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			More than anything, this is a love story. A story of love lost and love found. A story of the love between sisters. And a story of a mother’s love for her children. Most important, though, it is a story about loving oneself.

			It’s also a story about witches slaying vampires.

			Don’t worry. Most of the vamps suck.
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			A man staggered down the sidewalk, his feet swallowed by a swirling blanket of sea fog. At times he veered dangerously toward the curb, but just before he would teeter over its edge, he’d lurch back to shamble over the damp grass of his neighbors’ lawns. Each plodding step seemed destined to be his last, but he lumbered on, his unfocused eyes and sickly pale cheeks gleaming under the streetlamps, his jaw hanging loosely like a corpse’s.

			Cassie Beckett put down the yellow highlighter she had been using to mark up the family calendar as he approached. She tilted her chin to the black cat seated primly on the top edge of her wicker chair. “He doesn’t look so good, does he?”

			The cat didn’t reply.

			“Hey, Gary,” she called out from the porch. “How’s the training going?”

			The man stopped his forward momentum but continued to step on the spot. He pulled up the pants of his gray sweatsuit and took a sip from his water bottle. “Made it two K yesterday.”

			Cassie smiled. “Nice.”

			“Is it okay if I leave this here?” He shook his bottle. “It’s empty and I don’t want it weighing me down.”

			“Be my guest.”

			Gary was training for a half-marathon. He claimed he ran at night because of work, but that didn’t make much sense given that he was an accountant. Cassie suspected he was embarrassed about the shape he was in, but he didn’t have to be. Not with her. She admired him for trying something new.

			“Thanks.” He plunked the plastic container on her mailbox as an infant’s cry pealed out from an open window down the street.

			Cassie smiled and looked over to the house with the cranberry door, its brass knocker winking in the dark. Every neighborhood had its secret nightlife, and hers was no exception. As though on cue, a man with a baby strapped to his chest emerged from the house. The piercing cries faded away as he walked down his driveway with careful, bouncing steps. When he reached the street, he turned around and walked back toward the house, making sure to keep a steady rhythm.

			“Poor guy.” Gary pushed up the Rocky-inspired headband that had slipped down his forehead. “Rumor has it the baby is his sister’s. She wasn’t ready to be a mother, so he stepped up.”

			Not much stayed secret in the Burrow. The neighborhood wasn’t much more than a street in an old suburb of Charlottetown, Prince Edward Island, and nobody could remember how it had gotten its name, but it was quaint with its old homes and tall trees, and Cassie couldn’t imagine calling any other place home.

			Their newest neighbor had only moved in a month or so ago, and Cassie hadn’t had the chance to introduce herself. Granted, she hadn’t gone out of her way to either. He was intimidatingly handsome. He had the glasses and bashful air of an English teacher or librarian, but the build of a quarterback. His hair was honey brown and always messy—that was probably because of the baby—but she hadn’t seen his eyes up close. If she had to guess, they were hazel. She thought he might have a dimple too, but—all this was ridiculous because Cassie was technically married, even if it didn’t feel too much like it these days.

			Gary must have caught her look because he chuckled and said, “Yeah, he’s a good-looking guy. You’d have to be dead not to notice.”

			Cassie smiled, hoping the darkness hid the burn coming to her cheeks. “What’s his name again?”

			“Ben. He’s a history professor. Some sort of expert on island lore.”

			A history professor. She knew she’d been on the right track.

			Gary cleared his throat and hiked his pants again. “Anyway, got to get back at it. The longer I stop, the harder it is to get going again.”

			That observation rang true for Cassie on many levels. “Good luck. And don’t forget to take breaks.”

			He waved and pushed on.

			Cassie scratched her cat’s chin. “He’ll be fine, right?”

			She purred.

			Janet was right. Gary was an adult. He could take care of himself. Besides, she had enough on her plate. Cassie looked down at the calendar on the old cast-iron coffee table. Crap. All of October was yellow. Every square had something. Doctor appointments. Dentist appointments. Hockey games. Basketball tryouts. It was never-ending. She scanned the to-do list running down the column at the side. She was also volunteering for two field trips, which meant she needed to trade shifts at work, and she had to get her daughter skates before her class started its weekly trip to the rink. Oh God, and the twins needed Halloween costumes! If only she could cut holes in sheets like moms used to do in the old days. Those women knew how to live.

			The jack-o’-lantern sitting on the top step of the porch drew Cassie’s eye. At least that was done, and she hadn’t had to lift a finger. It had been the strangest thing. The pumpkin had shown up that morning, its carved face peering into her front door. Someone had obviously spent time on it. Its triangle eyes—peaks pointed in—had been cut to a devilish angle, and its mouth with its two long fangs looked ready to tear through steel. There had obviously been some sort of mistake, but she had no clue what to do about it.

			Cassie stared into the dark hollows of the jack-o’-lantern’s eyes. While its sudden appearance was somewhat convenient, it was too creepy for her liking. It almost felt like it was challenging her.

			“You want to go, Creepy?” she muttered, then looked back at her packed calendar. Who was she kidding? She didn’t have time to duel with jack-o’-lanterns. Not with this schedule.

			Cassie leaned back in her chair. Being out on the porch of her century-old home always brought her peace. The wood planks were wobbly, and the sage-green paint was peeling, but she had fixed it up with hanging plants, rugs, blankets, and lanterns, and over time it had become her favorite part of the house. It was the perfect spot to watch the moon rise and soak in the night air. Not that she’d have a whole lot of time for that this month. She put her feet on the table, pushing the calendar an inch or two away with the toe of her boot. It was fine. She could do this. As long as she didn’t get sick or require more than six hours of sleep—something she didn’t seem capable of anyway—it was fine.

