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For Jay, the keeper of my darkest secrets




  

  



Blackthorn is a gothic romance that contains dark themes and potentially disturbing content, including but not limited to graphic sex, noncon and dubcon sex, explicit language, possible harm to a child, human sacrifice, disturbing imagery, the occult, religion, violence, murder, horror, incest, blood, death, grief, and gore.



  
PROLOGUE
If malevolence could be a place, it would be Blackthorn Manor.
Nestled in the tangled black woods beneath leaden skies filled with flocks of circling ravens stands the brooding, ancient house where I was born and raised. Though to call it a house is akin to calling hell a warm destination.
The truth is far more terrifying.
I fell in love in that house.
I nearly died there, too.
Now, as I’m rolled away on a stretcher with an oxygen mask strapped to my face, I watch Blackthorn burn to ruins, the gnarled trunks of the old trees that stand sentinel beside it painted red like streaks of primordial blood from reflections of the massive flames devouring it.
And I know at long last that I’m free of this place and the stranglehold it has always had over me.
Except for my dreams where Blackthorn and its ghosts will always find me, I’m finally free.



  

PART ONE
HOME SWEET HOME
Hell is empty, and all the devils are here.
—The Tempest



  
ONE
MAVEN
Solstice, Vermont, is a picturesque town nestled in the densely forested hills of New England. Like any small town in this part of the world, Solstice has its share of lore and legends. Hauntings, curses, unsolved mysteries, unexplained natural phenomena, they’re as abundant here as maple trees.
It’s to this place I now return, having fled twelve years ago after my mother’s death.
Or murder. Depends on who you ask.
My daughter, Beatrix, stands beside me on the deserted train station platform, looking around with trepidation at the old-fashioned bronze lampposts, wooden benches, and small depot with its flaking white paint, peaked roof, and clock tower.
It’s half past four on a gray October afternoon. The air is crisp and redolent with woodsmoke. The silence is broken only by the fading sound of the train as it chugs around a curve in the tracks. Then it’s swallowed by the fog-shrouded forest, and we’re alone.
The sense of having been transported back in time is palpable. So is the electrical crackle of my daughter’s panic.
She’s never been outside the city. I suffer a fleeting twinge of regret over that now, but I have good reasons for keeping her surrounded by skyscrapers and concrete.
The women in my family go feral if left in nature too long.
“Does this town have indoor plumbing?”
“Of course.”
“What about electricity? Cars?”
I take her hand in mine and squeeze it reassuringly. “I know it’s not Manhattan, sweetie. Give it a chance.”
“This place is like a creepy olden town from a horror movie. Those woods are probably full of escaped convicts. We could be hacked to pieces any minute.”
“It’s not creepy, it’s charming. You’ve been watching those crime documentaries again. We talked about that. It’s not good for your mental health.”
Shivering as she edges closer to me, she mutters, “Being chopped to bits wouldn’t be good for my mental health, either.”
Dry leaves skittering across our path, we walk across the platform and enter the depot. It’s deserted, too, which feels ominous. Then again, everything about this town started to feel ominous to me when my mother died, so I try not to read too much into it.
In the small parking lot in front of the depot, an ancient black Cadillac awaits, engine running. Ghostly white plumes of smoke from its exhaust pipe billow in the chilly fall air. When a man emerges from the driver’s seat, unfolding his long limbs like a spider rising from its web, Bea’s sharp intake of breath is audible.
I give her hand another reassuring squeeze. “That’s Quentin, the caretaker. I told you about him, remember? There’s nothing to be afraid of.”
“You didn’t tell me he looked like a zombie.”
“He isn’t a zombie.”
She whispers, “Mom, he literally looks like he just rose from the dead. I’ve never seen a person that color in my life. He might as well be made of clay.”
“We don’t criticize people for their appearance. Be kind to him.”
I raise my hand in greeting to Quentin. He lumbers around the car to take our luggage.
Watching him, I understand why Bea’s startled.
Q is tall, stooped, thin as a rail, and has onyx eyes that gaze from under heavy brows with piercing intensity. He can stare for an unnaturally long time without blinking. His pale, parchment-thin skin stands in stark contrast to the severity of his antiquated black wool cloak, and his wispy white hair drifts around his skull like ethereal mist. His boots don’t have a right or a left, as he made them himself.
The way he moves suggests rigor mortis has set in.
I wonder for perhaps the millionth time how old he is, but Q has looked exactly the same since my earliest memory from childhood when he gazed seriously into my eyes as I handed him his birthday gift of a brilliant-green scarab beetle I’d dug from under a barberry bush in the garden.
He loves the creepy-crawly creatures of the earth as much as I do.
When he’s finished loading our few bags into the trunk, Q opens the back door of the Caddy. Our eyes meet briefly before I duck inside the car, and though Q is nonspeaking and always has been, I don’t need words to interpret his warning:
Be careful. They already know you’re here.
But of course they would. The wealthy and powerful Crofts know everything that happens in this town, and they have for over three hundred years.
We make the trip to the house in silence. Bea keeps darting nervous glances at me, so I keep my expression impassive and hold up my head with a confidence I don’t feel. With every mile that passes, the winch around my lungs squeezes tighter, until I’m breathing so shallowly, I’m lightheaded.
Then we drive through the rusty iron gates of Blackthorn Manor, and I lose my breath altogether.
My family’s ancestral home looms at the end of a long, rutted dirt driveway choked with weeds. As much a part of the forest as the centuries of dense undergrowth and towering trees that surround it, the brooding stone structure is cloaked in ivy and surrounded by a tangle of native shrubs and uncontrolled bracken.
The house isn’t one structure, but many structures built over hundreds of years in a stubborn patchwork quilt of styles that lend it a chaotic, unsettled appearance. Part Medieval fortress, part Gothic mansion, and part rustic ruin, it defies easy categorization, much like its generations of inhabitants.
An architectural Frankenstein’s monster, the place seems to radiate a sense of foreboding, as though it guards secrets best left undisturbed.
The only modern additions are the large greenhouse at the back of the property, which holds all kinds of delicate herbs and plants that can’t survive the harsh New England winters, and a covered garage for the car.
Beyond lies the dark and menacing primeval woods, an overgrown wilderness the local children never venture into, terrified by tales from their parents of all the strange creatures that roam its twisted paths.
Spotting the house, Bea sits upright in her seat. “Is that where you grew up?”
“Yes.”
After a moment, she says quietly, “It looks like it’s haunted.”
I meet Q’s dark gaze in the rearview mirror. Then I look back at the house and suppress a shiver.
Home sweet home.
Where all the hungry goblins of my past lie in wait for my return.
I slide my hand into my coat pocket, run my fingertips along the smooth lines of the pistol nestled there, and remind myself to keep breathing.



  
TWO
MAVEN
The moment Bea and I step through the front door of the house, we’re enveloped by the scent of my childhood. Old books and melting candle wax, the lingering perfume of dried herbs, a faint whisper of something sweet but also rotting, like overripe fruit. The air is still and heavy because the windows are never opened, but also somehow alive, as if charged with invisible energy.
Then my aunts appear from around the corner, and a whisper of static electricity lifts the hair on my arms.
Esme and Davina stand side by side, arms entwined, smiling sweetly at us like a pair of cherubs.
Any resemblance to angelic creatures ends there. Though they may look harmless, these women are as fierce and cunning as lions.
Like all the women of my lineage who’ve lived and died in this town, they’ve had to be.
“Welcome home, Maven,” says Esme, her green eyes glittering.
“Thank you. It’s good to see you.”
A floorboard creaks, a door hinge groans, then the house falls into deep, unnatural silence. I take Bea’s hand and pull her closer.
“Auntie Esme, this is my daughter, Beatrix. Bea, this is your great-aunt.”
“I’m the smart one.” Esme smiles, flashing the dimples in her cheeks.
Davina counters, “You’re as smart as a goldfish. Everyone knows I’m the intelligent one.”
“And this is your great-aunt Davina. And for the record, they’re both geniuses.”
Bea glances back and forth between them, staring in open-mouthed awe.
I try to look at them objectively, with the eyes of a stranger.
Tall, straight-backed, and square-shouldered, the sisters are dressed in identical simple, long black gowns. They wear no makeup, but their skin glows with health. They aren’t adorned with any jewelry, either, except for matching opalescent moonstones on their left ring fingers.
Despite their modest dress, they’re striking. But it’s their hair that really makes them remarkable.
The succulent red of fresh pomegranates, their hair cascades in fiery curls all the way down to their waists. They wear it loose, allowing it to move freely with each turn of their heads, an unruly mass of color that’s become threaded with silver since I last saw them.
My mother had that hair. As does my daughter. As do I, though mine has been dyed black and kept in a single tight plait for many years. I only unwind it twice a week to shampoo and condition, then it’s braided again as soon as it’s dry.
I almost cut it all off once, but I couldn’t do it. I stood in front of the bathroom mirror with scissors in my hand, hearing my mother’s voice in my head as I stared at myself.
“Never be ashamed of the things that make you different. That’s where your true power lies.”
By then, I was so tired of being different, I wanted to be anyone but myself. I wanted to be anonymous.
I wanted to disappear.
“Say hello to your great-aunts, Bea.”
“Hi. It’s a pleasure to meet you both. Thank you for having us.”
Pleased by Bea’s manners, Esme smiles. “You’re so welcome. Now, you must be hungry after your journey. Come into the kitchen with me, love, and I’ll fix you something to eat.”
She takes Bea’s hand, shoots me a loaded glance, then leads my daughter off into the kitchen.
The moment they’re out of earshot, Davina turns to me and grips my cold hands in hers.
“How are you?”
“I’m fine.”
“Of course. But how are you really?”
I exhale and briefly close my eyes. “Tired. I forgot how much I hate to travel.”
She makes a sound of understanding. “All those people.”
“Yes. How are you and Auntie E?”
She gazes at me silently for a beat, then lifts a shoulder. “The same as we always are. Surviving.”
I study her unlined face, wishing I’d inherited some of that buoyant collagen. The bags under my eyes have their own bags now. I’m not yet thirty, but you couldn’t tell it by looking at me.
Constant stress takes its toll.
“What have you told Bea?”
“Nothing.”
“Are you sure that’s wise?”
“The truth can sometimes do more harm than good.”
“Says the scientist.”
“In this case, it’s accurate. We’re only here for a few days. I’d rather not end her childhood prematurely. Where will we be staying?”
“You in your mother’s old room, Bea in yours.”
I nod. “Thank you. She’ll appreciate having her own space.”
Davina gives my hands another squeeze. “Come and have some food.”
“I’m not hungry.”
“But you’ll eat. You need something in your stomach. You look too thin and pale, like you’re recovering from a chronic illness.” Lips pursed, she inspects my face. “Tuberculosis, maybe. Or something spread by mosquitos.”
Not even five minutes in, and the fun has already started. It’s no wonder rates of depression spike around holidays. That’s when people spend the most time with their relatives.
As she turns away, Q slowly walks up the main staircase to the second floor with our bags, his step as silent as a cat’s, and I look around the place.
The house hasn’t changed since my childhood. A colossal unlit fireplace of black granite dominates the main room. Beeswax candles flicker in niches in the cracked plaster walls. The mantel above the hearth is draped with woven boughs of fresh fir, and the high ceiling is crossed with dark wooden beams from which iron chandeliers hang, their arms wrapped in wisps of cobwebs.
Most notable are the books, which are everywhere.
Packed into floor-to-ceiling bookcases, stacked on the coffee table, side tables, and even on the floor beside the sofa and chairs, books are the dominant feature of the room. Ancient leather-bound tomes nestle beside contemporary hardcover editions. Academic journals and encyclopedias dominate one entire wall. I see the illustrated folio series on entomology that so fascinated me as a child, along with all the titles about history, astronomy, the arts.
The rest of the house is a labyrinth of rooms and passageways that defy conventional architecture, a maze where the unfamiliar can easily get disoriented and lost. Doors open onto steep drops. Staircases lead nowhere. Serpentine corridors wind back on themselves until they dead-end.
As I stand there, a cold sense of foreboding creeps over me. I feel suddenly as if I’m looking over the edge of a high cliff toward a black churning sea far below, bitter wind tearing through my hair and buffeting my body, an evil presence at my back readying to shove me over and send me screaming to my death.
Hoping it’s nerves rather than premonition, I shake it off and follow Davina into the kitchen.

Hours later, after the supper dishes have been cleared and Bea is asleep in my old bedroom upstairs, Esme, Davina, and I sit at the kitchen table, making good progress on our third bottle of pinot.
The Blackthorn women are many things, but teetotalers isn’t one of them.
“Bea’s quite precocious for her age,” observes Davina as she languidly traces a finger over one of the many marks carved into the ancient wood tabletop.
“As were you,” Esme says as she glances at me. “But she’s an angel. You were a little devil. Full of spit and vinegar, just like your mother.”
I chuckle into my wineglass, then swallow the final ounce. “You say that like the two of you are such sweet little lambs.”
Davina looks down her nose at me. “Pardon me, your royal highness, but we’re the most docile little lambs in all of New England. We hardly ever bite.”
“Tell that to Father O’Brian. Does he still make the sign of the cross over his chest when he sees you?”
“Psh. That old fool. He’s the only person who can read from the Book of Revelation and make it boring.”
“If you think mass is so boring, stop going.”
She smiles. “How else would we scandalize the good citizens of Solstice on a weekly basis? They count on us to give them something to gossip about. We’d be shirking our duties as the town outcasts if we gave up church.”
“Maybe if you didn’t purposely antagonize people, they’d be nicer to you.”
Davina studies me silently for a moment, her gaze assessing. “We’re Blackthorns. We antagonize people merely by existing. We’re different, and we always will be, no matter how we might try to pretend we’re not.”
She looks pointedly at my hair.
Uncomfortable for being called out, I shift my weight in the chair. “I’m not pretending anything.”
“That hideous dye job would suggest otherwise. And why shoe-polish black, of all things? You look like you lost a bet.”
“I’ll have you know, I get my hair dyed professionally.”
Her tone is amused. “By Morticia Addams?”
I laugh, but then I think of my mother, and my laughter takes a dark turn. I clap my hand over my mouth to stifle a sob.
“Oh, love, I know,” says Esme, reaching across the table to clasp my hand. “We miss her, too. It hasn’t been the same around here since Elspeth died.”
This is one of the many reasons I hesitated about coming back for Granny’s funeral. Goblin memories aside, it’s painful to be close to people who can read me so well. Since I left, I’ve carefully arranged my life to avoid such a thing.
Like all Blackthorns, I harbor far too many secrets for true intimacy.
I press my knuckles against my closed eyelids and exhale. Then I dash away the moisture gathered on my lashes and change the subject. “Bea asked on the train ride over why the three of you lived together with Granny and never married.”
Esme looks interested. “What did you tell her?”
“That men have never mattered much to the women of this family.”
Davina’s smile is small and satisfied. “They matter well enough for what they’re useful for.”
“If you’re about to start talking about your sex life, I’m going to bed.”
“Pardon me? Mature women aren’t allowed to enjoy sex?”
“Of course they are. But the last time we spoke on the phone, you went into graphic detail about your seduction of the handsome young doctor who recently moved to town. I’m still trying to scrub my memory of the images. If I need medical attention for any reason while I’m here, I won’t be able to look the man in the eye.”
Davina toys with a lock of her hair. “Men in their twenties are really at their sexual peak. Such stamina.”
“For the love of God, what did I just say?”
“Are you jealous, darling?”
My laugh is dry. “Extremely.”
“What about Bea’s father? You’ve never told us about him. Is he still in the picture?”
Because this particular subject is a black pit filled with vipers, I pause to carefully choose my words. “No. We had different ideas about what fatherhood meant.”
The sisters regard me in silence, their green eyes sharp. Just as Davina opens her mouth to say something, a cold gust of wind rattles the windowpanes. The candles lining the sill above the sink gutter, then go out. The bundles of dried lavender and herbs hanging from the rafters begin to sway.
Looking up at the restless ceiling, Esme says in a low voice, “Someone’s here.”
Davina adds darkly, “Or something.”
Rising from the table, the sisters peer out the kitchen window into the night, but a sixth sense has me turning toward the living room. I stand, cross quickly to the stairs, and take them two at a time until I reach the landing on top. There’s a small window there that overlooks the front yard.
At first, I see nothing. All is dark and still. Then a sliver of moonlight spears the cloud cover and illuminates the iron gate at the end of the driveway.
A tall figure dressed all in black stands outside the gate, looking up at the house. Though his face is obscured by distance and shadow, I don’t have to glimpse his features to know who it is.
I’d know Ronan Croft anywhere, in any lighting, even in the inky blackness at the bottom of the sea.
You never forget your first love.
Especially when he’s also your worst nightmare.
Ronan remains motionless until the clouds obscure the moon again, then he’s swallowed by the same darkness that produced him and disappears.



  
THREE
MAVEN
I don’t sleep that night. Lying in my mother’s old four-poster wood bed, its finials carved into hissing gargoyles, I stare at the shadows slinking across the ceiling as my brain picks through a graveyard of memories, overturning mossy headstones to reveal the dark soil and wriggling insects beneath.
Ronan.
His eyes, his scent, his mouth on my skin … I loved him with a desperation that felt like madness.
No greater fool exists than a teenage girl ensnared in the trap of first love.
When the gray light of dawn curls its skeletal fingers around the edges of the curtains, I drag myself from bed, splash cold water on my face, and dress. Then I check on Bea in the room down the hall, the one I occupied as a child.
She’s still asleep, arms flung out to the sides on the mattress as if in her dreams, she attempted to fly.
The house is weaving its spell over her already.
I press a soft kiss to her forehead, smooth her hair away from her face, then stand looking down at her for a moment. Though on the verge of adolescence, she’s small for her age, so she’s often mistaken for being younger. She often acts younger, too, but that changes from day to day. Sometimes, she’s still my baby, but with puberty on the horizon, those days are numbered.
Her moods are already beginning to shift as quickly as her hormones do.
I worry what other changes adolescence will bring. My own experience with it can only be described as traumatizing.
When I enter the kitchen, the aunts are already there. Esme waves me into a chair and sets a steaming mug of murky green tea in front of me while Davina hums over a pan on the stove.
“How did you sleep, love?”
“Great,” I lie, avoiding Esme’s eyes. I didn’t tell them I saw Ronan standing outside the gate last night. It would’ve incited a riot. “What about you?”
“Not so well, I’m afraid. Bad dreams.”
“Really?”
Looking pale, she nods. “Snakes. Huge dark snakes slithering around the house, trying to get in. They were hunting for something.”
Davina glances over her shoulder at me. When she returns to her cooking, she’s not humming anymore.
Through the kitchen window, I see Q in the yard outside, chopping wood on a block. He doesn’t look strong enough to hoist a book over his head, let alone an axe, but, like so much else in Blackthorn Manor, his appearance is deceptive. He splits open a log with a single, powerful strike, then tosses the pieces onto the small pile beside him.
It never occurred to me until this moment that chopping wood while wearing a tattered wool relic of an opera cloak might be considered odd. Then again, everything about my family is odd and always has been.
I sniff the tea Esme set in front of me and try not to make a face at the pungent smell that stings my nostrils. It’s sharp, herbal, and oddly sour.
“Do we have coffee, by any chance?”
“I made that herbal blend just for you.”
Her stiff tone and baleful stare indicate her displeasure at what was obviously taken as an insult to her hospitality, so I smile and let it go.
“Good morning.”
I turn to see my daughter standing in the kitchen doorway in her pajamas, sleepily rubbing an eye with her fist.
“Morning, sweetie,” I say, thankful for the distraction.
Bea yawns. Shuffling over to the table, she plops down beside me, then smiles shyly at Esme. “Good morning.”
“Good morning to you, little dove.”
Davina turns from the stove to smile at Bea. “Pancakes for you, darling?”
Bea looks at the pan on the stove and blinks in surprise. “You mean like, you made them?”
“Of course I made them. How else would they appear?”
Bea stares hungrily at the pancakes. “Mom never cooks. Unless it’s like frozen pizza or something. For breakfast I always have cereal.”
When Davina gazes at me in disapproval, I feel a little defensive. “I don’t have time to cook. Between my work and Bea’s schooling, I’m too busy. Besides, we have dozens of great restaurants that deliver within a mile of the apartment.”
Davina opens a cupboard, removes a plate, and uses a spatula to slide three pancakes onto it. She sets the plate in front of Bea, along with a fork.
Watching her sitting in the place where I always sat for meals as a child, that strange foreboding creeps over me again. It’s like déjà vu, only darker and with teeth.
I remind myself that we’ll soon be safe back in New York, far away from this house with all its secrets and this town with all its hidden trapdoors.
Davina takes pity on me and changes the subject from food. “We’d like to arrive at the funeral home at ten. Will you be ready to leave soon?”
“Ten? Doesn’t Granny’s viewing start at eleven?”
Her pause is brief, but it carries a weight. “We want a few moments alone with Mother to say goodbye before the circus begins.”
I’d ask why they arranged for a public viewing at all if they’re so concerned about privacy, but I already know the answer.
They might be the town outcasts, but they’re far too proud to hide.
Q enters the kitchen, carrying a load of firewood in his arms. He nods a greeting at Bea, then fixes his piercing dark gaze on me.
I lift my chin slightly to let him know he doesn’t have to worry. I won’t let Bea out of my sight. Solstice might be a small town, but it’s plenty big enough to get lost in.
Lost and never found.

At a quarter to ten, we’re gathered in the foyer, four silent females in black waiting for Q to bring the Caddy around.
Bea’s patent leather shoes are polished to a mirror shine. Her unruly hair has been tamed into a single braid, matching my own. She looks even smaller than usual, her slight figure overpowered by the knee-length wool coat dug from the back of one of the many closets in the house.
It belonged to me once, long ago. It was my mother’s before that, and her mother’s, too.
This house doesn’t let things go easily.
“Your dresses are pretty,” says Bea.
“Thank you, darling.” Davina regards me. “What do you think?”
I take a moment to assess their long, formal beaded gowns and elaborate headwear. “I think if you were going for elegant Victorian beekeepers in mourning, you nailed it.”
She lifts a gloved hand to the wide brim of her veiled hat and smiles. “I knew you’d say something clever to lift our spirits.”
“I forgot to tell you,” says Esme, turning to Davina. “Did you hear that Elijah Croft was attacked by a flock of ravens the other day?”
“Ravens?” muses Davina. “How strange.”
“Yes. Very. I heard they nearly pecked the old man’s eyes right out of his skull.”
“They aren’t usually aggressive to humans. Maybe they were protecting a nest.”
Esme glances at me, her expression unreadable. “Or maybe they know evil when they see it.”
Q pulls into the driveway. Bea and I follow behind as the aunts sweep hand in hand out the front door, their long red hair cascading down their backs like fresh blood.
Eight minutes later, we’re all standing inside the relentlessly beige parlor of Anderson’s Funeral Home, listening to an old man in an ill-fitting suit murmur his condolences as he wrings his hands and trembles and does everything short of fainting at our feet.
The Blackthorn women have an uncanny ability to terrify people.
“This way, this way,” he stammers, gesturing down the hallway. “Lorinda is in our best reception room, of course.”
We enter a large room with hideous maroon shag carpeting and wallpaper with a gaudy red-and-black floral pattern that could cause seizures if stared at too long. Four windows are draped with heavy burgundy velvet that blocks out any trace of daylight. Overstuffed leather sofas line the walls and half a dozen rows of upholstered chairs are arranged in front of a gleaming black casket, which is flanked by huge sprays of red tiger lilies that lend their cloying perfume to the stale, unmoving air.
Davina looks around in horror. “Good God. Remind me to get cremated.”
With a gulp, Mr. Anderson backs out of the room and disappears.
Esme marches over to one window and throws open the velvet drapes. Daylight floods the room. She turns back to us and huffs. “The best reception room, my behind! Who decorated this place? Dracula?”
“The Marquis de Sade would be my guess,” says Davina. “One wonders if the Andersons are color-blind.”
“This room would be an abomination even in black and white.”
Davina sighs. “Well, it will give people something to talk about.”
“Something else, you mean. I hope they don’t send those awful lilies to the funeral tomorrow. That stench is already giving me a headache.” Esme marches over to another set of windows, muttering about the stupidity of men.
I suspect Mr. Anderson is in for one of the more unpleasant days of his life.
When Bea squeezes my hand, I glance down at her. “You okay?”
She stares warily at the open casket and inches closer to me. She’s never seen a dead person in real life before. I wind my arm around her shoulders and press a kiss onto the top of her head.
Davina reaches out and strokes a gloved finger gently down Bea’s cheek. “Death is nothing to fear, sweet girl. Nature remakes everything she creates. We’re not finished when we die, we’re simply transformed into something better.”
Bea looks dubious. “Mom says there’s no afterlife.”
Davina smiles. “Your mother is very smart, but she doesn’t know everything. Now, come along and meet your great-grandmother.”
She takes Bea’s hand. With me on one side and Davina on the other, we lead her toward the casket. When we’re standing at the edge, looking down at the body inside, I can’t help but smile.
Even in death, Lorinda is fierce.
She looks wild, a creature who walked straight out of the forest with captured prey between her teeth. Her long white hair is unbound, her strong jaw is clenched, and her closed eyes appear ready to snap open any second and scan the room with the feral intelligence that left most people quaking.
If there is an afterlife, Granny’s kicking ass in it.
We stand in respectful silence for a moment, until Bea says, “What’s that?”
She points at something wedged between Lorinda’s elbow and the cream satin lining of the casket. I lean over and pluck it out.
It’s a feather. A glossy black bird’s feather, as long as my forearm.
Smiling, Davina shakes her head. “Oh, Mother. You and your birds.”
Bea looks at me in confusion, but gets distracted by the sight of Davina withdrawing an elegant pearl-handled knife from a pocket of her dress.
“Here. Put this in the casket.”
Bea stares at the knife Davina’s offering her as if it’s the most fascinating thing she’s ever seen. Which it undoubtedly is.
“Why would you want that in her casket?”
“Because she’ll need it where she’s going.”
I look at the ceiling and exhale in a gust. Why is my family so determined to be flamboyantly strange? It’s as if they’re getting paid for it.
“Your mother can sigh all she wants, Bea darling, but before we can pass through Death’s cleansing fire and be remade, we have to battle some nasty characters in our journey through the underworld.”
“For God’s sake, Auntie D. She’ll have nightmares for months.”
She dismisses my parental concern with a flick of her wrist. “Life is a knife fight. Why should the afterlife be any different?”
“That’s just great. Thank you. I’m sure she’ll be discussing this in therapy for years to come.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. Blackthorns don’t need therapy. We make other people need therapy. Bea, put the knife in the casket along with these.” She withdraws a pair of silver coins from her bodice.
“What are those for?”
“To pay the toll to the ferryman to cross the River Styx.”
When Bea looks at me, I regret I didn’t prepare her better for this visit. I should’ve made up something plausible, like we used to be circus folk.
I say drily, “He doesn’t take Visa. Just put everything in the casket, honey, and we’ll deal with your mental trauma later.”
She shrugs. “It’s okay. I’m good.” She takes the knife and coins from Davina’s hands and turns back toward her departed great-grandmother, lying in state like a queen.
Davina clasps her hands over her waist and smiles at me. “Don’t make such a sour face. It could’ve been worse. Esme talked me out of sending Mother off to the great beyond with Quill by her side.”
Quill is a great horned owl with yellow eyes and a five-foot wingspan that Granny found when it was a chick. It had fallen out of a tree in the yard. She nursed it back to health, and the two became inseparable.
When Quill died, Granny had it preserved and mounted for display. The gruesome thing has been gathering dust for years on its perch above the fireplace in her bedroom.
Seeing my expression, Esme says, “Here.” She draws a small silver flask from her sleeve.
I watch my daughter carefully slip money and a weapon under a corpse’s cold white hands. Then I accept the flask, unscrew the cap, and take a big swig of whiskey.
With any luck, I’ll drink myself straight through the entire weekend.
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MAVEN
Davina, Esme, Bea, and I are sitting front and center in the row of chairs when people begin to arrive to pay their respects to Granny.
Or rather, gape at her up close like they were never brave enough to do while she was living.
The first pair in are Ingrid and Helmut Schneider, the elderly German couple who run the local bakery. Helmut removes his cap and nods respectfully at the aunts. Ingrid makes the slightest little curtsey, then Davina inclines her head in acknowledgment. Looking solemn, they approach the casket arm in arm.
Esme leans closer and says under her breath, “I wish everyone were like the Schneiders.”
“Why do you say that?”
“People from the old country still have respect for the ancient ways. Oh look, there’s Becca Campbell, that nasty little piece of work who used to bully you. Remember that time she spat on you in front of everyone at the winter carnival?”
I do, but I’m too distracted to answer. The sight of my archnemesis—once a leggy blonde all the boys went crazy over, now frumpy and frazzled with deep acne scars marring her face and a pronounced limp—has produced in me a profound sensation of pity.
Seeing my pained expression, Esme tuts. “Pardon me for saying so, love, but that soft heart of yours will someday be your downfall.”
“I’m not softhearted. I’m a Spartan. I’m a warlord. I’m Attila the Hun.”
She pats my hand. “That’s the spirit.”
When I turn my attention back to Becca, she’s frozen in the doorway, staring at me with bulging eyes and flared nostrils.
Two seconds before it happens, I realize she’s about to do something weird.
“You!” she shrieks, then lunges from the doorway toward me with her arms outstretched and her fingers curved like talons.
I leap to my feet, ready to defend myself. But before Becca can reach me, she trips and crash-lands face-first onto the shag carpet.
When she looks up, her nose is crooked, her mouth and chin are smeared with blood, and Auntie E is smiling.
“Careful, now,” she drawls. “We wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”
Helmut Schneider makes a move to help Becca rise, but freezes when Esme pins him in a hard stare. He blinks, swallows, and turns quickly back to his wife.
Looking afraid instead of angry now, Becca scrambles to her feet and backs away from us. She bumps into Davina and spins around.
Davina’s gaze is withering. She says something too low for me to hear. Whatever it was, it makes the color drain from Becca’s face. With a strangled scream, she runs from the room.
From her chair, Bea watches her great-aunt with a look of utter fascination.
More people enter the room. I recognize some of them, others I don’t. Stomach churning and heart racing, I walk to a window and stare out into the gray morning, trying to catch my breath.
This goddamn town. Why did I think anything might have changed? It’s as awful as ever.
I don’t know how long I stand there, but when I turn around, the Schneiders have left, and Bea and Davina are standing hand in hand a few feet from the head of the casket, engrossed in conversation.
I start to cross to them, but stop in my tracks when an older man in a wheelchair rolls through the door. Though one eye is taped over with bandages, and his hair has turned pure white since I last saw him, I recognize him instantly.
It’s Elijah Croft. Patriarch of the Croft family, and former head of Croft Pharmaceuticals until his eldest son took over.
He’s Ronan’s father.
Everyone’s attention swings to him. The room falls silent. Esme rises stiffly to her feet and gazes at him with a hatred I can almost feel from where I’m standing.
The hatred on his face as he looks at Esme matches hers.
Unsurprising, considering our families have loathed each other for generations. Ever since Megaera Blackthorn was hung for witchcraft in the town square more than three hundred years ago, we’ve been feuding.
Megaera’s judge was the prominent local magistrate, Levi Croft.
“You’re not welcome here, Elijah.” Esme’s voice is stone cold.
“Did you think I’d let you get away with it? Did you think I’d cower like the rest of them? Because you were wrong.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Now leave.”
He pushes a button on the arm of his chair. With a mechanical whirr, he glides a few feet farther into the room. He glances at the casket, then at Davina, then turns his attention back to Esme. “Call it off.”
Esme responds with scathing contempt. “I see you’re getting dementia in your old age. Not surprising, considering you were never very bright to begin with.”
“I said, call it off.”
She snaps, “I don’t know what you mean.”
“The birds! They’re attacking me!”
She and Davina share a fleeting glance, then she says icily, “If you’re being bothered by wildlife, maybe you should try a different cologne.”
A movement outside the window catches my eye. A big black raven has landed on one of the bare branches of the maple tree in the yard outside. As I watch, another one glides down from the sky and lands on a nearby branch.
Then another. And another.
In a moment, the branches are full of them, restlessly fluttering their wings so the entire tree looks alive.
One by one they settle, peering with strangely intelligent black eyes at the window.
No, not at the window. Through the window.
At me.
In the distance, the eerie wail of a siren rises through the air. I catch an acrid whiff of sulfur at the same time I see the first black tendrils of smoke rise above the forest’s tree line and billow up into the cold October morning.
Somewhere out in Solstice, a fire has started to burn.

Elijah leaves in a state of agitation. The rest of the viewing is less eventful, but still awful.
I’d almost forgotten what it feels like to be the town curiosity, the carnival sideshow act everyone wants to stare and snicker at but only from a safe distance. It’s as if they think our strangeness is contagious, but they still can’t resist.
The only bright spot of the day is that Bea witnesses firsthand what dignity looks like. Even knowing they’re the subject of as much ridicule as they are fear, Esme and Davina are regal. Shoulders back, spines straight, chins lifted, they look every person in the eye without a hint of shame.
Finally, it’s over, and we’re on the way back to the house. Sitting in the front passenger seat of the Caddy next to Q, Bea turns around and looks at me.
“Are we in the Mafia?”
If only it were that simple. “No, honey, we’re not in the Mafia.”
She glances doubtfully at Esme, then Davina. “You sure?”
Davina says, “Not the kind you mean.”
“Not any kind. We’re a normal family.” After a beat, I add, “Okay, that’s untrue, but we’re definitely not mafiosi.”
“We’re much more interesting,” says Esme dismissively.
“Why did that lady scream at you? I thought she was going to beat you up. She was really mad.”
Esme scoffs. “Your mother would’ve pummeled her.”
“She’s always been wickedly strong,” Davina agrees. “When she was your age, darling, she chopped down a maple tree all by herself. Has she told you that story?”
Bea looks intrigued. “You chopped down a tree? Like with an axe?”
I want to say no, but I’ve got two witnesses. I try a diversionary tactic instead. “It was a small tree.”
Esme pats my hand. “She’s being modest. The tree was huge.”
I should have known that wouldn’t work. “It was diseased. Hollowed out.”
“Now you’re just fibbing. There was nothing whatsoever wrong with that maple.”
Davina agrees with a nod. “Except its location.”
I draw a breath and try to block the memory. But the harder I try, the more strength the memory gains, until I’m seeing it in vivid Technicolor under my lids.
The tree in question stood just outside the iron front gates of the house. It had a wide canopy with staggered branches that grew out a few feet up from the base of the trunk, making it an easy climb.
It was clearly visible from my bedroom window. I can’t count how many mornings I woke up to find the branches fluttering with pieces of paper scrawled with hateful messages.
Burn, witches!
Blackthorn whores!
Go back to hell!
Sometimes, there were effigies. Naked plastic dolls with nails driven through their chests for decoration.
Q would climb up the tree and take everything down, but not before I’d gotten an eyeful. I’d sneak into the trash bins afterward and go through the crumpled papers with shaking hands while tears silently streaked down my cheeks.
Every nasty word was a fresh cut. And every time it happened, the wounds opened deeper.
We never discovered who the perpetrators were, but knowing their identities wouldn’t have made a difference. There wasn’t anything anybody would do to stop it.
Until I—literally—took matters into my own hands.
“It was the wrong thing to do,” I say, my voice low. “It wasn’t the tree’s fault that people can be monsters. I wish that maple would’ve lived.”
After a moment, Esme says, “Maybe it will.”
“It’s been a stump for almost twenty years.”
Her smile is mysterious. “Some things only appear to die. There are more states of being than you can imagine.”
“What was that old man in the wheelchair saying about the birds who attacked him? That was weird.”
I open my eyes to find Bea staring at me, her chin resting on her folded hands, her green eyes bright with curiosity.
I keep my face stony when I respond. “Poor Mr. Croft. He fell and hit his head. His mind hasn’t been the same since.”
Davina snorts.
“Bea, turn around and put on your seat belt.”
She obeys me without an argument. But the moment she’s finished clicking the belt into place, she sits upright and points at the windshield straight ahead.
“Look! There’s a fire!”
I lean forward, peering out at the view of the street. We’re slowing to a crawl because the street has been blocked off with orange cones at the intersection ahead. A uniformed police officer waves oncoming traffic around the block. A few hundred yards up from the intersection, three fire engines are parked in front of a house.
It’s engulfed in flames.
Plumes of noxious black smoke billow from the broken upstairs windows. Orange licks of fire climb the outside walls. The roof over the front porch has already been obliterated and lies in smoking piles of blackened timber on the lawn.
As we turn the corner, a portion of the main roof collapses in on itself, releasing a huge shower of ash and glowing cinders high into the sky.
Q accelerates. The house disappears from view. Only the smell of smoke remains, lingering heavily in the air.
“Auntie D?”
“Yes, darling?”
“Was that Becca Campbell’s house?”
Behind the black netting of her veil, her green eyes burn eerily bright. Another fire engine roars past us in the opposite direction, lights ablaze and sirens screaming.
“Was it?” She turns her head and gazes out the window, her lips curving into a small, secretive smile.
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I can’t sleep again that night. The house is eerily quiet but it feels as if it’s watching, waiting, biding its time. Every time I move my head, shadows slink away from the edges of my gaze. Twice, I think I hear muffled sobbing, but when I listen harder, the sound fades into silence.
Finally, somewhere around midnight, I abandon my room.
After checking on Bea, I head downstairs. Except for the embers smoldering in the fireplace in the great room, the house is still and dark. The wood floor is cool under my bare feet, worn smooth from the steps of generations. In the kitchen, I pour water into a glass from the tap, then stand looking out into the night while I drink it. Then I wander back into the great room to peruse the shelves of books.
I flip on a floor lamp and pull out a slender volume about herbal home remedies, then stand there scanning the pages until a noise distracts me. It’s a thump that came from directly above my head.
Frowning, I look up at the ceiling.
Closing the book in my hands, I cock my head and listen hard into the silence. I hear nothing. But a sudden urgent need to check on Bea has me tossing the book onto the coffee table and returning quickly upstairs.
I find her exactly where I left her, sound asleep.
Relieved, I brush my knuckles against her cheek to feel for fever, but her temperature is normal. So I tuck the blanket around her, kiss her forehead, and tiptoe out. In the hallway, I turn to go back to my own room, but spin around when a flash of light illuminates the darkness.
It vanishes as quickly as it came, but it originated from under Granny’s bedroom door.
My scalp tingles. My pulse ticks up a few notches.
Is someone in Granny’s room?
Why the thought should unnerve me so much, I don’t know. But it’s precisely that it does that makes me straighten my shoulders and march resolutely down the hall.
I step inside and flip the wall switch. The room floods with light.
It’s empty, but there’s a presence that’s palpable, emanating from the furniture, the walls, the very air itself.
Lorinda Blackthorn left her mark on this space. The same way she left her mark on everything she touched. She was larger than life, and I didn’t get to see her before she died to say a proper goodbye.
My heart throbs with a dull ache.
I didn’t get to say goodbye to my mother before she died, either.
Stepping farther inside, I glance around. Nothing looks out of place. The bed is made, the drapes are drawn, the room is tidy. Perched on the rough wood mantel above the unlit stone fireplace, Quill watches me suspiciously with his dead yellow eyes.
“Give me a break, bird. It’s been a long day.”
I cross to the wooden dresser, trying to shake the strongest sense that the owl’s dead eyes are following me. I pick up an ornate silver picture frame, its finish dulled with age. It displays a large black-and-white photo, taken in front of the greenhouse, of seven females of various ages.
Granny Lorinda and her two sisters, Tisi and Perse, flank a woman with gray hair wound atop her head in tightly coiled braids. The younger women wear plain, long-sleeved wool dresses with white aprons tied around their waists. Great-Grandma Cleda wears a severe, high-necked black dress and an expression as cold as a headstone.
She died long before I came along, but her reputation as a woman who took zero shit and scared the bejeezus out of the townsfolk is legendary.
Clinging to Lorinda’s skirts are two small girls, Esme and Davina. In her arms is Elspeth, the baby.
My mother.
I remember this photo well, mainly because of the answer I received when I asked where everyone’s husbands were. My mother’s laugh was a pretty thing, bright and full of mischief.
“Husbands? The Blackthorn women are far too smart to fall for that old trap.”
By that point, I already knew my own father was regarded as nothing more than a means to an end, some disposable man my mother made use of when she felt the time was right for her to have a child.
His identity was never revealed to me. I still don’t know if he was a stranger passing through or someone I saw at church every week.
It’s the Blackthorn way and has been for as long as anyone can remember: men are only tools, and love is only for fools.
I set the picture back in its place on the dresser and cross the room to the walk-in closet. When I pull open the door and flip on the light, I’m met with more silence. Granny’s clothing hangs in neat rows. A dozen or so pairs of sensible shoes are lined up beneath.
There’s nobody hiding inside.
I turn to leave, but stop when my toe catches something on the floor next to the door. It’s a thick black leather-bound hardback with metal clasps and an oak tree carved on the cover. It must’ve fallen off the shelf above, where several other books are stashed.
Was the thump I heard a book falling off a shelf?
I lean down and pick it up, surprised at its heft. When I lift the cover, I discover it’s Granny’s journal. I recognize her typical slanted, spidery script.
Smiling, I flip through the pages, bypassing dated entries, small drawings, and recipes for teas and tinctures. Then I hear the faint sound of cold, metallic laughter echoing through the house. It’s distant but chilling. Emotionless.
When I lift my head to listen harder, it cuts off abruptly. The room falls back into silence.
Unsettled, I reach up and slide the journal between two other books on the shelf. I leave the closet, frowning when I see the door to the bedroom is shut. I don’t remember closing it, but I must have.
When I grasp the door handle, it refuses to turn.
I try to twist and rattle it, but the stubborn thing won’t budge. Propping my hands on my hips, I sigh, then look around the bedroom for anything I might be able to use to jimmy the lock open. Not seeing anything that could work, I grow exasperated and give the bottom of the door a kick.
It suddenly gives, popping open with a soft click, then swinging wider with a faint, reluctant sigh.
Even more uneasy now, I stand and stare at the handle for a moment, then head back downstairs for something stronger than water to help me sleep.
At the top of the landing, I glance out the window and freeze.
Outside the iron gate at the end of the driveway, a man stands staring up toward the house. He’s tall and broad shouldered, dressed all in black, a lone figure that might as well be part of the landscape for how still he is.
Finally, he moves.
Behind his cupped hands, a tiny flare of light illuminates his face. The tip of his cigarette glows orange as he inhales. Then he tilts back his head and blows three perfect smoke rings into the air.
My stomach drops. My pulse goes haywire. Then emotion floods me, and I have to grit my teeth against it, it’s so strong.
Smoothing my palms down the front of my nightgown, I hurry silently down the stairs to the main floor. I grab a knitted blanket from the back of the sofa, throw it over my shoulders, and, as quietly as possible, open and close the front door.
My pulse thundering in my ears, I walk barefoot down the dirt driveway.
Calmly smoking, the man waits for me at the gate. As I approach, his attention never wavers from my face.
His eyes are the color of pale arctic ice. They’re ringed in a thicket of dark lashes. His hair is thick and inky black, waving down from a widow’s peak nearly to his shoulders. His jaw is strong, his lips are full, his burning gaze promises both hell and redemption.
He’s striking in the way of a Caravaggio painting, all dramatic contrasts of divine light and velvety shadow, every tensed muscle suggesting violent action even when at rest.
He’s the one who first taught me that the most beautiful things in nature are those that will kill you the fastest.
Ten steps away from the gate, I stop. I don’t know if I’m shivering from the cold of the night or the heat of his gaze.
“Ronan Croft.”
“Maven Blackthorn. Is there some reason we’re being so formal?”
“Yes. I prefer to pretend we never met. What are you doing here?”
He tilts his head and considers me. A faint, sardonic smile curves his full lips. “I’ll give you three guesses.”
God, that voice. Honey and smoke, velvet and sin, rough yet soft and seductive. It’s pure sex.
I should’ve brought the pistol.
“You need to leave.”
“Is that a fact?”
He draws on his cigarette and blows a smoke ring straight at me. I don’t flinch as it lazily approaches, widening and wobbling until it teases itself apart a foot from my face, then disappears.
“That’s a filthy habit.”
“I’ve got worse.”
“Don’t I know it.”
He leans a shoulder against the gate and smiles. I can’t decide if I want to grab a fistful of dirt and hurl it at him or slap that smirk off his arrogant face.
Either one would probably amuse him. I decide on cold disinterest instead.
“Go away, Ronan. Don’t come back.”
Ignoring my demands, he looks me up and down, his gaze frankly sexual.
“You’re looking well. More intimidating than usual. Must be the hair. Did you ask your stylist to match it to the color of your soul?”
I remember this. The unshakable confidence. The playful, caustic humor. The way he could pin me in his stare and make me feel like I was the only person in the world.
Or invisible.
“Actually, I asked her to make it match the color of yours. Go away before I shoot you.”
He lifts his brows. Not in fear or surprise, I’m simply entertaining him.
“With a firearm?”
“No, with a speargun.” My tone drips sarcasm. If only it were acid.
“Ah. Needed some protection from the local sharks, hmm?”
He glances over my shoulder at the house, then looks back at me. His pale eyes hold a challenge.
The emotion his appearance initially caused in me flares abruptly into rage.
“I hate you.”
He chuckles. “You said that out loud.”
“Good. I don’t want there to be any confusion.”
He sucks on his cigarette, exhaling through his nostrils so smoke billows out in gray, dragon-like plumes. When he speaks, his voice is soft and intimate, a hand languidly caressing my bare skin.
“You don’t hate me, Bugs.”
“If you want to keep your kneecaps in working order, don’t ever call me that again.”
“I don’t hate you, either. Not even a little bit. Not even a particle.”
“Stop talking and go.”
“Did you think about me over the last dozen years?”
“Sure, lots of times. They all involved violence.”
He nods, as if that answer makes total sense to him. Then he wordlessly reaches through the gate, holds out the cigarette, and waits.
His patience is another thing I remember. He was never in a hurry, never seemed to rush. Then again, when you’re a prince and everything revolves around you, you’ve got all the time in the world.
After a moment of debate, I step closer and carefully remove the cigarette from his fingertips. Unlike his heart, his hands are warm. I take a drag, exhale, then drop the cigarette and grind it out under the ball of my bare foot.
He chuckles again, pale eyes glinting with amusement. “Still such a badass.”
“If my aunts catch you sniffing around here, there will be hell to pay.”
He cocks his head, regarding me with an unreadable expression. “Did you ever tell them about us?”
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“Still ashamed, hmm?”
“More like riddled with regret. Goodbye, Ronan.”
“Goodbye, Bugs.”
He doesn’t move. I exhale hard and glare at him, which makes him smile.
“Oh, those eyes. Those lovely, spellcasting eyes. How they’ve haunted me. If only you knew the power they’ve always held over me. Maybe then you wouldn’t be so cruel, little witch.”
“You have no right to talk to me about cruelty, you hypocrite. And don’t call me a witch. You know I hate that.”
“Of course I know. That’s why I said it.”
I take a moment to remind myself that murder is a felony before speaking again. “Your father made an appearance at Granny’s viewing. Make sure he doesn’t come to the funeral.”
“Why? Are you planning on pushing his wheelchair into traffic?”
“I hadn’t been, but thanks for the good idea.”
He straightens, pushing off the gate with an elegant, effortless shrug of his shoulder. I look up at him, surprised by his height.
He’s grown since I last saw him. Grown taller and filled out through the chest. No longer a boy with a pretty face and a devastating smile, he’s now something far more dangerous.
A man.
I wrap my arms protectively around my body and take a step back.
His glittering icy gaze rakes over me from head to toe and back again. He moistens his lips.
“One more word out of your mouth, Ronan Croft, and so help me God, I will end you.”
For reasons known only to him, he finds my threat amusing and laughs.
“If only you could.”
We stare at each other through the gate’s rusted iron bars. In the distance, a lone wolf howls. Farther off in the forest, another one raises its muzzle to the sky and answers the call. Their song is haunting.
My throat tightens. My chest aches. I find myself fighting tears, a horrifying situation I haven’t experienced since the last time I saw him.
“Goodbye, Ronan. We’re done here.”
“Are we?”
After a hot, lingering glance at my mouth, Ronan turns abruptly and walks off into the night, his stride long and sure. He doesn’t look back.
I’ll never forgive myself for wishing he would.



