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      Darcy Sweet would like to think that she is just an ordinary woman, happy in her life running the Sweet Read bookstore. But she isn't ordinary. She has a connection to the other side that seems to draw her into mysterious situations more often than not. Add to the mix the antics of a rather naughty, slightly psychic cat and the eccentric ghost of her great-aunt Millie, and you have a recipe for anything but the ordinary.

      

      When Darcy's neighbor is murdered she is drawn into the mystery against her will when she finds the body. She tries to leave the investigation to the police, one of whom is her sister, but an overheard conversation and a small nudge from the other side has her investigating the murder. The stakes are raised when the murderer strikes again. Who was killing the people in her life?

      

      Things are complicated even more by her building attraction to her sister's new cop partner, who makes it clear he does not appreciate Darcy's interference in the investigation. Sparks fly between the two of them as they get further into the mystery surrounding the deaths.

      

      With a town full of suspects how will Darcy work out who the murderer is? None of the pieces to the puzzle fit. Things become more complicated and dangerous as Darcy's own life is threatened. Will she survive to see justice served?
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      Something wasn’t right.

      As Darcy Sweet approached the front porch of the small, neat-as-a-pin house she could feel a dark presence surrounding it.  Even the cheerful window flower boxes that were brimming with an assortment of brightly colored flowers couldn’t detract from the oppressive feeling emanating from the house.

      Unable to stop herself from continuing she stepped carefully up onto the porch. Advancing slowly and cautiously toward the front door she could see it was open slightly, left carelessly ajar in the darkened night. Alarm jabbed her sharply in the chest. Darcy knew that it should have, would have, been closed at this time of the night. Something bad had happened here. She was certain of it.

      She laid a shaky hand carefully upon the door. Feeling the cool surface of the wood beneath her palm she gently pushed on it, letting it swing inward on its own.  Afraid of what she might see, Darcy cautiously peered around the edge of the door. Inside the room it was almost completely dark and she couldn’t see a thing.

      Nothing stirred. It was like the house was waiting for her to enter. All she could hear was the almost deafening ticking of the clock.

      Tick tock, tick tock.

      Why was it so loud?

      Darcy could feel her heart pounding at a rapid rate as, against her better judgement, she moved through the doorway and further into the room. It felt like the house was swallowing her up whole. Something evil was here. She could feel it as it skittered down the length of her spine.

      Tick tock, tick tock.

      She wanted to run but she couldn’t. Her feet seemed to have a mind of their own as they carried her further into the darkness. Sweat formed in little beads across her forehead and she blotted the moisture with the sleeve of her shirt. Wiping uncomfortably damp palms against her jean clad thighs Darcy took a deep breath to try and calm herself down. It didn’t help.

      Where was she? How did she get here? No answers came to her as she carefully navigated the darkened room.

      Tick tock, tick tock.

      What was with that clock? It seemed to reverberate inside of her head making it pound in pain. Where were a pair of ear plugs when you needed them?

      Her eyes were beginning to adapt to the darkness and she could make out the shapes of the furniture. The room looked a little familiar but she couldn’t quite place it. There was a faint hint of perfume in the air. The scent was also familiar but Darcy couldn’t place where she’d smelled it before. Something was tugging at her memory. What was trying to get through to her?

      A kind of shuffling noise just off to her left broke her out of her thoughts and set off a fresh feeling of alarm as she involuntarily turned toward it. She could see a dark figure bending over something. There was some sort of lump or pile that the figure was interested in. He was fussing about with it but Darcy couldn’t see what he was doing.

      Terror lanced through her as the figure moved out of the way and she could finally see what the lump was on the floor at his feet.

      A body!

      Who was it? She couldn’t see. Was it somebody she knew?

      An involuntary gasp escaped her lips and the dark figure swung around in her direction. Darcy couldn’t make out his features but there was a strong feeling of familiarity about him. Did she know him?

      There was no more time to worry about the dead body as the dark figure straightened and began to move. She could see he was tall and well-built but still his facial features remained a mystery to her. He moved toward Darcy in seemingly slow motion. Darcy needed to get out of here now but she was rooted to the spot. She tried desperately to move but her legs wouldn’t obey her.

      The edges of Darcy’s vision blurred as the dark figure moved slowly in her direction. He didn’t seem to be in a hurry. He moved like he had all the time in the world. Slowly and surely toward her.

      Then without seeming to move any faster the tall dark figure was looming over her blocking out what little light there was in the room.  Quicker than a flash his hands were around her neck… squeezing, squeezing ever so tightly… his fingers biting into her soft flesh… she couldn’t breathe… she tried to claw at him but her arms flailed around missing her target. Her vision was beginning to fade… she was losing consciousness… she couldn’t… she couldn’t…

      Tick tock, tick tock.
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        * * *

      

      Gasping for breath, her whole body writhing in panic, Darcy Sweet tried in vain to remove the choking fingers from around her neck. It took a moment to register that she could actually breathe and the fingers were only phantom fingers, not real.

      Wait. What?

      Completely disoriented and not at all sure what had just happened she rubbed a still shaking hand over her face, and her neck, where the feeling of the phantom fingers choking her still lingered. She tried to relax her tense muscles and calm her breathing, hoping to clear her mind enough to work out what was going on here.

      Hadn’t there just been someone trying to strangle her? Yes, or so she’d thought but actually no, obviously not, as she was in her bed in her own room. She flicked on the lamp that was situated on the bedside table. She felt a little better as warm light flooded the room. It had been a dream.  Just a bad dream. That was all it was.

      But what did it mean?

      She squeaked a little as the bed dipped slightly and a blur of black and white fur passed before her, rubbing up against her in a feline hello.

      “Oh for Pete’s sake Smudge, you scared me half to death.” It was just her big, beautiful, black and white tom cat come to find out why she was awake so early. Maybe it was time for breakfast already. Not yet buddy boy. She smiled as he rubbed up against her once again, purring loudly as was often the case with him. She could always count on Smudge to make her feel better. He was more than just a cat to her. He was family. He was her best friend.

