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      A trip out of town to take in a seminar should have been an enjoyable week away for Darcy Sweet.

      But like so many times before in her life it's not to be...

      Things get a bit weird when she starts seeing her deceased ex-husband's ghost who gives her a cryptic message.

      "Beware the Crow." What does it mean?

      And if that isn't unsettling enough, her travelling companion is murdered the first night they are away. Is it just a random murder or is there more to it?

      And what has Jeff, and his message, got to do with it all?
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      Darcy Sweet was up early, considering it was a Sunday morning.  She had already showered and dressed and had some breakfast, and it wasn’t even eight o’clock yet.  In jeans and a plain green t-shirt she waited now at the kitchen table with a cup of tea.  Marla Benson should be here any minute.

      Jon was still upstairs, asleep.  She’d left him there with a kiss that had put a smile on his sleepy face.  She’d ruffled Smudge’s ears too, making sure her black and white tomcat knew she wasn’t forgetting about him.  Jon had moved in with her months ago now, but still her cat acted like Jon was intruding on his space.

      Well.  A week alone together without her might give them the time they needed to get used to each other.  Her seminar in the town of Ryansburg was scheduled for five days but she and Marla had talked about maybe ducking out of the last day.  There didn’t seem to be anything important scheduled for then, just a wrap up and a discussion panel.

      She sipped her tea and glanced out the window at the green grass and the budding flowers.  Spring had fully replaced winter, finally, and the day promised to be warm and bright.  Darcy sighed.  Considering the troubles that had hit Misty Hollow over the winter—first when her brother-in-law Aaron had been kidnapped on Valentine’s Day and then when Darcy’s new neighbor had turned out to be an accused murderer hiding from both the law and a shady group of criminals—it didn’t hurt Darcy’s feelings to know she’d be getting away for a few days.

      After a few more minutes Jon came downstairs.  Scrubbing at his short dark hair and yawning widely, he came over to her and kissed her on the top of her head.  He wasn’t wearing a shirt, just a pair of gray pajama bottoms, and her eyes wandered over his chest and his tightly defined abdominal muscles.  Sleeping next to him every night made her the envy of a lot of her friends.

      Of course, Jon had hinted that maybe they should make it more than just sleeping next to each other or living together.  The big “M” word hadn’t come up yet, but they had certainly danced around it enough.  Along with the discussion of when they wanted children and how many children they wanted, the marriage talk had been something of a landmine for the two of them.

      “Good morning,” he said behind another yawn, going to the refrigerator.  He took out a carton of orange juice, swirled it around to see how much was left, then with a shrug drank straight from the container.

      “Good morning yourself, Jon Tinker,” she said back to him.  “Hey!  Don’t drink it like that.  Use a glass.”

      He tipped the last of the juice out and then brought the empty carton to the garbage bin.  “There wasn’t much left.  You’re not worried about catching my germs, are you?”

      “I’m worried about you turning into a Neanderthal now that you live with me.”  Darcy couldn’t keep herself from smiling, but she really was serious.  “Men always act all cute and proper when they’re trying to attract a woman, then when they have her it’s all leaving the toilet seat up and wearing the same clothes three days in a row.”

      “I will never wear the same shirt three days in a row,” he promised.

      “And how many days have you been wearing those pajamas?”

      He looked down at himself, brows bunching.  “I don’t remember, now that you mention it.  I’ll change them tonight.  Promise.  Did Jeff do that to you all the time or something?”

      Darcy’s smile faded.  Jeff Thomas had been her husband, before they’d divorced, and before he’d been murdered.  He had been a few years older than Darcy but for the most part they’d gotten along fine.  At first.  Then things had turned sour between them.  She’d never really understood why.  Sometimes that just happened, she supposed.

      “Sorry, Darcy,” Jon said to her now, pointing at her hands.  “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      Darcy had been twisting the antique silver ring that she wore on her right hand without realizing it.  She usually did that when she was nervous or anxious.  It had been her Great Aunt Millie’s ring, just like this house had been Millie’s, and the weight and feel of the ring always comforted her.

      “It’s all right,” she said to Jon.  “Jeff and I had our differences, but we had almost smoothed them over toward the end.  If he hadn’t…if he hadn’t been killed, then maybe we could have become friends again, just like we used to be.”

      Jon didn’t try to argue with her.  He had come to town just before Jeff and poor Anna Louis had been killed, joining the police force here as a detective.  Through much trouble and several rocky moments, Darcy and he had fallen in love.  Now she couldn’t imagine being with anyone else.

      He knelt beside her and wrapped his arms around her in a tight hug.  “I love you,” he said.

      “I love you, too.  Are you going to be all right without me for a few days?”

      “Come on now, Darcy, we talked about this.  I’ll manage to keep busy.”  As he sat back he saw her little frown.  “But I’ll miss you.”

      “That’s better.”  She stroked his chin gently.  “You should go back to bed.”

      He feathered back the long dark hair that had fallen loose into her face.  “I can wait with you.  I’ve got my whole day to sleep.”

      They sat at the table for a while and chatted about simple things.  Darcy couldn’t see how life could get any better.

      “You have Izzy watching the shop this week?” he asked her.

      Darcy nodded.  Izzy, her new neighbor who had taken over Anna Louis’ house, had been a Godsend at just the right time.  Darcy’s friend Sue had to quit her job at Darcy’s bookstore when she went back to college to get her advanced degree in literature.  That, and to be closer to her boyfriend.  Darcy and Jon had figured out Izzy was a fugitive from the law, and that she had been falsely accused.  After that, Izzy had stepped in and picked up the business end of Darcy’s bookstore quickly.

