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      The scent of the wet earth was ripe and potent, the air heavy with magic conjured in the dead of night beneath the blood moon. Hester breathed heavily and shifted a fraction, the side of her face pressed against the dead leaves and soil. The thick dark coils of her hair were a tangled mess of sweat.

      She had to move, her mind was screaming at her to get up, but her body was so heavy. Instinct had her curving her bloodied fingers, digging them into the dirt as she grounded herself.

      Her heart pounded against her ribs as her breath released on a shaky exhale, nothing more than a thin, insubstantial mist in the freezing air. Digging in harder, she tried to push herself up, but there was no strength left in her arms. Her body and her magic pushed beyond the point of exhaustion.

      Another wave of fatigue washed over her causing her eyes to drift closed again as she fought the sly invitation to sink down into warm, velvety darkness. A violent shudder wracked her body. Lying on the cold, hard ground had chilled her to the bone. Something cold and as soft as a fairy wing brushed her cheek. With effort she cast her unfocused gaze upwards, only to witness delicate snowflakes dancing on the air. Blinking as her sight began to waver once more, she forced herself to stay awake, dimly taking in the devastation.

      A circle of dead earth surrounded her. Even now, she could feel the poison saturating the ground, and at the center of the circle, her tree. His once fine branches, no longer thick and lush with life, were now stripped to nothing more than twisted, spiky fingers of dead wood. His once solid trunk, no longer a rich, deep brown, was now hollowed out and charred black, blanketed with diseased white lichen. Encircling the tree, scorched deep into the earth, was a pentagram, and far beneath, she could hear the faint echoes of pure, unadulterated rage.

      It was done.

      She released a long breath, and her eyes drifted closed once more as she pressed her throbbing head to the hard ground, already sinking down into the inviting darkness.

      “Hester.” Desperate hands shook her roughly. “Hester, wake up!”

      Hester blinked slowly to find a dusting of snow already covering the ground. Feeling someone shaking her awake, she rolled her eyes, vaguely aware of her sister leaning over her, her cheek smeared with dirt while dark, sticky blood oozed from a deep cut at her temple.

      “Bridget,” Hester whispered, her voice sounding rough and scratchy but impossibly loud in the stillness of the night.

      “Come on, Hester, we can’t stay here.” Bridget’s voice was laced with fear and desperation as she struggled to pull her sister to her feet. “Hess, come on.” She stumbled as she tried to take Hester’s weight. “The snow will hide the circle, but we can’t risk being discovered here.”

      Hester knew she was right. Using what little strength she had left she stood and swayed alarmingly. Bridget pulled Hester’s arm over her shoulders, and took much of her sister’s weight as she could, steadying her as they crossed the clearing.

      The snow was falling harder now, as if it were trying to conceal the scarred ground beneath them. Hester averted her eyes. Her circle—her sacred space—which had once been teeming with life, was now nothing more than a raw, open wound, and the sight of it caused her deep pain.

      “Stop,” Hester gasped, her breath labored.

      Bridget paused once they reached the tree line at the edge of the circle and watched her sister press her injured palm against the thick tree trunk. The symbol burned into the bark and sealed with Hester’s blood now glowed and pulsed in the darkness.

      “Will it hold?” Bridget asked as she glanced around nervously.

      Hester let out an exhausted breath. “The magic will hold.”

      Bridget nodded and held onto her sister. She stumbled through the woods, her heavy cloak snagging on spindly branches, which speared out of the darkness. The cold moonlight filtered through the twisted canopy of the sparse trees and reflected a red cast upon the lake, making it appear as if the water itself wept blood.

      “Not much further, Hess,” Bridget wheezed, trying to bear her sister’s weight despite her own injuries and exhaustion. “Just hold on.”

      The tree line opened up, and Bridget almost wept with relief at the sight of their small cabin, smoke still rising from its crooked stone chimney. They hurried across as the snowstorm blew in, the wind and flakes swirled wildly around their legs. The snow on the ground deepened rapidly and saturated their boots and petticoats.

      Heading toward the ramshackle lean-to, Bridget reached for the door, her magic releasing the lock with a tiny metallic click. Once open, she pulled Hester inside and closed the door behind them.

      Bridget dragged her sister across the dimly lit room as the candles burst into flame at their presence with not so much as a hand lifted nor an incantation muttered. The fire flared to life and began to heat the heavy pot of herbs they’d left to steep. Her energy was sapped and her magic drained, all she wanted to do was sleep, but there was still much to do before she could rest.

      Bridget untied Hester’s cloak and helped her into the rough-hewn chair next to the table. Working quickly, she hung both of their cloaks on the hook at the back of the door. She removed Hester’s sodden boots and set them to dry in front of the fire, along with her soaked woolen stockings, and began to unbutton her sister’s dark brown gown.

      Although Hester was a full-grown woman, Bridget stripped her down as a mother would a child. She removed Hester’s petticoats and unlaced her stays, leaving her clad only in her chemise. She fetched a pail of water and with a gentle touch, cleansed the painful looking lacerations slashed across her sister’s palms. She soothed the ragged flesh with salve, which filled the warm air of the cabin with the heady scent of poppies and comfrey. After binding the wounds with clean dressings, she lifted her tired bones from where she knelt at Hester’s feet. Her whole body ached and throbbed as if every inch was bruised.

      Bridget lifted her sister’s head, cradling her pale cheeks carefully as she peeled back Hester’s eyelids one by one. Hester’s eyes had rolled back in her head, and she was completely unresponsive. Bridget wasn’t at all surprised. Hester had borne the brunt of the spell, and it had cost her dearly.

      Bridget’s brow folded as she watched her sleeping sibling, her troubled thoughts drifting back to earlier in the evening. Back at the circle, even adding her own power at the last moment to boost the spell’s potency Bridget never experienced anything like it. The magic Hester had conjured had been more powerful than anything she’d ever known or heard of.

      She watched as Hester’s head lolled forward like a rag doll, and she sighed. This was going to make the next part much harder. Pushing herself to her feet, she crossed to the fireplace and ladled some of the restorative herbal tea into a tin cup, taking an experimental sip to ensure it was not so hot it would burn Hester’s mouth. Once again kneeling in front of her sister, she cupped Hester’s chin and slowly began to tip the tea into her mouth. Hester began to cough as it washed over her tongue and hit the back of her throat. Her eyelids fluttered as she lifted her hands as if to push the cup away.

      “There now, Hess,” Bridget soothed, keeping a firm grip on Hester’s chin. “Drink it all up, love, and then you can rest.”

      Hester coughed again, gagging slightly, but Bridget was relentless. She poured the tea steadily into her sister’s mouth, small rivulets that escaped the sides of Hester’s lax lips and dripped to her chest, dampening the front of her chemise.

      “There, love, almost done,” she crooned as she watched Hester’s throat muscles moving convulsively as she swallowed.

