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Chapter One
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KERRY UNDERWOOD STEPPED out of the car and into the cool Massachusetts’ afternoon, the breeze tugging at her long, blond hair as she stared at the front of the Daydreamer Inn. Well, this looks quaint. Kerry chanced a glance up and down the street, noticing that the inn didn’t quite fit with the rest of the town’s look. If anything, the place seemed lost in time, unable to keep up with the modern world. It doesn’t even look up-to-date on the building codes, she thought. She started to rethink her accommodations, but since this is where her sister stayed before she disappeared, Kerry determined to follow the same path.

Grabbing her bag from the back seat, she started toward the steps determined to see this through. As soon as she touched the first step, the front door eased open of its own volition. However, no one stood there holding it open, which sent a shiver down her back. She paused, staring for a moment as soft music filtered out the open door to reach her ears, drawing her to continue her ascent up the steps. She slung her luggage bag over her shoulder, gripping the strap tight, and started back up the steps doing her best to squelch the uneasy feeling churning in the pit of her stomach.

Kerry passed through the entrance and the soft flickering glow of flames from wall sconces, which seemed to be the only lighting in the place, suddenly replaced daylight. Whoever designed the inn positioned the torches all along the walls at ten-foot intervals, which cast a gentle light over a lobby that seemed to be furnished from the early 1800s. Why do I feel as if I stepped back in time?

She tightened her grip on her luggage and weaved her way through the lobby to the front desk, an old wooden construct with what appeared to be old mailboxes behind it with… Are those iron keys in the slots? Is this an inn or a dungeon?

From a door set behind the reception desk came the oddest-looking man with shoulder-length hair the color of sand. At first, Kerry thought he was a guest of the inn because he wore silk pajamas as if he just crawled out of bed. He didn’t even have shoes on, but wore a simple pair of thick socks instead. Yet, instead of walking on to the stairs, he stepped up behind the desk and asked if he could help her find a room.

Kerry cocked an eyebrow at him. “I’m sorry, but you work here?”

The man smiled at her as he gave a slow nod. “It’s worse than that, I’m afraid,” he said, his speech slow and drawn out, almost as if the words trickled from his mouth instead of just flowing like normal people. “I actually own the Daydreamer Inn. I’m Mr. Sandman, but everyone calls me Sandie. Black Hollow’s not huge on formalities. Have you come to enjoy our small town?”

Kerry could only stare a moment, his words not really making sense to her at first. Then she shook her head. Well, I guess if you own the place, you can wear whatever you want to work. She took a deep breath as she set her bag on the floor beside her. “Yes. My sister stayed here a few days ago and recommended I visit and check out Black Hollow. I think she even stayed at this inn.”

The ancient-looking man smiled again as he nodded. “That would make sense as we’re the only inn in town. Is she still here?”

Kerry wished she knew the answer to that. “I’m hoping so,” she answered. “I’ve actually come to town to look for her. Seems she became so busy she stopped reaching back out. Maybe you can tell me if she’s still staying here. Her name is Brandie Underwood. She was here looking for a new place to set up shop. She’s a travel agent and is always looking for unique places to recommend to her clients.”

The man cocked his head to the side, and Kerry had to force herself not to laugh as the movement reminded her of a turtle, it was so slow. “Miss Underwood is staying here. Although, I haven’t seen her in a couple of days. She booked her room through the week, so I haven’t thought anything of her absence. I don’t always see the guests come and go, I’m afraid.”

“Do you think I could have a room close to hers?” If Brandie hadn’t checked out yet, then perhaps Kerry was worrying for nothing. Or perhaps, she wasn’t worrying enough.

The elderly man reached behind him, searching the rows of slots until he pulled out an iron key. Turning back around, he continued to smile as he nodded. “It seems the room right next door to her is vacant. I’ll show you the way.” He moved toward the edge of the desk, more like he shuffled than actually walked. 

Kerry groaned inwardly. At this pace, it would take her all day to get to her room. The man moved like an old Tim Conway skit on the Carol Burnett show.

“Follow me, please.” He moved toward the stairs, a smile still creasing his weathered face.

Kerry looked around and noticed for the first time that there were no elevators. This place really needs to catch up with the times. She sighed as she shouldered her bag again and stepped in behind the older man, surrendering to the fact that her walk would be more arduous than she wished.

“We do have a few small rules at the Daydreamer Inn we need you to follow. Simple rules, really. I promise. You may have noticed we have little as far as technological amenities at the inn. We believe that people come here to rest, and we don’t wish to disturb that desire. You’ll find our quaint inn a quiet place of escape. We ask that you honor that as well. There is also a cellar that guests are forbidden to venture into as the dragon who lives down there craves his privacy. He helps heat the inn during the winter months, so I allow him to stay down there.”

Kerry felt her eyebrows pop up as she stared at the man’s back. He calls his furnace a dragon? 

“We also request you don’t open your windows for any reason, especially if you were to hear music. The banshees can be pranksters, and they really enjoy messing with those from out of town. You want to stay away from them if you know anything at all about banshees.”

This just keeps getting better and better. I understand needing to have a gimmick for your business, but this guy is laying it on thick.

