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      Three days alone in a cabin in the mountains with her on-again, off-again—and now on-again—boyfriend Jon Tinker should have been perfect for Darcy Sweet. 

      What could possibly go wrong?

      But as was so often the way with her life things didn't go exactly according to plan. 

      Their romantic mini vacation was thrown into turmoil when a stranger knocked on the door of their getaway cabin. Darcy was catapulted into a vision that indicated the person may not be quite who they were pretending to be.

      Once again Darcy found herself caught up in a mystery. Would she be able to solve it before she became the next victim of a serial killer?
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      "You're the most beautiful girl I know, Darcy Sweet."

      Darcy looked into Jon Tinker's clear blue eyes and smiled at the compliment.  It was nice to have his undivided attention being lavished on her, even if she suspected he had a hidden motive behind that roguish smile.  The smile that tugged up one side of his mouth and transformed him from handsome to dangerously gorgeous…

      Fine.  She could admit that Jon was incredibly attractive.  She could even admit that the thought of three days alone with him in this cabin in the mountains made her heart do backflips.  That did not mean she'd forgiven him.  Yet.

      "You're only telling me I'm beautiful because you know you're in trouble," she told him, using her fork to cut into the pan-seared fish on her plate.  Dinner, a cozy table in a quietly romantic room, candlelight.  The night held just the kind of promise they had been hoping for when they decided to take this trip.

      "But you are beautiful."  Jon shrugged one shoulder, keeping his expression carefully smooth as he suppressed a smile.  "I know I have a lot to make up for."

      Darcy caught a strand of her long dark hair and twisted it around her finger.   Jon was sitting very close to her, and the way the candlelight played over his white dress shirt, his muscular arms and broad chest, was definitely a distraction.  They had dressed up for dinner even though it was only the two of them.  Him in that shirt with its wide neck and a pair of black slacks, her in a slim blue dress that she had bought especially for this trip.  It was fun.  Like playing dress up.  Like they were on a first date.

      Locking her gaze to his again she felt heat spread through her body.  A rush of emotion flowed through her like water coursing through an uncontrollable river.  She was tempted to forgive everything her on-again, off-again—and now on-again—boyfriend had put her through.

      The thing was, she was enjoying this too much to just give in and forgive him.  Jon was working hard to set things right between them and it would be a shame to waste that kind of effort.  Like cooking this dinner himself on the little stove in their cabin.  Like getting down on one knee, not to propose, but to ask her if he could move back in to their house.  He was twisting himself around in knots to make her happy.

      So let him work a little harder, she thought with a smile.

      "Yes," she said to him, trying to sound angry.  It came out more like bemused.  "You have a lot to make up for.  Let's start with how you left me for a job in another town."

      "Oh," he said slowly, raising his eyebrows.  "I meant I had to make up for how bad this dinner turned out."

      "Jon.  You know that's not what I meant."

      He held up a forkful of the parmesan crusted salmon.  "Really?  Have you seen this fish?"  He laughed, unable to keep it in anymore, and she couldn't help laughing with him.

      In that one moment, everything became all right with the world again.

      For months now something had been missing from Darcy's life.  Jon had gone through a crisis, a time in his life when it seemed everything was going wrong, and he had tried to make it better by distancing himself.  From her, from the town of Misty Hollow that had become his home, from everything.  He'd moved out of their house.  He'd taken a job in a town over an hour away from her.  For a while, Darcy had even been convinced that things were over between them.  A hole had opened in her heart that would not close.

      Now he was back, and they were working hard to find their way back to what they'd had before.  Darcy was happier now with Jon than she'd been in a very long time.  That was something worth fighting for.

      This mini vacation in the mountains had been all Jon's idea as well.  Trips like this had worked wonders for their relationship before, in this picturesque little town far away from Misty Hollow, and they had pinned a lot of expectations on this trip now.  Things were going great from where Darcy sat, and it was only Friday night.  They still had the whole weekend.

      Bear Ridge was actually a ski resort town.  A few miles below where their cabin was tucked in near the ski runs were the clusters of houses and shops where the year round residents lived.  This time of year, as summer was coming to an end, the lines of the ski trails made barren paths through the towering evergreen trees.  Summer was the off season and the town was quiet and sleepy amid rolling hills and an incredible views.

      Darcy had seen the most amazing panoramic vista on their way up to the cabin, where the road hugged the low rise of the mountain and one side dropped away to a hollow far below.  Blue skies had already been fading to purples and reds by the time they arrived.  What was the old saying?  Red sky at night, sailors delight.

      Darcy was no sailor, but she hoped that the gorgeous sunset they had watched through the cabin window, nuzzled close together in bed before dinner, meant good things for her and Jon as well.

      She held his gaze, smiling a wry little smile.  "You know there's nothing wrong with this dinner.  You're an amazing cook.  Are you telling me, Detective Tinker, that you don't have anything to apologize for?  Something, maybe, to do with your girlfriend?"

      Moving a glass globe that held a short, squat candle out of his way, Jon leaned in closer to her.  He was so close that she could feel his breath on her cheek, see every thought in those beautiful eyes of his.  The pull of gravity held them both.

      "Darcy," he whispered, "I can never make up for what happened.  For leaving you like I did.  I will try, every day and every night, for the rest of my life.  When I think I've tried hard enough, I'll work harder."

      She sighed between parted lips.  "That's a good start."

      The tension between them seemed to stretch for an eternity until his lips were finally brushing against hers and it was like falling into him for the very first time.  A rush of time and space swept her up into his arms.  She didn't remember standing up, or his arms wrapping around her, or when the fireworks had started in her mind, but suddenly she was breaking the kiss to pull in a needed breath and rest her head into the hollow of his shoulder.

      "Yes," she said when she could speak again.  "That's a very good start."

      "You know I love you, right?" he asked her.

      "I know you love me, and I know I love you.  Just don't ever doubt it again, okay?  I might have to hunt you down and fill your shoes with cement."

      "And spray paint my tires pink?" he asked.

      "Mm-hmm.  And cut holes in the ends of all your socks."  She realized he was swaying them both side to side, small steps leading them in a lazy circle.  "Jon, what are you doing?"

      "Dancing."

      She laughed at him.  "There's no music."

      "I know, sweet baby.  I still want to dance with you."

