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A Note from the Author

Welcome back to Whisper Grove!

You may notice something different about this edition. The Witches of Whisper Grove series was previously published under my former pen name, Andris Bear. I’m now bringing the entire series together under my new pen name, Andria Yona, with new covers and a fresh new look for the series.

You may also notice that Enter the Witch and Witchful Thinking have been combined into a single book. I wanted Evangeline’s introduction and her first adventure to live together as the beginning of the series, rather than splitting her story between two separate books.

The story you’re about to read was previously published, so if you’ve read it under my former name, you already know what kind of trouble awaits in Whisper Grove. If you’re new to the series, welcome—we’re glad to have you.

This rebranding is about bringing all of my witch books back under one series, one name, and one home, so the stories of the Winther sisters and family can continue together exactly where they belong.

So settle in, pour yourself something dark and delicious, and prepare for a little magic, a little mystery, and more than a little mischief.

Welcome to Whisper Grove.

—Andria Yona

Where magic, mystery, and mischief collide.

PART ONE

Enter the Witch – The novella
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Chapter One
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The obnoxious ringing pulled a reluctant Evangeline from sleep. Her hand flopped out from under the covers, patting and swiping in an attempt to silence the culprit, but it continued to trill incessantly until she was conscious.

Snatching the phone from her nightstand, she flicked her thumb over the answer button and muttered, “lo?” when she would have rather said, “Drop dead.”

“Evangeline.”

That tone of voice. She shot up in bed, pulling the phone from her ear to peek at the screen. A muted groan slipped from her mouth. Returning the phone to her ear, she said, “Hi, Mimi. What’s up?”

Melissa “Mimi” Hanscombe was the head librarian at Whisper Grove Community Library. Also, Evangeline’s boss.

“How about the time, Evangeline? Unless my memory and eyes have gone at the same time, you’re on the schedule to open the library this morning. An hour ago.”

“What?” Evangeline snapped her head sideways to squint at her alarm clock. Yep, it read ten AM. She leaned over and checked that the slider was in the alarm position, then pressed the time button. She blew out a huff. Her alarm was set correctly, so why hadn’t it gone off?

“I’m sorry, Mimi,” she said, throwing off her covers. “I’ll be right there.”

Disconnecting the call before Mimi could lambaste her further, she tossed the phone on the bed and darted for the bathroom. Her toe caught on the bedpost, sending a shot of pain through her foot and up her leg. Howling with righteous indignation, she called the bed a few choice names as she hobbled her way to the tub.

Performing the world’s fastest strip-down, she jumped into the shower and nearly slipped. “Holy fright,” she barked, catching herself on the handrail. Her brain was still groggy with sleep, her toe ached like a mofo, and she’d almost head-butted herself with the shower. This was clearly not her day. Like, at all.

She needed a strong cup of coffee, STAT.

And better karma.

And apparently, a new alarm clock.

Lathering the shampoo into her long, unruly curls, Evangeline replayed her evening. She had read for an hour before turning off the bedside lamp, and she distinctly remembered flipping the alarm to the on position. Having purchased the alarm clock radio at a secondhand store in what she thought was a great deal, she now figured it was past its prime, and she’d need to buy a new one when she got paid on Friday.

Because who wouldn’t love to spend what little she earned on a new small appliance?

After playing the lather-and-rinse game with the conditioner, she washed her body before carefully stepping from the shower to grab a towel. The last thing she needed was to do the splits across the linoleum floor. Her dang toe still throbbed to the tempo of an agitated mariachi band.

After a quick towel-drying that left her hair dripping rivulets down her back, she chose a blousy blue top, black gaucho pants, and a pair of ballet flats, which she managed to slip into without ripping, breaking, or slipping on anything.

Maybe today wouldn’t be so horrible after all.

A thorough brushing of her teeth later, she trotted down the stairs with a better attitude. She snatched a cup from the cabinet, then headed to the coffee pot where her rich, dark lover awaited. Just the thought of the bitter brew perked her spirits. Since starting as an assistant librarian, she’d set aside a percentage of every paycheck so she always had the money for her necessary indulgence. She did not drink cheap coffee.

Evangeline reached for the pot and froze. It was empty. Her gaze darted to the power light, which was not glowing green and happy. Therefore, she was not glowing green and happy.

