpleasant secret or two.”

      If I counted listless ghosts, we’d uncovered at least a hundred unpleasant secrets. “Even after working in law enforcement for so long, I still wonder how someone could do something like leave hundreds of bodies in a cellar to rot.”

      “And these bodies have been rotting for a long time.”

      I agreed; fresher corpses had a different stench, and the decay beneath us was musty from age. “It must have been from before the appraisal.”

      “The appraisal was done a long time ago, and the note said they didn’t go close to the building due to its deteriorated state. So yes, they could have been here even before the appraisal. The smell might have been sealed beneath the floor.” Erik waved his stick at the rubble. “The mercury dragons must not have been serious about turning this into an actual home. They used soft lumber prone to rotting. It hasn’t been weather treated.” He regarded me with his saddest expression. “They were cheap, Kinsley.”

      I read between the lines: Erik had been pricing out good materials to rebuild our home before our parents had gotten involved and taken care of the mess for us. As yellow dragons lived to build things, especially their nests, he likely struggled with the idea of taking any shortcuts. Money would be his last priority on such a project.

      There would be more than a few battles regarding costs in our future, especially with six hundred acres to work with. I retrieved my abandoned stick and joined Erik in expanding the hole in the floor. Once it was large enough to climb through, I turned on my phone’s light and pointed into the basement below.

      Hundreds upon hundreds of old bones formed a pile, so old not even a scrap of flesh remained. “We aren’t going to find anyone living here, are we?”

      Erik shook his head, and he continued expanding the hole, wincing when part of the floor gave way and tumbled onto the skeletons below. “I don’t think so. But this is a good lead. We can start with helping all these ghosts rest in peace. They’ve been waiting a long time to be set free.”

      “Well, I can say I’ve never dealt with a mass grave situation before. At least the next step is easy. We call the cops and report the bodies so they can start identifying everybody.” I regarded some of the skulls with dismay. “If they can.”

      Garnet mewed, and she bumped her head against my cheek. I took a few moments to consider what the carbunclo might want to ask before saying, “Before I moved to Dragon Heights, this is what I did best, finding answers to those who had lost their voice. That’s what we’re going to do here. We’re going to find out who killed them and why. And, if we can, we’ll bring their killers to justice.” The idea that one person might behind so many deaths horrified me. “Or killer. Erik, could it be only one person?”

      “It’s possible but unlikely. That the property was owned by a mercury dragon leads me to believe that this problem started long before we were born. There are likely many more people missing than we thought possible. It does make me question the lead we were going to pursue first, though.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Our original lead stinks of trafficking, where this has a different vibe.”

      When Erik started talking about vibes, the wise listened, as his gut instinct put us on the right track more often than not. “But that makes sense; if the living victims were trafficked, they’re alive because of their monetary value.”

      “Except the only connections I’ve been able to find have been associated with copper and gold dragons.”

      I winced. “While my knowledge of dragon colors is minimal, mercury dragons tend to clash with coppers, right?”

      “They’re worse than navy dragons clashing with orange or red ones.”

      A crime ring with conflicting colors wouldn’t last long, especially not for the decades required to link the skeletons with the present. “Perhaps I should go down there and handle some bones.”

      Erik sighed. “On one hand, I want you to. On the other, I’m worried about what horrors you’ll witness.”

      I couldn’t blame him for his concerns; I shared them. “Some prices are worth paying. You know that rope I put in the back?”

      “There goes any hope of using it in the bedroom,” he complained, but he dropped his stick and headed to the vehicle. “I’ll see if Citrine is ready to get up yet while I’m at it.”

      With luck, his kitten would remain asleep the entire time. Some things I wished we could shield the carbunclo from, same with my familiar.

      Tourmaline zipped over, clicked at Garnet, and waited. My kitten mewed, jumped off my shoulder, and dipped into the hole, illuminating the space below. The hummingbird followed, and the pair investigated what lay beneath.

      I crouched and began the process of counting skulls. After twenty, I spotted the first one belonging to a child, and the weight of what we investigated bore down on my shoulders.

      However much I disliked the task, the little one’s skull would be the first I handled.

      In good news, such as it was, there were a few spots along the foundation wall without bones, which would allow me to enter the basement without disturbing the dead. Well, any more than they had already been disturbed. I eyed the distance, decided I could drop down with little fuss, and tested the top of the foundation, which had been the only part of the building made of durable materials. While the concrete crumbled a little, it would hold my weight long enough for me to descend.

