
        
            
                
            
        

    
THE FIRST CURSE IS THE DEEPEST






A RETURN TO MAGIC COZY MYSTERY BOOK EIGHT


LILY HARPER HART


HARPERHART PUBLICATIONS


Copyright © 2025 by Lily Harper Hart

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

[image: Vellum flower icon]
Created with Vellum



CONTENTS


1. One
2. Two
3. Three
4. Four
5. Five
6. Six
7. Seven
8. Eight
9. Nine
10. Ten
11. Eleven
12. Twelve
13. Thirteen
14. Fourteen
15. Fifteen
16. Sixteen
17. Seventeen
18. Eighteen
19. Nineteen
Mail List
Acknowledgments
Books by Lily Harper Hart
Books by Amanda M. Lee



1

ONE
[image: ]


“No.”

Olivia “Olly” Winters stood in the middle of the living room, tiny hands on tiny hips, and glared at her mother. She was normally a docile child, always smiling and singing. Tonight, however, she had turned into a tot-sized tyrant. She was three going on thirteen and wanted everybody to know it.

Her mother, Maddie Graves-Winters, was calm when responding to her. “Why are you saying no?” she asked as she sat on the floor, cross-legged, and helped her son Finn get his backpack prepared for the next day. It was the first day of school—Finn was seven going on eight—and the boy was excited…although he would never admit that to his parents. He was too cool for that for some reason this year.

“No school,” Olly said, vehemently shaking her head. “I don’t want him to go to school.”

Olly had always been a good talker. She’d spoken her first word when she was ten months old—cookie—and she’d been talking in full sentences when she was eighteen months. Not just a few words strung together either. There were times Maddie had been convinced her eighteen-month-old was ready to teach an English class.

Maddie, ever patient with her children, kept her expression neutral. She’d found that Olly took her social cues from her parents. If Maddie and her husband Nick were calm, then Olly would be calm. Or at least calm down faster that way. Right now, Olly’s wild eyes suggested she wasn’t going to be calm anytime soon.

“Why don’t you want Finn to go to school?” Maddie asked, glancing up as Nick walked out of the kitchen, a glass of iced tea in his hand. He’d probably heard the ruckus and was coming to see what it was all about.

“He should stay home,” Olly replied. Her lower lip trembled as she turned her big blue eyes to her father. “Make him stay home.”

Nick eyed his little angel for a beat. He seemed caught off guard by the theatrics. “Hmm,” was all he said before handing Maddie the iced tea.

“I really shouldn’t have caffeine so close to bed,” Maddie hedged. She took the glass from her husband. “I’ll be up all night.”

Nick winked at her. “That’s what I’m counting on.”

Maddie gave him a warning look but she sipped the iced tea all the same. She’d been arguing with Olly for ten minutes now and she was feeling parched. “Thank you,” she said to her husband.

“Just part of the service.” Nick dropped a kiss on top of Maddie’s head and lowered himself to the floor. He was a tall man—over six feet—and he worked out regularly. He’d been a good-looking kid when he and Maddie had grown up together. They’d been the best of friends. It wasn’t until they were teenagers that they realized they had feelings for one another, and by then, they’d both set out on paths that would keep them apart for a decade. It wasn’t until Maddie had returned home, ten years after graduation with a nursing degree in hand, that they’d reconnected.

Nick still looked back on that time with a sort of whimsical wonder. He’d been determined to stay away from Maddie because he’d been hurt when she left Blackstone Bay, a cute hamlet in Northern Lower Michigan, and not looked back. At least that’s what he believed at the time. He was convinced that Maddie had abandoned him to move on to bigger and better things. She hadn’t, though. No, Maddie had been keeping a secret, and she hadn’t told him—even though she trusted him more than anything—because she was afraid how he would react.

See, Maddie was a psychic. She had a bit of magic at her disposal. She could see into people’s hearts and minds, and she had a knack for finding lost individuals. She could also see and hear ghosts, and they occasionally helped her solve cases. She’d been afraid how Nick would react to that news. Unsurprisingly—at least in hindsight—when the truth came out, the path was open for them to be together.

They’d never spent more than a night apart here and there ever since…and even those nights were difficult because they were glued together at the hips and lips. It was something that constantly embarrassed Finn, who was getting to that age.

Now they were two kids deep—they both agreed that their family was complete—and had converted the garage on the old Victorian that Maddie’s mother Olivia had left her into an apartment for Maddie’s grandmother. Maude might’ve been ninety, but she was still raising hell around town. She was like another child, although Maddie and Nick wouldn’t have it any other way.

“What’s going on with you, little miss?” Nick snagged Olly around the waist and tugged her to him. Their daughter, always agreeable and snuggly, normally would’ve melted against his chest. That wasn’t in the cards tonight, however.

“No.” Olly pushed away from him.

Nick feigned hurt. “You don’t love Daddy any longer?”

Olly was smart for her age, but she was still three. “I’m mad,” Olly said.

“But you still love me, right?” Nick prodded. He was trying to get Olly to relax. Technically she was already twenty minutes past her bedtime—the Winters kids were kept on a pretty strict sleeping schedule for the sanity of their parents—and the little girl was starting to fray around the edges.

“Yes,” Olly replied. “I’m mad, though.”

“Okay.” Nick used his most reasonable voice. “What are you mad about?”

“I don’t want Finn to go to school.”

“Why not?”

Olly seemed surprised by the question. “I said no.” She lifted a finger in her father’s face. “He should stay with me.”

“Ah.” Understanding dawned on Nick’s handsome features and he tickled Olly’s sides.

The girl squirmed and a half-giggle escaped. Then she remembered she was on a mission. “I said no.” She waved her finger around again.

“Are you sad because Finn won’t be home with you?” Nick asked. “Are you going to miss him?”

Olly cocked her head. “He needs to stay with me.”

Nick smirked. “He won’t be gone all day.” His fingers were gentle as he brushed Olly’s flaxen hair away from her face. She looked just like her mother, big blue eyes, loads of blond hair, a smile that melted his world. “He’ll only be gone a few hours. You’ll still see him for breakfast and for dinner every night.”

“Yeah,” Finn said as he opened the marker box Maddie had let him pick out at the store when they’d gone back-to-school shopping weeks before. They’d turned it into a mother-and-son outing—Maddie had taken him to Traverse City so he would have a bigger selection than a one-stoplight town could offer—and he was thrilled with his Pokémon stuff. “You won’t even miss me, Ol,” he said to his sister. “You’ll be getting all Mom’s attention all day and you won’t even remember that I’m not there.”

Olly was understandably dubious. “No school.” She vigorously shook her head so her blond hair flew in every direction. “You stay home with me.”

Maude Graves, Maddie’s grandmother, picked that moment to join them in the living room. She had her own glass of iced tea gripped in her hand, and Maddie had no doubt that there was more than caffeine in the cup. “What’s the problem here?” she asked.

“You’d better not think you’re going out to play cards after having that,” Maddie warned her grandmother. “No bourbon and driving.”

Maude made a face. “First of all, you’re not the boss of me.”

Nick was a detective with the local police department and he sent Maude a warning look. “Listen to your granddaughter. I would hate to have to arrest you.”

Maude snorted.

“I would hate it, but I would do it,” Nick clarified. “Maddie is right. You’re not seeing as well as you used to when you drive at night. Alcohol will not be added to that mix.” Did he feel guilty bossing around a woman of Maude’s age? Maybe a little. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t do whatever he could to keep the woman safe. He loved her just as much as Maddie. He always had.

Maude rolled her eyes. “Get over yourself,” she said. “I’m not an idiot. Besides, I’m not going anywhere. Cards were canceled tonight.”

“Really?” Maddie angled herself so she could study her grandmother, who was flopped inelegantly on the couch. “Why was your card game canceled?”

“It seems the Pink Ladies are in trouble,” Maude replied.

Maddie lifted an eyebrow and waited. The Pink Ladies were Maude’s social group. Ever since she’d returned—a decade ago at this point—Maude had spent seventy-five percent of her waking time stirring up trouble with the Pink Ladies. This was the first Maddie was hearing about any trouble. Well, any trouble that wasn’t caused by Maude and the Pink Ladies serving up retribution to their enemies that is.

“What sort of trouble?” Nick asked. “Do you need a lawyer?” He didn’t seem angry at the prospect as much as resigned. “Are you going to be sued?”

Maude shot him a dirty look. “Why would I be getting sued? I’m an angel.”

A snort escaped before Maddie could stop it. “Yes, I believe that’s the name Harriet Proctor throws around whenever she mentions you.”

Harriet Proctor was Maude’s lifelong nemesis. They were both still alive and kicking in their nineties—fairly spry to boot—and they spent the bulk of their days trying to torture one another. At first, Maddie had been alarmed with the amount of vitriol Maude leveled at Harriet on a regular basis. Then she’d realized that plotting against Harriet was what kept Maude young. So, even though she didn’t condone some of the things Maude did to Harriet, she did encourage her grandmother’s efforts. As much as Maddie wanted to believe otherwise, Maude wouldn’t be around forever. The fact that she would eventually lose her grandmother was starting to weigh on Maddie in a way that she hadn’t allowed herself to think about when she was younger.

“This actually has nothing to do with Harriet,” Maude replied. “At least not directly,” she added as a caveat.

Maddie held open Finn’s marker box so he could arrange his markers exactly how he wanted them. He was an exacting child, something he got from his mother. He had his father’s sweet smile and coloring, but a lot of his personality had been picked up from Maddie. The opposite was true of Olly. She looked like her mother. She had more of Nick’s personality traits, though. The toddler was definitely louder than her brother. The whole family was an interesting mix.

“What doesn’t have anything to do with Harriet?” Nick asked. He’d coaxed Olly to sit on his lap so he could stroke her hair. Olly was still casting dark looks at her brother, though. “Also, should I have the tasers ready?”

“That was one time,” Maude complained. “I think we all learned our lesson when Harriet got tased. That looked painful.”

Nick merely shook his head. “Just tell us what’s going on. We can’t help until we know.”

“I’m dying.” Maude just threw it out there as if she’d said there was a sale on shoes happening at Traverse City’s struggling mall.

Maddie’s breath caught in her chest and her hands shook so hard Finn’s markers spilled everywhere.

“Mom!” Finn’s eyes went wide. Then he seemed to realize what his great-grandmother had said. “You’re dying?” he croaked as he regarded Maude with horrified eyes.

Even Olly had forgotten her own plight and was focused on Maude. “No!” she screeched.

Maddie’s mouth was dry. Her heart was threatening to beat out of her chest. Her eyes burned as tears began to spill over. “What is it?”

Maude seemed confused by the reaction. “What?”

“You just said you were dying,” Nick barked, his voice cracking. “What is it? What do we need to do?”

“You don’t need to do anything,” Maude replied. “I’m not dying now.” A smile split her lips. “Perhaps I should’ve phrased that better.” She cocked her head, considering, then shook it off. “I mean in twenty years or so I’m going to die. There’s nothing wrong with me now.”

Maddie’s fear was quickly replaced by anger. “Why would you say something like that?”

“Because when you first came back to town, there were twenty Pink Ladies,” Maude replied. “We’re down to twelve, and Edna Berringer is a member in name only. She’s been locked up in that home for months now and they’re not going to let her out after she peed in all the mayor’s flower pots and then picked the flowers and put them in a salad.”

It took a moment for Maddie to register what her grandmother was saying. “The Pink Ladies are losing members because of age,” she surmised.

“That’s what I just said.” Maude made a face. “Harriet has suggested that we merge her group with mine—they’re dying over there too—and I don’t like that idea. I’m not sure we’re going to have a choice if we keep dropping like flies, though.”

Maddie had no idea how she was supposed to respond. “I see,” was all she could manage.

“I think it’s a terrible idea,” Nick said. “Like…the absolute worst. If you and Harriet are part of the same group, the guys in our department are going to spend all of their time breaking up your fights. Two groups is better.”

“That’s what I said.” Maude held out her fist for Nick to bump. “Great minds think alike.”

Nick automatically bumped her fist. He was familiar with the drill. If he left Maude hanging, she would complain about it for hours. He was convinced Olly’s dogged determination when embarking on an argument of late was a result of her spending so much time with Maude.

Maddie slid dark glares between them. “I think—for now at least—keeping the groups separate is the best idea,” she said. “Nick is right. The amount of fights you guys are going to get into will be…well, let’s just say it will be unpleasant.”

“Bet,” Olly agreed, bobbing her head. She’d picked up some slang from Finn over the summer—listening to him and his friends as they played on their bikes in the driveway was one of the little girl’s favorite activities—and sometimes Maddie had no idea what she was talking about. Olly seemed to know, though.

“What’s all this?” Maude asked, changing the subject as she gestured toward the mess on the floor.

“We’re packing for school tomorrow,” Finn replied. He’d managed to get his marker box exactly how he wanted it and it was the last thing to go into his bag. “It’s my first day tomorrow.”

“Kindergarten, right?” Maude prodded.

Finn’s eyes narrowed. “Second grade.”

“Wow. You’re practically grown.” Maude smirked at him, telling Maddie she’d said the kindergarten thing on purpose. “Are you excited?”

Finn opened his mouth, then shut it. Not for the first time over the last week, Maddie sensed a bit of trepidation from her oldest child.

“You’re not excited?” Maddie prodded after a few seconds.

“I’m…worried,” Finn admitted as he rolled his neck, a subconscious action he’d picked up from his father. Nick always did it too. “What if the other kids find out I’m not the same any longer?”

Maddie didn’t have to read between the lines of the statement. She knew what was bothering Finn. It was the same thing that had been bothering him for the past few weeks, ever since their summer camping trip where it had been discovered that he’d inherited a bit of Maddie’s psychic ability.

In truth, Maddie had been torn when she realized Finn had abilities. On one hand, she was thrilled she had something in common with her son. It was the sort of thing that would bond them for life. On the other, it would’ve been easier for Finn if he wasn’t different from the other kids. She remembered the worry she’d felt when she’d been his age, the fear that had dogged her every step. She had to hide everything. She didn’t want Finn developing an ulcer because he was worried about someone finding out his secret.

“Nothing has happened lately, right?” Maddie prodded in a gentle voice. “I mean…you haven’t seen anything else, have you?”

Finn shook his head. “No. Not since the camping trip.” He looked down at his lap, then back up. “Maybe it just happened the one time and that will be it.” He almost looked hopeful. He also looked sort of sad.

Maddie considered what she should say for several seconds, then sighed. She understood where her son was coming from. She’d had the same thoughts at his age. She’d vowed to be open and honest with Finn about his abilities, though. She couldn’t tell him what she thought he wanted to hear just to make him feel better so early in the game.

“When it first started happening for me, I went long stretches without it happening again,” she explained. “I always thought that meant it went away. It never did, though.”

Finn sucked in a steadying breath. “So, I’m probably still special?”

Maddie didn’t like the way he phrased it. “You’re special regardless. This stuff—the psychic stuff—is just an added layer of what makes you you. I don’t want you to be afraid to tell me if you see something. If you have a question, ask it. If something happens at school, I want you to call me and I’ll be there.”

“And if for some reason your mom can’t be there, I want you to have the school call me,” Nick added. Olly had conked out on his lap and was now limp as a noodle as he cradled her against his chest. “We’re both here for you, buddy. I know I can’t understand all of it—you need your mom for that—but I love you more than anything. I’ll do whatever I can for you.”

Finn seemed to think about it for several seconds, then he nodded. “I’m a little nervous,” he admitted. “I know the other kids won’t think anything is different about me, but I know there is. I don’t want to be different but I am, and when I think about not being different, I don’t like that either. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

Maddie’s heart went out to him. “I felt the same way.”

“You did?” Hope gleamed in Finn’s eyes. “Really?”

“Really,” she confirmed. “It’s okay not to know how you feel about this. You can talk to your dad and me, though. Whenever you want.”

“But I can’t tell anybody at school.”

Maddie didn’t like telling him to hide who he was—she hated it actually—but she also didn’t want word getting out. Finn would be ostracized, or worse. “Just until you’re older,” she said. “You’ll know better who you can trust with your secret when you’re older.”

“But I’ve heard you and Dad talking,” Finn insisted. “He was mad at you for a long time because you didn’t tell him. I don’t want people to be mad at me.”

“Hey.” Nick reached over and touched Finn’s arm to draw the boy’s attention to him. “I can’t pretend I was happy that your mom didn’t tell me. She was afraid, though. I never would’ve looked at her differently. Your grandmother, though, was really afraid for your mom.”

“And you’re not afraid for me?” Finn looked genuinely conflicted.

“No, we are,” Nick explained. “We want you safe above all else. You’re going to find friends who understand about all this. It’s just not going to happen yet. You need to give it time.”

“And for now, you need to only talk about it here,” Maddie added.

“What about with Uncle Jack and Aunt Ivy?” Finn asked, referring to close friends of the family. Ivy was a witch, and her daughter Olive was also sprouting powers at a fantastic rate these days.

“You can talk to them,” Maddie assured him. “If you feel more comfortable talking to Aunt Ivy, you can.” The realization that Finn might want to talk to Ivy instead of her was painful, but Maddie held it together. Ivy had a blunt way of talking to the children that they liked. She never stepped lightly, no matter the situation.

“There’s nothing to talk about now,” Finn said finally. “I’m just nervous. I don’t know why but I am.”

“I used to get nervous before the first day of school and I didn’t have a secret,” Nick volunteered. “That’s part of life.”

“Yeah?” Finn looked relieved to hear it. “I’m kind of excited.”

“You’ll have fun,” Maddie assured him.

“Olly doesn’t sound as if she’s going to have fun without me,” Finn noted.

Maddie cast a sidelong look to her passed out daughter. When Olly slept, she slept hard. “You let me worry about your sister. You just have a good first day at school.”

“Cool.” Finn grinned. “I heard Madison Carpenter is back from her summer break. We’re going to be in the same class.”

Maddie darted a look toward Nick, who was smirking. “Is that so?” she asked, her voice deceptively mild. “I didn’t realize you had a crush on Madison.”

“I don’t have a crush on her,” Finn scoffed. “She just went to Ohio for the summer. That’s like a whole other state.”

Maddie had to fight to hold back a laugh. “Well, I’m sure she’ll have great stories about Ohio. For now, we should get you and your sister up to bed. Tomorrow is a big day.”

“Yeah.” Finn stood, his eyes moving to Maude, who had passed out on the couch and was snoring. “Granny’s not dying, right?”

Maddie swallowed hard, then smiled. “Not today.”

“But one day.”

She nodded. “One day she’ll move on to be with your grandmother. She’ll still be here, though.” Maddie put her hand over Finn’s heart. “That’s nothing to get worried about tonight, though. Tonight, just dream about how great tomorrow is going to be.”

“Yeah. I’m going to do that.”

“It sounds like a very good plan.”
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“Man, it never ends with kids,” Nick noted as Maddie walked out of the master bathroom later that night. She was dressed in sleep shorts and a simple tank top. It was still warm enough that they could get by with shorts and no jackets during the day. The nights were starting to get cooler, though, and Nick automatically lifted the covers on the bed so Maddie could roll in next to him.

“It never ends with grandmothers either,” Maddie groused as she shifted to rest her cheek against Nick’s bare chest. “I swear I almost had a heart attack when Granny said she was dying.”

Nick slipped his arm around Maddie’s back and nodded. “I was right there with you. She still has twenty years, though. You heard her.”

Maddie made a face. Twenty years was not going to happen. She still had some time with Maude, though. She would enjoy every second of it, too. “Yeah.”

“Don’t, Mad.” Nick kissed the top of her head. “Don’t get trapped inside your head. Maude is still in good health right now.”

“I know.” Maddie knew she sounded defensive but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. “I just don’t like thinking about it.”

“I don’t either. Maude is good for right now, though.” He edged down in the bed, keeping Maddie close. “Besides, you know your grandmother. Just because there will come a time when she has to say goodbye to her human life, that doesn’t mean she won’t hang around for a bit and bug you in her ghostly form.”

A smile tipped the corners of Maddie’s mouth. Her mother was still around as a ghost. She popped in here and there for visits. Olivia Graves loved watching her grandchildren play. She loved reminding her only daughter that she’d always told her that she and Nick were destined for one another. It wasn’t the same, though. “With my luck, Granny will go before Harriet and choose to hang around to torture Harriet until she dies. Then we’ll get to keep her ghost a little longer.”

“I can totally see that.”

Maddie giggled, but her happiness didn’t last because her smile disappeared fast. “I’m a little worried about Finn. He seems anxious.”

“He’s going to be okay, Mad,” Nick assured her. “You got through it. He will too. We’ll be there for him.”

“Yeah.” She closed her eyes. “Your daughter is turning into a handful though. She’s very bossy.”

“Oh, she’s my daughter, huh? Why is she my daughter when she does something wrong?”

“Because I was never bossy.” That was true. Maddie had been a timid child. She hadn’t felt sure enough about her place in the world to be bossy. “You were the bossy one.”

Nick considered it for a beat. “I didn’t boss you around,” he said finally. “I bossed around other people who tried to boss you around.”

“I guess that’s true.” Maddie snuggled in tight at his side. “You don’t want romance, do you? I’m exhausted.”

Nick chuckled as he flicked off the lamp next to the bed. “This is romance, Mad.”

“Aw, that’s kind of sweet.”

“I’m a sweet guy.”

“The sweetest.” Maddie was halfway to asleep. “You have to deal with your daughter when she melts down over breakfast tomorrow, because it’s coming.”

“You don’t know. She could be fine.”

Maddie snorted. “She’s not going to be fine.”

Nick was afraid his wife was right. Still, that was a problem for the following day. “I love you, Maddie Graves-Winters.”

“I love you right back.”

MADDIE WAS THE SORT OF PERSON WHO had stress dreams. Even now, almost twenty years after she started college, she had a reoccurring nightmare that she was back in college, had somehow forgotten that she had signed up for a class at the beginning of the semester, and had to figure out a way to pass the class off one test. She expected to have a dream like that when she went down.

What she got was so much darker.

She was in the woods, although she didn’t recognize exactly where. Most people would say “a tree is a tree,” but Maddie spent a lot of time in the woods. There were hiking paths she’d known since she was a child just behind the house. She still ran them at least three times a week. She and Nick took the kids on hikes all the time, back to the lake that was almost always empty. It was a family place, and she knew the route out there backward and forward.

This was not those woods.

Maddie was used to having nightmares. Sometimes, when she was alone in Detroit before moving back, she found she was being drawn into other people’s bad dreams. That’s sort of what this felt like, and yet she couldn’t wrap her head around exactly why she felt that way.

Then she heard it, feet pounding on the ground and a small whimper. She jerked her head to the left, expecting to see someone emerging from between the trees. There was nobody there, though. She was in a small clearing in the middle of a bunch of pine trees. The moon was visible overhead—an almost full moon, not a new moon—and it allowed some illumination in the forest.

More footsteps had her jerking her gaze to the right, another whimper. She couldn’t see anybody, though. Fear was all around her, in every direction. There was a low bump, like a heartbeat, and then she heard a sharp cry.

Maddie made up her mind on the spot and headed in the direction of the noise. When she hit the trees, though, it was like hitting a wall. She couldn’t go through them.

“Hello!” she yelled out, worry gripping her by the throat. “Is somebody there?”

Nobody answered. The trees swayed in a soft breeze, but they didn’t whisper as they so often did in her nightmares. The footsteps were no longer out there. Nobody made a sound. Despite that, Maddie didn’t believe she was alone.

“Hello?” she tried again.

Nobody answered, and yet she heard a response in her heart.

You’re too late.

Maddie gripped her hands into fists at her sides. “Is anybody out there?” she demanded. “Show yourself.”

You’re too late.

“I’m not done,” Maddie warned the darkness. “Whatever this is, I will figure it out.”

There were no words with the response this time. Only laughter. Maddie was still hearing it when she woke up the next morning.

“Rise and shine, sleepyhead,” Nick crooned. He was fresh out of the shower, shirtless in all his glory, and his gaze was steadfast on her face as she forced her eyes open.

“Hey,” she said in a rusty voice.

“Hey.” Nick leaned in and kissed her. “I was afraid you were going to oversleep. Normally I wouldn’t wake you, but I know you wanted to make pancakes for Finn before school today.”

Maddie nodded dumbly as she rubbed her cheeks. “I do want that. You were right to wake me up.”

“You have time to shower.” Nick studied her face for an extended beat as she rubbed her cheeks. “Are you okay? You look a little tired.” His thumb brushed over her bottom lip. “You’re not sick, are you?”

“I’m fine,” Maddie assured him, catching his wrist. “I just had a weird dream.”

Nick frowned. “What sort of dream?” He’d followed more than one of Maddie’s dreams into danger in the real world. If that was going to be the case this time, he wanted to prepare himself.

“I’m not sure.” Maddie struggled to a sitting position and dragged a hand through her hair. She’d remembered to braid it before bed the previous evening, but some of it had come out during the night and was snarled. “I was out in the woods.”

“The woods behind our house?”

She shook her head. “No. I didn’t recognize them. I heard footsteps, and someone cried out. I swear someone was watching me.”

“You didn’t see them, though?”

“No.” She chewed on her bottom lip, making up her mind on the spot. “It was probably just an anxiety dream. I’m worried for Finn.”

“You don’t have to be,” Nick said. “He’s going to be fine.”

“I know. I can’t help it. I’m his mom.”

“He’s a good boy. He’s smart and conscientious. He’ll be okay.” Nick leaned in and gave her a kiss. “So will you.” When he pulled away, he gave her a light swat on her hip. “Get in the shower. I’ll handle getting the kids up and ready, then we’ll meet you downstairs.”

“Don’t forget that Olly is going to be in a mood,” Maddie warned.

“I think I can handle a three-year-old.”

Maddie snickered. “You’re going to regret saying that.”

“You’ll see. She’ll be fine.”

OLLY WAS NOT FINE. SURE, SHE WOKE WITH a smile on her face—that was the norm for her—but she seemed to remember pretty quickly that today wasn’t a normal day. Nick had managed to get her in a pair of cute pants and a pink top, even putting a braid on either side of her head before Olly’s memory roared back.

Once that happened, though, she was inconsolable.

“No school,” Olly barked when Nick carried her downstairs and put her in a chair. She’d outgrown her highchair, but they still had a booster seat at the table for her. “School is bad.”

On a sigh, Maddie looked up from the batter she’d just finished preparing. She’d gone all out and included blueberries because they were Finn’s favorite. She had every intention of using the molds she’d bought—they were in the shape of Finn’s favorite Pokémon characters—but Olly’s loud complaints were giving her pause.

“I’ve got her,” Nick assured his wife. He was calm as he regarded his only daughter. “You just keep doing what you’re doing.”

“Where’s Finn?” Maddie asked.

“He’s using my aftershave.”

Maddie was taken aback. “What?”

Nick lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “He said he wanted to smell like me. I told him not to use too much because it might bother the other kids with a perfume allergy. I showed him how to use it.”

“He must really like Madison,” Maddie mused.

“I’m sure he’ll have moved on to somebody else in two weeks.”

“You don’t think he’s a little young to have a crush?” Maddie argued.

“I had a crush on you when I was his age. Look how that worked out.”

Maddie made a face. “First off, you did not have a crush on me.”

“I did so.”

Maddie ignored him. “Secondly, he’s seven.”

“Almost eight.”

“I don’t care.” Maddie was firm. “It’s too soon.”

Nick sat in the chair next to a squirming Olly. He kept one hand on his daughter’s shoulder in case the girl decided to throw herself out of her chair. He didn’t want any head bumps this morning. “Crushes at this age are normal and harmless. I believe you showed me that in a book after his last crush.”

“Yeah, but he didn’t wear aftershave for his last crush.”

“He just wants to be like his dad.”

Maddie’s expression softened. “I get that—I really do—but he’s still my little boy.”

“You know that overprotective mothers are the worst, right?”

Maddie shot him a look. “Don’t push me.”

He laughed. “I’m just saying.” He turned his smile back to Olly, who was pouting. “Are you excited for pancakes?”

“I’m not talking to you,” Olly replied.

“Well, you’ll get over that.” Nick kissed the top of her head and stood. “It’s going to be a good day, Maddie. It’s not even a full day. I’m sure that Finn will come home and tell you all about Madison when he gets off the bus.”

“I’m not sure I want to hear about her,” Maddie sniffed. “I mean…he never wears aftershave for me.”

Nick couldn’t contain his roar of laughter. “Do you know how much I love you?” he asked as he moved behind the counter and gathered her around the waist.

“I’m guessing quite a bit,” Maddie replied as he kissed her neck. “That’s how we ended up with the two kids running around this house in the first place.”

“I love you more than should be allowable under the law.”

Maddie couldn’t even pretend to be annoyed when he said things like that. “I guess it’s good I love you that much, too, huh?”

“I happen to think so.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Go deal with your daughter. She’s going to flip herself out of that chair.”

“I’m on it.”

Maddie watched him go, the dregs of the dream that had been dragging her down disappearing. She had a perfect life. She had a perfect family. She had everything she’d ever dreamed of. There was no reason to go looking for trouble before it became necessary. When it ultimately came—and it would—trouble would eventually find them. That’s simply how it was.

BREAKFAST HAD GONE RELATIVELY WELL. Olly had complained throughout, but Nick was prepared for that. When it came time to put Finn on the bus, he’d held up his hand to stop his parents from kissing him goodbye.

“Don’t embarrass me,” Finn had warned.

Nick offered up a handshake instead, but Finn didn’t even acknowledge it. Instead, he waved at his parents, put his hand on top of Olly’s head as she complained about him leaving her, and then went on his merry way.

Nick and Maddie had watched the bus drive down the street for several seconds. Then they’d laughed at their sentimentality before Nick had handed Olly off to her mother.

“I’ll try to be home early tonight,” Nick promised. “Finn will have a lot to tell us about the first day even though it’s only a half-day.”

Maddie nodded. “I’m going to make spaghetti with meatballs.”

“Ah.” Nick bobbed his head. “Another Finn favorite. Don’t use too much garlic.”

“Are you going to romance me tonight?” Maddie teased.

“Oh, Mad, I’m going to romance you every night.”

Her smile had been so soft that it had made Nick go warm all over, and he was still humming to himself when he walked into the Blackstone Bay Police Department ten minutes later. One of the uniforms was behind the front desk—they were between administrative assistants at the moment—and he waved at the fresh-faced recruit before heading back.

His plan was to go straight to his office, attack the mountain of paperwork that had been building up, and hopefully keep to himself until the end of the day. He wasn’t looking to pick up anything new. A quiet day of him and his paperwork was just what the doctor ordered so he could go home to be with his family at a reasonable hour.

When Dale Kreskin, Nick’s former partner and the current chief of police appeared in the hallway, Nick knew he wasn’t going to be able to escape quite that easily.

“Can I talk to you?” Dale asked.

Nick couldn’t quite contain his sigh. He knew what Dale wanted to talk to him about. “I was going to hit some paperwork.”

Dale made a face. “I’m sure that can wait.”

Nick was resigned, and he merely nodded. “Fine. Let’s talk.”

Dale ushered Nick into his office, shutting the door before taking a seat behind his large desk. “Why do you look like you’re being dragged to the gallows?” he complained. “Is something wrong at home?”

“No,” Nick replied automatically. “Well, actually, Olly melted down this morning because she didn’t want Finn to go to school. She’s sad that he won’t be with her all day.”

“That’s normal for younger kids,” Dale assured him. “She’ll be over it quickly enough.”

Nick didn’t doubt it. “Finn put on my aftershave this morning. For a girl.”

Dale’s lips quirked. “Which girl?”

“Madison Carpenter.”

Dale cocked his head. “I can see it,” he said finally. “Is that all?”

“Pretty much. Maude’s social group might merge with Harriet’s social group. I think that sounds like a very bad idea. I guess we’ll have to wait to see how that plays out.”

Dale’s smile disappeared. “That sounds like the worst idea ever.”

“I don’t disagree with you,” Nick said. “Maude doesn’t seem that interested. Of course, when she figures out that she will have easier access to torture Harriet, that might change.”

“That sounds about right,” Dale said. He steepled his fingers on his desk. “I’m sure you know why I brought you in here.”

Nick sighed, the sound long and drawn out. “You want me to consider studying under you so I can be chief when you retire in three years.”

Dale nodded. “Yup.”

“We’ve talked about this before,” Nick complained, exasperation escaping on his sigh. “I’m not sure I want to be chief.”

“We have talked about it before, and the reason I won’t let it go is because I know you’ll be a good chief,” Dale argued. “Son, I’ve watched you develop into one of the best police officers I’ve ever met. I won’t feel good about retiring unless I know I’m leaving the department in good hands.”

“There are other prospects,” Nick countered.

“I want you.” Dale was firm. “I know it seems like this isn’t the sort of job you want—a lot of it is administration—but as your kids get older, you’re going to enjoy that part of it because it will mean you can spend more time with them.”

Nick scowled. “That was low, using my kids like that.”

“I’m just saying. Don’t you want reasonable hours when Olly starts noticing boys? You’ll be able to chase them off.”

Nick made a growling sound but didn’t immediately respond. That turned out to be a good thing, because one of the uniformed officers—a relatively new guy with only six months on the job—burst into Dale’s office without knocking.

“What did I tell you about bursting into my office without knocking, Officer Jackson?” Dale growled.

Craig Jackson blinked twice as he registered what Dale had said. “Do you want me to go out and come back in?”

Nick had to hide his smile behind his hand. The look on Dale’s face suggested that was the exact opposite of what he wanted.

“Do you need something?” Dale gritted out.

“Um…I just thought you should know that we’re missing a kid,” Jackson replied.

All pretense of being annoyed fled Dale’s face as he stood. “What do you mean we’re missing a kid?”

“Allison Sutton,” Jackson replied. “We have a report that she wasn’t at her bus stop this morning and didn’t make it to school. The school called the house to check—you know, in case she was sick—but the mother says she left for the bus stop.”

“So, she left the house but didn’t make it to the bus?” Nick was already on his feet. “How far is the bus stop from her house?”

“About three hundred yards.”

“So, not far,” Dale said. He moved toward the door. “We need search crews to head out there. It’s possible she got distracted by a dog or something.”

Nick grabbed Dale’s arm before the chief could blow past him. “I’m going to call Maddie.”

Dale’s eyes went momentarily wide, then he nodded. He was aware of Maddie’s abilities. They’d come in handy more than once. “I think that sounds like a good idea.”

“You’re bringing your wife in on this?” Jackson asked dumbly. “Why?”

Nick ignored the censure in the other man’s tone. “Because nobody knows the area better than Maddie, and she has a knack for finding kids who wander away. I think she can be helpful.”

“Call her,” Dale said. “Get her out there. I don’t want to have to need her, but I’d rather have her and not need her than the alternative.”

Nick was grim. “Yeah. That’s exactly what I was thinking.”
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Maddie was calm when she got the call from Nick. She understood what he wasn’t saying over the phone—he was careful to couch his words in case the wrong ears were listening from his end—and she immediately called her father, who lived only a few houses down, to see if he would be available to watch Olly.

“Thanks for doing this,” Maddie said as George Hunter walked into the house and looked between his daughter and granddaughter. Her relationship with her father hadn’t always been good—he wasn’t there when she was a child, although he tried to make things better before he ever got the chance—but it had grown in leaps and bounds over the past decade. Now they were quite close, and George was only too happy to swoop in and spend time with his grandchildren.

“Don’t be ridiculous.” George smiled at Olly, who was dressing a Barbie doll on the floor. “Do you know anything about the little girl who went missing?”

“Just that she left her house, the bus stop was within sight of the house, the parents or whoever got her ready when she left assumed she’d gotten on the bus. The school called to inform them that she hadn’t arrived at school, which is standard procedure. They talked to the bus driver and he said she never got on the bus, so now she’s gone.”

George worked his jaw. “That is…terrifying.”

Maddie glanced at Olly, who was fiercely combing her doll’s hair. “It frightens me to think about,” she confirmed.

“You have a knack for finding people, right?” George asked carefully. He didn’t want Olly becoming overly interested in the conversation. “You told me that once.”

Maddie nodded. “I have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

“Are you going to join Nick?”

Maddie shook her head. She could understand why her father assumed that. It wasn’t the case, though. “No.”

“You’re not going out alone.” George was appalled and started shaking his head.

“I’m not going alone,” Maddie assured him. “In fact, here is my partner in crime now.” She pointed toward the door, over George’s shoulder.

He swiveled quickly and smirked when he recognized Ivy Morgan-Harker. The witch lived twenty minutes away, in a different town. She and Maddie had been joined at the hip for a long time, though, so she wasn’t a stranger. “Well, that’s something.” He waved at Ivy as the woman exited her car. “No Olive today?” he asked, referring to Ivy’s tempestuous daughter.

“She’s in school,” Ivy replied without hesitation. “She’s only got half a day, but if this stretches on, Jack can get her. He’ll be there.” Her eyes moved to Maddie. “Missing kid?”

Maddie nodded. “Her name is Allison Sutton. Apparently she goes by Allie though. She headed toward the bus stop but never made it.”

