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        For Massachusetts.

        I’ve been a lot of places, but I always make my way back to you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “Those who don't believe in magic will never find it.”

        ROALD DAHL
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        The Witch Of Salem Wood

        A local ghost story

        [New England origin, unknown author, late 1900s]

      

      

      
        
        Beware the witch of Salem Wood

        The old hag made from stick and vine

        She’ll steal your soul, drink your blood

        But of her sins they’ll find no sign

        

        If you hear her creeping near

        Moaning, groaning, in the trees

        Keep still and quiet through your fear

        Or her next victim you will be

        

        For if you make a single sound

        Your very voice is hers to keep

        Until you’re buried in the ground

        Another word you’ll never speak
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        I’m like an ice cube. I seem chill at first but really, I’m just moments away from a total meltdown.

        - Imogen Warner, playing it cool

      

      

      The door creaked open, allowing a shaft of sallow light to spill into the dark bedroom. I kept my eyes shut against it, my breaths steady as a metronome despite the sudden fear that lashed through my chest. My fight-or-flight instincts were screaming at me to do something. Flee into the night, scream like a slasher-movie heroine, clock him over the head with the nearest heavy object… anything, really, except lie there, listening to him stumble over the threshold.

      I overrode these instincts with sheer force of will.

      Stick to the plan, Imogen.

      Adrian was drunk. I could smell the scotch rolling off him like cologne.  On the upside, his lumbering steps down the hall had given me ample time to feign sleep. Stiller than stone on my side of the king-sized bed, I listened to a set of clumsy hands prying off a pair of shiny loafers that cost more than the junker of a car I’d purchased in secret two weeks before. (All cash, plus some extra thrown in so they’d store it for me on the lot until I was ready to make my escape.)

      You’re ready, I told myself for the millionth time. You’ve been ready for months.

      My heart lurched as his hands fumbled for his designer belt. It hit the floor, as did his immaculately tailored slacks. He slurred a curse as he teetered off balance, catching himself on the wooden bed post. The impact rocked the whole frame.

      Eventually, I felt the duvet jerked back. His tall form slid under the sheets and the mattress depressed beneath his weight. I fought the natural urge to tense, keeping my muscles relaxed and my breaths measured. All the while, praying like hell he wouldn’t roll my way; praying the amount of alcohol buzzing in his veins would be enough to dampen any misguided romantic inclinations.

      Whatever god was listening must’ve heard my heavenly bargaining because soon enough, his breathing leveled off into rhythmic snoring that reminded me of an old freight train rattling down the tracks. Some of the steel bands of trepidation squeezing my lungs loosened ever-so-slightly.

      He was asleep.

      Out cold.

      I waited a while, until I was certain he was truly unconscious, before I risked cracking open my eyes. The beam of light spilling in from the hall prevented the room from being fully dark, but it still took a few seconds for my vision to adjust. When it did, I examined the man lying two feet away. He was on his side, facing me. His handsome face had gone slack. His perfectly toned physique — painstakingly maintained via daily sessions in the gym with his personal trainer — was hidden by thousand-thread-count sheets. In the space between our bodies, his hands clutched the duvet, balling up the fabric in his fists.

      Even unconscious, some part of him was incapable of letting go.

      I stared at his hands for a long time. I’d always liked his hands. They were one of the first things I noticed about him. Fine-boned and dexterous. Able to play the piano at any jazz bar with the ease of a professional entertainer, capable of throwing a dart with precision or twirling a poker chip like a magician with a disappearing coin. They packed a serious punch, too, when he put his weight behind them — something I’d learned through painful personal experience.

      Believe you me, there was nothing attractive about the holes they smashed in the drywall; nothing elegant about the way they wrapped themselves around your neck and squeezed. And squeezed. And squeezed, until the world went black at the edges and you realized, with startling irony, that those beautiful hands could very well wind up the instrument of a particularly ugly end.

      Never again, Imogen.

      He’ll never touch you again.

      After tonight, you’ll be free.

      And he’ll be nothing but a bad memory.

      I tore my eyes away when I realized they’d drifted up to glare at his slack-mouthed, snoring face. I didn’t want to look at his face. I studied his hands again instead, wondering how far I’d have to run to finally be beyond their reach. Across the state? Across the country? Across the world? Nowhere felt far enough.

      Still, I had to try.

      He’d given me the perfect window of opportunity — one I’d spent weeks waiting impatiently for, biding my time with teeth-grinding determination — and I was not about to waste it. Nights like tonight, after he’d been out on the town, those cunning hands of his were all thumbs, their innate polish rubbed away by an evening of shuffling losing cards and slugging down top-shelf scotch. And, more than likely, shoving fifty-dollar bills into the cleavage of the best exotic dancers Atlantic City had to offer — and there was a lot to offer, here in A.C. — if he and his pals decided to swing by the gentlemen’s club they favored once their luck at the casino tables turned sour.

      It always turned sour.

      He didn’t think I knew about the clubs. Or maybe he simply didn’t care if I knew. Probably the latter, given that half the time he came home reeking of unfamiliar perfume with lipstick stains on his collar. (Talk about a freaking cliché.) As for me, I’d stopped caring where he spent his nights — or his mornings, or his afternoons, or any minute in between — so long ago, I could hardly remember a time before our relationship looked like this. I could hardly remember those evenings in the very beginning when I’d waited up for him to get home, pacing by the door like a little kid, the epitome of excitement.

      How far we’d fallen. How low we’d sunken. To this new depth — me, lying in the dark like a petrified corpse, afraid a single hitch of my breathing might alert him to my consciousness. And him, a stranger in the body of the man I used to love.

      Love.

      Did I ever love him? Truly? Or did I just love the beautiful lies he fed me?

      I wasn’t sure. All I knew was, last autumn I fell head-over-heels for the man he allowed me to believe he was, those first few weeks. He was careful — so very careful — to hide the monster under his skin. To disguise his true nature with sweet smiles and suave words and promises about how he was going to take me away, far away, from everyone else in my life who wanted a piece of me.

      And he did.

      He just failed to mention that, in return, he wanted the biggest piece of all.

      Unfortunately, by the time I figured that out, it was too late. He’d waited until I got close — moved my meager belongings out of my rent-by-the-week motel room and into his penthouse, let down all my careful defensive perimeters…

      Then, he’d sunk his claws in.

      Deep.

      That’s when the dashing facade dropped away, so fast it gave me whiplash. Those chivalrous layers peeled back to reveal the cruelest intentions. The raging beast beneath the smooth-talking gentleman. The insatiable user beneath the generous wine-and-diner. The controlling con-artist in the shape of my fairytale prince.