      “Hello boy.” She ruffled the fur around his neck and pulled him to her for a friendly hug. She sure could do with it after that awful dream. What had it meant? Hopefully it was just a dream but she knew from previous experience that wasn’t always the case.

      She had a very bad feeling about it.
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      “Well ladies, what did you think of the book?” Darcy looked expectantly at the members of the book club she hosted twice a month in her shop. She was anxious to hear their views on the latest book they were reading.

      The Sweet Read bookstore was a quaint little shop located on the main street of Misty Hollow and every inch of it was filled with books. Old books and new books alike stood side by side on the shelves. An odd assortment of books lay around on every available surface and some were even stacked in corners. The whole shop looked like ordered chaos.

      There was always a vase of colorful fresh flowers on the counter, usually Darcy’s favorite combination of lilacs and daisies, and their fragrance would permeate all corners of the store. Pretty pale blue curtains with little flower motifs hung in the windows giving the store a real homey feel.

      It was late afternoon and the members of the book club, eight in all including Darcy, had just settled down to discuss their latest book choice. They were sitting in a circle of comfortable overstuffed armchairs on one side of the store, each with a cup of something warm to drink. As Darcy looked from one face to the next she felt a sinking sensation in the pit of her stomach.

      The book club had been reading Agatha Christie’s “And Then There Were None.” Darcy had known that the other women probably wouldn’t enjoy it but she had been getting so sick of reading the usual sappy romances that the group favored and had decided that a change was in order.

      The ladies looked at each other, eyes darting anywhere but in Darcy’s direction. She sighed inwardly. Finally, Anna Louis, Darcy’s neighbor, was the first to speak up.

      “Honestly Darcy?” The small dark haired woman, who was older than Darcy by ten years or more, paused, her bright blue eyes wide and earnest. Darcy nodded for her to go on. “I didn’t love the book. A bit too suspenseful for me. Kept me up all night long.”

      As she spoke Anna fiddled nervously with the front cover of the book, which had a long crease worn down into it. Probably caused by the nervous worrying of Anna’s slim fingers, Darcy thought. Anna had always been a little on the skittish side for as long as Darcy had known her. The other women in the group murmured their agreement as Anna continued, “Sorry Darcy, I know you love mysteries and all those ghost tales. They’re just not for me.” She softened the remarks with a small smile.

      Darcy wasn’t offended. She had a reputation in the town of Misty Hollow as a bit of an odd duck because she was often involved in strange occurrences that sometimes happened about town. It wasn’t that she sought these odd events out, but ever since she was little she had been able to tap into another world, the world beyond the grave. In this tiny town, gossip was constant, and Darcy was often at its center—though only her sister Grace, now living in Misty Hollow with her husband Aaron and working for the local police, knew her full secret.

      “That’s fine, Anna,” Darcy said in a soothing tone.  “I realize that not everyone is going to like the same books. That’s a good thing. It gives us something interesting to discuss.” She smiled at the older woman, and Anna visibly relaxed.

      Darcy didn’t try to fight it when the ladies started up a conversation about the latest romance novel by Debbie Macomber. In fact, she quite enjoyed it. The ladies could be very high-spirited when they were talking about a subject they all loved. Two hours slipped by very quickly.

      “It was a great meeting today Darcy. I really enjoy these book club sessions.” Anna gently patted Darcy on the arm as she was preparing to leave after the meeting had ended.

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it, Anna.” Darcy smiled at the older woman and walked with her to the door as Anna shrugged on her coat and gathered up her bag. Anna stopped, brow furrowed, and pointed out of the window. “The mists are starting to rise again. I’d better hurry home. Bye Darcy.”

      Darcy pulled the door open for Anna to leave and watched her friend wave as she quickly rushed away into the gathering darkness.

      Darcy let the door swing shut and stood looking out of the window. The bad dream she’d had made its way into her mind again. She hadn’t been able to shake it and it had left her feeling odd all day. A shiver ran through her at the thought of it. The mist was getting heavier by the moment as she gazed outside. It gave everything such an eerie feeling.

      That same odd sensation was settling inside of her once again, like something was going to happen but she just didn’t know what. She never knew what. She shivered again and absentmindedly started to twirl the delicate antique ring on her finger. It was a habit that she had whenever she got stressed or anxious. It had been her great-aunt’s ring and Darcy wore it to feel closer to her.

      The lighting was dim inside the shop and she could see her image reflected in the glass of the window as she stared outside. She took a good look at herself and wondered why she was blessed, or perhaps cursed, with these odd feelings and visions. She looked pretty ordinary on the outside with dark hair framing a heart shaped face, green eyes and petite figure. Ordinary.

      She sighed. As she was about to turn away from her reflection she felt Smudge rub up against her leg causing her to startle a little. Shaking her head at herself Darcy absentmindedly bent down to scratch his ears and hoped that the mist wouldn’t last too long.
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        * * *

      

      Darcy flipped the sign from ‘OPEN a good book today’ sign to ‘CLOSED, THE END’ and pulled the front door of the book shop closed behind her. She locked up for the night and started for home. Not owning a car meant that she had to walk everywhere she needed to go. In fact, there weren’t that many cars in Misty Hollow as the town was small enough that you could walk from one side to the other in about fifteen minutes.

      Darcy didn’t mind the lack of a car though. The exercise did her good. She had contemplated, more than once, getting a bicycle to use as transport, but hadn’t gotten around to it yet.

      Pulling her coat tighter around her to keep the damp mist out she set off along the main street with Smudge following along behind her, occasionally darting in between her feet and nearly tripping her up.

      The sun was slowly setting and Darcy liked this time of day when the main street was quieter. She loved this town with its quaint shops and lovely town square complete with a gazebo in the center. Beautifully trimmed grass flanked the gazebo on all sides and several regal red maple trees stood tall and proud. Darcy loved those trees. They brought glorious color to the town center all year round. She loved to spend time in the town square and often ate her lunch there when the weather was fine. Tonight as she walked past, the mist gave it an almost otherworldly quality. She shivered again. That odd feeling settled like a stone in her stomach. She tried her best to just ignore it though.