      Once done, she placed the cup on the table and grabbed the muslin cloth, wiping Hester’s mouth gently. Picking up a long-sleeved linen nightgown, she dragged it over Hester’s head, pulling her arms through the sleeves, and as she hooked her hands under her sister’s arms, she pulled her to her feet, allowing the nightgown to unfold down her body.

      They didn’t have far to go in the small single room cabin, only a few steps before she was able to drop Hester down on her sleeping pallet by the fire, tucking her gently beneath the blankets as she smoothed the long dark locks, the exact color as her own, away from Hester’s face.

      “Sleep well, sleep deep, upon moonlight wings, dreams will creep. Rest now, rest long, lulled away by moonlight song…” she muttered beneath her breath as she leaned forward and kissed her sister’s temple.

      She pushed herself once again to her feet, stumbling slightly as a wave of dizziness swept over her. Forcing herself to keep moving, she refilled the tin cup and lifted it to her frozen lips, draining it in one go, ignoring the bitter taste of herbs and seeds. She slumped down into the rocking chair by the fireplace, only meaning to rest a moment, but before she knew it, the tin cup clattered to the floor from her limp fingers, and she succumbed to the bone-deep exhaustion that had plagued her the whole way from the clearing.
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        * * *

      

      Hester opened her eyes and blinked as harsh daylight spilled into the cabin. She pushed herself up, loosening the blankets as she moved. Her whole body felt weak as if she were recovering from some terrible illness. She glanced down at her nightdress and the cleanly dressed wounds on her palms.

      Bridget had obviously taken care of her, although Hester could barely remember anything beyond the circle. She certainly didn’t remember returning to the cabin.

      She glanced over to her sister’s sleeping pallet, concerned to find it empty. Her whiskey-colored eyes tracked across the room, and she found her sister slumped in the rocker by the dying fire. Hester sighed and dragged her legs out from beneath the warm blankets, wincing slightly as her bare feet connected with the cold, rough floor. She crossed to her sister and took in her disheveled appearance, frowning when she noted the dried blood marring the side of Bridget’s face from the undressed wound at her temple, and her wet boots from the night before still on her feet.

      It was so like Bridey to take care of Hester and neglect herself. Her sister may only have been older by a few minutes, but she took the responsibility of an older sibling seriously, a feeling which had only been compounded by them losing their mother so young.

      Bridget didn’t stir as Hester knelt at her feet to unlace Bridget’s boots and remove her wet stockings, frowning at the wrinkled and damp skin. Then she stoked the fire and added more wood, and as the room began to warm, she retrieved her own now dry wool stockings and carefully slid them onto her sister’s frozen feet.

      Retrieving a blanket from her bed, she covered Bridget gently. Although still exhausted, she moved quickly and with purpose as she set more tea to brew before cleaning and dressing Bridget’s wound.

      By the time Bridget began to rouse, Hester was standing in front of the fire, her shawl wrapped around her shoulders tightly as she stirred a pot of warmed milk hanging suspended over the fire from a large hook. She added corn flour and continued to stir the thick, mushy pudding.

      “You’re awake,” Bridget croaked as she began to rise stiffly from the chair.

      “Oh no, you don’t.” Hester gently pushed her back into the rocker. “You did enough last night, Bridey. Let me take care of you.”

      Bridget let out a sigh. She slumped back into the chair as Hester scooped the thick, hasty pudding into a bowl and topped it with a generous dollop of molasses.

      “Thank you.” Bridget smiled tiredly as she spooned the pudding into her mouth, letting the warmth seep slowly down into her belly. “How are you feeling?”

      “About as good as you do, I expect.” Hester gave a wan smile as she filled her own bowl and sat down at the table, spooning the thick mixture into her mouth, her stomach growling loudly.

      “You burned up a lot of your strength last night with that spell.” Bridget watched her. “I’ve never seen that kind of power before.”

      Hester paused, her spoon hovering in front of her lips. “I’ve never conjured that kind of power before,” she finally answered quietly before continuing to eat.

      They finished their pudding, neither much inclined to conversation until Hester finally broke the silence. “I had the strangest dream last night,” she murmured.

      “What did you see?” Bridget asked curiously. Hester’s dreams were never just dreams.

      Instead of answering, Hester rose from the table, leaving her bowl sitting empty, she moved back across the room and reached beneath her sleeping roll to withdraw something.

      “You still have that?” Bridget’s eyes widened slightly and she frowned in confusion.

      Hester stared down at the battered old journal in her bandaged hands, her fingers tracing the letters etched into the cover.

      Theodore Beckett.

      “Why do you still have that, Hess?” Bridget asked. “He’s been dead for years.”

      “No.” Hester shook her head slowly. “You’re wrong, he’s not dead, just... not here.”

      “What do you mean?” Her brow furrowed in confusion.

      Hester once again declined to answer, her eyes distant, lost in thoughts Bridget could only guess at. She watched as Hester retrieved a small smooth chest made from pink flowering dogwood and reinforced with metal edges. Lifting the lid, she set the journal inside and closed it up, laying her hand on it.

      “By magic seal and magic sake, by magic alone shall this spell wake…” Hester muttered as the wood beneath her palm glowed.

      She dropped to her knees and pulled up a couple of loose floorboards, dropping the trunk down into the concealed space beneath to hide it before replacing the planks.

      “You’ve seen what is yet to come, haven’t you?” Bridget murmured.

      Hester let loose a deep, troubled breath. “I’ve seen a great many things, some still unclear.”

      Hester pushed to her feet and crossed the cabin, glancing out of the window with frosted edges and staring contemplatively as the sunlight reflected back from the thick white blanket of snow, which had fallen steadily throughout the night.

      “We’re going to have to move on again soon,” Bridget murmured as she too stared out of the window. “The magic we called last night will act as a beacon for miles around. The wounds of Salem are still too fresh in everyone’s minds. It is not safe for us to remain.”

      Hester stared for a moment longer before turning her clear gaze on her sister. “We can’t leave, Bridey,” she said softly.

      “What?” Bridget tilted her head as she studied her sister. “Why not?”

      “Because.” Hester turned back to the window, her gaze veering off toward the heart of the woods and the circle. “It’s our responsibility.”

      “You said it would hold.” Bridget rose slowly and crossed the room to stand beside Hester. “The trap is sealed with blood magic.”

      “I know.” Hester swallowed tightly. “But I can feel it. I’m bound to this place now. The magic will hold for as long as one of our blood inhabits this land.”

      Bridget let out a slow, distressed breath. “Others will come, you know they will.”

      “Yes,” Hester agreed. “But not in the way you think. It won’t be like Salem. Others will come, drawn to this place just as we were. They’ll feel the power beneath, and they will draw from it. This will become a haven for our kind, and here, we’ll thrive.” Hester reached out and grasped her sister’s hand, squeezing reassuringly. “They won’t be able to harm us, not here. This will become our home.”

