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      I’m Delilah Lambert. Or I was when I walked into this building about twenty minutes ago. Now I’m back to being the woman I was born to be: Delilah Dismal. Dee Dee to my friends, an exclusive group to which Walter Lambert no longer belonged since I’d just finished signing divorce papers in my attorney’s office.

      The end of our marriage hadn’t been amicable.

      I leaned against the sink in the ladies’ room just down the hall from the attorney’s office and stared at my face in the mirror. Those documents I’d signed might have ended my ten-year marriage and restored my maiden name, but did I remember who I was?

      I studied my reflection. Still attractive. Though I was pushing forty, my hair was still black as a raven’s wing and hung in thick waves around my face and down to my shoulders. My eyes were a clear deep blue and my chin remained firm and rounded. No doubles for me. At least, not yet. My skin wasn’t wrinkled, but maintained a rosy glow, and I’d kept my figure well-toned through yoga and brisk daily walks.

      Yes, I was still an attractive woman. That hadn’t been the problem for Walter. He hadn’t even left me for a younger woman. No, he’d insisted that I stop being, well, me!

      See, I’m a witch with a healthy dose of seer blood. I come from a small, mountain community that’s known for being a haven for unnaturals. Folks like me, who have abilities that norms like Walter can’t afford to admit exist.

      So how did I end up in Birmingham married to a norm? I left home for college and after I graduated, instead of being sensible and high-tailing it home, I allowed myself to be beguiled by the big city’s bright lights. Now, you might not consider Birmingham a big city, but compared to Dismal Notch— my hometown— it’s downright cosmopolitan.

      I met Walter, an account executive for a financial firm, over drinks in an upscale bar. I’d lived in the city for nearly five years, and I was lonely. Again, I allowed myself to be beguiled. Walter and I hit it off, fell in love— at least I did— and got married.

      Unfortunately, marrying a norm didn’t negate my seer blood. I still had prophetic dreams, which worked in Walter’s favor in the early years. I’d tell him what I’d dreamed, and often as not he’d make a killing in the stock market because of my information.

      But it was the ghosts that caused the real problem. The restless spirits of the city were drawn to me like a magnet. They’d appear in our bedroom and ask for my help. Sometimes their requests were easily dealt with and I could then guide them toward the light.

      But sometimes, their needs required intervention from the law. When that happened, I’d call the police, explain the situation, and turn the whole thing over to them.

      Sounds easy, doesn’t it? It wasn’t.

      “A ghost told you those details? Sure, lady, and I’m the King of Spain!”

      I was suspected of murder more times than you can imagine.

      Finally, Walter’d had enough of what he called ‘my delusions.’ He demanded I see a therapist, and when the doctor didn’t cure me, Walter issued an ultimatum. I either had to straighten up and behave like a normal woman or he’d be forced to file for divorce.

      And just like that our ten-year marriage dissolved. Because I wasn’t a normal woman and I couldn’t force myself to become one.

      So there I was, a newly divorced woman wondering who I was and what I was supposed to do next?

      As I stared into my reflected eyes, the world around me disappeared. Sheriff Hiram MacReady filled my mind. Warmth filled my spirit. Hiram was the next thing to a father for me. Had been since my biological dad died when I was fourteen. Hiram had watched out for me, nurtured me, advised me, and been everything a father should be for me.

      Too bad he’d been unable to talk me out of marrying Walter.

      But now the vision changed. The aura darkened; Hiram began to fade into a blood red mist. Danger!

      My sight cleared and I saw my face reflected in the mirror again, only now my skin was a pasty gray-white instead of rosy pink.

      My father figure was in trouble. I had to go home!

      And just like that I remembered who I was and where I belonged.

      Delilah Dismal. Direct descendent of the founder of Dismal Notch. A witch. And a seer.

      Goodbye, Birmingham. Dismal Notch, here I come!
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      I stepped off the bus at the edge of town and studied the view down Main Street. Welcome home, Dee Dee.

      Dismal Notch. My hometown.

      In a word: secluded.

      Fifty miles east of Boring and forty miles west of Tenebrous. Situated on the banks of the Somber River. Located squarely in the center of the Mournful Mountains.

      Did you notice my last name? Dismal. Just like the town.

      That’s because I’m a direct descendent of General Abner Dismal. The man who founded Dismal Notch… and our most enduring resident. Many-times-removed Grandpappy Abner died over a hundred years ago, but since this was his town, he had refused to leave.

      Ever since Greater-grandpappy Abner’s delayed departure, Dismal Notch has become a magnet for unnaturals. Every disgruntled ghost and ghoul, were- and witch in the Mournful Mountains has been drawn to Dismal Notch— the unnatural destination of choice.

