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      I do not know how I became the goddess of love. Oh, I understand the “goddess” part. I am immortal, and I possess certain powers, and in ancient Greece, “deity” was the only language they had to describe us. We were lucky to be born in that world. A monotheistic culture has far different words for such a thing, as Denny—Dionysus—discovered when he over-imbibed in Inquisition-era Spain and started showing off his powers. Marius—Ares—had to ride to his big brother’s rescue, roping me into it because Athene decided a little pyre-burning might teach Denny to hold his liquor. Yes, Athene still goes by Athene, and dear Lord do not spell it Athena. She once snuck a chisel into the British Museum to fix a statue.

      No, I understand why the appellation of goddess. It’s the “love” part I’ve never quite fathomed. Goddess of beauty, yes, and that is no show of ego. I know how I look, and if Fate had given me some say in the matter, I would have denied that particular gift. I suppose “love” arises from that. What else is a beautiful woman good for?

      My powers have nothing to do with love. Or sex, though I am very fond of it, and rather good at it, as one might certainly hope to be after three thousand years of practice. No, I lack any powers of love or sex or fertility, and yet one can even find twenty-first-century sects that worship me in hopes of receiving those blessings.

      I have no dominion there, and so after centuries of confusion, I did the only thing I could. I slammed down my banner and claimed the territory for myself. Aphrodite aka Venus aka Vanessa. Patron deity of lovers. Matchmaker extraordinaire.

      And I am about to do what I do best.

      

      Marius arrives to the soft blip of the security panel as he lets himself in. He doesn’t call for me. Doesn’t ask where I am. He strides straight through to my dressing room as if by homing beacon. We have been friends since we were children and lovers since we were adults, and even if we are currently “on a break”—as we have been too many times to count—he is first in my life, and I am in his. As he says, “Venus and Mars, planets with the entire earth between them sometimes, but still always within each other’s sight.”

      He doesn’t say hello. We are far past pleasantries. He walks in, and I don’t turn from the mirror, but I do watch him enter through it. I will never be past that.

      Marius looks in his forties. We all do. Our immortality took hold as we passed our youth and settled into early middle age, which is a very comfortable place to inhabit. He is handsome, of course. Athletic, of course. Confident and self-possessed. He is Ares, after all. God of War. But every statue leaves out the best of him. The easy-going charm and the kindness. Most of all, the kindness.

      He walks up behind me as our eyes meet through the mirror. Reddish blond hair curls over his forehead. Beard stubble signifies he is taking the long weekend off work, as do the chinos, a golf-shirt and loafers.

      “You’re looking very corporate,” I say.

      “Don’t worry. I have my Hawaiian shirt in the car.” He catches my look and grins, showing perfect teeth. “Hawaiian shirt. Deck shorts. Sandals. With socks of course. Memorial Day appropriate attire.”

      “I love the corporate look,” I say.

      “I thought you might. And I see we’re still trying to pick an outfit.”

      His gaze moves to the clothing hanging from every surface of the room.

      “You do realize it’s a small-town festival, right, Vess? Not a black-tie dinner.”

      “I would prefer black-tie. Then I would know exactly what to wear. This requires subtlety. Kennedy invited us as her guests, to celebrate the opening of her new shop, and I need to blend. Blend.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      I shoot him a glare.

      He tilts his head. “Wait. Did you say Kennedy invited us? Pretty sure you invited us. In fact, I’m pretty sure the whole opening-gala weekend was your idea. You played fairy godmother, getting her new shop ready in time, everything moved from Boston to take advantage of the long-weekend crowds, and oh, why don’t we make a grand opening of it, invite Aiden for the weekend, yes, what a lovely idea that has absolutely nothing to do with matchmaking.” He looks at me. “Please, please tell me it has nothing to do with matchmaking.”

      “It is the perfect weekend to open her shop. The start of the summer season in a tourist town. The timing was tight, so I helped make it happen.”

      He motions sprinkling fairy dust.

      “I am old,” I say. “Excruciatingly old, and entitled to my whims and notions. I had a notion to help Kennedy, in partial payment for all the help she gave us.”

      “I noticed you dodged the matchmaking question.”

      “Kennedy and Aiden make a perfect couple. They just need a nudge.”

      He sighs and lowers himself into a chair. “They’ve only known each other for two weeks.”

      “And at this rate, it’ll be two decades before either makes a move. I am accelerating the schedule. They’re mortal, after all. They don’t have the luxury of time. However, that is far from the only reason we’re going to Unstable. I do want to help with the grand opening. I also have other plans. Other work to do.”

      His eyes narrow. “Other matchmaking?”

      “Jonathan and Ani.”

      He groans.

      “What?” I say. “You complain that I haven’t given Kennedy and Aiden time. Jonathan and Ani have been friends since childhood. They’ve had time. Now they need help.”

      “Also Rian and Hope, I presume?” he says, naming Aiden’s brother and Kennedy’s younger sister.

      I snatch up a dress from a chair. “Certainly not. They don’t suit, and I have every intention of making sure that particular match doesn’t happen. She’s a child. He’s the emotional equivalent of one.”

      “She’s twenty. He’s a twenty-four-year-old in need of some maturity, but I see promise there.”

      “Of course you do, because he’s your hundred-times-great-grandson. If you want promise, you have Aiden. Rian needs a swift kick in the rear.” I pull on the dress. “Thankfully, he is out of the country, so that is one fewer problem to worry about.”

      I slap on my accessories, turn and strike a pose. I’m wearing an unflattering brown sundress and equally unflattering glasses with my hair pinned up.

      “Sexy librarian,” Marius says. “I like it.”

      I scowl and switch to a pencil skirt and linen blazer, leaving the glasses and hair.

      “Hot for teacher?” he says.

      A hard glare, and I try outfit number three, a linen pantsuit.

      “Mmm, speaking of corporate.” He waggles his brows. “Can I be the misbehaving new hire, lady boss?”

      I sigh and slump into the other chair. He rises, riffles through one of my closets and pulls out a simple but elegant sundress. Then he removes my glasses, sets them aside and unpins my hair before handing me the dress.

      “Be yourself, Vess. No one expects anything else.” He pauses. “If you do want to change up anything, may I make a suggestion?”

      “Please.”

      “Don’t play matchmaker this weekend.”

      “I am the goddess of love,” I say. “This is what I do. I have a plan. They are all very keen on mysteries, so I have one for them.”

      He winces. “Please don’t tell me you’ve invented a fake mystery for them to solve.”

      “Of course not. They aren’t children. I’m bringing them an actual local mystery . . . with a few extra clues.”

      “Clues you planted?”

      “Red herrings. Just a sprinkle.”

      “Here’s a thought. Give them the mystery, minus the fake clues, and skip the matchmaking. They’re all adults. If they’re meant to be together, they’ll figure it out for themselves.”

      He catches my expression and throws up his hands. “I tried. No one can say I didn’t try.”

      I kiss his cheek. “You did. It was a lovely effort, and I appreciate it so much that I will let you be my plus-one at the weddings.”

      He sighs, deeper, and returns to his chair.

      

      We’re driving to Unstable, Massachusetts, the paranormal capital of New England. Oh, yes, Salem gets most of the attention, but that’s an entirely different thing. Salem is renowned for killing witches. Unstable is renowned for welcoming them. Witches, mediums, spiritualists, and dozens of supernatural species that do not actually exist. What does exist has made a home there.

      I suspect there’s at least one immortal in town. There’s also the Bennett family, with three orphaned sisters Ani, Kennedy and Hope. They’re curse weavers, distant descendants of Mercy—Mercury—the “trickster god” of our family tree. The Bennetts aren’t immortal, but they did inherit that specific gift, just as dream shapers inherit my power, being mostly descended from me. The Connolly brothers are descendants of Marius. Luck workers, inheriting their talent from the god of battle luck.

      The Bennetts settled in Unstable generations ago, and they openly ply their trade. That’s the advantage to both the modern era and to living in a town devoted to paranormal tourism. The average person doesn’t quite believe in things like hexes and curses, but they don’t quite not believe either, especially if they find themselves drawn to a weekend in Unstable.

      The Bennett family business is called “Unhex Me Here”—someone had a proper appreciation of Lady Macbeth. Their specialty is uncursing. Most of the objects people bring them suffer only from the stain of superstition. They love this watch they inherited from their grandfather, but they feel a little uncomfortable wearing it, especially since he’d been wearing it himself when he died. Could the Bennett sisters have a look, maybe lift any lingering unpleasantness? What Ani and Hope really sell is the soothing balm of reassurance.

      Middle-sister Kennedy has found another way to use her talents. She tracks down cursed antiques and buys them cheap from owners who are in a hurry to get rid of them. Then she removes the curse, fixes them up and resells them. For two years, she had a shop in Boston, where she fled after her mother died of cancer. With both parents tragically taken so young, Kennedy had felt the need to escape the memories. Now she’s sorted that out and returned to open a shop in Unstable.

      Marius exaggerated when he said I invited us to Unstable for the long weekend. As Kennedy’s shop fairy-godmother, I wanted to be there for the opening. So I booked Marius and I into a bed-and-breakfast. Kennedy insisted we stay at her family home.

      I’d then asked whether she was sure there’d be enough room as Aiden would obviously be there too, given all the help he’d provided with the insurance claim. I knew she’d only invited him for the opening. With my prompt, she extended her invitation to the entire weekend, including lodgings at the Bennett home, and he’d cleared his schedule to accept.

      So we are all staying at the Bennett residence for a delightful weekend, as the town throws open its doors and kicks off the summer season.

      We arrive a little past four and park on a side street. The Bennett house is along the main street, which has been roped off for the upcoming festival. Stalls line the street, stretching almost to the Bennett house. In the distance, a Ferris wheel is being set up.

      Marius whistles. “They really go all out,” he says, scanning the street. “What do you say we sneak off tomorrow night, grab some elephant ears and give that Ferris wheel a whirl?”

      “Yes, that is exactly what I want. Fried carnival food prepared under god-knows what kind of conditions followed by sailing into the air on a metal wheel that probably hasn’t been inspected since Watergate.”

      “Good thing we’re immortal, right?”

      I sniff and roll my eyes. He knows I’ll go on the Ferris wheel, and I’ll eat the fried-dough monstrosity, and I’ll enjoy it too, because he will enjoy it. Just as he will pick through the local bookshop with me and stroll the gardens on the edge of town.

      When a peal of laughter rolls over, I pause and frown. It seems to be coming from the Bennett’s yard.

      “Sounds like a party,” he says, picking up his pace.

      “Sounds like a lot of people,” I say, frowning.

      “Uh, yes. Because it’s a party, Vess.”

      “No, Kennedy said get-together. A backyard get-together with a few people.”

      He grins. “I have a feeling that Kennedy shares my definition of ‘a few people.’ Less than fifty for an intimate get-together.”

      He’s right. It’s definitely a party, with people streaming into the backyard and spilling out onto the driveway and front lawn. People their age—all in their twenties.

      “We’re going to be the old fogies,” I say.

      “Well, then you didn’t need to worry about what you wore, right?” He glances over, brows creasing. “This is okay, isn’t it? You like parties. You like young people.”

      “I do.”

      “But . . . ?”

      I shake it off. “Nothing. This is fine.” I walk over and take his arm, and we head into the backyard.
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      Marius is right. I love parties. I love mingling with young people. That is the advantage of my middle-aged appearance. Oh, I still get admiring looks and seductive overtures from the young men—and some young women—and I will admit I have indulged in both when Marius and I are on a break. But just because he isn’t currently sharing my bed does not mean I want to line up a sexual partner each time I step into a room, and the thrill of constant attention soured a very long time ago.

      I have spent my life aching to be seen as a person—forget “goddess,” and certainly forget “goddess of sex and beauty.” When I am with young people, particularly with Marius at my side, I get a glimpse of normalcy.

      The problem with such a large party is . . . Well, perhaps I’m worrying too much on another’s behalf. It is entirely possible that I am wrong. I hope I am.

      We’ve settled in, post-introductions. Marius has a beer in hand, and I have a plastic cup of spiked lemonade. We’re at the back of the large yard, shaded by two sycamores that must be over a hundred years old. We have lawn chairs—someone made sure of that right away, given our advanced age.

      Hope sits on the grass before us, with a couple of her young friends, who are truly adorable in their youth and enthusiasm, as they chatter about college and summer plans. They include us in the discussion, because they are at that age. Young adults past their teen years, who chat with us partly to be polite and partly because they’re coming to realize that not everyone their parents’ age is an utter bore.

      I catch sight of Ani every now and then, striding about in full organizing mode. She shares her sisters’ dark hair and olive skin. Hope is considered the prettiest of the three, but it’s a marginal difference only signifying that she has more regular features. She’s the tallest, with a lithe, model-thin figure. Kennedy has the most athletic build, and Ani is the full-figured one.

      As the oldest sister, Ani is the head of the family and takes that responsibility very seriously. Too seriously, if you ask me, so focused on her sisters and the business that she forgets to look after herself. Jonathan is here, too. He’s the local librarian and physically smashes every preconception of that stereotype. Tall, handsome and broad-shouldered, with dark skin and dark hair cut to his scalp.

      Jonathan is refilling ice, bringing out snacks and unobtrusively helping Ani because otherwise, she’d do it all herself. Ani and Jonathan will, of course, end up together. Just as soon as they both slow down enough to realize what they have. Or, I suspect, they already realize it—they just don’t believe the other feels the same. Terribly frustrating for everyone looking on.

      My gaze shifts to Kennedy, zipping about like a butterfly. If Ani is the party planner, Kennedy is the hostess, making sure everyone is greeted and introduced and no one is left awkwardly on their own. Barefoot, she’s wearing the cutest floral sundress with a crinolined skirt that bounces along with her dark ponytail. The only makeup I can discern is a bit of pink lipstick. She doesn’t need anything with her youth and flawless olive skin. As she flits about, her gaze keeps sneaking to the gate, and while she might just be making sure she doesn’t miss any new arrivals, I suspect she’s waiting for one in particular.

      “Kennedy’s looking for Aiden,” Hope says, as if reading my mind.

      “Who’s Aiden?” one of her friends asks.

      “A guy.”

      Her friend rolls dark eyes. “Obviously. But who is he?”

      “He’s from Boston.” Hope puts on an exaggerated accent. “Went to Hah-vahd. Runs his own company. Comes from money. Old money. ‘Debutantes and daiquiris at the country club’ kind of money.”

      “Is he hot?”

      Hope wrinkles her nose. “If you like gingers.”

      “Oh,” both friends say in disappointed unison.

      “Fortunately, Kennedy loves gingers,” Hope says. “She thinks he’s totally hot.”

      I give her a warning look, but she only grins. If Ani takes her role as big sister too seriously, Hope is just as devoted to her role as exasperating and embarrassing little sister.

      I lean back in my chair, my leg brushing Marius’s. He shifts his closer and reaches one hand to rest on my thigh as one of the girls asks him a question.

      I find myself staring at his hand, at the strong familiarity of it, the warmth of it on my leg. It’s a casual gesture of equally casual intimacy, but I still notice. I always notice, and in the last couple of weeks, I’ve done more than notice. He puts his hand on my thigh, and heat licks through me. The heat of lust and of longing.

      We’ve separated many times in our lives. Sometimes, frankly, we just get on each other’s nerves. There’s no shame in that. Even when we’re a couple, we’ve come to realize that separate residences help, a place to retreat to and be alone, making our days and nights together so much sweeter.

      Other times, a fight drives us apart. An issue pushes us to the breaking point, and we retreat to our corners, unable to reconcile the issue without doing further damage. That’s what happened this time.

      Marius and I have children. Many children, some mortal and long gone, some immortal and still with us. Most are our children together. Some aren’t. It doesn’t matter. Whether or not we’re both their biological parents, we are a family. With one exception. A daughter of his who cast me in the role of evil stepmother and will not let me out of it. To call her difficult undersells the matter. She lives up to her name: Havoc, goddess of discord. She is hateful and dangerous, and she only listens to Marius. To control her, he decided he had to keep her close, and that drove me away. Two years ago, he gently shooed her from the nest, but the damage had been done. I’d been beyond frustrated at him giving so much of himself to someone who didn’t deserve it, and he’d been beyond frustrated by my inability to understand his sense of responsibility.

      Now that Havoc is out of his life, we should be back together, yes? It never works that way. Once the crisis has passed, we grow closer in friendship as we circle the possibility of more with infinite care. Too much care, in my opinion, which correctly suggests that I’m not the one holding out. I want him back. Have for a long time now. And he circles, testing the water, making sure he will not get burned again. I understand, and I have to grant him that, as much as I burn myself watching his hand on my thigh.

      Enough of that. This weekend isn’t about repairing an old and fractured love. It’s about cultivating young and new ones. And as soon as I think that, the backyard gate opens, and Aiden walks in, and it only takes a split second for me to acknowledge that I was not wrong earlier.

      When I’d seen this party, that prickle of anxiety hadn’t been for myself. It’d been for Aiden. I’ve known him much longer than I’ve known Kennedy, and I took one look at this backyard bash and foresaw disaster. Now he has arrived, and I was not wrong. Not wrong at all.

      I teased Marius about looking very corporate. The inside joke is that he is corporate. Over the millennia, he’s been a soldier, a mercenary, a spy, and just about every other job possible for his particular skillset. In the modern world, hiring himself out as a mercenary would be a very different thing, no longer the honorable calling as it once was. He’s now in the business of war, or at least the technology required by the modern theater of war. CEO of a small but very successful corporation. So yes, the twenty-first-century god of war is a corporate man. He does not, however, really look the part today. More like a middle-aged guy who might be up for a round of golf or a match of squash, and either way, will kick your ass.

      Aiden is different. Aiden looks like . . . Well, Hope joked about country clubs, and that’s where he seems as if he’s headed. To an intimate soirée at a club so exclusive you can’t get a membership unless your great-grandfather had one.

      He is impeccably dressed, because he is Aiden, who has an enviable sense of style. Every color complements his fair skin and red-blond hair and green eyes. Every fabric drapes just right on his slender, athletic form. Every fashion choice is both timely and timeless.

      All of that is lost on Kennedy, who wouldn’t set foot in a Fifth Avenue shop even if she had a gift card. She’d sell the card—or donate it—and shop at the mall instead. That’s the world she comes from, and it’s the world inhabited by everyone else at this party, all the other young men in jeans and shorts, T-shirts and tank tops and in some cases, no shirt at all. This is a backyard party, where you drink your beer out of the can and the spiked lemonade out of plastic cups, and Aiden just showed up carrying a triple-figure bottle of white wine, while wearing a crisp white linen shirt with tailored gray pants rolled at the hems to show off blue espadrilles.

      He opens the gate and freezes, eyes widening, and in that moment, he looks exactly like poor Kennedy when we’d taken her to a black-tie charity event. She’d frozen up, ready to flee, feeling out of her league.

