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			For my mom, who made me promise to keep writing.

			Love you.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1
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			I’m going to kill her.”

			The corner of my mouth twitched, but I kept my gaze on my book. I was very cozy curled up in the green velvet sofa by the fire. I did not want to encourage the tear my aunt was working herself up to.

			“I never should have agreed to this,” she went on, completely ignoring the fact that I was ignoring her. She was also ignoring the annoyed cat on the chaise lounge behind her, thumping his tail. He was trying to sleep. “You know I can’t tolerate the vast majority of people for longer than a day or two—”

			I would have said a couple of hours tops, but who was I to quibble?

			“—but to let that woman stay for five days? Madness.”

			I reached for my mug of Honeybush orange tea. It was very soothing. I probably should have made a pot to share. And I don’t know if I would call it madness. The woman in question was paying for her stay while her historic home was undergoing some much-needed renovations, and when you run a B&B you have to expect that on occasion you are going to have demanding guests. Although some guests really were more demanding than others.

			Case in point, Constance Graves.

			Constance had been staying with us at Ivywood Hollow the past week, and it hadn’t taken long for us to discover it was not going to be an easy stay. Evenfall, Connecticut, was a small town, so we knew Constance could be demanding, but we really hadn’t been concerned. After all, we had always been able to win over hard-to-please guests in the past—we were very good at what we did—but Constance turned out to be a special case.

			To begin, she insisted there be no other guests staying at the B&B while she was there. It was a completely reasonable request given she was willing to pay for all the rooms, and it seemed like it would make our lives a whole lot easier. Less people, less work, right? Not so. Not. So.

			Personally, I knew we were in for trouble when I showed her where she’d be staying. The Rosewater Room. It’s gorgeous. Four-poster bed. Floor-to-ceiling windows. Silk upholstered divan that was perfect for reclining when life became too much. What Constance saw, however, was the white Egyptian cotton sheets peeking out from under the damask comforter on her bed. They were too white. She was afraid of the glare they might give off in the morning sun. When I changed them to a lovely taupe, she found the shade a bit too muddy. I was able to get away with a blush-colored set, but I’m pretty sure that was only because she couldn’t think of an objection to throw at them quickly enough.

			And it didn’t end there.

			The meals were always too hot. Or too cold. Too spicy. Or too bland. And all these complaints usually came before she had even lifted her fork, if she lifted it at all. Oh! And her room temperature. We could never get that right. Seventy-four degrees at Ivywood Hollow Bed-and-Breakfast did not feel like the seventy-four degrees she was used to in her house. My absolute favorite, though, was when she told me she found the antique blue inlay of the fireplace to be a little garish. I asked her if she’d like to change rooms, given she was paying for them all, but she told me with a drawn-out sigh that she’d suffer through.

			I couldn’t help but feel for her though. She was obviously unhappy, and someone that unhappy deserved a little leeway.

			“I could push her off the balconette.”

			Or not.

			I smiled at my aunt Nora. She couldn’t help herself. She was fiery by nature. Constance had just asked for the flower arrangement in her room to be replaced because the fresh-cut hydrangeas were a little much, and it was a miracle Nora hadn’t finished her off then and there. Most people had the good sense not to trifle with my aunt and her plants.

			Nora, along with her sister Izzy and I, ran the B&B together, but she was the one who took care of the gardens and general ambiance of the bed-and-breakfast. It was amazing how she could take the simplest of places and transform it into something warm and welcoming, especially given the fact that warm and welcoming were probably two words that had never been used to describe her. When she walked down the street, usually dressed in black with her red hair flowing, you’d find at least two or three kids following behind. It was a game of bravery for them. Nora was a lot like a tiger in a rickety cage, beautiful to look at and dangerous. Those kids knew at any moment she might turn and lunge at them, giving them the thrill of a lifetime. Not that she ever really lunged. The turn was enough to send them off in peals of terrified laughter.

			“I don’t think pushing anyone off of anything will be necessary, Nora,” a voice came from the top of the stairs. “I believe I finally have Constance settled for the night. She just needed a little help with the bath water.”

			My aunt Izzy came down the stairs, tucking some wayward strawberry blond curls back up into the loose bun on her head. Izzy did the cooking and baking at Ivywood Hollow, and she was fabulous at it. She knew it too. Izzy could get anyone to do just about anything with her culinary creations. Thankfully, she was also just about the sweetest woman to have ever lived, given it wasn’t uncommon for guests to promise their firstborns for another bite of dessert. Izzy sat herself down beside me on the sofa and patted my leg companionably.

			“Oh, you think you have her settled, do you? I’ll believe that when I hear it,” Nora drawled. “And by the way, I will never forgive you for giving that woman a bell.”

			My smile widened. That’s right. Izzy had given Constance a bell. Our esteemed guest had found all the stairs of the house difficult to manage, and she felt she required a way to get ahold of us should she need anything. I didn’t really think the stairs were that much of an issue for her, but Constance needed a lot of things, so if she had to go up and down the stairs every time she needed one of those things, well, that would be a lot. For an Olympic athlete it would be a lot.

			“Did you hear it ringing last night at 3:00 a.m.?” Nora asked me. “No, of course you didn’t. Tucked away in your little nest.”

			I lived in the loft above the old carriage house, now garage, of the B&B, unlike my aunts whose rooms were in the house. The small loft certainly wasn’t as beautiful or as impressive as any of the spaces inside Ivywood Hollow, but it was cozy, and I had come to believe a little bit of privacy was good for the soul.