“What fresh hell is this?” she demanded, checking the filter basket. It was full, so that wasn’t the issue. She opened the water lid. It, too, was full. She pushed the brew now button, but nothing happened. Still no happy, glowy green. She glared at the machine she’d purchased specifically because it boasted a timer—so the brewed goodness would be waiting on her each morning, not the other way around.

“You and I are going to have a severe come-to-Jesus talk when I get home,” she warned the lazy coffeepot, then snatched her keys and purse from the hooks by the door.

As she locked her apartment, she could already feel the steady pulse of java withdrawal strutting through her cranium. She sighed with each stair step down to her car, already anticipating crawling into bed in, oh, twelve long hours.

Despite oversleeping, she had the get-up-and-go of a sloth—a dead sloth—and every time she blinked, it was a fight to open her lids again. All she wanted was to climb her tired self back into bed and call it a day until tomorrow morning.

Why she was so exhausted, she couldn’t say. It wasn’t like her to lack energy. Lately, though, her nights were restless and her sleep fitful. She woke every morning feeling as if her body had run a marathon while she was unconscious. Yet, she couldn’t recall any bad dreams or distress in the night.

Maybe it was merely her mind adjusting to living in a new town, working a new job. 

A job that was run by a drill sergeant of librarians. The later Evangeline arrived at work, the worse her day would be. And it sucked the big one so far.

Evangeline unlocked her car door, tossed her purse on the passenger seat, and climbed in. Shoving her key into the ignition, she twisted.

The familiar chug and whine that preceded the turn of her engine was missing. As was the turn of her engine. All she got was a click-click-click. She was no mechanic, but she was guessing this did not bode well.

Being utterly clueless about all things vehicle did not stop her from popping the hood to peer at the engine. Yep, it looked like an engine, all right. She poked at a couple of wires, jiggled the leads to the battery, and then checked the oil level—aha! Something she did know how to do! Because that was the extent of her car knowledge, Evangeline returned to the driver’s seat and cranked the key again, fully expecting the same clickety-click from before.

Instead, it roared—well, more like whimpered—to life, and she threw her hands up with a triumphant yell, startling the bejesus out of ol’ Mrs. Perkins, who was rocking on her porch on the bottom floor of their apartment building. The scowl the old lady shot her could have curdled the cream in Evangeline’s coffee. If she’d actually gotten any.

Waving her apologies, Evangeline backed out of her assigned parking space and sped off to work. As much as anyone could speed in a 1989 Ford Escort.

Still, she was on the move. By her calculations, she was also an hour and a half late for work. She’d have to stay the same number of hours so as not to lose pay. Lord knew she couldn’t afford less in her paycheck. Also, Mimi would pile on the workload as punishment, and it would take a sanctioned miracle to get out of there before night fell.

Her phone rang and she absently dug through her purse, feeling her way around lip balm, a pen, her wallet, and numerous other items she’d stuffed inside. Everything but the stinking phone she was searching for. Grumbling phrases her mama would not approve of, she snatched her purse from the seat to rifle through its contents more thoroughly.

Her eyes were off the road only a second, two tops, but by the time she found the offending cell, it had stopped ringing. Returning her attention to where it should have been all along, Evangeline let out a squeal that matched the screech of her brakes as she slammed into the back of a pickup truck.
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Chapter Two
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The screech of tires on pavement jerked Shane Carlson’s gaze to his rearview mirror just in time to watch the blue Ford something or other kiss his bumper. His truck barely moved, but the hit was hard enough that he felt it.

“Son of a...” He sighed, letting his head fall against the headrest. He’d literally made the final payment on his truck last week, and had even given himself a mental pat on the back for paying it off early.

Shoving the door open, he climbed from the cab and walked to the back. An ugly robin’s-egg blue—he squinted at the emblem—Ford Escort was nose-to-tail on his bumper. His bright, shiny, chrome bumper.

When he crouched to inspect the damage, his spirits lifted. There was no dent in the metal, and the car was too low to hit the tailgate and scratch the paint. A little elbow grease and his truck would be good as new.

His gaze turned to the occupant of said ugly contraption. A dark-haired girl sat in the driver’s seat, hands fisted around the steering wheel as she rapidly blinked through the windshield.

Pushing to his feet, Shane meandered to her door. He knocked on the glass, waiting for her to roll down the window. He couldn’t believe that a car old enough to have crank windows was still on the road. He rarely saw those in his shop anymore.