      As she walked she imagined that everyone was home already in their cozy houses.  On her way she strolled slowly along Main Street with its lovely evenly paved sidewalks. She even did some leisurely window shopping as she passed the lit windows of those shops still open at this hour.

      As she came to where the town Library stood on the other side of the street she saw her friend Linda come out through the double glass front doors. Poor Linda, it looked like she had scored the closing shift again. Her boss, Marla, was always making her work the odd hours of the day and usually Saturdays as well.

      Linda looked up and when she spotted Darcy she smiled and lifted her hand in a happy wave. Darcy smiled and waved but wasn't about to stop to chat. She was anxious to get home and Linda could be very hard to get away from when she got started.

      She turned to continue her trek home and hadn't taken two steps when she heard Linda calling her.

      "Darcy, Darcy wait up a minute." Darcy sighed as she turned toward her friend who was just stepping up onto the pavement. "Oh Darcy, how are you? I haven't seen you in simply ages."

      "I'm good Linda. Just heading home to get some dinner now actually." Darcy tried to get the message across that she wasn't interested in conversation but it didn't seem to register with Linda.

      "Oh good, good. Actually I wanted to ask you if you've seen my cat?" Linda's face was eager, eyes wide.

      "Your cat? No, I can't say that I have."

      Linda's face fell, her eyebrows drooping down. "Oh darn, I was hoping you would have seen her. Persephone has been missing for about a week now. I've looked everywhere but I can't find her. I'm getting so worried about her."

      Darcy was concerned. It wasn't like Linda's cat to wander. The beautiful, fluffy, snowy white Persian was a mostly indoor cat and usually never ventured far from home.

      "That's too bad Linda. I'm sorry I can't help you. I will keep an eye out for her though, she can't be too far away surely."

      "Oh thanks Darcy. I don't know what could have happened to her. She's been acting odd for a while now. I was thinking of taking her to the vet over in Meadowood as she's gotten a little overweight. I haven't changed her diet so it seemed strange to me. But then she just upped and disappeared. Maybe she has a tumor or something. Maybe she's run away to die." Linda was working herself up into a right state, tears running down her cheeks.

      Darcy felt bad for the woman and pulled her in for a comforting hug, patting her on the back like one might do to comfort an upset child. "It will be okay Linda. We'll find her."

      Linda sniffed loudly and pulled away to look at Darcy. "Thank you, thank you so much Darcy. I knew I could count on you to help."

      "Anything I can do Linda, I will."

      "Linda!" Darcy saw Linda jump when the voice of her angry boss Marla rang out across the square.

      Linda sighed. "I thought she'd gone home. I'd better get back to work. Thanks again Darcy." She ran across the road with a final wave.

      Darcy stood for a moment thinking about where Persephone could have gotten to. It was a mystery. One she was surely going to try to work out for Linda. She knew how she would feel if anything happened to Smudge.

      As Darcy left Main Street and stepped onto the path that would take her home she stopped and turned to look back on the town. The sun was settling below the horizon now and there were lights twinkling in all of the windows. The beautiful scene spread out in front of her somehow made her feel melancholy. She turned away and continued walking, hands in her pockets, feet dragging slightly.

      As she walked along the path to her home, she thought about her life, as she so often did. She didn’t think she was doing too badly for a twenty-nine-year-old woman. She owned her own business and house. She had inherited both of them from her great-aunt Millicent Carlisle or Millie as she was known about town, when she’d passed away eight years ago, but she had made them her own.

      Darcy’s home life hadn’t been that great when she was younger. Her ‘sixth sense,’ as she liked to call it, had been somewhat of an embarrassment to her upper class mother. Darcy always felt like her mother wished she would disappear. So eventually she had, kind of. Darcy had left home at fifteen to come here to Misty Hollow and live with her aunt.

      Millie had been more of a mother to her than her real mother had ever been. So much so that Darcy was still connected to her now, even after her death. Of course, she hadn’t told anyone other than her sister that little detail.  Including her friends, who already thought she was a little nuts. She didn’t need to give them any cause to think she was completely mad.

      She sighed at the sudden thought of going home to an empty house once again. She shook herself. This wouldn’t do. Just because she was alone didn’t make her lonely, and she did have Smudge after all. She looked around for her cat but couldn’t see him anywhere. There was only so much comfort a cat could give, she supposed. He was probably home by now wondering where she had got to. He would be demanding his dinner as soon as she got to the house. She smiled at the mental picture. “I love you too,” he would say if he could talk. “Now where’s my food?”

      The melancholy mood refused to budge, though. She figured it was probably partly because she lived further away from the town than most people. The only neighbor she had was Anna and there was quite a big pasture between their two houses. It wasn’t like they could talk over the fence or anything.

      As she rounded a bend in the path and could see her house she felt a little better. She loved this house. She loved how it sat among the tall pine trees that gave wonderful shade when it was hot. She loved the big porch and the big lawn. She sighed. It did feel like she was a little isolated sometimes. Though most of the time she enjoyed the solitude.

      But sometimes she wished for something more. It would be nice if there was someone waiting at home for her on nights like this. Someone she could talk to and take comfort in. Someone she could have children with, a family. She laughed at herself then. She didn’t need those things. Most of the time she actually preferred to come home to an empty house. Those things would maybe be nice but she was okay as she was right now.

      When Darcy reached her front porch she stopped short. Her front door was slightly ajar. That was odd. She could have sworn that she’d shut it properly when she’d left for the book shop that morning. Her dream popped into her head again. But it hadn’t been her house in the dream. Still, it unsettled her a little seeing the door open.

