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      You know you’re an unhappy camper when you’ve been serenaded by a yowling cat for more than fourteen hours. I glared at the Siamese in the passenger seat. She had been singing, “Take Me Home, Country Roads” for what felt like forever. 

      Personally, I could have done with a good rendition of “99 Bottles Of Beer On The Wall”, but I knew there was no point in complaining. Mildred wouldn’t care, despite the fact her caterwauling was tempting me to drive the camper van right off the road. 

      I could put us both out of our misery. Except that wouldn’t happen. Ever.

      My mother-in-law, Mildred Bloodworth, was a witch. A real witch. And she’d managed to curse us both while trying to take something from me. I’m still not sure what that something was, but I’m determined to find out. It’s bad enough that I’m haunted by her, in the form of the damn cat, but that’s not the worst of it.

      If I don’t fix the things that she did wrong in her life, I’ll be haunted by her for eternity. 

      So unfortunately, I can’t afford to die. 

      Yet.
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      It was all the white rabbit’s fault. 

      One minute, I was driving along a winding road, past the beautiful sprawling pastures of the horse farms of Georgia, and the next moment, I was slamming on the brakes as a flash of white fur sped across my path. 

      Wheels squealed, there was a scream of terror punctuated by a loud pop, and Princess groaned as she shuddered to a stop. 

      I stared at the rabbit, perfectly unscathed and sitting just in front of the recreational vehicle I’d barely managed to stop without killing anyone as though he didn’t have a care in the world. “Watch where you’re going!” I yelled, pounding on the steering wheel for emphasis.

      He looked back at me and twitched his pink nose, and it almost felt like an apology.

      One that cost him.

      A large woven net flew through the air, casting a momentary shadow over him. He bolted, but it was too late. His struggles only entangled him more.

      I could have driven away, then. I should have, but something didn’t feel right. 

      Who traps a rabbit with a net in the middle of a road? For that matter, what were the chances of encountering a white rabbit anywhere besides at a little kid’s magic show?

      My right eye began to twitch.

      That’s never a good sign.

      Two men and a woman quickly gathered up the netting. The shorter man tossed the trapped rabbit over his shoulder and they turned to cross back in front of my vehicle.

      I don’t have much understanding of the whole witchcraft/magic thing, but if I’ve learned anything in the last year or so, it’s that I can see a shimmer.

      Most people, normal people, don’t see them, but I can. It’s kind of like a holograph, but instead of being projected on a surface, the shimmer is hidden deep inside someone.

      The shimmers of these three were a light blue. That meant they were magical.

      Magic. I hate magic. Nothing good ever came from magic…at least where I was concerned.

      “Uhhh, Conroy?” I murmured to my favorite owl. “I could use a little help.” 

      Don’t ask me how I’ve come to be in possession of an owl pendant that can talk. It’s one of the many things about my life I don’t understand. Waking up in a hospital with amnesia can do that to a person. My husband, Mildred’s son, hadn’t been great at filling in the blanks for me and I’d been confused and floundering for a while now.

      At least I had the necklace to talk to…even if that was beyond weird.

      “This rabbit nonsense is none of your business,” the cat beside me hissed.

      I removed the silver bracelet I wore, the one Mildred had said I needed to fill with magical charms in order to free myself of her, and picked up the spray bottle of water I carried in the cup holder. I could endure fourteen hours of her yowling, but I wouldn’t put up with her interference. 

      She narrowed her blue eyes at me, much like she had when she was still alive and in human form. Back then, she’d scared me, but not anymore.

      She flattened her ears. “Don’t you dare, you lit⁠—”

      I interrupted her insult by dousing her with a generous squirt. 

      Instinctively, she lashed out, scratching the back of my hand hard enough to draw blood. She let out a pained yelp and dashed for the back of the vehicle. 

      “Don’t get blood anywhere, Mildred,” I warned with a chuckle.

      I might be cursed with Mildred Bloodworth’s presence, but she was equally trapped. Every time she physically harms me, she suffers a mirror injury, so now the back of her paw was bleeding. I’m pretty sure the boomerang aspect of the curse is the only reason she hasn’t ripped my throat out as I sleep.

      “I remain unable to visualize through material,” Conroy complained. He delivered the equivalent of “I can’t see” in the pedantic style of someone who had attended a private North Eastern prep school and rubbed well-to-do shoulders with the Kennedys.