      I start to rise, in case Aiden beats a hasty retreat. He is a man of pride, and he is embarrassed by his mistake. He sees a yard full of strangers and realizes this is not his sort of party, not at all.

      Before I can get to my feet, Kennedy is there. After all, she has been watching for him. She darts over to greet him, bestowing a smile so bright and genuine that he has no choice but to step through the gate. He nods at the party and says something with a quick wave at his clothing, and I swear I can hear their conversation.

      “I think I’m overdressed.”

      “No, no, you look great. Come in. Please. Come in.”

      I smile as Kennedy ushers him through, deftly closing the gate to keep him from fleeing. Then Ani is there, taking the bottle, and Ani and Kennedy are laughing, probably joking about putting it away to enjoy themselves.

      Crisis averted. I exhale and settle back into my seat to enjoy the party.

      

      It seems I did not misunderstand the party invitation as much as I thought. Yes, there’s a backyard bash, complete with beer and burgers, but the food isn’t long gone before Kennedy is thanking everyone for coming and herding them on their way, with promises to see them at the town festivities. Then it is just us: Marius and myself, the three sisters, Aiden and Jonathan, and the party slows to more of what I had originally envisioned.

      We sit in the yard as twilight falls. We break out Aiden’s wine and Marius produces a bottle of lemony-sweet kitro from his overnight bag, and we talk. We just talk, the conversations made so much more enjoyable by the fact that the party is reduced to those who know exactly who Marius and I are. It is a relief not to play a role.

      As twilight turns to full dark, Jonathan lights a bonfire, and we gather around, the wine and liqueur replaced by beer and sodas, the lawn chairs abandoned as we stretch on the grass, under the stars and around the fire.

      “Are we telling ghost stories?” I begin.

      “Do you have any?” Kennedy asks as she plays with her black cat, teasing her with a strand of grass.

      “Not exactly,” I say as I rearrange my legs. “But I did stumble across a fascinating mystery associated with your little town.”

      Marius throws up one hand, just enough for me to get the message. Yes, I am pursuing this, and he knows better than to try to stop me.

      “Lots of mysteries around here,” Jonathan says. “Which one did you find?”

      “The tale of the disappearing teen,” I say. “Lisa Lake. 1969.”

      “Ooh,” Kennedy rocks forward. “Yes! It’s the fiftieth anniversary.”

      “Is it?” I frown, as if calculating. “Imagine that. Seems like a perfect time to reopen the case.”

      If Marius rolls his eyes any harder, he’ll rupture something.

      “I believe someone is giving a tour on it this weekend,” Jonathan says. “They asked us to put up flyers in the library.”

      Ani frowns. “Who?”

      He waves. “No one from Unstable. The anniversary did come up at a town council meeting—should we recognize it for extra publicity?—but the general feeling was that it would be in . . .”

      “In poor taste,” Ani says. “A teenager disappeared.”

      “Well, yes, but also, do we really want to call attention to the fact that a teen disappeared at the same weekend celebrations, even if it was fifty years ago? They decided to allow the tour, which is being run by a historian from Columbia University. Unsolved mystery and all that.”

      “Odd that it’s still unsolved,” I say. “One would think that someone would have dived back in by now. It really is a fascinating story.”

      “This Lisa Lake is the one who disappeared, I’m guessing?” Aiden says.

      “She did,” Kennedy says. “Under the most mysterious circumstances. Does anyone want to hear the story?”

      Ani groans.

      “I take that as a yes,” Kennedy says. “Refill your drinks and gather round for the tragic tale of Lisa Lake.”
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      Everyone gets more food and drinks, and Jonathan stokes the fire. Then Kennedy begins.

      “Memorial Day weekend. 1969. The summer of love.”

      Jonathan clears his throat. “The summer of love was sixty-seven. Also, Memorial Day didn’t become an official holiday until seventy-one.”

      She glares at him. “Artistic license. Everyone knows what I mean. It was a late May weekend way back when.”

      “Ancient history,” I murmur.

      “Exactly. It was the sixties, when the summer of love came every year, and this one was no different. Unstable was having a massive celebration that brought people from across New England. Every campground and motel for fifty miles was booked. They say Old Man Cooper made more that summer letting out his fields for parking than he ever did planting crops. Bishop Street was so packed the fire marshal got involved and had to put up roadblocks, letting people in only as others came out.”

      “It was busy,” Hope says. “Got it.”

      “I’m setting the scene.”

      Aiden nods. “Because the fact it was so busy allowed this girl to disappear unnoticed.”

      “No,” she says. “The fact it was so busy makes it even stranger that she could disappear unnoticed. It suggests . . .” She waggles her brows. “Paranormal forces at work.”

      Ani groans. Kennedy cheerfully flips her the finger and continues.

      “Seventeen-year-old Lisa Lake came to Unstable with her parents and younger sister. There was some trouble the night they arrived, which is why people here remembered them after the incident. It seems the Lakes were strict church-goers. Plenty of those around Unstable, where no one sees anything wrong with being spiritual and believing in spirits. The Lakes were different. It seemed Mrs. Lake had seen a flyer for the festivities that mentioned spiritualism, and she thought that meant it was a festival for God-fearing folks. One that wouldn’t expose their girls to that free-love hippie nonsense. Imagine her horror when she discovered it exposed them to something far worse—the dealings of the devil.”

      “Dum-dum-dum,” Hope intones ominously.

      “Indeed,” Kennedy says. “Now, Mrs. Lake, being very organized—if not good with a dictionary—had booked a bed-and-breakfast right in town. Prime pickings. When she complained to the owner, they quite happily offered to cancel the reservation. Not as if they couldn’t fill it within the hour, probably at double the rate. But no, the Lakes had planned to spend the weekend in Unstable, and they were going to spend it there, whatever the cost to their eternal souls. That did not, however, mean they were going to do so quietly. Both Mr. and Mrs. Lake complained to every person they could. How could such a town exist in the modern, enlightened world?”

      “Uh, because it is modern and enlightened?” Hope says. “Because it’s not 1692 Salem?”

      “People tried to tell them that. You know Unstable. Live and let live. Consideration and co-existence. Etcetera, etcetera. We might not have been flying the hippie flag, but only because those ideals weren’t anything new here. So when the Lakes complained to locals, the locals calmly explained the roots of spiritualism and how it related to Christianity. They also assured the Lakes that they didn’t need to believe in any of it to enjoy their weekend. It didn’t help.”

      “Never does,” Hope muttered. “Closed minds are closed.”

      “Closed minds, and open mouths. Afterward, despite how busy the town was, people remembered them. The very angry couple and their very embarrassed teenage daughters.”

      “Poor kids,” Marius says. “Are we sure Lisa didn’t disappear by sheer willpower? Praying the sidewalk would open and swallow her whole?”

      “Oh, that’s been a theory. It didn’t happen on the sidewalk, though.”

      “Tell us, Kennedy, how did it happen?” Jonathan says.

      She grins at him. “So glad you asked. Well, it was Saturday night, and the Lakes were enjoying a history tour. Although one might say ‘enjoying’ was an exaggeration. You see, while it was billed as a history tour, this is Unstable. Every tour includes ghosts, because that’s what people want. This one started off very historical. When the first ghost appeared—figuratively—Mr. Lake complained, but his younger daughter begged to stay, which made others join in on the girl’s side. Harmless fun, and all that. Just a ghost or two with their history lesson. Nothing wrong with that. Mr. Lake relented and on went the tour. Soon it reached the old theater.”

      Kennedy turns to Aiden, Marius and me. “You haven’t seen it. We’ll pop by tomorrow.”

      “Or maybe we could take that tour,” I say. “The one for the anniversary.”

      “Ooh, yes. That’d be cool. I’d love to figure out what happened.”

      I try not to smile smugly at Marius.

      Kennedy continues, “The theater is at the other end of Bishop Street. It’s the oldest building in Unstable. Or the bones of it are, at least. It was one of the first houses here, and the owners sold it to the town shortly after Unstable became Unstable. It started life as the town hall, with the stables and the barn being renovated into a museum and a small theater. When Unstable established itself as spiritualism-friendly, the need for performance space grew. The town hall was relocated, along with the museum. Today it’s a full-blown performing arts center. There’s a restaurant and patio and gift shop in the house, a large theater in the former barn and a smaller one in the former stables. Tours usually end in the house.”

      “The ride exits at the gift shop,” Hope says.

      “The gift shop and the charming patio where you can enjoy a hot spiked coffee and a delicious slice of homemade pie. The town staggers tours so they don’t all hit the theater at once. This particular tour reached it at about nine-thirty, just as dusk fell, when the real ghost tours are just starting up. They proceed around the house—after chatting up the charms of the patio—and into the smaller theater. At this point, the younger daughter complains of cramps. Her mortified mother shushed her, but the poor kid meant stomach cramps. She’d eaten a candy apple at the carnival and it didn’t agree with her. Yet even when she clarified, her mother still shut her down.”

      “Nice,” Hope says.

      “Yep, parents of the year, they were not. But this is significant for what happens next. The tour proceeds to the lounge of the larger theater. All of a sudden, the younger sister can’t take it anymore. She needs a bathroom right away. She races off. There’s a bit of a commotion over that, and the parents stay behind, arguing over whether to go after her or continue with the tour. Lisa stays with the tour. It moves from the backstage to the auditorium. They’re up at the front as the guide tells the story of a fair young milkmaid, Dolly, who walked into that very barn one day and never came out. Disappeared. And then, suddenly—”

      “The lights go out,” Hope says. “Plunging the theater into total darkness.”

      Kennedy turns to her. “Really? Really?”

      “Did they?” Aiden asks.

      Kennedy glares at her sister. “Yes, Hope stole the moment, but that is exactly what happened. It’s part of the performance. Just enough time to give people a scare, but not enough for them to freak out. The lights go out, and milk cans clink, and the image of a girl with milking cans flits across the stage curtains. No one pretended it was an actual ghost. It was just atmosphere. Theatrics.”

      “But this time,” Jonathan intones, “it was different.”

      “You, too?” Kennedy says.

      “Adding my own theatrics.”

      She rolls her eyes at him. “Fine. Yes. This time it was different. The lights came on as the shadow play rolled. People gasp and cry out, and then realize it’s a projection. Lots of laughs and elbowed ribs and ‘you thought it was a ghost, didn’t you.’ Just like normal. But then the younger sister comes in and says ‘Where’s Lisa?’ And Lisa is gone.”

      “All right,” Aiden says slowly. “Not to state the obvious, but she must have snuck out the back exit when the lights turned off.”

      “The back exits were locked from the outside. Yes, total fire-code violation, but this was the sixties, and with the overcrowded long weekend, they’d caught people trying to overnight in the theater. So they chained them up.”

      “Out the main door?” Marius says.

      “Closed. They would have noticed the lobby lights if it opened. They did notice when the younger sister came back inside that way.”

      “Backstage doors?”

      “Her parents were in there, still arguing over whether to go after the younger sister. Also, to get backstage, she’d have needed to climb onto the stage itself, which is five feet off the ground, and she wouldn’t have had time before the lights came on. She’d have been on the stage as the shadow played right over her. They’d have noticed.”

      “All exits were accounted for,” Jonathan says.

      Kennedy continues, “Lisa was standing right in the middle of the group. When the lights went out, she was there. Someone even heard her gasp. Lights come on, and she’s gone. It took a moment to realize it, because her family wasn’t there to notice, but there is no way she bolted out a door in those few seconds.”

      “Could she have been hiding in the auditorium?” Aiden says. “Ducked into the seating and waited for her chance to escape?”

      “Nope. After sending his assistant for the police, the tour guide—fearing Lisa had been abducted—asked two people to guard the only unlocked entrance while several guests searched the building. When the police came, they kept everyone there while the building was again searched. Every inch was scoured. There are no windows—it’s a former barn. No old tunnels. No basement. A small loft for storage, but that’s behind a locked door and they still checked.”

      “You’re forgetting the—” Hope begins before Kennedy’s glare cuts her short.

      “May I finish?” Kennedy says.

      “It’s taking a while.”

      Kennedy ignores her and turns back to us. “As Hope says, there is one more thing. Something that was discovered immediately. The younger sister ran in and asked where Lisa was, and everyone who’d been near her turned. Someone looked down. And that’s when the younger sister started to scream. Where Lisa had been standing . . . there was now a small pile of ash.”
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      “Spontaneous combustion,” Hope says. “It’s the only answer.”

      Jonathan clears his throat.

      “Fine,” Hope says. “Tell us how spontaneous combustion is an urban legend. And then please explain the disappeared girl and the ashes.”

      “I don’t have an explanation,” Jonathan says. “But I am quite certain it’s not spontaneous combustion.”

      “Spoil sport.”

      Aiden looks at Kennedy. “Continue, please.”

      “Thank you.” She clears her throat and stretches her bare feet dangerously close to the fire. “Yes, spontaneous combustion was one of the theories. A heavily favored one. This is Unstable after all. There was an entire town symposium five years later on the possibility, with experts and skeptics called in to debate it.”

      “What are the other theories?” I ask.

      “For the Lakes, the obvious answer was demonic activity. They were convinced that evil forces reduced their daughter to a pile of ash. Like a reverse Lot’s wife and the pillar of salt. Instead of a sinner turned to salt by God, she was an innocent turned to ash by Satan.”

      “Because she was so good and innocent that the devil himself rose up to smite her down,” Hope says. “He could not bear to have such goodness in his den of iniquity.”

      “Uh-huh,” Marius says. “So spontaneous combustion is starting to look good.”

      “Right?” Kennedy says. “No demonic smiting. Almost certainly no spontaneous combustion—sorry, Hope. The last possibility is magic. That’s been the strongest theory. Something magical happened in that barn.”

      “Bad magic, though, yes?” Aiden says. “I’m presuming she never turned up?”

      “She did not. Someone had to have magically killed her—evaporated her on the spot. Or they disappeared her—a magical kidnapping. The problem with those theories?” She shrugs. “We don’t know any kind of magic that would do this. You can’t curse someone into vanishing from the face of the earth.” She nods to Marius and Aiden. “You can’t give them such bad luck that they vanish.” A glance at me. “Lisa was awake, so dream shaping is out, even if one could do something like trap her in a dream dimension forever.”

      “One cannot,” I say firmly.

      “Then, while we know a few other magical subtypes, we don’t know all of them. The Olympians each have a power, right?”

      I glance at Marius who makes a face. “Yes, and no. We have several powers, and sometimes they overlap. Our progeny get one specific power from us, such as luck working from me. There are also other immortals, from other cultures, but from what we can see, they share our core abilities, which suggests common ancestry at some point. The Olympians aren’t the source of the power. That goes farther back. We come from an unusual family because we’re all immortal and, between us, we possess all the known powers. Is that a fluke? Maybe. Or possibly, well, interbreeding. A genetic abnormality. If you want more on that, speak to Athene. But for what you’re asking, no, none of those powers could make a human either disappear or turn into ash. Nothing remotely like that.”

      “Agreed,” I say. “If this is magic, it isn’t any type we’ve ever seen, and that makes it almost a guarantee that it isn’t magic. The ultimate solution is more mundane.” I sip my wine cooler and then say, casually, “What about this milkmaid who disappeared? I hadn’t heard that part of the story. Any potential connection?”

      “There is no milkmaid,” Jonathan says.

      “Because she disappeared,” Kennedy says, which makes Aiden chuckle. She looks over at us. “What Jonathan is saying is that there is no historical record of the milkmaid. It’s town legend. However, given that it happened before there was a town and therefore no records or newspaper existed, I think we can concede the possibility that it did happen.” She glances at Jonathan. “Yes?”

      Jonathan pauses, and I can tell it takes him some effort to nod.

      “I will concede the possibility,” he says carefully. “In fact, I will say that I’m quite certain a young female farmhand did disappear. However, I suspect the truth is that she just up and left one day, with nothing remotely suspicious about it. She tired of the work or had another opportunity and snuck out.”

      Kennedy flaps a hand. “Yes, yes. Your objections are noted. Now, does anyone want the story?”

      Hope waves her hand.

      “You already know it,” Kennedy says. “In fact, if I recall correctly, you dressed up as the milkmaid twice for Halloween. Once as a zombie. The second time as a headless milkmaid, despite the fact that is not part of the story.”

      “It was your idea!” Hope squawks.

      “Oh, right.” Kennedy looks around the group. “Does anyone else want to hear the story?”

      “Just tell it, K,” Ani says. “You know you’re going to, whether anyone wants to hear it or not.”

      “I’d like to,” Aiden murmurs.

      “Thank you.” Kennedy smiles at him and then looks out at us all again. “There was a farm, as I said, where the theater now stands. There weren’t many people in the area, so most of the farm hands were new immigrants. This girl was said to be Irish. A teenager who came to America alone. There were several young women, who all shared a room in the attic of the house. That night, this young woman, whose name is lost but who is locally known as Dolly, suddenly remembered she’d left a candle burning in the barn after the night’s milking or feeding or whatever you do with dairy cows at night. Anyway, she leapt up to run out to the barn. One of the other young women woke and asked what was the matter. Dolly told her and then raced off. This other young woman thought she should go with Dolly but, well, she was snug in her room and not eager to leave. So she watched from the window. She saw Dolly racing across the yard in her white nightgown.”

      Something scrapes across the wooden fence, and everyone jumps. Everyone, of course, except Marius, because it takes more than a spooky noise to scare the god of war.

      “We all heard that, right?” Hope says.

      Kennedy waves a hand. “Just a branch from the neighbor’s yard brushing against the fence.”

      “Uh, there are no trees there, K,” Hope says. “Also? No wind.”

      “Atmosphere,” Kennedy says. “A little early in my story, but close enough. So Dolly is racing across the yard, with the barn looming in the darkness. She throws open the doors, and the other girl sees her stagger back, hand flying to her mouth as if—”

      A rat-a-tat-tat, like a stick being dragged over the fence slats. Marius shakes his head and gets to his feet. Aiden starts to rise, but Marius waves him down and strides over.

      “I know someone’s there,” Marius calls. “If you want to join the bonfire, just say so.”

      He reaches the fence. It’s six feet high, and he’s about five-eleven. To see over it, he has to boost himself up. But again, god of war, and there’s no way he’s going to hoist himself up a half-foot and dangle there awkwardly. Nope. He grabs the top and swings up to crouch on it like a cat.

      Hope claps.

      Ani turns to Jonathan. “Can you do that?”

      “No, but I can see over the top.”

      “I’m guessing no one’s there?” I call.

      “Dum-dum-dum,” Hope says.

      Marius doesn’t answer. He’s listening and looking, and as his head swivels, I follow it to a spot around the back corner, behind a pergola.

      “Nope,” Marius says. “No one there. Must be the non-existent wind.”

      Marius hops down and creeps toward the pergola, where he slides into the shadows. A shape moves, but he moves faster, grabbing the intruder and flipping him onto his back.

      “Ow,” the intruder says from the ground. “Way to spoil my entrance.”