      She pushed on the door carefully and stuck her head around to have a quick look inside. She couldn’t see anyone. She could usually sense when something was off and she wasn’t really getting anything right now. Only that squirmy feeling from the dream that she couldn’t shake. Deciding it had nothing to do with her home she entered the house. It was as she was taking off her coat that she heard a kind of rustling noise coming from the living room. Alarm shot through her as she remembered the dream again.

      That feeling might have been trying to warn her about something after all.  Could the dream be coming true here in her own house? There was definitely someone, or something, in here.

      Settling her coat on her shoulders again she grabbed the nearest heavy object, which happened to be an old umbrella of her aunt’s that had been hanging from one of the coat hooks in the entryway, the one with the heavy plastic end shaped like a diamond.

      Not much of a weapon, but it wasn’t like she kept a shotgun by the door. Foolish perhaps to try to defend herself but she didn’t see any other alternative right now. She couldn’t call her sister because the phone was in the room with the intruder. And unlike most everyone else she knew, Darcy didn’t own a cell phone. Long story.

      Darcy carefully tiptoed along the passageway to the living room doorway. Craning her neck, she looked around the edge of the doorjamb. She could just make out the figure of a man riffling through the drawers of the computer desk that sat flush against the far wall. Was it the man from her dream?

      Her heart was pounding so loud she was sure he would hear it and it would give her away. She tried to calm it down and then entered the room as quietly as possible. She raised the umbrella with the heavy end up over her head in a defensive pose. Then she screamed as loudly as she could to hide her fear, “What do you think you are doing?!”

      The man jumped back and dropped the papers he had been holding. He turned to face Darcy with his hands held in the air.

      Then he saw what she was holding, and his eyes popped.  He started laughing loudly. “What were you going to do with that thing? You Mary Poppins or something?” He pointed to the makeshift weapon she was holding with a sneer on his lips.

      Now that was an expression she’d seen him wear any number of times.

      “Jeff! What on earth are you doing in my house?” She was shocked to see her ex-husband standing there in her living room.  They didn’t associate anymore. They really didn’t have anything to talk about. He definitely didn’t have any right to be in her house going through her things.

      And he was the reason that she preferred to come home to an empty house every night. She had momentarily forgotten that little detail when she’d been wishing for more on her walk home. Their marriage had been at best rocky. No, once was quite enough and she had no intention of ever doing it again. Jeff had cured her of that.

      He began laughing so hard at her that he was bent over double. Reluctantly she dropped the umbrella with a clatter to the floor. She would much rather have hit him over the head with it. Repeatedly.

      “Oh for Pete’s sake!” She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms under her breasts. “Will you stop laughing and tell me why you are skulking around inside my house?  My house, Jeff! And why are you going through my personal things?”

      Jeff calmed himself down enough to be able to talk to her. “Stop assuming the worst, will you? I came here to get an old box of photos that my mom wants.” He was wiping the tears away from his eyes as he spoke. “Not get hit in the head with a stupid umbrella.”

      “So, what, you just decided to come on in and help yourself?” Darcy considered calling her sister at the police station. Maybe she could talk some sense into Jeff.

      His laughter evaporating, Jeff set his face in a scowl. “Always hospitable, aren’t you?” He stood up straighter and crossed his arms over his chest. “Anyway you weren’t here and I was in a hurry.”

      Darcy felt her blood start to boil. Jeff always brought out this reaction from her. No matter how she told herself she wouldn’t rise to his bait, rise she did. That was one of the reasons they were now divorced and had been for three years. Divorced that long, and still he thought he could come and go in her life just as he pleased.

      She bit her tongue to prevent herself from retaliating how she would like to. Taking a deep breath, she said, “I don’t want to argue with you Jeff. I want you gone. That’s why I divorced you.”

      “Excuse me,” he said to her with that same sneer, “but I think you’ve got that backwards. I divorced you.”

      Taking another deep breath to settle her nerves she said, “Whatever Jeff. You believe that if it makes you happy. Spin it however you want. I think those photos are in the basement. I’ll get them. Then you’ll leave. Okay?”

      She didn’t wait for him to answer as she turned and headed for the door to the basement steps off the kitchen. He followed behind her, grumbling under his breath as he did. Served him right, she thought to herself.

      She kept the basement of her aunt’s house clean and organized. The ceiling was low and most of one corner was taken up by the furnace, leaving little space for storage anyway.  There were metal shelves set up along one wall where she kept bits and pieces of her life that she didn’t have much use for anymore. It didn’t take long for them to locate the box of pictures belonging to Jeff that he’d stored down there when they were married. The box was among everything else that was leftover from another life.

      “There you go, Jeff,” she said to him in a stiff voice, shoving the box into his hands. “Now if you wouldn’t mind leaving? I want to get my dinner and relax a bit.”

      “Aww Darcy. You’re always trying to get rid of me.” His smile was full of ideas she had no interest in. “I could stay and have dinner with you.”

      Was he for real?

      Darcy gave him a dark look. “Why on earth would you want to do that? You can’t stand me and I can’t stand you. Why don’t we just leave it that way?”

      He grinned at her and winked. “Yeah, you do have a point there. Well, I’ll be going then.”

      She followed him all the way to the front door to make sure he actually left. As he opened the door she said, “Oh and Jeff…”

      He stopped and looked back at her. “What?”

      “Don’t ever come in my house uninvited again. Got it!”

      He screwed up his face as he slammed the door shut dramatically on his way out.

      Darcy made sure to lock it and throw the deadbolt as well. She grinned as she went into the kitchen to start getting her dinner ready. Smudge startled her when he jumped up onto the counter to demand that she get his dinner first.

      “Where have you been? You couldn’t have warned me about Jeff? Hm?” He looked at her with his big green kitty cat eyes and she smiled at him. “It’s okay, I don’t blame you for keeping a low profile while he was around. I should have done that myself instead of agreeing to marry him.”

      She watched as Smudge seemed to nod his head at her words. His tail twitched as if he was in complete agreement with her.