      “Sorry.” I pulled the owl pendant that I wore around my neck out from under my shirt so that he could see what I was looking at.

      “Filchers,” he muttered with disgust.

      As though she’d heard the accusation, the woman in the group glanced up at me, her eyes locking on mine.  She sneered and turned away.

      “Filchers,” Conroy continued. “Thieves of magic. Hoarders of light. Remind you of anyone you knew?”

      “Orville?” I guessed as I was swamped by a wave of outrage and disgust.

      “Scum of magickind,” Conroy confirmed.

      Behind us, the cat hissed. She probably wasn’t a fan of us talking ill of her beloved son—who also happened to be my rotten dead husband.

      I rubbed my itchy palms together as the threesome disappeared into the woods at the side of the road. I saw a flash of white fur as the rabbit continued to struggle, and then they were gone.

      I fished my lucky penny out of my pocket and asked, “Whatchya think, Link? Do I help the rabbit?”

      I tossed the coin into the air and watched the copper disc rotate as it fell. Hand flat, I caught it in my palm.

      It landed heads up.

      “Okay,” I muttered, unhooking my seatbelt. “Save the bunny, save the world.”

      Leaving the penny on the dashboard, I tucked the spray bottle under my arm, grabbed a taser out of the center console of the RV, and snatched a kitchen broom off the rack on the wall before jumping out.

      “Do you smell that?” I wrinkled my nose against the scent of wood smoke. 

      “I possess no olfactory senses,” Conroy replied haughtily.

      “Any special way to deal with filchers?” I asked, stepping into the woods.

      “They normally run when confronted,” the owl told me. “They’re thieves, not warriors.”

      Emboldened, I picked up my pace and soon caught up with the three.

      The trapped animal was still struggling to get loose. Even from a distance, I could hear his heavy breathing.

      “Now what?” the man carrying the rabbit asked.

      “Now we burn him,” the other man replied. 

      “Alive,” the woman added.

      I lost the element of surprise when I stepped on a stick. Its echoing snap alerted them to my arrival, and the three turned to face me.

      “Order them to unhand the bunny,” Conroy suggested haughtily.

      The woman looked at me like I was something she’d wipe off her shoes. “What do you want?” 

      Having tucked the taser and spray bottle into the waist of my jeans, I tightened my grip on the broom. “Let the rabbit go.”

      “Make us,” the taller man taunted, walking toward me.

      “He’s headed in the wrong direction,” I muttered under my breath to the owl pendant. 

      “They must find courage in numbers,” Conroy said. “Dispense with this one and the others will most certainly crumble like the proverbial cookie.”

      Figuring he knew more about filchers than I did, I dropped the broom to the ground, pretending to surrender.

      The approaching man laughed and looked over his shoulder at his comrades in crime. “I think I scared her.”

      With his attention elsewhere, I reached behind me, whipped out the taser, and was pulling the trigger before he turned back. The electric shock from the weapon made his body quiver uncontrollably. He let out a pained shriek and collapsed to the ground. Something ricocheted in the flow of power and I got a shock that made me drop the weapon.

      “Unhand the bunny!” Conroy yelled.

      Instead of dropping the trapped animal and taking off, the woman snatched the net out of the other man’s hand. “End her,” she ordered.

      While the short man advanced on me, pulling a long hunting knife out of a holster on his leg, the woman ran deeper into the woods with the furry white fluffball.

      As I picked up the broom, I felt compelled to point out to Conroy, “There’s no crumbling going on.”

      The man lunged at me with the blade. I took a half step back, and then hit him with three well-placed blows. The strike to his arm knocked the knife from his grip. The blow to his groin doubled him over in pain. I finished him off with a swipe to the back of his head that broke the broom handle and knocked him out cold. 

      “Bravo!” Conroy cheered.

      I didn’t have time to feel proud of my accomplishment because the wind changed, and smoke stung my eyes. “Fire,” I murmured, tossing away the broken handle.

      Hoping I wouldn’t be too late to save the bunny from a crispy death, I ran headfirst into the smoke.
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      I ran fast and hard, my footing sure as I flew over the forest floor. 

      “Stop!” I yelled as I caught sight of the woman’s back.

      She glanced over her shoulder and picked up her pace. 