  
SIX
RONAN
She’s back.
Like a sudden slap across the face, Maven Blackthorn has returned to Solstice.
Twelve years with no contact from her. Not a single word.
Twelve fucking years.
An eternity.
Yet now, seeing her again, it seems like a blink of the eye.
She’s as alluring as ever. That soft, husky voice. Those luminous green eyes. The fierce individuality and unapologetic defiance that’s always marked her character.
She was a girl when she left. Now, she’s all woman. Sleek, elegant, confident. Dangerous curves and sharpened claws, a sorceress who knows the power she wields and exactly how to use it.
Her voice dripping honey and venom, she said my name and jolted all my darkest instincts to life.
Standing in front of the hearth in my living room, the only light and warmth coming from the logs crackling on the grate, I shake another cigarette from the pack, stick it between my lips, and light it. I inhale deeply, pulling the smoke into my lungs, and close my eyes.
Her face is seared into my mind. The sweet scent of her perfume still lingers in my nose. The memory of her voice, the way she looked at me, has my blood thrumming through my veins.
There’s a part of me—twisted, selfish—that wants to punish her. Force myself into her house, her bed, her body. Make her submit and beg for forgiveness for leaving the way she did.
But I keep that dark part of me under control and unbuckle my belt instead.
It slips through the belt loops and my fingers and clatters against the wood floor. I shrug off my coat and let it fall, too, then yank down the zipper on my trousers.
With my head tilted back and my eyes still closed, I draw on the cigarette and grip my cock in my hand. I begin to stroke myself, thinking of Maven.
That voice.
Those eyes.
That mouth.
I’m rock-hard for her. Stiff and aching for release, my mind filled with memories of the smell of her skin, the feel of her breasts in my hands, her soft, muffled cries of pleasure. It all comes flooding back in a rush so hot, it leaves me sweating.
Bracing my free hand against the fireplace mantel, I jerk on my hard dick until I’m groaning. My balls tighten. My cock throbs. The lit cigarette falls from my lips.
I climax with a guttural groan that echoes off the living room walls, mingling with the hiss of steam as my cum sprays over my hand and lands on the burning logs in the fireplace, and my mouth forms the shape of her name.
Maven.
We’re not done, you and I.
Not even close.
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I open my eyes in the morning with an oppressive sense of dread hanging over me like a gathering storm.
For a moment, I’m disoriented. My head is fuzzy and thick with sleep. Then the memory of my midnight visitor pops up like a leering jack-in-the-box, jolting me straight into consciousness.
Heart hammering, I jerk upright and look wildly around the room.
He’s nowhere in sight, but that doesn’t mean much. Like Dracula, Ronan Croft has an uncanny ability to appear wherever he likes as if manifesting from thin air.
Heaving a sigh, I scrub my hands over my face. When I take them away, they’re covered in blood.
My nose is bleeding.
Pinching my nostrils, I rise and head into the bathroom where I try to stanch the bleeding. I go through half a roll of toilet paper before it stops. Then I clean myself up, dress, and head downstairs to the kitchen, where I find Davina and Bea pressing cookie cutters into a flat slab of dough.
The sight of the two of them in matching aprons, their hands and the tabletop dusted with flour, gives me a pang of heartache so strong, I stop in the doorway and press my hand over my chest.
My mother and I used to cook together. She taught me how to bake bread, how to roast chicken, the difference between braising and stewing and when to employ which technique. Like all the Blackthorn women, she loved food and loved to eat.
I haven’t cooked a thing since she died.
“What’re you two up to?”
Bea looks up from the dough and grins. “Making sourdough biscuits. And guess what? I made friends with a family of squirrels!”
“If the next question is can you take them home with us, the answer is no.”
Bea shakes her head. “I don’t want to keep them as pets. Wild animals shouldn’t live inside.”
“That’s exactly right.”
“But we could get a cat. They’re domesticated.”
“You only say that because you’ve never had a cat. They’re cute, and they’re friendly when they want something, but in no way are they domesticated.”
“Like us,” Davina murmurs, smiling.
“No, they’re really sweet,” Bea insists. “That white one is my favorite.”
“Which white one? What are you talking about?”
“The pretty white one with blue eyes that’s always wandering around.”
When I screw up my face in confusion, Davina sighs. “You can’t have forgotten Luna. She was your mother’s best friend, for goodness’ sake.”
“Luna? She’s still alive?”
“Of course.”
“That’s impossible. She’d be twenty-something years old by now.”
“Twenty-five, as a matter of fact.”
I picture a mangy, rotted creature with missing teeth and a foul odor and grimace.
At that moment, as if summoned, Luna wanders into the kitchen. Her pure white coat is spotless. Her sky-blue eyes are bright. Rubbing against my leg, she looks up at me. Her expression is serene and somewhat smug, as if she’s gratified by my astonishment.
I reach down and stroke her silky back. This can’t possibly be the same cat my mother owned. It has to be one of the original’s offspring. Luna the second. Maybe even third.
A distracted-looking Esme shuffles into the kitchen, patting my arm as she moves by.
“My head is throbbing.” She drops heavily into a chair and rubs her temples. She’s still in her nightgown, and her hair is a tangled mess.
“You didn’t sleep well?” asks Davina.
“Another bad dream. The damn snakes again. There were more of them this time, and they got inside the house. Every surface was teeming with black coils.”
“How awful. I’ll brew you a nice cup of tea.” Wiping her hands on her apron, Davina takes the kettle off the stove and fills it with water from the tap.
Gazing out the window at the gathering gloom, I say, “Looks like it might rain today.”
“Rain at a funeral is good luck,” says Esme.
“I thought that superstition was for weddings.”
“Rain is always good luck. Did anyone else hear wolves howling last night?”
“There haven’t been wolves in these woods for years,” I say for Bea’s benefit. “It was somebody’s dog. What time do we need to leave for the service?”
“One thirty. Dress warmly, and bring an umbrella. The barometer’s dropping fast.”
The sound of tapping on the kitchen window makes me look up. Outside, Q stands peering in. He lifts his hand to display a large, beautiful butterfly with brilliant blue iridescent wings edged in black resting on his finger.
I gasp in surprise. Morpho menelaus is native to the rainforests of Central and South America. What is it doing this far north?
Q disappears from the window. A moment later, he opens the back kitchen door and comes inside, then closes it behind him. His expression is blank, but his dark eyes are smiling.
Davina says, “What have you got there? Ah, a gift for May, I see. What a pretty thing.”
He crosses to me and holds out his hand. The butterfly lazily closes its wings, displaying the brown undersides with eyelike ocelli on the edges.
I’ve only ever seen this insect in textbooks or museum displays. I’m stunned by its beauty.
I lift my hand to Q’s and offer the butterfly my finger. It opens and closes its wings a few times, debating, then walks from Q’s finger to mine.
Fine black antennae twitching, it gazes at me. Something about this creature’s stare strikes me as unusually intelligent.
Davina prompts, “And so? Tell us her story.”
“She’s a he. Only the male blue morphos display this dazzling coloring. The females are much smaller and are dull shades of brown and yellow. What’s that called, Bea?”
“Sexual dimorphism,” she answers instantly.
“Correct. I taught you well.”
“He’s big.”
“He is. That wingspan is at least five inches. Their wings are self-cleaning, and their feet have taste receptors. Their entire life cycle is one hundred and fifteen days. Once they emerge from their chrysalis, they only live for about two weeks before they die. Some cultures believe the butterfly represents the soul’s journey toward eternal life.”
I stare at the beautiful insect for a moment before murmuring absently, “They were once thought to be the spirit of a witch in shape-shifted form.”
“I have a dream sometimes that I’m a big black dog.”
Davina, Esme, and I gaze at Bea in silence as she cuts more circles in the dough. After a moment, Davina says, “You mean you see a black dog in the dreams?”
Bea shakes her head. “No. I am one. A super big one. I bark at the moon and everything.”
The aunts turn their heads and stare at me.
I know what they’re thinking. Black dogs are considered harbingers of disaster in many cultures, or even death. To dream of one is a bad omen. And in this family, omens are taken more seriously than a cancer diagnosis.
“Don’t get too excited. I have a recurring dream that I’ve won the lottery and am living on a beach in Fiji.”
Esme returns her worried gaze to Bea. “Not the same thing, love. Not at all.”
“Dreams are just our brains’ ways of processing information. They don’t mean anything.”
“Everything has meaning. The universe doesn’t deal in coincidence.”
The butterfly alights from my finger with a flap of its brilliant blue wings and flies in a bobbing, haphazard path toward the back door. Q walks over and opens it, and the butterfly exits in a flash of blue.
The house phone rings. Davina crosses to the wall and picks up the receiver.
“Blackthorn.” She pauses. “Yes.” She listens for what seems like a long time, then props a hand on her hip. “This had better not be some sick joke.” Another pause. “Oh, I’m sure you are.” Another one, even longer, then she raises her voice. “Stop whining and fix it!”
She slams the receiver down and turns to us. Her cheeks are flushed, her lips are thinned, and her eyes glint with fury.
Esme leans forward in her chair. “Who was that?”
“That was Mr. Anderson.”
Esme knits her brows. “From the funeral home?”
“The very same.”
“What did he say?”
Davina shakes her head in disbelief. “You’re not going to believe this. They lost Mother’s body.”
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Our silence is stunned. Esme is the first to recover.
“What do you mean they lost it?”
“Just what I said. They can’t find it. It’s gone.”
“Well, she didn’t just get up and walk out. How on earth does a corpse go missing?”
Unfortunately, Bea provides a theory. “The mortuary could be operating an illegal body farm.”
We all turn to stare at her. She has the decency to look sheepish, but not the good sense to stop talking.
“I saw a show on TV about this one funeral home that would sell people’s bodies instead of cremating them. I guess there’s, like, a black market for body parts? For research and stuff. And organs.”
Davina stares at her, horrified.
My daughter and her true crime documentaries. I really need to start monitoring her screen time. “I’m sure it’s just a mix-up.”
“A mix-up?” repeats Esme, dismayed. “It’s much worse than that!”
“I meant they can’t have literally lost her. There must be security cameras all over the building. All they need to do is take a look at the footage. Someone moved her casket into the wrong room. I’m sure this will get sorted out.”
Davina shakes her head. “I wouldn’t be so sure. Not only did that dimwit Anderson say he and his staff conducted an exhaustive search of the entire building, including all the refrigerated storage areas and the garage, they also viewed the security footage. No one entered the building after they locked it last night. And no one snuck off with a casket in tow. In fact, her casket was right where they left it. It hadn’t been tampered with or damaged. There were no signs of anything amiss. Mother simply vanished.”
Stifling my irritation, I say, “Dead people don’t suddenly decide to sit up and go for a stroll in the park. They don’t evaporate, either. Someone knows what happened to Granny. I’m going down there to get answers. Bea, you stay here with your aunts. And no more theories, please. Q, let’s go.”
I’m about to turn and walk out, but the phone rings again. Before Davina can pick it up, I snatch the receiver from the wall, praying it’s Mr. Anderson with the answer to the morbid mystery of where my grandmother’s corpse went.
“Hello?”
“Hello, Maven. I was hoping it would be you who picked up. Lucky me.”
It’s Ronan. The floor drops out from under my feet.
“I know you probably can’t talk right now, what with all the sharks swimming around. But I thought I’d offer my assistance.”
I turn my back to the kitchen full of inquisitive eyes and say calmly, “I’m sorry, you have the wrong number.”
His chuckle is warm and self-satisfied. “Oh, come on. You know I’m the only person in this town who can help you find Lorinda.”
When I don’t respond, he says, “Surprised I heard about that? You should know better. And before you accuse me of something nefarious, the answer is no. I had nothing to do with it. Though I have to admit the opportunity to help you with such an interesting dilemma is fucking delicious.”
Heat stings my cheeks. I grit my teeth, count to five, and silently curse the day Ronan Croft was born. “Like I said, lady, you have the wrong number. There’s nobody here by that name.”
I drop the receiver back into its cradle and leave the room without looking anyone in the eye. Q follows closely behind me, most likely dodging the trail of hot steam pouring from my ears.
I shouldn’t let him get under my skin, but Ronan Croft knows how to push every one of my buttons and always has. I wouldn’t be surprised if he orchestrated this entire preposterous disaster, no matter what he said.
When we arrive at Anderson’s Funeral Home, a sleek black sports car is parked in front. It looks expensive, anal retentive, and totally out of place for this town.
I already know who it belongs to.
Sitting beside me in the driver’s seat, Q turns to look at me.
I say, “Stay here. If I don’t come back out in fifteen minutes, drive straight to the police station and report Granny missing.”
He gazes at me silently, his expression one of doubt.
“Yes, I know Blackthorns don’t get other people involved in our business, but we’ve never had a dead body disappear on us before. I’ll deal with the aunties when we get home.”
I exit the car and walk into the front parlor of Anderson’s. The one person I hoped never to see again lounges in a chair next to an anemic potted palm, smoking a cigarette and looking beautiful and bored.
Until his feral gaze alights on me, then he smiles like a tiger at feeding time.
“Hello, Maven. Christ, that dye job is awful. Interesting shoes, though. Very sensible. Good for walking long distances. Did they belong to your grandmother?”
His icy eyes shine with amusement. Dressed in a black cashmere sweater, black slacks, and black leather loafers that are probably made from the hide of an endangered animal, he’s blindingly elegant. He also exudes the kind of utter self-satisfaction enjoyed by only narcissists or the uber-rich.
In his case, it’s both.
“Let me make myself clear. I don’t want your help with this or anything. My family is none of your business. Get lost.”
“None of my business? That’s a stretch, considering how close you and I were.” His amused tone turns throaty. “Do you remember how many times we were together? Because I sure do.”
His smirk is so aggravating, it takes every ounce of my self-control not to take off my sensible shoe and throw it at him.
“I don’t remember anything except that you’re the worst mistake I ever made. If I don’t put a bullet between your eyebrows while I’m here, it will be a miracle.”
“Eight.”
I stare at him, disappointed that my eyes aren’t laser beams capable of slicing him into tiny, less villainous pieces.
“It’s the number of times we fucked. Eight.”
“You’re hallucinating. It was half that at most.”
His burning gaze locked to mine, he slowly shakes his head.
“The time in the greenhouse on top of the bags of soil. Twice in my bedroom. Once in your bedroom. Three times in the backseat of my car. And of course the first time where we did it standing up in the alley behind the movie theater after you threw your soda in my face and called me a soulless, spoiled brat with the intellect of a garden slug.”
Hearing him recount it in such detail opens the floodgates of my memory. Images rush at me, fast and furious, bringing the blood to my face. I remember how voracious we were for each other, all greedy hands and panted breaths, bruising kisses and the darkest kind of need, bordering on desperation.
That first time in the alley, with his hard cock stretching me and his fingers digging into my bottom, his head bent to my neck and his bared teeth pressed into my skin as he fucked me against the wall, I went supernova. Helplessly convulsing around him, I gave myself over to the kind of pleasure I now know is exceedingly rare.
Yes, most men can make a woman orgasm if they put their minds to it. But almost never can a man make a woman feel as if she’s seen the true face of god.
Ronan managed it every time we were together.
But I’d rather have my nose smashed in with a brick than admit he had any effect on me whatsoever.
I say blithely, “I really don’t recall. Now run along and go play with your daddy’s money, you Cymothoa exigua.”
“Ooo, she’s breaking out the Latin. Wait, don’t tell me. Let me guess.” He thinks for a moment. “Cockroach?”
“Don’t insult my intelligence.”
“Okay, I give up. What’s a Cymothoa exigua?”
“A small, parasitic isopod that affixes itself to the tongue of a fish and sucks it dry of blood until the tongue dies and falls off. Then the creepy little fucker lives on the dead tongue’s stub inside the fish’s mouth until the fish starves to death, and the parasite has to find another host.”
Ronan starts to laugh. Softly at first, then he throws his head back, closes his eyes, and really gets into it.
When I walk off without another word, he calls out after me.
“Don’t be sore, Bugs. For a minute there, we were getting along so well!”
Ignoring him, I lean over the empty reception desk and look up and down the corridors on either side of the main room. “Mr. Anderson? Hello?”
I don’t get an answer but didn’t really expect to. The entire staff is most likely still frantically searching the grounds for my grandmother’s body.
Deciding to start first with the room Granny’s viewing was held in, I leave the reception area and find the red-and-black parlor. The door is locked. So I check the other rooms down the hallway, all of which are viewing rooms of various sizes but none of which hold an unaccounted-for corpse.
I try the other corridor, bypassing Ronan still lounging in the reception area, but have no luck there, either. The chapel and sales room displaying the urn and casket selections are both empty, as is the employee lounge.
When I return in defeat to the reception area, Ronan nonchalantly flicks his lit cigarette into the dry moss in the base of the potted palm and stands.
Exasperated by his carelessness, I say, “You could start a fire.”
“Fingers crossed. No luck locating the matriarch?”
“This isn’t funny.”
“Nobody’s laughing.”
“Except you, on the inside.”
“I wouldn’t dare. You’re far too dangerous to laugh at.”
“If you had half a brain, you’d realize how accurate that statement is. Why won’t you leave me alone?”
“I’m curious about something.”
“What a new experience that must be for you. I suggest having one of your minions conduct online research to find an answer.”
“Don’t be mean.”
“Believe me, if I were being mean, you’d already be missing a few fingers.”
“Fine. Humor me with the answer to a question. If you answer honestly, I promise I won’t bother you again.”
I narrow my eyes and examine his expression. He appears sincere, so I grudgingly relent. “What is it?”
His pause is long enough to be uncomfortable. Then, his voice low and his gaze intense, he says, “Does our daughter know who her real father is?”
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When my reaction to his question is stony silence, Ronan says, “I know what you’re thinking.”
“No, you don’t. Otherwise, you’d already have started running.”
“Maven.”
“Don’t you dare say my name like I’m being unreasonable.”
“I don’t think you’re being unreasonable. I think you’re being protective. But she’s just as much mine as she is yours.”
“An accidental sperm donor isn’t the same thing as a parent. And if I recall correctly, you weren’t feeling quite so paternal when I told you I was pregnant all those years ago.”
I spin away, but he catches me by the arm and pulls me back. When I refuse to look at him, he takes me by the chin and forces me to.
“I was seventeen. A boy.”
“Get your hand off my chin before you lose it.”
“I want to meet her.” After a pause, he chuckles. “There’s no need to make that face.”
“Actually, there is. It’s the face I make before I draw blood. Let go of me, Ronan. This is your five-second warning.”
He examines me in tense silence for a moment before releasing me.
“Smart call. Now, forget you ever asked me that question and go away.”
“You forgot our deal. I’ll only go away if you answer the question.”
“I guess this is a stalemate then, because I’d rather gouge out my own eyes than speak one word to you about my daughter.”
He draws himself to his full height and folds his arms over his broad chest. Imperious as a liege lord facing the peasant who stole his prize cow, he gazes down his nose at me.
“Our daughter.”
“Say that again. I dare you. Say it again, and I will shoot you dead right where you stand.”
He arches both brows. “You’ll kill me in a funeral home? That’s a little too convenient, don’t you think?”
“I think you can go straight to hell, Ronan Croft.”
Something flickers behind his eyes. A dark, strange emotion surfaces for the briefest of moments before he gets control of it and snuffs it out.
His voice low and cold, he says, “What makes you think I’m not already there?”
We stare at each other until a voice calling my name distracts us.
“Miss Blackthorn! Oh, Miss Blackthorn, you’re here!”
I look over to see a frantic Mr. Anderson hurrying across the foyer.
He’s mopping his forehead with a damp handkerchief. Sweat stains darken the armpits of his white dress shirt. His tie is askew, and his slacks are rumpled. I wonder how long Granny’s body was missing before he finally called because he looks as if he hasn’t slept since I last saw him.
When he reaches us, I demand, “Tell me you found her.”
“Well…” He clears his throat. “Not exactly.”
“It’s a yes or no answer. Did you find her or not?”
Why he looks so guilty, I don’t know, but it makes me suspicious.
Wringing his hands, he says, “We found her clothing.”
“Her clothes? What are you talking about?”
My infuriated tone makes him even more flustered than he already was. He begins to stammer out an explanation.
“Sh-she was wearing a long green dress a-as you saw at the viewing. Y-your aunt Esme provided it, and we dressed her in it after the, uh, preparation of her body. It’s a delicate process, of course, and we took the utmost care to adhere to your aunts’ instructions—”
“Get to the point!”
He blurts, “Lorinda’s dress, shoes, and undergarments were found on the ground outside the open window of the room where her viewing took place. It appears that’s how she was removed from the premises.”
Whatever my face is doing makes Mr. Anderson turn pale.
“Let me make sure I’ve got this straight. You’re telling me someone took my grandmother’s corpse from its casket, stripped it, then took it out through a window?”
He shifts his weight from foot to foot. “Well … yes.”
I stare at him in open-mouthed shock.
Ronan says, “This is where you hope your liability insurance premiums are up to date, Anderson. Let’s see the clothing.”
With a little cry of distress, Mr. Anderson spins on his heel and takes off toward the hallway. Ronan and I follow behind, watching when he stops at the locked door to the viewing room. He fumbles with a set of keys pulled from his pocket, then unlocks the door.
I push past him and cross straight to the windows on the opposite side of the room. The drapes have been pushed back, and the windows stand wide open on their hinges.
Careful not to touch the sill, I lean out the window and look down. Sure enough, a pile of clothing lies on the ground directly underneath. A pair of low-heeled black flats are off to one side, peeking out from under the spiky green leaves of a holly bush.
Coming up behind me, Ronan leans over my shoulder for a look. After examining the scene, he grunts.
“That’s odd. There are no footprints in the dirt. And everything’s neatly folded.”
“Plus, her shoes are placed like they were in her closet. Heels together, toes facing forward. Not like they were dropped or thrown. Why would someone strip a body, take it out a window, then take the time to make sure the pile of clothes they left behind on the ground were so carefully arranged?”
“Maybe they were going to bring the body back?”
We turn and look at Mr. Anderson, who appears to be regretting his decision to speak.
I cross my arms over my chest and glare at him. “I understand you reviewed the security footage.”
His gaze darts back and forth between Ronan and me. “Um. Uh.”
I take that as a yes. “And? What did it show?”
“Nothing amiss.”
“A body disappears into thin air and there’s nothing amiss? How do you account for the clothing outside the window? Did it just appear on the security video from one frame to the next?”
He coughs into his hand, then looks up at the ceiling and grimaces. “The camera that covers the south side of the building seems to have malfunctioned. For some reason, it didn’t record anything from six o’clock on.”
“How convenient. Let me ask you something. Are you operating an illegal body farm here? Did you sell my grandmother for parts?”
I’ll give him credit. Mr. Anderson is either an incredible actor, or he’s sincerely traumatized by the suggestion because he turns a soggy shade of green and gags.
“Good heavens, no! Oh, my word, we would never be involved with anything of the sort! We take extreme pride in our good reputation, Miss Blackthorn, and operate our business with the highest of ethics. We’re very careful, very careful indeed, especially with clients of such…”
Realizing he’s headed into dangerous territory, he trails off, blinking in panic. “Standing in the community.”
Like a flower unfurling its petals, heat blooms over my skin. I inhale a slow, calming breath, then mutter, “Oh, I’ll give you standing. I’ll give you such standing, it’ll make your eyes bleed.”
A strong hand wraps around my biceps, then Ronan says, “You have until the close of business today to find out what happened to Lorinda. If I don’t hear from you by five o’clock, I’ll make a call to the State Board of Funeral Directors and have you permanently shut down. Maven, let’s look at the casket.”
Ronan steers me away by the arm, chuckling as I mutter curses along the way.
“Temper, temper. I forgot how sharp those claws of yours are.”
“No, you didn’t.”
He chuckles again. “You’re right. I didn’t. I’ve still got the scars on my back.”
I glance at him but can’t tell from his expression if that comment had a sexual undertone. Then he sends me a heated sideways look, complete with his signature smirk, and I have my answer.
“You’re unbelievable.”
“Thank you.”
“It wasn’t a compliment. Stop grinning like a clown.”
“This is just my face. I can’t help how my face is.”
“Sure you can. Pick up a rock and bash yourself in the nose with it. Or I’ll be happy to do it for you.”
“I adore it when you threaten me with violence. Did I ever tell you that?”
“God, I regret I came home.”
“I don’t. This is the most fun I’ve had in years.”
I pull my arm from his grip and walk ahead of him to the casket. I don’t know what I was expecting to see when I lean over and look in, but there’s nothing there.
No Granny.
No silver coins.
No pearl-handled knife.
Whoever stole my grandmother’s body didn’t want her clothing, but the grave goods that were supposed to be buried with her made the cut?
When Ronan walks up beside me, I say, “There’s something extremely strange going on here.”
“What was your first clue?”
“Use that sarcastic tone with me again, and I’ll ensure you can’t have children.”
“More children, you mean.”
I close my eyes and exhale a hard breath through my nostrils. It feels like fire.
“It’s not unreasonable for a father to want to see his child. Aside from also being my legal right, that is.”
“Are you kidding me with this? My grandmother’s naked corpse was stolen through a window, and you’re suddenly interested in discussing visitation rights to a daughter you never wanted in the first place?”
“I wanted her. I just didn’t know it then.”
“I’m not going to dignify that nonsense with a response.”
“I searched for you, you know. For years, I’ve had the best private detectives looking for you. But it was as if you vanished. Outside Solstice, Maven Blackthorn doesn’t exist.”
“If you’re hoping I’ll congratulate you for attempted stalking, good luck.”
“You changed your name, didn’t you? Made yourself a whole new identity so you couldn’t be found.”
“I’m in the middle of a family emergency, if you hadn’t noticed. I don’t have time for the Spanish Inquisition.”
“Look at me.”
“I’d rather eat glass.”
He takes me by the shoulders and turns me to face him. Eyes blazing with intensity, he looms over me, the beautiful monster who’s haunted my nightmares for years.
“I want to meet my daughter. Stonewalling won’t change that. It’s up to you if we do this the hard way or the easy way.”
That makes me scoff. “You’re threatening me with legal action?”
“I don’t want to have to do that, but what’s mine is mine. Let’s do this on good terms.”
I can’t help the small laugh that passes my lips. “God. The arrogance is astounding. You’re really something else.”
“Is that a yes?”
“It’s a no because your child doesn’t exist. I miscarried shortly after I left. Bea’s father is an ocular surgeon who lives in Los Angeles. Dr. Brett Lattman.”
Ronan stares at me with thinned lips, narrowed eyes, and an air of raging doubt.
“I can tell by that constipated expression you don’t believe me, but all you’d need to do is see her. She’s nine, Ronan. The math doesn’t work.”
When I tire of him staring at me in doubtful silence, I pull my cell phone from the pocket of my coat and enter my passcode to unlock it. I navigate to a recent picture of Bea, then turn the screen toward him.
“That’s Bea. Notice the date on the photo is from a few weeks ago. Also, notice how she looks nothing like you, especially those unnerving colorless eyes that peer from under the Neanderthal foreheads of everyone in your family. Finally, notice how small she is. Satisfied?”
He stares at the photo so long, my arm starts to ache. Then he says, “Only the men in my family have those eyes. And she could just be small for her age. That picture proves nothing.”
I drop my arm to my side and sigh. “Why would I lie?”
His answer is immediate. “Because you don’t trust me. Because you don’t like me. Because maybe I hurt you in ways that can’t be fixed.”
His voice drops, and his gaze grows even more intense. “But mostly because you’re ashamed you fucked your family’s sworn enemy, and you don’t want anyone to find out.”
If he keeps saying the word “fucked” in that throaty tone, I’ll have to change my panties.
“You got most of that right, except I’m not ashamed because you were supposed to be my enemy. I never cared about some stupid ancient grudge. I’m ashamed because you treated me like dirt, and I kept coming back for more. But we’re not teenagers anymore, and all of this is water under the bridge. Thanks for the nauseating trip down memory lane. Goodbye, Ronan.”
And good riddance.
I turn to walk away, but once again, he stops me. Wrapping his hand around my upper arm, he pulls me against his chest and growls, “It isn’t over, Maven. You can’t just walk away from this.”
“Watch me.”
I pull my arm from his possessive grip and head to the door, ignoring the smoldering Spanish moss in the base of the potted palm in the parlor where he threw his cigarette.
Hopefully, it will ignite into a blazing inferno and the entire town will burn to the ground.
Back in the Caddy, I direct Q to take me to the police station so I can report Granny missing. Instead, he turns on the radio and drives straight back to the house.
As we drive past the rusted iron gate of Blackthorn Manor, I stare at the dead stump of the maple tree I axed down so long ago in a fit of rage.
From one side of the dull gray wood, a tall leafy branch has sprouted.
Only the branch isn’t green. Its leaves aren’t, either.
They’re all the same vivid red of freshly spilled blood.
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The storm that was brewing breaks as we reenter the house. Rain streaks the windowpanes and batters the roof. Sonic peals of thunder roll through the gray cloud cover in the sky outside, rattling the windows in their frames. The aunties go around lighting candles to dispel the gloom, enlisting Bea to help them, while I make a call to my boss. It’s Sunday, so I get her voicemail.
“Hi Luce, it’s May. I need to take a few personal days off work. Maybe even a week. You won’t believe this, but we can’t have my grandmother’s funeral because the funeral home lost her body. I’ll tell you all about it when I get back, but long story short, it’s a mess. I really need to be here to help my aunts get through this.
“Robert can lead the tours for the schoolkids this week. I’ll email Annie to ask her to complete the grant report. If you need me for anything, I’ll have my phone on. I’ll give you an update as soon as I have more information. Thanks, Luce. Talk to you soon.”
I disconnect, then give myself a silent pep talk before making my next phone call.
“Hi, Ezra. It’s May.”
“I know. I saw your number on the screen.”
His tone is guarded. I can’t blame him, considering how our last conversation ended.
“Right. Well, I wanted to let you know that we won’t be able to have dinner Tuesday night. I’m staying a few days longer with my aunts.”
A cavernous silence follows. He’s waiting for an explanation for why my plans changed, but we both know it will never come.
This is the hill we died on. He’s a good man, but loving me is like loving a cactus. The more you ignore me, the better we’ll get along. Get too close, however, and my sharp thorns will draw blood.
If the Avoidant Attachment relationship style had a poster child, I’d be it. Thank you, Ronan Croft.
“Anyway, I won’t be able to make it.”
“I’ll reschedule with the restaurant.”
“There’s no need for that. We’ve already said what we needed to say.”
Technically, he said what he needed to say. I stared stoically at him as he explained what was missing in our relationship.
Apparently, he didn’t appreciate it when I simply said, “Okay,” and walked out because he left a long and impassioned voice message on my cell afterward that included a lot of words like “inscrutable,” “indifferent,” and “aloof.”
As it’s impossible to explain to someone well-adjusted that the interior landscape of a person who’s been crushed by loss and betrayal at a young age is a barren wasteland of ashes that will starve any misguided living thing that tries to set down roots and grow there, I didn’t argue.
“May, look. Be reasonable. If you’d only make an effort, we could be amazing together. We’re both professionals at the top of our fields. We have intersecting interests, compatible values, and mutual respect. We have everything in common.”
He lowers his voice. “And this tough act of yours … I know it’s just an act. You need someone to look after you.”
I don’t want to hurt him, but I know I’m doing the right thing. Giving us another chance would only be prolonging the inevitable.
“Ezra, I’m sorry, but it’s over. I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but I also don’t know how to be clearer than that. I no longer want to participate in this relationship. Can you understand? I really hope we can remain friends.”
After a thoughtful pause, he sighs. “It’s not what I was hoping to hear, but I respect your feelings.”
Relieved, I thank him. We share an awkward goodbye and hang up.
I wander downstairs and find the aunties with Bea in the huge formal dining room. They’ve lit a row of tapers in silver candlesticks in the middle of the table, and are working on clusters of pillars on the hutch.
“Do we have anything to eat?”
“Of course.”
“Anything that involves bacon?”
Davina gives me a stern look. “Animals are not for eating. Especially the highly intelligent and sensitive pig. They suffer more than most at the slaughter.”
Bea looks traumatized. “Oh no. They suffer?”
“Terribly.”
I say brightly, “Maybe if they weren’t so tasty, they wouldn’t get eaten,” which earns me another steely look.
“Mom?”
“Yes, sweetie?”
“I want to be a vegetarian.”
“Sure. I’ll tell the chef.”
“We don’t have a chef.”
“Exactly. I’m going for a walk.”
Esme scolds, “You just said you were hungry, and it’s pouring! You’re not going anywhere!”
I’ve never liked being micromanaged, and I’m much too stubborn to follow orders, but she means well, so I smile instead of snapping.
“I’ll be back soon. I need to clear my head. Bea, the aunties are in charge of you. Be good.”
I grab an umbrella from the stand by the front door, then trudge out into the rain. Within seconds, I’m regretting the decision to venture out into such hostile weather, but as my superpower is stubbornness, I keep walking. In ten minutes, I’m in the center of town.
Little has changed.
Charming and quaint, the main square looks straight out of a postcard. The Schneiders’ bakery, the pharmacist, and the hardware store are still here, as are the deli, the jewelers, and McNulty’s pub. The little bookshop where I spent so many hours reading has become a Starbucks, but the turn-of-the-last-century building it’s housed in remains the same.
Except the space that used to be an appliance store is now a Mexican restaurant.
It’s impossible to be depressed with a margarita in front of me, so I dash across the square, leaping over puddles, and shake out my umbrella before pulling open the front door.
Warmth and the delicious scent of simmering adobo greets me. My mouth instantly starts to water. I tell the nice young girl at the hostess stand that I’d like a table for one. She grabs a menu and leads me inside, seating me in a booth behind the only other person in the joint, a dark-haired man sitting with his back to me.
“Can I get you anything to drink to get started?”
“I’ll take a Cadillac margarita, please.”
“Sure. Let me know if you have any questions on the menu. Be right back with your drink.”
I settle into the booth and flip open the menu. Everything is perfect for one lovely moment, until the man in the booth in front turns around and smiles at me, displaying a set of gleaming white teeth.
“Hello, Bugs. Fancy meeting you here. Are you following me?”
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I raise up the menu to block the view of Ronan’s handsome, hellish face. “Go away.”
“I was here first.”
“I won’t sit here and stare at the back of your head while I eat my food.”
“You’d rather stare at my face instead? All you had to do was ask.”
He drops into the seat on the other side of my booth. When I lower the menu, I’m nearly blinded by his smile. It’s so huge, it can probably be seen from Jupiter.
“What is it with you and all the toothy grins? You look like a crocodile.”
“Thank you.”
“Again, not a compliment.”
“Sure it is. Crocodiles are smart, strong, and intimidating.”
“They’re also ugly and can’t chew their food.”
I can tell he’s trying hard not to laugh out loud, which aggravates me even more.
He muses, “Do you think it’s fate that we keep meeting this way?”
“No, I think I did something terrible in a past life, and you’re the punishment. Please go back to your own table.”
Ignoring that, he says, “I’ve been thinking about your grandmother.”
“If you say something disgusting, I’ll stuff this menu down your throat.”
He dismisses that threat with a regal wave of his hand. “Did she have any enemies that you know of?”
“You mean besides everyone in town?”
“The townspeople didn’t hate your grandmother. They were terrified of her.” His gaze turns thoughtful. “Like they are of you.”
My smile is lethal. “If only some of that good sense wore off on a certain crocodile.”
“Do you know that when Edward told me you were back, his voice shook? And we’re talking about a man who survived a bear mauling.”
“That creepy old man still works for your family?”
“You say that as if you don’t have a creepy old man working for yours.”
“Yeah, but at least ours has a soul. Yours doesn’t, which is why he fits in so well with the Crofts.”
We gaze at each other across the table, an electrical crackle of sexual tension vibrating the air, until the hostess returns. She sets a margarita in front of me and one in front of Ronan, then leaves without a word.
He picks his up and sips from it, licking his lips after he swallows. “I love a good salted rim, don’t you?”
Of course he managed to make that sound erotic. Of-fucking-course he did.
“You drink Cadillacs, too?”
“They’re my favorite.”
“I introduced you to them.”
“As if I could ever forget. You poured one over my head.”
“You deserved it.”
He considers me in a burning silence that throbs with a million unspoken words.
“Yes. That and much worse.”
Avoiding the heat in his stare, I look away, out through the windows into the gray, rainy day. “If this is a ploy to get an introduction to the daughter you didn’t sire, it won’t work.”
“Sire? That’s awfully archaic.”
“Some of us know big words. Why are you bothering me, Ronan?” I turn my eyes back to him. “And don’t give me any bullshit about lawsuits or helping find Granny. What do you want?”
Our gazes linger for a long, hot moment, until he says, “I want to be friends.”
“Aiming high. Good for you. No.”
“Why not?”
“Give me one good reason why I’d want to be your friend.”
“My dazzling good looks and charming personality.”
We stare at each other. Neither of us smiles. A pulse of heat throbs between my legs. My clitoris aches for his tongue, the little traitor.
“Do you remember how many times you told me I was weird?”
He replies without hesitation. “You are weird. You’re the weirdest and most fascinating woman I’ve ever met, and I’ve spent every day since you left searching for anyone or anything that comes close to making me feel the way you did.”
No one on Earth can lie as well as this man can. It’s pure sorcery.
“I’m sure you can find some other hopeless case to feel contempt for.”
His tone hardens. “I never felt contempt for you. You know that’s not what I’m saying.”
“You made fun of me relentlessly.”
“You played with bugs relentlessly.”
“I didn’t play with them. I studied them. I was fascinated by them. Not that it matters, but I made it my career. It wasn’t just a hobby.”
He thinks about that for a beat. “You made insects your career?”
“Yes. I’m the lepidoptera curator in a museum. I graduated with a doctorate in entomology, specializing in butterflies. Because I always wanted to be a creature that could transform from the ugly little thing it used to be. I’m sure you can imagine why.”
I meet his eyes again and try to keep the emotion constricting my throat off my face. Because although I can be distant with any other man, Ronan Croft is the exception.
He has always been and will always be my kryptonite.
“Are you ready to order?”
The hostess stands at our table side, pencil and pad in hand. Startled, I rip my gaze from Ronan’s and sit back against the booth. “I think I lost my appetite.”
“Just bring us whatever are your two most popular items. Oh, and a side of bacon.”
He hands her my menu, and she retreats. When he finds me looking at him askance, he says, “What?”
I can’t tell him I was going to order the same thing or he’ll make a big deal out of it, so I act condescending instead. “You’re ordering bacon at a Mexican restaurant?”
“I didn’t realize that wasn’t allowed.”
When I only stare at him, he sighs. “I had a craving for it. Sue me.”
“I’d rather run you over with my car.”
He gazes at me for a moment, then starts to laugh. “You’re fucking ridiculous.”
My cheeks flame with heat. It could be humiliation or anger, I can’t tell, but I’m not sticking around to find out. “You know what? This is ridiculous. I’m leaving.”
I start to scoot out of the booth, but Ronan reaches across and grabs my wrist.
“Stay.”
Something in his tone makes me stop and look at him. He’s looking back at me with urgency, his eyes shining with a plea. I’m so taken aback by this uncharacteristic vulnerability, I’m momentarily stunned.
He releases my wrist and sits back. “Sorry. Reflex. Please stay.”
Breathless and disoriented, I perch on the edge of the booth, unsure if I’m staying or leaving and disappointed in myself that I can’t decide.
Ronan watches me, his eyes wary but hopeful. This is so strange, I have no idea what to do.
Finally, I relent. “You said please.”
He frowns. “And?”
“I didn’t think you knew that word.”
“Ah.” He thinks for a moment. “Will you please stay and eat with me? Please? I’d really like that … if you please.”
I close my eyes and mutter, “Where’s a good exorcist when you need one?”
“Look, I promise I won’t say it again until you tell me to.”
I open my eyes and glare at him. “How are you this annoying?”
“Years of practice. Come on, Bugs. Sheath the claws and have a meal with me. I’m harmless.”
“You’re as harmless as a rattlesnake.”
He gazes at me, waiting, allowing me space to decide. It’s surprisingly considerate, and unfortunately sways me toward the dark side.
“But you ordered bacon, so I’ll stay until I’ve had at least one piece and you say something annoying again.”
His lips curve upward. Amusement glints in his icy eyes, making them twinkle like Christmas lights.
He’s so handsome, it’s evil. The devil himself doesn’t have half this man’s charm.
I settle back into the booth and look at my hands, the ceiling, everything but him. That hot little pulse between my legs still hasn’t abated. If anything, it’s growing hotter.
“So how do you like L.A.? It’s not a place I can imagine you living, what with all the sunshine.”
“I’ll take a cloudy day over a sunny one anytime.”
“I know. Answer the question.”
“I forgot how obstinate you are.”
“No, you didn’t. Answer the question.”
I sigh and run a hand over my hair. “I don’t live in Los Angeles.”
“But you said Bea’s father lives there.”
“I never said we lived together, did I?”
“So you’re not married.”
“None of your business. And you can go ahead and blink now. That demonic stare of yours is unnerving.”
“So you are married?”
“What do you think?”
“I think you’re pretty evasive for someone insisting her child is another man’s.”
“If I don’t commit homicide by the time this meal is over, I should win an award.”
“Just drink your margarita. Let the tequila take the edge off that samurai sword of a tongue of yours.”
I pick up the margarita and smile at him. “At least it’s not a bloodsucking parasitic isopod.”
He lifts his glass in a toast. “Cheers to that.”
I clink glasses with him, sip my drink, and marvel at how he manages to be both massively irritating and charming as hell.
Maybe the contrast of disgust and fascination is the same thing that drew him to me. Contradictions are always compelling.
He chuckles. “You should see what your face is doing. What are you thinking right now?”
“How you’d look with no teeth, no hair, and a red clown’s nose. It would be a vast improvement.”
He throws his head back and laughs. I look away so I don’t have to witness how attractive it is.
Still chuckling, he says, “You know, I think you’re the only person I’ve ever met who isn’t intimidated by me.”
“Oh, so that’s the appeal. Must be tiresome, having all those minions kissing your ass all day long.”
He goes from amused to serious in the blink of an eye. “Yes,” he says solemnly. “You can’t imagine.”
“If you want me to feel sorry for you, poor little rich boy, you’ll be waiting a very long time.”
His voice turns throaty, and his eyes start to burn. “It’s not pity I want from you. It’s something a little more intimate.”
That crackle of electricity is back, zinging between our held gazes and lifting the hair on the back of my neck. Though my nipples are tightening, I keep my face impassive and my tone nonchalant.
“We already did intimate when we were teenagers. I’ve got the emotional scars to prove it. And you’re very close to dangerous territory, so watch what you say next.”
He considers me for a long moment, eyes half-lidded, head tilted to one side.
“You’re thinking too much, Ronan. Don’t break that tiny brain of yours.”
“I was just wondering how much trouble I’d be in if I asked if you’d be up for a hate fuck. You know, for old time’s sake.”
My heartbeat triples. Blood rushes up my neck and to my ears and settles there. I swallow, forcing myself to hold his gaze and not squirm in my seat. “A lot. So don’t ask.”
His tone innocent, he says, “I wasn’t. I was only wondering.”
He smiles, sipping his drink and staring at me, then flicks his tongue out and leisurely licks the salt from the rim, all the while holding my gaze so I know it isn’t the salt he wants to taste.
He’s playing games. Don’t let him get to you.
“Good. Because I have a fiancé.”
Have, had, same difference. Except technically Ezra never asked me to marry him, and I wouldn’t have said yes if he did, but I’m not splitting hairs.
Ronan drawls, “A fiancé. How conventional of you. I thought the Blackthorn women didn’t believe in marriage.” He glances at my hand. “Where’s the ring?”
I manage to lie with a straight face. “I don’t like to travel with it. It’s too huge. Draws too much attention.”
“Sure. And this fiancé of yours, what’s his name?”
His mocking tone gets my hackles up. “What, you think he doesn’t exist? You think no man would ever ask someone like me to marry him?”
“I think a lot of men would want to marry you … if they could get past the alligator-filled moat and the flaming balls of fire raining from the sky and the hail of arrows being shot from the castle walls. But in this particular case, I think you’re just lying.”
I settle back into the booth with my drink. “Lucky for me, I don’t care what you think.”
He narrows his eyes. As he did earlier, I suggestively lick salt from the rim of the glass, holding his gaze as I do it.
He’s not the only one who can play erotic little head games.
The hostess arrives holding two plates. “We’ve got chicken adobo and chili relleno. Who wants what?”
At the same time, we both say, “I’ll take the chicken.”
Unsure, she looks back and forth between us until Ronan gestures to me. “The lady will have the chicken. I’ll take the chili relleno.”
The hostess sets the plates down. Ronan tells her we need another round of drinks. I say we don’t, but he tells her to ignore me. She leaves, looking befuddled.
He picks up his fork and smiles at me. “My money’s on us getting another round. What do you think?”
“I think you were doing me an injustice when you called me a lady. I’m nowhere near as well-behaved as that.”
“I would’ve said ‘rabid wolverine’ but I didn’t think it would go over.”
A miracle occurs: we laugh together. Then our gazes catch and hold, and I don’t feel so amused anymore.
I guzzle the rest of my margarita and concentrate on the plate in front of me, reminding myself that this is the person who made my life miserable for years.
He ridiculed me, he taunted me, he humiliated me every chance he got. Then he’d do an about-face and pretend like I didn’t exist, breezing past me in the hallways at school with his nose in the air and his eyes averted.
And still, I loved him.
Love isn’t blind like they say. It’s total insanity.
We eat in silence until the hostess returns with more margaritas and a small plate of bacon. She sets everything down without asking any questions and runs away.
Munching on his chili relleno, Ronan glances at the fresh margaritas. “I won.”
“How thrilling for you.”
“It is. You’re hard to beat at anything.”
“That’s because I’m smarter than you.”
“Excuse me, but I’m the head of a multibillion-dollar international corporation.”
“Yeah. Started by your great-great-great-grandpa and handed over to you by your daddy. I’m not impressed. By the way, why do you still live in Solstice? Shouldn’t you be prancing around Monaco or Miami or someplace more appealing to playboys?”
“Maybe all this time I’ve been hoping you’d come back.”
I glower at him. “Don’t be flippant. I’ve got a knife in my hand.”
He gazes at me for a moment, then relents. “I keep a house here so I can stay close to the family, but I’m at corporate headquarters in Boston three days a week. Sometimes more, if necessary.”
“That’s a long drive.”
“I have a pilot. We take the helicopter.”
“Ah.”
“Don’t say it like that.”
“It was one syllable. I didn’t say it like anything.”
“Yes, you did, and you know it. You’re the only person alive who can turn a single syllable into a symphony of disdain.”
I think about that for a moment, then smile. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. How’s the chicken?”
“The best thing I’ve ever eaten. How’s the relleno?”
“Like seasoned cardboard. Let me have a bite of yours.”
Without waiting for permission, he reaches across and spears a piece of chicken with his fork. “Mmm. Yummy. Here, have some bacon.”
He gives me two slices and puts two on his own plate. One remains, which he breaks in half and splits between us.
“That’s surprisingly generous of you. When did you get to be so equitable?”
“I’ve gone soft in my old age.”
Not from the looks of it. He’s big and hard in all the right places.
Against my better judgment, I’m curious about him. I want to know what he’s been doing the past twelve years, if he’s happy, if he’s lonely, if he has a wife. He’s not wearing a ring, but that doesn’t mean much.
Knowing him, he probably takes it off and puts it in his pocket every time he leaves his house, the cur.
“You can ask, you know.”
“Excuse me?”
“You can ask me questions about myself.”
“Why would I do that?”
“Because you want to.”
“No, I don’t. I don’t want anything from you.”
He licks his lips and glares at me, those pale eyes of his burning with intense heat.
“Sure. I don’t want anything from you, either. Now both of us are liars. Now eat your damn bacon and stop smiling because you finally succeeded at pissing me off.”
I smile wider. Then I salute him and pop a chunk of bacon in my mouth.
His aggravated growl is the most satisfying thing I’ve heard in years.
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I fiddle with the ice in my first margarita glass but don’t touch the second one. I won’t risk getting tipsy around this man. He’s far too dangerous a temptation.
Even though I hate him, he’s still like the apple the serpent offered to Eve. One bite of him could bring total ruination.
Again.
I’m considering this meal an exercise in self-control, nothing more. It’s good for me not to succumb to the urge to use cutlery as weapons.
From the corner of my eye, I watch Ronan wolf down the remains of his meal. He eats like he’s been stranded on a desert island with only driftwood for sustenance for years. I don’t remember him being quite so ravenous, but then again, it wasn’t as if we sat around sharing leisurely meals together.
What we did together burned a lot more calories.
“Your face is red again. You have some kind of skin problem?”
“Shut up, Ronan.”
“Make me.”
“Don’t tempt me. There’s a chain saw back at the house with your name on it.”
Finished inhaling his food, he sits back, picks up his napkin, and wipes his mouth and fingers with it. Then he grabs his fresh margarita and waves it at me as if casting a spell.
“So you’re not married, you don’t live in Los Angeles, you have a degree in bugs, you have a daughter who definitely isn’t mine, and your grandmother’s corpse is missing. What else is new?”
I love it that he’s irritated. It puts us on more equal footing.
My smile is warm and generous. “That about sums it up.”
His glare is livid, and his tone is challenging. “No funny tales from graduate school to entertain me with? No loving anecdotes about your wonderful fiancé?”
Just as I become more at ease when he’s angry, he becomes more at ease when I am. We’re two opposite ends of a seesaw, the opposing sides of a coin. If we ever met in the middle and were both happy at the same time, the known galaxies would probably implode.
“Ezra? Oh, there’s not much to tell.” I nonchalantly examine my fingernails. “Besides that he’s highly educated, extremely intelligent, independently wealthy, and one of the preeminent scientists in his field.”
“You said he was an ocular surgeon. Suddenly he’s a scientist?”
“I said Bea’s father was an ocular surgeon.”
“So there’s another lucky guy who isn’t Bea’s father. Keeping track of everyone must get confusing.”
I press the grin from my mouth and answer with a straight face. “There’s an app I use that makes it all so much easier. Did I mention Ezra is independently wealthy?”
“Yeah. You did.”
“Because he is. It’s from all the patents on his inventions. And careful investing, too. He grew up without much money, like me. Nobody handed him anything on a silver platter.”
Ronan stares at me with flared nostrils and thinned lips. “Sounds like you have a lot in common. And the silver platter comment was unnecessary.”
I feign ignorance and flutter my lashes innocently. “Oh, I’m sorry. Are you sensitive that you never had to work for anything or worry about money because you inherited massive generational wealth?”
If he keeps grinding his teeth the way he’s been doing, he’ll need dentures soon.
“Keep making those baby deer eyes at me and running that smart mouth and see what happens, Maven.”
His low, threatening tone sends a thrill through my body. It’s pure adrenaline, fight-or-flight. I haven’t felt this alive in years. The laugh that breaks from my chest is gleeful.
“Now you laugh! You really enjoy seeing me miserable, don’t you?”
“No, I enjoy making you miserable. Seeing you miserable is just icing on the cake. I’m trying the chile relleno.”
I reach across the table and make a big show of sawing off a portion of his food. Chewing like a horse, I make a yummy noise and swallow a hunk of absolutely terrible breaded poblano pepper. Describing it as seasoned cardboard is giving it too much credit. It tastes like an old leather shoe.
“So delicious! You didn’t like it? How strange. Your tastebuds must be deadened from all that salty caviar you rich people eat.”
A muscle flexes in his jaw. He looks as if he’s restraining himself from bursting at the seams. He loathes being teased about his family’s money, a weakness I’ve exploited on many occasions.
“I’ve never had caviar in my life.”
“Yes, you have. I distinctly remember you licking a big black blob of it from a blini before throwing the spitty blini across the room where it stuck onto my forehead.”
He scoffs. “You’re imagining it. That never happened.”
“Shelly Smith’s parents’ Christmas party, seventh grade.”
He thinks for a moment until he retrieves the memory from some old rusty file cabinet in his head. “Oh. Yes, I do remember that.”
“Do you remember how everyone howled with laughter? Do you remember how I ran out in shame?”
“I remember how I followed you to try to apologize and explain that I was aiming for that fool Tim Barnes who was harassing you, but you’d disappeared. I wandered around the neighborhood for an hour, looking for you.”
I shake my head in disbelief. “Those lies roll off your tongue so smoothly.”
“Believe it or not, it’s the truth.”
“Since when did you start truth telling? I didn’t think you were capable.”
“Like you’re not capable of remembering anything but the bad things that happened between us?”
“Everything that happened between us would have left a weaker woman dead. Tell me what else you were thinking about my grandmother.”
Running his tongue over his teeth, he debates whether or not he’ll allow the change of subject.
I suspect it’s one of the reasons he was first drawn to me. Men who excel at everything and expect deference as their due find a strong woman either scary or irresistible.
He throws back a swig of margarita and gives in. “What did she die of, exactly?”
“How is that relevant?”
“It’s just that one day she was healthy and the next she was dead.”
“She was ninety-three. At that age, if you wake up in the morning, it’s a surprise for everyone. Besides, how do you know she was healthy? We don’t broadcast our health status on the local news.”
“I saw her coming out of the hardware store a few days before she died. Bumped into her, actually. She hissed at me like a cat.”
Picturing it, I smile.
Granny’s hatred of the Crofts was almost as renowned as the healing teas of dried herbs and roots she sold to cure various maladies of the townsfolk. Those intrepid enough to make the journey up the rutted dirt driveway to Blackthorn Manor came away with folded paper packets filled with goodies that, when steeped in hot water, cured everything from gas to gout.
They paid well for the privilege, but Granny’s teas never failed, so they kept coming.
“Did she have a heart attack or something?”
I lift a brow. “Didn’t your spies tell you?”
“I don’t have spies. I have people on payroll who keep me informed of important things.”
“That’s literally the definition of a spy.”
He exhales through his nose and keeps talking. “Anyway, I was told there wasn’t an autopsy. Your aunt Esme just called up the funeral home one morning and said, ‘Hey, there’s a body here that needs to get buried. Come pick it up.’”
“She didn’t say it like that.”
“I’m paraphrasing. So what did she die of?”
“Maybe seeing you so close set off a chain reaction inside her body, and all her organs shut down, one by one. It’s the most logical explanation, really.”
“Can we be serious for a second?”
“I am. I can feel my kidneys shriveling into raisins as we speak.”
He glowers at me, I smile sweetly at him, and this is the most fun I’ve had in a long time.
“I think that’s your heart you feel shriveling. My point is that she looked strong as an ox, your aunts declined an autopsy, and her body mysteriously vanished the day she was supposed to be buried.”
I furrow my brow in confusion. “What’s your point?”
“Maybe Lorinda wasn’t really dead.”
I wait for the punch line. When it doesn’t come, I say, “Are you serious? You think my grandmother faked her own death?”
“Maybe.”
“What possible reason would she have for doing that?”
He shrugs. “Same reasons most people do it. Insurance money. Fleeing creditors. Wanting to start a new life somewhere else.”
My tone is dry. “Yes, because a ninety-three-year-old woman just can’t wait to run away to Tahiti for exciting adventures under a new name.”
“I’m just saying it’s a possibility.”
“Your imminent death at my hands is a possibility, too.”
“It’s interesting that you still haven’t said what she died of.”
“It’s not interesting, it’s none of your damn business. But I will tell you one thing. Blackthorns don’t get autopsies.”
When he makes a disbelieving face at me, I continue, even though I’d rather stuff the remains of the leathery chile relleno past his perfect front teeth.
“It’s a family tradition. Our bodies aren’t messed with after death. They’re kept in their natural state and buried in the ground in a biodegradable coffin so the decomposing matter can feed the worms. The circle of life and all that. So her not having an autopsy isn’t unusual at all. What is that hideous expression you’re making?”
“If she didn’t have an autopsy, does that also mean she wasn’t embalmed?”
“Yes. So?”
“How long was it between her death and the viewing?”
“Six days, I guess. Why?”
Pale eyes glittering, he stares at me. “You’re the scientist with the big brain. You tell me what happens to an unpreserved body a week after death.”
The realization hits me like a slap.
He’s right.
A corpse begins to deteriorate immediately after bodily functions cease. If it is left undisturbed, houseflies and blowflies lay eggs around natural body openings that hatch within twenty-four hours. Within three days, the internal organs decompose. Within five days, the body is bloated, and bloody foam leaks from the mouth and nose. Build-up of bacteria and putrefaction of tissues cause intensely foul odors.
At six days postmortem, my grandmother should have been well on her way to spectacular decay.
Instead, she looked exactly as she always did. Scary and fierce, but definitely not decomposing.
Ronan says sourly, “Look at those wheels turn. Next, you’ll have to figure out a way to tell me I’m right without choking on your tongue.”
“I need to get back to the house. Thanks for lunch.”
He quirks his lips. “I never said I was buying.”
“Always the gentleman. See you around, Scrooge.”
Rising from the booth, I hurry to the front of the restaurant, my mind whirring with questions. I’m distracted as I grab my umbrella from the stand where I left it. When I pull the heavy wooden door open and step outside, it takes a moment for my eyes to adjust from the artificial brightness inside to the gloom of the day. I stand frowning, deep in thought, rain streaming down all around me, until someone grabs me from behind.
“Look out!”
Ronan yanks me into his arms and spins me around just as a huge chunk of concrete falls from the sky and slams into the ground in the exact spot I was just standing.
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Clinging to Ronan with my pulse racing and my heart up in my throat, I stare at the crater in the sidewalk.
The chunk of cement is enormous. The pile of rubble around it extends out into the square. Despite the rain, small puffs of dust rise from the wreckage. It looks like a small bomb went off.
“Are you okay?”
Blinking in shock, I look up into Ronan’s face. “What happened?”
“Part of the facade of the building detached and almost killed you.”
He stares down so intently at me, it’s disorienting. His expression is severe, his jaw is tight, and his eyes … they can only be described as worried.
There must’ve been something off in that adobo. If I’m thinking Ronan Croft is worried about me, I’ve definitely got food poisoning.
“I’m fine.”
“You’re sure?”
He takes a quick visual inventory of me, scanning for blood or missing body parts.
“Ronan.”
“Yes?”
“Thank you for pulling me out of harm’s way.”
“Saving your life, you mean.”
“I wasn’t finished. Thank you for pulling me out of harm’s way, now let me go. This is very uncomfortable.”
His grip on me remains steadfast. His gaze turns from worried to smoldering.
“Why would it be uncomfortable?”
“Because I dislike you intensely.”
“Not hate? We’re making progress. Maybe you’re uncomfortable for some other reason. Hmm. What could it be?”
“Whatever fairy tale you’re concocting in your stunted neocortex is incorrect.”
“You know what I find interesting?”
“Other than how I haven’t dismembered you and thrown your body into a ditch yet?”
“No. How you had the presence of mind to hold on to your umbrella.” He drops his head and whispers hotly next to my ear, “And how you can’t stop looking at my mouth.”
I inhale, and the scent of his skin invades my nose. It shoots into my head and conjures a thousand old ghosts from their graves. Memories of the times we were together assault me in such graphic detail, I shiver.
As if it were only yesterday, I remember the heat, the passion, the frantic urgency, our greedy hands and mouths and how quiet we always had to be because every moment was stolen. Secret.
Forbidden.
When I cried out in mindless pleasure, he’d put his hand over my mouth to muffle the sound. When he moaned my name, I hushed him so no one would hear. Only the times in the backseat of his car were we able to let go completely because we were deep in the forest, on a dark road with only the wolves and the wind to hear us roar.
I came close to telling him how much I loved him on one of those nights. The words were on the tip of my tongue. Then he looked at his watch and said he had to be up early for football practice, and I swallowed the words forever.
He was still inside me when he said he had to leave.
My cries of passion still echoed against the steamy windows.
I push him away and step back, nearly taking out one of his eyes with the points of the umbrella. He ducks just in time.
“Strong as ever.”
“Not at all. I’m much stronger than I was at seventeen. I have you to thank for that.”
“You’re angry.”
He waits for an explanation, but it won’t come. I stopped explaining myself to him the day I told him I was pregnant, and his face curdled like bad milk.
There’s no pain on earth like that.
It’s horror, shame, humiliation, rejection, anguish, disillusionment, and abandonment, all in one. When she’s made to feel worthless by the man who holds her heart, a woman either crumbles and never recovers or grows a callus over the pain to survive.
In my case, I grew an entire suit of armor.
I grew a fortress made of steel.
My chest aching, I step away from him. From inside the restaurant, the hostess rushes out, followed by a busboy wearing a stained white apron.
“What happened? Holy shit!” The busboy looks at the mess on the ground, then up at the roof in disbelief.
When Ronan turns to speak to him, I take the opportunity to flee. I run away through the rain and don’t stop until I’m back at the house.
Breathless, I dump the umbrella in the stand inside the front door and kick off my muddy boots. I pull my cell from my coat pocket and google the number to Anderson’s. I dial the number listed, then tap my foot in impatience until a woman picks up.
“Anderson’s Funeral Home, how may I help you?”
“Yes, this is Maven Blackthorn. Put Mr. Anderson on, please.”
There’s a long pause. “Um, Mr. Anderson is indisposed at the moment. Can I take a message?”
“Sure! The message is that unless he takes my call, I’ll contact every news station I can find listed to tell them how my grandmother’s naked body was stolen out the window of his establishment. Now is he indisposed?”
She clears her throat. “Please hold.”
My ear fills with tinny lounge music for about thirty seconds, then the line is picked up again.
“Hello, Miss Blackthorn.”
Mr. Anderson sounds as if he’d rather be dead himself than speaking to me.
Good. Serves him right for losing my grandmother’s body.
“I’m sure you’re busy making your escape plans to Argentina, but I have a question for you. My grandmother was not embalmed, correct?”
“Yes, that’s correct.”
“So how did she stay so fresh for the time between her death and her viewing?”
He takes so long to answer, I imagine he’s trying to decide if this is a trick question. Then he says tentatively, “She was refrigerated?”
“Is that a guess or an answer?”
“I’m sorry. It’s an answer. I just don’t understand the significance of the question.”
“Never mind the significance, what do you mean she was refrigerated?”
“It’s standard mortuary practice. In the absence of chemical preservation, we store the decedent’s remains at two degrees Celsius. We can keep them there for up to three or four weeks before the funeral if the family isn’t local or there’s some other factor requiring a delay.”
Refrigeration. Of course. The knot of worry in my stomach unwinds.
“Thank you, Mr. Anderson. Call me as soon as you have any new information.”
I hang up on him and head upstairs to find Bea. She’s in my old room, lying on the bed with Luna curled up on her stomach.
Taking off my coat, I drape it over the back of the desk chair. “Hi, sweetie. Did you eat anything yet?”
“Some toast with blackberry jam. Luna says we should move here.”
Amused, I sit on the edge of the bed and gently smooth a hand over her riot of red curls. “Are you going to take a nap? You two look comfortable.”
“I was thinking I’d like to go meet that red fox.”
“Red fox?”
She glances at the window. “The one sitting on the white bench under those trees. She’s been there every day since we got here. I think she wants to tell me something.”
I rise and look out the window. In the right side of the yard, an overgrown hedge of privet marks the boundary of the property. Nearby, a small grove of birch trees stand guard over an iron patio set, once painted white but rusted with age. Two scrollwork chairs flank a round table.
In the middle of the iron bench nearby sits a large red-and-black fox.
Its coat is orange-rust in hue, its tail a bushy plume of flame wrapped around slender black feet. The chest is the color of clotted cream, and the eyes are the vivid gold of a sunset.
Through the window and the rain, our eyes meet. The creature’s pointy white canines flash as it smiles.
The bench the fox is sitting on is the same one Granny used to recline in every evening at dusk to smoke her tobacco pipe and gaze at the stars.
The fox gazes at me a moment longer, then turns and vanishes under the hedge.
I shake off the strange and unwelcome feeling that something important lies just beyond my understanding and turn away from the window and the view of the yard.
“There’s no fox, Bea. But if you see it again, stay away from it. They’re called wild animals for a reason.”
Luna wakes up, stretches, and jumps off Bea’s lap onto the floor. She trots out of the room, nose held high and tail twitching.
“Can I ask you a question?”
“Of course.”
“How come Q doesn’t talk?”
My grandmother told me he was once a famous opera singer long ago who bartered his voice with the devil in exchange for immortality, but I’m sure as hell not telling her that.
“I don’t know, honey. Does it bother you?”
She shrugs. “No. I just wondered. It’s nice having someone just listen.” Then she yawns. “Maybe I will take a nap. I’m kinda sleepy.”
“Okay. I’ll be downstairs when you wake up.”
She rolls off the bed and walks into the bathroom. I watch as she reaches for the small white container next to the faucet on the sink. She pops open the two round chambers, fills each with saline solution from a plastic bottle nearby, then carefully removes the colored green contact lens from her left eye and puts it in the solution. She repeats the same procedure with the right lens.
She glances up at me and smiles.
My daughter’s eyes are reflected back at me in the bathroom mirror, that same remarkable shade of palest ice that belongs to the boy who abandoned us so long ago.