      Smart cat.
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      Darcy could feel her heart pounding in her chest as the dark figure walked slowly towards her. She was standing on the sidewalk of Main Street as the apparition moved closer and closer to her. He was surrounded by mist, wearing a dark overcoat and a wide brimmed hat, making it impossible for her to see his face.  But there was something so familiar about him…

      He approached her menacingly and she stepped back a few paces as he came closer. She tried to speak, to tell him to stop, but she found that no words would leave her mouth. Her heart nearly leapt from her chest as he reached into his coat with his right hand and…

      Pain blossomed in her chest. She’d been shot. Wait. Disoriented, struggling to find reality, she realized that she wasn’t in the street. Hadn’t she just been there? No. She was in her bed. Smudge had jumped on her, landing on her chest. That was all it was. She tried to calm her breathing and pushed at the cat gently as she tried to relax her tense muscles. It had been a dream once again.  Just another bad dream.

      Right?

      She hoped that was all it was. Two similar dreams about the same man trying to kill her two nights running made it a little harder to dismiss. She was seriously worried now that the dreams meant something but tried to push it away. She didn’t want them to mean anything at all but she feared that they did.

      Smudge mewled at her from where she had pushed him aside onto the mattress. Patting her cat, she said, “I’m sorry, Smudge. Thank you for waking me up. I was having another very bad dream. You wouldn’t believe it. I wonder who that man is that’s invading my dreams and trying to kill me. I hope it was just another stupid dream and not some premonition. What do you think?”

      She was in the habit of talking to Smudge as if he would answer her, as if he could understand her. He looked at her now with those wide eyes of his and shook his head, as if to say “how would I know?”

      “Well you’re a big help.” She laughed at herself and rolled over into a comfortable position where Smudge could crawl in between her feet where they were tangled in the comforter. “Goodnight good boy, I’ll see you in the morning.”

      It took a little while for her to fall asleep again. All Darcy could see when she closed her eyes was the dark figure. She wondered who he was and what it all meant. She’d like nothing more than to just ignore it all as a fantasy of her tired mind. But unfortunately, things rarely worked that way for Darcy.  When she saw things, when she had dreams, she knew she had to pay attention to them.

      That thought rolled around in her tired brain before she finally drifted off to sleep again.
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      The next morning Darcy was feeling a little on edge from her dream. It had repeated itself just before she had woken this morning. The same dark figure, the same menace, the same gesture of reaching inside of his coat for… something. Three dreams in twenty-four hours made it very difficult to ignore them. She was so agitated and couldn’t settle to anything so she decided to get ready and go to work early. Smudge just rolled over and yawned at her when she asked if he was ready to head into town with her. Apparently, he was still too tired to join her.

      Usually she enjoyed the walk into town but this morning her mind was once again filled with the images from her dreams. By the time she reached the town center she was totally out of sorts. Wondering what she could do to settle her nerves, she decided that maybe some coffee and perhaps something sweet would help. She headed towards the Bean There Bakery and Café, Misty Hollow’s one and only café-slash-bakery.

      Thoughts of her strange dreams buzzed in her head and kept her from paying attention as she made her way through the door of the bakery. She found herself bumping into someone on their way out.

      “Oh, sorry! Sorry,” she tried to apologize.

      “Darcy! Where is your head? You almost made me drop these coffees.” Darcy was embarrassed to hear the familiar female voice admonishing her. Her sister stood there now, scowling at her, the dark blue pantsuit she always wore for work pressed and perfect. Her long, dark hair pulled back in to a tidy pony tail.

      “Grace, what on earth are you doing here?” Darcy cringed as the words left her mouth. She realized how stupid that sounded.

      “Well, I don’t know Darcy. Maybe I was digging for gold or working on my car or something.” Grace tilted her head to one side. “What do you think I’m doing here? It’s a coffee shop. I’m getting coffee.” She lifted the Styrofoam coffee cups she held in a cardboard tray up to Darcy’s eye level.

      Darcy shrugged. What could she say? She bit her lip and wished she hadn’t decided to get breakfast this morning.

      “What’s up with you today?” Grace leaned closer to Darcy and continued, “Has it got anything to do with… you know?” Grace wiggled the fingers of her free hand, indicating that she was talking about Darcy’s tendency to get mixed up in weird stuff.

      Darcy looked at her sister for a beat, deciding whether or not to tell her about her strange dream. Grace knew more than anyone about the dark secrets of Darcy’s life, but not even her sister knew it all. And Darcy wanted to keep it that way.

      “I just had a couple of strange dreams, that’s all. It’s probably nothing.” She left it at that. At least she hoped the dreams had been nothing.

      Grace looked at her watch. “Okay then. If you say so. Are you getting a coffee?” Darcy nodded.  “Go ahead. I’ll wait for you. You can come and meet my new partner. He just started at the police department a few days ago.”

      Darcy knew that the police department had recently gotten a new detective. She didn’t know much about the man. Grace’s old partner had recently left Misty Hollow to marry a girl from another state.

      Darcy knew she had no choice now. Not that she minded spending time with Grace. She just wanted to get to the bookstore and spend some time quietly thinking on those dreams. She needed to figure it out or put it out of her mind. She went up to the counter and placed her order, chatting with Helen Nelson, the owner of the bakery, while she waited for her coffee and Danish. Helen was the Mayor’s wife, and always full of news.

      As she and Grace walked toward the black and white patrol car that was parked just down the street, Darcy saw the tall, dark haired, very good looking man slouched against the driver’s door.

      He had his arms folded across a muscular chest and he oozed indifference to the world around him. His suit was a similar color to Grace’s, and just as stiff-looking. As they moved closer to him he turned to them with a shadow of a smile and Darcy’s breath caught in her throat. She was mesmerized by the most gorgeous pair of blue eyes she’d ever seen.

      Grace handed the coffees to him then held a hand out towards Darcy. “Jon, this is my sister, Darcy Sweet.”

