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  Prologue

  
  




In the distance, a shot rang out.

Deputy Benno sat up in bed. “Great Scott!” he exclaimed. He threw aside the covers, leaped out of his four-poster bed, hastily tugged on a dressing gown, and flew out the door.

A silver moon shone through ten-foot-high windows, filling the hallway with eerie light. Leafless branches shook in the turbulent wind, tapping frenetically against the panes. Benno was filled with trepidation as he hastened down the corridor.

He saw a crowd gathered at an open door at the end of the hall. “What’s happened?” he demanded.

A petite, beautiful young woman in a negligée pivoted toward him dramatically and regarded him with wide amber eyes. In a husky whisper, Violet proclaimed, “Murder!”

Benno put a hand to his chest, threw back his head, and gasped. Thunder and lightning boomed.








  
  
  I

  
  




Violet woke up with a start. Something was tapping on her window from outside. Sitting up and squinting through the swirling ice and snow, she could just make out a branch whipping against the glass. Grunting, she lay down again to go back to sleep.

Then she sat up straight. In the two months she’d lived in this house, there had never been a branch this close to her window. Once again peering outside, she examined the branch as closely as she could. The false dawn was just bright enough to reveal the ice coating the bough. Momentarily, the wind died down, letting the snow slow its dance long enough for Violet to see that the entire tree, in fact, was coated in a thick layer of ice, and the added weight was causing it to lean over dramatically—bringing its branches closer to her window.

This was no ordinary December storm. This was an ice storm.

Violet twisted in place to check the time. The face of her digital clock was blank. Reaching over, she pressed the switch on her bedside lamp. Nothing happened.

A minute later, pulling on her bathrobe, Violet stepped into the hall. She shivered, hugging herself. The lights were off in the bathroom next to her room, but someone had set an electric lantern on the counter.

From the other end of the hall approached a walking wooly blanket with eyeballs. The top of it wriggled, and out popped the head of a teenage girl.

“Power outage?” asked Violet.

“Yup,” said Cy through chattering teeth. She gathered Violet into the blanket and they went downstairs.

Cy’s mother, Jen, was already in the kitchen. She was fully dressed, but she seemed more adapted to the cold than her daughter, as the only winter garb she wore was a wool cap, her dirty blond hair spilling out from beneath it. With a long match, she ignited one of the burners on the gas stove and cooked a breakfast of scrambled eggs.

“We have a generator, right, Mom?” asked Cy.

“Yes, we do,” Jen said emphatically as she scraped egg onto Violet’s dish. “I made sure of that when we moved in. After we eat, I’ll get it hooked up.”

“Do you need help with that?” Violet offered.

Jen shook her head, taking a swig of black coffee and sitting down next to them at the long rectangular table set against the kitchen wall.

For a moment, the three of them ate in comfortable silence, light and warmth emanating from the nearby kerosene heater. A calico cat hopped onto the bench next to Cy and curled up against her, purring.

“I was having a weird dream just before I woke up,” Violet remarked.

“What was it about?” asked Cy, though her attention was mostly on the cat she was petting. Jen, likewise, seemed mesmerized by the ice storm cavorting beyond the window.

Violet shrugged. “I don’t remember.”

Several moments passed.

Then, one at a time, Cy and her mother ceased what they were doing and turned to stare at her.

“Say that again?” said Cy.

“I said I don’t—” All at once Violet set down her fork and stared back at them wonderingly. “I don’t remember! I don’t remember what I dreamed!” A moment later she added, “Come to think of it, I don’t think I remember any of my dreams.” For Violet this was a rare occurrence. From the moment she’d woken up in Veil two months ago, Violet could perfectly remember everything she saw and did. Now it seemed there might actually be a large number of gaps in that memory. She wasn’t sure whether to feel concerned or relieved.

“What does that mean?” asked Cy, echoing Violet’s thoughts.

Violet had no idea, and was about to say so when all three of them were startled by a knock at the front door. Jen stood to answer it but paused when her cell phone rang.

“I’ll get it, Mom,” Cy volunteered, heading for the door as Jen answered her phone.

A tall, broad-shouldered silhouette occupied the front porch. Dawn was approaching, but true morning light was still a ways off. Leaning through the doorway, Cy squinted at the face under the hood. “Fran?”

Fran Dosley, who lived next door, pulled her hood back once Cy had invited her inside. She brushed snow from her face and her short, graying hair.

“Did you guys lose power, too?” asked Cy.

“Everyone’s out of power,” Fran replied shortly. “Said so on the radio.”

“Oh my god. Are you guys okay?”

“No.” Fran tended to be terse and blunt. “The radio’s the only thing that’s working, and we can’t get our kerosene heaters on.”