  
FOURTEEN
RONAN
Sunday dinner with my family is and has always been as fun as having shards of glass driven under my fingernails.
“More wine, sir?”
“Yes. And keep it coming.”
My voice is clipped, but the well-trained servant knows better than to react. He expertly fills my crystal goblet with my father’s favorite wine, a French Burgundy with the kind of impeccable pedigree he covets for his own lineage.
Unfortunately, class can’t be bought. The Crofts are wealthy, but our wealth was acquired the same way our ancestors, the robber barons of the nineteenth century, acquired it.
By unscrupulous means.
The servant steps back silently to lurk against the paneled dining room walls with the other servants, all of them uniformed and standing ramrod straight, gazing off into the distance over our heads.
This ostentatious display of domestic help is my stepmother’s doing. It’s a far cry from her humble beginnings in Detroit where she was working as a waitress in a diner when she met my father.
He was a new widower on a business trip at a pharmaceutical conference. She was fresh out of beauty school. According to them both, it was love at first sight.
It was definitely something at first sight, but I’m sure love had nothing to do with it.
Not that they’re a bad match. Two people as obsessed with money as they are can generally live long and happy lives together.
Unless the cash runs out. I’ve spent many enjoyable hours daydreaming about the chaos that would ensue if I did something subversive to tank the company stock.
Like marry Maven Blackthorn, for instance.
Not that she believes in marriage. A man is more likely to be flattened by an asteroid than get a Blackthorn to agree to be his wife.
But if by some miracle she did, I’d be cut off from my family. My father’s hatred of the Blackthorns borders on pathological.
Almost every day before I left for school when I was growing up, he’d warn me to stay away from Maven. He took a strange interest in singling her out from the rest of her kin as an object of particular scorn. I could never understand the obsession, but his lessons sunk in.
I can’t begrudge her mistrust of and anger toward me. I earned it.
Fingering the fat strand of Tahitian pearls around her neck as she stares at me, my stepmother is obviously irritated. “Ronan, stop scowling. You look homicidal.”
“Maybe I am.”
My father glances up from his beef bourguignon to give me a sharp look. When he sees no emotion on my face, he returns to eating, satisfied.
In this family, it’s acceptable if you kill someone. Just don’t get too worked up about it.
Silence reigns for long, painful minutes, until my father finishes his meal and picks up his wine. He isn’t supposed to drink alcohol because of the antibiotics he’s on for his bird-pecked eye, but doctor’s orders never stopped him from doing anything.
God himself could descend from the heavens on a flaming chariot and my father would tell him to fuck off and go play with his cherubs.
“I assume you heard May Blackthorn came home for her grandmother’s funeral.”
I’m surprised he took this long to broach the subject, but as it wasn’t a question, I don’t provide an answer. I stab a hunk of beef with my fork instead.
Undeterred by my silence, my father continues. “I saw her at the viewing at Anderson’s. Hardly recognized her. Pitch-black hair scraped back into a Viking’s braid and a face that could scare Frankenstein’s monster.”
I quell a frisson of rage before speaking. “She’s never been ugly.”
“No, she hasn’t. She’s still good-looking, like the rest of those crazy women. I meant her expression. If looks could kill, I’d already be six feet under.”
“Pity they can’t, then.”
“Ronan! Be nice to your father!”
“I’ll be nice to him as soon as he deserves it, Diana.”
“How many times have I told you to call me Mother?”
“Probably as many times as I’ve refused.”
My father snaps, “Stop it, both of you. And don’t raise your voice, Diana. It’s unbecoming.”
She’s not brave enough to stand up to him, so she sends me a hostile look instead.
It’s no match for the lethal glares Maven can conjure. Especially when she’s looking at me. I used to wonder if she practiced to get them just right.
My father impatiently waves the servant over to pour him more wine. When his goblet is full again, he drinks deeply from it before producing a loud and forceful belch.
“Elijah, really.”
Stepmonster dearest pretends to be offended, though I know she secretly enjoys it when he acts like a barnyard animal because it makes up for her own social faux pas, of which there are many.
To this day, she still pronounces Versace as “Versayse.” The satisfaction I feel when that happens in front of one of her society lady friends and they roll their eyes behind her back is profound.
It’s the little things that keep me going.
“What about Esme and Davina? How are they doing?”
My father scowls, as I knew he would at the mention of those names. “I didn’t ask after their health, now, did I?”
I chew on a velvety carrot, thinking of Maven’s stormy emerald eyes. Her daughter’s eyes are lighter and brighter, a green so vivid, it almost looks artificial. Though it was probably the camera’s filter setting.
Probably.
“No? Why not?”
“Don’t be dense, son, you know exactly why not. I only went to Lorinda’s viewing to get face time with the weird sisters because I knew they’d never let me past the front gate of their witches’ cottage.”
“Why did you want face time with them?”
My father looks at me as if he raised a dimwit. “Do you see this bandage on my eye or has your vision gone bad since you were last here for supper?”
I know all about the raven attack because I know all about everything that happens in this town, but that’s my business, not his. “What happened?”
“I’ve been hexed is what happened.”
A titter from across the table draws my attention. It’s my ten-year-old half brother, August, a sweet kid with a smattering of freckles across the bridge of his nose, a head too big for his body, and a sensitive nature his parents are sure to warp into pathology.
I call him Auggie because it makes Diana look as if she’s about to have an aneurysm. I’d almost forgotten he was sitting there.
Diana reaches over and pats his head as Dad continues.
“I demanded they withdraw it, but you know how those women are. Contrary as cats. You tell them to do something, and they’ll do the opposite from spite.”
“Maybe if you asked nicely, you’d get a different reaction.”
“And maybe if the sky rained gold coins, the world would be a better place, but here we are. August, sit up straight. You look like a gargoyle.”
“What’s a gargoyle?”
“A hideous thing you don’t want to be.”
Diana croons, “Like a Blackthorn, sweetheart. Do what your father says.”
I hold up my glass. The manservant fills it. I drain it again, fantasizing about kidnapping Maven and tying her to my bed.
What I’d like to do to her. All the filthy and wonderful things. Every time I see her, my dick gets hard and my teeth itch to sink into her skin. I wonder if she remembers how amazing the sex was between us or if she’s written it off as temporary insanity?
“Are you listening to me? Ronan, wake up!”
“Of course I’m listening. I’m riveted to your every word.”
Diana sighs. “Honestly, Elijah, how can you let him speak to you with such disrespect?”
“That wasn’t disrespect. It was sarcasm. You’ve heard of sarcasm, haven’t you, Diana? Or maybe not. Satirical wit isn’t really your thing.”
“Elijah! Are you going to let him be so rude?”
With his one good eye, he pins her with an icy death stare. “He’s not the one shrieking like a banshee.”
She twists her lips and her pearls and looks at her lap.
If that had been Maven Blackthorn my father had chastised, he’d already have a fork sticking out of his eyeball.
Picturing him screaming as blood spurts from his head, I smile. Then I think about Maven being engaged and frown again.
She had to be lying. Blackthorns don’t do marriage. As far as I can tell, they don’t do anything they don’t want to do.
I envy them that freedom. Even if the entire town fears and shuns them, at least they’re not living in a gilded cage, like I am.
The Croft name, the Croft wealth, the Croft position in society … all of it is suffocating. A pillow pressed onto my face since as far back as I can remember. Cutting off my air.
To be a Croft is to be cursed.
It’s really no surprise that self-destruction is so prevalent in our family tree. Life is far too long to be spent in misery.
I catch the tail end of whatever my father’s been droning on about.
“… at the Campbells’ place. Fire marshal says they can’t find a cause. Suspicious timing, if you ask me. One day May returns out of the blue, and the next, their house burns to the ground? It’s a miracle no one was hurt. I’ll never forget the day she cursed Becca. Do you remember that, Ronan? Right there in front of everyone at the winter carnival. ‘I wish you were as ugly on the outside as you are on the inside!’” He chuckles. “Boy, did that one stick.”
“I don’t understand why you can’t have them arrested,” says a sulking Diana.
My father’s tone is regretful. “We’re a few centuries too late for that.”
“They shouldn’t be able to get away with whatever they want, throwing hexes around left and right and harassing people.”
“Just keep August away from them, Diana. They’re a bunch of man-hating psychopaths.”
“They don’t hate men. They hate being kept on a leash. Not all women can be bought.” I send a pointed look in my stepmother’s direction.
My father sighs. “Don’t wind her up, son.”
Rigid and seething, Diana throws her napkin on her plate and stands. “I don’t have to sit here and take this. August, come with me.”
August climbs off his chair and obediently takes the hand his mother holds out to him. “Bye, Ronan.”
“Bye, Auggie. See you soon, buddy.”
He smiles. “Okay.”
As soon as they’re out of the room, my father tells the manservant to leave the wine and get out. He chases the rest of the servants away by flapping his hands impatiently. When they’re all gone, he spends a few minutes grilling me about the state of the company.
This is a familiar dance. I know my part well. Though he no longer holds the reins, he still needs to feel as if he’s in touch with things. Valuable. I have a glimpse of myself in his position somewhere years in the future, asking my own son the same questions.
Those musings lead my mind down a road it’s trodden a thousand times before. Namely, my child with Maven.
The one she claims she miscarried.
Though the picture she produced of her daughter showed no signs of my family’s coloring or features, there was something in the way she looked at the camera that was startlingly familiar. Unsmiling, head turned slightly to the side, gaze guarded, as if she didn’t want her picture taken.
It’s the same expression I wear in every photo taken of me.
Which is why I need to find out everything I can about this ocular surgeon in Los Angeles Maven mentioned, Dr. Brett Lattman. I looked him up online, of course, and stared at the headshot on his practice’s website for far too long.
Bea isn’t his. I’m sure of it. And if she’s mine … there’s only one thing left to do.
As my father likes to say, loose ends need tying.
“How’s the new serum working? Any progress?”
I drag my attention back to the present. “It’s better than its predecessors, but still not effective. And it’s still incredibly expensive to produce.”
He grunts. “You know the cost doesn’t matter.”
“The ingredients aren’t exactly easy to obtain, either.”
“Don’t give me excuses, son. We’ve been chasing a cure for generations. It’s the whole reason the damn business was started in the first place. But you’re close, I can feel it.”
“Is Auggie showing any signs yet?”
He shakes his head.
The disease only affects the males of the Croft family tree. As it usually strikes around the transition to adulthood, Auggie has time yet, but not much.
We need to find a cure before it’s too late for him.
“And you still haven’t told Diana?”
Instead of immediately responding, my father gazes into his glass of Burgundy, the color as rich and dark as dried blood. “No,” he says after a long while, his voice low. “It would break her.”
Like it broke my mother.
She hanged herself when I was only thirteen.
I blame her death on him completely. He could have done so many things to prevent that outcome, but he chose to do nothing. No plans. No precautions. Not even the simplest safeguard. It was reckless.
Because as every scientist knows, nature abhors a vacuum. Every void will be filled.
In our case, by monsters.
I rake a hand through my hair and guzzle the remains of the Burgundy in my glass, then push my chair back and stand. “I’ve got to get going.”
My father nods, not looking up at me. I walk around the end of the dining table and am just about to leave the room when he calls my name.
I stop, turn, and look at him.
“Be careful, son. And stay away from May Blackthorn. That girl is dangerous.”
“Just out of curiosity, is there something you’re not telling me about her?”
Startled, he looks up from his wine. “What?”
“You’ve always made a special point to tell me to stay away from Maven. Her specifically, not the rest of the family. Do you know something I don’t?”
“No,” he snaps, turning back to his wine and ending the conversation.
I study him for a moment, unconvinced. But I know I won’t get more, so I simply head out into the night to walk under the clearing thunderclouds and the ghostly pallor of the waxing moon.
Perched on the bare branches of a maple tree in the yard, a flock of ravens watches me go.



  
FIFTEEN
MAVEN
That night, I dream I’m dying.
It’s long after dark and bitter cold. In the middle of the town square, I’m tied with rope to a stake that rises from a large pyre of wood. A jeering crowd is gathered around me. Dressed in rags, my body aching with bruises and cuts from the beatings I’ve suffered, I strain against my bonds and curse at the unfriendly faces.
A man steps forward with a torch and lights the pyre. Smoke stings my nose and burns my throat, making me cough and gasp for air.
Then the tinder explodes into flame.
Starting at my feet, my skin blisters, blackens, and falls off. As my skin is incinerated, my muscles shrivel and contract, my joints swell and pop, and my lungs fill with blood. The pain is excruciating.
The laughter and cruel taunts of the crowd carry above the roar of the inferno. When the flames reach my neck and my hair catches fire, the crowd’s laughter turns to cheers.
The man who lit the pyre stands to one side, grinning. Though his lips don’t move, I hear his voice inside my head.
“Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.”
The last thing I see before the world turns black are his merciless pale blue eyes.

I wake up with a pounding headache and another nosebleed, this one worse than the first. The pillowcase is covered in blood. I strip it off the pillow and let cold water run over it in the sink as I wipe my face with tissues and try to get the bleeding to stop. Once it does, I dress and head downstairs, bleary-eyed and cotton-headed, to find Bea and Q at the table, poring over a textbook.
“Morning, you two. What are you up to?”
“Q’s teaching me about the Fibonacci sequence.”
Just as I’m about to ask where the aunties are, the front door slams, and they bustle into the kitchen.
“You won’t believe it. Anderson’s Funeral Home has been shut down!”
Reaching for the teapot, I freeze. “Shut down?”
“They weren’t answering their phone this morning, so we walked over there to get an update on Mother. The place was deserted and the doors were locked, but there was a big sign on the front door announcing that they’ve been closed by order of the State Board of Funeral Directors. Which must mean they somehow got wind that Mother’s missing.”
Apparently, Mr. Anderson didn’t get back to Ronan on time, and he made good on his threat to put him out of business. It’s amazing how much power the Crofts have.
Though I shouldn’t be surprised. Big pharma always has its dirty hands in politicians’ pockets. Croft Pharmaceuticals is about as big as they get.
I have no doubt Ronan will expect something from me in return for the favor.
Davina sets a pair of green fabric bags on the kitchen counter. She accepts the other two Esme holds out to her, then starts unpacking vegetables.
“Hey, Mom, did you know that the Fibonacci sequence is found all over nature? The number of petals on a flower, the shape of a seashell, the pattern of pine cones … all kinds of stuff.”
I fill my mug, then turn and lean against the counter. “Math is a great tool for understanding the universe.”
Esme pours herself a mug of tea as well, then sits next to Bea at the table. “We stopped by the grocer’s on our way home. You’ll never guess who we ran into.”
“Who?”
As if about to divulge a terrible secret, she lowers her voice and glances around. “Ronan Croft.”
My heart skips a beat, but I manage to keep my voice even. “Oh?”
She nods. “He was suspiciously polite. Offered his condolences about Mother. Apologized for his father’s behavior at the viewing. We couldn’t make heads or tails of it.”
Over her shoulder, Davina says, “God forgive me for this, but that boy has grown into a real beauty.”
Bea crinkles her nose. “Boys aren’t beautiful. They’re gross. Except you, Q. You’re nice.” She smiles affectionately at him.
If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was getting misty eyed.
I pretend indifference to the subject and peer at the ceiling. “I’m surprised Mr. Homecoming King still lives in Solstice. Didn’t he get a football scholarship somewhere?”
“We heard he got offers from all over but turned them down to study business at Harvard. As soon as he graduated, he built a house on the west side of town and moved in. Some huge modern thing with too many windows. We see him out and about every once in a while, but he’s never spoken to us. That’s why it was such a shock when he approached us this morning.”
Davina’s voice sours. “You should’ve seen the way the girl at the checkout swooned over him. Positively undignified. Bea, never show your interest in a man. It’s a surefire way to get him to ignore you.”
“That doesn’t make sense.”
“The whole gender doesn’t make sense. We’d be better off if we stuck to our own sex when choosing lovers. At least then we’d be dealing with a certain level of intelligence.”
Esme laughs. “It’s not their intelligence you’re after, dear sister.”
Bea thinks for a moment. “I don’t get it.”
“She’s talking about penises, darling.”
“Can we change the subject, please?”
“Sex is a perfectly natural act that shouldn’t be surrounded by shame.”
“I agree, Auntie D, but it’s nine o’clock in the morning. Let me have my breakfast before you launch into the sex ed portion of the curriculum.”
Q turns the page in the textbook and points at something. Bea leans over to read. Watching them, a deep sense of melancholy overtakes me.
This is how I was educated, here at home at that same kitchen table. I attended school, too, but the majority of my knowledge was gleaned from books like the one Bea is studying, one of the thousands tucked into bookcases and onto shelves all over the house.
Like all the Blackthorns, my mother was an avid reader. She passed that love of reading along to me.
“May? Are you all right?”
Blinking away the moisture in my eyes, I force a smile. “I was just thinking about Mom. Being here makes me miss her so much more than usual.”
Bea says, “How did your mom die? You never talk about her.”
Everyone is staring at me now. Uncomfortable with the subject, I sit at the table across from Bea and Q and clasp my hands around the mug, pushing away memories of my disturbing dream.
“She died of a fall.”
Esme mutters, “That’s one way to put it.”
Bea looks at her curiously. When Esme glances at me for permission to continue, I shake my head. It’s too convoluted to get into.
The official cause was ruled accidental. The coroner said she lost her footing and slipped. It was December and icy that day so it was plausible, but they neglected to include one important detail in their final report.
Her footprints weren’t the only thing they found in the snow around the building.
They also found wheelchair tracks.
I close my eyes, remembering the chaos in the aftermath of her death. There were so many questions. What was she doing out in the dead of night in freezing temperatures in December? Why had she gone to that deserted, dilapidated church?
Most perplexing of all, why was she on Elijah Croft’s property?
That’s where they found her body, on the ground outside the old church that was once the Croft family’s personal place of worship in the eighteenth century, not a quarter mile from the main house. The police said it appeared she climbed up into the bell tower and stepped out onto the roof.
The crumbling, steeply pitched, icy roof.
The paramedics had already arrived when the aunties were notified that there had been an accident. A groundskeeper called them. He was the same one who found her body, and was so deeply distressed, he later suffered a heart attack and spent weeks in the hospital.
When questioned by the police about the wheelchair tracks in the snow, Elijah denied he’d been anywhere near the chapel that night. And so that detail was simply struck from the final report that was filed.
But the aunties had seen the tracks with their own eyes. And no matter how powerful the Croft family was, they couldn’t erase the fact that Elijah had been at the scene at some point before my mother’s body was discovered.
It was just more fuel to add to the fire of the burning hatred between the Blackthorns and the Crofts.
I didn’t tell Ronan, but Granny tripped on the last step of the stairs and snapped her neck. Esme found her in the morning when she was coming down to the kitchen to put the coffee on.
Old bones are brittle and old folks break them in falls all the time, but I have a feeling there’s more to it than I know. When Bea gets up to chase after the white cat and leaves the kitchen, I turn to Davina.
“How did Great-Granny Cleda die? I never heard that story.”
“She was run over by a horse-drawn milk cart.”
“Trampled? How awful.”
Finished putting the groceries away, Davina washes her hands in the sink. “Mother’s sisters both died tragically, too. Tisi in an auto accident and Perse…” She pauses to think.
Esme supplies the answer. “She drowned in the bathtub, remember?”
“Oh yes, how could I forget that? I’m going batty in my old age. Yes, Auntie Persephone took a bath after one too many glasses of wine at the winter solstice festival.”
I’m distracted by the sudden and unwelcome realization that all the women in my immediate family died of accidents.
And I was almost killed yesterday by a ton of falling cement blocks.
Spooked, I think of Bea. “What about Cleda’s mother? How did she die?”
Esme frowns at me. “You don’t want to talk about sex early in the morning but this macabre topic isn’t off-limits? Priorities, love.”
Hoping it will buy me the information I want, I smile brightly and shrug.
Davina says, “I don’t believe Mother ever mentioned it. Esme, do you know?”
“If I did, I’ve forgotten. How do you think we’ll get any more information now that Anderson’s has been shut down? We know the police won’t be any help. That new chief hates us.”
“I’ve got a few contacts at the museum who can point me in the right direction. Some of our donors are pretty well connected.”
That’s what I say. What I mean is that I’m going to take a walk around the west side of town today in search of a certain modern-looking mansion. Despite my conflicted feelings for him, Ronan Croft might be the only person who can help us find out what happened to Granny.
After that, I’ll head over to the courthouse to see if I can dig up any Blackthorn vital records from the old days.
If there’s a pattern to the way the women in my family die, I’m going to find out.
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It doesn’t take long to find Ronan’s house. In a town where historical buildings are a dime a dozen and the architecture of most everyone’s home is some charming variation of Victorian or Colonial, Ronan’s place could be on the cover of Architectural Digest’s Evil Overlord from Outer Space edition.
There are so many reflective surfaces, it might as well be a solar farm. I wonder if pilots have to be diverted from the airspace overhead to avoid being blinded.
I press the security button at the imposing front gate, then stand there chewing the inside of my cheek and regretting this decision until a buzzer sounds, and the gate swings open.
I take a deep breath and head up the stone walkway. Before I’m even halfway there, Ronan opens the front door.
He’s in faded jeans and a black T-shirt that’s stretched tight across his broad chest. His feet are bare. His dark hair is mussed. His pale eyes are piercing.
It’s irritating that he’s so good-looking. Villains are supposed to be hideous.
He calls out, “Good morning, fair Maven. To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?”
“There’s no need to talk like you’re in a Shakespeare play.”
“If that were the case, I would’ve said ‘good morrow.’ Isn’t it a little early to be scowling so hard?”
“My retinas are trying to recover from the glare generated by this giant disco ball you live in.”
I reach the front porch, stop, and gaze up at him. He’s standing one step above me and so is taller than usual. He seems to enjoy it, however, gauging by how much easier it is for him to stare condescendingly down his nose at me.
He says, “Is that a smile?”
“No, this is just what my face does when I smell something stinky.”
“Oh good. For a second there, I thought hell had frozen over.”
It’s a contest to see how long we can keep our faces straight. He wins when I start laughing.
Grinning, he says, “What’s that awful noise you’re making? You sound like a herniated donkey.”
“At least I don’t look like one. And stop flashing those expensive veneers at me. I’m blind enough as it is.”
He makes spokesmodel hands at himself. “These teeth are natural, as is everything else about me.”
“Except your ego, which was grown in a lab. Are you going to invite me in or what?”
He morphs from teasing to solemn in a snap. “Oh, that’s right. Dracula needs an invitation to enter someone’s home. Please, Princess of Darkness, come in.”
He gestures theatrically toward the open front door. I sweep regally past him, biting off my smile.
If I thought the outside of his home was modern, the inside is modern on steroids. It’s all neutral colors, echoing spaces, and a complete lack of clutter. The living room is so large and sparsely furnished, it could easily be rented out as a roller-skating rink. The walls are bare save for a few abstract oil paintings in bold slashes of black and white. There isn’t a bundle of dried herbs or a handmade beeswax candle in sight.
Ronan comes up behind me and gazes around, looking over my shoulder. “What do you think?”
“I think it’s got all the appeal of a mausoleum.”
“So you like it, then. Feels like home.”
I suppress a laugh. “It’s only slightly nauseating, which is more than I can say for you.”
“Wait until you see the kitchen. You might actually vomit.”
He grabs my hand and drags me off without waiting for a response. My footsteps echoing off the marble floor, we walk down a corridor flanked on either side by walls of glass displaying lush atriums of palm trees and tropical plants within.
I’m sure he’s hoping I’ll comment on how stunning they are and how expensive they must be to maintain, so I don’t. The corridor opens to another gigantic, empty space that has a spectacular view of the mountains through more soaring walls of glass.
I look around, confused. “This is a kitchen? Where’s the fridge? Where’s the stove?”
Smirking, he strolls over to the giant rectangular hunk of black stone sitting by itself about six feet away from a smooth oak wall. He waves his hand over a spot on the end of the stone, and two panels slide slowly back to reveal more glass, this piece black.
“What the hell is that?”
“The cooktop. It’s state-of-the-art induction technology.”
I stare at the cooktop in confusion. It’s devoid of dials, switches, or any visible form of operation. “How do you turn it on? Verbal command?”
“Human sacrifice. If you could just step a little closer…”
His smile is irritatingly appealing. Even my vagina thinks so. She’s suddenly generating more heat than Ronan’s modern stovetop ever could.
“Have you ever actually cooked on that?”
“No. It’s just for looks.”
“Ah. Like your entire existence.”
“Do you want to see the refrigerator?”
“I can barely contain my excitement.”
Eyes sparkling with amusement, he walks over to the oak wall and presses his palm against a spot that appears exactly the same as the rest. A four-foot-wide portion of the wall rolls silently up to the ceiling and disappears into an invisible overhead compartment, revealing what I can only assume is a refrigerator, though it looks more like an entertainment center with all the interactive display panels and glowing blue lights.
“Why do you need a black modular thing with more digital displays than the command center at NASA probably has to keep your food cold?”
“I don’t need it. I just liked the way it looked.”
I snort. “I’m sensing a theme here.”
His eyes grow heated, and his voice grows husky. “I like looking at beautiful things.”
My heart must be suffering from a sudden case of dementia because it trips all over itself in excitement. I look away, squinting at the wall of windows. “Aren’t you going to ask me why I’m here?”
“I could, but I’d rather ask why your face is red again.”
I glare at him. “It’s rosacea.”
“Hmm. Or maybe it’s because I have an effect on you that you don’t want to admit.”
His frank stare contains a challenge that I have no intention of rising to. Instead, I walk away from him to the hunk of stone masquerading as a kitchen island.
Surprisingly, the other side has an overhang with three barstools tucked underneath. So someone could sit and eat a meal here if they wanted to. Not that anyone would.
Dining on top of a tomb would be more comfortable.
Eyeing the MacBook open at the end of the island, I say, “I never cook, either. Don’t have the time.”
“Too busy scaring all the neighborhood children, I imagine.”
“It’s a full-time job, really. Like yours, looking pretty and being useless.”
“Ouch. Although wait—did you just call me pretty?”
I meander closer to the computer. From this angle, I can see that the screen is open to a web page. Seized with curiosity about what he was reading when I rang at the gate, I casually keep walking, trailing my fingers along the smooth, cold edge of the stone.
“Did I say pretty? Silly me. I meant petty.”
“That would sting a lot more if it made any sense. Nobody looks petty.”
“Guess you haven’t passed a mirror lately.”
I stop in front of the computer, see what’s on the web page, and draw a sharp breath. When I glance up at Ronan, he’s standing with his arms folded over his chest and his head tilted to one side, that signature smirk of his curving his mouth upward at the corners.
“Just doing a little research on your baby daddy. That shouldn’t bother you, though, considering you have nothing to worry about. It’s not as if you’d lie to me or anything. Right, Maven?”
My heart thudding and my stomach in knots, I contain my anger by sheer force of will. If I lash out at him, it will only make him more suspicious.
“I have no reason to lie to you.”
“You have generations of reasons to lie to me, little witch.”
He drops his arms to his sides and swaggers closer, baring his teeth in an unsettling wolfish grin. Stopping a few feet away, he leans on the island and looks me up and down, making a show of it because he knows it makes me uncomfortable.
I clear my throat and square my shoulders. “I came by today because—”
“Take your hair out of the braid.”
Startled, I confirm I heard what I thought I heard before giving him a look meant to eviscerate.
It only makes him smile wider. “Nobody on earth gives the evil eye like you do.”
“It’s a gift. Can I tell you why I came now or are you going to make another random demand that I’ll ignore?”
“You can tell me why you came until you’re red in the face. Again, I mean. It still won’t make a difference. I won’t help you until you take your hair out of that hideous braid.”
Insulted, I raise my hand to my head. “It’s not hideous. It’s utilitarian.”
“Between that and the shapeless gunnysack you’re wearing, you look like you’re about to go churn butter somewhere. Or reshoe the old mare.”
Ah, yes. This is classic Ronan. Clever insults delivered with a charming smile. He wields his scorn with the finesse of a swordsman.
I feel the heat creeping up my neck but pretend it’s not burning. “Pardon me, Little Lord Fauntleroy, but not all of us can afford five-hundred-dollar haircuts and tailored underpants.”
“Take it out.”
“What’s the big deal about my braid, for God’s sake?”
“Beautiful things shouldn’t be hidden. And your hair is beautiful, even dyed to match coal.”
I curl my lip. “You should know me well enough to realize flattery doesn’t work.”
“It wasn’t flattery. It was truth. Big difference.”
We stare at each other as I will my blood pressure to stay within safe limits and my vagina to behave. If she gets any more excited, I’ll have to change my underwear.
I say coolly, “Here’s where I remind you that you told me you wanted to help me find my grandmother. ‘Help’ being the operative word.”
“I do want to help. But good relationships are all about reciprocity, don’t you agree?”
I keep my voice low when I threaten him. “You’re so close to becoming a eunuch, it’s not even funny.”
That does nothing to intimidate him. He straightens and closes the distance between us. I refuse to retreat, so I find myself looking up into his eyes.
He murmurs my name. He looks at my lips. He smells dangerously delicious.
Now I hate myself because I’m calculating the exact amount of space between our mouths and the time it would take me to rise up on my toes and close it.
“Look at those wheels turn,” he growls, eyes aglow. “What could the Princess of Darkness be thinking?”
“It involves sharp objects and lots of your blood.”
“You don’t want to hurt me. I don’t want to hurt you, either.”
Maintaining eye contact, he slowly reaches up and gently tucks a stray hair behind my ear. At his touch, all my nerve endings jolt to life and start screaming.
“Should I tell you what I do want?”
Breathe. Don’t faint. Don’t do anything. He doesn’t affect me at all because I hate him. I hate him. I hate him. But why does he have to smell so good?
“I want us to be friends.”
“I already told you no.”
“Why not?”
“It’s like the Joker asking Batman to be friends.”
“I assume I’m the Joker in this scenario?”
“I mean, if the shoe fits…”
“I’m not all bad, despite what you think.”
“I think … I don’t know what I think. My brain is egg salad at the moment. Could you please step back? I’m feeling a little…”
“Turned on? Excited?”
“Sick to my stomach.”
Staring deep into my eyes, he says gruffly, “Liar.”
I swallow, hesitating to speak because my brain is topsy-turvy, and I’m not 100 percent sure what will come out of my mouth when I do. “If I said yes, I’m a liar, would you have mercy on me and change the subject?”
“Only if you say we can be friends, too. Then I’ll change the subject and won’t bring it up again.”
“Really?”
“Probably not. Try me.”
After a drawn-out moment where I try not to melt into a sweaty little puddle at his feet, he adds blithely, “By the way, would your fiancé approve of the way you’re looking at my mouth? Because it’s a little predatory. Unless he’s not the jealous type. Or, as I’m guessing, he’s imaginary.”
I hear a faint ping! as the last of my willpower snaps, his thrall on me breaks, and rage floods my body.
What a relief. For a minute there, I was on the brink of doing something stupid.
“I’m going to kill you in your sleep. I’m going to sneak in through a window in the middle of the night, find something pointy and lethal in this antiseptic glass box you call a home, and plunge it straight into your chest, over and over, until you’re so dead, you’ll never remember you were ever alive.”
“Really?”
“Yes!”
“Hmm. Sounds serious.”
He’s laughing at me, which makes me even more incensed. “It is!”
“You know what else is serious? This.”
He takes my face in his hands and kisses me.
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It happens so fast, I’m too stunned to pull away.
At least that’s what I tell myself.
His mouth is gentle, but his hands on my face are firm. Sliding his tongue past my lips, he kisses me with surprising tenderness.
If he’s trying not to spook me, it’s working, because I instantly melt into the soft heat of his mouth, sagging against him and inhaling his warm scent through my nose.
When he finds no resistance, he winds his arms around me, holds me tight against his body, and deepens the kiss until it’s ravenous.
I cling to the broad muscles of his back and fight to maintain my equilibrium. I feel as if I’m standing on the deck of a ship far out to sea that’s caught in a powerful storm and being tossed this way and that, the sails are about to snap under the howling winds, and we’re taking on water faster than the crew can pump it out.
When I’m breathless and trembling, he breaks the kiss to murmur against my lips.
“There she is. Hello, stranger. I’ve missed you so fucking much.”
I bury my face in his broad chest and hide.
Chuckling, he holds me as I struggle to orient myself. I hardly know which direction is up, but I’m still on my feet, so that’s something. With his big warm hand cupping the back of my head and the other wound tightly around me, he’s the buoy that’s keeping me afloat … but also the storm that threatens to drown me.
He’s a master manipulator, Maven. You can’t trust him. Don’t go down this road again.
Tears stinging my eyes, I push away from him and take a step back. He lets me go, staring at me with a hunger I feel all the way through my bones.
When he opens his mouth to speak, I hold a hand up to silence him.
Then I turn around and walk out.
Once again, he lets me go. As I head to the front door, I keep expecting to hear his footsteps behind me, but there’s only silence. I exit through the front door and run out into the yard, my pulse beating wildly, my lungs on fire, and my lips burning.
He kissed me. Ronan kissed me.
And damn it all to hell, I loved it just as much as I used to.
I walk blindly into town, narrowly missing getting run over by a car when I step into the road without looking. Barely conscious of where I’m going, I navigate to the courthouse in a fever dream of senses both heightened and dulled. My body is on fire, but my brain isn’t processing thought properly. I can barely see or hear. I’m all throbbing nerves and pulsing blood and no awareness.
Finally, I arrive at the courthouse. I ask the clerk behind the counter to direct me to the vital records. I don’t know what my face is doing, but it must be something dire, because the nice young man says tentatively, “Are you okay?”
I pull myself together, straightening my shoulders and forcing a smile. “Yes. I’m fine, thank you. I’m looking for death records for my family from the last century. Can you point me in the right direction?”
“Of course. Third room on the right, just down that hall. Everything’s computerized.” He adds proudly, “Vermont has one of the best record-keeping systems in the country. Some of the records for this county go all the way back to 1642 when Solstice was founded.”
That sounds promising.
I thank him and walk unsteadily down the corridor until I make it to the room marked Records. Inside, I find another clerk sitting behind a desk working on a computer. This one is an elderly woman wearing eyeglasses on a chain around her neck and a pilled blue cardigan. She looks up, smiling, and I tell her what I’m looking for.
“Your best bet is to do a computer search. That computer against the back wall is set up for it. If you want a certified copy of anything, you can either order it online with a credit card or I can process the request for you. The certificate usually takes about ten days to come in the mail.”
“I’m just doing some research on my family tree. I won’t need any documents.”
She smiles. “Okay, dear. If you have any problems or need help, just let me know.”
I head to the back of the room where I see a computer on a desk. The room is standard-issue government building, with worn white linoleum tile yellowed with age, flickering overhead fluorescent panels, ugly beige file cabinets lining the walls, and a dozen large waist-height cabinets in the middle stuffed with thick folios on both sides.
I pull out the plastic chair, sit down in front of the computer, and hit a key to bring up the screen. It flickers to life, displaying the county clerk’s logo, a hyperlinked menu of services offered, and a search bar.
I click on the certificates link and am taken to a page where I can enter the information I’m looking for. I have to refine the search a few times to get it right, but eventually have success.
The first entry is for my mother. Apparently, Granny’s death certificate hasn’t been recorded yet. I quickly scan the document.
Elspeth Delphine Blackthorn. Cause of death: Traumatic injury.
No surprises there.
Contributing factors listed include injury to multiple body regions, bone fractures, skull fracture, the list goes on. It’s difficult to read. I start to tear up again.
The last time I saw her was the night before she died. She told me she loved me like she always did and kissed me good night. I rushed out the next morning, late for school. I was in English class when the principal called me into his office. The aunties were there, distraught and panicked, certain that their sister’s death wasn’t accidental.
It never occurred to me until this moment that maybe they were right, although for a different reason than they thought. Maybe Elijah Croft had nothing to do with it.
Maybe she jumped.
My stomach turns at the thought. It still doesn’t explain the wheelchair tracks in the snow, but the obvious explanation there is that the groundskeeper alerted Elijah before he called the police and Elijah went to see for himself.
A simple solution, but one that doesn’t sit right.
Why bother denying he was ever there if he could simply say he was called there because the church was on his property? It makes sense he’d be summoned to the scene of a deadly accident. Jumped or fell, a body was discovered on his land. It wasn’t as if he had to drive cross-country.
So why lie?
I click away from the document and click on the next entry. It’s for Granny’s sister, Persephone. Drowning, accidental. The next entry is for her other sister, Tisiphone. Injuries sustained in an automobile accident. Great-Granny Cleda’s accidental death by trampling must’ve been quite the sensation in her day.
I delve further back into the records from the nineteenth century, growing more and more alarmed by the unusual deaths of all my ancestors.
Cracked her head on the low lintel of a doorway.
Caught fire when cooking over an open hearth.
Fell from a ladder.
Struck by a cricket ball.
Tripped into a well.
Choked on a pear.
Dragged by a horse.
The further back I go, the more astonished I become. I’m related to the clumsiest and most accident-prone people in all of human history.
When I get to my great-great-great-great-great-something or other, I stop and stare at her cause of death.
Crushed by falling tile.
That one’s a little too close for comfort. I keep clicking and scrolling, becoming more convinced with every minute that passes that our family DNA is warped by a gene for attracting disaster.
The last entry on the list is the only one that isn’t listed as an accident.
Megaera Blackthorn. Executed. Hanging.
On the scanned document, the handwritten notes underneath the cause of death indicate she was tried and convicted of witchcraft.
I sit staring at the screen so long, my vision blurs. When I blink and shake my head, I realize there’s one other strange and conspicuous thing about my dead ancestors.
All of them were women.
Frowning, I click away from the death records and pull up births. I type in our last name and the county, and wait as the data populates. It takes a while to sift through the information, but the results are unequivocal, though statistically should be nearly impossible.
The Blackthorns only give birth to daughters.
Or only the daughters are allowed to survive.
Feeling faintly ill, I search for another explanation. But, horrifying as that thought is, it’s more probable than every generation of offspring being female for the past three hundred–plus years.
The odds against it are astronomical.
Rattled and confused, I exit births and enter into marriages.
There are no results for Blackthorn. Not one, going back as far as the founding of the town.
I wipe my clammy hands on my skirt and swallow the acidic sting of bile rising in my throat. As I’m about to stand to leave, my cell phone rings. I dig it out of my pocket and look at the screen. It’s a number I don’t recognize.
“Hello?”
“It’s Ronan. Don’t hang up.”
Hearing his voice makes my pulse jump. “How did you get this number?”
“You were at my house.”
“So?”
“I have software on my computer that locates and identifies nearby devices.”
I’m too stunned to be angry. “Is that legal?”
“Of course.”
“Don’t say that like you’re above breaking the law to get what you want.”
“I’m not, but in this case, I didn’t have to. Technology is amazing. I’m calling to find out how you’re feeling about that kiss.” His voice drops. “Because I’m dying to do it again. Right fucking now. Come back.”
“No.”
“Fine, I’ll come to you. Where are you?”
I cover my eyes with my hand and hunch over the desk, overwhelmed by everything.
“You’re not saying anything. You still there?”
“I’m still here. Don’t ask me why. And don’t make some smart remark, either.”
“Okay.” He pauses. “So we’ll just breathe at each other for a while. I can do that.”
“Baloney. You can’t shut up for more than ten seconds at a time.”
“Only with you. With everybody else, I’m the silent and mysterious type.”
“Please. You forget I knew you when you were a teenager and the most outgoing guy in any room. You’re an extrovert on steroids.”
He’s quiet for a moment. When he speaks again, his voice is gruff. “People can change.”
“No, they can’t. They just get better at pretending. And stop trying to soften me up. I don’t trust you one bit, and I never will.”
“When did you become such a cynic?”
“Gosh, let’s see. Maybe it was the same week my mother died, I found out I was pregnant, and the asshole I was hooking up with told me to get rid of it and turned his back on me. Could be then. Just a wild guess.”
He doesn’t say anything for so long, I think he hung up. But then he exhales, and I know he’s still on the line.
I feel sad for myself that I’m glad he’s still there.
“I was wrong. I was stupid, scared, and completely fucking wrong. I know that now. What I did to you … what I said … it’s unforgivable. I don’t have an excuse, except that I was young and dumb. There are things I should’ve told you, reasons why I…”
After a tense pause, he continues. “If I had to do it over again, I’d do better. You deserve better than how I treated you. You did then, and you do now.”
I close my eyes, draw a slow breath, and concentrate on releasing the knot of pain in my stomach. “Well. Thank you for that. I’m not sure what else to say. I have to go now. I’m in the middle of a situation.”
“What kind of situation?”
“A family situation.”
His tone sharpens. With every sentence, his voice grows louder until he’s almost barking. “Your grandmother? Did you find out something? What’s happening? Tell me.”
“God, relax. You’re like a dog with a bone.”
I’m surprised when he does a complete turnabout and chuckles.
“What’s so funny?”
“You. Let’s talk about the kiss. Was it as good for you as it was for me? Because my dick is still rock-hard.”
The image of his erection jutting out proudly from his undone zipper makes my face turn red. “I told you I have a fiancé.”
His tone turns challenging. “So you cheated on him by kissing me.”
Shit. “Um. Y … es.”
“Fucking hell, Maven. You’re the worst liar in the history of the world.”
My temper snaps. “I’m sorry, but I don’t have time to rehash our tragic dead romance—”
“It’s not dead.”
“—because I’m busy dealing with my ludicrous life—”
“It wouldn’t be ludicrous if you’d let me back into it.”
“—and I’ll only be in Solstice for a few days—”
“Not if I have any say in the matter.”
“—so you’ll have to excuse me because I’m hanging up now. And you don’t have any say in the matter.”
“I’ll shut down the train station so you can’t leave.”
I open my mouth but close it again because he’s rendered me speechless.
“I’ll have all the roads closed, too, if I have to.”
“Please tell me you’re joking.”
“You tell me, since you seem to have me all figured out. Do you think I’m joking?”
I say flatly, “You can’t keep me in this town against my will.”
His tone turns thoughtful. “Funny thing about that. I actually can. Would you like to know why?”
“Don’t say it.”
“I’m Ronan Croft, that’s why.”
I’m seething but some delusional part of me is also impressed by this show of self-confidence. I’d call it arrogance, but it’s not. It’s simple fact: he knows he can do what he’s threatening to do.
Unfortunately, so do I.
“I’ll hike out through the woods.”
“With Bea? Somehow, I doubt that.”
“It’s amazing how you think you’re not a villain. This is textbook villain behavior right here!”
He drawls, “I’m not the one pretending my child belongs to someone else. That’s pretty villainous, don’t you think?”
I fume in silence until the urge to scream passes. “I rescind my request for help with my grandmother. I never want to hear from you or speak to you again.”
“I’d believe that if you weren’t moaning into my mouth and desperately grinding against me not even half an hour ago.”
My cheeks grow hot. “I beg your pardon. I was not grinding against you.”
His voice drops to a low growl. “Baby, you haven’t been fucked right in years, and we both know it. Now stop being stubborn and get your ass back over here. We’ve got a lot of unfinished business to sort through.”
When he disconnects the call, I block his number. Then I sit with my eyes closed, breathing deeply, wishing I’d never come home again.
The past is a dark and dangerous place, and it’s filled with devils wearing the faces of friends.
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On the way back to the house, I stop by the cemetery.
I don’t know what makes me do it, but I find myself walking under the arched iron gateway and past the low stone walls of the entrance and down the narrow paved road that divides the cemetery in half. It’s a beautiful place for most of the year, but with the trees bare and the grass brown, it feels melancholy now.
I stroll past rows of granite headstones of various sizes and shapes, some of them dating back so far, the names have been worn away by the elements, until I reach the back corner of the graveyard where the Blackthorn family plot lies behind a rusted iron gate.
Unlike the rest of the cemetery, these graves are carpeted in color.
Blooming scarlet groundnut vines creep over grave markers. Star-shaped purple asters nod in the breeze. Orange jewelweed grows rampant, towering over the fence supporting it, and a large belladonna shrub surrounds the base of a nearby yew tree. It’s an overgrown garden, beautiful and wild. In many places, wild mushrooms have sprouted.
I pick a handful of wildflowers, find my mother’s grave, and lay the bright bundle at the base of the white granite headstone inscribed with her name and the dates of her birth and death.
Then I sit on the unhallowed ground and bury my face in my hands.
“I miss you, Mom. I love you. Nothing is the same without you. I’m sorry I haven’t been back to visit you in so long.”
I sit there until I’m chilled to the bone and shivering. Then I stand, wipe my face, brush off my skirt, and turn toward the main entrance.
When I spot a red-and-black fox lying beside the freshly dug hole that was supposed to contain my grandmother’s coffin, I freeze.
The fox stares boldly at me as if I’m trespassing.
An eerie sense of being watched slowly creeps over me. The fox is looking at me, yes, but it feels as if a hundred pairs of invisible eyes are staring at me, too, from every direction.
I glance around to confirm I’m alone, but I still can’t shake the feeling I’m not. Either my mind is playing tricks on me or I’m detecting an unseen energy.
There’s a presence that feels otherworldly.
Spooked, I glance back at the fox. It rises to its feet and stares right at me.
In its piercing gold eyes, I detect a sly intelligence that’s almost like recognition.
Goose bumps erupt all over my body. Awareness tingles over my nerves. Then, with a twitch of its bushy tail, the fox bounds off into the thicket of jewelweed and disappears.
I’m frozen in place, my thoughts in a jumble and my pulse jumping. A raven caws in the distance, its throaty call like a warning. A cold wind whispers through the branches of the yew tree. Then a flat voice behind me hisses my name.
I suck in a breath and whirl around.
There’s nobody there. The graveyard is empty.