      I should know. I can see every single one of them, thanks to my seer blood.

      No matter what face an unnatural inhabitant chooses to display, I see the reality. When a werewolf comes to town, I see the shadow of the wolf over his or her face. The witch in the cozy little bookstore on Third Avenue? I can detect the strength of her aura pulsing around her person. Pastel to white for a good witch, shaded and murky for those dabbling in the dark arts.

      And then there are those who are invisible to norms, as normal humans are known. Ghosts (like Grandpappy), ghouls, demons and too many versions of faeries to name.

      Sometimes it’s enough to make a woman want to pack up and move away. Which is exactly what I did all those years ago. I headed off to college, then stayed in Birmingham.

      Not that residing in Birmingham and marrying a norm solved anything. Distance might’ve decreased the numbers, but it couldn’t eliminate my sight. Nope, as Walter and I discovered, seer blood runs in my veins and will continue to do so until the end of my days... and for all I know, even death won’t make a difference.

      Some things you just have to accept and learn to live with.

      So, after more than fifteen years in Birmingham, here I was. Right back where I started from.

      Grabbing the handle of my wheeled suitcase, I trudged into the town proper. People stopped what they were doing and stared— Dismal Notch doesn’t get a lot of visitors, and tourists are unheard of— until the shopkeeper stacking tomatoes in an outdoor display hailed me.

      “Miss Delilah?” he asked, his voice filled with incredulity. “Is that really you?”

      I stopped beside him and smiled. “Why, Clive Adams! It surely is good to see you again.”

      “You too, Miss Delilah,” he said, answering my smile with a beaming one of his own. “It’s been too long. Home for a visit?”

      I shook my head. “No. I’m home for good.” I patted my suitcase. “I brought what I need for the moment, but my household goods should be delivered in a few days.” I’d boxed up all my earthly belongings before I left Birmingham and arranged for them to be shipped. The mover I’d contracted with refused to come to Dismal Notch, he’d had a bad experience a few years back, but had an agreement with a local fellow who would meet him in Boring and bring my things the rest of the way into town.

      “Well, I’m right glad to hear that,” Clive said. “Dismal Notch hasn’t been the same without you.”

      “That’s kind of you to say, Clive.” I grabbed my suitcase’s handle and started to walk away. Glancing back over my shoulder, I added, “As soon as I make sure the kitchen is usable, I’ll be back to buy some groceries.”

      Clive waved. “I’ll be watching for you.”

      And just like that, I was established as a resident, not some visitor the locals needed to be wary of. For the rest of my walk, folks nodded and smiled. Some even waved to me. I was feeling pretty cheerful when I reached the renovated log cabin that had been in my family for… well, since the town’s founding father built the original structure.

      I unlocked the door and stepped inside.

      Home, sweet home!
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      I’d barely stepped over the threshold before a low moaning filled the living room. Floorboards creaked and dusty curtains fluttered in a chill breeze. I closed the door behind me, pushed my suitcase’s handle down, and glanced around the room.

      Sure enough, Greater-grandpappy was gliding around the room setting off his prearranged haunting tricks. To my surprise, a second ghost floated in the far corner of the room, looking a bit embarrassed, if I was any judge. And considering I’d known her since infancy, I was.

      “Amanda,” I exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

      She glided toward me, squinting as if her sight was failing. “Dee Dee? Is that you, darlin’?”

      “Of course it’s me! Who else has a key to this place?”

      Greater-grandpappy ceased his haunting antics and swooped to my side, causing a chill like an arctic wind to shiver through my innards. “Now wait just a goldarn minute. What in tarnation are you doin’ here?”

      I scowled at him, hands on hips. “I live here, you old goat.”

      “Not anymore, you don’t,” he sneered. “Why you haven’t set foot in this cabin in more years than I can remember.”

      “Then your memory is incredibly short,” I said, lifting one foot and setting it down again, “since my feet are definitely here now.” Turning to Amanda, I asked, “Why are you here, Mandy?”

      “Well,” she started, but Grandpappy interrupted.

      “Don’t you change the subject, little missy,” he fumed. “I’m not finished with you!”

      “Hush, old man,” I said, waving him away. “I’m talking to my friend right now.”

      Amanda had been my first and best friend for the whole of my life in Dismal Notch. She died the night I was born and since the town’s one hospital is barely bigger than a clinic, her shade was drawn to my mother’s laboring cries. When I slid into the doctor’s hands, Amanda found a purpose in her death: me. She’s watched over me ever since. At least, until I left town for college and never came back.

