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      Olivia curled into the old armchair and stared into the flames dancing in the small fireplace in her room. After a while, she sighed quietly. Watching the strands of red and gold didn’t soothe her and sleep still eluded her. She glanced over to the bed where Theo lay sprawled naked and tangled up in the sheets, one arm outstretched as if reaching out for her even in his sleep.

      She frowned and turned back to the fire, staring at it pensively. It had been a month since that night in the woods and there was still no sign of her mother or the demon Nathaniel. In fact, it had been almost too quiet and that was what worried her. After the last murder, life had more or less returned to normal, with the good residents of Mercy none the wiser that true evil had come to their sleepy town.

      The open murder case had been quietly shelved and marked unsolved, and Thomas Walcott had been laid to rest in Mercy Cemetery. He had no surviving family and, being a private man, few friends. His funeral had been a small but sincere affair, paid for by an anonymous patron, although Olivia had a pretty good idea who’d paid for his funeral.

      She shook her head resolutely, as if trying to rid herself of the thought. She was still mad at her father, and she didn’t want to think of him doing something so kind for the man he’d once called brother, despite what Thomas Walcott had become in the end.

      Even the mayor had stepped in at the last minute and pulled some strings to get him buried next to James Talbot, the man he had loved so desperately. She only hoped Thomas Walcott was at peace now and that maybe, somehow, he and James would find each other in whatever afterlife they believed in.

      Unfortunately, thinking about Thomas Walcott drew her thoughts back to her father. She’d been dodging him for weeks; in fact, she’d been dodging everyone. Her agent Mags had been calling her almost nonstop from Boston. She’d only seen Louisa when medically necessary as her shoulder was healing well apart from a little lingering stiffness.

      After the initial round of statements and the police investigation into Thomas Walcott’s death, Olivia had even managed to avoid Mac and Jake. She’d holed up in the house, licking her wounds and brooding. Theo was the only one whose presence she seemed able to tolerate. He was the calm at the eye of the storm while chaos raged around her. He soothed her in a way she’d never experienced before and wasn’t ready to examine in intimate detail just yet.

      Suddenly jolted from her thoughts by a mournful chiming somewhere deep in the house Olivia listened as the chimes struck three o’clock before it occurred to her how weird that was.

      As far as she was aware there wasn’t a grandfather clock in the house.

      Unfolding her legs, she stood slowly and on silent feet she crept from the room. Beau, sensing her move, stretched and yawned before trotting out of the room loyally behind her. She was barely halfway down the stairs when a shudder rippled through her body and the tiny hairs on the back of her neck rose.

      It was freezing.

      She kept moving but the further down the stairs, the colder it was. Her fingers and toes were starting to feel numb, and her breath was expelled from her mouth as a fine, vaporous mist.

      Creeping warily down the hallway, her heart pounded in her chest. A rush of icy air brushed against her face pushing her hair back and it was coming from the direction of the kitchen.

      She could still hear the monotonous ticking of the phantom grandfather clock. It seemed to be everywhere. Beau’s quiet whine came from behind her and when she glanced over her shoulder it was to find Beau cowering behind her.

      With a soothing murmur she scooped him into her arms, feeling his tiny body trembling. She stroked him gently and pressed her lips to his head. She wasn’t sure if she was trying to comfort him or drawing comfort for herself.

      Inhaling slowly, Olivia braced herself and approached the kitchen apprehensively. Stepping through the doorway, she froze and her heart began to hammer harder. The back door stood open to the freezing night air but what caught her attention were the wet footprints trailing across the floor and the lone figure standing in the corner.
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        * * *

      

      Theo tossed restlessly in his sleep, lost in a constricting shroud of half dreams and churning thoughts. He was standing on the shore of the icy lake. The dark, oily waters were shrouded in a mist so thin it looked like tattered lace. The sky was black without a single star, and lit by only the pale moon.

      A figure stood silently on the shore, gazing out over the restless water. Theo opened his mouth to speak but found he could make no sound. Slowly the figure turned, her hood falling back to reveal a face so heartbreakingly similar to his beloved his heart clenched. His fists tightened in anger as he beheld the woman who had caused Olivia so much pain.

      Isabel West’s gaze swept past him as if she couldn’t see him, her coldly beautiful face emotionless and her narrowed gaze fixed upon the two figures in front of her. The demon Nathaniel returned her stare, his eyes burning in equal measures of pure hate and reluctant obedience. His face resembled a mismatched assemblage of the men Isabel had murdered in order to build him a mortal body, but Theo knew it was him. He would always recognize the demon regardless of whose face he was wearing.

      Isabel’s gaze dropped to the figure held tightly by Nathaniel. “Where is she?” Isabel asked coldly.

      The captive man raised his head, fixing her with dark eyes, his lip bloodied and torn. “I know what it is you seek, witch,” he spat, “but you will not find it this way.”

      “Where is she?” she repeated calmly.

      He clamped his lips together and stared at her, his eyes burning with hatred.

      “Very well,” she whispered and leaned in close, her lips almost brushing his intimately. “We’ll do this the hard way.”

      He laughed. It was a humorless sound. “There is nothing you can do to force an answer from me, Isabel West.”

      Her gaze drifted over his torn robe and his bruised face as if casually appraising him.

      “I’m not the only one who knows who you are and what it is you seek,” he warned. “You are being watched.”

      “It makes no difference.” Her mouth curved in amusement. “Let them watch.”

      “Release me,” the robed man demanded through gritted teeth.

      “Oh, I don’t think so,” Isabel murmured slowly. “You have information I want.”

      “And I told you I will never give it despite your pet demon.” His lip curled in disdain as he glanced up at the demon’s deformed face.

      Nathaniel growled at the insult and twisted the man’s arms tighter until he hissed in pain.

      “Not quite as untouchable as you thought, are you?” She smiled before looking back to Nathaniel. “Bring him.”

      “Stupid woman,” the captive laughed. “You cannot take me from the lake. I am bound to it in ways you could not possibly hope to understand.”

      He watched as her hand disappeared into the fold of her jacket, and she withdrew a large, thick black metal ring. Etched deep into its surface and highlighted by the moonlight were glowing blue symbols.

      “Where did you get that filthy thing?” he hissed.

      “Let’s just say I have friends in not so high places.” She smiled as she swung it from her fingertips.

      He glared at her. “I can’t give you what you want.”

      “We’ll just see about that.” Taking the ring in her hands, she gave a sharp tug and with a click, it separated to form two halves.

      “No!” He inched back, trying to get away from her, but Nathaniel simply laughed and held him tighter. “No!”

      He struggled and fought desperately but it was no good. Nathaniel held him firmly. Isabel placed the metal ring around his neck and it fused back into one, forming a thick metallic collar. Once it was in place, Nathaniel released him, and he dropped helplessly to the ground. He tried to raise his head, but it was as if the collar was too heavy, pinning him to the freezing snow-covered ground.