      Sweet baby.  That had been his pet nickname for her, once upon a time before stress had overwhelmed him and made him lose himself.  Her heart skipped to hear it again.  Her hands felt up his back, up to the nape of his neck where her fingernails could play with his skin.  He was nearly a foot taller than her in her stocking feet, moving in time to the rhythm of their hearts.

      When he started humming, she didn't recognize the tune.  She didn't care.  They were back together again.

      His hand slid to the small of her back, to that spot that he knew so well, and her hands were suddenly twining into his dark hair and pulling his head down to hers and their kiss reignited, promising to burn as hot as any kiss in history.

      A knock on the cabin door caught them both off guard.  They stumbled and Darcy nearly fell.

      Jon caught her around her waist.  She giggled and got her feet under her again.  "Guess I'm just clumsy in anything but blue jeans."

      Whoever was outside knocked again, and Jon sighed.  "Privacy.  The brochure promised privacy."

      Darcy pushed herself up on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek.  "We have time.  We can be as private as we want.  Later."

      The look of disappointment in his eyes was impossible to miss.  She laughed at him and playfully ran her fingers down his arm.  This weekend was going to be perfect.

      With a shrug, Jon unwrapped himself from her and went to the door.  The cabins of the Lonely Cub resort were all pretty much the same.  A single room held a good sized double bed with a four poster canopy.  The stout wooden frame was carved with cartoonish bear faces across the headboard and bears climbing up the posts.  A pinewood dresser held a flatscreen television that Darcy didn't expect would get a lot of use this weekend.  A white gas stove sat in the corner, a microwave next to it.  A separate bathroom held a spa tub and stand up shower and a small sink.  The cabin was small, and cozy, and isolated.  The single window set into the wall faced a view of the mountain.  The curtain was drawn now.  Privacy, like Jon had said.

      They were a long way from Misty Hollow.  No one should even know they were here.  Darcy had no idea who would be knocking on their door.

      While Jon went to the door she decided to sit back at the table and eat a little more.  He really was a good cook and the salmon was perfect.  He could joke all he wanted, she was just glad that he was the one who did the cooking.  Some days she couldn't boil water.

      From where she sat, chewing a bite of pasta in white sauce, Darcy faced the door.  Jon put an eye to the little security peephole first, ever the good police officer, and then stepped back to open for the person standing there.

      She was tall, and slim, with the rugged grace that athletic women often possessed.  Those were the first things Darcy noticed.  In her green hoodie and blue jeans with the rips at the knees she stood nearly as tall as Jon did.  She had a very expressive face under tight blonde curls.  Her hands were fisted into the pockets of her sweater as she smiled and nodded.

      "Can we help you?" Jon asked.

      "I really, really hope so," the woman said.  "I need pizza."

      Darcy wasn't sure if she'd heard that right.  Her food went down hard as she swallowed it back, trying to ask the question that Jon got out first.  "Did you expect to find a pizza party in our cabin?"

      "Oh," the woman said, shifting her balance and looking embarrassed.  "No.  Sorry, I have a bad habit of starting at the end of a story and working backward…  Uh.  Let me start over.  Hi, I'm JoEllen Meyers.  I'm renting the cabin just next door."

      She took her hands out to point as if it was very important to show Jon and Darcy where she meant.  Jon didn't say anything.  Darcy didn't, either.  The moment hung and JoEllen's hands drifted back to her pockets.  "I guess that doesn't really explain it, either.  See, my phone is out and I wanted to order some dinner but I can't without a phone.  Can I borrow yours?"

      Everyone laughed when she finally got to the point and explained what she needed.  It must be exhausting, Darcy thought, to live inside a brain like that, if this was the way she always talked to people.

      "Sure, you can use our phone," Jon said to JoEllen, stepping aside to let her in.  "Do you know a good pizza place in town?  We're from out of the area and I doubt Darcy is going to want to eat my cooking the whole weekend."

      "Jon, stop it," Darcy scolded with a playful smile.  She stood up, and extended her hand to JoEllen.  "Hi.  I'm Darcy Sweet.  This humble man is Jon Tinker.  Guess we'll be neighbors for the weekend."

      "Hey Darcy, nice to meet you," JoEllen answered cheerfully, and took Darcy's hand to shake.

      Liquid electricity poured up Darcy's skin from where JoEllen took her hand.  For a moment the whole world stopped.  When it started again, Darcy wasn't in their cabin anymore.

      She was surrounded by trees.  The forest stretched as far as she could see, pine trees standing like eerie sentinels, blocking out the morning sun.  Darcy wasn't sure how she knew it was morning.  She just did.

      Out of breath, sweaty and exhausted, she looked all around, trying to get her bearings.  She was running.  She had to get there in time.  She had to!  The cabins were up that way…weren't they?

      It wasn't like she'd been given a lot of time to gather supplies.  She'd had to move quickly or…

      Or, what?  Darcy couldn't catch the thought as she started rushing through the woods again.  Something was making her run.  She didn't have time to think about it.  She only had time to move, and move quickly.

      The world shifted around her and she was in another part of the forest where the trees were different but the same, towering behemoths with spreading branches watching her every move but offering no help.  Darcy turned left, then right, before she spotted the sign.

      "Danger.  Trail closed due to slides," it read, in letters carved into thick wood and then painted yellow.  Only the paint had worn off some of the letters in the last word unevenly so that it actually read, "Danger.  Trail closed due to lies."

      Darcy ignored the sign's warning, pushing forward through the trees until she found what she wanted not ten feet away in a wide, cleared space.  It was one of the ski runs.  Now, in the summer, it was exposed dirt and rock, providing a path up to the face of Mount Borealis, or back down to the ski resort.  Darcy sighed out a heavy breath and started down at a jog.  Maybe she'd get there in time after all.

      What was she looking for?

      The scene had shifted again.  Suddenly, through the filtered sunlight from the branches above, rain was dropping.  Big, fat drops that collected in puddles on the ground around her.  Darcy was on her knees, sobbing.  She didn't understand why she was crying but the sadness gripping her heart nearly crippled her.  The ground had been dug up here and there was something sticking up out of the dark, moist earth.  The soil turned to mud as she watched one of her hands reaching out toward…

      A hand.  His hand.  The hand of the man she loved, buried at her feet.