      Honestly, I should’ve known better.

      A prince?

      For me?

      Fat chance of that. My life was no fairytale. No one in this world was going to save me, except maybe myself. You’d think I would’ve learned that lesson by now, considering the amount of times I’d been jerked around, ripped off, and screwed over in my twenty-five years on earth.

      Alas…

      Adrian wasn’t going to make all my dreams come true, like he promised he would. He wasn’t going to protect me from my past. He wasn’t going to be the shield that kept the harsh world at a tolerable distance.

      No.

      Instead, he wanted to thrust me back into the very spotlight I’d fled. Back into the public eye. Back into the life I’d spent years running from. All hail the long-awaited return of Imogen Warner, Orlando’s own Child Clairvoyant! She of early-2000s daytime television fame. (Assuming you could call local programming on a limited broadcast network in the suburban wasteland of Florida “fame.”)

      Adrian didn’t realize that I had no intentions of ever stepping back into those sparkly shoes. Or, he realized it, but didn’t really care. His greed far outweighed any sort of loyalty to me or my stubborn convictions. In his mind, I was throwing away a golden opportunity to make some cold, hard cash. Wasting my god-given talents when, instead, I should be milking every possible penny out of them.

      Don’t you see, doll? It’ll be great. Your name in lights again, more money than we can count… His voice had been thick with excitement, his dark eyes gleaming like a cartoon villain with dollar signs in place of irises. I’ve got it all set up with some guys I know. A six-month residence at The Palace! I’ll manage everything, you just have to show up and do what you do best…

      I pressed my eyes closed again, trying not to remember the outcome of that conversation. Even after almost a month, I couldn’t forget how he’d advanced on me, backing me into the wall. How his handsome face contorted into a mask of rage I’d never seen before as I adamantly derailed his grand plans for fame and fortune. Those memories were scored into my mind, sharp as the shattered glass from the lamp he chucked clear across the room.

      Don’t walk away from me, Imogen! I’m talking to you. Why are you shaking your head? No? What do you mean, no? Do you have any idea how hard I worked, pulling this deal together for us? Do you have any idea how fucked I’ll be if you don’t agree? This is happening. You’ll do this. And you’ll thank me when we’re sitting on a mountain of millions…

      I’d known, of course. Even before that night, I’d known I had to leave him. We’d been dying for months, a steady decline with a terminal prognosis, but his announcement about the six-month gig he’d arranged for me was the final tug that yanked our life support plug from the wall.

      Beep, beep, beeeeeeeep.

      Flat line.

      Call it.

      Time of death, 2:32AM.

      A certifiable goner.

      Get the morgue on the phone, pronto.

      After that, nothing he did was going to change my mind. Not sweet-talking me, not threatening me, not physically trying to shake some sense into me. Not flipping furniture or smashing light fixtures. Not even a necklace of bruises, courtesy of his fine-boned fingers.

      I wasn’t going back to that life. It had taken me years to climb out of that pit of despair I’d been raised in. I’d fought hard for my anonymity after show business stripped it away. I’d fought even harder to rediscover my identity after so long letting other people tell me who I was.

      No more.

      No goddamned more.

      His snores were a steady metronome as I slid out of the bed, my feet moving soundlessly across the carpeted floor toward the chair in the corner where a small pile of clothes sat waiting. I put my gloves on first, like always. If I’d had it my way I would've slept in them, but doing so pissed Adrian off even more than usual.

      I’m not sleeping next to a fucking freak.

      You look like a serial killer with those on.

      I didn’t — please, Dahmer and Bundy weren’t half so stylish — but Adrian never missed an opportunity to take a shot at my confidence, especially when it came to things I was already self-conscious about.

      I was fully aware how odd I appeared to outside observers, always wearing gloves, even in the heat of summer. I compensated by purchasing the most beautifully crafted ones I could find. This pair was thin, calfskin leather in a crisp linen color. Buttery smooth against my skin. Once they were on, covering me fingertips to wrists, I felt instantly calmer. More in control of myself and my surroundings.

      I let out a long, low exhale.

      Breathe, Imogen.

      I stripped off my pajamas as quietly as possible, staring out the window as I tugged on the pair of frayed denim cut-off shorts and an oversized Baltimore Ravens sweatshirt. Through the plate glass penthouse windows, I could see the lights of the city spread out far below. It was late, but this place never seemed to shut down completely. The casino names emblazoned on rooftop signs glowed like constellations no matter the hour. The boardwalk was brightly illuminated, a rainbow ribbon of neon threading along the shoreline. The world-famous Steel Pier amusement park jutted proudly out into the Atlantic, its Ferris Wheel flashing a patriotic medley of red, white, and blue.

      It was the Fourth of July in just a few days. The city was already in the throes of celebration — but I’d be long gone by the time the fireworks began.

      Staring down at the world as I freed my hair from beneath the heavy hood of the sweatshirt, I felt oddly removed from it all. It was like peering into a snow globe; no matter how close I brought my nose to the glass, I’d never be part of that kaleidoscopic tableau of sound and color. I was a perpetual outsider, set ever-so-slightly apart from everyone else on the planet. Always had been, always would be.

      It didn’t take long to gather my things. I’d packed days ago. There was a duffle of spare clothes stashed in the trunk of the car waiting for me across town. Everything else that mattered — my driver’s license, an emergency debit card, a small supply of cash, and the few sentimental items I cared about — were tucked away in a nondescript shoebox in the hallway closet. Ready to go at a moment’s notice.

      The moment was now.

      The closet door hinges creaked a bit as I retrieved the box, a flinch-inducing screech in the otherwise silent penthouse. I went still, terrified Adrian might awaken, but all I heard was the distant rumble of his snoring from the bedroom. With the shoebox tucked under my arm, I shoved my feet into a pair of leather flip-flops and headed for the door.

      I did not spare a single glance at the framed photograph sitting on the entryway table as I passed by. I didn’t have to. I knew the image by heart: the two of us standing in front of the Rockefeller Center Christmas tree last December, back when we were just starting out. Before Adrian turned cold and cruel, before it all went bad. He was still trying to impress me, then. Sweeping me off my feet, promising me a lifetime of weekend getaways and fancy hotels, room service and nights on the town.

      What a laugh.

      That was the only trip we ever took. The past seven months, we’d never left the A.C. strip. Adrian didn’t like to stray too far from the casinos. (The men he owed money to liked it even less.)

      I stepped out into the mellow light of the corridor and let the front door click shut at my back. I pulled the sweatshirt hood up over my head to conceal my bright fall of platinum blonde waves as I waited for the elevator, conscious of the cameras in the ceiling that recorded my every move.