			Janet nuzzled Cassie’s ear as she pulled her mug of herbal tea close to her chest, inhaling its sweet grassy scent. She’d been having some insomnia lately. Stress, probably. She did her best to keep everyone on track, but ever since her husband, Matt, had left for his second tour with Doctors Without Borders—leaving her with their fifteen-year-old daughter and eight-year-old twin boys—it always felt like she wasn’t doing enough. Or doing it right. Or doing it the way everyone expected her to. Other moms made it look so easy. At least the ones on social media did.

			But ongoing stress aside, something more was going on with her. She’d had this strange, tense feeling lately that there was something she was supposed to be doing. Something aside from all the other things she was supposed to be doing. It was like there was an undercurrent of electricity constantly pricking at her skin, prodding her to do…something.

			It was probably the change in weather. Those first gusts of cold wind always made her restless.

			Cassie shifted her tea to her other hand and dug her fingers into her jean pocket as she watched the heavy fog swirl. She slipped out her coin, a relic from childhood, and flipped it mindlessly between her fingers, feeling the familiar grooves of the engraved sun and moon on either side.

			The day had been brilliant and pleasantly cool. The kind of fall day that made a person want to walk around under a canopy of red and gold leaves, wearing a scarf and drinking pumpkin-spiced coffee. Not that Cassie had done any of that. She had spent the day at work discussing circular saws with chainsaw attachments and the intricate workings of septic bed treatments. But it was still nice getting in and out of the van. As soon as the sun had set, though, tendrils of cold mist reached in from the harbor, flooding the neighborhood in a gloomy haze. It had a strange murkiness to it. At times, instead of reflecting the light from the streetlamps, it swallowed it, darkening all it touched. And it moved in peculiar ways too. One minute she could see all the way down the street, but the next, the world beyond her front steps disappeared. For all she knew, someone could be in that cold mist right now staring at her. The thought sent an icy shiver up the skin on the back of her neck, even though she knew there was nothing in the fog. Janet would know if there were.

			A low growl rumbled by her ear. Cassie jolted, spilling her tea. “What the heck, cat?” She said it quietly though. Janet did sometimes growl at absolutely nothing—or ghosts, she couldn’t be sure—but there were other times when her feline friend picked up on real creatures going bump in the night. Cassie held her breath to listen and heard a grunt come from up the street. Her shoulders dropped. She knew that grunt. And she should have seen this coming.

			It was Thursday. Karaoke night.

			Cassie slipped her coin back into her pocket and swatted at the drops of tea on her cable-knit sweater, but her hand fell away when the willowy silhouette of a woman emerged from the fog. She was swaying, not unlike Gary, but that wasn’t what had Cassie concerned. She was also dragging something. Its metal tip scraped noisily along the pavement.

			A baseball bat.

			Janet jumped down from the chair and up onto the porch railing in a fluid motion. She gathered herself up into a tight perched position. Cassie considered throwing her granny square afghan over her head, but it was too late. The woman had already spotted her. “Hey you!” she shouted as though it wasn’t the middle of the night. “Just the person I wanted to see!”

			Eliza, Cassie’s sister and in most ways her first child, was stunning. Her hair was long, black, and straight—as opposed to Cassie’s sandy waves that lived in a messy bun—and her eyes were large and dramatically dark. That being said, she looked a little rough tonight. The black tank dress wasn’t too bad—it showed off her sister’s slender arms and the bangles clustered at her wrists—but the work boots on her feet and the flannel shirt tied around her waist looked wrong. So did the scraped knee glaring angrily through her torn black tights.

			“Go away,” Cassie said tiredly. “I don’t want what you’re selling.”

			“Is that any way to welcome your sister home?”

			Cassie pointed down the street. “You live that way.”

			Eliza ambled halfway up the lawn before suddenly pitching forward in giant, awkward steps. When she caught herself, she frowned at the football lying innocently in the grass, then kicked it over to the property next door. One of her oversized boots tumbled after it.

			“No. Go get that. Mrs. MacDonald is going to flip out.” Cassie didn’t talk to her neighbor all that much, but when they did speak, it was almost always about property lines. Mrs. MacDonald was big on property lines. She probably didn’t want the chaos of Cassie’s life spilling into hers.

			“No time for that,” Eliza said. “You’re going to want to hear about what I’ve been up to. I promise it has a happy ending.”

			Cassie did want to hear about what her sister had been up to—in the way she wanted to know about an outbreak of lice in the boys’ classroom—but she also didn’t want to encourage whatever this was. Besides, she didn’t need to ask Eliza where she had been. She knew the answer to that. And she didn’t have to ask her who she was with. Cassie knew that too. She certainly wasn’t going to ask her sister how much she’d had to drink. She didn’t want to know the answer to that. And she definitely wasn’t going to ask her—

			“Why do you have a bat?” Frick.

			“Great question. Wait. Why are you out here at—” Eliza looked at her wrist, making her bracelets jangle. She didn’t wear a watch. “Why are you out here?”

			“Couldn’t sleep.” Cassie looked pointedly at the bat. “Now you.”

			Her sister groaned. “It’s a long story.”

			“One you seemed eager to tell me a moment ago.”

			“Yeah.” Eliza sighed. “But now that I’ve had time to think it over, I’ve realized I don’t come out particularly well in it.” She trailed off, distracted by the cat pinning her with a judgmental gaze. “You know what, Janet?” She challenged the cat with a glare, but couldn’t finish the thought.

			“Eliza. Focus.”

			“It was self-defense.”

			“Against?”

			“A two-thousand and nine Ford F-150.”

			Cassie pressed her fingers against her eyelids. “No. Absolutely not. I want no part of this.” Destruction of property was not on her calendar. “Wait, was it parked or moving?” What was wrong with her? Why was she still asking questions?

			“Parked. Definitely parked. But…” Eliza trailed off again, her eyes tracking a late moth fluttering up to the streetlamp.