“And I’m guessing we’re going to be searching on our own,” Ivy surmised.

Maddie nodded. “Nick thinks it’s better that we don’t have witnesses to see what we’re doing.”

“We still have to go out there, right?” Ivy pressed.

“We do,” Maddie confirmed. “Nick will meet us near the bus stop. We’re supposed to look as if we’re getting instructions to join the search. Then we’ll take off and…” She didn’t finish it out.

“Figure out if we’re dealing with something innocent or the worst thing in the world,” Ivy surmised.

Maddie nodded. “Pretty much.”

“Well, let’s do it.” Ivy wasn’t always pleasant—she derived immense pleasure from being snarky and sarcastic—but when there was something that needed to be done, however unpleasant, she jumped right in and got things done.

“Olly, Grandpa is going to be here with you while I go out,” Maddie called out to her daughter. “Be good for him, okay?”

From her spot on the floor, Olly looked up from her doll. “I told you school was bad,” was all she said.

Maddie’s forehead creased. Had Olly been trying to tell her something else the previous day? She wanted to ask, but she knew she didn’t have time. “Have fun with Grandpa.” She turned to her father. “I’ll keep you updated. I’m not certain how long I’ll be out there.”

George waved off her concern. “Don’t worry about me. Olly and I are going to have a great time. Aren’t we, sweetheart?” he prodded his granddaughter.

“We’re going to get ice cream,” Olly agreed.

Maddie made a face. “No ice cream. She doesn’t need sugar added to the mix.”

George chuckled. “She’s a good girl.”

Maddie didn’t point out her father hadn’t acknowledged what she’d said about the ice cream. He was purposely ignoring it. Now wasn’t the time to get worked up about too much sugar in Olly’s diet, though. “We’ll be in touch.”

“Wish us luck,” Ivy called out as they headed toward her car.

“Good luck,” George said as he watched them go, a pang rolling through his heart. “For that girl’s sake and for yours.”

IVY WAS FAMILIAR WITH BLACKSTONE BAY TO a point—she and Maddie had gone on more than one adventure together—but the back roads were still a mystery to her and Maddie had to direct her where to go.

“This is pretty far out,” Ivy noted as she looked around. They were a full three miles outside Blackstone Bay and the trees were thick. The houses, however, were sparse. “I’m surprised that there’s a bus route out here.”

“We have a bus route almost everywhere,” Maddie replied. “Out here, I know the kids from all the houses—I think there are about seven of them in a quarter-mile distance—all have to walk to the same stop. The bus driver doesn’t stop at individual houses.”

“No.” Ivy solemnly shook her head. “I can see that. There’s no way that the kids would ever get to school if they stopped at every house.”

“Pretty much,” Maddie confirmed. “Even by our house, the kids have to go two blocks down to hit the bus stop.”

“Does that make you nervous with Finn?”

“It didn’t until today.” Maddie’s voice was soft. “How does a kid go missing when they can still see their house?”

“You do not want to hear the horror stories about kids who were taken within sight distance of their houses.”

“No, I definitely do not,” Maddie agreed, pinning Ivy with a serious look. “What about Olive? Do you worry when she gets on the bus?”

“Technically Olive would’ve only gotten on the bus once at this point,” Ivy said. “She’s not riding the bus, though.”

“No?” Maddie’s eyebrows drew together. “Are you driving her in to school every day?”

“Jack is.”

“Ah.” It wasn’t a funny situation, but Maddie couldn’t stop herself from smiling. “Dad to the rescue, huh?”

“We’re really far out,” Ivy said. “We can’t see the bus stop from the house. There are too many trees. Jack goes into work every day anyway. If there was ever a time when he got called into work, then I would handle it. The nursery shuts down for winter right after Halloween, so I’ll be home doing lotions and stuff all winter. It’s just easier.”

Maddie nodded. “I kind of want to take Finn to school every day now and we don’t even know what happened.”

“You’re in town,” Ivy pointed out. “You can watch from the window. Plus…wouldn’t Finn pitch a fit if he didn’t get to ride the bus?”

“I don’t know.” Maddie shrugged, her gaze moving to the flashing lights in front of them. “I guess it’s something to talk about. We’ll figure it out. Park over there.”

Ivy parked her Jeep on the side of the road. She knew not to park too close to the activity in case official vehicles needed to make it in and out. “We’re just pretending we’re joining the search party, right?”

Maddie nodded. “Technically we’re not pretending. We are joining the search party.”

“Yeah, but our search will be a little different.”

“We have to be careful,” Maddie mused as they exited the vehicle. “There will be a lot of people in the woods.”

“Thankfully there are two of us so we have a lookout.”

“Yeah.” Maddie took the lead and marched up to where the police had assembled. Nick and Dale had been directing various officers where to go, and they both broke off when they saw her.

“Thank you for coming.” Dale leaned in and kissed Maddie’s cheek. He wasn’t a father figure in her life exactly—he was more like an older brother to Nick—but Maddie was genuinely fond of him. “What do you need us to do so you two can get started?”

Maddie didn’t have to ask what he was referring to. Dale was aware of her abilities. Thanks to several fraught situations over the years, he understood Ivy was special too. He never asked for the specifics on the pink-haired witch, but he was well aware that Ivy was not what anybody would consider normal.

“You don’t have to do anything,” Maddie assured him as she shifted from one foot to the other. “We can do what we need to do from the outskirts of the group. Where are the parents?”

Nick pointed toward a small ranch house. It wasn’t brick—or even a brick facade—because the houses in this area were older. The trim was faded. There was a motorcycle and various parts in the driveway. There were also toys spread everywhere, telling Maddie that Allie was probably out playing when her father was fixing his bike. It looked like a happy home that could sag under the weight of sadness if they weren’t careful.

“They’re inside,” Nick said. “They want to join the search.”

“You’re not going to let them?” Maddie couldn’t hide her surprise.

“They can’t rule out the possibility that the parents are lying,” Ivy interjected. “It’s possible something happened to Allie and they lied about the bus thing to cover for it.”

Maddie jolted. “I…did not think of that.” She looked horrified. “You don’t think that’s what happened here, do you?”

“No.” Nick quickly shook his head. “I do not. The parents are very upset. They would have to be the best actors ever.”

“But?” Maddie prodded.

Nick looked helpless when he shrugged. “But I’ve come across my fair share of good actors over the years. It’s just best they’re not involved.”

Maddie nodded stiffly. “Are we supposed to be taking a specific grid or something?”

Dale was the one who hesitated this time. “Yes, but we need you to do what you do. So, when you get out there, don’t stick to your grid if you think you need to go elsewhere, okay? We can always say you guys accidentally got turned around.”

“Yes, us helpless females can’t follow directions,” Ivy agreed dryly.

Dale shot her a quelling look. “Are you opposed to pretending you got turned around if it means we can find this child?”

Ivy wasn’t the type to be shamed. “No, and take a chill pill.” She shook her head. “I was just being mouthy. That’s what I do when I’m anxious.”

Dale managed a weak smile. “I hadn’t noticed.”

“We’ll head out now,” Maddie said.

Nick held up his phone. He had a map on it. “I picked this spot for you guys to start. It’s close to the house, which allows you to hide in the trees. There are fields out there beyond the trees, but I figure you’ll need the cover right at the beginning.”

“You figure right,” Ivy said. “We’ll be okay.”

“Just be careful.” Nick didn’t kiss Maddie—now wasn’t the time—but he offered up a loving smile. “I’ll have my phone. If you find her, call me directly. Nobody will question that either.”

Maddie nodded. “We’ve got this. If we’re lucky, Allie just saw a bunny and chased it or something.”

Nick didn’t look convinced. “Let’s hope.”

MADDIE LED THE WAY INTO THE WOODS. Once they were out of sight, Ivy cast a locator spell and Maddie closed her eyes. The two women had magic at their disposal, but they went about it in different ways.

“This way,” they said in tandem, pointing to the east.

That was enough to nudge a smile out of Maddie. “At least we agree. If we’d picked different directions, we would’ve had a problem.”

“I actually take it as a good sign,” Ivy admitted as they fell into step together. “We both felt her in this direction.”

“That doesn’t mean she’s alive.” Maddie was a sunshine girl. She rarely let bad thoughts take her over. She couldn’t overlook one of the potential outcomes, though. “We might be walking straight toward a body.”

“Wow.” Ivy made a clucking sound. “I’m usually the pessimist in the group. Don’t go there before we have to go there.”

The women were careful as they picked their way through the heavy underbrush. The trees hadn’t started turning yet—although they would very soon—and then the underbrush would start thinning out until the following spring. Winters in Northern Lower Michigan weren’t what they had been when both women were growing up—they were milder now—but cycles were rarely broken.

“How is Finn otherwise?” Ivy asked after a few seconds of quiet. “I mean…how is he dealing with the stuff that happened when we were camping?”

“You mean when he realized he’s psychic and found out that his world was going to be a lot more difficult than he ever imagined?”

Ivy sent Maddie a sharp look. “Well, that was dark.”

Maddie managed an apologetic shrug. “Sorry. I can’t help feeling a little guilty. I know what he’s going to be facing. It’s a lot for a little kid.”

“Why would you feel guilty?”

“Because he inherited it from me.” Now Maddie shot Ivy a curious stare. “Don’t you ever feel guilty that Olive is going to have a more difficult life because she inherited your abilities?”

Ivy shook her head. “No. I mean…are there times I wished she didn’t have my abilities? Yes. She was always bound for greatness, though. I think being able to teach her about her abilities at a young age will make her even stronger than I managed to be.”

“But she’s still going to struggle.”

“All kids struggle. Her struggle might be a little different, but Jack and I love her with everything we have. We’re going to teach her how to handle this stuff, and hopefully she’ll be happy about where she ends up in life as an adult.”

Maddie pursed her lips. “I never really thought about it that way. It’s a good way to think about things, though.”

“I’m just not looking forward to her teenage years.” Ivy’s lips turned down. “I was an introverted teenager. Nothing about Olive is introverted. I think Jack is going to be gray before she finishes her first date.”

Maddie’s laughter trilled out, then she caught herself. This was not a funny situation. “I’m so glad I’m going to be able to see that,” she said when she’d assured herself nobody was near them in the woods. “We’ll watch how you guys handle Olive and then it will be a breeze with Olly.”

“Oh, it’s cute that you think that,” Ivy drawled. “Nick is going to be just as bad as Jack.”

Maddie tried to picture that. Nick was much more even-tempered than Jack Harker. In fact, Jack and Ivy were both fiery individuals. A lot of the time they argued as foreplay. They both seemed to get off on it, too. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”

They fell into silence again, Ivy’s locator spell started to buzz about ten minutes into their hike. Words were no longer necessary, and they started scanning the area closely. Wherever Allie was, she was near. They were almost on top of her.

The second Maddie moved past the tree line and found herself in a very tiny clearing—the trees were so close in this area the canopy still covered the bulk of the space—she knew they’d found what they were looking for. She held her breath as she looked around, steeling herself for the fact that they might be finding a body.

Ivy split to the right, leaving Maddie to wander to the left. The blonde had only made it two steps when a soft whimper had her jerking her eyes to a spot beneath a huge maple tree. At first, she didn’t think there was anything there.

Then she saw her.

Allie had light brown hair and her brown eyes were as wide as saucers as she looked up at Maddie. She had her knees drawn to her chest, her arms wrapped around them, and there were tears coursing down her cheeks.

“Hey,” Maddie said in a soft voice. She dropped to her knees so she was on Allie’s level. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

Allie made a sound like a mewling cat and shook her head. She didn’t say anything.

“You’re okay now,” Maddie assured her. “You can come out here. I’m going to call and get us some help, okay?” She smiled, but she wasn’t certain Allie even saw it.

Maddie glanced over her shoulder to look for Ivy. She had no idea if the witch realized she’d found the girl. Relief was rushing through her, and she clutched her phone to her chest for a moment to calm herself. “We found her,” she said to Ivy when her friend came into view. “She looks okay. Maybe a little traumatized from being lost.”

Ivy nodded, but there was no smile to be found on her features. “You need to get Nick and Dale out here.”

“That’s the plan.”

“No, I mean…you need to get them out here now.”

Confused, Maddie drew her eyebrows together and stood. “I said I would call them.”

“It’s not just Allie,” Ivy said. She gestured toward the clearing, forcing Maddie to take another look. It was only then that Maddie realized what she was looking at.

“Oh, my…” She trailed off as she took in the mounds around them. There were at least three of them, and even though weeds and leaves had sprouted on top of them, it was impossible to miss what they were thanks to the small wooden crosses at the top of each one. “Graves,” she said, a little louder than was necessary.

Allie whimpered again.

Ivy touched her tongue to her top lip. “Graves,” she agreed.

Maddie’s eyes darted to Allie. Had the girl found the graves and freaked out? Had something else happened to draw her out here? Why were there graves in the middle of the woods? “What is this?” was all she could ask.

Ivy shrugged. “I don’t know, but it’s not good, whatever it is.”

No. It most certainly was not good.

Maddie hit Nick’s name on her contacts. She was grim when he picked up. “We found her, and she’s alive. We also found what we think is three graves.”

Nick was obviously stunned because he sucked in a breath. “Fresh graves?”

“No.” Maddie’s eyes bounced between the mounds. “They’re older, but it’s obvious they’re graves. Someone took the time to put small crosses at the end of each one. Maybe just you and Dale should come out first.”

Nick didn’t hesitate. “I’m on my way. Send me a pin.”

“Do you think you’ll be able to find me that way? How exact is it in the woods?”

“Yes. I will find you. Just do it. We’ll go from there.”
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It only took Nick and Dale ten minutes to find Maddie and Ivy. By the time they arrived, Maddie had managed to coax Allie out of her hiding spot. The girl was plastered to Maddie, her face buried in Maddie’s collarbone, when Nick and Dale burst through the trees.

“No!” Allie screamed when she saw them, clutching to Maddie tighter.

“You’re okay,” Maddie soothed, her hand going over Allie’s back. She’d never felt more helpless. “I’m right here. I’ll make sure nothing happens to you. It’s okay.”

Allie continued crying, making a soft keening sound. Ivy took control of the situation and moved toward Nick and Dale.

“Over here,” the witch said.

Nick gave Allie a wide berth as he circled his wife and her young charge. The second he saw the first mound, he knew there was no mistaking Maddie’s assumption.

“What in the hell?” Dale growled as he moved to the first mound. “I just…these aren’t fresh.”

“They’re not,” Ivy agreed. She was calm, but Nick got the feeling she was only maintaining her cool exterior because she didn’t want to further traumatize Allie. “I think they’re at least ten years old, maybe older. You’re going to need an excavation team out here.”

“We don’t have enough cops for this,” Nick said in a low voice to his chief. “We can’t put untrained cops on this and we have three who are too young to take point.”

Dale nodded. He didn’t look happy, but he was already reaching for his phone. “I guess we can call the Michigan State Police in. They’re going to want to take over, though.”

“Wait.” Ivy extended her hand to stop him. “What if you call in Jack and Brian? They could help—they’re not new—and it would allow you to maintain control.”

Brian Nixon was Jack’s former partner. Just like Dale, he’d moved into a leadership position in the Shadow Lake Police Department. Dale had known Brian for a very long time, and Ivy knew from personal experience the two men were friendly.

“You want us to maintain control of the scene because you believe something paranormal is going on here,” Dale guessed.

Ivy opened her mouth but no words immediately came out. She had to think hard before she responded. “I think it’s a possibility,” she said finally. “I also think we’re going to have a much tougher time using our…special skills…to figure this out if the state police take over.”

“And these bodies have been here for years,” Dale said. “We might need your special skills.”

“Yeah.”

Dale nodded. “Okay. I’ll call Brian and tell him what’s going on. It can’t hurt to start that way at least.” He glanced at Allie, who had stopped sobbing but was still shaking. “We need to try to talk to her before we call the parents out here.”

“You think the parents put her out here?” Ivy immediately started shaking her head. “There’s no way.”

“I don’t think that,” Dale said. “I have to do this by the book, though.”

“I’m on it.” Nick left Dale to make the call and edged closer to his wife. When Allie jerked up her chin, he adopted the friendliest smile in his repertoire. “Hello, honey,” he said to her. “Are you okay? Do you need to see a doctor?”

Allie vigorously shook her head.

“I don’t think she’s injured,” Maddie volunteered. She never stopped smiling but was careful not to unveil one of those scary smiles adults reserved for children who found themselves in terrifying situations. Those always came off as fake. “She has a few scratches. I’m guessing she got them from running through the woods. I can’t find any actual injuries, though.”

“That’s good.” Nick lowered himself to the ground. He was a tall man and didn’t want to intimidate the girl. “Can you tell me what happened?”

“I ran,” Allie said, her voice barely a whisper. “There was someone chasing me. They told me to stop, but I knew they were bad.”

Nick nodded. “Did you recognize them?”

“I don’t know who it was.”

“Was it a man or woman?”

The question seemed to throw Allie. “I don’t…I…”

“It’s okay,” Nick assured her quickly. “You don’t have to be afraid. We’re going to keep you safe. Just try to remember.”

Allie’s face squinched up in concentration. “It was a man,” she said finally. “It was too big to be a woman.”

“Did you see a face?”

“No…I don’t remember.”

“It’s okay.” Nick never let his smile falter. “You’re safe now. I need you to know that.”

Allie didn’t let go of the death grip she had on Maddie. “I want my mom,” she said finally.

Nick nodded. “I’m going to have your mom and dad out here before you know it.” He stood and pulled out his phone. Dale was on a call with Brian on the other side of the clearing. When Craig Jackson picked up, Nick was no nonsense. “I’m going to pin my location for you. We found Allie. She’s okay. I need the parents out here. Do not bring a bunch of other people out here with them, though.”

Jackson sounded confused. “Isn’t this a good thing? We found her and she’s okay.”

“It’s a good thing,” Nick confirmed. His gaze moved to the graves. “It’s also a bad thing. I can’t explain now. First up is getting Allie to her parents. The rest will happen in due time.”

JOE AND ANNIE SULLIVAN WERE NERVOUS WRECKS when Jackson led them to the clearing. They didn’t look at the graves—why would they?—and instead raced toward their daughter.

Allie finally released Maddie and scrambled toward her mother and father the second they broke from the tree line. “Mommy!”

Annie caught her daughter mid-jump and wrapped her tight. “Oh, baby, I’m so sorry. Did you get lost?”

“A bad man chased me,” Allie replied before dissolving into a fresh bout of tears. “I want to go home.”

Annie swayed back and forth, Joe’s arms around both his wife and daughter. The man’s eyes were red-rimmed and he looked as if he’d been through a war even though it had only been two hours of torment.

“What man?” he demanded of Nick. “Did someone touch my daughter?”

Nick hesitated. He hadn’t been comfortable asking Allie specifics about the man. “I don’t think so,” he said finally. “Allie has been struggling with her retelling. I don’t want to push her too far.”

Joe narrowed his eyes. “Allie, did someone touch you?” He blurted out to his daughter. His voice was rough and there was no comfort to be found there.

Maddie gave him a dirty look, but when Nick silently shook his head to admonish the judgment, she forced herself to relax, if only externally.

“He came out of the woods,” Allie replied, her voice muffled because Annie was holding her so tightly. “He tried to call me over. I knew he was bad though and I ran to the other side of the street. He chased me, so I went into the woods and hid.”

“That was smart,” Maddie said to the girl. “You were very smart and brave.”

“Did he look for you?” Ivy asked. She’d been quiet for the most part since the parents had been brought to the scene. “Like…did he keep trying to find you?”

Allie’s lower lip trembled as she nodded. “I just tried to make myself small and be quiet. He kept looking, though. Then, right before you guys showed up, he took off. I thought it was him coming back when it was you. Then I tried to say something but I couldn’t talk.”

“It’s okay,” Maddie said. “You did everything exactly right.”

Joe didn’t look as if he believed that, but Maddie recognized the man wasn’t upset with his daughter. He was angry at the situation. “I want to know who it is,” he said to Nick. “I want to see him myself.”

Nick nodded. “I get that, but we don’t know who it is right now.” He glanced at Dale, internally debating, then planted his hands on his hips to look official. “I think you guys should take Allie to the hospital—just to be on the safe side—and when she’s a little calmer we’ll be back to talk to her.”

“Shouldn’t you talk to her now?” Annie challenged. “Like…don’t you want to talk to her when it’s fresh in her mind?”

“She says she doesn’t remember what he looked like,” Nick replied evenly. “I don’t want to push her, and I need you guys not to push her too.”

“Excuse me?” Joe was beside himself. “That’s my daughter. She could’ve been hurt…or worse. I’m going to find this guy and kill him.”

Allie emitted a low whimper.

Nick’s training came into play as he faced off with Joe. “I get that you’re upset. If it had been my daughter, I would want the same thing. It’s important that we get the right guy here, though.” He kept his voice low. “If we push her she might make something up because she wants to please us.”

Joe looked taken aback. “She wouldn’t.” He didn’t sound certain of himself when he said it though. “I get what you’re saying.”

“Don’t push her on what happened,” Nick ordered. “Take her to the doctor, make sure we’re not missing anything—although I don’t think we are—and then take her home. Make her feel safe. We’ll be in touch.”

“Okay.” Joe dragged a hand through his dark hair. “Do you think he was scared away because he heard Maddie and that other woman in the woods?”

Nick extended one hand. “I obviously can’t say that for certain. It makes sense, though.”

“They could’ve been hurt.”

Nick couldn’t say what he was really thinking, that if Ivy and Maddie had actually seen the man, they would be better off. They had magic at their disposal after all. They likely would’ve been fine. That was not up for public debate, though. “I think we got lucky and we’re going to be very careful with our next steps. Right now, Allie has to feel safe. She’s not going to be able to look back at what happened without some sort of detachment until that happens.”

“Okay.” Joe let loose a gusty exhale. “We’ll take her to the hospital.”

“Call me when you have word from the doctor,” Dale said, a business card in his hand as he approached Joe. “Don’t talk to anybody else just yet, okay? We don’t want whoever this is running. We want to catch him.”

“It has to be someone in this neighborhood, right?” Joe pressed. “Nobody from another part of town came out here to do…whatever it is he planned.”

“That would be my guess,” Dale agreed. “We don’t know that he lived out here, though. He could have a brother, cousin, or parent out here, too. He could’ve scoped out this neighborhood beforehand.”

“Okay.” Joe nodded. “I’ll do what you say. I don’t want to screw up the investigation.”

“Thank you.” Dale smiled. “Your daughter is safe. That’s the most important thing. Now we need to figure out who did this.”

THE EXCAVATION TEAM ARRIVED IN THE CLEARING at the same time as Jack and Brian. All of them took in the mounds, and a grim sense of frustration settled over the cordoned off area when they all realized in tandem what they were dealing with.

“How could this be out here?” Lionel Marks, the head pathologist for the county, asked as his team started work. “This isn’t something new. This has been going on for a long time.”

“It has,” Dale agreed. “At minimum I think we’re looking at something that happened five years ago. It’s also possible that what happened today had nothing to do with the other thing that happened here.”

Lionel made a face. “That seems unlikely to me.”

“I know,” Dale acknowledged. “It seems unlikely to me, too. We can’t go into this with any preconceived notions, though. We’ll make mistakes if we do that.”

Lionel didn’t argue. “Okay. Let us get to it and we’ll see what we’ve got.”

Jack headed straight for Ivy. “Hey, honey.” He pulled her in for a tight hug even though she didn’t look as if she was in danger of crumbling anytime soon. “Are you okay?”

Ivy nodded. “We’re fine. I think we interrupted the guy chasing Allie—she said that he was searching for her and then gave up and we walked into the clearing not long after—and I kind of wish we’d been paying closer attention. We might’ve been able to put an end to this right as it was beginning if we managed that.”

“You didn’t know.” Jack ran his big hands over her back. “You found the girl. That was the most important thing.”

“I get that—I really do—but I’m filled with anger.” Ivy stared at the grave that was being uncovered. “If there are kids in there…” She didn’t finish it out.

“If there are kids in there, then we’ll deal with it,” Jack replied. “It sucks, but we wouldn’t have even known about this place if you and Maddie hadn’t found it.”

“It can’t be kids,” Nick argued. “We would know if three kids had gone missing, even if it was five or ten years ago. There’s no way it’s kids.” He looked at Dale for backup. “Right?”

Dale didn’t immediately answer. He was watching the medical examiner’s team work. Ultimately, he just shrugged. “Unless the kids were taken from other towns, I would have to agree. We shouldn’t theorize. Let’s just wait until we have facts.”

THE FACTS WERE SWIFT WHEN THEY came an hour and a half later.

“You’ve managed to identify all of them?” Nick was dumbfounded as he stared down Lionel. “How is that possible?”

“They were buried with their identification,” Lionel replied. He held up three separate baggies. In each was a license. “See for yourself.”

Nick took the baggies, a muscle working in his jaw as he read the names. “Crystal Conner, Becky Butler, and Susie Pitt.”

Maddie jerked hard enough that Ivy had to slide over to her.

“What is it?” Ivy asked. She could read Maddie almost as well as Nick. “Do you know those women?”

“Teenagers,” Lionel corrected. “They were all teenagers at the time of their deaths. I would say between the ages of fifteen and eighteen.”

“That’s about right,” Dale said grimly. He’d moved closer to Lionel’s team, who had set about bagging the bodies, which were mostly skeletons now.

“Am I missing something?” Jack asked.

Nick nodded. “When Maddie and I were teenagers, three other teenagers went missing.” He gestured helplessly toward the graves. “They weren’t all in our grade—Crystal was older by a year and Becky was younger by a year—but we were all in high school together.”

“And this is them?” Jack looked bewildered. “I don’t understand. How wasn’t this big news?”

“It was big news,” Dale replied. “At the time, they all went missing separately. They were friends and they’d been talking about moving to Detroit together. They thought Blackstone Bay was boring.”

“They were assumed runaways,” Jack surmised.

“Yeah.” Dale rolled his neck. The tension was obviously eating at him. “They went missing over the course of one summer. I’ll have to pull up the specific dates. I believe Crystal was first.”

“Then Susie,” Maddie confirmed. “Becky was last.”

“The other girls were questioned when Crystal took off,” Dale explained. “They denied any knowledge of what happened. Then Susie went missing, and people were suspicious, but not enough that they thought anything had happened to the girls.”

“People assumed they had a plan to move to Detroit together,” Nick volunteered. “I mean…this is a small town. Nobody believed we had a predator here.”

“I was on the force back then,” Dale said. “I didn’t believe anything had happened to them. This is on me.”

“No.” Maddie started shaking her head. “I remember when all of this happened. Nobody believed anything bad had happened to them. We all assumed they had a plan and took off together.”

“None of them obviously ever contacted their parents,” Brian guessed.

“No, but they were wild by Blackstone Bay standards,” Dale replied. “They liked to party. It was assumed they found a place to party in Detroit, and as time went on…” He didn’t finish it out. He couldn’t.

“It’s normal for that stuff to fade,” Brian said.

“They never left, though,” Dale argued. “They were always here, and nobody looked for them. If we had looked harder, Becky and Susie might’ve been saved. There was likely nothing that could’ve been done for Crystal—nobody was looking for a predator here at that time—but the other two are another story.”

“You can’t let this cripple you,” Brian admonished. “I get it. Mistakes were made. We have to look forward, though, because I have a hard time believing that Allie was chased into this field on the power of sheer luck. I mean…that would be quite the coincidence.”

“Meaning that whoever killed Becky, Susie, and Crystal back then could be on the hunt again now,” Maddie realized.

Brian nodded. “Yeah. It feels a little too deliberate.”

“Any idea how they died?” Nick asked Lionel.

“Not yet.” Lionel shook his head. “There’s no way to ascertain bruising or anything. We’re going to need full autopsies.” He hesitated. “It could take days.”

“We need it not to take days,” Dale countered. “There’s a predator out there. There’s no way of looking at it otherwise. We have to get ahead of this.”

Lionel nodded. “I’ll do my best.” When his team left, only Maddie, Ivy, Jack, Nick, Dale, and Brian remained.

“So, now what do we do?” Maddie asked.

“I’m not sure,” Nick replied. “We have two overlapping cases, and they’re separated by more than twenty years.”

“What a mess.” Maddie dragged a hand through her hair. “What an absolute mess.”

Nick couldn’t argue, so he said nothing. It was indeed a mess.
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Ivy’s brother, Max, was the one to bring Olive to Blackstone Bay when she was finished with her first day of school. Olive was obviously confused, and she stared down the adults in Maddie’s living room with narrow eyed suspicion.

“Who died?” she demanded, hands on hips as her streaked hair swished. Ivy allowed Olive to put rinses in her hair—nothing permanent at her age, but anything temporary was basically allowed—and she’d opted for a rich purple color over her dark strands for the start of the school year.

“Nobody died,” Ivy replied quickly as she reached for Olive’s book bag. “Or, well, nobody died today.” She looked to be struggling with how to explain things to her daughter. Rather than jump right in, Ivy turned to Max. “Thanks for bringing her over.”

“It’s okay,” Max assured his sister. “It was twenty minutes. I heard some of what happened on the radio.” He hesitated, then covered his niece’s ears with his hands as she made an exaggerated face. “You found a missing girl.”

Olive swung out of Max’s reach and murdered him with a glare that he secretly found adorable. It reminded him of when Ivy was the same age, which was one of the reasons he doted on his niece. “Stop hiding stuff from me,” Olive ordered. “I want to know what’s going on.”

Ivy could’ve tried to figure out a lie to cover things but opted against it. “A little girl went missing on her way to the bus stop.”

Jack made a growling noise in his throat—he and Nick were looking over old files in the corner of the room—but Ivy ignored the obvious warning.

“Maddie found her,” Ivy continued.

“Your mother and I found her together,” Maddie corrected.

Ivy waved off that statement. “Maddie found her. She was okay, but a little upset. She said someone chased her in the woods.”

Olive’s forehead creased as she absorbed the news. “She’s okay, though, right?” she prodded after several seconds.

“She is,” Ivy confirmed. “Her parents took her to the doctor to make sure.”

“I think they’re still there, but everything I’ve heard is that she’s fine,” Nick assured Olive.

“If she’s okay, why is everyone so freaked out?” Olive challenged.

Ivy licked her lips. This was the part of the story where things got tricky. “When we were out there, we happened to find three graves in the woods.”

“Kids?” Olive’s eyes practically bulged out of her head.

“Teenagers,” Ivy corrected quickly, although she didn’t know why she felt the need to make that clarification. Teenagers were still minors. Plus, nobody deserved to be buried in the woods that way. Her problem was that she didn’t want Olive getting riled up. Nobody had the patience for that tonight. “We’re trying to figure things out. The people in the graves had been there for a long time.”

Rather than accept that information at face value, Olive folded her arms across her chest. “How long?”

“Twenty years.”

Olive might have been smart for her age but the passage of time was still something of a mystery to her. “So, like, a million years ago.”

“Twenty, but close enough,” Ivy confirmed. “We’re trying to figure out some things about the people we found in the graves.”

Olive considered it several seconds, then nodded. “I want to help.”

Rather than dissuade her, Jack patted his lap. “Come here. You can help me.”

Olive slid onto his lap in the chair and looked at the file in his hand. “What’s that?”

“A report on a girl named Crystal. She went missing forever ago.”

“Hmm.” Olive looked at the papers in Jack’s hands. She could read, but nothing that in-depth. “Where’s Finn?” she asked, changing the subject.

“He’ll be home from school any minute,” Maddie replied. “My father is picking him up from the bus stop—he has Olly—and then he’s bringing them here.”

“How long?” Olive asked.

Maddie smirked. “Probably about fifteen minutes.”

“Okay.” Olive went back to looking at the papers. “If these people died so long ago, how come nobody knew about it?” she asked her father.

Jack hesitated. “Because the bodies were hidden and it was assumed the girls ran away from home.”

“Why?”

“Why would they run away from home?”

Olive nodded.

“Because…they wanted to live in the city.”

“Didn’t they have phones back then?” Olive looked perplexed. “When were phones invented? How old were you when you had to learn to use a phone?”

Ivy had to bite back a laugh. “It’s a very difficult situation, and I don’t think you need all the details,” she said. “We’re going to have a barbecue here for dinner. When Finn and Olly get home—which won’t be long—you can play with them.”

Olive rolled her eyes, reminding Ivy of herself. “Maybe I don’t want to play.”

“Well, you’re going to.” Ivy was firm. She and Jack had been trying to rein in the monster they’d created—Olive was a little tyrant—but it was slow going. “You’re not an adult. You don’t get to participate in adult things. This is an adult thing.”

Olive looked as if she was going to argue, but Jack stopped her with a poke. “Listen to your mother.”

“Fine.” The sigh Olive let loose was long and drawn out. “When I’m an adult, though, I’m not going to tell you things. I bet you won’t like it.”

Jack chuckled as he dropped a kiss on top of her head. “I bet you’re right.”

GEORGE HAD A FROZEN SMILE ON HIS FACE when he led Finn and Olly into the house twenty minutes later.

“Hey.” Maddie immediately jumped to her feet and started toward him. “Thank you for making yourself available all day. I know I ruined whatever you had planned.”

“I was going to read a book,” George replied. “It was no big deal. I much prefer spending time with my granddaughter. Isn’t that right?” He shot a charming smile toward Olly, who had dried ice cream on her shirt.

“I’m hungry,” Olly announced as she bypassed Maddie and headed straight for her father. “I want a hamburger.”

Nick slid his arm around her waist and tugged her onto his lap. “We’re going to grill tonight. Hamburgers will be included.”

Olly nodded. “When?”

Nick chuckled. “Soon.” He blew a loud raspberry into her cheek, causing her to giggle, and then turned his attention to Finn, who was loitering at the door. “Hey, bud. How was your first day at school?”

Finn didn’t smile. Instead, he glanced between the adult faces and shook his head. “Allie didn’t come to school.”

“We know.” Nick shifted Olly toward Jack. The girl eagerly went to him. She had something of a crush and Jack was good about doting on her.

“Hey, gorgeous,” Jack said as Olly hugged him. Olive had disappeared upstairs to play with some toys so she wasn’t around to get territorial over her father. “How was your day?”

“I had ice cream,” Olly whispered. “I’m not ‘sposed to tell.”

Jack chuckled. “I think that cat is already out of the bag.” He touched the stain on her shirt. “Chocolate?”

Olly nodded. “Hot fudge too.”

“Yum.”

Knowing that Olly was fine with Jack, Nick turned his full attention to Finn. “Do you want to talk?” Nick asked his oldest child.

Finn looked conflicted. “The kids weren’t supposed to know that anything happened, but I heard the teachers talking. They said that Allie was missing and something bad happened to her.”

Nick swallowed hard. He wanted to protect his children for as long as possible—ugly stories shouldn’t be part of their childhood after all—but he would make Finn a target if he wasn’t open and honest with him. “Come over here, huh?” He patted the open spot on the loveseat. “We should probably talk about things.”

“Is Allie dead?” Finn asked, his eyes wild. “Is that why they were all whispering?”

“Allie is not dead,” Nick replied without hesitation. “In fact, your mom and Ivy are the ones who found her in the woods. She’s okay.”

Finn let loose the breath he’d been holding.

“She’s at the hospital,” Nick continued.

Finn made a sputtering noise. “You just said that she was fine!”

“She has to be checked out,” Nick replied. His voice remained even despite the fact that he was starting to panic. He didn’t like it when his kids asked hard questions. “She was okay, though. She was frightened and your mom held her for a long time.”

Finn darted his gaze toward Maddie. “What happened?”

“She said she saw someone approaching her when she was heading toward the bus stop,” Maddie replied. “She was afraid and ran. He followed her. She managed to hide, but he kept looking so she couldn’t run back home.”

“Where is he now?” Finn asked.

“We think that he heard your mom and Ivy in the woods and ran,” Nick replied. “We don’t know yet.”

“But Allie is okay?”

“She is.”

Finn nodded. “That’s good.” He was quiet a beat, then he glanced at all the heavy faces in the room. “If she’s okay, why is nobody happy?”

“We’re happy that she’s okay,” Nick said quickly. “We’re very happy about that in fact. The thing is, in the area where we happened to find her, there were graves.”

Confusion had Finn’s face screwing up in concentration. “I don’t understand,” he said after several minutes. “How…I don’t…where did the graves come from? Was she in a cemetery?”

This would be hard for Finn to understand, Nick realized. He had to break it down for him, though. “It wasn’t a cemetery,” Nick replied. “The graves had been there for twenty years or so. They belonged to three teenage girls who went missing when your mother and I were in high school.”

“But they’re dead?”

“Yes.”

Finn nervously ran his hands over the knees of his jeans. “Why weren’t they found before?”

“We don’t know,” Nick replied. “We’re not sure what happened to them. We don’t know if what happened today is tied to what happened back then. We’re trying to figure things out.”

“What would’ve happened to Allie if Mom didn’t find her?”

Nick hadn’t been expecting the question, and it threw him. “Oh, well…” He tossed a panicked look in Maddie’s direction. He wasn’t prepared for this conversation.