      The less attention I drew, the better.

      Adrian wasn’t friends with the late-night doormen or lobby security guards — he wasn’t really friends with anyone, seeing as he was too narcissistic to form genuine relationships — but he knew how to charm information out of people. If he planned to chase after me, I needed as much of a head start as I could get.

      Not that he was going to find me.

      This wasn’t my first time starting over. My life was an endless series of fresh starts. I was the master of reinvention. The queen of new beginnings. I’d lived just about everywhere on the East Coast since I split home a decade ago. Big cities, small towns, medium-sized metropolises, barely-populated backwaters. At this point, I could blend in pretty much anywhere.

      For a little while, at least.

      Until people got too familiar. Started asking questions I couldn’t answer. Pushed for information I wasn’t able to give. That’s when I knew it was time to disappear again. A ghost in the night with no forwarding address, leaving nothing but curiosity in my wake.

      What ever happened to that Imogen girl? With the spooky blue eyes and bright blonde hair?  She just up and left, no word, no warning…

      Oh well.

      Strange bird, that one.

      Flighty.

      Not a real loss…

      I’d worn out my welcome in Atlantic City. Stayed too long. I’d allowed myself to hope, at least at the very start, that things might be different here.

      That proved to be a mistake.

      One I would not make again.

      I didn’t quite know where I was headed this time, but wherever I ended up wouldn’t be any different than all the others that came before. Not a home. Nothing permanent. Just another stop on the Imogen Warner International Tour of Misery.

      I wasn’t wallowing in self-pity, or anything. I was just being honest. Speaking from experience. Because, in a quarter-century of life, I’d never felt like I belonged anywhere. Never felt like I truly fit in. It wasn’t hard to imagine why.

      I mean, really…

      What sort of place could a person like me ever hope to call home?
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        I’m not much of a party girl.

        (Pity parties don’t count.)

        - Imogen Warner, tucked in bed by 9PM

      

      

      
        
        THREE MONTHS LATER…

      

      

      “WELCOME TO WITCH CITY!” the old-fashioned wooden sign proclaimed in cheerful gold-painted letters. I quirked an eyebrow at it, wondering what sort of place so boldly advertised its occult history. Wasn’t that the sort of thing tourism boards and town officials were always trying to sweep under the proverbial rug?

      In any case, I was about to find out exactly what Salem, Massachusetts had to offer. I had no choice in the matter. My car had begun to make a scary grinding sound as I crossed the bridge into the city limits — which I pointedly ignored by turning up the radio a bit louder, blasting a Hozier song to ear-splitting decibels. It was somewhat harder, however, to ignore the smoke that began to pour from beneath the hood several moments later.

      Damn and blast.

      I pulled over to give the overtaxed radiator some respite. At least, I thought it was the radiator. I wasn’t a mechanic — especially when it came to cars that were nearly as old as I was, with over 200,000 miles on the odometer. My car-related expertise came to an abrupt end after the ability to swap a spare tire and refill my windshield wiper fluid. A quick glance beneath the hood was enough to tell me precisely nothing about what was wrong with my rust-bucket, besides the fact that it was giving off enough heat to fry an egg.

      Frankly, it was something of a miracle I’d made it this far before breaking down. Three months and four whole states north since I left Atlantic City in my rearview. Considering the old clunker only cost me five hundred bucks, I figured I got more than my money’s worth. That said, I didn’t have another five hundred to my name to fix it.

      I’d spent the better half of my summer bartending at a golf course in a podunk corner of Connecticut — never again, polo-clad men wielding nine-irons were shockingly bad tippers — followed by a short stint at a beachside cafe in Rhode Island for all of September, where most of the patrons were boozey frat-boy types who left sand on every conceivable surface and pee on the toilet seats.

      Serious yuck.

      Now, it was late October, and funds were running dangerously low. Morale, somehow, even lower.

      “Car trouble?”

      I ducked out from beneath the hood where I’d been bent and turned toward the direction of the voice. A woman about my age was standing on the sidewalk, staring at me with unconcealed concern. I returned the favor by staring back with unconcealed confusion — not at her question, at her appearance. She looked fresh off a boat from Middle Earth. (Rivendell, specifically.) Her dark hair was plaited into about a thousand tiny braids. She was wearing a semi-sheer, moss green dress and dainty sandals. A pair of gauzy, gold-dusted fairy wings were hooked over her shoulders, fluttering in the evening breeze. If Legolas had stepped out of the shadows behind her, I wouldn’t have batted an eye.

      Was it October 31st already?

      I thought there was at least another week until the costumed candy-palooza known as Halloween. Then again, I wasn’t really in a position to judge anyone’s outfit. In my ancient denim cut-offs with the ultra frayed hems, a flowy white peasant blouse I’d purchased secondhand, and pair of platform leather sandals that gave me a much needed lift of two additional inches, I was dressed more for summer than a New England fall night. Not exactly weather appropriate. (But, then, I’d always run warm. I’d been confounding doctors since infancy, reading steadily at 103.1 instead of the typical 98.6 no matter how many thermometers were shoved under my tongue.)

      The elf’s brows lifted after a moment passed without a reply to her question. I slapped a smile on my face to stop from gaping at her and shrugged helplessly.

      “It looks that way.” I gestured at my still-steaming engine. “I think it’s overheated.”

      The engine in question coughed up a cloud of acrid black smoke. It smelled a bit like burning hair — sour and stale.

      “You think?” The girl’s nose wrinkled. “It’s not going to explode, is it?”

      “God, I hope not,” I murmured.

      “What?”

      “I said no, of course not.”

      “Oh.”

      We both stared at the engine. It gave an ominous rattle that shook the whole frame and, despite my assurances that it was not about to self-destruct like a set piece in an action movie, I scurried back to stand beside the elf on the sidewalk.

      “Maybe we should stand farther away while we wait,” she suggested after a moment. “Under that tree.”

      I glanced over at her. “While we wait?”

      “I mean… yeah. You’re all by yourself, right?”

      After a beat of hesitation, I mumbled a soft, “Right…”

      “Then I’m waiting with you,” she informed me firmly as her eyes darted down the road. “This isn’t the best area to hang around in alone after dark.”

      Great.

      Just what I needed to hear.

      I looked around properly for the first time and immediately understood what she meant. We were on the outskirts of town, in a semi-industrial area that had either seen better days or not yet succumbed to the sprawl of urban redevelopment. One lone bar appeared to be open a few blocks down, but the rest was mix of strip malls, the occasional fast food drive-through, and vacant businesses with FOR LEASE signs in their boarded-up windows. It wasn’t late, but the sun was already setting — this time of year, it was mostly dark by mid-afternoon — and the whole stretch looked rather forlorn in the gathering shadows.