      Having the right help was even more important now that Darcy had started to offer electronic readers and e-books for sale.  Business had really picked up.  That was why she and Marla were going to this seminar, actually.  Marla was the head librarian for Misty Hollow’s library.  Since Darcy had started selling electronic readers two months ago the library had gotten dozens of requests to start offering e-books to borrow.  So, with Darcy’s store selling them and the town library being forced to move into the twenty-first century, Darcy and Marla had decided to look for some training in this area.  Marla had found this seminar for them.  Darcy had jumped at the idea.

      Glancing at the black plastic clock over the kitchen sink, Darcy saw it was now eight-thirty.  She started to fidget.

      “She’s late, isn’t she?” Jon asked, picking up on Darcy’s mood.

      “I’m sure she’ll be here soon.  We don’t actually check into the hotel until after three this afternoon but I was hoping to take it easy and maybe look into some bookstores along the way.  It’s a five hour drive, after all.”

      “I’m not sure I like you going all the way over to the next state,” Jon said.  He raised one eyebrow and folded his elbows on the table.  “We’ve never really been apart for that long.”

      “Oh, Jon, for Pete’s sake,” Darcy laughed.  “I’m as near as your phone.  I’ll call you as soon as I get there and let you know what the hotel phone number is.”

      “You’d better.”

      A horn honked from the driveway.  Looking out the window Darcy saw a blue Nissan idling there with Marla at the wheel.  She jumped up from the table and grabbed her two black bags.  “There’s my ride, love.  See you!”

      “You should consider getting a car of your own, sweet baby.  I love you.”

      It made her feel warm inside to hear him call her by her nickname and at the door she turned and waved a little wave.  She really was going to miss him.  She was already looking forward to coming back to him.

      In the driveway, Marla smiled at Darcy and rolled the driver’s side window down.  Her shoulder length red hair was caught by a sudden breeze and blew across her freckled cheeks.  Darcy always had trouble picturing her as the town’s head librarian.  She looked so young, even though she was probably ten years older than Darcy.  Her jade green eyes caught her smile as she leaned on the windowsill of the car door.  “Morning Darcy,” she said.  “You all set?”

      Darcy got into the passenger seat and put her bags in the back next to Marla’s.  “Sure am.  I’m really looking forward to this.”

      “Me, too,” Marla said as she backed out of Darcy’s driveway.  “Just us girls in a hotel for days and days.”

      Marla was dressed in jeans and a loose blouse.  Casual clothes like Darcy had on.  Darcy had wanted to be comfortable for the ride over to Ryansburg, but Marla was talking like this was a vacation.  “You know we’ll actually have to work during this seminar, right?” Darcy asked her.  “There’s workshops and discussion panels and—”

      “Oh, Darcy don’t be such a wet blanket.”  Marla was already driving them into town so they could catch the main road out.  “This is going to be fun!”

      Darcy didn’t know what to say to that.  Sure, there would be some down time when she and Marla could catch a drink or maybe go out for a movie or something, but she was treating this as a business trip.  Her bookstore was on the road to turning a profit again thanks to the electronic reader devices and she needed to learn the latest techniques if she was going to capitalize on that.

      She and Marla were two different people, she supposed.  Looking in the rearview mirror at the retreating image of her house, she checked for Jon to see if maybe he had stepped out to wave goodbye.

      A shadowy figure stood on the road behind the car, hands stuffed into pants pockets, head lowered so she couldn’t quite see the face.  The way he was standing though, the cut of his figure, it looked like…

      Darcy gasped, and Marla looked over at her.  “What?  Did you forget something?”

      “No, I…”  Darcy hesitated.  She couldn’t tell Marla what she thought she had just seen.  “It was nothing.  Sorry.  Let’s stop for some muffins at Helen’s bakery, okay?”

      Marla agreed that was a great idea and went back to talking about all the fun she thought they would have on this trip.

      Darcy looked in the mirror again, but the figure was gone.  It couldn’t have been who she thought.  It couldn’t.  Then again, in her life, it wasn’t unusual to see things that shouldn’t be there, or find long lost friends suddenly standing in front of her.

      In this case, the long lost friend had been standing behind her.  The figure had looked like her ex-husband, Jeff.  Her deceased ex-husband.

      It just couldn’t be.

      Could it?
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      The highway led them across the state line just before lunchtime.  Listening to music along the way, Darcy and Marla hadn’t had a lot to say to each other.  Darcy had tried to start conversations about the seminar they were going to several times, about what Marla thought might be the best way to expand the use of the electronic reading devices, but each time Marla had shut the conversation down cold.

      She, on the other hand, kept asking Darcy if she’d brought clothes to go out at night, or how much money she’d brought in case they went shopping, and other things like that.  Darcy answered in short sentences, not wanting to be rude, but not wanting to forget the whole reason for the trip either.

      As it was nearing noon, they came through a small village named Cementville.  They both laughed at the name, driving slowly through the congested area of small houses huddled around a huge factory that actually produced cement, according to the sign out front.

      “Obviously someone put a lot of time and effort into naming this place,” Marla said with a little twist of her lip.  “Want to get a couple of bags of cement and bring them home with us?”

      “No,” Darcy laughed.  “I’m good, thanks.  I think this place is kind of quaint though.  Oh, look, there’s a bookstore.  Let’s stop.”