      Before I changed my mind or chickened out, I used my shoe to break away the rest of the rotting wood to expose the sturdier material beneath, turned, and eased down. I dropped the three or four feet to the ground with a grunt, straightened, and stared in disbelief at the mass grave.

      From above, I’d understood I beheld hundreds of bodies. However, rather than a level floor, a pit extended underneath the skeletons with more bones layered beneath, something I had had no hope of spotting from above. The child’s skull proved to be within reach, and bracing for the worst, I cradled it in gentle hands.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Thursday, January 25, 2052

        The Tower Ward

        Dragon Heights, Wyoming

      

      

      Fire flushed the family of three from their home, where six mercury dragons waited, mercury dragons I recognized. Over a hundred years ago, the mistress of the clan had clearer eyes with no evidence of wearing the horns that had sped her to insanity and death. She wore a suit with slacks, and in her smile, I beheld evil in its truest form.

      She delighted in the suffering of her victims, and she savored the moment the small family realized they were prey.

      Then, with calculated cruelty, she raised her hand.

      Six gunshots rang out. The little girl died last, only enduring through a brief flash of pain.

      Unlike in Miami, much like the ghosts in the Valley of Thorns, I lingered, my magic tethering me to the distant past. I took the time to behold the bodies, all killed from clean shots to the heart. I gave the mercury dragons credit; they had taken their time, ensuring their accuracy and minimizing the suffering of their victims.

      Perhaps the woman had wanted the family to suffer, but the men accompanying her had performed the deed with the same heartless determination of a firing squad.

      I blamed them for their actions, but I found solace in their efficiency.

      “Every time I return here, I wonder if I could have changed something.”

      The woman’s voice startled me, and I realized the mother, as intangible as I, stood at my side. If anything, she had more substance than I, as there was no outward evidence of my presence. She, like the other spirits, might be mistaken for a living, breathing person. “No, I don’t think so,” I replied, hoping my words might comfort her.

      She regarded me with quiet interest for a while, her killers and her body frozen in a moment in time. “I wondered if anything would ever change, and it has. You’re new. I have returned to this moment thousands of times, questioning what might have changed our fate. I never had an answer. That you agree there was likely nothing I could have done comforts me. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” I sighed, regarding the child twitching on the ground, her body destined to move for a little longer before her muscles stilled and the decomposition process began. When I’d first learned the newly dead had a tendency to twitch and move for a while after death, I’d considered a change of career fields. But then I’d learned to accept that bodies did as bodies did: the little movements and sounds following a fatal injury were a natural part of death. “Would it bring you any peace to know that your killers have gone to their graves, too?”

      While grim, she smiled. “They finally lost their little game, did they?”

      “They angered the wrong dragons.” I pointed at the burly man who’d kidnapped me and faced Erik’s mother. “That one angered Mrs. Millson.”

      “The commissioner’s wife?” The woman whistled. “She’s not one to take lightly. When did she get her hands on him?”

      “She killed him in 2167.”

      The woman crouched beside her daughter’s body, and time resumed its steady march. The killers took the woman and her husband away first, handling the corpses with little regard. They took more care with the little girl.

      “You don’t want to witness what happens next,” the woman informed me in a solemn tone. “They attempt necromancy on us. For a short while, they even manage to give us short but false life. We were their first success.”

      Necromancy. I scowled at the mention of the magic that had cost me so much. Then I remembered Monster. “Not all necromancy is evil.”

      “No, it’s not. I know that. I even respect what they wish to do. In a way, I forgave the woman because of her reasons for her actions. I’ll spare you the trauma. Her child died, and she hoped to capture enough souls to bring her boy back from the grave. So many tries, and it all ended in failure. I’m glad for that, though. He was such a sweet little one, nothing like his mother.”

      I couldn’t help but wonder if the woman spoke the truth or if she had fabricated a tale she could accept as a reason for her death. Time and effort would reveal the reality of the situation. However, I could have her, if I asked the right questions, direct me to where I might find out more. “What’s your name?”

      She sighed. “Do you think it will help? We’re already dead.”

      I couldn’t blame her for resenting her situation. In her shoes, I would likely be belligerent about the situation as well. “I wouldn’t say I’m quite dead yet. I have purple dragon ancestors.”