			Cassie snapped her fingers in the air. “Okay, start from the beginning.” She suspected she already knew the end.

			“You want me to start from the beginning? I can tell you the whole story with one word.” She struggled to untie the flannel shirt fixed around her waist, then threw it to the ground. “It was Tommy. The asshat.”

			“Hey!” Cassie shot a look up in the direction of her boys’ window.

			“Oh shit.” Eliza slapped her hand over her mouth. “Sorry.”

			“You know what? Don’t start from the beginning. Just tell me one thing. Tell me you did not commit a Carrie Underwood on his truck.”

			Eliza opened her mouth then shut it again before squinting and chewing her thumbnail. Cassie imagined she was mulling her strategy. A moment passed and Eliza flung her hand away. “Of course I committed a Carrie Underwood on his truck! Well, half an Underwood. Have you ever tried to beat up a truck? It’s harder than it looks. I may have dislocated my shoulder.”

			Thoughts of damage, insurance, and possible legal action swirled through Cassie’s mind.

			“Do not give me that look,” Eliza snapped. “You would have done the same thing.”

			That was incredibly doubtful.

			“He cheated.” She threw her hands wide. “Tommy cheated. Now you know.” Eliza stamped on the flannel shirt on the wet grass, then kicked her remaining boot off into the hedge. It was clear who those belonged to.

			Even though Cassie had known where the story was headed, it was still a shock. Or maybe just a disappointment. Tommy seemed like a nice guy. The best out of all the men Eliza had dated. Then again, they had only known each other for three and a half weeks. “Who was he with?”

			“I don’t know. She snuck out the back of the bar. Besides, does it really matter? I wasn’t dating the rando chick. I was dating the lying, cheating ass—” She cut herself off and smiled. “Close one.” She looked up at the boys’ room and mimed turning a key over her lips. “Anyway, he was acting all confused like he didn’t know what happened, so I left, and that’s when I saw the bat just lying there in his truck bed. I mean…” She scoffed and held her hands out.

			Cassie pinched her lips together and nodded. What else could she have done?

			“Hey, you have a pumpkin,” Eliza said, her voice instantly changing tone. “It’s too early for a pumpkin. You’re going to have a pumpkin puddle.” She stumbled up to the jack-o’-lantern and grabbed the ropy stem, tossing the top off to the side. She reached in for the candle. “And have you met my nephews?” She climbed the steps and dropped the candle, wick down, into Cassie’s tea. “You’re welcome.” She blinked. “So, where was I?”

			Cassie’s mouth opened, but all she could do was shake her head.

			“Oh yeah, so after the truck, I may have taken a short forest nap behind the bar, and I think Tommy came out.” She winked and slumped against the porch railing. “See? Happy ending. Just like I told you.”

			“How is that a happy ending?”

			“Because he didn’t kill me! He couldn’t have missed what I did to his truck.”

			Cassie rubbed her forehead.

			“I know what you’re thinking—Eliza screwed up again—but I was really starting to like him, Cass.” Her voice cracked in a way that made Cassie’s own throat tighten. “He may not be the brightest bulb in the book, but he was super sweet and made me laugh, and sometimes he could be surprisingly deep, almost poetic.”

			Brightest bulb in the book?

			Cassie pushed herself to her feet. She knew she should send Eliza home. She had to stop cleaning up her messes, but tonight didn’t seem like the night. “Come on.” She held out an arm draped in the blanket. “Let’s go inside and get some sleep before the cops come looking for you.”

			Eliza pushed herself off the railing. “Tommy wouldn’t call the cops.” Suddenly her eyes grew wide. “You don’t think he’d call the cops?” She ducked underneath Cassie’s outstretched arm.

			“We’ll figure everything out tomorrow. You’re sleeping on the couch though.”

			“The couch,” Eliza whined. “Your bed is much more comfortable. I promise I won’t steal the covers.”

			She couldn’t promise that. She always stole the covers. But Cassie was too tired to fight. Besides, it did remind her of when they were young, and Eliza would climb into her bed after a bad dream. They only had each other back in those days.

			Cassie ushered Eliza to the door, calling out, “Come on, Janet.” She tossed a look over her shoulder. Janet had risen to all fours on the railing. Her back was arched, and a ridge of fur had risen along her spine. A high-pitched yelp tore through the night. Janet jumped a foot into the air, landed on the porch, and tore past Cassie, claws scrabbling against the wood planks.

			What the…?

			Cassie suddenly noticed her hands were tingling. It was a peculiar sensation, almost like a warning somehow. “Eliza,” she whispered, “did you hear that?”

			Her sister leaned against the doorframe and closed her eyes.

			That was probably a no. Cassie shook her shoulder. “You go ahead. Wait for me at the bottom of the stairs. I’m right behind you.”

			Cassie shuffled back out to the edge of the porch. She peered in the direction the sound had come from, but the fog made it impossible to see more than a few feet. She waited. It must have been a fox. Or a raccoon. Or a fox fighting a raccoon. Whatever it had been, it sounded like some poor creature had met its end. As Cassie stared into the swirling mist, the thought of being watched by someone or something hidden in the fog returned. She retreated in slow steps, catching sight of the jack-o’-lantern still staring at her. “What are you looking at, Creepy?”

			The jack-o’-lantern held its fanged smile.

			Cassie slowly reached back for the door to push it open wider. It was ridiculous, but suddenly she didn’t want to turn her back to the grinning pumpkin.

			Stupid gourd. He should have been a pie.

			“Watch yourself,” she said, tossing it one last look. “Or I’m going to light you up.” As she turned and stepped inside, a hot gust of air whooshed behind her, and a fiery glow reflected off the outer wall of the house. She whipped back around. The jack-o’-lantern eyes were still black pits, and the candle was still in the mug.

			“I’m losing it.” Cassie pressed her perfectly normal, non-tingling hand to her forehead. “I’m absolutely losing it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
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			“Coffee?”