“Oh, and while our housekeepers, the sprites and brownies, are quite excellent at their jobs, they can be almost as tricky as the banshees. Just leave them some chocolate at night, and they’ll leave you alone.” He glanced at her over his shoulder, his grin even bigger. “Usually, that is.”

She tried to smile back, but to be honest, his rules kind of gave her the creeps.

When they reached the door to her room, Sandie slipped the iron key into the hole and unlocked the door with a loud click. As he opened the door, he turned to Kerry, handing her the key. “Please enjoy your stay, and if for any reason you have trouble sleeping, just buzz the desk. I’m great at helping people drift away into dreamland.” He nodded once more and then turned and headed back toward the stairs.

That wasn’t creepy at all. Kerry watched as the man shuffled away, his feet barely lifting off the floor as he moved. I’m afraid to even ask how he helps people sleep. 

With a shake of her head, she entered her room, shutting the door behind her. Dropping her bag on the floor, she took in the room. A giant bed sat in the middle of the eastern wall, resembling a mountain of marshmallows. Even the pillows were huge and fluffy. A nightstand sat on each side of the bed with a hurricane lamp for lighting. Against the window overlooking the town outside set a table with two overstuffed chairs with high backs, another hurricane lamp in the middle, and opposite the bed was an ancient-looking dresser with a tall mirror in the middle. Sandie was right about the lack of technology in the place. Not only was there no T.V., but there also wasn’t even so much as a radio or coffee pot. Well, I didn’t come here to watch television, anyway.

Kerry dragged her bag over to the bed, plopping it on top before digging inside and pulling out her laptop. Glancing around the table, she was relieved to find at least one electrical outlet. She didn’t mind the motif of the place, but without power, she would have a hard time doing her research to find her sister. She felt bad about lying to the man who thought he was the Sandman, but if Brandie didn’t tell him she was really an investigator, then Kerry would not give it away, either. There was no telling what Brandie had gotten into that caused her disappearance, and Kerry refused to tip her hand until she had some direction to search first.

Setting her laptop on the wooden table, she flipped it open and started her search. Now, what were you investigating, Brandie?
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ARDEN MCCARTHY STARED out at the tellers working the windows at The End of the Rainbow Savings & Trust. Somehow, the bank’s paranormal funding was being threatened, and he still had no clue by who, and the woman he had hired to discover the threat had vanished. He stroked the scruff along his jawline as he sat behind his desk wondering which one of his employees was not to be trusted.

The End of the Rainbow had five tellers, all leprechauns like himself—well, one was a cluricaun, much to Arden’s regret. Each one stood on a stool so their three-foot frames could help the customers. While a couple chose the traditional green shorts and jacket of the leprechauns, a couple just kept the traditional derby or top hat on their heads and wore clothes that Seraphine had provided to fit their small size. The clothes, of course, were spelled to shrink or stretch as the leprechauns grew or shrunk according to their whims. Most remained true to their small size, but Arden knew there was a time and a place to fit in with the rest of the world.

Nunk, an ogre, worked security by the main door, his grayish bulky size a visual deterrent to anyone thinking of robbing the place while it was open. Two other ogres worked in the security room, and one kept guard during the night. The ogres weren’t always the brightest of the bunch, except for Nunk, of course. Arden didn’t hire them for their brains, however, but rather because they looked intimidating and deterred trouble.

Besides the ogres and tellers, all of which were male, four leprechauns worked in the back office to process forms and keep the bank records. Most of those were male as well, except for Jane O’Hare, because female leprechauns rarely ventured away from the faerie knoll. None of his employees, however, struck Arden as a thief or someone who would want to risk bringing down the town. He took a deep breath as he shook his head. No, it had to be someone he overlooked, but who? What had Brandie uncovered that caused someone to abduct her? He was sure it was a kidnapping as Brandie Underwood didn’t seem the type to walk off a job, no matter what Arden’s partner thought. She was a professional, and a determined woman at that.

“I doubt she was any closer to discovering who threatens our cache than we were,” Quinn said from the plush leather chair in front of Arden’s desk. “Did you uncover anything in her hotel to reveal what she may have found? Any clue at all? A picture? A name? A place? Love notes from a boyfriend? Anything? No. And why is that? Because the woman just left. Simple. Outsiders aren’t to be trusted. I told you that before you hired her, but did you listen? Oh, no, not even a little.”

“What’s the story horse? You seem more bitter now than when I hired her.” Arden shook his head, not even glancing over at his friend. Quinn O’Connor had been his best friend for centuries, both taking over the management of the bank and protecting the source of its funding when Seraphine asked them to so many centuries ago. Together, they had created the protections that surrounded the pots of gold below the vault that funded the bank, protections that, up until a few days ago, Arden would have sworn were foolproof. However, someone had triggered his alarms last week, and again just two days ago. How they had even found the pot of gold, Arden couldn’t begin to fathom, but obviously, they were close to gaining access. Brandie Underwood was supposed to discover who the thief was and inform him. Now, Arden couldn’t even locate her. Who in Black Hollow was no longer to be trusted? Who would even want to cause such destruction to their economy as to steal the gold that helped fund the town? Every paranormal in Black Hollow knew the stakes of the community going bankrupt, so why risk it?