      “This was the last place I saw you,” Amanda said quietly, her words little more than a sigh. “I couldn’t reach you in Birmingham, so I just stayed here. I guess I was hoping you’d come home.”

      I nodded, tearing up a little. “Well, you were right. I’m home now.”

      Grandpappy brightened up. “You are?” he asked. “Truly? You’re home?” He moved to a window and peered out. “Did you bring that norm you married with you?”

      I walked further into the room and perched on the edge of a dusty chair. His question left me feeling deflated, but I straightened my spine, met his gaze, and said, “No. We’re divorced. I’m back to being Delilah Dismal and I’m home for good.”

      “Well hell’s biscuits!” he crowed. “That’s the best news I’ve heard in… oh, who cares how long? It’s been terrible not having a living Dismal in Dismal Notch. Now you’re back we’ll get this place squared away.”

      I raised an eyebrow and gave Amanda a questioning glance. “What’s he on about?”

      She sighed. “It’s nothing really. He just doesn’t like the new mayor.”

      “It’s not nothin’,” Grandpappy blustered. “That lowdown skunk is ruining my town. My town!”

      I leaned back in my chair. I hadn’t even unpacked and Grandpappy already wanted to drag me into local politics. I shook my head. I wasn’t ready for this. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

      “Calm down, Grandpappy,” I said. “We’ll get to that eventually. Right now I need to get settled, get the cabin cleaned up, and get some food in the kitchen. Everything else will just have to wait.”

      Grandpappy harrumphed, but desisted.

      Amanda smiled at me. “I’m so glad you’re home.” She glanced at Grandpappy. “He’s been impossible to share a haunting with.”

      I gave a quiet laugh. “I can only imagine!”

      Standing, I studied the room. “This place isn’t going to clean itself. Best get started.” So I did.
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      I knew every nook and cranny of this cabin. I’d grown up here after all. When Greater-grandpappy originally built the cabin, it had consisted of a single room with a sleeping loft and an outhouse in the back. Fortunately it had been added to and renovated many times over its hundred and fifty year history.

      Now, the original room was the living room, complete with walls of bare logs and chinking. The old sleeping loft was now a pretty library / sitting room. Behind the living room was a dining area that opened to a modern kitchen with all the appliances I could possibly want, and next to the kitchen was a hallway leading to three bedrooms and a full bath. One of the bedrooms had been my parents’, the second mine, and the third had functioned as an office for my dad. He’d been an attorney, and when needed, a judge.

      I wasn’t the only one who’d lost out when Mom and Dad died. The whole community had lost its center. After Dad’s death, only the sheriff’s office had stood for justice and the law.

      And Sheriff Hiram MacReady had also stepped into the role of father figure for me. Fourteen was a rough year for me, but I’d survived the loss of my family. Just like I would now survive the loss of my adult identity. I was no longer Delilah Lambert. I was home in Dismal Notch, and would learn to be at home in my own skin as Delilah Dismal, direct descendent of the town’s founding father.

      I shook myself. Time to put away thoughts and memories and get this place cleaned up. Actually, time to make it my own.

      By noon I’d dusted, vacuumed, scrubbed, and polished until the cabin fairly glowed. I’d also made a few decisions. The living room furniture was fine. I liked the sage green leather couch and the matching recliner, and the pair of overstuffed chairs upholstered in creamy beige with bright green fern designs were surprisingly comfortable. But I desperately needed a new braided rug or two to cover the hardwood floor, and I’d need help rearranging the furniture. I wanted to center the room on the beautiful river rock fireplace rather than the television. In fact, I planned to move the TV out of the living room altogether.

      Maybe I’d put the TV up in the library / sitting room. It would be a pain to get it up the ladder-like staircase, but I could hire a couple of guys to help. Besides, I wanted a more comfortable chair up there. Possibly a second recliner, but definitely more than just the study table with its two attendant straight-back chairs.

      The bedrooms were fine. I’d stretched out on both mattresses and decided they’d do fine. I’d take the master bedroom, leaving the one I’d used as a kid to be a guest room. My dad’s office… well, I didn’t have the heart to change it yet. Maybe after I’d lived here for a while. For the time being his desk, book shelves, and credenza could stay as they were.

      I tucked the vacuum back in the kitchen pantry, tossed the dust rags and cleaning cloths in the laundry room off the mudroom at the back door, and washed my face and hands. I was starving.

      Thank heavens the Dismal Notch grapevine was still as active as ever. I’d barely finished scrubbing out the refrigerator earlier that morning when Lilibet Peters and Shannon Johnson knocked at my front door. Each had a housewarming gift… food for the new arrival. Lilibet presented me with a loaf of home baked bread and a plate of cold cuts and cheeses sliced for sandwiches, and Shannon provided a tuna casserole that I could put in the freezer to use ‘whenever.’

