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  Chapter 1
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With shaking hands, Harper Wood shoved her phone into her pants pocket. The large antique wall clock behind her chimed eleven o’clock. On Monday mornings, that meant two more hours until closing time. Scurrying to the front entrance of her bookshop, the Robin’s Nest, she flipped the doorway’s sign from “Yes! We’re Open” to “Sorry, We’re Closed.” Then she turned the deadbolt before rushing upstairs to her apartment. Her daughter Olivia had called from a trail while out hiking alone. Though Harper was unable to make out everything she tried to say, her hysterical voice left no doubt that she needed help—fast. 
One by one, nine small beings winked into sight like fireflies and followed her to the third-floor landing. Ignoring their questions in her haste, she asked if someone could find Walt and have him meet her behind the building, where her truck was parked. Seven of them blinked from sight.
In her bedroom she changed into hiking shoes, then picked up a worn backpack into which Piper, one of the Fae, had already placed two full water bottles, protein bars, a first aid kit, and a bottle of ibuprofen. Then she locked the door behind her and descended the steps to the basement, following faint traces of glittering light to the building’s back door. Through the doorway’s thick glass, she cast a hopeful glance toward her truck, hoping Walt would already be there, waiting.
Ever since that strikingly good-looking woman, Delaynie, had shown up in her shop asking for Walt, Harper had felt uneasy. The woman’s barely concealed contempt for Harper and her shop had reactivated lifelong insecurities. It had been on a Friday evening in late May, just a few days ago. She and Olivia were chatting amiably, before Olivia headed out for her last night as a server at the winery, when the tall, elegantly dressed woman had walked in. The woman had specifically asked after Walt. She’d even known his last name, “Howell,” while most people simply knew him as Walt. 
Biscuit, Olivia’s beagle-mix puppy, had not only growled but had gotten between Harper and the woman, reinforcing Harper’s instinctive mistrust. To quiet the little dog, she placed him in her lap, rubbing his ears to distract him. 
At first she attempted to make small talk with the woman, whose expression oozed an unpleasant mixture of annoyance and amusement at her efforts, and who offered little conversational effort in return. From behind the desk, while they waited for Walt to arrive, Harper stole glances at her. Her black hair, boasting dramatic streaks of silver, had been pulled back in a severe bun. With her tight sheath dress, heavy but polished makeup, and burgundy lipstick, she resembled a siren from an eighties music video. Her wrinkle-free face suggested a woman in her thirties, but her demeanor and carriage had Harper guessing her to be in her late forties. 
With her attempts at conversation ignored, Harper pretended to focus on her inventory, blindly looking over the list of acquisitions on the checkout counter’s computer screen. And when Walt had finally arrived at closing time, his dramatic reaction to the woman, as she unfolded her long legs and walked toward him in her slinky, form-fitting red dress, had shocked Harper into stillness. His tone, as he uttered “Delaynie,” sounded timid, almost fearful, to Harper’s ear.
“Walter!” the woman had responded in a resonant yet commanding voice. “How lovely to see you again. It has been much too long.” Then she’d placed a proprietary hand on his elbow and, looking at Harper over his shoulder, brushed her lips across his cheek. He stood stiff and still, all color drained from his face. 
Walt’s eyes had flickered to Harper. He looked dazed. “Excuse us, Harper. I’ll be back in a minute.”
As he and Delaynie had exited the door in the direction of Divine Coffee, Harper forced her eyes to stay on the shop’s interior instead of out the window, where she might catch sight of them. Though she strained her ears to catch their conversation, she only heard the passing traffic. 
Five minutes later, a tense Walt had returned—thankfully alone. Knowing how private Walt could be, Harper kept her voice upbeat, only asking who the mystery woman was. She hadn’t been surprised at his vague response, but it had disappointed and worried her. 
“We met years ago. It’s … ancient history,” he’d said before changing the subject so pointedly that Harper, too, dropped it like an electric wire. She’d hoped he would reveal more in the days to come, but he hadn’t been forthcoming. 
Why the secrecy? As Walt became increasingly preoccupied in the days since, Harper recognized a familiar feeling growing in her chest. The men in her life had always let her down. She chided herself for opening herself to betrayal once again. But Walt had seemed so different. She’d felt drawn to him from the moment they met. Once she discovered that they were both owl shifters, her confidence in him had been solid. 
