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Part I


Chapter 1

I should’ve kept a closer eye on her. Tina. At least until it all was safely over.

Yes, my dear cousin Tina is the sweetest, kindest person I’ve ever met. But she’s also got more boundary issues than a plate of yogurt. Seriously, she has a problem. Because she’s an empath.

An empath feels other people’s emotions. It’s a mess.

Since I had first met Tina the previous spring, I’d seen her feel some crazy unfair garbage, from picking up the secret bloodlust of a murderer to mirroring back the yearn of every random guy who found her attractive (which is basically all of them). But this time was the worst I’d ever seen her.

And then people started dying. But I’ll get to that.

Now, I’m still pretty new to the whole “best friend” thing. (I know, that’s kind of sad for my mid-to-late-twenties, but my secret power has made social connections… difficult.) However, I did know enough to try to keep Tina occupied. I figured she might be okay if we could just get past the wedding.

Yes, wedding. And very much not hers.

But now it was the day before. Our whole little town of Wonder Springs was buzzing with excitement and curiosity about the exclusive event. Partly because the couple had chosen such a lush, unusual venue, partly because almost no locals had been invited… and partly because everyone seemed to know Tina’s history with the groom-to-be. Or think they did.

I thought I did too, and so, on this last day before the wedding, I’d made sure to make plans with Tina for every minute that she wouldn’t be at work. If that girl wasn’t kept distracted, she’d just start “walking” and then find herself “drifting” toward the very people who could cause her the most pain.

It was bad enough that she’d accepted the astoundingly tone-deaf invitation for tomorrow. The least I could do was keep her busy until the last second. And try one more time to talk her out of going to tomorrow’s wedding.

Except… I messed up. I totally missed our lunch date. Which is how all the trouble began.

It was a warm Virginia morning in the early fall, around noon (or so I thought), and I was picking apples on a sunny slope in our orchard, basking in the scent of the rows and rows of apple trees. The smell was sweet, and rich, and thick enough to spread like jam. The tree I was picking surrounded me in a gentle embrace, the leaves brushing my hands and cheeks with a tentative touch.

Not far away stood my boyfriend Cade, tall and lean and attentively inclined, as a pair of ancient ladies like crooked shrubs each gripped one of his hands. As they talked, and Cade steadily bestowed upon them an abundant smile that, in my humble opinion, could power a midsize Midwestern city, I wondered what it must be like to hold the man’s hand for so long.

The one time I’d tried to hold his hand, he’d sprouted fur.

No, Cade’s not a shifter. Not exactly. It’s complicated. We call him a “tuner”—he can help other creatures “tune in” to the “morphic fields” that give them form. Basically, he can hold a person’s hand and help their body heal.

Which, yes, is pretty amazing.

And also, like all our psychic powers here in Wonder Springs, super super secret.

Not only because the public would totally freak out, but because some very bad people would be very interested. People with powers of their own.

So when tourists like those ladies came to visit the orchard, they thought they would just go home with a few bags of fruit. Instead, if Cade got them chatting, they might realize hours or days later that they’d mysteriously recovered from some major health issue. So far, no one had traced it back to Cade.

Which was thanks to my secret power. I’m a disruptor.

A what, you say? Funny you should ask…

I was glancing over at Cade and his new tourist friends when one of the ladies, who had a round, pleasant face and looked a bit like an apple herself, cried out.

“My foot!” she said. She flexed her leg, rotated her foot, and looked to her companion with wonder. “The pain is absolutely gone!” She wheeled toward Cade. “It’s vanished. While I was here talking to you!”

A tingle of wonder crept down my back. No matter how many times I see this, it never gets old.

But Cade darted me a look, the movement giving his shortish but shaggy brown curls a fetching shimmer. His smile didn’t dim, but his eyes crinkled, with an expression I’d come to know as: Got one for you. Kind of urgent.

Except it wasn’t just one, as I hurried over toward Cade and the ladies. It was two. And two was always tricky.

“Hi! My name’s Summer!” I gushed, as I reached out a hand toward the healed lady. She goggled up at me in surprise. Even just standing this close to Cade, the crackle of his presence threatened to pull me in, but I managed to stay focused on the mission. “Welcome to Wonder Springs!” I said, and I clasped the woman’s soft hand.

As my palm touched her cold, clammy, spongy skin, a familiar shock jolted up my arm.

She teetered, her face sagging blank and slack. Her eyes went wide and unfocused. She started to tip backwards, but Cade gripped her hand and tugged.