      No.  Darcy tried to make herself stand up, make herself shout, scream for help, something.  She had no control of her body.  The vision held her fast.  She could only watch as she fell over onto her side in the mud, crying harder.

      Only, it wasn't her.  She realized with a jolt that the reflection looking back at her in the puddle of rainwater wasn't her own.  Distorted though it was, she recognized the face that stared back at her, framed in tight blonde curls plastered to her skin by the rain.

      It was JoEllen's.

      The vision left her in the space between heartbeats and she stumbled back from JoEllen.  Thankfully the woman was already turning away, over to where the phone sat next to the television.  She thanked Jon as she dialed a number and then held the handset up to her ear.

      Making sure JoEllen didn't see him do it, Jon turned to Darcy with a concerned expression.  He'd seen her reaction to the touch of JoEllen's hand and he would know what it meant.  Darcy had certain abilities that made her life, well, interesting.  She was in tune with the other side, able to speak with the dead and know things that her normal five senses couldn't tell her.  Most people who knew her suspected that Darcy was a little different.  They just didn't know all the things she could do.  Like touch a person and suddenly know details about their lives as if she had lived those events herself.

      When she had finally opened up completely about herself to Jon, she had worried that he would turn tail and run, breaking off a very promising budding romance.  It had happened more than once to her, which was exactly why she didn't tell people about that side of her.

      He'd had a few issues with her abilities at the beginning but he’d also surprised her by asking questions instead of running, watching her perform a few communications instead of shutting her out.  He'd even asked her to help investigate a few cases for the Misty Hollow police force.  He wasn't afraid of her.  He didn't think she was a freak.  He had loved her the same even after he knew her secret.  Possibly, a little more so.

      So when he looked at her now, she could tell he knew what had just happened.  She'd had a vision.  A vision of death.

      A vision of murder.

      Darcy shook her head, silently telling him to wait.  She couldn't explain it to him now.  Not while JoEllen was standing right here with them.  He dipped his head, a slight nod that was almost impossible to see.  He understood.

      They listened while JoEllen placed her order.  "Yes.  Just the one pizza this time.  No, not two.  One.  I know.  Buried in cheese.  Payment on delivery.  Yup.  Same address as last time.  'Kay.  I'll be waiting."

      She hung up the phone, putting it back into its stand, and turned to them.  There was a look in her eyes that was there and then gone again before Darcy could identify it.  Whatever was going on with JoEllen, Darcy knew she wanted the woman out of their cabin.  At least until she and Jon could talk about what she'd seen in her vision.

      Walking over to Jon she nestled her head against his chest, putting a hand possessively on his arm.  "We were just having our dinner, too," she said to JoEllen, making it obvious she wanted to be alone with her man.  "Maybe we should get together tomorrow?  It would be nice to have some people to pal around with while we're here."

      JoEllen's expression changed again, back to the same friendly smile she'd shown them before.  "That would be excellent.  I'm here for two weeks on a company retreat and I am going out of my mind with boredom.  I would love to have someone to talk to.  Do you guys like to hike?"

      They did, as a matter of fact.  She and Jon had spent hours a day up here the last time they had gone on vacation walking through the woods.  They'd never gone very far into the trails that led up the mountain.  Just the tamer ones on the more even ground around the resort, meant for hikers and lovers like them.

      Jon caught Darcy's eye, and it was decided just like that.  "That sounds fun.  Have you been on the trails here before?"

      "Sure.  Lots of times."  She looked away from them as she said it, making a show of checking the slim wristwatch on her left arm.  "Oops.  Got to go.  I don't want to miss the pizza delivery.  Awesome to meet you, Darcy, Jon."

      She waved as she closed the cabin door behind herself.

      "What did you see?" Jon asked immediately, keeping his voice low so that there was no chance it would carry outside.  "I know that look I saw on your face.  Did you see blood on her hands?"

      Seeing blood on the hands of someone who had committed certain violent acts—like murder—was another trick Darcy could do.  It required an effort of will channeled through her soul, more or less, and was nowhere near as easy as it sounded.  This had been something else.  Something her gift did without her having to use any special techniques.

      "No," she told him.  "A vision.  I saw a vision.  It was chopped up and confusing, but I think…I think there's a dead man up on the mountain trails somewhere.  A dead man who meant a lot to JoEllen.  She was there."

      Darcy told Jon everything she had seen in the split second she had been touching JoEllen's hand.  Running through the trees.  The sign warning of danger.  The rain.  The dead body.  It took her a while, because he asked lots of questions to get details from her that she wouldn't have thought to mention otherwise.  No, JoEllen didn't seem to be hurt.  No, Darcy hadn't seen a weapon.  Yes, she was sure it was a man buried there in the dirt.  In her vision, JoEllen had known it was a man.

      "So," he said when they had gone over the story from every possible angle.  "Another mystery."

      Darcy and Jon had shared so many mysteries together, so many investigations into suspicious deaths and other things, that talking about this now didn't seem strange at all to her.  It felt oddly normal.  Like they were reclaiming another part of their lives.  They had always worked good together as a team.  Better than good, in fact.

      At some point Darcy found herself in Jon's arms again as they sat on the edge of the bed.  They touched each other frequently as they talked, softly and intimately, and before long their dinner was completely forgotten.  Her dress fell to the floor, next to his clothes, and they made an early night of things, promising to tackle the mystery of JoEllen Meyers tomorrow.

      Later, she woke up from a nightmare where shadowy figures chased her through a forest of trees that bent and twisted, trapping her no matter where she turned.

      Jon held her close as her heart raced, and told her it would be all right.

      The dream left behind the squirmy feeling in the pit of her stomach that there was a lot more going on than what she had seen in her vision.  A murder in the woods.  A dead man, buried in a shallow grave.  JoEllen, crying in the rain and mud.

      Darcy drifted off again, lying there in Jon's arms, sleeping peacefully the rest of the night.
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      The sun felt good on Darcy's face as she stepped out of the cabin the next morning.  Saturday.  Two more days here with Jon.  And, with a neighbor in the next cabin hiding a secret.

      She had tied her long dark hair into a pony tail that she pulled forward over one shoulder.  The antique silver ring that used to be her Aunt Millie's rested comfortably on the finger of her right hand.  A purple tanktop and jean shorts would help her keep cool in the day's heat.  It promised to be unseasonably warm, and humid as well, but she was ready for it.