She had only herself to blame. Here she was again, with another woman threatening to take her man. As with her father when he left Harper and her mother, her husband Tim had betrayed her as well. The thought of repeating the process with Walt was more than she could bear, but what could she do to stop it? 
But on exiting the building the following Monday morning after Olivia’s frantic phone call, she saw Walt’s tall, wiry form waiting beside the driver’s door of her truck. Nine robins flitted around him, chirping in agitation. As she circled the truck to the driver’s side, he placed his hands on her shoulders, pulled her to his chest, then leaned back to examine her face. “Harp? What’s going on?” he asked. 
Instead of answering right away, she drew a shaky breath and addressed the robins. “Can you guys fly ahead and see if you can spot Olivia? She’s somewhere near the middle of the Sky Ridge Hiking Trail. Do you know the one I’m talking about? Some of you stay with her while the others meet us in the parking lot, and let us know where she is when we get there.”
Without a word, the group took flight as a unit. In the space of an in-breath, they disappeared over the treetops. 
Harper bit her lip, then looked up at Walt. “I’ll tell you what I know on the way.”
With Walt behind the wheel, Harper filled him in as they sped along the highway. Walt’s carpentry skills were legendary among the locals, though he seldom used them anymore. But he was helping her daughter ready the outdoor adventure business she planned to open in a couple of days. This morning, Olivia had been scouting a hiking trail as another potential guided hike for her customers. At nearly twenty-nine years old, Olivia had experience hiking the local mountains, and she’d had wilderness training. But still, both Harper and Walt worried about her solo trips. Anything could happen in the vast forests of the Appalachian Mountains. Until today, Olivia had insisted they had no need for concern.
Thirty minutes ago, the normally confident and practical Olivia had called Harper in hysterics. In frustration, Harper worked to piece her daughter’s story together; reception kept dropping due to Olivia’s location deep in the mountains. Harper made out the words “bones,” “dead,” and “scared,” between sobs. She’d tried to calm her daughter and asked where she was. 
“Sky Ridge Trail!” Olivia had wailed.
“Olivia … calm down and breathe. We’ll be there soon. Are you okay?” She listened. “Is Biscuit with you? Is he okay?” 
The sobs continued from the other end. 
“Okay, Darling. Hang tight. We’re on our way.”
While listening to Harper’s recount from behind the wheel, Walt kept a grim face to the highway, but then he reached over to squeeze her hand. “It’s okay, Tweet. We’ll be there soon. The others are likely with her already.”
Harper tried to relax. As they passed the parking lot at Olivia’s renovated service station, Bright Cloud Adventures, the lot was empty, so they continued to the trailhead about two miles further up the road. Harper hoisted her backpack and fell in line behind Walt on the trail. At the top of the ridge, they heard voices but were unable to ascertain the direction from which they came. Finally, the pale green water sprite, Alida, swooped above them. “I was just coming to find you! We found her! She’s okay,” she twittered. “Follow me!” 
Quickly Harper and Walt exited the trail, heading through the brush toward a large, circular rock outcrop. “Why would she leave the trail to come out here?” Walt wondered. Walking to the far side, they found Olivia pacing, knotted from panic, with Biscuit in her arms. Meanwhile the other Fae surrounded a large, dark, oval object, grim expressions on their faces.
“Biscuit was off his leash,” she confessed. “Normally he stays close to me on the trail, but when he took off barking, I followed him here.”
On breaking through their circle, Walt stooped down to examine the object. They watched as he straightened abruptly, his face ashen. Then, with a ferocious screech, he morphed into a great horned owl before taking to the skies without a word, leaving them all far behind. 
Startled, Harper bent over the object to get a better look. The lumpen oval mass measured approximately two feet long and nine inches wide. Three large bones protruded at varying angles. Harper guessed them to be ends and segments of femur bones. On turning over the dry odorless mass with her toe, Harper jumped to see what looked like eye sockets, and the teeth of a human skull grinning at her from underneath. And then she noticed a piece of threadbare red plaid flannel hanging from the opposite side, partly buried deep within the … 
She frowned. 
With a start, Harper realized she was looking at a hideous, ridiculously large owl pellet. She knew that owls typically cast or expel indigestible bits of the prey they swallow whole, through their beaks. All signs indicated its most recent meal had been human. 
