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Laney McCarthy was not pleased.

She scowled, adjusting the puffed sleeves of the brocade jacket on the dress form while raging silently in her head. She was more than just displeased, actually. She was, as her dad would say, hopping mad. So angry, in fact, that she couldn’t even decide who was most deserving of her wrath. Her mind was a whirl of thoughts, the jumbled panic caused by this morning’s email serving only to fan the flames of her notoriously volatile temper.

The network was the obvious first choice to take the blame; if they’d told Laney weeks ago who was coming to do the interview, she never would have agreed to participate in the segment. She wouldn’t have even set foot on the museum grounds today. She’d be hiding out at home, ordering takeout and not leaving the safety of her apartment until the news crew had long since departed.

Of course, it was entirely possible that they had told Viv and she’d neglected to pass the information along. As the museum director, Viv had done most of the coordinating for the feature. It probably wouldn’t have occurred to her to warn Laney about the reporter who was coming to Foreston to do the interview. Why would it matter? She couldn’t possibly have known Laney’s personal reasons for wanting to avoid one particular member of the network’s staff—especially since Laney had kept that facet of her history pretty close to the chest. 

She gnawed her lip in annoyance. She supposed she could still blame the network for employing him in the first place, though that was also a stretch.

No, the one most deserving of her ire, Laney decided, was Diane. Because Diane did know their history, now. And she’d still told Laney that it was her own problem, just like the crotchety old bat she was…

“What’s that face about?” asked Carmen, one of the other museum docents, passing through the parlor on her way to the formal dining room. She struggled under the weight of a large cardboard box labeled Tea Settings.

“It’s nothing,” Laney said, grabbing a garment brush off the velvet chair beside her and attacking the brocade jacket with it.

“Oh, right, nothing,” Carmen snorted. “I just hope you weren’t making that face when you sewed that costume, or whoever buys it at the auction tomorrow is going to be sorry.”

Laney scowled. If there was one thing she couldn’t stand, it was people being reasonable when she was busy flying off the handle. “Come on, Carmen,” she sniffed.

Carmen braced the box she’d been carrying against her hip and wiped her sweaty forehead with the back of her hand. It was over ninety degrees outside, and since the museum lacked air conditioning, it was oppressively stuffy inside, even with the windows open. “No, you come on, Laney,” she said with a wry quirk of her eyebrow. “I’ve heard the story about your brother’s band uniform enough times to know what happens when you sew while cranky.” As Laney’s glare deepened, Carmen burst into laughter. “Fine, be that way,” she said, carrying the box of tea settings through the parlor door. “I’m just saying, if you were in a mood when you made that dress, we better throw it out right now.”

Laney ignored her, giving the costume one last once-over. It was a period outfit, a Victorian lady’s dress in a rich burgundy hue with a brocade jacket to match. When she lifted the sleeves, she noticed a small hole in the right armpit where a few stitches had come undone. She moved back to the velvet chair, rummaging through her sewing kit. As she threaded a needle, she took a few deep breaths and tried to calm her temper. As much as she didn’t want to admit it right now—as much as she wanted to pretend that her mood had had nothing to do with Matthew’s broken leg, or what had happened to the girl who bought that Renaissance bodice, or any of the other strange things that had happened to people who wore clothes Laney had made—she knew better than that. And Carmen was right; whoever eventually wound up wearing this dress didn’t deserve whatever fate Laney’s temper might be imbuing into it right now.

Besides, angry stitches were uneven stitches.

When she’d managed to calm herself from a boiling rage to a firm neutral (genuine pleasantness was going to be impossible today), she removed the jacket from the dress form, turning the sleeve inside out. Then she pushed the needle through the stiff fabric, back and forth, forcing her hand to remain steady and her stitches to remain small. When the repair was done, she stepped back, looking the ensemble over again. Satisfied, she left the parlor and headed down the hall to help Carmen with the table settings.