      “You can’t do this.” He gasped as if every breath was a struggle.

      “I already have. That’s the difference between us. I take what I want, whereas you”– her disdainful gaze swept over him–“you are still nothing more than a servant despite your power.”

      “If you take me from the lake, the doorway will remain open,” he panted. “You have no idea of the chaos you will unleash.”

      “Tell me what I want to know”—she spread her hands innocently—“and you may go free.”

      “I can’t,” he growled, clawing desperately at the ground, trying to return to the waters of the lake.

      Nathaniel laughed mercilessly and grasped his ankle, dragging him away from the water.

      “Please.” His eyes met hers, his voice an exhausted whisper. “You don’t know what you’ve done.”

      “Bring him.”

      Nathaniel grabbed the nearly unconscious man and effortlessly hauled him over his shoulder before disappearing into the darkness.

      Isabel turned and took one last look at the lake as misty figures began to rise from the depths. Hovering above the churning water they began to drift ominously toward the shore.

      Theo woke with a start, his body drenched with a cold, clammy sweat. In his panic he reached for Olivia, only to realize she was no longer beside him. Hauling himself out of bed, he pulled on his sweatpants and t-shirt and hurried down the stairs in search of her, his disturbing dream was all but forgotten. But the strange sense of unease remained.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia stepped into the kitchen and her heart lurched in her chest. She could barely breathe, her breath catching in her throat as every muscle in her body froze.

      A young woman stood motionless with her back to her. She wore a thin white muslin shift, torn and streaked with mud. Her black hair hung in thick, wet tangles down her back, and her skin was chalky white. Olivia blinked and the girl was suddenly facing her, the pupils of her eyes white and lifeless and the shadows beneath her eyes like dark purple bruises. She stepped toward Olivia, a strange twitchy movement, disjointed and jerky, like watching an old film reel.

      Olivia couldn’t move; her muscles locked tight. Her hair standing on end. The girl was now standing barely a foot in front of her, just staring. She slowly opened her mouth as if to speak but instead of words, dirty water spilled from her lips in a violent gush.

      “What the hell?”

      As Theo’s voice echoed in the cold air, the girl turned sharply toward him, and her body dissolved into dirty water, flooding the kitchen and smashing angrily against the cabinets like crashing waves.

      Olivia kneeled and scooped up some of the water, examining it with a shaky breath and letting it pour from her palm back to the floor.

      “It’s lake water.” She looked up at Theo, who was staring back at her, his eyes wide with shock.

      “What was that?”

      Olivia’s heart was still hammering in her chest. “A spirit.”

      Theo swallowed tightly, his lips thinning and his brow creasing. “Has this ever happened before?”

      She shook her head. “I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

      “Shouldn’t the protective wards have kept her out?”

      “I guess not,” Olivia murmured. “I wonder what she wanted.”

      “What she wanted?”

      Olivia bit her lip thoughtfully, forcing herself to push past the fear and analyze what she’d just experienced. “I don’t think she was trying to hurt me. It felt like…I don’t know...” She blew out a breath and shook her head. “Like she wanted to tell me something.”

      “But what?” Theo looked at the inch deep dirty water covering the floor.

      Olivia shivered. The back door was still open and she stepped forward to close it, but Beau suddenly darted past her, barking madly as he disappeared into the darkness.

      “BEAU!” she yelled after him. “Shit.”

      She rushed to the door and yanked on the green rubber boots tucked neatly behind it. Grabbing her coat off the coat hook, she pulled it on and ran out after him.

      Halfway toward the dock, she realized she should have brought a flashlight. Reaching for the light and heat of her magic, she snapped her fingers and watched as one of her dragonflies burst into life. It circled her excitedly as it burned bright in the darkness, composed of living flames.

      She set off again in the direction of the dock, her dragonfly hovering over her shoulder, lighting her way. Beau’s barks filled the air as she trudged through snowdrifts and shivered. She pulled her jacket tighter around her body against the icy wind that tugged at her clothes and whipped at her hair.

      As she reached the jetty, her feet slipped beneath her on the wet wood and she slowed even more, knowing the last thing she needed was to fall into the icy waters of the lake.

      “Beau.” She scooped him up into her arms as he continued to bark madly at something.

      She stared at the lake which was shrouded by a thick fog. For a second, she thought she saw a light out on the water, a small orange glow. She peered out, unconsciously stepping closer to the edge, and as the fog parted momentarily, she saw a small, empty wooden skiff drifting on the water.

      At one end, mounted on a pole, was an old-fashioned lamp burning with an eerie glow against the darkness. This must have been the light she’d seen. Another roll of fog swept in, and the small boat once again disappeared from view.

      Beau’s tiny body shivered against her, looking down at him as he squirmed in her arms her gaze was caught by something in the water lapping up against the jetty. Setting Beau down carefully she kneeled down, the wood cold and damp beneath her as she leaned over the edge to get a better look.

      Her dragonfly hovered above her, it’s light making the shape in the water glow. At first, she thought it was just a piece of driftwood, maybe a stray branch, but as it floated into the light, she could make out some sort of carving on it.

      Unable to resist, she stretched for it, frustrated when it bobbed just out of her reach. Determined to reach it, she leaned out further. It lapped against her hand in the icy water, not once but twice, but as her fingers finally wrapped around it, a chalky white hand shot out of the water and grabbed her wrist. Letting out a bloodcurdling scream, she felt herself pitch toward the water, unable to stop her momentum.

      Suddenly, strong arms wrapped around her and yanked her back. She fell back against the jetty. Her heart pounded in her throat as she fought to suck in a deep breath, aware that her fingers were still wrapped tightly around the piece of wood she had found floating in the water.

      “Olivia, what the hell were you thinking?” Theo growled.

      “Sorry.” She panted, adrenaline still flooding her body and making her slightly dizzy. “Grab Beau before he falls in, would you?” she managed as her heartbeat gradually slowed.

      Theo stood and scooped the puppy up, tucking him under one arm while he reached down and hauled Olivia to her feet. “We’d better get back to the house before you end up with a fever. It’s freezing out here.”

      She realized it was probably best not to argue with him; after all, she’d probably just scared another ten years off his life. At this rate, she’d probably turn the poor guy prematurely gray. They struggled through the snow back to the house, then and locked the door behind them when they finally reached its cover.

      “Why are you holding a stick?” Theo asked in confusion.

      “I don’t think it is just a stick,” she replied as she pulled her coat off. Turning the branch over in the bright light of the kitchen, she studied it. It was about three feet long and quite thick. There was a gnarled knot at the top, although she couldn’t quite tell if it was part of the wood or whether it had been chiseled that way. In fact, she couldn’t even tell what kind of wood it was. But it there were fascinating engravings carved along the length of it.

      “Are those letters?” Theo looked closer. “I don’t recognize them.”