      “I’ll be fine,” I assured the elf. “I’ll just have to call a towing company. No big deal.”

      Except it was a big deal. Even as I said it, I was doing mental calculations about the cost of said tow in relation to the dwindling wad of money I had in the shoebox shoved beneath my passenger seat. At my last waitressing gig, I’d barely made enough to cover gas, snacks, my cellphone bill, and the fleabag pay-by-month motel I’d called home. What little remained of my small nest egg from Atlantic City was pretty much used up by the time I crossed the Massachusetts border that morning. If I had more than a thousand bucks to my name, I’d be stunned.

      Maybe the elf-girl read the growing panic on my face, because she reached toward me, as if to clasp me on the arm. Instantly, I stepped backward out of range. I didn’t want to offend her, but…

      People didn’t touch me.

      Not unless I was prepared for it.

      “Sorry, I…” My words trailed off. I didn’t know how to explain.

      “No worries.” Her hands lifted in a placating gesture, the kind you’d use to soothe a skittish horse. “Personal space. Boundaries. Stranger danger. All cool, girl.”

      I chewed my bottom lip, feeling like a total heel. My reluctance to be touched had nothing to do with stranger danger, but it was better for all parties involved if she believed it was.

      “You know, my cousin owns a mechanic shop across town,” the elf said eventually. As she spoke, she swayed ever-so-slightly in place, shifting her weight from foot to foot like a river reed caught in the current. “Witch City Collision. They’re probably already closed for the night, but if you stop in tomorrow, tell them Moonbeam sent you. They’ll take care of you and I promise they won’t rip you off.”

      “Moonbeam?”

      “That’d be me.” She smiled at me. “I’m Moonbeam.”

      “Your given name is Moonbeam?”

      She giggled, a frothy sound that bubbled up from somewhere deep in her throat. “No, my given name is Karen. But I go by my Seelie name — Gracious Moonbeam Stardust, Maiden of the Light Court.”

      I could feel my eyes widening with each word that left her mouth. I racked my brain for an appropriate response. All I could manage was a bewildered, “What’s a Seelie name?”

      “You know… the Seelie and Unseelie?”

      I shook my head.

      “Surely you’ve head of the Faery Courts?”

      “Uh…” I eyed her pointed ears a bit more closely. They didn’t look like the cheap plastic ones you’d find at a costume shop. They appeared to be genuine prosthetics, blending seamlessly into her skin. I’d never seen anything like them. “No, I can’t say that I have.”

      “The Elden?” the girl prompted, growing impatient with my ignorance. She crossed two willowy arms over her chest. “The Old Ones?”

      “I, uh…” I squirmed beneath her disapproving stare. “I’m not sure…”

      “What about the Fair Folk?”

      “No, I…”

      “The Wee People Under the Hill?”

      “Wee people?”

      “It means little,” she said rather tersely.

      It also meant urine, but I wasn’t going to remind her of that. “Right. Of course. Got it.”

      “You really know nothing of the Tuatha Dé Danann?”

      I shrugged helplessly. “Nope.”

      She stared at me like I was the lowest form of life, a brainless amoeba who’d just crawled from the primordial ooze. “Some people really are completely disconnected from the spiritual world.”

      I bit my lip to keep from laughing.

      Yep, that was me. The celebrity clairvoyant, totally disconnected from the spiritual world.

      Inside my gloves, my hands tingled. It had been a few days since I’d had a vision and I was due. Overdue, in fact. I could feel the energy gathering at the tips of my fingers like an electrical charge in the air before a lightning strike, just waiting for an opportunity to release.

      “I suppose I shouldn’t hold it against you.” The elf’s eyes scanned me up and down, then flickered over to my out-of-state license plate. “Clearly, you’re not from around here. But don’t worry — a bit of time in Salem will open your eyes to the possibilities. Did you know it’s a mystical epicenter?”

      “Like the Hellmouth under Sunnydale?”

      My Buffy the Vampire Slayer reference sailed right over her head. She narrowed her eyes at me. “The convergence of magic is no joking matter.”

      “Right. Of course not.” I tried to smooth things over, not entirely certain where our conversation had gone astray or why she was looking at me like I’d just admitted I liked to drown kittens for fun. “In any case, I appreciate the mechanic recommendation, Moonbeam. And I really do like your name. Your costume, too… Wow! It’s beautiful. Did you make those ears yourself?”

      Moonbeam threw her hands up, clearly miffed. “Costume? Costume?”

      With that, she turned on one dainty gold heel and stalked away. I wasn’t sure what I’d done to upset her, but I doubted I’d be getting the family discount at Witch City Collision, now.

      Blast.
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        * * *

      

      After Moonbeam’s abrupt departure, I figured the situation couldn’t get much worse. I, however, was gravely mistaken. Not only was acrid smoke still billowing from beneath my hood, the battery percentage on my cellphone was essentially nil since I hadn’t charged it for a while. There wasn’t much point. I had no one to call. I only ever used the thing for emergencies.

      Emergencies precisely like this one, you unprepared ninny.

      I didn’t have time to dial a tow — heck, I barely had time to roll my eyes at the 25 MISSED CALLS notification (Adrian really needed to take a chill pill) — before the screen turned black as the phone powered off.

      The hits just kept coming…

      A quick glance around the rapidly darkening roadway told me what I already knew — this was not the late 1900s and, as such, there were no convenient pay phones anywhere to be found. I was on my own. Literally and figuratively. The street was deserted, the nail salons and tattoos parlors in the strip mall across the way were long since buttoned up for the day. I glanced at the (somewhat seedy looking) bar down the block with great reluctance. Squinting, I could barely make out the black letters scored into the wood on the sign above the door.

      THE BANSHEE

      A muffled melody of male voices spilled out the open windows, along with the occasional clatter of ceramic balls colliding on a pool table. Even without the row of Harleys parked by the curb, I’d worked enough service industry jobs to spot a dive from a mile away. Desperate though I may be, I wasn’t desperate enough to step foot in that joint.

      At least, not yet.

      I tossed my useless, dead phone on my passenger seat with a frustrated grunt as I contemplated my options. There weren’t many.

      1. Wait here and hope the car magically regenerated itself

      2. Brave The Banshee and beg to use their phone

      3. Attempt to diagnose my auto-related woes on my own

      4. Hurl myself off the nearby bridge and hope that in my next life, I had better luck

      Of the four, the third option seemed like the best place to start. Maybe it was something so simple, even a car-illiterate individual like myself could handle it. Maybe I could just top off the coolant fluid and be on my merry way.