“We don’t know,” Maddie replied calmly. “That question is impossible to answer. We just know that she’s safe.”

“But those other people aren’t,” Finn persisted.

“They’re not,” Nick confirmed. “We’re going to figure out what happened to them, though.”

“And then what?” Finn tugged on his bottom lip. He was obviously agitated. “Will you make the bad person pay?”

“We’ll put him in jail,” Nick said.

“Why not kill him? He killed them. Shouldn’t he be killed too?”

“That’s not my job,” Nick replied. “My job is to arrest whoever did this.”

“It doesn’t seem fair,” Finn said. “He was bad. They were left out there and forgotten. How is that fair?”

Nick held out his hands. “Nothing is ever fair,” he replied. “We’re going to figure it out, though.”

“I want to help.”

Since Olive had said roughly the same thing, Nick was prepared for this response. “The adults are going to handle this one. Olive is up in your room. Why don’t you and Olly go upstairs and play with her, huh?”

Olly, who had been stroking Jack’s face and gazing at him adoringly, tore her attention away from him. “Olive?” She was off Jack’s lap in a heartbeat and heading for the stairs. “I’m coming, Olive!” she called to the second floor.

The adults laughed as they watched her. Finn, however, wasn’t nearly as happy to hear the news.

“You let a girl in my room?” he demanded of his parents, betrayal reflected on his face.

“She’s just playing with your trucks,” Maddie countered.

“That’s my stuff.” Finn started toward the stairs. “I don’t want a girl playing with my stuff.”

Maddie sighed as she watched him stomp up the stairs. On one hand, she was relieved he’d seemingly forgotten about killing the bad guy. On the other, she knew this was just the beginning. “We should keep digging,” she said after several seconds.

“Definitely,” Ivy agreed. “The sooner we figure this out, the better it will be for everybody.”

“Yeah.” Maddie blew out a sigh. “Let’s see what we can find.”

THE ADULTS WORKED HARD UNTIL THEY COULD no longer ignore their growling stomachs. Nick, Jack, and George broke off to grill steaks, hamburgers, and hot dogs. Maddie and Ivy chopped onions and tomatoes. They also baked homemade French fries. It wasn’t long before the kids followed the scent of food downstairs.

“Awesome.” Finn grabbed a plate and immediately set about to doctoring his hamburger.

Olly went for a hot dog and fries, seemingly happy.

Olive being Olive, she glared at the choices. “I want chicken,” she said out of the blue.

Ivy was a vegetarian, so she was having an Impossible Burger. So far, Olive had opted to keep meat as part of her diet. Ivy was open to letting Olive choose, but this wasn’t the sort of choice she was going to let Olive slide on.

“You eat beef,” she said to her daughter.

“I don’t want beef,” Olive replied. “I want chicken.”

“We might have some chicken in the freezer,” Maddie offered.

“No.” Ivy vehemently shook her head. “Olive is not the queen of the world. If she doesn’t want a hamburger, she can have part of her father’s steak.”

“Hey,” Jack protested.

“Or she can have an Impossible Burger like me,” Ivy added.

Olive’s lower lip came out to play.

“You’re not getting chicken.” Ivy was firm. “You can have fries. There’s some potato salad. You can learn to eat what everybody is eating, though. There are plenty of options.”

Olive stared at her mother for a long time, obviously debating how far she could push things. A quick glance at her father told her that he would be standing with her mother. “Fine,” she said in dramatic fashion. “I’ll have fries and potato salad.”

“Awesome.” Jack tousled Olive’s hair, knowing it bugged her, and the adults set out to making their own plates.

In the backyard, the kids sat at the picnic table on the grass and happily chattered away. The adults opted for the metal table on the patio and talked in low voices.

“As far as I can tell, there wasn’t a lot of investigating when the girls went missing,” Nick said as he wiped the corners of his mouth. They had to be careful about little ears overhearing them. “Almost nothing was done when Crystal went missing.”

“See, I have a problem with that,” Ivy argued. “Wouldn’t the parents have noticed that Crystal didn’t pack anything?”

“Crystal was kind of wild,” Maddie hedged. “I remember her spending the night at other people’s houses—boys’ houses—when we were still in high school. Her parents were pretty lax.”

“There are notes in her file,” Nick said grimly. “The parents were both addicts. Alcohol was their drug of choice. They lived two blocks from the bar and walked there every night. They didn’t know Crystal was missing right away because they didn’t see her every night.”

Maddie felt sick to her stomach. “I forgot about the bar thing,” she admitted. “That was common knowledge, though. Crystal would throw parties at her house constantly. Her parents never said a thing about it. If they came home and people were there, then they would just settle on the couch and drink with the kids. They would actually buy alcohol for Crystal.”

“Well, they sound diligent,” Jack said dryly.

“They didn’t call the police when they hadn’t seen Crystal for a few days,” Nick volunteered. “The police ultimately contacted them after the school made a report. The school said Crystal had been absent for three days. It was assumed that Crystal went missing over the weekend prior, though. So she was gone four or five days before the school contacted the police.”

“And by then, it was too late to know where she’d gone,” Ivy realized.

“She could’ve made it to a different state in that time,” Nick agreed. “Crystal was known to hitchhike, and this was long after hitchhiking was an accepted practice. What happened to her isn’t right, but she legitimately did fall through the cracks.”

That did little to placate Maddie’s shredded heart. “What about Susie and Becky, though?”

“The assumption was that they had a plan,” Nick replied. “When Susie disappeared, her parents called the police on the second day. They were a little more diligent than Crystal’s parents, but that’s not saying much because they were more interested in their yacht club than what she was doing.

“According to the case files, Susie’s parents weren’t all that worried even after she wasn’t found,” he continued. “They kept saying she would show up when she needed money.”

“Only she never showed up,” Ivy mused.

“No.” Nick shook his head. “Then, when Becky went missing, her parents reported her on the first day. There are notes in the file Dale put together where he questioned the narrative that was being pushed. Nobody else agreed with him, though, so his opinion was thrown out the window.”

“Poor Dale,” Maddie muttered. “If people had listened to him…” She trailed off.

“We don’t know that it would’ve made a difference, Mad,” Nick countered. “They could’ve been dead before anybody even realized they were missing. In Crystal’s case, I guarantee that’s true.”

“So, what’s the plan?” Jack asked. “How are we going to chase this?”

Nick held out his hand. “I think the obvious place to start is with the parents. We’re going to have to make notifications tomorrow.”

“I can help with that,” Jack offered. “You don’t have to do it all alone.”

“Dale knows these people,” Nick replied. “He’s going to want to take it on himself. I appreciate the offer, though.”

“Well, just let me know what you need.”

“I think we’ll probably start with the coroner tomorrow,” Nick said. “Then we’ll talk to the parents. After that, I don’t know.”

Maddie shoved a fry in her mouth. “This was supposed to be a nice day. It didn’t turn out that way.”

Nick’s hand landed on Maddie’s knee under the table. “Mad, you found Allie. That’s the most important thing. As for the rest of it…you couldn’t control it. That was already out of your hands before you even walked into those woods today.”

Maddie knew he was trying to help, but that didn’t mean she believed him. “I was around back then,” she pointed out. “Maybe I could have helped them.”

Nick worked his jaw. He had no idea how to respond to that. Ultimately, he just shook his head. “Let’s not go there, Mad. You’ll drive yourself crazy if you think on that too long.”

Maddie didn’t respond, telling Nick that this was going to haunt her for a good long time. He had no idea how to fix that, though.
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Olly was out like a light, so it was a simple matter of tucking her in. Finn wasn’t in bed when Maddie and Nick checked on him, though. He was pacing at the end of his bed, something that twisted Maddie’s insides.

“Do you want to talk?” Nick asked as he ushered his son toward his bed with a gentle hand on his shoulder.

Finn shook his head. He was obviously agitated, but much like his father, he was often too stoic for his own good.

“Are you sure?” Nick pressed.

“Is there anything else to talk about?” Finn asked.

Nick opened his mouth, then shut it. He wasn’t certain how to answer.

“How about this?” Maddie prodded as she tucked the covers around Finn and sat on the side of his bed. “Why don’t you try to get some sleep, huh? If you come up with any questions, we can talk about it over breakfast tomorrow.”

Finn’s forehead crinkled. “I guess.” He didn’t look placated.

“You need to try to get some sleep,” Nick insisted. “You have school tomorrow, and you’ll make yourself sick if you’re not careful.”

“Will Allie be in school tomorrow?”

“I don’t know.” Nick held out his hands. “I’m guessing no. Not because she’s hurt or anything,” he hastily added. “I’m betting her parents want to keep her home for a day or two, though. She was understandably upset.”

“Okay.” Finn turned on his side. “Goodnight.” That was it. He was shutting them out.

Feeling more helpless than she could remember in recent weeks, Maddie shrugged when Nick glanced at her. She leaned in, pressed a kiss to Finn’s cheek, then headed for the door. Nick graced his son with a kiss, too, but he was silent until he and Maddie had made it to their room.

“I don’t know what to do to help him,” he admitted as he stripped off his shirt.

Maddie was right there with him. “Maybe we’ll feel better after some sleep.”

“Maybe.” Nick brushed a flyaway strand of hair away from Maddie’s face. “You need some sleep too. I can see the weariness weighing you down.” He lifted the covers, but Maddie shook her head.

“I have to wash my face and braid my hair.”

“You’re always a stickler for your pre-bed routine,” Nick said on a half-smile.

Maddie merely shrugged. “I find comfort in the ritual.”

“Don’t hate me if I’m already asleep when you’re finished. I’m exhausted.”

“I could never hate you.” Maddie gave him a kiss. “You need your sleep too. I think tomorrow is going to be a really long day.”

Nick didn’t disagree. They were just getting started. The road in front of them was long.

NICK WAS INDEED OUT WHEN MADDIE exited the bathroom. She’d changed into flannel pajama pants and a tank top, and even though he was down and out, Nick rolled to spoon behind her once Maddie was comfortable.

She drifted for a bit, to the point where she didn’t even realize when she slipped under. She floated for a long time—it felt like hours, but she couldn’t really tell—and then the darkness she’d drifted into began to clear and she recognized where she was.

It was the small clearing where they’d discovered Allie. It didn’t look the same as it had hours before, though. It was different. A tree that had fallen and rotted was now standing. The moon above was a full moon, but it was bigger than the moon she’d previously dreamed about. It was a dark night, and yet Maddie somehow knew she was in the past, not in the present.

“Hello?” she called out. She hadn’t heard anything, not even crickets or birds. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she wasn’t alone. “Is somebody out there?” She took a tentative step into the clearing, her gaze immediately going to the ground. Her breath lodged in her throat, her heart rate speeding up, when she noticed that she was standing over one of the graves. Unlike today, though, this grave was fresh.

Maddie licked her lips and looked around. Unless she was very much mistaken, she could hear breathing in the trees. Was someone watching her? She reminded herself she was in a dream. Sure, her dreams often felt real, but nobody could hurt her in this dream. As for the grave at her feet—there was only one at this point—it was still jarring.

On a whim, Maddie knelt down and started moving the dirt. She wasn’t surprised when she uncovered a hand. There was a ring on it, what looked to be a garnet and diamond ring, one of those seventy-dollar deals that high school boys handed out for promise rings.

She didn’t uncover Crystal’s face. There was no point, and she knew she would only be further traumatized. Instead, she studied the ring for a beat longer, then stood. “We will find you,” she said to the darkness. She could still hear the breathing, although she acknowledged that could be her imagination running away from her. “You got away with this for twenty years. We’re going to catch you now.”

Somewhere in the trees, Maddie was almost convinced she heard laughter. It was eerie, and dark, and it chilled her to the bone. She didn’t back down, though.

“We’re coming for you,” she said. “It’s only a matter of time.”

NICK WAS JUST COMING OUT OF the shower when Maddie woke the next morning. She gave his shirtless—and wet—torso an appraising look, causing him to arch an eyebrow as he dried his hair.

“I know that look,” he said on a laugh. “You’re trying to sucker me into another kid.”

It was a running joke between them, so Maddie laughed. Then she patted the bed to entice him.

“Well, if you insist.” Nick made a beeline for her, and thirty minutes later he pulled on his shirt and watched his wife head for the shower. “Did you sleep okay?” he asked. She looked a little tired. “I’m sorry I didn’t manage to stay up for when you came to bed.”

“I’m fine,” Maddie assured him. “I had a weird dream.”

“What sort of dream?”

“I was in the field where the bodies were found. There was only one grave. I uncovered a hand. I think it belonged to Crystal.” She hesitated. “Do you happen to know if she was wearing a garnet ring?”

“I don’t, but I can try to find out.” Nick took a step toward her. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Maddie assured him. “It was just a dream. It would’ve been more shocking if I hadn’t dreamed about it.”

“It sounds disturbing.”

“It was more disturbing that I could feel someone watching me from the trees.”

Intrigue lit Nick’s eyes. “Did you see a face?”

Maddie shook her head. “Sorry. I know that might’ve been helpful, but I didn’t see anybody. I thought I heard breathing, and maybe some laughter.”

“That’s definitely disturbing.”

All she could do was shrug. “I’ve had worse dreams.”

Nick knew that was true. He didn’t like it, though. “I’ll get the kids ready. What’s your plan for today?”

“I don’t know. Ivy is coming over around ten o’clock. I figured we might head out to the woods.”

Nick frowned. “You don’t think that guy is going to be hanging around out there, do you?”

“Probably not. That doesn’t mean we won’t find anything helpful.”

Because he didn’t disagree, Nick merely nodded. “We’ll talk about it when Finn is on the bus. I’m walking him down there today by the way.”

Maddie didn’t bother arguing. “If you didn’t volunteer, I was going to.”

He grinned. “Great minds think alike.”

“I’ve always thought so.”

Nick made sure Finn was up first. His son looked well rested, which was a relief. Nick pointed him toward the shower and told him he could pick out his own outfit for school. When he walked into Olly’s room, he found her perusing her closet like Maddie would. Olly seemed to be strategizing each outfit.

“What’s the plan today, squirt?” he asked her.

“Princess,” was Olly’s only response.

“You want to be a princess?”

Olly nodded.

Nick could’ve argued—Olly’s princess costume was getting a bit tattered around the edges—but he saw no reason she couldn’t dress like a princess today if that’s what she wanted. “You’ve got it.”

By the time he had her in her pink dress, tiara perched precariously on her head, and led her down to the kitchen, he found Maude was making breakfast.

“Uh-oh,” Nick said as he regarded her. She had eggs, hash browns, bacon, and toast cooking. “What did you do?”

Maude was the picture of innocence. “How can you just assume I did anything?”

“Because I’ve met you. You’re always up to something.”

“Granny!” Olly wiggled down and hurried over to her great-grandmother so she could hug her legs. “I’m a princess today.”

Maude didn’t look nearly as enamored with Olly as Nick was. “You know, you don’t have to be a princess. You could be a ninja or something. It’s sexist for girls to always dress up as princesses.”

Olly made a face. “I’m a princess!”

Maude rolled her eyes until they landed on Nick. “It’s sexist,” she insisted.

“If I was forcing Olly to dress up like a princess, I would agree with you,” Nick replied as he headed toward the refrigerator for a carton of juice. “She made the choice herself, though. We let her pick out a different costume for dress up every month.”

“And all of them are girly,” Maude complained. “She’s not going to be fun if she doesn’t get an army outfit.”

Nick was suspicious. “Are you just saying that because you want to drag her along on your spying missions and pink tulle sticks out like a sore thumb?”

“I would never say that,” Maude replied. “I might think it, but I would never say it.”

“Ha, ha.” Nick looked over at the door when Finn appeared. The youngster had opted for jeans and a simple pullover shirt. He’d gone through the trouble of combing his wet hair. Since Finn never skipped when it was time to brush his teeth, Nick nodded in approval without checking. “You look nice. Are you going to see Madison today?”

Finn scowled. “No. Why are you guys so fixated on Madison? It’s weird.”

“Who’s Madison?” Maude asked as she started doling out food. Nick hadn’t forgotten that he suspected she was making breakfast because she’d gotten herself in trouble, but that conversation could wait.

“Madison Carpenter,” Nick replied.

“Oh.” Amusement flitted across Maude’s features. “I happen to know her great-grandmother. She’s a pip of a person. I approve.”

Finn didn’t look relieved by the news. “This family is weird,” he complained to his father as he sat.

Nick placed a glass of orange juice in front of him, then took the plate of food Maude extended over the counter. “You’ll learn that’s a good thing eventually.”

Finn immediately dug into his breakfast, telling Nick he was hungry. Olly didn’t argue when Nick loaded her in her booster seat. Her juice came in a sippy cup. She could hold a regular glass, but she was a messy drinker, so unless somebody had the time to sit and help Olly, her drinks were still being served in what Finn referred to as a “baby” cup.

Olly’s plate of food was smaller than Finn’s and she dug into it with gusto.

“You’re spending the day with your grandpa again,” Nick said to her. “Try not to beg for ice cream before lunch, huh?’

Olly’s expression said “we’ll see how the day goes,” and it made Nick laugh.

He filled three more glasses with orange juice, and by the time he was carrying two plates to the table, Maddie was joining them.

“Hello, family,” Maddie called out. She pulled up short when she realized Maude had been the one cooking. “What did you do?” she demanded of her grandmother.

“This family is full of suspicious folk,” Maude complained. “It’s unseemly.”

Maddie could do nothing but roll her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

BREAKFAST WAS PLEASANT. FINN DIDN’T ARGUE with Nick when it came time to walk to the bus stop. Olly planted herself in the middle of the living room, where she surrounded herself with eight stuffed animals she promptly started bossing around, and Maddie tackled the dishes as Maude watched her from the table.

“If you did something last night, you should tell me,” Maddie warned. “It’s better to get it out of the way. Nick has his plate full.”

“I might have filled a bunch of condoms with shaving cream and thrown them at Harriet’s car,” Maude replied.

“Might have?”

“I won’t admit anything without an attorney present. I just wanted to fill Nick with good will before he gets into work and sees the report.”

“Well, you’re in luck,” Maddie said, her eyes moving to the archway that separated the living room and kitchen when Nick reappeared. “I think he’s going to be too busy with other stuff to worry about condoms and shaving cream.”

“Oh, man,” Nick complained as he moved behind the counter to help Maddie with the dishes. “Why do you do stuff like this?” he complained to Maude.

She merely shrugged. “Why not?” Maude might have been old, but she was still sharp as a tack. She’d been given the opportunity to change the subject, and she was going to take it. “What other stuff are you focusing on?”

Maddie and Nick exchanged weighted looks.

“I guess that means the news hasn’t gotten around yet,” Nick mused. “It will today.”

“Something happened yesterday,” Maddie said to her grandmother. “Something fairly big.”

Maude was practically frothing at the mouth. “What? I could use some good gossip to spread.”

“Nothing about this is good,” Maddie warned her grandmother. Despite her admonishment, she filled her grandmother in. The story would be everywhere by lunch. “So, that’s basically it,” she said as she finished. “Allie is fine—other than being frightened—and we’ve found the bodies of Crystal Conner, Susie Pitt, and Becky Butler.”

Maddie didn’t know how she expected her grandmother to react, but Maude didn’t look all that surprised by the news.

“I think I knew they were dead,” Maude admitted after a beat, sipping her coffee. “Maybe at first I accepted the story that those girls had taken off to have big fun in the big city, but the longer they went without contacting their parents, the more I realized that they were likely dead.”

“Yes, well…” Maddie grabbed a towel to start drying alongside Nick now that the dishes were finished. “Hindsight is much easier than foresight.”

“Does that mean you’ve taken Chad Allenton into custody?” Maude asked Nick.

Nick snapped his chin up, clearly confused. “Why would I take him into custody?”

“Because the bulk of the town believes he’s the one who killed those girls.”

“Nobody knew they were dead until yesterday,” Nick argued.

“Yeah, but people have been whispering about it for twenty years,” Maude said. “You guys were teenagers when it happened. Your mother was petrified you would be next, Maddie. She tried to keep you home for a few weeks. Since you and Nick were lame and spent half your time hanging out in the backyard, it wasn’t all that difficult.”

Maddie shot Nick a chagrined look, which had him grinning.

“We weren’t lame, Mad,” he assured her. “We were simply happy in each other’s company. We were ahead of the times really.”

Maude snorted. “Keep telling yourself that.”

“I don’t understand why people assumed Chad had anything to do with it,” Maddie argued. “I mean…he’s weird.” That was an understatement. For as long as she could remember, the town loner Chad Allenton had given her the creeps. He liked to stare, and he rarely talked to anybody. More than once she’d caught him watching her from a distance. This news felt like a reinforcement somehow that she’d been wise to stay away from him.

“Supposedly he was seen peeping in Crystal Conner’s bedroom window a week before her death,” Maude replied. “That was the town gossip anyway.”

Maddie looked to Nick for confirmation.

“That wasn’t in the files,” Nick replied quickly. “I would’ve seen it.”

“Maybe ask Dale,” Maddie prodded. “Just to be on the safe side.”

“Yeah.” Nick rubbed his cheek. “You’ve known Chad longer than us, Maude. Do you think he’s dangerous?”

Maude looked surprised to be asked the question. “I think he’s weird.”

“You filled condoms with shaving cream and threw them at an old woman’s car last night,” Maddie argued. “Who are you to decide who is weird?”

“That was good clean fun,” Maude scoffed. “I also wasn’t alone. The weird ones are always alone. When somebody is truly dangerous, they don’t want others around because they know that, eventually, somebody will see that weirdness and then they won’t be able to hide.”

Maddie didn’t technically disagree with the statement. She also didn’t see it as a hard and fast rule. “Some of the most notorious serial killers were actually social beings,” Maddie argued. “Ted Bundy was described as charming. The same with Richard Ramirez. John Wayne Gacy was often referred to as social. For every weird loner like Jeffrey Dahmer, there’s a charming counterpart.”

“Geez.” Maude made an exasperated face. “I don’t need a serial killer breakdown. I’m just saying that he’s always been the only suspect as far as I know.”

Maddie leaned against the counter, thoughtful. “Have you always believed they were dead? Be truthful.”

Maude shrugged. “I think part of me wanted to believe they were out there. There’s no way all three of those girls have never contacted their parents again, though. After a bit, it became obvious they were dead.”

“Why didn’t you say something?” Nick asked.

“Because it all stopped,” Maude replied. “Out of sight, out of mind, right? I just didn’t think about it a lot.”

“Well, people need to think about it now,” Maddie said. “Allie Sullivan is okay. Someone chased her into the woods, though.”

“Do you think it’s the same someone?”

“I don’t know,” Maddie replied. “We’re going to find out, though. You can count on that.”
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George was at the house to pick up Olly when Ivy let herself in. He smiled in greeting, then gestured to where Maddie was standing with her hands on her hips.

“You can’t go with Grandpa until you pick up your mess,” she argued.

Olly made a face. “You do it,” she said.

“No.” Maddie shook her head. “All your friends need to go into the trunk.” She pointed at the toy chest in the corner.

Olly took in her stuffed animals with a frown. “They don’t want to be locked in there. It makes them sad.” She stuck out her bottom lip for emphasis.

“Olly.” Maddie sounded exasperated. “I think you don’t want to clean them up because you know you’re going to sucker your grandfather into giving you candy and ice cream all day and you’d rather get to it than waste time cleaning up after yourself.”

Olly’s smile was quick. “Daddy would do it,” she tried.

“Geez.” Maddie shook her head.

Ivy was the one who stepped forward. “I’ll help you,” she said to Olly. “You have to help, though. They’re your friends. They’ll be sad if you’re not the one to do it.”

Olly’s eyes gleamed with suspicion. “Why?”

Ivy laughed as she snagged a stuffed Bigfoot. “Because if you aren’t the one to put them away, don’t you think that they’ll worry you don’t know where they are?”

Olly looked as if she wanted to argue, but she ultimately grabbed a bear and a giraffe. “Okay. I’ll do it.” She glanced at her mother. “I won’t like it though.”

“Fair enough.” Maddie grabbed a puzzle box from the floor and put it on the coffee table. “Thanks for doing this,” she said to her father. “Two days in a row is a lot, especially when she seems to be developing an attitude.”

“She’s not that way with me,” George countered. “I think she’s testing her limits with you.”

“That’s because she doesn’t have any limits with you. You give her whatever she wants.”

“That’s a grandfather’s job. Parents are the enemy. Grandparents are the ones who get to do all the spoiling.”

“I don’t remember Granny spoiling me.”

George chuckled. “No? She tells endless stories about taking you on adventures. That’s just a different way of spoiling. I mean…aren’t you going to carry the memory of those adventures with you forever?”

Maddie found herself oddly touched by the sentiment. “Yeah. I guess so.”

“Well, it’s no different. I want Olly to remember our ice cream dates.”

“Ice cream,” Olly said enthusiastically as she finished stuffing her toys in the chest. “Yum.”

“Yum,” George agreed. He placed his hand on Olly’s head. “She’ll be safe with me. You focus on what you need to focus on. I’ll get Finn after school. What you’re working on is more important.”

“Nothing is more important than my kids,” Maddie countered. “However, I do feel as if I should be working on this because there’s someone dangerous out there.”

“I don’t disagree.” George glanced between Ivy and Maddie. “Do you even know what you’re going to do today?”

“Actually, I know exactly where to start,” Maddie replied. “Granny gave me a tip.”

“Oh, geez,” Ivy muttered. “This should be good.”

Maddie chuckled. “Apparently everybody in town thought that Chad Allenton should be the primary suspect back when the girls disappeared.”

George’s eyebrows drew together. “I know that name. How do I know that name?”

“Well, he’s the town loner. I’m sure you’ve heard more than a few residents talking badly about him.”

“Oh, right.” George bobbed his head. “Phil Guthrie said something about him being a pervert at the hardware store last week. When I asked why he thought that, he just shrugged and said everybody knew it.”

“According to Granny, Chad was seen peeking into Crystal’s window a week before she disappeared,” Maddie explained. “Now, that could be nothing more than town gossip. If you don’t have friends to stand up for you, rumors spread fast in a town the size of Blackstone Bay.”

“It could be something, though,” Ivy mused.

“It’s all we have right now,” Maddie agreed. “He lives out on that end of town. He’s actually beyond the bus stop by about four miles or so. He has a decent amount of acreage out there.”

“Do you plan on knocking on his door and asking if he’s a killer?” George asked. “That doesn’t seem very smart.”

“Actually, I thought we would start smaller,” Maddie replied. “Ivy and I have abilities. We might be able to track his movements from the woods surrounding his house. It’s not a foolproof plan, but it’s a start.”

George nodded. “How about you check in periodically, huh? That way I won’t worry about you.”

“I’ll let you know when we get out there,” she confirmed. “I’m not sure how good service is going to be that far out.”

George didn’t look happy. “Maddie…”

“It’s okay,” Ivy assured him. “She’s got me. Together, we’re an unstoppable twosome.”

“You’d better hope you are.” George gave Maddie a kiss on her cheek and then took Olly’s hand. “Do you want to go to the park today?” he asked his granddaughter. “It’s right across the road from the ice cream shop.”

“Yes,” Olly replied without a hint of hesitation.

“Isn’t that convenient,” Maddie drawled.

George merely smirked. “I happen to think so.”

NICK AND DALE HAD TO DRIVE TO BELLAIRE TO meet with the medical examiner. Blackstone Bay was too small to have its own, so that meant they worked with the county team. They checked in at the front desk, then waited until they were escorted back by one of the workers.

Lionel was standing between all three bodies when they entered his laboratory.

“Anything?” Dale asked.

Lionel had a mask over his face and he looked surprised when he glanced up. His shoulders lost their hard edge when he realized who was invading his space. “You guys are right on time.”

“We try to be punctual,” Nick said as he moved closer to the nearest body. He’d seen his share of bodies before. This one was almost completely bones. “Have you had any luck figuring out a cause of death?”

“On two of them,” Lionel replied. “This is Becky, and this is Crystal.” He pointed toward the bodies in succession. “They both have shattered hyoid bones.”

“Couldn’t that have happened because they were buried so long?” Dale asked.

Lionel shook his head. “Not like this. Now, it’s possible they sustained other injuries. I have not been able to find any trace of that so far, though.”

“What about Susie?” Nick asked.

“There’s damage to her hyoid bone, but it’s not as cut and dried as the other bodies. I believe she was killed the same way, but I can’t prove it. She’s going to be a harder case to win in court when you get your suspect.”

“What about time of death?” Dale asked. “Like…they weren’t kept captive for years and killed after, were they?”

“I don’t believe so.” Pity lined Lionel’s features. “I know you want to blame yourself for this, Dale, but those girls likely died within a few days of when they were taken. Obviously I can’t figure out an exact date and time, but they’ve been in the ground for the full twenty years.”

Dale didn’t know if that made him feel better or worse. “Well, I guess that means the parents are next,” he said to Nick.

“Yeah.” Nick sighed. “This is the worst part of the job.”

“It is,” Dale agreed. “We can’t wait any longer. We have to do it now.”

FIRST UP WAS GLYNN AND ANGIE PITT. They seemed surprised when they saw who was on their doorstep. Smiles were offered up at first, but they died quickly.

“Susie,” was all Angie said.

“I’m sorry,” Dale offered. “We found her body yesterday.”

Angie swallowed hard. “Here in town?”

“Out in the woods off North Maple.”

“How?” Glynn demanded. “I thought for sure we would get a call like this one day, but I thought it would be coming from Detroit. Are you saying she was here the whole time?”

“I’m really sorry,” Dale said. “It looks as if she never left. We happened to stumble across three graves during the search for that little girl who went missing from the bus stop yesterday.”

“I heard about that.” Angie’s eyes filled with alarm. “I didn’t hear anything about any bodies being found, though.”

“We wanted to keep it quiet. We needed to be certain.”

“And are you?” Glynn asked. “Certain I mean.”

“All three bodies had identification on them.”

Horror washed over Glynn’s features. “Crystal and Becky too?”

“Yeah.” Dale was suddenly tired, the weight of the job dragging his shoulders down. Retirement was starting to sound better and better. “We have some questions to ask.”

“I don’t know what we can tell you,” Angie replied. “We always assumed that she ran off with Becky and Crystal. They all had big dreams.”

“Or maybe we always knew and just wanted to believe that because it was easier than considering the truth,” Glynn countered in a low voice. “We’ll answer whatever questions you guys have. Honestly, though, I don’t know that we have a lot to offer you.”

THEY SPENT AN HOUR WITH ANGIE AND GLYNN. Then they went to the Butler residence. Hal Butler had left his wife a decade before. He’d moved to Florida, and his ex-wife Lynette said she never talked to him. They promised to find a phone number to make notification. Much like Angie and Glynn, however, Lynette didn’t have much to offer.

“I failed my daughter,” she said as she showed them to the door. “I always believed—even though it was probably naive—that she was out there living a good life. I thought she would just show up at my door one day, full of the same apologies she unloaded on me when she failed a test or got caught smoking pot behind the gym. I guess that’s not going to happen.”

Dale handed her a business card. “This is a contact for the morgue. They’ll help you figure out transportation when you pick a funeral home.”

“Thank you.” Lynette stared at the card for an extended beat. “Do you think she suffered?”

“No,” Dale replied automatically. He didn’t know what he believed about the deaths, but he refused to torture Becky’s mother when it wasn’t necessary. “They’ve been dead the whole time. It wasn’t dragged out.”

Lynette nodded. “I guess that’s good.”

“It’s all we have,” Dale agreed. “I really am sorry.”

“Me, too. You’ll never know how much.”

LAST UP WAS THE CONNER RESIDENCE. Ed and Carla Conner lived in the same rundown home, on the same rundown street. They hadn’t worked in a long time. They got assistance and spent every cent they managed to cobble together from odd jobs on liquor. Dale knew they were going to be unpleasant. He just wasn’t prepared for how unpleasant they would be.

“What do you want?” Ed snapped when he saw Nick and Dale on the sagging front porch. “I don’t even have a car any longer. You can’t nail me for drunk driving when I don’t have a car.”

Dale managed to maintain his control, but just barely. “Ed, we’re not here about that.”

“Oh, yeah?” Ed was shirtless and smelled as if he hadn’t showered in days. “I don’t believe you. How do you like them apples?”

“We’re here about Crystal,” Dale said. He just wanted to get this over with. “We found her body yesterday.”

Ed barely reacted. “In Detroit?”

“In the woods off North Maple Road.”

Ed glanced back inside the house. They’d yet to see Carla. Then he shook his head. “The wife is down. She had a rough night last night. I’m not telling her this.”

“You have to tell her,” Nick argued, propriety getting the better of him. “She deserves to know that her daughter is dead.”

“I’ve always known she was dead,” Ed replied dully. “Maybe at first I thought she ran away. I knew, though. She wasn’t smart enough to make it on her own. If she’d still been alive, she would’ve come back. She wouldn’t have had a choice.”

Nick’s anger bubbled up. “I remember Crystal. We were in school together. She was a smart girl.”

Ed snorted. “She was never going to be a great thinker. It’s probably best she died when she did. This place isn’t big enough for whatever kids she would’ve popped out and expected us to raise.”

“Because you did so well the first time,” Dale muttered.

“What was that?” Ed cast Dale a challenging look. “Did you say something?”

“Never mind.” Dale shook his head. “We just need to know if the stories are true about Chad Allenton looking through Crystal’s window the week before she disappeared.”

“Chad Allenton?” Ed let loose a snort. “I heard those stories, too. Chad was never like that. He was here because I borrowed a weed wacker from him. If he was looking through the windows, it was just to see if anybody was home.”

“I see.” Dale’s expression remained flat. “Well, then I guess that’s it.” He hadn’t been expecting to get information from Ed and Carla. They didn’t care about anybody but themselves. He didn’t think they even cared about each other. They just couldn’t afford to separate and not share the bills. “We’ll be on our way.”

“And don’t come back.” Ed moved to shut the door, but Nick stopped him.

“Just one thing,” Nick said, his eyes serious. “To your recollection, did Crystal have a ring she used to wear?”

Ed nodded. “It was some red thing. Cheap. Not a ruby. Some boy at school gave it to her, promised that he would love her forever. Then he broke up with her a month later. She had terrible taste in men.”

“She must have gotten it from her mother,” Dale remarked.

Nick stepped between the two men when it looked as if Ed might throw a punch. “Do you remember what boy gave it to her?”

“No, I do not.”

Nick sighed, then nodded. “Okay. Thank you for your time.”

“I didn’t give it freely. You took it.”

“Have a nice day.”

MADDIE PARKED AT THE SCENIC OVERLOOK that abutted Chad’s property.

“This is public land,” she explained to Ivy as they exited her car. “This way, if we accidentally run into Chad in the woods, we can say we were trying to hike for exercise and got turned around. My car will be here, so he won’t have any reason to doubt us.”

“Yeah, something tells me he’s going to be suspicious if he sees us,” Ivy replied. “I don’t really care either way, though.”

“Me either.”

They started down the hill, Maddie in the lead. She was more familiar with the twisty trail. “In about a month, the ground will start to freeze at night and this climb will turn treacherous. It’s not too bad now, though.”

“It’s pretty,” Ivy agreed.

They were silent until they hit the bottom of the hill, then they looked left and right.

“Which way?” Ivy asked after a beat.

Maddie didn’t realize she was tapping into her magical intuition until she pointed toward the right. “Most people go that way.” She gestured to the left. “The woods are thicker this way.”

“Which means if there’s anything to find, then it’s likely in this direction,” Ivy surmised.

“Pretty much,” Maddie agreed.

“Let’s get to it.”

Unlike the previous day, they didn’t talk. In the back of Maddie’s mind, she couldn’t help but wonder if it was their voices that had tipped off Allie’s bad man that somebody was close. They might’ve actually seen who they were dealing with if they’d been quiet. Today, neither one of them was up for small talk.

They walked a good half mile before something drew Ivy even farther to the east.

“What is it?” Maddie asked when she realized her friend had strayed from the path. “Do you see something?”

“It’s more like I sense something,” Ivy replied.

Maddie took stock of their surroundings. The normal noises of the forest were still present. Birds were rustling in the trees. A babbling brook wasn’t too far away. Maddie even caught sight of a rabbit hopping around. None of those things suggested that danger was afoot.

She followed Ivy beyond a pair of maple trees that were so old they’d grown together over the years. They were twisted and craggy and yet somehow wonderful at the same time. Maddie was so focused on the trees, she slammed into Ivy’s back without realizing it was going to happen.

“Sorry,” Maddie sputtered. “I obviously wasn’t paying attention.”

Ivy shook her head. She didn’t look at Maddie. Her gaze was straightforward.

“What…?” Maddie didn’t finish the question. She couldn’t. Every thought vacated her head as she took in the small clearing.

There were three small piles of rocks. Somebody had arranged them. They’d used smaller rocks to etch out some design on the ground. On the trees, somebody had used paint—or was that blood?—to draw symbols into the bark. The clearing wasn’t very big, and yet it was filled to the brim with evil.