      Marla’s face soured.  “Are you sure?  I’m hungry.  There was a sign for a burger place a few miles up the road.”

      “I won’t be long, I promise,” Darcy said.  She didn’t like having to justify wanting to stop for a minute.  She was the owner of a bookstore.  Marla was head librarian in the town.  Books were important to both of them.  “Pull in here,” she said, a little more firmly.

      Marla didn’t say a thing, but it was obvious that she wasn’t happy.  Darcy tried not to let it bother her.  She just hoped the whole trip wouldn’t be like this.

      The place really did turn out to be a disappointment.  The store owner sat behind the sales counter with his feet up the whole time they were in the store, flipping through a magazine about trucks.  Most of what Darcy saw for sale were comic books and romance paperbacks.  A very small selection of maps of the area was set up in the front.  An even smaller selection of children’s books caught Darcy’s attention momentarily, but even that couldn’t justify staying any longer.

      “I guess you were right,” Darcy finally admitted.  “Let’s go.”

      “Good.”  Marla smiled and made a beeline for the door.  The guy at the counter kept reading his magazine as they left.

      As they drove back onto the main road, Marla wouldn’t stop talking.  She was going on and on about how they had to find the nearest shopping mall to their hotel and how she had a friend who knew this great club.  Darcy tuned her out and watched the city going by out the car window.

      Darcy had never really known Marla.  Just from around town.  Apparently riding for hours on end in a car with someone really let you get to know them.
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      The Restaway Lodge in Ryansburg was part of a small chain of motels that stretched up and down the East coast, and the rates here had been the best Darcy could find in the area.  The conference on electronic media was actually being held in a different hotel a few streets over but that place had been booked solid already.

      Still, Darcy liked the Restaway as soon as they entered the lobby and went up to the front counter.  It was decorated with irregular gray bricks and wood paneling.  The floor was covered in thin green carpeting.  Paintings on the walls were of rustic scenes, cabins in the woods and salmon jumping in a stream.  Things like that.

      For a six story hotel in the middle of a fair sized city, it was a very cozy and inviting space.

      The two of them checked in and Darcy gave her credit card for any incidental charges and then they went up to room 306.  It had two double beds and a tall clothes cabinet and a flat screen television on top of a set of drawers.  The bathroom was small, and the shower curtain was too short, but the tub was big.  The same motif from the lobby was used here as well, gray bricks along the walls in imperfect lines next to wood paneling.  The purple comforters on the beds clashed a little with the green carpeting.

      “Wow,” Marla said.  “Nice room.  A girl could get used to this.”

      Darcy set her bags down on the bed closest to the window.  It was four-thirty already, and her stomach was already reminding her how close it was to dinner.  The burger place Marla had stopped at hadn’t really been what Darcy had wanted.  She had a chicken Caesar salad that featured wilted greens and greasy chicken bits.  Most of it had stayed in the bowl.  “Want to go exploring the city a little?” she asked.  “I’m starving.  Maybe we can find a nice restaurant to eat at.”

      “Or a bar,” Marla said to her with a wink.  “I wouldn’t mind a few drinks and maybe a man willing to flirt with me.”

      Darcy thought of Jon.  She certainly wasn’t looking for a man to spend any part of the evening with, innocent flirting or not, but she wouldn’t mind a quick drink.  “There was a book store a few blocks back,” Darcy said as she opened her one bag to take out shampoo and perfume and other things.  “It looked like it might have a few older books.  I’d like to check that out.”

      “Really?  After what happened in Concrete Town or Cement City or whatever it was called?  You really are a bookworm, aren’t you?” Marla said with a small twist to the corner of her lip.

      Darcy paused on her way to the bathroom.  She looked at Marla in surprise.  “Well, you are too, right?  Being head librarian, I mean.”

      Marla seemed to realize what she had said and snapped her head up with an apologetic look.  “Oh, sorry.  Right.  Sure.  You know I didn’t mean anything by that… right?”

      As Marla went back to unpacking clothes from her bag Darcy went into the bathroom and shut the door.  Marla’s words had stung more than a little.  She knew better than to think the people in Misty Hollow thought of her as a bookworm.  She had many friends in that town.  No one called her that.

      Except…

      She put her things down on the sinktop and then stood there, staring at nothing, remembering.  Jeff used to call her that.  At the end of their relationship, when arguing had become the normal means of communication, he had said it to her several times.  It had been his favorite insult.  It was odd, now, to hear echoes of those heated conversations in Marla’s offhand comment.

      Come to think of it, he used to tell her she was being a wet blanket, too.  Just like Marla had done when she’d first picked Darcy up this morning.

      Shrugging, she decided things like that were best forgotten.  She was probably just overthinking things because she thought she had seen Jeff’s spirit.  He had been dead for a while now, and hadn’t ever appeared to her.  She was just being silly.  She ran some water to rinse her hands and then checked her face and hair in the mirror.

      Darcy gasped.  In the reflection a man in dark clothing stood behind her shoulder, between herself and the bathtub.  She was so completely freaked out that it took her a moment longer to realize who it was.

      It was Jeff.

      She spun quickly, realizing even as she did it that he wouldn’t be standing there.  He couldn’t be.  He was dead.  This was his spirit come back to speak to her.  Her special ability meant things like this happened at odd times.  Usually at moments that were completely inconvenient.  Like when she was in a hotel room with someone who didn’t know anything about her ability.