			“She needed me to fluff her pillow. At three in the morning. Oh! I just realized I could have smothered her with it, and this would all be over.”

			“Evanora,” Izzy chided with a laugh. As the older sister, she was the only one permitted to use Nora’s full name. It wasn’t a harsh reprimand though. We both knew Nora was just being Nora. “What a terrible thing to say. And, really, she’s a lovely woman. She just knows what she likes.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” Nora replied. “She’s a horrible woman, and you know it. Brynn and I were just discussing how much we’d both like to strangle her.”

			“What?” I asked in the high-pitched voice of the falsely accused. I straightened up on the sofa, which wasn’t easy because it was ridiculously plush. “We’d both like to strangle her?” I was pretty sure Nora had had that particular conversation all by herself.

			“She finally speaks.” Nora collapsed dramatically back against the chaise lounge and draped her arm over her forehead. The cat resting above her peeked one eye open, probably trying to determine if my aunt was actually settling down or just resting momentarily before she worked herself up again. “And yes, you might not have said the words, but I could tell you were thinking them.”

			“I didn’t realize mind reading was one of your many talents.” I took another sip of my tea.

			“What else can I do? You’ve become so quiet. You’re practically a—”

			Nora caught herself before she said the word out loud, but it was too late.

			Ghost.

			A softness came to her face as she met my eye. “Brynn, I’m sorry. That was insensitive.”

			“It’s okay. I know.” I gave her a weak smile. How could I be upset? Maybe she shouldn’t have said it, but she wasn’t exactly wrong. I had changed a lot. My life had fallen apart over a year ago now, and I wasn’t the person I used to be.

			“Let’s just enjoy what’s left of the evening, shall we?” Izzy said, giving my knee a squeeze. “It’s the perfect fall night to be snug inside by the fire.”

			I smiled, grateful to let the subject drop. My aunts had been expressing more and more concern about my well-being lately, and I didn’t feel up to yet another discussion about how I was doing. Besides, this was very cozy, the three of us listening to the wind whistle outside while the firelight danced over the dark honeyed walls of the parlor. It was a nice moment.

			“When was the last time you tried a little mascara?”

			And the moment was over.

			I slid my gaze over to Nora.

			“What? You have such beautiful eyes. Do you think everybody has that shade of green? And what about your hair?” She swirled a finger in the direction of the black braid that hung over my shoulder. “Is this style permanent now?”

			“Evanora, leave the girl alone,” Izzy said. “Now’s not the time. We’ve all had a long day.”

			I shot her a thankful smile.

			“Nonsense!”

			My smile dropped.

			“Since the subject has been raised, we should discuss it. You know as well as I do, Sister, that this situation isn’t healthy. And we’re all pretending it isn’t happening. She doesn’t want to help. She doesn’t want to do that other job she used to go on about. All she wants to do is hide herself away here in the house doing chores. And, again, just look at her.”

			I frowned.

			“What? You look terrible.”

			I didn’t look that terrible. Nora’s expectations for everyday fashion were child-beauty-pageant high.

			“Soon enough she’ll be up in the attic with Gideon. Is that what you want?”

			The cat behind Nora finally gave up on getting rest anywhere near my aunt. He dropped to the floor with a thud and padded over to the foot of the stairs.

			“Oh, see now,” Izzy scolded. “You’ve upset Faustus.”

			Faustus, the B&B’s resident Maine coon cat, was a lovely large beast. He was covered in black fur except for a faint frosting of gray across his face, which gave him quite the dignified look. We did lose some business from visitors with allergies, but that was the price of beauty I suppose.

			“I’m sure his highness will survive,” Nora said before shooting up to a seated position. “You have got to be kidding me!”

			A half second later a bell tinkled upstairs.

			“That woman is insufferable!”

			A loud crack sounded from the fireplace as flames surged up the chimney.

			“Calm down. Calm down,” Izzy said, getting to her feet. “I forgot I said I’d bring her up some chamomile tea. I’ll go get it. You get the door. It’s almost nine o’clock. I wonder who it could be?”

			Before the words had left Izzy’s mouth, the doorbell rang.

			Nora swept to her feet as Izzy headed for the kitchen.

			“I’ve finally got it,” Nora said, pointing a finger in the air while reaching with the other hand for the door. “I could shove that bell down Constance’s throat. Wouldn’t that be poetic? Oh, it’s you.”

			“That’s a fine way to open the door. Who are you trying to kill now?”

			I stifled a laugh as a cold little wind rushed through the door along with Williams, our neighbor from across the street.

			Now, I really liked Williams. I found her to be super stylish, not unlike Nora, supremely intelligent, and incredibly interesting. She had moved in ten years ago when she started teaching music history at the university—although Nora still referred to her as the new neighbor—and since that time she had become a valued member of Evenfall’s town council. I knew Izzy felt the same way about our neighbor as I did, but the rapport between Nora and Williams was a touch more contentious. Like most neighbor relationships we did have the occasional issue to work out, and Nora, unfortunately, was willing to fight to the death over each and every one them. Once a branch from one of the B&B’s many trees was blocking light to Williams’s azaleas, and she requested we prune it back. Nora was horrified. They had argued about it in the street for nearly three straight hours before Izzy was able to negotiate a peace treaty. In all honesty, though, I think both women liked sparring.

			That being said, Williams’s latest complaint was proving a touch more difficult to resolve.

