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      So what if I had a stalker? As one of three female servers under fifty, I was used to unwelcome attention—though this man didn’t ogle me like the other men past puberty did. His expression was different, more nuanced.

      There was no outright anger, per se.

      No desire, either.

      Every night for the past two months, he sat at the bar, ordered a beer, and observed me until closing, his lips tilted in a slight frown. Stuck in a town like Kittywatt, I’d glower at the locals too. To be fair, I couldn’t stop staring at him either, though for an admittedly shallow reason.

      He stood out like a sore thumb. The only bar in Kittywatt and the third largest employer, Bardee’s, was mostly frequented by truckers. He, on the other hand, lived nearby but kept to himself.

      I knew of him around town. Every single woman did. I think his name was Levi. Levi-something-or-other worked at the Ravenswood gas station and was one of the most handsome things walking around on two legs. Sometimes, while filling up my car, I’d see him hauling boxes around the yard or washing the windows of the cashier booth.

      I might have imagined him without his shirt on once or twice—not that I’d ever act on the attraction. The way he carried himself made him seem older than my meager twenty-two, and I was far too shy to approach him.

      For the past few years, my innocent crush had been a harmless distraction considering that I’d rarely seen him in town, let alone the bar. In fact, we had never talked outside of the gas station. So why could I feel his eyes on the back of my neck at that very moment?

      Breathe, Kaydee. All I could do was fiddle with a dishrag and pretend I didn’t notice. What if he wanted me to? Should I have said something? Looked at him in return?

      Instead, like a good little waitress, I plastered on a fake smile, tapped my cowboy boots in tune to whatever tired country song was playing, and attempted to survive my shift without cracking. I managed to keep up the innocent act for most of the night until my boss Mari nudged me with her elbow on her way from the kitchen.

      “Kaydee, honey…” Her eyes met mine from over a mountain of wings she carried piled on a platter. “I’m swamped. Would you mind manning the bar solo for a bit? That damned football team won again.”

      She rolled her eyes in exasperation toward a table in the corner where a rowdy crowd whooped and hollered around the bar’s only television.

      “Oh. That thing was tonight?” I sighed in sympathy. The men in this town sure could get excited whenever the team of their choosing put a ball in a hole. “No problem.”

      Squaring my shoulders, I took stock of the remaining customers. Overall, it was a pretty slow shift, minus the raucous celebration. Only five people sat at the bar—two of whom had already reached their limit and were in danger of needing to be escorted outside. As for the man in the corner…

      I tried to play it cool. What if he wasn’t here for me? After all, he was on Mari’s usual side of the bar, and even though his beer was running low, she could top him off when she got back…right?

      Right. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t sneak glances at him from the corner of my eye. As always, I stared for much longer than necessary. He was so abnormally pretty. Jet-black hair formed a ponytail longer than mine, and his dark eyes were set in a face that would have made any woman’s head turn twice. The most striking feature of all, however, was the color of his skin—a deep russet shade unlike any I’d ever seen. In a town like Kittywatt, where the population was ninety percent Caucasian—with the other ten percent being mostly Caucasian mixed with a little something else—my stalker stood out like a gold coin on white paper.

      And for the past five minutes, his gaze had remained fixated on me alone. Or not. In reality, the poor man probably just wanted another beer. Nodding to that logic, I dug into the cooler beneath the counter for a fresh one. Then I spun to face him for what had to be the first time since his mysterious appearance.

      “Hey there,” I chirped in my friendly waitress voice.

      He didn’t grin in return. Instead, his eyes coolly observed my approach. About a yard from him, I cleared my throat and raised my offering in a trembling fist.

      “C-Can I get you another?”

      He swiped the near-empty bottle aside, allowing me to set the new one down in its place, and…

      He didn’t jump over the counter to ravish me. Go figure. As truth would have it, he was nursing a burgeoning drinking problem rather than a fascination with me. The smart thing to do would have been to turn around, right then and there, with my head held high and my pride still intact—but as Mama liked to say, “Damn us Blanchetts and our inability to know when to leave things clean and dry.”

      So, I stood there like a brain-dead idiot until something goaded me to speak—a strange and overpowering urge to fill the air between us with anything at all. “So, d-do you come here often? It seems…it seems like you come here often. I mean, I’ve seen you here a lot...lately.”

      Way to answer your own question there, Kaydee. Ugh, just stop while you’re ahead.

      “I’m Kaydee,” I blurted next, though the quick flick of his eyes toward my name tag told me he already knew that. “You’re…Levi, right?” A muscle in his jaw twitched. I figured he had clenched his teeth, anxious for me to take a hint. Go away. “I’m just gonna…go...back...over there. Yeah, um. Okay. If you need anything, you know where to find me.”

      As if that wasn’t obvious already. Like a wounded bird, I scrambled back to my corner anyway. No reply ever came from behind me. Not even a “Sayonara, sweetheart, don’t you ever bother me again.”

      To survive the crippling shame, I hunted for a distraction and settled on someone sitting just a few stools away. He looked around my age and sported a head of strawberry-blond curls that fell carelessly in his eyes. When he noticed me, he smiled and lifted his half-empty beer in a silent request for more. A surge of relief rushed through me. Thank God. Someone normal.

