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      I dragged my leaden limbs across the closet floor in an army crawl, each gasp harder than the last. The woolen cardigan hung a foot away. Stars floated in my vision, sweat stung my eyes, yet the heavy footsteps on my bedroom floors urged me on.

      Sky. This was for Sky.

      I pushed my damp palms against the cool wooden floor as I rose on wobbly legs. In a final act of desperation, I lunged and thrust the note into the sweater pocket, ending up as a heap of bones on the floor. Hopefully, she’d manage to find it in time to save herself and the town.

      The measured steps stopped at my feet.

      “I warned you.”

      I grunted when the boot kicked me in the ribcage. A hand roughly gripped my waist and flung me onto my back. Above me, angry eyes stared while my chest rattled with each breath. I clawed my throat and wheezed, clutching the ratty, tattered stuffed dog to my chest, unable to defend myself.

      “You’ve lost, Hazel. This land is mine.”

      Struggling to stay awake, my body grew colder, losing all sensation, barely registering the punch in the gut.

      “That’s for your meddling. Oh, and don’t worry. I’ll say nice things at your funeral. I’m sure there won’t be a dry eye in the house.”

      I shut my heavy eyelids. The gasps grew faint, while the lonely steps of my killer emerged triumphantly from the closet.

      Despite my failure, there remained a glimmer of hope. I prayed that she would discover the note in time…

      I sucked in a last thready wheeze. Focusing on the ground, I let my sweaty palm flop onto the floor.

      “Pro…tect… her.”

      The heat scorched my body as my final ounce of energy flowed into the home.

      “It… is… finished.”
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      Death followed me. It loomed like impending doom, and there was no shaking it. I can’t explain it, but it’s there, in my dreams, in the flicker of my periphery. Darkness surrounds me wherever I go. Yet, I never feared it. Not until this morning.

      I dumped a spoonful of sugar in the ceramic mug and swirled it with a silver spoon, placing it in front of the most amazing person I've ever met. He had the most exquisite amber eyes, plump crimson lips, smooth brown skin, and perfectly straight purple hair. Nuri, also known as Anni Histamine, sat with a perfect pout while sipping his tea. He was the talk of the drag scene in Colorado, and couldn't go unnoticed due to his undeniable magnetism. He was blessed by the gods at birth and embraced his true self without hesitation.

      The lavender slip dress highlighted his slim shoulders and long neck, and if I didn't know any better, I would have thought he was a cis female model. The heavens had gifted Nuri with a beautiful appearance and the sweetest soul. It was rare to see him so distressed.

      I lifted my gaze from the Final Notice bill after the third dramatic sigh. Over the past few months, the stack had grown a foot high.

      “What’s troubling you?” I asked, glancing at the bills, questioning how I'd manage to pay them before they permanently shut off the electricity.

      He propped his chin on his hand and absentmindedly swirled his herbal tea. “Nothing.” No caffeine for him because it caused wrinkles. Supposedly.

      “Nuri—”

      “Anni. I’m in drag.” His gaze flicked toward me for a second and he waved his delicate hand down his body for emphasis.

      “Fine. Anni, what’s troubling you? Don't say nothing because you haven't finished your cup or touched the scone.”

      The cardamom scones, made as a thank you for his investment in my herbal remedy store and cafe a year ago, were always his favorite and he never refused one. Not even when he ended his engagement with a wealthy French financier last month. We indulged in a whopping three scones for that occasion.

      Nuri ceased swirling and frowned. “Sky, those bills…” He pointed a purple-painted fingernail at the stack I’d stuffed under the counter behind a locked door. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      My face heated up. I sprayed disinfectant spray on the countertop and roughly wiped it with a towel. “Everything’s fine.”

      Nuri watched me for a few more seconds as I vigorously cleaned a persistent stain from the busy morning rush. The business was busier than ever, but it still fell short of covering the rent. Over the past two years, rent had been increasing rapidly, and although I managed to cover it initially with a steady customer flow, the latest rate hike had left me seriously struggling. If I couldn’t find another revenue source and fast, I’d have to close, and that wasn’t something I could stomach.

      “If everything’s fine, then why have you spent the last few minutes on the same spot?”

      I blinked. The coffee stain was long gone. I tossed the towel in a tub under the counter and planted my palms on the counter. “I’ve got it covered.”

