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Part One: Reunion







Chapter 1
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“You can’t take my babies. I done everything you said!”

Quinn Hutchinson caught the haunted eyes of two girls, five and eight, being led to a county car. Their mother, Ladonna Stackford, pleaded with her. Police in bullet-proof vests crawled all over the apartment building, blue armored insects.

“Ladonna, for God’s sake, there were guns and drugs in your apartment.”

“But they ain’t mines!”

Today was Wednesday, the half-day of the school week. Who had decided this? It made no sense. A crowd of people watched the police activity, veiled by feigned indifference. Some were infuriated that The Man was stomping all over an innocent woman and her children. Some were wondering where their next fix was coming from. None were on Quinn’s side.

“They were still in your apartment, Ladonna. Your girls had access to those weapons. To the smack. I’m not the one doing this to you. You are the one doing this to you.”

Tears welled in the woman’s eyes, though her stance widened, hands fisting. “It was Trevon. He doing this while I was at work, my kids in school. Dumb-ass didn’t know Wednesday was a half-day at school. Every fool knows this.”

“I thought you were done with Trevon.”

“I am. We through. But the man had a copy of my key. I didn’t know, Miss Hutchinson, I swear to the Lord I didn’t know.” Ladonna’s hands lightly fell on Quinn’s arms. “Please. This is a mistake. I’m nine months clean. Test my piss, test my blood. I’m holding down a job. I take care of my girls. I do. I do. I swear I do.”

Child Protective Services got the call when the Narcotics cowboys on the Oakland Police Department raided the apartment at nine this morning. Trevon Hollis and Marcus Ramirez had been under surveillance for a week. Like Ladonna said, their MO was to open up shop a half hour after Ladonna walked her girls to school and caught the 15 bus to work. It was possible her client knew nothing of the drug dealing out of her little one-bedroom. Still, rules were rules.

“Maybe we can work this out, Ladonna, but for now, my job is to make certain those girls are safe. I believe you’re providing for them, caring for them, but—” Quinn waved her hands around. “—look around, girl, does this look like you’re keeping them safe?”

“What you want me to do? Buy a house in the damn hills? I can barely afford this dump, even with Section 8. What can I do, Quinn? Can’t you help me?”

Quinn turned away to hide her helpless expression.

Sunlight had yet to burn through the marine layer, making the day as gray as Quinn’s mood. The words stuck in her head. Can’t you help me? Even at this late morning hour, a collision on 580 made the freeway feel like a line for a carwash. She needed to get home, get her head straight. Because she believed Ladonna, but even then, there was nothing Quinn could do, and so her little struggling family would be parted. Amid the fumes of idling, slowly moving vehicles, she thought about what her job, what her life had become.

After the hour it took to drive seven miles, gas gurgling away in the big Chevy Tahoe, she had to circle the block for twenty minutes until the no parking for street sweeping ended. She parked behind a ticketed car and crossed Adams to her flat. Or what used to be her flat. The housing crunch in the Bay Area had Nicked up her rent to the point where she had to take on roommates. Steve and Diane were a nice enough couple. They had the larger bedroom now. Quinn had the small one, with the garden view. But Steve’s cousin, Mike, an airline pilot, used the couch to crash when he was in town. It may have made her financial margin a little wider, but the crowd of people in her place pushed her toward the edge.

Ladonna Stackford was one of Quinn’s success stories. A year ago, the woman and her two children lived out of a Dodge Dart, not the new model, with Ladonna dealing and tricking to maintain her habit. Despite the monkey on her back, the woman was determined to be a good mother. She had turned her life around with Quinn’s help.

Quinn banged her fists on the steering wheel. This was not what she signed up for. Yet separating children from their mothers was what she did nearly every day. Overhead, the sun broke through the layer of fog. Palm trees swayed. The light breeze smelled of the bay. Why was everyone living in this paradise so miserable?

She reached for her briefcase purse on the passenger seat. Bright purple, the corner of a book caught her eye. Her mother’s organizer, the word Recipe embossed in the violet leather; she couldn’t remember putting it in her bag. Why would she? It was the only thing she had of her mother’s. In her two-plus decades on the planet, she had yet to meet the woman. The organizer was both a comfort and a mystery.

It was not a mystery simply because her mother was an unknown quantity. Quinn turned the book over and upside down. Before her eyes, the blank back of the book changed. A word embossed itself in the leather: Secrets.

The very nature of the book shifted when read from back to front. Pocket pages with clippings, ivory cards of hand-written recipes, mylar tabs separating sections, disappeared. She now flipped through vellum sheets, diagrams and poems scrawled in black ink. Most of it, Quinn could not decipher. But the wind through her half-open window blew the pages. She stared at a title. Exoneration.

“The light of truth as bright as day

Reveal the fact that none may sway

Illuminate beyond inveigh

Exonerate without hearsay

Exculpate, justice purvey

Absolve from guilt without delay.”

Quinn found herself reading the words aloud, again and again, with more force and more volume. For an instant, the street became clearer to her sight, brighter than the wan sun could account for. Her breath left her visibly, the interior of the Chevy now freezing. Looking to her lap, she saw the book had closed on its own. 

She shivered, but the chill lasted only a moment. Had anything changed? Or had reading her mother’s poetry only comforted Quinn? Whatev. She had calls to make, emergency foster care to arrange, a meeting with her supervisor, and blah blah blah. There was no reason she couldn’t do it while eating a grilled cheese sandwich in her room.

Her cell rang as she secured the SUV. Her sister, Harvest. For some reason, her sister always seemed to know when Quinn was stressed out. “Shine on,” She answered the phone; a take on her sister’s full name, Harvest Moon Hutchinson. It had gone from bad joke to habit.

“Big Sis, I got news for you. I thought you might need some cheering up.”

How? How did she know this? “Right as usual.” Quinn smiled a little as she sorted out the door key from her ring. “What’s up?”

“I ran into your bestie, Rae Devon. She’s the assistant director for Human Services now.”

“Yeah, that’s old news.” Quinn unlocked the front door and started upstairs.

“What’s new news is, they’re hiring, Case Worker II. I asked if she would hire you. She said in a hot second.”

Quinn sighed. “We’ve talked about this before. I have a job, a career, even, an apartment, a car—”

“Yeah, but you’re always whining about it. C’mon, a halfway decent job in Northwest PA, and you can live like a queen. And this is a real deal, Sis. An opportunity. Don’t you miss the overwhelming snow? The sub-zero temperatures? The scorching, humid summers? The crushing boredom of living in the sticks?”

She climbed toward the third floor flat, chuckling a little. “Yeah, I do miss the crushing boredom a little.”

“Call her, Quinn. Come home. You know you miss it. Well, at least admit you miss us.”

Quinn did miss Harvest, and her little sister, Echo. “Jeeze, when was the last time we got together?”

“Two years ago. Christmas.”

Had it been that long? “Okay, I’ll definitely be home soon. To visit.”

“Gramma Em has cable now. We might even have the internet.”

“Temptress.”

“Call Rae, Quinn. I gotta go. See you soon.”

Feeling lighter, Quinn unlocked the apartment door. During the day, there was a quantum of solitude, with Diane and Steve working, Mike flying to Japan or wherever. It was the only peace she had anymore.

A sound in the kitchen froze her feet in the living room. Male voice, singing “Lights” by Journey (badly), pans clattering, a sizzle of cooking followed by the scent of burning butter: oh, no, not this, she thought.

“Oo, I wanna be they-ay-ee-air, in my—Crap! Quinn!” Mike jerked around, the skillet hitting linoleum. He was dressed, or rather, undressed, in thong underpants and slippers. A grilled cheese sandwich slid across the floor.

Quinn averted her eyes. Mike had a pot belly going on over—brain skip—and skinny legs with knobby knees. “Just home for lunch,” she hurried to her room. In truth, she had lost her appetite. 

“Hey, we all gotta let loose once in a while,” Mike called through the closed door.

Shaking her head, Quinn pulled out her phone and scrolled until she found Rae Devon’s number.
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Chapter 2
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Echo swiped sweat from her brow. The workshop of the Chandlery sweltered despite the early morning cool. Neither Gramma Em or Aunt Mary minded. Em threaded an antique tin mold with wicking, knotted hands a blur of familiar activity. Her Great-Aunt Mary took the temperature of eight sunken trays of colored, melted wax.

She loved to watch the old ladies at work, happy expressions of concentration on their wrinkled faces. Echo worked at the art of candle making herself, but seeing those experienced hands always filled her with a kind of awe.

Yesterday was wax day. They had boiled pounds and pounds of crushed honeycomb, straining the mix through big paper filters. This morning, they dumped out fat cakes of yellow beeswax from five-gallon buckets and set to melting them again. Today was stock day, Echo’s favorite. After Gramma’s beeswax candles were poured and dipped, after Aunt Mary’s candles were carved, Echo would create candles of her own from the leftovers.

Gramma, in particular, was a freakin machine. Once her molds were threaded, she closed the wick-ends with a dollop of wax. Closing her eyes, she chanted under her breath. Words that were so familiar to Echo:

“I shield you from the malady carried on breezes

The watery eyes, the sinusitis and sneezes

This curative instrument burn ye one hour each day

To relieve ye the symptoms of the fever of hay.”

She then dipped a heavy iron ladle into the pot of beeswax and filled her first mold. Once the six candles were full, she set the mold on a rack to harden. Then, from a bar above the boiler, she lifted doubled wicks and dipped them, one at a time, into the melted wax. Twenty four wicks, forty-eight candles. The hand-dipped ones sold for fifteen bucks a pair. That would be seven hundred twenty bucks. The molded tapers, thirteen inches long, sold for five dollars each, or thirty bucks for a dozen. That potentially added up to—

“Stop thinking like that, Echo. You’ve got a full ride at Fredonia. There’s no money in the candle biz.” Gramma could read Echo’s mind. College, despite the full scholarship to the State University of New York at Fredonia, appealed less and less as the summer waned.

“Oh, leave her be, Emma. She likes candle making, and the bees love her.” Aunt Mary produced a white columnar candle in the shape of a seven—pointed star. These she had molded out of wax with a low melt point during the week. Now, her station prepped with eight deep trays of beeswax, each skillfully colored to bright hues. She dipped a white candle into yellow wax.

Gramma grumped. “No grandchild of mine is going to be a chandler.” She eyed Mary, and then Echo. “You’re getting a degree, so you can get a decent job, like your sisters.” Gramma filled the next mold, set it to harden, and dipped the hanging wicks again.

Mary dipped and dipped until the white candle turned yellow. This she dunked in a bucket of water. By the time she lifted it, the hot wax had dried. This time, she lowered it into red wax. “Maybe she can get a business degree, run this place right.”

Echo shaved the yucky bottom off a cake of wax. She perked up. “You know, I think this place could really take off with a little more exposure—”

Gramma gave her the hairy eye ball, stopping the words in her throat.

“Full scholarship. Fredonia. Degree. No arguments.”

She dumped the cleaned cake into a melting pot. Echo had been selling her own candles online for a few months in secret. She had a couple thousand bucks in her PayPal account. She wanted to boast about it, but something made her shut up.

Mary switched to blue, then white, then a thick layer of black. Em poured her third mold. “Oh, don’t tell me you’re making a Pittsburgh Steelers candle.”

Em shrugged. “You gotta make what sells.” She dipped in the yellow again.

“Yeah, at Christmas, maybe. This is August. If you really want to make candles that sell, you should dip a Cleveland Browns candle.”

“If I wanna make a candle that smells, maybe. Who wants a brown candle? It’ll look like a big turd.”

South Fishburn, PA, sat so close to the New York border that you could hit the Empire State by spitting. And, in reality, that was about as much as there was to do in the little hamlet. It was also equidistant between Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Ohio, and Buffalo, New York.

“Pittsburgh’s a big turd,” Gramma muttered under her breath.

Mary muttered back. “Twenty-two division wins, sixteen AFC championships, six Super Bowl rings.” With the candle now bright yellow, the angles of the star points now round, Mary hung the candle by the wick and started carving. She worked with lightning speed, pulling out swoops and curls. On a blank spot, she stuck a round Steelers logo. With a smaller knife, she cut and twisted, the red, blue and white layers adding trim to the mostly black and yellow design. Ten minutes later, a fantasy structure appeared. Candy ribbons, bows, spires, formed a shape that dazzled the eye and at the same time, looked good enough to eat. Echo could see the places where the glow of the light would shine through.

With a bent knife, Aunt Mary carved a circle at the candle’s top, a well for the original dipping candle to melt. Once lit, it would burn down, leaving the slower-melting wax of the carving behind. After that, other candles could be inserted into the carved shape over and over again.

“You know, the inherit planned obsolescence of the candle is the thing that makes them valuable,” Gramma Em said. “Once they burn down, you go buy another one. It’s how we make money. Your carved candles stay around forever.”

Mary shrugged. “They can buy the replacement candles from us, too.” Satisfied, she gave the candle a dunk in clear wax, then in the bucket of water, and then placed it on a shelf. Other carved candles stood, some for Christmas, a few other sports teams (including a Cleveland Browns candle that was orange, not brown), and some that were just wonderful, fanciful confections of wax.

Gramma poured her last mold. The dipped candles were now fat and golden. One more go in the molten wax, and they were left to harden. In the meantime, Mary dipped and carved another candle, this one of white and two blues. Once carved, it resembled a snowflake, a wedding cake, blue spearmint candy floss. Mary’s candles were as breathtaking as Em’s were practical. 

Air now redolent of honey brought curious bees swooping through the shop. Echo smiled. “Morning, girls.” They formed a swarm around her in greeting, orbiting in elaborate flight paths.

“What are you doing in here? Go out and make us some money, honey,” Gramma chided the insects.

A chant popped into Echo’s head. It was one of those things mother’s said as they rocked their babes to sleep. Echo had been rocked in such a fashion. 

Buzzy, fuzzy, we bid you thrive, attend your home, defend your hive

Ignore your curiosities, collect your nectar from the trees

And flowers bloomed, their essence take, with it your wax and honey make

Think not of human mysteries, your strength lies in community.

Even Gramma cracked a smile as the old ladies joined in. In a moment, the bees left the Chandlery, off on the business of collecting nectar. Echo basked in the familiarity, in the satisfaction of the work. Mostly, she looked forward to stocking her own, secret internet candle shop with new items.

“Echo, honey, could you mind the store this morning?” Aunt Mary finished a third candle, this one a red, green, white and light blue Christmas fantasy. “Gramma and I need to prep some hives. We have a gig in Scandia tomorrow.”

While the candle business was always slow but steady, the pollination business was booming. Farmers all over the area “rented” their bees to increase yields. Wild bees were mysteriously dying out. Much of that was winding down now. Echo knew they needed to jump on every opportunity. Yet her heart sank. If she was minding the counter, she couldn’t get back in the shop to work on her own creations.

“Sure,” Echo managed. It would take maybe an hour to prep the hives. The only thing the old ladies did was place a little cover at the hive opening to limit the bees’ access. In the evening, they would seal the hives completely so they could go on the Bee Mobile tomorrow morning. But Echo knew that Gramma and Em would check all of their hundred hives for hive beetles and the marauding European hornet. She wouldn’t see the ladies until long after noon. “Why isn’t Cora here?”

Cora worked as a substitute teacher during the school year, and as a cashier at the Chandlery in the summer. She was family, kinda. Mom’s brother, Uncle Nick, had knocked her up eight years before. Cora Anderson wanted nothing to do with Nick O’Broin. Except for that one time, apparently. The Grams, as Echo and her sisters called Gramma and Aunt Mary, were nothing but kind and warm to Cora. And her daughter, Zuri, was full-on adorbs. But Cora was always stand-offish, and now she had been absent from her summer job for a week.

“The baby’s sick,” Aunt Mary said.

Gramma busied herself, pretending not to hear. Em was an herbalist, known locally as a healer, and not only for her hay fever candles. Technically, they weren't related to Zuri Anderson since there was no marriage between Nick and Cora, but the little girl still felt like family to them all, of course, the way young children always do. Echo could only wonder why Cora hated her Uncle Nick so badly. As with her mother, Echo had never met the man.
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Harvest had a bad feeling about this from the get-go. While serving papers and evictions were her bread and butter as a state constable, this particular ejectment hadn’t come through the court, but from a private party. Backwoods Campgrounds owned and operated several recreation sites, including cabins for rent. She turned off the Warren-Onoville Road up an unnamed dirt track. Deep woods closely hemmed the road.

Long ago, Harvest Moon Hutchinson had learned to trust her instincts. Backwoods Campgrounds’ owner, Grant Chapman, was a friend and supporter of Warren County Sheriff Rob Bennett. Bennett was vocal about the constable positions in his county. They were a waste of taxpayer dollars, according to Bennett. The sheriff could take care of both the superior and district courts. He was also a backer of a bill that would give county sheriffs the same powers of investigation and arrest that municipal and state police had. It put Bennett at odds with Harvest from the very first.

So why not call Bennett if Chapman and he were such good buds?

Still, seventy bucks was seventy bucks. Harvest was lucky to be in good with Magisterial District Judge Lori Bower. Work flowed steadily both from District 37-3-01, with additional work from neighboring districts. Yet as she as well as the judges were elected officials, it was always best to put a little aside for a rainy day—or a newly elected judge who wouldn’t give a constable the time of day.

Despite her position, Harvest hated politics.

Ahead, the cabin sprouted from a rough clearing. Rustic but sturdy, the structure featured a wrap-around porch, a hand-pumped well, a barbecue grill that grew from the ground like a black mushroom. A creek babbled, out of sight in the dense foliage. Harvest exited the vehicle, listening to the tick of her cooling engine, birdsong and the drone of insects. Thin clouds scaled the blue sky, an indicator of rain in the future. No other vehicle parked outside. 

For the hot and humid day, Harvest wore slate gray cargo shorts and a short-sleeved shirt with keystone-shaped constable patches on the sleeves. Her jump boots were polished enough to reflect the sky. She grabbed her tactical vest from the passenger seat. It weighted half a ton, but it was a great way to carry her gun. Maybe it wasn’t body armor, but it said CONSTABLE on the back in yellow letters. Harvest thought it made her look cool and professional at the same time.

Her combat boots sounded loud on the creaky porch; pounding on the door like thunder. Here comes the law, she thought, and took a deep breath. “State constable, open up.”

Even as she said the words, she saw the splintered wood, the missing latch and lock. Paperwork in her hand said that the party to be ejected was a squatter. Still, she didn’t have the same investigative powers as a police officer. She couldn’t just barge in, probable cause or not. What she should do is call the state police right now and report—

A stiff breeze riffled the trees. Creaking, the door swung inward. Outward came the smell. Harvest took a step back. Checking her gag reflex, she pulled out her cell phone with her left and rested her right hand on the butt of her .357. 

Harvest hesitated. Was she facing deadly force? Her fingers moved off the weapon. And was there a dead body in the cabin, or had the squatter poached a deer and left it behind in the summer heat? She didn’t want to look like an idiot. Neither did she want to enter the fly-buzzing cloud of stench. Again, hinges creaked, the door opening wider. She took a quick gulp of fresh air and quickly moved into the cabin.

It had the typical lack of layout inside; big river-stone fireplace, rough-hewn bits of furniture, two private rooms, a loft above, a bathroom, a kitchen with a wood stove. On the back of the door, the Innkeeper’s Rights Act was hung in a frame.

Breathing through her mouth, she moved deeper inside. Clothing sat on a chair, neatly folded, keys and wallet on top. There was no car outside and obviously the door had been forced. Taking a pen from her vest pocket, she opened the wallet. Cell phone still in hand, she took a photo of the driver’s license. Her eye was drawn by items on the hearth. A closer inspection startled her. Black rubber toys, restraints, tape, coils of rope, clamps... Blushing, she turned away—

—And caught the source of the odor across the cabin. She saw the feet beyond a partially opened bedroom door. They dangled a short distance from the floor, inches from an overturned bucket. Harvest saw candles burned to stubs, pools of wax on the floor. Legs were bound together with wire and melted tape. Enough was enough. She ran outside to call 911. A tall man blocked the doorway.

The sight shocked Harvest into immobility—yet her hand gripped her holstered pistol.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Well over six feet tall, rangy and wiry, uniform Stetson nearly brushing the lintel, the man looked like a sheriff straight out of a Western. In fact, he was the county sheriff. 

Her dislike of the man allowed Harvest to find her voice. “This is a crime scene, Sheriff Bennett. Let’s get out of here before we contaminate it.”

Instead, he walked past her, looking into the bedroom where the man hung from the rafters. “Damn. Looks like a torture-murder. Haven’t seen nor heard anything like this since the ’80s. You ever heard of the Char-Man?”

“We need to get out of here, call the state cops.” Harvest took a few steps toward fresh air.

“Heard there might be a squatter here.” Bennett waved the flies away with his hat. “Why send you to eject him?”

Harvest walked through the front door and turned. It still reeked of death, but at least out here it was less palpable. “Ask your friend Chapman.”

“I intend to. Why don’t you run along? I’ll get the state boys out here.”

She already had her phone out, 911 on speed dial. “This is Elk County Township Constable Harvest Hutchinson, reporting a dead body. I have the county sheriff with me as well.” she told the operator. A few moments later, she hung up. “The operator asked if you could secure the scene.”

Bennett puffed up appropriately and strode out, closing the front door. He walked to his black-and-white and parked at an angle across the dirt road.

Harvest tried to shake the images from her mind: more importantly, to shake the smell out of her clothes and hair. She paced around in the heat, but the stench of death seemed to follow her. 

Ugh.

She buzzed down all the windows on the SUV. A lot of money had gone into the GMC Terrain: a bright wrap that screamed to the world that this was a state constable’s vehicle: a bull bar and winch combo in front of the grill (she didn’t know what the former was for and never had to use the latter); a security partition fenced off the back seats for prisoner transport. Since she drove the vehicle every day, the less stink she brought on board, the better.

Taking a can of Febreze from the cup holder on the transmission hump (it had turned out to be a necessity for a constable), she sprayed it in the air and stepped into it. And once more. When she could taste the astringent air freshener more than the death smell, she got in the vehicle. 

With all the windows down, she drove back toward the road. Her Bluetooth sounded, an incoming text message from Quinn. Harvest told the car to read it.

“Gassing up in Painsville. Home soon.”

Holy cow, Quinn was coming home. Painsville, Ohio, was only a couple hours away. Not having a lot of time to get the smell of decomp out of her hair, she gave the SUV some gas.
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Quinn gave herself a week to drive from California to Pennsylvania. For once she would actually experience the interior of America, stopping off to see giant dinosaurs or donut sculptures or the largest ball of twine. Whatevs. Instead, the relief of giving up her soul-crushingly stress-filled job had lifted her spirits. She sprinted along I-80 in mile-eating twelve-hour stretches, stopping only when her vision blurred and her shoulders ached. Four days later, she crossed the Ohio border on I-90, slowing down through the nub of Pennsylvania that reached Lake Erie, taking I-86 into western upstate New York.

By turns, the roads got wilder, woodsier, windier, and more familiar. South Fishburn was barely a wide spot on the road. An old Sinclair gas station marked the northern part of the tiny hamlet. She passed the Last Shop to Nowhere, a camping-slash-general store that served people heading over to the national forest, and the Pennsylvania Dairy Farmers’ Co-Op, the lot full of people ordering ice cream. On the right stood the Chandlery, where Hutchinsons had been selling candles for generations. 

Opposite lay the long driveway to the family farm. It wasn’t much of a farm anymore. There was enough room for beehives, a greenhouse, and beds of flowers, the former fields now awash with young trees. Quinn smiled when she saw the Bee-Mobile, a ’50s-era delivery truck painted with yellow and black stripes. And parked beside it, the rambling farmhouse, built to house a large family back when family was all the labor you had, could use some fresh paint, she noted.

Bees hummed in the warm air, a few of them pausing in their business to check her out. Quinn hummed back at them as she descended the tree-buried drive back to the Warren-Onoville Road and crossed it to the Chandlery.

As she reached the gravel parking lot, a woman screamed out of the shop. Like Quinn, she had ink-black hair that caught the humid breeze. Long, tanned legs poked out of cut-off overalls, bare feet whipping across the rough ground. Before Quinn could speak, Echo wrapped her in a hug that nearly knocked her to the ground.

