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Devon Darker

The distance between what is right and what is fundamentally wrong is sometimes a bare thread, and others, a vast expanse. And then there are the times when the difference between the two is so muddled they become one thing. Guess where I am today.

“For those of you who don’t know, I’m Ms. Darker. I’ll be with you for the next twelve weeks while your teacher is out recuperating from the expulsion of her parasite.”

“Uh, Ms. Darker,” said a round-faced blond on the front row with her hand raised.

“Yeah?” I asked. “Sorry, I don’t know your names.”

“Oh, I’m Jhosie,” she said, pointing to herself. “I thought Mrs. Timmons had a baby.”

“She did,” a girl with green hair and black eyes said with a snort. “Fetuses are parasites, don’t ya know? They just suck the life right out of ya.”

“Yes,” I said to the black-eyed girl. “You’re right, but I shouldn’t have said that. Y’all are reading what...Shakespeare?” I sat on the edge of the desk, my leather pants creaking.

“No,” a dark-haired, dark-eyed boy said from the back. He was the third of four students in the room. “Timmons already covered Will. We’re reading Gaiman.”

I crossed my arms under my chest, leaned back, and nodded. 

“Wow. That’s impressive. What book? The syllabus said Much Ado.”

“Nah. We already did that one. We’re doing Coraline,” he said. 

“Well, thank you, mysterious stranger. Coraline is, in fact, one of my favorites.”

“I’m Rolph,” he said, a small smile tugging at his lips. “That’s Yvinnie,” he said, pointing to the black-eyed girl and then to the last person in the room. “That’s Lispet.”

Lispet was tall with a square jaw and long blond hair. They lifted a finger in greeting when he announced them. 

“Pleased to meet you all. How does class normally go? I think we can continue where you left off. I’m very familiar with the book,” I said, pushing off the desk to walk around to the chair behind it. 

“Wait,” Yvinnie said, pointing at her phone. “Did you see the news? They’re offering a reward if anyone can help solve a cold case.”

“Oh yeah,” I said. “Which one?”

She scrolled down the screen on her phone, reading. “Looks like the Orchid House Murders from Nineteen-fifty-eight, Nineteen-eighty-eight and Twenty-eighteen.”

“Why?” Rolph asked.

“There’s a curse,” Jhosie said. “They want to sell the house, but it’s cursed, and they need the murders solved.”

“That’s crazy,” Lispet said.

“What’s the reward?” I asked.

“Five hundred thousand dollars,” Yvinnie said.

“That’s a lot just to sell a house,” I said after letting out a whistle.

“It’s worth ten million,” Jhosie said. “My mom’s been the realtor up till now. They got a new one, and this was their idea to get it to sell.” She paused. “Well, it was mom’s idea, and then they fired her to get a new realtor but took her idea with them.”

“That’s rude,” Yvinnie said. “Your mom should sue them.”

“Or,” I said. “We could solve the cold case and win the money. Then your mom could stick it to them.”

They all laughed.

“I’m serious. We can leave Coraline until Timmons comes back and do Sherlock Holmes instead. We can use his deductive skills to solve the case and see if they work as well in practice as in fiction. What do you think?” I asked.

They looked at one another before nodding back and forth. I grinned and began to formulate a plan.

“Okay, does it say how we access the case files?” I asked.

“Yeah, I already submitted for us. They’ll email them within twenty-four hours. What next?” Lispet said.

“Okay, we’ll need to start reading the Sherlock Holmes stories. Pick up an anthology or download one, and your assignment for tonight will be to read two stories and come back tomorrow with reasoning tools. We’ll work on the rules of deductive reasoning and apply those to our cases.”

“Any specific story?” Rolph asked.

“No,” I said. “Surprise me.”

***
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“EXCUSE ME, THIS IS my spot,” came a masculine voice.

“Excuse you,” I said. “I don’t see anything that says assigned seating. There are five other tables in this library.”

A long finger pointed to a placard in the middle of the table with the name McAlister Murphy on it. I let my eyes wander from the freckled hand to a tall, muscled frame. I finally settled on a handsome face with a slightly crooked nose, full lips, dark eyes, and dark hair. With all the freckles, I’d expected a redhead, but, alas, no. It was fortunate because I had a weakness for gingers.

“That’s my name,” he said, tapping the table.