			“I’m sorry,” Nora said, moving to shut the door, “but we’re very busy discussing how to murder one of our guests right now, so if you’ve come to complain about Dog, we’ll have to discuss your murder at a later date.”

			“Nora!” Izzy said, sweeping in from the dining room with a silver tea platter. “I can’t leave you alone for a second. Is that any way to greet a guest? Come in, Williams, please. The nights are getting chilly, aren’t they?”

			Williams raised a finely sculpted eyebrow at Nora before stepping past her.

			“What brings you by?” Izzy asked. “Not that it isn’t always a pleasure to see you.”

			“Don’t lie, Izzy,” Nora said before Williams could answer. “It’s bad for the complexion.”

			Izzy ignored her. “I was just bringing up some tea for Constance Graves, but I could always pour you a cup if you’d like.”

			Williams cringed a little at Constance’s name. Evenfall really was a small town. “That explains somebody’s bad mood.”

			“What mood?” Nora asked, shooting up to her full height again. “I can hardly be blamed for—what in the world is going on up there?”

			Just then the bell from upstairs started ringing again and then a door slammed.

			Faustus let out a low meow. I eyed the cat as he adjusted his feet on the bottom step of the staircase. He didn’t often deign to speak to us, so I could only imagine Constance’s behavior was getting to him too.

			Nora rolled her eyes back to Williams. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to go take care of something. Or rather someone.”

			Izzy’s eyes widened. “Oh, don’t you think I should be the one to check on Constance?”

			“Oh no, no,” Nora said, waving both hands in the air. “I’ll take good care of our guest. Williams, please feel free to share your stories of doggy woe with my sister. After all, she has the more sympathetic ear.”

			I couldn’t help but think Nora taking care of Constance was probably not the best plan. I snapped my book shut and pushed myself up, but the moment I got to my feet, Nora pointed at me and said, “Sit.”

			I plopped back down.

			Izzy took a step to head off her sister’s path. “Are you at least going to take the—”

			Nora swept by her and up the stairs, Faustus leading the way.

			“—tea?” Izzy finished, her shoulders slumping. True to form, though, my aunt recovered quickly. “So sorry about that,” she said, hurrying over to Williams. “How are things at the university? I used to love the beginning of the fall semester. The smell of new books. The start of sweater season. The crisp fall air so ripe with possibility!”

			Izzy tended to ramble when she got nervous.

			“Well said,” Williams agreed. “And it will be at least a few more weeks before all the students are beaten down and sleep-deprived. Now, could we discuss the reason for my visit?”

			“I know. It’s Dog. He’s still—goodness!”

			We all looked up. Something had hit the floor with enough force to rattle the chandelier.

			I was much more successful getting myself up off the sofa on my second attempt. “Why don’t you go see what’s going on up there?” I suggested to Izzy. “I’d be more than happy to entertain Williams.”

			“Oh, well, if you don’t mind,” Izzy said, looking to our neighbor. Ever the hostess, my aunt could hardly imagine being so rude as to leave a guest mid-conversation.

			“Not at all,” Williams said, looking just the teensiest bit annoyed at having to begin her complaint a third time.

			I waited until my aunt had made it all the way to the top of the stairs before I turned back to Williams. “Let me guess. Dog’s been after Oscar again?”

			“I don’t know what to do, Brynn. That crow of your uncle’s just won’t leave him alone,” she said, worry creasing her otherwise unlined forehead. Williams could be aloof at times, definitely professorial, but she really loved her dog.

			I nodded sympathetically. Dog, the crow, just to be clear, did have a habit of plucking at our neighbor’s English bulldog’s tail. But in fairness, Oscar did also have a habit of losing his mind barking every time he saw Dog, and if Dog dared land anywhere near his yard, he’d go tearing after him. Well, tearing after him as fast as an older, heavier English bulldog can. “I get it, but I’m not sure you could say Uncle Gideon owns Dog. He just feeds him occasionally.”

			“And that’s another thing. I’m finding peanut shells everywhere. In the garden. On the walk. Over the—”

			“Brynn!”

			I shot a quick look over to the stairs. Nora’s voice sounded panicked. I looked back to Williams and took a step toward the door. “We may have to finish this later.”

			“Certainly, but could you at least talk to him?”

			Another crash came from upstairs. This time it sounded like the tea service.

			“Absolutely,” I said, opening the door so that she could step out. “I’ll have a word with Gideon tonight.”

			“Brynn! We need you!”

			“Bye!” I clicked the door shut probably a little too close to my neighbor’s face and hurried up the stairs. “Coming!” I raced for Constance’s room. The door was open, as was the one to the adjoining bathroom. I jumped over the teapot and tray toppled on the floor, then rushed past Faustus standing guard at the threshold of the en suite. “Sorry. I just had to see Williams out.”

			I stopped dead in my tracks.

			Constance Graves lay motionless on the floor, her eyes open and lifeless, blood seeping from her head.

			“Oh my, is she . . . ?”

			“She’s dead,” Izzy said, twisting her fingers together. “Dead. Dead. Dead. Oh dear. She’s very dead.”

			I looked to Nora.

			“What are you looking at me for?!”

			“I don’t know! No reason!”

			“If you’re looking for confirmation, she’s really dead. We checked.”

			The three of us stared down at poor Constance.

			It seemed like ages before any of us even breathed.

			It was Nora who finally broke the silence.

			“You know, in hindsight, Brynn, I think our previous conversation may have been in poor taste.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Oh my, doesn’t this all look tasty.”

			“Thank you so much for coming, Beatty.”