“What is this?” Maddie asked, dumbfounded. She’d never seen anything like it. Similar, sure, but nothing this big and ornate.

“It looks like a pagan altar area,” Ivy replied, turning in a circle. She was careful not to step over the rocks and mar the symbol on the ground.

“Do you think something bad happened here?” Maddie asked, her mouth dry.

“I don’t think anything good happened here.” Ivy’s mind was clearly working overtime when she turned back to Maddie. “How far is this from where we found the graves?”

“About four or five miles,” Maddie replied. “Why? Do you think they were killed here?”

“I don’t know. It just seems suspicious to me.”

“Do you think Chad did this?”

“I don’t know him. It feels…witchy…though.”

Ivy would know that word better than anybody else, Maddie mused. She nodded in understanding.

“We should probably get Nick and Dale out here,” Maddie said. “They need to see this.”

“Yeah. They definitely do.”
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Maddie had to wait for Nick by the road. He went straight to her for a hug. Then she led him and Dale to where they’d found what could only be described as some sort of ritual site.

“What in the hell?” Dale practically exploded as he looked around. “This looks like some sort of satanic killing zone.”

“Ah, the Satanic Panic,” Ivy drawled. “You would be the right age to remember that.”

Dale shot her a dour look. “Are you calling me old?”

Ivy laughed. “No, but it happened in the 1980s, a frame of reference some of us only have thanks to movies.” She cocked her head, suddenly interested. “You would’ve been around at that time.”

“We’ve already established that,” Dale replied dryly.

“Were you a police officer then?”

He nodded. “Yes, but before you get ahead of yourself, Blackstone Bay is tiny. It was barely a blip here.”

Ivy arched an eyebrow and waited.

“I’m being serious,” Dale said. “The Satanic Panic was all over the news, but people here laughed over it.”

Ivy nodded. That made sense. “Well, this isn’t satanic.”

“No?” Now it was Dale’s turn to be dubious. “How can you be certain?”

“Because those mounds there?” Ivy pointed to the collections of rocks. “Those have ties to witch history, not devil worship.”

Dale crouched down to get a better look at the rocks. “Any idea how long this has been out here?”

“No.” Ivy shook her head. “Sorry. I wish I could answer that, but I can’t. I have to think it’s been more than a few years, though.”

“Like…maybe it was out here twenty years ago and somebody came back recently to clean it up?”

“Why do you think that?” Maddie asked. She was honestly curious.

“It’s just a hunch.” Dale was grim. “I mean…if we assume that we really did have a serial killer here twenty years ago, what has he been doing ever since then?”

“You don’t know it’s a he,” Maddie argued.

“Actually, the odds are good it is,” Dale countered. “Only 8.6 percent of serial killers are female, and of those, thirty-nine percent of them are nurses or in the health care industry.”

“Ah.” Ivy bobbed her head. “That makes sense. They would have access to victims. They’re not necessarily going to hunt like a male serial killer would hunt.”

“Pretty much,” Dale agreed. “Also, except in hospital situations, for the most part, female serial killers hunt the opposite sex.”

“So, since we have three female victims, it makes sense that the killer would be male,” Ivy surmised.

“It’s also not easy to bury a body in the middle of the woods, let alone three of them,” Nick offered. “It takes strength.”

“I could do it,” Ivy said. “I mean…with enough time, I could do it. I’m determined enough.”

“You probably could,” Nick agreed. “I still think we’re dealing with a man.”

“Chad Allenton?” Maddie asked.

“I know that’s why you were out here, but we can’t just go after him because he’s creepy,” Nick chided. “According to Crystal’s parents—they’re lovely people by the way—Chad was at the house because Ed borrowed a piece of lawn equipment and didn’t return it.”

Maddie deflated a bit. “So, he could’ve been looking through the window to see if anybody was home.”

“Yes.”

“This is still close to his house,” Ivy pointed out. “What do we know about him?”

“He’s forty-five, which would’ve put him in his twenties when the other girls went missing,” Dale replied. “Most serial killers start between the ages of nineteen and thirty, so that tracks. However, I’ve never known one to have a cooling off period of twenty years.”

“And he’s lived here the entire time?” Ivy prodded.

Dale nodded. “He has.”

“What about a record?”

Dale smirked at Ivy. “It’s easy to tell that you’re married to a cop. You think like one when you ask questions like this. As for his record, it’s…colorful. He’s been in a few bar brawls. He has a drunk driving conviction. There are a few petty larcenies, but not in years. In fact, in the past twenty years, the only trouble he’s found is at the bar.”

“And no women complaining about him?” Ivy pressed.

“Nope. I honestly can’t remember him ever dating. I’m sure he has, but he’s not exactly popular with the ladies.”

“It’s because he’s creepy,” Maddie said. “I don’t like to judge people just by their looks, but he’s always frowning and he stares. Nobody is going to want to be around that.”

Nick cast his wife a sidelong look. “Has he ever made you feel uncomfortable?”

“I don’t think I’ve ever interacted with him, other than to say ‘excuse me’ when leaving the bakery at the same time or anything.”

“Well, we’re going to go to his cabin,” Dale said. “We’re going to ask him about the peeping thing.”

Ivy startled. “Do you think that’s a good idea? Won’t that just tip him off?”

“Do you have a better suggestion?” Dale sounded utterly reasonable when asking the question. “We can’t do nothing. This is going to get out in town today, and everybody is going to freak out. We have to follow the line of questioning, and right now, he’s all we have.”

“I guess.” Ivy made a face. “What about his parents? Are they still around?”

“His mother is,” Dale replied. “She lives in the trailer park over by the truck stop on the highway. She’s…well, suffice it to say that I’m surprised she’s still alive. When Chad was growing up, she had a drinking problem. Now I hear it’s meth.”

“So, you don’t expect her to give you much,” Maddie assumed.

“I don’t get the feeling that she’s all that close with Chad,” Dale replied. “I mean…I don’t know anybody who is close with him. He doesn’t have any friends.”

“Serial killer,” Ivy sang out.

Dale shot her a quelling look. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I can tell you’re going to be a handful.”

“Let’s just say I don’t like kids being chased from the bus stop.”

“Nobody likes that.” Dale cocked his head and looked around again. “What should we do about this?”

Ivy was already moving. “Well, we don’t know who did it and we have no idea if it’s in use. There’s one way to find out, though.” She used her foot to knock over the piles of rocks, scattering them. “Now, if we come back tomorrow and it’s back the way it was, we’ll know someone is regularly out here.”

Dale’s lips curved. “I guess that’s as good a test as anything.”

Ivy nodded. “Yes.”

“Well, we’re going to the cabin to talk to Chad, and you can’t come with us.” Dale was firm. “If he’s not there, I guess we’ll visit his mother.” He didn’t look happy about it.

“What are you guys going to do?” Nick asked.

Maddie already had an idea on that front. “I think we’ll have lunch with Christy.”

Nick’s forehead creased. “Why?”

“Because who else has better gossip on the people in this town?”

Nick opened his mouth to shut down the idea, then stopped himself. “That’s true. If any of the women in this town have ever had a run-in with Chad, Christy will have heard about it.”

Maddie’s smile suggested she was pleased with herself. “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

NICK POUNDED ON THE DOOR OF Chad’s cabin but nobody answered. He couldn’t decide if that was a good or bad thing.

“His truck isn’t here,” Dale noted. “It’s possible he’s out working.”

“Do you know where?”

“No. He jumps from job to job. He’s a good handyman from what I hear. He can fix anything from garage doors, to rotted wood on houses. I heard he was working for that concrete company in Bellaire for a bit.”

“If he’s antisocial and really does make people uncomfortable, then it’s likely that he can’t keep a job for a long time,” Nick noted. “People will figure out there’s something wrong with him fairly quickly on a day-to-day basis.”

“We don’t know there’s anything wrong with him,” Dale cautioned. “He could be on the spectrum or something. His mother is not the type of person who would’ve taken him to a doctor for behavioral issues or anything. He’s probably lucky he’s still alive.”

“Fine.” Nick held up his hands in defeat. “I know better than jumping to conclusions.”

“But?” Dale prodded.

“But that thing in the woods was weird.”

“It was, but we don’t know if he did that.”

“He’s the only one who lives in that general area.”

“Yeah, but if you were building a weird witch altar, would you build it so close to your house?”

“I guess that’s a fair point.” Nick cracked his neck. “So, his mother, what’s she like?”

“She’s horrible,” Dale replied. “You’re going to hate her.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because you like your women soft and angelic. Meg is…well, she’s the exact opposite.”

“I can’t wait to meet her.”

“Yeah, tell me that again in an hour.”

MEG ALLENTON ANSWERED THE DOOR IN A ROBE that wasn’t cinched. Underneath she had on a nightgown, but it looked as if she’d been wearing it for a month straight because it was filthy—coffee stains all over it—and she was so thin that it didn’t fit properly. Every move she made threatened a nip slip.

“Oh, what are you doing here?” Meg groused, blowing the smoke from the cigarette she had firmly clutched between her dirty fingers directly into Dale’s face.

He managed to refrain from coughing, but it was by sheer force of will. “Meg,” Dale said dryly. “It’s been a bit.”

“That’s because I don’t go into your stupid town when I need something,” she replied. “I hate that town. If I could afford to move, I would. I do all my shopping in Bellaire these days. I don’t want my money going to paying your salary.”

“Or you’ve been banned from every store in town because you steal,” Dale countered.

Meg narrowed her eyes to dangerous slits. “I don’t think I like your attitude.”

“I’m sure you don’t,” Dale said evenly. “That doesn’t change the fact that you try to shoplift wherever you go.”

Meg turned to shut the door in their faces, but Dale extended his foot so she couldn’t manage it.

“You might as well answer our questions, Meg,” he said. “The sooner you do, the sooner we’ll be out of your hair.”

“No.”

“Fine.” Dale didn’t move his foot, but he did raise his hands. “We’ll just park outside your trailer and wait until you’re ready to talk.” Dale glanced around. “I’m sure you’ll have visitors later who won’t like that.”

Meg made a popping noise with her lips. “What do you want, Dale?” she demanded as she swung back around. She was obviously annoyed.

“Well, for once, we’re not here for you.” Dale didn’t bother asking for Meg to usher them inside. He knew she wouldn’t. She wasn’t about to be arrested for whatever drug paraphernalia she had in the house. “We’re here about Chad.”

For the first time since they’d arrived, interest gleamed in Meg’s dead eyes. “What did he do? Is he dead? Was his cabin paid off? I’m his next of kin. That cabin goes to me.”

Nick had to battle down the bile that was threatening to come up. This was not a parent. This was…something else entirely. He felt sick to his stomach.

“He’s not dead,” Dale replied. “At least not to our knowledge. Do you know where he’s working these days?”

“He works the bare minimum,” Meg replied. “He only makes enough to take care of himself. Does he help his mother, the woman who gave him life? No. I have medical problems. Big, big medical problems.”

“I’m sure the meth doesn’t help those problems,” Nick said, speaking before he thought better of it.

Meg shot him a cool look. “I don’t know what it is that you’re assuming, but I’m an old woman. I need my medicine. The government doesn’t help people like me. I have to help myself.”

“If that’s what you need to tell yourself.” Nick shook his head. “We’re here about Chad. Not you.”

“Well, I haven’t seen him in years,” Meg replied. “We’re not exactly chummy.”

“Did you ever know him to have an unhealthy interest in young women…or girls?” Dale asked.

Confusion knit what was left of Meg’s eyebrows together. “What do you mean? Are you asking if he’s a pervert?”

“I guess, from your perspective, that’s what I’m asking,” Dale confirmed. He didn’t look happy about it.

“Of course he was a pervert. His daddy was a pervert…although I’m not entirely certain who his daddy was. They were all perverts back then.” Meg lit another cigarette. She was clearly warming to her subject. Now that she knew they weren’t there for her, she seemed open to talking to them.

“When he was a kid, he used to go through the neighbors’ garbage looking for dirty magazines,” she continued. “He would lock himself in his room for hours. You know that means he was bad at it.”

Dale made a face. “How old was he?”

“I don’t know. Twelve. Thirteen maybe. He had a whole collection of those magazines—you know the ones—by the time he moved out when he was seventeen. They were one of the few things he took with him.”

“What were the magazines like?” Nick asked.

“Why?” Meg barked out a laugh. “You want to trade up from the Graves girl? I’m betting she doesn’t go in for the dirty. You look like you could use some dirty.” She angled herself closer to Nick and lowered her voice to a husky whisper. “I go in for the dirty.”

“Thanks for that lovely update,” Nick drawled. “I think I’ll pass, though.”

Meg merely shrugged. “Your loss.” She turned back to Dale. “The kid was always quiet—like freaky quiet—and he had no respect for me. I don’t know anything about him now. I always thought he would grow up to be a serial killer or something, though. Is that what you’re looking at him for?”

Dale was caught off guard. “Why would you say that?”

“Sometimes you just know. I knew there was something wrong with the boy the second I gave birth to him. Then he got weirder as he got older, always talking to himself and staring off into nothing. He’s a monster. Monsters need to be put down.”

Dale swallowed hard. “Well, I guess I should thank you for your time.”

“You should,” Meg agreed. “I’m always open for cash gifts.”

“Yeah, you’re on your own there.”

CHRISTY WAS MORE THAN HAPPY TO HAVE lunch with Maddie and Ivy. She was already talking before she sat down.

“I’m going to kill your brother-in-law,” she warned Maddie. She was married to Nick’s brother, John, and they had a very loud, very passionate relationship. “He’s trying to trick me into having another kid. I told him that’s never going to happen, but he’s taken to bringing flowers and candy home three times a week to woo me.”

Ivy was familiar with Christy, which meant she was already smiling as she sipped her iced tea.

“Aren’t three kids enough?” Maddie asked. She had three nephews—they’d arrived in four years—and they were a rambunctious lot. “I would think he would want some sleep eventually.”

“He wants a girl.” Christy made a face. “I mean I get it—I wanted a girl too—but I think we should be done.”

“I don’t know,” Maddie countered. “John turns into a big pile of mush whenever he’s around Olly. He would probably be a good girl dad.”

“And if we have another boy? It’s not as if we can trade him in.”

“You’ll love him regardless,” Maddie said. “Still, I get it. Having kids is definitely something you need to plan for. I can’t imagine adding another one.” She frowned at the thought. “Granny is like a third child anyway.”

“She is,” Christy agreed. “Plus, you guys got the perfect configuration. One girl. One boy. Everybody is well behaved.”

“Olly is actually starting to get loud.”

Christy snorted. “If you think that kid is loud, how about you take our three for a weekend, huh? Then you’ll know the meaning of the word loud.”

“Do you want to go somewhere?” Maddie asked. “Like…for a romantic weekend? I’m sure we can figure something out.”

“Maddie, if we get a weekend without the kids, we’re going to spend it at home. Sleeping. That will be the most romantic thing in the world.”

Maddie laughed. She couldn’t help herself. “Well, we can probably arrange for that to happen.”

“Just name the time and the place and I’ll have the kids ready.”

“Not until we solve this case.” Maddie turned serious. “There’s something big going on.”

“You mean little Allie Sullivan?” Christy’s smile disappeared. “I heard someone chased her from the bus stop. What’s up with that?”

“There’s more.” Maddie was grim. “Ivy and I are the ones who found her. We also found three graves when we were out there.”

Christy sat straighter in her chair. “I didn’t hear that part.”

“I think the news is going to spread today. The bodies have already been identified.”

Christy waited. She knew Maddie wasn’t done.

“Crystal Conner, Becky Butler, and Susie Pitt.”

Christy’s mouth fell open. “No way. They moved to Detroit.”

“No.” Maddie solemnly shook her head. “They never left.”

“And you think what happened with Allie Sullivan has something to do with that?”

“We don’t know.” Maddie held out her hands. “It seems awfully coincidental for those two things not to be connected. We don’t know for sure, though.”

“And you wanted lunch with me?” Christy was rightfully confused. “Why?”

“Because we heard a story about Chad Allenton peeping into Crystal Conner’s windows right before she went missing, and nobody has gossip about Chad Allenton. We were hoping you would.”

Christy’s smile turned feral. “Well, ladies, you came to the right place. I have several stories about Chad Allenton. For the record, he’s a bad dude.”

Maddie exhaled heavily. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

“Let’s order, then I’ll get into it. The guy is a creep. If you think he killed those three girls, well, I don’t happen to believe it’s out of the question.”

“Let’s order,” Maddie agreed. “Then I want to hear everything you know.”
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Once Maddie, Ivy, and Christy had their food, talk naturally turned to Chad.

“So, he’s a starer to be sure,” Christy started. She had a huge juicy burger in front of her and she bit into it with gusto. She chewed and swallowed before continuing. “He also says weird things.”

“I think we’re going to need more information than that,” Maddie said dryly.

“You know Clementine Piscatella?”

Maddie nodded.

“That’s a mouthful of a name,” Ivy noted.

“Right?” Christy laughed. “Apparently he waited for her outside the post office one day and tried to follow her to her truck. She had her toddler with her and she was incredibly nervous because Chad kept asking her if she wanted to get lunch, but he was ignoring her kid.”

“Is she married?” Ivy asked.

“She was separated at the time—something that Chad would have knowledge of—but everybody knew she was going to get back with Dan. She was just trying to teach him a lesson.”

“He had a gambling problem,” Maddie explained for Ivy’s benefit. “He was spending all their money at the reservation casino and she was sick of it. She loved him, but she couldn’t take it any longer. She kicked him out until he turned all the finances over to her and went to counseling.”

“Did that work?” Ivy asked.

Maddie nodded. “It’s been three years or so. They were separated for a good eight months. Dan fought her for a bit—he kept saying it wasn’t a problem because he occasionally won—but Clementine held firm.”

“That was smart of her.”

“Yeah, he was living with his mother for those eight months, though.”

“And Chad apparently knew it because he waited until Dan was out of the picture to ask her out,” Christy said. “Clementine politely discouraged him. He didn’t want to take no for an answer, though. She said she and Dan were trying to work things out, even though at the time things were really rough between them.”

Maddie waited for her friend to continue. When she didn’t, she made an impatient hand motion. “That’s it?”

“Oh, no.” Christy took another bite and shook her head. “Clementine swears that Chad parked across the road from her house for three straight nights after that. He just sat there and stared. She was afraid to let her kids go out and play. She got so nervous she called her brother and he stayed at the house for a full week.”

“Did that dissuade Chad?” Ivy asked.

“Yeah. For the most part. He stopped hanging around. Clementine ran into him about a month later, though, and he screamed at her to get away from him in the grocery store.”

Ivy’s forehead creased. “Like…he yelled at her?”

“Yeah. He had a total meltdown. He said she wanted him around and then she didn’t, suggesting she was a tease. Clementine took off, and she and Dan got back together a few months after. She said that she would see Chad around occasionally, but as soon as Dan was back, he disappeared.”

“So, he was watching her enough to know when Dan was back in the house,” Maddie mused.

“Yeah, and that’s not the only person he did that to. Cady Peltier said he did the same thing to her. She was engaged at the time and he kept coming around asking her for dates. She turned him down but he didn’t care. The second she got married, he went away.”

“So, apparently active marriages are a trigger for him,” Maddie mused. “I wonder why.”

“Maybe that’s a mental barrier for him,” Ivy said. “Maybe he actually respects the sanctity of marriage.”

“Or he’s afraid of the husbands,” Christy countered. “There was a time when I thought he was interested in me. This was after I started dating John but before we got married.”

“Did you tell John?” Maddie asked.

Christy shook her head. “I was afraid he would go crazy. It’s not that he would be jealous—he only gets jealous when we role play—but he’s a state police officer. He would’ve said something just because he thinks that’s his place.”

“Yeah.” Maddie scratched her cheek. “Obviously he didn’t call you a tease, though.”

“No. He never got around to asking me out either. He just watched for a bit.”

“Maybe he figured it was too dangerous for him to approach you because of John,” Ivy said. “He could’ve decided that it was one thing to operate around a random guy. A state police officer is another story.”

“Right.” Maddie bobbed her head. “He sounds unhinged.”

“I don’t know.” Christy lifted her shoulders. “He kind of makes me feel sorry for him. He didn’t have the best upbringing.”

“A lot of people can say that,” Ivy countered. “Not everybody can say they’re a potential suspect in a serial murder case because of it.”

“I guess.” Christy looked dejected. “Do you really think it was him?”

Maddie’s shoulders hopped. “I don’t know. We’re going to find out, though.”

NICK BUSIED HIMSELF WADING THROUGH ALL the files they had on Meg and Chad when he got back to the office. Not surprisingly, both of them showed up in a variety of police reports. There were a bunch from when Chad was a kid, and not all of them revolved around the parents’ bad behavior.

“Nick.” Dale appeared in Nick’s open doorway, his face slack. He didn’t get a chance to say what he was going to say because Nick started talking first.

“Do you know that there are multiple complaints about pets going missing in the neighborhood where Meg and Chad lived when he was about nine years old?” Nick asked his former partner.

“No, but that’s something we should chase.” Dale sucked in a breath. “Another girl is missing.”

Nick straightened in his chair. “What? From back then? Who?”

“Not from back then. Now.”

“I don’t…what?” Nick was having trouble figuring out what Dale was saying to him.

“Chloe Stringer,” Dale said. “She rides the same bus as Allie Sullivan. She was dropped off at the bus stop but never made it home. It’s a three-minute walk.”

Nick hopped to his feet swiftly. “Are you kidding me?”

“No.” Dale looked pained. “We need Maddie and Ivy out there again. You can call them on the way.”

“Where are we going?”

“We’re stopping at the school first,” Dale replied. “We need to talk to the bus driver for specifics. The principal caught him before he could leave for the day. I guess we lucked out because he was outside his vehicle. He’s waiting there for us.”

“Okay.” Nick grabbed his cell phone. “What the hell is going on here?”

“I don’t know, but it’s not good.”

Dale was the one who jumped behind the wheel. Nick called Maddie as soon as he’d fastened his seatbelt.

“Hello, handsome,” Maddie trilled. “Please tell me you’ve solved this and we’re good.”

“I wish, Mad.” Nick’s heart pinged because he knew Maddie was going to melt down. “Chloe Stringer didn’t make it from the bus stop to her house.”

Maddie made a gasping sound. “What?”

“We’re on our way to talk to the bus driver. We need you and Ivy back out there to search for obvious reasons.”

“We’re going,” Maddie assured him. He could hear voices in the background, and he recognized one of them as belonging to Christy. “Should we start in the same place?”

“Um…that’s a good question.” He glanced at Dale. “Where should they start?”

“Chloe would’ve been at the same bus stop as Allie,” Dale replied. “I think three or four kids are picked up there. They can start in the same place, although I don’t know if they’ll end up in the same place.”

“Right.” Nick’s stomach roiled. “Start at the same place, Mad. Just be careful when you’re heading into the woods. This time you might not be able to scare whoever this is away.”

“She might not be in the woods,” Maddie noted. “We’re going to follow wherever the spell takes us.”

“Okay, but if it takes you to Chad Allenton’s place—or another house—then you need to call us. You can’t just run in there.”

Maddie hesitated on the other end of the call.

“Mad.” Nick’s voice was a low growl.

“I’m going to do what needs to be done,” Maddie said finally. “I won’t be alone. I have Ivy with me.”

“You call me!”

“I can’t promise that.” Maddie sounded pained. “I wish I could, but I can’t. You know I can’t.”

Nick wanted to argue with her, more than anything, but he recognized that he was putting her in a position where she could either lie or tell him the truth. “Just be careful,” he said finally. “Wherever you end up, I want to know about it.”

“I can do that,” Maddie promised. “We’ll be okay.”

“You’d better be.”

“Just do what you need to do and we’ll do the same.”

“Yeah. I guess that’s all we can do.”

CLAYTON TAYLOR WAS TECHNICALLY A RETIRED bus driver. He’d spent forty years working for the Blackstone Bay School District. Then he’d retired three years before but still picked up various routes here and there when the other drivers were sick or looking to take a vacation.

He looked shaken when Nick and Dale entered Fred Hunter’s office.

“Fred.” Dale shook the principal’s hand. His eyes immediately went to the bus driver. “Clayton.”

“Dale.” Clayton was pale and looked sick to his stomach. He was so pale in fact he almost looked sunken in to Dale. “I don’t know what happened. I dropped her off just like I normally would. I just…don’t understand.”

“It’s okay,” Dale assured him. “I just need to know what happened. Are you filling in for somebody today? Were you on yesterday?”

Clayton nodded. “Mark Fields. He’s on vacation. I agreed to take on his route for the entire week.”

“Just can’t get comfortable in retirement, huh?” Dale teased. He was going for levity, but it fell flat.

“I get bored, so filling in is good for me,” Clayton explained. “I like working. I like my time off. I basically work five days a month or so. It’s a good balance.”

“And we’re happy to have him,” Fred volunteered. “He knows all the routes. I think he’s covered them all at one time or another.”

“We’re not blaming you for anything, Clayton,” Dale assured him. “We’re just trying to understand how it went down. This is the second little girl from that exact route to go missing.”

“I know.” Clayton let loose a sigh. “I wasn’t technically on that route yesterday, though. Mark takes a town route twice a week so he can drop his own kids off at school. It works out for him to do it.”

“So you were in town yesterday,” Dale realized.

“Yeah. I finished on time, got the kids where they were supposed to be, and then went home. Somebody else had the route out by the Sullivan house yesterday.”

“Sam Winthrop,” Fred volunteered. “He takes two country routes a week and three town routes. He and Mark switch off. They both like it. I talked to him, though. He says he didn’t see Allie at all.”

“I’ll talk to him to make sure,” Dale said. “Right now, our priority has to be Chloe. She was on the bus, right?” he prodded Clayton. “Who got off at the stop with her?”

“Nobody,” Clayton replied. “It was just her today.”

Dale’s eyebrows moved toward one another. “I thought multiple kids got off at that stop.”

“They do,” Fred replied. “Allie is one of them and her parents kept her out of school today.”

“Which is understandable,” Nick said.

“There are two boys, though, too,” Fred said. “Caleb Waters and Dickie Prentiss. They both participate in the swim program, though. They stayed to get their first swim in the pool. Their parents will pick them up later.”

“So, Chloe was alone when she was dropped off,” Dale said, rolling his neck. “Did she say anything to you?”

Clayton tilted his head. “She was toward the back. She was the last kid on the bus. I didn’t think much of it. I’m sorry. I said bye to her when she got off. She said bye back. Then she was gone.”

Dale bobbed his head. “What was the last thing you saw?”

“She was walking along the side of the road. I could see her house. I didn’t think there would be a problem.” Clayton swiped at his cheek. “I should’ve watched until she was all the way home. I wasn’t thinking. With what happened to Allie, I should’ve taken the five minutes to watch her walk through the door.”

“It’s not your fault,” Dale assured him. “You couldn’t have known.” He glanced at Nick. “We need to get out there.”

“You’re organizing another search?” Fred asked.

“We are,” Dale said. “We need to figure out something for the kids in that area regarding the buses.”

“I’m already on it,” Fred said. “I’m going to organize the parents so someone is there with them every morning until we know what’s going on.”

“That’s good.” Dale smiled. “We’re heading out.”

“I want to help search,” Clayton blurted.

“You need to go home,” Dale countered. “There’s nothing you can do here. We’ll let you know when we find her.”

“You will find her, right?” Clayton looked wrecked. “I can’t live thinking I was the last one to see that little girl.”

“Oh, we’re going to find her,” Dale assured him. “Make no mistake. Whatever this is, we’re finding her and ending this. You have my word.”

DALE HAD SEVERAL OFFICERS ON THE SCENE when Maddie and Ivy showed up. They were directing volunteer searchers.

“You’re here again?” Alex Kelly asked as he caught sight of Maddie. He’d been on the force for about three years, so they’d run into each other at various functions from time to time.

“I am,” Maddie confirmed.

“Do you think you’ll have luck two days in a row?” Alex looked hopeful.

Maddie held out her hands. “We’re going to find out. Do you want us to start in a specific place?”

“Just go wherever the wind takes you,” Alex replied. “You obviously know what you’re doing.”

“Thanks.” Maddie motioned for Ivy to walk with her. “Her house is there.” She pointed toward an older model split-level house. “She would’ve been dropped off here.”

Ivy glanced around. “So, let’s go into the woods here.” She gestured toward the right side of the road. “Chloe would’ve walked along this side of the road. She had to have been taken somewhere in the middle.”

“Are we thinking someone was waiting in the woods for her?” Maddie asked.

Ivy lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “It makes as much sense as anything else,” she replied. “Although…where would he be taking her if he went into the woods on that side? What’s over there?”

“Um…” Maddie tilted her head as she tried to imagine what she knew of that area. “If you walk far enough—we’re talking five miles—there’s a turkey farm.”

Ivy considered it. “I’ve seen enough Dateline episodes to know that horrible things can happen on farms. They have a lot of out buildings, and nobody who doesn’t belong there can get close.”

“Yeah.” Maddie nodded. “It’s owned by Aaron Fleet, though. He wouldn’t be my first choice as a predator.”

“How old is he?”

“In his sixties.”

“So, he could’ve been a predator twenty years ago. He would’ve been in his forties.”

“Yeah, but he has like five kids. They’re all older. The sons have built houses on the property. They have a lot of acreage, but there are grandchildren running from house to house to play with their cousins now. I don’t see how they would keep someone captive out there.”

“Maybe nobody is being kept captive,” Ivy said. “Maybe she’s already dead.”

Maddie shot her friend a dirty look. “Do you have to be so defeatist?”

“I’m not being defeatist,” Ivy replied. “I’m just trying to be realistic. If I were trying to steal a girl a day after I blew an attempt on another girl, I’m not sure I would risk keeping her captive.”

“Would you risk taking a girl one day after you were almost caught trying to take another girl?”

“That’s a fair point,” Ivy conceded. “If our killer is spiraling, though, or having a mental break…” She held out her hands.

“Reason might go out the window,” Maddie surmised.

Ivy nodded. “Yeah.”

They waited until they were past the tree line to look around.

“Here is as good a place as any,” Ivy said as she conjured her locator spell.

Maddie kept watch to make sure nobody was spying on them through the trees. It would be suspicious if they found Chloe. She didn’t care, though. People could look at her all they wanted. Finding the girl was the most important thing.

Ivy spun the locator spell outward, expecting a line to form so they could follow it. She managed to get the line to start, but then it appeared to hit an invisible wall before dissipating. She tried again and got the same result.

“What’s happening?” Maddie asked as she watched her friend struggle.

“I’m not sure.” Ivy shook her head and tried a third time. Nothing happened. “It’s as if there’s a dampening field or something around this area.”

“So…there’s magic interfering with your magic?”

Ivy nodded.

“Should we try to move out some, find a spot where that’s not happening?”

“I don’t see where we have a choice,” Ivy replied grimly. “Obviously we can’t do nothing. We might have to search the old-fashioned way.”

Maddie wasn’t thrilled at the prospect, but she nodded. “I’ll see if I can crank up my version of a locator spell when we’re farther out.”

“It can’t possibly hurt.”

They started walking.

“What do you think is going on here?” Maddie asked after several seconds. “Like…what is this? Why would a preferential predator move from teenagers to small children?”

“The only reason I can think is that he doesn’t think he can handle a teenager. Like…a kid would be easier to control.”

“It’s going to garner more attention, too, though.”

“Yes, well, maybe he doesn’t care. Maybe he’s off his rocker. Maybe he’s dying and he wants one last hurrah.”

“That’s pretty frightening, Ivy.”

“Do you have another explanation?”

“No. I don’t like this one little bit, though.”

On that, Ivy could wholeheartedly agree.
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It was shortly before dark when Nick looked up from his spot next to Dale’s official police Jeep and saw Maddie and Ivy finally emerge from the woods. He had never seen his wife look so dejected. Her shoulders sloped down, fatigue was etched across her face, and there was an air of despair that couldn’t be ignored, even from a hundred feet away.

“I take it they didn’t find her,” Dale said as he moved up next to Nick.

Nick swallowed hard and shook his head. “I guess not.”

Maddie headed straight for him when she saw him. “Anything?” she asked.

Nick didn’t want to crush her further—that was actually the last thing he wanted—but he didn’t have good news.

“Chad Allenton is in the wind,” he replied. “We don’t know where he is. He has been helping with harvesting out at the Fleet farm. He hasn’t showed up for the past two days, though.”

“Meaning he’s likely on the run,” Ivy surmised.

Nick opened his mouth, but he honestly wasn’t certain how to respond. “I don’t know,” he said finally. “He’s not friends with anybody. We have no idea where else to look. He’s just gone.”

“He has Chloe,” Maddie said, her lower lip trembling. “It’s him.”

“We don’t know that, Mad,” Nick argued.

“Who else?”

“Well, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but it’s entirely possible he’s being used as a scapegoat,” Ivy offered. She didn’t shrink in the face of Maddie’s glare. “It’s the truth. He’s a loner. He has zero friends. Nobody would miss him. Have you even confirmed when the last time anybody saw him was?” she asked Nick.

“The day before the attempt was made on Allie,” Nick replied. “As far as we can tell—at least right now—that was the last time anybody saw him.”

“So, he could be dead too,” Ivy mused.

“Or it could be him,” Maddie fired back. “You heard Christy this afternoon. He’s a creep.”

“I heard Christy this afternoon,” Ivy acknowledged. “He sounds as if he has issues.”

“Big, big issues!”

Ivy remained calm despite the fact that Maddie was flirting with a meltdown. “That doesn’t mean he did this.” She didn’t back down when Maddie pinned her with a death glare. “Something about this feels off to me.”

“A little girl is missing,” Maddie fired back. “How could this not feel off?”

“It’s just…the three girls who went missing twenty years ago were all teenagers,” Ivy said. “Allie is eight, right?”

“Seven,” Nick corrected. “She’s almost eight, though.”

“And Chloe?”

“Eight.”

Ivy nodded. “In the grand scheme of things, eight years is nothing. If a twenty-five-year-old and a thirty-three-year-old went missing at the hands of the same person, that wouldn’t be surprising. There’s a big difference between eight and sixteen, though.”

“It doesn’t make sense for it to be two different people,” Maddie argued. “We’ve already agreed on that.”

“I half-agree,” Ivy countered. “If we’re dealing with one person, unless there are some specific things we don’t know about yet, it doesn’t make a lot of sense.”

Nick cocked his head. He could follow where Ivy was going. “You think it’s more than one person.”

“I think, maybe, it was a partnership back then,” Ivy agreed. “I mean…we can’t know for certain. You mentioned it was a lot of work to bury a body, though. What if it was two people and the dominant one back then made the decision on who they went after?”

Nick started bobbing his head. “And then for some reason the partnership had to go underground. Maybe one of them got sick or married. We’re talking a hardcore change of life here.”

“Yes,” Ivy agreed.

“That would mean that the partner died recently,” Nick said.

“Or was moved to a home or something,” Ivy countered. “Either way, the second half of the partnership might be at loose ends. Maybe there’s some emotional upheaval here and that’s why whoever is doing it in the present made such a ridiculously bold move.”

Nick was intrigued by the way Ivy’s mind worked. “It was dangerous for him to go after a second child in the exact same area only a day later,” he conceded.

“I don’t know how it all works out,” Ivy admitted. “There are multiple possibilities here. I just don’t think we should jump to the conclusion that it’s him when we don’t know for certain. Jack always says that’s when you make an error, when you assume something.”

Maddie slid her eyes to Nick. “You’re thinking about it now, aren’t you? You believed it was Chad until Ivy changed your mind.”

Nick didn’t like that his wife actually looked as if she felt betrayed. “Mad, I don’t know what I think.” He chose his words carefully. “I do happen to believe that it’s entirely possible that Chad is involved. Maybe he was the younger partner. Maybe he had a protégé and lost them. We just don’t know.”

He swallowed hard before finishing it out. “I also think that it’s entirely possible that he’s not involved and Ivy is right,” he continued. “Nobody would make a better scapegoat than Chad. People would believe every bad thing that was ever said about him because he is creepy.”

Maddie made a disgruntled sound under her breath. “So, what are we going to do about it?” she demanded after several seconds. “Where else are we supposed to look for Chloe?”

“Where did your spell take you?” Nick asked, his eyes moving to Ivy.

“Nowhere,” she replied glumly. “We tried using it, and it just fizzled out. It was as if someone had erected a barrier.”

“Huh,” was all Nick could manage.

“I tried something different, too,” Maddie admitted. “It used to work for me all the time in the city. It didn’t work this time, though. I just…there was nothing.”

Nick absently stroked his hand down the back of Maddie’s head. “That’s a bummer.”

“It is,” Maddie agreed. “I don’t know what to do without my magic to help. What do you think we should do?”

Nick stared into her eyes for what felt like a long time. Then he darted his gaze over to Ivy. He knew right away that the pink-haired witch understood what was about to happen. Maddie, however, didn’t get it. His insides pinched as he steadied himself for what was to come.

“There’s nothing we can do tonight, Mad,” Nick replied softly. He hated himself when his wife’s eyes began to cloud over. “The state police are bringing in the dogs. They want our search teams out of the woods so as not to confuse the dogs. They’re going to be out there all night.”