      “Oh, you poor thing. I’m sorry. My name was Abby Westlee. Abigail. My husband was Kent, and our daughter was Wisteria. After the flower. We both loved the flowers. We got married under wisteria blooms. I suppose it’s too much to ask for us to be buried underneath some wisteria.”

      “It’s not too much to ask, assuming we can exhume your bodies.” Figuring out which bones and skulls were theirs would be a trial, but there was no reason we couldn’t arrange for the entire mass grave to be given a shroud of wisteria for their proper burial, assuming they had no living family. At the very least, I could make certain their family knew her final wishes. “I’m looking for survivors.”

      “Oh, you walk a sad road. They don’t leave survivors for long, and those they do allow to live are treated poorly before they are killed. We were fortunate. Many others were not.”

      That I could believe. “Where do you go from here?”

      The woman pointed in the general direction of the Valley of Thorns. “Eventually, to there. That is where all roads end. It just takes some of us longer to get there than others. We were not the first. We will not be the last.” She eyed the burly man once again. “Mrs. Millson got him, did she?”

      “He attacked her future daughter-in-law and she took great offense to it.” I glanced in the direction of the deceased leader of the clan. “Let’s just say the daughter-in-law’s father got a hold of her and leave it at that.”

      “I guess their little girl died, too.”

      I hadn’t, not yet at least. “She lived.”

      “Do you think the killings will stop?”

      “I hope so.” And if they didn’t, I would make them stop come hell or high water. “I’ll dig up every single grave they’ve made to see justice served.”

      “You’ll be digging for a long time.”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, the best of luck to you. You’ll need it. A tip, if I may?”

      “Of course.”

      “Don’t bother looking long at us. That’s why we were chosen. There was no one to miss us. We barely made enough to get by, and we were expendable and easily replaced.” With a soft sigh, the ghost departed, fading away to nothing and leaving me to stare at her killers until they departed, taking their bodies and leaving nothing but flame and ruin in their wake.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wednesday, May 13, 2167

      The Valley of Thorns, The Fringe

      Dragon Heights, Wyoming

      

      With mournful reverence, I returned Wisteria’s skull to where I had found it, wondering if I might be able to divine which bones belonged to her parents. I couldn’t fully trust Abigail’s ghost; I could likely believe she believed she spoke the truth, but I would need to search for answers on my own, and that meant checking the records for the existence of the mercury dragon’s lost son.

      Before we finished, we would need to dig up grave after grave, searching for life where the dead lingered and gathered around their forgotten bones.

      “Seriously? You got down there already? I was gone less than five minutes,” Erik complained. “What did I even get the rope for?”

      “So you can help me climb out of here when I’m done, of course. Don’t be silly.” I couldn’t bring myself to laugh. “That mercury dragon woman, the mistress of that clan. What do you know about her?”

      “More than I care to think about, why?”

      “How old was she?” For her to have been in the vision, she had to be over a hundred years old, but how much older might make a difference in terms of our investigation.

      “Do you want her life story or just her age?” Erik crouched at the side of the hole I’d expanded, and light shined down, the beam of his flashlight landing on Wisteria’s skull. “Ah.”

      “Give me her life story, please. Maybe there’s something in there we need to know about.” Secrets would plague us; as often as not, victims wished to maintain their privacy on certain matters, even if it meant justice wasn’t served.

      In Miami, I’d witnessed the abused protect their abusers for many reasons, love and fear among them. Learning the truth of the killings would take time, but Abigail had provided me with an excellent starting place. Our conversation wouldn’t lead me to the living victims, but I held a glimmer of hope that the dead might find their rest.

      Something was better than nothing, and I would remind myself of that until I believed it.

      “All right. Mercury dragons tend to have a short lifespan for dragons, living between two hundred and seven hundred years; their element is partially responsible for this, as it induces madness. This is important, as it leads to how Madam Merorie became the leader of the mercury dragons associated with that estate. Her father used to be the clan leader, and after her mother died from mercury poisoning, he waited for her to be of age, fifty years by their custom, before committing suicide.”

      I winced. If either of my parents did such a thing, I would be inconsolable. “Did she have a good relationship with her parents?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. She dabbled in necromancy for a while but had zero aptitude for it. She wanted to bring them back from their graves. Fortunately, those she approached reported her activities to law enforcement, and she was given a reminder that necromancy, while not explicitly illegal, wouldn’t accomplish her goals. She agreed to abandon her path.”