      I ran faster, catching up with her just as she reached a small clearing where a bonfire raged.  

      She swung the net in an arc, ready to send the rabbit flying into the fire.

      “No!” I screamed.

      Sensing me behind her, she ducked as I attempted a tackle. I missed her, but my hand got caught in the net holding the rabbit. 

      My momentum knocked us both to the ground, and we scrambled around in the dirt, having a life-and-death tug-of-war over the bunny. 

      She was stronger than she looked, and we were evenly matched for the fight. Every time I thought I was winning, she rallied and dug her heels in. Beside us, the fire crackled and popped, the heat making me break into a sweat, slicking my palms against the rope I was trying to hold on to.

      “Let go and I won’t kill you,” she offered breathlessly, her face flushed.

      I shook my head. 

      “A step back can offer the vantage point to win the battle,” Conroy said.

      “I’m trying to step back,” I told him, gritting my teeth. My shoulders ached from the effort of holding on to the net as I strained with all my might to pull it away from her.

      “Release and regroup,” he chided.

      I let go.

      My sudden surrender sent the woman tumbling backward. Hard.

      I heard her pained gasp as the air was knocked out of her. It wasn’t the only thing she lost. The net flew out of her hands.

      And straight toward the fire.

      The bunny was toast.

      So, like I said, I don’t really understand the magic thing, but in addition to being able to see shimmers, I think I can slow down time. Or maybe I speed myself up. I don’t really know. Conroy has refused to discuss it. Either way, there are moments when, just for a second or two, I can move faster than the world around me. This is one of those times.

      I jumped toward the flying net and pulled the rabbit out of the air, singeing the shoelace of my sneaker as I landed at the edge of the fire. With the creature cradled against my chest, I leapt away from the heat as time returned to normal. 

      The woman, realizing I’d saved the hare, let out a scream of frustration. 

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” I told the bunny as he wriggled against me, trying to get free.

      On the other hand, the woman’s shimmer glowed bluer as she got to her feet, pawing the ground like an angry bull getting ready to charge.

      “I didn’t hurt your friends,” I told her, attempting to defuse the situation.

      “They’re not my friends. They’re my underlings,” she boomed.

      I rolled my eyes. “Aren’t you all full of yourself? Underlings shmunderlings.”

      She made a sound similar to the growl of a wild dog.

      The rabbit tried to bolt. Clasping the wiggling animal against me with one arm, I used my free hand to reach behind me. I pulled out the spray bottle and leveled it at the angry woman. “Stay back!”

      She hesitated and studied my weapon. “Is that a water bottle?”

      I nodded.

      “What are you going to do with that?” she scoffed.

      “I’ve seen The Wizard of Oz and I know how to use this,” I warned. I knew the water was effective against Mildred but didn’t know whether that’s because of her current cat status, or if it was actually an effective deterrent against witches. 

      Not that I knew whether the woman in front of me was even a witch. All I knew for sure was that she was a filcher.

      She took a step closer, and I sprayed her right between the eyes. I’m a deadly shot with a spray bottle.

      Unfortunately, the water didn’t kill her. It didn’t wound her. It didn’t even deter her. She kept coming.

      “Give me the rabbit,” she demanded, holding out her hand as I backed up to the fringe of the fire, its warmth, once again, lapping at my shoes.

      I wondered if I clicked my heels together three times whether I’d end up back in the RV. The bunny had stopped moving around. Now, with him pressed firmly against me, I could feel the panicked racing of his heart. “You can’t have him.”

      “You’re willing to die for him?” 

      “Uhh, die?” I asked. “No. I really don’t want to die. Especially now. I mean, if I die, my life will be a living hell. For eternity. I mean, who wants a life of living hell for eternity? Not me.”

      She cocked her head to the side as I rambled.

      “No. I most definitely don’t want to die,” I concluded forcefully.

      She grinned. “Too bad.” She charged straight toward me.

      So, here’s the thing about the whole time-slowing thing. I really don’t have control over it. It’s some sort of instinct that kicks in when I’m afraid. So, while it probably looked like what I did next was intentional, it really wasn’t. It was just a survival instinct. Really.

      She charged, arms outstretched, ready to push me backwards into the flames. All I did was step aside, so fast she never saw me move.

      Realizing what was happening, I reached for her, I really did. But time had changed again, and all I grabbed was air as she charged headlong into the fire.