      “Our home?” Bridget’s lips curved into a small, hesitant smile. “And what will we call our new home?”

      “The name came to me in the dream,” Hester muttered. “Something never afforded us, nor others of our kind.” When she turned to stare at her sister, her eyes were filled with purpose.

      “Its name is Mercy.”
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        Present day.

      

        

      
        Welcome to Mercy, Massachusetts

        Pop. 13,623

      

      

      The blurred letters mocked Olivia through the annoying intermittent squeak of her wiper blades. Rain misted the windshield as her whiskey-colored eyes narrowed, locked on the offending sign. Her stomach tightened in an uncomfortable knot of messy emotions she wasn’t ready to start picking apart and her brow creased into an unconscious frown as she chewed her bottom lip, and her fingers tapped out a restless staccato on the wheel.

      “What the hell are you doing, Olivia?”

      She shook her head in an attempt to rid herself of the relentless question pounding continuously through her skull.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      Her frustrated gaze drifted to the mirror as she studied her reflection. Her skin was unusually pale against her dark hair and faint shadows were smudged beneath her wide, glassy eyes. Great, she thought to herself sourly. She hadn’t even set foot in the town yet and already looked like she hadn’t slept in weeks.

      This was such a bad idea.

      She shook her head again. Sucking in a breath, she shifted the gear into reverse, intent on putting the small, sleepy town in her rearview mirror and never looking back.

      But she didn’t.

      Instead, she paused, hissing out a frustrated breath as she dropped the gear once again into neutral and let the engine idle. There was still that nagging doubt at the back of her mind, nipping viciously at her like an annoying insect.

      With a deep sigh, her head dropped down to rest against the back of her knuckles as she gripped the wheel tighter. Closing her tired eyes, she listened to the idling of the engine and the rhythmic tapping of the rain, allowing it to smooth out the rough edges of her frazzled nerves.

      She was exhausted from arguing with herself. Maybe she was just making too much out of it. Maybe being back in Mercy wouldn’t be as bad as she expected. She found herself letting loose a sudden and unintentional snort of dry amusement as the thought occurred to her.

      She may have been absent from her hometown for the last twenty years, but some things never changed, and Mercy’s small-town mentality was one of them. She knew, without a shadow of doubt, that the second she set foot on Mercy soil, the news that the “West girl” had returned would spread like wildfire. Before long, all anyone would be talking about was how her father had brutally murdered her mother.

      Olivia lifted her head from the wheel and leaned back against the seat, dropping her hands to her lap. They didn’t know the truth, none of them did, not even the cops. She’d spent years trying not to think about that night. She squeezed her eyes closed as the memories tried to force their way to the surface. For years, she’d managed to lock them up tight, shoving them into the deepest recesses of her mind—that is, until now.

      The closer she got to Mercy, the more the memories had started to chip away at her defenses, and with every mile marker, her stomach tightened with anxiety and her heart began to pound harder, her neck and back clammy with sweat despite the cool fall air.

      She shouldn’t have come. She sure as hell didn’t need the inheritance, a rickety old house on the edges of a lake in the middle of New England. The stupid thing was probably falling to pieces anyway. She should just put the car in reverse and leave. Her hand hovered over the gears, trembling for a second before she fisted her palm so tightly that her nails left tiny half-moon indentations in her skin.

      She couldn’t leave, and she damn well knew it. It was the same reason she’d made the journey in the first place, the same reason she’d ignored the nagging, perverse little voice inside her that hadn’t shut up the whole drive from Providence.

      The town of Mercy was hiding a dark secret. Something old and powerful lay beneath its sleepy streets, and it was beginning to stir. She’d felt the raw tug of power, heard the sly cajoling whisper. It was calling to her. Even now she could hear it, a relentless drumbeat in her chest.

      She didn’t notice the sky begin to darken as the dark black and purple clouds rolled in ominously. Every now and then, a small, muted burst of light pierced through the cloud cover. A deep rumble rippled through the turbulent skies, but Olivia paid no mind. Her vision began to dim at the edges as a strange buzzing filled her mind. There was a sudden tightening around her ribcage. It felt like something was calling to her, a seductive whisper that a part of her somehow recognized.

      Olivia…

      She jolted suddenly at a loud banging on her window, and with her heart pounding erratically in her chest, she sucked in a sharp, startled breath. She turned to look through the rain-spattered window and could make out a uniform beneath a heavy raincoat. Her eyes flicked to the rearview mirror, and sure enough, she caught a glimpse of flashing lights. Taking a breath to calm her still-racing heart, she lowered the window, blinking rapidly as cold raindrops struck her face.

      “Problem, Officer?” She cleared her throat, hoping her voice didn’t sound as shaky as she felt.

      “Ma’am.” He nodded in greeting as he stooped low, leaning toward her with his hand resting on the top of her door. She didn’t miss the way his eyes swept over her, and then casually scanned the interior of the car. “Is everything alright?”

      “Yes, thank you,” she replied as she studied the ruggedly good-looking man in his thirties, noting the warm, dark brown eyes, and the hint of a beard. Her gaze dipped to the badge pinned to his jacket.

      “I’m afraid you can’t stop here,” he informed her, the rain dripping from the wide brim of his hat as he gazed up at the rumbling sky. “Got some strange weather rolling in.”

      “So I see,” Olivia murmured as she watched another heavy black and gray cloud flicker with light.

      “Ma’am?” His brow furrowed as he studied her. “Do you require assistance?”

      “No.” She sighed deeply as she looked up at him. “Just a backbone.”

      “Well, if you’re certain,” he replied warily. “You be sure and drive safe. The road up ahead can get a little slippery, and there’s a sharp bend to the right about a quarter of a mile in.”

      She nodded as he stepped back, still watching her carefully. “Thanks.”

      Given no other choice, she rolled the window back up and finally dropped the gear into drive and eased back onto the road. By the time she hit the edge of town, she realized the place had barely changed in the two decades she’d been absent. Walker’s Auto was still there, as was the Sidecar Diner. Slowing her car, she turned onto Main Street, passing by Bailey’s convenience store on one side of the street and the traditional Irish pub, The Salted Bone, on the other.

      The old ice cream parlor, Miz Willow’s Scoop’n’Shake, was still there, a site that brought an unconscious smile to her lips. She found herself wondering idly if the sweet old hippie still ran the place. She felt a small, unexpected pang of nostalgia and was forced to admit that maybe her memories of Mercy weren’t all bad. She could still remember running down to Miz Willow’s for a sundae on a hot summer’s day with her best friends Jake and Louisa. She shook her head as a slight smile continued to play on her lips. No, the memories weren’t all bad.