      I stared at the corpses with a sinking feeling. “Except she hadn’t, not really.”

      “It looks that way,” he agreed, sighing. “Ten years after her father died, she met a mercury dragon from a different clan. They got married and had a child two years later. The child died at age five. A son. Like her father, her husband committed suicide, leaving Madam Merorie to lead the clan alone. I don’t know if he suicided before or after their son’s death, however. Some say leading the clan gave her purpose.”

      That I could believe, but her purpose had become dark, resulting in the deaths of many. Unfortunately, her story gave the ghost a disturbing amount of credibility. “I’m going to guess she was attempting to make use of necromancy to bring her family back to life.”

      “That motivation fits with all the pieces we have so far. And someone willing to practice this form of necromancy isn’t going to have a problem with hiding bodies under the floor of a house. And since the place had never been finished, the original owner likely had no idea it was being used for alternative purposes.” Erik moved the flashlight to take in the entire pile of bones. “The room must have been absolutely packed with bodies before they’d rotted away, and magic must have assisted with their decay.”

      Considering the lack of other material accompanying the bones, I agreed with him. “Scavengers would have left some evidence for us, but there’s none.” I took a closer look at the large bones near me. “There aren’t any chew marks, either.”

      “It’s quite possible she managed to learn enough necromancy to accelerate the decay of the bodies once they failed to be of use to her for her main project.”

      “When I look at these bones, I understand why there’s so much hatred for necromancy in Miami,” I confessed. “Even having learned there are better sides to necromancy, this is teaching me a lot. I thought I understood why people hate necromancy so much. But now? Now I get it.”

      And yet, I couldn’t help but think about Monster, the little kitten given a second lease on life because a kind man had provided him with a conjured body.

      Then I wondered how he had succeeded with Monster where Madam Merorie had failed with her family.

      Determined to no longer remain a coward, I asked, “Why did Monster live and her son die if she dabbled in necromancy?”

      “You just gave the answer. She dabbled. Monster wasn’t dead when his soul was helped to a new body. She tried to bring back the dead. Monster never died. Someone who dabbles wouldn’t understand the importance of that difference.”

      “Yet you know,” I muttered.

      “Once I heard about your misgivings about Monster, I did some research and asked around. Honestly, I hid that from you because I’m possibly scarred for life about those talks and wanted to spare you. But believe me when I say it is all about how they went about it. Monster was saved out of love and compassion. Madam Merorie wished to violate the natural order of things because of greed. She wasn’t trying to save her child for his sake but rather for hers.”

      “Can a necromancer bring someone back to life?”

      Erik muttered curses, and he swept his flashlight across the entirety of the basement and its many bones and skulls. “For a time, they can turn a corpse into a puppet, a puppet that might draw back the soul if it lingers and wishes to return, but the soul won’t stay. The corpse is no longer compatible with life. From my understanding, the ‘returned,’ if you can even call them that, only remains for as long as the necromancer is working the magic, and that magic takes a heavy toll. Most who dabble in that dark art can only sustain a puppet for a few hours, and the puppet is fully reliant on the necromancer controlling their body.”

      “Let me see if I understand this correctly. For Monster to have been given a new lease on life, the necromancer had to work with him before his death, with a conjured body available for his use?”

      “There is another component. When the necromancer gave Monster a longer life, he cut his short. He aged himself significantly providing the magic and the spark of life to enable Monster’s soul to bond with his new body. From my understanding of it, he sacrificed at least twenty years of his life making certain Monster could live his.”

      “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth,” I murmured. “A life for a life, and cats can live to be twenty, can’t they?”

      “They can. I’ve been told that Monster will live for as long as the necromancer had sacrificed for. When that energy runs out, he will pass. His conjured body ages, but not the same way a regular cat does. He just doesn’t get sick like regular cats, either. But Monster is, in all ways, a cat living a cat’s life. It just happens he was given a perfect body, one that doesn’t sicken and only ages as the magic that made him drains away.”

      “Madam Merorie would have never sacrificed her life for her son’s, would she?” The greedy rarely considered any form of true sacrifice. They wanted it all, and they were unwilling to pay any price to secure their goal, even if that goal was their child’s life. “It would have been her life for his? Or for her husband’s? Or her parents’?”