“There,” Carmen said with a smile as Laney came into the dining room. “Feeling better?” She stood beside the massive oak table, a salad fork in her hand. The table was mostly set now in the standard Victorian high tea formation, though Carmen had used the museum’s display china today instead of the cheaper pieces they used for the monthly catered tea events. Usually the actual antique china only saw the light of day during the holiday open house, but they wanted the house to look extra nice today.

After all, the Paine Estate was going to be on the news. And not just the local news, or the public access channel—they’d scored a coveted slot on a national cable news series’ weekly Around America segment. All the other destinations that had been featured in the segment had seen a massive spike in tourism for months afterward, and with the holiday season coming up in just a few months, it was the perfect opportunity not just for the Paine Estate, but for the entire town of Foreston, Washington to bring in some much-needed tourist revenue.

All the volunteer docents at the Victorian house museum had been delighted when they’d gotten the call, but Laney had been extra proud. The network wanted to schedule the interview to coincide with the Paine Estate’s annual fashion show and silent auction, an event that Laney herself had spearheaded two years ago and had organized every year since. She actually made many of the period outfits that were shown off on the runway and then auctioned, and coordinated with vintage shops and department stores—and even a couple designers in the Portland area—to donate items to the fundraiser. This year’s fashion show was shaping up to be their biggest yet, and Laney had been over the moon that it was going to get coverage on national television.

The only problem was the person the network had assigned to do the interview. Usually the Around America segment was hosted by Gloria Shellburg, but this morning Laney had learned that the pleasant middle-aged woman was not the person the network had decided to send after all. Instead, they’d sent—

Laney’s phone buzzed in her pocket. Deciding that this would be a welcome distraction from answering Carmen’s question, she half-turned and pulled her phone out.

It took everything in her not to hurl the phone across the room when she saw the text on the lock screen, though. It was from her sister, Taryn:

Look who I just saw on Main Street. Did you know he was coming here??

A photo was attached of a tall, fit young man with sandy brown hair. He wore a gray T-shirt, the kind plain and simple enough that he probably didn’t think anything of it when he threw it on, but which accentuated his muscular build in all the right places. He was wearing sunglasses, but Laney knew all too well that the sparkling blue eyes underneath them were the same color as the sky.

It had been years since she’d seen him anywhere but the TV—and even then, only long enough to find the remote and change the channel—but Laney could tell that time had done nothing to dull Paul’s good looks. If this photo was any indication, he’d only gotten more handsome.

She looked up from her phone to Carmen, who was watching her with her brows raised. “No,” she said. “I am most definitely not feeling better.”
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“Wait a minute,” Carmen said, still trying to process the information Laney had just given her. “You’re telling me you used to date Paul Nelson? The British guy from the news?”

“Yup,” Laney said, keeping her eyes firmly riveted on the place setting in front of her: A gold charger with a luncheon plate, a bread plate to the upper left of that with a spreader atop it, teacup and saucer, two forks (salad and dinner), dinner knife, and two spoons (soup and tea). Perfect. “For about a year, in college.”

“College?” Carmen seemed to count backward in her head for a moment, to when Laney would have been that age. “Was that when he was a uVer?”

Laney nodded. uView was a popular video-sharing platform, and Paul had started his channel on world news and political commentary when he was a teenager, but he hadn’t started to get popular until he and Laney were dating. His subscriber count had shot up during the last few months she’d been in London—her third year of college—when he’d finally saved up enough of the ad revenue he was earning from his videos to buy a high-quality camera and everyone had finally noticed, in glorious 4K resolution, just how handsome this offbeat alternative journalist actually was.

“Wow,” Carmen breathed. “I had no idea.”

“I don’t like to talk about it.”

Carmen frowned but didn’t press it, which Laney appreciated. It was bad enough that she’d had to go through it all with Diane. Carmen was a good friend, and had been ever since she and her husband Josh had moved to the area the year before and Carmen had started volunteering at the Paine Estate Museum. But the subject of Paul Nelson—of everything about that wonderful year studying abroad and the horrible way it had ended—was not one that Laney enjoyed reliving, no matter how sympathetic the audience.