“You all right?” he asked, looking her over. She was a little older than he’d first guessed, maybe early to mid-twenties, with curly hair and deep brown eyes. She wore a filmy shirt that all but matched her hideous car.

She peered at him as if he’d poofed to life in front of her. “Where did you come from?” she demanded. 

Shane was tempted to suggest he’d teleported, but he refrained only because he got the impression she was questioning his origins rather than how his truck had become her victim.

Thankfully, the wail of her tires had done more damage to his sphincter than her car had done to his truck. Though, he had to wonder about her as she jiggled her finger in her ear, her face scrunching in a funky grimace.

“Did you hit your head?” he asked against his better judgment. If this was some kind of insurance scam, he didn’t want to play into her hands. Although, he couldn’t for the life of him figure out how her hitting him would work in her favor.

He hadn’t slammed on his brakes. Shoot, he hadn’t even been moving when she hit him. He was following the rules of the road as he waited for oncoming traffic to clear before turning into the bank parking lot.

She frowned. Again, like he was the jerkhole. “No. No, I just... do you hear that rushing?”

Shane hesitated. She was cute for a mousy little thing, but boy, she was daffy as hell, too. “No, I don’t hear any rushing.”

He nearly filled his shorts when she slapped her palm on the side of her head a few times.

“It’s like I have water in my head,” she mumbled, giving it a hard shake. As if the thought of her driving before he realized she wasn’t quite right wasn’t scary enough, she reached forward and turned the key.

Shane was certain his liver shot into his throat. He released a harsh exhale when the engine didn’t catch. Thank God. The last thing this town needed was this girl on the roads.

“I think maybe you hit your head. I’m going to call you an ambulance, okay?” he said, pulling his cell from his pocket. He started to dial 911.

“No!”

The vehemence in her voice had him jumping back. She threw open her car door, snatched her bag from the passenger seat, and climbed out.

“I’m sorry I hit your truck,” she tossed at him as she skirted around her bumper to get a look at his. A few uncertain blinks later, she turned to him. “It doesn’t look so bad. You don’t need my insurance information, do you?”

He studied her before answering. She had delicate features, soft skin, and deep brown eyes that bordered on appearing black. She was really rather pretty.

And then she slapped her temple again.

He cleared his throat. “No, I don’t think so. Are you sure you don’t want to have a doctor look at you?” Like a psychiatrist kind, maybe.

“Pssshhh.” She waved a hand. “I can’t afford an ambulance ride. Or a doctor visit. I can barely afford the gas for that hunk-o-junk to get me back and forth to work.” As if the mention of work ignited a spark plug in her brain, she straightened and asked, “What time is it?”

Shane warily turned his gaze to the phone in his hand. “Ten thirty.”

“Sweet molasses...” Groaning, she started walking up the street. “I have to go.”

He glanced from her to her car and back again. “You need to have your car towed.”

“Can’t afford that, either.” She waved him off. Spinning to walk backward, she continued, “Besides, if you knew my boss, you’d understand. I work at the library. I’ll move it at lunch, assuming the cantankerous trash bucket starts. I am sorry about your truck. Have a great day!”

He ran a hand through his hair and watched her trot away, thus saddling him with the dilemma of her car. What the crap? Eying the thing, he debated leaving it for the sheriff to find. If she thought a tow was too expensive, she sure wouldn’t like the ticket costs of leaving her dang car in the middle of the road.

For some irrational, insane reason, the idea of letting her take the consequences of her own odd actions made him feel like the heel.

“She’s stark raving mad,” he reminded himself. Amen and boy howdy.

All the same, he swiped his thumb over his phone screen and entered his uncle’s number, lifting the cell to his ear. The gruff, “Yeah?” sounded after the second ring.

“Hey, Uncle Buff. Could you bring the tow to the bank? I’ve got a new client pick-up.” He used the term new client very loosely.

Once his uncle agreed, Shane hung up and settled in to wait, his gaze locked on her retreating back.
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Chapter Three
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Evangeline limped through the large glass doors with a whimpered curse. Despite her breezy, lightweight clothing, sweat coated her skin. Even her fingernails felt slick and icky after the scorching half-mile jaunt from her car to the library. And because today was the best day ever, she’d managed to twist her ankle on said trek. On flat, even concrete. In flat, even shoes. Who did that?

Glancing at the swollen, throbbing portion of her foot, she sighed. The ache went halfway up her shin. An eight-hour shift carting books all over the library should really help her out.