      “That seems to be the case. There isn’t another case like Monster, though. The kind of person who would sacrifice twenty years of their life for a cat isn’t typically the type of person who decides to become a necromancer. And honestly, I doubt we’ll ever understand why he would sacrifice so much for a kitten.”

      “Do you know his name?”

      “I do, but he had a final wish, and that was to be forgotten and allowed to rest in peace. You can learn his name and history if you really want, but I’m going to make you investigate it yourself. If you do decide to go learn more about him, well, you’ll learn a lot on the way. I did. There is a lot more to necromancy than I believed possible, and the practice is far worse than I ever imagined. And if my suspicions prove to be correct, this is only the beginning.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            She had, for a moment, hesitated on the tracks before moving on.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Monday, March 19, 2068

        Cheyenne National Cemetery

        Cheyenne, Wyoming

      

      

      The woman who had directed us to the Valley of Thorns visited a grave, offered a farewell to a tombstone yet to show signs of age, and walked away. Grief burdened her every step, and while I wanted to see who had died, I discovered the stone to be so fresh it lacked the name of the deceased.

      Some families opted to use blank placeholder stones while waiting for the permanent marker so they might have a symbol of their loved one’s passage.

      Rather than follow the roadway, she ventured out across the sparsely wooded plains, crossed a set of railroad tracks, and headed away from civilization. Within a few minutes, I recognized where the road ultimately went.

      She had, for a moment, hesitated on the tracks before moving on.

      During my time in Miami, I had witnessed more suicides than I cared to think about, and those had always cut the deepest. Her grief, which weighed her down and turned her steps sluggish, would claim another life before the day ended: hers.

      The minutes stretched into hours, and the woman paused long enough beneath the boughs of a stunted tree to catch a nap and regain her strength. Three days after leaving the cemetery, she arrived at the shores of a lake, one with a rocky and forested shore. For a while, she stared out over the water. Then, with a weary sigh, she stepped in, waded forward, and kept going.

      She swam for a while, flipped onto her back, and stared up at the sky. Then as the sky began to bleed, she sank beneath the surface, and only a few bubbles betrayed her passage.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Wednesday, May 13, 2167

        The Valley of Thorns, The Fringe

        Dragon Heights, Wyoming

      

      

      If magic allowed, I would have resurrected Madam Merorie solely so I could wrap my hands around her neck and kill her. I had no idea what connected the black gravestone to the mercury dragons, but with the same clarity I somehow knew the date I witnessed, I understood she was probably behind the woman’s grief and suicide.

      Unlike the rest of the ghosts, who avoided the basement and its grim collection of bones and skulls, the woman drifted down. I stared at her, and she regarded me with a solemn expression before pointing at one of the many skulls.

      I headed over, ignoring Erik’s questions, and crouched nearby, realizing I beheld the intact skeleton of an infant.

      The pieces of my heart that hadn’t already been broken shattered. “We need to make a trip to Cheyenne,” I informed my fiancé, marveling that I somehow kept my voice steady. “I need a bag and a pair of gloves, please.”

      “What did you see?”

      “More than I care to think about. I’ll tell you later. If I try to right now, I’ll probably cry.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      I nodded.

      “Citrine, baby, stay with your momma for me, okay?”

      In her wisp form, Erik’s carbunclo joined me along with Garnet and Tourmaline. The kittens claimed their spots on my shoulder, and I steadied myself through petting them. I feared what I would learn when touching the baby’s skeleton, but I saw no other choice.

      First, I would claim the infant’s bones, and I would take them to Dragon Heights while reporting the dead hidden in the Valley of Thorns. Once I got clearance, I would then head to Cheyenne, confirm the tiny body belonged at the burial site, and see the little one laid to proper rest.

      I would also inquire if the woman’s body had been found and discover if there was anything left of her lurking in the water. If not, I would try to learn her name and at least try to see her given peace in death.

      I held my tears back by the merest of threads, focusing on my breathing to stay calm.

      Somehow, I would bring closure to the many tragedies the mercury dragons had wrought, I would learn their purpose, and I would save as many as I could—if there were any left to save.

      The more I learned, the less hope I held of freeing those caught in Madam Merorie’s treacherous grasp.

      Erik returned, and he rested on his belly so he could hand me the bag. “Yes, it’s legal to transfer bones like this as long as a member of law enforcement is overseeing the process. We’ll have paperwork to do, and black dragons will verify the truth of the situation, but there’s no problem with removing some of the bones. I assume this has something to do with what you saw?”