Shoot. I hadn’t expected to jolt her so hard. Of course, if I could control my Touch in the first place—

“Nellie! Are you all right?” croaked the other lady, who had to be her sister. Or mother, maybe? She didn’t relinquish Cade’s other hand, but she glared daggers at me. “What did you do to her?”

“Do?” I said, playing dumb as I held my hand at my side and tried to subtly shake out the pain. As far as I could tell, the lady I’d shocked would be fine. Either she hadn’t felt the pain or she wouldn’t remember it… or anything else for the last few minutes.

That’s my Touch. Short-term memory loss. At least, that’s how it affects people without psychic powers.

“I must have picked up some static,” I lied. “I’m sorry.”

“Static?” she demanded. She eyed her companion, who was still swaying in Cade’s grip, but now looking around absently with a woozy, vacant smile. “Static charge my eye! I’ve never seen her like this!”

Cade cut in. “Summer, wait—”

But I reached over and zapped lady number two.

Now this second lady tottered, and he struggled to keep them both upright. It looked… awkward… fortunately, we were deep in a row and the trees were leafed out, and no other guests were nearby. Cade does try to be private when he does these healings.

“Didn’t have a choice,” I grunted, shaking my arm a lot harder now. Multiple jolts in succession escalate in pain for me. Quickly. “They’ll thank us later.”

Which, of course, they wouldn’t. That was the whole point.

“Right,” Cade said, with a wry smile. This was sweet of him, since I probably made that quip at least three times a week. Our eyes met… but I found myself looking away. Too intense. Even though eye contact was the only way we could touch.

See, if I touched Cade, he wouldn’t just forget the last few minutes. Being a tuner, he’d forget… how to be Cade…

When I’d first come to Wonder Springs a few months back and discovered all these other secret psychics, I’d started this special training with my Aunt Helen and Uncle Barnaby; we’d thought they could teach me to control my Touch. But it just wasn’t working… and I was starting to feel desperate that I might never be able to touch anyone. If they couldn’t help me, who could? I couldn’t even carry a phone around anymore without frying it. I couldn’t even wear a watch.

Speaking of which…

“My goodness, what time is it?” said the first lady, Nellie, as she blinked and stood up straight again. You’d be amazed how quickly people recover from a jolt, and how easily they tell themselves they must have just spaced out for a minute. Releasing Cade’s hand, she checked a giant digital watch, then exclaimed at her companion, “Mom! It’s past twelve thirty!”

“Twelve-thirty!” I exclaimed. “Crud! My lunch date with Tina! I’m late!”

Cade frowned with concern. “Yeah, you don’t want to miss that.”

“You mean Tina at the Inn?” croaked the other lady, who had also recovered. “That woman is an angel. We’ve been there three days and every morning, like clockwork, she brings Nellie a warm footbath. We never even told her about the arthritis. She just knew!”

“My arthritis!” Nellie cried. She flexed her leg and rotated her foot, in an eerily identical motion. “Mom, I don’t feel a thing!”

“That’s what you were telling her before, as you were walking over to us,” I lied. I’m not proud that I have to try to plant false memories, but at least I try to make them pleasant. “I’m so happy for you.”

“I was?” she said, confused.

But I was already hustling off down the row. Cade hated lying, even the tiny lies that kept us all safe, but he’d have to handle these two ladies himself somehow. As I looked back, we shared a quick look. He understood; I had to keep Tina occupied and safe.

I bolted up the mulch path that led to Main Street, leaving the orchard and rushing under the taller, wilder trees. And then, as I sprang through an alley onto the wide cobblestoned way, I found that in spite of my worry hurry I still had to take a breath to take in Wonder Springs.

The wide, sunny street was shimmering with pedestrians: both the locals I knew, sauntering out and exchanging pleasantries over their leisurely lunch hour, and also the tourists, exclaiming with delight over the stone and wood architecture of the shops, the grace of the trees that lined the way like sentinels, many already radiant with their autumn fire. The carved wooden store signs jutted out overhead with medieval whimsy, glittering gold and silver, and not a single corporate logo broke the spell of beauty and care.

The street sloped upward, crowned by the round town plaza and the high fountain at its heart. And behind that, watching over it all with a grandmotherly eye, sat the Inn.

Even in the noonday sun, the Inn hinted at secrets, with abundant Victorian porches that whispered in their shadows, and banks of high windows that had seen their centuries, and round towers that rose like turrets. I still couldn’t quite believe that I lived here.