Olivia shoved her phone toward her mother. “I’ve called the police; they should be here soon.”
In hearing Olivia’s announcement, all the Fae, except for Hawthorne, turned into robins and settled on nearby branches and bushes. The stout hob fixed Harper with a warning gaze. “Please remember occurrences such as this are unnatural in your world. Be careful what you say when law enforcement arrives.”
Harper nodded. “Olivia? Do you understand that we need to be careful not to expose our friends? It would do the police little good, and we would likely be labeled mad or worse.” 
Olivia nodded miserably. “I understand that, Mom. But the police need to see this— someone has died.”
At that moment, they heard a siren from the mountainside below. Within minutes, the fluorescent vests of two members of the Whippoorwill Gap police department could be seen climbing toward them through the tree branches. Another siren signaled backup pulling in behind. 
“The rescue squad …” Olivia choked out. “Too late for them.”
The robins remained perched on nearby bushes for support. When Olivia showed them the pellet, the officers looked as puzzled as Harper felt. They wore gloves to turn the pellet about while taking notes and photographs from every angle. 
After declaring the area a crime scene, they called in for help, then took Olivia aside to question her about the discovery. Olivia, her face mercifully makeup free, began crying again. Though normally self-possessed, the sight of human bones in that black mass had unraveled her composure. Harper heard her tell the police about her experience volunteering at a bird sanctuary in Raleigh where she learned to recognize owl pellets. Except for the size, these looked identical—only much larger. The female police officer nodded, expressionless, as she took notes without comment. They asked Olivia a few more questions, took her contact information, then told her to stay off the trail until she heard from them again. 
Harper wrapped her arm around Olivia’s shoulder, then took her back down the mountain and followed her to Bright Cloud Adventures. Three of the smaller robins followed, morphing into Alida, Lily, and Piper when they entered the building. In Olivia’s office, Harper started the electric kettle to make cups of lavender–chamomile tea to calm everyone’s nerves. 
Once they settled down with their cups, she asked, “Did anyone notice which way Walt went?”
Piper sipped her tea from where she rested at the edge of her chair. “No, Dearie. But I suspect he’s checking about to see what he might learn. I imagine such a sight would be a shock to an owl shifter.” 
Harper nodded her wholehearted agreement. To her, the heinous sight was tantamount to an ethical affront.
“But what explanation could there possibly be?” Olivia’s voice sounded fearful.
“I’m not sure, Dearie. But I do think you should be careful until we find out. And be mindful of young Biscuit. I wouldn’t leave him outdoors alone. Do as the police told you. No hiking alone at present. Always make sure you have at least another with you when out of doors.” On seeing the alarm in mother and daughter’s faces, she quickly added, “Safety in numbers, you know.” 
Restored by the tea, the Fae flew back to the Robin’s Nest. Harper followed Olivia to the small green cottage down the road where Olivia lived. Once her daughter seemed calm, Harper made ready to leave. As she was giving Biscuit a final pat on the head, she overheard Olivia, speaking softly from the kitchen. 
“Hi Quinn. Would you mind stopping by my place after you finish up today?”
Relieved that Olivia would have company later, Harper latched the door carefully behind her. While she’d never understand Olivia’s friendship with Quinn Ellis, the folklore professor from Sequoyah College, she’d come to accept it. Ever since she’d met him, Quinn had tried Harper’s patience with his insistence on helping her with her folklore collection. He’d come across to her as pushy and rude. 
From the time he met Olivia, it had been obvious to Harper that Quinn was smitten with her lovely daughter. She’d expected Olivia to send him packing, but instead, they’d become close friends. Harper assigned their relationship to the category “Things I’ll Never Understand but Must Accept,” and moved on. 
For the entire drive to the Robin’s Nest, her eyes scoured the sky, in vain, for a great horned owl in flight.






  
  Chapter 2
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After spending the remainder of her afternoon fretting over Walt’s dramatic crime scene departure, Harper had been relieved when he’d stopped by that evening. As usual, she’d left her balcony door unlocked for him. With no stairs up to the balcony from the ground below, she had little fear of a break-in, while Walt could swoop onto the balcony with no difficulty. But even if someone with bad intentions attempted to enter, Harper felt they wouldn’t stand a chance with F-Troop, as she lovingly referred to the Fae, around to guard her. 