      “Hi, there! What can I get you?” I called while heading in his direction.

      His smile grew even wider. “Kaydee. Don’t ya remember me?”

      The twang of his voice seemed familiar, and a name slowly came to mind to go along with his crooked grin.

      “B…Boyd? Boyd Thomson?”

      The last time I’d seen him, he’d had a face full of acne and a mouth encased in braces. These past four years out of high school had done him some good apparently—the baby fat in his cheeks had hollowed out, revealing a handsome, chiseled jawline, and his straightened teeth formed a beautiful smile.

      “In the flesh,” he said with a wink. “I’m in town on a break from school. Before heading back, I thought I’d stop at the old haunt for one last drink. I picked Delville, by the way—” He pointed to his sweatshirt, which sported the name of a nearby college. “It’s not exactly Harvard, but it’s not the community college either.”

      A twinge ripped through my chest. I might have been a little jealous. “Wow,” I croaked. “So, what do you study?”

      “Astronomy with a minor in Natural Sciences. Senior year,” Boyd replied. I remembered something about him having been head of the science club in high school.

      “Senior year,” I repeated absently. “That’s really great.” Only fifteen people in our class had actually gone to college, and apparently, Boyd was one of the even fewer who hadn’t already dropped out.

      “Thanks.” He grinned, and before I could react, he was leaning over the bar, dragging me in close for an impromptu hug. “I’ve missed you, my old lab partner—”

      Clink! I whirled around just in time to witness a bottle of beer fall from the opposite end of the bar, sloshing dark liquid all over the floor.

      “Oh crap!” I started forward, reaching for the washcloth I’d left by the sink. “I’ll get that for you—”

      When I glanced up, I realized the bottle had come from my stalker’s corner. He must have dropped it, but he didn’t seem alarmed. His gaze met mine, and for the first time, he held it without turning away. Zap! It was silly, but it felt as though an electric current shot through me then and there. I found myself frozen mid-lunge, unable to move even as the rag slipped from my fingers.

      The look in his eyes wasn’t blank for once. His brows were furrowed, lips pursed. A terrifying explanation crossed my mind—he was angry, though I couldn’t begin to guess why. Had I offended him somehow?

      “Kaydee?” Boyd cleared his throat to regain my attention, but it took me way too long to turn back to him.

      “Huh?” Only then did I realize my cheeks were flaming.

      “I was saying that I was in town scouting out a spot to watch the lunar eclipse next month,” Boyd went on. “The moon turns red. It’s a hell of a sight. Maybe you could join me if you’re into that sort of thing. What have you been up to, anyway?”

      “Up to?” I could feel my smile start to slip as I struggled to regain my bearings. Focus, Kaydee. Liquid dripped steadily onto the floor amid the eerie sound of what might have been teeth grinding together. I should have rushed to clean it up before the beer could damage the wood, but for some reason, I couldn’t seem to move. I didn’t want to.

      “What college do you go to?” Boyd asked next. “I remember you getting into almost every one you applied to. Did you pick that fancy private university? Journalism major, I’m guessing. I remember how you used to scribble all the time in those notebooks of yours.”

      “Oh.” It was the question I dreaded the most. Rather than beat around the bush, I just released the truth with a sigh. “I didn’t go to college.”

      “What?” It was Boyd’s turn to blink in shock. “Really? But you were the smartest girl in the whole—”

      “Another beer?” I interjected. Without waiting for a reply, I snatched one from the cooler beside the sink. The icy surface sent a shock through my system, making it easier to focus. Keep it together, Kaydee. After a steadying inhale, I faced Boyd again.

      “Here ya go!” I placed the beer on the counter a little too eagerly and tried to maintain my cheerful bartender façade, but my gaze kept straying to the front of his sweatshirt. He would probably graduate in the spring. Earn a degree. Buy a plane ticket straight out of Kittywatt.

      In the meantime, I would have been lucky to cajole a dollar raise out of Mari. While Boyd merrily went off into the wider world, I would be here, withering away before a shelf filled with liquor that I don’t even get to enjoy for myself.

      “Thank you,” Boyd said with a gallant nod. “So, you’ve just been working…here, then?”

      I nodded and forced a playful laugh. “It puts food on the table.”

      I didn’t miss the way Boyd’s friendly expression wavered. “Right. I remember the fries were decent here.”

      “Don’t forget the milkshakes,” I quipped. Honestly, Bardee’s wasn’t as much of a “shithole” as everyone liked to make it out to be. Mari and her husband, Mark, went out of their way to make it seem as homey and inviting as possible. There were posters of famous baseball players on the walls and a second-hand pool table scavenged from the junkyard. They tried their best—but booze and beer only attracted a certain type of folk regularly and well…

      I couldn’t count the number of times I’d been hit on by some punk too drunk to know when to quit, and rarely did a night go by without a drunken fight needing to be broken up with force. As if on cue, a cacophony of sound burst from the corner—smashing glass and angry shouts. I glanced over just in time to find a rush of bodies racing toward my end of the bar, including a frantic Mari.