      Jon had offered to take her out to breakfast once he had gotten himself ready.  The resort cabins were about a fifteen minute drive from the nearby town, where restaurants and gift shops awaited the tourists.  Like them, she thought with a smile.  Ski rental businesses were closed for the season but Darcy had seen a bicycle rental place and a few other things that looked like fun.  Not to mention a bookstore that looked a little rustic.  It was little places like that where she always found the most unique books.

      Hey, just because this was a makeup vacation with her boyfriend didn't mean she couldn't still hunt for books.

      The cabins of the Lonely Cub Resort were spread out in a semicircle from the central hub of a main lodge with its coffee bar and a sauna room and the Resort's main offices.  Her and Jon's cabin was near the middle of the line, identical to all the others in every way.  Cut log walls, doors painted brown, fake green shutters screwed into place framing the windows, a red tiled roof.

      She looked over at the next cabin in the row.  Cabin seven.  It was just a hundred feet away with some shrubbery between.  Everything was quiet there.  She wondered if JoEllen was up and about yet.  She also wondered what exactly her vision from last night had meant.

      In the middle of her thoughts she felt Jon's strong hands on her shoulders suddenly and she leaned back into him.  "Good morning."

      "Good morning to you," he said, leaning down to kiss the side of her neck and make her skin tingle.  "You look like you've got something on your mind."

      "Kind of," she admitted.

      "Our visitor from last night?" he guessed.

      "What else?"

      His hands began rubbing her shoulders and she felt like she could skip breakfast altogether and just let him do that.  Just the right pressure with his thumbs and the heels of his hands and there was a knot right there that he could so—

      "Well, let's go over and say hi, then," he suggested, taking his hands away and walking in the direction of cabin seven.

      Darcy sighed.  She was definitely going to make him do more of that tonight.  After all, he was working to make up for things, right?

      For now she followed him to JoEllen's cabin, watching him walk in his jeans and black t-shirt.  It was an unusual treat to see him in anything other than the dress shirts and slacks he wore for work.  She definitely appreciated the way he dressed down.  As for what they were going to say when JoEllen opened the door, she wasn't really sure.  Would, "hi we were wondering if you've murdered anyone lately," be too direct?

      She hung back a little as Jon knocked on the door, and they waited a few seconds before they heard "Who is it?" from inside.  JoEllen's voice.

      "It's Jon and Darcy," Jon told her.  "From the cabin next door."

      Darcy didn't know if anyone else would pick up on how Jon had his body bladed to the doorway, one foot just a step or two back further than the other, ready to run, or ready to fight.  It was his police instincts taking over, sensing danger and reacting to it.

      It was oddly attractive, and Darcy was still staring at him when the door opened.

      JoEllen leaned out, looking first at Jon and then Darcy, keeping the door mostly closed as she did.  Her hair was mussed, and her eyes were still a little red like she'd just gotten out of bed.  Or been crying?   After a moment's hesitation, she smiled.  "Hey, guys.  Good morning.  What's up?"

      "We just wanted to say hi and see if maybe we could meet for lunch before our hike today," Jon said smoothly.  His body language didn't change and Darcy took it as a cue to keep her distance.

      "Oh, you bet," JoEllen said.  "Um.  Can I meet you in town, maybe?  There's this place called BoBo's.  Right on Main Street.  I know, dumb name, but it really has good food.  Meet you there around noon?"

      Jon nodded, his own smile overly friendly.  "That sounds perfect.  We're headed into town now, actually.  We'll meet you there."

      "Great.  See you then!"  JoEllen waved with her fingers and then retreated behind the door before closing it again.

      "Lunch?" Darcy asked, letting Jon take her by the hand and lead her toward the parking lot on the other side of the main building.  "Are you sure that's a good idea?"

      "Yes.  We need an excuse to talk with her and ask her questions, right?  Lunch is the perfect excuse.  Besides…"  He looked around them, making sure no one was walking on the gravel paths near them or hanging out on the porch leading up to the coffee house entrance.  There wasn't, but he lowered his voice anyway.  "There's a lot more going on here than we thought."

      "You mean, more than a dead man buried in the woods?"

      "Yes," was the quick reply.  "More than that.  JoEllen had a gun in her hand just now."

      Darcy's eyes widened.  She kept walking, not wanting JoEllen to come out of her cabin at any point and see her expression and maybe guess what they were talking about.  "A gun?  Are you sure?  Did you see it?"

      "I didn't see it," he admitted.  "But I know what it looks like when someone is trying to conceal a gun behind their back.  She had one with her.  That's why she wouldn't open up the door for us, and why she didn't come out to talk to us."

      Darcy trusted Jon's knowledge of these things.  He was a great police officer, and his instincts had saved both of their lives more than once.

      JoEllen had a gun.  Had she killed the man in Darcy's vision?
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        * * *

      

      Breakfast was an amazing omelet with green peppers and ham.  Darcy sat with Jon in an open air café decorated with the same kind of carved bear statues that were everywhere in town.  Their round white table had a rainbow colored umbrella on a pole that hung over their heads.  It was a nice, shady spot with cool breezes flowing down the street.  Around them the town moved at its own slow pace.  A few cars drove by with windows down and people's arms hanging out.  Dogs trotted down the sidewalks or across lawns.  People ambled by, apparently in no hurry to be anywhere.

      She saw a cat stalking through an alleyway and it made her think of Smudge.  She'd been leaving her big black and white tomcat alone a lot recently.  She'd have to give him some extra love and attention when they got back home.

      When Darcy realized that the peaceful setting of Bear Ridge had made her forget all about JoEllen Meyers and her connection to a dead man she sat up a little straighter in her chair.  It surprised her, because the vision had made such a strong impression.  She'd thought at first that she would never be able to get it out of her mind.  Yet here she was, in this picturesque town with its little, neat houses and its quaint shops, enjoying the fresh air and the view and the company of Jon Tinker.

      Which was exactly what she had wanted for this weekend.  She relaxed back into her breakfast, sharing a smile with Jon.  The mystery they had fallen into could wait for a little while longer.  She hoped.

      Over cups of coffee they talked about what they wanted to do this morning.  There was a store just up the street that sold fishing supplies, and Jon wanted to poke around in there.  His father had taken him fishing a few times, he explained, back when he'd been only about five or six.  Those were some of the best memories he had of his dad.