“We’ve got a couple extras. We don’t need to heat the whole house.”

“What we need is hot water.”

“Well, we’ve got a gas stove, so we can heat some…” A blast of chilly air blew open the door, which they’d left ajar. Tugging it shut, Cy amended, “On second thought, why don’t you all just come over here?”

Fran hesitated. “Would that be all right with your mother?”

Jen, just then passing by while still on the phone, threw a “Yes!” over her shoulder.

Fran pulled her hood back up. “Be right back.”

Cy and Violet managed to clean up the living room just before Fran returned with the rest of her family in tow. One of them was a very short woman—even shorter than Violet—who had evidently trudged through snow piled as high as her waist. The other was a tired-looking teenage girl with white-blond hair, carrying a boxy object covered with two blankets. As she set it on the coffee table, it emitted a cooing sound, giving away that it contained the fourth and smallest member of the family.

“Oh, shoot, I forgot Rosie’s formula,” lamented the teen girl.

Fran put out a hand as the girl moved toward the door. “No, Kristy, I’ll go back and get it. You stay inside.” Not waiting for a response, she headed out into the storm.

“Thanks,” Kristy mumbled.

“There’s some water heating on the stove,” Cy told the newcomers, “but Mom’s about to get the generator started, so soon you’ll have all you need.”

“Oh, thank you, honey,” wheezed the short woman, catching her breath. Like Fran, she’d carried several parcels from next door, which she’d set down in the corner of the room.

“Can we make you guys some breakfast?” offered Violet.

Kristy abruptly pivoted, not having seen Violet till just then. “Oh, hi!” she said with a sudden bright smile.

Glancing uncertainly at Cy, Violet returned the smile. “Hello.”

It seemed to take Kristy a moment to remember Violet’s question. “Oh, no thank you.”

“You sure?”

“I started applying for colleges, like you said!”

Though taken aback, Violet remembered the conversation from a few weeks ago, when the Dosleys had her and the Grogans over for dinner. “Oh, good,” she said encouragingly.

“Do you think I could use you as a reference?”

“Oh. Um…” Violet wouldn’t have minded, but she doubted she would make a very good reference when even she had no idea about her true identity. Rosie saved her the trouble of pointing this out when the baby started to cry. Kristy took her out of the carrier and started to nurse her just as Jen returned, putting her phone away.

“I have to report to the station right now,” she announced. “Joy, do you think you could get the generator going if I show you where it is?”

Joy hesitated. “Well, me, no, but Fran probably could.”

“Okay, good. I’ll show her before I leave. You two,” she said, pointing at Cy and Violet, “the sheriff’s looking for volunteers to help at the emergency shelters around town. Do you want in?”

“Sure,” Violet said immediately.

Cy raised her hand, as if she were in class. “Helping how?”

“Probably setting up cots, preparing food, making sure everyone has enough blankets, that sort of thing.”

“Oh, yeah, I can do that.”

“Then get your coats on. We leave in five minutes.”

* * *

Violet expected that Jen would have to take it slow as she drove them into town to the sheriff’s station, and she was right—but it wasn’t just due to the icy road conditions, as she’d thought. The freezing rain was beginning to abate; as the air cleared, it made visible the devastation left in the storm’s wake. Every tree in sight was practically bent double, weighed down by a thick icy coating on all the branches, some of which had broken off. Avoiding these obstacles was what necessitated Jen’s cautious driving. Just into town, they discovered most of the roads hadn’t yet been plowed. They had to park on the outskirts and walk the rest of the way, holding each other up so they didn’t slip and fall.

Trees weren’t the only things sagging under the extra weight of the ice. Telephone wires hovered mere feet from the ground, utility poles on the verge of teetering over. If this happened, the few cars that had apparently been left parked on the street overnight were in danger of being crushed. There was little that could be done about this: the cars themselves were encased in shells of ice, inches thick. At least one car they passed had already had its roof caved in by a fallen branch. Another tree had cracked at its base and collapsed against a house, gouging a hole in the wall. Repair crews swarmed throughout the village, doing whatever they could to alleviate the damage.

The inside of the sheriff’s station was more crowded than Violet had ever seen it, crammed as it was with deputies and volunteers like her and Cy. The tall, bearded, barrel-chested Sheriff Dubowski waved for attention at the front of the room. As everyone quieted down, he rumbled, “Listen up! We are in a state of emergency! I’m glad to see how many volunteers have turned up to help—we badly need it.

“Just so you know, the Veil Fire Department has taken point on this whole situation. We of this department have to do our jobs and assist them. They are in charge, we are their
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