Her only consolation was that she’d done her ankle-twisting tripping out of view of the cute guy she’d rear-ended. Thankfully, there was little damage to his truck, so she planned on never seeing the man again. No doubt he wanted the same. He surely thought her a nutter.

“At least today can’t get any worse,” she muttered, limping to the employee office to clock in.

“Oh, you came in to work, did you?” Mimi asked as soon as Evangeline cleared the doorway. The large woman sported her favorite blindingly yellow muumuu that made staring into the sun in the hopes of burning out her retinas one of Evangeline’s favorite pastimes.

It took every ounce of her love of her job not to snarl a proper, “Up yours.” 

Instead, she smiled, set her purse in her drawer of the filing cabinet—the closest thing to a secured locker—and logged into the computer to start her shift.

“Make sure you adjust your hours accordingly. You clearly need help telling the time,” Mimi stated. 

Straightening, Evangeline sucked in a long, slow breath before pivoting to face her boss. Mimi stood by the foldable table that employees used for breaks, stirring her ever-constant cup of tea. Evangeline had yet to see her drink the bland liquid, just carry it around and stir, stir, stir.

Evangeline hated tea. Not because she hated tea, but because Mimi heated the water in the library’s sole coffee pot and wouldn’t allow anyone to brew actual coffee in it. Because it would taint the water for her tea.

She bared her teeth. “What I need is—” To go back to bed and restart this horrible day. To chase a bottle of Aspirin with a pot of coffee. To burn that godforsaken muumuu. “—to get a new alarm clock.”

Mimi scoffed into her mug. “Who uses alarm clocks nowadays? Use your phone.” 

While Evangeline would normally agree, cell phones didn’t fare well in Whisper Grove, a lesson she’d learned the hard way. At first, she’d thought it only hers, but the town was nestled in a valley at the base of the Great Smoky Mountains and service was less-than-stellar most days, which often depleted the battery. The townsfolk attributed it to the high mountains bouncing the signals all over. Maybe they were right, but a lot of electronic devices that didn’t use Wi-Fi fritzed out here.

Like alarm clocks and coffee pots.

“I’ll do that, Mimi.” Evangeline turned from the computer to leave, then paused. Raising a brow, she asked, “Would you like to check my input?”

As if the day wasn’t kicking her hard enough, she wanted to poke at her boss? Brilliant.

Mimi scowled. Her mouth moved in response, but all Evangeline heard was the same, strange, whooshing static as when talking with the cute guy.

She shoved her finger in her ear. Jiggled the tarnation out of it. “Huh?”

Her boss’s dirty look deepened as she formed the words again. Nothing but electrically charged whooshing. It was as if someone had tuned a radio to a station with bad reception and cranked the volume.

Shaking her head, she shouted, “I can’t hear you.”

Taking Evangeline’s inability to hear personally, Mimi set her tea on the table hard enough to slosh some of it over the side. She fisted her hands on her ample hips, then marched across the room. “I said I trust you!”

The volume at which she imparted her trust had Evangeline’s eyes widening. She nodded that she got the message. Loud and clear.

A grunt preceded Mimi’s, “Why don’t you shelve the return cart and then catalog the nonfiction section?” She crossed her arms, challenge written all over her.

Evangeline inwardly groaned. Nonfiction made up a large portion of the library. Cataloging it would take hours, if not the whole shift or more. Whether from showing up late or making her boss scream in her face, it was her lot for the day.

“My excitement abounds,” she murmured, leaving Mimi to scowl after her as she approached the overflowing cart of book returns.

It took her a while to organize the returns before putting them away. She’d rather organize fifty carts than dig into the assigned nonfiction punishment. Er, project. Then again, she’d rather eat razor blades than catalog several hundred books that were already fully cataloged.

She stared at the long wall of shelves waiting on her to do her thing. Her thing that needn’t be done.

A child’s squeal pierced the quiet. Evangeline glanced up to see a mom with a handful of kids walk through the glass doors. One in a stroller and three to roam free.

“Bless her six ways to Sunday,” a voice said beside her. “I will be avoiding the children’s section today.”

Evangeline looked Carrow, a co-worker and friend, over. Though Carrow was pushing mid-twenties, she appeared no older than fifteen. She was tall and lanky with brown hair she liked to wear in braided pigtails. And freckles. Lots of freckles. She reminded Evangeline of a brunette Pippi Longstocking.