      “Kaydee, I need that bat!” she screeched, and I automatically snatched the old Louisville Slugger from underneath the counter and tossed it in her direction. With honed reflexes, Mari caught it one-handed and hefted it into the air with a look that claimed she meant business.

      “Deacon! Miller!” She shouted in the general direction of the commotion. “Y’all, stop this right now!”

      Miller—a trucker in his mid-forties who sported a rather formidable beer gut—lunged at Deacon. “I don’t owe anybody here a damn dime! And especially not you, you cheating bastard! Wasn’t it enough you slept with my wife? Now you want my money too?”

      Deacon threw a punch that landed squarely between Miller’s eyes, staggering the larger man, but not for long. Howling in rage, the trucker then tackled the younger man to the ground.

      “Damn hicks,” Boyd hissed.

      Ignoring him, I braced myself for what might happen next. Usually, I’d wait for Mari to do her thing and bust up the brewing slugfest until Bubba came back from his smoke break to toss both hotheads out on their rears.

      Tonight, however, Mr. Miller had come prepared. Before anyone could touch him, he yanked something from the waistband of his beer-stained jeans.

      “Mari! Look out!” I stumbled for the door, ready to go grab Bubba myself, and that’s when everything went straight to hell.

      “You son of a bitch!” A rush of movement caught my attention from the corner of my eye. Whether empowered by beer or just plain stupidity, Deacon had charged forward. “You think you can pull that shit on me? I oughta kill you—”

      Bang! The sound roared through my ears, and I jumped, thinking that, in the chaos, someone had knocked over a heavy case of beer. But even shattering glass didn’t sound so sharp. So violent. And suddenly, I couldn’t feel anything anymore.

      Not my arms.

      My legs...

      “Kaydee!” The sound came from a billion directions, drawn out as if in exaggerated, slow motion. Kaaay-deee!

      I tried to speak. Say something, anything.

      Move.

      But the next thing I knew…

      I was staring at the ceiling while a pair of watchful eyes chased me into the darkness.
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      “Not yet… Not yet. Come back, Kaydence.” That deep voice sank into me like a hook and wouldn’t let go, long after everything else had faded. “Come back!”

      I tried to remember which muscles controlled my throat so that I could ask where the hell I was.

      “That’s it,” the voice urged, when I mustered up a groan instead. “That’s it. Now open your eyes. Look at me.”

      Look. The command seemed laughable, considering that the world had gone dark and…quiet—though I wasn’t afraid. For once, no one was there nagging about my dead-end job or wondering why I, the class valedictorian, had never left this shitty town on a bus headed straight for academia.

      I was so damn tired. All I wanted was to sink into the tempting blackness that surrounded me. Sleep. And I could’ve had it, if it weren’t for him.

      “Damn it, Kaydence, look at me! Now!”

      Obediently, my eyes flew open. Indistinguishable details wove in and out as if seen through a faulty camera lens—I must not have been wearing my glasses. Thankfully, the figure hovering above was close enough that I didn’t need them.

      He was too beautiful for my nearsightedness to obscure, an angel with golden skin. Strands of raven hair fell across a face that could have been sculpted—it seemed so perfect. Only a few flaws ruined the façade—namely, a frown that tugged at a pink mouth and haunting brown eyes narrowed with concern.

      “Focus on the sound of my voice,” he demanded. “Stay with me—”

      “Oh, God!”

      That was Mari’s voice. The groggy realization tugged at something in the pit of my stomach, making it a little easier to resist the tempting darkness—it wasn’t like Mari to take the Lord’s name in vain. Something bad must have happened.

      Once again, I tried to speak. “What...what’s going on…”

      Above me, the man frowned and leaned in close enough for me to make out everything from the ridge of his cheekbones down to the gentle curve of his nose.

      “Get everyone out of here,” he called to someone beyond me. “She hit her head. Call an ambulance!”

      I tried to find the helpless victim he spoke of, but my body felt weighted to the floor, and all I could do was stare at him. He looked familiar, and I tried my hardest to come up with a name. Something beautiful. Lee…

      “Look at me,” he commanded. “Stay with me. Focus!” The force of the shout rocketed through me like a jolt of electricity. “Talk to me, Kaydence. Say something.”

      One coherent word finally slipped from my throat without me understanding how. “Hurts…”

      It was only then that I actually noticed the pain, sharp and aching—harsher than anything I had ever felt. I breathed, and it hurt. Blinked, and it hurt.

      What the hell happened to me?

      “I know it hurts, but you can’t give in to the pain. Look at me, Kaydence,” the man urged before any fear could truly set in. God, he had such pretty eyes. They were incredibly dark. Endless... “Look at me.”

      Suddenly, he reached down. Yanked, and something gave way with a violent sound. My sweater?

      “Focus,” he ordered as my eyes drifted down. “Hear my voice, nothing else. I won’t let you go. It’ll be okay. Trust me.”

      I went limp at his tone. Even Pastor Wallace didn’t sound as heartfelt during one of his Sunday sermons. Genuine. I had no idea why he seemed so afraid for me, or why he even cared, but I believed him.

      I’ll be okay.

      I trust you.