Once they’d snuggled up on the sofa, Harper tried to keep things light while still inquiring into his intense reaction to the pellet. When he admitted that similar sights had traumatized him as a child, Harper had been appalled, but also curious. Since she had only discovered her shapeshifting ability in late middle age, she wondered what it had been like to be one as a child. But when she probed for details, he changed the subject, saying that though he’d calmed down, he was still shaken and didn’t want to talk about it. 
Instead he begged off for the night, saying he had a headache and needed some time to rest. But before he left, he’d asked her over to his treehouse for dinner the following night. 
The next afternoon, Harper lingered over preparations for the date, feeling a pleasurable sense of anticipation. Though simple, Walt’s meals were tasty, and she loved his secluded treehouse, just over a mile off a hiking trail halfway up Stone Mountain. The house was cleverly built for camouflage, no matter the season. Neither stairs nor ladder led from the base of the tree to the platform on which it sat, seventy feet from the ground. To reach the house, wings were essential. 
Walt had finished the structure three decades before with a combination of labor and magic. Before taking her there for the first time, he’d asked her to keep its location secret from everyone. As far as she knew, Harper was the only person in the entire world who knew about it. 
If she were to make the trip in her human form, she’d need to drive to the trailhead, park, hike halfway up a mountain, and then hike through thick, off-trail bush. The trek would take an extra hour or longer than soaring with air currents to his nest. And she’d still need to find a way to scale the tree once she got there. 
Harper hummed to herself as she slipped a necklace with a carved wooden pendant Walt had made around her neck and dabbed a bit of his favorite vanilla-scented cologne behind her ears. Maybe he would share the story behind the pellet tonight. They had been a couple for nearly seven months now, but she still knew frustratingly little of his past. 
She hoped that annoying woman Delaynie had moved on, and that neither she nor Walt would ever see her again. At the thought of Delaynie’s haughty face, Harper’s blood ran cold. But her heart warmed as she reminded herself that she could trust Walt. 
Thirty minutes later, she landed on the railing of the three-foot-wide strip of porch surrounding half the structure, all of it masked by sturdy white oak branches. Without the thick foliage in winter and early spring, the view from up here was spectacular, but today the summer leaves blocked most of the surrounding ridges and valleys from sight. Sometimes wildlife was spotted—mostly racoons and deer, and an occasional bear—but not often. Harper approved. Next to Walt, she loved the privacy and silence most. 
Today a gentle breeze rustled the green oak leaves about the porch. Due to the higher altitude, the temperatures here ranged from five to ten degrees cooler than in Whippoorwill Gap below. As Harper touched down on the railing, she frightened an Earth Realm robin, who flew away in a hurry. 
After resuming her human form, she took a moment to comb her fingers through her hair, then straightened the clothes that always became disheveled in flight. Today she had worn one of her favorite black muslin skirts with an evergreen-colored linen t-shirt that made the green in her hazel eyes predominate. She hoped Walt would appreciate her efforts. 
From the screened-in kitchen window, she heard water splash and pans bang against the stove. Foregoing the knock, she walked into the neat, tidy treehouse with a light step. All the unpleasantness from the past few days dissolved in the joy of being here. 
Her elevated spirits rose even higher on entering Walt’s home. The interior captured his essence—exuding an understated masculine confidence, both peaceful and self-contained. She stopped on the threshold, smiling to herself as Walt began to whistle in the kitchen. Apparently he hadn’t heard her come in. At his first pause, she called out, “Hello! Visitor for Walter Howell, the Part-time Owl!”
His head when it popped through the kitchen door sported a grin, but as their eyes met, his expression changed, revealing unguarded admiration. Her pulse began to race; her stomach tingled like candy moonrocks on the tongue. He jerked his head good-naturedly toward the kitchen. 
“Come on back, Harp.” He held up his hands, which were studded with dough. “I’m just putting the pizza in the oven.”
She followed him through the door, wrapped her arms around his waist from behind, then gave the back of his neck a fond kiss. He closed the oven door and turned to give her a proper welcome, Walt-style. Then, as she expected, he refused her offer to help, weaponizing the dish towel to herd her toward the door. 
In the combination living–dining area, a table had been set with stoneware plates and green linen napkins. The kitchen was too small to comfortably hold two people anyway. She came to a stop before a bank of large, open windows, where she reveled in the fresh scent of sunshine and pine.