      Hope leaps up. “Rian!”

      She runs over as I wince, and I catch Aiden doing the same. Marius helps Rian up, and the young man rises. On his feet, he turns, grinning, and puts his arms out for Hope.

      “Surprise.”

      “Not the good kind,” I mutter, low enough that only Ani hears it and shoots me a look of agreement.

      I don’t dislike Rian. He’s not the kind of young man one can dislike. He’s just, well, he’s trouble, whether he intends it or not, and I’ll be gracious and say that he does not. He’s handsome and charming and wealthy, and he uses it all to full advantage.

      Hope is fully ensnared in the tractor beam of his charms, and he loves it. I love it a lot less, as do Ani and Jonathan. Even Kennedy isn’t keen on the pairing, and I can see her casting anxious glances at Hope and then over at Aiden, because having Rian here isn’t only a problem when it comes to her little sister. As Aiden gets to his feet, he’s already tense, the relaxed young man of a few minutes ago evaporating.

      Aiden and Rian remind me of Paulo—Apollo—and Denny. The gifted and ultra-successful older brother overshadowing the screw-up younger one. That’s how Denny sees it. For his part, Paulo always feels like the stiff and pompous sibling socially overshadowed by the fun, popular little brother. That is Aiden and Rian, and this is a social situation, meaning with Rian’s arrival, Aiden is already foreseeing the end of what was shaping up to be an enjoyable weekend with new friends.

      “I thought you were in Italy,” Hope says, fairly dancing back to the fire as Rian slings his arm around her shoulders.

      “I was. Now I am not.”

      “Weren’t you there for weekend meetings?” Aiden says.

      “I was.” Rian shows his teeth a little. “Now I’m not.”

      When Aiden tenses, Rian walks over and slaps him on the back. “Relax. I rescheduled them. No one wants to work on the weekend.”

      Aiden seems ready to argue, and then rolls his shoulders and murmurs, “None of my concern either way.”

      “Nope, because you escaped the family business, and I have not.”

      “Rian,” Kennedy says. “This is a surprise. Welcome to Unstable.” She puts out a hand to shake his, but he pulls her into a hug instead. Kennedy allows it for one second before putting her hands on his shoulders and backing him up. “I wish we’d known you were coming.”

      “That would spoil the surprise.”

      “Yes,” Aiden says. “But when one is joining a party—” He bites off the rest, as if realizing he sounds pompous, even when he only means to clarify Kennedy’s gentle point, that an added guest may be an inconvenience. “Well, it’s nice to have you for the evening. I’m sure you’ll be going back to Boston tonight, perhaps returning to join in the local festivities tomorrow.”

      “Join in the local festivities?” Rian says with a laugh. He affects a British accent. “I say, old chap, you make it sound positively provincial.”

      I resist the urge to grind my teeth and lay a hand on Rian’s arm. “Now, now, no need to snipe at Aiden when he was extending an invitation to join his weekend plans.”

      Rian has the grace to hesitate at that. The boy isn’t stupid. Nor would he intentionally spoil Aiden’s weekend. He just doesn’t think things through.

      “Right,” Rian says. “I didn’t mean to party crash.”

      “You haven’t,” Hope says. “There’s plenty of room. It’s a big house.”

      Ani clears her throat. “Not that big. The beds are full.”

      “Mine isn’t,” Hope says. She lifts her hands. “Joking.” She turns to Rian. “There’s a pullout couch, if you don’t mind that.”

      “I do not mind at all. I’ve slept on a couch or two in my time. A floor or two. A jail cell or two . . .”

      “Well, a jail cell is where you’ll end up if I catch you creeping into Hope’s room,” Kennedy says.

      “Kennedy!” Hope says. “I’m twenty.”

      Kennedy looks around. “Well, since my story seems to have been ruined.” A mock glare at Rian. “I’m going to suggest that we head inside. It’s almost midnight, and I need to be at the shop by eight for the final shipment.”

      “Breakfast will be at seven, then,” Ani says. She pauses, and I can see her mentally calculating whether she has enough chairs and food, now that Rian is here.

      “I’ll swing by early,” Jonathan says. “I’ll stop at the bakery first and bring a few extra pastries.”

      “And you don’t need to worry about me,” Rian says. “I’m never up before noon.”

      “Well, you will be tomorrow,” I say. “If you’re staying, Kennedy could use your help moving that last shipment.” I pause. “Perhaps you’d rather head back to Boston after all? So you can sleep in?”

      “Nah, I’m good.” He puts his arm around Hope’s shoulders, and they head into the house, chattering away.
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      I’d hoped Ani might misunderstand the current status of my relationship with Marius and put us in the same bed. No such luck. As the consummate hostess, she shows us the spare room, which has a single bed and a futon, and then she says we can take this one or the master bedroom. I must, of course, murmur “This one is fine,” and tell myself that it’s better than sharing a bed and sleeping on our separate sides, reminded of the gulf between us.

      Marius takes the futon, and I take the bed. We talk into the night, as we did when we were children, Marius sneaking into my room to lie on the floor, half to talk to me and half to protect me from the interest of his older brothers—and his father.

      Marius’s family. The Olympians. Zeus and Hera and their children. In some stories, I am Zeus’s daughter. In others, I rose from the surf after Cronus threw his father’s genitals in it. The truth is far more mundane. I was born to a family with immortals in their bloodline, one that had not birthed an actual immortal in generations.

      I was an uncommonly attractive child, which my family prayed was a sign they’d finally been blessed with an immortal. When I was ten, I drowned. The story is that I slipped off a rock. The truth is that my father held me under the water while my mother watched, so that they might test my immortality.

      While immortals can die, we are not as frail as mortals, and so I recovered from the drowning, and my father promptly took me to the Olympians. He sold me to Zeus, who bought me as a brood mare. Marius wasn’t joking about interbreeding. While there’s less than the myths would have one believe, it did exist. In myths, Hera and Zeus are full siblings. In truth, they are first cousins. As an immortal with no known blood tie, I was prime breeding material.

      The stories cast Zeus as the philandering scoundrel of a husband, and Hera as the vengeful harpy of a wife. The stories are lies. Oh, Zeus fooled around, every damned chance he got, and consent was not required. There’s no “charming scoundrel” there. He’s a bastard in the first degree.

      With a husband like that, Hera devoted herself to hearth and home. I became one of her children, and I was treated as such, by her and most of their children.

      The oldest of their brood was Hector—Hephaestus—an already legendary craftsman whom I avoided, because his stares made me uncomfortable even from the moment I arrived. Next was Athene, the intimidating eldest sister who made it her duty to teach me everything her younger siblings refused to learn. Then Paulo as a kind but distant older brother, already a man when I arrived. His twin, Artie—Artemis—was the athlete of the family, who despaired of ever making a hunter of me, but let me tag along anyway. Denny was the teen brother who’d swoop in with presents—usually stolen—and tease me mercilessly before vanishing again to his own pursuits. Marius came next, and then Mercy, the wild child, the only one younger than me, and as adorably annoying as Hope is to Kennedy.

      With the exception of Hector, I loved all my foster siblings. Yet Marius was different. The day I arrived, I put on a brave face. Mercy had hugged me and said we were going to be “such friends” before bouncing off to bed. At night I was left alone in my room, crying into my pillow, in this strange place amidst all these strangers whose names I couldn’t even keep straight. Then someone scratched at my window. I’d dried my tears and looked out to see eleven-year-old Marius in the courtyard with a bowl of figs.

      I knew I’d been sold as a future wife, and it made me wary of Zeus’s sons, even this child, a mere year older than me. Marius didn’t try to lead me anywhere, though. We sat in the central courtyard, lit by moonlight, and we ate figs in silence. At the time, I thought I’d fooled him with my dried eyes. Now I know better. He realized I’d been crying. He’d heard me, and that’s why he brought the figs. It’s also why he didn’t talk, not until I broke the silence by thanking him.

      “You must miss your parents,” he said. “Your mother, at least.”

      I had to stop and consider that. Then I shook my head. I did not miss them. Nor was I glad to escape them. I just missed my home, the certainty of it.

      “Do you have sisters and brothers?” he asked.

      I shook my head.

      A quirk of a smile. “Now you have lots. That must be quite frightening. Would you like to know more about them?”

      I nodded, and he gave me a rundown of his siblings—their interests and their powers and what to expect from them.

      “I like Hermes,” I said—that being Mercy’s name at the time.

      Marius rolled his eyes. “Everybody likes her, for the first couple of hours, until she drives you up a wall with her incessant chatter and pranks. She loves pranks.” His face softened. “She’s all right, though. She’ll enjoy having another sister.”

      “What about you?” I asked carefully. “Do you mind another sister?”

      He tilted his head, a gesture I came to know well. Marius would never be considered the “thinker” of the family. The opposite, according to myth. But then the myths also paint him as a violent and blood-thirsty warrior who is a coward at heart, and he is none of those things either. That night, he considered my words with great care before answering.

      “I don’t really need another sister,” he said. “A friend, though? I would welcome a friend.”

      And so it began. The defining relationship of my life, the strongest and the most treasured. We grew up together. When it came time to marry me to one of Zeus’s sons, I prayed it would be Marius, but he wasn’t considered among the possibilities. He was but a child, a boy of fifteen. Little matter that I was fourteen myself. That was different. I was a woman, and in need of a husband. I went to Hector, and the less said about that, the better. If Marius is the defining positive relationship in my life, Hector is the defining negative one.

      The myths all say that Aphrodite cheated on Hephaestus with Ares. There, the myths are correct, and I may have regrets in my life, but that is not one of them. The opposite, in fact. I cannot imagine how I would have survived without Marius.

      For years, I tried to be a “proper” wife to Hector. As loyal and devoted as any husband could want. But Hector never wanted a wife. He wanted a possession—the most beautiful woman in Greece, on his arm and in his bed, and gods forbid I should want or be anything more.

      I was more. Marius saw it, and I saw him, when he became a man, and by then, marriage was a nightmare cage for both my body and my soul. I loved and respected Hera, but I would not be her, content to subsume my own self playing wife to an abusive bastard, focusing all my love on my children. I adore my children, but I would never put that pressure on them.

      All that is in the past, at least as much as it can be. There are hiccups, such as this one with Marius, but I will take what he can give for now. This rift will mend when it is ready to be mended, and I have learned not to rush it. We have, quite literally, all the time in the world.

      Others do not have that time, and so I will focus my attention there this weekend. Set this little mystery in motion, and give Kennedy and Aiden a push toward each other, maybe Ani and Jonathan, too, if I can manage it. Also keep Hope away from Rian.

      Two pairs of seedlings to nourish and coax closer to one another. One pair to separate, gently, encouraging them to flourish in their own rows. I am Aphrodite, goddess of love, and if I cannot tend to my own garden right now, I will tend to others.

      

      While I go to sleep alone, I do not wake that way. Marius is beside me, which would be so much sexier if he wasn’t fully dressed, lying atop the covers, staring at the ceiling.

      “Good morning,” he says, without glancing over.

      I want to comment about the bed not being big enough for both of us, but there are only two ways that can go. I can seriously grumble, and he’ll get up, which I don’t want. Or I can tease and make some ribald comment, and things will get uncomfortable quickly.

      It reminds me of when we were in our late teens, coming into adulthood and the realization that we were not children together anymore. Coming into the awareness of the attraction smouldering between us. In the days before we were ready to act on it. The days when we weren’t sure what to make of it and whether the other felt it and if so, what to do about it. This feels the same. There is a wall here, as much as there had been when I was married to Hector. Only this wall is of our own making, and we are even less certain how to tear it down.

      No, let me be honest. I am less certain Marius wants it torn down. I am utterly confident in his love for me. I haven’t always been, but I no longer doubt, for one moment, that he loves me, that I am as important to him as he is to me.

      Loving me is not the same as wanting to be my lover again, and this is what I truly fear. That someday he will have had enough. That he may already have had enough. That I am, quite simply put, more work than I am worth.

      What do I have to offer him, beyond what we currently have? Sex. No matter how good that may be, it’s hardly something he can’t get elsewhere. We’ve always had the understanding between us that sexual fidelity is not the true measure of our devotion. Sex is a physical act we enjoy together very much, and when we are not together, we do not begrudge the other finding it elsewhere, no more than we’d expect them to starve if we were not there to dine with them.

      Yet there’s more to sex than the act. There is intimacy between those who love each other, and that is what I miss most of all. That is what I fear he has decided—that he can do without sex and intimacy when it drags along all the complications of being my lover.

      I am difficult. I am demanding and fickle, at one moment wanting to be left alone and the next, desperately needy. He has never complained. He rolls his eyes if I joke that I am “high maintenance.” Yet I am not truly joking, and so I am afraid that this is the thing wedged between us. He wants nothing that brings heartache and pain and strife. Marius is happier in a life that runs smoothly. The god of war is, ironically, not fond of confrontation, having faced too much of that in his professional life to want it in his personal one.

      So when I wake to him beside me, I only say, “Good morning,” and I don’t comment on the narrowness of the bed. Don’t grumble or tease. I just wriggle over to lay my head on his shoulder, as I would when we were teenagers, lying together and staring up at the stars.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask softly.

      “Everything’s fine. I just wanted to ask what you need me to do today.”

      I lift my head and lean over his face, my hair tumbling down. He makes a show of spitting it out of his mouth. Before I can tuck my hair back, he does it for me.

      “I am saying, Vess, that I agree to assist with your scheme. To help you pull off this mystery tableau.”

      “Really?”

      He chuckles. “Yes, really.”

      My eyes narrow. “What’s the catch?”

      “No catch. I just decided that this is important to you, and while I disagree in principle, I don’t see the harm. I know that whatever you have planned, it’s intended to be fun, rather than deceptive. So I’m in.”

      “You’re tossing me a bone.”

      He sighs. “Vess . . .”

      I push up until I’m sitting. “You’re worried that I’m still recovering from earlier this month, from what happened with Hector. You think I need a distraction and want to help me get it.”

      “No, Vess.”

      “Then you’re humoring me. You don’t think I should do this, but there’s no harm, so you’re going to give it to me.”

      “Yes, I believe I just said that. It is not, however, a cookie. If I’m humoring you, it is in the most well-meaning of ways. Like you going to that technology show with me in Vegas last year.”

      I open my mouth to ask whether he feels obligated to do this because I went to that show with him. Or because he feels bad about what happened earlier this month and his role in it.

      Instead I zip my lips because I had, only moments ago, been fretting about how difficult I can be. Fretting that he’s had enough of it . . . and then jumping straight into defensive and difficult mode when he offers me something I want.

      “I’m being a bitch about this,” I say. “Sorry.”

      He tenses, and then takes my face between his hands. “No, Vess. You are not being a bitch. I wish you wouldn’t—” He bites the rest off and kisses my forehead before levering up. “It’s agreed then. I am your willing assistant in this endeavor. Now, you take the first shower, and I will start coffee.”

      “You shower. I’ll make coffee.” When he tries to protest, I wave it off. “I wasn’t planning on showering anyway. Or wearing deodorant. If I can’t duck attention with an ill-advised outfit, I shall do it with my natural body odor.”

      “Mmm, sexy.”

      I swat him and reach for my wrapper as he heads from the room.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Breakfast is more than an hour away, so I’m not surprised to find the kitchen empty. I’m sure Ani has everything ready to be popped into the oven for warming and baking, allowing her to spend the minimum amount of time banging around the kitchen this morning. She has, naturally, left out a plate of mixed coffee pods and sugar with a note that there is cream and milk in the fridge. There are also plates of both muffins and fruit. I make two coffees and take a muffin and two apples. Then I text Marius that I’m taking our pre-breakfast treats outside to enjoy the sunrise.

      It’s a little late for the sunrise, but it makes an excellent excuse. As I step onto the deck, I’m so busy thinking of where to sit that I don’t realize anyone is out there until I hear Kennedy’s laughter and Aiden’s answering chuckle.

      I stop so quickly I slosh the coffee. Before I can retreat, Aiden is there, taking the coffees from me as Kennedy hands me a napkin for the droplets spattered on my arm.

      “I didn’t know anyone was out here,” I say. “Let me go back inside.”

      “No, no,” Kennedy says. “I was just talking Aiden’s ear off, as usual. Chattering away. He’ll be grateful for the rescue.”

      She’s teasing, but then there’s a slight pause before Aiden murmurs, “Of course not.” It sounds perfunctory, as if he’s just realized he should say something. Of course, what he should do is tease her back. Joke that yes, thank goodness I showed up to save him.

      That’s what Kennedy would do. It is not what Aiden would do, and that two-second pause was him madly trying to figure out what to say and realizing that the longer he says nothing, the worse it seems. So he made the most perfunctory response possible, and Kennedy colors, thinking she really is boring him with her chatter.

      I have my work cut out for me here. But I am up to the task.

      “He certainly didn’t seem to need rescue,” I say.

      “I don’t,” Aiden says firmly. “Which Kennedy knows. She just likes to tease me.” A mock stern look her way that makes her relax. “We were discussing the mystery from last night.”

      “Oh? It is a delicious one, isn’t it? I’m surprised it hasn’t been solved by now.” I take my coffee back from Aiden. “Perhaps it just needs amateur detectives with a bit of luck on their side.”

      He gives the faintest smile as he shakes his head. “I believe it will require more than that. However, we are intrigued.” A quick glance at Kennedy. “Or I am, at least.”

      “I am, too,” she says. “And being the fiftieth anniversary, I think we should solve it.”

      “I absolutely think you should solve it,” I say, sipping my coffee as casually as I can. “You have a knack for that sort of thing. You should revisit the scene. Look for clues. Oh, and Jonathan seemed interested last night. Perhaps he and Ani could dig through archives. See what they find.”

      “Sadly, they’re too busy for research duty,” Kennedy says. “There are events at the library, plus Jonathan is on the town council. And Ani has volunteered for everything, as always.”

      “Mmm, well, yes, but—”

      “Plus, I have a new shop to open.” Her shoulders sag. “Which is exciting, of course. Especially right at the beginning of the season, and I have you to thank for that, Vanessa.” She waves a hand. “Forget Lisa Lake. If the case hasn’t been solved by now, it won’t be. This weekend is about preparing for my grand opening.”

      “I’m sure that won’t take up all your time,” I say. “Not with Aiden there to help you.”

      They both hesitate. Then Aiden says quickly, “I will help, of course. As much as I can. I did promise—”

      “You promised nothing. You did more than enough with the insurance claim. Family comes first.”

      I turn slowly on Aiden. “Family?”

      He grimaces. “I woke to a five a.m. string of texts from my father, who woke to a three a.m. flurry of phone calls from Venice. It seems Rian’s idea of rescheduling is to send out e-mails as he’s boarding a plane. He was supposed to be the face of Connolly Enterprises at a critical meeting with investors today. They are not happy. Our parents are not happy.”

      “Which has nothing to do with you,” I say.