      “I think they might be Greek,” Olivia murmured, her hands trembling making it hard to see the fine details.

      “Olivia, you’re shaking.” Theo frowned as he plucked the strange stick from her hands and set it down on the counter. He took her hands in his and rubbed her skin. “You’re frozen.”

      “Where’s Beau?” Olivia asked as she glanced around her legs.

      “He’s thawing out in front of the fire,” Theo replied.

      “I think he might have the right idea.” She shuddered, yelping in surprise as Theo scooped her up and tossed her over his shoulder.

      “You don’t need to worry.” He chuckled. “I’m sure I can think of a way to thaw you out.”

      Olivia laughed as he carried her out of the kitchen, flipping off the light switch on their way out. But as their laughter drifted down from the stairs, the staff, laying forgotten on the counter in the darkness of the kitchen, began to glow silver with strange ancient lettering.
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      Olivia looked up, her mouth full of toast, as Theo wandered into the kitchen with the paper in one hand and Beau winding in circles around his legs. Setting her toast down while Theo poured himself a coffee, she began to butter a slice for him.

      “Why have you still got that dirty stick?” Theo asked, his gaze skimming over the stick she’d pulled from the lake the night before.

      “It’s not just a stick.” She dipped the knife into the jam. “I’m not sure what it is yet.”

      Theo frowned. “You’re lucky you didn’t end up in the lake because of that thing last night.”

      “That wasn’t exactly my fault. Something grabbed me and tried to pull me in.”

      “That’s even worse.” He sighed. “And yet you say it so calmly.” He shook his head. “Can you please avoid the lake until we figure this out? I can’t swim, although that wouldn’t have stopped me from jumping in after you, and we would have both drowned.”

      “Are you kidding?” Olivia grinned. “The lake in January? We’d both have died of hypothermia before we drowned.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” he replied dryly.

      She shrugged, placing the toast on his plate. “Of course, that’s if the crazy ghost in the lake didn’t get us first.”

      “This is the strangest breakfast conversation I think I’ve ever had.” Theo shook his head as he took a bite and hummed in appreciation. “What’s this?” He turned the jar around and tried to read the scrawled handwriting on the homemade label.

      “Liddy Mayberry made it.” Olivia took a bite of her own toast. “She’s decided to branch out from cakes and pastries and has been trying her hand at jams and jellies.”

      “Where does the woman find the time?” He took another pleased bite.

      “Never underestimate the ingenuity of a woman suffering from a raging case of empty nest.”

      “Empty nest?” Theo repeated. “I don’t understand this reference.”

      “All of her children have grown up and left home,” Olivia replied, taking a sip of her tea. “Her husband Alistair owns and runs the local newspaper and puts in long hours and with her children gone, I think she’s just lonely and bored.”

      “I see,” he answered as his hand disappeared under the table with part of his toast. She heard the distinct sound of a wagging tail thumping enthusiastically against the floor.

      “Theo.” She sighed. “Stop feeding Beau from the table. You’re giving him bad habits. No wonder he follows you around like a shadow.”

      “It won’t hurt him.”

      “It’s not good for him to have sugary foods.” She stood up and dropped a kiss on his lips. “He’ll end up with a sweet tooth like yours.”

      Theo watched as she turned to fill Beau’s bowl with some of his own food. Hearing his food bag being opened, Beau scrambled to his feet and headed for Olivia.

      “Good boy.” She bent down and stroked him as he clumsily stuck his face deep into the bowl, causing the food to sweep up and over the sides like a small tsunami.

      “What are we going to do about the apparition from last night?” Theo asked.

      “I’m not sure yet,” Olivia mused, turning to pour herself a fresh cup of tea. “I don’t have much experience with spirits. Apart from that time in college when a couple of my friends decided to get drunk and have a séance, I’ve never given the idea of ghosts much thought. Last night was definitely the first time I’ve seen one up close and personal.”

      “I wonder who she was.”

      “I have no idea.” Olivia sat back down with her fresh tea cradled in her hands.

      “It’s a pity there is no one we can ask.”

      “Someone we can ask,” she mused as her gaze fell on the newspaper. “I wonder?”

      “What?”

      Setting down her tea, Olivia picked up the paper and opened it, flipping through the pages until she found the right one and scanned down the list of ads. “There,” she replied, pointing to a name.

      Theo leaned over. “Fiona Caldwell, medium and spiritualist,” he read out loud. “A medium?”

      “Someone who speaks with spirits,” she clarified.

      “Speaks with spirits,” Theo replied skeptically. “We had those where I come from, but they were either charlatans or in league with demons.”

      “Careful, sweetheart”—she smiled— “your Puritan is showing again.”

      “Regardless.” He huffed quietly. “This person is probably a fraud. It’s a waste of time.”

      “Well, it’s my time to waste, and my house that’s haunted…apparently.” She frowned “It’s either Fiona Caldwell or…” She squinted slightly as she read the ad underneath. “The mysterious Madam Magini, purveyor of mystical and fantastic communications from the other world.”

      “Fine,” he conceded after a moment, “Ms. Caldwell it is.”

      Olivia rose from her chair and walked over to Theo, climbing into his lap and settling her legs astride his. She wrapped her arms around him and brushed her lips against his.

      “You know,” she replied slowly, “as we’re going to be out anyway, we could always swing by the coffee shop afterward. I think they’re still doing the caramel brûlée lattes.”

      “You’re a devious woman.” He chuckled lightly as his hands slid around her, pulling her in closer.

      She smiled against his lips. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      His hand slid up under her hair and cupped the back of her neck. He took her lips softly as if he had all the time in the world, and in that one moment everything faded away, and he was every breath she took.
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      An hour later, they pulled up to the listed address and climbed warily out of the car. Stepping onto the sidewalk, Olivia looked up curiously at the two-story house in front of her. It was like a rainbow had exploded all over it. The boards were painted a bright happy yellow with poppy-red shutters, the front door was an eye-catching cerulean blue, and hanging everywhere were brightly colored glass jars, wind chimes, sun dials, and weather vanes. Opening the grass-green gate, she picked her way up the snow-covered path, closely followed by a bemused Theo. Small mounds of snow were scattered throughout the front yard, each covered with a fine dusting of snow, showing splashes of color here and there. They reached the porch, and she realized the small heaps were garden gnomes, dozens of them clustered together in corners.

      Raising her hand to knock, Olivia stumbled back when the door swung open. A short, well-built woman appeared, regarding them both suspiciously. She wore cat-eye glasses attached to a gold chain and her hair was a wild gray beehive which wouldn’t have looked out of place on a 1950s schoolmistress. Olivia’s gaze fell to the bright blue sweater with a reindeer on the front and a tweed skirt that fell to just below her knees. Her green argyle socks were pulled up to the middle of her calves and on her feet were bright red Birkenstocks.