That night, Ronan stands outside the front gate, smoking and staring up at the house.
He does the same thing the next night.
On the third night, after making sure everyone is asleep, I walk out to the gate to meet him. Stopping a few safe feet away, I cross my arms over my chest. “What are you doing?”
“What does it look like I’m doing?”
I look him up and down with what I hope is withering disdain. “Smoking a cigarette and plotting someone’s murder.”
“It’s not murder I’m plotting. I had something much more pleasurable in mind.”
His suggestive smile infuriates me. I step closer, dropping my arms to my sides and clenching my fists. “Go away, Ronan.”
“How many times are we going to play this ridiculous game? I know you don’t want me to leave.”
“You’re right. What I really want is to tie you to a tree, disembowel you with my bare hands, feed your guts to the wolves, and cut off your head so I can impale it on a spike and parade it around the town square in victory in the morning.”
His smile is smoldering. “Sweet talker. Keep it up, and I’ll think you’re in love with me.”
After a long moment, I break our held gazes and stare off into the night. Crossing my arms over my chest again, I exhale a hard breath.
He takes advantage of my silence to ask, “Any news on Granny?”
“No. You?”
“No. Nothing.”
I can’t tell if that’s the truth or not. I wouldn’t put it past him to dole out information like breadcrumbs, leading me further and further into a trap until I realize too late that he’s set one for me.
“How are you holding up?”
The question catches me off guard, as does the seemingly genuine tone of concern. “I’m … fine.”
“Of course you are. You always are. Except when you’re not.”
“I said I’m fine, and I am.”
Because he knows it annoys me, he blows smoke rings into my face.
“It’s amazing that you still think I know nothing about you. That I can’t read between all your lines. I know you, Maven. Maybe better than you know yourself.”
I wave a hand around to dispel the smoke. “I bet you don’t know how long I’ll dance at your funeral.”
“You don’t want me dead.”
“Sure I do. I hate you.”
“Love, hate, they’re not so different. Hate is just more complicated.”
Frustrated, I say, “I don’t know what you expect me to do here. I’ve told you to leave me alone. I’ve told you I’m engaged. I’ve told you, repeatedly, of my feelings of disgust and revulsion for you.”
He laughs at that. It makes me even angrier. I step closer and point at his chest.
“Listen to me carefully. I want nothing to do with you. I want to pretend we never happened. Most of all, I want you to get it through your thick skull that there’s nothing between us.”
He takes a long drag on the cigarette, blows out the smoke, then drops the butt on the ground. “That’s all very interesting. Would you like to know what I want?”
“Definitely not.”
He reaches through the gate, grabs the front of my coat, and yanks me to him. Staring into my eyes, he growls, “I want what’s mine.”
He crushes our mouths together.
I surrender to the kiss with an embarrassing amount of relief, kissing him back, matching his passion. We drown in each other, separated by a few slim iron bars and centuries of prejudice, until I push him away and step back, panting.
He grips the bars, pressing his chest against them. His heavy breaths cloud white in the cold night air. His voice gravelly, he says, “Don’t run away.”
I might have done as he asked, but as it was a command, not a request, I’m obligated to refuse it.
I won’t disrespect the generations of Blackthorn women who came before me by bowing to the will of a demanding man.
I walk back to the house with my arms wrapped around my body, feeling his gaze on my back the whole way. Once in my bedroom, I draw the curtains over the windows to block out the view of him still standing at the gate. I crawl under the covers and pull them over my head.
Lying there on my back, I try not to think of Ronan, concentrating instead on counting backward from one hundred in an effort to fall asleep.
I’m at twenty-five when I stop and listen into the darkness.
All sounds have ceased. There’s no rustle of tree branches outside the window, no ticking of clocks, no creak of floorboards. The silence is complete.
Until the whispering begins.
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It starts softly, an indistinct voice carrying through the walls. Frowning, I flip the covers off my face and listen harder but can’t make out any specific words, just the cadence of the voice and the tone, low and droning.
A sense of dread and claustrophobia begins to overtake me, as if the walls and ceiling are closing in. The air feels thick and charged with malevolent intent.
I pull the covers over my head again and try to block out the unintelligible murmuring, but my dread quickly gives way to irritation.
I throw off the covers and stand. Crossing to the door, I pull it open and walk out into the hall. The whispering cuts off abruptly.
The corridor is dark and still. No lights peek out from cracks under doorways, no noises disrupt the deep, unnatural quiet. The only thing I hear is the thump of my own heartbeat.
A drop of warm liquid hits the top of my bare foot. Something tickles my upper lip.
Returning inside, I go into the bathroom and flip the light switch. My reflection in the mirror has streaks of red running down her chin.
Fuck. This again.
I wet a washcloth under cold running water and use it to wipe the blood off my face and the top of my foot. Then I pinch my nose and sit on the toilet until the bleeding tapers off.
The whispering doesn’t resume. The shadowed halls of Blackthorn Manor remain oppressively silent.
I feel unbalanced and ill at ease, faintly feverish. Though the light is on, the walls seem to absorb it, leaving the room murky. All of a sudden, I feel trapped.
I need to get out of this house.
I dress quickly, pulling on jeans and boots and shoving my arms into a heavy wool coat. Slipping silently through the dark rooms, I hunt around downstairs to see if I can find the source of the whispering, but no one is awake.
I leave the house through the back door, intending on walking in the forest to clear my head, but after a few steps, I find myself headed in the opposite direction, around the side yard and toward the front gate.
Ten minutes later, I’m standing on Ronan’s front doorstep.
I stand there for a long time, arguing with myself and generally giving myself a good ass kicking. I finally decide there’s only one way to get rid of an itch.
Scratch it.
Just as I’m about to knock, Ronan pulls open the door.
He’s wearing a white terry cloth towel wrapped around his waist, nothing else. His hair is wet. His feet are bare. He clearly just came out of a shower.
The coldhearted bastard is magnificent.
Miserable, I say, “You said you were sorry about how you treated me.”
He stares at me with eyes so fierce, they glow.
“Yes.”
His voice is a rasp. He’s feeling some kind of way about me showing up on his doorstep in the middle of the night, that’s obvious. Also obvious is that he’s restraining himself from grabbing me and dragging me inside.
That I’ve caught him off guard makes me breathe a little easier. It’s so rare that I get the upper hand.
“You said I deserved better.”
“Yes.”
“You said you were wrong.”
“Yes.”
My sigh is heavy. “All right, then.”
He stares at me in all his half-naked glory, a muscle working in his jaw. “What does that mean? You agree to be friends?”
“I’d rather be hit by a bus. But I’m up for a hate fuck if you are.”
His eyes flare with heat. Licking his lips, he growls, “What about your fiancé?”
I pin him in a death glare. “You know Blackthorns don’t get engaged. But I was in a relationship. I broke it off before I got here. Any other smart questions you’d like to ask me before I change my mind?”
He grabs me and pulls me inside, then takes my mouth and kisses me ravenously.
I break away to admonish him. “We’re back to enemies tomorrow. This is just a onetime thing. Got it?”
Ignoring that, he whips off the towel and tosses it aside, grinning devilishly when I gape at his erection.
He picks me up, kicks the door shut, then heads down the hallway to his bedroom.
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I’m brimming with regret before we’re even halfway down the hall. The grin of victory he’s wearing is obscene.
“Please stop gloating. It’s giving me indigestion.”
“You’ll forget your indigestion in a few minutes. Do you still like to have your nipples bitten?”
Red-faced and sweating, I chew the inside of my cheek.
“I’ll take that as a yes. But you’ll have to be more verbal than that, baby. This isn’t a guessing game. I want to know exactly what you like.”
“Don’t call me baby.”
“Why not?”
“I’m not a toddler. I’m full grown, in case you hadn’t noticed.”
“Oh, I have. My arms are already starting to ache.”
When I glower at him, his blinding grin grows even wider. “Fuck, I love it when you’re homicidal.”
“I’d say I love it when you’re silent, but as that’s never happened before…”
We enter the bedroom. It’s as cavernous and sparse as the rest of the house, with tones of beige and black competing for dominance. “I’d ask if you’re allergic to color, but I don’t really care.”
“Time to stop throwing knives and be nice to me.”
He tosses me onto my back on the bed, then stands staring down at me with fire in his eyes. Hyperventilating and hideously self-conscious, I cover my face with my hands and peek up at him through my fingers.
His body is spectacular.
He’s all golden skin, rippling muscles, and excellent proportions of powerful limbs. A smattering of dark hair highlights the breadth of his chest and winnows down in a thin line to his flat stomach.
He has tattoos he didn’t have before, thick bands encircling both his ankles and wrists. They’re unusual in design, non-Euclidian patterns and glyphs that seem to subtly shift as he moves.
I’m distracted from those by his erection. Thick and veined, it juts out from between his legs as if it’s proud of itself. Which it should be. If there were a Best in Show for penises, his would win.
Scientifically speaking, he’s a prime specimen of human anatomy.
If only his personality wasn’t so revolting.
He crawls over me on hands and knees and stares intently down into my face. “Move your hands.”
“I can’t.”
“Why not?”
“I’m hiding.”
“I have a blindfold if you want it.”
I fling my arms out to the sides and glare at him. “Try and put it on me, and you’ll bleed out on that stupid monochromatic rug.”
Smirking, he chuckles. “Didn’t think so.”
Closing my eyes, I groan. “I knew this was a bad idea.”
He lowers his head and whispers into my ear, “No, little witch. This is the best idea you’ve ever had.”
When I feel his warm mouth on my neck, I shiver and suppress a moan. He bites my skin, then starts to suck, and the moan breaks free.
Leaning on his elbows, he cradles my head and kisses his way down my neck to the hollow of my throat. He dips his tongue into it, chuckling when I shiver again.
“Shut up.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
His mocking tone indicates we both know who’s in charge here, and it isn’t me.
I slide my hands into his hair and adjust his head so I can kiss him. He responds with a low sound of pleasure in his throat and lowers his body to mine. With his weight pressing me into the mattress and his erection pressed between my spread legs, we kiss until I’m dizzy and squirming underneath him.
He breaks away from my mouth and bites my hard nipple, right through my shirt.
“No bra,” he growls, elated. “Panties?”
When I whimper, he bites my nipple again, just hard enough to sting. The pleasure of it makes me arch into his mouth and shudder.
“Find out for yourself,” I say breathlessly, feeling my pulse in every part of my body.
He accepts my dare. Pushing up my shirt, he licks a path down my belly to the button of my jeans. He nuzzles his nose underneath the waistband. Then he pops open the button and pulls down the zipper with his teeth.
Dipping his head, he inhales deeply against my skin.
He makes a sound like an animal’s growl, a low rumbling that reverberates through his chest and my pelvis. My skin breaks out in goose bumps. My nipples tingle. It becomes difficult to breathe.
When he yanks my jeans down my hips, I gasp in surprise. I don’t have a second to recover before he shoves his face between my legs and starts licking me.
Eating me, rather. Voraciously, as if I’m his last meal.
With his hands gripping my bottom, he tongues my swollen clit until I’m moaning and bucking, rocking my hips into his face. He slides a finger inside me, and I sink my hands into the thick softness of his hair. He adds another, and I cry out helplessly in pleasure.
“I never got this before,” he growls, sliding his thick fingers in and out. “My mouth on your sweet cunt. I’ve been dreaming about it for years.”
My breath hitches. An aching sensation expands inside my chest. I spread my legs wider and rock my hips faster against his mouth, fighting the wave of emotion cresting inside me.
He sucks on my clit and reaches up to pinch my tight nipple. I jerk and shudder, calling out his name. He makes a humming noise, encouraging me, pulling on my nipple as he swirls his clever tongue round and round and round.
I climax into his mouth, sinking my nails into his scalp and screaming.
Outside, a boom of thunder rolls through the sky, rattling the windows. A flash of lightning briefly illuminates the room. Then rain starts to fall, hammering against the room in a sound like a hail of bullets.
As I convulse and jerk against the mattress, he continues the sweet torture with his lips and tongue until I’m a quaking mess of twitching limbs and labored breathing, trying desperately to blink away the water gathering at the corners of my eyes.
It wasn’t supposed to be like this.
I wasn’t supposed to feel anything. This was only supposed to scratch an itch I couldn’t get rid of, nothing more.
But apparently, my seventeen-year-old heart has a long, strong memory, because I’m feeling all kinds of ways I haven’t in years.
Vulnerable.
Bewildered.
Scared.
Ronan sits up and pulls my boots off. Tossing them aside, he drags my jeans all the way off my legs. Those are thrown to the floor, too, then he manhandles me out of the rest of my clothes until I’m naked.
Settling himself between my thighs, he kisses me deeply. His skin is smooth and burning hot. The weight of his body is delicious. The crisp dusting of hair on his skin tickles my nipples. I wrap my arms around his back and sigh.
“If you need to tell me you’re madly in love with me, it’s okay,” he says next to my ear.
“You’re lucky if you leave this room alive.”
Stifling his laugh against my neck, he reaches between his legs, grasps his erection, and slides it between my thighs.
“Ready?”
“Dear God. By the time we finish, I’ll be a hundred years old. Just do it, already!”
With a powerful thrust of his hips, he drives inside me.
Arching my back and gasping in pleasure, I dig my nails into his back. His laugh sounds euphoric.
He fucks me with short, hard thrusts until I’m moaning and begging him incoherently not to stop. He does, of course, because doing the opposite of what I say is pretty much his whole thing. He rolls over onto his back, grips my hips in his hands, and gazes up at me, eyes shining, chest rising and falling fast.
“Take your hair out of that goddamn braid.”
His voice is thick. His nostrils are flared. He licks his lips like an animal about to devour its dinner.
Breathing hard, I smile because he’s helpless. “Only because you asked so nicely.”
He watches with blistering intensity as I pull the elastic off the end of my braid. I take my time unwinding my hair because I can tell the wait drives him crazy. When I’ve finally got it all free, I run my hands through it and shake my head, letting it fall all around my shoulders and down my back.
He stares up at me in silence, his gaze slowly traveling over my body, lingering on my breasts, then dropping to my belly. He squeezes my hips again, grinding me against his pelvis.
“You’re so beautiful,” he whispers gruffly. “Goddamn, Maven. Look at you.”
The adoration in his voice makes my chest tighten. I swallow and shake my head, pressing a finger to his lips to silence him.
If he keeps talking like that, I might do something unforgivable. I’d rather throw myself into the ocean and get eaten alive by sharks than cry in front of my worst enemy.
Except “enemies” is no longer the right word for what we are. Maybe it never was. Maybe I only wanted it to be so I could feel like I was protecting myself, when in reality, there’s never been any protection from him.
He’s always been the snake with the apple, and I’ve always been Eve.
There isn’t a happy ending to our story. There can’t be. Our fate was written in the stars long before we were ever born.
“Stop thinking,” he commands, then thrusts up into me, making my breasts bounce.
I flatten my hand over his chest and push down. “Stop ordering me around. You gave up control when you opened the door.”
Before he can argue, I start to ride him hard, bouncing up and down on his dick until we’re both moaning and sweating. I tip my head back and close my eyes so I don’t have to see how handsome he is, his jaw slack and his eyes half-lidded, all the muscles in his stomach clenched.
When I release a guttural groan and shudder, he sits up abruptly and wraps me in his arms.
“Are you gonna come for me again?”
“Not if you keep distracting me with all this blabbering.”
Breathing hard, he whispers into my ear, “You’re so fucking wet.”
“I should’ve brought a gag.”
“You can put a gag on me if you’ll let me tie you up.”
“In your dreams, pretty boy.”
“Exactly.”
He lowers his head and sucks hard on my nipple. With my arms wrapped around his shoulders and my legs spread open around his hips, we rock against each other until the headboard is banging against the wall and the room is filled with the raw sounds of pleasure.
When he bites my nipple, my orgasm hits me like an explosion.
Exultant, he growls, “Oh fuck, yes, baby. Say my name.”
I do, over and over again, sobbing as I arch and cry out to the ceiling. I’m mindless with pleasure, impaled on his cock and drowning in his scent, helpless to stop the huge wave of emotion cresting over me.
While I’m still convulsing, he rolls me to my back, flips me onto my belly, drags me up to my knees, and plunges inside me again from behind, gripping my hips and grunting.
I close my eyes and bury my face in the duvet. He orgasms with a shout and a full-body jerk, fingers digging into my flesh, then groans brokenly.
Finally, he leans over and rests his burning forehead between my shoulder blades.
We stay like that for a long moment, breathing hard and trembling, listening to the wind howl through the trees outside. After a while, he rouses and presses a soft kiss to my spine. Then he withdraws and gathers me in his arms, curving around me so we’re lying on our sides, spooned front to back. He pulls the duvet over us and tucks it in around my body.
I’m glad I’m facing away from him because the sweet trail of kisses he peppers over my shoulder and neck make my soul ache.
His warm breath stirs the hair at my nape when he speaks.
“You good?”
Exhaling heavily, I close my eyes. “You made it thirty seconds without speaking. That’s a personal record for sure.”
His chest shakes with silent laughter. Then his lips find my skin again, exploring the sensitive space beneath my ear. “I just wanted to check to make sure you weren’t reaching for the ice pick you had hidden in your hair.”
“I was. I was just giving you a second to catch your breath before I stabbed you with it.”
“Wanted me fully recovered before you killed me, hmm?”
“Yes. I want it to hurt.” After a moment, I grow serious. “This can’t happen again. You know that, right?”
It’s a long time before he says anything. He lies tense and silent behind me, his body thrumming with energy.
“I don’t know anything except I’m glad you’re here. Let’s leave all the other bullshit for tomorrow. We can have tonight without having to figure out what it all means right now.”
I close my eyes and let him hold me until his breathing slows and deepens and his arms around me grow slack.
Then I carefully rise and dress, looking back only once to burn the memory of him sleeping in my mind’s eye before I silently walk out the door.
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By Friday, we’re still no closer to discovering what happened to Granny’s body, so I call in to work again and tell them I need another week off. Bea’s fall break at school is now over, so I arrange for her teacher to send me the lesson plan for the coming week, citing a family emergency.
I’m not sure what I’ll do if we can’t find Granny by then, but I am sure I don’t want to leave Solstice just yet.
There are too many unanswered questions nagging me. Too many odd occurrences that don’t sit right.
Plus, I realized in the middle of one sleepless night that there could be a very simple explanation for all the strange accidents my ancestors suffered.
Maybe our family has been targeted.
Maybe the townsfolk have taken it upon themselves to get rid of us in more subtle, creative ways than hanging us by the neck.
And maybe the Crofts are in on it.
The problem is proving it. Since we don’t do autopsies, there’s no physical evidence of foul play. That sure would help anyone who wanted to make a murder look like an accident.
On Saturday morning when I get up, I stare at myself in the bathroom mirror. There’s a quarter inch of red regrowth next to my scalp. I’ll have to stop by the drugstore for dye.
As I’m getting dressed, my cell phone rings. It’s Ezra. I stop in the middle of pulling on a sock, looking at the screen and debating if I should answer it.
Deciding I’m not in the right headspace for a thesis on all my faults as a partner, I let it go to voicemail, finish dressing, and go down to the kitchen, where I find Bea and the aunts having breakfast.
“Bea, do you want to come into town with me today?”
“Okay.”
“How about you?”
Both aunts shake their heads. Esme says, “We have a handyman coming by to take a look at the furnace. But there are a few things I’ll have you pick up while you’re out if you don’t mind.”
After breakfast, Q drives Bea and me into town. He drops us off at the drugstore so I can buy a box of hair color, then drives us over to the grocer’s, where Bea and I shop for the items on the list Davina gave me before we left.
We’re in the produce aisle when I spot Ronan picking through a display of tomatoes. My stomach drops. Trying not to panic, I grab Bea’s hand and turn around.
“Come on, honey. Let’s go.”
“Are we done? Don’t we still need some other stuff?”
“I don’t feel well.”
Hurrying to the checkout, I unload the basket as fast as I can onto the conveyor belt. My shaking hands aren’t helpful. Bea picks up the bag of celery that fell to the floor, then turns to chase a wayward onion rolling backward into the main aisle.
Someone else gets to it first.
Ronan grabs the onion and straightens. He looks at me. He looks at Bea. Then he tosses the onion into the air and catches it before holding it out.
“Hello. I think you dropped this.”
“Thank you.” Bea accepts the onion but doesn’t turn back to me.
I can’t see her face, but I know she’s staring up at Ronan. I can tell by the way her head is cocked that she’s curious about him.
“Come on, now, honey. We’re in a hurry.”
When Bea asks Ronan, “Do I know you?” I nearly faint.
“No, but I know your mom. We’re old friends. I’m Ronan.” He holds out his hand.
Bea shakes it like a politician would, heartily pumping it up and down. “Hi, Ronan. Nice to meet you.”
“It’s nice to meet you, too, Bea.” His gaze lifts to mine, and it’s burning. “Very nice.”
I force a confident smile. “Sweetie, why don’t you pay the cashier? Here’s my wallet.”
She turns and waits patiently for me to dig around in my purse. Then she takes the wallet and walks in front of me to the register where the cashier is nearly finished ringing us up.
Eyes blazing and lips thinned, Ronan steps closer.
I hold up a hand and mouth No.
His burning gaze slashes to Bea. I step sideways to block her from his view.
That low rumbling sound emanating from his chest raises all the hairs on my arms, but I refuse to move. After an excruciating moment of stalemate where we glare at each other, he leans close to me and speaks softly so only I can hear.
“Unblock my number right now.”
“Or what?”
“Or everyone within shouting distance will know that I’m her father.”
Shocked by how cruel that would be to Bea if he actually did it, I inhale a sharp breath. “Don’t you dare. You’re not her father.”
“The next time you lie to me, you won’t like the consequences. Take out your phone and unblock me.”
He steps back and stares at me, unmoved by the livid expression on my face.
Seething, I navigate to his phone number and tap the screen a few times. “Satisfied?”
“Let me see.”
I turn the screen to him, clenching my jaw.
“Good. I’m going to call you in two minutes. You better pick up.”
“I can’t talk to you right now!”
“Figure it out, because it wasn’t a request.” He spins on his heel and walks off.
Angry and frustrated, I turn back to the cashier. Bea’s happily telling her all about the case of the Night Stalker, the serial killer who hunted and tortured his victims in Los Angeles in the eighties.
I take her hand, grab the bag of groceries, and hustle out of the store with her in tow. We walk over to where the Caddy is parked in the lot. Opening the rear door, I let her climb inside, put the bag and my purse on the seat next to her, and tell Q to take her back to the house because I need to get some air.
I avoid his gaze in the rearview mirror, then shut the door and watch as they pull away.
When my cell rings, I answer bluntly, “What do you want, Ronan?”
“Come to the back of the store.”
I turn and look at the grocer’s. “Why?”
“We need to talk. Go through the plastic curtain next to the deli counter.”
He disconnects before I can argue. Filled with dread, I reenter the store, find the plastic curtain, and push through it into a back room stacked to the ceiling with cases of soda, water, and packaged food.
Lying in wait, Ronan leans against the wall to my right.
Without a word, he curls his hand around my arm and leads me down a corridor to a door marked EMPLOYEE LOUNGE. He pushes it open and pulls me through, then slams the door and locks it.
He looks absolutely feral with anger.
Pushing the sleeves of his black cashmere sweater up his muscular forearms, he slowly walks around me, a predator circling its prey. I refuse to be intimidated and stand with my arms crossed over my chest until he’s back in front of me, trying his best to reduce me to a pile of ashes with his eyes.
Though his energy is ferocious, he controls his voice. “You walked out on me the other night.”
“You were asleep.”
“Yes. And when I woke up, you were gone.”
“Sleepovers were never our thing.”
Our gazes clash. Electricity crackles between us. I can almost feel the oxygen atoms vibrating in the air, supercharged with animosity.
“How did you know I blocked your number?”
“Same way I know how to make you come.”
Ignoring the faint heat rising in my cheeks, I lift my chin and pretend indifference. “Because you think you know me.”
“Exactly.”
“Except you don’t. Why are we doing this in the back of this grocery store?”
“I own it.”
Surprised by that, I look around the lounge. “I should’ve guessed by the lack of color or comfortable furniture. Did your interior decorator spend a lot of time in a Scandinavian prison?”
“I called Dr. Lattman.”
Horrified, I glance back at Ronan. “You … what?”
Smiling grimly, he nods. “You know, the man you claim is Bea’s father? That guy. We had a nice long chat.”
My mouth is the Sahara desert. He could be lying, but I don’t think so. He looks much too smug.
“Nothing to say, hmm? No smart comeback?”
I answer with a calm I don’t feel. “If you have a question, I’ll answer it. Otherwise, I have no interest in playing games.”
Ronan walks closer, lowering his voice. “Oh, this isn’t a game, baby. This is the furthest thing from it.”
I step back, then keep going because he keeps advancing. My butt hits the edge of a desk, and I stumble.
Ronan reaches out and steadies me, gripping both my arms. I raise my hands and flatten them over his chest, trying to push him away. It’s totally ineffective. I might as well try to move a boulder.
He growls, “She’s my daughter, Maven. I want to know her. I want to be in her life. I know she’s mine.”
“You don’t know anything.”
“Your Dr. Lattman doesn’t know anything about having a daughter, either.”
“As if he’d disclose something so personal to a total stranger over the phone.”
He scoffs. “So he’s a liar, too?”
“If someone rang you up out of the blue and said, ‘Hi, this is Joe Blow, and I was just wondering if you could tell me a bunch of intimate details about your family,’ how would you react?”
“Not very well.”
“Exactly.”
“Except if Joe Blow pretended to be the principal at my daughter’s school calling to let me know she’d been involved in a terrible accident, I might be more forthcoming.”
My heartbeat stutters, then stops. “You didn’t.”
“Oh, yes, I did. And do you know what good Dr. Lattman told me? He told me there was a mistake. He doesn’t have a daughter.”
Drawing on every ounce of my resolve, I keep my voice level and my expression calm, though inside, I’m panicking. “I never told him I was pregnant. We only dated for two months before we broke up. And you know Blackthorns don’t keep fathers around. That’s the end of the story.”
His searching gaze darts all over my face. Then he exhales a short, astonished breath.
“I should wash that lying mouth out with soap.”
“Try it, and you’ll end up missing a few important appendages.”
“You really hate me that much that you’d keep my own blood from me?”
“The blood you denied you wanted in the first place?”
“I was seventeen!”
“So was I. Just a girl in love with a selfish, heartless boy who didn’t want to be seen in public with her.”
“I never said I didn’t want to be—”
He cuts off abruptly, staring down at me with furrowed brows and a strange expression taking over his face. At first I think it’s confusion, but then I realize it’s worse. Much worse.
It’s understanding.
He grasps my jaw, gripping it firmly so that I can’t turn away.
“You were in love with me.”
It would’ve been bad enough if it was a question, but it wasn’t. It was a statement. I can see it in his eyes, the way his brain is working furiously, going back over every interaction we ever had and casting them into a whole new light.
“You were in love with me.”
The lump in my throat is too big to talk around, so I bite my tongue and stay silent.
“I thought you hated me. I thought you were ashamed to be seen with me. But you were in love with me. You loved me. You loved me.”
“Stop saying that! It doesn’t matter.”
“It’s the only thing that matters.”
I stare at him defiantly. “Why?”
“Because if you loved me once, you can love me again.”
“I’ll never love you again. I don’t feel anything for you except disgust.”
His eyes burn. His jaw clenches. He grits out, “You really are the worst liar in history.”
I can’t respond to that because he covers my mouth with his.
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I don’t know what kind of drug this man uses as mouthwash, but it’s powerful. The moment our lips touch, my logical brain blinks offline in a sudden fit of narcolepsy, and all my nerve endings wake up and burst into flames.
I kiss him back with total abandon, wrapping my arms around his waist. He grinds his erection into my pelvis. We’re lost in each other until someone tries to open the door, then we break apart abruptly, breathing hard.
The sound of knocking echoes through the room, then a tentative male voice says, “Hello? Is someone in there?”
Ronan turns his head and thunders, “Go the fuck away!”
Gratified by the startled silence, he turns back to me. “Where were we?”
“Pretending we like each other. I should leave now.”
He lowers his head and nibbles at the corner of my mouth as he flexes his hips against mine. “No, you shouldn’t.”
“Yes, I should, or we’ll wind up defiling this desk.”
“Exactly what I was thinking. Are you wearing panties under this dress?”
He slides a hand up my thigh, bunching up my skirt. When his fingers encounter the narrow strip of cotton around my hip, he tsks in disappointment.
“I don’t run errands without underwear.”
“Too bad,” he says in a husky whisper, nuzzling my neck. “Not that it matters.”
He slides his fingers under the fabric and starts to stroke me.
I should stop him. I know I should. This is foolish and reckless and has disaster written all over it, but my brain has abdicated the throne and my hormones are in charge, and those suckers are taking no prisoners.
When he slides a finger deep inside me, I sink my nails into his back, open my legs wider, and moan.
He bites my throat and works his finger in and out of me. I reach between our legs and squeeze his erection through his trousers.
As soon as I touch him, it’s as if I flipped a switch. Our kisses turn frantic and greedy. Our bodies strain against each other. Our hearts pound together through our chests. I can’t get enough of him, nor he of me, and logic be damned.
We’re doing this.
I fumble with his belt and zipper as he devours my mouth and finger fucks me. The moment his erection springs free of his clothing, I wrap my hand around the thick shaft and look into his eyes.
“One last time,” I say breathlessly. “Just for old time’s sake.”
His laugh is soft and mocking. “Sure, baby. Whatever you say.”
He pulls his finger out of me and grasps my ass in both hands, then, as I hold my panties to one side, he shoves inside me, burying himself in a single, powerful thrust.
His guttural groan of pleasure rises from deep in his chest. Then he kisses me deeply, his tongue possessively delving into my mouth as his hips set a rhythm of deep, hard strokes.
He fucks me on the desk as I cling to his shoulders and pretend this doesn’t mean anything.
It’s fast and frantic. I climax first, arching and gasping against him, chanting his name in a ragged whisper. The motion of his hips falters, then he groans into my mouth and empties himself inside me.
We’re quiet for a long moment. The only sounds in the room are the hum of the overhead fluorescent lights and our labored breathing. Wrapping his arms around me, he pulls me against his body and holds me tightly, burying his face into my hair.
I wonder if he feels like I do, like gravity has malfunctioned, and we’re floating alone somewhere off in space.
Then, because he’s Ronan Croft, he shatters the lovely spell we’re under by saying something awful.
“If you don’t let me into Bea’s life, I’ll take you to court.”
I shove him away, slide off the desk, and pull down my dress. As he tucks himself back into his pants and zips up, my heart clads itself with scales of steel.
I can’t remember the last time I was this disappointed in myself. Straightening my shoulders, I try and look as dignified as someone who was just fucked on a rickety desk in a grocery store’s employee lounge can possibly look.
“I’m leaving now. Don’t call me again. And don’t stand outside the front gate anymore. You’re becoming a nuisance. Goodbye, Ronan.” With my nose in the air, I walk out of the room.
Five seconds later, a text comes through on my phone.
Like it or not, she’s mine. And so are you.

I speed walk back to the house, jacked up with frustration and brimming with questions that have no answers. I consider going to the police, but they’re probably as prejudiced against us as everybody else is in this town.
What we need is an outsider’s help. Someone I can show all the evidence to and get an expert opinion from in return.
As soon as I walk in the door, I run up the stairs to my room to avoid seeing anyone. I splash my face with cold water, change my soaked underwear, and sit at the desk with my laptop.
A search for private investigators in Vermont provides millions of hits, so I refine the search for the largest city in the state, Burlington. I find a few promising firms in the results. The best one is staffed by former military intelligence personnel from government agencies like the CIA and the FBI.
They sound like people who could find a missing corpse, so I call the number.
The woman who answers asks for my name and a brief description of my needs, then tells me to hold. When the line is picked up again, it’s by a man with a gruff voice and a no-nonsense manner.
“Hello, Ms. Blackthorn. This is Cole Walker. I understand you could use my help.”
I already have confidence in this guy. He sounds like he could run entire countries without breaking a sweat.
“Hi, Mr. Walker. Yes, I need your assistance finding my grandmother.”
“I see. How long has she been missing?”
“Since the day she was supposed to be buried.”
His pause is brief but potent. “Your grandma’s dead?”
“Yes, sir.”
“I thought this was a missing person case.”
“It is. Just because she’s dead doesn’t mean she’s not a person.”
Another pause. I imagine him wondering why he didn’t retire years ago like his wife told him to.
“Why don’t you tell me what’s happening, Ms. Blackthorn, and I’ll see if I can be of help to you.”
I launch into a long and detailed description of not only the mystery of Granny’s whereabouts, but also the strange history of my ancestors’ accidental deaths, the questionable circumstances of my mother’s death, and my recent brush with death via a falling cement facade.
When I’m done, there’s a long silence.
“Let’s rewind a moment to your grandmother. You say her body was taken out a window of the funeral home?”
“Yes. Oh, and she was naked. I forgot that part.”
“She was … naked.”
“I know. I couldn’t believe it, either. There are some really sick people in this world.”
His pauses are getting longer and longer. “Someone stole your grandmother’s naked corpse through a window.”
“And left all her clothes folded neatly on the ground outside. That’s right.”
“Have you seen the security feed from the funeral home?”
“According to the undertaker, there was nothing unusual on the tapes, except that the camera on the side of the building where my grandmother’s viewing room was wasn’t functional, so nothing in that direction was recorded.”
He chuckles. “Isn’t that convenient.”
“That’s exactly what I said!”
“All right, Ms. Blackthorn. This is an interesting case.”
“So you’ll help me?”
“I’ll be glad to help you.”
He gives me an overview of how his process works, then names an hourly price that seems reasonable. I agree to it, and he says he’ll send me an electronic contract to sign and start work as soon as he receives a retainer.
We talk for a while longer until I mention the name of my town. That brings the conversation to a screeching halt.
“Solstice?” He repeats it reluctantly, as if simply giving voice to the word will conjure evil spirits.
“Yes. Why?”
“Home of the Croft family of Croft Pharmaceuticals, that Solstice?”
I close my eyes and exhale in defeat. “Don’t tell me. You were frat pledges with Elijah.”
“No, ma’am, I was not, but that family has a bad reputation. Most law enforcement folks I know would rather wrestle a grizzly than go up against a Croft.”
I don’t have to ask why. The Crofts are more powerful than the president.
“So you’re scared of them like everybody else, huh?”
It’s the right thing to say. I can almost hear his ego rising to the occasion like a peacock shaking out its tail feathers.
He says loudly, “Cole Walker isn’t scared of anybody, ma’am, especially a bunch of crooked rich folks who ain’t done an honest day’s work in their whole entitled lives.”
“Amen! Does this mean you’re still on the job?”
“I’m on the job.”
“I’m so relieved. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. I’ll put Nancy back on to get your email. Watch for that contract to come through this afternoon. Oh, and Ms. Blackthorn?”
“Yes?”
He lowers his voice. “You be careful. Whatever’s going on in that town, the Crofts know about it. Probably have a hand in it, too. What you said about your family dying in odd ways…”
“No more dramatic pauses. You’re making me nervous.”
“All I’m saying is that if I were you, I’d seriously consider exhuming one or two of your relatives and conducting a postmortem. Two or three accidents, that could be coincidence. An entire family tree? You’re dealing with something else.”
I knew it. My hypothesis isn’t that far-fetched.
I thank him and hang up, then take the bag with the hair dye in it that someone brought up and left on the dresser into the bathroom. I mix it and apply it carefully to my roots. Thirty minutes later, I hop into the shower to rinse it out.
When I towel dry and comb my hair, I’ve still got a quarter inch of red showing at my scalp. The color didn’t take.
Nothing in this godforsaken town works the way it’s supposed to.
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When I head downstairs, I find Davina on the sofa in the living room, strumming an old guitar. Lounging on the overstuffed chair to her right is Esme, smoking something sweet out of a hand-carved wood pipe that smells suspiciously like cannabis.
“This is a cozy scene. Where’s my daughter?”
“Bea’s in the greenhouse with Quentin.” Red-eyed, Esme squints at me through a haze of smoke. “Your aura is off today, love. It’s dark and furry around the edges.”
“Speaking of dark and furry, did you hear the whispering the other night?”
The aunts look at each other in confusion, then look back at me. “We didn’t hear anything.”
Did I dream it? Am I imagining things? Is my mind playing tricks on me?
I have to admit it’s a distinct possibility, considering my brain has already gone off the rails. My trysts with Ronan are proof of it.
I flop down onto the sofa next to Davina and sigh.
“What ails you, darling?”
“Life.”
“You’re too young to be such a cynic.”
“I’m not a cynic, I’m a realist.”
“Call it what you like, you’re depressed. You know what you need?”
“If you say the word ‘penis,’ I’m leaving.”
“I was going to say a nice cold glass of champagne.”
That makes me brighten. “That’s the best thing I’ve heard all week.” I stand and head to the kitchen. “Three glasses?”
She laughs. “As if you had to ask.”
Ignoring the clock on the wall because I know it’s not noon yet and the only people who drink champagne at this time of day are on vacation or alcoholics, I find a bottle of brut in the fridge and crack it open. I pour the aunties two glasses and deliver them, then return to the kitchen to pour my own.
Glancing up, I see Bea and Q in the greenhouse.
He’s bent down, gesturing to an herb growing in one of the hundreds of terra-cotta pots that line the long wooden tables. As I watch, Bea carefully cuts a few woody stems from the plant and holds them up for his inspection.
He nods and pats her back; she grins and does a little happy dance, and I feel as if I’ve been punched in the chest.
She needs a father.
Not an old caretaker who lives in an attic, not an unpredictable rich guy with ambiguous morals and secret motivations, and not a single mother doing her best to be both a mom and a dad and mostly failing at both.
An actual father.
If I said that aloud, the aunties would disown me.
Carrying my champagne back into the living room, I rejoin them and sit in deep thought. Then I ask them if they think a child can be well-adjusted if they grow up in a single-parent home.
“Of course,” says Davina. “One good parent is far better than two assholes.”
I raise my glass to that and drink.
Esme nods. “It’s not the number that counts, it’s the quality of parenting. Though I do admit, the logistics are easier if there’s more than one. Raising a child is like taming a lion. The more people you have cracking whips at the creature, the better.”
I look at her with raised brows. “That is a deeply disturbing analogy. It’s probably good you didn’t want kids.”
“Oh, I adore children! It was the worry I didn’t want. Once you become a mother, you’re never rid of it until you’re dead.”
“That reminds me. I think we should exhume a few Blackthorns and have postmortems conducted on their remains.”
I might as well have suggested we open a drive-through wedding chapel with an Elvis impersonator as the chaplain. They stare at me in baffled silence.
“Hear me out. I went to the courthouse to do some research. Did you know that all our relatives died of accidents?”
“Nonsense. Megaera was hanged by the neck.”
“Okay, except her. Everybody else after that died in a weird accident.”
Esme says, “What you consider weird and what we consider weird are probably oceans apart, love.”
She has a good point. “How about tripping into a well? Is that weird?”
“No, that’s natural selection.”
Okay, she has another good point.
“What I’m trying to tell you is that literally every Blackthorn died accidentally. There isn’t one natural death of old age among us. Or disease, either. Nobody has a heart attack or dies in their sleep. We all fall out of trees or get trampled by horses or catch fire while cooking. Doesn’t that strike you as the least bit suspicious?”
“It’s rather glamorous, actually,” muses Davina, sipping her champagne. “Who wants to die from something so common as a disease?”
Esme shudders. “I’ve always dreaded the thought of losing my memory with age. Please hold a pillow over my face when I start telling the same story on repeat.”
“What I’m saying is that maybe someone is targeting us.”
Brows arched, Davina gazes at me over the rim of her champagne glass. “For murder?”
“Yes.”
“Your grandmother fell down the stairs. That’s hardly a homicide.”
All these good points she’s making are exhausting me. I guzzle the rest of my champagne, then head to the kitchen for more.
While I’m refilling my glass, Ezra calls again. I stare at the phone, debating, but finally decide to pick up. “Hello, Ezra.”
“Hi.” He waits a full thirty seconds before sighing. “You’re relentless.”
“And yet still you called.”
“I’m hoping we can have an honest conversation about us.”
“We already did. We both agreed I’m terrible at relationships.”
He makes a sound of remorse. “I might have been too hard on you.”
“No, you were fair and accurate. You deserve more than I can give you.”
“I’m trying to understand. Is it that you can’t open up or that you don’t want to? Am I the problem? Is it something I did or didn’t do?”
“Ezra, please believe me. You’re not the problem. You never were.”
He’s silent on the other end of the line. I can’t tell if he believes me or not, but the point is moot. This dead horse has already taken too much of a beating.
“I do have a question that I know you can answer, though, if you don’t mind.”
“Which is?”
“What are the mathematical odds of every child born into a family over a period of more than three hundred years being female?”
His genius brain computes it in a nanosecond and dispenses the answer in a format I’ll comprehend instead of in some complex formula that could only be understood by him and Einstein.
“Worse than the odds of every cast member in every production of Wicked being mauled to death by a bear while on a ski vacation in Montana.”
“So not good. Gotcha.”
“I left you a voicemail.”
“I didn’t listen to it yet. What did you need?”
His voice softens. “I need you to give us another chance. That’s all I’m asking for. I think I pushed you away by asking for too much, too soon, and I didn’t mean to. I can do better.”
I close my eyes and exhale. “You’re a good person, Ezra. I meant it when I said you deserve more. Even on my best day, I’m nobody’s measure of ideal. And right now, my life is chaotic, to put it mildly. I’m sorry, but I really do just want to be friends and nothing more.”
There’s a short pause, then he sighs. “Okay. I understand. I’ll see you soon. Take care, Maven.”
I say softly, “You, too.”
If only all the men in my life were this understanding.

The contract from the PI comes in later that day. I review it and sign electronically, then send him his retainer fee. Then I conduct an hour of online research into how one goes about exhuming the dead.
Naturally, there’s a lot of red tape. Both state and federal agencies are involved, with permits and fees galore. I calculate the total possible cost to be around twenty grand.
That’s a lot of money to prove a theory.
On the other hand, if my theory that we’re being maliciously targeted is right, it’s worth every penny. Unfortunately, that would open up a whole new can of worms along with new questions.
Who? Why? When did it all get started? Is the entire town in on it, or is it a select group? What can we do to stop it? Is there enough evidence to prosecute?
And if there is, would we be able to?
Or by that time, would the remaining Blackthorns be dead?
Because whoever is organized, patient, smart, and evil enough to play a long-standing game of Cleverly-Kill-a-Blackthorn will surely be unhappy about being found out.
I think of those desecrated dolls swinging from the branches of the maple tree I cut down and shudder. Then I have a realization that flips the entire situation on its head.
The aunties should move to Manhattan with me.
There’s nothing keeping them here except Q, who I’m sure could be persuaded to move with them if they wanted him to. Why stay in a place where you’re obviously not welcome?
Even if my theory is wrong and they’re not in danger of anything more than being bored to death at Sunday service every week, why persist subjecting yourself to such obvious prejudice, fear, and suspicion?
Okay, pride. There’s that.
There’s also stubbornness. We’re legendary for it.
And some fuck-you energy, too. We don’t like to get pushed around. We stand our ground and fight, even when it’s more prudent to surrender.
If there’s one thing Blackthorns are not, it’s docile.
We’re the outcasts and the troublemakers, the malcontents and the misunderstood, the proudly, defiantly other. We’re tenacious as brambles and have as many sharp thorns, and if you hold us too tightly, the drops of your blood from the holes we pricked will remind you to be careful thereafter.
Even our hair is untamed. Like our hearts. Like our bodies. And if the price we pay for our unladylike ways is the scorn of those with loftier airs and lesser integrity, so be it.
We’re Blackthorns. We’re weird, we’re wild, and we don’t care what you think.
On impulse, I pick up the phone and dial Ronan. He answers on the first ring.
“Hello, Maven.” When I don’t say anything quickly enough, he demands, “Are you okay? What’s wrong?”
He’s so good at deception. He actually sounds worried. Which of course he would, knowing how it would affect me.
I swallow, breathe in and out, and feel the hard, painful beat of my heart. “If I ask you a question, will you be honest with me?”
He hesitates. “I might. I might not. It depends on what you ask.”
“Okay. That’s honest at least. Thank you.”
“Before you ask me whatever it is, are you in trouble?”
I think about how to answer that. “I suppose it depends on your definition of trouble.”
“Have you been arrested?”
“No.”
“Have you been injured?”
“No.”
“Are you being held at gunpoint by a band of naked circus clowns demanding you hand over your sensible shoes and hideous clothing?”
“No. Stop trying to make me laugh.”
“I’m sorry. No, that was a lie. I’m not sorry. I love your laugh. It sounds like sunlight.”
We’re both quiet for a moment, until I say, “What the hell was that?”
He chuckles. “I have no idea. It just came to me.”
“It was super weird.”
“Says the super weird girl.”
“Actually, that’s the reason I’m calling.”
“Because you finally realized how weird you are?”
“No, I’ve always known that. What I don’t know is why you were attracted to someone like me. I mean, talk about opposites.”
He lowers his voice. “This is about your ex, isn’t it? The rich, brilliant scientist you broke it off with before you got here.”
“I’ll skip over how oddly accurate that guess was and say yes. And I might have fibbed about him being rich because I knew it would irritate you. That was wrong of me. I’m sorry.”
I expect a snappy retort, but he surprises me with thoughtful silence.
“Thank you. I fibbed about something, too.”
“What is it?”
“I’d never take you to court so I could see Bea. I wouldn’t put you through that. I said it because I was angry and frustrated and I fucking know you’re lying to me about her being mine, and it’s driving me out of my mind.” His voice drops. “I want to be a father, Maven. Her father.”
Was that a lie or the truth? I can never tell with him. Every word that comes out of his mouth is suspect.
I need to be prone for this conversation, so I recline on the bed and stare at the ceiling.
“This isn’t an admission of anything, but put yourself in my shoes. Think about it from all angles. The past, the present, my family and yours. If you were me, would you want you as a father for your child?”
“It doesn’t matter what either of us wants. What matters is what’s best for Bea.”
“Give me a second to breathe deeply here so I don’t start hollering at you.”
His tone softens. “I know every reason why you don’t want me involved. I know all the ways I made things worse instead of better. You owe me nothing, and you might think I have nothing to offer her, but I do.”
“Like what? Money? We’re not interested.”
“Really? Does being a bug scientist pay that well? Because last time I checked, an Ivy League education costs hundreds of thousands of dollars.”
I scoff at that. “Not everybody wants to go to Harvard, Mr. Pretentious.”
“I’d set up a trust for her. She could go to any college she wanted.”
“She’s smart enough to get a scholarship to any school she applies to.”
Frustrated, he snaps, “Money isn’t the root of all evil that you think it is.”
“I don’t think it’s evil, I just don’t think it’s the wonder cure for everything people make it out to be. Look at you, for instance.”
“What about me?”
“You have that big modern house. You have that silly expensive car. Your clothes are all made from parts of endangered animals.” He sighs. I ignore him. “You’ve got more money than anybody east of the Rockies, but you’re still not happy.”
His silence echoes with a thousand unspoken words.
“I’m sorry if that came out mean. I’m not trying to be mean to you.”
“I know. But you’re right. I’m not happy. It has nothing to do with money. It has to do with what I am.”
I frown. “What do you mean?”
When he doesn’t respond, I grow impatient. “We’re being honest, remember?”
“I said I’d try depending on what you asked me.”
“Why do you sound so strange? What’s wrong?”
There’s some rustling on the other end of the line, as if maybe he’s sitting down in a chair. Then there’s another loaded silence. Then, very low, he says, “I’m sick.”
My pulse jumps. “Sick? How sick? What’s wrong with you?”
His voice changes from soft to flat. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”
“Are you dying?”
“Not at the moment.”
When he chuckles, I’m relieved but also angry. “This isn’t funny. I want to know what’s wrong.”
He has another dizzying change of mood and growls hotly, “Why is that so important to you? I thought you hated me.”
“I reduced it to intense dislike again. Please tell me what’s going on.”
“I’ll tell you as soon as you admit Bea’s my daughter.”
I groan. “This is nonsensical. I’ve told you she’s not yours. You have zero proof she’s yours. You’re offering to put somebody else’s daughter through college for no reason.”
“Just because you think I have no reason doesn’t mean I don’t.”
“Oh my God. Are you trying to give me hypertension?”
“Only if it turns you on.”
“I’m hanging up now.”
“When are you coming back over to my house for another hate fuck?”
“Never!”
Ignoring that, he growls, “Because I’ll make sure to put clean sheets on the bed. I haven’t changed them since you were here. I love having the scent of your skin all over me.”
I disconnect and lie on the bed until my breathing slows and my heartbeat returns to normal, all the while wondering what could be the matter with him and why in the world I care.
I’m leaving Solstice soon. I’ll never see Ronan Croft again.
When did that change from great to depressing?
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Saturday ends. Sunday comes and goes. On Monday morning, I realize I spent nearly the entire weekend obsessing over every word Ronan has spoken to me since I returned to town, trying to associate a disease with each one of them.
It’s exhausting.
The only way I can find out what’s wrong with him is by talking to him, an activity I loathe more than a dental cleaning.
After breakfast, Bea hits me up with a question I’ve been hoping wouldn’t come. We’re in the living room. I’m on the sofa. She’s on the floor, sitting cross-legged with a book open on her lap. Q took the aunts to the store, so we’re alone in the house.
“Hey, Mom?”
“Yes, honey?”
“Remember that man at the grocery store who picked up the onion you dropped?”
I slowly lower the book on Egyptian pharaohs I’m reading and look at her.
“He was really tall. And…”
Don’t say it. Please don’t say it.
Without looking up from the book, she says, “He had eyes like mine. My real ones.”
“Really? Hmm.”
“I’ve never met anybody who has the same color eyes as me.”
“That makes sense. Pale-blue eyes are very rare.”
She looks up from her book. “Yeah, but not as pale as mine. They’re almost white. I’ve only ever seen them in those husky dogs. And that old man in the wheelchair who came to Granny’s viewing.”
That old man is your grandfather.
I force a smile and breathe around my heart’s painful palpitations. “I suppose it was bound to happen sooner or later.”
“Did my dad have pale eyes?”
My mouth goes dry. I moisten my lips and glance down at the book in my hands.
The only thing I’ve ever told her about her father is that we were together for a short time, my pregnancy was unplanned, he didn’t support it, and we haven’t spoken since.
Up to now, all that was true. I’ve been lucky that she hasn’t wanted more details, but I always knew one day the questions would start.
Though I’m panicking on the inside, I keep my voice calm. “Yes, he had pale eyes.”
She reads quietly for a while, her head bent over the book, then she looks up at me again. “Would it be okay if I stopped wearing my contacts?”
Not on this trip, it wouldn’t. “You’re the one who wanted them.”
She shrugs. “I know. ’Cause everybody at school said I looked like a freak. It made me feel ugly. I always wanted pretty green eyes like yours.”
“But now you don’t?”
Fiddling with the edge of a page, she thinks about her answer. “I think maybe it’s okay to be different from everybody else. Most people are underwhelming.”
That makes me chuckle. This kid is very bright.
As she closes her book and gets up, heading to the kitchen, my cell phone rings.
“Hello?”
“Hello, Ms. Blackthorn. It’s Cole Walker. I’m calling to give you a quick update.”
“I’m all ears. What did you find out?”
“Well, for one thing, Anderson’s Funeral Home has had several close calls with getting their license revoked over the past forty years.”
“Really?”
“Yep. Those folks weren’t exactly running a top-notch operation. They’ve been cited for everything from failing to control odors to improperly storing bodies.”
I make a face. “Improper storage of bodies doesn’t sound good.”
He chuckles. “No, it sure isn’t. Corpses start to get a little funky if you don’t keep ’em chilled.”
My heart skips a beat. “They weren’t keeping bodies refrigerated?”
“The ones that weren’t embalmed, no. They’d put them inside the fridge, but it hadn’t worked in years. Wiring was out. They thought dry ice would do the trick, but according to all the reports about foul odors, it didn’t.”
I’m stunned. Mr. Anderson lied to me.
Granny wasn’t refrigerated.
“Sometimes, they even neglected to embalm the bodies altogether. One complaint alleged the deceased died three weeks before the funeral, but they couldn’t have an open casket because the remains were so badly decomposed. Anderson’s settled with the family, but those weren’t the only problems. In one case, they even buried multiple bodies in the same casket. In another, they weighted the casket with sandbags. The decedent’s body was never found.”
I finally regain the power of speech. “Holy shit.”
“Well said. Now, I don’t want to alarm you, because this is only a guess at this point, but with the shady operating procedures of this funeral home and the fact that they were strapped for cash, I wouldn’t be at all surprised if they were involved in something even worse than what’s already been discovered.”
Reeling, I put a hand to my forehead and close my eyes. “Like selling body parts on the black market.”
He grunts in sympathy. “I’m sorry. I’m sure that’s the last thing you want to hear. At this point, it’s only a hunch. I’ll do some more digging.”
“Why was none of this information ever in the newspaper? This is a small town. People here know what their neighbors had for breakfast.”
“You’d be surprised the secrets people can keep if they’re motivated enough.”
As I’ve been keeping some pretty juicy secrets myself, I’m inclined to agree with him. “Thank you, Mr. Walker. Keep in touch.”
“Will do.”
We hang up. Feeling a headache coming on, I rub my throbbing temples. Then, with nothing better to do, I start to pace. I look at Ronan’s number half a dozen times before finally dialing it. He picks up sounding smug the way only he can.
“Maven Blackthorn. That name sounds familiar. Let me think … did we used to go to high school together?”
“Great, now you’re a comedian.”
“Am I right? Were you the one with the crooked teeth and the lazy eye?”
“You’re going to have crooked teeth pretty soon if you don’t stop being a jerk.”
He hears the tension in my voice and stops teasing me. “What’s wrong? Did something happen?”
“Oh, no, everything’s wonderful. I spent the entire weekend trying to decode a very cryptic statement this irritating millionaire told me.”
“Billionaire.”
“What?”
“I’m a billionaire, not a millionaire.”
“Well, pardon me, Daddy Warbucks. We little people who pay taxes aren’t really clear on the distinction.”
“There’s no reason for you to pay taxes.”
“Except for this fun thing called tax evasion that could land me in prison, I’d agree with you.”
“I can teach you all the tricks. They’re perfectly legal.”
“Your definition of legal leaves a lot to be desired. Can I tell you why I’m calling now or are you going to keep trying to get me into trouble with the IRS?”
“I know why you’re calling.”
I pause to take a breath because he sounds smug again. “It’s not for that.”
“Of course it is. You’ll have some other fake reason to trot out first so you can save face, but it’s totally for that.” He pauses. “‘That’ being a euphemism for sex.”
“I know what you meant, you wanker.”
The smugness returns full force. “I know you did. I just wanted to hear you holler at me.”
“I give up.” I disconnect the call. My phone rings a second later. I answer, scowling. “What do you want?”
“You called me, baby. What’s the problem?”
“You’re the problem.”
He chuckles. “I love it when you snarl at me.”
Bea returns holding a hunk of bread and a dill pickle. I smile at her and casually walk over to the stairs. She settles back in with her book as I walk upstairs to the bedroom and close the door behind me.
“Okay. Here’s the deal. In our last conversation, you mentioned money.”
His energy changes from lighthearted to intense with the speed of snapping fingers. “You’ll have whatever you want. Anything you need. Both of you. I’ll buy you a house. I’ll set up a trust. I’ll give you monthly support—”
“Hold your horses! It’s not for Bea. And it wouldn’t be a gift. I need a small loan, that’s all. And probably your help pulling some strings.”
“For what?”
“I want to exhume a few Blackthorns.”
“You want to dig up your relatives’ bodies?”
I roll my eyes at his shocked tone. “No, the gold they buried in the backyard. Of course, their bodies.”
“Don’t say it like I’m ridiculous for being surprised. It’s not every day somebody decides to churn up a graveyard. Why do you want to do that, by the way?”
“I want to confirm a theory of mine.”
When I don’t elaborate, his tone sours. “Care to share, or are you just expecting me to hand over a briefcase full of cash and not ask any questions?”
“I mean, ideally. Will you?”
He laughs.
“Fine. I discovered some information about the strange ways the members of my family die, but because we’re not autopsied, I can’t verify it. A postmortem will settle the matter.”
“Strange ways they die?”
“Now that I think of it, I shouldn’t be telling you.”
“Because you think you hate me but you really don’t?”
The smile in his voice is irritating, but that’s nothing new. “No, because the private investigator I hired warned me that your family has their dirty little fingers in everything that happens in this town. Which means maybe you’re in on it.”
A deafening silence follows. Then he says flatly, “Tell me you didn’t just accuse me of being involved in your relatives’ deaths.”
“There was no accusation. It was very indirect.”
“Right after you asked me for money to fund a graveyard dig.”
“Yes. I’ll need about twenty thousand.”
“Wow. Even for you, that’s nervy.”
“The way I see it, you can’t refuse, because that would be suspicious. You’d almost be implicating yourself in a murder.”
“Are you even listening to the words coming out of your mouth?”
“If you have nothing to hide, what’s the big deal?”
He chuckles. “You missed your calling as a criminal prosecutor. Studying insects is way too tame for that extravagant intellect of yours.”
“You’re the only person I’ve ever met who can make character assassination sound like a compliment. Are you giving me the money or not?” When he pauses for too long, I sigh. “Forget about negotiating for sexual favors.”
“Who said anything about that? But now that you mention it…”
“Listen, I know you personally had nothing to do with anything.”
His tone loses its teasing note and turns dark. “You’re talking about my father.”
“Can you in good conscience tell me you don’t think he’s capable of murder?”
“I know he is.”
His answer is so unexpected, I’m taken aback. “That sounds fishy. Care to elaborate?”
“No.”
“Has he killed anyone?”
After a tense pause, he says, “Have you ever considered there are things you’re better off not knowing?”
I blanch. “Oh my God. Your father’s a murderer.”
“I wish you could hear how hard I’m rolling my eyes right now.”
“You practically admitted it!”
“All I’m saying is that not every piece of a family’s dirty laundry needs to be aired.”
I start to pace back and forth at the end of the bed. “You know my aunts think he had something to do with my mom’s death, right?”
After an oddly long pause, he says, “No, I didn’t know. Why would they think that?”
“Because they—wait. I don’t think I should tell you.”
“You know my father and I don’t get along. Whatever terrible thing you think he’s done, you can tell me. I promise I won’t run to him crying.”
“So you’re saying I should trust you.”
“Don’t say it with such sarcasm. You can trust me.”
I stop pacing to stare out the window into the yard. On the iron bench under the grove of birch trees, the red-and-black fox sits looking around expectantly as if it’s waiting for someone.
“Hello?”
“I’m here.”
“You’re not saying anything.”
“I know it’s impossible for a Chatty Cathy like you to understand, but sometimes people like to do this interesting thing called thinking before they form sentences.”
“You’re cute when you’re being a snob.”
I watch as Bea walks slowly across the yard and takes a seat on the bench next to the fox. It lies down next to her and rests its head between its paws. She scratches it between its pointy black ears. It curls its tail around its body contentedly.
When I don’t respond, Ronan says, “I’ll give you the money for your project. You don’t have to pay it back. Consider it a friendly gesture.”
“I never said we were friends.”
“I know. But we’re not enemies, either. So if we’re not friends, and we’re not enemies, there’s only one thing left. Come over at midnight tonight. I’ll be waiting.”
He hangs up on me before I can argue, leaving me alone with my chaotic thoughts as I watch my daughter gently stroke the sleeping fox’s fur.