“Did you know he was the one coming out here to do the interview?” Carmen asked.

“Nope. I figured it would be Gloria Shellburg. I guess I just assumed. Viv said someone from the network would be coming out this week, but she didn’t say who.” The museum director, Vivian Schmidt, was one of only three paid staff at the Paine Estate. Since the house and grounds were owned by the city and managed by a small nonprofit, the museum operated on a next-to-nonexistent budget, which meant that most of the docents, like Laney, were volunteers. But Viv was on vacation, taking a two-week cruise to Mexico with her husband for their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary.

“Well, can’t Diane do it?” Carmen’s voice dropped to a whisper as she glanced back in the direction of Diane’s office.

“Yeah, you’d think,” Laney whispered back. Diane Mackechnie, another member of the staff, was the self-proclaimed second-in-command at the Paine Estate. As event coordinator, her official job was to handle private rentals and functions like the museum’s monthly high teas, but she managed to butt into just about every other function in the museum’s operations—much to the consternation of Viv and Suze, the museum’s collections manager and the third paid staffer. Diane had an infuriating way of being nosy about everything, but simultaneously being dismissive of everything. Just as she had been when Laney had knocked on her office door this morning to explain the situation. When Laney had seen Paul’s name on the email that all the volunteers had been sent this morning, she’d asked Diane if she’d be willing to step in and do the interview in her place.

That hadn’t exactly gone well.

“She just told me, ‘Your event, your gig,’” Laney said glumly.

“What, her desire to spite you overpowered her need to be the center of attention?” Carmen rolled her eyes. “She must really be salty about the fashion show.”

“Please,” Laney muttered. “That woman is saltier than the Dead Sea.”

“I know she’s frustrated that she has to give up a weekend in peak wedding season so the museum can host the fashion show, but come on! It’s just one weekend,” Carmen pointed out. “And the fashion show raises about as much money for the museum foundation as a rental does, anyway, right?”

“Last year it did. And this year’s looking like it will be bigger,” Laney said. “Not to mention that this is better for the community than a private rental is.” She tried not to wince as she remembered Diane’s response the last time Laney had mentioned that fact: “And even better for your shop, isn’t it?”

Carmen put a knowing hand on Laney’s shoulder. She’d been there when Diane made that remark, and she knew that it bothered Laney that Diane had implied that she would put her own business in front of the museum’s welfare. “Don’t let old sourpuss get you down,” Carmen said kindly. “She’s just jealous that she didn’t come up with the idea herself. You know how she likes to micromanage everything. It probably drives her crazy that there’s an event at the museum that she’s not in charge of.”

“Yeah,” Laney said, tucking a lock of her red hair behind her ear self-consciously.

“Anyway, what about Suze? Can she do the interview for you?” Carmen suggested.

Laney shook her head. “She’s in Portland for that conference, remember? She’s staying overnight with her sister and driving back tomorrow morning.”

Carmen hesitated a moment before asking, her brows furrowed, “Do you want me to do the interview, Laney? I know I haven’t been here that long, but…” She trailed off, then forced a smile and said, “I think I could do it.”

Laney smiled back appreciatively. She could see the anxiety all over her friend’s face, the way her tan skin had blanched—not just because she wasn’t as familiar with the fashion show as Laney was, but also at the thought of appearing on national television. Carmen was quiet and reserved; Laney couldn’t make her push herself out of her comfort zone just so she could avoid talking to her ex-boyfriend. “It’s all right. Thank you for offering,” she said. “Diane’s right. It’s my event, my gig. I can manage Paul. Honestly.”

The relief on Carmen’s face was obvious, even as she asked, “Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I’m sure. I haven’t even seen the guy in person in five years. That was practically a lifetime ago. It might be a little awkward, but it will be fine.”

Carmen nodded reassuringly. “And we can laugh about it when it’s over.”