			“Anytime. Anytime.” Beatty smiled at Izzy as she placed a tray of fresh brewed coffee and dulce de leche cookie sandwiches on the glass-topped coffee table.

			It was a perfect fall day, and there was no better place to take it all in than from the porch of the B&B. The sky was bright blue, the only bit of white coming from the waxing crescent moon, the crickets were singing, and the deep pink roses that lined the front of the house were still blooming, filling the air with their rich scent.

			Unfortunately, all the beauty made what had happened last night even worse.

			Emergency services had been at the house until the early morning. We had only managed a couple hours of sleep, but rest would have to wait. Beatty, short for Bartholomew Barnes, the family lawyer, had called first thing as soon as he’d heard the news. Beatty handled all the legal business for Ivywood Hollow, although what had happened to poor Constance obviously wasn’t in the realm of his normal duties.

			Once Izzy had arranged the tray on the table, I reached for the coffee, only to have my hand swatted away.

			“Brynn, where are your manners? Guests first.”

			I rubbed my hand and smiled at Beatty. “She’s right of course. Please.”

			He chuckled. “I think you all might need it more than me. Oh, hello, Nora.”

			Nora strode toward us wearing a dark green, gauze, kimono shawl with velvet embroidery over a fitted black dress. Her long red hair was piled up on her head, held in place with two gold hair pins. Even distraught, she managed to look terrific. The oversized black sunglasses may have been a bit much though. “Beatty,” Nora said by way of greeting before snatching up the coffee mug he was reaching for.

			“Evanora!” Izzy scolded.

			“Beatty doesn’t mind,” Nora said matter-of-factly, sinking into one of the oversized rattan armchairs. “After all, it’s not the coffee he’s interested in.”

			Poor Izzy’s eyes widened with embarrassment. Beatty Barnes was Izzy’s crush. No one could fault her for it. Beatty was generous and thoughtful, the kind of person you could really count on, and to be completely honest, he was turning into a real silver fox, of the slightly chubby variety. He really seemed to like Izzy too, but things never progressed past cookies and coffee. It made Nora nuts. Like she was anyone to talk.

			That being said, I couldn’t exactly judge either one of them. The Warren women were not lucky in love. In fact, you might even call us cursed. I know I certainly felt that way.

			“Nora’s right,” I said. “It’s not the coffee Beatty’s after. It’s the baked goods.” I picked up the plate and held it out to him. “Weren’t these one of your favorites?”

			“I have to admit, they’re all my favorite,” Beatty said, placing a cookie on a napkin. “Izzy always manages to outdo herself.”

			My aunt shot me a grateful smile.

			Nora, however, let out a disgusted sigh before moving on with, “I suppose they’ve filled you in on all the grisly details?”

			“I’m not sure I would call them grisly.” Beatty reached for the notepad in his leather bag. “My understanding is Constance slipped and hit her head on the bathtub?”

			“That’s our best guess. It all happened so fast. I had just been up to check on her a few minutes beforehand. Nora found her,” Izzy said. “That poor woman. I just can’t believe it. I feel terrible.”

			“What is our liability in all this?” Nora asked, tapping her long crimson fingernails against her coffee mug.

			Izzy straightened in her chair and fixed Nora with a look that could freeze hellfire. “Could we please take a moment to honor the woman who has passed.”

			“You’re right. You’re right,” Nora said, waving a hand in the air then resting it on her forehead. “Constance was a,” she struggled to find the right words, “wonderful woman.”

			“Don’t hurt yourself there, Nora,” Beatty said, bringing his own mug to his lips. “Everybody in town knew that Constance was difficult. I can attest to that personally.”

			Nora collapsed against her chair. “Thank you. Finally, someone other than me has said it.”

			“Of course, everyone does say the same thing about you.”

			Nora shot back up. “They do not!”

			Nobody answered.

			“Everybody loves me,” she said, easing back uncertainly.

			“Regardless, Constance was who she was. There’s no denying that.” Beatty let out a long breath. “She didn’t have the easiest of lives though.”

			“She didn’t?” Izzy asked, placing the cookie she had taken, untasted, back on her napkin. “I mean, I don’t know much about her other than her being the owner of Graves House. Such a lovely old home. It’s a shame it has fallen into disrepair.”

			Nora scoffed. “Disrepair? It looks like a haunted house from a children’s book. The entire family should be embarrassed.”

			I had heard Nora express these particular sentiments before.

			Evenfall was not just a small town. It was also an old one. During the later years of the industrial revolution the mainly pastoral village had gone through a boom, doing quite well with textiles and later on with financing the railroad expansion. A renowned architect, Frank Hobson Henry, had designed a number of homes for the town’s founding families. Ivywood Hollow was one of them, as was Graves House. It was said the architect had given particular care to Ivywood Hollow because he was in love with my widowed great-great-grandmother, but I got this from Nora, and she tended to believe everyone was prone to falling in love with women from the Warren family. But regardless of whether Frank Hobson Henry had loved my great-great-grandmother or not, his love for Ivywood Hollow was plain. Every detail of the Queen Anne three-story tower house showed care and affection. We had strived to keep up that standard. The same could not be said of Graves House.

			“Aside from that, though, I never really knew the Graves family,” Izzy said, looking to her sister. “Nora?”

			For the briefest moment, I thought I saw something in my aunt’s expression, but she said, “No. I know nothing of the family.”