      Darcy listened with interest to this little snippet of his childhood that they'd never talked about before.  It was nice to know they could share those things together.

      For her part, she wanted to look into that bookstore here in town.  It was up the street the other way, so they made plans to split up for an hour or two and meet back here.  Darcy felt a little disappointed that they wouldn't be spending the whole morning together but it was just for a little while.  An hour or two at most.

      What could possibly go wrong?

      When that thought crossed her mind, she bit her lower lip, hard.  When would she ever learn not to invite trouble?

      They held each other close for a moment and kissed tenderly, then went in separate directions up the neatly trimmed sidewalk.  Their fingertips were the last things to touch as their hands slipped apart.

      Darcy still had a smile on her face when she walked into the Golden Bear Bookshop.  She had missed being with Jon so much.  When he came back into her life just last month she had spent days walking around on pins and needles, waiting for the other shoe to drop.  For something to go wrong that would make him leave again.  She was only now settling into a belief that he was here.  To stay.

      It was a good feeling.

      The Golden Bear Bookstore was small, with a wooden floor that creaked, but every available space was crammed with books.  The cream colored walls were lined with shelves stacked with paperback novels and bigger hardcover volumes.  Freestanding stacks made of plywood held even more.  Around the room hand painted signs declared the different genres.  Fantasy.  Mystery.  Travel.  Young Adult.  Cooking.  Local Humor.

      She looked over the mystery section quickly then turned away to look for something else.  She had enough mystery in her life.  Although maybe Agatha Christie or Stephanie Plum would be able to give her some pointers.

      The local humor selection caught her attention.  One book in particular was set to the front on a little wire holder so that the front faced Darcy.  A man laughed in the cover photo from behind a bushy brown beard.  A floppy camouflaged hat with a brim that hung down past the man's wide shoulders sported a round, white button that read "I love bears."  The "love" was spelled with a red heart.

      "A View From the Mountain" read the title of the book under the laughing man.  In smaller typeset below that were the words "Tales from Bear Ridge."  Darcy figured the man on the cover was a resident of the town here, publishing a book of local, colorful stories.  Picking it up to leaf through it she was immediately caught up in a story of a fish as big and mean as a bear with a thorn in its paw, and the man who wrestled it into his rowboat only to capsize halfway back to shore.  The man had to make a deal with the fish to save his life, riding back to shore on its back.

      She caught herself laughing out loud at the story, and the writing style, and the simple way the author drew the reader in.

      "Like that book?" a man's cheerful voice asked.

      Darcy turned, holding her page with her finger, to find the man on the book's cover watching her expectantly, waiting for an answer to his question.  His wide smile grinned from behind the same bushy brown beard.  Without the hat from his picture his round head peeked through thinning hair.  He was a mountain of a man, tall and wide, with a presence that made him seem even bigger than he really was.

      "Hey, this is you," Darcy said, holding up the book.

      "Yup, that's me," he agreed, holding out a massive hand.  Darcy's disappeared into his as they shook.  "Carson Middlemiss.  Pleased to meet you."

      "Uh, hi.  I'm Darcy Sweet.  You wrote this?"

      Carson nodded with some pride.  "I did.  There's so much that goes on behind the scenes in a small town like this.  People just don't know the things that folk 'round here have seen.  And done!  Figured somebody might like to read about the funnier side of life up here in the mountains."

      It was hard not to smile at the way he said it.  Darcy took her hand back, still feeling the pressure of Carson's hand.  "Well, it's nice to meet the actual author.  I run a bookstore back where I live.  If the rest of the book is as good as what I just skimmed through, maybe we could work out something and offer it for sale in my store, too?"

      "Wonderful!" Carson roared.  "The publishing company did a limited run in our area just to see how it would do, but I've got two boxes out back full of them.  Only sold about thirty or so.  Mostly to folks hereabouts."

      "Oh, this is your store?" Darcy asked him.  It hadn't occurred to her that Carson would be the owner too.

      "Sure is.  My pride and joy.  Until the mayor raises taxes again and I can't afford to keep the place, anyway.  Tell you what," Carson said, raising a finger like an idea had just occurred to him.  "Why don't you give me your e-mail and your store information now, and when you leave town you can come and pick up one of them boxes to take with you.  Sound fair?"

      There was a simple kind of innocence in the way Carson said it but Darcy could see the calculation in his eyes.  If he took down her information now, that would give him a chance to check out her store and see if she was on the level before he gave any of his books to her.  Carson was a lot smarter than he looked.

      "That sounds good to me," she agreed.

      From the back pocket of his jeans he pulled a spiral bound notebook and a pen to quickly jot out his contact information, his e-mail and phone number and the address of the store.  He handed it to Darcy.

      "Thank you."  She folded the paper and tucked it into the pocket of her shorts.  "My store is the Sweet Read Bookstore in Misty Hollow.  We've got a website you can look up.  My e-mail is darcy at sweetreadbookstore, all lowercase, all one word, dot com."

      Carson wrote it all down as she said it and underlined the e-mail with a flourish.  "Awful glad you came into my store today, Miss Sweet."

      "Darcy," she corrected with a small laugh.  "Call me Darcy.  Mind if I look around some more?  You've got some very interesting books here."

      "Please do.  I'll be back there with the register if you want to buy anything.  Enjoying our town?"

      "Very much," Darcy told him honestly.  "My boyfriend and I are going hiking later with someone we met up at the Lonely Cub Resort.  I'm hoping to get some nice photographs of the views and maybe find some interesting rocks to bring home…"

      She trailed off.  Carson's expression had darkened until he was nearly scowling now.  "Carson?  Is something wrong?"

      With a shake of his broad shoulders, he seemed to come to himself and his smile returned.  "Oh.  No, everything's fine.  Hiking, you say?  Whereabouts were thinking of going?"

      "Well, I'm not really sure.  We've never been up here before.  The woman we met at the cabins suggested it.  She's been here before, apparently.  Why?"

      "Oh, nothing.  Just some of those trails up there are dangerous.  Private property up there, too.  If you don't know where you're going you just might end up somewhere you shouldn't."

      She wasn't sure what he was getting at.  "Well, I guess we'll have to trust our guide.  I'm sure it will be fine."