      As if reading my mind, his arm shifted, and warm fingers softly traced the—surprisingly bare—flesh of my belly. I gasped as, all at once, the pain flooded back. It seized my body, and then everything went white…

      Like the moon. I could actually see it. Not like a faulty view from the streets of Kittywatt, where it was dimmed by the glow of streetlamps, but a vibrant ball of power in an indigo sky.

      This was…

      Real.

      The type of unfiltered glimpse of nature that only came from seeing the sky through the branches of a forest while you raced underneath them. While you felt the wind on your bare skin and tasted the hint of salt in the air that promised a heavy rain. No longer was it just the moon—some distant chunk of rock in the sky—but a confidant and protector, imparting a strength that made my muscles hum from the force of it.

      I was unstoppable. Feral. Driven solely by the musky scent of prey poised at the back of my throat and the metallic hint of blood.

      The thoughts were terrifying in their honesty. Raw. Beautiful, even.

      And…

      They weren’t mine.

      I had rarely ventured further than old Mr. McCoy’s farm in all twenty-two years of my life. I had never run through the slick wet earth as a spring storm set in, each raindrop so cool and fresh that I longed to taste it.

      In fact, I had a sudden desire to taste a lot of things.

      Honey and steak. Sweet and savory. Such a strange combination.

      Fish. Beer.

      Her... I ached to taste her in every way imaginable. Her kiss. Her skin. Her pleasure—

      Wait.

      I was pretty sure that I was interested only in the male persuasion—but the thought, no…longing for her was so strong, I couldn’t ignore it. It was a primal need. Instinctive. Hungry. A rush of sentiments assaulted me all at once, making my head spin.

      God, she was beautiful. Red hair, wild and untamed. Bright blue eyes clouded over with pain. I needed to stay back. Let the inevitable happen, but… She can’t go. Not yet. Damn it!

      Stay with me…

      “Kaydence, stay with me.”

      Warmth broke through the dizzying cocoon of images, inching from my hand, up my wrist, and into my chest. I felt a gentle, rhythmic heat on my fingers—almost like breath. Then a sharp pain lanced through the pad of one.

      I winced and weakly tried to pull my arm back. Snap! Just as quickly as they came, the memories vanished, and I was left blinking up at the peeling ceiling of Bardee’s. Lucidity returned like a punch, and a million sounds blared in my ears as though a nearby television had been flipped to maximum volume—shouting, yelling...screaming.

      “Did you call 911 already? Oh, God…Kaydee!”

      Uh-oh. The usually stone-cold Mari sounded frantic. Distant, too, as though she were outside.

      Why wasn’t she at the counter? What the hell was going on?

      More importantly…why was I lying on the floor while a stranger had his hands up the front of my shirt? Technically, they were against my stomach, applying gentle pressure—but they were too warm. Too hard. Too real.

      “Get off me!” Fear drove my reaction, and I reached for the tiny mace keychain I kept clipped to my skirt. “Get off—”

      “Wait.”

      I blinked as everything came into focus. Namely, the man hovering above me—not some random perv, but my stalker. He was on his knees, his hands held out cautiously in front of him. For once, he wasn’t looking through me, or beyond me, but right at me. That fact alone overrode everything else, and I almost forgot that I was sprawled out over the floor until I happened to tear my gaze away from his long enough to glance down. I could see my belly button, peeking from underneath the rising hem of my sweater. At least…it looked like my belly button, barely visible beneath a scarlet smear so vibrant it could have been paint.

      The same liquid was all over my hands, and…

      A drop clung to his mouth as if perfectly placed to highlight the fullness of his lips. Strange, but for some reason, my brain didn’t associate the sight with utter horror. If anything, the garish red highlighted the concern in those fathomless eyes.

      “Don’t move,” he warned the second I attempted to. My body felt too heavy, and all I could manage was to let my hand fall to my side.

      Still, I attempted to choke out a question. “What…what happened—”

      “You got dizzy and fainted,” he said over me. “You must have gotten a splinter when you grabbed the counter. Your hand is bleeding—” he nodded to the throbbing digit on my left hand. Sure enough, the index finger was coated in fresh, glistening red. A splinter? It sounded plausible, though I couldn’t take my eyes off his mouth, still moving. “Or you cut yourself on glass.”

      Without warning, he stood and snatched a bottle from the counter. Deftly, he ripped off the cap and overturned it, pouring a stream of lukewarm beer over my abdomen. I was too stunned to speak as the liquid seeped into the fabric of my green sweater—along with something else. Something red. Something wet.

      It looked as though someone had also spilled wine down my shirt. The fabric felt heavy. Sticky, too—but the smell in the air wasn’t the sweet stench of sour grapes. It was pungent, salty, and metallic. Almost like...

      Crash! I glanced up, just as the man above me smashed the bottle against the counter, sending glass spraying in sporadic directions. Before I could fully process what I had seen, he came at me with the jagged end, and fear rendered me breathless. Oh, God...

      All he did was sprinkle the larger shards over the floor, before forcing what was left of the bottle into my hand. I sucked in a breath as thick fingers brushed my own. He was warm. Almost too warm, but when he pulled away, the resulting chill ached worse than frostbite.

      “You tripped into the beer case and fell,” he grunted as he headed for the door. A musical sound ate at his words. Sirens? “That’s all.”