By the time I made my way into the wide, oak-paneled lobby, I’d gotten such a Wonder Springs beauty buzz that I’d almost forgotten how late I was. I looked to the massive front desk, with its old-fashioned wall of cubby holes that looked like it belonged in Casablanca, fully expecting to see Tina’s heart-shaped face light up even brighter with a welcoming smile.

But the front desk was empty.

“Tina?” I called. I ran around the desk and peeked through a door into the small, old-fashioned office behind, but it too was empty. I checked the front desk for a note. Nothing.

This was not good.

I considered my options. Since I couldn’t text, or call, or use any normal means of communication, I’d have to either find her myself or else find someone who’d seen her go. But they could be anywhere… and she’d probably already “wandered” right back up to him, to them, to the emotional torture…

No, wait. Calm down, Summer. What if she’d just gone ahead to wait for me at the tea shop? I was so late, she could have eaten twice by now. I should definitely check there first.

I hustled back out to the plaza. And there she was.

“Tina!” I called, rushing across the stone. She had her back to me and was standing by the fountain with some dude in a suit, but that was Tina all right—the abundant hair in glossy black, the slender waist and perky curves combo, the pretty grace even when she wasn’t trying, which she never was.

“Tina?” I said, as I drew close. Why hadn’t she turned around?

Then she did.

Oh.

That was why.



Chapter 2

“What do you want?” snapped a woman who was, let’s just say it, not actually Tina.

She had fine Hispanic features, with high cheekbones and a long, aristocratic nose, and her low voice throbbed like some sultry classic film star, flavored with the merest dash of an accent. Her dark eyes were striking, even haunted, though that might partly have been the bags of exhaustion that her otherwise perfect foundation couldn’t quite hide. If she hadn’t been scowling, she would have been stunning. Or maybe she still was… who knows how guys think…

“Do I know you?” she demanded.

“No, sorry,” I said. “I’m Summer. I thought you were, um—”

“Tina?” breathed a whispery voice in my ear.

“Gyah!” I jumped, shying away in a panic even as I figured out who it was. “Elaine! You’ve got to stop doing that!”

“Doing what?” said Elaine, in her flat, quiet, self-effacing voice, blinking at me in surprise through her thick glasses. Elaine was this woman in her fifties who ran the most expensive boutique in Wonder Springs, but still always managed to look frumpy, even in mismatched outfits that had to cost the price of a diamond-studded spatula.

(No idea where I got that. Oh, right, she had one for sale.)

When there’d been a couple murders a couple months back, I’d briefly thought that Elaine might be the killer. Turned out, she was just a goofball. Which, of course, is better, probably. Except in social situations.

“Why’d you say GYAH?” Elaine persisted, mimicking me on the last word with a sudden and maybe ungenerous shriek.

At the noise, the scowling beauty winced. (Which, oddly, also reminded me of Tina, who often can’t help wincing as she feels a person’s pain. But I didn’t peg this woman as an empath.) She fluttered a hand to her forehead and moaned.

“Kelvin,” she murmured, plaintive, turning to the dude at her side. “I’m getting another one.”

“Oh no, darling. Really?” said her companion, in a classy transatlantic accent that really was out of a classic film. And as he turned and I got my first good look, I literally caught my breath.

The dude looked like Cary Grant. Seriously.

I mean, not exactly… like, if Cary Grant had a well-built, possibly ripped, cousin in his early forties, who also favored suits and charm and dishy, implausibly black hair, and who maybe also had hints of a family resemblance to Jimmy Stewart and Gary Cooper.

Okay, yes, I watched a lot of old movies as a kid.

Look, it was the one thing I could get my dad to do with me. Whether or not he was sober.

Anyway, it’s not like I’d ever expected or wanted to meet some matinee idol in real life. Cade could be old-fashioned in some of the best ways, but he was a scruffy modern dude who bopped around in work corduroys and, well, okay, in mysteriously embroidered peasant-style linen shirts with puffy sleeves, but that’s just this weird Wonder Springs thing, everyone really digs embroidery. (For real, I was wearing a similar shirt myself, because I was still borrowing most of my wardrobe from Tina and I always wore long sleeves to avoid accidentally zapping innocent passersby.)

Anyway, all I’m trying to say is that I’ve never really been into older dudes, I certainly wasn’t out there looking for George Bailey, and I certainly was several months into a serious and exclusive (if problematic) relationship with my actual boyfriend, which is all why I was shocked to hear Elaine make this little mewling sound beside me like a lovestruck kitten.

Because I pretty much felt the same way.