      She screamed and there was some kind of explosion. An invisible wall of force slammed me through the air, and I landed on my back staring up at the tops of trees outlined against the sky. Struggling into an upright position, the rabbit still clutched to my chest, I saw a deep crater where the fire had been. A cloud of blue smoke rose out of it.

      There was no sign of the woman.

      My whole body went cold as I realized what happened, and I began to shake. “I didn’t mean it.”

      “What didn’t you intend?” Conroy asked, his voice muffled by the fluffball covering him.

      I put the rabbit, still ensnared in the net, on the ground. “I didn’t mean to kill her.”

      “Oh, my precious whippersnapper,” Conroy harrumphed. “Your opinion of yourself is outsized.”

      “I didn’t kill her?” I asked.

      “No.”

      I waited for him to elaborate, but as is his most frustrating habit, he did not.

      Beside me, the rabbit stirred. 

      Working quickly, I got him untangled and then held him up, marveling at the softness of his fur. “Are you okay?”

      His nose twitched in response, making his whiskers bounce.

      “I don’t know what to do next,” I told him. “If I take you with me, I’m afraid Mildred will try to eat you.”

      “A hypothesis not without merit,” Conroy piped up.

      “But you don’t look like the kind who can survive out here on your own,” I said, pulling the creature close to me. I rested my chin on his head, his ears tickling my cheeks. “I guess I could ask Link, but I left him in the camper, so you’ll have to come with me for now.”

      Cradling the bunny against my chest, I slowly got to my feet and retraced my steps back to the RV, taking care to give the two men, still out cold, a wide berth. 

      When we got back to the road, I saw that Princess, the bright pink camper van, was listing slightly. Upon closer examination, I realized the vehicle had a flat tire, the result of skidding off the road. 

      Sighing heavily, I told the rabbit, “You caused a lot of trouble for me, little guy. And frankly, I was in a lot of trouble before we even met.”

      He stared at me intently and wiggled his ears.

      I frowned at him. “How come I can’t hear you?”

      Normally, well, at least my normal, I can understand animals, but I hadn’t heard him say a word through this entire ordeal.

      The rabbit froze, but I felt his heartbeat speed up.

      “Conroy?” I asked. “Why can’t I understand him?”

      “Ahh, The Case of Quiet Coney,” the owl mused. “Quite the conundrum.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “Conundrum…a confusing question,” Conroy defined.

      “No, not that,” I said, peering closely at the bunny. “The Coney Island thing.”

      “Not Coney Island,” Conroy replied, making a distressed coughing sound. “A coney…a rabbit. It’s English.”

      “I think he understands me,” I said. I offered the rabbit a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      His whiskers twitched.

      Without any warning, he kicked me, landing a roundhouse on my nose.

      One bunny kick and I was knocked on my butt. Surprised by the attack and the pain, those little hind legs are strong, I dropped him as I fell.

      “That’s what you get for trying to do a good deed,” Mildred meowed from inside the van as I grabbed my nose, trying to tell if it was broken.

      The rabbit hopped a few yards away and then looked back at me. He twitched his nose in one last apology and then sprinted across the street, quickly disappearing from view.

      Dusting myself off, I eyed the spare tire on the back of the van.

      “Now we won’t get there until after sunset,” Mildred griped, watching me through a window.

      “Get where?” I asked, wrestling the tire down.

      “Raven’s Nest.”

      I glanced up at the cat. “What’s that?”

      The cat flashed a canary-eating grin. “Where your next test will be.”
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      Dusk had fallen as I pulled the RV into the Raven’s Nest campground.

      “It would be nice to know why I’m here,” I said to Mildred as I turned the high beams on and squinted at the gravel road winding ahead. 

      Tall trees lined the edges, giving it an almost claustrophobic feeling.

      The Siamese cat on the passenger seat just arched her back and kneaded the seat cushions with her sharp claws.

      “You’re going to ruin the fabric,” I told her as she pulled at it. “At least tell me how long you think we’ll be here.”

      “Until you trap the tailless squirrel,” she meowed.

      I glanced at her incredulously. “What?”

      “You heard me.” She turned her back to me, signaling that our conversation was over.