      In the empty bathroom, Darcy turned back to the mirror.  Jeff’s eyes looked at her from shadows that had nothing to do with the small recessed light in the ceiling.  He raised a hand that would have settled on her shoulder if he had been corporeal, urgently reaching out for her, like he needed to tell her something.

      Then just like that, he was gone.

      Darcy was shaken by her vision.  The only spirits who could appear to her without the assistance of her communication techniques were ones that were truly troubled, truly upset.  Or sometimes spirits who felt so strongly about getting a message through to the living that their urgency transcended the veil between the living and the dead.

      “Oh, Jeff,” Darcy whispered.  “What’s wrong?  Why are you appearing to me now?”

      There was no answer, of course.  At least not a spoken one.  The temperature in the bathroom dropped several degrees until Darcy could see her breath.  The mirror fogged up and little lines of frost traced their way up the metal shower head and the sink faucet.  Shivering in spite of herself, Darcy watched as words were drawn with squeaky hesitation in the condensation on the mirror.

      Beware.  The.  Crow.

      Water droplets ran from some of the letters, leaving irregular lines through the message.  Darcy read it twice more to make sure she had it right.

      Beware the crow?  What was that supposed to mean?
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      Marla sat at the bar next to Darcy, in a short black dress that she obviously hadn’t brought along for the conference.  They had the rest of the night to just relax and have fun, Marla argued.  The seminar didn’t start until tomorrow, she said.  Tonight was for going out and letting their hair down.  At least, that was how Marla saw it.

      After wiping away Jeff’s message in the mirror Darcy had flushed the toilet to cover her reasons for being in the bathroom for so long, and then acted like nothing had happened.  Very few people knew anything about her abilities.  Most people who knew her thought she was a little odd sometimes, but Darcy kept the fact that she could see and talk to people who were dead to herself.  Not everyone took it well.  Even her wonderful and amazing boyfriend Jon had taken some convincing before he believed that what she could do was real.

      Marla had put on dark lipstick and blue eyeshadow and high heeled shoes.  She was dressed to kill.  Sitting with her, still in her blue jeans and t-shirt, Darcy felt very underdressed.  She hadn’t really wanted to come out to a bar, but she figured that since Marla had stopped at that bookstore with her, she could try sitting here for a while.

      Now that she’d tried it she couldn’t wait to leave.  She had only sipped at her cosmopolitan, and she was already wondering if she should just go back to the hotel and call it a night.  Marla, on the other hand, was on her third drink and already eyeing a couple of men at the other end of the bar.

      “I think I’ll ask that one to dance,” she told Darcy, meaning the one on the left with the glossy brown hair and pressed silk shirt.  His hair had a streak of blonde feathered into the side.  “He’s cute.  It sure would help if someone asked his friend to dance, too.”

      She looked at Darcy out of the corner of her eye, her meaning obvious.  Darcy shook her head and took out a five dollar bill from her front pocket to drop on the top of the bar.  “I don’t really feel like dancing, Marla.  Thanks anyway.  I think I’ll just head back to the hotel.  See you there later?”

      Marla caught hold of Darcy’s wrist as she was standing up.  “Come on, Darcy.  Don’t be that way.  Be a friend.  It’s just dancing, that’s all it is.”

      “No, actually it’s more than that.  You don’t have someone back at home.  I do.  I can’t do that to Jon.”

      “Come on, Darcy, don’t be such a stick in the mud.”

      Darcy frowned.  There it was again, echoes of things Jeff had said to her in the last few months of their marriage.  Could it be that his spirit was influencing Marla to make her say these things?  She knew possession wasn’t impossible for spirits, even though Darcy had never run into it herself.  That didn’t seem like what was happening here, though.  It was probably just coincidence.

      She took her hand back and tried to smile politely.  “I’m going to head back to the hotel.  You’ve got your room key, right?”

      Marla had already turned away again.  She waved a hand and raised her glass to her lips.  “Yeah, yeah.  I’ve got it.  Don’t wait up.”

      Darcy felt like she had been dismissed.  Sighing through her nose she took one last look at Marla, then one last look at the two men down at the bar, the one with his too-shiny brown hair and the other youngish looking man with a port wine birthmark on his left cheek.  Then she turned in a huff and made her way through the crowd of people to the exit door.

      She reminded herself that she didn’t know Marla very well.  They had met several times, of course.  Hard to run a bookstore in a small town and not know the head librarian.  Their interactions had always been formal, though, and Marla’s private life had never been Darcy’s concern.  Jeff had said something like that about her once, too.  How she was mysterious.  Or something.

      There it was again.  Thoughts of Jeff were filling her mind.  She hugged her arms around herself even though the evening air was warm and mild.  People passed by her on the sidewalk without noticing her as thoughts churned through her mind.  Beware the crow, Jeff had said.  For Pete’s sake, what was that about?  Was he trying to warn her?  He couldn’t possibly have come back to tell her to stay away from birds.  Spirits didn’t reach out to people to make sure pigeons didn’t poop on their heads.

      On her way back to the hotel she passed by a bookstore she had seen earlier.  After what had happened in Cementville, Marla had wanted nothing to do with it when Darcy suggested checking out this one.  She only wanted to go to a nightclub or a bar or something.  Not exactly Darcy’s idea of a good time, even when she was with Jon.

      She frowned at her reflection in the bookstore mirror.  Was she a bookworm?  No.  No, she knew better than that.  She had things she liked to do for fun, like camping and hiking.  If Marla’s idea of fun was different, that was fine.  It didn’t change who Darcy was.