They had become fast friends when Evangeline started at the library. Since she was new to Whisper Grove, she was grateful for Carrow’s friendship, in and out of work.

“I counted four, so she probably needs a solid blessing.” Evangeline watched the mom and crew disappear behind a row of shelves. Turning her attention to her friend, she said, “I didn’t realize you were working today.”

“Mimi called me in because someone didn’t show.”

“The first time I’m late in the three months I’ve worked here....” Rolling her eyes, Evangeline pushed out a hefty sigh. “I’m sorry she called you in.”

Carrow shrugged, twisting her mouth into a wry smile. “I can break from plotting world domination to make a little extra cash. Was that your car I saw sitting on the side of the road?”

“Ugh,” Evangeline mumbled, rotating her head on her shoulders. The kinks remained. Maybe even knotted tighter, if the tension in her spine was any indication. “I hit a truck this morning.”

She still didn’t understand how he appeared in front of her. Yes, she’d checked her phone—a no-no—but there hadn’t been another vehicle on the dang road when she’d glanced down. She was sure of it.

“You hit a truck?” Concern pinched her brows. “Are you okay?”

“Other than complete mortification? I’m fine. There wasn’t much damage, but my stupid car wouldn’t start after that. I had to walk here.” Lifting her right foot for inspection, she added, “Managed to twist my ankle on the way. At least nothing else can go wrong.”

“It’s not even noon yet,” Carrow helpfully mentioned as she inspected Evangeline’s swollen, purplish ankle. “Never issue a challenge to the universe to make things worse—it’ll accept.”

She walked off, leaving Evangeline with an impending sense of doom. She lifted her gaze to the ceiling—which was really the floor of the second level of the library. Not exactly home base for the universe, but hey, desperate times—and whispered, “I take it back.”

But the universe was a sadist that had accepted the challenge she’d unwittingly offered. The rest of her shift not only got worse, it also dragged on for a week and a half. Slight exaggeration.

It just didn’t feel like it.

The mom unleashed her kids on the unsuspecting bystanders in the library. The oldest, a boy, ran up and down every single row on the first floor, sideswiping anyone who dared browse in his way. The middle kid disappeared to God only knew where, and the youngest on two legs, a cute little cherub with blonde pigtails, started randomly pulling books off the shelves as she tried to keep pace with her racing older brother.

More than one patron gave them the side-eye—one even made the sign of the cross—and though Evangeline did her best to ignore the exuberant trio, their high-pitched shrieks made the vein at her temple thump to tempo.

After two and a half hours of the unsupervised circus, Evangeline was plotting their mother’s demise for allowing them to run wild.

The pounding of running feet sounded an instant before the boy raced around the corner. Before she could think better of it, Evangeline snatched him by the arm and pulled him to a stop. Hunkering down to meet his wide, blue eyes, she said, “This is a library, not a zoo. Do not run. Do not yell. And do not touch the books!”

“Hey! Get your hands off my son.”

Of course, the child’s mother chose this moment to pay attention. Evangeline placed her at around thirty as she stomped over to them, her face a mask of indignant outrage. Straightening, with a heavy exhale, Evangeline met her gaze.

“I wouldn’t have had to stop him if you had,” Evangeline stated. She wasn’t usually so short-tempered, especially with children. But her head was pounding, her ankle was throbbing, and her stomach was growling. Her patience vanished an hour ago when the “cute little cherub” wiped snot on the wall. Not to mention that her brisk walk into work left her smelling like the wrong side of a camel. And she was ready to spit like one.

“Evangeline.” Mimi’s terse tone stopped her cold. “Meet me in the office.”

Evangeline hesitated, her indignant outrage blazing hot and ready to fry. Instead, she spun on her heel as Mimi apologized to the angry mother for her “appalling behavior,” and rushed to the office, slamming the door behind her. Not that Mimi wasn’t correct, but Evangeline also wasn’t wrong. Except for touching the kid. Probably shouldn’t have done that.

Running her palms down her face, she wondered what was wrong with her. She wasn’t acting like herself. She didn’t feel like herself. Nothing was going right, or even normal. In a nutshell, the day was a dumpster fire from top to bottom.

“I’m in the Twilight Zone,” she muttered, pulling out a chair to sit at the break table. Before she could, Mimi thundered in and shut the door.

“Don’t take this personally, but what the hell is wrong with you?” she demanded.