      Behind him, Kennedy makes a face, telling me she’s pointed out the same thing.

      “It is how they operate,” Aiden says, sipping his coffee. “I need to speak to Rian.”

      “So you get the early-morning texts while he gets to sleep in? Despite the fact you have nothing to do with this and are not part of the family business?”

      “I am here,” he says. “Enjoying the long weekend, and he shirked his duties to join me. Therefore, it is my responsibility.” He rolls his shoulders. “That sounds bitter. I apologize. It’s best for all if I handle the situation as swiftly as possible. Speak to Rian. Smooth things over with my parents. Help him smooth things over with the investors. And then . . .” A faint smile for Kennedy. “I am yours for the remainder of the weekend.”

      I want to argue. Kennedy’s practically ready to explode with everything she wants to say about this. But we both stay silent. We’ve made our opinions known. If we push, Aiden will feel obligated to defend his family, because they are his family after all.

      “I should wake Rian and get this over with,” Aiden says, with all the enthusiasm of a man facing a date with the firing squad.

      “No, no,” I say. “Let him sleep a little longer. You two enjoy your coffee.”

      Kennedy shakes her head. “I should see if Ani needs help in the kitchen. Get that done before I need to leave for the shop.”

      They head inside, brushing past Marius as he exits. A quick good morning to him, and then they’re gone, leaving him frowning after them.

      He comes out and shuts the door. “Maybe you should rethink that shower, Vess. You’re driving everyone away already.”

      He sees my expression, and his smile fades. “Everything okay?”

      I sigh. “Just seeing my plans disintegrate around me, hopes and dreams swirling into nothing on the winds of fickle fate.”

      “Huh. That sounds bad.”

      I pat his shoulder. “I will marshal my resources and overcome the obstacles.”

      “I do not doubt it. Now tell me what you need me to do today.”

      

      What I need Marius to do is help Kennedy, who has lost both Aiden and Rian. Ani and Jonathan offer to pitch in, but Kennedy reminds them they have a full schedule getting ready for the weekend, which launches today. Hope promises she’ll be by as soon as she’s done running errands. As for Aiden and Rian, they say nothing because they aren’t there. They take breakfast on the porch, which moves to breakfast under the pergola as Rian’s voice rises. Because clearly what Aiden needs—after his brother ruins his weekend—is for that same brother to snap and shout at him.

      Families. Sometimes, they’re like the Bennetts, so close and loving you wonder whether they’re accepting applications. Sometimes they’re like the Olympians, where family gatherings are either heaven or hell, and you can never tell which until everyone’s there and it’s too late to escape. Then there are the Connollys, where you don’t even need to have met the parents to want to declare them unfit, adopt their adult sons and invest a fortune in sibling therapy.

      By seven-thirty, I’m at the shop with Kennedy and Marius, just as a moving truck pulls up in front. Earlier this month, Kennedy’s Boston shop was, as she puts it, “trashed.” By Havoc? By Hector? We still aren’t sure, but it’d be one of the two, partly because they were looking for something and partly because they are both, as Kennedy would put it again, assholes. Kennedy also jokes that they actually did her a favor. As traumatic as it was at the time, it helped her realize she wanted to move home to Unstable, and the insurance money made that possible.

      Unstable’s main street—Bishop—has some houses that have been converted to shops and some businesses that also serve as houses, like the Bennetts’. It also has a proper downtown core, and that’s where Kennedy is renting her new shop. The location has seen a carousel of businesses open and close over the years. As fads change, businesses in Unstable shift, keeping up with trends. Most of those are owned by longtime residents who simply alter their focus when the old one goes out of style. This particular site has been leased by a string of outsiders, all trying and failing to make a go of it.

      According to town legend, the store is cursed, which is why locals won’t rent it. As one might expect, Unstable is a superstitious town. Two untimely deaths, decades apart, meant that locals were loath to set up shop here, and then when the outsiders’ businesses failed, that only added to the curse.

      The shop is not cursed. Kennedy would know if it were. It is as if the universe reserved this spot just for her, prime real estate in downtown Unstable, where the so-called curse is free advertising, given that she’s running a shop specializing in formerly cursed antiques.

      Kennedy and Marius help the movers, and I supervise. I am excellent at supervising, at least when the alternative is lifting and heaving and grunting under the weight of heavy boxes. The moving truck is gone by nine, and we’re helping Kennedy organize the final shipment.

      What the truck brought aren’t cursed antiques or even previously cursed ones. Those take time to accumulate. Kennedy lost seventy-five percent of her stock in the destruction of her shop, and what remained was mostly small items, such as jewelry and bric-a-brac. To reopen, she needed stock, and I’ve helped with that. One advantage of being immortal is that I have developed an excellent eye for antiques—I remember what was rare at the time, and I can spot both a bargain and a fake at ten paces. Like many immortals, I supplement my own income buying quality items and storing them as nest eggs. Kennedy and I spent a weekend video-conferencing as we scoured auction listings online until she had enough to open her new shop.

      As Kennedy cleans and polishes, Marius rearranges under my supervision. We have an audience, too, a steady stream of both locals and early tourists peering through the windows. Also a steady stream of people knocking on the locked door until Kennedy decides it’s wiser to leave it unlocked and hand out opening-weekend flyers.

      The problem with that is every time the bell jangles, she’s hoping it’s Aiden. I’m about to suggest re-locking it when a couple walks in, and Kennedy hurries over to greet them. They’re a middle-aged couple, perhaps in their late forties. Kennedy introduces them as Mitch and Jackie. He’s the local “tech guy,” who’s come to finish setting up the inventory program. She’s a medium specializing in retrocognition.

      “No excuse for me being here,” Jackie says. “Other than curiosity.”

      “I was going to invite you to a private tour,” Kennedy says. “Please, look around. If you get a glimmer from anything, let me know. We could make up notes for those ones. Mention what you see in their past. I’d include your name and a stack of your business cards beside each.”

      “That would be lovely,” Jackie says, and she begins making her way around the room, touching and peering at objects.

      Behind Jackie’s back, I lift my brows, and Kennedy shrugs. Retrocognition is the ability to channel history from objects. Athene’s descendants have a variation on it, known as past perception. My brow-lift asked whether Jackie actually has the power. Kennedy’s response means she isn’t sure. In other words, Jackie seems to have some hint of a talent, which could suggest a weak dose of past perception, making her a very distant relative of Athene or another immortal.

      When the door flies open again, it’s Hope, who sails in clutching a flyer. She holds it in front of her and bounces on her toes. “Who wants tickets?”

      Kennedy takes the flyer as I walk over. It advertises the Lisa Lake tour, with advance tickets available for each night this weekend.

      “We’re going, right?” Hope says. “After we talked about it last night? We have to go.”

      Kennedy points to the window.

      Hope squints out it. “Little early for corndogs, isn’t it?”

      “I’m not pointing at the booth outside my window. I’m pointing at the sign in it, which announces the grand opening at seven tonight. The tour starts at eight.”

      “So open at seven and kick everyone out at eight. Short and sweet.” She catches Kennedy’s look. “Kidding. Maybe Saturday then?”

      “Which tour is this?” Jackie asks as she comes over. She takes the flyer as Kennedy passes it over. “Ooh, Lisa Lake.”

      She turns to her husband and waves the flyer. “I told you someone was doing an anniversary tour.”

      He wrinkles his nose as he glances over from the computer. “I thought the town wasn’t going to allow that. It’s in poor taste.”

      “It’s a true-crime mystery, Mitch.”

      “About a real girl who really disappeared.”

      She puts a hand on her hip. “I thought you liked the story.”

      He lifts one shoulder. “As a fascinating town legend. Not as an opportunity for outsiders to capitalize on a local tragedy.”

      “But renewed interest could solve it,” I say.

      “Do we want it solved?” He swivels in his chair. “What if it turns out to be a crime? Being the site of a mysterious disappearance is good publicity for Unstable. Being the place where a teen girl was abducted and murdered?” He shakes his head. “I think we should keep the mystery.”

      “But if something did happen to her, wouldn’t we want to know? In case whoever is responsible can still be brought to justice?”

      Mitch shakes his head and returns to the computer.

      “If you kids are interested, you should talk to my aunt,” Jackie says. “She was the assistant tour guide that night.”

      “Mrs. Ricci?” Hope says. “I didn’t know that.”

      “You could interview her,” Jackie says. “She adores talking about it. These days, no one asks.”

      “We’ll do that sometime,” Kennedy says.

      “Why don’t I have her come by? I know she’s dying to see the shop.”

      Hope looks at her sister, her gaze pleading.

      Kennedy smiles. “That would be lovely, if she has the time.”

      “She will.”
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      It’s almost noon when Aiden does arrive, looking pale and drained. He comes bearing a giant picnic basket filled by one of the local shops.

      “Food!” Kennedy says, throwing down her dusting cloth. “Please tell me that’s food.”

      Aiden manages a tired smile. “Sandwiches, meat pies and salads. Also wine. Yes, it’s only lunch, but for some reason I felt the irresistible urge to buy alcohol.”

      “I bet.” Kennedy takes the basket from him and busies herself with it, saying “How’d it go?” with studied nonchalance, as if asking about the weather.

      “I smoothed things over with the investors and convinced them it was a misunderstanding.”

      Kennedy’s shoulders tighten, and I know we both long to point out that this was not Aiden’s job, as he does not work for his parents. But that’d be the tenth verse of a very old song that he knows by heart and does not need to hear again.

      “And Rian?” Kennedy asks carefully as she lifts out a box of steaming meat pies.

      “He’s somewhat less happy with me.”

      Kennedy wheels, her hand flying over her mouth as if clamping back a reply.

      “Yes, I know,” he says, exhaustion sighing through his words. “I pull him out of a scrape, and he acts as if I’m the one who pushed him into it. This time, at the risk of defending him, I think there’s more to it. He’s just not telling me what it is. He seems . . .”

      Aiden glances over at Marius and me. “And no one needs that lunch-time conversation. How have the preparations been proceeding?” He glances around. “It looks ready.”

      Before Kennedy can answer, I walk over to the basket. “This is lovely, Aiden. Do you mind if Marius and I take a plate and slip out the back? There’s a lovely little garden there, and we can enjoy a picnic for two while Kennedy explains what still needs to be done.”

      While you tell Kennedy about this morning, what happened with your parents and Rian.

      That’s what I mean, and Kennedy acknowledges it with a nod of thanks before saying yes, we should take our picnic outside, where she’s set up a patio table beside the neighbor’s garden.

      We’re in the midst of dividing the food when the doorbell tinkles again.

      Jackie walks in, escorting a white-haired woman in her seventies. Jackie pauses as she sees the food. “Oh, are we interrupting your lunch?”

      Kennedy casts a quick glance at Aiden but rebounds with a smile as she bustles over to escort them in. “Not at all. Please, come in and join us. Jackie told me about your connection to Lisa Lake, Mrs. Ricci, and we’re dying to hear the story.”

      

      As her niece said, Mrs. Ricci is delighted to be asked for her story, which she can recite as it if happened last week. She’s also visibly annoyed with the tour guide—Ms. Dowling—for not talking to her. Mrs. Ricci had reached out as soon as she heard about the tour, having her niece pass on a message for the guide. She’d never heard back, and she’s understandably miffed about that. It helps us, though, as she’s happy to dish on every last detail, which Kennedy writes down. And then it’s time to get ready for the opening.

      

      In the past twenty-four hours, Fate has upended nearly all my carefully laid plans. Having a few succeed seems even crueler, giving me a teasing glimpse of victory before snatching it away. The backyard party got off to a rocky start, but then came the bonfire, where I snagged both Aiden and Kennedy with the story of Lisa Lake. Jonathan and Ani weren’t quite as enraptured, but they were intrigued. Bait taken. Then Rian showed up, and that threw in a wrench that keeps gumming up the works. It distracted Aiden. Kept him away from Kennedy. Slowed Kennedy’s opening preparations, which meant she had no time to pursue the Lisa Lake mystery . . . Oh, but here’s a witness! A living witness to the disappearance! Wonderful, except everyone is too busy and distracted to chase mysteries.

      I have miscalculated. I readily acknowledge that. Even without the Rian disaster, Kennedy’s focus would be on opening her shop. That is the important thing. Launch this new venture. Save the mysteries and the romance for later.

      Logically, I know that, but in my gut, I see opportunity slipping away. With this new shop, Kennedy loses her ties to Boston, where Aiden lives and works. They’ve only known each other a couple of weeks. That bond may have been forged in fire, but it’s too new to hold without more to bind it.

      Marius would say I can’t make this happen. I can prepare the garden, but I can’t force love to grow there. I want to, though. I don’t know why it’s so important to me—critically important—but I need to see some glimmer of success.

      For tonight, though, I must put the mystery aside. Forget that there is a tour on Lisa Lake starting soon. There will be another tomorrow and again on Sunday. Tonight is all about the shop. Tonight is all about Kennedy.

      “It’s going well, right?” she whispers as she walks over to stand beside me. We’re in the shop, thirty minutes after the doors swung open, and it is wall-to-wall people, with tourists lined up outside, impatiently waiting for the locals to leave.

      “Maybe I should have had a private opening last night,” she whispers. “Just for residents.”

      “Those people outside don’t realize these are your neighbors,” I whisper back. “All they see is that you are very, very busy.”

      Hope and Jonathan are escorting people around the showroom, while Ani darts about checking the levels of tea and coffee and baked goods. Marius is talking to an older couple admiring an Edwardian wardrobe. Across the way, Aiden shows jewelry to a trio of teenage girls who don’t give a damn about the old necklaces—they just want to scope out the hot older guy.

      “Are the snacks too downmarket?” Kennedy frets. “Aiden offered to supply wine and cheese, but that felt too fancy. It is an antique shop, though. Maybe coffee and cookies makes it seem like a cheap vintage store.” She pauses. “Or maybe I should have angled toward cheap vintage. It is a tourist town, after all.”

      “Kennedy?”

      “Yes?”

      “Breathe.” I lay my hand on her arm. “You’re doing fine. You’ve done this before. Just another opening day.”

      “Uh, no. At my last opening, I threw a party and no one came except my sisters and Jonathan. It was four days before I had a customer.”

      “Then see how far you’ve come?”

      “Yes, I’ve come home, to where people know me and will actually show up.” She takes a deep breath. “It’s fine. All fine.”

      Something cuts through the chatter. Was that a distant scream?

      I glance around, but no one else seems to have heard it. Must be from the Ferris wheel.

      Kennedy’s gaze goes to Aiden. “Aiden needs rescue before anyone thinks he’s flirting with those girls.” She shakes her head. “He really thinks they’re interested in those necklaces, doesn’t he.”

      “Oh, if they were a decade older, he might—might—realize there’s another reason they’re hanging on his every word. But given their youth, no, he’s not going to see it, because that would be wrong. Yes, go rescue him. Maybe you can throw them to Rian.” I scan the shop. “Where is the boy, anyway?”

      “If he’s not beside Hope, he’s not here. He was supposed to come by.” She looks around. “Maybe he realized Aiden would be more comfortable without him.”

      “All the more reason for him to show up,” I murmur.

      Kennedy shakes her head. “He’s not like that. He’d do it to needle Aiden in fun, but he’s not a total asshole. Not really an asshole at all. Just very good at playing one.” She clutches her clipboard to her chest. “Let me go rescue—”

      “Kennedy,” Ani says, appearing from our other side. “I need your help. I’ve recruited Jonathan to start shooing people toward the exit, in favor of actual customers, but they aren’t moving fast enough. You should do an announcement. Thank them for coming, joke about making way for paying customers. From you, it’ll be cute and funny.”

      Kennedy steps forward. “Hey, everyone!”

      Jonathan’s whistle cuts through the chatter, and everyone turns.

      Kennedy steps onto a small colonial stool. “Thank you all for coming! It means so much to me. I was just telling Vanessa how no one showed up at my last shop until four days after my opening party.”

      “Hey, I did!” Hope calls.

      “You don’t count. Also, you didn’t buy anything. In fact, I’m pretty sure you still haven’t paid for that hair comb you took.”

      “Family discount!”

      The crowd laughs.

      “Anyway,” Kennedy says. “Speaking of buying things, it seems I have a line up of potential customers out front. Which is lovely, but you guys are my priority. Always. So I’m offering you all a gift. In ten minutes, everyone remaining in the shop will get a free . . .” She turns to Jonathan. “Drumroll, please?”

      He obliges, beating out a rhythm on a tabletop.

      “A free curse!” Kennedy shouts. “Yes, that’s right! Curses! You get a curse, and you get a curse. Everyone gets a curse.”

      People laugh and start filing toward the exit.

      “Wait! Don’t leave before I pass out the curses. Who knows what you might get. It could be a—”

      A clanging bell drowns her out.

      “Hey, Kennedy!” Someone calls. “We’re leaving. No need to call the fire brigade.”

      “Whoops!” she says, shouting to be heard over the bells. “Wrong curse!”

      Outside, the waiting line ripples as people head out toward the street.

      Ani swears under her breath. “I’ll tell them we’ll be clear in a moment.”

      She edges through the exiting crowd. As the door opens wide, fire engines whoop. Someone shouts.

      “Ghost! They saw the ghost!”

      “And called the fire department?” Aiden says as he reaches us.

      Kennedy’s already moving toward the door as he clears the way for her. I follow. We reach the sidewalk. It’s chaos, people running up the street, pulling out their phones and cameras, the shop queue disintegrating as the street crowd surges behind the fire trucks.

      “It’s the theater,” a woman says when Aiden asks. “There’s a fire at the theater.”

      “And a ghost!” her friend says. “They saw the ghost of that missing girl. The one from the sixties.”

      “Lisa Lake?” Aiden says.

      “That’s the one. She appeared and then burst into flame. Her ghost spontaneously combusted!”
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      We’re outside the theater complex. On the road, because we can’t get closer. The police and fire department have it blocked off.

      Marius strides back to us, using his powers to cut through the crowd.

      “It was the tour,” he says when he arrives, after doubtless charming an officer or firefighter into talking to him. “The Lisa Lake tour reached the theater for the big reveal. The guide was walking them through it, and the lights went out. The locals figured that was part of the show—recreating what happened that night. But the lights were only supposed to dim. They went out, and someone spotted a girl in the auditorium. A girl dressed in sixties clothing. Then she disappeared, and the seat where she was standing caught on fire.”

      “A ghost that spontaneously combusted?” Hope says.

      He shrugs. “There was an alleged ghost, and there was a definite fire. It’s out now, and they’re interviewing the tour folks to figure out what happened.”

      Kennedy exhales. “Okay, well, that was some unexpected excitement, and I lost my line, but the night is young and the coffee is hot. We should get back to Ani and Jonathan—”

      As if hearing his name, Jonathan appears, his head bobbing over the crowd as he makes his way over.

      “Everything okay at the shop?” Kennedy says. “Please tell me you’ve come because we’re flooded with customers and you need help.”