			Beatty tapped his pen against his notepad. “Constance was a bit older than me, but I went to school with one of her brothers. Their father wasn’t the nicest of men, not after his wife died giving birth to their youngest, Mary. After that, his kids could never do anything right. He pitted all four of them against each other right up until the day he died. Made sure they’d never get along. The boys even competed for the same girl back in high school. Ugly business that. Constance took care of her father in his final years. Bore the brunt of his behavior, from what I’ve heard.”

			“That sounds awful,” Izzy said. “I wish I had known. I would have done things differently.”

			“Done what differently?” Nora said grumpily. “Given her a nightly foot rub? You were lovely. You know you were.”

			The implication was of course that she herself had not been. I couldn’t help but feel for my aunt. Nora did not do well with guilty feelings. And I didn’t think it was just because of the truly awful conversation we—she!— had had before Constance’s death. If I were to guess, I think she felt responsible for what had happened. All three of us took pride in Ivywood Hollow and the comfort we provided our guests. We wanted everyone who stayed with us to have a memorable experience. We had never had a guest hurt, let alone die while staying with us. And the truth was we weren’t like other B&B proprietors. We should have been able to prevent this.

			“I’m sure Nora’s right, Izzy. You could have showed Constance all the kindness in the world, and I doubt it would have made a difference,” Beatty said kindly. “We’re all products of our upbringings.”

			Nora adjusted her gauze shawl. “Not that that’s an excuse to be miserable to everyone.”

			“No, it’s not, but Constance certainly had her fair share of people being miserable to her. All that business with her father’s will?”

			“What business?” Nora asked, peering at him over the top of her sunglasses.

			Beatty shook his head. “It’s old news. I shouldn’t have brought it up. That whole affair was one of the low points of my career. I’ve never felt right about any of it. But suffice it to say, if I had to guess, Constance’s choices resulted in a pretty lonely life. In fact, the only person I think she was friends with was Theo,” he said, looking at me.

			I smiled. That made sense. Theodora Holmes was a wonderful person. She also happened to be my old boss. I used to work part-time at her bookstore, Lovely Leaves, up until, well, up until I didn’t. There was no sense in reliving the past.

			“Actually, I think Theo was the only person able to stay friends with everyone in that family and not take sides.”

			“What sides?” Nora asked.

			“Again, I shouldn’t say.”

			My aunt bristled. “Beatty, must you be so infuriating?”

			“I keep wondering if it was somehow our fault,” Izzy said loudly enough to derail Nora. “I’ve always made sure we’ve followed health and safety regulations, but maybe we missed something.”

			A soft buzz sounded from the coffee table. “Sorry,” Beatty said, putting up a finger before picking up his phone. “This may be important. I have a friend over at the department.” A deep furrow formed in his brow as he looked at the screen. “You know what? I hate to cut this short, but I’m going to pop over to the police station.”

			Izzy’s eyes widened in alarm. “Why? What’s going on? They don’t think we were somehow negligent?”

			“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Beatty said, rising to his feet. “It could be nothing. I’ll call you when I know anything for certain.”

			“Unacceptable,” Nora snapped, also getting to her feet. “Beatty Barnes, I demand to know what that message on your phone said.”

			“Goodbye, Nora.” Beatty placed his old fishing hat on his head. “It’s always a pleasure, Izzy.”

			Nora dropped back down into her chair. “Infuriating.”

			The three of us fell into an uneasy silence.

			We knew Beatty had more than just one friend down at the station. He would be the first to know if there was any speculation we were somehow responsible for Constance’s death. But how could we be? It was an accident. Even though the bath had been running, the floor had been dry. We had the proper bathmats. Handrails. She had fallen. That was all.

			But if I were to be completely honest, I wasn’t sure that was true.

			Something had been bothering me since we first found Constance.

			It was a small thing, and I was certainly no expert, but I couldn’t seem to put it out of my mind.

			There was no blood on the edge of the tub.

			If she had fallen and hit her head, wouldn’t there have been blood? She could have hit her head on the floor, but she was on her side, not her back. Surely her shoulder would have blocked a direct blow.

			Again, I had no experience with this kind of thing, but it seemed odd.

			And then there had been all of that banging and door slamming before Nora had gone up. Looking back, it had almost sounded as though someone had been up there with her. Faustus had been acting strangely too, and he did have a canny sense of when things weren’t quite right.

			But no, there couldn’t have been someone upstairs with Constance. We would have known.

			I was being ridiculous. It had been an accident. Nothing more.

			Of course, in the past there was a way I could have found out for sure. But that was all a long time ago. A different lifetime. It was no longer an option.

			“Brynn,” Nora said, breaking me from my reverie. When I caught her expression, I knew she had been thinking the same thing.

			“We’ve been over this,” I said, putting my coffee mug down on the table with a bit of a clatter. “There’s no point in going over it again.”

			“So, you’re not even going to try?” she asked.

			“I have tried.”

			“I can understand why you were not willing to do anything about your problem before, but, surely, given what’s happened it’s time to reconsider.”

			“You’re not listening to me. There’s no point.”

			“That’s not true. There are things we can try.”

			“No, there are not. I’ve already tried. It’s not happening.”

			“But you haven’t tried everything. You know you haven’t tried everything.”

			We warred gazes, but I was not backing down. My aunt was crossing a line here, and she knew it.

			“Nora,” Izzy said gently.

			“Don’t you Nora me,” she snapped. “I’m tired of being the bad guy. You know as well as I do her behavior isn’t healthy.”

			Izzy cleared her throat.