As this man Kelvin leaned close to the woman and tenderly took her arm, I found myself lingering on the planes of his face, distantly aware that my body was shimmering and crackling with pleasure, from the backs of my calves to the nape of my neck. I seemed to fall into the sight of him like a landscape, my gaze pulling inexorably down… the dense column of his neck, the biceps rippling beneath his sleeve, the tight-shirted torso peeking from within his jacket, as he moved with a panther’s grace…

What the hell? a muted voice piped up, from somewhere in my beleaguered brain. What’s wrong with you, Summer? He’s some simpering middle-aged dude in an overpriced suit. Where is this coming from?

But then he turned toward me, and that tiny voice of reason was engulfed.

“I hope you’ll pardon my dear Adora,” he said, with a lift of his perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “I’m afraid she suffers from migraines.”

“Oh! Oh no. Gosh!” I babbled. “I’m so sorry—”

My voice was rising to a (pathetic) screech, and dearest Adora convulsed with another wince.

“I think we’d best repair to our room,” he said, giving Elaine and me a smooth smile of apology that cratered what powers of mental function I’d retained. “So lovely to meet you both.” In two quick, princely gestures, he took Elaine’s hand and pressed it, and then he did the same to me.

Then, with a tender hand on the small of her back, he guided his slender wife (or so I assumed; they both had rings) back across the plaza toward the Inn. I stood and watched in a daze, my hand still tingling from his enveloping warmth.

Gradually I realized that my little inner voice was nagging me again, trying to shout something as it splashed around drowning in my sea of hormones. Some question.

With an effort, I tried to focus. What were you saying there, little petty voice of reason?

Oh.

When I realized, my head cleared in seconds.

I had a psychic Touch power. I’d been training for months to try to get it under control, ever since I’d come here to Wonder Springs, but after all that work, the only other person I’d been able to touch yet without some kind of jolt (or worse) was my trainer, my Aunt Helen.

Helen was Tina’s mom and also an empath, and even though she was super advanced and an expert at shielding, even with her, I’d only been able to manage a normal, jolt-free touch when we were both calm and focused and in the controlled environment of her private room up in an Inn tower.

So how on earth had some random, handsome dude just taken my hand, jolt-free?

I realized that my palm was still tingling, flush and warm. Across the plaza, the man who had touched me disappeared into the Inn.

With his wife.



Chapter 3

“Summer? Are you feeling well?” Elaine asked, her look of concern almost masking a knowing leer.

“I’m fine,” I snapped. I turned my back on the Inn and the mystery of Mr. Touchable Married Movie Dude. For now. “I’m just trying to find Tina.”

“I know! You said that,” Elaine said brightly. “That’s what I was trying to tell you before we met that… dish.” She waggled her salt-and-pepper eyebrows and used her sweatered shoulder to give me a conspiratorial nudge.

“Tell me what?” I said, trying not to squirm. “Did you see her?”

“I did!” She beamed.

“Where?” I said, straining to keep my voice calm. Trying to get the simplest information out of this woman could require a crowbar.

“In my store, of course. She was buying a wedding gift.”

“In your store?” I blurted. “Why didn’t you stop her?”

Elaine looked hurt, but I was too worried about Tina to feel bad. Like I said earlier, Elaine’s Essentials is literally the most expensive boutique in Wonder Springs—and that’s saying something.

“When was this?” I said. “Is she still there? Tell me she’s still browsing.”

“Oh, no, she left,” Elaine said. “Glynis came in and scooped her right up.”

“Glynis Beverley?” I said, my stomach roiling with dread.

Elaine frowned, thoughtful. “Do we have more than one Glynis?”

She had a point.

“That tears it,” I said. And leaving Elaine gaping with surprise by the fountain, I marched off toward Haven Island.

Tina was in even worse trouble than I’d feared.

Glynis Beverley was this British lady in her fifties who was polite, unflappable, and always put together; you could imagine her waking up to a zombie invasion and, with a slight disapproving frown, proceeding as usual to make her morning tea. When she spoke, her gorgeous accent throbbed with quiet authority, with a presence honed by decades in the service of her two chosen professions.

Glynis Beverley was the Wonder Springs funeral director.

And she was also the Wonder Springs wedding planner.

It’s a small town.

And if Glynis had “scooped up” Tina, that could only mean one thing. Not only was Tina hanging around up at the site of tomorrow’s wedding, she was probably helping with the decorations.

Was Glynis that clueless? I’d have thought the whole town would have heard the story. I had to get Tina out of there before something happened, away from that creep…

“Unbelievable,” I muttered.

“I’m surprised too,” Elaine breathed in my ear. “I really thought we just had the one Glynis.”