			Eliza groaned from the kitchen table where she sat slumped over, head resting on her forearms.

			“What about eggs? Toast? Therapy, maybe?”

			Her sister managed a muffled laugh, which was in fact funny because Cassie hadn’t been kidding.

			The kitchen glowed bright orange in the morning sun beaming through the window above the sink. Cassie had fallen in love with her two-story century-old home on sight, but it did need work. The only reason she and Matt could afford the down payment back when he was in school was because it was a fixer-upper. The house had remained largely untouched since it had been built—which was great in some ways. It had large bay windows, plaster cornicing, and beautiful warm paneling by the stairs. The bathrooms hadn’t been updated since the fifties, though, and the kitchen—well, the kitchen was all seventies. The floor was a linoleum sheet of brown-and-orange squares, and the wallpaper had a harvest design with columns of overflowing cornucopias. As the pièce de résistance, the light fixture above the table was made from brown glass panels in a tiered loop, a little like an upside-down wedding cake. It was a lot. But on the bright side, the room was in season once a year, and, truthfully, there was something soothing about its retro vibe. It made life seem simpler. The kitchen was also the hub of their family life. The house had two staircases and, of course, a front door, but it was the steps leading up from the kitchen that everyone used, and the side door that everyone came in and out of.

			Cassie leaned against the counter and reached for her coffee, listening to Eliza’s light snores. She had managed to stay awake a whole twelve minutes.

			What am I going to do with you?

			She had been asking herself that question almost since the day Eliza had been born twenty-five years ago, and at thirty-three Cassie still didn’t know the answer. She had been eight—the same age as her boys—when she and Eliza were placed in foster care, and her sister hadn’t been much more than a newborn. The couple who had taken them in had done their best. They were good-hearted people, and Cassie would be forever grateful to them for not separating her and Eliza, but it had never been a good fit. They were conservative and saw the world in black-and-white. They had a hard time understanding a free-spirited child like Eliza, let alone knowing how to parent her. Every time she brought home a stray or got into a fight at school, they despaired. And then there was the incident. It wasn’t something Cassie liked to think about. The point was she had picked up the parenting mantle early on. She wouldn’t have had it any other way. She wanted to help her sister feel like she belonged in the world despite not having a permanent home, but being a kid herself she hadn’t known how to do that, and Eliza had been floating through life ever since.

			Not that Cassie was in any position to preach about living one’s best life. She was barely hanging on to hers.

			The thought faded at the sound of light footfalls creaking down the stairs. She knew which of her children was coming before she appeared. Each kid sounded different.

			Cassie’s fifteen-year-old daughter, Sadie, came into the room, took one look at Eliza, and said, “Whoa. You look rough.”

			Sadie’s resemblance to her aunt was undeniable. She had Cassie’s gray-green eyes, but everything else was Eliza. They were both tall and lean and had the same long black hair. Even their features—the elegant slope of the nose, the high cheekbones—were nearly identical. It was only the slightest bit annoying. And great. Of course, great. But also, a tiny bit annoying. Cassie and Eliza had a complicated mother-daughter-sister relationship.

			Eliza dragged her head upright, then dropped her temple on the heel of her palm. Her head slipped, but she caught herself in time. “I must have drifted off for a minute there.” She squinted at her niece. “You learn from this. Alcohol is no one’s friend.”

			“Thanks for the tip. Looks like you had fun though.”

			“No. No.” She brought her fist to her mouth and belched softly. “Bad choices were made.”

			Cassie grabbed a box of cereal from the cupboard, closing the door with an intentional bang. She passed it to her daughter. This was an issue that had been simmering for a while now. Sadie looked up to her cool, fun aunt. She didn’t need to see her like this.

			“Sadie, given your aunt’s state, I was hoping you could do me a favor.” Cassie did her best to keep her voice strong and authoritative, but she could hear the underlying fear. There had been a time when her daughter always wanted to help her. She wanted to help her cook, do her nails, even change diapers. But those days were long gone.

			Sadie slid her gaze over.

			Don’t show fear. Teenage girls rule by fear. “Could you make sure the boys get to school? On time?”

			Her daughter’s jaw dropped at the outrageousness of the request.

			“Or not on time,” Cassie added quickly. “Just getting them there is a win.”

			“They are not babies anymore. They can walk themselves.”

			A chuckle came from the table. “Not without committing a felony.”

			Sadie smiled. Actually smiled. Cassie couldn’t remember the last time she had made her daughter smile, but they sure came free and easy when her sister was involved. But this was just a stage. The terrible fifteens. It wouldn’t last.

			“Sadie, please. I need to talk to your aunt before work.”

			“I have plans.” She pulled a handful of cereal from the box and dropped some flakes into her mouth.

			Eliza rolled her eyes. “You have plans before school?”

			“Maybe?” she mumbled.

			“You don’t have plans,” Eliza scoffed, making her niece smile again.

			Breathe, Cassie. “Look, I know I have been asking a lot of you lately, but ever since your dad left—”

			“Dad is a hero for what he’s doing.”

			Cassie did her best not to react. The past year had been hard on everyone, but Sadie was having the most difficult time with it. Not that she’d talk about it. At least not to her.

			And if anyone knew that Matt’s actions were heroic, it was Cassie. It was incredibly meaningful work, and Matt had always needed to feel like he was doing something big and meaningful. It was one of the things that first attracted her to him. He was a dreamer chasing his life’s purpose, and she had always supported him in that. Sure, it was hard being the one doing the day-to-day—largely unrecognized—work of parenting, but she was glad he was fulfilled. Hopefully he’d end up being so fulfilled, he’d stay home after this tour ended.

			“Of course, your dad is a hero.”