  
TWENTY-FIVE
RONAN
The moment I hang up with Maven, I call my father.
He picks up sounding tired. “Hello, son. This is unexpected. Are you at the office?”
“Yes. I need to ask you something.”
“What is it?”
“Why do Esme and Davina Blackthorn think you were involved in Elspeth’s death?”
I’m sure he assumed this was a business question, but as I haven’t asked him for business advice in years, he should have known better. After a brief pause, he covers his surprise by trying to change the subject.
“Who knows why women think anything? Every one of them is more mystifying than the Bermuda Triangle. How did the third quarter profit report turn out? Are we still ahead of the annual projection?”
“Fuck the annual projection. Did you have something to do with her death? Tell me the truth.”
His voice drops. “I’m not alone at the moment. We can talk about this later.”
In the background, I hear Diana say something about a Bentley. Apparently, stepmonster dearest is in the market for a new car.
“Go into another room. I’m not hanging up until you tell me what I need to know.”
He exhales in a huff. But, knowing how persistent I am, he reluctantly agrees. “Give me a minute.”
I hear murmuring in the background, which is probably him making his excuses to Diana. Then there’s a space filled with a low, mechanical hum. Then he comes back on sounding guarded and much less tired than before.
“Since when are you talking to Esme and Davina?”
“I’m not.”
“Then who did you hear it from?”
“That’s not important. Let’s get back to the question.”
He’s not so easily dissuaded. He demands, “Who? May? Did you run into her around town? You know you shouldn’t get within shouting distance of that feral little cat! How many times have I warned you what she’s capable of?”
Gritting my teeth, I count to five before speaking. “It wasn’t Maven, either, and she’s not a feral fucking cat. Stop deflecting. Were you involved in Elspeth Blackthorn’s death?”
His silence is icy. The longer I don’t speak, the more it thaws, however, until he sighs and gives in.
“No,” he says softly. “I had nothing to do with it. I would never have harmed Elspeth. She wasn’t like the rest of that family. She was different. Different from any other woman I’ve ever met.”
Confused, I frown. His voice almost sounds tender. He never sounds tender, not even when he’s talking about money. Something is very wrong.
Then it hits me.
Did he have a thing for Maven’s mother?
Oh fuck. Did they have a thing for each other?
A nasty little seed of horror sets down roots inside my brain and sprouts. If they had a thing for each other, and they consummated that thing, Elspeth could have become pregnant.
Which means Maven and I could be related by blood.
My heart hammering, I say gruffly, “Did you … were you and she…?”
“What?”
“Were you sleeping with her?”
He roars, “I will not discuss this nonsense for one moment longer!”
We’re both so shocked by his uncharacteristic outburst, we’re silent for a while.
Then I surprise us both by saying calmly, “That’s why you always warned me away from Maven, isn’t it? Why you were always so adamant that I keep my distance, why you said all those awful things and tried to make me hate her. She’s yours, isn’t she? Maven Blackthorn is half Croft. You’re her fucking father.”
He says flatly, “If you ever speak of this again, you’re dead to me.”
After that, neither of us knows what to say, so I hang up without saying anything.



  

PART TWO
LOVE AND OTHER MONSTERS
Unnatural deeds do breed unnatural troubles.
—Macbeth



  
TWENTY-SIX
MAVEN
At precisely midnight, I ring Ronan’s doorbell. When he doesn’t answer, I knock, feeling silly standing on the porch in the dark. Minutes tick by in total silence. Mystified, I peer at the lightless windows, wondering where he is.
Just as I’m about to give up and leave, he throws open the door and stands glowering at me from inside the shadowed foyer.
He’s bare chested and barefoot, wearing only a tight pair of jeans, ripped at the knees. His jaw is unshaven and his hair is disheveled, hanging in a tangled mess around his shoulders, as if he spent the last hour dragging his hands through it. Or wrestling bears.
Nonetheless, he’s magnificent. His muscular, masculine beauty is otherworldly. He’s Apollo and Adonis, Thor and Captain America, the rugged and noble character Aragorn from Lord of the Rings.
The audacity.
I say tartly, “Hello, sunshine. Were you asleep?”
He snarls, “No.”
“Ah. I see you’re in a lovely mood. Which one of your personalities is this? I want to prepare myself.”
Nostrils flaring, he looks me up and down, his heated gaze raking over me. He closes his eyes and mutters an oath. Then he flips on the lights, grabs me by the wrist, and pulls me inside, slamming the door behind us.
He stands there staring at me suspiciously from under lowered brows as if I’m a stranger trying to sell him fake watches from inside the trunk of a stolen car in a seedy hotel parking lot.
Because he’s decided to be churlish and uncooperative, I go first. “You smell like whiskey.”
“That’s because I’ve had a lot of it tonight.”
“Listen, you’re the one who told me to show up at this ungodly hour, but I can go.”
“No!” he shouts. Then he closes his eyes and mutters, “Fuck. Yes. You should go.”
“Sure thing. Good luck with your mental breakdown.”
I turn away, but he grabs me by the shoulders, pushing me up against the closed door so I’m pinned. Breathing erratically through flared nostrils, he looks me up and down again, then closes his eyes, drops his head, and groans.
“I’m going to count to three. If you’d like your head to remain attached to your body, you’ll let me go before I get there.”
He tears himself away from me and turns toward the living room, threading his hands behind his head and cursing.
When he flips the overhead light switch, I notice the mess.
His home is in shambles.
The coffee table rests on its side. All the sofa pillows lie randomly around the room as if they were ripped off and thrown. The black-and-white abstract art paintings hang askew. They have multiple fist-sized holes punched through them.
I look around in disbelief. “Had a little party, did you?”
Facing away from me, he pauses before saying gruffly, “I had a friend over.”
“Huh. Some friend.”
“He’s going through a bad time.”
“Evidently. I hope you had a tranquilizer gun on hand.”
Ronan turns around to face me. Head lowered, eyes blazing, hands and jaw clenched, he looks maniacal.
“This friend … he just found out something bad about a woman he was seeing.”
I can tell by his tone that whatever it is, it’s dire. I’m intrigued. “She’s cheating on him?”
“Worse.”
“She stole from him?”
“Worse.”
“I give up.”
“She’s his half-sister.”
Shocked, I choke out a laugh. “No. Really?”
“Really. And they have a child together.” He clears his throat. “Children.”
“Oh God. No wonder he went ballistic. How did they not know?”
After a moment of jaw clenching, he grits out, “He was adopted.”
“Wow. And I thought we had problems.”
When he doesn’t laugh at that, I stop joking and get serious. “So what’s he going to do besides ransack his friends’ houses?”
He clenches and unclenches his hands. Then he jerks his chin at me. “What would you have told him to do?”
I think for a moment. “Do the kids know?”
“Nobody knows but him.”
“Well, first of all, he should have the children tested. There’s a good chance they have genetic disorders.”
“Genetic disorders,” he repeats, looking ill.
“Yes. Inbreeding causes all sorts of problems.”
He thinks about that for a beat, then scrubs his hands over his face as if wishing he didn’t hear it.
“And he obviously has to stop seeing her.”
“Obviously. Yes.” He pauses. “Why, exactly?”
“It’s illegal. And against pretty much every ethical and cultural code that exists. It’s one of the ultimate taboos.”
“Right. Of course. That’s … that’s what I told him.”
“Well, I hope he figures it out, poor guy. I can’t even imagine what a mindfuck it must be.”
He tilts his head, examining my expression. “Do you think he should tell her? The woman, I mean.”
“I can’t see how it would do any good.”
Pale eyes burning, he steps closer. “No? Isn’t that unfair to her?”
“Would you want to know if you were accidentally banging your half-sibling?”
His laugh is low and humorless. “No. No, I definitely would fucking not.”
“There you go. Some things are better left unsaid. Just because he’s miserable doesn’t mean everybody else has to be. And God forbid the kids find out. He should just walk away and keep it a secret.”
Ronan gazes at me, his silence intense. After an uncomfortably long pause, he says, “What if he didn’t tell her but kept seeing her?”
“That’s every shade of wrong. It’s unforgivable. It’s a hard no.”
“Or maybe it’s romantic.”
“Did the one brain cell you were born with die of loneliness?”
“‘Love is love,’ isn’t that what people say?”
I wrinkle my nose. “I’m pretty sure they’re not talking about this particular situation.”
“But if she doesn’t know, nobody gets hurt, right?”
“It’s still a betrayal. And he’s bound to spill his guts eventually. The guilt and all that.”
He slowly shakes his head. “No, not him. He’s the kind of guy who can keep lots of skeletons locked away.”
“No wonder you’re friends.”
“Life isn’t kind to the meek. Sometimes, we have to make unpleasant decisions.”
“I hope you never run for political office. Your ethics are entirely too flexible.”
He glares at me in blistering silence for a moment, then abruptly turns away and stalks toward the kitchen. I’m about to follow him, but he quickly returns with a small black bag.
He thrusts it at me. “Here’s your money.”
“Oh. Thank you. I—”
“Good night.” He pushes past me, walks to the front door and pulls it open, then waves his hand impatiently, indicating I should leave. Quickly.
His rudeness is hurtful, but I’ll be damned if I’ll admit that. I lift my chin and walk out. Before I can say good night, Ronan slams the door in my face.
Every time I start to think that bastard might have a heart, he proves me wrong.

Walking back to the house, fog swirls around my ankles in pale-gray eddies that cling like ghostly fingers to my legs. The night air is heavy and damp, weighing down on my shoulders and chilling me to the bone. I slip through the front gate, hurry up the driveway, and enter through the back door.
Moving silently through the house, I pass a mirror in the hallway. I catch a glimpse of a figure behind me, its shape distorted and vague, but when I whirl around, no one is there. I turn to the mirror again. Only my own face stares back at me.
My eyes look reptilian, with vertical slit pupils and irises that glow molten gold and venomous green, gazing out with a sly, predatory intelligence.
I blink and the vision disappears.

In the morning, I’m awakened by a phone call. When I see the number on the screen, I hesitate to answer, but curiosity gets the better of me.
“Hi, Brett. This is a nice surprise.”
“Hello, May. I’m sorry to bother you. I know you must be busy at work.”
“It’s okay. I took a few days off.”
In his pause, I hear his shock. “You took time off work? Are you sick?”
“No, I’m fine. It was a family thing.”
There’s another pause, this one even more shocked. I can’t blame him.
With rare exception, I don’t talk about my family with men I date. They get a rough sketch of history, some of it the truth, then a redirection of the conversation to safer waters. Raised in a small town, both my parents are dead, left for college and never went back, nope, don’t have any close relatives, how about this weather we’re having?
Most of the men I dated never even knew I had a daughter. I didn’t bring them home to meet her. They weren’t important enough.
When you come from a family like mine, it’s unrealistic to expect healthy romantic relationships. Blackthorns don’t have boundaries, we have towering steel walls manned with machine guns and topped with row after row of barbed wire.
Ultimately, he ended it. He said being with me was like trying to love a ghost.
“A family thing,” Brett repeats doubtfully. “Does that have anything to do with the unusual phone call I received?”
I know he’s talking about Ronan. I keep my tone innocent and light. “Unusual phone call?”
“Yes. A man called me claiming to be the principal at Bea’s school. He was very unpleasant.”
Brett’s always been an excellent judge of character.
“How odd. What did he say?”
“He said she’d been involved in a serious accident. I was immediately skeptical because I knew you wouldn’t have listed me as an emergency contact. So I asked for his name and phone number and told him I’d call him right back. When I did, the number he’d given me was to a gas station. Just to ensure I didn’t write it down wrong, I called Bea’s school and asked for the principal. The man who picked up was a completely different person. Different voice, different manner, none of the rudeness or arrogance of the other one.”
In spite of myself, I smile. “I have no idea who that might have been. How disturbing. But it was smart of you to ask for his contact information.”
“Thank you. There are too many scams out there to give a stranger sensitive information over the phone. You can never be too careful. One slip, and your whole life could be ruined.”
Something about that sets off faint alarm bells inside my head. “But you told this person Bea wasn’t your daughter, right?”
“No. I said nothing. I wasn’t about to give him any details either way before I could verify that he was who he said he was. I just asked for his information and hung up.”
Son of a bitch.
Ronan lied to me.
Shame crawls slowly up my neck and settles onto my cheeks, where it burns. I want to kick myself for falling for it. Not only falling for his clever lie, but rewarding him with sex on top of it.
Thank God a million times over I didn’t let him manipulate me into telling him the truth.
Because if that was a lie, everything else is probably a lie, too. Including that line about how he’d never take me to court to get custody. Or the one about how he was sorry for the way he treated me.
Or the one about being sick.
All of it was a manipulation aimed at getting me to admit Bea is his.
I can’t believe I’ve been so foolish.
My throat tightens. My chest aches. I have to take a few deep breaths before I can speak again. “Thank you for that, Brett. If you get any other strange calls, you should probably block the number. These con men are pretty persistent if they feel like they have a foot in the door.”
Ask me how I know.
“Will do. It was nice talking to you, May. Stay well.”
“Thanks, Brett. You, too.”
After we hang up, I sit on the edge of the bed, hands shaking. I’m furious with myself for providing Brett’s name in the first place. Overwhelmed with Ronan’s persistence and never imagining he might follow up with a phone call, I blurted it out under duress.
I’ll be more careful from now on. No more slipups. No more conversations.
No more sex.
In fact, I’ll avoid him completely for the rest of my stay in Solstice.
It dawns on me that maybe Ronan’s threat to tell everyone within shouting distance that he was Bea’s father the day we ran into him in the grocery store was a bluff. Maybe he has no intention of telling anyone anything. Maybe he has no intention of giving us money or support or any of the other nice things he promised he’d give.
Maybe his plan is simply to take her from me.
I break out in a cold sweat. My anger turns to panic that I try to breathe my way through, but it doesn’t help.
Ronan’s rich. He’s powerful. He’s connected. With a snap of his fingers, he can get anything he wants. Even the cops are afraid of him. The private investigator said most law enforcement people he knew would rather wrestle a grizzly than go up against a Croft.
When my phone rings again, I answer it distractedly. “This is Maven.”
“Hello, there, Ms. Blackthorn.”
“Mr. Walker. Good morning.”
“Morning to you. You got a minute?”
“Yes. Go ahead.”
“I ran into something strange when I was doing my due diligence on your case. I don’t know if it’s significant, but I thought I’d pass it along.”
“Something about my missing grandmother?”
“Not exactly. It’s about missing persons in general in your area.”
I frown. “What do you mean?”
“According to the National Crime Information Center, Solstice has the highest percentage of unsolved missing persons cases in the whole United States.”
“Really? That’s strange.”
“It is, especially when you adjust for the size of the population.”
“What do you think could be the cause? Human trafficking?”
“That’s a possibility. The database has only been online since 1975 and periodically gets purged and updated, so I don’t have the entire picture, but there’s a whole pile of cold cases in Solstice. Ninety percent of the time, folks are found or return home safely within a year, but if not, the file stays open indefinitely in case new DNA or other evidence comes in. In Solstice, nobody who goes missing ever comes back. Not once in fifty years. Men, women, old folks, tourists, hikers, bikers, even an entire troop of Boy Scouts on a camping trip once. You name it, people just seem to vanish without a trace.”
Unease slithers through me, unfurling in my stomach like the coils of a snake.
“How is it possible nobody noticed this before now? You’d think there would have been a documentary made, one of those true crime things my daughter loves so much.”
He chuckles. “I seriously doubt the powers that be in that part of the state would allow a story like that to surface.”
“You’re talking about the Crofts.”
“Who else? They own the media, the politicians, everybody who counts. The last thing they’d want is some bad PR that could affect their stock price.”
“So there’s nothing we can do?”
“Like I said, I just thought it was interesting. And even more of a reason for you to watch your back. You don’t want to become a statistic yourself, ma’am.”
Those words are chilling. “Thank you for telling me, Mr. Walker. I appreciate it.”
“You’re welcome. I’ll be in touch as soon as I have anything else.”
We disconnect. I sit on the edge of the bed for a long time, thinking.
Then I call Pinecrest Cemetery, introduce myself to the person who answers, and tell him that I want to exhume my mother’s grave.
The man on the other end of the line is silent for a moment, then he produces a small, embarrassed cough. “I’m afraid that’s not possible, Ms. Blackthorn.”
“Why not?”
“We’ve been instructed not to accommodate any requests to move graves.”
“I don’t want to move her. I want to exhume her remains to conduct a postmortem. We’ll put her right back when we’re done.”
“I understand, but I’m afraid it’s still not possible. Since Anderson’s Funeral Home was shut down, the state regulatory board has opened an investigation into misconduct allegations. Until that investigation concludes, we’re not allowed to disinter any bodies.”
“I don’t understand how the two are connected.”
“To put it simply, all the graveyards Anderson’s serviced over the past few decades are considered possible crime scenes. That’s all the information I can divulge.”
I recall the PI telling me one of the complaints against Anderson’s was a body missing from a casket and being replaced by weights, and another casket having more than one body inside.
“Does that mean the authorities will dig up the graves themselves?”
“I can’t comment on that.” He lowers his voice to a whisper. “Off the record, yes. They’ve already begun. From the sound of it, this whole thing is about to get very dirty. The entire Anderson clan up and disappeared, which means those rascals hightailed it so they don’t go to prison for all the nasty tricks they played that they thought would stay buried with the poor dead folks they mishandled. But you didn’t hear any of that from me.”
“Of course not. I appreciate the insight. Thank you for your time.”

The day passes uneventfully. The peace lasts until somewhere around midnight, when I sit bolt upright in bed, sensing a strange presence in the room.
I roll over and switch on the lamp on the nightstand. The room floods with light.
I’m alone.
I’m relieved until my intuition tells me to turn off the light and be still. I sit with my knees pulled up under my chin, my ears primed to the hum of the stillness, my heart thudding a heavy, primal beat.
Somewhere far off in the distance, a lone wolf howls.
Rising from bed, I cross to the window, open the drapes, and look out. Ronan stands outside the gate, smoking a cigarette.
I knew he was there even before I saw him.
We gaze at each other across the distance until I pull the drapes closed. Then I return to bed and lie staring at the ceiling in the dark until dawn creeps around the edges of the drapes.
When sleep finally claims me, I dream of blue butterflies and red foxes, white cats and black dogs, and Granny Lorinda riding a huge great horned owl against a backdrop of the starry night sky and the full, glowing moon, her long white hair snapping in the wind. A flock of ravens follows closely behind her.
When I wake in the morning, my pillowcase is once again covered in blood.
My nosebleed is so bad this time, it soaked all the way through the pillow.



  
TWENTY-SEVEN
MAVEN
I spend the next day with Bea, helping her with her schoolwork. Late in the afternoon, in the middle of a trigonometry lesson, an old memory surfaces from out of nowhere.
A few days before my mother died, I came across her furiously writing something down on a piece of notepaper. She was in the library. Dozens of open books surrounded her on the big oak desk. It was late at night and the house was cold, the fire in the hearth having burned down to a pile of glowing embers hours earlier.
I had awakened drenched in sweat from a nightmare I no longer remember. My mouth as dry as a sun-bleached bone, I went downstairs for a glass of water. That’s when I found my mother bent over the open books, scribbling so fast on the piece of paper she didn’t notice at first when I came in.
When I asked her what she was doing, she didn’t look up as she responded, “Righting a wrong.”
She provided no further explanation. Seeing how focused she was on her work, I slipped out of the room and went back to bed.
Three days later, she was dead.
Deep in thought, I wander into the kitchen. Bea follows me, standing on tiptoe to reach the faucet. She fills a glass with water, then gulps it down.
My heart swells with so much love for her, it’s painful.
“Honey?”
“Yeah, Mom?”
“I love you. You know that, right?”
“I know.”
“I just wanted to make sure. No matter what happens, I’ll always love you. Even when you’re all grown up and I’m not here anymore, I’ll love you.”
She looks up at me, brow furrowed. “Not here anymore?”
“I meant after I pass away, someday far in the future.”
I can’t tell if her expression is confused or disturbed, but just then, Auntie E enters the kitchen. She stops short in the doorway when she sees us.
“Why aren’t you dressed?”
“Dressed for what?”
She sends a meaningful glance in Bea’s direction. “It’s All Hallows’ Eve, May. You should take Bea trick-or-treating.”
Halloween. Shit. How could I have forgotten?
“We never celebrate Halloween in the city. Mom says candy is bad for my teeth.”
I meet Auntie E’s gaze over Bea’s head and force a bright smile. “Maybe just this once we could. Would you like to?”
“Yes!” Her excitement dims. “But I don’t have a costume.”
“I’m sure we can find something for you, little dove. In fact, I’ve got just the thing. How do you feel about being a sorceress?”
“Like with a broomstick and everything?”
Amused, Auntie E laughs. “Witches don’t ride broomsticks anymore! Now they use Wi-Fi to get around. But I do have a lovely hat and cape for you, as well as a wand.”
Bea is impressed by the mention of a wand. Her mouth forms the shape of an O and her eyes go wide with excitement.
Fucking hell.
Auntie E gestures to the door that leads to the large anteroom off the kitchen. “Meet me in the crafts room, Bea. I’m a whiz with a sewing machine. We’ll have you fixed up in no time.”
Bea skips off, grinning. As soon as she’s out of earshot, I turn to Auntie E in dismay.
“We’re just going to lean right into it, huh?”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“You know exactly what I mean. You couldn’t have suggested an angel or a fairy instead?”
She sniffs in disdain. “Angels are nothing but servants. And fairies are mischievous fools. That child is a Blackthorn. She should be proud of her heritage.”
“The only thing our ‘heritage’ ever got us was persecution.”
Her voice gains an edge. “Oh no, love. It’s gotten us much more than that.”
I know this is a fight I can’t win, so I shake my head. “Fine. But will you please give me something to put over my head so nobody recognizes me when I take her out? A paper bag will work.”
She smiles. “I’ll cut two holes in a sheet and make you a ghost.”
“Great. Cut a mouth hole, too, so I can bring a flask with me. I’ll need it.”
Just over an hour later, Q drops us off in a neighborhood near the elementary school, where the streets are crawling with kids in costumes and parents with flashlights, their cheerful yellow beams bobbing through the dark. Auntie E gave me a black sequined masquerade mask adorned with feathers to wear instead of a sheet.
And Bea, my poor sweet child, is in full Wicked Witch of the West regalia, complete with a pointy black hat with a black tulle train, a black long-sleeved dress with puffy shoulders and a full skirt, and green face paint.
She carries a polished wooden stick that she’s gleefully using to cast curses upon every pirate, cowboy, and Spider-Man she sees.
The Disney princesses and fairy queens she leaves alone, for reasons I don’t want to consider.
The night is clear, cold, and windless. The stars are out in full force, twinkling silently in the deep sapphire dome of the sky. We walk from door to door, Bea’s pillowcase growing heavier with candy as we go, until she complains that her feet are tired and asks when Q will be picking us up.
I glance at the sky. On the horizon, the moon is just beginning to crest over the jagged peaks of the mountains. It’s big and ghostly bright, waxing to full in less than a week.
“Not quite yet, honey, but soon. Let’s go into the school’s gym and wait there. They always do a fun haunted house you’ll like. Lots of serial murderers jumping out from behind doors.”
She brightens. “I hope they have Jeffrey Dahmer! He used to eat people.”
I really need to get her away from the TV. “I think it’s more like big guys wearing blue jumpsuits and hockey masks, that sort of thing.”
Her “Oh” is slightly disappointed.
We make our way toward the school. I smile and nod at people we pass, safe behind my feathered disguise. Once we’re on campus, we join a small group of parents and kids entering the gymnasium. It’s been decorated in kitschy Halloween style, with black lights, skeletons leering from behind headstones, headless ghouls hanging on the walls, and zombies shuffling around aimlessly. A canned soundtrack of thunder and cheesy evil laughter plays on a loop through speakers overhead.
We stop inside the doors and look around. Bea wrinkles her nose. “This is for babies. Nobody over six would be scared by this.”
“But you haven’t been inside the haunted house yet.”
When I hear the voice behind us, my stomach drops. I take Bea’s hand and draw her to my side as a tall, caped Dracula strolls around and stops in front of us.
His hair is slicked off his face. His jawline could cut glass. His black tux and white tie are impeccable, as is the long black cape draped over his shoulders. The interior is lined in silk the color of fresh blood.
He’s elegant and devastatingly handsome, this prince of the night, leaning regally on a skull-topped burl-wood cane like he owns Earth and everyone on it.
I’d like to kick him right in his family jewels.
He smiles, revealing a set of pointy white canine teeth that look disturbingly genuine.
Bea says, “I remember you. You’re the man from the grocery store.”
Ronan inclines his head. “That’s right. What a good memory you have, little witch. And what a pretty costume.”
“My great-auntie made it for me. Want me to cast a spell on you?”
She brandishes the wand at him with a flourish. He holds up a hand in mock terror.
“Only if you promise to make it end at dawn. I have to be in bed before the sun is up.”
Delighted that he’s playing along, she grins. “In your coffin!”
“Exactly.”
“After you’ve murdered lots of people and left their corpses rotting in the streets!”
He chuckles. “My, what a little savage.” He lifts his pale-blue gaze to mine. “Fits right in with the rest of the family.”
I don’t know if he’s talking about my family or his. Either way, he’s right.
I smile tightly. “Hello, Ronan. I’d ask if that’s a costume you’re wearing, but I already know you’re a bloodsucker.”
We gaze at each other over Bea’s head until a buxom brunette in a Wonder Woman costume strolls over and links her arm through Ronan’s.
“Your costume’s adorable!” she says, smiling at Bea.
“Thanks. Yours is nice, too.”
Holding my gaze, Ronan winds his arm around the brunette’s waist and pulls her against his side. She stares up at him adoringly with her pretty brown doe eyes.
My heart stops. My stomach curls up into a sick little ball and starts whimpering.
Ronan says tersely, “Maven, this is Colette. Colette, Maven.”
She gazes at me, doe eyes widening in fear. Recoiling, she puts a hand to her throat.
“Maven … Blackthorn?”
My reputation precedes me. I’m ten years old all over again, mercilessly scorned, shunned, and excluded by my peers.
I wish it didn’t hurt so much. I wish I could be unaffected, indifferent, cool. But these wounds we suffer that cut deep to the bone when we’re young and unarmored remain with us forever, regardless of how much older we grow or how far we run from their origin.
We can hope we’ve healed. We can even sometimes believe it.
But one wordless look of reproach can rob us of that sweet delusion so it becomes painfully clear we never were better, we only became better at pretending we were.
I say tightly, “The very same. A word of advice? Get yourself checked for rabies. Your date’s a dog.”
I grab Bea’s hand and pull her away toward the haunted house entry on the opposite side of the auditorium, swallowing around the painful lump in my throat and fighting back tears.
Colette. Beautiful, buxom Colette.
In comparison, I’m a toadstool.
Maybe they’re exclusive. Maybe she’s been in the picture all along. Maybe he was thinking of her when we—
No. I won’t go there. It’s too awful.
Probable, but awful.
I’m such a fool. I let the con man con me when I knew better from the start.
I haven’t been this upset since Becca Campbell beat me up on the playground in fifth grade.
Or maybe the time she spat on me and made me cry in front of two dozen people at the winter carnival.
Or the time she tripped me when I was walking with my lunch tray in the cafeteria at school and a hundred kids laughed uproariously as I went flying and landed flat on my face in a plate of mashed potatoes with gravy.
From his table in the corner, Ronan watched with a smirk.
I’ve worshipped him since I was a girl, adored him with all my heart and all the dark creature parts of my soul that loved him even more because their ugliness seemed less repulsive in the reflection of his heavenly glow, and the only thing I ever got for it was heartbreak.
“Mom, you’re hurting my hand.”
I release the death grip I’ve got on Bea and apologize, hurrying toward the small group of kids and parents entering the open door marked as the entrance to the haunted house. Beyond the door, the light is swallowed by darkness from which a spooky soundtrack emanates.
We enter just in time for the darkness to hide the tears cresting my lower lids and spilling down my cheeks.
We’re in a large space draped in tattered black curtains that ripple ominously in the flickering shadows. A fog machine fills the floor with mists that swirl around fake tombstones and grave markers. A huge, gnarled tree reaches toward the ceiling, its twisted limbs wrapped in wisps of cobwebs. A pathway snakes through themed rooms, separated by more black draping. We pass Frankenstein’s lab with bubbling beakers and bloody, dismembered mannequins, and a witch’s lair with a bubbling cauldron and huge, twitching spiders lit with black lights.
Beyond that is a hall of mirrors. As I enter, I see my own image reflected back at me in fractured pieces from a dozen different angles, but I’m alone.
“Bea?”
My only answer is distant, eerie laughter that bounces off the mirrors and echoes into silence.
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I turn around to go back the way I entered, but I can’t find the way. It should be right there, but it seems as if the mirrors have shifted. The path leading in has disappeared.
A note of panic creeps into my voice. “Bea? Honey, where are you?”
My gaze darts through the shifting shadows for any sign of her, but all I can see are unnervingly distorted images of myself, my reflection multiplied endlessly. I push forward, my pulse racing, pressing my hands against the cold glass to try to find my way out of the maze.
“Bea?” I call out again. My voice echoes eerily in the infinite reflections. My panic increases with every step I take.
Then I catch a glimpse of movement in one of the mirrors—her small figure darting past, deeper into the maze.
“Bea, wait!”
I turn to follow her and crash straight into a panel of glass.
I reel back, clutching my forehead where it hit the mirror. The impact leaves me disoriented. The walls of the maze seem to close in on me, their reflective surfaces twisting my panicked reflection into something almost unrecognizable.
Almost … sinister.
Another flicker of movement catches my eye, this time farther away. It’s a small form in a pointed black witch’s hat, slipping between the mirrors. I lunge in that direction, stumbling forward, but the reflection vanishes as quickly as it appeared. It’s so dark and confusing, I can’t tell if I’m moving forward or going in circles. My fingers brush the surfaces of the mirrors, frantically searching for escape.
Then, as if by some miracle, the mirrors suddenly part. I burst out into the open, the night air cold against my flushed skin. Spinning around, I stare at the exit door swinging closed on the side of the auditorium.
I made my way out, but I can’t leave Bea behind. I have to find her.
Just as I’m about to open the door and dive back in, a familiar voice stops me.
“Maven?”
I freeze, my breath catching. I turn slowly to find Ronan standing only a few feet away, his gaze fixed on me. His buxom companion is nowhere to be seen.
“What’s going on? I heard you shouting.”
“I … I can’t find Bea,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. “She’s still somewhere inside the haunted house.”
His expression hardens, his jaw tightening. Without hesitation, he strides toward the door. “I’ll find her. Stay here.”
“No, wait—you don’t understand. It’s a maze of mirrors in there. And you’ll hardly be able to see anything. It’s almost totally dark.”
He mutters, “You’d be surprised what I can see in the dark.” He yanks open the door and disappears inside.
Wringing my hands, I pace in front of the closed door for a few minutes, debating whether or not I should follow him, when suddenly the door reopens and he reappears, carrying Bea in his arms.
Missing her pointed hat and bag of candy, she clings to him, pale and frightened, but otherwise unharmed.
Flooded with relief, I say, “Oh, thank God.”
“Mommy!” she cries, wriggling free of his arms to throw herself into mine.
I hold her tightly, pressing my face to her hair. “You scared me, honey.”
Her voice small, she says, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get lost.”
“I know you didn’t. I’m just glad you’re okay.”
“I almost wasn’t—I ran into a mirror and fell, and it came off the wall and almost smashed me! But he caught it before it did.”
Those words make my heart contract with fear and dread. If Ronan hadn’t been there, my daughter might have become another Blackthorn accident statistic.
He stands a few feet away, watching us, his gaze fierce and his breathing uneven. When our eyes meet, I feel the raw power of it to the marrow of my bones.
“Thank you,” I whisper.
He nods, his gaze softening as he looks at Bea. “She’s brave,” he says quietly. “Takes after her mother.”
I don’t know what to say to that, so I just hold her more tightly, grateful that she’s safe.
Without another word, Ronan turns and walks off into the night.
My heart pounding, I release Bea and take her hand. Leading her toward the parking lot around the side of the building, I clutch her hand in mine, trying to ground myself, but my thoughts are churning. My mind keeps replaying the scene: Ronan appearing with Bea in his arms, the intensity in his eyes, the way he found her so quickly.
He navigated the maze like it was nothing but an illusion he could see right through.
After a few moments of silence, she says, “Mom?”
“Yes, honey?”
She peers up at my face. “How come Wonder Woman was afraid of you?”
“You’ve probably noticed, honey, but our family is a little different.”
“I noticed. But not different in a bad way, right?”
I hear the note of worry in her voice.
Like most people, she has a natural inclination to fit in. It’s always easier to be one of the tribe, to be liked and welcomed. Being a valued part of a group is built into our DNA.
And as all outcasts know, being different can be dangerous.
Being different can get you killed.
I look at her. “Do Auntie Esme and Auntie Davina seem bad to you?”
She shakes her head.
“What about Q? Does he seem bad?”
“No. I like Q. I like all of them.”
“So there you go. It doesn’t matter what anybody else thinks. You’ve made up your own mind based on your own experience. That’s how you should approach everything in life.”
She contemplates that in solemn silence for a moment, then says, “I think Wonder Woman had fake boobs.”
I’d laugh if I wasn’t already about to cry again. “Well, it is Halloween. Maybe they were part of the costume. Come on, let’s go get an ice cream.”
We walk hand in hand across the parking lot and toward the town square. By the time we reach the Dairy Queen, her lids are droopy, and she’s dragging her feet.
We each get a cone and eat them on the walk back to the school. By now, the moon has risen over the crest of the mountains and illuminates our way, crowning us in ghostly pale light. We sit on the bench in front of the school’s parking lot. Bea rests her head on my shoulder and closes her eyes.
“Q will be here any minute now, sweetie,” I murmur, watching the street. I put my arm around her shoulders and rub her arm, thinking of Ronan but trying not to.
By the time Q pulls up in the Caddy, Bea is asleep. He gently picks her up and lays her down on the backseat, folding his cloak under her head for a pillow.
As we’re driving away, I catch a glimpse of a caped Dracula standing alone in the shadow of a gnarled oak tree across the street, watching us go with his piercing icy eyes.
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Blackthorn Manor is dark when we arrive, brooding and silent, its hulking silhouette barely discernible from the surrounding forest. Inside, the smoky scent of burnt mugwort and foxglove lingers heavily in the air.
Esme and Davina have withdrawn to their chambers, leaving only beeswax candles burning in the niches in the great room walls. They weave shadows that seem to move independently of their sources.
Q carries Bea upstairs to her bedroom as I trail behind. Once he settles her on the bed and leaves us, I wet a washcloth and wipe her face clean of the green paint. I remove her shoes and pull the blankets over her small body, tucking her in as she rolls onto her side, muttering in her sleep.
Luna the second or third jumps onto the bed and settles into a fluffy white ball near Bea’s feet, her keen gaze trained on the bedroom door.
Exhausted, I retire to my room, undress, and take a shower, letting the hot water pummel me, wishing it would wash away all traces of Ronan from my mind.
I’m not that lucky. By the time I dry off, change into pajamas, and crawl into bed, my heart feels as if a horde of hungry rats is gnawing on it.
This is why I never wanted to get close to a man again. This sick, agonizing ache right in the center of my chest. Seeing Ronan with that brunette did more than simply hurt me, however.
It proved without a doubt that no matter how much I tell myself he doesn’t mean anything to me, he’s carved his name onto my heart like no one else ever will.
Like it or not, I belong to him.
I pull my knees up to my chest, drag the blankets over my head, and am drifting off to sleep when Bea’s voice startles me back into consciousness.
“Mom?”
I flip the covers off and blink at her. Looking pale and frightened in the gleaming moonlight spilling through the windows, she stands beside my bed.
“What is it, honey? Are you okay?”
“Can I sleep with you tonight?”
“What’s wrong?”
“It’s the boys.”
Alarmed, I sit up and turn on the bedside lamp. “What boys?”
Her answer comes in a nervous whisper. “The little black-eyed boys in the woods. They’re just standing there, staring at me.”
Relieved there aren’t a bunch of schoolkids hanging desecrated plastic dolls in the shrubs, I scrub my hands over my face and sigh.
“Oh, honey. There are no boys in the woods. It’s just the moonlight playing tricks on you. Let’s get you back into bed.”
I rise, take her hand, and lead her back down the hall to my old bedroom. She climbs into bed and pulls the covers up to her chin. I kiss her forehead, draw the curtains closed, and turn to go.
“Will you check under the bed first?”
This isn’t like her. She’s normally not afraid of anything. I’ve seen her watch serial killer documentaries complete with gory crime scene photos and afterward, sleep like a baby.
Maybe it’s because of what happened earlier. Getting lost inside a hall of mirrors could terrify anyone.
“Sure.”
I kneel and peer into the shadows under the bed. The only thing there is a ball of cat fur.
When I rise and smile down at her, she’s frozen on the bed, her eyes huge.
“What is it?”
Looking past me, she whispers, “They’re behind you now.”
My heart in my throat, I whirl around. The room is empty.
When I turn back to Bea, she’s got the covers pulled all the way over her face. Her whole body is shaking.
“You’re sleeping with me tonight, honey. Let’s go.”
I’m not sure who moves faster, but we’re back down the hall, huddled together under the blankets in my bed before I can count to ten.
Even with the lamp burning and exhaustion weighing heavily on me, I can’t fall asleep until the black sky outside the windows lightens to pearl and dawn chases away all the shadows lurking in the deepest corners of the room.

In the morning, Bea remembers nothing about the boys she saw in the woods. She wakes up in bed beside me confused as to how she got there. When I tell her she was scared, she stares at me blankly.
“Of what?”
“Never mind. It was just a dream.”
She looks at me as if I made the whole thing up and retreats to her own bedroom with the cat following on her heels.
At breakfast, the aunties are all smiles.
“Good morning, love,” says Esme cheerfully, setting a mug of fragrant tea in front of me when I sit at the table. “Toast? Pancakes?”
“I’ll take aspirin instead.”
“You don’t feel well?”
“I was up late with Bea. She had a nightmare.”
“The poor dear. I can’t remember the last time that happened to me. I sleep like the dead. She must’ve eaten too much candy.”
I frown at her retreating figure as she moves to the cupboard to retrieve a plate. “You had a bad dream just last week.”
She turns to peer at me in obvious confusion.
“The snakes, remember? You had a nightmare that big black snakes were slithering all over the house. Twice you said you had that dream.”
Esme shares a surprised glance with Davina, then says gently, “No, love. I didn’t have any dream about snakes. I’m sure I would have remembered that.”
I insist, “Auntie D, you remember. We were all right here in the kitchen when she told us.”
She silently shakes her head.
Disturbed, I stare down into the murky depths of my tea and worry that there’s something seriously wrong with me. First, the nosebleeds. Then, the headaches. Now, I’m imagining entire conversations?
And what about Bea’s bad dream last night—the one she doesn’t remember having?
Was that my imagination, too?
I gingerly touch my forehead, wondering if a tumor is eating its merry way through my brain.
I tell myself it’s only stress, that it must be, but I can’t quite convince myself it’s true.

I’m off-kilter for the rest of the day, so I decide to get out of the house and get some fresh air. I leave Bea doing her lessons with Q, grab a wool coat from the stand by the door, and head out into the foggy, overcast afternoon. I walk with my hands shoved deep into the pockets, trying to clear my mind so I can make sense of things. I’m so preoccupied that when I finally look up, I realize I’ve wandered deep into the woods.
The tall stone spire of a church peeks through the trees about a quarter mile in front of me. I think it’s the old Croft church. I must be on their property.
I stop and stare at the spire for a long moment, gathering myself and letting my racing pulse slow to a more normal pace. I must have been headed here all along, to the place where it all began when my mother died, without consciously deciding.
It’s as if I’m made of iron and the church is a magnet, irresistibly drawing me in.
I take a moment to steel my nerves, then trek on.
The only sound is the crunch of dry pine needles underfoot. It’s eerily quiet and still in this part of the forest, with none of the chatter of birds in the canopy so common in nature, no hooting owls or rustling branches or the happy burbling of a nearby stream.
The forest feels as if it’s holding its breath.
The old abandoned church sits in the middle of a clearing free of trees but choked with weeds and wild grasses. Its limestone walls are chipped and crumbling in some places, in others they’re blanketed in thick green mounds of moss. The stained-glass windows are dull and broken, and the steeple looks ready to collapse at any moment onto the pitched roof.
Dotted throughout the Gothic cemetery next to the church, elaborate headstones mark the places where the Croft family members are buried. The white marble vault topped with a weeping angel is where Ronan’s mother was laid to rest.
I only know that because there was a picture of it in the newspaper. Nobody was surprised when the Blackthorns weren’t invited to the funeral.
The wooden doors at the front of the church have long since been removed, replaced with a heavy rusted gate bolted to the stone. A thick silver chain is wrapped through the iron bars and locked with a padlock, and though everything else about the church is decayed, those are new and shiny.
I walk around the exterior until I find another entrance on the side. The rusted gate that guards it stands ajar, so I slip through.
The inside of the church is cold and dim. It’s empty except for a few dusty, overturned wooden pews near the altar and drifts of dead leaves on the floor. Marble pillars rise to immense stone arches in the vaulted ceiling.
A barnyard funk of animals hangs heavily in the air. It smells musky, like wet straw and rotting wood. Looking around, I wonder which Croft decided he’d had enough of God and left this place to ruin. It’s obviously been abandoned for generations.
Wandering deeper into the building, I discover elaborate gargoyles, angels, knights, and animals carved into the stone walls above the windows and doorways. They’re beautiful and intricate, their design a testament to the skill of the craftsman. A few feet in front of the altar, I stop looking at the walls, my attention drawn to the floor.
Inset into the stone, a large mosaic of black-and-white tiles depicts a wolf with a lamb in its jaws. Above the wolf and its captured prey floats a moon, full, black, and ominous.
It’s the Croft family crest. I’ve seen it many times before, but in this spooky setting, it seems a hundred times more menacing.
“Maven.”
Gasping, I jump and whirl around.
Ronan stands at the top of a set of underground stairs I hadn’t noticed. The steps are carved right out of the stone floor along the wall by the altar, descending into darkness a few feet in.
I press a hand over my thundering heart. “You scared me.”
“Nothing scares you. Even when it should.”
His voice is low and rough. His jaw is unshaven. He’s dressed in faded jeans, battered work boots, and an old plaid flannel shirt. They’re work clothes, common enough for other people, but on him, they seem wrong. It’s as if someone painted a pair of overalls on the David.
He demands, “What are you doing here?”
His tone is so harsh, I’m taken aback. It’s like he’s never met me before, like I’m a devil slinking onto hallowed ground intent on deconsecrating the building.
Glancing at the shadowy stairs, I say carefully, “I guess I’m investigating.”
“Investigating what?”
“My mother died here.”
“I know.”
“Do you know what happened?”
We stare at each other across the space, our gazes locked, neither of us willing to blink first. His eyes hold a blizzard of unspoken thoughts. I’ve never seen him this tense or acting this strangely. The whites of his eyes are bloodshot, and every so often, his left hand twitches.
Instead of answering my question, he deflects.
“You shouldn’t be here. You should go home now. Go home and don’t come back.”
“Why shouldn’t I be here?”
He wordlessly shakes his head.
“I take it you won’t give me a straight answer.”
Another headshake.
I wish that didn’t hurt, but it does. “Then I guess since you asked me why I’m here, I’ll ask you why you’re here.”
“I’m on my family’s property.”
“In the middle of the workweek. During business hours.”
“So?”
“So why aren’t you in Boston running your evil empire?”
He takes a moment to look me hungrily up and down and exhale before answering.
“I took the day off.”
“To visit a crumbling old church in the woods? Why would you take the day off for that?”
“I took the rest of the week off, too. I have business out of town. I needed to visit my father before I left, but then I saw you through the window of the house so I came out to see what you were doing.”
His father’s house is a five-minute walk from the church down an unpaved dirt road with forest surrounding it on both sides. He couldn’t have seen me from there, especially since I’m pretty sure he was in the basement of this church when I came in.
“I don’t believe you.”
He drags his hands through his hair, then turns and paces away a few steps. He turns back to stare at me, his jaw hard and his eyes fathomless.
“You need to go home now.”
“Why? Got a hot date? Is Wonder Woman gonna show up in her invisible jet any minute now?”
His eyes flare with anger, but he keeps his voice controlled. “Listen to what I’m saying. Go. Home.”
“Or what? You’ll call the police and have me arrested for trespassing?”
He closes his eyes, grinds his molars, and draws a slow, aggravated breath. “Goddammit, Maven. This isn’t the time for your smart mouth. Just leave.”
Swallowing around the lump in my throat, I square my shoulders and lift my chin. “Let’s just cut the crap and get into it. My mother fell off the roof of this church.” With emphasis, I add, “Or she was pushed.”
Frustrated, he snaps, “My father didn’t push her. He never would have hurt her.”
He’s so emphatic about that, it makes me suspicious. “How do you know?”
There’s a long, uncomfortable pause before he glances away. “I just know. That’s it. You need to leave now.”
When I only stand there staring at him in narrow-eyed silence, he insists, “Now.”
“Why is it so important that I leave?” I glance at the shadowy stairs. “Something here you don’t want me to see?”
He sees me looking at the stairs, and his expression darkens. I will myself to stand my ground as he slowly approaches. When he’s only a few feet away, he stops and takes a leisurely and meticulous inventory of my body. His gaze snags on my crotch before moving up to my breasts where it stalls again. Then he looks at my mouth and closes his eyes as if he wishes he couldn’t see me.
His voice throaty, he says, “Go now, Maven. For once in your life, please just fucking listen to me.”
“Why should I? Tell me, Ronan. Why should I listen to you? My ears are wide open.”
He mutters an oath. “Did it ever occur to you that maybe people have your best interests at heart when they tell you something you don’t want to hear?”
“Not if those people are you.”
He takes a moment to breathe and try to calm down. I can see how agitated he is, how much he wants me to obey his order to get out, but I can also see that he’s fighting not to come closer.
He’s in a tug-of-war with himself. I’m not sure which side is losing or what they’re battling for.
“Please. I need you to trust me.”
“That’s the funniest thing I’ve heard in years. I think I hear your buxom girlfriend calling.”
His jaw works. He’s restraining himself from saying something, something it appears he really wants to say but doesn’t.
It’s probably an insult about my outfit. Or my hair. Or all the other things he finds lacking in me.
I stare at him, my heart pounding and my lungs constricted, feeling like my seventeen-year-old self again, coming apart at the seams with the weight of this terrible, unbearable love.
So he won’t see the pain etched on my face, I turn and walk out.
My chest aching, I return through the forest the way I came, telling myself the water swimming in my eyes is from the wind.
Except there isn’t any.
Suddenly, an agonized scream rings out in the distance behind me. When I spin around, there’s no one there. But the sound echoes on, a primal howl of anguish that sifts down through the pine branches and slices my soul like a sword.
I stand frozen for a moment, listening until the awful, unearthly cry finally fades and the forest settles into eerie silence.
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By the time I get back to the house, the sun has set, and I’ve exhausted every possibility I can think of for what Ronan was really doing at the church.
It wasn’t renovations, that’s for sure.
I go into the kitchen for a glass of water. Through the window, I catch a glimpse of the yard. The red-and-black fox sits on the iron bench under the grove of birch trees, gazing back at me expectantly as if it’s been waiting there for me to arrive.
When my cell rings, I answer it distractedly. “Hello?”
“Ms. Blackthorn, this is Robert from Pinecrest Cemetery. We spoke about exhuming your mother’s grave. Do you have a moment?”
“Yes, of course. How can I help you?”
He nervously clears his throat and lowers his voice. “I could get into trouble for this, so I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t mention to anyone that it was me who called you.”
“I understand. I’ll keep it confidential. What is it?”
“The state regulatory board moved faster into the investigation of Anderson’s Funeral Home than any of us anticipated.”
My heart leaps with hope. “And? Did they find my grandmother?”
“I’m afraid not, Ms. Blackthorn. But they haven’t found anyone else, either.”
When he doesn’t elaborate, I grow impatient. “I don’t understand.”
“I told you they had started disinterring graves as part of their investigation. They first began with the graves of anyone whose family had filed a formal complaint and inspected those remains.”
“I’m confused. You just said they didn’t find anyone. How could they have inspected bodies if there weren’t any?”
“I’m afraid I wasn’t quite finished.” He hesitates for a moment before continuing. “You might want to be sitting down for this.”
When he hesitates again, the last of my patience unravels. There’s only so much a person can take in one day.
“Listen, Robert, I know you don’t know me, but please take me seriously when I say that if you don’t tell me exactly what’s going on within the next five seconds, I’ll drive over there and make you wish you’d never gotten out of bed this morning.”
“I think you’re going to want to drive over here anyway, because when I said they didn’t find anyone, I was specifically talking about your family’s plot. Eight Blackthorn graves have already been exhumed.”
I’m shocked by that. “Eight?”
“Yes. And I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but every coffin opened so far has been empty. Including your mother’s.”
Speechless, I stare through the kitchen window at the fox sitting on the bench out in the yard.
It returns my gaze unflinchingly, its golden eyes burning bright in the gathering gloom.