      “Uh…Ms. Caldwell?” Olivia stepped closer, offering her hand. “I’m…”

      “The West girl.” She gave a sharp nod and Olivia briefly wondered how long it would take for the people of Mercy to stop referring to her as the West girl. Probably never. They’d most likely still be calling her that when she was an old woman.

      “Call me Fiona,” the woman announced, her accent no-nonsense and very clearly British. “I used to play bridge with your aunt Evelyn every Thursday.”

      She gripped Olivia’s offered hand and gave a firm shake while she studied Olivia speculatively. Then she turned to Theo. Releasing Olivia’s hand and pushing her black-rimmed glasses back up the bridge of her nose, she squinted as she scrutinized him just as thoroughly as she had Olivia.

      “This is…” Olivia began.

      “Not from our time, are you?” The old woman huffed, pursing her lips and releasing them with a smacking sound. “Fascinating.” She stepped back from the door and waved them inside. “Come in, come in, don’t loiter. Jolly cold out.”

      “Um, okay.” Olivia stepped into the foyer. “Thank you.”

      The house looked even bigger inside and was even more garishly decorated than the exterior, with bright blue woodwork and wallpaper covered with huge flowers.

      “What on earth is that?” Theo whispered with wide eyes.

      Olivia followed his gaze to the skinny, bald cat sitting upright on the curved end of the banister. “It’s a Sphynx cat.”

      “That’s a cat?” His brows rose in alarm. “What’s wrong with it?”

      “It’s supposed to look like that.” Her mouth twitched in amusement as Theo stared at the strange, wrinkly creature.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Fiona interrupted as she eyed the creature fondly, “that’s just Penelope.” Another cat identical to the first appeared and wound itself around Fiona’s legs. “And this is Pandora.” She chuckled as she bent down and scooped her up, nuzzling her wrinkled face. Another cat shot out of a nearby doorway and, taking one look at the new guests, bolted down the hallway and disappeared. “That’s Priscilla,” Fiona told them as she set off down the hallway. “She’s a little shy of strangers.”

      “I think we might’ve been better off with the mysterious Madam Magini,” he muttered under his breath.

      “Madam Magini, my foot.” Fiona snorted. “Her name’s Delores Lebinski and she’s about as mysterious as a can of baked beans.” She stopped abruptly and looked Theo up and down. “She’d have eaten you alive, boy. If she ever offers to read your tea leaves, my advice is to decline. Resolutely.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind,” Theo murmured as she ushered them through a doorway.

      His eyes fell on two more of the strange hairless felines sitting regally on the arm and back of a deeply cushioned sunshine-yellow couch. A mewling came from across the room, and he spotted another three cats sprawled idly along a deep window ledge.

      “This is Primavera and Primrose.” She nodded toward the two on the couch. “Don’t mind them, they’re quite friendly.”

      “Is she aware of the other twenty-five letters in the alphabet?” Theo whispered to Olivia.

      “Over there are Poppy and Pomona,” the small woman continued. “Then we have Prudence and… Colin.”

      Olivia chuckled. “Apparently, she is.”

      “Sit, sit, sit.” Fiona bustled them toward the couch as she placed Pandora to the ground. “We don’t stand on ceremony here, take a seat. I’ve just put a pot of tea on and will be back in a jiffy.”

      The strange little British woman hurried from the room muttering to herself. Olivia watched Theo in amusement for a moment as he and Primrose eyed each other with mutual distrust before turning her attention to the room itself. The walls were painted bright blue, and several large art canvases covered one wall, each of them a riot of loud jewel colors. The effect was hectic and slightly nauseating. Everywhere she turned, she could see eye-popping jewel colors, and nothing seemed to match. The final effect was almost psychedelic.

      After only a few moments Fiona shuffled back into the room carrying a large tray and set it down on the coffee table with a loud clatter. “Coffee for you, Theodore. Black and sweet.” She handed him a steaming mug.

      He took the mug, stared into it, and then looked up at their hostess his brows raised. “How did you know?”

      “You’ll find I know a great many things, young man.” She sat down and began to pour from a chipped red teapot. “Tea for you, Olivia dear.” She handed her a cup and saucer.

      “Thank you, Ms. Caldwell.”

      “I told you, it’s Fiona.” She heaped several spoonfuls of sugar into her own cup. “And don’t slouch. Knew a girl like that once. Perpetua Lancastry. Went to school with her. Spine like a question mark, always slouching. Ran off with a second trombone from the Bromley brass band and ended up with a dose of the clap before he left her high and dry in a B&B in Scotland… Dreadful business, that.” She tutted.

      “You’re English?” Theo asked curiously. “How did you end up in Mercy?”

      “How do most people end up in Mercy?” Fiona pulled out a tarnished silver cigarette case from the deep pocket of her skirt. “You’ll find people with preternatural gifts naturally gravitate toward this town. It’s a place of power, a very old one at that. I’m not talking about the town itself, back in England, we have buildings older than this town. No, I’m talking about the land itself. It runs just beneath the surface, magic, far more ancient than anything you can possibly imagine. It calls to those with abilities, draws them close. You must’ve felt it yourself.” She looked directly at Olivia as she pulled a cigarette from the case and closed it with a snap. “Mind you, with that demon calling you back to Mercy, I expect his voice drowned out everything else.”

      “You know about that?” Olivia’s eyes widened.

      “Of course I do.” She pulled a pink plastic lighter from her pocket. “Of course I do, pay attention girl, your aunt Evelyn and I didn’t sit around discussing the weather during our bridge nights. Do you mind?” Fiona indicated the cigarette before shrugging and lighting it anyway. “Of course you don’t mind, I’m well aware of your proclivity for fire.”

      Olivia wanted to tell her that inhaling secondhand smoke wasn’t exactly the same thing as conjuring magical fire from the hell dimensions, but it seemed a little rude considering it was Fiona’s house.

      “You seem to know a lot.” Theo stared at the strange woman, not exactly sure what to make of her.

      “The advertisement may say medium and spiritualist”—Fiona took a long drag and breathed out a cloud of smoke—“and that pays the bills. Most of my clients just want the comfort of knowing their loved ones are still watching over them. But make no mistake, my abilities run far deeper than that.” She rummaged around in her seemingly bottomless pocket once again and this time came up with a tartan-covered hip flask. “Hot toddy, anyone?” she offered, pouring the deep amber liquid into her teacup.

      “Sure.” Olivia held out her own cup, charmed by the eccentric middle-aged woman.

      “That’s a good girl.” Fiona chuckled in approval, “So let’s cut to the chase, as you Americans say. Why don’t you tell me what it is you want from me?”

      Olivia took a sip from her teacup and sucked in a sharp breath.

      “Are you alright?” Theo frowned as he watched Olivia. “Your eyes are watering.”

      “I’m fine.” Her voice came out as a husky rasp.