“That’s an unfortunate name,” I said. “It’s two last names. Didn’t your parents like you?”

He blinked at me. The librarian came over to see what the problem was. She practically gushed at him.

“Oh, Mr. Murphy, I didn’t know you’d be here today. I would’ve reserved your table. I’m sorry.”

“No need to be sorry, Ms. Jakes. It does have my placard on it. I’m sure the young lady will be glad to move now that she knows.”

“Are you now?” I asked with a laugh. “Too bad for you, I’m neither young nor a lady. And I’m not moving. You’re welcome to share the table, though. There seems to be plenty of room. Or you can get your own table. I’m busy, and I’m not moving.”

He crossed his arms over his chest, and I barely managed to keep from rolling my eyes. The muscles bunched in his jaw to match the bulging ones in his chest and arms. 

Show off.

“I see. Then I suppose we are at an impasse and will be sharing the table,” he said. When Ms. Jakes would’ve disagreed, he smiled and flustered her. “We’ll be fine. I’m sure I can keep my overflowing research to one side of the table this once.”

“Are you sure?” she asked as she touched his arm. She shuddered as she ran her thumb over the bicep. “I don’t want this to look bad on the school. Ms. Darker is a substitute here.”

“Ah, you’re looking over Mrs. Timmons’s class?” he asked, dismissing the librarian, much to her dismay. She walked away with a sad frown as he sat down and began pulling out book after book.

“Yeah,” I said. “Where did you even have all those?” 

He lifted a leather satchel as he glanced up, frowning as if he’d forgotten I was there already. He arranged his books around a notepad carefully, lining up all the edges and taking care to straighten them. 

I pulled out a pack of crackers as he tugged his shirt and straightened his tie. I leaned back and scooted my butt forward, propping my feet in the chair beside him. He glanced down at my satin-swathed foot.

“Are those ballet slippers?”

“No. They’re mary-janes and rather unique ones at that,” I told him, lifting each foot to show off the different patterns on each shoe.

He narrowed his dark eyes before scowling. “Are those lips with teeth?” he asked.

“I mean, one of them is. The other is just lip-sticked lips.”

He grunted and turned his attention to his books. Apparently, I wasn’t that interesting. I shrugged, lifting the volume of Sherlock Holmes I’d been reading. After reading the first few sentences on the page, I decided I remembered him from somewhere.

“Do I know you?” I asked.

He glanced up again, taking a moment to focus on my face. His finger held his spot in the book he was reading. I glanced down to see it was a book of local legends and folklore before fixing my eyes back on his face.

“I’ve written a few books,” he said slowly, adjusting himself in the chair.

Ah, the legendary local writer. But not why I know him.

“You ever work at Stuft?” 

He blinked at me at the mention of the make-your-own stuffed animal chain.

“No?” I asked, suppressing a smile. “How about Pizza Depot?””

“No.” He went back to his books.

“Hmm,” I said, one corner of my lips quirking. I felt my dimple engage as I snapped. “I got it. You used to work at the library. Are you a librarian?”

He shook his head.

“Hmm,” I said, narrowing my gaze and zeroing in on his features. “It couldn’t possibly be. Did you ever work at Mike’s Magic Mysterium?”

His eyes flicked up and back down, and then he stilled.

“That was my younger brother, McAffy.”

“That’s right,” I said, grinning. “And wasn’t there another one of you Murphy boys? McKenzy, maybe?”

He finally looked up with a little huff of breath, a nod, and an almost imperceptible eye roll. His long fingers spread out over the book he’d been trying to read.

“How is McAffy? I have fond memories of late nights at the magic shop with him.”

“Look, Ms...Darker, was it?”

“Yeah, Darker,” I said.

“I have a lot of research ahead of me. I don’t come here to socialize usually, and I don’t know you at all. My brothers moved and don’t like it when my fans ask questions about them.

“Oh,” I said. “I’m not a fan. Just a curious classmate. I think we have a reunion coming up soon, so no worries. I’ll catch up with Mac there.” 

I moved my chair back, stood, and gathered my things before lifting the cover to the book he had his hand on. It was a book of local ghost stories. The one next to it was a book about the Orchid House.

“That’s a good one,” I said, pointing to the Orchid House book and then to the other. “That one is mostly conjecture. There’s one called Southeastern Hauntings by JA Repooc that does a better job if you’re looking at paranormal activity in the region.”