      “It does.”

      “Would you rather I call in law enforcement? We have reception here, and while we’ll be questioned, we won’t have to go back to Dragon Heights unless we want to.”

      “That might be a good idea. But these bones need to come out first.”

      “You collect. I’ll call.” Without bothering to get up, he put his phone to his ear, and he murmured softly enough I couldn’t make out his words.

      It was likely for the better.

      The bag contained the gloves I had requested, and after snapping them on, I placed the burlap on the ground, careful to keep from disturbing the other bones. Sometimes, latex helped prevent my magic from working, but as the spirit hadn’t even touched me before sending me back into the past, I braced for the worst, and with reverent care, extracted the baby’s skull from the pile.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Monday, March 12, 2068

        The Fringe

        Dragon Heights, Wyoming

      

      

      With sickening certainty, I identified the sterile room as part of the mercury mansion complex in the Fringe. Not quite a hundred years later, I had been there, although the surgical table had been replaced with a bed. Everything else remained the same.

      How many people had died in that wretched place, forgotten by everyone and unwanted by the rest of society?

      I would work to find out the truth of that to my dying day.

      Madam Merorie placed the still body of a baby boy beside the bones of an older child; while I hesitated to make assumptions, the skeleton was of appropriate size to belong to the woman’s deceased son. Something charged the air, dark and sinister and electric, crackling and leaving behind an ozone stench.

      Green and purple light enveloped the infant, turned black, and spread to the skeleton in misty tendrils.

      The mercury dragon began to chant in some language I didn’t understand, each harsh syllable strengthening the miasma covering the bodies.

      She shouted a word.

      An inky void devoured the chamber.

      Much like fog burning away in the light of the rising sun, the darkness abated.

      Organs coated in a fine layer of fat and muscle covered the skeletal corpse while the infant had been stripped of all his flesh, the ghastly yellowish bones so thinned I spotted the marrow beneath.

      “So close,” the mercury dragon murmured. “So close yet so far.”

      She heaved a sigh, regarding the bodies while shaking her head. Then she waved her hand, and her son’s flesh dissolved away to nothing.

      “It seems new life is not the trick of it. If quality will not do, perhaps quantity is what is needed. I haven’t tried that. If one can restore so much, then I will try ten, and if that does not work, twenty. But I will have you back, my darling Adam. And once you have been returned to my side, I will bring your father back, and we’ll be a family again, happy for all eternity.”

      While rage still burned deep within me, other emotions brewed. I acknowledged her madness, pitied her for her relentless grief, and even sympathized with her plight although I could never condone her actions.

      She had taken a mother’s love to an extreme and twisted it to utter darkness, and I dreaded what I would learn as I exhumed her secrets along with the many dead she had left in her wake.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thursday, May 14, 2167

        The Valley of Thorns, The Fringe

        Dragon Heights, Wyoming

      

      

      After witnessing the infant’s fate, I refused to handle any other bones, although I took care with his remains. We lingered until after midnight, working in reverent quiet. Shock over the discovery kept the law enforcement team subdued, and outside of a few questions about why we’d investigated the property in the first place, we were left to observe in somber silence and wait for permission to remove the baby’s body and take him to his proper burial site.

      Enzo Acri came to verify I spoke the truth about having used purple dragon magic to divine where the baby should have been buried—and that I’d captured a glimpse of his mother’s fate.

      As a private investigator, I couldn’t do much about the situation, but I could meddle some and investigate a case long cold. Once Cheyenne’s police force gave blessings for us to dig deeper at the situation and confirmed that they had pulled a woman’s body of the same description out of the reservoir a long time ago, Erik and I made the decision to return home for the night.

      Before we left in the morning, I would need to make a phone call to the cemetery to determine if the infant could be buried along with his mother.

      To my horror and dismay, Cheyenne still had her body stored in a deep freezer along with a bunch of other unsolved murder cases. In a way, I gave them credit.

      They’d determined something hadn’t been quite right about her situation, opting for the expense of frozen storage rather than possibly losing any clues that might solve the mystery of her death. A little digging, done by the Dragon Heights officers, shined light on the situation.

      Her baby had been stolen shortly after birth, and he had neither birth nor death certificate.

      She hadn’t even been given a chance to name him before Madam Merorie had torn him from her arms and stolen his life.