      Or maybe you’re deeply delusional.

      Ignoring the defeatist voice in the back of my head, I yanked off my gloves and threw them down to join the phone on my seat before I returned to face the horror beneath the hood. I’d only just begun fiddling with the greasy cap of the translucent coolant tank when the unmistakable sound of tires rolled to a stop behind my clunker.

      God, who was it this time?

      Another elf?

      A centaur?

      A unicorn, perhaps?

      By the time I’d stepped around to the side of my car, the stranger’s vehicle — a large, black SUV with deeply tinted windows — was parked by the curb and its driver — a tall, broad-shouldered stranger with dark hair, wearing a pair of wickedly cool aviator sunglasses — had alighted from the front seat.

      I sucked in a sharp breath the second I clapped eyes on him. The man looked like Superman, for god’s sake. (If Superman wore crisp white button-down shirts instead of red lycra and a cape.) He headed straight for me, no hesitation in his stride. As he did so, I couldn’t help noticing that he walked from the hips, an undeniable swagger that made my throat lump as the distance between us shrank from fifteen feet to five.

      There was authority in that walk. An innate confidence that commanded every bit of my attention without even trying. It didn’t take a genius to figure out why — at aforementioned swaggering hips, there was a shiny gold badge clipped to his belt beside a holstered handgun.

      Seriously?

      Could this night get any worse?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Why would I choose to “go big” when the other option is to go home?

        - Imogen Warner, attempting to get out of plans

      

      

      A cop.

      Of course he was a cop.

      Just my ever-flipping luck. I’d been in town for point-two seconds and already my plan to fly under the radar was completely off the rails. I swear, I was a goddamned magnet for worst-case-scenarios. The lump in my throat turned to a ball of nerves, which I attempted (unsuccessfully) to swallow down with a series of rapid gulps. It was nearly impossible not to skitter like a bug beneath a flashlight beam as he came toward me, looking me up and down in a laser-like fashion that seemed to leave not a single detail unaccounted for. I watched his lips part, the beginning of a question forming on them, and I braced myself for the inevitable inquiries.

      Who are you?

      What are you doing here?

      Where are you coming from, tonight?

      Can I see your license and registration?

      Only… the inquisition never came. As his gaze swept back up to my face and he got his first glimpse at close proximity, his mouth clicked shut, the sharp line of his jaw tightening. It was barely perceptible, but I’d swear his confident stride faltered a bit; he rocked ever-so-slightly back on his heels, as though I’d startled him. Which, in itself, was odd. (In my experience, people were rarely startled by petite blonde women in cheap platform sandals and vintage short-shorts.)

      For one blinding moment of panic, I thought he might recognize me — but that was impossible. I’d been out of the public eye for ten years. No way would a random cop in Massachusetts pick me out of a lineup.

      He recovered his composure almost instantly, smoothing his expression clear as he came to a halt a handful of paces away. I couldn’t see his eyes behind the mirrored lenses of his aviators, but I could tell that they were taking my measure with a sharpness that made every hair on the back of my neck stand on end. After a few moments, when he still hadn’t said anything — merely stood there staring at me — I couldn’t take the strange silence anymore.

      “Uh… Hi. Can I help you with something, officer?”

      “Detective,” he corrected automatically, still seeming distracted. Still staring at me like… like… Well, frankly, I wasn’t quite sure how he was staring at me. I just knew I wanted him to stop. In my experience, attention from law enforcement never led anywhere good.

      “Right. Of course.” I forced a smile through clenched teeth, eager to get this over with. “Can I help you with something, Detective?”

      He jolted at my question, as though it had snapped him out of a daze.  “That’s what I’m meant to be asking you.”

      “Sorry?”

      “If you need help. That’s what I’m meant to be asking you.”

      “Except… you didn’t.” I swallowed hard, still fighting the lump in my throat. It had only gotten larger since he started speaking in that soft, deep timbre. “Ask, that is.”

      “Right.” His chest expanded as he took a deep inhale. He seemed to realize he was acting strangely and recovered his manners through sheer force of will. Reaching out a hand for me to shake, he offered a belatedly introduction. “Detective Caden Hightower, Salem PD, at your service.”

      I ignored his outstretched hand. My gloves were, lamentably, sitting on my passenger seat. No way in hell was I risking skin-to-skin contact with this guy. If he triggered a vision, I’d probably spend the night in a padded cell waiting for a psych consult.

      “Germaphobe,” I said by way of explanation, looking pointedly at his proffered hand.

      His lips twitched. “Is that a fact?”

      Why did he sound like he thought I was full of shit? He didn’t even know me! I felt myself getting irritated. Or, perhaps I should say even more irritated. Between the breakdown, the Lord of the Rings character cameo, and now a freaking cop butting into my business, this particular evening was not going to make the list of ‘Imogen’s Best Nights Ever’ in my memoirs, that was for sure.

      “Yes,” I replied in a rather snippy tone. “It’s a fact.”

      He stared me down. Once again, I got the distinct impression he thought I was a total bullshitter. Which, to be fair, I was — but he didn’t know that.

      “Look,” I continued, striving for a level tone. (Only partially succeeding.) “I’m already having a bit of a shitty night, seeing as it’s getting dark, my cellphone battery is dead, and my car has decided to melt down in a way that would impress an overstimulated toddler—” This statement prompted a chuckle from him. It was a good chuckle, low and genuine, the kind that came straight from his gut — and set off a flurry of butterflies in my own. I ignored them and barreled on valiantly. “—So, if you’re going to give me a ticket for parking in a tow zone or a citation for spewing exhaust dust all over your city streets, just do it already.” I swallowed hard and tacked on a belated, “With all due respect. Sir. I mean… Officer. Er… Detective.”

      He stared at me for another long, unsettling beat. Then, he did something that made all the air evacuate my lungs in one great gust. He reached up and pulled off his aviators, revealing the most stunningly blue set of eyes I’d ever seen in my life.

      Christ.

      A girl could drown in those eyes.

      I’d barely had a chance to recover when he did yet another breath-snatching thing. Looping the arm of his sunglasses in the front pocket of his white button-down shirt, he took another step toward me, so we were standing close — way closer than two strangers had any reason to stand. I normally would’ve backpedaled to maintain some breathing room, but with the clunker directly behind me, there was nowhere to retreat.

      “I’m not going to ticket you,” he said softly. “The detective badge—” He tapped the gold shield in question. “—means I stopped doing traffic cop duties a long while back.”