      “Sorry, K,” he says. “I came to say they shut us down.”

      “What?”

      Before he can answer, another siren sounds, this one an alarm. He waits until it shuts off.

      “Chief Salazar is shutting down all the businesses along Bishop,” he says. “They’ve had four security alerts so far. No sign of trouble, just alarms and sprinklers going off. She has no idea what’s happening, but she isn’t taking chances. Everyone’s closed for the rest of the night.”

      

      “May we ask where you’re taking us?”

      It’s past midnight, and Marius is leading Aiden, Kennedy and me through an empty park. We’d been heading off to bed—exhausted from the long day and disappointed by the end of it—when he’d culled us from the herd and snuck us outside. Now we’re being shepherded toward parts unknown.

      When I ask the question, Marius ignores me and motions for silence. There are still people out on Bishop Street. The shops may have closed, but the carnival booths have not, and people are enjoying the warm evening.

      “You’re kidnapping us, aren’t you?” Kennedy whispers. “Hope mentioned you’ve had some experience at that.”

      “Oof,” Marius says. “Low blow. Deserved, but still low. Yes, I am temporarily kidnapping you. I promise to have you home in an hour, none the worse for wear. I am the most gentlemanly of kidnappers. You may have heard that, too.”

      Kennedy rolls her eyes but follows him around the block. When I spot a flashing light, I slow.

      “Is that the theater?” I say.

      “Yes, we’re breaking in.”

      “To the theater?”

      “For a good and righteous cause.” He motions us across the road. “Satisfying our curiosity.”

      “Uh, it’ll be under guard,” Kennedy says. “By the police.”

      “O ye of little faith. Would I bring you all this way if I couldn’t get you in?”

      “Uh-huh,” I say. “Let me guess. Whoever told you what was going on earlier also slipped you a phone number, invited you to come back anytime you want to . . . chat.” I waggle my brows.

      “I’m not sure we have any eligible women on the force right now,” Kennedy says.

      “Oh, I didn’t say they had to be eligible. Also didn’t say they had to be female.” I waggle my brows at Marius again.

      As Kennedy laughs, Marius rolls his eyes, and Aiden tries valiantly but unsuccessfully to hide a blush.

      “No,” Marius says. “Having no intention of following through, I didn’t make any such promises to anyone. That would be wrong. Useful, but wrong. I’m getting us in with my other talent. A sprinkle of luck.”

      “I can help,” Aiden says. “Though I doubt you need it.”

      Marius claps him on the back. “Thank you. I should be able to handle this, and I will spare you the balancing, which is much worse for you than it is for me.”

      If Aiden uses his power of luck, the laws of balance inflict a counter-weight—a period of bad luck. The same as Kennedy needs to curse an object if she uncurses one. The immortals aren’t bound by those restrictions. Marius only needs to regulate his use of luck because he can run out of it, and then he will need to balance, which he’d rather avoid.

      We reach the theater complex. We’ve come in along the back road, and Marius takes us through a yard. Earlier I thought he’d gone into the Bennett house while we were having commiserative cocktails in the garden. He’d obviously snuck out to plan this route.

      We scale the fence behind the old stables. I don’t complain about that. In truth, I tend to reserve my grumbling about such things for when they serve a purpose. I am very good at playing the princess. It is the role I was cast into even before Hector took me to wife. The beautiful but useless and not terribly bright goddess to be placed on a pedestal and worshipped because, really, that’s all women like her are good for.

      I’ll play the part to get out of unpleasant tasks—dear lord, you cannot expect me to lift that dirty box—or to amuse Marius—but what if I break a nail?—when the truth is that I’ve done my share of scaling fences and crawling through trenches and wriggling through tunnels. I’ve been a spymaster’s lover and partner. Sitting on the sidelines is dull. Clean and safe, but dull.

      I climb the fence, and I creep through the garden, and I trust Marius when he says, “Okay, go!” and then I sprint across the open ground right behind him, with Aiden and Kennedy following. Marius’s luck ensures that the two officers on guard choose that moment to patrol around the building and don’t return to investigate any noises.

      We make it through the rear exit door, which has conveniently been left with the latch not-quite-secured, proving Marius was indeed here earlier. Once we’re inside, he gently closes the door and then turns on a flashlight that casts a diffuse light. Kennedy takes out her phone for a light and Aiden does the same.

      We pause to get a look around. It reminds me of many rural American theaters, summer-stock playhouses in small communities. Rows of chairs like one might find in a school auditorium. A stage at the front with the requisite heavy velvet curtains. All very simple and tidy, the sort of place where you expect to pay fifty dollars for a good seat and enjoy a pleasant evening of decent community theater.

      Marius motions us farther in before he speaks. While the building is soundproofed, he’s not taking any chances. Once we’re halfway up the center aisle, he waves at the rear door and two flanking the front.

      “Three exits,” he says. “According to an old plan of the theater, at the time of Lisa’s disappearance, there were only two. The one to the front left was added in the nineties to bring it up to code.”

      “You’ve done your homework,” I murmur.

      “One cannot solve a fifty-year old mystery without delving into historical records. The mystery we’re solving right now, though, is much more recent.”

      “What happened here tonight,” Kennedy says.

      “Yes. Now, according to those on the tour, the guide was taking them through the original tour of that night. Recreating that while superimposing the story of Lisa Lake.”

      “A tour within a tour,” Kennedy says.

      “Or that was the claim, though we already know the guide didn’t bother speaking to Mrs. Ricci. Ms. Dowling was using only historical records. Comparing recollections from this evening’s tour with Kennedy’s notes from Mrs. Ricci, tonight’s version missed a few of the early stops, added on two others and completely mangled the town legend.”

      “In other words, Ms. Dowling is winging it,” Kennedy says.

      “I think she realized no one actually cares about the original tour and devoted her research to the disappearance, which she apparently got dead on. I don’t believe any of the deviations were significant, but in a mystery, everything must be accounted for. Up until they reach the theater, there’s not much Ms. Dowling can say about the Lakes. The family wasn’t noticed until the younger daughter’s gastrointestinal complaint began. Now, according to someone on the tour—who has already posted to TikTok—”

      “To what?” I say.

      “To a video-clip social-media sharing site. I’ll show you sometime. Now, according to the TikTok poster, all the pre-theater content on the Lakes was a rehashing of the trouble they caused before the tour, which of course, may be significant.”

      “If, as you theorized, Lisa was so embarrassed by her parents that she prayed for the ground to swallow her and it did,” Kennedy says.

      “Or something like that. But on the sixty-nine tour, no one noticed them until the theater.”

      “Wait,” Aiden says. “Didn’t they complain about the tour right from the start? They raised a fuss there, yes?”

      “They did,” Marius says. “Huh. I wonder if the guide missed that part, too. Or the young woman who posted the video was late joining the tour. Either way, the main event happened . . .” He stops at the front of the auditorium. “Here. Both that night and tonight.”

      He crouches and shines his light at the dark red carpet. Someone has painted an X on it, the paint faded almost to illegibility.

      “This is supposedly the spot,” he says. “Lisa stood here to listen to the guide, who was over there.” He motions closer to the wall. “The guests clustered around her. Tonight, Ms. Dowling recreated it. She asked the group to stand there and imagine it was 1969. She led them through it. When the lights went off, she gave a little shriek, which made people laugh. It turns out that while the lights were supposed to extinguish, they went out early. That’s why she cried out.”

      “Was someone operating the lights?” Kennedy asks.

      “Excellent question, and the answer is yes. A high school AV student had been hired to dim the lights and run the old milkmaid shadow play. She was up in the rafters waiting for her cue. Instead, the lights turned off without her. She was afraid she’d done it, and tried to turn them back on, but nothing happened.”

      “The lights were cut from another source,” Aiden says. “Perhaps the breaker was flipped. That would overrule her switch.”

      “We will investigate that. For now, we can only say they went off early, and it was not—it seems—the AV girl. The early darkness caught the guide by surprise. She presumed the AV student got ahead of herself, and so after her initial surprise, she waited for the milkmaid shadow play. But there’s something twenty-first-century tour attendees have that they didn’t in the sixties.”

      Marius turns off his flashlight. Then he points at Kennedy’s and Aiden’s phones, shining into the darkness.

      Kennedy nods. “So when the power goes off, even if people think it’s part of the show, someone will turn on their phone light to be a jerk.”

      “Yep. So the lights go out. The tour guide yelps. And within seconds, there are multiple cell phone lights shining. That’s when they see Lisa.”

      He turns on the flashlight and aims it toward the auditorium. The beam lands on a row of seats near the back. “She appears there. A light-haired girl in a plaid dress, like the one Lisa was reported to be wearing. She’s walking along the row. Then there’s a bright light and a loud bang, similar to a police flash-bang. When it clears, that seat”—He points at one with a black mark—”is on fire.”

      “And Lisa is gone,” I say.

      Kennedy’s already walking down the aisle, Aiden on her heels. They head along the row. Kennedy pauses at the charred seat and then leans over and inhales. She waves for Aiden to do the same and he murmurs something we don’t catch. Kennedy nods.

      Kennedy turns to Marius. “Someone must have taken a picture of her.”

      “They tried. Several people got blurry shots of seats, not able to focus in time. Two had their flashes go off, which left an overexposed picture of what was described—girl with light brown hair, wearing plaid dress. Someone without an automatic flash got a dark photograph of the same.”

      “How long did she appear?” Aiden asks.

      “Maybe five seconds.”

      Aiden bends to check the floor as Kennedy taps something in on her phone.

      “Okay, I have a photo,” she calls after a second. “I found one on Instagram. It’s been Photoshopped to make it as clear as possible. The girl’s face is turned away. Light brown hair, worn long and straight. Plaid dress. But I also have a photo I saved earlier today from the old news articles on Lisa. It’s not the same dress. Yes, I doubt any of us thought ‘ghost’ was the answer, but in case there’s any doubt, here’s the proof. Similar cut and color for the dress, but not identical.”

      Aiden straightens. “I presume the police removed anything they found here, but I suspect there’s evidence that the device was indeed some form of flash-bang. There’s the smell of fuel on the chair. Some sort of accelerant. The person playing Lisa sets off the device and causes the fire, and then . . .”

      He looks around.

      Kennedy says, “She could have made a run for it, if the device was blinding enough. Out the exit. Or hid in another row and escaped during the confusion afterward.”

      “Two actors, then,” I say. “One cuts off the lights at the source and the other plays the part of Lisa Lake.”

      “But to what purpose?” Aiden says as he and Kennedy rejoin us.

      “That’s the million-dollar question,” Kennedy says. “The flash-bang and the accelerant suggest this wasn’t a last-minute prank. Too elaborate. Yet, at the same time, not elaborate enough. The police will easily find the traces of accelerant, and armchair detectives will easily see the differences between the dresses.”

      “If the goal,” I say, “was to start a new legend, then they did a haphazard job. Which suggests that is not the intention.”

      “So what is it?” Kennedy says. “I’d blame the tour guide, adding in theatrics, but she was obviously startled and, if anything, this could mean her next two tours are canceled.”

      “Unless that is the goal,” Marius says. We all look at him. “Someone may have wanted the tours canceled. May also have wanted to stop anyone from trying to solve this mystery.”

      “Wouldn’t this increase interest?” Kennedy says.

      “Not when it’s proven fake. Anniversary weekend tours could be canceled. The site of the original crime is already sealed off. Tales of a vengeful ghost would work in Unstable, but by next week, everyone will know it’s a hoax. Interest will die out, and people will move on.”

      “Leaving the disappearance of Lisa Lake unsolved.”

      “Exactly.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m at the shop the next day, helping Kennedy. Hope is with us. There’s been no sign of Rian. He’d apparently been MIA at the grand opening because his parents dragged him back to Boston. Quite literally. They sent an SUV to pick him up, with no advance warning.

      As Kennedy muttered when she found out “Gotta love parents who kidnap their own kids.” Rian was recalled to the home front, and that had Aiden fretting this morning, so Kennedy insisted he drive to Boston and check on him. Aiden promised to return by lunch and spend the afternoon helping in the shop. In other words, par for the course this weekend. A ruined Grand Opening, followed by an exciting late-night bit of sleuthing, and then couple-separating family drama.

      The pendulum of Fate swings back that morning, as we discover, to my relief, that the ruined opening was not a portent of things to come. The shop is busy enough to keep Hope, Kennedy and myself hopping all morning, with Marius helping customers carry items to cars, as we sell half the large items to antique-shopping tourists.

      Of course, that starts Kennedy fretting that her grand opening looks more like a going-out-of-business sale. One worried text to Ani, and within an hour, three locals show up with antiques to sell on consignment. I’m not always a fan of small towns, but when the right people live there, they can be a wondrous thing.

      We also have five people stop by to ask about a “cursed” object they own: either selling it or having it uncursed. The family business is closed this weekend to focus on Kennedy’s shop, but a note on the door directs people here. Those who fear grandma’s silver vase is cursed now have two options in Unstable: pay to get it uncursed or sell it to Kennedy as is. In Boston, she’d kept the phrase “formerly cursed objects” to herself. In Unstable, it’s a selling point.

      A young couple is inquiring about one of those right now—a Victorian pendant brought from the Boston store that actually had been cursed. Kennedy is regaling them with the tale when the local police chief comes in. Kennedy looks startled, but the chief only nods and motions that she’ll speak to Hope instead.

      I walk over as the chief asks Hope whether there were any problems with the shop last night.

      “Any sign of intruders? Anything missing?”

      Hope shakes her head. “We have a security system. It didn’t go off. Most things of real value are too big to steal. The jewelry and whatnot goes into the safe at night. Kennedy opened that this morning. Everything present and accounted for.”

      “Good.”

      “I heard other alarms after the fire,” I say.

      The chief looks from Hope to me. Hope performs the introductions, and then Chief Salazar addresses me directly with her answer. “We’re still investigating, but there seemed to be a few break-ins and a few thefts. Oddly, unrelated.”

      “Unrelated to the fire?”

      She shakes her head. “No, I’m sure they’re related to that. People taking advantage. I mean that the shops with the triggered alarms had nothing stolen. It was other shops that did.”

      Kennedy walks over, catching the end of that as she brings the necklace to wrap for the customers. “Diversion, then? Set off the alarms, and then rob other shops that are still open?”

      “That’s a theory,” she says. “Seems elaborate, though. We’ll know more when we get a full accounting of what’s missing.”

      Kennedy and I exchange a look.

      “What about tonight’s Lisa Lake tour?” I ask. “We bought a block of tickets, but I’m presuming it’s been cancelled.”

      “There will be extra security, but we wouldn’t do that to Ms. Dowling. She put a lot of work into this tour. She’s sold out Saturday and Sunday, and has asked to do another one Monday. The council is considering it, though some people aren’t happy about that.”

      “Because of the thefts?”

      “No, they just don’t like dredging up that history. Mitch Keeling came to see me this morning, with a few other concerned citizens. I told them to speak to the mayor, but I can’t imagine anything coming of it. We gave her the permit, and no one’s eager to withdraw it halfway through the weekend. Especially when there’s a film crew coming out tomorrow night to tape her tour.” She slaps the counter. “I should move on. Checking in with all the businesses.”

      “We appreciate that,” Kennedy says, and the chief heads for the door as four more people come in.

      

      This morning over breakfast, when telling the others what we discovered last night, Jonathan had offered to compile what he could on the Lake case from the town archives. After the police chief leaves, I head to the library to see what he has. At breakfast, he’d been discussing it with Ani, so I’d presumed they do it together, but instead I find him alone in the library, which is closed except for special events.

      “Where’s Ani?” I ask as he lets me in.

      “Volunteering, volunteering and more volunteering.” He takes a stack of books to the counter.

      “I thought I heard you two saying something about spending the morning together?”

      “At the dunking booth,” he says. “That’s where she is. But it was slow enough that I decided to come back to the library and gather what you guys are looking for.”

      In other words, my attempt to bring them together actually meant that they lost precious weekend time together. Wonderful.

      “Oh, but it’s such a lovely warm day,” I say. “You really should be out at the dunk tank.”

      “And I will be. I got your text as I was leaving, so I stuck around to give you the bad news in person.”

      “Bad news?”

      He heads for the door, waving for me to follow. “The archives are Lisa-free.”

      “What?”

      “Someone checked out all the records. Which is odd, because we don’t normally allow those to leave the library. I also can’t find a record of the check out, so my guess is that another librarian let someone take them, probably Ms. Dowling.”

      “Isn’t that a bit odd?”

      He laughs as he reaches for the door. “It’s Unstable. I can say that we usually don’t let someone borrow our archival material. I can also say that they’re supposed to check out whatever is taken. But if I’m not the one on the desk, the rules are more like guidelines. We have one librarian with Alzheimer’s and while she never works alone, whoever’s with her could have been busy at the time. Or it was the other librarian, who decided to bend the rules for a professional interested in local history. I’ll track down the archives, but it won’t be this weekend.”

      “You wear a lot of hats in this town, don’t you?” I say as we head out. “Head librarian. Town councilor. Volunteer worker.”

      He shrugs. “I like to get involved.”

      “You and Ani both work very hard, for your careers and your community. It must not leave much time for personal lives.” I rap his arm as we pause behind the library back doors. “Young people need to be careful of that. Work-life balance. When’s the last time you’ve been on a date?”

      He glances away and rocks on his heels. “It’s been a while.” He comes back with, “But that’s not me being busy. Just . . .” He wrinkles his nose. “Still bouncing back from a bad experience. It’s an old story. Meet a girl, think she might be the one, and then she’s not.”

      “It’s a good thing you realized that in time.”

      “Oh, I wasn’t the one who realized it. Totally out of left field for me.” He locks the door. “But, yeah, in retrospect, it was probably for the best. We weren’t a match.”

      “Uh-huh.” I take out my sunglasses and put them on as we step into the gardens. “And what about Ani? Is she seeing anyone?”

      He pauses, and his eyes narrow. “Oh, no. No, no, no.”

      “No, what?”

      “Please tell me you are not trying to match make.”

      “Why not? You and Ani are obviously very—”

      “Very good friends. Lifelong best friends. Naturally, we should end up together. As we have been hearing since we were, oh, roughly five years old.”

      “And it’s not what you want?”

      “Who knows what we want?” he says, with genuine frustration in his voice. “No one will back off enough for us to figure it out.” He sighs. “They mean well. But it’s as if the whole town has bought tickets to our wedding, and we’re ruining everything by not actually getting married. My parents, Ani’s sisters, the entire town—they’re all part of a giant conspiracy to get us together.”

      “And you just want them all to back off. Give you breathing room.”

      “Yes.” He exhales. “That was more than I meant to say. Just please don’t add to the fray.” He clasps his hands together, raising them, mock pleading. “Please, please, please. Let us be friends. If there’s more there, let us find it on our own.”

      

      “Everything okay?” Marius asks. I’m in the Bennett’s living room after dinner, everyone else out in the backyard.