“This book,” he said, waving his hand as if shooing me away, “has excellent reviews.”

“Yep,” I said. “I’ve heard you can pay for those. I’m just telling you there’s not a lot of research and a whole lot of guessing in that one. Repooc’s research is solid and has reproducible results.” I pushed the chair back under the table. “But hey, you do you.” I grinned. “Besides. We’re going to crack this case. You might as well not even try.”

“What’s that?” he asked, finally looking up. His eyes moved over the books I held before landing on my face.

“It looks like you’re looking into the Orchid House cases,” I said. “I was telling you there’s no reason to keep that up. My AP English Lit class is taking it on as a project. We’ll be the ones to solve it.”

“Have experience with detective work, do you?” he asked, leaning back in the chair and lifting a single brow.

“No,” I said, shifting from one foot to another. “Why do you?”

“My research skills are impeccable, and I’m a licensed PI,” he said.

“So,” I said, shrugging. “I’ve seen every episode of Criminal Minds, NCIS, and Criminal Intent.” At his smirk, I grinned. “And I’ve read all the Alex Cross, Harry Dresden, and Kay Scarpetta books.”

“I’m only familiar with two of those,” he said.

“Kay Scarpetta is a...”

“I know that one,” he said. “Who’s Harry Dresden.”

“Mmm,” I said. “Worlds only practicing wizard detective.”

“Ah,” he said. “Interesting premise. Seems like he’d have an unfair advantage over his competition.”

“Not really,” I said as I began to back away. “He gets the crap kicked out of him more often than not, and his magic usually leads him into more trouble.”

“And that’s your role model?” he asked, leaning forward with a slight smile on his lips.

“Oh yeah,” I said, tossing my head back and letting out a throaty chuckle. “Trouble’s my middle name.” I waved to him and the scowling librarian as I sauntered out. 

“And here I thought it was Illionna,” he mumbled as the door closed behind me.
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Two People
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McAlister Murphy

“You’ll never guess who I saw today,” I said into the car’s Bluetooth speaker as I pulled out of the library’s parking lot. It was nearly midnight.

“Who?” McAffy asked. His voice was rough from yelling. He’d been at some sports game with a date.

“Devon Darker.”

“Really?” he said, whistling. “What’s she doing there? Last I heard, she moved...somewhere.”

“Virginia,” I said with a grunt. “She just got back to town last month.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Mmm. Her grandmother fell and broke her hip. Supposedly, she’s here to help take care of her. You know what she’s been doing for the last twenty years?”

“No,” he said with a snort. “But you seem to know an awful lot. She still hot as hell and twice as sweet?”

It was my turn to snort. 

“Grampa’s been visiting her grandma,” I said. “Same dark hair, dark eyes, pint-sized, and absolutely not sweet. She insulted me, mistook me for you, and called me a lost cause.”

He laughed so hard that I had to turn down the volume. I heard a voice on his end that wasn’t his and felt bad for interrupting his date. He told the other person goodbye, followed by the sound of a car door opening and closing.

“Sorry, Mac. Didn’t mean to interrupt your date.”

“Hmm? Oh, you didn’t. That was Daed. So, Devon sounds just as spicy as ever. And if I know you at all, for all your abilities as an author, you suck at describing people.” He paused. “Have you hit your head? I just pulled her up on social media. She’s a freaking knockout. Where’d you see her? What did she say when she thought you were me?”

“Nothing except to ask if I’d worked with her. Then she said she had fond memories of you,” I said. I couldn’t keep the annoyance out of my voice. “I saw her at the library.”

“Not the library?” he asked, sarcasm heavy in his voice. “I should’ve known. You don’t go anywhere else. Unless your publicist makes you.”

“We aren’t talking about me right now,” I said.

“Right. So, Devon. What’s she up to besides taunting you?”

“Very funny,” I said. “She thinks she’s going to solve this cold case they’re offering a reward for.”

“That what you’re doing too? Or are you researching a new book?”

“Both,” I said. “It’s the Orchid House murders.”

“Yeah, you’ve always had an interest in that. Suppose it’s as good a time as any to write that book,” he said. “What’s she doing trying to solve them, though?”

“Grandpa didn’t mention that. Just said she’s here to help with her grandma. She did mention you have a reunion coming up soon.” 

“Oh yeah,” he said. “In a few weeks. I guess I’ll get to see her in the flesh.”