      Darcy stuck her tongue out at her reflection, being goofy.  Take that, reflection.  She laughed at herself, feeling a little better.

      In the display behind the window, she saw an array of books.  She recognized a few from the current best seller lists.  Behind those were a few older volumes, heavier than their newer companions, thick covers embossed with gold lettering.  “Spirit Tales,” one title read.  Darcy looked closer at it.  Stories of local spirits that haunted areas around this state and the neighboring ones.  Hmm.

      It was after seven o’clock now, and the sign in the store window declared store hours were only until 6:30 P.M.  Disappointed, Darcy went to walk away.  A knock on the door’s window pane from inside brought her attention back.

      An old man, short and thin with frizzy gray hair ringing the lower part of his head, smiled up at her from a wrinkled face.  He opened the door and stepped back for her.  “Come on in, dear.  I saw you looking at my window display and anyone with that much interest must be a book lover.  I’m always open for people like that.”

      Darcy smiled.  She liked this man instantly.  “Thank you.  I was noticing the book on spirits in your window display.”

      The man nodded.  “Oh, yes.  Quite popular a few years back that one was.  Not so much anymore but I still keep a few copies on hand.  Always good for a sale or two every month.  My name is Goddard Hershing.  Pleased to meet you.”

      “Good to meet you, too, Goddard.  My name is Darcy Sweet.”  She shook his outstretched hand.  “I actually run a bookstore a few hours away from here, in Misty Hollow.”

      He pursed his lips.  “I don’t believe I’ve heard of…oh, wait a sec, yes I have.  There was a tale from that same book, actually.  Hold on now.”

      Goddard went and plucked the Spirit Tales book from the window display.  Leafing through the pages, holding the tome out to help focus his old eyes, he came to a spot somewhere near the middle of it.  “Ah yes.  Here.  Take a look.”

      Darcy took it from him, balancing the heavy book across her left forearm as she read.  Her eyes widened.  The book told about the spirit of a pilgrim settler who haunted the town hall of Misty Hollow.  He’d been hung there for witchcraft, a charge not uncommon in those days and in that area.  Now, it was said, he came back every night before Halloween, the very night he’d been hanged, to wail and scream and throw objects around the upper chamber of the two story building.

      The story came with a picture of the town hall as well.  Darcy recognized it easily, but she’d never heard anything about this.  A haunting in Misty Hollow?  There were more than a few, actually, but all of them were benign spirits who wouldn’t ever hurt anyone.  Like the ghost of her Great Aunt Millie, still lingering around her bookstore.

      This was something else.  Darcy promised herself to look into it as soon as she got back to Misty Hollow.

      She smiled again at Goddard.  “I’m glad you stayed open for me.  I definitely want to buy this book.”
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      Back in the hotel room Darcy read through the book well into the night.  It wasn’t until she was yawning nonstop that she realized it was after one o’clock in the morning.  Already snuggled down into the sheets of her bed, in her pink pajamas, Darcy set the book on the nightstand and fluffed her pillows under her.

      Most of the stories in the book were interesting reads.  Ghost stories to scare people.  Some of them had even raised goosebumps on her arms, and she had lived through enough ghost stories to write her own book.

      The story of the pilgrim’s ghost had been a very short one.  Two pages.  Apparently the author didn’t know a lot about him other than his name, Nathaniel Williams, and the fact that he had been accused of witchcraft in the late 1700s.  He’d been found guilty after a short hearing and hanged from the rafters of the town hall in full view of everyone.  The town hadn’t been called Misty Hollow back then.  That name had been crafted when the town was incorporated in 1846, and the previous name was lost to antiquity.

      The rest of the story had been completely anecdotal evidence of people saying they had heard strange noises or had things fall to the floor when no one else was around, and always on October thirtieth, the day before Halloween.  It explained why Darcy had never heard anything about it before.  It was just an interesting folk tale with no real proof.  There might not even be a ghost there at all.

      Great Aunt Millie’s ghost was far more interesting.  Maybe she should write a book about her someday, Darcy mused with a faint smile, just as sleep overtook her.

      Dreams came and went, all of them whimsical and barely formed, none of them memorable.  In all of them, a dark man walked beside her.  He didn’t say anything, but she found his presence comforting.  She knew in her heart that it was Jon, her strong and caring boyfriend come to protect her.

      When at last she looked up at him, in the middle of a dream where her cat Smudge had invited her to a tea party, it wasn’t Jon.

      It was Jeff.

      “I told you so,” Smudge said to her, sipping from his cup of tea, sitting cross legged and very human-like.  “I always knew.”

      “Darcy,” Jeff said to her.  “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry?” she heard herself ask.  “Sorry for what?”

      “Beware the crow.”

      It was very loud and very clear in her dream, even though his lips never moved.  She studied his face.  It was so much like how she remembered him from life.  Handsome, sort of, with a rugged face and a pronounced brow.  His hair was just a bit lighter than her own with natural highlights in it.  She had been so in love with him, once upon a time.  Funny how love can be twisted until it breaks away completely.

      That thought settled into her mind as Jeff continued to stare at her.  Well, not the love she had with Jon, she thought hastily.  Their love wasn’t in any danger of that.  She repeated it to herself again, almost as if she needed to convince Jeff of how strong her love for Jon really was.  He smiled knowingly, and she thought a little smugly as well.

      From his side of the table, Smudge slammed his teacup down on the table several times in a row.  Bang bang bang.

      She looked over at him, wondering why he was being so rude.  The whole table was shaking.