“Exactly,” Laney agreed, even though she didn’t feel very convinced. She couldn’t see herself laughing about what had happened with Paul any time soon, and she doubted this visit would do much to help that. Even now, after all these years, her stomach still knotted up as she remembered that night in the pub…

Seeing him with her.

And then what had happened after.

She shook her head, trying to clear it as her eyes started to sting once more. No. She wasn’t going to think about it. She was going to be cool, indifferent when she saw him. She was a successful career woman. When her parents had retired from their clothing alteration shop two years ago, she’d taken over the business, and she was doing pretty well if she said so herself. Better than one would expect for a small-town tailor. The rumors about her magic touch, as the locals referred to it, had brought in a lot of business, from as far east as the Tri-Cities to as far north as Olympia. And volunteering at the museum took up most of her free time. She was successful, busy, and fulfilled.

Professionally, anyway.

She sighed quietly, taking a step back and looking at the finished table settings. The light from the overhead chandelier made the china and silver on the table sparkle with an almost otherworldly quality.

“The silver looks really nice,” she commented to Carmen. “Did you polish it this morning?”

Carmen shook her head. “Came out of the box that way. The whole house looks really nice, honestly. Think the brownies were here?”

Laney glanced around the room. She didn’t see anything, but that was typical for her. If Taryn were here, she’d be able to say for sure. Laney just shrugged. “Wouldn’t put it past them. They probably sensed that something big was happening, and you know they love to be helpful. Better make sure we leave something out for them tonight, just in case.”

Carmen nodded. A year ago she’d laughed incredulously at the town legend that the Paine Estate was inhabited by fae, but after spending a year in Foreston, Laney knew she had come around. There were naysayers, of course, but most of the town believed, particularly those who had lived there for a while. And Carmen had seen too much firsthand evidence of magic—from the oddities around the museum to the stories that all-too-frequently emerged from Laney’s alterations shop—to deny it any longer. Now she didn’t just go along with the legend, she embraced it—as her admonishment to Laney to keep her temper had demonstrated.

“Oh, there’s a fork missing from the head place setting,” Laney commented as her eyes passed over the table.

“That’s funny,” Carmen said, pushing the chair aside and looking on the floor beneath it. “I know I set it correctly.”

As Carmen lifted up the plates and then the charger in case the fork had rolled underneath them, Laney checked the silver box. “You’re right, you had to have. There’s nothing left in the box.” She looked around the dining room, her eyes moving away from the table. Things in this house had a certain way of moving in unnatural—or maybe supernatural was a better word—ways.

To her left, she heard a squeak, a noise that might be mistaken for the chitter of a mouse if you didn’t know better. She turned, and a glint in the hallway caught her eye. Sure enough, the fork was lying there on the brightly polished hardwood floor. “Ah, here it is,” Laney said, moving toward the silver piece, but then she froze. She could just see it. When she tried to focus on it, it disappeared, but when she turned her head, she could see it in her peripheral vision.

Light.

There was a fae here. Right in front of her. It was poised on the edge of the ornate wooden frame of the painting in front of her. The fork lay directly beneath it. As she approached, she heard the squeak of its voice again, and for about the eleven millionth time in her life, she found herself cursing her poor Sight. Taryn would be able to see the creature with no effort whatsoever. It must have brought the fork here and was watching her, probably laughing at her reaction. Even though brownies and other household elves loved to be helpful, no fae could resist a little bit of mischief. It was just their nature.

Laney crouched to pick up the fork, glancing up at the artwork that the fae had alighted on, hoping to catch a clearer glimpse of the creature. And she did see something, but it wasn’t the fae. It was the painting. Was it just her, or did something look different about it? 

The painting was an impressionist landscape dating to around 1875, part of the original Paine family’s private collection. Rows of tulips in a rainbow of colors stretched out along a meandering creek, with a picturesque windmill in the distance. She straightened, looking the painting over. Something did seem different, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. Was it just because of the blurry presence of the fae?

Squeak!

“Everything okay?” Carmen called from the dining room.