“But…what are we supposed to do?” Maddie asked in a soft voice. She looked wrecked.

“We’re going to go home,” Nick replied grimly.

Maddie vehemently shook her head. “No.”

“We’re going to go home,” Nick repeated firmly. “We’re going to spend time with our kids. Then, tomorrow, we’re going to start all over again.”

“We can’t just leave her out here,” Maddie argued. “She could be lost in the woods or something.”

“Or she might not be, Mad,” Nick pointed out. “We have to let the K-9 teams do their thing. We can’t be in the way. That’s Chloe’s best shot now.”

“But…we can’t just give up.”

“We’re not giving up, Maddie,” Nick promised her. “We’re giving Chloe her best shot. This is it.”

Maddie turned her eyes to Ivy. “We have to do something,” she pleaded.

“Nick is right,” Ivy replied, matter-of-fact. “I’m going to do some research when I get home and try to figure out what might be messing with our magic. You need to spend some time with your family. Maybe eat some pizza and breadsticks,” she added as something of an afterthought. “Don’t waste a lot of energy cooking. Just be together as a family.”

“Chloe isn’t with her family right now,” Maddie argued, her tone accusatory.

“Mad, what do you suggest we do?” Nick asked. He could tell she was at the end of her rope.

“I don’t know. We can’t give up, though.”

“We’re not giving up. We’re simply regrouping.”

“It feels like giving up.”

Nick was helpless in the face of his wife’s broken heart. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to do.”

DALE DROPPED IVY OFF AT MADDIE’S HOUSE to get her car and head home. He figured it was easier than making Ivy sit in sullen silence in Maddie’s vehicle as the blond psychic continued to fret. Nick took the wheel of Maddie’s car, and they stopped for pizza, breadsticks, wings, and a big cookie on their way home.

All the while, Maddie sat in the passenger seat stewing. She didn’t say a word.

Nick couldn’t decide if he was angry or worried about her. Perhaps it was a combination of both. He was mad because she was being petulant when there was literally nothing he could do about what was happening. He was worried because he knew it all stemmed from a place of being afraid for Chloe’s safety.

Maddie would not get over it anytime soon if something happened to Chloe. It would decimate her. Heck, it would decimate the entire town.

Despite his worry about his wife, Nick pasted a bright smile on his face as he walked through the front door of his house. George was on the floor with Olly, playing a game with her, and Finn was curled up in the window seat with a book. Everybody abandoned what they were doing at the sight of Nick and Maddie.

“Did you find her?” Finn demanded as he climbed out of the window seat, leaving his copy of City of Ember behind. “Is she home? Is she okay?”

If Nick thought breaking his wife’s heart was difficult, it was nothing compared to what he felt when staring down at his son. Finn looked at him as a hero. Nick was a police officer. He was supposed to right the wrongs of the world. He’d never let Finn down before. Not like he was about to.

“We haven’t found her, buddy,” Nick said, opting for the truth. As difficult as he knew it would be for Finn, there was no point beating around the bush. “We’re not sure where she is.”

“She’s still missing?” Finn’s eyes practically bulged out of his head. “Why didn’t you find her?”

Surprisingly, it was Maddie who took control of the conversation. “We tried,” she said, taking Finn’s hand and leading him to the couch. “We looked everywhere. We’re going to keep looking tomorrow.”

“Why not tonight?” Finn asked. “Shouldn’t you keep looking tonight?”

“The state police are here,” Nick replied. “They have dogs. They need us not to be out there because the dogs will get confused if we are.”

“Oh.” That seemed to make sense to Finn, so he nodded. “Do you think they’ll find her?”

The truth was, Nick didn’t think that. He didn’t believe Chloe was in the woods. Wherever she was, she hadn’t been as lucky as Allie. She hadn’t gotten away. “I hope so.” Nick forced a smile he didn’t feel. “I really do.”

Finn turned his eyes to his mother. “Why didn’t you find her?”

Nick was thrown off balance at his son’s tone. “Hey.” He still had the pile of food in his arms, but he started toward his son anyway.

“It’s okay,” Maddie said in a soft voice. “He has a right to ask the question.”

“No, he doesn’t.” Nick shook his head. “If you think your mother hasn’t been out there working herself until she’s ready to fall down looking for Chloe, then you’re mistaken.”

“She’s magical,” Finn argued, not backing down. He got his stubborn streak from both of his parents. “She’s supposed to be special. What good is having magic if you can’t use it?”

“Don’t talk to your mother that way,” Nick warned. “She’s had a really long day.”

“It’s okay,” Maddie countered, causing Nick’s frown to deepen. “He has a right to think what he’s thinking. I’ve drilled it into him that magic can be helpful. He expects me to be helping.”

“It’s not your fault that we didn’t find her, Mad,” Nick argued.

“Maybe not, but he’s upset and I’m not going to tell him that he can’t feel what he feels.” Maddie’s expression was plaintive when she pointed it toward her son. “Ivy and I went out there, and we tried really hard. Something—and I don’t know what, but it was something powerful—blocked us from doing what we could normally do.”

Finn’s forehead puckered. “Like a monster?”

“I really don’t know.” Maddie had never felt so exhausted in her entire life. “I think there is a magical component to what’s happening. I just don’t know what that is yet.”

“But Chloe is alive, right?” Finn pressed. “She’s okay, isn’t she?”

“We really hope so,” Maddie replied. “We don’t know, though.”

Finn pressed his lips together, his frustration obvious. “I want to go upstairs,” he said out of nowhere.

“You don’t want pizza?” Nick asked, surprised. “It’s your favorite. We got wings and the giant cookie, too.”

Olly, who had been busy playing with her game, finally looked up. “Cookie?”

Nick smirked down at her. “Oh, I got your attention, didn’t I?”

Olly abandoned her game. “I’m hungry,” she announced.

“How about I get you cleaned up, huh?” George reached down and took her hand. “We’ll meet you guys in the kitchen.”

Nick nodded. “Thank you.” He might not have been fond of his father-in-law when the man returned to town decades after abandoning Maddie and her mother. He’d grown into a good grandfather and solid man in the years since, though. Nick was definitely grateful for him now. “Finn, I think you should eat with the family.”

Finn shook his head. Maddie could tell by the way his lower lip trembled that he was struggling not to cry. “I’m not hungry.”

Nick opened his mouth again, but Maddie stopped him with a hand on his arm. That had him snapping his mouth shut.

“We really want you to have dinner with us, but understand if you need time to think,” Maddie said. “We’ll put pizza in the fridge for you.”

“And some cookie,” Nick added.

“No cookie for Finn,” Olly argued, appearing in the hallway that led to the kitchen. Her face was freshly washed and she looked ready for dinner.

Everybody ignored her.

“If you need rest, we get it,” Maddie said. “This is a lot for you to take in. You’re not going to feel better dealing with it by yourself, though.”

“I’m not sure anything is going to make me feel better now,” Finn said.

“And that’s why you can go upstairs if you want.” Maddie rested her hand on his shoulder. “We’re here when you need us.” She leaned over so she was at eye level with her son. “It is okay to need us.”

Finn didn’t look convinced, but he nodded. “I’m just going to go upstairs.”

The only reason Maddie had hope was because Finn detoured to the window seat to grab his book. That meant his entire plan wasn’t to stare at a wall. Once he was gone, she turned her eyes to Nick. “He’s pouty like me,” she volunteered, catching Nick off guard.

“You’re not pouty,” he countered. “You’re a deep thinker.”

“I’m afraid,” she said in a low voice. “I’m afraid that Chloe is already gone. I’m afraid that our son is about to get a very harsh life lesson, and it’s something that he’ll never get over. I feel sick to my stomach, and I hate what’s happening.”

Nick took a moment to absorb everything she’d said. Maddie was the sort of person to get to the heart of matters. There was no stopping her when she felt something. She was going to make sure he knew it. That was one of the promises they’d made to each other when she came back to town and they gave in to their feelings.

“I know.” Nick leaned in and rested his forehead against hers. “All we can do is our best here, Mad. We can’t fashion a happy ending just for Finn. We have to go where the evidence takes us. We have to do what’s right for Chloe. Tonight, that means letting the dogs do their thing.”

Maddie sighed. Deep down, she knew he was right. “I just don’t want to fail Finn. I would actually prefer not failing Chloe, too.”

“We’ll figure it out.” Nick gave her a soft kiss. “I promise.”

Maddie leaned into him. She didn’t get a chance to absorb his warmth, however, because Olly was back.

“I want that cookie,” Olly said in her gravest tone as she looked up at her father. “Don’t tease me.”

Nick had to bite back a laugh at Olly’s serious expression. “Pizza and wings first,” he said.

“Cookie first,” Olly argued.

“Pizza.” Nick wasn’t about to give in simply because his daughter was adorable. “You need real food.” He glanced at Maddie. “Man, I can’t believe I just called pizza real food.”

Even though she was still despondent, Maddie laughed. “It’s shocking.” She fell into step with him, pulling up short when they rounded the corner into the kitchen and found Maude standing there. Her grandmother was dressed in dark clothing, a black shower cap covering her steel-colored curls.

“Do I even want to know what you’re doing?” Maddie asked. If her grandmother was dressed in all black, that meant she was going on a mission to make Harriet Proctor cry.

“Probably not,” Maude replied. If she was bothered by Maddie’s tone, she didn’t show it. “I’ll be out most of the night. Don’t wait up for me.”

“You need to be careful,” Nick cautioned. “The state police are in town.”

“Looking for Chloe Stringer?”

Nick nodded.

Maude’s expression darkened. “Well, I hope they find her. If they don’t, though, the Pink Ladies will.”

Maddie reached into the cupboard to get plates. “The state police have dogs out there. Don’t get in their way.”

“We’re not getting in their way.”

“Then how do you think you’re going to find Chloe?”

“Because I’m an expert at finding people,” Maude replied. “I once thought about starting my own detective agency.”

“Of course you did.” Maddie might’ve been tired, but her grandmother still knew exactly how to make her laugh. “Try not to get in trouble. Don’t drink and drive either.”

“I’m spending the night over at Laura’s place,” Maude replied. “She lives right across the road from Harriet. It makes things easier.”

“Whatever floats your boat.” Maddie waved off the statement and leaned in to kiss her grandmother’s cheek. “Be safe. We’ll probably be out all day again tomorrow.”

“We’re going to find Chloe. Don’t worry about that.”

Maddie smirked. “Well, if you find her, I’ll give you a big reward.”

“I’m going to remember you said that.”

“I’m sure you will.”
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“Good?” Nick asked Olly as she munched on a section of the giant cookie. She had pizza sauce on one cheek and chocolate on the other. Nick found the combination utterly adorable.

Olly nodded happily.

“You’re going to need a bath before bed,” Maddie said.

Olly nodded again. She loved bath time.

“I’ll take her,” Nick offered.

“Are you sure?” Maddie was unconvinced. “I can do it.”

“I want to.” Nick leaned in and kissed her. “Spend some time with your dad before bed. I’ll handle Olly.”

“Check on Finn, too,” Maddie instructed.

Nick nodded. “He’s not ready to talk, Mad. I’ll check on him, but he’s like you. He’s not going to open up until he feels like it.”

“I open up,” Maddie argued.

Nick snickered. “Yes, that’s why we spent ten years apart after high school, because you opened up.”

Maddie glared at him. “I thought you were done bringing that up.”

“Sorry.” Nick mimed zipping his lips. He grabbed Olly around the waist as he stood. “Come on, little princess. It’s bath time. I’ll leave the dishes to you, Mad.”

Maddie waved him off. Her father was already on his feet clearing dishes when she sighed and got to her feet.

“You seem sad,” George noted as Maddie moved pizza onto a plate for Finn. She didn’t expect him to come downstairs in the middle of the night and eat, but she would feel like a bad mother if he didn’t have the option.

“I’m disappointed,” Maddie countered. “I think that’s the better word. I thought for sure we would find Chloe.”

“Why do you think you didn’t?”

Maddie considered the question. Her father’s tone wasn’t accusatory—not like Finn’s had been earlier—but she bristled all the same. “I did my best,” she said after a beat.

George shot her a quelling look. “I’m not saying that you didn’t do your best. I’m trying to help. To do that, I need to know why you think your magic didn’t work.”

“Oh.” Maddie turned sheepish. “Sorry.”

George merely smiled. He clearly wasn’t going to hold it against her.

“I’m not sure.” Maddie glanced around, as if she expected Finn to show up out of the blue and eavesdrop. “We found something weird in the woods.” She told her father about the ritual site.

George did his best to grasp what she was describing to him. “And Ivy is certain it has something to do with witches?”

Maddie shrugged. “She seems pretty certain. On this subject, she would know more than me.”

“Right.” George bobbed his head. “Well, what are you going to do about it?”

“I honestly don’t know.” Maddie tossed the empty pizza boxes in a garbage bag. There were wings and pizza in the fridge for Finn. George was loading the dishwasher. Everything was as it should be, and yet she still felt unsettled. “I guess maybe I need to sleep on it,” she said finally.

“That’s probably a smart move,” George agreed. “I’ll be back tomorrow to take Olly. What time do you want me here?”

Maddie was thrown by the statement. “You’re going to take her three days in a row? That’s going above and beyond.”

“I’m her grandfather. Believe it or not, I like spending time with her. Besides, you’re going to be needed to help with the search for Chloe tomorrow. That’s more important.”

“Still, I shouldn’t get in the habit of dumping my kids on you.”

“You’re not dumping them on me.” George made a face. “I’m volunteering. Olly is fun anyway. All the women at the park love me when I take her there.”

Maddie was instantly suspicious. “Are you using my kids to flirt with women at the park? That is so…smart. I can see why you would do that. I bet they’re adorable little chick magnets.”

George chuckled. “It’s fine. I want to do my part to help. Personally, I think the best thing I can do is make sure you and Ivy have a clear shot to find that girl tomorrow.”

“We have to figure out why neither of us can make our abilities work before we can do anything.”

“Well, they worked the previous day when you went to find Allie, correct?”

Maddie nodded.

“Maybe somebody knows how you found Allie and decided to make sure that wasn’t possible today.”

It made as much sense as anything, Maddie internally mused. There was just one problem. “I know this is going to sound sexist, but witches are usually women. Not always, but usually. I’m pretty sure that we’re dealing with a man, though.”

“Maybe it’s not a witch after all. Maybe it’s something close.”

“Maybe.”

“Or maybe you’re not working with just a man,” George added. “Perhaps you’re dealing with more than one person.”

“You’re not the first person to bring that up,” Maddie admitted. “I guess I was picturing two men when Ivy said it. A woman is a strong possibility, though.”

“Will that change how you approach things tomorrow?” George looked honestly curious.

“I don’t know. Probably. Like I said, I need to think.”

“Well, walk me to the door and lock it.” George used a dish towel to wipe off his hands. “I want my family safe.”

“Maybe I should walk you home,” Maddie countered.

“Don’t be ridiculous.” George stopped at the door and leaned in to kiss the top of her head. “You’re going to figure this out, Maddie.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Because you always do.”

Maddie locked the door behind her father, as he wanted, and then she proceeded to turn out all the lights downstairs. When she reached the second floor, she paused outside the bathroom. Nick was on the floor as Olly bathed, and Olly was chatting away happily, telling him some story about a mermaid princess and how that was going to be her new thing. Because he was an amazing father, Nick was encouraging her. He thought a talking turtle was the perfect sidekick.

Maddie left them to it and stopped at Finn’s room. She opened the door a crack and found the room dark. Finn’s back was to her and he looked to be asleep. Maddie knew better, though. He was awake and chewing on what had happened. She considered going in and trying to force him to talk, but Nick was right. Finn could not be forced into talking before he was ready.

Instead, she wandered in, kissed his cheek, and left him to fall asleep on his own. She couldn’t push things. Finn was getting to an age where he would have to start figuring some of it out himself.

She went to her own bathroom so she could wash her face, brush her teeth, and braid her hair. Nick still wasn’t there when she tugged the covers over herself. She was convinced she would be awake when he finally did make an appearance. Instead, she slid into sleep almost immediately. She didn’t even register him coming to bed.

Maddie didn’t dream at first. Somehow, however, she realized she was in a dream when the moon appeared overhead. Immediately, she recognized she was in the same woods from the dream she’d had two nights before. Like before, she could feel somebody watching her.

“This dream feels a little different this time,” she mused out loud, her gaze bouncing between the trees. “I know you’re here,” she said pointedly.

Nobody responded.

“Are you a witch?” she asked, glancing around the clearing. It felt familiar. There were no graves to be found, but she was almost certain she was looking at the place where the bodies had been discovered. There were no obvious landmarks, and yet the determination felt right. “Are you helping your son perhaps?”

She started searching the clearing in methodical fashion. She didn’t venture into the trees—for some reason, that didn’t feel safe despite the fact that she knew she was trapped in a dream—but she scanned the tree line carefully as she passed. “Maybe it’s not a son,” she said when there was no response. “Maybe it’s a husband…or a father.” She cocked her head as she considered it. “If it’s a father, and you were helping him twenty years ago, that would mean he’s getting old.”

Her mind was a whirlwind as she started figuring things out. “Is that the answer to the riddle?” she asked. “Is he getting old? Can he no longer handle a teenager?” Something occurred to her. “Maybe he didn’t quit twenty years ago because he wanted to. Maybe there was an accident.”

The sound of something shuffling in the trees on the other side of the clearing drew her attention in that direction.

“Is that what it is?” She crossed and stood in front of the place where she’d heard the noise. “Was there an accident? Did something force him to stop hunting? Did you have to swoop in and help him?”

She felt as if she was getting closer to the truth. “We’re not going to stop,” she warned the darkness. “We’re going to keep coming. If something happens to Chloe…” She trailed off. Normally, issuing threats wasn’t her strong suit. She felt the need to do it now. “If you want a chance to get away, the only thing you can do is release Chloe. Otherwise, we’ll never stop hunting you.”

This time, Maddie was certain she heard laughter in the trees. It was coming from all around her.

“You might not be afraid of me,” Maddie warned. “You should be, though.”

The laughter continued until it faded away. When it was gone, Maddie knew she was alone and she allowed herself to relax, if only marginally. Things weren’t getting better, only worse. There was something about the woods that was important. What did it all mean, though?

NICK WAS STILL IN BED WHEN MADDIE OPENED her eyes the next morning. Most of the time he got up before her so he could run herd on the kids. Olly was at an age where she wasn’t going to school yet, which meant Maddie had her all day. Nick wanted to help as much as he could, so he was eager to get up with the little ones every morning.

This morning, however, he cuddled close to his wife.

“Not yet,” he murmured into her hair, spooning behind her tightly.

“What time is it?” Maddie asked. She was still sleepy, but her inner clock knew it was time to get up.

“It’s still early.” Nick breathed in Maddie’s soft scent. She always smelled like spun sugar. Technically he knew that was the lotion she used, but he liked to believe it was her sweet soul that made the scent. He didn’t care how corny it was.

“What time did you come to bed?” Maddie asked, her mind drifting through scenes from the previous evening. “I meant to stay up, but I was out like a light.”

“It wasn’t long after I heard you go to bed. I was actually surprised that you were already snoring when I walked into the bedroom.”

Maddie gave Nick’s arm a light slap. “I don’t snore.”

He laughed at her outrage. “You snore a little, babycakes.”

“I do not.” Maddie was firm on that. “I sleep like an angel. Like our daughter.”

“She snores too.”

That only made Maddie laugh harder. The sound triggered another memory, one from her dream. She sobered almost immediately.

“What is it?” Nick easily picked up on Maddie’s mood change. “Did something happen?”

Maddie shook her head. “I had another dream. I just remembered it.”

Nick pillowed Maddie’s face on his bicep and plastered himself against her back, angling his head so he could see her profile. “Tell me.”

She did. Honestly, there wasn’t much to tell. It didn’t take long. When she was finished, she studied her husband to see how he would react. He was ultimately calmer than she expected.

“What do you think?” she asked when he was silent for a long time.

“I don’t know. You’re not usually the dreamer in your group. That’s Ivy.”

Maddie pursed her lips. There was nothing he was saying that wasn’t true. Ivy’s first gift had been dream-walking. It was how she and Jack hooked up in the first place. She walked in his dreams, saw that he was constantly reliving the night he’d been shot by his partner, and helped him get over the trauma.

Maddie was a big believer in fate. She knew she was fated to make her way back to Nick. She believed that Jack and Ivy were always meant to find one another. Ivy might’ve provided the magic that was needed for them to dream-walk together, but something inside of Jack knew to call out to her. If he hadn’t been shot, he never would’ve moved north.

Some things are simply meant to be, she mused. If Ivy was the dreamer, though, why was Maddie suddenly finding herself trapped in these dreams?

“What are you thinking?” Nick asked after a few seconds of silence.

“I was thinking about fate,” Maddie admitted. “Destiny.”

“If you’re wondering, we were always destined to be together.” He kissed the back of her ear.

Maddie smirked. “That’s basically what I was thinking,” she admitted. “I was also wondering if maybe we were on the wrong track last night. Not about dealing with two people—I think that part is right—but what if our killer’s partner is female?”

Nick’s eyebrows drew together. “Um…Dale kind of broke the statistics down for you,” he hedged.

“Yeah, but our killer would still be male. Dale’s statistics would hold true. What if he has a mother, though? Or a wife? Or even a sister or daughter?”

Nick considered it. “When I was in the Academy, I used to read old case studies.”

“Because you’re a geek who wanted to be the best,” Maddie teased.

Nick tickled her side but remained intent on chasing this train of thought. “There were a few cases where a man would kill a woman, and then go home and report to his mother. They weren’t serial killers, though. They only killed once.”

“That you know of,” Maddie argued. “Maybe they only had a chance to kill one person before they were caught.”

“Maybe.” Nick rolled his neck. “I’ve never read about a brother and sister duo. That doesn’t mean there’s not one out there. A father and daughter duo is interesting. I would think the father would bring the daughter in when she was so young she wouldn’t have a choice to participate.”

“And then, because she was already complicit, she would likely believe she had no choice but to stick it out with her father,” Maddie mused. “She would already feel guilty.”

“I don’t disagree.”

“The mother and son duo sounds better to you, though, doesn’t it?”

Nick nodded. “It’s possible that a manipulative mother made a son who was already predispositioned toward evil into a monster.”

“It also explains the witch part,” Maddie said. “I mean…we found a witch site. Men aren’t usually witches.”

“But if an evil man had a witch for a mother,” Nick said. It was a theory they had no proof of, but he didn’t dislike it. “It’s interesting,” he said finally.

“Is there any way we can search that? Like…you talked to Meg Allenton, did she seem like a witch to you?”

For some reason, the question had Nick barking out a laugh. “That woman is a witch, but with a B. There was nothing magical about her, Mad. If you think she’s the one leading Chad around to kill people, I have some bad news for you.”

Maddie frowned. “Well, what about a grandmother?”

“We can check, but I don’t think there’s a local grandmother.”

“Which means, if I’m right, the killer really isn’t Chad,” Maddie realized. She swallowed hard. “It means Ivy was right.”

Nick made a disgruntled sound deep in his throat. “It’s not about being right or wrong, Maddie. Quite frankly, I’m a little disappointed you’re looking at it that way. Chloe is our primary concern right now. It doesn’t matter who is wrong or right.”

“I know. I was just feeling bad about being snarky to Ivy.”

“Something tells me that Ivy can take it,” Nick said dryly. “Her feelings weren’t hurt yesterday. If you want her help dealing with the dreams, she’s going to do what’s right.”

“Yeah.” Maddie scratched her cheek. “Do you think I should keep chasing the dreams? There’s nothing there. I never get close to seeing anybody.”

“Maybe the dreams aren’t real,” Nick said. “Like…they’re not real like the dreams that Jack and Ivy share. Maybe the dreams are your subconscious telling you that you’ve already figured something out.”

“Like what?”

“That I can’t answer.” Nick made a clucking sound with his tongue. “That’s well out of my wheelhouse. Ivy might know, though.”

“Yeah.”

“That means I’m going to have to call and beg her to come over and help again.”

Nick rolled his eyes—something Maddie couldn’t see—but she wasn’t an idiot. She knew exactly what he was doing.

“Of course I won’t have to beg,” Maddie said. “All I have to do is ask and she’ll be here.”

“Something tells me you don’t even have to ask, Mad. Ivy does what she thinks is right no matter what. She’s part of this now. She’s going to help.”

“I’m going to have to tell her she’s right.” Maddie was more annoyed by that realization than she wanted to admit. “She’s going to hold it over my head.”

“Only for ten minutes or so. Then she’ll be back to being Ivy. She wants to help.”

“And we’re going to need her.” Maddie wasn’t naive enough to think otherwise. “She’s our resident expert on witches, and I have to think there’s one involved. We just need to figure out if it’s a mother, daughter, or wife. You’re right that it feels weird to consider it might be a sister.”

“I know that brothers and sisters are close, but I’ve just never heard of a brother and sister killing duo,” Nick replied. “I have heard of two sisters. I’ve definitely heard of two brothers. I guess we shouldn’t rule out the possibility.”

“No,” Maddie agreed. “We should focus on a mother and son, though. It feels somehow more likely.”

“Okay. I’ll start pulling some records. I just…don’t know how to narrow it down, though. Like, if we thought the mother had recently died, that would be a place to start.”

Maddie knew exactly where she wanted him to start. “Can you go back twenty years, to right after Becky Butler disappeared?”

“And look for what?”

“An injury…or an incarceration…or a death in the family.”

Realization dawned on Nick. “You think our killer was forced to stop.”

“Yeah, and I think something happened recently to prod him back into action. The only reason I’m leaning toward an injury is because his choice of victim changed.”

“A teenager would be much harder to control.”

“Yeah.”

“Okay. I can at least try to work with that. Blackstone Bay isn’t a big town. I’m going to include people who might’ve moved away and came back.”

“That’s smart too,” Maddie said. “At least it will give us a list to start with.”

“It might be a bigger list than you’re comfortable with.”

“It’s all we have, though, right?”

Nick let loose a resigned sigh. “Yeah.”

“Then that’s what we have to do. I don’t see where we have a choice.”

Nick was right there with her. They definitely didn’t have a choice.


12

TWELVE
[image: ]


Ivy was on FaceTime when she walked into the house with her phone positioned in front of her face. Maddie and Nick were packing Olly up—she was insisting on carrying her own backpack for her trip with her grandfather—and they exchanged amused looks as Ivy continued talking.

“We can get you a photo,” she said to whoever she was talking to. “I can have Nick send you one.”

Nick rolled back on his knees as he regarded the witch. “Who am I getting a photo to?”

“I’ve decided to be proactive.” Ivy cast a look toward Maddie, seemingly gauging the other woman’s reaction to her appearance. “Rowan can look at a photo and see if someone is still alive.”

Realization dawned on Maddie. “Oh, I’m such an idiot,” she lamented.

“Don’t.” Nick extended a warning finger toward his wife. “I didn’t think of it either. You’ve had a lot on your mind.” He cast a wary look toward Ivy. “She doesn’t need anybody being difficult.”

Ivy merely smirked. “I have no intention of being difficult.”

“I was a little rude yesterday,” Maddie hedged. “I didn’t mean to be. I just…I’m afraid.”

“Of course you are.” Ivy shifted her phone so everybody could see who she was talking to. “It’s fine,” she said. “I’m a pain way more often than you.”

“Isn’t that the truth?” Harper Harlow-Monroe said on a laugh on the other end of the call. She sat shoulder to shoulder with Rowan Gray-Davenport behind a desk, her blond hair pulled back in a loose bun. They were calling from Whisper Cove, a good four-hour drive away. In their hearts, they were always close, though.

“Harper!” Olly made a squealing noise when she heard the ghost hunter’s voice and did a little dance. “Yay!”

“Hello, Olly.” Harper beamed at the girl. “How are you?”

“I’m a ninja today,” Olly replied. “I was a princess yesterday.”

“Well, I guess it’s good you’re keeping your options open.”

“We’re heading out,” George announced, taking Olly’s hand.

“No. I want to talk to Harper,” Olly argued.

“I’m going to see you soon,” Harper promised the little girl. “We’re going to figure out an outing for everybody.”

“And you need to come with me.” George was firm. “Mommy and Daddy have work to do.”

For a moment, given the way Olly’s little face screwed up in concentration, Maddie was convinced that she was going to throw a tantrum. Ultimately, she just nodded. “Ice cream,” she said to her grandfather. It almost sounded like a threat.

“There will be ice cream,” George promised. “We’re going to wait until Finn is out of school this time, though. He hasn’t gotten ice cream the past two days and I think he deserves a treat, too.”

Olly didn’t look convinced. “I could have two,” she said after a beat.

When everybody burst out laughing, she looked tickled that she’d caused so much joy. She was smiling so wide that she forgot all about the ice cream as George led her out of the house.

“I’ll see you tonight,” Maddie promised as she waved her daughter off.

Olly’s mind was already elsewhere. “Bye.”

Once the door shut, Maddie focused on her friends. “I take it Ivy has caught you up on what’s happening.”

“Yes, and we’re trying to figure out if we should head up there,” Harper said. “I mean…there is a little girl’s life on the line.” She looked conflicted.

“Why don’t we start with the easiest option, huh?” Ivy suggested. “Nick, you have a photo of Chloe, right? Send it to Rowan.”

“On it.” Nick started messing around on his phone. It didn’t take him long to find what he was looking for. Then he just had to search for Rowan’s name in his contact list and the photo was off.

Everybody held their breath when Rowan’s phone dinged on the other end of the call. Her face was impassive as she studied the picture.

“Well?” Maddie prodded after what felt like a really long time. “Is she dead?” In truth, she was afraid to hear the answer. She also had to know at the same time. That would change how they went about things.

“She’s alive,” Rowan replied.

Relieved exhales filled the room.

“What about the danger omen?” Nick asked after a few seconds of silent celebration.

Rowan’s gift was that she saw death and danger omens in the photos she took. There was just one little problem that Nick had apparently missed.

“I have to be able to see her to take a photo,” Rowan gently reminded him. “It doesn’t work on somebody else’s photo. I can only see if someone is still alive on a photo I didn’t take. The omens show up on photos that I take.”

“I’ve never really understood your gift,” Nick admitted sheepishly. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine.” Rowan waved him off. “I’m not sure I understand it all of the time either.”

“So, she’s alive,” Ivy said as she sat on the couch, keeping her arm extended so everybody could see the people on the other end of the call. “We just need to find her.”

“You’re suggesting that somebody else is doing magic there,” Harper said. “We can’t help with that. You’re the one with the strongest magic, Ivy. Our specialties are more…refined.”

“Why does it feel like there’s an insult buried in there?” Ivy complained.

“There’s not,” Harper assured her. “Your magic is the one we rely on most.”

“I think your magic is right up there,” Ivy argued. “You can see and talk to ghosts.”

“So can Maddie…and you, for that matter.”

Something occurred to Maddie, and she wanted to smack herself across the face for being such an idiot. “Oh, maybe we shouldn’t be looking for Chloe.”

Ivy shot her an odd look. “Um…we should definitely be looking for Chloe.”

“I know.” Maddie was instantly contrite. “Of course we should be looking for Chloe. I just meant that perhaps making Chloe our focus was wrong. We found three dead bodies the other day. We’re guessing they died terrible deaths.”

“Strangulation,” Nick volunteered, just in case Harper and Rowan hadn’t heard that part. “That’s the ruling on two. The medical examiner couldn’t be certain on the third.”

“So, it would’ve been slow,” Harper surmised. “The killer was likely looking his victims in the eye when he was squeezing the life out of them. I’m willing to bet there’s a good chance that a ghost is hanging around. At least one of the three.”

“Wouldn’t we have seen her, though?” Ivy countered. “When we found the bodies, wouldn’t the ghost have popped up?”

“Not if she was afraid,” Harper replied. “You know as well as I do that fears from life often follow a soul into death.”

“Right.” Ivy rolled her neck. “It can’t hurt to go out there and look.”

“The state police lost Chloe’s scent in the woods,” Nick volunteered. “It wasn’t very far in. Nobody believes that she’s lost in the woods, so they’re not conducting searches out there. You guys would be alone.”

“That’s only if nobody takes it upon him or herself to conduct their own search,” Maddie countered. “The people in this town are going to continue looking. We can be careful, though.”

“It’s worth a shot,” Nick agreed. “I’m going to be with Dale today. He’s feeling guilty about those girls being dead, not missing, and it happening on his watch. We’re on the hunt for Chad Allenton today.”

“Yeah, Ivy mentioned him.” Rowan leaned forward. “She says he’s missing. Is it possible he’s dead, too?”

“Anything is possible,” Nick replied. “We can’t find him to know.”

Rowan arched an eyebrow and just waited.

“Oh, duh.” Nick smacked the side of his head. “You can tell us if Chad is alive too.”

Rowan merely smiled.

They went through the same process with Chad’s photo as they had with Chloe’s. This time, Rowan started nodding as soon as she pulled up the photo. “He’s alive too,” she said.

“Well, I guess that’s something.” Nick wasn’t certain how he felt about that. “We don’t know it’s him, though. I met his mother yesterday. There’s no way she has any magical abilities, so she’s definitely not the witch.”

“That doesn’t mean that he’s not responsible for the magic,” Harper pointed out. “You can’t get hung up on little details like that when we’re still unsure of exactly what we’re dealing with.”

“Okay.” Nick nodded. “We still have to find him.”

“Definitely.” Harper bobbed her head. “You and Dale should find Chad. Maddie and Ivy should go on a ghost hunt.”

“And what are you going to do?” Ivy asked the blonde.

“We’re going to research what sort of magic could stop both you and Maddie from digging into your bag of tricks,” she replied. “To me it seems weird that one person would be able to target both of you. One? Yes. Two? Not so much.” She shook her head. “I think it’s far more likely someone cast their own protection spell. If we can figure out what it is, then you might be able to take it down.”

“And then we can get to Chloe.” Ivy bobbed her head. “That’s a very good plan.”

“I thought you would like it.”

IVY DROVE BACK TO THE SAME SPOT WHERE they’d parked the first day. The area was quiet. There was a police cruiser down the street, in front of the Stringer home, but otherwise it was quiet.

“Nick says it’s normal procedure to have a police officer parked at the house of a kidnap victim twenty-four-seven following an abduction,” Maddie volunteered as they headed into the woods. “Just in case there’s a ransom demand or something.”

“I don’t think there’s going to be a ransom demand today,” Ivy countered as they disappeared into the trees. “I mean, that house doesn’t look as if they have a lot of money to throw around.”

“No, the houses are cheaper out here,” Maddie agreed. “I don’t think the Stringers have money. To be fair, someone might look at my house and get the wrong idea regarding how much money we have in our accounts. We don’t have money. I inherited that house. Maybe the Stringers got an inheritance or something and they put it away for their kids for college.”

“It would have to be somebody close to them to know that, though,” Ivy argued. “Since Allie was the initial target, my guess is that Chloe was the consolation prize.”

“Do you think that’s why she’s still alive?”

“I actually don’t know.” Ivy had given it a great deal of thought. “I know we’re both worried about why she was taken. I don’t want to think too hard on that until I have to, though.”

“I’m right there with you.”

They fell into silence, not talking again until they reached the clearing. It was marked off with police tape, but Ivy paid it no heed as she ducked underneath it. Maddie felt a flash of guilt—she was a good girl and never broke the rules—but she was determined to find Chloe. This couldn’t languish over multiple days. They had a limited timetable to find the girl.

“Do you believe that we only have twenty-four hours to find her and then it’s too late?” Maddie asked out of the blue.

Ivy snapped her gaze to her friend. “I don’t feel that applies to us, or this situation.”

Maddie swallowed hard. “I hope so. I…” A hint of movement out of the corner of her eye had her turning to the east. She had no idea what she expected to find. It could’ve been an animal…or searchers…or their killer. What she found was an achingly familiar face trying to hide herself between two trees.

“Hey, Crystal,” Maddie greeted her old classmate in a soft voice. “Long time no see.”

Ivy went ramrod straight other than to stare at the ghost in question. She figured this was Maddie’s show. She hadn’t known the teenager in life. That meant Maddie was uniquely qualified to deal with the young woman in death.

Crystal floated out from between the trees, her eyes as wide as saucers. “You can see me?” She looked both hopeful and terrified.

Maddie nodded. “I can. So can my friend.” She inclined her head toward Ivy.

“But…nobody else has ever been able to see me.” Crystal remained suspicious. Maddie couldn’t blame her. She’d been through an ordeal, and that was on top of the death. The fact that she’d died twenty years before and been out here the entire time, well, that filled Maddie with the sort of dread that she didn’t know how to deal with.

“I have a gift,” Maddie replied. She saw no point in sugarcoating things or being gentle. Crystal had been out here for a long time. She deserved answers. “My mother had a touch of sight and she passed the gift along to me.”

“I know you.” Crystal floated closer. “I…think I know you.”