      Nuri reached over and patted my hand. “No, sweetheart, you don’t. I’d have to be an idiot not to see the stack of bills you’re hiding, and I wouldn’t be the best investor if I didn’t check up on you myself.”

      I froze. “Wait. You’ve called my bank?”

      Nuri held up his hand. “Breathe, Sky. It’s our business, remember? We’re partners.” He offered a sympathetic smile.

      I snatched his mug and emptied the untouched tea into the sink.

      “Hey! I wasn’t done with that.”

      I turned my back and refilled his mug with hot water over a sieve of tea leaves.

      “Sky, listen, if times are tough then let’s talk about⁠—”

      I thrust his steeped mug in front of him so hard a few drops splashed onto the counter. “No,” I replied curtly. “Everything is fine.”

      “Sky, it’s not,” he said, his voice soft.

      I brushed away a few teardrops as the front door chimed. Saved by a customer. But this was no ordinary customer.

      Her wavy brown hair bobbed around her shoulders and silver hoops swung in rhythm with her walk. A pair of skinny jeans accentuated her curvy hips, while a cashmere sweater embraced her ample chest. She casually ran her hand through her styled hair and plopped onto a chair next to Nuri, dropping her leather purse on the counter.

      “The usual.” She patted the counter and eyed Nuri. “Who pooped in your cornflakes?”

      A look of distaste crossed Nuri's face. “Disgusting. And I don’t eat cornflakes. Too many carbs.”

      Willow snorted. “Like that’s a problem. How many times do you work out in a day? Three?”

      Nuri raised two fingers. “What’s wrong with taking care of my body? I don’t hear any complaints.” He smirked.

      “How could you? You leave too fast.”

      Nuri's eyes widened in surprise. “I love openly, and as a result, I receive love in return. There are those who are destined to be with you forever, and others who are only meant to be there for a short time. But I live, Willow. I breathe it in and leave people happier than when I met them. If that’s so awful, then I don’t want what you have.”

      I looked at my dear friends in shock and disbelief. Despite both being stubborn, they had contrasting views of the world and cherished each other for it. But as with any strong personality, when their worlds collided, or rather their ideologies, as they frequently did, it was like a supernova explosion.

      “Nuri, how many people have you loved and left? The French man only lasted a month. The woman before him lasted two weeks. You always follow this pattern. Wouldn't you prefer something more substantial?”

      “Sure, but not at the sake of settling.”

      Willow Youngblood snorted. “No one is perfect. There’s compromise, Nuri.”

      “That’s where we agree. Perfection is unattainable, but that’s not what I’m saying.”

      “Then what are you saying?”

      Nuri twisted towards Willow, examining her weary features and tightly clasped hands on the counter. “I'll stop when you find the person who lifts your heart and sears your soul, making you unable to imagine life without them.”

      Willow shook her head. “That’s in movies and fairytales. It doesn’t exist.” Her voice small and weak, she peered at her tightly wound hands.

      “Not true. There’s someone out there for you, Willow. Don’t give up.”

      Willow flashed Nuri a brilliant grin. “We were talking about you. Not me.” She smacked the counter, directing her attention at me. “How about it? Where’s my usual?”

      Everything shifted in an instant. A sense of calm filled the space between the three of us, tinged with a touch of sadness.

      Startled by the feeling, I grabbed a mug and got busy making her nutmeg latte. It had been years since I last embraced my gift, and it unsettled me a bit.

      During my early childhood, at the age of five, I had this uncanny sense for people's emotions. For the next fifteen plus years, I worked to suppress it. My maternal grandmother and school teachers made sure of it. My reputation remained intact thanks to my grandmother, who made sure I wasn't seen as a freak, but this time, the old sensation came effortlessly, unlike in my college days. It had solved a murder, but I stopped using it because of the renewed stares and losing my boyfriend. It invaded the personal feelings of others and was seen as a betrayal.

      “All I’ve got are cardamom scones.” I placed her plate onto the counter next to her steaming mug.

      Willow sighed. “Not my favorite, but it’ll do.” She nibbled on the corner. “Has anyone seen Trixie?”

      At the serving counter, a woman with brown hair and a pixie-like appearance sat to the left of Willow. We all gasped in surprise.