			I should have known this was coming given the circumstances of Constance’s passing. And I knew my aunts were worried about me. They had raised me from the age of five when my parents were killed in a car accident. You could say it was their job to worry about me. But I had just passed my thirty-first birthday. There had to be boundaries. I was an adult now.

			I challenged Izzy with a look. She cringed but carried on. “Brynn, your aunt Nora isn’t wrong. We know you’ve been through a tragedy. A terrible loss. And everyone is entitled to having time to heal, but we’re worried you might be stuck, darling. And that you might need a little help getting unstuck.”

			I wouldn’t say I was stuck. I was changed. There was a difference.

			Recently I had come to a decision about how I wanted to live my life going forward. I hadn’t, however, told my aunts about that decision yet. They would not react well.

			“We are your family, Brynn. Don’t shut us out. There isn’t any problem we can’t solve together.”

			I suspected she intended to say more, but all of the sudden a strange look came over her face.

			“Do you hear that?”

			“Hear what? What are you talking about?” Nora slapped the armrests of her chair. “You were doing so well! Don’t stop now! You were saying Nora’s right and . . .”

			“No, I’m being serious,” Izzy said, holding up her hand. “Listen.”

			I took a breath, trying to focus on whatever it was my aunt was talking about, but all I could hear was the blood rushing in my ears.

			Nora slowly sat up in her chair. “Please tell me that isn’t what I think it is.”

			What was going on with the two of them?

			I took another breath and tried to refocus my energy. This was obviously important if they were willing to drop the issue we all had been dancing around for months.

			I closed my eyes.

			I didn’t hear anything out of the ordinary at first, but then it came to me.

			It was a soft trilling.

			Soft because I was hearing it from a distance, but louder than it should have been. Probably because there were so many of them making the steady hum.

			“Come on,” Nora said, sweeping to her feet.

			Izzy and I followed her around the side of the house, down the porch steps, and into the back garden.

			Nora’s garden was a sanctuary. There was no better word to describe it. Even though she tended to it daily, it had a wild feel, lush and overgrown. It was the type of place where you wanted to dance in the moonlight, trailing your fingers over flowers, or laze away a hot summer’s day listening to the wind rustle in the trees.

			Today, though, that feeling had been replaced with something else. It was a small sensation, like catching the faintest whiff of smoke on the wind, but it was there, and it felt almost sinister.

			“I don’t like this,” Izzy said, looking up to the window of the room where Constance had stayed.

			The sound swelled as we got closer.

			Nora pointed. “There, by the thyme.”

			I looked over to the cluster of tiny purple flowers. It was late in the year for the herb to be blooming, but the rhythm of the season couldn’t compete with Nora’s skills.

			I stepped forward carefully.

			It was hard to spot them at first, but they were there.

			Toads.

			Twenty, maybe thirty of them, right beneath the window of Constance’s room.

			Izzy, Nora, and I exchanged looks.

			Toads gathering like this where someone had died? That wasn’t something we could ignore.

			“We need to bring one of them inside,” Nora said firmly.

			No one moved.

			“Brynn.”

			“Why me?”

			“Because,” Izzy said, waving a hand to shoo me toward them, “toads like you.”

			“Toads like me?”

			She nodded vigorously. “You were always playing with them as a child.”

			“I never played with toads.” I put my hands on my hips. “And I’m pretty sure no toad has ever liked me.”

			Right then a fat little toad flopped itself onto my boot. “Really?” I asked, looking down at the big-eyed creature.

			The toad blinked.

			“You have been chosen,” Izzy said happily.

			I squatted down to get a better look at the little guy. “What do you say? Do you want to be the one to come inside?”

			The toad blinked again.

			“Stop chatting with the beast and pick him up,” Nora snapped. “This is serious.”

			I looked up at my aunt. Her expression mirrored her words.

			I would have had a tough time explaining to an outside observer what it was we were doing scooping up a toad on a bright autumn morning the night after a woman had died, but not being able to explain our behavior was hardly a new experience for me growing up the way I had, in the family I had.

			Outsiders always had questions.

			Like how did my aunts always know when someone was at the door before the bell rang? Or how did Nora keep her flowers blooming long past the time when everyone else’s had died? Why was it the fire raged when one of us was upset? Or a clear sky clouded over when one of us was sad?

			The explanation was simple, but no one would ever believe it.

			Magic.

			Enchantments and conjurations. Spells and incantations. Divinations and charms. All the hocus-pocus old wives used to speak of in hushed tones by the fire. My aunts could do all of those things.

			They could do them because they were witches.

			I was too.

			Or at least I used to be.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			I gazed at the silvery moon peeking over the tips of the trees visible through the open window in the tower room of the attic. The cold night wind made the apartment pretty chilly, but it was nice where I was bundled up by the antique stove.

			“So?”

			I leaned over to glance at the notebook sitting on the coffee table in front of my uncle Gideon, completely ignoring the bid he was throwing in my direction. “Are those new haikus? I’d love to hear them.”

			“Brynn, I don’t think you came up here to listen to my haikus.”

			“You don’t know that,” I said, straightening in my chair. “I love your haikus. Seriously, read them to me.”

			He looked at me skeptically. “I’m not sure now is the appropriate time.”

			“I could use the distraction.”

			He eyed me a moment longer, then reached for the notebook, adjusting his glasses on his nose. “They’re still a bit rough, and I’m not sure I’ve weeded out all the extra syllables.”

			“Just read.”