      “That’ll put hair on your chest.” Fiona cackled as she slipped the flask back inside her pocket and took another drag of her cigarette. “Do you like it?” She beamed. “I brew it myself, not unlike your moonshine, I think.”

      “I can tell.” Olivia coughed weakly.

      “So?” Fiona indicated for Olivia to speak up.

      Olivia cleared her throat and swallowed several times before setting her cup down on the coffee table. “Last night, I heard a grandfather clock chiming in the house, but the weird thing is, I don’t own a grandfather clock. I got up to see what was happening but when I got downstairs, the temperature had dropped to below freezing. When I reached the kitchen, the back door was open and there were wet footprints leading into the room.”

      Fiona leaned forward. “You saw a spirit, didn’t you?”

      Olivia nodded. “Yes…a girl. Well…a young woman, I suppose. Maybe eighteen or nineteen years old. About my height, long dark hair. She was wearing an old-fashioned white nightdress and it was torn and dirty. She opened her mouth to speak, but water poured out of it.”

      “What was the water like?” The question appeared somewhat random.

      “Why does that matter?” Theo asked.

      “Because it does,” she answered irritably. “Stop interrupting.”

      “It was dirty, like lake water,” Olivia replied. Fiona nodded and indicated for her to continue. “Theo walked into the kitchen and she just…” Olivia held her hands up, looking for the right word to describe what she’d seen. “Dissolved.”

      “Disappeared?” Fiona asked.

      “Not exactly.” She shook her head. “It was more like she became the water and just…”

      “Dissolved,” they both said in unison.

      Fiona nodded and sat back, sucking on her cigarette so hard it almost burned straight down to the butt.

      “I’ll need to take a trip out to your house and see what we’re dealing with,” she replied after a moment. “Did you feel threatened by her? I’m not talking about the initial jolt of seeing her.” Fiona shook her head. “I mean, did she try to harm you in any way?”

      “No,” she replied. “Actually, it felt like she was trying to say something to me.”

      “Interesting.” Fiona stubbed out her cigarette in a cow shaped ashtray. “Well, there’s no time like the present.”

      “For what?” Theo asked as Fiona stood abruptly.

      “To visit the scene of the crime, as it were,” she replied. “I can get a better reading if I’m standing where the manifestation took place.”

      “You want to come to my house?” Olivia blinked and then scrambled out of her seat to catch up with Fiona who was already striding back into the hallway.

      “Isn’t that what I just said?” Fiona kicked off her Birkenstocks, replacing them with bright orange snow boots. “Come on, come on, my time is not limitless, you know.”

      She ushered them out briskly as she zipped up a thick red jacket and yanked on a purple striped wool hat, grabbing her keys on the way out as she followed them onto the porch.

      “You head back, I’ll follow you,” Fiona told them as she headed toward an old green mini cooper.

      Olivia turned to Theo, who was looking bemused. “I guess we’d better do as she says.”

      “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” Theo said dryly.

      “Of course I am.” Olivia grinned. “That woman is exactly my brand of crazy.”

      “Well, you’re right about the crazy part,” he murmured, turning to follow Olivia to the car.

      They drove back in silence for the most part, followed by the strange little green car that seemed as quirky as its owner, and as Olivia parked up in front of the house, it swung in behind her. She watched Fiona practically fall out of the pint-sized car. Straightening up, the old woman turned and stared at the woods before her gaze tracked slowly across the panoramic view from the land in front of Olivia’s house, past the road they’d just come down and then across to the lake with its small, lonely wooden jetty.

      “Is everything alright, Fiona?” Olivia asked as she approached the distracted woman.

      “Yes, yes,” she answered absently, although her eyes seemed firmly fixed on the waters of the lake, her hands in her pocket jingling her keys restlessly. Olivia was about to ask her again if she was okay when Fiona turned abruptly, her tone brisk and businesslike. “Shall we have a look in the house then?”

      “Sure.” Olivia turned to the house and followed Theo up the steps to the porch. She could hear a scrambling of claws on wood followed by an enthusiastic bark and as Theo opened the front door, Beau shot out past them, heading straight for Fiona.

      “Well, hello, young man.” She laughed delightedly and hunkered down to his level while he jumped up at her and tried to lick her face. “You’re a handsome chap, aren’t you?”

      “His name is Beau,” Olivia told her with a smile.

      “It certainly suits him.” She chuckled, heading up the steps as the puppy followed her, bumping into her legs enthusiastically.

      Fiona stepped across the threshold and stopped in the hallway. She removed her purple hat and several hairpins dropped to the floor. Her crazy iron-gray beehive, streaked with the odd stripe of pure white, stood out in all directions, making her look like a banshee.

      “Shall I take your coat for you?” Theo asked.

      “No.” She shook her head. “No need, I won’t be staying. I don’t like to leave the cats for too long.”

      “The kitchen’s through this way,” Olivia indicated. “That’s where we saw her.”

      “I remember well enough, your great-aunt used to make a particularly lovely Elderberry wine, and we spent more than an evening or two getting sloshed together,” Fiona replied jovially and sauntered off in the direction of the kitchen. “Is this the only place the girl has manifested?”

      “Yes.” Olivia nodded behind her. “I mean, as far as I know. I’ve only seen her once.”

      “Well, you might find that changes now that she’s shown herself to you.” Fiona stepped into the room and inhaled deeply. “I see there are protective wards around the house. They weren’t here before.”

      “No, they’re mine,” Olivia explained. “I put them around the house when the murders were going on.”

      “Sensible,” Fiona muttered.

      “How much do you know?” Olivia asked curiously. “I mean, how much did my aunt actually tell you?”

      “I know about the demon, and I also know that he’s escaped. I felt it the moment he set foot on Mercy soil.” Her lips thinned in displeasure.

      “I set the wards around the house to keep out any supernatural creatures. What I don’t understand is how the girl’s spirit was able to cross the line.”

      “She didn’t.” Fiona shook her head.

      “What do you mean?” Olivia frowned.

      “She didn’t cross the line, she has been here all along. When you raised the protective circle around the house, all you did was trap her on the inside.”

      “Oh.”

      “Although,” Fiona mused, “I don’t know that your wards would have made much of a difference anyway. You said you adapted it to keep out supernatural creatures?”

      “Yes.” She nodded.

      “I don’t think spirits fully count as supernatural creatures. Even though they’re dead, they were once human. It’s a bit of a gray area.”

      “Great,” Olivia muttered sourly.

      Fiona crouched low to the ground, her knees cracking loudly. Placing her hand on the floor, she closed her eyes. “She’s always been here,” she murmured. “This was her home once.”

      “Do you know who she is?”

      Fiona opened her eyes and stood. “She’s yours…she’s a West. I can feel that much. I can’t seem to get her name though, which is strange. Usually that’s the first thing I pick up on.”

      “She won’t tell you?”

      Fiona shook her head. “It’s more like she can’t tell me. Something or someone is stopping her.”