      “Are you half fox?” Willow gawked, her hand on her heaving chest.

      Trixie Diamond broke off a piece of Willow’s scone and popped it into her mouth. “Yummy. May I have one please?” she directed toward me, ignoring Willow.

      I set her up with a scone and chocolate milk.

      “Lawd,” Nuri drawled. “Are we grownups or children? Chocolate milk belongs to grade schoolers.”

      Trixie gulped down half of the glass and grinned, wiped her mouth with the back of her sleeve, and belched.

      “Gross.” Willow glared at her in disgust, as if she were a mysterious nocturnal creature. “You’ll never attract a guy that way.”

      “That’s where we’re different, Willow.”

      “I hope it’s not the only way we’re different,” Willow mumbled, at which Nuri chuckled.

      “When the stars align, and it’s meant to be, the right guy will come along. It’s up to the ether.”

      We all shook our heads. It was useless to argue with Trixie. She believed in sprites, fairies, trolls, wizards, and witches, as well as destiny through the stars. Who was I to disagree? My gift made me an outsider, and I’d tried desperately to hide it, but not Trixie. I admired her for fully embracing her uniqueness.

      Willow almost snorted her latte. Instead, she sprayed the newly cleaned counter. I grabbed the sanitizing spray and towel and started scrubbing.

      “Whatever,” Willow waved it off with a flick of her wrist. “Who is up for a night out on the town?”

      Nuri became deeply engrossed in his scone as Trixie's eyes fixed on me, her face reflecting a curious and distant expression.

      “Come on, guys,” Willow pressed. “It can’t all be work. Let’s blow off some steam.”

      “What do you have in mind?” I asked, putting the cleaning supplies back. My phone dinged and I pulled it from behind my apron. I shot Nuri a glare, and he nonchalantly shrugged. It was from my bank app. He’d deposited another thousand dollars into the business account. Sadly, it wasn’t enough, but I refused to tell him otherwise. Obviously, he hadn't realized the full extent of my financial obligations, and I couldn't find it in me to break the news. Yet.

      “This will hurt,” Trixie muttered, her eyes sad.

      “What?” I stared at her.

      “Something bad has happened.”

      Willow emitted a soft whistle. “Lay off the dope, Trix. You’re creeping us out.”

      A hollow, vacant dread drained Trixie's face of color as she glanced between Willow and me. “I’m so sorry.” Her voice cracked, and she stood, reaching for me, but my phone buzzed. An unknown number.

      “Hello?” I whispered into the cell, still locked on Trixie’s tortured face.

      “Skylar.” The familiar raspy voice left me quaking. I hadn’t heard it in over seven years, “It’s time to come home. Hazel’s dead. I’ve booked your flight out of Denver tonight. Ophelia will pick you up once you’ve landed and drive you here.”

      “No,” I croaked, my throat tight. I stood tall and rigid, my knees locked in place. I struggled to catch my breath as the room spun around like a whirlwind. “No, she can’t be. We talked last night.”

      “We’ll talk when you arrive. Have a safe flight.”

      I hung up and stared at my phone. This was a bad dream. This wasn’t real.

      “Sky?” Willow glanced at Trixie, who stood by my side rubbing my arm. “What’s wrong?”

      I opened and closed my mouth several times before finally uttering, “I'm leaving to go home tonight.”

      I stashed my cleaning supplies under the counter and fumbled to take off my apron.

      Trixie put her hand on top of my shaking fingers. “Let me help.” She untied the apron and I rushed off toward the kitchen area, which doubled as my office. It was the size of a water closet, but it had room for a file cabinet and a compact desk for my laptop. I flung the drawer open and grabbed my purse, turned, and crashed into Willow.

      “Sorry.” I laid a trembling hand on her arm to prevent her fall.

      “Sky, what’s happening? Talk to us.”

      In the teeny hallway, Trixie and Nuri stood behind Willow. They all stared at me intently, blocking my exit and refusing to move.

      I clutched the purse strap on my shoulder. “My Great Aunt Hazel died. I’m leaving. Tonight.”

      “Sky—”

      “No.” I raised my hand. “I can’t.” My lips trembled, remembering those soft brown eyes that I’d never see again. I cleared my throat and stood up straight. “I’ll call later. Thanks for your concern, but I’ve gotta run.”