			“Besides it’s not like you’re doing anything with your—”

			“Hey!” Eliza flung her head up. “You’d better think hard about how you’re going to finish that sentence, young lady. I’m the only one who can be a—banana to your mom.” She gave Cassie a thumbs-up and nauseous smile.

			Sadie’s cheeks flushed the way they always did when she was about to cry. Cassie wanted to hug her, but she knew that would be the wrong thing. She might lose both arms.

			“Sorry,” Sadie mumbled. The apology was directed to Eliza. Not to her. To Eliza.

			It was fine.

			Rapid-fire thumps came from the stairs, and the boys exploded into the room. Sly and Eddie. Not the most common names for eight-year-olds. Matt had a great-grandfather named Sylvester with—surprise, surprise—an identical twin named Edwin. He thought it would be fun to carry on the tradition. Eliza was horrified, but Cassie had been so worn down by nine months of twin pregnancy, she could barely think, let alone argue with anyone. And as with all names, first impressions gave way to the colorings of love.

			“Sly. Ed,” Eliza said with a pained smile. Cassie suspected the cacophony of thumps had been painful. “Where’s the fire?”

			“School!” They swarmed Eliza on either side. She pulled her arms in close to her chest and shielded her face with her hands. The boys kissed her anyway. “Love you too. That’s enough now.”

			“Let’s get going, everyone.” Cassie opened the fridge to grab the boys’ lunches. Except she hadn’t made the boys’ lunches. Frick. “Okay, get your shoes on. I just have to…” She grabbed two yogurts from the fridge, then slammed it shut. Bananas! Bananas were good. They came in their own packaging. Cassie frantically looked around, then darted for the pantry cabinet. A box of crackers and two tins of pineapple chunks. Why not? The cans had pull tabs. She just hoped no one lost a finger with the lid. She then rinsed two dirty spoons under the faucet because she had forgotten to start the dishwasher too, then passed the collection over to the boys in a single plastic bag. They’d figure it out. “I don’t know where your little freezer packs are, so eat the yogurt during your first break.” She couldn’t tell if they were listening to her. “I’m serious. If you don’t eat it first, it will rot, and you will both die horrible deaths.”

			“You know, they can get food at the office,” Sadie said, her tone the equivalent of an eye roll. “They always have extra lunches.”

			“Yes, but that would make me look like a terrible mother.” And right now, she was clearly killing it.

			“Whatever. Can I have money for lunch, so I don’t die a horrible death?”

			Cassie grabbed her wallet off the counter and flipped it open. She always kept cash for emergencies. “Here,” she said, passing her daughter a ten. “On the condition you walk them the whole way there.”

			“Fine.” Sadie took the bill. “But I’m not promising both will make it alive.”

			“I wouldn’t respect your judgment if you did. Now get going.”

			The boys raced by, shouting identical I love you, Moms. Eddie grabbed half a bag of chips off the counter on his way out, but Sadie snatched it from him and put it back, giving Cassie a pointed look.

			The door slammed. Cassie pulled back the frilly curtain to watch her kids trek down the driveway. Huh, Gary’s water bottle was still on the mailbox. He must have given up on the last lap.

			“What’s up with Sadie?” Eliza drawled. “I love the girl to death, but I wouldn’t have given her any money. She might hire a hitman.”

			Cassie dropped the curtain. She loved it when her sister gave her parenting advice. Crap! She hadn’t fed the boys breakfast!

			“And I’m sorry,” Eliza continued, “but hero?”

			“Some people do consider Doctors Without Borders heroic. And raising a teenage daughter is not easy.” It was a little like training an alligator to give kisses. Hard and dangerous. “Besides, I owe her. She has been doing a lot to help with the boys.”

			“If you say so.”

			Instead of dropping back onto the table, Eliza slumped in her chair. Cassie took that as an opening. “So, what’s the plan with Tommy?”

			Her sister wrapped her arms over her stomach. “I’ll talk to him. Offer to pay for the truck. You know, Ms. Underwood really should have covered the legal ramifications of her actions in that song.”

			Cassie sipped her coffee. It tasted more bitter than it had a moment ago. “And how exactly are you going to pay for the truck? You have no money.”

			“Well,” Eliza said, picking at a dried bit of tomato sauce cemented to the table, “you could loan me the money.”

			“I have no money.”

			Eliza grimaced. “There’s always Matt’s car.”
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			That third cup of coffee had been a mistake. The acidic brew sloshed around in Cassie’s stomach as she slipped a plastic-encased lightbulb onto a utility hook jutting out from the wall. At least she was on stocking duty. She didn’t think she could handle talking to customers today. It was hard to discuss paint colors and humidifiers on four and a half hours of sleep. It was also hard to think about selling her husband’s car.

			Cassie hadn’t promised Eliza anything. She certainly hadn’t said yes, but she had said maybe, and that had propelled her sister to throw her arms around her. They both knew Cassie had a hard time saying no when Eliza needed her. Besides, she could sell Matt’s car. The ownership was in her name. She could probably sell it for enough money to fix Tommy’s truck and have plenty left over for a new clothes dryer—her current one was beating itself to death—and maybe some extra Christmas presents.

			Money had been tight for a while now.

			Cassie and Matt had gotten together in their first year of university. They met in September and were pregnant by April. It had been a shock, but not a tragedy. Cassie was head over heels in love. Matt was smart, charismatic, and ready to take on the world. He was thrilled about the baby and confident they could make everything work. More than work. They were going to build a spectacular life together. So, Cassie dropped out, and they got married. The plan was that she would go back to school once Sadie started kindergarten, but when the time came, Matt was starting his residency, and it didn’t seem like the right time. A few years later the boys came along, and Cassie’s plans were pushed off again. She loved being with her kids when they were little, but it was hard. Rewarding…but hard. Then plans changed again about two years ago when another surgeon at the hospital, Dr. Miranda Sharp, suggested Matt join her on a tour with Doctors Without Borders. Cassie had tried her best to like Miranda, but it wasn’t easy, especially when she asked Cassie every time they met if she was a stay-at-home mom and replied That’s so nice! when Cassie confirmed she was. But Matt loved the idea of making a difference…even though it meant him being a world away from his family. How could she deny him that? Besides, the first tour was only six months, and she was used to being the main parental figure for the kids. Granted, it was harder when he signed up for the second tour, but he promised that would be it. That’s when Cassie took the job at the hardware store to help make ends meet. Matt’s income had dropped, and they hadn’t paid off his student loans or made much of a dent in their mortgage. They would be fine in the long run, but in the meantime, managing the budget was tricky.