For the rest of the evening, I’m preoccupied with thoughts of Ronan and the unsettling mystery of the empty graves at the cemetery. I don’t mention my call from Robert at Pinecrest to the aunties, though I’m not sure why.
There’s something I’m missing. I feel as if the key to unlock all these mysteries is right under my nose, but I can’t see it.
Once I’ve put Bea to bed and I’m back in my own room, I finally listen to Ezra’s voicemail.
“Have you read this month’s edition of Scientific American yet? If not, there’s an article you might find interesting. Page twelve.”
He’s got my curiosity piqued, so I log in to my online account for the magazine and navigate to page twelve. There I find an article about how the Institute of Evolutionary Anthropology conducted a study on the chromatophores of cuttlefish that allow them to change color and camouflage themselves from predators.
I have no idea why he’d think this would interest me.
I scan the rest of the article, growing more and more confused as I read about how the institute also did a study on the cognitive ability of ravens, the DNA sequencing of a fossil from a dinosaur that perished more than seventy million years ago, and the brain neurons of a species of tree frog that can modulate its infrared output.
As far as I can tell, none of those things are related to each other or me. Then I see the name of the corporation that funded the studies.
Croft Pharmaceuticals.
I debate calling him, considering I said we’d never talk again, but I don’t understand why he would’ve mentioned this article. He shouldn’t know I have any connection to the Crofts, and nowhere in the article does it mention Solstice.
I decide it’s worth investigating and give him a call. He picks up after one ring, sounding guarded.
“Hi. This is a surprise.”
“I know. I hope this is a good time. I can call back later if not.”
“No, this is fine. What’s up?”
“I just listened to your voicemail about the article.”
“Oh.” He pauses, then says, “And?”
“Well, I wondered why you sent it.”
“Because of Croft Pharmaceuticals.”
I furrow my brow. “What about them?”
“They offered an ungodly sum to gain access to our lepidoptera collection to study the way butterflies can modify the colors on their wings. Remember?”
“That was them?”
“Yes.”
I’m so overcome with astonishment, I can only stare blankly at the wall with my mouth open. I recall the request, as it was discussed at length during a staff meeting before being rejected, but I never knew it originated from Ronan’s company.
The hamster inside my brain hops on its little plastic wheel and starts to run.
“I searched for you, you know. For years, I’ve had the best private detectives looking for you. But it was as if you vanished. Outside Solstice, Maven Blackthorn doesn’t exist.”
I assumed it was a fabrication when he told me that, a silly bit of flattery designed to lower my defenses, but did Ronan actually know I worked at the museum? Was he counting on me to get his request pushed through?
And if he did know I worked there … what else does he know about me?
Is that why he’s always so insistent about being Bea’s father? He had me followed? But if so, why did he never reach out? Why make up a story about hiring private detectives who found nothing?
Why concoct so may lies?
Into my astonished silence, Ezra says, “You said once that you went to school with the son. He’s the CEO now.”
I pull myself together and focus on the conversation. “Yes, I know. But I can’t recall ever mentioning him to you.”
“You had a bad dream that time you spent the night when Bea had a sleepover at her friend’s house. You woke up screaming his name over and over. That and something about righting a wrong, but it was all very convoluted. You were panicked. It took me fifteen minutes to calm you down. Remember?”
Righting a wrong.
My arms prickle with goose bumps. A shiver runs down my spine.
When I’m silent too long, lost in my headspace, Ezra clears his throat and awkwardly tries to pick up the thread of the conversation.
“I can’t help but wonder what their goal is with these studies they’re funding. It’s strange, don’t you think? The most logical answer is that they’re developing some new medication based on the findings. If so, I’m sure they could conduct animal testing, but I doubt they’d get approval from the FDA to move on to human trials with anything involving genes from a dinosaur.”
Something about the words “human trials” unlocks a dark door inside my brain.
It makes me think of Anderson’s Funeral Home’s secret history of mishandling bodies.
It makes me think of all the people who go missing in Solstice and are never seen again.
It makes me think of my ancestors’ strange, accidental deaths.
It makes me think of the empty graves at Pinecrest.
Finally, it makes me think of what Cole Walker said when I hired him to look into Granny’s disappearance.
“Whatever’s going on in that town, the Crofts know about it. Probably have a hand in it, too.”
My pulse pounding and my mouth dry, I consider the ugly possibility that maybe Croft Pharmaceuticals wouldn’t try to get government approval before starting human trials on a new drug they wanted to bring to market.
Maybe they’d find a few workarounds instead.
And with all their power, all their influence, they could probably pull it off.
My heart races so fast, I’m breathless.
Did my mother discover something she shouldn’t have? Is that why she went to the church that snowy December night? To confront Elijah? Or was she there investigating, and he found her there?
It’s dangerous to be an inconvenient thorn in a powerful corporation’s side.
To keep my mother quiet, to keep the truth buried, to protect some very dark secrets—perhaps my aunties are right. Perhaps she was murdered.
And maybe the father of my child knows a hell of a lot more than he’s letting on.
“May? Are you there?”
“Yes, I’m here. I’m sorry. I just have a lot of things on my mind right now.”
After a moment, he says softly, “Are any of those things me?”
Shit.
“I … um … yes. I owe you an apology, I think.”
“You already apologized. Why are you really calling, May? Is there something you want to tell me?”
Exhausted, I exhale and pass a hand over my face. “It’s complicated.”
He waits for a while to see if I’ll say anything else, then generously lets me off the hook.
“Listen, if you want to call again, just to say hi or whatever, that would be great. We don’t have to get into anything, you know, personal. Let’s just not get to the point where we’re acting like we never met, okay?”
“Okay. Thanks, Ezra. Thank you for being understanding.”
Sounding relieved, he says, “Anytime. Good night.”
We disconnect. I sit with my mind whirring like a blender on high speed until I turn back to the article and read it again, more carefully this time, and discover one more unsettling detail.
In addition to the others, there was one final research study mentioned that was funded by Croft Pharmaceuticals. It was a study on the unusual ability of one animal to use the Earth’s magnetic fields to locate prey and align their hunting leaps with the North Pole so they land headfirst on top of their intended target. It’s called magnetoreception.
The animal studied was the red fox.
My mind leaps ahead at light speed.
If Croft Pharmaceuticals tested an experimental drug on the animal population of Solstice before moving on to human trials, maybe that’s what made the ravens and the fox I keep seeing act so strangely.
Or is it one of many wild foxes running around town with altered chemistry? Were they lab animals that were released? If I go hunting through the trees with infrared binoculars, will I find them colonized by glowing frogs? Do all the rabbits and rats in Solstice have dinosaur DNA?
Last but certainly not least, what in the Jurassic Park fuck is going on here?
With the roar of my pulse thundering inside my head, I recall the blue morpho butterfly Q found the day of Granny’s viewing, how surprised I was to see it here, so far away from its rainforest home.
When my company turned down their request for access to our lepidoptera collection, Croft Pharmaceuticals must have found another donor.
It all comes together in one huge, horrifying IMAX experience, complete with high-resolution images and bone-rattling sound. All the odd occurrences and unexplainable mysteries, all the enigmatic things Ronan said. Including the whopper when I asked him if his father had ever killed anyone.
“Have you ever considered there are things you’re better off not knowing?”
Stunned, I whisper, “It can’t be. He’s not perfect, but he’s not a monster.”
As an instant rebuttal, my brain provides me with a snippet of a conversation between me and Cole Walker. We were talking about all the people who mysteriously vanished in Solstice.
“I seriously doubt the powers that be in that part of the state would allow a story like that to surface.”
“You’re talking about the Crofts.”
“Who else? They own the media, the politicians, everybody who counts. The last thing they’d want is some bad PR that could affect their stock price.”
“So there’s nothing we can do?”
“Like I said, I just thought it was interesting. And even more of a reason for you to watch your back. You don’t want to become a statistic yourself, ma’am.”
A statistic.
Maybe that’s what made Ronan’s mother take her own life. She discovered something so unthinkably evil about her family, it was more than she could bear.
My mind kicks over another dark stone I’ve been avoiding looking under.
All the missing male Blackthorn babies.
Were records of their births wiped clean by someone with the power to do such a thing? Were those newborn boys, unwanted as they were in a family so proudly, defiantly female, part of a grisly pact between two families to provide money in exchange for test subjects?
Maybe that’s how the Blackthorn women have survived through the years.
Not by selling teas and tinctures to the townsfolk, but by selling Croft Pharmaceuticals their male offspring.
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Rattled, I comb my mother’s room for evidence like a forensic technician. I need something to help me stop spinning in mental circles and point me in the right direction.
I rummage through every drawer, searching for hidden compartments. I lift the rug and look for loose floorboards. I peer under the bed, ransack the closet, and delve into every pocket in every coat, dress, and sweater of hers that still hangs there, covered in a fine layer of dust. I look behind picture frames and inside the bathroom cabinets.
The only thing of interest I find is handwritten on a torn piece of notebook paper and wedged between two books on a shelf.
Boil equal parts belladonna, hemlock, henbane, rosemary, and monkshood in flying devil oil until reduced to a thick paste. Dress with full moon water and apply to skin.


It’s a salve recipe, one of the Blackthorn home remedies the townsfolk pay so well for. For hemorrhoids maybe. Or acne, insect bites, sunburn, doesn’t matter. What matters is that she didn’t leave a clue about what, if anything, she meant by “righting a wrong.”
Upstairs in my room, I spend a few minutes pacing the floor, going over every second of the bizarre interaction with Ronan, then I call Cole Walker.
“Hello, Ms. Blackthorn.”
“Do you have a minute?”
“Sure. What’s up?”
“Remember all those missing people in Solstice you told me about?”
“Sure do. What about them?”
“I think Croft Pharmaceuticals is conducting illegal human trials on an experimental medication and kidnapping people for test subjects.”
He pauses to absorb that, then whistles. “That’s quite an accusation.”
“I know. But you told me yourself that they’re crooked.”
“There are a million miles between crooked and abducting people for forced medical experiments. Connect the dots for me. Where’s this testing supposedly taking place? The lab in Boston?”
“No. Somewhere more private than that. Somewhere nobody could accidentally discover what’s going on.”
“Okay, I’ll bite. Where?”
“The basement of their old family church.”
In the ensuing pause, I can almost hear his mind working. I’m unsure if he’s taking me seriously until he says, “All right. Let’s rewind a second. Start at the beginning. Tell me everything that’s brought you to this conclusion.”
I take a breath, gather my thoughts, then tell him about the empty graves at Pinecrest, Ronan’s strange demeanor at the church, his mother’s suicide, and the circumstances of my own mother’s death at that same church, though we already went over that when I hired him.
I tell him about the odd studies Croft Pharmaceuticals funded, the strange behaviors of the animals, the appearance of the blue morpho butterfly, and Ronan’s sickness that he refused to elaborate on.
I tell him every detail I can think of, with the exception of the missing male infants in the Blackthorn family tree.
I’ll decide how to deal with that horror later. There are only so many I can handle in one day.
Finally, I tell him about the scream I heard in the woods.
The anguished, primal scream that sounded like someone was being tortured.
“So you believe there’s a link between the sickness Ronan mentioned and the studies?”
“Yes.”
“But Ronan Croft is a young man. People have been going missing from that area for a long time.”
“I thought about that. And here’s the thing: his father’s been in a wheelchair since we were teenagers. Nobody knows why. One day he just stopped walking. His grandfather shot himself at thirty-five. I never met him, but I remember Ronan telling me about him. He said he was sick. At the time I thought he meant mentally ill, but now I think he meant physically sick with a disease he didn’t want to live with. And both Ronan’s uncles drank themselves to death before they were forty. Like you told me when you heard about my ancestors’ odd deaths, one or two is a coincidence. An entire family tree, and you’re dealing with something else.”
I take a breath and try to remain calm. “The bottom line is that I think maybe the Crofts have a genetic disorder they’re trying to find a cure for.”
A long, thoughtful silence follows. Then Cole says, “Have you told anyone else about this?”
“No.”
“Good. Until I get back to you, don’t say a word.”
“What are you going to do?”
“What I do best. Investigate. Stay by your phone.”
He disconnects, leaving me unsettled. I pace until he calls back about twenty minutes later.
“Hi.”
“I found something interesting.”
I can tell by his tone that by “interesting” he means “suspicious.”
“Such as?”
“There was a mechanic’s lien filed about fifteen years ago for some repair work done on that church. It was released the same week it was filed, which means it was either filed in error or it was paid immediately.”
“Repair work? The place was in shambles. It’s totally crumbling.”
“According to the document, the work done was in the basement.”
I think of Ronan standing at the top of those stairs in the church, warning me to leave, and all the hair on my arms stands on end. “What kind of work was it?”
“Doesn’t specify, but the company sure has an interesting name. Safari Large Exotic Animal Enclosures.”
My stomach drops. There’s another word for enclosures.
Cages.
There are cages in the Crofts’ church basement. Big ones.
That funk of musk and animal I smelled wasn’t from raccoons or rodents who’d moved in. It was from much larger two-legged creatures.
So that was the wrong my mother was righting the night she went to the church. She somehow discovered what I have and went there to help those poor people being held underground.
Except Elijah Croft made certain she couldn’t.
Which Ronan surely knows.
He lied to me. Over and over, about everything. Every word that came out of his mouth was total fiction, designed to get me to lower my defenses and gain my trust.
But why bother with any of that? Sex? He can get that from any woman he wants. All he had to do was ignore me when I came back. Instead, he made it a point to get close to me …
Realization hits me so hard, it’s like a punch to the gut.
Bea shares half his genes.
There’s no better test subject.
He doesn’t want me, he doesn’t want her, what he wants is her DNA.
Cole’s voice cuts through my shock. “We’ve got to be careful how we proceed from this point. We don’t have nearly enough to get a search warrant. Let me dig a little deeper, talk to some people.”
“We don’t need to talk, we need to do something.”
“We can’t just go in there, guns blazing, with nothing but a hunch and an expired lien. They’ll have us thrown off their property and probably prosecuted for trespassing. Or worse.”
I know what he means by “worse.” My mother was already introduced to that.
My brain skips back a few steps to something he said a moment ago.
“We can’t just go in there, guns blazing.”
I walk over to the dresser, yank open the top drawer, and stare down at the pistol nestled among my underwear.
Cole was right when he told me the Crofts own the media, the politicians, everyone who counts, as low and as high as they go. There’s no way we’ll get a search warrant. All he’d have to do is make a phone call to make an inconvenient accusation go away.
Unless there’s irrefutable evidence that can be distributed so far and wide, it would be impossible to bury.
“They can’t have us thrown off their property if they don’t know we’re there,” I say, determined to see my plan through.
I need to see it with my own eyes. I need to see what killed my mother.
And I need proof that Ronan is the monster I suspect he is so my heart can let him go once and for all.
Judging by his aggravated tone, Cole isn’t on board.
“There’s no way they don’t have that entire property wired with cameras. They probably have all sorts of sophisticated monitoring and surveillance, maybe even silent alarms. You could find yourself cuffed in the back of a police cruiser before you could blink.”
“That’s a chance I’ll have to take.”
“Are you willing to gamble your life, too? Because if those people are as ruthless as you think they are, they won’t hesitate to take you down, either. You could just disappear like everybody else!”
“I appreciate your concern. Thank you for everything you’ve done for me.”
After a beat, he says warily, “Why does that sound like I’m being fired?”
“Because you are.”
His voice grows louder. “Ms. Blackthorn, I strongly recommend you don’t—”
“But you can do one last thing for me,” I interrupt. “Do you know anyone in law enforcement that you trust?”
His pause is grudging. “I do. Guy I went to the academy with way back. We work together on some cases. He’s as solid as they come. Why do you ask?”
“Because we can’t trust the cops around here. We can’t trust anybody. So if you don’t hear from me by noon tomorrow, call your friend.”
“And tell him what?”
“Everything I told you.” I draw a steadying breath. “And that he can find me in the basement of the Croft family church.”
I disconnect without waiting to hear the argument I know is coming, then silence the ringer on my phone. I grab the pistol, shove it into the waistband of my jeans at the small of my back, and pull the hem of my sweater over the grip to hide it.
Then I hurry silently down the stairs and slip unseen out the front door.
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I take a different route to the church this time. Past the high school, the houses give way to the woods. I walk through the pines with the moon as my guide, her ghostly pallor painting the forest floor in silvery, shifting shadows.
Finally, my shoes soggy and my breath visible in front of me in steaming clouds of white, I reach the church.
I crouch down behind the trunk of a massive yew tree and survey the graveyard. All is silent and still. The crumbling old building looms in the background, its tall spire spearing the starry sky, its dark windows staring out blankly like empty eyes.
After a few minutes of watchful waiting, I run hunched over through the weeds, tombstones, and crypts to the gate I found open earlier near the back.
Now, it’s locked. A thick new chain is wound around the rusted bars. A shiny padlock dangles from the end link.
I stand there trying to figure out another way in until a muffled cry of pain rises from deep within the bowels of the church.
It’s an awful sound, one of such pure agony it steals my breath. It comes again, the pitch higher, building to a wail that’s cut off as abruptly as it began, as if the person who made it finally passed out from the pain.
Another muffled scream echoes out over the graveyard, but this one has a different tenor. It was obviously made by a different voice.
Realization hits me like a wrecking ball: people are being tortured in this church.
Right now, people in cages in the basement are being tortured.
I have to help them.
Adrenaline lashes through my body, focusing my thoughts like a laser. I scan the wall, but don’t see any other entrance or opening I could exploit, so I trot around the corner, looking for anything useful.
I find it around the other side of the building. A stained-glass window with several panes missing has been barred over, but two of the iron bars are bent outward as if someone tried to pry them open.
Or maybe they were trying to get out from the inside.
In either case, there might be just enough room for me to shimmy through.
The window is about eight feet off the ground, so I drag over a few hunks of limestone rubble lying nearby that have crumbled from the main structure and pile them up until I’ve got a relatively stable base to climb on. Carefully stepping up, I cling to the wall for balance. I’m able to reach the window without toppling over and grab onto the iron bars. Kicking one leg up, I catch my heel on the narrow stone sill and manage to haul myself up to a sitting position, one butt cheek resting on the sill and the other hanging out in space.
Holding my breath and trying to be as quiet as possible, I squeeze through the opening between the bars, then hang by my arms and drop to the stone floor.
I crouch, listening hard into the gloom as the dull thud of my fall echoes into silence. After a long moment where I hear nothing unusual, I stand and pick my way carefully through the sanctuary, guided by the moonlight spilling through the windows, avoiding the drifts of dry leaves scattered over the floor.
When I reach the top of the stairs that lead underground, I look down. Swallowing the light a few steps in, the stone staircase yawns open like a monstrous mouth.
My palms are clammy. My heartbeat sounds like thunder. The pistol is a cold, reassuring weight in the small of my back.
I take the first step, half expecting an alarm to start blaring. When nothing happens, I take another step, then another, hearing only the soft, ragged sound of my breath.
The smell of animal musk is stronger with every slow step I take downward, now mingling with the potent scent of something burning, like a wood fire. After about ten steps, I pause to pull out the gun.
The eerie sense that I’m being watched is overpowering.
But no lights are on in the basement. If anyone is down there, guarding whoever those poor caged people are that I heard, they’d surely have a lamp or candle to see by.
Just as I’m about to take another step, a deep, guttural growl echoes through the basement. Heart hammering, I freeze.
It comes again, a primal, unnatural sound of animalistic rage, rumbling and resonant with an edge of a snarl.
Whatever made that noise, it isn’t human.
All the tiny hairs on my body stand on end. My nerves start screaming. Every instinct inside me yells GET OUT! so I obey them and whirl around.
I miss the step and take a hard fall onto my elbows. My forehead meets the unyielding edge of the stone staircase. I see stars, then nothing at all as I tumble down into darkness.

I swim up into consciousness slowly, feeling as if my limbs are made of lead, and I’m being dragged up from a deep ocean trench, a fossilized relic from a shipwreck thousands of years old.
I open my eyes to blinding white light. Wincing, I squeeze them shut again.
I hope this isn’t heaven. All that bright, cheerful light for eternity will drive me nuts.
“You took a nasty fall,” says a low voice to my right. “No broken bones, though, which doesn’t surprise me. I don’t know of anything that could break Maven Blackthorn.”
Turning my head toward the voice, I crack open my eyes again. There beside the bed I’m lying in sits Ronan, beautiful and watchful, dressed all in black.
I gaze at him blankly, wondering if this is a dream, until the memory of the church comes flooding back in a cold rush. I sit upright too quickly, and the room spins.
Ronan leaps to his feet and catches me as I fall back, easing me onto the pillow with a hand cradled beneath my head.
I lie still with my eyes closed for several moments, breathing in the warm scent of his skin and trying to understand what’s happening.
His knuckles brush my cheek. Warm fingertips trace my forehead. He exhales softly, then chuckles.
“Stubborn little witch. You might be the only person in the world who hates being told what to do more than me.”
Because my throat is so dry, my voice comes out raspy. “Where am I?”
“In my bed.”
Sure. Of course. Because that’s so reasonable.
“How did I get here?”
“What do you remember?”
I hate it when someone answers a question with another question because it only means one thing. They’re busy fabricating falsehoods.
“I remember that you’re supposed to be out of town for the rest of the week. Yet here you are, popping up like a recurring rash.”
“I came back as soon as I heard you’d hurt yourself.”
I peer at him suspiciously. “You heard?”
He nods. “Edward found you in the basement of the church, passed out cold.”
Edward is the Croft family’s equivalent of Q. I think he’s been with them as long as Q has been with the Blackthorns.
“Speaking of that lovely little sanctuary of yours, what the hell is going on in there?”
His expression impassive, he says smoothly, “Besides a deranged stalker trespassing on private property, you mean? Absolutely nothing.”
I turn my head to stare at the ceiling, thinking how he saved me from the falling cement facade at the restaurant, how he saved Bea from a falling mirror in the haunted house that would have sliced her to ribbons had it landed on her head, and now, after a nasty fall that could have easily snapped my neck, I’m waking up in his bed.
Is it coincidence that he’s always acting as the savior? Or is something else going on?
“I’ll give you deranged, but I’m not a stalker. I don’t have the patience for it. And I know you’re lying.”
“I’m curious what makes you think so.”
“Because words are coming out of your mouth.”
He chuckles.
I jerk to an upright position again, staring at him in panic. “Bea.”
He knows what I mean without having to explain. “She’s fine.”
“How do you know?”
“I’ve made sure of it.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means when I can’t be there brooding at your front gate, do you think I just leave you two unguarded?”
Suspicious, I squint at him. “Guarded from what?”
When he merely smiles, I decide he’s playing another one of his games and eviscerate him with my eyes.
“You know I love it when you’re wishing you could shred me to pieces, but it’s too early to fight.”
“I’m not fighting.”
He smiles. “Yes, you are. I know because there are words coming out of your mouth.”
He thinks he’s so clever.
I swing my legs over the edge of the bed and stare at him as the spinning slows at the edges of my vision. Other than that, there doesn’t seem to be very much wrong with me.
Unlike my grandmother, I’m lucky I didn’t break my neck.
He hands me a glass of water from the nightstand. I look at it for a moment, wondering if it’s poisoned, but decide he could have killed me when I was unconscious if he wanted to.
I chug it in one go and set it back on the nightstand like I just won a dare, which of course makes him chuckle again.
Which, of course, irritates me.
“What’s in the basement, Ronan? And please don’t say ‘nothing.’ Just give me a straight answer.”
“I’ll tell you what. You admit Bea’s mine, and I’ll admit what’s in the basement.”
When I remain silent, he smiles again.
“Didn’t think so. But just to show good faith, I’ll tell you. Wolfhounds.”
“Wolfhounds,” I repeat doubtfully.
“Yes. They’re excellent guard dogs.”
I picture a giant version of a wolf with glowing red eyes and bristling black fur, slobber dripping from its sharp canines as it growls menacingly.
Something about that explanation doesn’t pass the smell test, however. I’ve never heard a dog make the kind of growls I heard in that basement. And there’s still the matter of those screams.
I narrow my eyes at him. “Why are they kept in the church?”
“My father normally lets them patrol the grounds freely, but as it was Halloween and there were so many children out, he put them in the kennels.”
“Halloween was the night before last.”
“The groundskeeper neglected to let them out. Edward was about to, but then he found you blacked out on the floor.”
That still doesn’t account for the screams I heard or how strangely he acted. I gaze at him for a moment longer, wondering why he looks so conflicted.
He’s looking at me as if he can’t decide if he wants to kiss me or punch the wall.
After a moment, he breaks our held gazes to look at his hands. His voice low, he says, “I want to ask you a favor.”
“You’re in no position to be doing that.”
“It’s not just for me. It’s for us both.” He lifts his gaze to mine again, and now his eyes are tortured. “I want you to stay away from me, Maven. I want you to promise you’ll stay away.”
That’s so unexpected, I forget to be suspicious of him. “Why?”
He looks at my face as if it’s the last time he’ll ever see it, then says gruffly, “Because I’m not strong enough to stay away from you.”
The honesty and misery in that statement leaves me breathless. I’m uncertain what to say for a moment because I have the feeling we’re on the precipice of something important.
If only I can get him to admit what it is.
“Is this about your girlfriend?”
He closes his eyes and grits his teeth. “I don’t have a fucking girlfriend.”
“Does she know that?”
Opening his eyes, he glares at me. “Yes.”
“I find that hard to believe, considering how cozy the two of you looked the other night.”
He takes a moment to grind his molars before saying, “All right. Colette is my girlfriend. Happy now?”
“No, I’m not happy. I want you to be honest with me for once in your goddamn life and tell me what the hell is going on. You told me you had private investigators search for me after I left Solstice, and they didn’t find anything, yet you requested access to the butterfly collection at the museum I work for. Are you trying to tell me that’s a coincidence?”
He glowers at me for a moment, then rises, turns his back to me, and threads his fingers behind his head.
If he thinks silence is going to dissuade me, he should know better.
“I read the article about all the animal studies, too. Tree frogs? Cuttlefish? Dinosaurs? Pretty esoteric stuff. Does that have anything to do with your sickness?”
He stands like that, tense and silent, then drops his arms and turns around again. His icy pale eyes meet mine.
“If I told you I’ve been in love with you for as long as I can remember, would you believe me?”
“No.”
“Then anything else I could say would be meaningless. Go home, Maven. Leave Solstice, and take Bea with you.”
There’s a big black hole in the center of my chest that’s quickly spreading to engulf the rest of my body. Leave? Where did that come from?
Baffled, I say, “You said you wouldn’t let us leave. You said you’d shut down the train station.”
“Things were different then.”
“What things?”
He glances at my mouth, then squeezes his eyes shut and shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter.”
I don’t understand this. Why is he acting so strangely? “Please look at me.”
He opens his eyes and stares at me warily. I can tell from his expression that I won’t get any more information about whatever “things” are different between us now, so I decide to go straight for the jugular instead.
Watching him carefully, I say, “Are you kidnapping people and conducting illegal human trials in the basement of your family church for a new medication you’re developing?”
He laughs but stops when he realizes I’m not joking.
“Seriously? That’s what you think?”
“I think you’re more shady than shade, and I wouldn’t put anything past you. So, are you?”
Bemused, he shakes his head. “Of course not.”
“Don’t say it like it’s beyond the realm of possibility.”
He gazes at me for a moment, then starts laughing again.
“This isn’t funny.”
“No, it’s hysterical. The look on your face! Where am I supposedly kidnapping these people from?”
“All over Solstice.”
“Sure. And nobody’s ever missed? People in a small town just vanish into thin air, and that’s it?”
“No, then you make sure the stories don’t get out to the public.”
“Ah, I see. And how do I do that, exactly? Brainwashing? A little bit of convenient mind control so everybody forgets George the barber ever existed? I must be really powerful.”
“Forget it.”
My glower makes him grin. “No, please continue. This is the most fascinating thing I’ve heard in years.”
He sits in the chair next to the bed, leans his forearms on his thighs, clasps his hands together, and tilts his head expectantly. He’s mocking me again, one of his top five favorite activities.
“Why do you have to be so insufferable?”
“I’ll assume that’s a rhetorical question.”
When I don’t reply, he muses, “What other heinous acts am I responsible for? I just want to know so I can make sure I tell the priest my sins next time I’m in a confessional.”
“Which will be never, but since you asked … grave robbing.”
He makes a face of disgust. “How working class of me. What am I doing that for, exactly?”
“It’s all part of the illegal human trials.”
“So I’m experimenting on cadavers, too.”
“Yes. Provided to you by Anderson’s Funeral Home.”
“And you really believe all this?”
“I don’t know what to believe. You won’t tell me anything.”
After a long pause where he examines my face closely, he nods. “All right. I’ll show you what’s in the basement of the church. Let’s go.”
He stands and walks out of the room.
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The interior of his ridiculous luxury sports car is nicer than my apartment in Manhattan.
We drive in silence through town until he pulls off the main road onto a narrow dirt road that winds through the tall pines. We follow that for a while as I begin to wonder if my corpse will be found by cadaver dogs sometime next spring.
This is how people disappear. Like this. Someone says, “Hey, let’s take a ride in my car,” and the next thing you know, you’re being dismembered in the woods.
Ronan glances over at me. “What?”
“It’s nothing.”
“And you say I’m the liar.”
I hate how easily he can read me. “Okay, fine. I was just thinking that fall I took must have knocked something loose inside my brain.”
He chuckles. “Because you think I’m the evil mastermind responsible for multiple kidnappings.”
“And murders.”
“Murders, too? You’re starting to hurt my feelings.”
“You say that as if you have any.”
His voice drops. “You’d be surprised.”
When I glance over at him, he’s giving me a look so hot, it could melt steel. Flushing, I quickly look away.
He parks at the edge of a clearing near the graveyard. The church looks far less ominous in the bright morning light. Without a word, he exits the car and starts walking toward the crumbling building.
I watch him go, staring at those broad shoulders and long, powerful legs, and hesitate for a moment before following him.
Ronan is unlocking the big silver chain on the iron gates at the front of the church. He waits for me to reach him, then pushes the gates open and walks in.
The groan of their rusted hinges echoes through the sanctuary like a warning.
Spinning the keys on his forefinger, he strolls over to the descending staircase in the floor by the opposite wall, then turns to look at me.
Sounding bored, he says, “Let’s get this over with, Bugs. I’m on a tight schedule. I’ve got lots of evil masterminding to get back to this morning.”
He walks down the stone steps and disappears.
Hesitating at the top of the staircase, I look down. I can see the floor of the basement for a few feet around the bottom step. It’s an unremarkable gray stone. I descend each step slowly, noticing that it doesn’t smell like animal musk anymore, just mold and rot.
When I reach the bottom step, I find Ronan leaning against a stone column a few dozen feet in front of me, arms folded over his chest, gazing at me from under lowered lids.
“Have a look around, Nancy Drew.”
What I see when I look around are bare stone floors, thick marble columns rising to a vaulted ceiling, and a lot of dusty, empty space.
I also see the big cages lining both sides of the far end of the room. There are a dozen of them total, six on either side.
They look more like dungeons than cages, cells from Medieval castles where prisoners were held. The sides have been bricked in. The bars are thick black metal bolted into the floor.
From my angle, I can only see the ones nearest to me at the end. They appear empty.
Wary, I glance back at Ronan. “Those aren’t like any kennels I’ve ever seen.”
His tone sours. “I suppose your expertise extends beyond bugs to all known creatures?”
Without waiting for a reply, he turns and walks slowly toward the cages. When he reaches the far wall, he spins on his heel and spreads his hands open.
“Take a look.”
I slowly cross the open space, my senses alert for any hint of danger, but there doesn’t seem to be anything amiss. The cages lining either side of the room have nothing interesting inside.
When I glance at him, he drawls, “So what do you think? Am I cleared of all charges?”
“Please don’t be smug.”
He smiles. “Can’t help it. That’s my default setting.”
After a moment of looking around, I say, “You could have moved the test subjects.”
He looks at the ceiling and heaves a dramatic sigh.
“It’s not impossible. I was out all night. Maybe you knew I’d want to see what was down here, so you had everyone moved somewhere else.”
He fixes his icy gaze on me and shakes his head. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, Maven, but I haven’t kidnapped anyone.”
“I heard screams coming from inside this building. Explain that.”
He studies me for a moment. “Are you sure they were screams? It couldn’t have been anything else?”
“Like what?”
“Like the wind. Like a screech owl. Like your imagination.”
I’m about to say it wasn’t my imagination but stop myself. I remember the way Auntie E looked at me when I insisted she said she had a nightmare about snakes, and my face grows hot.
He moves slowly closer, holding my gaze as he approaches. Stopping only a foot away, he reaches out and touches a strand of my hair, gently sliding it through his fingertips.
His voice low, he says, “Let’s play a little game. I’ll give you a truth for every truth you give me. I’ll go first. Why haven’t you braided your hair since the night we made love?”
Noticing that he said “made love” instead of “had sex” or the even less intimate “fucked” throws me for a loop. I close my eyes and exhale, willing my pulse to slow. It bangs away painfully anyway.
I quietly admit the truth while looking at the top button on his shirt. “Because you didn’t like it braided.”
He wasn’t expecting that. A new tension stiffens his body. His fingers tighten around the strand of my hair. We stay like that for a moment until he grips my chin and tilts my head up, forcing me to meet his eyes. He searches my face for any sign of deception.
Not finding it, he pushes for more.
“But why would you care, since you think I’m such a villain?”
“No, it’s my turn. What’s this sickness of yours?”
A shadow passes over his face. His eyes darken. He debates for a moment, then answers grudgingly.
“It doesn’t have a name. Medical literature has no comparable cases. We can’t find any instances of it outside our family. We believe it’s a genetic mutation, but we can’t pinpoint it on our DNA.”
My pulse is racing. A hundred questions crowd my mind, but it’s his turn, so I bite my tongue and remain silent, thinking of Bea and what this mutation might mean for her.
As soon as we return to New York, I’m getting her tested for everything.
Still holding my chin, he begins to thoughtfully stroke his thumb over my jaw, back and forth in a lazy slide of skin against skin that makes it hard for me to breathe.
His attention fixed on my mouth, he says, “The first time we spoke after you came home, you said you hated me. Is that still true?”
Breathing shallowly, I hesitate before shaking my head.
“Say it out loud. I want to hear you say it.”
Something about the dark, intense tone of his voice makes me tremble. Not from fear, inconveniently. I whisper, “It’s not true. I don’t hate you. I wish I could, but I don’t. I never have.”
His chest expands as he inhales. His jaw tightens, and his lips thin. He’s got that restrained look about him again, as if he’s holding himself in check with a tremendous effort of will. And then, only barely.
I moisten my lips and gather my courage. “Did you know I worked at the museum when you made the request to access our lepidoptera collection?”
His answer is instant. “No. I don’t do the outreach for studies. There are dedicated teams who handle that, far down the food chain from me. If I’d known where you were, I would have come to you.”
He slides his hand down and encircles my throat. I tense, keenly aware of how easily he could harm me if he wanted to. But I don’t try to pull away. For some inexplicable reason, that gentle pressure around my throat is arousing.
He senses it somehow and tightens his grip, pulling me against his body. Lowering his head, he speaks in a thick voice into my ear.
“If I’d known where you were, baby, all the demons in hell couldn’t have kept me away.”
He sounds sincere. Or is it my imagination again, playing tricks on me?
He lifts his head and slants me a challenging look, head tilted to the side, our faces inches apart.
“Your turn. And I believe you know the question.”
His thumb is pressed against my carotid artery, so he can surely feel how wildly it throbs. I swallow, my body thrumming under his touch, a kind of feral forest blood running through my veins.
Every time he touches me, this happens. My body responds independently of my will. I don’t understand it, and it frightens me, especially because it only seems to be getting worse.
I feel like a stranger to myself. I feel as if I’ve swallowed myself like an ouroboros swallowing its own tail and ensuring its own destruction, only to be reborn to do it all over again.
We could be caught in this cycle forever, Ronan and I, this push-and-pull back-and-forth unending cycle of thrust and parry, feint and lunge, unless one of us decides to stop dancing around like the dueling fencers we’ve always been and break it.
But I have something precious to protect, and I’ll lay down my own life before I’ll risk hers.
My voice comes out hoarse with emotion. “Bea is all the best parts of me, the best thing I’ve ever done or ever will do, and I’ll never give her up. Never. I’ll protect her until my last breath. I’ll kill to keep her safe. I say this because I don’t want there to be any misunderstanding. If you try to take her, not even God can keep you safe from me.”
He nods, once, slowly, never taking his gaze from mine, then inclines his head and presses a chaste kiss to my lips.
Even that barest of contact makes me shiver.
“I’ll give you three days. Leave Solstice before sunset three days from now, and I’ll let you both go. You have my word I won’t try to stop you, and I won’t follow you. It will be the end.”
His gaze drills into mine. His voice drops to a growl.
“But if you’re still here, I’ll consider it your tacit acceptance that you’re mine, and I’ll never let you go. Not even if you beg me to. And you will, Maven. Once you know everything, you’ll beg to be set free. But it will be too late. Once I claim you, you’re mine forever.”
His eyes are dark and endless as he repeats my words.
“Not even God can keep you safe from me.”
He kisses me again, this time hard, his lips bruising mine, then breaks away abruptly and pushes past me, striding toward the staircase without looking back.
Rattled, I stand alone in the middle of the basement, listening to the echo of his footfalls slowly die and gazing around the empty space and the strange Medieval cages, until something catches my eye. Frowning, I walk over to the enclosure at the farthest end of the room.
Embedded high into the stone wall is an object.
Long, curved, and black, it’s stuck in the seam between two chunks of rough-hewn stone, about eight feet up from the floor. Light glints off its glossy surface, the wink that caught my attention.
I climb the iron bars until I can reach the thing, then stick my arm through the bars, grab it, and try to wriggle it out of the wall. It’s embedded deeply, but finally gives after a few hard tugs.
I drop back down to the floor and look at the object I’m holding.
It’s larger than my hand, easily over eight inches in length, curved like the crescent of a moon and narrowing from a thick base to a wickedly sharp pointed end made for piercing flesh. Its polished ebony surface isn’t disturbed by any markings or blemishes. It’s smooth and perfect, as heavy and cold as a chunk of obsidian in the palm of my hand.
It’s a claw.
The hair on my nape rising, I glance around at all the other cages, thinking now that maybe they weren’t installed to hold people or dogs, but something far more monstrous.
On my way out of the church, I notice something I didn’t on the way in. Four tracks of slim tire impressions in the dust on the floor lead to and from the basement.
They were made by a wheelchair.

When I return to the house, it’s with a brittle, pasted-on smile that probably won’t hold up to any scrutiny.
Thankfully, only Q is around, chopping wood outside the greenhouse. He doesn’t notice me come in, so I head straight upstairs to check on Bea.
She’s still sound asleep.
I sigh in relief, then lock myself in my bedroom and conduct an online image search for anything that might match what I found in the church basement cage.
Wolfhounds are immediately ruled out as their claws are nowhere near as large. And even if the hound it came from had been enhanced with some kind of doggie steroid, the claw is an entirely different shape.
The only other animal claw that comes close in size is that of grizzly bears, but their shape is different, too, more elongated than like a scythe.
I sit with it, turning it over in my hands and thinking of my strange conversation with Ronan.
He told the truth about not knowing I worked at the museum. Of that, I’m almost sure. But there are still layers of deception to him. Layers that run so deep, I doubt I could ever find the bottom.
Why would he do everything to get close to me, then do an about-face and say I should stay away from him, only to give me whiplash by threatening that I’ve got a few days to leave or else I’m his forever?
The way he said it, he made belonging to him sound like a prison term.
Or a death sentence.
Deep in thought, I go into the bathroom, needing a shower to clear my head. As I’m undressing, I discover my pistol is missing.
Either it’s in the church basement, dropped when I tumbled down the stairs, or Ronan took it when I was unconscious.
I think I know which.
A quick check of the mirror shows no bruising on my face, though both wrists hurt and my neck is sore. Turning the shower water to hot, I step under the spray and close my eyes, letting the water stream down my skin and chase away the knots in my muscles.
As I relax, a dark vision forms beneath my eyelids.
I see acres of grave markers stretching into a gray distance. They stand watch over empty graves, black earth piled up on the grass beside them in mounds. A massive flock of ravens circles above in an iron-gray sky, shrieking like harbingers of the apocalypse as they soar above the empty boneyard.
A group of ravens is called an unkindness, for reasons I don’t want to know.
I shake my head to clear the sinister vision and focus on the next steps.
With no bodies to perform autopsies on, the coroner can’t determine what caused my mother’s and other relatives’ deaths. Until the authorities can catch up with Mr. Anderson, I can’t find out anything more about how my grandmother was taken from the mortuary. The mystery of the missing male offspring in our family line is one I have no idea how to solve, considering everyone else in the family is dead but the aunties, neither of whom ever gave birth and who seem to be ignorant about some important aspects of the family’s history, namely that we all die by random accident.
I’m no closer to solving any of these mysteries, but I can’t stay in Solstice indefinitely. I have to return to work. Bea needs to go back to school.
Time is running out.
I turn off the water and step out to dry myself. As I’m pulling on a pair of clean jeans, I hear a knock at my door.
I tug on a sweatshirt and open up to find Auntie E standing there in her usual simple black gown and fresh face.
“Good morning, love.”
“Good morning.”
“Will you be down to breakfast soon?”
“Yes, in just a few minutes.”
“Good. Until then, we’ll keep entertaining your friend.”
I freeze, horrified she might be referring to Ronan. But no. There’s no way they would have let him into the house.
“What friend?”
“Ezra.”
The room tilts. My mouth drops open. What is he doing here?
Seeing the shock on my face, Auntie E smiles. “What a handsome young man. Charming, too. Shame on you for keeping him a secret. But I think you should move fast, love, because Davina seems to have taken quite a liking to him.”
She winks, then turns away and glides down the corridor, leaving me staring after her in dismay.



  
THIRTY-FOUR
MAVEN
In the kitchen, I find the aunties sharing tea at the big wooden table with Ezra, who jolts to his feet when I come in.
I don’t miss the look of approval the aunties give each other when he does that.
“Hi, May,” he says softly.
Looking every bit the scholar, he’s casually stylish in jeans and a tailored navy blazer, a crisp white button-up shirt beneath. His dark-blond hair is tidy and appears as if it was recently trimmed because it was, every other week without fail at a barber’s he’s been patronizing since college. His oxfords are worn but polished. His smile is tentative.
Behind his thin-rimmed glasses, his brown eyes beg me not to kill him.
Honestly, if murder were legal, so many people I know would be dead.
My eyes telegraphing my displeasure, I say coolly, “Hi, Ezra. This is a surprise.”
“I know. I’m sorry to show up like this, but I needed to see you.” He glances at Davina, then Esme, then clears his throat.
“We’ll leave you two alone,” says Esme, rising, but I’m quick to replace that plan with another.
“No, you two enjoy your tea. Ezra and I will take a walk in the garden.”
I don’t want him spending more time in the house than necessary. Blackthorn Manor is no place for the uninitiated.
I give him a look that means follow me or risk death by strangling. With a murmured word of thanks to the aunties, he follows me out of the kitchen and through the door into the yard.
The morning is heavy with fog. Tree branches drip with dew. The sun is a distant fuzzy disc, her light shrouded in drifts of dark clouds. All sounds seem muffled. Reminding myself to stay calm and breathe, I walk across the yard to the iron bench and chairs beneath the grove of birch trees.
Then I turn around and wait for him.
He’s only a few steps behind. When he reaches me, he stops and shoves his hands into his jeans pockets.
“I know,” he starts, looking sheepish. “You’re upset because I showed up unannounced like this.”
“It’s just so unexpected. You should have called.”
“Yes. I’m sorry. But after I heard what happened, I felt terrible. I knew you’d say no if I asked to come see you, but I thought you needed support right now.”
I have so many questions, I’m not sure where to start. “How did you get here? And how did you find the house?”
“I drove in from the city last night, then asked the woman at the inn I booked if she happened to know where May Blackthorn lived. She pointed me in the right direction.”
He chuckles nervously. “She uh, also said I shouldn’t go anywhere near this place after dark.”
My smile is tight. “Small-town people and their silly superstitions. Let’s back up a second. You already knew I came home for my grandmother’s funeral, so what do you mean you thought I needed support now?”
Surprised, he gazes at me for a beat. “Luce told us yesterday at the staff meeting.”
Unease prickles my skin and kick-starts my pulse. “Told you what?”
“Oh shit.” He sighs and closes his eyes. “She didn’t tell you.”
“Tell me what, Ezra?”
He makes a face of apology before hitting me with the ugly truth.
“You’ve been let go.”
For a split second, I don’t grasp his meaning. Then understanding slaps me across the face, making me suck in a horrified breath.
“They fired me from the museum?”
He groans. “I’m so sorry. I can’t believe this is how you’re finding out. I assumed they would’ve told you first!”
My head spinning, I sit on the iron bench. It’s ice cold against my legs, almost as freezing as my body.
I can’t believe it. I’ve never had a bad performance review, never had any altercations with the staff or visitors, never set a foot out of line. My boss and I have always gotten along well, so this is totally out of left field.
Then my suspicious nature kicks in to remind me not to be so gullible.
I stare up at Ezra, my mind working at light speed. “On what grounds was I fired?”
“She didn’t specify. It was a very brief meeting. She only said you were terminated, effective immediately, and that the search for your replacement would begin next week. We were all shocked.”
“Not as much as I am,” I mutter, wondering who would have the power to get me fired for nothing. I can come up with only one name.
I sure picked a prince of a baby daddy.
I pass a hand over my damp hair, then stand, avoiding Ezra’s eyes. “I’ve got to call Luce and sort this out. Thank you for making the drive all the way here, but it was unnecessary. I’ll walk you to your car.”
I turn away but stop when Ezra chuckles. “Well, this is awkward, but your aunts invited me to stay here for the weekend.”
I freeze, clench my jaw, and silently curse. “That’s not a good idea.”
“I already said yes.”
“They’ll understand when you change your mind.”
He stares at me for a beat. “But I don’t want to.”
“Ezra—”
Stepping closer, he says quickly, “It’s only a few days, May. I drove seven hours to see you. We don’t have to talk about us, okay? We can just hang out. Have dinner. Maybe go to a movie. No pressure.”
I don’t understand why the universe is conspiring to break my spirit, but I’ve had enough of this shit. Unfortunately, I’m also sick of fighting it every step of the way.
“Look, I appreciate the effort you’re making. It doesn’t change my mind about us, but I really do appreciate that you came all the way up here just to make sure I’m okay. That being said, I’m not comfortable with you staying in the house. I’m sorry, but that’s just the way I feel. I’ve got Bea, and things are very stressful right now—”
“I totally understand,” he interrupts. “It’s not a problem at all. I’ll stay at the inn. On Sunday morning, I’ll head back to the city.”
When I don’t respond, he steps closer and drops his voice.
“I’m not expecting anything. I mean it. I just care about you, May. There’s no reason for us to be strangers just because we’re no longer dating. Let me be a friend.”
Friend. I’d laugh at that if it wasn’t so depressing.
I don’t have friends. I have secrets. I have baggage. I have emotional scars. But friends are one thing I’ve never had and still don’t because I’m a Blackthorn.
If we had a family motto, it would be “Go fuck yourself.”
But strangely, the aunties seem to have taken a shine to Ezra in all his navy-blazer-and-nerdy-hot charm. It must tip the scales in his favor because I find myself acquiescing.
“Okay. For the weekend. But as friends, right?”
His smile is relieved. Nodding, he agrees. “Just as friends. This is gonna be great.”
I think he’s vastly overestimating.
We walk back to the house in silence that is short of comfortable, but not painfully awkward. Back inside the kitchen, we sit and chat about nothing of importance with the aunts, who keep waggling their brows suggestively at me behind Ezra’s back.
I smile and pretend not to notice because how is this my fucking life?