      “Oh.” Some of my panic ebbed.

      His lips twitched again. “Yeah.”

      “Then… what gives?”

      “I’m not sure I understand your question.”

      “Are you investigating me for a crime?”

      “Why?” he countered without missing a beat. “Have you committed one I should be aware of?”

      “I… What… You…” I swallowed down my stammers when I realized there was a humorous light dancing in his eyes.

      He was… teasing me?

      He was teasing me!

      That was definitely not standard police protocol.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I tried my best to appear blasé in the face of his ridicule, but my voice still came out strangled with barely-leashed irritation. “No, Detective. I have not committed a crime. Obviously.”

      “Shame,” he murmured. “I bet you’d look good in my cuffs.”

      My eyes bugged out of my head. Was he threatening me? Was he… hitting on me? I wasn’t sure which alternative was more ludicrous. Before I could ask, he took another step in my direction. We were only a foot apart, now. My spine was pressed so tight to my car door, I was pretty sure I’d have a handle shape imprinted on the small of my back for the foreseeable future.

      “Uh…” I tilted my head all the way back to keep my eyes locked on his. He was tall — way taller than me, at least six-foot-two. “What are you doing?”

      “Well, I was planning on heading home, taking my dog for a run…” His head tipped to the side. “But now I’m standing here with you.”

      “You... Wha… What?”

      “Which part was confusing? That I run or that I have a dog? Careful how you answer, you might wound my fragile self-confidence.”

      If this guy had even one self-conscious bone in his body, I’d be flabbergasted. He held himself with such calm, cool, collected energy it was borderline intimidating. I sucked in another gulp of air and repeated, “What?”

      “We do about four miles every night,” he confided, still eerily calm. “Six if it’s been a shit day, but in that case I don’t bring the dog. He’s actually more of a puppy. — still weaves like a drunken sailor half the time and pees every twenty steps, which sort of fucks with my cardio routine. We’re working on it.”

      I stared at him, stunned totally silent, mouth gaping like a fish on dry land.

      The cop evidently had no trouble at all holding up a one-sided conversation. “I rescued him about five months ago. He was supposed to be mid-size, but I’m guessing the shelter’s assumption he was mostly Labrador Retriever was wrong, seeing as he’s already the size of a small horse. I’d stake my badge he’s at least half Newfoundland.” He paused in thought. “Though, I’m not one for gambling and, let’s be honest, I can’t afford to lose the badge. I’m going to need every cent of my paycheck to keep him in kibble. Eating me out of house and home, the monster.”

      “Uh, sorry, but…” I shook my head, utterly baffled.  “Why are you telling me all this?”

      “You asked.”

      “I most certainly did not!”

      “You asked what I was doing tonight,” he retorted, voice infuriatingly level. “Since my plans include Socks⁠—”

      “Socks?”

      “My puppy. That’s his name.”

      “You named your puppy Socks?”

      “It’s his favorite snack, I thought it was fitting.”

      I stared at him some more. I genuinely couldn’t tell if he was messing with me or not. For the first time in recent memory — hell, for the first time maybe ever — I had the most bizarre urge to grab his hand and trigger a vision, if only to get a little insight into the inner workings of his brain. (Obviously, it was an urge I suppressed.)

      “Of course, most people around here assume it’s short for the baseball team,” the cop said, scoffing lightly. “As if I’d ever root for the Red Sox. My cousin is an assistant coach for the Orioles. I’d be excommunicated from the family, using Boston as a namesake.”

      Somehow, our conversation had gone remarkably off course. I desperately needed to bring our focus back to the matter at hand (i.e. my car) and then get the heck out of this odd little town, away from its even odder inhabitants. “Look, Highheeler⁠—”

      “Hightower.”

      “Right. Whatever.” I took a calming breath. “I think it’s great you rescued a Newfie puppy named Socks⁠—”

      “Funny, you can get my dog’s name right but not mine.”

      I pointedly ignored his muttered remark and continued, “I just really don’t know why you felt the need to tell me, of all people, about it.”

      “You asked,” he claimed. (Again!)

      “I did not!” I retorted. (Again!)

      “You asked what I was doing, didn’t you?” His eyes were all crinkly at the corners. It might’ve been cute if it weren’t so maddening.

      “Technically, I guess I did ask. But I certainly didn’t mean⁠—”

      He cut me off. “You asked, I answered. That’s it. End of story.”

      “I— You— That—” I wasn’t sure whether to be annoyed, amused, or astounded by his willful misinterpretations. Choosing annoyance, I narrowed my gaze. “That’s not what I meant and you know it!”

      “Oh?” Those bright blue eyes of his were dancing with humor. “What did you mean?”

      “What are you doing here?” I exploded. I wasn’t entirely sure why I was so worked up — usually, my feathers weren’t so easy to ruffle. But something about this guy was… ruffling. Ruffling in a big way. “Why did you pull over at all if you aren’t planning to ticket me?”

      “Do you want me to ticket you?”

      I scowled up at him. “Definitely not!”

      “Is there a reason you’re yelling at me?”

      “I am not yelling!” (Okay, I was very possibly yelling.) “I’m just confused as to what you need from me, Detective.”

      “I don’t need anything from you. You’re not in any sort of trouble.”

      “Oh.” That was a relief. “Then what are you doing here?”

      “Generally, when I see a woman stranded on the side of the road, I like to offer assistance.”

      “You just said you were headed home,” I felt the need to point out. “To Socks.”

      “And?”

      “You’re clocked out for the day. This—” I gestured at the car behind me. “—isn’t your problem.”

      “Then you don’t need any help?”

      My teeth ground together in frustration at his rather baiting question. “I…”

      “Need help,” he finished for me. “Hence, me pulling over.”

      “Did you just say hence?”

      “Are you deflecting from the issue at hand?”

      “It’s not your issue,” I said, even more irritated than before. “I was managing just fine before you came along, thank you very much!”

      “Stranded in the dark with a dead cellphone battery and a car that belongs in the junkyard?” His skepticism was thick. “Yeah. You’re right as rain.”

      Shit.

      I was so worked up, I’d momentarily forgotten about the dead cellphone situation. My cheeks heated as an embarrassed blush stole across them. Stoic as Superman, he watched it happen without saying a word. Then again, he didn’t need to — he had a way of making me feel flustered and foolish, just standing there looking at me.

      Through sheer force of will, I adopted a bitchy tone instead of a mortified one. “Are the insults part of your chivalrous plans to save me?”

      “Is the defensiveness part of your issue accepting assistance even when you clearly need it?”