			Cassie still thought about going back to school even though she didn’t relish the idea of being the oldest student in the class, but there was a problem. She didn’t know what she wanted to study. She could rattle off her children’s favorite video games, movies, clothing brands, snacks, but she was at a total loss when it came to knowing what she liked.

			So, maybe selling Matt’s car wasn’t a terrible idea.

			He wouldn’t argue. Matt never argued. Do whatever you need to do, Cassie. I fully support you. That was his answer to every problem. He would probably be relieved that he could help back home while he was being heroic overseas. The idea bothered her though. Something about it felt final.

			“You all right, hon?”

			Cassie jolted, fumbling the lightbulb she had been holding. Once she had it firmly pinned against her chest, she smiled at her coworker, Patty, who had her own hands out in case the package made another break for it. Patty was incredibly sweet. So sweet, in fact, that if Cassie had to choose another life, she would want to be one of Patty’s grandchildren—in no small part because she always smelled like cookies. Cassie frowned. These seemed like weird thoughts to be having. She really needed to get more sleep.

			“Cassie?”

			“Yeah, sorry. I’m here.”

			“No, I’m sorry,” Patty said, straightening the cardigan she always wore under her blue work vest. “I didn’t mean to startle you. I know you must have had a late night.”

			And there it was. It hadn’t taken long for reports of her sister’s misadventures to spread. “I’m guessing everyone has heard?”

			“I would think the entire island by now.” Patty nodded sympathetically. “Eliza did a number on Tommy’s truck.”

			“Where are people landing on it?”

			“Fifty percent feel it was justified. The other fifty percent own trucks.”

			Fifty percent wasn’t terrible.

			“I wouldn’t worry. Tommy is such a sweetheart.” She frowned. “At least I thought he was. I hope there isn’t another explanation.” Patty’s frown turned grim in a way Cassie didn’t understand. “While we’re on the topic, there’s something else I wanted to talk to you about.”

			Cassie waited as the sweet older woman fidgeted, straightening the row of plugs on the wall. Suddenly she snapped her fingers. “But first, Sean is going to ask you to cover for him on your lunch break while he takes his grandfather to the optometrist. Say no.”

			“Say no? I mean, I can do it if he needs me to.”

			“Cassie, one of his grandfathers died before he was born. The other three years ago when his tractor rolled over on him. You were at the funeral.”

			She did remember that, but she had only gone to the visitation. The boys had ear infections.

			Patty shook her head. “He has a new girlfriend that he wants to make out with in the parking lot.”

			“That’s sweet.” Cassie remembered the making-out-in-parking-lot days. They hadn’t been that long ago.

			“No! You are too nice. And too thin. You need to eat on your lunch break. Keep your strength up.”

			Cassie smiled. “Understood. Now the other thing you wanted to talk to me about?” It had occurred to her that Patty was stalling. She couldn’t imagine what it could possibly be that had her so nervous. To be honest, they both led quiet lives.

			Patty chewed her lip, then said, “I’m not sure if you’ve heard, but Gary Nesbitt is missing.”

			Gary? Her Gary? Well, not her Gary. But Gary?

			“He went for a run last night and never came home. His wife is fuming.” Patty whispered the last part even though there was no one around. “She thinks he did a runner. Not that I’d blame him if he did. She’s a piece of work that one.”

			That didn’t sound like something he would do. Yes, Gary’s wife was kind of mean, especially to him, but he wasn’t the type to simply get up and leave. “Are the police looking for him? It was so foggy last night. A car could have hit him, or he could have had a heart attack, fallen in a ditch.”

			“It’s too soon to report him missing.” Patty’s brow creased with worry. “But given that it happened last night, I thought you should know.”

			“I’m not following. Why does it matter that it happened last night?”

			“Well, they think it was after midnight, so…October first?”

			Cassie shrugged.

			Patty studied her face. “You know what? Never mind. I don’t know what I’m saying. But maybe you should talk to your aunt Dorcas.”

			Dorcas?

			Out of all the things Cassie might have guessed Patty would say, that was not one of them. “Patty, you know I don’t talk to Dorcas.”

			She shrugged lightly. “Now might be a good time to start. Anyway, I only wanted to make sure you knew.” She spun around and called out to a customer, “Let me help you, dear!”

			Cassie slid the lightbulb package onto the hook as Patty hurried away. That was definitely the strangest conversation she had ever had with her coworker. What did the date have to do with anything? And why would she want Cassie to talk to Dorcas? And…Gary couldn’t be missing. There had to be some sort of mistake, some miscommunication between him and his wife. Cassie tried to reassure herself with the thought, but the yelp she’d heard last night echoed in her mind. It had been a fox. She was sure it had been a fox.

			Except she wasn’t.
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			Instead of eating her lunch, Cassie stayed on hold with the police during her break. When she finally got through and told the officer all about the fox and the water bottle, he thanked her and hung up. She would have talked to Patty again, but she had gone home with a headache.

			At five sharp, Cassie said goodbye to her coworkers, pulled on her peacoat and gloves, and stepped out into the gathering twilight. She had walked to work that morning hoping it might help her stay awake, but given how tired she was now, she wished she had taken the van. She tried to focus on the earthy scent of the leaves covering the ground, but she couldn’t get her mind off Gary.