			“Well, if you insist.” He adjusted his weight in the leather armchair. “Long year winding down, colors blaze then turn to ashes, woodpiles awaken.”

			“That’s really lovely, Gideon,” I said, stealing a glance at my watch.

			“Oh? Did you like that?”

			“I did.” The last bit of light was draining from the sky. It would be time soon. “What else do you have?”

			He cleared his throat. “When does fall’s promise, slip from light into shadow, shortening the days?”

			“Beautiful. Keep going.”

			“This is one of my favorites. I have tasted fall, it is a warm cup of tea, too quickly it cools.”

			“Love it.”

			“Which part did you like? Was it the coffee?”

			“Yes,” I mumbled, chewing the side of my thumbnail. My aunts would be calling me any second. “Definitely the coffee. I love coffee.”

			He tossed the notebook onto the table and folded his arms across his chest.

			“Tea! I mean the tea! Oh no, I’m so sorry, Gideon.” I slumped back in my chair. “It’s not the haikus. They really are beautiful. I must be too distracted by everything to truly appreciate them.”

			He pulled his glasses off to get a better look at me. “Brynn, you know I have to ask.”

			I shook my head quickly. “You don’t have to. There isn’t a law or anything.”

			He chuckled and directed his gaze over to the open window in the large exposed brick wall, probably awaiting Dog’s return.

			I pulled the throw I had around my shoulders more tightly to me. “Besides, I think you already know the answer.”

			He looked back at me with a gentle smile. “I suppose I do. I guess that was just my inelegant way of bringing up the topic.”

			Inelegant was not a word I would use to describe my uncle. He didn’t spend a lot of time or attention on his appearance, given he never left the attic, but there was something about his manner that was always very elegant. And kind. And sweet.

			“Well, in answer to your question. No, I have not tried.” I took a deep breath, waiting for the question we both knew was coming next.

			“Are you planning to?”

			“There’s no point.”

			All the witches in the Warren family had different affinities. It didn’t mean they couldn’t do magic outside of their talent, but it was a little like being a specialist in a particular area.

			Izzy, of course, was a kitchen witch. While I was growing up, she always used to tell me there was very little difference between a recipe and a spell. Both were simply a set of instructions for how to put ingredients together in order to make something magical. And when directions weren’t followed, well, we’ve all messed up a dish, or in Izzy’s case, turned someone’s skin a very pale shade of green. It had only happened once. To me. Right before the Spring Fling dance of my senior year. But, you know, it’s fine. Now.

			Usually, most everything Izzy cooked came out just right. Ivywood Hollow’s breakfasts were legendary in the B&B community. Her muffins and cakes were always moist, her eggs were always fluffy, and her bacon was never too soft or too crisp. But more than any of that, Izzy’s food was made with intention. I wasn’t kidding when I said she could get anyone to do, or feel, just about anything if they ate at her table. If she put an intention into her food, whether it be good feelings like happiness, curiosity, and excitement, or other emotions like anger, jealousy, and regret, that intention usually found its way into reality. Izzy was judicious when it came to using her influence though. She believed in a feather touch.

			Now, Nora, first and foremost, was a garden witch. She understood plants; not just how to grow them, but what they could be used for. She had a deep connection with nature and loved trees more than she loved most people. The idea of a garden witch might seem cute, but only the very foolish underestimated what Nora could do with her plants. As a child, I once stuck my tongue out at her when I thought she wasn’t looking, and I swear a stinging nettle smacked me on the back of the leg. I never did that again. Nora was also pretty talented at creating what I call atmosphere, not just outside but inside too. Much the way her sister was able to put intention into her food, Nora could put intention into a room. Cozy rooms became even cozier when she gave them her touch, and let’s just say, you’d never want to go into a room my aunt had decorated for Halloween. Unlike Izzy, Nora preferred bold magic, and she wasn’t always a fan of following the rules.

			Then there was me and my uncle Gideon. We didn’t specialize the way my aunts did in creating and nurturing magic. Our talents just were. And unfortunately for me—and more so for Constance—my affinity was suddenly in great demand.

			You see, I was a friend of the other side.

			Or to put it more bluntly, a witch of the dead.

			For as long as I could remember, I’d had the ability to see and talk with ghosts just like I would anyone else.

			If Constance’s death had occurred a couple of years ago, we wouldn’t have had to spend the day waiting by the phone for Beatty to call to tell us what was happening with the police. He hadn’t, by the way, which I had to admit was a little infuriating. No, back then, I would have spent the day talking with Constance, asking her about her life and what she thought had happened—ghosts almost never remembered the hours before their deaths.

			But that was who I used to be.

			All that changed when I lost my husband, Adam.

			“I know what you’re thinking,” I said, catching my uncle’s eye.

			“How exciting. What am I thinking?”

			“You’re thinking I should try. You’re thinking toads gathering where a person died could be a very bad sign. You’re thinking if I talked to Constance’s ghost, there’s a good chance I could clear the whole matter up pretty quickly.”

			He plopped his chin onto his fist. “I had no idea my mind was so busy.”

			“But it’s not that simple, and you know it.”

			“Please, go on,” he said, waggling his eyebrows. “What else do I know?”

			I frowned at him. “You know I haven’t seen a ghost in a very long time.”

			His face creased with sadness. “But Brynn, have you really tried?”

			I threw my hands up. “Why does everyone keep asking me that? Don’t you see? I never had to try before. My ability, it’s gone. And even if I could reach Constance, you know ghosts don’t always have the answers.”