“Quinn! Omigosh, I can’t believe it! Quinn!” 

Quinn hugged her back, feeling her eyes welling. She had forgotten how much she missed her baby sister. “Baby girl, you’re as tall as me,” she squeezed hard.

“Quinn,” Echo squeaked. “I can’t breathe.”

Taking huge gulps of the humid air, they walked side-by-side into the Chandlery. “I didn’t know you were coming. Does Harvest know? It’s just like her to keep a secret. Do the Grams know? How long are you here for?”

The shop looked the same, yellow-gold beeswax dominating, floor and counters of plain wood, candles in crates, in bushels, the fancy carved ones on display. Scents of rose, lemon, lavender, berries, vanilla hung in the air, somehow defining that Quinn was home more than the sight of the tiny hamlet, the farmhouse. Happy tears broke out.

“Don’t start that! Don’t start!” Echo broke into tears as well, grabbing her in another hug. Outside, the cloudless blue sky suddenly darkened. A downpour erupted, rain thundering on the roof, gurgling down the drain pipes. Echo sniffed and wiped her eyes. As she did, the rain stopped, the sky brightening.

“Your hair is so cool!”

Quinn fingered her bob, straight black hair cut along her jawline. “I was just envying your long hair.”

“Just when I thought there was nothing I could do with this,” Echo grabbed fistfuls of her hair, lifting and dropping it. 

“Where is everybody?” Quinn asked.

“The Grams are getting some hives ready for a gig. Harvest is doing whatever it is constables do. Or are you talking about customers? You just missed a bus tour. Made a hundred eighty bucks...”

Once again, the sky went dark. Weather in this part of Pennsylvania was changeable, but not this much. “What’s the matter, Echo?”

Her youngest sister’s eyes drifted around the shop. “I’ve been thinking a lot lately, about the Chandlery. What’s going to happen to it? The Grams are getting old.”

“Wait. You’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking.”

Echo couldn’t meet her eyes. “It’s a sustainable business. We have everything right here. Our candles are really special.”

“You didn’t kick ass all the way through high school to dip candles and keep bees, Sis.” Quinn took her by the arms. “A full ride at college can take you anywhere, make you whatever you want.”

Echo’s face lost its sorrowful cast, twisting in a smirk. “Is that what it did for you?”

Taken aback by the question, Quinn thought for a moment. “Maybe. I have a career. It brought me back here. So yes, I’d say it did that for me.”

“Does that mean...?”

Quinn smiled, and Echo did as well. “I got a job here in Warren County.”

“Squee!” Echo hugged her again.

“Squee?”

“It’s still a thing.” Echo got serious again. “Don’t tell anyone this. I’ve set up my own candle business. Online. And I’ve made a ton of money, even if my candles aren’t nearly as nice as the Grams’. This place just needs a little exposure. I’m telling you. It could be huge.”

“Oh, hey, I know a place where you could learn how to run this place like a proper business.”

Echo’s face brightened in excitement. Then she caught on. “Shut up with the college thing already.”

“Seriously, you could major in business.”

“Ick.”

“Or art, sculpture, maybe. And, best of all, there are men there.”

Echo tilted her head. “Okay. That’s a plus. Everyone around here is kinda boring.”

“No more lectures. But think about it, Echo. Think about it seriously. This will be your first big decision as an adult.”

Straightening her posture, Echo pursed her lips. “Okay. I’ll think about it.”
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After shampooing three times, and then drenching her hair with lemon juice and vinegar, Harvest felt she finally no longer smelled like a dead guy. Her uniform was in the washing machine, and she ran it again, just to be sure.

She padded to her bedroom in the duplex she’d purchased on the cheap. While she intended to rent out the other side of the house, she never had the time to run an ad. Having a tenant would definitely knock down her living expenses. Yet she liked her privacy. Growing up with a younger and older sister, Harvest found she really enjoyed having her own bathroom. She didn’t really need two bathrooms, especially when the second wasn’t easily accessible. 

She would get to it when she got to it.

In the meanwhile, she dressed in shorts, a purple tank that matched her sneakers, and brushed out her straight black hair. Her eyes kept straying to the top drawer of her dresser. She had kept a secret in there for two years, now. With Quinn back, maybe for good, and Echo an adult, at least in years, she knew it was time. Pulling the drawer open, she removed a thick file folder and, after a cursory sniff of her bag (no dead guy smell), stuffed the documents inside.

The act drew her eyes to a triptych of photos on her bedside table. She remembered looking through pictures with the Grams a few years back. They were school photos, the same cloudy blue backgrounds in each. A black-haired girl with dark blue eyes was featured, one with bangs, one with braids, one with loose hair. Every smile held a gap where a baby tooth had fallen out. It was in the same spot on every smile. Other than the hair, the faces were identical. So much so that when Harvest had first found them, she misidentified her sister, Echo, as being herself.

The three sisters were born five years apart, yet from these photos, they looked like triplets. It had inspired her, two years ago, to send DNA samples. For two years, the results were hiding in the drawer. It was time to make a startling, impossible, revelation to her siblings. Shouldering her bag, she walked down to the Constable-Mobile.

During the slow, curving drive between her little gray house in Russel to the Grams’ house in South Fishburn, her mind wandered. The three sisters had grown up without a mother, and a mostly-absent father. It wasn’t until Harvest made friends in school that she realized how unusual this was. She didn’t miss her mother, as she never had the opportunity, but she did ask questions. They all did.

During Dad’s infrequent visits, he told them that she was working in Papua-New Guinea, working on a dictionary of the local tribes’ languages. It was a remote place, on the other side of the world, nearly impossible to reach. It was Important Work, according to Dad. One day, when she could make it out, she would come home, he’d said.

While the three sisters were content living with Gramma Em and Aunt Mary, as she matured, she began to think of her father’s stories as just that—like believing in Santa Claus, so Harvest grew out of it. The most curious of her sisters, Harvest did a lot of research on Papua New Guinea. Mom’s Important Work included the Korowai Tribe, who lived in high tree houses and didn’t believe that people outside their villages existed until the ’70s, the Skeleton People, the Asaro Mudmen, the Huli Wigmen, an unbelievable assortment of wild ethnicities that seemed straight out of a fantasy novel.

Like Dad, Mom was an anthropologist, an ethnologist to be precise. Her job was to immerse herself in a culture to better understand it. Except...

No one at the University of Papua New Guinea had ever heard of Trinity O’Broin Hutchinson. Nor had anyone at the University of Sydney, the Australian National University, the James Cook University, or any institution of higher learning in that part of the world heard of her mother.

On the few occasions when she could actually corner her father, he spun the most magnificent tales of highland rainforests populated by painted or masked people, their ways traditional, savage, fascinating. Somehow, the stories seemed to cast a spell over Harvest, so that she lost the thread of her questions.

She made a left on the Warren-Onoville Road, passing the golf course. At five years old, her father had returned from Papua New Guinea with a squealing bundle of Echo Hutchinson. Five years prior, she assumed, he had returned with a squealing bundle of Harvest Moon Hutchinson. All of it was too difficult to swallow, and less so as she matured. Maybe now, she could get some answers.

The woodsy driveway turned to reveal a newish Chevy Tahoe SUV parked behind the Bee-Mobile. In spite of her maundering, Harvest’s spirits soared. Half-running, she crossed the porch and burst in the front door.

“Little Sis!” Harvest saw the sophisticated hair bob for a split second before Quinn caught her in a huge hug.

“Did you do it? Did you really do it?”

Quinn held her at arm’s length. “I start Monday.”

“Holy freakin cow!” Harvest’s eyes leaked a little as she crushed her big sister.

“Hey, don’t leave me out.” Echo hurried from the kitchen, plowing in for a group hug.

Again, questions about their heritage sprung to Harvest’s mind. They were all the same height now, five-seven, and each as slender as the next. Not even the ten years that separated the baby, Echo, from Big Sis Quinn made much difference on their faces. They looked... Well. Almost identical.

“Dinner’s ready,” Aunt Mary sang, ringing a tiny bell. “We’re having Quinn’s favorite—breaded pork chops.”
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Gramma Em filled Echo’s wine glass. When no one batted an eye, Echo suddenly felt very adult. While nearly all the talk centered around Quinn’s new job with Warren-Forest County Social Services, Echo found herself looking long and hard at her older sister. Harvest seemed happy enough, but there was something on her mind. Thinking there was a serious discussion ahead, she sipped her wine slowly, not letting it make her head all buzzy.

After strawberry shortcake for dessert, Gramma Em and Aunt Mary exchanged a look.

“Well, these old ladies need to be up before the crack of dawn. Got a bee gig in Scandia,” Em said.

Echo offered, “Do you need help in the morning?”

“If you could mind the store until we get back?” Aunt Mary tilted her head.

“On it.”

The Grams gave each girl a kiss before walking upstairs to bed. Echo narrowed her eyes at Harvest. “Okay, they know something’s up. What is it, Harvest?”

The middle sister leaned forward, taking the bottle of wine and filling their glasses. Quinn raised her brows. Suddenly, Echo felt a little too adult. Harvest rose from the table, returning with her bag. “Do you remember two years ago, when I wanted to trace our DNA?”

“Oh, yeah,” Quinn said. “Whatever happened with that?”

Harvest bit her lower lip, something she did when she was nervous. “Bear with me for a second.”

Echo grabbed the file first, reading for a moment. “Monozygotic,” she said aloud. After passing it to Quinn, she nearly grabbed it back. “Wait a minute. Is that what I think it means?”

“I had the testing done by a couple different labs, but it all came back the same.”

“Is this a joke?” Quinn thrust the folder back at Harvest.

“No joke. And not possible.” Harvest explained finding the fifth grade school photos of the three girls, the same tooth missing, her own confusion about who was who. She shrugged. “We’re identical triplets.”

“We weren’t born at the same time, Harvest.”

“Be that as it may, the DNA doesn’t lie.”

“You made a mistake with the samples. You said you used different labs.”

Harvest sighed. “We can do it again, if you want. I don’t think it’s going to change anything.”

“You don’t—”

“Something is going on. I’ve been researching, mostly Mom. Did you know there’s no record of her birth, or Uncle Nick’s?” Harvest studied her sisters. 

Echo shook her head. She had learned in school that several local communities were submerged in the 1960s by the building of Kinzua Dam. This included Fishburn, proper, leaving only the tiny remnant of South Fishburn above water. “They were from Kinzua Township. Maybe the records were lost when the town was flooded by the dam.”

“The closest hospital was Warren General. They should’ve been born there. They weren’t. They didn’t go to school around here, either. I’m not the greatest investigator, but I have a lot of friends who tried to help. There’s no record of Trinity or Nick O’Broin anywhere. No birth certificates, no social security numbers, driver’s licenses—”

“Mom’s in Papua New Guinea formulating a dictionary of local languages,” Quinn’s voice carried an edge as she interrupted.

But Harvest went on, talking over Quinn. “—No passports, no diplomas, no college degrees.”

Silence fell. Echo suddenly understood why Harvest had poured them more wine, and took a long sip.

“You’ve been holding onto this information for how long?” Quinn demanded.

Harvest’s eyes fell. “I wasn’t certain. Maybe the name was spelled differently, O’Brian instead of O’Broin, something like that. When I got the DNA results back, I hired a private eye. He specializes in tracing people. He found nothing. I exhausted pretty much every avenue. But still, it wasn’t something I wanted to do over the phone. We all needed to be together.”

Quinn knocked back the rest of her wine. “So you’re telling me that our mother doesn’t exist, and we’re identical triplets born five years apart. Obviously, you’ve made a mistake somewhere, Harvest.”

“Have I? Then why have we never met our own mother? And Dad, the guy who tells us Mom’s on the other side of the world? He hasn’t been affiliated with the University of Pittsburgh for eight years. All those digs he goes on? Not backed by Pitt. His driver’s license expired four years ago, and he never renewed it. It’s like he and Mom are on another planet.”

Echo chewed this over. “Is that really what you think?”

“Honestly, I don’t know what to think. I was hoping...” Harvest drank her wine. “I was hoping you two had some insight. This is driving me crazy, but I’m out of ideas.”

“Maybe they’re criminals, or protected witnesses,” Echo said. “Or spies!” Immediately, she wished she could take it back. It was tough to imagine their absentminded, bumbling but loving father’s demeanor to be a big act. He was no more a master criminal or super spy than Echo was.

“Even then, there would be some kind of paper trail. A false one, maybe, but a record should exist.” When Harvest said this, Echo felt a little less dumb. Maybe her sister had already walked that path.

“I’ve been home for less than half a day.” Quinn studied the ceiling. “This is way too much.”

“It’s funny, but growing up, I never really thought about it. I mean, Mom was far away, and Dad was always traveling. That’s just how it was. When I got older, I figured they must be hooking up from time to time, you know, to produce babies. But one day, I woke up, and stopped believing the story. It was like I had lived my whole life underwater, and I finally broke the surface.” Harvest put her head in her hands. “Okay, I finally got that off my chest.”

Quinn reached across the table, putting a hand on Harvest’s shoulder. “Hey, it’s okay. We’ll ask Dad. There has to be some explanation.”

Harvest didn’t look up. “The last time I saw Dad, I was Echo’s age. Y’know, when I see him, I’m just... Happy to see him.”

Echo didn’t like seeing her sister like this. Harvest was the sister who always had her feet on the ground. She was a puzzle-solver, a woman who reveled in finding solutions to problems. This puzzle, this problem, had obviously been gnawing at her older sister for some time.

“I never even thought about how weird our lives are. It’s the way it’s always been.” Echo fingered the DNA profiles. “But now...”

“Maybe we can figure this out without giving Dad the third degree,” Quinn said.

Echo waited for her to elaborate, but Quinn said nothing more. She did have a strange look on her face, as if she had something to say, but couldn’t say it. Did Echo wear the same expression? She thought she had a solution, but could she say it aloud? It was even weirder than Mom and Dad being spies or criminals on the lam. At the same time, it felt like the right answer.

The answer was magic.
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All weekend long, though she had picked wildflowers for candle scents with Echo, went shopping in Erie with Harvest, ate home cooking and watched old movies on the Grams’ cable, the thought nagged at her. How could they be identical triplets? The chances, first of all, were one in like, eight thousand to begin with. Being born five years apart, that sort of negated the possibility altogether. Quinn fingered Mom’s book of recipes, of poems, a book that read differently depending on how you held it. Why hadn’t she shown Harvest and Echo? Probably because it would make the mystery even deeper. 

She left the book in her bag. Right now, she had more pressing worries. Her very first case proved the point that social work, even in this underpopulated woods, was stressful and difficult. Especially since the report from the ER at Warren General indicated suspected child abuse. Making things more difficult was that the suspected abuser was none other than Cora Anderson; the victim, Quinn’s eight-year-old cousin, Zuri Anderson.

From Echo’s complaining, she knew that Cora had not worked at the Chandlery all week. Supposedly, she was taking care of her sick child. Quinn glanced through the file again. Large bruises were found on Zuri’s arms and back, along with first- and second-degree burns. 

She sat back in the SUV’s seat. Quinn didn’t know Cora very well. The woman was reluctant to engage with the Hutchinsons. It was a surprise that she was employed during the summer by the Chandlery. When Zuri was born, they had learned of her parentage by a card in the mail. Cora hadn’t taken Nick’s name, nor had she named him as the father in hospital records. She had endured visits by the family, but only that. Though resentment remained unspoken, Quinn could tell that Cora harbored deeply negative emotions toward Zuri’s father; Quinn’s uncle.

So what now? Technically, nothing linked Zuri to the Hutchinson family. The little girl was blood, but short of a DNA test, there was no proof of that. Quinn currently held DNA tests in suspicion anyway. She still had a job to do. Quinn couldn’t let Cora’s dislike of her family taint her judgement. She pulled into the driveway, parking behind a Subaru station wagon.

Curtains moved. No one came to the door. Quinn sat. This was going to be tough. Pulling her cell phone from the dash clip, she texted Harvest. Hopefully, her sister was close by. Case bag in hand, she exited the vehicle and knocked on the front door.

The woman who answered was short and curvaceous, blond hair worn shoulder length. Though Cora had a few years on Quinn, the worry on her face made her seem much older.

“Harvest? When did you cut your hair?”

“It’s Quinn, Cora.”

Cora stared for a moment, blinked, but looked otherwise unconvinced. “I’m sorry, but Zuri’s not feeling well. Can we talk another time?”

“Actually, it’s Zuri I’m here to discuss. I work for the Department of Human Services. We need to talk now.”

Her reaction was one Quinn had a lot of experience with. Eyes wide, Cora shook her head. “What could you possibly want from me?”

“Doctors in the ER at Warren General—”

“You think I’m abusing my daughter?”

Quinn held up a hand. “I don’t think anything, Cora. Let’s sit down and talk.”

They both turned at the sound of an engine. Harvest’s Constable-Mobile pulled into the driveway.

“Oh my God, are you taking my baby away?”

***
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WAS THERE ANYTHING worse than serving people for unpaid garbage bills? For whatever reason, Harvest did this the most as a constable. It made the delinquents she served angrier than just about anything. Offering the simple solution—pay your garbage bill—was met with angry words, cussing and, in one instance, the threat of violence. In fact, she had a bill in her hand for that same violence-threatening ninety-year-old lady at the top of her stack.

When Quinn’s text came up, she immediately banged a U-ey and headed for Cora Anderson’s place. It sounded like an emergency. Harvest wasn’t really procrastinating. Nope. Not at all.

Though Cora worked summers at the Chandlery, Harvest rarely saw her. The stricken woman standing in the doorway looked unrecognizable. Quinn shot a distressed look over her shoulder.

“Is it even legal for you to be here? Zuri’s your—your—”

Harvest got out of the SUV. “Cousin?” she offered.

When Zuri was born, Harvest was old enough to understand the sexual component of baby-making. It was simply not discussed in the Hutchinson household. There was much happy talk about a new baby; none about an unhappy relationship that must have existed between Nick O’Broin and Cora Anderson. 

“It’s on the unethical side,” Quinn said. “But we’re family, Cora. Let’s just figure this out. C’mon, we’re on your side.”

The conversation was interrupted by an impromptu song and dance as Zuri flitted around the side yard in a daisy print dress. “...I’m a flower and I’m growing now I wanna eat baloney...” The girl danced out of view again.

Harvest shrugged. “Seems happy enough to me.”

“What happened, Cora? The bruises, the burns.” Quinn gestured toward the kitchen.

Bruises and burns? The words shocked Harvest, though she kept her features level. Cora relented, and led them inside. “I don’t know what happened. That’s why I took her to the ER. She’s been acting... not herself. Moody and sad, and sometimes angry for no reason. She woke up screaming last night and I—”

Upon entering the house, Harvest felt a chill run up her spine. Her eyes scanned around, looking for the source of her own sudden distress. The kitchen was tidy, breakfast dishes in the drainer. It was an old-school yellow kitchen, farmhouse style, the table folded down for two. Sun streamed past curtains patterned with birds. It looked pleasant enough; so why did she feel so... watched.

***
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GRAMMA’S FRESH BREAD still steamed in the basket, alongside plastic-wrapped watermelon slices and herbaceous chicken soup in a big thermos. Echo half-skipped as she walked along the Warren-Onoville Road. As she headed up the steep driveway with the Grams’ offering, she spotted the Constable-Mobile and Quinn’s SUV. 

What the H?

She knocked on the kitchen door as she opened it. “Everything okay, Cora? The Grams thought you might want a hand.”

Like prairie dogs, three heads lifted. Spread across the table were a stack of kid drawings. “Lunch.” Echo set the basket on the counter and moved closer. Most of the art depicted dinosaurs, and were pretty good for an eight-year-old. Echo frequently watched Zuri when Cora was busy. It was like having a little sister of her own.

“Echo, we’re here in sort of an official capacity,” Quinn said.

Official? That didn’t sound good. Both Harvest and Quinn’s expressions combined seriousness with a little guilt. Cora wouldn’t meet her eye. Then Echo saw the drawings the women had been discussing. One of them froze Echo to the spot.

The artwork depicted a blue cloud behind what looked like a half–dozen candle flames. One arm reached out between the bars of fire, ending in a three-fingered claw. Despite the ominous black background, the cloud had a big, fanged smile. Just out of reach of the monster was what looked like a pirate’s treasure chest. Echo had seen this before. Artwork brought back childhood nightmares like a stroke of lightning. 

“Echo? Hello?”

Quinn’s voice startled Echo from her deep memories. She blinked at the seated women. “Sorry. Brain fart. So what is this? It looks familiar.”

Harvest’s face took on an unreadable expression. “We don’t know.”

Cora finally looked up. “Over the past month or so, Zuri’s drawings have become disturbing. Her mood turned kind of gloomy. Nightmares, sleepwalking. She’s been spending most of her time in her room. Last night, she woke up screaming. When I ran upstairs, she had fallen out of bed. She was inconsolable, just afraid and hurt. I saw some bruising on her arms, and I thought she might have broken something when she fell out of bed. But the hospital...”

Echo wasn’t dumb. They must’ve reported suspected child abuse. That’s why Quinn was here. And maybe Harvest, too. “That’s crazy. She’s outside singing the Lunch Song. What does she say about the drawings?”

“It’s her secret friend. She says she’s not allowed to talk about him.”

Over the past few months, Cora’s cool aloofness had warmed as she worked with Echo in the shop. While Echo wouldn’t say they were friends, they shared one thing in common. They both loved Zuri, doted on her. Cora removed a drawing from beneath the scary blue cloud.

Echo nearly stepped back. The image was in black and brown, depicting a woman. Her arms were raised, hands claws. Eyes and mouth were big black scribbles. The only color was the yellow and orange flames rising from the woman’s head. “My God.”

Cora sighed. “Where is she coming up with this? I monitor what she watches on TV, online. Never, ever, would she see anything like this.”

“Pugilism,” Echo studied the hands.

Harvest’s head tilted. “What?”

“I was reading a mystery a while back. Burn victims, they assume this posture.” Echo raised her hands like a fighter. “It’s the muscles shortening from the heat.”

Cora’s mouth went straight, the tops of her cheeks reddening. “You talk to my daughter about murder mysteries?”

Echo shook her head. “No. We talk about dinosaur tea parties, and flowers, and a school bus for zoo animals, and debate whether ham is better than bologna, why no one puts ketchup on sandwiches, life under the ocean, why some clouds are white and puffy, and some are purple and dark, how Santa comes down the chimney when he’s fat. Y’know, stuff kids need to know.”

Quinn shuffled the drawings. “Before I make any kind of recommendation, I have a crazy thought.”

Cora eyed her. “What?”

“How about Echo asks her about these drawings, since the two of them philosophize together so much.” Quinn looked at each woman in turn, her eyes finally resting on her baby sister.
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They surreptitiously pulled back the curtains in Cora’s upstairs bedroom to watch the drama unfold. Echo stamped through the back yard, waddling from side to side, her hands pulled to her sides. “I am the mighty Albertosaurus, singling out a young Styracosaurus from the herd!”

Zuri squealed in gleeful fear. She put splayed hands behind her head and took giant, waddling steps. “Oh no! I’m an herbivorous dinosaur from the late Cretaceous period! What can I do against a mighty relative of a Tyrannosaurus Rex?”

“You are my dinner, salad-eating reptile!” Echo opened her mouth in a great roar.

Quinn squinted. “They do this all the time?”

“All too frequently,” Cora sighed.

It was odd to see her baby sister, as adult as she looked, playing dinosaurs with a little girl. In her experience, there were eighteen-year-olds, and then there were eighteen-year-olds. Echo, as intelligent and dedicated as she was, was definitely still a kid. It made Quinn smile.

“No!” Zuri drew out. “I will not be the lunch for a meat-eating dinosaur!” She lowered her head, waving her upper body back and forth, the hands acting as a dinosaur frill.

“Ha! Your spiked frill is only for display! I am not afraid to eat you!”

“Recent studies have shown that ceratopsids used their frills for defense. Ha!”

Echo roared. “I’ve been fooled! Blinded by science! I must flee!” With slow, stamping steps, Echo waddled away from Zuri, her arms still tucked to her sides.