			The Burrow was not the kind of place where people randomly went missing. Everybody knew everybody in the neighborhood, and people left their doors unlocked. Cassie had always let the boys roam the streets before dark without ever worrying about their safety. And aside from an abandoned house exploding a few years back—some random gas leak—nothing much ever happened. But now that she was thinking about it, things had felt off lately, like something new had come into her neighborhood. Something wrong. Cassie shoved her hands deep into her pockets and kicked a rock down the sidewalk. If she wasn’t careful, she’d turn into Dorcas with those kinds of thoughts.

			The sky was crimson by the time Cassie made it to her street. The days were getting noticeably shorter. Hopefully the boys were home already. She pulled her collar close to her throat. It was getting colder and…the fog was back.

			Fingers of gray mist reached toward Cassie’s ankles. She hadn’t noticed it roll in, but the thin blanket of mist was everywhere now, twisting around trees and lampposts. Cassie hurried for her house, but her steps faltered when she noticed Gary’s water bottle was gone. Anyone could have taken it, including his wife, but it still felt ominous. Then she saw something even more disturbing: her neighbor, Mrs. MacDonald, standing in her driveway.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3
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			Cassie forced her steps in the direction of her house, resisting the urge to run back down the street.

			Mrs. MacDonald had always intimidated her. She had to be in her seventies, but her posture was ramrod straight and she always looked good with her perfectly coifed white hair. She was from the oldest, most distinguished family on the island, and she knew everything about everyone. Her house was perfectly maintained, her flower beds were always weeded, and her hedges were always trimmed. From what Cassie had heard, she had raised seven children on her own after her husband drowned trying to pull up a lobster trap, and she had built a small fortune in investments. For all Cassie knew she had single-handedly developed the polio vaccine in her free time.

			“Hi, Mrs. MacDonald. If this is about the football on your lawn, I apologize. It won’t happen again.” Heading her off at the pass seemed like the best approach.

			“This is not about the football.”

			Well, crap. She could only imagine this was about something else the boys had done. They had probably played tag in her yard or dropped their homework in her bushes.

			“Your boys, while sword fighting with hot dog skewers, impaled the inflatable pool in your backyard. The fetid water drained into my new shrubbery.”

			Huh. Didn’t see that one coming. Cassie closed her eyes. She knew she should have taken the pool down, but she didn’t know how to drain the water without it going into Mrs. MacDonald’s yard. Funny. “I am so sorry.”

			“I don’t want you to be sorry.”

			Cassie opened her eyes just in time to see Mrs. MacDonald cross her arms over her chest. “Cassandra, how do you think it is my family has survived so long on the island?”

			Cassie had no clue where this was headed now. Maybe they avoided germs from small children?

			“It’s October. Have you prepared at all?”

			“I have a pumpkin,” Cassie stammered, glancing over at her porch.

			Mrs. MacDonald arched an eyebrow. “It’s time to get yourself together. Past time. You are not the first woman to have her husband leave her.”

			Cassie’s jaw dropped. She did not just say that.

			“You have responsibilities. People counting on you. It’s also time to talk to Dorcas if you haven’t already. You’re running out of time.” With that, she strode away, headed back for her house.

			Oh no, no, no. That woman could not simply walk away after saying something like that. “You are…that was…my husband didn’t…”

			Mrs. MacDonald slammed her door shut.
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			Get yourself together. You get yourself together.

			The warm glow of the kitchen welcomed Cassie as she dropped her bag to the floor and collapsed into a chair. Her brain was buzzing. What a freaking day! Why was everybody being so weird? And mean?

			Cassie pulled her phone out of her pocket and placed it on the table. Matt hadn’t texted, but he probably would soon. They did message each other regularly, but their communications were mainly focused on the business of keeping the family running. She had asked him about the car earlier but hadn’t heard anything back yet. It was fine though. All she wanted to do now was make sure everyone was fed, put the boys to bed—she could save the destruction-of-property speech for tomorrow—have a bath, then go to sleep. Once upon a time, she and Sadie would have made popcorn and watched TV together, but that wasn’t a thought she wanted to dwell on. It would happen again. She needed to be patient. And grateful for the fact that her house was quiet.

			Wait. Why was her house quiet?

			Actually, it wasn’t completely quiet. The dishwasher was humming. Cassie looked over at the appliance as though it was the first time they had met. Had it learned how to start itself? No, that was impossible. Maybe someone had come into her house and turned it on? It didn’t seem probable, and yet more likely than the alternative. Something else was weird. There was an odor. A food odor. Cassie looked around the room until she spotted the cooked frozen lasagna sitting on top of the stove. How had that happened? Oh God, and she couldn’t hear the boys! No thumping. No screaming. Someone had broken into her home, washed her dishes, made her dinner, and kidnapped her children. It was the only explanation. She should probably be more upset.

			Cassie spun in her chair to face the person coming down the stairs. “Did you do all this?”

			Sadie shrugged. “It wasn’t a big deal.”

			Given that it had never happened in the history of their family, Cassie disagreed. She studied her daughter. Sadie looked tired, and it wasn’t because she was already in her flannel pajamas with her hair up in a scrunchie. The tiredness was in her eyes…and her shoulders were slumped. She looked almost somber or defeated, maybe? Cassie tried to think about what was going on at school. Had volleyball tryouts been this week? Were there any big tests? She couldn’t remember. Maybe it was a boy? She had noticed that Sadie hadn’t been going out with her friends as much. Maybe something was going on there. “Where are your brothers?” she asked lightly.

			“I sent them to their room after Mrs. MacDonald stopped by. I said you’d talk to them when you got home.”

			“And they listened to you? They went to their room?”

			“I hid their electronics and told them they’d never see them again if they didn’t behave.”