      I couldn’t even imagine the pain and suffering she must have endured in the week leading up to her suicide. That she had been unable to even have a headstone carved for him? Unthinkable.

      The cemetery required both birth and death certificates before they would allow a stone to be carved and placed on their property. If I had my way, they would make an exception for the mother and her child. She couldn’t name him, but I could, as I refused to leave his spirit to wander beyond life without a name.

      With a little luck, I might be able to learn what his mother had hoped to name him, although the long years since their deaths made it unlikely.

      After settling the kittens and hummingbird at home, I waited for Erik to get into bed before snuggling up against his back and crying myself to sleep.

      Morning came, and after breakfast, I located the number for the cemetery in Cheyenne, braced for the worst, and dialed.

      “Cheyenne National Cemetery, Cassie speaking. How may I help you?”

      “Hi. My name is Kinsley Ramons, and I’m a private investigator in Dragon Heights. In March of 2068, there was an unmarked headstone for an infant installed. The body of the infant was not buried, and the mother of the baby passed away a week later. I am in possession of the infant’s remains and have permission and all required paperwork to transport him to Cheyenne. Is the burial site still intact? Can it accommodate both bodies? The mother’s remains were put into cold storage upon discovery. The infant is skeletal.”

      The woman whistled. “Please give me a minute. Do you have birth and death certificates for the deceased?”

      “No, but the victims are involved with an ongoing murder investigation, and the woman’s spirit is not at rest. It would be prudent to quietly make the issues of the infant’s lack of birth and death certificates disappear and give them the burial they deserve.”

      “Has the woman haunted anybody?”

      “She is an incorporeal manifestation that has been confirmed and identified by law enforcement in Dragon Heights,” I replied, fighting the urge to drum my fingers on the table.

      While I handled the talking, Erik handled cleaning up the kitchen and preparing our little ones for a long day of driving.

      “Incorporeal manifestation is sufficient need to bypass the rules and regulations regarding certification at our cemetery,” she informed me. “Dragon Heights, you said?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Excellent. I’ll make a few calls, receive confirmation of the manifestation, and have the site prepared. I have located the plot in our system, which was purchased at the time of the infant’s death. The mother does not have a plot.”

      “Please bury them together, and I will cover the additional fee for the plot,” I instructed.

      “You said the infant’s body is skeletal?”

      “Yes, ma’am. The current intention is to have a medical professional lay the baby’s bones at rest on his mother’s chest. She’s been frozen for quite a long time, and nobody wants to thaw her for the process.” That discussion had hurt. Ultimately, the woman had involved herself, and she had offered her silent blessing of the plan.

      In life, all she had wanted was her baby.

      In death, they would rest together. One day, I hoped their spirits reunited and the woman had a second chance to cradle and love her son. In some bright future, should they somehow be reborn, I hoped her son would know nothing but joy through all his days.

      “We can have the equipment to the gravesite as soon as today. There is a matter of the stone.”

      “I will have it carved. Is there any record of what she wanted her baby to be named?”

      I held my breath, listening to the tap of the woman’s typing. “Yes, there is a record. His name was Ajax Amadeus Carlsbad, and his mother’s name is Portica Marigold Carlsbad. The father’s name is Winston Lance Carlsbad, and he is buried in the neighboring plot.”

      It wasn’t much, but the family would be reunited, something that pleased me. “Is Winston’s gravestone still intact?”

      “He doesn’t have a marker, I’m afraid.”

      Rather than ask about the circumstances, I made the only decision I could under the circumstances. “Is it possible to have the original grave marker buried with the mother and child? I will pay to have a family marker installed instead.”

      “A family marker is an option, and we can bury the old marker. The marker will take six months to carve and install,” she warned.

      “Six months is fine. They’ve been waiting a long time as it is. Six months doesn’t change much. What time will the burial site be prepared?”

      “Assuming the bodies can be brought to the graveyard, we can inter them at three this afternoon.”

      It only took a few hours to get to Cheyenne, and that was assuming we took our time. “Three works, thank you. We’ll arrive a little earlier to go over the gravestone options.”

      “Excellent. We’ll be waiting for you, ma’am.”

      “How much will the burial costs be?”

      “Oh, you will only owe for the gravestone, ma’am. The cost to inter the bodies is included, and we provide a basic coffin should one not be purchased. If you require a coffin or casket, there is a funeral home next door that can sell you one. They should have stock.”