      I’d only finished processing the words when the door slammed shut behind him.
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        * * *

      

      They said that strange things happened on the night of a full moon—they being Dee, who blamed the lunar cycle for her fluctuating libido, and my mama, who blamed it for anything strange that happened. Ironically, I didn’t even realize, until I staggered outside while holding the edges of my sweater together, that the beautiful hunk of cosmic rock in the distance was round tonight. Watchful. I could only wonder what it thought of me as I hobbled over to my shitty blue Beetle and climbed into the driver’s seat.

      A bottle fell… Unsurprisingly, no one had bought that eloquent explanation at face value.

      “Bullshit,” Mari had snapped the second she heard my story. Sheriff Michaels had seemed just as unconvinced, no matter how many times I insisted on the false version of events. I just spilled beer on myself, silly Kaydee, haha.

      “Beer isn’t red,” Mari had pointed out. “Next, you’ll tell me that you pitched over some wine too? And that cut looks nasty. I doubt a splinter did that, but I’ll make Bubba sand the bar down. You should go get it checked out, just in case.”

      I’d felt tempted at that point to just come clean—Well, you see, this weird guy who I think hates me broke a bottle and pelted me with glass. He might have bitten me too, but that’s beside the point. A hospital is a good idea... Whenever I opened my mouth to blurt out those words, though, I’d see his face. See those eyes. Then, that tired old lie would just tumble out.

      “I fell. Got a splinter. A bottle broke. Besides all the blood, I’m okay.”

      Apart from my finger—which sported a single stinging cut—there wasn’t a mark on my body to prove otherwise. Beneath my soaked sweater was just plain, pale skin. Boyd must have been too far back to see much because, even though he looked doubtful, he didn’t dispute my story either.

      Despite the general consensus, I had passed the neuro checks by the paramedics with flying colors—though that hadn’t stopped Mari from trying to shove me into the back of the ambulance anyway. For all intents and purposes, I was physically fine…

      But something was broken.

      I ached. A residual pain lingered within my pores like poison. I had felt it—something had torn right through my body. Right there in the pit of my stomach.

      Knock it off, I told myself while my hands clutched the steering wheel. They trembled, and it took me a good minute of trying to reverse, to no avail, before I realized I needed to start the darn car first. With a sigh, I reached into my apron pocket and pulled out my keys, but I couldn’t fit them into the ignition. My brain was too busy trying to discern the truth from the lie.

      What had happened? I’d been working the bar like always. Mari needed help. I could remember Deacon and Miller fighting. Shouting. A bang!

      And…

      The keys slipped through my fingers and landed on my lap as the memory unfolded.

      Think Kaydee. What happened next? You know there’s more. Think.

      All I remembered after that was him. Those fathomless russet eyes. That voice calling me back from some distant, dark place. Fingers so warm that I could feel them even now, hot on my bare skin.

      Anything other than that was a total blank. Just the same phrase over and over. You fell...a bottle broke...that’s all.

      Which made sense, and I was grasping at straws for no reason. On that morbid note, I finally managed to start the car. The loud, mechanical purr of the engine coming to life didn’t elicit the usual cheer from me—normally, I celebrated anytime the damn thing turned on.

      I almost wished it hadn’t so I would have had an excuse to go crawling back into Bardee’s and remain under Mari’s watchful eye. As if on cue, my phone buzzed at my hip. I reached for it and stepped on the gas pedal while flicking the answer button.

      “Hello?”

      “You home yet?”

      “Almost,” I lied as I pulled out of the gravel-filled parking lot and onto Main Street. I could only hope that she wasn’t watching from the window.

      “You get some rest now,” Mari commanded without challenging my lie. “They arrested those two assholes but want to do some more questioning at the station. And don’t worry about coming in tomorrow night. They want to run ‘forensics’ or whatever the hell it’s called to find out where the bullet went. I’ll be out of business for the next few days,” she hissed. “Damn those bastards. I just hope the police find every shred of evidence they need.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I gulped, though I had no damn idea why the thought made me so uneasy. My mind kept replaying the sound of the gunshot on a morbid loop. Bang, bang, BANG! “W-What are they going to do when they find it? The bullet, I mean.”

      “I dunno. Use it as evidence, I guess. I’m just glad that drunken fool didn’t hit anyone. Hopefully, the insurance company will be able to take both Deacon’s and Miller’s asses to the cleaners. Although, if I look on the bright side, maybe now we can finally afford a new beer tap?”

      “Yes, I hope so,” I murmured, though I was worried for an entirely different reason. Mari sounded way too calm for someone who’d just broken up a gunfight in her bar. My guess was that Bubba was handling the police stuff while she helped herself to her own merchandise—not that I could blame her when the sheriff had given me explicit instructions to call him once I “had some rest and had a clear head.”

      Neither option seemed possible right about now. No matter how much my lungs heaved, I couldn’t seem to suck in enough air. The world kept spinning. I almost pulled over just to keep from crashing into a ditch. To distract myself, I readjusted the phone against my ear and blurted the first thing that came to mind.

      “So…um, that Levi guy, do you know him?”

      “Who?”

      “The uh, gas station guy that comes in all the time,” I stammered. “You know. The one who helped me tonight.”