“You’re coming back to Amethyst Shoals?” I asked. “For a reunion?”

“Well,” he said. “I’ve been planning to come back to see Luci and her new baby. I think I can work it out so the reunion and the visit coincide. Then I can check Devon out, too.”

“Oh, well, she did say she’s teaching an AP class. Wonder if it’s Luci’s class while she’s out on maternity leave.”

“Can’t be that many teachers out in Amethyst Shoals,” he laughed. “Hey, you good? I gotta run in this store and grab some things. You gonna be in town for a while? No tours or anything?”

“No,” I said with a snort. “I’m focusing on writing and research for the next few months. I’ll let Luci know you’re going to come see her. She’ll be happy her favorite cousin is coming.”

“Right,” he said. “I’m definitely the favorite. Why am I the favorite again?”

“You bring presents,” I said.

“Ah yes,” he laughed. “Now I remember. I’ll make sure I get her something great. Bye, McAlister.”

“Bye, Mac,” I said to dead air. 

I pulled into the twenty-four-hour pharmacy and turned off the car’s engine. I was out of ice cream and toilet paper. McKenzy texted me while I was at the library. He was staying with me for one more night before flying out. He said he was either going to Quebec or Qatar, he couldn’t remember which was holding the relief fund concert.

I stepped out of the car, and my phone blipped. 


McKenzy: need wine 2

Me: you’re a pain in the ass

McKenzy: only if u don’t get more wine

Me: anything else?

McKenzy: chocolate-covered raisins gummy worms toothpaste fluffy socks & a facemask

Me: seriously???

McKenzy: don’t 4get the ICE CREAM & TP

McKenzy: and the wine...def the wine...

Me: k

McKenzy: ☹


I gathered all my items and went over the list several times before checking out. I was walking out the doors when my phone blipped again. I groaned when McKenzy asked for candles if I hadn’t left yet. I spun around and ran directly into Devon Darker, grabbing her arms before she fell. 

“Whoa, buddy, everything okay?” she asked. Then she realized who I was. “Oh, it’s you. You should probably watch where you’re going.”

“I could say the same to you,” I said, stepping around her to grab two candles off the display behind her.

“You could, but then you’d be wrong,” she said. “I wasn’t the one who changed direction in the middle of walking.”

I used the self-checkout and paid for the candles. She stood watching me with her bags in her hands.

“Did you need something?” I asked.

“Nah, just watching to see how the rich and famous do things,” she said. Her face never cracked. 

“Have I done something to you?” I asked.

“Nope. You been at the library all this time?” she asked.

“I was. And now I’m on my way home. Did it take you this long to get home?”

“No. Grammie needed a few things. I’m here on her behalf,” she said.

“Your Grandma eats flamin’ hot puffs?” I asked.

“She does, actually,” she said. “And the wine is for her, too.” She held up a legal pad. “This is all that’s in here for me.”

“Interesting. Should your Grandma be drinking wine with a broken hip?”

“S’not broken anymore,” she said with a quirked brow. “They fixed it. She stopped taking the pain meds because she wants the wine.” She lifted her shoulders and moved toward the sliding doors. I followed. “Her friend is over, and they’re gonna watch The Witcher and get wine-drunk while they fawn over Henry Cavill.”

“That the kind of guy that does it for you?” I asked before I stopped the words from flowing out. My cheeks heated, but it was dark enough that she couldn’t possibly have seen.

She stopped and waited for me to catch up before looking me up and down with a smirk. It was a deflating smirk.

“I said my Grammie was fawning, not me, Superman,” she said. “Much more a Michael Hall fan myself. I will say Mr. Cavill would probably be great to game with.”

“Game?” I asked, trying to figure out who Hall was.

“Mmm,” she said, moving again. I followed her. “You know, World of Warcraft, Diablo 3, Elder Scrolls.”

“Right. Like those. And why would you want to game with him?”

“It would be fun,” she said, stopping at a multicolored object that must’ve begun life as a car. She pulled hard on the door, and it creaked open.

“What is that?” I tried to shove away the horror I felt at the ancient contraption she was climbing into. However, if the look of outrage on her face was any indication, I failed.

“This is Bessie,” she said, patting the dash. “Don’t listen to him, girl. You’re fine. We don’t put things out to pasture just because they don’t look young and spry.”