      “Someone?” Olivia repeated slowly.

      “I sense more than one presence in this house.” Fiona glanced around the room.

      “Well, that makes me feel better,” she muttered sarcastically.

      “Do you recall anyone in your family ever mentioning a girl who drowned in the lake?”

      Olivia cast her mind back then shook her head. “No, I don’t remember anything like that. Is that what happened to her then? She drowned in the lake?”

      “Yes,” Fiona mused. “It may have been an accident, or maybe not. I can sense her spirit is restless. For whatever reason, she never passed over to the other side, instead remaining here, tied to this house. Up until now she has been dormant.” She tapped her chin, almost speaking to herself. “But what happened to change that? What pushed her out of her pattern?”

      “The demon escaping?” Theo suggested.

      “Maybe,” she replied as she looked over to Olivia. “You said you felt like she was trying to tell you something?”

      Olivia nodded. “Yes, but she couldn’t seem to get the words out. Water just kept pouring from her mouth.”

      “She’s trapped in a death cycle, reliving her last few moments of life. You have to understand spirits aren’t linear like you and I are. Time has no meaning for them, nor does reality. They often get confused. If this poor, unfortunate girl has been trapped in a death cycle, she wouldn’t have been aware of any living person in this house, which would probably account for why no one has mentioned her. She hasn’t shown herself to anyone else, so why did she show herself to you?”

      Olivia blew out an exasperated breath and cast her eyes to the ceiling. “Why is it always me?”

      “That, my dear,” Fiona replied sympathetically, “is a question I can’t answer for you. But I’m sure you’ll figure it out. You said she’s trying to tell you something, so listen. Sooner or later she’ll show up again.”

      “Thanks,” she replied flatly. “That’ll help me sleep better at night.”

      “Here.” Fiona dove into her deep skirt pocket and handed Olivia a rumpled scrap of paper. “Don’t call the number on the newspaper ad, that’s the line for clients, and I don’t always answer. This is my personal number. Call me anytime day or night if you need to. In the meantime, I suggest you try and figure out who she is.”

      “How do I do that?” Olivia frowned.

      “I didn’t get much from her, but I will go out on a limb here and place her lifetime somewhere at the end of the nineteenth century, beginning of the twentieth. We know she was part of your family and that she was around eighteen or so when she died. We also know she drowned. It’s a start, so look at your family history, the history of the town, at anyone who drowned in the lake. Sooner or later we’ll find out who she is, maybe that’ll be enough to put her spirit to rest. Sometimes spirits just want to be acknowledged.”

      “But you don’t think that’s the case with her.” Olivia’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Do you?”

      “No, I don’t.” Fiona shook her head. “I think it took something pretty significant to break a spirit out of a death cycle. She’s trying to reach out to you for a reason, you just need to figure out what that reason is.”

      “Okay,” Olivia conceded. “I’ll see what I can find out.”

      “Good.” she hummed in approval, resuming her usual brisk, businesslike tone. “I must be going now. Theodore, if you wouldn’t mind walking me out.”

      “Certainly.” He turned to lead her back out of the room as she said goodbye to Olivia.

      Fiona followed him to the door, pulling the purple hat out of her pocket and yanking it down over her ears. “A word if you don’t mind, Theodore.” She marched past him and out onto the snow-covered porch.

      Theo stepped out behind her and pulled the door to. “Is there something I can help you with, Ms. Caldwell?”

      “Fiona,” she corrected in a clipped tone. “I have a question.”

      “Okay?”

      “When are you going to tell Olivia about your wife?” Fiona asked bluntly.

      Theo’s eyes widened in shock as his back stiffened and his jaw clenched. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he hedged.

      “Yes, you do, boy. Don’t play the innocent with me.” Her eyes narrowed. “You need to tell Olivia about Mary.”

      He crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Olivia doesn’t need to know.”

      “Yes, she does.” Fiona puffed out her chest, drawing herself up to full height, and still she only reached Theo’s chest. “You need to tell Olivia what happened to her.”

      His eyes flashed, and his mouth tightened into a thin line.

      “Stop looking at me like that,” Fiona muttered. “You need to be honest, if Olivia finds out some other way, you’ll lose her.”

      “But if I tell her, I’ll lose her,” Theo replied quietly.

      “That’s her choice to make.” She gave him a pointed stare. “Not yours.”

      “What do you intend to do?”

      “Nothing, for now.” She regarded him with serious eyes. “But I will give you a warning. The dead never stay dead, your visitation last night should have taught you that. The past has a way of refusing to stay buried. The truth will out, boy.” Her voice dropped low as she turned toward the steps. “You would do well to remember that.”
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      It had been two days since Fiona’s visit. Two frustrating days, Olivia thought as she slammed another journal shut, and still she hadn’t found any clue as to who her mystery ghost was. To make matters worse, for the past few days Theo had been surly and withdrawn, which was unlike him. He’d disappeared into the dining room, which they had cleared to make into a studio for him. Whatever was on his mind, he seemed to be working through it by painting, so she’d left him to it. But she missed talking to him, having him to bounce ideas off.

      Leaning back in her chair, she took a deep breath. She was getting nowhere. She’d been through all the family records she could find, as well as her grandmother’s and her great-aunt’s journals, but there were quite literally centuries of the Wests’ history tucked up in her library, and none of it was in any kind of order. It would take her forever to make sense of her family history.

      There was one avenue she could explore although she had been deliberately putting it off. If the girl had drowned in the lake, whether it was a suspicious or accidental death, there should have been an investigation, especially as the victim belonged to one of the founding families of Mercy. At the very least, there should have been a police report somewhere. It was time to stop avoiding everyone. She was going to have to ask Jake for his help.

      Closing the journal, she pushed back from the desk and stood, stretching out the kinks in her back. Wondering what Theo was up to, she wandered into the dining room and paused in the doorway, watching him for a moment. He was asleep in the deep tatty chair they had hauled in from the parlor and placed in front of the huge bay window. His head had fallen back against the threadbare cushion and his chest rose and fell in slow, measured breaths. An open sketchbook lay in his lap and a pencil dangled from his loose fingertips.

      He wasn’t sleeping at night. She’d felt him toss and turn next to her, and he’d even given in a few times and disappeared into the dining room to paint into the early hours of the morning. But whatever it was that plagued his thoughts, he refused to open up to her. She’d tried to be understanding and give him some space, hoping that he would talk to her, but so far he showed absolutely no inclination to speak of it.

      She crossed the room quietly, to where an easel stood in the center of the room with a canvas resting on it. She guessed from the wet, colorful splotches on the floor that he’d spent the morning painting. Although burning curiosity gnawed at her, she resisted the urge to lift the sheet covering his latest creation. She knew if he’d covered it, he didn’t want anyone seeing it. Resolutely turning her back on the painting she moved closer to him. Beau slept curled up at his feet as if he were guarding him and as she reached them her puppy opened a sleepy eye. Lifting his head to look at her he thumped his tail on the floor a couple of times in greeting then laid his head back down on Theo’s feet and promptly went back to sleep.