      “I made a mistake,” I say. I glance over his shoulder and lower my voice. “With Ani and Jonathan. I should leave them alone. They don’t need anyone else interfering.”

      He shrugs as he lowers himself onto the sofa with me. “Didn’t seem like you were doing much interfering. Just little nudges that weren’t really working out. They’ve both been very busy this weekend.”

      “They’re always very busy. I just hate to see . . .” I exhale. “I can joke about mortal lifetimes, but I hate to see opportunities slipping away. I want to grab people and shake them and tell them how quickly it will be over. How much they can miss by doing the wrong things and throwing away their lives but also by doing too much of the right thing.”

      I exhale. “I’m not making sense.”

      He entwines his fingers with mine. “You are to me. You’re worried that Ani and Jonathan are so caught up in their careers and their community and helping others that they’re missing out on each other. Except they’re not.” He waves toward the back. “They’re out there right now, staking out a corner of the yard and talking like they’ve been separated for weeks.”

      “Which means—” I cut myself off. “Which only means they truly enjoy each other’s company, not that they need more. Not yet at least.”

      “They’re moving at their pace,” he says. “They aren’t even thirty yet. They have plenty of time if that’s what they want.” He leans back, hand still in mine. “I’m more worried about Aiden. At least Ani and Jonathan have balance. Work, family, community, friends. Aiden?”

      He shakes his head. “Work, work, and also work. Family, too, but not in a good way. With Kennedy, I think he sees the possibility of more. That’s a start. I’d just like to figure out what the devil is up with Rian.”

      “Have you talked to him?”

      He grimaces. “Tried to, but he’s not sure what to make of me. He cracks a few ‘god of war’ jokes and escapes as fast as he can.” He pauses. “He reminds me of Denny. He comes off as the wild child, the black sheep, proud of his place in the flock but . . .” He shrugs. “There’s damage there, just like with Aiden. Just like with Denny.”

      “Kennedy said something like that earlier. I just wish Rian wouldn’t make things so difficult for Aiden. He—”

      The patio door whirs open.

      “Vanessa!” Hope calls. “Marius! Tour time!”

      She runs in waving her phone. “Thirty minutes to go. You’re both still in, right?”

      I smile as we stand. “We wouldn’t miss it.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      As Marius said earlier, the tour allegedly follows the one Lisa took that fateful night. It doesn’t, actually, not according to what Mrs. Ricci told us, but I doubt the exact details are in the archives, and it hardly matters what route the tour took or what stops it hit. The important part comes at the theater.

      Ms. Dowling—a mousy young woman about Kennedy’s age—does an admirable job of explaining the problems the Lake family had with Unstable and the difficulties they caused. She gives us a more thorough picture of the family than I encountered in my online research.

      Apparently, while the Lakes passed themselves off as average Christians, they’d been church-hopping for years, each new congregation lacking the requisite fire-and-brimstone. They’d ended up in a very fundamentalist church and, once the girls hit puberty, switched to home schooling, in the belief that the public school system would destroy any hope of a virgin marriage.

      The girls led a very cloistered existence, and for them, coming to Unstable was like going to Disney World. Later in life, the younger sister confessed in an interview that she was the one who brought the festival to their parents’ attention . . . and pretended to have heard it was a Christian gathering, intentionally manipulating the word “spiritualism.” Had she blamed herself then, later in life, for the weekend that led to her sister’s disappearance? I hope not. She was a normal teenage girl, desperate for a bit of fun.

      It was the younger sister, as I’d learned, who also got them onto the tour. Yet another bit of teenage sleight of hand. Emphasizing the historical elements to her parents and glossing over any of the ghostly bits.

      As much as I appreciate Ms. Dowling’s research, she does too much, mingling the original tour with the story of Lisa Lake. Whenever she valiantly attempts to recreate the original tour her audience’s attention wanes. While a few people will appreciate that, most are just here for Lisa Lake.

      That goes double for our group. When Ms. Dowling launches into a bit of local lore, Kennedy shoulders Aiden to the back, where they whisper together, earning stern looks from Ani. I move between the sisters to divert Ani’s attention and let Kennedy and Aiden have their moment.

      I’m leaning toward Jonathan, about to ask whether Ms. Dowling’s version of this local lore is true, when Hope lets out a yelp. The entire tour group turns to see Rian behind Hope, his hands over her eyes.

      Ms. Dowling clears her throat.

      “Sorry!” Rian calls. “She’s really jumpy.” He tickles her, and she swats at him, earning an even more severe look from Ms. Dowling and a warning glance from Ani.

      Rian straightens. “Sorry. Again. I’ll keep her in line.” He walks beside Hope and stage-whispers. “Quiet, trouble-maker.”

      “This is a private tour,” Ms. Dowling says.

      “I know.” He reaches for his wallet. “How much?”

      “It’s sold out.”

      “He has a ticket,” Hope says, taking out her phone. “I bought seven in case he could make it.” She holds up her phone. “See? Seven adults.”

      Ms. Dowling doesn’t let it go that easily, making Hope point out everyone in our group to confirm there really are only seven. Then we’re on the move again, Rian with his arm casually slung over Hope’s shoulders, Hope chattering away as we walk.

      I glance at Marius. He mouths “Do you want me to do something about it?” I consider and decide no. Not now. Everyone had been looking forward to this tour, and I won’t spoil it. I won’t let Rian spoil it either. If he causes trouble, I’ll take care of it myself. After the initial disruption, though, he settles in, listening to the guide and behaving himself as we slowly make our way toward the theater.

      

      We’re finally at the theater complex. We aren’t allowed inside yet. Chief Salazar had mentioned extra security. What she meant is that we’d have a police escort through the theater portions of the tour.

      We’re now waiting outside for that escort. I’m with Marius, Jonathan, Ani, Kennedy and Aiden, discussing theories about Lisa Lake.

      “Does anyone have one?” I ask.

      “If you’re looking for a wild theory, I’m your girl,” Kennedy says. “Real ones, though?” She shrugs and looks at Aiden. “We’re working on it.”

      To cover my delight, I turn to Marius. “And you, former spymaster. You must have a theory. You just aren’t sharing it.”

      “Oh, I have one. It’s written in a sealed envelope that I gave to Jonathan.”

      “Seriously?” I say.

      “Seriously,” Jonathan says. “I have the envelope in a secure place.”

      “In other words,” Kennedy says. “You don’t want to spoil our fun by telling us what happened to Lisa, but you do want to be able to prove you had the answer all along.”

      “Yep, and if I’m wrong, Jonathan is under strict orders to forget where he hid that envelope.”

      As everyone laughs and teases, I realize two members of our party are missing. I glance around to see Hope and Rian disappear together behind a row of shrubs.

      I murmur something about using the ladies’ room and slip away. I stride in the proper direction, and then sneak back around to follow Hope and Rian. Their voices waft from a shadowy corner, tucked between two flowering shrubs. I can’t see them, but I have a very good idea what they’re up to, and I’m about to “accidentally” stumble on them when Hope says,

      “You need to tell Aiden.”

      Rian sighs. “And here I thought you wanted to make out.”

      Silence.

      “I was kidding, Hope.”

      “No, you were diverting and distracting, and I’d like you to stop it. I’d like you to treat me like a friend, not some girl you’re trying to impress.”

      He exhales. “I don’t mean it that way. I’m just . . .”

      “Diverting and distracting. You need to tell Aiden the real reason you blew off that meeting. Tell him you don’t agree with the new project. That you have ethical issues with using government loopholes and bribes to kick people off their land.”

      “Aiden won’t care.”

      “Then why not tell him? Because you think he will care. You’re afraid that if you tell him the problem, and he gives your parents shit, they’ll listen to him where they ignored you, and that hurts.”

      He snorts. “I stopped caring what my parents thought years ago.”

      “No, you didn’t. You should, but you can’t. You need to get away from them.”

      “Sure, go into business for myself again. Look how well that worked out. Nothing more humiliating then being taken hostage because the Connolly they really wanted was Aiden. Everyone wants Aiden.”

      “Everyone except me.”

      A few murmurs, as if they’re embracing. Then Rian gives a long, drawn-out sigh. “You can say that now, Hope, but trust me, by next Memorial Day, you’ll be wondering what the hell you ever saw in me. You deserve better than an uptown party boy who can’t get his shit together.”

      “And maybe you deserve better than a small-town girl who can’t get her shit together.”

      “Your parents died. You have a reason for derailing, and you’re already back on track, heading to college in the fall.”

      “Maybe. I can get accepted. If I can figure out what I even want to do with my life. All I know right now is that I want to be with you. You want to get your shit together. I want to get my shit together. I propose we make it a joint project. Everything’s better with friends.”

      He chuckles. “Everything?”

      “Everything. Especially this . . .”

      The distinct sound of a kiss. I pause only a heartbeat, and then I back away and leave them alone.
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      The security detail has finally joined us. As we start forward, Marius puts his arm around my waist and leans down to my ear.

      “Hope and Rian?” he whispers.

      I sigh.

      “Not quite what you figured, hmm?” he murmurs. “Fancy that.”

      “If the words ‘I told you so’ leave your lips . . .”

      “Do they ever?” he says, and I acknowledge that with a nod and briefly lean my head against his shoulder. When we stop outside the smaller theater, his arm falls from my waist. I lean against him as we listen to Ms. Dowling tell the tale of the poor younger Lake sister’s gastrointestinal distress. That gets a few jokes from the crowd. “Please don’t tell me it was the corndogs,” etcetera as people clutch their stomachs. Then we head into the main theater.

      The first room is a small lounge, with benches and restrooms and a portable bar. For pre-show and intermission sipping and mingling. The original tour had then headed backstage for a bit of theater history and the story of the milkmaid ghost.

      “You never did get a chance to finish that story,” Aiden whispers to Kennedy.

      “I’m sure this version will be better.”

      It is not better. In the hands of Ms. Dowling, the story becomes a very generic missing girl story. The milkmaid realizes she forgot something and slips out into the barn at night, never to be seen again.

      “Tell me there’s more to it than that,” Rian whispers.

      “Not really,” Kennedy says. “I just add more flavor.”

      “So should she.” Rian pantomimes a yawn, and Hope tells him to behave.

      “If you want to tell a story yourself,” Hope says. “I think you have one for Aiden.”

      Rian grimaces as Aiden tenses, clearly expecting the worst. Then Rian meets Hope’s eyes and nods. He leans over to Aiden and whispers, “Can we talk later? I didn’t screw up anything else. Promise.”

      “Of course,” Aiden says. “After the tour?”

      Rian nods. “Sure.”

      Ani motions everyone to silence, and we obey as the story continues. Or most of us do. Kennedy and Aiden step farther away, heads bent as they discuss something. Rian shoots them a worried look, but Hope shakes her head. She’s closer to her sister, and she can tell that whatever they’re discussing, it doesn’t involve him.

      Ms. Dowling moves into the Lisa Lake story. This is the point, she says, where the younger sister tore off to use the lounge restroom.

      At that, Kennedy glances over and frowns. She looks around before leaning in and whispering more to Aiden, while gesturing. I don’t see what she does. It’s a small backstage area, poorly lit, with costumes and boxes and clutter.

      Ms. Dowling motions for us to follow her through the curtains onto the stage. Kennedy and Aiden bring up the rear, and when I glance back, Aiden is stepping through before Kennedy grabs him and pulls him backstage.

      “Finally,” Hope whispers, shooting a gaze their way.

      Rian chuckles. “Let’s hope so.”

      I stay back near the curtain with Marius, the two of us blocking the way, in case anyone looks for Aiden and Kennedy. As much as I’d love to think they’ve snuck off for a romantic rendezvous, I suspect it’s all about the mystery. Either way, they are together, and that’s what counts.

      Ms. Dowling leads us to the spot where Lisa Lake disappeared. I follow the group while keeping my eye on Ani and Jonathan, ready to distract them if they notice Kennedy and Aiden are missing. They’re busy pointing out something to each other inside the auditorium.

      As we assemble, the two police officers move into the aisles and begin sweeping the theater. In other words, the chief knows perfectly well that last night was a setup, and her officers are making sure no “ghosts” are crouched between the seats.

      Only when they give the “all clear” signal does Ms. Dowling begin.

      “The group stood right where you are,” she says. “The same spot where every group stood for this tour. There was even a mark on the carpet to show the guides where to stop. While the carpet has long since been replaced, you can see a replica of the mark there.”

      She points, and everyone cranes to see it.

      “Of the Lake family, only Lisa was with the group. Her parents remained backstage, arguing over how to proceed. Mrs. Lake wanted to go after her younger daughter, while Mr. Lake wanted to continue on and hope no one noticed her absence. He was embarrassed by her outburst and the fact that it concerned a bodily function.”

      Ms. Dowling turns to the right and waves at the wall. “The guide would have steered gazes to that wall, allegedly pointing out an architectural detail but really drawing their attention in preparation for the power outage and the shadow play. He had done that when—”

      The lights go out. Ms. Dowling sucks in breath. She says something, but it’s drowned out by the murmur of the tour group—a cacophony of yelps and titters and excited whispers. A light flickers and someone shouts “There!”

      I follow the light to see someone on the catwalk. It’s a light-haired young woman in a plaid dress. It’s still too dark down here to see, and I’m easing back to take Marius’s arm when my hip bumps a hand. As I pull away, murmuring an apology, I feel a tug on my purse strap. I wheel, grabbing my bag, and there’s a hand inside it. The hand withdraws fast. A yelp. Light flashes. It’s Marius, raising his cell phone. His other hand encircles the wrist of a young man with my credit cards pinched between his fingers.

      “Officers!” Marius calls.

      The young man lashes out, punching at Marius with his free hand. Marius doesn’t even stumble. He gives one twist and pins the pickpocket’s arm behind his back.

      “And where do you think you’re going?” one of the officers calls as she steps into the path of a young woman edging toward the exit.

      “Uh-uh,” says a voice, and I glance to see Jonathan grabbing another man by the wrist. He lifts the man’s arm and plucks out a cell phone in a flowered case.

      “Hey!” a woman says. “That’s mine.”

      Jonathan passes over the phone.

      “What’s going on here?” Ms. Dowling says.

      “Seems you had some pickpockets in your tour group,” Rian says as he checks his own pockets, everyone else doing the same. A few exclamations ring out—someone missing a cell phone, a few others missing cash or cards.

      “Oh my goodness,” Ms. Dowling says. “Thank you for catching them, officers. I can’t believe anyone would do such a thing.”

      “Oh, I think you can believe it,” Jonathan says. “Considering I saw you with this guy.” He waggles the arm of the man he’s restraining.

      Ms. Dowling blinks. “Because he was asking about the tour. Which he joined with two friends.”

      Jonathan lifts his cell phone, showing a photo of Ms. Dowling and the guy he’s holding. They’re getting out of a car together. In the next photo, she’s giving him a kiss before they presumably went their separate ways.

      “I got suspicious this afternoon when someone told me you weren’t following the old tour properly,” Jonathan says. “That seems odd, since I presumed you’d borrowed our archives, which included a resident’s full accounting of the tour—she’d been the assistant guide that night. But it turns out those archives have been missing for years. That got me digging. You didn’t quite represent yourself accurately on your application, Ms. Dowling. You’re not a historian, and you never went to Columbia. You run a vlog on ghost stories.”

      She bristles. “It’s a history vlog. My angle may be ghosts, but I run an academic site specializing in the history surrounding ghost stories.”

      “Well, this isn’t an actual ghost story,” Hope says, waving at the rafters where Ms. Dowling’s accomplice had appeared. “You faked it, together with your pickpocket boyfriend and his buddies.”

      Ms. Dowling continues to protest, but the police are already calling in backups, who are apparently just outside waiting.

      “This was a sting, wasn’t it?” I say to Jonathan as I walk over to him. “You knew.”

      “Ani and I figured it out. We told Chief Salazar, who’d already had her suspicions.”

      “There were reports of thefts last night,” Ani says. “Coinciding with both the tour and the chaos afterward. Chief Salazar downplayed it so she wouldn’t spook Ms. Dowling and her gang.”

      “That’s the real reason they shut down stores last night,” Jonathan says. “A would-be thief set off a security alarm at the jewelry store, and the police were worried it wasn’t just a crime of opportunity.”

      Ani nods. “They thought it might have been orchestrated. They just didn’t believe Ms. Dowling was involved.”

      “They thought someone was taking advantage of her tour, because she seemed legitimately startled,” I say. “Who else knew about this?”

      “Not me,” Hope says.

      Rian raises his hands.

      I turn a narrow-eyed look on Marius.

      “Yes, Jonathan asked me to keep an eye out,” he says. “Though I would love to pretend it was my superior wits and reflexes that let me catch that guy with his hand in your purse.”

      “Wait,” Ani says. “Where are Kennedy and Aiden?”

      “They slipped out,” Hope says, waggling her brows.

      “I think it was more about sleuthing than smooching, sadly,” I say. “They must have been trying to figure out the thefts.”

      “They’re going to be disappointed,” Hope says. “I know I am. It’s such a Scooby-Doo solution. I’m still waiting for them to pull the mask off Ms. Dowling.”

      “Yep,” Jonathan says. “Not exactly world-class thieves. Someone should go find Kennedy and Aiden, though. I suspect the police will want a head count.”

      “I will,” I say. “Marius? May I get a little help with my escape?”

      “One luck roll coming up.”
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      I manage to sneak out of the auditorium by way of the backstage. I’m slipping through when there’s a soft thump, followed by an oath. I break into a jog and find Kennedy standing in the entranceway of a dressing room, the door hidden behind a curtain. Inside, Aiden blocks someone trying to leave.

      It’s Mitch Keeling—Kennedy’s IT guy. Also the person who’d wanted to stop tonight’s tour.

      “What’s going on?” I whisper.

      Kennedy starts to answer in a normal voice, and I wave her to silence and then bustle her inside and shut the door behind us.

      “There was another fake ghost,” I say. “The police are taking care of it.” I leave off the part about the thefts. If Mitch is involved, I don’t want him knowing his partners-in-crime have been apprehended. “Now, what’s going on?”

      “I spotted Mitch sneaking in,” Kennedy says. “That’s why we backed out of the tour. To see what he was up to. We caught him climbing into the rafters. Then we heard that fake ghost—in the rafters. Mitch ran down and tried hiding in here.”

      “It’s not what you think,” Mitch says.

      “What do we think?” Kennedy asks.

      “That I had something to do with the hauntings. I didn’t. Last night’s was obviously fake, and I wanted to prove it. I was hiding down here when I caught a glimpse of a young woman in a plaid dress heading up the ladder to the rafters. I took photos.”

      He pulls out his phone and shows us. “What I hoped to prove was who was behind it. I’m sure it’s the tour guide.”

      “And your concern with that?” Aiden says.

      “You’ve been awfully concerned with all of it,” Kennedy muses. “Your family wasn’t even here when it happened. I remember when you moved to Unstable and met Jackie. So why all the fuss about protecting the victim of a fifty-year-old local crime?”