Early evening light and shade played with one another on the paneled wall. Wooden shelves holding hefty leather-bound tomes and paperbacks lined the other walls. For over two centuries Walt had been an avid book collector. All his sturdy furnishings were handmade, some by himself, others by old friends, including his adopted father, Daniel. Among the few things she knew about his past was that a master carpenter from England named Daniel had taught Walt carpentry skills when he was a child, long ago in the late seventeenth century. 
One of the most striking examples of Walt’s work stood against the far wall. The pendulum of the massive wind-up grandfather clock provided a steady, cozy accompaniment to the wind blowing through the trees. Today it kept time with Harper’s beating heart.
“Here you go, My Tweet!” Walt walked in with a glass of homemade red wine which still tasted of last August’s wild foxgrape harvest. “I must admit, I lost track of time while I was cooking. You surprised me when you called.”
Harper raised her laughing face to his. “I’m surprised you didn’t hear me land when I got here. As usual, I displayed all the grace of a buzzard settling on its dinner.”
“Not possible, Darling,” he responded, nuzzling her neck. “You have the grace and beauty of a swan.”
She giggled at his gallant fib. “Well, I was a dancer in my youth, you know. What’s on the pizza tonight?”
“Anchovies and mushrooms. We’re also having a fresh bib lettuce salad, and a surprise for dessert.” 
Harper’s mouth watered. Before she’d discovered that she had the ability to transform into an owl, she’d never enjoyed the taste of fish. But now she found herself craving it. Anchovies sounded divine.
Once dinner was served, the anchovies proved delightfully salty. The crust, with its satisfying crunch, yielded to a light, yeasty interior. The mozzarella and parmesan tasted fresh, and she guessed Walt had foraged the mushrooms himself. Tangy blasts charged every bite of the salad from the lemon vinaigrette. Why had she thought Walt’s cooking was simple? Clearly he was a master. 
After the meal they moved to two comfortable rockers on the porch, with the scant remains in the wine jug on a table between them. The deep purple twilight descended like a stage curtain, ending a perfect day. 
Despite her happiness, the thought of the ghastly pellet Olivia found yesterday wormed its way into her brain, disturbing her contentment. “Now that you’ve had time to think about it, what are your thoughts on Olivia’s discovery yesterday? The gang believe it’s Fae. They wished they had arrived before Olivia called the police, but really, what choice did she have?” 
When he didn’t respond, she looked directly at him. “It bothered me to see you so upset. Can you fill me in? Do you feel like talking about it?”
Instead of responding right away, Walt reached over to pour the last of the wine into her glass. She was off tomorrow, so she made no effort to stop him. But she maintained her silence, waiting for his answer. Her biggest fear was that an owl shifter might have been the perpetrator. 
He sighed, leaning back in his chair. “I’m afraid my thoughts would only bring you down, Harp. A long time ago, when I was a youngster, owl demons lived in this area … trust me, they were nasty pieces of work.” He shook his head. “I thought you’d be better off not to know about them. It seemed they had all deserted this area, so there was no reason to tell you. But after seeing that thing yesterday … I’m thinking I was wrong. They were sometimes called Tskili’. Have you ever heard of that?”
Harper felt a chill at the word. She wracked her brain to see if she could recall anything about it, then shook her head. She was sure she knew nothing of it. 
“They’re owl shifters, too, of a sort … but they’re not the same kind as us. Tskili’ are evil beings, usually female, who take the form of malevolent giant owls with human faces. They gain energy from the torture and torment they inflict on others. The Cherokee knew about them in centuries past, but with the arrival of the white men, the monsters seemed to have disappeared from this world forever. At least, that’s what most of us hoped.” He swallowed the last of his wine with a frown.
“And you think that’s what produced that … thing … we saw in the woods yesterday?”
He appeared uncomfortable as he placed his empty glass gently on the table. “I sincerely hope not. I suppose the pellet could have been created by some sick human trying to imitate an owl. With technology, all sorts of things are possible these days.”
They both started as a loud trumpeting sound arose from the forest. Though it sounded familiar, Harper had no idea what it might be. 
Walt sat unmoving, a puzzled expression on his face. “That sounds like a swan! I didn’t know there were any of those still around these parts. And we’re too far from a body of water to hear them anyway.” He shrugged. “Maybe they’re flying overhead, but out of sight.”