      “Oh! You mean Liwai. Liwai Raven,” Mari said, giving the name a musical pronunciation. “Interesting name, right? He’s a nice guy, though he bailed without talking to the police—not that I blame him, given the rumors about that family of his,” she added under her breath. “There’s no love lost between him and Sheriff Michaels, that’s for darn sure.”

      “Rumors?”

      “Oh, nothing a good girl like you should concern yourself with,” Mari said with a sigh. “Just forget I said anything.”

      “Well, he helped me out tonight. I wanted to say thanks. You wouldn’t happen to know where he lives, would you?”

      I cringed at my gross lack of tact. Who’s stalking whom now, Kaydee?

      “I might,” Mari said after a distinct pause. Her voice took on a teasing tone as she asked, “But you could just send him a card, honey. Why else do you want to know?”

      “No reason,” I said a little too quickly. I didn’t miss the sneaky edge to Mari’s tone—she could be like a fox when it came to gossip. “I just think I should thank him in person—”

      “That’s my Kaydee Marie,” Mari boasted with a laugh. “Our sweet, if klutzy, resident bartender. You plan on giving him some of your famous Kaydee Blanchett cookies?”

      Something told me that she wasn’t just talking about the dessert variety. “Mari!”

      “Hey, he is one gorgeous specimen,” Mari countered with a chuckle. “And you need some fun after tonight. I swear to God, if you get a concussion or something, you better join me in suing the shit out of Miller’s sorry ass.”

      “Sure thing,” I replied, only half listening. My thoughts had already turned back to Liwai. “And that address?”

      “For Liwai? He lives on Hooser Lane if that’s what you were after. All the way at the end of the road, near the creek. Battered white house.”

      “Thanks.”

      After enduring another command to “get some sleep,” I hung up and tried to focus on exactly where the hell I’d been driving during the entire phone conversation. I knew of Hooser Lane—a road that stretched to the outskirts of town. According to the rumors, it was Kittywatt’s version of the wrong side of the tracks—where all the addicts and delinquents lived. I had never really driven down that long, gravel road before, yet I wasn’t surprised when a glance out of my window revealed a landscape of desolate yards and rickety dwellings. At the end of the proverbial road, the loneliest house loomed on a hill.

      Mari had called it battered and white. It was more like silver—the color that old wood turned after the paint had been all but stripped off by years of wear and tear. In the moonlight, it looked ancient. Foreboding. The type of place you certainly didn’t want to go skipping up to in the middle of the damn night.

      Biting my lip, I eyed the clock on the dashboard—it was way past polite visiting hours. I couldn’t resist the impulse that had me snapping off my seat belt anyway and reaching into the back seat for the jacket I kept in case of rain. Once I was somewhat sure that no one was watching from behind dusty windows, I shed my filthy, wet sweater and zipped up the jacket over my bra.

      To go or to stay? I mentally wrestled with the options. What could I possibly say to him anyway, without sounding insane? To my credit, even in a place like Kittywatt, shootouts weren’t a normal occurrence.

      In a barroom full of people, it was a miracle that no one had gotten hurt. Yeah, I insisted to myself as I shivered beneath a layer of polyester. A freakin’ miracle.

      I hadn’t quite decided whether to wander up to confront a complete stranger in the middle of the night, when a burst of commotion drew my attention—the white screen door of the house flew open, and a barrage of people exploded from it.

      Four of them—three brawny boys in various stages of adolescence took the lead. Whooping and hollering, they leaped off the porch, wearing jeans, sneakers, and little else. Trailing behind them was a girl who looked no older than fourteen, swathed in a delicate white nightgown. I could tell—even from this distance—that she was beautiful. They all were. Like Liwai, they shared the same golden skin and jet-black hair that seemed to shine brighter than the moon.

      As I watched, the boys bolted across the yard, laughing and doing cartwheels on the brown grass, heedless of any neighbors who might be sleeping. Though, I had to admit, as I glanced around the desolate driveway, they might not have had any neighbors in the first place.

      Tearing my gaze from them for a second, I scanned the house, searching for a sign of the man I had come to see, but there was no movement inside, no lights flickering. Just darkness and moonlight. Gradually, my attention returned to the four teenagers while I mulled over what the absence meant. Could they be Liwai’s siblings—in any case, who in their right mind would let their children run loose this time of night?

      In any case, they didn’t seem to have any qualms about being up so late. Taking a deep breath, I undid my apron and tossed it onto the dash. Then I climbed out of my car, just as the strange group headed toward the cluster of trees behind the white house.

      Approaching them, I strained my voice to carry across yards of gravel and dried grass. “Um, excuse me.”

      All at once, the four froze in unison. Given the cover of shadows that draped their bodies, it was hard to tell where the forest ended, and they began. I could only make out slivers of tan limbs and black hair amid the backdrop of emerald and ebony. An even eerier thought crossed my mind as I inched closer—they almost didn’t look human.

      Their limbs were too long. Their eyes were too bright, and their teeth looked…sharp?

      Or I was just going insane. With a mental command to “knock it off,” I shook my head to clear it.