“Your arms are tiny and useless!” Zuri mocked.

“Maybe so, but my bite force is tremendous and I have serrated teeth!” Echo roared. Zuri roared. They chased each other through the woodsy yard.

“How long is this going to last?” Quinn asked.

Harvest shrugged. “Could be all day.”

“Truce!” Echo cried. “I suggest a dinosaur tea party to discuss terms. I brought fresh-baked bread.”

Zuri dropped her frill and stood upright. “Can we make baloney sandwiches?”

“I guess so.” Echo draped her arm around Zuri’s shoulder. “But there’s soup.”

“Chicken noodle?”

The girls disappeared from view and the kitchen door opened. “Where’s Mom?”

“Doing some boring adult thing with my sisters.”

“Eew.” Silverware clattered against dishes. 

Cora sat on her bed. “I should’ve set up her old baby monitor so we could hear better.”

“Might not be a bad idea to put it in her room,” Harvest said.

“Oh, hey, pictures!” They heard chairs slide across linoleum. “Is this Triceratops eating dinner with a Stegosaurus?”

“It’s amacromism, I know, but they both like salads.”

“Anachronism,” Echo corrected. “But still cool. Why is this Spinosaurus lying down?”

Zuri clucked her tongue. “That’s a Dimetrodon. Look at the feet!”

“Oh. Duh! And this guy. I think I remember him.”

A long silence followed.

“He can’t get past the fire, except for one claw,” Echo went on. “What was his name?”

Cora leaned forward. Quinn held her breath. Was this actually going to work?

Zuri’s voice sounded hushed. “You know Blue Rodrigo?”

Blue Rodrigo? Harvest mouthed at them.

“Well, it was a long time ago. I was afraid of him.”

“I’m not ascared. He gives me things. He gave me a treasure.”

“Wow, a treasure?”

“Well. He didn’t really give it to me, but he told me where it was.”

“He never gave me anything” Paper rattled.” Oh, who’s this scary lady?”

“That’s Wanda Bracegirdle.”

The women exchanged looks, Cora shaking her head and shrugging.

“Does she scare you?”

“No. She’s just mad because she’s on fire. Mostly, she’s just gross and loud and smells like when your hamburger falls apart on the barbecue. She tries to talk to me. But Blue Rodrigo doesn’t like it when she talks to me.”

***
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HALFWAY THROUGH THE conversation, Harvest got to her feet and roamed the upstairs. Despite the raging heat and humidity outside, it was cool enough to raise goosebumps up here. She thought it might have been the mother’s attitude toward her unwanted family, or perhaps the girl’s stories of her imaginary friends. More likely, it was the familiar-sounding name. Bracegirdle.

She wandered toward Zuri’s room, chill seeping past the door. A happy space met her eyes, with stuffed animals and dolls and dinosaur toys gathered in joyful mobs on a quilt featuring butterflies and walls covered with art both homemade and purchased. Happiness was only sight deep, because as she entered, Harvest felt eyes on her, an unwelcoming presence. 

Instincts guiding her, she made a cursory search. What was out of place? What gave her this unsettling feeling? Double closet doors stood ajar. Winter items hung within, along with more toys atop a built-in dresser. A litter box huddled in the corner, but Harvest had seen no cat. Downstairs, Zuri and Echo prattled on over lunch.

What the heck was bothering her so much?

She wandered out. At the end of the hall, she peeked into a bathroom with an old-school, claw foot tub, shower and curtain added on. A third bedroom at the opposite end housed boxes and featured a view of the road. Try as she might, Harvest couldn’t get the irritation out of her craw and into her brain. From Cora’s bedroom, she got eyebrows from Quinn. Time to go.

***
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“I DON’T SEE ANYTHING wrong here, Cora. Believe me, I’ve investigated enough abuse cases. You develop a sixth sense.” Quinn walked out with the mother in tow. “If anything comes of this, I’ll give you a heads up. I will suggest you get back to work. Maybe a sense of normality will stop Zuri’s nightmares. I’m pretty sure Echo has the energy to tire her out.”

Cora almost smiled. “She does love Echo. And I appreciate that she looks after my daughter. The money helps, too.”

The kitchen table was a riot of bread crumbs, lunch plates, bowls and artwork. Zuri and Echo looked up, their in-depth discussion of the ankylosaur, Akainacephalus, that was recently discovered. With a guilty start, Echo stood up. “Let me clean this up. There’s still soup and bread—”

“I got it,” Cora said. “I’ll bring the basket to the shop tomorrow. Okay?”

“Do you have a cat?” Harvest asked out of the blue.

Quinn eyed her.

“Oh, Giles! I forgot. He’s at the vet because if you’re a boy cat, your testicles make you pee on the furniture and fight. You can come meet him next time,” Zuri said. “He’s mostly friendly.”

After saying goodbyes, the three sisters walked down the driveway. Quinn beeped open her SUV. “You want a ride home, Echo?”

“It’s a nice day. I’ll walk.”

“She’s hoping for some insight into Blue Rodrigo,” Harvest said when her little sister didn’t take the hint.

Echo hiked her shoulders. “It was just bad dreams. I used to dream about that thing, and about Mom, too.”

Quinn thought it over. “I might suggest some counseling for Zuri. If I had to guess, I’d say it’s Cora’s utter dislike of Uncle Nick that’s undermining the girl’s dreams subconsciously. Her brain invents something totally unlovable and makes friends with it.”

“Really?” Echo asked.

“Yeah, really. Why?”

Again, Echo shrugged. “If that’s the case, then who’s this Wanda Bracegirdle?”

“Meaning?” Quinn frowned.

“Maybe her imaginary friends aren’t so imaginary.”
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...Which was kind of what Harvest was thinking herself, although she didn’t let on. “How are you going to write this up anyway, Quinn? You’re related to Zuri.”

“Not according to anything on record. As far as the government’s concerned, Zuri is just a neighbor, and Cora an employee of the Chandlery. You’re not thinking that this is an actual abuse case?”

Harvest shook her head. “No, nothing like that. I think Cora’s a good mom, even if she doesn’t like us much. There’s something more than psychology going on here, though. I can feel it.”

“Your feelings won’t hold up in family court, Sis.”

“But you agree with me.” It wasn’t a question.

Quinn’s frown deepened. “Couldn’t hurt to keep a closer eye on them.” She turned her eyes to Echo.

The youngest sister’s face turned determined. “I can get more out of Zuri. We’re besties.”

Harvest thought that this was both sweet, and a little sad. But living out here in the woods, the reality was that you took companionship where you could. “Well, I’ve got more angry people waiting to be served for unpaid garbage service. We can take this up again another time.”

Echo walked off into the woods, and Quinn drove out of the driveway toward Warren. Harvest’s phone beeped a warning, and she plugged it in to the charger. When she started the vehicle, an image popped up.

It was the last photo she’d taken; an image of a driver’s license. It had belonged to the dead man in the cabin, she remembered. Something about it jarred her. Zooming in and reframing, she looked at the name. 

James Bracegirdle.

Breathing deeply, she settled back in the seat. Wanda Bracegirdle, the horrible burning figure in the girl’s drawings. How could Zuri have heard that name? The discovery of the body hadn’t reached the papers or the TV news. Harvest looked at the house, half expecting to see burning figures staring at her from the windows. But the house only looked like an old house, nothing disturbing about it. So why did she feel so disturbed by it?

***
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“YOUR NIGHTMARE’S NOT returned, even though that’s what it seems. It only now burns in another dreamer’s dreams.”

“Mom?” Echo walked up a steep bank, the air close despite the wind. Loam and brambles dragged her feet. Reaching the top, she expected to see a deep blue lake on the horizon. Instead, all she saw was blank white space beyond the trees.

She had been here before, although it seemed long ago. This was her mother’s place, a woods with no sky, a lake with no water. It made no sense, yet she understood this to be true.

“With logic of a sleeping mind, there are no unexpected finds.” A woman stepped from behind a tree. She wore a loose denim jacket with shoulder pads, bright green with a broad horizontal stripe of yellow. Baggy pants were rainbow hued, shoes Converse high tops, blue on the right foot, red on the left. Black hair hung straight down her back.

Echo found that looking at the woman’s face was like staring into the blinding glare of the sun. She shaded her eyes. “Do you think you could stop speaking in rhyme for a minute, Mom?”

“Oh.” The woman clasped her hands in front of her. “No. Not here, my dear.”

Her heart ached, wanting to be closer to her mother, to hug her, feel her warmth, but as a child, Echo had learned that Dream Mom could not be touched, nor even looked at directly. Despite this oddness, she yearned for the infrequent contact. “So this monster that Zuri thinks is her friend—it’s the same one I used to dream about. Why isn’t she afraid of it?”

Dream Mom hung her glowing head. “It’s a father-figure she craves, and what this thing projects. It both allows her to be brave, and in turn, it protects. It has her in a tighter grip, her need makes her beguiled. Chains are always hard to slip when the longing is a child’s.”

Deciphering Dream Mom’s verse took time, Echo’s sleeping brain slow on the uptake. “She’s attracted to strong male energy, is that what you’re saying?” The intensely bright face turned a warmer orange, as if in approval. “Where’s Uncle Nick? It sounds like he’s the one to help Zuri.”

Dream Mom turned away at the mention of her brother. “I’ve taught you before how to make this thing turn. You must concentrate on what little you’ve learned. Pass on your knowledge to my only niece so that when she’s asleep she can find actual peace.”

So it was up to her. Once again, the older generation was letting her down, staying hidden, secret. “But it’s real, right? It’s not just a nightmare. You can’t share nightmares. What the heck is it, Mom?”

“A portal was opened for this thing to come in, not a natural creature, but one that was summoned. You have enemies, always, all around you, behind smiling faces they use to surround you, and that way, while you may feel never alarmed, they mean you one thing, and that thing is harm.”

Echo heard the snapping of twigs, the rustle of leaves. She woke up to find her own foot dragging through the undergrowth. Leaves were stuck in her hair as she raised her head. Had she actually fallen asleep in the woods? No, she hadn’t simply fallen asleep. Like Blue Rodrigo, there was a whole lot more that Echo didn’t understand.

***
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“HEY, QUINN, GOTTA NEW one for you. How’d it go with the teacher?” Rae knocked on her doorframe and leaned into the tiny office.

Quinn frowned. “I gotta level with you, Rae. Cora Anderson...”

Rae’s face went stony and pale. “What? You think she’s abusing her daughter, what’s the name, Zoey?”

“Zuri. No. I think she’s a good mother. In fact, I actually know her. She works for my grandmother and great-aunt in the summer.” Did she sound like she was fudging? Although unable to say why, she kept her blood relationship with Zuri to herself.

“Whew. Okay, great. The bruise marks on her arms didn’t look like a hand to me. I mean, maybe a giant hand with three digits,” she laughed. “Sometimes the doctors get a little zealous. Every scrape turns into some dark malevolence.”

Dark malevolence? Where the hell did that come from? She covered with a nervous laugh in return. “Right. I don’t know what happened exactly, but for sure that’s a solid home.”

“This one’s way out in Forest County, so don’t bother with it until tomorrow. It’s sketchy at best.” Rae sat on the corner of Quinn’s desk and handed over a case file. In the time since they’d graduated college, Rae had married and had two children, a boy and a girl. She’d put on a few happy pounds in the process, but it only made her look more attractive, Quinn thought.

“’Screaming in pain?’” she read and lowered her brows at her boss. “You really think this can wait?”

Rae shook her head. “It’s probably birds or animals. Like the ER docs, people can get really overzealous when they think a child is hurt. But there’s no name, no witnesses, just this call that came in from the state police. We gotta check it out, but I really doubt there’s anything to it.”

There wasn’t much more to the report. “Really?”

“You ever get a case like this before?”

“No, not without a witness.” She had seen all manner of reports, from relatives trying to stir up trouble, a parent’s disagreement with a teacher that got amplified and embellished, concerned citizens reporting incidents of violence or abandonment without knowing the facts. No, mysterious cases were in the minority. The majority were heartbreaking, headshaking human traumas.

“If you’re worried, hit it first thing tomorrow, before you come to the office. Have a good night, Quinn.”
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After an entire day of garbage bills, Harvest woke up more enthusiastic about the day ahead. She had nothing scheduled. Of course, a trip by the courthouse would likely change that. Sipping her morning coffee in the quiet of her little house, she watched the slanting sunlight dapple the kitchen with bobbing shadows. 

Shadows, she thought, and took her phone from the charger on the counter. The driver’s license photo was still up. Memorizing the address, she put it into her GPS app and looked at the map. James Bracegirdle had lived in a town called North East, PA, which was ironic as it was just about as northwest as you could get in the state.

Her fingers drummed against her coffee mug. How was it possible that little Zuri had known the name Bracegirdle? Perhaps it was slightly more likely than identical triplets born in different years. Harvest had exhausted all her avenues as far as family went. She did have an opportunity to look into this Wanda Bracegirdle thing.

Twenty minutes later, she gave the Constable-Mobile a sniff to check for death smells and rolled north into Upstate New York, driving to Steamburg and catching I-86 West. Forests gave way to farmland and as she neared Lake Erie, farmland became vineyards. In a month or so, the air would be redolent with the smell of ripening grapes. 

The GPS took her past the Welch’s plant, a college campus and a couple wineries. Lake Erie appeared ahead, taking up the entire horizon. She passed through the cute downtown and onward toward the beach. She found the house on a wooded hill overlooking the shore. A broad patio on the side of the house faced the lake. She parked on Sunset Drive and sat in the car.

What was she even doing here? A fishy breeze blew off the lake, rattling tired-looking leaves. Harvest wasn’t an investigator. In truth, she didn’t exactly know what she was looking for.

“Well, let’s get it over with.”

She looked up at a man standing on the patio, a beer in his hand. He was in his late sixties, wispy white hair visible beneath a roll up hat. Even from a distance, she could see his eyes were red. Caught in his stare, she exited the SUV.

“I figured I’d be rehashing the sordid details at least a couple more times.” The old man gestured. “Have a seat.”

***
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FOREST COUNTY WAS WELL-named, the majority of the acreage taken up by the national forest. Other than the state correctional facility outside Marienville, woods was about all the county had going for it. Quinn drove south to East Hickory, taking Old PA Route 666 toward the address listed in her report. It was outside of Yellow Hammer. 

Remembering the report sent a chill up her spine. Neighbors reported a child crying, screaming in pain, screaming for help. As she navigated the curves along the deep woods road, Quinn had to ask herself: What neighbors? She had reached a stretch of road where the only sign of human habitation was power lines. At that point, her navigation said: “In one thousand feet, your destination will be on the right.”

“Are you sure?” she asked the GPS, but got no reply. Quinn slowed the vehicle. Even at ten miles an hour, she could spot no driveway, no clearing, no nothing but a solid wall of trees. The loop through Yellow Hammer was still a mile away, according to the map. The last right turn had been a logging road on a stubbled hillside a while back.

“Your destination is on the right.”

There was a widening in the shoulder ahead, and Quinn pulled off the highway. A jay scolded as she shut off the engine. The day warmed, even in the shadow of the trees, the bluffs. In the rough bramble and bush, her eyes caught a sign. Quinn walked over to the tree line. The wooden placard was worn illegible. Beyond, she caught a ruined track leading off the road.

“You’ve gotta be kidding.”

The blue jay responded. Babbling of a creek came to her on the wind. Even with the Tahoe’s four-wheel drive, she didn’t trust the overgrown path. 

“Hello?”

When not even the jay’s voice answered, she ducked into the woods. The driveway or logging road or whatever it was didn’t even show tire ruts. Still, it was fairly straight, most of the new growth of trees staying at the edges. Quinn continued on. This was deer country, bear country, probably skunk and porcupine country. A cicada whined, inspiring a chorus, her feet keeping a beat as she crunched through the loam. Suddenly, the dark ahead looked solid. Gray. Quinn closed the distance and found the side of a barn.

A sound raised the hair on the back of her neck. Quinn heard a child crying. “Hello? Anybody there? I’m with Human Services.” Circling, she found a barn door rotting on the forest floor and stared into a dark, gaping hole. Disintegrating stalls and troughs made this out to be a dairy barn. The far walls had collapsed inward, forming a rotting wood tipi. 

Quinn gazed around. There were no other structures, not even a sign of a barnyard. How many years ago was this place abandoned? She couldn’t come up with a guess. But there were certainly no children—

A scream emanated from the black depths of the barn. Quinn wanted to run. Was that a little girl? Gritting her teeth, she stepped into the shadow. “Let me help you. Where are you?”

In the destroyed section of the structure, something stirred. Thin bands of light from the ruined roof revealed motion. Quinn forced herself to take a step, and another.

A shape emerged from the dark triangle. Quinn tried not to pee her pants. The figure was neither little, nor girl. Glowing eyes took her measure.

***
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ECHO AWOKE WITH A SKETCHBOOK on her tummy. She squinted at it, not remembering bringing it to bed. On it was a familiar figure, a nearly perfect circle. Glyphs decorated the inside edge. One meant East, Echo recognized; the others, not so much. 

She headed for the shower, thinking as the water ran over her head. The last time she’d been visited by Dream Mom was before she became a teenager, she thought. Drawing in her sleep—that wasn’t new, but it had been a long time since she’d kept a dream diary on her nightstand. 

The magic circle protected her from nightmares, she recalled. Dream Mom had taught her a simpler one in her girlhood dreams. Her memories of it were bleary at best, the only tendrils remaining were a sense of safety, of comfort. But now? She didn’t know how to feel.

Dragging a brush through her long, straight hair, she noted, seemingly for the first time, that she resembled her sisters in every detail, from the detached earlobes to the tiny mole on her neck below the jawline. Echo had always thought of herself as an individual, but on close examination, and given the information obtained by Harvest, was it possible that all three of them shared identical genes?

How could that be? Echo loved to draw, to paint, to sculpt, and her sisters never showed interest in art. Quinn was a compassionate do-gooder, Harvest a fearless go-getter, and Echo? Sure, she shared some of these traits, but not identically—or, at least, she didn’t feel that way.

Still, it was so weird that they all showed up at Cora’s house at the same time. Maybe Quinn had called Harvest, for some kind of backup or whatever, but her middle sister had been in the immediate area. As she dressed for the day, she wondered if her older sisters had the same nightmare she shared with Zuri. Was this all about genetics, or something more? Something like magic?

She headed downstairs for breakfast. It was frequently whispered in the area that Gramma Em and Aunt Mary were witches. While they did cackle, work with steaming cauldrons (of wax, at least), herbs, little songs and poems, and many people swore by Gramma’s hay fever candle cure, they weren’t really witches.

Were they?

Echo wolfed down some toast and tea. Cora would be back at work today. This would give Echo time to work on her own candles finally. Zuri would be there, too. With a little luck, she might be able to get more information about Blue Rodrigo from her little cousin
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“Jimmy was always an odd boy.” The victim’s father, Jacob, grabbed another beer from the cooler under the patio table. “Never had many friends, kept to himself. Me and his mother, well, we figured he was gay. It was hard to deal with, emotionally, at the time, but we loved him. So what can you do?”

Harvest’s mind wandered back to the cruel bondage toys in the cabin. Gay was not what came to mind, but rather severe masochism. “Did he have... someone?” she asked.

“Not that he ever told me about. Jimmy was a private person.” The old man looked at the lake.

Harvest thought about the lonely cabin that slept twelve but had a sole occupant. “Did he often go into seclusion?”

“After what happened to Wanda, he became withdrawn. Antisocial, even.”

Zuri’s drawing popped into her head. “What did happen?”

Jacob ignored the view and gave her an expression, half-surprise, half anger. “Aren’t you in law enforcement?”

She shrugged. “Just a constable, doing some follow up.”

“Wanda was the victim of a sexual sadist, a serial killer, probably the most horrendous one that ever lived. Funny how I can say that out loud now. It took me most of my life to come to terms with it.”

Harvest recalled Sheriff Bennett’s reaction. You ever heard of the Char-Man? “Your mother dying like that would certainly mess you up,” she said.

Jacob’s wrinkled face retained heat. “It wasn’t just that. It was the way the law came after him. Maybe he was gay, maybe he was solitary, but that didn’t give them the right to peel away at his secrets. His own damn mother!”

Taken aback, Harvest realized that Jimmy Bracegirdle had been a suspect in the serial murder case. Now she was in way over her head, in the depths of an investigation she had no business getting involved in. Zuri knowing Wanda Bracegirdle’s name might be a coincidence. Given that Jimmy, both Wanda’s son and a suspect in the murders, had died so close to Cora’s house... Did the little girl know more than she should; or could?

“They never caught the killer?” Harvest asked just to be asking.

He took off his hat and reset it on his head. “Too many jurisdictions: New York, Pennsylvania, state cops, local cops, FBI. Maybe if they had been doing their jobs instead of persecuting a boy who was a little different.” Jacob’s eyes stole to the lake again. “I’ll probably die not knowing.”

***
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“WHY MUST YOU DRESS so scantily?” 

Quinn was too stunned to hear correctly. The creature addressing her stood nearly seven feet tall. Enormous rams’ horns adorned a human head. Okay, human-ish. Pale, woolly hair covered him from head to cloven hoof. The blue glow of his eyes held her fast.

He took a step forward, a hoof clopping on the floor boards. It was almost enough to make her flee in terror.

“I’m a beast man, living secluded in the wilds. I don’t get many visitors, if you take my meaning. Yet here you come, half naked.” He shook his massive, horned head.

His words made her look down at herself. She wore a sheath dress and boots, perfectly acceptable for work—dressy, almost.

“Bare arms, knees—if I’d have known I could bag a babe, I would’ve lured a case worker here long ago.”

“Lured?” she whispered.

He held his clawed hands palms up. “I’ve been doing ‘Crying Child’ for a week now. Of course I lured you. It’s my thing.”

Mentally, Quinn kept her feet on the ground. “Your thing is luring people.”

“Yes. Either with a message, or a warning. You of all people should know that.”

She of all people—what did that mean? “More like scaring people to death,” she managed.

His head angled, like a confused dog’s. Then he laughed, a deep bleating sound that nearly made her run again. “Okay, you caught me. Scaring people to death is kinda my thing, too. My presence makes this a lover’s lane. You know the deal, bring a date to the woods of the scary goat-man. Heck, if this wasn’t a lover’s lane, I wouldn’t get any action at all. Of course, I’d prefer not to be a voyeur, but you take what you can get.”

“That’s on the creepy side.” Not that this whole encounter wasn’t.

Voice now sorrowful, the horned head bowed. “I’m only seen as a monster. No one knows that I can be a gentle lover.”

It was a line similar to one that every woman on the planet had heard from a man at one point or another. “If that’s your shtick, it’s no wonder you’re alone.”

He looked up with a smile. “Caught me again!” The horrible, neighing laugh followed. “I’m half-goat! I can’t be a gentle lover!”

“This is getting weirder.” Quinn backed up a step.

“You’re new in town.” The monster shrugged. “So. Are you seeing anyone?”

She backed another step. “This has gotta be a dream.”

The monster’s expression turned thoughtful. “Huh. Would you be less... skittish if this were a dream?”

“I’m outta here. Nice meeting you.”

From a pile of roof debris, the monster freed a long-handled battle axe. “Attend!” he roared, waving the weapon overhead.

Quinn made a squeak. When she tried to tear out of the barn, her feet were held fast to the soft floor.

“The Clawed Ego seeks another soul to imbue! Return it to the Twih you must! This is the only way to mend the rent in the veil!” The monster closed with her, blue eyes aflame.

Finally finding her legs, Quinn sprinted out of the barn. Speeding through the woods, she managed to shoot a look over her shoulder. The monster remained in the doorway, waving its axe.

“Heed my words! Form your trinity and recite the vow!”

Metal gleamed ahead through the trees. She made for her car as fast as she could.
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MORNING LIGHT ANGLED into the shop as the wax reached temperature. Gramma and Aunt Mary were off working with the bees. The sales end of the Chandlery wouldn’t open for a couple hours. Finally, Echo was alone to make her candles.