“I’m sorry, what?” I asked, blinking at her.

“Jesus,” she said, rolling her eyes. “What the hell do you write? Typewriter manuals?”

“No,” I said, feeling my cheeks heat again. “True crime.”

“Figures,” she said, adjusting shorts that had ridden up when she sat down. She slid her seatbelt into place, and her shirt molded to her frame. I quickly moved my eyes to her face.

“Why’s that? What’s wrong with true crime?”

“I don’t know. Just does. I should’ve known looking at you in your button-down shirt, sports coat, and cowboy boots. Add to that the PI license, the concealed gun at your waist, and no doubt the sports car, and what else would you write. It was either going to be that, detective novels, or instruction manuals.”

I put my hand on the door and leaned down to see her face better. She was still smirking as she started the car. It finally caught after turning over several times. I shook my head and grinned at her.

“Interesting deductions, Ms. Darker.”

“Yeah?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said, quirking my lips. “Two out of three ain’t bad.”

“Ooh,” she said, leaning forward with a grin to grab the door. “Now I need to know. Which one was wrong, Mr. Murphy?”

“I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you,” I said, taking my hand off the door as she tugged on it.

“Ah,” she said, laughing. “I see. Not detective stories at all. Spy stories.” She pulled the door closed and winked at me as she pulled out. I watched her go and realized my car was all the way on the other side of the parking lot. 

***
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“TOOK YOU LONG ENOUGH,” McKenzy grumbled.

“Dude, seriously?”

“I could’ve been starving here,” he said.

“For ice cream?” I asked, tossing it to him.

“Maybe,” he said. “What took you so long?”

“Ran into Devon Darker at the store when I had to go back for your candles. I nearly knocked her over, then walked her to her car like the gentleman I am.”

“Uh-huh,” he said, spooning chocolate chip cookie dough ice cream into his mouth. “What’s she up to? Haven’t seen her in forever.”

“Her grandma broke her hip. She’s here subbing for Luci, I think. Grandpa’s been spending time with her grandma.”

“Interesting,” he said. “Devon tutored me in English/Lit. I tried to get her to help me get an A in anatomy, too.”

“Jesus, both of you? Am I the only one who didn’t have the hots for this girl in high school?” I asked.

“I mean, you dated the entire cheerleading team. Why are you busting my balls about Devon?” he asked. “I didn’t even date her, just drooled on my pillow over her. What do you mean the only one?”

“Mac was work friends with her, and they both have fond memories,” I said.

“Yeah, she never even gave me the time of day. Except during tutoring, I got undivided attention and encouragement,” he said, grinning dreamily.

“I’m sure she loved your puppy-love antics,” I said, pulling a salad from the refrigerator to eat. “It’s always nice when you’re being fawned over.

“Yeah, she’s not like that,” he said. “Not even when I...”

My eyes flicked up from the salad to his face. I arched a brow.

“Nothing bad,” he said, holding up a hand. “I just wrote her a song.”

“You did what?” I asked.

“Wrote her a song,” he said, grinning and shoving a bite of ice cream in his mouth.

“I’m guessing it didn’t turn out the way you thought it would.”

“I mean, it could’ve gone better,” he said, tossing a gummy worm at me. “But it did eventually work out.”

“You have got to be kidding me,” I said.

“What?”

“She is not the girl from the dark side of the moon,” I said.

“She definitely made an impression on my fourteen-year-old brain,” he said with a dreamy smile. “But that song is about someone else. Hers was for her and no one else. She did help me refine another one, though.”

“Which one?”

“Love on a Train,” he said.

“The one about having sex on a train while everyone watches?” I asked. My mouth was hanging open.

“Yeah,” he said, chuckling. 

“I don’t know how I feel about her helping little McKenzy write that,” I scowled.

“What? No,” he said, shaking his head. “That was when I was twenty. You know, right before I sent it to the producer, and they picked me up.”

“So she helped you write your breakout song? And you’ve never mentioned it before.” I had my arms crossed over my chest, leaning back.

“She asked me not to.”

“That doesn’t sound like she didn’t give you the time of day either,” I said.

“Well,” he said. “I sought her out to see what she thought of the song. She helped me rewrite the chorus and said she didn’t want any credit. Asked me to keep it to myself.” He shrugged, putting the lid back on the ice cream and pulling out chocolate-covered raisins. “So, I did.”