Slumping, Evangeline ran a hand through her hair. “I’m sorry, Mimi, really. Without going into every miserable detail, let me just say it’s been a bad day and I lost my temper. It’s no excuse, I know.”

Mimi regarded her in silence for a long minute, and Evangeline sent up a prayer she still had her job. She loved the library, loved their patrons, even loved, in the form of tolerated, working under Mimi. The thought of losing it twisted knots in her stomach.

“All right. Everyone has bad days, but honestly, this better never happen again. You cannot grab a child like that,” she said, and then added under her breath, “Even if he is a holy terror.”

“Thank you, Mi—”

Lifting her palm in the air, Mimi cut her off. “Don’t thank me. We have a pick-up order for some history books that are archived in the basement. You’re going to pull them.”

“The basement?” Evangeline swallowed a gulp. Having been built in the late 1800s, the library was one of the oldest buildings in Whisper Grove, and though the first and second floors had been modernized, the basement was a relic of that time.

She had only descended those stairs once, but she didn’t relish doing it again. It was cold and musty, and the lighting wasn’t much better than it would have been winding through the mildewed stone columns with a candle. She didn’t know anyone who liked being down there.

“How many books?” she asked, calculating how quickly she could get in and out.

“Thirteen.” Mimi pulled a note from the pocket of her muumuu, then held it out to her.

Oh, good, an unlucky number. Because she needed more unlucky. Evangeline took the note, scanned the scribbled titles, and drew in a fortifying breath. “I’ll get them now.”

Skirting around her boss, she left the office and turned down the short hall that led to the restrooms and the stairs. There were two doors leading to staircases—the one on the right went up to the second level. The one on the left, marked Staff Only, descended into the basement. Between the two was a small hatch-like door that opened the library’s dumbwaiter.

At least she wouldn’t have to carry thirteen dusty books up the stairs.

She opened the basement door, flicked the light switch, and peered down the crooked, winding staircase. The bulbs on the ceiling flickered and buzzed. She could practically hear suspenseful theme music playing as she debated a decision that would probably lead to a broken neck at the bottom of the staircase.

“Good times,” she muttered, taking the first step.
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Chapter Four
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“The first step is the hardest.”

The mantra was crap, but Evangeline repeated it on a loop as she descended the creepy stairwell. By the time she reached the bottom, the fine hairs at the nape of her neck stood on end, and her pulse pounded like a herd of wild horses.

The urge to bolt up the stairs pressed on her spine. Rather than give in to the impulse, Evangeline braced a steadying hand on the wall and took in the basement.

Thick stone columns, placed approximately ten feet apart, ran the length and width of the basement. Support beams between them crisscrossed the ceiling. What little lighting there was came from strands of lightbulbs nailed into the beams.

Evangeline tried to convince herself they were like strands of Christmas lights—only without the pretty colors.

Or Christmas cheer.

Or light.

The bulbs emitted a low electrical hum as they flickered intermittently. Through the flashing, Evangeline noticed the shelves were on the far side of the cavernous space. She counted fifteen rows, floor to ceiling, running perpendicular to the wall.

The other half of the space boasted dusty boxes and obsolete office equipment. And deep, dark shadows.

Yanking her attention from the darkness, she squinted against the dim light to scan the list. The good news was Mimi miscounted—there were twelve items, not thirteen. And they were in order by genre. Wasn’t her luck just perking up?

Her gaze snagged on a title. “The Vanishers?”

Curiosity piqued, she read the next several lines.

The Burning of the Grove

A Bewitching History

Wicca for Dummies

Harnessing Your Inner Witch

“How fitting these books are down here, in the most terrifying basement I’ve ever seen,” she muttered, scanning the rest of the titles. Each one had some sort of reference to witchcraft. A shiver slithered down her spine even as she snorted at the absurdity of it.

Witches. Ha.

With a final glance at the door to the upper floor, Evangeline headed toward the shelves. Every inch she moved from the stairs felt like a mile. Pushing her jitters aside, she read the scrawled handwriting on the ends of each row as she passed by, searching for the corresponding numbers.

The first two books were in the same aisle. She quickly pulled them and set them in the dumbwaiter.

“Only ten more to go,” she said, needing to break the oppressive silence. It was as if the air was breathing down her neck. Moving to the next row, she pulled another book from local history and set it with the others.

The other nine would be found in the occult section... in the darkest, farthest corner of the basement. She stared into the shadows, her imagination conjuring reason after reason why she shouldn’t go over there.