      “Do you have the number for the funeral home? I’ll acquire a casket.”

      If I was unfortunate enough to be killed, lingering in a freezer as an unsolved mystery, I would want someone to have the same consideration for me. Later, I might miss the money, but of all the things I’d purchased as of late, the casket and gravestone would be among the most important, second only to helping Garnet and Tourmaline settle into their lives with me.

      After a few more pleasantries, I got the number for the funeral home, hung up, and called them, arranging to purchase one of their nicer caskets they had in stock and could be delivered to the cemetery. Upon hearing the circumstances, the funeral home stated they would reach out to Dragon Heights, confirm the woman’s identity, and have her transported to the site for burial.

      As such, we would bring Ajax to the funeral home so he could be given as much dignity as possible.

      By the time I hung up, I wanted to cry.

      “Any good news in that?”

      “His name was Ajax, and his father is already buried at the site. They’ll be buried at three.”

      “Then we better get on the road and reunite him with his mother. I’ll drive. Just grab a few boxes of tissues on our way out. We’re both going to need them by the end of the day.”

      I nodded and headed to the hallway supply closet. “Do you think we’ll find anyone living at the end of this road, Erik?”

      “I don’t know. But even if we don’t, we’re still doing important work. Do I want to find living people? Yes. But after seeing the Valley of Thorns, I’m forcing myself to be practical. That monster had no intentions of leaving any of her victims alive, not until she found a way to raise her son and husband from the dead. All I can do now is hope that their spirits aren’t among those wandering aimlessly instead of resting. They don’t deserve to pay for Madam Merorie’s sins.”

      No, they didn’t, and even when we came across more evidence of her evils, I would remind myself of that until I truly believed it. “We will find Adam’s body, and we will give him the dignity he should have been given when he died. And if her husband’s body isn’t where it belongs, we’ll find him, too.”

      “We’ll do our best, and even if we fail, we will know we did our best. Today is just the beginning. Tomorrow, the real work begins.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thursday, May 14, 2167

        Cheyenne National Cemetery

        Cheyenne, Wyoming

      

      

      While I dished out almost twenty thousand dollars between the gravestone and the casket, someone in Cheyenne made arrangements for flowers. Pots of roses waited to be planted, and numerous bouquets of flowers decorated the father’s plot. A pair of temporary stands held a laminated sign including all three names, the years of their births, and the years of their deaths.

      Ajax’s entry referenced the date of his birth and his death, only a few days apart.

      I wondered what had happened between March 10, 2068 and March 12, 2068, and if Madam Merorie had shown the baby love and comfort the short time he had lived.

      The grave marker would display the father and mother’s name on a row with Ajax’s name beneath theirs, and after going over the various designs, I’d settled on a rose motif.

      I could only assume someone at the ceremony had spread word about the roses, resulting in the arrival of the plants.

      As the family had nobody left living, the funeral home had located a pastor willing to give a short sermon in the hopes everyone involved would find peace in death. In what I viewed as the truest form of compassion possible, members of his congregation had come at his call, resulting in a crowd of fifty or so people offering their farewells along with a cut rose placed within the casket until the woman and her baby disappeared beneath the blooms.

      When the time came to close the casket and lower the pair into the ground, the woman’s spirit appeared.

      Some gasped, but in what I viewed as an act of true courage, everyone held their ground.

      First, she went to her husband’s plot, sat where the headstone would be, and spoke, her lips moving. No sound emerged, but I could guess at what she told him of her grief and their baby. Then she rose, went to her casket, and her hand dipped into the blooms to caress her baby’s remains.

      A breeze blew through the cemetery, whispering through the trees and the roses waiting to be planted, and with each rustle, she wore away at the edges, crumbling away until nothing remained.

      Long after all fell still and silent, we stood and stared at where she had, for such a short time, reunited with the child she had loved to her dying breath.

      And then, as though afraid the heavy machinery might disturb her long awaited rest, we gathered rope to lower the pair into the ground, made use of buckets rather than a concrete layer to fill in and seal their metal vault so that no one would disturb their eternal slumber, and used shovels to restore the soil. As the sun set, we took turns planting the roses, leaving space for their marker.

      When night fell, we offered a final prayer to the dead. Long after the pastor and his congregation departed, I stared at the roses and swore I would find closure for each and every one of Madam Merorie’s victims, including her son.

      It was both the least and the most I could do, and I could only hope it would be enough.
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