      I pushed past three of my closest friends and went to the front door, flipping the open sign to closed.

      “Oh,” I turned abruptly. “Nuri, would you please run the shop? I’ll be gone for a week. Two tops.”

      “Already on it.” He planted his hands on his curvy hips. “But it won’t be me. Listen, we don’t know much about your Great Aunt Hazel, but we do know she was more like a mother to you. You can’t do this alone.” He tilted his head and grinned.

      I glanced from one person to the other, and each had their own grin.

      Scratching my head, I glanced back at the door, itching to run. I wanted to flee from everything, but it wasn't feasible this time. “I can, and I must. Your lives are all busy. No, I can do this myself. Thank you for your concern, but⁠—”

      “Skylar Wren,” Willow barked, “we are your friends, and friends don’t leave each other in difficult times. You’re not alone, girlie. We’re all coming with you.”

      Tears welled up and I shook my head, unsuccessfully trying to blink them away. “You don’t have to do this. I’ve got a flight out in a few hours, and there’s only one ticket. I'm short on cash and...”

      Nuri dangled the car keys from his fingertips. “Who’s up for a road trip?”

      Trixie and Willow simultaneously replied, “Me!”

      “Good,” Nuri nodded. “It’s settled. Now,” he eyed me curiously, “where are we going?”

      I flicked the tears away and struggled to smile at each of them. “What about the shop?”

      “Covered,” said Nuri. “Kate’s coming in as we speak. She’s been bugging me for more hours, and she’s more than happy to keep the shop afloat while we’re away.”

      I exhaled a shaky breath. There were no other obstacles to overcome, and no reason to leave my friends behind. Where I was headed, I’d need all three. The past had caught up with me. The past I’d buried. I was ill prepared for the hornets’ nest we were about to drive into. So, with a deep breath, I smiled. “We leave in two hours. I’ll take the first shift driving.” I turned, opened the door, and stepped through. “As to where we’re going, any of you Huskies fans?”

      Nuri rolled his amber eyes. “Lawdy, please tell me we’re not headed for Alaska. It’s too cold.”

      Willow punched his arm. “Too cold? Please.” She snorted. “Colorado’s cold, but no, it’s not Alaska. The Huskies? Tell me you’re not into basketball without telling me you’re not into basketball.”

      Trixie giggled. “Connecticut, Nuri. We’re headed for Connecticut.”

      “Better pack warmly,” I suggested. “It’s also cold there. We’ll meet back here in two hours. Oh, and guys? Thanks.”
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      In the midst of a snow-covered Connecticut morning, my concentration was shattered by an early call while I was barreling down I-91, the slush from the road spraying sideways under my winter tires.

      “Kaitlynn?” I whispered in shock. I dared not to wake my sleepy passengers. I glanced at the car’s clock. 4:00 AM, which meant it was 1:00 AM Pacific time if my foggy mind was correct. I could see her wavy red hair now, and those blue eyes. Although it had been years since we last saw each other, the college bonds between us remained unbroken.

      “Max,” her voice wavered. “He’s… he’s dead.”

      Her choked sobs interrupted the initial shock.

      “How?” I asked. “Was it an accident?”

      No, it wasn’t an accident. Kaitlynn, my best friend from college, relayed the gruesome details and her suspicions.

      “Someone murdered him. And I won’t rest until someone’s held accountable, even if Detective Knight tells me to keep my nose out of it.”

      “Detective Knight? He’s the new guy they hired, right?”

      Kaitlynn went on about the newest detective and his obstinance while my thoughts lingered on the deceased. Max Stone was a detective in a small town nestled in the Cascade mountains close to Portland, Oregon. Kaitlynn had mentioned him shortly after she’d moved to Silverthorne. She’d gotten a job as a photographer and was in love with her career change even if it did irk her mother. I’d always thought there was more to Kaitlynn’s and Max’s relationship than just friends. The way she said his name and talked about him in our almost daily conversations made it clear that there was something more to their relationship. I could sense it, even from a thousand miles away, but now we’d never know for sure.

      I spent the next half hour talking to Kaitlynn until she cried herself to sleep. A shiver ran down my spine. The steering wheel creaked under my sweaty grip, remembering those few short hours ago. Her sobbing had soured my stomach and sent my pulse racing.