Unlike the Grams, her own creations were very different. Currently, she had three versions online. She stirred the black wax for Candle Creation No. 1: La Brea Tar Pit. White and blue waxes for Candle Creation No. 2: Glacier, were ready to pour. In both, a scene was revealed once the wax burned down. The former revealed a sloth and a saber tooth tiger battling as they sunk in tar; the latter, hunters leaping from a fire at the appearance of a woolly mammoth.

Despite how much she loved the scene candles, they were not her big sellers. Prehistory was not to everyone’s taste. Time was important to everyone, however. Echo’s biggest sellers were hour candles. 

She had found the three molds on one of her junk store trips. They produced four column candles each. The finished candles featured lines with Roman numerals that marked the hours. It had taken months for her to find the right blend of beeswax and soy wax to make them burn accurately.

Echo was glad to add soy wax. The season would soon end. They may still harvest the hives a few more times before the first frost. While Echo contributed to the beekeeping, she felt guilty if she used too much of their raw materials. The Grams might turn their noses up at soy wax, preferring old-school paraffin in the blends they made. But soy wax was renewable, clean burning, and besides, Echo used her own money to buy it.

Much like Gramma Em, although slower, Echo threaded the molds with wicking and stopped up the end holes with a dab of cooled wax. With a ladle, she poured the first batch and set them on a cooling rack. At this point, Gramma would hand dip, explaining that the ladle cooled the wax just a bit, making it stick to the wick better. But Echo only concocted enough wax to fill the molds. She waited for the wax to reheat before pouring the next batch.

While she did, Echo set up her first La Brea Tar Pit candle. For both this and the woolly mammoth version, the scene was made of oven-baked polymer clay. Each was the work of many months. She worked hard with toys, sculpting, bits of actual rocks and soil to create her vision. After the positives were finished, more months of clay experimentation followed. She needed a material the candle wick would not burn. Also, the clay had to be thin enough to capture every detail of the scene sculpts. After experimenting with liquid clay, with water added to regular polymer clay, she had come up with a combination that worked.

Now, the tiny sloth-versus-cat battle scenes rested at the bottom of triangular bowls. She picked them up cheap at an antiques store, the lids of the containers lost long ago. The triangular shape allowed for three wicks—depicting the tar pit ablaze. A landscape of tiny bare trees and rocks surrounded the pit of tar. She examined each hand-painted tableau with a smile. Then she dumped black wax over each. These would be submerged until the wicks were lit. Then, just like a paleontological dig, the prehistoric animals would be revealed.

Echo poured the second batch of hour candles. She then turned to her most difficult pour. The ice age scene was revealed by the melting of a shape resembling an iceberg. The ice part of the candle was its own mold. She would pour blue and white wax in until the molds were nearly filled. Then, the polymer clay image of the early men surprised by a mammoth would be set inside the mold. It had to be perfectly level, or the candle would lean.

She gazed at the tiny hunters, modified from plastic army men, now dressed in furs and wielding spears. Echo recalled hand-painting them, as well as the mammoth, with its dark fur and ivory tusks. With a deft move, she threaded the wick through the decorative base. Then shoved it into a full mold. Carefully, she pushed down until she saw wax coming up through the wick hole. A tab was already threaded, and she pressed it carefully in place.

Now, she waited. If there wasn’t enough wax in the mold, the base would submerge, and she’d have to dig it out of hot wax and pour again. But it stayed in place, floating level on the hot wax. Satisfied, she moved to pour her third hour candle batch when a voice stopped her.

“Blue Rodrigo says I shouldn’t talk to you, Echo.”
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“Y’know, the reason you have friends in law enforcement is because you don’t pretend to be a cop.” Sgt. Jeff Shafer sat across from her at the Lighthouse Inn, the closest restaurant to the State Police barracks in Lawrence Park. She had met him when she’d first been appointed to the state constable position. His hair was more silver than gold now, but his ramrod posture remained.

“That’s not what I’m doing—”

“You found the body of the FBI’s prime suspect in the old Chautauqua Char-Man murders, and now you want answers about his mother?”

Harvest sat back, stunned. “Prime suspect?”

Jeff studied her for a moment. “You don’t know all this?”

“He killed his own mother?”

The trooper shook his head. “Never proven. The feds spent a lot of money and man hours, but they couldn’t pin the serial thing on him. Wanda Bracegirdle was the third victim. Two more were murdered while Jimmy was under twenty-four hour surveillance.”

“Huh. I don’t really have much interest in serial killers. Do you think he did it?”

A waitress brought coffee for Harvest and a refill for Shafer. “We were familiar with Jimmy long before the murders. He was... different. The way he died was pretty consistent with his past. EMTs and law enforcement had to rescue him from himself a number of times. He was a masochist, very into self-bondage, erotic auto-asphyxiation, and it finally caught up to him.”

“Wait a minute—are you saying that was an accident? I saw the body—he was bound with wire, with chains and ropes.”

Shafer nodded. “All part of his usual MO. Unfortunately, vinyl is very flammable. He must’ve kicked over a candle, and that was all she wrote. However, even though local agencies saw him as a weird loner, and a potential danger to himself, Jimmy was considered harmless. Until the murders.”

“Why?”

“FBI profilers love a suspect with sexual dysfunctions. Add to that the fact that Jimmy worked as a roofer, with a view of several crime scenes, and the feds start salivating. Given Jimmy’s juvenile record for petty theft and shoplifting, and the fact that theft was a major part of the Char-Man’s MO, they thought they had their man when Wanda Bracegirdle’s body was found. When they put him under surveillance, two more murders occurred. They had to drop him.”

Harvest drank her coffee, needing the caffeine to jump-start her brain. “I’ve never heard of the Char-Man murders. But now I’m hearing it from you, and the sheriff. You weren’t on the job thirty-some years ago, but you seem pretty well informed.”

“The brutality of the murders make us want to take this guy down, even thirty years on. I figure it was the remote locations that kept the case out of the national news. In this area, the Chautauqua Char-Man is our Jack the Ripper, or Zodiac. It’s still a mystery that draws people in, professionals and amateurs alike.”

“Including Sheriff Bennett,” Harvest mused. 

“Been taking calls from him ever since Bracegirdle’s body was ID’d.” Jeff sighed. “How a real estate broker got elected Warren County Sheriff, I’ll never understand.”

Another state trooper appeared in the Lighthouse Inn, meandering close to their table and sitting within earshot.

Shafer scowled at him. “Why aren’t you out on patrol, Devlin?”

The trooper put a big thermos on the table. “Fueling up, Sarge.”

Harvest tried to steer the conversation back on track. “How brutal were the murders?”

Jeff leaned closer, his voice lowered as if not wanting the younger trooper to hear. “You can find all the details on line. In a nutshell, the cops up in Chautauqua initially thought they were dealing with a burglar. Lots of jewelry missing, silver; he was hitting wealthy people. When the first body was found, it had to be identified through dental work. The Char-Man earned his nickname through his MO. He immolated those women.”

Harvest stared at Shafer for a moment. She thought of Zuri’s drawing of Wanda Bracegirdle. “He burned them alive?”

“You see why we’d like to bring him in.” Jeff toasted her with his coffee cup.

***
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ECHO POURED THE LAST tin mold under Zuri’s scrutiny. The little girl wanted to talk, Echo could tell. Instinct told her that recent visitations from Dream Mom might well have been preparations for this moment. Setting the mold on the cooling rack, she grabbed a piece of chalk pastel she used to color wax. “Let me show you something cool.”

Zuri watched intently as Echo knelt on the concrete floor. With deft swoops of her arms, she drew a circle around the two of them. “My mom showed me this.”

Circle closed, she drew the glyph for east, an Egyptian ankh with two loops at the crosspiece ends and one bisected by the vertical bar. She sketched out three other symbols in the cardinal directions, though she did not know their meanings. When she was done, she put a hand on Zuri’s shoulder. “You hear that?”

Squinting in concentration, Zuri shook her head. As a car passed on the road in front of the shop, Echo pointed. The sound of the engine didn’t reach them.

“It’s so quiet in the circle,” Zuri whispered.

“No one can hear us, either.” Echo nodded to Cora in the retail space, her back to them. “Call your mom.”

With a little suspicion evident on her features, Zuri shouted, “Mom!”

Cora didn’t turn, and if she answered, they couldn’t hear her.

“Mom!” Zuri raised her voice. Echo covered her ears. “Mommeeeeee!”

The scream left the girl a little breathless. 

“Pretty cool, right?” 

With a thoughtful pout, Zuri nodded. “Nobody can hear us in here?”

Echo fixed her cousin with a glance. “Nobody.”

Eyes cast on the floor, Zuri shifted her weight from foot to foot. Sighing, she took something from the pocket of her shorts and put it in Echo’s hand.

The weight of the object surprised her. It was a brooch pin, gold, with a sapphire as the pistil, rubies in the long skinny petals, and diamonds at the petal tips like dew drops. But those couldn’t be precious stones, not at that size. It had to be costume jewelry, the gems pasted. In her hand, it sure didn’t feel like a fake. Echo suppressed her first question—where did you find this?—because she knew. “Treasure,” she said.

“Blue Rodrigo says if I talk to you, you’ll get hurt.” Zuri’s features sagged with worry.

“Does he hurt you?”

“No.” The little girl shook her head. “Not on purpose.”

Echo let the answer hang in the air. Blue Rodrigo did hurt Zuri, had, in fact, put her in the emergency room. Something had to be done about Zuri’s imaginary friend. “Is it okay if I keep this for a little while?”
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PART THREE: THE VOW
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Chapter 13
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Quinn’s encounter in the woods left her distracted all day at work. After her chat with the goat-man, she’d jerked awake in her car. It had all been a dream. She’d driven down there before dawn, and must have fallen asleep. It was a rational explanation. So why couldn’t she accept it?

“Your predecessor left a few files to follow up on.”

She jumped at Rae’s voice, nearly knocking over her coffee cup. “Oops. Caught me daydreaming.”

A thick file fell in her in basket. “Most of these are contacts, school principals, teachers, doctors and so on. But some are cases we’re still pursuing. A couple foster families, some returned runaways, you know, the usual. What are you working on now?”

“Nothing much. I tried to find that girl in the woods this morning. But there isn’t anything there, no house, no people, nothing.” Nothing but a freaky goat man that flirted with her. Sorta.

“I figured as much.” Rae smiled. “I know you’ve been away a while, but that’s a lover’s lane. People may have been hearing the mating cry of the hormonal teenager.”

Or hormonal something alright. Quinn returned the smile. “Let me check in on some of these folks. It’ll be good to get back in the swing.”

“There isn’t nearly as much swing as you’re probably used to. You can leave the educators until school starts again.” Rae paused with a shrug and a headshake.

“What?”

Rae rolled her eyes. “Nothing. I was just thinking it’s good you’re back. I’m going to enjoy working with you. Maybe hanging out?”

Quinn nodded. “Let me get my life together, and we’ll have a girl’s night. I might even know a certain little sister who likes to babysit.”

“Awesome possum. I’ll let you get to it.”

When Rae left the office, Quinn stared at the stack of folders. Instead of reaching for them, she pulled the recipe book out of her bag. When she flipped it over and upside down, the book changed. This time, it changed a lot more than it had before. Now, the little faux leather bound notebook gained weight, becoming a thick tome. Breathing a little faster, she opened the book to the first poem, as she’d done many times before.

Heed my words! Form your trinity and recite the vow!

Her eyes couldn’t leave the title of that first poem. The title was “The Vow.” She read it over, wondering what it all might mean.

***
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HARVEST LEFT THE WARREN County Courthouse with a stack of work. Sitting in her SUV, she sorted through the writs and subpoenas. The people to be served lived all over the township. It was a lot of driving, and after visiting Erie County, the day was already late. With the first address in her GPS, she headed out of the parking lot. Idling on the side of the road was a State Police cruiser. As she neared the street, the car took off with a squeal of rubber.

Weird, she thought. Was that Trooper Devlin, the guy from the Lighthouse Inn? Though the Statie’s HQ was near Erie, there was a station in Warren. Maybe it was someone who just looked like him? 

Harvest pointed the Constable-Mobile toward Fifth Avenue, out of town and into the woods. She had enough on her plate to worry about some odd coincidence.

***
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IT WASN’T A PARTICULARLY busy day at the Chandlery, so Echo managed to get all her candles poured. After locking up the shop, she headed for home to update inventory for her on-line store. As she walked the hundred yards or so to her driveway, a black sedan pulled out of the PDF lot. She waited for it to pass before crossing the street. Unlike most cars on the Warren-Onoville road, this one moved slowly. As it passed, she looked inside. Tinted windows blocked her view, but she was fairly certain she could see four people. Just when she thought the car was going to stop and ask directions or something, it sped away.

She watched until it disappeared around the turn. Okay, that was a little strange. But her mind quickly turned to the task at hand. Echo hurried up the curving drive and up to her room. It took forever for her ancient computer to boot. While she waited, she took the brooch from her pocket.

Her little desk was covered in art supplies, dinosaur toys (a couple sawed in half to make the mold for Candle Creation No. 1—the saber tooth and sloth appeared to be sinking in cheap wood veneer), stuffed animals and a Wonder Woman action figure. Out of curiosity, she grabbed a steel-tipped clay shaping tool and scratched at the center sapphire of the flower. To her surprise, it left no mark.

She tried each of the gemstones with the same result. But they couldn’t be real. How much would a piece like this cost? Hundreds, maybe a thousand dollars? Unsure how to even research such a thing, she started her browser, landing on her candle shop home page.

The last of her hour candles had sold. Smiling, she printed out a label. She then updated the inventory. Given the slowness of her computer and the internet service out here in the sticks, the sky grew dark by the time she finished.

Her room faced the front of the house, situated above the front porch roof. When she looked down, she didn’t see either Quinn’s Tahoe, or the Bee-Mobile. It might just be grilled cheese sandwich time, she thought. But a loud, high-pitched sound startled her.

Moving close to the bug screen, she spied a fat little bird bouncing around on the shingles. While Echo recognized the song of the whip-poor-will, a sound she’d heard her whole life, she’d never actually seen one before. Another lighted on the porch roof. And another. And three more. Each of them blasted their high-pitched onomatopoeia at her until her ears hurt.

Hands on the screen, she watched them bobbing and giving her tilts of their tiny bird heads. Her proximity didn’t scare them away. Whip-poor-will! They chirped at her.

“Hey, little guys, what are you doing at my window?”

Bird eyes regarded her, and Echo was surprised they didn’t fly away at the sound of her voice. It almost seemed as if they wanted something from her. Well, okay...

“What do you want?”

As one, the birds took to the air in a flock, barely visible against the lapis sky. They flew off down the road. So maybe they were just attracted to the light or—

They returned, itty bitty talons scratching the roof, oversized voices slicing the air. Again, they flew off, Echo watching them fly in the same direction. Once again, after a few moments, they returned. It almost seemed as if—

“Do you want me to follow you?”

An ear-piercing chorus answered. The birds flew off over the driveway, darting right at the road. Echo switched off her computer. 

While everyone else might find it impossible that birds wanted them to follow, Echo had always had a tight relationship with animals. Everything from half-feral barn cats to white tail bucks seemed at ease around her. Echo just assumed it was a natural thing. 

She never gave it much thought until her junior high bestie, Kayla, described this way with animals as “spooky.” Kayla’s snotty little Pomeranian obeyed only Echo, and even did tricks for her. Maybe Kayla was a little jealous, but from then on, Echo made it a point not to share this side of herself.

Once she got down the driveway, she found her little leaders drinking from a pothole in the road. As one, they took to the sky, heading north. Echo trotted after. She caught their shadows in the light of the gas station sign before they continued on. But there wasn’t anything beyond the old Sinclair station except the state line, the curve of the Allegheny—

And Cora’s house.

Echo broke into a sprint. For a moment, the road ahead became illuminated, and she jumped to the shoulder. When the car passed, she raced on.

Five minutes later, she saw orange, flickering light in Cora’s kitchen. Fire! It wasn’t that late, but probably past Zuri’s bedtime. Did Cora even know her house was on fire? She burst in the front door without knocking. Cora stood in the middle of the living room, not even looking Echo’s way. Lamps, the TV, flickered, casting the orange light she had seen. Maybe not a fire, but then what was Cora so focused on?

Echo saw it as she closed the door and moved into the room. Kitchen cabinet doors and drawers opened all at once, and then shut. A vase of flowers slid off the table, rolling across the linoleum. Before Echo could think, well, at least it didn’t break, the vase came to a stop, then exploded into a million pieces.

“What the H?” Echo could see her breath with the words. The house felt like a freezer. Cora grabbed her hand.

“She’s here.”

Lights went dark at once. A smell like barbecue smoke filled the air. In the dusk-lit kitchen a shadow formed. At first, it looked little more than a stick figure. Then, the head caught on fire.

Free the girl.

Echo felt the burning figure’s words in her head.
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Chapter 14
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It turned out to be a long, long day, but Quinn managed to visit all the foster homes from the files. As with all foster situations, she walked the line between suspicion and hope. At least she hadn’t found anything obviously amiss. Still, she planned a few surprise visits in the future.

For now, she just wanted to eat and then crash on the four-poster bed surrounded by unpacked boxes at the Grams’. With the woods closing in, she flipped on her high beams and slowed down. She hadn’t passed another car in half an hour. Up ahead, she saw the faint light of the four-business business district.

Quinn slowed, reaching the steep, curved driveway. Then she slammed on the brakes. A pale form strode across the entrance, hands up. First, she noticed the hands had claws. Then she saw a massive head adorned like a bighorn sheep’s. Blue eyes glowed at her. 

“You didn’t take the vow,” the monster said. “Why do people never listen to me?”

Heart pounding, Quinn heard frightened anger in her voice. “What are you doing in my driveway?”

“Blocking it.”

Well, yeah. “Go away.”

“Your sister’s in trouble. The little one.” He pointed down the road. “Your cousin, too.”

Her heart beat even faster. “Echo?”

“You should’ve formed the trinity already. Maybe you have reservations. We could talk about it over coffee, or a couple of beers.” Woolly shoulders shrugged.

Quinn blinked a few times. Was this creature asking her out? Good gravy. “I better help Echo.”

“Right, right. Better hurry, too.”

Steering back on the road, Quinn saw no sign of the monster in her rear view mirror. She stepped on the gas and drove to Cora’s place.

***
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HARVEST DIDN’T KNOW why, but she took the long way home after she finished serving her last papers. Her instincts rarely led her astray, and since the long way included passing through South Fishburn, she thought there might be trouble at home. At this latitude, the sky remained bright long after sunset. Still, the woods were deep, unpopulated, and dark. 

Near the Grams’, she slowed down. No light came through the trees. Nobody home. She drove past the Chandlery, knowing it was closed. She could see no one working in the shop in back, either.

So where was everybody? She had an inkling that tonight might be a bingo night at St. Joe’s, which would account for the Grams. But both Echo and Quinn should’ve been home long ago. Slowly, she passed the PDF, but none of the remaining cars were Quinn’s. The Last Shop to Nowhere was closed, and no cars fueled up at the Sinclair. 

An idea struck her from out of the blue, and she accelerated around the turn toward Cora’s house. The unnamed track, more than a driveway but less than a road, passed a handful of houses before dead ending. She saw tail lights in the distance, and found Quinn’s SUV in Cora’s driveway. She pulled up behind her.

“What’s going on?”

Quinn gave her a startled look as she closed the door. “No clue.”

Light from the house flickered. It almost looked like the house was on fire, until all the lights went out. Even out on the porch, they could hear Zuri scream. Quinn went white, her lower lip sucking into her mouth at the sound. Harvest pushed past her and flung open the door. 

***
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FREE HER BEFORE IT’S too late!

The malformed shape shambled forward, the light of its burning hair threw the face in shadow. Echo remembered Zuri’s drawing. Wanda Bracegirdle. Her limbs were twisted and blackened, hands raised in a fighter’s pose, legs stick-like and slow.

Echo cast around, finding a basket of crayons on the coffee table. With deft strokes, she drew a circle around herself and Cora.

No! Wanda Bracegirdle cried in their brains. The girl, free the girl!

Once she completed the glyphs of the magic circle, a single lamp came on in the living room, the television showing HGTV. The kitchen stood dark and still. Flaming-haired Wanda disappeared, not even leaving a trace of smoke behind. Echo let out her breath.

“What did you do?” Cora asked.

Echo shrugged. “Protected us?”

From upstairs came a loud, booming sound. It was followed by another. Heavy footfalls creaked toward Zuri’s bedroom. Echo stood, ready to run upstairs, but her face mashed against an invisible barrier. 

“Damn it, Echo, what did you do?” Cora pressed her hands against the unseen resistance, like a mime doing Man Trapped in a Box.

Echo knelt down again. Wetting a finger, she tried to remove the crayon from the hardwood. It didn’t erase. From upstairs, they heard the creak of hinges. Then, Zuri’s high-pitched scream. Uh-oh.

“Why can’t we move? What have you done?”

Frantically, Echo scrubbed at the glyph. She stuck a corner of her shirt in her mouth to wet it. Were the marks fading at all? Her head jerked up at the front door bursting open. Harvest and Quinn tumbled in, staring at the ceiling.

“I think I screwed up, guys!” Echo continued trying to open the circle.

Harvest put a hand to her forehead, teeth bared. Quinn grabbed her, pushing her toward the stairs. Echo couldn’t let them go alone. The air chilled to the point it felt they were in a freezer. She scraped at the magic circle with her thumbnail.
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SHE REMEMBERED THIS same sensation, the watchfulness, the sense of presence twice before—once in this house, and once at the cabin that served as Jimmy Bracegirdle’s final resting place. This time, the intensity gave her what felt like a brain freeze. With Quinn on her heels, she pushed on.

The door to Zuri’s room stood ajar. Light leaked past, flickers of blue and orange. There was no doubt something other than Zuri on the other side. Harvest entered, but the happy room she’d seen before no longer existed.

Blue smoke drifted at the ceiling, moving without a wind. Zuri lay with the covers pulled tight over her head. On the opposite side of the room, double doors of the closet swung open. Blue flames jetted, as if there were gas jets in the floor. The blue flames revealed a roiling blue cloud within. Flaming pinpoints stared out, shifting between the girl, Harvest, and Quinn.

“What the hell is that?” she whispered.

Quinn whispered back. “Blue Rodrigo.”

From the massive blue smoke cloud, a tendril extended past the bars of flame. Upon meeting the smoke near the ceiling, it began to take shape. Moving toward Zuri’s blanketed form, it solidified. Harvest recognized it from the girl’s drawing, as well as the bruises she sustained on her arm—a three-fingered claw.

Possess!

The word boomed, but did not reverberate in the room. Harvest heard it in her brain. Had the claw flung the girl from bed, putting her in the ER? She couldn’t let it happen again. Harvest charged the surging claw, blocking its passage, waving away its essence.

Instead of dissipating, the forming claw contracted. Harvest felt the pressure of it against her ribs, holding her arms fast. In a moment, she was crushed. Sinking to her knees, she tried to draw breath.

And failed.

***
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“HARVEST!” QUINN SAW the insubstantial hand close on her sister. In only a moment, Harvest sank to the floor, eyes and mouth agape like a fish out of water. It was crushing the wind from her.

Without thinking, Quinn pulled the book of poems from her bag. Once in her hand, the book opened on its own. She glanced at the poem. It seemed exactly right for the situation. There was nothing else to do. She read the words out loud:

“Attend you, invader, to my commanding verse

I bar any portal through which you might traverse

I erase now your presence from this universe

Withdraw, retreat, evil! I command you, disperse!”

For a moment, the smoky limb seemed less corporeal. Harvest sank to hands and knees, drawing gasping breaths. Before a victorious feeling arose, the flaming eyes in the dense cloud narrowed. A slit of flame opened beneath, a burning parody of a smiling mouth.

Harvest groaned, the sound squeezed out of her. What else could Quinn do? She’d never faced anything remotely like Blue Rodrigo. Part of her doubted her eyes, wanted to ignore the terrible thing reaching through flaming bars, crushing Harvest.

Heed my words! Form your trinity and recite the vow!

The horned monster’s words returned to her. But there was no time for that. Still, it gave her an idea. Maybe together...

“Echo!” She shouted at the top of her voice. “Echo, we need you!”
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Chapter 15


[image: image]


Apparently, Echo had rubbed the glyph away enough. She fell face down on the floor. With an oof! Cora fell on top of her.