      She passed by the library and Old Mercy Mutual Savings and Trust, then the Mercy Museum of Magic and Witchcraft. When she was a kid, the museum had been one of her most favorite places in the world, run by a lovely old German woman named Ms. Gershon. She was probably gone by now, Olivia contemplated regretfully. After all, it had been over twenty years, and she’d seemed ancient when Olivia was a kid. If she hadn’t passed away, she’d almost certainly have retired by now.

      Heading east onto Walnut Drive and then north onto Maple, her smile slowly began to fade, replaced with a kind of grim determination as she drove deeper into the heart of town. There was one place in particular she needed to visit before heading up to the lake house, and she knew the longer she put it off, the harder it would be.

      With a heavy heart, she pulled over and parked on the side of the street. Her heartbeat sped up, knocking hard against her ribs and a low-pitched whine hummed in her ears. Climbing out of the car, she pulled her jacket tight against the wind, noting that the rain had picked up once again.

      The moment her foot hit the sidewalk she experienced a peculiar throb of energy. It wasn’t the same as the presence she’d sensed earlier, this was different. It felt like it was coming from the town itself, as if Mercy were somehow alive. She gazed along the quiet residential street of the tidy little cul-de-sac and blinked against the rain collecting on her eyelashes. For the barest hint of a second, she could’ve sworn she could see winding ribbons of energy like a central nervous system with tiny synapses connecting everything. Even the ground itself pulsed and throbbed with magic.

      She lifted her face to the dying light, allowing the cold rain to patter against her face, and as she breathed in deeply, she felt the air crackle with magic.

      What the hell was going on? Had the town always been this way? Was it just that she’d been unable to detect it as a child? Or was the strange undercurrent of power something more recent?

      Her gaze swept over the neat row of houses noting the minute changes that had occurred during her twenty-year absence. Although some houses had been painted different colors than she remembered and what had been fledgling trees planted either side of the road, were now fully grown, she still recognized the place.

      Taking a few tentative steps down the street she stopped at the edge of what had once been her childhood home’s front lawn. She’d ridden her shiny red Schwinn along this very sidewalk, rolled wildly across the soft, green carpet of lawn with her sweet cocker spaniel, Truman.

      There was nothing left but a void where her home had once stood. She stared at the vacant plot of land in front of her sandwiched between a pair of cute two-story clapboard houses. The memories came thick and fast, her mother reading her bedtime stories after an evening of sitting out on the back stoop on clear nights, watching in fascination as her father pointed out the constellations.

      Feeling an intense stab of pain and loss Olivia sucked in a sharp breath and shut her eyes against the rapid film reel of images that slammed through her mind.

      The house was gone, it had burned to the ground the night her mother had died and had obviously never been rebuilt. She opened her eyes and dragged in a shaky breath, tears blurring with the rain. In a way, she was glad. She wasn’t sure how she’d feel if there was another in its place filled with a happy, loving family, something she’d had once a very long time ago.

      The house no longer stood, but it seemed someone had gone to the trouble of planting a lovely garden on the vacant lot, like a memorial. Olivia frowned as she stared at it. Even this late in the year, it burst with colors so vivid it was like being inside an oil painting, but there was something unnatural about the beauty, it didn’t seem to fit.

      The obstinate buzzing in her ears had now graduated to a low murmur, incoherent but insistent. Her body trembled as she felt an intense pull, an uncontrollable urge to step forward. It was almost as if the ground itself was trying to speak to her, to reveal its secrets. Before she even realized what she was doing, Olivia lifted her foot and stepped onto the grass.

      Everything disappeared, and the air was suddenly filled with the acrid scent of burning timber. The daylight was gone, along with the stinging rain. Instead, the dark air was filled with thick, oily black smoke. It scalded her mouth and throat as she coughed violently, and her lungs burned as they filled with noxious fumes.

      She could see her house in front of her, it burned hotter than any fire she’d ever known, the heat so intense that it felt like her skin was peeling. The roar of the flames filled her ears drowning out the persistent buzzing as the windows melted and dripped down the front of the building like dirty tears.

      It was as if she’d stepped straight inside a memory but experiencing every moment as if she’d stepped back in time to that awful night. Her body flooded with adrenalin, pounding through her veins as she watched in horror. The roof collapsed inward with a shockingly loud splintering sound, throwing burning ash and dust into the choking air. The wall of heat was too much. Her skin felt too tight, and her eyes stung, causing her to stumble back a step.

      The second her foot hit the sidewalk, the flames disappeared. Once again, she felt the fat drops of rain drip down the collar of her jacket, settling cold and uncomfortable someplace between her shoulder blades.

      The dim daylight returned, hidden beneath heavy gray storm-laden skies, and once again, the colorful rain drenched garden appeared in front of her. Kneeling, Olivia pressed her hand into the wet earth. This time, she felt rather than saw the violent echo of fire and flame. Drawing in an unstable breath, her fingertips curled involuntarily, digging into the mud. The garden was an illusion. Beneath its pretty mask, the stench of blood and fear lingered, the ground itself scarred from that night.

      Straightening up, Olivia took another step back. Her heartbeat slowed and resumed its regular pace, and all she could hear was the steady clatter of rain against the sidewalk once more.

      She stared at the garden, deep in thought. It took some serious magic to hold a permanent illusion in place. It couldn’t have been her aunt Evie’s magic, although she’d had the skills, her spells would’ve begun to weaken and disperse after her death.

      Her brow furrowed as she puzzled over the pretty illusion, but unable to figure out who could have conjured it. She didn’t have any family left; Aunt Evie had been the last of the West’s, other than herself, and she couldn’t imagine who else would’ve had the skill or inclination to cast such an intricate and long-lasting spell.

      “O-Olivia?” a quiet voice hesitated behind her.

      She turned slowly to find herself staring at a blond-haired woman about her own age. Her vivid blue eyes were wide and glassy with shock as she stared at Olivia. A lock of hair had escaped her bright yellow windbreaker and was plastered to her pale heart-shaped face.

      A small smile tugged at the corner of Olivia’s lips. Although older, she recognized the face in front of her.

      “Hello, Louisa,” she said softly.

      “Oh my god,” Louisa gasped. She closed the space between them and threw her arms around Olivia, squeezing her tightly. “I can’t believe it’s really you.”

      Olivia pulled back, studying her childhood friend. “I’m surprised you recognized me. It’s been a long time.”

      “Are you kidding?” Louisa answered. “I’d know you anywhere.”

      “How have you been?” Olivia asked, not really knowing what else to say to a woman she hadn’t seen in almost two decades.

      “We thought you were dead,” Louisa blurted out.

      “Sorry?”

      Louisa drew in a breath. “We thought you were dead,” she repeated a little softer. “Jake and I didn’t know what happened to you. We kept asking Mom and Dad where you were, but all they would tell is that you were gone. We thought that meant you’d died but they didn’t want to tell us. Even the people in town didn’t seem to know what had happened to you.”

