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      Fiona Malcolm McDonald—café cook

      Harvey—itinerant musician, friend of Monty’s, related to Menendez family

      Keegan Ives—mineralogist

      Kurtis Dominic Kennedy—architect; part owner and manager of Redwood Resort

      Lance Brooks—Carmel’s brother; artist who lives at resort;

      Mariah (Zoe Ascension de Cervantes) computer engineer; creates ghost-catchers

      Montgomery (Monty) Kennedy—Hillvale’s mayor, part-owner of Redwood Resort

      Orval Bledsetter—retired vet

      Pasquale—grocer

      Samantha Moon—environmental scientist

      Theodosia (Teddy) Devine-Baker—empathic jeweler

      Tullah—owner of thrift store; psychic medium

      Valerie Ingersson (Valdis)—goddess of death
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      Felix Fontaine—owner of diner where Fee used to work; cousin of Peggy’s ex

      Harold Haas—the county attorney

      Peggy Gonzalez—mother of Stacy,

      Randall and Sophia Lee—Stacy’s step-grandparents; shipping magnates

      Ramirez—small time thief

      Ramon—psychotic Jag driver

      Roper—Redwood Resort manager

      Stacy Gonzalez—Peggy and Darren’s daughter; three years old
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      Tuesday, after midnight

      Fury had taken her halfway up the mountain, straight into a cold drizzle. Desperation forced her on.

      The March mist turned into fat drops. The oil slick black line of highway threatened to spill her and her bike over the closest cliff.

      If she couldn’t make this one last chance work, she might as well ride off that cliff.

      Pumping the bike pedals from anger into exhaustion, Fiona pushed her endurance. She’d passed the sign that read HILLVALE SPIRITUAL HOME OF 325 LIVES AND COUNTLESS GHOSTS. How much farther could it be?

      She remembered the sign from a dozen years ago or more. She didn’t remember the distance into town, but knowledge that she was close kept her motivated. She didn’t want to disappoint Peggy.

      “Never again, Sukey,” she told the miniature Yorkie mix in her bike basket. “Never again will we have to serve rotten fish. You and me, we’re going to be free.” And safe from the low-life scum who’d made her life hell recently.

      Please let Hillvale be safe—and accepting. And more understanding than human nature allowed.

      Sukey yapped agreement. The perky scarf some dog groomer had tied around the mutt’s neck had almost come undone under rough handling, but with her silky hair blowing in the spring breeze, Sukey seemed unfazed by her ordeal. Her Pekingese curl of a tail wagged happily.

      Dawn wasn’t ready to break yet on this west side of the Santa Cruz mountains. The dead battery in Fiona’s ancient bike light left visibility near zero.

      “We just need a place to crash, kid,” she told the dog. “The town was full of empty old cabins last time I was here. Who will care if we hole up in one for a while?”

      Of course, the last time she’d been here had been when she was around twelve, but that was one of those things she didn’t think about—especially in the rain.

      “I can’t rely on Peggy to do more than introduce me,” she told the dog, who tried to lick her hand in sympathy.

      Finally, she saw lights. Not many. That pinpoint way ahead in the distance might be a street lamp indicating civilization was not too far off. The closer ones behind trees and bushes might be night lights in occupied homes.

      Street savvy, she knew how to locate shelter. She remembered poking around the abandoned cabins along this strip of road as a child. Discovering whether another vagrant like her had claimed them was more difficult. She hoped in this tourist resort there wouldn’t be as many homeless and druggies as down by the beach.

      She got off the bike and walked it, looking for a weed-strewn drive, finding one almost immediately. It was perilously close to one of the houses with lights on, but the rain was coming down harder. Maybe she could just take shelter under a porch roof until it stopped. Exhaustion was winning.

      Bushes grew across the drive, so she knew no vehicle had used it in recent memory. The overgrowth was so bad, she almost didn’t see the cabin until she pushed past a cluster of damp bushes. The porch roof had collapsed in splinters of rotten wood, but the steps appeared to be stone. Sukey leaped from her basket to take a wee before Fiona could lift her out.

      Unhooking her backpack and bedroll, she climbed the stairs to inspect the damage. The porch appeared to be the same stone as the stairs. Sukey ran across it to the sagging front door, slipping through a crack formed by the buckled wood. Fiona hoped the Yorkie was a good mouser.

      Dropping her few possessions, she tentatively tested the door. The panel had sagged off its hinges, making the lock moot. She lifted it aside. She might be small, but she’d lifted heavier weights.

      The dog wasn’t yapping. She heard no one complaining about being licked to death. She rummaged for the small flashlight her roomie had given her for Christmas. It still functioned, although the beam was narrow. The floor looked solid. This was California, after all. It seldom rained—except when she didn’t need it to. Termites were the biggest problem.

      The kitchen sink actually had a pump. Who the feck still used pumps? She worked it, priming it with water from her bottle as she’d been taught when she was a kid living in camps. Rusty water eventually poured into a metal basin. She could probably wash in it after it ran a while. Cool.

      The front room and kitchen were all one room. She checked the back door. It was in better shape. She unlocked the knob and stepped onto another stone step. What looked like a tool shed sagged in dilapidation on the other side of the weed-strewn yard. She wouldn’t test it in this rain, but she bet it was an outhouse. Hillvale apparently wasn’t big on zoning.