Harper began to ask another question, but it fled from her thoughts as Walt stood, holding his hand toward her with a smile. When she placed hers in his, he drew her to her feet and led her back inside.
Much later, Walt accompanied her home, but refused to come in, wishing her goodnight from her balcony. As she stood in the doorway watching him fly away, she realized she knew no more about his childhood than she had before. But it had been a wonderful evening. She smiled. They had years ahead of them in which to talk about it. 
Harper padded over the refinished wooden floorboards in her immaculate buttercup-yellow living room. She made her way down the hall to her kitchen, where Piper had left the stove light on. Through the dim light, she spotted a plate of cheese and crackers waiting on the table. Whispering her thanks, Harper moved the plate to the refrigerator. She wasn’t hungry after the blackberry pie with fresh cream she and Walt had shared just before they’d left his place.
After washing her face and slipping into a soft cotton nightgown, she went to her bedroom where, as usual after a night like this, she found a small pitcher of ice water beside a glass and a couple of aspirin on a saucer. She smiled. If she called right now, any of her Fae friends would happily pop in for a late-night chat. 
But tonight she wanted to be alone. As she turned down the bedcovers, she counted her blessings again. Then she opened one of Walt’s novels to read until she was sleepy. At age fifty-eight, she was safe, loved, and cared for. Ever since her grandmother had disappeared when Harper was ten, she’d been sad. But now, with her lonely childhood and loveless marriage over, she had finally found what she’d always wanted. Nothing could be better. 
For a moment, she felt a pang, wishing she had her mirror back so she could look within its surface to thank her Grandma Sophie, too. But the mirror was now back in the Faery Realm with her grandmother, where it belonged. No matter—she could still try to reach out, she thought, closing her eyes. “Thank you, Grandma, for everything.” Then, instead of opening her novel, she slid down between her sheets and within minutes was sound asleep.
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Near closing time the following Friday, Harper hummed as she straightened bookshelves in the shopfront while waiting for Walt to arrive for their Friday night date. Though the cloudy evening threatened rain, she wore a jade green skirt topped with an embroidered flutter-sleeved peasant blouse. Tonight they planned to walk up the street to Take Flight Brewery, where they would sip beers and munch nachos while listening to a local indie band, the WG Oracles, perform their original folk-bluegrass numbers. The day had passed pleasantly, and she looked forward to her evening. 
When the entrance bells chimed, just before six, she smiled as she turned, expecting Walt. Instinctively, her body jerked back from the forbidding, tall feminine form that stood unwelcome in the doorway. She fought to keep her face neutral as Delaynie sauntered to the checkout counter, her upper lip hitched into a contemptuous smile. 
“Oh, hello. Is Walter not here yet? He and I planned to meet here around closing time. Oh my,” she said as she looked at the clock behind Harper. “I suppose I’m a tad early. But that’s good. We can get acquainted, you and I.” 
Harper caught a whiff of an unpleasantly strong, musky, patchouli-based perfume. Her throat closed while her forehead quickly seized with a migraine that strong perfumes always triggered in her. Buying time to formulate a response, she leaned down and placed the duster underneath the counter, deliberately hiding her face for a moment. Then she pulled herself up to her full height and cocked her chin toward the haughty creature before her. “Why don’t we start with you?” Harper asked, keeping her gaze level. “What brings you to town?”
Ignoring the question, Delaynie glanced about the shop with evident disdain. “How do you keep from going mad while stuck in here all day?”
Harper ignored the barb while laboring to keep her voice light. “It’s hard to explain to someone who’s never done it. Every day is different. I’m never bored.”
Delaynie lobbed a quick dismissal in return. “I can’t, for the life of me, understand why anyone would want to read all these tomes. It seems to me that living life is always more interesting than reading about it.”
Harper fought back her urge to hurl one of those heavy tomes at Delaynie’s self-satisfied face. Instead, she forced a deep breath. Like Quinn, maybe this woman merely lacked social skills. Charity was never wasted, she reminded herself, hiking the corners of her mouth. “Believe me, I have no intention of reading every book in the shop. But I disagree with you about life being more interesting than books. Books enrich life. They help us understand things we may never experience. In fact, to me, learning is what makes life worth living.” 