      “Well, this will certainly give the town gossips something to talk about then,” Olivia murmured in resignation.

      “Where have you been?” Louisa asked.

      “Everywhere.” Olivia shook her head. “Nowhere…” she huffed out a small self-deprecating laugh, “and every place in between,” she added. “It’s complicated.”

      “I’d really love to hear about it,” Louisa said, her big blue eyes filled with sincerity. “Have you got time for a coffee?” She nodded across the street toward a tidy little blue house with cheerful dollhouse shutters.

      “You still living with your parents?” She eyed the house where she’d spent a good deal of her childhood, hanging out with Louisa and her brother Jake.

      “God, no.” Louisa laughed. “I’ve got a place in town. Mom and Dad are away for a few days, and I just swung by to pick up the mail and feed the cat. They won’t mind if we stop in and get out of the rain.”

      “I can’t,” Olivia muttered, her eyes still locked on the house.

      “Please,” Louisa pleaded softly. “I’d really like to talk to you.”

      Olivia shook her head. “I’m sorry. It’s getting late, and I need to get up to the lake house. I don’t even know if the electric’s still on or what state the house is in.”

      “The lake house?” Louisa repeated.

      Olivia nodded.

      “I was sorry to hear about Evelyn.”

      Olivia shrugged, not really wanting to talk about her great-aunt. Besides, there was really nothing to say. Even as close as she’d been to Louisa when they were kids, she wasn’t about to admit that after her mother’s murder and her father’s arrest, the authorities had contacted Evelyn as Olivia’s only living relative and asked if she’d take custody of her, but Evelyn had said no. She hadn’t wanted Olivia. The hurt had stung hot and bright at the time—after all she’d only been eight years old—but even after all these years Olivia wasn’t sure she’d ever really gotten over the rejection. Shaking off her bleak mood, she turned back to Louisa.

      “I should get going,” she muttered. “It was good to see you though.” She turned back toward her beat-up old Camaro.

      “Olivia, wait!”

      Olivia glanced back at her old friend standing drenched in the rain, clearly torn.

      “Look,” Olivia relented. “Why don’t you give me a couple of days and then come up to the house and we’ll talk?”

      “You mean it?”

      Olivia nodded. “Sure.”

      “Give me your phone.” Olivia stared at Louisa’s outstretched hand. Relenting, she handed over her cell and watched as Louisa put her number in and sent herself a message, so she’d have Olivia’s number. “Call me if you need any help settling in.”

      Olivia nodded in acknowledgment before once again heading back to her car. Sliding back into the driver’s seat, she started the engine and cranked up the heat, then blew out a long breath.

      She was going back to the lake house.

      As a child, it had been another of her favorite places, but after the last twenty years of pain and resentment, she had no idea how she was going to feel when she walked through the door.

      She drove down the road, one last glance in her rearview mirror showed Louisa still watching her with a slightly shell-shocked expression. An uncomfortable awareness churned in Olivia’s belly, and part of her still couldn’t quite believe she was back in Mercy after all this time. She’d spent the last two decades moving from town to town—from Lawrence to Georgetown, Philadelphia to Boston, New Hampshire to Rhode Island—until she’d ended up in Providence, where she’d stayed the longest.

      She’d spent most of her childhood bouncing from group home to foster family and back again. After all, no one wanted to adopt the kid of a murderer, not even her great aunt, but she couldn’t blame her, she supposed.

      When she’d gotten word that Evelyn had passed away, she’d grieved. Despite everything left unsaid between them, Olivia had hurt regardless. She wasn’t expecting her great-aunt’s lawyer to go to all the trouble of tracking her down in Providence to tell her she’d inherited the lake house, but then again, she shouldn’t have been surprised. That house, or rather the land it stood upon, had been in her family for over three hundred years, ever since the town’s founding.

      She headed to the outskirts of town and, at the edge of the woods, turned down a narrow dirt road that wound between the towering titans of red maple, hemlock, and northern red oak. Despite the number of years that had passed, she knew exactly where she was heading. Every trunk and leaf was heartbreakingly familiar, and her heart clenched with the knowledge that the last time she’d traveled this road had been with her mother.

      Swallowing hard against the deep ache in her throat, she blinked back hot tears and focused on her drive. The light was fading, and although the rain had stopped, the wind had picked up. She could hear the roar of it through the trees, vast and ponderous like a freight train. With every gust, a myriad of brightly colored leaves would break across the windshield like a wave.

      Suddenly, the canopy of trees parted. The house was cradled lovingly by the surrounding red maples, it’s familiar steeply gabled roof and overhanging eaves dusted with brightly colored, fallen leaves.

      It was a Victorian stick-style Queen Anne built on the site of its predecessor, a wooden-framed house inhabited by her ancestor, Hester West, when she and her sister Bridget co-founded the town back in 1704. Local lore said that a West had lived on this land for over three hundred years. The original West house had been little more than a cabin nestled amidst the woods and overlooking the lake until it had been destroyed by fire in the 1800s and the grand old Queen Anne had been built in its place.

      Olivia stepped out of the car and gazed up at the house. The wind tugged at her damp clothes and danced up her spine with sly, spindly fingers.

      Slowly, she climbed the sagging old steps to the wraparound porch. The hiss of churned-up leaves filled the quiet air, making it sound as if the house itself were sighing, like it had been waiting for her. She leaned forward and pressed her hand to the door, drawing in a breath.

      This is my house now…

      The old porch swing to her left suddenly shifted in the wind, creaking loudly. A wave of leaves rolled over her boots in a mad tumble of gold, orange, and red. Feeling a prickling awareness at the back of her neck and a strange heaviness settle somewhere between her shoulders, she turned. Her narrowed gaze scanned the tree line, but nothing seemed out of place.

      Her brow creased at the sudden sense of unease. She’d never been afraid of the woods nor the seclusion of the lake house. It had always been a place of wonder and magic, but now, standing all alone on the creaking old porch and staring out into the dying light, it felt like she was being watched.

      Rolling her neck to shake off the unpleasant sensation, she turned back to the door and reached into her purse for the keys the lawyer had given her.

      The air inside the house was silent and stagnant as she opened the door and stepped inside. She could hear the shriek of the wind and the rustle of leaves behind her, but the house itself was as still and silent as the grave.

      The dust sheets hung across the furniture like shrouds, twitching slightly in the errant breeze that followed in her wake.

      Slowly, the door clicked closed behind her as she wandered down the hallway, heels clicking against the parquet flooring as her fingers lightly pulled the dust sheets from mirrors and picture frames, letting them drift ghost-like to the floor and setting the tiny dust motes spinning madly in the dim light.