      Tickled that she had a dry roof over her head and water to wash in, she checked the two empty bedrooms. Someone had left the house stripped bare, but the windows were whole. She just needed to bar the front door, and she was in pretty good shape if she needed shelter for more than one night. Too tired to tackle the task now, she rolled out her sleeping bag and whistled for Sukey. The dog ran up, licked her face, and settled into the bag with her.

      She’d never had a pet before. She didn’t know how she’d feed this one. But she figured she was one-thousand percent better than whoever Sukey’s former owner was.

      Fiona Malcolm McDonald, dog thief. She’d start her new life of crime in the morning.
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      Stripped to the waist and shaving, Monty heard the front door of his cottage open. His mother had done it again—had a key made. Kurt had warned him.

      It was time to move out.

      Monty had been putting off the decision, thinking he ought to look for a job far, far away from Hillvale. But what other town would take in a has-been football player with a city management degree and only Hillvale on his resume? Not any town he wanted to live in.

      He could see his mother’s reflection in the mirror. Carmel Kennedy always looked as if she’d stepped off a fashion runway, even at seven in the morning. He ran his razor over his neck, ignoring her. He checked out his chest—he needed to get back to weight-lifting or he’d start sagging like an old man. But his quarterback shoulders were still there. Maybe he could take up lifting boxes as a profession—Monty, the Moving Man.

      “It’s time you exerted your authority around here, Montgomery,” his mother announced. “You are mayor, after all. You can put a stop to this commune museum nonsense. We need real businesses and housing, not a memorial to a bunch of drugged-up hippies.”

      His mother lived in a fantasy world where money happened and snapping her fingers compelled people to jump. Maybe, if he’d taken that NFL offer—but that was ten years ago. Now he had to live with his choice—number crunching that made his head hurt as much as the concussions he used to suffer. Karma sucked.

      Monty washed off the shaving cream and reached for his shirt without replying. She had no business in his private domain. He’d made that clear multiple times. Kurt claimed that their mother sucked the air out of the room. Half the town—the weird Lucy half—claimed Carmel was an emotional vampire.

      If he believed either possible, he would agree.

      As mayor, he felt obligated to wear real shirts and not tank tops or hoodies, but he drew the line at ties. His neck was too thick, and ties strangled him. He ran his fingers through his long hair to comb it out of his face, but he hadn’t had it styled in months. It only fell back down again.

      He pushed past his mother, located a protein drink in the refrigerator, and left her nagging as he strolled out and slid into the BMW sedan that suited his size and position better than a low-slung sports car like his brother’s. He probably ought to jog down the hill to his office, but he didn’t like starting the day sweaty. And today, it was drizzling. Glancing up the burned-out mountain, he prayed for more rain, but not too much. Mudslides were a very real possibility until the undergrowth returned.

      He didn’t own his cottage outright. It belonged to the family corporation, like the rest of the resort and half of Hillvale. The position of mayor paid next to nothing, and the corporation had had too many setbacks to pay much of a salary these days. He’d have to locate a rental property far from the resort, one his mother couldn’t just walk into as if he were still twelve years old. Now that tourists were showing more of an interest in Hillvale, the once-empty cabins were starting to fill. In fairness, he’d have to reimburse the family coffers for the rent on any other place he took.

      Wouldn’t his old pals at Stanford laugh at him now! Scowling, he pulled the BMW into the town lot. His niece and the other Lucys had asked to turn the wide City Hall driveway into a park, one that led to a stairway up to the farmland they were developing. He missed his private parking space, but he had to admit, the small park was nice. Gravel walk, handmade wooden benches, and flowering shrubs he couldn’t identify provided a square of tranquility. Still, he tried to stay out of their mad scheme to create a completely impractical history museum and art school on the land above the park.

      A russet-haired dog with a curled tail and short legs ran across the brightly-lit empty parking lot to yap at him. Hillvale didn’t have leash laws, but he hoped the owner was around. Traffic would pick up shortly.

      “I don’t need to be in my office yet,” he told the creature, snapping his fingers to see if it would follow him to safety. It crossed the road and grinned up at him, panting happily. “I just left to escape the nagging. How about you?”

      The boardwalk roof prevented him from getting too wet as he strolled, assessing his domain. At this hour, almost everything was closed and dark. Because of the Lucys, Hillvale businesses leaned toward the weird side. They had a tarot and crystal shop, a thrift store—currently with steampunk mannequins in the window—and an antique store with crystal chandeliers that didn’t exactly suit rustic cabins.

      What they needed were a hardware and drugstore and a health food juice bar. If he could take a pill to replace cooking, he would. He thought maybe he’d almost talked Dinah into retiring the café so he could have the juice bar.

      “I can’t even buy you a dog biscuit,” he told the mutt.

      In the early spring morning darkness, a pack of spandex-attired bicyclists raced down the highway from the lodge. “Maybe I should take up biking,” he mused aloud. The dog yapped agreement.

      Monty debated crossing the street to Dinah’s café. He didn’t eat eggs or greasy meat, but that was the town gathering place, and he craved company. Maybe the cook would finally admit the café was too much for her and agree to just handling the dinner restaurant next door. He wanted better choices than hamburgers and pies. It was damned hard staying in shape sitting at a desk.

      A tourist lingered in front of the café’s plate glass window. In the dim light, she appeared to be a slip of a thing, all alone, wearing a hoodie and colorful yoga pants that nicely outlined a well-rounded ass. A baseball cap hid her hair. “Whaddaya say, mutt, shall we check her out?”

      In reply, the dog yapped and raced across the street and parking lot to jump on the tourist, who picked it up and scolded it. The dog didn’t look too unhappy about the scolding.

