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An icy October breeze whipped through the near-barren trees. Small brown leaves, already curled in upon themselves from the sharp cold snap, broke away from their branches. Shrouded in thin sheets of frost, they fell hard and fast, crunching softly upon the cracked and worn sidewalk.

It was the sound of autumn crumbling away. Halloween was still days away, but winter was threatening.

Chris was oblivious to it all as he slowed his pace, falling back an extra step behind Kim. He smiled as he watched her raise one black heel in the air to hop across the sewer grate and onto the curb. She was so natural, so casual about her every movement, that he struggled to reconcile the woman before him with the stories going around the office. He’d been studying her for weeks now, watching how she moved, listening to how she spoke, and he was still no closer to confirming the stories.

“So . . . this is it?” Damn, but even her voice was perfect.

He watched her take another sip of the same bland coffee he’d polished off a few blocks back. When she was done, she tilted her head to the side and favored him with one of those innocent little smiles that first caught his attention. Perfect white teeth teased from behind full, red lips. It was clear she’d had work done, but was dental work all there was to her, or was there really more?

“Yup.” He smiled right back.

Another sip of coffee. Another smile. “So, where’s the bookstore?” He watched as she looked up and down the street. “You promised me a bookstore, Chris.”

He cleared his throat. “Yeah, I might have told a little white lie.”

Her cheeks flushed red, almost as bright as the tip of her wind-chilled nose. Her lips, full and dark beneath just a touch of gloss, thinned with a tight grimace. She was pissed, and he felt guilty for having led her on, even if his motives hadn’t been all that bad.

He’d only wanted a chance to get to her alone. An opportunity to talk to her, have a chance to know her, open up to her, and invite her to know him.

His counselor told him he couldn’t keep doing things like this, but it’s not like he knew how to be different. How to be better.

“Why don’t I pick you up tonight, and we’ll hit the big one over at the mall?” He tried his best to defuse the situation with a smile. “I’ll show you around. Help you find what you need.”

Kim sighed, the anger clearly leaking out or her. She shook her head and Chris watched her breasts sway gently beneath the faux-fur jacket with the movement. Full and round, they wouldn’t have looked at all out of place on a woman twice her size. On her petite frame, the effect was almost hypnotically sexual, and he couldn’t help but wonder if the work she’d had done, assuming there’d been any at all, ended there.

Just as quickly, the light faded from her eyes, leaving them cold and hard. “Thanks anyway, but I’ve got too much to do.”

“Another time, then.” He almost threw an arm around her shoulders, but settled for an awkward sort of waving gesture instead. “Sorry,” he told her. “I’ll make it up to you.”

“We should be getting back.” Kim hadn’t accepted his offer, but she hadn’t turned him down either. “We have less than twenty minutes before the budget call.”

They walked along, together and yet not, in what Chris tried to tell himself was a companionable silence and not at all an awkward one. She seemed so closed off, so withdrawn from those around her, he found it all too easy to believe she had secrets to protect. If only he could get through to her, open a crack in that façade, maybe they could trade secrets.

His for hers, tit for tat.

So to speak.

He was so lost in his thoughts that he didn’t immediately notice Kim wasn’t still beside him.

“Hey!” He turned back to see what had caught her attention. “I thought you were in a hurry.”

Kim didn’t say anything. She crouched down and placed her coffee on the sidewalk. After a quick check of traffic, she jogged across the street, her heels clicking far too loudly on the black asphalt. 

“What is this place?” She stopped before a filthy, crumbling stone wall, not quite close enough to let it stain her coat. An erratic line of withered apple trees ran the length of the fence, having given up on hiding the immense, dilapidated mansion they surrounded. Three full stories—with what looked to be a half-attic above and a cellar below—had seen better days. Those windows that weren’t broken were boarded over, and most of the blue-gray paint had peeled away to reveal the rotted, crumbling boards beneath.

He watched as she wandered further down the street. Chris had never noticed it before, but looking at it from this angle, he could see that the entire building seemed to be sinking on the right side. The master balcony immediately before Kim had long ago crashed down upon the front porch, destroying the elegant railing in the process.

“Or what was it, I guess.” The spark in her eyes felt like the first genuine emotion he’d ever seen from her. Too bad he couldn’t bring himself to indulge it.

“It’s nothing. Let’s go.” He was unnerved, and he could see that only stoked her curiosity. As much as he hated to turn his back on her, he started walking back across the street. “It’s just some dusty old relic that nobody’s ever gotten around to cleaning up. Forget about it.”

She paused a moment before hurrying to catch up. 

He didn’t know what it was, but something about the building disturbed him. It made him uncomfortable in a way that even broaching secrets with her hadn’t, but he could see that the old house drew her in as much as it pushed him away.

Even as she joined him on the walk back to work, she turned to look back over her shoulder. She was almost walking backward, as if reluctant to let the mystery pass out of sight. “Is it some kind of historical landmark or something?”

He shuddered. “Yeah, you’ve got it dead-on with the ’or something’ part.”
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Although her dingy little basement apartment—all she could afford with her therapy, surgery, and prescription costs—was on the other side of town, Kim found herself returning to the old mansion on Saturday morning. She’d spent a good part of the previous afternoon trying to drag some details out of people around the office, but nobody seemed to want to talk about it. Either they claimed to have ‘never really paid any attention’ to it, or they just assured her ‘it wasn’t worth wasting her time’ on. 

Despite their excuses, they all had one thing in common, and that was a brief, nervous twitch that said far more than their words.

“So, just what exactly is your secret?” She stood beneath a broken streetlight, hands tucked into her pockets, and let her gaze wander across the scene before her. It consumed her. It called to her. It demanded that she notice it, and she didn’t understand why.

The crumbling stone wall that surrounded the property stood roughly waist-high and was maybe twelve inches thick. Although she couldn’t tell what kind of stone it was, there was a distinct blue-gray coloring visible beneath the dirt and the mold. At one time, there must have been a wrought iron trim along the top to match the gate, but all that remained were rusty holes in the stone where the posts had once been. As for the gate, it was an elaborate piece of early twentieth-century craftsmanship that
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