      “Uh, hi...sorry,” I stammered before I could lose the nerve and jump back into my car. “Could you tell me where I could find Liwai—”

      “Why the hell do you want to know?” The smallest of the boys—and that wasn’t saying too much because they all towered over me—whirled around. His eyes bore into mine from across the field, so sharp in the moonlight that they reminded me of a hawk’s. Or maybe something more dangerous…but a fitting comparison didn’t come to mind quick enough. In only a few strides, he crossed the distance between us. “Because of that piece of shit sheriff? If he has a problem with us, he can come say it to our fucking faces—”

      “Cody! Back off—” The largest of the three caught up to the smaller one and seized his shoulder, stopping him in his tracks before he could come any closer. “Liwai’s not here,” he grunted in my direction. “You should go.”

      They were less than a yard away from me now, and the remainder of the adrenaline still in my system from the events at the bar warned me to back away. Get in my car. Run.

      “Yeah, he’s not here,” Cody snapped from behind his two comrades. As silent as a shadow, the third boy had appeared beside the taller one. “What do you want anyway? Is that sheriff of yours too chicken shit to do his own dirty work?”

      What?

      “No, I…I just…”

      Weakly, I trailed off. He had a pretty good point. What the hell did I want? The wind tore at my hair while I grappled for a reason. “I…”

      “Look, whatever you’re after, he’s not here,” the nicer one grumbled before turning for the woods.

      “Yeah,” Cody snapped, following suit. “So, you go head on back to that piece of shit town and leave us all alone.”

      I swallowed hard. It wasn’t a secret that Kittywatt wasn’t exactly the most welcoming of places to outsiders, and I knew that Liwai hadn’t grown up there—or gone to our high school with a rousing graduating class of fifty-five. Apparently, his family hadn’t received the customary fruit basket and cherry pie that we dished out to all newcomers, either. Nonetheless, the blatant hostility threw me off. Stung even. After a night like I’d just had, I couldn’t climb into my car fast enough.

      By the time I slid into the driver’s seat, the kids had already disappeared through the trees. I could no longer hear them, which didn’t comfort me in the slightest.

      Shrugging, I reached for the gearshift. Just as my foot connected with the gas pedal, I glanced up only to catch sight of someone watching me through the windshield…standing right in the middle of the road.

      “Jesus!” I barely managed to slam my foot on the brake in time, narrowly avoiding the young girl in white, her dark hair flying out behind her. She didn’t move, even when I hastily put the car in park and clambered out, nearly tripping over myself to reach her.

      “Are you okay—”

      “It’s you.” Her voice made me freeze—a haunting, melodic whisper. Paired with her doll-like features and ethereal dress, I only had the way her chest rose and fell to determine that she wasn’t a ghost. “He’s finally found you.”

      “Are you okay?” I continued in her direction, but the moment I came close enough, she reached out and snagged my wrist in her bony grip.

      “He’s found you,” she repeated, her icy fingers tightening their hold. “But you’re still alive…”

      For the first time, she met my gaze, and I sucked in a breath. The look in her eyes cut right through me, as wise and ancient as an owl’s. She had such delicate features that her eyes nearly overpowered her face altogether.

      “He hasn’t done it yet,” she added, her voice hoarse.

      “Who hasn’t done what yet?” I croaked.

      “He hasn’t—”

      “Renae!” The shout came from the woods, and the girl flinched. “Hurry up. We won’t save you anything this time if you can’t keep up.”

      “Done what?” I asked again, uneasy though I had no idea why. Her grip was tight, but I didn’t feel the urge to yank my hand away just yet. There was something frantic in her touch. It almost reminded me of a grandmother trying to soothe a child and assure them that everything would be alright even though they knew that shit was about to hit the fan.

      “Forget it.” Renae shook her head. “You can’t come back here.” Suddenly she released me and turned in the direction the boys had gone. “Please. Don’t come back. Maybe if you stay away, he’ll…” She looked over her shoulder and met my gaze one last time. “Just don’t come back. Stay away from him. Stay away from all of us.”

      In a flurry of white, she was gone, disappearing through the trees, and then there was nothing left but silence.
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      Liwai Raven haunted my nightmares. Namely, his eyes, so dark they mimicked the deep, endless black he had called me back from. Scattered in-between glimpses of him were disjointed images of a forest. The moon. Wet, muddied earth. Then a smell, sweet and feminine. Perfume? No, just her natural scent. So damn perfect. Eyes like the sky…

      I couldn’t let her go.

      Like a soundtrack to the strange, disjointed thoughts was a voice, low and rumbling.

      Tell no one.

      You only fell.

      Only fell.

      I only fell…

      “I thought you grew out of that?” The honeyed drawl was a stark contrast to the masculine tones I couldn’t seem to escape. With a groan, I peeled one eye open to find a blurry shape hovering somewhere over my bed.

      “Dee?” I croaked. The human-sized blob shrugged in response. “Grew out of what?”

      “Talking in your sleep,” Dee replied. “I didn’t know you were into Liwai Raven.”

      I groaned, cursing the habit of mine that made it damn near impossible for me to keep a steady boyfriend. After all, it was hard to move forward in a relationship when after a night of platonic cuddling, I’d often wake up to angry demands of, “So you just want to be friends?” “You’re not looking for anything ‘serious’ right now?” “You only went out with me because you don’t want people to think you’re a lesbian?”