“Get your knees out of my back!” she moaned.

Cora scrambled to her feet and up the stairs. Echo stumbled after as best she could. In the upstairs hall, Cora rushed into her daughter’s room. She stopped short.

Echo managed to get around her. The tableau before her came straight out of her girlhood nightmares. The angry, dark blue cloud with eyes for flames, reaching a single clawed hand from its prison. Harvest knelt on the floor, turning white. The blue limb ended in a fist, squeezing the life from her older sister. Quinn stood there with her recipe book, doing nothing.

“Quinn—”

“Take my hand,” Quinn extended to her. “Read this with me. Hurry!”

Echo didn’t argue. Four lines of verse covered the page. The poem was like the little songs and chants the Grams did, but this seemed a lot more serious. She grabbed Quinn’s hand and said the words.

Smoke retreated from the bedroom as if sucked out by a fan. The unearthly limb released Harvest. It retracted back behind the bars of fire. Gasping, Harvest crawled toward them. Loud reports shook the house. Blue Rodrigo’s eyes blazed at them, flaming mouth wide in an unheard roar. 

“Harvest, say the words with us. Put your hand on my shoulder.” Quinn knelt down.

“Are you,” Harvest panted, “serious?”

“It’s working, Harvest. Come on,” Echo urged.

“Attend you, invader, to my commanding verse...”

As they said the words together, the angry blue cloud condensed. It grew smaller and smaller, and by the time they finished the last line, all the smoke and flames vanished. Echo felt her ears pop. The room stood in darkness, light of the near-full moon filtering past the curtains. Beneath her covers, Zuri lay still, save the rise of her breathing.

“Get out of here.”

All three turned at Cora’s voice.

“You’re like Nick. Whatever that is, I don’t want it in my home. Please go.”

Echo frowned. Hadn’t Harvest thrown herself in the path of that thing for Zuri? Hadn’t Quinn found a way to banish it? And maybe her magic circle was not the thing to do, but she drew it to protect Cora from the flame-haired woman. Before she could voice this, Quinn gave her a stern look.

“We’re going,” Quinn said.

***
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HARVEST’S HEAD REELED as she tried to make sense of it all. The thing from Zuri’s drawing was real. Or was it? Maybe she was hallucinating from smoke inhalation. Except there wasn’t any smoke, not even a trace. The three sisters crossed the porch and descended the stairs.

“Not even a thank you?” Echo shot a look over her shoulder. “Really?”

“Cora’s too freaked out right now,” Quinn said.

Harvest whirled on her. “Cora’s freaked out? I’m freaked out. What the hell was that? And why aren’t you two freaked out?”

Quinn and Echo exchanged a guilty look.

“I thought maybe Zuri saw something about the Char-Man murders on TV. That she knew enough to draw Wanda Bracegirdle’s final moments. That Blue Rodrigo was her idea of what a serial killer would look like. But this? This—I don’t even know what to call it.”

“Serial killer?” Now it was Quinn’s turn to freak out. “What are you talking about?”

They stopped beside their parked cars. “Wanda Bracegirdle was the third victim of a murderer called the Chautauqua Char-Man. Her son, Jimmy, was the FBI’s prime suspect. He died about a week ago. It was an accident. I found the body.”

“Wanda Bracegirdle is a real person?” Echo’s eyes popped.

As they stood, a yellow and black delivery van rolled down the road. Harvest eyed the Bee-Mobile. “Perfect timing. I have a few questions for the Grams.”

***
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“WE WERE IN JAMESTOWN for bingo,” Gramma Em brought a pie to the table. “If you always win, the regulars get suspicious. Me and Mary have to spread our game around.”

Quinn felt a quaver of nerves as Harvest leaned forward. “I have a few questions, Gramma.”

Em smiled and sliced the pie. “From the look of you all, I’d say you finally figured out you aren’t exactly human.”

Harvest leaned back again, trying, but failing, to hide her shock.

Aunt Mary brought a stack of dessert plates and forks. “You certainly stirred up the local witches. South Fishburn is crawling with them, all of a sudden.”

“Oh, but there are witches, and then there are witches.” Gramma slid pie onto plates and passed them around. “Mary and I are simple country witches. Nature witches, some say. And this area has been a magnet for coven witches, also known as traditional witches, since the Civil War.”

“Are you saying we’re witches?” Harvest’s voice could barely be heard.

Gramma stepped over and leaned down, giving Harvest a quick hug. “Honey, you have all the pieces. But I’m not surprised you didn’t put it together.”

Quinn frowned at her middle sister. “What pieces?”

“The fact that you’re triplets, but each born five years apart; the fact that Trinity and Nick O’Broin never existed; the fact that your father disappears for years at a time, but isn’t working at any dig for any university; those pieces,” Aunt Mary said. “All of you have the Sight, but yours is the clearest, Harvest. You probably think of it as intuition, but it’s so much more. No one can hide the truth from you. Not even us old country witches.”

Harvest held her palms up, eyes moving from the Grams to the sisters. “So why am I the only one who doesn’t know any of this? Echo drew that circle, and Quinn—what is that book?”

Quinn felt a guilty start. “It’s—it’s Mom’s recipe book.”

“Wait—you have something from Mom, and you never told us?” Harvest scowled in disbelief.

From the briefcase purse dangling from the chair back, Quinn drew out the small book bound in purple faux leather. “I don’t remember finding it. I’m not sure where it came from. It took me a while to realize it was Mom’s.”

Harvest snatched it away, flipping through the pages. “This isn’t the book I’m talking about.”

“Yes, it is,” Gramma sat down to her pie. “The grimoire of Trinity O’Broin.”

Quinn had never let anyone else touch the book. She felt a churning in her gut, seeing it in Harvest’s hands. “Turn it over, and upside down.”

Giving her the hairy eyeball, Harvest smirked and flipped the book over. The floppy book of loose pages and index cards was now a heavy hardback tome, gilt page edges, tooled leather, and three times as thick. Harvest gasped and dropped the book to the table. As it hit, the recipe book returned.

“Is that really Mom’s?” Echo reached for the book. “Can I see?”

“Just don’t drop it.” Quinn cringed.

Her baby sister did the same trick. This time, the pages fell open in front of her. After a second’s reading, she looked up. Her eyes were bright with the verge of tears. “It is Mom’s. She wrote this poem for me. ‘A Song for Echo.’”

A single tear fell down her cheek. Wind rose, and a sudden burst of rain fell in the trees, on the roof. Echo jerked upright in her chair. Hands shot out, grabbing her sisters on either side. Though her eyes rolled back in her head, Echo recited:

“Canines, to my will I bend

Wolf, coyote, man’s best friend

Your voices music of the night

Lift them all for my delight.”

The sudden cloudburst faded, replaced by another sound. A neighbor’s dog barked. The bark was answered by another. Distantly, the howls of coyotes wailed together. Other dogs joined in, as if alerted to a cat or raccoon. But the din oddly organized itself.

Grrrrr-ruff-ruff! Grrrr-ruff-ruff! Grrrr-ruff-ruff!

Deeper in the woods, coyotes howled out notes that ran together, creating a melody.

“That’s a song,” Harvest whispered. “I know that song.”

Aunt Mary bobbed her head along. “Wim-oh-weh, wim-oh-weh.”

Harvest tilted her head. “Is that—The Lion Sleeps Tonight?”

Grrrrr-ruff-ruff! Grrrr-ruff-ruff! Grrrr-ruff-ruff! Ow-oooo-oo-oo-oo

The neighbor shouted. “Shut up, Sadie!”

Echo let go and inhaled deeply. For a moment, Quinn thought she might pass out.

Canine sounds disorganized, and quickly fell silent. Harvest stared at Echo, at Quinn, and then at Gramma Em. “If Mom never existed, who are we?”

Gramma chased some pie down with a cup of decaf. “Sisters of Circe. Daughters of Hecate. Your mother, you see, is the kind of witch classical poets and artists loved to depict.”

“Usually naked,” Aunt Mary added.

“Not of this world,” Gramma went on. “But from another realm. It is a place witches, even country witches like us, draw power from. We call it the Twih, and that’s where your mother is from. Uncle Nick, too.”

“What, like another dimension?” Harvest looked doubtful.

Mary and Em shrugged at each other. “We don’t know. We’ve never been. But your father has. It’s not easy to get in or get out. Time is different there, very strange and wonderful creatures roam that realm, a wilderness untouched by human hands.”

“We don’t know much, but we do know you three are a part of the Twih. There isn’t much else we can tell you. You’ll have to figure it out together,” Aunt Mary said.

Gramma stood up, circling the table to give each sister a kiss. “We’ve got an early morning. Those bees aren’t going to keep themselves.”

Mary followed, giving hugs. “These old bats need their sleep. Night, girls.”
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Chapter 16
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When the Grams’ feet creaked over the upstairs floor boards, Harvest turned to Quinn. “You had this book for how long?”

“I don’t even remember that. Sometimes, I forget I even have it.”

“And you,” she turned to Echo. “How much do you know about this witch business? Why didn’t you let me in on it?”

Her baby sister shrugged. “Mom visits me in dreams. Not so much anymore. I don’t know any more than you, Harvest.”

“God help me, I’d love it to be true. But come on? We’re from some other dimension?”

“No. Mom’s from another dimension,” Quinn corrected.

“You more than anyone should know that orphans always come up with elaborate stories about their parents, hell, we’ve done it ourselves, right? Or maybe we bought into the lie because it meant we weren’t abandoned.”

“Orphans, Harvest, really?”

“Pretty much.”

Echo dug into her pie. “Man, you harbor a lot of anger.”

“Why shouldn’t I? We were dumped here since we were infants. And you with your invisible force field circles, Quinn’s book—”

“Well how long did you hold out on us about the triplet thing?” Echo argued. “You want some kind of proof, well there it is. Scientific proof that we can’t exist. We share identical DNA, but I’m a teenager and Quinn’s pushing thirty.”

Quinn bristled. “Hey.”

Echo hiked her shoulders. “I’m just saying.”

The book sat closed in front of Echo, a chintzy recipe book again. Taking a deep breath, Quinn dragged it over to her. “The Grams say they don’t know any more about this stuff. I’m sure they’ve left out some details, but overall, we’re on our own here. Maybe we can figure this out together.”

Harvest raised her brows. “Let me guess. Something in that creepy book.”

“Don’t get all moody. There is something. For all of us. I think we’re better at whatever it is we’re doing when we do it together. Like chasing off Blue Rodrigo. It wasn’t until we recited the poem together—”

“Spell,” Echo interrupted. “Gramma said the book was a grimoire. That means a book of spells.”

“Fine, recited the spell, then. When we did it together, we succeeded. Here, look at this.” Quinn flopped the book, and opened it to the first page.

Harvest read it over. “‘The Vow?’ That’s a lot of blood and death for four lines.”

“Whoa,” Echo whispered.

“I’m not sure, but I think Mom is giving this to us, helping us figure things out,” Quinn took a breath. “With all this talk about other dimensions and witches, I don’t know what to think. But it feels like we should take the vow.”

She looked at each of her sisters. Harvest bit her lower lip, eyes on the poem—the spell.

“I think you’re right Quinn, that we’re stronger together.” Echo nodded. “I’m in.”

“Harvest?”

Her younger sister rubbed her eyes. “I don’t suppose tonight can get any weirder. Why saying a poem together will help us makes no sense. But okay. I’m in.”

“We’ll say it together three times,” Quinn said, the idea suddenly occurring. “Get in closer so we can hold hands. Ready? We...”

“...swear by our blood and our Sight intact

To tread on the path between faith and fact

Defend those defenseless from evil attack

Pledge unto death to keep sacred this pact.”

As they finished the third round, the clock in the living room struck midnight.

***
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“BOY, AM I BEAT.” ECHO yawned and stretched. Something stabbed her in the thigh. “Ow!”

“What?” Quinn eyed her.

She reached into the pocket of her shorts and came up with the brooch. “With everything going on, I forgot about this.”

Harvest peered through squinted eyes. “Where did you get that?”

She handed it over. “From Zuri. It’s from Blue Rodrigo’s treasure chest.”

“Oh, yeah,” Quinn nodded. “I remember the drawing. So it’s real.”

Taking out her phone, Harvest set the brooch down and took a picture. Then she handed it back to Echo.

“What’s up with that?”

Harvest pursed her lips, folded her hands, and stared off for a moment. “The murders,” she said. 

“What about them?” Quinn took the brooch. Her face opened in surprise. “Heavy.”

“Cops first thought they were robberies. A lot of jewelry went missing. They thought that until the bodies started showing up. The Char-Man took a lot of souvenirs.”

Quinn handed the brooch back to Echo. “Wait a sec. You think this is related?”

“Blue Rodrigo is a serial killer?” Echo eyed the piece. Then she gasped. “Is he after Zuri or Cora?”

Brows lowered, Harvest shook her head. “The prime suspect died a few miles from here, and the, what, ghost? of Wanda Bracegirdle shows up. There has to be a connection. If this is one of the Char-Man’s trophies. Let me text this to a cop friend. I’m pretty sure there’s a record of all the stolen items.”

“Holy moly.” Echo left the brooch on the table. She stood to collect the plates, and felt a wave of dizziness. Quinn caught her.

“You okay?”

She leaned on the table for a moment. “I guess making dogs sing takes a lot out of you.” The wave passed, and Echo gathered the dishes.

Quinn took them from her hands. “Go to bed, Sis, you’re exhausted. We got this.”

“But what are we supposed to do about Blue Rodrigo, the Char-Man?”

Harvest rose and found cling wrap in a drawer to cover the leftover pie. “Right now, we all just need to rest. We’re all working tomorrow, and I suspect Cora’s going to turn in her resignation. However weird this all is, life goes on.”

“Get to bed, kid,” Quinn said as she washed the plates.

Echo really did feel tired. She grabbed the brooch, not liking the cold feeling in her hand.




Part Four: Coven
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Chapter 17
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Despite the late night, Quinn showed up at the Social Services office twenty minutes early. After grabbing coffee from the break room, she headed to her office and the stack of remaining contacts she needed to follow up on. She nearly slopped coffee everywhere when she found someone sitting at her desk.

“Hello, Quinn. Good to see you again.” The woman was dressed in a pink power suit, ash blonde hair up in a bun. Steely gray eyes peered from behind cat’s eye spectacles. Karen Baran, or, Keri, as she preferred to be called. As the director of Human Services for Warren and Forest Counties, the woman took herself too seriously for a name that rhymed.

Quinn had met her exactly once, when Baran officially hired her. Otherwise, Rae Devon acted as her supervisor. “What brings you up here?”

Baran lived in Forest County, and worked from the office there. It seemed natural that the director would visit the main office once in a while. So why did Quinn feel suspicious?

“Your reports, actually, or lack thereof.” Baran remained sitting at her desk. “I don’t’ know how you did things in laid-back California, but we expect more thorough reports here in the boonies. This latest one, of people describing the cries of a little girl in trouble, well, there isn’t anything in your one page report.”

Trying not to get defensive, Quinn shrugged. “There was nothing to report, not even an actual address. I don’t know what people were hearing, but the only thing out there is woods.”

“And this one,” Kari went on as if Quinn hadn’t spoken. “The Andersons, single mother family, injured eight-year-old girl. Physicians believe the girl is being physically abused.”

Quinn shook her head. “The family dynamic seems normal, the girl happy. She’s somewhat rambunctious, and maybe a bit of a handful. I’m certain that what happened to her was an accident.”

“She works for your grandmother, Cora Anderson.”

Was there a question in there? “During the summer. It’s in the report.”

“You suggested counseling for the girl, perhaps anger over her absent father.” Keri shut the folder. “Where are we with that?”

“That will require some follow-up. I’m still catching up with older cases.” Quinn indicated the stack of case files.

Baran gave a single nod. “I depend on Rae to keep this office moving. I allow her to do the hiring, because I’m covering an entire county on my own. We don’t have time to monitor your every move. Don’t make me regret my trust in her. I expect complete, detailed reports in future. Thank you, Miss Hutchinson.”

Quinn stared after the director as she walked out. In the week she’d worked here, she’d filed only the two reports so far, and Baran had a problem with both? Paranoia struck her. Had Rae passed over candidates for the job that Keri Baran had recommended? A few moments later, Rae strode past.

“I brought donuts,” she said, sticking her head in the doorway. “Did I just see Keri drive off?”

Quinn shrugged. “She has a problem with my reports.”

“Really? I thought they were pretty good, very concise.” Rae squinched up her features. “It’s kinda weird. Usually, if Keri’s upset, she makes me drive all the way down to her Forest County office. Y’know, so I can sweat over whatever she’s bugged about. She isn’t the ambush type. I don’t know why she didn’t want a word with me. I signed off on the cases.”

“Well, I guess I’d better get working. Happy face.” Quinn twisted her fingertips on each side of her fake smile and rolled her eyes to the ceiling.

Rae waved her hands around. “Hey, there’s donuts. The day is already turning out better.”

Maybe so, Quinn thought. But she couldn’t get Karen Baran’s words out of her head. We don’t have time to monitor your every move. What did she mean by that?

***
[image: image]


ECHO ROSE WITH THE sun as she did every morning. Events of the night before ran through her head. They were witches, which made as much sense as anything else going on these days. She trotted over to her computer in her nightshirt and let the old machine boot while she showered. 

When she logged onto her on line store, five orders appeared. “Awesome possum,” she whispered. She had a stack of shippers on her small desk. After printing labels, she went to the USPS site to let the mailman know she had packages going out. Four orders were for hour candles, the last for both prehistoric scene candles. Pretty soon, she’d have to find the time to stock up again.

She heard the Grams talking in the greenhouse as she made her way to the shop. A dark sedan caught her eye before she could cross the street. It stood on the shoulder, idling. Giving the driver the eye, she made her way into the Chandlery.

In her happy work of wrapping and boxing her candles, she forgot about the car. She had over three grand in her PayPal account, mostly because she didn’t have her own bank account to transfer it to. But she also wanted to save up for something big. A new computer, a new cell phone, a used car—something that would show her family that maybe she could get by without college.

At nine o’clock, she flopped the closed sign and opened the Chandlery doors. The sky was bluer than blue, clouds fluffy and brilliant, the morning still cool. This would be a great day to play hooky and go fishing or swimming in the reservoir. Her spirits fell as she realized Cora probably wouldn’t come in. Maybe she would never come in again. Already, she missed her bestie, Zuri.

Her spirits crashed and burned as she spotted the black car again. It wasn’t parked up the street by the driveway anymore. It sat opposite the Chandlery in the PDF. She couldn’t prove it, but Echo knew it was the same car that parked there before. Echo pulled out her cell phone, but the camera feature didn’t have enough zoom to capture the plate.

She crossed the lot to the edge of the road to get a closer shot. As she did, the car backed up, and drove out of the PDF parking lot. What the hell was going on?

***
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ALTHOUGH SHE’D EATEN a big bowl of blueberries and oatmeal for breakfast, Harvest was already thinking about lunch. Her morning had been spent serving an arrest warrant for a shoplifter who police discovered had nearly two thousand dollars in stolen property in his truck. This elevated him from a second degree to a first degree misdemeanor, so the judge ordered him arrested. It was not a big deal. The man was asleep in his truck, half-drunk, and Harvest had no trouble bringing him to the Warren County Prison. 

From there, she transported a prisoner two and a half blocks to the courthouse and back again. She had served as security for the hour-long hearing. It was a custody issue between a guy awaiting trial for his fifth DUI and a wife who’d had enough.

She sat in the parking lot, adding up her fees. It was a pretty good day’s work, considering it was just after eleven a.m. Harvest gazed at the sky. It might be a good idea to take the rest of the day off, maybe take out the Grams’ little aluminum fishing boat. A lot of craziness had been dumped on her and her sisters. A little relaxation would do her good. She needed time to think.

Getting out to drop off her fee report to the judge, she Febreez’d out the smell of Jack Daniels sweat from the back seat. Before she could walk to the courthouse, she spotted Sheriff Bennett walk out of his office. A moment later, a state trooper car parked in the lot. She recognized the trooper who had sat near her and Sgt. Shafer in the Lighthouse Inn. What was his name? Devlin?

She couldn’t overhear the animated discussion between the two, and walked away. A block later, her cell phone buzzed. Harvest stopped short when she saw the contact info. Before answering, she knew it was no coincidence that Jeff Shafer was calling.

“Where did you get that picture, Harvest? The feds are already breathing down my neck.”

“Good morning to you too, Jeff.” She turned back to see the State Police car exit the lot, Bennett no longer in view.

“Right. Sorry. So where did you get it?”

“It’s a souvenir? Evidence in the Char-Man case?”

“If you bring it in, we can identify it positively, but it matches insurance documents from the Bracegirdle murder.”

Harvest’s heart felt squeezed. “Holy moly.”

“Whoever gave you that photo, we need to bring in for questioning. Like right now.”

An eight-year-old girl found it in a smoky blue monster’s treasure chest, she thought. “Let me see what I can do.”

“Don’t hold out on me, Harvest.”

“I’m not. Give me a little time, okay?”

“Fine. A little time. But very little before I’m forced to bring you in.”

The heart-squeeze became a crush, and ice flowed through her veins. Harvest took a breath. “Got it.”

She disconnected. A little time, she thought. A little time and a big miracle. The only one who knew the location of Blue Rodrigo’s treasure was an eight-year-old girl, a girl whose mother didn’t want anything to do with the Hutchinsons.

Scrolling through her phone screen, she opened the text feature.
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Chapter 18
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A few customers browsed the Chandlery, folks on their way to the woods for a long weekend. Echo knew them by sight, but not by name. It was a thing to stop off at the Chandlery, grab some ice cream at the PDF, grab whatever you forgot at the Last Shop to Nowhere, and gas up at the Sinclair station before leaving civilization. For some families, it was part of a tradition.

Between customers, Echo checked the parking lot across the street. In the late morning, the black sedan returned. It parked in the PDF lot, facing the Chandlery. This was just straight up strange. Why would anyone be watching a candle shop in the middle of nowhere? Why would anyone want to keep tabs on her?

As she watched, Deb Arnold, president of the Pennsylvania Dairy Farmers’ Co-Op, walked to the car with a tray of coffee and sandwiches. Since when did Deb do anything but order a bunch of teenagers around and lord over the ice creamery? She spoke with whoever was in the car at length. At one point, it seemed their eyes met. Echo’s first instinct was to duck down.

Why should that be? She knew Deb. Even if she didn’t like her much, what did Echo have to be afraid of? Even as the woman walked back into the co-op building, Echo couldn’t shake the sensation of paranoia that crept up her spine. Deb always seemed to be around whenever Echo took Zuri across the street for ice cream. She didn’t bus the tables, didn’t even wipe them down, and she certainly didn’t serve anyone. She was just there.

Enough was enough. “Aunt Mary, I’m going to step out for a while,” she called back into the shop. 

“Gotcha covered, Squirt.”

Even though she felt scared, Echo strode from the Chandlery and across the lot. She looked both ways before crossing the road. The car’s engine started, and before she could get close, it pulled away and out of the lot.

“This is so creepy,” she said aloud. Still, she marched on into the PDF. Not a lot of people wanted ice cream in the morning, and the Last Shop had panini sandwiches, so only one table was occupied by a mom and two kids. 

“Hey, Echo.” Katie Barnes was a schoolmate of Echo’s. “Where’s your little sister?”

Echo didn’t bother to correct her. “Is Deb around?”

“Oh.” Katie bit her upper lip. “I think I saw her earlier.”

Around Warren High School, a summer job at the PDF was considered highly desirable. They paid better than minimum wage, and, well, ice cream. The only drawback was the boss. PDF workers were generally terrified by Deb Arnold.

“I think she went into the office.” A boy with a handsome face marred by acne stood by the bathrooms with a mop. Echo thought he might be a sophomore this year.

“Where’s the office?”

He gave her a blank look, eyes a little wide. Apparently, the office was off limits. Then he brightened up. “Oh, hey, there she goes.”

She followed his pointing finger. Echo saw a new red pickup truck bounce over the parking lot and down the street. What. The. What?