      “You need to get the door,” he told her, blinking his big cat eyes.

      Bang bang bang.

      The images of the tea party and Smudge and Jeff all disappeared, slowly fading away to a hazy gray light.  Only the banging continued.  It was at her door, she realized, and whoever was there knocked again.

      Bang bang bang.

      Darcy tried to focus her thoughts clearly enough to remember how to get out of the bed.  Sleep was still thick like a blanket around her.  She scrunched up her brow, trying to remember every detail of the dream she’d just had.  Jeff was trying to tell her something, but what?

      The next thing she knew, the door to the motel room was opening.  She yelped and lifted the sheets up to her chin, now very much awake.  “Who’s there?” she demanded, feeling foolish and scared both at the same time.

      Two men stood there, staring at her.  One was dressed in the maroon shirt and gray vest that the hotel used for its dress code.  The other was in a dark blue policeman’s uniform.

      “Oh.  I’m sorry,” the officer said to her.  Even so, he kept coming into the room.  “We thought no one was in here.”

      “Um.  I’m here.”  Darcy said, a little stupidly.  She relaxed a little seeing the officer’s uniform with its gold badge and flag sewn on the shoulder.  Still, this wasn’t how she had expected to be woken up this morning.  She was obviously missing something.  “Do you mind telling me what’s going on?”

      The officer took out a little spiral notebook from his uniform pocket.  “You’re Darcy Sweet, right?  Here from Misty Hollow?”  He looked up at her and must have seen the surprise on her face.  “Don’t worry.  I got that information from the desk.  You’re not in any trouble.”

      A cold chill filtered up her spine, and Darcy knew there was something bad going on.  “If I’m not in any trouble then why are you here in my hotel room?”

      He looked very uncomfortable, and exchanged a look with the hotel employee before saying anything else.  “Miss Sweet, can you put some clothes on?  I need to talk to you.  I’ll be right outside.  Come get me when you’re ready, okay?”

      She was actually wearing fuzzy pajamas.  The hotel employee’s eyes were becoming a little too friendly, though.  She nodded, and the officer nodded back and made sure the door was closed tightly behind them.

      After they had left Darcy jumped out of bed and quickly went to the drawer where she had put away her clothes.  What was happening?  A police officer at her door at…she checked the clock on the stand between the beds.  At quarter to six in the morning.  The seminar was supposed to start today at nine A.M., so she hoped whatever this was about wasn’t too serious and wouldn’t take too long.

      The cold chill went up her back again, like ice water being poured over her skin.  She turned with one leg in her jeans to look at the room’s second bed.  It was still neatly made.  Marla’s bags were still next to the bed on the floor, her clothes spilled out over the sides from when she had gotten dressed to go out.

      She’d never come back to the hotel.
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      Darcy knew she had cried at some point, but now the tears were all done.

      She hadn’t known Marla that well, sure, but she was a neighbor.  Someone from the same town.  Not only that.  Darcy had just talked to her last night.  She couldn’t believe Marla was now dead.

      “I was in the bar with her last night,” she said.  She sat at the desk in the motel room, twisting the ring on her finger to give her hands something to do.  “Did I tell you that already?”

      “You did, yes,” the officer said.  “Don’t worry.  Just tell me what happened at the bar.”

      She nodded.  “Um.  She had a few drinks.  Then she talked about asking a guy at the bar to dance.  I didn’t want to stay.  I didn’t want to go drinking in the first place but Marla did so I went and then I left.”  Darcy took a deep breath.

      “So you were drinking too?” he asked her.

      “Yes.  I was.  I didn’t even finish my first drink.”

      “That’s fine, Miss Sweet.  I was just trying to get a sense of what happened.”  He scratched some notes in his pad.  Darcy studied his face.  For someone so young, there were deeply etched lines around his eyes.  His blonde hair had quite a bit of white in it, too, she realized now.  His uniform was clean and pressed and his leather equipment sat just so on his belt.  She could tell he took pride in doing what he did.

      “I can’t believe this,” Darcy said into the silence.  “She was killed?  Someone killed her?”

      The Officer, Mark Phillips, hesitated at the question.  “Yes.  I’m afraid so, although I can’t say more.  I am sorry.  Were you two close?”

      “Not that close,” she had to admit.

      He nodded, scratching out another note.  “Can you tell me more about this man Marla wanted to dance with?  Did you see them talking at all?”

      “No.  I left before anything like that happened.  Um.  He was white, and had brown hair that was very shiny.  Like he put too much hair gel in.  There was a blonde streak feathered into the right side of it.  I’m sorry, I don’t remember anything other than that.  No.  A silk shirt.  He was wearing a red silk shirt.”

      “That’s actually very good.  Most people don’t remember half that much detail.  And what time did you leave the bar?”

      “I’m not sure…oh, wait.  I went to a store right after I left the bar.  It was supposed to close up at six-thirty and I got there just after seven o’clock.”

      “So you left the bar between six-thirty and seven?”

      “Yes.  That’s right.”

      “And you came right here after that?”

      “I did.  Maybe if I’d stayed at the bar with her, she’d be okay now.”

      He shook his head, concern in his voice.  “You can’t know that.  Whatever happened to her, it wasn’t your fault.”

      “Thank you,” Darcy said.  “That makes me feel a little better.”

      The officer nodded.  “Good.  You’ve given us a timeframe to look for when we get the security tapes from the bar.  You’ve been very helpful, Miss Sweet.  Is there a phone number I can reach you at?  A cell phone?”

