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            CARTERVILLE MYSTERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Each Carterville Mystery is stand-alone, but things do change in Carterville. The chronological order of the books are:

      
        
          	
        Out of a Christmas Sky
      

      	
        Destroyer of Carterville
      

      	
        The Blood of Carterville
      

      	
        Faces of Carterville
      

      	
        Return to Carterville
      

      

      

      Note: The events of this story take place nine months after The Blood of Carterville.

      All the previous Carterville stories, Out of a Christmas Sky, Destroyer of Carterville, and The Blood of Carterville, were stand-alone containing only implicit spoilers of the previous books.

      This book is different. In it, Henry reflects on the incidents described in the other three books and it contains many explicit spoilers.

      This book, by its very nature, also has one other significant difference: it does not take place in Carterville, thus the change in subtitle from “A Carterville Mystery” to “A Henry Carter Mystery.”
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      Patty Walsh is still beautiful.

      I don’t understand why the thought was so loud in my head, reverberating like a bell. Of course, Patty is still beautiful. She has always been beautiful, inside and out, at least to me. And just because it had been nine months since I had seen her, since we had both left Carterville, Arizona, there was no reason that should change.

      She still had curly red hair cascading down past her shoulders and bright green eyes. She still had those intriguing curves God had given her and the slowly invading grey and wrinkles her five decades on this planet had earned her. She wasn’t one to hide her age and that just made her even more appealing.

      As I sat across from her at a small table in a little coffee shop, I felt like a teenage boy who was worried his crush had somehow changed over the summer and was relieved to see that she hadn’t, that she had only become more appealing.

      Given that we were both no longer in Carterville and both without our powers, this was actually a valid concern. Clearly I find Patty physically attractive, but it was always more than that. She was empathetic and kind, creative and fun to be around, but how much of that had to do with her powers? How much of it was about the strange nature of Carterville itself?

      Seeing her now, the question of whether she was attractive outside of Carterville without her powers had been answered with a resounding ‘yes.’

      But it was even more than that. I had left Carterville before she had, driven out by a conspiracy that used my own power against me, and some regrettable things had happened.

      My eyes lingered on Patty’s neck. No, I don’t have a weird neck fetish. It was because she had been wearing a scarf around her neck the last time I saw her, and with good reason. She wasn’t now and I breathed a little sigh of relief.

      That conspiracy to get me out of Carterville included someone using their powers on me to force me to choke Patty. If their plan had worked, I would have killed her and then killed myself.

      I almost reached up and touched the right side of my face to feel three thin scars from when Patty had been forced to scratch me during that same terrible night. I don’t really mind that the signs of that struggle linger on my face, but I was so glad she bore no scars. Visible, at least.

      “You look good, Henry,” she said with a shy smile before quickly looking down and taking a sip of her coffee.

      Looking at me and those scars had to be complicated for her. I couldn’t resist and touched the scars on my face. My feelings about them are complicated, the worst of it being that every time I look in the mirror, I remember my hands around Patty’s throat and all that was done to get me out of town.

      She looked back up and her green eyes were intense. There was a need there, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t the need my boyish crush wanted.

      “You look good too, Patty,” I said. She looked like she was going to look down again, but she held my gaze, nodded, and gave a pursed-lip smile.

      “You lost weight,” she said.

      I shrugged and said, “I think it’s the camping. And the walks. Just trying to sort it all out in my head.”

      She nodded. “There’s a lot to sort out. I…” She bit her lip and looked away again.

      The coffee shop was in a strip mall in the newer part of Pagosa Springs, Colorado, that is called “Uptown.” It was modern and comfortable with a few couches in one corner and the near constant hissing of the espresso machine as it got its morning workout. The air was perfumed with the scent of coffee and sweets which was mostly lost on me given the company I was keeping.

      It wasn’t the rustic Carterville Diner, but since Patty was here, and asked me to meet her, I was more than happy to be here.

      “Just say it,” I said gently. I wanted to reach across the table and touch her hand, but I knew that was inappropriate. What might have been between us had been destroyed that night when she gave me these scars and I choked her. “We’ve been through enough that you can tell me anything, Patty.”

      She nodded and took a deep breath. “You are writing about what happened and I’m glad. We all have to find our way through this. But… I…”

      “It’s too much,” I offered. “I’ve been sending you the chapters as I write them, and it’s too much.”

      She nodded, her green eyes reflecting a potent mix of sadness and compassion. “Most days it’s better for me if I don’t think too much about Carterville.”