It was only then that Maddie realized Crystal had remained frozen in time. She’d never made it to adulthood. Of course Maddie would look different to her. Familiar, but different. “I’m Maddie Graves.”

“No.” Crystal’s response was instant and she started shaking her head. “Maddie Graves is younger than me by a year. You’re…old.”

Maddie had to fight the urge to scowl. “I wouldn’t say I’m old,” she hedged.

“To her you’re ancient,” Ivy volunteered. “Don’t you remember what it was like when you were that age?”

“Yeah, but old people were actually old when I was a teenager,” Maddie argued.

Ivy snorted. “Did you think your mother was old?”

“Of course.”

“How old was she when you were sixteen?”

Maddie did the math and frowned. “That’s neither here nor there,” she said finally. “I’m not old.”

“Okay.” Ivy held her hands up in placating fashion. “Whatever you say.”

Maddie shook her head and went back to looking at Crystal. “I assure you that I’m not old.”

“I just saw you,” Crystal argued. “I mean…I saw you and your boyfriend that you claim is not a boyfriend. Nick Winters.” The ghost broke out into a wide smile. “He is hot. If I was going to stay in this town, I would totally go after him.”

“Well, he’s married now,” Maddie replied primly. “He’s old too.”

“I bet he looks good old, though.” Crystal cocked her head. “Is he married to you?”

Maddie nodded.

“I figured.” Crystal turned wistful. “You could always tell. The two of you only had eyes for each other. You guys pretended to be friends and nothing more, but you were more than that.”

“We didn’t see that until we were older,” Maddie hedged. “I mean…I knew I loved him. I didn’t think he felt the same way about me, though.”

“Right.” Crystal’s chuckle was dry. “Let me guess, he didn’t think you felt the same way about him either.”

“Pretty much,” Maddie confirmed.

“Well, at least you got your happy ending.” Crystal looked around the clearing and her smile disappeared. “I never got that chance.”

“I know.” Maddie’s heart was threatening to shred. “I’m really sorry.”

“How long have I been here?”

Tricky situation, Maddie thought. She didn’t want to frighten the ghost away. She couldn’t lie though either. “It’s been more than twenty years,” she said finally.

Crystal stared. Then she stared harder. It was as if she was looking for the lie. “Is that why you look so old?” she asked finally.

“You have got to let that go.” Exasperation bubbled up and grabbed Maddie by the throat. “I’m not old. You did die a long time ago, though. What’s really sad and terrible is that nobody knew.”

“Everybody thought I went to Detroit, didn’t they?”

“Yeah. Apparently you’d been talking about it nonstop.”

“Do you think if I hadn’t done that I would’ve been saved?”

“I don’t know.” Maddie held her palms out. “I need to know what happened to you back then. Like…did you know that Susie and Becky were found out here with you?”

Genuine sadness reverberated across Crystal’s face. “I didn’t know they were found with me. I knew they were out here, though. Did people think they were in Detroit too?”

“Sadly, yes.”

“Geez.” Briefly, Crystal shut her eyes. It wasn’t necessary as a ghost, but she’d held on to all of her human reactions. “It’s my fault.”

Maddie exchanged a quick look with Ivy. Now they were getting somewhere. “How was it your fault?”

“They didn’t care about leaving town. I was the one hyping them up. They weren’t into it at first, but I kept bringing it up. If we went to the ice cream shop, I would tell them how great it was going to be. On the bus, I had a notebook so we could make plans. We were giggling so much, we were giving the bus driver a headache. Heck, we were doing it in school, too.”

“Which is why everybody apparently knew about your plans,” Maddie mused. “It makes sense.”

“How did you end up out here?” Ivy asked, directing the conversation to something important. “Were you killed out here? Were you killed somewhere else and brought here? Do you know who killed you?”

“Oh, I know.” Crystal’s face filled with sadness. “I’ll never forget that day. I wish I would’ve known it would be my last day. I would’ve done things differently.”

“I’m sure everybody would say that if they could,” Maddie agreed. “We need to know about the day you died, though. It’s important.”

“Why?” Crystal looked tired now. “You can’t bring me back.”

“No, but we can stop it from happening again,” Maddie said. “There’s a little girl...” That was all she got out before footsteps became apparent. She jerked up her chin, expecting to find a search team coming through—they were going to have to explain why they’d crossed the police tape—but instead she found Chad Allenton stumbling into the clearing.

His eyes went wide when he registered he wasn’t alone. He took one menacing step toward Maddie, but then he registered Ivy, who looked as if she was preparing for a fight.

Maddie didn’t know Chad. Her interactions with him had almost been nonexistent. If she had to give a name to the emotion that crossed his features, though, it was terror. He glanced from face to face—Maddie was almost certain he lingered on Crystal along with them—and then he barreled back out of the clearing.

“Omigod!” Crystal screeched before she disappeared.

“Wait!” Maddie lunged at where the ghost had been standing, but it was already too late. “Do we follow him?” she asked Ivy, her heart practically pounding out of her chest.

Ivy shook her head and pulled out her phone. “Not with our abilities not working. We can’t do the stupid thing. We know he’s out here. We need Nick and the others out here, too. We have to be smart about this.”

Maddie didn’t disagree. She couldn’t help but think that a prime opportunity to find Chloe was slipping out of their fingers. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. We’re going to be smart for a change. That’s the best thing we can do for Chloe.”

Maddie exhaled heavily. “Okay, but I hope we don’t live to regret this.”

“Yeah. I hope that too.”
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Nick and Dale made it to Ivy and Maddie within twenty minutes.

“He went that way.” Maddie pointed vaguely to the south. “We didn’t follow.”

“It’s good you didn’t.” Nick ran his hand up and down his wife’s arms. “Did he threaten you?”

Maddie shook her head. “No. He actually seemed surprised to see us.”

“He seemed surprised by life,” Ivy countered. “Like…he almost looked at us as if he couldn’t decide if we were real or not.”

Dale tilted his head. “I don’t think I’m following.”

“Well, we found Crystal.” Maddie had managed to calm herself during the wait for the cavalry, although she was still mildly flustered. “She’s a ghost. She called me old.” Her voice turned whiny as she regarded her husband. “I don’t look old, do I?”

Nick’s expression was blank. “Um…” He looked to Ivy for help, which was apparently the wrong move because Maddie made an exasperated sound and stalked away from him.

“Apparently I need to up my moisturizing routine,” she groused, more to herself than anybody else.

Even though it was a serious situation—as serious as they come—Ivy couldn’t hide her smile. “I think Crystal has been out here alone for a very long time,” she said by way of explanation. “She seemed confused. She kind of recognized Maddie, then said she looked old.”

Nick still wasn’t following.

“You have to understand,” Ivy pressed. “From Crystal’s perspective, no time has passed. She’s been floating out here with no understanding that two decades have come and gone. She’s still a high schooler.”

“Ah.” Realization washed over Nick and he darted a look toward Maddie’s back. “She doesn’t understand that Maddie is the hottest woman in her age bracket.”

Ivy cringed, telling Nick he hadn’t helped matters with what he’d said.

“What?” Nick demanded. “My wife is smoking hot. She always has been.”

“You probably should’ve left out the ‘age bracket’ part,” Ivy said in a conspiratorial whisper.

When Maddie turned back, her features were flushed. “I’ll handle the moisturizing thing later. Prepare for your credit card to look exhausted when I’m done.”

Nick was understandably confused. “Mad, you’re beautiful and I’m sorry if I said the wrong thing but…what in the hell?”

Ivy burst out laughing, then sobered. “It was actually kind of funny. Crystal also remembers you.”

“What did she say about who killed her?” Dale asked. He wasn’t in the mood to witness some ridiculous fight about moisturizer. “Did she give you a name?”

“We didn’t get that far,” Maddie replied. She planted her hands on her hips as she regarded her husband. “We were just asking her that when Chad appeared.”

“Okay.” Nick rolled his neck. “Well, if Chad is out here, that means he’s sticking close to home. I’m confused why he’s running around the woods, though.”

“Isn’t it possible he has some hunting blind out here or something?” Ivy asked. She was all business now. “Maybe he’s holed up there.”

“Where is his truck?”

Ivy held out her hands. “I can’t answer that. I’m willing to bet that he knows these woods better than we do, though. His truck could be in plain sight if we pick the right side of the road.”

“I guess that’s true.” Nick rubbed the back of his neck, his eyes darting to Maddie at regular intervals. The “old” thing had thrown him—and then some—but he knew he had to focus on the here and now. Later he would have to explain to his wife that she was the most beautiful woman of any age. Of all the things he’d expected Maddie to melt down about, her looks weren’t one of them.

He was still thinking about the best way to conduct their search when another individual appeared in the clearing.

“What’s up, party people?” Jack drawled as he joined them.

“Hey,” Nick said blankly. He wasn’t expecting the Shadow Lake detective to make an appearance. “What are you doing here?”

“He’s here for me,” Ivy said.

Jack immediately went to his wife and gave her a kiss. “You okay?” he asked her.

Ivy nodded. “You don’t think I look old, do you?”

If Jack was surprised by the question, he didn’t show it. “You’re the most beautiful woman who has ever existed,” he replied, not missing a beat. “What a stupid question. I mean…there’s beauty and then there’s you, the woman who is beyond beautiful.” He also went in for another kiss.

When they parted, Ivy sent Nick an expectant look. “And that’s how it’s done,” she said.

Nick rolled his eyes. “Geez. That was painful.”

“Totally painful,” Dale agreed. “What are you doing here?”

“Ivy suggested that you might need help,” Jack replied, slinging an arm over his wife’s shoulders. “She told me what happened, that your prime suspect is loose in the woods. I think it’s best that I go with you.”

Dale glanced at Nick, undecided. “We have our own team.”

“A team that you don’t want to explain certain things to,” Jack clarified. “Are you really going to tell them that Maddie and Ivy were out here talking to a ghost when they sighted your suspect?”

“No.” Uncomfortable, Dale shuffled from one foot to the other. “We could tell them that Maddie and Ivy were out here searching and saw him, though.”

“I can help.” Jack was plaintive. “I told Brian what’s going on. He’s cleared me for the day.”

“I think it’s good to have him with us,” Nick volunteered. “Chad is a big guy.”

Dale’s sigh was long and drawn out. “Fine. We’ll go as a team.” His eyes moved to Ivy and Maddie. “You guys shouldn’t be out here, though.”

Maddie made a protesting noise. “We might be able to lure Crystal back.”

“What are the odds of that?”

Maddie was thrown by the question. “I don’t know.” She glanced toward Ivy. “It’s happened before.”

“It has,” Ivy agreed. “Crystal knows we can see her, though. You’re living in the same house you were when you were a kid. If she wants to find you, when she regroups, it won’t be that hard. We could waste weeks waiting for her out here.”

Maddie sighed. “I guess you’re right.”

“Go back,” Nick said in a gentle voice. His fingers were soft when they brushed Maddie’s hair away from her face. “Let us conduct the search. If we need you, we’ll call.”

Maddie’s expression darkened.

“Oh, what now?” Nick exclaimed. He had no idea why his wife was so persnickety today.

“You always need her,” Ivy offered helpfully.

“Geez Louise.” Nick shook his head. “Marriage is a freaking minefield.”

Jack chuckled. “I’ll walk you through what you should’ve said. My wife is way more explosive than yours. It’s kind of shocking to me that these things haven’t come up until now. I think that goes to show that Maddie is simply easier to get along with and you should count yourself lucky.”

Ivy shot her husband a dubious look. “Is that so?”

Rather than look worried about what he’d said, Jack grinned at her. “Would you like to schedule an argument for after dinner but before bed so we have time to make up?”

Ivy nodded without hesitation. “I’m agreeable to your terms.”

Jack shot her a saucy wink. “And that right there is why we’re a perfect match.”

NICK, DALE, AND JACK SET OUT ON FOOT. If Chad had wandered into the clearing, it made sense to them that he wasn’t driving. He was out there somewhere, and they weren’t going to find him in a vehicle.

“What can you tell me about this guy?” Jack asked as they picked their way through the trees in the direction Chad had fled. He wasn’t a big fan of nature—he and Ivy hiked, but he’d ruled out camping again…ever—but he was a good police officer. Nick was a friend and he regarded Dale with as much respect as any one person could garner.

“He’s been in and out of trouble his whole life,” Dale replied. “Most of it hasn’t been big trouble, though. Petty larcenies here and there. We’ve gotten more than one call that he was acting creepy and staring at women.”

“Did you ever track him down after those complaints?”

“Yeah.” Dale bobbed his head. “We talked to him a few times. There wasn’t much we could do, though. There’s no law against leering.”

“Right.” Jack had been around the block often enough to understand that. “What’s he like?”

“Quiet. He keeps to himself. He’s…not all that bright.” Dale looked as if he regretted saying it. “I don’t want to call him slow or anything because I don’t think that, but I can see why other people might assume that.”

“It’s the lack of interaction,” Jack guessed. “He’s socially awkward. People often assign being slow to being cautious.”

“Yeah.” Dale rolled his neck. “We don’t know that it’s him,” he said out of the blue.

“We don’t know that it’s not,” Nick argued.

“No, but…I don’t want him being tried and convicted before there’s proof. It’s entirely possible that he was simply surprised at seeing Maddie and Ivy.”

“That is possible,” Nick readily agreed. “He ran, though. And what was he doing in the spot where the graves were discovered? If he had nothing to do with that, why would he go to that specific location?”

“Maybe he was curious,” Jack argued. “Maybe he just wanted to look around and see what all the fuss was about.”

“Or maybe he wanted to revisit the spot where he buried the bodies.”

Jack held Nick’s gaze for a beat, almost as if he was gauging how far he wanted to push things. Then he held out his hands. “That’s entirely possible,” he said. “It’s also possible that this guy isn’t guilty.

“I know you’re upset because Maddie got you going and you think she narrowly escaped a serial killer,” he continued. “We don’t know that, though. It’s possible they freaked him out.”

“This is his territory,” Dale agreed. “He’s used to being able to wander around without anybody giving him grief. He might not like all the activity out here.”

“Or he might be a killer.” Nick refused to back down. “I’m not saying it’s him. I’m just saying that he’s our best suspect right now.”

“And I think you’re thrown because Maddie is out of sorts,” Jack said. “I wasn’t kidding about you having it lucky up until this point. Maddie is the most easygoing of all of them. Jared and I have been dealing with difficult women from the start. Rowan is easygoing for the most part, but she keeps Quinn on his toes. You married a freaking angel comparatively.”

“I just don’t understand,” Nick groused, vehemently kicking a stone. “How can she think she’s not beautiful?”

“I think she was just surprised,” Jack replied. “Of course she’s beautiful. Imagine how weird it would be to run into a high school classmate who never aged, though. They would be looking at you twenty years on and remembering the kid they saw yesterday. I’m sure it was jolting from both sides.”

Nick frowned. “I happen to think I look exactly the same as I did when I was eighteen. I might have a few wrinkles around the eyes, but in general, I’m an awesome specimen of a man.”

Jack snorted. Then he realized Nick was being serious. “Oh, well, okay then.” He glanced at Dale, who was hiding his smile behind his hand. “I happen to know that I don’t look the same as I did when I was in high school. That’s a good thing to me. I’ve filled out more. On top of that, I have a lot more wisdom than I did at the time.”

“Wisdom is good,” Dale agreed. He cast his former partner a sidelong look. “You realize you don’t really look like you’re eighteen any longer, right? Like…you won’t get carded ever again.”

Nick shot him a dark look. “I’m in my prime.”

Jack snickered. “And he thinks Maddie is being weird about aging. This is freaking priceless.”

“Totally,” Dale agreed.

THEY FOUND FOOTPRINTS IN THE WOODS that looked relatively fresh. None of them were trackers, and Dale acknowledged that if they went much longer without finding Chad that they would have to call for help from the state police. They were close to giving up when they moved into a heavily wooded section and found what they might have missed if they weren’t on foot.

“Deer blind,” Jack said, pointing. The words were barely out of his mouth when the sound of somebody moving around in the deer blind—feet on wood—became apparent.

Dale nodded, the line of his mouth going grim. “I think we found exactly what we were looking for,” he agreed in a low voice.

“How do you want to handle this?” Nick asked. He didn’t say what they were all thinking. They were sitting ducks out in the open.

“I’m not sure.” Dale glanced around, his gaze heavy. Then he sighed. “Okay, well, he has the upper ground. We should try to talk him down.”

“Or we could call for backup,” Nick countered. “If we have enough guns out here, he’ll have no choice but to come down.”

“If he feels he’s backed into a corner, he might decide dying is preferable to the alternative,” Jack argued. “If that happens, and he has a third location out here, we might never find the girl.”

Nick didn’t want to admit it, but he couldn’t disagree with Jack. “So, we try to talk to him.”

“I’ll do it.” Dale nudged Nick back. “You guys retreat and I’ll see if I can talk him down.”

Nick immediately started shaking his head. “Absolutely not. You’ll be an open target if you’re the only one out here.”

“Better than three open targets.”

“I said no.” Nick was firm. “I’ll do it.”

“Geez.” Jack shook his head. “Stop being weird. That goes for both of you,” he added when Dale opened his mouth to argue. “We need to space ourselves out. Dale, you’re the one he’s known the longest, so you should be in the middle. We don’t want to clump up together, though.”

Dale worked his jaw, and ultimately nodded. “Fine.”

They spread out, and when they emerged from the trees, Dale was essentially the center of all their worlds. “Chad, we just want to talk to you,” he called out. “We’re not here to hurt you. We don’t want to upset you. We just want to talk.”

Silence engulfed the statement. Nick was about to suggest they retreat and regroup no matter what Dale and Jack thought, but he never got a chance. To his utter surprise, Chad emerged from the deer blind and started heading down the ladder.

“What in the…?” He was baffled. Well and truly.

“I want to go someplace else,” Chad announced as he regarded them. His hair was greasy and hanging in his eyes and he didn’t look as if he’d showered in days. “I don’t want to be here any longer.” He wasn’t armed, and despite his size, he reminded Nick of a small child. There was terror etched across his features.

“Where do you want to go?” Dale asked in a kind voice.

“Someplace they can’t find me.”

“Who is they?”

“The girls in the woods. The…ghosts.” Chad swallowed hard. “They’ve been haunting me for years.”

Nick’s insides seized. Was he talking about the guilt he was feeling? Had he killed Crystal, Susie, and Becky and been haunted by what he’d done ever since?

“We can help you with that,” Dale assured him. He didn’t look like a cop just now, Nick realized. He looked like a father trying to help his son. That would bode well for what they had to do.

“We need you to help us first, though,” Dale continued. “We need to know where Chloe Stringer is.”

Chad’s face flooded with confusion. “I don’t know who that is.”

Dale shot a quick look toward Nick. “The girl who went missing yesterday,” he said, feigning patience. “We need to know where you took her.”

“I don’t have a girl.” Chad vigorously shook his head. “Why would I have a little girl? I don’t even like kids.”

“You’ve been hiding,” Nick interjected. “If you haven’t been hiding from the people searching for Chloe, who have you been hiding from?”

“The ghosts,” Chad spat. “They’re in the woods. They’re in that field. They had two other ghosts with them today. More and more keep coming. They won’t leave me alone. They keep trying to talk to me.”

Nick shook his head. “Are you talking about Maddie and Ivy? They’re not ghosts.”

“I don’t know their names.” Chad’s frustration was palpable. “They were talking to the ghost, though. I saw them. I heard them. If they’re not ghosts, who are they?”

“Wait.” A picture was starting to clear in Nick’s mind. “How long have these ghosts been talking to you?”

Chad shrugged. “A long time. I saw them when I was a kid—not the same ghosts but others—so I moved out here to get away from them. I thought I was safe. Then they started showing up in the woods. They tried to talk to me. I told them I didn’t want that, but they didn’t listen.”

He looked pained as he finished it out. “They’re not really there. I know they’re not. They keep asking for help. I don’t want them to keep talking to me. It’s too much.”

Nick exhaled heavily, the certainty that Chad was the one they were looking for draining away. “He’s been seeing real ghosts,” he said in a low voice. “He doesn’t know how to deal with it, though. He didn’t have any help like Maddie, so he’s been struggling with this his whole life.”

“And he wasn’t open to the possibility that it was real like Ivy,” Jack agreed. “He’s not imagining them, though. He was by that field because that’s where the ghosts talk to him. Part of him has been trying to understand.”

Dale rolled his neck. “That doesn’t mean he didn’t take Chloe. It’s possible he’s just confused.”

Nick didn’t look convinced. “We need experts out here to talk to him.”

“We do,” Jack agreed. “They can help him figure out if what he’s seeing is real.”

“What about Chloe?” Dale demanded.

“If he figures out that Ivy and Maddie aren’t ghosts, but they can see them too, he might be more willing to talk to us,” Nick replied. “We need to help him so he can help us.”

Exasperation grabbed Dale by the throat—he didn’t want another delay—but he understood exactly what Nick and Jack were saying. “Well, get them out here,” he said finally. “If they can help, we’re going to need them.”

“Yeah.” Nick nodded as Jack reached for his phone. “We’re going to help you,” he assured Chad. “We know other people who talk to ghosts.”

Chad didn’t look convinced. “I just want them to go away.”

“You need help coping,” Nick countered. “They’re never going to go away. We know people who can help, though. You need to trust us.”

Chad stood there like a statue for a long beat. “Will they make them go away?”

“They’ll help you understand who is and isn’t a ghost,” Nick replied. “It will make things better. You have to trust me.”

“I would rather they just go away,” Chad complained.

“I know, but you need to trust us. We’re going to make things better. Just…will you give us a chance?”

Chad’s expression suggested he didn’t see where he had a choice. “Fine. I still don’t like it.”

“I don’t blame you,” Nick said frankly. “You’ll feel better after this, though. I guarantee it.”
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Nick, Jack, and Dale walked Chad back to his house. It was a two-mile hike, and they kept up a steady conversation with him.

When Chad was talking about hunting, he was totally on point. When they tried to talk to him about the ghosts, he veered off topic and started blathering as if he was about to lose his mind. When reminded of the ghosts, he kept looking over his shoulder, as if he expected to be attacked at any moment.

After it happened twice, they kept the conversation light. They talked about hunting and hiking. Apparently Chad loved fishing, too. He was looking forward to winter so he could head out and ice fish.

When they got to Chad’s cabin, Dale took the lead.

“Are we allowed inside?” he asked, his eyes searching Chad’s features for signs of distress.

Chad seemed confused by the question. “Why wouldn’t you be?”

“Just checking.” Dale followed Chad inside, his eyes bouncing around the cabin as he looked for signs that Chloe had been there. Nothing about the cabin suggested that Chad had been entertaining guests—let alone a kidnapped little girl—anytime lately. The environment was almost sterile.

“Sit down,” Dale instructed, gesturing toward the couch. The cabin was strangely neat. He was expecting it to be filthy and overflowing with garbage. There was none of that to be found. “I’ll get you something to drink.” He went to the refrigerator—which was ancient by current standards—and looked inside. He was taken aback when he saw the contents.

There was a chicken on a plate, one Chad had obviously roasted himself. There were vegetables and potatoes separated into bowls on the same shelf. One shelf above was soda and beer. They were both lined up perfectly.

Slowly, Dale glanced over his shoulder. He found Jack watching him with a studied gaze.

“OCD,” Jack guessed in a low voice.

“Looks that way a little bit,” Dale agreed. He snagged a Coke from the fridge and carried it to Chad. His gaze dropped to the coffee table, to where a bevy of fishing and hunting magazines rested. They were also lined up perfectly. “Here.” He sat in the chair across from the couch and watched as Chad opened the Coke. He wasn’t surprised when the man took a huge guzzle, and then proceeded to place the can on a coaster.

“Chad, how long have you been seeing ghosts?” Jack asked as he sat on the couch next to the suddenly calm man.

Chad shot him a narrow-eyed look. “I don’t need you making fun of me.”

“I have no intention of making fun of you,” Jack assured him. “My wife sees ghosts. So does my daughter.”

Chad cocked his head. The way he searched Jack’s face suggested he was looking for signs of a lie.

“My wife does, too,” Nick volunteered. He opted to stand across from Chad.

“She does?” Chad’s eyebrows moved toward one another. “You could be lying to me,” he said after a beat. “People lie to me all the time.”

“I’m sorry that has happened to you.” Nick was sincere. The cabin was small. They would search it of course—just as soon as Maddie and Ivy arrived to help them with Chad—but he had serious doubts that Chloe was here. He couldn’t dwell on what that meant for the bigger picture, but right now, he was convinced that Chad might not be the enemy that he’d built him up to be in his mind. “I’m not lying, though.”

“Your wife really sees ghosts?” Chad was understandably dubious.

“She does,” Nick confirmed.

“For how long?”

“Her whole life,” Nick replied.

“And she told you about it?”

“Not when we were younger.” Nick was earnest as he regarded the other man. “When she was a kid—when we were kids together—she was afraid to tell me. She didn’t think I would believe her.”

“But you did?”

“Maddie’s mother, Olivia, told her not to tell anybody about what she could do,” Nick explained. “She didn’t want Maddie to tell the wrong person. She was afraid that would come back to bite Maddie, and she didn’t want that to happen. So, Maddie didn’t tell me before she left town.

“Maddie came back to town about ten years ago,” he continued. “She trusted me enough to tell me then.”

“And you believed her?” The way Chad was holding himself told Nick that he was still dubious.

“I believed her,” Nick confirmed. “I saw certain things—the way she reacted to specific situations—and when she said it, things started to make sense.”

“What about you?” Dale asked, drawing Chad’s attention to him. “Did you ever tell anybody?”

Chad scratched at his scruffy cheek. “I told my mother,” he replied finally. “I was twelve, and I told her. She laughed at me.”

A muscle worked in Dale’s cheek. “I’m sorry about that. I’ve met your mother. She is…quite a colorful individual.”

Chad made a snorting noise. “She’s a monster. She taught me at a young age that monsters were real.”

“I’m sure she did.” Pity welled up inside of Dale. If Chad had found help at a younger age, there was no telling how different his life would have been. “We have help for you now,” he said. “We’re going to figure things out.”

Chad reached for his Coke. “Why did you think I took that little girl?” he asked finally. He looked to be struggling with his emotions. “I wouldn’t take a little girl. Kids make me uncomfortable. They’re always staring, and I have trouble telling the real ones from the ghost ones. Kid ghosts creep me out.”

Jack involuntarily shuddered. “I’m right there with you, buddy.” He held out his fist for Chad to bump, but the other man merely stared, so he dropped it.

“Kids are an acquired taste,” Dale readily agreed. “We thought you might’ve taken Chloe because you weren’t here when we were canvassing the neighborhood.” That was a lie, but he wasn’t certain the truth was warranted at present. “I’m guessing that you spend a lot of time hiding in your deer blind. Because of the ghosts I mean.”

“I don’t like seeing them in the woods,” Chad agreed. “They freak me out. Some of them are mean too.”

Something occurred to Nick and he stirred. “Chad, do you just see the ghosts of the same three girls out here?”

Chad shook his head. “No, Deacon is out here too.”

Nick recognized the name. “Deacon Saunders?”

Chad nodded.

Now it was Jack’s turn to be confused. “Who is Deacon Saunders?”

“He was a local guy,” Dale replied, his expression thoughtful. “He worked at the hardware store. He was an avid fisherman.”

“He was my friend,” Chad volunteered out of nowhere. “We used to hunt together. We talked. He was the only person who didn’t look at me as if I was evil.”

Nick felt a pang of sympathy for the man. “I’m really sorry you went through that.”

Chad shrugged. “I don’t mind being alone. It’s better in some ways. I hate having to try to figure out who is real and who isn’t. If I’m wrong, though, and someone bad sees that I’m talking to someone who isn’t there, I’ll be locked away forever.”

It took everything Dale had to maintain an even expression. “Did your mother tell you that?”

Chad nodded. “She said if I wasn’t careful I would end up in the loony bin. In the loony bin they strap you down and shoot electricity in you. I think that’s better than not knowing now, though.”

“Is that where you wanted us to take you?” Jack asked. “To a hospital?”

Chad made a face. “My mother said they would lock me up and throw away the key if I went to one. She made me afraid. Maybe, though…maybe that’s where I belong.”

“No.” Jack vehemently shook his head. “I don’t believe that. We’re going to help you.”

Chad didn’t get a chance to respond. There was a knock at the door in that moment, and the frightened look in the man’s eyes reminded Nick of a terrorized child. He had no doubt that Meg’s method of dealing with her son was to terrorize him. If he hadn’t already decided that he loathed the woman, he would’ve crossed into hatred in that instant alone.

“It’s okay,” Nick assured him as he moved to the door. “It’s Maddie and Ivy. They’re here to help.”

Chad eyed the door with a great deal of trepidation, and when Nick opened it and he got a look at the two women standing there, he almost leaped over the couch to get away. “They’re ghosts!” he screeched.

Maddie pulled up short as she regarded the wild look in his eyes. It was obvious that he was traumatized, and her heart instantly went out to him. She stopped walking and started talking. “Hi.” Her voice was soft. “Chad, right?”

“I saw you,” Chad said after a beat. “I saw you in the woods. You’re one of them.”

Maddie’s forehead creased as she tried to ascertain what it was exactly he was saying.

“We believe that maybe Chad has been seeing ghosts the better part of his life,” Nick volunteered, drawing Maddie’s gaze to him. “If I had to guess, he’s been seeing Crystal, Susie, and Becky.”

“All three of them?” Maddie’s face pinched in concentration. “Huh.” She mustered a smile for Chad’s benefit. “Have you been seeing ghosts in the woods?”

“They try to talk to me.” Chad turned pitiful as Jack urged him back to the couch. “I hate it when they talk to me.” He seemed to reconsider it. “Well, all but Deacon.”

It took Maddie a moment to register the name. “Deacon Saunders?”

Chad nodded. “He’s a ghost, too, but he’s a good one. He’s not like the others. He’s not mean. He doesn’t yell.”

Maddie’s expression softened. “Do you know why that is?” She was careful when edging into the space.

“Do I know why what is?”

“Why Deacon isn’t mean and doesn’t yell.”

“Because he’s not evil like the others,” Chad replied automatically.

“No. That’s not it.” Maddie moved to the open chair next to Dale. “May I sit here?”

Chad was still looking at her with obvious mistrust, but he nodded. “You can sit there,” he said.

“Thank you.” Maddie crossed her legs when she sat. She was the picture of friendliness.

Ivy crossed to sit on the arm of Jack’s seat on the couch. When Chad gave her a look, Jack scooped her around the waist and tugged her to his lap.

“I think he might be a little OCD,” Jack whispered to her. “He doesn’t like mess, and your butt on the arm of his couch is likely more than his orderly mind can take.”

Ivy didn’t argue. She just nodded and waited. For now, this was Maddie’s show.

“I know Deacon,” Maddie started. “I knew him when he was alive, and I still know him now. He stops by occasionally. It’s usually when I’m gardening.”

Chad’s eyes went wide, but he didn’t say anything.

“He loves hydrangeas,” Maddie continued. “They’re his favorite. He says that he really loves them because they grow wild and free with very little work. You just need to dead-head them and they grow back bigger and stronger next season. They don’t require a lot of water either.”

“He doesn’t talk to me about flowers,” Chad said. “He talks to me about hunting.”

“Probably because he knows that’s what you love, just like he knows I love gardening.”

Chad nodded, his expression intense. “He’s my friend,” he said after several seconds.

“He’s my friend, too,” Maddie said.

“He’s my only friend.”

Maddie darted a look toward Nick, her heart constricting, and then forced herself to gain control of the conversation. “When was the last time you saw Deacon?”

“I don’t know.” Chad shrugged, reminding Maddie of a teenage boy who was trying to avoid a deep conversation. “It’s been a while.”

“Well, I saw him a few weeks ago,” Maddie volunteered. “We had a talk. He told me that he can sometimes control the time he spends in this world but not always. That’s how it is with ghosts, though. They don’t always know how much time has passed.”

Interest sparked in Chad’s eyes. “How do you know that?”

“Because my mother is a ghost.” Maddie said it as if it was the most normal thing in the world. “She died a little over ten years ago. That’s when I moved back to Blackstone Bay.”

Chad seemed to be really considering it. “I remember when you were a kid,” he said out of the blue. “I used to like your mother. She was one of the few people in town who smiled at me. I saw you in the yard all the time. In the place to the side. You were always out there with a blanket…and him.” His eyes darted to Nick.

Maddie nodded. “We spent a lot of time together as kids.”

“He said he didn’t know you could talk to ghosts. He said you were afraid to tell him.”

“That’s true,” Maddie confirmed. “I was afraid that if I told him he would never look at me the same way again.”

“Because he would think you’re crazy?”

“Maybe,” Maddie conceded. “The truth is, my greatest fear with Nick wasn’t that he would think I was crazy. It was that he would look at me and wish I was somehow different. That would’ve hurt so much that I’m not certain I could’ve gotten over it.”

Chad nodded solemnly. “Yeah.”

“Yeah,” she agreed. “Nick didn’t look at me that way, though. When I told him, he was angry. Not because I was different, though.”

Nick’s heart panged as Maddie told the story. He wished he could go back in time and convince her to confide in him before she left for college. Technically he knew things wouldn’t have worked out any differently. Maddie still would’ve left for college and he would’ve stayed behind. They wouldn’t have lost touch, though. She wouldn’t have been alone all those years.

More than anything, he wanted to erase the loneliness that had plagued his wife before she returned to Blackstone Bay. He wanted that so much he didn’t even know how to keep from crying.

There was no going back and stripping that from her, though. All he could do was move forward.

“Why was he angry?” Chad asked.

“Because I didn’t trust him enough to tell him the truth,” Maddie replied honestly. “He was hurt because he thought I didn’t trust him, and I was hurt because I was afraid he would never look at me the same way again. We had to learn to lean on each other through all of that.”

“I don’t have anybody to lean on,” Chad argued. “I had Deacon, but he’s gone.”

“He’s gone but not lost,” Maddie said. “He can help. I think you’re going to need more help though.”

“A loony bin?” Chad assumed.

“Did your mother call it that?” Maddie asked.

Chad nodded.

“Well, your mother is a moron.”

Chad pressed his lips together at her matter-of-fact response, clearly trying to battle back some laughter.

“I don’t think a hospital would hurt,” Maddie admitted. “You need a bit of time to decompress. It’s not going to fix everything, though. You need to learn how to differentiate between the living and the dead. I can help you do that.”

“In a hospital?”

Maddie shook her head. “I think it might be nice to take a couple weeks in a hospital, maybe get a few meds in your system, but then I think the right thing to do is to come home and start living in the real world. I can help you adjust. I’ll show you a few tricks I use to ascertain if who I’m talking to is real or a ghost.”

“Will you stop those ghosts from being mean to me in the woods?” Chad asked hopefully.

“I’m going to try to help with those ghosts,” Maddie promised. “Here’s the thing, though.” She took a deep breath. “I don’t think that they’re trying to be mean to you. I think they went to you because you’re the only person—up until now—who they know can see them. They wanted you to help them. They just didn’t know how to ask for that help.”

Chad leaned back on the couch. “What do you mean?”

“I have found that sometimes people who are dead don’t know that they’re dead,” Maddie explained. “I’ve also found that some people who do know it, don’t want to accept it. That makes them kind of mean, because figuring out that they lost out on the life they so desperately wanted to live has made them bitter.”

“And you think the ghosts in the woods are bitter,” Chad realized.

“Not Deacon,” Maddie replied. “He’s very well adjusted for a ghost. He’s not hanging on to what he lost. He’s waiting so he can cross over with his wife. Do you know Penny?”

Chad nodded. “Deacon still talks about her.”

“Well, he’s waiting for her,” Maddie said. “He’s just hanging around until she’s ready to go. The other ghosts—Crystal, Becky, and Susie—they were taken from this life before they were ready to go.”

“But why are they so mean?” Chad persisted. “I didn’t do anything to them. I would never.”

“I know that,” Maddie said hurriedly. “I think, maybe, you’ve been misunderstood for a very long time.” She sent a significant look toward Dale, who could only hang his head in shame. “We’re going to figure that out, though. As for Crystal, Becky, and Susie, they’re not trying to be mean. They’re trying to understand.”

“Why they’re dead?”

“Yes.”

Chad pursed his lips, considering it. “I can’t help them with that,” he said finally.

“I know.” Maddie’s smile broadened. “I’m going to help them with that. When you’re ready, though, I’m going to help you learn how to deal with ghosts. It’s not as hard as you think. It just takes a little bit of extra maneuvering.”

“Okay.” Chad seemed happy enough with the offer. “I’m going to leave here for a bit, though, right? I don’t want to be here when they’re so worked up. They’re bad. That old lady is the worst, though.”

Maddie opened her mouth, then shut it. She was curious as she regarded Chad. “What old lady?”

“I don’t know who she is. She’s mean, though. She keeps yelling even though there’s nobody there to listen.”

“What does she yell?”

“That the devil is here and he’s going to kill everybody.”

Maddie moistened her lips. “Do you know who the devil is?”