      He nodded his head, making his beard bob, his eyes narrowed.  "I see.  I see.  Well, you might want to stay away from the ski trails.  I know a lot of tourists use 'em for hiking trails, but it just isn't safe up there.  Not for young ladies such as yourself."

      The words were ominous and spoken with a sincerity that made Darcy's skin crawl.  Instead of making her afraid, though, they just piqued her curiosity.  "Why?  What's so dangerous up there?"

      Carson didn't answer at first.  He worked the inside of his cheeks like he was trying to decide whether to let the words out.  "People," he finally said, "should learn to stay out of the deep woods.  Got a few stories in my book about that, too.  Lots of hikers go missing up there every year.  Had one disappear not too long ago, for that matter.  Few weeks back.  Went up, didn't come back.  Sheriff's been looking for him ever since."

      He pointed to a corkboard over near the wall, set up on an easel tripod because the wall space was all being used for books.  On it were notices for garage sales and food drives.  In the middle of it all was a larger one with the word MISSING printed in bold type across the top over the face of a smiling man with dark hair and narrow eyes.

      "Audie Berkstone," Carson explained.  "He's just the latest.  Some kind of businessman from out of state, from what I understand.  Went hiking one day last week, wasn't ever heard from again.  They searched Mount Borealis for days without finding anything.  Sheriff's still investigating."

      Darcy's attention was riveted to the face on the notice.  Could that be the man she had seen buried in a shallow grave in her vision?  There hadn't been a face to see, only JoEllen lying on her side in the mud, crying…

      "Well," Carson's booming voice startled her out of her thoughts.  "I s'pose I should leave you to your browsing.  Just, please hear my advice.  Stay off the ski trails.  Off the mountain, too."

      Then he turned and walked away.

      Darcy picked his words apart for a long time after that as she looked over the spines of the other books, giving herself something to do while her mind worked.  She was sure there had been a death here in Bear Ridge.  That was the whole point to her vision.  A buried dead man meant murder in her mind.  Someone had to bury him.  Put that together with the missing hiker in that poster and Carson's warning to stay off the very trails she had seen in her vision, and what did that add up to?

      A cold chill spread up her spine.  Could Carson be the murderer?  Could this big, amiable, laughing man with his shaggy beard be capable of killing someone?  Burying them in the dirt?  What possible motive could he have?

      Then another thought came to her.  Did Carson tell her to stay off the ski trails because he was worried she'd stumble across the grave of Audie Berkstone?

      The man he'd killed?

      Darcy shook her head in answer to her own thoughts.  Maybe it was just too early to know either way, or maybe her instincts were trying to tell her something, but she couldn't bring herself to believe Carson had murdered anyone.  What had her Aunt Millie always told her?  Keep an open mind.  You can't hear the chatter from the other side, or even know your own thoughts, unless you keep your mind open.

      Good advice.  With a smile, she put that thought into her own words.  Don't judge a book by its cover.

      Her hand stopped, hovering over the spine of one single book among several lined up in a neat row under a sign painted blue, big yellow letters with stars around them spelling out "Paranormal and Witchcraft."  The book was a heavy tome with a brown leather cover, the way they used to make books before cheaper materials proved more cost effective.  Down the spine was a title she recognized.

      "Spirit Tales."  She owned this book.  It was back home in Misty Hollow now, on a shelf in her living room, its pages very familiar to her.  She'd read it through five times already.  There were tales of ghosts and spirit sightings from several different townships across this part of the country.  There was even one from Misty Hollow.  The tale of Nathaniel Williams, a pilgrim settler who had been hung for witchcraft on the very spot where the Town Hall of Darcy's hometown now stood.

      Darcy hadn't believed the tale at first, but for a while now every time she had been inside the Town Hall she had sensed a terrible presence bearing down on her, like a shadowy figure glaring at her.  Every time she turned to see who was there, she found nothing.  Not even a ghost.  It was like something was there that did not want to be seen.  Not by her, at any rate.  Then once last week she thought she'd heard a voice—

      "Well, fancy meeting you here."

      Darcy spun, startled, books falling off the shelf as her hand grabbed at them unintentionally.  Immediately, she felt foolish.  She had been so wrapped up in her thoughts that she hadn't recognized JoEllen's voice.

      JoEllen had dressed for the day in a button up blue blouse and a pair of khaki shorts that left her shapely legs bare.  She was ready for their hike, obviously.  Now, Darcy's cheeks heated and she hastily bent to pick the books back up and replace them on the shelf.  They were supposed to be acting casual around JoEllen to learn what they could about her, not scare her away by jumping every time they saw her.

      "Oh, for Pete's sake.  That was clumsy of me," Darcy said, putting the last book back in place.  "I wasn't expecting to see you here."

      "Yes.  Obviously."  JoEllen's tone was amused, but her eyes were calculating.  "So do you like mushrooms?"

      Darcy blinked.  "Excuse me?"

      "Oh, I'm sorry, I did it again."  JoEllen laughed with a small shake of her head.  "I started at the end instead of the beginning.  We were going to get lunch today, right?  So, this restaurant in town, BoBo's, has the most amazing cheeseburger with mushrooms.  I was wondering if you liked mushrooms?"

      Darcy actually hated mushrooms, on her hamburgers or anything else.  She didn't want to put JoEllen off, though, so.  "Wow, that sounds good," she said.  "I know Jon loves mushrooms.  That will really make his day."

      "Probably.  Men can be so hard to please, don't you think?  Sometimes you just want to pack them up in a little box and…hold them hostage."

      JoEllen looked at her so oddly when she said it that Darcy didn't know what to think.  It certainly wasn't a normal thing to say.  Darcy's own brother-in-law had been kidnapped during a botched robbery earlier this year.  He and her sister Grace were still trying to get over the trauma from it even as they prepared to have their first child.  Kidnapping was nothing to joke about.

      "Well, anyway," JoEllen said quickly into Darcy's silence.  "I didn't mean to interrupt your shopping trip.  I'll let you get back to it.  See you at lunch?"

      "Sure," Darcy said, finding her voice again.  "Uh, what brought you into town so early?  Shopping, like me and Jon?"

      "Oh, no.  Not me.  I don't really care for books."

      She said it with a shrug, and Darcy was more irritated by that than anything the woman had done yet.

      "Say, where is that boyfriend of yours?" JoEllen asked her, completely missing the frown that had crossed Darcy's face.