“Gyah! Elaine!” I said, jumping away from her for the second time in ten minutes.

I’d thought I’d left her in the plaza, but here she was striding merrily beside me, her long, bristly gray hair waving on her shoulders like a flag. The woman was like human crazy glue.

She hadn’t always been like this, but lately she’d really been latching onto me. I couldn’t figure out why. Maybe she felt like I was a fellow “outsider” to Wonder Springs? I mean, I’d only arrived here the previous spring, and she’d only been here, what… five years? Six?

(Small towns. Sheesh.)

“Did Glynis say whether the… couple… is up there?” I asked her.

“Oh, I don’t know,” she said. Then she dropped her voice. “Oh, you mean… with Tina?” She sucked a theatrical breath, and then placed a hand to her mouth. “Oh no, I didn’t even think about that.”

Like I said. Pretty much the whole town knew. Elaine hadn’t even lived here then, she wasn’t “local” or a Meredith like me, but she clearly knew all about it. Or at least, the salient points.

In fact, I realized, as we walked along a narrow side street and she slipped me a sideways glance, her sudden interest in a walk up to the Island might have a lot less to do with me as a potential friend than as, alas, a source of information. Tina was my cousin and we were pretty much besties; surely she’d told me some juicy details beyond the official town gossip?

You would think.

But that was just it. Tina’d barely told me anything.

This was a woman who could gush over the innermost feelings of a kumquat. Okay, that’s an exaggeration. But not much. And with some of the dudes she had to deal with, I’d have rather have heard about the fruit.

But with this cretin… she’d hardly been able to bring herself to state the bare facts.

And if I so much as mentioned his name around Aunt Helen or Grandma… well, I’d only tried that once, and I wouldn’t make that mistake again. Those are two women you don’t want to see rant, except from a safe distance. Like, Toronto.

So all I knew were those bare facts.

It had all been seven years ago… she’d been 18 years old. Still in high school. A teenage empath.

Even today, Tina couldn’t get through her day without some new dude temporarily crushing on her, and she, being an empath, feeling the crush right back.

These days, she’d just roll with it, let the feelings pass like waves and then try to get some distance before she did anything stupid. I could only imagine what she must have been like at eighteen, surging with sparkling hormones, with her neocortex basically offline, her beauty incandescent, and everyone else’s feelings seeming like her own.

And then came Dante Radcliff.

In his freaking forties.

The part I’d never understood, that Tina wouldn’t even hint at, is what had made him different. I mean, she was surrounded by guys who wanted her. Desire was the air she breathed; she was the Wonder Springs Queen of Perpetual Ache.

And yet this Radcliff dude came moving into town, total new guy from nowhere, a grown man who was more than twice her age… and within a few weeks, he’d proposed.

No, not gotten her pregnant. That wasn’t Tina, not then, not now. If he wanted to cross the line, even he, the great Dante, he had to bring a ring.

So he did. And she said yes. In high school.

And pretty much everyone flipped out.

Especially Grandma. Though I’m sure her mom Helen wasn’t far behind; even her sweetheart dad, my rumpled Uncle Denny, must have been roused. Within days, Dante Radcliff was… requested to leave.

And he totally did. He ditched her.

Which, of course, yay. I still have no idea what they did to him; although the strict Meredith policy is to shroud our psychic powers in the utmost of secrecy, they might have made an exception for Dante Radcliff.

So he’d left. Utterly vanished, not a whiff of contact. And Tina had gotten over it, she said. Years ago.

But as far as I could tell, she also hadn’t really dated anyone since.

And then, only a week or two ago, he’d exploded out of nowhere back into her life.

He was coming back, bringing a bride. Having the wedding right here in Wonder Springs. And the invitation had “joyfully” invited her to watch.

I might not have been worrying so much if Tina hadn’t… changed. I’d seen her when she slipped the glitzy card from the creamy envelope, seen her eyes widen at the name, her lips crease tight to hide the tremble. That tightness hadn’t left her face for days. She hadn’t smiled once, not for real.

Which was devastating.

So now I was hustling across Wonder Springs, working my way around to the north side of the hill that holds our town.

Hoping that I wasn’t too late.



Chapter 4

Wonder Springs is really an island, ringed with a river that’s surprisingly fast, even dangerous, and shielded by the Blue Ridge mountains on every side. Our only point of entry (or defense, if you ask my bearded Uncle Barnaby) is a single covered bridge that joins a country highway.

But when you live here, you tend to forget it’s an island, because of the smaller islands on the northern side. Around here, those are the “islands”, and the largest is called Haven. Compared to Wonder Springs, it’s tiny, but like the town, Haven Island has a wide, generous slope to the southern sun.