      Though I had been relieved it wasn’t her, it might as well have been. Max Stone, the town detective and area hottie, had been murdered.

      I yawned and squinted against the sunlight in the rose-colored sky. How odd. December mornings in Connecticut are typically overcast and dreary, but not this one. Unfortunately, I didn't have the time to mull it over. The moan-like grunt from my right made it certain.

      “Are we there yet?” squawked the purple-haired, cat-eyed, crimson-lipped drag queen. Nuri sat up and inspected her reflection in the visor mirror. I couldn’t imagine driving across the country all made up, but she’d insisted on making a splash in my tiny Connecticut hometown.

      Like an omen, we sped past the Welcome to Raven’s Hollow, Connecticut sign. Population 27,298. The word “death” was spray painted on “Raven's” in bright red, with streaks that looked like blood.

      Slowing down to 30 mph, I murmured, “We're here.” I glanced at the town I had left behind in a rush after my high school graduation. “None of it’s changed.”

      Nuri's face twisted in disgust, as if he had just tasted something terrible. “Charming.”

      I chuckled. “It’s not that bad. Not a fan of small towns?”

      Nuri tsked. “I loved my small town upbringing, except for the nosy rosies. Oh, and the cheerleaders and jocks. That was awful. The adults in the town grow up to run it, reliving their glory days and living through their bratty children. I could do without that, but everything else is good.”

      “Wow. What a raving review of small town life.” I chuckled.

      “It’s not bad. I miss the drive-ins, the parties after our basketball team won every Friday night. Oh, and the summer plays. Now that’s something that I loved. Mr. Parker played a role in my ‘coming out’ as a transvestite. He's the reason I'm not just another corporate worker making millions.”

      I stared at him in the passenger seat, unsure if he was joking or not. “Okay, you say that like it’s terrible.”

      “Making millions?” He stuck out his tongue. “It’s alright, but it can’t compare to living in your own skin. Fakeness kills. Don’t get me wrong, I love small towns. But this one?” He shook himself. “Something’s… off.”

      I dropped the topic and instead focused on the town I’d fled years back. Main Street was adorned with Georgian era homes built over two hundred years ago, and inherited by subsequent generations. Of course now, being December, every available light post, street sign, and door was decked with boughs of holly and twinkling lights. It was truly marvelous, and I felt a swell of pride inside me when I saw it. Raven’s Hollow wasn’t all that bad. Growing up, there were great times, but leaving felt like tearing off a bandaid from a festering wound. Colorado served as the healing air it needed.

      “It's... cozy, I suppose,” Anni said, forcing a smile on her meticulously made-up face, yet her eyes remained devoid of warmth.

      I chuckled. “Wait until you see the house.”

      Navigating the narrow town, my neck muscles tightened as we headed towards the hill at the town's edge. The overnight snowfall draped the area in a white blanket, making the conifer trees sag and the tiny houses come alive for a busy morning of work, school, and errands.

      We hooked a left past the local family-owned car repair shop and crept down the rocky dirt road. Bouncing every couple of feet, the other two passengers woke up

      “Sorry!” I called out. “It’s only for another couple of miles.”

      Trixie’s emerald green eyes flashed defiantly at me in the rearview mirror. “You could have warned us.” She elbowed her sleeping companion. “Willow, we’ve arrived.”

      Willow Youngblood sat up and rubbed her muddy brown eyes. In her sleep, she’d drifted to the side and used Trixie's shoulder as a pillow. “Wow, I didn’t think the North Pole was real but this sure takes the cake, Skylar. Is Santa Claus next?”

      “Funny,” I said sarcastically.

      I failed to mention her wit. Willow possessed not only a sharp tongue, but also an incredibly sharp mind. Nothing escaped her attention, and if someone seemed off, she detected it even before I did. My gift that is. Or rather my abilities. She didn’t have them, not that I knew of, but she was incredibly perceptive. I, on the other hand, refused to believe everyone held some dark secret. My maternal grandmother complained that I saw the world through rose-colored glasses, but I saw it as believing in the best in people. Because of this, I ignored my gift. Sensing people's moods felt wrong. It was a glimpse too far. An invasion of privacy. It was also the reason I left this wondrous place a little over seven years ago.