“Yup,” Laney said, turning away from the painting and the chittering glimmer of light. She brought the fork back into the dining room, replacing it beside the charger. “I think we’re pretty close to ready inside. I’d better do a quick check of the grounds, though,” Laney said. She usually had to check the nature trail daily to ensure there was no litter piling up from visitors. Since the estate was owned by the city, its grounds were a public park and open from dawn to dusk, which meant that there was never a shortage of trash lying around the trails.

“Sounds good. I’ll get these boxes put back in the basement,” said Carmen.

Laney let herself out through the kitchen door, which was located at the back of the house. There, a formal garden was located, which included a maze of hedgerows lined with beautiful rose bushes in full bloom, and an arbor covered in thick honeysuckle marking the entrance. It was windy today, which made the honeysuckle rustle noisily. Laney gave this garden a quick once-over but found it void of litter. It usually was—whether because of its close proximity to the house or because it was so much more ornate than the rest of the grounds, people seemed to mind their manners here. It was as you got deeper into the woods that visitors tended to turn into slobs, despite the presence of trash cans every hundred feet or so.

As she passed back through the arbor, she paused, admiring the house from this angle. Framed by the honeysuckle, the mansion—with its architectural style marrying popular elements from the Victorian era such as Queen Anne, Second Empire, and Gothic Revival—always looked so charming. This would be a great angle for the cameraman to film the exterior of the house from, she thought. But that brought the thought of Paul coming here back to the forefront of her mind, and with it the tumultuous mix of anger, sorrow, embarrassment, and nerves that she’d been grappling with all morning.

She turned away from the house, down the nature trail. She’d look for litter along the way, but the truth was, she needed to go to the warren. She’d feel calmer there. She always did.

Once out of the sunlight and into the shady woods, the temperature seemed to drop about ten degrees—though on a day like today, that wasn’t saying much. She made her way down the six rock-cut steps to the lower garden level. Between the trees, she could make out the white canvas of the large pole tent that had been constructed over the tennis court, where the fashion show was going to be held the next afternoon. It was relatively quiet now, apart from the sound of the canvas flapping on the wind; setup wouldn’t begin in earnest until tomorrow morning. It would be a mad rush to get everything set up in time for the event, especially with the presence of the news crew. But the museum couldn’t afford dedicated security beyond the alarm on the house itself, and with all the valuable items scheduled to be auctioned off, setting up the day before would be impossible.

As Laney strode down the path, the canopy overhead becoming thicker, she caught movement out of the corner of her eye. Rustling in the dry, brown grass that grew alongside the trail. A bird? A squirrel? Or something… else? She smiled to herself as she walked, listening to the sounds of nature around her: the wind whistling through the branches above, the burble of distant water trickling down Blackberry Creek farther up the trail, and the quiet, almost inaudible hum of voices that only a fortunate few could hear.

Finally, a handful of trash in her fists, she emerged into the clearing where the hollow tree stood. A gnarled, knobby Pacific dogwood tree, the only one of its kind that seemed to be growing in the area. It had a thick trunk, particularly for a dogwood; and near the base it was split open, like a tiny doorway, or a parted curtain etched in wood. The top of the tree was bent, with branches only growing out of one side. When you approached it from certain angles, it almost looked like it had no branches at all, as if it were a petrified stump a million years old. While it may not have been that ancient, it was certainly older than a dogwood’s typical lifespan of eighty years. But the tree wasn’t dead. Leaves still grew on its lopsided branches, and every few years, in the spring and sometimes the late summer, it would be covered with brilliant white blossoms.

It was an oddity. Some might say this tree was a freak of nature, somehow managing to survive against the odds, despite how mangled and dead-looking it appeared at first glance. But Laney knew what it really was.

It was magic.