      “I might not be from Unstable originally, but I’ve made it my hometown. I didn’t like this young woman taking advantage of our legends and our reputation. How will it affect our ghost tours if one is proven to be fake? How will it affect our entire town ethos? Unstable is built on the belief in the paranormal. One debunking, and the entire economy could collapse.”

      “Yeah, not quite,” Kennedy says. “We’ve dealt with skeptics and debunkers for years, and Ms. Dowling is an outsider. No one would blame us.” She steps closer to him. “I think your concern is more personal. You don’t want the mystery solved because it would affect you.”

      “Affect me?” he sputters. “I wasn’t even born yet. I couldn’t have had anything to do with Lisa Lake’s disappearance.”

      “Oh, I don’t mean you directly. I mean someone in your family. Someone connected with the disappearance. Someone who knows exactly what happened.”

      Mitch blusters, but color rises in his face.

      “A parent, maybe?” Kennedy says.

      “If you’re suggesting my father had anything to do with Lisa Lake’s disappearance—”

      “But he did, didn’t he?” She takes out her phone and flips to a photo. “I found this online. A YouTube true-crime show covered Lisa’s disappearance a few years back. They had a photo of her enhanced to show what she’d look like today.”

      She shows a photo of an elderly woman and continues, “I dug through my old picture files. This one’s from five years ago. The annual Labor Day picnic. I was taking photos for Jonathan—the library wanted them for the archives.” She lifts her phone, showing an elderly woman beside Mitch and his wife, his arms over both their shoulders.

      Kennedy zooms in on the elderly woman and flips back to the age-enhanced shot of Lisa Lake. “It’s not perfect, but it’s a damn good likeness.” She looks at him. “That’s Lisa Lake. Your mother.”

      He opens his mouth to protest. A long pause. Then he deflates with a sigh. “Yes.”

      “I also tracked down your birthday,” she says. “You were born six months after Lisa disappeared. Which is why I said her disappearance is kind of your dad’s fault. She was pregnant with you, and so she staged her disappearance.”

      “Nice sleuthing,” he says with a wry half-smile. “Yes, Mom was pregnant. She’d met a boy at bible camp. He asked if she was on the pill, and she had no idea what that meant. She didn’t know what sex was or how babies were made either. That’s what happens when your parents refuse you even the most basic sex ed. Mom really liked the boy—and she liked what they were doing—so she lied and said she was on the pill.”

      “And got pregnant.”

      He nods. “She was terrified of what her parents would do. Even before that, though, she wanted out. The pregnancy gave her an excuse to escape. My father helped her do that. They staged her disappearance, and his family took her in. My father’s parents helped her to start over under a new name.”

      “She married your dad and took his name,” I say. “They lived happily ever after.”

      He quirks a smile. “Not exactly. They became lifelong friends, but it wasn’t the marrying kind of love. She actually married one of his college buddies, years later. I had a great biological father and a great stepdad. Also an amazing mother.” He looks at us. “Whose legacy I want to protect.”

      “Legacy?” Aiden says.

      “Mom passed away two years ago. She was so damned proud of her mystery.” He chuckles. “She loved coming to Unstable and hearing people talk about it. She’d even ask about it, just for fun. She adored being the local unsolved mystery. There was no harm in it. No crime she was covering up. It made her happy, and yes, it’s her legacy, as odd as that might sound.”

      “You’re the one who removed the archives, aren’t you,” I say.

      He sighs. “Yes. I’ll return them. It was shortly after her death. I was still grieving, and I got a little overprotective.”

      “Which is why you tried to stop the tours?” Kennedy says.

      “I didn’t like the way Ms. Dowling was operating. Jackie’s aunt reached out, and she ignored her. It was a cash grab in my mother’s memory, and if I could stop her—legitimately—I wanted to. I wasn’t going to do anything underhanded.”

      Mitch looks at us. “So I’ve confirmed your theory. Is there any way I can ask you to keep it between us? I honestly don’t see how solving the mystery helps anyone.”

      “It doesn’t,” Kennedy says. “Your family secret is yours.”

      Aiden clears his throat. “On one condition.”

      We look at him.

      He nods toward Kennedy. “You want to know how Lisa did it. You have a theory. Perhaps Mr. Keeling can confirm it.”

      “We have a theory,” she says. “We think it was a switcheroo and that your aunt was in on it.”

      His lips twitch. “Go on.”

      “Your mom was only a year older than her sister. They looked similar enough to fool people who didn’t know them. Backstage, they slipped behind the curtain and switched dresses. Your mom’s dress was simple and loose-fitting. I presume your aunt’s was, too. It’d take ten seconds to trade dresses. Maybe a quick hairstyle change to match—your aunt taking out a ponytail and your mom putting one in. Then your mom—pretending to be her sister—runs out complaining of stomach problems. All your parents see is her back. She flees into the bathroom, where she’s probably stashed clothing. Your aunt proceeds into the theater with the group. Lights go out—as anyone familiar with the tour would expect—and she darts into the seating, leaving behind the ashes. Maybe she has a second dress there, similar to her original one. Change into that and, in the commotion, pretends to return as herself. Her parents return to the auditorium, and Lisa slips from the bathroom and out the main doors. She meets your dad outside, and they ride into the sunset together.”

      Kennedy looks at Mitch. “Close?”

      “Close enough. Yes, my aunt helped. Most of it was her idea. She hoped if they came to Unstable’s anniversary celebration, it’d be so busy that Mom could sneak away. But their parents weren’t letting them out of their sight. So my aunt heard about the tour—and the lights going out—and devised plan B. Afterward, she stayed in touch with Mom, and they reunited the day she turned eighteen. So I had my aunt in my life, too. Still do. She lives in Seattle, gets over now and then.”

      “I’d love to meet her next time she visits,” Kennedy says.

      “She’d like that, too. A chance to share her grand adventure. Now, may I make my escape before anyone finds me here?”

      “We’ll help with that,” I say, and I head out to make sure the path is clear.
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      We sneak Mitch out, and then we slip into the auditorium. Here again I acknowledge advantages to a small and tight-knit community. When Aiden and Kennedy return after being gone for the entire pickpocketing situation, the police do not for one second wonder whether they were involved. Kennedy is a Bennett, and Aiden is a family friend, and so they are above suspicion. I tell the officers that I found them in the change room, and all they get is a few knowing looks and chuckles, and then it’s back to business.

      Being from a leading local family, however, does not exempt you from having to stick around and answer the same questions as everyone else. In Kennedy’s case, the police want to know if they saw anything backstage, and they mention the young woman—very much not a ghost—they spotted climbing into the rafters. That’s it, and then we’re all asked what we saw in the theater before being released to enjoy our evening.

      Once we’re outside, Rian murmurs, “Can we talk?” to Aiden, and they split off from the group. Ani and Jonathan decide they’re in the mood for a patio cocktail. Kennedy wants to show Aiden the sights once he’s done with Rian. Marius declares he absolutely requires that damned elephant ear, and Hope joins him, the two heading off to a booth.

      Kennedy and I stroll along Bishop Street, slowly enough for the others to catch up. It’s Saturday night, and the festival is in full swing. There are the usual carnival booths—corn dogs and elephant ears and deep-fried candy bars. But being Unstable, there’s more. Some paranormal shtick, like a coffee pop-up specializing in “witches brew.” There are also the more serious stalls and businesses, promising to read everything from your aura to your astrological chart. We pause at one specializing in palmistry, with a white owl perched outside. Kennedy waves to the owner—her neighbor, apparently—and pets the owl. Then we check on the rest of our group, with Marius and Hope still getting their fried-dough treats, and Aiden and Rian talking under a tree.

      “You two seem to be getting on,” I say. “You and Aiden.”

      “We are.” She glances at me. “And if that’s a nudge for us to ‘get on’ even better . . .”

      “Mind my own business?” I say.

      “I’d say it nicer, but yes, please.” She steps to a booth and fingers a scarf decorated with mythical creatures. “I want to take my time. Get to know each other. ‘Leap before you look’ is my life’s motto, and I don’t want to do that this time. This is too important to jump in.”

      She looks toward Aiden. “Maybe it’s just friendship. Maybe it’s more. But whatever it is, I don’t want to jeopardize what we have in hopes of getting more. If that makes sense.”

      I turn to watch Marius, coming back now, waving his elephant ear and saying something that makes Hope laugh.

      “It makes perfect sense to me,” I say.

      

      Of course Marius insists on the damnable Ferris wheel. It’s not as if he was going to forget that, however chaotic the weekend has been. I roll my eyes and grumble and insist on checking the safety certificate, but that’s all for show. He knows I’m going on it with him, and he knows I’ll love it.

      The others are also going, but it’s a busy night, and the wheel is full when we get on, leaving them standing in line.

      As we whoosh up, I gaze out over the town, with all its glittering lights, laughter bubbling up, the smell of popcorn making my stomach growl. Marius passes me his elephant ear, and I pull off a piece, and we enjoy the first revolution in silence.

      Then I say, “I was wrong.”

      “What? You? Never.”

      “In the long term, I still suspect I’m right. Ani and Jonathan belong together. So do Kennedy and Aiden. I’m also not convinced Hope and Rian do. But for now, they are all where they want to be. Where they need to be.”

      Marius only nods, the wheel revolves again before I speak.

      “I also realize this wasn’t about them,” I say. “I was projecting. Or transferring. Or whatever a therapist might call it. It was about me. What I need. What I’m not sure how to get. I was meddling in their love lives when the one I’m really worried about is my own.”

      I glance over at him. “I need to know if getting back together is off the table. Kennedy said she doesn’t want to risk her friendship with Aiden by pushing for more. I feel the same, and I need to know if you’ve had enough.”

      “Enough of what? Of you?”

      “I know I’m difficult. I’m dramatic, and I’m demanding, and it can be too much. Far too much.”

      “No,” he says, meeting my gaze. “It can never be too much, Vess. Not for me. I wish you’d stop feeling as if you’re—” He inhales, cutting that short. “You left because of Havoc, and that hurt. Of everyone, I expected you to understand. When you left, I felt abandoned. But I came to realize I’d abandoned you. You were concerned about me, and I couldn’t see that.”

      He’s quiet. That silence might seem as if it’s waiting to be filled, but I know it’s not, and I wait it out.

      He continues, “I pushed Havoc out on her own, as gently as I could, but that didn’t fix things between us. So I decided I needed to make a grand gesture.”

      “The necklace.”

      “Yep, which went horribly awry. You had to deal with Havoc, which reminded me how she treated you, how unfair it’d been to inflict her on you. I always feel as if I know you best and see through your walls, but with that, I didn’t. You said Havoc’s bullshit didn’t bother you, and I stupidly believed it. Then there was Hector.”

      I grumble under my breath.

      “Yep, he never quite goes away, does he? But seeing again how he treats you reminded me that I can never be like him. In any way. I can’t push. I need to wait for you to come to me.”

      “I handled the Havoc situation badly. I should have been honest, but I was mostly upset about what she put you through. As for Hector, I would never make that mistake. I know if you want to get back together, I can always say I’m not ready, and you always respect that.”

      His eyes meet mine. “So are you ready?”

      “Beyond ready.”

      As the wheel swings up, he leans over, hand behind my head and pulls me into a kiss. A whoop sounds below us, and I look down to see Hope bouncing and giving us a high five, Kennedy and Rian cheering, even Aiden clapping.

      “Well,” Marius says. “One match was made this weekend, and everyone seems happy about that. I call it a win.”

      “The biggest win,” I say, and I kiss him again.

    

  

  
    
      Thank you for reading!

      I hope you enjoyed Goddess of Summer Love! If you haven’t read the Cursed Luck duology, both books (Cursed Luck and High Jinx) are now available! You’ll find the first three chapters of Cursed Luck starting on the next page.
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      Aiden Connolly is making me an offer I can’t refuse, even when I know I should.

      For the past two years, I’ve run a small antiques showroom in Boston. Business isn’t exactly booming. I recently downgraded to a micro-apartment tiny enough that my cat is ready to serve me an eviction notice. So when this guy walks in and offers me a “unique opportunity,” it’s hard to say no, though if my gut warns me his job is a million miles out of my league.

      Also, in the last five minutes, I’ve formed a very definite opinion of Mr. Connolly. He’s kind of an asshole. He strode past my By Appointment Only signs as if they didn’t apply to him, marched up and said, “I’m Aiden Connolly,” as if I should recognize the name. I do not.

      He stands there, looking down at me. Way down. He’s not overly tall—maybe five eight or nine—but Connolly is one of those guys who could manage to look down their nose at someone standing at eye level. The smell of old Boston money wafts from him like fine cologne, and from his expression, my perfume is clearly eau de working class.

      It doesn’t help that Connolly is a ginger. I know that’s usually an insult, but I have a thing for redheads, especially ones like this with red-gold hair and eyes the color of new grass and just the barest suggestion of freckles across the nose.

      Combine “rich asshole” plus “hot young guy” plus “job that’s beyond my skill set,” and I should send him packing. I really should. And yet, well, I’m reaching the point where I drool every time I pass the fresh fruit stand but have to count my pennies to see whether I can buy my apple a day.

      “My office needs redecorating,” he announces.

      I look around my dimly lit showroom, crammed with antiques. “That . . . isn’t really—”

      “You are not an interior designer,” he says. “But I believe you could be, of a sort. I’m envisioning a different process, one that begins with set pieces and builds around them.”

      It takes a moment to understand his meaning. “Start with antiques and design an office to suit?”

      “Yes. Someone else would do that design, of course. What I want is an expert to select the base pieces. Roger Thornton tells me you have a unique collection and an eye for quality.”

      I brighten at that as Connolly’s odd offer begins to make sense. Roger Thornton is one of my best customers.

      “My collection is indeed unique,” I say. “Every piece is one of a kind. Not a single factory-produced item.”

      “I will take your word for that. I’ve collected a few antiques over the years, but I wouldn’t even know their period of origin.”

      This admission could come with chagrin or self-deprecation. It could also come with pride, someone wanting to be clear their brain has no space for such mundanities. From Connolly, it’s a simple statement of fact, and I grant him a point for that.

      “Now what I’d like—” he begins.

      My front door opens, bell tinkling. I wait for the intruder to notice the By Appointment Only signs. Instead, a man strides in clutching a box. He looks like a professor. Maybe forty, tall and slender with wire-rimmed glasses and silver-streaked hair. He even wears a tweed jacket with leather patches on the elbows.

      “I’m sorry,” I call. “We’re open by appointment only.”

      He keeps heading straight for me.

      “I’m sorry,” I say again, a little firmer now. “If you have a piece to sell, you’ll need to make an appointment. I’m busy with—”

      The man thrusts the wooden box at me. “Fix this.”

      I glance down at a hanging hinge. “I’m afraid I don’t offer repair . . .”

      I trail off. The box is a tea caddy. Regency period. Rosewood. Perched on four cat paws, with a mother-of-pearl inlaid top showing a kitten playing with yarn. That yarn seems to slide off the box and snake toward me, whispering a soft siren’s call of devilry. Joker’s jinx.

      I clear my throat. “I do purchase damaged items, but if you want me to take a look at this, you’ll need an appointment—”

      He thrusts the box into my stomach. “I mean the curse. Fix that. Take it off.”

      I force a light laugh and try not to cast a nervous look at Connolly. “I’m afraid that’s a whole other level of repair. I’m not sure why you think this is ‘cursed’”—I air-quote the word with my tone—“but that is definitely not my department. Maybe you have the wrong address? There’s a psychic two doors down, upper apartment.”

      “Are you Kennedy Bennett?”

      “Er, yes, but—”

      “From the Bennett family of Unstable, Massachusetts?”

      “It’s pronounced Unst-a-bull,” I murmur reflexively.

      “Owners of ‘Unhex Me Here,’ also in Unstable?”

      “Er, yes.” I tug at my button-down shirtfront, straightening it. “But I . . . I’m not part of the family business.”

      “Your sisters sent me. They say this curse is a joker’s jinx, and that’s your area of expertise. Now unhex my damn box, or I’ll leave a one-star review.”

      “Go,” Connolly says.

      The man turns and blinks as if Connolly teleported in from an alternate dimension.

      “I said, go,” Connolly says. “Ms. Bennett clearly has no idea what you are talking about. Just as clearly, she has another client. Now take that”—his lip curls—“piece of kitschy trash and leave.”

      The man’s face flushes in outrage. “Who the hell are you?”

      “The person Ms. Bennett is currently dealing with. The client with an appointment.”

      “Y-yes,” I say. “Mr. Connolly absolutely had an appointment, and I must insist that you make one yourself if you’re interested in selling that box. As for anything else you think I can do with it, my sisters have a very weird sense of humor. I’ll totally understand if you one-star their business.”

      The man’s jaw works. Then he plunks the box on a sideboard. “Fine. You know what? You just bought yourself a curse, young lady. That’s my one-star review.”

      He stalks out, leaving the box behind. As the door bells jangle, Connolly murmurs, “That was interesting.”

      I force a laugh. “Right?” I ease the cursed tea caddy off the sideboard and tuck it safely out of reach. “So tell me more about this job, Mr. Connolly.”
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      I agree to stop by Connolly’s office after lunch so I can see the space. Once he’s gone, I exhale and slump over the sideboard. Then I lock the door, place the tea caddy on my desk and peer at it.

      While Connolly called it kitsch, it’s actually a valuable antique like everything in here. As I told him, all my goods are one of a kind. That’s because they’re cursed. Formerly cursed, I should say. The former part is very important.

      I come from a family of curse weavers—a gift said to stretch back to the Greek arae. While we can weave curses, we can also unweave them, and that’s our true calling. Most times we’re asked to uncurse an item, though, we fake it. Not that we leave the curse on. That would be wrong. The problem is that those who show up on our doorstep rarely suffer from an actual cursed object. Instead, they suffer from an anxious mind that needs settling, and for generations, the Bennett women have provided that service, pretending to uncurse some heirloom or other.

      People who have a real cursed object usually don’t realize it. They may only know Great Aunt Edna’s jewelry box gives them the creeps. Worse, no one wants to buy it because it gives them the creeps, too. That’s where I come in. I will take that box off your hands. I’ll even pay you for it. Then I’ll uncurse it and resell it.

      One might think that the ethical thing to do would be to offer to uncurse the object. I tried that a few times. The owner stared at me as if I’d sprouted a turban and hoop earrings. Lift a curse? What kind of wacko was I? They just wanted to sell their dead aunt’s weird jewelry box.

      A couple of times, when I felt really bad about buying an heirloom, I tried quietly uncursing the object and giving it back. Didn’t help. They wanted it gone. That explains the tea caddy suddenly in my possession. While the owner obviously believed in the curse, he decided dumping it on me was safer than keeping it. Or he just got pissy and wanted to storm off with a grand gesture . . . which ultimately benefited one of us more than the other.