      "He's…down the street somewhere.  He wanted to go window shopping or something."  She suddenly didn't want this woman to know where Jon was.  Something was definitely odd about her, and Darcy had the feeling it was the kind of odd that got people hurt when they weren't careful around JoEllen Meyers.

      "Ah.  I see.  Well, see you at lunch.  Remember, the place is called BoBo's.  You'll love the burgers there, I promise!"

      With another of those backwards waves of hers, JoEllen stepped across to the door and was gone.

      She stood there for long minutes, watching the street through the big windows to either side of the door, but JoEllen didn't return.  Darcy had a fleeting thought that maybe she should just tell Jon they'd had enough makeup time and ask him to take her back to Misty Hollow.  She shook off the desire to up and leave.  That wasn't the kind of person she was.  Trouble had a way of finding her, but she didn't run from it when it did.

      Her gift, as far as she was concerned, was something she should use to help people.  Sometimes she just had to go wherever it led her.  Right now, it was leading her to a shallow grave out in the woods.  And, to JoEllen.  It wasn't time to leave Bear Ridge yet.

      It might just be time to get some help, though.  Picking up Carson's book she went back to the register to pay for it.  Then she was going to find Jon.

      As she passed the corkboard she snagged the missing person poster from it and folded it into her pocket.  Carson would be able to tell her where the Sheriff's Office was in town.  Right now, after the encounter she'd just had with JoEllen, she felt like getting the local police involved would be a very good idea.
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      Jon had a new fishing rod and a small plastic box with different shaped lures on the backseat of his car.  He was grinning from ear to ear, tilting the rearview mirror to look back at his purchases every so often as they drove through the lazy streets of Bear Ridge.

      "What?" he asked her at one point when he noticed her watching him from the corner of her eye.

      "Nothing," she said quickly.  "I think it's great that you have a new hobby."

      "Oh, good.  Because I'll need someone to clean the fish I catch."

      "Ew.  No way!"

      "Sure.  You'll love it.  And digging for worms is a blast."

      She turned in her seat toward him.  "You are joking, right?  Tell me you're joking."

      They were pulling into the parking area in front of the Sheriff's Office at that point.  He put the car in park, and looked at her with a wink.  She couldn't tell if he had been kidding with her.  There was no way she was gutting a fish.  Yuck.

      They sat there like that, staring at the front of the Sheriff's Office, while the seconds ticked past.  It was a one story, brown brick building with lighter stonework around the windows and double front doors that were almost entirely glass.  A round emblem with a five-pointed star was secured on the wall to the left of the doors with the department name, Bear Ridge Sheriff's Office, under it.  Two windows at the far right of the building were secured behind metal bars.  Holding cells, Darcy figured.

      Jon finally said what they were both thinking.  "I'm not sure I like this plan."

      "Well, it's not any more crazy than our plans usually are."

      He tapped a rhythm against the steering wheel with his thumbs.  "I don't have a problem with letting the local police know what's going on, or asking for their help for that matter.  I just don't know what we're supposed to say to them.  We can't just go in there and say you had a vision of a dead man in a grave.  They'll think we're crazy."

      "Not both of us.  Just me," she corrected him.

      "Yes, but what does it say about me," he asked her, leaning over to kiss her on the cheek, "that I'm helping a woman as crazy as you?"

      "Ha.  You're funny.  Come on," she said, opening the car door.  "I know you'll think of something."
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        * * *

      

      The lobby of the Bear Ridge Sheriff's Office had a wide window at the counter with a sliding glass partition and a little metal bell meant to be rung for service.  A number of notices were posted just inside the door for the public to view.  There was a page with pictures of the FBI's ten most wanted.  There were legal notices of property for sale.  Other pages were too crammed with small type for Darcy to read quickly.  What did catch her eye, was an entire row of missing posters showing faces and names of people who had disappeared in Bear Ridge.  Five in all.

      At the top of the row was Audie Berkstone's picture.  Darcy pointed to it.  Jon nodded.

      Someone was already at the service window waiting for them.  He waved them over as he unlocked the glass window and slid it open.  He was an older man with steel gray hair and a chiseled jaw and eyes that had already weighed and measured both Darcy and Jon by the time they'd taken five steps.  He wore a brown uniform with black pocket flaps and shoulder lapels.  His badge was the same as the one on the sign out front, a five pointed star, polished to a shine.  His nameplate read Rockwood.

      "Hi there, folks," he said in a kindly, deep voice.  "What can I do for you today?"

      "Are you the Sheriff?" Jon asked him.

      He smiled back at them with obvious pride.  "I am.  Been the Sheriff here for going on fifteen years, matter of fact.  Name's Ben Rockwood.  You folks staying up at the Lonely Cub?"

      "That's right."  Jon put his hand out to Sheriff Rockwood.  "Hi, Sheriff.  My name is Jon Tinker.  I'm a Detective from a little place named Misty Hollow.  My girlfriend Darcy and I are staying the weekend in town and I was telling her how much I enjoy stopping in to local police agencies when I'm in new towns."

      The Sheriff shook Jon's hand firmly and they began talking in cop speak about their two departments, comparing manpower and equipment and so on.  Darcy stood there with a smile on her face, the patient girlfriend, letting Jon work his magic until they could find a way to slip the missing Audie Berkstone into the conversation.

      "Small town policing is all I've ever known," Sheriff Rockwood told them.  "Love the work and the people.  Faces don't change much around here.  Just the tourists coming and going."

      "Speaking of that," Jon said, "I couldn't help noticing the missing posters on the way in.  Looks like this Audie Berkstone disappeared just last week?"

      The Sheriff rubbed a hand back over his buzzed gray hair.  "Yes.  Near as we can figure, he went for a hike up on Mount Borealis and never came back.  I had my deputies and the fire department do a grid search.  Found a backpack we think might have been his, but nothing else."

      "Sounds like a real headache," Jon offered.  "Like I said I'm a detective for my department.  I'm only here for the weekend but I'd be happy to help if I can."

      Rockwood waved the offer away.  "I appreciate that, Jon.  I know we look small time here.  Most of the time my people don't have anything to do but hand out parking tickets to tourists.  But we're more than capable of handling something as simple as a tourist gone missing in our woods."

      "More than just the one disappearance, though.  Right?"