Decades ago, the island’s owner had planted that slope with a vineyard.

While that did mean bottles of delectable Wonder Springs wine, it also meant that with the vines, the sun, and the 360-degree views of the surrounding valley and mountains, the vineyard was the premier destination for a Wonder Springs wedding.

And as I rushed across the low concrete bridge over the roiling river and up the long gravel entranceway, with Elaine still tagging along behind, I could see that I’d finally found Tina.

She was on the hilltop plaza, hunched at a long table that was smothered with massive balloons and white ribbons and lace. Her hands were moving in repetitive arcs, and not till I drew close could I tell what she was doing.

Folding napkins. Thick, cloth napkins, gleaming white. For the dinner.

She was staring out over the vineyard, not even watching her hands.

“Tina?” I said.

She jerked, and eyed me with surprise. After a tiny delay, she forced her heart-shaped face into a friendly imitation of a smile. It was ghastly.

Then she groaned. “Lunch! I totally forgot! Summer, I’m so sorry.” It was the most emotion I’d heard from her in days. “I was talking to Glynis and she said he needed help—they needed help…”

As if against her will, she swung her face away from me, back toward her view of the vineyard.

Beside me, Elaine followed her look—and gasped in surprise.

So I looked too.

Have you ever seen a vineyard at harvest time? Even on a “small” plot like this that was maybe an acre, the grapes spread before us like a red sea of abundance. A soft, warm breeze wafted their sweet, rich scent, moving me with some obscure stirring, like an ancient memory of the promise of future rejoicing.

In a central path at the heart of the rows, a white trellis arched over the platform where they’d speak their vows. A serious photographer with a careful beard was brandishing a massive zoom lens, and there, posing on the platform, stood Dante Radcliff and his bride.

Beside me, Elaine breathed, “They’re… perfect.”

I tried to disagree.

I’m not sure what I’d been expecting. For starters, Dante looked surprisingly dashing, at least for a dude who had to be pushing fifty. At this distance, he looked like some kind of genteel pirate, with long curly hair that was still mostly black, an open white collared shirt and tight jeans that flattered his spare frame, and an expressive Italian smile and aquiline nose. As we watched, he struck one nimble pose after another, circling his bride like a dancer.

As for her, Lee Lannon (I knew her name from the invitation) was tall and slender, almost waiflike, with dark straight brown hair framing a thin, pretty face that couldn’t be older than forty. Every move he made seemed to make her laugh with delight, her thin shoulders shaking in her sleeveless top, and she followed him with bright eyes that never released him for a single breath.

And all the while, during this whole performance, the photographer never stopped snapping. These photos were going to max out an entire stream on Tribesy. It was silly. It was excessive, over-the-top, indulgent. And I still caught myself wondering if Cade and I would look that good.

“Isn’t she gorgeous?” Elaine whispered in my ear. “Rich, too. Or at least well-off. I heard they used her savings to buy this place, cash down.”

“Buy it?” I blurted, stunned. “The vineyard? I thought they were just blowing through for the wedding!”

“Oh, no, I heard they bought it all,” Elaine said, gleaming with gossipy glee. “Not just the Haven, but the island behind, so they can live at the Respite. They’re here to stay.”

As she relished this final word, her eyes darted past me, and her smile crimped into concern. “Tina?” she said. “Are you… crying?”

I spun back to Tina, already starting to list the reasons why she had to get the heck out of here. But when I saw her face, my voice died.

She was crying, all right. But with rage.

Her face was twisted like I’d never seen her, never even imagined she might look. Her smooth brow had clenched, her wide eyes shut to slits, and I could hear her literally grinding her teeth. It was an awful, unnatural sound, like something was about to shatter.

“Whoa,” I said, soft and tentative. “Let’s go. Forget these twerps.” Slowly I reached a hand for her shoulder.

But she drew back and jumped away, screeching her metal chair on the plaza concrete.

“Stop acting like you care,” she hissed. “If you had any idea what love was, you wouldn’t be stringing along Cade. Using him.”

I gaped. I was dumbfounded. It actually crossed my mind to wonder if she was on drugs. It was so utterly unlike Tina, so… unfair.

But it still hurt.

And the more I tried to tell myself how ridiculous it was, the deeper it dug, like jabbing tweezers at a splinter when it’s already sunk beneath your nail.