      Squeezing the steering wheel instead of strangling her, I followed the signs to the campground office. A bare yellow bulb illuminated the entry of the old, dilapidated log cabin draped in cobwebs. The “Office” sign, hanging from a chain over the doorway, was crooked and the rotting stairs to the entrance looked like they’d collapse under the slightest pressure.

      I got out of the RV slowly. Just to be safe, I tucked my extra taser into the back of my jeans as I closed the door and took in my surroundings. Insects chattered, an animal scrabbled over fallen leaves in the distance, and the cloud coverage made everything appear murky.

      “I just love what they’ve done with the place,” Conroy drawled. “It’s a perfect mix of Dark Shadows and The Addams Family chic.”

      I considered tucking the owl pendant back into my shirt to limit his observations. Instead, I added, “With a healthy serving of Deliverance thrown in.”

      Conroy whistled a few bars of “Dueling Banjos” as I approached the building.

      The door creaked, like it hadn’t seen a squirt of WD-40 in centuries. The noise set my teeth on edge and I curled my hands into fists. 

      The space was dimly lit, but I could make out the outline of a desk in the midst of the shadows. 

      A figure was crouched over it. The person did not raise their head when I stepped inside, despite the deafening screeching of the door. I cleared my throat. No reaction. 

      Wondering if I was looking at a ghost, I said carefully, “Excuse me?” 

      The figure then stirred and snapped on another light. The woman behind the desk lifted her head. Her hair was white and stringy, her eyes were cold, and her skin was wrinkled with lines of hardship.  

      I swallowed nervously. “I don’t have a reservation, but I’d like a space.”

      “How many nights?” 

      “I’m not sure.” I knew that wasn’t a great answer to give, but it wasn’t like I could tell her I needed to trap a tailless squirrel…whatever the hell that meant.

      “Rates are on the board,” she muttered, waving at a whiteboard propped up in the far corner. 

      I strolled over and peered through the shadows at it. “I’ll take three nights, to start.”

      She muttered something under her breath that I could not make out. I didn’t ask her what she’d said. I figured if it were really important, she’d repeat herself. 

      “You got a credit card?” she demanded gruffly. 

      Nodding, I pulled one out of my pocket, walked over to her, and extended it. As she took it, I noticed the light bounce off the blue sapphire solitaire ring she wore. The ring’s beauty was out of place.

      She snatched my credit card out of my hand, turned away from me, and shuffled to a back corner of the room.

      I couldn’t see what she was doing as she used some sort of machinery to make a rumbling and crashing sound. 

      She returned, holding out three-part carbon paper and a ballpoint pen. “Make sure you press hard when you sign.”

      “Old school,” I murmured, taking them from her.

      “Internet is spotty and ’lectricity, too,” she replied.

      I signed the credit card slip and watched as she finished the paperwork. “That’s a beautiful ring.”

      She glanced up at me, and I saw something soft flicker in the depths of her gaze. “You married?”

      “No.” I didn’t mention that I’m a widow, or that I was a person of interest in my husband’s murder. There’s too much explaining to do for that. Quite frankly, I don’t have any answers. Not for anyone…including myself.

      “Don’t ever fall in love,” she warned bitterly. “It’ll ruin your life.” 

      I blinked, surprised by her reaction, but then nodded. I can’t actually remember ever loving Orville, but I was pretty sure he’d ruined my life. “I hear you,” I murmured.

      She squinted at me. “Ahhh, a broken-hearted soul traveling to outrun her problems. What’s your name?”

      Considering she’d just run my credit card through her machine, I assumed she already knew the answer, R.V. Bloodworth.

      Again, don’t ask what the RV stands for. I don’t remember and my loser husband refused to say, telling me I’d hated it and had only used my initials for as long as he’d known me.

      “People call me RV,” I replied. “What’s your name?”

      “Tess.” Reaching into a desk drawer, she pulled out a faded primitive map that looked like it had been run through an old mimeograph machine and drew a circle on it. “You’re here in space D-nine. Take the road down to the fork, bear left, follow the signs. Dumping only in designated areas and no loud or drunken parties.”

      She pushed the paper toward me.

      “Where’s the nearest grocery store?” I asked. 

      “It’s on the other side. Walter’s.”

      “Thanks.” I took the map and turned to leave.

      “Drive carefully,” she warned. “It’s dark out there.”

      Nodding, I headed outside, taking care to step gingerly on the steps that groaned beneath my weight.