			“Sadie,” Cassie said with a gasp, “you could have died.”

			She shrugged. “Then they definitely wouldn’t see them again. Just don’t forget about them up there like you did the last time.”

			Cassie scoffed. “I didn’t forget about them.” She hadn’t. She had fallen asleep. “I wanted to give them time to think about what they had done.”

			Sadie laughed. “Right.” It had been a weak laugh, but it was still a laugh.

			Silence flooded the kitchen. Things were rapidly becoming awkward, and adolescents had a low tolerance for awkward. Cassie had to say something, but what if Sadie wanted to say something first? After a few agonizing seconds, her daughter broke the stalemate, taking shuffling steps to the kitchen table and pulling out a chair. “Mom, can I talk to you about something?”

			Cassie’s heart banged against her ribs. She had been dreaming of this moment, but she had to be cool. “Uh-huh.”

			Sadie sat down and crossed her arms over her chest, pinning her hands, but she didn’t say anything.

			“Is there something going on at school?”

			Her daughter rolled her eyes.

			“Okay,” Cassie said evenly, measured, like she wasn’t massively anxious to peek behind the curtain of her daughter’s life. “Is it about all I’ve been asking you to do lately?”

			“No.”

			Cassie’s phone buzzed on the table. They both looked at the screen. Eliza. Why would Eliza be calling instead of texting? Didn’t matter. Cassie ended the call. “It’s fine. Is this about your dad?”

			“No! Oh my God. Why do you blame everything—”

			“Sorry! Sorry!” She held her hands up. “Why don’t I shut up, and you tell me what’s going on?”

			The anger drained from her daughter’s face. She was about to speak when the phone binged. There was the text Cassie had been expecting in the first place. The preview had a lot of words. Sadie leaned over to get a better look. Cassie grabbed her phone and flipped it over.

			“You can read it if you want,” Sadie said with a shrug. “It’s not a big deal.”

			Cassie disagreed. Again, it was a big deal. Sadie hadn’t asked to talk to her in over a year. “No, I am one hundred percent focused on you right now.”

			The phone binged again. This time Sadie grabbed it before Cassie could snatch it away and read the screen. She flipped it back around. “Nine-one-one.”

			“It’s fine.”

			“Mom, nine-one-one does not mean fine. Call her.”

			Cassie took Sadie’s hand, and for once her daughter didn’t pull away. “Whatever you have to say is more important than anything your aunt has going on right now.”

			“What if she’s been arrested?”

			Cassie released her grip and squeezed her eyes shut. “You heard all that this morning?”

			“Last night. My window was open.”

			The phone binged again. Then again. Sadie held it out to her.

			“Fine.” Cassie took her phone but pointed it across the table. “Don’t move.”

			The call had barely connected before Eliza answered. “Cassie! Why weren’t you—”

			“I can’t talk right now.”

			“You have to! Something really bad has happened.”

			Cassie smiled at Sadie, then pulled the phone away from her ear to give it a look. It was vibrating. Not like a notification, but like a weak electrical current was running through it. It looked fine, so she put it back to her ear. “Did you beat up another truck?”

			“No, I did not beat up another truck! It’s Tommy.”

			Cassie tensed. Tommy had never seemed like the kind of guy to get aggressive, but Eliza hadn’t known him long.

			“Something’s wrong with him, and it’s my fault.”

			It sounded like Eliza was somewhere outside. Cassie glanced over at the window. Pitch dark. If only she could buy a sister-sized box that she could keep Eliza in when she couldn’t supervise her. Again, weird thoughts. “What are you talking about? What’s wrong with him? And how is it your fault?”

			“I didn’t remember until today, but last night, I was upset, and I did something stupid.”

			“Something other than the truck?”

			“Yes, something other than the truck! Why are you so hung up on the truck?”

			“Stop yelling at me! I don’t know!” Cassie smiled at Sadie again. She was up on her elbows leaning forward on the table, her eyebrows peaked with concern. This was ridiculous. Cassie needed to calm down before she got them both upset over what was likely nothing. “What did you do?”

			Eliza moaned. She was probably chewing the side of her thumbnail and bouncing up and down. She always did that when she was afraid to say something. “You’re not going to believe me,” she cried. “I don’t even know why I called you.”

			“Okay, bye.”

			“Cassie!”

			“What?” she snapped, turning her back to Sadie as though that would help. “What are you trying to tell me?”

			“When Tommy came out of the bar last night, I was upset. Like really, really upset.”

			“Of course you were,” Cassie said through her teeth. “Anyone would be. So what?”

			“I did something I shouldn’t have.”

			“For the love of God, Eliza. Just tell me. I’m in the middle of—”

			“I told him a story.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4
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			“I’m hanging up now.”

			“No! Don’t hang up!”

			Cassie knew—she knew!—her sister working at that shop was a bad idea. Eliza had let all this story stuff go when they were kids, but then she started working at the Grubbling.

			The Grubbling was a curio shop in one of the oldest stone buildings in town. Apparently the word grubbling meant to rummage through pockets and drawers, and the shop was an eclectic assortment of knickknacks, jewelry, and antiques. It also had a vibe. Every time Cassie walked through the old stone building, navigating the mazes of wooden shelves, she worried she might stumble across some cursed monkey’s paw, or something preserved in a jar that really should have been buried long ago. There were beautiful objects too: romantic paintings, leather-bound books that smelled of the past, and antique rings with semiprecious stones that sparkled in the dim lighting. But even with those, Cassie could never shake the sense that every object had a secret. It was great for tourists, but not so much for Eliza.

			But a job was a job, and Eliza was only supposed to ring up purchases at the counter. As an added bonus, it gave her a place to live. The owner, Carl, closed shop every year to head for Florida as soon as the tourists left, and he had offered Eliza the apartment upstairs if she kept an eye on the place. Which was great, practical, but then before Cassie
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