“No.” Chad sat straighter. “Do you? I don’t want to meet the devil.”

“You’re not going to meet him,” Maddie promised. “We’re going to get you help.”

“And you’re going to fight the devil?”

Maddie bobbed her head. “Yup. No devil is going to get in my way. Not this time.”

“Good. I think that’s good.”

“It’s definitely good,” Maddie agreed. “Things are going to be good for you too. Just wait and see.”

“Okay. I’m ready.”

Maddie glanced at Dale.

“I’ll make the call,” Dale promised. “I’ll have this handled by the end of the day.”

“Thank you.” Maddie meant it. “Now we just have to find Chloe.”

“And we’re right back where we started,” Nick said. “I don’t even know where to look now.”

Maddie was grim. “Yeah. I was just thinking the same thing.”
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Maddie felt bad when Chad had been safely loaded in his hospital transport and was on his way. The second they could, Dale, Jack, and Nick searched the cabin. Finding nothing—which was a surprise to nobody—they’d headed out to search the grounds. They were bringing in one of the dogs from the state police team, just to be on the safe side, but they all agreed that the odds of Chad being their kidnapper were slim. So, they’d managed to help someone—or, rather, were in the midst of helping him—but there was a little girl still missing.

“I feel really bad,” Maddie said to Ivy as they stood in the driveway and watched the ambulance disappear from view.

“Why would you possibly feel bad?” Ivy asked, genuinely confused. “You helped him.”

“Did I?” Maddie wasn’t convinced. “He’s going to be dealing with this for a very long time—forever actually—and I’m not certain he’s emotionally capable of dealing with it.”

“You didn’t create that situation,” Ivy pointed out. “I’m not even sure you can blame his mother, who sounds like a terrible human being. She wasn’t any more equipped to deal with the situation than he was.”

“But…if I’d known…” Maddie trailed off. She’d never felt more helpless.

“If you’d known what?” Ivy challenged. “What were you going to do? You were a kid. You couldn’t deal with your own emotions on the subject. How were you going to shoulder his as well?”

“I hate it when you’re practical,” Maddie said on a growl.

Ivy smirked. “It’s sad that he fell through the cracks—I would never say otherwise—but you couldn’t fix things for him. At least we know now, and we have a better idea of how to help him. He’s going to need some meds on top of regular sessions with you to come to grips with this. Also…he was a creepy starer. It’s normal for that to make people uncomfortable.”

“But he was only that way because he was trying to figure out if people were real or ghosts.”

“Yes, well…” Ivy let loose a sigh. “At least we can rule him out as a suspect.”

“How is that a good thing?” Maddie was morose and there was nothing she could do about it.

“Well, we were looking in the wrong place. We might do that again, but at least we know now this was the wrong place.”

“Ivy, we’re running out of time.” That was the part Maddie couldn’t get over. “That little girl is out there, and we were focused on the wrong person.”

“Yeah.” Ivy turned thoughtful now. “I’m bothered by that too. Do you think it’s possible that whoever is responsible for this was using Chad as a scapegoat?”

Maddie was taken aback by the suggestion. “How would whoever it is know about Chad’s ability?”

“Not that part.” Ivy shook her head. “You said most people in town were leery of Chad because he was a loner. He had no friends. It seems his one friend died. Who better to use as a scapegoat than Chad?”

Realization dawned on Maddie’s features. “Meaning that as soon as our kidnapper realizes that Chad has been taken in, he’s going to be propelled to do something so the timelines match up as evenly as possible.”

Ivy nodded grimly. “Yeah. Chloe dying a day after Chad was taken to the hospital won’t sit well with our kidnapper. We need this info to be kept quiet.”

“What if he already knows?” Maddie gestured toward their surroundings. “He has to live out here, right? He could be watching us right now.”

It was something Ivy hadn’t considered, but she took a moment to do just that. “The ritual site is close. The burial site is close. They’re in opposite directions from Chad’s cabin, though.”

“What good does knowing that do us?” Maddie was honestly curious.

“We need to put together a map.” Ivy started toward the back of the cabin. “I’m telling the guys we’re going back to your house.”

“To put together a map?” Maddie’s befuddlement was growing in leaps and bounds. “I don’t understand.”

“We need to get the others on the phone. I have an idea.”

“I’m glad you have an idea, because I’m fresh out.”

“You’re still mired in guilt and worried about your wrinkles,” Ivy said, letting loose a wink to let Maddie know she was joking. “You need time to decompress. What better way than a call with our favorite people?”

“We already had a call with them.”

“Yes, but we know more now.”

“What do we know?”

“That our kidnapper lives out here and was hiding behind Chad.”

“We don’t know that. We think that.”

“No. I know it.” Ivy shook her head, her pink hair swishing around her shoulders. “Our kidnapper lives out here. He had that bus stop scoped out. He probably doesn’t live right around the bus stop, but he’s close. He took advantage of Chloe being alone when she got off that bus. He would have to be close for that.”

“But how would he know that Chloe wouldn’t get off the bus with the other kids in the neighborhood?”

“Well, it was probably a given that Allie wasn’t going to be there.”

“Okay.” Maddie could begrudgingly give her that. “How would he know about the boys, though?”

“I haven’t figured that part out. Yet,” she added as a hasty tack-on. “We’re close, though.”

Maddie frowned. “I’m afraid that we’re going down the wrong road again.”

“We’re not technically going down a road.” When Ivy turned to her, it was with a great deal of determination. “And do you have a better idea?”

Maddie let loose a heavy sigh. “No.”

“Well, there you have it. We need a path to follow. I only know one way to get it.”

“Yeah.” Maddie was resigned. “I guess we should do it.”

“We definitely should.”

BACK AT THE HOUSE, MADDIE LEFT IVY TO set up the call on a tablet while she went to find a map of the area.

“So, you’ve made progress,” Harper said when Ivy was finished telling the story and Maddie had joined them.

Ivy nodded. “We’ve managed to eliminate Chad Allenton as a suspect.”

“And found out he’s been suffering for years with nobody extending a helping hand,” Maddie groused as she dropped to her knees in front of the coffee table with her map. She’d only grown more disgruntled since leaving Chad’s cabin.

“I can see that you’re in a good frame of mind,” Harper said dryly.

“She’s mad at herself,” Ivy said on a hand wave. “You know how she gets.”

Maddie made a protesting sound. “How do I get?”

“You’re a little whiny when you want to be,” Ivy replied without hesitation.

“I am not whiny.” Maddie was officially offended. “Why would you say I’m whiny?”

“Because you’re whining about being called whiny,” Harper replied. “Don’t let Ivy get you down. She just gets frustrated when she doesn’t know how to deal with the emotions of others. She can’t help herself. That’s her weakness. She’s afraid of emotion.”

“She’s like a Vulcan,” Rowan readily agreed.

“I am not afraid of emotion,” Ivy snapped in response.

“Oh, who is getting emotional now?” Harper teased. She pulled herself together quickly. “We need to figure this out. There’s a little girl out there and you guys can’t use your magic.”

“Yeah, have you guys figured that out yet?” Ivy asked, returning to reality.

“Not yet,” Harper replied. “We’re working on it, though.”

“We think you guys are going to have to find a way around that little hiccup,” Rowan volunteered.

“Find a way around it?” Maddie’s eyebrows hiked. “How are we supposed to do that?”

“Well, just off the top of my head, now that we know there are ghosts out there, I think you’re going to have to use them.” Rowan held out her hands when Maddie furrowed her brow. “You need help. The ghosts can help you.”

“We already tried that, though,” Ivy argued.

“Yes, but Crystal was going to help us until Chad came barreling into the clearing and frightened her,” Maddie pointed out. “If we can find her again, we might have better luck.”

Ivy cocked her head. “That’s true. She wasn’t afraid of us. Chad just surprised her.”

“Plus, even though he was scattered, Chad seemed to suggest that all three of them were out there,” Maddie added. “We don’t necessarily need Crystal to come back. We just need one of them.”

“I think you’re missing the obvious helper,” Harper added. “Didn’t Chad have a ghost who was helping him? Someone he trusted?”

Reality settled over Maddie. “Oh, crap.”

“Deacon Saunders,” Ivy said, her eyes sparking with interest. “That’s smart.” She turned to Maddie. “You said he visits you occasionally.”

“He does, but I can’t just magically wish for a visit and assume he’s going to show up.”

“Of course not.” Ivy waved off the suggestion as if swatting at a fly. “You can call to him, though. He’s around. He might come to us.”

“What if he doesn’t know who the killer is, though?” Maddie argued. “He was alive when Crystal and the others were killed.”

“Yes, but technically solving the murders isn’t our primary focus right now,” Ivy pointed out. “We need to find Chloe. He was dead for that.”

“Oh.” Maddie tapped her bottom lip. “That’s a good point. We still don’t know that our killer and kidnapper are the same person.”

“I’m betting they are, or our current kidnapper was an apprentice to our old killer,” Ivy said. “That’s neither here nor there, though. We need to focus on Chloe, and I think Deacon is our best bet to find her.”

“Any ideas on how to call him to you?” Rowan asked hopefully.

Maddie could only think of one way. “He loves it when I’m out gardening. He almost always shows up when I’m out there.”

Ivy nodded. “Then I think we have our answer.”

“It’s kind of late in the season to garden, though,” Maddie argued.

Ivy shot her an “are you kidding me” look.

“Or that part doesn’t matter.” Maddie managed a smile. “I’m kind of slow today.”

“It’s all those wrinkles weighing you down,” Ivy said automatically.

Maddie murdered her with a single glare. “Why don’t you ever realize when you’ve pushed someone too far?”

Ivy shrugged. “I can’t help myself sometimes. I don’t know why I do it.”

“Well, we’ll work on that like we’re going to work on Maddie’s wrinkles,” Harper said, her eyes twinkling. “We’re going to keep working on your magic problem, too. You guys try to get Deacon to show up and answer some questions. We’ll have another call when one team gets somewhere.”

Maddie nodded. “Thank you for helping.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Rowan made a face. “We formed our group for a reason. This situation is exactly why we formed it.”

“Just see if you can get the ghost,” Harper said. “We’ll see what we can come up with on our end. Then we’ll talk again.”

Maddie let loose a sigh. “Okay. We’re on it.”

IVY ENJOYED GARDENING AS MUCH AS MADDIE. That was one of the reasons she ran a plant nursery. Together, they decided to get actual work done as they wished, prayed, and called for Deacon to join them.

“Well, that looks better,” Maddie said as she pulled back to study the weeded garden. They’d even gone through the trouble to turn over the mulch.

“It’s nice,” Ivy agreed. “Try again.”

Maddie frowned. “I’ve called for him three times. He hasn’t come.”

“Try again.” It was all Ivy could think to do. “We don’t have a lot of time. Nick and Dale agreed to keep Chad’s transport to the hospital secret. There’s a chance that our kidnapper won’t realize that he’s gone.”

Maddie’s lower lip came out. “There’s also a chance that it’s already too late.”

“Since when are you a Debbie Downer?” Ivy found herself getting irritated, which was rarely an emotion she felt when hanging around with Maddie. “You’re always full of sunshine.”

“Maybe the clouds are too strong this time.”

“And maybe we’re due for some good luck.” Ivy was firm. “Try one more time.”

On a sigh that reminded Ivy of her teenage self, Maddie closed her eyes. “Deacon, can you please come for a visit?” she called out, pushing her magic with everything she had. “Just…please. I really need to talk to you.”

Her plea was met with silence, which wasn’t all that surprising.

Frustrated, Ivy turned in a circle. She was about to tell Maddie to give up—this clearly wasn’t working—when her gaze landed on an older gentleman at the far side of the garden. He looked confused, as if he’d been brought to Maddie’s yard against his will. Ivy had to blink twice before she realized she was looking at a ghost.

“Mad,” she said in a low voice.

“I’m trying,” Maddie growled.

“I know that,” Ivy replied, forcing herself to be calm. “It worked.”

Confusion etched across Maddie’s features as she turned…and found herself looking directly at Deacon. “Omigod.” She was so relieved she leaned on the rake she’d been using on the mulch. “Where have you been?” she practically exploded.

Ivy gave Maddie a quelling look before focusing on Deacon. “Thank you so much for coming.”

Deacon was clearly confused because his face screwed up in concentration. “You can see me?”

Ivy nodded.

“I thought that Maddie was unique with that ability,” he admitted. “Or, well, at least really rare.”

Ivy shrugged. “Our abilities aren’t the same. There’s some overlap, though.”

“I’ve been calling you,” Maddie said, regrouping fast. “I need to talk to you.”

“About what?” Deacon was understandably wary. “Has something happened to Penny?”

“Penny is his wife,” Maddie volunteered for Ivy’s benefit. “They were married for forty years before he died. He sticks close to visit her.”

“I lose track of time,” Deacon said. “It’s hard to control when I do and don’t show up. Sometimes I think I’ve been gone a day, or even a week. Then I realize two months have passed.”

Guilt flooded Maddie. “I’m sorry. I know that from my mother. It’s just…we have a situation. It’s not Penny,” she added quickly. “I’m pretty sure she’s fine. She’s not the reason I called you.”

“And what is the reason?” Deacon looked genuinely curious.

“Chad Allenton.”

Alarm rippled across Deacon’s features for an entirely different reason. “Is he in trouble? I’ve been trying to help him, but it’s hard because he doesn’t know what is and isn’t real. Even when I convince him it’s all real, he doesn’t know who he can trust. Meg did a real number on him.”

“And karma is coming her way,” Maddie assured him. “Chad is okay. Or, well, I’m hoping he will be.” She took a deep breath. “We thought it was possible he was a murderer.”

Deacon immediately started shaking his head. “There’s no way. He’s a little lost sometimes, but he would never kill anybody.”

“Yes, well, we’ve found some things in the woods out there that have given us pause.”

Deacon’s face remained blank. “I’m not following.”

Maddie filled him in. It took longer than she thought it would. When she was finished, to her surprise, Deacon looked relieved.

“You got him to go to a hospital?” Deacon pressed. “That’s amazing.”

“It’s what he needs, and I’m going to help him with the ghosts,” Maddie promised. “The thing is, there’s still a kidnapper out there.”

“And a killer,” Ivy added.

Maddie nodded. “We need to figure out if our kidnapper and killer are the same person.”

“Why wouldn’t they be?” Deacon asked. “I mean…what are the odds that it’s different people?”

“Twenty years is a really long cooling off period,” Ivy explained. “It’s rare. Like…the only thing that stops a killer like that is normally death or incarceration.”

“Ah.” Understanding dawned on Deacon. “You think it’s someone who was sick, or maybe a partnership that went wrong.”

“Something like that,” Ivy agreed. “We also think, whoever it was, used Chad as cover. He’s in the hospital now. We’re hopeful that the person we’re looking for doesn’t know that yet.”

“But it’s only a matter of time,” Deacon surmised.

“Yes.” Ivy was relieved that they didn’t have to spell things out in crayon for the ghost’s benefit.

“What do you want from me?” Deacon asked. “I don’t know who it is. If I did, I would’ve already told you. I wouldn’t have kept something like that to myself.”

“I know that,” Maddie said hurriedly. “Apparently there are three ghosts out there, though. They’re in the woods, not far from Chad’s house. There’s also what appears to be a ritual altar site. Someone has been using it.”

Deacon nodded. “Just tell me what to do, Maddie. I’ll do it.”

“We need you to try to find the ghosts,” Maddie replied. “Crystal was talking to us—she was actually about to tell us what happened to her—but Chad’s appearance frightened her.”

“You want me to go out there and find them,” Deacon realized.

“Yes.” This was not the time to drag things out, so Maddie went for it. “If you can’t get one of them to talk to us, we need you to ask them who killed them and report back to us.”

“What if I can’t find them?” Deacon asked. “It’s not as if I can just force ghosts to appear out of nowhere.”

“I get that.” Hopelessness tried to claw its way back into Maddie’s heart but she managed to hold it off. Just barely. “I need you to try, though. Right now, you’re our best shot.”

“There’s a little girl out there who needs us to find her,” Ivy added. “I don’t think we have much time. Tomorrow, no matter what, news of Chad going to the hospital is going to spread.”

“And why does that matter?” Bafflement ran roughshod over Deacon’s face. “I don’t understand why that’s important.”

“Because, if our kidnapper wants to blame this on Chad, he’s going to have to cover his tracks,” Maddie explained. “You can’t fake time of death, so if our guy wants to distance himself from this…” She trailed off. She couldn’t finish it out.

Stark horror had Deacon’s mouth dropping open. “If the kidnapper finds out, he’ll likely become a killer again in an attempt to keep the blame on Chad.”

“Yes,” Maddie agreed. “It’s not a realistic cover attempt, but that’s what we’re worried about.”

Deacon offered up a salute. “I’m on it. I’ll find them. If they won’t come to you, then I’ll find out who killed them and report back.”

Maddie let out the breath she didn’t even realize she’d been holding. “Thank you.”

“It takes very little effort to do the right thing, Maddie. I’m on this.”

“Not everybody believes the same way you do.”

“Well, they should.”

Maddie didn’t disagree. “They definitely should.”
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Ivy and Jack decided to return to Shadow Lake shortly before dinner.

“We’re supposed to have a big family thing,” Ivy explained. She was apologetic when regarding Maddie. “I would normally stay, but…”

“Don’t.” Maddie shook her head. “I’ll call you when we have more information. You can’t spend all your time here, waiting and doing nothing.”

“I want to be close when it’s time.” Ivy was firm. “I’ll be back tomorrow morning.”

Maddie felt sick to her stomach at the thought of Chloe being away from home for yet another night but there was nothing she could do about it. “Thanks. I’ll see you then.”

Ivy hesitated, Jack was already waiting for her at the door, then she shook her head. “If that ghost comes back in the middle of the night, call me,” she ordered. “I don’t care how late it is. We’ll get to that girl no matter what.”

“I know.” Maddie’s smile trembled. “Just as soon as I know something, you will too.”

“Okay.” Ivy leaned in and hugged her. “Try not to let this eat you alive,” she whispered. “You’re doing all you can.”

“It doesn’t feel like enough, though.”

Ivy nodded. She understood what Maddie wasn’t saying. “We can only do what we can do. We can’t heal all the ills of the world.”

“How much better would life be if we could?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” Ivy shook her head as she pulled back. “I think, if I could fix everything, I would develop a goddess complex.”

Jack snickered from his spot next to the door. “You’re already my goddess.”

“Yes, but if I was omnipotent, you would have to share me with the world.” Ivy winked at him. “Imagine how big my ego would be then. I mean…morels would be required with every meal.”

Jack involuntarily shuddered. “Why do you put these things into my head?”

Ivy merely shrugged. “Why not?”

GEORGE RETURNED WITH THE KIDS SHORTLY before six o’clock. He looked tired—as much as he loved his grandchildren, he wasn’t used to spending half of every day with them—but he smiled at his daughter all the same. The expression didn’t last when he got a gander at Maddie’s morose features.

“Still nothing?” he asked, gripping his hands together in front of him.

Maddie shook her head. “We did make some headway. Chad Allenton is no longer a suspect. It seems he was just seeing ghosts.”

George’s eyebrows hiked up his forehead. “Well, that’s something I guess.”

“He’s getting help.” Maddie’s eyes moved to Finn, who was staring back at her with what could only be described as surliness. “Are you okay?” she asked her son.

“Chloe wasn’t in school today,” Finn replied. “Allie either. The teacher said Allie might not come back because her parents are upset. Why didn’t you find Chloe?”

Maddie swallowed hard. She wasn’t used to being called on the carpet by one of her children. “Well…” She looked to her father for help, but George seemed as lost as she felt.

“Finn, your mother is doing the best that she can,” George said finally. “Do you think she’s not trying or something?”

“I think that she’s not doing anything,” Finn snapped. “Chloe would be home by now if she cared. Is it because she’s not your daughter?”

Maddie was bewildered by Finn’s meltdown. “Of course not. Ivy and I are looking. I promise you that.”

“You’re not doing a very good job of it.” Finn pushed past his mother and headed for the stairs.

Maddie watched him go, a despondent feeling threatening to swamp her. “Your dad is picking up Chinese food on the way home. He’ll be here in about ten minutes.”

“I’m not hungry.” Finn didn’t look at her as he stomped up the stairs.

“You need to eat,” Maddie argued. “You didn’t eat last night. You can’t go without food again tonight.”

“I said I’m not hungry!”

“Hey!” George broke away from Olly, who had gone wide-eyed and seemed to realize that things were about to get ugly. “Don’t talk to your mother that way. Show her some respect,” George ordered.

“No.” Finn shook his head. “She should be out finding Chloe. Not eating Chinese. She’s in trouble.”

Confusion wrapped a fist around Maddie’s heart and squeezed. “How do you know she’s in trouble?”

Finn shot her an incredulous look. “Because somebody bad took her, and you’re not doing anything to find her.” With that, he finished his trek up the stairs. “Leave me alone,” he said when he got to the top. “I’m not hungry, and I don’t want to see you.”

Maddie was certain her heart was about to break. When her father’s sympathetic hand landed on her shoulder, she felt even worse. “He hates me,” she said on a breathy whisper.

“No.” George shook his head. “He’s just upset. He’s too young to understand what’s happening.”

“He still hates me.”

“He can’t see that you’ve been running yourself ragged to find this girl. All he knows is that the people at his school are freaking out. They’re trying to cover, but he’s an intuitive kid. He’s picking up on their emotions.”

“He expects me to be able to do everything. Or, at the very least, something. In his head, I’m doing nothing.”

“Well, I can’t help you there.” George was rueful. “I was a disappointment to you right from the start. You expected absolutely nothing from me. You’ve been your kids’ hero since they were born. You have nowhere to go but down.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better.”

“I know.” George held out his hands. “I’m sorry. I wish I could help you.”

“You’ve done more than enough,” Maddie assured him.

“It doesn’t feel like much.”

“And yet it’s everything.”

George slung his arm around her shoulders and kissed the top of her head. “I’ll do whatever I can, including taking the kids again tomorrow.”

Maddie immediately started shaking her head. “I can’t ask you to do that.”

“I’m volunteering. There’s no way you can take care of Olly and find Chloe.”

“What if I can’t find Chloe?”

“You will.” George said it as if it was the simplest thing in the world to understand. “You’ve got this, kid. One more day and you’ll have it figured out.”

“But Chloe might not have another day,” Maddie persisted.

George worked his jaw. “I choose not to believe that,” he said finally. “Have a little faith in yourself. You’ve earned it.”

Maddie sighed. “I feel as if I’m going to lose my son if I lose Chloe.”

“You won’t. You’re just tired. You need some sleep.”

Maddie forced a smile she didn’t feel. Dragging George down on top of everything else was completely unnecessary. “You’re right. I’m just tired.”

George could tell by the way she was holding herself that she didn’t mean it. Unfortunately for him—unfortunately for all of them—there was absolutely nothing he could do to make things better for her.

They just had to ride this out until the end, no matter what that might look like.

NICK’S ARMS WERE FULL OF FOOD WHEN he got home. One look at Maddie told him she’d hit a wall. She was curled up on the couch, a blanket draped over her even though it was still perfectly warm outside, and she had Olly tucked in at her side. His daughter looked to be reading a book to her mother, although Nick knew better. Olly had good memorization skills, and she’d memorized three books and could recite them back to her parents while pretending to read. She even knew where to turn the pages to fool them. She was not, however, actually reading.

Never once did they call her on it. She was too happy whenever she finished up for them to ever say anything.

“How are my favorite girls?” Nick dropped a kiss on top of Olly’s head before staring into Maddie’s eyes. They were red-rimmed and puffy, telling Nick that she’d been crying.

“Mommy is sad,” Olly announced, drawing Nick’s attention back to her.

“Why is Mommy sad?” Nick asked.

“Finn yelled at her,” Olly replied simply.

That was not the response Nick was expecting. “What do you mean that Finn yelled at her?” He found his anger amping up, and he had to force himself to calm down. He didn’t yet know what had happened, he reminded himself. Maybe Finn was angry for a legitimate reason.

“Finn is sad,” Olly replied. “He’s not hungry.” Her eyes moved to the bag of food. “I’m really hungry.”

“Oh, yeah?” Despite himself, a grin took over Nick’s face. “Well, I guess that means it’s time to feed you, huh?” He poked Olly’s side. “I got your favorite.”

“Chow Fun,” Olly said without hesitation.

Nick wasn’t even certain if she actually liked the transparent noodles or if she just liked saying Chow Fun. “Yes. Go to the table. We’ll get some food for you.”

“I want an egg roll too,” Olly said.

“We’ll handle it all.” Nick turned to Maddie when Olly scampered off. “What’s up with Finn?”

“He seems to think that I’ve let him down,” Maddie replied. She was stoic as she met her husband’s gaze. “He doesn’t understand why I haven’t found Chloe. He says she’s in trouble and that I should do something about it. I don’t disagree with him.”

“That doesn’t mean this is your fault,” Nick argued. “Did he yell at you?”

“He’s just upset,” Maddie replied automatically.

Nick sighed. “Mad, I get that he’s upset. I don’t blame him. He can’t yell at you, though. Did you yell back?”

Maddie squirmed under his serious gaze. “No. I didn’t want to upset him.”

“Of course not.” Nick blew out a sigh. “Well, he’s going to have to apologize.”

“I don’t want him saying he’s sorry when he doesn’t mean it.”

“Oh, he’s going to mean it.” Nick handed Maddie the bag of food. “Go feed the little glutton. She’s going to be sad if her egg roll is cold.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to talk to our son.”

Maddie was torn. “I don’t want you to make things worse for him.”

“I don’t intend on making things worse for him. He has to come to grips with his emotions, though. He’s allowed to feel what he feels. He is not, however, allowed to take out his emotions on you. That’s not how this works.”

Maddie opened her mouth, then shut it. Nick was right. Deep down, she knew that. “I just can’t push him when he’s obviously so upset,” she said finally.

Nick shook his head. “I can. Go handle dinner. I’ll be at the table with our son before you know it.”

“He says he’s not hungry.”

“Then he’ll sit there and watch us eat.”

“Nick…” Maddie trailed off. “Actually, I think you’re right,” she said after a beat, surprising even herself. “We’re a family. I don’t believe in making him eat. He can sit with us, though.”

“And that’s exactly what he’s going to do.” Nick was full of determination as he climbed the stairs. He took the time to knock on Finn’s door, but didn’t wait to be invited in. Instead, he swung the door open, crossed his arms over his chest, and stared down his son, who was sitting at his desk pretending to work on homework. “Dinner is on the table downstairs,” he announced.

Finn glanced up. It was one thing to argue with his mother. Arguing with his father was a whole other thing, though. “Um…I’m not hungry,” he managed after several seconds.

“Bummer,” Nick said. “It will suck for you to watch the rest of us eat. If that’s your choice, though, I’m fine with it.”

Finn frowned. “Why do I have to go down there and sit if I’m not eating?”

“Because we’re a family, and we eat our meals together.” Nick angled his head as he regarded his son. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on with you?”

“Allie didn’t come to school today,” Finn blurted.

Nick just waited.

“People are saying she might never come back.”

Nick debated how to respond. “I don’t actually think that’s what’s going to happen,” he said finally. “I understand that her parents are freaked out, but they’ll calm down eventually. If they decide to move, there’s nothing you can do about that. They have to do what they think is right for their family.”

Finn made a face. “Chloe is missing. Mom hasn’t found her.”

Nick exhaled on a heavy sigh and pushed himself away from the door frame. “Your mother is the most amazing person I know.” He leaned over so he was at eye level with his son. “She’s doing her very best.”

“She hasn’t found her.” Finn refused to let it go. “She’s going to die. I know it.”

Now confusion reared up to join irritation as Nick wrinkled his nose. “How do you know that?”

“I just do. Everybody at school is talking about it.”

Nick didn’t have to think too hard on how things had gotten so out of control. It wasn’t that the parents were trying to freak out their kids. They were simply talking amongst themselves without realizing that their kids were listening. It was fairly common. He didn’t blame the kids or the parents.

“When people are afraid, they say things they don’t mean,” Nick said. “Nobody knows where Chloe is, or what’s going to happen to her. If someone is saying otherwise, they’re full of it.”

“Mom should find her,” Finn insisted. “She’s magical. She should be using her magic to find Chloe.”

“She’s trying.”

“She’s not trying hard enough.”

Nick was at a crossroads with Finn. He recognized that, although he had no idea how to fix the situation. “You need to stop giving your mother such a hard time. She’s doing her very best.”

“It’s not enough.”

“You owe your mother an apology.”

“I’m not sorry.” Finn was defiant in the face of his father’s anger. “Chloe is afraid and Mom should have already found her.”

“You’re going to apologize to your mother.” Nick refused to back down. “Then you’re going to sit at the dinner table with us. You can eat or not eat. I’ll tell you when you can come back up here.”

“Why am I being punished?” Finn demanded. “I didn’t do anything.”

“You crushed your mother’s heart,” Nick replied. “I get that you’re too young to see that. One day you will, though. You should apologize to her that day, too.”

Finn shook his head. “I’m mad,” he announced.

“I’m mad, too,” Nick agreed. “I expected more from you.”

Finn’s mouth fell open. “I’m not doing anything.”

“Yes, you are.” Nick was finished with the conversation, at least for now. “You’re going to apologize to your mother. Then you’re going to be pleasant over dinner.”

“And if I’m not?” Finn seemed to be daring Nick now.

“Then you can go without seeing your friends for a week. You’ll be grounded.”

Finn let loose a huffy sound. “You’re mean.”

“So are you.” Nick moved back to the door. “Come on. I want at least one egg roll before your sister eats them all.”

“I’m still mad,” Finn said as he got to his feet.

“I guess you get that from me, because I’m still mad too.”

FINN APOLOGIZED TO HIS MOTHER AS HIS father ordered, but it was obvious his heart wasn’t in it. He did ultimately eat some sesame chicken and an egg roll, but the second Nick allowed him to race up to his room, that’s what he did.

Maddie went through the motions of loading the dishwasher and putting away the leftovers. Nick got Olly ready for bed and tucked her in. He wasn’t surprised when he made his way to the bedroom and Maddie was already under the covers with her eyes shut. He considered calling her bluff—he knew she wasn’t sleeping—but ultimately he let it go.

Maddie needed sleep. So did he. An argument wasn’t going to help either of them. After some rest, he knew she would rebound in the morning. That’s all he wanted for her.

Maddie kept her eyes shut as Nick slipped in behind her and pressed himself to her back, holding her tight. She didn’t think she would ever drift off, and yet within a few minutes, she found herself floating.

Like the previous two nights, Maddie woke in the wooded dreamscape. This time frustration bubbled over and she yelled into the darkness.

“Why are you bringing me here?” she complained to nobody in particular. “What are you trying to show me?”

Whimpers surrounded her in the darkness. She knew no matter how hard she looked, though, she wouldn’t find the source. She couldn’t ever remember a more frustrating dream experience.

“Unbelievable,” she muttered, turning. To her surprise, there was somebody else in the dream with her, and it wasn’t the owner of the creepy laugh who she could constantly feel watching her when she was trapped in her most recent dreams. No, when she looked over toward the tree line, she found someone else watching her.

“Finn?” she said dumbly.

Finn straightened, seemingly surprised to be addressed by his mother. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

Maddie glanced over her shoulder, her gaze busy as it bounced between the trees. When she turned back to him, she was resolute. “How long have you been dreaming about this place?”

“I don’t know.” Finn’s agitation was obvious. “A couple nights I guess. Why are you here? I haven’t seen you here before.”

Maddie’s mind kicked into overdrive. Suddenly she understood why she couldn’t make it anywhere in this dream.

“It’s not my dream,” she said, more to herself than him.

Finn made a face. “It’s my dream.”

“I’m just getting that,” she said. “You’ve been dreaming and I’ve been getting into your dreams.” She looked around again. They were in the clearing where the bodies had been found. No graves were present, though. “How are you dreaming about this place when you’ve never been here?” she asked him.

“How should I know?” Finn was flustered. “I don’t understand this. Am I dreaming of you, or is this real?”

Maddie was just as confused as him. “I don’t know, but I have a sneaking suspicion this is real.”

“How do we find out?”

“Skittles,” Maddie replied.

Finn frowned. “What does that mean?”

“It means, over breakfast tomorrow, I want you to say that word to me.”

“But…why?”

“Because that will prove this is real. If I recognize that word, then we’ll both know.”

Finn opened his mouth, then shut it. “Okay,” he said finally. “What will we do then?”

“I don’t know. We’re going to figure it out, though.”

“And find Chloe?”

“Oh, we’re finding Chloe.” Maddie refused to entertain any other outcome. “We’re going to find her and reunite her with her family.”

“What about the bad guy? He’s always in the woods.”

“We’re going to make sure he gets what’s coming to him.”

Finn seemed to consider it for a beat. “Skittles,” he said finally.

“Skittles,” Maddie agreed.

“Why did you pick that word?”

Maddie shrugged. “Because that’s our favorite candy.”

“Okay, but I don’t think this is real.” Despite saying it, Finn looked dubious. “It can’t be real, right?”

“I guess we’re about to find out.”
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Maddie headed straight for the shower the next morning. Nick was still in the bathroom when she walked into the stall.

“Good morning, Sunshine,” he drawled as she immediately started soaping herself up.

“Good morning.” Maddie beamed at Nick, and it was a genuine smile, but he didn’t miss the fact that there was an edge to that smile.

“What’s up, Mad?” Nick leaned against the counter and watched her attack her long blond hair with gusto. “You seem…different.”

Maddie paused what she was doing long enough to eye him through the glass. “As opposed to what?”

“As opposed to how you were last night.”

“Oh, well…” Maddie wasn’t sure what she should tell him, at least until she saw Finn. There was still a chance it was just a dream. She didn’t believe that, but she’d been wrong before.

“If you’re still upset about how Finn acted last night then we should talk,” Nick started.

“Oh, I’m over that.” Maddie meant it.

“You’re over it?” Nick was understandably dubious. “Since when do you just get over things?”

“I happen to think I’m easygoing.” Maddie rinsed her hair with as much finesse as she could muster, which wasn’t much because she was on a mission today. “I handle life’s bumps with cool and calculated resolve.”

Nick arched an eyebrow. She was definitely off. “Mad…”

“I know what’s wrong with Finn,” she volunteered before he could decide what he was going to say to her.

“You do?” Nick pushed away from the counter. “What?”

Maddie exhaled heavily. “He’s been dreaming,” she said finally.

“I’m pretty sure he dreams every night. Last week he told me he had a dream that you decided to trade him to Ivy for Olive and he was forced to eat morels so much he grew mushrooms for feet.”

Maddie made a face. “Jack has got to stop saying they taste like feet. They’re fine.”

Nick chuckled. “Finn genuinely doesn’t like them, so I’m fairly certain that was his version of a nightmare.”

“Well, he’s been dreaming about something way worse than morels.”

Nick’s confusion was obvious. “I think I’m going to need more than that, Mad.”

“Well, I’ve been having dreams,” she started as she reached for the conditioner. “I told you about a few of them.”

“You in the woods?” Nick was pensive. “You had another one of those dreams last night and didn’t wake me up?”

“Yes, and it’s not a big deal.” Maddie gave him a serious look. “Don’t go giving me grief about it.”

“I’m going to reserve the right to give you grief about it later.”

Maddie could’ve argued—she was feeling energized enough that she wanted to—but instead she nodded. “Fine. That’s tomorrow’s problem. Today’s problem is that when I was drawn into the dream last night, I realized it wasn’t my dream.”

“I don’t…” Nick trailed off, realization dawning. “It was Finn’s dream.”

“Yup, and I don’t think it was a dream. I think it was his connection to what’s happening here.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning that he had the first one the night before Allie was chased into the woods. He had the second one right after Chloe was taken. Last night, we ended up in the same dream again. His subconscious is trying to figure out what he’s seeing, only it can’t because he has no frame of reference.”

Nick was quiet for several seconds. “How can you be certain that you didn’t draw him into your dream?” he asked finally. “More than that, how can you be certain it was real at all?”

“Because I feel it,” Maddie replied. “Also, I’ve learned to recognize my psychic dreams. I can…control things…in them. I haven’t been able to control anything about these dreams. The reason is because they’re not my dreams. Only Finn can control them.”

Nick had no idea what to make of that. “What if Finn doesn’t believe you?”

“I gave him a codeword,” Maddie replied. “I told him to say it to me this morning, and if he does and I react, we’ll both know we were in the dream together.”

“And then what?”

“And then we’re taking Finn to the woods.”

Nick immediately started shaking his head. “No way, Mad. We’re not putting our kid in danger.”

“I didn’t say we were putting him in danger.” Maddie gave Nick a “yeah, right” look that almost made him smile. “He won’t be alone. You’re going to be with him. I will too. Ivy and Jack are also part of the team.”

“We should probably call Jack and see if he wants to participate before volunteering him for things,” Nick argued.

Maddie made a sniffing noise. “I already texted Ivy to bring him. You were in the shower.”

Nick held her gaze for what felt like a really long time. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” he asked finally.