      “Charming place with a delightful hostess,” Conroy said. 

      “Not my choice,” I reminded the owl necklace.

      I got back into the camper and turned on the overhead light to study the map. My assigned campsite was located at the far end of the grounds. “Bear left at the fork,” I muttered to myself, turning the light off and pulling onto the road.

      Gravel crunched beneath my tires as I slowly followed the path. There were no streetlights and the cloud coverage was thick, obscuring the moon. I found the fork and turned to the left. Thankfully, the signs for the spaces were well marked with glow-in-the-dark paint that popped when the headlights landed on them. Eventually, I reached D-nine. 

      I took my time turning around so that I could back into the spot. Not for the first time, I cursed the fact that Princess is not outfitted with a backup camera. I’m not the greatest driver under the best of circumstances, and I’m even worse at parking the pink beast.

      It would have been easier if there had been someone around to direct me, but the surrounding campsites were empty and there wasn’t anyone in sight.

      Really. 

      I didn’t see anyone.

      And I swear I wasn’t being reckless. 

      Which is why I couldn’t understand how someone ended up underneath my tires.
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      “What the hell was that?” I muttered as the rear tires went thump-thump over something. 

      Throwing Princess into “park”, I leapt out to investigate.  

      “Please don’t let it be another flat tire,” I prayed. It had taken me two hours to replace the last one, my hands and shoulders still ached from the effort. Not to mention, I no longer had a spare to put on.

      Having grabbed the flashlight stowed beside the windshield, I began to sweep the area with the light. At first, I was relieved to see that Princess did not appear to be listing, which seemed to indicate the tires were intact, but then the beam caught the yellow and black tread of a man’s hiking boot.

      I froze for a second, forgetting to breathe. 

      “Depriving one’s self of oxygen has never accomplished anything,” Conroy reminded me.

      I let out a shuddering sigh. “He isn’t moving. Do you think he’s dead? Do you think I killed him?”

      “No telling until you get a better look,” Conroy reasoned.

      I considered taking off the necklace and flinging the owl at the body to see if, by getting him nearer, he could answer my questions. I fiddled with the chain resting at the back of my neck, but ultimately decided to move closer myself.

      I shuffled forward uncertainly. “Hello?” I called softly. “Mister?”

      I got no response.

      The beam from the flashlight wobbled around as I was unable to still the trembling of my hands. 

      “Pull yourself together,” Conroy urged. “Whether or not he’s dead is not your biggest problem.”

      I acknowledged his wisdom with a brief nod. Forcing myself to take a deep breath, I squared my shoulders and stopped shaking. I covered the last few steps with a sense of purpose. This was just an inconvenient hiccup to be dealt with as I overcame the bigger issue of being haunted by Mildred for eternity.

      Crouching down to get a better look at the body under the RV, I was both startled and relieved to see that the man, who I assumed had been in his late twenties, had a distinct hole in his forehead. I’m not any kind of medical professional, nor like many others do I claim to know better than those who are, but I was pretty sure this meant that being run over hadn’t killed him.

      Still, I didn’t relish the idea of getting involved with another police investigation. The detective in charge of looking into Orville’s death had grilled me relentlessly, despite the fact I’d told him I couldn’t remember what had happened. His sneer when he’d said, “Another bout of amnesia? How convenient.” had signaled he thought I was guilty of murder.

      For all I knew, his theory could have been right. I didn’t remember the details of Orville’s death. I vaguely remembered a struggle of some kind, but then I must have blacked out.

      What kind of person keeps forgetting important things like that?

      Standing up, I pulled the penny from my pocket. “Whatchya think, Link? Do I call the cops?” I tossed the coin high in the air and waited to catch it.

      “Hey!”

      The shout in the darkness startled me. Whirling to discover its source, I lost sight of the falling penny as I searched the shadows with my light.

      “Did you run over Keith?” a grizzled old man asked, stepping closer. He leaned his weight heavily on an ornate, carved walking stick.

      I remained silent, knowing it would make sense to refrain from inadvertently incriminating myself.

      Footsteps and heavy breathing rushed toward us through the night. I regretted not arming myself before getting out of the RV. I took a step back, moving closer to the driver’s door.

      Two more people burst onto the scene, their faces illuminated by the old man’s light. 