      She gazed down at Theo’s face, aware of the frown which marred his brow even in sleep. Whatever he was dreaming about it wasn’t peaceful. Reaching out with gentle fingers she smoothed back a dark lock of hair which had fallen forward onto his face. Her gaze was drawn down to the open sketchpad in his lap where he had drawn a very detailed gnarled ancient looking tree on a hilltop. From its lower branches hung several nooses.

      Frowning Olivia reached out, her fingers closing around the book so she could get a closer look. As she tried to lift it, Theo’s hand shot out and grasped her wrist firmly. He silently looked up at her with unreadable dark eyes, wordlessly he took the pad from her and closed it.

      “That was Gallows Hill, wasn’t it?” she whispered.

      He stood abruptly, causing Beau to scramble out of his way and turning away he placed the sketchpad on top of the pads he had stacked on the table, dropping his pencil back in the pot with the others. Although she could argue he was just tidying his things away, it felt like he’d slammed a door in her face.

      “I wish you’d tell me what’s bothering you,” she spoke so quietly he almost missed it.

      He released a slow breath and turned back to her. “There is nothing bothering me.”

      “No lies, Theo, isn’t that what we agreed?”

      “We also agreed we didn’t have to share everything,” he snapped.

      “Fine,” she answered, clipped tone forcing back the sudden sting of hurt. She wasn’t used to him shutting her out and after the lies and betrayal of her parents, his slight cut deep. “Suit yourself, I’m going out.”

      She turned sharply without waiting for his response, stalking out into the hallway. Yanking on her coat and thrusting her feet into her boots, she picked up her keys and purse. She was about to open the door when she heard his voice behind her, low and troubled.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “Don’t leave like this.”

      She closed her eyes and leaned against the door, feeling a heavy weight settle on her chest. Turning her head slightly her gaze locked on him.

      “What’s going on, Theo?” she asked in confusion. “This isn’t like you.”

      He stared at her, and she could tell by the guarded look in his eyes and the tightening of his mouth that he wasn’t going to share.

      “I’m sorry I disturbed you,” she replied quietly, swallowing down the hurt.

      She moved to grasp the handle of the door but suddenly found herself trapped by Theo’s body against her back and his arms either side of her, his palms pressed flat against the wood of the door.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      “Then tell me what’s happening here.” She frowned. “You’ve been ignoring me for days. Something is clearly wrong. Is it me? Did I do something wrong?”

      “It’s…” He hesitated, unable to find the words. “It’s not you, it’s me.”

      She shook her head, not wanting to hear him give her the old brush off speech so she abruptly turned away from him. She opened her mouth to speak and then thought better of it, not trusting the words that might tumble out. Her chest was tight with need and an uncomfortable ball of emotion burned at the back of her throat. Suddenly she found herself blinking back tears. Determined not to let him see her cry she shoved him back and yanked the door open.

      “I’ll be back later,” she muttered as she stepped out on the porch, unable to look back as she headed toward her car.

      Theo sucked in a breath as she slammed the door in his face, pressing his forehead against the door much as she had, his fist clenched in anger. Dammit, he’d hurt her, he knew he had. Turning around, he slumped back against the door and rubbed his hands over his face in frustration.

      What the hell was he doing?

      He let his head fall back against the wood with a dull thud and dragged in a deep breath. He knew he’d been pushing her away and he hadn’t meant to. He just didn’t know what to do. The crazy psychic woman was right, he needed to tell her about Mary, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do it. It was his deepest, darkest sin, the one thing he was most ashamed of. If Olivia ever found out the truth about what he’d done, she couldn’t possibly forgive him, especially as he’d never been able to forgive himself.

      The truth was, he didn’t want her to know. Their relationship was still so new, not that she would even admit they were in a relationship. Whenever he tried to bring the subject up, she simply shut down or changed the subject. She seemed content to just coast along enjoying each other without any of the work and commitment, not that she would admit that either. He tried not to let it bother him, tried to give her time but he had to admit it stung that she couldn’t say the three little words he was desperate to hear from her.

      He pushed away from the door and moved back into his studio. Stopping in front of the easel he dragged the sheet off the canvas and stared into the one face in the world he wanted to forget. Ice-blue eyes stared coldly back at him framed by a pale face. Her blond hair was tucked neatly under a plain linen cap; although only her shoulders were visible, he knew she wore a severe dark colored dress.

      He’d picked up his brush to paint, unaware of what he was creating until Mary’s face emerged from the canvas to stare at him accusingly. He should never have painted it, he wasn’t even sure why he had. Unable to sleep and plagued by guilt, nightmares had driven him from his and Olivia’s bed. He’d wanted to turn to Olivia so badly, to breathe her in, to feel her soft, warm skin against his, to lose himself in her. But he couldn’t, not while his mind was trapped in the past. He wouldn’t let it touch her, wouldn’t let what he had done taint her in any way.

      Theo continued to stare at the portrait of his wife until finally he was unable to stand looking at her a moment longer. He grabbed the first tube of paint he could reach, regardless of the color, and squeezed it into his palm. Swiping his hand across the picture in a jagged motion he watched as part of her face disappeared behind a violent slash of red, which was surprisingly apt. Picking up another tube he squeezed the contents into his hand and this time swiped a blue streak across the canvas. Lost now in a maelstrom of conflicted emotions he grabbed tubes of color at random and continued to rake his hands across the canvas in the most primitive way until nothing was left but a mad riot of colors.

      He stepped back breathing heavily, his hands caked in the thick sticky paint. He still didn’t feel any better, maybe he should just take the stupid canvas out back and burn it. He reached for it intending to throw it out the back door, but he suddenly paused, his fingers outstretched toward the offending canvas. A cold chill danced down his spine causing him to shiver. Just for a moment he thought he heard a breath exhaled against his ear. He turned to look but as his gaze caught on the mirror mounted on the wall, his heart clenched, and his head snapped around.

      Everything was just as it should be, and he let out a slow breath. Rolling his shoulders, he tried to shift the knot of unease planted between his shoulder blades. Just for a moment, in the mirror, he could have sworn he had seen the reflection of a tall blonde woman standing in the doorway.
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      Olivia pulled into a parking space outside the police station and killed the engine. Taking a deep breath, she leaned over to retrieve her purse before stepping out of the car and locking it carefully behind her. Smoothing down her coat she headed toward the main building trying not to let her thoughts slip back to Theo. She shouldn’t have had a pop at the guy just because she wanted him to spill his secrets. She’d been unfair; he hadn’t pushed her when she didn’t want to talk. She should have at least given him the same courtesy. Sighing in resignation, she pulled the station door open and stepped in. A wall of heat hit her, and she almost took a step back. Jeez, someone liked the heat up high. Pulling off her hat and jamming it into one of her pockets she unzipped her coat and loosened her scarf as she headed for the main desk.