Maddie nodded. “He’s going to have to deal with this his entire life, Nick.” For a moment, she looked pained. “He needs to be part of this. Otherwise, he’s never going to understand what’s happening.”

Nick stared at her for several seconds, then he nodded. “Okay. Let’s see if he drops the codeword on you first.”

Maddie nodded. “Don’t say anything. Let him come to us.”

“I’ve got it, Mad. I see what you’re doing here.”

“Do you agree with me?”

Nick didn’t have to think about it. “Yeah. This makes sense. We need to get ahead of what he’s dealing with. He’s obviously more advanced than we realized.”

“He’s more advanced than he realized,” Maddie countered. “He’s going to be strong, Nicky. We need to catch up with him.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do.”

MADDIE DRESSED FOR WHAT SHE KNEW was going to be a long day, opting for comfortable leggings and shoes and an oversized shirt. She pulled her hair back in a messy bun, and then headed downstairs. She wasn’t surprised to find Jack and Ivy sitting at the table with Olly, Nick, and Maude.

“Stop it,” Olly squealed when Jack tickled her.

Jack pulled his finger back and waited.

“Okay, do it again,” Olly said after a beat.

Jack obliged her, causing her to screech.

“Stop it!” Olly gave him a stern look, but she only managed to maintain it for several seconds. “Do it again.”

Jack tickled her once more.

Olly was clearly thrilled to have so much attention at breakfast because she laughed as if she was having the time of her life.

“How are you?” Ivy asked when Maddie stopped at the edge of the table.

“I’m surprisingly good,” Maddie replied, managing a smile. “I wasn’t so great last night, and yet now I have hope.”

“Well, that’s a good thing then.” Ivy grabbed the blackberry jam so she could slather it on her toast. “Finn is coming down now,” she said in a low voice. She had a clear view of the stairs.

“Just act normal,” Maddie chided her. Slowly, she tracked her eyes to Finn as he entered the kitchen. He looked well-rested, there were no dark circles under his eyes, and he was completely focused on her. “How are you this morning?” she asked in her breeziest voice.

Finn stared at her, hard. When he licked his lips, Maddie could feel the nerves practically radiating off of him. She could’ve made things easier and said the code word to him. Instead, she waited for him to come to her.

“Everybody is here,” Finn said as he glanced around the table. His gaze lingered on Ivy.

“Yup,” Maddie agreed. “Do you want breakfast?”

“Yeah.” Finn shifted so he was gazing up at her. “Maybe I could have Skittles for breakfast.” He looked so nervous Maddie’s heart was almost crushed by the pressure she felt.

Her hand landed on his shoulder. “We’ll start with pancakes. Your dad is making them. Then we’re going out to the woods.”

Confusion knit Finn’s eyebrows. “What are we doing in the woods?”

“Looking for Chloe of course. Isn’t that why you gave me the code word?”

Up until that moment, Finn hadn’t been sure his mother actually understood what he was saying. He sagged with relief and leaned into her as she hugged him. “I’m sorry for last night,” he said in a low voice.

Maddie stroked her hand over his hair. “I know. I’m sorry I didn’t realize what was going on.”

“Hold up.” Nick stepped closer to them. “You are not sorry that you didn’t know what was going on. You’re not a mind reader.”

Maddie arched an eyebrow. “I kind of am,” she hedged.

“No.” Nick was firm. “Finn, look at me, please.”

Finn did as his father instructed. “We’re here to help you. We’re going to get through all of this together. Just wait.”

Finn sighed and nodded.

“You have to tell us when stuff like this pops up, though,” Nick pressed. “We’re here to help you with whatever you need help with. We need to know if you expect us to help.”

Finn swallowed hard. “Okay.”

“Okay.” Nick bobbed his head and looked at Maddie. “This is your show.”

“Well, breakfast is first.” Maddie sat at the table and patted the open chair next to her. “Dad is taking Olly.”

Olly made a face. “I want to go with you.”

“You’re going with Grandpa,” Maddie said. “Sorry.”

“No fair.” Olly folded her arms across her chest and jutted her lower lip out. “You’re mean.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Maddie rolled her eyes to the ceiling and tugged on her limited patience. “When we’re done here, we’re going out to the place from the dream,” she said to Finn. “I want you to tell me everything you’ve dreamed about.”

“Will the bad man be there?” Finn asked.

“No.” Maddie automatically shook her head. “We need to figure out who the bad man is. Then we’re going to go get Chloe.”

“We are?” Excitement sparked in Finn’s eyes. “Like…for real?”

“For real,” Maddie confirmed.

“Awesome.” Finn was all smiles as he sat and accepted the plate of pancakes from his father.

“This probably isn’t even going to be necessary,” Maude interjected, speaking for the first time.

Maddie slid her eyes to her grandmother. “How do you figure that?”

“Because the Pink Ladies are closing in. We’re going to solve this before you even get a chance to talk to the ghosts.”

Maddie rolled her eyes. “Okay.”

“We are,” Maude insisted.

“I believe you.” Maddie smiled at her grandmother indulgently. “You’re going to figure it out.”

Ivy had to hide her smirk behind her juice glass. “It sounds like we have a plan for the day.”

“Yes,” Maddie agreed. “Now we just have to finish it out.”

FINN WAS UNDERSTANDABLY NERVOUS WHEN they parked on the road and prepared to hike into the woods. Maddie reached out to take his hand but he jerked it away.

“Don’t embarrass me,” Finn hissed, darting a look toward Jack. “I’m not a baby.”

“Sorry.” Maddie was caught between amusement and sadness that her little boy was not so little any longer. “I won’t make that mistake again.”

Finn nodded as he followed Nick and Dale. They led the way to the clearing. When they reached their destination, Finn looked around and soaked up the atmosphere. “It looks different during the day,” he said to Maddie. “Don’t you think?”

“Some,” Maddie confirmed. “You see those trees right there, the three in the small group over there.” She pointed. “That’s how I knew where we were in the dream. The way that one trunk kind of wraps around the other two.”

“Oh.” Finn bobbed his head. “I see it. That’s different, though.” He pointed to the ground, where the medical examiner’s team had dug to retrieve the bodies. “Why is that like that?”

“Oh, well…” Maddie pressed her lips together and looked at Nick for help.

“That’s where the bodies were found,” Nick volunteered. “You know about the bodies, about the three girls who were buried out here.”

“They went to school with you,” Finn said.

“They did.”

“But nobody knew they were dead.”

“Yeah.” Nick nodded. “It’s a sad situation all around. There was some confusion about what happened to them.”

“But you guys wouldn’t think I just ran away if I didn’t come home, right?”

How hard it must be for him to understand, Maddie internally mused. He couldn’t wrap his head around it. This he was too young to fully grasp. “We’ll talk about that more later,” she promised. “We would always look for you, though. These girls were older, and they’d been telling people they were going to move to Detroit. It was a very confusing situation.”

Lines appeared on Finn’s forehead. “Okay,” he said finally. “Just don’t forget about me.”

“We could never forget about you,” Maddie promised.

“Okay.” Finn seemed to be accepting it easily enough. “Mr. Saunders is over there. I think he wants to talk to you.”

It took Maddie a moment to register what he was saying, and when she looked up, she found that Deacon was indeed hanging in the shade beneath the trees. “Oh, hey,” she said when she snagged gazes with the ghost. She looked back down at Finn, marveling at how nonchalant he was about the entire situation. “I was starting to worry about you.”

“Deacon is here?” Dale asked, glancing around. Obviously he couldn’t see the ghost. That didn’t mean he wasn’t dumbfounded by how things were playing out.

“He’s been around ever since he passed,” Maddie explained.

“But…he wasn’t murdered.”

“No, but he chose to stay. For Penny. He’s waiting so they can cross over together.”

“Oh.” Dale took in the information. “That’s…kind of sweet. Creepy, but sweet.”

Maddie smirked but didn’t look at Dale. Her attention was on Deacon. “Did you find them?”

“Yes.” Deacon was calm as he regarded Maddie, but there was a wildness to his eyes. “They’re traumatized and hiding. There’s another ghost out here, Maddie. She’s been traumatizing the other three for years.”

Maddie took in the information. “Why?”

“I think you’ll understand the who and the why in a second.” Deacon paused for a beat. “I went to your house. When you weren’t there, I took a chance and came out here.” He smiled at Finn. “He’s a chip off the old block.”

“He seems to know you,” Maddie said, something occurring to her. “He would’ve been really young when you died. I’m surprised he remembers you.”

“Sometimes, when I stop to see you, Finn and I chat,” Deacon admitted. “He’s never been afraid of me. I wasn’t even certain he could see me until he started talking to me one day. I hope that’s okay.” His face clouded with doubt. “If it’s not, I understand.”

“It’s okay,” Maddie assured him. “You’re one of the good ones. I want him to understand that, just like with people, there are all types of good and bad ghosts out there. It’s good that he has you in case he has questions.”

Deacon nodded. “Then I’ll keep visiting.” He turned to business. “I know who killed those girls. The thing is, it’s not a man. Not like you think at least.”

Maddie was obviously confused. “What do you mean?”

“It was Helen Taylor. She’s also the ghost, just FYI.”

Maddie started shaking her head. “There’s no way Helen could’ve buried them. I mean…she was old and sick. She…” Maddie trailed off, the final piece of the puzzle slipping into place for her. “Oh,” was all she could say when reality hit.

Deacon nodded. “She didn’t do it alone.”

“No, she had her son help her,” Maddie agreed.

“What’s he saying?” Nick asked as he moved closer to Maddie.

“He says that Helen Taylor killed the girls.”

Nick mimicked Maddie’s earlier reaction. “No. She was sick back then. She was sick and…oh.” He realized what Maddie was already working out in her head.

“It’s Clayton,” Dale said. “He’s the one who took Chloe.”

“Who is that?” Jack asked.

“The bus driver,” Ivy volunteered. “He said he wasn’t on the route the day Allie was almost taken, though.”

“No, but he lives about a mile from here,” Maddie said. “He was on the route the day Chloe was taken. I bet he didn’t drop her off. He just took her to his house and pretended he dropped her off. There was nobody else around to argue what he did and didn’t do because the other kids weren’t on the bus.”

“So, his mother kidnapped Crystal and the others?” Ivy pressed.

“I’m betting that Helen told Clayton what to do and he did it,” Dale said. “She was always…a very unpleasant woman. She had firm control of him, though.”

“I always got a weird vibe from her,” Maddie agreed. “Now I’m wondering if it was magic. She could’ve been the witch.”

“Does that make Clayton a witch, or whatever the male version of a witch is?” Nick asked.

“He might not have magic at his disposal,” Ivy argued. “He could’ve seen his mother working and just followed in her footsteps. That would explain how he managed to screw up our magic. It was likely a protection spell so we wouldn’t detect him. Did the mother die recently?”

“No, she died twenty years ago,” Dale replied. “Right after those girls went missing.”

“So, her last act on this earth was to kill those girls?” Ivy was confused. “Why?”

“Maybe she thought she could save herself with a sacrifice,” Maddie suggested. “She was on a lot of pain meds back then. She was probably desperate.”

“Okay, that explains what happened twenty years ago.” Ivy planted her hands on her hips. “Why would Clayton kidnap Chloe now?”

“Because he’s sick,” Dale replied grimly. “He’s not telling people yet, but he has pancreatic cancer. Marlena at the office told me. Apparently he’s told a few friends, including Marlena’s husband. He doesn’t have long.”

“Pancreatic cancer kills fast,” Nick agreed. “It would explain why he went for a younger child, too. He wouldn’t be able to control an older one. He’s too weak.”

“Yeah, and he’s going to try to save himself the exact same way his mother tried to save herself,” Maddie said. “A dark sacrifice.”

“Why hasn’t he done it yet, though?” Jack asked.

“Maybe he can’t bring himself to do it,” Dale said. “He could be second-guessing himself.”

“That doesn’t mean he won’t make a move,” Maddie said. “We have to get to his house now.”

“Yeah.” Nick prodded Finn toward the road. “Come on, buddy. We’re going to go get Chloe.”

“I get to go?” Finn couldn’t hide his surprise.

“Yes, but you’re going to stay in the vehicle until we say it’s okay to get out. We don’t have time to take you back to town. You have to do everything exactly as we say. Do you understand?”

Finn nodded solemnly. “I just want Chloe to be okay.”

“Then let’s go get her.” Nick was revved up. “We’re ending this right now. No ifs, ands, or buts about it.”
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Clayton’s house was set back from the road far enough that Nick and Dale were nervous about driving in.

“He’ll see us from a long distance away,” Nick explained. “If he starts to panic…” He trailed off.

Maddie glanced at Ivy, then at Finn who had rolled the window down and was watching from the backseat of Dale’s official vehicle. “I don’t want to leave Finn this far out without someone to protect him if it becomes necessary,” she said finally.

“Maybe we don’t have to,” Dale said. “Maybe I’ll stay in the truck with Finn. You younger ones can hike up. Then, when you’re in position and surrounding the house, you can call me and I’ll drive in.”

“How does that make things better?” Ivy asked.

“Because we can go in the back,” Maddie said. “We’ll be behind the house. When Clayton’s attention goes to the front, then we’ll go in the back door and snag Chloe.”

“And Jack and I will be at either side of the house in the front,” Nick said. “He’ll be surrounded without realizing it.”

“What if he shoots at Dale’s truck, though?” Maddie argued.

Dale darted a look toward Finn. He understood why Maddie had involved him in what was going on. That didn’t mean keeping the boy protected wasn’t going to be a problem now. He was just about to suggest they take the time to drive Finn back to town—or ask George to drive out and get him—when the gleam of the sun off something metal caught his attention just down the road.

He cocked his head, trying to figure out exactly what they were dealing with, and then his eyes narrowed. “Isn’t that Maude’s car?”

Maddie jerked her eyes in that direction and frowned. She would recognize her grandmother’s new ride—Maude had insisted on going big for her most recent vehicle even though Maddie thought it was a waste of money—anywhere.

“Ah, the pink Cadillac,” Jack said on a laugh. “I forgot she had that thing.”

“It’s an exact replica of the one she had a few years ago and wrecked,” Nick said. “She’s got a thing for that stupid car.”

“If the car is out here, it means she’s out here,” Ivy said. She was already moving toward the vehicle.

Maddie had to scamper to keep up with Ivy. As they got closer, it was obvious there were multiple people inside the car, and they were talking loudly. So loudly, in fact, that they hadn’t even noticed that anyone was approaching them.

Maddie’s anger sparked as she moved up to the driver’s side. She could see Maude vigorously gesturing to Patty Laramie in the passenger seat. Maddie rapped on the window, shaking her head when Maude turned. It was almost comical the way that Maude’s eyes widened.

“Roll down your window,” Maddie ordered her grandmother.

Maude was never one to admit defeat. “No habla inglés,” she said in a ridiculously high voice.

Maddie narrowed her eyes to dangerous slits. “You roll down this window right now!”

Rather than do as her granddaughter ordered, Maude started the car. Jack moved in front of it to stop her from pulling forward and Dale and Nick moved in at the back to stop her from reversing.

“No stop-y,” Maude warned. Apparently she’d run out of the legitimate Spanish she knew. “Will run you over-y.”

Maddie planted her hands on her hips and glared.

“We’ll impound that car,” Dale said in a low voice.

Maude glanced at the people in her car in turn. She had them crammed in there. In addition to Patty in the front seat, Mary West, Lillian Godfrey, and Penny Johnson were in the backseat. Finally, Maude rolled down the window and greeted her granddaughter with the brightest smile in her repertoire.

“Oh, Maddie,” she said in a breezy tone. “I didn’t see you there.”

“Must have been all the smoke,” Nick said as he moved to stand behind Maddie. His nose wrinkled. “Are you guys smoking pot? Seriously?”

“Mary has glaucoma,” Lillian volunteered. “She has a card and everything.”

“Marijuana is legal now,” Ivy offered. She was clearly amused.

“Don’t tell her that,” Nick hissed, his anger spiking. “That will just encourage them.”

“I can’t believe you’re smoking pot.” Maddie made a tsking sound with her tongue. “I’m so disappointed, Granny. You told me that marijuana was the devil’s herb when I was sixteen.”

“Yes, well, I’ve become more enlightened in my old age.” Maude was no longer smiling. “What do you want? Did Clayton call the cops on us? We were lost. We told him that. We weren’t peeking into his house because we were perverts or anything.”

Maddie was officially at the end of her rope. “He saw you? How did you even know to come out here?”

“Well, we’ve been breaking down the people who live out here.” Maude lifted a shoulder. “He’s the only one who fits all the parameters now that Chad has been taken off the board.”

“And what parameters are those?” Nick asked.

“Well, you figure he has to be single. No woman is going to put up with that crap. What you said over dinner the other day kind of stuck with me.”

“What did I say over dinner?” Nick asked. He was genuinely baffled…and maybe a little impressed. For Maude and her friends to have worked this out without any supernatural help defied words.

“You said that whoever it is likely had some sort of incident happen twenty years ago,” Maude replied. “Clayton’s mother died back then, and she was an evil witch.”

Maddie jolted. “You knew she was a witch?”

“Oh, yeah.” Maude bobbed her head. “She would tell anybody who would listen. We all thought she was nutty, though. Helen liked to brag about things that never turned out to be true. We didn’t think it was real.”

Maddie licked her lips. “Clayton is dying,” she said. “Apparently he’s not telling a lot of people. Back when Helen was dying, apparently she thought sacrificing Crystal, Becky, and Susie would prolong her life. At least that’s the theory we’re working on.”

“Yup.” Maude bobbed her head. “That sounds about right.” She was grim. “Do you know how she picked those specific girls?”

“No, but I’m going to ask Clayton.” Maddie hesitated, then leaned in. “We have Finn with us. We need you to take him back to town with you. That will be safer for him.”

Maude vehemently shook her head. “No way. I’m not missing the takedown.”

Maddie sent a sidelong look toward Nick, silently seeking help.

“You have to stay here,” Nick said, catching Maddie off guard. “You can’t go up to the house with us. We have a specific plan, and you’ll get in the way.” When Maude opened her mouth to argue, he shook his head. “There’s a little girl in there. We have to do this the smart way.”

Maude’s sigh was drawn out and dramatic. “Fine. Finn can be with us. We’ll show him the proper way to party.”

“No pot when he’s in here with you,” Maddie warned.

“You’re such a killjoy.”

FINN WASN’T HAPPY ABOUT BEING PUT WITH the “old ladies” as he put it, but he didn’t put up a fight. He was too anxious for Chloe to be rescued.

Once Finn was set, Maddie, Nick, Jack, and Ivy took off into the woods. They kept to the heavy trees until they made it to the back of the house. Once there, they separated.

“Be safe,” Nick whispered before giving Maddie a kiss.

“You owe me a massage later to make up for the fight we forgot about last night,” Jack said to Ivy. He gave her a kiss and then leaned in to whisper something the others couldn’t hear.

Ivy smirked when he pulled back. “I’ll take it under advisement,” she promised.

Once it was just the two of them, Maddie and Ivy walked to the rear door. The backyard was a mess, garbage strewn everywhere, and it was obvious Clayton had given up even pretending to try to keep the yard from getting overrun.

“What are you thinking?” Maddie asked in a low voice as they waited for the sound of a vehicle in front of the house.

“I’m thinking that this guy makes me mad,” Ivy replied. “Sure, his mother was a monster, but he had a chance to be better than her. She’s been dead for twenty years. Why go this route?”

“Fear is an ugly beast.”

“Yes, well, he’s the beast.” Ivy tilted her head at the sound of tires on gravel at the front of the house. That was their signal. “Let’s do this.” She didn’t hesitate before trying the door. It opened—obviously Clayton wasn’t worried about anyone just wandering into his house—and Maddie went inside first.

It was a small ranch, probably only a thousand square feet. Everything was on one floor. They were in the kitchen, but they could hear someone pacing in the front room.

“What are they doing here?” a male voice ranted. “Why would they come here? I did everything right. They shouldn’t be here.”

Ivy motioned for the hallway. Once they moved into the archway, Clayton would see them. It made sense for Chloe to be down there, though. This house didn’t have a basement. That much was obvious. So, if they blocked off the hallway, Clayton wouldn’t be able to get to Chloe.

That was their sole goal at this point.

They stepped lightly, both making it to the hallway as Clayton stood in front of the windows and glared outward. Maddie was the one who spoke.

“I think it’s over, Clayton,” she said in a soft voice.

He almost came out of his skin when he turned, his eyes going wide. “You can’t just enter my house!” he roared.

“It seems we did,” Ivy countered. She folded her arms across her chest, practically daring him to pick a fight with her.

“I don’t even know who you are,” Clayton spat. His eyes moved to Maddie. “And you. I thought you were smarter than this.” He cocked his head. “Although maybe you were always an idiot and I just didn’t see it.”

Maddie, who had been busy looking at the pharmacy bottles spread all over the table, snapped up her chin. “Where’s Chloe?” she asked rather than debate the breadth of her intelligence.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Clayton lied.

“Oh, don’t do that.” Maddie was almost sad when she shook her head. “Just…the lies are done here, Clayton. We know exactly what’s going on.”

Clayton snorted. “You don’t know anything.”

“No?” Maddie arched a challenging eyebrow. “Do you want me to tell you what we know?”

“I think that’s probably the smart way to go,” Ivy agreed. “He needs to know exactly what he’s up against.”

“I’m not up against anything,” Clayton fired back. “You don’t have a right to be in my house. Nothing that’s found here can be held against me. It’s an illegal search.”

Maddie snorted. “Does that even matter? You’re dying, right?” She gestured toward the bottles on the table. “You’re dying and you think that sacrificing Chloe is going to save you…even though that didn’t work for your mother with Crystal, Susie, and Becky.”

Genuine shock reverberated across Clayton’s face. “How…?” He didn’t finish out the question. He didn’t have to. He seemed to struggle for a moment, then he regrouped. “That’s nonsense.”

“It’s the truth,” Maddie argued. “You helped your mother procure three teenage girls. She thought she was a witch—heck, she might’ve actually been a witch for all we know—and she believed that sacrificing the life of another would save her. It didn’t, though.

“You kidnapped those girls and brought them to your mother,” she continued. “I’m guessing, since you were running bus routes even back then, you overheard the three of them talking about their plans. They weren’t shy about it. They wanted to move to Detroit and party it up.”

Clayton just stood there and blinked. It was obvious he was shocked by exactly how much they did know.

“Your mother wanted sacrifices, and you worked it out in your head that maybe—just maybe—nobody would think anything bad had happened to those girls if you took them,” Maddie supplied. “So, you took Crystal first. Your mother was probably pleased. It was rare for you to please your mother, wasn’t it?”

Clayton shook his head. “My mother was a good woman.”

“You’re literally the only person I’ve ever heard say that,” Maddie countered. “The word most often thrown around in regard to your mother is the M-word.”

“Monster,” Ivy supplied.

Maddie nodded. “Yes. Nobody liked her. There was a reason. She had a terrible reputation.”

“And that was before anybody knew that she killed a bunch of people,” Ivy said. “I mean…what are they going to think when the truth comes out now?”

“I don’t think it will be anything good,” Maddie replied.

“Definitely not.”

Clayton worked his jaw back and forth. “You don’t know anything about my mother,” he growled. “Don’t pretend you know her. She was a good woman. It’s just…everybody in this town was against her. They didn’t know what a good woman she was. They were jealous of her and they spread rumors.”

“Yes, the fact that she killed three teenagers speaks glowingly of her character,” Ivy agreed dryly.

From outside, noise could be heard. Then Dale’s voice rang through a bullhorn. “Clayton, this is Police Chief Dale Kreskin. Come out with your hands up.”

Clayton darted his eyes toward the window again. Maddie could practically hear him doing the calculations in his head.

“It’s more than just Dale,” Maddie volunteered. “Nick and another police officer are out there too.”

“They don’t have a right to break into my house,” Clayton insisted. “They need a warrant.”

“I don’t think it matters,” Ivy countered. “You’re never going to trial. You won’t live long enough. The charges don’t need to stick. You won’t live long enough to be released or to be cut loose. Just give up.”

“No.” Clayton fervently shook his head. “I can’t. If I do, then I’ll die.”

“You’re going to die anyway,” Maddie argued. “You can’t stop death. Your mother didn’t realize that. You saw that it didn’t work for her.”

“I know what to do now,” Clayton insisted. “I know that I have to wait for the full moon.”

Maddie did the calculations in her head. “That’s tonight. Are you really telling me that you’re going to walk into wherever you have Chloe in a few hours and kill her?”

“I can’t die.” Clayton shook his head. “I’ll go to the bad place if I die.”

“You can’t live forever either,” Ivy said. “If that was possible, somebody else would’ve already done it. If you believe you’re going to the bad place, then you’ve earned your place there. Killing Chloe isn’t going to make things better.”

Suddenly, Clayton turned desperate. “I didn’t want to do it. Back then.” His eyes were so wide Maddie thought they might bulge right out of his head. “My mother made me. She said if I loved her I had to do it. I didn’t want to, though.”

“Yeah, well, you were an adult.” Maddie wasn’t going to fall for his crocodile tears. “I’m sure those girls didn’t want to die. They had big dreams, you know. They wanted to do things with their lives. You and your mother stole that from them.”

Clayton took a step toward her, but he didn’t make it far before Nick came in and took up position behind Maddie. Obviously he’d gotten tired of waiting outside and decided to be part of the final solution. He had his gun drawn, but down at his side. The look he pinned Clayton with promised mayhem if the older man wasn’t careful.

“It’s done,” Nick said in a low voice. “You’re done.”

“No.” Clayton looked anguished now. “I can’t die. I don’t want to die.”

“Well, you don’t get a say in the matter.” Nick was firm. “You’re done here, Clayton. We’re going to take Chloe and reunite her with her family. You’re going to jail.”

“I need my meds!”

“We’ll make sure you get your meds.” Nick darted a look toward Ivy. “Find Chloe.”

Ivy nodded and retreated down the hallway without further prodding.

Nick raised his gun and pointed it at Clayton. “You have two options here. You can surrender and we’ll see that you have proper medical care, or you can try to make a move and I’ll kill you. There are no other options in play.”

“You can’t take me.” Clayton was firm. “I know my rights. You can’t even be here!”

“Somehow I think we’ll survive any questions that come our way regarding procedure,” Nick replied dryly.

“If you shoot me, you’ll lose your badge.” Clayton clearly thought he had Nick over a barrel now because his eyes gleamed with triumph.

Nick wasn’t having it. “Do you really think that the people in this town, the other law enforcement representatives, the mayor, are going to give me crap about shooting the guy who stole a little girl who just wanted to go home?” he challenged. “Do you think they’re going to fault me when I tell them you were planning on sacrificing that little girl because you believed that it was going to prolong your life?”

Clayton didn’t respond. He was silent.

“How about when I tell them that you helped your mother kidnap three teenagers twenty years ago?” Nick pressed. “Did you hold those girls down while your mother stared into their eyes and choked the life out of them? Did you feel even an ounce of remorse when you carted them into the woods and buried them?”

Clayton hung his head. Maddie wasn’t certain it was shame fueling him, though.

“What about when you decided to set Chad Allenton up as a patsy?” she asked. “Yeah, we know about that too,” she said when he jerked up his chin. “We know that your mother’s ghost is out there haunting the three girls she killed. We know she’s been messing with Chad, too. I guarantee, we’ll take care of her before the week is over. As for you, though, this is done.”

Ivy appeared with a little girl wrapped around her torso. Chloe’s face was buried in Ivy’s shoulder, and she softly wept as Ivy told her over and over again that she was okay.

“Take her out of here,” Nick instructed. “Get her to Dale.”

“I want my mom,” Chloe wailed, not looking up.

“We’re going to get your mom out here,” Nick promised. “Tell Dale to call her parents right away,” he said to Ivy.

The pink-haired witch glanced between Clayton and Nick, then nodded. Obviously she felt they had things under control. “I’ve got it,” she assured them.

Nick waited until he heard the back door shut, having no doubt that Ivy would meet Jack on her way to the front of the house. Chloe was officially safe.

“Make your decision, Clayton,” Nick ordered. He was done playing games with this man. Sure, Clayton was broken, but he’d done nothing to fix himself. “You embarked on all of this when you were an adult. You can’t blame your mother for this. You willingly helped.”

“And you did this last part on your own,” Maddie added. “You’re to blame for the anguish Chloe has been through—how much therapy do you think she’s going to need?—and the terror her parents have been living with. You aren’t the victim here. She is.”

“And so are Crystal, Susie, and Becky,” Nick added. “You’re the evil monster in this story. You’re just as bad as your mother.”

Clayton’s shoulders started to shake as he broke down in tears. “It was all her,” he said. “She made me do it. I didn’t want to. It was her.”

Nick scowled. Clayton might’ve wanted to come across as pathetic, but there was no sympathy to be found in Nick’s heart for the man. All he could think about was if it had been one of his children taken.

“Put your hands behind your back,” Nick ordered. He waited until Clayton did just that, the man’s body wracking with tears. Slowly, he holstered his gun and collected his cuffs. “It’s over,” he said in a soft voice.

Maddie let out the breath she’d been holding when she saw the cuffs snap into place. She knew she wasn’t done—Crystal, Susie, and Becky needed to move on and Helen Taylor’s ghost was out there somewhere—but the hard part was over.

Now they just had to start healing.

All of them.
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Finn stood next to Maude’s pink Cadillac and watched as Chloe was reunited with her parents. He wasn’t a crier—he got his stoic side from his father—but his eyes burned with unshed tears when Chloe’s mother fell to the ground holding her daughter. Chloe’s father’s hands were shaking as he sat on the road and held his family. None of them said anything. They just cried and clung to one another.

It was a humbling sight.

“What’s up?” Jack asked as he stopped next to the boy. He’d been helping Dale and Nick secure the scene but had decided to take a break and see what was happening outside.

“I don’t…I…” Finn swiped at his cheeks. He was embarrassed to be caught crying.

“It’s okay to cry.” Jack leaned over and rested his hands on his thighs so he was at eye level with the boy. “It doesn’t make you weak. I’m sure your parents have told you that.”

“The other kids at school say that boys aren’t supposed to cry.” Finn wiped away another tear. “That’s what girls do.”

Jack sighed. He felt caught. “That’s not true,” he said finally. “Men cry just as much as women. It’s not a girl thing.”

“Have you ever cried?”

“Yes. Whenever your Aunt Ivy makes me eat mushrooms that taste like feet I sob like a baby.”

Finn rolled his eyes, and it was enough to make Jack smile.

“Of course I cry,” Jack said, sobering. He was earnest this time. “I cried when I was shot and left to die. I cried when I thought I might lose your Aunt Ivy. I cried the day we got married. I cried the day we had Olive. There’s no shame in crying.”

Finn turned pensive. “But why am I crying? I’m not sad. Chloe is back with her parents. That’s a reason to be happy.”

“Well, there’s such a thing as happy tears.” Jack looked up when Nick joined them. He was secretly relieved. “Ask your dad. I bet he cried happy tears when he married your mom.”

“What’s wrong now?” Nick asked, his eyebrows moving toward one another in confusion.

“I don’t know why I’m crying,” Finn replied. “I just…don’t know. There’s something wrong with me.” He wiped at his fresh tears, frustration positively oozing off of him. “I don’t understand it.”

“You’re crying because this is an emotional moment,” Nick replied. “You’re crying because you’re happy. You’re crying because you’re sad for the ordeal that Chloe had to go through. You’re crying because you’re relieved. Sometimes there are so many emotions to be felt that you become overwhelmed when they all hit at once.”

Finn seemed to consider it. “Chloe is okay, right? She wasn’t hurt, was she?”

“She seems okay,” Nick replied, choosing his words carefully. Physically, Chloe was unharmed. It would take time to see what sort of emotional upheaval her ordeal would cause her. “He fed her. He kept her locked in a room. He didn’t tell her what he planned to do.”

“He was going to kill her,” Finn said. “Why?”

Nick only knew what Clayton had told them around his broken sobs. He could wield some magic, but it was limited. He’d learned a protection spell from one of his mother’s books, but as he weakened, so did the little magic he had. His last hope was to kill Chloe to stave off death.

“Because he was misguided,” Nick replied. “His mother told him some crazy stuff, and when he found out he was sick, he wanted to try to make himself better by doing some of that crazy stuff.”

Finn licked his lips, still uncertain. “How was he going to kill her?”

Nick had no intention of answering that question. He didn’t want Finn having nightmares. “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. I’m not sure he could’ve really forced himself to do it.”

“Then why did he take her?”

“Because…because…” Nick had no idea how to answer the question. Thankfully Maddie swooped in at that moment to handle it for him.

“Because Clayton knew what he did was wrong,” she offered. “He blamed his mother for ‘making’ him help her kill those girls, but deep down he knew he was wrong. He was afraid to die because he assumed that meant he would go to a bad place afterward.”

“Like Hell?” Finn asked.

Maddie nodded.

“Is Hell real?”

It was a question Maddie wasn’t prepared for. Despite that, she had an answer for her son. “You know how your Aunt Harper uses dreamcatchers to send souls to the other side?”

Finn nodded. He’d heard the stories. “Yes.”

“Well, most of the time she sees a beautiful world over there when she engages the dreamcatcher. It’s bright and shiny, and she says that she feels a sense of peace when she sees it.”

Finn didn’t say anything. He simply waited for his mother to finish it out.

“There are times, though, when she sees another place,” Maddie continued. “It’s dark…and cold…and it’s no place anybody would want to go.”

“Hell,” Finn assumed.

Maddie hesitated, but only for a moment. “I don’t think it matters what you call it. Different religions believe different things, and we have no way of knowing if one religion has it right or another has it wrong. What’s important is that there is more out there.”

“And it’s important to be a good person,” Nick added. “You can’t just occasionally do good deeds and think that’s enough. At your core, you have to want to leave the world a better place. That has to be your goal. Somewhere along the way, Clayton lost track of that.”

“He put himself above what was right and good,” Maddie added. “I think he knew that what he was doing was wrong and it wasn’t even going to get him what he wanted. He was too afraid to accept what he couldn’t control, though.”

Finn pressed his lips together and looked over to where Chloe and her parents were still celebrating. “Will Chloe be okay?”

“Yes,” Maddie answered without hesitation. “It might take some time, but I have faith that everything will be okay for her.”

On a sigh, Finn nodded. “Okay. Can we get ice cream when we get back to town?”

Nick had to swish his lips to keep from laughing. “Since I’m certain that your sister has already had her ice cream today thanks to another play date with your grandfather, I think that can be arranged.”

“Awesome. I’m getting Superman.”

“Well, you were a hero today,” Maddie said. “I think a hero deserves Superman ice cream.”

Finn’s smile was bright enough to blot out the sun. “I was just thinking that too.”

One week later

“Everybody ready?” Harper asked as she looked around the clearing and took in three somber ghost faces.

After a lot of work—more work than Maddie realized she was going to have to put in quite frankly—she’d managed to draw Crystal, Susie, and Becky out of their hiding places. Deacon had helped of course, and he even had a line on where they could find Helen. They were heading in that direction when they finished in the clearing. The evil ghost was currently in hiding. They had every intention of finding her, though.

After they dealt with Becky, Susie, and Crystal of course.

Maddie had spent some time talking to the ghosts over the past few days—Becky and Susie also thought Maddie looked old—and explained that they didn’t have to live their lives in limbo any longer. They could move on to something better.

The three ghosts took time to converse about what they wanted to do. Maddie wasn’t surprised that it turned into a group decision. The young women died by the same hands. They’d spent their afterlife together. It turned out, they all wanted to move to the great beyond together as well.

After that, it had been a simple matter of contacting Harper for some dreamcatchers. Maddie was fairly certain she could handle the deed herself, but Harper and Rowan had opted to make it an overnight trip instead. They wanted to see their friends after all.

“We’re ready,” Crystal confirmed. Her smile was shy as she pointed it at Maddie. “Before we go, though, we just want to thank you.”

Maddie shook her head. “You don’t have to thank me. I just did what anybody else would do.”

“No.” Crystal was firm. “You did more than you had to do, and we’re grateful.”

“Really grateful,” Becky echoed.

“We were forgotten for a long time,” Crystal said. “Now we’ll be remembered. It might hurt our families for a bit, but they’ll be better off over the long haul.”

Maddie swallowed hard and nodded. “Just be happy wherever you go.”

Harper, who had already tossed out the dreamcatchers, stomped her foot to ignite them.

Maddie saw the brief flash of the other world, the bright sunshine streaming in, and smiled when Finn slid his hand into hers. He’d wanted to be present for the goodbye, and Maddie knew it was the right choice to have him there.

Clayton was in jail, his health failing. Chloe was back in school and seemingly okay, although her parents had already tapped a therapist for her. Allie was apparently none the worse for wear.

Finn, though, would never forget any of this.

“It’s beautiful,” he said in an awed voice.

“It’s a beautiful feeling,” Maddie agreed.

“It’s…good. All of it is good.” Finn sighed. “It would be even better with ice cream, though.”

Maddie barked out a laugh. “Somehow I knew you were going to say that.”
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