      This.

      Freaking.

      Guy.

      I (begrudgingly) swallowed down my pride. The truth was, I did need help. And much as it pained me to admit… I figured I was better off accepting it from a cop than the bikers at The Banshee.

      “Look, Highwater⁠—”

      “Hightower.”

      “I think we got off on the wrong foot.”

      “Maybe that’s ‘cause you’re wearing sandals in October.”

      God, he was annoying. “And I do appreciate your offer to help⁠—”

      “Oh, clearly.”

      Ignoring his sarcasm, I forced myself to sally forth. “I was merely pointing out that you’re not on duty.”

      “Why does that matter?”

      “You don’t have any obligation to help me, that’s all.”

      “I like to think I’m the sort of guy who’d help anyone who needs it, assuming it’s in my power to do so. On or off the clock. Badge or no badge.”

      He was either a bonafide saint or deeply sanctimonious. Seeing as I had about as much faith in men as I had in the almighty — which was to say: not very much at all — I was going with the latter.

      “Fine. Have it your way.” I threw my hands up in a gesture of surrender. “I just need to borrow your phone so I can call a tow. After that, you can be on your merry way. I’m good on my own.”

      He was already shaking his head, rejecting my words before they’d left my lips. “No.”

      “No I can’t borrow your phone? Or no you aren’t leaving?”

      “No to both.” He stared at me unflinchingly, those blue eyes intent. “I’ll handle the tow. I know someone who can bring it to a local shop, get it checked out for you first thing tomorrow. If it’s fixable, he’ll fix it.”

      I must’ve made some sort of face — one that looked, if I had to guess, like Edvard Munch’s famously horrified painting The Scream — because his own expression softened and the humor bled right out of his stare.

      “Diagnostic is free of charge,” he said with a casual shrug, like it was no big deal. “The guy at the shop owes me a favor.”

      Pulling in a breath through my nostrils, I tried not to stomp my foot on the ground like a melodramatic teen. What was wrong with this guy? Why was he so damn determined to help a girl he’d just met? Surely, not out of the goodness of his heart.

      No one’s heart was that good.

      “Forget it,” I said stiffly. “I’m not looking for a handout.”

      “Never said you were.”

      “Then what is this?”

      He contemplated that for a long moment. Then he murmured quietly, “There’s a difference between asking for a handout and accepting a hand up when you’ve taken a little stumble.”

      I suppressed a shriek. “Do you have some sort of hero-complex I should be aware of?”

      “If by hero-complex you mean basic human dignity… Sure, we can call it that.” His dark brows arched upward.  “What’s your problem with heroes, anyway?”

      “I don’t have a problem. I just don’t buy into the whole….” I gestured vaguely in his general direction. “…thing.”

      “And what whole thing might that be?”

      “The whole thing where people are good to one another for no reason at all, without any ulterior motives.”

      He scoffed. “Let me get this straight. You’d be more willing to accept my help if I had some devious hidden agenda than if I was just a good samaritan, looking out for the greater good? Keeping my karma balanced?”

      “I don’t give a crap about your karma. I just want to get my car fixed so I can get the hell out of this cursed town.”

      “Cursed is a strong word.”

      “According to a very reliable source—” Okay, so, Moonbeam wasn’t exactly reliable, but… whatever. “—this place is a center of mystical convergence.”

      His eyes crinkled up at the corners again. “I’m sure it is. But I’m hoping you won’t hold that against us as a community.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because I’m hoping you’re going to stick around for a bit.”

      He was?

      Why?

      I was instantly suspicious and made sure he knew it, glowering up at him as I snapped, “Have you seen my car? Have you smelled my car? I’m not going anywhere until I get a mechanic to fix whatever’s causing it to implode before our very eyes. Preferably one who won’t charge me an arm and a leg.”

      “I know it’s called a body shop, but I doubt they actually charge you in body parts.”

      “Are you making fun of me, Highpower?”

      “Hightower,” he corrected, sounding more amused than insulted by my jab. “Which reminds me — you haven’t told me your name.”

      My mouth suddenly felt somewhat dry. “Why do you need my name? I thought I wasn’t in trouble.”

      “Are you always this jumpy?”

      “I’m not jumpy!” I insisted, even though I was so jumpy, the pole vaulters at the Olympic Games would probably find me impressive. To cover said jumpiness, I tore my eyes away from his piercing blue ones and looked around the — now fully dark — street in despair.

      I totally should’ve tried my luck at the biker bar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Judging by most dating profiles I’ve seen, we as a society really took that “teach a man to fish” proverb to heart…

        - Imogen Warner, swiping left on yet another fish photo

      

      

      Taking advantage of my momentary distraction, the detective stepped around me and made his way to the front of my car. He ducked his tall frame under the hood to examine the engine without preamble. I trailed helplessly behind him, studying the broad planes of his back as he bent forward to tinker with something out of view.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Knitting,” he replied drolly, not bothering to look away from the engine. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

      It looked like he was messing with my (already thoroughly messed-up) engine.

      I sighed. “Do you even know what you’re looking for?”

      He grunted noncommittally in response. A lock of his thick, dark hair fell over his brow as he fiddled with the steaming crap-heap I called a car. Each time he moved, the muscles rippled beneath the fabric of his button-down shirt in a way that was so unconsciously attractive, I forced my eyes to the sidewalk until he finished doing… whatever it was he was doing under there.

      “Well?” I asked the pavement once his shoes stepped back into view. “What’s the diagnosis, doc?”

      There was a distinct pause — after which, he reached into his pocket, retrieved his cellphone, and proceeded to make a phone call.

      “Puck? Yeah. It’s Cade Hightower. How the hell are you, buddy?” He paused briefly to listen. When he spoke again, his voice had warmed a few degrees. “That’s great news. Long time coming, too. I’m thrilled for the two of you.” Another pause. “Listen, the reason I’m calling…” His eyes found mine again. “A friend of mine is in a bit of a jam.”

      My brows soared upward.

      Friend? I mouthed.

      He winked. “Her car — liberal use of the term — broke down. I gave it a once-over, but this is beyond my capabilities. More miles on this thing than on Forrest Gump’s sneakers. Radiator looks totally shot, the water pump has seen better days. God only knows what else. Can you send one of your guys around tomorrow morning, tow it into the shop for a look? See if it’s salvageable or better off in the scrap heap?” He listened for a long moment. “Yeah. Full run-down. Thanks, bud. I appreciate you making the time. I’ll text you the address in a few. Mhm. You too.” He hung up, slid the phone back into his pocket, and announced, “The car’s handled.”