      Not being a mindless dog, Monty checked both ways before crossing the street, thus avoiding walking into Peggy on her ancient bike. The skinny social worker must have family with a little money to allow her to spend weekends at his family’s luxury Redwood Resort. She certainly wasn’t their usual designer-clothed resident.

      Peggy waved at him and continued on without noticing the tourist, who’d turned to watch her bike past.

      A red Jag F-type coupe approached from the direction of the resort. To Monty’s disgust, the freaking driver hit the gas as he sped through town, splashing through puddles. Monty stepped back on the boardwalk.

      A dull thud, the scrape of metal on metal was followed by a high-pitched scream that pierced every cell in his body.

      Heart stopping, he checked to see if the mutt was okay. Sobbing, the girl was clinging to the dog and watching the Jag. Monty swung to watch the sports car speed down the highway out of town. It was gone in a squeal of tires.

      In the Jag’s path lay Peggy, crumpled and broken, her bike still spinning its front wheel.
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      Tuesday, after dawn

      Fiona freaked. One minute, she’d been trying not to check out the eye-popping, blazer-wearing dude lazily sauntering down the boardwalk as if he owned the town, and the next. . . she was watching Peggy flying through the air.

      She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. She just reacted.

      Wiping at tears, she set Sukey down and ran toward her former social worker. She’d only known Peggy for a little over ten years, but she’d been the one positive in Fee’s life when she’d desperately needed one. She prayed to whatever entities might be listening and thought she heard a groan. Maybe she’d just fallen. . .

      No. Stumbling to a halt, Fee retched, but her empty stomach produced only bile. Holding her hand over her mouth, she forced herself to look, to be certain. . .

      Peggy’s face had smashed into the boardwalk. Even in this dim light, she was unrecognizable as more than a bloody pulp. Her back was bent in an impossible position. And she wasn’t moving. Her helmet had fallen to one side, revealing familiar spiky hair that wafted in the damp breeze.

      Thanks to Peggy’s kindness all those years ago, Fee had biked here on that same type of old-fashioned wide-wheeled beach bike with a basket. That could be her lying in the road. Beach bikes didn’t easily move out of the way of flying cars. Brain frozen in shock, her stomach cramping, she couldn’t think.

      Super-dude jogged up, took one look, and lifted Fiona out of the way as if she were no more than a toddler. “Dinah’s. She has a phone. If a tall Asian-looking guy is in there, tell him he’s needed.”

      She despised being man-handled but was shaking too hard to object. Registering no more than the scent of his expensive aftershave, relieved to have direction for her frozen brain, she glanced over her shoulder in the direction of the café. “I think Asian guy is coming.”

      Super Dude nodded acknowledgment. He was totally muscled, with sun-bleached hair hanging over a wide brow, and the kind of chiseled face that attracted way too much attention. The whiff of wealth she caught beneath the expensive lotion told her enough—here was a man who owned his world and everyone in it.

      Fee edged away, but it seemed disrespectful to abandon Peggy. She shuddered and cautiously glanced toward the authoritative type approaching, trying to work out her next steps. Super Dude smelled of Armani, but it was Peggy’s sweet nature she sensed most. Tears filled her eyes.

      “Is he a cop?” She scrubbed at a tear. The tall grim guy headed this way wasn’t wearing any kind of uniform she recognized. Khaki trousers, short-sleeved navy shirt. . . but the belt full of equipment had all the earmarks of authority. She edged away from Peggy. How in hell did she explain?

      “Good.” Super-dude tilted his head in the café’s direction. “Get the dog off the street. Go to Dinah’s and keep the Lucys occupied if you can. Please,” he added with a hint of desperation.

      The please swayed her. That, and she totally didn’t want to hang out with cops or movie stars. She’d seen death before. Peggy was beyond her aid. She’d take her grief elsewhere. “Tell him you got a partial plate. California license number KY8. That’s all I saw.”

      Cramming Sukey in her backpack, Fiona raced past the cop, holding her stomach, finally allowing tears to stream down her face. This was not how she’d planned to start her new life. Smart cop got the message and left her alone, for the moment.

      All she had to do now was figure out who the Lucys were, right?

      She knew what Lucys were. Besides Peggy’s recommendation, they were the reason she was here. Lucys were weird, like her.

      When she pushed open the café door and entered the brightly lit café, women crowded the window. An orange-haired one with bangles turned and hugged her. Unaccustomed to inhaling strangers up close, Fee slipped away in discomfort.

      Thankfully, the café was so full that she didn’t have to sift through individual odors.

      A hawk-nosed woman with a long black braid and brown skin who looked Hispanic or Native American remained watching as the others took action. A tall pale woman with hair the shape and color of a dandelion going to seed was on the phone—one of the cordless landline kinds. Cell phones didn’t work up here.

      “Sit,” a short black server with nappy curls ordered from behind the counter, pointing at an empty stool.

      Fiona wasn’t entirely certain if the server with an Adam’s apple and rough voice, wearing a dress, was woman or man and didn’t really care. She sat. Despite—or maybe because of—her roiling stomach, the exquisite smell of perfectly cooked eggs and cinnamon rolls had her tongue hanging out. She hadn’t eaten much more than toast since Sunday night.

      Knowing the Yorkie’s stomach had to be as empty as hers, Fee stole a bread crust from an abandoned plate and fed it to Sukey, who wisely stayed in the backpack where she belonged.

      What did she do now?