She felt proud of her self-control and offered a small smile as a peace offering. But then Delaynie spread her red lips, revealing a mouthful of unnaturally white teeth. Her voice, when she spoke, was dull with boredom. “Do tell? How quaint.” She glanced at the clock behind the desk, then flicked her eyes toward Harper’s clothes. “You close at six? Walt told you he plans to stop by?”
“I’m not sure he’s coming,” Harper lied stiffly. “I’ll be happy to give him a message if you like.” Everything about this woman, from her looks to her superior attitude, made Harper squirm. Who was she, Harper wondered, and what could possibly connect her to Walt?
Delaynie gave a breezy snort as her eyes narrowed. “No. That won’t be necessary. We have things to discuss that don’t concern you.” She cocked an eyebrow. “I’m curious, though. Has Walt told you anything about me?” She leaned across the counter while Harper backed up a step in repulsion. 
But before she could respond, the bell rang again. Walt stopped abruptly on the threshold upon seeing Delaynie standing in front of the desk. Surprise and shock seemed to register as color drained from his face. 
The door clicked shut behind him. His voice sounded wary and tense. “Delaynie?” 
Delaynie chortled as she moved toward him. “Oh Walt! Don’t you remember? We have some important matters to settle.” 
Harper watched Walt’s Adam’s apple bob. The guarded glance he turned her way left Harper unsure what he might be thinking. Turning his eyes back to Delaynie, he gave a shallow nod to the door. “Let’s step outside and discuss it, then.” 
Delaynie laughed unpleasantly. “I guess that would be best. I could tell your friend here all about it, but then I’d have to kill her.” She swung a smug face to Harper’s. “I’m joking of course.”
Harper ignored her, focusing her attention on Walt, who she felt sure would quickly dispatch this irritating woman. 
Walt stood still for a moment, then inhaled sharply. He turned to the door. “We’ll only be a minute, Harper,” he said over his shoulder, then he opened the door and stopped in front of the Robin’s Nest’s picture windows. Delaynie joined him there, pointedly closing the door behind her. 
Walt spoke first, but Harper couldn’t hear what he said. She felt queasy as Delaynie threw back her head, allowing audible peals of harsh laughter to escape through her cranberry-colored lips. At this, Harper’s stomach clenched along with the temples of her head. 
With disbelief, she watched as the woman reached over to take Walt’s elbow, and still leaning toward him, led him out of sight toward Puckett’s Park. While annoyed, she expected him to return at any second. But the minutes continued their sluggish pace until the mechanical clock behind her chimed six o’clock. The sound stirred her into action.
She walked to the door, key in hand, and craned her neck to catch sight of the handsome couple who should be just out of sight. Her throat constricted painfully at the sight of the empty sidewalk. She couldn’t believe Walt had disappeared without a word. After all, they had a date. 
For a second, she contemplated walking to the corner to see if they were standing just around the bend. But she forced herself back inside, instead. If they were in sight, she didn’t want them to know she was pathetic enough to spy. 
She didn’t know which of them deserved her irritation most: Delaynie, Walt, or herself. With a jerk, she yanked the door’s shade so violently it broke away from its moorings, leaving her holding the whole thing in her hand. Then she let out a curse so loud that Alida and Lily popped into sight, eyes and mouths forming perfect circles. If she hadn’t been so angry, she’d have been amused.
Alida placed a small hand on her leg. “Harper! What happened? Are you hurt?”
Harper, unable to speak, looked out the window again through the slanting, early June sunshine. From where she stood, she could only see the sidewalk in front of her shop and the parking lot across the street. Neither Walt nor Delaynie was there. She tapped her foot in agitation. She felt shocked, unable to believe he had walked out like that … and with that horrible female, of all people. 
Freshly incensed, she flung the broken blind in her hand so hard it hit the display of Walt’s A.E. Deere books, knocking a few over like bowling pins before it crashed to the floor. Then she stormed behind the checkout counter, slid to the floor, and wrapping her arms around her knees, began rocking miserably. She felt like a jilted high school student. She could feel it. He wasn’t coming back. Not tonight.
The two sprites moved to her side as deep shaky breaths heaved from her chest before she finally burst into tears. It was like when her dad ignored her, or her husband cheated on her, all over again. Throughout the whole episode, she could feel four small hands stroking her shoulders and back. Once she’d regained control, she wiped her eyes. “Did you see Walt with another woman anywhere outside?”