      He inclined his head ever so slightly in her direction and she felt her face heat. It was an intense something that rose up in her with each breath as his eyes pinned her.  She hadn’t had a reaction like that to a man since she couldn’t remember when. Probably never. For his part, he looked her up, and down, and if she’d been standing there naked in front of him she couldn’t have felt more exposed. She bit her lip and told herself to just breathe.

      “Darcy,” Grace continued, “this is my new partner, Jon Tinker.”

      She felt Grace nudge her as she stood there, still mute. Gathering herself she placed her cup and pastry bag onto the car roof and held out her hand to him. “Hi, um… Jon. How are you?”

      She figured it was her day to put her foot in her mouth.

      He took hold of her offered hand and little electric currents ran along her fingers and then up her arm. The tingling settled in her spine, and she knew she was in trouble.

      He looked at her like he’d just found something distasteful on the bottom of his shoe. Then he dropped her hand like he’d just found out she was infectious and turned away from her to take a coffee from the tray where he’d set it on the roof of the car. He thanked Grace in single syllable words and then took a sip of the hot drink. Darcy was a bit let down by his curt attitude but decided to try again. Sometimes she couldn’t help being a woman.

      “So Jon,” she said to him, determined to make a better second first impression, “what do you think of our town? How are you handling all of the mist?”

      “The town’s okay,” he said, and then added with a twist of sarcasm, “And all this mist doesn’t bother me at all.” He turned away from her and took another sip of his coffee.

      Her mouth hung open. What a rude man! Had she really been attracted to this jerk? Angry at herself, she twisted the ring around her finger over and over. “Well, I guess that’s great then that you love the mist so much. I’ll see you later Grace, I’ve got to get to the book shop.”

      She grabbed her coffee and pastry and wondered as she stalked off if it had been her. Something she said? Then she realized that unless Jon was the type of guy to be insulted by someone saying hi, then the problem wasn’t her. It was him.

      God help her sister if that was her new partner.
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        * * *

      

      “I think it will be great fun. I simply can’t wait.” Sue Fisher, Darcy’s only employee at the bookstore, was chatting excitedly about Misty Hollow’s anniversary festival that was going to be held the next day. “This is the biggest thing to happen here for ages. I can’t wait for the fireworks.” She was swinging her blonde head from side to side as she twirled on her stool in her excitement making Darcy feel a little seasick.

      Darcy couldn’t help but grin. Sue was just twenty, working at the bookstore while on a break from college for a year while she decided whether she wanted to get that law degree or not. That kind of energy could only belong to someone so young.

      Sue stopped swinging around and looked through her lashes at Darcy. “Randy’s coming into town tomorrow to go to the festival with me.” She had a little flush on her cheeks as she spoke. Randy was her on again, off again boyfriend that she had met at college. “I’m so excited to see him. It’s been ages.”

      Darcy sighed. Such was young love. She admitted to herself that she was a little envious of Sue’s relationship with Randy, even if it wasn’t perfect, what relationship was? That melancholy mood threatened to settle over Darcy once again.

      Changing the subject before it could Darcy said, “What about the Mayor’s speech? I suppose you can’t wait for that either.”

      Sue screwed up her face and shuddered. “Oh, God no. Once Steve Nelson gets started nothing can shut him up.”

      Darcy laughed and silently agreed with Sue. Sue started to go on about what she was going to wear to the festival and Darcy completely zoned her out. She and Sue were very different but they still got along well. Sue was a bit of an airhead and was mad about fashion. She loved wearing the latest cute dresses, at least the ones she could afford. She talked endlessly about clothes and shoes and makeup and, well, everything to do with fashion. That stuff bored Darcy to no end. Darcy was happy to wear a comfortable pair of jeans with her worn sneakers and a nice T-shirt. No fancy dresses or high heel shoes for her.

      Darcy shivered as a sudden cold draft blew over her. She knew what to expect when this happened. It was her special talent coming in tune with something out of sorts with the world around her. She looked around to see where the draft may have come from. It had to be nearby…

      A very faint image of her great-aunt Millie stood by one of the book shelves. The apparition’s shading was at odds with the soft lighting cast by the hanging lights. Darcy wasn’t alarmed at the sight. It wasn’t Millie’s first time visiting. The bookstore used to belong to Millie, after all, and she would appear at odd times. Often to cause mischief.

      Keeping an eye on Millie as she pretended to listen to Sue she could see that Millie was floating towards one particular book shelf. Sue couldn’t see Darcy’s Great-Aunt standing there, of course. No one else would be able to. Darcy watched intently as the flickering ghostly image put out an ethereal hand to knock a book to the floor before quickly disappearing.

      Sue jumped and turned her stool in the direction of the sound. Darcy let her go over and pick the book off the floor, acting like she hadn’t even noticed. Her gift had led her to many wonderful discoveries. It had also made her the object of ridicule on more than one occasion. Sometimes the play-acting made things easier.

      “How odd.” Sue turned the book over in her hands. “Say isn’t this the book you were reading in the book club?” She held the book out for Darcy to see. It was, indeed, a copy of “And Then There Were None.” Darcy couldn’t hold back another shiver. Definitely odd. Was Millie being playful… or was there a message here?

      “What made this book fall to the floor I wonder?” Sue said as she looked all around her before shoving the book back into its slot on the shelf. “Oh well.  Gravity’s working, I guess.” She shrugged, then came back over to where Darcy was without giving the book another thought and went back to gushing on about the festival.

      Maybe that story deserved a closer look.
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      The next afternoon Darcy walked into town to attend the anniversary festival that was being held in the town square. She was looking forward to getting out and mingling with the other townsfolk. The weather was mainly fine with the sun warm on her shoulders as she walked. The mist still clung to the shadows and the tops of the trees but even that couldn’t dampen Darcy’s enjoyment of the day.

      As she walked along Main Street she admired the myriad colorful streamers that were hanging between the buildings in decoration. The townsfolk had gone all out to make this the most spectacular, colorful anniversary festival the town had ever experienced.