      Try not to revisit the moment the Jag had sent Peggy flying like a trapeze artist through the air. Fee was grateful for the darkness that had prevented the image of Peggy’s expression being imprinted on her brain for all time.

      Peggy had been her social worker when Fee had been booted out of her final foster home at age seventeen. She’d even helped Fee get that last job. But mostly, they’d exchanged desultory e-mails, like that final one suggesting Fee might find opportunity in Hillvale. Did she need to tell anyone that? She couldn’t see any reason to call attention to herself by offering unnecessary information. The people in the café apparently knew Peggy better and would know how to contact her family.

      Her family! Peggy had a little girl now. Oh crap. Fee wanted to pound her head on the Formica to prevent tears. Or give excuse for them.

      Shock buzzed around the room as those who’d seen or heard the accident told others. Fee remembered she was supposed to be keeping anyone from going outside, but they seemed perfectly capable of staying out of the way on their own. She needed to inhale food odors, not fear and grief.

      The dandelion woman on the phone shouted that Brenda was on her way. If Brenda was a doctor, Fiona could tell them it was too late, but her natural preference was to remain inconspicuous. She’d learned survival techniques at an early age.

      But she couldn’t disappear while the server was slapping a heaping plate of fragrant bacon and fluffy eggs in front of her.

      Her belly demanded sustenance. Survival required eating when food was offered. As she’d taught herself years ago, she inhaled, letting the scrumptious aromas seep through and calm her soul. Other people did math equations in their heads to focus their whirling brains. Fee lost herself in identifying each ingredient from their scent. Thyme, good cheddar, and fresh pepper, nice. The taste came next, testing her knowledge. She could do this. She had to do this to stay sane.

      “Monty is covering her with a blanket from his car,” the woman at the window said in sorrow, jarring Fiona back to reality. “The reckless bastard killed Peggy.”

      Fiona determinedly shoved the delicious eggs in her mouth. Yes, thyme and cheddar, perfect.

      “Cass will be here soon, then,” Dandelion-hair said. “We’ll need to form a circle, send her spirit safely on.”

      The whole café rustled as people pushed from stools and booths, yanking Fiona back from Sensory-land. Uh oh, this was what the cop had meant.

      “It’s a crime scene,” she said loudly to her plate. “You can’t go out there yet.” She handed Sukey a piece of bacon over her shoulder, then shoved food in her mouth as the people directly around her caught her warning and passed it on. The room hummed with agitation.

      “We can’t just leave Peggy alone,” the braided one argued. “At least let me go.”

      Peggy wasn’t there anymore, Fee told herself. Peggy was gone. That was just a bloody awful corpse of a woman she hardly knew out there.

      “Walker won’t let you near,” Dandelion-hair warned.

      Fiona couldn’t actually see who was talking since she kept her back to the room, but she was starting to recognize the voices. She wondered if she could keep the food down, but she hadn’t eaten anything in—she did a mental calculation—thirty-six hours. The forkful of eggs was staying down.

      Closing her eyes, she inhaled the scent of cinnamon rolls baking. They had just the right amount of vanilla. Damn. The last time she’d been here, the café had been a dump. She’d hoped. . . But that was stupid of her. Nothing stayed the same for thirteen years.

      Now what was she going to do? Peggy had suggested she could find a job in Hillvale, but the only thing Fee knew was cooking, and the café had a cook.

      Finally getting most of her food down, she handed her last strip of bacon to Sukey. It probably wasn’t healthy for the beast, but she couldn’t afford dog food.

      “Here come Kurt and Teddy,” Black-Braid said. “Val’s already out there. Maybe we can make the circle large enough to be out of Walker’s way.”

      “Dinah, you should come too,” Bangle Lady called. “And you, too, dear, if you’re done with your breakfast. You were closest, and the spirit may cling to you.”

      Fiona had the sinking feeling they were talking to her. They’d just lost a friend. She got that. They needed a way to mourn. But why her? She wasn’t one of them. Did they know something?

      The server—Dinah, she guessed—untied her apron and threw it under the counter. She reached into a display case and handed Fiona an enormous cinnamon roll. “We got to do our part, hon.”

      Fee couldn’t refuse kindness. She wrapped the roll in a napkin and reluctantly stood up.

      “Here come Cass, Tullah, and Aaron. We’re good.” Black Braid marched out.

      She’d already failed Test One. Damn. The cop would hate her now. She might as well go back and find that cliff.

      Since no one else left money on the counter, Fee snatched an unopened banana for the road and trailed after Dinah.
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      “Better whip out your crime scene tape,” Monty warned, watching the Lucys converge on the broken body. Wearing her usual long black veil, Valdis the Death Goddess was already launching into her operatic dirge. “No chance we can move Peggy further off the highway?”

      He didn’t want anyone else getting hit on the dark, rain-slick road.

      “It’s a hit-and-run,” Walker said matter-of-factly. “I’ve radioed CHP to keep an eye out for the Jag you described, but I want any and all evidence nailed down so the rich bastard doesn’t get away with this in court.”

      Monty’s brother Kurt was directing traffic, not that there was much at this hour. Once all the Lucys paraded into the road, they’d need to close the whole town.

      Cass strolled down from her Victorian hermitage by the cemetery. His half-aunt looked like a college professor with her silver-hair pulled in a sleek bun. Nothing could be further from the truth. She was a trouble-maker on a level equivalent to his mother.