      I thanked them both profusely, but as I was deep in my cleaning cycle didn’t encourage them to stay.

      Now, exhausted as I was, I pulled out the bread and cold cuts and made myself a sandwich. As I sat at the kitchen counter with my lunch, I reminded myself: this was why I was home in Dismal Notch. My hometown might be creepy to outsiders, but the inhabitants cared about each other. I couldn’t imagine that anyone in Birmingham would’ve even noticed a newcomer, let alone provided food. I took another bite of my sandwich, enjoying the saltiness of the ham— I wondered if Lilibet’s husband had cured it himself— and the tang of the cheddar. After drinking a swig of ice water, I smiled. I was home. I was known. And I would renew old acquaintances quickly.

      My life was on the mend.

      But, as soon as I finished my lunch, I still needed to go shopping. I hoped Clive Adams’ grocery was as well-stocked as I remembered.
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      As I walked back to the grocery store, I enjoyed the crisp autumn afternoon. The sky above was clear and as blue as I’d ever seen. Actually, a clearer, cleaner blue than I’d seen in the last fifteen years. Big city that it was, Birmingham had a certain amount of smog in the air. Not as bad as some cities, but enough to make the sky appear a bit smudged. Not that the inhabitants noticed— I certainly hadn’t. Few citizens of Birmingham looked up unless there was a storm. They were too focused on their phones, tablets, or feet.

      But this wasn’t Birmingham. Here in Dismal Notch, people didn’t race from one meeting to the next. They meandered along, stopping to admire the view, chat with friends, or just enjoy the day.

      Another difference I noted on that walk was the clean smell of mountain air. There might’ve been a tiny tang of exhaust— Dismal Notch did have paved streets and its citizens did own motor vehicles— but since most people walked around town, it wasn’t a prevalent odor. What I did smell was life: trees, flowering bushes, even the earth itself.

      It was good to be home. I couldn’t imagine why I’d waited so long.

      As I stepped through the door of Clive’s grocery, I experienced another revelation. Almost every person inside, from stock boy to customer, was an unnatural! Clive himself was the only norm I noticed, but I happened to know he was married to a witch, so he was well aware of the unnatural community.

      I waved to Clive, grabbed a shopping cart, and began to cruise the aisles. Since I needed all the staples of a well-stocked kitchen, I moved slowly, studying what was offered on the shelves. On the baking aisle, I chose flour, sugar, baking powder and soda, and smiled at the woman who was inspecting brands of powdered cocoa. A witch with a pale blue aura.

      As I considered which peanut butter to buy, I noticed a man examining the many jars of jam. At least he looked like a man, but I could see the aura of a dragon surrounding his form. I was startled for a moment, but managed a friendly smile when he glanced at me. There hadn’t been any dragons in Dismal Notch the last time I’d visited.

      By the time I reached the check-out counter I’d encountered nearly every form of unnatural I knew of. Why I’d even seen a fairy or two, which was unusual only because they tended to remain invisible when others were around.

      “Find everything you need, Dee Dee?” Clive asked as I piled my purchases on the counter for him to scan.

      “I did,” I responded. “At least, everything I can think of at the moment. I’m sure I’ll be back several times over the next few days.”

      He smiled, showing a dimple. “And I’ll be glad to see you every time!”

      When all my purchases had been bagged, Clive looked a bit alarmed. “Did you drive, Miss Delilah?”

      I shook my head. “No. I walked.”

      “Well, there’s no way you can carry all of this home. Let me get you some help.” He picked a hand-held radio and called, “Riley, to the front, please. Riley, to the front.”

      I waited beside my groceries while Clive checked another customer out. He was just finishing, when a teenage boy with the aura of an elf appeared beside me.

      “You called, Mr. Clive?”

      Clive nodded. “Riley, this is Miss Delilah Dismal. She’s just moved back to town and lives in the old Dismal cabin. You know the place?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Clive turned to me. “Miss Delilah, this is Riley. He’s an elf and he helps me with deliveries. Would you be okay if I asked him to deliver your groceries?”

      I immediately understood what Clive was asking. Riley wouldn’t bring my groceries to me in a truck or handcart, Riley, being an elf, would use magic to transport my purchases.

      I smiled at both men. “That would be wonderful, Clive. Thank you, Riley. Do you need me to be home, to unlock the house or anything?”

      Riley shook his head. “No. Not unless your home is warded. It isn’t, is it?”

      “No. I haven’t had time to set wards.” I glanced at Clive. “Are wards necessary these days?”

      He shrugged. “A
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