      She hadn’t gotten around to perusing the book Great-Aunt Millie had practically tossed at her feet. There hadn’t been a good time while Sue was there and then it was time to go home and, well, time got away from her as it all too often did. There had been no dreams last night, either. For now, everything in her life was normal. She was determined to enjoy it while it lasted.

      Darcy spotted her sister Grace just up ahead and hurried to catch up with her. “Hi Sis. Doesn’t the town look great?”

      Grace smiled at her. “Yes, they really outdid themselves this year. How are you feeling? You, uh, kind of snapped at Jon yesterday. Still having bad dreams?”

      Darcy smiled back at her and shrugged. Grace thought she’d been rude to Jon? Had she not been listening to the man at all? “No, no more dreams,” she said, leaving it at that.

      Grace nodded. She was dressed down today, taking a rare day off from her job. Jeans and a dark red blousy top. Darcy was wearing jeans, too, but somehow Grace’s backside always looked better in jeans than Darcy’s did. It wasn’t fair.

      As they walked along together, weaving in and out of revellers, they waved and said hello to several people. Many of the shopkeepers had stalls out in front of their shops along Main Street, displaying their wares for all to see.

      Darcy had a couple of high school girls working the bookstore’s stall so that she was free to attend the festival. She didn’t think it would be very busy there. Business had slacked off with the growing popularity of e-readers. She didn’t want to tell Grace, but it was getting harder and harder to make ends meet with the store’s dwindling revenue. There might come a time when she’d have to consider selling the shop. She didn’t know what Great-Aunt Millie would think of that.

      Darcy and Grace walked around and looked at all of the stalls and the afternoon passed fairly swiftly. “My feet are killing me,” Grace said. “Why don’t we go and sit in the Gazebo for a while?”

      “Okay, I could do with a rest,” Darcy said with a laugh. But before they could make it to their destination they came upon the Mayor and his wife as they walked, and stopped to say hello. “Hi Steve, Helen, how are you both today?” Darcy thought that Steve looked a little tense. Of course, she thought, his speech that he had to give.

      He pulled a crisp white handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at his forehead with it. She noticed his hand wasn’t quite steady. “Well Darcy I have to say I am doing quite well. Unless you count a bad case of stage fright.”

      “Oh now dear, just calm yourself,” Helen patted his arm. “What do you have to be worried about? You give this same speech all the time. Darcy and Grace don’t want to hear your woes.”  Just then Roland Baskin, the town grump, demanded the Mayor’s attention, probably to complain about the festival as he always did when something was being held in the town. That gave Darcy and Grace the perfect opportunity to move on.

      “Oh there’s Jon.” Grace turned to face Darcy as her partner spotted them and raised a hand in greeting. She laid a hand on Darcy’s arm to get her to stop walking. “I don’t understand what the problem was between you two the other day. He’s a very kind and nice man.”

      “And good looking,” Darcy had to admit, even though she was miffed at Grace laying the blame for the encounter on her.

      “Well. He is easy on the eyes,” Grace agreed with a lopsided smile.

      “Grace! You’re a married woman. What about Aaron?” Darcy said with a hint of humor in her voice.

      “I may be married, but I’m not dead. I can appreciate a good looking guy. I can look but not touch.” Grace smiled. “Aaron knows he has nothing to worry about. He knows he’s the only one for me.” Grace paused for a moment looking over in Jon’s direction. “I’ll admit I was a bit worried about getting a new partner when Jimmy left to marry his girlfriend. We’d been working together so long that we almost knew each other’s thoughts but I didn’t need to worry. Jon’s a great guy and a great cop. We get along well.”

      “It’s fine, Grace. He doesn’t have to be nice to me as long as he’s okay for you to work with.” Darcy tried to ignore the way her heart sped up as she looked at Jon. She sighed. She could still appreciate his looks even if he was a jerk, couldn’t she?

      “Will you excuse me for a moment?” Grace asked her. “There’s something I need to talk to him about.”

      “Sure go ahead. I’ll just wander around here for a bit.” Darcy watched as her sister hurried away through the crowd. She wandered along the sidewalk going from stall to stall, just taking her time and catching up with people she saw.

      “Darcy! Darcy!” she suddenly heard. “Oh thank goodness I found you.”

      Darcy turned to find her neighbor Anna frantically weaving her way through the crowd, waving her hand in the air to catch Darcy’s attention. As Anna reached her she grabbed her arm and held on tight.

      “Anna, what’s the matter?” She tried to guide the older woman away from the busy sidewalk to one of the park benches so that they could talk more privately. The whole time Anna was shaking her head. Her face was very pale. Whatever had upset her must be bad.

      Giving up on getting to a bench she just led them away from the crowd a little way. “Anna what is it? If you don’t tell me I can’t help you.” Anna looked at her with frightened eyes and Darcy felt that familiar odd feeling run through her again. Did she really want to know what it was that Anna knew?

      “I… I found out something horrible earlier and…”

      Darcy waited with impatience for Anna to continue but the woman looked at something over Darcy’s shoulder instead. She shook all over just as Darcy saw her sister Grace heading their way, with Jon in tow. “I’m sorry, Darcy. I was mistaken. I’m sure I was mistaken. I’m just going to go home.”

      Darcy could hear Grace and Jon’s voices now. They seemed to be talking heatedly about something. She was more worried about Anna, though. “Are you sure? You seemed so upset.”

      Anna smiled in a way that did nothing to erase the fear from her eyes. “Yes. I’m sure. The crowd. Yes. The crowd is too much for me today. That’s all it is.”

      Darcy could tell there was something more to it. She didn’t want to press Anna and spook her more, though. “Okay, if you’re sure that’s what you want to do?”

      “Yes it is. Definitely. I’ll talk to you later on.” She nodded to herself and then scurried away. Rushing home as if the devil was on her tail, Darcy thought. How odd.

      “…and I hear that Darcy is always causing trouble.” Darcy tuned into the conversation Grace and Jon were having behind her when she heard Jon say her name. Now she was all ears. Trouble? What was he saying about her always causing trouble?