      Ada Bradley gazed up from her computer screen as Olivia’s shadow fell over her screen.

      “Miss West.” She nodded after a moment. “What brings you by today?”

      “Ms. Bradley.”

      Olivia deliberately plastered a cheery smile on her face. After the damage the previous chief of police had done by half convincing everyone she was a deranged murderer, it was going to take a while to rebuild her reputation. Of course, her reputation had not been stellar to start with, on account of everyone believing her father was a murderer. It turned out that was not true but unfortunately no one knew her mother was still alive and that the charges against her father were false.

      “I was wondering if Jake is in today.”

      “Might be.” She picked up the phone and held up a finger indicating for Olivia to wait. “Carl,” she spoke briskly, “is Jake back there with you or is he out on a call?” She listened to the muffled reply for a moment, her gazed locked on Olivia’s. “Tell him Olivia West is here to see him.” Another muffled response caused her to roll her eyes to the ceiling. “That’s what I said.” She hung up abruptly and turned back to Olivia. “He’ll be out in a moment.”

      “Thank you.” She tugged the collar of her sweater, starting to feel a little clammy in the heat. “Warm isn’t it.”

      Ms. Bradley’s mouth curved at the corner. “Heating’s busted, we’re waiting on an engineer.” She indicated the seated area. “You can wait over there, enjoy the free sauna.”

      “Thanks.” Olivia smiled taking a seat.

      Removing her coat and laying it over her lap while she waited, her mind was inadvertently drawn back to Theo. Maybe she should give him some space; perhaps he was having second thoughts about them. After all, they were kind of thrown together in the middle of a massive supernatural crisis. They’d barely known each other a few weeks before they ended up pretty much living together.

      Everything had been so intense and dangerous it wasn’t surprising they’d ended up in bed together. Okay, so he’d said he loved her, but really, how could she believe that? Despite the visions he’d had of her, they really didn’t know each other that well. Now that the danger and urgency had faded, she wondered how much of his feelings toward her had been colored by the situation they had found themselves in. A slow, unwelcome thought began to creep in; what if he wanted to leave but just didn’t know how to tell her? What if he was only staying because she was the only thing in his life that was familiar?

      “Olive!” a warm, welcome voice pulled her from her morose thoughts.

      “Hey, Jake.” Her face broke into a genuine smile as she stood. Before she could utter another word, she found herself crushed in a bear hug.

      “Missed you,” he muttered. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she wheezed. “Jake…need oxygen.”

      He released her with a laugh.

      “I’m sorry I haven’t seen you for a while,” she replied softly. “I just needed time to process, you know?”

      “And have you?” he asked seriously.

      “I’m getting there.” She shrugged.

      “So, is this a social call?”

      “Not exactly.” She smiled ruefully. “I wanted to ask a favor.”

      “Come on.” He tugged her with him. “I’ll get you a really bad cup of coffee and you can tell me about this favor.”

      She followed Jake back through the double doors, past the front desk and the ever-assessing gaze of Ada Bradley and into a large, open plan office, bustling with activity. Edging her way around clusters of desks, she dropped into a seat at Jake’s desk while he disappeared toward the coffee machine.

      “Sorry it’s black”—he handed her a disposable cup—“we’re out of milk.”

      “It’s fine.” She took a sip and grimaced. “I take it back it’s not fine, it’s like tar. How can you drink this poison?”

      “You get used to it after a while.” He shrugged. “I guess I’ve just got a cast iron stomach.”

      “You’d need it.” She slid the offending cup toward the corner of his desk.

      “So, what’s up?”

      “I’m looking for any police files, incident reports, or any kind of documentation about a girl who drowned in the lake.”

      Jake pulled out a notepad and picked up a pen. “Name?”

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “Date?”

      “About a hundred to a hundred and twenty years ago.”

      Jake dropped his pen and turned to stare at her. “I’m sorry what?”

      “A hundred to a hundred and⁠—”

      “Yeah, yeah, that’s what I thought you said.” He held up his hand, shoving the pad out of the way and turned to face her more fully. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on.”

      “Are you sure you really want to know?” She winced.

      “Start talking, Olive.” He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms.

      “I have a ghost in my house.”

      “Huh?”

      “Jake, this conversation is going to take all day if I have to keep repeating myself.”

      “You have a ghost?”

      “She just showed up out of the blue, a few nights ago. Scared the freaking crap out of me, so Theo and I went to see a medium, Fiona Caldwell.”

      “Caldwell…” His brow furrowed in thought. “Wait…do you mean that weird British woman over on Fairfield Avenue? The one with all the garden gnomes?”

      “That’s the one.” She nodded. “Anyway, I’m trying to figure out who she is, so maybe then I can figure out what she wants.”

      “Okay.” He sighed. “Tell me what you know.”

      “Young woman about eighteen years old, drowned in the lake, don’t know if it was accidental or not. She was related to me somehow, she’s part of the West family and would have lived and died sometime around the turn of the nineteenth century.”

      “Well, I’d like to help you”—Jake scratched his stubbled jaw contemplatively—“but back then record keeping was practically non-existent. Most of the cops weren’t even trained. Hell, I don’t even know if we have records that go back that far.”

      He watched as the desk clerk passed by on the way to the coffee machine and waved her over. “Ms. Bradley, I don’t suppose you know how far back our records go do you?”

      “Why?” she asked suspiciously, eyeing Olivia.

      “Just trying to solve a little family mystery is all.” She smiled easily. “I’m looking for records that go back to the turn of the nineteenth century.”

      Ada pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Not sure how far back the records go, the archives used to be kept down in the basement but about ten years back we had that busted pipe, basement got flooded. We lost a lot of paperwork, whatever they managed to salvage was moved up to the third floor. Can’t say what’s actually there and it’s in a hell of a mess.”

      “Thanks, Ms. Bradley.” Jake nodded.

      She grunted and walked away.

      “Stop giving me the puppy eyes.” Jake turned back to Olivia. “You heard her, it’s a mess.”

      “Jake.” She smiled.

      “Urgh, fine.” He sighed. “I’ll take a look but I’m not promising anything.”

      “Thank you, Jake, I really appreciate it.” She smiled widely.

      “Don’t thank me yet.” He shook his head. “I’ll only be able to take a look in my free time and even then, it’s probably going to take a while.”

      “Still, thanks anyway.” She stood up and pulled her coat back on. “You should come by the house sometime this week, I know Theo would like to see you.” She kissed his cheek lightly and turned away, pausing when he caught her wrist lightly.

      “What’s wrong, Olive?”

      “You mean apart from my psychotic parents and a scary ass ghost loose in my house?” She smiled softly but it didn’t quite reach her eyes.

      “Stop avoiding
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