      “Where is he, Ernie?” a shirtless man, with wet hair plastered to his head, demanded to know.

      “Under there, Joe,” the old man, Ernie, replied, pointing under the RV.

      “I don’t see him,” the woman in flannel pajamas beside Joe complained, leaning forward to get a better look.

      Joe rounded on her. “That’s because you forgot your glasses, Norma.”

      Crossing her arms over her chest, Norma gave Joe a hard stare. “If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times, Joseph Steck. I don’t need them for distance, just for close-up work.”

      The old man pointed at me. “She ran him over.”   

      I flinched at the accusation in his voice and fought the urge to defend myself.

      “Ding dong the witch is dead,” a dry voice drawled from the darkness. A man with a handlebar mustache, lugging a couple of long black bars beneath his armpit, emerged from the woods. 

      It took me a moment to realize he was carrying a telescope and tripod. 

      “I,” he announced with exaggerated self-importance, “am Marco Costello, and who might you be?”

      Again, I remained silent.

      Tess, who’d checked me into the campground and sent me to this particular campsite, walked up. “Cops have been called.” She squinted at me. “You run Keith over?”

      Considering the man’s body was visible beneath my vehicle, it wouldn’t have been a stretch to nod, but I remained motionless, revealing nothing. 

      I’d learned my lesson the last time I was caught in a murder investigation. It doesn’t pay to answer questions when you’ve got no idea what’s going on. Silence was my friend.

      “She probably couldn’t see him lying there,” Marco, the astronomer, guessed.  

      A surge of gratitude filled me for Mr. Costello. At least someone wasn’t thinking the worst of me.

      “Whoever killed him probably picked this spot because it’s so dark,” he continued, snapping his tripod open and placing it on the ground.

      “If it was so dark, how come you found him?” Ernie challenged.

      “Because I, too, needed a dark spot for my work.” Marco raised his telescope like a marching band leader directing his troops. “Light is the enemy of⁠—”

      “Hang on,” I interrupted, tightening my grip on my flashlight. “Are you telling me that you found this body before I even got here?”

      “Yes, my dear.” Marco tugged on his mustache.

      “And you just left him here?” I asked.

      Before he could respond, flashing lights and a wailing siren approached from down the road.

      “Must be Welmont,” Tess griped. “Any excuse to make a spectacle.” She ushered everyone who faced the RV out of the way. “You’d all better move. His daddy is a lousy driver, too.”

      The crowd shuffled off the road, gathering into a tighter knot.

      I felt isolated and vulnerable, standing there alone in front of the RV. My back stiffened and my gut clenched.  

      “Now you’ve gone and done it,” Mildred meowed from inside the camper. “You’ll never catch the tailless squirrel if you get yourself locked up.”

      “I’m not going to be locked up,” I muttered, doing my best ventriloquist impression. 

      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Conroy reminded me.

      Technically, that wasn’t true. I had run over a corpse.

      I wanted to ask the owl around my neck whether or not he thought I could be charged with disturbing a crime scene or causing injury to a human body, but I bit my tongue. Stomach lurching as the approaching police car skidded to a stop yards away, I forced myself to lower my shoulders in an attempt to appear relaxed.

      The officer climbed out of the squad car and surveyed the crowd. He looked like he was stepping straight off a recruitment poster, from his blonde buzz cut all the way down to his shoes that were shined to the point where they blindingly reflected the headlights of his vehicle. Finally, his gaze settled on Tess. “You called?”

      “We got a—” she began.

      The rest of her sentence was drowned out by the cacophony of voices eager to share with the officer their take on the situation. They advanced toward him like a rugby scrum, each raising their volume in order to be heard.

      I stayed silent while Welmont tried to corral the boisterous crowd. 

      Goose bumps rose along the length of my neck. “Someone’s watching me,” I murmured to Conroy, swiveling my head from side-to-side in search of who was observing me with such interest.

      To my right, I saw a flash of movement in the woods. I squinted, trying to make it out. 

      What I saw didn’t make any sense. It was a black top hat, a red ribbon banded at the base. 

      “That doesn’t make sense,” I muttered, peering intently at the headwear, trying to see the wearer.

      “What doesn’t?” Conroy asked.

      “Step away from the body!” Welmont, the cop, yelled. 

      Startled, I looked over at him.

      “Step away.” He motioned for me to walk toward
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