      “How’s it feel to be back?” Trixie piped in. She ogled the pristine snow with tufts of green grass peeking through.

      Willow bopped Trixie on the arm.

      “Ow! That hurt.” Trixie rubbed her shoulder while Willow glared in warning.

      “It’s alright, Willow. She didn’t mean any harm.”

      Trixie grimaced. “Sorry, Skylar. I forgot⁠—”

      “Why we’re here?” Willow snapped. “You’re flightier than Skylar.”

      Here we go again.

      Despite their quirks and strong personalities, my friends were the best in the world. I constantly wonder how I got so lucky. Their differences led to constant disagreements. Still, it was better to have them with me. Poor Kaitlynn didn’t have anyone near her at the worst possible time. I sent a quiet, love-filled prayer to her as I continued down the road toward the clearing half a mile away.

      Instead of the usual honeysuckle and witch hazel, the snow-covered scenery showcased overgrown weeds and branches. It looked more like a scene from a horror film than my cherished childhood sanctuary.

      A layer of untouched snow, half a foot deep, covered the circular drive in front of the deteriorating home. Green shutters, barely hanging on, showcased the home's broken and battered windows. The cosmetic issues were minor, but the warped and drooping side porch was a different matter.

      The silence inside the car was deafening when we came to a stop just feet from the front door.

      Nuri whistled through her teeth. “Have mercy. This looks worse than a crime scene.”

      “Nuri Ari,” Willow snapped, “hold your tongue if you have a lick of sense in you.”

      “It’s Anni Histamine, darling.” She gestured to her exquisite purple sequined gown and white fur coat. “And I call it like I see it. If you have a problem with honesty, then I suggest you invest in noise-canceling headphones.”

      “Let’s not argue,” Trixie piped in. “We’re here to support Skylar. I think it’s darling. With a little elbow grease, it’ll shine like a new penny.” Her plump pink lips gleamed in the rearview mirror.

      At that, it erupted into a maelstrom of quips that roared within the confines of my SUV. I left them to argue among themselves while I exited the vehicle and made my way up the creaking front steps to the front door. Despite the smashed windows and worn exterior, the house radiated warmth.

      I removed my gloves finger by finger, and laid my palm on the weathered oak door. My fingertips and palm were greeted by a wave of heat. How?

      Flexing my fingers, I reached out and turned the warm handle. Crap. It was locked. I moved to the left, snow crunching with each footfall, and approached the sagging porch. No dice. I’d have to try the back.

      I slipped on the ice, but managed to avoid doing a full split. Thank goodness I do yoga every day, otherwise I'd be feeling the consequences for a week. I brushed off the light snow from my coat and sleeves, then looked through the back door window. A flicker of movement caught my eye. I squinted into the dusty darkness of the kitchen. Puffs of my white breath fogged the window, and I wiped it off with my glove.

      “What the…?”

      I stumbled backward and almost fell onto a snow-covered flowerpot, now overrun with weeds. A man scowled at me from behind the window. His wavy chestnut hair was brushed back from his forehead, his strong jawline covered in stubble. His brown eyes locked with mine.

      “Who… who are you? What are you doing in my great aunt’s house?”

      I scrambled to my feet, forcefully shoving the door open, and stormed inside, determined to unleash a tirade of questions, but I came to a standstill. I scoured the kitchen, searching left and right, but found nothing. I was alone.

      “Hello?” I shouted, my hand on my racing heart.

      Silence.

      Great. I’m hallucinating now.

      Hard raps echoed deeper in the home. I clipped through the house like no time had passed and made it to the front door. After a few rough tugs, it finally gave and my friends joined me, brushing off large flakes of fresh snow from their coats and hair.

      Nuri, his purple wig askew, harrumphed, “Took you long enough.” He yanked his wig into place and stood with hands on hips, a pout to his red lips. “We were arguing one minute about supporting you, and the next minute you disappeared.”

      “What he really means to say is thanks for opening the door.” Willow grinned. “Where did you go? Don’t you have a key for the front door?”

      Trixie laid a hand on my shoulder and crinkled her brow. “Hey, what’s wrong, Sky? You’re pale. Are you feeling well?”