      “No.  I don’t have a cell phone.”

      The officer raised an eyebrow at that but wrote it down dutifully in his notebook.  Darcy had stopped carrying cell phones after she found out ghosts could call her from the other side.

      “I’ll call you here at the hotel, then,” Officer Phillips said as he stood up.  “In case I need anything else.”

      He left her alone, and the silence in the room was deafening.

      Darcy knew she had to contact someone.  Marla’s family needed to know what had happened.  Officer Phillips had asked her if there was anyone to call and Darcy had to tell him that she didn’t know.  Did Marla even have family?  She didn’t know.

      So who could she possibly call?

      She already knew the answer to her question.  Reaching for the plastic white phone on the desktop, she dialed Jon’s phone number.
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      Darcy went to the seminar that morning, mostly because she had nothing else to do and she needed to keep her mind off what had happened.  She thought strongly about going back home to Misty Hollow but for some reason she felt that she needed to stay here.  The police hadn’t told her to stick around.  Jon had encouraged her to come back, even.  But something in her heart told her she should stay.

      The first few presenters at the seminar actually had very good information for small business owners looking to break into the sales market of e-readers and lending libraries.  Darcy took detailed notes, working on autopilot more than anything else.

      She had been involved in a number of murder investigations, her ex-husband Jeff’s among them.  She was used to looking for and finding answers to dark questions like why anyone would kill another human being.  She had helped Jon and her sister, Grace, solve murders and other mysteries.  The one thing she had figured out for certain was that she would never get used to it.

      When the lunchtime break came, Darcy filed out of the meeting room along with everyone else.  The hotel where the seminar was being hosted had set up a buffet style meal of deli meats and cheese and salads.  Darcy didn’t want to be around people, though.  Instead she ventured outside onto the busy sidewalk and lost herself in the crowds.

      There were several restaurants near the hotel.  Chinese, Mexican, even a little café.  Nothing really caught her fancy.

      After talking with Jon on the phone for more than an hour this morning and telling him everything that had happened, Darcy had felt a little better.  He promised to take care of everything on that end, contacting Marla’s friends and family for a start.  Then he asked her to come home.  She had told him she was fine, and that she was going to stay here to help the Ryansburg Police with their investigation.  That wasn’t exactly a lie.  She wanted to be here in case she could help.  So she’d promised to call him every day and to come straight home when the seminar was done.

      She’d left out the part about seeing Jeff’s ghost.  Dead or not, it was never a wise thing in her experience to bring up an ex-husband to a current boyfriend.

      Darcy checked her watch.  Half an hour before the next presenter would start.  Tips on knowing which e-books to stock was the subject.  She really wanted to be there for that one.  She was excited about the new direction she was taking the bookstore in and she really wanted it to work out.  Her excitement was strongly tempered by Marla’s murder but she was looking forward to learning everything she could here.

      Without really meaning to, she found herself standing in front of the same bookstore she had been at last night.  The one she had bought the Spirit Tales book from.  Through the window she saw Goddard Hershing putting a customer’s books into a paper sack.  She slipped in when the customer left.

      “Well, hello again,” Goddard said to her.  He closed the cash register, making it ding loudly, and came around from behind the counter.  “What brings you back to my humble little shop?  Did you like the book?”

      “I did,” Darcy told him.  “I read it before bed last night.  I was just out wandering around during a break from my conference and I didn’t know where to go.  I saw your shop again, and…”

      Darcy trailed off, not really sure where she was going with that thought.  Goddard nodded as though he understood everything she hadn’t said.  “I tell you what,” he said to her, shuffling into the small store’s browsing stacks and crooking a finger for her to follow.  “Come with me.”

      The stacks were all about chest high, tall enough for the old man to see everyone who might be in his shop at one time.  Darcy thought that was smart.  It certainly would cut back on instances of theft in a city environment.  The different sections were marked with hand-lettered signs in plastic holders set on top of each area.  Mystery, Romance, Best Seller, Non-Fiction.  Goddard led her to a small section labelled as Paranormal and Spiritual.

      He ran his hand across several of the books’ spines.  There was a jumble of books here in a section maybe two feet across and three shelves high.  All different colors, all different sizes.  The man sighed with contentment.  “I just love the feel of books, don’t you?  There’s something calming about their weight and their physical presence.”

      Darcy nodded, completely understanding.  “I agree.  Although, I just started selling electronic readers and e-books at my store.  It seems to have boosted sales quite a bit.”

      “Really?”  Goddard sounded honestly interested.  “I may have to try that here.  Sales are good for me, I suppose, but they could always be better.  I do have to make rent after all.  Perhaps you could give me your e-mail address and we could exchange tips and such?”

      “I think that would be great,” Darcy said.  “Mine is darcy at sweetreadbookstore dot com.  All lower case.”

      Goddard produced a notebook from a pocket.  He wrote Darcy’s down carefully, darcy@sweetreadbookstore.com, and then wrote his own on the next page to give to her.  “Sweet Read Bookstore.  Ah.  Nice name.  Now.  I know you like books on spirits and such.”  He took a book off the shelf at random and leafed through it.  “I do, too.  Why don’t you look through what I have here.  If you find something you like, I’ll make a gift of it to you.  From one bookstore owner to another.”

      “Thank you very much.”  Darcy felt herself smile for the first time today.  “That’s very generous.”

      “Oh, nonsense,” Goddard said.  “You take your time.  I have some accounts to look over.”