      I nodded and felt my brow furrow. She had stopped at Carterville eight years ago after a bad divorce in Colorado. Carterville had been her haven, her place to heal. Hearing that it was hard to think about it felt like a punch to the stomach. Carterville, the town founded by my ancestor Samuel Carter, the town that bore my name, was now another place she had to escape from.

      If you somehow missed all the news about it, Carterville, Arizona, is a town in Northern Arizona perched on the north side of the San Francisco Peaks. A struggling old mining town that was like so many out west until the meteor hit, until everyone in Carterville got powers. But those powers only work within about a five-mile radius from the center of town.

      “No, no, Henry,” she said, reaching across the table and grabbing my hand and squeezing it. “It’s not that.”

      Her hand was warm and welcome, and I squeezed back. “It’s not?” I asked. I didn’t elaborate because this felt like the Carterville Patty, the one who had a power, the one with the empathic superpower and knew everything you wanted.

      “It’s not that night,” she said, her eyes darting away for a moment. “If that was what you were thinking.” She bit her lip and looked shy and awkward again.

      I blinked, trying to understand. “What is it then?”

      “My power,” she said, letting go of my hand and staring at her coffee. “I used to know what everyone wanted. Most days it got to be too much, but I got used to it, I used it, probably too much. I’m still learning how to function without it.”

      “You can go back,” I said quietly, not adding, “but I can’t.”

      “No,” she said, her fierce eyes meeting mine. “No. I can’t.”

      She didn’t elaborate and I didn’t ask her to. There were so many reasons to stay away. The dynamics of a small town where almost everyone had powers, even though most were minor or quirky, were dangerous to say the least. And that night was a trauma, to be sure. Not to mention what happened during the whole “Destroyer of Carterville” mess.

      There was more to talk about, to be sure—so much more and I hoped that we had time—but for now, I needed to change the subject.

      “Why am I here, Patty?” I asked. “Your text was rather… vague.” It was more than that. It said: Please come visit. I have a problem. Can’t discuss further unless we are in person.

      She sighed and gave me a shy smile. “I…” she said, looking around the coffee shop like she was afraid we would be overhead. Part of me got that. Pagosa Springs was not nearly as small as Carterville, but it was a small town and it’s hard to keep your business private in small towns. “Well… I think it’s best I show you.”
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      Northern Arizona and Southern Colorado bear some striking similarities. Both are at around seven thousand feet in elevation, both are dominated by ponderosa pine trees, and both have their fair share of small mountain towns. The forest was different here, more scrub oak, no piñon or juniper, but the biggest differences were water and the mountains.

      While Northern Arizona is dominated by one small mountain range with six peaks, the San Francisco Peaks, Southern Colorado is shaped by a vast range of mountains, the San Juan Mountains, with twenty-eight peaks over nine thousand feet. And there are rivers everywhere. The San Juan River runs through downtown Pagosa.

      Overall, the feeling is very familiar and quite foreign at the same time. The land is fairly arid, they don’t get much more rain here than we do in Northern Arizona, but the San Juans collect a lot of moisture which turns into the rivers that run through this land.

      I had spent time in Colorado, of course, but seeing it with Patty made it clear why she had stopped at Carterville all those years ago when she was escaping Colorado. She had just come through a long expanse of dry desert and had gotten back into the pine trees. It must have reminded her of home.

      “This is it,” Patty said quietly. We had left my old pickup truck at the coffee shop, and she had driven through some winding roads north of Route 160, past lovely homes scattered over mountain meadows, past one lake, around another lake, and pulled into the driveway of a small log cabin perched on a large lake. The front of it was all garage with the house behind.

      I was pretty sure the lakes were man-made, but there was so much water here I couldn’t help but smile. Arizona is a desert, even when you are surrounded by pine trees, and this didn’t feel like a desert.

      Patty was just sitting in the driver’s seat of her old-ish Prius, her hand gripping the steering wheel.

      “Mind telling me what’s going on, Patty?” I asked.

      She looked at me and it was clear she was trying to find the words, so I continued, “I mean, I’m happy to go for a drive with you, happy to see this lovely neighborhood, and if that’s all this is, fine by me. But it doesn’t take powers to know something’s going on.”

      She bit her lip and nodded. “You’ll think I’m crazy.”

      “I don’t think so,” I said.

      She gave a small laugh. “Oh, you are still you, aren’t you?” she said.

      “What?” I asked. I was confused.

      “You didn’t promise not to think I’m crazy,” she said. “You know, like most people would do. Promise something that implies that they knew what the future holds, that they can actually keep the promise. But not you, not Henry Carter. You still aren’t much for
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