Katie shrugged. “She’s not supposed to be in until after five.”

“After my shift, thank God,” the boy said.

Echo jumped a little when her cell phone beeped a text alert. She walked back outside as she read it. It was a group text from Harvest. Lunch. We need to talk now.

***
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WHERE? Quinn texted back. 

Heading your way. Need to lose a shadow.

A shadow? Quinn thought. Someone was following Harvest? “Going to lunch,” she tossed in Rae’s door as she left the building. Rae was on the phone, and gave her a wave without looking up. The minute she exited, Harvest’s Constable-Mobile skidded into the lot.

“Let’s go!” Harvest called out the window.

Quinn jogged over and jumped in. “Who’s tailing you?”

Harvest floored it before Quinn could get the door shut. “No clue. They picked me up at the courthouse. It looks like an unmarked police car.”

“But you don’t think it is.”

Half a block away, a black sedan turned the corner. Several Gs pulled at Quinn as Harvest maneuvered on the narrow street.

“Think you can lose them?”

“I didn’t pay all that money for a police driving course for nothing.”

Streets around the human services building formed a bunch of concentric circles. Harvest burned down Hospital Drive, making a circle around Warren State Hospital. Looming towers of the nineteenth century asylum whipped by, a blur, as Harvest kept the hammer down.

“I'm getting dizzy!”

Harvest made more and more turns. “Hang on.” 

Just when she thought they were going in circles, Harvest swerved onto a road running along Conewango Creek. “We’re going the wrong way. Fifth Ave is south.”

“If those guys know anything about us, that’s the way they’ll go.” Harvest glanced in the rearview mirror. “Okay, lost ’em. I’m taking Hatch Run, looping through the woods. Text Echo. Have her meet us at the boat ramp.”

North State Street turned onto Highway 62, and Hatch Run Road was a hard right by the Arby’s. For a mile or so, the road ran straight, farms surrounding. Quinn kept her eye on the side view mirror. No cars appeared as Harvest followed a curve into the woods.
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THE GRAMS GAVE EACH other suspicious looks when Echo took the back door to go to lunch. Even if they didn’t say anything, they knew something was up. A few yards behind the Chandlery, the ground sloped down to the river. Today, the sun was so bright, the water so clear, that Echo could look down on the submerged train tracks. Fishburn had been underwater since before her parents were born. Or, at least before her father was born. She had no idea about her mother’s past.

Several whole towns lay beneath the reservoir created by the Kinzua Dam. Now the area was preserved for recreation. In some spots, old growth forest remained. It was deep woods, and easy to get lost in. Echo had lived here her whole life. It was no big deal to pop into the forest and find her way around.

Once she reached Webbs Ferry, the public boat ramp, Echo saw the Constable-Mobile idling in the parking loop. Only two other trucks parked there, empty trailers and all. She hurried from the trees and jumped in the back seat.

“We’re being followed,” Quinn said. 

They related their stories, and Echo added her own, ending with, “So what do we do?”

“The heat was on right after I texted a photo of the brooch to a state police sergeant I know. I think I was being watched before that, but all of a sudden, they’re not bothering with subtlety,” Harvest said.

Echo sniffed the back seat. It smelled like booze. “Are they after the treasure?”

“Maybe.” Harvest tapped her fingers on the wheel. “It’s worth a lot of money, I suppose, if it’s full of pieces like the brooch. My instincts say there’s more to it, but I don’t know what.”

“How about trying a spell?” Quinn looked out the window as she said it.

Harvest hung her head. “Spell. We’re really buying into the witch thing?”

“I made dogs sing,” Echo said.

At the same time, Quinn said, “Blue Rodrigo.”

“Fine.” She looked at Quinn, and gave Echo the eye in the rear view mirror. “Let’s try a spell.”

Echo leaned against the security grate, getting a look at the grimoire. Magic. Witches. Given the life she’d led, it made perfect sense to her, even if Harvest was reluctant to believe. But how could she not, given what they had been through?

After Quinn flipped the recipe book over on her lap, it fell open to a page. She traced the lines with her finger. After a moment, she let out a sigh. “I don’t think this will work.

“From nighthawk and owl to bat and raccoon

Use your night vision to grant me this boon

Lake, desert, mountain, forest and dune

Find what I seek neath the bright rising moon.”

“It isn’t dark out,” Harvest frowned. 

Echo thought about it. “Maybe change ‘moon’ to ‘noon?’”

“Pretty sure bats, nighthawks and owls would be asleep now.”

Sagging, Quinn closed the book. “What, then?”

“Only one person knows where Blue Rodrigo hides his treasure. We’ll have to do this the old fashioned way.” Harvest put the car in reverse.

“Zuri.” Echo said. “What’s the old fashioned way?”

“We’ll watch the house tonight.”

Quinn shot her a look. “You think Blue Rodrigo is coming back?”

Maneuvering out of the loop, Harvest idled at the fork in the road. “No, I don’t think that. But maybe Zuri will go to him.”

“A stakeout! Awesome possum.” Echo buckled her seat belt. “Hey, are we still getting lunch?”
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HARVEST CHOSE A BARBECUE joint way out on Jackson Run Road. While she didn’t much like running and hiding, until they figured out who was following them, and what they wanted, it didn’t seem like they had much choice.

Full of smoked meats, they parked by the golf course, watching a few men playing at a distance. Each of them had a suspect as to who was watching them. Deb Arnold, the PDF president; Keri Baran, Quinn’s boss; Trooper Devlin and Sheriff Bennett, and while that was already an alarming number, it couldn’t account for the black sedan outside the Chandlery, or the one following Harvest from the courthouse, miles away.

“You really think Zuri will go to Blue Rodrigo? Do you sense his presence?” Echo was lying down in the back seat.

“No, I don’t sense his presence,” Harvest rolled her eyes. “It’s just a hunch.”

“Ah, but that’s what the Grams think you’re best at. Intuition.” Echo sat up. “What are we doing, just waiting around in a hot car that smells like a bar until it gets dark?”

“Unless you want to go back home, see who else is suddenly so interested in us.” Harvest peeked over the back seat.

“Yeah, no thanks. Maybe I’ll take a nap.”

Teenagers, Harvest thought when Echo started snoring a few minutes later. Quinn leaned closer.

“If we find this treasure, and turn it over, do you think these people will leave us alone?”

“I hope so.” Harvest gazed out the window. “I don’t have another plan.”
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Chapter 19
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The day took forever to pass, but as the last of the blue left the sky, Echo stood in the trees outside Cora’s house. Harvest watched the front, Quinn the back. She watched Zuri’s bedroom window, waiting for a light. She hoped it wouldn’t be blue.

Warmth remained in the air, though the breeze brought a chill and the scent of rain. Clouds scudded over the moon, throwing the yard into near blackness.

“Back door!” Quinn whispered.

Echo heard the stretch of a spring, the creak of hinges. Zuri was easy to see despite the dark as she exited the house. She wore yellow and white pajamas—giraffe—and  sneakers that lit up with every step. Despite the balmy night, the little girl also wore a winter coat. As they followed, they could hear her whispering a little song to herself.

It tore at her heart watching her cousin, so little against the backdrop of the big, black woods. The three sisters followed her as she skipped over a log that had fallen over Fishburn Run. 

“Wish I had time to dress for this,” Quinn whispered.

Zuri stopped singing and faced them. Could she see them in the dark? Echo let out her breath when the girl took up her route, and song, again.

Over millennia, Fishburn Run had cut a deep trench in the earth on its way to the Allegheny. They found themselves climbing a steep hill, the babble of water far below. It seemed hours passed before they reached level ground.

After moving through brush and undergrowth as quietly as they could, they suddenly stepped onto a narrow animal track. Echo looked both ways. She couldn’t see her cousin, not the giraffe PJs or the light up shoes. For a moment, they stood listening. To the right, a twig snapped. The sisters exchanged shrugs and followed the sound.

When the path widened, they heard Zuri’s voice.

“It stinks, Blue Rodrigo! I don’t wanna go in there.”

They stepped it up, trying to get the girl in view again. Beneath their feet, the path became a disused dirt road. Above their heads, clouds parted and the woods brightened with moonlight. Down the road, the shape of a building appeared. It wasn’t until they got close that Echo recognized a cabin. When the wind blew, she caught the scent of rotten meat.

“Oh, crap,” Harvest whispered.

Quinn faced her with raised brows.

Harvest gave them wide eyes. “This is where I found Jimmy Bracegirdle’s body.”
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IT SHOULD HAVE OCCURRED to Harvest that, even though it was a long, bumpy ride from the Warren-Onoville Road to the cabin, as the crow flew it was less than a mile from Cora’s house. The three of them circled the cabin. Echo held her nose. Removing the body hadn’t removed the odor. They found no sign of Zuri Anderson.

Harvest couldn’t blame the girl. The three moved away from the stench. Clouds piled over the moon again, making the woods utterly black.

“How are we going to find her out here?” Quinn’s features were strained as she scanned around.

She felt it before she saw it, a crawly feeling working its way up Quinn’s spine. Then, in the distance, she saw it. Blue light, like a spotlight, shining up through the trees. “There.”

With no path to follow, no light to see, they shoved their way through the undergrowth, hands in front of them to avoid a face-slapping branch. Soon, the growth between trees thinned out and the ground sloped down. 

Zuri stood over a ruined slab of concrete. The center had fallen in. Blue light emanating revealed a deep hole beneath. A cabin had once stood here, Harvest realized. Since she’d never heard of a cabin with a cellar, she had to assume it had been built to hide the cave beneath.

“I know you’re scared and lonesome,” Zuri said to the light. “I brought you a friend.”

The sisters closed as the little girl pulled a sleeping kitten from her coat. Harvest recoiled at the thought of what this meant. She hurried forward, leaving her sisters behind.

“This is State Constable Harvest Hutchinson. Step away from the cave.”

With a little snort and big eyes, Zuri seemed to awaken from a dream. She bit her lip. “Am I under arrest?”

***
[image: image]


“STAY WITH ZURI, ECHO.” Quinn moved to the cracked concrete, staring into the illuminated hole. Wind whipped through the trees making her start. Harvest stepped beside her, hand on her gun.

“We have to destroy this thing once and for all,” Quinn frowned. “We push it away, and it comes back. What does it want from Zuri?”

Harvest shrugged. “A friend, which is bad considering his last friend was likely Jimmy Bracegirdle.”

“How do you become besties with a living cloud of smoke?”

Her middle sister started down into the hole. “Only one way to find out.”

Eerie blue light revealed sloping soil laced with tree roots. Quinn balked at the unnerving way it got brighter the deeper they went. Her skin crawled with the idea that they were entering the lair of a dangerous predator. Harvest stepped to the side. There was a wide chamber here, the light beaming from a hole on the other end.

“What is this?” Harvest took the flashlight from her vest.

The beam revealed a platform, like a solid pallet. Burned into the wood were symbols Quinn didn’t recognize, all encompassed by a thirteen-pointed star. Four corners were stained black, and the edges crumbled as if the platform had been in a fire. In the center of the star, something poked out. Harvest yanked it out.

“Is that a nail?”

Harvest handed it over. “From a nail gun. I’ve never seen one so long.” She played the beam over the pallet, revealing nail holes where the wood was stained. 

“What’s over there?”

Harvest’s beam followed her point. A box with an arched top sat half-buried in the soil wall. Her sister crossed to it, pulling it free. It wasn’t a box, but a trunk. “Looks like a treasure chest.”

Gleaming reflections played on the uneven dirt chamber when Harvest opened the chest and shined her flashlight in. “Yep. Full of treasure.” She gave Quinn a hard look. “I’m guessing, this is supposed to be a trade.”

“A trade for—” Her gut churned as Quinn looked from the nail in her hand to the platform, her unfinished question answered. “This is an altar. That nail—is that meant for—”

“Zuri’s kitten,” Harvest said. “A little sacrifice to bond her to Blue Rodrigo.”

Sickness melded into anger as Quinn gripped the six-inch nail. “Enough’s enough. We’ve gotta put this thing down.”
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“WHY ME?” ECHO TOOK the nail. It was a long spike, coated in some kind of plastic. Her eyes strayed to the old chest sitting beneath a tree. It sure did look like the treasure chest in Zuri’s drawings. Quinn took out the grimoire, letting the wind riffle the pages.

“You seem to be best with weather.”

Echo looked a question at Harvest, who shrugged.

“What’s that have to do with a nail?”

“You’ll know what to do.” Quinn didn’t look up from the book, pages no longer turned by the wind. “Don’t ask me how I know you’ll know, I just know.”

“Blue Rodrigo says you’re gonna hurt him.” Zuri returned to her somnambulist state, face blank, the kitten again secured in her winter coat.

Quinn’s eyes narrowed and she showed her teeth. “That isn’t fair, manipulating her like that. It shouldn’t count. No way would she sacrifice that kitten on her own.”

What the H? “Sacrifice that kitten?”

“Front and center, Echo.” Quinn beckoned her over and put a hand on her right shoulder. Harvest moved in, gripping her left. “Hold that nail overhead.”

Echo didn’t exactly know what was going on, yet in the back of her mind, a sense of familiarity stirred. Had they done this before? She should feel nervous, but instead, her heart stepped up with excitement. Quinn held the grimoire so that they all could read by the creepy blue glow.

This spell seemed more serious than the one’s she’d heard or read. Up until this point, magic seemed like a lot of fun. Now, it seemed like dangerous business.

“Gather the gloom, let thunder boom, and stormclouds bloom, the sky a-spume

Let hailstones form, the four winds swarm, I am the storm, command the storm,

I am the storm, command the storm!”

Wind thrashed the foliage, the heavens releasing a downpour. The air cracked with thunder as the strobing of lightning cast crazy shadows and dimmed the blue glow. For some reason, despite the rush of rain, Echo wasn’t getting wet. They said the words together again. Mud ran between their feet like a river, splashing through the hole in the concrete. The sound of cracking branches and creaking roots rose over the hurricane force winds. They were tearing the woods apart.

“I am the storm!” Echo shouted at the top of her voice, “Command the storm!”

What caused her next action, she couldn’t say. With all her might, she flung the nail into the concrete-framed hole. An instant later, she went blind, her hair lifting, and the ground shook under her. Still holding onto each other, the sisters stumbled away. Echo’s jaw dropped as a second bolt of lightning sizzled into the cave. Muddy soil exploded upward, and the ground sank into an instant depression.

“We gotta get outta here!” Harvest yanked Echo away from the hypnotic sight of the cave in.

***
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ZURI SWAYED, EYES CLOSING. Quinn caught her before she could fall to the ground. With the girl in her arms, she cast a hopeless gaze at her sisters. The storm’s full fury tore at them, the forest floor a sea of heaving mud. “Which way?”

“Downhill.” Harvest led the way with her flashlight. Echo grabbed the treasure chest.

Quinn's feet sank deep into the sucking mud with the added weight of Zuri. She was panting by the time they reached level ground. Wind howled, reaching a deafening bellow, and all at once, the storm ended.

“Is Blue Rodrigo gone?” Echo asked in the silence.

Harvest angled her head in an odd way, not exactly a pose of listening, and closed her eyes. “Yeah, he’s gone.”

“Are we lost?” Quinn couldn’t see a thing, the moon either set, or still clouded over. 

Echo raised her chin to the left. “No, I can hear water in the run. This way.”

At length, they found the fallen log over Fishburn Run. Harvest took Zuri from Quinn. Cora’s house came into view through the trees. 

“I better take her in myself.” Harvest adjusted her sleeping burden. “All three of us might wake Cora up.”

Quinn crouched down, hands on her knees. She took out her cell phone. “Holy moly, I have to be at work in three hours.”

“We did it.”

She looked up at Echo’s beaming face. Quinn didn’t need to ask what she was thinking. Together, they had called up a storm, defeated a nightmare monster, saved a little girl. Maybe this Elseworld Witch gig wasn’t such a bad deal.

Harvest silently returned from the house. “She’s a little damp, but I think she’s okay. Hopefully, Cora won’t have a clue.”

“Awesome possum,” Echo said. “So what happens now?”

Harvest lifted the treasure chest. “Those people started following us after I sent a photo of the brooch to Sgt. Shafer. I’m taking this to him. It might just solve a thirty-year-old murder. More importantly, I think we’ll all be safe once I turn it over.”

“So, what, we just go on as if nothing happened?” Quinn finally got her wind back.

Harvest smiled. “Yep. Everything is back to normal.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 20


[image: image]


But that was not really true, Harvest thought. Her thoughts were on the treasure chest in the back of her SUV. Things would really go back to normal once the cops had possession of the evidence. She would do her best to steer the police toward the owners of the ruined cabin, the now-destroyed cave. Harvest had a pretty good hunch that Sheriff Bennett was one of them. 

If forensic archaeologists excavated the mud, they would have the Char-Man’s sacrificial altar. Nail holes went to the murderer’s gruesome MO. DNA from the blood stains would connect it to the victims. Harvest doubted that Bennett and whoever he was working with could withstand the scrutiny. Or at least, she hoped not.

No one had followed when they retrieved Quinn’s Tahoe from the Human Service lot. It now sat next to the Bee-Mobile. The Grams and her sisters were finally in for the night. For a while, she sat in front the Grams’ house, engine idling. She saw the light in Echo’s window go out.

Still she waited. It took some time, but eventually the feeling she was being silly, paranoid, a little overprotective, stole over her. It was only then that she put the vehicle in drive and made the two-hour drive to State Police Headquarters in Lawrence Park.

***
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QUINN SHOVED THROUGH the office door juggling a pink pastry box and her briefcase purse. With little sleep, she was running late. Stopping off to get donuts made her even later. Carlie, the office assistant, lay sprawled across her desk, long blonde hair spread out like a fan.

Through the open door to the main office, she saw Rae slumped in her chair. She was snoring.

“Oh, ha-ha. I’m only a little bit late.” Quinn walked to the break room and set down the donut box. “I guess I’ll have to eat a dozen donuts by myself.”

She poured herself a cup of coffee and grabbed a chocolate glazed from the box. “Mmm donuts! They’re still warm. So good.”

Getting no response, she walked back down the hall. Rae and Carlie remained in the same positions. The phone purred beneath Carlie’s spread of hair, but she didn’t stir. In the little conference room, she saw the new intern lying face down on the carpet.

Quinn’s heart stepped up. This was going on way to long to be a joke. “Rae?” She walked into the assistant director’s office. “Rae, are you okay?”

Rae Devon did not respond, even when Quinn shook her shoulder. Was there a gas leak or something? She grabbed the phone on Rae’s desk, but heard no dial tone. The phone still rang on the reception desk. Quinn hurried over.

“Hello, can you hear me? I need an ambulance—”

“A hearse is what you need Quinn Hutchinson,” a voice cut her off. 

She recognized it. “Kari? What’s going on?”

“Tibi precipimus

Et to dormies

Somno in mortis.”

Quinn whirled around. Four figures in green-black hooded robes stood in the office. Each of them carried a long pole topped with a small jade axe head. As one, they aimed their staves at her and chanted.

A strange jerking sensation followed. Quinn stumbled, realizing she had nearly fallen asleep on her feet. They were putting her to sleep the way they had the others in the office. She tried to fight it. Yet a moment later, she found that her knees had given out. She was on her hands and knees, shaking her head.

“Despite banishing the Clawed Ego, you’re not nearly as strong as the coven feared.” Kari Baran threw back her hood. The others followed suit. Quinn recognized Deb Arnold from the dairy farmers’ co-op. The two men, she had seen around, but didn’t know by name. Each of them shared the same expression; hatred mixed with triumph.

“Tibi precipimus

Et to dormies

Somno in mortis.”

Quinn couldn’t fight it. Her eyes closed, consciousness leaving her.

***
[image: image]


ECHO HEARD THE ALARM in Quinn’s room go through three snoozes before the grumbling began. Since the Chandlery didn’t open until ten, and was a five minute walk, Echo could sleep in another two hours if she wanted. Instead she got out of bed when she heard the shower and booted her computer. Hoping for more orders, she waited for the old machine to get working.

Quinn, not a morning person, muttered under her breath as she dressed for work. As the computer booted up, Echo heard the front door slam and a car start in the driveway. She looked out the window to see the Tahoe wind down the steep driveway and out of sight. The Bee-Mobile wasn’t parked in its normal spot. The Grams must be shopping or working another pollination gig.

The fact that she had no new orders didn’t get her down. She was a witch, she could do magic, and when she worked with her sisters, she was something of a badass. After showering, she sat in the kitchen dipping raw Pop Tarts in her tea. Sunlight brightened the kitchen, the air cool and fresh from last night’s storm. Her storm, Echo smiled. It was going to be a killer day.

Breakfast finished, it was time to go to work. As she trotted across the porch, she heard a car driving the Warren-Onoville road. Instead of the usual acceleration where the road finally turned straight, this one slowed down. Crackling gravel revealed the car had turned up the drive. Had Quinn forgotten something? Were the Grams coming home? Something about the slow approach, the low sound of the engine, made her step deeper into the trees of their woodsy lot. 

The sight of a black sedan with tinted windows felt like a punch in the stomach. She dropped back, behind a tree trunk. After parking close to the porch, four doors opened. Echo shrank back, not recognizing a single one of—

Wait. Was that Dr. Perkins? She took in the hooked nose profile, the fringe of gray hair. What was her family dentist doing here?

“Looks like nobody's home.” Perkins glanced around.

A woman in a dark green pants suit pulled something from her purse and held it aloft. Echo saw a fat, purple gem. It glittered in the sun. Or was it shining like a lightbulb?

“There’s one here, all right,” she said. Her hair was dyed black, cut short over a freckled neck. “We’ll need weapons.”

The two other men opened the trunk of the sedan. Echo started as they brought out six-foot staves. Each was topped with a small axe blade. She felt a churning in her gut. Something about the stone axe heads, swirled green and white, made her wince.

With all four armed with the bizarre weapons, they walked up the porch steps. What the—were they just going to waltz on in?

“Wait.” Dr. Perkins stopped them. “They banished the Clawed Ego last night. Jade alone might not be enough against Elseworld Witches.”

The woman with the crystal eyed the dentist. “There are four of us, Arthur. They didn’t allow the Clawed Ego to imbue their souls. They haven’t grown more powerful.”

“They did more than we were able to do. But I have a contingency, something I’ve planned for years.” He dug in his suit pocket, and pulled out a clear vial. Echo was too far away to see what was inside. Still, a sense of dread rooted her to the spot.

“Fine, Arthur. I know you love your silly sympathetic magic.” Crystal rolled her eyes.

The doctor closed his eyes, and raised his face to the sky. “Tu vero cruciaris,” he said. Echo was pretty certain this was Latin, although she didn’t understand the words.

“Tu vero cruciaris,” the other three joined him, chanting. “Tu vero cruciaris.”

Echo’s hands flew to her face, her jaw on fire. Suddenly, she knew what the objects were, what the chant meant. It felt like her teeth were being yanked out of their sockets. Her knees gave out, and she nearly fell. Catching herself on a tree, she spat blood on the ground. For a moment, she wondered which was worse, the agony in her mouth, or the fact that her creepy-ass dentist had actually saved pieces of her teeth. It was the former, she decided, when it felt like her fillings were on fire and her gums made of raw nerves.

“Tu vero curciaris!”

As they raised her voices, the agony in her mouth became excruciating. Echo couldn’t help by cry out.

“She’s there, in the trees!” Perkins raised his handful of dentin and enamel. “Keep up the spell!”

Eyes blurred by tears of pain, Echo whirled and stumbled away.
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Keri hooked the head of her long axe through the straps of Quinn’s briefcase purse. Her boss grimaced, as if the item was too filthy to touch with bare hands. Deb Arnold and the men Quinn didn’t know stepped forward, weapons raised. Quinn’s vision swam, blurred, images coming in short bursts between instances of unconsciousness. It was as if the scene was lit by strobe lights.

“Take the grimoire of Trinity O’Broin Hutchinson,” Baran commanded.

Still chanting in Latin, Deb bent at the knees to retrieve the bag, the others guarding her with raised pole axes. Quinn felt herself sliding toward sleep. She managed to look Baran in the eye. “Why are you doing this?”