      Darcy read the title of each book on the shelf.  She’d actually seen a lot of them before and even had a few of them for sale in her own shop.  Several of the ones she wasn’t familiar with looked very interesting.

      When she had been a teenager, spending time in her Aunt Millie’s book store had been one of her favorite things in the world.  Millie had joked that Darcy must have read every book on her shelves.  Her aunt’s passion for reading, to learn or even to just broaden her imagination inside the pages of a book, was one of the many things Millie had passed down to Darcy.

      As she gently traced her hand along the spines from book to book, a tingle shot through her fingers and up Darcy’s arm.  She drew her hand back sharply, staring at it.  The feeling had been like a little electric shock.  Not painful, just alarming.  Curious, frowning at the books, she put her hand back out to touch them.

      Nothing happened.

      She moved her fingers back to the left, back along the same books she had just touched.  This time she was prepared for the sensation of it when pins and needles crawled up over her skin.  She was touching one book in particular.  A thick, hardbound book with a blue cover.  “Embracing Your Talent” was the title on the spine.

      By Millicent Carlisle.

      Darcy sucked in a sharp breath.  Millicent Carlisle was her Great Aunt Millie.  The same Great Aunt Millie who had spent so much of Darcy’s younger years teaching her a love of books and showing her that their shared gift wasn’t a curse or something to be ashamed of.  Through her aunt’s patient encouragement and love, she came to understand that what she could do really was a gift.  A gift that she could use to help people, both the living and the dead.

      Now she had found a whole book that her aunt had written on that very subject.  Questions swirled in her mind.  How?  When?  She slid the book from the shelf and opened it up, tracing her aunt’s name on the title page.  As she did the tingling faded away from her fingers.  Obviously, someone had wanted her to find this book.

      And she knew who it was.

      “Thank you, Millie,” she whispered.  It was nice to know that even this far from home, her aunt was watching out for her.
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      She kept the book on the tabletop next to her during the afternoon presentations.  Goddard had been fascinated by the fact that Darcy’s aunt had written it.  He made careful note of the title so that he could order a few more.  Local authors always sell, he explained with a smile.  Her hand strayed to it now, feeling the texture of the blue cover, tracing her aunt’s name over and over with a fingertip.  She couldn’t wait to read through it tonight.

      Before the last discussion was even over she quietly gathered her papers and notes and Millie’s book and snuck out the back.  It was a quick walk between this hotel and the Restaway where she was staying.  She’d skipped lunch after talking away the time with Goddard.  Her stomach reminded her of it now by growling loudly.  She’d order some delivery pizza to her hotel room, she decided, and spend the night reading.

      The desk clerk watched her oddly as she whisked through the lobby.  It was someone other than the guy who had accompanied Officer Mark Phillips to her room this morning, but she was sure that word had spread quickly from person to person about what had happened to the women in room 306.

      Balancing her stuff to get her key card out of the front pocket of her jeans Darcy made her way into her room with a sigh.  This had been a very, very long day.

      As she put her things down on her bed, she saw Marla’s bags and her things still where she had left them.  Sadly, she realized she’d have to pack all of it up.  It probably should have been something she gave to the police, but Officer Phillips hadn’t asked for it.  This was a random murder in a city where random murders were probably common place.  The police wouldn’t be looking for any clues in Marla’s makeup kit or changes of clothing.

      Darcy frowned and stared again at Marla’s bags.  Was it random?  Was she sure that it hadn’t been anything more serious than that?

      She shook her head and let the matter drop.  There were enough real mysteries in her life without creating more.  She was just seeing boogiemen where there weren’t any.

      Then why was Jeff’s ghost trying to warn her?  Why was he coming to her now?

      Bang bang bang.

      Darcy jumped, her mind flashing momentarily back to when Officer Phillips had told her that Marla was dead.  The sound of someone knocking on a door had never seemed so ominous.

      “Darcy?”

      Her heart started again.  Excitedly, she ran to the door and pulled it open and then threw herself in Jon’s arms.

      His scent filled her.  Being able to see him and touch him now helped make everything all right again.  She would never know how he managed to be everything she needed at just the right moments.

      “How did you get here?” she asked him.

      He settled his arms around her and dropped his small overnight bag to the floor.  “Uh, I drove.  I was going to surprise you but then I realized I had no way to get into your room.”

      “Mmm.  You in my bed?” she teased, pulling him inside more.  “That would have been a very nice surprise.”

      Inside the room Jon gently lifted her face up so he could kiss her lips.  He was taller than her, just enough so that she liked to stand up on her tiptoes when they kissed.  She lost herself into his embrace, letting his presence comfort her and calm her nerves.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” she said to him when the kiss ended.

      “I took a few days.  The chief didn’t mind, considering how much work I’ve put in recently.  Your sister said she’d keep the place running while I was gone.”  He laughed.  “She’s getting almost impossible to live with the closer she gets to her due date.”

      Darcy smiled but kept her comments to herself.  Grace was going to give birth to her first niece or nephew very soon.  Darcy couldn’t wait.  Her sister was happy to be pregnant, to be sure, but she was upset at the way it kept her from doing everything she used to do as a police detective.  Desk duty really didn’t suit her at all.

      “I want you to tell me everything that happened again,” he said to her suddenly, breaking her good mood.  “Now that I’m here maybe you’ll remember something else.”

      “Why?  I don’t think I left anything out before.”

      “Because,” he said, “I stopped at the Ryansburg Police Department before I came here.  I just had an interesting conversation with the lead investigator on Marla’s case.”
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