      “What?” I had been scanning the foyer, parlor, and stairwell that thankfully remained in fairly good condition.

      Trixie giggled. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Did you see him?” I blurted. “A man. He’s about thirty and yea high,” I gestured about six inches above my head of 5’5”.

      “Excuse me, did someone say man?” Nuri craned his neck into a pretzel, scanning the area.

      “Anni, keep your wig on.” Willow snorted. “Skylar, what man? Was there someone in the backyard?”

      “The man,” I insisted. “He was in the window.”

      Willow frowned. “What window?”

      “The kitchen window. He was in the kitchen, but when I pushed the door open he had vanished.”

      “Alright, you’re tired. Let’s get out of here. I’ve checked us into a beautiful bed-and-breakfast about five miles from here. You need food, a shower, and some rest. This,” Willow flicked her wrist, “can wait until tomorrow.”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m fine. I’m staying.”

      Willow gave me a bewildered look, as if I had magically grown antlers and a tail.

      Trixie offered me a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “No one’s taking you anywhere you don’t want to go. It’s your call. We’ll stay if you want. Right, ladies?” She nodded at them to signal agreement, but both Willow and Anni just stared at her and then at me.

      This was going south, and fast. I wasn’t about to leave. We’d only arrived. Besides, I’d been to that B&B. It was cold and drafty, which wasn’t any better than here. Plus, it was free to stay here, and since my herbal remedy store in Boulder wasn’t exactly taking off like I’d hoped, I barely had enough gas money to get here. Of course, they were unaware, and I wasn't going to inform them just yet, but disregarding money, I wanted to stay. My Great Aunt Hazel was like a second mother, and this place was her sanctuary. She had valued me enough to leave it to me in her will, and it felt as if she were still present. Was it guilt from years of not coming to see her like I’d promised? Perhaps. The least I could do was stay.

      I looked around for the light switch, then edged over to the wall beside the parlor and flipped the switch.

      “It keeps getting better.” Willow crossed her arms against her body and rubbed her hands up and down her arms for warmth. “No electricity. It’s settled. We’re leaving.”

      “Not so fast.” I scurried around the rushing trio to bar their exit. “This is an old home, but Hazel kept a tight ship. Give me a second.”

      Great Aunt Hazel had mentioned the faulty wiring of this place. The lights were unreliable, despite several attempts by the electrician to fix them.

      “Ah, yes. Now I remember,” I mumbled. I formed a fist and slammed it against the wall next to the switch.

      Speechless, my friends gazed at the dusty crystal chandelier, which was larger than my SUV.

      “Let there be light!” I clapped my hands together and smiled. “Now, who wants to bunk with me in Great Aunt Hazel’s room? It’s the biggest and has a king-size bed. Plus, there’s an ensuite bathroom to die for. Who wants a bubble bath?”

      I was halfway up the stairwell before I realized no one had followed me. I turned to stare at them. “What?”

      “Um, Skylar, are you sure it’s safe to stay here? The wiring is faulty. How long before we go up in smoke? On top of that, does the heat work? The water? Listen, honey, this is a… will be a great home someday, but let’s let practical heads prevail and stay the night at the B&B.”

      Trixie's pixie nose scrunched in disappointment, a flush spreading across her angular cheeks. “I’m sure the bubble bath would be fantastic, but maybe when there’s heat.”

      A loud bang reverberated, accompanied by a puff of sooty smoke. Within seconds, the vents sprang to life.

      I rushed down the stairwell and raised my hand towards the ceiling vents. A grin spread across my face. “Looks like we’re staying. Heat’s running. Who’s up for that bath?”
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      I rapped lightly on the bedroom door and pushed it open. Tears filled my eyes as I entered the room. The focal point of the room was the four-poster bed, which boasted a quilt made entirely of old t-shirts from different parts of the world. A potted fern, wilted, sat beneath the wide window to the right of the bed, alongside other scattered green plants. Great Aunt Hazel’s reading glasses remained on the worn leather sofa chair, as if she would return soon to delve into the next murder mystery.

      In whirled Willow. “Why not stay at the B&B? Only for a night.”

      She paused at the foot of the bed; I remained near the empty chair. Sunlight streamed through the window and cast a halo on the seat. Under the bright light, something sparkled.