“From me?” I asked, tossing my hands up.

“Dude, you literally haven’t ever asked me.”

“I just feel like that’s the kind of thing you tell your older brother,” I grumbled.

“Right,” he said with a snort. “Do you want a list of all the people I’ve slept with?”

“You slept with her?” I asked, my neck nearly snapping as I slung my head around.

“McAlister, what the hell?” he asked.

I sat back, knowing I was being irrational but unable to help myself. I lifted a brow and tilted my head in question.

“No,” he said. “I have not slept with her. Pretty positive Mac didn’t, either. If I recall, she dated Valentine Allyn.”

I grunted.

“Yeah. They had a long-distance relationship while in college, but she broke it off when he visited her. Something about...hell, I don’t remember. It was a long time ago.”

“How the hell do you know all this?”

“Luci keeps me in the loop on all the gossip from round here.”

“I live here and don’t know half the crap you do,” I said, shaking my head.

“You have your nose in a book all the time. And don’t leave the house unless you have to,” he said.

“Fair,” I said, tilting my head from side to side and spearing a forkful of salad. “Who’s Michael Hall?”

“What?”

“Michael Hall. Who is he?”

“Dexter?” he asked.

“Who’s that? No, Michael Hall,” I said.

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “Dexter is the character he plays. A serial killer that targets bad guys and works as a crime scene tech.”

“Aha.” I paused. “That’s interesting.”

“More interesting that you don’t know who it is. I can’t believe you’ve never watched Dexter,” he said with a sigh. “Sometimes I wonder what you’re doing with your life.”

“Because I haven’t watched some show about a serial killer?” I asked before putting another bite of salad in my mouth and chewing.

“Because you don’t partake in anything like that. You write true crime. I think you’d like Dexter. You should try it out.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Why don’t we watch the first episode tonight?”

“I have things to do tonight,” I said.

“What? Read a bunch of books about shit you already know about? Watch an episode with me.”

“I have to look over my notes,” I said. “I want to tour the Orchid House soon, and I need to be ready. It’s important.”

“Then bring out your notes. We’ll go over them together, and then we’ll watch,” he said.

“Okay, fine,” I said, grabbing his ice cream and my salad bowl. I put everything where it belonged and brought back my file.

“So what’s the deal with that place?” he asked.

“Three sets of murders over the past ninety years,” I said. “All brutal and never solved.”

“Ninety years?” he asked. “Surely we aren’t thinking it’s the same person.”

“There are a few theories. One is a family passing down a curse. One is the ghosts of the first victims doing it to others. And one is opportunists that are unrelated.”

“And what do we think?” he asked.

“I’d say opportunist, except they’re all killed and dismembered in the same way,” I said. “It’s pretty crazy, but they’re all taken apart like someone would a slaughtered animal.”

“Uh. That’s disturbing.”

“Well, even more disturbing is the way the bodies are always found,” I said.

“Why do I have the feeling you’re going to tell me,” he said. “Hold on, let me drink some of this wine.” He lifted the bottle to his lips and took a long drink.

“Right out of the bottle?” I asked.

“No need for a glass when I’m planning to drink the whole thing,” he said.

“What’s going on?” I asked, leaning forward. “This isn’t you.”

“I mean,” he said, spreading his arms and smiling loosely. “It isn’t not me. Haven’t you read the tabloids?”

“McKenzy Murphy,” I said with a frown. I reached to take the bottle from him, but he moved it away. “How many of those have you had tonight.”

“Eh, a few. S’fine. It was fine till I found out you were gonna take my girl.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” I asked, scowling. “What girl?”

“What girl, he asks,” he mumbled, tipping his stubbled chin. “Where do they find the bodies?”

“What girl?” I asked again, but he just stared at me. “I’m not taking any girl. And certainly not Devon Darker. She’s a pain in the ass, but it’ll be fun to beat her.”

“And I thought I was the drunk one,” he said. “You been drinking at the library? Old Mrs. Jackson trying to get you naked in the Romance section?”

“No,” I said. “I haven’t been drinking, though maybe I should. Also, there isn’t enough alcohol in the world to get me drunk enough to do anything with Mrs. Jackson. She’s Grampa’s age.” 

“Thank god,” he said, tipping the bottle at me in a toast. “Bodies. Where were the bodies?”