      I was still processing his rather alarming description of my vehicle. “Better off in the scrap heap?”

      He shrugged.

      “The scrap heap?!” I repeated, voice pitching up an octave.

      “Look, Puck could probably get this shitbox souped-up and ready for the Indy 500 if you gave him enough time. But there’s no point throwing good money after bad. He’ll be straight with you about what’s wrong and whether the repairs are worth it. That’s why I called him.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. “I didn’t ask you to do that.”

      “You didn’t ask for it, but you needed it all the same.”

      “That simple?”

      Ignoring my sarcasm, he nodded as he stepped toward me, closing some of the distance between us again. “Yeah. That simple. Like I said before — basic human dignity.”

      “Did you grow up Amish or something?”

      One dark brow arched. “Excuse me?”

      “It’s just… in my experience, people don’t treat one another with your so called—” In the narrow span between our bodies, I did finger quotes. “—basic human dignity—” My hands dropped down to plant on my hips. “—all that often. In fact, most of the time, people do the exact opposite.”

      He digested this information in silence for a long stretch. A small indent appeared in the space between his eyebrows as they furrowed together. “I’m sorry.”

      I started, surprised by the out-of-left-field apology. “Why are you sorry?”

      “Because, clearly, wherever you were before this… whoever you were with before this… you weren’t treated very well, if your first instinct when meeting someone new is to assume you’re about to be screwed over.”

      Okay, now, that was it.

      I was officially ticked the hell off. Where did this guy — this total stranger — get the nerve, saying something like that to me? He didn’t know the first thing about me. He didn’t know where I came from, who I was, what I’d done. I could be a terrible person, so far as he knew, and he was treating us like long lost pals.

      My teeth ground together. “Listen, Hero-Hair⁠—”

      “Hero-Hair?” he echoed, amusement evident.

      “Oh, don’t sound so shocked. You’ve got that perfect, Clark Kent messy-but-somehow-perfectly-styled hair going on. Those little distinguished streaks of silver at the temples that say, ‘Of course you can trust me. I’m one of the good guys.’’’ I eyed the offending hair in question with ill-concealed disgust. “It’s hero-hair, dude. And I see right through it.”

      “Did you just call me dude?”

      “No,” I lied.

      “You did. You called me dude.”

      “I said detective.”

      “Are you lying to an officer of the law?”

      “Of course not,” I lied again. “Maybe you should get your hearing checked. It’s dangerous to be running around after criminals if you can’t hear them coming.”

      “Your concern for my welfare is touching.” He paused, mouth twitching when he caught me leveling another scathing look at his perfect hair. “Would it make you more or less angry to know that I rolled out of bed this morning and didn’t even touch a comb?”

      “More.”

      “I surmised as much,” he murmured. “You have somewhere to stay tonight?”

      My wide eyes jerked back to his. “I’m not staying with you.”

      “Did I invite you to stay with me?”

      “No.” I flushed in embarrassment. “Of course not. I meant I’m not staying in this town.”

      “What’s wrong with my town?”

      “Witch City?” I shook my head rapidly, wishing my cheeks weren’t flaming red as I desperately sought a change of topic. “I think not. What kind of nickname is that, anyway?”

      “You’ve never heard of Salem?” He looked genuinely bewildered by the concept.

      “Should I have?”

      “1600s… Mass hysteria… Innocent civilians prosecuted for witchcraft… Lots of hangings and other unpleasant shit…” His head canted to one side. “Any of this ringing a bell in that beautiful head of yours?”

      I decided — for my own mental health — to bury the fact that he’d just called me beautiful somewhere deep in my psyche, where it could not haunt me for the rest of time. Instead, I focused on what else he’d said. Truth be told, his words were ringing several bells in my cerebral cortex — a portion of my brain left vastly underutilized since I got my GED at age sixteen.

      I’d heard of the Salem Witch Trials. Hell, everyone in the continental United States had heard of the Salem Witch Trials. They were famous. Notorious, even. A dark chapter in American history that, for whatever reason, historians and teachers seemed all too jazzed to revisit every term when discussing the Colonial Era.

      “So you have heard of Salem,” he said, reading the recognition on my face. “Let me be the first to officially welcome you. Don’t let the wand-waving locals scare you off. They’re harmless. Mostly.”

      Mostly!?

      “If you need somewhere to stay, the Hawthorne Hotel downtown is nice,” he said. “Reputedly haunted, but the ghosts are of the friendly variety. So I hear, anyway.”

      I glared at him.

      He ignored my glare and carried on. “It’s a ways from here, though… and now that I think about it, I doubt they have any vacancy. October is high season in Salem. Pretty much everywhere is booked solid for the next few days, until the Halloween madness subsides and the tourists head home.”

      Fantastic.

      I really couldn’t catch a break, tonight.

      (Or ever. But especially tonight.)

      “Do any of your recommendations have vacancy?” I asked. “Preferably ones in walking distance, without any friendly ghosts floating the halls?”

      His eyes flickered over my shoulder, down the dark road. His full lips went flat with either reluctance or displeasure (I didn’t know him well enough to tell) as he crossed his arms over his chest. “There’s an inn a short ways down the block. The Sea Witch. No frills, no amenities to speak of… but not a bad spot to spend the night if you’re in a jam. And almost guaranteed they’re not at capacity. It’s... not the kind of place people stick around long.”

      “Perfect. Like I said, I’m not sticking around.”

      “We’ll see.”

      That sounded rather ominous. “What do you mean, we’ll see? Are you planning to detain me?”

      He laughed — a warm, unbridled sound. “Salem has a way of pulling people in. Sort of its own gravitational force, so to speak.”

      “Moonbeam was right, then? It is a center of mystical convergence?”

      “I’m reluctant to throw in my hat with someone named Moonbeam.”

      “You aren’t wearing a hat,” I pointed out.

      “It’s an expression.” His eyes did the crinkly-amused thing again. “All I know is, when people get here… even the ones who don’t plan to stay for more than a night or two tend to… linger.”

      “You sound like you’re speaking from personal experience.”

      “Probably because I am. Just over a year ago, I came up this way for a federal outreach training in Boston. I had a day off before my flight back to Baltimore, thought I’d use it to check out some of the local towns. I stumbled across Salem and the rest is history. I applied for an open position on the force the very next day. Within six weeks, I was here.”

      I stared at him, baffled he’d revealed so much about himself with minimal prompting. Who was this guy? Why was he so straightforward? It wasn’t normal. Most people were cagey, always keeping their cards close to the chest. Yet he put all his cards right down on the table without my ever asking to see them, let alone demanding to see mine
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