      As the Lucys poured from the café, joining the ones gathering in the street, Monty noted the sad-eyed waif reluctantly following. A stranger shouldn’t have to endure this idiocy. Val’s mournful song and spectral veil would be enough to drive any sane person out of town. The newcomer looked ready to flee. He felt the same.

      “The other bikers,” Monty said, remembering the pack speeding past. “It’s still dark and the Jag had no lights. If they didn’t hear it coming, the highway is too narrow—”

      “Bicyclists?” Walker muttered a foul epithet, glancing up the road. A tall mountain of a man approached from the back lane to the cemetery, and the chief nodded curtly. “Here comes Keegan. He’ll listen to reason and keep the rest of the Lucys out of trouble. See what you can do about the bikers. The sheriff’s men and an ambulance should be on the way up, and cell reception is better down there if they need help.”

      “I’m taking the new girl. She doesn’t need Lucys on top of seeing this.” Monty strode off without needing to point out the one stranger in the midst of all the familiar women.

      Not all the Lucys were female. Aaron from the antique store had emerged to talk to Harvey, their itinerant concert pianist, in the glare of the town’s lone street lamp. They’d join Keegan once they made their way around the circle of women. Monty hadn’t really known Peggy, but he normally enjoyed the eccentric people who lived here. Watching a good woman killed right in front of him however. . .

      He needed life-affirming, normal action to balance out. If the bikers had been injured, maybe he could help. As he approached the newcomer, the mutt in her backpack yapped and tried to scramble free. “Let’s go look for those bikers, okay?” he murmured for her ears alone. He rescued the dog from a tumble, and it licked his face—normal.

      He didn’t have to feel as if he came out on the short end of the stick with normal women.

      When she turned and reached for her dog, he could see her huge eyes were a crystalline blue shadowed by dark circles. She looked half-starved and exhausted, but he caught a glimpse of intense emotion before her face shuttered, and she glanced away.

      She looked as helpless as he felt, shoring up his sagging confidence.

      “The bikers! I don’t know much first aid,” she protested.

      He knew shattered when he saw it. She needed normal as much as he did. “I have a first aid kit in my car. Unless you want to send off Peggy’s spirit with the Lucys, we’re all the bikers have.” He started walking, holding her dog for ransom.

      She didn’t hesitate for long. “I haven’t paid for my breakfast,” she said as she caught up.

      “Dinah accepts barter and IOUs. You can pay her later.” He opened the car door for her.

      Warily, she grabbed the mutt back as soon as she settled into the front seat. Monty didn’t speak again until he’d maneuvered his sedan past the crowd filling the parking lot.

      He could sense her tension in the way she held the dog. Now that his slow brain had time to process the horror, he didn’t think he could reassure her. “Where was Peggy when the Jag hit her?” he demanded, keeping his teeth clenched so he didn’t shout the fear nagging him.

      The girl—damn, he had to get her name—didn’t answer immediately. She removed her backpack and set it on the floor in back, along with the dog. Then she clutched her hands into fists and leaned forward to watch the dark road. “She’d pulled off the road, into the parking lot, like any sensible bicyclist on a narrow highway,” she finally said.

      That’s what he’d been afraid of. Monty practiced a mental litany of curses before allowing himself to speak again. “So the driver was either blacked-out drunk or it was deliberate.”

      She didn’t reply. He glanced over and saw her nod, then scrub at her eyes with reddened fingers.

      Damn. He counted to ten, letting his instinctive aggression settle before he spoke again. “I’m Monty Kennedy,” he said, returning his eyes to the road as he drove just a little too fast down the slippery ribbon of blackness. “Thank you for coming with me. I yell and punch things when mad, but I didn’t mean to take my anger out on you.”

      “My heart still feels as if it will pound out of my chest,” she admitted softly. “I’m Fee.”

      “Fee?” He wanted to watch her face, but the road was too narrow, and he had to keep an eye out for bikers and pray they hadn’t been bowled down like pins. “Short for?”

      She hesitated again, then said reluctantly, “Fiona.” She pronounced it Fay-onah. “Only I dislike being called Fay, and most people mispronounce it anyway.”

      He snorted. “You’d rather be called Fee, like a service charge, then Fey, like a fairy?”

      He heard a small smile in her reply. “Well, no, I don’t mind being called a fairy, but when I hear Fay, I think of some old-time country singer.”

      “Well, Fay-onah, Hillvale is the place to make changes. Are you staying for long?” Monty knew there was a gas station halfway down the mountain. He watched for landmarks, praying the bikers were there or someone had seen them cruise by, healthy and happy.

      Squeezing between the seats, the dog scrambled into his passenger’s lap, and she hugged the ball of fur. “This is not an auspicious start,” she said with a decided lack of enthusiasm.

      He didn’t want to tell her of more recent deaths in Hillvale. They were developing a reputation that wouldn’t help tourism. But having a normal conversation with a normal woman further cooled his fury. “Auspicious, good word. Superstition runs rampant in Hillvale, if you didn’t notice.”

      “Believing in spirits and praying for the dead are not unusual, although I’ve never seen a community come together so quickly. It was. . . interesting.”

      “Hang around, it gets better.” Spying the rusting gas station sign, he slowed down and swung into the crumbling blacktop lot.

      The colorfully-dressed bikers were huddled with their bikes under the station’s one overhead light.

      Leaving the dog in the car, Fiona climbed out without waiting for him to open her door. The bikers glanced up worriedly, Monty noticed, but they relaxed at the sight of a slight woman approaching.

      “Are you all right?” she called in an almost husky voice that belied her size. “Did the Jag slow down?”