The two little beings looked at her, then at one another, clearly puzzled. Alida’s head shook with a frown. Lily grasped her hand. “What did the woman look like?”
Harper rubbed her pounding temples. “She’s a gorgeous brunette with streaks of gray in her long hair. She dresses like she walked straight off a runway at a fashion show. Her name is Delaynie. Walt says he’s known her for years. That’s all he would tell me. I met her last week, but thought she’d left town until she walked in this afternoon.” She looked up. “So neither of you have seen her?”
Alida stood straight. “I haven’t, Harper.” She looked quizzically at Lily, who shook her head. “We’ll ask the others. Maybe one of them has seen her and knows the story. Why don’t you go upstairs and get something to eat? We’ll find the others while you rest.” 
Harper shook her head. “I’ll wait down here for a while. If he comes back, I want him to know I waited for him.”
Lily objected. “Walt knows you care, Harper. He’ll look for you upstairs if you’re not here. But I’ll bet you anything Walt is waiting on your balcony right now!”
Harper’s heart leapt with hope. Maybe he was, at that. They were right; he did know where to find her. Maybe she should just wait on her balcony. She was overreacting. None of this was likely his fault anyway. The minute he could get away from Delaynie, he’d be back. No doubt the whole thing would be a misunderstanding. This time, she would insist he tell her what was going on. 
Once upstairs, she rushed to the balcony but found it empty. While clutching the railing, she scanned the tree line across the river and Puckett’s Park beside it for signs of either of them. But only a group of young men playing hacky sack were in sight. Her stomach clenched. When Piper appeared at her side to offer tea or something to eat, she refused. 
After swallowing a migraine pain reliever, she sobbed herself to sleep while lying on the living room sofa, waiting for the balcony doors to open, and Walt to walk in.






  
  Chapter 4
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Three days passed with no word from Walt, each embroidered with agonies of doubt for Harper. She’d been grateful they were workdays. Her customers kept her busy and distracted. Without them, Harper felt sure she would have gone mad. 
But now, after closing on Monday afternoon, she had seventy-two hours to fill before business hours would claim her attention again. After changing out of her work clothes into knit shorts and a t-shirt, Harper stared listlessly out her balcony door, wondering what to do. 
With a twist to her heart, she noticed Walt and Delaynie standing together beside the river just beneath Walt’s sycamore tree. Though she was too far away to hear what they said, Walt’s arms were flailing about as though he wanted to get an important point across. Delaynie watched him, unmoving. 
When they turned to the bench Walt frequented in his human form, Harper stepped back behind the curtain. She saw Walt tip his face in her direction, and she feared they would think she was pathetically spying on them. 
“Don’t!” she hissed when Earl Grey flickered into sight and peered through the balcony’s screen. “I don’t want them to think I’m watching.”
Earl Grey backed away from the glass and removed his pointed red cap. “I only came to tell you, Lassie, that all of us have gathered in your office. Everyone is waiting for you there now.” 
Harper felt alarmed at this break from their usual routine, though she felt sure the Fae had mustered only to provide support and keep her busy. They’d been stalwart presences over the past few days when she needed them most. Torn between having her attention ripped from Walt and gratitude at their care, she led the way to her office, beside the kitchen, its windows facing Oak Street and Birdsong Theatre across it. Now she wished she hadn’t snapped at Earl Grey. If she’d been kinder, she could ask him to stay behind and watch the couple beside the river, but now it would be awkward to ask. 
In the office, her nine friends rested on armchairs, the desktop, shelving, or on the rug. The normally cheerful lilac-colored room now reminded her of a bruise, its atmosphere heavy with her accumulated grief and pain from the last few days. After greeting them, she remembered her manners and thanked them for coming. 
Without warning, her emotions overflowed the dam she’d placed around them since Friday. “They’re sitting in the park right now! Did you see her? Who is that woman? Whenever she’s around, Walt runs like a puppy to its owner. He can’t seem to get away from me fast enough. I thought we had a good relationship. I guess I was wrong.” Though she felt a little childish, it also felt good to vent her anguish.
Several of her red-vested friends stood, proclaiming their dissent. Hawthorne stepped forward, his expression grave. “I would
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