      She flicked the light switch a couple of times, but nothing happened. She’d obviously have to call the electric company first thing in the morning, she added it to her mental list. Heading through to the kitchen, she found herself staring at the dated cherry wood cabinets and worn rose-colored walls. It was like time had stood still; it was exactly as she remembered it from her childhood.

      Shaking the thought from her mind Olivia crossed the kitchen and checked the drawers. Although she managed to locate a flashlight, as soon as she flicked it on, it sputtered once, then twice, before it died.

      Muttering under her breath, Olivia headed back through the rapidly darkening house to the library. Opening the door, she felt a rush of recognition as she inhaled the dry, dusty scent of the books and felt the echo of magic prickle over her skin, making the small hairs on her arms rise.

      Her gaze scanned the room, coming to rest on two tall candlesticks bookending the mantle above the fireplace. The holders were old cast iron which she knew had been in the family for generations. The cream-colored candles were thick and barely used. Crossing the room, her fingers traced the smooth, scented wax. Inhaling slowly, she blew against the wick and watched as it burst cheerfully into flame. It hiccupped and danced merrily bathing her face with a soft, warm glow.

      Olivia’s gaze slid to the opposite end of the mantle where the candle’s twin sat, and once again she drew in a breath, feeling the warmth and heat gather in her throat as she blew gently against the wick. This time the magic rippled throughout the room, and every candle in the room burst into flame, illuminating the space with a soft, comforting glow.

      Holding her hand to the flame, she watched as the flame bobbed on the wick a couple of times before tipping onto her fingertips. It danced along her skin until it came to rest in her palm. The flame didn’t burn and was nothing more than a warm tingle. Her gaze traced the fine threads of gold, red, and orange that made up its substance. Her grandmother’s voice whispered at the edges of her memory.

      “Fire, little one, is the first skill learned and the last lost…”

      Olivia loosened her grip on her magic and smiled as the flame burst to life in her palm. Fire had always been one of her strongest skills. The power pulsed along her skin, and the fiery threads wound deep into her flesh like the roots of an ancient tree, separate but also very much a part of her.

      Dropping to her haunches, she blew against the flames in her hand. They separated and scattered across the fireplace in a rush of heat, igniting the dry logs and making the fire roar to life in the hearth. Satisfied that the fire had caught, Olivia stood and stretched, but her gaze was drawn to the silver frame glinting on the mantle in the flickering firelight. She’d tried to ignore it, knowing what she’d find but she couldn’t. Reaching out with trembling fingers, she grasped the frame, sucking in a sharp, pain-filled breath as she found herself staring into a face she’d not seen in nearly two decades.

      For the last twenty years, Isabel West had existed only in her fading memory but staring at the face of her mom in the dusty old room, Olivia found her memory to be nothing more than a pale specter.

      Her mom smiling back through the lens of the camera, immortalized in a moment of time, caused a deep, painful throb in Olivia’s chest. Her mom had been so young, so vibrant, and completely unaware of the violent fate which awaited her.

      She tried to swallow past the deep ache burning in her throat. Lifting her eyes to the mirror mounted above the fireplace and noted just how much she looked like her mother. Her long dark hair and whiskey-colored eyes, the shape of her nose and the curve of her jaw. No wonder, she thought with a heavy heart, no wonder her aunt hadn’t wanted her. She probably couldn’t bear to look at her.

      The sudden wave of grief drove Olivia to her knees as her legs simply collapsed underneath her. She clutched the frame to her chest so tightly her knuckles turned white. The tears came hot and fast as she curled into a tight ball of misery on the threadbare rug and wept bitterly.

      She couldn’t say when exactly she fell into an exhausted sleep, but her dreams were filled with ash and flame. The house burned around her, timbers groaning as they splintered and gave way. Her father’s face towered above her, cold and malicious as he clutched a knife stained with her mother’s blood. Behind him, she saw her grandmother laying in a crumpled heap in the corner of the room in a pool of her own blood.

      The flames licked against Olivia’s skin, and she shivered. The flames should’ve burned, but instead they were cold. She shivered again, her breath expelled from her mouth as a fine mist. Suddenly, a deep shudder wracked her body, and her eyes opened at her gasp. It took her a moment to grasp that she was lying on the cold, hard library floor.

      The fire had burned down to embers, and the candles had all gone out. The room was now lit only by the bright moonlight flooding in through the open curtains. The curtains billowed ghostly white in the night breeze, and Olivia realized with a jolt that the window was wide open.

      Unfolding her stiff limbs, she pulled herself up from the shabby rug. The cloud cover from the earlier storm had burned away, leaving the air crisp, clear, and freezing. The moon split the sky like a great silver disc, reflecting against the surface of the lake and bathing the surrounding woods in a pale ethereal light.

      Shuddering, she closed the window and locked it. Strange, she thought to herself. She couldn’t remember opening the window, and once again, she felt an uncomfortable prickle begin at the back of her neck and roll slowly down her spine. Turning back toward the room, she froze midstep. The photo frame that had caused her so much grief no longer lay upon the rug in front of the fireplace where she’d left it. Instead, it rested once more upon the mantle as if it had never been moved.
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      Anyone visiting or even just passing through Mercy could be forgiven for thinking that The Salted Bone had been transplanted straight from Ireland. Never mind that it had stood, in some shape or form, at the very heart of Mercy for over three hundred years. Over time it had transformed from a barn to a rowdy taproom to a coach house before morphing into its current incarnation of a traditional Irish pub. Despite the many changes the years brought, one fact was certain, if asked, any resident of Mercy, young or old, would know that a Murphy had stood at its helm since the town’s founding.

      Jackson hummed quietly to himself as he wiped another glass and set it on the shelf above the bar. He could’ve said it had been the bell above the door that had first alerted him to his newest customer or simply his habit of watching the door, but the truth was, he’d have known without looking when she walked through the door. There was just something about her, a kind of aura that caused the air to crackle with electricity in her wake.

      Oh aye, a firecracker that one was, Jackson thought to himself. He watched her with patient eyes as she scanned the room nervously before landing on him. She almost seemed to hesitate for a moment before crossing the room and sliding onto a seat at the bar.

      “Evenin’.” His mouth curved into his trademark smile. “What can I get you this fine autumn eve?”

      “A beer, please,” she murmured, her head tilting as she studied him, charmed by his lilting West Country brogue. “Whatever you’ve got on tap will be fine.”

      “Ah, a woman after me own heart.”

      “With a smile like that, I imagine you have half the women in town after your heart,” she observed.

      “Oh, darlin’, if only that were true.” He grinned. “But it’s not usually me heart they’re after.”

      She huffed in amusement. “I’ll bet.”

      “You new in town then?” he asked conversationally as he slid her pint across the glossy wooden bar. “Visiting or just passing through?”

      “Neither.” She shook her head as she picked up the glass and took a dainty sip. “I’ve just moved back and have a place up by the lake.”