      I’ll uncurse the caddy tonight, and if the former owner returns, I’ll buy it from him. Fair and square. Right now, though, I have a far more important task: texting my sisters to tell them I’m going to kill them in some fresh new way that is totally different from the other two times this week I threatened to do it.

      
        
        Kennedy: Suffocation. Inside an antique tea caddy.

      

      

      It only takes a moment for my younger sister to reply.

      
        
        Hope: I don’t think we’d fit.

        Kennedy: Oh, you will when I get through with you.

      

      

      Our older sister, Turani, joins in.

      
        
        Ani: Pfft. I’m not worried. To kill us, you’d need to come to Unstable. Which apparently has fallen off your GPS.

        Kennedy: I missed one weekend. ONE. Also, the highway runs both ways. You could come here.

        Ani: To that den of iniquity?

        Kennedy: We call it ‘Boston.’

        Hope: Can we go pub-hopping?

        Ani: Yes. When you’re twenty-one. Now what’s this about a tea caddy?

        Kennedy: Joker’s jinx Regency tea caddy. Guy barged in during a client showing.

        Ani: I didn’t send him. Hope?

        Hope: Hell, no. I learned my lesson. I hate you, by the way, K. I had a date last week. Made the mistake of offering to drive, forgetting that every time I sit in the driver’s seat, it makes a fart noise. 😾

        Kennedy: Unhex it. Oh, wait, you can’t. Jinx.

        Hope: Hate. You.

        Kennedy: Well, whoever sent the guy, please just don’t do it again.

        Ani: We didn’t, K.

        Kennedy: Confer. Get your story straight. Gotta run. 😘🔪🔪⚰️

      

      

      They don’t text back to protest. They know better. One of them sent that guy, and I don’t care which—I just want it to stop.

      My sisters aren’t trying to ruin my business. They just don’t understand why I need to run it in Boston rather than Unstable where I’d pay a fraction of the rent and have a steady stream of tourist clients. Except I don’t want bargain-hunting tourists. I also don’t want to live at home. Not right now.

      Mom died of cancer a month before I fled to Boston. Three years earlier, a car accident claimed our father. That time I fled in the opposite direction—quitting college to come home and be with my family. After Mom died, I needed out. I needed to breathe, to be somewhere that didn’t have my parents—our family, our memories—imprinted on every damn blade of grass.

      Besides, I’m twenty-five, and if there is an age when I should be living wild, this is it. Yes, there are times when I miss Unstable and my sisters so badly I could cry. Times when I must admit that “living wild” means “going to a bar, telling myself I’m going to hook up with a hot guy, and then spending all night chatting with the bartender instead.” But I just . . . I want to give this a shot. I want to prove that I can make it on my own, even if I don’t need to prove it to anyone but myself.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      This is . . . not what I expected.

      Those words keep cycling through my head that afternoon as I sit in the reception area of Connolly’s office. I did my research on the guy. As I guessed, he comes from old money. His family arrived in America even before mine. Connolly himself runs one of those vaguely named companies whose actual line of business remained unclear no matter how hard I searched. Something about securities. Stocks, maybe?

      From that, I thought I knew exactly what to expect from his place of business. It’d be old-school Boston. Dimly lit hallways linking a warren of tiny offices, the stink of age permeating the building. That fit with someone looking to redecorate with antiques and recreate the kind of office his great-grandfather might have had. Massive carved-oak pedestal desk. Swivel desk chair with buttoned red leather. An antique globe for the corner. Maybe a few mismatched Tiffany lamps. Bookcases full of first editions that will languish, unopened, for the rest of their lives. Aiden Connolly will sit in that leather chair, his loafers perched on a desk worth more than I make in a good year, as he sips single-malt whiskey from a cut-glass tumbler.

      That is what I expect. Instead, his offices are in a modern skyscraper, the rooms all steel and marble and glass. I have no idea where I could even put an antique without it seeming as out of place as a wet dog in a formal parlor.

      I’m in the reception area, perched on a glass chair that, with each fidget, threatens to send me sliding to the floor like a penguin on a ski slope. Speaking of penguins, I wish I’d worn the black pencil skirt and white Oxford shirt I’d contemplated when I slipped home to change. So far, I’ve seen three people, all of them dressed in shades of black and white. The Nordic blonde behind the desk wears a pearl-gray dress that I keep expecting to tinkle like crackling ice when she moves.

      Forget antiques. What this place needs is a splash of color. Technically, my red dress provides it, but I feel like an open wound ready to ooze onto the white marble tiles.

      “Ms. Bennett?”

      I jump and see Connolly waiting at an open door. His fingers tap the doorframe, impatient at this two-second delay. I leap up . . . and my heels promptly slide across the marble. Connolly’s PA shakes her head. Her boss, fortunately, has already retreated into his office. I find my footing and follow him with as much dignity as I can muster.

      When I step into Connolly’s office, he’s at his desk, leaning over it to rustle through papers. Earlier, I’d squashed Connolly into the narrative I created for this job—and into the wood-paneled office I imagined—but seeing him here, I realize I’d been deluding myself. I cannot actually imagine him lounging with his shoes on a big antique desk. His surroundings here suit him perfectly. Chilly, austere, stylish and haughty. His personal office is no different. I’m sure it’s gorgeous, in a Scandinavian way. It just makes me long for a warm, woolly sweater and a crackling fire.

      “Mr. Connolly?” I say as he rustles through papers.

      Green eyes lift to mine as one sandy brow arches. He does not say “Call me Aiden, please.” He could be talking to someone ten years his senior, and he’d still insist on the formality. Old money, old ways.

      “I . . . think there might be a misunderstanding,” I say. “This doesn’t seem like the . . . environment for antiques.”

      “No, it’s not, is it?” he says. “Which is precisely the problem.”

      He opens a side door and strides through. The door half shuts behind him before he grabs it and gives me a sharp wave, lips tightening in annoyance that I didn’t follow.

      I walk in and—

      “Oh,” I say, my breath catching.

      We’re on the fourteenth floor, and until now, I haven’t glanced out a window. I can’t avoid that here—one entire wall is glass, jutting out to form the curving nook of a solarium. Sunlight streams through, bedazzling a view that overlooks the Common.

      “This is the room I want to redecorate,” he says. “The sunlight made it too warm most of the year, but thankfully, the air conditioning has been upgraded.”

      Upgraded is definitely the word. The room is about sixty-five degrees, AC pumping an arctic jet stream. I inch closer to the sunny windows.

      “I wish to repurpose it as a staff area,” Connolly says.

      “A lounge?”

      That lip press again, as if the word is too informal, conjuring images of employees actually relaxing, possibly in real chairs.

      “A staff area,” he repeats. “I understand that my choice of decor may invoke . . .”

      “Antarctica without the penguins?”

      The faintest narrowing of his eyes. “I was going to say it invokes a sense of asceticism that some find off-putting.”

      “Asceticism is great,” I murmur. “If you’re a monk.”

      He continues as if he hasn’t heard me. “Personally, I like clean lines and simplicity. Clutter in one’s environment produces clutter in one’s mind. However, I am aware that employee productivity may suffer in a setting that is not comfortable. So I wish to remodel this room in a more traditional style.”

      He walks to a built-in bookcase of glass shelves. That’s when I notice the antiques. Three pieces small enough to fit on those shelves: a snuffbox, a cigarette case and a mahogany triptych mirror.

      I’m drawn to the cigarette case first. It’s art deco, the silver lid inlaid with jade showing a twenties-style flapper smoking oh-so-elegantly.

      “This is beautiful,” I say, curling my fingers against the urge to touch it.

      “I won it in a card game.”

      My glance must be sharper than I intended, thinking he’s joking, though I’m not sure which is harder to picture—Connolly playing cards or Connolly telling a joke.

      “I have an excellent poker face,” he says.

      He points at the snuffbox. “I won that on the same night. I have a bit of luck now and then.” His lips twitch, as if this is indeed a joke, albeit a personal one I am neither supposed to understand nor pursue.

      “And this—” I stop short, fingers extended toward the mirror. I wasn’t going to touch it. I know better. I was just gesturing. Still, the moment I do, I yank back.

      Curse.

      I hesitate and then give myself a mental shake. Obviously, my brain is misfiring, because the irony there would just be too rich. This morning, Connolly dismissed the guy with the cursed tea caddy . . . only to have a cursed object himself.

      I glance at the mirror again and those tendrils of magic snake out, whispering . . .

      Nope, definitely cursed.

      Damn.

      I inch closer and let the first notes of that hex wash over me. A lover’s lament. Better known as an ex-hex. Hell hath no fury like a lover scorned. And from the vibes rising from this mirror, someone felt very scorned.

      “Did you win this one?” I ask hopefully.

      “No, that was a gift from a woman I was seeing. Quite surprising, actually. I’d long admired the mirror, and when we had a falling out, she gave it to me. A peace offering to show there were no hard feelings.”

      He waves away his words. “Which is more than you care—or need—to know. But of the three, it’s my personal favorite, and whatever you suggest for this room, that one piece must stay.”

      Of course it must. He couldn’t just say, Oh, I don’t really care for that particular piece, perhaps you’d like to buy it from me?

      Connolly clearly doesn’t realize it’s cursed—it takes a psychically attuned person to pick up even just “bad vibes.”

      I can see why he likes the mirror. Of the three, it’s the simplest piece. Edwardian. Gleaming red mahogany. Original mirror glass, only faintly warped. The center piece is oval with brass fittings that allow it to tilt.

      I will admit I have a predilection for more ornate items—gaudy, Ani would say—and the cigarette box is more my style, but I must appreciate the sheer artistry and elegance of the mirror. A truly perfect piece . . . flawed by a nasty little curse.

      Two hexed items in one day?

      It’s been a year since I last stumbled over a cursed object “in the wild.” And yet, technically, I’ve only stumbled over one today. The tea caddy was brought to me after my sisters sent the owner, which they do with irritating regularity.

      Also, let’s be blunt, I am not the least bit surprised that Aiden Connolly has earned himself an ex-hex. Something tells me his romantic history is a Christmas-light string blinking red with angry exes. He’s young, attractive, successful and single. He’ll have no problem finding companionship, and I suspect he’d have no problem moving on a month later, probably via breakup text. He’s also exactly the sort of guy who’d see nothing suspicious about an ex offering a lovely parting gift.

      “Ideally, I’d want a dual-purpose area,” Connolly says, and I tear my gaze from the mirror to find him across the room. “A place for staff to decompress, but also a place to entertain clientele. A more traditional meeting room.”

      “Got it. Now, I must admit I wasn’t able to find a lot about your company online. What, uh, exactly do you do?”

      “Insurance.”

      My soul drops. I’ll admit, I’d held out hope for something a little more interesting, a little sexier. But no, this fits. Sadly, this fits.

      “What sort of insurance?” I ask, struggling to sound intrigued.

      A wave of his hand. “This and that. Now, I only have a few more minutes before my next appointment. Do you have any questions, Ms. Bennett?”

      Any chance you’ll let me take that mirror home? Fix it up for you?

      That is a problem to consider later. I ask to take photographs of the room, hoping to get a little more face time with the mirror. Connolly stays right where he is, watching. I snap my shots and leave with a promise to call later this week.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m home, my mind still churning through my dilemma. As I’d been leaving Connolly’s building, I’d texted and called my sisters. I’d tried again, walking home from my showroom. They aren’t answering, which could mean they’re annoyed at me, but it more likely indicates cell service is down in Unstable. That’s the problem with living in a place where the average resident is still on dial-up internet. The psychics of Unstable have a direct line to God, Fate and the future. To Boston? Not so much.

      I push open the door to my apartment to see a black cat on the kitchen counter and my favorite bone china mug resting precariously on the edge. One small kitty paw rests against the mug. Green eyes meet mine . . . and the mug creeps toward the edge.

      “Don’t you dare, Ellie.”

      Another nudge.

      “Yes, we ran out of wet food, and you hate kibble.” I reach into my shopping bag and hold up a can. “Better?”

      She considers. Then another nudge sets the mug teetering.

      I snatch out a can of tuna and wave it. “There. Happy? I felt bad, so I bought you a treat.”

      She sniffs and hops down to wait by her dish. As I push the mug back, she’s purring as loud as a buzz saw. I shake my head and open the can.

      I’ve had Ellie nearly four years, ever since someone dropped her off at our Unstable home, claiming she was cursed. Ellie was the thirteenth cat in her litter, and she’s completely black except for a white spot that bears an uncanny resemblance to the evil eye. She isn’t cursed, though. She’s just an asshole. In other words, as Ani would say, she’s a cat. True, but Ellie inherited the asshole gene more than most of her species. Hence her full name of Elohssa.

      Once Ellie is fed, I start pacing the apartment, which takes about ten strides. With each revolution, I check my phone. Nothing from Ani or Hope. My texts are delivered but unread. Damn it.

      I plunk onto my sofa. Ellie takes her spot on the armrest. She isn’t the world’s cuddliest cat. Oh, she acts like it, rubbing up against your legs with that buzz-saw purr. It’s a trap, one that has left scars on both my sisters. I’ve learned the pattern. Two pats are acceptable. A third will draw blood. Mostly, she just sits nearby. And she listens. Say what you will about Ellie, but she is an excellent listener.

      “So I have a problem,” I begin, and she stretches out, getting comfortable.

      I tell her about the ex-hex.

      “I want the job,” I say. “Connolly’s paying well. It would look good on my resume, and it might lead to more work. The guy is about as warm and cuddly as you, but I can work with that.”

      She rumbles in sage agreement.

      “The thing is, a poorly woven curse can fray and infect those in the vicinity. My love life already sucks. What if I catch the curse, and I’m doomed to a life of lonely celibacy?”

      Her look tells me I’m overreacting. Or, possibly, that I’m already on that path, so don’t go blaming it on a curse.

      “Yes, I suppose the chances of me catching the hex are slight. The problem . . .” I thump my head back into the sofa. “Arghh! The problem is that I’m a nice person who wants to do the right thing.”

      Ellie gives a disdainful sniff.

      “Hey,” I say. “Be thankful for that, or you’d be living in a barn. Or with a houseful of small children with grubby hands that love to pull kitty-cat tails. While I can complain about catching Connolly’s curse, the truth is that I should fix it. Like seeing a loose floorboard nail when I have a hammer in my bag. I want to fix it before anyone gets hurt. If that makes me a sucker, so be it.”

      Ellie cleans one paw.

      “Fine. Yes. That settles it. I need to uncurse Connolly’s mirror. The next problem is how. I need time alone with it. Time when no one’s going to walk in and ask what I’m doing.”

      I pull my legs up under me and consider the matter. “Clearly, the answer is that I need to break in tonight. I’ll take my lock picks and disarm his security system . . .”

      Ellie’s eyes narrow.

      “That was a joke,” I say. “I can barely open the bathroom door when the lock sticks. This is going to require finesse.”

      I don’t fail to catch the cat’s look then, the one that says, if finesse is what’s required, this mission is doomed from the start. I stick out my tongue and push up from the sofa. Time to grab my kit. I have a curse to unweave.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It’s seven p.m., and I’m outside Connolly’s office building, wearing the best disguise for the job: no disguise at all. While I’d only seen a few employees flitting about earlier, they were all under forty. That means at least a few will be ambitious enough to work later than the boss.

      Most I saw earlier were also male, and I’d caught a few admiring glances as I walked through. I’m not the prettiest Bennett sister—that would be Hope. I’ve been told my skin is my best feature, which always feels like groping for something nice to say. I am blessed with clear light olive skin, though. Straight black hair swings past my shoulders. Guys have called my eyes everything from mahogany to chestnut to rich oak. In other words, brown. And apparently wooden. I have an average figure, unblessed by Ani’s curves, but if women compliment my skin, for guys, it’s all about my legs, and tonight I’m showing them off in my shortest skirt and highest heels.

      My first stop is the building’s parking garage, where I find the numbered spots for Connolly’s business. I presume he gets the first, but one through five are all empty, and the two cars remaining in his section are a pickup and an old smart car. Neither strikes me as his style.

      An elevator ride takes me to Connolly’s office suites. The main door isn’t locked, and I walk in to find a janitor mopping the floor. A female janitor. Not ideal but . . .

      “Oh my God,” I say, breathlessly, as if I’ve run up thirteen flights of stairs. “Thank God someone’s still here. I need access to the solarium.”

      “The what?” she says, leaning on her mop.

      I wave my free hand. “The—the atrium. The solarium. The room with all the windows. I’m redecorating it, and I got home to find my cell phone pictures aren’t enough. I need this.” I gesture to the camera around my neck.

      Her wrinkled face pinches. I raise my voice a little, letting it echo through the empty halls.

      “Cell phones just aren’t good enough. They don’t have the right f-stop and lens aperture and exposure rate.” I throw out random camera terms and pray she isn’t an amateur photographer. “I need proper photos and— Oh!” I bounce on my toes and wave at an employee leaning from his office. “Hello! Can you help me, please?”

      Now this guy is exactly what I was hoping to find here. Late thirties. Average appearance. Slightly harried. Staying late at the office because no one is waiting at home. Hopefully, not gay, but if so, I can appeal to any big-brother sense of responsibility toward a young career woman.

      I wave frantically, and he comes out, hesitantly at first. Then his gaze sweeps over me, and he straightens and runs a hand through his hair before he strides out.

      “May I help you?” he says, his voice lowering an octave with each word.

      I explain the situation so far.

      “Also measurements.” I hold up a tape measure. “I need the width of the doorway, to know what size of furniture I can get through, plus the distance between outlets and immovable obstacles and . . .”

      I exhale, drooping. “I know I should have gotten all this earlier. Or made an appointment. But this . . . It’s not my usual gig. I’m an antiques dealer. A job like this is huge, and I got frazzled, and Mr. Connolly . . .” I lower my voice, as if the man himself might be watching through a security cam. “He’s kind of intimidating.”

      The employee chuckles. “Kind of? I’ve been here a year, and I’m still afraid to ask for a key to the washroom.”

      “Well, then I don’t feel so bad. I just . . . I got nervous, and I snapped a few cell phone shots, and then at home, I realized that wasn’t nearly enough. I just need, like, thirty minutes in there. Or even twenty. I know the room attaches to his office, but I’m presuming that door is locked.”

      “I don’t think his PA even has a key to his office.”

      “Then there’s no security issue just letting me into the solarium.” I turn to the janitor. “Do you have the key for that?”

      She shrugs. “No need. Just a few pieces of old junk on a shelf. Mr. Connolly’s office is the only room he wants locked.” She turns to the employee. “Including the washroom.”

      “Er, right. I . . . knew that.” He gives a strained chuckle. “Well, no more running downstairs to the coffee shop for me.” He sweeps an arm along the hall. “Come along, Ms. . . .”

      “Bennett,” I say. “But you can call me Kennedy.”

      He beams. “Let’s get you situated in that room, Kennedy.”
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