      “Skylar? Are you hearing me? It’s not that I don’t understand the sentiment of this place—you practically grew up here. But it’s cold, dreary, and we’re tired.”

      I bent down and carefully explored the space between the seat cushion and the chair, my eyes fixed on the object in my hand.

      “Skylar?”

      Elaborate decorations covered the circular object.

      I showed it to Willow. “Is it a button?”

      She looked at the object and then at me, her face showing a mix of confusion and surprise. She walked over, her boots clunking with each step, snatched the object, and studied it. After a pause, she handed it back. “It looks like a decorative button. Probably from one of your great aunt’s fancy outfits.”

      “Hazel didn’t wear fancy dresses, and this looks old. Like, really old.”

      Willow shrugged. “That’s Nuri’s department. If you want a root canal, I’m your gal.”

      I bit my lower lip to hold back a laugh, but a snicker still managed to escape. “Who would want a root canal?”

      “You’d be surprised.” Willow smirked.

      “Right.” I stopped trying to understand the male species. Undergoing a root canal was only one such trick men tried to snag Willow’s phone number. A woman of means by her own measure and not someone else’s was a catch indeed. What man wouldn’t desire her? It didn’t hurt she was an Elizabeth Taylor look alike, albeit a modern version. “About the B&B, how about you take the other two and go? I’ve only gotten here and I can’t leave.”

      Willow held up a hand. “No need to explain.” She headed for the door, then stopped abruptly and called over her shoulder. “If you change your mind, you know where to find us. I’ve already called an Uber.”

      I left Hazel's room, savoring the lingering scent of her signature rose perfume as I closed the door.

      Downstairs, Nuri, Willow, and Trixie waited by the front door, concerned about me staying alone shortly after my great aunt's passing.

      “We’re five miles down the road.” Trixie rose on her toes as she was wont to do when fretting.

      “Ciao, bella.” Nuri wiggled her fingers at me. “If the man shows up in the middle of the night, make sure he takes his shoes off in bed. Otherwise, have a little fun.” She winked and whirled out the door, followed by Trixie and Willow, who eyeballed me.

      The door closed with a click, leaving me in silence except for the furnace's chugging. I whirled around, admiring the photos, woodwork, and wallpaper, which had only been slightly retouched since it was first installed centuries ago. Hazel had droned on and on about the original owners, their acreage, which had sadly dwindled to only twenty present day. It was hard to believe the house ever stood on 100 acres. The idea of the manpower required for maintenance, especially during the colonial era when slavery was undoubtedly involved, made me nauseous.

      I ran my fingers along the oak finial carved by the finest craftsman of his time when a soft knock rapped on the front door.

      I sprinted to the door and opened it, chuckling. “I told you I’m fine on my ow—Oh!”

      A man stood facing me, his expression guarded. He thrust a manila business-sized envelope toward me. “Skylar Night I presume?” His gray eyes flashed annoyance at me. “This seals the deal. It’s the deed to the house. There are taxes you’ll need to pay, but you can do that at the town hall.”

      I glanced at the envelope, then back at him. “Who are you?”

      His eyes widened in surprise. “I’m Ryan Irwin.”

      I waited for him to continue, but he did not. I mused if even a scantily clad female model on horseback would manage to get him to utter a single word. His anger was so intense that it took my breath away.

      “Have we met?” I stuck my hand out to shake his, hoping to disarm him, but I needn’t have bothered. “I grew up in this town, but I don’t recall seeing you around.”

      He looked briefly at my hand. “I moved back five years ago.”

      “Moved back?”

      “My family left when I was a toddler. If you have any questions, I’m sure your grandmother can answer them.” He turned to leave. “Good luck, Ms. Night. You’ll need it.”

      “Wait.” I hustled out the door and touched his shoulder.

      I gasped in surprise when he jerked away with a disgusted expression.

      “I am sorry, Mr. Irwin. I meant no harm.” Leave it to me to offend the first person I met once home. This wasn’t going the way I’d planned.

      His gaze softened slightly, yet his body remained tense. White puffs of breath floated in front of him in the freezing cold. I held the envelope close, watching snowflakes settle on his inky black hair.

      “What did you mean? Good luck about what?”

      He hesitated, appearing uncertain of what to say. “The home. It’s in
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