      “The lake?” he repeated in surprise. “So, you’d be a West then?”

      “Olivia.” She offered her hand.

      “Jackson Murphy.” He shook her hand, then resumed his task of wiping down the clean glasses. “I was very fond of your Evelyn. She’d come in every Sunday for a pot roast and a Guinness.”

      “She was my great aunt,” Olivia muttered, biting back the ruthless pang of dejection.

      “I was sorry to hear of her passing,” Jackson told her as he watched her. “We all went to her funeral; I don’t recall seeing you.”

      “I wasn’t there.” Olivia answered, trying not to let the resentment seep into her tone. “I didn’t find out about her death until after her funeral.” Not that she’d have wanted me there… she almost added. “Did you know her well?”

      “She and our Owen rubbed along famously,” Jackson told her, his tone laced with fondness.

      “Owen?”

      “Ah, beggin’ your pardon, of course you wouldn’t know who Owen is,” he apologized. “Owen is our cook, a great brute of a man given to fits of temper, but he cooks like a dream, so we make allowances for his poor social graces. He and Evie got on like a barn of fire. They often traded recipes and such.”

      Olivia picked up a menu and scanned it in interest. “So the food here is good?”

      “It is, even if I do say so myself.” Jackson gave a confident nod. “Do you have an appetite then, Olivia?”

      “I do.” Her mouth curved. “I’ve been surviving on cereal and coffee while I unpack. I’m still working my way up to grocery shopping.”

      “Well then, if I might,” he offered. “Owen’s beef stew is enough to make a grown man weep with gratitude. It sticks to the ribs and has a fine flavor. Just the thing for a chilly October eve.”

      “Sounds great.” She smiled.

      “Beef stew it is then.” Jackson slapped his hand down on the bar. “Shelley, darlin’.” He flagged down a pretty honey blonde waitress as she swung by with an empty tray. “A beef stew for Mercy’s newest arrival.”

      “No problem.” Shelley cast Olivia a welcoming smile before turning her attention back to Jackson. “Two cokes, a white wine, and a Guinness please, Jackson.”

      He nodded in acknowledgement and reached for a glass. Olivia watched in fascination as he grasped one of the large taps and began to build the pint of Guinness layer by layer.

      “Are you new in town then?” Shelley asked.

      “Old,” Olivia answered. “Just moved back.”

      “This is Evie’s great niece,” Jackson nodded toward Olivia.

      “Olivia?” Shelley’s eyes widened in recognition and Olivia’s heart sank. “I remember you. We went to school together. I was a couple of years ahead of you and Louisa Gilbert. Have you seen her yet?”

      “I ran into her the other day,” Olivia replied ambiguously.

      “I’m sure she was really happy to see you.” Shelley picked up the tray and offered her a genuine smile. “Well, welcome home. I’ll get that stew for you.”

      “Thanks,” Olivia muttered in relief. It was obvious from the look in her eyes that Shelley knew all about her family’s past but was being polite enough to not mention it. She turned to find Jackson watching her, and she cleared her throat, intending to change the subject before he could ask any questions. “The accent, is it real?”

      “Certainly, it is.” He chuckled as he filled another glass with soda and dropped a slice of lemon in. “My mother is American. She was born and bred in Mercy along with my uncle, but she fell in love with my Da, who was passing through on his travels, and when he left, she went with him. They still run a pub of their own back in County Clare.”

      “That’s sweet.” She propped her cheek on her fist, lulled by his musical accent. “How’d you end up in Mercy?”

      “My uncle died,” he replied.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I didn’t know him.” Jackson shrugged. “But he didn’t have any family, other than my Ma, so he left the pub to me. I thought I might try my luck serving my American cousins across the pond.”

      “How long ago was that?”

      “Let’s see now.” His eyes narrowed in thought. “Must be over ten years.”

      “You must like it here then?”

      “Oh aye,” he mumbled as he watched Shelley swing back through the door from the kitchen, balancing a steaming bowl of stew on her tray. “There’s a lot to like.”

      One of Olivia’s brows rose as she watched him.

      “It’s a good job the women of Mercy aren’t after your heart,” she said as his sharp blue gaze landed on her. “I get the feeling it isn’t free.”

      “Well, aren’t you the perceptive one?” He huffed out a quiet laugh. “Have you a bit of witch in you then?” He teased.

      “Doesn’t everyone in Mercy?” she replied in amusement.

      “True.” He grinned as Shelley approached.

      “Would you like me to find you a table?” Shelley offered.

      “Here’s fine.” Olivia shook her head as Shelley slid the piping hot bowl in front of her, along with a plate of warm, fragrant freshly baked rolls. Beside them she set a roll of silverware wrapped in a crisp white napkin.

      “God, that smells good.” Olivia breathed in as the spicy scent rose from the dish.

      “It’s one of Owen’s signature dishes. Enjoy!” Shelley replied and turned back to Jackson and began loading the drinks order onto her tray.

      “Where’s Adam?” Jackson asked.

      “I think he’s out back on a cigarette break,” she answered.

      “Can you tell him to hurry up?” Jackson muttered as he glanced at the time. “The movie theater will be emptying out soon and it’ll start to pick up.”

      Shelley hesitated.

      “What is it?” he asked sensing her reluctance.

      “Um, it’s just that.” She paused, toying with the tie on her servers apron. “Stu called. I can’t work this Thursday. He needs me, some work thing with his boss.”

      “This Thursday?” Jackson replied in an even tone, his eyes giving nothing away.

      “Yes.” She gave a reluctant nod.

      “Shelley, you’ve spent months trying to book the band coming in on Thursday, they’re your favorite.”

      “I know,” she sighed. “But sometimes I need to put his needs first. His career is important to him.”

      “It seems to me that you do plenty for him,” Jackson replied, his jaw clenching. “Perhaps, he should think of you occasionally.”

      “He does,” she snapped defensively. “He’s not as bad as you think.”

      “You really don’t want to know what I think,” Jackson mumbled under his breath.

      “Can I have the night off or not?” Shelley frowned.

      “The truth is, I don’t know as I can spare you,” he huffed in frustration.

      “Josie says she’ll cover for me, and I’ll work my night off instead,” she replied.

      “Fine.” His tone was curt, and his expression neutral. Olivia got the distinct impression he wasn’t so much mad at Shelley but for her.

      “I really am sorry, Jackson.” Shelley frowned. “But I can’t please everyone.”

      “No, I imagine not, but then again, I’m the one who pays your wages.”

      “Yes, you are,” she murmured. “But he’s the one I have to live with.”

      Jackson watched silently as she picked up the tray and disappeared into the rapidly expanding crowd, his jaw tight and eyes guarded.

      A sudden loud crash had both Olivia and Jackson turning their heads in the direction of the kitchen as a tall sandy-haired guy darted through the swinging doors.

      “What the hell’s going on, Adam?” Jackson frowned.