“Elseworld witches are parasites, draining psychic energy, infecting the World Soul. Your strength weakens us. You should’ve stayed on the west coast, Quinn.” Keri Baran took up the chant; nodded to the women.

This was it.  She gasped, a final breath. Instead, she was shocked by the words that escaped her throat.

“I summon those creatures of darkness and dirt

Rise up, defend me from those who would hurt

Bloodworm and maggot, graveworm and weevil,

Devour away, scour away all that is evil!”

Again, the enervation overcame her, her head dropping to her arms. A sound roused her. Had she been under for a split second, or an hour? Quinn rose on her hands and knees, fatigue leaving her. A vision of horror appeared before her.

The coven members staggered, utterly covered in fleshy worms. She saw pulsing, contracting white grubs as big around as Quinn’s wrist. She could see none of the worms’ victims, could not tell them apart, they were so completely buried in slithering flesh. But the noise was the worst part. Muffled, wet screams, and a sound like static. Quinn knew, but didn’t know how she knew, that the sound came from the motion of the wormflesh and the gnashing of millions of beaks and tiny teeth.

Groaning aloud, she crawled forward, snatching her purse. Where had the spell come from? Had she memorized it from the book? One of the coven witches dropped. Nothing was left of her but a sidewinding mound of moist invertebrates. 

Choking back a scream, Quinn crawled for the door, gaining her feet as she exited the building. Fumbling in her bag, she came up with keys and cellphone. She sent a group text to Harvest and Echo with the Bluetooth as Quinn squealed tires out of the parking lot.

***
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A KNOCK ON THE WINDOW startled Harvest awake. Groggy and confused, she realized she was sleeping in the car. After their encounter with Blue Rodrigo, she had driven to the State Police barracks in Lawrence Park with the treasure chest of evidence. She had parked overnight, waiting.

Harvest didn’t realize she’d been sleeping with her hand on her gun until the man on the other side of the misted window took a step back. Deliberately putting her right hand on the wheel, she opened the door.

“We might still call this a barracks, but troopers don’t live here anymore. Why are you here so early, Harvest? It isn’t even light out.” Sgt. Shafer eyed her weapon. Harvest kept her hand far away.

“I want to make a trade.”

Jeff Shafer said nothing, studying her from under crinkled brows.

Harvest held her left hand palm up until he nodded. She then reached into her vest. She put the gold and jeweled brooch in his hand. “A trophy. It’s in the missing evidence file. I have a whole lot more, maybe all the rest of it.”

“What I told you about enforcing the law—”

“This isn’t an investigation. At least, not a murder investigation.”

Shafer eyed the expensive bauble. “This is why you texted me that picture?”

“Yes.”

“And now you want to confirm the rest of your evidence?”

Harvest shook her head. “No. I want to turn it all over to you. There’s no way I can handle anything like this on my own. Frankly, I think what I’ve found so far has put me and my sisters in danger.”

Shafer’s face took on a doubtful cast. “Some kind of conspiracy?”

“I don’t know what to call it. People have been following us. Why, for what, I don’t know. I don’t want to know, I just want it to end.”

The sergeant shifted his stance. “If you need protection—”

Harvest shook her head. “I want to protect myself.”

Shafer turned the piece over, felt the heft of it. “So what do you want to trade for?”

“The place where I found the evidence, I need to know who owns it.”

His glance sharpened. “You’re at the courthouse every day, Harvest.”

“I don’t think it’s going to be that easy. I need someone who can dig deeper.” Harvest looked away. “I’m pretty sure I know who’s involved, but I have to be positive.”

“If we’re talking about property, are we talking about Sheriff Bennett? He used to be a real estate broker. Probably still is, as far as I know.” Shafer’s gaze was tough to meet.

Harvest met it anyway. “I suspect so. Maybe some other folks around Warren County, too.”

“I can’t begin to think of what anyone had to gain from multiple murders from three decades ago.” Shafer hiked his shoulders. “But I’ll make the trade.”

Harvest beeped open the trunk. Shafer’s eyes widened only slightly as she slid the treasure chest out. She handed it to the trooper. Cradling it with one arm, he opened the arched top. Even in the predawn light, she saw the gold reflect off his face. He closed the lid. Shafer pursed his lips, studying her. Finally, he angled his head toward the station. “Come on in. I know a guy.”

***
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THE SUDDEN ABSENCE of pain startled Echo. That didn’t startle her nearly as much as her surroundings. She’d taken a step into the woodsy yard, and wandered into a primordial rain forest.

Birds chatted back and forth in songs she didn’t recognize. No house or driveway was visible between the vine-strung, mossy trees. Amphibians peeped and croaked, their voices carried on the breeze. 

“They focus their powers, the jade axes weaken you. Let’s head to the river. Your sister is seeking you.”

Echo whirled to see a tall, thin man with black hair and goatee. He wore an Old World military-style jacket with a tall collar, the sleeves rolled, pleated trousers the same navy blue as the coat, and dress shoes. He was not what she expected to see in the deep woods.

Recognition went off in her head like a bomb. That face, so like Dream Mom’s, and so like her own. “Who are you?”

“Please don’t be so nervous,” the man bowed. “Nick O’Broin at your service.”

“Do you have to speak in rhymes like Mom does?”

He made an odd gesture with his hands. “The words I use, the things I say, are only perceived by your brain that way. It’s something to worry about another day, we need to hurry. I’ll show you the way.”

Echo followed the tall man’s strides. “Zuri. Do you watch over her? Why didn’t you help us against Blue Rodrigo?”

Uncle Nick sighed. “Watching my daughter is all I can do. As far as protection, I’m relying on you. I don’t like playing a ghost, simply hovering about. I can bring you to this world, but I can’t, myself, get out.”

“Jeeze, I feel like I’m talking to Dr. Seuss.” 

It seemed they walked downhill a few yards, yet the light in the sky changed dramatically. The river, wild and racing, flowed only a few feet from where the road should be. Echo stopped in her tracks, gaping.

A voice carried to them on the wind. Echo recognized her dentist, his words pinched with fear. “I can’t see the house anymore, the road.”

“We’ll worry about that once we kill the girl,” a female chided him.

“None of this should be here. This is developed land,” Dr. Perkins said. “We’re lost, Crystal.”

“I said we’d find our way out once our work is done.” Crystal, Echo guessed, answered him.

“Oh, no they won’t, I’m afraid. Not for many a decade.” Nick smiled and put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Sorry. I should’ve warned you about this place. This realm is a compaction of time and space. The guardian will lead you through the gate. Sadly, for you, the hour’s already late.”

“Guardian?” Echo scanned the forest primeval. Nothing that looked like a gate was visible. Neither was any guardian. “Where?”

When she faced Uncle Nick again, the man had vanished. She started at the sound of a deep, deep voice.

“Hey, babe. Over here.” 
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Sgt. Shafer’s contact in Pittsburgh said it could take anywhere from five minutes to all day to locate the owners of the ruined cabin. As she and Jeff sorted through the evidence, it seemed the latter was most likely.

He beeped off his phone. “My guys say there isn’t much at the scene. That storm last night must’ve washed everything away. They did find the concrete slab, the one covering the cave. We’ve got archaeologists scheduled for a dig. The hole’s been filled with mud. Excavating it will take time.”

Harvest gently pulled a long strand of black pearls from the chest with gloved hands. It matched up with property stolen from a murder victim in Chautauqua. As Shafer taught her, she filled out an evidence envelope’s chain of custody form. Shafer pulled it over and signed it.

“Do you think this evidence will solve the Char-Man murders?” she asked.

Before he could answer, two men in matching gray suits walked into the room. “I’m disappointed, Jeff. You should’ve called us immediately. We had to hear it from one of your troopers.”

The speaker was medium height, but broad bodied, iron gray hair a military crew cut. “Special Agent Guthrie,” Jeff addressed him. “We were just going through it. I wanted to be sure before I brought you in.”

The second man let out a single sound of mirth.

“Brought us in? This is federal, all the way, Jeff. You know that. Your lieutenant already offered the conference room. We’ll take it from here. We’ll also take any recent reports, a statement from your witness.” Guthrie eyed Harvest.

A man and a woman appeared, both dressed in blue boiler suits. The man spread a roll of paper over the conference table. The woman dumped the remaining contents of the trunk. Without addressing either her or Shafer, they began pawing through the items, murmuring to each other.

Feeling out of place, Harvest stood and stepped away from the evidence techs. At once, Special Agent Guthrie was on her. “You found this evidence, Constable?”

It took her a moment to realize she was wearing her vest, legend on the back. “A kid found it. But I’m the one who discovered James Bracegirdle’s body. I put it together, and brought the evidence here.”

Guthrie had mastered the blank yet firm expression cops wore, and turned it on her. “I’m surprised you did. You seem like the Nancy Drew type.”

Harvest wasn’t sure how to take that. “I consulted with Sgt. Shafer about my suspicions. I didn’t actually expect to find all this. Even if I was the Nancy Drew type, I wouldn’t know where to go from here. I’m not a cop.”

“Special Agent Guthrie, we just got the info from Pittsburgh.” Trooper Devlin walked in with a sheaf of printouts. He handed them over, but not before giving Harvest a smug look.

No one spoke as the fed read through the papers, flipping back and forth a few times. He nodded to himself. “It’s not surprising Bracegirdle would so elaborately debase himself in such close proximity to his souvenirs. The Bureau always assumed he had a partner. Someone on this list, most likely.”

“Hey!” Harvest said. “I agreed to turn over this evidence in exchange for the name of the property owner.”

“You agreed with State Police Sgt. Shafer. But this is a federal case, Constable. Maybe you should’ve come to us first.”

Face aflame, fists clenched, Harvest whirled on Trooper Devlin. She said nothing, merely locked eyes with him. Deep inside her, she felt her focus crystalizing. Harvest felt a mental lens, an intense scrutiny, like she’d never felt before. The trooper became translucent in her vision, his inner secrets revealed.

“You’re one of them,” she whispered. “You’re a witch of the coven.”

He glanced at the others out of the corner of his eye. The special agent was on the phone with Washington, Shafer and the other agent in heated conversation, the techs bagging jewelry and making notes. None of them paid any attention to Harvest and Devlin.

“Go ahead. Act crazy in front of them, Elseworld bitch,” Devlin whispered back. “You might think you’ve cracked this case, but you’ve really only freed the Jade Coven from suspicion. Thanks.” He stepped past her and out the conference room door.

Fury pushed her to follow. He turned down an empty corridor. “Who are you people? What do you want from us?”

Devlin stopped by the door to the men’s room. “We’ve been watching you, your sisters, for years. You never should’ve taken a step up. You were nothing to us, until you took the vow. Now, it’s like you’re sucking the air out of the room. We need to breathe, Harvest. We’re not going to let Elseworld half-breeds steal our power.”

In her hyper-focused state, she clearly saw his intention to harm her. Harvest just couldn’t believe he would try it in a police station. That was her undoing. An instant later, she felt the touch of cold prongs against her bare arm. Her thoughts, her body, felt disjointed. Legs no longer held her up. She heard the crackle of electricity, caught a whiff of ozone, felt herself falling. 

Devlin pocketed a stun gun even as he caught her. Hands under her arms, he used her momentum, and backed through the men’s room door. Panic seized her. Her limbs jerked with spasms, nerves overloaded by the voltage.

“I told you we could do this without spells and jade staves,” Devlin said.

Harvest’s sense of hopelessness doubled. A tall man leaned on a stall door. He was armed with a syringe filled with clear liquid. Sheriff Robert Bennett eyed her like an antique in a pawn shop. “Without spells, my ass. If we hadn’t warded the hall, it would be crawling with troopers.” He pressed the needle into her arm.

“Don’t twitch too much, Harvest. Wouldn’t want to tear your pretty skin,” Devlin smiled.

Harvest felt liquid heat as the sedative spread through her. She couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, couldn’t do anything to fight them.

“And you don’t get too attached,” Bennett scolded the trooper. “She’s a sacrifice, pure and simple. Let’s get her into my trunk. Once we’re imbued with the Clawed Ego, we won’t have anything to worry about from law enforcement ever again.”

Imbued, her frightened mind repeated; Clawed Ego. Blue Rodrigo. Vision faded to blurry shapes, she felt the two men heft her by the arms. Her toes dragged across the smooth floor. When a back door opened, daylight stung her eyes. In a moment, the bright light flooded her until she felt nothing else.

***
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QUINN WAITED BY THE boat launch for her sisters. For a while, she tortured herself by remaining in her sweltering car. She paged through the book, looking for the spell she cast. It was not among her mother’s poems. The words had leapt to her mind from nowhere; the spell was hers alone.

She had killed three people with magic.

Maybe she had been defending herself and her coworkers. Maybe those women deserved it. Regardless, once she had sorted her shock and guilt into a coherent thought, she opened the car door and vomited in the grass.

It took a while to calm herself again. When she did, she started the car and moved to a puke-free space. Quinn couldn’t think of anything else to do.

Her phone remained quiet. She hadn’t heard back from Harvest or Echo since sending the emergency text. So now what? Was she alone? Had the coven taken them both? She pulled at the collar of her blouse, feeling the damp of sweat. They would probably know her car, her plate number. Quinn left the car, heading for the relative cool of the surrounding woods.

Insect drone, river ripple and birdsong calmed her as she found a fern-covered hillock and sat. Casting the spell, or maybe throwing up, left her weak, drained. What had happened to the donuts she’d brought to work? Quinn couldn’t remember. Even that thought brought her brain close to an abyss. If she looked down, she would see three people consumed by...

Brain skip—best not to go there.

Rummaging in her bag, she came up with a granola bar. In finding it, she brushed the grimoire. A chill crawled down her back like a slug. As long as she’d owned the book, she thought, wished, that it was more than a bunch of odd verses. Nothing had ever come of reading the spells. Not until she’d rejoined her sisters.

Now, she wished she had some understanding. A spell that came to her like a bolt from the blue had killed three people. How could it be possible? Just as she was coming to accept that she and her sisters, her triplet sisters, were more than human, the dark side of their growing power slapped her in the face. And worse, so much worse. Murder. She was a murderer.

The energy bar, despite the peanut butter and chocolate chips, tasted like sawdust in her mouth. Quinn hadn’t meant to hurt them. Had she?

Two men backed a trailer into the river and loaded a small fishing boat. Squirrels chased each other through the trees under the scolding of blue jays. How much longer could she stand hiding out in the woods, in the heat and humidity, victim of occasional bug bites?

No texts appeared on her cell. No black sedans cruised the parking loop. She could text her sisters again, but what if they were hiding? What if the sound gave one of them away? As she shifted on the fern covered hill, she knocked her bag over.

It took a single roll, dumping her makeup, her wallet, three files, a fistful of change, and the grimoire. “Crap,” she whispered through her teeth and squatted to collect the items. The book, of course, had opened itself to a page near the beginning. Did she dare look at it? Would the words of a spell bring more disaster? Quinn tried to pick it up without looking, but she caught the title, “Shared Sight.” From there, she was compelled to recite the spell.

“Bound by blood, miles undone,

let two share the Sight of one

Trinity, one are three,

Harvest, share your Sight with me.”

After, it took a long time for her muscles to relax. Quinn didn’t realize how tense she’d been. Nothing happened. She took a breath. On the one hand, she was disappointed. On the other, well, at least she hadn’t summoned some lethal force, some impossible horror.

But then, that never happened when she read from the book. The horrible spell had come from her, not her mother’s writing. With that thought building a little confidence, she recited it again, this time using Echo’s name.

At once, she viewed a forest. Not the one she hid in, but someplace deep, deep in bear country where the tree trunks were too thick to throw your arms completely around. Hilly terrain, covered in moss and loam. Motion made Quinn a little queasy. Echo was moving fast. Still, she didn’t see anyone in pursuit of her baby sister.

So what was going on with Harvest?

The vision faded, or rather, a brilliant golden glow made her squint. A light like sunrise blasted through the woods—except it was the middle of the day, the direction south rather than east or west. Before she could lift her hand to shade her eyes, a massive figure threw its shadow over her. Although she could hardly believe it, she recognized the creature walking toward her.
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Echo, who considered herself fairly unshockable, stood slack-jawed as she found the source of the voice.

“You’re as babelicious as your sister.”

The speaker had a vast spread of horns over a brow so heavy, it hooded its glowing blue eyes. His glowing eyes, Echo thought. The creature stood on two legs, well over six feet tall, and leaned on a battle axe. Remembering the jade blades of the witches’ staves, she tensed to run.

“Whoa, whoa, sweetie, your sister is this way. C’mon, don’t be shy. Let me get a look at you. Before I get too flirty, I believe you’re of age?”

Echo couldn’t find her tongue. But the monster sat down on a fallen log, leaning the axe against a tree. He crossed his furred legs, dangling a hoofed foot. “Does Quinn talk about me at all? I think we might have a thing going.”

When he smiled, Echo felt the urge to run again. His teeth were fangs, looking somewhat obscene in the goat-like snout. She finally voiced a question. “Who are you?”

The creature snorted, making a derisive face. “I’m a Paniskoi, guardian of the Arcadian Portal. It’s my job to keep humans out of the Twih, what generational witches call the Elseworld. Your uncle pulled a few of them in when he helped you escape. Now, I’ll have to terrify them into insanity.” He smiled again with his lethal teeth. “Should be entertaining.”

The Twih. Echo remembered the Grams talking about it. Is that where she was? “Is my mother here?”

“Yeah, she’s here. Somewhere. Uncle Nick, too. Unlike the unfortunate coven witches, those two belong here. That’s what makes it so hard for them to leave.”

Echo felt a wave of heat in her guts. “What about me?”

The creature hiked a shoulder. “You only half-belong. That’s why I’m here, to guide you out. Speaking of, let’s get going, sugar pie.”

The monster stood, towering over her, curved horns casting her in shade. He picked up his axe, using it as a walking stick. Echo shied at the sight of it. The Paniskoi raised his brows. “Oh. The axe. Listen, it isn’t the axe you need to worry about. It’s the jade. Do you watch ‘Supergirl?’”

She found herself too dumbfounded to answer.

He knocked on his horns. “The CW is the only network I can pick up with these things. Anyway, jade is like your kryptonite.” For a moment, he cocked his head in thought, a clawed hand stroking his hairy chin. “Or maybe like lead to your X-ray vision. Anyway, stay away from green jade. Coven witches use it to manipulate Twih energy. It goofs up your powers.”

The giant goat-man strode away, and Echo found herself hurrying to catch up. 

“I don’t understand any of this.”

“You can say that again. Your grandmother, your Aunt Mary, they kinda, sorta understand the Twih. They’re country witches, natural witches. They’re like druids, or hippies, mostly harmless. They take what the Twih provides, they give back, it’s a cycle. Generational witches don’t just come for the pick-your-own strawberries. They’re hunters, trappers, taking semi-sentient creatures from the Twih and draining them for their own power. Like the soul stain you blasted out of your realm. They want it to imbue them with clawed ego. Clawed ego, I guess you’d call it psychokinesis. They summon it, they feed it with human sacrifice, groom it with fire. Then they eat it, or try to eat it, anyway. This is why we don’t want humans, and especially human witches, getting into the Twih.”

“So what do they want with us?” Echo was trying to keep up, both physically and mentally.

“What do they want? They want to kill you. Probably as a human sacrifice, but I never know what those ass monkeys are up to.”

“Kill us?”

The monster nodded. “Uh-huh. When the three of you took the vow, you essentially set up a circuit to the Twih. Now, sure, Twih energy is always leaking into your realm. But when you three chicks start working spells, you draw, really draw that power.”

They started downhill. Echo shook her head. “I don’t follow.”

“If Twih energy were electricity, you and your sisters would be silver, just conducting like crazy. Coven witches need to construct ways to capture electricity, to generate it, capacitate it. Just you being alive, walking around, eating dessert, taking a dump, whatever, makes it a thousand times tougher for them to access the power they crave.”

Echo tried to put it all in perspective. She found she couldn’t.

“You’ll need someone to teach you. A natural witch with a little more oomph than country witches like your relatives. They’ll come. Don’t worry. Oh, hey, here we are.”

Here they were—where?

“Does Quinn go for older guys?” the monster asked. “I mean, I know I don’t look two thousand forty-seven years old, but still.”

He struck a pose, showing his profile. “Um. No. You look... Timeless?”

The thing grinned at her. 

Raising the axe over his head, the goat-man let out a woman’s scream. It sounded like a movie sound effect. Trees wrenched and twisted, although there was no wind. The sky went dark indigo. Fern-covered hills flattened. Fat-boles of trees slimmed. Old-growth forest disappeared, replaced by scattered, second-growth trees. Echo saw the boat launch fade into view. She still had a million questions, but the two of them now stood outside the Twih.
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“STILL NO RESPONSE FROM either Karen’s, or Crystal’s groups.”

Harvest awoke at the voice, not opening her eye more than a squint. She was in a big room, the ceiling two stories above. A great room, she thought it was called. 

“Well, they couldn’t just up and vanish.”

She recognized the second voice. Sheriff Bennett. The first must be Devlin. 

There was a dark chuckle. “Of course they could. Think about what they were doing.”

Harvest found herself in a sort of fetal position. Wrists and ankles ached. She saw the cuff on one wrist, the other end of it closed around a heavy U-shaped bracket. It was screwed into a board, the wood scarred and burned. 

“You think newbie witches, who haven’t cast a spell before now, could take out half our coven?” The sheriff demanded.

Stains; Harvest saw stains in the wood, purple-brown and black. The wide stains spread out from each of the manacle brackets. Without moving too quickly, she tried to move her leg. She couldn’t.

“I think the one we got chained up in the living room could take the rest of us out, no problem. They aren’t human, Bob. Just like the demons we summon, those girls are livewires, fully charged with psychic energy.”

Harvest rose the best she could. Like the altar in the cave, this one bore the same marks, the same sharp-pointed star. She thought of the Chautauqua Char-Man’s MO. Pinned down before they were burned to death, she thought, heart beating faster. Just like she was now. James Bracegirdle wasn’t a serial killer—this coven was. Human sacrifices, every single case, and thirty plus years later, Harvest was the next victim of their slaughter.

“We’ll see about that. The nail gun and compressor are in the shed. Call in everyone you can. The moon’ll rise soon,” Bennett said.

Despite the panic, the adrenalin surging through her, Harvest still felt groggy and weak from whatever they had drugged her with. The room was empty save a circle of folding chairs surrounding her. Darkening sky filled the two stories of windows. While every instinct told her to play possum should one of the men walk in, a little voice in her head told her to do the opposite.

She sat up as straight as she could, chains tugging each limb. Harvest gazed out the window.
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“Oh, hey, Quinn. Nice to see you.” The goat-man ran clawed fingers through the wool between the curving horns. “Did you miss me? I was talking to Echo, but that’s cool, right?”

She stood up as Echo stumbled through the trees behind the monster.

“Where have you been? I’ve been waiting for you all day.”

Echo scowled. “All day? I got your text, like, less than half an hour ago.”

“Are you two going to girl-fight?” The monster leaned on his axe. “If you are, I’ll hang out. Otherwise, I have people to terrify.”

Quinn grabbed her sister in a hug. “I thought they got you.”

“They almost did.” Echo hugged her back. 

“What do they want from us?”

Echo pulled away. “They want to kill us.”

As unsettling as her baby sister’s words were, they also provided something close to comfort. Had she been justified in casting that horrible spell? “How do you know?”

Echo faced the goat-man. Quinn followed her gaze. The creature hiked his shoulders. “They’ll probably sacrifice your sister at moonrise. You three knocked their pet into the Twih. They want it back, and sacrificing a Twih witch, you know, that’s powerful stuff. Speaking of which, I have four coven witches to frighten into mental health crises and possible cardiac issues. Toodles.”

“Wait!” Quinn cried. “Do you know where they took Harvest?”

“Duh,” the monster’s voice echoed with distance. “To the Sabbath.” And then he vanished.

“Sacrifice her?” Echo’s face lost color. “We have to find her, save her. Is there a spell in Mom’s book?”

When her baby sister reached for the grimoire, Quinn snatched it away. “Maybe there’s some other way. I don’t want to cast a spell.”

“What? Why not? It’s the coolest thing that’s ever happened.”