Bea trudges downstairs just as Ezra is leaving. I watch his car drive away from the gate, then turn and pull her into a hug.
“Good morning, honey.”
“Morning.”
“You slept late.”
Yawning, she nods. She’s groggy, sleepy-eyed, and pale, her long hair in tangles. Smoothing my hands over her hair, I ask if she had sweet dreams.
“I had that dream about being a big black dog again. Only this time I was hunting.”
“Hunting for what?”
She shrugs. “I dunno. I couldn’t really see because I was in like a cave or a tunnel and it was dark. But I think it was like a lizard. Only huge.”
She doesn’t seem upset about it, so I kiss her on top of her head and lead her by the hand into the kitchen for breakfast, leaving her to her studies with Q when she’s finished. They settle into the great room near the unlit hearth with her final lessons to be completed for school, then I go back upstairs and call my boss.
I get her voicemail, so I leave a message and call her boss.
That goes to voicemail, too. I look through my emails to see if I missed anything from either of them. When a search shows nothing, I send them an email requesting that we set up a call.
If Ronan took my gun, this is why. He knew what I’d do with it when I found out he had me fired from the museum.
His mind games are next level. Machiavelli’s got nothing on him.
The next call I make is to the dark prince himself.
“Oh, hello,” I say when he answers. “Not disturbing anything too important, am I?”
“You’re disturbing all kinds of things, in fact. Why are you mad at me now?”
So he can tell my peachy Southern sweetness is draped over a cannon.
“Who, me? I’m not mad. I’m just over here wondering what I’m going to do with all this free time now that I’ve been fired from my job, that career I schooled so long for and whose student loans I’m still paying off. I hear pickleball is pretty fun, but I worry about the integrity of my ankles.”
A few seconds pass before he says, “Fired?”
“Ugh. You sound so convincing. I wonder if your picture is in The Guinness Book of World Records under Biggest Jerk?”
“Stop being a smartass and tell me what you’re talking about.”
Ignoring that, I say, “No, Biggest Jerk is too generous. Biggest Prick?” I laugh. “Accurate on so many levels.”
“Now she’s making dick jokes,” he mutters.
“You’re lucky I’m not making holes in your body with bullets!”
“Hmm. She’s furious.”
“Yes, I’m furious, and stop talking about me in the third person. I’m not royalty and neither are you, despite what you think of yourself.”
His patience snaps. He growls, “Okay, Maven, here’s where you use all those big words you know and tell me what the fuck you’re talking about.”
We breathe at each other in hostile silence until I pull myself together. “Let me put this the polite way instead of the way I really want to say it. Did you have me fired from my job?”
He snorts. “Nooo, I’m sure that charming personality of yours did all the work for you, sweetheart.”
I pause to enjoy him calling me sweetheart, then shove that aside to get back to my rage. “It’s part of your plan, isn’t it?”
“I shouldn’t even ask, but which plan is that?”
“The one to drive me to the brink of insanity!”
He says drily, “It’s obviously working.”
The steam coming off my head is probably curling my hair. “I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, Ronan, but I won’t let you ruin my life. I mean it.”
His voice turns deadly soft. “This isn’t a game, Maven. What’s between us has never been in jest. It’s been life or death since the beginning. All or nothing. Make or break. Do or die.”
I pull the phone away from my ear to grimace at it. “I’m sorry, I must have the wrong number. I dialed a lunatic. I was looking for the other lunatic. The one who’s doing all the evil masterminding in his spare time.”
There’s a long silence. Then, a heavy sigh.
I’m sure he’s recorded himself over and over doing that exact sound just to get the balance of grievance and disappointment right because it is entirely too convincing.
He sounds beat.
He’s so awful, the big faker.
But he’s obviously not going to give me an inch, so I ask him where my gun is instead.
He makes a sound of derision, a scoff only the king of smug could ever manage. “That silly little six-shooter you call a weapon? I threw it in the garbage. I’ll buy you something better.”
Who throws a gun in the trash? What is wrong with this person?
“Make it one of those Star Trek lasers that can evaporate villains with a press of a button, please. That would be super useful.”
After a moment, he says, “You know what I think?”
“No, but I’m sure it will be groundbreaking.”
“That damn smart mouth. What I was going to say is that I think this is another excuse to call me.”
“Wait, let me rewind this call so I can play your melodramatic sigh back to you.”
“If you really thought I’d had you removed from your position, why didn’t you immediately contact the police? The press? Any one of my army of enemies? Wouldn’t that have been a better move, to expose my wrongdoings to a public who no doubt would shit themselves in glee that the big corporate bad guy is finally getting his comeuppance?”
I think for a moment, then nod. “Good point. I have to hang up now. I’ve got a few calls to make.”
The following silence stretches the limits of my patience. I sit on the edge of my bed and pinch the bridge of my nose. “So you deny it.”
“Yes, I fucking deny it, because I had nothing to do with it.”
He’s emphatic. I’m exhausted. I don’t know what to do.
“I’ve earned your distrust,” he says, his voice dropping to a low, stroking growl. “I know it. Maybe someday, I’ll get the chance to make it right. But I didn’t get you fired. I can’t convince you, but like it or not, that’s the truth.”
My head is starting to pound. I’m dizzy with fatigue or maybe hunger. I want to throw a rock at his face but I also want him to hold me and tell me everything will be okay.
I’m disappointed that the second thing is much more appealing.
I decide this is a good time to put on my big-girl panties and tell him the hard things. This might be the last time we speak, after all, and I just can’t hold on to these ghosts any longer.
I’m going to set them free.
“All my life, I’ve been heavy. This weight is invisible to everyone but me, but it’s there, every day, weighing me down with every step. I didn’t choose it. It was given to me. It’s mine to carry, except I don’t want it anymore. I just want to feel soft. I want to be light and easy. But there’s nowhere safe for me to put this weight, so I have to keep carrying it until the day it finally breaks my bones and grinds me down into dust, and there’s nothing left of me.
“I’m tired, Ronan. Tired of guessing, tired of fighting, tired of hiding who I am. I just want peace. But I can’t have peace without clarity. And I can’t have clarity without your help.”
He waits in silence, listening.
“I’m not okay with what happened between us. I got stuck back there, and I can’t find the way out. I feel like I’m trapped in a room with no doors. Build me a door.”
“How?”
“Tell me your side of the story.”
There’s a darkness to his silence, but it’s not cold or mean. It’s somber and somehow hopeless.
Finally, he speaks. “Not over the phone. Let’s talk in person. I need to see your face.”
He never makes it easy for me. Not even now. There’s always a price to be paid.
“When?”
“Tonight.”
Ezra and I are meeting for dinner tonight, so I suggest tomorrow instead.
“Six o’clock. My place.”
He disconnects before I can reply. Seconds later, the phone rings. Looking at the number on the screen, I sigh.
“Hello, Mr. Walker.”
“So you’re not in a jail cell. I was beginning to wonder. You were supposed to call me this morning.”
“I’m sorry about that. Things have been a little unhinged over here.”
He waits for me to elaborate. When I don’t, he says, “You wanna tell me what happened last night after we hung up?”
“You mean did I go to the church.”
“Yep.”
“Yes, I did.”
“And?”
I think of those big eerie cages and the unnaturally large claw I pulled from high on the wall. I think of waking up in Ronan’s bed and how gently he handled me. I think of how he said he threw my gun away and how convincing he sounded when he denied having me fired. I think of our date tomorrow night and what it might mean for both of us.
Then I lie.
“There was nothing interesting there.”
He grunts. “So your theory was bunk.”
“It appears so.”
His tone sharpens. “Then why’d you say things are unhinged?”
Great. Now my private investigator is investigating me.
“I don’t know how much time you spend with your relatives, Mr. Walker, but I’ve been with mine for weeks now. My mental health is hanging on by a thread.”
He chuckles. “It only takes one dinner with my in-laws for me to get there.”
“So you understand.”
“Sure do. And if you decide you want to tell me whatever it is you’re hiding, I still consider myself on the job, even though you fired me.”
This person is inconveniently intelligent. What a double-edged sword. But I can’t admit that, so I thank him instead.
“I appreciate the support. I’ll give you a call if anything else comes up.”
“You do that, Ms. Blackthorn. I have a feeling I’ll be hearing from you soon.”
We say our goodbyes and hang up, but his words are stuck in my head for the rest of the day.
It seems we both know that whatever’s going on in Solstice, it’s far from over.



  
THIRTY-FIVE
MAVEN
Remembering how cryptic Ronan was about having someone watching the house, I told Ezra I’d meet him at the restaurant. It’s better this way, anyway, because it feels like less of a date if he doesn’t pick me up.
I know he agreed to the whole we’ll-just-be-friends thing, but you don’t drive seven hours to see a friend who recently broke up with you, even if they did get fired from their job.
The math isn’t mathing.
This feels more like an errant knight galloping in on his white horse thinking he’ll save the day. If that’s the case, this meal is about to be very fucking depressing.
He’s waiting for me inside the door of the Italian restaurant. Hoping this place doesn’t have any large blocks of cement intent on falling onto my head, I greet him with a wave. The hostess guides us to our table, then leaves after taking our drink orders.
I say, “I’d like to ask you a question, if you don’t mind.”
“Of course I don’t mind. What is it?”
“Why didn’t you mention the staff meeting when we spoke on the phone?”
He takes the linen napkin from the table and drapes it across his lap, then straightens his plate until the pattern around the edges lines up with his cutlery.
“I thought you already knew. It never occurred to me that Luce wouldn’t have told you first. But you sounded so strange, so unsettled, I made the decision to take today off and drive up here to see you.”
Glancing up from his plate, he meets my eyes. “You seemed like you could use a friend.”
There’s that word again. It’s possible he’s a bit confused about the definition.
“That was really thoughtful of you.”
“Were you able to get in touch with Luce?”
I shake my head. “I left a voicemail. Email, too. I don’t know if she’ll call me back. I have a feeling I’ll either be dealing with HR or legal.”
His eyes darken. “It’s shitty the way they did this. You’re such a valuable member of the team.”
“That’s kind of you to say. I still can’t wrap my head around it.”
“Have you given any thought to what you’ll do next?”
My chuckle is humorless. “It’s a little soon to make plans. I’m going to concentrate on the martini I’ve got coming. That’s about as far as my brain will take me. These past few weeks have been crazy. I can’t seem to find my footing. Every time I turn around, a new disaster awaits.”
“It’s understandable that you’re upset. You’ve had a lot of upheaval to deal with.”
By the tender look in his eye, I can tell he’s adding our breakup into the mix. Uncomfortable, I shift in my seat and pray for that martini to arrive.
Fortunately, the wait is short. The drink is cold, bracing, and delicious. I sip it, surprised to see Ezra guzzling his glass of red wine. He’s never been much of a drinker.
“You’re nervous,” I note, watching him.
He pushes his glasses up his nose and laughs. “I forgot how intimidating you are one-on-one.”
“Ezra, this is just my face. I can’t help that it scares people.”
It doesn’t scare Ronan one bit, but I’m not thinking about him.
“It’s not that you’re scary, just intense.”
When I lift an eyebrow, he admits, “Okay, you’re scary, too. But in a good way. It keeps people on their toes.”
How nice it must be to have a face that doesn’t make people want to run away screaming. I try on a smile, but judging by Ezra’s expression, it’s not having the intended effect.
When I stop smiling, he seems relieved.
“Your hair is nice like that. I haven’t seen you wear it loose. And the roots are interesting.”
That’s a polite way of saying weird.
He didn’t know I’m a natural redhead because every other part of me is waxed or shaved into an inch of its existence. And I dye my eyebrows so they’re dark to match my hair.
Erasing the past is a big commitment.
“Thank you.”
We sit in a silence that’s uncomfortably loud, avoiding each other’s eyes while he guzzles the rest of his wine and motions to the waitress for another. I decide this is as good a time as any to ask his opinion.
Removing the claw from my handbag, I set it on the tablecloth and push it toward him. “What do you make of this?”
He leans over and squints at it but doesn’t touch it. “Is it real?”
“I don’t know. Considering you’re the primate specialist, I thought I’d ask. I’ve never seen a claw this size before.”
He picks it up and turns it over in his hands, examining it closely. Then he shakes his head. “This isn’t a claw.”
That surprises me. “What do you mean?”
He holds up the vicious-looking crescent. “It’s a talon.”
As soon as he says the word, I see it. Talons typically belong to predators that stab to kill their food, like birds of prey. But whatever bird grew that talon would have to be the size of a gorilla.
“Any guesses what animal it came from?”
He studies it thoughtfully, then shakes his head. “The closest match is the talon of a harpy eagle, a huge raptor native to the rainforests of South America. But even those aren’t as big as the bird that lost this. Assuming it’s real, that is. I doubt so, considering the lack of texture and striations. It’s too perfect. Where’d you find it?”
He hands it back to me and eagerly accepts the glass of wine the waitress has just arrived with.
I tuck the talon back into my purse and shrug. “On a walk.”
We order food and enjoy a pleasant, unremarkable meal. I finish my martini, and Ezra has two more glasses of wine. By the time we’re done eating, his cheeks are splotchy, his eyes are glassy, and he’s laughing too loud at things that aren’t funny.
He’s drunk.
Silly of me that I thought this week couldn’t get any worse.
When the check comes, he insists on paying. Then he blows out a hard breath and stands abruptly, pulling at his collar. “Can we go outside? I need some fresh air.”
Out on the sidewalk, he’s jittery. When I tell him I should drive him back to the inn in his car, he insists he’s fine.
“You don’t seem fine enough to drive without committing a felony.”
“I’m just nervous. I … I have something I want to ask you. Here, come around the corner. I don’t want to do this standing on the sidewalk.”
Mystified by his odd behavior, I watch him lurch around the side of the building and disappear into the alley.
I look up and down the street. There are very few people out, only an old couple walking arm in arm on the opposite side of the street and a woman window-shopping a block down. The streetlights are on, the town is descending into darkness, and everything is status quo.
Why is he acting so strangely?
I walk to the alley and find Ezra pacing in front of an overflowing dumpster, wringing his hands. He stops and looks up at me.
“Ezra, are you okay?”
“Yes.”
I step into the alley, avoiding the slimy river of black water snaking down the middle of the cobblestones, and meet him by the dumpster. I’m half expecting someone with a mask and gun to leap out of it and drag me into a nearby van because that’s the kind of month I’m having.
Instead, Ezra smooths his hands down the lapels of his blazer, shifts his weight from foot to foot, takes a breath, then blurts, “I think we should get married.”
Oh Lord. I honestly would have preferred the kidnapping.
“Well. That’s, ah … that’s a surprise.”
He steps closer, nodding. “I know. Allow me to outline my thought process.”
“That’s not necessary—”
“I know you don’t love me,” he interrupts. “If I’m being honest, I don’t know that I love you, either. You’re just so … you. But we’re the right age, and we’re so compatible, and I’ve run the numbers, May. The odds of either of us finding anyone more suitable for a partner are over a million to one.”
I cannot believe this. The first time I get a marriage proposal, it’s in a dark alley in front of a stinking mound of trash by a drunk scientist who had to run the numbers first.
“That’s certainly a compelling argument.”
Entirely missing my sarcastic tone, he nods again, eagerly.
“I think so, too! But wait, there’s more.”
This can’t be happening. I’m living in an infomercial. He’s about to pull out a set of knives from under his blazer and tell me what a great bargain I’ll be getting if I marry him, because these come with the deal. And they’re self-sharpening.
“I don’t need to hear more.”
“Please, just let me finish.”
He staggers around me so I have to turn to look at him pace in front of the entrance to the alley where we came in. He’s so wired, he can’t stand still, but he’s too tipsy and keeps wobbling.
“I’ve thought it all through. I know you need your space, and I enjoy my privacy, too, so we can have a special arrangement if you want. We can each live in our separate places, leading our separate lives, and see each other on the weekends. Of course, if you want to live with me, that would be okay, too. Either way, I’ll pay for everything.”
He shoots me a pitying glance. “Especially now that you’re unemployed, you might want to take advantage of the cost savings.”
I’ve never heard anything more calculated or less appealing. It proves how little he knows me that he’d think this was a good approach. Dumbfounded, I stare at him as he continues.
“I know how independent you are, but Bea needs a father. And, if I may be so bold, you’re not getting any younger.”
“I’m not even thirty!”
“Yet your fertility has already precipitously declined. Ninety percent of your eggs are already gone. In a few short years, you’ll be barren.”
“Who said anything about having babies, for fuck’s sake?”
Surprised, he blinks. “Isn’t that what every woman wants?”
I’m beginning to wonder what his relationship with his mother is like.
“No, we want love and respect and a partner who isn’t a complete asshole. And even that seems to be asking too much.”
He examines my expression for a beat before saying, “Are you menstruating? You seem awfully emotional.”
Glowering at him, I snap, “Ezra, please be careful. Your nose is still straight. It might not be much longer.”
He pulls up short and gazes at me with that pitying look again.
“Here’s my final point. Do you really think you could ever find anyone better than me?”
That stings. It was meant to. He takes obvious pleasure in the pained look on my face. The corners of his mouth turn up into a cruel smile. Then his gaze shifts to a point over my head, and his smile dies a quick death.
He stiffens. His face turns white. His mouth contorts, and he emits a small, choked scream.
Stumbling backward, he trips and falls flat on his ass. Quickly scrambling to his feet, he sprints away down the street, never looking back.
Heart thudding, I turn and peer over my shoulder.
There’s nothing there.
The alleyway is empty.
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I walk back to the house with my hands shoved deep into my coat pockets and the collar turned up against the cold, wondering if Ezra started drinking before he arrived at the restaurant. His behavior the entire night was completely out of character.
The aunties and Q are nowhere in sight when I arrive home. I check on Bea in her room and find her sound asleep, a book still open in her hand. I put the book on the nightstand and give her a kiss on her forehead before heading to my own room to slump in the chair next to the dresser and think.
My head is full of mashed potatoes. I hardly know which way is up or down.
I check my phone for missed calls, but there aren’t any. My inbox is equally silent, so I text Ezra to see if he’s okay. I don’t receive a response.
Exhausted, I undress and crawl into bed. I gaze at the ceiling, my mind working, until my cell chimes with a text from Ronan.
If he ever disrespects you like that again, I’ll cut out his tongue.
My heart racing, I stare at the text in disbelief. How did he hear what Ezra said to me in the alley? Is he having me followed? Was he there?
Remembering the look of terror on Ezra’s face before he ran away makes me suspect he was. Probably looming over me, brandishing a machete. But the alley was empty when I turned around.
This calls for further investigation.
Who? What are you talking about?
The phone rings. “Hello?”
Ronan growls, “I’m in no mood for games. You fucking know who. That squeaky little shit is lucky I didn’t put a bullet in his head for the way he spoke to you.”
His voice is all gravel, incredibly sexy despite the obvious anger. I can’t tell if it’s the protectiveness he’s displaying or that rough tone that’s turning me on, but apparently red flags are my love language because I’m flushed from head to toe.
“You followed me?”
He snaps, “I protect what’s mine.”
“That makes no sense, considering you told me to leave town.”
“Do you really think that’s what I fucking want?”
“Then why’d you say it?”
Low and rumbling, an animal’s warning growl echoes over the line. I’ve never heard him this angry. He’s a pacing lion, a wild beast about to tear into prey. It should scare me, but obviously my brain has left the chat because it thrills me instead.
“Don’t test my patience, woman,” he says through gritted teeth. “Not tonight.”
“What’s so different about tonight?”
“You know exactly what’s different.”
“The only thing I can think of is that I went on a date. Could that be it?”
Here comes that dangerous rumble again, sending shivers along my nerve endings.
“Careful, Maven. If you keep it up, that smartass tone will backfire on you.”
“Meaning what? You’ll come over here and give me a spanking?”
In the following pause, I hear him breathing raggedly. I imagine him gripping the phone so hard, it cracks in half.
His voice deadly soft, he says, “Oh, I’ll give you something much more than that,” then disconnects.
Sighing, I set my phone onto the nightstand and lie down again, leaving the lamp burning. I count backward from one hundred to try to distract myself so I can fall asleep, but I can’t get my mind to stop spinning with questions. I’m restless and feverish, pushing off the covers to let the air cool my heated skin.
Finally, I give up and rise from bed. Throwing on a robe, I tie the sash around my waist and head downstairs to the kitchen for a slug of something strong to help me sleep. Whiskey should do the job. I’m reaching for a glass in the cabinet over the sink when I catch a glimpse of movement in the yard outside.
It’s only a shadow, but it moves like liquid smoke, slipping into the greenhouse through the space beneath the threshold of the door, then appearing again as an amorphous smudge rising up inside the glass.
My eyes are playing tricks on me, because the shadow appears to be lit from within by glowing red embers that float and flit, extinguishing when they hit the ground.
I stand frozen for a moment, squinting into the night beyond the windows, my heart racing, until finally, I decide I’ve had enough mysteries for one lifetime.
Fed up, I slam the glass down onto the counter and head outside.
Hoping to find a crazed intruder who waves a knife in my face so I can commit a much-needed homicide, I march across the yard and barge into the greenhouse, throwing the door open wide.
Stopping a few feet inside the doorway, I call out into the darkness, “If there’s somebody in here who isn’t my family, you’re about to get your ass handed to you.”
A chuckle emerges from the shadows. “So much rage in such a small package. It’s a miracle you don’t spontaneously combust.”
The voice is deep and amused. On the other side of the dark greenhouse, Ronan materializes from behind one of the long wooden tables crowded with plants. Even in the shadows, his smile is clearly visible.
And oh, what the sight of him does to me. I’d give my left arm to be indifferent to him, but every time I see his face, my heart leaps.
The stubborn thing never learns.
I demand, “What are you doing here?”
“Maybe I came to give you that spanking you asked for.”
His words and the throaty tone they were spoken in make my nipples tighten in excitement, but I’m definitely not telling him that.
“Try it, and lose a hand. Why are you lurking around in the shadows? No, don’t answer that. I already know you’re a menace.”
“You don’t know the half of it.”
Behind me, the door swings shut on groaning hinges and slams closed. Frowning, I look over my shoulder. When I turn back, Ronan stands right in front of me, gazing down at me with hooded eyes.
I’d ask how he got over here so fast, but I’m too distracted by his overwhelming presence.
He’s wearing a beautiful black wool overcoat with the collar flipped up, looking every inch the lord of the manor out for a casual nighttime stroll through werewolf-infested moors. I catch a whiff of his skin, a masculine mix of woodsmoke and musk, and stifle an involuntary shiver.
Shaky, I say, “There’s a lot of room in here, Ronan. You don’t have to invade my personal space so aggressively.”
“So that was your fake fiancé,” he replies, making no move to step back. “I suppose that absent-minded professor thing he’s got going might be enough for a lesser woman, but he’s too fragile for a Blackthorn.”
“He’s not fragile.”
Ronan scoffs. “Please. He’s a porcelain teacup. That scream was pathetic. He probably shit himself.”
I have to press a smile from my mouth because he could be right. I’ve never seen anyone so terrified. “I fail to see how he concerns you.”
“You know exactly how he concerns me.”
“You’re forgetting Wonder Woman again. You have a girlfriend, remember? Or maybe the size of her magical boobs wiped your memory banks.”
His eyes flare with heat. “Is it jealousy I detect in that scathing tone?”
“Of course not. I don’t care what you do or who you sleep with. Just like you don’t care what I do, which is why you told me to get out of town, right?”
When he doesn’t take the bait, I add, “Or is there some other reason you’d like to share for why you suddenly want me to leave?”
He stares at me in smoldering silence, a muscle working in his jaw, a million unspoken thoughts and conflicting desires churning behind his eyes.
Finally, after a long, tense moment, he mutters, “Fuck it.”
He grabs me and crushes his mouth to mine.
His arms pinning me against his body, he drinks deeply from my mouth, moaning into it when I match his passion. I kiss him back with a mixture of relief and elation that leaves me dizzy. He’s so big and masculine, hard everywhere I’m soft, but we fit together as if we were made for each other.
On some level deeper than rational thought, I believe we were.
Despite all the wrongs we’ve committed against each other, despite the animosity that’s always existed between our families, despite every obstacle conspiring to keep us apart, we fit in a way I’ve never fit with anyone else. We’re like two clasped hands with fingers interlocking.
I know I’ll never be able to extricate myself from him. No matter how far I might run or how eloquently I might lie, my heart belongs to this man.
I love him.
And even if he’ll never feel the same way, that Bea was conceived with the only man I’ve ever truly belonged to is its own sort of satisfaction.
God help us, but we’re both Ronan’s.
When I wind my arms up around his broad shoulders and arch against him like a cat, rubbing my breasts against his chest and mewling in pleasure, he digs a hand into my hair and breaks the kiss.
Breathing raggedly, he stares down at me with dark eyes filled with secrets.
He rasps, “I’d burn it all down for you, Maven.”
Trembling, I whisper, “Burn what down?”
“Everything. My whole life. This whole town. The entire fucking world if you asked me to. If you said you were mine and meant it, I’d light a match under anything that would keep us apart, then plant our fucking flag in the ashes.”
I stare at his face in disbelief, knowing in my soul he means every word but still trying to comprehend it. Sinking my fingers into the thick mess of his hair, I demand, “Are you in love with Wonder Woman?”
A sound of displeasure rumbles through his chest. “You know I’m not. You know what that was about.”
“I want you to say it out loud.”
He swallows. The hand he fisted in my hair shakes. His voice low and hoarse, he says, “It’s you. It’s always been you. Anyone else could only ever be a placeholder. How do you not fucking know that?”
My heart singing at his words, I say, “Probably because you’ve been so busy being awful to me.”
“Forgive me.”
“Say please.”
“Please.”
I study his handsome face, so dear to me and also so goddamn annoying, and exhale a breath I’ve been holding for years.
“I forgive you. I forgive it all. Now, please tell me you forgive me, too, because I’ve been a bitch on wheels to you.”
“There’s nothing to forgive. I deserved it. I deserved everything.”
I think about that for a moment, then smile. “You really did. Are you going to kiss me again, or are we just going to stand here talking?”
He takes my mouth in a kiss so devouring, I’m left breathless by it.
Keeping one hand in my hair, he lets the other rove over my body, first squeezing my ass, then gripping my hip and pulling me closer so his erection presses against my belly. When he slides his hand up and fondles my breast through my robe, thumbing over my hardening nipple until it’s peaked and aching, I shudder.
Without warning, he lifts me up and carries me to the nearest wood table.
Setting me down next to it, he sweeps his arm out, sending terra-cotta pots full of herbs and plants crashing to the stone floor where they shatter noisily into pieces, spraying potting soil all around. Then he picks me up by my hips and puts me on the table, leaning over to shove his tongue greedily into my mouth.
My heart pounding, I break away and whisper, “They’ll hear us.”
“Let them.”
He flattens his hand over the center of my chest and pushes me down so I’m lying flat on my back on the table, my thighs open around his hips. Looming over me in the shadows, he looks part man and part animal, his nostrils flared, the cords in his neck standing out.
He yanks impatiently at the sash on my robe, untying the knot, then pushes the fabric aside so I’m completely bared to him.
Seeing my naked flesh makes him hiss in pleasure.
He takes a moment to devour me with his eyes before leaning down to suck on my rigid nipples, one after the other, going back and forth as I squirm and pant, expecting one of the aunties to burst in at any moment.
He suckles my breasts, licking and biting and swirling his tongue around and around until they feel heavy and swollen, and I’m rocking my pelvis against his and trying my best to stifle my moans. Then he takes my mouth in another ravenous kiss and gives me his weight.
When I reach between us and squeeze the hard length of his shaft, he sucks in a breath and freezes, seeming almost as if he’s been pulled from a trance.
“Wait—we can’t—”
“Yes, we can,” I interrupt, stroking him through his pants. I’m already wet, desperate to have him inside me, to have him fill the ache in my core. Fumbling with his belt, I finally undo it, then yank down his zipper. His hard cock springs free into my hands.
When I gently squeeze it, he groans my name.
With his forearms braced on either side of my head, he’s stiff and unmoving above me, breathing hard. I wriggle my hips, dragging the engorged crown of his cock through the wetness at my entrance, but he won’t press into me.
I don’t know why he’s holding back when he so obviously wants the same thing I do.
“What’s wrong? Why are you stopping?”
His face contorted, he says gruffly, “I’m not who you think I am.”
Whatever this sudden crisis of conscience is, I’m not having it. Taking his face in my hands, I stare into his eyes. “I know exactly who you are, Ronan. You’re mine. And I’m yours. And that’s it. Got it?”
Lips parted and eyes shining, he stares at me in stunned silence.
“Do you really mean that?”
“Yes. I claim you, devil man. And you claimed me a long time ago. We belong to each other. Nothing else matters.”
Looking dazed, he murmurs reverently, “Nothing else matters.”
He flexes his hips slightly, so the crown of his cock parts my pussy lips. But it’s not nearly enough. I need more. I need all of him. I kiss his mouth, his chin, his cheeks, then wind my legs around his waist and hook my ankles together.
Staring into his eyes, I whisper, “Nothing else matters. Now fuck me. Take what’s yours.”
His lashes flutter. He presses the gentlest of kisses to my lips, giving me more of his weight so our chests are pressed together, and I can feel how wildly his heart is beating.
When I lick the seam of his lips, his composure breaks. With a sharp snap of his pelvis, he drives inside me.
I gasp and arch off the table as the long hard length of him invades my body.
Like an animal rutting with its mate, he bites me on the neck and growls against my skin as he pumps his hips, fucking me with ruthless strokes and pulling my hair. Pinned by his weight, I’m helpless to do anything but receive what he gives me. I’m overwhelmed by him, by his scent and heat and power, so aroused, I’m delirious.
He mutters something near my ear, his hot breath washing over my skin and leaving goose bumps in its wake.
“Mea es.”
His cock swells inside me, growing harder and longer than before, until it seems I won’t be able to take more of the massive organ. But I do, groaning in pleasure as he fucks my wet hole. Returning his attention to my breasts, he grips them in his hands and sucks hard on each rigid tip. His dark hair falls over his face, fanning out to scratch my skin like hundreds of tiny claws.
I smell burning cedar, animal musk, and something hot and metallic like molten iron.
As my pleasure mounts and my orgasm nears, panic begins to creep over me.
Grunting, Ronan drives deep into my dripping pussy. I gasp his name. He rears up, gripping my bottom in hands that appear to have grown even bigger than usual, impaling me over and over, his thrusts growing wilder and more erratic until my breasts are bouncing and he’s lifted my body halfway off the table, riding me hard.
Beyond the glass ceiling of the greenhouse, all the stars in the night sky are extinguished. The glowing orb of the moon is shrouded by dark, ominous clouds.
Something terrible is building.
I feel it coming in the air, in my blood, deep in the marrow of my bones.
Hot and forceful, a gush of semen hits my cervix. My throat opens on a soundless scream. My uterus contracts wildly, convulsing with an orgasm so strong, it might tear me in two.
Ronan exhales a deep, animalistic grunt as I thrash underneath him, my body twisting and taking as I’m used for his pleasure. He’s relentless, fucking me straight through my orgasm, his fingers digging into the tender flesh of my bottom, bruising it.
“Mea es.”
His voice echoes through the greenhouse, so deep and dark, it sounds as if it rises from a bottomless abyss.
I think I see fireflies flitting in and out of the shadows, but realize they’re embers, burning red in the thickening gloom. They coalesce around Ronan, swirling around his body as another hot gust of semen bathes my womb.
I climax again, this time with a scream so loud, it tears my throat raw.
Ronan stiffens, rams his enormous cock into me twice more, then drops his head back and bellows toward the sky.
Searing heat fills me. He cuts off my air by squeezing my throat as his semen fills me, gushing out from where we’re sealed together to slide over my thighs and down my ass, dripping onto the floor where it lands with a steaming hiss.
I’m still orgasming, my clitoris throbbing and my nipples so hard they ache, when Ronan lifts his head.
In the swirling red light of the embers, I see the outline of a huge black pair of pointed spires, twisting back from his forehead like ram’s horns. From his back sprouts an enormous pair of black leathery wings stretched taut between spiked bones. Small cracks in the scarred membrane emit wisps of smoke, and sparks flit down when they move.
Each monstrous wing is tipped in long black talons.
I try to scream again but can’t. He’s squeezing my throat too hard, cutting off my voice.
Outside, howling winds start to blow. Rain lashes the roof of the greenhouse. In the distance, the low grumble of thunder booms against the hills.
Ronan flips me onto my belly, shoving his fingers into my mouth to keep me quiet. He pushes my thighs apart, fondling my bottom and spreading his cum all around, his fingers roughly probing the tender bud of my ass.
When he slides two fingers inside me and starts to work them around in a circle, I know he’s preparing me to take his cock.
I squeal and buck in panic. His throaty growl of excitement echoes in my ears. The more I struggle, the more aroused he becomes, until the swollen head of his cock feels ten times larger as it presses against my quivering entrance.
He claims my ass with a brutal thrust, then starts to fuck it as I gag on his fingers.
Heavy testicles slap against my bare pussy with every snap of his hips, sending waves of pleasure throughout my body, dulling the pain of my stretched anus. He reaches between my legs and tugs on my engorged clit, tweaking and stroking it until I’m surging nearer to another orgasm, my ass stuffed with his cock and my mouth with his fingers.
My hard nipples drag against the cold, hard tabletop.
My fingernails claw into the wood.
Lightning illuminates the greenhouse in a fleeting, brilliant flash of white. The crack of thunder sounds like a gunshot.
The room is spinning, spinning, spinning like a merry-go-round, blurring into monstrous shadows that stretch and billow with fiery sparks as the preternatural growl of his voice echoes in my ears and fills the empty space all around us with its dreadful intonation.
“Mea es.”
I orgasm again, my body jerking helplessly. Hot tears stream down my cheeks.
“Mea es.”
The sigils encircling his wrist glow with an infernal red light, writhing subtly across his skin as if they’re alive.
“Mea es.”
He pumps into me with punishing strokes, withdrawing to the tip, then slamming all the way back in again. His grunts are getting louder and louder. His climax is nearing.
“Mea es.”
As if it has its own heartbeat, my pussy throbs between my legs. It aches to have his huge cock fill it again. I taste the salt of my tears on my lips.
His hips piston into me, and I can do nothing but lie there as he fucks me.
With one final, brutal thrust, he comes.
Beneath the clap of thunder, I hear the baying of wolves.
His semen is a hot geyser, spurting into me in violent gushes so large, I can’t contain it all. It slides down my spread thighs, dripping over my calves to kiss my ankles.
When I sob, Ronan withdraws from my body, falls to his knees between my spread legs, and starts to lap at my skin, licking all his ejaculate off my thighs, legs, and bottom.
He slides two thick fingers inside my pussy, fits his mouth over my aching asshole, and sucks his sperm out of me, making lascivious noises of pleasure as he swallows over and over again, slurping up his own cum, shoving his tongue deep inside my orifice to get every drop.
It’s dirty, so filthy and perverse …
And I love it.
Sobbing, I hide my face against the tabletop as I climax again.
“Mea es.”
Because I have a moderate familiarity with Latin due to my work, I know what those words mean.
You’re mine.
It’s the last thing I hear before a loud buzzing fills my ears, and I lose consciousness.
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“May? May, can you hear me? Wake up, love. Wake up!”
Auntie E’s voice floats to me as if from a great distance. It’s muffled, but I can still detect the note of worry it carries.
Opening my eyes, I find her leaning over me, gripping my shoulder, shaking me awake. Davina stands nervously behind her with a hand at her throat, her eyes wide as she stares at me.
I’m lying on my back in a bed. Morning light spills through the windows, painting the room in gauzy shades of pearl and gold. Outside, the sky is crystalline blue. A lone songbird warbles happily somewhere beyond sight.
“What happened? Where am I?”
“You’re home, love. You’re safe. You were having a nightmare, screaming bloody murder to the moon.”
I’m weak and disoriented, my pulse fast and my respiration shallow. Auntie E presses the backs of her fingers to my forehead, clucking in concern.
“You’re running a high fever, May. No, don’t try to sit up. You’re ill.” She turns to Auntie D. “Would you please bring up some tea?”
Nodding, Davina hurries from the room.
I moisten my dry lips and whisper, “Where’s Bea?”
“In the greenhouse with Q.”
I think of a creature with horns and wings and panic rises in my throat, as hot and stinging as bile. “Greenhouse?”
Auntie D nods. “The door blew open with the wind last night, knocked a few pots over. Don’t worry about that now, love. How do you feel?”
“Nauseous. Lightheaded. Dizzy.”
Confused, too, but I don’t say that aloud. I’m not entirely convinced this isn’t a dream and the dream wasn’t reality. Everything feels artificial, as if I’ve walked onto the set of a television show. Even the cheerful sunlight seems fake, with a hard, unnatural edge to it that stings my eyes.
She nods, clucking her tongue again. “You’ve caught a bug. Best thing to do is stay in bed and stay hydrated. What you need is rest and fluids. I’ll make a nice batch of mushroom soup.”
She pats my shoulder, then sweeps out of the room and closes the door behind her.
It shuts with an ominous click that sounds like the bolt of a cell sliding into place.
I push myself up to a sitting position, taking a moment to let the room stop spinning before I grab my phone from the nightstand. With shaking hands, I navigate to my texts and scroll through them.
The text from Ronan has disappeared. There’s no record of our phone call, either.
Last night didn’t happen. He didn’t fuck me in the greenhouse or sprout a massive pair of wings or guzzle his own cum straight out of my ass like French wine from a bottle.
It was all a fever dream.
As I’m staring at the phone’s screen, I realize something else is missing.
The text I sent to Ezra after he fled the alley isn’t there.
The panic that had been buzzing around my ears settles deeper into my body, invading my cells until I’m frantic and unable to catch my breath.
The calls I made to my work are also missing from my call list. When I check my email, those are nonexistent, too.
I sit on the edge of the bed, clammy with fear, my pulse racing, until Auntie D returns holding a steaming mug of tea.
She spots me and pulls up short. “Holy basil, darling, you look ghastly. If you’re not better by this afternoon, we’ll call the doctor.”
She takes the phone from my hand, sets it back onto the nightstand, and gives me the mug of tea, helping me hold it until I’ve got it steady.
I stare down into its swirling golden depths for a moment before looking up into her face.
“Did Ezra come by this morning?”
She furrows her brow. “Ezra?”
No. Oh God no. This can’t be happening to me.
My voice thin, I say, “You met him yesterday morning. He came by and you met him, you and Auntie E both. Blond hair. Navy blazer. Thin-rimmed glasses.”
She gazes at me in silence for a long moment, a crease of worry forming between her eyebrows. “Drink your tea and rest, darling. We’ll talk when you feel better.”
My hands shake so hard, the tea drips down my chin when I try to drink it. Auntie D coos in reassurance and assists me again, cupping her hands around my own so I don’t spill another drop.
I’m so thirsty and dehydrated, I drain the entire mug in one go.
It pleases her. She beams at me, taking back the empty mug and smoothing her hand over my hair.
“There, now,” she says soothingly. “You’ll feel much better soon. Just rest, darling. We’ll check on you later.”
The tea left a chalky, bitter aftertaste on my tongue. My head is pounding again, and the nausea is getting worse. I close my eyes to fight the way the room is tilting.
“Where’s Bea?”
“She’s perfectly fine, darling. Don’t you worry. Don’t you worry a single hair on your head.”
She leaves the room again, humming a cheerful tune on the way out.
When the door has closed behind her, I attempt to stand. I sway unsteadily but manage to shuffle into the bathroom. When I flip on the overhead light, I gasp at my reflection in the mirror.
My skin has the pallor of a corpse. Dark circles ring both eye sockets. My hair is a rat’s nest of knots and tangles. I look as if I’ve been sick for a month, not a single night.
I splash cold water onto my face, hoping it will wake me up, but leaning over the sink makes the dizziness worsen. When I stand straight, I almost fall, grabbing the towel bar just in time to avoid keeling over.
My head throbbing, I use the toilet and shuffle back toward the bed. I stop when I spot my handbag on the dresser.
My heart pounding, I cross the room, open the bag, and look inside.
The talon is missing.
Was it ever there?
I stare into the empty bag as the songbird outside warbles its innocent song and a dark worm of fear starts to consume me.

Early in the evening, a doctor arrives at Blackthorn Manor.
He’s young and fit, quite handsome in pale-blue scrubs as Auntie D leads him into the room after a soft knock. I must have fallen asleep again, because I remember nothing between the time I checked my phone and now.
An empty soup bowl and a spoon lie on the nightstand beside the bed. I have no memory of eating that, either, but I must have. My mouth tastes faintly of mushrooms.
Speaking in the low, soothing tone one uses with crying children or the terminally ill, Davina says, “May, this is Dr. Hansen. He came as soon as he could. He’s very good at his job, so just be completely honest with him, and we’ll get you better. I’ll give you two some privacy.”
When she leaves, Dr. Hansen pulls up a chair, sets it next to the bed, places the brown leather satchel he’s holding onto the floor, then smiles at me.
“Hi, May. I understand you’re not feeling well. Why don’t you tell me your symptoms?”
I feel resistant to that, but it’s probably just my usual rebelliousness. I sit up straighter against the pillows. “I didn’t think doctors still made house calls.”
“One of the benefits of being a small-town doctor is that I’m not overwhelmed by the volume of patients like a big-city doctor is, so I can give more individualized care.”
I suspect the “individualized care” he’s been giving Auntie D has more to do with his appearance here than anything else.
I didn’t miss the fleeting glance of lust the two exchanged before she excused herself. This must be the doctor she told me about before Bea and I arrived, the one with the “stamina.”
“I think I’ve caught some kind of aggressive bug.”
“Davina says you’ve been feverish. Any other symptoms?”
I grudgingly admit the list. “Nausea. Nosebleeds. Headaches. Dizziness. Hallucinations.”
When he quirks his brows in surprise, I hurry to amend the last thing so I don’t sound insane. “I meant dreams. Vivid dreams.”
He seems relieved, nodding and smiling. “Okay. That’s not uncommon with a fever. Anything else?”
Thinking of the missing emails, texts, and phone calls, I feel ridiculous. “I seem to be forgetful lately.”
“How long has that been going on?”
“A few days. Maybe a week?” My laugh is small and nervous. “The days are blurring together.”
“What medications are you taking?”
“None.”
“Any history of alcohol or drug abuse?”
“No.”
“Have you been diagnosed with any medical conditions?”
“No. I’ve always been healthy as a horse. I’ve never even had a cavity.”
“Allergies?”
“None.”
He reaches into his satchel and produces a stethoscope. “Do you mind if I listen to your heart?”
“Go ahead.”
He stands, pressing the round metal resonator against my chest first, then onto my back between my shoulder blades, listening in his earpieces for several moments at each place.
This is when I realize I’m dressed in pajamas, not the robe I had on last night when I went downstairs for the whiskey I never ended up getting because I went into the greenhouse to have my pussy wrecked by a Ronan-shaped monster.
I have no idea when reality ended yesterday and the smut version of Alice in Wonderland began.
Dr. Hansen instructs me to inhale deeply then exhale. After another moment of listening to the inner workings of my chest, he says, “There are no signs of congestion in your lungs, and your heart sounds fine. Let’s take your blood pressure.”
He does, assuring me it’s normal, then takes my temperature with a digital reader.
“Ninety-eight-point-seven on the nose. If you did have a fever, it broke.”
I’m feeling more and more ridiculous by the moment.
“Let’s have a look at your throat and ears.”
He gently palpates the lymph nodes in the sides of my neck, then makes me open my mouth so he can peer inside with a small mirror. Satisfied there, he looks into both ears with an otoscope.
“Any vomiting or diarrhea?”
“No.”
“Any surgeries within the last year?”
“No.”
He sits back down in his chair and smiles. He has very appealing dimples and sympathetic hazel eyes. I can see why Auntie D likes him.
“How’s your stress level been lately?”
My laugh is small and wry. “On a scale of one to ten, forty-seven.”
He nods understandingly. “My condolences about your grandmother.”
I don’t ask if he means her death or subsequent disappearance. “Thank you.”
We gaze at each other in silence as I wonder if he knows about Pinecrest Cemetery and its missing inhabitants. The news must be all over town by now.
“Is there anything else you’d like to tell me?”
“If you’re asking if I have suicidal ideation, the answer is no.”
His small smile is chagrined. “Was I that obvious? I’ll have to work on my bedside manner.”
I wave that off. “I know you have to ask. So what’s the verdict?”
“I think you were right about catching a virus. Stay hydrated and rest. You should feel much better in a day or two. If not, come to my office Monday, and we’ll draw blood and run further tests.”
“What about the nosebleeds? I haven’t had those before.”
“It could be something as simple as the air in the house. It’s noticeably dry, and all those herbs hanging everywhere can be irritants to the nasal passages. Or it could be smoke, dust, even strong odors. Try a saline nasal rinse. That should help.”
When I sigh heavily and sag back against the pillows, he says, “Would you like me to give you something to help you sleep?”
“Sure. Have a lobotomy handy?”
He chuckles. “I was thinking more along the lines of sleeping pills.”
When I hesitate, he says, “You don’t have to take them, but at least you have an option. I’ll leave enough for a week.”
He removes a small, unlabeled amber vial from his satchel and sets it on the nightstand. I’m surprised I don’t need a prescription for those. Maybe it’s Auntie D’s influence.
Maybe we have a barter-based family account, and she’s paying with blowjobs.
“Thank you,” I say, avoiding his eyes. “I appreciate you coming over.”
He grabs his bag and rises. “It’s no trouble at all. Feel better. And remember, if you don’t, just give my office a call, and we’ll get you in for more testing.”
After he leaves, I sit in deep thought. In a few moments, I become aware of a dull hum.
At first, I think it’s electronic, but as I listen longer, I realize the sound isn’t constant. It dips and rises in the irregular pattern made by many fast-beating wings, like the drone of a hive of bees.
Frowning, I rise from bed and stand in the middle of the room, trying to discern the origin of the noise. But it’s as if the whole room is producing it, the floor, walls, and ceiling. Growing louder and closer by the moment, it’s creepy to the point of making my skin crawl.
Stay calm. There’s a wasp’s nest in the eaves, that’s all. There’s nothing to be afraid of.
The sound grows louder until it’s a maddening buzz.
I move toward the door, looking nervously around, but I see nothing unusual. Then I catch a glimpse of movement in the corner of my eye and spin toward the bathroom.
Even from across the room, I can clearly see the mirror above the sink and the grotesque image reflected in it.
A seething mass of oily black flies covers my entire body. Except for my eyes, which are clouded over with a layer of white, like something that died long ago.
When I open my mouth in a silent scream, the flies swarm down my throat, bringing with them the gagging flavor of decay. The stench hits me next, filling my nose with the sickly sweet smell of putrescence. Guts and gore. An abattoir.
I stumble back in horror, waving my hands around my face in panic, but the flies follow me. I catch glimpses of gray rotting skin bubbling with maggots as the swarm parts briefly before descending again to fill the gaps.
The hum swells to a deafening roar, reverberating inside my skull.
Staggering over to the door, I throw it open and lurch into the hallway, only to crash right into a startled Auntie E.
“You’re up! That’s a good sign. How are you feeling, love? What did the doctor say?”
The buzzing sound has vanished.
When I look down at my hands, there’s not a single fly in sight.
From somewhere distant, I hear myself say, “He says I’m fine. Everything’s fine. There’s nothing the matter with me at all.”
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I sleep soundly through the night with the help of Dr. Hansen’s magical pills. When the aunties tell me they’re headed to church in the morning, I’m seized with an irrational desire to go with them.
I’m not a religious person, but all things considered, having a little holy water sprinkled on my head might not be such a bad thing.
Q drives us all across town to the old and beautiful clapboard church. Its spire is topped by a shiny bronze weather vane. Its exterior gleams with a fresh coat of white paint. The stained-glass windows depict various Biblical scenes, none of them violent.
The antiseptic New Testament with its convenient superhero savior, not the bloody Old Testament with its vicious, vengeful god.
The sermon has already started when the four of us enter the church through the main doors. On the pulpit, the priest pauses midsentence. The congregation turns to peer at us suspiciously. Thick silence descends upon the sanctuary, as somber as a funeral shroud.
“Why couldn’t we sneak in through a side door?” I mutter, my gaze sweeping over the pews of hostile faces.
Auntie D says, “Blackthorns don’t sneak, and we don’t hide. Take my hand, Bea.”
The two of them lead our processional down the main aisle to—naturally—the front pew. The family of four sitting there immediately stands and moves to another unoccupied row. We sit, wood pews groaning in the unnatural quiet.
Once we’re settled, Auntie D waves her hand at Father O’Brian, granting him permission to continue.
He glowers at her.
She smiles at him.
I can’t believe they engage in this insanity every week.
After an uncomfortably long pause, the old priest clears his throat. Addressing the congregation, he says, “Have mercy on us, O Lord.”
With the exception of four silent females in the first pew, the congregation replies in unison. “For we have sinned against You.”
The priest spreads his hands and entreats the heavens. “Show us, O Lord, Your mercy.”
“And grant us Your salvation.”
“May almighty God have mercy on us, forgive us our sins, and bring us everlasting life.”
For some reason, Auntie D finds that last part funny. Gazing at the giant cross with its hangdog Jesus nailed to it on the wall behind the altar, she shakes her head in amusement.
The congregation murmurs a collective “Amen,” then everybody shuts up again.
Looking down at the Bible open on the pulpit, Father O’Brian debates silently for a moment, then starts aggressively flipping pages.
He glances up, sending us an apocalyptic look from under lowered gray brows.
“A reading from the Book of Revelation.”
Auntie E sighs.
What follows is an astonishingly violent, bloody, and depressing account of the end of the world, which is somehow also mind-numbingly boring.
By the time the priest finishes, I’m gratified to see Bea looking dubious that a supposedly “loving” god would cause so much suffering in the people he created, all of whose sins and ultimate damnation he supposedly knew right from the beginning when he made them anyway, meaning the concept of free will is a joke, and he’s nothing but a sadist.
I sit through the rest of the service wondering why I felt so compelled to come to this place that seems to offer only solid reasons to embrace atheism.
Then it’s over, and it’s time to leave.
But I don’t stand. There’s a reason I wanted to come here today, and I still don’t know what it is, so I’m going to stay put until I find out.
I tell the aunties to take Bea back to the house, saying I’d like to walk home. They think a little exercise will do me good, so they agree without argument. I give Bea a kiss, then watch my family go, parishioners nervously parting around them as if they’re afraid Blackthorns are infectious.
Finally, the church empties, and it’s just me and poor hangdog Jesus up on his cross.
I study him.
The artist who carved him must have intended to give him an exhausted appearance, but he looks guilty instead. Filled with shame.
Maybe it’s the loincloth. I’d be embarrassed to wear that to church, too.
“It’s not too late for you.”
The voice makes me jump. I turn to see Father O’Brian standing at the end of the pew.
His hands are hidden inside his vestments. His shoes are also covered by them, lending him an unsettling ghoulish appearance. A disembodied head in an embroidered sheet, floating off the ground.
“Excuse me?”
“I said it’s not too late for you, May. You can still be saved.”
“You remember me?”
The look in his eyes is ineffably sad, as if he knows something about me that I don’t, and it really isn’t good.
“Of course I remember Elspeth’s daughter. Your mother was a believer. She hoped you’d be, too.”
“A believer in…?”
“God.”
“Oh. Him.”
“You sound disappointed.”
“I’d sound the same way if you told me she believed in Santa Claus or Tinker Bell.”
“Except neither of them could save her eternal soul from damnation. And unlike Tinker Bell, God doesn’t need anyone’s belief to exist.”
The smug is strong with this one. He’s giving Ronan a run for his money.
We stare at each other in awkward silence until my curiosity gets the better of me. “My mother came to church?”
“No. Never.” His eyes harden. “She didn’t engage in the kind of playacting your aunts enjoy.”
I don’t like his tone, the judgmental prick. “I’d be willing to bet most of your flock are acting, too, Father. People just love to perform their morality dance in public.”
“What about you? What are you performing here today?”
A vision of the swarm of flies devouring my rotting flesh flashes in front of my eyes. I shake my head to clear it. “I’m not performing anything.”
He studies me. “But you’re seeking something. An answer to a question perhaps. Or perhaps something more important.”
“Like what?”
“Salvation.”
That makes me smile. “You say that as if you’re offering it.”
“Not me. Him.” Without looking away from me, he gestures to hangdog Jesus. “Repent, and be saved. Be resurrected after death to join Him in His glorious kingdom where He’ll reign forever.”
“Do you really believe that?”
“What I believe is immaterial, child. It’s what you believe that matters. Faith is a choice you can make freely.”
“Or it’s a crutch the weak-minded need to manage their fear of the unknown.”
“You wouldn’t be sitting there if you truly thought that.”
I’m getting frustrated because it’s possible he’s right. Still, this calls for an argument.
“Why would any rational being want to live in servitude for all eternity, floating around on clouds and singing hymns?”
He smiles at that. “Well, consider the alternative.” His smile fades. “But don’t take too long in your consideration. There’s a battle being waged for your soul, child. Very soon, you’ll have to choose sides.”
I can tell even hangdog Jesus thinks this guy is creepy. He looks as if he’s wishing he could crawl down from his cross and make a run for it.
I stand and face the priest squarely. “I have chosen sides, Father. I’m on the side of science, which never encourages war, rape, murder, genocide, or human sacrifice in the name of dogma. I’ve read your ‘holy’ Bible. Cover to cover, as a matter of fact. It’s an indefensible work of fiction that espouses violence and intolerance. Your god isn’t a just one, and he’s not deserving of worship.”
Father O’Brian purses his lips. “I see you spent a lot of time in the Old Testament.”
“Yeah. Scary shit.”
“Jesus is the New Covenant whose grace dissolves the Old.”
I say drily, “How convenient. I don’t believe a word of it.”
“Yet here you stand, debating me.”
“You make an excellent point. Please excuse me, I have to go talk to grown-ups now.”
I turn away, but suddenly he’s there in the pew beside me, breathing down my neck with hot, rancid breath, urgently pressing something into my hand.
Gripping my wrist so hard, it’s painful, he hisses, “You feel it, don’t you? The pestilence spreading through your blood like poison. The Old Serpent is stirring. Soon he’ll rise from the sunless void of the deep to fulfill the prophecy and claim the one promised to him, the queen who will rule by his side in hell. Renounce him before it’s too late! Repent and save your soul!”
I yank myself from his grip and stare at him in shock. He looks possessed. Eyes bulging, nostrils flared, lips peeled back from his teeth like a rabid animal’s.
But then he blinks and seems to return to himself. His expression clears. He releases my wrist and smiles.
“Go in peace, child,” he murmurs.
He makes the sign of the cross and drifts off to the opposite side of the sanctuary, disappearing through a door in the nave.
I unfurl my palm to find a rosary nested there, its wooden beads worn smooth from uncounted years of touch during prayer.
A crimson shaft of light from one of the stained-glass windows spills across the sanctuary and my hand, painting the beads and the small metal crucifix at the end as red as freshly spilled blood.
A loud bang! startles me.
The sound reverberates throughout the space, drifting up to the rafters where it dies in whispering echoes. Scanning the empty pews, I search for the origin of the noise until I look at the sanctuary wall behind the altar, where Jesus was hanging on his cross.
The wall is now bare.
The big wooden cross lies face down on the marble floor, shattered into pieces.
Christ’s severed head has rolled out from underneath. His blank eyes stare at me accusingly.
My heart starts to race. A feeling of wrongness overtakes me.
In a lighted nook in the north transept, a stone statue of the Virgin Mary turns her head to glare at me. The saints in the stained-glass windows set high on the walls gaze down at me with narrowed, judgmental eyes. From the carved wood confessionals on the end of the chancel, whispering begins, growing louder and louder until it’s a deafening chorus of Latin litanies.
Terrified, I clap my hands over my ears.
A crushing weight begins to descend on my body, as if I’m being smothered by an unseen force brimming with malevolent intent.
I make it to the end of the pew before I break into a run.
The moment I burst through the front doors and out into daylight, a great storm of ravens explodes from the rooftop of the church in a chaotic black cloud.
As they fly away, their harsh croaking squawks call my name.