      I’d been blabbering in my sleep since childhood—which made any type of rebellion futile because Mama only had to wait until bedtime for me to spill the beans on my own.

      “It’s rude to barge in on someone, you know,” I sighed, while fumbling for my glasses, which rested somewhere on the nightstand.

      “Oh, come on! I let you sleep in till noon today, little Miss Prude. I heard about what happened at the bar and thought you might need some rest.”

      “What happened at the bar?” I wondered innocently as I settled my glasses on the bridge of my nose. I was surprised by how calm I sounded—as though I hadn’t been reliving every second of the previous night since leaving Liwai Raven’s.

      “What happened?” Dee just raised one blood-red eyebrow as I blinked to bring her features into focus. “Nothing…other than Robert Miller going all ape-shit and firing off a gun in the place.”

      It was barely noon, but I wasn’t surprised that Dee had already gotten the full scoop on what had happened. “Oh, that.”

      “Yeah, that!” Dee’s narrowed eyes skimmed me from my ratted-out hair down to my blanket-covered toes. “You okay, Kaydee-pie?”

      I did my best to muster a nonchalant shrug. “No one was hurt.”

      “Thank the Lord,” Dee exclaimed. “And to think that I ever slept with that idiot Miller.” She ruffled her cherry-colored curls in disgust.

      “To be fair,” I countered as I pushed back the blankets and planted my feet on the floor, “he’s not the only man in town you’ve slept with.”

      Dee blinked and slapped a hand over her ample chest, which was shamelessly displayed by her low-cut blouse. “Why, you little tart! You better learn to respect your elders.”

      I laughed while I bent down for a sweater lying on the floor and pulled it on over my tank top. “Point one out to me, Aunt Deanna, and I’d be glad to.”

      The truth was that at thirty, Aunt Dee was only a few years older than I was. She was Granddaddy’s illegitimate mistake, and damn proud of the fact. We were more like sisters than anything else.

      “Oh, you sweetie-pie,” she crooned, flashing me a red-lipped smile. “You always say the cutest little things.”

      She simpered beneath the veiled compliment while I hunted for a pair of jeans tossed casually into a corner. I could sense Dee watching as I slipped them on before heading for the dresser to swipe a brush through my hair.

      “You got plans today?”

      “Just more questioning down at the station,” I lied. “I’m meeting Mari down there around one—”

      “She can’t wait for you to take a shower first?”

      I flinched when I noticed that her eyes were on my hands. My crusty, stained, rust-colored hands. I managed to shove them into my pockets, but it was already too late.

      “What the hell is that? You go playing in mud last night?”

      Dee’s talon-like fingers snatched my wrist, grazing the skin with her bright-red nails. “God, Kaydee…Is that blood?”

      “No!” I wrenched my hand away before she could wake up the whole damn town with her screeching. “Just beer. I spilled some on myself.”

      “Oh.” Her face fell, and suddenly she was my overly caring Aunt Dee again. “You sure you’re okay, honey? That must have been terrifying, being in the middle of all that bullshit…”

      “I’m fine.” But even I didn’t miss the hoarse edge to my own voice. “You know what? On second thought, I will take that shower.” With a sigh, I pulled open my drawer for a fresh shirt and a pair of jeans, holding them up for her benefit. “Happy?”

      Dee shrugged. “You take it easy today, ya hear? No wandering off to the library to read or whatever it is you do there so much. After the questioning, I want you to come right back here and lounge around in front of the TV like a normal person. Understood?”

      I rolled my eyes but nodded anyway. “Whatever you say.”

      “Great…so why were you dreaming about Liwai Raven?”

      Damn. True to form, Dee never forgot anything dealing with the opposite sex. If I wanted to be brutally honest with myself, the fact that I’d uttered a man’s name in my sleep probably interested her more than any damn shooting.

      “I wasn’t.” Tucking my clothing under one arm, I made my way into the hall with Dee hot on my heels.

      “It has to be serious if you mentioned him during one of your sleepy-talk nonsense blathers. So, what’s going on between you two?”

      I staggered into the bathroom and wrestled the door shut behind me.

      “Oh, come on!” she exclaimed from the other side. “I know who he is. He’s that fine, sexy piece of ass working over at the gas station.”

      Deanna probably kept a list of every eligible man in town under her pillow. With a groan, I pulled back the shower curtain and turned the water on full blast to drown her out.

      “Can’t hear you!” I shouted. “I’m in the shower.”

      Praying to God that she took the hint, I stripped off my jeans and top and clambered inside—but not before getting a good look at myself in the mirror.

      I looked terrible. Or, as Mama would have said, “Death warmed over and slathered on a cracker.” My hair was a mess. My eyes were bloodshot—probably the result of drifting in and out of sleep all damn night. Of course, the crowning glory of my haggard appearance consisted of the dark substance smeared all over my stomach. It looked as though I’d rolled around in rust-colored paint. Some of it was beer, from what I could tell, but the rest…

      Don’t think about it, Kaydee.

      I doused myself beneath the shower spray and scrubbed until the last drops of reddish water circled
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