Quinn looked into the trees. It took a moment for her to find words. “I think I killed people with a spell.”

She expected an outburst from Echo. Instead, she got a sorrowful, sympathetic gaze. The youngest sister didn’t say anything, waiting.

“When I got to the office this morning, my coworkers were unconscious. People attacked me, my boss’ boss, and Deb Arnold of all people, tried to put me to sleep, too. They chanted a spell in Latin that nearly knocked me out. They had really strange weapons.”

“Jade axes,” Echo said. “Little green stone axes on long poles.”

Quinn listened to her sister’s account, the witch with the crystal, the family dentist who had saved bits of their teeth, the journey through the Twih. She unconsciously rubbed her own jaw. Dr. Perkins had been their family dentist for years. 

“It was probably the jade,” Echo said. “The Paniskoi said it goofed up our powers, like kryptonite.”

While she desperately wanted to believe it, Quinn couldn’t. No, she thought that the savage worms were right on the mark. She diverted topic to avoid thinking about it too much. “Paniskoi?” Quinn thought for a moment. “So that thing is a satyr? That explains a lot.”

“Is it just me, or are all guys like him?” Echo asked.

“No.” Quinn said right away. Then, a moment later, she said, “Well, yes, kinda, on some level.”

They sat on the hillock, keeping silent for a moment. Quinn knew they were thinking the same thoughts. She waited for Echo to voice them.

“Okay, you’re scared to cast another spell. I’ll admit, despite how awesome-possum it all is, you’ve made me nervous, too. But they’re after us because we’re some kind of half-breed witches. We have to use a spell. We don’t have that crystal that detects us, or—gag!—bits of Harvest’s teeth. Boy, that still creeps me out. All we have is magic. We don’t have a choice, here.”

Quinn shifted the book from hand to hand. “I tried before, but I couldn’t reach her.”

“We’re together now. Maybe that’ll help.”

She looked at her baby sister. Echo was still a kid, yes, but she was becoming a woman, a kind woman, but one with steel in her spine. Smiling, Quinn threw an arm over her shoulder and hugged her close. As she did, the book fell into her lap, opening to the same page it had before.

The words had changed a bit, she noticed. Maybe that was a good sign. She’d take any positivity she could find.

“Bound by blood, miles undone,

let three share the Sight of one

Trinity, one are three,

Harvest, share your Sight with me.”

A window, Quinn saw in her mind’s eye. A big window with a view. She saw the curve of the Allegheny, a bridge. That meant the window stood on a hill, but not far from uptown Warren. Just outside the picture window, a mature tree swayed in the breeze.

“Is that St. Joe’s?” Echo asked.

Quinn focused on the church in shadow, sunset coloring the sky behind. Other landmarks gave away Harvest’s position. “I think I know where she’s—”

Both women moaned as the view in their heads suddenly swerved. Quinn caught sight of a state trooper. Instead of a gun, he held a tall staff topped with a small, green axe head. The jade of the blade flashed, blinding them.

“I can’t see it anymore,” Echo’s voice rose, her words fast.

“C’mon.” Quinn jumped to her feet, pulling Echo with her. The two of them ran toward the parking loop. Fishing out her keys, Quinn unlocked the doors remotely.

“Isn’t there a flying spell in that book?” Echo asked, sliding into the passenger seat. “Or a teleport spell?”

She cranked the engine over. “We don’t have time to read through it.” And Quinn didn’t really want to cast another spell anyway. Tires spun as she threw it in reverse.

“How are we going to find the place? We only saw it from Harvest’s point of view.”

“We’ll find it, all right.” Quinn jammed it into drive and floored the pedal. “It’ll be the house full of witches.”
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“OH, GOOD. YOU’RE AWAKE.”

The trooper walked into the room, which spun as Harvest faced him. She took deep breaths to steady herself. He held a long pole in one hand, the top was a small, stone axe blade. It flashed with a strange green light that seemed to startle him. Warily, he took a step back.

“Well, I was going to offer you some food. We need you healthy for the sacrifice. But I think I’d better keep my distance. Bob thinks you girls are strictly amateur hour, but I know better.”

“I’m not a girl,” Harvest tried to say, but her tongue felt two sizes too big.

“Trying to draw me in, huh?” He smiled. “Nice try, but I’ll wait until the coven arrives. You might be able to spell one or two of us, but not all of us. You’re strong, stronger than the Clawed Ego. You stopped him from taking the little girl. Thanks for that, it’s a bitch to separate that demon once it’s possessed someone.”

Harvest understood something. “That’s why you killed Bracegirdle.”

Devlin nodded. “You’re catching on fast. Too fast for my liking. You even banished it from its lair, which I didn’t think was possible. Even so, your blood, your agony, and your death will bring it back. Then, once the coven is imbued with its power, we won’t have to worry about Elseworld witches anymore. Rest up the best you can, Harvest Moon. Your namesake will rise soon enough.”

Harvest Moon was next month, but she didn’t correct him. Tonight was the Sturgeon Moon, but she had no idea why she knew that. Alone again, she gazed out the window. Though it faced west, away from the rising moon, she could see the darkening sky. Somewhere in the house, a door closed. Conversation rose, too muffled to understand, yet Harvest knew that others had arrived. The coven had arrived. Her time was very quickly running out.

What was she going to do? Too tired to remain kneeling, she lay down as best her shackles would allow. Drug-fog left her brain. Finally, she could think. She took stock. Her gun was missing, but they hadn’t removed her vest. 

Her heart soared. Harvest kept a spare handcuff key in a small pocket. She had learned this the hard way after escorting a prisoner to trial, losing the handcuff key, and having to borrow one from a cop. Never again, she’d vowed. 

Unfortunately, her bonds were short. In order even to touch the vest, she had to lie flat, and scoot herself as close to her bound right hand as she could. Cuffs bit into her ankles and left wrist. Right fingers touched the vest, patting and searching. Limbs shook with the effort of holding her in position. 

Flashlight, window punch, spare magazines for the gun, car keys—aha, she thought. Did she keep a spare on her key ring? That would be smart. For sure she kept a single cuff key in a narrow pocket, but after her embarrassment, had she put one on her ring? She bought them as a pair, she recalled. 

Nearly breaking her wrist with the awkward angle, she pulled them out. Shifting again to ease the pain, she studied her find: house keys, car key, remote fob, file cabinet key, one she didn’t recognize, and a bunch of little discount cards for shopping.

Crap!

For a split second, she thought she’d said it aloud. She felt her heartbeat in her neck. After long moments, no one came to check on her. Well, they would soon enough. It wouldn’t be good if they figured out what she was doing. The keys went into a more easily accessible pocket. 

Now, let’s check the left side, she groaned to herself.
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“Of course, every house up here has a big window facing the river.” Echo checked out the houses on the block. The sky grew darker with each property they checked. Quinn pulled over and parked.

“What are we doing?” Echo got out when her big sister did.

“Checking the landmarks. Maybe we’re on the wrong street.” She sighed. “You know who would be so much better at this?”

Echo did—Harvest. She looked out over the darkening town. “Oh, you know what? I couldn’t see the Library Theater when we looked through Harvest’s eyes.”

“You’re right,” Quinn said. She squinted at the vista. “The question is: why couldn’t we?”

Excitement tingled through Echo. “Because of that,” she pointed, “That old brick historic building. It was in the way.”

“We’re on the wrong street.” Quinn jumped back in the car.

They made two rights, heading the other way along the next street. It was higher than the last. Again, every home had a picture window facing the river. But she spotted their target right away. “That’s gotta be it.”

Quinn parked again. “Which one?”

Echo pointed. “That one. It’s lit by candles, and there are five cars parked in front.”

“Looks like a party. But that’s a State Police cruiser in the driveway behind a county sheriff car.” Quinn looked a wary question at her.

“After all this, does that surprise you?” Echo answered. She crossed the street into the shadow of the mature tree in front. Keeping low, Quinn followed her. Together they studied the house. Echo was certain this was the window and that Harvest was on the other side. Windows took up the entire two-story face of the old brick house. On either side, candles flickered warmly, shadows tracing movement within.

“There’s no light in the living room,” Echo whispered. “They must be getting ready in other parts of the house. Maybe we can just run in and grab her.”

“It can’t be that easy.”

“Why not? I mean, they all parked their cars out front, the candles and everything, it’s just so obvious. Are they stupid, or just overconfident?”

Quinn frowned in the dark. “What if they’re simply confident?”

Echo’s sense of pending triumph fled. Four of them nearly took Quinn, four of them would’ve taken Echo, had her uncle not opened the Twih. Others had successfully captured Harvest. Harvest, who carried a gun and mace and a baton and stuff.

“We still have to try,” Quinn said.

Echo tapped her sister’s briefcase. “Let’s spell them first, then.”

Quinn started and looked toward the river. “No. I can’t attack someone with magic. Not again. Reaching out to Harvest is one thing, but the other...?”

It looked like Quinn was on the verge of tears. Echo hadn’t seen what had happened in her office, but it must’ve been pretty horrific to affect her oldest sister that way. She put a hand on Quinn’s shoulder. “Okay, let me try the front door. What do we have to lose?”

“They could see you, grab you, maybe kill you,” Quinn said.

For a few heartbeats, Echo placed her palms together, tapping her fingertips. “Okay, how about you do it?”

“We’ll go together.” Quinn stood, adjusting her purse strap. 

Moving forward in a crouch, to avoid being seen through the big windows, the two of them approached the front door at an angle. Quinn took the lead, jogging forward. Echo nearly slammed into her when her sister stopped short.

“Something’s got me!”

Echo couldn’t see what is was in the dark. Quinn tried to back up, but was held fast. Grabbing her arm, Echo pulled Quinn backward. A ripping, rustling sound came from her sister’s feet.

“Ow!” Quinn yelled.

“Shh!” Echo hauled harder. Quinn’s other hand gripped Echo’s shoulder. She felt something give. Then Quinn tumbled on top of her. From the ground, Echo saw it. Thorny vines rose from a line of stones set into the ground. They twisted and moved, as if in a wind, though the air was calm. Even as they watched, more and more of the dangerous plants grew from the rocks. In seconds, they formed a writhing, reaching fence.

Quinn held up a hand, and Echo saw the blood. She looked down at her sister’s leg. The skin was torn, blood running freely. “A few seconds more...” Quinn’s voice shook.

“I guess they’re simply confident,” Echo said, trying to break the mood. While she spoke, the animated vines again sank back into the buried rocks. “That’s some pretty lethal home security.”

Her oldest sister shook herself and moved away from the house. “I don’t think we can risk trying to outrun the vines. They grow too tall to jump.”

“I guess that leaves us with one alternative,” Echo shrugged.
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QUINN’S TEETH CLENCHED. “I’m not doing a spell on the vines, or the people in the house, as despicable as they all may be.”

“I was going to suggest—”

She wouldn’t let Echo speak. “And I’m not lending you the book to try it, either. It’s too dangerous, especially with Harvest inside. We’ll have to think of something else.”

Echo folded her arms and slumped her posture. She remained that way, still as a statue.

“What?” Quinn demanded.

Her baby sister shrugged. “You done?”

Heat rose in her cheeks. “Yes, I’m done. What is it?”

“I wasn’t going to suggest a spell. I was going to suggest another way in.”

Quinn squinted. “A back door? You don’t think these vines are all around the house?”

“No, not a door. A window.” Echo walked away, leaning against the tree in the yard. She pointed up. “That limb stretches out to the window above the porch.”

Quinn gazed at the dark façade. “How do you know they’re open?”

“Because it’s hot out, it’s August, and no one even locks their doors around here. The house is too old for central air. No lights on upstairs, so we can sneak around and try to get Harvest out before they do whatever to her.”

Thinking it over, Quinn studied the tree, and then her shredded leg. “I don’t think I can climb it.”

“Why, because you’re wearing a dress? I think you can skip the modesty right now.”

“No, Echo.” She puffed out her cheeks in exasperation. “I haven’t climbed a tree in twenty years. I’m already scratched up, and that rough bark is going to do a number on me. If I fall, those vines...”

“Twenty years? Really? I climbed a tree with Zuri, like, three weeks ago. C’mon, I’ll help you. I won’t let you fall. Unless you’d rather do a spell.”

That pushed her on. She situated the strap of her bag across her neck. “Fine. We’ll climb the stupid tree.” Quinn moved to the bottom, threw her arms around the trunk. Echo stopped her. 

“No, no. Step up on that root. You should be able to get both hands where the limbs separate. Your goal is to lift yourself up high enough to get a foot in there. You can use that knobby part like a step. After that, it’ll be a piece of cake.”

Heaving, sweating, Quinn thought she really needed to get to the gym. Muscles she hadn’t used in years sang a very sad song. Her foot slipped off the knot twice, and she slammed her knees into the trunk. 

“You want a boost?”

“Shut up, Echo.” This time, she pulled herself up far enough so she could bring up her second foot and lift herself into the branches. Panting, she moved higher, until she crouched on the limb that reached toward the porch roof and the dormer windows beyond. Echo appeared below her, annoyingly fast. 

“Nice job, old lady.”

“Echo, please. This branch is at least four feet away from the roof.”

“So we jump.”

From an unstable branch one story above the ground? Quinn didn’t say. “Might as well park the car in front and set off the alarm. It’s going to sound like elephants on the roof when we land.”

“So we jump quietly. Let’s go, Quinn, we don’t have any other options.”

“And once we get in, if we get in, what then? I’m scared out of my mind, Echo.”

“Yeah.” Echo looked up at her with wide eyes. “Me too. But usually when I’m scared, I find that just doing stuff makes it better. Okay, yeah, I’ve never been this scared before, so maybe I’m being an idiot.”

Quinn clambered out, eyeing the jump. “You’re more of a tomboy. I was always a girly girl.”

“The Grams always say you were a class clown, mouthing off and getting detention all the time. I can tomboy us in, but maybe you can clown us out.”

Something buzzed past her head, making Quinn jerk so suddenly, she nearly fell out of the tree. “What the hell was that?”

After a few moments, Echo whispered, “Holy moly.”

Before Quinn could ask what, she spotted it. The hive was as big around as a prize pumpkin. Bugs the size of her thumb, yellow and brown, hummed angrily. “Is that another home security system?”

“No, those are European wasps. They’re active at night. It figures they’d be outside this house.”

Quinn heard one behind her head. “Why?”

“Because they destroy bee hives. They’re kinda evil, if you keep bees.”

“Hornets. You’re sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure, look at the size of them! They’re the only true hornet in the Americas—”

“Hornets.” Quinn took a breath, preparing herself for what might turn out to be total calamity, certain pain, possible death. “Hornets. I think I know what to do. Hornets.”

“Wait. What? What are you going to do?”

“Hornets.” Despite being high up, half balanced, facing a coven who wanted to kill her, she put all her focus on the word. “Hornets.” A brilliant light flashed in her mind.

“Hornets, hornets, foes of bees

This night we’re not enemies

I shall send you from your nest

Though for now your flight arrest

Hornets, hornets, live by night

I now bend your path of flight

Badge of brown and yellow band

Do this thing that I command!”

“Are you freaking crazy?” Echo whispered.

Thinking this might be her last action, Quinn reached over her head and tore the papery nest from the limb above.
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Harvest found it. The handcuff key had been in a vest pocket on her left. She managed to get it out without dropping it, despite the lack of blood on her fingers. She could unlock the cuff from the bracket, but left handed, trussed up, half-groggy and afraid, it would take some doing. Once she got that one manacle undone, the rest would take seconds.

It turned out, she didn’t have even seconds.

A half-dozen figures walked into the great room, all wearing green robes with deep hoods. Two carried candles, one a torch, once a metal can with a spout, one a compressor, and the last a nail gun. Terror overrode her consciousness. They were going to nail her to the altar and set her on fire. She would die like the other victims of the Char-Man.

They chanted in Latin, a language Harvest had very little knowledge of. She couldn’t understand them. Incongruously, the two with the power tools plugged in the compressor and connected it to the nail gun. With a wicked hiss and a dull thump, a nail buried itself in the hardwood floor.

“Hey, asshole, do have any idea how much it cost to refinish this floor?”

Sheriff Bennett.

The chant stumbled to a stop.

“I had to see if it worked, right?” Harvest recognized the trooper’s voice.

A finger pointed from a dangling sleeve. “There’s a wooden platform right there.”

“Gentlemen!” A woman’s voice shouted. “The Elseworld witches have taken out half our number today. We need the Clawed Ego to survive, and the moon is rising.”

“She’s right,” Bennett said. “C’mon, c’mon, chant: Si vocare te...”

The trooper hefted the nail gun, walking behind her. Harvest braced for the first nail. Unfortunately, she’d read up on the Char-Man murders, and she knew the first spike would go through her knee. Sweat formed on her face, dripping on the altar. An ominous buzzing filled the air, deep and getting louder. Was it Blue Rodrigo returning?

“Ow!” one of the coven witches shouted. “Ow, shit!”

The chanting continued, minus one voice. Harvest saw one of the candle wielding witches flail around. “It’s in my robe! Ow! Ow!”

“She’s attacking us!” another voice rose. “Do it now!”

Motion caught Harvest’s eye. A big gray glob flew over the witches’ heads, landing on the floor. The uneven shape smashed apart and exploded. She then recognized the humming sound; not the harbinger of something supernatural, but a swarm of angry insects.

The chant broke, falling into curses and shrieks at the big yellow and brown bugs swarmed the hooded witches. The one with the torch swung at the swooping hornets, only to set fire to another’s robes.

Harvest took the opportunity to twist her hand around and insert the key in the cuff. It popped free. Glancing up, she saw the coven frantically swatting away stinging insects, staggering around the great room. A foot kicked over the metal can, and the scent of gasoline bloomed. As quickly as she could, Harvest unlocked the second cuff.

“I’m on fire!” The witch who’d been set on fire by the torch beat at the flames, stumbling around the room, setting other robes on fire.

“Call 911, I’m allergic to bee stings!” Someone shouted. 

“Fire! Fire!”

“Stop, drop and roll, idiot!”

“No! There’s gas on the floor!”

Ignoring the cacophony, Harvest moved to a squatting position to work on the ankle cuffs. Over her shoulder, she saw the trooper with the nail gun. He waved the tool around to no avail. So many hornets attacked his face, his hood looked like the opening of a hive. In a moment, her feet were free.

She had to run, but run where? Now three witches were on fire, careening around the room. The slick of gas on the floor caught fire, and it now burned up one wall. All of this stood between her and the rest of the house. The room heated up quickly.

“Harvest!”

Voices above caught her ear. On the second floor balcony of the great room, Quinn and Echo stared at her with white faces.

Someone else had seen them as well. “The witches are here!”

Instead of a rallying cry, the words stirred a hasty retreat. The first burning witch ran from the room. More followed. And then, so did Harvest.

Outside, a strange sight greeted her. The burning witch was hung up on vines that shot up from rocks in the yard. Writhing ivy smoked and caught fire. The other two fleeing witches trampled over their flaming comrade. Harvest saw why. The thorny, animated vines formed a fence around the whole property with twisting limbs and whipping thorns.

What choice did she have? Guts clenched, she followed suit, racing through the gap left by the flaming body. At the road she stopped and turned back. The enormous windows of the great room glowed orange as fire consumed the house.

Echo and Quinn!

Before she could race back inside to find them, Harvest saw them on the porch roof. Quinn awkwardly jumped the gap to a tree branch and sidled along it. Echo was right behind. Sirens wailed, close by and getting closer.

“Come on, come on!” Harvest shouted from the base of the tree. The magic vines were now completely aflame, thrashing in agony. Both her sisters sweated from the heat, Echo’s hair rising with the wind of it. But moments later, they were both down.

“My car’s over there,” Quinn panted.

They ran down the street, finally piling into the SUV. As Quinn turned the car toward home, fire engines raced past them. Harvest sat back, massaging wrists bruised by handcuffs. “Thanks, guys.”

“No problem,” Quinn kept her eyes on the road. “Let’s just get the hell outta town.”

Harvest shook her head. “No, let’s go eat someplace. I’m starving.”

She felt her sisters’ eyes on her.

“I’m serious. We have to act normal, like nothing happened.”

“What are you talking about? You’re all bruised up, Quinn’s legs are all bloody, and we all smell like smoke,” Echo said.

“So barbecue, then,” Harvest said.

***
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THE SERVER BROUGHT a pitcher of beer and three glasses without asking Echo for ID. She sat up a little straighter. Before entering, the three of them patched themselves up as best they could in Quinn’s car, but they all still looked pretty sad. Maybe the waitress thought they all needed a beer.

Echo took a long sip and gasped. “What I don’t get is why they’re so afraid of us, why they hate us so bad.”

“Well, we took nearly all of them out in one day,” Harvest shrugged.

“Only because they came after us. They’d all be happily pursing their evil little lives right now if they hadn’t.”

Quinn had the grimoire on the table, flipping the pages absently. “Apparently, there’s more to being an Elseworld witch than we know about.”

“The Twih,” Echo gazed into the amber depths of her glass. “The triplet thing, Mom, Uncle Nick, and Dad—where the hell does Dad go? Does he live with Mom in the Twih?”

Harvest drained her beer in one go. She wiped foam off her lips. “Well, it stands to reason that if the Grams are country witches, Dad probably is, too.”

The revelation rocked her a little, or maybe it was the beer. “Where is he in all this, then? He could be teaching us, training us, at the very least, giving us a few pointers.”

“He knows more than the Grams, I bet,” Quinn said, “But he’s still not like us. We’ll need to find someone else to help us find our way. A proper teacher.”

On one of the big screen TVs, a news teaser appeared, the legend reading: Warren County Sheriff’s house on fire.

“Speaking of, have you decided to go to college, Echo?” Harvest asked.

She dragged her eyes from the burning house. “I don’t think I want to. I want to make the Chandlery a real business, I want to work with bees and honey and wax. I know you two aren’t into it.”

Harvest gave her skeptical brows. “You think the Grams run the business on instinct or something?”

“What do you mean?”

Quinn had a half smile on her face, which was more smile than Echo had seen from her in a while. “Their degrees have been hanging in the sitting room since before we were born. Gramma Em has a degree in botany, Aunt Mary has a Master Beekeeper degree from Cornell. Her master’s thesis is a chapter in a beekeeping textbook. She trots it out every few months.”

“Oh, yeah,” Echo drank more beer. “I don’t know why I never thought of it like that.”

“We have a lot to think about,” Quinn said. “We’ll probably need to make some educated guesses about some things, which would require an education, Echo.”

“Holy crap!” Harvest stared at the TV, which made them all look.

“State Police and the FBI have just today uncovered evidence that may link Sheriff Robert Bennett to a thirty-five year old murder case,” said the reporter outside the burning house. 

“I thought Bennett and the trooper—”

Quinn shushed her.

“A body initially believed to be the suicide of James Bracegirdle, the FBI’s prime suspect in the gruesome Char-Man murders from the ’80s, led to a nearby discovery of property stolen from the Char-Man’s victims. Property owned by Robert Bennett. Bennett, a former real estate broker, ran for election three years ago, and despite a lack of law enforcement experience, won by a lands—”

The channel changed to a baseball game. Steaming platters of smoked meats arrived, and they dug in.

“I’m sure we’ll hear more about the case,” Harvest said over a pork rib.

Echo cut into a stack of brisket. “So we don’t have to worry about these Jade Coven guys. What do we do now?”

“Figure out whatever we can about being Elseworld witches.” Quinn forked a French fry, the only person Echo knew who ate them that way. “If we stick together, we’ll be okay.”

“How can we stick together if I’m all the way in Fredonia?”

Her sisters exchanged sly looks. “Don’t worry about it. We have a plan,” Quinn smiled, a full smile this time.

Harvest nodded. “It’s such a great plan, you won’t be able to refuse.”

“You can tell me another time. I have too much beer in my brain.” But Echo knew it was more than that. Everything was changing, everything she’d always believed was twisted up. She didn’t think it was a good idea to make decisions when life became chaotic.

“It just might involve a car of your own,” Quinn smiled.

Harvest refilled her glass. “And keeping your little secret business going.”

Her sisters’ expressions were as identical as their features. Echo couldn’t help but be intrigued. “Well, okay, then. Tell me more.”

*****
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