			“Of course not.”

			“Don’t you of course not me.”

			His eyebrows shot up.

			“That was a very judgy of course not.”

			A twinkle came back to his eye. “I apologize.”

			“And that’s a fake apology.” I sank back into the depths of my chair.

			“You look just like your mother when you pout.”

			I smiled, but I couldn’t muster much enthusiasm to go behind it. “I wish I could explain it better. It’s just—” I cut myself short with a sharp breath. “I think I’m done trying. I don’t want to try anymore.”

			Gideon looked away. He knew exactly what I was talking about. He had long felt the same way.

			Growing up, I had been raised to believe our family’s magical powers came with responsibility. The Warren witches had always looked over the town of Evenfall, helping where they could. It was a legacy I had been proud of. But now Nora was right when she said I didn’t want to help anymore. At least not in the way my family wanted me to.

			“Well, my dear,” Gideon finally said, “I’m certainly in no position to tell you what to do. And I suppose we’ll all know soon enough if the toad has anything to say about what happened to the unfortunate Constance Graves, regardless of your actions. Ah! Dog!”

			Our conversation was interrupted by the flapping of wings, and Dog’s thin talons scratching against the frame of the open window. “Brynn tells me you have been a very naughty bird.”

			Dog looked over at me indignantly.

			“What?” I asked, suddenly feeling guilty. “The neighbors are complaining.”

			The crow continued to stare me down.

			“Stop looking at me like that. You need to leave Oscar alone. He’s old. You’re stressing him out.”

			The bird held me prisoner in his gaze a moment longer before deigning to take the peanut Gideon was holding out to him.

			“I’ve been doing some reading on crows,” my uncle said, using the side of one finger to smooth down the feathers on Dog’s back. “Did you know some believe they are messengers of the dead?”

			He looked over at me when I didn’t answer.

			“Maybe he should talk to Constance, then,” I answered moodily.

			Gideon chuckled. “Just like your mother.”

			Suddenly a distant voice came up through the floorboards. “Brynn? It’s time. You’ll be joining us, won’t you, darling?”

			My uncle gave me a look that seemed to ask, Will you?

			I put my hands on the armrests of my chair to push myself up. “I’ll join them, but I’m not—Gideon?”

			My uncle had gone still, his eyes focused on something far away.

			“Do you see something?”

			That was Gideon’s gift and his curse. He could see both into the past and the future. Yes, Nora and Izzy could catch glimpses of things that were about to happen, but they could only see seconds ahead. Gideon could see years. Maybe longer. He didn’t like to talk about it. Unfortunately, my uncle didn’t have much control over the content of his visions, and worse yet, he couldn’t always change what he saw. He had learned that the hardest way possible.

			“You’d better go down,” he said with a forced smile.

			I got to my feet. “That doesn’t sound good.”

			“Oh, and take this.” He reluctantly passed me a pillow from the sofa. “Put it in front of the small china buffet in the sunroom. It might help.”

			“Okay.” I took the pillow and held it against my chest. “I don’t suppose you want to tell me why?”

			“And I don’t suppose you want to try to reach Constance’s ghost?”

			“Wow,” I said, raising my eyebrows at him. “It’s like that, is it?”

			He chuckled. “It’s like that.”

			I smiled back at him and headed for the stairs. “Your haikus really are wonderful, Gideon.”

			“It’s far too late for flattery now,” he answered, giving me a wink. “Next time, you’ll positively have to drown me in praise if you expect me to forgive you.”

			“I promise I’ll—”

			“Brynn!” a voice shouted from the floor below.

			“I’m coming!” I yelled back far more testily than I should have.

			I climbed down the spiral steps, leaving my uncle chuckling behind me.

			

			
				•   •   •
			

			I think it’s dark enough,” Izzy said, bustling around the parlor without really doing anything. “Now we just need to go in there and have a look.”

			The there was the sunroom. I was initially going to put the toad in the kitchen, but Izzy was not at all fond of that idea, so I had to come up with another option. Luckily, I had been able to find an old hamster cage in the garage. Not that that was too much of a surprise. The garage had pretty much everything you might need. Most witches had a minor problem with collecting, but my aunts and I were pretty good at staying on top of it even if the garage did look like a secondhand store. Once I had found the cage, I lined it with dirt and grass, and I left it with the toad inside, on a shady table in the small glass-walled room. I had purposefully left the lights on.

			The three of us stood in the parlor, staring at the sunroom, while Faustus sat in the threshold, seemingly waiting for us to get on with it.

			“Before we go in,” Nora said, “we need to discuss what we’re going to do if we discover the worst.”

			“Oh, I hadn’t thought of that.” Izzy stopped pacing with a sudden jerk. “What will we do? We can’t exactly go to the police. But we can’t ignore it either.”

			“Well,” I said matter-of-factly, “in the extremely, extremely unlikely event the toad shows us something, I was thinking I would go into town tomorrow, alone, and talk to Theo about Constance. Maybe we could find out more about her life and lead the police in a direction that might help.”

			Suddenly, I was blinded by a mass of curly hair. Izzy had ambush-hugged me and was now rocking us both back and forth. “Going into town? To see Theo? That’s wonderful!”

			“But you heard the part about me going alone, right?”

			“Certainly. Whatever you want. I’m just so proud of you, darling.”

			I smiled. I was kind of proud of myself too. I hadn’t gone into town in months, especially not to the bookstore, and while it wasn’t going to be easy, I really thought it was progress.

			“What are you doing
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