      “You’d better go deal with Owen.” Adam lifted the walk-through and slid behind the warm cherry wood bar. “He’s on a tear again.”

      “Oh for the... What this time?” Jackson rolled his eyes and gave a deep sigh of exasperation.

      Olivia watched in interest as he ducked under the bar and took off toward the kitchen as Adam took his place.

      “Can I get you another?” Adam nodded toward her empty glass.

      She shook her head. “I’m driving, but I’ll take a coke.”

      He nodded and pulled down a clean glass, filling it with ice as she appraised him. He had light brown eyes and a slim, almost lanky build, and as he turned to fill the glass, she noticed a small four-leaf clover tattooed on his neck. His hair was overgrown, resting on the collar of his dark shirt, which was unbuttoned at the throat and revealed a small St Christopher medal on a delicate silver chain.

      “You local then?” Adam asked as he slid the fresh glass in front of her and cleared away the empty.

      “Yeah.” For now, she thought as she dusted the breadcrumbs from her fingers then stacking her empty bowl on top of the bread plate. “I’m up at the lake.”

      “Evie’s place?” He looked up in surprise as he wiped the counter.

      “She was my great aunt.”

      “Sorry to hear about her death.” Adam shook his head. “I only met her a few times, but I liked her.”

      “Thanks,” Olivia muttered, not really wanting to talk about her great aunt. “How about you?”

      “Sorry?”

      “You from around here?” she asked curiously.

      “All over, but Ulysses, Kansas, originally.” He continued to wipe down the bar. “Decided to travel some, landed in Mercy about six months back.”

      “Hey, Adam.” An attractive redhead slung an empty tray down on the bar with a wink. “Jack and coke, a cab and two pints.”

      He nodded and turned to grab a glass, but his gaze remained locked on the redhead as she continued to smile invitingly at him. Olivia sat quietly sipping her soda as her gaze began to wander across the busy pub. It was a warm and inviting place, with dark polished wood trims, almond-colored walls, and a battered honey-colored wood floor. Irish music played softly in the background, something complicated involving pipes and a fiddle that had Olivia tapping her foot without even realizing it.

      “Good God, the man’s a menace.” Jackson swung back through the doors and ducked under the bar.

      “Crisis averted?” Olivia asked.

      “Of a kind.” He rolled his eyes. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “No, thanks.” She shook her head. “I really should be heading back. I still have a lot of Evie’s things to sort through.” She stood and brushed the crumbs from her jeans, reaching into her purse for her wallet.

      “It’s on the house.” Jackson stopped her. “Welcome home, Olivia.”

      Olivia stood motionless for a heartbeat as she took in his sincere gaze and genuine smile. She felt the simple warmth of an honest welcome with no ulterior judgement. Maybe she was wrong, she mused silently. Maybe coming back to Mercy wouldn’t be as bad as she thought.

      “Thank you,” she murmured.

      “Now don’t you be a stranger,” Jackson told her.

      “I won’t.” She glanced across to Adam. “Bye, Adam.”

      He raised a hand in silent farewell as both he and Jackson watched her walk out the door.

      “She seems… guarded,” Jackson mused thoughtfully. “And a little lost.”

      Shelley appeared beside them and dropped her empty tray on the bar, glancing back at the door. “I’ve gotta tell you,” she said in disbelief, “I never thought I’d see the day Olivia West walked back into town.”

      “What makes you say that?” Jackson asked curiously.

      “Well, after everything that happened with her parents,” she replied, frowning silently at Jackson’s blank look. “Really, Jackson, you’ve been here, what ten years, and you don’t know about the Wests?”

      He shrugged his shoulders in bemusement.

      “Olivia West and her parents are practically an urban legend in this town,” Shelley told him. “About twenty years ago, her daddy murdered her mama and his mama-in-law, Olivia’s grandmother, who also happened to be Evie’s twin sister.”

      “Is that so?” Jackson replied in interest.

      Shelley nodded. “Stabbed them both to death right out of the blue. Just snapped apparently. He taught history at Mercy High; Josie was in one of his classes. She said he never seemed the type, he was so nice.”

      “That’s what they say about most serial killers,” Adam snorted as he leaned on the bar. “The truth is you never know what goes on behind closed doors.”

      There was something in his voice, a hint of bitterness that had Jackson narrowing his eyes as he studied his young bartender.

      “I suppose,” Shelley murmured. “Anyway, word is, when he realized what he’d done, he burned down the house with the bodies inside. Then he took Olivia, who was only a little kid at the time, and ran. Got as far as Boston, or it might’ve been Phillly, before the cops picked him up. I don’t know what happened to either of them after that, but there was a lot of gossip going around Mercy at the time.”

      “How come I’m only just hearing about this?” Jackson replied in surprise. “I like to think I knew Evie quite well.”

      “Well, people were encouraged to keep their mouths shut.” Shelley shrugged.

      “Encouraged?” Jackson’s eyes narrowed.

      “Let’s just say, bad things had a way of happening to people who gossiped about the Wests after that,” Shelley said pointedly.

      “And yet here you are running your mouth,” Adam grunted, shaking his head dismissively as he began to unload the fresh glasses from the dishwasher. “This town and its superstitions. Bad shit happens, it’s as simple as that.”

      “It’s not superstition.” Shelley’s eyes narrowed in warning. “And if you’d been raised in this town, you’d know that. After all, it was founded by the survivors of Salem, and the Wests are the oldest family in town.”

      “Witchcraft?” Adam smirked. “Seriously, you don’t actually buy into that crap, do you?”

      “I know enough to keep my mouth shut.” Shelley’s eyes narrowed.

      “Then why are you flapping it now?” he asked. “If bad things are supposed to happen.” His eyes widened, and he held his hands up and wiggled his fingers as if some spooky curse was about to descend upon them.

      “Evie’s not here anymore, is she?” Shelley snapped.

      “You’re so full of shit,” Adam snorted. “Save it for the tourists, Shel. I ain’t buying any of that crap you’re pedaling. There’s no such thing as witchcraft.”

      “It would serve you right if something bad happens to you,” she hissed as she snatched up the tray and sailed through the door into the kitchen.

      “You certainly have a way with women, Adam.” Jackson chuckled.

      “Don’t tell me you actually believe in all that witch crap?” Adam frowned.

      “You forget I’m from Ireland, land of magic and myth.” Jackson shrugged. “I was practically bottle fed that ‘witch crap’ from the cradle. Besides, what does it matter what the locals believe? We cast no stones here.”

      Adam grunted noncommittedly before moving further down the bar to serve a waiting customer, leaving Jackson to release a slow, resigned breath. He had a feeling it was just going to be one of those nights.
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      Olivia stepped out of the pub into the crisp night air and shivered, pulling her jacket closer around her body. The temperature had dropped rapidly while she
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