      Their appointed leader set down his helmet and stepped forward. Introducing himself, Monty held out his hand and they shook while Fiona waited.

      “The lunatic came down on us like a bat out of hell,” the biker said. “We heard his brakes squeal and jumped off the road just in time. Few bruises and scratches and a bit shaken, but we’re good. Driver a friend of yours?” he asked angrily.

      “He hit a woman back in town and fled the scene. We were afraid we’d either find him or you or both in a canyon.” Monty scanned the others sitting on the curb, drinking from their water bottles. They appeared whole. “We have cops and an ambulance coming. If anyone needs help, they can stop here first.”

      After ascertaining they didn’t want help for their bruises, Monty gathered their contact information. He checked to see if anyone had noted license tags or any other identifying features, but they’d all been sprawled in bushes, clinging to their bikes. He passed out free meal cards for the lodge restaurant along with his business card and figured he couldn’t do more.

      Silently, Fiona followed him back to the car. She lifted a questioning eyebrow at the sports equipment in the trunk he’d popped in case he needed the first-aid kit, but she didn’t ask. She climbed into the car as he closed the trunk.

      He couldn’t decide if he liked a non-talkative woman or not, but he appreciated that she didn’t bombard him with questions when he joined her. Most women he met heard his name and saw the equipment and immediately set out to discover his career plans and financial condition.

      Just as he was getting used to the comfortable silence, she asked, “You’re the mayor of Hillvale?”

      She’d seen his business card. Oh well, she would have learned who he was within two minutes back in town anyway. “For what little that’s worth,” he admitted, turning the car toward town.

      “Do you know if Dinah could use any kitchen help?” she asked with what sounded like forced confidence.

      Damn. That was the absolute last thing he wanted—giving Dinah the help she needed to pretend she could keep operating two restaurants. That would be the end of any hope for his health food bar.

      “Dinah’s pay practices are questionable,” he said truthfully. “The same goes for most of Hillvale. The barter system works best when money is tight. Wreaks hell with taxes though.” He glanced at her. She was wearing a decent but not pricey hoodie and canvas shoes. Her backpack was sturdy but worn. College student? If so, he needed to back off. He liked his women mature.

      “Wreaks hell with rent too,” she said with a little more animation. “But I’m good with money. I can set her up with a sound bookkeeping system and help with the kitchen.”

      “Are you an accountant?” he asked in hope, wondering if he could hire her to do the town books instead. He sure as hell had muddled them.

      “I could have been, I suppose, if I’d finished college. But there’s that rent thing rearing its ugly head. I’m a good cook.” Again, she added a note of defiance.

      As far as he was aware, Dinah didn’t like anyone interfering in her kitchen, but Monty wouldn’t burst her bubble. New people wanting to stay in Hillvale were rare. He could find her another position. “Not a bartender by any chance, are you? Are you old enough to serve liquor?”

      She laughed sadly. “And then some. But no, I’ve never worked in a bar, sorry.”

      Not a college student then, good to know. “A pity. My brother needs a bartender. He would have snatched you up for his new restaurant, especially if you accept the barter system. He can probably hire you as a server.”

      She didn’t reply to that. He wasn’t stupid. Her offended attitude screamed that she was a cook, not a waitress. Damn. He didn’t want to chase her off. He’d find something for her that was better than that greasy kitchen.

      The sheriff’s car and an ambulance roared past, lights flashing. By the time he drove into town, the parking lot had emptied of Lucys, and Walker had the scene roped off with crime tape.

      Opening the door before he turned off the ignition, Fiona asked, “You can handle the cops, right? I need to look for a place to stay.”

      She was gone just as if she were as fey as her name.
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      Tuesday, lunch

      She was tough, Fiona told herself. She’d lived on streets where gang warfare was a way of life. She’d supported herself since graduating high school, after her last set of foster parents kicked her out. She’d even managed a few years of community college, until she realized they couldn’t teach her what she didn’t already know, and she could never afford university tuition.

      After what she’d been through, living in rural Hillvale should be simple—even if the hunky dude smelling of money accelerated her pulse. She wasn’t a stupid teenager. She knew men out of her league were users. She knew how to stifle her natural urges.

      Despite the mayor’s cocky attitude, he possessed an underlying odor of uncertainty that had simply lowered her defenses for a while. The expensive aftershave had muddled her senses, leaving her confused.

      Driving out thoughts of the untouchable mayor, Fiona drank in the smells emanating from Dinah’s café. They were nearly flawless, which was scary. It was hard to prove her worth with someone who knew more than she did. But Dinah’s was the only place in town, and Peggy had mentioned there were opportunities.

      Before approaching the café, Fee hauled the Yorkie back to the cabin. “What am I going to do with you while I look for work?” she asked as she propped the front door closed so there was no escape route. “I don’t want you running after me again. You saw what happened on that street!”

      She didn’t think a gang-banger like Sukey’s owner would call the cops or had even noticed who had taken her, so she didn’t add that to her list of concerns.

      Sukey merely sniffed along the floor boards of her new abode. With a sigh, Fiona left her backpack and bedroll on the floor so the dog could burrow in and nap. It made her nervous to abandon her most precious possessions to the uncertain guardianship of a two-pound mutt. Her roomie back in town had promised to keep the rest of her stuff in the closet, but she didn’t want to test that theory too long. She had to find a new home soon.

      “Keep the place safe, and I’ll see what I can find for us,” she told the dog as she slipped out the working back door.