“Hey,” I said, still managing to sound gentle. “I know you’re upset about this wedding—”

“Wedding? This is a travesty,” she spat. Her voice was nearly strangled with fury, and I found myself stepping back in dismay. A tremble was spreading in my chest. “And what are you all doing about it?” she demanded. “Nothing!”

“Do?” I said. “Tina, honey, it’s a wedding. They can marry whoever they want.”

“That’s not how it was for me!” she shrieked.

The noise was so startling that Elaine and I both jumped. Down the slope, both Dante and his bride-to-be squinted up toward us with concern, and even the photographer lowered his lens to look.

Tina froze, flushing with shame. Then, without a word, she whipped away and ran. Before I could gather myself even to call after her, she’d bolted over the crest of the hill.

Beside me, Elaine clucked.

“I think she still has feelings for that man,” she said, with a sage nod. “That’s hard.”

Down the slope, the trio resumed their photo shoot.

For the rest of that day, I felt pretty slow and stupid, like I was sleepwalking through a vat of molasses. I’d been through a lot since I came to Wonder Springs—I’d discovered the corpses of murder victims, suffered psychic attacks, and nearly gotten murdered myself, on multiple occasions.

But I wasn’t sure anything had hurt quite like this.

Toward evening, it occurred to me that I should try to go check on her. Maybe she’d calmed down, and we could talk. Or maybe she hadn’t, and it was precisely the time that a real friend would hunt her up.

At dinner, in the oak-paneled dining room at the Inn, I ate alone, both hoping and afraid to see her. When I didn’t, I told myself I’d go out and look for her, but I just needed a quick nap. I felt drained, and what good would I be to her exhausted?

But the next thing I knew, the early sun was slanting in my eyes, through the panes of my bedroom window. And standing by my antique bed was Grandma. Even her impeccable morning makeup job couldn’t hide the lines of concern.

“What is it? What happened?” I said, still groggy even as my heart started to race.

“When did you last see Tina?” Grandma asked, and her aristocratic Southern lilt was more quiet and serious than I’d ever heard.

“Tina?” I gasped. Now I was awake. I struggled and sat up. “Where is she? Is she okay? What happened?”

From his antique basket bed on my dresser top, my sweet white Ragdoll cat, Mr. Charm, leapt to my bed and, with an air of dignity, settled into my lap. I might not be able to touch people, but my faithful cat always knew when I needed his warm purr. As I stroked his throbbing back, his calm presence began to soothe and dissipate my panic.

Until what Grandma said next.

“Tina never came home last night,” she said. “We have no idea where she is.”

“What? Are you sure?” I said. I tried to stay calm, but my mind was looping her strange anger, her final outburst and running off into the wild. “Maybe she took a late-night walk. She loves the woods. Or those caves, she’s always talking about finding new tunnels—”

“There’s more,” Grandma said. She took a deep breath, then sat on the edge of the bed and studied her slender hands. For the first time, I noticed that she was clutching a single folded sheet of paper.

Finally, she said, “Last night, the vineyard was vandalized.”

Whatever I’d been expecting, that one definitely came out of left field. Maybe from outside the stadium entirely, from some random parking lot.

“The vineyard? Vandalized?” I said. “Like how?”

“Someone cut the grapes from every single vine,” she said. “The place is a ruin.”

“What?” I said. “All those grapes? They’re just… gone?”

She nodded.

“I was just there yesterday! There were tons… how is that even possible?” I said. “How could anyone do that? Why would anyone do that?”

Grandma cleared her throat, and again her gaze dropped to the folded sheet. “From what I hear, that Radcliff wedding may have to be… postponed. At a minimum.”

“No,” I said. “Grandma. You can’t think… Tina?”

She wouldn’t meet my gaze. “I came here to ask if you’d seen her,” she said. “When I walked in, someone had slipped this under your door.”

She handed me the note.


Summer,


I’m sorry I blew up at you! You’re my super sweet bestie and I know you meant the best.

But I think I need some alone time. Please don’t worry. I’ve just got to sit this one out. I’ll be back, okay? Please don’t try to find me.

Seriously. Don’t.


Tina


P.S. Please.



Chapter 5

“I’ve got to find her!” I cried. I hoisted Mr. Charm aside and scrambled up from the bed. “Where’s my skirt? Oh wait, I’m already dressed.”

In spite of her gravity, Grandma gave a genteel shiver. Now that I thought of it, I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen her wear the exact same outfit twice. I don’t know if she was always expecting to get whisked off to a cocktail party or accept a Nobel Prize or something, but she was definitely dressed for the occasion.

“Summer, wait,” she said. She frowned. “Last night, I may have had a… a dream.”