      She swung around and faced him with a glare. “I don’t cause the trouble. Trouble just happens to find me.”

      Jon opened his mouth to say something at the same time that Grace opened her mouth to say something else but the screeching of the microphone as the Mayor was about to make his speech cut them both off. Jon snapped his mouth shut with a hard stare at Darcy. Everybody in the crowd quieted down and faced the podium where Steve Nelson was now smiling nervously.

      “Can you all hear me?” The crowd shouted a resounding “Yes!”

      The ceremony began with the Mayor making his speech about the town of Misty Hollow’s history. A glorious history, he said, starting back in the Revolutionary War and continuing through a series of remarkable events that led to the wonderful town they all knew and loved today.

      Darcy knew all of this. She had researched the town’s history and probably knew it better than anyone else. Plus, Steve gave this same speech, or some variation of it, at just about every town event he had ever spoken at.

      After what seemed like an eternity the Mayor’s speech ended. Then the celebrations got into full swing. As night fell the fog also started to descend upon them once again. The fog got thicker the later it got and Darcy wondered if they would be able to see the fireworks when it was time. As she listened to the music playing Darcy reflected that even the thick fog couldn’t dampen the town’s enthusiasm for their festival.

      When nine o’clock rolled around and it was time for the fireworks the fog seemed to miraculously part over the center of town for the ten minutes it took for the fireworks to light up the sky. Oddly, as soon as they were done the fog soon descended upon them once again. Darcy shivered as the fog seemed to penetrate her clothing.

      When the fireworks were over the festivities continued on with music and dancing. Darcy stayed for another hour or so but when it looked like the other townsfolk were dispersing she decided to head home also.

      As she did her thoughts kept returning to Anna, though, and why she had suddenly stopped talking just as her sister had shown up.
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      Darcy walked home alone after the festival thinking about how lovely the town had looked all decorated and how beautiful the fireworks had been. It was difficult to see where she was going as the beam from her flashlight was bouncing off the curtain of fog in front of her. She was going on instinct alone as she walked this path everyday of her life and could do it with her eyes closed.

      Despite the fog, she felt great and the good feelings from such a wonderful day had succeeded in pushing those silly dreams she’d had and Millie’s appearance right out of her head. Anna and her actions at the festival kept coming to mind, but she figured that would work itself out. And on top of that thoughts of Linda’s missing cat weaved their way in and out of her head. It was getting very busy in there.

      As she reached her porch she could see that Smudge was waiting for her. He was such a good cat. As she got closer to him and reached out to pet him he meowed very loudly at her. Instantly Darcy was on edge. Smudge was a good cat and he was trying to tell her something now.

      There was something wrong.

      Smudge bolted off the porch and quickly sprinted part way across the pasture that separated Darcy’s property from Anna’s. When he got to the edge of the flashlight’s beam he stopped and looked back at her. “Lassie’s got nothing on you, huh Smudge?”

      Darcy followed him through the fog to Anna’s house. He was a black and white shadow moving just at the furthest reach of her light. When she got to Anna’s front door it was open. That wasn’t right. Not this late at night. A sense of déjà vu hit her. Strains of her first dream filtered through her mind. She now realized why the house in her dream had seemed so familiar. She was standing in front of it right now.

      Darcy hesitantly pushed the door open a little wider. She really didn’t want to see what was on the other side. Her instincts were screaming at her. She knew it wouldn’t be good. If it went just like her dream she knew it would be very bad.

      As the door swung inward, seemingly in slow motion, her searching flashlight fell across Anna, lying on the floor. Darcy raced over to her and carefully felt for a pulse in her neck. There wasn’t one. Behind her, Smudge meowed again.

      He was right. Anna was dead. And she hadn’t been dead for very long. Her skin was still warm.

      Was the killer still in the house? Was he about to jump out and pounce on her like he did in the dream?
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      Darcy tugged the police jacket tighter around her body. The night had turned cold, and not just from the mist settling in like a thick blanket. Inside Anna’s cozy little home, death had visited. Even though she’d been scared that there might be a killer still lurking about she had waited there for the police, for the rescue squad personnel who were too late to do anything, for her sister to come and hold her as the reality of it set in and then tell her she had to come down to the station.

      She sat now in a hard wooden chair off to the side in Misty Hollow’s police department and watched as her sister went about the professional efficiency of death.

      Darcy had to blink a few times to try and remove the fuzzy edges of tears from her vision. She could see her sister talking on the telephone and knew she was talking to someone from Anna’s family, breaking the news of her death to them. How awful for them all. Darcy knew that Anna had been particularly close to her brother and wondered how he would cope with the news. Poor man.

      Taking a couple of deep breaths Darcy closed her eyes for a moment and tried to calm herself. Instead, she found herself remembering the moment she had found Anna lying on the floor and the sheer horror of realizing that Anna was dead. And then images began flashing through her mind, like scenes from a movie, of herself running to the phone and calling the police. She could see the police arriving and Anna’s body being taken away. She remembered how her body had looked…

      Darcy jumped and her eyes popped open when she felt a hand on her arm. She was surprised to see Jon bending over her with a concerned look on his face.

      “Here,” he said. “I thought you could probably do with some coffee.” He held a cup out to her. In slow motion, she took the cup from him and took a sip. It tasted awful but she felt the warmth seep through her body and chase some of the chill away. Jon sat down on the chair beside her.

      “Thanks. I needed that.” She gave Jon a half smile. He was still gorgeous, and she still noticed. “Do you want your jacket back?”

      “No you keep it for a while.” There was a small pause as he cleared his throat. “I’m really sorry for your loss. Grace told me how close you were to Anna.”

      “Thank you.” She didn’t understand his change in attitude, his suddenly being nice to her like this. They sat in silence then and waited.

      Grace soon came over to where they were sitting. “I was finally able to reach Anna’s brother. He’s going to inform the rest of the family.”

      Darcy saw the look that passed between her sister and Jon before Grace looked
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