      Montgomery Kennedy. Biking back to town, she savored the fancy name, along with the ride in the luxurious leather seats of a BMW. How had a guy that athletic become mayor? She bet he belonged to country clubs, played golf, had gone to ritzy private schools. She’d never come out ahead with people like that. They had resources she couldn’t even dream of.

      One memorable night a movie star had come slumming after word had gone out about her cooking. He’d flashed his gold rings and capped teeth, but he’d smelled vaguely fishy. So she hadn’t performed any magic for him, and he hadn’t returned. At least she’d resisted peppering his cheesecake. Denial was about the only power she had against people like that—and they didn’t even know they were being denied.

      Parking her bike at Dinah’s back door, Fee took a deep breath to prepare herself. She was good. She knew she was good. She just had. . . a little problem.

      The kitchen door was open with only a screen door in place. She could hear Dinah humming. Before she could touch the handle, the cook sang out, “Come in, come in. You’re just in time to fix lunch.”

      “I earn my meals,” Fiona said firmly as she entered. She’d used this line before. It worked occasionally.

      “Understand that, hon. Wash your hands, grab an apron, put something on your head besides that ugly cap.” She gestured at a stack of linen underneath a counter.

      Dinah was wearing sequined heels and an apron over a bright turquoise blue flared shirt dress. She’d covered her graying nap with a chef’s hat. Fiona couldn’t match the attire, but she wrapped an enormous apron twice around her tank top and yoga pants and found a box of hair nets. Despite its short length, her brown hair was thick and naturally wavy and needed control. She’d never owned heels. Her thrift-store Nikes served her better.

      “You have to learn to work the counter first,” Dinah warned. “You don’t know who you cooking for, you can’t cook.”

      Fiona knew that, but she was shocked to hear anyone else say it. She hated working the counter, but she knew how to do it. Grabbing a ticket pad, she swallowed hard and set out to meet Hillvale.

      The café was almost entirely full already. She felt as if every pair of eyes in the place watched her, but she kept her head down in invisibility position and started taking orders. Everyone knew what they wanted, so she guessed they were all local.

      The orange-haired lady wearing bangles who’d hugged her this morning looked vaguely familiar, rather like an out-of-focus image from the past. Dispelling Fee’s foolishness, the customer held out a plump hand adorned in amber rings. “I’m Amber, the tarot reader. Dinah’s new waitresses get a free reading. What’s your name, dear?”

      Amber of the amber rings—she noted that for the future. She wasn’t good with names, but she tried. Fiona reluctantly touched the tips of her fingers to Amber’s hand, then returned to her pen and order pad. “Fee. What can I get you?”

      “Fee? Did you just say your name was Fee? As in fee, fi, fo, fum? I’m afraid you don’t make much of a giant, dear. I’ll have a salad with dressing on the side and just water, thank you.”

      Amber smelled like old roses, which meant she might be as unhappy and almost as insecure as Fee. The kind lady needed a little delight with her rabbit food. Fee made a note on the pad, just in case she could get away with it.

      This was why she needed her own place. She was tired of sneaking.

      “You’re supposed to put the orders on that spike in the window,” the next customer said—the dandelion-hair lady. “I’m Samantha Walker. Do you have a last name, Fee?”

      Fee fought an inner battle. She wanted to start over. She didn’t want people looking her up wherever people looked up others. Still, she didn’t want to lie. “I go by Fee or Fiona.” She used the long e pronunciation everyone accepted. Why had she told the mayor differently? “What can I get for you?”

      Dandelion-hair Samantha grinned. “You’ll fit in just fine. I’ll have whatever Dinah fixes.”

      Fee tried not to raise her eyebrows. How did she write that down? She scribbled Samantha’s name and request and stuck it on the spike with Amber’s. She itched to get into the kitchen and add shrimp to Amber’s salad and a touch of sweet relish to her dressing. Samantha—well, she smelled pretty well grounded. She wouldn’t worry about what Dinah should fix for her.

      With long years of experience, Fee stepped up to the register without giving it a second thought when a customer was ready to leave. It was pretty old-fashioned and easy to work out. She listened to the discussion of Peggy swirling around her as Dinah passed dishes through the window for delivery.

      The locals knew about as much about Peggy as Fee, which was to say, not much. She already knew Peggy was a social worker in her early thirties, and that she had an ex-husband and a little girl. Fee knew the ex’s cousin owned a restaurant because they’d just fired her. But that was irrelevant to any discussion.

      It was the little girl she worried about. Losing a parent had devastating consequences most adults didn’t understand.

      Peggy had been one of the few good people in Fee’s life. She hadn’t deserved to die so horrifically. She hoped Peggy’s child had family who would help as well as Peggy had helped Fee.

      After most of the lunch crowd had cleared out, Fee studied the colorful mural on the wall behind the counter while she grabbed a nibble for herself. The people in the mural were obviously hippies from a different era, but the paint seemed fresh. The café’s ancient gray Formica counter and red vinyl booths were a throwback to the same era, but the mouth-watering smells covered a lot of flaws.

      She’d smeared peanut butter on a crust of Dinah’s wheat bread when the tough looking Asian cop entered. He didn’t wear a hat on his expensively-styled thick black hair. He simply took a seat and nodded. She decided he was probably a mutt like Sukey. The hooded lids and green eyes looked out of context.

      “Here’s Walker’s lunch,” Dinah called through the window, pushing out a paper sack. “You tell him to leave you be.”

      The cop’s mouth quirked in a corner. “I can’t be bribed, Dinah.”