  

PART THREE
REQUIEM
Cry woe, destruction, ruin, and decay.
The worst is death, and death will have his day.
—Richard II



  
THIRTY-NINE
MAVEN
I run all the way back to Blackthorn Manor without stopping, pumping my arms and gulping the cold November air, frantic to leave the church and its dark visions far behind me.
When I reach the house, I’m drenched in sweat. I barge through the door, run straight upstairs, pull my suitcase from the closet where Q stowed it when we arrived, throw it onto the bed, and start pulling clothes off hangers.
“Bea!” I holler toward the open bedroom door. “Honey, come here!”
A few moments later, she wanders in. Nonplussed, she stares at me as I race back and forth between the closet and the dresser, cramming everything into the open suitcase on the bed as fast as I can.
“What are you doing?”
“Packing. We’re leaving.”
“Leaving?”
“Yes. Right now. Go get your things packed, honey! We’re taking the next train out.”
“Why? What’s wrong?”
My laugh sounds crazed. “What’s wrong? I’ll tell you what’s wrong. This town is driving me nuts!”
When the idea of her mother’s impending mental breakdown doesn’t get her moving, I switch to logic. “We have to get back to Manhattan. We’ve already stayed too long. You need to go back to school. Things need to go back to normal.”
“But you pulled me out of school.”
I stop short and stare at her, a sweater clutched in my shaking hands. Swallowing nervously, I whisper, “What?”
Standing in the doorway in her pretty pale-blue church dress and shiny patent shoes, she stares at me in genuine confusion and possibly a small amount of fear.
“You said you were going to homeschool me. You sent a letter to the principal at my school. You told them I wouldn’t be back.”
That thudding noise I hear is my pulse pounding in my ears. My mouth has gone bone dry. My knees are weak.
When I don’t say anything, Bea prompts, “Last week you sent a letter. Remember?”
“A letter,” I repeat slowly, hoping saying the word aloud will lift the fog in my brain, and I’ll be able to understand what she’s talking about.
No such luck. I remain as confused as ever.
My daughter, on the other hand, is beginning to get angry.
Eyes flashing, she walks closer, her mouth drawn into a hard, strangely adult line.
“You said I didn’t have to go back there, Mom. I told you I wanted to stay here with Q and the great-aunties, and you said okay. You said we were moving here. You said I didn’t have to go back!”
She shouts the last sentence, her voice high and shrill. She’s as panicked about going back to Manhattan as I am about staying in Solstice, though I have no idea why.
I pull her against me and hug her tightly. “Sweetie, listen to me. I don’t know what’s happening, but we have to go home, okay? We’re not moving here. We can’t stay here. It’s time to leave.”
She shoves me away and backs up toward the door. Eyes brimming with tears, she says accusingly, “You never care about what I want. It’s always about you. What you want to do, where you want to live, what you think is good for us. I’m not a baby anymore! I don’t have to do what you tell me to do! I don’t have to listen to you when you’re being such a stupid bitch!”
Stunned, I stare at her with my mouth open.
She’s never spoken to me like this before. Never. I’ve never even heard her raise her voice in anger.
Her face red and her mouth screwed into a knot, she turns and runs from the room.
I listen to the sound of her furious footsteps pounding down the stairs, then a door slams, and the house settles into deep, satisfied silence.
Covering my face with my hands, I whisper, “Get it together. First, pack your bags, then pack her bags, then find her and go to the train station. One thing at a time. One thing at a time.”
Frazzled and out of breath, I finish clearing out the drawers and closet of my belongings, shoving it all into a haphazard mess in my bags and zipping them up in a rush. I repeat the process in Bea’s room, waving the white cat off her bed so I can check for any stray socks or clothing under the blankets. When that’s done, I drag all the bags downstairs and leave them by the front door.
Then I go hunting for my daughter.
I don’t find her in the kitchen.
I don’t find her in the great room.
I don’t find her in any of the labyrinth of rooms on the first floor, so I return upstairs and look there, my panic rising with every passing moment.
Finally, I have to concede that Bea is no longer in the house.
The aunties and Q are nowhere to be found, either.
Everyone has disappeared.
The feeling of impending doom I had in the church is creeping back over me again, gripping me close with clammy hands and reeking breath. I force myself to remain calm and think, though my nerves are screaming at me to do something fast.
I go outside to search the yard.
Sitting atop the iron bench under the grove of birches, a red fox watches me run into the greenhouse and back out again, desperately calling Bea’s name. When it jumps off the bench and vanishes under a hedge, red tail flashing, it feels like a sign.
In my jumbled state of mind, it seems as if the fox wants me to follow it.
Past the hedge, the forest starts abruptly. I push through wild brambles until a narrow, barely discernible path appears, strewn with fallen leaves and dappled with shadows from sunlight filtering down from the dense canopy overhead. Stepping over a rotting log festooned with gangly black mushrooms, I call out Bea’s name.
My only reply is the caw of a lone raven.
I walk deeper into the forest, shivering when a cold breeze tugs its icy fingers through my hair. My desperation growing, I call for Bea over and over until my voice is hoarse.
I don’t know how much time passes before I realize that the light filtering down from the canopy is no longer bright but graying. The temperature is dropping, too, and the wind is picking up.
A storm is brewing.
I turn around to go back the way I came, but nothing looks familiar. The trees are different, larger and darker, their bare branches reaching toward me like skeletal claws.
In the gathering gloom, I catch a flash of red disappearing behind the huge stump of a dead oak. My heart leaping, I hurry to follow it.
I run, swatting away branches that lean down to scratch at my face and stumbling over the tangled roots on the forest floor, fear rising like a frigid tide inside my chest, painfully constricting my lungs. Leaping over mud puddles and dodging the tangled, thorny bracken that wants to tear my clothing, I chase after the fox.
I suck in air, smelling pine needles and damp earth, loamy soil and mossy rocks, until I catch the scent of something else that makes me falter.
It’s the smell from the greenhouse. That distinctive scent of charred wood and metal heated until it’s red hot, smoldering ash and burning coal, and a pungent, animal musk unlike anything I’ve ever known.
A low, inhuman growl echoes through the forest, rumbling the ground beneath my feet.
I whirl around, but the forest behind me is empty.
The full moon peeks through the canopy high above. Night is falling fast. But how? Only a few hours ago, it was morning!
The crackle of twigs breaking makes me spin in a circle, searching for the origin of the noise. Was it the fox? Another small animal darting through the underbrush?
Or something else?
A larger predator, perhaps?
“Bea?” I whisper, my heart hammering. “Bea, is that you?”
The preternatural growl comes again. Closer this time. Hungrier. Shivering up the trunks of the ancient trees surrounding me, making every leaf and branch tremble.
I’m frozen for a long, breathless moment, until the shadow of a gigantic creature falls over me, blacking out all light from above. A pulse of hot air washes over my body, bringing with it the scent of something sharp and electric, almost like lightning, but with bonfires and burnt metal mingled in.
Brimstone.
I think the word at the same moment a spray of glowing embers wafts past me, and I realize the pulse of air was caused by the beating of a giant pair of wings.
Scared stiff and hyperventilating, I turn slowly to glance over my shoulder.
There I see a swirling cloud of black smoke and burning embers, painting the forest floor in a subtle, shifting red glow.
The cloud of embers and smoke solidifies into a form, towering easily eight to ten feet tall.
Its body is cloaked in sinewy muscle. Its skin is deepest obsidian, streaked in places with faint glowing veins of red. Encircling its massive wrists and ankles are glyphs that also glow red, shifting restlessly as if they’re alive under the skin.
Its hands are massive, with long sharp claws capping thick fingers. From its back sprouts an enormous pair of black leathery wings stretched taut between spiked bones.
Each monstrous wing is tipped in long black talons.
Before I can even suck in a breath, the thing is on me.
I’m swept up into its massive arms and forced to cling to it as it launches us into the air in a single, powerful stroke of its wings. My scream is lost on the wind as we burst through the canopy of trees out into the open night sky.
We fly in a dizzying spiral, the creature’s enormous arms pinning me to its body, its flesh hot against my cheek, rough and leathery. Solstice spreads out below us in a rapidly diminishing blanket of lights twinkling against velvet darkness.
Wind tearing at my hair and making my eyes water, we bank hard toward the mountains. My stomach lurches. My heart flips into my throat. I’m convinced I’m about to die, but am too terrified to care.
Then suddenly we’re slowing. The wind dies. The rush of cold air disappears, replaced by slightly warmer air that smells of wet earth and lichen. With one final beat of its giant wings, the creature lands softly on the ground.
We’re in a dark, cavernous space, a narrow opening carved into the side of the mountain that flares out dramatically into a cathedral-like chamber. The faint glow emanating from the veins in the creature’s body and the embers swirling in the smoky cloud that follow it allow me to see my surroundings.
Stalactites hang from a high, uneven stone ceiling, dripping water that echoes into the stillness. At the back of the cave, a deeper tunnel winds into blackness. A crude nest of gathered materials—twigs, twisted branches, dried grasses—is laid over with a pile of furs on one curving wall.
Scattered around the uneven floor are small bones and scraps of fur and feathers, the remains of past meals.
With me still clasped against its body, the creature strides over to the pile of furs and kneels. It pushes me down to the ground and holds me there with one massive hand flattened over my chest when I try to scramble away to safety. Though where I might find it, I have no idea.
Terrified, I stare up into its diabolical face, shocked to discover its eyes—though surrounded by skin of ebony—are a familiar color.
The palest, arctic-ice blue.
Then I glance lower, and a scream gets caught in my throat.
Between the creature’s muscular legs juts an enormous erection, bobbing excitedly. Its thick penis is ridged all the way up the shaft, topped with a swollen red crown that glistens with clear fluid at the slit.
A wisp of smoke rises from the fluid.
Adrenaline floods my veins, providing me a momentary burst of strength. I twist my body from under the creature’s hold, scramble to my feet, and bolt toward the cave entrance.
I haven’t gone ten steps when I’m caught and pulled backward.
Kicking and screaming, I struggle, but the thing is too strong. It manhandles me back onto the furs, smoke madly swirling around our bodies, then forces me to my back and lies on top of me.
Capturing my wrists, it pins my arms above my head and growls.
It’s hot, heavy, and immovable, a mountain of a thing refusing to release me.
Into its inhuman face, I scream in frustration.
Expecting another animalistic growl, I’m surprised to hear something akin to a chuckle emanate from the creature’s chest. It’s a subsonic rumble, felt more than heard, a deep vibration that gives the impression of warmth and pleasure.
It’s like a cat’s purr, only monstrous.
“What do you want from me?” I holler, all my muscles straining against this enforced captivity.
As an answer, it flexes its hips so I can feel that enormous erection prodding my thigh.
This monster is about to make a meal out of me.
I shriek in panic as its claws rip through my shirt, shredding the fabric easily. Next are my jeans and panties, which are torn off my legs with ruthless efficiency and flung aside. My shoes must have been dropped in flight because my feet are bare.
I expect to feel the thrust of its powerful hips, driving that huge monster cock inside me, but instead, it pries my thighs apart, fixes its hot mouth on my pussy, and fucks me with its tongue.
It’s almost as long and thick as a penis, muscular and textured with hundreds of small, knob-like bumps. When I cry out, the monster makes that strange vibrating rumble again. It raises goose bumps over my naked flesh and tightens my nipples.
Delirious, I cry out again, hearing my voice echo far above against the cave ceiling.
My terror is blunted by the feel of that hot wet tongue between my legs, delving deep into me then lapping at my sensitive clit like a cat with a bowl of milk.
When I moan, the creature hooks my knees over its shoulders and takes my breasts in its huge hands, roughly squeezing them, pinching and pulling at my nipples until they’re aching and swollen.
My hips take over. They start to flex and wriggle, chasing the pleasure building inside my core.
When I reach down and grasp the monster’s horns, using them to grind my pussy against its face, it makes the subsonic chuckle again. Its tongue slides from my pussy to my ass, penetrating the knot of muscle with a thrust that makes me squeal.
Sweat mists my skin. My pulse is a heavy, primal drumbeat. Writhing against the furs, with a huge winged monster’s tongue up my ass and my own helpless cries echoing in my ears, I feel untethered from reality, a mindless thing made only for pleasure.
My climax is abrupt and violent. Liquid gushes out of me, soaking the monster’s face and the furs beneath my bottom.
It laps up my juices with a wet sucking noise and low crackling sounds of approval, the points of its claws digging into my breasts.
I’m suddenly desperate to have that huge, thick cock inside me, stretching me with its inhuman girth.
“Ronan,” I gasp. “Please.”
He flips me onto my belly and drags me up onto my hands and knees. He begins to slap my ass, amusing himself with my high pleading cries and sounds of distress.
In my feverish brain, “it” has changed to “him,” but maybe that’s only a protective measure, my mind’s way of making the impossible bearable.
Better the devil you know than the one you don’t.
He continues to strike my bottom until the skin is hot and throbbing. The pleasure is intense, washing over me in waves. He stops occasionally to fondle my dripping pussy, careful not to scratch my tender flesh with his claws, using the rough pads of his fingers to rub and stroke my tingling clit until I’m panting and arching my back, wantonly spreading my knees wider to entice him to enter me.
The next time I beg, he nudges the blunt head of his huge cock at my entrance.
“Yes! Please, yes!”
The plea slips from my lips, but the woman who made it doesn’t sound like me. She isn’t me. She’s the delusional me begging for her cunt to be fucked by a creature made of fire and smoke, ash and embers, muscle and sinew and a vast, powerful set of wings.
“Mea stella obscura,” my creature growls, then pushes its giant monster cock inside me.
The thread of panic that had never left flares up inside me again as my pussy struggles to accommodate him. He tilts his hips to better seat me on his cock, then grips my hips in his huge hands and works me back and forth on his stiff shaft as I gasp and moan.
The deep penetration forces wetness down my thighs.
He rides me with long strokes. Engorged with blood, my clitoris pulses. My breasts swing as he pumps into my cunt. Breathless, I drop to my elbows and rest my forehead against the furs, looking between my thighs to watch his heavy testicles swing with every thrust, slapping my labia and sending shockwaves of pleasure throughout my body.
Fucking into me, his ridged penis is shockingly hot. His wings beat the air as he thrusts. Glowing red embers flit through the shadows, showering to the ground all around my body.
“Mea es.”
The monster fondles my ass, raking his claws over my flesh, then leans over and bites me on the neck.
When I feel the sharp points of its fangs pierce my skin, and it begins to suck, drawing my blood into its mouth, I climax, sobbing.
Then I jolt awake in my own bed at Blackthorn Manor.
My hand is between my legs.
My pussy is soaking wet.
My uterus is still contracting with an orgasm.
From somewhere far off, I hear the monster’s throaty growl. Then it fades and the only sound is my ragged breathing and the wind howling through the trees outside.



  
FORTY
MAVEN
Shaky and sweating, I rise from bed and grab my cell phone from the dresser. I have six missed calls from Ronan but no other calls or messages.
It should still be Sunday, but the date on the screen indicates it’s Tuesday.
I’ve lost two entire days.
Disoriented, I look around the room. Nothing seems amiss. But a sixth sense tells me to look inside the dresser drawers.
When I do, I find all my clothes there, neatly folded.
When I look in the closet, the suitcase and duffel bag I so haphazardly packed are zipped closed and standing in the corner. My purse rests on the nightstand, next to an empty teacup.
It’s just after four o’clock. The sky outside is leaden gray, heavy with thunderclouds.
With shaking hands, I dial the museum’s main line. I tell the receptionist who answers I need to speak with Luce Adams, that it’s a matter of extreme urgency. I’m afraid I won’t be connected, that some dark force will stop me from getting through, but to my surprise, I’m transferred immediately.
“This is Luce.”
I almost weep in relief when I hear her voice.
“Luce! Oh thank God, you’re there. You picked up. I can’t believe it. I’m so happy I got through.”
There’s a brief, confused pause. “I’m sorry, who is this?”
I know my laugh sounds crazed. Clutching the phone, I try to keep my voice calm so she doesn’t hang up and call the police on me.
“It’s May. I’ve been trying to reach you. Did you get my messages? I’m still in Solstice. Ezra came to see me, and he said I was fired, but I knew that couldn’t be right. I knew it was a mistake, so I emailed you, but I didn’t hear back. I’m not sure about the cell service out here, everything’s a little wonky!”
My crazy laugh makes another appearance. I realize I’m babbling but can’t stop myself.
“You wouldn’t believe everything that’s been going on. I can’t wait to catch you up to speed, but first please tell me there’s been a terrible misunderstanding, and I haven’t been fired.”
The silence on the other end of the line is cavernous. Then Luce says, “You must have the wrong number.”
A feeling of cold dread crackles over my skin, like ice forming on still water.
Nervously licking my lips, I say, “Luce, it’s me. May.”
“I don’t know a May.”
My voice rises. “May Blackthorn. The head of the Entomology Department. The lepidoptera curator. I’ve worked for you for five years!”
Her voice is tight with irritation. “The head of our Entomology Department is Oliver Underwood. I don’t know anyone named May Blackthorn. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get back to work.”
She disconnects without giving me a chance to argue with her that she’s wrong, she knows me well, she hired me right out of college as an assistant and promoted me four times until finally I was in charge of the entire department, the youngest person ever to hold the title.
Or … was I?
Was I ever really there at all?
Feeling sick, I call the museum again, but this time I ask to be put through to Ezra’s office.
The receptionist informs me the museum doesn’t have an Ezra Scott on staff.
Bile rising in my throat, I close my eyes and swallow it back down. “When did he leave?”
“I don’t have a record of anyone with that name ever being employed here, ma’am. Perhaps you meant to call the Smithsonian?”
The room starts to spin. I drop the phone. It clatters to the floor. When it rings again, I snatch it up, hoping against hope that it’s Luce calling to say she was pulling a prank on me, but it’s Ronan’s number I see on the screen.
I stare at it with my heart palpitating and my sense of reality slowly unraveling, then answer hesitantly. “Hello?”
Bypassing a greeting, he demands, “Tell me you’re all right.”
I close my eyes to stop the lazy tilting whirl of the room. “You remember me?”
“What? What the hell does that mean?”
“Never mind. It’s nothing.”
“It’s not nothing,” he growls impatiently. “I can tell when you’re upset. You sound strange, and you haven’t been answering my calls. You were supposed to come over to see me, but you never showed. Tell me what’s happened.”
“You wouldn’t believe it.”
“You might be surprised.”
I laugh, but it’s the deranged laugh again, the one where I sound like I should be institutionalized.
“I don’t know that anything could surprise me anymore, Ronan. Really and truly, I think I’ve lost all credulity. In fact, if you’d like to tell me you’re some kind of ancient fire demon who speaks Latin, has an ass fetish, and fucks like a—well, like a demon, I’m all ears!”
There’s a strange beat of silence, then he says tightly, “You need to get out of that house.”
“As a matter of fact, I did get out of the house. I took a nice little walk in the woods earlier, and before that, I went to church. Church of all things! Me! I can’t believe I didn’t go up in a poof of black smoke when the shadow of the cross fell on me!”
I don’t know if it’s my zany cackle or the unhinged tone of my voice, but he can tell I’m completely losing it.
“I’m coming over there to get you and Bea.”
“Wait—let me ask you something. Did you lend me twenty grand?”
“Yes. Why are you asking?”
“Just checking to see how much of my brain has been eaten by rot.”
“Maven—”
“The empty graves!” I shout, panic spilling from every pore, gurgling up my throat to choke me. “Did you hear about the empty graves at Pinecrest, or did I make that up, too?”
“I’m coming over,” he repeats through gritted teeth.
I put a shaking hand to my forehead and close my eyes, whispering, “Is my grandmother even dead? Or maybe I’m dead? Or in a psychiatric facility? Or maybe I was never born in the first place. Maybe I’ve been asleep for a thousand years, a slumbering giant buried deep in the bowels of the Earth, waiting for the right alignment of the stars to wake me!”
Ronan roars, “What the fuck are you talking about?”
I drop my hand from my forehead and open my eyes. I can feel my pulse in every part of my body, the rushing thrum of blood through my veins. I feel dizzy and disoriented, dropped out of my own time into another dimension to land on a hostile planet teeming with all kinds of nasty creatures that want nothing more than to dine on my flesh and suck every bit of marrow from my brittle bones.
I don’t know what’s happening to me, but I suspect that whatever’s on the other side of this moment, it will change me permanently. If I even survive it.
I need to tell him the truth.
“I’m sorry for everything, Ronan. But mostly I’m sorry I never told you I loved you. Because I always have. I still do. And I always will. If I never see you again, just know that I’ve loved you my whole life. There’s never been anyone else for me but you.”
Strangled with emotion, his voice breaks over my name. “Maven. I love you, too, baby. So much. So fucking much.”
Hearing him say those words pierces my heart. Then the plaintive wail of a child crying somewhere deep in the house refocuses my attention.
Bea.
“I’m coming to get you, baby. I’m coming for both of you right now—”
Ronan is still talking when I disconnect the call.
I’m about to run from the room when I glimpse the shadow.
Moving sinuously from behind the curtains at the windows, it slithers across the bedroom wall like an ink stain, spreading rapidly until it’s unnaturally long, shifting and spilling onto the ceiling. Its dark surface rippling like wind over water, the shadow stretches to encompass the entire room, undulating menacingly around the furniture, coiling on the ceiling as if readying to strike.
In the center of the coils, an angular outline of a head is distinct against the pale plaster.
So is the fork in the tongue that flickers out.
I squeeze my eyes shut and chant, “It’s not real. It’s not real. It’s not real, Maven. You’re imagining it.”
When I open my eyes again after several long moments, the shadow has vanished.
Outside, the howling wind grows louder. The floorboards in the hallway make an unsettling groan, as if an invisible foot is treading on them. Somewhere downstairs, a door slams shut.
My phone rings again. It’s Ronan. I don’t answer, setting the cell atop the dresser and turning to leave the room.
I catch a glimpse of myself in the bathroom mirror. Instead of a swarm of flies this time, I see only my normal reflection. Pale face, green eyes, long hair unbound. All the black dye has worn off somehow, leaving my hair its natural vivid red hue.
On the side of my throat are two small puncture wounds, as red as drops of fresh blood.
Around my neck hangs the rosary Father O’Brian pressed into my hand.
With trembling fingers, I touch the tender bite marks first. Then I touch the crucifix dangling at the end of the rosary beads. Both seem real, but the line between reality and fantasy has blurred for me drastically, leaving me in a purgatory where I have no proof of what really exists.
I have no proof I exist.
I might be a figment of my own twisted imagination.
The cry of a child that I hear echo through the house sounds real enough, however, and it jolts me into action.
Running out into the hall, I take the stairs two at a time, calling for Bea. I half expect to see her in the great room, her nose buried in a book, but it’s empty, the unlit fireplace looking like a gaping black maw of some terrible ravenous creature. The room is uncommonly cold, full of shifting shadows that slink up the walls in a serpentine fashion.
The sickly sweet scent of something rotting hangs in the air, so potent, it makes me gag.
My panic rising again, I run into the kitchen. It’s deserted as well. On the center of the scarred wooden table sits a bowl overflowing with fresh pomegranates.
According to mythology, they’re the only fruit that grows in hell.
A gust of wind rattles the windowpanes, then the rain starts, pelting the panes with fat drops that sound eerily like skeletal fingernails tapping the glass. Something outside trying to get in.
Heart banging against my rib cage, I sprint back through the great room and follow the winding hallway that leads deeper into the house. The walls seem to press close as I run. My footsteps echo off the ceiling then die abruptly as if the house is swallowing the sound.
The corridor becomes a twisting labyrinth leading me farther and farther away from where I began. A mocking laugh rings in the distance. Though I’ve walked these halls a hundred times, I soon grow disoriented. It seems as if the house is shifting, doors opening into bricked walls where once there were familiar rooms, the floor rising and falling as if the house’s lungs are breathing.
“Bea! Bea, where are you?”
I stop abruptly, struggling to hear the faint answering cry.
It comes from somewhere far below my feet. I look down at the floorboards.
The cellar.
As soon as the thought crystallizes in my mind, it’s as if the house knows and makes accommodations for me. The shadowed corridor brightens slightly. The pressing walls seem to fall back.
I move ahead, my ears straining for the cries that are growing steadily louder. I burst through a door that drops off abruptly to a steep staircase, almost launching myself into space from momentum.
I grab the wooden rail in time to save myself from breaking my neck in a fall and scramble down, down, down into darkness.
I don’t need light now. I know where I’m going.
At the bottom of the staircase, the floor is dirt. The heavy wooden cellar doors are set flush into the floor a few feet beyond. The faint draft seeping from them is warmer than the surrounding air and scented with the distinctive, smoky, resinlike essence of myrrh, an herb commonly used in various ritual practices.
Like sacrifices.
My nerves raw and screaming, I grip the heavy, round iron knobs of the cellar doors and throw them open.
A blast of hot air hits me. My hair billows away from my face. Then something hard kicks me between my shoulder blades, and I tumble forward into pitch blackness.
I hit a hard surface. The breath is knocked from my lungs at the same time my forehead cracks against unyielding stone. Stunned, I groan as stars explode beneath my eyelids. Pain floods every cell, paralyzing me.
I’m rolled onto my back. My wrists and ankles are gripped by unseen hands. I’m lifted and carried for a while, my throbbing head hanging down, my hair dragging along the floor. Then I’m deposited onto a cold, hard surface.
I hear the clank of metal as heavy chains are fastened around my arms and legs.
When my vision finally clears, I look up to see a tall figure standing over me. Dressed in a long black robe with a cowl covering the head, the figure is haloed in light, red and flickering.
The light comes from the bonfire on the stone floor of the middle of the cave I’m in.
The cavern is massive, with ceilings so high, they’re lost in shadow. Multiple passageways lead off from the main space, their openings pitch black. I’m in the center of some kind of underground maze of tunnels, a complex I sense stretches far beyond the borders of Blackthorn Manor.
And far, far below.
A naked man is chained to a large rectangular stone across from me. The stone is crudely shaped, rising directly from the cave floor, rough-hewn but with edges worn soft from long use.
Its sides are streaked with ominous, rust-colored stains.
The man’s stomach is painted with red marks, strange symbols drawn directly onto his pale flesh. He appears drugged, his eyes closed and his head lolling from side to side. Helpless moans work from his throat.
He’s lost his thin-rimmed glasses.
It’s Ezra.
The stone he’s lying on is an altar.
Littered around the altar are fragments of bone, strewn carelessly about as if kicked away. All around the cave, in fact, remnants of bone are strewn. The floor is crowded with them for as far as I can see, a grotesque white carpet that stretches to the mouths of the tunnels. Some bones are charred, others broken, and some are perfectly intact.
There must be hundreds of skeletons in here. Thousands.
The tiny baby’s skulls are the most horrifying. Their hollow eye sockets stare at me accusingly.
If I had to guess, I’d say all those little baby skulls were male.
Mingled with the bones are translucent, tubelike shapes of various sizes. Their surfaces are scored in an intricate mosaic of diamond patterns. The one nearest the altar is at least a hundred feet long, indicating the enormous size of the creature who shed it.
The snake who shed it, rather.
All the delicate papery shapes are molted snakeskins.
The figure in the black robe moves closer, withdrawing a knife from within bell-shaped sleeves. The edge of the curved blade glints wickedly in the flickering firelight. I can tell by the shape of the hand that the person beneath the cloak is female.
She pushes the cowl off her head, revealing the mass of fiery red curls tucked beneath.
Davina smiles affectionately at me.
“Welcome to the party, darling. We’re just about to get started.”



  
FORTY-ONE
MAVEN
I stare at her, not trusting my sight. This can’t be happening. I’m dreaming again, that’s all. I’m in a fantasy of my own making, a nightmare of my mind’s design.
My sweet aunt is not standing over me with a ceremonial knife used in ritual killings.
Except maybe she is, because she says, “You look surprised. That’s to be expected. You left Solstice too soon to be initiated on your eighteenth birthday, but we’re going to remedy that tonight. You’ve missed out on so much fun!”
She gestures with the knife toward Ezra, as limp as a fish on his rock. “Thank you for him, by the way. You know how I adore younger men.”
I try to speak but can’t. My tongue isn’t working. My body isn’t working right, either. When I attempt to lift my head, my nerves don’t send the message to my brain.
“Try not to fight it, darling. Immobilus spells have a nasty way of fighting back.”
She draws the blade across her open palm. Blood wells up to fill the cut. Dabbing at it with her forefingers, she delicately draws a mark on my brow, then my cheeks and chin. She looks at my throat and grimaces.
“Did Father O’Brian give you this silly little trinket? How ridiculous.”
With a flick of the knife, she slices the rosary off my neck, tossing it aside like a piece of trash. I hear it land on the cavern floor with a musical little jangle of wood and metal on bone.
“Now, I’m sure you have questions. We can’t get to them all tonight, of course, but where would you like me to start?”
She examines my tortured eyes for a moment, then nods.
“Bea. Yes, of course. She’s perfectly fine, darling. Tucked into her bed, sleeping like a baby. Brewed her a cup of my special tea. She’ll be out for hours. Such a lovely child. You’ve done a wonderful job with her. Though I must admit, I was hurt to discover you lied about her age. She’s so small, it makes sense she might pass as nine instead of eleven, but I had my suspicions. A simple revelare aetatem spell gave me the truth. I never thought that one would come in handy, but I’m pleased to say it did.”
Her green eyes harden with anger. “I was even more hurt that you lied about her paternity. A Croft, of all things.”
She retches as if she’s about to vomit, then smiles.
“But we’ll let bygones be bygones, because the mating of a witch and a demon produces a child of incredible power. When Bea comes of age, she’ll be the most gifted witch our line has seen since Megaera.”
Though my body is immobilized, my heart is still beating. It pumps blood through my veins at such a furious pace, I’m sweating and lightheaded, gasping for breath.
“Yes, I can see you have questions about her, too. She was the one who cast the original curse on the Crofts, you know. Once a month for seven days straight, all the males in that family turn into monsters at night. Demons, werewolves, every type of goblin and ghoul. Even a giant, carnivorous plant in one case! Brilliant how she made the curse mimic a woman’s cycle. Personally, I think she should’ve gone further and made it happen every single night in retaliation for what they did to her, but that’s just me.”
She chuckles. “It’s hilarious how they’re still trying to find a cure, but there isn’t one. No matter how many experiments they run on animals that have evolved to transform their shape or manipulate their environments for survival, the Croft bloodline is cursed for good.”
She pauses to thoughtfully dab more blood on the pulse point in the hollow of my throat.
“Which brings me to your mother. She’d gone to the Crofts’ church to try to break Megaera’s spell. She was always too softhearted, poor darling. Righting a wrong, she called it. Though I must admit, she was clever enough to try at midnight on a full moon on the winter equinox, because that confluence packs a powerful magical punch, but a caster’s final spell before death can’t be reversed.”
She chuckles. “Like the one Mother cast on Elijah Croft. For the rest of his days, anywhere on Earth that man goes, he’ll be attacked by ravens. Petty but poetic.”
Righting a wrong.
So that’s what my mother was doing that snowy December night. She didn’t hate the Crofts like the rest of our family did. She wanted to help them.
And I never told her about Ronan. I kept him a secret because I thought she’d hate me for loving him. I thought she’d never look at me the same way again.
Hot tears leak from the corners of my eyes.
Davina exclaims, “Oh, darling, don’t cry yet! Wait until I tell you that it was me who made sure your silly softhearted mother wouldn’t try anything so stupid again.”
Realizing what she means, I stare at her in dawning horror.
She leans close to my face and hisses, “Take that under advisement, May. We don’t go behind each other’s backs in this family. If you ever think about doing something stupid like betraying us, just think about your daughter. She could suffer a tragic slip and fall, too.”
Burning rage erupts inside me. I glare at her, dying to wrap my hands around her neck, but I’m impotent, trapped inside in my useless body.
She pats me gently on the cheek. “Though you were right about how all the Blackthorn women die by accident, clever girl. Dark magic always exacts a price. When Megaera put that blood curse on the Crofts, it took a little something from her lineage, too. A tithe, if you will. Like all of us, your mother would’ve befallen a tragic accident eventually. I just hurried things along.”
She turns away. Slipping the robe from her shoulders, she lets it fall to the ground. It slithers off her body and pools in silky folds atop a heap of bones. She’s nude but completely at ease in her skin, stretching her arms overhead and sighing in contentment.
Her body is firm and youthful, with no signs of sagging or loss of tone a woman of her age might normally have.
An unnatural youthfulness gained through unnatural means.
Reaching Ezra on the altar, she stands looking down at him, then trails her fingertips up the inside of his bare thigh. He stirs, straining against the chains at his wrists, moaning and trying to open his eyes.
“Hush, sweet boy,” she croons, gazing lovingly at his flaccid penis.
She bends over and takes it into her mouth.
She suckles him until he’s fully erect, flexing his hips and groaning, his shaft slick with her saliva, his thigh muscles taut.
The sound of unseen drums starts up, their beat low and rhythmic. Then soft chanting begins in a language I don’t understand. I can’t move my head to see behind or to the other side of me, so I don’t know if there are people there, or if the cave itself has come alive, aroused by the scene on the altar.
Davina straightens. She wraps her hand around Ezra’s stiff cock and continues to stroke it. He mindlessly fucks his hips into her slick palm, rolling his head from side to side, his moans growing louder.
The chanting and drumbeats grow louder, too, until it sounds as if all the noise is coming from inside my own skull.
Davina’s words cut through the noise like a knife.
“I see you’re all doom and gloom at the moment, darling, but there are many benefits to our loyalty. For one thing, we don’t die. Well, our human forms die, but after seven days, we return in animal form to wait until the master is strong enough to rise again, and we’ll be restored to our former glory.”
I think of the black clouds of ravens always circling the skies of Solstice. I think of the red fox, white cat, and blue morpho butterfly, all so strangely intelligent.
I think of all the empty Blackthorn graves at Pinecrest, and my grandmother’s strangely well-preserved, disappearing corpse, and how Bea dreamt of being a big black dog.
Is that what she’ll be reincarnated as?
If I were able to laugh, it would be the crazed one again. I can feel my sanity slipping away from me, like water spiraling down a drain.
This isn’t happening.
And if it is, I’d rather be nuts.
Still stroking Ezra’s hard cock, Davina murmurs, “It won’t be long now. The master is almost ready. We’ve been very diligent in our sacrificial offerings over the generations. His power has almost peaked. Then he’ll rise and claim his queen to rule beside him.”
She glances up at me, her smile sly. “Can you guess who that might be? I’ll give you a hint, darling: it’s a certain little girl who looks younger than she is.”
No! This isn’t happening! This can’t be happening! It’s all a terrible dream! Wake up, Maven! WAKE UP!
Davina climbs atop the altar and lowers herself onto Ezra’s dick. His eyes roll back in ecstasy. She starts to grind against him, riding him hard, her ample breasts bouncing. She tips her head back and closes her eyes.
“Dimensional travel spells, time manipulation spells, memory erasure spells that make people forget someone ever existed … it’s all within your reach, darling. Even death itself doesn’t have dominion over you. I can’t wait to teach you everything. There’s so much you need to learn.”
Luce’s voice echoes inside my mind.
“The head of our Entomology Department is Oliver Underwood. I don’t know anyone named May Blackthorn.”
I feel sick. We were erased, Ezra and I, along with all the missing people whose bones carpet the floor of this cave. Erased from memory as if we never existed at all.
The air is growing hotter. Sweat drips down my neck. The bonfire in the center of the cave flares up with a roar, showering sparks into the air that billow up to the shadowy ceiling and are swallowed by darkness.
Two more figures in black robes come into my view, moving slowly toward the altar.
Ezra’s husky grunts of pleasure mingle with Davina’s lusty moans. They both seem close to climax, writhing together atop the stone, their coupling growing more frantic.
One of the figures in black places a small bowl near Ezra’s head, its wood surface carved with mystical sigils. The other stands near his waist, waiting unmoving until Davina stiffens and cries out.
In a whipcrack-fast movement, the figure standing near Ezra’s waist snatches up the knife Davina laid on the stone when she mounted him and draws it across his throat.
Bright red arterial blood spurts from his neck, arcing elegantly into the bowl the other figure holds up to catch it.
Ezra jerks, making sickening gurgling noises. Davina continues to fuck him as he bleeds out, riding him until his body stops jerking and he falls completely still.
Panting, she opens her eyes and gazes down at his lifeless body.
The blood that missed the bowl snakes down the side of the stone altar in gleaming red streams. The chanting continues. The drums keep up their steady, droning beat.
Davina swings her leg over him and dismounts, then shakes out her hair. One of the robed figures unshackles Ezra’s lifeless body and shoves it over the side of the altar. It lands on the ground with a dull thud. Then Davina climbs on top of the altar again, lying on her back and spreading her legs.
The robed figure approaches her, standing between her spread thighs. It reaches down and probes her pussy with thin, pale fingers, thrusting them inside her, making her moan.
Davina lifts her arms overhead. The other figure in black traces marks onto her breasts and torso with Ezra’s blood, then sets the bowl aside and chains Davina’s wrists to the altar so her breasts jut toward the sky.
When the figure between Davina’s legs removes his fingers and replaces it with his cock, his cowl slides off his head, revealing thin white wisps of hair floating on a pale skull.
It’s Q.
Shackling Davina’s wrists so she can be ritually fucked by him is Esme.
I try to scream again. The effort is fruitless. I have to lie there helplessly and watch them rut to a groaning climax, then Esme switches places with Davina and takes her turn.
With sickening clarity, I understand it will be my turn next.
My “initiation” is coming.
The drums beat. The chanting continues. Smoke from the roaring fire billows out in ever-growing waves until I’m coughing from it, it’s so thick.
Under the voices and the drums, I hear someone calling my name. It’s very distant, very faint, but I hear it, and my pulse surges.
I’d know that voice anywhere, even in the inky blackness at the bottom of the sea.
You never forget your first love.
The bonfire is growing out of control, choking the cave with plumes of acrid black smoke. Something has gone wrong, because Esme and Davina have begun screaming. Then, from directly above, a pulse of hot air beats against my face. A shower of glowing embers surrounds me.
My enormous obsidian demon appears through the billowing smoke like a vengeful angel, beautiful and terrible, his fangs bared, his icy eyes ablaze with fury, the markings on his wrists and ankles glowing with hellfire.
With a deafening roar and a powerful swipe of his claws, he breaks the chains binding me to the rock. He lifts me and catapults us into the air, his giant wings beating furiously.
We fly.
The smoke clears.
I can breathe again.
Cradled in the safety of his burning embrace, my cheek resting against the expanse of his hard, leathery chest, I let myself slip away into the waiting, welcoming darkness.



  
FORTY-TWO
RONAN
Her hand is so small in mine. So pale and fragile. I stare at it, emotion throbbing in my chest, as machines beep persistently in the background and a doctor and two nurses speak quietly together in the hallway outside the open door.
“Bea,” I murmur. “Open your eyes.”
Lying still on the hospital bed, her narrow chest slowly rising and falling, a cannula with oxygen running through it fastened beneath her nose, she doesn’t respond to my command.
I should’ve known she wouldn’t.
Instead of a request, it was an order, something no Blackthorn woman would ever obey.
My heart aching, I give her limp hand a gentle squeeze, then press a soft kiss to her knuckles.
The doctors tell me she’ll be fine, that there’s nothing to do now but let her rest, but the need to make this better for her—to make everything in her world right—lashes at me like a whip cracking against my skin, over and over.
She’s such a good kid. Bright, brave, charming.
I’m going to spend the rest of my days making sure she knows how special she is. Making sure she knows she can always count on me.
Making sure she’s protected.
Her lashes flutter, then suddenly her lids lift, and she’s staring straight at me.
She doesn’t look surprised to find me sitting beside her bed, holding her hand.
“Hi,” I say softly.
She gazes at me steadily for a moment, then swallows. In a small, raspy voice she says, “Are you my dad?”
Straight to the point, just like her mother. I almost laugh, but exhale in relief instead. “I’d like to be. What do you think about that?”
She glances at our clasped hands, then closes her eyes and nods, whispering, “Okay.”
Her breathing slows, her head lolls to one side, and just like that, she’s asleep again.
The pressure in my chest is crushing. I never thought I could love anyone more than Maven, but this kid has already completely stolen my heart.
“Sir?”
I look up to find one of the nurses has crept close to the bed. Her voice hushed, she says, “There’s a man asking to see Ms. Blackthorn. You said not to allow anyone into her room, so…”
“A man? Who is he?”
“Silas Hawthorne, sir. He said you’d remember him.”
Frowning, I search my memory, but the name doesn’t register. The nurse sees my confusion, because she adds, “He says he was employed by your family, sir, quite a while back.”
Jesus. That’s right—Silas used to be our groundskeeper. But he quit and moved away from Solstice years ago. At least a dozen, maybe more.
Reluctant to leave Bea, I gently release her hand and stand. Then I fix the nurse with a warning glare.
My voice low and steely, I say, “She gets the best of everything, understood? Care, tests, food, everything. I’m holding every one of you personally responsible if she suffers so much as the slightest discomfort—”
“Yes, sir,” the nurse interrupts softly. “So you’ve said, sir. Multiple times. She and Ms. Blackthorn are in excellent hands, I promise you.”
Giving Bea one last look, I nod curtly at the nurse, then walk out to the hallway.
Maven’s room is next to Bea’s. The window shades are drawn and the door is closed. Outside her door, nervously turning a cowboy hat in his hands, stands a tall man dressed casually in flannel, denim, and boots. I’d guess he’s somewhere north of sixty now, but he still has a full head of salt-and-pepper hair and a lean yet muscular physique.
He lifts his head, spots me, and stills.
Suspicious of this odd timing for a sudden reappearance, I narrow my eyes at him. “Silas. This is a surprise. What can I do for you?”
He glances nervously at Maven’s door, then looks back at me.
“I … I came to see May.”
I lift my brows, look him up and down challengingly, and fold my arms over my chest. “Did you, now? How interesting. Why the hell would you do that?”
He clears his throat, sending another furtive glance toward Maven’s door. “Is there somewhere we can talk privately?”
On edge, I consider him for a moment before jerking my chin in the direction of the waiting room at the end of the hallway. “Follow me.”
I’m tense as I walk ahead of him, my mind whirring and my nerves alert. When we reach the empty waiting room, I stop and watch as he walks a nervous circle around the middle of the space, turning his hat around and around in his hands.
Finally, he stops and faces me. After a short pause, he blurts, “I’m her father.”
For one horrifying moment, I think he’s talking about Bea. But my confusion clears when he looks at his boots and murmurs, “Elspeth and I were in love.”
“Wait,” I say, my heart pounding. “Hold on. You’re saying you—”
“I wanted to keep us secret,” he interrupts, looking up at me with tortured eyes. “Especially after May was born. I was afraid what people would say, how they’d treat me…”
He trails off into silence, closing his eyes against some bitter memory. When he opens them again, they’re filled with tears.
“I’m ashamed of myself. All these years since Elspeth died, I’ve been trying to screw up the courage to come and talk to May, but … I never could do it. But when your father called me and told me what happened, I knew it was time.”
Reeling, I take a step closer to him. “My father?”
Silas nods. “He knew about us. Caught us together in your old family church one time. It’s where we used to meet, to…” Clearing his throat, he continues. “We’d go up to the bell tower. Look at the stars. I was late that night, that last night. She was already there, waiting for me. Waving at me from the tower like an angel, like a fairy-tale princess, Rapunzel waiting for her prince.”
His mouth quivers. His breath hitches. A lone tear crests his lower lid and straggles down his cheek. “But she wasn’t careful,” he whispers. “She was always so fearless. She decided to step out onto the roof. She was waving at me when she slipped, Ronan, she was smiling and waving and it’s my fault, it’s all my fault, I was late, I made her wait for me—”
His voice breaks, his face crumples, and he bursts into chest-wracking sobs.
I’m so astonished, I can’t move. I just stand stock-still and stare at him with my mouth hanging open, replaying that phone conversation with my father in my mind.
As I recall it word for word, I realize that he never actually said he was Maven’s father.
He said he wouldn’t speak about it, that I was dead to him if I brought it up again, and in my shock and dismay, in my hurry to jump to what seemed an obvious conclusion, I overlooked the fact that my father never actually admitted anything at all.
And that he frequently acts like a complete asshole when questioned.
About things far less insulting than his son accusing him of siring a bastard child and cheating on his wife in the process.
I cover my face with my hands and scrub them up and down a few times until my brain fog clears, and I can think straight again.
I wondered about that heart attack Silas had. It seemed a little dramatic, your heart giving out when you come across a body in the snow and subsequently spending weeks in the hospital recovering from it, but with this new information, it doesn’t seem so dramatic at all.
If it were me watching Maven fall to her death, I never would have recovered.
“Does anyone else know?” I say gruffly.
Silas shakes his head.
“I assume you’d be willing to take a DNA test to confirm your claim.”
Startled, he looks up at me. “What?”
“I’ve learned not to take anyone at their word. Before we go any further with this, you’ll have to prove you are who you say you are.”
He nods, dashing away the tears from his face. “Yes. I’ll take a test. I’ll do anything.”
“Good.”
After an awkward pause, he says tentatively, “So, are you and May…?”
“She’s going to be my wife,” I say bluntly. “You have a problem with that?”
“No.”
I nod, satisfied by the sincerity of his answer. Because father or not, anyone who has one negative fucking word to say about Maven and me will regret it.
They’ll quickly be introduced to a side of me they don’t want to see.
“Sir?”
We turn to look at the young nurse in lavender scrubs standing out in the hallway. She gestures toward Maven’s room. “Ms. Blackthorn is asking for you.”
“Thank you. Question—do you do paternity tests here?”
She doesn’t miss a beat. “Yes, sir. All we need is a cheek swab or blood sample. The results are usually back in five to seven days.”
I turn back to Silas. “Give her your contact information, too. I’ll talk to you in a week.”
I leave him with the nurse and head to Maven’s room. She’s awake, sitting up in the hospital bed, gazing out the window into the gray, gathering dusk.
When she turns her head and our eyes meet, I feel the jolt of connection all the way to my toes.
She wordlessly holds out a hand. I cross to her quickly, taking her outstretched hand and kissing it as I lean over the metal bed rail.
“Hi, baby,” I murmur. “I was just checking on Bea again.”
“How is she?”
“Everything’s looking good.”
She exhales a soft, ragged breath, sinking back against the pillow. I study her, my heart expanding with love but my mind filled with worry. She’s tough, but even the toughest person has a breaking point.
Her face when I told her that her aunts didn’t make it out of the fire …
I’ve never seen such agony.
“Do you need anything? How are you feeling? What can I get you?”
A ghost of a smile lifts the corners of her mouth. She murmurs, “Stop fussing. You’ll spoil me.”
“That’s the plan.”
I don’t tell her that the plan also includes an immediate change of her home address to mine, a fat-ass diamond ring on her left ring finger, and a speedy walk down the aisle at our wedding, because I don’t want to overwhelm her.
But she and I are going to end that whole Blackthorns-don’t-marry bullshit once and for all.
I know she’ll object, but I’ll wear her down. Making this woman my wife and being a good father to Bea is my new life’s mission.
Frowning at me, she says, “Why do you look so smug?”
Pressing the smile from my lips, I reply, “I told you, baby. That’s just my default setting.”
Then I lean over and claim her mouth before she can agree.
The kiss is sweet and lingering. When it’s over, I whisper vehemently against her lips, “I love you, Maven. I love you. Nothing will ever come between us again.”
Her laugh is soft and husky. “Why does that sound like a threat?”
“It’s a promise. It’s a vow. From this moment on, we’re a family. It’s you, me, and Bea, and that’s it. Nobody can break us apart. Nothing can separate us. Anybody who so much as inconveniences either of you will have to answer to me. And God fucking help them, because I’ll tear them limb from limb and pile their bodies at your feet.”
She stares at me a moment, her eyes welling, then blows out a breath. “You’re unhinged.”
That makes me chuckle. “So I’ve been told. Rest now, baby. Close your eyes. I’ll be here when you wake up.” I press a gentle kiss to her lips, then settle into the uncomfortable plastic chair beside her bed.
I’ll always be beside her.
It’s the only place I want to be for the rest of both our lives.



  
EPILOGUE
Cole Walker
I heard about the fire at Blackthorn Manor the way everybody else did: on the news.
It was the late-night edition because I can never sleep, but as soon as I saw the name Blackthorn on the ticker on the bottom of the screen, I sat bolt upright in my recliner and turned the volume up to ten.
They called it a conflagration, which is just a fancy word for fucking huge.
I watched the dramatic images of enormous flames devouring a sprawling structure in the woods in frozen fascination, until I came back to my senses, packed a bag, and got a few hours’ sleep in.
First thing in the morning, I set out in my Chevy for the long drive from Burlington to a sleepy little town called Solstice.
When I arrive, the sun is just setting over the craggy rim of the purple mountains. It’s a beautiful November evening, clear and cold, crisp and windless.
Of course, the press are swarming the scene, the maggots.
I push my way through the jostling crowd of looky-loos and cameras and flash my credentials at the cop standing guard in front of the big iron gate.
He doesn’t want to let me in, so I drop a few names of guys I know in local law enforcement and tell him I’m Maven Blackthorn’s PI, even though technically, she fired me.
When that doesn’t make him budge, I slip him some cash.
Works like a charm.
I can’t blame him. Public servants are all grossly underpaid.
The forensic team is already on site, picking through the smoking hulk of the mansion. It took a dozen rigs from four surrounding city stations to douse the blaze.
The trucks are still parked on the property, red lights flashing. The scene has the chaotic feeling of a circus whose animals have all broken loose from their cages to stampede through the big top, terrorizing guests.
I pull aside an investigator and ask him what he knows.
“So far? Not much. The paramedics took away two people in an ambulance, an adult female and a kid. We also got a few adult bodies inside.”
He flashes a grin. “Barbequed, so we don’t know what genders yet.”
He’s excited by the gore, the freaky fucker.
“Any preliminary ideas about cause?”
“Talk to him.” He points at a young guy in a cop’s uniform, then walks away to converse with another investigator.
The cop is too green to know to keep his mouth shut. He’s so eager to talk, I only have to introduce myself and say I worked for the family to get him going.
“Oh, man, it’s crazy, isn’t it? Place as ancient and badly ventilated as this one was, you got a recipe for disaster right there. All those wood-burning fireplaces and sealed-up windows, you know? It’s actually a miracle it didn’t happen sooner. Those gases build until you got a toxic cloud so flammable, all it takes is a match to blow the whole place to Mars.”
He’s so excited, he’s bouncing on his toes.
“Gases?”
He nods. “Carbon monoxide. Maybe methane, too. Solstice has high concentrations of it in the soil, which is probably why everyone around here’s so nuts. We won’t know for sure about the methane for a while, but first responders who found the victims did a pulse oximeter test on them to confirm the CO. Levels were through the roof. They talked to the family doctor, too. Apparently, the woman was suffering from severe symptoms of CO poisoning when he examined her recently, but he misdiagnosed it as flu.
“He’s feeling pretty guilty, but the symptoms are the same, you know? Dizziness, headache, nausea, all that shit. Confusion, too. I had a friend in the academy whose sister had carbon monoxide poisoning in college. Said she felt like death before they finally figured out what was going on. Hallucinated a bunch of crazy shit, too, angels and demons and monsters crawling up the walls. Real spooky stuff. Back in olden times, they probably woulda thought she was possessed, talking that shit.”
I think of how convinced Maven was that Ronan Croft was conducting illegal experimental human trials in the basement of his family church, how frantic she sounded—crazy, if I’m being honest—and nod.
“Do you know the name of the person the doctor examined?”
“Maven, I think? Weird name, if you ask me.”
Looking at the smoking hulk of blackened stone and smoldering timber that used to be Blackthorn Manor, I say absently, “It means a person with a high level of knowledge. An expert. It’s Hebrew.”
“Huh.” He thinks for a second. “Hebrew, like in the Bible?”
I give him a look that makes him shut up.
Embarrassed, he wanders off, leaving me standing alone on the rutted dirt driveway choked with weeds, gazing at the smoking shell of the house.
I know it’s only my imagination that makes me think that blackened ruin is somehow staring right back at me … and plotting.
Something moving fast in my peripheral vision makes me turn and look up at the sky. For an instant, I glimpse a huge and monstrous black form winging between the stars, but when I blink, it’s gone.
With a shiver running down my spine, I turn around and head back toward the gate.
From its perch on an iron bench across the yard, a red fox watches me go with preternatural golden eyes, canines flashing as it smiles.
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I owe sincere thanks to two more rock stars at the Bent Agency—Victoria Cappello and Emma Lagarde—for handling all the stuff that needs to be handled and doing it with such grace.
Thank you to Georgana Grinstead, Valentine Grinstead, Meagan Reynoso, and the whole team at Valentine PR for your support and guidance.
To all the bloggers, BookTokkers, influencers, reviewers, and book clubs who have shared my work so enthusiastically, a huge thank-you for what you do. When my first novel was published in 2012, I had no idea I’d be so lucky to have people like you recommending my books. You have been an integral part of my success, and I appreciate each and every one of you.
Geissinger’s Gang—you’re my tribe. My weird, funny, unwaveringly supportive tribe that gives me life and makes me laugh. Our small corner of the internet is heaven. Thank you for coming along for the ride, for being my cheerleaders, and for allowing me to traumatize you with my disturbing imagination.
Finally, to my husband and partner in crime, Jay … you’re so lucky earplugs were invented. And I’m so lucky to have found you. And we’re both so lucky you’ve never read a single one of my books because we’d have a lot of marital therapy in our future, and nobody’s got time for that. I love you.
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