Dread prickled down the base of my neck. Grandma’s a Precog. Short for precognitive… she gets dreams that predict the future. Usually something nasty, that we have to try to prevent. Which raises the question… which future, exactly, is she seeing?

The problem is, her dreams can be maddeningly vague. Sometimes she can’t even tell if they really mean anything. Most nights, her dreams are ordinary and incoherent, just like the rest of us.

Most. Not all.

“What kind of dream?” I said. “Was it… this? The vineyard? Tina?”

“No, no. I’m not even sure…” Her voice trailed off. “Just… just stay away from the river. For today.”

“The river?” I said. “What’s going to happen in the river?”

She shook her head. “I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m sure you’re right; Tina’s off in a tree somewhere, or playing explorer in an old mining tunnel. For a so-called ‘woman’ her age…” A hint of a smile twitched her lips.

But then she looked stern. “I’m well aware that the ridiculous, uncouth return of that Radcliffe man has not been without its effect on her. If she truly is just seeking solitude, I’d prefer we respect her wishes.” She arched an eyebrow. “Unless you have reason to think otherwise?”

I hesitated.

Man, do I hate lying to Grandma.

But is it really lying to be… diplomatic? To just not say something? There’s some kind of name for that… I can’t remember… “mental preservation”? Not that. Something. Anyway…

“I definitely think she’s upset,” I said, with brilliant yet truthful misdirection. “I’d feel better knowing where she was.”

… and seeing if she TOTALLY lost it and hacked that vineyard to bits, I mentally added, as I casually strode for the door. My Victorian bedroom is gorgeous but tiny, so we’re talking two or three strides here, max, but time still seemed to slow as I struggled to escape the question in Grandma’s piercing gaze. My fingers touched the cool bronze doorknob, I twisted and pulled, I stepped through, out into the Inn hallway, with its ancient wainscotting breathing old wood and polish and the old bronze sconces flickering good cheer, and I was out, I’d made it—

“Summer,” said Grandma softly.

I halted. Turned back.

Grandma was still seated on the edge of my bed, her posture perfect, stroking my cat on her lap.

“Yes?” I said, totally innocent.

She squinted at me, then shrugged. “If anything’s really wrong…” She sighed. “I’d hate to think that after all this time, you and I would need… the parrot.”

I could tell she meant it. My heart tugged with guilt.

Oh, wait. It occurs to me, you might have zero idea what she’s talking about.

We have this parrot named Keegan and he’s a telepath. He can read your mind. Sort of.

It’s more like he can squawk these embarrassing, disjointed phrases that everyone else can then take out of context. Especially when it’s me. For some mysterious reason, Keegan is roughly four hundred percent better at reading my mind than with anyone else. He has this special relish…

Anyway, so she’d called my bluff.

But I just didn’t feel right tattling on Tina, not like that, right then, before I’d even had the chance to see what had happened for myself. Yes, she’d been angry (and hurtful), but I couldn’t quite believe she’d ever do this kind of massive theft… not even from Dante Radcliff.

But quite wasn’t certain. I had to see it for myself.

Grandma was still watching me, eyebrows raised in her silent query.

I took a deep breath, then let it seep out. “Grandma…” I said. “I’ve got to go. I’ll talk to you later.”

She squinted, then gave an almost imperceptible nod. In a low voice, she said only, “Be careful.”

And then she bent to pet my cat.

I closed the door, trying to process what had just happened. That… that was a first.

I hurried across town toward Haven Island. It was still early, and the sun had barely dragged itself above the mountains. Cade wouldn’t expect me for awhile yet; I had plenty of time to inspect the scene of the crime.

I was totally unprepared for the shock.

At first, from a distance, as I glimpsed the vineyard across the water from the north side of town, it almost didn’t look so bad. The vines had been pruned awhile ago, but they still had enough leaves that they didn’t look totally bare. From a distance.

I hustled across the low, one-lane concrete bridge, eyeing the rushing river in spite of myself. Was it my imagination, or was it roiling darker and faster than yesterday? It hadn’t rained, had it? I could never figure out why the people who’d first decided to live on an island hadn’t invested in an extra six feet or so of height for this bridge. At least once or twice a year, a storm would engulf the bridge and strand the owners, sometimes for days. Even now, the water was lapping less than a foot below the level of the concrete. The whole “bridge” was more like a long, glorified driveway, with an inch-high ridge of concrete on either side in lieu of a railing… a deferential suggestion that you might not want to drive off.

Anyway, I was so distracted with all that, and relieved to get across, that I was halfway up the vineyard slope before it all hit.

The place
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