      “Rich cops shouldn’t be allowed,” the cook sniffed before returning to her work.

      Fee almost snickered as she set the sack in front of him. She had no reason to like cops, but she’d never met a rich one. Hillvale was really turning out as strange as she remembered. “Walker? Like Samantha Walker?”

      “My bride. We live up the lane. If you hang around long enough, you’ll know everything about us.” He picked up his bag but didn’t leave. “I’d like to know what you saw this morning. Any little thing might help.”

      “I told Mr. Kennedy everything I saw. Did he tell you?” She tried not to twist her hands in her apron. Grabbing a cloth, she began to wipe down the counter.

      “Not the same as hearing it from you. You’re the only one who actually saw the collision.” He waited.

      He wouldn’t leave her alone until she talked, she understood. He smelled okay. He did have that rich leather scent about him, which didn’t mean he was incorruptible by any means. But Peggy deserved to have her killer caught.

      Organizing her thoughts, Fee told him exactly what she’d told the mayor. She couldn’t say the crash had been deliberate, just that the fancy red car had to have gone off the road to hit the lady.

      He nodded without expression. “And the license plate?”

      “One of those black and gold California plates, KY8. That’s all I saw. I told Mr. Kennedy,” she said defensively.

      “Monty knows his cars, but he has a little problem with numbers. I wanted to make sure he got it right. If you remember anything else, I’m always around. Just let me know.” He saluted and strolled out.

      She let out a breath she hadn’t known she was holding. A mayor who had a problem with numbers? Bet he didn’t have a problem with dollar signs.

      The air still smelled safe after the cop left. She could do this. Somehow, she knew, she could breathe up here as she hadn’t been able to do elsewhere. She had a lifetime of experience in learning how to fit in. She just needed to stay in the background, keep her head down, and pay attention.

      Super Dude Mayor stalked in, looking grim. “Why is your dog holed up in the old Weldon place?”
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      Tuesday, afternoon

      Xavier, their rental agent, had warned Monty that the Weldon place hadn’t been worth fixing up even when they’d had the money. The corporation was close to flat broke these days. But the old cabin was the only property that hadn’t been rented out for some part of the summer.

      He wasn’t handy like Kurt, but he thought he could rough it until the summer was over and the tourist rentals were gone. Except the place didn’t even have a bathroom. How long had Fiona been camping there?

      And damn if she hadn’t taken up the job at Dinah’s. Fee might be cute, but she’d been nothing but trouble since she’d arrived.

      He glared at the waitress across the counter. She’d taken off the long-billed cap so he could see more of her face. She still looked like a fey elf with her pointed chin and huge crystal-blue eyes. Beneath the net, her hair was a shiny curly cap of russet. But he didn’t mistake her for a college student any longer. Her posture and expression were all full grown, defiant female.

      Chin up, deliberately not looking at him, she took off her ridiculously large apron, uncovering a trim but not fragile figure. Revealed by the pink tank top, her arms had muscles, and insta-lust smacked him upside the head.

      “I got in late last night, and it was raining. I’ll move Sukey now,” she said curtly, breaking the spell.

      She departed through the kitchen—Dinah’s domain where he didn’t dare trespass unless he wanted to be bonked over the head with her lethal frying pan. Dinah tended to protect her chicks.

      That didn’t stop him. Monty strode out, down the alley, and caught Fiona climbing on an ancient beach bike that didn’t look much better than the one Peggy had been riding. She’d come up the mountain on that thing?

      “Do the gears even work?” he asked incredulously, stepping in front of the handlebars.

      “I’ve been taking care of my bike longer than you’ve been driving,” she said, angling the wheel around him in the narrow alley.

      He didn’t know why he was so outraged that she’d camped in an abandoned shack even he couldn’t call home. It had an outhouse. “Do you have a place to go?”

      She ignored him and pedaled out of the alley, leaving him with the trash cans.

      He had better things to do than worry over bean-brained waifs with big eyes. Walker would take care of notifying Peggy’s family, but Monty had to deal with the Lucys and their demands for services. On top of that, the town was stupidly expecting his number-hating brain to come up with a budget for the farm property development, or at least Hillvale’s portion of it. They needed to develop zoning restrictions for the various parcels. His architect brother was supposed to help with that, but Kurt was getting married and had other things on his mind.

      First though, Monty needed a place to lay his weary head at the end of the day—and apparently so did Fiona.

      Not his problem, he tried to tell himself as he left the alley. The Lucys could handle the newcomer. The women were always interfering—as evidenced by the tall African-American nuisance bearing down on him now.

      “Aaron’s studio,” Tullah told him, in her usual enigmatic way. “Peggy’s spirit will linger until she knows what happened, and your girl has answers.”

      He’d been here way too long if he could translate that, and he could.

      Aaron’s antique store was one of the properties in the Kennedy corporation. Xavier hadn’t mentioned it because Aaron rented the entire building, including the upstairs studio apartment. Now that Keegan, Aaron’s last renter, had moved in with Mariah, the studio was empty. Monty could ask Aaron if he could bunk there for the summer.

      Even his Null brain knew Tullah wasn’t telling him to grab that apartment for himself.

      “I doubt Dinah pays enough to cover Aaron’s rent,” he told her. “And what do you know about Fiona that Walker doesn’t?”

      “Only what the spirits tell me.” With head held high, Tullah strolled back to her thrift shop.

      Monty could almost imagine her wearing one of those voodoo queen turbans and a colorful dashiki. She had that kind of
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