“Mmm. The heads are always placed on the mantle. The torsos are left at the police station. And the limbs are found in the rose beds.”

“That...is disturbing,” he said.

“Yeah, the pictures are...” I stole the bottle of wine from him and took my own long drink. The liquid hit my belly, sending warmth through my veins. I shook my head instead of continuing.

“And that happens how often?” he asked.

“Every thirty years.”

“Seems oddly specific and not likely to have been the same killer.”

“Yes, it does complicate things,” I said, tapping my chin with the bottle.

“Give me back my wine,” he said, leaning forward to grab it. I let it go without a fight. “What’s your working theory? I know you must have one.”

“Honestly, I’m not sure. I looked into the house’s history, and it’s not good. The thing dates back to pre-civil war and wasn’t a good place. The book I was reading didn’t grasp just how old the place was.”

“Where is it, again?”

“Oh, you know, at the edge of town. There’s a cemetery across from it. One of the big draws. And they have their own hothouse for the orchids they grow there. They’re the largest supplier of orchids on the East Coast.”

He frowned, tilted the bottle up, paused before the liquid reached his lips, shook his head, and finally drank the remainder of the wine.

“Has it always been there? I don’t remember an Orchid House.”

“Oh yes,” I said with a grin. “Was a funeral home for a while. I think the whole time we were kids.”

“That place? What is it now?”

“It’s been a B&B off and on for the past hundred years. And every time they start it up,” I said, drawing my thumb across my neck.

“Dude,” he said, putting the bottle down beside his chair and jumping up. “That’s weird as hell. What kinda dark magic, doomsday, skullduggery is that?”

“Thanks,” I said, tilting my head to one side before writing down his words. “That’ll make a nice soundbite or quote.”

“Happy to help,” he said as he looked at me over the bottle of water he was dumping Rescue Me into. “You ready to watch Dexter now?”

I grabbed the remote and flicked the TV on. 

“Let’s see what this is all about.”
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“You just wouldn’t believe the audacity,” I said.

“It’s a family trait,” Grammie said, sipping at her wine glass. She’d already polished off a bowl of puffs. “Macavy Murphy trained all those boys to be audacious.”

“Grammie, aren’t you sort of dating Macavy Murphy?” I asked with a tiny laugh.

“No,” she said, sitting up. 

She had soft silver curls that’d once been dark like mine. Her eyes were the color of warm honey and green grass, whereas mine were dark chocolate. You know, the one that always gets left because it’s not as sweet? She was a little under five feet tall with a wide, beautiful smile and a mischievous spirit. She broke her hip trying to hoverboard with Macavy Murphy.

“I’m not dating that man. He’s nothing but trouble, and when you get to be eighty years old, saying you have a boyfriend is embarrassing.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Macavy Murphy is not a boy.”

“Oh,” I said, puffing my lips out before going on. “Okay. So you aren’t dating him because he’s too old?”

“Devon Illionna Darker,” she said.

“What?” I asked, turning away so she didn’t see my grin. 

“Uno,” she said with humph.

“What! When did that happen? You just had a handfull of cards.”

“While you were making ridiculous jokes about Macavy and me,” she chortled. “As if I’d discriminate because he’s older. The man is so arrogant I’d be a fool to strap myself to him.”

“Grammie,” I said. “Macavy has been here every single day to see you. He brought you smut books and wine coolers.”

“And how do you know what he brought me?” she asked, tossing her last card down.

“How am I losing to you?” I asked, tossing my own cards down before grabbing the stack to shuffle. “You are wine-drunk and in pain.”

“You’re distracted,” she said with a smirk. “That Murphy boy has your thoughts all over.”

“No,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I’m thinking about the case, how to get the kids engaged, and maybe some college money. What do you know about the Orchid House?”

“Aha,” she said with a wide grin. “Fine. The Orchid House used to be a lot of things. Pre-Civil War, it was a combination home and dress shop. Then it was a diner on one level and a home on the others.” She took a sip of her wine and looked at her cards. “I think it was a home for wayward girls next, then a funeral parlor, and now a B&B.”

“Yeah, I was reading Repooc’s Southeastern Hauntings, and that’s what it said.”

“Then why’d you ask me?” she asked, laying down a card.

“Thought you might’ve known something that wasn’t in the book,” I said.

“I know lots that isn’t in that book,” she said as she ran a hand through her soft silver hair
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