The lights flickered an instant before going out.

Her breath froze in her lungs. The silence blasted in her ears. She whipped her head around to the stairs. All she saw was the sliver of light seeping through the crack under the door.

It might as well have been light years away. The basement was disorienting with lights. Without, it was a foreign country at midnight. Just as she decided inching her way to the exit was her only option, the lights returned, annoying buzz and all.

She slumped with a relieved exhale and wiped a palm down her face.

Motivation renewed, she checked her list before marching to the last rows. She wanted to get the books and beat feet. Naturally, she had to lean in close and squint to see the Dewey call numbers. It took forever, but she worked her way down the list, setting book after book inside the dumbwaiter.

Pausing at the end of the row, she checked her final set of numbers, and then started down the aisle.

An eerie whistling filled her ears. It wasn’t loud, but it was high-pitched, reminding her of a howling wind whipping through a narrow tunnel. She paused, more confused than alarmed, and glanced around for the source.

Her gaze landed on a door in the far corner at the end of the shelves. Huh. What an odd place for a door. Had it been there the whole time?

The howling stopped as quickly as it had started.

She snorted. Of course it had, she just hadn’t noticed it.

It fit in perfectly with the rest of the basement—old, worn, and looking like it came from a medieval dungeon. It had a levered bar that fit into a groove that kept it shut. Something about it made her want to get out before she couldn’t.

Yet, she was also curious. It was a strange place for a door. It wasn’t as if it led outside. So where did it lead?

“Nowhere you want to go.” She couldn’t hold the shiver of fear running over her as she turned back to the task at hand.

The wind kicked in again. This time, hard enough to rattle the door. She swallowed a scream. It wouldn’t have made it past her heart in her throat anyway. Backing down the aisle, she kept her eyes trained on the shaking door. She didn’t know what she expected to happen but wanted to see the bastard coming.

Help...

Evangeline wasn’t one to use the F-bomb lightly, but every variation of the word flew from her mouth in the space of ten seconds.

Screw the last book. She’d tell Mimi she couldn’t find it. Or it caught fire. Or grew legs and skipped away. Spinning on her heel, Evangeline all but ran to the dumbwaiter. A part of her mind was still rational enough to realize she was being ridiculous, but it was a small part.

The rest of her had skidded past terrified and into prickly because she had to pause mid-flight to raise the books to the upper level. But she’d rather sew her nipples together than return to the basement for them. If she didn’t get them now, they weren’t getting got.

Since it was a manual dumbwaiter, she had to pull a rope to raise the books. God forbid she could just push a button and run. She gave the rope three hard yanks, putting her full weight behind each one, before the click echoed through the shaft.

That was all she needed. She pivoted toward the stairs, and the wind howled—as if her escape infuriated it. Another chill slithered down her spine, spurring her to run as fast as she could.

She still had several yards to go when the wind gave way to instant silence.

Win...ther...

Fear pounded against her ribcage. She took the stairs two at a time, fully prepared to bust through the door at the top. That proved unnecessary when it swung open, and Evangeline plowed into Carrow instead.

“Geez!” Carrow yelped.

Evangeline untangled herself, snatched the knob from Carrow’s grasp, then slammed the door. Even then, she felt as if something was in hot pursuit. Blowing out a heavy breath, she slumped against the wall. It was that, or her shaking legs would dump her on her butt.

Carrow frowned. “What was that all about?”

Evangeline shook her head. “Have you ever been down there?” she asked through panting breaths.

“Oh, yeah. It can be creepy.”

Evangeline snorted. Clowns were creepy. Skeletons were creepy. Men in Hawaiian shirts were creepy.

The basement was a portal straight to the netherworld.

“You okay?” Carrow asked, her eyes narrowing with scrutiny.

“Yep. I’m as ducky as a goose.” Unless she counted the fact she was losing her mind.

“Well, then you might want to get those books to the front desk. Mimi lost patience half an hour ago.”

Evangeline straightened. “Half an hour? I wasn’t even down there that long.”

“You were down there almost an hour.” Carrow reached out, brushing her fingers over Evangeline’s arm. “You sure you’re okay?”

“An hour?” She squeaked. If she didn’t end the day unemployed, it would be a miracle. Panic had her spinning to the dumbwaiter, lifting the lid, and then snatching the books. Clutching the stack to her chest, she scurried along the hall toward the front desk.