She tossed the trash into the garbage can beside one of the benches where the city had edged the clearing with a delicate bed of native plants. Then she sat, facing the tree, and closed her eyes. She breathed in deeply, trying to let the peacefulness of the clearing soothe her. But even as she did, she heard her own voice in her memory, telling Paul about this enchanted place. Her grandmother had called it a warren—a place where fae congregate, a door to the other world. Laney had thought for sure Paul would scoff when she told him about her town’s local legend, but instead he’d smiled and said, “I’d love to see it. I hope someday you can show it to me.”

Ironic, wasn’t it? She could show it to him today if she wanted. But it definitely wouldn’t be under the circumstances she’d envisioned five years ago.

“I had a feeling I’d find you here.”

Laney opened her eyes with a start to see Taryn standing in front of her, a spark of mischief in her green eyes. Laney sighed. She hadn’t heard her sister’s approach.

“I saw Crazy Old Bob down on the corner,” Taryn said conversationally as she plopped down on the bench beside Laney, not waiting for an invitation. “Think he’ll cause a problem for the fashion show?”

Bob was the resident transient of Paine Woods. Technically no one was supposed to enter the park between dusk and dawn, but the museum staff usually looked the other way when it came to Bob. For one thing, unlike the regular tourists, he cleaned up after himself. Once, when she’d come in early for a morning house tour, Laney had seen him in the garden with a hand broom, sweeping all the cobwebs out of the bushes. She’d always had a soft spot for him after that… even if he did have an unsettling way of lurking in the bushes, watching everyone who went by and having conversations with someone who wasn’t there.

“He’ll be fine. He’s harmless,” Laney said. “Who’s minding the shop?”

“It’s noon. I closed it for lunch,” said Taryn. “You don’t remember your own store’s hours? How are you going to manage without me in a week and a half?”

“Whatever,” Laney said with a roll of her eyes. Taryn would be heading back to school Labor Day weekend. She was going into her last year of college, finishing her major in business with an emphasis on hospitality management. Taryn’s dream for the last ten years had been to open a cozy country inn, ever since their family had taken a vacation to Mendocino, California and stayed at the bed-and-breakfast that had been used as Angela Lansbury’s house in Murder, She Wrote. Laney had always thought her sister’s dedication to such a random career path for so many years was odd; but by the same token, at least Taryn was majoring in something she intended to use, unlike Laney with her English literature degree. Laney was the odd duck in the family, to be honest—their older brother, Matthew, had also gone to college with a career goal in mind, and he’d achieved that. He’d gone to the University of Oregon, gotten a degree in education, and started teaching down there as soon as his practicum was done. It was just Laney who’d had to fall back on her parents’ business to support her after graduating without a job prospect to be found. 

Although, considering her talent, she supposed that was probably for the best in the end. Grams probably would have said it was destiny or something. Laney was dubious as to the existence of destiny, but considering the fact that she had concrete proof that both fae and magic existed, she supposed anything was possible.

“What are you doing here, anyway?” Laney sighed, leaning back against the cool wood of the bench. A gust of wind shook the branches of the dogwood gently.

“Looking for you. You didn’t answer my text message.” 

Laney didn’t respond, but she could feel her traitorous face go as red as her hair, which made Taryn start prodding her hard in the side with her finger. 

“Ah-ha! See, I was right! That was Paul Nelson, wasn’t it?”

“Yes,” Laney said through gritted teeth.

“I thought so. He was with the camera crew taking footage of all the shops on Main Street this morning,” said Taryn, crossing her legs. “But why is he here? That Poppy Gloria person usually does Around America, doesn’t she?”

“Gloria Shellburg,” Laney corrected with a laugh. 

Taryn grinned, clearly pleased that she’d managed to erase the scowl from her sister’s features. “You know what I think? I think he’s here because he wanted to see you.”

And the scowl was back. “I sincerely doubt it,” Laney replied.

“Well, why not? Maybe he realizes he messed up. Maybe he wants to apologize.”

“No,” Laney said firmly. “That wouldn’t be it.” She sighed and added, “Anyway, it was years ago. He’s moved on.”

Taryn exhaled with frustration. “Are you
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