Quinn collapsed back in his chair, blowing out a frustrated breath as he ran his hand through his mop of red hair. “This sucks,” he sighed. “I need a drink. Let’s scoot over to Fireside Grille for a liquid lunch.”

Arden turned to his friend, chuckling. “It’s not lunch yet.”

Quinn shrugged, unperturbed. “So, let’s call it a liquid brunch if that suits ya. I still need a drink. This madness is infuriating. I just can’t imagine someone trying to bring down the financial structure of this community. We need this town to stay safe. Otherwise, paranormals will be hunted again for sport. You know damn well someone would want to turn poor Saroj into a yeti rug or wall hanging.”

That thought sobered Arden up as he shifted straighter in his chair. “Trust me, I know what the absence of Black Hollow would mean to everyone. That’s why I hired the P.I. I want to catch this would-be thief while they’re still a would-be one.”

“Well, I still need a drink.” Quinn sulked as he slumped in his chair, propping his left ankle on his right knee.

Arden sighed. “No drinking, but I’m with you on needing to step out a bit.” He stood to his feet and headed for the door, Quinn following behind. “Let’s head to Hell’s Brew, instead. Maybe the caffeine will jolt my mind awake enough to figure out our next step.” 

Before passing through the door of his office, Arden grabbed the green derby that hung on a hatrack by the door and slipped it onto his head. As soon as the hat touched his blond hair, he shifted, shrinking back down to his true size, a three-foot tall leprechaun. Quinn grabbed his hat as well and followed suit. While people liked the idea of leprechauns handling their money—the story of the small men with plenty of gold making them feel secure—even in Black Hollow, they preferred the lifesize form of a person to be in charge. The normal size and appearance instilled a sense of trust in someone handing over their money for safekeeping. 

They told Nunk they’d be back and stepped out into the bright, morning sun. Already, Arden felt some of the stress slip from his shoulders as he turned toward the coffee shop. Crossing the street, they walked through the roundabout, waving at Cade through the windows of Under Wraps Clothing Store as they passed by before entering Hell’s Brew. The aromatic smell of brewing coffee filled Arden’s nose as the whirring sound of a grinder making fresh coffee mixed with the idle chatter of the small cluster of patrons.

They both ordered a cup of coffee and an everything bagel before taking a seat by the window, a stack of books on the seat to help them reach the top of the table comfortably. The demons who ran the coffee shop were always considerate of the other paranormals in the town, making sure no one felt slighted or not welcome. Hell’s Brew truly was one of Arden’s favorite places in all of Black Hollow.

He took a tentative sip of his coffee, his tiny hands wrapped around the ceramic mug, The steam from the coffee snaked around his nose as he breathed in the strong fragrance. He still wasn’t sure what his next step should be in finding Brandie, but at least he felt better not staring at the ceramic tile of his bank searching for answers that weren’t there. Quinn was useless, only muttering under his breath that Brandie probably ran off with some smooth-talking paranormal. Arden remained baffled at his friend’s ridiculous statements and still persisted his theory of foul play.

“Will Sandie let you into the investigator’s room again to look around?” Quinn asked as he broke off a chunk of his bagel, the bread appearing huge in his small hands. “Maybe you missed something. Surely, she left notes there we can use to find her and the thief? Did you search the dresser? What about under the bed? She hid things there.”

Arden cocked his head as he glanced at his friend. “And just how do ya know she be hiding things under her bed? That seems a wee bit detailed.”

Quinn’s eyes widened for a moment, but then he shrugged. “She said it in passing one day when she shared some of her investigator tricks. That doesn’t matter now. What matters is do you think Sandie will let you back into her room?”

“Are you switching your opinion now?” Arden asked. The fact that Quinn now tried to help him baffled Arden even more than when he was against him having anything to do with Brandie.

Arden shrugged, deciding not to look a gift horse in the mouth and to just accept Quinn’s help. “I suppose we can try. Although the last time Brandie reported in, she hadn’t said she discovered anything. Unless she’s been back in her room since I searched it, I highly doubt there’s anything new there.” He stared back out the window just as a small blond walked by, her brows pinched in confusion as she took in her surroundings, gawking at the sights. Arden couldn’t help but admire the way her tight jeans cupped her ass and her top hugged her ample breasts. Her blue eyes held amazement as she gawked at her surroundings, and her full lips looked perfect for… He shook the thought from his head as he watched the woman walk toward the front door of Hell’s Brew. He couldn’t help but think something seemed familiar about her. Not so much the way her ass sashayed when she walked, but the shape of her eyes and the cute dimple when she smiled, even the way her forehead furrowed as she studied her surroundings.

The pretty blond entered Hell’s Brew and stopped as soon as she noticed Quinn and himself, her eyes wide with annoyance. She glanced around the coffee shop before settling her gaze back on to the two tiny men. “Aren’t you two a little young to be drinking coffee?” she asked, her tone scolding. “Where are your parents? Are you
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