When she arrived, Mimi pinned her with an icy glare. “Did you get lost, Miss Winther?”

My sanity did.

Evangeline set the pile on the desk, righted the top several books as they slid sideways. Her gaze lifted to a tall blonde standing on the other side of the desk, then back to her boss. “Don’t tell me you’ve never gotten lost in the basement. I ran into Marco Polo down there.”

Mimi did not appreciate her attempt at humor. Her glorious muumuu rustled against her ample curves as she straightened her spine. Cocking her head to the blonde, she said, “I apologize for the delay, Miss Stone.”

Miss Stone paid Mimi no mind. Her ice blue eyes locked and held on Evangeline. Her assessment was cold and calculated, and Evangeline decided on the spot she didn’t like her.

“Your last name is Winther? As in The Winthers?”

Uh.... How was she supposed to respond? It wasn’t like she was a Kennedy.

Brushing a thick curl from her face, Evangeline dead-panned, “No, like Zhang. I just pronounce it Winther.”

Miss Stone’s upper lip curled with derision. Turning her attention to Mimi, she waved her hand at the stack. “I trust these will be delivered in short order.”

Well, it was official—Miss Winther and Miss Stone would not be riding the BFF train.

“Yes, Miss Stone.” Mimi bobbed her head so violently her chins did the Cha-Cha. Evangeline had never seen anything like it—not the bouncy jowls—she’d seen that plenty. But Mimi showing deference to another human?

The blonde sashayed away without a word of thanks—to her, who nearly peed herself getting the books. Or to Mimi, who sent her down below where she nearly peed herself.

“Do you have any idea who that is?” Mimi demanded through gritted teeth.

Recognizing she was already walking a tightrope with her boss, Evangeline kept her mouth shut, opting to shake her head instead.

“Freya Stone.”

When Evangeline’s ignorance shone through her blank stare, Mimi leaned in close and hissed, “Mayor Stone’s daughter.”

Oh...

“Good to know,” she murmured. Hitching her thumb to a point behind her, she added, “I’m gonna go finish cataloging,” then ducked out from under Mimi’s laser gaze.

After settling into the routine of cataloging, the rest of her shift passed without incident. She was returning the cart to the office when Carrow entered.

“What are you doing with the rest of your night?”

Evangeline massaged a kink at the back of her neck. “Slipping into a coma.”

Carrow blinked. “It’s six.”

“That gives me a good fifteen hours of unconsciousness. I hope it’s enough to wipe out my miserable day.” The mention of it brought back the memory of ditching her car. She groaned. “I forgot my stupid car is in front of the bank.”

“I’ll drive you over,” Carrow offered, grabbing her purse from her drawer in the filing cabinet.

Evangeline dug hers out as well. Rooting through its contents in search of her sunglasses, she said, “Thank you.” And meant it. At six in the evening, it was still hot as Hades’ back porch, and the idea of walking in the heat to a car that may or may not start?

She might kill something.

The library closed at six on Fridays, so they each clocked out, said their goodbyes to Mimi, who might have said the same. Evangeline was too antsy to get home to pay attention.

Sliding on her sunglasses, Evangeline followed Carrow to her car—a red Nissan something or other. All she cared was that it started on the first try and the AC worked.

Though it was a short ride, Evangeline buckled her seatbelt, then let her head fall back on the headrest. Her eyes drifted shut as she let out a full exhale.

She heard Carrow flip through several radio stations before settling on one Evangeline didn’t recognize. Shrugging to herself, she only half listened to the music as her mind replayed what happened in the basement.

Win...ther...

She had distinctly heard her name. It had sounded wispy and... gravelly, as if it was coming from something that hadn’t spoken in centuries. She’d have laughed it off, but the whole experience had scared the living willies out of her.

Phantom voices were so not her thing—nothing that went bump in the night was her thing. She didn’t believe in ghosts, goblins, or the Tooth Fairy. Unfortunately, she put a lot of stock in psychotic breaks, which she seemed to be having.

She wasn’t quite ready to check herself into the psych ward, but if she spotted Big Foot or a unicorn, she’d consider it.

“Uh... where’s your car?”

Carrow’s question had her bolting upright in the passenger seat. Evangeline leaned forward to peer out the windshield. She spotted the bank—right where it should be—then dragged her gaze across the street, where she left her car.

It wasn’t there.

“What the—?”

“Calm down.” Carrow patted her arm in a conciliatory manner. “It was
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