      Darcy could tell by the expression on Rockwood's face that he was becoming annoyed.  Maybe he saw Jon's offer to help as an outsider telling him how to run his department.  "Yes.  Thing is, a lot of tourists come into Bear Ridge with the idea they can just strike out into the woods without being prepared.  Then something happens, and next thing you know they can't find their way back again."  He shrugged, like it was something he just couldn't help.  "Maybe if people read the warning signs on the trails, they wouldn't go missing like that."

      "I suppose you're right, Sheriff."  Jon nodded, slowly.  "But then, where are the bodies?"

      "Well now, if I knew that," Rockwood said guardedly, "then they wouldn't be missing, would they?  I got a meeting with some people soon, Detective Tinker.  It was good to meet you.  Hope you enjoy your stay.

      Darcy felt completely dismissed when he turned to her with a quick "Ma'am" before closing the glass partition and walking away into the interior of the building.

      Jon turned to her, an eyebrow arched.  "That went great.  Just like we planned."

      "Better than some of our plans," Darcy agreed, taking his hand and smiling up at him.  "I think you might have stepped on his ego."

      "Any police officer who can't take an offer of help without getting his feathers ruffled isn't taking his job seriously.  He's got people going missing in his town.  He should be begging for help.  Not turning it away."

      Darcy kissed his cheek and they left, empty handed.  "Not every cop is as good at their job as you are," she told him.  She meant it.  Jon was amazing at what he did, and he loved his job.

      He squeezed her hand tighter.  "If I'm amazing, it's because I'm with you."

      "Oh, so you weren't amazing when you weren't with me?"  She couldn’t help putting that little dig in.  She hadn't let him off the hook for leaving her alone for all that time.  Not yet, anyway.

      He stopped at their car, and turned her into him, his gaze holding her in place.  "I'm nothing without you, Darcy Sweet."

      Her heart thumped harder and heat flushed through her.  "You should say things like that more often."

      "How about every night.  For the rest of our lives."

      "Mmm," she murmured, stepping into him, holding him tight.  "Yes please."

      Wait.  Darcy listened to his words again in her mind and had to wonder if maybe he had meant something more?  The rest of their lives?  Did he mean…?

      She leaned back, still in his arms, meaning to ask him to say it again.  Instead, a prickling sensation all along her skin set off alarm bells for her and she knew something was wrong.  That's when she saw the shadows move in the hedge row bordering the parking lot.

      Someone had been standing there.  Watching.  Looking over Jon's shoulder now, she saw just the outline of whoever it was step around the end of the tall hedges, out of view.  Who could that have been, she wondered.  Maybe someone just watching their public display of affection.

      Maybe it was something else.

      Her sixth sense told her it was something else.  Whoever that had been, their reasons for watching her and Jon were not innocent.  She didn't have the slightest idea who they could have upset here in town already.  They'd only just started asking their questions about Audie Berkstone and the others who had disappeared.

      Jon picked up on her uneasiness.  "What is it?"

      "There was someone there.  Watching us."

      He turned, looking all around them.  Of course there was nothing to see anymore.  Whoever it was they were gone now.  They had horrible timing, too.  She gently turned his face back to her with a hand on his cheek.  "What was it you were saying?" she asked.

      Turning into her hand and kissing her palm, he untangled his arms from around her and went around to the driver's side door.  "Later.  I think we should maybe take a look at those trails ourselves before we meet JoEllen for lunch. "

      She did a very bad job of keeping her frustration out of her voice.  "Why?  I mean, what good will that do us?"

      "I don't know, but I was thinking that maybe you could recognize something from your vision if you saw it.  Some part of the forest or the trails themselves."

      It made sense, and it was a good place to start.  It was obvious they weren't going to get the help of the Sheriff's Office any time soon.  Maybe if they found the body they had seen Sheriff Rockwood would come around.  They still had three hours before they were supposed to meet JoEllen, at noon.  They should make use of that time somehow.

      She blew out a stiff breath and got into her side of the car.  If their romantic getaway was ever going to heat up the way she wanted it to, they would have to solve this mystery first.
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      There were several trailhead parking areas off the main road that lead from the town up to the resort lodge.  Mount Borealis was deceptively large.  It looked like an oversized hill to Darcy, but as they parked and got out at a random trail and then began hiking up, she got a better sense of how the gradual incline of the mountain had skewed her perception.  There was a lot of ground to cover up here.

      Thankfully they were dressed for a long walk.  Twenty minutes up the slope, Darcy began to feel perspiration at the back of her neck.  "This could take days," she said, waving away a buzzing insect that got too close to her ear.  "Didn't the Sheriff say that he came up here with his deputies and the fire department already and couldn’t find anything?  What makes us think we'll just stumble onto something I recognize?"

      "We're due for some good luck, aren't we?" was his response.

      "Come on.  We've had our share of good luck."

      His hand found hers and held it tightly.  "Yes.  We certainly have."

      The trail meandered through the trees, their leaves whispering nonsense to them in the cool breeze.  Nothing looked familiar.  The trees were wrong, the lay of the land was wrong, even the trail was wrong.  This was rich, dark soil littered with dead leaves and pine needles and small stones.  Nothing like she had seen in the vision at all.

      Still, they climbed the trail for another half an hour, both of them realizing they would have to turn back soon or risk losing their chance to talk to JoEllen over lunch.  What was the woman up to, Darcy wondered.  What was her connection to the dead man?

      Then there was Carson Middlemiss, the big bear of a man who wrote humorous stories and loved books.  Something else was going on there, too.  Something Darcy genuinely hoped didn't mean he was the killer.

      Jon had stopped walking.  Darcy hadn't even really been paying attention to their surroundings, knowing they were possibly in the wrong place but knowing too that there were at least five other trails to pick from on this side of the mountain alone, not to mention the ski trails over by the resort that were also used as hiking trails this time of year.  The places she had seen in her vision could have been anywhere.

      Or they might be right in front of her.

      "Look," Jon said, pointing to a square of dark wood screwed into a towering pine tree right in front of them on the trail.

      "Danger.  Trail closed due to slides," it said.  Only, with the missing letters the last word read "lies."

      The sign from her vision.

      She looked up at the trees all around them.  Yes.  This was the spot from her vision, where she had seen JoEllen pause and get her bearings before continuing on her headlong run in…this direction.

      Darcy led Jon straight ahead through
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